
Making the Invisible Visible
Memory and Historical Markers



W.C. Handy
W.C. Handy is famous for committing 
Blues music from an oral tradition to 
paper. While waiting for a train in 
Tutwiler, Mississippi, he was the first to 
note other musicians using the ‘slide” 
as a musical accompaniment to a new 
sound which became the blues, calling 
it “unforgettable.”.  Though a statue 
and park in Memphis remember Handy 
as the “Father of the Blues” (and he 
certainly became famous after a 1906 
composition of what became known as 
the “Memphis Bues”), a historical 
marker in Cleveland, Mississippi 
recalls a night in 1905 when Handy 
heard a local called Prince McCoy 
whose music inspired him as the 
original blues performers in the 
Mississippi Delta. 





Though Handy gave McCoy and his local trio 
credit in his first drafts of the book Father of 
the Blues, any references to McCoy as an 
inspiration were removed, despite Handy’s 
statement that “My enlightenment came in 

Cleveland. That night an American composer 
was born.” in his 1941 book. McCoy never 
got recognition as a “founder” of the Blues.





What influencers or originators have been 
lost to time? 





TASK ONE: RESEARCH!

Step One: Decide on the field you wish to research to find an 
“unsung hero”. It might be music, art, culture, history, 
science…your choice.

Step Two: Gather information and some images if possible related 
to your chosen individual. The individual might be famous but 
forgotten, an important influence upon another famous individual, 
or perhaps a local ‘footsoldier” who was part of a movement. Be 
prepared to write a summary of their contribution  and the reason 
for their importance both in length and in brief. Use the questions 
on the next slide to guide your research.



Questions to find Information:

1. Name of Individual:
2. Key dates:
3. Key quotes from them or others about them:
4. Their “story”:
5. What area have they most contributed to?
6. What might be a “trail” that this marker might be a part of?
7. What symbol might mark this trail?
8. What address or location would you place a historical marker 

for this person? Why there?
9. Key images:



TASK TWO: DESIGN A HISTORICAL MARKER!

Examine the images on the next slides for the design of a two-sided Historical 
Marker one might find throughout a state which celebrates important people and 
their contributions. Using the blank templates provided and your research, create 
your own two-sided historical marker.

Side One: In four sentences summarize the importance of the individual and their 
contributions to your chosen field. You should also have the image of the “trail” you 
chose in TASK ONE.

Side Two: In four paragraphs, tell the story of your individual in more detail and 
depth along with their significance and perhaps the significance of the location. 
Include important images, quotes, and subtitles on the right hand side of your sign.



Samples of Side 1:



Sample of Side 2:



Sample of Side 2:



TITLE

FOUR SENTENCES HERE THAT SUMMARIZE 
THE KEY CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE INDIVIDUAL.

SIDE ONE TEMPLATE



TEXT HERE.

SIDE TWO TEMPLATE:

IMAGES, CAPTIONS, & QUOTES 
THIS SIDE.



Name of Student:



Reflection Questions:

1. Why did you choose this individual? What does this say about 
what (or who?) you or society values?

2. Why have they been forgotten in your opinion?
3. What does it say about power or privilege who gets to be 

remembered or commemorated?
4. Where did you choose to put your marker? Why there? What 

other options might there have been? What should be the 
intention of the location-to be most visible or to mark a site?

5. What symbol did you pick for your trail? Why that symbol? 
What message are you trying to convey?



Reflection Questions:

6. Whose voices get forgotten in our collective memory? 
7. What types of people should we be remembering? How should we 

best remember them? Is it important to remember them? Why?
8. How does the work of famous individuals mask the contributions of 

many others? Are their contributions equally important? 
9. Whose contributions are more significant in enacting important 

change, the famous leaders or the ‘foot soldiers’? What makes you 
say that?

10. Are individual people the driving force behind history or are we just 
participants in larger historical events and forces?


