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Society for Classical Learning 2020 
Drawing from the Black Intellectual Tradition in Our Classical Curricula 

by Angel Adams Parham, nyansa.director@gmail.com  
Workshop Description 
Many urban classical schools serve a culturally and racially diverse student body.  As students study 
great writing and great ideas, it is important for them to see that people from many different 
backgrounds have deeply appreciated and carefully studied these writers in ways that have often 
been transformative.  It is especially important for African American students to know that writings 
from the Western tradition that are often perceived as belonging only or mainly to those of European 
descent have been embraced by black intellectuals of the past who went on to create their own 
classic writings.  In this workshop we learn more about key writers of the black intellectual tradition 
and how their writings engage with the great conversation. We conclude with practical suggestions 
for enriching classical school curricula at both lower and upper school levels with contributions from 
black writers. 
 
Engaging the Imagination with Lower School Students 
Younger students are delighted by stories, pictures, chants and songs.  Including diverse images with 
those stories helps children of all backgrounds to imagine themselves as part of the classic stories 
they hear and experience.  Below are examples of how we have done this at Nyansa Classical 
Community where we have worked with children from different social and economic backgrounds. 
 
We Use Images that Invite Children to Imaginatively Inhabit the Stories 
Nyansa Classical Community commissioned a talented artist to create diverse images of Greek gods 
and goddesses.  We coupled these images with re-tellings of Greek mythology that focus on a specific 
virtue and its opposing vice. Below is an image of Demeter: 

 
Virtue Focus: Love is caring for a person or thing very much and wishing good towards them. 

Focus Vice: Hate is disliking a person or thing very much and wishing harm towards them. 
Demeter’s strong love for her daughter Persephone helped her to strike a compromise that allowed her to 

continue to see her daughter for part of each year 
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We Turn to Artists of Color Who Have Engaged Timeless Themes 
While reading the Odyssey during the 2018-2019 school year, we also explored the brilliant art work 
of African-American artist Romare Bearden who devoted an entire series of mixed-media art pieces 
to re-telling Homer’s Odyssey.  See the following video clip for an informative discussion of Bearden’s 
project: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j-0ZbWUaD-4&feature=youtu.be 
 
 

 
 
“Home to Ithaca” from Romare Bearden’s Black Odyssey Series 
 
We Create Engaging Memory Work, Chants and Songs  
When we began studying the Iliad during the 2019-2020 school year, we worked with a talented 
instructor who began to create short poems/raps that would re-tell the story in an engaging way. 
“The Golden Apple” can be read, memorized and recited as a poem, or it can be set to beats and 
melody and become a rap.   
 
To hear the children rapping these verses, visit the following link: https://vimeo.com/429791227  
Verses are on the following page. 
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The Golden Apple Rap 
(Opening of Homer’s Iliad) 

 
The Golden apple, the golden apple, 
Over the apple they went to battle 
Paris wanted a beautiful wife 
So they could live a long life 
 
Kings gathered armies in all of Greece 
To fight for the apple, they wanted a piece 
A fleet of ships set sail for Troy 
No one was happy, there was no joy 
 
The goddesses still wanted someone to marry 
They offered a bribe for Paris to carry 
Hera offered all of her power 
But according to Paris the offer was sour 
 
Athena offered the power to fight 
But when she looked for Paris he was out of sight 
Finally Aphrodite offered power and love 
So Paris was happy from high above 
 
Lower School Conclusion 
Nyansa Classical Community is inviting interested schools and churches to pilot the first year of its 
curriculum beginning Fall 2020. The curriculum includes twenty weeks of material with lessons 
outlined for four days a week.  There is no cost to be part of the pilot, though we will ask for regular 
updates from pilot participants. If your organization is interested in being a pilot site, please write to 
Angel Parham at nyansa.director@gmail.com .  

Also, visit our website: www.nyansaclassicalcommunity.org 
********************************************************************************** 
Classic Texts in Dialogue with Upper School Students 
Upper School students are ready to take on more complex reading, thinking and writing. An engaging 
way to integrate diverse voices and perspectives at this level is to put authors from the black 
intellectual tradition into dialogue with authors that have long been included among core classical 
readings. Part of the challenge is identifying source texts that speak well to each other.  Fortunately, 
there are resources that make this task quite approachable. 
 
Classic Source Texts   
Mortimer Adler has done much of the heavy lifting by scrupulously reading great books and carefully 
categorizing the themes they address.  These are available in two large volumes entitled The Great 
Ideas: A Synopticon of Great Books of the Western World. Each is more than 1000 pages in length!  
But take heart, the volumes are well-organized and easy to navigate.  The volumes cover 102 ideas or 
themes addressed in the great books.  The format for each idea is addressed as follows: 

• An introductory essay on the theme (eg. liberty) which discusses various ways the theme has 
been addressed by different authors 

• Outline of topics related to the theme.  For “liberty”, here are some of the topics: 
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o Natural freedom and political liberty 
o The issues of civil liberty 
o Moral or spiritual freedom 
o Liberty in history 

• Following the outline of topics are the references.  The references tell you which authors and 
books to go to in order to find actual texts to read on the topic.  Here are examples for liberty 
using one of the topics above: 

o Natural freedom and political liberty 
§ Locke, Civil Government, Chapter VI, 36a-42a 
§ Rousseau, Inequality,357c-d 
§ Declaration of Independence 
§ Milton, Paradise Lost, Book XII 

 
Here are the links to the full texts of both volumes. 
Adler, Mortimer. (1952) The  Great Ideas: A Synopticon of Great Books of the Western World, Vol. 1, 
Accessible at:   https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.147026/page/n2/mode/2up 
  
Adler, Mortimer. (1952) The  Great Ideas: A Synopticon of Great Books of the Western World, Vol. 2, 
Accessible at: https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.460726 
 
Source Texts from the Black Intellectual Tradition 
An excellent source text for core readings from the black intellectual tradition is the volume Call and 
Response: Key Debates in African American Studies an anthology that presents authors and writers of 
the black intellectual tradition.  The volume is organized by key themes addressed by writers of the 
black intellectual tradition. In this sense it is the perfect companion volume to the Synopticon as a 
guide to highlighting where black intellectuals have been part of the Great Conversation. Below are 
sample entries from this volume on the themes of equality and citizenship. 

o Separatism vs. Integration 
On whether black Americans should seek to separate themselves from the white 
majority or integrate into the larger U.S. society. 

§  Martin Delany, Letter to Frederick Douglass, 1853 
§ Frederick Douglass, Reply to Martin Delany, 1853 

o Strategies for Change 
On the issue of achieving full citizenship for black Americans. 

§ Frederick Douglass, “Speech on the Dred Scott Decision”, 1857 
§ David Walker, “Article II, Our Wretchedness in Consequence of Ignorance, 

from Walker’s Appeal” 1829,1830 
The book is Call and Response: Key Debates in African American Studies, eds. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. 
and Jennifer Burton, W.W. Norton and Company, 2011. 
 
Upper School Conclusion 
One of the best ways to become comfortable with integrating the black intellectual tradition into this 
dialogue approach is to become part of a small reading group.  If you would like your faculty or staff 
to be part of a reading group facilitated by Dr. Angel Parham, please write to 
nyansa.director@gmail.com to learn more about this option.  


