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Ever since I was a young boy the camera has been
at my side. My desire to immortalize moments,
people, and events, led me to take it with me
almost everywhere, and with its help I was able to
create snippets of personal memories printed on
paper — childhood games in the neighbourhood,
excursions, summer camps, hikes, and
experiences I had during my military service. But
what always captured my eye were the people,
their facial expressions, body language, and the
interaction between them. And, when I grew up
and photographed professionally, I continued
to examine the people around me through my
lens, and documented Israeli families in their
daily lives, and groups of children and teenagers
at a boarding school. And in each documentary
project of this nature that lasted for more than a
few months, I discovered new truths about my
subjects, and was able, after constant observation,

to reveal their hidden layers.

My fascination with documentation led me to
photojournalism, and among other assignments
as a photographer for the news agency, Reuters,
I visited the Jerusalem neighbourhood of Mea
Shearim, stronghold of the Haredi (Ultra-
Orthodox) community, to photograph the
atmosphere during the month of Tishri: saying
Selichot, Kaparot (the ritual of atonement), the
Arba'at Ha-Minim (Four Species) market.
The interaction with members of the Heredi
community, about whom I knew so little until

then, enchanted me and fired my curiosity.

As a news photographer, accustomed to scenes
of terrorist attacks, demonstrations and wars, I
felt that documenting the Haredi street would
add a refreshing and more pleasing color to the
stressful nature of my work. My lens found its way
into the heart of Mea Shearim, into streets where
the main happenings revolve around God and his
teachings. The spiritual magic revealed to me in
Jerusalem’s Hassidic world captivated me, and I

decided to explore it independently.

Growing up in the Kiryat Yovel neighborhood of
Jerusalem, a neighborhood that until recent years
was secular in nature, my concept of everything
relating to the Heredi world was limited mainly to
religious coercion, modesty guards and blocking
roads on the Sabbath. At the age of thirty, a few
years after leaving my childhood environment
in Jerusalem, I entered the Heredi street and
encountered something entirely different — a
vibrant community life, acts of kindness and of

helping others.



The beginning was not easy; I stood out as a
stranger in the community, and my presence
was disquieting to them. Above all, according to
the ultra-Orthodox belief, based on the Book of
Exodus, it is forbidden to take photographs: “Thou
shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or
any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above,
or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the
water under the earth” (Exodus 20:4). Hence, the
suspicions regarding my camera. However, the
prohibition on taking photographs applied only to
pictures used for ritual purposes, and not pictures
as art meant for decoration; it was not forbidden

to create and possess these.

Nonetheless, many in the community tried to
prevent me from photographing, and only with
time, and a recognition of my determination to
document and learn about the community and
its traditions, did their attitude soften, and they
grew accustomed to “our” presence — me and the
camera. [ joined a few Hasidim who “adopted” me
and helped me attend important events (as well
as daily events), and the project was on its way. I
adopted outer characteristics that allowed me to
blend into the ultra-Orthodox landscape: I grew
facial stubble, wore a black suit and learned the
customary jargon. And thus, while at first arriving
at events uninvited and often being asked to leave,
eventually, based on a foundation of trust and
familiarity, [ was invited to photograph, and won

their respect and appreciation.

Over time, I succeeded in gaining access to the

most closed and orthodox of the Hasidic courts,

including the anti-Zionists, and was fascinated
by what I saw: strange and different customs,
such as weddings that began in the early evening
hours and flowed on into the night with dancing
steps, lying on the beach during Bein-Hazmanim
(between the times) and immersions in freshwater
springs, the waving of the Arba'at Ha-Minim
(Four Species), the mitzvah of Pidyon Peter
Chamor (redemption of the firstborn donkey),
lighting the Hanukah candles to the sounds of a

violin, and more.

To those on the outside, the ultra-Orthodox
community appears homogeneous, but in fact
it is composed of many factions: Lithuanian
(Misnagdim); Hasidic Judaism (Gur, Belz,
Viznitz, Breslev, Chabad); anti-Zionist — Satmar
Toldot Aharon and Toldot Avraham Yitzchak;
Sephardic Heredim; National Orthodox, and
others. I was drawn especially to the devout,
anti-Zionist groups, as more is hidden than
revealed in these communities. Two Hasidic sects
became the central focus of my project: Toldot
Aharon and Toldot Avraham Yitzchak. Both
belong to the Jerusalem Hassidut (Hungarian),
an extremely conservative sect, who conduct a
strict and uncompromising way of life, and have

a distinctive style of dress (striped caftan).

I discovered a whole universe, wonderful in its
visual and spiritual aesthetic. All my life I was
accustomed to view the ultra-Orthodox as violent,
egotistic and fanatic, but the continuous work of
documentation exposed me to other aspects. [ was

astonished to discover that just a few hundred
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meters away from my childhood neighborhood
was an entire way of life that I knew nothing about,
and couldn’t believe that despite my love for the
camera, | had never thought to break through the
virtual iron wall between us and to photograph.
This encounter with the ultra-Orthodox street
sharpened my Jewish identity and for that [ am
grateful.

Today, after nine years of documentary work
photographing Hassidic life — my presence on
the ultra-Orthodox street now accepted — I believe
that the photographs express what I observed and
experienced: people who are imbued with faith

and who possess a great soul.

Through these photographs and the stories they
tell, T hope to bring both worlds closer, the secular
and the ultra-Orthodox. If T lower the wall between
them even slightly, then I will have fulfilled my

wish.

Firstand foremost, I would like to thank my friends
from the Ultra-Orthodox Hassidic community who
opened their doors to me, allowing me a glimpse
into their rich and wonderful world, especially
Yossie Gottfarb, Moshe Deutch, Meir Gotshtein,
Avraham Friedman and Nachum Karlinski;
thanks to Rabbi Yitzchak Baruch Rosenblum for
his advice and support: my fellow photographers
and colleagues, Menachem Kahane, Yuval Nadel,
Yossie Zeliger, Joel Kantor and Alex Levak, who
shared their knowledge and contributed their
professional experience; Reuters News Agency,

who permitted me to work on the project during

my years of photographing for the organization,
especially their much appreciated manager
Reinhard Krause, for helping me to achieve a
dream, Megan Goldin for her assistance and
support throughout the project, and for her work
on the book, and Rami Amichai: and a special
thanks to my beloved brother, Oren Cohen-Magen
and his wife Nili, who assisted in producing the
book. Thanks to Tamar Ben Shoshan and Meirav

Shalom who helped in selecting the images.

Thanks to my wife, Efrat, without whose help
the book would never have been published. I
also thank my children, Roee, Yael and Noam
who were forced to bear my frequent absences

in recent years.
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Rosh Hashana Eve, Uman, Ukraine, 2006
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Four Species market, Mea Shearim, Jerusalem, 2007
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Kapparot, Mea Shearim, Jerusalem, 2003
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Four Species market, Mea Shearim, Jerusalem, 2005
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Second Lebanon War, near Fassuta Village, 2006
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"Out of the North the evil shall break forth upon
all the inhabitants of the land"

(Jeremiah 1:14) » pg. 46

One day, during the Second Lebanon War, while
I was scouting the northern border in order to
photograph soldiers in action, I chanced upon a
group of Chabad Hassidim and their vehicle. The
vehicle was decorated with yellow Chabad flags,
and the words of the song “Mashiach, Mashiach”
were playing in the air. I decided to follow the
vehicle and see where these joyous Hassidim

were heading.

The Chabadnikkim made their way towards
an artillery battery of reserve soldiers. When
they reached the battery, they handed out gifts
of biscuits to the surprised soldiers, who had
passed another day of exhausting activity on
the border. It seemed that for the reservists as
well, the scene was somewhat bizarre, although
perhaps, it reminded them of home, returning
after another day at the office, getting stuck in
traffic, when behold.... Hassidim at the junction,
dancing to the sounds of “It’s a great Mitzvah to

always be happy,” bringing a smile to the faces of

the tired drivers... ” The Chabadnikkim, in their
holy zeal, even in the heart of a war zone, were
not satisfied with offering refreshment, and tried
to raise morale and gladden the atmosphere by
dancing with the soldiers, to the jubilant sounds

of the music.

Later, they took felt markers from their vehicles
and started writing warm dedications to Hassan
Nasrallah on the shells. They never imagined
that very soon indeed, their dedications would

be flying directly toward Lebanon.

The spontaneous and improvised party was
suddenly interrupted. The reserve soldiers
received an order to fire shells at targets on the
other side of the border. There was no time to
think. Bulletproof vests and helmets were thrown
through the air to the messengers of joy, but they
chose to place their faith in the Almighty, and
blocked their ears with their hands against the
thunder of the shells. In this surreal situation,
it seemed to me that the music and joy, brought
by the Chabad Hassidim to the Lebanese border,
was actually more real than the sounds of the
shelling that, for a moment, had succeeded in

drowning it out.
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Wedding, Mitzvah Dance, Satmar Hassidut, Bnei Brak, 2006
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Wedding, women'’s section, Shomrei Emunim Hassidut, Mea Shearim, Jerusalem, 2011




