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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 responses 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 Teach Cambridge. 

 

Please note: OCR Level 1/Level 2 GCSE (9-1) in Classical Civilisation (J199) will no longer be funded in 

Wales for new learners after 30 September 2026. Please check the Qualifications in Wales portal (QiW) 

for more information. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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). 

  

https://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/teach-cambridge/
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Paper 21 series overview 

J199/21 (The Homeric World) is one of three Literature and Culture components for GCSE Classical 

Civilisation. This component focuses on the study of the culture of the Mycenaean Age and selected 

books of Homer’s Odyssey. To do well on this paper, candidates need to show knowledge and 

understanding of what life was like in the Mycenaean Age and the themes, characterisation and plot of 

the Odyssey. 

Many candidates showed an impressive knowledge and understanding of the content of the component 

and it was a pleasure to read their responses. They demonstrated a solid appreciation of Mycenaean life 

and a clear familiarity with the set books of the Odyssey. Many showed they could go beyond 

straightforward narrative to offer thoughtful evaluation and personal insight. Some responses were 

particularly engaging and written with real passion. It was encouraging to see such depth of 

understanding across most candidates. It was clear that candidates are being well prepared by centres. 

Most candidates finished the paper, although some ran out of time on the longer questions and produced 

either no response on these or a brief couple of paragraphs. A few spent too long on Mycenae, 

introducing irrelevant material in Questions 10–12. As a result some of these did not complete the 

Homer questions. Some candidates wrote in harder to read areas such as under the lines or in the 

margins. In a few cases, handwriting was difficult to read. While examiners understand that time 

pressure can impact handwriting, it remains essential that responses are legible to ensure credit can be 

awarded appropriately. 

Candidates had few difficulties in picking out details from the larnakes in the opening questions. 

Examiners were generally impressed at how they handled this unprescribed source and the theories 

they had on it. Many wrote persuasively on the entrance to Mycenae, showing good knowledge; they 

were able to provide several ideas for why the area was built as it was, although there was often 

repetition in the answers. The 8-mark question on trade proved challenging for many who often wrote all 

they knew of trade, without shaping it to the question. A similar weakness was seen Question 12; many 

did compare the two cities carefully, but others simply described both. 

Knowledge of Homer seemed particularly impressive this year. The shorter questions testing knowledge 

of events proved quite challenging, but the analysis of passages in Question 15 and 18 was generally 

excellent. Knowledge of what Athene did was variable, but candidates were able to successfully evaluate 

the significance of what she did. Both 15-mark questions really engaged the candidates with many 

passionate responses seen. Sometimes candidates over-narrated the plot in both questions or spent a 

page making a single point and giving limited examples to illustrate ideas.  
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Candidates who did well on this paper 

generally: 

Candidates who did less well on this paper 

generally:  

• made points concisely 

• shaped their answer to the question set 

• sought to agree and disagree with the 
statements in 8- and 15-mark questions 

• knew precisely what characters did in the 
Odyssey 

• picked out details clearly in visual sources 

• used a wide variety of evidence in 8- and 15-
mark answers. 

• repeated and over-elaborated on ideas 

• wrote all they knew on a topic 

• wrote largely one-sided responses to 8- and 
15-mark questions 

• confused the actions of characters, especially 
which god did which action 

• wrote more generally about what they could 
see in visual sources 

• used a limited range of evidence in 8- and 15-
mark answers. 

 

  



OCR Level 1/Level 2 GCSE (9-1) in Classical Civilisation - J199/21 - Summer 2025 Examiners’ report 

 6 © OCR 2025 

Section A overview 

Section A comprises 45 marks worth of questions on the Mycenaean Age. These include questions that 

require short responses demonstrating knowledge and understanding, short analytical statements and a 

detailed response 8-mark question. All of these are introduced by a stimulus source. Candidates must 

also write an extended response from a choice of two optional 15-mark questions. 

Candidates were able to effectively describe what they could see on the larnakes, although they did not 

always go on to write what this revealed about burial practices. They wrote persuasively on the entrance 

to Mycenae, but some repeated ideas between Questions 6 and 7. The dating of the Lion Gate proved 

very problematic to many, although most of the dates offered were in the Bronze Age. Trade was a topic 

that candidates knew a lot about, although they often needed to be more selective in what was relevant 

to the question.  

Question 11 was much less popular than Question 12. The former was generally not done well. While 

answers were often sensible, they did not show enough knowledge of how the cities and their practices 

changed over time. Candidates knew a lot of facts about both cities in Question 12, but many did not 

compare the cities directly (and when they did, it was often only in defensive structures). There was an 

impression among examiners that many tried to answer a slightly different question. 

 

Question 1  

This question proved more challenging than expected, with many selecting ‘stone’ rather than the correct 

material. 
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Question 2  

It was pleasing to see candidates picking out details from this unprescribed source and being able to 

identify the significance of the images. Most were able to pick out at least one thing that they could see, 

such as the use of animals, women or a procession. However, they did not always seek to state what 

they told us about burial practices, such as the procession showing the extent of the mourning or that it 

was a big event for the family and community. 

Exemplar 1 

This response made two clear AO1 ideas of women pulling their hair out and the body being on a bier; 

the first of these, as many ideas were, was credited as distinctly possible, although it is not certain they 

were pulling hair out. The candidate has clearly sought to explain what these actions tell us about burial 

practices by commenting on the extent of the grief and the care of the body. Many simply stated that 

they would lay the body out as was shown in the source, but this was not really giving an AO2 idea. 
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Question 3 (a)  

This question was answered well. Most of the customs referred to described things that were evidenced 

in tholos tombs and shaft graves. These included feasts, burial gifts and even death masks and stelai. 

Some candidates stated things that were in evidence in the sources, such as a procession or women, 

suggesting they had not read the question carefully enough. Others gave answers that were too generic 

or simplistic, such as that people would cry or that the body would be buried. A few referred to later 

customs, notably the placing of coins on the face. 

 

Question 3 (b)  

Some candidates did not really explain the link between the custom they chose and respect, but most 

were able to reflect on how this fact showed they would go to great expense for them or that they wanted 

them to have objects with them in the afterlife. 
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Question 4  

Many candidates knew that the top part represented a column, but were unaware that the bottom part is 

thought to be an altar. Ideas of it being a pedestal or podium were sometimes seen. Some took the 

question differently to suggest that it showed their respect to the gods or their religious nature, but others 

were too vague in stating it showed the wealth or power of the Mycenaeans. A sizeable number were 

confused by the area highlighted and suggested the whole thing was a hammer. 

 

Question 5  

This question proved challenging for many candidates. While most were able to give a date within the 

Mycenaean Age, many picked a date after this. Dates seen ranged from 11500 BC to AD 1600. 

 

Question 6  
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Most candidates answered this question well. Strong responses gained full marks by referring to the 

power of lions, the skill of the carving and the intimidating nature of the sculpture. Weaker responses 

tended to repeat the idea of power across the three statements, suggesting it showed strength and pride 

as well. Some wrote about how the Mycenaeans hunted lions, but this was not felt to be a likely reason 

for the sculpture.  

 

Question 7  

This was another question that was answered well, although not always in the way that examiners had 

anticipated. Many candidates ignored the word ‘approach’ and wrote about the Lion Gate itself. Those 

who did use this approach often repeated information from Question 6. 

More successful responses discussed the narrowness of the entrance, the extent of the walls and the 

uphill slope. 

Assessment for learning 

 

Candidates need to consider all aspects of the questions carefully as key words in the 

question can easily get ignored. In this question, it was the word ‘approach’ while in Question 

10, the word ‘all’ was ignored by all but the best responses.  
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Question 8  

Many candidates did get this correct. However, others answered gold even though the image of the 

comb was printed in colour, showing that gold was highly unlikely to be the correct response. 

 

Question 9  

Candidates who had correctly identified the material in Question 8 nearly always got this correct. If they 

had chosen the wrong material in Question 8, they gained a mark for the correct location of this material. 

Many did choose Egypt, despite getting Question 8 wrong. Tiryns, Mycenae and both Grave Circles 

were occasionally seen answers, but this question was generally done well. 

 

Question 10  

This question elicited a range of answers from candidates. After introductory statements which often 

added little, most began their main arguments by referring to the comb and then went on to discuss other 

imported items, often metals, and what they were used for. Weaker responses did not get much further 

than this, discussing the problems with trade or what else was important to the Mycenaeans, neither of 

which was relevant. Many did not appreciate that this was a luxury item and perhaps not a vital object. 

Better responses discussed how trade would contribute to the wealth and grandeur of the city, although 

there were some who referred to money in their answer. Many wrote about the Uluburun shipwreck, 

although sometimes this became a list of what was on the boat. Some used Linear B tablets, although 

they were often regarded specifically as receipts of trade. Some digressed onto other areas that they felt 

were vital, such as hunting or burial, which were irrelevant. 

A minority of candidates disagreed in part with the statement. They picked up on the words ‘vital’ and 

‘all’, stating some objects were luxury items and that ordinary people probably had little to exchange to 

get some of the imported items. They noted that they were self-sufficient in many areas. Some 

candidates gave good ideas about improved political relationships through trade, perhaps thinking of 

modern political situations. 



OCR Level 1/Level 2 GCSE (9-1) in Classical Civilisation - J199/21 - Summer 2025 Examiners’ report 

 12 © OCR 2025 

Exemplar 2 

This response discussed the Uluburun shipwreck well, detailing some of the objects on it and what they 

were used for. This was commonly seen in the responses of many candidates. Most did not have the 

same level of AO1 detail of what was on the boat. The inclusion of a counter argument was very 

pleasing. The candidate correctly identified what Mycenae did not need to import. The knowledge 

throughout was accurate, wide-ranging and detailed, and the arguments were well made and balanced. 

Introductions  

Most candidates had an introduction stating what they were going to talk about. This isn’t necessary in 

8- and 15-mark questions, and candidates would be advised to devote more time to the main argument.  
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Question 11  

Candidate performance on this question was mixed; some demonstrated impressive knowledge and 

understanding, while others showed more limited engagement with the topic. Weaker responses focused 

on how things would have developed by the end, but without really showing that they knew what the 

Mycenaean Age was like. There were also common issues in some of the dating of the evidence. 

Objects found in Grave Circle A were used to describe the wealth in the second half of the Mycenaean 

Age and the dating of tholos tombs was often inaccurate. 

Stronger responses typically analysed when Mycenae was at its wealthiest and more stable, providing 

evidence to show a strong understanding. The construction of defences was seen by some as a double-

edged sword. It suggested that cities were more protected, but their existence suggested that there was 

a greater need for protection. Some candidates considered how warfare and weaponry changed, 

although this was not always done in a way that was relevant to the question. 

 

Question 12  

Factual knowledge of the two cities was generally very strong. Most candidates were aware of key areas 

at Mycenae, such as the sally ports, Lion Gate and the cistern, and the galleries and killing boxes at 

Tiryns. A very sizeable number of candidates were unaware of a sally port and cistern at Tiryns. Another 

relatively common error was believing a Cyclops actually built the walls. Some also wrote of frescoes, 

which was a relevant area, but did not often know which frescoes were found where. Many wrote purely 

about the design and safety of the cities, missing out on several areas for discussion. It seemed like they 

were writing a prepared essay on which city was safer.  

A key reason why many responses with strong factual knowledge did not score highly was the lack of 

comparison between cities; many responses did little more than state what features each had and their 

purposes. This lack of AO2 was much more marked than in previous years. Many also would say a 

feature of one city was impressive, without any reference to the other city having the same feature.  

The most successful answers wrote of the safety features of Tiryns, such as the curved wall, killing 

boxes and galleries against the aesthetics of the Lion Gate. Others focused well on the finds of the two 

sites, commenting on the relative abundance of pieces at Mycenae or the frescoes of Tiryns. There was 

also excellent discussion of how the topography of Mycenae made it a more striking site, or how it had a 

greater number of impressive tombs. 
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Section B overview 

Section B comprises 45 marks worth of questions on the prescribed books of Homer’s Odyssey. These 

include questions that require short responses demonstrating knowledge and understanding, short 

analytical statements and a detailed response 8-mark question. All of these are introduced by a stimulus 

source. Candidates must also write an extended response from a choice of two optional 15-mark 

questions. 

Most candidates showed a good knowledge of the events of the Odyssey and some were able to 

evaluate the episodes well. This was typified by the questions on the Laestrygonians, where candidates 

knew what happened and analysed the passage very well. Conversely, there were gaps in knowledge in 

the passage from Book 21, but the analysis was good. Once common factor between both questions 

was the strong performance on the passage analysis questions of Questions 15 and 18. 

Candidates had mixed knowledge of the actions of Athene in Question 22, but most were able to give at 

least one other piece of evidence beyond the passage. Most did not provide a counter argument and 

many brought in irrelevant details of the actions of other gods. 

Both essays were equally popular. They showed good AO1 knowledge of the text, but there was a 

tendency to over-narrate, especially in Question 24. This often led to a rather simplistic listing of 

episodes and the obstacles that Odysseus felt. The best answers for both questions provided arguments 

for and against, but many candidates gave a one-sided argument. 

 

Question 13  

This question produced a wide variety of answers. Many could recall that he had seen a girl, but often 

did not say what the girl had been doing. Many erroneously stated that they had seen smoke, but this 

was not credited as only Odysseus had seen this. Some discussed what was in the passage, such as 

Antiphates’ wife and the harbour. This was another instance perhaps of needing to read the question 

more carefully and noting the key words of ‘men’ and ‘already’. 
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Question 14  

Most candidates discussed the idea of the palace. Those who then went on to discuss the idea of a king 

added nothing new in their second point. The idea of a harbour and trade was commonly referred to, but 

examiners did not credit this as it was felt to be a natural harbour, and there was no evidence of it being 

used for trade. Similarly, their obedience to Antiphates was felt to show a mob-like nature, rather than a 

civilised society. Better responses chose the presence of a town or the assembly. 

 

Question 15  

This was one of the best answered questions on the paper. Candidates commonly made two points 

backed up with references. Most of the responses discussed the simile and this was handled much 

better than similes in previous years. There was also good discussion of the pitiful nature of the groans 

of the men or the inhuman nature of the Laestrygonians. 
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Question 16  

Most candidates knew the significance of purple clothing in the ancient world, although some repeated 

information in the second point in saying it was a royal colour, then moving on to show it signified power. 

Some stated that it had been Odysseus’ cloak and made too great an assumption. Some candidates 

chose not to focus on the colour, but the garment itself and said he was hiding his sword. This was felt to 

be an entirely valid reason. 

 

Question 17  

Most candidates knew the answer, but there was support for various numbers between 3 and 20. 
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Question 18  

This question was answered very well. Most candidates were able to make three points about 

Telemachus and gave evidence. They often referred to his strength, obedience, skill and heroism. Some 

stated he was intelligent to feign disappointment at failing to string the bow, but others felt it was genuine 

frustration and humility. 
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Question 19 (a)  

Many candidates used what was in the passage as their answer. However, examiners felt this was not 

directed at Penelope and did not credit this. Most realised that he told his mother to leave, but there were 

mistakes that followed in saying that he sent her to bed or up to bed. Candidates did not realise that she 

was sent to her room to attend to the loom, rather than her bedroom, and some were too vague in 

stating that she was told to leave. Only the best answers could recall him saying that he was the master 

of the house. Several of the things Telemachus did say were rarely seen in candidate responses. Recall 

of speeches remains an issue for candidates. 

 

Question 19 (b)  

Most candidates chose to comment on Penelope being sent away and correctly stated that it showed 

Telemachus assuming authority. 

 

Question 20  

Many candidates supplied one of the correct answers, but there was support for Athene and Odysseus. 

Others confused Eumaeus with Eurylochus, Eurycleia, Eurymachus or even Eurystheus. 
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Question 21  

While most knew the role of the chosen person, some who had chosen Eumaeus confused his role with 

that of Philoetius or vice versa. Goatherd was sometimes chosen as the answer. Candidates who gave 

the wrong person in Question 20 were awarded the mark in Question 21 if they gave their correct job.  

 

Question 22  

Virtually all candidates handled the source well, stating how Athene made the suitors an easy target for 

Odysseus to kill, although a few went further in stating that they felt this was only speeding up the 

inevitable outcome. Most also referred to her plan to disguise him as a beggar, which saved his life. The 

more observant also noted that this allowed him to see the behaviour of his slaves first hand and decide 

which should be spared. 

In narrating other interventions, many turned it into a list of events where Athene saved Odysseus' life, 

and it was common to see Athene given credit for things she did not do, especially writing she sent 

Hermes to give moly and gave Odysseus ideas about how to deal with Polyphemus. There was some 

excellent AO2 analysis of her lack of importance in Books 9 and 10 where she does not appear, but this 

was not seen regularly. It was very common to see discussion of other gods, such as Zeus or Hermes, 

who were felt to be more vital. This was not relevant to the question.  

 

Question 23  

Many candidates produced a range of similarities and differences in the characters of Penelope and 

Odysseus. Common ideas involved their intelligence, with stronger responses giving more than one 

example of each individual, rather than just focusing on Penelope’s weaving trick and one part of the 

Polyphemus story. Loyalty was also usually analysed well. Some even argued that Odysseus had little 

choice in sleeping with goddesses and some particularly perceptive comments were even made against 

this view, stating that Odysseus did not have to keep sleeping with Circe. Differences between them 

were not always seen, but common unique ideas included Odysseus’ strength. 
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Some ideas seemed a little forced. Penelope was seen as a good exponent of xenia, but many also 

wrote the same idea of Odysseus simply because he was given it, rather than referring to his gifts to 

others during his travels. Equally, just because Odysseus has a sense of nostos, Penelope was also 

credited with it. Physical and mental strength were also often equated, despite being different ideas. 

Others struggled to show a wide enough knowledge of the text or a range of points. It was quite common 

to see candidates discussing wisdom and then intelligence in different sections. 

It was encouraging to see candidates often showing knowledge of the text beyond the prescribed books. 

This is not required, but will be credited where relevant. This was seen quite often in the discussion of 

Odysseus’ relationship with Calypso. Stronger responses tended to do this, instead of weaker ones 

which used information given in other parts of the paper excessively.  

Balanced and counter arguments 

Many candidates only argued for or against the statement in this question and in others. While this can 

gain full marks, it is challenging to have the necessary range of ideas. It is also excellent practice to try 

to consider two different interpretations of evidence, such as Odysseus’ affair with Circe. 

 

Question 24  

This question showed that candidates knew the plot of the Odyssey, especially the adventure books, 

particularly well. This was true of episodes such as the Cicones and Lotus eaters just as much as those 

of Polyphemus and Circe. 

The major issue that the question caused was that many candidates simply stated what obstacles 

Odysseus faced, resulting in responses that had limited or basic levels of AO2. Others simply turned the 

statement into a question about Odysseus’ character, writing about whether they regarded him as a hero 

or a leader. Some went through the stories in the same order as Homer, making responses rather 

repetitive as they tended to say the same thing about each. Many went into unnecessary discussion of 

who was to blame for the obstacles. Discussion of the later books did not often feature, despite this 

being relevant to him recapturing his former life. 

Better responses looked at what else the Odyssey was. Many discussed some of the themes; nostos 

featured prominently as did xenia. The role of the gods provided fruitful discussion as did discussion of 

characters other than Odysseus, such as the development of Telemachus. There was very limited 

discussion of storytelling techniques such as flashbacks and similes, but there were some excellent 

ideas in this area. 
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Exemplar 3 

This except illustrates two well-made points which argue for and against the statement. The candidate 

has expressed a valid interpretation of the Cicones tale, although it is arguable that it does have a 

deeper significance of highlighting at an early stage the different priorities of Odysseus and his crew. The 

other idea on the story of Polyphemus makes an excellent point about how the story illustrates heroism. 

It could perhaps give more examples from that story or from other ones about his trickster nature. The 

response overall had good knowledge and understanding of the text, had balanced arguments and was 

well structured. 
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