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Introduction

Phil adel phi ads used bookstore sector
offering empirical evidence of a worrying broader trend. Around 2010, the city boasted
roughly 20 secondhand bookshops, but by 2025 only ab®u¢emained: This
contraction underscores the urgent need to recognize and safeguasthlutigg used
bookstores before they disappear.

Understanding the significance of this decline first requires clarifying what is
meant byfiused bookstorésand how theyiffer from independent bookstores and public
libraries In this study, the terrfindependent bookstor@primarily refers to
independently owned stores that specialize in selling new lavaksftencater to the
latest market trendssuch as hosting cafér curating bestsellersiiUsed bookstores,
by contrastspecialize in secondhand and-of{print materials, offering extensive
inventories, compact yet flexible spatial arrangements, and environments that foster
spontaneous discovery, affordability, and a layered literary hidtyile used
bookstores and libraries both promote intellectual access and community memory, they
differ in important ways. Libraries are public institutions offering systematic cataloging

and organized retrieval, designed for civic engagement and mulifonakservice!

1Di ana Mar der , The@HaldlphiB DdikerDecember 10, 201@025 data compiled
by the author from osite surveys, bookstore websites, and interviews with bookstore owners.

2Where appropriate, the broader category of independent bookstosding both new and used
book retailerd will be noted explicitly. Fodefinition on independent bookstorseeAmerican
Booksel |l er sMeibesDQirectory in Philadelphjiaccessed on March 03, 2025
https://www.bookweb.org/member_directory/search/ABAmember/results/O/philadelphia/0/0.

3Kristen Doyle HighlandThe Spaces of Bookselling: Stores, Streets, and PabEkements in
Publishing and Book Culture (Cambridge University Press, 2023).

“Shannon Mattern, i LRlaces douryal2@l4,acdessed oraSgptembec2l,ur e, 0
2024 https://doi.org/10.22269/140609
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Used bookstores, by contrast, are privately run spaces where browsing depends more on
serendipitous discovery and personal exchange. Their character reflects the distinct
intellectual vision of their owners rather than pubfiandates

Within this sector, legacy used bookstdretefined here as independently
operatedsecondhand bookstores that have been in continuous operation for over thirty
year$d hold particular cultural and historical significance. Recognizing these differences
foregrounds the specific heritage values and preservation needs of legacy used
bookstores, which this study seeks to examine.

At the same time, a paradox becomes evident: while independent bookstores
selling new books have experienced a weltumented resurgence, used booksfores
particularly legacy used bookstodebave continued to declin€éhe American
Booksellers Association reported nearly a 50% increasel@pendenbookshops
nationwide between 2009 and 2F1&hile scholars have increasingly focused on the
offline retail resurgence and communiivilding role of new independent bookstores,
legacy used bookstor@garticularly those with deeoted historied remain notably
absent from scholarly discourdexisting literature rarely acknowledges these spaces as
legacy small businesses and cultural custodians embedded within the social and spatial

fabric of cities, instead framing them primarily as commercial enterprises. This oversight

5San Franci s clegaGBusmness Pragmarmaccessed November 2024
https://www.sf.gov/legacpusinesgprogram.

8Ryan L Raffaelli, Reinventing Retail: The Novel Resurgence of Independent Bookstorking
paper (Harvard Business School, January 20#2@essed April 2025
https://www.hbs.edu/ris/Publication%20Files/268_c19963e-506c479abeb4bb339cd293ee.pd8.
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reveals a critical gap in understanding their broader historical, cultural, and community
significance.

Legacy used bookstores embody heritage values that newer retail models cannot
easily replicate. Their densely layered inventories and affordable offerings create spaces
of spontaneous exploration, wheteance encounters with forgotten titles and
conversations with knowledgeable owners foster intellectual curiosity and accessibility.
Over decades, these shops have become community anchors and rare intergenerational
gathering places, sustaining emotiorahtinuity and informal knowledge exchange. The
browsing experience itséfrooted in serendipity, personal connection, and a-tiroe
ambiancé constitutes a vital form of intangible cultural heritage.

This study uses the category of legacy used bookstores to apply and extend
valuescentered preservation theory, operationalizing definitions of intangible heritage
and examining the policy landscape for legacy small businesses. It pursues three primary
gods: (1) to trace the historical evolution of used bookstores in Philadelphia and the
factors influencing their endurance or decli(®;to identify and analyze the multiple
heritage values social, cultural, spatial, and econofiattached tdegacy used
bookstoresand(3) to propose preservation strategies that help legacy used bookstores
resist excessive commercialization while sustaining their community relevance.

To groundthis inquiry, the research focuses on Philadelphia as both a
representative example and a distinctive urban context. Its remaining used bookstores

face challenges common across U.S. cities, including rising rents, shifting consumer

habits, and urbanredeM op ment pressures. Yet @&hil adel

p



dating back to Franklindos pdanditssebiient i n t he
communities of readers offer a particularly rich context for examining bookstore survival.

Al 't hough rooted in one city, this studyos
preservation strategies not only for legacy used bo@stdsewhere but also for long

standing independent bookstores and other small businesses that serve as vital cultural
infrastructure. By illuminating the value and vulnerabilities of these spaces, this research
contributes to wider discussions on sustagmrassroots cultural heritage amid urban

transformation.

Methodology

This study employs mixed-method research design to investigate the cultural,
historical, and community significance of legacy used bookstores in Philadelphia,
framing them as forms of living heritage and developing preservation strategies informed
by valuescentered preservatidheory. The research integrates archival investigation,
spatial analysis, egite observation, and sesstructured interviews centered around three
detailed case studies. It applies a valcestered preservation framework to npiret
how these bookstores embody diverse and layered forms of heritage significance. Values
centered preservation theory emphasizes identifying and protecting the multiple
meanings and values that different communities ascribe to places, rather than relyi

solely on expert assessments or material attrifBgstriangulating these methods and

7 Evan FrissThe Bookshop: A History of the American Books(diiking, 2024), 75.

8Erica C. Avrami, Randal | Valvks and Heritage @ahseMadiont a De | a
Research Repott. ( Getty Conservation Institute, 2000).
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theoretical approaches, the study captures both the tangible and intangible heritage values
embedded in these businesses, their evol vi
and the preservation challenges they face amid shifting cultural and ecauomitons.

Case Study Approach Three legacy used bookstores in Philadelphiao
currently operating and one clogedere selected as case studies based on several
criteria: longevity (over thirty years of operation), geographic location, community
relevance, and a distinctive culturalpmiitical identity. Each case study traces the
bookstoreds historical devel opment, spati a
ideological positioning, revealing varied pathways of adaptation and resilience. These
stores illustrate éw legacy used bookstores have navigated shifting urban conditions,
including gentrification, declining foot traffic, and generational transitions, while
sustaining their core missions and community rdb#awing from these cases, the study
identifies several broader durability strategies that may be applicable to similar
businesses in other urban contexts.

Interviews and Participant Observation: Semistructured interviews were

conducted with bookstore owneasdstaffto document the lived experiences, values,
and challenges associated with running and sustaining a legacy bookstore. These
interviews explored themes such as ownership transitiicden storiesadaptation
strategiesspatialcurationphilosophy and interactions with changing neighborhoods. In
addition, extended periods of participant observation were carried out at each site,
focusing on thehythms of daily operations, custorrsnprekeeper interactions, and the

spatial and sensory atmosphere of the stores.



Mapping and Archival Research Spatial analysis plays a central role in
contextualizing the case studies within broader urban trends. Geographic data on
Phil adel phiads used bookstores were compi l
periods: 1990, 2010, and 2025. These maps trachittimg distribution of secondhand
bookshops in relation to neighborhood demographics, real estate pressures, and
institutional anchors. The 2025 map buil ds
map of city bookstoreto produce a more historically grounded andnomicsrelevant
spatial layef In parallel, archival research was conducted using historic newspapers,
business directories, and preservation records to reconstruct the evolution of
Phi | ad mdepehderd libsk selling anded book trade, situating current cases

within a longer trajectory of bookselling, redevelopment, and cultural resilt€nce.

Literature Review

This literature review is organized into three major sections: (1) Independent
Bookstore Evolution, (2) Valu€entered Theory, and (3) Spatial Theory. The first
section provides a national overview of the evolution of independent bookstores in the
United Sates, synthesizing existing research on their historical development, decline, and
recent resurgence. It highlights a critical gapterature while independent bookstores

selling new books have been wdbcumented, the evolution and cultural sigmifice of

°Asha Prihar, dALocally Illustrated and Available
Cityods Thr Billy Pemrgat \BHYEIone 2202023, http://billypenn.com/2023/06/22/philadelphia
bookstoremapart/.

10 Key archival sources includehe Philadelphia Inquire(18782025, Philadelphia Daily News
(1982 1989),Philadelphia Yellow Paged 9562016, and nomination forms and reports from the
Philadelphia Historical Commission.

6



legacy used bookstores remain significantly underexpl@&eiting on this identified
gap, the second and third sections engage with two bodies of theory that this study seeks
to extend. The second section examines vateasered preservation theory, proposing
that privately owned small businesses such as legsay bookstores should be
recognized as important cultural infrastructures within preservation frameworks. The
third section draws on spatial theories of urban cultural landscapes to argueathat sm
scale commercial interiors also function as vital sites of community memory and social
production.Together, these literatures frame the historical context, theoretical
foundations, and researghpsof this study.

Independent Bookstore Evolution

Independent bookstores have long been integral to the intellectual and cultural
fabric of the United States, serving as vital hubs for educationditarady engagement.
During the colonial era, these establishments were predominantly small, independently
owned ventures catering to urban populations and communities near academic
institutions!! The Moravian Book Shop, now part of Moravian College, is an interesting
example of a bookstore launched during the colonial period. The bookstore, established
by the Moravian Church in 1745 in Bethlehem, PA, is the oldest continuously operating
bookstoran the U.S., and the second oldest bookstore in the world, providing books for

members of the Moravian church and students at the cdflege.

HClifford L. Snyder and John Tebbel, AA History o
The Creation of an Industry, 16308 6 Bhe dournal of American Histo82, no. 3 (1975): 6653,
https://doi.org/10.2307/2936225.

St eve Novak, AA Brief History of the Moravian Bo
Wo r | Lehigbvalleylive.comMay 2018.accessed March 2025,
https://www.lehighvalleylive.com/bethlehem/2018/05/a_brief_history _of the moravia.html.
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After the formation of the United States and through the early twentieth century,
the number of bookstores remained relatively limited, with most operating as modest,
smalkscale businessédFromthe 1930s tathe 1950s, while the Great Depression
initially stifled retail growth, the economic recovery and pé&irld War 1l boom
ushered in increased consumer spending, including on books. This period saw a notable
proliferation of independent bookstores, reflectingllto t he publ i cbds gr owi
literature and the resilience of the book trétle.

By 1950, Manhattan alone boasted 386 bookstores, with nearly 40 concentrated
along a sixblock stretch of Fourth Avenue. This area became so synonymous with rare
and antiquarian books thatNew York Timear t i cl e i n 1969 decl ared
Center is to music, what Broadway is to theater, Fourth Avenue is to rare, used and
antiquarian books. o0 However, the article a
this era to an er@ a prediction that hasnfortunately come true. Today, fewer than 100
bodkstores remain in the entire city, a stark reminder of the dramatic shifts in the retalil
book industry over the decades.

While rising rents have played a significant role in this decline, other factors have
al so contributed to the changing | andscape

history, the book trade was both disparaged for its inefficient and archaic business

BLaura J. Miller, fAShopping for Community: The Tr
Communi ty MedstCulture & Societgl,mo. 3 (1999): 385107,
https://doi.org/10.1177/016344399021003005.

1 Snyder and TebbefiA History of Book Publishingy 6621 63.

BTina Jordan and Erica Acker beThgNew YoFkkdimesAptlr ance of
1, 2022 accessd January 202%Https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/01/books/review/remembrarfice
bookstoregpast.html
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methods and celebrated for offering a seemingly civilized alternative to the crass
commercialism of most industriddut the conditions that gave rise to these competing
evaluations began to be altered with the advent of the modern chain bodkstore.
significant transformation began in the late 1970s with the creation of Crown Books by
Robert Haft in 1977, which sparked the emergence of national bookstore chains such as
Waldenbooks, Borders, and others. By the early 1980s, Waldenbooks was expanding
rapidly, opening 8090 stores annually and becoming the first chain with outlets in all 50
states'®

In 1971, Leonard Riggio acquired the Barnes & Noble flagship store in New York
City and, through subsequent acquisitions, built it into a national chain. Alongside other
chains like Borders and BooksMillion, Barnes & Noble revolutionized book retailing
by offering large inventories, attractive stores, and significant discounts. By 1997, Barnes
& Noble and Borders reported revenues of $2.796 billion and $2.26 billion, respectively.
This explosive growth of national chains had a detrimental effect onandept
bookstores! From 1991 to 2001, the market share of independent bookstores in the
consumer book market declined significantly, dropping from 33 percent to just 15

percent

% aura J. Miller,Reluctant Capitalists: Bookselling and the Culture of Consumptisted.

(University of Chicago Press, 2008821, Snyder and Tebbel, AA History of
United States, 0 622, 664.
YJim Milliot, @ATracki ng PblisherseMeeklsiugast 20Blpo ok st or e Ch a

https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/gpic/industrynews/bookselling/article/484#Backing20-
yearsof-bookstorechains.html.

BDavid D. Kirkpatrick, fdASmaller BookSfheNewes End Co
York TimesApril 2001, accessed January 2028tps://www.nytimes.com/2001/04/20/business/smaller
bookstoresendcourtstruggleagainsttwo-chains.html
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Following the rise of chain booksellers, three additional factors contributed to the
further decline of independent bookstores. First, the launch of Amazon.com in 1994
revolutionized the retail landscape, with the company initially focusing on books before
expanding into other products. By the 4th quarter of 2018, online sales accounted for
$158.482 billion, or 11.2% of U.S. retail sales, drastically altering consumer purchasing
behaviors and negatively impacting traditional bookstores. Second, the Ceceasige
of 2007 2009 caused widespread economic hardship, reducing consumer spending, and
forcing many bookstores to close as unemployment peaked at 10% and household net
worth fell dramatically. Third, the introductionofree ader s, such ems Amaz.
2007 and Appledébs i Pad in 2010, significant
consumed books, driving the adoption of eBooks and audiobooks, which collectively
reshaped the market. By 2018, trade book revenue from online channels grew by 7.1% to
$6.74 billion, further emphasizing the dominance of digital and online platforms in book
retail. These factors compounded the challenges already faced by independent
bookstores, accelerating their declifie.

Despite the challenges outlinabdove independent booksellers experienced a
remarkable and astonishing resurgence from 2009 to 2@&8ween 2009 and 2015, the

number of independent bookstores grew by 35 pefédiftis resurgence attracted

¥Samaher Baidis et al., fACreating Competitive Adyv
the U.S. 20002 0 1 Buplishing Research Quarter8b, no. 4 (December 1, 2019): 634,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s1214%19-096780.

20 Raffaelli, The Novel Resurgencé

2Lynn Neary, fAWhy the Number of Independent Books
Ap oc al NPR March@9, 2018https://www.npr.org/2018/03/29/598053563/wine-numberof-
independenbookstoresncreaseeduringtheretailapocalypse
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https://www.npr.org/2018/03/29/598053563/why-the-number-of-independent-bookstores-increased-during-the-retail-apocalypse

significant scholarly attention, with researchers examining how commbasgd brick
andmortar retailers, particularly independent bookstores, achieved sustained market
growth despite fierce competition from online and-bax retailers. These studies
identified three key factors driving the revitalization of independent bookstores:
community, curation, and convenifg.

By becoming integral parts of their local communities, hosting events, and
supporting local authorgydependent bookstorésster a sense of belonging that
distinguishes them from impersonal online retailers. Their carefully curated selections,
tailored to customers' preferences, provide a personalized shopping experience, and help
readers discover unique titles. Additionallydependent bookstores serve as cultural
hubs, offering spaces for book clubs, readings, and discussions, where people connect
overshared interests. These strategies have allowed them to thrive despite intense
competition from online giants like Amazon and-bigx retailers>

In contrast, many chain booksellers, such as Borders, closed due to their inability
to adapt to shifting consumer preferences and retail trends. The risewineerce,
particularly Amazon, significantly eroded
increasingly favored the convenience, competitive pricing, and vast selection offered by
online platforms. Additionally, large chain stores struggled with high overhead costs,
including rents and operational expenses, making it challenging to competaiiith
retailers and the personalized, commuiitgused experience provided by independent

bookstores. The closures of chain bookstores created a gap in the market, which

22Raffaelli, The Novel Resurgence.
23Raffaelli, The Novel Resurgencg.
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independent bookstores were able to fild]l
returned to dance on the ashes of Borders and Walderiixdoks

From 2018 to 2024, the number of independent bookstores has continued to
grow.2> However, this expansion has often coincided with the commercial displacement
of many traditional and historical stores, which have been replaced by trendier
establishmenta/Vhile specific data on used bookstores is lacking, their sparse presence in
city guide recommendations suggests they have been disproportionately affected.

Existing studies on the resurgence of independent bookstores largely focus on
newbook sellers, emphasizing aesthetic trends and community activism, while
overlooking the distinct challenges faced by used bookstquasgticularly their
vulnerability to urba redevelopment. Organizations such as the American Booksellers
Association (ABA) also marginalize used bookstores; in Philadelphia, for instance, only
one of thirteen operating used bookstores is affiliated with the ABris study
addresses these gaps by centering legacy used bookstores as vital yet neglected
components of urban cultural infrastructure and tracing their distinct evolution within the
broader history of independent bookselling in Philadelphia

Value-Centered Theory.

To explore the cultural and historical significance of used bookstores, values
centered theory offers a powerful framework. This study presents an intriguing

opportunity to test the theory in a practical apecialized context.

24Raffaelli, The Novel Resurgence.

SAndrew W. Hait, ADo Not Turn the Page on Booksto
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/1 2fdg-turn-the-pageon-bookstores.html.

®Ameri can Books eMédmbarBirectosy in®hiladalghia o n,
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The evolution of valueentered theory in heritage management plays a pivotal
role in advancing the recognition of legacy used bookstores as important cultural assets.
Historically, heritage conservation focused predominantly on material and architectural
significance, overlooking the broader soci
importance. Over time, however, there has been a shift towards embracing cultural,
social, and economic dimensions in heritage management. This evolution broadens the
scopeof preservation efforts, recognizing that safeguarding heritage goes beyond
physical structures; it also involves protecting the cultural practices and social
connections tied to those placés.

One of the key reasons why this theoretical shift is crucial for legacy used
bookstores is that it allows for a more comprehensive understanding of their value.
Beyond the physical space, these bookstores are repositories of cultural and economic
processedostering community ties that are not easily quantifiable by traditional
preservation standards. By acknowledging the cultural and social importance of these
places, valueentered theory offers a justification for their protection, even when they do
notmeet conventional architectural criteria. This expanded interpretation of heritage
values aligns with broader trends in heritage management, which increasingly prioritize
community engagement and cultural continuity.

Value-centered theory, as advanced by scholars such as Mourato and Mazzanti,
advocates for greater exploration of roarket values in economic evaluation. The value

of legacy used bookstores extends beyond conventional metrics like GDP contribution or

27 Avrami, Mason, and De la Torr¥alues and Heritage Conservation: Research Report.

13



job creationThese businesses offer existence value (people value their existence in the
community regardless of the shopping behaviors), option value (the potential for future
use), and bequest value (the desire to preserve them for future genefaiitiese non
market values underscore the role that legacy bookstores play in preserving cultural and
intellectual diversity, even if their immediate economic contribution is not substantial.

Theresa Satterfield further reinforces the need for a more nuanced approach to
valuing heritage. Satterfield critiques traditional valuation methods for their inability to
capture deeply held moral, emotional, and cultural connections to heritage s#t®s. Th
met hods often marginalize intangible value
people articulate their attachment to cultural asSd¥er legacy used bookstores, this
presents a significant challenge: just as environmental resources can be undervalued
when assessed purely in economic terms, the cultural significance of used bookstores
may be similarly overlooked. Satterfield advocataspharticipatory, narrativeriven
methods that provide a more holistic understanding of values. For the preservation of
legacy bookstores, such methods would allow communities to articulate the full range of
cultural, historical, and emotional significanthese spaces hold.

Value-centered theorglsodemonstrates its practical viability limcal business
cases, with the Main Street Approach serving as a notable example. This approach

prioritizes sustainable cultural and economic development over the mere preservation of

28Susana Mourato and Massimiliano Mazzaatipnomic Valuation of Cultural Heritage: Evidence
and Prospect§Getty Conservation Institute, @), 51.

2Theresa Satterfieldlumbness and Sensitivity in the Elicitation of Environmental Vain&&lues
in Heritage Management: Emerging Approaches and Research DirgotidnErica Avrami (Getty
Conservation Institute, 2019), 12.
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physical structures. By integrating heritage elements into comprehensive economic
strategies, it seeks to revitalize downtown areas and neighborhood commercial districts.
Through the strategic use of cultural and historical assets, the Main Street program
stimulates local economic growth, fosters community engagement, and cultivates a
shared sense of place. This methodology shifts the focus from simply conserving
buildings to acknowledging the dynamic relationship between heritage and economic
vitality. It aligns with contemporary trends in heritage management, which increasingly
emphasize the holistic integration of cultural, social, and economic dimensions in
preservation effort

The existingscholarship on valuesentered preservation has firmly established
the importance of cultural and nomarket values but remains largely concentrated on
historic sites, landscapes, and architectural monuments. This study pushes the theory
forward by extenihg it to smaliscale, semprivate commercial spac&@sspecifically,
legacy used bookstor@svhich have been largely absent from heritage discourses. By
foregrounding the everyday economic and cultural practices embedded in these
businessés suchas acquiring, displaying, and circulating secondhand lddtkis study
explores the convergence of cultural and economic processes in ways that have been
underexamined.

Although practical frameworks like the Main Street Approach have demonstrated
the importance of sustaining local businesses for community vitality, they largely operate

at the neighborhood or corridor scale. Building on this recognition but moving beyond i

Emily Talen and Hyesun Jeong, fWhat | s the Value
A1 g u meCities92, (2019): 20818, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2019.03.023.
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this study examines the preservation of a specific category of small businésesy
used bookstorésacross the broader urban fabric of Philadelphia. By shifting the scale of
inquiry from commercial districts to a citywide perspective, the researchides to
valuescentered preservation theory by demonstrating that cultural and economic heritage
processes operate across multiple spatial and temporal dimensions. In doing so, it
proposes a more dynamic and integrated understanding of living culfuaatincture
within contemporary urban environments.

Spatial Theories

Concepts such dshird space andfiplacemaking offer crucial frameworks for
understanding how used bookstores function as dynamic cultural and social
environmentsfiThird space) as theorized by Ray Oldenburg, refers to informal
communal spaces outside of home and work where individuals gather, interact, and build
social bonds?! Used bookstores, with their spontaneous browsing experiences and
opportunities for intergenerational exchange, embody many of the characteristics of third
spaces, serving as vital nodes of community memory and intellectuddégmwhile, the
concept ofiplacemaking emphasizes how artistic, cultural, and economic activities
catalyze the transformation of physical spaces, fostering distinctive community identities
and strengthening social and economic vitafityegacy used bookstores contribute to

placemaking not only through their distinctive spatial layouts and curated inventories but

31RayOldenburg The Great Good Plagd st ed(Marlowe & Co, 1999)20-22.

32 Ann Markusen and Anne Gadw@reative Placemakin¢National Endowment for the Arts, 2010),
3-4.
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also through the everyday practices of book trading, browsing, and conversation that
foster a sense of belonging and cultural continuity.

The interior atmosphere of bookstores contributes significantly to their intangible
cultural value. Bookstores often evoke a sense of home, with their cozy, overstuffed
chairs, soft lighting, and piles of books resembling living room settings. This domesti
familiarity reinforces the bookstoreds rol
culture® Oldenburg and Dennis Brisseitderscore that bookstores, like café and
community centers, serve as alternative public spaces that facilitate social interaction,
creativity, and inclusivity by minimizing hierarchi&sAs a distinct type of bookstore,
used bookstores are particularly associated with more crowded, layered, and
unpredictable environments. Unlike the orderly organization of chain bookstores, used
bookstores often embrace a dense, sdraotic spatial arrggement that encourages
Awanderingodo and fAihunting, 06 fostering explo
customer may struggle to decipher the stor
maintains a deep personal knowledge of the inventotygen ci ng t he cust ome
experience through direct conversation and informal guiddhthese tactile,
improvisational interactions reinforce the sense of intimacy and community that defines
the used bookstore experience.

Another key discussion revolves around the inherent instinct of collection within

used bookstores. These spaces function not only as retail environments but also as

BJorge CarriBookshops: A ,Rvae.dhese Bress, ROLGOSSD r y

Ramon Ol denburg and DennQulitaBve Begislagp,ho, 4 i The Thi r d
(December 1, 1982): 26384, https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00986754.

35Highland, The Spaces of Bookselling
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at mospheres of collection. The statement

fi

br ows e, seek, and hunto refers to the acti

secondhand bookstorg&Both sellers and buyers are motivated by a shared passion for
discovery and collection, where the act of finding books satisfies both personal desires

and broader cultural purpos&¥alter Benjamin deepens this idea by describing

coll ectors as people with Atactile instinc

connection they have with the objects they collactording to Benjamin,

bibliophile®d those who collect and love bo@ksre unique because they do not

iwithdraw their treasur3Wlkdothermypesdfei r f unct

collectors, who might hide or display their collections without further use, bibliophiles

keep their books in circulation, continuing to read, appreciate, and share them. In this

sense, the books remain active and retain their atigurpose, distinguishing

bibliophiles and secondhand booksellers from collectors who view their possessions

solely as aesthetic or symbolic objects. This dynamic of ongoing engagement is central to

the unigue atmosphere of used bookstores, where tleetiotl is not static but alive,

constantly being interacted with and reshaped by those who participate in the experience.
Retail bookselling, beyond its interior qualities, is a multifaceted practice

encompassing economic, political, and spatial dimensibascurs in physical stores, on

streets, and through media like catalogues and newspapers. These spaces are not passive

backdrops but actively shape behaviors, relationships, and meanings; bookselling itself

%Al ison B. Snyder, AThe Interior World of Books,

Interiority, 2021, https://doi.org/10.7454/in.v4i1.114.
S"Walter BenjaminThe Arcades Proje¢Harvard University Press, 1999), 60.
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transforms these spaces by redefining values around community, leisure, and ¥&ading.

As Mar k Paterson asserts, fAltés not just w

that the spatial context influences cultural activitiétlsed bookstores, through their

layered, often labyrinthine interior spaces, offer unique browsing experiences that differ

sharply from the orderly layouts of chain bookstores. Customers navigate crowded aisles,

dig through piles, and engage directly withokvledgeable owners, creating an

atmosphere of spontaneous discovery and informal knowledge exchange. This distinctive

spatial logic encourages wandering, hunting, and serendipitous encounters with forgotten

titles, reinfor ci nungadrdniee afdacanknenitydqhube 6 s r ol e a
Spatial theorists provide deeper insight into how such spaces are socially and

culturally produced. FKpractibed placabmpha&digesthaa au 6 s ¢

space becomes meaningful only through human activity; places like used bookstores are

ani mated by the interactions of owners, pa

DynamicsAesthetics (MDA) model, drawn from game design theory, offectheer lens

for understanding how spatial structures (mechanics) enable dynamic interactions like

browsing ad conversation, ultimately producing an aesthetic experience that carries

emotional and cultural resonant&Huw Osborne challenges the simplistic binary

between commerce and culture often used to discuss bookstores, instead framing them as

ficounterspaced where commercial imperatives and cultural values intersect and co

38Highland, The Spaces of Bookselling

¥Mark PatersonConsumption and Everyday Liferd ed(Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group,
2023, 99

40Robin Hunicke, Marc LeBlanc, and Robert Zub&{DA: A Formal Approach to Game Design
and Game Researcéipaper presented at the Challenges in Game Al Workshop, 19th National Conference
on Artificial Intelligence (AAAF04),2004.
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construct meaning?! Bookstoreéalignment with countercultural movements of the
1960s and 1970s further illustrates how they served as sites of political dissent,
intellectual freedom, and communibpilding during moments of broader societal
transformation.

Beyond their interior organization, the geographic location of used bookstores
across the urban landscape critically shapes their heritage value. Historically, legacy
bookstores clustered around central business districts and culturally vibrant corridors,
benefiting from dense foot traffic and proximity to intellectual communities. A notable
example is New York Cifg historicfiBook Rowg a sixblock stretch along Fourth
Avenue that once hosted more than 40 secondhand and antiquarian bookstores during the
early to midtwentieth century’Book Row t hrived by embedding
literary and educational networks but ultimately succumbed to rising rents and
redevelopment pressures, leading to the-twaf displacement of its stores by the 1960s.
Phil adel phi aémaveldased similar ouin&rabiities, veith mapping their
shifting locations over time revealing patterns of displacement, relocation, and survival
strategies. Studies in urban cultural geography emphasize thabpkses heritage
emerges not merely fromdividual sites but through embeddedness in broader social,

economic, and symbolicnetworksl n t hi s sense, a bookstoreo:

4“'Huw Edwin OsborneThe Rise of the Modernist Bookshdpooks and the Commerce of Culture in
the Twentieth CenturfRoutledge, 2016), 131.

42Stephen J. GertBook Row: An Anecdotal and Pictorial History of the Antiquarian Book Trade
(Oak Knoll Press, 2004}- 4.

43David Ley,The New Middle Class and the Remaking of the CentralOitford University Press,
1996), chapter 4.
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participates in shaping its cultural meaning, visibility, and resilience, making spatial
positioning a crucial dimension of their heritage significance.

This study contributes to spatial theories of heritage by extending the analysis
beyond individual interior spaces to consider the citywide cultural infrastructure formed
by legacy used bookstores. While previous research has illuminated how bookstores
opeaate as third places and sites of placemaking, few studies have connected their internal
spatial logics to broader urban geographies. By situating used bookstores within
Phil adel phiaés evolving cultural ant- econo
scalar framework for heritage analysis: one that links the intimate, tactile practices of
browsing with the macrorces of urban transformation. In doing so, it pushes spatial
theories of heritage to better account for the mobility, vulnerability resilence

strategies of small, communitpoted businesses in contemporary cities.

1From Boom to Legacy: How Phil adel phi ads

Used Bookstores

This sectionprovides a historical and spatial foundation for understanding the
evolution of Philadelphiads i ndependent an
straightforward chronology by comparing the trajectories of independent bookstores and
secondhand bookstordsghlighting where their paths overlapped and where they
diverged. Through this comparison, it examines how different economic, cultural, and
social forces contributed to the expansion and decline of each sector, with attention to the
distinctcauses of bookstore closures across different historical pelmoaddition to

tracing temporal patterns, this chapter also incorporates a spatial analysis of how used
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bookstores were distributedIltexammnesshew Phi | ade

shifting geographic concentratiagnsuch as those in Center Gitynitially supported but
eventually challenged the survival of these busine3segether, this historical and

spatial analysis establishes the groundwork for understanding the unique vulnerabilities

and heritage values of Phil adel phiads | ega

1.1 Early 18" Early 19" Century: From Printshop Counters to the Book Trade

In the early stages of the American book téadieom the early 18th to early 19th
centunyd bookselling operated within a fluid, multifunctional system. The national
market was still modest: few homes contained books, and dedicated bookshops were rare.

Most readers, publishers, and printers were concentrated in the Northeast, especially in

New York and Philadel phia. The term fibooks

there was little distinction between new and used book ¥aBsdlers often wore
multiple hat® functioning as printers, publishers, importers, and stationers. Inventory
typically combined locally printed texts, imported European titles, and previously owned
volumes, reflecting a culture grounded more in circulati@m tconsumptiofr

In Philadelphiathen a leading hub of printinthis hybridity was especially
pronounced. Bookselling was not yet a standalone profession but part of a broader
ecosystem of civic, commercial, and intellectual activity. Figures such as William
Bradford (16681752), Benjamin Franklin (1706790), Thomas Bbson (17501823),

and Mathew Carey (176@839) simultaneously operated as booksellers, publishers,

“EvanFrissThe Bookshop.: A Hi st o(Viking,2024)t38.e Amer i can

“Ann K. Johns o EncycihidizookGreaterlPhiladglphi@016,
https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/essays/bookselling/.
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editors, and postmasteRetail sales of books and pamphlets often funded their wider
printing ventures’® Among them, Franklin stands out not only as a founding father but
as a formative figure in the American book trade. In 1728, he opened his Philadelphia
printshop later known as The New Printir@ffice, which became a bustling hub for
printing, selling, and exchanging ideas. He sold books wholesale and retail, ran a
newspaper, managed the post office, imported paper and titles, and helped establish
subscription libraries. His shop resembled a workshogian a modern bookstore:
filled with drying pages, ink barrels, and stacks of printed matter, serving teachers,
ministers, and curious citizens aliké.

During the 18th century, most inventory was still imported, with religious texts,
schoolbooks, and almanacs among the bestsellers. Booksellers supplemented these with
stationery, maps, broadsides, and political pamphlets to serve a growing literaté public
especially professionals, c¢clergy, and the
booksellers, like James Read and Sarah Harwood Read, also reflects the collegial,
networked nature of the early trady. the 1740s, storagraduallycarried authas like
Swift, Milton, Locke, and Shakespeare, catering to the expanding tastes of the colonial
elite. Though the term fAbookstoredo would n
advertisement by James Rivington, Philadelphia had already laid the foundaton for
vibrant literary economy where publishing, commerce, and public discourse

intertwined?*8

%Johnson, fABookselling. o
4TFriss, The Bookshopl5.
48 Friss, The Booksho26-28.
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This early fusion of printing and bookselling did more than circulatedexts
cultivated the civic imagination. As histo
hold power. o0 Booksellers were quiet agents
shaping what colonists read, believed, and ultimately how they &&tadPhiladelphia,

the bookstore was never merely a site of comn@erce/as a stage for revolution.

1.2 19" Century: The Rise of the Bookstall and the Streets as Literary Space

By the mid19th century, the American book trade was undergoing a visible
transformation. Beyond formal bookstores and publishing houses, a vibrant and informal
resale economy had begun to emérgesible in the figures of wandering peddlers,
auctioneers,ra streetside booksellers. In cities and small towns alike, book buying was
no longer confined to the upper classes or to the counter of a firotkseller. It was
spilling into public space, democratizing access through cheap reprints, religioys tracts
schoolbooks, and discarded volumiesNew England, itinerant booksellers crisscrossed
the countryside, hawking books out of carts and baskets.

In Philadelphia, this transformation took on a distinct and decentralized form.
Rather than coalescing into a single booksdllere w | i ke New Yor kés Fol
sincel890s Phil adel phi ads bookstalls emerged ac
literary commerce. Stalls and sidewalk tables cropped up at key intersections and

commercial corridors, including Sixth and Chestnut, Eighth and Chestnut, Tenth and

“Friss, The Booksho@32.
50 Friss, The Booksho63-64.
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Market, Third and Germantown Road, and Ninth Street. These spaces were neither purely
commercial nor purely intellectu@lthey were crossroads of culture, economy, and
eccentricity®?

Each bookseller brought their own flavor to the trade. At Sixth and Chestnut, Tom
Lynch was a beloved figure whose stall became a fixture of the block, remembered by
locals for its constant presence and fluttering pages. A few blocks away, at Eighth and
Chestnut, Astonés long row of stalls was bo
ground for young reada¥sunder the sharp eye of a gruff proprietor quick to chastise
anyone who lingered too long without buying. Hugh Hammill, at Tenth and Market, is
said to have operated a stall for years despite being unable to read, a striking symbol of
the tradebés accessibility and the diverse
Watts, a bookseller on Third Street near Germantown Road, brought a flaiicteehis
stall, combining book dealing with what he believed to be therapeutic spinal
manipulatiod offering cures for chronic ailments while selling astrological tracts and
dream books?

Economically, the secondhand book trade was both resilient and speculative.
While it lacked the polish and prestige of antiquarian dealerships, it offered steady
margins: dealers routinely earned three to five times their investment on individual books

or lots. Profit margins were modest on cheap stock, but the low overhead of the stall

SliAbout Sec on drheHPhiladelphB tingukesAuguist 15, 1878.

2f About Second Hand Books. o0
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and the occasional windfall of a valuable Bitlenade it an attractive venture for

entrepreneurial spirits.

Figurell:1 I  ustration of Learyds Bookstore at
Walnut Streets (1868877).

Source: Joseph Jackson, An Old Landmark: A Famous Book Store, illus. William

Mohr, 13.

Yet even as some bookstalls transitioned into more formalshdpks e t he Lear
Bookstorethe aesthetics and ethos of the stall remaifh®&tany established stores
continued to use outdoor tables and bargain carts, recognizing their power to draw
passersby into the tactile, serendipitous world of secondhand (Figkse1.1). These

spaced part shopfront, part street the&tesffered Philadelphians not only affordable

%fAbout Second Hand Books. 0

54 Joseph JacksoAn Old Landmark: A Famous Book Stpfidagley Digital Archives1920),15,
https://digital.hagley.org/08033509_old_landmark

26



access to literature but an enduring public relationship with the written word. Bookstalls,
in this sense, were not just transitional spaces between print and public; they were civic

portals, where books moved not only between owners, but into lives.

1.3 Mid-19"7T Mid 20" Century: Lear yd6s bookstemAgeof@antdr t he G

City Bookselling

Bookstores flourished iNid-19" century Philadelphia, driven by rising literacy
rates, expanding public education, and a growing belief in reading as a tool-for self
improvement. Educational reforms, especially the Common School Movement, helped
transform books from elite commoditiesanvidely accessible resources, fueling demand
among middleand workingclass readers. As technological advances like steam
powered presses and cheaper paper led to a surge in book production, bookselling
gradually emergeds a distinct profession, separate from printing and publisiiing.

Many bookstores clustered in Center City, benefiting from dense foot traffic,
proximity to schools, libraries, and civic institutions, and easy access to wholesale
printers and publishe$.This centralization shaped a vibrant literary district and gave
rise to a thriving secondhand book market.
Storeéd founded in 1836 by Marylanborn William A. Leary found its niche, quickly

growing into one of thetiy 6s most bel oved and”enduring |

%Johnson, fABookselling. o
%Johnson, fABookselling. o

SJeff Nilsson, fdLate, Great TheSawrday BveningPostk st or e s :
February 25, 2015ccessd March 2025https://www.saturdayeveningpost.com/2011/02/teat
americarbookstoredearysbooks/.
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Learyds reopened at this |l ocation, where i

nearly a centur{®

Figurel2:Lear y 6 s daBDSo NMirghtStreetdrca 1910.
Source: Temple University LibrarieSpecial Collections Research Center.

Bet ween 1920 and 1938, Learyds Bookstor
expanding from dour-story townhouse into a sevstory building to accommodate its
growing inventorywhile the Gimbel Brothers Department Store had filled the remainder

of the block fronting Chestnut Street by 19Eigurel.3). The st ordée 6s i coni

60 JacksonAn Old Landmark: A~amous Book Stord 5 25.
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depicting an elderly man perched atop a ladder with an armful of ddmcame a

|l asting symbol of PhFRigurald®.flfphi aés | iterary

i B nh\
~ Gimble Brothers
Department Store |

Leary's Bookstore |

Gimble Brothers
Department Store

The Federal Post Offlce' <

under construction

OcT. 20,1938

7
A

Figurel3:Learyds Bookstore at 9 S. Ninth Street alongsi
adjacent Federal Post Offiamnstruction sitecirca 1938

Source: Temple University LibrarieSpecial Collections Research Centehoto annotated by the author.

Ni chol as Phillippi, fAThe Gi |l deHiddev&ityPhild@élphimar ket S
November 24, 2014, https://hiddencityphila.org/2014/11ditded-mall-of-marketstreetgimbelshadit/.
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Figurel4:Vi ews of Learyo6s Bookstor,eircal®®8.9 S. Ninth Stree
(a) Exterior fa@de showing the prominent bookstore sign and street ac(pjtustomers waiting in line

at the checkout countefc) Extensive secondhand book collections and specialty sections, including poetry

and mapsSource: Temple University Libraries, Special Collections Research Center

Bythemid2 0t h century, Learyds was selling 1
establishing itself as a haven for readers, collectors, and curious brgwgars1.4).
Writer Christopher Morley was so enamored with the dtuaehe used it as the
inspiration for his 1919 mystery noveEhe Haunted Book Shojn a 1949 article fofhe
Saturday Evening Pgst L ewasdyedsscr i bed as a fAhdolwas of a
old, dark, dusty, cluttered, and staffed by silent, reserved salesgéople.

However, lythemid2 0t h century, Learybés faced i nc

acquiring a sufficient supply of salable used b@okse very inventory that had sustained

2Ni |l sson, fALate, Great Américan Bookstores: Lear.y
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its vast,7-story operationRising rents and urban redevelopment made it harder to

maintain such a large footprint in Center City, while changing consumer habits favored

newer, more streamlined retail experiences, including neighborhood bookstores and mail

orderservice$* Though bel oved by generations of Ph

could not adapt its otdvorld model to the rapidly modernizing book trade, and with no

viable path to profitability, the store quietly shuttemred 969after more than 130 years

in business which means the end of lasgale secondhand bookselling in Philadelffia.
Today, it is virtually i mpossible to fi

immense scale anywhere in the couniifile that physical scale has disappeared, the

distinctive atmosphere of quiet exploration it cultivated lives on in the surviving used

bookstores of PhiladelphiAk. si gn once di spl ay@Mdownarneary?od

perfectly welcome to examine our immense stock without feeling under the slightest

obligation to purchaséFigurel.2)0 Even its staff were trained to remain silent unless

addressed, reinforcing a space where readers could wander undigtifbed spirity a

reverence for solitary discovery, for browsing without pressuantinues to shape the

character of the cityds | egacy bookshops,
Steven G. Neal, #AA Bi bl i op AhelPlkléadslphi® inquicctMartho t he Ye
11, 1973.
Ni | sson, fALate, Great Américan Bookstores: Leary
®Ni |l sson, fALate, Great Américan Bookstores: Leary

32



A
I
3

N

)
the Old Gimble
Brothers Department | =
Store

The Federal Post Office

;. Leary’ s Bookstore was :
b replaced by a parking lot./® \- 1y 4
s— S i i /‘ [ |

,T\?b 1
' LS
\'§

Y \

\

Figure 1.5: 7The intersection of Market Street and South 9th StB&5.
Source: Googlé&treet ViewPhoto annotated by the author.

The original Gimbel Brothers Department Store building was demolished in 1979,
except for its 1927 addition, which was preserved and converted into professional office
S p ac e . Bdokstare wa8 filly demolished following its closure in 1969, and the
former bookstore site along with surrounding structu@svas replaced by a surface

parking lot(Figure1.5).%®

1.3.2 The Golden Age of Center City Bookselling

By the 1950s, the Booksellersdé Associ at

250 members, reflecting a broad and diverse network of-belated businesses that

Phillippi, fAThe Gilded Mabl Of Market Street: Gi
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spanned the cit. In 1960, at least 25 independent books@®resluding both new
book and secondhand bookst@resperated in the Center City area, with many clustered
around City Hall, as shown Map 1.1.58 Nine of these wer@rimarily selling

secondhand bookstores, reflecting Phil

adel

material amid economic hardship and social change in the wake of the Great Depression

and two world wars.

lSchulman'sl

Baptist Publication

-~

Old South
O

Leary's

American Bible Society

O

Stein H. F.

Independent
Bookstores_1960
O new

0 0.070.15 0.3 Miles O newausen

oy Bpbneas ] KpEE)SY) @ useo

1Strd

Map 1.1: Independent bookstores in Center City, Philadelphiaround 1%0. Map created by the author

Together, these bookstores created a vibrant literary cadridalense and diverse
ecosystemmanging from towering retail landmarks to tuckaaay neighborhood shops.
Learyds Book s t-siory@mperation andhimmensg inergovyesaerved as the

symbolic anchor of this world.

%Johnson, fABookselling. o

58 The Bell Telephone Company of Pennsylvafhiladelphia Yellow Page4956, Library of
Congressaccessedpril 2025, https://www.loc.gov/item/usteledirec08122/

34



Figure 1.6: A ghost sign with a large arrow pointing the way to Reedmor Books at 1220 Walnut Street
2022
Source:HiddenCity Philadelphia

Somesmallerscalee sed bookstores demonstrated
which closed in 19690ne example was Reedmor Books, a fiomgotten but once
thriving used bookstore located1#20 Walnut StFounded in the early 20th century,
Reedmor was known for its deep selection of used and rare books, along with its
imposing hanepainted sign that once loomed oWalnutStt r af f i ¢. Li ke
catered to a wide crosection of Philadelphiadsstudents, collectors, and browsers
aliked but on a sraller, more personal scale. Its visibility and character were so strong

t hat even decades after its cl osur e, it
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marker in the cityscap@igurel.6), recently highlighted itdidden City Philadelphias

one of the last remnan®s of the areaé6s boo
Robi nds Bmoew kns usedrbeokstofeunded in 1936, carved out a

distinct identity by specializing in political literature and progressive titles, appealing to a

niche but loyal readership that valued depth over bréddile anwhi | e, Sessl er

Bookshopa used bookstorestablished in 1906, maintained a more modest general

inventory but benefited from a curated, antiquarian approach that required less floor

space and stock volume™t han Learyods sprawl
These bookstores were better suited to

during the 28 century with smaller footprints, lower overhead, and more flexible

inventories, they could adjust more easily to rising rents, changing tastes, and new retalil

dynami cs. Un | i k emakket appeaaldtiseir survieabrelied omcalsvating

specialized coimunities of readeds a strategy that proved more resilient amid the

pressures of urban redevelopment and industry consolidation. However, this model wou

soon face a new set of challenges with the arrival of chain bookstores and, later, the rise

ofonlineretalThe tr aj ect or y doirfcludithgits adaphationsBando k st or e

eventual closur@ will be examined in greater detail in the case study chéptere

Study).

A Ghost Signs of Phil adel p hHidden Cify PelatlelphipJunBd, 0k s i n C
2022, https://hiddencityphila.org/2022/06/gheginsof-philadelphiareedmofbooksin-centercity/.

®Naveed Ahsan, fARobi n,dke T&wla NewdasuarfFa22n2alaiccesded pt er 0
January 202%ttps://templenews.com/robinseachesdinal-chapter/.

“"Johnson, fABookselling. o
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1.4 The 1960s 1970s:Counterculture Movement andThe Rise of Specialized and

Radical Bookstores

The 1960s and 1970s witnessed an explosion of specialized and radical
bookstores that aligned t he @é$ancwvigightswi t h t h
andBlack liberation to feminism, antivar activism, and queer right$As these social
movements gained momentum, the cityds book
rise to a new generation of shops that served not just as places to buy books but as vital
spaces for resistance, identity formation, and collective engamggeloshua Clark Davis,

a historian at the University of Baltimore
where the mission often outweighed the profit motive: they promoted social movements
through the books and materials they offered, providedegathspaces for seasoned

organizers and curious newcomers alike, and structured their business practices around

the broader goal of societal change rather than financial'ain.

Among t hese, Haki mbs Bookstore, d@&ounded
210 S 52nd Sin West Philadelphia, stands as a pioneering exa(rgerel.7).
Originally launched to promote knowledge of African and African American history,
Haki més quickly evolved into a central I ns
Philadelphia. It stocked hatd-find texts on Black nationalism, P#&fricanism, and
African heritage, becoming a crucial source of education and empowerment during the
civil rights and Bl ack Power eras. More th
space for generations of activists, educators, and community mérdogekoring a local

tradition of selfdetermined knowledgsharing.

”?Johnson, fABookselling. o

BCl aire Wang, fiThe Rise of TBeNewY¥akdimedsne Wi 2024, a Soc i
sec. Books, https://www.nytimes.com/2024/06/10/books/counterciitokstoressociat
movements.html.
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Figure 1.7: Dawud Abdel Hakim standing in the doorwayhaf bookstore, circa
1980s.
Photo courtesy of Haki més Bookstore and Gi"

This grassroots energy extended throughout West Philadelpthat time The
New World Book Fair, opened in 1961 at 113 S. 40th Street by William H. Crawford,
specialized in Marxist and African American literature, becoming a gathering space for
local organizers, educators, and political thinkétdearby, House of Our Own, founded
in 1971 at 3920 Spruce Street, operated as both a radical used bookstore and a

community hub. Located near the University of Pennsylvania, it stood in contrast to the

universitybookstoré s mor e academic and commercially
“"Rusty Pray, AW lIliam Cr awhePhihdelphfadnguineDeceBbero k s hop C
10, 2002.
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instead an open, informal atmosphere rooted in progressive paldicasm and a
passion for transformative ide&dts evolution and spatial dynamics are examined in
greater detail in the case study chaf@ase Stuy).

Meanwhile, in Center City, a parallel transformation was underiagy Joseph
Fox Bookshomat 1724 Sansom SFigurel.8), opened in 19mnticipated this shift with
its thoughtfully curated selection of titles on architecture, literary fiction and nonfiction,
and art While not overtly radical, it laid the groundwork for a more curated;dtiean
bookselling modef® 1 n 197 3, Gi ®onaaithd fitstsgay Raokstores in the
United Stated openedat345 S 1th . Founded by Tom Wilson Weinberg, Dan Sherbo,
and Bern Boyle, it played a critical role during the AIDS epidemic of the 1980s by
offering books and resourcea HIV/AIDS that were unavailable elsewhéfets
intimate atmosphere offered a safe and welcoming space for LGBTQ+ individuals to
gather, connect, and find community at a time when such spaces were few and far
between(Figurel.9). Two years later, in 1975, activist Sheila Lee Goldmacher co
founded Al exandria Books, the citybds first

expanding the literary landscape for marginalized voites1976, Wooden Shoe Books

“Jennifer Cullen, fAHouse of Our Own: 34WktyeetThi s Ec|l
Magazing 2018,accessed April 202%Hittps://www.34st.com/article/2018/09/houskour-own-book store
campuspennphiladelphia.

“Jordan Levy, fiJoseph Fox Bookshop in Center City
Bookst or e SBilyPem astsWHOanuary 19, 2022, http://billypenn.com/2022/01/19/jodeph
bookshopclosingphiladelphiaretailcentetcity/.

""Jason Villemez A Gi ovanni 6s Room: The Bo PknasglVahier s Who Bl
Capital-Star(blog), June 12, 2023ccessed March 202Bitps://penncapitastar.com/cividrights-sociat
justice/giovannigoomthe-booksellersvho-built-a-community/.

“Johnson, fABookselling.o
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opened at 112 S. 20th St. as an anarchist collective and activist bookstore, reinforcing the

growing network of ideologically driven bookshops in the Ety.

Figure 1.8: Joseph Fox Bookshop 724 Sanson&., circa 1980.
Source: Temple University LibrarieSpecial Collections Research Center.

®iWooden Shoe Books & Records, o accessed April 20
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Figurel9:Second fl oor of34%S 1dh831988i 6 s Room at
Source: Photo bidarry Eberlinvia the Philadelphia Gay News

Among the emerging independent bookstores of the era, The Book Trader, a used
bookstore, opened at 501 South Stieat a time when the neighborhood was attracting a
growing countercultural scene, spurred in part by low real estate values left in the wake
of the abandoned Crosstown Expressway proposal from the £850& store quickly
became a destination for secondhand anebbptint books, offering a quieter, more
eclectic browsing experience that compl eme
spaces. Although The Book Trader would later relocate, itirenaapopular fixture in
Phil adel phi aés bookstore | andscape today.

examined further in the case study chaf@ase Stuy).

%Dyl an Gottl i eBneycldp&im ofGreated Philadedphigdonh,
https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/essays/ssttbet/.
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Together, these specialized and radical bookstores of the 1960s and 1970s
reflected a remarkable convergence of political conviction, literary culture, and place

making. Whether advancing Black consciousness, feminist thought, queer visibility, or

anarchis i deal s, these spaces helped shape Phi
landscape. They offered more than b@bkisey offered belonging.

Yet while this era marked a high point
driven bookselling scene, the decades that followed would bring new challenges. Rising
rents, changing retail trends, and the rise of chain bookstores began to unsetttg the
conditions that had allowed these shops to thrive. As the city entered the 1980s,
Phil adel phi ads bookstore edmedefmiddasmuéchaced a

by closures and consolidations as by survival. The next chapter traces this period of
disruption and adaptation, charting how independent bookstores navigated an

increasingly commercialized and competitive bookselling environment.

1.5 The 19808200Cs: Chains, Closures, and Consolidation

Beginning in the 1980s, independent bookstores across the Philadelphia region
faced mounting pressure from large national chains such as B. Dalton, Waldenbooks,
Barnes & NoblgFigure1.10), and Borders, which could offer deep discounts and
aggressive marketing campaigns that smaller stores could not match. This shift
significantly altered the local book econoriiyaie number of independent bookstores in
Philadelphia declined sharply by the 1980s. While the author was only able to identify 20

bookstore names from local newspaper records of that time, this figure contrasts starkly
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with the 250 members recorded by the Books
195 a group that included not only independent bookstores but also other members of

the broader book trad€.he Booksel |l er sd Asesentgallyat i on of

disbanded during980s, geriod of industry consolidatioH.

Figurel.l0AiBarnes & Noblebdbs new home at 1805 Walnut St.
plenty of competition nearliy1997.
Source: Thé>hiladelphia Inquirer

The situation worsened in the 1990s with the rise of online bookselling,

particularly Amazon.com, which offered even lower prices and unprecedented

8Johnson, fABookselling. o

43



conveniencesince 199%2 These changes led to the closure of many independent
bookstores, particularly in Center City, where rising rents and continued urban renewal
made it increasingly difficult for small stores to survive.

Among the casualties were Meridian Bookstore at 340 South Street, the
Philadelphia Drama Bookshop at 2209 Walnut Sireehose owner notably created a
map of independent bookstores in Center City as a form of protest against the growing
dominance of chairetailer® and the How to Do It Bookstore at 1608 Sansom Street,
which closed in 1998

Despite these challenges, six used bookstores opened between 1990 and the early
2000s, many located outside the immediate core of CenterTQity/spatial shift
suggestshat there remained surplus market space for secondhand bookselling. As the
owner of House of Our Owrsanfordemarkel, fA For every new book
bookstore, there is on®Comequeeatly asedbodksiooek o0 n
were somewhat insulated from the pressures faceeigr cityindependent new

bookstores during this transitional period

82Brad StoneThe Everything Store: Jeff Bezos and the Age of Anfaitie, Brown and Company,
2013) chapter 3

83Evidence of Meridian Bookstore, Philadelphia Drama Bookshop, and How to Do It Bookstore
drawn fromnewspaper advertisements and articles publishdweifPhiladelphia InquireandPhiladelphia
Daily News various dates between 1970 and 199& How to Do It Bookstore is known to have closed in
1998.While otherb o0 o k s éxact céosufe dates are unknown, none appear in public directories or news
listings after 1990.

84Debbie SanforgOwner of Houe of Our Own Bookstojeinterviewed by authoiFebruary2025.
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1.6 Pandemic Fallout and PostCOVID Resurgence

The situation worsened dramatically with the onset of the CGMI[Pandemic in
2020. Many independent bookstores that had previously weathered the storm of chain
competition and online retail survived by building strong communities througfioia
eventsauthor readings, and other offline activities. But as lockdowns and social
distancing reduced foot traffic and made public gatherings unsafe, these vital forms of

engagement disappeadetkaving many stores unable to sustain themselves.

Figure 1.11: The outside of Joseph F&ookshop along Sansom Street in Center City.2022.
Source: The Philadelphia Inquirer.

One of the most notable losses was the Joseph Fox Bookshop at 1724 Sansom

Street, which closed in 2022 after 70 years of operdkmurel.1l). Cédnt er Ci ty
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recoveredt her eds nobody eveon twoe kownger isttdast g du si
WHYY interview, highlighting the ongoing economic challenges downt&tn.

This c¢closure was particularly poignant
Joseph Fox Bookshop had weathered earlier threats, including the rise of national chains
|l i ke Barnes & Noble in the 1990s. At the t
Ai niddual i zed, knowl edgeabl e, andFam&r sonal s
Businesdeature as a key factor in its ability to stay competitive. The store also embraced
largevolume sales and built relationships with authors and organizations hosting boo
readings and signings, maintaining a loyal customer base through personal connections
and literary event®

Yet the posppandemic retail landscape proved especially unforgiving. According
to a 2021 Center City District report, the vacancy rate for storefronts in the area was
17.4% in September, only slightly down from 18.1% at the start of the year, but still
significantly higher than prpandemic level$’ With foot traffic diminished, office
occupancy low, and downtown storefronts increasingly empty, even longstanding
institutions like Joseph Fox could no longer sustain operations.

Anot her i mportant case is Peoplebds Book
Book CentelFigurel.12), which illustrates not only the devastating impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic but also the financial strain of transitioning toward a boutique,

communitycentered model. The store announced its closure on June 5, 2020, ending

8% _.evy, fiiJoseph Fox Bookshop in Center City Closin
Press On. o

86 evy.
87Levy.

46



nearly 60 years of operation in West Philadelphia. Before the pandemic hit, the new
owners had made bold investments to reimagine the dpamgust as a bookstore, but

as a cultural hub. They significantly raised staff wages, hosted frequent readings and
book launches, and supported local initiatives like the Philadelphia Emergency Writers
Fund. However, the sudden disappearance-pémon events and foot traffic due to
COVID-19 left the store unable to recoup these costs. The case underscores a painful
paradox: while efforts to modernize and deepen community engagement aligned with
broader trends in independent bookselling, they also increased vulnerability in a moment

of profound disruption

g .

PENN BOOK CENTER

by

Figurel.12 Pe o p | e @dturd(formérly thefPenn Book Center) at 130 S. 34th Street.
Photograph by The Daily Pennsylvanian, 2020.

In addition to the loss of legacy bookstores, several younger shops that had
emerged during the independent bookselling resurgence between 2009 and 2018 also
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shuttered during the pandemite Spiral Bookcase, a new and used bookstore at 4257
Main Street, closed in 2021. In a heartfelt farewell posted on its website, the owner

reflected:

|l think | éve done a good job of navigat
have little idea of how to return to truly embodying the ethos of an indie

bookshog with offerings like instore readings, release parties, lectures, and

workshops. Asadikal ed person, 1 tds extremely i mp
everyonesaftand ri ght now, I candt do much be
place toshop 8

While the shrinkingncome posed a serious challenge, it was not the only factor
behind such closures. For many booksellers, the inability to function as a meaningful
community spac@ to host events, build relationships, and engage inttatace
conversatiodl proved even mardevastating. In a further reflection, the owner expressed

deepeffrustration with the structural limitations of the industry itself:

| want to dream about what an independent bookstore can truly be without the
confines of capitalism, consumerism, and gentrification. How can we share
stories, build communities, and support authors while also divesting from the big
publishing houses thating in billions of dollars of revenue, but are somehow
also unable to provide most writers with a livable incofe?
This sentiment captures a broader crisis of purpose among indie booksellers during the
pandemic: not just how to stay open, but how to remain ethically aligned, socially
connected, and culturally relevant in a rapidly changing world.
Similarly, Jules Goldman Books & Recoftsgurel1.13), located at 29 N. 2nd

Street, closed in 2024 after 15 years of operation, citing both the lingering challenges of

8iThe End iofheanSpErraal3 Bookcase, 0 accessed April 2
https://spiralbookcase.com/blogs/blogAtred of-an-era 3.

¥ The End iofheanSpErraal3 Bookcase. 0
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the pandemi ¢ and t h¥Foosemedegakysboakstooes, theenchoj h e a

their story is not solely due to economic pressures, but also to the aging-tifieng
owners, who may no longer have the energy or resources to sustain the vibrant
community engagement that independent bookstdtes depend on. As these

individuals step back, the challenge becomes not only financial survival, but generational

transitiord passing along both the space and its ethos to new stewards.

Figure 1.13: At Jules Goldman Books arditiques in Old City, above, Lee West scans the titles. At left in
the background is Jules Goldman hims2(f10.
Source: The Philadelphia Inquirer.

The postpandemic resurgence of independent bookstores has been marked by

reinvention rather than return. While a new generation of shops has etheffeihg

St ephani e F &quareFooiiEktate Sa@ pf @rddld City Antiques Store Continues This
We e k e The Rhiladelphia InquirerFebruary 15, 2024
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curated selections, aesthetic interiors, and multifunctional spaces for community
gatheringthese models differ fundamentally from the older tradition of used bookstores.
Take The American Grammar, an independent bookstore that opened in
Kensington in 2023. With around 500 carefully selected titles displayed on sleek,
upcycled shelves and countertops, its inventory is far more limited than that of most used
bookstores. Theelection is unified by a thematic focus on American authors and issues
of social and environmental justice, organ
constitutes America? What is an American? And what must one know to understand
t hat 20 Ac c ebsi,ithe gpace is asimuchk abaut coffee and art as it is about
book® designed with a gallerljke aesthetic and visual appeal suited for Instagram
(Figurel.14). As such, it represents a revitalizing gesture for the parstiemic
Kensington neighborhoaot.
The joy of browsing chaotic stacks, the serendipity of discovery, and the low
margin, highvolume structure that sustained many secondhand shops have not found a
foothold in the current landscape. Instead, the emphasis has shifted toward experience

drivenretail and niche cultural branding.

"fAmeri can-Cerfdmmar Art | Ba2% kttps;/awwamarieas sed Apr il
grammar.com.

50



Figure 1.14: Interior space of American Gramma&023.
Source:https://www.americafgrammar.com.

Meanwhile, the older model of used bookstéreefined by chaotic stacks, the

joy of serendipitous discovery, and a lomargin, highvolume business structdrénas

endured but has not experienced a comparahb

retail landscape has shifted toward experieshteen shopping and niche cultural

branding reflecting changing consumer values and urban dynamics.

17 Portraits of Resilience: Celebrating and

IndependentBookstores

In 2023, Philadelphia witnessed a remarkable show of support for its independent
literary scene through the creation and release of the Philadelphia Bookst@eMap
publicartand communitd r i ven project designed to cel
divere bookshopgMap 1.2). The map was illustrated by artist Henry Crane, who spent a

year painting storefront portraits of bookstores across the city. When first commissioned
51
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by a group of local Philadelphia bookselle€sane estimated there might be around 25
bookshops to includéiowever, he final counnearly double that. In total, he painted

and cataloged 46 bookstores, capturing the unique character of e&éh one.

=
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Map 1.2: Philadelphia Bookstore Map, 2023. lllustrated Hgnry Crane
Source: Philly Bookstore Mapitps://phillybookstoremap.com/homepage/.

Spearheaded by a coalition of local booksellers and supported through years of
crowdfunding, the map featured Cranedbds vVvib
addresses, and contact information for each location. 50,000 copies were distributed to

comrmunity spaces throughout the c{fyigurel.15). Al hope it brings p:

“2Prihar, fALocally Illustrated and Available for F
Thriving Scene
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business, 0 said Molly Russakoff, owner of
conceived the project. AEach shop is so un
can see from the paintings how mudthatcare p
to come across, and then people can make t
over half of the featured stores sold new books, a quarter specialized in used books, and a

handful focused on comiés.

Source:Bill y Penn at WHY.Y

®pPrihar, fLocally Illustrated and Available for F
Thriving Scene
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The Phil adel phia Bookstore Map stands a
independent literary landscape vibrant piece of public art and grassroots achievement
that honors the diversity, creativity, and community spirit of its bookstores. Illustrated
with care and distributed widely, the map not only brought visibility to efterlooked
cultural spaces but also fostered a sense of shared identity among booksellers and readers
alike. Yet, its value lies not only in what it celebrates, but in whavéals: the
continued vulnerability of these institutions. The closures of The Spiral Bookcase and
Jul es Goldman Books & Records so soon afte
rapidly this ecosystem can charije.

While the map represents a significant milestone in public recognition and
community engagement, it is not enough on its own. Moving forvtlaedgis an urgent
need to identify and support the bookstores that carry historical, cultural, and social
significancé® especially those with legacy value or deep neighborhood roots. Academic
researchers, policymakers, and cultural institutions must work &mgetidevelop
frameworks for documenting, preserving, and sustaining these spaces. If the map is a
portrait of resilience, then the next chapter must be one of intentional preséyvation
ensuring that the literary lifeblood of Philadelphia continues todHadv generations to

come.

“fiThe End TioTheanSpErraa)]BaB aq k didbguarerdbt ESt&edSale of an Old
City Antiques Store Continues This Weekend. 0
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1.8 Conclusion

The evolution of independent bookstores in Philadelphia reflects broader trends in
American bookselling from early printshop counters to the rise of chain retailers and
digital platforms. Used bookstores, once central to this landscape, played a phrticular
vital role during the 19th and early 20th
secondhand inventory, symbolized the golden age of Center City bookselling, catering to
a wide audience through affordable access to literature.

Beginning in the 1960s, the countercultural movement gave rise to a diverse wave
of independent bookstores, each catering to distinct political and cultural communities.
From the 1980s through the 2000s, however, the rise of chain bookstores and the
emergace of Amazon significantly disrupted this ecosystem. While both new and used
independent bookstores were affected, used bookstores demonstrated unique resilience by
serving niche markets with rare, eaftprint, and affordable titles. In the pgsindemic
era, the revival of independent bookstores has primarily benefitethoekvretailerd
those offering curated selections, aesthetic interiors, and expedener spaces. In
contrast, traditional used bookstores have not seen a comparable resurggnce; the
continue to operate more as enduring legacy institutions than as sites of new growth.

This sectionhas outlined the overlapping yet diverging trajectories of general
independent bookstores and used bookstores. While independent bookstores as a whole
have adapted and, in some cases, thrived, used bookstores have shifted from mainstream
hubs to culturallysignificant but more marginal playe&ection2 builds on this

hi storical context by mapping the spatial

55



bookstored analyzing how their geography, longevity, and location reflect broader

urban, economic, and cultural transformations.
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2 Mapping Used Bookstore®ver Time

Phil adel phi ads used bookstore | andscape
temporal shifts between 1990, 2010, and 2025, as illustratddpr2.1. These three
reference points were selected to capture
discussed irsectionl, while also aligning with practical considerations for evaluating
long-term change. Earlier periods, such as thetmvightieth century, were not chosen
because their geographic reference points
current urban sticture. Moreover, a 3gear timespan enables analysis of endurance
patterns consistent with common definitions of legacy businesses, which typically require
at least 30 years of continuous operation.

Il n 1990, Phil adel phi aés used bookstore
in Center CityMap2.1topleft). Al t hough Center Cityds trad
had alreadyegun to weaken under the pressure of decades of urban renewal and the rise
of national chain bookstores like Barnes & Noble and Borders, a notable aggregation of
secondhand bookstores persisted downtGdppendixA-1).

By 2010(Map 2.1 top righd, the landscape had shifted. Following the collapse of
major bookstore chains during the Great Recession, a partial revival occurred:
approximately twenty used bookstores were operating citywide, with new shops
appearing in more affordable neighborhoodgomel Center City. This reflected broader
trends toward localized, communidlyiven retail during the posecession recovery

(AppendixA-2).
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Map 2.1: Spatialdistribution of used bookstores and median household income across
Philadelphia in 1990, 2010, and 2025reatedby the author %>
(Allarger version of this map is available in AppenBix

9 Bookstore data compiled by the author fromsite surveys, bookstore websites, City of
Philadelphia property records, and interviews with bookstore owners. Median household income data are
based on ear ACS estimates for 2008010 and 201i&2020. City dstrict boundaries are outlined in red.
The 1990 panel displays bookstore locations only, as comparable ACS income data were not available for
that year.
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intensified redevelopment pressures, and the growing dominance of digital commerce

However, this growth did not sustain. Between 2010 and 2323 rents,

contributed to a renewed contraction. By 2025, only thirteen used bookstores remained

across Philadelphi@able2.1, Map 2.1 botton), with survival patterns increasingly tied

to higherincome districts and resilient cultural corridors.

# Bookstore Name Address Neighborhood Zip LRk Type Ye‘{rs in Start Year | NGO
Constructed Business

1 House of Our Own 3920 Spruce St University City 19104 1890 NEW & USED 53 1971

2 The Book Trader 7N 2nd St Old City 19106 1890 USED 48 1976

3 Book Corner 311 N 20th St Logan Square 19103 1922 USED 33 1991 Vv
4 Bookhaven 2202 Fairmount Ave Fairmount 19130 1920 USED 30 1994

5 Miscellanea Libri 454 E Girard Ave North Philadelphia = 19125 1915 USED 30 1994

6 Mostly Books 529 Bainbridge St Queen Village 19147 1915 USED 28 1997

7 Molly's Books 1010 S 9th St Italian Market 19147 1920 USED 25 1999

8 The Last Word 220 S 40th St University City 19104 1960 USED 22 2002

9 Brickbat Books 709 S 4th St Queen Village 19147 1915 NEW & USED 15 2009

10 Neighborhood Books 1906 South St Sou{h“::[;CEDEET 19146 1915 USED 11 2013

11 Tree House Books 1430 W Susquehanna Ave North Philadelphia = 19121 1915 USED 9 2005 v
12 Hilltop Books 84 Bethlehem Pike Chestnut Hill 19118 1925 USED 3 2021

13 Lot 49 Books 408 E Girard Ave North Philadelphia = 19125 1920 NEW & USED 3 2021

was established. “NGO” denotes whether the business is operated as a nonprofit organization.

Table2.1: Existing Used Bookstores in Philadelphia, 20€5mpiled by the author.

Note: “Bldg. Constructed” refers to the year in which the current building was constructed. “Start Year” indicates when the bookselling business

Spatial patterns illustrated Map 2.2 reveal a consolidation of surviving used

bookstores into specific zones of the city. By 2025, the majority of$tengding stores

ar

e concentrated in

and

around

Center

clustering overlaps with neighborhoods idwerized by relatively high median

household incomes and a dense presence of cultural and educational ingitutions

including universities, libraries, and museums. These factors likely contribute to the

sustained viability of these bookstores, as sucasanéer both a stable customer base

City

and a supportive cultural infrastructure. Of the five legacy bookstores that have operated
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for over 30 years, four are located in or adjacent to Center City, underscoring how the

citydéds economic and institutional <core

increasingly challenging retail environment.

Used Bookstores Median Household
(Including "New & Used")  Income ($)

i i Independent
\:ea;s |9n Business ] 00-200000 Uil
® 10-20 AR ) [ Planning Districts
@® 21-2 B 40000.1 -60000.0 —— Street_Centerlines
/ B 60000.1 - 100000.0
007515 3 Miles @ 30-4 B oD
Licsleaad ; ; 1
. gt <excluded >

Map 2.2: Used bookstores and Median Household Income in Philadelpbih.Createdby the author.

A notable example is The Book Trader, situated in the affluent Old City
neighborhood. Its continued operation as atoargin, secondhand business in a high

rent, touristdriven area highlights the particular niche it has cultivétagpealing to
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customers who value a curated inventory, the tactile experience of browsing, and the
storeds historic ambiance.

One significanbutlierto this central clustering idouse of Our Owin
University City(Map 2.2). This bookstore lies outside thewntown arean a West
Philadelphia neighborhood that, on paper, has lower median household income. Yet the
context of University City is unique: much of the surrounding area is dominated by the
University of Pennsylvania and Drexel University, populated by studantdty, and
visiting scholars whose presence does not register in conventional income statistics.
House of Our Owndés | ongevity tdansroatedf | ect s
not in a wealthy local clientele, but in an academic community andeafogical
mission.

Meanwhile, thgpost2010period has seen a marked decline in the emergence of
new used bookstoréMap 2.1). The maps and survey data show that younger
secondhand bookstores (those operating less than 10 years) are now geographically
dispersed. This indicates increasingly high barriers to entry in the current retalil
environment. Indeed, several stores prese@0il0 closed in the ensuing years, and very
few comparable replacements opened. dilmax of roughly twenty used bookstores
around 2010 gave way to a steady erosion, leaving the 13 remaining stores by 2025
largely as holdovers from earlier decades rather than new venturesorthried
survivalof this small group, despite such adverse conditions, is telling. It testifies to these
stores6 adaptability, deep community roots

digital media In effect, Philade p hi a6s used book trade in 202
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handful of legacy businesses that function more as enduring cultural institutions than as
growth-oriented retail enterprises.

To explore this legacy in greater depth, the sextionpresents three case studies
that represent distinct trajectories of endurance and transformation: House of Our Own,
Robi nds B othekBsak drader, Each wak chosen not only for its longevity, but

also for its unique relationship to place, income context, and survival strétgbpuse

of Our Own (est. 1971) is Philadelphiadbds o
in University City. Its location within a university neighborhoodhaiow reported

median income belies the intellectual wealth of its academic clientele. Housed in a locally
designated historic rowhouse, the storeos
heritage, ideol ogical mi s alémicreulturei2hRlo bei mmbodesd d e
Bookstore (est. 1936, closed 2012) was onc

bookstores, known for its progressive inventory and activist events. Though it closed as a

commercial store, it gave rise to the Moonstonts &enter, a cultural nonprofit that

continues its mission through pBookytora mmi ng

represents a transformation matlelhere legacy bookstores evolve into nonprofit

cultural institutions(3) The Book Trader (est. 1976), located in the hight Old City

historic district, represents a commercial model of resilience. Despite operating a low
margin secondhand business, it has survived in a competitive area by catering to tourists
and local colletors, offering a curated basing experience in a historic setting. Its
endurance speaks to the viability of wedisitioned legacy bookstores in affluent,

culturally active neighborhoods.
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Together, these three case studies illustrate a spectrum of resilience s&ategies
missiorrdriven, nonprofit transformation, and tour@iented retad and reflect the
broader dynamics of Philadel phiads shiftin
follow contextualize these examples within the evolving spatial patterns of used

bookstores citywide, setting the stage for deeper exploration sethiers to come.
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3 Case Stuy

3.1 Case Study 01: House of Our Own Bookstore

3.1.1 Introduction
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Harrison College House
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Figure 3.1: House of Our Own Bookstore at 3920 Spr8teet. 2025.
Source: Google Maps.

Located at 3920 Spruce Street in PhiladelhRigure3.1), House of Our Own
Bookstore is one of the cityds most iconic
over half a century. Founded in 1971 by University of Pennsylvania alumnus Phil
Scranton and thirteen other collective mem®drgluding current ner Debbie
Sanford the store originally operated as a nonprofit staffed by volunteers committed to

promoting democratic socialism. Its nonprofit status ended in 1983, and the following
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year, Sanford and her husband, Greg Schirm, assumed sole ownership, continuing to

guide the store while honoring its founding ide¥ls.

~ 3 Ay <
X 3970 g 3922

) - - -
Yy

3910)

>

X All
3 s f Aa \ \
NN Glouse 4 i?pi Kappa Psi Fraternity

L 8

-) . ) \ .
=Pi Lambda’Phi-.PADelta |
lota (Drexel-University) *

4 s

ﬂg(,j',Unlversily of :
“"¥y Pennsylvania - Press”_ §

Figure 3.2: House of Our Own Bookstore at 3920 Spruce Saidgted among row housez025.
Source: Googléarth.

Born amidst the politically charged atmosphere of the Vietnam War era, the
bookstoreprovided local students and residents with literature to contextualize
contemporary social and political upheavals, quickly becoming a vibrant center for
activism, intellectual discourse, and cultural exploratfdfrom the late 20th century into
the early 2000s, only two used bookstores in Philadadphiause of Our Own and
Robi nbds Bookst dradively chhmp®red sodialist idedlslald)served as

spaces for civil rights advocacy and community gathefifgday, House of Our Own

%Di ck Pothier, #APolitical Wor KisePhaladdlphia mquikes, f or t he
March 22, 1982.

Cullen, AHouse of Our Own: Why This Eclectic Boo

% Based on the auth@r survey othe Philadelphia Inquiress s | i t er ary cal endars fr
which listed upcoming literary events such as lectures and workshops by writers and scholars. During this
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remai ns t he Iegatyyséddookstore commitied o engadging both local

and global cultural and political issues.

-
e i e

R0 O

FgJHOUSE OF OUR OWN

Figure 3.3: Front elevation of House of Our Own, 2025.
Photograph by the author.

Housed within a distinctive Victoriaaera rowhouse designed by renowned
Philadelphia architect Willis Gaylord Hale, House of Our Own Bookstore embodies both

architectural and cultural significance. Constructed in 1890 as part of a series of six

period, only House of Our Own and Robinds Bookstore
listingsd standing out as used bookstores in contrast to the predominantly featured libraries and new
bookstores.
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buildings developed by William Weightman, only 3920 and its neighbor, 3922 Spruce

Street, have retained their original 1@#ntury charactgiFigure3.2). Hal ebs ecl ec
architectural style, blending elements of Spanish and Middle Eastern influences, remains
visible in the buil dtcottg dewiling @andarnatetanchecc k f ac a
windows. The seconftloor loggia, supported by slender woodsriumns with an iron
railing, adds to the bui |rdofechdpronerarditristd i nct ¢
arched window onthe uppere vel showcase Hal edgqFigare gnat ur e
3.3). Inside, the space retains much of its original woodwork, mosaic flooring, and built

in cabinetry, creating an inviting and labyrinthine atmosphere that encourages endless

literary exploratiorn(Figure3.4).%°

Figure 3.4: Original cabinetryandwooden arcton the2" floor of House of Our Own, 2025.
Photography by the author.

% Corey Loftus,Nomination of 3920 Spruce Street to the Philadelphia Register of Historic Places
(Philadelphia Historic Commission, 2019).
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Unlike the uniformity ofcorporate bookstores, House of Our Own offers a deeply
personal and intimate browsing experience. Its towering shelves brim with radical,
socialist, feminist, and international literature, providing a space where readers engage
with both historical and caemporary political thought. Beyond its role as a bookstore, it
has long served as a cultural hub and activist space, hosting events, discussions, and
literary gatherings that address pressing local and global political issues since 1980s. For
overfvede ades, the bookstore has remained a st
intell ectual | andscape, both as a physical
and as a sanctuary for readers and activists alike.

Throughout its history, House of Our Own has weathered significant economic
and competitive pressures, particularly the rise of corporate bookstores and uriedrsity
gentrification in West Philadelphia during the late 20th century. Yet, thanks to the
commitment of its owners and the continued support of Penn students and faculty, the
bookstore has endured as a vital space for intellectual and political discourse. More than a
place to buy books, it remains a community anéhame that champions independent
t hought, fosters activism, and preserves a

literary heritage.

3.1.2 Spatial Rhythms and Historic Resonance: The Interior Palimpsest of House

of Our Own

Visiting House of Our Own feels less like entering a store and more like stepping
into a fHooendésuhomeg to onebds own. Nestl e
Victorian houses, the bookstore quietly blends into its residential surroundings. Its
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understated elegance is evident in the thoughtful exterior details: a simple sign and

nameplate, and a classic bronze bookstore plaque tucked beneath the porch, all

harmonizing with the oranged brick fagde(Figure3.5 left). Yet, as you push open the
everslightly-ajar dood a gesture that both obscures the interior and hints at the

introspective nature ofthespdcg o u 6r e met wi th a s(Figyer i si ng
35righ. One must tread carefully, ensuring beé

packed shelves lining the entryway.

New8lsed

Since 1971

Figure 3.5: Entrance Porchand entrance corrida of House of Our Own, 2025.
Photograph by the author.

Accordingtostoreco wner Debbie Stanford, Al have

organizatiod | know how to arrange so many i tems
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good at setting the pace. After all, | used to be a piéffigtire3.6). 8°Her background

in music subtly informs the storeds | ayout
composed through intentional spatial cues. example, although the entrance corridor

on the ground floor is quite narrow, a left turn leads to a more open area where books are
spaced more generously and organized around current, ppplitemal topicsd offering

a sense of visual and thematic re(ieigure3.7). The staircase, lined with books on both

sides, can be a tight squeeze, but the slow ascent encourages visitors to pause and take in
the surroundingéFigure3.8 left). At the top of the stairs, a left turn reveals a small

alcove filled with visually rich books, particularly on art and degkjgure3.8 right).

The intimacy of this corner allows visitors to linger and flip through pages in peace,
undisturbed by foot traffic. Further into the second floor, after navigating the winding
shelves, one encounters a cozy reading damkchored by a signature red armicha

inviting readers to sit down, reflect, and lose themselves in a(Bogkre3.9).

100Debbie SanfordOwner of Hous of Our Own Bookstojeinterviewed by authoiQctober2024.
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Figure 3.6: Debbie talking about her curation philosopt2024.
Photograph by the author.
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Figure 3.7: Open areaon theground floor of House of Our Own, 2025.
Photograph by the author
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Figure 3.8: Staircaseand asmall alcove filled with visually rich books the second flopR025.

Photograph by the author.
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Figure 3.9: A cozy reading nookn the second floo2025.
Photograph by the author.

In addition to its distinctive spatial layout, House of Our Own is notable for the
depth and breadth of its curated baekectiod particularly its emphasis on
international politics, revolutionary movements, and fwo$bnial studies. The store
carries a remarkable number of titles on subjects that are increasingly rare in other
Philadelphia bookstores, especially thoseceoning the Global South and Third World
liberation strugglesOne shelf, for example, is densely packed with volumes on the
Russian Revolution, Leninism, and Stalinmmostof which published betweeh960s
2000s(Figure3.10left). Another expansive section is devoted to the Middle East and
North Africa, organized not just by coundrysuch as Iraq, Iran, Egypt, and Palesiine
but also by themes like Arab politics, gender in the Middle East, resistance movements,
and diaspor#éFigure3.10right). Books published during specific historical periods are

often no longer reprinted or stocked by mainstream independent bookstores, underscoring
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the unique role of secorttand bookstores in preserving and reflecting the evolving

reading habits of urban communities.

-
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Figure 3.10: Volumes on the Russian Revolution, Leninism, and Staliaist/olumes on the Middle East
and North Africa2025.

Photograph by the author.

In this way, the interior curation of House of Our Own is not only a reflection of
its ownersd intellectual commitments, but
historic identity. Housed ina late 19the nt ur y Vi ct ori an k-wi n h o me
lined staircases, narrow corridors, and overflowing alcoves do more than respond to
spatial constrain& they activate the architecture with new layers of cultural and political
meaning. The building, which is listed on the Philadelphia Register of Higtlaces,
becomes a palimpsest: its preserved domestic structure bearing the imprint of decades of

radical thought, global solidarity, and literary exchange.
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The sheer volume of stogkspanning two floors and encompassing everything
from revolutionary theory to regional histordegurther sets the store apart. It is this
density of material that enables visitors to trace long arcs of intellectual and political
history through the physical space itself. Rather than freezing the past in time, House of
Our Own demonstrates how a historic site can remain, &iadving with each carefully
placed bookshelf, each annotated volume, and each visitor who steps inside@mnes

part of its unfolding story.

3.1.3 A Socialist Sanctuary and Radical Archive: The Intellectual Life of House of

Our Own

From its founding, House of Our Own Bookstore distinguished itself as far more
than a retail spaéeit was a sanctuary for radical politics, community engagement, and
global literacy. When House of Our Own first opened, its focus centered on political and
historical literature, aiming to equip University of Pennsylvania stu@eaitsl the wider
communityd with the tools to understand contemporary global issues, particularly the
Cold War. A photograph from 1982 captures this ethos in a quietly radical gederme: a
foot-long row of books placed on the front lawn, accompanied by a handwritten sign

inviting passersby to take a book frgg@fjgure3.11) .2°! This act of mutual aid

exemplified the storeds founding commitmen

its roots as a cooperative.

0lpot hier, APol itical Wor ks and Books for the
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Figure 3.11: Dentistry Student Bob Shea looks over free offerings on lawn, 1982.
Source: The Philadelphia Inquirer

Over time, the collection broadened, incorporating fiction, art, and academic
texts, yet the storeds political commi t men
1990s, it grew into one of the most significant independent outlets for leftist, post
colonid, and activist literature on the East Co4&t.

Beyond its shelves, House of Our Own pl

activist ecosystem. The store became a distribution hub for radical publications such as

2Mi chael McGettigan, f@dltéds Not Products; | tos | di
F r e e dPhitade)pldiaDaily News,October 13, 1989.
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Socialist AppealP e o p| e 6 s Wereaket Bhilad#iphialDdmocratic Lefbtrike!,

andWar Timeslts front counter regularly featured awtar stickers, bookmarks for

AIDS advocacy organizations like Philadelphia FIGHT, and contact cards from the
Pennsylvania Lesbian and Gay Task Force, which provided a hotline for reporting
discrimination and violece(Figure3.12). FIl yerds advertising pold.
public lectures, and grassroots organizing efforts were a constant presence, reinforcing

the storeds position as da%®platform for dis

e P WN¥
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Figure 3.12 A basket at the counter containing activist badges and stickers, 2004.
Source:The Philadelphia Inquirer

In 1984, the political role of the space deepened when the Philadelphia Marxist
School opened on the second floor of House of Our Own at 3920 Spruce Street. While

the bookstoreds founders were not directly

L inda K. Harris, fAActivism in Mahephildepliaes Adds |
Inquirer, September 22, 2004.
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founder Bob Schirm acknowledged the cultur
in the American context® Nevertheless, the presence of the school further reinforced
the bookstoreds identity as a center for r
Throughout the 1980s and early 2000s, House of Our Own maintained an active
program of literary and political events, regularly featuring authors, performers, and
scholarsvhose work addressed civil rights, global inequality, and-poisinial
resistancé® Among the most notable participants were Constance Winifred Curry and
Mae Bertha Carter, both of whom were prominent figures in the American civil rights
movement®®In 1985, the store hosted a lecture by William Hinton on leftist
perspectives on communist China, sponsored by the Marxist StHddiat same year, a
performance featuring American, Puerto Rican, and Caribbean political songs brought a
musical dimension t o t R%In2900,ahe aubher ofdlcetlLosty i s t
Heart of Asia and I n Siberia presented a b
reputation for global engageméfit.
By the early 2000s, the rise of corporate bookstore chains such as Borders and
Barnes & Noble posed a significant threat to independent booksellers. While Friday night
readings and author events became less frequent citywide, the store remained one of the

few spaces that continued to host regular literary gatherings. Within Philadelphia, only a

YR For Cl as s e $ardshS cthl oddst R leibadelphia InquirgrMay 2, 1984.

105pata source: Book talks and workshops document@tiénPhiladelphia Inquiretiterary calendar,
1984 2005.

053 Li t er ar yThePhiladelphiadnquirgrFebruary03, 19.
YAAn I nsiderods Gui dePhitadelphdDaily ResysMiront29, 1985. Town , 0
8/ Lit er ar yThePhiladelphindnguirgMovember, 1985.
98 For T h eThé&Rhitadelphia, InguirgrFebruary 11, 2000.
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handful of bookstoréss uch as Robi ndés Bookstore, Giovar
Booksho@ shared a similar commitment to critical discout§&Yet among them,

House of Our Own stood out for its sustained emphasis on globally conscious literature.

3.1.4 A Loyal Community Sustained Through the Fight Against Gentrification

House of Our Own stood witness to the shifting landscape of bookselling in
Philadelphia, particularly as corporate chains expanded their dominance in the late 1990s.
By 1998, the University of Pennsylvania became a battleground in the struggle to protect
small, independent bookstores from being crushed by major retail chains. The tension
escal ated when Pennds book committee began
providing corporate booksellers with a blueprint for competing with independent stores
The situation grew even mor e-yehdold @nivérsityy | owi n
Bookstore, which was handed over to Barnes & Noble. The old bookstore building was
demolished to make way for a massive new Paffilated Barnes & Noble bookstore,
located between Walnut and Sansom Stéeéte very structure that now serves as the
universityods Metail and gift shop

At the time,the Penradministration framed the transition as an effort to revitalize
the campus neighborhood, likening it to Harvard Square in Cambridge, where
independent booksellers coexisted alongsid

vice president for businessrgiees, insisted that the move was not intended to harm

19Data source: Book talks and workshops documentétkifPhiladelphia Inquiretiterary calendar,
2000 2010.

13 On Penn Campus, a Text booKheC®hiladelphminquvkar ket For c e
January 19, 1998.
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small businesses, but rather to create a vibrant commercial district. However, many
faculty members saw it as a threat to independent bookstores like House of Our Own and

joined efforts to resist the shiffigure3.13).112

Figure 3.13. Penn Students and Faculty Gathered in front of the bookstore, 1998.
Source: The Philadelphia Inquirer

In response, Penn professors launched petition drives to support small
booksellers. Among them, Thomas J. Sugrue, associate professor of history, took direct
action by exclusively providing his textbook lists to House of Our Own, encouraging his
studentd o purchase their books from Abookst
ideaso rat her t RaownecDebomioSaafdrdewarnes bfshe braades .
consequences of corporate consolidation in bookselling, statirige big chains kill off

smal booksellers, decisions on what books to stock will lack intellectual coherence; they

2 0n Penno Campus
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will be based on what sells fast and turns the biggest priatihoing this sentiment,
Larry Gross, a communication professor, arguedthatReme e ds t o go out of
foster conditions that favor small shops like House of Our Own, which are part of what
makes the campus™n interesting place. o0
According to an interview with Dddbe Sanford, at one point during the
repl acement of Pennds bookstore, an archit
House of Our Own and redesigning its interior. However, upon visiting the store, he
ultimately abandoned the idea, remarkingT hi s i s e x & thae yoth@agtanb r i d g
do wi¥h it.o
Despite faculty support, the rise of Higx bookstores like Borders and Barnes &
Noble had a significant impact on House of Our Own. Business dropped sharply when
Bordersopened a stoneext to the already existirBarnes & Nobleon Rittenhouse
SquareYet, House of Our Own persisted, thanks in large part to loyal professors who
continued ordering textbooks through the store, ensuring it remained an intellectual

stronghold amid the commercialization of bookselfityy.

3.1.5 Across Time and Language: Lin Huiyin, Chinese Students, and the
bookstoreas Cultural Bridge
For decades, Debbie Sanforddés daily rou

unli kely connection to one of Chinads most

130n Penno Campus
114 Author interview with Debbie Stanford, 2025.
115 Author interview with Debbie Stanford, 2025.
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Huiyin. Almost every Chinese visitor who steps into House of Our Own is met with the
story of how Lin, the first female architect in modern China, once lived in this very
building during her time at the University of Pennsylvania in the 1890s.

In 1924, Lin arrived in Philadelphia with her fiancé Liang Sicheng, to study

architecture in the Beaukrts style school under the renowned French architect Paul Cret

in UPenn However, due to gender restrictions at the time, Lin was barred from officially
enrolling in the architecture program. The university deemed it inappropriate for women
to participate, arguing that architectural students often had to work late houttse and
presence of unchaperoned women would be improper. Undeterred, Lin fougda wa
pursue her passion, enrolling as a Fine Arts student while also working her way into
architectural studies. By spring 1926, she had become-#irparassistant to the
Architectural Design staff, proving her determination and defying societal

expectabnst’

116Sanford,interview.

WlLoftus, fANomination of 3920 Spruce Street t
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Figure 3.14: Information about Lin Huiyin displayed on the entrance clipboard at House
of Our Own, 2025.
Photograph by the author.

During her time at Penn, Lin rented a room at 3920 Spruce Street for two
semesters in 1924, making this building a significant piece of her léfRgbbie,
recognizing the historical i mportance of
occupancy in a binder at the front desk, ready to share with the many Chinese tourists
who make the pilgrimage to visit her former residence. Her records alsoelatcum L i n 6 s

later move to 3707 Woodland Avenue (now demolished) for the-282&€ademic year.

118) oftus.
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Meanwhile, Liang Sicheng, who would go on to become the father of modern Chinese
architecture, rented rooms at several locations in West Philadelphia, including 318 South
40th Street, 3942 Pine Street, and 228 South 38th Street (also demdfidhed).

The second floor of House of Our Own still retains much of the original wooden
furniture from Linbés er a, smafddancefigue3dd.angi bl
Upon entering the store, visitors are greeted by a display of old photographs and
historical references, showc(@igureBI).Rohe bui |
Sanford, witnessing the emotional connection that visit@specially those from
Chinmhave with Lindéds | egacy has been a deepl
she recalled one particularly touching encouriieam always touched by the Chinese
people who come here to visit Lin Huiginformer residence. Once, an elderly woman
walked in, completely unaware that this was where Lin Huiyin had lived. When she
realized it, she started weepioig°

The store boasts an impressive selection of books on Chinese literature and
architecture, reinforcing its role as a cultural bridge. Acknowledging the growing Chinese
student population at Penn, Debbie has been actively learning Chinese to better
communicée with her customers. She often places a volume of Chiargaage writing
at the countéy both as a study aid and as a gesture of wel&owigle also trying to
understand the values embedded in these unfamiliar texts. This personal dedication,

combinedwi h t he bookstorebés carefully curated

119Ganford,interview.

1205anford,interview.
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one of the most accessible and welcoming places for Penn studeing sisekl
Chineselanguage book¥?

This strong connection to Chinese literature is also a natural extension of the
b ook st o-standirgg cdmmitmgnt to Third World literature. For decades, House of
Our Own has supported works from and about developing nations, offering a platform for
voices dten overlooked by mainstream bookstores. Whether through books on
postcolonial studies, global socialism, or international struggles for justice, the store has
continuously nurtured a space for crasdtural dialogue and learning. In turn, the
steadily gowing number of Chinese students at Penn has become an essential source of
support for the bookstoreds continued deve
strengthens the storeds financial sustaina
exchange, furthet e ment i ng House of Our Ownédés role a
discourse. Even today, its mission of providing students with critical global perspectives

remains as strong as ever.

3.1.6 Conclusion

The case of House of Our Own Bookstore illustrates the remarkable endurance of
a radical legacy used bookstore that has preserved not only its stock of ideas, but also the
layered meanings embedded in its space. Its survival over more than five decdukes can
attributed to a rare convergence of factors: {targn ownership, architectural

significance, ideological coherence, and desgted community tiegs particularly with

121Sanford,interview.
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the University of Pennsylvania. More than a retail space, the bookstore functions as an
intellectual commonwhere architecture and curation are inseparable, and where every
bookshelf and stairway contributes to a rhythm of discovery, reflection, and belonging.

By activating the domestic features of a registered historic rowhouse, House of
Our Own becomes a palimps&sin evolving site where each generation of readers,
activists, and students inscribes new layers of meaning onto the physical structure. The
interplay between its preserved Victorian form and the radical content within
demonstrates how legacy used bookstores can animate historic architecture, making it
newly relevant through cultural use.

Moreover, the storeds emotional resonan
due to its historic connection with Lin Huiyin, reveals how transnational memory can
amplify a bookstorebdbs heritage value. This
literat ur e, and space, reflects the storeds ce
activism, but also as a global node of cultural and historical significance.

House of Our Own thus exemplifies how legacy used bookstores serve as living
heritag® spaces where intellectual traditions, community identities, and material
preservation converge. Its continued presence challenges prevailing models of
commercial sustairmdity and reminds us that cultural and spatial continuity can be
powerful forms of resistance. As a case study, it underscores the need for preservation
frameworks that extend beyond the material fabric to embrace the values, relationships,

and meaningdt legacy bookstores uniquely sustain.
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32 Case study 02: (Rloskdim2612) Bookstor e

3.2.1 Introduction

Robinds Bookstore, founded in 1936 and
South 13th Street in Center Cituymnnghil adel p
independenbookstoresnd a vital fixture in its migentury literary and political
landscape. Operated by two generations of the Robin family, the store became known for
its rich selection of books on African American history, labor movements, civil rights,
and radical politis, serving as a trusted destination for generations of sociallgeshga
readers??

Al t hough Robi n 68 exclsivelyingsfinauysaesd b ook s
(approximately 200@2012)5 it was never primarily a used bookstéfé.Its core identity
rested on independent ownership and misdiiven curation. This case study therefore
focuses not on Robinés role in the used bo
business navigating the pressures of urban redevelopment &imdyditerary
economies. As a comparative counterpart to House of Our Owsetttisnexamines
how both stores functioned as political and intellectual spaces, albeit through different
models of continuity and preservation

Whereas House of Our Own embeds its activist mission within the quieter
rhythms of wused book retail, Robinbs posit

engagement as central and pulidicing elements of its identity. After closing in 2012,

22Ahsan, fiRobinds Reaches Final Chaptero

123 Ahsan.
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Robinbds transitioned into the nonprofit Mo
in the 1980s. Though no longer a bookstore, Moonstone continues to carry forward
aspects of Robinés | egacy, particularly it
social justicefocused programmintf* This institutional shift illustrates how a
bookst ordendike detaehkedurens its retail and spatial originsan persist and
evolve in new forms

Through t he | esacionesdminds thb legady business ldimension
of this thesisbds broader inquiry. It expl o
commercial operations, how nonprofit transformation may preserve selective aspects of
bookstore heritage, and how symbdaligvival can offer alternative paths for cultural
continuity. Il n contrast with the materi all
highlights how different modes of valdecommercial, spatial, and symbdidiverge

and adapt in response to changing urban and economic conditions.

322 The Ri se of MRenewahGerger City asa litdParydwub (1936

1960s)

Founded in 1936 by David Robin and his
Bookstore was originallg new and used bookstdoeated at 6 N. 13th St (along the
Market St.) among the more than 20 bookstores operating in Center City Philadelphia at

the time 1?® Established during the Great Depression, it survived economic hardship and

became a pillar of the citybés I|literary and
24phsanfi Robi nds Reaches Final Chaptero
125 Ahsan.
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rel ocations over the year s, Robinds Bookst
as a witness to the cityds evolving cultur
i mpact of Phil adel phiads urban renewal ef f
Renewal from 1950s, where chain stores and shopping malls displaced small
businesse&®

The bookstore relocated in 1960 to 13th and Market Street, establishing itself as a
corner store and marking the beginning of a new ch@ipigure3.15). That same year,
as the nation underwent sweeping social and political change under President John F.
Kennedyds | eader ship, Robinbs Bodrknst ore r e
general categorids include more provocative and socially relevant literature. Topics
suchasamwvar movements, race relations, human
rights became central to the bookstorebs i
D a v g gdaddson, joined the business, taking charge of the paperback department and
hel ping to shape the storebs growing reput
intellectual discours&’At t he t i me, Robinds Bookstore w
independent bookstores in Center CitgludingL e ar y6s Book)$ §9%.btle (est
St., Reedmor Bookstore (est. 19281220 Walnut St.Walnut Book Store (est. 1930)

132S.9thStSes sl er 6 s B 06)Tkl81Y Walrait S{.Heasstt.i nlgdd s Book st

126 Francesca Russelltmmon, /i Ur b a n Eftyclopediesof Greater Philadelphid016
https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/essays/ustearewall.

2iaAhsan, fRobinds Reaches Final Chaptero
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(est. 1959) 1425 Walnut St-?8 Each of these bookstores was within angnute walk

of one another, creating a dense literary imutenter city.

Figure 3.15: Robin and his bookstore at 13th and Market 8360.
Source: the Philadelphia Inquirer.

23Johnson, 0 BiGhhsdl ISiimgg.so;0Ha Phi h g dhe PHladphia 00
Inquirer, November 30, 19651 Wal nut Book St or & Géwge b.dMcOpwell of Busi ne:
Philadelphia Evening Bulletin PhotographBempleDigital Collections1974,accessed MarcP025,
https://digital.library.temple.edu/digital/collection/p15037coll3/id/3558/
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3.2.3 Urban Renewal and the Market East Transformation (196051980s)
From the 1950s to the 1970s, urban renewal efforts, led by city planner Edmund
Bacon, sought to modernize Center City by razing older buildings, cldinligbted
areas, and constructing largeale commercial and residential developmé&iit®ne of
the most significant projects was Market East (Market East Boundaries: North: Arch
Street, South: Chestnut Street, West: Broad Street, East: 6th Street), envisioned as the
commercial redevelopment counterpart to Penn Center, which had primauiggfbon
office spaces. In 1958, the Philadelphia Planning Commission introduced a proposal for a
multifaceted urban complex that included: A shopping district designed to compete with
suburban malls, aiming to revitalize downtown re'til.
As property values and rents soared, small bookstores struggled to survive in
center city, while national chain retailers and shopping malls moved in, pushing out long
established local businesses. Many legacy bookstores disappeared from the Center City
landscape during this period:e ar y6s Bookstore, once the ol
closed in 1969Walnut Bookstore, a neighborhood staple, shut downin, ¥#@24st i ng 6 s
Books, which had served the community for decades, closed its doors in 1978.
Despite these challenges, Robinds Books
bookstore fueled by the counterculture movensamte 1960sDuring its peakn 198Q

Robinbs expanded to four | oc aFigure3il®andi ncl ud

12%Nathaniel Popkini Ed Bac on, |Hidded €ity Philaelephiaviaye3, 2013accessed
March 2025https://hiddencityphila.org/2013/05/Mxhconin-perspective/.

BOA mMmo n, fiuUrban Renewal . 0
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another in the Reading Terminal MarkEtgure3.17), reflecting its growing influence as

a hub foralternative literature and activist:
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Figure3.166 Robi nds satellite bookstore at 1837 Chestnut
Source: The Republicadewspaper

BlCarlin Romano, f@ARobi noés BlheRkhiatelphicelng@prkebrsarya New Cl
16, 2009
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Figure3.17: Thelastdayof Robi nds satellite bookstore at Readin
Source: Philadelphia Daily News

Il n 1981, Robinds Bookstore (ma-ll®@S.stor e)
13th St., gainingghough space to expand its mission beyond bookselling. With two
floors, the bookstore established the Moonstone Arts Center on the secorfBifjaos
3.19), dedicated to poetry readings, open discussions, and political speakers, further
solidifying Robin6és as a cul tlfAatthétimand i nt e
Larybs al so operated a small coffee corner,
had few coffee shopg&igure3.18). However, as corporate coffee chains flooded Center

City in the 1990s, Robin decided to shut it dowWirlove booksphe saidil dondét | ove

¥2Ahsan, fiRobinds Reaches Final Chapter. o

93



























































































































































































































