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PRODUCT SPECS
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SYNOPSIS

SUMMARY

The Kiss of Death encompasses a struggle 
for survival amidst a backdrop of deadly 
plague in 14th century London, with a hint 
of romance. 

Elizabeth Chauncey is a well-off young woman in 14th century London. Though she is considered nobility due 
to a distant relative, she refuses to think of herself as such. She is close to a childhood friend, Matthias de Bour-
gueville, with whom she spends much of her time. They have just returned from an outing at the theatre when 
her world is shaken up.

Suddenly the servants have taken sick, and soon everyone in London is becoming ill with a mysterious disease. 
People are dying rapidly and the physicians can do little to halt the spread of disease. Elizabeth and Matthias 
begin to lose family members, causing a rift in their relationship as love and religion come between them. For 
what kind of God would inflict such pain and cruelty?

Finally, when her home is bolted shut and she and her sick and dying family are trapped inside a Plague House 
with no escape, Elizabeth is faced with a choice: remain and die, or flee and take cover in the faith that God will 
protect her. But time is running out, and she is losing hope. To top things off, Matthias has professed his undying 
love for her and a proposal of marriage. But if they’re all to die anyway, what is the point of going on?

In short, this is a story of a young woman faced with the pain of loss and decision to stay strong in a world that’s 
destined to destroy her and everything she loves. It is the tale of looking death in the eye and turning the other 
cheek. But when faith is lost and death is omnipresent, will she refuse its kiss?

ABOUT THE BOOK
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“I recommend this book to anyone who wants to learn more about both the plague 
and medieval times. I particularly recommend this as a potential read to teachers or 
homeschooling parents... Sarah Natale is young, this was her debut book, and it was 
surprisingly good. Sarah is for sure an author to keep an eye on because she might just 
end up as the next big author. ”

 ~ CHEYANNE MURRAY, medieval historian

•

“A tale worthy of the label: epic! A seamless balance between fact and fiction. Eliz-
abeth and the other characters are richly drawn; you breathed life into them; you 
made them real! Your introduction of romance in the midst of relentless tragedy is a 
masterstroke. Tore my heart out!” 

 ~ JERRY THIEL, Crystal Lake Central High School English Department

•

“Prepare to travel back in time... The Kiss of Death is redolent with history and tradi-
tion, but the story moves forward at a contemporary clip. You will find yourself caring 
about the characters, and you will miss them at story’s end.” 

 ~ MEGAN BROWN, Associate Professor of English, Drake University

• 

“Quite stunning... Writing historical fiction accurately yet still making it readable and 
interesting is a remarkable talent.” 

 ~ KRISTINE HALL, Woodstock Fine Arts Association

•

“An excellent first novel... the author captures a time in history that most people 
know little about.”

 ~ Amazon reviewer

•

“The writing made me... curious about this time period and the author gave me a 
[clear] picture of what it must have been like to live during that century.”

 ~ Amazon reviewer

WHY YOU NEED THIS BOOK IN YOUR CLASSROOM
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Crystal Lake, Illinois resident Sarah Natale (Mondello) is a 2014 gradu-
ate of Crystal Lake Central High School. She is a recently published au-
thor working as her own publicist. Her debut book, The Kiss of Death, 
is a June 2015 release through small press Kellan Publishing under her 
pen name “Sarah Natale.”

Her story is the product of an assignment in a Crystal Lake Central High 
School Creative Writing class with Jerry Thiel, where it went on to win 
the 2014 Helen Wright scholarship in Creative Writing from the Wood-
stock Fine Arts Association. Prior to publication, Sarah gave a reading 
on the historic Woodstock Opera House stage in acceptance of the lit-
erary award.

“It has been quite a journey,” Sarah says. “From writing the story as an 
assignment in my senior Creative Writing class at age 17; to winning 
a literary award for it, being offered a contract with a publisher on 
Christmas Eve (the best Christmas gift ever!), and signing with them 
at age 18; to the book release last summer at age 19 – all while still a 
teen!”

Sarah has spoken at several libraries and bookstores (including Barnes 
& Noble) in the suburban Chicago area. Her presentation has been well-received, especially for aspiring authors, 
avid readers, and history enthusiasts of all ages. “My focus is on teaching about the industry from a young au-
thor’s perspective,” Sarah says. “I welcome any questions about writing and publishing attendees may have.” 
With an educational connection to literature, history and biology, Sarah’s book has roots in the classroom – and 
not just because it was written in one. “It’s a helpful resource for teachers,” she says.

For a brief, cinematic synopsis of the story, watch the book trailer on her website.

•

Sarah Natale is pursuing 
a double major in Cre-
ative Writing and Public 
Relations with a minor in 
Graphic Design at Drake 
University. She is from 
the suburbs of Chicago 
where she is at work on 
a sequel. For more infor-
mation about The Kiss of 
Death, please visit www.
sarahnatale.com.
 

Contact Sarah: sarahnatale@att.net
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CLASSROOM CONNECTION

 » Language Arts/Reading
 » History
 » Biology
 » Art

SUBJECTS GRADE LEVELS
 » 5th grade
 » Jr. High (6-8)
 » High School (9-12)
 » College

Meets Common Core State Standards for English Lan-
guage Arts & Literacy in History/Social Studies,
Science, and Technical Subjects
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NATIONAL EDUCATION STANDARDS

Addressed in this Educator Guide:

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1: Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical infer-
ences from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to support conclusions drawn from the 
text.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2: Determine central ideas or themes of a text and analyze their development; sum-
marize the key supporting details and ideas.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3: Analyze how and why individuals, events, and ideas develop and interact over the 
course of a text.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.4: Interpret words and phrases as they are used in a text, including determining tech-
nical, connotative, and figurative meanings, and analyze how specific word choices shape meaning or tone.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.6: Assess how point of view or purpose shapes the content and style of a text.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.7: Integrate and evaluate content presented in diverse formats and media, including 
visually and quantitatively, as well as in words.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.9: Analyze how two or more texts address similar themes or topics in order to build 
knowledge or to compare the approaches the authors take.

READING

WRITING
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1: Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts, 
using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and convey complex ideas and 
information clearly and accurately through the effective selection, organization, and analysis of content.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.3: Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective 
technique, well-chosen details, and well-structured event sequences.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4: Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, organization, and 
style are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.6: Use technology, including the Internet, to produce and publish writing and to in-
teract and collaborate with others.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.7: Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects based on focused ques-
tions, demonstrating understanding of the subject under investigation.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.8: Gather relevant information from multiple print and digital sources, assess the 
credibility and accuracy of each source, and integrate the information while avoiding plagiarism.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9: Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis, reflection, 
and research.
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LANGUAGE ARTS/READING CURRICULUM

The Kiss of Death – Reader’s Guide

Questions for Discussion:

1. As the death toll rises and the plague begins to permeate every inch of London, Elizabeth and Matthias’s 
home, tension also rises in a parallel fashion between them. Why do you think this happens? Do you think 
this is due to flaws in Matthias’s religious views and moral character, or is Elizabeth judging him too harshly? 
Moreover, is this the inevitable outcome of circumstances and individual experiences with loss, or is it just a 
lovers’ quarrel?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

2. Early in the story, Elizabeth and Matthias bicker conversationally and appear to not always get along smooth-
ly. How is this argument, failed to be resolved by cross and pile (modern day heads or tails), differ from their 
later argument on the road to the physician?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

3. Later, Elizabeth identifies with Matthias’s pain of the loss of a brother, and they reconcile. Do you think, be-
cause of this, she is forced to “come to her senses,” or is there more to it? Would this reconciliation have still 
happened even if Elizabeth had not lost any family members to “even the score”?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

4. The story raises many questions of morals and ethics. Do you think boarding up “Plague Houses” and con-
taining the spread of disease was a good decision in the eyes of the London councilmen? What would you do 
if you were in a position of power among the Medieval London government? Would you end the law? Why or 
why not? What would be the consequences of either action? Would you rather risk the spread of the disease 
to more people in the city, or contain it and sacrifice a few to save many? What about from the perspective 
of those still living left trapped inside? Is either side justified? How so?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.3, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

5. How would you feel if your house was deemed a “Plague House” and boarded up? Would it no longer feel 
like your house, and would you put distance between it and yourself as Elizabeth does?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4

6. Juliana’s advice to Elizabeth on her deathbed marks an important turning point in the story. Do you think you 
would have had the strength and foresight to escape a Plague House on your own, before encouragement 
from your mother? If so, how and why would you go about this? If not, do you think you would have been 
brave enough to listen to your mother’s advice?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4

7. What would you pack if you had to make the split-second decision to flee a Plague House?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4

IN THE BACK OF EVERY BOOK YOU WILL FIND . . . 
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LANGUAGE ARTS/READING CURRICULUM

8. The story is told mostly in the perspective of Elizabeth. How you do you think Carrie felt being dragged 
along by her big sister across Europe?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.6, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

9. There are several themes present in the story. The plague is at the forefront of conflict, but a hint of romance 
soon dots the horizon as well. Matthias says that it took a tragic experience to come to terms with his love 
for Elizabeth. “It wasn’t until I thought I would lose you that I – I realized –” If not for the unfortunate circum-
stance of something so immediate: life or death, would Matthias have ever uncovered his love for Elizabeth? 
Would they have ever gotten together?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

10. At what point do you think Matthias discovers his love for Elizabeth? Did he know it all along? Why or why 
not? If so, was it not yet made manifest to him, was he lying to himself and hiding the truth of what he felt, 
or did he purposely choose to keep it from her?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

11. “If we both survive this hell, we shall be wed, regardless of what the parents say,” Matthias boldly professes. 
Does this strong statement remind you of any other literary accounts of romantic tragedies? Use those works 
to draw connections to this statement.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.9, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.7, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

12. “Elizabeth, if this plague has taught me nothing other than one important lesson, it is this: life is too short to 
not live it fully. And if this is all the time I have left to live, I’d rather spend the rest of it with you.” Matthias’s 
words of 1348 resonate strongly with ideals of today. Elizabeth echoes this sentiment: “I knew now how ten-
uous our lives were and to treasure every precious second I had with him.” How does this connect to modern 
day sayings of living life to the fullest, as you only have one chance? How does this connect to your own life?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

13. If you went through a tragic experience such as this, which forces realizations of character among both Eliz-
abeth and Matthias, what would you discover about yourself? What would you change? Both internally and 
externally?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

14. Elizabeth’s parting from Matthias near the bridge to the River Thames involves a huge revelation of character 
as the lovers come to terms with the dissonance between their feelings and the reality of their current situ-
ation. Elizabeth’s view on the matter encompass the mood of the small parting bridge scene: “I didn’t care 
who saw us there on the street or if the dead stood up in the graves to watch. If this was Hell – London and 
all the death and darkness around me – then this kiss with Matthias was my small piece of Heaven.” What is 
the significance of this, their first and only kiss?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9
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LANGUAGE ARTS/READING CURRICULUM
15. If Matthias had agreed to flee the city with Elizabeth and her sister instead of staying to care for his family, 

would the story have turned out differently? Would you have preferred this ending? In what ways would 
this affect the relationship dynamics between the three of them? Would Carrie have survived? Would Eliza-
beth? Discuss the theoretical impact of this outcome.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

16. How do you think Matthias spent his time during the year and half between their last meeting and the arrival 
of the letter as he searched in vain for his one true love? Discuss what you envision to be his travels across 
Europe.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

17. Were you shocked by the letter, or do you think this was an inevitable fate in a time where people lost whole 
families to the dreaded disease? Did you believe everything would work out well, as in a romance story, or 
did you predict this unfortunate ending, a romantic tragedy echoing Romeo and Juliet?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.9, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.7, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

18. Is this a satisfying ending? What emotional responses, if any, did it illicit in you? How do you think the author 
brought out these responses? What literary devices did she use to involve the reader?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.6, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

19. What would you change about the ending, if anything?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

20. Now, take on the role of the author and write an alternate ending.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4

21. If you were to continue the story, consider the following: Does Matthias discover that the letter never ar-
rived? Is he devastated? Is he still searching for Elizabeth? Does he cross paths with Sybbyl Le Chandelier 
and hear firsthand of his betrothed’s death? Does he eventually settle down and make a new life for himself 
without her? Is he really the only one with true immunity to the plague?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

22. How does the author use dialogue and description to capture the flavor of the time period? Was it effective 
in transporting you to Medieval London? Why?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.6, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9
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HISTORY/SOCIAL STUDIES CURRICULUM

1. Using the book’s plot for guidance, draw a general map of the plague’s spread. Now, conduct research to add 
more detail to the map.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.7, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.6, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.7, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.8, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

2. Think about some medieval customs expressed in the book. What are their modern day counterparts (if 
any)? (ex: cross and pile was the equivalent of modern day heads or tales)
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

3. Compare and contrast the content of theatre entertainment then and now.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

4. Why do you think religion played such a major part of citizens’ lives in medieval Europe?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

5. What notable historical figures lived during the mid-1300’s? Do some research to make a list. Then, choose 
one to research further and write a brief biography on him or her. (ex: Geoffrey Chaucer, English writer and 
poet; Giovanni Boccaccio, Italian writer and poet)
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.9, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.6, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.7, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.8, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

6. The outbreak of 1348 was but one major plague occurrence in history. While hundreds of minor ones exist, 
research some of the major ones and make a chart. (hint: there are at least three)
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.7, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.9, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.6, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.7, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.8, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

7. Choose a facet of medieval life (clothing, dining, transportation, class, lodging, etc.) to research. Write a brief 
report, referencing instances of that element from the text.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.9, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.6, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.7, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.8, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

8. Research primary source accounts of the time period or of the plague. What kinds of information do you 
find? In what ways do they inform or supplement the book?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.9, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.6, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.7, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.8, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

9. In what ways did Elizabeth’s aspirations differ from typical young women of her time?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

10. Explain the customs of class/employment that threated to prevent Elizabeth and Matthias from marrying.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

11. “All the noble girls marry at twelve or fourteen, you know. And you’ve been sixteen for a while.” As Carrie 
points out, marriage was handled a lot differently back then than it is now. What is the significance of mar-
riage traditions in medieval Europe? Why do you think they differ between classes?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

SAMPLE ACTIVITIES:
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BIOLOGY CURRICULUM

“Rumors spread rapidly as we heard that ours was not the only house afflicted with this fast-moving plague. And 
a plague it was, for there was no better name for this mysterious disease that seemed to infect everyone it came 
into contact with.”
 ~ Elizabeth Chauncey, The Kiss of Death, Chapter Three

In the mid-fourteenth century, no one knew where the plague came from, or worse – how it was spread. It was 
no wonder that it went rampant through the streets of medieval London. Elizabeth Chauncey would not have 
been the only one baffled by its unseen, ubiquitous movement.

Today, scientists have discovered that the deadly disease was caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis. It comes in 
three forms: bubonic, pneumonic, and septicemic. The bubonic strain mainly infected lymph nodes. This caused 
swelling and buboes in patients, hence the iconic name “Bubonic” Plague by which it is most known. And, 
popular lore was right: it was spread by rats – more specifically the fleas that traveled on their backs. Likewise, 
the pneumonic strain infected the lungs and was spread by the breaths of infected victims. The third and least 
known form is the septicemic strain. It was contracted from bites from fleas right into the bloodstream where 
it wreaked havoc on the patient’s life by inducing fever, chills, weakness, abdominal pain, shock, and internal 
bleeding.

•

“In order to maintain your peak health, take these precautions: the disease is sometimes transmitted through air 
due to the awful smell put out from the dead and dying, so if you must go outside, use a handkerchief to cover 
your face, and dip it in some aromatic oil. It will do you well.”
 ~ Physician, The Kiss of Death, Chapter Three

The physician who tends to one of Elizabeth’s family members in The Kiss of Death is not entirely inaccurate 
when he says that the plague traveled through the air, though it wasn’t the smell that made it deadly. Plague 
particles did spread through air, aided by coughing and sneezing of infected victims. It was in fact the plague’s 
most effective highway of transmission, as few people knew what we take for granted as simple disease preven-
tion methods today: covering the mouth whenever one coughs or sneezes.

Some people did cover their mouths as 
the physician suggested, but most were 
more concerned with warding off the 
smell of death and disease than any actu-
al prevention. Incense and smelling scents 
such as juniper and rosemary were partic-
ularly popular forms of masking the odor, 
though they did little in preventing the 
disease. It’s a wonder that anyone sur-
vived in such a time of poor hygiene at all! 

But survive, they did. And now, almost 700 
years later, here we are to tell their tale.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION TO READ ALOUD

Three Strains of Plague
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BIOLOGY CURRICULUM

1. Research the bacterium Yersinia pestis. Write a brief scientific report on your findings.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.6, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.7, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.8, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

2. Imagine you are a high-ranking scientist in a prominent hospital. Make a crisis plan for dealing with a mod-
ern-day outbreak of plague. In what ways would you use modern science to your advantage? In what ways 
would modern science have no impact?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

3. As chilling as it sounds, the plague bacterium has not been completely eradicated. Though widespread ep-
idemics are thankfully a thing of the past, the prospect of those days returning is not ludicrous. Research 
news articles about today’s outbreaks (yes, there are a few) and determine locations where one is most likely 
to find the illness today.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.6, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.7, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.8, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

4. Brainstorm a way to contain the plague in these areas.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.6, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.7, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.8, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

5. Imagine for a moment that there is a way to eradicate the disease entirely. Consider the consequences of 
doing so. Now, consider the implications of instead keeping it under lock and key in a science center. What 
are the pros and cons of each?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

6. Hygiene was a little practiced health technique in medieval Europe. Why do you think that is? Write a brief 
analysis.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

7. Compare and contrast health standards of today with those of medieval times.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

8. Which medieval health practices were effective? Which were not? Explain why.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

9. Why do you think the plague travelled as rapidly as it did through medieval Europe?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

10. Consider science fiction in the media today. Does a zombie apocalypse come to mind? Compare and contrast 
that science fiction phenomenon with the real-life plague epidemic. Which is less terrifying, if either?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

SAMPLE ACTIVITIES:
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11. Choose a zombie apocalypse film, book, comic, etc. and rewrite a section of it as a plague outbreak instead 
of zombie virus.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.9, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.3, CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.8, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.9

12. Using the word bank, fill in the chart.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2

ART CURRICULUM

SAMPLE ACTIVITIES:
1. What would you pack if you had to make the split-second decision to flee a Plague House? Draw a knapsack 

containing those items.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.7 

2. Recreate the bridge scene.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.7

3. Choose your favorite scene from the story. Create it.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.7

4. Redesign the front cover using a different scene than the town. What color scheme will you use? What font 
styles? Be purposeful about the choices you make and record your reasoning for implementing them.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.7

5. Redesign the book jacket – front, back, and spine. Again, be purposeful about the choices you make and 
record your reasoning for implementing them.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.7

6. The story gives little physical description of Elizabeth so that readers can interpret her appearance in a way 
that allows them to step into her shoes and relate to her. What is your interpretation of Elizabeth? Draw it.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.7

7. What do you think was the artist’s reasoning for using the form (colored pencils) and tone (purples, grays) 
she expressed on the cover?
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.7

8. What aspect about the cover do you think worked best? Least? Draw an image using the best aspect and 
resolving the least aspect.
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.7
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VOCABULARY

80 TERMS: 
Correlates to CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.4

 » Tallow (page 8): (n.) A solid, fatty substance 
made from animal fat and used in the produc-
tion of candles and soap

 » Moder (page 9): (n.) Middle English: Mother

 » Fader (page 9): (n.) Middle English: Father

 » Partake (page 9): (v.) To participate in

 » Sugar conserve (page 10): (n.) Jam

 » Ensue (page 10): (v.) To occur

•

Chapter 2 (10 terms)

 » Smock (page 12): (n.) A woman’s loose blouse-
like undergarment; the female equivalent of a 
man’s shirt

 » Mantle (page 13): (n.) An outer layer of women’s 
clothing; a loose sleeveless cloak or shawl

 » Surcoat (page 13): (n.) An outer coat of rich ma-
terial

 » Mêlée (page 13): (n.) Commotion; flustered 
mass of people

 » Alleviate (page 13): (v.) To make (suffering, defi-
ciency, or a problem) less severe; reduce; ease; 
relieve; lessen; diminish; weaken

 » Court (page 14): (v.) To be romantically involved 
with the intention of marriage; to date; to woo

 » Off-putting (page 15): (adj.) Unsettling; discon-
certing; unnerving; troubling

Prologue (2 terms)

 » Bambino (page 1): (n.) Italian: Child

 » Becchini (page 3): (n.) Italian: Dead collectors; 
gravediggers

•

Chapter 1 (13 terms)

 » Morality play (page 5): (n.) One of a group of five 
surviving texts from the late fourteenth to the 
early sixteenth centuries. Each deals with the 
life of man and his struggles against sin through 
the use of allegory to personify abstract ideas, 
namely, the forces of good and evil. The plays 
are considered to be highly effective vehicles 
for moral thought. The structure is, for the most 
part, based on a sequence of temptation, fall, 
and redemption.

 » Cross and pile (page 6): (n.) Equivalent of the 
modern day game of heads or tails

 » Kirtle (page 6): (n.) The basic form of outer-gar-
ment worn by both men and women; a versatile 
oversize tunic

 » Row (page 7): (n.) Argument

 » Manor (page 7): (n.) The main house on an es-
tate belonging to the wealthy or aristocracy; a 
mansion

 » Squire (page 7): (n.) A man of aristocratic estate 
ranking below a knight; also, an aristocratic as-
sistant to a knight 

 » Chamber (page 8): (n.) Bedroom
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VOCABULARY
 » Reverie (page 15): (n.) Pleasant daydream; fanci-

ful or impractical thoughts

 » Qualms (page 16): (n.) Doubts; worries; con-
cerns

 » Fancy (page 17): (v.) To feel a romantic attraction 
toward; to desire someone’s hand in marriage

• 

Chapter 3 (5 terms)

 » Alderman (page 19): (n.) A member of a city 
council

 » Atrocity (page 20): (adj.) Outrage; horror; mon-
strosity; abomination; wickedness; inhumanity; 
evil

 » Fetch (page 20): (v.) To summon

 » Oblige (page 20): (v.) To do as someone asks in 
order to assist him or her

 » Fair (page 21): (adj.) Beautiful; attractive

•

Chapter 4 (18 terms)

 » Physician (page 25): (n.) Medical doctor

 » Getup (page 26): (n.) Elaborate or unusual attire

 » Pungent (page 26): (adj.) Strong, sharp smell

 » Adorn (page 26): (v.) To dress up

 » Angelica (page 26): (n.) A tall aromatic plant 
of the parsley family with large leaves and yel-
lowish-green flowers used in cooking and herb-
al medicine. Its stalks were cooked like celery 
or candied and its leaves and roots were used 
against fevers and illness of all kinds.

 » Visceral (page 27): (adj.) Steeped in raw instinct 
and crude emotion rather than logic, reason, or 
intellect; strongly involving and evocative of the 
bodily senses

 » Pustule (page 27): (n.) A swollen area of the skin 
containing pus

 » Sputum (page 28): (n.) A mixture of saliva and 
mucus coughed up from the respiratory tract as 
a result of infection

 » Humour (page 28): (n.) (in medieval science and 
medicine) Each of the four chief fluids of the 
body (phlegm, blood, yellow bile [choler], and 
black bile [melancholy]) that were thought to 
determine a person’s physical and mental qual-
ities by the relative proportions in which they 
were present

 » Great Pestilence (page 29): (n.) Medieval term 
for the plague outbreak; the word “pestilence” 
is evoked to convey a fatal epidemic disease

 » Sage (page 29): (n.) An aromatic plant with gray-
green sharp-tasting leaves, symbolic of age and 
wisdom. The leaves were used as a culinary herb 
in salads and green sauces and as a spring tonic 
(i.e. medicinal substance taken to give a feeling 
of vigor or well-being). A sweet-smelling herb 
used for head pains, it was thought to “clean 
out” the body system.

 » Wormwood (page 29): (n.) A woody shrub with 
a bitter aromatic taste used in medicine, espe-
cially for stomach pains and sickness

 » Balm (page 29): (n.) A bushy herb of the mint 
family, with leaves smelling and tasting of lem-
on. Used in food and drink, as a furniture polish, 
to charm bees, and as aid against melancholy. 
Prescribed treatment for nervousness, anxiety, 
insomnia, arthritis, headache, toothache, sores, 
digestive problems and cramps – it was consid-
ered to be something of a cure-all.
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VOCABULARY
 » Comfrey (page 29): (n.) A Eurasian herb with 

large hairy leaves and clusters of purplish or 
white bell-shaped flowers. Boiling the root in 
water produced a thick paste in which cloth was 
soaked and then wrapped around broken bones. 
Internally, it was used for treating respiratory 
and gastrointestinal problems.

 » “Good bleeding” (page 29): (n.) (in medieval sci-
ence and medicine) Today called “bloodletting,” 
this practice involved the surgical removal of a 
portion of a patient’s blood for medical healing 
purposes

 » Aromatic (page 29): (n.) Pleasantly scented

 » Talisman (page 29): (n.) An object that is thought 
to have magical powers and to bring good luck

 » Malady (page 30): (n.) Illness; ailment

• 

Chapter 5 (10 terms)

 » Great Mortality (page 31): (n.) Medieval term 
for the plague outbreak; the word “mortality” is 
evoked to reference large-scale death

 » Parson (page 31): (n.) The priest of a parish 
church

 » Plague House (page 31): (n.) The name given to 
a dwelling when at least one of its inhabitants 
has contracted the plague and the government 
orders it to be boarded up so the sick can’t es-
cape and spread the disease to the rest of the 
city. A common consequence of this practice 
was that the healthy were considered infect-
ed by association and became trapped inside, 
forced to develop the disease from the sick and 
to die alongside them. This practice was rooted 
in the belief “sacrifice a few to save the many.”

 » Mass grave (page 31): (n.) A grave containing a 
multiple number of human corpses, which may 
or may not be identified prior to burial. While 
not the intended form of burial due to its uncer-
emonious and blatant disrespect for the dead, 
it was often a last resort form of disposing of a 
multitude of corpses quickly in times of crises.

 » Plague pit (page 32): (n.) Informal term for the 
mass graves in which victims of the Black Death 
were buried

 » Brotherhood of the Flagellants (page 32): (n.) 
Religious zealots of the medieval Europe who 
demonstrated their religious fervor and sought 
atonement for their sins by vigorously whipping 
themselves in violent public displays of penance

 » Sweetmeat (page 32): (n.) Candied food items, 
namely, fruit and plants

 » Quarantine (page 32): (v.) Strict isolation im-
posed to prevent the spread of disease

 » Mortar (page 34): (n.) A mixture of lime with ce-
ment, sand, and water, used in building to bond 
bricks or stones

 » Faculties (page 34): (n.) Inherent mental or phys-
ical power; senses; wits; reason; intelligence

• 

Chapter 6 (11 terms)

 » Ravage (page 36): (v.) To ransack (a place); to 
quickly search through (a place) to find some-
thing, especially in such a way as to cause disor-
der or damage

 » Page (page 36): (n.) The lowest rank of servant, 
usually a young boy (ex: page boy)

 » Forsaken (page 37): (adj.) Desolate; abandoned; 
deserted
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VOCABULARY
 » Serenity (page 37): (n.) The state of being calm, 

peaceful, and untroubled

 » Dumbfounded (page 38): (v.) Astonished; 
amazed

 » Abominable (page 39): (adj.) Horrible; appalling; 
despicable; revolting; atrocious; horrifying

 » Beget (page 39): (v.) To cause to exist or occur; to 
produce as an effect

 » Beseek (page 39): (v.) To ask (someone) urgently 
and fervently to do something; implore; beg

 » Nice (page 39): (adj.) Foolish; silly

 » Beset (page 39): (v.) (of a problem or difficulty) 
To trouble or threaten persistently; afflict; tor-
ment

 » Tenuous (page 40): (adj.) Weak; fragile; insub-
stantial 

•

Chapter 7 (9 terms)

 » Mad (page 43): (adj.) In a frenzied mental or 
physical state; mentally unstable; insane

 » Fervent (page 44): (adj.) Having or displaying a 
passionate intensity; heartfelt; vehement

 » Half-baked (page 44): (adj.) (of an idea or philos-
ophy) Not fully thought through; lacking a sound 
basis; foolish

 » Putrid (page 45): (adj.) Very unpleasant; repul-
sive

 » Morose (page 45): (adj.) Sullen and ill-tempered; 
gloomy; sulky; glum; melancholy; depressed; 
dejected; despondent; unhappy

 » Transitory (page 45): (adj.) Not permanent; tem-
porary; transient; brief; ephemeral; fleeting; ev-
anescent 

 » Foolhardy (page 46): (adj.) Recklessly bold or 
rash; foolishly adventurous; irresponsible

 » Pigheaded (page 46): (adj.) Stupidly obstinate; 
stubborn; headstrong

 » Couturier (page 46): (n.) A fashion designer who 
manufactures and sells clothes that have been 
tailored to a client’s specific requirements and 
measurements

•

Epilogue (2 terms)

 » Makeshift (page 49): (adj.) Serving as a tem-
porary substitute; sufficient for the time being; 
temporary; interim

 » Fortnight (page 49): (n.) A period of two weeks
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