
Summer Break
Jewish Iconography Destroyed In Bella Vista Synagogue’s Residential Conversion

reviews, features & interviews

A Stirring Song Sung Heroic; African
Americans from Slavery to Freedom, 1619 to
1865 – William Earle Williams at Haverford and
Lehigh
By andrea kirsh

October 8, 2013   ·   0 Comments

http://hiddencityphila.org/2014/06/summer-break/
http://hiddencityphila.org/2014/06/jewish-iconography-destroyed-in-bella-vista-synagogues-residential-conversion/
http://www.theartblog.org/category/reviews-features/
http://www.theartblog.org/author/akirsh/


(Andrea reviews William Earle Williams’ photography show at Haverford College’s Cantor Fitzgerald
Gallery, based on Williams’ project documenting slave quarters, schools and prisons, and says the work
is beautiful and moving. –the artblog editors)

William Earle Williams creates counter-histories, re-investing importance in  literally un-distinguished
places where abolitionist and Civil War events have been forgotten or repressed. At first glance, the 80
modestly-sized, black and white silver gelatin prints in this exhibition (at Haverford’s Cantor Fitzgerald
Gallery through Oct. 11, 2013, then at the  Lehigh University Art Galleries from Jan. 22-May 25, 2014)
depict a range of un-peopled and undisturbed countryside, small towns, and vernacular architecture. Many
images achieve a lyrical beauty through Williams’ understated and highly-composed camera work. Others
give us pause as to why they caught the photographer’s eye. But Williams’ focus is not the land. It is,
rather, the un-noted events that occurred at these particular places, and their significance.
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William Earle Williams ‘Levi Coffin House
Interior, Fountain City, UGRR Station,
Indiana,’ (2001) gelatin silver print, 7 x 7 in.

The brief titles for the images take us up short. An intersection of rural roads, marked primarily by the
confluence of telephone and electric poles and wires, would seem to be a justly-ignored patch of land. Its
title: Forks in the Road, Slave Market, Natchez, Mississippi. The topographic banality hides a significant
site of one of the great shames of American history. A tilled field, littered with the remains of the wheat
harvest is titled Harvested Field, Gettysburg National Military Park, Gettysburg. It is Williams’ memorial
to the 186,000 African Americans, the United States Colored Troops, that fought in support of the Union
and the freedom of their enslaved brothers. Their participation is largely ignored, but for their place in the
background of Saint-Gaudens’ monument to Robert Gould Shaw, the white officer who lead the 54th
Massachusetts Infantry Regiment – all black volunteers. He and a third of the troops died at Fort Wagner,
South Carolina.

William Earle Williams ‘Exterior, Slave Cabin,
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Oakley Plantation, Saint Francisville,
Louisiana,’ (2004), gelatin silver print, 7 x 7 in.

The exhibition is the product of thirty years of research. Many of the sites were so forgotten that his
research became an excavation, an archaeology of neglect. Williams traveled widely, searched libraries
and archives, and talked to people along the way. He was determined to record the place of the slaves and
freedmen who worked, gave speeches, participated in the Underground Railroad, and went to battle along
with their white, abolitionist supporters. He identified burial grounds, slave cabins, stops on the
Underground Railroad, battle sites. African Americans were not given their freedom, but earned it. Theirs
is not a separate history, but an ignored part of a common history.

William Earle Williams ‘Interior, School Room,
site of Fort Henderson, Athens, Alabama’
(2003) gelatin silver print, 7 x 7 in.

The exhibition includes a fascinating collection from the photographer’s research archives: a $10 bill
drawn upon the Central Bank of Alabama that bears two illustrations: George Washington, and a view of
slaves harvesting cotton, the basis of the Southern economy; a Winslow Homer illustration from Harper’s
Weekly showing a bivouac fire on the Potomac, with a black dancer and fiddler entertaining the white
troops; a group of abolitionist lithographed cards depicting the life of a freed slave; as well as newspapers,
posters, books and letters.
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William Earle Williams ‘Interior, Fort Morgan,
Battle Site, Mobil,Alabama’ (2003) gelatin
silver print, 7 x 7 in.

William’s project reminds us that events occur, people migrate, cities are built, wars waged – but  history
is made. Neurologists tell us that all memories are constructed stories. History is the communal story, as
accepted by the larger group. And national histories are a crucial part of nation-building. Both personal
and national histories depend upon the memories and stories of the tellers, and on their general acceptance.
Williams is telling a forgotten story. And his work does more than that. By showing that the ordinary-
looking sites he photographed are marked by ignored stories, he makes us sensitive to the fact that the
equally-unremarkable scenes of our everyday lives may also bear untold tales.  We all ave responsibility
for history.

William Earle Williams ‘Interior, Paul Lawrence
Dunbar House, Dayton, Ohio’ (1995)gelatin
silver print, 7 x 7 in.
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