Ancient History
Essay Workshop
2020
‘the one thing in 2020 that hopefully makes sense’

Meet Your Tutors!

Sarah Prince
Tyla Cascaes
Carlos Robinson
If you have any questions please just ask!
Or write a message in the chat box ☺

Step 1: The Question
• Find your tutorial program on Blackboard and look at your
essay question.
• What is the question asking?
• Make sure that you understand the question, and that you
are answering the question!
• A tip is to keep the question at the top of your notes
somewhere to keep you on track while researching.
• Don’t waste time reading things that not relevant to your
question.
• Keep your assignment focused – don’t go off topic! This is
always painful to the marker when marking an assignment.

Example

• Another tip: check with your tutor if you have any questions.
E.g. does the tutor want all three parts of this question
answered in depth or just the first part ?
• The tutor may already have done this course multiple times
and already have a clear idea of what she/he wants to see
in your answer.
• Your tutor will be very happy to talk about your essay ideas
and say if you are on the right track.

Step 2: Primary Sources
• Underneath the question
will be a list of readings.
• If it’s marked “essential”
this means you must
include it in your
assignment or you will
be marked down.
• The best place to start is
by reading the primary
sources.

Primary Sources
• The primary sources will be the basis of all your arguments.
• Every historical argument has to be based on a primary
source.
• Read the primary source with your question in mind and
look for answers.
• When you find a bit that answers the question, make a note
of it using the book number, chapter number, or line
number (basically everything except the page number!)
• This is because you will need these numbers to correctly
reference the ancient source when you write your essay.

Example: Megarian Decree
• On page 241 of this edition
of Thucydides, Pericles
talks about the Megarian
Decree as a cause of the
War.
• But in your essay you need
to reference it to Thuc.
1.140 (Book 1, chapter
140).
• Not page 241.
• Tip: use Perseus or ask
your tutor if you are unsure

Primary Sources (cont.)
• Once you’ve read all the primary sources, you should now
have a general idea of how you will answer the question.
• E.g. the primary sources will have mentioned a couple of
reasons for the war: the Megarian Decree, growing
Athenian power, a series of diplomatic disputes with Sparta.
• Now you are ready to turn to the secondary sources.

Final Point about Primary Sources
• One last thing: refer to primary sources to back up every
major assertion.
• E.g. if you say something like “The Megarian Decree was a
major cause of the war.”
How do we know? Because Aristophanes/Plutarch say so.
• E.g. “The Megarian Decree was important, as shown by
Aristophanes.”
• There should be at least one primary source referenced in
each paragraph.

Step 3: Secondary Sources
• Next on the reading list
will be a list of secondary
sources.

• The more you use, the
better, as you will get
more perspectives.
• Aim for about 10.

Secondary Sources
• The secondary sources will provide context, analysis and
detailed explanation of what you just read in the primary
sources.
• E.g. a secondary source will usually analyse and point out
bias that you might not have been aware of in the primary
source.
• You must use both primary and secondary sources.
• In each paragraph try to refer to both primary sources and
secondary sources.

Primary/Secondary sources
• So usually, you will use the primary source for facts and the
secondary source for opinion.
• E.g. The Megarian Decree was imposed in X BC, as
described by Plutarch.
• However, the impact of this was devastating, as argued by
modern historian X.

Secondary Sources (cont.)
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Another tip is to use some general reference works.
e.g. Oxford Classical Dictionary
Encyclopedia of Ancient History
Cambridge Ancient History
Brill’s New Pauly
A general work will give you a good overview of the topic.
It will also count as an extra reference, and will get you
bonus points for demonstrating extra research.
• They will usually contain a list of references which will allow
you to follow up and do more research.

Research (cont.)
• Don’t use general websites!
E.g. Ancient History Encyclopedia (www.ancient.eu)
• This is a very common first year mistake.
• It might have been normal at high school but is not at uni!
• All sources must be academic sources
• A general tip: if you didn’t access it through the UQ library
website, it’s probably not an academic source
• If you are unsure ask your tutor.
• And definitely no Wikipedia!

Research (cont.)
How to find more sources
• Usually your tutor will be very impressed if you read
everything on the reading list.
• However, if you want to go beyond the reading list and find
more secondary sources, instead of Google, your new
friend is the database JStor

Jstor is your new best friend!

• Use this to find journal articles about your topic.

Secondary Sources (cont.)
Academic Debate!
• The secondary sources will explain current academic debates.
• This is when different people disagree over how to interpret a
primary source.
• E.g. there is debate over the importance of the Megarian
Decree. Thucydides hardly mentions it but Aristophanes makes
a big deal of it.
• It’s important to engage with an academic debate to get a
High Distinction.

Academic Debate (cont).
How on earth do you do this?
• Present the opposing views.
• E.g. “Modern historian X argues the Megarian Decree is not
important because of X.”
• “However X disagrees and argues X.”
• And then make sure provide your conclusion. Provide your own
solution, based on your interpretation of the evidence.
• “However, it seems most likely that the Megarian Decree
was/was not important, because ….”

Academic Debate (cont.)
This is very important.
• This is the whole point of going to university: to think for
yourself.
• Next time Donald Trump says corona virus is a hoax, your
automatic reaction should be “But what is the primary source
that backs that up?”
• Writing ancient history essays will make you more critical,
analytical, and just a better person in general ☺

Step 4: Prepare your arguments
• Now you’ve read the primary and secondary sources.
• You should have some clear ideas of how to answer the question.
• Group your answers into three main ideas (e.g. the Megarian
Decree, growing Athenian power, a series of diplomatic disputes
with Sparta).
• These will now be your 3 main paragraphs.
• A common first year mistake is to chronologically list a series of
events instead of having 3 paragraphs with 3 clear arguments.
• E.g. Athens did this, then this, and then another thing, and then
war began.
• Avoid a chronological list by having three clear arguments for your
three paragraphs.

Structure
• (It’s fine to list events in chronological order as long as they
are part of an overall argument)
• You now have enough notes to begin filling in a template
like this:

Observation
• A common mistake is to go straight to this step (writing the
essay) without doing any of the hard work of extensive
research/note taking beforehand.
• Usually this is because the student has left it to the last
minute.
• If you’ve done the hard work beforehand, you can see that
it’s very easy to begin filling in this template. It’s like you’ve
laid the foundation of the house and now all you have to do
is build up the walls.

Make your Argument
• Remember – these are argumentative essays.
• Do not chronologically list a series of events: have a clear
mini-arguments for each paragraph.
• Start the essay with a clear statement (hypothesis).
• Then start each paragraph with a clear argument.
• Usually you will choose a side of the debate (depending on
the essay question).
• Every section of your essay should relate back to the overall
argument of the essay.

Forming Paragraphs
• It’s very important to have clearly structured paragraphs.
• Each paragraph should begin with an argument, provide
evidence for that argument and then end with a concluding
statement.
• Now you have the foundation of your essay, you just need
to flesh out each paragraph with examples and evidence.

Source Analysis
• A common question is: how much source analysis do I
need to do?
• General recommendation: just briefly analyse the source when you first
mention it in your essay.
• E.g. the first time you mention Aristophanes, briefly mention the genre, date
and reliability:
• “Aristophanes, a comedian writing in the fifth century BC, was aiming to make
his audience laugh, but is still reliable for indicating contemporary opinions.”
• “Plutarch, a Greek biographer writing circa the early second century CE, is
generally regarded as a reliable source.”
• Focus on answering the question. There’s no need to spend a lot of time on
source analysis (unless you are trying to disprove what someone has said).
• E.g. “Thucydides was a contemporary source but his bias towards Pericles
means he has downplayed the importance of the Megarian Decree.”

Step 5: Intro/Conclusion
• Now you have the walls, you can put the roof on your
house.
• Write the introduction/conclusion last when you can clearly
see what your overall argument is.
• Intro:
If you can’t think of how to start, you can literally just write
“This essay will argue that …”
• Another tip: ask yourself, ‘how would I answer the question
in one sentence?’ This can be your introduction.
• Other tips: in the introduction, you can provide a bit of
context, date range of the essay, define important terms,
e.g. what/when was the Peloponnesian War?

Introduction (cont.)
• Statement of hypothesis
–
–
–
–

Clearly state the line of argument.
Provide a brief outline of the arguments to follow.
Be concise and to the point.
Avoid waffle: e.g. a common first year mistake is to make
obnoxious general statements like ‘Rome was a major super
power that won lots of wars …’
or ‘Caesar was an important historical figure of the Roman
period.’ There is no need to begin your essay like this – just
answer the question ☺

Conclusion
• Clearly restate your overall hypothesis.
• Briefly summarise the arguments covered in the essay and overall
conclusions.
• Your conclusion is a statement of what your essay has argued or
proved –it is not the place to introduce new evidence
• Your conclusion and introduction must always agree on the position
that you take in answering the question.
• If you change your mind while writing your essay, make
sure you rewrite your intro/conclusion to ensure your argument is
consistent [people do forget to do this sometimes!]
• Aim for a small paragraph – a common beginner mistake is to conclude
with just a couple of sentences.
• You can often just reword your introduction slightly.

Step 6: Referencing
• Remember to reference each point that comes from an
external source – whether that be opinion or fact.
• Use as many sources as possible! The easiest way to improve
your grade is to use more sources!
• i.e. an essay with only a few sources is almost always
automatically limited to a lower grade (pass/credit).

Referencing (cont.)
• Another common beginner error is to struggle with
introducing a secondary source.
• Just use the surname.
• E.g. ‘Beard argues that the treatment of Penelope in the
Odyssey is a good example of misogynist attitudes.’
• No need to do anything else, e.g. common first-year
mistake is to waffle on with:
• E.g. “Renowned Oxford historian and reliable source Mary
Beard in her book Women and Power argues that Greek
epic poetry is an example of misogony…”

Referencing - Quotes
• Avoid quoting huge sections of text
• This is a very common first year mistake
• Do not quote an entire paragraph! It just looks like you are
trying to “pad out” to reach the word limit.
• Quote one key sentence (maybe two).
• A quote over two lines long is a ‘block quote’ and should be
indented.
• Please analyse your quote – explain why you quoted this –
why is it important? How does it relate to the overall
argument?

Make sure you
introduce the quote.
Don’t just have a
quote with no
attribution (this is also
very common, alas).

Referencing (cont.)

•
•
•
•

Plagiarism is just a bad idea.
Turn-it-in is fairly accurate at picking up plagiarism.
Your tutors will also most likely notice anyway.
Please just reference your sources. It only takes two
seconds.

• Use Footnotes. Don’t use any other system of
referencing.

Footnotes
• This is probably the most confusing part for beginners.
• There are two different systems: Primary sources and
Secondary Sources.
• Primary source: Abbreviation, Title (sometimes), section
number, full stop (this is often forgotten by first years).
• E.g. Plut. Per. 4.1.
= Plutarch, Life of Pericles, Chapter 4, Section 1.
• Get the correct abbreviation from the Oxford Classical
Dictionary. The abbreviation list is usually posted on
Blackboard.
• If in doubt ask your tutor.

Footnotes (cont.)
• This is just for literary sources.
• This is the most common primary source you will reference.
• However, coins, statues, inscriptions (etc) are all primary
sources as well.
• These are slightly trickier.
• Usually in a footnote: Museum, catalogue number.
• However, coins and inscriptions also have their own special
referencing conventions.
• Remember: if in doubt just ask your tutor.

Footnotes
• Statue: Museum, Catalogue Number
• E.g. Louvre MA 2369.

• Coin: Catalogue, Number
• E.g. RRC 508/3.

• Inscription: Database, Number.
• E.g. ILS 8393.

Footnotes
• Secondary Source: Surname Year: Page.
• E.g. Tarn 1947: 301.
• The footnote should be placed at the end of the sentence,
and not halfway through.
• If you want to reference two (or more) sources to one
sentence, you just use one footnote (don’t put two footnotes
on one sentence).
• In the footnote, place the primary sources first, and the
secondary sources second.
• Secondary sources should be in chronological order, oldest
to newest.

THE WHOLE POINT
of our abbreviation
system is so that you
can put multiple
references in one
footnote

Final Thoughts on Footnotes
– No ‘ibid’ or ‘op. cit.’
– Don’t use these abbreviations. They are not part of our referencing
system.
– Avoid having the same footnote three times or more anyway (i.e.
there should be no need for you to use ‘ibid’).
– i.e. Try not to consistently reference the same source – use more
sources.
– Footnotes and references do not count in the word count – as long
as they are just references. If you are putting extra information in
the footnote then it counts towards your word limit (There is really
no need to do this so it’s best avoided).

Step 7: Reference List
• Split into separate lists: ‘Ancient Sources’ and ‘Modern
Sources’
• We use our own referencing system.
• This is not a bibliography! Only include sources that
you used in a footnote. If you read it but don’t use it in
your assignment, don’t put it in the reference list.
• i.e. a common first year “trick” is to copy/paste the
entire reading list into the assignment.
• It is obvious that the student didn’t read 20 sources if
only 1 is referenced in a footnote. So please don’t do
this! Actually use the sources to impress your tutor ☺

References (cont.)
• This is not essential, but the recommended format for the
reference list is to use ‘hanging indents.’
• This is easier to read because the author’s name stands out.
• Primary Sources:
Ancient Author (translator). Date. Title, Location: Publisher.
• Secondary Sources
Surname, Initial. Year. Title, Location: Publisher.

Step 8: Format
• Always use Times New Roman – 12 point font – preferably
double spaced
• Using Arial or the default Calibri font gives a bad first
impression to the marker.
• (My advice is to change the default font to Times New Roman
because you will need it for every assignment)
• Reference list at the start of a new page
• Topic Question at the beginning of your assignment
• Page numbers
• Word count at the end

Format (cont.)
• PLEASE do a Spell Check
• It is amazing how many assignments contain basic typos.
• It is also highly recommended that you equalise/justify the
margins.
• Maintain a formal tone of writing.
No personal pronouns like “I will argue” or “we can see”
(Very common beginner error)
• Use single quotation marks. It’s just the convention.

The Word Count Urban Legend
• Aim to reach the word count as closely as possible.
• There is a persistent urban legend about the “10% rule.” (‘that
+/- 10% is fine’)
• There is no 10% rule. Read the ECP. It doesn’t exist.
Technically you can lose marks for going over or under the word
limit.
• However because your tutors are nice people it may exist
unofficially
• Best advice is to check with your tutor and see what she/he
considers acceptable.
• E.g. personally I am fine with a few words over but I am not
happy if you are under the word limit – do more research!

Word Count (cont.)
• Whatever you do, don’t go significantly over the word limit.
• This is very frustrating for the marker.
• There is always something you can delete. Be ruthless and
delete unnecessary words and sentences until you are back
down to the word limit.
• Sometimes if you are deeply attached to every section and
can’t find something to delete, get someone else to read
your essay and they can point out things that aren’t
essential.

Final Steps!
• Submit your assignment to Blackboard on time.
• Make sure you leave yourself 5 minutes before deadline so
you have time to upload your assignment.
• A tip is to look at your blackboard site and make sure you
know where to submit well in advance to save stress at
deadline time.
• Submission time is usually 2pm (make sure you check this
beforehand!)
• If something goes wrong, just email the assignment to your
tutor, so they know that you submitted it on time.

Summary
A High Distinction Essay will usually have the following:
• A very large range of primary sources: texts, coins, inscriptions.
• A large range of secondary sources: different opinions and
perspectives were considered.
• Clear introduction, clear argument to the essay.
• Paragraphs structured clearly: one main argument per paragraph,
clear intro and conclusion to each paragraph.
• Strong evidence to back up each argument (primary sources).
• Engagement with an academic debate (secondary sources).
• Every major aspect of the topic was considered.

Good Luck!
• This is the Hellenistic Goddess
Tyche (Fortune) to give you some
good luck.
• Any questions?
sarah.prince@uq.net.au
t.cascaes@uq.edu.au
carlos.robinson@uq.edu.au
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