
Mapping the Virtual 
Motor City Collection:

Exploring Detroit's Architectural History and Beyond

Clayton Hayes, Wayne State University

MiALA, May 18, 2017



● Inspired by talk on Cleveland Historical project

● A “tour” of Art Deco architecture in Detroit for a Subject of the Month 

display
○ Identify an art deco building in our digital collections

○ Pin the photo on a map

○ Information on the building and its history?

The initial idea:



Refocusing

● What is Art Deco?

● Everything mapped => Art Deco buildings mapped

● Narrowed focus:
○ Buildings only

○ Detroit only (+ Hamtramck and Highland Park)

○ Virtual Motor City collection only

○ Worry about building information later

https://archive.org/details/manualcountyofwa00wayn


The Virtual Motor City Collection

● Detroit News Photograph Collection
○ 800,000+ images from Detroit News Photographers, 1860s-1980s

● Virtual Motor City (VMC) Collection
○ 38,000+ digitized images from the above collection

○ Associated archival metadata, often including original description/dates

○ Made possible by DALNET, IMLS, and Library of Michigan grants



The Virtual Motor City Collection

https://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:collectionvmc


Item view in VMC

vmc75777_1

https://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc75777_1


Challenges

Environmental

● Almost all addresses in Detroit 

changed in 1921

● No access to digitized Detroit 

News/Free Press for most of the 

20th century

● Expressways/street 

widenings/other developments 

have erased plots of land

Collection

● Name changes

● Insufficient info

● Misleading/incorrect info



Name changes

vmc8972

http://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc8972
http://www.michmarkers.com/default?page=L1493


Insufficient info (easy)

vmc3732

http://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc3732
http://www.udmercy.edu/about/location.php
https://www.udmercy.edu/faculty-staff/facilities/buildings/law.php


Insufficient info (difficult)

vmc1109_4

http://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc1109_4
http://www.nytimes.com/1978/04/13/archives/nazis-evicted-from-headquarters-in-detroit-as-bystanders-applaud.html
http://news.arcasearchdev.com/usmidjn-new/browse/pages/djn-1978-05-26


Misleading/incorrect info (easy)

vmc79098

http://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc79098
https://www.detroityes.com/mb/showthread.php?16695-Fisher-YMCA-on-West-Grand-Boulevard


Misleading/incorrect info (difficult)

vmc77529_8

http://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc77529_8
http://wikimapia.org/28110601/Lithuanian-Hall


Results of geolocating:

Now what?

1. Find a mapping platform

2. Decide which items to 

include

3. Find information on 

buildings if possible

4. Create the map

5. Build Subject of the 

Month exhibit



1. Deciding on a mapping platform

● Attractive(ish)

● Accessible/mobile-friendly

● Easy(ish) to use

● Inexpensive/free

● Add map pins in batches

● Add images in batches

● On each map pin:
○ Multiple images

○ A small amount of text



1. Deciding on a mapping platform
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● On each map pin:
○ Multiple images
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● Geographic Information 

Systems (GIS)

● Apache Cordova

● Google Fusion Tables

● Google Maps



1a. Pick one item per building

https://digital.library.wayne.edu/digitalcollections/item?id=wayne:vmc41911


2. Deciding what to include

Geographic info on ~1000 items from VMC

● Less interesting buildings could be left out?

● What to do with buildings on the same plot of land



2a. “Less interesting” buildings

vmc13250_3
vmc10478_4

https://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc13250_3
https://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc10478_4


2b. Same plot of land

vmc74044
vmc64661

https://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc74044
https://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc64661
https://www.loc.gov/resource/g4114dm.g03985188402/?sp=8


3. Gathering information

● Websites
○ HistoricDetroit.org

○ CinemaTreasures

○ Detroit-focused message boards (Discuss Detroit, DetroitYes!)

● Books
○ The Legacy of Albert Kahn by Ferry

○ The Buildings of Detroit by Ferry

○ AIA Detroit guide by Hill & Gallagher

○ History of Detroit and Michigan by Farmer

○ Various Detroit City Directories

● Sanborn Maps

● Google/GoogleBooks



3a. Easier stuff

vmc23161_1
vmc11656

vmc72188_4

https://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc23161_1
https://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc11656
https://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc72188_4


3b. More difficult

vmc11358_4
vmc16950

vmc75590_1

https://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc11358_4
https://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc16950
https://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc75590_1


3c. Rabbit holes

vmc39693

https://digital.library.wayne.edu/item/wayne:vmc39693
https://www.loc.gov/resource/g4114dm.g03985189702/?sp=5


3d. Information gathered!



4. Building the map



4a. Batch download relevant images



4b. Add selected image to each map pin



5. Build Subject of the Month Exhibit

http://guides.lib.wayne.edu/somd/2017_08


6. Possible future plans?

● Expand to include other photos in the VMC collection

● Identify underrepresented areas for digitization

● Fold metadata into DPLA

● Omeka exhibit

● Historypin?



Image sources

Slide 2

Manual, County of Wayne, Michigan (1926) via Archive.org

Slide 8

MichMarkers.com

Slide 9

University of Detroit Mercy official site

Slide 10

New York Times (April 13, 1978) by R. Stuart, p. A20

The Jewish News (May 26, 1978) p. 1, p. 13

https://archive.org/details/manualcountyofwa00wayn
https://archive.org/details/manualcountyofwa00wayn
http://www.michmarkers.com/default?page=L1493
http://www.udmercy.edu
https://www.nytimes.com/1978/04/13/archives/nazis-evicted-from-headquarters-in-detroit-as-bystanders-applaud.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1978/04/13/archives/nazis-evicted-from-headquarters-in-detroit-as-bystanders-applaud.html
http://news.arcasearchdev.com/usmidjn-new/browse/pages/djn-1978-05-26
http://news.arcasearchdev.com/usmidjn-new/browse/pages/djn-1978-05-26


Image sources (continued)

Slide 11

DetroitYes! forums (July 20, 2013), post by user p69rrh51

Slide 12

WikiMapia.org

Slide 19

Sanborn’s Insurance Maps of Detroit, Michigan (1884) Vol. 2, Sheet 40 via 

LoC

Sanborn’s Insurance Maps of Detroit, Michigan (1921) Vol. 3, Sheet 3

Slide 23

Landmarks of Detroit (1898) by Ross, Catlin, & Burton, p. 507, pp. 603-

604

Sanborn’s Insurance Maps of Detroit, Michigan (1897) Vol. 2, Sheet 4 via 

LoC

https://www.detroityes.com/mb/showthread.php?16695-Fisher-YMCA-on-West-Grand-Boulevard
http://wikimapia.org/28110601/Lithuanian-Hall
https://www.loc.gov/resource/g4114dm.g03985188402/?sp=8
https://www.loc.gov/resource/g4114dm.g03985188402/?sp=8
https://www.loc.gov/resource/g4114dm.g03985188402/?sp=8
https://www.loc.gov/resource/g4114dm.g03985189702/?sp=5
https://www.loc.gov/resource/g4114dm.g03985189702/?sp=5
https://www.loc.gov/resource/g4114dm.g03985189702/?sp=5


Thank you!

Questions?


