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R E S O U R C E  N O T E S
This resource should introduce students to how archaeology is carried out, how 
artefacts can be found, and the types of artefacts which may be discovered.

The artefacts given in this resource are all medieval in date, ranging from 600 and 
1500AD. They were found using archaeological survey, explained in the green box, 
rather than full-scale archaeological excavation. This means that they were most 
likely discovered by field-walking, metal-detection, or in test pits (small pit dug to 
help identify archaeological sites).

The artefacts given are deliberately varied in terms of location, material, and type 
to give the pupils a more varied view of medieval life.

Key definitions have been included to allow pupils to fully understand the context of 

the artefacts, and a description of daily life in Medieval England has been included, 
again to allow pupils a greater understanding of the contexts from which the 
artefacts originated.

F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G
The further reading given for this resource should allow students to better 
understand where the artefacts they have studied came from (see PAS website). It 
also provides good summaries of Medieval History (Saul 1997) for background 
context, as well as an introduction to the various types of archaeological artefacts 

and how they can be interpreted (Hurcombe 2007).

What is archaeology, and how 
does it contribute to historical 
knowledge? 

Link to curriculum
Medieval (500-1500), 
Primary source analysis 



3

A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S

The activity was chosen to help students to understand the kinds of information 
that archaeological artefacts can provide, but also some of their limitations.
The following outcomes can be expected for each artefact, though this is not an 

exclusive list:

• Merchant’s seal: It is likely that the seal belonged to a man named 
Richard, as the name on the item suggests. It is likely that he was a 
merchant or trader who used the seal to mark his produce as his. As a 

trader, it is likely that he travelled a lot to sell his wares – the location of 
the artefact in Beningborough suggests that York may have been part of 
his trade route. The most important export from England during that time 
was wool or cloth, and York was a main centre for this trade. Regarding 
status, if he was a successful merchant, the individual that owned this item 

was potentially quite wealthy. As the description suggests, his surname is 
not clear, so it would not be possible to trace him in any official records. It 
is also not clear what he sold and where he was coming from. His age is 
also not evident, though it can be assumed that he was an adult.

• Spindle Whorl: A spindle whorl is used in conjunction with a spindle to spin 

fibres in to yarn. As women were mostly responsible for spinning during the 
medieval period, it is likely that the object belonged to a woman, probably 
of working class based on the function of the artefact. Lead appears to 
be the most common material used to make spindle whorls, though they 
do not always have such intricate motifs. Therefore based on the 

patterning, it might be suggested that this item also served a decorative 
purpose as well as functional. The artefact was found in the village of 
Aughton, which is a rural area, suggesting that large-scale production of 
yarn was not occurring here. It was likely that the woman who owned the 
item was not employed solely for making yarn, and was probably making 

it for daily household use. What is not clear is the age of the individual who 
owned the item, nor whether they would have had any alternative kind of 
employment elsewhere. The artefact can also not be used to infer what 
kinds of products were made from the yarn, nor what happened to those 
objects.
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A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S

• Toy dog: This artefact was mostly likely owned by a child. Though it is not 
clear what age the child was, the fact that the object is metal suggests 
that they were not a very young infant. The village location of the find 

suggests that the owner was not particular high status, but that they (or 
their parents) had enough money to spend on items not solely of 
functional use. It might also imply that the owner was particularly fond of 
dogs, or that dogs were a part of medieval life, probably as pets. 
However, the gender of the owner is not clear, nor is the breed of the dog 

depicted. It is therefore not clear which breed of dogs existed in the 
medieval period. The emotional value that the owner placed in this object 
is also not clear, nor whether it was passed down through multiple owners.

• Sword pommel: This artefact is clearly of fine quality, is relatively rare, and 

is made from gold with intricate filigree patterns. This therefore suggests 
that the item was expensive, and that the owner would have been of high 
status to afford it. It is also likely that this individual was male, as swords 
would have been predominantly owned by men during this time period. 
The owner may have either been part of the military, or nobility, or even 
both. However, the quality of this pommel and softness of the material 

used suggests that the sword was more ceremonial than functional, so it is 
unclear whether this individual ever used it in combat. It is also not evident 
what the rest of the sword looked like, or what material it was made of. 
The name and age of the owner is also not clear, though it could be 
assumed that they were an adult.
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A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S

There is no set outcome for part 3, and students can pick any of the answers. The 
way in which they support their answer is the most important outcome here. Below 
are some examples of possible justifications:

• Very reliable: Information provided by archaeological artefacts is very 
reliable, because they are objects made and used directly by people in 
the past. They are less likely to be affected by bias than historical 
documents.

• Slightly reliable: Information provided by archaeological artefacts is only 
slightly reliable as, although they are the physical remains of activity in the 
past, it is often very hard to ascertain definite information about how they 
were used, the date they were used, or even what they are. Therefore, 

different archaeologists may have different opinions regarding an 
artefact, making it very difficult to interpret. Also, not all objects are 
preserved archaeologically , as many organic objects are lost. This creates 
a bias towards inorganic materials when trying to interpret the past.
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R E S O U R C E  N O T E S
This resource is designed to allow students to understand how historical information 
can be combined with archaeological evidence to gain a clearer picture of the 
past.

The first piece of evidence given in this resource is a probate inventory, which is a 
document drawn up upon the death or outlawing of an individual listing their 
belongings. This inventory is that of a Robert Osebern from Thornborough in 
Buckinghamshire. Key terms used in the inventory are defined for the students.
The second piece of evidence given in this resource is based on zooarchaeological

information (animal bone data). It records the frequency of the main domestic 
species, cattle, horse, sheep/goat, and pig, at a site called Great Linford, again in 
Buckinghamshire. Sheep and goat are grouped together as they are very similar 
and it is not possible to tell them apart; however, they are most likely to be 
predominantly sheep at this time. 

F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G
The further reading for this resource is designed to give students a more detailed 
insight in to what probate inventories are, and how they can be used (Burford, 
Overton 1979, Overton and Campbell 1992). They also serve to give examples of how 
they have been used in various case studies across England. There is also a more 

detailed summary of excavations at Great Linford so pupils may better understand 
where the animal bone information came from (Mynard and Zeepvat 1991).

‘Fleshing out the bones’:
historical data in tandem with 

archaeological evidence 

Link to curriculum
Medieval (500-1500), 
Analysis of a range of 
sources 
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The first activity requires students to use the inventory to consider the importance of 
various factors to a landowner during the later medieval period. The order in which 
they rank the factors may vary, but they should be able to use the inventory to 
justify why they have produced this order. An example is given below: (1 is the 

highest priority)
1. Property (important as owning land ensures income in the form of crop harvest 

and meat yield; also property is seen an investment, which can be sold for 
potential profit)

2. Food source: crops (Food is obviously important in terms of survival; in this case 

crops have been out higher as they can be stored more easily)
3. Food source: meat
4. Income
5. Craft (craft is seen as quite important, as it can provide landowners with useful 

household items in order to complete necessary tasks. For example, horn 

working could provide them with cutlery and cooking utensils for preparing food)
6. Cleanliness
7. Comfort
8. Fashion (factors like comfort and fashion have been given least priority here, as 

survival and subsistence was likely more important to a medieval landowner 
than living in comfort and looking good).

Students are then asked to rank the same factors based on what they perceive to 
be important in modern England. They should consider which factors are ranked in 
similar positions, and which may be placed differently; for example:

1. Income (As most people are not involved in food production in modern England, 
income is vital in order to procure food for survival. Therefore, income may be 
perceived to be more important now than in the Medieval period)

2. Food source: meat (Both food sources are still considered important in modern 
England for survival, however meat may be more important now as a recognised 

source of protein, and many people include it in their diet every day which would 
not have been the case in the medieval period)

3. Food source: crops
4. Property (Though property is still considered a useful investment in modern 

England, it is not deemed to be vital for food production)

A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S
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A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S
5. Cleanliness (Cleanliness may be perceived to be more important in modern

society, as not only do we take greater care in our own hygiene, but it is also
now recognised that cleanliness can play a part in preventing the spread of
disease)

6. Comfort
7. Fashion (Fashion may be perceived to be more important in modern England

as more people have access to media and retail. However, it is likely that it will
still be ranked below factors needed for subsistence)

8. Craft (Crafting items in modern England is not often carried out by indiv iduals

and instead the majority of items are crafted using mass production, to be
bought using income)

Students are then asked to compare the items listed in the probate inventory to
archaeological information found on a site in the same county , to see whether the
relative importance placed on different animals is similar. Both sets of evidence
are from rural village locations, so also come from a similar context in terms of
demography . This should help them to understand how historical documents and
archaeological evidence may be used in conjunction to great more detailed

interpretations.
1. Their first task is to interpret the graph, in terms of which animals are most and

least common, and what they may have been used for. Sheep are the most
common here, most likely because they can be used for a variety of products
including meat, wool and milk. Cattle are also quite common, and were

probably being used for meat, milk, leather or traction (heavy farm work) . Pigs
are not so common, probably because they are usually only used for meat.
Also, pork is usually considered to be a high status meat, so there is unlikely to
be a lot in a rural site like Great Linford village. Horses are least common as
they were mainly only used for transport. They were sometimes used for

transport, but this tends to be later in the medieval period.
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2. Students should then consider whether the frequencies of animals found 
archaeologically match that recorded in the historical document. In doing so, 
they can evaluate how historical accounts and archaeological evidence may 
produce similar or differing results, and why this might be. The inventory only lists 

one horse (1 old mare), which suggests that, similarly to Great Linford, horses 
were not common on Medieval sites. The presence of a cart “with full harness” 
also suggests that horses were used for transporting produce. The presence of 2 
cows, 1 steer and a calf in the inventory also supports what was found at Great 
Linford, as it seems that cattle are present in larger numbers. The steer was most 

likely used for traction, again supporting the interpretation from Great Linford; 
this is corroborated by the presence of a plough in the inventory, which was 
probably pulled by the steer. The inventory differs slightly from the animal bone 
data with regards to pig frequency – 4 sows are present in the inventory, 
suggesting that they perhaps played a more significant role in Thornborough. 

Based on this evidence, perhaps the village was of higher status than Great 
Linford. Finally, it seems that there are not nearly as many sheep present at 
Thornborough, as only one lamb is listed. This is unusual as sheep are often the 
most common animals found on site due to their ability to be kept on almost any 
type of land. However, it should be noted that this is the inventory of one 
person’s belongings from the village – perhaps Robert Osebern specialised more 

in keeping pigs than sheep, and sheep may have been kept elsewhere in the 
village.

A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S
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1. This resource again enables students to consider the similarities and differences 
between historical representations of animal use, and evidence from animal 
bone analysis.

2. It also encourages students to consider the regional differences in animals use 
between rural and urban areas, and why this might be.

3. The pictures provided are depictions of animal use in both rural and urban 

locations. The first two pictures show the following rural animal use:

Contrasting animal 
exploitation in Medieval 
towns and countryside 

Link to curriculum
Medieval (500-1500), 
Regional similarities and 
differences 

R E S O U R C E  N O T E S

Horses used for 
transporting goods and 
people

Sheep grazing – wool, 
meat, milk?

Poultry (chicken, geese) –
meat, eggs, feathers?
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Evidence for churning butter –
supports cattle used for milk

Sheep AND goat –
meat/ wool?

Cattle used for milk



11

Resource Pack AccessEd Research-Based Curricula
History Key Stage 4 
www.researchbasedcurricula.com

R
E

S
O

U
R

C
E

 3

R E S O U R C E  N O T E S

F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G
The further reading for this resource enables students to gain further insight in to 
the similarities and differences between urban and rural areas in the Medieval 
period. It should also provide greater detail regarding both areas in terms of 
archaeological and historical evidence for daily life.

The second two pictures depict the following urban animal us:

Pig walked to 
town for meat

Horses used for 
riding/ warfare –
high status

Horses used 
for transport

Sheep walked to 
town for meat

Donkey/ 
mule used for 
transport

Dog – pet/ hunting?

Sheep used 
for meat

Cattle used for 
meat/ leather
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A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S
This activity was designed to enable students to effectively compare two different 
regions, as well as assessing how the relative importance of items changes with 
historical context.

The first task requires students to start by describing what they can infer from the 
pictures about animal use in rural and urban environments. They may list the 
following points, though this is not an exclusive list:

Urban Rural
Animals are walked in to the town on foot 

to be sold or butchered.
Cattle appear to be used for ploughing in 

rural areas.
Cattle are used more for meat in urban 

areas.
Cattle are also used for milking in urban 
areas, supported by evidence for butter 

production.
Meat production is conducted on a larger 

scale in urban areas, with specialist 
butchers.

Sheep are kept in large herds in rural 
areas, perhaps for meat or wool.

Sheep are more often used for meat in 
urban areas.

Birds like chicken and geese are kept in 
rural areas, perhaps for eggs, meat or 

feathers (geese).
Horses can be used for both transport 

and riding in urban areas. It is likely that 
there are more individuals of higher 

status such as merchant or knights in 
towns and cities, meaning more horses 

used for riding or warfare.

Horses appear to be used mainly for 
transporting people and produce in rural 

areas.

Dogs in urban areas appear to be used 
as pets or perhaps hunting dogs for 

higher status individuals.

Though not depicted, dogs may have 
been kept for controlling the large herds 

of sheep in rural areas.
Pigs are likely used predominantly for 

meat in urban areas.
Pigs are not depicted in the rural images 
– perhaps because they are more often 
associated with high-status areas (Also 
pigs tended to be raised more often in 

‘backyard sties’ in towns so did not need 
to space provided by rural areas).
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Following on from task one, the second task encourages students to evaluate what 
the most important functions of animals were on both urban and rural sites. They 
should pick one or two animal products, and explain why they perceive them to be 
most important to that type of site. Again, the item chosen is less important than the 

justification provided; for example:
• The most important use of animals in medieval villages was the use of 

cattle for traction. This is because without them the land would have had 
to be ploughed by hand. Therefore, by speeding up ploughing, cattle 
enable more crops to be planted and more food for the village to eat.

• The most important use of animals in medieval towns was the use of cattle 
for meat. This is because cattle are large animals so would provide a lot of 
food for the town and a lot of profit for the farmer that produced them.

The third task allows for comparison between the historical representations and 

archaeological evidence, again animal bone data. Students are given a table 
containing the animal products used in the Medieval period (based on 
zooarchaeological evidence), and are asked to consider whether this is similar to 
the evidence provided by the pictures. The following points are examples of 
potential outcomes:

• Zooarchaeological evidence suggests that cattle were used for traction, 

meat and milk in the medieval period. This supports what is shown in both 
the rural and urban pictures. Animal bone data suggests that traction was 
the most important function for cattle, which is also seen in the rural 
images.

• Zooarchaeological evidence suggests that horses were only used for 

traction in the medieval period. This is seen in both rural and urban images. 
However, in urban areas the images suggest that they could also have 
been used for riding or even for warfare by wealthy individuals. 

A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S
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R E S O U R C E  N O T E S
This resource is based more heavily on zooarchaeological data. Students are 
provided with measurements of animal bones from the medieval and post-medieval 
periods, and are encouraged to describe the trends shown then evaluate whether 
there was a significant change in animal size across the two time periods.

The two graphs come from an urban centre (Exeter, Devon) and a rural location 
(Wharram Percy, Yorks Wolds). This will allow students to not only make comparisons 
across time periods, but also between different regions and site types.

The first graph shows how the measurements of various sheep bones from Exeter 
changed through time, from the Roman period, then through the 10th to 18th 
centuries. The following standardised measurements are used:

Continuation or change? 
Comparing late Medieval 
and Post-Medieval livestock 

Link to curriculum
Continuity and causation 

Scapula (shoulder blade) GLP: Greatest 
length across the joint at the bottom of the 
shoulder blade.

Humerus (upper front limb) BT: Width across 
the joint at the bottom of the humerus.
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R E S O U R C E  N O T E S

F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G

The second graph shows a comparison 
between sheep tibia (lower hind limb) 
measurements (defined below) from Wharram
Percy in the Yorkshire Wolds. It separates 

measurements from the late medieval and 
post-medieval periods to allow for 
comparison between the two periods. The 
further along the x axis (to the right), the 
larger a Bd measurement, and the higher on 

the y axis the larger a Dd measurement.
• Tibia Bd: Width of the bottom of the bone 

– see above
• Tibia Dd: Depth of the bottom of the bone

Tibia (lower 
hind limb Bd): 
Width across 
bottom of 

bone.

Metacarpus/ 
Metatarsus (bones 
forming lower legs) 
Bp:  Width across 

the top of the bone.

The further reading for this resource firstly provides students with greater detail 
regarding the information in graph 1 (Malty 1979). It also allows them to further 
explore other studies in to animal size change in the late medieval period, and how 
animals were potentially being improved during this time (Davis and Beckett 1999); 

Albarella 1997).
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A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S

The first task requires students to compare measurements from Exeter from the 
10th to the 18th centuries. They should provide a description of the trend shown on 
the graph, focussing less on exact numbers and more on the general pattern; for 
example:

• In general, the size of sheep bones in Exeter increases from the 10th century 
onwards. The size of the scapula increases sharply from the 10th-11th century, 
drops again after the 11th century, then gradually increases from the 12th

onwards. The size of the humerus increases gradually over the whole time 

period, though drops slightly around the 11th century. Tibia size also increased 
gradually from the 10th to 18th century, rising more sharply after the 14th century. 
Finally, the size of metacarpals and metatarsals increases too, though 
metacarpal size fluctuates between the 11th and 14th centuries. Overall, these 
measurements suggest that on the whole sheep size increased from the 10th to 

the 18th centuries, particularly after the 14th century when most measurements 
increased sharply. 
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R E S O U R C E  N O T E S
Task 2 instructs pupils to evaluate whether sheep size changed at Wharram Percy 
between the medieval and post-medieval periods, using graph 2. The outcome may 
vary based on the student’s interpretation, however they should justify their view 
with evidence from the graph; for example:

• There does not appear to be a significant change in sheep size at Wharram
Percy between the medieval and post-medieval periods because there is a very 
large overlap between the measurements, meaning that measurements from one 
period are not noticeably different to the other. There are two apparently larger 

measurements from the medieval period, though it is likely that these are outliers.

• Task 3 encourages students to use the evidence that they have interpreted to 
evaluate whether there was a significant size change in animals during the late 
medieval period in England. Encourage them to also consider the types of site 

represented (urban/ rural), and how this might affect results. Again, outcomes 
may vary but they should use evidence from both graphs to support their answer; 
for example:

Graph 1 suggests that there was a significant change in animal size 
during the late medieval period, as from the 14th century onwards 
nearly all of the measurements shown increase, suggesting that the 

size of animals increased. However, graph 2 suggests that there was 
not a significant animal size change as there is a large overlap 
between both medieval and post-medieval values. This difference 
might be because graph 1 is from an urban site, where there was more 
motivation to increase animal size for more meat and therefore more 

profit.
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R E S O U R C E  N O T E S

“London of the North”: York as a 
case study for urban archaeology 

Link to curriculum
Analysis of a range of
sources

F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G

This resource allows students to explore the specific sub-discipline of urban 
archaeology (defined in green box on page 19 of resource booklet), and how it can 
add a vast amount of material to historical interpretations of towns and cities. The 
artefacts shown explore a relatively local and very significant urban excavation.

The resource provides details of the material excavated from the 16-22 Coppergate
excavation in York, with an emphasis on the sheer amount of material that was 
excavated. 
Figure 1 is a diagram showing the typical stratigraphic layers from an urban 
excavation. It should highlight the sheer number of layers archaeologists must 

contend with, as well as the fact that they are not always neatly ordered. For 
example, a medieval pit cuts through a Saxon clay floor, and several Roman layers. 
This makes it difficult to understand what order the layers were deposited in, and in 
turn hinders the definite dating if artefacts found in those layers.
Figure 2 provides images of some of the many artefacts uncovered from 

Coppergate deposits. They are all likely 10th-14th century in date. Descriptions of 
each item are given on page 22 of the resource handbook.

The further reading for this resource aims to provide students with greater detail 
regarding the excavations in York, particularly those at Coppergate (jorvik website). 
It also provides greater detail regarding craft using animal products in the city, and 
how these may have been used (MacGregor, Mainman and Rogers 1999; Walton-

Rogers 1997). Finally, it gives greater insight in to analysing material from general 
urban excavations, with  focus on York as a case study (O’Connor, 2003).
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A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S
Task 1 encourages pupils to consider how urban excavations can be very useful in 
providing a vast amount of evidence to add to historical information about life in 
the past. However, they should also consider how excavating in cities can be 
logistically challenging. They should use the ‘Excavations at Coppergate’ box and 

Figure 1 to outline four advantages and disadvantages of urban archaeology. 
Below are some examples:

Advantages Disadvantages
Large amount of artefacts recovered –

lots of evidence
Large amount of artefacts recovered –

analysis and storage issues
Lots of layers – easier to define stages 

of town/city occupation
Lots of layers, often cutting in to each 

other – sometimes harder to date
Towns and cities tend to have been 

occupied for a long time, providing more 
evidence for settlement

Excavation cannot occur on built-up 
areas. Usually urban excavation only 
occurs when a new building is being 

built
Often buildings from the past are still 

standing and can help to provide 
evidence of previous occupation of the 

area

Urban excavation is often rushed as 
there is usually a set amount of time 
before a new building is to be built

Task 2 encourages pupils to consider how the artefacts provided might be used to 
interpret how people lived in Coppergate during the medieval period, specifically 
what their social status might have been. They should decide whether the artefacts 
represent the belongings of working class, middle class or upper class individuals 

and justify this using the following evidence

• Artefact category (tools, leisure activities, consumption evidence etc.)
• Artefact material
• Functional or decorative qualities of the items
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A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S
Below is an example of a possible outcome for task 2:

The artefacts from Coppergate suggest that the inhabitants were middle 
or higher class as many of them are very decorative, suggesting that they 
would have been quite expensive. Also, many of the items, for example the 

dice, tuning pegs and skates, represent leisure activities. This suggests that 
the people were not working class as they had money to buy these 
relatively frivolous items and time to use them. Furthermore, the combs 
suggest that the individuals took an interest in their personal appearance 
and had the time to devote to improving it, again suggesting a higher class 

individual. Most of the artefacts are made from bone or antler. This could 
suggest that the residents of Coppergate were middle class rather than 
upper class, as metal could have been used to make the most expensive 
items.
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Task 3 allows pupils to consider whether trade played an important part in the 
function of the city during the medieval period, therefore encouraging them to 
consider the connections that were formed between medieval England and the rest 
of the world, or between rural and urban areas. Students should choose two of the 

artefacts and evaluate whether they were evidence of local or international trade. 
Below are outlines of possible outcomes for each artefact:

• Combs and comb case: All made of antler. This may have been an international 
import, but it is more likely than the antler was sourced either from wild deer, or 

from animals kept in manorial parks.
• Tuning pegs: Made from bone and antler. It may be that these items are evidence 

of international trade from mainland Europe as the instruments that they 
belonged to are likely to have been produced there. However, if these pegs were 
replacements they may have been produced locally. The type of bone or antler 

they were made from may give some more detail regarding where they were 
from, though this has not been identified.

• Dice: The dice made from bone and antler are likely to be local imports, made 
from off cuts of bone or antler. However, the one made from walrus ivory certainly 
represents international trade as this was not a native animal to British shores.

• Skates: Made from cattle and horse bones (mainly horse). These are most likely 

local imports from rural areas where cattle and horse would have been common. 

A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S
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Was there an ‘Agricultural 
Revolution’ in the late Medieval 
period? 

Link to curriculum
Evaluating contrasting 
arguments 

This resource aims to develop students’ evaluative and critical thinking skills by 
asking them to consider the differing viewpoints of historians and archaeologists in 
order to form their own interpretation.
Provided are four statements concerning the controversial notion of the ‘Agricultural 

Revolution’. The term has been used to describe a number of periods between 1560 
and 1880. During this time there appears to have been a significant increase in 
English agricultural productivity, though it is not understood exactly when, how and 
why these changes happened.

The first statement comes from an archaeological study, describing changes in 
animal bone between the 15th and 17th centuries in England. It states that the 
changes, though significant, were gradual, varied in timing, and were by no means 
revolutionary. 

The second statement is from Kerridge’s 1967 publication. Eric Kerridge is often 
regarded as the first historian to attempt to identify the cause of the ‘Agricultural 
Revolution’. He states that the main period of change was between the 16th and 17th

centuries, and that the main causes of agricultural change were:
• Floating of water meadows (development of an irrigation system to carry water 

on to land then drain it off again).

• Substituting up-and-down husbandry for permanent tillage (replacing systems 
which alternated between arable and pastoral land use with either permanent 
arable or pastoral land).

• New fallow crops (for example, turnips and clover. These provided animals with 
more food over winter, and therefore allowed for larger animas to be kept alive 

over winter in larger numbers).
• Marsh drainage (Draining previously unusable land for planting crops)
• Manuring (Using livestock manure to fertilise fields)
• Stock breeding (Greater selective breeding of stock, and introduction of new, 

improved stock into existing herds)

R E S O U R C E  N O T E S
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The third statement was written by Mark Overton, who states that the ‘Agricultural 
Revolution’ occurred during the late 18th and 19th centuries as the greatest yield 
increase allegedly occurred during this time. He admits that there was an element of 
agricultural improvement during the 16th century, though states that this was not 

revolutionary in its intensity. 

The fourth and final statement once again comes from a zooarchaeologist and also 
suggests that, although animal improvement was gradual and geographically 
variable, improvement began from as early as the 14th century and continued 

through the 15th and 16th centuries. He concedes that some change also occurred 
during the 19th century, but states that zooarchaeological evidence from this period 
is not frequent enough to contribute to the argument.

R E S O U R C E  N O T E S

Was there an ‘Agricultural 
Revolution’ in the late Medieval 
period? 

Link to curriculum
Evaluating contrasting 
arguments 

F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G
The further reading for this resource lists the full texts that the statements came 
from, so that students may better understand their context.
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A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S
The first task allows for comprehension of the sources given, and requires students 
to list five factors which have been put forward as causes of the ‘Agricultural 
Revolution’. Below are some possible outcomes:
• Replacement of cattle by horses

• Increasing population
• Spread of Norfolk four-course system (crop rotation)
• Enclosure of common fields (greater control over livestock breeding, disease and 

nutrition)
• Improvement of implements

• Replacement of bare fallows (land not left without crops)
• Developments in stock-breeding
• Floating of water meadows (see above)
• Substitution of up-and-down husbandry for permanent arable/ pasture (see 

above)

• Introduction of new fallow crops (see above)
• Marsh draining
• Manuring
• Increased nitrogen supply to farmland
• Increased mechanisation (use of machinery)

The second task starts to develop students’ abilities to compare and critique 
sources. They should choose two of the statements and compare their views using 
the table on page 28. Below are outlines of outcomes for each statement:

Statement 1 (Albarella 1997):

• When was the ‘Agricultural Revolution’? Albarella argues that the changes took 
place between the 15th and 17th centuries.

• What were the main causes? He lists population growth, increased farm 
productivity, mechanisation and more intensive animal breeding as causes.

• Was it a ‘revolution’? No – Albarella states that the changes were gradual and 

did not all happen at the same time.
• How reliable do you think this source is? This source is likely to be quite reliable, as 

Umberto Albarella is a leading authority on late medieval animal improvement. 
Furthermore, the source was published quite recently in an edited volume, 
increasing its reliability.
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Statement 2 (Kerridge 1967):
• When was the ‘Agricultural Revolution’? Kerridge argues that it took place 

between the 16th and 17th centuries.
• What were the main causes? He lists a large number of sources, including the 

floating of the water-meadows, the substitution of up-and-down husbandry for 
permanent arable or pastoral land, the introduction of new fallow, marsh 
drainage, manuring, and improved stock breeding.

• Was it a ‘revolution’? Kerridge seems to take the phrase ‘revolution’ quite literally, 
seeking to assign it to a definite time period.

• How reliable do you think this source is? The source was published by a renowned 
agricultural historian, meaning that it may be reliable. However, it is quite dated 
with may limit its use.

Statement 3 (Overton 1996):

• When was the ‘Agricultural Revolution’? Overton argues that the ‘Agricultural 
Revolution’ occurred from the mid-18th century onwards, though concedes that 
there were also changes in the 16th-17th centuries.

• What were the main causes? Overton lists fodder crop developments, fallow 
reduction and increased nitrogen supply to farmland as causes.

• Was it a ‘revolution’? Overton appears to agree with the term revolution, placing 

it in the mid-18th century when he argues “unprecedented and fundamental 
changes”.

• How reliable do you think this source is? This sources was published by a 
renowned agricultural historian in a peer-reviewed journal. It was also published 
relatively recently, making it likely to be reliable.

Statement 4 (Thomas 2005):
• When was the ‘Agricultural Revolution’? Between the 14th and 16th centuries, 

though he also concedes that changes occurred in the 19th century.
• What were the main causes? Thomas only mentions improvements in animal 

husbandry as potential causes for agricultural change.
• Was it a ‘revolution’? No – Thomas argues that agricultural change was a 

gradual process that depended on environmental, social and economic factors.
• How reliable do you think this source is? This source is the most recently 

published, making it more reliable. It was also published in a well-renowned peer-
reviewed journal.

A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S



R
E

S
O

U
R

C
E

 6

26

Resource Pack AccessEd Research-Based Curricula
History Key Stage 4 
www.researchbasedcurricula.com

A C T I V I T Y  N O T E S

Revolutionary Not revolutionary

Albarella (1997) states that “by the
beginning of the modern era a new
economic system of animal husbandry
was under way” . This suggests that the
changes were dramatic and wide-
reaching.

Albarella (1997) states that changes were
gradual and did not all occur at the
same time.

Kerridge (1967) lists many factors that
occurred during the laste Medieval
period as criteria for revolution. This
suggests that in combination these
factors resulted in a significant change in
agriculture.

Kerridge (1967) and Overton (1996) differ in
views on timing of the ‘revolution’,
suggesting that neither period was
definitively revolutionary.

Overton (1996) states that “rapid and
fundamental change in output and
productivity” occurred in the late 17th

century , enabling a dramatic increase in
crop yield and population.

Thomas (2005) states that change in
livestock husbandry was a “diverse and
gradual process”, affected by local,
regional and national environmental and
social factors.

The third task requires students to use the evidence from the statements to consider 
whether they think the agricultural changes in the late medieval period represented 
‘revolutionary’ change. The table below lists some possible outcomes. 
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