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Pictorial Gravities:
Objecthood, Authority, and
Artistic Invention in Albrecht
Durer’s Veronicas”

Mateusz Kapustka

In the bibliography of his fundamental work on the phenom-
enology of perception, Maurice Merleau-Ponty included an
article written by Hermann Fischel in 1926: “Transformations-
erscheinungen bei Gewichtshebungen.”! Fischel argues that
after having performed several rigorous empirical examinations
concerning perception, weight can be estimated in relation to
bodily sensation, either when a load is pulled with hands, or
with teeth, or - very interestingly for art history - when pulled
by blind people. Weight appears as a phenomenon, derived as
it is from bodily relations, above all from our tactile or visual
faculties. If we apply the basic outlines of the theory of relativity,
we could say even more: frankly speaking, there is nothing, in
fact, like weight, the same as there is nothing like time, since
both can be seen only as a set of relations. Both weight and
time are invisible in so far as they convey the conceptual fram-
ing for changes in perceivable and imperceptible dimensions.
Moreover, both are consequences of movement or at least its
potentiality like the passive change of position, dissolution, or
entropy, and only as such are they subject to measurement.
In consequence, the common denominator for the perceptibil-
ity of time and weight is gravitation as an objective planetary
force determining our whole phenomenal existence on both the
micro- and macro-level. Following this risky brief statement of
the existential kind, we could say that looking at moments of
weight implicates the comparison of certain conditions as differ-
entiated in consecutive sequences: the most direct indicators
of weight in the domain of the visible are, beside movement,
passive impressions caused by the heaviness of the object
itself, or active expressions of forces used by someone to pull
the object up. The latter is, however, burdened with personal
predispositions as well as semiotic values e.g. cultural codes of
body shape and physiognomy.
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One of the most elucidating class of objects in this regard
is textiles. They are equipped with an elasticity that allows them
to be imprint recipients and go almost beyond their own gravity
in the course of stretching, fluttering and flying. This article,
which should be seen rather as an experiment related to studies
on the media-related efficacy of the fabric as a cultural topos,
will deal with the hardly graspable and vague textile threshold
between the laws of gravity and the loss of gravity. The subject
of investigation will be the cloth of Veronica as a surface for the
textile imprint. The Holy Veil emerges here as a touch-stone for
the discussion on weight and gravity as depicted in prints. The
depicted fabric’s independent and flexible corporeality as the
subject of mimesis is on the one hand subject to the laws of
gravitation. At the same time, it can be liberated from bound-
aries of statics through pictorial representation. So, the ques-
tion is: How does gravity activate the border-crossing features
of the textile as represented in images? And, more generally:
what kind of gravity can we encipher within an autonomous
pictorial space?

Let us interrogate a certain phenomenon of depicting the
textile’s objecthood before we turn to the pictorial gravity of the
Holy Veil. Albrecht Diirer’s famous drawing of Six pillows from
1493 (fig.1) is the best example of what we could call a pas-
sive imprint or “autoimprint,” i.e. caused only by the object’s
gravity and not by implied force.2 The pillows are depicted in
their passivity as determined by the relation of their own mass
to forces causing inherent folds. Phenomenologically speaking,
they constitute an image of the past insofar as they depict what
has occurred to the object.? In their corporeality, the pillows
are situated between rudimentary modes of depicting bodies.
A simple line manifests the body’s liminal fold. A vast blank
space suggests its spatial extension. The hatchings of shad-
ows indicate the historicity of forms resulting from their own
gravity, from incidental non-figurative impressions, or from sim-
ply being thrown against their background.

This reflection upon the passivity of an object, simply
existing in time and with corporeal flexibility subdued under its
own weight, creates a blank space within art historical thought
anchored in the Western iconology. Conventionally understood,
a Renaissance artist like Diirer should be a messenger of
mimetic values and disguised figurations instead of represent-
ing things physically just as they are, purposeless and devoid of
external references. It is therefore no wonder that several stud-
ies have been devoted to the allegedly hidden faces in Diirer’s
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Albrecht Diirer, Six pillows, 1493, drawing, New York, Metropolitan
Museum of Art
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Albrecht Diirer, Self-portrait with hand and pillow, 1493, drawing, New York,
Metropolitan Museum of Art
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pillows in terms of a “double mimesis.”4 Such an approach
resembles the early modern artistic practice of living anthro-
pomorphic landscapes by Arcimboldo, Merian, de Momper and
others. This tendency could be a symptom of our capacity for
visual recognition: according to these premises, we need por-
trait-like presentations of people, things, interiors, and land-
scapes to locate them in our already multilayered systems of
representation.5 To see faces in Diirer’s pillows means to apply
the Renaissance idea of natura naturans onto depictions. In this
view, representations should reflect upon their own subjectiv-
ity, telling us more than we actually expect or are able to see
at first glance. Otherwise we see just pillows. But isn’t it just
about seeing pillows, which do not have any form other than a
physically relational one, strictly dependent upon the object’s
own gravity?

If we compare the picture of the six pillows with the draw-
ing on the verso on the same sheet, an early self-portrait of
Diirer combined with a relatively oversized hand and a single
pillow beneath (fig.2), we can draw further conclusions. This
combination manifests disproportion in mind and execution as
visualized in the countenance of the young artist and the mea-
suring hand. The depicted look directed straight at the beholder
and the sign given with the hand are opposed to each other,
since they occupy different scalar dimensions and thus indi-
cate an arduous process of transformation between invention,
signification, and communication. It is about an action moving
between concept and its expression, which would later compel
Diirer to consider the insurmountable gap between the physical
and the ideal. In contrast, the solitary pillow as a passive object
equipped with its very own physicality speaks in terms of being
portrayed in its very gravitational condition. The whole body
of the pillow is its face. This difference in mediation between
given sign and existing object is a crucial point in understand-
ing the enormous career of the stained imprint upon a piece of
fabric that in a certain moment in the 13th century - almost like
Diirer’s pillows in today’s art historical practice - transformed
their objecthood into facial imagination.6 | am speaking here
of an object that thus turned out to be a true portrait par excel-
lence, an index of a face which in a paradoxical way functioned
simultaneously as its mimetic representation: the Veronica.

So, let us turn to the Holy Veil. The cloth of Veronica can
be called an archetype of textile presentation and also a para-
digm of the Western career of facial dialogue. This subject was
represented by Diirer in an autonomous form at first in his Small
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Passion from 1510 in a woodcut interrupting the evangelical nar-
ration and presenting the clearly oversized relic stretched in
Veronica’s hands (fig.3).7 The cloth functions here as an object
within a frame of a fictitious architectonic interior, accompa-
nied by other attributes of ecclesiastical power: the keys held
by Peter and the sword held by Paul. The play of hands in this
somehow claustrophobic scene makes a speaking object out of
Veronica’s cloth, which loses its natural flexibility and turns into
a static frontal portrait covered by the upper fold as its frame.
As such, determined entirely by the act of holding, it becomes
in a pictorial sense “an image made by human hands.”8 The
relic is an architectural screen that catches the beholder’s look
in a trap of stretched fabric containing the three-dimensional
face, situated exactly at the vanishing point of the interior’s
perspective. It is an object clearly distinguished by energy used
to span its matter, an object to handle with force.®

The chronologically second of Diirer’s three autonomous
Veronicas, an engraving made in 1513, embraces the fabric’s
flexible corporeality as a pre-condition for relinquishing the
laws of natural weight in favor of something we could call “pic-
torial gravity” (fig.4).1° This term was a subject of a comprehen-
sive analysis by German art historian Michael Brétje.1! Through
an analysis of Diirer’s composition, Brotje proposed a mode of
phenomenological looking as a basis for an intuitive perception
of images. To comprehend this image’s hermeneutical value
means to abandon the apriorical way of historically founded
perception, i.e. not to look at the represented shapes as though
we knew them already. If the image should be an active part-
ner in a dialogue, its understanding should not be immediately
bound by the necessity to recognize. Instead, the surface plane,
an inevitable threshold and at the same time the only place of
effective apparition, does not let the object become ‘real’ in the
mimetic sense of the word. The autonomy of the represented
folds comes along with the dynamic qualities of the image,
beyond the need for instantaneous recognition. The appari-
tion of the depicted comes into being thanks to the coaction of
mimetic representation and the simple action of lines or stains,
or due to emptiness evoking closeness or distance.

The folds in Diirer’s Veronica appear above all, as Brétje
argues, as a momentary and singular apparition of thickening
or diluting lines, centralized or crossing each other, coming
towards the beholder or advancing backwards. The folds are
not “realistic.” They are constructed in a way to convince us of
the textile’s spatiality within a two-dimensional surface plane.

Materiality and Devotion

As such, they lead the eye through the dark and light parts of
the fabric, through simulated cavities and extensions, and indi-
cate a “process-related positioning” (prozessuale Verortung). So,
not their imitative, objective “reality”, but their very foldability
(Faltbarkeit) defines, as a potential of fictitious three-dimension-
ality, the pictorial energy of the image. Brétje argues that this
potentiality of the represented textile forces us to comprehend
the image as a “phenomenal expression of becoming” (phanom-
enale Werdeexpression), and turns its illusive objects into the
“happening of being” (Seinsgeschehen). In this way, the visible
eventually escapes from the surface plane (Brétje: Flache) and
creates a level of bilateral accommodation through the phe-
nomenal experience (Brotje: Ebene).

Complex in its quest for the metaphysical, Brotje’s exis-
tential-hermeneutical image analysis leads in our case to
an important conclusion: the fabric as an ‘actor’ within the
image’s surface plane creates a very specific tension since
it is equipped with its own kind of objectiveness — a dynamic
and changeable corporeality created only by a pictorial snap-
shot. In the process of the aforementioned “becoming”, the
textile fabric argues with its own fictive plasticity and as such
remains a representational paradox. The fragility of the fabric’s
texture allows it to gain pictorial space for itself and even dis-
rupts the two-dimensional reality of the frame. In these terms,
Brétje situates the pictorial energy within the space of dialogue
between the image’s self-exposure and the beholder’s pre-
disposition for intuitive comprehension before the moment of
in-depth reflection.

Exactly within this space of dialogue we are confronted
with suggestions of the inner capacity of cloth and garment, its
readiness to become filled. The main focus of Diirer’s represen-
tation of the Holy Veil of 1513 is in these terms, of course, the
spatial textile ‘framing’ of Christ’s face and its possible exten-
sion. The only intuitive completion of the corporeal presence
of the gazing likeness can be carried out by reconstructing the
body downwards, along the imaginative outline suggested by
the cloth’s shadowed folding. This passage leads to the deli-
cately rounded opening below and as such provokes the body’s
continuity towards the beholder. The optical gravity that helps
us to reconstruct Christ’s body and make it imaginatively closer
is strictly relational: It appears in-between as a mutual force
of presence between Christ’s face and the artist’s “speaking”
signature at the bottom. Interestingly, this monogram does
not appear as usual in Diirer’s works on a tablet or in open
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3 Veronica with the Apostles Peter and Paul (from the Small Pasion), 1510,

woodcut, SMPK Berlin
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4 Angels with the Cloth of Veronica, 1513, engraving, SMPK Berlin
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space, but is placed within a rectangular vacuum interlaced
with hatchings in the aerial background. These hatched lines
are condensed at their endings as they touch the edges of the
square. It seems as if the vacuum were inserted from below
into the braided structure of horizontal hatchings in the air. As
such, being simultaneously an object and a non-object within
the surface plane, the monogram as vacuum comes “before”
the image and redefines its laws of tension and gravity.

At the same time, the cloth makes the whole scenario of
lines much more substantial: the air as the place where angels
are almost anchored in their levitation emerges as a wavy sur-
face via the instantaneous contrast between density and the
indefinite emptiness of the signature’s geometrical position.
This monogram is therefore beyond space, an input of foreign
antimatter beyond mimesis. Incarnating the artist’s presence,
it “gazes” at the beholder as does the facial representation of
Christ above. This version of Diirer’s Veraicon marks a thresh-
old between the traditional presentation of Veronica’s cloth as
an imprinted image of Christ claiming its authenticity and the
“coming into being” of a textile-bound likeness.

This observation leads us to the matter of the veil’s picto-
rial weightlessness. The liberation of the cloth with the sancta
facies from the laws of statics and gravity comes with the third of
Diirer’s Veronicas, an enigmatic etching made in 1516 (fig. 5).12
The question concerning this composition had been the follow-
ing: is the angel pulling the Veronica’s veil downwards; or does
the wind blow so hard that we see the veil billowed and turned
upside down as well as his garments bulging from below?13
| believe it is both. If one takes another element of dynamics
into consideration, namely the wings of the central angel hold-
ing the cloth, it will be clear that what we see here is the brief
moment of suspension during a quick flight or even descent
which provokes air resistance. The angel’s wings are stretched
out to the maximum exactly like the wings of a bird about to
land such that it must lose speed and stabilize at the very
last moment. The difference to other angels that are included
in this composition as well as to other depictions of birds or
angels by Diirer confirms this extraordinary effect of the sud-
denness of apparition. In the case of this angel we can even
speak of something we could call the load factor: there is a
sudden moment of arresting the quickly descending movement
while still in the air. This “pull-up action” causes an instanta-
neous loss of gravity due to the contradiction of forces and the
flying body’s weight. Such a “load factor,” however, does not

Materiality and Devotion

5 Angel with the Cloth of Veronica, 1516, etching, SMPK Berlin

Mateusz Kapustka

99



100

imply a ceremonial epiphany. It rather suspends the distinction
between the laws of nature and the nature of God. The impact
of natural forces is disturbed here in favor of a brief moment
of rapid exposition. An anti-systematic moment of visual mani-
festation surpasses the outlines of theology. The simultaneous
visibility and invisibility is, therefore, an unsolvable paradox of
cognition, since God is nothing else but his own self-presenta-
tion. We see the translucent face in the Veraicon, but we cannot
comprehend it.14

But, do we see it at all? This etching is an exceptional
example of depicting the holy veil upside down, independently
or maybe rather beyond reach from our fixed point of obser-
vation before the frame. Details of our composition related to
the suspended angel with the veil allow us follow this path of
incomprehension of God’s appearance while seeing him facie
ad faciem. First, Veronica’s veil goes slightly beyond the upper
frame of the etching (fig. 5a). One could say this is a side effect
of the artist’s freely moving hand: Diirer composed this print
quickly and directly on the plate without a preparatory draw-
ing.15 But, such a distortion, pointed out through the angel’s
eyes directed at this point, does not appear in any other of
Diirer’s graphic works. It would be risky to assume it was a
technical mistake since this detail defines the position of the
whole scene’s climax. As the author of “Underweysung der
Messung” explains in his “Large aesthetical excursus” (ed.
1528), the power of proportions in a drawing lies in the careful
execution of the smallest folds and points, of “aller kleynsten
runtzelein und ertlein.”16 Indeed, the beholder is forced to per-
ceive this small composition closely. The veil being a surface
of heavenly projection of light intentionally escapes the laws
of gravitation so as to prove its status as an object of divine
origins. It is as though it manifests the art of drawing, since this
“transcendence” has been created with one single line, la linea,
the essential tool of graphic depiction.1” The distortion appears
exactly in the fold, with which the veil of Veronica proves to
be a material object. The upper frame even merges with the
fold’s unshadowed upper surface, as if the spatial capacity of
the holy veil were a firmamentum, a coordinate for the physically
defined and delimited space of the image. But, as soon as the
tiny edge slightly transcends the border, the folding of the fab-
ric denotes a representational threshold and literally refers to
what is beyond. As such, the fold also reflects upon the idea
of the double-sided image on, or, to be precise, the veil as pro-
jection screen. It is actually unclear whether the beholder con-
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Angel with the Cloth of Veronica - detail with the Sudarium, 1516, etching,
SMPK Berlin

Angel with the Cloth of Veronica - detail with the Spear, 1516, etching,
SMPK Berlin
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fronts the convex or concave surface of the textile imprint. The
confusing element here is the beard of Christ, of which several
hairs transcend the edge of the veil and appear on its other
blank side. We can also pose similar questions to the engrav-
ing of 1513, in which the face of Christ with its infiltrating gaze
pushes forward a three-dimensional body through its contrast
with the folded textile framing: does the beholder encounter a
contact surface of the imprint or the translucence of Christ’s
face from behind through the veil? This is a question that can
actually be raised in general regarding the Vera Icon as an
image. What is, though, even more probable in Diirer’s appari-
tions of the veil is that the veracity of the likeness transcends
the matter of its reversible carrier as it is characterized, at any
event, by ideal symmetry.

The second element that touches the frame in the etching
of 1516 is the artist’s signature placed on a cartellino. Two verti-
cal lines flank the spatial vacuum that suggests a rolled surface
as a piece of paper.18 This signature differs again from Diirer’s
usual monogram tablet,!® but this time - as | would argue -
since it clearly escapes our view it is also a counterpart to the
usual frontal signature that invites the beholder to see the inner
space of the image opened by Diirer-Thirer-Doormaker with his
eyes.20 If we see this cartellino as a “place for the artist” — him-
self being a subject of depiction — we will notice that this is the
best and actually the only position within or beyond the image’s
frames for witnessing the face of Christ frontally. It is, so to say,
not Diirer’s common “speaking signature,” but rather a “seeing
signature” that implies the artist’s presence being depicted - a
look out of the escaping vacuum. | would argue that the artist
positioned himself as an observer, or, rather as a Neoplatonic
transmitter appointed to show the invisible with the tools of his
art after a sudden, and most of all, exclusive revelation.

We come to the third element that touches the frame
of the whole composition: the spear of Longinus held by an
angel on the lowest level, whose wings also signify the possible
action of landing. Never placed so centrally in the whole tradi-
tion of medieval arma Christi, the spear here takes the position
of a visual accent. It joins the upper heavenly level showing the
apparition in the veil with the lower level, where the objects
of passion and - last but not least - the signature of the art-
ist is shown.2! The optically emphasized spear, which absorbs
the energy of the suspended angel, connects the upper clouds
with the lower frame (fig.5b). It thus becomes the intermedi-
ary element between the inner pictorial space and the beholder.
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One could say that the relation between the forces and picto-
rial gravitation has been created to a great extent by the three
contact points of the veil, the cartellino, and the spear. Their
positions against the frame hook the structural lines of ten-
sion and define the scene in its wholeness, not in terms of a
spatial section.

To say that the spear of Longinus turns into the needle of
the etcher Direr and that the artist enables us to see as Long-
inus did when he regained his sight through piercing Christ’s
side would be, on the one hand, a rather associative statement
(in German we could say: auf die Spitze getrieben). But, on the
other, if we remain in the mode of seeing the image as a repre-
sentation of inner pictorial gravitation and the density of space
between two- and three dimensionality, as we did in the Veron-
ica of 1513, we cannot deny one fact: the aerial composition
with its implied weightlessness of flying objects and bodies
touches the ground, i.e. the frame of the image as the thresh-
old between the aerial and the earthly through the help of the
wounding and eye-opening instrument of Passion. This scene
with fictional gravity of bodies unmasks itself as a closed circuit
of depiction. Gravitation being an overwhelming force is sub-
dued within its framed environment as its apparatus and not
the other way round.

Diirer is disembodied, situated between the privilege of
seeing facie ad faciem and the curse of showing per speculum.
But he represents himself as a monogram on the cartellino that
is able to “see” Christ’s appearance face to face, since he tran-
scends the limits of the genre and does not act by means of
automimesis: he did not copy himself, the etching is not based
on the previous drawing, but reveals the vision as a free con-
cept put into the graphic medium determined by an instant
movement of the hand with the needle cutting grooves into the
polished surface of the plate. Art history has long ago recog-
nized the play with the acheiropoietai equipped with the unques-
tionable power and being objects of authority as an attempt to
create artists’ own relics of their social status and as a proof
of invention. In Diirer’s case it would be enough to quote his
famous self-portrait of 1500. This elaborate painting, showing
the artist as christomimetes and “(AD=) alter Deus” and relating
to Veronica’s veil as a “true” image painted “with appropriate
colors,” tells us more about the limits of representation and
goals of art than about Diirer’s superbia as a member of Nurem-
berg’s high society.22 | would not necessarily relate the modest
cartellino-Durer in his Veronica-etching of 1516 to the artist’s
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manifesto in his Melancholia |, which he created two years ear-
lier.23 Also the psychologizing tendency of seeing Diirer’s men-
tal constitution as a melancholic artist in almost every discrep-
ancy between theoretical thought and empirical reality, or - to
use his original terms - between Kunst und Brauch, should be
taken into consideration.24 Donald B. Kuspit in his reference to
Panofsky’s classical statements summarized this issue without
falling into the psychological trap of Diirer studies: “it should be
noted that Melancholia | (1514, B. 74) in part is about this stale-
mate of subtlety, about the artist’s desire but inability to rise
altogether above natural images to ultimate ideas, to rise above
brute matter to final forms.”25 Matter with its all earthly inflic-
tions, like gravity and density, inevitably chains the Neoplatonic
artist. His etching needle is a caliper in the struggle for artistic
formulae and provokes a view through a double lens: within a
mimetic mode allowing to see the space within the frame and,
simultaneously, beyond mimesis, with the focus placed upon a
surface plane with its interacting lines that escape the physi-
cality of the depicted. Thanks to subtle permutations of natural
gravitational forces and optical plays with flexibility and stabil-
ity, Diirer in his etching of 1516 seems to have expressed the
very thoughtfulness of the artist, who is confronted with the
idealist mission of conveying the Holy through the tools of art.
Consequently, he literally steps back to act as a self-confident,
but also a burdened subject from behind the scenes of his tech-
nical skills and ingenious creativity.

Materiality and Devotion
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