
BREAKING
BARRIERS IN THE
ERA OF JIM CROW
(1877 - 1920)

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 Defending Freedom, Defining Freedom:
The Era of Segregation (C2) within the History Galleries (C3 - C1). Use the
map to help you find the primary sources located throughout exhibit. We
have included an example interpretation to help get you started.
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Cornerstone from Veterinary Medicine
Hall at Prairie View A&M University

Silk banner created by the Oklahoma
Federation of Colored Women, 1910

Clock from Citizens Savings
Bank of Nashville, TN

Croix de Guerre

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

A Jones Hall Simms House, Jonesville, Maryland

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.

In this song, Beyoncé sings about freedom and breaking chains by herself.
This is similar to how many previously enslaved African Americans
established themselves in freedom, like establishing all-black towns and
building homes.

Freedom
Beyoncé

Live, Rap, R&B

A



WHAT WAS THE
EARLY JIM CROW
ERA?
The early part of the Jim Crow Era period
began with the end of Reconstruction and
finished after the First World War and Red
Summer of 1919. This early period of Jim Crow
saw governments -local, state, and federal
condemn African Americans to second-class
citizenship. To maintain a segregated society
throughout the United States (for Jim Crow
was not restricted only to the South) many
white residents sought to make fear and
intimidation a part of everyday life for African
Americans. Their tactics included physical
violence, economic threats, psychological
intimidation, and sexual exploitation.
 
To combat Jim Crow, the African American
community turned inward, creating
institutions that protested inequality and at
the same time created businesses and
organizations to meet their own needs. As
the African American population grew, their
organizations increased in influence and
allowed for a stable foundation as the
community continued their fight for civil
rights.

Donated by Don L. Durrah and D. Simone
Durrah Logan in memory of Hattie J. Durr
Whiddon Graham (1873-1950); Christopher
Columbus Wayman Whiddon (1894-1973);
Lina Irene Jordan Whiddon (1897-1983)



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. CORNERSTONE
FROM VETERINARY
MEDICINE HALL AT
PRAIRIE VIEW
A&M UNIVERSITY
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 source was created?
 
 
6. How does this source 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?



2. SILK BANNER
CREATED BY THE
OKLAHOMA
FEDERATION OF
COLORED 
WOMEN, 1910
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. CLOCK FROM
CITIZENS SAVINGS
BANK OF
NASHVILLE, TN
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?

Gift of Dr. and Mrs. T.B. Boyd, III and R.H. Boyd
Publishing Corporation



4. CROIX DE
GUERRE
Perform a close reading of the object using
the labels and information within the
exhibits. 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?



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. CORNERSTONE FROM
VETERINARY MEDICINE HALL
AT PRAIRIE VIEW
A&M UNIVERSITY

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

2. SILK BANNER CREATED BY
THE OKLAHOMA FEDERATION
OF COLORED 
WOMEN, 1910

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

3. CLOCK FROM CITIZENS
SAVINGS BANK OF
NASHVILLE, TN
 

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

4. CROIX 
DE GUERRE
 
 

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 during the Jim Crow period.

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


