Classroom Connections:
Burnt Corks and Cakewalks: The
Toxic History of Blackface in
American History

Lesson set for BackStory episode #0272, “Burnt Corks and Cakewalks”

Classroom Connections: The Toxic Legacy of Blackface in American History
Background for Teachers
In early 2019, Virginia Governor Ralph Northam was embroiled in a political scandal
regarding his use of blackface in a 1984 yearbook photograph. The photograph, from his time at
Eastern Virginia Medical School, showed a person wearing blackface standing next to another
person wearing a Ku Klux Klan uniform. The ensuing fallout from this revelation brought
blackface and its presence throughout US history back to the forefront of American discourse.
This lesson focuses on the enduring history of blackface in American culture. It emerged
as a byproduct of minstrel shows following the American Civil War. Used as a form of mockery
and vehicle for promoting racial stereotypes, minstrelsy was one of the most popular forms of
entertainment in the late 19th century.
This unfortunate legacy continued into the 20th century. Though there are countless
examples of blackface used in various forms of entertainment, the Backstory episode highlights
the legacy of blackface in the Mummers Parade. This Philadelphia New Year’s Day tradition is
one of the oldest folk festivals in the United States. It also has a history of explicit racial overtones
and blackface. This legacy was challenged during the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s, leading
to a conflict between African American groups and event participants. Though blackface was
officially outlawed from the event in 1964, examples of racism, sexism, and bigotry have endured.
Though the history of the Mummers Parade has an undeniable connection to blackface and racial
stereotypes, thousands of people look forward to watching and participating in this annual
tradition. Many of these participants have no knowledge of the history of the event.
This lesson forces students to confront questions about the racist underpinnings of
American culture. Can respected traditions of American culture be separated from their racist
undertones? How does the legacy of blackface still permeate American society?

Procedures
1. Guiding Question:
a. Ask students to write down an initial response to this question:
i. Is it possible to separate American folk traditions from their racist origins? Why or why
not?
b. As the lesson progresses, ask students to return to this question.
2. Classroom Connections: Listen to Backstory
a. Have students listen to the Backstory episode on blackface. This can be also be assigned before
class. Have students focus on the following comprehension questions for each segment:
i. The Mardi Gras of the North
1. What does the Mummers Parade celebrate and how long has it been a Philadelphia
tradition?
2. Why is blackface an ongoing issue with the Mummers Parade?
ii. The Malevolence of Minstrelsy
1. What are minstrel shows?
2. What stereotypes were promoted from this form of entertainment?
iii. What’s Underneath the Costume
1. What connections exist between the history of blackface and modern culture?
iv. Corks & Curls
1. What has Kirt von Daacke found in his exploration of university yearbooks?
3. Document Analysis
a. Pass out the document set and graphic organizer to students. The documents focus on the history
of minstrelsy and the Mummers parade in Philadelphia.
b. Have students review each document individually or in small groups.
c. For each document, students should fill out the following information in the graphic organizer:
i. Historic Context: What is the context of the document? What was happening in history
around the time it was created? How does this impact what it says?
ii. Intended Audience: For whom was the document created? How does this impact what it
says?
iii. Point-of-View: Who created the document? What is their perspective? How does this
impact what the document says?
iv. Purpose: Why was the document created? How does this impact what it says?
d. After groups have been given enough time to craft their arguments, participate in a class discussion
to summarize key themes and learning points.
4. Return to the Guiding Question
a. To conclude the lesson, have students revisit the initial guiding question. Ask students to reflect on
how their opinions have shifted based on new information. Encourage students to write down one
key takeaway from the lesson.

Standards
AP US History Themes:
POL-2.0 Explain how popular movements, reform efforts, and activist groups have sought to change American
society and institutions
CUL-4.0 Explain how different group identities, including racial, ethnic, class, and regional identities, have
emerged and changed over time.
C3 Framework:

Change, Continuity, and Context
D2.His.2.9-12. Analyze change and continuity in historical eras
D2.His.3.9-12. Use questions generated about individuals and groups to assess how the significance of their
actions changes over time and is shaped by the historical context.

Perspectives
D2.His.5.9-12. Analyze how historical contexts shaped and continue to shape people’s perspectives.
D2.His.6.9-12. Analyze the ways in which the perspectives of those writing history shaped the history that they
produced.
D2.His.7.9-12. Explain how the perspectives of people in the present shape interpretations of the past.
D2.His.8.9-12. Analyze how current interpretations of the past are limited by the extent to which available
historical sources represent perspectives of people at the time.

Historical Sources and Evidence
D2.His.12.9-12. Use questions generated about multiple historical sources to pursue further inquiry and
investigate additional sources.

Causation and Argument
D2.His.14.9-12. Analyze multiple and complex causes and effects of events in the past.
D2.His.16.9-12. Integrate evidence from multiple relevant historical sources and interpretations into a reasoned
argument about the past.

Document Analysis: Graphic Organizer
Source
Doc A: Lyrics to

Golden Slippers

Doc B: Oh, Dem

Golden Slippers

Doc C: The Daily
American article

Doc D: The News
Herald article

Doc E: Oakland
Tribune article

Doc F: Statement
from the Office of
the Mayor

Historic Context

Intended Audience

Point-of-View

Purpose

Classroom Connections: The Toxic Legacy of Blackface in American History
Part I: Guiding Question
Consider this question throughout the lesson.
1. Is it possible to separate American folk traditions from their racist origins? Why or why not?

Part II: Backstory – Burnt Corks and Cakewalks
As you listen to the Backstory episode, answer the following questions for each segment.
1. The Mardi Gras of the North
a. What does the Mummers Parade celebrate and how long has it been a Philadelphia tradition?
b. Why is blackface an ongoing issue with the Mummers Parade?

2. The Malevolence of Minstrelsy
a. What are minstrel shows?
b. What stereotypes were promoted from this form of entertainment?

3. What’s Underneath the Costume
a. What connections exist between the history of blackface and modern culture?

4. Corks & Curls
a. What has Kirt von Daacke found in his exploration of university yearbooks?

Part III: Document-Based Question

Directions: Using the information from the podcast and the documents below, formulate an argument in response
to the following prompt:
•

Is the Mummers Parade a timeless American folk tradition, or a harmful reminder of the
entrenched legacy of blackface minstrelsy?

In your response you should:






Craft a thesis statement that takes a stand on the question above
Structure a response that follows a clear format and uses logical argumentation
Contextualize your response in your knowledge of US History
Use at least four of the documents
Use the graphic organizer to outline your thinking

Document A
What kind of shoes you goin' to wear?

Starry crown! I'm bound to wear

Golden slippers!

To outshine the glittering sun

What kind of shoes you goin' to wear?

Oh, yes, yes, yes my Lord

Golden slippers!

I'm going to join the Heavenly choir

Golden slippers I'm bound to wear

Yes, yes, yes my Lord

To outshine the glittering sun

Soldier of the cross

Oh, yes, yes, yes my Lord

What kind of song you going to sing?

I'm going to join the Heavenly choir

New song!

Yes, yes, yes my Lord

What kind of harp you going to play?

Soldier of the cross

Golden harp!

Golden slippers I'm bound to wear

Golden harp! I'm bound to play

To outshine the glittering sun

To outshine the glittering sun

Oh, yes, yes, yes my Lord

Oh, yes, yes, yes my Lord

I'm going to join the Heavenly choir

I'm going to join the Heavenly choir

Yes, yes, yes my Lord

Yes, yes, yes my Lord

Soldier of the cross

Soldier of the cross

What kind of crown you going to wear?

Oh, yes, yes, yes my Lord

Starry crown!"

I'm going to join the Heavenly choir

What kind of crown you going to wear?

Yes, yes, yes my Lord

Starry crown!"

Soldier of the cross

Lyrics to Golden Slippers
Spiritual sung by slaves during the American Civil War

Oh, my golden slippers am laid away

Document B

'Cause I don't spect to wear 'em til my wedding day
And my long-tailed coat, that I love so well
I will wear up in the chariot in the morn.
And my long white robe that I bought last June
I'm goin' to get changed 'cause it fits too soon
And the old grey hoss that I used to drive
I will hitch him to the chariot in the morn.
Chorus:

Oh, dem golden slippers
Oh, dem golden slippers
Golden slippers I'se goin' to wear
Because they look so neat.
Oh, dem golden slippers
Oh, dem golden slippers
Golden slippers I'se goin' to wear
To walk the golden street.
Oh, my old banjo hangs on the wall
'Cause it ain't been tuned since way last fall
But the darks all say we'll have a good time
When we ride up in the chariot in the morn.
There's ol' brother Ben and his sister, Luce
They will telegraph the news to uncle Bacco Juice

Lyrics to Oh, Dem Golden Slippers (1871)

What a great camp meetin' there will be that day

by James A. Bland, Minstrel songwriter

When we ride up in the chariot in the morn.

Anthem of the Mummers Parade

Chorus
So, it's good-bye, children I will have to go
Where the rain don't fall and the wind don't blow
And yer ulster coats, why, you will not need
When you ride up in the chariot in the morn.
But yer golden slippers must be nice and clean
And yer age must be just sweet sixteen
And yer white kid gloves you will have to wear
When you ride up in the chariot in the morn.

Document C

The Daily American (Somerset, Pennsylvania)
December 31, 1963

Document D

The News Herald (Franklin, Pennsylvania)
December 21, 1963

Document E

Oakland Tribune (Oakland, California)
January 4, 1964

Document F
“From the beginning of the Kenney administration, the City and the Philadelphia Commission on Human
Relations have provided the Mummers with extensive consultation and trainings on diversity, inclusion, and
cultural appropriation to prevent racist and bigoted performances from being a part of the parade. To participate
in the parade, each group’s theme is required to be pre-registered and approved by Mummers leadership with
input by the City. It is the role of Mummers leadership to monitor groups on parade day to ensure participants act
in an unbiased and non-discriminatory manner, as set forth in the Mummers’ own guidelines.
In this particular instance, the Finnegan group submitted its concept in advance of the parade, representing to
both the City and Mummers organization that the performer portraying Jay-Z would be an African American male
and would not be dressed in blackface. The Finnegan group says that it complied with its theme application. The
City condemns the use of blackface in any form and will continue to work with the Mummers to ensure future
performances are nondiscriminatory.”

Statement from the Office of the Mayor from the City of Philadelphia
Released January 2, 2019

