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Surope: A History by Norman Davies appeared in 1996." In addition to its
itial text (i.e., more than 1,200 pages including notes) and a massive appendix
:ludes more than 100 valuable maps, graphs, tables, charts, and lists, the book
ted distinctively by the inclusion of 301 capsules. “Capsules,” as Davies notes
oreface, illustrate “narrower themes that cut across the chronological flow.”
re boxed breaks both accompanying and interrupting the developing narrative,
y are purposely keyed, either directly or indirectly, to some event, person, object,
t, phenomenon, or other aspect of history; they offer a micro-history collection
iguing and thoughtful commentary about subjects that are either ignored or
grazed in standard texts. For teachers and students of European history or more
y just history, these capsules have the potential to fascinate and appeal to a broad
im of tastes: from Altmarkt and Archimedes to Zadruga and Zeus, from Codpiece
ad [Tepes] to Rouge and Usury.

What attracted me to Davies’ capsules is that for more than a decade prior to his
. publication I had included as part of my teaching my own version of capsules,
:aks” as I call them.” These breaks are employed to interrupt the lecture so as to
. closer look—as if through a magnifying glass—at selected subjects that are
gnored or, at best, treated summarily in course textbooks but are nevertheless
1 to the subject or time period being examined. Actually, these breaks are not
ptions as the word is commonly used. Instead, they are subject-friendly, often-
:ss detours, much like what urban explorers experience when they turn into side
and alleys in order to take a closer look or get a better feel for a neighborhood.
ilso work as windows onto the historical landscape as they illuminate habits,
tions, structures, concepts, and panoramas. Based on comments from
ts—after class, in my office, and on student evaluation forms—these breaks are

n Davies, Europe: A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996).

|d be noted that many textbooks in world, Western/European, and United States history include

s and boxed breaks as prompts for teachers and students—sometimes in straight narrative form,

1g biographical sketches or commentaries on controversial topics, and other times built around
source documents.

ajready been inferred, what Davies calls “capsules™ I call “breaks,” just as, I expect, other

; who use these tangential interruptions to the narrative flow of a lecture or presentation—and,
there are other teachers who use them—might call them “sidebars.” With apologies to

seare, a break by any other name is still a break.
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(World Civilization I1I: 1450 to present), the other upper-level (Early Modern Europe,
1300-1815), let me note, for guideline purposes, that I scatter more than fifty breaks.
(See Appendix for a full list.)

In discussing Renaissance Venice, I take a Ghetto break. I project a number of
ges of the city (e.g., old maps, paintings by Caneletto and others, and modern
tographs), with its many small islands, canals, and connecting bridges, and then
cribe how the word ghetto is derived from Geto Nuovo, which is the name of the
ietian island that, until 1390, had been devoted to iron foundering. The name comes
n gettare, meaning to cast metal and from nuovo meaning new, ergo “new foundry.”
re is also the adjacent Geto Vecchio, or “old foundry” island. In 1516, the city’s
s were compelled to move to and live permanently on the island; they were allowed
:xit the island and conduct business during the day but had to return at sunset.
jected images from the island’s main piazza show what parts of the ghetto look like
ay and how they have changed little over the centuries. In fact, at least two of five

synagogues continue to function, although, because Venetian laws forbade the
Iding of separate synagogues, they were added to the top floors of existing
ictures. Further, I add relevant additional information: what being compelled to live
he ghetto meant for its Jewish residents; how the ghetto was monitored and how
rols were paid for; how the island was where Shakespeare’s Shylock lived (i.e., The
rchant of Venice was published 74 years after the ghetto was established); how long
gates that locked the Jews in for the night stayed in place (until 1797); how and why
ne, afew decades later, developed its ghetto for Jews; and then how all this connects
to the development of twentieth-century ghettos, not only for Jews—say, for
mple, in Warsaw or even in Venice’s ghetto itself where there is a memorial
nmemorating the city’s Jewish victims of the Holocaust—but for other minorities as
IL.

Jousting is a break that emerged from a lecture on the sixteenth-century French
1l Wars of Religion. The king on the eve of these wars, Henri II, was in good spirits
559, following the marriage of two of his daughters and the signing of a peace treaty
h the Habsburgs that improved France’s security. Henri, vibrant and athletic,
ided a joust was an appropriate activity to celebrate these occasions. At this point,
sscribe the primary purpose of a joust—which was to break one’s lance on the chest
»ne’s opponent, with victory going to the competitor who amassed the most broken
ces at the end of the day—while projecting a contemporary engraving that depicts
nri’s fatal joust as well as shows the soft-wood, hollow lance breaking. I also project
image of a stirrup, a Chinese invention that reached Europe through earlier contacts
linvasions. Without stirrups jousting would not have been possible. This particular
sting event proved fatal for Henri: As his opponent’s lance shattered on his chest a
istantial splinter pushed up his visor, pierced his eye, and penetrated his brain. He
zered for eleven days, while court physicians decapitated four criminals in order to
dy their cranial anatomy in an unsuccessful effort to save the king. Another
teenth-century image depicts Henri on his deathbed, with his wife (Catherine de
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some births. Before this time there were no live deliveries of births in the face of
significant complications. In order to save a mother’s life, however, hooks and other
instruments were introduced to break apart the child’s skull, dismember it, and remove
the tiny body piece by piece. Baptism in utero provided some spiritual consolation for
the would-be parents. The Chamberlen brothers would be hired and paid their hefty fee
in advance, whether or not it became necessary for their forceps to be introduced.
Aside from the mother-to-be, no one else was permitted to be present in the delivery
chamber, even though the custom was for several female family members to be in
attendance. In fact, the brothers were so protective of their device that they covered the
mother’s eyes so she could not catch a glimpse of the forceps. One of the brothers also
made loud noises—by ringing bells, rattling chains, and banging hammers—in order
to divert attention from what they were doing. The Chamberlen forceps, which I reveal
through a projected photograph, were kept in a locked case so as to protect its secrecy
further. Curiously, this would-be boon to birthing and saving lives was kept a secret
by the brothers and their descendants, apparently for the sole purpose of the family’s
singular enrichment, for about a century.

I provide breaks for Selected Artists, Chapels, and Churches. The paintings of
nus Bosch c. 1450-1516) are particularly fascinating both for the criticism of
lic Church they target and their surrealistic quality. I focus, among others, on
len of Earthly Delights,” a triptych that depicts human innocence in the Garden
the myriad ways men and women—after the expulsion from Eden—sin, and
‘ate in store for those sinners in Hell. In addition to projecting the complex
led collection of images, I pass among my students an art book that contains
ng along with a magnifying glass for closer inspection of its many details.
other break focuses on the brilliant sculptures of Gian Lorenzo Bernini (1598-
pecially those that depict religious ecstasy (“The Ecstasy of St. Teresa” and
Ludovica Albertoni”) and ones that show the way he made sculpted marble

human flesh (“Rape of Proserpina”). We also follow his mathematically
onstruction of St. Peter’s Square in Rome, especially the way in which he
d the four rows, one behind the other, of adjacent columns so that from certain
irked by round disks) on either side of the Egyptian obelisk in the center of the
aly the front row is visible. I also devote breaks to Artemisia Gentileschi
52) and Maria Sibylla Merian (1647-1717), the former for her emphasis on
sed and revengeful women (i.e., following her own rape, Artemisia painted at
versions of the biblical study of Judith beheading Holofernas), the latter for
ions to science through her paintings and observations of and her experiments
ct metamorphosis.
e Brancacci Chapel in Santa Maria del Carmine in Florence gets special

because of the frescoes of Masaccio (1401-28), for his use of linear
ve and illusionistic techniques, his use of light and shade (chiaroscuro), as
s influence upon a young Michelangelo, which students can see by comparing
1 frescoes with Michelangelo’s in the Sistine Chapel. Among churches, I use






“We’ll Be Right Back” 67

attention when they think about what history encompasses. Thus, they serve the dual
purpose of greasing the wheels of the narrative flow and creating interest in areas about
which there is often much ignorance. They have the potential to be one of those
components of a course that—although not as critical, say, as encouraging students to
develop their skills to think historically and write effectively—students will remember
fondly for a long time.

Appendix

3ernini, Breugel, Diirer, El Greco, Artemesia Gentileschi, Mexican
s: Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, and David Alfaro Siqueiros)

eeches and cutting veins)
1 bound-feet shoes
pel/Sistine Chapel

reservation of food
: Renaissance

nd windmills
it (seventeenth century)

rt from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance
irthing
e)

ains in Vienna

hot it is (when discussing Dante’s Inferno)
he first electric vibrators
eremony

redroom
m Mask and Louis XIV
Merian, artist and scientist






