
BREAKING
BARRIERS IN
HISTORIC
WASHINGTON D.C.

NHD AT NMAAHC: CURATE A GALLERY PLAYLIST

READY TO PRESS PLAY ON HISTORY?



READY TO PRESS
PLAY ON HISTORY?
In this day and age, themed playlists are everywhere. Themed
playlists are filled with songs that represent someone’s
interpretation of the theme. This is similar to how historians
choose the objects that fill the galleries within museum exhibits.
The objects in the exhibit help support the historian’s
interpretation of the exhibit’s topic. Historians produce their
interpretation of history after analyzing (questioning) primary
sources. Primary sources are the raw materials of history. A
primary source is anything created by the historical subject, or
anything created or existed during the historical period of study.
 
Analysis and interpretation are essential skills to becoming a
historian and to producing a strong National History Day
project.  In celebration of the Smithsonian Year of Music, we are
asking you to practice these skills by creating a playlist. You will
analyze four objects by performing a close reading. A close
reading is a method of analysis that allows you to get a detailed
overview of a primary source. Then, you will interpret the
primary source by choosing a song (any song from any period,
genre or artist) you believe connects it to the 2020 National
History Day (NHD) theme of Breaking Barriers in History.

Image Credits: All items and images are part of the Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and Culture, unless further information is noted.



CRAFT A PLAYLIST
This activity can be completed in Community Galleries (L3). Use the map
to help you find the primary sources located throughout exhibit(s). We
have included an example interpretation to help get you started.
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Georgetown Starter Jacket

Beverage service from
Wormley's Hotel

Itinerary for Col. Charles Young's
trip from Wilberforce, OH to
Washington, DC

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

A Resurrection City Encampment, Poor People’s Campaign, May–June 1968

CURIOUS ON HOW TO CRAFT A PLAYLIST?
CHECK OUT THE EXAMPLE BELOW. 

First, find the example object in the galleries. 
Second, read the museum text associated with the label object to get
an understanding.
Third, read the description of why we chose the song for the object.

The Poor People's Campaign sought to combat poverty, which was (and
continues to be) a major factor of inequality and other issues in the
United States. This song, written a few years later, focuses on similar
issues highlighted by the Poor People's Campaign, including race and poverty.

What's Going On
Marvin Gaye

Soul, Motown

A
President Franklin D. Roosevelt's
"Black Cabinet" taken in March 1938



AFRICAN
AMERICANS AND
WASHINGTON D.C.

 
 

African Americans have been an important part of
the political, economic, and social history of
Washington D.C.  Established in 1791, the city,
designed to be a worthy metropolis for the young
and democratic nation, laid its foundation in the
slavery of persons of African descent. Most African
Americans who lived within the new city were
enslaved. Yet D.C. provided economic avenues and
loose manumission laws that allowed many to gain
their freedom.
 
By 1830, a majority of D.C.’s African American
population was free. The shift toward freedom gave
D.C.’s African American community the ability to
create and sustain institutions and organize to fight
for their civil rights (creating a strong precedent for
black activism in the city). In 1862, slavery was
abolished in the District. The African American
population grew throughout the Civil War as the
city became a haven for previously enslaved African
Americans. During Reconstruction, D.C. was a
testing ground of the integration of African
Americans into mainstream society and freedoms
promised by the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments.
 
Jim Crow descended on Washington D.C. by the end
of the nineteenth century. Despite segregation and
discrimination, African Americans in the capital city
still found opportunities, compared to other cities in
the South. By the mid-twentieth century, D.C. became
the first major city in the United States to have a
majority African American population leading to the
nickname “Chocolate City.”  Washington D.C. has and
remains a place where African Americans strive for the
democratic ideal on which the city itself was founded.

Courtesy of the Library of Congress



WHAT IS
ANALYSIS AND
INTERPRETATION?

As defined by Merriam-Webster, analysis is “a detailed
examination of anything complex in order to understand its nature
or to determine its essential features.” In terms of history, analysis
is the questioning of a primary source (an item created by the
historical object of study or during the same period) to see what it
can tell us about the history and how it ultimately impacted
history. There are several ways to question a primary source, but
one of the first methods of analysis you should do is a close
reading, which is asking general questions to give you an informed
overview of the primary source.

As defined by Merriam-Webster, interpretation is “ to explain or
tell the meaning of: present in understandable terms.” In terms of
history, an interpretation is a historian’s informed opinion about
their historical topic of study after analyzing primary sources.
Therefore, it is crucial to understand that much of the history we
consume and base our understanding of the past is someone's
interpretation of the past, and that the past is interpreted through
a certain viewpoint and experience personal to the historian.  So, it
is important to be aware that history is a construction, and it is
vital to know how to evaluate the construction of history.

ANALYSIS

INTERPRETATION



1. PRESIDENT 
FRANKLIN
D. ROOSEVELT'S
"BLACK CABINET"
TAKEN IN MARCH 1938 
Perform a close reading of the image using
the information within the exhibit. Then, use
your information to help you choose a song
for the image.

1. Where and when was this image created?
 
 
2. Who do you think used this image? Why? 
 
 
3. What was this image used for? Why?
 
 
4. What does this image tell you about the time period it was used?
 
 
5. Why do you believe this image was created?
 
 
6. How does this image inform us about the Jim Crow Era?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How does this image relate to the theme of Breaking Barriers in
History? What song would you choose to represent this image? Why?

Archives Center, National Museum of American History,
Smithsonian Institution



2. GEORGETOWN
STARTER JACKET
Perform a close reading of the object using
the information within the exhibit. Then, use
your information to help you choose a song
for the object.

1. Where and when was this object created?
 
 
2. Who do you think used this object? Why? 
 
 
3. What was this object used for? Why?
 
 
4. What does this object tell you about the time period it was used?
 
 
5. Why do you believe this object was created?
 
 
6. How does this object inform us about the Jim Crow Era?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How does this object relate to the theme of Breaking Barriers in
History? What song would you choose to represent this object? Why?



3. BEVERAGE
SERVICE FROM
WORMLEY'S HOTEL
Perform a close reading of the objects using
the information within the exhibit. Then, use
your information to help you choose a song
for the objects.

1. Where and when were these objects created?
 
 
2. Who do you think used these objects? Why? 
 
 
3. What were these objects used for? Why?
 
 
4. What do these objects tell you about the time period the were used?
 
 
5. Why do you believe these objects were created?
 
 
6. How do these objects inform us about the Jim Crow Era?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How do these objects relate to the theme of Breaking Barriers in
History? What song would you choose to represent these objects?
Why?

Gift of Charles Thomas Lewis



4. ITINERARY FOR
COL. CHARLES
YOUNG'S TRIP FROM
WILBERFORCE, OH TO
WASHINGTON, DC
Perform a close reading of the document
using the information within the exhibit.
Then, use your information to help you
choose a song for the object.

1. Where and when was this document created?
 
 
2. Who do you think used this document? Why? 
 
 
3. What was this document used for? Why?
 
 
4. What does this document tell you about the time period it was used?
 
 
5. Why do you believe this document was created?
 
 
6. How does this document inform us about the Jim Crow Era?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How does this document relate to the theme of Breaking Barriers in
History? What song would you choose to represent this document?
Why?



CRAFTING YOUR
PLAYLIST

In the space below, give a title, state the overall genre, and design a cover art
square for your playlist.

Now that you have analyzed and interpreted the objects within the
gallery, it is now time to present your conclusions in the style of a
playlist.

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

1. PRESIDENT 
FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT'S
"BLACK CABINET" TAKEN IN
MARCH 1938

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

2. GEORGETOWN STARTER
JACKET
 
 

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

3. BEVERAGE SERVICE FROM
WORMLEY'S HOTEL
 
 

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

4. ITINERARY FOR COL.
CHARLES YOUNG'S TRIP FROM
WILBERFORCE, OH TO
WASHINGTON, DC

PLAYLIST TITLE:

PLAYLIST GENRE:



INTERPRETING THE
THEME

In the space below, write a brief paragraph describing how your overall
playlist connects to the 2020 NHD theme Breaking Barriers in History.

The 2020 National History Day (NHD) theme
Breaking Barriers in History, requires you to show
how and why an individual, group, event or idea
"broke barriers" in history.  Keep in mind that
barriers can be physical, natural, or ideological.
Also, it is common to assume that a barrier is
negative, but is it always? What about barriers that
have had positive consequences?
 
Overall, think critically about what it means to
"break barriers," and then use that definition to
explain below how your playlist represents your
historical interpretation of how African Americans
broke barriers in Washington D.C.

Congratulations, you have created a gallery playlist. 
Return to the Welcome Desk in Heritage Hall (L1) for your

exclusive 2019 National History Day button.



National History Day at NMAAHC is poised to help students
become better scholars by providing access to museum
resources, staff expertise, and mentorship, and to bring awareness
of this great and exciting program to groups who might be
underrepresented in the historical fields. Check out our online
resources, workshops and programming for the 2019 - 2020
contest year: Breaking Barriers in History!

Visit our website: 
 
https://nmaahc.si.edu/learn/students/national-history-day-resources


