
The veil produces a deeply disturbing laceration in our organization of the visible, not only within the photograph as a 
material image, but also outside, in the context of public space.
(B. N. Aboudrar)
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	 To find out more see B. N. Aboudrar, Il velo e il rischio delle immagini, in Come il velo è diventato musulmano, Milano, R. Cortina, 2015, pp. 149-194.	  

2	 J. L. Nancy, The Look of the Portrait, in Simon Sparks (ed.), Multiple Arts. The Muses II, 2006. See also J. L. Nancy (curated by), The other portrait, catalogue of the 
	 exhibition at MART Rovereto, 2013-2014, Milano, Electa, 2013. 

3	 On the deictic character of the gaze and its dialogic function see Hans Belting, Florence and Baghdad: Renaissance Art and Arab Science, Cambridge, 
	 MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2011. 

4	 In her studies on the intimate relationship between modernity, modernism and sexuality Griselda Pollock taught us to recognise the fluid urban space of 
	 modern flânerie as a field interdicted to women. In G. Pollock, Modernity and the Spaces of Femininity, in Vision and Difference: Feminism, Femininity and 
	 the Histories of Art, London and New York, Routledge, 1988, pp. 50-90.

5 	The best known case is that one which took place during the Algerian War of Independence, witnessed by the pictures made by Marc Garanger of Berber women 
	 against their will.

6	 E. W. Said, Orientalismo. L’immagine europea dell’Oriente, Milano, Feltrinelli, 2013.

7 	First developed by NASA, the material consists of a thin sheet of plastic that is coated with a metallic agent, usually gold or silver in colour, 

	 which reflects up to 97% of radiated heat. For this reason Space blankets are used to reduce heat loss from a person’s body. Source Wikipedia.	

8	 F. Carmagnola, Dispositivo. Da Foucault al gadget, Milano-Udine, Mimesis, 2015, p. 38.
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The use of veil in arab world is regulate by an aniconic system which establishes a rigid separation between private and public spheres. 
The root of the word hijab – the most common type of veil – suggests the sense of what precludes the sight. 
Conceived as a kind of curtain1 which divides male and female worlds, it affirms a space of separation, but at the same time it 
defines a visual field which indicates in absentia2 what we cannot see. As J. L. Nancy pointed out, in the etymology of the word 
‘portrait’ (from the latin trahere), we also found the sense of what is denied, drawn out on one side and recalled to mind on the 
other. The image takes the place of the subject and permits its absence, but more than anything else makes it possible. 
Where the subject has its own truth and effectiveness? The philosopher wonders. And yet: isn’t a portrait primarily, and at the 
end, an encounter?

With a well-known exchange of glances between the spectator and its subject, BR1’s portraits suggest a dialogic experience of 
the visible3 allowed not only toward women but also by the women. In the possibility of looking without being seen, they affirm 
their own agency and produce a space of resistance against the rules of a phallocentric and misogynous regime of visibility – 
extremely iconophile in western world4. From one hand the veil acts as a device which turns down the male gaze, on the other 
it becomes image itself, emphasizing the feminine presence in public space. In doing so it breaks the general accepted idea of 
the veil as nothing more than an instrument of submission, rather than of self-empowerment. Women which consciously wear 
it, use it as a symbol religious or cultural belonging. Indeed it is precisely the imposition of a regime of visibility based on 
transparency – which in the era of ‘terror-spectacle’ becomes control and surveillance – which uses it as a tool of submission. 
Let’s think how the debate on the veil (on the burkini in France for example) echoes the forced un-veiling campaigns of women 
in colonized countries between XIX e XX centuries, supported even by feminist sisters5. What arises from this anthropology of 
the gaze highlights a peculiar aspect of the artist’s research focused on the concept of border, both physical and mental, which 
considers the veil as a synecdoche able to symbolically subsume the complexity of an entire geographic area – of which the 
west has built a spurious image, making it a sort of complementary Self6 where to find relief and seduction. 

Social and performative object, semantically ambiguous and politically controversial, the veil intervenes in our visual horizon 
functioning as a device, as it disciplines the relationship between knowledge and the process of subjectivation inscribed in 
it through the habitus. In BR1’s portraits some women look at us through a crack, as if they were peering through a peep-hole. 
Their faces are shielded by a golden cloth. While the isothermic blanket7 epitomizes our time and it doesn’t need commentary, 
no possible idea of ownership is offered to us as spectators. Just a few details are enough to compose the mise en scène of 
a secular dressing that, in questioning the stereotype, reverses it. The subject is none other than what appears through the 
fold or rift of the device8 and it is precisely this loophole that affects our attention more than anything else. Who is she? Nobody. 
What do we know or are able to see? Anything. Nothing more than our being seen and judged, because is the image that looks 
back on us.
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