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ABSTRACT 

 

“We trust some one, if not all our daguerrean artists, will take pictures of these little girls, 

and place them in their specimens by the street side. We want our citizens to see what people are 

made slaves of at the South,” declared an anonymous author in a letter written in 1855 to the 

abolitionist journal The Liberator.1 As the author recounts the liberation of two formerly 

enslaved girls, she illustrates the practice by Northern abolitionists of commemorating the 

freedom of rescued slaves, particularly the liberation of light-skinned young girls. By the time a 

photographic etching featuring a group of former slaves from New Orleans—including several 

light-skinned children—was published in Harper’s Weekly in early 1864, this form of 

commemorating had become an established tradition. 

The photograph featured in Harper’s Weekly, along with numerous cartes de visite, was 

the product of a publicity tour organized to raise money for free educational programs for 

emancipated slaves. The careful selection of white-looking children in these publicity 

photographs was meant to remind Northern viewers of the injustices of slavery by presenting 

victims with whom the viewing audience could both relate and sympathize. However, this thesis 

investigates beyond the frame of the photographs by exploring the calculated presentation of 

these emancipated slaves to determine what this visual representation revealed about the psyche 

of nineteenth-century America and the latent ideologies these images exposed.  

This thesis contextualizes these images through the frame of popular visual culture during 

the mid-nineteenth century by analyzing the visual representation of enslaved people of color in 
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comparison to free people of color, as well as white children in comparison to black through the 

examination of contemporary photographs, paintings, etchings, and caricatures. This analysis 

demonstrates the inherent racism that still permeated American culture—even in the North—as 

well as revealing the duality of light-skinned slaves and the racial hierarchy of skin-tones in 

nineteenth-century visual representation. It also exposes the underlying sexual fantasies 

intricately linked with mixed-race women and the New Orleans slave market that these images 

would have conjured. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

“Emancipated Slaves, White and Colored.” That was the caption that accompanied a 

photographic etching in Harper’s Weekly on January 30, 1864 featuring a group of former slaves 

from New Orleans, including several light-skinned children (figure 1). This photograph, along 

with numerous cartes de visite, was the product of a publicity tour organized to raise money for 

free educational programs for emancipated slaves. While these images did support education and 

the abolition of slavery, they also revealed latent ideologies and fantasies concerning race and 

amalgamation that were held by Northern white audiences in America at that time. 

These photographs followed an established tradition of Northern abolitionists 

commemorating the freedom of rescued slaves, particularly the liberation of light-skinned young 

girls, through the visual representation of these events. This memorialization was often used to 

garner support for the abolition of slavery. Although several scholars have discussed how these 

photographs were used as propaganda by abolitionists during the American Civil War, few have 

addressed how these images capitalized on the nineteenth-century fascination with spectacles 

and obsession with amalgamation. Because of their light skin and their association with the New 

Orleans slave market, the girls portrayed in these photographs would have also aroused 

connotations of the “fancy girls” sold as sex slaves and provided a means of voyeurism for the 

audiences that were so fascinated by them.2 
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This voyeurism turned images meant to raise awareness about the abominations of 

slavery into a channel for objectification, rendering these emancipated slaves as commodities to 

be possessed once again. In order to examine how the spectacle of mixed-race women permeated 

nineteenth-century American culture, in this thesis, I investigate the varying responses to similar 

photographs by Northern audiences by contextualizing these images through the frame of 

popular visual culture during the mid-nineteenth century. Furthermore, to understand the 

reception of photographs such as these, I also explore the calculated presentation of these 

emancipated slaves the abolitionists used to elicit these particular responses and associations, 

primarily through the use of specific props and clothing. These deliberate tactics were meant to 

both circumvent and appeal to the racist leanings of America by presenting these former slave 

children as upper-class white children. By presenting the former slave children in this manner, 

the abolitionists were able to appeal more readily to the Northern white audiences and therefore 

garner both sympathy and support for their cause. However, these calculated tactics also made it 

possible—whether consciously or inadvertently—for the viewers to perceive these children, 

particularly the light-skinned girls, as sexual commodities because of their associations with the 

New Orleans slave market. 

Relatively few contemporary written accounts examined either the publicity photographs 

themselves or the reception to the Harper’s Weekly publication, nonetheless there is evidence of 

similar publicity tours of former slaves in abolitionist journals such as The Liberator and the 

National Anti-Slavery Standard. In fact, until Kathleen Collins’ article “Portraits of Slave 

Children” was published in 1985 in History of Photography, these photographs had been largely 

ignored in scholarly research as well.3 In her article, Collins catalogs many of the cartes de visite 
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that were produced by multiple photography studios as a result of this multi-city publicity tour 

and examines the significance of the letter that accompanied the image in Harper’s Weekly. 

In 2002, Mary Niall Mitchell expanded on Collins’ ideas in her article “‘Rosebloom and 

Pure White,’ Or So It Seemed.”4 Delving more deeply into the implications of these 

photographs, Mitchell explores the propagandistic purposes of the images. She asserts that 

Northern viewers would have simultaneously interpreted the images as evidence of the atrocities 

of slavery, while realizing the latent sexuality of the young light-skinned girls that would 

compromise the abolitionists’ emphasis on their innocence. She discusses in detail how the 

representation of these young girls could both embody the “Victorian Ideal” of white femininity 

while also fulfilling the sexual fantasies of the white male gaze.5 Mitchell expands on these ideas 

in her book Raising Freedom's Child: Black Children and Visions of the Future after Slavery.6 In 

this thesis, I examine in more detail how the calculated presentation of these young girls could 

have elicited these seemingly contradictory responses while exploring how these sexual fantasies 

evolved after the Civil War and the abolition of slavery. 

Since the publication of Mitchell’s article, few scholars have focused exclusively on 

these images of emancipated slaves from New Orleans. However, many scholars have mentioned 

these cartes de visite within the context of broader issues of the nineteenth-century visual 

representations of blacks, including Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby’s discussion on the depiction of 

former slaves in Enduring Truths: Sojourner’s Shadows and Substance, Gwendolyn DuBois 

Shaw’s Portraits of a People: Picturing African-Americans in the Nineteenth Century, as well as 

Naurice Frank Woods, Jr.’s recent article, “Pink and the Fancy Gal: White Slavery, the 

Abolitionists’ Crusade, and the Painter’s Canvas,” published in Nineteenth-Century Art 

Worldwide.7 
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This thesis expands on previous research by investigating beyond the frame of the 

photographs to determine what this visual representation reveals about the psyche of nineteenth-

century America. As John Tagg explains in his monograph, The Disciplinary Frame: 

Photographic Truths and the Capture of Meaning, “the image [of a photograph] is always too 

big and too small for its frame, saying less than is wished for and more than is wanted.”8 As the 

abolitionists orchestrated these specific images to convey certain ideologies, both what is 

included and what is left outside the frame reveals innate characteristics of their intended 

viewing audience. In this thesis, I expose those inherent qualities through careful analysis of the 

photographs of the New Orleans emancipated slaves and by contextualizing these images in the 

broader visual culture of nineteenth-century America through the comparison of other 

contemporary photographs, paintings, etchings, cartoons, and caricatures.  

To fully understand the representation of these emancipated slaves, I will utilize several 

methodological approaches. When addressing issues of sexuality, objectification, and the male 

gaze, one cannot help but analyze through a modern feminist perspective. However, to 

understand these photographs from a nineteenth-century perspective, I also apply social history 

theory to examine the significance of the portrayal of “white slaves.” Additionally, since many 

nineteenth-century photographs followed the tradition of seventeenth- and eighteenth- century 

Grand Manner portraiture, a narrative analysis will be employed to discern the importance of the 

specific clothing, props, settings and subject matter. To facilitate this examination, this thesis 

must look beyond the scholarly research concerning these particular photographs to encompass 

the broader scope of slavery and people of color in the nineteenth century in general. 

 In the last few decades, the scholarly research conducted on people of color in New 

Orleans has grown immensely. This research includes Judith Kelleher Schafer’s analysis of the 
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difficulties facing all people of color—both enslaved and free—shortly before the Civil War in 

Becoming Free, Remaining Free: Manumission and Enslavement in New Orleans, 1846-1862.9 

In Chained to the Rock of Adversity: To be Free, Black & Female in the Old South, Virginia 

Meacham Gould explores the lives of free women of color through their letters.10 Wilma King’s 

The Essence of Liberty: Free Black Women During the Slave Era describes the lives of black and 

mulatto women shortly before the Civil War, while Jasmine Nichole Cobb’s Picturing Freedom: 

Remaking Black Visuality in the Early Nineteenth Century examines the visual representation of 

black women, including the significance of the attire of free black women.11 These resources, 

particularly the latter two, offer insight to the manner in which women of color presented 

themselves, not only in visual imagery, but in all representations. These insights allow me to 

examine the contrasting ways in which the mixed-race children are portrayed in comparison to 

other people of color.  

 Additionally, with regards to the sexuality of women of color in the South, the scholarly 

research thus far concerning Quadroon women and fancy girls seems to be intricately linked. 

Shirley Elizabeth Thompson’s Exiles at Home: The Struggle to Become American in Creole New 

Orleans, Walter Johnson’s Soul by Soul: Life Inside the Antebellum Slave Market, Mary 

Gehman’s The Free People of Color of New Orleans, Mary Gehman and Nancy Ries’ Women 

and New Orleans, Judith Kelleher Schafer’s Brothels, Depravity, and Abandoned Women: 

Illegal Sex in Antebellum New Orleans, Thomas Ruys Smith’s Southern Queen: New Orleans in 

the Nineteenth Century, and Jennifer M. Spear’s Race, Sex, and Social Order in Early New 

Orleans, along with essays in compilations such as Creole: The History and Legacy of 

Louisiana’s Free People of Color or Race Consciousness: African-American Studies for the New 

Century all contain chapters on either fancy girls or Quadroon women (or both) that demonstrate 
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the sexual fascination surrounding these mixed-race women. 12 In this thesis, I consider the 

relationship between fancy girls and Quadroon women as a continuous narrative in regards to 

mixed-race women. Therefore, this thesis examines these images of the New Orleans 

emancipated slaves in the context of not only fancy girls but also as Quadroon women—an issue 

that has not been explored by previous scholars—to analyze the implications of their newly 

earned freedom for these light-skinned young girls. 

According to nineteenth-century travel journals, the Quadroon women’s plaçage (or 

contractual) relationships with affluent white men satisfied the same desires as fancy girls by 

creating liaisons with mixed-race women of color (called Quadroons because their light skin 

indicated they were at least three-quarters white) in exchange for some form of payment. To 

discredit some of the myths surrounding Quadroon women and the Quadroon balls of New 

Orleans, Emily Clark investigates issues ranging from the origins of plaçage relationships to 

sexual stereotypes of mixed-race women that still permeated American culture at the turn of the 

twentieth century. In her monograph, The Strange History of the American Quadroon: Free 

Women of Color in the Revolutionary Atlantic World, Clark describes how the practice of 

Quadroon balls evolved into tourist attractions that more resembled prostitution than plaçage 

relationships.13 In this thesis, I discuss what role these publicity photographs may have played in 

the perpetuation of the Quadroon myth. 

While all of these scholars have focused on more isolated subjects, each provides 

research that is relevant to the “Emancipated Slaves” photographs discussed in this thesis. 

However, in order to comprehend the full impact of these photographs, a broader examination of 

the latent ideologies and fantasies concerning race and amalgamation held by Northern audiences 

is needed. Therefore, I expand on this previous research when considering all the differing 
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viewpoints offered by these abolitionist photographs. To thoroughly realize the importance of 

these multifarious perspectives, a focus on the calculated presentation of these emancipated 

slaves through the use of specific props and clothing is needed. In this thesis, I demonstrate that 

it was the deliberate manipulation of the visual representation of these former slaves—

particularly the children—that allowed abolitionists to consciously capitalize on the nineteenth-

century fascination with spectacles, race, and amalgamation. To achieve this insight, I compare 

the visual representation of adults in comparison to children, enslaved people of color in 

comparison to free people of color, and white children in comparison to black children by 

examining contemporary photographs, paintings, etchings, cartoons, and caricatures of such 

subject matter. I also analyze contemporary newspapers, journals, letters, and diaries to 

determine the reception of similar visual representations. 

 To begin this in depth analysis, Anita Stamper and Jill Condra’s Clothing Through 

American History: The Civil War through the Gilded Age, 1861-1899, Linda Setnik’s Victorian 

Fashions for Women and Children, and Anne Buck’s Clothes and the Child all address the 

typical attire in the nineteenth century.14 In her monograph, Clothing the Poor in Nineteenth-

Century England, Vivienne Richmond discusses typical apparel of the working-class.15 Fashion 

compilations such as Fashion: Critical and Primary Sources: The Nineteenth Century and 

Clothing, Society and Culture in Nineteenth-Century England reproduce contemporary 

nineteenth-century advice columns and journals regarding appropriate attire for each class, 

gender, and station. However, most relevant to this thesis is Joan L. Severa’s Dressed for the 

Photographer: Ordinary Americans and Fashion 1840-1900 for its analysis of the visual 

presentation of sitters in nineteenth-century photography.16 Therefore, through the visual analysis 

of these photographs, I demonstrate the social ideals that permeated nineteenth-century 
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America—particularly the racism that still saturated both the North and South, as well as the dual 

revulsion and attraction surrounding mixed-race women that made the selling and liberation of 

such women an equal spectacle for all audiences. 

However, to convey the importance of these images, the analysis of these photographs 

begins with the history of photography—particularly the development of a product called the 

carte de visite—and the propagandistic usage of photographs during and just prior to the Civil 

War. Therefore, this thesis explores previous visual representations of slaves and the utilization 

of photography as an immensely powerful tool in abolitionist campaigns due to the nineteenth-

century belief in the “truth-telling nature” of photography.17 Additionally, it discusses the 

creation of the Department of the Gulf that was tasked with bringing order to the ensuing chaos 

in New Orleans following the city’s occupation by Union forces after April 1862 and providing, 

among other programs, free education for the slaves newly emancipated by the Emancipation 

Proclamation on January 1, 1863. The images of “Emancipated Slaves from New Orleans” 

examined in this thesis were a result of the publicity tour meant to generate funding for this 

recently formed educational program. As a leading magazine during the Civil War, with large 

circulation numbers, the Harper’s Weekly publication of the “Emancipated Slaves” photographic 

etching would have reached a large audience.18 The number of surviving cartes de visite from 

this publicity tour in modern archives suggests that people did indeed buy these portraits and, 

thus, implies the success of these propagandistic tactics. 

This propagandistic usage of photographs began long before the abolitionists embarked 

on this publicity tour. While the early nineteenth century saw the legal end of the transatlantic 

slave trade and the abolition of slavery in many countries, slavery continued as a legal institution 

in the United States until midcentury. Although most Northern states had passed laws abolishing 
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slavery by 1804, the Southern states maintained slavery until the end of the Civil War in 1865. 

This disparity between Northern and Southern states caused increasing conflict and strife. As 

Northern abolitionists became more vocal in support of the emancipation of slaves throughout 

the entire United States, the social and political campaigns from both sides became more widely 

circulated.  

The publication of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin in 1852 was instrumental 

in garnering public empathy for the plight of slaves. This incendiary novel was soon followed by 

slave narratives with similar goals to Stowe’s story, which allowed readers to identify and 

sympathize with slaves in ways that had not been articulated previously. These narratives were 

quickly accompanied by illustrations and paintings that gave visual representation to slaves.19 

The widespread popularity of these narratives and illustrations, along with social unrest, slave 

revolts, and Northern aid to fugitive slaves, all served to intensify the mounting tension between 

abolitionists and proslavery supporters.20 

The invention of photography in 1839, along with its subsequent improvements, played a 

considerable role in these mounting tensions. Of particular importance to the propaganda utilized 

by abolitionists was the development of a product called the carte de visite which the American 

Journal of Photography called “a revolution in pictures.”21 Invented in the 1850s by Frenchman 

André Adolphe-Eugène Disdéri, it was brought to the United States in 1859. Utilizing multi-lens 

cameras, the carte de visite allowed the photographer to produce eight images on an 8 x 10 inch 

negative. The prints of this negative were then cut apart to produce 2.5 x 4 inch prints mounted 

on cardstock that cost only twenty cents per image.22 Thus a cheap way to mass-produce images 

became accessible to all social classes, offering the power of visual representation that was 

formerly only available to the elite. The outbreak of the Civil War increased the popularity of 
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cartes de visite, which not only allowed easy circulation of visual proof of the atrocities of war in 

a way never experienced by the general public before, but also enabled people to create images 

of their loved ones in greater numbers than previously possible. In fact, cartes de visite became 

so popular that noted author Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr. described them as “card-portraits, 

which as everyone knows, have become the social currency, the sentimental ‘green-backs’ of 

civilization.”23 

Consequently, abolitionist campaigns sought to capitalize on this nineteenth-century 

belief in the “truth-telling nature” of photography by utilizing it prolifically in their crusades. 

Abolitionists maintained that photography exposed the lies of a benevolent institution propagated 

by proslavery supporters by revealing the horrors of slavery.24 This truth-telling aspect of 

photography was difficult for slavery sympathizers to combat. While in the past proslavery 

supporters relied on caricatures to emphasize their ideology, it became increasingly difficult to 

visually portray their position.25 Additionally, convenient access to photographers provided an 

advantage to Northerners. By 1857, virtually every city in the North contained at least one 

photography studio. In contrast, many of the regions in the South lacked the same advancements 

and infrastructure of the North, and therefore many cities were not developed enough to support 

photography studios.26 Hence, the use of photography became a significant advantage for 

abolitionists during the Civil War. 

However, photography is never purely truthful or documentary, even in the nineteenth 

century. According to John Tagg, the history of documentary photography is “the history of a 

specific practice of representation that has to be located in the cultural strategy of a particular 

mode of governance: a hybrid of discipline and spectacle, of documentation and publicity; a 

strategy of management of meaning and identity.”27 Chapter Two, “‘Too Fair and Beautiful for 
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Her Own Good’: The Duality of the Light-Skinned Slave,” explores this complicated form of 

nineteenth-century documentation by investigating the great efforts that went into creating the 

illusion of formerly enslaved children as white upper-class children. It furthermore considers 

how this illusion encouraged the Northern viewers to perceive these emancipated slaves as 

children similar to their own. It also examines the exploitation of the spectacle of “white slaves” 

as well as the tradition of Northern abolitionists commemorating the freedom of rescued slaves, 

particularly the liberation of light-skinned girls. This practice culminated with Reverend Henry 

Ward Beecher commissioning a painting by Eastman Johnson to memorialize Sally Diggs—

nicknamed “Pinky”—and the acquisition of her freedom which was purchased with funds raised 

by Beecher’s congregation. This method of commemorating and celebrating the deliverance of 

so-called “white slaves” continued with promotional photographs of Fannie Virginia Casseopia 

Lawrence, another light-skinned child presented to Reverend Beecher’s congregation and 

adopted by fellow church member Catherine Lawrence. The dozen or more cartes de visite of 

Fannie Virginia Casseopia Lawrence would serve as a model for the publicity of the emancipated 

slaves from New Orleans to follow later that year. 

Chapter Three, “Les Sirènes: The Racial Biases of Skin-Tone Hierarchy,” progresses 

from visual representations of fancy girls to interpreting the solo representations of the eldest 

child, Rebecca, in the context of a free woman of color rather than as an enslaved woman. It 

examines how emphasizing Rebecca’s association with New Orleans would have conjured 

connotations of New Orleans’ Quadroon women. By comparing imagery of Quadroon or light-

skinned women to other popular visual representations of people of color—both enslaved and 

free—through caricatures, paintings, and photographs, this chapter demonstrates how Rebecca’s 

portrayal was more aligned with Quadroon women. As slavery was eradicated and the fancy girl 
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ceased to exist, it was the Quadroon woman that came to represent the continuation of these 

fantasies of amalgamation and white dominance over women of color.  

To further emphasize the visual representation of Rebecca as a Quadroon woman, 

Chapter Three also compares the portrayal of the formerly enslaved children, particularly 

Rebecca, with the portrayal of the formerly enslaved adults. By analyzing the imagery of 

Rebecca in juxtaposition to Mary Johnson—the only female adult in the emancipated group—

one can clearly discern their different classifications based on apparel and skin color. In addition 

to accentuating the division between the lighter and darker emancipated slaves, the dark-skinned 

adults also served to exemplify common stereotypes used in abolitionist propaganda that 

Northern white viewers would have been more accustomed to seeing such as visible scarring 

created by the violence of slavery. 

Nonetheless, it was not only abolitionists that utilized photography as a means for 

communicating meticulous messages. As former slave and abolitionist Frederick Douglass 

declared, “what was once the special and exclusive luxury of the rich and great is now the 

privilege of all. The humblest servant girl may now possess a picture of herself such as the 

wealth of kings could not purchase fifty years ago.”28 This thesis not only examines the different 

tactics employed by abolitionists—particularly the use of photography beginning as early as 

1855—but also the visual representation of slavery and people of color created by Northern 

artists, Southern artists, and even people of color themselves. It is only through this multifarious 

analysis that one may determine the intent of the publicity photographs of the “Emancipated 

Slaves from New Orleans.” 
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CHAPTER 2 

“TOO FAIR AND BEAUTIFUL FOR HER OWN GOOD:” THE DUALITY OF THE LIGHT- 
SKINNED SLAVE29 

 

After the secession of seven Southern states from the United States and the formation of 

Confederate States of America that led to the outbreak of American Civil War, the city of New 

Orleans was defeated by the Union Army in April of 1862. As a result, the city was plunged into 

political and economic crisis. As newly appointed custodians of the city, the Union Army was 

tasked with bringing order to the ensuing chaos. The Department of the Gulf was formed to 

provide, in addition to other programs, the first program of free education for the slaves recently 

emancipated by the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863. It was speculated that more 

money could be raised in the North if Northern abolitionists could be shown images of actual 

emancipated slaves in need of education.30 Therefore, in December 1863, Colonel George Hanks 

and Philip Bacon of New Orleans brought three adults and five children—all former slaves—to 

New York and Philadelphia for a publicity tour meant to generate funding for the newly formed 

education program. This publicity tour included visits to many photography studios that resulted 

in the production of dozens of photographs and cartes de visite—including the group picture that 

was accompanied by an introductory letter and reproduced in Harper’s Weekly on January 30, 

1864 (figure 1).31 However, these seemingly innocuous publicity photographs were in fact the 

result of calculated manipulation meant to elicit specific responses from white Northern 

audiences. 
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These photographs followed an established tradition by Northern abolitionists of 

commemorating the freedom of rescued slaves, particularly the liberation of light-skinned young 

girls, through the memorialization of these events with visual representation. These types of 

visual representation were regularly used to garner support for the abolition of slavery. Through 

the careful selection of light-skinned children and the utilization of specific clothing, props, and 

settings, the abolitionists endeavored to bring the issue of slavery into the homes of the Northern 

white audiences by presenting them with photographs that resembled their own family portraits. 

These deliberate tactics were meant to both circumvent and appeal to the racist leanings of 

America by presenting these former slave children as upper-class white children. The use of 

white-looking children, rather than unfamiliar black children, reminded the viewers of their own 

children and thus made them more susceptible to empathy and outrage. 

These publicity photographs sought to capitalize on the common practice of producing 

cartes de visite as “a vehicle for fundraising during and after the American Civil War.”32 Images 

of wounded soldiers, orphans, widows, and needy victims were often used to garner support for a 

specific cause or raise money for the individuals portrayed. Hundreds of carte de visite portraits 

of wounded soldiers with an “empty sleeve, empty trouser leg, and sometimes both” were 

created to “wake the conscience of an apparently ungrateful Union,” and “evoke a memory of 

heroic sacrifice likely to untie the purse-strings of the public.”33 Most images requested for a 

donation of twenty-five cents or more to purchase a photograph. However, a series of portraits 

featuring the Civil War’s purportedly only quadriplegic veteran—named Benjamin Franklin—

was so effective that Congress passed a special act granting him a pension of twenty-five dollars 

per month.34 Many other cartes de visite featuring images of young white children with versos 

lamenting the plight of “pretty, intelligent children,” were sold to support orphanages around the 
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country.35 Members of the Department of the Gulf, the American Missionary Association, and 

the National Freedmen’s Relief Association hoped to receive similar responses with their cartes 

de visite featuring emancipated slaves. However, the organizers’ selection of predominantly 

white-looking children endorsed the discreet racism held by even Northern abolitionists by 

acknowledging an innate preference for white bodies over black.36 

The photographic etching published in Harper’s Weekly was based on an albumen silver 

print measuring 5.19 x 7.2 inches framed by an oblong oval matte measuring 7.83 x 9.92 inches. 

This sepia-toned photograph features three dark-skinned adults standing erect behind five young 

children—three girls and two boys—posing solemnly (figure 2). The group stands in front of a 

blank wall flanked by common studio props such as the patterned curtain tucked behind a large 

column on the left, and a screen depicting an outdoor scene featuring a tree-lined meandering 

river on the right. 37 The floor beneath them features a geometric pattern in a variety of colors. 

These props and backdrops—such as the pillar and curtains featured—indicate the 

photographers’ conscious emulation of the upper-class Grand Manner portraiture tradition of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in an effort to present these subjects in a similar social 

setting.38 

Of the three adult figures, the man on the left—with short-cropped hair and a clean-

shaven face—rests his arm on the base of the column beside him. His visible attire consists of a 

casual jacket buttoned over a white collared shirt fastened at the neck. The left side of his 

forehead bears a prominent white scar from branding featuring the initials of his former owner: 

V. B. M.39 The woman in the middle is adorned in a jacket with voluminous sleeves decorated in 

a bold pattern. Her hair is covered by a simple turban commonly seen on women of color; she 

wears no adornment other than a wedding band on her left hand.40 Her hands are docilely folded 
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at her waist over her white apron. The bold patterns and simplicity in design of the apparel of the 

man on the left and the woman denotes clothing typically worn by lower, poorer classes. Bright 

colors and floral patterns for outdoor wear were considered gaudy and vulgar and usually only 

worn by lower classes, especially slaves. Additionally, printed cotton was a popular fabric for 

low-income families because it was affordable.41 The man on the right also bears a closely-shorn 

head and clean-shaven face. He wears a dark coat resembling a Union uniform that fastens at the 

neck with bright white buttons all the way down his chest.42 All three adults feature the same 

dark complexion. 

The children presented in the front row resemble the adults in dignity and stance. 

However, only one child—the boy located in the middle—features the same dark skin as the 

adults. The other children, displaying pale skin and silky hair, could easily be mistaken for white 

children instead of slaves. Unlike the simple attire of the adults, all five children are well 

groomed and well dressed in finely-crafted, expensive fabric as well as ornate embellishments 

and accessories usually only associated with upper-class attire.43  

 According to an 1872 pamphlet for the training of destitute girls for domestic service, 

working-class children’s apparel resembled that of their adult counterparts. For girls this meant 

“neat servant-like attire, viz., print dresses, and white caps/and aprons.”44 Furthermore, in 1868, 

the Pall Mall Gazette printed an admonition from a “Clergyman’s Wife” that stated the wardrobe 

of working-class women—particularly servants—should never include “flowers, feathers, 

brooches, buckles or clasps, earrings, lockets, neck ribbons and velvets, kid gloves, parasols, 

waistbands and sashes, jackets, Garibaldis and all trimming on dresses crinoline, or steel of any 

kind.”45 
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However, the New Orleans children’s attire contains many of the forbidden accessories 

typical of upper-class clothing rather than working-class. The boys are similarly dressed in long-

sleeved jackets that button down the front and long trousers of the same material. The fabric 

seems to be plain yet thick and well-made. Underneath each jacket one can see the starched 

collar of a white shirt that buttons at each boy’s neck. On their feet are leather shoes in good 

condition. Unlike the adults, each boy is posed as an upper-class gentleman might in a portrait 

painting, with his right hand tucked into his jacket. 

The girls are similarly clothed in an upper-class fashion in off-the-shoulder dresses with 

puffed cap sleeves, a pleated bodice, high waist, and a long, full skirt that comes to mid-calf. 

Each dress is adorned with dark ribbons resembling velvet at the neckline and the bottom of the 

skirt. Underneath the dress, they wear ruffled pantalettes that reach tall leather lace-up boots. The 

oldest girl has hair falling into ringlets of curls while the other two have hair that is pulled back 

and styled. The girl on the far left sweetly tucks her hand in the crook of the arm of the girl next 

to her. The third girl poses serenely with her hands neatly folded in front of her body. 

In another carte de visite featuring only the three whitest children, Rosa, Charley, and 

Rebecca (fig, 3), the girls wear additional accessories including dark capes with piping and three 

buttons fastened at the top, as well as fashionable hats decorated with flowers that match their 

dresses. When one compares these cartes de visite to a portrait of typical white upper-class 

children (figure 4), the images are almost indistinguishable. It appears that both the free white 

child and the formerly enslaved mixed-race girls are all wearing the exact same dress.46 Even the 

props, background, and flooring resemble one another, indicating the great efforts that went into 

creating the illusion of former enslaved children as members of the white upper class. This 

illusion encouraged the Northern viewers to perceive these emancipated slaves as children 
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similar to their own, thus evoking sympathy and compassion from the Northern viewing 

audience.  

The image of three dark-complexioned children gathered around a white female teacher 

in order to receive their newly provided education (figure 5), stands in stark contrast to the 

lighter former slaves from New Orleans. In theory, this portrayal should be comparable to the 

publicity cartes de visite produced to support the educational program in New Orleans. However, 

the presentation of these children differs greatly between the light-skinned former slaves and the 

darker ones. Unlike the lighter children that are adorned in upper-class attire, these children wear 

much simpler clothing. Some of the children’s attire appears tattered and ill-fitting. The girl 

situated in the middle—Maria—has the neatest and most fashionable appearance of the three 

students. Yet despite her modern and tailored apparel, her printed cotton dress with large bishop 

sleeves still reflects attire more suited for servants and the lower class.47 

Further evidence that the emancipated slaves from New Orleans were meant to appear as 

white children can be found in the studio props used to photograph the lightest-looking children. 

Cartes de visite that feature only Rebecca, as both the lightest and eldest of the children, place 

her in settings that resemble middle- and upper-class parlor rooms (figure 6 and 7). These 

images—which contain embellished curtains, banisters to grand staircases, and decorative end 

tables—create familiar scenes for Northern white viewers. Allusions to windows and staircases 

in particular were associated with parlors and were markers of the higher social classes.48 As 

Jasmine Nichole Cobb explains in Picture Freedom: Remaking Black Visuality in the Early 

Nineteenth Century, parlors were not only a place to receive and entertain guests in one’s home, 

but also a mode of displaying social status and wealth. However, imagery and literature 

concerning ideal parlors portray them as spaces exclusively in white households despite evidence 
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of parlors in middle-class homes of free people of color.49 Placing these former slaves as 

occupants of the parlor (rather than working as servants) not only emphasized their white 

appearance, but also brought these children—as well as the complications of slavery that 

accompanied them—into the homes of the white, Northern, pro-abolitionist viewers.50 

At the time of this publicity tour, the United States had endured the destruction of the 

Civil War for three years. As the war raged on and Northern support began to wane, images such 

as these cartes de visite reminded Northern viewers of the injustices of slavery by presenting 

victims with whom the viewing audience could both relate and sympathize. By portraying the 

white-looking children in upper-class attire under the title “Emancipated Slaves,” these images 

were meant to shock and horrify viewers while stirring moral outrage. These representations not 

only appealed to the parental instincts of Northern viewers, but also invoked the prevalent fears 

of white enslavement by avaricious Southern slaveholders if slavery continued unrestricted.  

This spectacle of “white slaves” as both an appeal for empathy and a fear tactic was a 

strategy abolitionists had employed for years. In a letter written in 1855 to the abolitionist journal 

The Liberator, an anonymous author recounted the narrative of two formerly enslaved girls, ages 

six and eight, that were “bright, intelligent looking and quite pretty, with a remarkable regularity 

of features” whose liberation was recently purchased via fundraising by friends in Boston. 51 The 

author stated, “We trust some one, if not all our daguerrean artists, will take pictures of these 

little girls, and place them in their specimens by the street side. We want our citizens to see what 

people are made slaves of at the South.”52 Therefore, photographing light-skinned slaves—

particularly young girls—was a common device used to combat slavery as early as 1855. The 

author goes on to explain this tactic by saying: 

 There is no more excuse to make a slave of a negro than of a white man, but yet there are 
some who from their prejudice against color do not view it in such a light. We want this 
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class to see these little girls. We want to convince them that not only blacks but whites 
are reduced to chattels at the South…. If the South will reduce to servitude the 
descendants of negroes who through the removes of a dozen generations have become as 
white-skinned and fair-browed as themselves, and in many instances their own children, 
or their half brothers and sisters at that, will they not if the power be given them, enslave 
every man, woman, and child in the country as fast as their pecuniary interest shall 
demand?53 

 

These remarks not only demonstrated the rising fears of white enslavement and the need 

to defend the white man’s freedom from slavery, they also highlighted the increased inability to 

distinguish between races and the flexibility of racial boundaries.54 Similarly, The Grand Rapids 

Eagle correspondent William H. DeCamp, who was stationed near black regiments in Tennessee 

during the Civil War, described a mixed-race soldier “who possesses not the slightest trace of 

negro blood in a single feature or complexion, and hair straighter than you can generally find in 

the pure Anglo-Saxon race,” and declared, “I never was an Abolitionist, but I am not in favor of 

white slaves in a white country, and that where we call our nation a white one.”55 However, this 

emphasis on white enslavement rather than black enslavement reveals Northern racism and 

prejudices, even among abolitionists.  

Also in 1855, Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner—after hearing of a father that had 

escaped slavery and was working to purchase the freedom of his family—aided in the liberation 

of the entire family. However, it was the light-skinned young daughter, Mary Mildred Botts, on 

whom both the abolitionists and the press focused. The New York Daily Times reported, “The 

child was exhibited yesterday to many prominent individuals in this City, and the general 

sentiment, in which we fully concur, was one of astonishment that she should ever had been a 

slave. She was one of the fairest and most indisputable white children that we have ever seen.”56 

Like the anonymous author in The Liberator, Sumner recognized the value of promoting young 

mixed-race girls for the abolitionists’ efforts stating in a letter that Mary Botts was “bright and 
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intelligent—another Ida May. I think her presence among us (in Boston) will be more effective 

than any speech I can make. Meanwhile, I send this picture, thinking that you will be glad to 

exhibit it among members of the Legislature, as an illustration of slavery. Let a hard-hearted 

hunker look at it and be softened.”57 

In addition to the sympathy and fear the images of these white-looking children may have 

evoked, the captions underneath reminded viewers that these children were indeed former slaves. 

Therefore, these cartes de visite were also intended to shock Northern viewers with the implied 

connotations of amalgamation and the sexual slavery that produced most of the mixed-race 

children like Rosa, Charley, and Rebecca. The juxtaposition of the images of these innocent and 

vulnerable looking children with the caption of “Slave Children of New Orleans” would have 

immediately conjured connections in the minds of the viewers to the mixed-race “fancy girls” 

that were sold as sex slaves in the slave market of New Orleans.58 The title fancy girls, often 

used by those familiar with the slave trade market, referred to the light-skinned slaves that were 

usually the product of coerced sexual relationships between masters and slaves. Fancy girls were 

sold for the sole purpose of sexually satisfying their masters. 

Connections to these fancy girls can be inferred in many of the portrayals of the young, 

light-skinned former slaves, particularly those depicting the eldest child Rebecca. In one image 

featuring Rebecca alone, she seems much older than in the other cartes de visite (figure 7). 

Although she wears the same dress (which in other images appears to end mid-calf), the way she 

is positioned gives the illusion of a floor-length dress associated with a grown woman. The lace 

shawl Rebecca kneels upon adds to this illusion, mimicking the ornamentation that would adorn 

the bottom of Victorian women’s dresses. By the age of nine or ten, young girls’ attire began to 

resemble their adult counterparts. The off-the-shoulder neckline Rebecca wears—though often 
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associated with young children’s attire—was also a popular style for party dresses of teenaged 

girls in the mid-century.59 

 During the mid-nineteenth century, young girls began the transition to womanhood as 

early as eight years old, gradually adjusting their hair and attire to signify their adulthood 

culminating at the age of sixteen when they would be ready for marriage.60 Rebecca’s hair, 

styled in long curls down her back, also causes her to appear older than her eleven years.61 The 

caption below the image reads simply, “Rebecca. An Emancipated Slave from New Orleans.” 

This portrayal—along with the accompanying caption reminding the viewer that Rebecca hails 

from New Orleans—would undoubtedly cause the contemporary viewer to associate Rebecca 

with the infamous fancy girls.62 

By the time of the publication of the photographs of these New Orleans children, the 

precedent for viewing light-skinned girls as fancy girls had been set. In 1856, facing intense 

opposition for his anti-slavery preaching, Reverend Henry Ward Beecher—brother of Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin author Harriet Beecher Stowe—capitalized on these mixed emotions of revulsion 

and fascination surrounding fancy girls in order to persuade his ambivalent congregation of the 

atrocities of slavery.63 On June 1, 1856, in front of a crowd of thousands in attendance at 

Plymouth Church in Brooklyn, Beecher performed a “mock slave auction” to demonstrate the 

realities of the slave trade. He brought a young slave girl named Sarah, who was being sold to 

the South by her father, “for what purpose you can imagine when you see her.”64 Beecher offered 

the audience the opportunity to purchase this young girl’s freedom for the price of $1200 from 

the slave trader who owned her.65 In order to facilitate the raising of funds, Beecher assumed the 

role of the auctioneer by saying, “Look at this marketable commodity—human flesh and blood, 

like yourselves. You see the white blood of her father in her regular features and high thoughtful 
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brow. Who bids? You will have to pay extra for that white blood because it is supposed to give 

intelligence.”66 However, by emphasizing Sarah’s white-looking features and white blood, 

Beecher indicated that it was her whiteness that deemed her worthy of rescuing. 

 In order to combat this underlying racism and further draw attention to his abolition 

causes, Beecher capitalized on the theatrical spectacle of the racial melodrama of the Southern 

slave auctions that had attracted tourists from all over the country.67 The result was a hysterical 

and indignant crowd who raised more than enough to purchase Sarah’s freedom. Indeed, the New 

York Daily Times reported that “hardly an eye in the immense audience but was wet with 

sympathetic tears…the most stoical and the most refined shed tears like rain. Men wept, who had 

not wept for years. Ladies cried aloud. The hearts of three thousand people were never so moved 

before.”68 These audiences of several thousand often included not only local citizens in 

Brooklyn, but also so many Manhattanites and famous visitors—including Walt Whitman and 

Abraham Lincoln—that the ferries docking at Fulton Landing that would carry them to Brooklyn 

were nicknamed “Beecher Boats.”69 

Beecher continuously repeated these performances to fundraise similar amounts of 

money for several young girls, stating, “I was always glad, at suitable times, as often as was 

proper, to bring before you living men and women, and let them stand and look you in the face, 

that you might see what sort of creatures slaves were made of.”70 Thus, he turned their 

enslavement into a melodramatic display for his white Northern audiences meant to 

simultaneously excite their fervor for the abolitionist movement and convert those members still 

sympathetic to slaveholders. These spectacles culminated with the mock slave auction of a young 

slave named Sally Diggs—nicknamed “Pinky” because of her complexion—on February 5, 

1860. According to her grandmother, Pinky was “too fair and beautiful for her own good.”71 
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During this mock slave auction in which author Rose Terry Cooke donated a valuable opal ring, 

Beecher—upon seeing it in the collection basket—plucked the ring from the basket and 

pronounced from henceforth Pinky would be married to freedom, stating: “Remember—with this 

ring I do wed thee to freedom.”72 

 According to Mrs. Beecher, the rescue of this slave child was so momentous that it may 

have influenced President Abraham Lincoln’s decision to enact the Emancipation 

Proclamation.73 Beecher obviously believed this liberation to be important because he had Pinky 

and her “marriage to freedom” commemorated by commissioning a painting from Eastman 

Johnson entitled The Freedom Ring (figure 8). This painting set a precedent of memorializing the 

rescue of innocent (almost) white children so that the spectacle could move from the pulpit to a 

broader audience. Multiple prints of The Freedom Ring were produced not only to circulate the 

legend of Beecher’s performance, but also to allow those who were not present at the time to 

continue to participate in the liberation of Pinky. 

In 1863, a member of Beecher’s congregation followed his precedent and commemorated 

the rescue via adoption of another former slave child, Fannie Virginia Casseopia Lawrence, with 

a dozen or more cartes de visite that would serve as a model for the publicity of the emancipated 

slaves from New Orleans to follow later that year.74 Just as with Pinky, in a presentation of 

Fannie’s liberation, Beecher declared her “ plucked as a brand from the burning, and now 

solemnly consecrated by its adopted mother as a Christian child, restored at last to the human 

race, born again into human rights.”75 Fannie’s images also greatly resemble Pinky in The 

Freedom Ring. In one photograph (figure 9), Fannie wears the same voluminous coat with piping 

and the same petticoats and full skirt with velvet trim as Pinky as well as Rebecca and Rosa in 

the previously mentioned carte de visite (figure 3). While Rebecca and Rosa display the same 
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hairstyle as Pinky, they wear the same hat as Fannie. Another carte de visite (figure 10) features 

Fannie in a similar position as Rebecca (figure 6): perched upon a grand staircase in an 

embellished off-the-shoulder dress with ringlets framing her face. The similarities in these 

images indicate that viewers—particularly those with abolitionist leanings—were encouraged to 

associate the newly produced images of Rebecca and Rosa with the well-known images of Pinky 

and Fannie, as well as the stories accompanying them.76  

Of the surviving cartes de visite in modern archives, most of them feature the palest 

girls—including Rosa, Rebecca, and Fannie—suggesting that these pictures were the most 

frequently produced and purchased.77 Mary Niall Mitchell argues that the popularity of the 

images featuring the light-skinned girls indicates a Northern fascination with “fancy girls” and 

these cartes de visite provided a means of voyeurism for the viewer.78 Images such as these 

cartes de visite of nearly white slaves, along with the prevalence of the “Tragic Mulatto” 

literature that chronicled the repeated sexual violation of mixed-race women, not only 

highlighted the unrestrained sexual appetite of white Southern slaveholders, but also reflected the 

sexual desires of Northern white males.79 This voyeurism turned images meant to support these 

emancipated slaves into a channel for objectification, allowing viewers to ogle the girls just as 

perspective buyers would have at a slave auction.80 The purchasing of these photographs and the 

objectification projected on these young girls relegated them as commodities to be possessed 

once again. 

This becomes evident when one considers the contemporary descriptions of actual slaves 

sold as fancy girls: “thirteen year old, bright Color, nearly a fancy;” “her color was that of a 

quadroon; very good figure, she was rather tall and slim;” and “a very pretty girl, a bright 

mulatto with long curly hair and fine features.”81 These quotations indicate the characteristics 
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slave traders and owners looked for when purchasing fancy girls. In this context, the previously 

discussed image of Rebecca (figure 7), with her mature stance and refinement, her delicate 

features and her long curly hair, along with the allusions to more sophisticated clothing and 

finery, certainly projects the imagery of such fancy girls as those described. Indeed, the 

companion letter published with the “Emancipated Slaves” photographic etching in Harper’s 

Weekly depicted Rebecca in such a similar manner that she could have been auctioned as a fancy 

girl on the slave block rather than presented in a publicity tour: “To all appearance she is 

perfectly white. Her complexion, hair, and features show not the slightest trace of negro 

blood.”82 

Many who viewed the images of these young girls would have known the implied sexual 

exploitation they would have undoubtedly faced in just a few years. Former slave Harriet Jacobs 

described the fear of these sexual exploitations in her personal account Incidents in the Life of a 

Slave Girl, Written by Herself:  

But now I entered on my fifteenth year—a sad epoch in the life of a slave girl. My master 
began to whisper foul words in my ear. Young as I was, I could not remain ignorant of 
their import….Even the little child...before she is twelve years old, will become 
prematurely knowing in evil things. Soon she will learn to tremble when she hears her 
master’s footfall. She will be compelled to realize that she is no longer a child. If God has 
bestowed beauty upon her, it will prove her greatest curse. That which commands 
admiration in the white woman only hastens the degradation of the female slave.83 

 
These implications of sexual degradation that fancy girls faced were so prevalent in the 

mid-nineteenth century that abolitionists claimed even some slave traders seemed empathetic to 

their plight. The abolitionist newspaper The Liberator recounted the purchase of Ellen, a “white” 

slave, and her “two little girls [as] white as any man’s children, and beautiful as white.”84 The 

slave trader, in an effort “to save them from a Southern Market,” allowed Ellen to raise funds for 

the purchase of their freedom and was “prepared to save Ellen, even if he had lost the money he 
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had paid for her.”85 Beecher recounts how the slave trader of Sarah—the first slave girl he 

presented to the church—was so moved by her beauty and her character that he contributed $100 

towards her freedom and then sent her North so she could raise the rest.86  

 These Northern fears and revulsions surrounding the sexual exploitation of fancy girls are 

what made the abolitionists’ tactics successful. The number of surviving cartes de visite in 

modern archives suggests that people did indeed buy these portraits and, thus, some money must 

have been raised for education. Nonetheless, it was the images themselves that impacted the 

abolitionist cause the most. By simultaneously presenting these emancipated slaves as both 

upper-class white children as well as former slave children from New Orleans, these portrayals 

created reactions of both empathy and horror from Northern viewers. However, as suggested by 

the recorded reactions of the Northern audience to similar contemporary images of light-skinned 

slaves, it was the implications of amalgamation and sexual degradation that urged these viewers 

to participate in the liberation of slaves.  
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CHAPTER 3 

LES SIRÈNES: THE RACIAL BIASES OF SKIN-TONE HIERACHY87 

 

The abolitionists’ tactics of presenting former slaves as both innocent white-looking 

children as well as licentious fancy girls seemed to render successful results from the Northern 

pro-abolitionist audiences. However, those perspectives were not the only visual context in 

which white Northern viewers might have perceived these cartes de visite. The fact that Rebecca 

and the others were emancipated made them free people of color at the time of the tour, rather 

than slaves. This status as free people of color—especially for Rebecca as the most mature girl—

as well as their association with New Orleans, would have also implied to the Northern viewers a 

connection to the infamous Quadroon women. As one tourist, Frederick Law Olmsted, observed 

about Quadroons in his travel diary: “Rarely if ever [had I] met more beautiful women than the 

one or two whom I saw by chance, in the streets. Their beauty and attractiveness being their 

fortune, they cultivate and cherish with diligence every charm or accomplishment they are 

possessed of.”88 Indeed, since most travel journals that perpetuated the myths of the Quadroons 

were written by Northern or British tourists, these Northern audiences would have immediately 

recognized the Quadroon implications in these publicity photographs from New Orleans.89 

The mythical Quadroon (called Quadroons because their light skin indicated they were at 

least three-quarters white) was the seductive mixed-race counterpart to the free woman of color 

in New Orleans. Deriving from the legend of the Dominguan Quadroon who represented both 

exoticism and unparalleled beauty (figure 11), the consensual relationships with the exquisite 
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New Orleans Quadroons offered white males a supposedly less violent outlet for their mixed-

race lust than the forced coercion of fancy girls.90 Quadroon women were described as “elegantly 

dressed ladies, beautiful with a beauty besides which that of the North is wax work; with great, 

swimming, lustrous eyes, half-veiled behind long pendant lashes, …perfect Georgian or 

Circassian beauties.”91  

Circassian maidens were the equally legendary and exotic sexual slaves of the Ottoman 

Empire’s Imperial Harem that were thought to “embody the epitome of Caucasian feminine 

beauty.”92 In the nineteenth century, paintings idealizing Oriental harems—such as Eugène 

Delacroix’s Women of Algiers (figure 12)—exemplified the sexual fascination with Circassian 

slaves. One Quadroon fictional narrative situates the main character in a setting comparable to 

the Ottoman harems by describing her home as a small boudoir with “the floor inlaid with 

mosaic in flowers and figures…[and] over its mirror-like surface were strewn gorgeous mats of 

dyed Angola hair; the walls were hung with figured tapestry, and around them were ottomans 

and divans of the most luxurious description.”93 By comparing Quadroons to Circassians, the 

author indicates both “their extraordinary beauty and their position as a sexual commodity.”94 

Rebecca’s light skin, delicate features, and elegant attire would immediately remind any 

Northern viewer familiar with the narratives and travel journals of these Quadroon fantasies. 

These Quadroon legends served to reinforce unspoken racial hierarchies based on skin-

tones and cast free women of color—especially those of mixed-race—as alluring seductresses, 

thereby discrediting them from the role of “true womanhood” reserved for white upper-class 

women.95 These stereotypes meant to eradicate women of color’s status as free women 

corresponded with the caricatures circulated in popular magazines that often mocked free people 

of color in an effort to control the rising population of middle-class free blacks during the first 
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half of the nineteenth century. These caricatures were not only used to reinforce pro-slavery 

notions of a “benevolent slavery” administered for the good of the enslaved, but also to ridicule 

the free blacks that aspired to middle-class social status.96 They also highlighted Northerners’ 

fears of social integration that could result from the abolition of slavery. 

Northern artists used these caricatures to depict what they considered to be the absurdity 

and futility of people of African descent attempting social activities such as receiving guests into 

their parlors, attending balls, or taking leisurely strolls in the park. Caricature artist Edward 

Williams Clay demonstrated his opinion of “Black freedom” with a popular lithographic series 

entitled “Life in Philadelphia.”97 As part of that series, the image La Belle de Philadelphia or 

Lady Patroness of AlBlacks (figure 13) portrays a woman of color preparing to attend an evening 

ball. The woman is shown in a state of mid-dress, preening in front of a gilded mirror in an 

ostentatiously decorated dressing room. Though balls were popular events for both white and 

free black citizens in many cities—especially New Orleans—Clay attempts to convey the 

preposterousness of a woman of color attending a ball by depicting exaggerated facial features, 

garish clothing, and a grandiose setting that “offers comment on Black femininity as well as 

Black private spaces,” indicating that neither black women nor people of color as a whole 

belonged in such a social setting usually occupied by white society.98 

Similarly, Clay’s caricature Practical Amalgamation (figure 14) not only distorts the 

manners of “upper-class blacks,” but also mocks the interracial sexual relationships that resulted 

in mixed-race children like Rebecca.99 Like all of Clay’s drawings, the people of color exhibit 

exaggerated features that emphasized their differences from their white counterparts. In both 

images, the female clothing depicted is expensive and ornate fabric that demonstrates what many 

white viewers saw as the appropriation of white upper-class style. The off-the-shoulder dresses 
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(similar to Rebecca’s apparel in most cartes de visite) denote upper-class evening attire. 

However, the accessories and scenery—as well as the actions of the characters—do not suggest 

the elegance one might expect of an upper-class scene. Instead, Clay presents a farce in place of 

sophistication. This farce, meant to ridicule the mere suggestion of mixed-race relationships, 

conceals the true threat of amalgamation which is the forced sexual violence and rape of black 

slave women by their white owners. Clay’s caricature inverts the power represented by that 

sexual hierarchy by presenting the white male as hesitant and demur with his black partner, while 

the black male is depicted as overtly sexual and aggressive with his white partner. 

To combat these exaggerations and stereotypes, free people of color paid considerable 

attention to their appearance and clothing. By the mid-nineteenth century, this attention to detail 

also translated to their portraits and photographs. For free women of color, “appearances were 

especially fraught with volatile meanings, as the line between seeming overly sexual or 

appearing presumptuously dressed above one’s station was a fine one.”100 Therefore, they took 

great care to portray with their appearance the respectability that was automatically bestowed on 

white women of a similar social class. Like the light-skinned children in the New Orleans 

publicity cartes de visite, the 1850 daguerreotype featuring an unknown woman of color uses 

props to suggest a middle-class parlor setting to her viewers (figure 15). The book on the table 

conveys her education and intelligence. Her clothing is well-made of expensive fabric and fine 

lace detailing. Her large hoop earrings and brooch attest to her wealth, while the wedding ring on 

her finger speaks to her respectability as a married woman. Unlike the contemporary descriptions 

of Quadroon women or the caricatured portrayals of free women of color, this woman ensures 

that her body is covered from neck to wrist and to the floor beyond the frame of the picture. By 

refusing to expose her bare arms or décolletage, she strives to minimize her sexuality—
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something that is emphasized with both the caricatures of people of color and the depictions of 

Quadroons. Exposure of flesh, particularly on a black woman’s body, often translated ideas of 

availability and promiscuity to the viewer. While slave women did not have control over the 

clothes they wore or their sexual autonomy, free women used their clothing to demonstrate not 

only their freedom but also their purity. Many other similar portrayals of free women of color 

depicted their endeavors to visually convey dignity and sophistication.  

Compared to both the respectable portraits of free women of color and the attire of the 

dark-skinned adults pictured in the New Orleans cartes de visite, Rebecca’s clothing is more 

consistent with the nineteenth-century travel journals’ sensational descriptions of Quadroon 

women of New Orleans. Because white men found light-skinned Quadroon women “most 

desirable among women of African descent, they were deemed to be the most libidinous of 

all.”101 Therefore, according to the myth perpetuated by these journals, New Orleans Quadroon 

women occupied the space somewhere between fancy girls sold as sex slaves in the New Orleans 

market and prostitutes, and fulfilled the same sexual fantasies. In contrast to the plainly 

constructed dresses worn by slaves, according to some descriptions, these Quadroon women 

were often dressed “much more expensively” than white ladies in “silks, lace, and feathers,”102 

or in a “white satin gown, neatly made and decorated with flounces, cut and fringed, and broad 

hems in the skirt…with large buckles and a profusion of bows, ribbon and braid, one large bunch 

of artificial flowers in her [hair], one black veil, one green umbrella with brown border with lilac 

fringe.”103 

 These travel journals increased the notoriety of New Orleans’s free women of color as 

women that “possess the most beautiful forms and features.”104 Adding to this fame were the 

descriptions in the journals of the Quadroon women’s plaçage (or contractual) relationships with 
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affluent white men.105 According to the journals, these consensual relationships satisfied the 

same sexual desires as fancy girls by creating liaisons with mixed-race women in exchange for 

some form of payment. As tourist Christian Schultz stated in his 1810 travel diary, “Since 

custom planted an insurmountable barrier to their ever forming an honourable connection with 

white men,” women of color must “resort to the practice of forming temporary engagements with 

those whom they may fancy. Engagements of this kind are every day formed, for a month or a 

year or much longer as the parties may be pleased with each other.”106 According to the 

mythology, these liaisons supposedly resulted in the women being set up as long-term mistresses 

furnished with a house and monthly allowance. However, as these myths continued to evolve, by 

the mid-nineteenth century many of these journals implied that for the right price, tourists could 

participate in short term liaisons as well.107 As Thomas Ashe described, “the terms allowed the 

parents are generally fifty dollars a month; during which time the lover has the exclusive right to 

the house, where fruit, coffee, and refreshments may at any time be had, or where he may 

entirely live with the utmost safety and tranquility.”108 

 Therefore, according to the myths, Quadroon women embodied the role of fallen women 

that prostitutes provided in other regions and periods that lacked a large population of people of 

color. The Quadroon women allowed white men to engage in licentious behavior with women 

who appeared white, without corrupting the purity of “true” white gentlewomen. Though mixed-

race women such as these Quadroons were often the victim of objectification perpetuated by the 

dominance of the white male gaze, this sexual degradation was often excused by categorizing 

women of color as “alluring” and seductive “Jezebels” that enticed white men into illicit 

relationships.109 Quadroon women were considered to be so unusually attractive that they were 

simply irresistible and often characterized as Les Sirènes.110 Unlike the fancy girl who was only 
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sexually available to her slave owner, the Quadroon woman could be available to anyone. As a 

result, Quadroon women were better able to fulfill the mixed-race sexual fantasies perpetuated 

by these legends. As slavery was eradicated and the fancy girl ceased to exist, it was the 

Quadroon woman that came to represent the continuation of these desires of amalgamation and 

white dominance over women of color. These sexual fantasies accentuate the necessity for white 

dominance over people of color by reestablishing social and racial hierarchies through sexual 

control.111 The reassertion of power was especially significant to the fragility of white 

masculinity that was threatened by the blurring of social and racial lines created by the abolition 

of slavery. 

Thus, by portraying Rebecca as a girl on the verge of womanhood in New Orleans, she is 

framed as a young woman ready to step into the role of the Quadroon. With only a few 

exceptions, the majority of the cartes de visite depicting individual portraits feature Rebecca.112 

As the eldest child, Rebecca was the most capable of embodying the fantasies portrayed by fancy 

girls and Quadroon women. In many of the cartes de visite, the accessories and props used seem 

to emphasize this idea. For instance, one of the cartes de visite featuring Rebecca in what 

appears to be an outdoor scene framed by a decorative arched window and climbing flowers 

makes her seem much more exotic than in previous pictures (figure 16). With her hand perched 

on a large gilded mirror, Rebecca ceases contemplating her reflection to turn and boldly gaze at 

the viewer. Similar to the previously discussed photograph (figure 7), here Rebecca appears 

much older and more sophisticated in this image.  

Her surroundings, though they are only studio props, would have reminded the viewer of 

well-known descriptions of Quadroon residences in contemporary literature. Joseph Holt 

Ingraham, whose travel diary was published in 1835, depicted in his 1841 novel, The 
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Quadroone; or St. Michael’s Day, a house with a “luxuriant walled courtyard ‘filled with 

flowers, which imbued the air with fragrance, and a white column or two, just visible through the 

foliage of lemon and orange trees dropping with their golden fruit.’”113 Furthermore, in his poem 

“The Quadroon Girl,” Henry Wadsworth Longfellow set the scene for his Quadroon’s home with 

“Odors of orange-flowers, and spice/ Reached them from time to time/ Like airs that breath from 

Paradise.”114 By placing Rebecca in this setting that had long been associated with both the 

exoticism of Quadroons as well as foreign harems (such as the Circassian maidens in the 

Ottoman Empire), this imagery suggests that though Rebecca had been rescued from the fate of 

becoming a fancy girl, her destiny would always be linked to that of Quadroon women and thus 

still subject to the same sexual exploitation that endangered her innocence as a slave. 

The distinction between light-skinned Quadroon women (whether slave or free) and dark-

skinned slave women was clearly represented in visual imagery of the mid-nineteenth century 

and reinforced the racial hierarchy based on skin-tones. The 1859 painting entitled The Slave 

Market (figure 17) depicts in the center of its scene a fair complexioned slave who was, judging 

from the admiring glances of the white men encircling her, likely being auctioned as a fancy girl. 

She is dressed in an elegant pale pink dress in a fashionable style. On her feet are dainty shoes 

and upon her head sits a delicate hat. In contrast, the attire of the darker slave in the left-hand 

corner is a simple peasant blouse and plain red skirt. On top of her head is a modest turban often 

worn by slaves. The difference in apparel denotes a separation of class and purpose between 

these two slaves.  

This difference is further emphasized by images such as Edouard Marquis’ watercolor 

Creole Woman of Color with Maid (figure 18). In this watercolor, the light-skinned Creole 

woman is elegantly dressed in an embroidered blue skirt and fashionable white blouse 
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embellished with a large pink bow. On her wrists she wears bands of gold, and perched upon her 

head is a long and flowing veil that corresponds with her skirt and bow. The matching parasol 

she carries protects her complexion from the harsh sun. In fact, much of her attire resembles the 

previous tourists’ descriptions of light-skinned Quadroon women’s apparel. In contrast, her 

darker-complexioned maid—who is clearly her servant—does not portray the same finery and 

sophistication. Her clothing is simple and unadorned, indicating her attire is suited for function 

rather than fashion. 

  This classification based on apparel is further reinforced by Eyre Crowe’s 1861 painting 

Slaves Waiting for Sale-Richmond Virginia (figure 19). The dark-skinned women waiting for 

sale are dressed in printed skirts, plain long-sleeved blouses, and white aprons. Several of the 

women also wear turbans upon their heads. The abolitionists utilized this clothing distinction 

visualized in paintings such as Crowe’s in their photographs of the emancipated slaves from New 

Orleans. There is an obvious distinction between the sophisticated attire of the children and the 

unassuming clothing of the adults. Despite the fact that they are all now free people of color, the 

lighter girls resemble the elegant Quadroon in The Slave Market while the adults, particularly the 

adult woman Mary Johnson, are reminiscent of the slaves in Slaves Waiting for Sale-Richmond 

Virginia. 

  In Louisiana, the wearing of a turban had at one time signified the difference between 

free women of color and slave women. A turban—also known as a tignon—was not only used to 

distinguish free women from slaves, it also served to identify light-skinned women as women of 

color rather than white women.115 Upon his inauguration in 1786, acting Governor of the Spanish 

colony of Louisiana, Esteban Miro, passed forty-three articles, three of which targeted the attire 

of young, single women of color in New Orleans specifically. Article six forbade free women of 
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color from wearing feathers or adornment in their hair and returned them to the usage of the 

tignon, making them once again identifiable with slaves.116 This decree declared that no matter 

how “white and Caucasian their skin might be, they must dress in such a way to be easily 

distinguished from their pure-white sisters, else they might be mistaken for fine ladies to the 

discomfiture of those of the opposite sex, who in the latter’s ignorance might be unduly drawn to 

these near-white designing ones.”117  

As shown in the previously discussed Marquis watercolor (figure 18), by the mid-

nineteenth century some free women of color had begun wearing veils rather than the bonnets of 

white women or the turbans of slaves.118 In Ingraham’s travel account, The South-West, by a 

Yankee, he describes Quadroon women by saying, “Many a fine women, with brunette 

complexions, are to be seen walking the streets with the air of donnas. They wear no bonnets, but 

as a substitute, fasten a veil to the head; which, as they move, floats gracefully around them.”119 

He further emphasized the association of veils and Quadroon women in his fictional tragic 

Quadroon narrative by stating, “You have fallen in love with a quadroon, Championet….Yes, 

her veil marks her, if nothing more.—Quadroons alone wear veils.”120 

  Therefore, it is significant that the abolitionists continued to dress the former slave Mary 

in a turban. Rather than emphasizing her liberation and acknowledging her new class as a free 

black, her attire in the photograph continued to associate her with her former status as an 

enslaved person. This visual representation also emphasized her station in the social hierarchy as 

a darker-complexioned former slave. The idea of Mary remaining in servitude is reinforced by 

the only other carte de visite featuring her (figure 20). In this image featuring Mary, as well as 

Isaac and Augusta, the viewer can clearly see Mary’s clothing. Her simple printed dress is 

evident underneath her plain overcoat and upon her head she wears a turban once again. In 
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contrast to the finer clothes of the children she is pictured with, Mary’s apparel is associated with 

the clothing of the poorer, working class or the enslaved. Furthermore, the fact that she is only 

pictured with the two darkest children emphasizes her status as lower class. 

  The divide between the dark-and light-skinned former slaves is evident in other ways as 

well. Even though Isaac, the young dark-skinned boy, is properly dressed in elegant attire, he is 

seldom featured in the photographs. In the few cartes de visite that do depict him, it seems that 

Isaac’s only purpose is to accentuate the lightness of the other children.121 The separation 

between Isaac and the other children is emphasized in the etching that actually appeared in the 

original Harper’s Weekly article (figure 1). In this image, Isaac is relegated to the back row with 

the darker adults, while the other lighter children remain the focus in the front row. 

  Additionally, Isaac is rarely portrayed without the supervision of adults. As the darkest 

child, he does not seem to possess the same authority and autonomy that Rebecca, Charley, and 

Rosa are bestowed by their virtual whiteness. In this regard, Isaac is more akin to the dark-

complexioned former slaves submissively receiving instruction from their white teacher (figure 

5). Unlike Rebecca, Charley, and Rosa—who are often featured alone—these darker children 

require the presence of an adult to be civilized. 

In addition to accentuating the division between the lighter and darker emancipated 

slaves, the dark-skinned adults also served to exemplify common stereotypes used by abolitionist 

propaganda that Northern white viewers would have been more accustomed to seeing. Consider 

“slavery’s most famous photograph” featured in a Harper’s Weekly special Fourth of July issue 

of 1863.122 The photograph, now known as The Scourged Back (figure 21), features a dark-

skinned man stripped bare to the waist with his back presented to the camera. Seated on an 

unseen stool, the man turns his head in profile, displaying a small beard and short curly hair. His 
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left arm reaches back to rest on his waist, bringing the viewer’s attention to the main feature of 

the photograph: the multitude of brutal scars on the man’s back. The image was widely 

reproduced and caused an uproar among antislavery supporters. Henry Ward Beecher’s 

Independent published an account of the image stating the “photograph’s veracity could not be 

doubted,” arguing that the image was “symbolic of the brutality of the slave system and of the 

society that sustains it.”123  

Images that underscored the cruelties of slavery were favored by abolitionists. In the 

“Emancipated Slaves” photograph, the branding on the forehead of Wilson Chinn (the man 

featured on the left in the back row) is emphasized. Also noted in the letter accompanying the 

picture are the scars of Mary Johnson. Though they are not visible in the photograph, Mary 

conceals “scars of three cuts given to her by her mistress with a rawhide, on her back are scars of 

more than fifty cuts given by her master.”124 Presumably, these adult emancipated slaves were 

chosen for this publicity tour because of the injuries they sustained and the reaction their scars 

would provoke from a Northern viewing audience. 

While the third adult, former Reverend Robert Whitehead, does not reveal any visible 

scarring or injury, he does embody another trope often used by abolitionists. Dressed in a United 

States Army uniform, the reader is told that Robert Whitehead has recently joined the Union 

Army. This reflects the narrative that accompanied “The Scourged Back” which described how 

the scars on the back of the former slave, Gordon, were discovered when he joined the Union 

Army. In the article, Harper’s Weekly displayed a triptych of images featuring Gordon as a 

derelict slave on the left, his scarred back in the center, and Gordon as a proud Union solider on 

the right (figure 22).125 Obviously, images depicting the results of horrific acts committed by 

slave-owners, as well as illustrations of brave former slaves taking up arms to defend the Union, 
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sent powerful messages to the abolitionists’ viewing audience. These portrayals served to 

emphasize the brutality of slavery while evoking a sense of loyalty from Northern pro-

abolitionist viewers. 

The responses to images similar to these publicity photographs offered proof of the 

multifarious tactics the abolitionists employed when creating these images. By presenting the 

white-looking children in upper-class attire, they elicited empathy and outrage from the white 

Northern audiences that were sympathetic to the plight of children that resembled their own. 

While the images of the adults conveyed the violence and atrocities of slavery, it was through the 

association with Henry Ward Beecher’s mock slave auctions and his commemoration of these 

slaves’ liberation that the abolitionists capitalized on the audience’s fascination with 

amalgamation and fancy girls. However, by adhering to racial stereotypes, the abolitionists had 

also unwittingly displayed the negative aspects of a still racist post-emancipation society: the 

dark-skinned adults continued their role as slaves under the title of servants, and the light-

skinned girls continued to satisfy the sexual appetite of white men under the guise of Quadroon 

women. It is the sexual implications of these images that offer the most insight into the psyche of 

nineteenth-century America. As the abundance of images such as these indicates, the spectacle of 

mixed-race women permeated the American culture on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line and 

continued long after slavery and fancy girls ceased to exist.  
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CHAPTER 4 

CONCLUSION 

 

Southern diarist Mary Chestnut once wrote, “Our men live all in one house with their 

wives and their concubines, and the Mulattos one sees in every family exactly resembles the 

white children—and every lady tells you who is the father of all the Mulatto children in 

everybody’s household, but those in her own, she seems to think drop from the clouds or 

pretends to think.”126 The violent sexual degradation and amalgamation that produced these 

supposedly mysterious mulatto children had long been the kind of public secret that was not 

discussed in polite society. By purposefully choosing almost-white slave children as the focal 

point of their New Orleans publicity tour, Northern abolitionists forced these issues to the 

forefront of public consciousness. Therefore, this thesis investigated beyond the frame of the 

photographs to explore how these images might be received by Northern white audiences. 

Through the manipulation of props and clothing, the abolitionists created calculated 

presentations that appealed to inherent ideologies within the North, including racism, fear of 

white enslavement, the dual revulsion and fascination with amalgamation, and racial hierarchy.  

Though racism was an acknowledged problem in the American South during the Civil 

War, the calculated presentation of these emancipated slaves—and the varying responses by 

Northern audiences—revealed that the same racism dictated the actions of Northern viewers as 

well. By presenting the light-skinned children as upper-class white children, abolitionists 

encouraged the Northern viewers to perceive these emancipated slaves as children similar to 
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their own in order to evoke empathy. The Northerners’ ability to more readily identify with 

children that reminded them of their own indicated that, to the viewing audience, white children 

were imbued with more humanity. However, these images, meant to shock and horrify viewers 

while stirring moral outrage, not only appealed to parental instincts of Northern viewers, but also 

invoked the prevalent fears of white enslavement. These fears of white enslavement reinforced 

the racist notions that the white body was superior to the black body, and therefore it was the 

threat to the white man’s freedom—as well as the (seemingly) white woman’s virtue—that most 

likely inspired action towards the abolitionist cause. 

These images also revealed the duality of the mixed-race body in the minds of the white 

audience. While their light skin endeared the viewing audiences to their plight, the title of 

“Emancipated Slave” reinforced the notion that they were something other than white. The 

caption beneath each image declaring “Slave Children of New Orleans” irrevocably tied these 

images with the mixed-race “fancy girls” that were sold as sex slaves in New Orleans. The 

popularity of the cartes de visite featuring only the light-skinned young girls not only 

emphasized the unrestrained sexual appetite of Southern slaveholders, but also revealed the 

fascination with amalgamation of the Northern viewers. Thus, these images not only provided a 

means of voyeurism, but also reinforced racial hierarchy through the implied white male 

domination over women of color’s bodies. 

This objectification would continue for many of these former slaves even after their 

emancipation. Images of light-skinned girls like Rebecca and Rosa, particularly because of their 

association with New Orleans, would have also implied to the Northern viewers a connection to 

the infamous Quadroon, another stereotype meant to eradicate women of color’s status as free. 

These Quadroon myths served to cast free women of color—especially those who were mixed-
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race—as alluring seductresses, thereby discrediting women of color from the role of “true 

womanhood” reserved for white upper-class women. Such associations suggested that though 

girls like Rebecca had been rescued from the fate of becoming a fancy girl, they will always be 

Quadroon women and thus still be subjected to the same sexual exploitation. Therefore, this 

thesis has firmly established these “Emancipated Slaves” images in the context of Quadroon 

myth as a continuous narrative from the enslaved fancy girl to socially captive Quadroon. Thus, 

this thesis uniquely positioned these depictions among the scholarly research regarding slavery 

as well as people of color as important indications of the intrinsic mentality of nineteenth-century 

America. 

 These publicity photographs of “Emancipated Slaves from New Orleans” also 

emphasized the racial division between light- and dark-skinned people of color both in the black 

community and in white society. While the young light-skinned children allowed Northern 

viewers to identify with these images and therefore empathize with the plight of slaves, both the 

light- and dark-skinned former slaves served to reinforce racial stereotypes already in existence. 

The portrayal of the adults utilized common tropes that abolitionists and Northern white viewers 

would have been accustomed to viewing. These tropes underscored the cruelties of slavery, 

indicating that Northern viewers were seldom motivated by the tragedies of black slaves unless 

the narrative involved horrific acts of brutality. By considering the multifarious perspectives of 

these photographs, this thesis revealed the complexity of these images. 
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Figure 1. Anonymous, 
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Collection, in C. C. Leigh, 
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Harper’s Weekly January 30, 
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Figure 2. Myron H. Kimball, 
Emancipated Slaves Brought from 
Louisiana by Col. Geo. H. Hanks, 
Albumen silver print from glass 
negative photograph, December 
1863, New York Historical 
Society, in Kathleen Collins, 
“Portraits of Slave Children,” 
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Figure 3. George W. Hope, 
“Rebecca, Charley, and Rosa, Slave 
Children from New Orleans, 
photographic print on carte de visite 
mount: albumen, 1864, Library of 
Congress, in Mary Niall Mitchell,  
“‘Rosebloom and Pure White,’ Or 
So It Seemed,” American Quarterly 
54, no. 3 (September 2002): 372. 

Figure 4. Anonymous, Victorian 
Children, c. 1866, Jonesville 
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