Historical Source Investigation Exam
Revision Guide
Developments in British Medicine,
1200‐1945
June 2014 focus:
The Black Death in England

IMPORTANT INFORMATION
Length of exam – 1 hour 30 minutes (this means 1.8 minutes per mark)
Number of points – 53 (50 and 3 for SPAG on Question 6)
Number of questions – 6 (varying from 5 mark questions to 10 mark questions)
Number of sources ‐ 7 or 8 sources – written and pictures. With background
before.
Weighting ‐ 30% of the final grade.
Skills tested ‐ Source analysis and your own knowledge of one area

Important Content – you MUST know this stuff
Symptoms
Bubonic plague
Pneumonic plague
Flu like symptoms
Buboes on groin and neck
Actual causes
Fleas
Trade – much improved in the Middle Ages and often
international
What did people believe caused it?
God
Alignment of the planets – Saturn in particular
Miasma – bad smells
Jews – far less significant in England as Jews had been
expelled in 1290
Why spread so quickly
Cramped conditions in towns
Shortage of food – left people weak, lack of vitamins
Poor public health – but it was improving
No understanding of germs
Lack of medical knowledge
What people did do to stop it?
Public health improvements – fines for littering or
chucking sewage on the streets
Flaggelation – mostly Dutch sect that arrived in 1349
Isolation
Prayers
Charms
Impact
Population death – difficult to say with accuracy –
probably a third
Shortage of labour
Rural to urban migration
Peasants Revolt eventually

Timeline
June 1348: Black Death arrives at
Melcombe Regis (Weymouth)
Aug 1348: Black Death hits Bristol
Sept 1348: Black Death reaches
London
Oct 1348: Winchester hit
Jan 1349: Parliament prorogued on
account of the plague.
Jan‐Feb 1349: Plague spreads into
E. Anglia and the Midlands.
April 1349: Plague known in Wales.
May 1349: Halesowen hit.
18th June 1349: Ordinance of
Labourers – fixed wages for
labourers as there was a shortage
of workers
July 1349: Plague hits Ireland.
Autumn 1349: Plague reaches
Durham. Scots invade northern
England and bring back plague with
them.
Spring 1350: Massive outbreak of
plague in Scotland.
Sept 1350: First pestilence dies out.
9th Feb 1351: Statute of Labourers
– repeated fixed wage
1361‐64: Second Pestilence: 'The
Plague of Children'.

Wider Reading
Really for the A* students only:
Ian Mortimer ‐Time travellers guide to Medieval England p200‐p203
Mr Kennett has a copy he will lend out
The Black Death in Bristol by C. E. Boucher 1938, Vol. 60, 31‐46
http://goo.gl/lyuIhX

Wider Watching
Black Death documentary http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BsCkgX2epFw
BBC Simon Schama Black Death documentary
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nMQsBECWaXY

Wider browsing
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_Death_in_England
http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/black_death_of_1348_to_1350.htm
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/middle_ages/black_01.shtml
http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/broughttolife/themes/publichealth/blackdeath.aspx
http://www.lordsandladies.org/black‐death.htm

Exam technique
There are certain question stems that come up regularly and in this guide you will find
guidance about how to answer each one. Do not panic if they don’t appear though or if
they are different.
Essentially for each question follow this formula, which is a tweaked version of the one for
Paper 1.

A – Answer the question
Explicitly use the words in the question to form your sentence, e.g. if it says Why
are you surprised?, you say “I am surprised..”

R – Refer to the source
Whether it’s a picture or a written source you
explicitly refer to it. Pick out something
specific
(if it’s a picture refer to a bit, if it’s written refer to a
quote)

K – Knowledge
Bring in some contextual knowledge to support your answer that is NOT in the
source. Don’t panic if you can’t it’s less important than in Paper 1.

X – Cross reference
Cross reference to other sources on the exam paper, even if they aren’t explicitly
mentioned in that question.
NOTE: Look at the total number of marks for the q. Roughly one properly
explained point per two marks (e.g. 4 to 5 lines)

Question type: What can we learn from….
Example questions:
 What impression does Source X give about XXXXX?
 How much can you learn about XXXX from Source X?
Focus of the question:
 Making inferences
Sentence starters:
 “Source A tells me… [direct link to a specific aspect of the source]. From this I
can infer…”
 “From Source A I can learn that…”
Top tips:
 Make at least ONE inference per two marks which directly link to the source
 Refer to specific bits of the source
Low to high level answers:
Low level answers

Answers which copy or paraphrase the source

Answers which make unsupported inferences

High level answers

Answers which make supported inferences

Question type: What can we learn from….
Practice question:
Study Source A
What can we learn about the Black Death from this source? Use the source and
your own knowledge to explain your answer. [6 marks]

Question type: How useful is….
Example questions:
 Which source is more useful X or Y?
 How useful is this source to a historian investigating XXXX?
 Which source is more useful X or Y?
 Study Source B. How useful is this source about evidence of ….? Use the source and your
own knowledge to explain your answer.
 Does Source A prove that… (prove questions are the same as utility!)
Focus of the question:
 Assessing the usefulness of source/s
Sentence starters:
 This source is useful because it shows … from this it can be inferred
 Source B is limited because it does tell us about … [insert your own knowledge / cross
reference with another source on the paper]
 To conclude this source is useful to a [limited / great] extent because …
Top tips:
 All sources are useful but to different extent
 Refer to both sides of the argument – useful and not
 Use the source directly and your contextual knowledge
 Cross reference the source with another source from the examination paper to place it
within its historical context and support your final judge
 Refer to typicality e.g is this source a one‐off/exception to the rule or is it a good
example of how things were. To answer this you have to compare the source to own
knowledge/other sources on the ppaer
Low to high level answers:
Low level answers

Answers based on provenance/source type or date
Answer based on what detail it provides
Answers based on relevant inferences OR Discussion of typicality
or sufficiency

High level answers

Answers do both of the above and consider reliability

Question type: How useful is….
Practice question:
Study Source D
How far does this source prove that people in the Middle Ages believed that the
plague had been sent by God? Use the source and your own knowledge to
explain your answer. [8 marks]

Question type: How far do you trust….
Example questions:
 How far do you trust this source?
Focus of the question:
 Considering trust in the source
Sentence starters:
 “I can trust Source A to an extent… [direct link to a specific aspect of the
source].
 “The extent to which Source A is trustworthy is debateable…”
Top tips:
 Explain why you trust and don’t trust the source
 Refer to specific bits of the source
 Cross reference at least one source with another form the examination paper
to support your judgement
 To judge whether a source is trustworthy or not it this means is it reliable. To
figure this out, consider motive/purpose and authorship, what was
happening at the time, is the source corroborated by your own knowledge or
other sources
Low to high level answers:
Low level answers

Undeveloped answers based on provenance / reliability
Yes OR No answers based on source
Yes AND No answers based on source
Answers consider ‘how far’ based on source OR cross
reference

High level answers

Answers consider ‘how far’ based on source AND cross
reference

Question type: How far do you trust….
Practice question:
Study Source E
How far do you trust this account of the Black Death? Use the source and your
own knowledge to explain your answer. [8 marks]

Question type: Are you surprised by…
Example questions:
 Are you surprised by Source X?
 Does Source C make you surprised at … in Source D? Use the source and your own
knowledge to explain your answer.
Focus of the question:
 Surprising nature of the source
Sentence starters:
 I am surprised by … because … [insert a reference to the sources] This infers …
[that is supported by your own knowledge]
 However am I not surprised by… [direct reference to a specific aspect of the
source and support by your own knowledge]
Top Tips:
 Explain both sides – what you are and are not surprised by
 Use the sources directly and your contextual knowledge
 Cross reference at least one source with another form the examination paper to
support your judgement
Low to high level answers:
Low level answers

Unsupported answers
Explains why surprised or not based on EITHER source or
undeveloped comparison
Explains why surprised OR not based on comparison of
BOTH sources
Explains why surprised AND not based on comparison of
BOTH sources

High level answers

As above plus contextual knowledge or cross reference

Question type: Are you surprised by…
Practice question:
Study Source G
Are you surprised by what it tells us about the Black Death? Use the source and your
own knowledge to explain your answer. [8 marks]

Question type: Why was this source published…
Example questions:
 Why was this source published at the time?
 Study Source G. Why was source G published at this time? Use the source
and your own knowledge to explain your answer.
Focus of the question:
 Consideration of publication
Sentence starters:
 Source G was published in … [insert the date] to … [use your knowledge to
explain the historical context of the source]
 Sources G was published to inform people that … [big point]
 This is shown in Source G by … [direct link to the source and support with
your own knowledge]
Top Tips:
 Use the provenance of the source, especially the date
 Directly use details from the source
 Use your own knowledge to explain the historical context of the source
Low to high level answers:
Low level answers

Unsupported assertions
Uses detail in source to make points
As above AND understands concept of
audience/purpose

High level answers

As above plus a use of cross‐reference to own
knowledge or other sources to evaluate source

Question type: Why was this source published…
Practice question:
Study Source Q
Why was Source Q published in 1350? Use the source and your own knowledge
to explain your answer. [8 marks]

Source Q:

Question type: Comparison questions
Example questions:
 How far does Source X prove that Source Y was wrong?
 How far do these sources disagree?
 How different are these two sources as evidence about XXXX?
 Does Source X make you surprised at Source Y?
 How similar are Sources E and F on …? Use the source and your own knowledge to
explain your answer.
Focus of the question:
 Source comparison / similarities and differences
Sentence starters:
 Sources E and F are similar on … [big point]
 Source E states that … [direct link to the source] This is supported by Source F …
[direct link to the source]
 However Sources E and F are different on … [big point]
 Source E states … [direct link to the source] Whilst Source F explains … [direct link
to the source]
Top Tips:
 Explain at least one similarity and one difference
 Use the sources directly
Low to high level answers:
Low level answers
Describes surface features
Describes/interprets one source ‐ no comparison
Describes/interprets both sources ‐ no comparison
Answers which see similarities OR differences and provide
support from sources

High level answers

Answers which see similarities AND differences and provide
support from sources

Question type: Comparison questions
Practice question:
Study Sources E and F
How similar are these sources in what they tell us about the Black Death? Use the
sources and your own knowledge to explain your answer. [9 marks]

Question type: The big beast question
Example questions:
 Statement. How far do the source support?
 Study all the sources. How far do the sources on the paper support the statement ….?
Use the source and your own knowledge to explain your answer. Remember to
identify the sources you use.
Focus of the question:
 Source interpretation
Sentence starters:
 I agree with this statement because … [big point] This is evidenced in Source …
where it states … [support with your own knowledge]
 Source … also shows that …
 However Source … is against / opposed to … It states / infers …This is shown in Source
… by … [direct link to the source] [support with your own knowledge]
 Source … also disagrees because …
Top Tips:
 Do this question first
 Clearly identify the sources you use i.e. in Source A
 Use sources which agree and disagree with the statement – at least two for each side
of the debate
 Use your own knowledge to explain the historical context
 Have a clear conclusion
 There are two bonus points for reference to reliability. Only mention this twice!
Low to high level answers:
Low level answers
Non‐specific source use i.e. no supporting detail, no reference
to source by letter or quote
Uses source(s) to support OR oppose the statement
Uses source(s) to support AND oppose the statement

High level answers

As above plus consideration of the reliability, sufficiency of
sources

Question type: The big beast question
Practice question:
Study all the sources
‘Medieval attempts to stop the plague were useless.’
How far do the sources support this view? Use the sources and your own knowledge to
explain your answer. [10 marks]

A whole lot more sources
Source A:
One graphic testimony can be found at St
Mary's, Ashwell, Hertfordshire, where an
anonymous hand has carved a harrowing
inscription for the year 1349:
'Wretched, terrible, destructive year, the
remnants
of the
people
'In this year,
1348,
in alone remain.'

Source C:
'Then the dreadful pestilence made its way
along the coast by Southampton and reached
Bristol, where almost the whole strength of
the town perished, as it was surprised by
sudden death; for few kept their beds more
than two or three days, or even half a day.' ‐
Henry Knighton, Chronicon

Source E:
'...At this period the grass grew several inches
high in the High St and in Broad St; it raged at
first chiefly in the centre of the city.' (Geoffrey
the Baker, Chronicon Angliae)

Source G:
What made things worse in London was the
fact that it was almost certainly hit by a
combined attack of pneumonic and bubonic
plague. Robert of Avesbury says that:
'Those marked for death were scarce
permitted to live longer than three or four
days. It showed favour to no‐one, except a
very few of the wealthy. On the same day, 20,
40 or 60 bodies, and on many occasions many
more, might be committed for burial together
in the same pit.'

Source B:
‘Melcombe in the county of Dorset, a little
before the feast of St John the Baptist, two
ships, one of them from Bristol, came alongside.
One of the sailors had brought with him from
Gascony the seeds of the terrible pestilence, and
through him the men of that town of Melcombe
were the first in England to be infected.' ‐ Grey
Friar's Chronicle, Lynn

Source D:
'Filth running in open ditches in the streets, fly‐blown
meat and stinking fish, contaminated and adulterated
ale, polluted well water, unspeakable privies, epidemic
disease, ‐ were experienced indiscriminately by all social
classes.' (Holt and Rosser, The English Medieval Town,
(1990))

Source F:
“ From there it passed into Devonshire and
Somersetshire, even unto Bristol, and raged in such
sort that the Gloucestershire men would not suffer
the Bristol men to have access to them by any means.
But at length it came to Gloucester, yea even to
Oxford and to London, and finally it spread over all
England and so wasted the people that scarce the
tenth person of any sort was left alive.' (Geoffrey the
Baker, Chronicon Angliae)

Source H:
In January 1349, Parliament was prorogued on
the grounds that: 'the plague and deadly
pestilence had suddenly broken out in the said
place and the neighbourhood, and daily
increased in severity so that grave fears were
entertained for the safety of those coming
here at the time.'

Source I:
'The Scots, hearing of the cruel plague of the
English, declared that it had befallen them
through the revenging hand of God, and they
took to swearing by 'the foul death of England' ‐
or so the common report resounded in the ears
of the English. And thus the Scots, believing that
the English were overwhelmed by the terrible
vengeance of God, gathered in the forest of
Selkirk with the intention of invading the whole
realm of England. The fierce mortality came
upon them, and the sudden cruelty of a
monstrous death winnowed the Scots. Within a
short space of time, around 5000 of them had
died, and the rest, weak and strong alike,
decided to retreat to their own country.' (Henry
Knighton)

Source J:
Order given from the King to the Lord Mayor of
London in the mid 14th century:
‘Order to cause the human dung and other filth
lying in the streets to be removed. This city is so
foul with filth from out of the houses that air is
infected and the city poisoned.’

Source L:
Guy de Chauliac, a French doctor writing in the
1300s blamed the Black Death on ‘the close
position of Saturn, Jupiter and Mars in 1345…
this always a sign of wonderful, terrible or
violent things to come.’

Source M:
A bishop suggested,
‘Sometimes the plague comes from a toilet and
corrupts the air. Sometimes it comes from
standing water in ditches.’

Source N:
A cure given by John of Burgundy in 1365:
‘You should avoid too much eating and drinking
and avoid baths. Baths open up the pores of the
skin through which the poisonous air can enter.’

Source K:
The King and bishops ordered church services to
be held in every church at least once a day in
which people prayed for forgiveness and asked
God to put an end to the disease. Some people
went further and made candles their own
height and lit them in churches as an offering to
God.

Source O:
Medieval people thought people’s bodies were
being poisoned so doctors tried to draw out the
poison. Here is a cure from a doctor’s book,
‘The swellings should be softened with figs and
cooked onions. The onions should be mixed with
yeast and butter. Then open the swelling with a
knife. ‘

Source P:
'In 1350, there was a great pestilence and mortality of men in the kingdom of Scotland, and this pestilence
also raged for many years before and after in various parts of the world. So great a plague has never been
heard of from the beginning of the world to the present day, or been recorded in books. For this plague
vented its spite so thoroughly that fully a third of the human race was killed. At God's command, moreover,
the damage was done by an extraordinary and novel form of death. Those who fell sick of a kind of gross
swelling of the flesh lasted for barely two days. This sickness befell people everywhere, but especially the
middling and lower classes, rarely the great. It generated such horror that children did not dare to visit their
dying parents, nor parents their children, but fled for fear of contagion as if from leprosy or a serpent.' John
of Fordun (d.1384), Scotichronicon

Source R:

Source Q:

Source T:

Source S:

