
Eastern State Penitentiary Self Guided Tour

Eastern State Penitentiary self guided tour offers a unique and immersive experience
into one of the most notorious prisons in American history. Located in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, this historic site stands as a testament to both the evolution of the penal
system and the stories of the individuals who were confined within its walls. The self-
guided tour allows visitors to explore the haunting corridors, crumbling cells, and
impressive architecture at their own pace, making it an ideal choice for history buffs,
architecture enthusiasts, and anyone intrigued by the darker aspects of human
experience. In this article, we will delve into the significance of Eastern State Penitentiary,
the details of the self-guided tour, and tips to enhance your visit.

History of Eastern State Penitentiary

Eastern State Penitentiary opened its doors in 1829 and was revolutionary in its design
and philosophy. Here are some key historical points:

- Architectural Innovation: Designed by architect John Haviland, it was one of the first to
introduce the "Pennsylvania System" of solitary confinement. This approach was based on
the belief that isolation would lead to reflection and rehabilitation.
- Notable Inmates: The penitentiary housed many famous criminals, including Al Capone
and bank robber Willie Sutton. Their stories add a layer of intrigue to the site.
- Decline and Closure: By the mid-20th century, the prison fell into disrepair and was
ultimately closed in 1971. The decline was due to overcrowding and the move towards
more rehabilitative practices in the penal system.

Planning Your Visit

Before embarking on your self-guided tour, it’s essential to plan your visit to make the



most of your experience.

Location and Hours

- Address: 2027 Fairmount Ave, Philadelphia, PA 19130
- Hours: Typically open from 10 AM to 5 PM, but check the official website for seasonal
changes and special events.

Tickets and Pricing

- Admission Fees: Tickets can be purchased online or at the entrance. Prices vary for
adults, seniors, students, and children, with discounts available for groups.
- Audio Guide: For an enhanced experience, consider renting an audio guide. It provides
detailed narratives and stories that bring the history of the penitentiary to life.

What to Bring

- Comfortable Shoes: Expect to walk extensively on uneven surfaces.
- Camera: Photography is encouraged, but flash is not allowed in certain areas.
- Water: Stay hydrated, especially if visiting during warmer months.

The Self-Guided Tour Experience

The self-guided tour is designed to let you explore the penitentiary at your own pace. It
typically lasts around 1-2 hours, but you can take longer if you wish to delve deeper into
the exhibits.

Key Areas to Explore

1. Main Entrance and Courtyard: Your journey begins at the impressive entrance, where
you’ll get a sense of the imposing structure.

2. Cell Blocks: The heart of the penitentiary, the cell blocks, are a haunting reminder of
the harsh conditions faced by inmates.
- Cell Block 1: Features cells that were some of the first constructed and includes an
exhibition on the prison’s early history.
- Cell Block 7: Known for its eerie atmosphere and the stories of infamous inmates,
including Capone.

3. The Solitary Confinement Cells: These cells exemplify the Pennsylvania System. Visitors
can see the small, dark spaces where inmates spent years in isolation.



4. The Exercise Yard: A stark contrast to the cells, the exercise yard provides insight into
the limited outdoor time inmates had.

5. Death Row: This area highlights the grim reality of capital punishment and the stories
of those who awaited execution.

6. The Warden’s Office: This room provides insight into the administration of the prison
and its impact on inmate life.

7. Historical Exhibits: Throughout the penitentiary, there are several exhibits that cover
topics such as the prison’s architecture, the lives of inmates, and the evolution of the
American penal system.

Interpretive Programs and Special Exhibits

During your visit, be sure to check out any special exhibits or interpretive programs that
may be available. These can vary from year to year and often include:

- Art Exhibitions: Local artists often display works inspired by the themes of confinement
and freedom.
- Historical Lectures: Occasionally, historians or former guards share stories and insights
into life within the penitentiary.
- Seasonal Events: During Halloween, the penitentiary transforms into a haunted
attraction known as “Terror Behind the Walls,” offering a different perspective on the
site’s haunting history.

Tips for Enhancing Your Tour

To make the most of your self-guided tour, consider the following tips:

- Download the App: If available, download the Eastern State Penitentiary app for
additional content, maps, and information.
- Take Your Time: Don’t rush through the tour. Spend time reflecting on the stories and
the atmosphere of the penitentiary.
- Engage with Staff: The staff are knowledgeable and can provide insights that you may
not find in the exhibits.
- Visit the Gift Shop: Support the preservation of the site by purchasing unique souvenirs
and books related to the penitentiary's history.

Conclusion

The Eastern State Penitentiary self-guided tour is more than just a walk through a historic
prison; it is a journey into the complexities of justice, punishment, and humanity. As you
navigate through its dilapidated halls and listen to the stories of those who lived and



suffered within, you’ll gain a deeper understanding of the historical and cultural
significance of this landmark. Whether you are a history enthusiast, an architecture lover,
or simply curious about the past, this tour promises to leave a lasting impression. Prepare
to be moved, challenged, and inspired as you uncover the narratives that echo through the
walls of Eastern State Penitentiary.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Eastern State Penitentiary known for?
The Eastern State Penitentiary is known for its historic architecture, its role in the
development of the American penal system, and its infamous former inmates, including Al
Capone.

How long does the self-guided tour of Eastern State
Penitentiary typically take?
The self-guided tour usually takes about 1 to 2 hours, depending on how much time
visitors spend at each exhibit.

Are audio guides included in the self-guided tour?
Yes, the self-guided tour includes an audio guide that features stories from former inmates
and prison guards, enhancing the visitor experience.

What are the hours of operation for the Eastern State
Penitentiary?
Eastern State Penitentiary is typically open from 10:00 AM to 5:00 PM, but it's best to
check their official website for current hours and any seasonal changes.

Is the Eastern State Penitentiary accessible for
individuals with disabilities?
Yes, the Eastern State Penitentiary offers accessible tours and facilities for visitors with
disabilities, including ramps and accessible restrooms.

Can visitors take photographs during the self-guided
tour?
Yes, visitors are allowed to take photographs during the self-guided tour, but they are
encouraged to be respectful of the historic site.

Are there any special events or exhibits at Eastern State
Penitentiary?
Yes, Eastern State Penitentiary hosts various special events throughout the year, including



haunted attractions during Halloween and art exhibits.

Is there a gift shop at Eastern State Penitentiary?
Yes, there is a gift shop at Eastern State Penitentiary where visitors can purchase
souvenirs, books, and other memorabilia related to the history of the prison.

Do visitors need to book tickets in advance for the self-
guided tour?
While advance tickets are not required, it is highly recommended to purchase them online
to ensure entry, especially during peak tourist seasons.
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