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Skills Lesson: Ephemera

Background

Lots of materials we examine as historians are called ephemera. The Cambridge
Dictionary defines ephemera as items that “when they were produced, were not
intended to last a long time or were specially produced for one occasion.” The founder
of the Ephemera Society of England called ephemera “the minor transient documents of
everyday life” (Ephemera Society). But many people use the term ephemera even more
broadly to mean almost any paper object that can be saved.

Examples of ephemera can include paper menus, matchboxes, ticket stubs, postcards,
letters, and pamphlets. Personal and family records that are meant to be saved for a
time (maybe quite a long time) are also ephemera, including marriage and birth
certificates, passports, and lands deeds. Ephemera can also be non-paper objects such
as textile pieces, vinyl records or cassette tapes. Though many of the objects we call
ephemera are often considered “throw away” items, they are extremely useful and
important to historians, because they contain details about how people lived and what
they thought.

The Newberry Library has lots of ephemera and many of the lessons and activities on
the Digital Collections for the Classroom site include ephemera.

Lesson

Look at this piece of ephemera:
High resolution version available at the link below and as a separate download.
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CHAMPAGNE. BRANDY.

Thursday, Nov. 24th, 1870, 4 P. M.
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NATIVE WINES.

BOILED DISHES

CALIFORNIA WINES,

LIQUEURS.

ALE AND PURTER.

Corkage on Private Wines, $1.00 per Bottle.

Everett House, “Annual Thanksgiving Dinner” (1870)
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e What is this?

e When was it created?

e What was it for?

e How is this menu different from a Thanksgiving menu today? Or any menu
today?

e Are some of the dishes familiar?

e What does this piece of ephemera tell us about Chicago in the 1870s?

Now look at this piece of ephemera:
High resolution version available at the link below and as a separate download.

NOW WHA" Ml o \What is this postcard about?

e Does the postcard support votes for women, or not?
How do you know?

e What is the postcard saying about women who are
working for suffrage?

e What does this piece of ephemera tell us about the
fight for women’s suffrage?

“What would you do in a case of like this?” (1912)

Discussion Questions

e Do you have ephemera that you have saved to help you remember important
events in your life? What are they?

e What do they tell you about the past?

e Does your family or someone you know have ephemera that tell you about their
life?

e How has ephemera changed in the twenty-first century? Are text messages,
TikTok videos, and Instagram posts ephemera? Should they be saved? How
could we save them?

e Are we in danger of losing important information because of new technology?

Written by Hilary Mac Austin (2024) 2


https://collections.newberry.org/asset-management/2KXJ8ZPGSQUV?WS=SearchResults

