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UNLOCKING THE
ANCIENT WORLD:
A COMPREHENSIVE
GUIDE TO THE
OXFORD LATIN
COURSE

For  decades,  students
and educators seeking
a  g a t e w a y  t o  t h e
classical  world  have
turned  to  the  Oxford
Latin  Course.  This
celebrated  series,
penned  by  Maurice
B a l m e  a n d  J a m e s
Morwood,  offers  a
distinctive approach to
learning  Latin  that
emphasizes  reading,
cultural  immersion,
a n d  n a r r a t i v e
engagement.  Unlike
many  textbooks  that
lean  heavily  on  rote

memorization  and  dry
paradigm  drills,  the
Oxford  Latin  Course
invites  learners  into
the life of a real Roman
family—and  ultimately
i n t o  t h e  w o r k s  o f
R o m a n  a u t h o r s
themselves.
In  th is  ar t ic le ,  we
explore  the  structure,
p e d a g o g i c a l
p h i l o s o p h y ,  k e y
features,  and  lasting
impact  of  the  Oxford
L a t i n  C o u r s e .
Whether  you  are  a
teacher  choosing  a
curriculum,  a  self‐
l ea rner  we igh ing
opt ions,  or  s imply
curious  about  how
Latin  instruction  has
evolved, this guide will
provide  a  thorough
understanding of what
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makes  this  series  a
classic in its own right.

THE ORIGINS AND
PHILOSOPHY OF
THE OXFORD
LATIN COURSE

T h e  O x f o r d  L a t i n
Course  was  first
published  in  the  late
1980s,  with  revised
editions  appearing  in
the  1990s  and  early
2000s. Authors Maurice
Balme,  a  seasoned
Classics  teacher  at
Harrow  School,  and
James  Morwood,  a
noted  scholar  and
teacher  at  Oxford,
a imed  to  c reate  a
textbook  that  would
make  Latin  accessible
and  enjoyable.  Their
core  insight  was  that
language  learning
thrives  when  learners
are  immersed  in  a
compelling  story  and
authentic  cultural
context.

Rather than presenting
Latin as a code to be
deciphered  through
abstract  grammar
rules, the series adopts
a  “reading‐based”
approach.  Students
e n c o u n t e r  n e w
v o c a b u l a r y  a n d
g r a m m a t i c a l
constructions  within  a
continuous  narrative,
w h i c h  b u i l d s
c o m p r e h e n s i o n
organ ica l l y .  Th i s
philosophy echoes the
principles of the earlier
C a m b r i d g e  L a t i n
C o u r s e  b u t
distinguishes  itself
through its focus on a
single  character’s
family and its eventual
transition to unadapted
Latin literature.

Maurice
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Balme
and
James
Morwood:
Crafting a
Learning

Journey
Balme  and  Morwood
were both experienced
t e a c h e r s  w h o
u n d e r s t o o d  t h e
frustrations  students
often  face  with  Latin.
They  designed  the
Oxford Latin Course to
present  grammar  in
manageable,  logically
sequenced steps while
keeping  the  content
l i ve ly .  The  ser ies
reflects their conviction
that  students  should

begin  reading  Roman
authors  as  early  as
possible—even  if  the
texts  are  simplified  at
first.  This  “early
authentic reading” goal
sets  the  Oxford  Latin
Course  apart  f rom
m o r e  g r a m m a r ‐
intensive  texts  like
Wheelock’s  Latin.

STRUCTURE OF
THE OXFORD
LATIN COURSE:
PARTS I, II, III, AND
THE READER

The  series  is  divided
into three main course
b o o k s  a n d  a
companion  reader.
Each  book  builds  on
the  prev ious  one,
gradually  increasing
linguistic  complexity
and  narrative  depth.

Oxford
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Latin
Course

Part I
Part  I  introduces  the
fami ly  of  the  poet
Horace,  living  in  the
small  town of  Venusia
in  southern  I ta ly .
S t u d e n t s  m e e t
H o r a c e ’ s  f a t h e r ,
mother,  sister,  and
o the r  cha rac te r s
through  short,  simple
Latin  sentences.  The
story follows daily life:
school ,  shopping,
family  events,  and
l o c a l  p o l i t i c s .
G r a m m a t i c a l l y ,
students  learn  the
present  and  imperfect
tenses,  the  first  three
declensions  of  nouns,
b a s i c  a d j e c t i v e
agreement, and simple
sentence structures.
The chapters are short,

each focusing on a few
new concepts. Cultural
s i d e b a r s — c a l l e d
“ L e c t i o n e s ”  o r
“Readings”  in  later
e d i t i o n s — p r o v i d e
fascinating background
on  Roman  customs,
religion,  and  history.
By  the  end  of  Part  I,
learners  have  a  solid
foundation  in  reading
simple  narrative  Latin
and  a  rich  sense  of
everyday Roman life.

Oxford
Latin
Course
Part II
Part  II  follows  Horace
as  a  young  man  who
moves  to  Rome  to
study under the great
grammarian  Orbilius.
The narrative becomes
m o r e  c o m p l e x ,
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introducing  historical
e v e n t s  l i k e  t h e
assassination  of  Julius
Caesar and the rise of
Octavian.  Grammatical
coverage  expands  to
include  the  perfect,
pluperfect,  and  future
tenses,  the  passive
voice, relative clauses,
and  more  advanced
noun  dec lens ions
(including  the  fourth
and  fifth  declensions).
The Latin  in  Part  II  is
l e ss  adap ted  and
begins  to  resemble
au then t i c  Roman
prose.  Students  are
gradually weaned from
heavily  simplified
sentences,  preparing
t h e m  f o r  t h e
unadapted excerpts in
Part III.

Oxford

Latin
Course
Part III
P a r t  I I I  m a r k s  a
significant  transition.
The  story  of  Horace
continues, but it is now
told  almost  entirely
through  adapted  (and
sometimes  l ight ly
adapted)  passages
from  Horace’s  own
letters,  satires,  and
o d e s ,  a s  w e l l  a s
excerpts  from  other
Roman  authors  like
Virgil,  Livy,  and  Ovid.
This is the culmination
o f  t h e  “ r e a d i n g
method”:  students
apply the grammar and
vocabulary  they  have
learned  to  real  Latin
literature.
W h i l e  P a r t  I I I  i s
c h a l l e n g i n g ,  t h e
scaffolding  of  the  first
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two  parts  makes  the
leap  manageable.  By
the  end,  students  are
r e a d i n g  g e n u i n e
Classical  Latin  with
comprehension  and
appreciation.

The
Oxford
Latin
Course
Reader
In addition to the three
core books, the Oxford
Latin Course Reader
offers  supplementary
passages from a wider
range  o f  authors ,
including Cicero, Pliny,
a n d  C a e s a r .  T h i s
volume  is  ideal  for
consolidation  and  for
courses  that  wish  to
broaden  students’
exposure  beyond  the

Horatian  narrative.

PEDAGOGICAL
APPROACH:
LEARNING LATIN
THROUGH
NARRATIVE AND
CULTURE

T h e  O x f o r d  L a t i n
Course is  built  around
s e v e r a l  k e y
pedagogical principles:

Story‐Centered
Learning: The
continuous
narrative of
Horace’s life
provides
motivation and
context.
Students want to
find out what
happens next,
making the
language a tool
for storytelling
rather than an
end in itself.
Contextual
Grammar
Presentation:
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Grammar is
introduced as it
appears in the
text, not in
isolated lists. For
example, the
imperfect tense
emerges
naturally when
the story
describes
ongoing actions
in the past.
Abundant
Reading
Practice: Each
chapter includes
multiple short
reading
passages,
reinforced by
comprehension
questions.
Repetition builds
fluency without
resorting to
mechanical drills.
Cultural
Integration:
The series
weaves in Roman
history,

mythology, and
daily life.
Students learn
not just the Latin
language but
also the world
that produced it.
This cultural
dimension is one
of the course’s
strongest
appeals.
Gradual
Release to
Authentic
Texts: The
careful
progression from
simple adapted
Latin to genuine
literature is a
hallmark of the
series. Students
build confidence
before being
asked to tackle
the complexities
of Horace’s
original syntax.

STRENGTHS AND
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CRITICISMS OF
THE OXFORD

LATIN COURSE

Strengths
Engaging
narrative: Few
Latin textbooks
tell a single
compelling story
from beginning
to end. The
Oxford Latin
Course makes
learning feel like
reading a novel.
Excellent
cultural notes:
The sidebars and
illustrations are
informative and
often beautiful,
enhancing the
learning
experience.
Focus on
comprehension
over
memorization:
By emphasizing

reading, the
series builds a
natural feel for
Latin word order
and syntax.
Preparation for
real literature:
Students who
complete the
entire series are
well prepared to
read Horace,
Virgil, and other
authors with
reasonable
fluency.

Criticisms
Grammar
depth: Some
teachers find
that the Oxford
Latin Course
does not provide
enough explicit
grammar
explanation or
practice for
students who
need more
systematic drill.
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Parts I and II
move relatively
quickly, and
struggling
students may
feel left behind.
Vocabulary
range: Because
the story is
centered on one
family and a
limited set of
topics, the
vocabulary is not
as broad as in
some other
courses.
Students may
encounter
unfamiliar words
when they move
on to other Latin
texts.
Over‐reliance
on the
narrative: If a
student does not
connect with
Horace’s story,
the course may
feel tedious. The
storyline is

essential to the
structure, so
skipping
chapters can
create gaps.

COMPARING THE
OXFORD LATIN
COURSE TO OTHER
TEXTBOOKS

How  does  the  Oxford
Latin  Course  compare
to its popular rivals? A
few  key  differences
emerge:

Oxford
Latin
Course
vs.
Wheelock
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’s Latin
Wheelock’s  Latin  is
grammar‐driven,  with
chapters  built  around
d e c l e n s i o n s  a n d
conjugations,  followed
by vocabulary lists and
sententiae  (adapted
sentences).  It  is  used
widely  in  universities
a n d  p r o v i d e s  a
thorough,  systematic
foundation. The Oxford
Latin  Course  is  more
narrative‐based  and
culturally  rich,  but  it
c o v e r s  l e s s
grammatical ground in
the  same  number  of
c h a p t e r s .  M a n y
t e a c h e r s  u s e
W h e e l o c k ’ s  f o r
intensive grammar and
O x f o r d  L a t i n  f o r
reading‐based courses.

Oxford

Latin
Course
vs.
Cambridg
e Latin
Course
The  Cambridge  Latin
Course (CLC) also uses
a  r e a d i n g ‐ b a s e d
m e t h o d  w i t h  a
continuous story (set in
Pompeii  and  Roman
Britain).  Both  courses
s h a r e  a  s i m i l a r
philosophy,  but  the
Oxford Latin Course is
generally  considered
more literary in its final
v o l u m e ,  a s  i t
t r a n s i t i o n s  t o
unadapted  authors
more quickly.  CLC,  on
t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,
extends  its  narrative



Oxford Latin Course 11

11

approach  throughout
all four units, with less
emphasis on authentic
literature until the very
end.  Some  instructors
prefer CLC for younger
learners  and  Oxford
Latin for older or more
motivated students.

Oxford
Latin
Course
vs.
Lingua
Latina
per se
Illustrata
Hans  Ørberg’s  Lingua
Latina is an immersion‐
style  textbook  that
uses  only  Latin  from

the  first  page.  It  is
beloved by autodidacts
and those who want a
“natural”  method  free
o f  E n g l i s h
explanat ions.  The
Oxford  Latin  Course
u s e s  E n g l i s h  f o r
grammar  explanations
and  cultural  notes,
m a k i n g  i t  m o r e
a c c e s s i b l e  f o r
beginners,  but  less
i m m e r s i v e  t h a n
Ørberg’s  approach.

USING THE
OXFORD LATIN
COURSE FOR SELF‐
STUDY AND
CLASSROOM
INSTRUCTION

Because  the  Oxford
Latin  Course  supplies
c l e a r  g r a m m a r
e x p l a n a t i o n s  ( i n
E n g l i s h )  a n d  a
continuous  story,  it
w o r k s  w e l l  f o r
independent  learners.
I t  a l s o  i n c l u d e s
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exercises  with  answer
k e y s  i n  s e p a r a t e
teacher’s  editions  or
companion workbooks.
However,  self‐study
students  should  be
p r e p a r e d  t o
s u p p l e m e n t  w i t h
additional  grammar
drills  if  they  find
ce r ta in  concep ts
difficult.
In a classroom setting,
t h e  O x f o r d  L a t i n
Course  lends  itself  to
reading  aloud,  group
t r a n s l a t i o n ,  a n d
discussion  of  cultural
topics.  Teachers  often
c o m b i n e  i t  w i t h
flashcards  for
vocabulary  retention
and  online  exercises
for extra practice. The
series is typically used
i n  h i g h  s c h o o l  o r
introductory  college
courses that aim for a
balanced acquisition of
reading  sk i l ls  and
cultural knowledge.

WHY THE OXFORD
LATIN COURSE
REMAINS A STAPLE
OF LATIN
EDUCATION

Even  as  new  digital
resources  and  apps
emerge,  the  Oxford
Latin Course continues
t o  b e  a d o p t e d  b y
s c h o o l s  a n d
universities around the
world.  Its  enduring
popularity  rests  on  a
simple  truth:  students
learn  best  when  they
care  about  what  they
are reading. By telling
the story of Horace and
his  world,  the  series
transforms Latin from a
dead  language  into  a
l i v ing  one ,  fu l l  o f
humor,  drama,  and
human  experience.
T h e  O x f o r d  L a t i n
Course also adapts well
to  modern  course
structures.  Teachers
can  select  portions  of
the  narrative  to  fit
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semester  schedules,
and the online support
materials  (including
audio  recordings  and
interactive  exercises)
help  bridge  the  gap
between  traditional
textbooks  and  digital
learning.

CONCLUSION: A
GATEWAY TO THE
CLASSICS

The  Oxford  Latin
Course is more than a
t e x t b o o k — i t  i s  a
journey.  From  the
humble  st reets  o f
Venusia  to  the  grand
poetry  of  Rome,  i t
leads students through
language,  history,  and
literature with skill and
warmth .  Whi le  no

single  course  can  do
everything, Balme and
Morwood’s  creation
excels at what matters
mos t :  i n sp i r i ng  a
genuine love for  Latin
and  the  cu l ture  i t
expresses.
Whether  you  are  a
teacher  choosing  a
syl labus  or  a  se l f ‐
learner  seek ing  a
h u m a n ‐ c e n t e r e d
approach,  the  Oxford
Latin  Course  deserves
serious  consideration.
Its  narrative  richness,
cultural  depth,  and
thoughtful  progression
make  it  an  invaluable
t o o l  f o r  a n y o n e
wanting to  unlock  the
secrets  of  the  Roman
w o r l d — o n e  L a t i n
sentence at a time.


