Sample DBQ Analysis

Directions: Read through and highlight the basic parts of the DBQ. Use the grading rubric and circle the points for each element and give a final total. Make 2 general comments for areas of improvement. 

Prompt: Analyze the purposes that rituals and festivals served in traditional European life.

Historical background:  For centuries, traditional European life included a cycle of ritualized events and festivals. Carnival, which began as early as January and climaxed with the celebration of Mardi Gras (Fat Tuesday or Shrove Tuesday), was the most elaborate festival. Carnival was celebrated until Lent, the 40-day period of fasting and penance before Easter. Another major festival occurred on midsummer night’s eve. Some community rituals, like charivari (also known as “riding the stang”) could occur at any time during the year.
Sample DBQ Response

Historically, Europeans employed a number of rituals and festivals for a variety of purposes, most notably as a source of fun that also provided a vent for emotions and desires that were normally stifled by the structures of society.  Additionally, rituals and festivals helped people to temporarily escape social identities and to shame members of society into following both explicit and implicit laws.   



Many festivals, such as Shrove Tuesday, Carnival, and Midsummer Night represented times of extreme excess that served as an outlet for behaviors that were usually considered unacceptable by the Church and the dictates of polite society.  Celebrations that occurred before Lent, such as Carnival and Shrove Tuesday, were a way to sort of ‘stock up’ on food and fun before the privations required by the Catholic holiday of Lent.  R. Lassels, a 17th century traveler, observed that the Italian celebration of Carnival was a welcome resipte from the serious aspects of the rest of the year.  (Doc 5)  Similarly, John Taylor, a 17th-century English carpenter, recounted the destructive and unfettered behavior of young men celebrating Shrove Tuesday as well as the economic boon it provided to artisans who would work to replace broken items. (Doc 4)  Taylor’s status as a carpenter probably led him to view the excesses of this festival in a positive light as they led to his own profit.  Pieter Brueghel’s painting Battle Between Carnival and Lent depicts the licentiousness of Carnival on the left side of the canvas encountering the strict deprivations of Lent on the right side of the canvas, serving to visually emphasize Carnival as a counterpoint to Lent.  (Doc 4)  Though Carnival celebrations differed across Europe, these documents all emphasize the common theme of a time when chaos was permissible and welcome as an outlet for feelings of licentiousness and lawlessness.  

Moreover, many celebrations provided a way to temporarily escape the strictures of one’s gender, generational, or social identity, and served as a source of entertainment.  In most areas of Europe, there was little chance for social mobility, and a temporary respite from one’s customary duties, rights, and privileges would have been welcome.  Giovanni di Carlo described a ritual in which younger members of society wore masks and impersonated the city leaders, much to the appreciation of the leaders they were imitating.  (Doc 1)  Regarding Midsummer Night, Henry Bourne remarked upon a custom of relaxing boundaries among servants and masters, and the switching of gender identity through cross-dressing.  (Doc 6)  In the secondary source Popular Culture in Early Modern Europe, P. Burke also commented on a similar set of reversals between the genders, employers and employees, and even livestock and their owners.  (Doc 11)  These practices all seem to provide a way for denizens of European towns and villages to experience the situations of their social betters or inferiors firsthand.

Some historical European rituals functioned as deterrents to behaviors deemed inappropriate by the societal unit.  In early modern Europe, it was considered the duty of a husband to rule over a wife and ensure her proper behavior, and though using corporal punishment was not illegal, its excessive use tended to be frowned upon.  The practice of charivari, or ‘riding stang,’ might embarrass a husband or wife who had been treating his/her partner poorly.  Elizabeth Gaskell wrote in a letter to a friend of how this ritual was performed in her town to noisily embarrass women who nagged or scolded husbands or other men in their households.  (Doc 8)  The lyrics of a 19th-century ‘stang song’ from Lincolnshire emphasize disapproval of men who beat or otherwise abused their wives.  (Doc 9)  As this source is written in lyrical, rhyming form, it may be possible that some artistic license was employed to make the song more musically or rhythmically pleasing.  A Russian official from Novgorod described a similar raucous public-shaming ritual, this time staged to shame a woman who had picked berries from a community field before the appropriate time.  (Doc 10)  A police inspector documented nightly disturbances that began to occur each night at the home of a French widower who had remarried, which were perpetuated by middle- and upper-class offenders.  (Doc 7)  These instances illustrate rituals that provided a supplement to regular law enforcement, and may have served as a sort of psychological deterrent to behaviors that, while perhaps not officially illegal, were considered to be undesirable by the village or town.  
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