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Introduction 

Our examiners’ reports are produced to offer constructive feedback on candidates’ performance in the 

examinations. They provide useful guidance for future candidates.  

The reports will include a general commentary on candidates’ performance, identify technical aspects 

examined in the questions and highlight good performance and where performance could be improved. 

A selection of candidate answers is also provided. The reports will also explain aspects which caused 

difficulty and why the difficulties arose, whether through a lack of knowledge, poor examination 

technique, or any other identifiable and explainable reason. 

Where overall performance on a question/question part was considered good, with no particular areas to 

highlight, these questions have not been included in the report. 

A full copy of the question paper and the mark scheme can be downloaded from OCR. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Would you prefer a Word version?  

Did you know that you can save this PDF as a Word file using Acrobat Professional?  

Simply click on File > Export to and select Microsoft Word 

(If you have opened this PDF in your browser you will need to save it first. Simply right click anywhere on 
the page and select Save as . . . to save the PDF. Then open the PDF in Acrobat Professional.) 

If you do not have access to Acrobat Professional there are a number of free applications available that 
will also convert PDF to Word (search for PDF to Word converter). 
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Paper 33 series overview 

H408/33, Politics of the Late Republic, is one of four available components in OCR’s A Level Classical 

Civilisation Component Group 3 Beliefs and Ideas. 

The examination aims to assess candidates’ knowledge, understanding of, and engagement with 

classical literature and ideas about principle and pragmatism in the politics of Rome in the 1st century 

BCE. 

To do well in the extended responses, candidates are required to deploy detailed knowledge in the 

service of insightful discussion of the issues raised by the questions.  

Candidates who did well in this paper were those who were able to make mature judgements, based on 

sound factual knowledge, about the political careers of Cicero, Cato, Pompey, Caesar and others, and 

the parts they played in the events of the 1st century BCE. 

Generally, candidates were well prepared to suggest reasons why Caesar might be said to have brought 

his assassination on himself, to compare and contrast the ideas and actions of Cicero and Cato, and to 

discuss the relationship between individuals and factions at Rome in the first century BCE.  

It should be noted that while this examination is not designed to test candidates’ mere recall of events 

and their dates, nevertheless, when discussing matters such as individuals’ political relationships, 

causes and consequences are rarely sensibly discussed without due observance of correct chronology. 

 

Candidates who did well on this paper 

generally: 

Candidates who did less well on this paper 

generally:  

• displayed detailed and accurate 
knowledge of events, and their causes 
and consequences, at Rome in the 1st 
century BCE 

• displayed detailed and accurate 
knowledge of the prescribed literary 
sources 

• responded to all aspects of each 
question attempted 

• selected appropriate material as 
evidence in support of reasoned 
argument 

• made appropriate use of secondary 
scholarship 

• drew reasoned and convincing 
conclusions in response to questions. 

• displayed limited knowledge of events, and their 
causes and consequences, at Rome in the 1st 
century BCE 

• displayed limited knowledge of the prescribed 
literary sources 

• omitted or misunderstood some aspects of some 
questions 

• made little reference to or use of secondary 
scholarship 

• presented a narrative account of events with little 
engagement or analysis in response to questions 
requiring discussion OR 

• presented a generally discursive response with 
little basis in accurate factual knowledge or 
evidence on which they based their ideas and 
conclusions. 
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Section A overview 

Section A consisted of: 

• 5 marks for fact and knowledge-based questions, concerning Cicero’s opening remarks to the 

jury in his prosecution of Verres, and the career of Julius Caesar. 

• Two short extended writing questions, worth 10 marks each, in response to a passage from 

Cicero’s ‘in Verrem’, and a stimulus sentence about Caesar’s unconstitutional dictatorship.  

• A longer discussion (20 mark) of actions and ideas of Roman politicians, in this case, Cicero and 

Cato. 

 

Question 1 

The majority of candidates knew that Cicero was decidedly not addressing Verres here, but rather the 

senatorial class. More specifically, the jury of the extortion court consisting of as it did exclusively of 

members of the senate. 

 

Question 2  

The majority of candidates scored full marks.   

Although strictly speaking Verres is on trial only for extortion, Cicero does go to some lengths in his 

speech to impugn the character of the accused by suggesting that he is guilty of much more besides. In 

this sense, Cicero ‘prosecutes’ Verres for bribery, theft of artworks, the failure properly to defend his 

province, etc. 

 

Question 3  

Question 3 was generally well done. Centres and candidates were aware that marks were given 

according to both AO1 and AO2 aspects of responses. Responses which merely quoted from the 

passage, without proper explanation of how Cicero’s words convinced his audience of the importance of 

the trial, were not likely to rewarded beyond Level 3. Nor was it enough merely to quote a phrase from 

the text, followed by the magic words, ‘this shows the importance of the trial’. It should also be noted that 

the question did not ask how Cicero made clear Verres’ guilt. 
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Exemplar 1 

Exemplar 1 demonstrates the correct level of AO1/AO2 response required. This response went on to 

make several more equally well-argued points, firmly based in knowledge and understanding of the text. 

 

Assessment for learning 

 

Many candidates assumed that this was yet another exercise in identifying Cicero’s rhetorical 

techniques and showing how convincingly he secures a conviction. Responses that focused 

on how Cicero demonstrates Verres’ guilt were not given marks. The question concerned 

Cicero’s elevation of the trial beyond the matter of Verres himself, as was clear to candidates 

who took time and care to read the question. 

 

Question 4  

The vast majority of candidates scored full marks.   
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Question 5  

Caesar held many and various offices, most of which made an appearance in response to this question. 

Several, however, were secular and impermissible here. 

 

Question 6  

The second of the 10 mark extended responses is always more challenging than the first. Candidates 

must generate for themselves the AO1 knowledge and understanding of, in this case, Caesar’s actions 

after the Civil War, on which to base their AO2 arguments and analysis. In this case, candidates must 

both recall that Caesar became ‘dictator for life’ and explain why this was likely to have provoked his 

assassination. 

Exemplar 2 

Exemplar 2 demonstrates how a candidate effectively demonstrates both AO1 knowledge of Caesar’s 

actions and AO2 analysis of how these contributed to his assassination. 
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Assessment for learning 

 

Question 6 asked candidates to explain how Caesar’s actions may have resulted in his 

assassination, not to weigh up to what extent they agreed that they did. Candidates were 

neither expected nor required to suggest that ‘on the other hand’, various other factors were 

more important. 

 

Question 7* 

Candidates who gave the best response to this question were those who took an orderly approach, 

taking each of Cicero and Cato in turn, and discussing first his ideas, then his actions (or vice versa), 

and to what extent each character lived by one or the other. Examiners were pleased to note that 

candidates generally understood that writing speeches (and even letters) can surely be considered 

‘actions’, every bit as much as sharing the hardships of one’s men while serving as military tribune. 

Likewise, Cato’s stoicism was well represented in the cohort, every bit as much as the concepts of 

concordia ordinum and cum dignitate otium. Higher scoring candidates also recognised that the question 

suggested a false dichotomy. Both Cato and Cicero were (to a greater or lesser extent) men of ideas and 

both were capable of effective action when required, whether on the battlefield, or in the courthouse or 

Curia. 

Misconception 

 

Cicero did not immediately take sides in the Civil War. He can therefore be characterised as 

‘indecisive’. However, he was active. His efforts to broker a peaceful solution to the conflict 

between Caesar and his enemies deserve to be seen as more than cowardice or dithering. 
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Section B overview 

Section B offered optionality in the form of a choice between two topics for discussion, each worth 30 

marks.  

For AO2 marks in this section, the marking grid refers to ‘secondary sources, scholars and/or academic 

works’. In the first instance, the overall quality of the response determined the level to which it was given. 

Thereafter the position within that level was adjusted depending on each candidate’s use of modern 

scholarship and quality of written communication.  

Examiners acknowledged in candidates’ responses all references to secondary and/or modern (post-

Gibbon) scholarship. They also note that not all of these necessarily support in a meaningful way the 

arguments being made by candidates. While it is probably true that at Rome in the 1st century BCE 

‘amicitia’ was a ‘weapon of politics’ (Syme), for AO2 credit at A Level, examiners would require more 

than passing allusion such as this. A minimum of two modern scholars should be referenced. 

Examiners are pleased to report this year that many candidates did engage more with the ideas, rather 

than merely the catchphrases of Bispham, Beard, and others.  

 

Question 8*  

This question was the more popular by far than Question 9. No centre can seriously approach the period 

without an examination of the senate and the factions that developed there, from the Gracchi to the Ides 

of March. 

It is good to see that candidates were generally sensitive to the fact that the ‘optimates’ and ‘populares’ 

were not exactly equivalent to modern political parties. Candidates who went out of their way to explain 

what they understood to be the differences between the Roman and the modern systems of government 

sometimes wasted valuable time. 

While there is an argument to be made that history is driven by tidal, economic forces rather than by the 

actions of individuals, and that the factions were indeed ‘the only two groups of actors’. Most candidates 

took the equally defensible view that more important than the ‘optimates’ and ‘populares’ in the ‘drama’ 

that was 1st century Roman politics, individuals stood out. Cato was generally (and not wrongly) taken 

as a representative of the ‘optimates’, Caesar of the ‘populares’, although candidates who gave higher 

level responses understood that if Caesar ‘represented’ anyone, this was most often Caesar. There was 

much discussion of the extent to which Pompey moved between the factions and Cicero seemed to float 

above them. Some candidates recognised the triumvirate as a third ‘group of actors’. All of which was 

rewarded as good AO2 analysis, while AO1 marks were readily available for all evidence presented in 

support of these views. 

Some candidates engaged in detailed exegeses of the ‘stage play’ simile, drawing parallels between the 

Roman factions and the Greek chorus, and imagining the individuals as tragic heroes. This was not 

required. 
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Question 9*  

This question was less popular than Question 8, perhaps because candidates (rightly) understood that 

success here would require detailed knowledge of the primary source material. Some candidates did 

indeed display an extremely impressive knowledge of Cicero’s letters, their dates, content, to whom they 

were addressed, etc. The majority of candidates understood that context often dictated Cicero’s 

willingness or otherwise to express his ‘true beliefs’, and many saw that flattery and highly wrought 

rhetoric could obscure these. Some candidates (again, rightly) discussed the ‘nature of the evidence’, 

and the problem of our reliance largely on Cicero as a source for Cicero. 

Candidates often fell into the trap of begging the question. For example, many candidates explained that 

Cicero’s letter to Pompey in 62 did not reflect his true beliefs because Cicero merely wanted to establish 

political ‘amicitia’ with Pompey. Their evidence for this? Cicero’s letter to Pompey in 62. 

The most successful responses to the question were those that displayed a good knowledge not only of 

the primary source material, but also of other evidence for Cicero’s ‘true beliefs’, namely his actions. The 

most fruitful discussions were those around how far what Cicero did was consistent with what he wrote. 

 

Secondary source material and ‘scholars’ 

 

As stated in the Section B overview, that in 30-mark essays, the final AO2 mark is 

determined, first, by deciding the level of the response, according to its overall quality. Then, 

within the level, according to the candidate’s use of modern scholarship. Mere ‘name 

dropping’ or tagging catchphrases will not secure the top mark in the level. Candidates are 

encouraged to use modern scholarship in support of their own arguments, to engage with the 

scholars they have read. 

However, it must be acknowledged that in their efforts to ‘engage’, A Level candidates will 

seldom convincingly disagree with or ‘take to task’ the likes of Syme, Scullard, Beard and the 

rest. 
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Exemplar 3 

Exemplar 3 suggests a useful technique. The candidate has identified an issue on which different 

scholars take different views. The candidate sets them against each other, and, in the end, takes sides, 

demonstrating an engagement with modern scholarship, which has been used in support of the 

candidate’s own argument. 
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