
Cornelia's Jewels 

by James Baldwin 

It was a bright morning in the old city of Rome many hundred years ago. In a vine-

covered summer-house in a beautiful garden, two boys were standing. They were 

looking at their mother and her friend, who were walking among the flowers and trees.  

"Did you ever see so handsome a lady as our mother's friend?" asked the younger 

boy, holding his tall brother's hand. "She looks like a queen."  

"Yet she is not so beautiful as our mother," said the elder boy. "She has a fine dress, 

it is true; but her face is not noble and kind. It is our mother who is like a queen."  

"That is true," said the other. "There is no woman in Rome so much like a queen as 

our own dear mother."  

Soon Cornelia, their mother, came down the walk to speak with them. She was 

simply dressed in a plain white robe. Her arms and feet were bare, as was the custom 

in those days; and no rings,  nor chains glittered about her hands and neck. For her only 

crown, long braids of soft brown hair were coiled about her head; and a tender smile lit 

up her noble face as she looked into her sons' proud eyes.  

"Boys," she said, "I have something to tell you."  

They bowed before her, as Roman lads were taught to do, and said, "What is it, 

mother?"  



"You are to dine with us to-day, here in the garden; and then our friend is going to 

show us that wonderful casket of jewels of which you have heard so much."  

The brothers looked shyly at their mother's friend. Was it possible that she had still 

other rings besides those on her fingers? Could she have other gems besides those 

which sparkled in the chains about her neck?  

When the simple outdoor meal was over, a servant brought the casket from the 

house. The lady opened it. Ah, how those jewels dazzled the eyes of the wondering 

boys! There were ropes of pearls, white as milk, and smooth as satin; heaps of shining 

rubies, red as the glowing coals; sapphires as blue as the sky that summer day; and 

diamonds that flashed and sparkled like the sunlight.  

The brothers looked long at the gems.  

"Ah!" whispered the younger; "if our mother could only have such beautiful things!"  

At last, however, the casket was closed and carried carefully away.  

"Is it true, Cornelia, that you have no jewels?" asked her friend. "Is it true, as I have 

heard it whispered, that you are poor?"  

"No, I am not poor," answered Cornelia, and as she spoke she drew her two boys to 

her side; "for here are my jewels. They are worth more than all your gems."  

I am sure that the boys never forgot their mother's pride and love and care; and in 

after years, when they had become great men in Rome, they often thought of this scene 

in the garden. And the world still likes to hear the story of Cornelia's jewels. 



NAME_____________________________  DATE______________________ 

Unit 3  PRE-ASSESSMENT 

1.   How are Cornelia and her friend different? 

___________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

2.  Which sentence from the story best supports your answer? 

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________ 

3. How are Cornelia and her friend alike? 

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________ 

4. Which sentence from the story best supports your answer? 

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________ 



 

5. Read the following excerpt and then answer the question. 

 

 

In this passage the word “casket” means 

A.  Tray 

B.  Box 

C.  Coffin 

D.  Cloth 

6.  At the end of the story, Cornelia’s jewels are compared to her friend’s jewels. 

Describe how Cornelia and her friend each feel about their jewels. Include at least 

two details from the story to support your answer. 

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

When the simple outdoor meal was over, a servant brought the casket from the 

house. The lady opened it. Ah, how those jewels dazzled the eyes of the wondering 

boys! 



___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

7. How does comparing and contrasting help readers understand a fictional text? 

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________ 

8. Why do writers use metaphors and similes? 

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________ 

9. What techniques can a writer use to develop a story? 

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________ 

 



ANSWER KEY 

1.   How are Cornelia and her friend different? 

Accept reasonable answers such as: one is wealthy and the other is not, 

one values her jewels and one values her sons, one wears beautiful jewels 

and the other does not, etc. 

2.  Which sentence from the story best supports your answer? 

Accept reasonable answers that support the question. 

3. How are Cornelia and her friend alike? 

Accept reasonable answers such as: they are both friends, they both 

value something they consider important, etc. 

4. Which sentence from the story best supports your answer? 

Accept reasonable answers that support the question. 

5. Read the following excerpt and then answer the question. 

 

 

When the simple outdoor meal was over, a servant brought the casket from the 

house. The lady opened it. Ah, how those jewels dazzled the eyes of the wondering 

boys! 



In this passage the word “casket” means 

A.  Tray 

B.  Box 

C.  Coffin 

D.  Cloth 

 

6.  At the end of the story, Cornelia’s jewels are compared to her friend’s 

jewels. Describe how Cornelia and her friend each feel about their jewels. Include 

at least two details from the story to support your answer. 

Accept reasonable answers that support the question with a least 2 

supporting details. 

 

 

 

 



7. How does comparing and contrasting help readers understand a fictional text? 

Accept reasonable answers that support the answer such as: Comparing 

and contrasting text helps the reader think critically about the connections 

between characters. 

8. Why do writers use metaphors and similes? 

Accept reasonable answers that support the question such as: Writers 

use similes to explain things, to express emotion, and to make their writing 

more vivid and entertaining. 

 

9. What techniques can a writer use to develop a story? 

Accept reasonable answers that support the question such as: A writer 

must use descriptive detail, clear event sequence, transition words, 

concrete words, sensory detail, and a conclusion that logically follows the 

events to create and effective narrative. 

 

*Pre-assessments are used as formative assessments and should not be counted as a grade for report cards. 

They are intended to give the teacher valuable information for planning and grouping. 



 

 

 


