
BREAKING
BARRIERS DURING
THE FIRST WORLD
WAR (1914 - 1918)

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.

Front Image: Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration



CRAFT A PLAYLIST
This activity can be completed in the 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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The Merganthaler Linotype Machine

Diploma Issued to Regina Egertion
Wright by The Colored Training School

World World I Enlisted Soldier's Tunic 

Jack Johnson vs. Jess Willard (1915)

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

A African American Medal of Honor Recipients – World War One –
Private Henry Johnson

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 object to get an
understanding of it. 
Third, read the description of why we chose the song for the object.

The song is about danger and facing it with courage and bravery. The
lyrics and beats seem like a perfect expression of the actions and mindset
of Private Henry Johnson when he single-handedly fought a dozen or
more German soldiers during the war.

What's Up Danger
Blackway & Black Caviar

Soundtrack, Rap

A



WHAT WAS THE
FIRST WORLD
WAR?
On April 2, 1917, President Woodrow Wilson asked the
United States Congress for a declaration of war against
Germany. The United States could no longer sustain
isolationist, anti-war, and diplomatic neutrality policies
and rhetoric as they had since 1914. Despite the
magnitude and horrors of war, the African American
community believed that fighting in the First World War
would demonstrate their patriotism and show white
Americans they deserved equality and civil rights. The
switch to wartime did little to prevent African Americans
soldiers, officers, and civilians from experiencing the
endemic racism, discrimination, and segregation of the
Jim Crow Era in the military and on the home front.
 
On the front lines in Europe, African Americans found
themselves relegated more often to labor units than into
combat battalions.  White American military leadership
debated what to do with African American combat
soldiers as white American soldiers and officers did not
want to fight with them. The solution for most African
American soldiers was to fight with the French. Ironically,
white French soldiers and officers treated African
American troops with more equality and respect, which
made white American military leadership uneasy that
African Americans soldiers would be unhappy and
unwilling to reenter Jim Crow American society. In spite
of racism, African American soldiers performed admirably
in the face of many unforgiving circumstances. Their
heroics made them famous, and they were given military
awards and medals from the French. Decades later their
own nation would bestow similar honors.

Courtesy of the National Archives
and Record Administration

Courtesy of the National Archives
and Record Administration



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. THE
MERGANTHALER
LINOTYPE
MACHINE
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 home front during the 
 First World War?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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 the Chicago Defender Publishing Company



2. DIPLOMA ISSUED
TO REGINA
EGERTION WRIGHT
BY THE COLORED
TRAINING SCHOOL
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 document.

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 home front during the  
First World War?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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



3. WORLD WAR
I ENLISTED
SOLDIER'S
TUNIC 

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 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 objectinform us about the front lines during the 
 First World War?
 
 
 
 
 
 

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



4. JACK JOHNSON 
VS. JESS WILLARD
(1915)
Perform a close reading of the image using
the information within the exhibits. 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 home front during the 
 First World War?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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

National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution;
Gift of Charles F. Flynn



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. THE MERGANTHALER
LINOTYPE MACHINE
 
 

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

2. DIPLOMA ISSUED TO
REGINA EGERTION WRIGHT BY
THE COLORED TRAINING
SCHOOL

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

3. WORLD WAR I ENLISTED
SOLDIER'S TUNIC 
 
 

Song:
Artist:
Music Genre:

4. JACK JOHNSON 
VS. JESS WILLARD (1915)
 
 

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 First World War.

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


