
1

Introduction: Parlor Fantasies, 
Parlor Nightmares

Freedom put color in the cheeks of Black people in the nine-
teenth century. African descendants who sat for daguerreotypes around 
1855 made sure to document self-possession with proper attire and a little 
rouge for the flesh, such as members of the Dickerson family in antebellum 
Philadelphia.1 Though this marker of vitality appeared in many daguerre-
otypes, Black people sitting for early photographic portraits marked 
themselves against the deprivation and sallowness demanded by slavery 
with such details. Black women, such as the unidentified sitter in figure 
I.1, showed up at the studio highly decorated for the occasion of portrai-
ture, dressed in fine garments of thick satin with lace embellishments that 
were punctuated with modest hoop earrings. While the unidentified Black 
men in the Dickerson family portraits needed to be proper only from the 
bust up, much of a lady’s body appeared in the image, so her dress needed 
to drape perfectly. Every aspect of the self demanded perfect execution 
for picture taking in the mid-nineteenth century. Self-proclaimed ladies 
and gentlemen of African descent likely braved stares on their way to the 
studio as they prepared to create a new visual archive of Blackness before 
the abolition of slavery. Privileged Black people convened to represent 
freedom.

The unknown people pictured in the Dickerson daguerreotypes com-
missioned these images several years before the Civil War.. Free people 
who wanted portraits worked with an artist, in this case, likely Robert 
Douglass Jr., a Black artist and daguerreotypist who snapped pictures at 
an art studio near Philadelphia’s Twelfth and Arch Streets.2 The daguerre-
otype—predecessor to the modern photograph—was then in vogue, and 
these customers could afford this expensive process, many having patron-
ized Douglass since the 1840s. His earliest customers paid approximately 
five dollars for each image and its morocco case. Together with the artist, 
Black patrons made decisions about how to pose, whether or not to add 
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color to their cheeks, and what casing to use to preserve the image.3 These 
women staged smartness with clothing and jewelry, and, with the books 
they included within the frame of the photograph, they staged intelli-
gence and literacy. Common studio props such as tables, chairs, and vases 
appear in these images to ground the subjects in furnished, home-like set-
tings. Framed in small leather cases that open like books on metal hinges, 
these prized possessions document the look of free communities in the 

Figure I.1. Portrait of an unidentified woman from the Dickerson 
Daguerreotype Collection, ca. 1850. (Courtesy of The Library Company 
of Philadelphia)
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mid-nineteenth century. The cases protect miniature archives of Black 
self-making and early pictures of freedom in the decades moving toward 
the end of U.S. slavery.

Black people appearing in early daguerreotypes used this new media 
form to picture freedom, to image and imagine people of African descent 
as self-possessed and divorced from slavery. Such illustrations countered a 
long history of contemptuous representations of Black people by portray-
ing “black pride and identity” in daguerreotypes.4 These people were not 
just creating distance between freedom and slavery’s mediation of Black-
ness, as distributed in auction advertisements, for example. They were rei-
magining and reconstructing Black visuality removed from the cultural 
logics of slavery. Daguerreotypes offered a sense of “truth” in represen-
tation, with images that seemed unencumbered by human interpretation 
like hand-drawn illustrations. Daguerreotypes employed technological 
intervention for the capture of nature; and many free Black people enjoyed 
them as tools of “critical black memory,” countering a fifty-year history of 
Black subjugation via visual representation with their own images.5 The 
occasion to sit for a Black photographer meant the opportunity to archive 
a changing Black visuality and the new visibilities exhibited among free 
people of African descent. These materials evidenced the gaze of the free 
Black photographer shot through the lens of the camera, the gaze of the 
free Black person seated as subject looking through the other side, and, 
finally, the gaze of any visitor who viewed these daguerreotypes on display 
in the home. Blacks pictured in these early photographs used portraiture 
to seize control over representation of the free Black body. With the artist, 
these patrons created a palpable record of freedom and Black visibility that 
bolstered the contemporaneous displays of autonomy staged within Black 
communities. These images documented the existence of free “Ameri-
cans” of African descent, even as the issue of Black freedom and national 
belonging remained in question. Pictures of freedom in Black homes of 
the antebellum North simultaneously wielded “spectacle and possession,” 
documenting the way in which people of African descent appeared within 
various conceptions of the domestic; they display ownership of the self as 
distinct from slavery.6 These daguerreotypes circulated in a preemancipa-
tion context where viewers consumed a bevy of other renditions of Black 
freedom—items that were variously hostile, humorous, obscure, affirma-
tive, and persistent.

Mainstream media pictured Black freedom quite differently for White 
Americans who were uncertain about or downright unhappy with the idea 
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of Black freedom as well as with the dissolution of slavery. A robust genre 
of “racial Americana” emerged at the turn of the nineteenth century, weav-
ing an “American” folk culture tapestry of U.S. nationalism and fetishiz-
ing racism that appeared on theater stages, as well as in cartoons, print 
ephemera, and sheet music.7 The racial caricaturist Edward Williams Clay 
illustrated Black freedom with a popular lithographic series, titled “Life 
in Philadelphia,” that depicted free Blacks engaged in ridiculous forms of 
civic and domestic life. Clay’s vision of Black freedom emphasized elabo-
rate dress and improper speech to portray free people as foolhardy and 
self-important. His illustrations positioned people of African descent as 
ill-prepared to experience liberty or autonomy. Examples such as figure 
I.2, which depicts a Black man, overdressed in top hat and waistcoat, mak-
ing a house call to “Miss Dinah,” used speech, gesture, and physical space 
to turn Black freedom into a humorous notion. Although the unseen 
Dinah imagines herself as too important to answer the door, Dinah’s 
servant reveals that her mistress is “bery petickly engaged in washing de 
dishes.” In lieu of a visit, the gentleman caller leaves a card at the door 
for the woman of this basement “parlor.” While polite rules of conduct 
required a lady of the house to receive all her guests unless she was ill, 
Miss Dinah denied her visitor because she remained engaged in the lowly 
domestic work of dishwashing. The joke of the image is that arrogant free 
Black people like Dinah, her servant, and her visitor remained in feeble 
social and domestic positions. Clay used the pitiable cellar to symbolize 
the truth about self-important people of African descent; even in freedom, 
Black people remained too connected to slavery and low socioeconomic 
standing to move out of the basement and into the above-ground space 
of the house, or the parlor of the home. Clay created many images like 
this scene, often overwhelming the page with commentary on the rules of 
proper decorum and inverted social conventions to portray Black freedom 
as ridiculous or implausible. Responding to a small, but growing number 
of free Black people gaining economic stability and building independent 
communities in the urban North, Clay used pictures to rethink the conse-
quences of freedom.

This book explains how seemingly divergent cultural productions were 
engaged in the same project of domesticating Black freedom during the 
slaving era—rendering free African descendants as part of the U.S. land-
scape and translating their belonging for dominant culture. It takes up 
modes of picturing Black freedom before the Civil War and before the 
daguerreotype to trace its emergence in the transatlantic imaginary.8 By 
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“picturing,” I refer to a whole set of embodied processes involved in the act 
of creating a picture, as well as to a means of theorization.9 I argue that the 
visual practices of both free Whites and free Blacks attempted to repre-
sent Black freedom as belonging within the purview of the home space—
variously defined as the house, the nation, and the Atlantic world—called 
together by trade among slaving empires, and diverse schemas employed 
within to dissolve slavery.10 I show how picturing freedom before the 
advent of photographic technologies reorganized Black visuality, reposi-
tioning Black people within the conceptual space of the Atlantic world, 
summarily making inroads into the eventual abolition of slavery. Visual 
culture represents a site wherein free Black people organized new ways of 
existing within the domiciles of slaving nations. It was also a vehicle for 
Whites to experiment with notions of Black freedom. Picturing freedom 

Figure I.2. Edward Williams Clay, “Is Miss Dinah at Home?,” 
1828, “Life in Philadelphia” series. (Courtesy of The Library 
Company of Philadelphia)
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enabled different, but interrelated, modes of situating Black people within 
the empire as a home space. Such a cultural practice was necessary for dis-
entangling Blackness from slavery within the shared space of the nation. 
Competing conceptualizations of Black freedom were essential to how 
Black and White viewers reimagined national belonging and racial iden-
tity between lithograph and daguerreotype, between the years of gradual 
emancipation laws emerging in 1780 and the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850.

Women and Black Visuality

Black women, and Black feminist visual practices, are central to Picture 
Freedom for what each reveals about the relationship between visuality 
and domestic belonging near the end of the transatlantic slave trade. Black 
women were essential to the maintenance of slave societies in the Atlantic 
world because they replenished a stolen labor force through giving birth. 
Laws about the matrilineal nature of slavery determined the slave status of 
children based upon the status of their mothers.11 In slavery, Black female 
bodies served as sites for sexual violence as well as labor production, 
beginning as early as the initial disembarkation of the transatlantic voy-
age. Many African women suffered rape onboard slave ships before arriv-
ing in the “Americas,” where their lives were “characterized, above all, by 
incessant work.”12 Accordingly, early visual portrayals of Black women’s 
bodies represent them as unique emblems of exploitation. Image captures 
of slavery, such as Louis Agassiz’s infamous nude daguerreotypes, reflect 
how evidence of nursing and whipping written on Black women’s bodies 
were fascinating to White spectators.13 Yet, in these images of unfree peo-
ple, Black women who “calmly reveal their breasts” also offer “detached, 
unemotional, and workmanlike” attitudes toward the camera.14 Mytholo-
gies of Black women’s bodies were essential to slavery, but when con-
structed for the purposes of representation, unfree Black women managed 
to organize means of distancing an inner self from the material body that 
appeared before the lens. The “emancipatory” parsing of the body from 
the flesh that “enabled the slaves and their descendants” to organize a 
“countermemory” to dominant organizations of the body, making slavery 
part, but not the sum, of Black women’s experiences, describes this impor-
tant distinction.15 Conceptualizations of Black female bodies were entirely 
relevant to discourses of visibility, even as the histories of Black women’s 
flesh are dissimilar across designations of free and unfree.
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Free Black women provide the most robust examples of the cultural 
work required to imagine freedom during slavery. Despite their relative 
privilege, freedom for African descendants, in the context of slavery, was 
a “fragile” determination, according to Erica Armstrong Dunbar, even for 
elite or upper-class Blacks.16 Free Black people, and especially women, also 
suffered from the peculiar racial decorum that proliferated during slavery, 
even as the law did not consign them to masters on paper. While Black 
men contended with the fact that freedom required “the non-traditional 
political activities and education of their wives, sisters, and daughters,” 
free and elite Black women remained entangled in discourses of Black 
visibility and demands for their public activism to buttress a larger Black 
community.17 For these reasons, my determination of Black freedom is not 
limited to political and civic frameworks of citizenship, although ensu-
ing ideals of self-possession and property are relevant to this study. I am 
interested in what it meant to make freedom visually manifest in the con-
text of slavery. How did people of African descent make freedom visu-
ally evident? Accordingly, my discussion focuses on Black women, and 
Black people, whom I variously, even if controversially, consider free for 
the purpose of illustration. I read the image of freedom through items per-
taining to fugitives and manumitted persons as well as Black people who 
were “born” free to mothers who were not enslaved. Black freedom as a 
problem of imagination was not limited to the juridical notions of “free,” 
as realized in numerous accounts of Black people who behaved as free, 
despite having “owners.” Orlando Patterson offers the idea of a “tripartite” 
freedom—personal, sovereign, and civic—to discuss a continuum of indi-
vidual and social autonomy.18 Picture Freedom considers Black freedom in 
popular imaginaries, which in many instances superseded or ignored the 
lawful determinations of liberty, but reveal freedom as something demon-
strable and as a posture toward visual discourses. Not to be discounted in 
the context of slavery, the cultural underpinnings of Black freedom were 
indeed political, even if they were different from juridical conceptions of 
autonomy. The unlikely examples I discuss demonstrate that “freedom is 
active and creative.”19 The trajectory of this argument does not conflate 
enslavement with freedom or assign complicity to the unfree; instead, by 
including diverse examples of “free,” my aim is to consider the array of 
concepts relevant to imagining Black freedom in its earliest relevance to 
the Atlantic.

Picture Freedom considers efforts to imagine both Black men and Black 
women as free in the context of slavery, but as a study in Black feminist 
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visual theory, the analysis simultaneously considers “the black female 
body and the gaze” rather than treating each as a distinct entity.20 I empha-
size the ways in which Black women’s bodies were particularly important 
to imagining freedom and to accepting free people of African descent into 
the folds of empires. In Picture Freedom, free Black women’s bodies are 
not simply passive victims of dominant scopic regimes but are also dis-
ruptive vessels that Black women manipulated to evidence a female gaze. 
My approach to early-nineteenth-century visual culture employs feminist 
theories of spectatorship and explores Black women’s early contributions 
to shaping Black visuality. Picture Freedom considers Black women as 
visual theorists whose contributions to the historical evolution of visual 
praxis in U.S. Black culture are easily overshadowed by those of the Black 
men who produced nationally circulated print media in the nineteenth 
century. Black women help accentuate the way in which slavery also 
required people of African descent to develop multivalent self-concepts, 
to manage both inward understandings of Black raciality and outward 
displays of regard for public concepts of racial caste.

Although I often turn to images to think through freedom in the visual 
culture of slavery, my focus in this study is on the issue of Black visu-
ality. Visibility is central to this concern, as the way one is seen in the 
eyes of others is relevant to larger conceptualizations of what the visual 
means. However, Black visuality as taken up in recent scholarship does 
the important work of turning scholarly attention away from questions of 
authenticity and propriety, to focus instead on the ways in which the issue 
of race within the field of vision is far more complex than surface-level 
appearances. Visuality, “a problem of the conceptual scheme of modernity 
and representation,” is best understood through the act of picturing as a 
tactile reference to diminished visual encounters.21 Explorations of Black 
visuality broaden the context for understanding Black life, drawing on a 
wider array of visual evidence to think through questions of culture. Like-
wise, an examination of Black visuality also moves beyond individuated 
concerns about vision or spectatorship. Hal Foster’s canonic text couples 
vision and visuality but specifies the latter “as a social fact” that “involved 
the body and the psyche.”22 The sociality of the visual draws in issues of 
vision but traffics in so much more than the fickle thing of sight. Black 
visuality is a complex notion because the articulation of race compounds 
the significance of the visual.

In Picture Freedom, I consider Black visuality through various sense 
making mechanisms associated with the eye, and rather than as a specific 
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thing or a single instance, I theorize Black visuality within a complicated 
interplay between subjectivity, social context, and cultural representations 
as circumscribed by the trauma of slavery. With my approach, I mean to 
deconstruct the still–a priori organization of Blackness as Other or as a 
thing first seen before becoming a subject who looks at others—a residual 
effect of slavery’s visual logics. Black visuality is a complicated quest to 
reveal, to make visible, the themes of subjectivity that lie at the other end 
of the visual encounter. It is about the ways in which the racialized object, 
in fact, has eyes, casts a gaze, and consciously construes a way of being 
visible. At the same time, Black visuality is also about the ways in which 
people of African descent lived within the shroud of invisibility and rev-
eled in it as a nascent element of a Black experience. Often denoted in situ-
ations of its absence or a “mostly invisible black visuality,” this notion is 
about the unseen elements of the visual encounter.23 Slavery’s emphasis on 
the visible markers of Black raciality, such as hair texture and skin color, 
failed to attend to the unseen aspects of visual culture. Just as the per-
petual surveillance of the Black body in slavery and the forced spectacle of 
the coffle are foundational to theorizations of Black visuality in the early 
republic, so, too, are the subversive measures and invisible methods of 
undermining these visual logics.

The visual theorist Nicole Fleetwood describes Blackness as a “trou-
bling vision” where the visible Black body poses an enduring nuisance 
to the very scopic regimes that rendered it problematic and locates this 
foundation in “captivity and capitalism.”24 Picture Freedom builds on this 
work to explicate the extent to which slavery zeroed in on the Black body 
as a site of production, and as a way of life, proliferated through a racial-
ized visual order with which early demonstrations of freedom needed to 
contend. When persons of African descent acted outside of this order, via 
the flicker of a glance or a disingenuous presentation of self, they revealed 
slavery’s visual logics of race as fallible. Thus, we might think of the trou-
bling nature of Blackness in the field of vision as masterfully contrived, 
initiated in the ways in which the fugitive free decisively troubled slavery’s 
ocularity as a means of resistance. The genius of fugitivity (which I discuss 
in chapter 1) was that it revealed to Whites that Black visuality was not 
simply Black visibility—that the social fact of Blackness in the visual field 
entailed surprising complications. Black visuality—the entire sum of the 
visual as experienced by people of African descent—helped to undermine 
slavery’s visual codes. Psychic and subjective, Black visuality as shaped by 
the experience of slavery pertains to the Black figure’s awareness of how 
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she was perceived, and the sense of possession she felt toward her own 
body that allowed her to master and manipulate outward constructions of 
her visibility.

Picture Freedom is related to, but distinct from, an art history of free 
Black people during slavery because it focuses on popular culture, spe-
cifically. Popular cultures offer an opportunity to think about the every-
day experience of living among images of Black freedom, and not just 
questions of negative or positive publicity.25 Print media supported the 
minstrel performances that invited Whites to imitate “perceived Black-
ness.”26 Through Jim Crow plays, Blackface performances in traveling 
circuses, and racial ephemera in the home, Blackness came to instanti-
ate what would become U.S. popular culture. The materials of everyday 
life that variously “pictured” Black freedom in its earliest conceptualiza-
tions offered a coping mechanism for transatlantic audiences trying to 
interpret the significance of free Black populations and mass resistance 
to slavery. Through depicting Blackness as foreign to itself, as hypervis-
ible but lacking critical awareness or visual capacity, images discourag-
ing emancipation settled into the cultural fabric of the nation and offered 
routes through which White viewers could accept abolition much later in 
the century. Significant volumes such as the Image of the Black in West-
ern Art are, at least in part, revisionist efforts to illuminate the history of 
Black representations as far more lengthy and complex than the Middle 
Passage.27 Such treatments rally against the idea of slavery as an incep-
tion for explorations of Black life, especially because slavery ignited a host 
of unflattering portrayals of Black people. However, slavery remains an 
important, even if controversial site for considering revolutions relevant to 
Black visuality because of its indelible mark on the way in which people of 
African descent resisted its limited conceptualizations of racial difference. 
African-descended peoples existed within slavery’s complicated visual 
culture and were consistent forces in its maintenance and deconstruction. 
Early ruminations on freedom during slavery offer up another moment in 
which to explore Leigh Raiford’s charge that Black visuality “is inextrica-
ble from African American movement efforts to change the conditions of 
black people’s lives.”28 Slavery’s visual organization of Black raciality rep-
resented an exigency for the performance of freedom, and thus it remains 
essential to historical cultural analyses of how Black people re-presented 
themselves apart from bondage.

My exploration of Black visuality draws upon mediated and unmedi-
ated modes for reconceptualizing Blackness as free when such a notion 
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was most disruptive. Practices of picturing freedom among people of 
African descent were more complex than a single mediated moment, but 
instead existed as day-to-day methods of survival, submission, and resis-
tance to the prevailing codes of looking. In this study, I parse Black visu-
ality through the silent, but dialogic, visual interactions across difference 
that rendered Blackness as representable. Picture Freedom explores Black-
ness as both visual and visible along with the complex web of cultural 
practices. The emergent and cohesive Atlantic world taking shape outside 
the home was one of instability and unsustainability, hastening demands 
for an unchanging parlor anchored by symbols of empire.

The Transatlantic Parlor

The issue of Black freedom in the context of slavery is an inherently 
transatlantic concern.29 British slavery helped compel U.S. slavery, and 
whether by profitability or morality as a motive, British abolition inspired 
U.S. activists to suppress the slave trade.30 Moreover, Black people who 
asserted their freedom in the wake of imperial wars, and apart from 
organized antislavery efforts, simultaneously declared their own transat-
lanticism. For example, a number of Black Loyalists, who supported the 
British Crown against the United States in the Revolutionary War, fought 
for freedom through movement from Virginia, to Canada, and ultimately, 
Sierra Leone.31 Enslaved Black people in bondage throughout the Ameri-
cas were aware of the stakes associated with changing imperial relations, 
whether in the United States or in the European colonies.32 The interde-
pendent Atlantic world linked through bondage and colonialism meant 
that the corollary violent resistance to slavery by unfree Blacks was also 
internationally relevant. When people of African descent rebelled against 
slavery in Saint-Domingue in 1791—giving way to the emergence of inde-
pendent Haiti in 1804—their uprising unnerved supporters of slavery and 
inspired Black people throughout the Atlantic world. The Haitian Revolu-
tion unsettled practices of enslavement not only under French rule, but 
throughout the Americas, as news of the insurrection inspired resistance 
in other locales.33 Whereas the Atlantic world served as a setting for cycles 
of human chattel and imported goods, it was also host to contemplation 
about the meaning of freedom. The Atlantic world functioned as what 
Mary Louis Pratt calls the “contact zone,” a space of clashing and com-
bining “asymmetrical relations of power,” to include both slavery and 
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its abolition.34 Laws such as the Act for the Abolition of the Slave Trade 
passed by British Parliament in 1807 attempted to maintain an intercon-
nected Atlantic world through suppressing the transportation of Africans 
across the Atlantic Ocean.

Just like Britain and France, the U.S. scenario for slavery carried with 
it specific attributes that were relevant to the Atlantic world as a contact 
zone. First, unfree Blacks and White slavers lived together in the domestic 
confines of the nation, and thus White lawmakers could not geographi-
cally disaggregate the question of Black freedom, such as was the case for 
European metropoles and colonies. European visitors to colonial America 
gave “particular attention” to U.S. slavery, since there was no “European 
equivalent of the plantation slave system as it existed in the American 
South.”35 In this context, Black freedom in the United States posed imme-
diate questions relating to home and nationality. Under what conditions 
do people of African descent belong within the United States? Second, 
and related to this, lawmakers decided the judicial abolition of slavery on 
a state-by-state basis in the United States, making the early republic “a 
microcosm of the multiple judicial structures of freedom in the Atlantic 
world as a whole.”36 Unfree Black people from throughout the Diaspora 
who sued for their liberty in U.S. courts, much like White slave owners 
who used the law to retain their claims to human property, found the con-
fluence of Atlantic world slavery laws in the U.S. court system.

Accordingly, this book emphasizes the northeastern U.S. territories 
for how they were explicitly conversant with an imagined Atlantic world. 
People in these locales circulated much paper about their early antislav-
ery efforts, and Philadelphia plays an important, but not defining, role in 
efforts to picture freedom.37 To begin with, Philadelphia was of national 
significance to the early U.S. republic. It served as a temporary capital 
after the Revolutionary War, and by the turn of the nineteenth century, 
Philadelphia was “the second largest city in the English-speaking world 
with a population of about 75,000.”38 From 1794 until the 1828 election 
of President Andrew Jackson, Philadelphia served as home to nationally 
important institutions, including the President’s House; Independence 
Hall, which served as the State House; as well as three important com-
mercial banks.39 Slavery commenced alongside these landmarks, but by 
the first decades of the nineteenth century, free Black people developed a 
noticeable presence in the city. Literate and wealthy by the period’s stan-
dards, “middle-class” free people like Robert Douglass and his friends 
developed identifiable Black neighborhoods. Free people of African 
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descent comprised the wealthiest 1 to 2 percent of all Philadelphians of 
the period.40 Although Black Philadelphia was distinguished by its wealth 
and size, people here suffered just like free Black people in other northern 
cities like Boston, New York, and Providence, where organized violence at 
the hands of White rioters destroyed Black institutions.41 However, Phila-
delphia was also home to the first ever U.S. lithograph—a highly innova-
tive printing process that made color prints cheaply and quickly—so that 
this combination of finance and racial mixture resulted in great fodder for 
commercial artists.

Picture Freedom locates diverse conceptions of Black freedom in the 
parlor, and more specifically, the transatlantic parlor, as a place for dissim-
ilar groups of people and cultural producers to convene around visions 
of Blackness separated from slavery. The parlor, as a historically specific 
architectural space, refers to an area within the home for receiving visi-
tors and demonstrating the social status of the family. The parlor entailed 
its own “visual vocabulary,” inviting entrants to “read for its symbolism” 
in the material cultures contained within.42 The parlor is where families 
entertained guests, practiced piano, and enjoyed early print cultures—it 
was the best room of the home, and a place for representing home dwellers 
to outside visitors. Filled with luxurious upholstery and heavy decor, the 
middle-class parlor demanded formality even in posture, constricting the 
body to stiff, prescribed comportment through rigid furnishings and deli-
cate bric-a-brac.43 In the United States, the parlor thrived from the colo-
nial and early national periods, becoming most popular in the nineteenth 
century with the rise of urban versus rural culture.44 Later, the parlor took 
on a specifically British connotation and was called the “Victorian par-
lor” in association with Victorian arts and culture attributed to the reign 
of Queen Victoria beginning in 1830. This designation captures the way 
in which many Victorian parlors emphasized fantasy and contradiction 
in response to oppressive social conditions denoted with this era.45 Home 
dwellers frequently filled parlors with items competing for attention, 
weighing the room with covered surfaces draped with lace cloths, books, 
vases, decorative china, and ornaments. By filling parlors with consumer 
items that indicated their cost and value, inhabitants of the parlor used 
consumption to bring a sense of order to a time characterized by doubt 
and transition.46

Literature and popular cultures of the mid-nineteenth century illus-
trated the ideal parlor as a space for White women, specifically. Godey’s 
Lady’s Book, the preeminent U.S. women’s magazine, printed images of 
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parlors alongside advertisements for furnishings and reading materials 
that should appear in the setting (see figure I.3).47 This color plate reveals a 
bedecked parlor along with a story detailing the decorative choices made 
in the room. Velvet furniture, curio cabinets, and mirrors characterize the 
parlor as a place for respite and display. The author further explained the 
parlor as “the face of a house,” demanding “a richer style of furnishings, 
and a more fastidious taste” to mark its distinction within the home.48 
An accompanying floor plan indicates that in a two-story home, a parlor 
should be the largest room in the house. In the cultural imaginary, this 
room sheltered a delicate woman from the outside world with brocade cur-
tains and draping. In design, the Victorian parlor was intended to convey 
beauty, respectability, and an astute lady of the house who was well versed 
in the demands of the woman’s sphere; it was a middle-class dwelling for 
the White “lady” who did not leave the house, but spent her day reading, 
sewing, playing music, and entertaining company. The parlor displayed 
her penchant for decoration, which was akin to her personal appearance. 
Victorian parlors included an overabundance of “decorative objects” that 
displayed the period’s obsessions with social status through the collection 
of things, the myth of privacy, and the rigid differentiation of the internal 

Figure I.3. “City Interiors—Parlor. For Description, see Household Furnishing 
Department,” Godey’s Lady’s Book, May 1884.
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domestic space along gendered lines.49 Other terms for the parlor such as 
the “drawing room,” shortened from the “withdrawing room,” indicate 
the spatial impulses of concealment and the protection of White women. 
The drawing room as a “private place removed from more public recep-
tion areas” symbolized both social status and gender separation within 
the structure of the home.50 Existing as two things at once, “the domestic 
and the gala,” the parlor represented a stage for White women’s class pres-
entations, portraying “ownership, possession, and permanence” through 
the parlor and its entailments.51

Only members of the community, friends of the family, or organiza-
tional associates entered one’s parlor for a visit or entertainment. The par-
lor’s constitution in multiple positions of privacy and publicity rendered 
it as a “parochial realm,” as a space that was both open to nonfamily 
members but closed off to people outside of the family’s social network. 
Bringing together friends as well as neighbors, “parochial realms” only 
welcomed visitors already acquainted with, or tangentially familiar with, 
the home dwellers.52 In its politics of inclusion, the philosophical under-
pinning of the parlor provided a barrier to individuals outside its classed 
derivations. Parlors were public in that they welcomed people from out-
side of one’s family into the space to witness the staged performances of 
middle-class and gender decorum. At the same time, parlors were private 
in that they closed off individuals who were not already within, or in close 
proximity, to one’s social circles. Parlors staged public displays for private 
audiences.

It is in these details that a free Black woman’s appearance in an early-
nineteenth-century parlor would have been a curious event, whether as an 
animate body or a representative image. The idea of the parlor provided 
a setting for the dominant culture’s “true” woman, a White woman too 
fragile for “the harsh social realities of expansive industrial capitalism” 
who could escape to the protection of a delicate domestic space.53 Parlors 
were not just for women, but also for “ladies” with privileges. While that 
excluded many White women in the early nineteenth century, the par-
lor fundamentally contradicted the lives of Black women in the context 
of slavery. In the eyes of the early republic, Black women were too closely 
associated with slavery to be considered fragile or worthy of protection, 
even if born free. “Ladies were not merely women; they represented a 
class,” and Black women were theoretically barred from the parlor because 
“no Black woman, regardless of income, education, refinement, or charac-
ter” could be a lady.54 Aside from the symbolic notions of womanhood, 
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slavery intervened on the material as well, and blatantly disregarded the 
“opposition between the family at home and the exterior workplace.”55 
Nineteenth-century slavery in the North situated Black women’s work 
within White homes, but even in freedom, many women continued harsh 
labor for low wages away from their own domiciles, away from their chil-
dren. Dominant paradigms of private-sphere women, housed away from 
the paid labor market, were inapplicable to Black women, even after 
emancipation. Slavery ran counter to the parlor’s architectural idea of 
domesticity, thus excluding Black women. Whereas “U.S. gender ideol-
ogy” emphasized the separation of men and women via public and private 
spaces of work, slavery left Black families bereft of these private/public 
sphere distinctions.56 No matter her civil status, occupation, or wealth, a 
woman of African descent did not belong within the conceptual space of 
the parlor or its indispensable notions of domesticity.

Nonetheless, in the United States, a small number of free Black people 
maintained parlors, against the prerequisites of middle-class belonging. 
Emma Lapsansky explains that the economic demand for Black women’s 
labor distinguished their “middle-class” identities from White women 
who were meant “to be dependent [and] self-effacing.”57 While well-off 
White women readily married influential White men, Black women who 
married important Black leaders remained restricted within the limited 
degree of power enjoyed by their husbands. Many free women of color 
who enjoyed fine parlor items like pianos and clocks simultaneously rep-
resented a diverse range of financial stability, from those who housed 
boarders for extra income to those who hired their own domestic live-in 
servants.58 These Black women were especially noticeable and especially 
problematic in a context uncomfortable with free Blackness within mid-
dle-class spaces.

In Picture Freedom, I mobilize the parlor as a metaphor for think-
ing through projects of domesticity and domestication that took place 
through the visual cultures of this interior space. Specifically, I offer the 
notion of the transatlantic parlor to discuss pictures of freedom as tools 
of sense making that helped reorient parlor dwellers to changing concep-
tions of the nation and the Atlantic world, each as representative of home. 
Parlors served as settings for what Simon Gikandi describes as the “cul-
ture of taste,” supporting the “conceptual gap [that] separated the leisure 
of drinking coffee or tea from the brutality of slavery.”59 By referring to the 
transatlantic parlor I mean to call attention to the idyllic global home that 
traversed the Atlantic, simultaneously providing solace to constituents of 
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empires, and terror to those subjected to domination. The transatlantic 
parlor represents a site of leisure and sense making, a place of reprieve and 
rehearsal, where both Whites and Blacks turned to deal with transforma-
tions happening around them. The transatlantic parlor serves as a meta-
phor and an analytic that underscores the spatial commitments of display 
that were significant for understanding Black freedom in the slave era. The 
transatlantic parlor is a place of multiple domesticities: the Atlantic world 
as a unified home of slaving empires and a place for domesticating pre-
sumably uncivilized Africans through enslavement.

I offer the transatlantic parlor as “one single, complex unit of analy-
sis,” much like the ships that Paul Gilroy uses to discuss slavery and its 
reverberations in a transnational and intercultural perspective.60 Similar 
to the “living means” by which Gilroy imagines the enjoining of disparate 
points across the Atlantic Ocean, I use the transatlantic parlor to empha-
size the issues of display and spatial belonging that influenced interpreta-
tions of emancipation.61 While the figurative slave ship traveled the sea 
to create a sense of transient nationalism for people of African descent, 
the parlor represents the space where Whites and Blacks retired to rec-
oncile that aftermath. Rather than the mobility symbolized in the slave 
ship, the parlor provided a rigid setting for disciplining Black freedom 
into belonging through visual practices. A transatlantic parlor made more 
luxurious because of the sailing ships that Gilroy describes, rife with more 
opulence and decoration through capitalistic exploitation, also represents 
a place where Whites and Blacks collectively experimented with the free 
Black body and visions of national inclusion. I reimagine the stagnant 
(but not static) parlor, overrun with the items picturing Others, to discuss 
the transformational notions about Black belonging. Picturing freedom 
functioned as a method to assuage anxieties about Blackness and its place 
within the transatlantic. The parlor—a very dark, heavy, and overly orna-
mental domestic space, often overrun with tokens of exoticism—was itself 
tied to slavery in that the refined home dwelling was meant to counter 
everything happening outside of the space. The parlor protected its inhab-
itants from the chaos of the exterior world, including colonial expansion, 
and thus becomes particularly important as a space for thinking about 
how viewers staged early notions of Black freedom as at home within the 
empire.

The parlor as metaphor calls upon the messiness of “manifest domes-
ticity,” as Amy Kaplan describes it, “the imperial project of civilizing” as it 
happens through the idea of the home and determinations of the foreign.62 
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The metaphor of the parlor makes it possible to think about how the cen-
trality of Whiteness, gender norms, and middle-class status heavily relied 
upon the palpability of Otherness, rendered through physical objects and 
pictures. Moreover, the domesticating work that took shape in the par-
lor acted on Whites and Blacks alike, helping viewers to intensify visu-
alizations of belonging as was necessary to the formation of a nation and 
the contemplation of emancipation. The parlor as a private-public space 
remained open to international influence via the incorporation of mate-
rial cultures, but it also signifies attempts to close off the home to foreign 
interests through the enactment of geographic borders. Across these vari-
ous needs, parlor occupants anxiously considered issues of belonging, 
both international and domestic, as they were destabilized by the question 
of Black freedom. Parlor dwellers variously read prints, handled material 
cultures, and turned to the visual to contemplate a new positionality for 
people of African descent within a multifaceted home. These items helped 
people figure Blackness as permanently situated throughout the Atlantic 
world, outside the experience of slavery. Whereas the parlor simultane-
ously addressed issues of colonial relationships and transatlantic belong-
ing, it presents an opportunity to think about how parlor activities helped 
the developing United States fit into the larger transatlantic as a cohesive 
space.

The potential for emancipation to make room for Black people within 
the parlor, visible as guests and owners rather than invisible facilitators, 
threatened to disrupt still-fragile notions of Whiteness and nationhood 
structured within the very idea of the space. Whereas the structural 
domain of the parlor meant to exclude the living Black body, invitations 
for printed Blacks to appear in this space offer up an interesting coun-
terpoint. The proliferation of critical and complimentary images of free 
people of African descent amid the earliest legislative enactments of aboli-
tion queries issues of production, circulation, and function. How did the 
printed, free, Black body belong within the parlor when the animate Black 
body did not? Did the print culture existence of Black freedom within the 
parlor of the home make way for Black bodies to physically exist there in 
the larger cultural imaginary? To picture freedom in the context of slavery 
was to imagine empire without slavery, inasmuch as it was about recon-
ceptualizing people of African descent. Free Black communities posed 
a number of questions in their very existence, causing Whites to query 
issues of permanence and national identity. What should slaving empires 
do about free Black people? Where do free Black people belong? Most 
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important, how did viewers of the Atlantic world incorporate and exclude 
free Blackness, simultaneously?

The Archive of Freedom

Slavery and its corresponding philosophies of the visual have marred the 
antebellum archive of Black visuality. A specifically nineteenth-century 
desire for “coherence, accuracy, and completion” in representations of 
race meant limited variation among illustrations of Black freedom before 
the photograph.63 The preemancipation archive of Black freedom is ram-
pant with reluctance to depict the Black body as interested in or prepared 
for the act of picturing. Stephen Best points out the “emptiness” in the 
“visual archive of slavery,” where there are no visual equivalents to the 
slave narrative in early U.S. history; whereas “slaves [were] not the subject 
of the visual imagination,” but instead “its object,” Best points to a fore-
closed visual imagination among unfree Blacks that does not appear in 
the archives.64 Such an observation might seem hard to fathom given the 
ubiquity of Black representations in archives of the early United States, 
beginning in the late eighteenth century. However, recent scholarship fur-
ther reveals the complexity scholars face in parsing Blackness in the visual 
culture of the nineteenth century. The archive demonstrates Black visual-
ity as a utility, often a source of revelation; the visual occurs as a produc-
tive site where African Americans demonstrated fitness for citizenship or 
divulged the ruthlessness of slavery.65 Questions about visual imagination, 
especially outside the confines of propaganda, become difficult to trace. 
People who lived, loved, worked, played, and resisted a multitude of atroc-
ities every day are noticeably absent in pictorial representations before the 
middle of the nineteenth century. Before the daguerreotype, images of the 
runaway, the eugenicists’ sketches of scientific racism, and the pervasive 
caricatured renditions of Africanness collectively constitute early concep-
tualizations of Black freedom.

The preemancipation archive of Black freedom also features criti-
cal portrayals of free Black communities, items that do the double work 
of representing people of African descent who actually existed, but also 
reveal contemptuous White attitudes toward Black emancipation. My 
triangulation of artifacts, even those in conflict with one another, offers 
a contextualization of the meanings in circulation as free people took to 
the streets of northern cities. Caricatures (which I discuss in chapter 3) 
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are part of my larger attempt to make the very fleeting moment of sight 
palpable for the sake of critique. Since seeing is a disappearing practice, 
difficult to pin down and examine some centuries after the fact, I trace a 
complex web of transient interactions through both the cheap prints pro-
duced to comment on emancipation and in the “high culture” iterations 
of freedom in other formats. The cadre of characters discussed in Picture 
Freedom signify often conflicting approaches to Black visuality, symbol-
izing the complicated ways in which viewers across race grappled with the 
projected end of slavery. While Whites who were hostile to abolition used 
print to disparage the idea of Black freedom and national identity, free 
Black people and cultural producers carefully transformed their relation-
ships to the visual.

Many of the Black people I explore in this study were quite dogmatic 
culture producers, insistent about racial propriety and representation. 
Consequently, their preoccupations with the “respectable” shaped an 
archive with few images of free Black bodies produced by people of Afri-
can descent. They documented Black freedom in ways intended to avoid 
“negative stigmas and caricatures,” treating Black publicity in the slave era 
in ways that suggest a “deliberate concession to mainstream societal val-
ues.”66 Indeed, before the emergence of daguerreotype and the expansion 
of Black portraiture, people of African descent infrequently reproduced 
the Black body on the page. Prominent activists such as Frederick Doug-
lass advocated for “the transformation of dominant conventions” around 
representations of Black people, but Black elites largely avoided picturing 
freedom in the quotidian formats of popular culture.67 While their par-
lors included a plethora of books and newspapers, their records primar-
ily focused on the textual at the expense of a more picturesque archive. 
Similarly, free Black abolitionists who were active in the antislavery move-
ment did not appear in its bastion of material culture and imagistic propa-
ganda; much of abolitionist propaganda promoted the end of slavery with 
depictions of the unfree.68 Far less obvious than caricature’s abrasiveness, 
Black archiving of the visual emerges in the invisible. It is what does not 
appear on the page—including explicit racialization—that gives us insight 
into what Black visuality meant to those fortunate enough to be free, but 
who also remained unsafe and marginal in the early republic.

I have construed an archive that draws on a variety of items to discern 
the landscape of Black visuality and visualizations of Black freedom in the 
early nineteenth century. I piece together racial caricatures, lithographs, 
abolitionist newspaper writings, runaway notices, sentimental literatures, 
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joke books, and scenic wallpaper to create a more robust depiction of 
Black freedom in the transatlantic imaginary. Picture Freedom seeks to 
bring the emergent appearance of Black freedom into sharper relief by 
excavating the ways in which Black people presented themselves as free 
within a visual culture built upon a perverse concept of Black visuality. It 
asks and answers questions about how formerly enslaved people of Afri-
can descent reformulated notions of vision and visuality to present them-
selves as free to a hostile public. At the same time, this text considers how 
White viewers evolved practices of looking to cope with the chaos set in 
motion by the emergence of Black freedom. Through a critical cultural 
analysis of pictures, performances, looking practices, and plays on spec-
tacularity, I explore the ways in which Whites and Blacks engaged Black 
freedom in preparation for abolition.

Overview

The people and pictures in this book reveal various postures toward the 
idea of Black freedom. They present early cultural experiments with vision 
and visibility, as well as new engagements with Black raciality. Rather than 
a chronological order, the organization of Picture Freedom mimics the 
movement of antebellum visual cultures as the emergence of emancipa-
tion restructured racial ways of seeing. The chapter order foregrounds the 
visual culture of slavery as the context for the earliest pictures of freedom, 
and proceeds to describe how viewers in Black homes and White homes 
variously used print to address the visual problems associated with Black 
freedom. I discuss evolving considerations of domesticity with a reflection 
on the parlor across chapters. Picture Freedom considers life on the street, 
race in the home, and Blackness within the northern United States and in 
the transforming Atlantic.

Chapter 1, “A Peculiarly ‘Ocular’ Institution,” theorizes the visual 
underpinnings of slavery in order to contextualize the cultural crisis rep-
resented by free Black people at the end of the eighteenth century. I take 
up the various ways in which slavery established a visual logic of race 
in order to underscore the emergence of Black freedom as a spectacular 
occurrence. I offer the language of the “peculiarly ‘ocular’ institution” 
to describe the visual practices of slavery as foundational and unwaver-
ing; it is from this established way of seeing race and visuality that ques-
tions about seeing Black freedom became complicated. I theorize the 
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institutionalization of slavery’s visual culture through unique methods of 
social interaction and the circulation of “slaving media”—items such as 
the runaway notice that captured Blackness on the page or supported the 
system of slavery.

The remaining chapters examine various methods for picturing free-
dom in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, against a 
backdrop of slavery’s visual logics. Chapter 2, “Optics of Respectability: 
Women, Vision, and the Black Private Sphere” explores emergent visual 
practices developed by elite free Black women within the confines of Black 
parlors. This chapter critiques free Black women’s friendship albums, a 
popular form of sentimental print culture usually produced for middle-
class White women, to explore how notable Black abolitionist women cul-
tivated critical looking practices and subversively engaged perceptions of 
free Black womanhood.69 I use the friendship album as a basis for imagin-
ing the parlor and the production of privacy (such as interiority) in the 
lives of Black women who cultivated new self-perceptions in these spaces 
to coincide with experiences of freedom. Different from historical anal-
yses of the friendship album, this chapter considers theories of feminist 
spectatorship to treat the album as a media artifact and to think about 
private practices of visual culture among free women in the slave era. I 
read the use and circulation of the friendship album to theorize the devel-
opment of a Black female gaze connected to the production of innocuous 
floral paintings and sentimental prints. Exploring the visual practices of 
Black parlors offers a chance to think through how free people of Afri-
can descent transformed Black visuality amid changes happening around 
them. In the “intimate publics” of Black parlors, free women used sen-
timental literatures to connect with one another and to legitimate their 
claims to middle-class belonging.70 The homes of free Black people pro-
vided semipublic locations for contemplating Black visibility and eman-
cipation. Friendship albums represents moments of “encoding” and 
“decoding,” where free Black women acculturated one another into domi-
nant hegemonic definitions of seeing themselves, and into critical reflex-
ivity, based in “situated logics,” about the norms of visual culture.71

Chapter 3, “‘Look! A Negress’: Public Women, Private Horrors, and the 
White Ontology of the Gaze,” argues that White viewers retreated to their 
parlors and used caricature to retool White dominion over the visual in 
response to street encounters with free Blacks. I analyze the development 
of Clay’s “Life in Philadelphia” lithograph series, which mocked free Black 
Philadelphians for their public displays of freedom in order to discuss 
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White perceptions of the social changes compelled by gradual emancipa-
tion laws.72 This chapter constructs free people and women in particular 
as individuals who performed dissident “looks,” rather than as figures 
ontologically dislodged by the gaze.73 I reconsider existential phenom-
enology’s idea of the “look” (as theorized by Jean-Paul Sartre and Frantz 
Fanon), to argue that such linear constructions of the gaze also describe 
dominant (White) experiences of vision, disrupted by confrontations with 
difference.74

Chapters 4 and 5 diverge from discussions of domesticity in the local-
ized arena of the home space in chapters 2 and 3, to instead think through 
the nation and the Atlantic world as sites of domestication. Here, I transi-
tion from a discussion of private interiors to one of public spaces, begin-
ning with the urban North. Chapter 4, “Racial Iconography: Freedom and 
Black Citizenship in the Antebellum North,” considers domestic portray-
als of freedom circulating in the Black press and in White media venues. 
It explores the manner in which free Black people published their own 
periodicals and worked as activists in northern cities to publicize civic 
participation.75 I argue that this collection of representations excluded free 
Black people from definitions of U.S. national belonging, and that nei-
ther venue cultivated a picture of Black citizenship. This chapter analyzes 
pro- and antislavery media together, as items that compounded the notion 
of racial hypervisibility, and explores early depictions of Black freedom 
throughout U.S. print culture. It describes the treatment of Black freedom 
in the Black press and explains how the powerful combination of words 
and images in caricatures became the unchecked representation of Black-
ness in the larger cultural imaginary. Chapter 4 moves toward thinking 
about the relationship between Black freedom and U.S. national identity.

I conclude Picture Freedom by discussing the transatlantic utility of 
Black freedom in internationally circulating representations. Chapter 5, 
“Racing the Transatlantic Parlor: Blackness at Home and Abroad,” draws 
upon the transatlantic parlor as a metaphor of inter/national belonging 
and a place for situating Black domesticity. I argue that viewers domes-
ticated Black freedom—made it fit within the purview of the home—
through depictions that simultaneously included and excluded people of 
African descent within visions of empire. I analyze the evolving form and 
content of print portrayals of free Blacks shared across U.S., British, and 
French parlors, with a detailed analysis of the caricatured origins of “Vues 
d’Amerique du Nord.” Produced in 1834, this scenic French wallpaper 
used an image from Clay’s original caricature to portray Black freedom 



24 Introduction

in North America. My analysis offers a detailed reading of the transatlan-
tic visual culture focused upon problematizing Black emancipation as a 
method for broaching Black belonging.

Picturing Freedom

Picture Freedom considers the emergent visual culture shaped by compet-
ing representations of free Blacks, realized in the relationship between 
items like the daguerreotype and the caricature I discussed in the begin-
ning of this introduction. Both types of objects are constitutive elements 
of an inter/national narrative about Blackness as a thing apprehended by 
the eye and seen/scene to a host of other visual interactions unspecific to 
modern technologies. Black women were not just figures that other artists 
thought to include in their cultural works; they also invented their own 
accounts of Black visuality in the changing context of transatlantic slav-
ery. Sarah Mapps Douglass, artist, abolitionist, and sister to the aforemen-
tioned daguerreotypist Robert Douglass, created a number of illustrations 
like this Black butterfly (figure I.4) and shared them with an exclusive 
group of friends.76 On its own, this resting creature, painted in a scene of 
leaves and flowers, may seem unremarkable. However, read in the context 
of hostile illustrations of Black women, such as figure I.5, Back to Back, 
Douglass’s seemingly innocuous offering demarks an important point 
of contrast from this “cutting” vision of Black freedom.77 The illustrated 
Black butterfly set in nature, reads quite differently from this ornately 
dressed woman, who only serves as an accompaniment to an equally 
extravagant male partner. The delicacy of butterfly wings is distinct from 
the abrasive shoulders of the woman in caricature, the former marking a 
fragility to free Black womanhood that is entirely absent from the hostile 
approach to picturing freedom, and generally unrecognized in a context 
focused upon kidnapping and enslaving Black women.

 Black women’s modes of picturing freedom were essential to the parlor 
as a place for preparation—a private place to perfect new Black visibilities. 
African descendants, and Black women in particular, cultivated national 
identities through developing different postures toward the visual. Free 
Black people produced multifocal visions of Black visuality that oscil-
lated between resisting and submitting to the logics of slavery. In the 
presence of hostile images like Back to Back, the racial animus of slavery 
never quite disappeared, and in fact, only materialized in internationally 
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popular forms of cultural production. Ironically, graphic humor made for 
coping with the actual sight of “uppity” free Blacks— plastered in shop 
windows that sold prints and present in homes that entertained com-
pany— also made Blacks more visible in public culture. Through the fash-
ionable consumption of ostentatious Black bodies in pictures, free Black 
people became more popular through images that re-presented them for 
amusement. Thanks to efforts to picture freedom, Blackness became ubiq-
uitous and a permanent staple in the U.S. popular imaginary.

Figure I.4. Sarah Mapps Douglass, “A token of love from me, to thee,” ca. 
1833, Amy Matilda Cassey Album. (Courtesy of The Library Company of 
Philadelphia)
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This book offers a new way to think about Black visuality and emanci-
pation by proposing Black freedom as a visual problem that Whites and 
Blacks variously managed with practices of picturing. Different from anti-
slavery rhetoric and political documents, visual cultures captivated with 
the prospect of Black freedom used strange and unexpected practices to 
resituate Blackness within the transatlantic imaginary. Transatlantic slav-
ery produced a visual order to everyday life by organizing unfree Blacks 

Figure I.5. Edward Williams Clay, Back to Back, 1829. (Courtesy of 
The Library Company of Philadelphia)
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into cadres of invisible helpmates that lived and worked in destitution but 
in close proximity to Whites. Images that groped through Black freedom 
amid de jure and de facto slavery circulated the Atlantic Ocean while 
living Black people who made themselves visible in contradistinction 
to slavery worked hard to create distance from a legacy of bondage and 
exploitation. These artifacts archive the manner in which Black freedom 
presented a crisis to national and international codes of looking at race 
and nationhood. They intimate a desire for sense making about freedom 
and illustrate the ways that ordinary people and image producers alike 
attempted to make “free” status meaningful for others through depiction. 
Welcomed into the parlor on sheets of paper, relegated to fleeting pieces of 
popular ephemera, free Black people provided a platform for experiment-
ing with ideas of home. Although Black women were entirely uninvited as 
animate visitors in certain parlors, excluded from the concept of “guests” 
that might sit on a White woman’s sofa, White homes strangely welcomed 
free Black men and women as silent objects with no gaze of their own, in 
ridiculing depictions.


