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Veils Are Diaphanous
Karen Archey

While it seems redundant to ponder the relevance of photography in artistic  
discourse today, it would appear that it has not, unfortunately, found its footing as  
an uncontested medium in contemporary art. Reliant upon camera bodies  
and chemicals mass-produced in nature, photography, as we are all well aware,  
suffers the slippery reputation of being a medium that observes and records,  
ODFNV�HYLGHQFH�RI�WKH�DUWLVW·V�KDQG��DQG�WKXV�UHÁHFWV�VHHPLQJO\�OLWWOH�LQWHQWLRQDOLW\�� 
It is the dumb, nerdy kid brother to our charming Currins and Humes, the unhip sister  
to our unmonumental Boyces and Stockholders (who are, coincidentally, allowed 
WR�HPSOR\�PDVV�SURGXFHG�HOHPHQWV�LQ�WKHLU�ZRUN���7KH�ÀJKW�DJDLQVW�WKH�PHGLXP·V�
indexicality and documentary function is a battle few have won, though it remains to  
EH�VHHQ�ZK\�ZH�GRQ·W�MXVW�UHMHFW�WKH�RPQLSUHVHQW�FRQFHSWXDOLVW�PDQGDWH�RQ�
contemporary art and allow photography to embrace its technical support, or embark  
on whatever wild ride it wants.

So why is Lisa Oppenheim so committed to photography, given this burdensome 
KLVWRU\"�7KH�1HZ�<RUN�EDVHG�DUWLVW�HSLWRPL]HV�WKH�FRQFHSWXDOLVW�DELOLW\�WR�EXLOG�DQG�
ORFDWH�LQWHQWLRQ�FRQWH[WXDOO\�DQG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�ZLWKLQ�D�ERG\�RI�ZRUN�WKDW�LV� 
photographic in nature. The individual photographs in series like the solarized images 
of smoke clouds, for example, are meaningful on their own, but together they resonate 
as greater than the sum of their parts. (The same could be said of individual words  
strung together, which achieve greater meaning through their formulation as  
D�VHQWHQFH��RU�ÀYH�ÀQJHUV�WKDW��WRJHWKHU��EHFRPH�D�IXQFWLRQDO�KDQG���2SSHQKHLP·V�
VRODUL]HG�VPRNH�SOXPHV�GXDOL]H�WKHLU�VXEMHFW�PDWWHU��ZKDW�ZH�VHH�LV�D�VZLUOLQJ�
cumulus, but information gleaned from the title reveals that the clouds are actually 
VPRNH�IURP�D�PDVVLYH�ÀUH�WKDW�GHVWUR\HG�D�6RQ\�ZDUHKRXVH�GXULQJ�WKH�/RQGRQ�ULRWV� 
RI�������RU�D�FORXG�RI�GHEULV�UHVXOWLQJ�IURP�WKH�ERPELQJ�RI�1RUPDQG\��:KDW·V�PRUH�� 
WKH�IDFW�WKDW�WKHVH�SKRWRJUDSKV�DUH�VRODUL]HG�E\�ÀUH�KHLJKWHQV�WKHLU�SHUIRUPDWLYLW\��
FKDOOHQJLQJ�WKH�´REVHUYH�DQG�LQGH[µ�IXQFWLRQ�RI�SKRWRJUDSK\�

A true proponent of the medium, Oppenheim employs photography both as form  
and content. Take her intricate photograms of overlaid véritable hollandais,  
for instance—a fabric aesthetically similar to Indonesian batik, but which is almost 
entirely exported to West Africa and produced in the Netherlands by the Dutch 
FRPSDQ\�9OLVFR��D�SRVWFRORQLDO�UROH�UHYHUVDO�RI�VRUWV��7KHVH�ZRUNV�KDUNHQ� 
EDFN�WR�+HQU\�)R[�7DOERW·V�H[SHULPHQWV�ZLWK�ODFH�LQ�WKH�����V��ZKHQ�WKH�SKRWRJUDSK\�
pioneer placed the items directly on photographic paper. Shining light through  
WKH�ODFH�UHYHDOHG�D�SHUIHFW�SKRWRJUDSKLF�UHSOLFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�IDEULF·V�LQWULFDFLHV��
represented in binary form by the presence or absence of light. Talbot showed  
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these early photograms to his peers in order to champion the replicative function of 
photographic processes. In positioning swatches of véritable hollandais  
directly onto photo paper, Oppenheim creates moiré effects and patterns resembling  
ÀVK�VFDOHV��$V�FRORU�SKRWRJUDSKV��WKHVH�ZRUNV�UHSUHVHQW�WKH�H[DFW�RSSRVLWH� 
RI�WKH�IDEULF�LQ�WHUPV�RI�FRORU��DQG�HODERUDWH�7DOERW·V�DVVRFLDWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�ELQDU\�

These fabric images are further informed by formal and conceptual binary oppositions 
such as the positive/negative, historical/contemporary, handmade/mechanical,  
DQG�FRORQL]HU�FRORQL]HG��2SSHQKHLP·V�SLFWXUHV�IHDWXULQJ�UROOLQJ�SOXPHV�RI�VPRNH�DOVR�
exist in this state of oppositional hybridity; in solarizing these silver gelatin prints  
ZLWK�ÀUH³LWVHOI�ERWK�D�OLJKW�VRXUFH�DQG�IRUP�RI�GHVWUXFWLRQ³WKH�DUWLVW�FUHDWHV� 
both physical smoke and the image of it. One billow exists privately and ephemerally  
IRU�WKH�DUWLVW�LQ�KHU�GDUNURRP��WKH�RWKHU�H[LVWV�DV�DQ�LQÀQLWHO\�UHSURGXFLEOH�UHQGHULQJ�
taken from sources as disparate as war-museum libraries, Flickr, Shutterstock,  
DQG�WKH�/LEUDU\�RI�&RQJUHVV��+HUHLQ�OLHV�DQRWKHU�LQVWDQFH�RI�ELQDU\�RSSRVLWLRQ�� 
the performed and the static, the actual and the represented. Subtle clues hint at  
WKH�QHJDWLYHV·�RULJLQDO�WLPH�SHULRG�DQG�VRXUFH��WKH�ROGHU�ZDU�PXVHXP�LPDJHV�DSSHDU�
slightly scratched while the Internet-sourced images, after several decades of 
WHFKQRORJLFDO�DGYDQFHPHQW��DSSHDU�PRUH�FULVS��2SSHQKHLP·V�H[SHUWO\�IRUPXODWHG�WLWOHV��
which basically dispose of artwork-titling conventions altogether, refer to the source of 
her negatives, the photographer who originally took the photograph, and the year  
the image was originally captured. Take, for instance, the rather verbose title,  
$�+DQGOH\�3DJH�+DOLID[�RI�1R����*URXS�ÁLHV�RYHU�WKH�VXEXUEV�RI�&DHQ��)UDQFH�� 
during a major daylight raid to assist the Normandy land battle. 467 aircraft took part  
in the attack, which was originally intended to have bombed German strongpoints  
north of Caen, but the bombing area was eventually shifted nearer the city because of 
the proximity of Allied troops to the original targets. The resulting bombing  
devastated the northern suburbs, 1944/2012 (2012), which was produced from 
negatives from the Imperial War Museum in London, or Billowing. As we were driving 
XS�WR�1RUIRON�\HVWHUGD\�,�VDZ�WKH�(QÀHOG�ÀUH��ZKHUH�D�6RQ\�GLVWULEXWLRQ�FHQWUH� 
set ablaze by rioters was just pouring out smoke over the motorway. The sheer amount 
of smoke was quite surprising, and today smoke was still covering the motorway.  
,�IHHO�VXFK�GHVSDLU�DW�SHRSOH�ZKR�KDYH�WDNHQ�WR�ORRWLQJ��VR�DQJU\�DW�WKH�GHVWUXFWLRQ�
people can cause, 2011/2012 (Tiled Version II) (2012), which was sourced from Flickr. 
The aesthetic universality of the smoke plume signals a sense of collectivity in 
the various points in time and location from which they are plucked—a shared mourning 
IRU�WKH�PHWDSKRULFDO�FRQÁDJUDWLRQV�RI�RXU�OLYHV�

2SSHQKHLP·V�PRQRFKURPDWLF�´/HLVXUH�:RUNµ�VHULHV�UHYHDOV�D�ORJLF�VLPLODU�WR�ERWK� 
´6PRNHµ�DQG�´9pULWDEOH�+ROODQGDLV��)LVK�6FDOHV��µ�ZKLFK�XVHV�VXFFHVVLYH�IROGLQJV�RI� 
'HYRQ�ODFH�DV�WKH�QHJDWLYH�IRU�D�SKRWRJUDP��$JDLQ��WKH�DUWLVW�UHIHUHQFHV�7DOERW·V�
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experiments with lace calotypes, which the elder artist used to describe positive  
DQG�QHJDWLYH�UHODWLRQVKLSV��7DOERW·V�LQYHQWLRQ�RI�WKH�FDORW\SH�PDUNV�WKH�ÀUVW�LQVWDQFH� 
of the ability to produce multiple positives from a single translucent negative,  
as the daguerreotype had erstwhile only produced one opaque positive.  
While the calotype failed to displace the daguerreotype for a multitude of reasons 
�DPRQJ�WKHP��7DOERW·V�SURSHQVLW\�IRU�SDWHQWLQJ���LW�UHPDLQV�D�ZDWHUVKHG�PRPHQW� 
in the industrialization of photography. Incidentally, textiles—lace included—also saw  
the dawn of their own mass production around this time, and Talbot labored to  
introduce photography to this process, with the hope that his calotypes could serve as 
an easily reproducible pattern for textiles.

7KH������LQYHQWLRQ�RI�WKH�FDORW\SH�FRLQFLGHG�ZLWK�WKH�,QGXVWULDO�5HYROXWLRQ·V� 
ideological reinvention of labor, when many skilled crafts such as textile production—
RQFH�FRQVLGHUHG�ZRPHQ·V�RU�OHLVXUH�ZRUN³EHFDPH�PHFKDQL]HG�� 
Women and children were introduced to the workforce, often under degrading 
FRQGLWLRQV��2SSHQKHLP·V�VXEMHFW�LQ�´/HLVXUH�:RUNµ�LV�WKH�RIWHQ�LQYLVLEOH�KXPDQ�ODERU� 
WKDW�SURGXFHV�ERWK�SKRWRJUDSK\�DQG�FUDIWV�W\SLFDOO\�FRQVLGHUHG�´ZRPHQ·V�ZRUN�µ� 
$JDLQ��VLPLODU�WR�2SSHQKHLP·V�ÁDPH�VRODUL]HG�SULQWV�LQ�KHU�´6PRNHµ�VHULHV��WKH�DUWLVW·V� 
darkroom performativity calls attention to a greater conceptual apparatus at play.  
,Q�´/HLVXUH�:RUN�µ�ZH�VHH�VHTXHQFHV�RI�SKRWRJUDPV�EHJLQQLQJ�ZLWK�RQH�OD\HU� 
of lace that is folded once, twice, three times, and so on, with each fold represented  
E\�D�SKRWRJUDP��7KH�SHUIHFWO\�UHQGHUHG�ODFH�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SKRWRJUDP�JLYHV�ZD\� 
to the visual cacophony of subsequent prints, appearing not unlike television static. 
While Oppenheim often strives to elucidate the tacit chemical processes and human 
DFWLRQV�XQGHUO\LQJ�D�SKRWRJUDSK·V�FUHDWLRQ��WKH�KLVWRU\�DQG�UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�GRPHVWLF�
ODERU�LV�WUHDWHG�ZLWK�D�VLPLODU�LQYLVLELOLW\�KHUH��$JDLQ��ZH�ÀQG�WKH�ELQDU\�RSSRVLWLRQ�RI�WKH�
seen and unseen, handmade and mechanized, black and white.

2SSHQKHLP·V�VWDWHV�RI�ELQDU\�RSSRVLWLRQ�VSHDN�WR�WKH�DUWLVW·V�DELOLW\�WR�ERWK�UHLQYHQW�
and celebrate the indexical and documentary functions of the photographic image. 
+LJKOLJKWLQJ�WKH�GXDO�VWDWH�RI�WKH�LPDJH·V�VXEMHFW�PDWWHU��VKH�SURYHV�WKDW�� 
LQ�WKH�HQG��LW�LV�WKH�DUWLVW·V�FRQWH[WXDOL]DWLRQ�WKDW�VSHFLÀHV�LQWHQWLRQDOLW\�DQG�ORFDWHV�
PHDQLQJ��%XLOGLQJ�RQ�SKRWRJUDSK\·V�SURSHQVLW\�WR�REVHUYH�DQG�UHFRUG�� 
2SSHQKHLP·V�ZRUN�UHLQWURGXFHV�WKH�PHGLXP·V�DELOLW\�WR�ERWK�KLVWRULFL]H�DQG�HPRWH��
obscure and highlight.


