Eighth Grade History
Document Based Question
~The Black Death
Expectations:
This assignment has two parts that are each designed to test your ability to understand, work with, and relate important information from historical documents. For Part One, you will read the Documents and answer objective questions in a timed assessment (much like the MCAS). For Part Two, you are expected to re-read the Documents and then compose an essay responding to the prompt provided. You are expected to integrate ideas, evidence, and quotes from the Documents into a clear and well-organized essay that supports your argument. 

Historical Background: 
The Black Death was a medieval pandemic (widespread disease) that swept through Asia and Europe from 1347-1351. During that time, Black Death killed an estimated 25-million people. Europeans in the fourteenth century did not understand the cause of the Black Death. It was only after its last major outbreak in 1855 that its cause began to be understood by doctors.  Researchers discovered that a rod-shaped bacterium called Yersinia pestis was responsible for the disease. The bacteria lived in the stomachs of some fleas, which in turn, were commonly found on black rats (Rattus rattus). 
 In the late 1340s, environmental factors (that are still not entirely known today) caused dormant (present but not active) bacteria to suddenly become active in some fleas. The bacteria clogged the digestive systems of the infected fleas. As the fleas desperately attempted to feed on the blood of their black rat hosts the flea bites transmitted Black Death bacteria to the rats, thereby killing them. Because of close contact between rats and humans in towns and villages during the Middle Ages, fleas were able to jump from dead rats to the nearest warm-blooded animal, often humans, starting the single worst human pandemic in history.
Although Black Death originated in Asia, black rats with infected fleas traveled inside the food wagons of Asian nomadic horsemen as they traveled along the Silk Road to Constantinople in early 1347. From Constantinople, rat-infected trade boats made their way to Europe. By October of 1347, Black Death arrived in Messina, Sicily. From there, waves of Black Death spread throughout Europe over the next few years, wiping out 25%-50% of the population before the disease ran its course in 1351. Although Black Death returned approximately every twenty years to claim more lives, the worst outbreak occurred between 1347 and 1351. 
Because they were afraid and felt helpless, the people of Europe reacted to Black Death in a number of different ways. As you read the following reactions to the Black Death, keep in mind that little science and medicine was understood in the mid-fourteenth century. Also keep in mind that the people impacted by the Black Death used things familiar to them like religion, superstition, and prejudice to attempt to rationalize the fear, devastation, and helplessness that they were experiencing.  
The Documents
 
Introduction to the book, The Decameron, by fourteenth century writer Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375).
“Such fear and fanciful notions took possession of the living that almost all of them adopted the same cruel policy, which was entirely to avoid the sick and everything belonging to them. By so doing, each one thought he would secure his own safety. Some thought that moderate living and the avoidance of all superfluity would preserve them from the epidemic. They formed small communities, living entirely separate from everybody else. They shut themselves up in houses where there were no sick, eating the finest food and drinking the best wine very temperately, avoiding all excess, allowing no news or discussion of death and sickness, and passing the time in music and suchlike pleasures. 
Others thought just the opposite. They thought the sure cure for the plague was to drink and be merry, to go about singing and amusing themselves, satisfying every appetite they could, laughing and jesting at what happened. They put their words into practice, spent day and night going from tavern to tavern, drinking immoderately, or went into other people's houses, doing only those things which pleased them. This they could easily do because everyone felt doomed and had abandoned his property, so that most houses became common property and any stranger who went in made use of them as if he had owned them. And with all this bestial behaviour, they avoided the sick as much as possible.”
 

Excerpt from Historia de Morbo, by Gabriele de Mussis, a lawyer in the Italian city of Piacenza (died in 1356).
“Let all creation tremble with fear before the judgment of God. Let human frailty submit to its creator. May a greater grief be kindled in all hearts, and tears well up in all eyes as future ages hear what happened in this disaster. When one person lay sick in a house no one would come near. Even dear friends would hide themselves away, weeping. The physician would not visit. The priest, panic-stricken, administered the sacraments with fear and trembling.”
 

Excerpt from the Chronicle of Agnolo di Tura del Grasso (from the Italian city of Sienna) who consulted public archives and records as he wrote about the Black Death in Sienna in 1348-1349.
“And I, Agnolo di Tura, called the Fat, buried my five children with my own hands. And there were also those who were so sparsely covered with earth that the dogs dragged them forth and devoured many bodies throughout the city. There was no one who wept for any death, for all awaited death. And so many died that all believed that it was the end of the world. And no medicine or any other defense availed. And the lords selected three citizens who received a thousand gold florins from the commune of Sienna that they were to spend on the poor sick and to bury the poor dead…1349.  After the great pestilence of the past year each person lived according to his own caprice, and everyone tended to seek pleasure in eating and drinking, hunting, catching birds, and gambling. And all money had fallen into hands of nouveau riches [“newly rich,” usually those who had profited by confiscating the land abandoned by plague victims].”
Excerpt that describes some of the cruel Anti-Semitic (Anti-Jewish) persecutions that Christians inflicted on the Jews of Europe (claiming that the Jews caused the Black Death).
“Once started, the burning of the Jews went on increasing. When people discovered that the stories of poisoning were undoubtedly true they rose as one against the Jew. First, on 2 January 1349 the citizens of Ravensburg burnt the Jews in the castle, to which they had fled in search of protection from King Charles, whose servants were imprisoned by the citizens after the burning. On 4 January the people of Constance shut up the Jews in two of their own houses, and then burnt 330 of them in the fields at sunset on 3 March. Some processed to the flames dancing, others singing and the rest weeping. They were burnt shut up in a house which had been specially built for the purpose. On 12 January in Buchen and on 17 January in Basel they were all burnt apart from their babies, who were taken from them by the citizens and baptized.”
 
Excerpt from The Great Surgery, a medical textbook written in 1363 by Gui de Chauliac (medical doctor to Pope Clement VI from 1342-1352, Pope Innocent VI from 1352-1362, and Pope Urban V from 1632-1370).
“Concerning cures, there was an effort [to find] a preservative before and advent of symptoms and a cure for when the symptoms had arrived. For preservation, there was nothing better than to flee the area before it was infected and to purge oneself with pills of aloe and reduce the blood through a phlebotomy, purify the air with fire, and comfort the heart with a theriac and fruits and sweet-smelling things, to console the humors with Armenian bole, and to halt corruption with sour-tasting things.”
 

Excerpt from a fourteenth century chronicler (historian) describing the flagellants (people who used self-torture as a spiritual approach hoping to counter the Black Death). 
“They were called flagellants because of the whips [flagella] which they used in performing public penance. Each whip consisted of a stick with three knotted thongs hanging from the end. Two pieces of needle-sharp metal were run through the centre of the knots from both sides, forming a cross, the ends of which extended beyond the knots for the length of a grain of wheat or less. Using these whips they beat and whipped their bare skin until their bodies were bruised and swollen and blood rained down, spattering the walls nearby. I have seen, when they whipped themselves, how sometimes those bits of metal penetrated the flesh so deeply that it took more than two attempts to pull them out.”
 
The most complete surviving list of laws passed by a town to prevent the spread of Black Death came from the Italian city of Pistoia. The following were excerpts from city ordinances (laws) passed in May of 1348 in Pistoia.
“1. [N]o citizen or resident of Pistoia…shall dare or presume to go to Pisa or Lucca; and no one shall come to Pistoia from those places; penalty 500 Pence…
3. The bodies of the dead shall not be removed from the place of death until they have been enclosed in a wooden box, and the lid of planks nailed down so that no stench can escape…
4. To avoid the foul stench which comes from dead bodies each grave shall be dug two and a half armslength deep…
5. No one, of whatever condition, status or standing, shall dare or presume to bring a corpse into the city…
10. So that the sound of bells does not trouble or frighten the sick, the keepers of the campanile of the cathedral church of Pistoia shall not allow any of the bells to be rung during funerals…
21. For the better preservation of health, there should be a ban on all kinds of poultry, calves, foodstuffs and on all kinds of fat being taken out of Pistoia by anybody…”
 

Printed Woodcut Showing the Burning of European Jews. Jews were wrongly blamed for poisoning Christian water wells during the Black Death and often suffered a terrible fate as scapegoats.
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 Part One: Objective Responses
Directions:
Select the correct answer(s) for each questions and fill in the corresponding bubble(s) on the answer sheet. You will need to turn back to the Documents in order to complete these questions.

Multiple Choice Questions:
1. The main point that the Chronicle of Agnolo di Tura del Grasso demonstrates is that the people of Sienna felt what during the time of the Black Death?
A. Anger
B. Sadness
C. Hopeless

D. Relieved
E. Nothing
2. Which sentence in the Chronicle of Agnolo di Tura del Grasso best supports your choice in Question 1?
A. “And the lords selected three citizens who received a thousand gold florins from the commune of Sienna that they were to spend on the poor sick and to bury the poor dead…1349.”
B. “And I, Agnolo di Tura, called the Fat, buried my five children with my own hands.”
C. “There was no one who wept for any death, for all awaited death.”

D. “And no medicine or any other defense availed.”
E. “After the great pestilence of the past year each person lived according to his own caprice, and everyone tended to seek pleasure in eating and drinking, hunting, catching birds, and gambling.”
3. According to the Introduction to Giovanni Boccaccio’s The Decameron, what was the most common practice used by people to stay healthy during the time of the Black Death?
A. Moderate living
B. Drink and be merry
C. Shut themselves up in houses
D. Avoid the sick

E. Do only things that please them
4. The main idea presented in the excerpt from Historia de Morbo by Gabriele de Mussis is best repeated in which other source?
A. The Decameron by Giovanni Boccaccio
B. The Chronicle of Agnolo di Tura del Grasso
C. City Ordinances of Pistoia passed in May of 1348
D. Printed Woodcut Showing the Burning of Jews
E. The Great Surgery by Gui de Chauliac
5. When scared, people react to their fears in certain ways. Which reaction to fear is most often demonstrated by the City Ordinances of Pistoia Passed in May of 1348?
A. Fear
B. Avoidance
C. Anger
D. Rationalization
E. Blame
6. Which of the following law(s) from the City Ordinances of Pistoia Passed in May of 1348 DO NOT demonstrate the reaction you selected in Question 5?
A. “The bodies of the dead shall not be removed from the place of death until they have been enclosed in a wooden box, and the lid of planks nailed down so that no stench can escape…”

B. “To avoid the foul stench which comes from dead bodies each grave shall be dug two and a half armslength deep…”

C. “No one, of whatever condition, status or standing, shall dare or presume to bring a corpse into the city…”

D. “So that the sound of bells does not trouble or frighten the sick, the keepers of the campanile of the cathedral church of Pistoia shall not allow any of the bells to be rung during funerals…”

E. “For the better preservation of health, there should be a ban on visiting anyone suspect of ailment or plague.”

7. According to the Chronicler Describing the Flagellants, the flagellants were “performing public penance.” What was the meaning of the word “penance” as it was used in the Excerpt?
A. Voluntary self-punishment inflicted as an outward expression for having done wrong.

B. Punishment for having committed a wrong.
C. Reflection upon sins committed against the public. 
D. A performance intended to teach or demonstrate a lesson.
E. To be put on display.
8. According to the Excerpt on Anti-Semitic Persecutions, “the citizens of Ravensburg burnt the Jews in the castle, to which they had fled in search of protection from King Charles.” What can be inferred about King Charles’s attitude about the Jews?
A. King Charles was Christian and unwilling to protect the Jews.
B. King Charles protected the Jews and after they thanked to him.
C. The Jews had, in fact, poisoned the wells.
D. The king was sympathetic towards the Jews.

E. King Charles wanted to become the next Pope.
9. According to Historia de Morbo, by Gabriele de Mussis, what was the cause of the Black Death?
A. The weakness of people
B. Sadness
C. People not caring for each other
D. God’s will
E. Bad doctors
10. Which line from Historia de Morbo best supports your choice in Question 9?
A. “Let all creation tremble with fear before the judgment of God.”

B. “Let human frailty submit to its creator.”
C. “May a greater grief be kindled in all hearts.”
D. “Even dear friends would hide themselves away.”
E. “The physician would not visit.”
11. Giovanni Boccaccio, in his Introduction to The Decameron, stated that some people “thought that moderate living” would protect them from the Black Death. What did the word “moderate” mean in this context?
A. Average in amount, intensity, quality, or degree
B. Alone
C. Carefully, with attention to detail
D. Modern, of the latest thought
E. Of the highest quality
12. Giovanni Boccaccio, in his Introduction to The Decameron, stated that some people were “eating the finest food and drinking the best wine very temperately.” What did the word “temperately” mean in this context?
A. Average in amount, intensity, quality, or degree

B. Alone
C. Carefully, with attention to detail
D. Modern, of the latest thought
E. Of the highest quality
 Part Two: Open Response Essay
Essay Prompt:
People, although unique, tend to respond to traumatic, uncertain, or stressful situations in similar ways. Some try to avoid what they believe is the cause of their fears.  Others attempt to explain or rationalize the situation using knowledge or experiences familiar to them (even if they are inaccurate). Finally, some blame others for the cause of their situation (often wrongly). 
Using the primary sources provided, demonstrate how the people of Europe responded to their fears of the Black Death and its devastation to their society.
The Process:
FIRST: Re-read the documents carefully to understand the different reactions that people had to the Black Death. Every source relates in some way to feelings of fear, anxiety, and/or helplessness. As you read, mark which of the following responses the source demonstrates.  Keep in mind that one source could demonstrate more than one response.
Avoidance (an attempt to run away or isolate oneself from the cause of a fear) 
Rationalization (an attempt to explain or understand the cause of a fear or how to cure it)
Blame (an attempt to blame the cause of the fear on someone or something)
 

SECOND: Organize your notes and group similar responses together.
THIRD: Write a well-organized essay answering the essay prompt above in no fewer than three (3) paragraphs. It is likely that you will need more than three paragraphs to fully answer the prompt and earn maximum points. The essay must contain:

· An Introductory Paragraph, introducing the topic and main argument of your essay;

· Evidence Paragraph(s), each with a  topic sentence and evidence from the documents to support the topic sentence and overall main argument of the essay; and
· A Conclusion Paragraph, reflecting on the main ideas of the essay and how they support and prove the writer’s main argument or thesis of the essay.
 

 

 

TRJHS Social Studies DBQ Rubric

Common Core-aligned rubric (6-8th Grade)
	 
	N/A
0
	Below 6-8th 
1
	Beginning
2
	Emerging
3
	Proficient
4
	Above 6-8th
5

	Introduction 
Writing (Hist/SS, Sci&Tech): WHST.6-8.2a
	No introduction or reference to the topic.
	No introduction of the topic or preview of what is to follow.
	Suggestion of an introduction, with little preview of what is to follow.
	Simple Introduction of a topic with a rudimentary preview of what is to follow.
	Introduces a topic clearly, previews what is to follow.
	Introduces a topic clearly and creatively, previewing what is to follow with masterful use of language.

	Supporting Facts & Details  
Writing (Hist/SS, Sci&Tech): WHST.6-8.2b
	No incorporation of evidence and/or supporting facts.
	Does not incorporate evidence and/or supporting facts relevant to the topic.
	Limited incorporation of evidence and/or supporting facts relevant to the topic.
	Basic incorporation of the evidence and/or supporting facts relevant to the topic.
	Satisfactory incorporation of evidence and/or supporting facts relevant to the topic throughout most of the writing.
	Superior incorporation of the evidence and/or supporting facts relevant to the topic throughout the writing.

	Explanation & Comprehension
Writing (Hist/SS, Sci&Tech): WHST.6-8.2b
	No explanation of evidence and/or supporting facts.
	Does not develop or explain evidence and/or supporting facts with definitions, details, evidence, and support from the sources.
	Limited explanation of evidence and/or supporting facts with definitions, details, evidence, and support from the sources.
	Basic explanation of evidence and/or supporting facts with definitions, details, evidence, and support from the sources.
	Satisfactory explanation of evidence and/or supporting facts with definitions, details, evidence, and support from the sources throughout most of the writing.
	Superior explanation of evidence and/or supporting facts with definitions, details, evidence, and support from the sources throughout the writing.

	Grammatical Usage  
Writing (Hist/SS, Sci&Tech): WHST.6-8.2c
	Paper is limited in length, not substantially the writer’s own work, or sentence structure and grammar do not meet English conventions.
	Sentence structure and grammar generally do not meet English conventions with serious errors in grammar and/or spelling.
	Sentence structure and grammar minimally meet English conventions but show virtually no variation and/or creativity.
	Sentence structure and grammar mostly meet English conventions but show little variation and/or creativity.
	Sentence structure and grammar meet English conventions with few errors (errors do not interfere with communication) throughout most of the writing.
	Sentence structure and grammar show mastery of English conventions with virtually no errors (errors do not interfere with communication) throughout the writing.

	Conclusion
Writing (Hist/SS, Sci&Tech): WHST.6-8.2f
	Does not provide a concluding statement.
	Provides a
concluding statement that does not support the information or explanation.
	Provides a limited concluding statement that attempts to support the information or explanation presented.
	Provides a simple concluding statement that rudimentarily supports the information or explanation presented.
	Provides a concluding statement that follows from and supports the information or explanation presented.
	Provides an insightful concluding statement that follows from and supports the information or explanation presented.


