
Nat 5  
Close Reading  
Practice Paper 
 
Crossing the Rubicon 
 

1. Picture the scene: I’m in a meeting with my editor, discussing the publication of my new novel. He’s worried because 
the advertising campaign for the book began yesterday but the final draft of the novel has yet to materialise. I am 
terrible with deadlines. He is, as politely as a very angry man can, expressing his panic. With the posters now being 
pinned up in branches of Waterstones across the country, he says we have “crossed the Rubicon”. I nod, trying to form 
an expression that says “I understand” but probably looking like a cat being shown a picture of Tynchy Stryder. I am 
baffled. 
 

2. After the meeting (I leave making intense promises to have the final novel emailed to him within the next day) I head to 
a café for a calming cup of tea. I open my iPhone and look up this “Rubicon” business. At the youthful age of twenty-
four, I can’t quite believe that I have passed this much time on the earth without coming across an expression which, as 
it turns out, has been around for more than two thousand years. 
 

3. Wikipedia, the all-knowing god before which we ignorant fools must worship, informs me that the phrase comes from 
Julius Caesar. Apparently, in 49BC Julius had camped in Southern France (Gaul as it was called then) with a couple of 
armies. It was forbidden by Roman law for anyone to enter the city of Rome with an army, so when J.C. crossed over 
the Alps, he came to a little river (the Rubicon) which marked the boundary between France and Italy. So the legend 
goes, Caesar stopped for a moment, knowing that if he “crossed the Rubicon” he couldn’t turn back. His choices were a) 
cross the Rubicon, invade Rome and steal power for himself, or b) not cross the Rubicon and, most likely, get killed by 
his old enemy Pompey. The long and the short of it means that if you “cross the Rubicon”, you’ve gone past the point of 
no return. 
 

4. “So that’s what he meant,” I murmured, the penny finally dropping. 
 

5. While I was reading this article, I also learned that Caesar himself never actually said “crossing the Rubicon” because, 
well, I suppose you don’t, do you: when you’re doing something you don’t commentate on it. If Caesar had said, “I’m 
crossing the Rubicon” his men would likely have looked at each other and rolled their eyes before saying something 
like, “We know, Julius. We can see it. You’re not invisible, you know.” Except they would have said it in Latin.  
 

6. The legend goes that what Caesar actually said when he crossed the Rubicon was, “The die is cast”. This is much more 
dramatic, and less weird than commentating on himself. Here, the metaphor is perfectly clear: Julius is playing a game 
(“The Game of Illegally Invading Rome” – available from all good illegally-invading-Rome-game sellers), and he has 
rolled the die. Now that he has rolled the die, he can’t roll it again to make a different move. Because the die has 
landed on a six, which means he has to invade Rome. Anyone who has ever played a board game knows you can’t have 
your go twice. Not unless you want your younger sister to run off to your mum and complain that you’re cheating. And 
then you’d get a load of grief from your mum. (I admit, it is unlikely that Caesar was acting out of fear of his sister or his 
mum.) 
 

7. So, two perfectly well-known phrases which I had absolutely no knowledge of. People could have been using them near 
me for years and I would have been totally ignorant of them. I knew myriad other commonly used phrases, many of 
which were about Rome (“When in Rome do as the Romans do”, “All roads lead to Rome”, “Rome wasn’t built in a 
day”…), but not this one. This is how language works, though. Unless you come into contact with words and phrases, as 
far as you’re concerned they don’t exist. You can’t know what you don’t know. As I sat nursing my cup of tea, I felt 
unbelievably stupid. There could be so much I don’t know! 
 

8. My editor’s point was clear in my mind, though. The posters are up, you have to finish the book. Later on, as I opened 
the document on my computer, I saw that I still had more than twenty thousand words to write. I knew I was behind 
schedule, but I resented that my editor had gone ahead with the advertising before it was done. In a way, I felt 
betrayed by him for putting this unnecessary pressure on me. I thought about him and his obscure Roman references 
and thought, Et tu, Brute? 
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1. Look at paragraph 1. 
Explain the function of the colon in this paragraph.     2 

 
2. Look at paragraph 1. 

With reference to the writer’s language, explain how the writer conveys  
his lack of understanding. (You may wish to discuss word choice, imagery  
or any other language feature.)       2 

 
3. Look at paragraph 2. 

Explain with clear reference to the text how the writer makes successful   2 
use of contrasts in these lines. 

 
4. Look at paragraph 3. 

Explain how the writer’s imagery conveys his reliance upon technology  
for information.          2 

 
5. Look at paragraph 4. 

‘So that’s what he meant,” I murmured, the penny finally dropping.’ 
Why does this paragraph only have one sentence?     2 

 
6. Look at paragraph 7. 

Show how the context helps you arrive at the meaning of the word   2 
“myriad”. 

 
7. Look at paragraph 7. 

Explain in your own words the reasons why “You can’t know what you  
don’t know”.          2  

 
8. Look at paragraph 7. 

Explain with clear reference to the text how the writer uses language to  
show he knew many other phrases about Rome.     4 

 
9. Look at the final paragraph. 

How does the writer’s word choice reveal his unhappiness with his editor? 4 
 

10. Look at the final paragraph. 
How effective do you find the final paragraph as a conclusion to the article  2 
as a whole?   
 
 
 
 

 


