
The Clam House: Radical 
Preservation of Queer Harlem

Case Study:

Radical Preservation



Gladys Bentley, openly 
lesbian, performed in men’s 
attire, led raunchy 
call-and-response songs.
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What Was the Clam House?

Prohibition-era speakeasy, 
nightlife hub.

133rd Street, Harlem.

A rare public site of Black 
queer expression during the 
Renaissance.
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Erased by demolition 
+ redevelopment.

Not “architecturally 
significant” 

Ignored by traditional 
preservation.

Why This Site Matters?

Lives on only in oral 
histories, 
photographs, and 
apps like Queer 
Harlem Renaissance 
AR. (App’s 
co-creators, Columbia 
alumna Abriannah 
Aiken GSAPP’22)

Columbia GSAPP, Disappearing Queer Spaces (New York: Columbia University 
Graduate School of Architecture, Planning and Preservation, 2022), 
https://www.arch.columbia.edu/books/reader/928-disappearing-queer-spaces



Without new methods, Harlem’s official 
memory is straightwashed.

What’s at Stake?
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Erasure of Black queer lives and their 
contributions vanish from public history.

How do we preserve a vanished site? 
What do we protect? 

The building, or the performances and 
culture it carried?
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Radical Preservation Lens

THEMES:

● Blackness / Otherness: Bentley as queer, gender-nonconforming, Black woman.

● Erasure / Futurity: AR app + speculative archives bring the site back.

● Preservation vs Heritage: Memory of performance vs frozen landmark.

● Tangible vs Intangible: Building gone; culture survives in stories, drag, music.

● Capitalism / Market: Speakeasy nightlife tied to prohibition economy.

● Animate vs Inanimate: Preserve practice and joy, not just walls.


