THE RESEARCH QUEST: Types of

‘ Sources and How to Use Them \
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Detail of a miniature of a hermit at work on a manuscript, from the Estoire del
Saint Graal, France
(Saint-Omer or Tournai?), c. 1315 — 1325, Royal MS 14 E 111, f. 6v
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Detail of a miniature of a hermit at work on a manuscript, from the Estoire del Saint Graal, France (Saint-Omer or Tournai?), c. 1315 – 1325, Royal MS 14 E III, f. 6v - See more at: http://britishlibrary.typepad.co.uk/digitisedmanuscripts/2014/06/the-burden-of-writing-scribes-in-medieval-manuscripts.html#sthash.9tVvNEdQ.dpuf
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While it can be useful to know the difference between types of sources, just like it can be useful to know the difference between different building materials, they mainly useful because of what you can do with them. 
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Tertiary sources are like a map: use them to get a broad overview of your topic and for contextual and background information. This will help spark questions such as “in what ways did the English Civil War affect the CofE’s response to Wesley?” or “Why was the 13th cent RCC able to successfully integrate reform movements like the Dominicans and Franciscans, whereas the 16th cent RCC was unable to do so?”
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Woman armed with crossbow draws a bead on knights in an elephant castle. One of the
knights seems to be shrugging. Smithfield decretals. 1300-1340
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Primary sources are foundational; they provide basis upon which you build your thesis. This requires close reading, informed by the background and contextual information gleaned from tertiary sources, and detailed analysis. This will prompt questions such as “what is that elephant doing there?” “why does she want to shoot it with a crossbow?” “what is the illustrator trying to depict, or say?”  
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USING SOURCES IS WHAT MAKES RESEARCH A
CONVERSATION INSTEAD OF A MONOLOGUE
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Writing a research paper is sort of like a work of representational art: primary sources are the “subject” – they are “what” you are representing -  and your paper itself is your representation – both description and interpretation – of this “subject.” Each of these Madonnas is an interpretation, and each draws upon and reflects the historical-cultural presuppositions – dress, ethnicity, etc. – of the artist, yet each also represents the subject: the Christ Child and his Mother, the Virgin Mary.  Your paper, your interpretation of the primary sources, both reflects your own historical-cultural context and presuppositions, and strives to faithfully represent your subject as you are able to gain access to it by means of primary sources. 
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Your librarians are here to help!

David Schmersal
dschmersal@austinseminary.edu

librarvyi austinseminary.edu
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