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http://guides.library.ucsc.edu/primarysecondary
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RECOGNISING THE PURPOSE OF A SOURCE  

<BACK TO TOP> 

¢ƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ǿŀǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƳŀŘŜ ŦƻǊΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŎƻƴŦǳǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ 

might use it for, as historians. Remember: modern art is not made for future historians to look back on. Equally ς art from 

the past is hardly ever made so future historians can use it to see what the past was like. To figure out the purpose of a 

source, you need to try as much as possible to get into the head of the person who was making it, at the time they were 

making it. Now of course, iƴ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ȅƻǳ ǿƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΣ ōǳǘ ƳŀƪŜ ȅƻǳǊ ōŜǎǘ 

ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜΧ 

¶ ask yourself, who would have asked for the painting to be made? where would it be hung up? 

o mostly wealthy people could afford art in the past, so why would a wealthy person want this art hanging? 

Kinds of things that might be reasons for art in the past to be made (but ŘƻƴΩǘ be limited by these options!): 

¶ to flaunt the wealth of the person who owns it 

¶ to show something beautiful 

¶ to show a relaxing peaceful scene 

¶ to brighten up the dingy indoors (remember there was no electricity until the 1800s) 

¶ to show religious stories or themes 

¶ to give an impression of peaceful countryside life 

¶ to make everyday life seem better than it was 

Remember: paintings can be biased. They might show life from the past as different from how it really was. Use what you 

know about the past and question whether you can believe the image of the past the artwork is trying to suggest. 

Look at the two examples and then complete the exercises in your exercise book. List at least three possible purposes of the 

source. 
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Example #1:  

 

Possible purposes of the source:  

1. to show how luxurious the lifestyle of the rich was 

2.  to show what wealthy women did with their days 

3.  To show the beautiful dresses women from the Middle Ages used to wear 

Example #2:  

 

Possible purposes of the source: 

Remember, art was very expensive to make in the past. Rich people would commission art (have it made). So think, why 

would a rich person have this artwork made and hung on their wall? 

1. To show what rural life was like. Perhaps some rich non-farmers wanted this on their wall so they can see what other 

people do 
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2. To show the types of technology that farmers used. To highlight the tehnological skills of the people 

3. To show the drudgery and boredom that peasants had to put up with. So rich people can make fun of the poor peasants 

and their back-breaking work. 

  

Exercise #1:  

 

Possible purposes of the source: 
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Exercise #2:  

 

Possible purposes of the source: 
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FINDING A RANGE OF SOURCES 

<BACK TO TOP> 

 

Find a range of sources, a least one website, one online encyclopedia entry, one book, one diagram, one image and one 

video, and create a bibliography in correct Harvard format for ONE OF these topics of your choice: 

 

1. Australian Federation (find six sources) 

2. The Water Cycle (find six sources) 

3. The Aztec Empire (find six sources) 

 

(Here is a link to a list of examples of Harvard formatting:  

http://guides.library.vu.edu.au/content.php?pid=247460&sid=2073786)  

 

 

http://guides.library.vu.edu.au/content.php?pid=247460&sid=2073786
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EXPLAINING HISTORICAL CONCEPTS  

<BACK TO TOP> 

It is great to use historical concepts in your writing about history. To show that you know what they mean, it can sometimes 

be a good idea to define what they mean as you are writing about them. Look at the examples below and complete the 

exercises in your exercise book. In the exercises, try and define the word in italics as part of your sentence. Try and make 

including the definition in the sentence seem natural. You might need to look up the definition of some of the words. 

Some historical concepts:  
 

cause 

change 

civilisation 

contact 

continuity 

cultures 

economic 

effect 

empathy 

equality 

evidence 

government 

justice 

law 

perspectives 

politics 

power 

revolution 

significance 

society 

trade 
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Example #1:  

Using a historical concept: Civilisations learn things from other cultures by contact with them. 

Using a historical concept while defining it: Civilisations learn things from other cultures by contact with them, which is 

interacting with a different set of people through trade, war or something similar. 

Example #2:  
Using a historical concept: The Soviet Union started to have economic problems towards the end of the Cold War, because 

it was really expensive to keep spending as much as the USA on defence. 

Using a historical concept while defining it: The Soviet Union began to have economic problems in the Cold War. This meant 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŦƻǊ Ƙƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘŜd to spend. This was mostly 

because they were trying to spend as much as the USA on defence.  

Exercise #1:  

Using a historical concept: The Australian government tries to make laws that promote equality. 

Using a historical concept while defining it: 

 

Exercise #2:  
Using a historical concept: An important feature of early civilisations was their creation of government. 

Using a historical concept while defining it: 

 

Exercise #3:  

Using a historical concept: Different historians have different perspectives on how important ancient Greece was. 

Using a historical concept while defining it: 

 

Exercise #4:  
Using a historical concept: Many people believe that Christopher Columbus sailing to America was one of the most 

significant events in world history. 

Using a historical concept while defining it: 

 

Exercise #5:  
Using a historical concept: For centuries, societies have learnt from each other through trade. 

Using a historical concept while defining it: 
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DISCUSSING THE RELIABILITY OF A SOURCE 

<BACK TO TOP> 

Now that you know how to analyse a source, it is time to start being able to discuss how useful the source is at answering 

historical questions. How useful a source is depends on what historical questions you are trying to answer. After all, an 

Egyptian tomb is great at answering questions about Egyptian burial rituals but not about farming practices).  

How useful a source is based on how reliable it is. How reliable something is just means whether it is good quality and if you 

can trust it. Factors to think about when deciding if a source is reliable include: 

¶ Is the evidence in the source backed up by other evidence?  

o The more evidence there is for it, the more likely it is to be true 

¶ Is it from a believable source? 

o ΨhŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΩ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŀōƭŜ όŜΦƎΦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ōƻƻƪύ 

o More recent sources are more likely to be believable 

¶ Is the person who created the source an expert? 

o Experts are more likely to be believable (e.g. a historian, a scientist) 

¶ Is it unbiased? 

o Examining the source, does it look like it is unfair to some group or point of view? 

o Think about the motivations of the person who produced the source 

However, these things are NOT all equal. Some things are more important than others. Probably the most important thing is 

whether or not the source tells you where it gets its information from.  

{ƻΣ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘΦ ²Ŝ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ŀ 

source is, but we can try and estimate it. The most important thing is, whatever you think, back up what you are saying with 

evidence from the source. 

Have a look at the examples and then complete the exercises in your exercise book. 

Note that in these examples it is assumed that yƻǳΩŘ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ 

now moving on to analysing it.  
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Example #1:  

 

Discussion of the usefulness of the source to help us understand medieval city infrastructure: This source is a water fountain 

carved into stone that was found in the ruins of a medieval village. It shows a small hole where water comes from 

underground pipes. We know from other sources that some towns had this type of technology. It was developed by the 

Romans so it must have still been around in the Middle Ages, which was after the Roman Empire fell. This source seems 

quite believable because it is a physical structure located in a village that we have evidence to suggest that it was important 

ƛƴ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ǘƛƳŜǎΦ ²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǘhe fountain itself but we know that the photo was taken by an important 

ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴΣ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŀŘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴȅ ōƛŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜΣ 

because it is a practical object. For these reasons, it seems that this fountain is a good source of information about medieval 

city infrastructure. It shows that they had underground pipes, which we know from studying the Romans must have existed 

in the Middle Ages. It also shows that they used very sturdy materials, because it is still standing about 500 years later. 
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Example #2:  

 

Discussion of the usefulness of the source to help us understand medical practices in the Middle Ages: This source is from a 

book. It shows a person using some long black piece of material on the mouth of another person. This might be some kind 

ƻŦ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ƻǊ ŘŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜΦ ²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ŘŜƴǘƛǎǘǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƳ Ƴŀƴȅ ƛƳŀƎŜs of 

this long black piece of material elsewhere. We cannot see enough of the text in the source to know if it tells us anything 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ǳǎ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ōƻƻƪ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊe 

rare in the Middle Ages, and it seems unlikely that someone would go to all the trouble of hand-copying a book to show a 

ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭΣ ǎƻ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ 

monk, and we know that clergy were often medical people in the Middle Ages so he might have had some expert knowledge 

of medical procedures. There does not look to be much bias in the source ς it is just a picture of a person performing some 

procedure on someone elsŜΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƧǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ƪƛƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜΦ  
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Exercise #1:  

 

Discussion of the usefulness of the source to help us understand the rise of towns and cities in the Middle Ages:  

 

 

Exercise #2:  

 

Discussion of the usefulness of the source to help us understand medieval architecture:  
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Exercise #3:  

 

Discussion of the usefulness of the source to help us understand the clothing in rural medieval towns:  
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DESCRIBING THE PURPOSE OF A SOURCE 

<BACK TO TOP> 

Recognising the purpose of a source is a really great step in being good at analysing sources. The next step is being able to 

describe that purpose in detail. For this activity, instead of giving dot points, you are to pick one purpose and write about it 

ƛƴ Ŧǳƭƭ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜǎΦ wŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ for sure what the purpose of the source is, make sure you write 

ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǇƘǊŀǎŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ άŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜέΣ άƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜέΣ άƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭȅέΣ άƛǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅέΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ 

than you are! Also, give evidence ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ǘƻ ōŀŎƪ ǳǇ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ 

ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ǎǳǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ green. The evidence from the painting is in red, and the overall purpose is in blue. 

Look at the two examples, and then complete the exercises in your exercise book. 

Example #1  

 

Description of purpose of the source: This large mural might depict a really important city from the Middle Ages. We can see 

a lot of beautifully made buildings in this picture. There is a procession of important looking people (because some of them 

are being led on horseback), which suggests the city is important. The whole shape of the painting is shaped in the same 

way as a city, which might mean the painting is demonstrating how significant this city is.  

Example #2  
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Description of purpose of the source: This tapestry shows a procession of people carrying someone to a church. For this 

reason, it is likely that the purpose of this source is to show an important historical event, possibly the death of a king or 

another important personΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǇŜǎǘǊȅ ǎŀȅ άCORPUS EADWARDI REGISέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ό/hwtL{ύ 

of King (Regis) Edward (EADWARDI). This might be an important king of a European country. Other evidence suggesting that 

this is an important funeral are the people bringing food, and the crowd of people in the background. 

 

Exercise #1  

 

Description of purpose of the source: 

 

Exercise #2  

 

Description of purpose of the source: 
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DESCRIBING HOW THE ARTISTIC STYLE OF A SOURCE ADDS 

MEANING 

<BACK TO TOP> 

Being able to describe a source in detail is great! The next step is being able to make some comment about the style of the 

ŀǊǘ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀ ōƛǘ ǘǊƛŎƪȅ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƳǳŎƘ 

about artistic styles. Below is some information on this kind of stuff. Next there are two examples of describing the artistic 

style of a source, then there are some examples that you should do in your exercƛǎŜ ōƻƻƪΦ CƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ 

that you had already described the source in detail already; these exercises are aimed at getting you to be able to do the 

next step ς describing the artistic style of a source.   
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