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Veiled Attempts

A well-meaning exhibit tries to
address our complicated relationship
with the veil, yet only reinforces

many stereotypes

BY LANCE ESPLUND

Shadi Ghadirian,
“Domestic Life #61”

rowing up in the Midwest, and hit-

ting puberty in the 1970s, my first

memorable experience with the veil

was while watching | Dream of Jean-
nie. Whenever Barbara Eden covered her
face with a veil, her bare belly and transparent
clothing became all that much more enticing.
Later, I experienced Ingres’ “Odalisques” and
“The Turkish Bath” and Delacroix’s “Death
of Sardanapalus”—East-meets-West-paintings
in which two cultures’ differing customs and
mythologies are stirred to a boil.

A trip to Egypt in 2000 shifted, once and
for all, my perception of the headscarf from
erotic to oppressive (if, women’s rights and
religious beliefs aside, for no other reason than

the desert heat). However, my most recent
memorable experience with the veil happened
in New York a few days after the attacks of
9/11, when | saw a Muslim couple walking
side-by-side through Penn Station. Each was
wearing an American flag as a headscarf. Hers
covered most of her face and shrouded her
upper body. His was smaller, draping down
over his shoulders. I watched the crowd as
they passed. Sensing trouble, one cop nudged
another. Some people, smiling, warmly
acknowledged them. Others looked angry. |
could sense conflicted urges, as if—moved
equally by racism and patriotism, intolerance
and empathy—they couldn’t decide whether
to strike out at the couple, embrace them or to

break into the pledge of allegiance.

I had not thought about that Muslim cou-
ple—let alone Barbara Eden—for a long time.
But The Seen and the Hidden: [Dis]Covering
the Veil, an exhibition at the Austrian Cultural
Forum of some two dozen works by 15 inter-
national artists, 13 of them women, brought my
experiences with the veil into clear focus.

Curated by David Harper, Martha Kirszen-
baum and Karin Meisel, The Seen and the
Hidden—a partner event of the Muslim Voices
Festival organized by the Brooklyn Academy of
Music, Asia Society and New York University's
Center for Dialogues—attempts to make
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