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Introduction

OCR has produced this resource to support teachers in interpreting the assessment criteria for the new 
GCSE (9–1) Ancient History 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 Section A of the J198/01 Greece and Persia specimen 
question paper, which is available on the OCR website.  The answers in this resource have been written 
mainly by students in Year 10 under exam conditions.  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 
level 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 
levels 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.

http://ocr.org.uk/Images/142042-marking-and-grading-assuring-ocr-s-accuracy.pdf
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Example 1

(a) Lydians

(b) Cambyses

(c) Battle of Ephesus 

Aristogoras visits Athens

Question 1

(a) Name one people that Cyrus conquered.         [1]

(b) Name Cyrus’ successor as king of Persia.         [1]

(c) Name two events that took place during the Ionian Revolt.       [2]

Examiner Commentary

This response gets full marks.  Although the candidate hasn’t indicated that Cambyses was the second king with that 

name, the mark has been awarded.  The first set of questions are designed to be really easy and allow students of all 

ranges of ability to score good marks.  In the live exam, a decision would be made at standardisation whether to accept 

this as a response based on how candidate’s answered the question.
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Example 2

(a) Lydians

(b) Cambyses II

(c) Sack of Sardis 

Persian counter attack

Example 3

(a) Medes

(b) Cambyses II

(c) Sack of Sardis and the Battle of Lade

Examiner Commentary

Four correct answers.

Examiner Commentary

Four correct answers.
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Question 2

Outline the main features of Cyrus’ city at Pasargadae.        [6]

Example 1

•	 Two palaces

•	 A gate house

•	 Two pavilions

•	 The royal garden

•	 The royal tomb

•	 Bridge

•	 River

•	 Wall

•	 Decorations influenced from different places

Examiner Commentary

Level 1 – 2/6

The Mark Scheme asks for a prose account, and while the candidate has included lots of basic details, it has been written 

in a list form.  This means that the candidate is limited to a high Level 1.  Writing it in prose would have put it into at a 

Level 2.

Example 2

The main features of Cyrus’ city at Pasargadae was his tomb.  His tomb was shaped like a house, influenced by numerous 

other cultures and was built in front of the Zagros mountains, to give it a nice view.

Examiner Commentary

Level 2 – 3/6

The candidate has included a detailed response to one feature, which places it in Level 2.  Adding a couple of extra 

features, in the same level of detail, would have secured the answer full marks..
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Example 4

One of the main features of Cyrus’ city at Pasargadae was Cyrus’ tomb.  It had a saddled rooftop and was standing on a 

stepped plinth.  Another one of the features of Cyrus’ city at Pasargadae was the royal garden.  It had two pavilions with 

a stone-lined water channel that intersected.  Another feature of Pasargadae was the palaces.  There were a palaces with 

rectangular-shaped columned halls.

Example 3

The main features of Cyrus’ city at Pasaergadae were Palace S and Palace P, and his tomb.  Cyrus’ tomb was unusual as it 

had a pointed roof, most roofs were flat in Persia as they had dry weather and did not require pointed roofs to let any rain 

drip off.

Examiner Commentary

Level 3 – 6/6

Three features are described in detail and written in continuous prose.

Examiner Commentary

Level 2 – 4/6

This answer has two features, one is thoroughly developed.  To gain full marks, the candidate would need to have 

identified several features (i.e. a minimum of three) and demonstrated accurate and detailed knowledge of these features.
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Question 3

Passage A

Later, after he had made her better, Atossa and Darius were in bed together and, acting on Democedes’ 
instructions, she put the following proposal to Darius: ‘My lord, you have so much power but you do 
nothing with it. You aren’t trying to gain further territory or increase the Persian Empire. One would 
expect a man with youth and vast material resources at his disposal to make the Persians realise that 
they are being ruled by a real man, by engaging in some significant action. In fact, there are two reasons 
why it’s to your advantage to do this – not just to make the Persians understand that their ruler is a real 
man, but if you make war, you will wear down their strength and keep them too busy to conspire against 
you … .

That is what she said, following her instructions. ‘Wife,’ Darius replied, ‘your words echo my plans. I’ve 
decided to build a bridge from our continent to the next and to invade Scythia.’

Herodotus, The Histories 3.134

(Atossa was the daughter of Cyrus and Democedes was a Greek doctor) 

Using details from Passage A and your own knowledge, what can we learn about the nature of Darius as a 
ruler?               [10]

Example 1

The passage suggests that most of Darius’ big decisions are forced upon him by his wife, Atossa.  She puts a lot of 

pressure on him which could also suggest that Darius could be a strong and powerful ruler if he took the right advice 

from Atossa who was originally instructed by Democedes, the Greek doctor.  This shows us that Darius’ can be wise.  

When Darius says “I’ve decided to build a bridge from our continent to the next and to invade Scythia” this quote goes 

against Darius being wise as it seems he is letting the advice get to his head and he is suddenly much more confident.

Examiner Commentary

Level 3 – 5/10

This candidate has focussed on the passage on the paper, there are two basic points however they are developed.  To 

improve beyond a Level 3, they should include their own knowledge.
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Example 2

From Passage A we get the impression that Darius was able to be influenced by those closest to him as she goads him as 

to what “a real man” would do.  It is also implied that Darius’ position is potentially quite weak.  However Darius says that 

“your words echo my plans” suggesting that Darius has a clear idea of what he was going to do next.  This suggests that 

Darius had a clear desire to expand the Persian Empire to Scythia first of all and then into Greece.  We also see that Darius 

is hugely ambitious as he plans to build a bridge from Asia to Europe in order to invade.

This passage also suggests that Darius position as king and that his authority was not absolute.  He needs to go to war 

to “wear down the strength” and “keep them too busy” to revolt against him.  This is also supported by the events at the 

beginning of Darius’ reign when I believe Darius usurped the throne from Smerdis, Cyrus’ son.  These events would have 

meant Darius lacked legitimacy and as a result had to deal with many revolts in the first two years of his reign.  Darius’ 

produced the propagandistic Beshitun inscription to help overcome this.  Darius was also an organised ruler keen on 

keeping control.  To help do this, he organised the empire into satrapies, each to be ruled by a satrap.  Darius also ruled a 

extremely diverse empire and he was keen to celebrate this as seen on the Apadana staircase.

Examiner Commentary

Level 5 – 10/10

This response is awarded full marks.  They have used the whole passage and have compared with other relevant events 

beyond the passage.  They have made reference to a different source.  Candidates should be reminded that there is no 

requirement to evaluate the reliability of the passage.
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Example 3

Darius’ nature as a ruler is quite strict.  This could be shown the punishment of people disloyal to him, as in one example 

of a description, he severely disfigured and then impaled a man.  He also seems to be quite insecure, as a ruler, as he 

tells that he had to justify his claim to the throne by stating that he was in fact distantly “related” to Cyrus through their 

ancestor, Achemenes.  His insecurity could also be shown in how quickly and publicly he crushed the revolt of the 

9 kings, almost as if he was trying to make a statement to other people.  (Also shown in the Behistun inscription.)  

In the extract, Darius could be seen as quite easily led as “following her instructions” he decides to try and conquer 

the Scythians.  However, he does say that Atossa’s words “echo is plans” and so he may have already been planning 

this.  Darius could also be seen as quite calculating, as he implemented the satrap system and divided the empire into 

20 provinces to make it more manageable, and easier to collect the taxes that he implemented as well.

Examiner Commentary

Level 4 – 7/10

The candidate has started with their own knowledge and then moved on to the passage, this has led to the candidate 

spending less time on the passage.  If they had flipped their organisation of their answer, it would given more time on the 

passage which would have increased the potential for a higher mark.
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Question 4

Passage A

Later, after he had made her better, Atossa and Darius were in bed together and, acting on Democedes’ 
instructions, she put the following proposal to Darius: ‘My lord, you have so much power but you do 
nothing with it. You aren’t trying to gain further territory or increase the Persian Empire. One would 
expect a man with youth and vast material resources at his disposal to make the Persians realise that 
they are being ruled by a real man, by engaging in some significant action. In fact, there are two reasons 
why it’s to your advantage to do this – not just to make the Persians understand that their ruler is a real 
man, but if you make war, you will wear down their strength and keep them too busy to conspire against 
you … .

That is what she said, following her instructions. ‘Wife,’ Darius replied, ‘your words echo my plans. I’ve 
decided to build a bridge from our continent to the next and to invade Scythia.’

Herodotus, The Histories 3.134

(Atossa was the daughter of Cyrus and Democedes was a Greek doctor) 

Using details from Passage A and your own knowledge, how significant were the achievements of Cyrus in 
motivating the other kings to expand the Empire?         [15]

Example 1

In the passage it is suggested that the achievements of Cyrus are highly motivating for the other kings to expand.  As 

Atossa say it is expected of a young man with “vast material resources” to make the Persians realise that they are being 

“ruled by a real man”.  This suggests rulers who do not make successful plans and attempts to expand that they are 

generally viewed as an unfit ruler or rather not a “real man”.  Therefore in order for other kings to prove themselves which 

it is clear they are made to feel like they have  to, they must try to live up to Cyrus.  It was evident in many other kings 

rules that there are examples of them being desperate to expand, especially with Xerxes.  This desperation shows the 

motivation by Cyrus’ achievements to expand in order to prove themselves a “real man” and a successful ruler.

Examiner Commentary

Level 2 – 6/15

For a 15-mark response, this is a very brief answer.  The kings are named, but not what they did.  The stimulus material is 

analysed a little, it would be helpful if the candidate had explained what Cyrus had done, and how did individual kings 

compare on a similar point.  
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Example 2

Cyrus’ achievements were quite significant in motivating the other kings to expand the Empire.  In the extract, Atossa 

has been influenced by her doctor, who convinces her that Darius should invade and conquer something because it will 

make him look like a better king.  Atossa then proceeds to berate Darius, and seemingly agrees with Democedes views 

and then Darius finally decides to agree to conquer the Scythians. The achievements of Cyrus set a bar for all other kings, 

as he had no revolts against him and conquered some great cities like Babylon.  That also set the expectation for other 

kings to do the same, and the Persian people (like Democedes) expected it.  Cyrus’ legacy also motivated Cambyses II, 

who successfully conquered the Egyptian, but failed catastrophically in Nubia (he didn’t bring adequate supplies) and 

Siwah (lost 50,000 men in the desert).  

However, Darius had other reasons (revenge) for expanding the empire.  He wanted revenge on the Athenians for burning 

down his temples and for helping in the Ionians in the Revolt.  His thirst for revenge overshadowed the need to live up to 

Cyrus’ legacy, so much so that he even told a servant to tell him to “remember the Athenians” 3 times every dinner time.  

Xerxes also had other motivations for invading Greece than living up to the gold standard of Cyrus, such as revenge for 

his father (Darius) who died before he could properly deal with the Greeks, and revenge for himself on Athens and Sparta 

too.  He wanted revenge on Sparta (and some other Greek states) because they refused to send him earth and water 

(a sign of submission), but he especially wanted revenge on Sparta because they put his messenger down a well.  

In conclusion, the achievements of Cyrus were significant in motivating other Persian kings to expand and conquer but 

they also had other reasons such as revenge.

Examiner Commentary

Level 5 – 15/15

This response demonstrates a thorough analysis of the passage on the paper with comparative references to other events 

for the Persian kings.  They have provided explanations that there may be other motivating factors.
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Example 3

The passage shows the significance of Cyrus’ achievements as he set the unwritten rule of to be a great king, you must 

expand and conquer.  Atossa is the daughter of Cyrus and therefore would want Darius (her husband) to achieve greater 

things than her father, Cyrus.  Cyrus was a strong influence and expanded the empire greatly, “gain further territory or 

increase the Persian Empire” is said by Atossa echoing what Cyrus did therefore he was remembered as Great, he set the 

ideology of All kings must expand, putting pressure on his successors.

The achievements of Cyrus are also shown in how we view the kings, Cyrus conquered a lot of land, Cambyses conquered 

a fair amount, Darius conquered almost a small amount and Xerxes conquered almost nothing.  Cyrus’ large expansion 

was unbeatable as by the time it came to Xerxes there was little space to expand too all the kings’ goals were to expand 

and conquer and not doing so lead to a negative impression.  It caused some kings to be forced onto targets that they 

couldn’t defeat yet had too to prove they could conquer.

Cyrus fuelled all the kings to aim high, we can see how heavily respected he is and how every king tries to out-do him 

and claim to be “king of kings”, this lead to the idea of being a “god king” which led to kings acting in a Hubric manner 

and lead to their downfalls.  Cyrus’ achievements were extremely significant and heavily motivated all the Kings.

Examiner Commentary

Level 3 – 9/15

This response demonstrates reference to the passage and an explanation of the link to Cyrus.  There is not a lot of detail, 

which keeps the response in basic knowledge, the candidate has some use and analysis of the passage, so it would be 

helpful to provide specific details.  This is a solid Level 3 response.
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Example 1

The people that the Persians conquered were treated differently depending on who they were and what they had done.  

A lot of people who were taken over by the Persians were actually treated well and with respect.  When Cyrus took over 

Media he saved Astyages and made him a advisor for himself.  Astyages who had also tried to kill him as a baby and then 

sent him to Persia.  Astyages however wasn’t the only ruler he saved.  He was going to burn Croesus (the king of Lydia) 

alive along with 14 Lydian boys.  At the last minute however he changed his mind and asked him to be brought down.  

It rained and they believed it was because of Apollo.  Croesus was also made into one of Cyrus’ advisors.  The Jews were 

also people that Cyrus treated well.  He gave them money to restore their temples and allowed them to practice their 

religion in peace.  Darius also treated some people well.  He burned lots of Frankincense on Delos instead of burning it 

just because Apollo was born here.  He was also nice to the Ionian states who helped in the Ionian Revolt only punishing 

Miletus.  Xerxes also treated people well.  While on the way to Athens he took over a lot of Greek states but didn’t punish 

any of them because they were only in his path and not his target.

Some people however were not treated well by the Persians.  While Darius didn’t so anything to Delos he also burnt 

Eretria and Naxos to the ground.  This is also the same punishment Miletus received after the Ionian Revolt.  Cambyses 

was also not very nice to the Egyptians.  He stabbed the Apis bull in thigh (according to Herodotus) or he was kind and 

buried it.  It depends on who you think is more trustworthy.  Cambyses also tried to kill Croesus.  Some servants hid him 

until Cambyses missed him where they presented him and were killed.  Darius also killed the nine kings after they wanted 

to leave the empire and killed a man staked him and cut of a ear and poked out his eyes.  When Cyrus attacked Babylon 

a lot of people in the outer city died so he could get to the middle.  Cambyses also treated the temples in Egypt with a lot 

of disrespect if you go of Herodotus’ view as he destroyed them and laughed.  

Overall I think that depending on which King was in charge and what your city had done or what it was involved in 

depended on how the Persians treated you.

Question 5

‘Persians treated the peoples they conquered well.’  How far do you agree with this statement?   [20]

()  Spelling, punctuation and grammar and the use of specialist terminology     [5] 
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Example 2

Cyrus treated all the people he conquered well as he never raped, pillaged or sacked anywhere. When he invaded 

the Medes, Astyages (his grandfather) who had tried to kill him as a child was made into an advisor and lived a happy, 

wealthy rest of his life in a palace.  The Lydians who he conquered were treated well however their leader, Croesus was 

going to be burned with 14 other and he prayed and Appollo saved him by sending a storm which put out the fire.  This 

was enough for Cyrus to believe Croesus was a good man, and even though Appollo wasn’t Cyrus’ god, he respected 

that he was worshipped.  Croesus, again, was made into an advisor and lived happily in a wealthy place.  The Babylonian 

god, Marduck even liked Cyrus as he stated he should be the ruler of Babylon.  This all shows that Cyrus treated everyone 

equally and even the people who did bad were rewarded.  Cyrus also helped the Jews and their temples when they were 

damaged so helped build new ones.  Cyrus also respected all religions and never demanded one religion for the Empire.

Cambyses was crazy and didn’t treat the people well, he destroyed the Egyptian tombs and also got angry after he 

invaded them and stabbed, their sacred god, the Apis bull in the thigh, which was a lack of respect towards the Egyptians 

to show his anger.  This proves that Cambyses was a mean/cruel man and didn’t treat the people who he conquered well.

Darius treated the people who he conquered well, if they treated him nicely and gave him their demand of Earth and 

water, if they didn’t give Earth and Water, they would be punish.  However Darius wanted to invade Greece, but didn’t 

give them the offer of Earth and Water, instead at the Battle of Marathon fought until he was defeated.

Xerxes, only failed to conquered anywhere instead tried to get revenge for his father Darius by conquering the Greeks, he 

spent time planning and invading Greece.  He wanted to build a bridge so it would be easier to invade, however when it 

failed he got angry and wanted to punish everything he could.  He burned Athens to prove that he wasn’t afraid to do so 

and also to show how he had power over them.  He eventually failed to invade Greece and lost in a sea battle.

To conclude, I think that the Persians treated the people they conquered badly, however Cyrus treated all people well, 

Cambyses did not, Darius would if you gave him what he demanded however wasn’t afraid to punish those who didn’t 

and Xerxes treated them badly.  Overall most Persians kings treated the people badly.
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Example 3

The Persian Empire expanded massively during this period and in order to keep the Empire safe and working, the Kings 

had to treat most of the people they conquered well, except those who revolted or rebelled. 

Most of the expansion of the Empire took place under Cyrus the Great.  He conquered the Medes, the Lydians, the 

Babylonians and the Ionians as well as expanding the empire eastwards.  Our ancient sources show that Cyrus treating 

the people that he conquered well, except for those that revolted.  For example, King Croesus and Astyages are all said to 

have become advisors to Cyrus after they had been conquered.  Cyrus freed the Jews from Babylon and returned them to 

Jerusalem with funds to rebuild their temple.  Cyrus also respected the local Babylonian gods and returned their statues 

to the original temples.  However Cyrus was prepared to use violence when the Ionians revolted after they had been 

conquered, however it seems that Cyrus respected the local customs of those that he conquered and was only harsh 

when the people rebelled.

Cambyses is depicted by Herodotus as not respecting Egyptian religion and culture.  He is said to have burnt the mummy 

of the previous Egyptian king.  On returning from an unsuccessful campaigns elsewhere in Africa, he is enraged after he 

finds the local celebrating the birth of the Apis Bull.  In order to prove that the calf is mortal, he stabs it in its leg and it 

eventually bleeds to death.  Other Egyptian sources show that Cambyses appears to have respected Egyptian religion.  

The tomb of the Apis bull Cambyses is said to have killed has been found, suggesting that the account by Herodotus isn’t 

accurate and influenced by other Egyptian sources he consulted and Darius’ later propaganda to legitimise his rule.  Other 

Egyptian evidence shows that Cambyses adopted Egyptian culture, being depicted as a pharaoh so one perhaps should 

conclude that by and large Cambyses was respectful to the Egyptians and continued Cyrus’ policy.

After Darius seized the throne, the Persian Empire had many revolts.  In Darius’ Beshitun Inscription, he details all of those 

who revolted and the punishments he oversaw.  In this regard, Darius did not treat the conquered people well.  But just 

like Cyrus, it seems that we was only harsh to those who deserved it.  The same is true after the Ionian revolt, many of 

the men of the islands who revolted were netted and killed, however Darius also introduced democracy to the Ionians 

showing he treated those who revolted sometimes well.

However,  Xerxes’ invasion of Greece is seen to be one of revenge.  He burns the acropolis and lots of temples in Greece 

in revenge for the burning of Sardis during the Ionian revolt.  He also treated people badly.  When a father tells Xerxes that 

all of his five sons are fighting in his army and whether Xerxes could spare the eldest, Xerxes is enraged and Herodotus 

tells us that the eldest son was cut in half and the army had to march out between the two halves of the body.  The 

dead body of Leonidas is also said to have been treated badly, contrary to the  Persian custom for treatment of the dead.  

However, we have limited Persian sources for Xerxes, so whilst Herodotus says many bad things about Xerxes, we don’t 

have any evidence to counter his claims.

In conclusion, I believe that Cyrus, Cambyses and Darius clearly treated the people that they conquered well providing 

they stayed loyal and didn’t rebel.  Those that rebelled against the Persians were put down brutally.  However the sources 

don’t support this with Xerxes, however this is probably due to the lack of evidence to balance out Herodotus’ depiction.
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Examiner Commentary

Example 1

Level 3 – 9/20

This response contains a wide range of examples, however it does lack detail.  The focus at the beginning on specific 

people/characters rather than ‘peoples’ and the use of the word ‘nice’, without explanation of what that means, limits this 

to Level 3.  The candidate does have good ideas, but there needs to be greater discussion of points.

Example 2

Level 3 – 9/20

This response also showed an initial focus on ‘people’ and not ‘peoples’, these versions of events by Herodotus regarding 

the childhood of Cyrus and the treatment of Croesus are largely apocryphal, so candidates do perhaps need to avoid 

treating Herodotus’ account as true. The Babylonian god ‘Marduck’ [sic] appears to be treated by the candidate as a real 

person, and also some confusion regarding Darius’ role at the Battle of Marathon, hopefully the film 300: Rise of an Empire 

will soon be out of their frame of reference!  The candidate has wandered away from the focus of the question, and wants 

to discuss battles.

Examples 3

Level 5 – 19/20

This response is well-structured with each king taken in turn.  There is a clear introduction and conclusion.  Some of the 

details are lacking, however there is a lot of knowledge overall.  There is thorough knowledge of the limitations of the 

sources and the candidate moved their focus quickly from ‘people’ to ‘peoples’.
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