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One way that we can learn about the past is to study novels, stories, movies, and works of art that 
have historical themes.  That is what we will be doing in the “History through Literature and Film” 
course for the semester.  This summer work is designed to help you prepare for this experience, 
and to give you the opportunity at a later date to participate actively in the course. 
 
Overview: students will, after reading an article about the process used in analyzing text and film 
through a historical lens, select one film or book to serve as the focus of their summer work.  After 
watching the film/reading the book, you will complete a project that will be used to share your 
knowledge and insights with the remainder of the class when we cover the historical time period 
that your film/book portrays.  IF YOU HAVE A BOOK OR FILM IN WHICH YOU HAVE INTEREST 
BUT THAT IS NOT ON THE LIST BELOW, AND YOU BELIEVE IT WOULD BE SUITABLE FOR 
INCLUSION IN THE COURSE, PLEASE CONTACT ME AND WE WILL HAVE A CONVERSATION 
ABOUT IT AND DECIDE WHETHER OR NOT IT WILL BE ACCEPTABLE TO USE FOR THIS PROJECT.  
 
Expectations: 

1. Students will choose one book or film from the list presented below.  EACH BOOK/FILM 
WILL BE COVERED BY ONE STUDENT ONLY, AND THE BOOKS/FILMS WILL BE GIVEN OUT 
ON A FIRST-COME, FIRST-SERVED BASIS.  Due to the time stamp feature of email, the first 
person that sends an email requesting a specific book/film to my official school email 
address (janneyv@houstonacademy.com) will be assigned that as the focus of their project. 
You will receive an email response from me, indicating whether or not you have been 
granted that book/film.  IT IS IMPORTANT THAT YOU DO NOT START ANY WORK ON THIS 
PROJECT UNTIL YOU RECEIVE MY OFFICIAL PERMISSION! 

2. Once you have received permission, you should then commence to read the article about 
the process that should be used while analyzing a ‘text’ using a historical lens. 

3. You will then read an overview of the time period in which your book/film is set, so that 
you can understand the historic context (which is important for your analysis). 

4. As you read the book/watch the film, you should take notes pertaining to the portrayal of 
the historical themes, events, time period, etc. by answering the questions suggested in the 
article.  

5. Once done your analysis, you should do some additional research into the time 
period/event that is central to your text and assess whether or not the portrayal seems like 
an accurate representation of the period/event or if it seems to romanticize or demonize it. 
You should use multiple sources, to get as complete a portrayal of the period/event as 
possible.  KEEP TRACK OF ALL OF THE SOURCES THAT YOU USE IN THIS STEP OF THE 
PROCESS, AS YOU WILL HAVE TO INCLUDE THEM AMONG YOUR REFERENCES. 

6. Once you have completed processing the text and doing your initial analysis, you should 
create a presentation (using PowerPoint, Keynote, Prezi, or iMovie) that meets the 
following requirements: 

a. Has a title slide indicating the name of the text, your name, and the time period in 
which your text is situated; 

b. Discusses the context (time and place) of the text; 
c. Provides a general outline of the plot of the story being told in the book/text; 
d. Analyzes (with specific evidence to support the analysis): 

i. How the film/book portrays the past  
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1. Does it romanticize the period/event?  
2. Does it demonize the period/event? 
3. Is it an accurate portrayal of the period/event?; 

ii. What the major historical themes/ideas are; 
iii. How the themes of the movie correspond/compare/correlate to the major 

themes present in the time period/event; 
e. Gives your rating of the text (thumbs up, thumbs, down, or thumbs sideways) both 

as a source of entertainment and as a piece of the historical record; 
f. Contains the specific and detailed facts you will discuss when presenting the 

presentation in the notes portion found at the bottom of each slide (This step is 
necessary, especially, if doing a PowerPoint, Keynote, Prezi, or Google Slides 
presentation.  YOU SHOULD WRITE ONLY PHRASES/TERMS/POINTS ON THE SLIDE 
ITSELF (and not complete sentences or paragraphs), AND THE NOTES SECTION 
WILL CONTAIN THE FACTS THAT YOU WILL EXPAND UPON WHEN DISCUSSING 
EACH OF THE POINTS ON THE SLIDE.); 

g. Provides a comprehensive list of all sources used in the completion of the project; 
and 

h. Will allow you to give a presentation that lasts between 15 and 30 minutes. 
7. Once the presentation is finalized, it should be submitted to me electronically (as an email 

attachment, for example). 
8. As we cover these time periods and topics in the course, you will present your project to 

the class as part of our unit.  The presentation should take you between 15 and 30 minutes 
to complete.  

 
 
IMPORTANT DISCLAIMERS: 

1. History is not always neat and clean.  Some of the books and films in the list may contain 
content, images, and information that is intended for a mature audience.  There may be 
instances of profanity, sexual situations, vulgarity, and otherwise disturbing details 
included as people and events from history are described and portrayed.  Please do a bit or 
research on the book or film (by looking at the film’s rating, for example) and have a 
conversation with parents so that you have their permission for using the work as a source 
for the project. 

 
2. Also, given that there are often multiple books and numerous films with the same (or very 

similar) titles, be sure that you access the appropriate one.  Be sure that you look at the 
name of the author (book) or director (film) so that you are confident that you have the 
right one. 

 
3. The articles about how to read and analyze a text as a historical artifact and the basic 

overviews of each time period will be available online via a Google Classroom established 
for the course.  That Google Classroom will be active as of June 1, 2018. 

 
4. If you have any questions regarding this project, feel free to contact Dr. Janney via email 

(janneyv@houstonacademy.com) or by phone/text [(609) 744 – 1792]. 
 
SEE APPENDIX A & B for further guidance. 
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Table of Potential Historical Films/Texts 
 

Time Period/ 
Topic 

Film/Text Name 
& 

Author/Director 

Description 

Ancient Greece & 
Rome 

Agora by Alejandro 
Amenábar 
 
(Film) 

In the last days of the Roman Empire, the Egyptian city of Alexandria is torn 
between the aristocratic pagan society and the emerging, rough-and-tumble 
Christians. As this broad cultural conflict teeters violently back and forth, the 
scientist-philosopher Hypatia (Rachel Weisz) struggles to resolve the motion 
of the planets with her belief in celestial perfection. Tangled in her life are 
three men: a Roman prefect (Oscar Isaac), a Christian bishop (Rupert Evans), 
and a slave (Max Minghella) who turns to Christianity to escape his 
unrequited love for Hypatia. The movie's themes--of faith vs. zealotry, of 
religion vs. the spirituality of science--and its vivid depiction of one culture 
being brutally supplanted by another demonstrate a scope seldom found in 
contemporary film.  

A Day of Fire: A Novel 
of Pompeii by 
Stephanie Dray, Ben 
Cane, E. Knight, 
Sophie Perinot, Kate 
Quinn, Vicky 
Shechter, and 
Michelle Moran 
 
(Book) 

Pompeii was a lively resort flourishing in the shadow of Mount Vesuvius at 
the height of the Roman Empire. When Vesuvius erupted in an explosion of 
flame and ash, the entire town would be destroyed. Some of its citizens died 
in the chaos, some escaped the mountain's wrath . . . and these are their 
stories: A boy loses his innocence in Pompeii's flourishing streets. An heiress 
dreads her wedding day, not knowing it will be swallowed by fire. An 
ex-legionary stakes his entire future on a gladiator bout destined never to be 
finished. A crippled senator welcomes death, until a tomboy on horseback 
comes to his rescue. A young mother faces an impossible choice for her 
unborn child as the ash falls. A priestess and a prostitute seek redemption 
and resurrection as the town is buried. Six authors bring to life overlapping 
stories of patricians and slaves, warriors and politicians, villains and heroes 
who cross each others' path during Pompeii's fiery end. But who will escape, 
and who will be buried for eternity? 

The King Must Die by 
Mary Renault 
 
(Book) 

In this ambitious, ingenious narrative, celebrated historical novelist Mary 
Renault take legendary hero Theseus and spins his myth into a fast-paced and 
exciting story.  Renault starts with Theseus' early years, showing how the 
mystery of his father's identity and his small stature breed the insecurities 
that spur his youthful hijinx. As he moves on to Eleusis, Athens, and Crete, his 
playfulness and fondness for pranks matures into the courage to attempt 
singular heroic feats, the gallantry and leadership he was known for on the 
battlefield, and the bold-hearted ingenuity he shows in navigating the 
labyrinth and slaying the Minotaur. In what is perhaps the most inventive of 
all her novels of Ancient Greece, Renault casts Theseus in a surprisingly 
original pose; she teases the flawed human out of the bronze hero, and draws 
the plausible out of the fantastic. 

The Odyssey, by 
Robert Fitzgerald 
 
(Book) 

The ancient epic poem, The Odyssey, is an absorbing, action packed 
adventure full of exciting battles, fascinating situations, interesting 
characters, and fantastic beings. Robert Fitzgerald's award-winning 
translation reads easily and is engrossing, almost like a modern popular 
novel. It is comprehensible to any child who reads at a 10th grade level. The 
book transports the reader back in time: children (and adults) can easily 
envision being at the banquet hall of a Greek nobleman listening to the story 
recited by a blind poet. It is a great loss for any child not to have read The 
Odyssey before he or she graduates from high school! 

The Odyssey: The Epic 
MiniSeries Event by 
Andrey 
Konchalovskiy 
 
(Film) 

Homer's Epic Tale brought to Life!  Embark on one of the most amazing 
journeys of all time in this Primetime Emmy award-winning film based on the 
classic masterpiece by Homer. Join Odysseus (Armand Assante), the king of 
Ithaca, on his heroic quest to return to his kingdom and family with riches 
much greater than gold. The Odyssey is a heart-pounding adventure filled 
with exciting confrontations, dangerous monsters, angry gods and beautiful, 
yet deadly, Sirens. 

 
 
 
 

  



The Middle Ages 

The Far Traveler: 
Voyages of a Viking 
Woman by Nancy 
Marie Brown 
 
(Book) 

Five hundred years before Columbus, a Viking woman named Gudrid sailed 
off the edge of the known world. She landed in the New World and lived there 
for three years, giving birth to a baby before sailing home. Or so the Icelandic 
sagas say. Even after archaeologists found a Viking longhouse in 
Newfoundland, no one believed that the details of Gudrid’s story were true. 
Then, in 2001, a team of scientists discovered what may have been this 
pioneering woman’s last house, buried under a hay field in Iceland, just 
where the sagas suggested it could be.  Joining scientists experimenting with 
cutting-edge technology and the latest archaeological techniques, and tracing 
Gudrid’s steps on land and in the sagas, Nancy Marie Brown reconstructs a 
life that spanned—and expanded—the bounds of the then-known world. She 
also sheds new light on the society that gave rise to a woman even more 
extraordinary than legend has painted her and illuminates the reasons for its 
collapse. 

The Time Traveler's 
Guide to Medieval 
England: A Handbook 
for Visitors to the 
Fourteenth Century 
by Ian Mortimer 

(Book) 

 

The Time Traveler’s Guide to Medieval England is not your typical look at a 
historical period. This radical new approach shows us that the past is not just 
something to be studied; it is also something to be lived.  Through the use of 
daily chronicles, letters, household accounts, and poems of the day, Mortimer 
transports you back in time, providing answers to questions typically ignored 
by traditional historians. You will learn how to greet people on the street, 
what to use as toilet paper, why a physician might want to taste your blood, 
and how to know whether you are coming down with leprosy. The result is 
the most astonishing social history book you’re ever likely to read: 
revolutionary in its concept, informative and entertaining in its detail, and 
startling for its portrayal of humanity in an age of violence, exuberance, and 
fear. 

Terry Jones' Medieval 
Lives by Terry Jones 
 
(Book) 

Famous for lampooning the medieval world in Monty Python and the Holy 
Grail, Terry Jones has a real passion for and detailed knowledge of the Middle 
Ages. In Terry Jones' Medieval Lives, his mission is to rescue the Middle Ages 
from moth-eaten clichés and well-worn platitudes. Behind the stereotypes of 
"damsels in distress" and "knights in shining armor," there are wonderfully 
human stories that bring the period to life. Terry will start with the medieval 
archetypes—the Knight, Peasant, Damsel, Monk, Outlaw, King, Merchant, and 
Physician—and in the course of unraveling their role and function will 
introduce a host of colorful real-life characters, recreating their world by 
visiting key locations. 

Henry V by Laurence 
Olivier 
 
 (Film) 

An adaptation of the play by William Shakespeare, Olivier directs and plays 
the lead in this chronicle of the life of Henry V. The film was intended as a 
morale booster for British troops during World War II and focuses on Henry's 
military leadership skills, which ultimately resulted in Britain's victory over 
the French at Agincourt in 1415. 

The Lion in Winter by 
Anthony Harvey 
 
(Film) 

Acting greats Peter O'Toole, Katharine Hepburn, Anthony Hopkins and 
Timothy Dalton star in this epic masterpiece directed by Anthony Harvey. 
Behind the great stone walls of an English castle, the world's most powerful 
empire is in crisis. Three sons struggle to win their father's favor, as well as 
his crown. King Henry II and his queen, Eleanor, engage in a battle of royal 
wits that pits elder son Richard against his brothers John and Geoffrey, while 
the cunning King Philip of France takes advantage of the internal fracturing in 
his bid to destroy their kingdom. 

A Distant Mirror: The 
Calamitous 1th 
Century by Barbara 
Tuchman 
 
(Book) 

The fourteenth century reflects two contradictory images: on the one hand, a 
glittering age of crusades, cathedrals, and chivalry; on the other, a world 
plunged into chaos and spiritual agony. In this revelatory work, Barbara W. 
Tuchman examines not only the great rhythms of history but the grain and 
texture of domestic life: what childhood was like; what marriage meant; how 
money, taxes, and war dominated the lives of serf, noble, and clergy alike. 
Granting her subjects their loyalties, treacheries, and guilty passions, 
Tuchman re-creates the lives of proud cardinals, university scholars, grocers 
and clerks, saints and mystics, lawyers and mercenaries, and, dominating all, 
the knight—in all his valor and “furious follies,” a “terrible worm in an iron 
cocoon.” 

 
 
 
 
 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Renaissance, 
Reformation, 

Revolution, and 
Reason 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Brunelleschi’s Dome: 
How a Renaissance 
Genius Reinvented 
Architecture by Ross 
King 
 
(Book) 

Brunelleschi's Dome is the story of how a Renaissance genius bent men, 
materials, and the very forces of nature to build an architectural wonder we 
continue to marvel at today. Denounced at first as a madman, Brunelleschi 
was celebrated at the end as a genius. He engineered the perfect placement of 
brick and stone, built ingenious hoists and cranes (among some of the most 
renowned machines of the Renaissance) to carry an estimated 70 million 
pounds hundreds of feet into the air, and designed the workers' platforms 
and routines so carefully that only one man died during the decades of 
construction--all the while defying those who said the dome would surely 
collapse and his own personal obstacles that at times threatened to 
overwhelm him. This drama was played out amid plagues, wars, political 
feuds, and the intellectual ferments of Renaissance Florence-- events Ross 
King weaves into the story to great effect, from Brunelleschi's bitter, ongoing 
rivalry with the sculptor Lorenzo Ghiberti to the near catpure of Florence by 
the Duke of Milan.  

The Life of Elizabeth I 
by Alison Wier 
 
(Book) 

Perhaps the most influential sovereign England has ever known, Queen 
Elizabeth I remained an extremely private person throughout her reign, 
keeping her own counsel and sharing secrets with no one--not even her 
closest, most trusted advisers. Now, in this brilliantly researched, fascinating 
new book, acclaimed biographer Alison Weir shares provocative new 
interpretations and fresh insights on this enigmatic figure.  Against a lavish 
backdrop of pageantry and passion, intrigue and war, Weir dispels the myths 
surrounding Elizabeth I and examines the contradictions of her character. 
Elizabeth I loved the Earl of Leicester, but did she conspire to murder his 
wife? She called herself the Virgin Queen, but how chaste was she through 
dozens of liaisons? She never married—was her choice to remain single tied 
to the chilling fate of her mother, Anne Boleyn? An enthralling epic that is also 
an amazingly intimate portrait, The Life of Elizabeth I is a mesmerizing, 
stunning reading experience. 

Michelangelo and the 
Pope’s Ceiling by Ross 
King 
 
(Book) 

In 1508, despite strong advice to the contrary, the powerful Pope Julius II 
commissioned Michelangelo to paint the ceiling of the newly restored Sistine 
Chapel. With little experience as a painter (though famed for his 
sculpture David), Michelangelo was reluctant to begin the massive project.  
Michelangelo and the Pope's Ceiling recounts the four extraordinary years 
Michelangelo spent laboring over the vast ceiling while the power politics and 
personal rivalries that abounded in Rome swirled around him. Battling 
against ill health, financial difficulties, domestic problems, the pope's 
impatience, and a bitter rivalry with the brilliant young painter Raphael, 
Michelangelo created scenes so beautiful that they are considered one of the 
greatest masterpieces of all time. A panorama of illustrious figures converged 
around the creation of this great work-from the great Dutch scholar 
Desiderius Erasmus to the young Martin Luther-and Ross King skillfully 
weaves them through his compelling historical narrative, offering uncommon 
insight into the intersection of art and history. 

The Medici: 
Godfathers of the 
Renaissance by Paul 
Strathern 
 
(Book) 

The Medici is a remarkably modern story of power, money and ambition. 
Against the background of an age that saw the rebirth of ancient and classical 
learning, Paul Strathern explores the intensely dramatic rise and fall of the 
Medici family in Florence, as well as the Italian Renaissance which they did so 
much to sponsor and encourage. Interwoven into the narrative are the lives 
of many of the great Renaissance artists with whom the Medici had dealings, 
including Leonardo, Michelangelo and Donatello, as well as scientists like 
Galileo and Pico della Mirandola, both of whom clashed with the religious 
authorities.  Vivid and accessible, the book ends with the gloriously decadent 
decline of the Medici family in Florence as they strove to be recognized as 
European princes. 

Martin Luther: The 
Man Who 
Rediscovered God and 
Changed the World 
by Eric Metaxas 
 
(Book) 

On All Hallow’s Eve in 1517, a young monk named Martin Luther posted a 
document he hoped would spark an academic debate, but that instead ignited 
a conflagration that would forever destroy the world he knew. Five hundred 
years after Luther’s now famous Ninety-five Theses appeared, Eric Metaxas, 
paints a startling portrait of the wild figure whose adamantine faith cracked 
the edifice of Western Christendom and dragged medieval Europe into the 
future. Written in riveting prose and impeccably researched, Martin 
Luther tells the searing tale of a humble man who, by bringing ugly truths to 
the highest seats of power, caused the explosion whose sound is still ringing 
in our ears. Luther’s monumental faith and courage gave birth to the ideals of 



liberty, equality, and individualism that today lie at the heart of all modern 
life. 

A Tale of two Cities by 
Charles Dickens 
 
(Book) 

It was the time of the French Revolution — a time of great change and great 
danger. It was a time when injustice was met by a lust for vengeance, and 
rarely was a distinction made between the innocent and the guilty. Against 
this tumultuous historical backdrop, Dickens' great story of unsurpassed 
adventure and courage unfolds.  Unjustly imprisoned for 18 years in the 
Bastille, Dr. Alexandre Manette is reunited with his daughter, Lucie, and 
safely transported from France to England. It would seem that they could 
take up the threads of their lives in peace. As fate would have it though, the 
pair are summoned to the Old Bailey to testify against a young Frenchman — 
Charles Darnay — falsely accused of treason. Brilliantly plotted, the novel is 
rich in drama, romance, and heroics that culminate in a daring prison escape 
in the shadow of the guillotine. 

Simon Bolivar: 
American Liberator 
by Marie Arana 
 
(Book) 

SIMÓN BOLÍ VAR —El Libertador—freed six countries from Spanish rule and 
is still the most revered figure in South America today. He traveled from 
Amazon jungles to the Andes mountains, engaged in endless battles and 
forged fragile coalitions of competing forces and races. He lived an epic life 
filled with heroism, tragedy (his only wife died young), and legend (he was 
saved from an assassination attempt by one of his mistresses). In Bolívar, 
Marie Arana has written a sweeping biography that is as bold and as 
passionate as its subject.  Drawing on a wealth of primary documents, Arana 
vividly captures the early nineteenth-century South America that made 
Bolívar the man he became: fearless general, brilliant strategist, consummate 
diplomat, dedicated abolitionist, gifted writer, and flawed politician. A major 
work of history, Bolívar not only portrays a dramatic life in all its glory, but is 
also a stirring declaration of what it means to be South American. 

The Life of Leonardo 
da Vinci by Renato 
Castellani 
 
(Film) 

Leonardo da Vinci - The Artist - The Scientist - The Inventor. This Italian 
masterpiece directed by Renato Castellani. Who was Leonardo da Vinci, and 
what are the secrets behind his genius? This landmark film offers an exciting 
look into the mystery, myth, and genius of this once-a-century figure. Lavishly 
shot with a cast of hundreds in many of the actual locations where da Vinci 
lived, worked, and dreamed, The Life of Leonardo da Vinci is a complete 
immersion into da Vinci’s world. Witness his most historic triumphs, 
including the creation of The Last Supper and the Mona Lisa, paintings that 
have become embedded in our collective consciousness. Based on eyewitness 
accounts, historical evidence, and informed speculation, this richly 
photographed film adds to the immortal da Vinci legend.  

Elizabeth: The Golden 
Age by Shekhar 
Kapur 
 
(Film) 

Academy Award winners Cate Blanchett and Geoffrey Rush join Academy 
Award nominee Clive Owen in a gripping historical thriller full of suspense, 
intrigue and adventure!  When Queen Elizabeth's reign is threatened by 
ruthless familial betrayal and Spain's invading army, she and her shrewd 
advisor must act to safeguard to the lives of her people. But when a dashing 
seafarer, Walter Raleigh, captures her heart, she is forced to make her most 
tragic sacrifice for the good of her country.  Elizabeth: The Golden Age tells the 
thrilling tale of one woman's crusade to control her love, destroy her enemies 
and secure her position as a beloved icon of the western world. 

Martin Luther by Eric 
Till 
 
(Film) 

Joseph Fiennes stars as Martin Luther, the brilliant man of God whose defiant 
actions changed the world, in this epic, ravishingly beautiful film that traces 
Luther's extraordinary and exhilarating quest for the people's liberation. 
Regional princes and the powerful Church wield a fast, firm and merciless 
grip on 16th-century Germany. But when Martin Luther issues a shocking 
challenge to their authority, the people declare him their new leader and 
hero. Even when threatened with violent death, Luther refuses to back down, 
sparking a bloody revolution that shakes the entire continent to its core. 

Starry Messenger: 
Galileo Galilei by 
Peter Sis 
 
(Book)  

In every age there are courageous people who break with tradition to explore 
new ideas and challenge accepted truths. Galileo Galilei was just such a 
man--a genius--and the first to turn the telescope to the skies to map the 
heavens. In doing so, he offered objective evidence that the earth was not the 
fixed center of the universe but that it and all the other planets revolved 
around the sun. Galileo kept careful notes and made beautiful drawings of all 
that he observed. Through his telescope he brought the starts down to earth 
for everyone to see.  By changing the way people saw the galaxy, Galileo was 
also changing the way they saw themselves and their place in the universe.  



Wars in American 
History 

The Red Badge of 
Courage by Stephen 
Crane 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: The 
Civil War 

First published serially in 1894 and lengthened for the book publication in 
1895, “The Red Badge of Courage” is a classic modern depiction of the 
psychological turmoil of war from the perspective of an ordinary soldier. The 
story revolves around Henry Fleming, a member of the 304th regiment of the 
Union Army, serving during the American Civil War. At the start of the novel 
Henry is eager to show his patriotism in battle but when faced with the 
savagery of death he flees the frontline. Ashamed of his behavior, Henry 
spends the rest of the novel trying to redeem his earlier cowardice. Instantly 
popular from its original publication, “The Red Badge of Courage” garnered 
what H. G. Well’s would refer to as an “orgy of praise”, bringing Crane instant 
notoriety in the United States and abroad. Noted for its unique style, the work 
has been described as at once naturalistic, realistic, and impressionistic. 
Although never having seen battle Stephen Crane vividly depicted the 
grueling intensity of war in his landmark work. 

The Killer Angels by 
Michael Shaara 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: The 
Civil War 
 

In the four most bloody and courageous days of our nation’s history, two 
armies fought for two conflicting dreams. One dreamed of freedom, the other 
of a way of life. Far more than rifles and bullets were carried into battle. 
There were memories. There were promises. There was love. And far more 
than men fell on those Pennsylvania fields. Bright futures, untested 
innocence, and pristine beauty were also the casualties of war. Michael 
Shaara’s Pulitzer Prize–winning masterpiece is unique, sweeping, 
unforgettable—the dramatic story of the battleground for America’s destiny. 

World War I: A Short 
History by Norman 
Stone 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: World 
War I 

The First World War was the overwhelming disaster from which everything 
else in the twentieth century stemmed. Fourteen million combatants died, 
four empires were destroyed, and even the victors’ empires were fatally 
damaged. World War I took humanity from the nineteenth century forcibly 
into the twentieth—and then, at Versailles, cast Europe on the path to World 
War II as well. In World War One, Norman Stone, one of the world’s greatest 
historians, has achieved the almost impossible task of writing a terse and 
witty short history of the war. A captivating, brisk narrative, World War 
One is Stone’s masterful effort to make sense of one of the twentieth century’s 
pivotal conflicts. 

The Longest Winter: 
The Battle of the 
Bulge and the Epic 
Story of World War 
II’s Most Decorated 
Platoon by Alex 
Kershaw 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: World 
War II 

On the morning of December 16, 1944, eighteen men of the Intelligence and 
Reconnaissance platoon attached to the 99th Infantry Division found 
themselves directly in the path of the main thrust of Hitler's massive 
Ardennes offensive. Despite being vastly outnumbered, they were told to hold 
their position "at all costs." Throughout the day, the platoon repulsed three 
large German assaults in a fierce day-long battle, killing hundreds of German 
soldiers. Only when they had run out of ammunition did they surrender to the 
enemy. But their long winter was just beginning. As POWs, the platoon 
experienced an ordeal far worse than combat-surviving in wretched German 
POW camps. Yet miraculously the men of the platoon survived-all of 
them-and returned home after the war. More than thirty years later, when 
President Carter recognized the platoon's "extraordinary heroism" and the 
U.S. Army approved combat medals for all eighteen men, they became 
America's most decorated platoon of World War II. With the same vivid and 
dramatic prose that made The Bedford Boys a national bestseller, Alex 
Kershaw brings to life the story of these little-known heroes-an epic tale of 
courage, duty, and survival in World War II and one of the most inspiring 
episodes in American history. The Longest Winter is an intensely human story 
about young men who find themselves in frightening wartime situations, who 
fight back instinctively, survive stoically, and live heroically. 

Code Girls, The 
Unknown Story of the 
American Women 
Code Breakers of 
World War II by Liza 
Mundy 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: World 
War II 

Recruited by the U.S. Army and Navy from small towns and elite colleges, 
more than ten thousand women served as code breakers during World War 
II. While their brothers and boyfriends took up arms, these women moved to 
Washington and learned the meticulous work of code-breaking. Their efforts 
shortened the war, saved countless lives, and gave them access to careers 
previously denied to them. A strict vow of secrecy nearly erased their efforts 
from history; now, through dazzling research and interviews with surviving 
code girls, bestselling author Liza Mundy brings to life this riveting and vital 
story of American courage, service, and scientific accomplishment. 



Hill 488 by Ray 
Hildreth and Charles 
Sasser 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: 
Vietnam War 
 

For some, Hill 488 was just another landmark in the jungles of Vietnam. For 
the eighteen men of Charlie Company, it was a last stand. This is the stirring 
combat memoir written by Ray Hildreth, one of the unit's survivors.  On June 
13, 1966, men of the 1st Recon Battalion, 1st Marine Division were stationed 
on Hill 488. Before the week was over, they would fight the battle that would 
make them the most highly decorated small unit in the entire history of the 
U.S. military, winning a Congressional Medal of Honor, four Navy Crosses, 
thirteen Silver Stars, and eighteen Purple Hearts—some of them 
posthumously. 

The Patriot by Robert 
Rodat 
 
(Film) 
 
Time Period: 
Revolutionary War 
 

In 1776 South Carolina, widower and legendary war hero Benjamin Martin 
(Mel Gibson) finds himself thrust into the midst of the American 
Revolutionary War as he helplessly watches his family torn apart by the 
savage forces of the British Redcoats. Unable to remain silent, he recruits a 
band of reluctant volunteers, including his idealistic patriot son, Gabriel 
(Heath Ledger), to take up arms against the British. Fighting to protect his 
family's freedom and his country's independence, Martin discovers the pain 
of betrayal, the redemption of revenge and the passion of love. 

Glory by Edward 
Zwick 
 
(Film) 
 
Time Period: The 
Civil War 

One of the very best films about the Civil War, this instant classic from 1989 is 
also one of the few films to depict the participation of African American 
soldiers in Civil War combat. Based in part on the books Lay This Laurel by 
Lincoln Kirstein and One Gallant Rush by Peter Burchard, the film also draws 
from the letters of Robert Gould Shaw (played by Matthew Broderick), the 
25-year-old son of Boston abolitionists who volunteered to command the 
all-black 54th Regiment of the Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry. Their 
training and battle experience leads them to their final assault on Fort 
Wagner in South Carolina, where their heroic bravery turned bitter defeat 
into a symbolic victory that brought recognition to black soldiers and turned 
the tide of the war. With painstaking attention to historical detail and 
richness of character, this unforgettable drama is as important as Schindler's 
List in its treatment of a noble yet little-known episode of history. 

The Monuments Men 
by George Clooney 
 
(Film) 
 
Time Period: World 
War II 
 

Based on the true story of the greatest treasure hunt in history, THE 
MONUMENTS MEN centers around an unlikely World War II platoon, tasked 
with going into Germany to rescue artistic masterpieces from Nazi thieves 
and returning them to their rightful owners. In a seemingly impossible 
mission, the Monuments Men, as they were called, find themselves risking 
their lives in a race against time to avoid the destruction of 1,000 years of 
culture. 

Patton by Franklin 
Schaffner 
 
(Film) 
 
Time Period: World 
War II 

Biopic of the famed - many would say infamous - World War II 
General George S. Patton, Jr. The story begins in North Africa with his 
appointment as the commanding general of II Corps soon after their 
devastating defeat at the hands of Rommel's Afrika Korps at Kasserine Pass. 
After leading II Corps during the invasion of Sicily, Patton faced one of his 
severest tests when, after slapping a hospitalized soldier suffering from battle 
fatigue, he is reprimanded and forced to publicly apologize. It and other faux 
pas ultimately leads to Patton being relieved and not being assigned to 
command again until several months after D-Day where he takes charge of 
the U.S. Third Army. Patton is portrayed as a prima donna and a hardened 
no-nonsense commander whose main objective is always to win - regardless 
of the cost which in these circumstances was mostly in the form of human 
lives. 

Saving Private Ryan 
by Steven Spielberg 
 
(Film) 
 
Time Period: World 
War II 
 

After the invasion of fortress Europe on June 6th 1944, Cpt. Miller leads his 
squad from the 2nd Ranger Battalion of the 29th Infantry Division, on a 
mission to find and bring home Private James Francis Ryan after the death of 
his brothers. The mission takes them through Nazi occupied territory to 
establish contact with Ryan's unit, an element of the 101st Airborne Division. 
This exciting war thriller brings the reality of history's bloodiest war into the 
homes of ordinary people, but also brings to light the reality of broken and 
lost families in a time of total and encompassing war. 

   

https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0666567/


 
 

Famous People 
from History 

 

Napolean: A Life by 
Andrew Roberts 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: 
Renaissance, 
Reformation, 
Revolution, and 
Reason 

Austerlitz, Borodino, Waterloo: his battles are among the greatest in history, 
but Napoleon Bonaparte was far more than a military genius and astute 
leader of men. Like George Washington and his own hero Julius Caesar, he 
was one of the greatest soldier-statesmen of all times.  Andrew 
Roberts’s Napoleon is the first one-volume biography to take advantage of the 
recent publication of Napoleon’s thirty-three thousand letters, which 
radically transform our understanding of his character and motivation. At last 
we see him as he was: protean multitasker, decisive, surprisingly willing to 
forgive his enemies and his errant wife Josephine. Like Churchill, he 
understood the strategic importance of telling his own story, and his 
memoirs, dictated from exile on St. Helena, became the single bestselling 
book of the nineteenth century.  An award-winning historian, Roberts 
traveled to fifty-three of Napoleon’s sixty battle sites, discovered crucial new 
documents in archives, and even made the long trip by boat to St. Helena. He 
is as acute in his understanding of politics as he is of military history. Here at 
last is a biography worthy of its subject: magisterial, insightful, beautifully 
written, by one of our foremost historians. 

Out of Africa by 
Karen Blixen/ 
Isak Dniesen 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: 
Colonization of Africa 
 

In this book, the author of Seven Gothic Tales gives a true account of her life 
on her plantation in Kenya. She tells with classic simplicity of the ways of the 
country and the natives: of the beauty of the Ngong Hills and coffee trees in 
blossom: of her guests, from the Prince of Wales to Knudsen, the old charcoal 
burner, who visited her: of primitive festivals: of big game that were her near 
neighbors--lions, rhinos, elephants, zebras, buffaloes--and of Lulu, the little 
gazelle who came to live with her, unbelievably ladylike and beautiful. 

Lincoln by David 
Herbert Donald 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: The 
Civil War 

Donald brilliantly depicts Lincoln’s gradual ascent from humble beginnings in 
rural Kentucky to the ever-expanding political circles in Illinois, and finally to 
the presidency of a country divided by civil war. Donald goes beyond 
biography, illuminating the gradual development of Lincoln’s character, 
chronicling his tremendous capacity for evolution and growth, thus 
illustrating what made it possible for a man so inexperienced and so 
unprepared for the presidency to become a great moral leader. In the most 
troubled of times, here was a man who led the country out of slavery and 
preserved a shattered Union—in short, one of the greatest presidents this 
country has ever seen. 

The Secret Life of 
Houdini: The Making 
of America’s First 
Superhero by William 
Kalush and Larry 
Sloman 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: The 
Roaring Twenties 

Since his death eighty-eight years ago, Harry Houdini’s life has been 
chronicled in books, in film, and on television. Now, in this groundbreaking 
biography, renowned magic expert William Kalush and bestselling writer 
Larry Sloman team up to find the man behind the myth. Drawing from 
millions of pages of research, they describe in vivid detail the passions that 
drove Houdini to perform ever-more-dangerous feats, his secret life as a spy, 
and a pernicious plot to subvert his legacy.  The Secret Life of Houdini traces 
the arc of the master magician’s life from desperate poverty to worldwide 
fame—his legacy later threatened by a group of fanatical Spiritualists led by 
esteemed British author Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Initiating the reader along 
the way into the arcane world of professional magic, Kalush and Sloman 
decode a life based on deception, providing an intimate and riveting portrayal 
of Houdini, the man and the legend. 

The Big Bam: The Life 
and Times of Babe 
Ruth by Leigh 
Montville 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: The 
Roaring Twenties 

He was the Sultan of Swat. The Caliph of Clout. The Wizard of Whack. The 
Bambino. And simply, to his teammates, the Big Bam.  Babe Ruth was more 
than baseball’s original superstar. For eighty-five years, he has remained the 
sport’s reigning titan. He has been named Athlete of the Century . . . more 
than once. But who was this large, loud, enigmatic man? Why is so little 
known about his childhood, his private life, and his inner thoughts? In The Big 
Bam, Leigh Montville brings his trademark touch to this groundbreaking, 
revelatory portrait of the Babe.   This is a thoroughly original, definitively 
ambitious, and exhilaratingly colorful biography of the largest legend ever to 
loom in baseball—and in the history of organized sports. Based on newly 
discovered documents and interviews—including pages from Ruth’s personal 
scrapbooks —The Big Bam traces Ruth’s life from his bleak childhood in 
Baltimore to his brash entrance into professional baseball, from Boston to 



New York and into the record books as the world’s most explosive slugger 
and cultural luminary. 

Einstein: His Life and 
Universe by Walter 
Issacson 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: World 
War II 

How did his mind work? What made him a genius? Isaacson’s biography 
shows how his scientific imagination sprang from the rebellious nature of his 
personality. His fascinating story is a testament to the connection between 
creativity and freedom.  Based on newly released personal letters of Einstein, 
this book explores how an imaginative, impertinent patent clerk—a 
struggling father in a difficult marriage who couldn’t get a teaching job or a 
doctorate—became the mind reader of the creator of the cosmos, the 
locksmith of the mysteries of the atom, and the universe. His success came 
from questioning conventional wisdom and marveling at mysteries that 
struck others as mundane. This led him to embrace a morality and politics 
based on respect for free minds, free spirits, and free individuals. These traits 
are just as vital for this new century of globalization, in which our success will 
depend on our creativity, as they were for the beginning of the last century, 
when Einstein helped usher in the modern age. 

Ali: A Life by 
Jonathan Eig 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: The 
Vietnam War 

He was the wittiest, the prettiest, the strongest, the bravest, and, of course, 
the greatest (as he told us himself). Muhammad Ali was one of the twentieth 
century’s most fantastic figures and arguably the most famous man on the 
planet. He was born Cassius Clay in racially segregated Louisville, Kentucky, 
the son of a sign painter and a housekeeper. He went on to become 
a heavyweight boxer with a dazzling mix of power and speed, a warrior for 
racial pride, a comedian, a preacher, a poet, a draft resister, an actor, and a 
lover. Millions hated him when he changed his religion, changed his name, 
and refused to fight in the Vietnam War. He fought his way back, winning 
hearts, but at great cost. Like so many boxers, he stayed too long.  Jonathan 
Eig’s Ali reveals Ali in the complexity he deserves, shedding important new 
light on his politics, religion, personal life, and neurological condition. Ali is a 
story about America, about race, about a brutal sport, and about a courageous 
man who shook up the world. 

 Robert E. Lee: A 
Biography by Emory 
Thomas 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: The 
Civil War 

The life of Robert E. Lee is a story not of defeat but of triumph―triumph in 
clearing his family name, triumph in marrying properly, triumph over the 
mighty Mississippi in his work as an engineer, and triumph over all other 
military men to become the towering figure who commanded the 
Confederate army in the American Civil War. But late in life Lee confessed 
that he "was always wanting something."  In this probing and personal 
biography, Emory Thomas reveals more than the man himself did. Robert E. 
Lee has been, and continues to be, a symbol and hero in the American story. 
But in life, Thomas writes, Lee was both more and less than his legend. Here 
is the man behind the legend.  

 Manhunt: The 12-Day 
Chase for Lincoln’s 
Killer by James 
Swanson 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: The 
Civil War 
 

The murder of Abraham Lincoln set off the greatest manhunt in American 
history. From April 14 to April 26, 1865, the assassin, John Wilkes Booth, led 
Union cavalry and detectives on a wild twelve-day chase through the streets 
of Washington, D.C., across the swamps of Maryland, and into the forests of 
Virginia, while the nation, still reeling from the just-ended Civil War, watched 
in horror and sadness.  James L. Swanson's Manhunt is a fascinating tale of 
murder, intrigue, and betrayal. A gripping hour-by-hour account told through 
the eyes of the hunted and the hunters, this is history as you've never read it 
before. 

 East to the Dawn: The 
Life of Amelia Earhert 
by Susan Butler 
 
(Book) 
 
Time Period: The 
Roaring Twenties 

Amelia Earhart (1897-1937) captured the hearts of America after becoming 
the first woman to fly across the Atlantic in 1928. Nine years later, her 
disappearance on an around-the-world flight brought her extraordinary life 
to an abrupt and mysterious end.  Based on a decade of archival research 
through Earhart's letters, journals, and diaries, and drawing on interviews 
with the aviator's friends and relatives, East to the Dawn provides the most 
authoritative and richly textured account of both Earhart's record-setting 
aviation career and her personal life: her early years with her grandparents, 
her experiences as a nurse and social worker, her famous marriage to 
publisher George Putnam, and her secret affair with Gene Vidal, head of the 
Bureau of Air Commerce. As the Los Angeles Times raved, East to the Dawn is 
a "fully realized portrait of a truly remarkable woman." 

 



APPENDIX A 
APPENDIX A: 
 

Overviews of Time Periods/Topics 
 

Once you have received permission to make a book or film the focus of your project and after you 
have read the article about how to analyze a historical document, you should now read the 
overview of the time period or topic in which your text is located.  This should provide you with 
the basic details about the life and times that will serve as the context for your book/film. 
 
IF YOU ARE NOT SURE WHICH OVERVIEW YOU SHOULD READ FOR YOUR BOOK/FILM, PLEASE 
ASK DR. JANNEY FOR DIRECTION! 
 
 

● Ancient Greece →  

o Khan Academy Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I114S4KiOn8 

o Article: https://www.ancient.eu/greece/ 

● Ancient Rome →  

o Khan Academy video: 

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/world-history/ancient-medieval/roma

n-empire/v/overview-of-the-roman-empire 

o Article: https://www.ancient.eu/Rome/ 

● The Middle Ages → 

o Khan Academy video: 

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/world-history/medieval-times/europe

an-middle-ages-and-serfdom/v/overview-of-the-middle-ages 

o Article: https://www.history.com/topics/middle-ages 

● The Renaissance → 

o Article: https://www.history.com/topics/renaissance 

● The Reformation → 

o Khan Academy video: 

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/world-history/renaissance-and-refor

mation/protestant-reformation/v/protestant-reformation-1 

● The Age of Revolution → 

o Article: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Age_of_Revolution 

● The Age of Reason → 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I114S4KiOn8
https://www.ancient.eu/greece/
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/world-history/ancient-medieval/roman-empire/v/overview-of-the-roman-empire
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/world-history/ancient-medieval/roman-empire/v/overview-of-the-roman-empire
https://www.ancient.eu/Rome/
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/world-history/medieval-times/european-middle-ages-and-serfdom/v/overview-of-the-middle-ages
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/world-history/medieval-times/european-middle-ages-and-serfdom/v/overview-of-the-middle-ages
https://www.history.com/topics/middle-ages
https://www.history.com/topics/renaissance
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/world-history/renaissance-and-reformation/protestant-reformation/v/protestant-reformation-1
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/world-history/renaissance-and-reformation/protestant-reformation/v/protestant-reformation-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Age_of_Revolution


o Khan Academy video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7vL4-Ophj5s 

 

● The Revolutionary War/The American Revolution → 

o Khan Academy video: 

https://www.khanacademy.org/partner-content/aspeninstitute/aspen-founding-d

ocs/aspen-declaration-independence/v/american-revolution-intro 

● The Civil War → 

o Article: 

https://www.history.com/topics/american-civil-war/american-civil-war-history 

● The Colonization of Africa → 

o Article: http://exhibitions.nypl.org/africanaage/essay-colonization-of-africa.html 

● World War I → 

o Article: http://www.historynet.com/world-war-i 

● The Roaring Twenties → 

o Crash Course video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VfOR1XCMf7A 

● World War II → 

o Article: https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/world-war-ii-history 

● Vietnam War → 

o Khan Academy video: 

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/world-history/euro-hist/cold-war/v/v

ietnam-war 
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https://www.khanacademy.org/partner-content/aspeninstitute/aspen-founding-docs/aspen-declaration-independence/v/american-revolution-intro
https://www.history.com/topics/american-civil-war/american-civil-war-history
http://exhibitions.nypl.org/africanaage/essay-colonization-of-africa.html
http://www.historynet.com/world-war-i
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https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/world-history/euro-hist/cold-war/v/vietnam-war


APPENDIX B 

 

How to Analyze a Historical Document 

 
A document may be of various types: a written document, a painting, a monument, a map, a photograph, a 

statistical table, a film or video, etc. Anything from the past that helps us learn what happened, and why, is a 

document. The technique of document analysis outlined below is generally applicable to all types of 

documents. It is appropriate for written documents and for films. 

Step #1: Analyzing a document → external analysis: 

The introduction of the document: You do not have to follow exactly the sequence of issues given below. 
The first purpose of this section is to introduce your document and its subject (briefly) as well as to clarify 
the following: 

a. The author: Who is the author? What do we know about the author? What motive (purpose) might the 
author have had in writing this document? What biases or assumptions might color the views of the 
author? What is the degree of familiarity of the author with the subject discussed in the document? Was the 
author a direct observer of the event/issue [if this is pertinent] or was the information obtained 
second-hand? Had the author any personal involvement in the events/issues described [if pertinent]?  

b. The time frame: When was this document produced? Is it contemporary to the events/issues it 
describes? In what context was it produced? How has it come down to us? Could it have been tampered 
with? 

c. Place: Where was this document produced? Does the geographical location influence the content?  

d. Category of document: What is the category in which this document falls (if a book, is the text classified 
as fiction or nonfiction … if a film, is it a feature film or a documentary)? How might the category impact the 
content and believability of the document?  

 
Once you have completed the external analysis of your book/film, you should undertake the internal 
analysis. 
  
Step #2: Analyzing the document →internal analysis: 

The guidelines for analyzing a book or film can be divided into four main categories: setting, character, plot, 
and theme.  Here are some suggested questions for analyzing a historical text: 

Questions to consider in the Main body of the text: 

I. Setting (time and place) 

a. Has the author accurately described a particular historical period in the novel? Explain. 
b. List some details that describe the historical period and assess whether it seems to be appropriate 

for the particular historical period (for example: geography, transportation, costume or dress, 
religious mores, social attitudes). 

http://faculty.marianopolis.edu/c.belanger/quebechistory/primarysourcesinHistory.html
http://faculty.marianopolis.edu/c.belanger/quebechistory/Historicalcontext.html


c. Are the details of locale authentic in the novel? 
d. Does the description of the locale fit the historical period?  

II. Characters 

a. Are there real historical figures whose names you recognize? List them. 
b. Do the historical figures belong in the period described? 
c. Does a check against the history textbook or biographical materials show that the historical 

characters are accurately portrayed? 
d. Are fictional characters in keeping with the historical setting? 
e. Explain the characters’ involvement in the historical setting and events. 
f. How are the historical characters important to the action of the novel? 

III. Plot (story line) 

a. Does the plot focus on a specific historical incident? Explain. 
b. Do the historical characters in the novel participate in a well-known historical incident? Explain. 
c. Is there any conflict?   Is the conflict real or fictional? 

IV. Theme 

a. Does the author’s use of people and events from the past to elucidate some truth about a past era? 

 

Questions to consider regarding the believability/historical accuracy of the text: 

Given the external analysis and the content of the document, how credible is the information presented in 
the book/film? Is it corroborated by other sources? Are important facts ignored? Why would such facts be 
omitted? Are other facts exaggerated?  Does the text seem to be an accurate portrayal of the history?  Or, 
does it seem to be glorifying an event/person/period?  Or, does it seem to be demonizing an 
event/person/period? 
 
 
 


