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has four sides (this essay, four parts). Yet we 
return again and again to the image of the 
Circassian, the round-faced girl, or to the 
hypertrichotic with an excess of hair like a 
werewolf. This second character is the albino 
pugilist who, being sensitive to light, never-
theless surrounds herself with white ensuring 
sustained discomfort.

A Warning: there are lots of pretty pictures 
here, like The Pugilist (or other name) but 
I’d like to remind you that the boxing gloves 
are lined with glass. You will leave this circle 
squared with millions of little lacerations 
covering your hands. Contradiction is not 
just the heart of the Circassian condition but 
also yours. You are in the melodramatic mode, 
nestled between languorous rest and up-and-
at‘em fighting. Ding Ding.

II. Strange

Margaret Meehan’s ability to harness his-
torical conceptions of race and the attendant 
visual evidence (some would sneeringly call 
her source material of vintage cabinet cards 
Victorian ephemera) is remarkable. In effect, 
she joins the ranks of artists like Ellen 
Gallagher, Layla Ali and Kara Walker by 
insisting that the history of representing 
race matters in the current moment – a strike 
against those who live in the fantasy world 
that we are post-race.

Meehan pulls out the Circassian as a visual 
example of whiteness qua whiteness in an effort 
to “make whiteness strange”– an intellectual 
project begun by film critic Richard Dyer, 
who sought to describe the socio-historic 
outlines of white identity.1 Dyer does this 
to counteract the cultural fictions of nor-
malcy that accompany such white identities, 
and thus makes them seemingly immune to 
contemporary dialogs.

There is little doubt that nineteenth century 
racial systems operated differently than the 
U.S.’s current, largely phenotype-based model 

Margaret Meehan  
Prying Optics:  

an essay in four incongruent  
parts with an epilogue

I. Packaged Fictions, Pretty Pictures

Her name was probably Annie, or Elizabeth, 
or Margaret and she was most likely from 
New Jersey. She became, under the tutelage 
of P.T. Barnum (or some cheap imitator), 
Zalumma Agra, or Zoe Maleke, or Zoerida 
Luti. This new name, with its bizarre begin-
ning – the omega of our alphabet – was like 
the call of a myna bird recorded on a pho-
nograph to be played in the parlors of good 
Christian men and women. She was at once 
the flight of Orientalist fancy and the picture 
of originary whiteness. Like the A and the Z 
folded into the same name, nothing was mutu-
ally exclusive for a Circassian Beauty. Here’s 
the common story: plucked from the heart of 
the Caucus region which is on the shores of 
the (ahem) Black Sea or perhaps sold out of 
bondage from some Turkish harem where she 
was valued as a mistress amongst slaves – she 
was haughty, vain, and able to command great 
prices from prospective husbands. Barnum 
added to the popular imagination of Circassians 
by changing their previously plaited dark hair 
to a “mossy” hairdo teased out with beer, 
fabricating further stories of seraglios, and 
providing a tricked-out wardrobe of slinky 
clothes. In short, the figure of the Circassian 
Beauty was able to hold disparate pieces of 
nineteenth century white identities together 
and to exhaust their meanings.

She made whiteness strange.

Margaret Meehan picks up on these contra-
dictions – fictions packaged to keep culture 
moving ever forward – histrionics, feelings of 
empathy, titillation and horror that accompany 
the display of live human bodies – and pries 
them open by staging a metaphorical boxing 
match. Prying being that form of looking that 
is at once curious and intrusive. A chalk circle 
marks the path of the combatants. The ring 

where race is determined by how dark or light 
your skin is perceived to be. In nineteenth 
century America and Europe these notions 
were instead bound up in the pseudo-sciences 
of phrenology and physiognomy – specious 
branches of the comparative anatomy studies 
tree. Ulterior motives were cloaked in the 

“public good” intentions of reason and science. 
For example, Irish folks were placed in the 
same racial category as African folks, and 
not coincidentally, both Irish and Africans 
served as primary domestic servant popula-
tions in the U.S. during the period which saw 
these pseudo-sciences bloom. Here, racial 
origin stories were the comforting tales that 
let those with racial privilege know that all 
is as it should be. So great was the distance 
thought to be between whites and their myriad 
colonized counterparts that one anatomist 
was so moved to claim that it was easier to 

“distinguish an African from a Circassian 
skeleton” than that of an ox from a horse, a 
panther from a tiger, or a hyena from a dog.

Glass Jaw, 2011. Vintage glass glitter, cords, 
bulbs, punching bag, paint and chair rail.



Meehan’s group of cabinet cards that make 
up The Barnburners (2009-2011) reflect 
Linda Frost’s analyses in Never One Nation: 
Freaks, Savages, and Whiteness in U.S. Popular 
Culture 1850-1877. Frost sees the Circassian 
Beauty as “a kind of minstrel figure” and thus 
not a transcription of otherness per se, but 
a reflection of whiteness.2 The work of both 
Meehan and Frost frustrate colonial intentions 
by pointing out the ways such identities have 
been deployed to work as the handmaids of 
privilege. Counter to the more popular narra-
tive of Otherness, which enfolds aberration, 
exception, and freakdom, Circassian women 
were closer to the white normal in that their 
visuality and attendant fiction contained 
racialized mimetics of colonial power (the 
mossy hair, the slave status, and the mouth-
feel of made-up names).

III. An Ecstatic Truth

Spoiler alert: Werner Herzog’s recent film 
The Cave of Forgotten Dreams, that focuses on 
the 30,000 year old Chauvet Cave paintings, 
features a non-sequitor post-script focus-
ing on the existence of a group of albino 
crocodiles apparently mutated by nuclear 
wastewaters streaming extremely close to the 
ancient cave paintings. Herzog’s mission is 
to combine incongruent elements – some 
fabulist, others solemnly factual – to arrive 
at an “ecstatic truth” about representation and 
our environment. Ecstasy is an experience 
of sudden, intense feeling. Truth, of course, 
is the favorite guise of fiction. Meehan 
prefers the term histrionic, which has spe-
cific gendered connotations stemming from 
the belief that nineteenth century women 
who were non-conforming were in fact sick 
with hysteria – that state of an overabun-
dance of emotion.

Regardless, there are a lot of feelings. But 
instead of pathologizing, Meehan honors 
them by inserting them in a support structure 
for paradox and conflict – the boxing ring. 
Boxing is the bodily analogue to hysteria. In it 

the body that is ravaged by fast and furious 
fists, so drained of energy, is in fact, still 
producing dopamine (reward and pleasure 
juice) just to keep the body moving. The 
boxer’s body is a beat up mass of muscles 
riding on ecstasy, resting uneasily alongside 
throbbing, impossible pain.

The boxing ring, a white ground lit by white 
lights serves as the ideal arena to see blood –
the same drips of red that mark the face of 
the character in Meehan’s series of photo-
graphs entitled The Pugilist (2011).

IV. At Night... Like an Owl...
A short notice on page three of The Daily 
Republican Sentinel (Milwaukee, WI) dated 
Monday, July 31, 1882 discusses:

“A family named Foley, who recently moved 
from New Jersey, have a veritable curiosity 
in the person of a 7-year-old son, known as 

“Jimmie.” A more perfect specimen of an albino 
it would be difficult to find. The lad’s hair 
is as white as snow, as soft as the finest silk, 
and so long that when arranged in a single 
braid it will hang several inches below his waist. 
His eyes are a pale pink, and so affected by the 
light that in the daytime he derives but small 
benefit from his sight. At night, however, 
Jimmie, like an owl, is in his glory. The little 
odd eyes are then wonderfully bright, and 
hidden things are often discovered by his 

prying optics. Prominent showmen have 
offered the parents large amounts of money 
for the privilege of exhibiting Jimmie, but 
Mr. and Mrs. Foley, although not in the most 
comfortable circumstances, have invariably 
declined. The boy has continued to “bleach” 
since his birth, but his health has been good.”

Epilogue

In our time together, I hope something 
messier and more constellated has come 
surging through: a sense of the world and 
maybe even a sense of history’s strangeness. 
You’ve developed, no doubt, a prying gaze –
curious and intrusive – and so you are now 
identified not with the Circassian, the hyper-
trichotic girl, albino Jimmie or the boxer. 
Such transference is too easy. Their identi-
ties, their public struggles are too opaque 
for you. Sorry.

You are, instead, the one who paid admission 
to see Zalumma Agra “The Star of the East” 
lie about before you; you are the stranger on 
the subway platform who can’t help but stare; 
and you are the one who revels in the blood-
shed. And after the fight you slap your friend 
on the back, and you tell her:

“That was a real good fight, a barnburner.”
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