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GLOBAL URBAN HUMANITIES 
INTERDISCIPLINARY 

GRADUATE METHODS COURSE 
CASE STUDY

EAST  BAY REVOLUTION:
U R B AN SPAC E S  OF  P ROTE ST  AND 

C OU NT E RC ULTURE P RAC TIC E



Cities of the East Bay, such as Oakland 
and Berkeley, were well-known as centers 
of political, social, and cultural activist in 
the 1960s. But less well known is the fact 
that the East Bay continued to be a site of 
radical movements throughout 1970s.

The undergraduate studio, East Bay 
Revolution, was led by Professor 
of English Scott Saul and Professor 
of Architecture Greg Castillo, both 
experts on local social, political, and 
countercultural movements in the 
Bay Area and beyond. They immersed 
students in archival place-based research 
related to the history of East Bay 
activism of the 1960s and 1970s.  These 
students came from diverse fields of 
study - American Studies, Urban Studies, 
History, Music, Architecture, Geography, 
Art Practice, and Conservation and 
Resource Studies. 

Drawing on rich community-based 
archives in Berkeley, Emeryville, and 
Oakland, as well as archival materials 
from institutional archives such as 
Berkeley’s Public Library, students 
worked together in teams to undertake 

archival story-telling projects. These 
projects focused on particular social, 
cultural, and design movements that 
gained traction and altered the political 
consciousness of the Bay Area and 
beyond. The students began their work in 
a studio setting, but when the COVID-19 
pandemic shifted in-person instruction 
and studio work online, students 
adjusted quickly. Learning from each 
other as well as their professors, students 
gained expertise in a range of methods: 
how to analyze print, audio, and 
visual archives; contextualize archival 
materials by drawing on other historical 
sources; and build digital archives. With 
remarkable creativity, and unwavering 
determination to track down ephemeral 
historical materials, they produced 
powerful multimedia stories about the 
East Bay’s mid-20th century activist 
movements. 

Keywords:

Project-based learning, urban 
humanities, humanities studio, 
studio pedagogy, humanities lab 

WHY READ THIS CASE STUDY?

This case study is part of an archive of the UC Berkeley Global 
Urban Humanities Initiative and its Future Histories Lab, supported 
by the Mellon Foundation. The entire archive, including course case 
studies, faculty and student reflections, digital projects, symposia, 
exhibitions, and publications, is available at 
https://escholarship.org/uc/ucb_guh_fhl.

https://escholarship.org/uc/ucb_guh_fhl
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c ourse
de scrip tion

This course delved into the history of the East Bay in the 1960s and 1970s, with particular attention to the 
emergence of countercultural and social-movement communities. In this project-oriented course, students 
worked in teams as they reconstruct and analyze particular sites of protest and culture-making across the 
East Bay, from Berkeley to Emeryville and Oakland. Students developed their own multi-media digital history 
projects, which added significant new dimensions to the platform (The Berkeley Revolution) built by previous 
Cal undergraduates.

The Berkeley Revolution website presents histories and previously unavailable archival materials from the 
disabled people’s movement, LGBTQ organizations, the Black Panthers, and more. Students in Scott Saul’s 
and Greg Castillo’s course East Bay Revolution (American Studies 102/Environmental Design 109) contributed 
articles and ephemera to this ongoing project, which has been cited by New York Times reporters and others in 
researching stories including profiles of Kamala Harris.

American Studies 102 / Environmental Design 109

Spring 2020, 4 Units

Instructors:

Greg Castillo (Architecture)

Scott Saul (English)

EAST  BAY REVOLUTION: 
URBAN SPACE S  OF 
PROTE ST  AND 
C OUNTERCULTURE PRACT ICE
A GLOBAL URBAN HUMANITIES RESEARCH STUDIO

Photo: Bob Fitch Archive

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/
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T he Instructors

Greg Castillo is professor of Architecture at the College of Environmental Design at 
UC Berkeley, and an honorary associate professor of architectural history and theory 
at the School of Architecture, Design and Planning at the University of Sydney. He 
has received fellowships from the German-American Fulbright Commission, the Getty 
Research Institute, the Kennan Institute for Advanced Russian Studies, the Canadian 
Centre for Architecture and the Form Foundation. His publications include Cold War 
on the Home Front: The Soft Power of Midcentury Design (University of Minnesota 
Press, 2010), Design Radicals: Spaces of Bay Area Counterculture (co-edited with 
Lee Stickells; University of Minnesota Press, 2023), and numerous essays in journals, 
anthologies, and museum catalogues. He was the guest curator of Hippie Modernism: 
The Struggle for Utopia at the Berkeley art Museum and Pacific Film Archive in 2017, 
and a contributor to the exhibition catalogue. 

Scott Saul is a professor of English at UC Berkeley, where he teaches courses 
in American literature and history. His research focuses on 20th century 
American literature and culture, with a focus on postwar developments 
in performance, poetry, music, and film. Saul’s books include Freedom Is, 
Freedom Ain’t: Jazz and the Making of the Sixties (Harvard University Press, 
2005), and Becoming Richard Pryor (HarperCollins, 2014), which featured an 
extensive digital companion, Richard Pryor’s Peoria. He has also written for 
the New York Times, Harper’s Magazine, The Nation, Bookforum and other 
publications. 

Greg Castillo

Scott Saul
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Students in History Room at the Berkeley Public Library, 
looking through clipping files.
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c ourse summary
C onte xt
In the spring of 2020, this course was offered under the aegis of the Global Urban Humanities Initiative as an 
expansion of Scott Saul’s 2017 course Humanities 110, “The Bay Area in the Seventies.” The 16-person seminar 
was co-taught in 2020 by Saul and the Greg Castillo from the Department of Architecture, with support from 
graduate student Natalie Koski-Karell. In this version, the course took on projects focused on Oakland’s history 
as well as Berkeley’s. Because the COVID-19 pandemic meant that brick-and-mortar archives were shuttered, 
this team of students had to look beyond the primary-source collections housed in traditional archives. Their 
research projects, as a result, tended to rely more on digital archives and on oral history (or what, alternatively, 
might be called the kindness of strangers). The coursework the students particpated in aided the expansive, 
curated archive—with 700 documents organized across sixteen main projects, delving into the East Bay’s 
political and cultural revolutions and their aftershocks—found on the the Berkeley Revolution website: a digital 
archive of the East Bay’s transformation in the late 1960s & 1970s.

This project-based course was essentially three courses rolled into one. 

First, it delved into the history of the East Bay in the 1960s and 1970s, with particular attention to the emergence of 
countercultural and social-movement communities. The East Bay was an unusually fertile cultural and political 
seedbed: so many features of contemporary life — from the cappuccinos we drink to the laptop computers we 
use to write and think — were incubated in it. The region was ground-zero for new forms of spiritual practice 
and religious organization; for a strain of technological utopianism that led to the development of the first 
desktop computer; for the turn to
organic foods and the creation of alternative food networks; for new approaches to the built environment (the 
project of redesigning cities with “People’s Architecture”); and, not least, for large-scale social movements such 
as women’s liberation, black liberation, gay liberation, the disability rights movement, and the environmental 
movement, which spurred enormous cultural and political changes that reverberate to this day.

Second, the course offered students an introduction to the practice of archival research—the discovery and
drawing-together of primary sources to construct new historical narratives. Our course readings often featured 
primary sources from the time, and will often derive from specific archives at Cal, such as the Environmental 
Design Archives and the Disability Rights and Defense Fund Collection, or from digital archives like the 
invaluable Independent Voices archive. In developing their research projects, students pulled together their 
own smaller ‘archive’ of primary sources, and were invited to draw upon both official archives (the Bancroft, 
other Cal libraries, the Berkeley Public Library) and less official archives (e.g. the papers of an individual or 
community organization). Students approached these collections with the open eyes of historians looking at 
fresh documents, and with the goal of plumbing these documents for the insights and stories that they yield.

Third, the course gave students the experience of developing their own East Bay-oriented multi-media digital 
history projects, which extended the platform built in previous versions of the course (“The Berkeley Revolution”). 
Students worked, collaboratively, to create both digital exhibitions and multi-media essays that sprung out of 
the primary research they do.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/
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Learning goals

This course helped students:

• Understand the cultural, social, and political undercurrents of the 1970s Bay Area.
• Sharpen historical research skills (navigating databases of primary materials; exploring and annotating

primary archival sources; curating your own set of primary sources).
• Identify and acknowledge multiple points of view in primary and secondary materials.
• Improve digital literacy and multimedia skills, through both individual work and collaborative

activity.
• Develop the art of digital storytelling.

S tudent work e xpectations

Students were prepared for their final projects through participating in four assignments through the course:

(1) The art of annotation: Students were asked to annotate a single, meaty document (a news article, 
editorial, advertisement, photograph) from an archival collection related to Berkeley in the 1970s, or from a 
1970s issue of the Berkeley Barb, the Berkeley Tribe, the Berkeley Gazette, The East Bay Voice, or some other 
East Bay source. In their annotations, they were asked to identify important actors and/or organizations, 
draw attention to notable features of the document, and identify the significance of these features.

(2) Building a digital archive through digitization and annotation: Each student was responsible for 
digitizing and annotating 10-20 documents over the course of the term. The annotated documents students 
completed were intended to provide a foundation — the building blocks of evidence — for the digital 
storytelling project that students were working on concurrently through the semester. Altogether, students 
added 160 new documents related to the history of the East Bay in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s.

(3) Digital storytelling through a collaborative digital history project: Students worked in groups on a 
larger project of their mutual choosing, which would then be featured through a ‘digital exhibition’ on “The 
Berkeley Revolution.” It was anticipated that some, but definitely not all, of the larger digital projects would 
grow out of subjects featured on the syllabus (e.g. the People’s Architecture collective, the disability rights 
movement, the sanctuary movement, “venture socialism” communes). These projects had a larger framing 
essay to go along with the digital project, but students were also encouraged to opt for another format of 
their liking (e.g. podcast, digital video, and so on) to frame their project for a larger audience.

(4) Leading of a class discussion-workshop: each research group chose a sampling of primary and 
secondary materials so that the full class could discuss their project and help the respective group parse 
those documents, and refine the stories they wished to weave and the arguments they wished to develop 
out of them.

The Berkeley Revolution Platform can be seen on page 9.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/
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part one:  e xploring the  bay area in  the  1960s &  1970s
Week 1-   Orien t in g  ourselve s  to  “The  East  Bay Revoluti on”—the c ourse

•   Methods and Methodologies

Week 2-   Orien t in g  ourselve s  to  “Berkeley i n  the  ’ 60s, ”  as  my th and hi story

•  Getting familiar with Berkeley ’s legacies

Week 3-   In t ent ion al  c ommunit ie s :  venture soci ali sm i n  the  East  Bay

• Communes and communalism in practice

• The People’s Architecture Collective

Week 4-  D ig ital  and an alog archive s:  materi als  and methods

• Institutional archives and community archives, in theory and practice. Primary 
source in-class activity: the East Bay Voice

• Field trip to Berkeley Public Library, Central Branch, local history room. ‘Archive 
boot camp’ presentation: best practices for working in archives

Week 5-  Mappin g and C ount ermappi ng

• Discussing selections of  countermapping projects

Week 6-  Pat ien t  N o  More:  t he  Bay Area and the  R i se  of  the  D i sabi l i t y  R i ghts  Move me nt

• Viewing: Rights of  Passage (1981)

Week 7-  C it ie s  of  Sanct uary and Care:  Canyon,  Frui t vale ,  and Berk eley

• Special guest: Liam O’Donoghue, host of  East Bay Yesterday

• Special guest: Liam O’Donoghue, host of  East Bay Yesterday

Week 8-  The  Ec ological  Revol ut ion:  I ntegral  L i v i ng  and Alternati ve  Food Syste ms

• Reviewing readings on the food systems in the Bay Area.

Week 9-  G if t  Ec onomie s  an d Oc cupi ed  Space s:  Telegraph Avenue to  Alcatra z I sl and

• Reviewing archives and past news sources on occupied Ohlone territory and Native 
American resistance on Alcatraz.

PART T WO:  F INDING  YOUR STORY,  CREATING  A  D IG ITAL  ARCHIVE

Week 10-   Re s earch works hop s:  Wordpre ss and oral  h i story

Seme ster Map 
A rc of  the  seme ster
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• Workshop #1: creating a digital post (Wordpress)

• Workshop #2: the craft of  oral history (special guest from the Berkeley Oral History 
Center)

Week 11-   Def inin g  c ol l ect ive  projects  and i ndi v i dual  role s

• In-class research workshop

• Pitching your projects to the group; collective brainstorming

• Students hunkered down more into their archives and start creating and annotating their digital 
posts

Week 12-   St udent-l ed d iscus s ion-workshop s (1)

• Discussion of  a set of  primary and secondary readings, selected by the project-
groups that you form

Week 13-   St udent-l ed d iscus s ion-workshop s (2)

• Discussion of  a set of  primary and secondary readings, selected by the project-
groups that you form

Week 14-  D ig ital  s tory t el l in g  workshop and studi o  cri t i que

• Progress reports, brainstorming, and debugging with the various research groups

• Studio critique—presentation of  projects to a panel

Week 15-  Cl as s  part y

• Celebration of  the launching of  your projects on the Berkeley Revolution!

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/
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The COVID-19 pandemic meant that brick-and-mortar archives 
were shuttered, so this team of students had to look beyond 
the primary-source collections housed in traditional archives. 
Their research projects, as a result, tended to rely more on 
digital archives and on oral history (or what, alternatively, 
might be called the kindness of strangers).
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stu dent work

The Flatlands’ War on Poverty

Click through the catalog on the following pages.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/projects/flatlands-war-poverty/
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/projects/flatlands-war-poverty/
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/mark-comfort/?cat=1397&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/the-poor-speak-out/?cat=1397&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/weird-warriors-war-poverty/?cat=1397&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/flatlands-profiles-bill-lowe/?cat=1397&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/flatlands-profiles-mr-bill-goetz/?cat=1397&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/flatlands-profiles-agnes-woods/?cat=1397&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/reagan-aide-testifies-us-congress-flatlands/?cat=1397&subcat=0
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/flatlands-editorial-taac-walkout/?cat=1397&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/willie-thompson-oakland-baby-time-come/?cat=1397&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/gene-drew-oedcs-new-power-base/?cat=1397&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/welfare-recipients-revolt/?cat=1397&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/electra-price-paper-organizations-sham-committee-full-opportunity/?cat=1397&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/pauline-goetz-corporation-poor-chance-unity/?cat=1397&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/paul-cobb-trap-new-leader-oakland/?cat=1397&subcat=1
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/luther-smith-protest-rally-flyer/?cat=1397&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/flatlands-editorial-luther-smith-case/?cat=1397&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/robert-treuhaft-luther-smith-vs-da/?cat=1397&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/statements-police-community-relations/?cat=1397&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/s-f-blows-sights-sounds-hunters-point-wednesday/?cat=1397&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/spark-young-girl-stunned-billy-club/?cat=1397&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/summer-trouble-begin/?cat=1397&subcat=2
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Sample Document Page from “The Flatlands’ War on Poverty” 
Project, with Annotation.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/carol-brown-nowhere-go-two-flatlands-residents-face-progress-bart-moves-take-homes/?cat=1397&subcat=4
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West Oakland was on the losing end of more than one urban renewal plan, but the construction of BART posed 
nearly an existential threat to the neighborhood.

Plans for the neighborhood’s station proposed to destroy the viability of the city’s black entertainment and 
business district centered on 7th St, with the residential areas along its fringes on the chopping block as 
well. The Flatlands sought at every opportunity to dramatize and publicize the victims of the city’s structural 
injustices, and the subjects of this piece are manifestly sympathetic: Barclay Tatum and Betty Stenyard, elderly 
West Oakland residents of long standing whose houses have been targeted by BART.

Reflecting larger migratory patterns, Tatum and Stenyard both moved to their current homes in West Oakland 
during World War II, when black Americans from all over the country were migrating to the East Bay for jobs 
in the booming war industries. Stenyard had left an agricultural job in the Central Valley in 1946 to join her 
husband in Oakland, taking a job as a nurse at Oak Knoll Naval Hospital; Tatum, a 43-year veteran of the Naval 
Supply Center, Oakland, had been living on his pension for over a decade by the time his house was condemned.

As was typical for residents affected by BART construction, they were forced back into the rental market; neither 
Stenyard nor Tatum were offered market-rate compensation for the loss of their homes.

***

This piece from The Flatlands offers another example of how the newspaper used the power of photojournalism 
(here the work of Lynn Phipps) to capture the lives threatened by BART’s use of eminent domain.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/carol-brown-nowhere-go-two-flatlands-residents-face-progress-bart-moves-take-homes/?cat=1397&subcat=4


1 9

Berkeley Women’s Music Collective

Click through the catalog on the following pages.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/projects/berkeley-womens-music-collective/
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/projects/berkeley-womens-music-collective/
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/national-lesbian-conference-ucla/?cat=1393&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/photo-berkeley-music-collective-songbook/?cat=1393&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/bay-area-women/?cat=1393&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/interview-berkeleys-music-collective/?cat=1393&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/have-you-seen-these-women/?cat=1393&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/berkeley-womens-music-collective/?cat=1393&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/san-francisco-womens-musicians/?cat=1393&subcat=0
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/first-album/?cat=1393&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/video-fury-live-performance/?cat=1393&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/berkeley-music-collective-songbook-3/?cat=1393&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/tryin-survive-2/?cat=1393&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/the-bloods/?cat=1393&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/no-thanks-mister/?cat=1393&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/no-thanks-mister-2/?cat=1393&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/fury/?cat=1393&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/san-francisco-bank-song/?cat=1393&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/were-hip/?cat=1393&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/gay-and-proud/?cat=1393&subcat=1
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/redwoods-lovely-women-new-culture-amazon-music-project/?cat=1393&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/womens-music-lesbians-review-berkeley-womens-music-collective/?cat=1393&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/sound-not-unsound-concert-review/?cat=1393&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/record-review/?cat=1393&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/tryin-to-survive/?cat=1393&subcat=2
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In separate recent interviews, Debbie Lempke, Suzanne Shanbaum, and Nancy Vogl look back on the band’s 
beginnings — how they met up in mid-1970s Berkeley, through a posting on the bulletin board of the Berkeley 
Co-Op and a significant softball game, and through the larger social dynamics of the Berkeley lesbian community.

***

Debbie: There was a house where a group of really successful activists, people who were older than me. They 
were already in the workforce and really smart and could really speak about politics and articulate them. And 
they took an interest in me and they brought me and Suzanne together.

At some party at their house they brought Suzanne in and me. And then I would sing a song, and then Suzanne 

Sample Document Page from “Berkeley Women’s Music Collective” 
Project, with Annotation.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/photo-berkeley-music-collective-songbook/?cat=1393&subcat=0
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would, and I’d go and then she’d go. Back and forth it was like, Oh my God this woman is great.

Meanwhile I found a house to live in that was really cheap. It was $75 a month and that was cheap then. There 
was two other people living there and one of them was Jake, who was the drummer. I think I found Nancy 
Henderson. I had a softball game; I had made a hit and I landed at first base and I was just talking to her, and 
she’s like “Oh I play piano,” and I’m like “Oh, you want to play in a group?”

And there was another house where Nancy (Vogl) was living, and people were like, “Oh yeah, Nancy (Vogl) she’s 
great we’ve got to get her.” And I was like, okay.

And then we had a shift later on, right? For when, Henderson left. ‘Cause she wanted to finish her college degree 
and she couldn’t commit to the tour, so we needed somebody. And then I remembered Bonnie Lockhart. I don’t 
know if we’d met, I might have spoken to her, but her group had come and performed at Reed when I was there, 
The Red Star Singers, and I was really blown away, and she was living down there so she ended up, coming in 
later.

Suzanne: So I met Debbie Lempke through the people who lived in a collective lesbian house with this guy. And 
that was the formation of the Berkeley Women’s Music Collective, Lempke and I, and then I think she started to 
play with Nancy Henderson. And so, they invited me over and I played them some of my songs.

Nancy: I moved into a collective dyke house on College and Derby Street in Berkeley. It was the governor’s 
mansion from the eighteen hundreds and had been taken over by a collective of women. There were, I think 13 
or 14 of us and only the pantry was available, so I got to move in for $40 a month. It was maybe eight feet by 15 
feet with a closet but it was everything I needed. I had a bed and a dresser. Everybody shared cooking, and it was 
a really handsome house with a baby grand piano in the sitting room. One day I was practicing in my room and 
Nancy Henderson heard me and said, “Hey, you play really well. We’re starting a band.”

A few days later was the first meeting of the Berkeley Women’s Music Collective. Debbie had moved down from 
Oregon and put up a posting at the food co-op, so that next Wednesday we all met and just started playing music 
once a week. We were the only ones who showed up regularly, so we just formed a band.

***

The above photo appears on the first page of the Berkeley Music Collective Songbook. The photo was taken 
circa 1975 and shows, from left to right, Susann (now Suzanne) Shanbaum, Nancy Vogl, Nancy Henderson, and 
Debbie Lempke.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/photo-berkeley-music-collective-songbook/?cat=1393&subcat=0


2 5

The Black Panthers’ Education 
Revolution

Click through the catalog on the following pages.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/projects/black-panthers-education-revolution/
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/projects/black-panthers-education-revolution/
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/5th-point-original-10-point-program/?cat=1392&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/oakland-community-school-huey-p-newton-interview/?cat=1392&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/oral-history-ericka-huggins/?cat=1392&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/radical-commitments-the-revolutionary-vow-of-ericka-huggins/?cat=1392&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/interview-rodney-gillead/?cat=1392&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/interview-mary-williams/?cat=1392&subcat=0
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/youth-make-revolution/?cat=1392&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/samuel-l-napier-intercommunal-youth-institute/?cat=1392&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/huey-p-newton-intercommunal-youth-institute/?cat=1392&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/talk-students-huey-p-newton-intercommunal-youth-institute/?cat=1392&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/community-learning-center/?cat=1392&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/bobby-seale-dedicates-new-youth-institute-and-son-of-man-temple-to-community/?cat=1392&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/political-education-class-studies-african-liberation-movement/?cat=1392&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/poetry-feel-hurt-cry-educate-recognize/?cat=1392&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/new-curriculum-coordinator-intercommunal-youth-institute/?cat=1392&subcat=1
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/photos-oakland-community-school/?cat=1392&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/photographs-oakland-community-school-set-2/?cat=1392&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/photos-oakland-community-school-set-3/?cat=1392&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/oakland-community-school-begins-fifth-year/?cat=1392&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/want-help-people-free/?cat=1392&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/oakland-community-school-expands-services-youth/?cat=1392&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/want-set-examples-little-children/?cat=1392&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/200-demonstrators-chant-free-huey/?cat=1392&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/community-pressure-wins-funding-chicano-school/?cat=1392&subcat=2
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In 1978, the Boston-based public television 
show Rebop (hosted by Levar Burton) devoted 
its program to the Oakland Community School. 
In the first of its two segments on the OCS, 
Kellita Smith, an OCS student, conducted a 
revealing interview with Black Panther Party 
founder Huey Newton.

Newton offered that when he was growing up 
in the Oakland Public School system, he was 
taught mostly “about white people… the school 
wasn’t teaching us anything about ourselves.” 
This statement is in close alignment with 
the fifth point of the BPP’s 10 Point Program, 
which begins: “We believe in an educational 
system that will give our people a knowledge 
of self.” He also says that when he was in school, his questions were discouraged, whereas at OCS, students are 
encouraged to constantly ask questions and never accept what they hear as the full truth.

Kellita discusses the Justice Board, a student committee that delivers “methods of correction” to students that 
break the rules. In one classroom, young children learn about Native American history, white settler colonialism 
in the U.S., and the Revolutionary War. Kellita says that students are served three meals a day (often by teachers) 
because parents may not have enough food at home to provide for everyone in the family.

In the last part of this segment, Newton says that he believes the children are the future, and encourages Kellita 
to always continue to ask questions.

Sample Document Page from “The Black Panthers’ Education 
Revolution” Project, with Annotation.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/oakland-community-school-huey-p-newton-interview/?cat=1392&subcat=0


3 0

***

A second segment focuses on an older student, Fred Morehead, and his involvement with the OCS as both a 
student and a teacher. It captures Fred playing with others on a field trip to the Oakland redwoods, learning to 
read, speaking with his father (who is not a member of the Black Panther Party) at the dinner table, teaching 
Tae Kwan Do, and performing his volunteer work with the Safe Transportation Program, which shuttles seniors 
to medical appointment and facilitates their daily life.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/oakland-community-school-huey-p-newton-interview/?cat=1392&subcat=0
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Click through the catalog on the following pages.

The Asian Community Library

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/projects/asian-community-library/
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/projects/asian-community-library/
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/revolting-librarians/?cat=1396&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/personalities-serving-chinatown-judy-yung/?cat=1396&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/judy-yung-brings-wealth-experience/?cat=1396&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/judy-yung-brings-wealth-experience-chinese/?cat=1396&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/oakland-public-library-get-woman-director/?cat=1396&subcat=0
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/asian-mental-health-chinatown-community-survey/?cat=1396&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/asian-american-poetry-reading/?cat=1396&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/library-programs-worth-knowing-2/?cat=1396&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/asian-community-library-first-u-s/?cat=1396&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/asian-community-library-bookmobile/?cat=1396&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/asian-bookmobile-schedule/?cat=1396&subcat=1
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/asian-community-library-applies-lcsa/?cat=1396&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/statement-judy-yung/?cat=1396&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/judy-yung-moving/?cat=1396&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/transcription-excerpt-lillian-galedos-interview-letter-lee-white/?cat=1396&subcat=2
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The article provides insight into the internal processes of the Oakland Public Library and its shifts to increase 
diversity in its leadership.

Following the Civil Rights Movement and the executive order for affirmative action by President Kennedy in the 
1960s, the Bay Area Chapter of Women Library Workers campaigned for the appointment of a woman director 
in adherence to affirmative action guidelines. With their push for greater gender diversity, they aimed to shift 
Oakland’s library administration in a progressive direction.

This event follows the momentum of radical librarians that sought to uplift minority narratives and representation 
in libraries.

Leila White (also known as Lee White) the woman appointed as director, played a significant role in the 
development of the Asian Community Library, as she supported its growth and funding.

In an interview conducted by the Chinatown Oral History Project, Judy Yung praises Lee White for that support: 
“Lee White was the city librarian then and she was always so good to work under because she was very pro-Asian 
branch library and she was always giving us to 200% of her support.”

Sample Document Page from “The Asian Community Library” 
Project, with Annotation.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/oakland-public-library-get-woman-director/?cat=1396&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/oakland-public-library-get-woman-director/?cat=1396&subcat=0


3 6

Click through the catalog on the following pages.

The Integral Urban House

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/projects/integral-urban-house/
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/projects/integral-urban-house/
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/abstract-of-proposal-to-build-an-ecotectural-house/?cat=1389&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/the-house-under-construction/?cat=1389&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/the-daily-californian/?cat=1389&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/berkeleys-model-home-urban-self-sufficiency/?cat=1389&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/back-to-the-city/?cat=1389&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/beginnings-integral-urban-house/?cat=1389&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/introduction-to-integral-urban-house/?cat=1389&subcat=0
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/self-guided-tour-integral-urban-house/?cat=1389&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/public-tour-side-house/?cat=1389&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/public-tour-chicken-coops/?cat=1389&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/urban-homesteading-the-integral-urban-house/?cat=1389&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/city-lot-a-test-in-creative-living/?cat=1389&subcat=1
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/animals-urban-backyard-beginnings/?cat=1389&subcat=1
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https://revolution.berkeley.edu/color-photos-integral-urban-house-december-1973/?cat=1389&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/shop-former-garage/?cat=1389&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/people-around-table-watching-wood-carving-demonstration/?cat=1389&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/footage-integral-urban-house-tour/?cat=1389&subcat=2
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/ultimate-city-garden-californians-create-small-farm-tiny-urban-plot/?cat=1389&subcat=2
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When reflecting upon the experience of constructing and running the Integral Urban House, architect Sim Van 
der Ryn recalls the constant conflicts between members. Each person was an expert in their respective fields, so 
collaboration often caused disagreements. Van der Ryn describes an altercation between house manager Tom 
Javits and builder Jim Campe over how the concrete floor would be laid down:

Jim wanted to bring a concrete truck down the driveway for the pour and Tom vowed to lay his body in front 
of the wheels before he would allow the precious soil to be compressed by the giant truck. So we wheel-
barrowed in many yards by hand.

Other conflicts, such as whether to cut down a tree for more sunlight to reach the solar collector, or how big the 
wooden stove should be, were key questions the house builders asked themselves constantly. In a way, this was 
an early prototype of a truly interdisciplinary project.

Again, this house was a new, unprecedented project in self-reliant living. Nothing had ever been accomplished 
at this scale like this. It was as much a learning experience for the ecologists as it was for the neighbors next door.

Like any other project, this was not without its conflicts. Although Sim Van der Ryn wrote the introduction and 
contributed a lot of theory to this book, it was a still a collaborative effort by multiple people. Helga and Bill 
Olkowski wrote the bulk of the chapters on food-growing, while Tom Javits wrote about the water conservation

Sample Document Page from “The Integral Urban House” Project, 
with Annotation.
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Illustration courtesy 
of Andie Thrams

systems and raising chickens and rabbits. When the book was first published in 1979, it had erroneously labelled 
Van der Ryn as the author of the entire book, which was not the case. After some consultation with the publisher, 
subsequent editions of the book gave more credit to the Olkowskis as the primary authors, and Tom Javits as a 
co-author.

This illustration of the “Life Support System of an Integral Urban House” shows the various systems working 
together in the IUH. It uses the structure of the house to create an outline of how they interact with one another. 
The sun is depicted outside the house, but its importance is highlighted by arrows showing the collection of 
solar energy for heating and growing food. At the bottom of the diagram is the “Humans” box, with a man in a 
business suit and briefcase harvesting lettuce from an urban garden. Although this was not what the residents 
of the Integral Urban House wore, it represents the integration of these “Whole Systems Design” ideas into the 
daily lifestyles of people. In this way, it also appeals to more people; normalizing urban gardening meant anyone 
could participate and strive towards these healthier ways of living.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/introduction-to-integral-urban-house/?cat=1389&subcat=0
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Click through the catalog on the following page.

The Countercultural Kitchen

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/projects/the-countercultural-kitchen/
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/projects/the-countercultural-kitchen/
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Living through a pandemic has turned many lives upside-down. Some people are deemed essential employees 
and continue to work under stressful circumstances, while others are out of a job and confined to their homes. 
News of food shortages and purchase limits has caused many to consider alternative modes of acquiring food.

As self-isolation became the norm, I began to notice an interesting trend: Given the topsy-turvy, confusing, and 
uncertain state of the world, many people turned to making bread and planting gardens both as a source of food 
and a distraction. This return to the earth, return to the kitchen, and return to the basics of food preparation 
reminded me of the introduction of the 1970s cookbook, Laurel’s Kitchen. Carol Flinders, the author of the 
introduction, describes how her disillusionment with society and mainstream food sources inspired her to find 
the joy and release of natural foods and cooking. I felt that this paralleled the sudden increase in people making 
bread; when things are not going to plan, we return to food as a comfort.

This is what inspired me to explore the countercultural kitchen. What did it look like to cook and eat outside of 
the mainstream? How did different people embrace the ideals of the countercultural kitchen? What legacies did 
the countercultural food movement leave? These are all questions I explored when creating this video as a way 
to find where the joy of kneading bread and growing carrots comes from and why.

— Emily Lempko, May 2020

Emily Lempko (Cal ’20) is a recent graduate with a Bachelor’s degree in History and a certificate in Global Urban 
Humanities.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/living-on-the-earth/?cat=1404&subcat=0
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/laurels-kitchen/?cat=1404&subcat=0
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Just as the counterculture food movement varied from person to person and kitchen to kitchen, the presumed 
role of women within the movement also varied, depending on the source. In the popular vegetarian cookbook 
Laurel’s Kitchen, for instance, women were asked to be the central figures of the movement since they were the 
traditional “keepers of the keys” to the household. For others, however, the movement was less focused on the 
“who”, and more focused on the “how”. This is where Alicia Bay Laurel and her manual Living on the Earth come 
in.

Bay Laurel’s Living on the Earth, a manual for successful communal living, is much more than a traditional 
cookbook. It contains, in addition to recipes, directions for building stoves and keeping food cold without a 
refrigerator, as well as many other tips on how to become self-sustaining. Many of the images that accompany 
these how-to guides associate feminine women with traditionally masculine work, breaking down the stereotype

Sample Document Page from “The Coutercultural Kitchen” 
Project, with Annotation.
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that women belong only to the cooking process; 
instead, Bay Laurel stresses that they are actors 
in the whole process.

Returning to this image, we can see that women 
are not Bay Laurel’s main focus. Here, the 
husband is the one in the kitchen preparing 
food, a traditionally feminine role, while the 
wife is outside doing traditionally masculine 
work. This image reminds readers that Bay 
Laurel’s focus for the counterculture food 
movement is the idea that the work must be 
shared, and there is no one person that is better 
or worse equipped to do the work. Rather than 
focusing on the “who” of the process, Bay Laurel 
focuses on how the work will get done, and how 
to do it efficiently.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/living-on-the-earth/?cat=1404&subcat=0
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stu dent Reflection

Student Wesley Tam reflects on what they valued most about their experience putting 
together their project.

I really enjoyed the research and organizational aspects of the project in particular. Putting together a digital 
project that continued a legacy of other Berkeley Revolution posts was super engaging and helped me feel as 
though I had a greater stake in the work I was doing. I didn’t have too much exposure to archival work prior to 
this project, so getting that experience was very helpful too.

It really gave me a sense of the tangible, mundane reality behind it all. I always had an appreciation for the 60s 
and 70s, but never really got a good sense of it beyond clips from movies or music videos, which were never 
representative of real/everyday life. It also helped that our work was hyper-local. I got to visit the site where 
the original Integral Urban House was and stood on the sidewalk outside, knowing that this site was where 
history was being made many years ago. I was trained as a geographer and urban historian, so space and place 
have always been really important to me. Seeing the history in front of you and learning about the community 
you’re in is something I’ve grown to really appreciate.
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facult y 
Re flection

by Scott Saul and GUH student Tessa 
Rissacher.

Current Research in Digital history, 
Volume: 2 (2019) August 23

Reprinted with permission.

Abstract:

With its all-female leadership and its balance 
of black nationalism, experimental art, and 
the politics of respectability, the Berkeley 
cultural center Rainbow Sign suggests some 
of the hidden complexities of the Black Arts 
Movement as it translated itself into the 
1970s. Reflecting on their digital curation 
of the Rainbow Sign archive, the authors 
suggest that, while a computation-driven 
strain of digital history has broken much new 
methodological ground, another strain of 
digital history-oriented to a larger public and 
interested in dramatizing the complexities of 
primary sources through the affordances of 
digital media-can also yield fresh arguments 
through the pressure it puts on primary 
sources to speak to one another. We suggest 
that the work of digital curation is especially 
suited for dramatizing the often invisible 
curatorial work performed by black women 
such as Mary Ann Pollar, the founder of 
Rainbow Sign.

1. Hidden Figures: Mary Ann Pollar and the Black 
Female Leadership of Rainbow Sign

On the weekend of August 21, 1971, on a street that long 
had served as a dividing line between white and black 
Berkeley, a formerly dilapidated mortuary was reborn 
as Rainbow Sign, a black cultural center that, tellingly 
perhaps, has largely disappeared from histories of the 
Black Arts Movement.1

Figure 1. Photographs from 
the Rainbow Sign archive. 
(Clockwise) A Rainbow Sign dance 
class, led by Halifu Osumare, in 
1973; James Baldwin with Mary 
Ann Pollar at the center in May 
1976; artist Herman Kofi Bailey 
shaking Mary Ann Pollar’s hand at 
Rainbow Sign’s first anniversary 
in September 1972, beneath his 
portrait of prisoner George 
Jackson; Shirley Chisholm at a 
Rainbow Sign campaign stop in 
October 1971. Courtesy of Odette 
Pollar.

Brainstormed into existence by music promoter Mary 
Ann Pollar, with help from a group of black female 
professionals, Rainbow Sign sought simultaneously to 

“For the  Love  of  People”
Berkeley ’s  Rainbow Sign and 
the  Secret  History of  the 
Bl ack Arts  Movement
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“showcase the best there is of the Black experience” 
and to “set a Black table at which everyone is welcome 
to eat.”2 As art gallery, performance venue, lecture 
hall, rentable community meeting space, soul food 
restaurant and private membership club, Rainbow 
Sign projected a broad ethic of intercultural care—one 
which made the richness of black culture available for 
all committed to the struggle without compromising 
the centrality of the black community and its needs.

In its five-plus years of existence, Rainbow Sign often 
featured luminaries such as Maya Angelou, Elizabeth 
Catlett, Odetta, Nina Simone, and James Baldwin; 
equally, it nurtured emerging artists such Terry 
McMillan, Ntozake Shange, and Betye Saar (whose 
Liberation of Aunt Jemima—an artwork that Angela 
Davis has named as the origin point of the modern black 
women’s movement—was created for an exhibition 
there).3 All the while, it hosted a wide range of 
political figures—from African dignitaries to African-
American leaders such as presidential candidate 
Shirley Chisholm; Warren Widener, Berkeley’s first 
black mayor; and Black Panther Huey Newton.4 The 
openness of Rainbow Sign’s programming meant that, 
at different moments, it took on different coloration. 
At times it looked like a social club for the emerging 
black middle class of the East Bay, as it sought to 
realize the 1970s form of the black clubwomen’s 
motto of “lifting as we climb.”5 At others, it served as a 
hospitable staging ground for the more transformative 
visions articulated by radical artists like Jayne Cortez, 
Bob Kaufman, Catlett, and Simone.

Despite the resurgence of historical work on black 
politics and art in the 1970s Bay Area, Rainbow Sign 
has yet to receive much critical attention.6 Whether 
because of its location (in Berkeley rather than 
Oakland), or because of its difficult-to-pin-down 
politics, or because of its multifaceted blend of politics 
and culture, it falls outside the scope of pioneering 
works on East Bay black politics in the 1970s such as 
Robert Self ’s American Babylon and Donna Murch’s 
Living for the City.7 Meanwhile, the broader history 
of the Black Arts Movement has largely been told via 
figures who fit a particular profile: young, male, and 
militantly identified with the black working class—
figures who speak to and for, as the language of the 
Black Panther Party would have it, the “brothers on 
the block.”8 Yet, as historians such as Brittney Cooper, 
Ashley Farmer and others have suggested, this period 
was also deeply enriched by the work of black women, 
who provided their own understanding of what the 
project of political and cultural liberation entailed.9

Rainbow Sign opens onto another front of black 
women’s activism in the age of Black Power—a front 
led by professionally successful black women, of 

a slightly older generation, who sought at once to 
elevate black culture, transform American politics, 
and provide mentorship to younger artists so that, 
rather than scuffling forever, they might build a career 
of art-making.10 In the Rainbow Sign, older strains 
of respectability politics were synthesized with an 
embrace of grassroots Black Nationalist organizing 
and Afrocentric aesthetics. We might see this fusion in 
the aesthetic of Rainbow Sign’s promotional materials: 
for the club’s opening, guests were “soulfully invited” 
to the event by an image of a dapper black man in turn-
of-the-century coat, tie, and high collar. The club’s 
motto was “for the love of people”—not “for the love 
of the people” (which might contrast “the people” with 
“the elites,” in the manner that the Black Panther Party 
elevated “the lumpen”), and not “for the love of black 
people” (which would have underlined the center’s 
orientation toward the black community). With “for 
the love of people,” Rainbow Sign intimated that its 
founding principle was an all-accepting ethos of care 
and love.11

Figure 2. “Invitation to the 
Opening of Rainbow Sign,” 
Aug. 1971. Courtesy of Odette 
Pollar.

This ethos led Mary Ann Pollar to embrace the role of 
curator: Pollar was at once central to everything that 
transpired at her center and also a hidden structuring 
presence, orchestrating a community without seeming 
to wield the conductor’s baton. This was hidden work, 
performed by a now-hidden figure. Yet it’s also true that 
Pollar, with impressive self-awareness, gave an account 
of what she imagined that such curation could achieve. 
In Rainbow Sign’s “Background and Philosophy,” 
she meditated on how the design of the center could 
lead the black community to become “involved and 
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enriched,” describing how its artist showcases would 
set in motion a virtuous cycle:

By providing this “showcase” we would fill several 
needs in this community. (1) The need of artists to 
show their works or talents and, most importantly, 
to do so outside the usual commercial setting…(2) 
We fill the need of a controlled situation wherein 
the promising artist could interact with the 
professional on a one to one basis. Third, and to 
us most important, we would have a place where 
young children could come and be influenced by 
people they regard as heroes.12

Pollar envisioned a neat multi-generational model 
of art in the black community—one that would bind 
children to their artist-heroes, the “promising artist” 
to the established “professional,” and all artists to 
an audience that would come together “outside the 
usual,” and often white- dominated, “commercial 
setting.” Rainbow Sign put that model into practice 
with aplomb over its five-year run, helping to launch 
the careers of an impressive number of figures while 
consolidating the careers of many others.

Recently, literary historian Margo Natalie Crawford 
has powerfully suggested that the “second wave” 
of the Black Arts Movement in the 1970s opened up 
the categories of black art-making in a manner that 
in our current moment feels particularly prophetic. 
Anything but hamstrung by a narrow sense of racial 
identity, BAM artists troubled blackness without 
worrying about the loss of blackness; celebrated and 
investigated what it felt like to “be” black as well as 
“become” black; and experimented with techniques of 
mixed-media, abstraction, and parody that tie them to 
contemporary writers ranging from Claudia Rankine 
and Harryette Mullen to Mat Johnson and Terrance 
Hayes. The work produced through Rainbow Sign—
the artworks hung on its walls, and the music, dance 
and drama that unfolded on its stage—resonates 
strongly with Crawford’s characterization of the Black 
Arts Movement’s second wave. It brought together 
pride and irony, open-ended exploration and pointed 
critique. Meanwhile the social history of Rainbow Sign 
suggests the organizational energy and the curatorial 
spirit of care that rested at the foundation of this second 
wave, at least in the Bay Area and perhaps elsewhere. 
As more cultural historians come to appreciate the 
“long history of the Black Arts movement,” it is crucial 
that we acknowledge the women who birthed new 
organizational forms and helped give the Black Arts 
Movement its new surge of life in the 1970s.13

II. Beyond Figures: Digital Curation and the 
Promise of Non-Computational Methods within 
Digital History

If we have gauged our own efforts appropriately, the first 
section of this essay should be legible as history, in that 
it presents an argument about Rainbow Sign using the 
methods—narrative, citation of evidence, references 
to the relevant historiography—that are conventional 
in the profession. Less conventional, however, was the 
method by which we arrived at this argument: a blend 
of old-fashioned archival digging and of curation 
techniques tied to the affordances of digital media. If, 
as Cameron Blevins has proposed, digital history “has 
over-promised and under-delivered” in the realm of 
argument-driven scholarship because of its “love affair 
with methodology,” we would suggest that the problem 
lies, in part, with how we have tended to define the 
methodological tools specific to digital history.14

“We are infatuated with the power of digital tools and 
techniques to do things that humans cannot, such as 
dynamically mapping thousands of geo-historical data 
points,” Blevins continues. What is lost, we wonder, 
when digital history is largely defined through data-
driven methods of computational analysis, mapping, 
and visualization? Our experience suggests that digital 
history would be wise to consider how other methods—
less computation-driven but tied to digital media—
can lay the foundation for fresh historical arguments. 
In our case, the method was the act of building a well-
annotated, highly structured multimedia exhibition 
around a set of some fifty-plus primary sources, 
selected from many more.

Figure 3. Homepage of The 
Berkeley Revolution, featuring 
(visibly) six of the eleven 
projects generated by twenty 
students across two UC Berkeley 
American Studies undergraduate 
seminars.
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Figure 4. Homepage 
of the Rainbow Sign 
project, featuring 
the beginning of 
a framing essay 
supplemented by 
video footage of the 
center and a Spotify 
playlist of artists 
who performed there.

Figure 5. An example 
of an annotated 
document: “Photographs 
of a Dance Class at 
Rainbow Sign.”
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Figure 6. The organizational work of curation: screenshots of 
the first four of seven clusters of primary sources within the 
Rainbow Sign project.
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In order to reconstruct the cultural work of Rainbow 
Sign’s Mary Ann Pollar, we needed in our case to 
become digital curators, which in turn meant sticking 
very close to our primary documents, keying into the 
spirit of Pollar’s enterprise, and modeling her own 
curatorial ethos anew.15

This digital archive was built through an honors 
undergraduate seminar in American Studies at UC 
Berkeley (“The Bay Area in the Seventies”), in which 
one of us (Scott) was the teacher and another one of us 
(Tessa) was a student, working with a fellow student 
(Max Lopez) on Rainbow Sign. The Rainbow Sign 
project was one of eleven such student-generated (and 
professor-guided) projects, spanning topics from the 
ecology movement and the disability rights movement 
to the desegregation of Berkeley’s public schools and 
the history of a pioneering queer resource center, 
incubated through two iterations of this small research 
seminar in 2017 and 2018.

Methodologically, the course asked students, first, 
to do the conventional work of a history research 
seminar: find a fresh set of primary sources and, 
through secondary reading, ask informed questions 
of those sources.16 Instead of producing the typical 
undergraduate research essay—a slimmed-down 
version of a scholarly article—students proceeded to 
build curated digital exhibitions, working in stages 
and from the primary sources outward. The site 
architecture enforced a certain scrupulousness. First 
came the annotation of primary sources, with each 
represented by a well-chosen thumbnail and tag 
line that encapsulated its point of interest.17 Next 
came the sorting of the larger set of primary sources 
into clusters of usually between three and nine—
clusters which themselves needed to be ordered and 
also given a telegraphic but explanatory title. This 
clustering operation often proved quite difficult—
and forced students to grapple with the fact that 
primary documents do not speak to one another until 
the historian puts them in dialogue. Last came the 
crafting of the framing essay, which built upon the 
narrative structured by the “clusters.” Our experience 
confirmed Michael Kramer’s insight about the 
productive strictures of the digital: rather than use 
computation to speed up analysis, the course used its 
tailored WordPress site to slow down thinking and to 
force attention toward the level of granular detail and 
to put pressure on the relation between evidence and 
argument.18

While abiding by the protocols of the historian, we 
have also sought, in our digital curation of the Rainbow 
Sign archive, to work in the spirit of Mary Ann Pollar. 
Just as she advertised Rainbow Sign as a “unique 
multi-dimensional club where beautiful people meet, 
greet and eat,” a center that was “open to all who are 

sympathetic to our Black orientation, cognizant of our 
vast diversity, and dedicated to quality achievement,” 
so we tried to create a convivial digital space that 
would be sharp in its design and unwavering in its 
hospitality to all. Alongside our presentation of 
primary documents, we aimed to offer analysis that 
was straightforward and precise. Our design aimed 
not to emphasize our own authority as gatekeepers 
of knowledge but to illuminate the process and even 
the delight of building a collective history. By bringing 
the original documents into the spotlight, we strove 
to equip site visitors to become curator-historians 
themselves—to meet us in the archive, as it were. Our 
format hopes, in the spirit of Rainbow Sign, to kindle 
curiosity, prompt diverse interpretations, and spur 
conversation rather than conversion.19

It is easy to downplay the analytical work of curation 
since it is the sort of “care work” that is often considered 
menial and gendered female. Curation, write the 
authors of Digital Humanities Manifesto 2.0 (2009), 
involves “custodial responsibilities with respect to the 
remains of the past as well as interpretative, meaning-
making responsibilities with respect to the present 
and future.”20 Clearly they mean to praise curation, 
not bury it, but the phrase “custodial responsibilities” 
typically attaches to those pushing brooms, not tapping 
keyboards. In this context, we find the curatorial labor 
of Mary Ann Pollar particularly inspiring as a model 
of egalitarian and necessary cultural work. History 
easily forgets those who set the stage, invite the artists, 
welcome the public, and literally keep the lights on, 
but it is useful to recall that without them there is no 
stage, no public, and no lights. Digital history could 
well borrow some of the humility associated with the 
curator’s role, while learning better to draw from its 
considerable power.
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1. The building that Mary Ann Pollar rented to house 
Rainbow Sign had a telling history, as did the immediately 
surrounding area. 2640 Grove Street had been built in 
1925 as the “Ivory Chapel” of funeral director Edward 
E. Niehaus, likely the son of Edward F. Niehaus, a West 
German immigrant, lumber magnate and Berkeley stalwart. 
The Niehaus mortuary featured a Spanish Colonial Revival 
design by architect James W. Plachek, who also designed 
important Berkeley civic buildings such as the city’s Central 
Library and North Branch Public Library.

In the 1940s, when large numbers of African-Americans were 
drawn to Berkeley because of jobs in East Bay war industries, 
Grove Street became an even sharper boundary separating 
white and non-white Berkeley, with blacks made aware 
through the 1950s, at least, that they were not welcome to 
buy real estate above Grove Street.

In an important reversal of the process of segregation, it was 
at a storefront office at 2554 Grove Street—less than a block 
from Rainbow Sign’s soon-to-be location—that the Berkeley 
Unified School District drew up its 1968 plan to desegregate 
the city’s elementary schools through organized busing. 
(Berkeley remains the only city that voluntarily drew up 
and embraced its own busing plan.) Just afterward, this 
storefront office hosted educational innovator Herb Kohl, 
who devised the paradigmatic “open school” (alternative 

high school) called Other Ways. Mary Ann Pollar appreciated 
that her Grove Street location placed her close to five local 
schools, including an elementary school, middle school and 
high school: “We want those children to short-cut through 
Rainbow Sign,” she said. Thus did the boundary between 
white and black Berkeley become the creative borderlands 
where projects of desegregation, especially at the youth level, 
were incubated and put into practice. Campus Planning 
Office, Development Plan, 10; Advertisement for Niehaus 
Co. Ivory Chapel, 13; Thompson, “Edward F. Niehaus”; 
Barber, “Redlining”; Kohl, “Berkeley Experimental Schools” 
panel; McCurdy, “Integration Program”; Ramella, “Rainbow 
Sign Can Use Some Help.”

2. “Membership Brochure, Rainbow Sign.”

3. Smallwood, “See Maya Angelou,” 18; Ross, “Depicting 
Black Struggle,” 17; “Odetta” flyer; Eubanks, “Contact sheet 
from Nina Simone”; “Contact sheet, photographs of James 
Baldwin”; Saar, “Aunt Jemima.” For Rainbow Sign sources, 
see Max Lopez and Tessa Rissacher, “Rainbow Sign” digital 
project, a component of The Berkeley Revolution.

4. Eubanks, “Contact sheet from Shirley Chisholm”; City of 
Berkeley, “Nina Simone Day”; “Invitation, book party for 
Huey P. Newton.”

5. On the activism and “politics of respectability” of the black 
club women’s movement, see Higginbotham, Righteous 
Discontent; Cooper, Beyond Respectability.

6. While we detail below the lack of attention paid to 
Rainbow Sign by historians and literary critics, we are also 
happy to note that, since the publication of the “Rainbow 
Sign” digital project on the Berkeley Revolution site in the 
summer of 2017, there has been snowballing attention to 
the center. In May of 2018, LA Times art critic Christopher 
Knight mentioned it as a key context for New York-
based artist Rashid Johnson’s acclaimed “Rainbow Sign” 
exhibition (Knight, “Rashid Johnson”). In February of 2019, 
the Oakland Museum of California opened a re-designed 
“Black Power” installation that featured the center, and 
currently the de Young Museum in San Francisco is looking 
to spotlight Rainbow Sign as they customize the exhibition 
Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power (opening 
November 2019) around the arts of the Bay Area. In the 
realm of politics, US Senator Kamala Harris drew upon 
the primary documents in the digital project and made the 
Rainbow Sign central to the first chapter of her memoir The 
Truths We Hold, published in January 2019. Observing that 
her time there as a child shaped her sense of cultural and 
political possibility, the Berkeley-raised politician noted that 
Rainbow Sign “was where I learned that artistic expression, 
ambition, and intelligence were cool. It was where I came 
to understand that there is no better way to feed someone’s 
brain than by bringing together food, poetry, politics, music, 
dance, and art.” Harris, The Truths We Hold, 16–19.

https://revolution.berkeley.edu/projects/rainbow-sign/
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/projects/rainbow-sign/
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/projects/rainbow-sign/
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/
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7. Self, American Babylon; Murch, Living for the City.

8. In his groundbreaking The Black Arts Movement, 
literary historian James Smethurst nicely sketches how the 
campuses of UC Berkeley, San Francisco State, and Merritt 
College became hotbeds of activism and black cultural 
production. Yet when he turns his attention off-campus, 
Smethurst focuses his narrative on cultural centers such as 
San Francisco’s Black House, the short-lived and contentious 
project that brought together Black Panther scribe Eldridge 
Cleaver and the radical playwrights Ed Bullins and Marvin 
X.

9. Cooper, Beyond Respectability; Farmer, Remaking Black 
Power; Spencer, The Revolution Has Come; Taylor, The 
Promise of Patriarchy.

10. Pollar and the ten women who served on Rainbow Sign’s 
board were from a middle generation—younger than race 
radicals such as Ella Baker (b. 1903) and Angelo Herndon 
(b. 1913) whose perspectives were centrally shaped by the 
labor struggles of the Great Depression, and older than Baby 
Boomer figures like Huey Newton (b. 1942) and Angela Davis 
(b. 1944). A descendant of a line of Baptist preachers, Mary 
Ann Pollar herself was born in a Texas border town in 1927, 
and took a degree in labor education from Roosevelt College 
in Chicago in the late 1940s; through the 1950s and 1960s she 
worked for the Bay Area Urban League while establishing 
herself as music promoter through her work with acts from 
Bob Dylan and Odetta to Curtis Mayfield and Simon and 
Garfunkel. The Rainbow Sign board was populated by black 
women who had broken professional barriers, including 
TV newscaster Belva Davis, and East Bay education leaders 
Mary Jane Johnson and Electra Price.

11. This fusion between radical and respectable can also be 
read in the aspirational and care-oriented language that 
its founders used to evoke its project. Rainbow Sign board 
member Electra Price described the center as “a model. It 
said: this is what it would look like if people got their act 
together.” Price Interview.

12. “Rainbow Sign Background and Philosophy.”

13. Crawford, Black Post-Blackness, 1-17.

14. Blevins, “Perpetual Sunrise of Methodology.”

15. The larger place of archival curation within digital history 
is well-sketched in the white paper which emerged from the 
2017 Arguing with Digital History working group: “Digital 
History and Argument.”

16. The Rainbow Sign project drew upon an archive of six 
dusty boxes, stashed in the basement of the Oakland home 
of Mary Ann Pollar’s daughter Odette—boxes that had 
never before been opened by her. Time constraints limited 
the amount of material we were able to scan for the project, 

so we opted to include ephemera with striking visual appeal, 
such as the invitations to art exhibits, or items with rich 
informational content, such as the brochures.

17. Once readers navigate to the page for a primary source, 
they are presented with a longer caption—anywhere 
between a few sentences and a few paragraphs—placing the 
item in context with other documents or relevant historical 
material. Research for the content of these captions often 
involved cross-referencing the periodical record, oral 
histories and secondary sources.

18. Kramer, “Writing on the Past.”

19. Just as the multiplicity of Rainbow Sign’s rooms and 
functions invited cross-pollination—those there for lunch 
might take in an art show; concert attendees might browse 
through a chapbook of poetry—the diverse “rooms” of our 
site work to inspire dialogue between the art objects, and 
between the performers. Our framing commentary exists 
to enrich context, but seeks as well to set itself clearly 
in the space of the frame. The formal affordances of the 
website, meanwhile, allow us to offer a layered experience 
of exploration. Music once performed at Rainbow Sign can 
play over the speakers while one browses; images of rooms 
then and now can fill in the mental picture of a poetry 
reading described in an article.

20. Presner, Schnapp, et al. “The Digital Humanities 
Manifesto 2.0.”
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