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Before continuing, it must be stressed that the following is very much only one view of 

how to study history at Cambridge. Tutors and Directors of Studies will most 

probably give advice which differs in some way or other to what’s written below. The 

following is nevertheless an amalgamation of purely undergraduate views as to how 

to tackle the course, which we believe has worked for us as undergraduates during 

our time at Cambridge. It shouldn’t be taken as gospel, but nevertheless we hope that 

it helps. Very many thanks to all who have contributed to it. 

 

• The Physical Structure of Part One 

o The Written Papers 
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Introduction 

 

Cambridge is a fantastic place to read history with so many eminent historians 

floating around and a copyright library on your doorstep as well as a flexible and 

challenging course.  Undergraduates’ experience of reading history inevitably varies 

from college to college depending on all sorts of things from the fellows who are 

there and their interests and approaches to history to who your Director of Studies is.  

Peterhouse is considered a ‘history college’ because of its high proportional intake of 

history undergraduates. This very fact however means that there are many historians 

around in college, and this is great from the perspective of asking questions and 

finding your feet in the first few weeks. 

 

Broadly speaking there are two types of history undergraduate: the ones who take a 

very factual approach to their work and do lots of reading, and those who come closer 

to conforming to the historian stereotype of doing no work but who are very good at 

putting together an argument.  By the time you get to your Part I exams at the end of 

your second year you ideally want to fall somewhere between the two; able to write 

an essay with a clear and focused argument but also one that has a decent factual 

knowledge behind it.  

 



The Physical Structure of Part I 

 

Firstly the basics: below is a breakdown of the structure of Part I, which in history 

lasts for two years.  Part II then continues for a further year, making the 

undergraduate course three years’ long in total. Part I consists of six papers. You 

study one paper each term for five terms, and the sixth term is reserved for revision 

and the exams themselves. In addition you submit one piece of coursework which 

comprises the sixth paper, and each paper is weighted equally to give you your overall 

Part I mark.  

 

The Written Papers 

 

You take one of these each term, and have an exam in each at the end of your second 

year. Each exam lasts three hours, in which you have to answer three essay questions. 

You can choose from a huge variety of papers for part I, which, broadly, come under 

several ‘disciplines’ of history: 

 

• British Political & Constitutional History from 380AD to the present day 

• British Social & Economic History from 380 to the present day 

• European History from 776BC to the present day 

• The History of Political Thought 

• The History of the United States from 1607 to the present day 

• Colonial History from the fifteenth century to the present day 

 

The History Faculty has several criteria which have to be fulfilled with these papers. 

You have to do at least one political & constitutional paper and one social & 

economic paper, plus one paper before 1750 and one paper after 1750. However, even 

with such restrictions, there is still a huge amount of scope to study in a variety of 

fields. For example, if modern history really isn’t your thing, you can fulfil the post-

1750 requirement by taking Political Thought 1700-1890. And similarly, if the 

thought of the medieval period brings you out in a cold sweat, you can meet the pre-

1750 requirement by taking Expansion of Europe from the Fifteenth Century to the 

First World War. 

 

Each term you will study a chosen paper. This involves writing an essay each week, 

the title and reading list for which is supplied by your supervisor the previous week. 

All going well, you therefore write eight essays per term, except in the first Easter 

Term which is only seven weeks long. The essay will be on a particular theme or 

event, and studying for and writing it is similar to a small project, similar to the 

independent study which some A-Level boards offer as a module. Each week you’ll 

meet with your supervisor for an hour, during which time you’ll discuss the week’s 

essay, both its general structure and style, and its historical content. Note that most 

supervisors require essays to be handed up in advance, but a few fellows ask that 

students read them aloud at the beginning of supervisions – it sounds terrifying, but 

there’s nothing like critiquing your own work, and it’s amazing how many missed 

points or mistakes you spot whilst orally presenting an essay. 

 



Almost all lectures are given for each of these papers in the history faculty at the 

Sidgewick Site. See the map at 

http://www.cam.ac.uk/map/v3/drawmap.cgi?mp=sidg;xx=253;yy=220;mt=c;tl=Facult

y%20of%20History. These are non-compulsory but are usually very helpful, and it’s 

highly advisable to go. If anything, it creates some form of structure to the historian’s 

otherwise structureless day. There are three main sorts of lectures: 

• Core Lectures: these focus on broad themes throughout the period and are 

usually given in Michaelmas (Autumn) Term 

• Survey Lectures: these are normally more focused in nature, on a particular 

field or theme 

• HAP Lectures: Historical Argument and Practise is a paper taken for Part II, 

but the Faculty provides a parallel course of lectures specifically for students 

doing Part I as an introduction to some of the most important historical 

disciplines and schools of thought, such as ‘social history’, ‘class history’ or 

‘gender history’. These take place in the afternoons, and tend to vary in quality 

from the abysmal to the brilliant. It’s worth getting hold of a copy of the 

lecture programme for the term, and picking the ones which sound especially 

interesting, though many other colleges’ DoSs advise undergraduates to attend 

them all. 

 

In addition to these, there are sometimes other lectures given in particular fields which 

are relevant to the paper at hand. Look out on the whiteboard opposite the entrance to 

the Seeley Library, on the ground floor of the History Faculty, for details of upcoming 

talks organised by College History Societies, or by Clio, the University History 

Society. 

 

As well as lectures, there are also ‘seminars’ which are both run by Peterhouse as a 

college and the university itself. These usually take the form of a presentation, 

followed by the opportunity to discuss the topic in a group environment. Peterhouse 

often run a seminar programme for first years to introduce general historical themes, 

with a handout to look beforehand in order to familiarise yourself. These are normally 

a bit awkward in the first few weeks as the environment is quite alien, but after a 

while they really become much better as everyone relaxes. The Faculty also organises 

research seminars principally for MPhil students, but they’re open for all to attend, 

and each term’s listings are given at 

http://www.hist.cam.ac.uk/seminars_events/seminars/index.html. In addition, Clio, 

the undergraduate history society runs a programme of weekly seminars, each chaired 

by one of the leading figures in the respective field. For further details of these, as 

well as for information about all other Clio events, see http://www.srcf.ucam.org/clio. 

Really don’t be afraid to go along to whichever seminars sound particularly 

interesting – they’re usually very useful and also give the opportunity to discuss 

issues as well as merely listen to them. 

 



Themes and Sources 

 

This is essentially a coursework paper and is based partly on classes made up of 

historians from all the colleges which you compulsorily attend each fortnight in the 

second and third terms of the first year. You get to choose from a variety of courses 

which usually look at broad themes in comparative history, such as gender, 

democracy or Christianity. During the course you write a short practice essay (on 

which you get a one-off supervision), and then the piece you will submit for the exam 

which is written on one of a variety of set questions released by the faculty. Although 

5000 words might sound terrifyingly long, it isn’t when you come to write it. The 

course is primarily an attempt to get undergraduates to look closely at primary 

sources, and the class environment is a welcome change from the historian’s usual 

solitary study in the library. You do most of the work for the essay in the holidays – 

the majority in the summer holidays of your first year and then the finishing touches 

in the Christmas holidays of your second. 

 

Preliminary Papers 

 

Unlike some colleges, Peterhouse does not hold ‘practice’ preliminary exams at the 

end of your first year for the papers which you’ve already studied. Instead, Peterhouse 

gives you exams on two of your papers at the beginning of the second term of your 

second year, with further exams a term later on two of your other papers, giving a 

total of four prelims. 

 



What to do as a fresher 

 

There’s no set way of getting through history Tripos, but there are several helpful 

pointers that can be followed. The following is born of the experience of other 

historians so feel free to ignore it but it may be a useful starting point if nothing else:  

 

General 

• Choosing your courses: when you come to Peterhouse, it’s good to have a set 

idea of the three written papers you want to study in your first year, not just 

the one you want to study in your first term, as lectures run on a yearly 

programme and don’t repeat each term. Check out the list of papers on the 

faculty website for more info - 

http://www.hist.cam.ac.uk/undergraduate/part1/index.html. There are several 

limiting criteria to choices as outlined above, and often Directors of Studies 

have there own recommendations, but as lecture series run throughout the 

year, its really important to have a good idea of what you want to do so you 

can attend the lectures 

• Your first course: At Peterhouse, you’re often encouraged to choose an era 

you’ve never studied before as your first paper. This is actually good, as it’s 

really important to come into the university-style of teaching with an open 

mind, rather than simply regurgitate A-level work which may be at too low a 

level. However at the same time, it’s useful to choose a first paper which you 

at least have a rough idea about and have done a little reading about 

beforehand, as many freshers can feel out of their depth in the first term. 

Nevertheless this is only a recommendation, and you can ultimately choose 

whatever you like. 

• Finding out when and where lectures are: find out when the lectures for 

your three chosen papers take place, as no one else is going to tell you. 

Lecture times & locations are printed in ‘The Reporter’, a lecture list which is 

printed by the university. It’s available from the Porter’s Lodge, but also in 

places like WH Smith in Cambridge and online as well, at 

http://www.admin.cam.ac.uk/reporter (NB. On this link, look at the ‘special 

numbers’ section). In addition, the rooms where each lecture takes place are 

listed every morning on a big board on the ground floor of the History Faculty. 

• Setting up a routine: with only one supervision and one essay each week, 

history involves a good deal of self-motivation, and it’s very easy to put off 

working until it’s too late. Lectures help structure your day, and some people 

find it easier to work in libraries (such as at the college or faculty, or even the 

University Library) where there are fewer distractions. You can make the 

routine whatever you want – some take a day off after they’ve finished their 

weekly essay, others make sure they stop working at a certain time. It’s useful 

to dedicate definite blocks of time to work, rather than small chunks here and 

there. Historians are more or less free to choose what they do with their days 

but a framework is helpful. 

• Balancing your reading and writing times: often its very tempting to spend 

an awful lot of time reading, particularly as nearly all supervisors will give 

you more books than you can read in the week allotted to a certain theme. 

However this often means that you leave yourself too little time to write the 

essay itself. The general guideline is that it’s much better to read a little less in 

more detail, and spend a little longer writing a really well-structured and 

thought-out essay, than to try and gain a little more information through 

reading but producing a piece of written work which you’re ultimately not 

very pleased with. You can then always read a bit more if you choose that 

week’s theme to revise up for the Part I exam itself. 



Reading 

 

• Libraries: there are three main library options for the Peterhouse historian; in 

order of accessibility, they are: 

o the college library (the Ward): in term-time, you can borrow five books 

for up to two weeks at a time. Photocopying here costs five pence per 

A4 sheet, and you can put it on your college bill or pay in cash. During 

holidays, you can borrow up to ten books for the entire duration of the 

vacation 

o the history faculty library (the Seeley, on the Sidgewick Site where 

lectures occur): most lending here is overnight (a blue label on the 

book’s cover), though some is weekly (a yellow label on the book’s 

cover). However it’s useful to get overnight books on a Friday, as then 

you can keep them over the weekend as well. Photocopying here costs 

six pence per A4 sheet, and you put it on a card which you can buy in 

the faculty (50p) and top up with a machine in the photocopying room. 

During term-time, you can borrow three books at a time; during 

holidays, you can borrow four books for the entire duration of the 

vacation 

o the University Library (on West Road opposite the History Faculty): 

most people don’t go to the UL as its unnecessary and first and second 

year historians aren’t actually allowed to borrow books. However for 

some of the more obscure titles, particularly regarding journals, it’s 

ideal. You can photocopy here: its seven pence per A4 sheet, and 

similar to the faculty you pay on a card which you can buy (50p) and 

top up in the photocopying room. To get to the UL, check out the map 

at 

http://www.cam.ac.uk/map/v3/drawmap.cgi?mp=main;xx=1347;yy=86

3;mt=c;tl=Cambridge%20University%20Library.  

o other libraries from which historians are allowed to borrow are the 

Whipple Library and the libraries for SPS, Music, African Studies, 

Latin American Studies, Classics, Philosophy, Oriental Studies (they 

let you have ten for a week – amazing!) and Geography.  You can also 

use though not borrow from the South East Asian Studies Library and 

the libraries for English and History of Art.  This list gives you some 

idea of how interdisciplinary history is. 

 

• Types of text: There are two types of texts on most historians’ reading lists: 

books and articles. The articles are printed in journals such as ‘Past and 

Present’, or the ‘English Historical Review’, but they can’t be borrowed from 

any of the libraries, so you either photocopy or read & note on-site. However 

some of them are also online – one of the largest digital collections of journals 

is http://www.jstor.org/, but there are many other collections: search under 

http://www.lib.cam.ac.uk/ejournals_list for details of all the journals 

subscribed to by the University. Articles are usually printed annually in bound 

volumes, though this is not always the case – The Transactions of the Royal 

History Society for example, are printed in series. While books are useful for 

examples, articles are much more accessible for historical arguments. You 

might start by looking at a textbook, as often you won’t know that much about 

your exact essay topic. You could then look at some articles to gain ideas of 

arguments, and then finally look at more books to get some specific detail. 

However it’s up to you. 

 



• Reading methods: it is physically impossible to read everything on a reading 

list. Hence it’s useful to use certain tactics when looking at texts, particularly 

large books which can be overwhelming. Often the introduction and 

conclusion to a book will summarise its main argument – the chapters in the 

middle then help pad the ideas with detail. Many articles will have a summary 

of their content at the beginning, so it’s useful to look at this as well. Though 

people deal with reading in different ways, it’s best to skim rather than read – 

lecturers often compare historians to ‘miners’ in this respect, raiding and 

plundering a book for information. Whether you do this by looking for certain 

words in the text or using the book’s index is your choice. 

 



Noting 

 

• Noting methods: it’s often easy to take too many notes, which then become 

overwhelming. The best tactic is to get a good overall understanding at the 

start by taking more notes, but then cut down to much more specific notes as 

you move through more specialised literature and it becomes apparent what 

you are looking for. 

 

• Noting for exams: Equally, remember your exam questions are not the same 

as your essay questions so take a few notes about key ideas for the topic in 

general.  Otherwise you have to reread the books when you come to revise.  

Also, it may sound silly, but try and get a good grasp of the chronology of the 

period.  It is very easy for history to become disjointed when you’re studying 

it in little topics so some people find it helpful to draw out timelines each 

week.  Furthermore, if you do contemporary British and European or 

European and Extra-European papers, use what you have learned from one 

paper as background for the other, which reduces the amount of notes you 

need to take. 

 

• The choice of medium of the notes: this really is up to you: some people type 

them on computer, while others write them out by long-hand. In the latter 

case, sometimes coloured pens are useful, with each colour specifying a 

different aspect, such as an argument, quote or counter-argument. However 

some people don’t take any notes at all and write straight from books – its 

completely personal preference 

 

• Musings: It seems trivial, but if any notes trigger any ideas outside the detail 

of the text you’re looking at, do make a note of them, even if it’s only a word 

in the margin. Its these which are ultimately going to set you apart from all the 

other essays that the supervisor gets and make the most interesting starting 

points for debate in a supervision 

 

• Noting in lectures: it’s often quite difficult to write down everything that’s 

being said in lectures. To help this, it’s useful to keep an overall idea of the 

lecture structure in your head, which should be provided on a hand-out before 

the lecture begins. It’s also useful to finish noting one point well than try and 

write lots of topics but none in that much detail. You can also try and use 

some sort of shorthand if you want. Ultimately however if details are missed, 

you can always go and ask the lecturer at the end. 

 



Writing 

 

• What medium you use: Peterhouse encourages its first years to write essays 

by hand: not only does this give good practise at handwriting (which you’ll 

ultimately have to do in exams), but also at constructing arguments in one’s 

head before you start, rather than having the option to go back later and 

change things as you do if you word-process. However at the same time, 

computers can be very useful, particularly for inserting new points of 

information within the essay body and restructuring if necessary. Perhaps a 

mixture of the two is the best approach, but it’s something that should be 

talked about with supervisors, many of whom now encourage word-processing 

because of the ease of handing work in by email. 

 

• Essay plans: It’s very important to have a good, focused essay plan before 

writing begins. Ultimately, the exam you take is going to involve questions for 

which you only have an hour to write, so focus is absolutely essential in this 

respect (and often a real slipping-point). People put essay plans together in 

different ways, often depending on how they’ve noted. Some who do 

everything longhand put letters by each point they’ve made and then include 

reference to these in their plans – this is time-consuming but also very 

effective. Others on word-processors write their notes into an essay plan as 

they go along.  

 

• Time for thinking: One recommendation is to give yourself time for thinking 

about the issues before you start writing – many historians read/note and then 

write, but don’t really think in between. If you actually set aside time for this, 

it’ll improve the essay no end! 

 

• Original ideas: Don’t worry if you’ve nothing original to really say. At 

undergraduate level, the key really is synthesis of other historians’ ideas and 

the likelihood is that even if you come up with an idea that you think is 

original, some bloody historian’s already thought of it and written it down 

somewhere. However don’t be afraid to include your own thoughts, even if 

they don’t make much sense or don’t fit into your overall structure. You’ve 

got the opportunity to put forward concepts to an absolute expert in the form 

of your supervisor, so it’s good to make use of that.  However, don’t lose sight 

of your argument. 

 

• Writing techniques: Dr Mark Goldie gave some pointers once as to what 

every essay needs: these are included below, but shouldn’t be taken as law. 

The essay’s up to you at the end of the day, and everyone’s style varies 

widely: 

 

1. Argument: above all, argue a case. But argue both sides. 

2. Structure: provide signposts and scaffolding, and spell out the argument 

right at the start: an essay is not a whodunit 

3. Exemplify: give examples for every assertion and every category. But 

avoid log-jams of difficulty 

4. Narration & Evocation: argument is important, but historians are 

storytellers as well, and imaginative reconstruction of the past is essential 

5. History rather than historians: let people of the past speak, and always 

use primary sources over secondary. 

6. Historiography: point to the historians’ methods and sources, as such are 

almost as important as the past itself 



7. Terminology: use appropriate special vocabulary, but avoid 

pretentiousness 

8. Openings are crucial: avoid the bland and abstract. A quotation is often 

useful, followed by its larger implications 

9. Use case studies: vary the focal length to include both wide angle and 

close-up paragraphs. In this way, you can illuminate the general in the 

particular and vice-versa 

10. Discuss evidence: show the sources, methods, types of evidence which 

historians use, and debate their virtues and disadvantages. Be sceptical, 

and show that it is hard to produce reliable historical knowledge 

 

 

Supervisions 

 

• Using your supervisions: Don’t be scared of supervisions: they’re meant to 

be confrontational by nature and if you’ve been chosen to come to Cambridge 

then it means you’re more than equal to the task. Use the supervisor to your 

advantage and don’t be afraid of bouncing ideas off her/him – at the end of the 

day, the worst thing that could happen is that they slate you and then move on, 

while if you do speak up, you might come up with something quite original 

which they can help you develop. 

 

• Gaining full understanding: If you come across things which you really 

don’t understand while you’re reading, make a note of them and ask the 

supervisor. Many supervisors don’t like being treated as if they are walking 

encyclopaedias, but they are and should definitely be used as such – ultimately 

its much easier to ask them for a synthesis rather than try and find it in some 

book, and its their job to make sure you understand. 

 

• Taking notes in supervisions: If you want a table to lean on, ask for one. If 

the supervisor’s talking too fast, tell her/him to slow down. If you find it 

difficult to engage in conversation and note simultaneously, definitely 

consider dictaphoning the supervision and transcribing it after. At the end of 

the day, you’ve only got an hour’s tuition a week – far less than most other 

Cambridge subjects – and it’s really important you make the most of it. 
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