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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: History 
Key Stage: 3 
 
Theme: Health and hygiene  
 
Rationale 
It was not until the discovery of germs in 1861 by French scientist Louis Pasteur that the true 

cause of decay and infectious disease was known. Until that time, the notions of bad air or 

smells and miasma seemed to persist. Through the use of primary source material, this activity 

explores 19th century ideas about the cause of disease. The lesson invites students to consider 

why, given the knowledge that germs cause disease, ‘cure all remedies’ from quacks continued 

to be popular.  

Aimed at Key Stage 3, this activity can form part of a series of lessons examining life and living 

conditions in the 19th century and already assumes some knowledge of the class system, 

poverty and education in the period. It should act as the starting point for a lengthier 

investigation of life in the 19th century. This activity could also be tailored for a Key Stage 4 

group studying medical history at GCSE.  

Content 
Historical sources:  

 Advertisement for Beecham’s Pills (c 1899) 

 Advertisement for Smedley's chillie paste, 'the king' of cure (c 1901)  

 Advertisement for Crane's little bon-bon pills for sluggish liver (1885) 

 Satirical print targetting quack cures 

 'The Wonders of a London Water Drop' from Punch (1850) 

 'Father Thames Introducing his Offspring to the Fair City of London' from Punch 

(1858) 

 John Snow's account of the cholera outbreak in Soho, London (1854)  

 Newspaper illustration showing people washing the streets round Covent Garden as a 

precaution against cholera (1894) 

 Letter from Florence Nightingale describing the benefits of clean air (1860)  

External links: 

Image of cholera  

Recommended reading (short articles): 

The working classes and the poor by Liza Picard  

http://www.bl.uk/victorian-britain
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/advertisement-for-beechams-pills
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/advertisement-for-smedleys-chillie-paste-the-king-of-cure
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/advertisement-for-cranes-little-bon-bon-pills-for-sluggish-liver
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/satirical-print-targetting-quack-cures
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-wonders-of-a-london-water-drop-from-punch
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/father-thames-introducing-his-offspring-to-the-fair-city-of-london-from-punch
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/father-thames-introducing-his-offspring-to-the-fair-city-of-london-from-punch
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/john-snows-account-of-the-cholera-outbreak-in-soho-london-1854
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/newspaper-illustration-showing-people-washing-the-streets-round-covent-garden-as-a-precaution-against-cholera
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/newspaper-illustration-showing-people-washing-the-streets-round-covent-garden-as-a-precaution-against-cholera
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/letter-from-florence-nightingale-describing-the-benefits-of-clean-air
https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=cholera&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=0CAcQ_AUoAWoVChMIyffs_MjJxwIV6hHbCh0q0QcI&biw=1093&bih=514#imgrc=_
http://www.bl.uk/victorian-britain/articles/the-working-classes-and-the-poor
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The built environment by Liza Picard  

Health and hygiene in the 19th century by Liza Picard 

Education in Victorian Britain by Liza Picard  

The Victorian middle classes by Liza Picard  

Key questions 

 What can the sources reveal about mid-19th century beliefs about the causes of 

disease?  

 Why did ‘cure all’ remedies persist despite the discovery of germs?  

Activities 
1) Explain to students that you are going to introduce them to one of the biggest killers of 

the 19th century. Display an image of the cholera bacterium magnified. Ask students 

what they think it is and explain how cholera is transmitted and how the symptoms 

affect humans.  

2) Give students sources 5-9 and ask them to decide what each one tells us about 

perceptions of disease in the 19th century. Results could be displayed in a table such as 

the one below where source 6 has been filled in as an example:  

Source number  Type of 
source  

Title  What the source tells us 
about beliefs about the 
causes of disease. 

6 Punch 
cartoon 

Father Thames  Father Thames and his 
children look as if they are 
poverty stricken and dirty – 
possible causes of disease 
and possible that this source 
links the two, especially 
when they are introduced to 
the very genteel Britannia.   
The fact that Father Thames 
and his children, all named 
after diseases, are coming 
out of the river indicates 
that disease is being linked 
to dirty water. Factories 
pumping out pollution and 
miasma into the atmosphere 
in the background  

    
    
    
    
 

3) Allow students to explore links between sources. Which of the sources provide similar 

explanations? How likely is it that the author of sources 5, 6 and 8 knew of John 

Snow’s work? How reliable are these sources? Why?  

4) Introduce students to Louis Pasteur and how he proved that germs caused disease.  

 

http://www.bl.uk/victorian-britain/articles/the-built-environment
http://www.bl.uk/victorian-britain/articles/health-and-hygiene-in-the-19th-century
http://www.bl.uk/victorian-britain/articles/health-and-hygiene-in-the-19th-century
http://www.bl.uk/victorian-britain/articles/the-victorian-middle-classes
http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/broughttolife/people/louispasteur.aspx
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5) Show pupils sources 1-4. You could give students all sources or allocate one per group. 

Allow students time to interrogate the sources. What are they? When were they 

produced? What do they suggest about knowledge of disease?  

6) If it was proved in 1861 that germs cause disease, why did magic ‘cure all’ treatments 

continue to be popular well into the 20th century? Why did it take until 1875 for public 

health (i.e. sewers, public toilets, access to clean water etc) to become compulsory in 

British towns and cities?  

7) Split students into groups and ask them to use the Victorian Britain website as well as 

other websites and books to investigate how each of the following factors played a 

role: 

 Health and hygiene – epidemic outbreaks of disease  

 Knowledge and education  

 Poverty and the class system  

 Technology and advertising  

 Politics and reform  

8) Produce a class mind map of results showing the role, links and interplay of different 

factors.  

 
 

http://www.bl.uk/victorian-britain

