
Why I Let a 5 Foot Photo of Me Be Hung in Downtown Providence

One fine Sunday morning, one of my daughter’s friends
knocked on my door.  There was a lady with her whom I
have never seen before.  She introduced herself as Mary
Beth Meehan, a photographer who was doing an art
installation called “Seen/ Unseen” for the Providence
International Arts Festival.  She was focusing on people
who live in Providence and whom others might overlook.
Can she take my picture?

I knew then that God had just performed two miracles for
me.  One – I had just spent a bit of time cleaning my house
and it looked quite presentable by the time she came.  Two
– I happened to look presentable too.  (This NEVER
happens- when it comes to my house or me looking good,
it’s strictly either/or).

Plus, she looked nice enough and my husband and kids
were all out of the house for a while so – sure, why not?

How often do I have a photographer knock on my door asking to take my picture?

I invited her inside and she started to explain the project a bit more. She lived in the area, and would
often try to say hello to the frum ladies in the park where they often congregated with their broods.
They typically did not respond to her, and she found herself getting angry.  She would also see how they
were all covered up with their long skirts and hair coverings, and was getting angry over their apparent
oppression.  Instead of shrugging her shoulders and judging, she decided to get past her anger and what
she realized might be superficial first impressions in the best way she knew how – through her camera.

Her sincerity, and desire to get past her initial negative feelings, deeply impressed me.  We talk a good
game about giving people the benefit of the doubt, not judging someone till we arrive in their place, etc.
But how many people actually go so out of their way to do so?

In a former life as a newly minted ba’alat teshuvah I would have reassured her that this was all a
misunderstanding, that modesty was wonderful and not at all oppressive, and it was only her ignorance
that prevented her from seeing this.  However, I have seen how often women really are oppressed in
the name of “modesty”.  Recently, more attention has been paid to how women are simply being erased
from charedi media- blotted out faces, unmentioned names, erased images, silenced voices.  This is not
modesty- it is the diminishment of the feminine.  Not only is this evil, but it is the source of all evil.

Having a photo of a frum woman’s face (albeit mine) appear in a major public venue seemed like a
unique opportunity to fight back.

Here is her version of what happened:http://marybethmeehan.tumblr.com/


