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Introduction

OCR has produced this resource to support teachers in interpreting the assessment criteria for the new 
GCSE (9–1) Classical Civilisation specification and to bridge the gap between new specification’s release and 
the availability of exemplar candidate work following first examination in summer 2019. 

The questions in this resource have been taken from the J199/22 Roman City Life specimen question 
paper, which is available on the OCR website.  The answers in this resource have been written by an senior 
examiner.  They are supported by an examiner commentary.  

Please note that this resource is provided for advice and guidance only and does not in any way constitute 
an indication of grade boundaries or endorsed answers.  Whilst a senior examiner has provided a possible 
mark for each response, when marking these answers in a live series the mark a response would get 
depends on the whole process of standardisation, which considers the big picture of the year’s scripts.  
Therefore the marks awarded here should be considered to be only an estimation of what would be 
awarded.  How levels and marks correspond to grade boundaries depends on the Awarding process that 
happens after all/most of the scripts are marked and depends on a number of factors, including candidate 
performance across the board.  Details of this process can be found here:  
http://ocr.org.uk/Images/142042-marking-and-grading-assuring-ocr-s-accuracy.pdf.
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SECTION A: 
CULTURE
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Source A:

From the images in Source A, select two features of an amphitheatre, and suggest how each helped to 
ensure the safety of the crowd.          [4]

Image 1 The Colosseum, Rome Image 2 Amphitheatre, Pompeii

Question 3
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Example 1

Plenty of exits around the amphitheatre would allow the crowds to leave quickly if they were in danger. 

The seating is raised above the arena so that any animals in the show cannot attack the crowd.

Example 2

There was a large wall surrounding the ring the middle.  This stopped animals or gladiators from running into the crowd.

Another feature is a canopy.  This would have been pulled over the seating area to reduce the risk of the crowd getting 

sun burn or just getting too hot.

Example 3

One feature is that the people are in different sections to the events so the crowd would not be caught in the crossfire.  

There also is a high ledge separating the two different areas so animals wouldn’t be able to attack the people.

Examiner Commentary

2 + 2 – Two clear points with explanation.  The explanation for seating is not in the mark scheme but is a valid response 

and receives credit.

Examiner Commentary

1 + 1 – Although the answers has given two clear points with explanations, it has only been awarded 1 + 1.  The point 

and explanation regarding the canopy has not been credited as it cannot be seen in the image.  It is worth teachers 

reminding students that these questions require students to look at the image(s)/source(s) and draw points from them – 

not just providing points from their own knowledge.  

Examiner Commentary

1 + 1 – Only one valid point and explanation
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Question 6

Source C:

Study Source C.

Select two items of Thracian equipment shown in Source C, and suggest what each tells us about the combat 
style of the Thracian.            [4] 
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Example 1

The Thracian was equipped with a little round shield which could be used to punch away a blow and a sica which could 

curve around part of an opponent and do a fair bit of damage.

Example 2

He has a wide edged helmet and greaves to protect his lower legs.  His training methods will make you fit and strong, so 

you are ready to fight and maybe letting you have a chance of not being killed.

Example 3

The Thracian would have a curved sword, or a sica, as seen in the right hand of the source.  This would allow him to fight 

at close quarters.  He is also wearing thigh height greaves.  This suggests he would be at risk of having his legs broken 

when fighting a heavier gladiator, such as a murmillo.

Examiner Commentary

2 + 0 – Credit has been given for identifying two features from the figurine but the explanations are not linked to the 

equipment.  Perhaps the question needed more careful reading. 

Examiner Commentary

1 + 0 – The first point is not valid as the figurine does not contain the small shield referenced, so despite marking a valid 

analysis comment to link to the shield, no marks can be awarded for this.  A mark has been awarded for the reference to 

the sica, but the analysis mark is not awarded because it doesn’t really address the question in terms of “combat styles”.

Examiner Commentary

2 + 2 – Clear explanation of two items.
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Question 8

How far do you agree that gladiator shows were the best form of entertainment in the Roman world?
Use Sources A, B, and C as a starting point and your own knowledge in your answer.    [8]

Source A

(see page 4)

Source B

Three times I gave gladiatorial games in my own name and five times in the name of my sons or  
grandsons.  At these games there were about ten thousand fighters.  Twice, in my own name, I 
presented to the people a show of fighters summoned from all places, and I presented a third 
show in the name of my grandson.  I put on games in my own name four times and in place of 
other magistrates twenty-three times….
When I was consul for the thirteenth time I was the first to hold games in honour of Mars, which 
after that time and then in following years were held by the consuls by decree of the senate and 
by law.  I gave to the people hunts of African beasts in my own name or in the name of my sons 
and grandsons in the Circus or the Forum or in amphitheatres twenty-six times, at which about 
3,500 beasts were killed.

Augustus, Res Gestae 22

Source C

(see page 6)
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Example 1

Gladiator shows would take place in amphitheatres, such as the Colosseum or the amphitheatre in Pompeii which are 

shown in Source A.   They had an oval arena for the gladiators to fight in and had tiered seating to ensure that everybody 

could see the fights.  

Gladiator fights usually involved different types of fighters.  The Thracian gladiator was one of the types of gladiators 

which fought.  Some gladiators fought with nets and a trident whereas others had swords and shields.  The different 

combat styles of the gladiators made the fights interesting.

Source C shows that Augustus thought that gladiatorial games were important for the people of Rome.  He put on 3 in 

his own name and 5 in the name of his sons or grandsons.   Having gladiators from different parts of the Roman Empire 

also made the games exciting.  Fights between gladiators and wild animals also took place, where 3,500 beasts were 

killed.

All of these things made gladiator shows the best form of entertainment. 

Examiner Commentary

3/8

The length of response is not the issue here.  At first glance, three sources have been mentioned and would appear to 

gain the candidate a higher Level but in this case although three sources have been mentioned they have not been used 

effectively to answer the question.  Source C does assess importance and there is knowledge shown.  Level 1 would be 

too harsh.  Level 2.
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Example 2

One form of entertainment that the Romans enjoyed was gladiator fights but it wasn’t the only form of entertainment 

that Romans enjoyed.

Gladiatorial fights can be seen to be hugely popular with Roman people, as is demonstrated by the number of games 

that Augustus put on.  Graffiti at Pompeii also shows the popularity of gladiators, with them becoming celebrities and sex 

symbols – a particular gladiator wrote that he was “fancied by all the girls”.  There was also a huge variety of gladiatorial 

contests that could take place.  For example, a Thracian gladiator like that in Source C would have normally fought against 

a murmillo and used their curved sword to attack the unprotected parts of the murmillo.  Sometimes gladiators could 

fight against wild and exotic beasts and Augustus mentions “about 3,500 beasts were killed” at the events he sponsored.  

This variety would have made gladiatorial fights even more entertaining.

However, chariot racing was another very popular form of entertainment.  Unlike the spectators at amphitheatres, at the 

Circus Maximus men and women, and poor and rich were able to sit together.  Men like Ovid used this as an opportunity 

to chat up women but it seems that he was more interested in this than the chariot racing itself.  Other people were 

enthralled with chariot racing, betting on their favourite team and watching with interest to see how successfully the 

charioteers managed to get around the metae.   

To conclude, I think that both chariot racing and gladiator fights were hugely entertaining but that chariot racing was 

better as so many more people could watch at one time.

Examiner Commentary

Mark 7/8

The response addresses the question, though it could make more of Source A.  It is good to see detailed evidence of 

graffiti and a comparison with another form of entertainment also with support from Ovid.  A comparison would be 

expected in a question worded this way.
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Example 3

One form of entertainment that Romans enjoyed was gladiator fights, between the likes of a secutor, a murmillo or a 

Thracian such as shown in Source C.  This usually was a fight to the death, unless the emperor was lenient.  The emperor 

thought it important enough to sponsor the shows, with huge numbers of animals, as detailed in Source B.  The fact 

that the emperors thought this and that he put on so many shows how popular and entertaining these must have been.  

These fights were made as entertaining as possible and the variety contributed to gladiator shows being the best form of 

entertainment.

Executions were sometimes held at the Colosseum.  This was quite popular as it involved the death of a common 

criminal.  However in a source I have studied the writer does not like criminals being killed and think they are just being 

butchered.  So for some people this was very exciting but as we can see, for others it was actually quite horrible.  

Chariot racing was also very popular.  People could go to the Circus Maximus to see their favourite chariot teams.  The 

people of Rome felt great pride when supporting their own team.  Pliny complains that people switch sides though 

if their team is losing.  He didn’t much like chariot racing.  Also, you could socialise.  Men like Ovid used this as an 

opportunity to chat up women, because unlike the Colosseum you could sit anywhere.  However, Ovid as well doesn’t 

seem to actually like the chariot racing. 

Therefore it is clear that the different forms of entertainment in the Roman world appealed to different people’s interests 

but I personally would have enjoyed gladiator fights the most.

Examiner Commentary

Mark: 6/8

The response makes use of the sources and does offer evidence from elsewhere.  It makes a comparison.  However 

the response should have used the key words “best form of entertainment”.  The focus seems to have drifted a little to 

“enjoyable”.  This may be a case where the candidate has addressed a similar question previously in his/her preparation 

and is trying to reproduce this here.  Candidates should be aware there is usually a focus on a question (important, 

enjoyable, best) and they should return to this frequently in their responses.
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Example 1

Boys received basic education either in a school, or at home.  Although girls weren’t taught formal education, they were 

still taught basic literacy to help them in there daily lives.  Boys, however, were given formal education. Girls and boys had 

to first use a tablet covered in wax, with a stilus to engrave letters into it.  There is a famous mosaic from Pompeii showing 

a women holding her stylus.  Once they had started to become better at writing, they were then given papyrus and ink 

to practice with.

Boys would be sent to learn with a grammaticus.  This teacher would teach the boys Greek, drama, art, and most 

importantly, rhetoric. Rhetor taught the art of public speaking.  This would include hand gestures and facial expressions to 

persuade others.  The rhetor, the final stage, was very important as this would help them become lawyers, politicians or a 

career in the military service.

The education of boys was important as they were the members of the family going to work and earning money.  The 

subjects and skills they were educated were very important as this decided what job he could do.  

Culture essay questions

9. To what extent do you think a Roman boy’s education prepared him for life?  Justify your response.  
              [15]

OR

10. How far do you agree that the Roman people lived a comfortable life in their homes?  Justify your 
response.            [15] 

Examiner Commentary

Mark 5/15

This is quite a basic response with more AO1 than analysis.  The reference to a girl’s education is not relevant to this 

question.  The remaining detail is correct and there is an understanding of Roman culture.  To place this in Level 1 would 

be harsh.  It is placed in Level 2 as there is some attempt to address “important”.



GCSE (9–1) Classical Civilisation Candidate style answers

13 © OCR 2019

Example 2

Boys received basic education either in a school, or at home by a paedagous (tutor).  Even the sons of traders learned 

enough to be able to read orders and simple maths for accounts in the future.  Graffitti from Pompeii shows that most 

people could write. Richer boys, however, were given a more formal education.

The first stage of education was the litterator.  He taught maths, letters, reading.  Boys had to first use a tablet covered in 

wax, with a stilus to engrave letters into it.  We have found tablets which show that they practiced writing letters.  Once 

they were more competent, they were given papyrus and ink, which are much less likely to have survived than tablets.  

The ink pots have been found with ink made out of soot, resin and water.  This education taught things Romans though 

were necessary for civilised living – the ability to read and write and do simple arithmetic, an appreciation of literature, the 

ability to speak and argue convincingly.

The next stage was when boys would be sent to learn with a grammaticus.  At the grammaticus boys studies Latin 

and Greek, reciting passages, commentating about literature, philosophy, poetry – they learned Virgil off by heart –, 

drama, medicine, science.  This would be useful to include references in speeches if they became a politician or a lawyer. 

References to this would have made them look impressive.  A knowledge of Greek was useful in business.  

Rhetoric was the art of public speaking.  They would also learn how to use hand gestures and facial expressions to 

persuade others.  These skills would have been useful if the boy wanted to became a lawyer or a politician like Cicero.

I believe that a boy’s education prepared them fully for the life they would have.  The subjects and skills they were taught 

would be very important as this decided what job they could do.  If he had a good education, a boy could go and get a 

good job, and may have not have to resort to being a client for a patron.

Examiner Commentary

Mark 13/15

The response does focus on the education of boys and does briefly discuss the sons of traders.  To achieve full marks 

here the response might have pointed out that the attendees at the different stages did diminish according to the needs 

of the family and that the education from a rhetor was very expensive.  However the question is addressed and the 

candidate does return to it enough.
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Example 3

The level and sophistication of a Roman boy’s education depending on a number of things including the wealth of his 

family and their future aspirations.  There were three different stages to a Roman boy’s education: litterator, grammaticus 

and finally rhetor with fewer and fewer people receiving an education from a rhetor due to the costs of paying the 

teacher.  However, whatever their status, a Roman boy would have been given at least some skills needed to be 

successful in life.

Boys in Rome would likely receive some sort of informal education from their paterfamilias.  They would, as head of the 

family, want to instil good Roman morals in their sons so they would become respected regardless of their status.  If their 

father was a tradesman, they would no doubt be taught the same trade so that they could help bring in more money to 

their household.  The paterfamilias would also try to ensure that their sons received some sort of formal education if they 

could afford it.

An inscription from Pompeii shows that teachers were paid for their tuition.  Therefore, if a father was rich enough, they 

would pay for their son to have a formal education.  The first formal stage was the litterator, where from the age of 7 they 

learnt to read, writing and to do some basic maths.  They would start practicing on wax tablets using a stylus, like the one 

in the famous mosaic from Pompeii.  They would then move onto papyrus and ink.  These skills would be essential for a 

tradesman to ensure that he wasn’t ripped off my people.

At the age of 12 the son would move onto the grammaticus.  At the grammacticus they would become much more 

cultured: they would study Virgil and other famous pieces of literature.  They would also learn things about mythology 

and philosophy so they could understand the literature better.  By knowing this cultural stuff, they wouldn’t appear 

uncultured and make stupid mistakes like Trimalchio does when he says that Hannibal captured Troy!  They would have 

also learned Greek.  This was vitally important for those aiming to become powerful magistrates since a large part of 

the Roman Empire was Greek speaking.  Therefore if they were to become a governor of one of the eastern provinces, it 

would give them a much better chance of being able to communicate with the local officials and therefore increase the 

likelihood of them being successful in their job.  

The final stage was being taught the skill of public speaking and rhetoric.  This was vitally important if they wanted to 

become a magistrate as this involved a lot of public speaking and being able to persuade people to agree with your 

arguments.  They were also taught to use their hands and facial expressions to help persuade their audiences too.  By 

having these skills, they could have the potential to become a famous orator like Cicero or became an aedile like Publius 

Nummianus.

Therefore to conclude, a Roman boys education really depended on your parents financial situation and at all of the key 

stages gave you the potential skills and knowledge to prepare you for the likely job your situation would allow you to do.

Examiner Commentary

Mark 15/15

This is almost more than what can reasonably be expected as a response given the time allowed.  It is good to see 

appreciation that not all children followed a political career.  The discussion of trades is welcome as the appreciation of 

fewer attending each stage.  The spelling errors do not interfere with the examiner’s understanding of the points made 

and are therefore not penalised.
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SECTION B: 
LITERATURE
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Example 1

“Where’s the pleasure, my friend, of barely surviving” – what’s the point in just surviving

“how brief existence is” – life is short

Question 13

Source D

It’s said a country mouse welcomed a town mouse once 
To his humble hole, the guest and the host were old friends: 
He lived frugally, and was careful, but his spirit 
Was still open to the art of being hospitable. 
In short, he never grudged vetch or oats from his store, 
And he’d bring raisins or pieces of nibbled bacon 
In his mouth, eager by varying the fare to please 
His guest, whose fastidious tooth barely sampled it. 
At last the town mouse asks: ‘Where’s the pleasure, my friend, 
In barely surviving, in this glade on a steep ridge? 
Wouldn’t you prefer the crowded city to these wild woods? 
Come with me, I mean it. Since all terrestrial creatures 
Are mortal, and there’s no escape from death for great 
Or small, then live happily, good friend, while you may 
Surrounded by joyful things: mindful while you live 
How brief existence is.’

Horace Satires 2.6.79–97

Select two phrases from Source D, and suggest what they tell us about the message of Horace’s story about 
the town mouse and the country mouse.          [4]

Examiner Commentary

2+0

The candidate has selected suitable phrases but has not explained how these link to the message. Selecting words and 

phrases and echoing them in a comment are not likely to gain full credit
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Example 2

“mindful ... how brief existence is” suggests that life is short and that it is best to make the most of it.

“Where’s the pleasure, my friend, of barely surviving” suggests that you should have fun in life rather than living a very 

modest life.

Example 3

“vetch and oats” suggests the country mouse lived very frugally whereas the town mouse was “surrounded by joyful 

things”.  This suggests that there is a difference between the how people live in the town and country.

Examiner Commentary

2+2

Suitable length of phrase which is explained in the candidate’s own words.  A good response.

Examiner Commentary

1+1

This is really just one point.  It is not in the Mark Scheme but is a valid explanation with a suitable phrase.
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Example 1

There scene is vivid through the inclusion of colour such as “white olives, in the other black” and metals like “a silver grill”.  

The scene is also full of sound as the Alexandrian boys “were singing as they went”. 

Question 15

Source E:

We were obliged by such a great favour, and when we entered the dining room that same slave ran up to us 
(the one on whose behalf we had asked) and to our amazement, and he pressed upon us a great flurry of kisses, 
giving thanks for our compassion.  “Furthermore, you will know at once,” he said, “to whom you have given 
kindness.  The master’s wine is the gift of the servant.”

Finally, therefore, we reclined while Alexandrian boys poured iced water over our hands and others followed 
at our feet and removed hang-nails with great precision.  And they were not silent even in so irksome a duty, 
but they were singing as they went.  I wanted to test out whether the whole household would sing and so I 
demanded a drink.  A boy, no less, was instantly ready to greet me with a shrill song, and anyone else who was 
asked to give something.  You would have believed it was the dining room of a troop of clowns not that of an 
upright gentleman.

A very excellent entrée was brought in, for now everyone was reclined except for one man, Trimalchio, for 
whom a place was saved at the top, in a new fashion.  And then, on a large dish, an ass of Corinthian bronze 
with a double pannier was served up; in one basket there were white olives, in the other black.  Over the ass 
there were two dishes on the edges of which was written the name of Trimalchio and the weight of the silver.  
Some little bridges soldered onto the plate were even supporting dormice sprinkled with honey and poppy 
seeds.  There were also roasting sausages placed above a silver grill, and below the grill there were Syrian plums 
along with the seeds of pomegranates.

Petronius, Dinner with Trimalchio 31 

How does Petronius make the scene in the passage vivid?  Make two points and support your points with 
reference to Source E.            [4]

Examiner Commentary

2 + 2 – The candidate chooses colour and sound which are valid reasons to support vivid.  The two examples used as 

support ensure full marks. 



GCSE (9–1) Classical Civilisation Candidate style answers

19 © OCR 2019

Example 2

He says the slave ran up and kissed them: “kisses”

He says they were singing: “singing as they went”

Example 3

Petronius makes the scene vivid with the use of exotic places mentioned such as “Syrian plums”, “Alexandrian boys” and 

“Corinthian bronze”.  The scene is also full of sound such as the alliteration of s – singing a “shrill song” in paragraph 2 and 

cooking “sausages” on a “silver grill” and there were “Syrian plums” and “seeds of pomegranates” in the final paragraph.

Examiner Commentary

1 + 0 – The reference “singing as they went” is valid as being part of making the scene vivid but this is not explained.  

Stating what happens and then picking out the same/single words without any explanation of vivid is unlikely to gain any 

credit.

Examiner Commentary

2 + 2 – The candidate has chosen exotic places and supported it with three examples from the passage.  The second 

feature is alliteration and references from the passage.  Although the text is in translation the translator has reflected 

overall what is in the original Latin.  There is plenty of alliteration in the original Latin text and alliteration therefore 

appears in translation.. 



GCSE (9–1) Classical Civilisation Candidate style answers

20 © OCR 2019

Question 18

Source D 

(see page 16)

Source E 

(see page 18)

Source F

For, he placed before himself and a few others certain special foods, but before the others, cheap and measly 
food. He had even divided the wine in little flasks into three sorts, not so that there was an opportunity to 
choose but so that there was no chance of refusing. Some went to himself and us, some went to lesser friends 
(for he has his friends graded), and the other to his and our freedmen.

The man who was reclining next to me, noticed and asked whether I approved - I said no. “Well, what custom 
do you follow?”. “I serve the same things to everyone. For I invite people to dinner, not to degradation”. “Even 
the freedmen?”. “Yes”. “For I consider that they are then dining companions, not freedmen”. And he said, “That’s 
a great cost for you”. “No”. “How can that be?”.  “Well, because my freedmen do not drink the same as I do, but I 
drink the same as the freedmen, and by god, if you restrain your appetite, it is not a burden to share with several 
what you enjoy. You must keep your greed under control, you must reduce your greed! If you cut down on the 
costs you could take care of the matter quite respectably by your self-control rather than by insulting others.

Pliny, Letters 2.6 

In your opinion, why were food and dinner parties such a popular topic for Roman writers?   
Use Sources D, E and F as a starting point, and your own knowledge in your answer.     [8]
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Example 1

Dinner parties were very important parts of Roman life.  Even poor people in the country like Ofellus ate together playing 

simple games and had simple food like vetch oats and bacon, as shown in Source D. 

Writers, like Petronius, could write about the entertainment which was at dinner parties like in Source E where Trimalchio 

puts on a tacky dinner party with people cutting toe nails.  The narrator does not like it and thinks it is vulgar calling them 

clowns. 

However not everybody enjoyed dinner parties as they could show off the different parts of Roman society.  In Source F, 

Pliny writes about his dinner party to make a point and show what people should not do, for example giving different 

food to different guests.

Examiner Commentary

Mark 3/8

Here candidates are asked to discuss all three sources.  The sources required may vary. This response covers sources D, E 

and F but offers insufficient knowledge from elsewhere.  There is weak analysis which barely addresses the question.
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Example 2

Food and dinner parties were a highly important part of Roman daily life, so naturally popular with writers.  Almost every 

class of person reading it would have been able to instantly identify with experiences of their own.  Even poor people in 

the country like Ofellus would have been able to identify with it as they ate simple food like vetch, oats and bacon shown 

in Source D together and played simple drinking games.  In fact, Horace felt that people should eat simply and not eat 

rich food like peacock.  He used food and dinner parties to educate people in his message, which is effective because 

many people could identify with it.

Writers could write about the entertainment which was presented at dinner parties like in Source E where Trimalchio puts 

on a show like a troop of clowns.  In Nasidienus’ dinner party he shows off his knowledge of wine.  Satires are about the 

nouveaux riches trying to impress others.  But they are both quite vulgar which is what the writers are trying to criticise.  

The dinner party makes for a fun setting to mock the hosts of the parties.

Dinner parties were popular with writers to show off the unfairness of Roman society.  Freedmen were often treated 

badly.  Pliny mentioned how one host degraded his guests by giving them different quality wine and food according to 

their status and how good a friend they were.  The freedmen at the dinner party received the worse quality food and 

wine.  Pliny in Source F thinks they were “insulted” and uses his letter to warn people not to do this.  Like Horace, Pliny is 

using a really common situation to makes his message effective.

Examiner Commentary

Mark 7/8

There is an assumption that everybody of all classes read satire, which does undermine the first point. However, there is a 

good range of examples and discussion of the nouveaux riches. The last line is particularly effective.
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Example 3

The dinner parties in the stories I have read can be appreciated by all different classes of people.  For example some 

poorer member would be able to appreciate the story of the country mouse who lives on vetch and oats but is 

hospitable when he is entertaining people despite his modest means. Such people would also be amazed and potentially 

disgusted at the waste and extravagance of the people like the Tramilchio who put on all sorts of elaborate spectacles.  

The nature of the satire allowed the authors to use dinner parties as a good way to mock the host.  The entertainment 

and also the stupidity of Tramichio, whilst trying to appear intelligent and clever, shows his ignorance of history and 

literature.  Therefore this would appeal to those Romans who were well educational and were free born Romans rather 

than being a freedman.

Dinner parties also allowed the writers to use dinner parties to criticise people and try to use this as a way to get their 

message across without being all preachy.  For example, Pliny in his Letter 2.6 uses his letter to convey his social views 

about how the treat people, such as not distinguishing between different guests as he “invite people to dinner, not to 

degradation”.  The dinner party setting allows him to bring in other people’s views about the issue, to offer contrast to his 

own, such as the person who is sitting beside him who clearly doesn’t share his views.  This gives the impression that he 

alone has such ways on how to treat people and gives him a more effective vehicle to spread his message.

Examiner Commentary

Mark 6/8

Again there is an assumption that everybody of all classes read satire. The first paragraph is not so convincing. There are 

some grammatical and spelling issues which detract a little. However, there is merit in the last two paragraphs so Level 2 

would be unfair. This is a Level 3 response. Whether it gets 5/8 or 6/8 would be a matter for Standardisation.
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Example 1

Slaves were often prisoners from wars or sometimes you were kidnapped and forced to be a slave.

A slaves life in many ways was very bad as some masters abused or treated slaves cruelly.  Some masters would only 

replace shoes and clothes once in every two years.  This could often leave some slaves cold and were probably not able 

to work to their full potential.

If a slave was ill and couldn’t work for a day they would either get a reduction of rations.  More likely than not they would 

be sold on.  Often slaves were stripped naked so buyers could examine their bodies.

The worst job of a slave was working in the mines where it was hard to break and involved a lot of labour.

On the other hand it was of a master best intentions to keep a slave healthy as often slaves were set free when they grew 

older.

Skilled slaves who were educated got the best jobs, such as teaching the masters children and being the masters 

secretary, like Tiro was for Cicero.

If someone was poor it was probably good to be a salve as you were fed, clothed and sheltered.  This was better than 

living on the streets where you might die of cold or starvation.

On the whole I don’t the life of a slave was extremely bad as you were kept alive!

Literature essay questions

19. ‘City life in Roman Italy was dangerous for everybody.’  How far does the literature you have studied 
support this view?  Justify your response.         [15]

OR

20. ‘In the Roman world, life as a slave could be good, but it depended on the character of your master.’  
Based on the literature you have read, how far do you agree with this statement?    [15] 

Examiner Commentary

Mark 3/15

This is a typical Level 1 response.  It seems harsh but this is part of the literature section and the response is very general- 

knowledge based.  Marks are awarded for Tiro and Cicero being literary figures!  The candidate will only score 0 if there is 

nothing of credit.  In this case, examiners will probably feel that there is something of credit somewhere in the response.
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Example 2

When people became slaves immediately they didn’t have any rights.  They were just objects which were sold in the 

Forum. We are reminded of this as Trimalchio has a picutre in his house of a slave market, reflecting his past life.  Therefore, 

slaves were at the mercy of their masters and masters varied. 

Pliny, in his Letter 5.19 likes everyone to think that he is a kind master.  When his slaves are sick and even dying he lets 

them have wills and leave their few possessions to who they want and Pliny says he carries out their wishes.  He says he 

even gets upset when they are sick and he even feels embarrassed about it.  This suggest that some people cared about 

their slaves and wanted them treated well.  But of course we only have Pliny’s word for how he treated his slaves, we don’t 

know if the slaves thought he was a good master.  Pliny might just want us to think he is kind.

Slaves could enjoy themselves, particularly if you had Trimalchio as a master.  The Alexandrian boys sing a lot and the 

slaves seem happy working for Trimalchio.  However this was not always the case.  Petronius tells us he beats his slaves 

and even threatens to kill one for fun, he calls him “worthless”.  You could never know with Trimalchio what his mood was 

going to be so that must have been stressful.  Their master’s personality would have had a big impact on the slaves’ lives.  

Pliny tells us that Macedo also did not treat his slaves well.  He was so cruel that his slaves revolted.  They beat him up in 

his baths and threw him on a hot floor.  He did get his own back and they were all rounded up and killed.  This shows 

how bad things could be if you had a bad master.  However, Pliny, who likes to think he is kind to slaves, approves of such 

a violent punishment.

Slaves who had a skill probably stood a better chance of having a good life as they  would have been more valuable.  For 

example, Zosimus was a skilled actor, reciter, and player of the lyre, and perhaps this is why Pliny went to so much trouble 

to care for him when he became unwell.  Other slaves would have been servants, serving men like Trimalchio or other 

men at feasts such as those described by Horace.  The slaves at Trimalchio’s dinner party certainly had some horrible tasks 

to do, such as cutting guests’ toenails.

Whether or not you had a good life as a slave in Rome, was dependent on who your master was, but also on the sort of 

work you did.

Examiner Commentary

Mark 15/15

A sustained response covering literary examples.  Details are known from those sources.  The candidate has done more 

than just cite “Pliny 5.19”.  The number reference is not required – it is the detail about it which counts.  The candidate 

could equally have said “Pliny tells us…”, as happens later in the response.  In this case Pliny 5.19 is correct, frequently 

though the numbers are not!  The response returns to good/bad keeping focus on the question.
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Example 3

I agree to an extent that life of a slave could be good but it depended upon who your master was.

In Letter 5.19, Pliny describes the caring environment he created in his household.  Although he is writing about a 

freedman, it would be logical to think this would also apply to the slaves in his household.  Zosimus had been unwell so 

Pliny sent him to Egypt to recover, and he spent a number of years there recovering.  This shows, although the length 

of time might have been exaggerated, how Pliny treated his household with “tenderness”.  When Zosimus became 

unwell again, Pliny sent him to southern France to recuperate.  This episode shows the caring environment Pliny created 

and therefore it is likely a slave in Pliny’s household would have had a good life and would have been cared for in a 

considerate way, even when they became unwell.

Pliny also gives us an example where a master treats his slaves in an arrogant and cruel manner.  The slave master, Larcius 

Macedo, was killed by a number of his slaves.  Presumably Macedo had treated these slaves so poorly that they felt that 

they wanted to murder their master.  However, from Pliny’s Letter it does not suggest that all of Macedo’s slaves were like 

this.  Later in the letter, Pliny writes that no slave master can be safe, even if they treat their slaves kindly, since masters 

are murdered because of the wickedness of their slaves.  Therefore, it could be seen that the ‘good’ life of a slave was not 

dependent upon the master – it was determined by the nature and character of the slave themselves.  

Masters also did things that would have been awkward or embarrassing for slaves.  For example, when Trimalchio’s cook 

brings out a wild boar and is accused of not gutting it, he is forced to strip naked and stood between “two torturers”.  As 

a result, the cook is forced to ‘gut’ the boar in front of the guests and out came sausages and black pudding.  It must be 

noted that the cook was treated well after the charade had been completed, as he was given a drink and a silver coin.  

This story suggests that the difference between good life and a bad life was not so clear cut and would have depending 

on what the slave valued: money or their self-respect.

It is also clear that a slave’s life also depended on other individuals other than their master.  Trimalchio’s treasurer, 

Cinnamus, treats the slaves poorly.  For example, when a slave begs to be rescued from his punishment for losing 

Cinnamus’ clothes at the baths, Cinnamus says that he is not concerned about their value but that the “worthless” slave 

has allowed them to be taken in the first place.  This implies that he doesn’t care at all for the slaves at all.  Trimalchio 

states that he has so many slaves that he doesn’t think 10% even know what he looks like.  This clearly supports the idea 

that the character of the master wasn’t that important and suggests that other people within the household would have 

had a greater impact on whether the slave had a ‘good’ life or not.

To conclude, whilst it was important for a slave who their master was, there are other factors which also helped determine 

if their life was good, such as their own nature and character but also other people within the masters household.
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Examiner Commentary

Mark 15/15

It may seem unfair that this response also gets 15.  This response is indeed very good but a point will be set at 

Standardisation at which full marks are awarded.  There will be responses which deserve more than full marks – as is the 

case here.  However all responses which reach a certain standard may be awarded full marks.

A number of different interpretations – good master, bad master, nature of the slave, other people rather than master 

Detailed knowledge of specific events from the prescribed literature although a bit of misunderstanding.
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