“The shroud as mediator of mystery is an embodiment of the enigmatic fascination that has surrounded fire since time immemorial.”

The Shrouded Furnace Project
by Marie Janssen

a project
about cloth as mediator of mystery
about creating a center in the home
							

- giving presence to the source of warmth,
the vessel that tamed and sheltered the vital fire

about cloth as the threshold between reality and fiction
about the subjectivity of things

Graduated in 2014 in Fine Arts from the University of Applied Arts in Vienna, I built my first
shrouded furnace in the ceramic workshop of the University.
Since then I’ve been hosted in different workshops in Austria and Italy.
I have exhibited the shrouded furnaces at the AUSTRIAN MUSEUM OF APPLIED ARTS,
VIENNA in the two exhibitions “HANDICRAFT. Traditional Skills in the Digital Age” (2017)
and “The Shrouded Furnace Project by Marie Janssen” (2016) further in
“The Matrix of all Secrets” (2016) in FONDAZIONE ARNALDO POMODORO, MILAN

shrouded furnace 3, ceramics, polished engobe with sparkling river sand, reduced firing, 240 x 170 x 150cm, 2016

Cloth as mediator of mystery
Cloth not only provides warmth. It always covers something and
thus makes a secret of that which is concealed.
The cloth, however, as medium of concealment, always remains
visible.
It is the visible cloak of the unseen.
It conceals, yet its secret remains conspicuously present.

Man Ray, The Enigma of Isidor Ducasse, 1920

shrouded furnace 1, glazed ceramics, 240 x 140 x 140cm, 2015

Creating a center in the home
- Giving presence to the source of warmth
Proceeding from the old concept of the tiled stove, the
shrouded furnace localizes once more the source of warmth - these
days mostly hidden - giving it a visible point of origin and thus
creates a center in the home.

tent city in London, thermal image

Room with tiled stove in Gößl at Grundlsee, around 1920

The vessel that tamed and sheltered the vital fire
When a fire was still kept burning in every home, the stove or
furnace occupied a central place in human life as the vessel that at
once sheltered and tamed the vital fire.
In the cold months of the year above all, the hearth became the
center of life. At the end of the workday, members of the household
would gather around. They settled down and warmed themselves.
As night descended they told stories.

shrouded furnace 2, glazed ceramics, 270 x 150 x 150cm, 2016, The Matrix of all Secrets, Fondazione Arnaldo Pomodoro, Milan

Cloth - the threshold between reality and fiction
Numerous fairy tales speak of the oven, and superstitions were
closely associated with it.
The homey familiarity of the warm glow alternated with the unsettling feeling that insinuated itself through the perception of the
hearth as the seat of gobblins and ghosts – the legacy of the ancient
fire cult of pagan belief and superstition.
In iconography the boundary or threshold between two worlds
- for instance between reality and fiction- is often represented by a
shroud-like curtain.

shrouded furnace 4, glaced ceramics, 200 x 120 x 110cm, 2016

The subjectivity of things
The furnace emanates a warmth reminiscent of the living warmth
of the body. Thereby the furnace as a sculpture attains a so called
“living presence”. (“Art and Agency and Living Presence” C. v. Eck)
The shroud as concealment dissolves the boundary between subject
and object and thus the object takes on a subjectiv character.

Summary
The cloth as mediator of mystery harmonizes with the hearth as a
place swathed in legends and myths.The shroud is, as it were, an
embodiment of the enigmatic fascination that has surrounded fire
since time immemorial.
The shroud permits us to be in the presence of something that
cannot be grasped through words or images.

shrouded furnace 4, glazed ceramics, 200 x 120 x 110cm, 2016

Appendix:
Stories about the veil
From Greek antiquity we are familiar with the story of the painter Timanthes. He is said to have
attempted, in “The Sacrifice of Iphigenie in Aulis,” to heighten the expression of grief from figure to figure. The sorrow visible
in the faces of the mourning relatives reached the limits of poignancy.
When he felt himself incapable of painting a yet more grief-stricken face, he decided to cover Agamemnon, Iphigenie’s inconsolable father, with a veil.
Here the veil symbolizes the limit, something so ungraspable that it can no longer be portrayed. Nevertheless, the veil makes
it possible to preserve the presence of that which cannot be depicted in the painting.
Another story from antiquity is about the contest between the artists Zeuxis and Parrhasius. Each wanted to measure himself
against the painterly skills of his opponent, and so Zeuxis painted grapes that were so true to reality that birds flew to the
painting, attempting to peck at them. Parrhasius presented a painted veil, and when Zeuxis asked him to lift the veil so he
could see the picture beneath, it became clear that Parrhasius had won the contest. Zeuxis was only capable of fooling the
birds, whereas Parrhasius deceived the famous painter himself.
The story also speaks of Zeuxis’ wish to see under the depicted cloth. Yet an unveiling is impossible and thus the desire to see
past the visible to that which lies beneath remains unsatisfied.
The veil represents a barrier behind which humans will never be able to see.
In this way, the motif of the veil touches on far-reaching questions regarding the possibility – or impossibility – of seeing and,
more broadly, of understanding.
In other stories, the veil is associated with the prohibition against beholding that which lies beneath. In Plutarch, the veil of
the Goddess of Sais cannot be lifted at any cost. In Ovid, Diana transforms Actaeon into a deer and he is torn to pieces by his
own dogs – the price for beholding her without her veil.
Drapery always covers something and thus makes a secret of that which is concealed.
The cloth, however, as medium of concealment, always remains visible.
It is the visible cloak of the unseen.
It conceals, yet its secret remains conspicuously present.
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Exhibition “The matrix of all secrets” in the FONDAZIONE ARNALDO POMODORO in Milan.
Hommage to the installation

200 Coal Bags Suspended from the Ceiling over a Stove by Marcel Duchamp

Marcel Duchamp, 1200 Coal Bags Suspended from the Ceiling over a Stove,
International exhibition of Surrealism, 1938, New York
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Exhibition “The Shrouded Furnace Project by Marie Janssen”
in AUSTRIAN MUSEUM OF APPLIED ARTS, MAK Forum, Vienna

shrouded furnace 4, glazed ceramics, The Shrouded Furnace Project by Marie Janssen, Museum of Applied Arts, Vienna

