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Introduction to the Research Paper

People use research every day for an array of reasons: to find a good deal on a car, to
discover how to get rid of fleas in a rug, to learn the address of a company that provides a needed
service or product, to find the exact lines of the poem one can’t quite remember, and so on.

In addition to personal use, people frequently need to prepare reports of various types:
field research, lab reports, expository papers on different topics for classes, and reports for
presentation on job-related or professional matters. Teachers at Keene High School expect
students to research, write, and present reports for many different classes.

The English Department has prepared this manual based on The MLA Handbook for
Writers of Research Papers, seventh edition (2009). This manual will help students in every step
of the research process, from the assignment to the finished product.

Related SKkills

The purpose of a research project is to find and present information on any topic.
However, a number of skills are developed in the process:

meeting deadlines

locating, reading, and assimilating primary and secondary sources in various forms
increasing experience with electronic information sources

formulating a clear thesis

outlining and organizing complex information

taking notes

writing transitions between sub-topics to connect ideas coherently

editing a paper for correctness and writing style
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preparing a complete and error-free final product

General Guidelines

Though the formality of the final product may vary from assignment to assignment, some
general rules apply to a research paper:

o The paper must contain a clearly worded thesis stating the main point.
The thesis must be the focus of the entire paper and must be supported with information
from reliable sources.

o Standard written English is required, with no slang, idioms, or abbreviations.

o The paper must be free of errors in spelling, punctuation, sentence structure, grammar,
and capitalization.



Write the paper in the third person. Do not use first or second person pronouns (I, we,
us, you).
All data, whether quoted directly or paraphrased, must be documented (credited to the
source).

The paper must be typed in standard format.
A list of sources must be included.

Teachers will have specific requirements which might add to or change the above list. In

addition, many teachers provide a timeline for completing various steps in the process.

Steps in the Process — complete the following

A fairly typical time line follows. The due dates depend on the length and depth of the

assignment. Teachers may have a different systems for assessing each step of the process.

CoNO~WNE

Select a topic.

Find sources.

Create source cards

Compose a list of Works Cited based on source cards.

Take notes.

Formulate a thesis (a preliminary thesis might precede #2 or #3).
Compose an outline (a preliminary outline might precede #3).
Organize notes and materials.

Write the rough draft, including documentation.

10 Edit and revise for content.
11. Edit for correctness of form .
12. Prepare the final paper (this may include a class presentation) .

Helpful Hints
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If given a choice, select a topic of interest.

Limit the topic to what can be covered thoroughly in the assigned length.
Understand what is required.

Look for a wide variety of sources early in the project.

Keep up with all deadlines.

Do not skip any steps in the writing process.

Allow plenty of time to revise.

Save all work.



Places to Search

Libraries

Keene High School

City and town libraries

Keene State College

Antioch New England Graduate School
Cheshire Medical Center (by appointment)
Business / industry -- company libraries
State Library

Interlibrary Loan System (ILL)
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Museums and Historical Societies such as the Cheshire County Historical Society or local town
historical societies

Types of Resources

o atlases

o audio tapes

o biographical indices

o books

o government publications

o internet (Web, databases such as EBSCO)
o interviews

o letters

o literary indices, analyses, and criticisms

o newsletters

o pamphlets issued by specific organizations
o periodicals: magazines, journals, newspapers (online and hard copy)
o slides

o specialized encyclopedias

o specialized dictionaries

o videos and DVDs

Source Cards
Source cards are the index cards that contain the bibliographic information of sources.

When creating source cards, follow the exact order, format, and punctuation as found under
Individual Entry Format for Works Cited for the specific source type.



Example of non-periodical publication (Web) Example of online database

Alchin, L K. “Elizabethan Theartre.” Patterson, Ameila. “Economic Trends.”
Elizabethan Era. N.p. n.d. Web. Business Week. 8.12 (2004): n. pag.
23 Aug. 20009. EBSCOhost. Web. 10 June 2005.

Example of book Example of magazine

Freeman, George, and Elizabeth Anderson. Carlisle, Patricia. “The Rolling Stones Hit
Researching Literature. Keene, NH: the Road for Their 1999 World
J.A. Press, 2002. 22 - 30. Print. Tour.” Rolling Stone Magazine

95.5(2000): 39 - 41. Print.

Please note: on source cards, titles will have to be underlined, but in the Works Cited, titles
should be italicized.

Works Cited

The works cited is a list of the resources the writer has cited. It may be used to check the
accuracy of information and to assure that the sources are reliable and current, as well to verify
that the author has not plagarized the information or made up sources. It is primarily intended as
a resource for someone else to gather more information about the topic.

Format

o Center and capitalize the term Works Cited on the top of the page; do not underline.

o List all sources alphabetically by the first word of the citation (Note-- this may be an
author or first word of the title excluding a, an, the).

o Begin entries at the left hand margin, continue to the right hand margin, and indent five

spaces or one half inch on successive lines.

Double space throughout.

Do not number entries.

Place Works Cited page at the end of the paper.

Place your name and the page number in the upper right hand corner.

Refer to Individual Entry Format for Works Cited for examples of various sources.

Break internet addresses, when used, only at double or single slashes.
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Individual Entry Format with Examples for Works Cited

Note: “Medium” refers to the format of the source used. Each entry should indicate if the source
IS print, video, web, etc. Any time the chosen medium is the Web, include the date of access after
the medium.

One Author Books: A book that has one author and comes in one volume. (If an author’s name
is followed by a title or a degree such as Dr. or Ph.D., omit these from the works cited.)

Format:
Author Last Name, Author First Name. Title. City: Publisher, Year. Pages used. (If using the

entire book, do not include page numbers.) Medium.

Example:
Sprague, Peggy Sue. Mountain-biking in the High Sierra. Boulder: The Big Mountain Press,

2002. 30-33. Print,
Two or Three Author Books: Name the authors in the order in which they are presented on the
title page; reverse the name of the first author only. For example: Freeman, George, and

Elizabeth Anderson.

Four or More Author Books: Cite only the first author, name reversed, followed by “et al.”
(Latin for “and others”.) For example: Keller, Joseph P., et al.

Anonymous Book: If a book has no author or editor, begin with the title. Do not use anonymous.

Format:
Title. City: Publisher, Year. Pages used. Medium.

Example:
The Kalevala. Helsinki, Finland: Otava Publishing Company, 1998. Print.

A Scholarly Edition: a book prepared by someone other than the author, who has likely added
an introduction. The author is included, but the editor is also, noted by Ed. before the name. If no
author name is available, go directly to the title.

Format:
Author Last Name, Author First Name. Title. Ed. Editor’s First Name Editor’s Last Name. City:

Publisher, Year. Pages used. Medium.

Example:
The Epic of Gilgamesh. Ed. Andrew George. London: Penguin Books, 1999. 54-84. Print.



Collections: A book or set of books that contains works by more than one author. Examples
include specialized encyclopedias such as Encyclopedia of the Holocaust and literary
criticisms such as Twentieth Century Literary Criticism, American Authors, Dictionary of
Literary Biography. If there is no author available for the part used, begin with the title of
the part used in the paper.

Format:
Author Last Name, Author First Name. “Title of the Part.” Editor of the Whole. Title of

the Whole. VVolume. City: Publisher, Year. Medium.

Example:
Levister, Monique. “To Roses Upon the Root of Time.” Ed. Benjamin Strauss. Gardening in

New England: A Collection of Essays. Vol. 2. Minneapolis: The Milkweed Press, 1996.
212-220. Print.
Encyclopedias or Dictionaries: If there is no author given for the article, the title is listed first.

Format:
Author Last Name, Author First Name. “Entry Heading.” Title of Encyclopedia or Dictionary.

Edition number (if any). Year published. Medium.

Example:
Forster, Bayard. “Ty Cobb.” Encyclopedia of Baseball. 2nd ed. 1997. Print.

Magazines

Format:
Author Last Name, Author First Name. “Title of Article.” Title of Magazine Volume. Issue

(year of publication): pages used. Medium.

Example:
Carlisle, Patricia. “The Rolling Stones Hit the Road for their 2001 World Tour: A Preview.”

Rolling Stone Magazine 5.8 2001: 39-41. Print.

Newspaper: Give the name of the newspaper as it appears, but omit the article that precedes
the title. For example, write New York Times instead of The New York Times). Also, if the
paper is a local paper that does not include the city in its title, include the location in
square brackets, not italicized, after the name: Valley News [Lebanon, NH]. Copy page
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numbers exactly as they appear, and use a + if the article is included on several pages
that are not consecutive: D3+. For an unsigned article in a newspaper or magazine, use
the same form used for an article in a newspaper or a weekly or monthly magazine but
begin with the article title.

Format:
Author Last Name, Author First Name. “Title of Article.” Title of Newspaper [location] Date:

Section number or letter and page number(s). Medium.

Example:
Alcott, Bronson. “A Walking Tour of Walpole.” Fo st er ' s D gHortsgoutDHhI2c r a t

Sept. 2004: Al. Print.
Online Database: The Web may not include pagination. Include page number when possible.
Use the number and a + for pages that are not continuous pages, and n. pag. when there is

no page included.

Format:
Author Last Name, Author First Name. “Title of Article.” Magazine or newspaper Volume.

Issue (year of publication): pages used. Title of Database. Medium. Date of Access.

Example:
Patterson, Amelia. “Economic Trends.” Business Week 8.12. (2004): n. pag. EBSCOhost. Web.

10 June 2005.
Website (general) / Nonperiodical Publication:

Format:
Author Last Name, Author First Name (can be compiler, director, editor, etc.) Title of the Work

(ltalicized if it is independent, in quotation marks if it is part of a larger work). Title of the
Overall Web Site. Version or Edition (if applicable). Publisher or Sponsor of the Site (If
unavailable use N.p.). Date of Publication (if unavailable, use n.d.). Medium. Date of
Access.

Example:
Alchin, L.K. “Elizabethan Theatre.” Elizabethan Era. N.p.n.d.Web. 23 Aug. 2009.
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E-mail:

Format:
Author of e-mail Last Name, Author First Name. “Subject of e-mail if any.” A description of the

e-mail that includes the name of the recipient. Date of the message. Medium.

Example:
Fields, Stephen. “Wrestling Greats.” Message to Jim Brass. 31 March 2005. E-mail.

Video Recordings: The writer may include additional pertinent information such as
screenwriter, performer, and producer between the title and distributor. These are
included in the example for formatting purposes only.

Format:
Title of Video. Director. Screenplay by First Name Last Name (if including). Perf. First Name

Last Name (if including). Produced by First Name Last Name (if including). Distributor.
Year of Release. Medium.

Example:
| t "Wendeaful Life. Dir. Frank Capra. Screenplay by Frances Goodrich and Albert Hackett.

Perf. James Stewart, Donna Reed, and Lionel Barrymore. RKO. 1946. DVD.

Published Interviews: If the interview is part of a program, put quotation marks around the title
if there is one. If the interview was published independently, italicize the title. If the
interview is untitled, use the label Interview. Include the interviewer’s name if known it
and it is pertinent to the paper. After the title, conclude with appropriate bibliographic
information for the type of media used (newspaper, DVD, TV, etc). For this example, a
podcast is used as it has not been used elsewhere.

Format:
Last Name of Person Being Interviewed, First Name. Interview by First Name Last Name of

Interviewer. “Title.” Title of the Program. Name of the Network (if any). Call Letters and
City of the local station (if any). Broadcast date. Medium of reception (TV, Radio,
Podcast).

Example:

Keane, John. Interviewed by Neal Conan. “Interview with the U.S. Army’s Acting Chief-of-

Staff, John Keane.” Talk of the Nation. NPR. 29 July 2003. Podcast.
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Personal Interviews: Indicate if the interview is a personal interview or a telephone interview
by labeling it as such.

Format:
Last Name of Person Interviewed, First Name of Person Interviewed. Label (Personal interview

or Telephone interview). Date of interview.

Example:
Harrison, Patricia. Personal interview. 19 Feb. 2001.

Lecture or Public Address

Format:
Speaker’s name. “Title of the lecture (if known).” The organization sponsoring the lecture (if

applicable). Location. City. Date. Descriptive label such as address, lecture, keynote
speech, etc.

Example:
Lewy, Stephan. “The Holocaust.” Keene State College. Mable Brown Room. Keene. 1 July

2003. Address.
The Thesis Statement

o According to MLA, a thesis statement is a single sentence that formulates the topic and
point of view. It is NEVER stated as a question. Although the thesis statement is one
sentence, it may be necessary to include information before and / or after the thesis
statement in order to frame the context of the statement.

o The thesis statement may be revised in the process of writing the paper.

o When developing a thesis statement, consider the purpose of the paper. What will the
paper attempt to achieve? Who is the audience?

o The thesis statement must appear at the top of the outline and be incorporated into the
first or second paragraph of the paper.

Sample Thesis Statements

o Because of unsanitary conditions, insufficient food supplies, and substandard health care,
living conditions in the Japanese internment camps during WW II were inhumane.
o Alice Walker’s novels helped define aspects of the women’s movement that directly
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addressed the issues of black women in America.
The Abolitionist movement was a powerful force in freeing slaves.
Native Americans routinely face challenges such as alcoholism, drug addiction, and
gambling in their lives on reservations.

How To Take Notes For a Research Paper (Note Cards)

By taking notes in one’s own words and not in complete sentences (unless directly quoting
someone), one avoids plagiarism. Note cards will help to organize research material.

Format

Use 3 X 5 or4 X 6 index cards.
Write source information on the top RIGHT of the card. (This is the author or editor’s

(13 99 ¢¢
a

last name or the first word of the title not using an,” or “the.”

Write the page number from which the note came on the bottom right of the card. If using
an electronic source, use the page number whenever possible.

Write the subject heading at the top LEFT of the card. The subject heading is a key
word(s) that expresses the main idea or topic of the notes on that card.

Accurately restate the information using words and phrases not complete sentences,
unless using a direct quotation. If using a direct quotation, include the speaker’s name

and credentials if it is not the author of the source.

When To Use A New Note Card

o O O O

When the page changes

When the source changes

When the subject heading changes

When there is no more room on the card (do not continue on the back of the card unless
citing a direct quotation)

When teachers require limiting information on the card to one idea / fact
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Sample Note Cards

Topic: Birth defects caused by corporate pollution
Thesis: Environmental damage from large factories causes many birth defects in the U.S. every

year.
Source: Feldstein, Mark and Steve Singer. “The Border Babies.” Time. 26.9 (2002): 72-74. Print.

Types of Defect Feldstein Types of Defect Feldstein
distorted spine, asthma, ADHD, arthritis, acne, joint pain, stunted growth
nearsightedness

74 75
Govt. Programs Feldstein Govt. Programs - quote Feldstein
Relief Aid for Children - at least one
chapter in each state Gov. Adams - “Children are our future.
Big Sisters - 40 out of 50 states have We must create programs to protect

them.”
76 76

The Outline Format

I. Use topics only, not sentences.
II. Capitalize all important words of the main headings (those in Roman numerals).
III. Capitalize only the first word of the sub-topics (any topics not using a Roman numeral).
IV. Use parallel grammatical construction at all levels of the outline.
V. Do not use single sub-topics. In other words, if there is an A., there must be a B. If there
is a 1., there must be a 2.
VI. Include no fewer than three major divisions in the entire outline. These will represent the
three major sub-divisions of the paper.
VII. Avoid too much detail, as well as too little detail. Usually it is not necessary to go beyond
sub-topics indicated by small letters a., b., c., etc.
VIII. Do NOT use the words “introduction” and “conclusion” as category headings.
IX. Center and underline title.
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Sample Outline
Acid Rain

THESIS: Acid rain has been a problem for many years, but only recently have people begun to
understand just how devastating it is to the world’s environment.

I. Background
A. Definition
B. History
II. Causes
A. Industrial producers
1. Coal-burning utilities
2. Steel mills
B. Natural producers
1. Seas and oceans
2. Volcanoes
3. Natural soil processes
C. Common producers
1. Automobiles
2. Stoves
III. Effects
A. On economy
1. Buildings and monuments
2. Loss of goods
a. Lumbering
b. Maple products
3. Loss of tourists
B. On nature
C. On people
IV. Places Most Affected by Acid Rain
A. America
B. Canada
C. Europe
V. Prevention of Acid Rain

Writing the Rough Draft



15

Get Organized

O O O O O O

Make sure outline is revised and complete.

Divide note cards according to the outline categories and subcategories.
Put note cards in order according to the same order of the outline.
Check for missing information (take more notes if necessary)

Check for repetition (remove note cards that are used twice).

Check for relevancy (remove notes that do not connect to topic).

Write the Introduction

O O O O O O

Use one or two paragraphs.

Create interest.

Provide necessary background to create context.

State thesis.

DO NOT USE “this paper,” “I,” “me,” “we,” “my,” “you,” “your”.
Provide a general overview, not specifics from note cards.

Write the Body

o O O O

o O

@)
©)

Follow outline.

Type from note cards.

Use transitions.

Frame quotations and references with explanatory information or analysis by introducing
the author’s name; give the author’s credentials if possible; cite the occasion of the
statement, article, interview, etc.

Identify source in the text; refer to title in text if applicable.

Paraphrase rather than quote whenever possible.

Place paraphrases and quotations in context - give explanation/analysis, as they do not
“stand alone”.

Avoid over quoting.

Provide internal documentation for quotations and paraphrasing.

Write the Conclusion

@)
©)
@)

Refer to thesis.
Use new form, style, and wording of thesis than in the introduction.
End with force and energy, a clincher or original thought.

Documentation

MLA format uses internal documentation to prevent plagiarism. This means that the writer is
giving credit to the source in which s/he found the information s/he is using. Plagiarism is
copying someone else’s work, whether visual or written, and submitting not giving credit to the
author or artist. Please refer to the Honor Code policy in the student handbook for additional
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information.

What to Document:

o Direct Quotations -- information that is in the words of the author

o Indirect Quotations (paraphrasing or summarizing the author’s words) -- the wording is
the writer’s, but it is taken directly from the author’s viewpoint
Statistics -- examples include percentages, numbers, and ratios
A fact that is not common knowledge; a fact / idea is not found in multiple sources

o Author’s individual or personal thoughts or viewpoints -- even if changed into the
writer’s own words

o Graphs, diagrams, or pictures that are not the writer’s- each should be placed at the end of
the paper on a page titled Appendix which is placed before the Works Cited page

What Not to Document:

o Common knowledge
o Conclusions drawn from gathering information from a variety of sources

Avoid documenting everything, but give credit where credit is due. When in doubt, it is usually
safer to document.

Format for Internal Documentation

o To document, use parentheses around the author’s last name and page number from the
source in which that information is found. Do NOT place a comma between the author’s
last name and page number. The internal documentation is placed directly after the
information that is being cited whether it is located at the beginning, in the middle, or at
the end of the sentence. If the internal documentation is located at the end of the sentence,
the period is placed AFTER the parentheses. See example for paraphrase or summary for
documentation in the middle of a sentence and direct quotation for documentation at the
end of a sentence listed under Examples of Documentation.

o If a source does not use pages (Web, film, radio broadcast, etc.), it is best to include the
name of the person who begins the corresponding entry in the Works Cited page within
the text of the paper rather than a parenthetical citation.

o If asource to be documented such as a collection does not have an author, use an editor’s
name if available. Be sure to include ed. after the name to indicate their role of editor. If
there is no editor, refer to the first key word of the title of the source. If it is necessary to
make a distinction from other sources that have no author or editor available and also
have the same first title key word, then use both the title key word and a key word from
the source. See example for No Author and / or Editor listed under Examples of
Documentation.

o If an author has multiple works in the Works Cited page, the internal documentation uses
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the author’s last name, an abbreviated title, and the page number. Commas are used in
this internal documentation. See Author’s Name and Work Included in the Text listed
under Examples of Documentation.

If the author’s last name is included in the text, used only the page number in the internal
documentation. See example for Author’s Last Name Included in Text listed under
Examples of Documentation.

Note: When using a quotation that is more than four typed lines of prose or more than three
lines of poetry, set off the quotation by indenting it ten spaces from the left margin. Use the
normal right margin and continue to double space. Long quotations should be introduced by an
informative sentence. Quotation marks are unnecessary because the indented format tells readers
that the words are taken directly from the source. The documentation, in parentheses, goes after
the sentence punctuation. For example:

Anthropologist Richard Leakey and coauthor Roger Lewin pose the issue of language in

primates.

Is spoken language merely an extension and enhancement of cognitive
capacities to be found among our ape relatives? Or is spoken language
a unique human characteristic completely separate from any cognitive

abilities in apes? (240)

Examples of Documentation

o

Direct Quotation- It may be true that “ in the appreciation of Medieval art the attitude of
the observer is of primary importance” (Maris 347).

Paraphrase or Summary - The need for logic in children’s fantasy has been recognized
(Stewig 22), and children are capable of comprehending advanced logic.

A Fact That is Not Common Knowledge - Most people are unaware that during the Civil
War, many soldiers were injured by ramrods flying out of hastily packed guns (Ray 29).
Individual Thoughts or Viewpoints (include credentials) -- Dr. Brown, of Dartmouth
College, believes the U.S. government should develop a new policy to help Third World
countries overcome poverty and hunger (Spitzer 11).

Author’s Name and Work Included in the Text -- In No Need for Hunger, Robert Spitzer
recommends that the government create a new policy for coping with global hunger (34).
No Author and / or Editor -- Mark Twain is considered a master at using satire in both his
novels and short stories (“Twain,” Co mp t 4820. 0 s

Order of the Research Paper

1. Outline: MLA does not require an outline, but many teachers may request one (see pg. 11-12)



2. Body of paper:

Use 12 point font size and either Times or Palatino font style
Double space the entire paper

Tab in once for the beginning of each paragraph

Do not add an extra space between paragraphs

Use one inch margins on all sides of the paper

Number the first page unless instructed not to

© O 0O 0O 0 O O

Put last name and page number in upper right-hand corner
3. Appendix (including maps, charts, diagrams)
4. Works Cited

Bradley Potter
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Mrs. Dearborn
English 9 Comprehensive
19 April 2005

The Black Death

The most disastrous epidemic to ever affect Europe, let alone the world, the Black Plague
is known to every elementary grade level and is drilled into every American’s head in every high
school history class they will ever take. According to Ole Benedictow, it is commonly referred to
as the “Black Death”, which is most likely the mistranslation of the Latin work “atra” meaning
both “terrible” and “black.” It swept through Europe between 1346 and 1353 C.E. (or A.D.)
killing millions in its wake. Even though it occurred 650 years ago, it still affects people today.

Joan Acocella notes in the article “The End of the World” which appeared in The New
Yorker magazine that the plague’s unrivaled conquest of life caused the death of 50 million
people out of Europe’s total population of 80 million (62.5%), which is the equivalent of two
billion people when measured against Europe’s population today. Most major cities lost more
than half of their total population. According to the historian Boccaccio, “[M]ore than half of the
inhabitants of the northern Italian city of Florence perished, and morality figures for other
European cities and regions were no less horrific” (Nardo 48). As the Black Death continued,
even rural villages were afflicted by its fatal blow. All that stood in its path were put to the test of
survival. The world was in chaos.

Yet, when people hear about the plague, they often learn its path of destruction and how
it affected the people. But, many often forget to entertain the thought of its origin and importance
in history. Believed to have originated on the central Asian steppe, there was what is called a
plague reservoir. Xenopsylla cheopsis, the flea, carried the plague on black rats. Unknown
natural disasters swept the plague-carrying rodents from the central Asian steppe into human
contact (The Black Death 2).

Meanwhile, sometime around the mid-1340s a group of Mongols besieged an outskirt

Potter 2

European trading station called Kaffa. Suddenly, several of the Mongols fell ill and died. Their
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leader immediately ordered the carcasses thrown into the city, hoping the dead would infect

the invaders. It worked, and the Italians fled by ship to escape the victorious wrath of the
Mongols. A couple of black rats joined them for the journey, unnoticed. Unlike other rat species,
which prefer a good distance between themselves and humans, black rats like human closeness.
Another unfortunate occurrance is the fact that water travel was not as advanced, so ships docked
every 3 to 4 days. Due to the constant contact with humans, the “yersinia pestis” bacteria (black
plague) jumped from the black rat flea to the “pulex irritans”, also known as the human flea
(McMullin 16). The effect was enhanced because “Medieval people were covered with fleas-
they thought bathing dangerous to their health” (Biel 222). The plague continued to enter the
continent through several ports, thus hitting Europe from several sides at once.

For this reason a continental disaster occurred. With immense trading routes connecting
nearly all of Europe, the plague quickly and easily became a widespread epidemic. Europe was
at its prime toward the end of what is now called the “High Middle Ages.” With the ability to
“travel up to 600 km in a fortnight by ship” (Ziegler 41), the Bubonic Plague quickly marred the
trade route image from Constantinople through Mediterranean Europe to Italy. The city of
Marseilles served as the “spread center” or the place where the epidemic was most focused. Next
it continued to Spain, then inland to Paris, through Normandy, Germany, then to England
(mainly London), and on to Ireland. Another plague front swept from Norway into Denmark and
Sweden; then both fronts continued eastward.

Furthermore, the plague traveled to the Egyptian city of Alexandria from Constantinople,
henceforth infecting northern Africa and parts of the Middle East. There appeared to be no
escape, but most people had a better chance of surviving in the countryside than the city, where it
took up to eight weeks for the people to realize the plague was upon them (Knox 19). According
to “The Middle Ages: The Black Death”, with so many dead, each morning a cart rode through
town calling, “Bring down your dead!”, so people brought their dead. They put them in the cart
where they were delivered to the graveyard. The people dug “plague pits” and layered the dead,
separating each body with only a thin layer of dirt. The graveyards were in such disorder that the
historian Don Nardo stated, “[I]n many places in Sienna great pits were dug and piled deep with

Potter 3

the multitude of the dead... [A]nd there were also those who were so sparsely covered with earth
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that dogs dragged them forth and devoured many bodies” (26). Eventually, the graveyards

became full, and the Pope consecrated the Rhone River so bodies could be dumped in the river.
Because priests were also victims, laypeople were allowed to administer last rites.

Soon Medieval experts advised against hot meals, bathing, and sex to avoid catching the
plague (McMullin 47). Many theories exist concerning the plague’s origin. The Paris College of
Physicians said that the plague was caused by evil vapors and was sent by “heavenly
disturbances” (Nardo 99). Christian believers amassed to kill vast numbers of Jews because they
believed that Jews were the cause of the Plague.

When none of the Medieval medicines worked, the Pope and other officials allowed the
bodies to be dissected, yet no cure was found. Flagellants wandered from town to town and beat
themselves and prayed to help convince God to end the plague. Social status was in an uproar.
As Boccaccio stated, “Brother abandoned brother... fathers and mothers refused to see and tend
to their children” (Black 3).

Consequently, trade was profoundly affected. Trade routes closed down and were not
used again for years. Famine beleaguered the people along with the Black Plague, and the fields
were left to rot. As a result, people ate cats and dogs, and some even turned to cannibalism.
Artisans lost job. Morale was low because there was no relief. The Renaissance poet Petrach
characterized the era perfectly when he said, “O happy posterity, who will not experience such
abysmal woe and will look upon our testimony as a fable” (Ziegler 33). In addition, nothing
flourished in this time period, including inventions, artwork, and crafts. The population was
bogged down by the daily fight for survival and had no time or energy for creativity.

The historical aspects of the Plague are interesting. However, one must delve further to
understand the full effect of the Plague on modern society. The most obvious effect is that one
out of every three people in Europe died from the Plague (Ziegler 22). This resulted in a much
smaller population, and some historians believe this natural population control has been a great
benefit to reducing overcrowding, famine, and potential wars (Nardo 22). The Black Death

occurred in the time period historians refer to as the Dark Ages. This title, used for obvious
reasons, symbolizes the lack of enlightenment and advancement in technology and all cultural
Potter 4

areas that can be found in any time period before or after the Dark Ages.
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Once the Plague ran its course, people were able to reclaim their inherent curiosity
and need to create. The arts flourished once again, and, even more importantly, greater strides
were made in the medical field because people wanted to ensure that something similar to the
Plague could never devastate a culture to such an extent again. Because people had been so
downtrodden and disheartened for seven long years, when they did begin to create again, they
did so with an unusual fervor. Some critics maintain that “the strides made in the first twenty
years after the Plague would not have been of such magnitude if the Plague had not been so
horrific” (Biel 225). As ironic as it may seem, the Bubonic Plague may have been in humanity’s

best interest.
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