History 3215, Assignment 1A: Primary-source paper guidlelines

This assignment is intended to give you practice with primary-source material.  A primary source is anything that dates from the period you’re studying - in this case, a personal letter from Henry VIII to Anne Boleyn.  Primary sources are vitally important for historians, as they give us a view of events as they happened, or of attitudes and mindsets as they developed.  While they are most often textual - written material - they can also be images or objects from the time.


Of course, like any sources, primary documents have their limitations; they can be biased, short-sighted, or based on wrong information, for example.  Part of the historian’s task is to take such shortcomings into account when drawing conclusions from them, and to point them out to readers.  
Your paper will:

1/summarise and explain Henry’s letter;

2/put this writing in its historical context - that is, what moved Henry to write this? What did he hope the letter would accomplish? What else was happening at this time? Historical context is what you’ll be getting from your secondary sources - that is, the writings of modern scholars in this field.  A good general guideline is to stick to work that’s been published within the last 20 years - you want the most recent work that’s built on the work of past knowledge.
3/discuss the significance of this writing to the events of the time.  Did this letter change anything, and if so, what? Why was it important? 

And, of course, like any paper, this one will have a beginning, a middle, and an end - that is, it will start with a clear statement of your purpose in writing it (your “question”), progress through a logical sequence of arguments supported by evidence, and it will conclude with an answer to your original question and a tidying up of any loose ends that your paper has raised.  

For more general guidelines on writing historical essays, have a look at the folder for Assignment 2.
