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ABSTRACT 

The power of losing control: Deconstructing Elfreth's Alley documentary archive-

based aesthetics using image-making experimentation is an interdisciplinary and 

multimodal media dissertation based on the experience of collecting, transforming, and 

validating archival information that is the foundation of history: its creation, 

interpretation, and recording. This research includes a manuscript, a series of lectures 

about the investigation, a physical multimedia exhibit based on the digital archival 

collections of the Alley, and the publication of a creative journal that involves the 

processes and results of the exhibit in Elfreth's Alley Museum.  

Observers have built most public records based on what is present and absent in 

the assemblage of documents, images, and found objects in particular settings. An 

example of these processes is the record of traditional and historical sites like Elfreth's 

Alley in Philadelphia, PA. This Alley is a traditional historical residential street 

considered a National Historic Landmark for its structures built between 1720 and 1830. 

This street has been home to everyday Philadelphians for three centuries, and its museum 

celebrates the working class of America who helped build the country through sweat and 

commerce. The Alley is still a thriving residential community home to artists, artisans, 

educators, entrepreneurs, and everything in between. While this research starts in this 

neighborhood, it explores connections that can take us across the city, the nation, and 

around the globe. 
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In this dissertation, the image-based archival records of the Alley life have been 

deconstructed to expose and enhance the understanding and perception of personal 

narratives that offer alternative views of the residents' stories. The processes and results 

have been used to analyze and question ideas of the presence and absence of ethnic 

groups, the exercise of power and control, patterns of privilege assigned to race, gender 

and ethnicity, as well as concerns about domestic and child labor, environment, 

gentrification, and social networks, offering a rich description of the Alley. 

The methodology of this multimodal media research is based on the study of 

experimental photographic processes intertwining analog, digital, and new media 

creations with partially uncontrolled and unpredictable results, their relationship with 

archival studies from the Alley, and the impact of new contemporary archival creations in 

the construction of public and collective memory. The experimental artworks created for 

the exhibit and the analysis of these archives defy the photographic orthodoxy using 

pinhole cameras, lumen prints and cyanolumens, panoramas with polaroids and 

chemigrams, the use of expired photographic paper, stereoscopes, anaglyphs, augmented 

reality, and AI-algorithmic editions, as well as the existent sources and the 

interdisciplinary collaborative work of Elfreth's Alley historians and museum 

professionals. 

The multiple intellectual, theoretical, and creative layers involved in constructing 

these metaphors constitute an academic record that expands the studies of historians, 

ethnographers, and academics. They build a different record of the Alley that questions 

the power in the construction, use, and distribution of the collective identity of the Alley 

through archival collections and repositories. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Figure 1.1: Elfreth's Alley now a National Historic Landmark, by Joseph Wasco, 1963-

06-01, from The Sunday Evening Bulletin. Accessed Via Temple University's Special 

Collections Research Center, George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin 

Collection. ID: P709152B1 

 
1 A ceremony where Ronald F. Lee presents a certificate to Richard H. Hammond while surrounded by a 

group of women dressed in colonial costumes. This picture was taken for the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin 

and is part of the Temple University Special Collections. The printed photograph is in the Charles Library 

at Temple University, but it is possible to get access online to view this collection. https://digital-library-

temple-edu.libproxy.temple.edu/digital/collection/p15037coll3/id/42788/rec/1. 
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1. The History 

"On the cold rainy evening of March 28, 1934" Dorothy W. Ottey gathered a 

group of concerned Elfreth's Alley residents in her home at 115 for the first 

official meeting of the Elfreth's Alley Association (Rogers [1968]). The previous 

August, Ottey had written a letter to the Evening Bulletin decrying the imminent 

destruction of three properties along the Alley (Lee 1935); this letter became a 

catalyst for the formation of the EAA. Ottey, who moved to the street in 1933 and 

opened the Hearthstone Café at her house, spearheaded this grassroots 

organization of inhabitants (Reiss 1936). Within her home tearoom, the members 

of the Association met and discussed the joint concerns of the Alley residents; the 

center of the discussion was the preservation of the street through establishing and 

promoting Elfreth's Alley as a historic place. The Association's "early efforts were 

aimed at increasing public recognition of Elfreth's Alley as a historic treasure of 

Philadelphia, worthy of preservation."2 

 

Elfreth's Alley, in Philadelphia, is a traditional historical residential street with three 

hundred years of history considered a National Historic Landmark for its structures built 

between 1720 and 1830. It is a small street 15 ft. wide and approximately 240 ft. long.  

In the early 18th century, it was part of Mulberry Ward, one of the ten wards 

delineated by Holmes and Penn, and initially the most populous ward.3 According to the 

Department of Records of the City of Philadelphia, Elfreth's Alley has been considered part 

of the Mulberry Ward (1705-1786), the South Mulberry Ward (1786-1800), the Lower 

Delaware Ward (1800-1856), and finally the Sixth Ward (1856-present).4 

 
2 Dona Harris, New Solutions for House Museums: Ensuring the Long-Term Preservation of America’s 

Historic Houses. American Association for State and Local History (Maryland: AltaMira Press, 2007), 183. 

 
3 Theodore Thayer, “Town into City, 1746-1765,” in Philadelphia: A 300-Year History, Russell Frank 

Weigley, Nicholas B. Wainwright, and Edwin Wolf Editors (New York, NY; London, UK: W.W.Norton 

and Company, 1982), 99. 

 
4 Department of Records City of Philadelphia 2014. Chronology of the Political Subdivisions of the City of 

Philadelphia, 1705-1854. http://www.phila.gov/phils/Docs/Inventor/graphics/wards/wards2.htm. Accessed 

September 11, 2014, by Deirdre A. Kelleher, “Immigration, Experience, And Memory: Urban Archaeology 

At Elfreth's Alley, Philadelphia," (Ph.D. diss., Temple University, 2015), 51. 
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During the late 18th century, Jeremiah Elfreth owned several properties on the 

North and South sides of the Alley and thus became the namesake of the Alley.5 The 

Alley changed its name to Cherry Street in 1897 and was renamed Elfreth's Alley in 1937 

due to pressure from historical groups, including the recently formed Elfreth's Alley 

Association.6  

In its beginnings, Elfreth's Alley's location near the waterfront made it a prime 

place for residents with maritime occupations; however, in the 19th century, it was 

defined by its industrial working-class population.7  

By the 1900s, Elfreth's Alley area was considered a slum and was threatened 

twice with demolition. Several houses were menaced with being torn down during the 

1930s; however, the efforts of the Elfreth's Alley Association (EAA) saved them from 

demolition.8 In the 1950s, the second threat happened with the city's growth and the 

Interstate-95 expressway construction along the Delaware River; nevertheless, it was 

spared thanks to the EAA. However, the highway construction at the East end of the 

Alley disassociated the street from the waterfront.9 

 
5 Deirdre A. Kelleher, “Immigration, Experience, And Memory: Urban Archaeology at Elfreth's Alley, 

Philadelphia" (Ph.D. diss. Temple University, 2015), 53. 

 
6 Alotta, Robert I. Street Names of Philadelphia. Temple University Press, Philadelphia, PA. 1975, 58. 

 
7 Deirdre Kelleher, ibid., 77, 84. 

 
8 “These Houses will Remain Standing,” Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, February 20, 1937. George D. 

McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Photographs, P709118B, Special Collections Research Center, 

Temple University Libraries, Philadelphia, PA. 

 
9 Deirdre Kelleher, ibid., 56.  
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According to the census data, for several decades, many Alley residents lived for 

a year or so and then left. Moreover, during the mid-19th century, the Alley became a 

place defined by immigrants. There is a possibility that the neighborhood connections 

were not very strong because several residents moved in and out. Nonetheless, because 

most residents shared unique, domestic experiences, “living among neighbors in the same 

occupations would have fostered commonality among them [residents] and could have 

contributed to the formation of a place-based identity.”10  

Throughout the 18th century, most of Philadelphia's population worked as 

individuals or in small family groups. However, by the mid-19th century, residents 

included a mix of small artisans and shopkeepers, along with a few unskilled laborers 

because of the manufacturing industry dominating the economy. “The occupations of the 

residents not only attest to the underlying economic changes in Philadelphia but can also 

reveal information about the socioeconomic class of the inhabitants of the Alley.”11  

Nowadays, "the Alley is still a thriving residential community that is home to 

artists and artisans, educators, entrepreneurs, and everything in between."12 

 

2. The Museum and The Alley Cast 

In the 1960s, the EAA bought houses # 124 and #126 at Elfreth's Alley for 

Museum purposes: "The Elfreth's Alley Museum (located at houses 124 and 126) 

 
10 Deirdre Kelleher, ibid., 85. 

 
11 Deirdre Kelleher, ibid., 81. 

 
12 21st Century, Elfreth’s Alley Museum, April 21, 2021. http://www.elfrethsalley.org. 
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celebrates the working class of America who helped build this country through sweat and 

commerce."13 Nowadays, the Museum is one of the Alley's primary memory and identity 

references. Its work is not only organizing and hosting most of the Alley funding events 

but dig into Elfreth's Alley history and memory to preserve and contribute to this 

historical place's identity. 

The Museum had to close in 2020, challenged by the Covid-19 pandemic. Ted 

Maust (Associate Director of Elfreth's Alley Museum from 2019 to September 2022) and 

a group of public historians and interns went into more profound research of the archival 

material of the Alley, reviewing the digital archives available online and working with 

different documents, and found objects. They improved the Museum's website and 

created The Alley Cast.14 This podcast unveils and excavates into the history of the Alley 

and its residents, trying to recover alternative stories of this residential street and 

connecting them with Philadelphia's history. These stories and research deepen the 

understanding of the past in general and the Alley's history in particular. They led to an 

open discussion about the ideas of what is present and absent in those archives and what 

can be preserved, removed, or denied. The stories behind The Alley Cast were one of my 

first approaches to the alternative stories of Elfreth's Alley residents. Until then, most of 

the stories I knew and the archival pictures I saw related to the residents and performers 

dressed in colonial costumes as part of the marketing and publicity that made this 

historical and touristic place famous. 

 
13 21st Century, Elfreth’s Alley Museum, April 21, 2021. http://www.elfrethsalley.org. 

 
14 The Alley Cast. Elfreth’s Alley Museum. https://www.elfrethsalley.org/thealleycast. 
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In this dissertation, The Alley Cast has been a primary resource and starting point 

to unveil the residents' stories in the 18th – 19th – 20th, and 21st centuries. At the time of 

researching, connecting with the public historians of Elfreth's Alley Museum, reviewing 

the photographic archives, designing and producing the multimodal exhibit, The Alley 

Cast became a referent with valid and honest information, with a variety of bibliographic 

resources, and with several and diverse voices and thoughts. It was a permanent door to 

question this research's historical and conceptual ideas.  

 

3. The Desire for Experimentation 

The history of photography has been based on experimentation and the constant 

desire to control analog processes to produce and fix images on different surfaces. While 

the camera obscura existed, it was used to aid artists in past centuries with perspectives in 

painting and drawing, the temporary images produced by it could not be kept without 

fading. The technological race to find a way to keep an image from fading was intense. 

Nowadays, we have an "official" history of photography that starts with Niépce, 

Daguerre, and Talbot, who are considered the inventors of photography because of their 

fixed images. In 1828, Louis Daguerre wrote to his partner Nicéphore Niépce, "I am 

burning with desire to see your experiments from nature."15 This expression motivated 

Geoffrey Batchen to research the history of photography not by the fixation process but 

by the desire to photograph. He found other image-makers (proto-photographers) who 

experimented with photography before the official inventors did. In this context, 

 
15 Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire: The Conception of Photography (Cambridge, Mass: The MIT 

Press, 1997), viii. 
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Batchen's investigation questioned the origins and identity of photography based on this 

"desire" for photographic experimentation. Who had the authority or the power to decide 

when photography history started? Why, in the official history, are several absences and 

misrecognition? 

From the 1800s to our times, like those proto-photographers moved by that desire, 

experimental photography has continued evolving, intertwining and moving between 

other art expressions like painting, sculpture, film, video, and new media. In that sense, 

analog and digital experimentations combining science, chemistry, technology, creativity, 

and art, have been adapted to our era. Experimental photographers continue creating 

sensory and immersive experiences and connecting historical, political, social, and 

economic concerns with these processes' materiality, uncontrolled results, and aesthetics. 

In that context, exploring Elfreth's Alley digitized archival collections, this 

dissertation reviews the use of experimental photography to break the orthodox 

photographic rules and to question ideas of power, memory and identity, contexts and 

aesthetics, appropriation and deconstruction of archival material, and the essence of 

photography.  

 

4. Methodology 

This research is based on multimodal media-centric analysis. The term 

"multimodality" refers to the combination of different forms of communication and 

representation employed in various aesthetic and functional contexts in contemporary 
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media culture.16 This means that multimodal projects have multiple "modes" of 

communicating a message: they promote interactivity, portray information in multiple 

ways, adapt projects to different audiences, keep a better focus since more senses are 

used to process information, and allow more flexibility and creativity to present 

information. For successful multimodal research, all the project elements should work 

together to create one cohesive message. In that sense, multimodality compositions can 

contain visual, motion, audio, and textual elements, and some traits under these elements 

could be emphasized to stress importance. The choices regarding how these elements and 

traits are used are crucial.17 

In this dissertation, the multimodality consists of four different modes of 

communication:  

a. An exhibit displaying the artworks created with the experimental processes: 

"The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley," was displayed from May 

6, 2022 to October 30, 2022, in Elfreth's Alley Museum with more than 6,500 

visitors. 

b. A creative journal, a publication based on the reflections, processes, and 

artworks constructed for the exhibit at Elfreth's Alley Museum. At the 

moment of this dissertation presentation, the creative journal is a work-in-

progress project to be published in 2023. 

 
16 “Multimodal Media,” https://www.dukeupress.edu/multimodal-media. 

 
17 “What is Multimodal?” https://www.uis.edu/learning-hub/writing-resources/handouts/learning-hub/what-

is-multimodal. 
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c. A series of lectures based on this dissertation research and their results. Until 

October 2022, this research has been presented in five different academic 

environments, and several artist talks in Philadelphia, New York City, Peru, 

Poland, and Mexico, and there are three more projected till March 2023. 

d. The manuscript of this dissertation. 

This dissertation mainly used qualitative analysis of Elfreth's Alley collected data 

combining primary and secondary research instruments to approach this multimodal 

research study. This process analyzed the image-based archives and found objects used 

by the Museum and the image-based archives located at the Special Digital Collections of 

Temple University (132 items), the Library of Congress (34 items), The Library 

Company of Philadelphia (2 items), the Census in the Internet Archives (15 items), and 

The Alley Cast (19 podcasts). This digitized archival material, combined with the 

information collected from Elfreth's Alley Museum (surveys, interviews, participant 

observations, interaction with the neighbors, exchange of material with the protagonists 

of the artworks, visual and audio documentation, website and data analysis), have been 

the primary resource for the four multimodal productions. 

The experimental processes used in the art exhibit "The Power of 

Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley," displayed at Elfreth's Alley Museum, included 

chemical and digital manipulations of pinhole cameras, chemistry alterations on film, use 

of expired photographic paper, lumen prints and cyanolumens, panoramas with Polaroid 

emulsions, chemigrams, stitched collages, toned cyanotypes, Van Dyke Browns, 

platinum/palladium, stereoscopes & anaglyphs, video editions, projections, augmented 

reality, and AI-algorithmic editions, installations, audios, and texts. Each of these 
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processes intertwined with the ideas of the presence and absence of ethnic groups, the 

exercise of power and control, patterns of privilege assigned to race, gender and ethnicity, 

as well as concerns about domestic and child labor, environment, gentrification, and 

social networks, in Elfreth's Alley. 

However, what is the impact of using this materiality with uncontrolled and 

unpredictable analog and digital experimental image-making processes on what is present 

and absent in Elfreth's Alley digitized image-based archival material? How do the 

processes of appropriation and deconstruction of these archives in experimental artworks 

influence the construction and understanding of the identity, collective memory, and 

perception of this historical site in Philadelphia? Can these experimental processes and 

results question public and collective memory stories based on archival collections and 

open doors to alternative narratives? 

The process of answering these questions throughout this dissertation was very 

dynamic and constantly generated new critical questions about the process of 

experimentation using archival material. Moreover, the disruption and deconstruction of 

the ideas related to apparatus, program, freedom, and control supported by the theories of 

Vilém Flusser helped to question the intimate relationship between the artist/creator and 

the subject/object/protagonist of these studies. 

In my experience, designing and producing this multimodal research, the most 

affluent part of this process of appropriation, deconstruction, and reconstruction of 

archival material included the connection I had (through meetings and interviews) with 

the variety of protagonists with diverse backgrounds involved in the construction of the 

public and collective memory of the Alley. These protagonists, in several cases, were the 
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residents of the Alley, and scholars whose studies, interests, and support continue 

opening new forms to see how the Alley's memory is dynamic, fluid, and in constant 

renovation. As an immigrant living in Philadelphia, these interactions have challenged 

my academic studies and approach to the Alley, the city, the state, and the nation. 

I consider it essential to highlight that the structure and methodology of these 

studies build meaning based on what is present and excluded in archival documents and 

images, the past and the future, new and old technologies, materiality, theories of 

perception, and substantial components of still and moving processes. Every element of 

the multimodal media production designed for this dissertation explores (through 

experimentation) the role of traditional image-making with how media technologies have 

shaped paradigms of cultural and political organizations, and cognitive, personal, and 

physical self-understanding deconstructing the ideas behind collections of archives, 

documents, and found objects. Working through multiple media flows, this dissertation 

attends to the speculations derived from analyzing archival information and image-

making experimentation.  

In this work, for every media production, the process of "making" has been 

significant as the final product. That is why the structure of this dissertation has been a 

consequence of this methodology and way of working. It is straightforward and 

delineates and identifies the many approaches that the use of power is associated with 

knowledge, interpretation, and speculation in individual and collective perceptions. 

 In this framework, chapter two of this dissertation considers the relationship 

between power, bias, exclusion, absence, and presence in image-based archives, 

historical documents, and found objects in Elfreth's Alley archival collections. This 
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chapter's composition reveals what is missed in these collections, but the richness in the 

variety of the residents' stories through time. It also reviews the interpretation, access, 

selection, and decolonization of Elfreth's Alley archives and the importance of power in 

configuring the notion of private, public, collective, and selective memory. A significant 

component in this chapter is the collaborative work with the public historians of the Alley 

that oriented the data analysis found in Elfreth's Alley archival material. 

Chapter three examines the correlation between the origins and the identity of 

photography from the view of several researchers, its connection with the ontology of 

photography, and its repercussions in experimental photography. This chapter introduces 

the concepts and ideas about creating experimental images based on the appropriation 

and deconstruction of the materiality of the image with uncontrolled and unpredictable 

results. Moreover, these reflections expand and question the ideas of Vilém Flusser and 

Walter Benjamin, their connections with the apparatus, program, aura, and the notion of 

freedom. This chapter reviews why experimental photography has been the perfect 

metaphor for "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley." 

Because of the reflections on this dissertation, chapter four is the first version of 

the creative journal that is part of the multimodal approach to this research at Elfreth's 

Alley. It describes and explains Elfreth's Alley archival appropriation and deconstruction 

processes followed in creating each artwork and its exhibit in the Museum. Each of the 

seven artworks is a metaphor that, in the exhibition, interweaves materials and 

experimental processes with the historical, political, and social contexts found in Elfreth's 

Alley digitized archival material. The text of this chapter is designed to immerse the 

audience into the residents' most popular and alternative stories and connect them with 
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the spectator. It tries to involve them in the pensiveness and subversive power of these 

experimental images and installations. For this chapter, the importance of documenting 

and publishing the creative process of my media art practice creates meaning through the 

different trials, errors, and successes as a trigger that expands the photography and new 

media language and the construction of new "contemporary" archival material. 

Finally, chapter five holds the conclusions of this dissertation, analyzing the 

impact of this multimodal approach to Elfreth's Alley archival material and considering 

the next steps that can help in the continuous construction of the public and collective 

memory of the Alley. Moreover, this chapter's reflections and conclusions collect and 

interpret the neighbors' and visitors' feedback when the exhibit was installed, curated, and 

displayed. Furthermore, this chapter gathers the discussions from the lectures and the 

creative journal; and reflects on how to construct public history projects based on other 

historical locations' narratives. 

 

5. Perspectives and Ethical Considerations 

There were several challenges that this dissertation had to deal with, especially in 

this time of recovery from the pandemic, where human interaction was limited to the 

city's health recommendations. Those factors challenged my access to different resources, 

interviews, meetings, and personal connections.18 In that context, the use of digital 

archives could be a double-edged sword because it revealed the access difficulties to the 

 
18 In one of the episodes of The Alley Cast, Ted Maust (director of Elfreth's Alley Museum) remarked that 

even without a pandemic, the accessibility to archival material is always limited and challenging. In several 

cases, more data information does not exist. https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2020/7/29/bonus-

episode-meet-the-team. 
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archival collections and repositories, who collected what, what was uploaded to the 

websites, and who decided what to make available to the public, not just to the experts or 

academics. 

A primary consideration in this research has been deconstructing my biases and 

stereotypes in creating the seven artworks and the approach to the accessible and 

available archival material. 

Another ethical consideration of this research that came to light in the 

conversations and interviews with historians and members of Elfreth's Alley and the 

Philadelphia community is that I am an immigrant, non-American citizen researcher and 

artist with only three years in the U.S. when I started this research. The usual first 

question I received from the residents was: "How do you see us?" It has been two and a 

half years since I met Elfreth's Alley residents, and this question pops up from time to 

time. These conversations dealt more richly with the curiosity to explore the complexity 

of how a foreigner understands and brings understanding to such disparate yet connected 

parts of the human experience in this city. As an artist and researcher, my foreign point of 

view has been an advantage, but at the same time, an element to be careful about when 

providing appreciation and conclusions developed in this dissertation. 

Other perspectives, concerns, and limitations in this research have been related to 

my creative process analyzed through the theoretical material; how good and reliable this 

study can be; and if the impact and challenging ideas about the use of uncontrolled and 

unpredictable results in the construction of the public memory using archive-based 

aesthetics can immerse the audience in a reflection about what is missing in Elfreth's 

Alley and the city of Philadelphia since the 1700s. The importance of these reflections 
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makes this work conscious of how the city administration decisions made years ago have 

an impact and repercussion in the challenges and problems of violence that Philadelphia 

is showing now. 

 

6. Final Notes 

It is crucial to notice that the conclusive part of this dissertation is centered on the 

critical work about the problem and unbalanced inequity of using archival material to 

define the identity of a place and how the power of experimental analog and digital 

image-making processes can unveil new narratives and commit with the construction of 

the collective memory of this historical landmark and the city of Philadelphia. The final 

purpose of this research is not to change or give automatic solutions to this problem but 

to create a safe space to question the archival control connected with the retention of 

power.  

In the spirit of creating safe environments to reflect on these topics, the ideology 

that art can be used as an instrument of social change is not a new concept;19 that is why 

multimodal media production has been critical in this dissertation. It created new models 

of mediation and new forms of archives. In that sense, these new transformations in the 

context of this research put in evidence and question: 

 
19 The establishment of the National Endowment of the Arts is based on the ideology that art promotes 

nation-building (“A great nation deserves great art”) and creates “a better place to live” (livable 

environment). The National Endowment for the Arts, accessed online October 20, 2021. 

https://www.arts.gov. 
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a) What happens when artists intertwine image-based archive collections, 

documents, and found objects with analog and digital uncontrolled and unpredictable still 

and moving experimental processes? 

b) How are these results new archival forms that contribute to critical thinking 

and the communities' vitality? How do they strengthen artists, cultural organizations, and 

museums to empower themselves to express cultural values and different perspectives? 

Besides the new models of archival contribution, the results of this dissertation 

are part of the interaction that Elfreth's Alley Museum wants to establish with its 

environment and its historical tradition of reconstructing the public memory of the Alley. 

The archival material found in Elfreth's Alley, their use and interpretation by the 

Museum historians, embodies the tension over the official lecture of those archives used 

to construct the public and collective memory of Philadelphia. Furthermore, the concerns 

over the speculative history created and based on the archival misrepresentations reflect 

the minority groups' life that has been invisible or denied by the eyes of the government 

or the authorities and the general public. 

Intertwined with memory and identity as global concerns, the following chapters 

discuss how this multimodal production generated new relationships with this 

geographical space, its inhabitants, and the agents involved in preserving this historical 

place's memory. Furthermore, it reflects on Elfreth's Alley's potential reconfigurations 

and visibility of multiple factors of empowerment and oppression that challenged and 

shaped my capacity to create new materialities, experiment while producing traditional 

and alternative narratives, and research the imaginaries about power and freedom. 
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CHAPTER 2 

ARCHIVAL COLLECTIONS IN ELFRETH'S ALLEY 

 

 

Figure 2.1: Elfreth's Alley Association Holds Fundraising Day, by Williams Owens, 

1968-06-01, from The Sunday Evening Bulletin. Accessed Via Temple University's 

Special Collections Research Center, George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening 

Bulletin Collection. ID: P709178B20 

 
20 This picture was taken for the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin and is part of the Temple University Special 

Collections. The printed photograph is in Charles Library at Temple University, but it is possible to get 
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The first encounter I had with Elfreth's Alley archives was in January 2020. It was 

a printed copy of a 1968 photograph of the Alley during the "Fete Day."21 A woman 

dressed in an eighteenth-century costume was standing in front of House # 123 Elfreth's 

Alley. Not very far from her, a policeman in his uniform watched a big group of people 

(dressed in regular 1960s clothing) walking through a narrow street. In the image's 

foreground, a group of kids dressed in colonial costumes mixed with a big crowd in the 

Alley and a guy carrying a baby very close to them. This mixture of clothing and the 

black & white tones of the photograph drove me to a romantic colonial era with a sense 

of American identity linked to this staged nostalgia.  

The documentary records I used for this study and the multimodal exhibit in 

Elfreth's Alley Museum are the backbone for telling a partial view of the past and the 

stories of the residents in the Alley.  

This research is concentrated on images found online in digital collections and 

repositories. These images were used to create alternative pieces for an experimental 

exhibit at Elfreth's Alley Museum:22 

a. Special Digital Collections of Temple University: 132 images, most from the 

Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Collection. Two pictures come from the Housing 

Association of Delaware Valley Records Repository and one from the Temple 

 
access online to view this collection. https://digital-library-temple-

edu.libproxy.temple.edu/digital/collection/p15037coll3/id/42814/rec/6. 

 
21 The “Fete Day” is an annual event dated back to 1934, in which residents of Elfreth’s Alley open their 

doors to allow visitors a glimpse of their contemporary life in these 18th and 19th-century houses. 

https://www.elfrethsalley.org/events/2022/6/4/fete-day. 

 
22 All the material data base is in the appendices A, B, C, D, E. 
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University yearbook. The year range of the images: 1930-1940: 11, 1941-1950: 6, 

1950-1960: 2, 1951-1960: 26, 1961-1970: 54, 1971-1980: 30, 1981-1990: 2, 

1993: 1. 

b. Library of Congress: 15 photographs from the Historic American Building Survey 

Collection: 1910: 1, 1972: 14 and 19 measure drawings of the interior and exterior 

of Elfreth's Alley houses from the Historic American Buildings Survey HABS 

PA-1103, 1933. 

c. The Library Company of Philadelphia: 2 stereographs from 1947 from the 

Ephemera and Stereograph Collection. 

d. Census in the Internet Archive: 15 microfilm-data sheets from 1790 to 1940 (the 

1890 census is missing). 

e. The Alley Cast: 19 podcasts created by Elfreth's Alley Museum from 2020 to 

2021. 

These records include names, ages, occupations, races, activities, and celebrations 

from 1790 to 1990 (and the podcasts are from 2020 to 2021). However, all the 

information in these digitized archives is only a snapshot of the presence of the residents 

from the eighteenth century to our times. In many of those archives, the documented 

people from the Alley did not participate in the recollection of the images, and most of 

their voices were covered up or ignored. In this chapter, as an artist and researcher, 

deconstructing these records into art installations and collaborating with the public 

historians of Elfreth's Alley Museum meant reinserting the conversation about different 

perspectives, the variety of residents, and the complexities of telling alternative stories 

enriching the dialogue between memory and identity. 
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Using what is seen and not seen in historical documents, this chapter argues that 

Elfreth's Alley inhabitants reflect broader economic and social patterns within 

Philadelphia. Also, it centers on Elfreth's Alley's collective and public memory 

constructed through the archival material selected.  

In the end, this analysis and its connection with the art exhibit prepared for the 

Museum demonstrate a series of interpretative paradoxes within the identity of Elfreth's 

Alley, trying to balance the unequal representations of the colonial and modern stories, 

what is public and private, and what is known and unknown.  

 

1. Elfreth's Alley: A National Historic Landmark (NHL) 

In the digital collections I selected and reviewed,23 photographic records start by 

the 1930s, except for one photograph from the Library of Congress from 1910. There are 

probably some images before these dates, but they are unavailable online. 

The 1930s mean that Elfreth's Alley documentation started when it was in the eye 

of the preservationists. Despite the 1910 photograph found in the Library of Congress, 

the oldest picture in these repositories belongs to the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin24 [ca. 

 
23 My decision to focus this research on digitized archives available online responds to the idea of archives 

accessibility to scholars, researchers, collaborators, residents and visitors to the Alley. 

 
24 The Philadelphia Evening Bulletin was a daily evening newspaper published from 1847 to 1982 in 

Philadelphia, PA. It was the largest circulation newspaper in Philadelphia for 76 years and was once the 

largest evening newspaper in the United States. Its widely known slogan was: “In Philadelphia, nearly 

everybody reads The Bulletin.” (Peter Binzen, ed. Nearly Everybody Read It: Snapshots of the Philadelphia 

Bulletin. Philadelphia: Camino Books, 1997. https://blog.phillyhistory.org/index.php/2006/08/nearly-

everybody-read-the-bulletin/). 

As Time magazine later noted: “In its news columns, the Bulletin was solid if unspectacular. Local affairs 

were covered extensively, but politely. Muckraking was frowned upon.” (Janice Castro. February 8, 1982, 

in “Last Rites for a Proud Paper,” Time, archived from the original on October 15, 2010).  
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1930], but most images from these collections were from the 1960s when Elfreth's Alley 

became a National Historic Landmark. 

Nevertheless, what does it mean for Elfreth's Alley to be an NHL? According to 

the NHL information, there are more than 2600 NHLs in the U.S. "They are historic 

properties that illustrate and interpret the heritage of the United States, and they represent 

an outstanding aspect of American history and culture."25 The NHL program guides the 

nomination of new landmarks (using the skills of the National Park Service26 staff) and 

working with citizens across the nation; it also assists existing landmarks.27 This means 

that the NHLs tell relevant stories that have meaning for all Americans, regardless of 

where they live. In that sense, a property to be considered nationally significant and 

nominated may:  

• Be the location of an event that had a significant impact on American history 

overall.  

• Be the property most strongly associated with a nationally significant figure in 

American history. 

• Provide an outstanding illustration of a broad theme or trend in American 

history overall. 

• Be an outstanding example of an architectural style or significant development 

in engineering. 

• Be part of a group of resources that together form a historic district. 

• Be a property that can provide nationally significant archeological 

information. (Determining the eligibility of a property for National Historic 

Landmark designation).28 

 

 
25 https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalhistoriclandmarks/index.htm. 

 
26 The National Park Service is responsible for protecting the national parks and monuments of the United 

States. 

 
27 https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1582/program-info.htm. 

 
28 https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalhistoriclandmarks/eligibility.htm. 
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The history of Elfreth's Alley to accomplish these requirements started with the 

creation of the Elfreth's Alley Association (EAA) in 1934,29 led by Dorothy W. Ottey, a 

resident who fought the deterioration of the Alley.30 In the 1960s (with the threat of 

Interstate 95), the EAA got the National Historic Landmark nomination for Elfreth's 

Alley.31 But according to the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, there were several 

disagreements between the residents and the EAA, some of them complaining about the 

EAA infringing on the privacy of the property owners.32 

According to the Elfreth's Alley photographic records that I reviewed, it is most 

probable that the first years of the EAA preservation efforts were focused on staging 

events often featuring colonial costumes. However, years later (in the 1960s), they 

included buying Houses # 124 and # 126 for Museum purposes. Reviewing these records 

 
29 Also close to this time, the Philadelphia Society for the Preservation of Landmarks (PhilaLandmarks) 

began in 1931 with Frances Anne Wister and played a significant role in the historic preservation 

movement in Philadelphia by restoring, furnishing, and presenting to the public its distinguished house 

museums. https://www.philalandmarks.org/history. 

 
30 Specifically, the residents needed to respond to the demolition threats and defamation of their homes. 

Several properties and portions of the street were jeopardized from the 1930s to the 1950s. The first 

documented threat to the Alley came in August 1933 when several properties were slated for demolition. At 

this time that Ottey wrote the letter to the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin that precipitated the formation of 

the EAA. (Deirdre A. Kelleher, “Immigration, Experience, And Memory: Urban Archaeology 

At Elfreth's Alley, Philadelphia” [Ph.D. diss., Temple University, 2015], 186). 

 
31 Beginning in the 1950s, Elfreth’s Alley began receiving formal city, state, and national recognition as a 

historic site. The Alley received its first designation from the City of Philadelphia in 1956 when the houses 

on the street were certified by the Philadelphia Historical Commission (Kelleher, ibid., and 

https://www.elfrethsalley.org). 

 
32 This situation underscored the great transformation of the EAA from a resident-focused organization to a 

larger authority focused on fostering the public memory of the historic resource. Philadelphia Evening 

Bulletin, 1965 (Kelleher, ibid., 189). 
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is possible to infer that the actual dominant colonial narratives were not renovated since 

the EAA intentions to preserve the houses after the 1930s.33 

The creation of the EAA in the 1930s is essential to this research because most of 

the Alley photographic records started then and increased in number after the nomination 

of Elfreth's Alley as an NHL in the 1960s. The documentation of Elfreth's Alley since 

this period created archival collections under the umbrella of the criteria of the collectors, 

their necessities, bias, and the future use of this information. 

An exhaustive historical review of Elfreth's Alley nomination as an NHL would 

imply a more profound and complex analysis of the American identity context through 

the required conditions to get this status. For example, the philosophy behind the late 

1800s and beginning of the 1900s cultural clubs34 and organizations in Philadelphia 

interested in historic preservation (their bias and racial conditions), the national interest in 

opening museums seen as tools of education and assimilation35 (acculturation), and forms 

 
33 The impetus for expanding the museum was no longer the preserve of the residential enclave but focused 

on publicizing the street’s memory and marketing it to tourists. (Kelleher, ibid., 189). 

 
34 Like the Women’s Civic Club organization founded by Mary Channing Wister (sister of Frances Anne 

Wister). The concept of historic preservation took root in Philadelphia beginning in the 1890s when 

women's patriotic organizations took an interest in saving historic sites associated with America's founding 

events and heroes. They viewed preservation as both patriotic and civic duty, especially as means to 

"Americanize" the significant influx of immigrants. It was also a way to reaffirm their family's place in 

history. Michael Herr, “France Anne Wister: Philadelphia’s Patron Saint of Historic Preservation,” Hidden 

City, Exploring Philadelphia’s Urban Landscape, last modified March 5, 2018, 

https://hiddencityphila.org/2018/03/frances-anne-wister-philadelphias-patron-saint-of-historic-

preservation/. 

 
35 Early-20th-century literature of immigration often purported that to be an immigrant in America meant 

that immigrants had to discard their past and assimilate to become fully Americanized. Assimilation 

scholarship theorized that immigrants were forced to assimilate in the face of industrialization (Morawska 

1990; Salvaterra 1994). The idea of assimilation is epitomized in the symbol of America as a melting pot in 

which different immigrants enter and meld together to create one unified American culture. In this 

metaphor, immigrants do not retain their cultural traits; instead, they adopt American culture wholesale and 

are remade into Americans. In this context, assimilation is defined less by cultural abandonment and more 

by cultural adaptation. This cliché disregards the variable traditions, backgrounds, and conditions 
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of exhibits to instruct audiences and shape public debate.36 The problem was that most of 

these well-intended propositions upheld white or colonial narratives ignoring native, 

Black, and immigrant people and their alternative narratives.  

Ted Maust, Elfreth's Alley Museum director, expressed this tension in Episode 7 

of The Alley Cast: 

...the preservation accomplished in the early 20th century is a net good. Historic 

sites can be places of great empathy with the past and can present useful tools for 

the present and the future. But it is notable that when comparing the Black and 

white commemorations of the late 19th and early-to-mid 20th century, during the 

Jim Crow era, it is the white commemorations that more often took the form of 

public monuments or historic house museums. 37  

 

The official requirements for an NHL nomination do not mention explicit ideas of 

identity and collective or public memory. However, it seems that an essential NHL 

responsibility should be to go beyond the architectural preservation of the buildings and 

to make an interpretation of their history, offering their access and promoting their 

analysis. During my interactions in Elfreth's Alley, while visiting the residents' homes, 

chatting with them, and getting in touch with their objects and artifacts, I experienced that 

the houses are not only static architectural shrines but could be considered living 

archives. Going deeper into seeing Elfreth's Alley archives and "houses" is a way to 

honor the unseen and the unknown who lived in these architectonic monuments. 

 
immigrants faced and undermines the differing experiences of immigrants as they navigated life in 

America. (Kelleher, ibid., 20). 

 
36 A more detailed reference can be found in the research by Ted Maust, Isabel Steven, and the historian 

Cynthia Heider in “Episode 7: When Elfreth’s Alley Became Historical” in The Alley Cast, August 12, 

2020. https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2020/8/12/episode-7-when-elfreths-alley-became-historic. 

 
37 Ted Maust, “Episode 7: When Elfreth’s Alley Became Historic” in The Alley Cast, August 12, 2020. 

https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2020/8/12/episode-7-when-elfreths-alley-became-historic. 
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2. Public History and Collaboration 

According to the Oxford Encyclopedia of American Cultural and Intellectual 

History,38 public history is characterized by careful interdisciplinary scholarship 

produced in collaboration with the audiences for which it is intended. Given the currency 

of historical themes in mass culture and the democratization of expertise promised by 

new digital frontiers, public history has become more complex. In collaboration with 

other disciplines, public history owes a significant research quality underlying its claim 

about the past and, frequently, its practitioners' commitments to shared authority. 

Although more and more historians identify as public historians, the title is best reserved 

for those whose work prioritizes civic engagement and public service. 

In that context, this relationship and collaborative work with other disciplines are 

essential to guide the interpretation of the archival material, and it responds to the 

necessity to depoliticize history, consumerism, and memory; who manages American 

history and American memory, who has the power to tell the stories, and how these 

stories gain power and authority.  

From 2020 to 2021, the pandemic challenged the public historians working at 

Elfreth's Alley Museum to expand creative forms in which the Alley stories are put to the 

world. They launched The Alley Cast,39 Elfreth's Alley history applied to real-world 

 
38 The Oxford Encyclopedia of American Cultural and Intellectual History. Edited by Joan Shelley Rubin 

and Scott E. Casper. Oxford University Press. 2013. 

 
39 A podcast from Elfreth’s Alley Museum that starts on this historic street but explores connections around 

the city and the globe. https://www.elfrethsalley.org/thealleycast. 
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issues. In the creation of this podcast, these public historians became public consultants, 

museum professionals, archivists, cultural resource managers, curators, media producers, 

historical interpreters and preservationists, and community activists, among many other 

jobs,40 sharing an interest and commitment to making history relevant and valuable in the 

public sphere during a time when there was no physical access to the Museum. 

In this context, as I mentioned in the introduction of this dissertation, The Alley 

Cast constitutes a valuable sound/digital archival resource located in the Museum 

archives (website and digital files). It is part of its archival projects and collections and is 

accessible to the public in general. It expands and shares the residents' stories, helping to 

interpret and understand Elfreth's Alley history and preserve its memory.41  

In "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley" production, while I followed 

The Alley Cast's work and other Museum programs –sharing resources, findings, and 

ideas– I found out that the physical closure of the Museum space brought the opportunity 

to expand and decolonize the stories of the residents in different ways. The Alley Cast 

took the stories, not only from colonial times but also from the industrial and modern eras 

to the actual residents of the Alley and the public in general interested in this place. This 

approach created collaborative new spaces where these public historians shared their 

work and encountered vast, fresh, and diverse audiences engaged in more complete and 

complex stories by interpreting the residents' lives in different periods. Most of this 

 
40 According to the National Council on Public History, these are several characteristics of public 

historians. https://ncph.org/what-is-public-history/about-the-field/. 

 
41 Society of American Achivists, “What are archives?” https://www2.archivists.org/about-archives. Also, 

review: “What’s an archive?” https://www.archives.gov/about/info/whats-an-archives.html. 
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dissertation's work is based on certainties and speculations born in the collaborative 

exchange of ideas from the existent and non-existent archives researched about Elfreth's 

Alley. 

 

3. Archival Decolonization 

Access to archival material has been a focal point for scholars in constructing 

identity, public and collective memory, especially in those places considered National 

Historic Landmarks. Because of the Covid-19 pandemic, the circumstances lived from 

2020 to 2021 added more challenges for researching and sharing archival material, 

studies, and findings. This situation encouraged my commitment to Elfreth's Alley 

Museum to design a multimodal exhibit with the uncertainty of physical or virtual space 

because of the pandemic (before the exhibit was made, in collaboration with Elfreth's 

Alley Museum, several trials were launched using the Museum's virtual platforms).42 In 

this context, access to the archives also questioned the possibilities that public historians 

and collaborators have available to continue constructing the pluricultural identities 

derived from stories like the ones in Elfreth's Alley. 

My decision to use digitized archives from different library collections in 

Philadelphia about Elfreth's Alley considered the physical access limitation to collections 

and records during the pandemic. As the exhibit project developed, these constraints 

became a metaphor and strength for exploring the power of decolonizing and 

 
42 Dilmar Gamero, Elfreth’s Alley: 1968 – 2020. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yM7opr9x8R4. 
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democratizing digital collections and how they can help in the construction of the public 

and collective memory of a community. 

The second important element in this process was the analysis of the digital 

archives. The early twentieth-century residents with the Elfreth's Alley Association and 

other Philadelphia area institutions produced and reproduced colonial-centered public 

memory at the Alley. Of the 132 photographs from the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin 

Collection, 70 include people dressed in colonial costumes, and the others are mostly 

empty spaces. This situation exposed a series of interpretive paradoxes within the identity 

of Elfreth's Alley, stemming from unequal representations of the site as colonial and 

modern, as public and private, and as unknown and famed.43 

Elfreth's Alley has a rich immigrant history44 but embraces selective identities and 

memories. There are many studies about the colonial history of Elfreth's Alley, but not 

many from later periods of occupation of the street. In the last years, the EAA has been 

trying to expand the historical interpretation of this place; however, the colonial period 

remains at the center of public memory at Elfreth's Alley. 

The process of decolonizing Elfreth's Alley archival material in the multimodal 

exhibit "The Power of Experimentation" implied the accessibility to the archives and the 

challenge to be frequently associated with the history of the Alley from colonial times, 

shadowing the stories of the industrial and modern eras. 

 
43 Kelleher, ibid., 6. 

 
44 In the history of Philadelphia, there were three waves of immigration: the first wave, from the 1840s to 

1850s and brought many Irish and Germans to the city; the second wave, from the 1880s to the 1900s and 

brought the “new immigration” of Italians, Polish, and Russians; and the third wave after the 1900s brought 

immigrant groups from western and southern Europe. (Kelleher, ibid., 4, 11). 
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[…] the street was not the home of "merchant princes" or members of the "first 

rank" of society during the 18th century. In the 19th century, the Alley continued 

to be populated by those considered among the lower classes of society […]45 

 

Decolonization implies recognizing that archives are part of the institutional arrangement 

of colonial occupation. Decolonizing the archives means offering different and diverse 

historical perspectives, including other points of view on the way history is told 

(minorities and other ethnic groups, as pluriversal ways of seeing and being). 

 The records used in this research were primarily photographic archives (but they 

also included measure drawings, census data microfilms, and audio podcasts). These 

types of archives were essential to analyze because photography is the reaffirmation of 

the passage of time, and it is only timeless when nobody looks at it; this means that 

photography is not only an image but also an encounter with people.46 The encounter of 

the photographic material with another's gaze allows the image to make sense as a 

message loaded with intentions. In this context, archival photography is about the 

transmission of memory (not only data) to the audience and researchers; it is one part of 

the evidence that cannot cloud other evidence; it is about photography but mostly about 

history. Access to the archive, not only by researchers and scholars, can construct stories, 

history, and memory. 

 In the case of Elfreth's Alley, the 1930s and ahead archival photographic images 

from the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin collection were created by a newspaper 

 
45 Hannah Roach, “Elfreth’s Alley: A Registered National Historic Landmark,” in Elfreth’s Alley Annual 

Fete Day Pamphlet – American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia, PA. Saturday, June 1, 1968. 

 
46 “The photograph as an unintentional effect of an encounter between photographer, photographed subject, 

camera, and spectator.” See Arielle Azoulay, Rela Mazali and Ruvik Danieli, The Civil Contract of 

Photography (Zone Books, New York, 2008), 9-28, 81-127. 
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commission, most probably influenced by a preservationist. In this collection, many 

pictures depict "Fete Day,"47 all white people in colonial dresses in a time of celebration, 

several American flags, many colonial soldier costumes, and happy kids (dressed in 

colonial costumes) celebrating on the streets. Semiotic analysis and deconstruction of 

these images can help show this material's differences and its selective narratives. These 

images had an initial purpose for the newspaper. However, once the bulletin disappeared 

and the repository was created, the photographs got archival material power that 

contributed to the manipulation and praising of future colonial narratives. In that context, 

it is possible to speculate that the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Collection transformed 

the original intentionality of the pictures from reporting and informing events when the 

photographs were taken to historical material that shapes the memory of the Alley. 

 In these archival collections, the photographs highlight that the colonial past 

would be more appealing and a form of entertainment. The memories of Elfreth's Alley 

have become so wedded to the early American past that it is sometimes difficult to 

explore other histories and construct new memories. The Alley's reputation as a colonial 

entity is so pervasive that even other Philadelphia cultural institutions reinforce this 

identity.48 

 

 
47 The Elfreth’s Alley Association’s two annual events, Fete Day, and Deck the Alley, continue to 

commemorate the colonial period. The highlight of the annual events is that visitors tour the private 

residences on the Alley. Fete Day, formerly called “Elfreth’s Alley Day” or the “At Home” event, dates 

back to when the residents first formed the Elfreth’s Alley Association in the 1930s and had to raise funds 

to save and preserve the Alley. At the time, the event's emphasis was on highlighting and publicizing the 

early past of the street to establish the Alley’s historical importance. While the street’s significance is well 

established at this point, the event has not changed much in purpose or appearance. (Kelleher, ibid., 196). 

 
48 Kelleher, ibid., 197. 
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4. Archival Interpretation 

"Interpretation," as used by the National Park Service, refers to "the educational 

methods by which the history and meaning of historic sites . . . are explained."49 This 

means that the interpretation of archival material involves the description, analysis, 

review, and elaboration of a narrative that explains the archive's content. For historians, 

the term is more complex and focuses on a deep study of various evidence, synthesis, and 

critical thinking. For a more accurate historical archival interpretation, it is necessary to 

review other historical contexts, circumstances, relationships with the present, 

connections with other disciplines, conscious reflections on the past, exploring possible 

scenarios to be faithfully represented, and reflections that start in the present, looking at 

the past.50 

History demonstrates that power structures (historical archives we inherited, 

museums, and others) have always been present in creating, collecting, and making 

interpretations of images and constructing public memory. 

Since the birth of a discipline such as history, documents have been used, 

scrutinized and challenged… History gives a document order and shape, classifies 

and grades it, divides it into different levels, sets up series, distinguishes between 

the relevant and the irrelevant, identifies components, defines units and describes 

relations. In the view of history, documents are no longer inert matter to be used 

in an attempt to reconstruct what men did or said –what is past– and of which 

only traces remain.51  

 
49 Seth Bruggeman, “Chapter 5: Framing the Colonial Picture,” in Here, George Washington Was Born: 

Memory, Material Culture, and the Public History of a National Monument (University of Georgia, 2008), 

145. 

 
50 What is historical representation? https://faculty.chass.ncsu.edu/slatta/hi216/hist_interp.htm. 

 
51 To Michel Foucault, the "archive" is a central concept in the arsenal of cultural knowledge. He made a 

clear distinction between the "archive" and the method that he describes as archaeological. Foucault’s 

notion of archaeology can be broadly understood as an analytical tool for uncovering alternative and 

disturbing histories of systems of knowledge: it suggests an unstructuring of accepted knowledge and the 
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For example, the history of photography has been narrated since Nicéphore 

Niépce. However, there is evidence of other image experimentation attempts from much 

earlier (not only the camera obscura).52 Like the history of photography, other alternative 

narratives also come from the interpretation of the archives and the way to see them.  

"What links the laws of photography to those of psychoanalysis is that both 

require thinking of how this passage between the unconscious and the conscious, the 

invisible and the visible, takes place."53 In Elfreth's Alley, researching and preparing the 

installations for the exhibit using these archival collections followed a Freudian process 

of archival interpretation, unveiling layers of stories and their connections with the 

present and discovering the richness of the residents' narratives. 

 Unveiling these stories, I discovered a thin line between the interpretation and 

representation of these archives. The archival material brought some interpretations but 

contemplating the whole collection, it is possible to find out that the absence of images 

brought new interpretations to the stories of the Alley. "The photograph tells us that when 

we see, we are unconscious of what our seeing cannot see."54 In documentary scholarship 

and practice, it is hard to imagine a historical documentary without an archive, but that 

 
categories in which to describe its historical experience. (Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, 

trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Pantheon Books, 1972), 144, 178). 

 
52 Geoffrey Batchen recounts the proto-photographers. They were experimenting with images and trying 

different ways to make them permanent on different surfaces and materials before Niépce. Geoffrey 

Batchen, Burning with desire – The Conception of Photography (Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press. 1997). 

 
53 Eduardo Cadava, “Words of Light: Theses on the Photography of History,” Diacritics, Vol. 22, No. 3/4, 

Commenmorating Walter Benjamin (Autumn – Winter 1992): 106. 

 
54 Eduardo Cadava, ibid., 105. 
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was the challenge I assumed in the exhibit prepared for Elfreth's Alley Museum, making 

interpretations and representations of the stories of the Alley through different periods 

trying to represent characters that were not there. 

The archive concept is complicated and contradictory, holding onto memory but 

also, in some ways, trying to forget certain aspects of it.55 What do we forget and why? 

Who tells the story, how can a dominant narrative be subverted, and why is it crucial to 

do so? Is it possible to be a documentary media-maker or scholar and remain neutral, or 

is it an ethical obligation to be political in everything we do?  

The question of the archive is not, we repeat, a question of the past.  It is not the 

question of a concept dealing with the past that might already be at our disposal or 

not at our disposal, an archivable concept of the archive. It is a question of the 

future, the question of the future itself, the question of a response, of a promise 

and of a responsibility for tomorrow… A spectral messianicity is at work in the 

concept of the archive and ties it, like religion, like history, like science itself, to a 

very singular experience of the promise.56 

 

I consider that as scholars (public historians and collaborators), it is necessary to unearth 

those who disappeared or were silenced for whatever reason. Their presence must not be 

subdued by dominant narratives (frequently present) in some archival collections. 

In the exhibit "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley," the artworks use 

archival images to interpret what is absent in them. These installations are an 

interpretation of the reality perception of the Alley through the photographic archives put 

into circulation.57 In "Feme Sole," the contemporary intervention of the photograph of a 

 
55 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever. A Freudian Impression (Chicago & London: The University of Chicago 

Press., 1996). 

 
56 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever, 36. 

 
57 A more complete detail of the exhibit is presented in chapter 4 of this dissertation. 
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dress in a collage with alternative photographic and experimental processes and the audio 

of the single women from the eighteenth century represents the variety of pioneer single 

women fighting for recognition in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In "William 

Wright," the images of the kids wearing colonial costumes combined with the playfulness 

of the anaglyph interventions represent the absent working kids from the Alley in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In "Margt," the photographs of the façade of the house 

where she lived modified for a stereo video displayed the invisibility and challenges of 

Black women as domestic workers during the nineteenth century to our imaginary 

representation. In "Wanishi," the absence of the Lenape community memory and image 

representations was reflected in the unfixed photograms of found objects in the Alley and 

the use of Augmented Reality to view what is impossible to observe without a mobile 

device. In "Gladys, Nettie, or Elinore," the 1932 image of an unknown Black woman 

sitting on the sidewalk and the census data displayed a virtual projection on the walls of 

the Museum showing Artificial Intelligence interpretations and representations 

confronting the historical human decision to forget and misrepresent Black people. In 

"House 135," the redlining panorama maps mixed with the Polaroid emulsion panels in 

constant transformation and disappearance evoke the Black families and immigrants that 

had to move because of the racial geographic discriminations of the 20th-century city 

policies. Finally, in "Windows," the image representation of indoor and outdoor window 

frames of some residents' houses through pinhole photographs uses the metaphor of being 

in and out to represent the stories of the 21st-century neighbors and the interpretation of 

those stories by the visitors to the Alley.  
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Photography and its absence in image-based archives is not a neutral element in 

the representation and interpretation of reality. The analysis of a photograph could 

demonstrate: the interpretation of the photographer who captured the moment, the 

interpretation of the photograph by the person who selected the image to be published 

and decided to be collected, the interpretation of the researcher, public historian, or 

collaborator, the interpretation of the spectator, and the list can continue depending on 

how many processes passes the photograph.  

Another important point that I became conscious of during the interpretation 

process of working with the Alley pictorial archives was speculation. According to 

Renato Lima-de-Oliveira and Jacques Flux, "speculative history is a field of historical 

inquiry that uses counterfactual speculation of historical events to reflect upon our 

present society and the social construct of memory."58 Speculating about the past allowed 

me to feel more unrestricted and fluid in questioning the present, and it helped to light on 

the evolution of historical memory. The fact that historical interpretations can be 

composed of empiricism and speculation does not mean that the reflections should be 

discursive neutral forms.59 Under this umbrella, the experimental exhibit at Elfreth's 

Alley got engaged with the counterfactual and speculative ideas of history because they 

are implicit in constructing inferences about the world. 60 

 
58 Renato Lima-de-Oliveira and Jacques Fux, “Speculative History,” Olho d´água, São José do Rio Preto, 

6(1): 1-169 (Jan.–Jul.,2014) 67. 

 
59 Renato Lima-de-Oliveira and Jacques Fux, ibid., 68.  

 
60 Martin Bunzl, Counterfactual History: A User’s Guide (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 

845- 858. 
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Despite the accumulations of diverse archival material and interpretations that 

potentially fall within the purview of Elfreth's Alley histories, they can never be 

considered complete. Instead, they are always partial, shaped by researchers' interests and 

questions, and made by the conscious and unconscious decisions we make. Paradoxically, 

it does not mean that if Elfreth's Alley had a more significant number of photographic 

collections and archives, its stories would be more accurate and complete. I believe that a 

more considerable accumulation of images could reveal not just the excellence of their 

holdings but also the lapses, gaps, exclusions, and oversights within those holdings. 

Through the multimodal exhibit in Elfreth's Alley Museum, my approach to Elfreth's 

Alley alternatives stories replicates these relationships between what is present and 

absent, visible and invisible, available and inaccessible, preserved and lost. In other 

words, the archives' silences are deafening.  

 

5. Memory 

Memory is not the instrument for exploring the past, but rather a medium. It is the 

medium of that which is experienced, just as the earth is the medium in which 

ancient cities lie buried. Those who seek to approach their own buried past must 

conduct themselves as though digging. Above all, they must not be afraid to 

return again and again to the same matter: to scatter it as one scatters the earth, to 

turn it over as one turns over soil.61 

 

Elfreth's Alley became officially part of the public memory in the 1960s; 

however, before that time, this street was a place of social and personal memory for more 

 
61 Walter Benjamin, “Excavation and Memory. Selected Writings,” Vol. 2, Part 2 (1931-1934), “Ibizan 

Sequence,” 1932, ed. By Marcus Paul Bullock, Michael William Jennings, Howard Eiland, and Gary 

Smith, Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press (2005): 5766. 

https://folk.uib.no/hlils/TBLR-B/Benjamin-ExcavMem.pdf. 
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than 300 years, but how was the memory of the Alley reshaped, negotiated, or reinforced 

in this place? Moreover, how do the public and collective memory of the street deal with 

the social and personal residents' memories? 

According to John Bodnar, public memory emerges from the intersection of 

official and vernacular cultural expressions.62 It is a body of beliefs and ideas about the 

past that help a public or society understand its past, present, and by implication, its 

future.63 Nevertheless, it remains a product of elite manipulation fostering patriotism and 

civic duty in ordinary people.64 This means that public memory denotes the view of the 

past constructed and set forth by an authority. 

Nonetheless, collective memory is a term used by Maurice Halbwachs and 

expanded by Pierre Nora. Collective memories are the community's shared renderings of 

the past that help shape its collective identity.65 That means they are the collective variant 

of the individual or private memories that shape personal identity. Its construction 

requires the support of a group delimited in space and time.  

The collective memory encompasses the individual memories while remaining 

distinct from them. It evolves according to its own laws, and any individual 

remembrances that may penetrate are transformed within a totality having no 

personal consciousness.66 

 

 
62 John Bodnar, Remaking America. Public Memory, Commemoration, And Patriotism in the Twentieth 

Century (Princeton University Press. New Jersey. 1992), 13. 

 
63 John Bodnar, ibid., 15. 

 
64 John Bodnar, ibid., 20. 

 
65 Maurice Halbwachs, “Historical Memory and Collective Memory” in Collective Memory (University of 

Chicago Press. Chicago 1992), 50-87.  

 
66 Maurice Halbwachs, ibid., 84. 
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Also, collective memories are shared and help define and bind a group.67 

Moreover, Pierre Nora expanded the notions of Halbwach when he stated that different 

groups used collective memory to interpret the past. It is selective because every group 

decides what to celebrate and discard; many of those collective memory representations 

are usually selected for the ones with power; for that reason, it can involve shared 

distortions that determine different modes of behavior. 

For Halbwachs and Nora, there is a distinction between memory and history. 

Memory is dynamic, in permanent evolution, open to the dialectic of remembering and 

forgetting, vulnerable to manipulation and appropriation, susceptible to being long 

dormant and periodically revived, magical and affective, takes root in the concrete, in 

spaces, gestures, images, and objects, a term that is in the dialectic of remembering and 

forgetting. 

On the other hand, history is the reconstruction, always problematic and 

incomplete, of what is no longer with us, a representation of the past, an intellectual and 

secular production, a call for analysis and criticism that belongs to everyone and no one, 

is a reasoned reconstruction of the past rooted in research; it tends to be critical and 

skeptical of human motive and action, it is perpetually suspicious of memory, and its true 

mission is to suppress and destroy the memory.  

If history did not besiege memory, deforming and transforming it, penetrating and 

petrifying it, there would be no lieux de memoire (memory places). Indeed, it is 

 
67 Aleida Assmann, Memory Spaces: Forms and Transformations of Cultural Memory (Ch. Beck First 

edition. German Ed. 1999). 
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this very push and pull that produces lieux de memoire–moments of history torn 

away from the movement of history, then returned.68  

 

In the words of Halbwachs, history is a record of changes. In terms of Siegfried Kracauer, 

"memory" (as it is for Nora) "does not pay much attention to dates; it skips years or 

stretches temporal distance."69 

According to Nora, when the correct memory is in danger because of history, the 

memory places help to protect it. Collective memory can exist only due to places of 

memory that could be monuments, memorials, images, banknotes, and more.70  

Under the gaze of this way of seeing memory, Elfreth's Alley becomes a "memory 

place" for the residents and Museum staff because it is a space where the meetings and 

gatherings (supported by the EAA) integrate and unite the residents, creating social and 

collective memories that identify them as a community. The relationships between the 

residents through cooperation and socialization reveal a specific sense of place tied to the 

street's colonial history. This way, the construction of the social identity of the Alley 

residents is shared by "identifying, exploring, and agreeing on memories." In the 

construction and design of the installation "Windows" (for the "The Power of 

Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley" exhibit), during the hours I spent with the residents 

making the pinhole photographs, I discovered the sense of pride of being part of a 

collective group that supports the history of the Alley. From families living in the Alley 

 
68 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire,” in Representations, No. 26, 

Special Issue: Memory and Counter-Memory (University of California Press: Spring, 1989): 12.  

 
69 Siegfried Kracauer, “Photography,” in The Mass Ornament, Weimar Essays (Massachussets: Harvard 

University Press, 1995, 50. 

 
70 Pierre Nora, ibid., 7-24. 
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since the 1970s to the newest residents with a few years in the area, widows, single or 

married, younger or older. Their commitment to Elfreth's Alley Association and the 

Museum reflects that pride of belonging.71 

However, their sense of identity created by the comradery to the colonial 

narratives does not deny other alternative stories but does not do much to promote them 

either. It seems that the sense of preservation of their collective memory passes through 

selective memory. It means that besides the residents knowing the alternative stories, 

their repetitive traditional celebrations stay centered on wearing eighteenth-century 

costumes to reinforce the public memory of the visitors who see the Alley as a colonial 

street that breathes the real spirit of America. This situation makes it challenging to 

explore alternative narratives that rescue the stories of the residents from other periods 

besides colonial times. 

Elfreth's Alley Museum and its programs (The Alley Cast, "The Power of 

Experimentation" exhibit, audio tours, social media, and more) are also a memory place 

(Lieux de Memoire) that is trying to expand alternative stories of the Alley. They are not 

only creating content or narratives to remember but questioning traditional patterns of 

patriotism and American pride and trying to keep the balance between the traditional 

colonial narratives and the stories of the residents from other periods. 

For some scholars, the use of archives and repositories meant a form of delaying 

progress in the reflection on memory and identity. However, in the case of Elfreth's 

Alley, despite all the risks in the manipulation and access to archival material, the 

 
71 David Thelen, “Memory and American History,” The Journal of American History, Vol 75, No. 4 (Mar. 

1989): 1122. 
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collections and their research are helping to decentralize and decolonize the stories and, 

consequently, the public and collective memory of the Alley. 

 

6. Conclusions 

The archive is first the law of what can be said, the system that governs the 

appearance of statements as unique events. But the library is also that which 

determines that all these things said do not accumulate endlessly in an amorphous 

mass, nor are they inscribed in an unbroken linearity, nor do they disappear at the 

mercy if chance external accidents; but they are grouped together in distinct 

figures, composed together in accordance with multiple relations, maintained or 

blurred in accordance with specific regularities; that which determines that they 

do not withdraw at the same pace in time, but shine, as it were, like stars, some 

that seem close to us shining brightly from far off, while other that are in fact 

close to us are already growing pale.72 

 

What are archives, and how can they construct public and collective memory? 

They are little containers to put the reality in and pass it to another person who may be in 

the future. When this person opens the container in the future, he will see the past. That 

means that the container defines what to deliver to the future. The digital image-based 

archives are the containers. 

The archive as printing, writing, prosthesis, or hypomnesic technique in general is 

not only the place for stocking and for conserving an archivable content of the 

past which would exist in any case, such as, without the archive, one still believes 

it was or will have been. No, the technical structure of the archiving archive also 

determines the structure of the archivable content even in its very coming into 

existence and in its relationship to the future. The archivization produces as much 

as it records the event. This is also our political experience of the so-called news 

media.73 

 

 
72 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Pantheon 

Books, 1972), 129. 

 
73 To Jacques Derrida, archivable meaning is also, and in advance, codetermined by the structure that 

archives. It begins with the printer. (Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever, ibid., 16-17). 
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In this chapter, the digitized archival images that I found about Elfreth's Alley 

stories in different library collections and digital repositories have been the starting point 

of this study. Nowadays, digitized photographic archives are easily accessed by countless 

users for many purposes. From a scholarly point of view, they also encompass a mass of 

researchable resources. They are a sheer abundance of personal collections and 

institutional holdings so vast it might even threaten to overwhelm the scholars. However, 

in the case of Elfreth's Alley collections, the number of images before the 1930s is almost 

none. Most of Elfreth's Alley archival collections located in some library repositories 

from Philadelphia and the Library of Congress are mostly related to colonial enactments 

celebrated after the nomination of the Alley as a National Historic Landmark. 

For many scholars, using archival materials to construct a community's collective 

memory has challenges. However, in my experience, I argue that a critical approach to 

Elfreth's Alley archival collections with the collaboration of the Museum's public 

historians and the residents' participation in various artworks is possible to create 

consciousness of what is present and absent in the available archives.  

At the beginning of this chapter, I emphasized the representation of colonial 

costumes present in the 1968 picture I found and in many of the images available in the 

digital collections. These archival collections demonstrate that the construction of public 

and collective memory challenges public historians and collaborators because there is 

still a sense of nostalgia based on the old fashion idea that colonial representations are the 

best way to engage and preserve National Historic Landmarks.74  

 
74 The use of colonial referents to construct a sense of patriotism can be studied in several National Historic 

Landmarks. 
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This chapter starts reviewing the challenges that go hand in hand with a National 

Historic Landmark nomination in the construction of public and collective memory and 

how the work with public historians and collaborators contemplates a critical analysis of 

the archival collections obtained since the 1960s. In that sense, reviewing how Elfreth's 

Alley archival collections bring upfront the ideas of decolonization and how to redress 

the inequities of institutional collections also questions how preservation and 

conservation can create interdisciplinary collaborations and open the door to alternative 

stories that were present but forgotten or ignored. 

The endless questions in the Alley's archival collections analysis are focused on 

the photographers' work, what they missed and why, and how the use of archival material 

could be defined to contribute to the construction of the identity of the residents and the 

city. 

"The Power of Experimentation in Elfreth's Alley" is a multimodal exhibit based 

on the deconstruction of the archival material and the richness of speculative 

interpretations about the absent persons from the records using different metaphors with 

photography and new media techniques. These new creations based on the archives 

question the famous and traditional colonial narratives opening the door to new ways of 

representing the history of the Alley in a safe space to talk about them. For this exhibit, 

the collaborative work with the Museum's public historians, reflecting on our mutual 

findings and experimentations, and the discoveries achieved through these creations 

amplified by one another contributed to an understanding of the complexity of urban life 

and memory at Elfreth's Alley in the colonial, industrial and modern times. That is why 
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the exhibit questions to what extent it is possible to rewrite history from a collective 

perspective that links historical events to contemporary experiences. 

This chapter illustrates how the different layers of memory and working with 

archival material at Elfreth's Alley have impacted the understanding and interpretation of 

this National Historic Landmark. This analysis revealed that memory is dynamic and 

shapes the identity of individuals and an entire community. 

The unbalanced interpretations and representations of the residents' stories have 

impacted the construction of the Alley's public memory, reducing (in some cases) its 

discourse to false paradoxes. However, the multimodal exhibit "The Power of 

Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley" questioned and expanded the experience of the 

Museum into alternative narratives involving the participation of several residents of the 

Alley. This open interaction makes the history of the Alley more relevant and connected 

with our present times opening dialogues about migration, gender, race, and labor. 

Our human condition claims a necessity to stay attached to materials and objects 

to reinforce our identities. Nevertheless, with the recuperation of Elfreth's Alley as a 

living collection of archives and memories, the eye in the future does not have to be 

focused only on the physical maintenance and renovation of the houses with new 

appliances and services, or structures to solidify them. However, it must go with the 

house's meaning and the memory and identity of the community, city, and nation. It 

reminds us that using archival material is about caring not for objects but people. The 

relationships between them must be central to the use of archives, the people who made 

them, and the subjects involved in these representations and collections. 
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CHAPTER 3 

IMAGE EXPERIMENTATIONS – THE POWER OF LOSING CONTROL 

 

Photography is mainly seen as an indexical medium in which there is a one-to-one 

correspondence between what is in front of the lens and what is recorded by the camera. 

This correspondence suggests that the photographic meaning depends on the context and 

adopts different forms: a caption or text of some sort that is related to the image, though it 

can also be the circumstances of where and how the image is presented to the viewer (a 

book, gallery, museum, street, or other spaces). However, besides the indexical character 

attributed to photography, it can also be considered a semantic medium, in which the 

photographic image has a transparent meaning by itself and does not require a caption to 

explain it.75 

In this dissertation, Elfreth's Alley digitized archival material found in the library 

collections of Philadelphia is based on photographs. Some of them were made with a 

camera (between 1910 and 1993); other images, like the measuring drawings and census 

data pages, were recorded with a scanner or microfilm in our modern times. Most of 

these images were created to document the colonial festival celebrations after the 

Elfreth's Association was formed, the structures of the Alley houses, survey the buildings 

to preserve them, and visualize the residents' census data. However, their connotation 

changed when they became part of an archival collection, giving them historical value. 

 
75 Taken from Miles Orvell conversations in class: Hybrid Texts and Visual Story Telling. Week 10. Fall 

2019. Temple University, Philadelphia, PA. 
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The multimodal exhibit "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley" is 

based on the deconstruction studies about these archival photographs' indexicality and the 

medium's materiality to decolonize the traditional stories of the Alley. Every piece of the 

exhibit defied the Alley's digitized archival historical photographs as a representational 

medium by accepting the possibility of new creations based on photographic processes 

that included deconstruction, decontextualization, appropriation, ephemerality, chance, 

chaos, and failure, in other words, experimentation. 

What is a photograph, and why experimental photography? This chapter theorizes 

why in this multimodal exhibit, the use of experimental photography is a metaphor for 

those alternative stories missing from the digitized archival collections and memory of 

the residents and visitors of the Alley. It starts reflecting on the identity of photography, 

how this rhetoric discussion opened doors to experimental photography (its ontology, 

processes, challenges, and approaches), and finally, how these theories were reflected in 

the multimodal exhibit struggle between the creator, the apparatus, the artwork pieces, 

and their contexts. 

 

1. Photography Identity76  

Archaeology is not in search of inventions, and it remains unmoved at the 

moment when for the first time, someone was sure of some truth; it does not try to 

restore the light of those joyful mornings. But neither is it concerned with the 

average phenomena of opinion, with the dull grey of what everyone at a particular 

 
76 Most of the reflections used in this section are based on the studies of Geoffrey Batchen. He theorizes 

about the complexity of the identity of photography and its determinations. For him knocking down the 

wall between reality and representation will keep photography alive and in constant renovation. 
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period might repeat. What it seeks… is not to draw up a list of founding saints; it 

is to uncover the regularity of a discursive practice.77 

 

The ontological question about photography is explicitly related to its history and 

origins.78 This means that the nature of photography's political and cultural identity is not 

a matter of who was "the first photographer" or who were the "proto-photographers" (a 

term used by Geoffrey Batchen79 that refers to those image-maker experimenters who 

were trying different techniques and got a diversity of photographic results before the 

historical official first photographers: Niépce, Daguerre, and Talbot). However, as 

Foucault's quote at the beginning of this section, the ontological and epistemological 

questions about photography are connected to uncovering the regularity of a "discursive 

practice" that, at a certain point, oriented the decisions about the historical and 

conventional narratives of photography. "The exercise of power perpetually creates 

knowledge, and conversely, knowledge constantly induces the effects of power."80 As 

stated in chapter two of this dissertation, the idea of constructing public and collective 

memory passes through the exercise of power; it means that whoever has the leadership 

or authority in a community can manipulate the public memory, the historical discourse, 

and, consequently, the group's identity. 

 
77 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Pantheon 

Books, 1972), 144. 

 
78 Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire: The Conception of Photography (Cambridge, Mass: The MIT 

Press, 1997), 18. 

 
79 Geoffrey Batchen incorporated this information into a mode of historical criticism informed by the work 

of Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida. The result is a way of thinking about photography that 

persuasively accords with the medium's undeniable conceptual, political, and historical complexity. 

 
80 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, ibid., 52. 
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In that sense, it is possible to analyze the discourse of John Tagg based on how 

power touches photography and can be possessed and passed around: 

Photography, as such, has no identity. Its status as a technology varies with the 

power relations which invest it. Its nature as a practice depends on the institutions 

and agents which define it and set it to work. Its function as a mode of cultural 

production is tied to definite conditions of existence, and its products are 

meaningful and legible only within the particular currencies they have. Its history 

has no unity. It is flickering across a field of institutional spaces. It is this field we 

must study, not photography as such.81 

 

Tagg implies that power "comes before [the photographic] representation, whether 

through photography or any other cultural medium."82 In this context, for Tagg, 

photography has no unique identity; it is better regarded as a dispersed and dynamic field 

of technologies, practices, and images.83 A photograph can mean one thing in one context 

and something else in another different situation. Tagg's arguments are based on the 

presumption that photographs have no single true meaning. For him, the political effects 

of photography focus not on the medium itself but on the determining mechanisms of its 

historical frames.84 He questions the relationship of a photograph to its image and if 

photography is necessarily a straight representation of reality.  

Like Tagg, Alan Sekula thinks that photography is never neutral; the photograph 

always finds itself attached to a discourse or several discourses that give any individual 

photograph its meaning and social values. "Photography promises an enhanced mastery 

 
81 John Tagg, “Evidence, Truth and Order: Photographic Records and the Growth of the State,” in The 

Barden of Representations Essays on Photographies and Histories (London: MacMillan Education, 

London, 1988), 63. 

 
82 Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with desire, ibid., 19. 

 
83 John Tagg, “Evidence, Truth and Order: Photographic Records and the Growth of the State,” ibid., 63. 

 
84 John Tagg, “Evidence, Truth and Order: Photographic Records and the Growth of the State,” ibid., 65. 
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of nature, but photography also threatens conflagration and anarchy, an incendiary 

leveling of the existing cultural order."85 This means that photography always confronts a 

system of representation capable of functioning honorifically and repressively. For 

Sekula, photography is an indexical sign that can never be itself but is always a tracing of 

something else.86 

In the case of Victor Burin, the photography identity consists in its "capacity to 

produce meanings that are not determined by the pictures themselves, for meaning is 

continually reproduced within the contexts in which these pictures appear."87 He implies 

that the meaning of a photograph is connected to the author/reader's formation and 

background. 

Abigail Solomon-Godeau is another case against the notion of "photographic 

autonomy," which means that photography is part of a larger structure and context. It is 

"something dynamically produced in the act of representation and reception and already 

subject to the grids of meaning imposed upon it by culture, history, language and so 

forth."88 

For Roland Barthes, photography's identity lies in the photograph's impossible but 

axiomatic articulation of time and history, in its simultaneous presentation of life and 

death. He theorized about the truth of presence in a photograph more than the truth of 

 
85 Alan Sekula, “The Body and the Archive,” October Vol. 39 (MIT Press, MA, Winter 1986): 4. 

 
86 Alan Sekula, “The Body and the Archive,” ibid., 6, 24. 

 
87 Victor Burgin, “Looking at Photographs (1927),” in Thinking Photography (London: Red Globe Press, 

1982), 150. 

 
88 Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire, ibid., 12. 
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appearance. For him, a photograph "is never distinguished from its referent (from what it 

represents), [it] always carries its referent with itself… [photography is] somehow con-

natural with its referent… literally an emanation of the referent."89 By putting the referent 

on the front of the stage, Barthes intended to help understand something about the 

photographs that made them pure and disappear, just as he made the photographers 

disappear because they seem absent or negligible in his book.90  

 However, there are other radical positions like Rosalind Krauss, who thinks that 

photography's "power is as an index and its meaning resides in those modes of 

identification which are associated with the imaginary."91 She produced a monolithic 

modernism that denies all difference, heterogeneity, and contradiction when she states 

that photography is the indexical deposit of a reality that it may mimic but of which it is 

never itself apart.92 

Like these scholars focused on the context, the referent, and the index, by the 

1980s, there were others who centered their theories on the unique properties and the 

nature of photography, like Andre Bazin, who focused on the natural qualities of 

photography: 

The photographic image is the object itself, the object freed from the conditions of 

time and space that govern it. No matter how fuzzy, distorted, or discolored, no 

 
89 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida. Reflection on Photography (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982), 5, 76, 

80, 6. 

 
90 Etienne Helmer, “Giving Photographs a Voice,” in Studies on Experimental Photography. International 

Festival on Experimental Photography (Barcelona, España, 2022), 77. 

 
91 Rosalind Krauss, “Notes on the Index: Part 1 (1977),” in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other 

Modernist Myths (Cambridge: MIT Press, MA, 1985), 203. 

 
92 Rosalind Krauss, “The Photographic Condition of Surrealism,” in The Originality of the Avant-Garde 

and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge: MIT Press, MA, 1977). 
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matter how lacking in documentary value the image may be, it shares, by virtue of 

the very process of its becoming, the being of the model of which it is the 

reproduction; it is the model… The photograph as such and the object itself share 

a common being.93 

 

Like Bazin, John Szarkovski pursued the essence of the photographic medium, 

not only what the artists do with the medium but also what can be learned from 

photography itself. He thought most photography histories were art histories, 

emphasizing art photography above other genres and photography centered on its self-

conscious production processes.94 He was centered on photography itself and was not 

agree with the invention of photography to serve a perceived or contextual need; for him, 

it was a product of an artistic sensibility.95 

In contrast, for Batchen, the conditions of power reveal two ways to represent the 

identity of photography: the formalists, who think that there is no singular identity in the 

conception of photography because it is dependent on the context, and the 

postmodernists, who, in contrast, identify photography "defining and isolating" its most 

essential attributes, whatever they may be. One group sees photography's inherent nature 

as an entire cultural phenomenon, and the other speaks of photography's inherent nature 

as a medium."96 These oppositions can continue going on from a non-history approach to 

 
93 Andre Bazin, “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” Peninah R. Petruck, ed., The Camera Viewed: 

Writings on Twentieth-Century Photography Vol. 2 (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1979): 142. 

 
94 Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire, ibid., 14. 

 
95 John Szarkovski, Before Photography in Photography Until Now (Boston, MA: Little Brown & Co, 

1992), 17. 

 
96 Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire, ibid., 20. 
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a historical outline where photographs are meant to have a place determined in advance, 

and one is interested in social practice and politics and the other in art and aesthetics. 

Nonetheless, according to Batchen, both accounts: 

…equate the origins of that identity with the unfolding of history (social history 

on one hand and art history on the other) …both presume that photography's 

identity can indeed be delimited, that photography is ultimately secured within the 

boundaries of either nature of culture.97 

 

In that sense, photography's invention is assumed to coincide with its conceptual and 

metaphoric meaning as with its technological production. However, the discourse of the 

proto-photographers, by contrast, presents their inventions as a differential economy of 

relations that completely confuses the formalist and postmodernist categories. 

 These structures and analyses are trapped in a binary metaphysical frame. 

Although, some studies, like the one of Jean-Claude Lemagny and Andre Rouille, 

incorporate aspects of each. They identify the necessity to bring together "a history 

through photography" and a history in which "photography would have to reflect on 

itself." Their theory calls for some balance between formalists and postmodernists: 

Taken together [formalism and postmodernism approaches], technical definition 

and aesthetic value confer unity upon photography. Without these, it becomes 

fragmented into as many different sectors as it has used: information, fashion, 

leisure, and so on. Silver salts and a questioning of the works through the works 

themselves: These constitute the two points of anchorage that can prevent 

photography from fragmenting into a multitude of tiny parasitical stories… As far 

as possible, we have aimed to keep everything in view, concentrating 

simultaneously upon both sides of the story: on the one hand, photography 

seeking its own internal coherence; on the other, photography dependent on 

everything that surrounds it.98 

 

 
97 Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire, ibid., 176. 

 
98 Jean-Claude Lemagny and Andre Rouille, eds., A history of Photography: Social and Cultural 

Perspectives (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 9. 
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 However, Jacques Derrida argues that this or other positions that escape this 

polarization are not necessarily equally prolific. Moreover, today, the photography 

identity faces "two apparent crises, one technological (the introduction of computerized 

images) and one epistemological (having to do with broader changes in ethics, 

knowledge, and culture)."99  

 These identity crises of photography are dynamic and constantly evolving; there 

is always something happening that is questioning its ontological origins and future. 

Batchen believes these crises threaten the end of photography, and this "momento mori" 

is why a photograph of something has generally been held to be proof of that thing's 

being, even if not of its truth.100 

In the exhibit "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley," this 

photographic schizophrenia is reflected in the capacity to shift shapes and identities 

regularly. That is why working with archival photography to create new images is a 

complex phenomenon to define or fix in place. It could encompass material and 

immaterial manifestations, cultural and social contexts and natural materiality, physical 

objects grounded in specific configurations of time and space, and apparitional images 

floating free of any substrate and capable of endless reproduction in various media and 

formats.  

 

 

 
99 Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire, ibid., 207. 

 
100 Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire, ibid., 213. 
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2. Experimental Photography: The Power of Losing Control 

 The recognition of experimental photography questioned the ontological crisis 

about the photography identity because it opened a gap between the index and context, 

process and materiality, between the social-historical value of photography and its 

aesthetics, breaking its formal photographic conventions and standards. 

 The multimodal exhibit "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley" had 

still images, sounds, new media, videos, and texts based on experimental photography 

theories and methods to discuss alternative narratives present and absent in image-based 

historical archives. On one side, we have straight representations of events and records of 

the Alley made for specific situations at a predetermined time–then moved to the archival 

collection context– and on the other side, we have these collections digitally removed 

again, deconstructed, and transferred to a new space and time to redefine and recover 

alternative narratives that stay dormant in the memory of the Alley. These redefinitions 

and new narratives were based on the materiality, aesthetics, and historical and cultural 

dimensions that intervened in Elfreth's Alley Museum spaces. 

 To understand this multimodal exhibit and the decisions made to deconstruct the 

archival material to recover residents' stories of presences and absences is necessary to 

review what experimental photography is and why it is more complex than the only 

association of the term with abstraction, techniques, and antique photographic processes 

mixed with digital technologies. These exhibit modalities highlighted why experimental 

photography is a norm and standard transgressor and is rebel and subversive.101 

 
101 This term was used by Vilém Flusser when he discussed his theory about the apparatus and 

experimental photographers. 

 



 55 

 Before the silver gelatin process was the most common form to make photographs 

(end of the 1800s and beginning of the 1900s), the number of experimentations with 

photographic materials was higher. Many photographers tried to create sharper images 

and fix them on diverse surfaces using different kinds of metals and chemical 

compositions. Later, the technological revolution brought by the advent of digital 

photography in the 1990s and the apparent obsolescence of analog photography made 

questions about photography's ontology and experimentations evolve again. Nowadays, 

the idea of experimentation goes more by exploring new and alternative aesthetics and 

narratives. 

 According to Marc Lenot,102 defining experimental photography is challenging 

because it implies an ontological and epistemological review of photography itself. In his 

studies, he proposes a definition of experimental photography based on the final pages of 

"Towards a Philosophy of Photography" by Vilém Flusser and the experimental 

photographers who play against the apparatus. 

In the course of the foregoing attempt to sum up the essential quality of 

photography, a few basic concepts come to light: image – apparatus – program – 

information. These must be the cornerstones of any philosophy of photography, 

and they make possible the following definitions of a photograph: It is an image 

created and distributed by photographic apparatus according to a program, an 

image whose ostensible function is to inform. Each one of the basic concepts thus 

contains within it further concepts. Image contains within it magic; apparatus 

contains within it automation and play; program contains within it chance and 

necessity; information contains within it the symbolic and the improbable. This 

results in a broader definition of a photograph: It is an image created and 

distributed automatically by programmed apparatuses in the course of a game 

 
102 Marc Lenot (1948) is a French contemporary art critic who studies contemporary experimental 

photography. 
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necessarily based on chance, and image of a magic state of things whose symbols 

inform its receivers how to act in an improbable fashion.103 

 

 When Flusser defined these terms, he mentioned that several photographers 

respected the programs and considered them as "functionaries," however, another group 

of photographers resisted the program constraints and rebelled against the automatic 

programming created by the apparatus. In terms of Flusser, they "exercise their freedom 

and struggle against the apparatus… [they are] the only ones capable of answering the 

question of freedom within the apparatus… they are pure, true, authentic, avant-garde, 

experimental, or even acrobatic."104 This means that they "introduce unforeseen human 

intentions into the program" and force the "camera to produce the accidental improbable, 

unanticipated, and unpredictable information."  

 For Lenot, in Flusser's view, the experimental photographer does not aim to 

document the world but to give it a new meaning, and what matters is to distance oneself 

from the representation of the world as reality, to turn one's attention to the mechanics 

and essence of photography perceived through the "hidden virtuosities" of the 

apparatus.105 

 In this context, experimental photography encourages us to think beyond all 

conventional notions of what photography is, where imagination may remain at the core. 

The tools used to make it should always remain open since there inhabits its infinite 

creative potential. These experimental photography qualities are a form of artistic 

 
103 Vilém Flusser, Towards a Philosophy of Photography (London, UK: Reaktion Books, 1983), 76. 

 
104 Vilém Flusser, Towards a Philosophy of Photography, ibid., 80. 

 
105 Marc Lenot, “Flusser and Photographers,” Flusser Studies 24, Special Issue: Archiving Flusser 

(December 2017): 9. 
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freedom where experimentation is a process that brings out the unpredictability of an 

image. Consequently, experimental photographers are not dependent on the process 

because they question and reflect on it, pushing it to go further; what they do could be 

considered (in terms of Flusser) "rebellious" photography. 

 Jean-Claude Lemagny states that experimental photography is in search of 

internal coherence, anxious about itself. Some of these experimental photographs are no 

longer representations according to the established forms or canons because their original 

research or methods do not fully comply with a specific photographic orthodoxy.106 In 

other words, it breaks the rules and creates new norms rejecting and transgressing the 

established conventions of traditional photography; in terms of Flusser, experimental 

photography "plays against the camera."107 

 Furthermore, experimental photography includes a diversity of methodologies and 

aesthetics. For Ludmilla Carvalho, it is  

born from the users' restlessness with the use of image devices… [and] these 

practices have always been present in the field of photography. The problem is 

that the historiography of the medium has given little importance to artistic 

experiences focused on hybridism and the mixture of languages, valuing, in 

contrast, aesthetic models based on notions such as verisimilitude, beauty, and 

representation.108 

 

In other words, for her, the ontology of experimental photography rejects automatisms 

and the use of the image media in an uncritical way, which is why it does not 

accommodate the notions of "right" or "wrong" photography. Indeed, experimental 

 
106 Marc Lenot, ibid., 11. 

 
107 Vilem Flusser, Towards a Philosophy of Photography, ibid., 81. 

 
108 Ludimilla Carvalho, “But After All, What Is the Experimental?” in Studies on Experimental 

Photography. International Festival on Experimental Photography (Barcelona, España, 2022), 28. 
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photography reflects on the "making of the image" during the act of "making it," 

considering the image as an "artifact" that does not necessarily have to be committed to 

an external and concrete world. "It may be inspired, but it no longer has the 'mission' of 

fidelity to the real."109 In other words, the experimental photograph attempts to make an 

image that is true to its materiality and free from optical illusion or representational 

affectations. Roland Barthes associated such pictures with "pensiveness: ultimately, 

photography is subversive not when it frightens, repels, or even stigmatizes, but when it 

is pensive when it thinks."110  

 

2.1. Appropriation and Deconstruction in Elfreth's Alley 

 Experimental photography is diverse; it could include the use of historical 

archival material and is open to all kinds of manifestations, expressions, mediums, 

formats, or ideas. The multimodal exhibit "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's 

Alley" involved a process of appropriation of the digitized archival material from the 

Alley, its deconstruction, and reconstruction in the Museum's outdoor and indoor spaces. 

This structure and methodology of working were not fixed; on the contrary, they were 

dynamic and fluid. None of the results were static; all the layers involved in the exhibit 

production were constantly moving at different levels. These structures got adjusted 

according to the rhythm of the creative process and scholarly research, going back and 

forward from conception, trials, errors, repetitions, and reconfigurations.  

 
109 Ludimilla Carvalho, “But After All, What Is the Experimental?,” ibid., 30. 

 
110 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, ibid., 55, 38. 
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Appropriation and deconstruction strategies are usually associated with and 

identified as defining hallmarks of postmodern culture. They could be tracked to the 

collages and constructions of Picasso, Duchamp, and Dali,111 but is in the 1980s when 

they were mainly used. Sherrie Levine is an example of this trend because she 

reproduced as her work other works of art intending to create new situations and 

meanings for recognizable images: 

Instead of taking photographs of trees or nudes, I take photographs of 

photographs. I choose pictures that manifest the desire that nature and culture 

provide us with a sense of order and meaning. I appropriate these images to 

express my own simultaneous longing for the passion of engagement and the 

sublimity of aloofness. I hope that in my photographs of photographs an uneasy 

peace will be made between my attraction to the ideals these pictures exemplify 

and my desire to have no ideals or fetters whatsoever. It is my aspiration that my 

photographs, which contain their own contradiction, would represent the best of 

both worlds.112 

 

It has been hypothesized that the abstract photographic results achieved by avant-garde 

artists through a particular deconstructed and reconstructed vision of objects and space 

(light-shadow relationship, shortened point of view, extreme approach of the machine to 

the point of making the object unrecognizable, overlays, photomontages, collages, and 

others) may have mainly brought photography closer to painting because of the loss of 

reference with the reality.113  

 
111 See the term appropriation, according to the TATE museum. https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-

terms/a/appropriation. 

 
112 This text is from Sherrie Levine, unpublished, undated statement, ca. 1980 in Benjamin Buchloh, 

Allegorical Procedures: Appropriation and Montage in Contemporary Art (New York, September, 1982). 

 https://www.artforum.com/print/198207/allegorical-procedures-appropriation-and-montage-in-

contemporary-art-35570.  

 
113 Roberta Valtorta, “Small Reflections On Abstract Photography” in Studies on Experimental 

Photography. International Festival on Experimental Photography (Barcelona, España, 2022), 69. 
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In that sense, appropriation and deconstruction in the experimental context are 

purposeful and creative practices that reuse references, copies, or reclaim other artworks 

or artists' visual materials; in the case of Elfreth's Alley exhibit, the use of digitized 

archival images from the libraries' collections. However, appropriation raises questions 

of originality, authenticity, and authorship and belongs to the long modernist tradition 

of art that interrogates the nature or definition of art itself. 

 Thus, appropriation and deconstruction have a significant purpose in art; their 

practice has complex ethical implications because they could be used in a system of 

power to dominate and perpetuate injustice. Even so, appropriation is a nuanced practice 

and has been a method for diverse artists from diverse backgrounds to critique and 

contemplate conditions of society, art history, and culture. In art, appropriation and 

deconstruction are used to contemplate history, reframe ideas, generate conversation, and 

produce new ways of thinking, exploring, and informing.114 

In experimental photography, the processes of appropriation and deconstruction 

go mostly together. However, deconstruction is a form of criticism first used by French 

philosopher Jacques Derrida in the 1970s, which asserts that there is not one single 

intrinsic meaning to be found in a work, but rather many, and often those can be 

conflicting. Also, Vilém Flusser's philosophy seeks to deconstruct the apparatus, the 

black box, because it is the principle of rebellion and confrontation with the possibility of 

liberation or emancipation from the program. This rebellion is the sense of Derrida's 

 
114 Mallory Gemmel, “Art Theory: Appropriation,” in Arts Help’s Art Theory Series (2020). 

https://www.artshelp.com/art-theory-appropriation/. 

 

https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_learning/themes/pop-art/appropriation/
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deconstruction proposal, where the human experience assumes a significant control of the 

apparatus. 

Furthermore, according to Geoffrey Batchen, the photo-photographers were 

interested in deconstruction. In this context, to define experimental photography as a 

deconstruction system is to squeeze the very life out of it that cannot be confined only to 

experimental photographic techniques like collages, photograms, or multiple exposures. 

Experimental photographers "by pushing the limits of the apparatus and materials they 

use; deconstruct the process of photography to reveal and express the medium's true 

essence."115 In that sense, the processes of appropriation and deconstruction of archival 

material imply the transfiguration of mistakes, encourage creativity from the 

reinterpretation of the error, expand the perception of photography, and blur the self-

imposed limits on photography. 

Another important connotation of these processes is their capacity to question 

the status of art and artists and their relationship with the "aura." This term, for Walter 

Benjamin, refers to the authority held by the unique, original work, which under 

modernity is liquidated by the techniques of mass production; this means that the new 

reproducibility of an artwork's image would change the aesthetic experience of an 

"authentic" artwork's aura.116 

The process of appropriating, making interpretations and speculations, and 

deconstructing the images, apparatus, and creative processes, has been critical in using 

 
115 Nathalie Herschdorfer, The Thames & Hudson Dictionary of Photography (November 23, 2015). 

 
116 See Eric Larsen in “Art Theory: Appropriation” by Mallory Gemmel, in Arts Help’s Art Theory Series, 

2020. https://www.artshelp.com/art-theory-appropriation/. 

 



 62 

Elfreth's Alley archival collections in the multimodal exhibit. Behind the philosophy of 

postmodernist and experimental photography, the mobility and ethnographic conditions 

of the archive117 allow being appropriated, transformed, and deconstructed. Likewise, 

reusing photographic images from archival collections and repositories in Elfreth's Alley 

can be understood as a process of decolonization that questions power structures and 

privileged colonial stories. Furthermore, it implies rethinking ideas about access and 

control of the historical truth. 

Working with archival materials, the processes of appropriation and 

deconstruction pass by the control of the archive, which means that there is no political 

power without control of the archive, if not of memory. This essential criterion can 

always measure effective democratization: participation in and access to the archive, its 

constitution, and its interpretation because our histories are often documented and 

constructed through photography and film, but a photograph or film (and the act of 

making it) can also be understood as a potentially productive site for healing from a 

conflicted past. 

On the other hand, appropriation and deconstruction of archives need to be 

considered in terms of temporality. The archives were made before, but (in the case of 

Elfreth's Alley multimodal exhibit), the new work was remade at a different time. 

Foucault mentioned his concern with the overlay of the iconographic, taxonomic, 

 
117 Okwui Enwezor, Archive Fever. Uses of the Document in Contemporary Art (New York: International 

Center of Photography, 2008), 42. 
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indexical, typological, and archeological means by which artists derive and generate new 

historical and analytical readings of the archive.118  

In the construction of "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley," my 

collaboration with the public historians of the Alley's Museum made us historical 

agents of memory, while the archives emerged as a place where alternative stories from 

different periods met with the present. Nevertheless, against the tendency of 

contemporary forms of selective memory whereby the archive becomes a site of lost 

origins and memory is dispossessed, it is also within the appropriation, deconstruction, 

and reconstruction of the archive that acts of remembering and regeneration occur, where 

the past and present touch in the indeterminate zone between images, installations, texts, 

documents, and the structure of the houses. 

Digging into Elfreth's Alley digitized archival collections, I appropriated, 

interpreted,119 reconfigured, and interrogated archival structures and materials, 

assimilating their old forms, now refurbished. The research and material selection for 

the exhibit had a subversive way of confronting the archival collections. I saw the 

image-based archival records as part of the programming brought by the camera at 

specific periods, and I found it essential to give them a reinterpretation and re-

contextualization. In this process, the deconstruction exercise revealed stratifications 

of memory that allowed me to penetrate their surface and question who was present 

 
118 Michel Foucault, The Archeology of Knowledge, ibid., 7, 23. 

 
119 The collaborative work with the public historians of the Museum was a crucial point in the process 

of interpretation. The Alley Cast and the conversations with the Museum staff were critical sources of 

information and inspiration. 
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and absent in those collections. From this perspective, the experimental photographs I 

created, based on the archives, were their own inherent photography. 

 

2.2. The Power of Losing Control 

Take the risk of not knowing, of not controlling everything. Let loose, embrace 

the uncertainty, and go with the flow. You begin to rediscover the analogue 

world.120 

 

According to Marc Lenot, freedom is one of the milestones at the core of 

experimental photography. The other principal characteristics of experimental 

photography are linked to subverting the camera's program (its technological 

unconscious) and subverting the ontological status of the photographic image and its 

distribution platforms. The experimental photographer breaks routines, criticizes visual 

intent, and attacks the system's vulnerable points. In that sense, subversion is related to 

freedom because it introduces unforeseen human intentions into the program, forcing the 

camera (the apparatus) to produce the accidental improbable, unanticipated, and 

unpredictable.121 

Because experimental photographs do not claim to be accurate representations of 

reality but rather records of the photographic process itself,  

they may or may not be the fruit of chance, they may or may not restore glory to 

the image, they may or may not stem from a conceptual approach, they may or 

may not be described as abstract, they may have been produced with simple 

 
120 Sergio Minniti, “Analogue Renaissance and Technological Resistance in Contemporary Amateur 

Photography: The Case of Lomography,” in Studies on Experimental Photography. International Festival 

on Experimental Photography (Barcelona, España, 2022), 45. 

 
121 Marc Lenot, ibid., 6, 19. 
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apparatus or, on the contrary, with sophisticated machines, and they can be 

obtained by diverse techniques.122  

 

This means that experimental photography cannot be restricted to techniques that do not 

necessarily call into question the parameters of the photographic apparatus. 

Chance is not considered a problem but an integral part of the process. The degree 

of unpredictability that chance brings to the execution of work is seen as an opportunity 

to welcome the formal results or surprise or unusual situations. The deviations that 

release unforeseen configurations and a certain level of lack of control (not of 

knowledge) or not precisely knowing the point of arrival are accepted as positive aspects 

of production in the experimental field. This posture reflects a vision of art-making that 

understands the imperfect, the irregular, and the unusual as inescapable dimensions of 

technologies, techniques, and the human being. 

 Straight photography is a predictable activity entirely controlled by the 

photographer. In contrast, experimental photography is an unpredictable picture-taking 

practice in which technology participates with the experimental photographer in a co-

creation process. Photography could be considered as visual perfection, but experimental 

photography is a practice where accidents and imperfections are not only tolerated but 

rather valued positively and sought after. This dichotomy of control vs. uncontrol, in the 

process of experimentation, made the cameras to become a "machine of uncertainty;"123 

and motivated the experimenters to develop new techniques to create casual 

 
122 Marc Lenot, ibid., 16-17. 

 
123 Sergio Minniti, “Analogue Renaissance and Technological Resistance in Contemporary Amateur 

Photography: The Case of Lomography,” ibid., 40. 
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imperfections. From a historical point of view, this shift can be a new example of the 

changes in the definition of what a "good" photograph is; and what constitutes a "failure" 

(which has occurred several times in the history of photographic cultures). Moreover, 

according to this, experimental photography could be defined as the antithesis of 

traditional photographic practices. 

 Therefore, experimental photography can include spoiled photographs, 

photographic errors, or "poor" photography (foto povera), in terms of Roberta Valtorta, 

"experimental photographers also reject the 'well done' principle; they do the opposite of 

what the technical manuals say."124 However, the subversion of experimental 

photography cannot be reduced to a deliberate mistake; moreover, subversion cannot be 

limited to the practice of simple techniques or just the chance in photography. 

It is impossible to define the experimental image-making processes because of the 

uncontrolled apparatus. Uncontrol is subversive, and it is related to the technological 

unconscious. However, its power is not in the process of uncontrolled results but in the 

process of uncontrolled interpretations of the representations and the uncontrol over the 

viewers who are not moved by the indexicality but the emotional connection with the 

piece in front of them. 

When this research started, the biggest challenge was in the title of this 

dissertation.125 Scholarly research and my practice in creating every piece for the 

multimodal exhibit demanded a constant reminder of the pillars of this study: power, 

 
124 Marc Lenot, ibid., 15. 

 
125 Dilmar Gamero. “The Power of Losing Control: Deconstructing Elfreth’s Alley Documentary 

Archive-Based Aesthetics Using Image-Making Experimentations,” Ph.D. diss. 2022. 
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losing control, experimentation, and archives. These transversal axes were translated in 

the exhibit, but the crucial element derived from these pillars was the notion of freedom. 

Vilém Flusser, an interesting sidelined precursor to postmodernism, addressed the 

question of freedom in the photographic universe. He argued that photographers, 

especially experimental photographers – and everyone working in the field between 

science, art, and technology – are the ones who play in and with the terms image, 

apparatus, program, and information in the effort to produce the unexpected. In this 

sense, playing against the camera and all apparatuses embedded in it is a question of 

freedom. 

"The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley," based on experimental 

photography, tried to balance chance and control, construction and destruction, signal and 

noise, and ultimately, permanence and ephemerality, presence and absence, life and 

death. It embraced the accidents and errors that reminded us how vulnerable and delicate 

we are, and in their process of mutation and transformation, they often showed something 

new. At the seven artworks' point of breakdown, the medium began to reveal itself 

through glitches, pixels, and mistakes, making it possible to see the base elements, the 

very construction of the material that creates those illusions of reality, the apparatus of 

photography itself, and the context where they come from and where they go. The 

experience of uncontrol and unpredictable results in this multimodal exhibit are 

metaphors for thinking in terms of radical freedom. 

 

 

 



 68 

2.3. Materiality 

The experimental photography trend suggests that the processes or the poetics126 

for image creations increase the use of analog technologies in photographic practices. 

This tendency is called "analogue renaissance," and it includes the reinvention of past 

technologies like polaroids, pinhole photography, alternative processes, cameraless-type 

processes, fixed and mobile modes of the image, and the crossing of processes. This 

desire for experimentation also includes other trends that put together digital and analog 

devices, the artistic use of defective equipment, the critical and political appropriation of 

failure devices as part of its aesthetics, the use of equipment in disagreement with factory 

standards, the construction of handcrafted cameras, digital manipulations, among 

others.127  

Marc Lenot elaborated a raw classification of how experimental photographers 

approach the experience of freedom where playing against the apparatus includes playing 

against the materiality of the creative processes:128 

- Revisiting photographic practices: Many contemporary photographers review 

ancient techniques or reinvent them by combining different processes (anthotypes, 

cyanotypes, gum bichromate, wet plate collodion, daguerreotypes, stereoscopy, 

holography, and others). 

 
126 To see this term, review the essay wrote by Ludimilla Carvalho, “But After All, What Is the 

Experimental?” in Studies on Experimental Photography. International Festival on Experimental 

Photography (Barcelona, España, 2022). 

 
127 Sergio Minniti, “Analogue Renaissance and Technological Resistance in Contemporary Amateur 

Photography: The Case of Lomography,” ibid., 36. 

 
128 Lenot presented this classification in his conference “History of Experimental Photography” at the 21 

Experimental Photography Festival, Barcelona, España, June, 2021. 
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- Playing with deconstruction: Collages, montages, photograms, and multiple 

exposures. 

- Playing with light: Paying attention to see what is happening with the images. 

- Playing with time: Using long periods of exposure where the image talks about 

what is permanent or not (for example, solargraphies) and moving film. 

- Playing with chemistry: Images are an index of the process used (polaroids, film 

soups, and chemigrams). 

- Playing with the printing process: Photosensitive materials that change over time. 

Some images are ephemeral with no museum qualities, like chlorophyll prints. 

- Playing with the camera: Deconstructing and reinventing the camera (lensless and 

pinhole cameras or using the human body as a camera). 

- Digital play: Combination and creation of random visual images, noise, textures, 

colors or glitches with AI's partial or complete assistance. 

- Photographers not aiming and playing with chance: Random photography. 

- Photographers not photographing anything: Chemigrams and light painting. 

- Photographers not making photos themselves but programming an event: For 

example, photo boots with a specific purpose. 

- Using found photographs or archival material: Deconstruction of archives or 

images created by others (appropriation). 

Furthermore, the materiality of these technologies, techniques, and approaches to 

experimental photography change the aesthetics paradigms of photography, giving value 

to the imperfection, unpredictability, and non-archival results that, in sum, are a metaphor 

for the development of original processes, encompassing technical, poetic, aesthetic, 
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philosophical, and political issues that confront the fetishization of technology and 

standard orthodox forms of photography.  

The processes followed to obtain diverse images are essential for experimental 

artists about the materiality used for this kind of photography. This diversity includes the 

approximation between different languages, like photography and painting, photography 

and cinema, or even video, new media, graphic arts, and computer programming. This 

mobility from one language to another originates configurations where it is complicated 

to find specificities of the medium and define the results. In short, these aesthetics 

destabilize the tendency to label the artwork and question the ideas of preservation, 

archival methods, and art business. 

In "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley," the experimental practices 

were diverse and heterogeneous, with different protocols and techniques and, in some 

cases, difficult to classify (cyanolumens, lumen prints, pinhole cameras, stereoscopes and 

anaglyphs, cyanotypes, Van Dyke Browns, platinum/palladium, polaroids, video, 

projections and Augmented Reality).129  Is it a photograph or a video? Is it analog or 

digital? What they have in common is the question about the standard parameters of the 

photographic apparatus and its relationship with the formal and traditional images found 

in the archival collections. The creativity and freedom in their creation (playing against 

the apparatus and pushing the limits to represent what was not represented) were 

transferred to the spectator in an immersive experience that was not limited to using tools 

or optical devices. 

 
129 A complete detail of the processes, materials, and conceptualization is explained in chapter 4 of this 

dissertation. 
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3. Conclusions: The Creator vs. the Apparatus in Elfreth's Alley130 

Ultimately, photography is subversive…131 

For Roland Barthes, the "good pictures" are those where the "objects speak, [and] 

they induce us to think."132 To "speak" does not mean that the seven installations in 

Elfreth's Alley Museum only communicated information or expressed meaning. Instead, 

they tried to orient the viewer by finding a way to give voice to the visual dimension of 

the image intertwined with the context; this means that the translation dynamics between 

archives and processes, materials and contexts were challenging to do, and they were not 

only decoding or deciphering mechanical processes. The artworks' subversive and 

political power displayed in Elfreth's Alley Museum laid their effectiveness in a 

combination of the delivered message, the subjects they deal with, and what is authorized 

by the visual genius in terms of thought and imagination for those who took the time to 

look at and put words on them. 

 In the context of this chapter and a deeper approach to the exhibit, it is too 

tempting to look for similarities between Vilém Flusser and Walter Benjamin because of 

their background and the topics they discuss. However, I will be adventurous in 

analyzing the multimodal exhibit at Elfreth's Alley to contrast their reflections around the 

 
130 The reflections and analysis of this section took the work of Agustin Berti as a referent while he 

analyzed the work of the Argentinian artist Seba Kurtis. Agustin Berti, “Kurtis’ ‘vandalized’ photographs: 

on the problem of technical images in post-documentary photography” in Flusser Studies 10, November 

2010 / Double Issue / Thematic focus: Photography and Film, 2010. 

 
131 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida. Reflections on Photography, ibid., 38. 

  
132 Roland Barthes, ibid., 38. 
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process of subversion of photographic technology in contemporary photography, 

appropriation and deconstruction of the images, and the power of these partially 

uncontrolled results. 

The underlying subject for "The Power of Experimentation" was the constant 

absence of specific facts from different periods, encouraged by the emphasis on the 

colonial era in the collective memory of the Alley. By subverting the established program 

of modern photography, this exhibit generated unique images that argued the concepts of 

archival registration and representation. The seven pieces installed at the Museum 

disclosed interpretations, and they sought to create an aura using technical devices and 

processes in different ways and with various techniques. The artistic procedure and the 

interpretations triggered by the exhibit offered an exciting chance to discuss the different 

approaches between Vilém Flusser's and Walter Benjamin's ideas of a philosophy of 

technology.  

The multimodal exhibit is an example of this relationship between the 

experimental pieces and the theories of Benjamin and Flusser. The seven pieces 

portrayed alternative narratives from different periods without any pretension to deny or 

dismiss the colonial times over the other moments of the Alley's history. The result was 

an articulated exhibit made of different pieces that constituted a manifesto that 

remembers the residents who lived in the Alley, their social, political, and economic 

circumstances creating an intended estrangement effect to the racial, gender, and age 

discriminations suffered in the history of the city. These stories could be summarized in 

single women in the 18th century, working children in the 19th century, Lenape people, 

Black domestic labor women in the 19th century, Black people and minority groups 
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absent from the photographic records, or displaced by the 20th-century redlining system, 

and current Alley residents with their rich variety of stories. 

From a Flusserian perspective, the seven pieces can be seen as an experimental 

intervention on the device's program (in full awareness of it) aimed at showing the nature 

of the apparatus products in a way unintended in the program. In some cases, the decay, 

fading, and disappearance of the pieces exposed to the weather conditions implied a 

politicization of this experimental photographic practice that opposes the aestheticization 

and idea of artwork as a permanent object, which sets the standards for museum-archival 

photography registration. Moreover, following Flusser's theses, the alternative stories 

narrated by every piece became a program approved in different periods of the history of 

the city and the Alley, but not considered in the memory of the actual residents or 

visitors. The processes used in deconstructing and reconstructing the archival images to 

create new pieces call to go beyond the restraints of the program he defined as the 

apparatus-operator complex and is a resistance against the program of the photographic 

device.133 

Interpreting "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley" from a 

Benjaminian perspective may illuminate the situation differently, although partially 

coinciding with the Flusserian approach discussed above.  

From Walter Benjamin's perspective, in the exhibit artworks, the deconstruction 

of the archival material developed a complex poetic in which ethical, political, aesthetic, 

and technical issues intertwine. As individual pieces of artwork, the uniqueness of the 

 
133 Vilém Flusser, Filosofia Da Caixa Preta: Ensaios Para Uma Futura Filosofia Da Fotografia (Rio de 

Janeiro: Relume Dumara, 2002), 15. 
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materiality of every piece could be considered a renovated aura. Although the archival 

photographs, census data microfilms, measured drawings, and audio were digitally 

modified and printed or transformed into videos (technically reproduced), the documental 

nature of the pieces and the decay and ephemerality of the materials point to the 

vanishing of here-and-now that survives in pre-mechanically reproduced art pieces, one 

of the characteristics that define their aura.134 The materials used in every installation 

sought to produce this uniqueness on mechanically produced and reproduced pieces. The 

process towards uniqueness involved the vandalization of the materiality of every piece. 

For example, in some cases, the images fade and decayed by weather conditions. It is not 

a novelty in contemporary art interventions the artworks' uniqueness or limited edition. 

The originality of the seven pieces is that substance and matter converge in different 

objects determining each other without losing their specific traits. This delicate material 

uniqueness emphasized the fragility of those misrepresented residents of the Alley who 

were displaced by the inequities in economic, justice, political, and racial discrimination 

and the mediums by which their memory is preserved. In that sense, Benjamin tackles the 

theories of knowledge and progress, defining dialectical images that may very well 

describe the aesthetic and political effects of the multimodal exhibit. In other words:  

"[I]mage is dialectics at a standstill. For while the relation of the present to what-

has-been to the now is dialectical: not temporal in nature but figural (bildlich). 

Only dialectical images are genuinely historical–that is, not archaic–images. The 

image that is read–which is to say, the image in the now of its recognizability–

 
134 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, and Other Writings,” in 

Photography. Illuminations (New York: Schocken Books Inc., 1969), 222-223. 
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bears to the highest degree the imprint of the perilous critical moment on which 

all reading is founded."135  

 

In different but complementary ways, Flusser's and Benjamin's perspectives 

approach the disturbing effect of a technically produced (and reproduced) artwork. "The 

Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley" creates tension between text, image, and 

materials. By doing so, the exhibit found a way in and out of technical devices to 

represent the fragile nature of the subject that the registry devices captured, the presence 

and absence of residents' stories in the archival material, and the media fragility and 

virtuality of the new representations. Where Flusser would see an escape from the 

program leading to freedom, Benjamin would see a dialectical image showing the social 

conflicts inherent in the art that can shed light on class struggle and, therefore, politicize 

against the aestheticization of politics that mere mechanical reproduction generate. In 

general, revealing the political dimensions of transforming the archival images of 

Elfreth's Alley using a multimodal exhibit approach actualizes several aspects of 

Benjamin's famous essay on the work of art. Furthermore, it offers a tantalizing 

possibility to discuss its relevance today. 

The seven artworks are an example of how only in the blurring line between the 

artistic concept and its physical medium resides the chance of a representation of ethical, 

political, economic, and social concerns. My approach to Elfreth's Alley stories, the 

interactions with the Alley residents and the Museum public historians conditioned my 

choices and the political meaning of this work. 

  

 
135 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project (Cambridge, MA, London and England: The Belknap Press of 

Harvard University Press, 1999), 463.  
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CHAPTER 4 

THE CREATIVE JOURNAL: 

THE POWER OF EXPERIMENTATION AT ELFRETH'S ALLEY 

 

An artist's job should be more than one of just mirroring life; he must instead 

interpret life in a very subjective abstract way.136 

 

Can experimental image-making methods shape a reflection on historical archives 

and their connection with the collective memory and public history of a community? This 

chapter recognizes the possibilities that experimental photography can help realize this 

enterprise. Indeed, rather than limiting the scope of their aesthetics, experimental 

methods can help construct the identity and establish a dialogue between the past, 

present, and future. 

"The Creative Journal"137 considers the referents, processes, trials, and challenges 

in constructing different kinds of still and moving images. The key to this chapter is the 

reflection on my journey from the moment others and I, as the creators and collaborators, 

approach historical graphic and data materials till the moment that the new 

interventions/installations connect with the residents, tourists, visitors, academics, 

researchers, critics, collectors, and others. 

 
136 Malcolm Bailey was an American artist born in NY (1947-2011). His work is part of the collections of 

the Whitney Museum of American Art, Museum of Modern Art, and the Metropolitan Museum in NYC. 

He was a painter who appropriated and adapted images from the eighteen and nineteen centuries to discuss 

topics such as desegregation. 

 
137 “The Creative Journal: The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth’s Alley” is an edition in progress that 

will be published in 2023. This publication will be based on this chapter, where the processes are developed 

in much greater detail. This publication will be part of the multimodal media experience of this research. 
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While the starting point in the creation of the seven pieces installed in Elfreth's 

Alley Museum in 2022 mainly used photographs, the results involved an image-making 

personal experience that explored identity across different aesthetic languages and 

centuries, digging into memory through an itinerary. In that sense, this creative journal 

and the installations play with the medium and their indexicality: what is seen and 

depicted in the exhibit's documentation (still and moving images and text). The exhibit 

not only tried to freeze historical daily life but its representations into a world of 

appearances, where the artwork captured the readymades of history and space where 

nature, culture, and history collide in tableaus of uncanny arrest and apparently 

unchanging givenness.  

To understand and experiment with each one of these interventions, it is essential 

to see them as metaphors that pretend to take the viewers on a journey of exploration and 

reflection into the ideas of the presence and absence of ethnic groups, the exercise of 

power and control, patterns of privilege assigned to race, gender and ethnicity, as well as 

concerns of domestic and child labor, environment, gentrification, and social networks, 

that offer a rich description of Elfreth's Alley. These topics have been at the forefront 

using the photographic and new media – both analog and digital – from still to moving 

image and cameraless photography alongside installation, projections, objects, and sound. 

From this perspective, this multimodal installation harnessed the elusive process 

of memory-making and recalling them by making glitches in the natural process of 

remembering, providing the creator and the audience with a free flow of recalling 

memories and embedded feelings.  
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This exhibit put together the research based on the appropriation, deconstruction, 

and reconstruction of Elfreth's Alley archival material using experimental image-making 

processes (analog and digital). The experience analyzed in this creative journal 

summarizes the referents and processes that made possible the exhibit in Elfreth's Alley 

Museum rooms, patios, garden, and galleries (indoors and outdoors) from May 6, 2022, 

to October 30, 2022.  

The chosen archival materials used for these experimentations are based on the 

photographic medium captured with various techniques and uploaded to the libraries' 

digital repositories. They included scanned documents like house measuring drawings, 

census data pages, found objects, and the sounds captured from the Alley's podcast. In 

these records, photography has always been a potent vehicle for meditation on 

temporality, especially where historical images and texts are part of exploring different 

cultural perspectives. 

The seven installations highlighted the dynamic relationship between humans, 

nature, and technology and how the latter is transforming us and shaping a new era based 

on intelligent autonomous systems that we must question and challenge. None of these 

pieces could do without artificial intelligence, software, metadata assistance, and 

collaboration, plus an understanding of the chemistry and technology behind using the 

camera as an apparatus. At a certain point, this exhibit puts on the table and questions the 

human experience intervention in natural, social, political, and economic systems. 

The technical inventions and the way technologies operate have shaped the 

creative processes and social interaction in a completely new and different way putting 

their relationship with the environment to the test. The exhibit proposed a conversation 
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between and among humans and nonhuman lifeforms through expansive, multisensory 

installations, floating lanterns, optical devices, canvas and collages, and a 

transdisciplinary artistic job centered on the experimental image-making process. To 

some degree, there is a common theme within the work of reconstructing analog 

photographic techniques through deconstructing the original process. 

This combination of interactions embodied in this exhibit was designed to expand 

how Elfreth's Alley has been seen. Behind these ideas is a general question about how we 

see our place in the construction of our society, our identity, and our relationships with 

other human beings. 

All the pieces joined the language of abstraction with an investigation into craft, 

materiality, and processes using experimentation of objective and non-objective forms 

and their relationship between meaning and function. The installations talked about 

abstractions from a reality recorded and fixed in the archives, and they portrayed some of 

the residents' stories in unrecognizable ways to question their presence and absence from 

the community's memory. In that sense, the new creations obtained from those 

experiments were also a form of mining an already-existent archive. They were uniquely 

rooted in an artisanal practice with deeply personal symbolism, where art is inseparable 

from and entwined with daily life through the archives. 

Each of these creative processes had its challenges. One of the perks of being an 

"experimental photographer or image-maker" is that there's rarely an unusable image. 

Still, to curate an exhibit like this was necessary to establish a way to select and create a 

new collection of images. Usually, the selection process passes through how to tease an 

image from something or line up different images together. In some cases, part of the 
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process was enriched if the image contributed something, and if aesthetically, it was out 

of focus or over-exposed, that didn't bother me at the moment of the selection. Along the 

way, the journey of making these experimental pieces was possible because there were 

dozens of trial proofs to test the same images in different mediums, making additions and 

reflections on them. 

In my art practice, I am convinced that beauty is subjective in the eye of the 

viewer. Societal conventions pressure us to confirm like-mindedness to visual pinnacles, 

yet the most ethereal craft often originated divergent and powerful work that transgressed 

the orthodoxy and tradition. In this framework, one of the constant questions present in 

this work is how this exhibit depicted "beauty" in the deconstruction of the archival 

image (places, found objects, still life, and the examination of its decomposition and 

demise). "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley" is drawn to the ineffable and 

curious nature of the real. It is moved by the power of the experimental photographic 

image and its uncanny ability to embody human experience. 

Explaining the creative image-making processes involved in these pieces could be 

risky for interpretations. For some viewers, the artworks' richness could be found not in 

the manual and the process but in the connection with their language. From this 

perspective, the magic of the images sometimes disappears with the description of how it 

was made; however, many experimental photographers emphasize the production 

processes, in some cases assigning a higher value to the image by describing the 

techniques involved in their creation. 

At some stage, explaining how the pieces were made is a form of combining twin 

concepts: image and process, creator and viewer, and representation and interpretation. 
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These dualities confront the viewer with the paradoxes of sameness and difference, 

calling attention to the act of perception as an active mode of engagement. In that vein, 

the creative journal's edition shows as much curiosity about the creative printing process 

or an object as the result.  

Another important note about these seven pieces is that they were conceived as 

varied perspectives on my interpretations of the Elfreth's Alley archives and found 

objects. Each piece focused on a distinct century and aspect of my approach to the 

archival material through the lens of different themes, processes, images, mediums, and 

even emotional states. Taken together, they provided an immersive exploration of 

Elfreth's Alley residents' stories evolving in time and the many phases, treasures, and 

mysteries, of a radical, enduring, and still-evolving body of work. From this perspective, 

there has been a persistent challenge in the relationships between image, context, 

language, and object and between process and product, both literal and deeply 

philosophical. 

The archival material interventions with experimental aesthetics methods created 

unique images tested by the photographic predicament of reproducibility and future 

archival preservation. The several pieces' nature, their ephemerality or virtuality, and 

much work that fell within the arc of the "archival turn"138 played upon notions of 

singularity and difference, along with recognizability and strangeness. All these pieces 

 
138 The “archival turn” suggests a radical change in the conceptualization of artworks that have limits in 

their classification and the display aesthetics and preservation standards. (Hanna B. Hölling, “The Archival 

Turn: Toward New Ways of Conceptualizing Changeable Artworks” in Data Drift: Archiving Media and 

Data Art in the 21st Century, edited by Rosa Smite, Lev Manovich and Raitis Smits, 73-89. Riga: RIXC 

and Liepaja’s University Art Research Lab. Accessed https://www.hannahoelling.com/wp-

content/uploads/2016/09/The_Archival_Turn.pdf). 
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share with other archival-inspired works, history, imagination, and memory concerns of 

the past with an idea of the future. Nonetheless, the emphasis on collection, taxonomy, 

typology, or new forms of archivization, played an essential part in artistic practice and 

art history as a discipline; in "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley," those 

categories have been questioned, provoking tension between the context and the new 

forms of archival preservation. 

Finally, a stronger sense of emotion is embedded in the objects upon which I have 

chosen to lavish my attention. The focus on content in this work and its qualities of 

production and display show how I explored a haunting, intense sense of identity 

processed with the poise of experimentation. 

• 

To understand these installations and reflections, "The Creative Journal" has been 

arranged into seven sections related to the research and organization of every piece 

displayed in the Elfreth's Alley Museum exhibit. Each of these artworks became a 

contemporary archival material, and its distribution in the Museum contributed to 

creating a safe space that continues reflecting on the collective memory and public 

history surrounding this National Historic Landmark. 

To make this journey even richer, Elfreth's Alley stories related to this exhibit are 

not attached only to the craft men and women who lived there during the colonial time, 

although they explore different periods, their protagonists, and their circumstances. 

Identity, public, and collective memory are part of a time thread, where colonial, 

industrial, and contemporary times are intertwined and support each other. 
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Overall, the following seven sections are assembled into four segments related to 

the construction of every piece displayed in the exhibit: 

• Referent, story, and archival connections. 

• Materiality and the process. 

• Statement: Texts displayed in the exhibit. They bridged the piece and the viewer to 

understand the experience of the historical archive and its materiality. 

• Evidence: Visual documentation of the piece in the Museum spaces. 

 

 

Figure 4.1: Exhibit Statement in House # 124 at Elfreth's Alley Museum. “The Power of 

Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley.” May 2022. 
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1. Windows: The Power of the Uncontrolled Camera (21st-Century Stories) 

 

1.1. Referents and Stories 

Today, Elfreth's Alley is in nearly every guidebook to Philadelphia as a must-see 

attraction. During a typical summer Saturday, some thousand visitors walk down 

the length of the block, duck into Bladen's Court, a small offshoot of the Alley, 

and retrace their steps back up the street, posing for photos in front of the 

Instagram-worthy houses and the historical flags waving above.139 

 

During my first visit to Elfreth's Alley, I was surprised by the large number of 

visitors peeking through the windows of the houses and wondering how the neighbors 

learned to live with this situation. This installation was motivated by this curious 

behavior and the relationship between the power of knowledge and access to the houses 

and their stories, considering the houses of the Alley as an extensive archival collection. 

This installation consisted of twelve images of the windows of Elfreth's Alley 

houses. The images were divided into two groups: the first was window pictures from the 

street to the houses, and the second was conformed of window images from the house 

interiors to the street. This series of images were installed on two window frames that 

were hanging from the main wall in the gallery of the Museum (House # 124). Their 

repeated interpretations of the outdoors and indoors contain a sense of intimacy with the 

families living in the houses. 

In conversations with the director of the Museum (Ted Maust), in 2021-2022, the 

neighbors of the Alley were asked to participate in a project that involved active 

 
139 “Episode 7: When Elfreth’s Alley Became Historic” in The Alley Cast (Elfreth’s Alley Museum, August 

12, 2020.) https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2020/8/12/episode-7-when-elfreths-alley-became-historic. 
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cooperation in making pictures of their houses with a photographer for a future exhibit. 

By the opening of the exhibit in 2022, this series of images was a photographic 

typology140, where the photographs hanging from the window frames were referents of 

the houses indoors and outdoors: #126 (Museum), #129 (Rob and Sue Kettell), #110 

(Eric and Patricia Silverman), #125 (Barbara Barry), #134 (Liz Welsh and Stephan 

Matanovic), and #1 in Bladen Court (Susan Poulton).  

 The neighbors' participation in this process increased their commitment and 

identification with the exhibit and the stories behind it on different levels. The idea of 

photographer vs. object or subject brings a hierarchical relationship of power that I 

wanted to avoid with this experience. Getting into the neighbors' houses, fixing the 

apparatus paraphernalia, and keeping an informal conversation about how and why they 

chose to live in the Alley made me think of them as protagonists and not passive 

participants. As the photographs were made using a pinhole camera, this apparatus 

needed between 15 - 25 minutes to make the picture. This antique technology facilitated 

the conversation of different topics while we were waiting. The main topic was the 

exhibit and the stories they knew about the houses they were living in. In some cases, 

after the photograph was taken, the conversation continued for a couple of hours. 

During the opening and while the exhibit was displayed to the visitors, the 

participants volunteered at the Museum. Most of the time, they explained to the visitors 

how the pictures were taken and the experience behind them.  

 
140 A photographic typology is a series of images that share a high level of consistency. It could be related 

to a topic, presentation process, subjects, etc. 
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 From this perspective, for some scholars, there are some specifics about 

collaboration that made me think about the co-creation sense of this installation: 

[F]or a production to be truly collaborative the parties involved must be equal in 

their competencies or have achieved an equitable division of labor. Involvement 

in the decision-making process must occur at all significant junctures. Before a 

film can be judged as a successful collaboration the mechanics of the production 

must be understood.141  

 

In "Windows (2022)," the ideas of "involvement" and "equitable division of 

labor" were not fully achieved. Still, I understood that I did not pretend to solve all the 

notions of sharing authority. In its design, the idea of taking the picture together was 

more than a "politically correct fantasy" of co-creation. It was the notion of sharing, 

listening, and creating connections between the residents and myself as the photographer 

and between them and their houses.  

The second important topic behind this piece was the idea of visibility and 

invisibility. During the 18th and 19th centuries, Elfreth's Alley was not on the plans of 

Philadelphia. Still, when its old houses captivated the attention of the preservation 

activists like Frances Anne Wister142 and got recognition as a National Historic 

Landmark, it took the attention of many people with various interests: research, study, or 

curiosity. The idea of exploring the history and stories behind the house walls, what is 

 
141 Jay Ruby, “Speaking About, Speaking With, or Speaking Alongside: an Anthropological and 

Documentary Dilemma” in Journal of Film and Video, Spring and Summer 1992, Vol. 44, No. 1-2, 

University of Illinois Press on behalf of the University Film & Video Association (1992): 51. 

 
142 Frances Anne Wister (1874-1956) is considered Philadelphia's first historic preservationist activist. 

Michael Herr, “France Anne Wister: Philadelphia’s Patron Saint of Historic Preservation,” Hidden City, 

Exploring Philadelphia’s Urban Landscape, last modified March 5, 2018, 

https://hiddencityphila.org/2018/03/frances-anne-wister-philadelphias-patron-saint-of-historic-

preservation/. 
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visible and invisible to the visitors and the residents, continues bringing the construction 

of several myths about the houses, the residents, and the urban history of the Alley. 

After several weeks of seeing the variety of visitors (ages, genders, nationalities, 

races, immigrants, American citizens or not, etc.) in the Alley, I discovered that their 

presence and interaction with the structures of the houses enriched the answers to the 

question if they try to find something to feel identified with or is their visit to the Alley 

just another sign of consumerism and memory.143 Do the visitors try to see what is going 

on and what stories are on the other side of the walls, and that is why they try to check 

what is going on through the windows? What are the residents' senses of curiosity when 

they see from their houses to the street and sometimes hear fantastic or exaggerated 

stories? 

 

1.2. Materiality and Process 

 To complete the metaphors, creating these images used a pinhole camera, a 

modified Arista Ortho Litho 3.0 film, digital prints, and rescued window frames. 

A pinhole camera144 is the simplest camera without a lens but with a tiny aperture 

(the pinhole). Its roots go far to the "camera obscura," and it forms a simple image whose 

definition depends on the pinhole edges' accuracy, sharpness, distance from the pinhole 

to the medium, and light sensitivity of the film. When I built the pinhole camera with 

 
143 The terms consumerism and memory are related to the relationship with power. Marita Sturken has a 

very interesting study in Tourists of History: Memory, Kitsch, and Consumerism from Oklahoma City to 

Ground Zero. Duke University Press Books, November 1. 2007. 1-34. Her work helps to reflect on the idea 

of preservation as a generator of amnesia that, in some cases, blinds us to the memory and the kitsch effect. 

 
144 Christopher James, The Book of Alternative Photographic Processes (Delmar, Thomson Learning, 

Canada, 2002), 2-23. 

 



 88 

wood and aluminum from a soda can (2021), one of the most interesting attributes I had 

in mind was the amount of time needed to make a picture. Taking pictures with this lens-

less camera would take a long time, compared to the fraction of seconds used by digital 

cameras or mobile devices, but that was important. 

The other factor that influenced the longer exposure times was the medium. I 

chose Arista Ortho Litho 3.0 film. This film is originally intended for graphic arts and 

lithographic applications. It is extremely low speed (approx. ISO 3-6) and high contrast, 

making it traditionally challenging to use for representational picture-taking purposes. It 

is insensitive to red light, so it can be processed by sight in the darkroom. However, with 

adjustments to the development process and darkroom manipulation, it is possible to 

achieve tonally rich, unique images on film. 

The decision to take these images did not consider an objective representation of 

the house windows but a series of eerie images able to reflect the uncertainty of the 

relationship between power and access to knowledge. To achieve these uncontrolled 

results, the experimentation involved: long uncontrolled times of exposure (15 – 25 

minutes), fogging the Ortho Litho film with very low amounts of light before the film 

was installed in the camera, modifying the developer chemical composition and the times 

immersed on the compound to enrich the midtones, constantly use of water baths, 

manipulation of the image after the digital scan, and using a delicate inkjet archival paper 

partially resistant to the humidity, dust, and heat of Elfreth's Alley Museum. 

The final eerie and highly contrasted images resulted from several trials and 

errors. There was no formal scientific registration of the process, just orientation notes. 
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Often it was about finding the extremities, the limits of exposure, and when the Ortho 

Litho fades or loses density, contrast, etc.  

When the process was mastered, its repetition brought consistency. When the 

images were made, the window frames145 suspended from the walls were the support the 

medium needed to complement the dialogue between the aesthetics and the metaphor. 

 

1.3. Statement 

Title: Windows, 2022. 

In collaboration with the residents of Elfreth's Alley. 

Medium: Digital prints on cotton paper from chemically modified Arista Ortho 

Litho film in a pinhole camera. 

Dimensions: Window frames: 25" x 36" inches. Prints: 6" x 7.5" inches. 

These images are a poem that deconstructs the indexicality of the sharper image 

representation of Elfreth's Alley houses. What is inside and outside of these six homes are 

metaphors for the power and access to knowledge in relationship with public and private 

spaces. 

The uncontrolled and unpredictable results of a pinhole camera used for these 

images are interpretations that go beyond the objective representation of Elfreth's Alley. 

They create new narratives about the archival records, their access, use, and question the 

importance of the Alley houses as living archives and the stories behind their walls. 

 
145 The windows were found in a salvage place. They were part of an old Victorian house in the 

Philadelphia suburbs. There are no references about the frames' age, but according to the number of paint 

layers and humidity damage they could be 60 years old, at least. 
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For more information, listen to The Alley Cast. 

 

Figure 4.2: QR Code Related to "Windows." May 2022.146 

 

 

Figure 4.3: Pinhole Camera at Elfreth's Alley on April 3, 2022. 

 

 
146 https://www.elfrethsalley.org/thealleycast. 
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Figure 4.4: Windows, 2022. At House #126, Elfreth's Alley Museum. 

 

2. House 135: Decay and Disappearance (20th-Century Stories) 

 

2.1. Referent, Story, and Archival Connections 

While these new workingman's homes were theoretically priced to be attainable 

for all employed people, in the early 20th century, banks and real estate 

companies began to "protect" their investments by ruling out certain 

neighborhoods. The maps that these gatekeepers created of the city often featured 

red areas where racial minorities, especially Black people, lived. These maps led 

to the term "redlining," a practice that systematically limited homeownership and 

wealth accumulation in Black neighborhoods across the nation for much of the 

20th century. Philadelphia is still one of the most racially segregated cities in 

America, in large part because of these discriminatory practices. 

The expansion of the city in these shiny new homes and the opportunity it offered 

left many non-white Philadelphians behind. It also left behind the older 

neighborhoods, places such as Elfreth's Alley, now directly in the shadows of 

factories, slowly falling into disrepair.147 

 
147 Ted Maust, “Episode 6: Urban ‘Decay’ and the City of Home” in The Alley Cast (Elfreth’s Alley 

Museum, August 5, 2020). 
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The redlining system was part of the racial discrimination in the distribution of 

the neighborhoods in Philadelphia. Nowadays, one of the reasons (not the only one) for 

the violence in the city of Philadelphia has its roots in how neighborhoods were racially 

labeled and became victims of bigotry, bias, and discrimination in the 1930s. 

Several episodes of The Alley Cast are a permanent call to address these 

situations and create a safe space to talk about them: 

 Episode 6: Urban "Decay" and The City of Homes.148 

Episode 7: When Elfreth's Alley Became Historic.149 

Episode 2.03: Building Houses, Part II.150 

 Episode 6 of The Alley Cast refers to J. M. Brewer's 1934 map of Philadelphia151 

as an example of this redlining system where the pink/red color indicates most Black 

neighborhoods and green and blue refer to Italian and Jewish immigrants, respectively. 

Most U.S. cities had these "redlining" maps where people were racially distributed. 

 Also, in the same episode, it is mentioned that "…in 1930, Robert, Gladys, and 

Goldie Morton, Charles and Elinore Wilson, Nettie McCrae and her infant Robert all 

lived in House #135,"152 three Black families who probably felt isolated living with 

 
148 “Episode 6: Urban ‘Decay’ and the City of Home” in The Alley Cast, ibid. 

 
149 “Episode 7: When Elfreth’s Alley Became Historic” in The Alley Cast (Elfreth’s Alley Museum, August 

12, 2020) https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2020/8/12/episode-7-when-elfreths-alley-became-historic. 

 
150 “Episode 2.03: Building Houses, Part II” in The Alley Cast (Elfreth’s Alley Museum, July 7, 2021) 

https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/buildinghousespartii. 

 
151 https://www.philageohistory.org/rdic-images/view-image.cfm/JMB1934.Phila.002.SouthSection 

https://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/redlining/#loc=11/39.958/-75.302&maps=0&city=philadelphia-pa 

https://www.nlc.org/article/2019/03/29/reversing-the-residual-effects-of-redlining/. 

 
152 “Episode 6: Urban ‘Decay’ and the City of Homes” in The Alley Cast, ibid. 

 

http://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2020/8/5/episode-6-urban-decay-and-the-city-of-homes
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exclusively white neighbors. The 1930 census was the last time the names of these 

families in the Alley appeared. The 1940 census shows no signs of these families or 

where they moved. Maybe they went to a ward with more Black people, which is 

unknown, but the records show that the house was there, and the First Mortgage 

Corporation confiscated it in 1932. 

 Other records show that in 1931 a group of men was surveying the houses, 

drawing them to preserve them. The survey was motivated by groups like the Civic Club 

of Philadelphia that "sought to make a real impact in the city of Philadelphia, however, 

the way they envisioned this impact was steeped in paternalistic rhetoric and 

discriminatory practice."153 For example, Frances Anne Wister154 was a member of this 

club. 

 All this information found in the archival studies was used to reflect on the notion 

of zones, inherently embedded in practices of restriction and purpose:  

Decades of federal housing discrimination did not only depress home values, 

lower job opportunities, and spur poverty in communities deemed undesirable 

because of race. The redlining practice was outlawed more than a half-century 

ago, but it continues impacting people who live in neighborhoods that government 

mortgage officers shunned for 30 years because people of color and immigrants 

lived in them.155 

 

 The idea of mobility and exodus made "House 135 (2022)" an installation 

conceived to disappear. It was a piece that dealt with ephemerality, transformation, and 

decay, in connection with the history of this house. This was an installation of transience, 

 
153 “Episode 6: Urban ‘Decay’ and the City of Homes” in The Alley Cast, ibid. 

 
154 Mentioned in the segment “Windows (2022)” of this chapter.  

 
155 https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/2022/03/09/redlining-pollution-environmental-

justice/. 
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of things here today and gone tomorrow, where the Brewer map reflects the physical and 

the social realities that space and location can produce. 

 

2.2. Materiality and Process 

 Decaying and disappearance motivated the use of permanent and resistant 

materials combined with the photographic medium that was sensitive to fade and vanish, 

making "House 135 (2022)"156 a large artwork based on the idea of time and space, 

permanence and ephemerality. In that sense, the construction of this piece could be 

organized into three processes related to the materials used for this installation. 

 The panorama:157 This installation was arranged on three large panels, one next to 

the other displaying three segments of the Brewer map of Philadelphia. These maps were 

not displayed as a puzzle, they did not fit together in a sequence, and their shapes and 

geometric designs didn't show a logical structure. On the contrary, they broke the idea of 

spatial continuity and disrupted the authoritative stance of objectivity.158 This breakup 

point was part of the experimentation based on the idea of creating an active spectator, 

not passive like the eighteenth-century panoramas viewers. In viewing this piece, the 

 
156 The installation in the Museum patio was made thanks to the collaboration of Jim Hadfield, who helped 

in the construction of a strong frame able to deal with the heavy weight of the acrylic plaques and the 

weather.  

 
157 Robert Baker patented the concept of panoramic paintings in 1787. Roderick Coover, Switching Codes: 

Thinking Through Digital Technology in the Humanities and Arts (Ed. By Thomas Bartscherer and 

Roderick Coover. University of Chicago Press, Chicago Press, 2011). 

 
158 Roderick Coover, Switching Codes: Thinking Through Digital Technology in the Humanities and Arts, 

ibid., 199. 
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spectators had to move around and get closer and far to discover the maps from different 

perspectives. 

 The second idea around "House 135 (2022)" was the permanence and durability 

of the plastic digital print. The three fragments of the Brewer map from Philadelphia 

were printed on mesh plastic banner materials designed to survive the weather conditions. 

They were exposed during the whole exhibit and did not suffer any change. Their 

aesthetics represented a taxonomy of the city and were a metaphor for how those racial 

discriminations continue to be present and stronger.  

This installation's third and main part was related to the decay and transformation 

of the rephotography process with Polaroid emulsions. 

Polaroids are instant film images that produce unique photographic objects but are 

very likely to change, fade or disappear depending on the conservation environments.159 

This installation had three rephotography images using the Polaroid emulsion on acrylic 

panels. The House # 135 archival images used for this part of the process were from 

1930160, 1950161, and 1970162, each combined with a rephotograph taken in April 2022.163 

 
159 Christopher James. The Book of Alternative Photographic Processes, ibid., 330-332. 

 
160 Unknown. Elfreth’s Alley. Published Evening Bulletin. B&W, 8x10 in. Repository by Temple 

University Libraries, Special Collections Research Center. Repository Collection: George D. McDowell 

Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Photographs. Philadelphia, PA. [ca. 1930]. https://digital-library-temple-

edu.libproxy.temple.edu/digital/collection/p15037coll3/id/42815/rec/3. 

 
161 Coward, William S. Rehearsing for Elfreth’s Alley Fete Day. Elsa Becker Greets Carolyne Diller in the 

Doorway to an Elfreth’s Alley Home. Published Evening Bulletin. B&W, 8x10 in. Repository by Temple 

University Libraries, Special Collections Research Center. Repository collection: George D. McDowell 

Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Photographs. Philadelphia, PA. 1952-05-29. https://digital-library-temple-

edu.libproxy.temple.edu/digital/collection/p15037coll3/id/42830/rec/3. 

 
162 Unknown. House 135 with carriage pass-through. Color photography, ca. 1970. 

https://www.elfrethsalley.org/. 

 
163 Appendix F. 
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The 25 polaroids that conformed the collage of every panel were displayed in different 

layers with a minimum space separation between each one, allowing the rainwater, the 

wind, and the heat to penetrate and destroy the exposed and transferred Polaroid 

emulsion. The experiment of combining rephotography and collage made the three 

Polaroid panels a recontextualization of the space and its inhabitants. The result became a 

metaphor for the Black people's exodus motivated by bigotry and hate that continued in 

the 1930s. 

The three panels of this installation resulted from photographic experimentation, 

trying to find a workable balance between chance and control, and with the result that sits 

somewhere between careful construction and careless destruction.  

The polaroids underwent blistering and decaying as time passed, showing slow 

cracks and disintegration, offering an achingly beautiful reading on racial displacement, 

mobility, and impermanence. These mutations caused by temperature, weather, and 

humidity reflected the intensity of the economic and racial bias and bigotry that 

transformed human relationships into labels and discrimination. These images became 

twisted, melted, and sometimes obliterated, and their outcome hovered between image 

and object, suspended in a new state of reality.  

"House 135 (2022)" used a combination of experimental techniques and natural 

elements to change our perception of reality and pose a question of what the future holds. 

These vulnerable Polaroid images created surfaces that engaged with perception issues 

and blurred the line between the illusory and the real. The geometric zoned maps 

uncovered the surrounding urban landscape in a way that made the textures, disruptions, 

and fissures of the physical world both visible and tangible. 
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2.3. Statement 

Title: House 135, 2022. 

In collaboration with Jim Hadfield (b. 1961). 

Medium: Polaroid transparencies on acrylic layers and mesh banners. 

Dimensions:  

Structure: 7ft x 12 ft. Transparencies: 17.5" x 20" inches. 

Housing in Philadelphia changed around the turn of the 20th century. How city 

neighborhoods were labeled is tied to the priorities of those with power, privilege, and 

speculative financial investment in those neighborhoods. These labels often determine the 

options available to those without power and privilege who lived and worked in these 

spaces. For example, Brewer's 1934 rating map of Philadelphia shows red areas that 

indicate majority-Black neighborhoods (redlining). 

In 1930, three Black families lived in House # 135 Elfreth's Alley. There are no 

archival images from this time showing any of these families. They probably lived in a 

sense of isolation, surrounded by exclusively white neighbors. 

The three pictures suspended on the frames are rephotography experimentations 

from House # 135 (1930, 1952, the 1970s, 2022), where rainwater, dust, sun, and 

temperature continue modifying the images. Ephemerality, transition, and decaying 

reflect these racial inequalities in the distribution of the city and how we must deal with 

the consequences of those policies. 

For more information, listen to The Alley Cast. 

Episode 6: Urban "Decay" and the City of Homes. 
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Figure 4.5: QR Code Related to "House 135." May 2022.164 

 

 

Figure 4.6: "House 135." May 2022. 

 
164 Appendix G. https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2020/8/5/episode-6-urban-decay-and-the-city-of-

homes. 
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Figure 4.7: Detail "House 135." May 2022. 

 

Figure 4.8: Detail "House 135" Two Weeks Exposed to the Outdoor Weather. May 2022. 
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3. Gladys, Elinore, Or Nettie: Machine Speculations (20th-Century Stories) 

 

3.1. Referent, Story, and Archival Connections 

The Negro who ventures away from the mass of his people and their organized 

life finds himself alone, shunned and taunted, stared at and made uncomfortable 

he can make few new friends, for his neighbors however well-disposed would 

shrink to add a Negro to their list of acquaintances. Thus he remains far from 

friends and the concentered social life of the church, and feels in all its bitterness 

what it means to be a social outcast.165 

 

Episode 5 of The Alley Cast (An Industrial Neighborhood) mentions that 

according to the 1930 United States census, Elfreth's Alley had three Black families 

living in House # 135: the Mortons (Goldie and her parents Robert and Gladys), Wilsons 

(Charles and Elinor, married couple), and McCraes (Nettie and her son Robert).166 

According to W.E.B. DuBois, it is probable that the adults of these families were working 

in the nearby factories but living in a predominantly white neighborhood had its 

downsides. The white neighbors might not appreciate their presence, but they recognized 

that they lived there. DuBois also describes how prejudice from white neighbors, 

landlords, or real estate agents affected housing for Black Philadelphians.167 

 

 

 
165 This is how W.E.B. DuBois described the isolation of Black Philadelphians outside of the 7th ward. 

W.E.B. DuBois and Isabel Eaton, The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study (Philadelphia: Published for the 

University, 1899), 297. 

 
166 Ted Maust, “Episode 5: An Industrial Neighborhood” in The Alley Cast (Elfreth’s Alley Museum. July 

22, 2020.) https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2020/7/22/episode-5-an-industrial-neighborhood. 

 
167 Ted Maust, “Episode 5: An Industrial Neighborhood” in The Alley Cast, ibid. 
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Figure 4.9: Page of the 1930 Census in the Internet Archive. Microfilm.168 

 

Reviewing the photographic archival collections; besides the census data, the only 

archival image, evidence of a Black person in Elfreth's Alley is a 1932 photograph from 

The Sunday Evening Bulletin: 

The photo is taken from the front of #139 Elfreth's Alley and shows most of the 

street. A man in a hat leans in a doorway; another sits on a stoop. Two small 

children walk toward the camera on the sidewalk. A "For Sale" sign hangs off of 

one of the buildings. And right across the street sitting on the stoop of #136, is a 

Black woman on Elfreth's Alley. 

Could it be Gladys, Elinore, or Nettie? We don't know. She looks away from the 

camera, her hair wrapped in a scarf. She may be a resident of a nearby building on 

2nd St., perhaps.169  

 

 
168 https://archive.org/details/illinoiscensus00reel533. 

 
169 Ted Maust. “Episode 5: An Industrial Neighborhood” in The Alley Cast, ibid. 
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Figure 4.10: Residents Elfreth's Alley, 1932-06-02, from The Sunday Evening Bulletin. 

Accessed Via Temple University's Special Collections Research Center, George D. 

McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Collection. ID: P709154170 

 

What did happen with the other Black residents of the Alley? The oldest 

photographic archives from the library collections go to the 1930s, and in none of them is 

it possible to find a Black person, not even a Black visitor. The identity of this woman 

and the photograph itself has a powerful connotation about the presence and absence of 

minority groups in the image-based archival collections of the nation. In the research, the 

 
170 Residents of Elfreth’s Alley, 1932-06-02. B&W, 8x10 in. Repository by Temple University Libraries, 

Special Collections Research Center. Repository collection: George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening 

Bulletin Photographs. Philadelphia, PA. ID: P709154. https://digital-library-temple-

edu.libproxy.temple.edu/digital/collection/p15037coll3/id/42790/rec/1. 
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1940 census doesn't show any trace of these three black families, maybe they moved to 

the 7th ward with the other Black Philadelphians, but we do not know. The only 

information found in the records is that the owner of the house, Richard Weiglein, likely 

neglected the property, and in 1932, House # 135 was seized by the First Mortgage 

Corporation. By 1941, it was condemned, suggesting that it may have been in serious 

disrepair when it was home to the Mortons, Wilsons, and McCraes.171  

 

3.2. Materiality and Process 

 The experience of every exhibit piece challenged the creative process using 

experimental analog and digital methods. But "Gladys, Elinore, or Nettie (2022)" is the 

only video piece that involved Artificial Intelligence technology projected on the 

Museum walls. The other pieces used different software and metadata, but their creation 

did not depend exclusively on the programs like this one. 

 How to create an image in the absence of graphic referents? How can data be 

translated into moving images? How can humans see something that is not around us 

anymore? Is it possible that algorithms can make an interpretation of the data and 

visualize it in any way possible? 

  So far, all the archival data reviewed in this exhibit was human manipulated in 

one way or another. Humans filled the entries in that process, and their biases were 

reflected in the inaccuracy and inconsistency of the archives to which I had access. With 

these challenges in mind, this installation took the risk of experimenting with algorithms, 

 
171 Ted Maust. “Episode 6: Urban ‘Decay’ and the City of Homes” in The Alley Cast, ibid. 
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expecting that AI could decipher the data and convert it into moving images. I could tell 

that a posthuman approach to the observation and analysis of census numbers and data 

expanded the presence of displaced human beings who were undercounted by the bias in 

collecting this information. The result deconstructed the technological processes of the 

data systems from the census and the two images I had as primary resources (the 1932 

photograph and the microfilm of the 1930 U.S. census data) and created textures, colors, 

and glitches that I ended up manipulating with video software editions. 

 In other words, the video projected on the walls of the alleyway that connects 

House #124 and #126 displayed how the AI software saw the data and numbers of the 

1930 U.S. census, the statistics of the Black population in Philadelphia from 1900 to 

2000, the 1932 picture and the 1930 census data sheet image. This combination reflects 

what we do and don't control in a world populated by algorithms. In this case, the 

algorithmic process helped to visualize an abstraction of what I thought I wouldn't see 

anymore. 

 In collaboration with Renzo Rospigliosi, a coder and programmer from Peru, we 

created two complimentary visuals. He used Processing172 to generate the white and 

black dots controlled by algorithms sequences using the demographics data and the 

images. I used TouchDesigner173 to generate colors and textures based on years, number 

 
172 “Processing is a flexible software sketchbook and a language for learning how to code. Since 2001, 

Processing has promoted software literacy within the visual arts and visual literacy within technology. 

There are tens of thousands of students, artists, designers, researchers, and hobbyists who use Processing 

for learning and prototyping.” (Taken from its official website: https://processing.org). 

 
173 "TouchDesigner is a visual development platform that equips you with the tools you need to create 

stunning real-time projects and rich user experiences. Whether you're creating interactive media systems, 

architectural projections, live music visuals, or simply rapid-prototyping your latest creative impulse. 

 



 105 

of residents, ages, and addresses. Both productions were blended, training the software to 

interpolate and generate images from the latent space of the data set. It was fascinating 

how the data corruption and the imperfection in the images helped in some way to 

humanize the machine, to make it more like us, and to reveal what lies beneath the 

surface, the invisible digital DNA. 

The projection's audio is a modified piece recorded in Elfreth's Alley. A person 

was walking along the Alley. The sound of the steps was transformed to create a sense of 

immersion, like an emergent virtual organism that developed particle behaviors and an 

artisanal rendering engine that gave life to the data of the people misrepresented in the 

census data collection. 

The projection on the ceiling of this space explored the notion of the incomplete 

or fallible archive (census data) using the 1932 photograph as its referent. Here, with its 

capacity for being both dramatic and prosaic, photography combined with AI was at once 

the medium and the subject, questioning "whether it would ever be possible to analyze all 

the data" and create an abstract graphic representation. "Or, more importantly, whether 

this data and data analysis is useful. Or even whether all this data gathering is necessary 

in the first place."174 

In "Gladys, Elinore, or Nettie (2022)," the visual composition of generative noise 

functions could be visually interpreted as a continuum of forces interacting and 

 
TouchDesigner is the platform that can do it all." (Taken from its official website: 

https://derivative.ca/about-derivative). 

 
174 Valeri Driscoll, “Photography, the Information Machine, and the Collective Apparatus” (MA thesis, 

Central Saint Martins. University of the Arts, London, April 2015), 18. 
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communicating with each other forming hypnotic abstract patterns. The projection 

interrogated the role of AI in the culture of information through sonic textures, generative 

visuals, and electronic poetry. It constructed an illusory reality, a new world in which the 

machine became the subject creating a dichotomous dimension where noise, glitches, and 

void played a symbolic role. 

Every AI tool has implied limitations on how and what you can make with it. 

Programming is not different, but when you work with codes, you are essentially making 

your tools, so you can precisely set what and how it will do. Furthermore, programming 

allowed me to create generative and interactive systems. In the case of "Gladys, Elinore, 

or Nettie (2022)," the result was partially out of my control (the artist) who fed the 

program with data from the census and the images used for the piece. It was an abstract 

representation of continuous flows and structural loops that progress, detach and 

reconnect alongside the sound, creating morphological compositions embedded with the 

census images and the photographic archive. 

 

3.3. Statement 

Title: Gladys, Elinor, or Nettie, 2022. 

In collaboration with Renzo Rospigliosi (b. 1997). 

Medium: Video projection. 

Duration of the video: 2:40 mins. 

In the 1930 U.S. census, Gladys Morton, Elinor Wilson, and Nettie McCrae were 

three of the 38 Black residents in a census district that stretched from 7th St. to the 

Delaware River between Race St. and Chestnut St. There must have been people on these 
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predominantly white streets who wished these Black residents would move down to the 

7th ward, the center of Black life in Philadelphia.  

Besides the 1930 census, there is not a concrete record of the lives of these Black 

families, but one tantalizing clue: a 1932 photograph from The Sunday Evening Bulletin. 

The photo shows most of the street, a couple of guys and children, and right across the 

street, sitting on the stoop of #136, is a Black woman on Elfreth's Alley. Could it be 

Gladys, Elinore, or Nettie? We don't know; perhaps she is a resident of a nearby building 

on 2nd Street.  

In this projection, using generative coding, the Artificial Intelligence software was 

randomly fed with the available numbers of white and Black people on the official 

records and the 1932 picture of Elfreth's Alley. The unexpected abstraction of dots, lines, 

textures, and colors, reflects the visibility of those minority groups who have been 

ignored by the image-based archival records. 

For more information, listen to The Alley Cast. 

Episode 5: An Industrial Neighborhood. 

 

Figure 4.11: QR Code Related to "Gladys, Elinor, or Nettie." May 2022.175 

 

 
175 Appendix H. https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2020/7/22/episode-5-an-industrial-neighborhood. 
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Figure 4.12: "Gladys, Elinor, or Nettie." Still from the Projection. May 2022. 

 

Figure 4.13: "Gladys, Elinor, or Nettie." Still from the Projection. May 2022. 
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4. William Wright: Layers and Levels (19th-Century Stories) 

 

4.1. Referent, Story, and Archival Connections 

William Wright, age 11 of #115 Elfreth's Alley, worked in a broom factory and 

with many other children found himself tangled in a web of child labor and 

consumerism that sent them off to work in factories wearing stockings woven by 

children younger than themselves, sweeping brooms assembled by fellow 

children, and returning home to hearths warmed by coal wrenched out of the 

Earth by little hands.176 

 

William Wright appears in the 1880 census.177 He was one of the few children 

that the census data recognized with a job at a young age. Since the 1790 to 1930 

censuses, the data has been incomplete, and it is hard to know how many kids living in 

the Alley were working in the mills or factories. Child labor in the U.S. was often 

determined by class, race, and gender. Wealthier children may have had more childhood 

liberties, such as playtime and access to education. If we think about Black Philadelphian 

children, freed or enslaved, child labor conditions were worst. 

Till 1938,178 photographers like Lewis Hines179 played an important role in 

documenting child labor in the U.S., creating a large photographic registration of children 

 
176 “Episode 2.04: Working Children” in The Alley Cast (Elfreth’s Alley Museum. July 14, 2021). 

https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/workingchildren. 

 
177 U.S. Census Bureau; Census 1880; transcribed by EAA staff; accessed 

https://airtable.com/tblRFJtjWHJisyIvB/viw23NZqy6X2kQlIT?blocks=hide (September 23, 2020). 

 
178 The Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 criminalized child labor outside of the realms of agricultural and 

domestic labor. 

 
179 Lewis Hine (1874-1940) was an American photographer who documented child labor conditions in the 

U.S., helping the National Child Labor Committee in its efforts to end that practice.  
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working in factories and mills. So far, in those photographs, it is impossible to find any 

picture of the working children living in Elfreth's Alley. 

In none of the 168 photographs of Temple University Special Collections, the 

National Archives, the Library of Congress, and The Library Company of Philadelphia 

did I find a picture of any kid working or under endangered situations in Elfreth's Alley. 

The collections of photographs about Elfreth's Alley started in 1930, and most of them 

are related to the festivals celebrated in the Alley as part of the preservation of the houses 

and as a tourist attraction. 

Thinking about this lack of information, "William Wright (2022)" appropriated 

and deconstructed the 34 images of these collections with children. In all these pictures, 

the children were dressed in costumes and enjoying the festivals.180 Using these images, 

"William Wright (2022)" opened the door to talk about the children that were never seen 

and discuss how our society expects to see children socializing with other children in 

schools or parks and the living conditions of many children who were laboring in 

workhouses or solely in their homes in early Philadelphia. 

The second historical referent used to make the "William Wright (2022)" 

installation was the space. The second floor of House Museum # 126 has the nineteenth-

century furniture of a family bedroom. Many family members lived together in that small 

room at different times, and the Museum captions of this room talk about the economics 

and conditions of a family with many kids living in that small space. 

 
180 65% of the pictures selected display the residents and visitors wearing “colonial” costumes from the 

18th Century. 
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After hearing the visitors to the Museum talk about how a family with kids could 

live in such a space, I decided to experiment with the idea of playfulness, scale, and 

organization to visualize something that was never recorded but could be recreated 

through archival manipulation. 

 

4.2. Materiality and Process 

The idea of experimenting with something playful that immerses the viewer into 

the children's experience brought me to deconstruct the 34 archival photographs with kids 

into layers and then arrange those elements on different levels to create anaglyph 

stereoscopic images. 

 Anaglyph 3D is the stereoscopic three-dimensional effect achieved by encoding 

each eye's image using filters of chromatically opposite colors, typically red and cyan. 

Anaglyph 3D images contain two differently filtered colored images, one for each eye. 

When viewed through the "color-coded" "anaglyph glasses," each of the two images 

reaches the eye it's intended for, revealing an integrated stereoscopic image. The human 

brain fuses these images into the perception of a three-dimensional scene or composition. 

Compared to the stereoscope used in "Margt (2022)," anaglyph images are much 

easier to view, but compared to side-by-side stereograms, anaglyphs are less bright and 

lack accurate color rendering. Also, the extended use of the "color-coded" "anaglyph 

glasses" can cause discomfort, and the afterimage caused by the colors of the glasses may 

temporarily affect the viewer's visual perception. All methods of viewing images in three 

dimensions rely on the fact that our two eyes see things at slightly different angles; this 

gives us depth perception. 
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 The stereo conversion of the two-dimensional archival photographs involved the 

digital layer arrangement of the parts that I decided to put in the foreground and the 

background and offset those components horizontally to generate a sense of depth.181 

 After converting from 2-D to 3-D, the Museum director and I chose seven altered 

photographs to print and display on the room's furniture, like family picture frames.  

 The second part of "William Wright's (2022)" anaglyph installation included a 

two-channel projection on two vertical screens of different dimensions, one next to the 

other, mirroring the video displayed. The content of the video interleaved the 34 

anaglyph-modified Elfreth's Alley archival photographs from the libraries’ collections 

and random images of broom factories (found online) from the beginning of the twentieth 

century in Philadelphia. The piece's audio juxtaposed the sound of kids playing while the 

children's images were displayed, and annoying factory sounds while the images of the 

broom factories were on the screen. 

 In "William Wright (2022)," visors and glasses immersed the viewers in an 

almost magical three-dimensionality. With anaglyph 3D, it was possible to experience the 

corporeality of the space when the visitors moved around the room with the 3D glasses, 

 
181 The oldest known description of anaglyph images was written in August 1853 by W. Rollmann 

in Stargard about his "Farbenstereoscope" (color stereoscope). He had the best results viewing a 

yellow/blue drawing with red/blue glasses. Rollmann found that with a red/blue drawing, the red lines were 

not as distinct as the yellow lines through the blue glass. 

At the most basic level, anaglyphs work by superimposing images taken from two angles.  The two images 

are printed in different colors, usually red and cyan. The viewer needs glasses with lenses in the same 

colors. The lenses are needed to filter out the unwanted image for each eye. So, if the image for the right 

eye is printed in red, the image can be seen through the cyan lens placed over the right eye, but not through 

the red lens over the left eye, and vice versa. The brain, seeing two different pictures through each eye, 

interprets this as a three-dimensional scene. 
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feeling fascinated like children by discovering scenes that emerged when they brought 

their eyes closer to a stereo image or device. 

 The possible links between space and time were visualized in this installation, 

and the images were challenged and experienced. They were afterimages that proposed a 

new mode of representation by expanding the field of sensory perception. In the 

appropriation process, I did not control the sources documented by different 

photographers, but my experimentation tried to control the anaglyph transformation and 

deconstruction from 2-D to 3-D. "William Wright (2022)" reminded the viewer to pay 

attention to the rhythms, movements, and child labor challenges during the late 1800s and 

early 1900s. 

 

4.3. Statement 

Title: William Wright, 2022. 

Medium: Anaglyph prints from archives and two screen projections. 

Dimensions: Prints: 9" x 6" inches. 

From the 1770s to 1850s, child labor was marked by three primary routes for 

Philadelphia children: apprenticeships (indentured or under contract), domestic labor, and 

slavery. The path children found themselves on was often determined by class, race, and 

gender. Work for Black Philadelphian children, freed or enslaved, looked somewhat 

different. Where today we expect to see children attending school, early Philadelphia 

would not have been surprised to see children laboring in workhouses or solely in the 

home. 
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By 1880, William Wright, age 11 of House # 115 Elfreth's Alley, worked in a 

broom factory and, with many other children, found himself tangled in a web of child 

labor and consumerism that sent him off to work in factories. Children like William were 

often denied the same liberties of childhood that a wealthier child may have had, such as 

playtime and access to education. 

The seven images displayed in this family room are from 1932 to 1981. In these 

archives, there are 34 images with children on them. There are no images of kids from the 

Alley working in the mills or factories before that period. 

For more information, listen to The Alley Cast. 

Episode 2.04: Working Children. 

 

Figure 4.14: QR Code Related to "William Wright." May 2022.182 

 

 
182 Appendix I. https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/workingchildren. 
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Figure 4.15: "William Wright." Installation. May 2022. 

 

Figure 4.16: "William Wright." Installation. May 2022. 
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5. Margt: Tricking Perceptions (19th-Century Stories) 

 

5.1. Referent, Story, and Archival Connections 

Census countings were all informed by the census takers' own biases and the 

governmental structure that produced the census, so it's important to read the 

[1840] census183 with a healthy wariness toward possible undercounting, 

overcounting, or misreporting.184 

 

The starting points of "Margt (2022)" were Episode 4: The Racial Politics of 

Domestic Labor185 and Episode 2.08: Laboring Philadelphians of The Alley Cast.186  

Episode 4 explored the data information187 and found the initials: MARGT, who 

figured in the 1810 census188 in Elfreth's Alley. She was a Black washerwoman living in 

the rear apartment of # 22 at the Alley, now House # 130. Furthermore, the 1840 census 

recorded two free Black women on the Alley between the ages of ten and twenty-three.189 

According to Joseph Makuc, researcher of this archival material, "Black women like 

 
183 1840 Census in the Internet Archive. Microfilm. https://archive.org/details/populationsc18400363unit. 

 
184 Joseph Makuc, “Episode 4: The Racial Politics of Domestic Labors” in The Alley Cast (Elfreth’s Alley 

Museum. July 15, 2020.) https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2020/7/7/episode-4-the-racial-politics-of-

domestic-labor. 

 
185 “Episode 4: The Racial Politics of Domestic Labors” in The Alley Cast, ibid. 

 
186 “Episode 2.08: Laboring Philadelphians” in The Alley Cast (Elfreth’s Alley Museum. August 18, 2021.) 

https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2021/8/17/l68vqkt3k71c3fhqs725z33ldc5etg. 

 
187 Additionally to the data, the microfilm of the census page where the Margt initials appear is available on 

the National Archives digital collections. 

 
188 1810 Census in the Internet Archive. Microfilm. 

https://archive.org/details/populationschedu0055unix/page/n21/mode/2up. 

 
189 This information can be accessed through the census microfilm data uploaded by the National Archives 

and open access to anyone. 
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Margt were able to support themselves independently fairly well, performing dirty-but-

physically-valuable tasks like laundry."190  

The idea of questioning everything published, written, or read, has been my 

judgment to educate my way of thinking. The same situation happened when I listened to 

and accessed this episode transcript and started questioning the content of the census 

data. In some cases, the censuses show inconsistencies in how the data was collected, 

organized, and published, especially if there was a racial difference: between white and 

Black people. 

In the case of Margt, the way official data was managed revealed racial 

discrimination, something that was expressed in the daily treatment that white 

Philadelphians had with Black people, considering the Black domestic servants as greedy 

or "servile by nature" and treating them with violence, which likely impacted domestic 

labor arrangements. These arrangements made the wages of domestic labor low. Because 

of the lack of information about Margt and the 1840 Black domestic workers, it is 

possible to speculate that they "feared violence against their own families if they stood up 

to their employers."191 

 With this pattern of behavior, it is possible to think what a day in the life of these 

women might have been like. Makuc summarized these possibilities: 

For Margaret, her daily activities may have been somewhat self-directed, and one 

possible depiction of that self-direction is as follows. Upon waking, Margaret ate 

breakfast: a light meal generally including hearty foods like bread or cheese. Then 

she left for her work following a route she set for herself, heading out of narrow 

Elfreth's Alley onto the bigger 2nd. and Front Streets. There, Margaret found 

 
190 Joseph Makuc, “Episode 4: The Racial Politics of Domestic Labor” in The Alley Cast, ibid. 

 
191 Joseph Makuc, “Episode 4: The Racial Politics of Domestic Labor” in The Alley Cast, ibid. 
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herself in the territory she serviced as a washerwoman. She walked door-to-door, 

asking the woman in charge of each household whether they wanted laundry 

done. Even if she didn't find anyone else seeking laundry services, Margaret 

likely did laundry for the person in the front of Elfreth's Alley 22. Margaret 

negotiated her price with each customer and likely earned a decent wage. She then 

took the laundry home. Away from the discriminating eyes of her employers, 

Margaret nevertheless had the hard work of washing textiles by hand. She applied 

hot water, soap, long soaks, different wooden tools, perhaps lye, and perhaps the 

help of the three persons living with her to clean the textiles. With the money she 

negotiated from her employers, Margaret and those in her household probably ate 

good dinners: hearty stews including protein, such as meat or beans, and even 

luxuries like vegetables. Margaret was able to relax at her leisure, spend time with 

her household while she worked, and make her food. However, she trod carefully 

around her employers, knowing that her (majority white clientele) might be ready 

to enact racist violence like that of 1805. 

Indeed, a day in the life of a Black domestic servant in the Simpson or Keyser 

household involved a lot of careful treading. The servants may have slept at the 

foot of their employers' bed, as was done in the eighteenth century. In the winter, 

they were required to rise before the other members of the household to stoke the 

fires, making warmth (and hot coffee) for their employers. As well, these servants 

cooked for their employers and indeed consistently baked bread, although the 

employers took the choicest bits. Other domestic tasks varied between employers 

and seasons.192  

 

 This speculation about Margt's life brought the idea that the house where she lived 

could make us think about all the challenges of domestic labor and racial discrimination 

at the beginning of the nineteenth century. An act of contemplation of House #130 of the 

Alley could make us think about the bigotry and intolerance of the old times reflected in 

our bias today.  

 House # 130, seen as an archive, has been in the Alley as all the other houses, but 

reviewing all the images from the libraries’ collections I accessed online, only seven 

 
192 “Episode 4: The Racial Politics of Domestic Labor,” ibid. 
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images193 out of more than one hundred fifty had a glimpse of this house. In this 

coincidence, I found a metaphor for the idea of invisibility and segregation in young 

Black women dedicated to washing clothes.  

 Contemplating "Margt (2022)" helped to reflect on the ideas of 

intersectionality,194 where the interaction of several factors defines a person. The 

intersectionality framework can let us understand how social identities (gender, race, 

ethnicity, social class, religion, sexual orientation, ability, and gender identity) overlap 

with one another and with systems of power that oppress and take advantage of people at 

work, neighborhood, the broader community, city, and the nation. In the case of Margt, 

according to the census, the combination of being a free Black washerwoman (probably 

young –that data is not available in the census) with a low income and located in a 

 
193  Residents of Elfreth's Alley (1932-06-02), Elfreth's Alley Day by Joseph Wasko (1959-06-06), Elfreth's 

Alley association holds fundraising day by William Owens (1968-06-01), three pictures of Elfreth's Alley 

by Vincent Gonzales (1974-06-06), A Step Into Philadelphia Past (1979-06-02). B&W, 8x10 in. Repository 

by Temple University Libraries, Special Collections Research Center. Repository collection: George D. 

McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Photographs. Philadelphia, PA. 1952-05-29. https://digital-

library-temple-edu.libproxy.temple.edu/digital/search/searchterm/elfreth%20alley/order/nosort/page/3. 

 
194 Intersectionality is a term with more than 30 years of use. In 1989, it took more interest when Kimberly 

Crenshaw developed a “Black feminist criticism because it sets forth a problematic consequence of the 

tendency to treat race and gender as mutually exclusive categories of experience and analysis.” Moreover, 

she “examined how this tendency is perpetuated by a single-axis framework that is dominant in 

antidiscrimination law and that is also reflected in feminist theory and antiracist politics.” She argued, 

“Black women are sometimes excluded from feminist theory and antiracist policy discourse because both 

are predicated on a discrete set of experiences that often does not accurately reflect the interaction of race 

and gender.” For Crenshaw, the oppression of Black women is best understood as a confluence of 

oppressive burdens and through an analytical model considering how these oppressions interact. For more 

information, review: Kimberlé Crenshaw, "Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black 

Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics," University of 

Chicago Legal Forum: Vol. 1989: Iss. 1, Article 8. 

http://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8. 

In simple terms, intersectionality is the interaction between two or more social factors that define a person. 

Their combination in different ways generates diverse inequalities (or advantages). 
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predominantly white neighborhood can give us a glimpse and speculation of how she 

suffered inequalities, violence, and discrimination. 

 Nowadays, many studies demonstrate that Black women are more likely to get 

arrested than white women, and they have the worst health outcomes in the U.S. Today, 

they still face challenges like Margt or the domestic workers in the Alley in the 1840s.195  

 

5.2. Materiality and Process 

To emphasize the idea of contemplation and historical speculation, "Margt 

(2022)" was an intervention in the dining room/kitchen of House # 126. This installation 

took a floor-stand stereoscope viewer displaying a two-minute video with images of the 

census microfilm data; the seven found archival images of House # 130, the measure 

drawings of the house196, and pictures of this house taken in 2022. 

Why did the use of the stereoscope help in this installation? 

The stereograph presents objects with the vividness of first-hand vision. It is a 

scientific duplication of human sight. It is the most perfect reproduction method 

that science produced.197 

 

The stereoscope was invented in the 1840s and was a popular way of seeing 

images for more than 100 years. It allows an individual to view 3D stereocards. The 

stereocards had two similar images but with slightly different points of view (right and 

 
195 Joseph Makuc, “Episode 4: The Racial Politics of Domestic Labors,” ibid. 

 
196 The measure drawings of the houses were taken from the Historic American Buildings Survey on the 

Library of Congress. https://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/hh/item/pa1211.sheet.00005a/. 

 
197 Burton Holmes, A Trip Around the World Through the Telebinocular in Three Dimension Pictures 

(Meadville, PA: The Keystone View Company, 1936), XI. 
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left eye). Once the images are next to each other and viewed using a stereoviewer, they 

trick the brain by generating the 3D illusion. 

Oliver Wendell Holmes remarked that the stereoscope was an experience: 

universal and individual. He assumed the stereograph was a tool everyone would use to 

create a very specific image of the stereograph as miraculous, a "fixer" of truth, a "mirror 

with a memory".198 For Jonathan Crary (1992), the stereoscope and other optical 

apparatuses were the product of new physiological knowledge producing optical illusions 

of motion or three-dimensionality, transforming the nature of the visuality of the 

observers and the social modernity.199  

A type of stereoscope200 has existed since the late 1830s – as long as photography 

itself. But from the 1860s through the early 1900s, stereoscopes were very famous in the 

United States. Most stereocards assumed a teaching role in reproducing reality, and many 

depicted monuments or tourist attractions. This is why there is not a large database of 

archival Elfreth's Alley stereocards in the libraries or museums before the 1930s.  

In "Margt (2022)," the floor-stand stereoscope was inspired by the one made by 

Jules Richard for his verascope format, which was new at that time. In collaboration with 

Jared Christopher, a furniture enthusiast, we recycled wood from antique pipe organs, 

boards from church benches, old tables, and doors to build this floor-stand stereoscope 

following the aesthetics of the dining room/kitchen of House #126. This piece bridged the 

 
198 O.W. Holmes, “The Stereoscope and the Stereograph.” 739. 

 
199 Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century (MIT 

Press paperback edition, Massachusetts, 1992).  

 
200 The realism of photography and the 3D effects of stereoviews inspired other types of art like 

cycloramas. 
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use of the wooden craft from the beginning of the nineteenth century with a digital stereo 

video on an iPad. 

"Margt (2022)" decontextualized the ideas of the touristic images to create an 

experience of intimacy focused on uncomfortable situations such as racial discrimination 

and domestic labor through the beauty of House #130. The contemplation of the video 

tried to express something incommunicable that can be accessed only through feelings 

and discomfort. At a certain point, it is a voyeuristic time machine with an individual and 

universal immersive experience.   

The archival images used to create this piece were digitally deconstructed to trick 

the human brain by colorizing House #130 and transforming the 2D photographs into 3D 

images.  

The last component of this piece is the audio element in the video. The audio 

source came from the sound recording of a pencil writing on paper, but its audio levels 

were digitally edited to emphasize the discomforting effect where the sound of writing on 

paper is perceived as scratching on wood. 

 

5.3. Statement 

Title: Margt, 2022. 

In collaboration with Jared Christopher (b. 1947). 

Medium: Stereoscope viewer (recycled wood) and Stereo Video on iPad. 

Duration of the stereo video: 2 mins. 

Dimensions: Base: H58" x L20" x W18" inches - Stereo viewer: H11" x L17" x 

W14" inches. 
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The 1810 census lists "Margt" (Margaret) living in the rear apartment of House # 

22 (now # 130 Elfreth's Alley) and working as a washer. She lived with two other free 

Black people, and apart from one other, they were the only Black residents of the Alley at 

that time. Because the records don't show her last name, it is essentially impossible to 

find traces of her beyond 1810. The subsequent census (1820) doesn't list her, but 

perhaps she was still renting out the back of House # 130, and she simply wasn't listed—

we will probably never know. 

This piece is a metaphor for contemplation. From 1932 to 1979, only seven 

photographs of the 161 from the archives in the city have a glimpse of House # 130 

Elfreth's Alley. We don't have much information about Margt, but we can understand a 

little more about her life by contemplating the house in which she lived. Historical 

information can help us speculate about the hard life of Margt and the challenges that 

female Black domestic workers had to deal with. 

For more information, listen to The Alley Cast. 

Episode 4: The Racial Politics of Domestic Labor. 

 

Figure 4.17: QR Code Related to "Margt." May 2022.201 

 

 

 
201 Appendix J. https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2020/7/7/episode-4-the-racial-politics-of-domestic-

labor. 
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Figure 4.18: Stereoview Alteration of the 1810 Census Data "Margt." May 2022. 

 

Figure 4.19: “Margt.” Installation - Dining Room/Kitchen of House # 126. May 2022. 

 

Figure 4.20: “Margt.” Video Still of a Modified Archival Photograph. May 2022. 
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Figure 4.21: “Margt.” Stereoview Alteration of House # 130 Measured Drawing. May 

2022. 

 

6. Wanishi: Ephemeral Absent Archive (18th and 19th-Century Stories) 

 

6.1. Referent, Story, and Archival Connections 

The use of land acknowledgments to start gatherings and events has become very 

common since the 2000s.202 In Philadelphia, the Museum of Art has a plaque with this 

 
202 A land acknowledgment or territorial acknowledgment is a formal statement that a public event is taking 

place on land originally inhabited by indigenous peoples. It is often spoken at the beginning of an event. 

(Suzanne Downing, "Radical Assembly adds woke land acknowledgment to agenda as a confession of 

colonization and occupation". Must Read Alaska, accessed August 2022, 

https://mustreadalaska.com/radical-assembly-adds-woke-land-acknowledgement-to-agenda-as-a-

confession-of-colonization-and-occupation/. 
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acknowledgment in its corridors.203 Several galleries, museums, universities204, and 

schools in the U.S., Canada, Australia, and other countries developed their statements to 

recognize the cultural significance of their surrounding areas. Elfreth's Alley Museum has 

been making this land acknowledgment in its meeting events and The Alley Cast 

episodes.205 

 The name of this installation came from the Lenape word "Wanishi," which 

means "thanks." This word came up several times in the conversation I had with Adam 

DePaul, a member of the Lenape community, who guided me to understand a little bit 

more about the Lenape people, what they are looking for, and the extreme complexities 

behind their claims.  

 DePaul remarked three things to be mindful of: "The Lenape see themselves as 

caretakers, not possessors, of the land; the Lenape are still present on their ancestral 

 
203 "With gratitude and humility, the Philadelphia Museum of Art recognizes Philadelphia as part of 

Lënapehokink, the ancestral homelands of the Lenape peoples. A long history of broken treaties forced 

migrations, and fraudulent agreements such as the Walking Purchase of 1737, displaced many of the 

Lenape from this land. This museum and our staff strive to understand our place within the legacy of 

colonization and to act as allies to Lenape people and their vibrant communities, including the federally 

recognized Nations today: Delaware Tribe, Delaware Nation, and the Stockbridge-Munsee Community. 

We pay honor and respect to Lenape ancestors, past and present, by committing to build a more inclusive 

and equitable space for all. (Endorsed by Delaware Nation’s Executive Committee and President Deborah 

Dotson).” 

 
204 The Land Acknowledgment by Tyler School of Art and Architecture in Philadelphia, PA, endorsed its 

use on January 28, 2022, to recognize the history of the native peoples who originally inhabited the lands 

on which the school sits. (https://tyler.temple.edu/indigenous-land-acknowledgment). 

 
205 “This podcast is recorded on the unceded indigenous territory of the Lenni-Lenape people, who were 

and continue to be active stewards of the land. We recognize that words are not enough, and we aim to 

actively uphold indigenous visibility and sovereignty for individuals and communities who live here now, 

and for those who were forcibly removed from their Homelands. By offering this Land Acknowledgment, 

we affirm Indigenous sovereignty and will work to hold the Elfreth’s Alley Museum accountable to the 

needs of American Indian and Indigenous peoples.” (https://www.elfrethsalley.org/thealleycast). 
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homelands; there are actions [we can do] to encourage to make this statement more 

meaningful."206  

The second element in this process of recognition was the Lenape language. 

According to DePaul, it has been considered one of their points of pride, and the Lenape 

people are working on revival projects to protect their language. Nowadays, they have 

three Lenape people speaking the language, and the whole community has been 

promoting its study and learning with programs that associate the Lenape Cultural 

Center207 with educational institutions like Swarthmore College.208 

Reviewing the shared material with DePaul, I found this beautiful poem written 

by his mother, one of the language caretakers: 

Weskiane mikwi nta tekenink ok nkelsetam kweni nkelsetam ok wemi 

elankumakik lixsuwak ku nenustamuwen wichi aptunakana keku pemetunheyok 

shek nenustamen ntehemink. Nkata nuwatun lenape lixsuwakan.  

When I was young, I would often go into the woods and listen. I listened to the 

way that all my relations spoke. I didn't understand the words, but I understood 

them in my heart. I wanted to know the Lenape language.209  

 

While the government has recognized Indigenous Americans in several areas of 

the country; structural issues continue displacing and ignoring the minority groups 

outside of the politically recognized areas. This situation has been reflected in the slow 

 
206 The conversation with Adam on January 26, 2022, had the same conclusions as the ones that Tyler 

School of Art had with him to prepare its Land Acknowledgment (https://tyler.temple.edu/indigenous-land-

acknowledgment). 

 
207 https://www.lenape-nation.org/cultural-center. 

 
208 https://catalog.swarthmore.edu/preview_course_nopop.php?catoid=7&coid=8377. 

 
209 Shelley DePaul, “Conversations in the Lenape Language (2010),” in Heritage Voice: Program. Lenape 

Language Education Program of the Lenape Nation of Pennsylvania and Swarthmore College. Heritage 

Voices Collection (2013). https://www.cal.org/heritage/pdfs/heritage-voice-program-lenape-language-

education-program.pdf. 
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interest of the political groups to recognize the Lenape people's rights impacted by 

indifference. Once the real situation is recognized, it is unclear if the government will 

take any steps to ameliorate these situations. What is evident is that Native nations are 

facing the same issues under colonial oppression that they have for generations. Any 

form of redress for indigenous communities affected by this form of discrimination and 

indifference must be systemic. 

Indigenous peoples have long cultivated and cared for the planet, but rapid 

development, capitalism, and overconsumption have changed the environment for all. As 

the land, water, and air undergo drastic changes due to human interference in the natural 

processes, nature has been a constant witness to the destruction and degradation of 

ecosystems.  

 

6.2. Materiality and Process 

 When all the pieces got together to create this installation, the main challenge was 

not to fall into clichés or stereotypes about indigenous communities while using found 

nature elements from Elfreth's Alley. "Wanishi (2022)" did not pretend to generate a 

confrontational duality between elements of nature and urban development, nor to 

romanticize the wrong association of indigenous equal mother nature and urban creations 

equal capitalism and destruction. Instead, this installation was more about integrating 

elements with different origins and natures. It was more about absence and presence, 

hiding and being out, recognition and denying. The conversations I had with Adam 

DePaul and scholars who studied the Lenape people's tradition put forward all my 
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concerns about using natural found objects from the Alley in a series of photograms 

created with light-sensitive materials. 

The installation came together because of two elements that dialogued: physical 

objects (the lanterns) and virtual experiences in the same space (Augmented Reality 

interaction). This dialogue was an abstraction of the Lenape people's misrepresentation 

and the memory that Philadelphians have of this minority group that has been taken away 

from the city's memory.  

For the physical creations, I experimented with photograms from found and 

collected leaves from the plants in the Alley. These photograms were created using the 

cyanolumen technique. This process involved the chemical manipulation of expired 

photographic paper with cyanotype, vinegar, salt, turmeric, lime juice, and soap exposed 

to UV light. Due to the experimental nature of these unfixed results and the fact that I 

was messing around with the photographic chemistry, this work continued changing over 

time, and some traces of the image faded or lost contrast. The intensity, severity, and 

frequency of environmental transformations in the months of the exhibit have brought 

greater urgency to discussions surrounding the metaphor of photographic material decay. 

These cyanolumen prints involved chemical manipulation and sculpture 

appropriation of commercial lanterns. These lanterns hanging from a Museum patio tree 

became a metaphor for the existence, perception, feelings and emotions of the Lenape 

people's misrepresentation. They constructed a visual universe in which my artistic vision 

(of organized and inorganic forms, natural and artificial) sharing spaces of existence 

converged in the analogy of presence and absence in the territory.  
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The nature of the prints brought a cosmological effect that transformed the 

consumer materials (lanterns, paper, and light) into archival objects valued by the 

statement behind them. In that sense, "Wanishi (2022)" tried to bring perspective and 

creative expression to the idea of nature as a witness to our past, present, and future. They 

didn't look at nature with nostalgia but with a sense of belonging to the land where we 

are.  

The thirty-nine cameraless photograms installed in thirteen lanterns210 were 

images obtained by chance because of some uncontrolled factors like the UV light of the 

Sun. In this process, the tension between chance and control naturally inhabits the 

process to a limited extent. The long waiting time to see the pieces changing was an 

exercise of patience, restraint, and introspection that became part of the work. 

Consequently, the images were unique and unrepeatable; their colors were unforeseeable 

but with a fragile distinction between the ephemeral and the enduring. These images 

hyperbolized, in their content, the indexical character of photography as a medium. 

 The second component of "Wanishi (2022)" was the Augmented Reality 

experience.211 There are several AR possibilities: markerless, image-based, spatial 

awareness, location-based, and 3D object-based. In this installation, the interactivity with 

 
210 The number of lanterns remembers that there were thirteen first colonies of the U.S., and in four of 

them, the Lenape people were established: Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey, and Delaware. 

 
211 Augmented Reality is generated by the mediation of a mobile device with specific software that allows 

the interaction between the real world and what is projected on the screen. For "Wanishi (2022)" I used 

Hoverlay, a friendly AR software that needs to be installed on the mobile to participate in the experience. 

AR engages with the surroundings allowing people to experiment with an alternative reality in a specific 

location with a mobile device. 
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AR used spatial awareness and plane detection. The link or QR code allowed the content 

to be placed anywhere and interact with its elements. 

[AR] It's a medium that sits between traditional content and physical events. It 

can enhance in-person and remote events. AR brings content through the camera 

with an illusion of presence, bringing people closer to it.212 

 

The AR experience of this installation was an augmentation, not a replacement of 

the real world; it was pictographic, and with no pretense of reality, it allowed the viewers 

to physically move their bodies around the installation and alter their surrounding space 

perception. It initiated a dialogue between the viewers and the environment. This 

dialogue made it possible to reframe what the mobile device perceived and offered 

different options and points of view. 

The "Wanishi (2022)" AR experience offered a new way to approach the archives 

through its content (the lantern photograms before they were exposed to the weather 

conditions and the Lenape poem of Shelly DePaul), generating knowledge while it was 

happening. 

The most significant disadvantage of the AR experience in this installation was 

that several visitors enjoyed the analog material display of the lanterns hanging from the 

tree, and not many of them accessed the AR element because of the mobile device 

mediation. The problem with using devices to experience AR technology is that people 

prefer something almost redemptive as the analog world anew. 

 
212 Interview of Nicholas Robbe, CEO Hoverlay in “How Augmented Reality may be the Future of Live 

Events,” in In the Cloud, video May 17, 2021, accessed November 2021. 

https://marketscale.com/industries/industrial-iot/is-immersive-augmented-reality-the-future-of-live-events/.  
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This situation changed when the Museum discovered that the tree was rotten and 

falling because of the rain, the strong winds, and the storms. After four months of the 

physical lanterns hanging from the tree, the AR content was modified, and the second 

version included video documentation of the tree life with the lanterns at different times 

of the day. In the last two months of the exhibit, the falling tree area only had a sign with 

the statement and QR code, and the survival lanterns were on display in the Museum 

Shop. Interestingly, there was more interaction with the AR experience when the physical 

references were absent than when they were present. 

"Wanishi (2022)" created different layers that engaged with issues of perception, 

blurring the line between the illusory and the real, between the permanent presence of the 

Lenape people's memory and their physical absence from the image-based archives. 

 

6.3. Statements 

6.3.1. Statement # 1 

Title: Wanishi, 2022. 

Medium: 13 Metal lanterns, 39 cyanolumens on expired silver gelatin paper. 

Augmented Reality. 

Dimensions: 14” x 6” x 6” inches 

Wanishi means "Thanks" in the Lenape language. The land on which Elfreth's 

Alley sits is Lenapehoking, the traditional homeland of the Lenape also called the Lenni-

Lenape or Delaware Indians. Located in 4 (Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey, and 

Delaware) of the 13 colonies, these are the people who negotiated in the 1680s with 

William Penn to facilitate the founding of the colony of Pennsylvania. Elfreth's Alley 
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honors the Indigenous peoples who have been and still are living and working on the land 

and have been caretakers of the land from time immemorial. This land acknowledgment 

does not exist in the past tense or historic context. Colonialism is a current and ongoing 

process, and we need to be mindful of our present participation. We want to encourage 

our commitment to deepening the ongoing relationship with the Lenape people in the 

area. 

In these images, the expired photographic paper remains active and is affected by 

the sun, temperature, and humidity. There is no way to know how much time they will be 

there till they fade or change in texture and color. This temporality is a metaphor for the 

respect and honor of this land's caretakers from time immemorial until now and into the 

future. 

To read the text in Lenape, scan the QR code, download the app, point your 

device to the tree, and follow the instructions.  

 

Figure 4.22: QR Code Related to "Wanishi." May 2022.213 

 

  

 
213 https://hoverlay.io/space/txykj. 
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6.3.2. Statement # 2 

Title: Wanishi (part II), 2022. 

Medium: Augmented Reality. 

Wanishi means "Thanks" in the Lenape language. The land on which Elfreth's 

Alley sits is Lenapehoking, the traditional homeland of the Lenape also called the Lenni-

Lenape or Delaware Indians. Located in 4 (Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey, and 

Delaware) of the 13 colonies, these are the people who negotiated in the 1680s with 

William Penn to facilitate the founding of the colony of Pennsylvania. Elfreth's Alley 

honors the Indigenous peoples who have been caretaking and still are living and working 

on this land. In the Museum, we would like to encourage our commitment to deepening 

the ongoing relationship with the Lenape people who live in this area. 

The Museum's patio had a tree. It had 13 lanterns hanging from its branches, 

creating a metaphor that reminded us of the Lenape people's presence in Philadelphia. 

The lanterns had images of found objects from the Alley on expired photographic paper 

that remained active and affected by the sun, temperature, and humidity, changing their 

texture and color. This temporality was a metaphor for the respect and honor of these 

land's caretakers from time immemorial until now and into the future. 

The tree is not here anymore, but using Augmented Reality, the memory of this 

metaphor can be preserved as an ephemeral/virtual archive. 

To experience the AR, scan the QR code, download the app, point your device to 

the wall in front of you and follow the instructions. You can enlarge and rotate the 

elements displayed on your device. 
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Figure 4.23: QR Code Related to "Wanishi (part II)." May 2022.214 

 

 

Figure 4.24: "Wanishi." May – August 2022 

 
214 https://hoverlay.io/space/txykj. 
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Figure 4.25: "Wanishi." Details of the Lanterns and the Prints. May 2022. 

 

Figure 4.26: "Wanishi (Part II)." Augmented Reality. September - October 2022. 
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Figure 4.27: "Wanishi (Part II)." Augmented Reality Screenshot. September - October 

2022. 

 

7. Feme Sole: Index Deconstruction (18th-Century Stories) 

 

7.1. Referent, Story, and Archival Connections 

Maybe you think of something else entirely, but ask yourself, whatever you think 

of, where do men fit into your image of eighteenth-century Philadelphia, and 

where do women fit? How do you expect women to live, work, and love?215 

 

 
215 “Episode 1: The Dressmakers” in The Alley Cast (Elfreth’s Alley Museum, June 24, 2020.) 

https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2020/6/23/episode-1-the-dressmakers. 
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The primary referent for "Feme Sole" came from the first three episodes of The Alley 

Cast, where Isabel Steven216 focused her research on women and queer domesticity in the 

Alley: 

Episode 1: The Dressmakers (June 24, 2020).217 

Episode 2: Spinsters, Runaway Wives, and Widows (July 1, 2020).218 

Episode 3: The Public Universal Friend of Philadelphia (July 8, 2020).219 

[Feme sole] This term was a legal definition that designated a woman who had 

either never married, was widowed or legally divorced… In certain ways, a feme 

sole had more opportunities: she could inherit, buy and sell property, conduct 

business in her own name, and appear in court.  But in many other ways, her life 

was more limited and more difficult.  Only a small set of occupations were 

available to women and all of them paid low wages, typically half the amount a 

man would make for the same work, which made her economic circumstances 

often precarious.  Moreover, a woman was not expected to be conducting business 

and acting in the public on her own.  Instead, society expected a woman to have a 

husband to do these things for her, to protect her from the burdens of business and 

public life.220 

 

Steven explored social, gender, and sexuality norms in the eighteenth century, 

where the women, protagonists of these three episodes, "were transgressing norms… 

their lives and choices destabilized categories of gender, and social organization assumed 

 
216 Isabel Steven was an intern at Elfreth’s Alley Museum in 2020, and her master’s thesis reflects on queer 

domesticity in the Alley: Uncovering Queer Domesticity: Intuition and Possibility as Methods of 

Intervention into the Historic House Museum and Archive. 

https://scholarshare.temple.edu/bitstream/handle/20.500.12613/6546/Steven_temple_0225M_14491.pdf?se

quence=1&isAllowed=y. 

 
217 “Episode 1: The Dressmakers” in The Alley Cast, ibid. 

 
218 “Episode 2: Spinsters, Runaway Wives, and Widows” in The Alley Cast (Elfreth’s Alley Museum. July 

1, 2020.) https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2020/7/1/episode-2-spinsters-runaway-wives-and-widows. 

 
219 “Episode 3: The Public Universal Friend in Philadelphia” in The Alley Cast (Elfreth’s Alley Museum. 

July 1, 2020.) https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2020/7/7/episode-3-the-public-universal-friend-in-

philadelphia. 

 
220 “Episode 2: Spinsters, Runaway Wives, and Widows” in The Alley Cast, ibid. 
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to be natural."221 Most of these women are absent from the records or barely mentioned 

in the archival documentation. In her research, Steven addressed this absence and the 

intersectional dynamics of race, gender identity, sexuality, and class. 

The aggressive and persistent exclusion of these women from this form of public 

recognition perpetuated historical misunderstandings and reproduced inequality in the 

city's economic, social, political, and cultural spheres. During the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, the ward where Elfreth's Alley is located, because of those 

inequalities, was considered less wealthy compared to other wards just a few blocks away 

because of the higher number of single women living within the Alley. This exclusion 

happened for several reasons, not only because of the patriarchal system that did not 

value women's contribution to society. 

Many of these single women (like Mary Smith, Sarah Melton, and Elizabeth 

Carr)222 worked as dressmakers. This was one of the few occupations accessible to these 

women in a period that offered economic independence and social advancement 

opportunities.  

In Episode # 2 of The Alley Cast, Steven decided to remember and repeat the 

names of the sixty women head of households in the Alley: 

Mary Smith, spinster, mantua maker, 1762-1766. Sarah Melton, widow, spinster, 

mantua maker, 1762-1798. Hannah Hodgson, 1785. Jane Hill, 1785. Anne 

 
221 Isabel Steven. “Uncovering Queer Domesticity: Intuition and Possibility as Methods of Intervention Into 

the Historic House Museum and Archive” (MA thesis, Temple University, May 2021), 58. 

 
222 These three women lived in House # 24 Elfreth’s Alley (now numbered #126) in the eighteenth century 

and worked as dressmakers. They made their living sewing clothes. Sarah and Mary called themselves 

sisters-in-law, perhaps they were concerned about public scrutiny and took steps to mitigate any potential 

scandal or charges of cohabitation by describing themselves as relations, rather than as two unrelated single 

women living together outside of the authority of a male figure. For more information, check: Episode 1: 

The Dressmakers in The Alley Cast, ibid. 
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Ireland, 1785. Elizabeth Collins, widow, 1785-1791. Elizabeth Chandler, spinster, 

1790. Barbary. Dominick, spinster, 1790. Christian Tweed, widow, 1790. Ann 

Anderson, widow, 1790-1804. Mary Gray, widow, schoolmistress, 1790-1805. 

Mary Hunter, spinster, 1790-1791. Sara Bradnax, schoolmistress, 1790-1791. 

Catherine McLeod, widow, boarding house, 1793-1797. Ann Bliss, widow, 1793. 

Mary Cowain, 1793. Elizabeth W. Brunston, widow, gentlewoman, 1794-1795. 

Rebecca Jones, 1794. Mary Wilson, widow, boarding house, 1795-1797. Rebecca 

King, widow, tailoress, 1796. Rachel Elfreth, widow, gentlewoman, 1795-1803. 

Elizabeth Carr, mantua maker, widow, 1790-1813. Marianne Faure, 

gentlewoman, French lady, 1795-1796. Christian Peachin, widow, 1785-1831. 

Susannah Hill, mantua maker, 1790-1809. Sarah Taylor, seamstress, 1800-1801. 

Ann Taylor, widow, boarding house, 1795-1810. Hannah Gillaspie, mantua 

maker, 1802. Madam Baeu, gentlewoman, widow, 1801-1804. Madam Vaughan, 

1802-1806, Rebecca Price, teachers, 1802-1807. Ann Hoffner, widow, 1807. 

Catherine Catherall, widow, 1807. Mary Thomas, gentlewoman, 1807. Mary 

McKinney, boarding house, 1807. Mrs. Vockason, nurse, 1809. Margaret Fry, 

huckster, 1810. Magdeline Orell, shoemaker, 1810. Elizabeth Levy, fuel clarifier, 

1810. Rebecca Wells, lady, 1810. Amy Stackhouse, seamstress, 1810. Ann 

Lemaire, lady, 1810. Mary Hillman, boarding house, 1809-1810. Mary Tatum, 

gentlewoman. Hannah Catherall, widow, lady, 1810-1813. Mary Clampffer, 

widow, 1810-1813. Rebecca Ferguson, widow, shopkeeper, 1813-1841. Eliza 

McCollum, mantua maker, 1813. Margaret Maag, tailoress, 1813. Ann James, 

widow, 1813. Hannah Newton, mantua maker, seamstress, 1810-1813. Margaret 

Peddle, widow, lady, 1810-1813. 

These are the names of the 60 women who appear in City Directories and the 

United States Censuses as the legal heads of households on Elfreth's Alley 

between roughly 1790 to 1813. Representing 20-30% of the street's residents, 

some only lived here for a year or two, others for decades. Yet collectively, these 

women illustrate the opportunities and challenges of life for single women in the 

Early Republic of Philadelphia.223  

 

The installation of "Feme Sole (2022)" in the Museum pretended to make an 

experimental representation and a memorial of these women, their different interests, and 

the diversity of characters that rarely can be found in the archival material. 

This representation was achieved using the ideas of a dress as an object and the 

names of those single women. The dress has been part of a collection of costumes 

 
223 “Episode 2: Spinsters, Runaway Wives, and Widows” in The Alley Cast, ibid. 
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donated to the Museum probably by the 1960s, but that date is unclear. It is not a 

historical dress or "archival valuable" object, like the dress of a woman that is displayed 

in House #126 next to the 18th-century furniture and dressmaking artifacts. Instead, these 

dresses and the others in the Museum storage area are part of a collection of costumes 

used by the residents in the representations they made to get funds for the Museum. 

"Feme Sole (2022)" created a new archive of fragments that loosely collage 

together the names of the single women head of households of the Alley, their half or 

inexistent memories, and the reflection around the collective memory manipulated by the 

records in the metaphor of a dress with no historical value. 

This work applied to the representational challenges that exist in the culture at 

large. But while this work explored the recovery of the memory occasioned by 

photographic images in the Museum public sphere, I am particularly adept at reflecting 

upon intimate and private labor of remembering occasioned by photography itself. 

The creation of this piece and the research of episodes 1, 2, and 3 of The Alley 

Cast clarified that different factors made the discrimination of these single women: 

gender, race, age, marital status, and the reasons why they were single women.  

 

7.2. Materiality and Process 

This installation pretended to be a portrait of these women with the challenge that 

there was little information about them. There were no images or other records of them 

other than the census data and some deeds. How to make a photograph of something or 

someone who is not alive anymore? Or someone we never saw? Or someone who does 

not even appears on the census data or any other official record? 
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"Feme Sole (2022)" was a collage conformed of eighteen stitched panels that 

deconstructed the indexicality of a dress made for a nine or ten-year-old girl found in the 

object collection of Elfreth's Alley Museum. This deconstruction was translated into a 

collage of photograms that used a variety of image-making processes: transfers from 

digital to analog photography without the use of an enlarger, polaroids, lumen prints on 

expired silver gelatin paper, platinum/palladium, toned cyanotypes, and Van Dyke Brown 

prints on cotton paper, stitching papers on canvas, and repetitive audio texts taken from 

The Alley Cast. It can be said that "Feme Sole (2022)" bridged digital technology and 

19th-century photography. These processes had been altered to address experimental 

printing, practice, and technique. They reflect an intimate relationship between the 

photographic processes and the diversity in the representation of these single women.  

Making strong, visually engaging experimental photograms starts by learning to 

let go of control. When I understood how to successfully combine traditional printing 

chemistry and the materiality of the paper(s) with alternate light sources and mediums, 

there were almost no limits to what you could produce or how you could choose to work 

with these materials. 

Cyanotype, platinum/palladium, and Van Dyke Brown are processes based on 

light-sensitive chemicals that use different kinds of metal compositions.224  These 

processes (including the lumen print technique) are made by direct contact between the 

digital negative and the light-sensitive paper, which means that the print size will depend 

 
224 Cyanotype: potassium ferricyanide and ferric ammonium. Platinum/Palladium: ferric oxalate, palladium, 

platinum Na2, potassium oxalate, sodium bisulfite. Van Dyke Brown: ferric ammonium citrate, tartaric 

acid, silver nitrate. For detailed information check: Christopher James, The Book of Alternative 

Photographic Processes (Delmar, Thomson Learning, Canada, 2002). 
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on the digital negative size printed on a transparency. In these processes, the paper is 

coated with the chemical composition and exposed to the Sun or a UV light source 

machine for minutes or even hours. Depending on the process, after exposure, 

development, and fixation, the paper was bleached and toned to warm browns, blues, and 

creamy highlights. The warm brownish hue of the Van Dyke Brown and toned cyanotype 

is a distinguished earmark of these types of prints. 

The lumen print225 process is made using silver gelatin paper. The photographic 

negatives were transformed like raw material through physical and digital intervention, 

then they were in direct contact with the expired photographic paper, exposed to UV light 

for several hours, and finally fixed. Ethereal pastel tones emerge in the process, 

determined by the time of exposure, the type of light, and the kind of paper used. Some 

factors influence the colors of the gelatin silver paper. "Feme Sole (2022)" has two of the 

eighteen panels made with this process using expired Kodak and Ilford B/W semi-matte 

paper. 

Also, "Feme Sole (2022)" has two panels made with twenty-four small polaroids. 

This process included using a digital edition, transferring and printing to the Polaroid Lab 

using a mobile app, separating the emulsions from the Polaroid chemicals, and stitching 

them to the canvas. 

Stitching the eighteen panels of images on canvas went beyond the aesthetics of 

the result. It wanted to intertwine formal and conceptual aspects. It brought a powerful 

message regarding women and embroidery and undervalued labor, especially when men 

 
225 Lumen prints are solar photograms considered one of photography's earliest experiments on silver 

gelatin paper. (https://www.alternativephotography.com/lumen-prints/). 
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overshadowed women in traditional art. The stitching process in "Feme Sole (2022)" 

made by me, a male figure, pretended to acknowledge and recognize women's work not 

as craft or tradition but as meticulous, creative, and unique. 

The last component of this piece is the audio with the names of the sixty women 

head of households on the Alley. Isabel Steven used her voice to record the names of 

these women in The Alley Cast, and its constant repetition, as part of "Feme Sole 

(2022)," provided strength and anxiety and brought back to memory when was the last 

time the names of these women were pronounced. 

 

7.3. Statement 

Title: Feme Sole, 2022. 

Medium: Experimental photography collage stitched on canvas (polaroids, lumen 

prints, cyanotypes, platinum/palladium, Van Dyke Brown). 

Audio narrated by Isabel Steven (2020). 

Dimensions: 48" x 36" inches. 

"Feme Sole" was the term used by U.S. society to talk about single women in the 

18th and 19th centuries. In Elfreth's Alley, many women (widows, runaway wives, 

spinsters) decided to live by themselves with other women, defying the social, economic, 

and gender conventions of that time. In 1762, House # 24 (now # 126) was the home of 

two mantua makers (Mary Smith and Sarah Melton). Like them, several dressmakers or 

seamstresses lived during this period at Elfreth's Alley. 

This piece is a metaphor for the diversity and bravery of 60 women, legal heads of 

households on Elfreth's Alley, between roughly 1790 to 1813. They represented 20-30% 
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of the street's residents. These women illustrate the opportunities and challenges of life 

for single women in the Early Republic of Philadelphia.  

For more information, listen to The Alley Cast. 

Episode 2: Spinsters, Runaway Wives, and Widows. 

 

 

Figure 4.28: QR Code Related to "Feme Sole." May 2022.226 

 

 
226 Appendix K. https://www.elfrethsalley.org/podcast/2020/7/1/episode-2-spinsters-runaway-wives-and-

widows. 
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Figure 4.29: “Feme Sole.” May 2022. 
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Figure 4.30: “Feme Sole,” Displayed at House #126, Elfreth's Alley. May 2022. 

 

8. Final Thoughts About "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley" 

 

Working with archives, alternative stories, and experimental image-making 

processes, I discovered that a camera was not the right tool in this context. For this 

reason, I started experimenting with different light-sensitive materials, surfaces, and 

technologies. I did this research with a lot of persistence, and gradually, I became 

familiar with managing different techniques: exposure times, distances, temperature 

control, media, and algorithmic editions. Little by little, I realized that I began to control 

this type of procedure. However, it was not a complete control, and much of what 

happened later was distorted. 
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I was impacted by the unpredictable results and the circumstances I could not 

control. It was a conversation with different types of matter and materials (light, 

chemicals, algorithmic processes) and their leading role on the surfaces. "The 

characteristic of the photogram is not to illustrate the event but to be an event itself," 

argued Baudrillard.227  Indeed, if we know that all photography is closely linked to the 

moment in which it was produced, the truth is that here, the event moment was taken 

from the archive. Its artistic and historical deconstruction in the present savagely left a set 

of marks that acquire an undoubted aesthetic value in its approach and in the contingency 

of what happened. 

 These images emerge as a performative attempt to capture something that 

surpasses and defeats the current technology and technique. Every part of the process 

actively participates and assumes a leading role. The old dichotomies that differentiate 

subject/object or activity/passivity are deconstructed under a production process that 

dilutes borders and where everything seems to fit into a single structure. 

 Hence, "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley" was a realist art that 

tried to capture something non-realistic from archival collections that dig into the past to 

disturb the present and to question the identity and memory of the Alley and the city. 

From there, it is possible to maintain that these artworks have a political influence 

because they demand some reaction.228  

 

 
227 Jean Baudrillard, El pacto de lucidez o la inteligencia del mal (Buenos Aires: Amorrortu, 2008), 93. 

 
228 For more visual information review Appendix L. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

Elfreth's Alley is the protagonist of more than three hundred years of stories 

shaping the identity of its residents and the city of Philadelphia. Its vibrant history started 

in colonial times, passing through the industrial era till what is the Alley now. In this 

concluding chapter, the research of this dissertation draws together the theoretical and 

methodological perspectives on Elfreth's Alley digitized archival material available 

online from 1910 to the late 1980s intertwined with experimental image-making 

processes and the way they forge the Alley's identity (public, collective and private 

memory). Furthermore, this research examines its broader contributions to preserving the 

Alley and the city's memory and suggests areas for future investigations and projects. 

In Elfreth's Alley, most of the residents' modern and contemporary stories have 

been shadowed by the overwhelming recognition of the Alley's colonial past. The 

photographic records (1910-1993) found in several library collections mirror this 

situation. Throughout this work, I have argued that researching, appropriating, and 

deconstructing Elfreth's Alley archival materials using unpredictable experimental image-

making processes is possible to reflect and transform the understanding of personal 

narratives. These alternative narratives question ideas of power, race, gender, 

environment, gentrification, social interactions, presences and absences in preserving and 

constructing the public and collective memory of this National Historic Landmark in 

Philadelphia. To sum it up, this dissertation has questioned the assumptions upon which 

experimental photography approaches the structures of power behind archival collections 
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and how they can unveil different Elfreth's Alley stages to enrich the residents' and 

visitors' imaginaries about this place. 

This study and approach to the archival material based on the pillars of this 

dissertation (power, losing control, experimentation, and archives) are linked to the 

notion of freedom proposed by Vilém Flusser.229 For him, some images defy 

categorization because they are "unpredictable" and deny the rules-based proliferation 

of the camera, which Flusser conceives as an independent apparatus. Flusser proposes 

photography's radical revolutionary freedom rather than complicity with photography-

as-media. 

Freedom questions what uncontrolled and unpredictable analog and digital 

experimental image-making processes can do in what is present and absent in Elfreth's 

Alley archival materials. Even more critical is the connection of these experimentations 

with alternative narratives that question the empowerment relationships between archival 

collections and the Alley's public and collective memory. As mentioned in chapter three, 

unpredictable results are a characteristic of experimental photography (and it is 

encouraged), and experimental photographer pushes the boundaries of experimentation to 

get them. However, in my research, I discovered that getting 100% unpredictable results 

is impossible. There is always a degree of control by the creator over the processes and 

the results. What is unpredictable is how the audience and viewers appreciate and 

interpret the work. 

 
229 “Freedom is the strategy of making chance and necessity subordinate to human intention. Freedom is 

playing against the camera.” Vilém Flusser, Towards a philosophy of Photography, ibid., 80. 
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The theoretical studies of this investigation have been translated, for this 

qualitative research, in a multimodal media approach that includes: an exhibit at Elfreth's 

Alley Museum (The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley), the edition and 

publication of "The Creative Journal" (that gathers the experimentation processes and 

their connection between archives, Alley's stories, and statements), series of lectures 

about this study, and the manuscript understood as a record of this investigation. These 

modalities interact with each other and are based on experimental photographic 

methodologies, qualities, and ontologies.  

To reach the core of this multimodal approach, it was crucial to work 

collaboratively with other scholars and researchers, the Elfreth's Alley Association, the 

Museum public historians and staff, and especially the residents of the Alley, some of 

them living in that area since the 1970s, others since the last ten years and the less since 

2021. In this framework, these co-creation methodologies (human and non-human) 

helped to critically reveal these systems' distribution of power, control, impact, and 

meanings. 

This dissertation has addressed two essential dimensions throughout this research: 

the contextual reality of the archival material and the value of experimental photography 

in connection with the cultural context and its medium and materiality. In the multimodal 

exhibit, these images show the need to produce a new link not only with what is behind 

the archive contextuality but also with the photographic image itself. In this connection, 

there was no fear of incorporating the loss of control and expecting unpredictability 

results in the production of the image; instead, it was decided to enter a complex game of 

technical and natural uncertainties. 
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The impact of the Alley's archival research is outlined in chapter 2, and it can be 

summarized in archival decolonization, interpretation, and its connection with the 

memory of the Alley's residents and visitors. In that sense, my findings challenged a 

double process of decolonization, one related to the colonial stories associated with 

Elfreth's Alley public and collective memory and the accessibility and interpretation of 

archival material. Decolonization and interpretation go hand in hand, including a sense of 

meaning, and they are part of a dynamic and constantly changing power structure. As 

Thomas Ruff stated: 

To achieve this purpose, It is maybe because photography has been misused… 

that I think you have to be very careful when you're looking at a photograph. You 

always have to know the conditions under which it has been made—because 

otherwise, you cannot read it, or you could misunderstand it, or the image can be 

misused. Since photography is such a realistic medium, it pretends that everything 

you're looking at was in front of the camera. But in the meantime, it wasn't. I 

think it was once said that 'The illiterate of the future is not the person who cannot 

read, but the one who cannot read photographs properly.'230 

 

In that framework, this work is relevant because it reflects and interprets 

experimental photography and invites viewers to adopt a critical position in front of the 

archival images. Given what has been said, in coordination with Elfreth's Alley Museum, 

we tried to recover the impact of the exhibit on the residents and visitors:  

May 6, 2022. Dilmar: You have totally captured the "feel" of the Alley with your 

beautiful photos, so artistically done. The displays are incredible, they drew you 

into "be" to look, to see the history and story of our historic, neighborhood street. 

Thank you, thank you –our best to you– Love, Sue & Rob Kettell # 129. 

(Resident and participant of the pinhole photos for the piece "Windows") 

 

Dilmar, what an amazing experience! You brought the Alley to life in a new way 

that even myself as a resident hadn't imagined. Thank you for bringing your 

 
230 Thomas Ruff, “Thomas Ruff Interview,” interviewed by Lane, Guy for Foto8, The Home of 

Photojournalism, October 24, 2009, www.foto8.com/live/thomas-ruff-interview. 
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perspective to our history! Susan Poulton. (Resident and participant of the pinhole 

photos for the piece "Windows") 

 

 

Figure 5.1.:  Sue and Rob Kettell. Guestbook. May 6, 2022. 

 

 

Figure 5.2.:  Susan Poulton. Guestbook. May 6, 2022. 
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Two Alley residents wrote these quotes. They participated in the pinhole project 

(Windows, 2022). Sue and Rob have been in the Alley for more than 40 years, and Susan 

moved to the Alley a year ago. I spent hours in their houses talking about their 

experiences living in this neighborhood and how they continued to be amazed by the 

stories of the Alley they did not know. From this perspective, while Roland Barthes 

attributes the pensiveness character to a photograph, for Ruff, those attributes are 

centered on the interpretation controlled by the reader. Furthermore, Geoffrey Batchen 

implies that "photography forces us to think about the activity of seeing taking place in 

the here and now, thereby confronting us with our own perceptual agency. These are 

photographs that turn the act of viewing back onto the viewer."231 

In Elfreth's Alley, the photograph and the viewer's point of view are 

complementary. In the case of these residents, their perspectives have many faces: on one 

side, Sue and Bob are old residents who saw how the Alley shaped over time, they 

participate actively in the programs and events organized by the Elfreth's Alley 

Association since they moved to the Alley, and they always became collaborators in the 

projects organized by and for the residents. On the other hand, Susan, a single woman 

motivated by the stories of the Alley, moved to this place a year ago, participates in the 

Alley's community programs, and is committed to Elfreth's Alley Association. 

The analysis of the archival material, the decisions I took for choosing Elfreth's 

Alley digitized archives, and the use of experimental photography led to the multimodal 

exhibit. As demonstrated in chapters three and four, "The Power of Experimentation at 

 
231 Geoffrey Batchen. “Photography. An art of the real” in What is a photograph? by Carol Squiers (New 

York City: International Center of Photography, 2014), 51.  
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Elfreth's Alley" shows the unresolvable tension between the nature of the medium and the 

cultural context where all these pieces were created from a profoundly sensorial 

experience. It is about "entering" and "exiting" the context where the representations 

come from, or, better said, the simultaneity between reality and its image. In that regard, 

the photography identity's historical and ontological discussions, and the tension between 

the context and the medium itself, got questioned with the presence of experimental 

photography. Heir to the avant-garde, experimental photography is a work where the 

natural, the technology, and the human act together. 

 Therefore, the multimodal exhibit, far from the standard photographic process 

of the dark room and subjected to other types of conditions, takes up old (and current) 

problems of artistic work related to the representation of something absent, the 

dimensions of reality, and the selection of what we do and do not see. The experimental 

images involving this kind of dialogue and concern could not be made by keeping the 

rigid disposition of the photographer. Today we know well that the option to try to get 

out of realism was a strategy to turn the photograph into an object of personal (or artistic) 

expression. Still, here it is not only the photographer but the dynamics behind the archival 

material that imposed new rules. Here, the form arises from the photographic matter to 

the contingency and chance. 

Within this context, this dissertation centered its investigation on an exhaustive 

analysis of the exhibit "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley," its design, 

creation, production process, and impact on the construction of the public and collective 

memory of the Alley.  
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A more profound study of all the topics involved in this dissertation can generate 

many questions about the relationship between archival accessibility, interpretation, and 

experimental photography. Furthermore, it connects to the idea that photographic and 

media art began to move away from classical representation and opted to lay the 

foundations of its own work. What does it mean to represent? What is the condition of 

representation of the unrepresentable?  

 "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley" showed that reality (what we 

see and perceive) never coincides with the models we produce about it, nor even with 

itself. Reality always hides a hard nucleus –energy– that surpasses and exceeds its 

complete representations. The multimodal exhibit, in effect, works as the condenser of an 

"immaterial materialism" that makes the energy of time and space. In that sense, these 

installations question the realism aesthetics to reveal other dimensions of the Alley's 

archives, its formal deconstruction, and its political criticism. From there, the multimodal 

exhibit could be considered an attempt to capture the memory in such a way that it shows 

its condition of being something never utterly controllable by the project of modernity 

and by the type of reason this brings with it. 

 Consequently, the mission of experimental photography in this multimodal 

exhibit consists in reminding visitors and residents of the social, political, economic, and 

racial inequities through the materiality of the installations located in the Museum. 

Therefore, in their vocation to go beyond technological knowledge, in the radicality of 

their sensitive texture, in their dissent against traditional representations, these artworks 

(where the intimidating archival material has one language and technology another) were 

the sample of how the photographic image transcends different languages (painting, 
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video, design, new media). It means that in these images, historical narratives from the 

archives ceased to be a commercial resource and were placed as representative of the 

entire community. Therefore, their political power emerges from there. For this reason, 

by investigating experimental photography, we can question the traditional processes, 

play with and combine them, and invent new ones, in other words, processes of 

appropriation and deconstruction of Elfreth's Alley digitized archives. Experimentation is 

a big world without boundaries, just full of options to develop; however, most 

experimental artworks are shown in traditional exhibition structures, "The Power of 

Experimentation at Elfreth's Alley" tried to break the conventions according to the spaces 

available in the Museum.  

 The present findings about experimental photography allow us to think about 

the many possibilities that the materiality (analog and digital) integrated with the 

historical context can create to expand different and diverse narratives. 

To sum it up, Elfreth's Alley is a community with rich narratives that need to be 

studied and unveiled to strengthen the residents' memory and identity. One of the most 

significant aspects of the stories behind "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's 

Alley" is that it captivated the interest of the residents and the visitors. In collaboration 

with the public historians of the Alley, this multimodal exhibit helped to understand the 

history of this place and offered new ways to question the community's public and 

collective memory. Nonetheless, it led to questions about Philadelphia's selective 

memory to prefer and invoke colonial times in many places (not only in Elfreth's Alley) 

instead of a more holistic valorization of the city stories. This imbalance affects the 
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interpretation of history, access to archival material, and identity construction through 

preserving and renovating the public and collective memory.  

Moreover, the multimodal exhibit contributed to a new interaction between house 

museum perceptions and contemporary art installations in Elfreth's Alley Museum 

spaces. This exhibit provided the opportunity to share the not-famous stories of the Alley 

with more than 6,500 visitors to the Museum in the 2022 season and allowed several 

residents to participate in the programs organized around it. Also, it opened the door to 

new perspectives and engaged most residents in discussing what is behind these 

narratives. 

 It could be said that these pieces are a "last" and "first" image. They are a "first" 

image because they go back and forward to the origin of the photographic tradition and 

seek to recover their beginnings. They are "last" images because, in their decay –in time 

and space– their language (in its breaks, disappearance, contrasts, incompleteness) is a 

testimony of the Alley's public memory remains. These images raise tension between the 

figurative and the abstract, presence and absence, thought and image, the existing and 

lost, and between aesthetics and politics. 

The Elfreth's Alley Association has a big responsibility in creating safe 

environments for the public to discuss crucial topics connected to the identity of the 

Alley: gender and racial discrimination, the presence of the native communities in the 

Delaware River, the Unions and working conditions through history, urban challenges, 

analysis, the study of the archives, and many more. The commitment and participation of 

most residents in the programs the Association promotes is a significant advantage to 

continuing with these projects. In that sense, besides Elfreth's Alley public programs, the 
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future of experimental photography should be something to consider and reflect on. As 

this practice has been growing in the last decades, it could be a captivating form to 

approach archival material and the sites connected to them. The multimodal exhibit could 

be an example of collaborative work that helps to incorporate new creative proposals for 

National Historic Landmarks or places where the memory is in danger. Experimental 

image-making could help preserve and renew the residents' connections with their 

history. 

The multimodal artistic intervention, "The Power of Experimentation at Elfreth's 

Alley" in the Museum spaces, showed alternative aesthetics reflecting on alternative 

stories and became one of the efforts that Elfreth's Alley Association tried to promote 

during 2022. However, the diverse Museum programs will continue to be challenged 

because of the public and collective memory of several residents and the city still 

promotes predetermined colonial stories created around this place. The economic factor is 

another variable that challenges the eagerness for a wider variety of Museum programs. 

While working and collaborating in the Museum, I witnessed the Museum staff's 

creativity and efforts to keep running a diversity of programs to engage the residents with 

the Alley's stories and preserve the traditional gatherings and celebrations that started in 

the 1930s (the leading funds' resource).  

As stated in the introduction, in this dissertation, connecting and intertwining 

archival research, documentary theories, art and crafts, and digital and analog 

experimentations in a historical space is an invitation to explore, discuss, and get 

immersed in the environment of Elfreth's Alley stories, their presences and absences in 

the archives and the challenges in constructing the memory of a place in a more sensory 
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way. The representation of the Alley linking experimental photography with archival 

material drives the viewers in the sense of suspense and not a return to something old, 

static, and fixed. The multimodal exhibit, in all its facets, is a memorial and a metaphor 

that has pretended to generate a different experience breaking the preconceptions about 

traditional historical houses and the way to see the stories behind them. In that sense, 

experimenting in Elfreth's Alley has warned a fear that memory could be lost. If then 

there is something terrifying in these images is fundamentally the panic that we forget. 

However, the memory of this place can be preserved and renewed with the right 

strategies and vision. 
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APPENDIX A 

REPOSITORY: TEMPLE UNIVERSITY LIBRARIES, SPECIAL 

COLLECTIONS RESEARCH CENTER 

TABLE 1. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (TU) 

Repository: Temple University Libraries, Special Collections Research Center 

Repository Collection: George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Collection 

Digital Collection: George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Photographs 

Digital Publisher: Philadelphia PA: Temple University Libraries 

 Title Date Photographer Description Identifier 

1 Elfreth's Alley 
[ca. 

1930] 
unknnown View of Elfreth's Alley. P709186B 

2 Elfreth's Alley 
[ca. 

1930] 
unknnown 

Front of home with 

garage. 
P709179B 

3 
Residents of 

Elfreth's Alley 

1932-

06-02 
unknnown 

Residents sitting on front 

door steps of Elfreth's 

Alley. 

P709154 

4 
Residents of 

Elfreth's Alley 

1932-

06-02 
unknnown 

Children standing by 

doorway of home and 

entrance to alleyway. 

P709217B 

5 

"Old world 

atmosphere in 

Philadelphia" 

1935-

06-08 
unknnown 

View of Elfreth's Alley 

with an automobile 

parked on the sidewalk. 

P709078B 

6 Elfreth's Alley 
1937-

06-07 
unknnown 

People sitting on a bench 

in an Elfreth's Alley court 

yard. 

P709129B 

7 Elfreth's Alley 
1937-

06-07 
unknnown 

Josephine Reardon, who 

is dressed in colonial 

attire, being observed by 

an a group of people 

seated on a nearby step. 

P709130B 

8 Elfreth's Alley 
1937-

06-07 
unknnown 

Josephine Reardon, who 

is dressed in colonial 

attire, being observed by 

an a group of people 

seated on a nearby step. 

P709187B 

9 

"These houses 

will remain 

standing" 

1937-

02-20 
unknnown 

Two children sit on door 

step of house. 
P709118B 
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TABLE 2. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (TU) 

Repository: Temple University Libraries, Special Collections Research Center 

Repository Collection: George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Collection 

Digital Collection: George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Photographs 

Digital Publisher: Philadelphia PA: Temple University Libraries 

 Title Date Photographer Description Identifier 

10 

"Two 

afternoons in 

Elfreth's 

Alley - as 

they might 

have been" 

1938-

06-13 
unknnown 

Dressed as historic 

figures, Merle Lukecart 

talks with Sally Jane 

Spruance. 

P709157B 

11 
"Elfreth's 

Alley" 

[ca. 

1940] 
unknnown 

Sailors chat with resident 

about brickwork on home 

in Elfreth's Alley. 

P709183B 

12 

"Old city 

street relives 

its youth" 

1944-

06-03 
unknnown 

Dressed in Colonial 

costume, Mrs. Joseph 

Noble, Mrs. F.J. Roos, 

and Della Zern pose near 

a window box. 

P709123B 

15 

"Dedicating 

plaque in 

historic 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1947-

04-13 
unknnown 

Photograph shows (from 

left) Warren V. Hait, 

Marjorie Foster, Arthur 

Block, M.J. McCosker, 

Mary Carroll and 

(background) Henry E. 

Flaemig take part in a 

ceremony on Elfreth's 

Alley. Miss Foster, Miss 

Carroll and Mr. Flaemig 

are dressed in Colonial 

costumes. 

P709088B 

16 

"Celebration 

in Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1948-

06-06 
unknnown 

Crowds gather under 

American Flags and 

strings of lights on 

Elfreth's Alley. 

P709176B 
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TABLE 3. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (TU) 

Repository: Temple University Libraries, Special Collections Research Center 

Repository Collection: George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Collection 

Digital Collection: George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Photographs 

Digital Publisher: Philadelphia PA: Temple University Libraries 

 Title Date Photographer Description Identifier 

17 

"Mr. and Mrs. 

Ben Franklin 

revisit 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1949-

06-05 
unknnown 

Dressed as Ben and 

Debbie Franklin, Mr. and 

Mrs. William T. Innes 

greet Barbara Doran and 

two other young children. 

P709134B 

18 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

[ca. 

1950-

1960] 

unknnown 

View of homes in 

Elfreth's Alley. A 

Colonial style sign is 

superimposed in both 

photographs. 

V191051B 

19 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

[ca. 

1950-

1960] 

unknnown 

View of homes in 

Elfreth's Alley. A 

Colonial style sign is 

superimposed in both 

photographs. 

V191052B 

20 

"Rehearsing 

for Elfreth's 

Alley fete 

day" 

1952-

05-29 

Coward, 

William S. 

Mrs. John Hoster and her 

daughter, Joan, discuss 

posters hanging in 

Elfreth's Alley. 

P709194B 

21 

"Rehearsing 

for Elfreth's 

Alley fete 

day" 

1952-

05-29 

Coward, 

William S. 

Elsa Becker greets 

Carolyne Diller in the 

doorway to an Elfreth's 

Alley home. 

P709195B 

22 

"Rehearsing 

for Elfreth's 

Alley fete 

day" 

1952-

05-29 

Coward, 

William S. 

Elsa Becker and Florence 

Heym looking down 

from a balcony as 

Florence Myhasuk and 

John Foster talk by a 

street lamp in a courtyard 

below. 

P709098B 
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TABLE 4. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (TU) 

Repository: Temple University Libraries, Special Collections Research Center 

Repository Collection: George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Collection 

Digital Collection: George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Photographs 

Digital Publisher: Philadelphia PA: Temple University Libraries 

 Title Date Photographer Description Identifier 

23 
"Restored old 

house" 

1952-

06-02 
unknown 

Dressed in Colonial 

attire, Florence Myhaseik 

and John C. Hoster look 

at documents. Joan 

Hoster is seen in the 

background. 

P709196B 

24 
"Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1953-

05-29 
Hamilton 

Mrs. John C. Hoster and 

Mrs. John Barnett discuss 

and carry old flags down 

Elfreth's Alley. 

P709181B 

25 
"Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1953-

05-29 
Hamilton 

Mrs. John C. Hoster and 

Mrs. John Barnett discuss 

and carry old flags down 

Elfreth's Alley. 

P709198B 

26 
"Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1953-

05-29 
Hamilton 

Mrs. Hoster and Mrs. 

Barnett pose with Edna 

Randolph Worrell and the 

Colonial flag. 

P709197B 

27 
"Elfreth's 

Alley Fete" 

1953-

06-06 
Hartman 

"Miss Florence Heym 

Hostess waiting while 

John Converse the Town 

Crier annoucnes the 

opening of the Homes 

along the Alley to the 

Public." 

P724178B 

28 

"Blaze 

damages 200-

year-old 

home in 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1955-

02-06 

Wasko, 

Joseph 

Fireman tend to their 

duties on the scene of a 

fire on Elfreth's Alley. 

P709182B 
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29 

"Umbrella 

weather at 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1956-

06-03 

Ligato, 

Dominic 

Dressed in Colonial 

costumes, Florence 

Myhasuk and Joan Hoppe 

converse by a white 

picket fence with 

umbrellas raised. 

P709199B 

30 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1957-

06-01 

Hartman, 

Newton 

Photograph shows view 

of Elfreth's Alley looking 

towards the Delaware 

River. 

P709105B 

31 

"Elfreth's 

Alley open 

house" 

1957-

06-01 

Hartman, 

Newton 

John H. Converse, 

dressed as the Town 

Crier, attracting the 

attention of a group of 

young women dressed in 

Colonial costumes. 

P709092B 

32 

"Elfreth's 

Alley open 

house" 

1957-

06-01 

Hartman, 

Newton 

Estelle Goy holds out a 

pot of flowers to Lizbeth 

Schuster, who playfully 

hangs from the fence. 

P709093B 

33 

"Elfreth's 

Alley open 

house" 

1957-

06-01 

Hartman, 

Newton 

Mary Dothard and Leila 

Hiddle standing in a 

doorway examining a 

vase. 

P709097B 

34 

"As it was in 

Colonial 

days" 

1957-

01-20 

Montone, 

Frank P. 

Ruth Phillips (left), Mrs. 

Paul MacDonald (center), 

and Marcia McDonald 

stroll down Elfreth's 

Alley dressed in Colonial 

costume. 

P709180B 
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35 

"Annual fete 

of Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1958-

01-18 

Hartman, 

Newton 

Mrs. John S. Carnes 

serves tea to Barbara 

Hanscom, both of whom 

are dressed in Colonial 

costumes. 

P709091B 

36 

"Annual fete 

of Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1958-

01-18 

Hartman, 

Newton 

Mrs. John S. Carnes 

serves tea to Barbara 

Hanscom, both of whom 

are dressed in Colonial 

costumes. 

P709131B 

37 

"Annual fete 

of Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1958-

01-18 

Hartman, 

Newton 

Carlyn Davis showing a 

cake tin to Donna Proud. 
P709132B 

38 

"Annual fete 

of Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1958-

01-18 

Hartman, 

Newton 

Crowds on street waiting 

to visit the historic 

homes. 

P709135B 

39 

"Annual fete 

of Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1958-

01-18 

Hartman, 

Newton 

Crowds on street waiting 

to visit the historic 

homes. 

P709170B 

40 

"Colonial 

times return 

to historic 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1959-

06-07 

Wasko, 

Joseph 

Aerial view of visitors 

and people dressed in 

Colonial clothing passing 

down Elfreth's Alley. 

P709077B 

41 

"Colonial 

times return 

to historic 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1959-

06-07 

Wasco, 

Joseph 

Aerial view of visitors 

and people dressed in 

Colonial clothing passing 

down Elfreth's Alley. 

P709079B 
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42 
"Elfreth's 

Alley day" 

1959-

06-06 

Wasko, 

Joseph 

A crowd of vistors in 

alley waiting to see 

houses. 

P709115B 

43 
"Elfreth's 

Alley day" 

1959-

06-06 

Wasko, 

Joseph 

Young Carol Lee 

Viehweg dressed in 

colonial costume handing 

out souvenirs. 

P709128B 

44 
"Elfreth's 

Alley day" 

1959-

06-06 

Wasko, 

Joseph 

Young Carol Lee 

Viehweg dressed in 

colonial costume handing 

out souvenirs. 

P709208B 

45 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1960-

02-09 
unknown 

Photograph of homes on 

Elfreth's Alley. 
 

46 

Scout troop 

visits Elfreth's 

Alley 

1961-

06-03 

Pasquarella, 

Dominic 

Costumed guide points 

out Colonial flag hanging 

from a house on Elfreth's 

Alley to a group of girl 

scouts. 

P709213B 

47 

"Historical 

Elfreth's 

Alley holds 

annual open 

house" 

1961-

06-04 

Pasquarella, 

Dominic 

Young Janet Newland is 

protected from the rain 

by Helen Yurick's apron 

and her mother's 

umbrella. 

P709111B 

48 

"Bladen's 

Court Houses 

in 

Expressway 

Path" 

1961-

01-06 
Montone 

"Two colonial homes in 

Bladen's Court, off 

Elfreth's Alley, are 

endangered by 

construction of the $300 

million Delaware 

Expressway." "Spinning 

balcony of No. 2 Bladen's 

Court." 

P046156B 
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49 

"Annual open 

house fete in 

historic 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1962-

06-02 

Ligato, 

Dominic 

A large crowd touring 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709112B 

50 

Members of 

high school 

band visit 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1962-

11-21 

Coward, 

William S. 

Nancy Belote, Jill 

Space,and Fran Shell 

attempt to peek through a 

window of a home on 

Elfreth's Alley. 

P709133B 

51 

Members of 

high school 

band visit 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1962-

11-21 

Coward, 

William S. 

A large group of students 

gathered in Elfreth's 

Alley. 

P709200B 

52 

"Annual open 

house fete in 

historic 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1962-

06-02 

Ligato, 

Dominic 

Mrs. Lewis Sullivan 

fixing a hat on a wax 

model. 

P709117B 

53 

"Annual open 

house fete in 

historic 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1962-

06-02 

Ligato, 

Dominic 

Elizabeth Solomen in 

Colonial costume 

watering the flowers in a 

window box. 

P709169B 

54 "Fig tree" 
1962-

10-29 

Gonzales, 

Vincent 

A fig tree grows close to 

a home on Elfreth's 

Alley. 

P709209B 

55 

"Elfreth's 

Alley now a 

national 

historic 

landmark" 

1963-

06-01 

Wasco, 

Joseph 

People dressed in 

Colonial attire going 

about their business in 

Elfreth's Alley. 

P709166B 
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56 

"Elfreth's 

Alley now a 

national 

historic 

landmark" 

1963-

06-01 

Wasko, 

Joseph 

A ceremony where 

Ronald F. Lee presents a 

certificate to Richard H. 

Hammond while 

surrounded by a group of 

women dressed in 

Colonial costume. 

P709152B 

57 

"Elfreth's 

Alley now a 

national 

historic 

landmark" 

1963-

06-01 

Wasco, 

Joseph 

A ceremony where 

Ronald F. Lee presents a 

certificate to Richard H. 

Hammond while 

surrounded by a group of 

women dressed in 

Colonial costume. 

P709155B 

58 

"Elfreth's 

Alley now a 

national 

historic 

landmark" 

1963-

06-01 

Wasko, 

Joseph 

David Axe climbing a 

lampost and being 

""scolded"" by his 

mother, Mrs. Burton Axe. 

P709168B 

59 

"Elfreth's 

Alley now a 

national 

historic 

landmark" 

1963-

06-01 

Wasko, 

Joseph 

David Axe climbing a 

lampost and being 

""scolded"" by his 

mother, Mrs. Burton Axe. 

P709177B 

60 
"Elfreth's 

Alley day" 

1964-

06-06 

Gottlieb, 

Sonne 

Dressed in Colonial 

attire, Mrs. David 

Harnish holds her young 

daughter Marie up to see 

wall plaques. 

P709158B 

61 
"Elfreth's 

Alley day" 

1965-

06-05 

Pasquarella, 

Dominic 

Visitors and costumed 

guides occupy Elfreth's 

Alley. 

P709116B 
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62 
"Elfreth's 

Alley day" 

1965-

05-05 

Pasquarella, 

Dominic 

Amy and Sarah Dennis 

peering through a 

window of a home on 

Elfreth's Alley as their 

parents, Mrs. and Mrs. 

Richard Dennis talk with 

Mrs. Francis J. Herbert, a 

costumed guide. 

P709201B 

63 
"Elfreth's 

Alley day" 

1965-

05-05 

Pasquarella, 

Dominic 

Janina Miller, Sue Axe, 

and Mrs. Lester Axe in 

their Colonial costumes. 

P709206B 

64 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1966-

07-06 

Pasquarella, 

Dominic 

View of two homes on 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709136B 

65 

 

Snow covered 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1966-

12-27 

Rosenberg, 

Richard 

Photograph shows 

Elfreth's Alley covered 

with snow during the day. 

P709191B 

66 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1966-

12-15 
Tinney, Jack 

View of Elfreth's Alley 

looking towards Second 

Street. 

P709192B 

67 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1966-

12-15 
Tinney, Jack 

View of Elfreth's Alley 

looking towards Second 

Street. 

P709211B 

68 

"Fire in 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1966-

12-23 
Lee, Mike 

Firemen fighting fire on 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709120B 

69 

"Fire in 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1966-

12-23 
Lee, Mike 

Firemen fighting fire on 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709121B 
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70 

"Fire in 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1966-

12-23 
Lee, Mike 

Firemen fighting fire on 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709202B 

71 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

association 

holds fund 

raising day 

1968-

06-01 

Owens, 

William 

View from Elfreth's 

Alley fundraising day. 
P709204B 

72 

"Fire in 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1966-

12-23 
Lee, Mike 

Firemen fighting fire on 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709205B 

73 
"Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1966-

12-11 
unknown 

Photograph of Howard 

Watson's painting of 

Elfreth's Alley. 

P709215B 

74 

"Fire in 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1966-

12-23 
Lee, Mike 

Ann Kershner rescues 

Christmas gifts from 

homes during fire 

evacuation. 

P709094B 

75 

"Fire in 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1966-

12-23 
Lee, Mike 

Catherine Lambert 

rescues Christmas gifts 

from homes during fire 

evacuation. 

P709095B 

76 

"Fire in 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1966-

12-23 
Lee, Mike 

Faith Smith rescues 

Christmas gifts from 

homes during fire 

evacuation. 

P709096B 

77 

"Fire in 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1966-

12-23 
Lee, Mike 

Douglas Moore being 

evacuated by policeman. 
P709119B 
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78 
"Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1966-

06-03 

Wasko, 

Joseph 

Mrs. Harold Bender 

toasts bread in an open 

hearth in a Colonial style 

toaster. 

P709122B 

79 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

residents 

1967-

05-21 

Pasquarella, 

Dominic 

John Veasey seated on 

the curb on Elfreth's 

Alley. 

P709172B 

80 
"Elfreth's 

Alley day" 

1967-

06-03 

Gottlieb, 

Sonne 

Norman Weinstein snaps 

a photograph of Florence 

Powell, Jean Cleaves, 

Barbara Oakley, and Mrs. 

James Matthews. 

P709126B 

81 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

residents 

1967-

05-21 

Pasquarella, 

Dominic 

Mrs. and Mrs. David 

Cathers in the interior of 

their home. 

P709171B 

82 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

residents 

1967-

05-21 

Pasquarella, 

Dominic 

Mrs.Claude Deemer 

chatting with William F. 

Zell and Murl Barker. 

P709173B 

83 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

residents 

1967-

05-21 

Pasquarella, 

Dominic 

Murl Barker cleaning the 

windows of his 

townhouse. 

P709174B 

84 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

association 

holds fund 

raising day 

1968-

06-01 

Owens, 

William 

View of store interior on 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709151B 

85 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

association 

holds fund 

raising day 

1968-

06-01 

Owens, 

William 

Crowds on Elfreth's 

Alley. 
P709178B 
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86 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

association 

holds fund 

raising day 

1968-

06-01 

Owens, 

William 

View from Elfreth's 

Alley fundraising day. 
P709203B 

87 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

association 

holds fund 

raising day 

1968-

06-01 

Owens, 

William 

Colonial glasswares 

table. 
P709127B 

88 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

association 

holds fund 

raising day 

1968-

06-01 

Owens, 

William 

Colonial garb and 

crowded street. 
P709149B 

89 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

association 

holds fund 

raising day 

1968-

06-01 

Owens, 

William 

Boy in colonial garb 

hanging on a window sill. 
P709156B 

90 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

association 

holds fund 

raising day 

1968-

06-01 

Owens, 

William 

Boy being held up to 

window by a man, both 

in colonial garb. 

P709159B 

91 

"Oldest street 

needs care, 

resident says" 

1968-

05-23 

Maicher, 

Michael J. 

Baracades line Elfreth's 

Alley over damaged 

sidewalk. 

P709175B 

92 

"Burned-out 

building and 

rubble" 

1968-

05-23 

Maicher, 

Michael J. 

View of building on the 

corner of Front Street and 

Elfreth's Alley. 

P709188B 
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93 

"Burned-out 

building and 

rubble" 

1968-

05-03 

Maicher, 

Michael J. 

View of building on the 

corner of Front Street and 

Elfreth's Alley. 

P709216B 

94 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1969-

11-27 
 

View of Elfreth's Alley 

towards Second Street. 
P709089B 

95 

"Elfreth's 

Alley annual 

fete day" 

1969-

06-28 

Pasquarella, 

Dominic 

Men and women in 

period costumes walking 

down Elfreth's Alley. 

P709109B 

96 

"Elfreth's 

Alley annual 

fete day" 

1969-

06-28 

Pasquarella, 

Dominic 

Barbara Cave and 

Tammy Norris listening 

while Elizabeth L. 

Wilson plays her 

autoharp. 

P709090B 

97 

"Elfreth's 

Alley annual 

fete day" 

1969-

06-28 

Pasquarella, 

Dominic 

A man in Colonial 

costume and a woman in 

modern attire peering into 

a doorway. 

P709110B 

98 

"Elfreth's 

Alley annual 

fete day" 

1969-

06-28 

Pasquarella, 

Dominic 

August L. Zellner snaps a 

photo of Don Maley who 

is dressed in Colonial 

attire and poses with flag. 

P709153B 

99 

"Helping 

hand is 

offered" 

1970-

06-07 
Tinney, Jack 

Dressed in Colonial 

attire, Florence Powell 

(left), Donna Rodgers 

(right) and Jane 

Monaghan (center) 

engage in a game of jump 

rope in Elfreth's Alley. 

P709185B 
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100 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1971-

01-01 

Rosenberg, 

Richard 

A dusting of snow 

covers Elfreth's Alley 

during the evening. 

P709107B 

101 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1972-

05-08 
 

Photograph of graphic of 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709184M 

102 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1973-

05-29 

 

DiMarco, 

Salvatore C. 

A group gathers inside 

of Elfreth's Alley 

Museum. 

P709124B 

103 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1973-

05-29 

 

DiMarco, 

Salvatore C. 

A group gathers inside 

of Elfreth's Alley 

Museum. 

P709125B 

104 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1973-

02 
unknown 

Woman dressed in 

Colonial attire sweeps 

Elfreth's Alley as other 

similarly dressed women 

go about their business. 

P709114B 

105 
Elfreth's 

Alley 

1973-

06-01 

DiMarco, 

Salvatore C. 

John and Kathlyn Egan 

discuss newspaper 

articles with Bruce A. 

Wilnot. 

P709100B 

106 
Elfreth's 

Alley 

1973-

06-01 

DiMarco, 

Salvatore C. 

John and Kathlyn Egan 

discuss newspaper 

articles with Bruce A. 

Wilnot. 

P709101B 

107 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1974-

06-06 
unknown 

View looking down 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709099M 

108 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1974-

06-06 

Gonzales, 

Vincent 

View looking down 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709137B 
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109 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1974-

06-06 

Gonzales, 

Vincent 

View looking down 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709189B 

110 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1974-

06-06 

Gonzales, 

Vincent 

View looking down 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709193B 

111 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1974-

06-06 

Gonzales, 

Vincent 

View looking down 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709207B 

112 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1974-

06-06 

Gonzales, 

Vincent 

View looking down 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709210B 

113 

"Residents 

stroll along 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1974-

09-25 
unknown 

Two women dressed in 

Colonial attire stroll 

down Elfreth's Alley. 

P709113B 

114 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1976-

03-03 
unknown 

Visitors stroll down 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709167B 

115 
"Elfreth's 

Alley day" 

1976-

06-07 

Owens, 

William 

View of visitors in 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709150B 

116 
"Elfreth's 

Alley day" 

1976-

06-07 

Owens, 

William 

Rickey Bucciero dressed 

as the town crier leading 

Elfreth's Alley guides in 

a procession. 

P709164B 

117 
"Elfreth's 

Alley day" 

1976-

06-07 

Owens, 

William 

View of visitors in 

Elfreth's Alley. 
P709165B 

118 
"Elfreth's 

Alley day" 

1976-

06-07 

Owens, 

William 

Susan and Robert 

Kettell playfully stroll 

along with Boaty Link. 

P709163B 
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119 

"Elfreth's 

Alley 

celebration" 

1977-

06-05 

Gottlieb, 

Sonne 

Youngsters in period 

garb posing with 

Benjamin Franklin 

impersonator. 

P709147B 

120 

"Elfreth's 

Alley 

celebration" 

1977-

06-05 

Gottlieb, 

Sonne 

Visitors crowding the 

street for the 

celebration. 

P709148B 

121 
"Digging for 

water" 

1977-

02-20 

Ligato, 

Dominic 

Photographs show 

damage to street from 

water main break. 

P709160B 

122 
"Digging for 

water" 

1977-

02-20 

Ligato, 

Dominic 

Damage to street from 

water main break. 
P709161B 

123 
 

Elfreth's Alley 

1978-

06-03 
Tinney, Jack 

Visitors crowd Elfreth's 

Alley. A man dressed 

as a town crier is visible 

in the foreground. 

P709145B 

124 Elfreth's Alley 
1978-

10-02 

McLaughlin, 

Joseph P. 

With a view of the Ben 

Franklin Bridge in the 

background, a couple is 

intrigued by Elfreth's 

Alley as they walk past 

the historic street. 

P709212B 

125 
"Design for 

living" 

1978-

06-16 

McLaughlin, 

Joseph P. 

Woman sits reading by 

the fire inside home on 

Elfreth's Alley. 

P709146B 

126 

"A step into 

Philadelphia's 

past" 

1979-

06-02 
Tinney, Jack 

Visitors and hostesses 

in Colonial dress during 

Elfreth's Alley 

celebration. 

P709140B 

127 

"A step into 

Philadelphia's 

past" 

1979-

06-02 
Tinney, Jack 

Visitors and hostesses 

in Colonial dress during 

Elfreth's Alley 

celebration. 

P709144B 
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TABLE 18. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (TU) 

Repository: Temple University Libraries, Special Collections Research Center 

Repository Collection: George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Collection 

Digital Collection: George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Photographs 

Digital Publisher: Philadelphia PA: Temple University Libraries 

 Title Date Photographer Description Identifier 

128 

"A step into 

Philadelphia's 

past" 

1979-

06-02 
Tinney, Jack 

Janice Hirsch in 

Colonial headwear 

peeking through an 

upstairs window into 

a mirror, known as 

the Benjamin 

Franklin Busybody, 

to view visitors at 

front door. 

P709142B 

129 

"Nuclear 

Pharmacy, 

Inc." 

1980-

02-22 

McLaughlin, 

Joseph P. 

Photograph of 

Apothecary named 

for the famous 

historic street, 

Elfreth's Alley. 

P709141B 

130 

"A tour of 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1981-

06-08 

Craig, James, 

J. 

Visitors peer through 

doors and windows to 

view the interiors of 

the homes on 

Elfreth's Alley. 

P709214B 

131 

"A tour of 

Elfreth's 

Alley" 

1981-

06-08 

Craig, James, 

J. 

Mary Ann Lange 

holding Earl Elman 

while being 

entertained by Anne 

Putnam. 

P709139B 

132 Templar 1993 1993 unknown  TTPLRX1993 
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TABLE 19. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (TU) 

Repository: Temple University Libraries, Special Collections Research Center 

Repository Collection: Housing Association of Delaware Valley Records 

Digital Collection: Housing Association of the Delaware Valley Photographs 

Digital Publisher: Philadelphia PA: Temple University Libraries 

 Title Date Photographer Description Identifier 

13 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1945-

07-10 
unknnown 

Elfreth's Alley. 

HA02019 shows 

multiple buildings along 

the alley with small 

American flags hanging 

by the window. An 

automobile is at the far 

end of the alley. 

 

HA02019 

14 

 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

1945-

07-10 
unknnown 

Elfreth's Alley. HA2020 

shows a view from the 

alley. There is a small 

table with chairs in the 

middle. Chairs and a 

ladder are against the 

back wall and there is a 

light on the wall 

towards the back. 

HA02020 
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APPENDIX B 

REPOSITORY: THE LIBRARY COMPANY OF PHILADELPHIA 

TABLE 20. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (TLCP) 

Repository: The Library Company of Philadelphia 

Digital Collection: Ephemera Collection and Stereograph Collection 

Digital Publisher: Philadelphia PA 

 

 Title Date Photographer Description Identifier 

1 

Bladen's 

Court, looking 

south and out 

to Elfreth's 

Alley, 

Philadelphia, 

Pa. 

4-Nov-

47 

Fred S. 

Lightfoot 

View of the small 

cobblestone alley 

looking south toward 

Elfreth's Alley, showing 

the front and back 

elevations of dwellings. 

P.9047.35 

2 

Elfreth's 

Alley, looking 

west towards 

Second Street. 

Philadelphia, 

Pa. 

4-Nov-

47 

Fred S. 

Lightfoot 

View of cobblestone 

street flanked by small 

rowhouses looking west 

toward Second Street. 

Shows a little girl 

halfway down the street 

on the sidewalk near a 

group of pigeons. Also 

includes signs for 

"Coach House 

Restaurant" and "Olde 

Alley ... Poor Richard" 

in the distant 

background. 

P.9047.36 
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APPENDIX C 

REPOSITORY: LIBRARY OF CONGRESS PRINTS AND PHOTOGRAPHS 

DIVISION. WASHINGTON D.C. 20540 

TABLE 21. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (LOC) 

Repository: Library of Congress - HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- 

Digital Collection: Historic American Building Survey 

Created/Published: Documentation compiled after 1933 

 Title Date File Name Description 

1 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

1972 

General view 

of North and 

South sides 

looking east 

General View of North (Left) and South 

Sides of the Alley, Looking East - 

Elfreth's Alley (Houses), Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia County, PA. Photos from 

Survey HABS PA-1103 

2 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

1972 

General view 

of North and 

South sides 

looking west 

General View of North (Right) and 

South Sides of the Alley, Looking West - 

Elfreth's Alley (Houses), Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia County, PA. Photos from 

Survey HABS PA-1103 

3 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

1972 

General view 

Looking west 

closer 

General View, Looking West, Closer - 

Elfreth's Alley (Houses), Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia County, PA. Photos from 

Survey HABS PA-1103 

4 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

1972 

Architectural 

studies looking 

Northeast 

Architectural Study of Houses, Looking 

Northeast - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, PA. 

Photos from Survey HABS PA-1103 

5 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

1972 

Architectural 

studies looking 

Northeast 

Architectural Study of Houses, Looking 

Northeast - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, PA. 

Photos from Survey HABS PA-1103 
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TABLE 22. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (LOC) 

Repository: Library of Congress - HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- 

Digital Collection: Historic American Building Survey 

Created/Published: Documentation compiled after 1933 

 

 Title Date File Name Description 

6 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

1972 

Architectural 

studies looking 

Northeast 

Architectural Study of Houses, Looking 

Northeast - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, PA. 

Photos from Survey HABS PA-1103 

7 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

1972 

General view 

of North and 

South sides 

looking east 

General View of North (Left) and South 

Sides of the Alley, Looking East - 

Elfreth's Alley (Houses), Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia County, PA. Photos from 

Survey HABS PA-1103 

8 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

1972 

General view 

of North and 

South sides 

looking west 

General View of North (Right) and 

South Sides of the Alley, Looking West 

- Elfreth's Alley (Houses), Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia County, PA. Photos from 

Survey HABS PA-1103 

9 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

1972 

General view 

Looking west 

closer 

General View, Looking West, Closer - 

Elfreth's Alley (Houses), Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia County, PA. Photos from 

Survey HABS PA-1103 

10 

Jeremiah 

Elfreth 

House, 126 

Elfreth's 

Alley, 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

1972 
House 126 

Rear 

Rear of House (Right) - Jeremiah Elfreth 

House, 126 Elfreth's Alley, Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia County, PA. Photos from 

Survey HABS PA-1413 
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TABLE 23. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (LOC) 

Repository: Library of Congress - HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- 

Digital Collection: Historic American Building Survey 

Created/Published: Documentation compiled after 1933 

 Title Date File Name Description 

11 

Jeremiah 

Elfreth 

House, 126 

Elfreth's 

Alley, 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

1972 
House 126 

Rear with ELL 

Rear of House with Small Ell - Jeremiah 

Elfreth House, 126 Elfreth's Alley, 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Photos from Survey HABS PA-1413 

12 

Jeremiah 

Elfreth 

House, 126 

Elfreth's 

Alley, 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

1972 

House 126 

Room with 

fire place 

Room With Fireplace And Closet (floor 

designation not ascertained) - Jeremiah 

Elfreth House, 126 Elfreth's Alley, 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Photos from Survey HABS PA-1413 

13 

Jeremiah 

Elfreth 

House, 126 

Elfreth's 

Alley, 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

1972 

House 126 

Room with 

fire place 2 

Room With Fireplace (floor designation 

not ascertained) - Jeremiah Elfreth 

House, 126 Elfreth's Alley, Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia County, PA. Photos from 

Survey HABS PA-1413 
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TABLE 24. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (LOC) 

Repository: Library of Congress - HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- 

Digital Collection: Historic American Building Survey 

Created/Published: Documentation compiled after 1933 

 Title Date File Name Description 

14 

Jeremiah 

Elfreth 

House, 126 

Elfreth's 

Alley, 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

1972 

House 126 

room with 

stairway 

Room with Stairway and Cupboard 

(floor designation not ascertained) - 

Jeremiah Elfreth House, 126 Elfreth's 

Alley, Philadelphia, Philadelphia 

County, PA. Photos from Survey HABS 

PA-1413 

15 

Jeremiah 

Elfreth 

House, 126 

Elfreth's 

Alley, 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

1972 

1910 - House 

126 with 

tavern sign 

Photocopy of Ca. 1910 (note telephone 

pole) Photograph Showing 126 Elfreth's 

Alley with a Tavern Sign (in middle of 

photo). Note Round-Arch Opening that 

is Similar to the One on the Rear 

Elevation; Also Note Sidelights. View 

courtesy of Elfreth's Alley Association, 

126 Elfreth's Alley, Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania - Jeremiah Elfreth House, 

126 Elfreth's Alley, Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia County, PA. Photos from 

Survey HABS PA-1413 
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APPENDIX D 

REPOSITORY: LIBRARY OF CONGRESS PRINTS AND PHOTOGRAPHS 

DIVISION. WASHINGTON D.C. 20540 (MEASURED DRAWINGS) 

TABLE 25. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (LOC-MD) 

Repository: Library of Congress - HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- 

Digital Collection: Historic American Building Survey 

Created/Published: Documentation compiled after 1933 

Medium: Measured Drawings 

 Title File Name Description 

1 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

master-pnp-habshaer-pa-

pa1200-pa1211-sheet-

00001a 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 1 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

2 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

NorthA-

elevation+of+north+side+2 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 2 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

3 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

NorthB-

elevation+of+north+side+2 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 3 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

4 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

SouthA-

elevation+of+south+side 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 4 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 
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TABLE 26. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (LOC-MD) 

Repository: Library of Congress - HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- 

Digital Collection: Historic American Building Survey 

Created/Published: Documentation compiled after 1933 

Medium: Measured Drawings 

 Title File Name Description 

4 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

SouthA-

elevation+of+south+side 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 4 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

5 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

SouthB-

elevation+of+south+side+2 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 5 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

6 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

114-doorway+plans+114 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 6 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

7 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

master-pnp-habshaer-pa-

pa1200-pa1211-sheet-

00007a 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 7 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

8 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

114-fireplace+plans 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 8 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 
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TABLE 27. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (LOC-MD) 

Repository: Library of Congress - HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- 

Digital Collection: Historic American Building Survey 

Created/Published: Documentation compiled after 1933 

Medium: Measured Drawings 

 Title File Name Description 

9 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

118-elevation 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 9 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

10 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

138-plans 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 10 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

11 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

137-plans 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 11 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

12 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

137-

architectual+details+sheet 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 12 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

13 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

BladensCourt1-2-plans 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 13 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 
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TABLE 28. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (LOC-MD) 

Repository: Library of Congress - HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- 

Digital Collection: Historic American Building Survey 

Created/Published: Documentation compiled after 1933 

Medium: Measured Drawings 

 Title File Name Description 

14 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

116-plans 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 14 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

15 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

111-mantel+plans 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 15 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

16 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

119-interior+plans 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 16 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

17 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

121-mantel+plans 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 17 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 
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TABLE 29. ELFRETH’S ALLEY ARCHIVES (LOC-MD) 

Repository: Library of Congress - HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- 

Digital Collection: Historic American Building Survey 

Created/Published: Documentation compiled after 1933 

Medium: Measured Drawings 

 Title File Name Description 

18 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

master-pnp-habshaer-pa-

pa1200-pa1211-sheet-

00018a 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 18 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

19 

Elfreth's 

Alley 

(Houses), 

Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia 

County, PA 

130-132-doorway+plans 

HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- (sheet 19 

of 19) - Elfreth's Alley (Houses), 

Philadelphia, Philadelphia County, 

PA. Drawings from Survey HABS 

PA-1103 

 

  



 201 

APPENDIX E 

SUMMARY OF DATA: ELFRETH’S ALLEY – ARCHIVAL COLLECTIONS 

 

A. Repository: Temple University Libraries, Special Collections Research Center 

Repository Collection: George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin 

Collection 

Digital Collection: George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin 

Photographs 

Digital Publisher: Philadelphia PA: Temple University Libraries 

132 pictures: 

70 in colonial dresses (The rest are the houses by themselves, or a fire, or 

a few residents cleaning or meeting). 

2 pictures are from the Housing Association of Delaware Valley Records 

Repository  

130 pictures from the George D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin 

Collection 

1930-1940: 11; 1941-1950: 6; 1950-1960: 2; 1951-1960: 26; 1961-1970: 

54; 1971-1980: 30; 1981-1990: 2; 1993: 1. 

 

B. Repository: The Library Company of Philadelphia 

Digital Collection: Ephemera Collection and Stereograph Collection 

Digital Publisher: Philadelphia PA 

2 stereographs (1947) – Street, house, no people 
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C. Repository: Library of Congress - HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- 

Digital Collection: Historic American Building Survey 

Created/Published: Documentation compiled after 1933 

15 empty houses: interior and exterior. 

1910: 1; 1972: 14. 

 

D. Repository: Library of Congress - HABS PA,51-PHILA,272- 

Digital Collection: Historic American Building Survey 

Created/Published: Documentation compiled after 1933 

Medium: Measured Drawings 

19 Measure drawings 

After 1933: 19 

Total: 168 images 

E. Census data sheets: Census in the Internet Archive. Microfilm. From 1790 – 1940 

(except 1890) Total of 15 data sheets: 

https://archive.org/details/populationsc18400363unit 
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APPENDIX F 

HOUSE 135 (2022): REFERENTS 

 

 
 

Figure 6.1: Rehearsing for Elfreth’s Alley Fete Day, by William Coward, 1952-05-29. 

Accessed Via Temple University's Special Collections Research Center, George D. 

McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Collection. ID: P709195B. 

 

 
 

Figure 6.2: House 135, by Dilmar Gamero. April 20, 2022. 
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Figure 6.3: Elfreth's Alley Front of Home with Garage, ca. 1930. Accessed Via Temple 

University's Special Collections Research Center, George D. McDowell Philadelphia 

Evening Bulletin Collection. ID: P709179B. 

 

 
 

Figure 6.4: House 135, by Dilmar Gamero. April 20, 2022. 
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Figure 6.5: House 135 with Carriage and Pass-Through, ca. 1970. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6.6: House 135 with Carriage and Pass-Through, by Dilmar Gamero. April 20, 

2022. 
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APPENDIX G 

THE ALLEY CAST: EPISODE 6: URBAN "DECAY" AND THE CITY OF 

HOMES 

Elfreth's Alley Museum. August 5, 2020. 

Elfreth’s Alley (then called Cherry Street) as it looked in 1910. #114 Elfreth’s 

Alley is in the foreground, and #124 and #126, the museum houses can be seen to the 

right, missing their pent eaves. Image from the Free Library of Philadelphia’s "Historical 

Images of Philadelphia” collection, accessed via PhillyHistory.org. 

Housing in Philadelphia--how it changed in around the turn of the 20th century and how 

some parts of the city were neglected into such disrepair that a multitude of organizations 

were created to try to fix them.  

The ways in which city neighborhoods are labeled--as factory districts, or quote 

unquote “slums,” or even historic--are tied up in the priorities of those with power, 

privilege, and speculative financial investment in those neighborhoods. These labels often 

determine the options available to those without power and without privilege who live 

and work in these spaces. And sometimes the labels applied by city planners, reformers, 

investors, and preservationists can determine the future of a neighborhood--for good or 

bad, or simply for different--despite the wishes and actions of the people who live and 

work there. 

J. M. Brewer’s 1934 map of Philadelphia is an example of the kinds of 

neighborhood rating maps that we now collectively refer to as “redlining” maps. Here, 

Brewer uses a pink color to indicate majority-Black neighborhoods. Green and Blue refer 

to Italian and Jewish immigrants respectively 1926. The Frankford Elevated is just a few 

https://www.phillyhistory.org/PhotoArchive/Detail.aspx?assetId=97965
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years old, connecting Philadelphia’s Northeast with its downtown. The bird drifts down 

past the El and alights on a peaked dormer. Though the sun still shines brightly, the 

houses along this short block of homes look drab and sooty. Wooden window frames 

have sagged and warped. This is Cherry Street, formerly known as Elfreth’s Alley. 

Before there was a city, of course, the Lenni-Lenape Indians had lived on this 

land for thousands of years. When William Penn was granted the charter to create a 

colony here, it continued a process of genocide and forced removal that would leave the 

Lenni-Lenape people decimated and scattered. While many Lenape were forced west to 

Oklahoma, descendants of the Lenape remain in this area and several groups have 

achieved state recognition in New Jersey and Delaware. The Lenape Nation of 

Pennsylvania is headquartered in Easton, PA, though the state of Pennsylvania recognizes 

no American Indian nations. 

Even before the Lenape ceded land to William Penn--or are purported to have 

done so at the Treaty of Shackamaxon, though no record of the treaty’s terms remains--

Penn’s surveyors found a site suitable for a city, and Penn had a plan of a new city drawn 

up. The colony of Pennsylvania was to be Penn’s quote “holy experiment” and this new 

city of Philadelphia was to be a quote: “green country town which will never be burnt and 

always be wholesome” endquote. 

Penn had seen what the Great Fire of 1666 had done to London, and he decided to 

build a fireproof city. To achieve this, he instructed his settlers to build houses in the 

center of lots, with open spaces all around. Streets in this new city were to be broad and 

act as fire gaps. 
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Penn’s plan was predicated on Philadelphia’s new residents spreading themselves 

evenly across the plan for the city he had drawn up. Instead, they congregated tightly 

against the Delaware River and spread just a handful of blocks North or South of High 

St--now Market Street. Instead of building houses on large lots, far apart, lot owners 

sliced their lots up to fit more people in. Elfreth’s Alley itself was a creation of this 

pattern of development. 

While a few tall tenement-style apartment buildings were erected in the city, 

legislation in 1895 essentially made them unprofitable. So the row home, early versions 

of which can be found in Elfreth’s Alley and throughout the old core of the city, became 

the city’s main mode of development. Between 1870 and 1920, Philadelphia’s population 

doubled, and simple row homes, known as workingman’s homes, spread out from the 

city’s core following the new streetcar routes, which in turn spread further to reach these 

new homes in West Philadelphia, North Philadelphia, and the Northeast. 

While these new workingman’s homes were theoretically priced to be attainable 

for all employed people, in the early 20th century, banks and real estate companies began 

to “protect” their investments by ruling out certain neighborhoods. The maps that these 

gatekeepers created of the city often featured red areas where racial minorities, especially 

Black people, lived. These maps led to the term “redlining,” a practice which 

systematically limited home-ownership and wealth accumulation in Black neighborhoods 

across the nation for much of the 20th century. Philadelphia is still one of the most 

racially-segregated cities in America, in large part because of these discriminatory 

practices. 
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The expansion of the city in these shiny new homes and the opportunity it offered 

left many non-white Philadelphians behind. It also left behind the older neighborhoods, 

places such as Elfreth’s Alley, now directly in the shadows of factories, slowly falling 

into disrepair. 

The Problem. 

The infrastructure that connected the city to its suburbs and crossed the Delaware 

and Schuylkill rivers may have been gleaming and new, but whole neighborhoods in the 

heart of Philadelphia were struggling with poverty, negligent landlords, and unsanitary 

living conditions. 

It is hard to say what the insides of the houses of Elfreth’s Alley looked like in 

1926--we don’t have interior images of the homes. However, various reports on 

Philadelphia’s housing conditions around the turn of the century give us some idea of 

how these homes had fared and how the residents in them lived. 

In the neighborhoods with the worst housing, a few factors combined to create 

squalid conditions. For one, much of the most affordable housing was old houses which 

landlords did not bother to upgrade. These houses, in turn, were often located on old 

streets with obsolete plumbing which the city did not prioritize. And these houses were 

squalid. Contemporary accounts describe yards filled with refuse, overflowing privies, 

and pools of stagnant water. Inside, the many homes were pest-ridden, with threadbare 

furniture, leaky roofs, and crumbling walls. 

Despite the decrepit condition of these houses, they were often overcrowded--

such was the demand for housing caused by the influx of migrants and immigrants with 
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meager resources. In some of the most egregious cases, a family would sublet to up to 10 

boarders. 

For the most part these neighborhoods were located in the 4th, 5th, and 7th wards 

of the city, where the majority of the population were Black or recent immigrants. In 

these areas, whole blocks were filled with unsafe housing, but similar conditions existed 

elsewhere as well. Of special concern were alleyways and courts which were scattered 

throughout the city. These narrow byways often lacked basic drainage and usually lacked 

indoor plumbing. 

In majority-Black neighborhoods, observers reported a higher number of what 

were called “furnished room houses,” which offered low-cost rooms for newly-arrived or 

itinerant residents. These houses were typically in greater disrepair due to the transient 

nature of residents’ stay, and the financial incentives for operators to both fit more people 

into the space and pay for only the most urgent of maintenance. 

Elfreth’s Alley. 

Though none of these studies explicitly name Elfreth’s Alley, regular references 

to alleyways and narrow streets as a city-wide problem suggest that residents of this street 

may have experienced similar conditions to those described by would-be reformers. 

Furthermore, certain aspects of these reports match what we do know about conditions on 

Elfreth’s Alley: These homes which had been built for single families with space for 

artisanal production were now primarily sleeping spaces. Houses on the Alley were often 

shared by multiple households or at least multiple generations. Many of the gardens were 

built up with rear tenements, accommodating a second household (and sometimes a third) 

on the lot originally designed for one. 
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In 1880, for instance, Ellen and William Dannehy, the pearl button makers we 

met in the last episode, lived in #122 with Ellen’s mother and stepfather, as well as the 

stepfather’s father and brother. Another couple lived at the same address, possibly in one 

of these back tenements. 

Indoor plumbing came to homes on the Alley relatively late--perhaps as late as 

the 1930s--and privies (likely shared) were still fixtures of the narrow yards that 

remained. In 1921 there were as many as 13,000 privy vaults on unsewered streets in the 

city. Public water for the Alley’s residents was provided by two hydrants, one on Front 

Street and one on 2nd. Older wells on the street may still have been in use, but would 

have been prime vectors of disease given the proximity with privies prone to overflow. 

The Folks in 135. 

In 1930, Robert, Gladys, and Goldie Morton, Charles and Elinore Wilson, Nettie 

McCrae and her infant Robert all lived in house #135. 

In Episode 5, we quoted W.E.B. DuBois’ description of the isolation experienced 

by Black people living outside the 7th ward and got a small sense of the isolation that this 

household of three Black families probably felt living on Elfreth's Alley, with exclusively 

white neighbors. DuBois also describes how prejudice from white neighbors and 

landlords or real estate agents affected housing for Black Philadelphians living in white 

neighborhoods: ”Here is a people receiving a little lower wages than usual for less 

desirable work,” DuBois writes, “and compelled, in order to do that work, to live in a 

little less pleasant quarters than most people, and pay for them somewhat higher rents."  

Facing these economic pressures, many Black residents outside of the 7th Ward found 

substandard housing. DuBois also notes that these pressures drove Black families to 
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crowd into quarters that they were able to find. That the families in #135 in 1930 

followed the same housing patterns as DuBois described three decades earlier may seem 

surprising, but sociologist Marcus Anthony Hunter has shown that many of the 

conditions DuBois reported continued into the mid-to-late 1930s. 

House #135 probably didn’t feel super cramped even with seven of them sharing 

it; the house enjoys the widest street frontage of any house on Elfreth’s Alley and 

includes a full three floors in addition to a garret right under the roof. 30 years earlier, the 

same house had held 11 members of the O’Drain family and two household staff. Yet it 

was probably not comfortable; If there was indoor plumbing in #135, it was likely 

rudimentary. It would not be surprising if there was an outhouse behind the house. 

The owner of the house, Richard Weiglein, likely neglected the property and in 

1932, #135 was seized by the First Mortgage Corporation. By 1941, it was condemned 

suggesting that it may have been in serious disrepair during the time it was home to the 

Mortons, Wilsons, and McCraes. 

The “Do-Gooders.” 

The people who lived in the overcrowded old houses, on Elfreth’s Alley and 

around Philadelphia, didn’t leave many records behind; we know about the poor state of 

housing because reformers and philanthropists took great pains to document it even as 

they worked to improve those conditions. 

Philadelphia has a long history of charitable organizations, dating from its 

founding charter in 1682. That founding document made no provision for most public 

services and voluntary organizations filled in, sometimes imperfectly. The city 

government grew in the early 19th century, but by the end of the century, the 
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Philadelphia city government was in trouble. Decades of political corruption had 

weakened the civil infrastructure and siphoned off municipal funds. Financial panics and 

depressions reduced city revenue from taxes. These financial upheavals and the volatility 

of the industrial city left thousands of Philadelphians out of work and pushed many more 

into poverty. The contraction of the city government’s operations worsened the 

conditions for those living at or below the poverty line. 

The combination of this need and the city government’s inability to perform 

necessary functions brought about another age in which private, voluntary organizations 

served important functions: providing a variety of services for the public, lobbying the 

government to advocate for reforms as well as the resumption of basic government 

functions, and finally contributing financially, through both charity and investment, in the 

city’s poorest neighborhoods. 

Among the many private philanthropic or reform-oriented clubs were  the Civic 

Club, the Octavia Hill Association, and the Philadelphia Housing Commission. These 

three organizations give us a sense of the larger movement of voluntary organizations. 

The Civic Club. 

At first glance, the Civic Club of Philadelphia looks like any other number of 

social clubs across American history, offering social interaction and a visiting speaker at 

each meeting. Yet the Civic Club, founded in 1894, sought to make a real impact in the 

city of Philadelphia. However, the way they envisioned this impact was steeped in 

paternalistic rhetoric and discriminatory practices of social control. 

The organization’s first president, Sarah Yorke Stevenson described the Civic 

Club’s aims like this in her 1894 annual address: “As a body we are pledged to advocate 
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and support any measure the tendency of which is to make Philadelphia morally purer 

and intellectually broader, that will add to its charitable and educational facilities, and 

that will make it more important as a civilized center.” 

To accomplish this broad goal, the Club initially divided itself into four 

departments and then evolved into a myriad of committees, tackling everything from 

public health and child welfare to censorship of motion pictures and Americanization of 

Immigrants. 

By employing phrases such as “morally purer” and making the Americanization 

of Immigrants an explicit aim of the organization, the Civic Club showed its 

fundamentally racist and xenophobic worldview in which they sat at the pinnacle of 

society and sought to bring others into their way of living. This underlying belief drove 

the organization’s programming, including programs aimed at  recent immigrants, 

especially children, rendering any such programs paternalistic and often racist. The Civic 

Club was not alone in these foundational beliefs and many other reform and cultural 

organizations of the era espoused similar aims. 

The members of the Civic Club were exclusively women, and many of them were 

from the old families of Philadelphia, the upper crust of the city socially and 

economically. Frances Anne Wister, was also a member of the club and would serve as a 

vice-president from 1907 until her death in 1956 except for a few years in the 1920s. 

Wister would also serve in leadership positions in a multitude of other clubs and 

associations, and we will hear more about her in our next episode. 

Two other members of the Civic Club were Hannah Fox and Helen Parrish, both 

from old Quaker families. As early as the 1880s, Fox and Parrish followed the example 
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of a British activist, Octavia Hill, and bought several properties just North of South 

Street, renovating them and renting them to low-income residents. As Hill had done, Fox 

and Parrish set rents to return a constant profit of 4-5%. Though this effort had much in 

common with charitable programs and was an effort to improve the lot of Philadelphians 

who would otherwise live in substandard housing, it was also fundamentally a capitalist 

enterprise, promising steady return for investors.  

In 1896, Fox met Helen C. Jenks, who became an investor and who encouraged 

her to expand the modest program. Fox and Jenks took the concept of providing decent, 

low-income housing, with a return on investment to the Civic Club and members of the 

Club, including Frances Wister, who started the Octavia Hill Association. The OHA 

bought up houses on several alleyways throughout the city, refurbished them and rented 

out. Eventually, the Association created a subsidiary, the Philadelphia Model Homes 

Company, which built entirely new homes to be rented out to low-income tenants. A key 

component of the OHA model, drawn from Octavia Hill’s procedures in London, was to 

deploy volunteer women as “friendly rent collectors.” This was seen as a way to provide 

a direct line of communication between tenants and the OHA leadership in contrast to the 

absentee landlords who operated much of the worst housing in Philadelphia. 

One important contribution made by the OHA to the city of Philadelphia was a 

1904 report that aimed to describe what the organization saw as deplorable housing 

conditions in the city. This study served as a resource for lobbying the city government to 

take action. In 1909, the Philadelphia Housing Commission, a coalition of dozens of 

reform and philanthropic organizations, including the OHA, was formed at least partly in 

concert with Dr. Richard Neff, Philadelphia’s Public Health Director.  In 1913, the PHC 
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gathered a crew of volunteers who moved throughout the city’s narrowest streets and 

forgotten neighborhoods, documenting the conditions in photographs and filing 

complaints with the city. The next year, they rented a store-front window and filled it 

with information and photos about the housing crisis. Yet these tactics had relatively little 

effect on a city government still mired in corruption. 

Around that time, the PHC hired Bernard Newman, a Unitarian Minister. In 1921, 

Newman and the PHC released a housing report of their own, which again depicted 

heinous conditions, though it drew greater attention to the role of industrial infrastructure, 

particularly slaughterhouses, in making neighborhoods unsanitary. Again, part of the 

PHC’s strategy included repeatedly nudging the city government, and the 1921 report 

listed some 8,000 complaints it had made via official channels, ranging from “unsafe and 

defective structures” to “filth conditions.” 

Criticisms of the PHC (and some other orgs). 

The Civic Club, Octavia Hill Association, and Philadelphia Housing Commission 

all made their impacts on the city of Philadelphia, but they shared some shortcomings, 

specifically around race. Historian Stanley Keith Arnold has argued, for instance, that 

though the PHC involved literally dozens of organizations, it made little effort to involve 

Black community organizations even as it advocated changes in majority-Black 

neighborhoods. 

Scholar Khalil Gibran Muhammad, in his book The Condemnation of Blackness: 

Race, Crime, and the Making of Modern Urban America argues that the actions of many 

of the reform organizations of this era played an essential role in creating the idea of 

Black criminality in America. 
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The majority-white organizations formed to improve housing conditions tended to 

believe two essential things: First, that housing conditions--especially for children--were 

inherently linked to societal ills, usually defined in vague terms, and second, that 

statistical surveys, recorded through surveillance of poor neighborhoods by activists, 

were key to understanding the the impact of poor housing and to making arguments about 

how to change it. 

Neither of these beliefs engaged with the effects of systemic racism, which led to 

racial profiling, policing patterns, and other racist policies that led to higher levels of 

arrest and incarceration of Black Americans. Instead, subjective observations showing 

comparable housing conditions between some Black-majority neighborhoods and 

neighborhoods with high numbers of European immigrants were used to argue that there 

was no environmental reason for the arrest and incarceration of Black people. 

For many of the reformers of this era, one target of reform was the morality of 

individuals. While this framework led reformers to engage with European immigrants 

individually, when it came to Black individuals, race often superseded personal behavior. 

Khalil Gibran Muhammad highlights a passage from a 1916 passage describing the 

majority-Black neighborhood immediately surrounding the OHA headquarters as quote 

“dangerous for women to go into, surface drainage of the most flagrant and revolting 

kind, privy vaults almost universal.” Why, asks Muhammad, was the neighborhood 

“dangerous for women to go into” if the only other distinguishing features were A) a 

majority-Black population and B) unsanitary conditions? Descriptions of other 

neighborhoods with equally heinous sanitation did not include the same safety warning, 
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showing that even many of the would-be reformers were associating Blackness with 

criminality. 

Black-led philanthropy. 

Of course, the Civic Club, the OHA, the PHC and other majority-white 

organizations weren’t the only people trying to fill in the gaps left by an ineffective 

government. Plenty of majority-Black organizations were doing so too, and had been for 

at least a century. 

In DuBois’ study, he lists a multitude of grassroots efforts to build a safety net for 

Black communities in Philadelphia. By at least the late 18th century there were mutual 

aid societies, which provided insurance in the case of sickness or death. By the late 19th 

century, when DuBois was writing, there were Black-led building and loans associations, 

elder care, at least one homeless shelter, organizations for racial equity, and even secret 

societies, which served many of the same purposes as mutual aid associations. Many of 

the efforts sprung up in Black churches, which acted as sites for public meetings, and 

whose clergy sometimes acted, in DuBois’ words, as “employment agents.” 

Across the nation around the turn of the century, Black women took a leading role 

in theorizing race and working for racial equity. These novelists, journalists, educators 

and more took public stances, in published works and oratory to claim a place and a voice 

for Black women in American society. 

In the 1890s, many of these women formed clubs, like their white counterparts. 

Recognizing a national framework would provide support to club members as well as a 

unified and more prominent platform, several of these organizations merged to become 

the National Association of Colored Women in 1896. This organization bore striking 
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resemblance to the General Federation of Women’s Clubs, an exclusively white 

organization--both worked to advocate for women socially and politically and provided 

social services in the communities in which their chapters were located. Yet Beverly W. 

Jones has argued that the NACW had to respond to racism, both in the form of vitriol--as 

when the president of the Missouri Press Association wrote a public letter besmirching 

the morals of all Black women--as well as systemic racism. 

In addition to the local and national organizations founded by Black leaders, there 

are a few local examples of more racially integrated organizations. Cheyney University 

was founded as the first Historically Black College and University in 1837 with a bequest 

from a wealthy Quaker whose family wealth was created by enslaved laborers. Donations 

from other prominent white Quakers followed, but from at least 1852 onward, the school 

was led by Black directors. 

In 1908, progressive white Quaker John Thompson Emlen collaborated with 

Richard R. Wright Jr., a Black doctoral student at the University of Pennsylvania to 

found the Philadelphia branch of the Armstrong Association, a national organization 

aimed at improving education, housing, and employment for Black Americans. While 

running on funding from white donors, the board of the Armstrong Association 

maintained 50% Black members from early in its existence. This Association, like the 

OHA and PHC, also published studies on Black living conditions and Black 

entrepreneurship. In the 1950s, the Philadelphia chapter of the Armstrong Association 

merged with the National Urban League.  

Conclusion: From the 1880s through the 1920s, social welfare organizations made 

sweeping impacts on the city of Philadelphia and the nation as a whole. These 
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associations brought public scrutiny to unsanitary conditions which unfettered 

industrialization and lax housing codes had created in many American cities, and 

attempted to provide healthcare and education to migrants and immigrants, who 

populated these neighborhoods. The women who organized in these causes became more 

deeply involved on the political stage, though none could vote until 1920 and many Black 

women had to fight longer for that right. 

The majority-white organizations took center stage, monopolizing the 

conversation and much of the funding, and have since been thoroughly studied by 

scholars trying to reckon with their legacy. It is a legacy tainted by racism and 

paternalism, and one which often inadvertently contributed to the idea of inherent Black 

criminality, which has driven racist policing practices ever since. 

Majority-Black organizations sought to fix the same problems, yet they also had 

to constantly advocate for their own existence in an era that viewed the pseudo-science of 

racial difference as legitimate. 

In the Philadelphia Housing Commission’s 1921 publication, ‘Housing in 

Philadelphia,” Bernard Newman described the city government’s infrastructure priorities 

somewhat dramatically: “The City knows that while costly boulevards and parkways, 

palatial public buildings and art galleries, palaces of justice and convention halls and 

other municipal buildings with their costly embellishments may add to the artistic 

appearance of a metropolitan city still they serve to emphasize more forcibly the flagrant 

filth and squalor of the neglected slums; they are often the powder and rouge over the 

dirt-smeared face.” 
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Passengers on the newly-built elevated rail passing Elfreth’s Alley might have felt 

the resonance of this image. Here was an old street neglected for decades, with standing 

water in the street and privies in the yards. In house #135, the McCraes, Mortons, and 

Wilsons dealt with the realities of life in a neglected building and inadequate plumbing. 

And when they slept, they dreamed. 

Today, the houses on Elfreth’s Alley not only have running water but air 

conditioning and wifi. The risk of diphtheria is approximately nil, and the residents for 

the most part enjoy good-paying jobs. Yet house #139 still has a privy in a small patio 

beside the house, and it has been listed as a kind of bonus feature when the house has 

been up for sale. The privy is not in use, obviously, but why keep it? The answer is 

“history.” What was once a mark of neglect during the industrial era is now a charming 

relic of the “Colonial” era. This transformation happened over a long time and overnight 

at the same time. 

Next week we will trace the Alley’s trajectory from derelict housing to historic 

landmark. Ted Maust, Isabel Steven, with research and editorial assistance from Joe 

Makuc. Cynthia Heider served as a subject matter expert and provided a key, nuanced 

perspective on the people and organizations we discuss in this episode. 

In addition to the sources cited by name, this episode drew heavily on the work of 

Brittney C. Cooper and Ken Finkel. See the episode page at elfrethsalley.org/podcast. 
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APPENDIX H 

THE ALLEY CAST: EPISODE 5: AN INDUSTRIAL NEIGHBORHOOD 

 

Elfreth's Alley Museum. July 22, 2020. 

We often focus on the years when Elfreth's Alley was a center of artisan 

production, but this week we turn to the industrial age, which did just as much to shape 

the street. We learn about a few Alley residents who were part of the Great Migration, 

Black Southerners who came to Philadelphia and other Northern cities for work. 

Archives for Black Lives: Anti-Racist Description Resources: 

https://archivesforblacklives.files.wordpress.com/2019/10/ardr_final.pdf 

Shells and pearl buttons excavated by the National Park Service ca. the 1970s 

from the site of a former pearl button factory on S. 3rd St. Image via the Philadelphia 

Archaeological Forum. 

Transcript. 

Ted Maust: Nettie McCrae clocked out of her job at a clothing manufacturer and 

walked quickly through the alleyways of Philadelphia at dusk. On the 1930 United States 

census, McCrae was one of only 38 Black residents in a census district that stretched 

from 7th St to the Delaware River between Race St. and Chestnut St. There must have 

been people on these streets who wished she would move down to the 7th ward, the 

center of Black life in Philadelphia. McCrae turned down Elfreth’s Alley, now officially 

called Cherry Street, with a sense of relief; her neighbors might not appreciate her 

presence, but at least they would recognize that she lived here. She opened the door to 

#135 and slipped inside. She found her 1-year old son, Robert, being entertained by 
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Goldie Morton, 9 years old. The house was home to the McCraes, Goldie and her parents 

Robert and Gladys Morton, and Charles and Elinore Wilson, who had been married a 

year. These seven were the only Black residents of Elfreth’s Alley. Like Nettie McCrae, 

Robert Morton and Charles Wilson worked in a nearby factory, though they made 

shovels rather than garments. Gone were the days of artisans on Elfreth’s Alley; by the 

early 20th century, this little street was part of the industrial landscape that earned 

Philadelphia the nickname “Workshop of the World.” 

Enya Xiang: Welcome to The Alley Cast, a podcast from the Elfreth’s Alley 

Museum in Philadelphia. We tell the stories of people who lived and/or worked on this 

street, which has been home to everyday Philadelphians for three centuries. While we 

start in this neighborhood, we will explore connections that take us across the city and 

around the globe. 

In Episode 1 of this season, we introduced you to artisan dressmakers, making 

fabulous clothing designed for individual clients. As we explore industrial methods of 

production in this episode we want you to keep the questions we posed in Episode one in 

your mind. 

Ted Maust (from Episode 1): “Think about the last article of clothing you 

purchased? How expensive was it to buy? What is it made of? Who made it and where?” 

Enya Xiang: Today on The Alley Cast, we look at the people who made 

Philadelphia a workshop for the world, and the ways in which industrialists changed the 

world around Elfreth’s Alley. 
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Episode 5: An Industrial Neighborhood. 

Ted Maust: I want to stop here and talk about race and language for a moment. In 

the last episode we started talking about the Black residents of Elfreth’s Alley, and over 

the next few episodes, we will be learning about Nettie McCrae and her household even 

as we learn about the big changes happening in Philadelphia as a whole. Throughout the 

episode, we will be using the term “Black” to refer to people of African descent. We use 

the term "Black" over the term "African American," to include individuals who were not 

U.S. residents. This decision is based on the recommendation of The Archives for Black 

Lives in Philadelphia, specifically from their Anti-Racist Description Working Group 

Resources from 2019, which we will link to in our show notes. However, there are a few 

cases in this episode where I will quote from Black authors who use terms that may have 

once been acceptable, but which are outdated today, such as "negro" or "colored." 

Language around race has always been political, and has often been determined by the 

racial groups in power. Terms like these carry with them a legacy of racial injustice and 

violence.  I want to be intentional in my explanation for when and why I use these terms; 

outside of the context of primary sources, the term "Black" is the appropriate and 

respectful term I will use. 

When the homes and working buildings on Elfreth’s Alley were first built, many 

of the residents, perhaps most of them, were artisans. There were the dressmakers in what 

is now house #126, of course, as well as tailors, seamstresses and hatters, but there were 

also craftspeople making things out of wood--turners, coopers, cabinet makers, and 

chairmakers--and metal workers--blacksmiths, pewterers and tinsmiths. In the early 19th 

century, the house now known as #135 was home to a French immigrant named John 
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Angue who was a cordial distiller. Washington Sailor at #108 advertised his clock and 

watchmaking business in local newspapers. Several sailmakers were kept in business by 

the port, just a block away.  

While lots of this production was performed inside the homes along the street, 

there were also working buildings sprinkled among the homes--there was a kiln and 

pottery where house #121 now stands and a carpentry shop where house #127 is today. 

By the early 19th century, these buildings were replaced by homes, but craft 

production continued on the Alley into the 1860s. 

In house #126, where the dressmakers had lived, two successive German 

immigrant families--the Kolbs and the Schoendiensts--made shoes during the mid- and 

late 19th century. 

The Kolbs and the Shoendiensts may have been making custom shoes for sale 

from the front room of #126 or they may have been part of what is known as “cottage 

industry,” where craftspeople fill orders for other retailers to sell. 

The scale of production for these shoemakers likely involved the whole family. 

The Kolbs had 8 children, and it is reasonable to expect that the older children performed 

tasks in the shoemaking business alongside their parents and two apprentices who lived 

in the house. 

By the time the Kolb children were adults, the city had dramatically changed. 

Philadelphia is a city that has earned its share of nicknames--it’s “the city of brotherly 

love,” “the city of homes,” "The Quaker City". Around 1900, the city began to be known 

as the “workshop of the world.” 
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The name was well earned; for nearly a century, Philadelphia boasted an 

extremely diverse and prolific array of manufacturing. The US census bureau collected 

statistics on around three hundred categories of industrial activity; companies in 

Philadelphia could be found in 90 percent of those categories. In contrast to some other 

American cities which were home to a handful of mega-manufacturers, Philadelphia was 

home to numerous small- to medium-size outfits, with an emphasis on skilled labor and 

custom work. 

The small scale did not necessarily mean light industry; many houses in the area 

right around Elfreth’s Alley were refitted for production of solvents as well as machined 

and forged products. In fact #128 Elfreth’s Alley was replaced with a stove factory in 

1868. The building occupied the same lot as the typical Elfreth’s Alley home, but 

included a structural vault in the basement, likely to support a hefty forge or other 

machinery. 

Though many of these industrial spaces were dominated by men; women were 

intimately involved in the work of the industrial city. 

At 247 North 3rd street, just about a block away from Elfreth’s Alley, stood the 

American Manufacturing Pearl Company-- for a time the second-largest pearl button 

manufacturer in the nation-- which over at least 60 years provided employment to various 

residents of Elfreth’s Alley. So-called “pearl” buttons were manufactured out of 

iridescent shells, imported from Southeast Asia and Australia. In 1880, 18-year-old 

William Dannehy, resident of #122 Elfreth’s Alley worked there as a pearl cutter, and his 

wife Ellen Dannehy did too, as a pearl driller. It is likely that William cut circles out of 

the shells, called “blanks,” and brought them home for Ellen to drill holes in, making 
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them finished buttons. In this way, industrial work, like cottage industry, extended into 

the home. 

Those buttons were bound to grace the newest fashions of the age: ready to wear 

clothing. Even through the American Civil War, much of Philadelphia’s clothing 

manufacturing was decentralized: companies would meet demand, including United 

States army contracts, by hiring subcontractors. In this way the industry was very flexible 

to consumer demand, and crucially, subcontractors seem to have been able to find regular 

work despite the informal nature of the arrangement. 

As Mary Smith, Sarah Melton, and Elizabeth Carr had produced custom gowns 

for Philadelphia’s upper classes in the 18th century, residents of Elfreth’s Alley in 1860 

remained invested in the industry; that year’s census lists 5 tailors and 3 seamstresses 

living on the Alley. 

By the end of the war, however, the garment industry had built up to huge 

capacity producing uniforms, and entrepreneurs capitalized by opening department 

stores--such as Wanamaker’s in 1876--which sold “ready-to-wear” clothing. To meet this 

demand, much of the garment industry had been moved to factories. By 1930, Nettie 

McCrae may have done some finishing work within her home on Elfreth’s Alley, but she 

listed her occupation on the U.S. Census records as “Operator,” suggesting she used a 

sewing machine or perhaps a cutting machine in a factory context. 

It is also worth noting that even women not performing industrial work 

themselves were necessary for the work of the industrial city, providing a variety of 

services-- preparing food, washing laundry, maintaining living quarters, and making and 

repairing clothing--whether within the family system as mothers, sisters, and daughters, 



 228 

or for pay, as boarding house operators, launderesses, maids, cooks, and seamstresses. In 

#135, both Gladys Morton and Elinore Wilson stayed at home, taking care of the 

children, maintaining the house, and supporting the members of the household who 

worked in the factories. 

Because of the decentralized nature of manufacturing in Philadelphia, labor 

organizing lagged behind other industrial cities. The garment industry is a prime 

example. While there had been some professional societies--such as the Federal Society 

of Journeymen Cordwainers of Philadelphia--as early as the 18th century, major union 

activity in the garment industry came to Philadelphia in the last decades of the 19th 

century. One important union for garment workers in the city was The International 

Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU) which enjoyed strong support in South 

Philadelphia’s communities of European immigrants, many of them Jewish. 

In 1909, the ILGWU went on strike in New York and Philadelphia, and won 

concessions such as a 54-hour work week. 

It was during strikes like the one in 1909 and another in 1921 when Black women 

first entered the garment factories, as strikebreakers. Factory managers often chose to hire 

Black workers and recent immigrants to work during strikes. Not only would managers 

be able to pay these strike breakers lower wages and make them work longer hours, this 

tactic was an effective barrier to class solidarity. By playing on and exacerbating existing 

racial and religious intolerance, factories were able to weaken union organizing efforts. 

Perhaps as a response to these tactics, the ILGWU sought to include more Black 

workers in the union and reported on the exploitation of Black workers as an act of 

solidarity, according to a 1926 article in the Philadelphia Tribune, Philadelphia’s leading 
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Black newspaper: “Mrs. Emma Carter Thompson,” the article reads, “has been engaged 

by Local No. 50 to investigate the shops in which colored workers are employed, and to 

organize the colored workers in order to improve collectively their working conditions. 

Mrs. Thompson’s investigations have shown that the non-union, and particularly the 

colored workers are being exploited. Some of the shops are dirty and unsanitary […] 

Prices for work are ridiculously low. Only the best and fastest workers can make as much 

as $18.00 per week [...] in some cases the prices average less than one-half compared 

with Union shops.” 

The author ended the article with a call to action, writing that it was important for 

Black women to quote “think about these facts and to make an effort to enroll in the 

Union. It is through Organized means that they can attain better working conditions.” end 

quote. 

We don't know how Nettie McCrae got her job at the factory. Perhaps she already 

had work prior to the ILGWU strikes. Perhaps she was brought in as a strikebreaker. 

Maybe she joined the union. Surely she would have faced more barriers to finding work 

than her white counterparts and was more likely to work for exploitative wages. 

By 1926, Black workers made up an increasing share of the workforce. Nettie 

McCrae was not native to Philadelphia --she had moved to the city from Virginia-- and 

she was far from the only one.  

In 1916, the Pennsylvania Railroad, finding it difficult to find workers, offered 

Black Southerners free transport to come work for them. This offer corresponded with a 

boll weevil infestation of cotton fields in the south, making it even more attractive. By 
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the time the program ended in 1917, it had brought 13,000 Black men and women to 

Pennsylvania. 

Other industries besides the railroads were also looking for workers--in some 

cases, as mentioned previously, to replace striking union workers--and began offering 

more jobs to Black workers. This demand, in Philadelphia and other Northern cities, set 

off what came to be known as the Great Migration. It would bring 1.6 million Black 

Americans northward by the end of the 1930s. The Black population of Philadelphia 

doubled between 1900 and 1920, when it was a little over 134,000. By 1930, Black 

Philadelphians numbered well over 219,000. 

When Nettie McCrae moved to Philadelphia she would have been eager to 

connect with other Black Southerners to regain a semblance of the community she had 

lost upon moving to a new and unknown city. Her absent husband--she was listed as 

“married” on the census--was also from Virginia and perhaps they moved North together. 

Even with a partner, arriving in Philadelphia must have been an isolating experience. For 

this reason, many of those migrating North did so with family, or followed family who 

had migrated earlier. Family connections often offered a place to stay upon arrival in the 

city as well as an existing social network and possible job opportunities. 

Next to family, church was often the most important resource for newly arrived 

Black southerners, offering spiritual comfort, a space for social mingling, and a center of 

community and identity. The most prominent Black church in Philadelphia was--and still 

is--Mother Bethel AME Church at 6th and Lombard Sts. Mother Bethel was the founding 

congregation of the African Methodist Episcopal church in 1794, and formed an anchor 

for the Black community in the 7th ward. 
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It was in this ward, which had been the subject of W.E.B DuBois’ 1896 

sociological study, The Philadelphia Negro, where some new arrivals found a home, 

while others settled in the growing Black neighborhoods in West Philadelphia and North 

Phialdelphia. 

Black social networks were built by kinship ties and church community, but 

social clubs also emerged based on state of origin in order to connect Black residents 

with others from their state. It is possible that Nettie McCrae may have met her husband 

at a social club for Black Virginians.  

In addition to church and social clubs, Nettie also found community with the 

families that she lived with on Elfreth's Alley. Robert Morton, listed as the head of the 

household at #135, was almost certainly part of the Great Migration; he had been born in 

North Carolina around 1890. Gladys was born in Pennsylvania, as were her parents. The 

Mortons had married around 1920, possibly within just a few years of Robert’s 

Northward journey. 

Why did the Mortons, Wilsons, and McCraes live on Elfreth’s Alley rather than in 

one of the predominantly Black neighborhoods? It is possible that Robert and Charles 

worked at a shovel factory less than two blocks away from Elfreth’s Alley. Nettie 

McCrae’s work was probably close by as well. But living in a predominantly white 

neighborhood probably had its downsides. W.E.B. DuBois described the isolation of 

Black Philadelphians outside of the 7th ward like this: “The Negro who ventures away 

from the mass of his people and their organized life, finds himself alone, shunned and 

taunted, stared at and made uncomfortable; he can make few new friends, for his 

neighbors however well-disposed would shrink to add a Negro to their list of 
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acquaintances. Thus he remains far from friends and the concentred social life of the 

church, and feels in all its bitterness what it means to be a social outcast.” 

Besides the 1930 census, we have yet to find a concrete record of the lives of the 

Mortons, Wilsons, and McCraes. We do have one tantalizing clue: a 1932 photograph 

from the Sunday Evening Bulletin. The photo is taken from the front of #139 Elfreth’s 

Alley and shows most of the street. 

A man in a hat leans in a doorway; another sits on a stoop. Two small children 

walk toward the camera on the sidewalk. A “For sale” sign hangs off of one of the 

buildings. And right across the street sitting on the stoop of #136, is a Black woman on 

Elfreth’s Alley. 

Could it be Gladys, Elinore, or Nettie? We don’t know. She looks away from the 

camera, her hair wrapped in a scarf. It is possible she is resident of a nearby building on 

2nd St., perhaps. We are left wondering about this woman’s identity and daily reality for 

the residents of this street. Photos and maps can, however, offer us a sense of the world 

through which they moved. The 1932 photo also shows the relatively modern facade of 

#128 flanked by two 18th-century homes. 

By 1930, the old stove factory at #128 had become part of a larger factory. The 

rear of the building was connected--at a 90-degree angle-- to the rear of another small 

factory building which fronted on 2nd Street. In 1923 it had passed into the hands of 

Nathan Fow Manufacturing, which was probably still making stoves, or something 

similar. Sometime thereafter, the factory was swallowed into the National Products 

Company, a manufacturer of food service equipment, which combined many smaller 

factories into one complex by the mid-20th century. 
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This consolidation of small factories and warehouses into larger complexes can be 

seen on fire insurance maps from the late 19th and early 20th century. Flipping through 

these maps year by year, you see Elfreth’s Alley become an island of residential 

buildings in a sea of warehouses and factories. Several factories--the National Products 

Company and the George Wetherill Paint Company--directly butted up against the back 

gardens of Elfreth’s Alley homes. 

Philadelphia’s status as Workshop of the World didn’t last forever. Growing 

power of labor organizations and increasing competition from other markets led 

manufacturing in Philadelphia to pull up stakes and move elsewhere. 

Where did this manufacturing go? Initially, it moved within the United States to 

places where labor was cheap and larger-scale factories were more economical. The pearl 

button industry in Philadelphia, which had employed so many residents of the Alley, felt 

increasing competition not only from Japanese producers, who were producing much 

cheaper buttons by 1919 but also from Iowa, where robust fresh-water shell harvesting 

drove midwestern pearl button production. 

Over the last century manufacturing has sought out increasingly lower and lower 

costs, often at the expense of worker safety and quality of life as well as product quality. 

As late as the 1940 census, Joseph Kalin, living at #111 Elfreth’s Alley was working as a 

button cutter at the rate of $16 a week--in 2020 dollars, under $7 an hour. Soon plastic 

buttons would replace pearl buttons, and workers elsewhere would replace Kalin. 

Seeking lower costs also prompted other industries like garment manufacturing, 

to move around the world to regions experiencing poverty, and which have fewer legal 
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protections for both workers and the environment. For the garment industry in 

Philadelphia, this process of decline began in the 1930s. 

Throughout the rest of the 20th century, manufacturing of all sorts have followed 

these patterns, leaving in their wake unemployed or exploited workers, empty factories 

and warehouses, and, in many cases, a legacy of environmental pollution. 

By the mid 20th century, the neighborhood surrounding Elfreth’s Alley bore the 

marks of this rise and fall of industry. A few factories limped along in their twilight 

years, scaling down and specializing to survive. Warehouses sat empty for the most part. 

The residential housing that remained had changed too, in ways which we will discuss in 

episode 6. Nettie McCrae and the members of her household moved off the Alley by 

1940, maybe in part because they could no longer find work in the neighborhood. 

Garment manufacturing, of course, has not stopped. We may think of sewing or 

weaving  as historical things; things that aren’t done anymore except by the artisan or the 

hobbyist. The truth is that these kinds of production still happen, just not in the United 

States. So where was your clothing made? 

The clothing I’m wearing right now was manufactured in Haiti, China, and India. 

My clothes passed through many hands both outside and inside of the United States--

printing logos on the fabric, packaging the items, shipping them to warehouses and 

stores, or directly to me. 

However, not all manufacturing has left the United States, or even the greater 

Philadelphia area. The Caledonia Dye Works in the Kensington neighborhood is an 

example of the kind of small-scale production that made Philadelphia a manufacturing 

powerhouse a hundred and fifty years ago and it is still in operation today. In Skippack 



 235 

township, just 30 miles outside Philadelphia, there is another complex which 

manufactures a variety of products including apparel, toiletries, and furniture--it is the 

State Correctional Institution -- Phoenix, a state prison which incarcerates nearly 4,000 

individuals. 

Prison labor is required of all incarcerated people, with wages ranging from an 

hourly rate of 19 cents to 52 cents based on the skill and experience of the worker. 

Nationally, 4% of incarcerated people work in manufacturing. 

The products created at SCI Phoenix and other Pennsylvania prisons are sold to 

government agencies and government contractors under the Big House Industries brand. 

Nationally, some major corporations, including Walmart, McDonald’s, and Starbucks, 

have used products made by prison industries in the past, but most have stopped the 

policy when media outlets have reported on it. 

In some cases, prison manufacturing has been seen as a way to “reshore” 

manufacturing--that is, to manufacture goods that might otherwise be imported from 

outside of the country. But critics of prison labor point out that Black and Latino 

Americans are disproportionately incarcerated and that their labor is a kind of modern 

American slavery. 

By the middle of the 20th century, the Delaware River waterfront continued to be 

a place where Philadelphians lived and worked, but it was also a place that middle-class 

and wealthy white people began to look at from afar and get ideas. Ideas about how to 

“save” the neighborhood, and how to save Philadelphia in the process. These would-be 

saviours would not ask Nettie McCrae what kind of city she wanted to live in. To the 

extent that the city planners, philanthropists, and historic preservationists thought of 
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someone like Nettie McCrae--a young Black mother with an absent husband--at all, they 

likely thought of her with pity, if not contempt. Yet learning about the lives of Nettie 

McCrae and the Mortons and the Wilsons gives us an essential frame of reference for the 

industrial era in Philadelphia--a time in which the city’s built environment and its racial 

makeup both radically changed. The residents of #135 will also give us needed 

perspective on the events that would follow. 

In the next episode we will talk about housing, so-called urban “decay,” and elite 

philanthropy. 

Enya Xiang: History is a group effort! This episode was researched, written, and 

narrated by Ted Maust, with research and editorial assistance from Isabel Steven and Joe 

Makuc. Special thanks to Alanna Shaffer for contributing significant research on the 

pearl button industry in Philadelphia. 

This episode drew heavily on the work of the Encyclopedia of Greater 

Philadelphia, especially entries by Christina Larocco, Walter Licht, and James Wolfinger, 

as well as the Goin’ North Project, assembled by West Chester University students in 

2014 and 2016 under the guidance of Charles Hardy and Janneken Smucker. 

Ted Maust: I’d like to personally thank Holly Genovese and Joana Arruda, as well 

as the staff of Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site, past and present, for educating me 

about inmate labor and prison industries. 

Thanks to Enya Xiang, who narrated the front and back matter for this episode. 

Enya Xiang: See the episode page at elfrethsalley.org/podcast for a transcript and 

a complete list of sources.Our theme music is the song “Open Flames” by Blue Dot 

Sessions from the album Aeronaut, used under Creative Commons license. 
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Thank you for listening! If you enjoyed this episode, please rate and review us on Apple 

Podcasts! Be sure to join us next week for Episode 6. 
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APPENDIX I 

THE ALLEY CAST: EPISODE 2.04: WORKING CHILDREN 

 

Elfreth's Alley Museum. July 14, 2021. 

This week on The Alley Cast we turn our attention to the topic of child labor and 

look at the lives of some children on Elfreth’s Alley as well as the story of how 

understandings of childhood were changed by the national movement to reform child 

labor. 

Thanks to Dr. Rosemary Feurer who generously chatted with Margaret Sanford 

and Jeanette Bendolph for this story. 

Thanks to our sponsors: Our lead sponsor is Linode. Linode is the largest 

independent open cloud provider in the world, and its Headquarters is located just around 

the corner from Elfreth’s Alley on the Northeast corner of 3rd and Arch Streets, right 

next to the Betsy Ross House Museum. The tech company moved into the former Corn 

Exchange Building in 2018 and employees have relished the juxtaposition of old and 

new: Outside, concealed LEDs light up the historic facade, inside are flexible server 

rooms but also a library with a sliding ladder, and a former bank vault is now a 

conference room. Linode is committed to a culture that creates a sense of inclusion and 

belonging and is always looking for new team members. Learn more about job 

opportunities at linode.com/careers. 

This season is also sponsored by the History Department and the Center for 

Public History at Temple University. Many of the people who have worked on this 

podcast over the past two years have been alumni or graduate students at Temple 
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University. A special thanks to Dr. Hilary Iris Lowe and the students in her “Managing 

History” course during the Fall of 2020 who did preliminary research and scriptwork for 

several episodes this season. Learn more about the department at 

www.cla.temple.edu/history/ and the Center at sites.temple.edu/centerforpublichistory/  

Support also comes from the Philadelphia Cultural Fund and the Museum Council 

of Greater Philadelphia. 

Transcript. 

August 25, 1792. A bundle of vibrant, red cloth perched innocuously on a stone 

ledge stirs against the early light. The rain of the previous day has cut the oppressive 

humidity typical of Philadelphia summers, painting the early Saturday morning in mist 

and welcome relief. For five in the morning, the streets are already awake: the sounds of 

carts heading to the weekly market, the chatter of homes shaking off the sleep from the 

previous night - opening windows and preparing breakfasts. With so many passing 

through the streets of Philadelphia that morning, that flash of red flannel on a familiar 

window could not have gone unnoticed. Inside: a baby girl.  

The window in question: the Sparhawks’ residence on Elfreth’s Alley. The child: 

unknown. Local newspapers and records show she was a healthy and “handsome” baby 

girl - “exceed[ing] most new born children in beauty”- and was quickly taken in by the 

residents of the alley, going to live with a hatter named Isaac Donaldson and his family 

whose residence now lies under Interstate-95, the busy freeway directly east of Elfreth’s 

Alley.  
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What became of this little girl? What did the Donaldsons name her? How long did 

she live? While the details of the baby’s life fade from our view, we know one thing - at 

least- about her childhood: she worked.  

Welcome to The Alley Cast, a podcast from the Elfreth’s Alley Museum in 

Philadelphia, PA. We trace the stories of people who worked, lived, and encountered this 

special street for over 300 years. While this story starts in Philadelphia, on a misty 

Saturday morning in the eighteenth century, we explore global connections that have 

meaning to us near and far.  

Today we are exploring the shortest characters of the alley: the children! We will 

explore the circumstances behind child labor from the mystery baby’s discovery, 

imagining what her life might have looked like, up through child labor activism at the 

height of the Industrial Era, when a famous reformer, Mother Jones, led an dramatic 

march out of Philadelphia - mere minutes away from Elfreth’s Alley. This is child labor, 

in and around Elfreth’s Alley. What they lacked in stature, they make up in economic 

participation and might. They helped build the world we know today.  

If you go looking for evidence of children in historical archives, you’ll have to 

look long and hard! You will have to read in between the lines and hope you get lucky 

with a few old newspaper passages, or references in letters. Unfortunately, a lot of what 

we want to know is lost to history. How did children feel going into the dark mines of 

Pennsylvania? How did children socialize between their jobs and household tasks? Our 

own expectations of childhood was an obstacle at times - where we associate childhood 

with play and school - a rite of passage as we grow. This modern idea of childhood is 

sometimes at odds with child labor we encounter in Elfreth’s Alley’s history but it was 
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ultimately children who shaped the childhood we benefited from. We hope to represent 

their lives in their work and activism with grace and dignity. 

In many ways, as we trace the story of children in and around Elfreth’s Alley - 

from the broom factories to the mill house - we are tracing the dynamic changes in 

American childhood, from passive participants to active leaders in labor reform, all of 

them protagonists in the story of this evolution. This is the life of the baby left on a 

windowsill, the work of William Wright on #122 Elfreth’s Alley, the stockings purchased 

by alley residents - made by child labor in Philadelphia mills, and the brave children who 

marched from Philadelphia to New York to advocate for their safety and rights, changing 

the face of child labor as we now know it.  

We begin in the early decades of Philadelphia. The world baby girl Donaldson 

entered was a world of labor. At the time of her discovery on that Saturday morning, the 

nearby piers would be staffed by indentured servants, the stores along Elfreth’s Alley 

manned by young apprentices, the hearths inside the houses of Elfreth’s Alley tended by 

girls or domestic servants, and enslaved children would have been awake preparing food, 

cleaning, or running errands for the men and women who owned them. Children were a 

visible and active part of the workforce,  

From the 1770s to 1850s, child labor was marked by three major routes for 

Philadelphia children: apprenticeships, domestic labor, and slavery. The path a child 

found themself on was often determined by class, race, and gender. Life in the early 

Americas was often precarious and unpredictable, meaning child labor was a constant 

and accepted aspect of childhood to keep families afloat and the city growing. 
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The majority of children in the Colonial Era did not spend their whole childhood 

under their parent’s roof48. Apprentices, children with guardians, and indentured 

servants, orphans or wards of the state, not only entered a trade master’s tutelage, but 

entered their home too. 

Apprenticeships were marked with a formal contract that was negotiated between 

children’s guardians and trade masters - the agreements for child rearing and trade 

training served multiple functions in early-Republican Philadelphia. The apprenticeship 

was also an early educational system that helped to ease economic strain on individual 

families and create a caste of trained, adequate laborers. Boys as young as 10 would live 

in the masters’ home, learn under him, and become a quality member of the community. 

Boys were protected by law - a 1763 act stipulated that apprentices should receive food 

and adequate shelter as they learned the master’s trade. From printing to smithing, 

apprenticeships were dangerous and rigorous, but protected forms of socialization for 

white boys. As such, apprenticeships and to a lesser extent indentured servitude, were 

visible and regulated labor practices in the early city.  

White girls entered a less professional world of domestic labor - learning under 

female guardians, a mother, an aunt, the ins and outs of housekeeping and child rearing. 

With labor so gendered and increasing divides between the public spheres of men and 

women in Philadelphia, girls’ labor was not necessarily viewed as valuable labor in that it 

didn’t bring in money for their family. Nonetheless, skilled home crafts like knitting, 

sewing, and cooking as well as maintaining a home were skilled trades. The baby girl 

Donaldson would have learned skills under her female guardians that she would be 

expected to apply to her future home.  
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Labor for Black Philadelphian children, freed or enslaved, looked rather different. 

In 1776, one in five American children was enslaved, and the city of Philadelphia was 

shaped by both strong abolitionist perspectives and activism as well as an economy 

ultimately dependent on unpaid and exploited labor. By 1780 - abolitionist 

laws  stipulated that children born into enslavement would be free by the age of 28, after 

serving the owner until that point. While abolition was introduced relatively early in 

Philadelphia’s history, enslaved Black and mixed-race children remained a source of 

exploited labor until their adulthood.  

Child labor, as seen through the studies of enslaved children, apprenticeships, and 

domestic labor, was thus a dynamic and shifting negotiation as Philadelphia expanded 

from colonial hub to urban center. Where today we expect to see children attending 

school with other children, early Philadelphia would not have been surprised to see 

children laboring in workhouses or solely in the home. This was seen as a form of 

education, of instruction, so children could grow into capable adults. 

By 1860, the city looked markedly different. Steam from textile factories dotted 

the horizon. Elfreth’s Alley shrunk amidst a growing city that was heated by coal mined 

outside of city limits. As the city changed and grew more dependent on mines and mills, 

childhood proximity to labor changed in Philadelphia. Apprenticeships faded out of 

necessity as formal education and wage-labor became commonplace. Upper class girls 

often attended school and were trained in domestic arts at home while lower class girls 

often had to seek out labor to help their families, in addition to meeting labor at home. 

Black children contributed to household funds by taking on jobs. Many children 

experienced formal education outside of the labor sphere at this time, thanks to in part 
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due to city reformers and religious instruction.  William Wright, age 11 of #122 Elfreth’s 

Alley, worked in a broom factory and with many other children found himself tangled in 

a web of child labor and consumerism that sent them off to work in factories wearing 

stockings woven by children younger than themselves, sweeping brooms assembled by 

fellow children, and returning home to hearths warmed by coal wrenched out of the earth 

by little hands.  

For little William, the world of Philadelphia labor would have been immediate 

and visceral. On his walk to the broom factory he would likely have seen the strain of 

heavy lifting, heard shouted conversations between laborers, and sidestepped carts and 

workers in the busy docks near Elfreth's Alley. He would have seen a diverse population 

producing cigars, tools, and household items. 

He would have smelled sawdust and tip-toed around puddles of polluted water 

and tar on his walk to and from work and his home. The intense industrial conditions that 

characterized the child labor movement and child labor reform were largely isolated to 

the coal mines and silk mills around Philadelphia. Impressive mills dotted the periphery 

of urban Philadelphia. But for William, the reality of the coal in his mother’s stove and 

the stockings she took to mending would have been accepted yet distant realities of 

industrialization.  

The demographic of mills and mines were often highly gendered: young boys 

usually worked as “breaker boys” in mines and young girls often worked in silk factories. 

Within both spaces, children worked long hours and endured highly dangerous 

conditions, some succumbing to the wounds inflicted upon them by industrial machines. 

Aware of the dangers and hardships of young industrial workers, mill and factory owners 
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did little to establish safe working conditions for the children they employed. Despite the 

hardships faced within the mines and mills, families often sent their children to work in 

order to help financially.  

Efforts to implement child labor laws which minimized the presence of children 

throughout the Pennsylvanian industrial landscape proved difficult as many factory and 

mill owners and in some cases parents of children resisted such legislation. Families were 

often key contributors to its existence in Pennsylvania. In order to compensate for the low 

wages of parents or to work in place of an absent parent, children were made integral 

bread-winners of a family unit. Children like William were often denied the same 

liberties of childhood that a wealthier child may have had, such as playtime and access to 

education.  

Yet child laborers moved to improve their working conditions throughout 

Pennsylvania. Children took to Pennsylvania’s streets to protest against the long working 

hours, filthy work areas, and unsafe spaces found within mills and factories. Fed up with 

the dangers they faced as child laborers, children as young as Alley resident William 

chose to illustrate their frustration in more salient, public ways. These strategies involved 

trade show pamphlets, strikes, and mill marches. Perhaps no protest best encapsulated the 

radical realities of child labor activism than the March of the Mill Children. Moved by 

the 10,000 children striking labor conditions in Philadelphia-area mills, Mother Jones (a 

socialist and labor organizer) decided to make the children mobile to show President 

Roosevelt the cost of industrial child labor.  

Fran Donato, performing Mother Jones’ words: After a long and weary march, 

with more miles to travel, we are on our way to see President Roosevelt at Oyster Bay. 
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We will ask him to recommend the passage of a bill by congress to protect children 

against the greed of the manufacturer. We want him to hear the wail of the children, who 

never have a chance to go to school, but work from ten to eleven hours a day in the textile 

mills of Philadelphia, weaving the carpets that he and you walk on, and the curtains and 

clothes of the people. 

Mother Jones called for a meeting at Philadelphia City Hall - a trolley ride away 

from the home William Wright grew up in on Elfreth’s Alley. From the slim street in 

Philadelphia, the noise and controversy Mother Jones stirred up would have reached the 

residential dining tables and parlors. Jones was struck by the fingerless and handless 

children gathered on the Philadelphia streets, as she wrote in her autobiography:  

Donato as Jones: “I held up their mutilated hands and showed them to the crowd 

and made the statement that Philadelphia’s mansions were built on the broken bones, the 

quivering hearts and drooping heads of these children.”  

As they began to march east, past the Pennsylvania state house, past Elfreth’s Alley, 

Jones continued to carry the children to peer into the homes heated by their labor, the 

residents clothed by their sacrifices.  

Donato as Jones: “They were light to lift”.  

In all, the march took weeks stretching from Philadelphia to Coney Island, NY, 

marked by minor dramas and national press, but it was Jones’s centering of the children 

that made lasting impressions. She reminded residents of the alley and of the nation that 

children had voices and could speak for themselves. Elfreth’s Alley, which for so long 

had been built on and sustained by child labor, was now on the verge of radical change.  
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After many trials and legislative change, the Keating-Owen Act of 1916 was 

passed by Congress. It prohibited interstate sale of goods produced by factories who 

employed children under the age of 14. Outrage against the Keating-Owen act was also 

seen amongst Southern mill owners and families. One father of children (ages 13 and 15) 

allied with mill owners to file suit to overturn the Keating-Owen act under accusations 

that the act was unconstitutional. Striking a blow to those against child labor reformers, 

the plaintiffs successfully had the Keating-Owen Act overturned in a Supreme Court case 

known as Hammer vs. Dagenhart.  

Dealing with social and political push-back from several states, it would take 

years and a patchwork of federal and state laws to improve the working conditions of 

youth workers. These cases and testimonies shocked policy-makers by the reality of child 

labor conditions. Due to legal practices, we cannot access these emotional and revealing 

first-hand accounts, but their impact can be seen in the 1938 Legislation that virtually 

ended commercial child labor in the United States.  

The Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 criminalized child labor outside of the 

realms of agricultural and domestic labor. It also set the national minimum wage at 25 

cents and made the typical work week 44 hours. This act surely gave hope to the many 

children who prior to its passing endured long work days and dangerous work 

environments as they toiled away in the mines and mills of America’s industrial 

landscape; With fewer hours dedicated to work and the mitigation of harsh work 

environments, children could receive an education. This change was not just a 

recognition of the dangerous conditions children worked in, but a nod to Mother Jones’s 

advocacy and the children who fought alongside her.  
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The legislation that came out of the child labor movement is visible today in the 

landscape of childhood in America. Out of the Gilded Age, childhood emerged as a 

protected time where education and play dominated ideals. A mandatory 

education,  public areas for play and discovery seen in playgrounds and even children’s 

museums. Children have legal rights to safety and security, seen both as protected 

citizens yet capable of making decisions and speaking for themselves. You might ask 

yourself, What do I expect childhood to look like? What was my childhood like? Chances 

are your childhood has been shaped by the child labor movement. 

Yet child labor is still an active part of the economy. Today, children in 

Philadelphia consume produce that is harvested by children working on family farms 

outside of the city. Children labor as babysitters and perform domestic labor like washing 

the dishes and cooking with their parents. They wear clothing created by child labor 

abroad while benefiting from the activist efforts of child laborers past. The historic 

children of Elfreth’s Alley experienced shifting proximity to labor as the city developed 

from one of colonial scarcity to industrial might. Today, children living in Elfreth’s Alley 

benefit from a reliable education, nearby Race Street Pier which has been repurposed 

from industrial might to an urban park, and a dominant culture informed of child agency 

and individualism - largely shaped by the work of Mother Jones and the child activists of 

the 20th century. Little broom maker William Wright would likely not recognize the 

playscape of American childhood.  

We leave you with a reflection. The way we see it, understanding historic labor in 

all its complexities is really a way to see labor in the present. Our lives are dramatically 

impacted by child labor past and present. From fast fashion to our own individual labor 
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histories, child labor is in many ways an embedded and accepted tenet of capitalism. The 

mills, dramatic and historicized as they may seem, are ongoing practices for children 

worldwide. The cobalt in your smartphone is mined by young children in the Congo. We 

invite you to reflect on the labor and hands that have made your life and lifestyle 

possible. How is your life impacted by child labor? 

History is a group effort! This episode was written by Margaret Sanford and 

Jeanette Bendolph and narrated by Margaret Sanford. Creative input came from Enya 

Xiang, Ted Maust, and the Managing History Class in Fall 2020. 

Thanks to Dr. Rosemary Feurer who generously chatted with Margaret Sanford 

and Jeanette Bendolph for this story. Dr. Feurer is the co-author of the book Against 

Labor: How U.S. Employers Organized to Defeat Union Activism and the project 

director of the Mother Jones Heritage Project. Thanks to Fran Donato for performing 

selected quotations from Mother Jones’ speeches and autobiography. 

Thanks again to our sponsors Linode and the History Department of Temple 

University. Support is also provided by the Philadelphia Cultural Fund and the Museum 

Council of Greater Philadelphia. 

In addition to the sources cited by name, this episode drew heavily on the work of 

John A. Fitler, Bonnie Stepenoff, Mary Ann Mason, and Phillip P. Holleran, as well as 

past volunteers and staff of the Elfreth’s Alley Association who have collected various 

records related to the street’s residents. 

A transcript of this episode with sources is available on the episode page at 

ElfrethsAlley.org/podcast and the link in the show notes. 
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The songs used in this episode are “Open Flames”  and “An Oddly Formal 

Dance,” both by Blue Dot Sessions, both used under Creative Commons license. 

This podcast is recorded on the unceded indigenous territory of the Lenni-Lenape people, 

who were and continue to be active stewards of the land. We recognize that words are not 

enough and we aim to actively uphold indigenous visibility and sovereignty for 

individuals and communities who live here now, and for those who were forcibly 

removed from their Homelands. By offering this Land Acknowledgment, we affirm 

Indigenous sovereignty and will work to hold the Elfreth’s Alley Museum accountable to 

the needs of American Indian and Indigenous peoples. 

Thank you for listening to this episode of Season 2 of The Alley Cast! Remember 

that one of the best ways you can support our work is by telling other people about this 

show and rating us on podcast apps such as Apple Podcasts. 

You can sustain the work of the Elfreth’s Alley Museum by making a donation at 

elfrethsalley.org/donate or by joining our Patreon at patreon.com/elfrethsalley. 
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APPENDIX J 

THE ALLEY CAST: EPISODE 4: THE RACIAL POLITICS OF DOMESTIC 

LABOR 

 

Elfreth's Alley. July 15, 2020. 

A page of the 1840 census shows that two households—headed by James 

Simpson and John Keyser, respectively—listed occupants who were young free Black 

women (see those two tally marks way off to the right?). 

“There are three things that are requisite to secure good bread, viz. good flour, 

good yeast, and good care.” “Those who have the most success in making bread, are very 

particular in heating their oven exactly right.” “Great care is needful also to put the bread 

in at just the right time. If the bread does not stand to rise long enough, it is too solid, 

either for health, or for pleasure in eating.” 

These lines may sound like any googled “bread recipe,” but they’re straight from 

1842, and they’re possibly lines free Black women on Elfreth’s Alley read. Catherine 

Esther Beecher included these lines and four more pages on breadbaking in her “Letters 

to Persons Who Are Engaged in Domestic Service” in the hope that she would promote 

the “usefulness and happiness” of domestic workers. Many domestic workers in the early 

1800s were Black women, including three of those on Elfreth’s Alley. But what was the 

relationship between domestic work like baking bread and race, gender, and class 

dynamics on the Alley? We look to the literal edges of the census in search of the women 

who often found themselves at the bottom of household hierarchies--Black women 

working as domestic servants.  
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The history of professional domestic labor on Elfreth’s Alley stretches back to at 

least 1810. Margaret, a Black woman on the 1810 census, was a washerwoman in the rear 

apartment of 22 Elfreth’s Alley. Additionally, the 1840 census recorded two free Black 

women on the Alley, both between the ages of 10 and 23. To examine the household 

environments of Margaret and these unnamed Black women, we’ll start by introducing 

the demographics of domestic labor and discussing methodology for studying these 

people. Then we’ll examine how the particulars of these households and race and gender 

in Philadelphia informed how these domestic laborers worked. We’ll conclude by linking 

this history of domestic labor to Black women’s work today. 

Our greatest piece of evidence that the unnamed women were probably domestic 

laborers stems from demographics. Economic opportunities for women were limited--and 

this limitation was even more compounded for Black women. While Pennsylvania’s 

gradual abolition act ensured that most Black people in the state were free from slavery 

by 1840, white people either formally or informally kept Black people from most quote-

on-quote “skilled” positions. Hence, most Black people could only choose between 

positions that paid poorly, even if those positions were essential to society (such as dock 

work or sanitation). For Black women, barred from “skilled” labor by their race and 

quote-on-quote “masculine” labor by their gender, domestic work in some form was 

practically the only option available. Black women like Margaret were able to support 

themselves independently fairly well, performing dirty-but-fiscally-valuable tasks like 

laundry. Yet many other women could only find work as domestic servants, performing 

not just laundry, but cooking, cleaning, and child care for an entire household. For the 
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reason that these Black women are the only Black people in the predominantly-white 

Simpson and Keyser households, it is likely that these women were domestic servants. 

Though adoption may have led to these womens’ residence with Simpson and 

Keyser, adoption in the early 1800s was more often a service arrangement than not. In 

this view, adoption could be a convenient way for legal parents to cut costs and give the 

child work skills, and the adopting family to use the child’s labor. If there was any legal 

element to this arrangement, it would generally come in the form of an indenture contract 

of apprenticeship, by which the child was bound to work for the adopting family for a 

certain number of years and the adopting family taught the child a trade. However, for 

Black families in Philadelphia, apprenticeship was often better in theory than practice. 

Officials often forced Black children into legal apprenticeship under the claim that their 

parents were incapable of providing for the children, sometimes for as long as twenty-

eight years--significantly later than the twenty-first birthday end date for most white 

children’s apprenticeships. Further, the adopting white family often neglected to educate 

or train the Black children in a trade, instead treating the Black children as another source 

of domestic labor. Legal adoption would not come to the United States until 

Massachusetts passed the first U.S. adoption law in 1851. So whether the unnamed 

women were adopted or not, it’s likely they performed domestic labor tasks. 

Unfortunately, it’s difficult to trace these workers (and their work) in the written 

historical record. The census does not include their names, and libraries, archives, and 

museums rarely collect the writing of domestic laborers--or the middle-class people who 

hired them. Additionally, although free Black people established their own schools in 

Philadelphia (such as the Lombard Street Primary School, run by Margaretta Forten) 
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”apprenticed” domestic laborers and others likely had sparse access to education. 

Combined, it’s hard to figure out the specifics of these workers’ lives.   

The sources that we can use to study these workers, the census and the 1840 

McElroy’s Directory, are fraught with issues. Census countings were all informed by the 

census takers’ own biases and the governmental structure that produced the census, so it’s 

important to read the 1840 census with a healthy wariness toward possible 

undercounting, overcounting, or misreporting. Indeed, controversy about the 1840 

census’ large count of quote-on-quote “lunatic” free Black people--the label the product 

of racism and ableism--sparked the first calls for a permanent census office to produce 

more accurate records. As this example shows, census error was especially acute for 

disadvantaged groups like Black people, disabled people, and the poor city dwellers on 

Elfreth’s Alley. Similarly, McElroy’s Directory only counted those people who 

purchased a listing, so it offers little information on disadvantaged people who often had 

little money and may have had little reason to purchase a listing in a directory targeting 

literate, book-buying people. Further, the directory only directly offered information 

about the personal or business listing, not about the setup of the household. Both the 

census and the directory historically minimized people like the Black women who lived 

on Elfreth’s Alley. 

All the same, the census and McElroy’s Directory do provide useful information. 

The 1840 census counted population by household divided into several age brackets, and 

whether the household members were white, “free persons of color,” or enslaved. 

McElroy’s directory occupation listings, meanwhile, can help provide rough estimates for 

social class and suggest some of the tasks that employers would ask of domestic servants. 
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Act 2 - The Households. 

Looking over Margaret’s household and the Black domestic servants’ households 

reveals some interesting differences. Margaret was listed as the head of her household in 

the 1810 Census, a rear apartment on 22 Elfreth’s Alley--or 130 Elfreth’s Alley today. 

Three other free Black people lived in the household.  

One of the domestic servants lived with James Simpson, a tailor who lived and 

worked at 26 Elfreth’s Alley--or 122 Elfreth’s Alley today. According to the census, 

James Simpson’s household had eight white people. There were three children under 15, 

including one under 5 years old. Two male teenagers were listed between the ages of 15 

and 19, and one young woman between the ages of 20 and 29 were listed. Finally, a man 

and woman between the ages of 40 and 50 were listed. The census data records that one 

of the household residents was employed in “Manufacturing and Trades”--likely James, a 

tailor.  

The other woman lived with John Keyser, who maintained a grocery and tavern at 

8 High Street (known today as Market Street) and resided at 12 Elfreth’s Alley--or 129 

Elfreth’s Alley today. The Keyser household had seven white people. Of the inhabitants 

listed on the census as “white,” three children were listed between the ages of 5 and 9; 

one teenage man and woman each were listed between the ages of 15 and 19; one white 

man was listed as between 20 and 29, and one white woman was listed between the ages 

of 40 and 49. Though Ann Keyser was not listed with an occupation, her inclusion in the 

directory without an occupation suggests an interesting relationship between her and 

John. Of the white women listed at 12 Elfreth’s Alley, only one was old enough to have 

had children, and assuming a familial or marriage connection to John based on their 
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shared surname, Ann was between 40 and 50 at the time of the census. She was not listed 

on the directory at John’s previous residence at 2 Chancery Street in 1837.  

Act 3 - The City. 

In addition to the particulars of each household, local issues of class were also 

particularly salient for Black domestic labor arrangements. In the 1793 Yellow Fever 

epidemic, white Philadelphians had demarcated quote-on-quote “Black” people as a 

specific group of free people  of African descent. White Philadelphians largely 

characterized the domestic servants who they racialized as “Black” as greedy. Though 

white Margaret Morris, for example, had both white and Black domestic servants, she 

wrote of the “Black” servants that “many of them became extortionate in their demands, 

exacting the sum of three, four, and five dollars a day for their attendance.” Less than 50 

years after the epidemic, white household heads in Philadelphia likely carried racist 

family memories of distrust toward Black domestic workers like Margaret and the 

household servants in the 1840 Census. 

White Philadelphians manifested their racist ideas about Black people through 

violence, which likely impacted domestic labor arrangements. White Philadelphians 

forcibly beat Black Philadelphians away from a Fourth of July celebration in 1805. White 

rage flared up again in five instances of mass violence and home-burning between 1832 

and 1849, including the destruction of Pennsylvania Hall in 1838--an abolitionist center 

less than two miles from the Alley. Also in 1838, Pennsylvania ratified a new state 

constitution banning Black people from voting. Black people would not be able to vote in 

Pennsylvania again until 1870. White violence and bans on Black peoples’ freedom 

placed Black domestic workers in an even more vulnerable position. Margaret and the 
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1840 domestic workers may have rightly feared violence against their own families if 

they stood up to their employers. 

Household servants like the young Black women who lived in the Simpson and 

Keyser households performed essential labor. Catherine Esther Beecher claimed in her 

“Letters to Persons” that “one main support of this blessed institution of family and home 

is, those domestics who are hired to do the chief labours of the family. Just take away 

from this country all the cooks, chambermaids, waiters, washers, and house cleaners, and 

what would be the result? The fathers could not leave their business to do the family 

work, the mothers would not have strength to do it, and the family state would be broken 

up.” Beecher exaggerated, but the bread-baking, chamber pot-emptying, laundry, and 

other tasks that domestic workers performed were quite literally essential to keeping their 

employers’ families functioning. Margaret and the 1840 domestic servants enabled 

households like the Simpsons and Keysers to spend more time working or relaxing.  

However, domestic work came at a cost for Black women. Employers constantly told 

Black women that they were quote-on-quote “servile by nature,” and domestic servitude 

rarely led to better employment. Further, the wages of domestic labor were never high, 

especially not with the over-competition for servant positions in burgeoning 

Philadelphia.  

As the free Black butler Robert Roberts wrote in his popular guide to domestic 

labor, the 1827 The House Servant’s Directory: “Now, my young friends, you must 

consider that to live in a gentleman's family as a house servant is a station that will seem 

wholly different from any thing, I presume, that ever you have been acquainted with; this 

station of life comprises comforts, privileges, and pleasures, which are to be found in but 
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few other stations in which you may enter; and on the other hand, many difficulties, trials 

of temper, &c., more perhaps than in any other station in which you might enter.” “Trials 

of temper” were probably always present when the threat of physical violence against 

workers’ communities hung overhead and the wages remained poor. 

With all this taken into account, what might a day in the life of these women have 

been like? For Margaret, her daily activities may have been somewhat self-directed, and 

one possible depiction of that self-direction is as follows. Upon waking, Margaret ate 

breakfast: a light meal generally including hardy foods like bread or cheese. Then she left 

for her work following a route she set for herself, heading out of narrow Elfreth’s Alley 

onto the bigger 2nd and Front Streets. There, Margaret found herself in the territory she 

serviced as a washerwoman. She walked door-to-door, asking the woman in charge of 

each household whether they wanted laundry done. Even if she didn’t find anyone else 

seeking laundry services, Margaret likely did laundry for the person in the front of 

Elfreth’s Alley 22. Margaret negotiated her price with each customer and likely earned a 

decent wage. She then took the laundry home. Away from the discriminating eyes of her 

employers, Margaret nevertheless had the hard work of washing textiles by hand. She 

applied hot water, soap, long soaks, different wooden tools, perhaps lye, and perhaps the 

help of the three persons living with her to clean the textiles. With the money she 

negotiated from her employers, Margaret and those in her household probably ate good 

dinners: hearty stews including protein, such as meat or beans, and even luxuries like 

vegetables. Margaret was able to relax at her own leisure, spend time with her household 

while she worked, and make her own food. However, she treaded carefully around her 
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employers, knowing that her (majority-white clientele) might be ready to enact racist 

violence like that of 1805. 

Indeed, a day in the life of a Black domestic servant in the Simpson or Keyser 

household involved a lot of careful treading. The servants may have slept at the foot of 

their employers’ bed, as was done in the eighteenth century. In the winter, they were 

required to rise before the other members of the household to stoke the fires, making 

warmth (and hot coffee) for their employers. As well, these servants cooked for their 

employers and indeed consistently baked bread, although the employers took the choicest 

bits. Other domestic tasks varied between employers and seasons.  

In the Simpson household, the domestic servant had to help with early childcare. 

This possibly entailed wet nursing of the child between the ages of 0 and 4, and it 

definitely entailed feeding and cleaning the toddler and supervising all three children. She 

may also have had to supervise the two teenagers, which posed the challenge of imposing 

authority on people who likely had a sense of superiority to the Black servant. The 

servant also had to navigate a relationship with the woman in her twenties (perhaps an 

older daughter of the Simpsons) in addition to the older Simpsons.  It’s also possible that 

the Black servant assisted with James’ tailoring work, polishing shoes and the like. 

The servant who lived in the Keyser household also did childcare, although she 

focused on an older population. Managing three children between the ages of 5 and 9 was 

no easy task, or the other teenagers. With both John and Ann Keyser listed on the 

directory, the servant may have been beholden to both Keysers as employers, and to the 

two teenagers to a lesser extent. The servant may have also helped with Keyser’s tavern 

business through cleaning and other manual labor. Whatever the content of these 
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servants’ work, the Simpsons and Keysers expected that the servants always be available 

to do it. The Black domestic servants who lived with these white households could not 

relax at their own leisure, and their position demanded constant emotional, psychological, 

and physical labor for which they were not well-compensated. 

Conclusion: Black domestic workers in the early 1800s faced interlocking racism 

and sexism in their everyday lives. Sojourner Truth’s “Ain’t I a Woman?” was an early 

articulation of this discrete anti-black woman oppression, and understanding of this 

position as a unique place from which to theorize societal change. According to Francis 

Gage, Truth pointed out that Black womens’ experience was not accounted for in the 

1851 Womens’ Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio, which she attended: “That man over 

there says that women need to be helped into carriages, and lifted over ditches, and to 

have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages, or over mud-

puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain't I a woman?” Truth warned against the 

assumption that upper-class white ideas about womanhood stand in for Black women’s 

experience, which often involved hard labor because of the limited opportunities 

available to Black people and especially Black women like these domestic workers. 

Taking after Truth and the many other Black women who called out their unique 

oppression, legal scholar Kimberlé W. Crenshaw named this theory: intersectionality. 

Crenshaw’s 1989 article “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black 

Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antriracist 

Politics,”” examined multiple legal cases where judges ruled that “Black women” did not 

constitute a discrete class (or, alternatively, could not speak on behalf of Black men 

against anti-Black racism). Much as Truth pointed out that white ideas about womanhood 
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left no room to understand the oppression of Black women, Crenshaw writes that 

focusing “on otherwise-privileged group members creates a distorted analysis of racism 

and sexism because the operative conceptions of race and sex become grounded in 

experiences that actually represent only a subset of a much more complex phenomenon.” 

For Crenshaw, the oppression of Black women is best understood as a confluence of 

oppressive burdens, and this oppression is best understood through an analytical model 

considering how these oppressions interact.  

As Crenshaw reminds us, the racism and sexism these Black women faced in 

1840 are alive today.  

Black women are 2.8 times more likely to be arrested by police than white 

women. Meanwhile, due to the lack of health care infrastructure for Black communities, 

the pollution of Black communities (see the Flint health crisis), and the psychological and 

physical toll of racism and sexism, Black women have some of the worst health outcomes 

in the United States. Black women with breast cancer between the ages of 45 and 64 are 

60 percent more likely to die of the disease than white women the same age. Between the 

biological toll of interlocking racism and sexism, and the conditions in which Black 

women live and work, Black women today still face similar challenges to those domestic 

workers on the Alley faced in 1840. 

This episode is indebted to several other scholars’ work: Michelle S. Jacobs, 

Sharon V. Salinger, Seth Rockman, Dr. Ibram X. Kendi, Deborah Gray White, Jacquelyn 

C. Miller, Richard H. Steckel, Enobong Hannah Branch and Melissa E. Wooten 
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APPENDIX K 

THE ALLEY CAST: EPISODE 2: SPINSTERS, RUNAWAY WIVES, AND 

WIDOWS 

Elfreth's Alley. July 1, 2020. 

Above is a page from the 1790 First Federal Census that lists the heads of house 

for residents on Elfreth's Alley beginning with house #28 - #26. Other census data 

included profession or occupation, whether the house was a dwelling or shop, and the 

number of free white men and women, and the number of enslaved people living in the 

house. Their occupations are all listed as 'spinster', a term for an unmarried woman, but 

they would have had to work to sustain themselves.  

Mary Smith, spinster, mantua maker, 1762-1766. Sarah Melton, widow, spinster, 

mantua maker, 1762-1798. Hannah Hodgson, 1785. Jane Hill, 1785. Anne Ireland, 1785. 

Elizabeth Collins, widow, 1785-1791. Elizabeth Chandler, spinster, 1790. Barbary. 

Dominick, spinster, 1790. Christian Tweed, widow, 1790. Ann Anderson, widow, 1790-

1804. Mary Gray, widow, schoolmistress, 1790-1805. Mary Hunter, Spinster, 1790-1791. 

Sara Bradnax, Schoolmistress, 1790-1791. Catherine McLeod, widow, boarding house, 

1793-1797. Ann Bliss, widow, 1793. Mary Cowain, 1793. Elizabeth W. Brunston, 

widow, gentlewoman, 1794-1795. Rebecca Jones, 1794. Mary Wilson, widow, boarding 

house, 1795-1797. Rebecca King, widow, tailoress, 1796. Rachel Elfreth, widow, 

gentlewoman, 1795-1803. Elizabeth Carr, mantua maker, widow, 1790-1813. Marianne 

Faure, gentlewoman, French lady, 1795-1796. Christian Peachin, widow, 1785-1831. 

Susannah Hill, mantua maker, 1790-1809. Sarah Taylor, seamstress, 1800-1801. Ann 

Taylor, widow, boarding house, 1795-1810. Hannah Gillaspie, mantua maker, 1802. 
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Madam Baeu, gentlewoman, widow, 1801-1804. Madam Vaughan, 1802-1806. Rebecca 

Price, teacheress, 1802-1807. Ann Hoffner, widow, 1807. Catherine Catherall, widow, 

1807. Mary Thomas, gentlewoman, 1807. Mary McKinney, boarding house, 1807. Mrs. 

Vockason, nurse, 1809. Margaret Fry, huckster, 1810. Magdeline Orell, shoemaker, 

1810. Elizabeth Levy, fuel clarifier, 1810. Rebecca Wells, lady, 1810. Amy Stackhouse, 

seamstress, 1810. Ann Lemaire, lady, 1810. Mary Hillman, boarding house, 1809-1810. 

Mary Tatum, gentlewoman. Hannah Catherall, widow, lady, 1810-1813. Mary Clampffer, 

widow, 1810-1813. Rebecca Ferguson, widow, shopkeeper, 1813-1841. Eliza McCollum, 

mantua maker, 1813. Margaret Maag, tailoress, 1813. Ann James, widow, 1813. Hannah 

Newton, mantua maker, seamstress, 1810-1813. Margaret Peddle, widow, lady, 1810-

1813. 

These are the names of the 60 women who appear in City Directories and United 

States Censuses as the legal heads of households on Elfreth’s Alley between roughly 

1790 to 1813. Representing 20-30% of the street's residents, some only lived here for a 

year or two, others decades. Yet collectively, these women illustrate the opportunities and 

challenges of life for single women in Early Republic Philadelphia.  

Mary Smith, Sarah Melton, and Elizabeth Carr were all examples of women who 

spent some or all of their adult lives in couples with other women, rather than with men, 

and explored the possibilities of their professional and personal lives together.   

Economic and social circumstances of the other female-headed households on Elfreth’s 

Alley from 1785 to 1820 and consider what brought these women here and how the Alley 

shaped their lives.   
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We don’t know much about these women, except for the information contained in 

the 1790 United States Census, which was the first time it was taken.  The census also 

listed how many “free white females, including head” were living at the home, and so 

while we don’t know the specific ages, all three women had multiple girls or other 

women living there, too.  That they only appeared to stay on the Alley for the one year 

indicates that work and financial circumstances prompted them to move again looking for 

more affordable accommodations. Or perhaps they married, and thus disappeared as 

heads of households, now included in their husbands’ households instead.  What is clear, 

however, is that the difficulty in tracing these women’s lives is due to the economic, 

legal, and social realities that dictated their lives. 

Of all the social and legal roles available to women during this time, only a 

minority of adult women were ever able to become the legal head of their own 

household.  This could only happen if she were a feme sole.  This term was a legal 

definition that designated a woman who had either never married, was widowed, or 

legally divorced. Roughly 20-30% of households were headed by women at any one 

point in time in late 18th century Philadelphia. The residential patterns of Elfreth’s Alley 

match those percentages almost exactly decade to decade.  In 1790, out of the 31 heads of 

house on the street, 32% were women.  At the turn of the century, it was 21% of the 28 

residents, and a decade later, women accounted for 33% of the 45 residents.  

In certain ways, a feme sole had more opportunities: she could inherit, buy and 

sell property, conduct business in her own name, and appear in court.  But in many other 

ways, her life was more limited and more difficult.  Only a small set of occupations were 

available to women and all of them paid low wages, typically half the amount a man 
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would make for the same work, which made her economic circumstances often 

precarious.  Moreover, a woman was not expected to be conducting business and acting 

in the public on her own.  Instead, society expected a woman to have a husband to do 

these things for her, to protect her from the burdens of business and public life.  How 

Mary Hunter, Elizabeth Chandler and Barbary Dominick may have actually felt about 

being single women we can unfortunately leave only to speculation.  Perhaps they wished 

for a husband to offer financial security and protection from public activity, or perhaps 

they had no desire  at all for one, and preferred the greater legal freedom her feme sole 

status granted her. 

But if a woman was not the head of a household (or married), what role did she 

fill? Most commonly, adult daughters lived with one or both of their parents, or she 

moved into her sibling’s household. Women might also be lodgers, renting a room from 

individuals.  Women who were of lower economic standing might join a household 

working as a servant, maid, or cook. And many more enslaved African American women 

had no choice at all, forced to work and were counted as part of their enslaver's 

household.  

The confluence of economic, social, and cultural factors enabled the diversity of 

women’s roles, and the relatively high numbers of single women living in Philadelphia 

during this time.  First, female self-reliance was economically tenable within an urban 

environment, due to the abundance of work, flexibility of living arrangements, and size of 

the population.  Second, it was somewhat socially tolerated due to the ethnic and 

religious diversity of Philadelphia.  Third, the changing demographic landscape of 

Philadelphia created a much less coherent or rigid culture of gender norms than might 
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commonly be assumed, enabling women to navigate around their prescribed roles in 

various ways.  Finally, the cultural scene within Philadelphia saw a burgeoning literary 

world whose writers included women, and growing educational opportunities for women 

meant an increase in conversation and debate around the roles of women, singleness, and 

the realities and challenges of courting and marriage.   

Act II: Marriage and Separation. 

Despite a limited tolerance for female singlehood, most women married. Not only 

was marriage the most reliable form of economic stability for women, and socially and 

culturally expected, it defined her legal and relational status. Marriage in early America 

retained a legal principle from English Common Law, called coverture, which essentially 

forged the married couple into one legal entity under which a woman no longer retained 

any legal identity separate from her husband. Although she could run the household, she 

was not its legal head. All her property was conferred to her husband, and only he could 

inherit, buy or sell property, conduct business, make contracts, and appear in court to 

represent her.   

However, women were rarely married their entire adult life.  The death of her 

husband may have been the most common circumstance by which women returned to 

single life, but it was not the only one. Self divorce and after 1785, legal divorce were not 

uncommon in late eighteenth-century Philadelphia.  The 1785 Divorce Act established 

certain policies for the separating couple, including distinctions between absolute divorce 

and divorce from bed and board (in other words, a legal separation).  Absolute divorce 

provided a clean economic break and the ability for both men and women to remarry 

legally.  For women, an absolute divorce was even more significant, because she became 
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a feme sole.  A divorce from bed and board, on the other hand, meant that the woman 

could not remarry, but could apply for alimony. Some women probably enjoyed the 

greater freedom from her husband and feme sole status that an absolute divorce granted 

her, while others probably found the alimony a necessity for surviving on her own and 

supporting any children she had. 

Despite divorce being legal by 1785, most couples separated informally, rather 

than going through a lengthy and difficult court process that might deny them the divorce 

they wanted.  Such informal separation was somewhat accepted socially and 

acknowledged economically, particularly among the laboring and lower middling 

classes.   

There were a number of reasons why a married couple like Elizabeth and 

Alexander might separate. The most common were economic disagreements, sexual 

misbehavior, and physical abuse.  Or else the two of them may have dissolved their 

marriage together because they no longer felt they were compatible.  They may have 

come from an ethnic or religious background in which self-divorce was much more 

accepted not only when strife wrecked the marriage, but when the union was no longer 

suitable for or desired by one or both partners.    

Marriage desertion by either partner happened frequently as well, but there were a 

great deal of distinctions and consequences between men who deserted and women who 

did. However, if Elizabeth deserted the marriage, she gave up her legal rights to financial 

support from her husband.  And yet, since married women were designated feme coverts, 

they could not do business in their own name and any money or property they had legally 

belonged to their husbands. Any transactions she made were technically with her 
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husband's money, and any debts she incurred were on her husband's credit.  For a woman 

to abandon a marriage was to risk economic destitution, which probably forced many 

wives to stay in difficult or abusive marriages. Moreover, the societal judgment on 

leaving a marriage was much harsher for women than for men. If a wife had problems 

with her husband, she was supposed to either gently change him or either submit to his 

will since he was the household head.  For a wife to desert her husband was to challenge 

his authority, and thus, her reasons for leaving were scrutinized much more harshly.  

Despite such steep consequences, many women, perhaps Elizabeth included, abandoned 

their marriages.  Between 1726 and 1786, 841 men advertised the desertion of their 

wives.  Although such a practice might sound unusual, runaway wife advertisements 

were a common and recognized means of dissolving a marriage in 18th-century 

Philadelphia. The text of the ads was formulaic, and then edited to fit specific 

circumstances. A typical ad announced that the "wife of the subscriber, hath eloped from 

him, and run him considerably in Debt, besides pilfering from him a valuable Sum of 

Money, and sundry effects of Value."  They were also an effective means to break 

economic ties. A deserted husband warned "all Persons not to give her Credit on my 

Account; for I will not pay any Debts she may contract."    

But what was to stop a husband from abandoning his wife and then falsely 

claiming that she had left him in order to absolve himself of financial responsibility? 

First, many newspapers would not place runaway wife ads without official proof.  For 

example, in 1748 Benjamin Franklin informed his readers in the Pennsylvania Gazette 

that "No Advertisements of elopements will hereafter be inserted in this paper, but such 

as shall come to the press accompanied with a certificate from some Magistrate." Second, 
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a deserted wife could appeal to the Overseers of the Poor for financial support from a 

derelict husband. Third, the very women who had been accused of eloping from their 

husbands published their own responses to the ads their husbands placed.  Although most 

did not deny that they had left their husband, they did dispute how their husbands 

described the elopement. They argued instead that they were justified in leaving because 

of the behavior of their husbands or their mutual decision to separate. 

Alexander does not appear to have ever published a "Runaway Wife" ad for 

Elizabeth, which may indicate that their separation was amicable, or that Elizabeth never 

incurred debts in her husband's name the way other women were forced to.  Living with 

Sarah Melton, who was a feme sole, meant that Elizabeth could rely on her partner to 

conduct business, and to manage their credit and debt in her own name.  With Sarah as 

her partner, Elizabeth did not have to rely on a male figure for economic support and 

stability, and may have saved her from a much more precarious existence as a self-

divorced woman living alone in 18th-century Philadelphia. She may have had a few 

difficult years after her female partner's death and before her husband's, but once 

Alexander died, which was probably in the last couple of years of the 18th century, 

Elizabeth would have become a widow and regained her feme sole status.   

Act III:  Widows. 

Far and away the largest group of female household heads were widows; Of the 

60 female heads on Elfreth's Alley, 23 were named as widows. It’s possible that number 

may have been even higher if we include some of the 26 women who had no indication 

of their marital status listed on their record.  Widows made up nearly two-thirds of female 

household heads, and most of these women lived in poverty. Their lives were marked by 
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insecurity, having to take care of a family, without a husband’s income, and unable to 

make very much money from an occupation. Although her husband may have left money 

to her in his will, much of it would have gone to funeral expenses; perhaps she would 

have been saddled with his debts, losing the rest of an inheritance in paying them off.  By 

and large, widows would have made such little money that they were exempt from 

paying taxes, small comfort given all their other expenses, in particular rent.  With this 

economic insecurity came transience; fourteen of the widows lived on the street for less 

than five years, six of them for only a year.   

Even women who had lived in relative financial ease during marriage could be 

reduced to lower circumstances. Ten of the widows at Elfreth’s Alley were deemed ladies 

or gentlewomen due to their social standing, including Rachel Elfreth, the widow of 

Josiah Elfreth who had built, sold and rented many of the houses on the street.  For a 

widow like Hannah Catherall, her Quaker social circles may have remained similar to 

when her husband had been alive, but her new financial situation may have forced her to 

move to more affordable accomodations in a less affluent neighborhood.   

Elfreth's Alley's location may account for why so many widows lived on the 

street.  Located in Mulberry Ward, a more dense and less affluent area of the city, the 

houses on the street tended to be cheaper to rent, and therefore more affordable to the 

lower and middling classes.  Moreover, the Alley’s close location to High Street, now 

known as Market Street, made it convenient for its residents to get to shops, businesses, 

taverns, and other places of work. For domestic workers, the more affluent homes in 

Chestnut Ward were just a short walk away.  
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Whether these gentlewomen and ladies were still able to afford to live without 

working is unclear.  If they did, it would have been an occupation deemed more suitable 

to their social position such as running a small shop out of their parlors that sold ready-

made women’s items like shoes and shawls, or books and other items of comfort and 

leisure. Other widows found work as teachers and school mistresses, such as Mary Gray, 

Sara Bradnax and Rebecca Price, each of whom found differing levels of success in their 

work. Gray lived at Elfreth's Alley for 15 years, whereas Bradnax only managed to stay a 

year.   

Not all of these widows lived on the edge of poverty. Some were able to take the 

inheritance left by their husband that had been the fruits of both their labor and their 

capital, and turn a profit through investment or an occupation, rather than see it disappear 

to satisfy debts.  Catherine McLeod, Mary Wilson and Ann Taylor all ran boarding 

houses, earning an income from their lodgers, and landladies like Margaret Peddle and 

Rachel Elfreth perhaps fared even better as they rented out homes and ground lots to 

individuals and families on the street. 

Act IV: The Alley as Home for Single Women. 

However these women scraped together an existence, whether as a fuel clarifier or 

as a landlady, the most effective method of survival for single women in Philadelphia 

was by relying on the network of community interdependence that they built in their 

neighborhood and on their street.  This network was not only a social one, but an 

economic one as well. The Alley served as a complex stage upon which social 

conversation, financial business, and domestic life all intermingled and coexisted. We 

saw a snapshot of this community last week with Mary Smith, Sarah Melton and 
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Elizabeth Carr, whose business partnership and inheritance practices fostered economic 

and emotional stability.  These three women also had friendly and business relationships 

with their neighbors. Susannah Hill, another mantua maker, moved to the street around 

the same time as Carr, and it seems likely that the two, and Melton as well, might have 

shared resources and even clientele from time to time.   

The women who operated businesses, like the mantua makers and Rebecca 

Ferguson, a shopkeeper, would have exchanged credit and debit with each other, while 

Rachel Elfreth and Ann Taylor rented property to their neighbors.  Kinship ties also 

strengthened this web of relationships, like probable sisters Ann and Sarah Taylor, and 

the Catherall family who moved to the street in the first years of the 19th century.  The 

length of residence also built this network of interdependence. Indeed, the nine women 

who managed to live on the street for a decade or more did so because they had other 

women to rely on. In turn, they would have acted as pillars of support for residents on 

Elfreth's Alley.  Women like widow Christian Peachin would have developed strong 

relationships with her neighbors over the 26 years she lived on the Alley, offering all 

manner of support, acting as nurse, midwife, credit lender, legal witness, and friend.  Her 

length of residence made her a community anchor, and as she aged, her neighbors would 

have returned the favors she had generously bestowed.  Eliza Culin who lived a few 

doors down might have had popped in to care for her when she was sick, cooked her a 

meal, acted as a witness when Peachin wrote her will, and attended to her when she died. 

Conclusion: In many ways, Elfreth’s Alley encapsulated the living experiences of 

single women in Philadelphia during the Early Republic era.  The 20-30% of female-

headed households is reflected in the residential patterns of the Alley, and those 60 



 273 

women represent a cross-section of the lives and experiences of single women; what 

freedoms they were able to seize, what limitations they faced, the opportunities they 

managed to create for themselves and the relationships and networks of reliance they 

created with one another. 

Today’s episode was written, and narrated by Isabel Steven, with some research 

assistance from Joe Makuc and Ted Maust. We also drew on the work of scholars such as 

Karin Wulf, Clare Lyons, and Merril D. Smith: you can check out the episode page at 

elfrethsalley.org/podcast for a complete list of sources. 
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APPENDIX L 

“THE POWER OF EXPERIMENTATION AT ELFRETH’S ALLEY.” VISUAL 

DOCUMENTATION. 

 

Figure 7.1: Invitation Card # 1. April 2022. 

 

Figure 7.2: Invitation Card # 2. April 2022. 
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Figure 7.3: Invitation Card # 3. April 2022. 

 

 

Figure 7.4: Pinhole Camera. Museum House # 126. April 3, 2022. 
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Figure 7.5: Pinhole Camera. House # 125. April 3, 2022. 

 

 

Figure 7.6: Visitors. “Windows” House Museum # 124. June 2022. 
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Figure 7.7: Visitors. “Windows” House Museum # 124. June 2022. 

 

 

Figure 7.8: Visitors. “House 135.” Fete Day. June 4, 2022. 
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Figure 7.9: Visitors. “House 135.” Fete Day. June 4, 2022. 

 

Figure 7.10: Visitors. “Gladys, Elinore, or Nettie.” Fete Day. June 4, 2022. 
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Figure 7.11: Visitors. “William Wright.” Fete Day. June 4, 2022. 

 

 

Figure 7.12: Visitors. “Margt.” Fete Day. June 4, 2022. 
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Figure 7.13: Visitors. “Margt.” Fete Day. June 4, 2022. 

 

 

Figure 7.14: Visitors. “Margt.” Fete Day. June 4, 2022. 
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Figure 7.15: Visitors. “Margt.” Fete Day. June 4, 2022. 

 

 

Figure 7.16: Visitors. “Wanishi.” June 2022. 
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Figure 7.17: Visitors. “Wanishi.” Augmented Reality. June 2022. 

 

 

Figure 7.18: Visitors. “Wanishi.” Augmented Reality. June 2022. 
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Figure 7.19: “Wanishi (Part I).” Augmented Reality. May 2022. 
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Figure 7.20: “Feme Sole.” House Museum # 126. June 2022. 

 

 

Figure 7.21: “Feme Sole.” House Museum # 126. June 2022. 
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Figure 7.22: Fete Day. House Museum # 126. June 4, 2022. 

 

 

Figure 7.23: Barbara Barry. Resident House # 125. Guestbook. May 6, 2022. 
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Figure 7.24: Herb Tapper. Visitor. Guestbook. May 6, 2022. 

 

 

Figure 7.25: Bill McGurrin. Visitor. Guestbook. June 2022. 
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Figure 7.26: Isabel Steven. Feme Sole Audio Voice. Guestbook. May 6, 2022. 

 

 

Figure 7.27: Marko. Visitor. Guestbook. May 2022. 
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Figure 7.28: PJH. Visitor. Guestbook. June 2022. 

 

 

Figure 7.29: Rebecca. Visitor. Guestbook. June 2022. 
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Figure 7.30: Elfreth’s Alley Blog # 1. https://www.elfrethsalley.org/blog. May 19, 2022. 
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Figure 7.31: Elfreth’s Alley Blog # 2. https://www.elfrethsalley.org/blog. May 19, 2022. 
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