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More is known about Marcus Tullius Cicero than any other Roman.[footnoteRef:1] He was born in 106 BC, at the town of Arpinum, in central Italy. A statesman, politician, lawyer, philosopher and writer, he left behind a huge amount of literature consisting of speeches, treatises and letters, which were rediscovered in the Late Middle Ages. Living at the time of Ancient Rome’s transition from a Republic into an Empire, Cicero rose to fame first as a lawyer and later served as a consul.  One of the cases which paved the way for his future career was the trial of Gaius Verres. At the Time of the First Civil War, Verres had first changed sides, and then achieved position through bribery, becoming governor of Sicily. Under his tyrannical rule the island fell into desolation, which led to his prosecution by Cicero. At the trial, the latter delivered an overwhelmingly incriminating speech, and Verres was advised by his own lawyer, Qunitus Hortensius, to flee. Cicero then documented the case in his work, The Verrine Orations. In 70 BC, Verres was tried following three years of complaints by the Sicilians.  [1:  ] 

At the time leading up to his trial, Gaius Verres was the epitome of corruption withing the Roman Senate. He was supported by men from some of the noblest families, yet not of a very illustrious family. His father had been a senator, if not very authoritative. As Cicero later said at the trial, Verres was more of a parvenu from the regime instigated by Sulla after the first civil war. He had betrayed Marius and bought his way into Sulla’s favour with bribes of stolen treasure, as Cicero would later observe. Verres had been governor of Sicily for three years, and his reputation for cruelty stretched far and wide. 
Sthenius of Thermae did his best to expose Varres’ crimes. After falling out with Verres, before which they had had an understanding, he had escaped from Sicily to seek help and refuge from Cicero. Cicero was what was known as a homo novus, the first in his family to pursue a political career. In 75 BC he became a quaestor in Sicily, and in 69 BC he became an edile, then a praetor in 66 BC, then finally a consul in 63 BC. 
Gaius Verres was born in 119 BC, a politician, he became a quaestor in 84 BC, in which year he left Marius’ democratic party to join Sulla’s aristocratic party. He was a proquestor in Asia in 79 BC, and a praetor in 75 BC, and governor of Sicily from 73 to 70 BC. Having fulfilled his duties as praetor in 75 BC, Verres obtained, as was customary, the position of governor in Sicily, a very rich fertile land. There, he amassed great wealth at the expense of the Sicilans, who eventually complained to Cicero, whose term of office as quaestor in Sicily had left a good impression. The Sicilians’ main complaint was the theft of various works of art. 
Supported by the aristocracy, Verres attempted on more than one occasion to evade a trial, which would not have been in his interests. He first sought to obtain Quintus Caecilius Niger to deliver the prosecution, who was a client of his, and would probably have acquitted him. Cicero however obtained the position after the delivery of the first speech, Divinatio in Caecilium. Verres then attempted to have the trial postponed until the followinh year, 69 BC, the year of the consulate of Hortensius, Verres’ lawyer, who would also have found in his favour. However, in 70 BC, the two Roman consuls, Pompey and Crassus, were in favour of the democratic side, and Cicero’s enquiries in Sicily enabled him to build a watertight case against Verres. 
The trial began on the 5th of August 70 BC, at which point the trial was still ruled by the law of Sulla, who had been on the aristocratic side. Cicero then gave the second speech of the affair, the first one to be spoken in the trial. On the third day of the trial, Verres fled and went into exile in Massalia where he stayed for more than twenty years. The other five speeches of Cicero were not given.
When he returned to Rome shortly afterwards, Cicero was compelled to wait for the end of the trial of the former governor of Achaia. The elections actually took place in July and the aristocracy obtained the results for which they had hoped: the consuls appointed for the year 69 BC were Hortensius, Verres’ lawyer, and Quintus Caecilius Metellus, his friend. The jury would be provided over by Marcus Caecilius Metellus, another friend of Verres. Verres’ acquittal seemed already guaranteed, if the trial could merely be delayed until the new elected officials took up office, at the beginning of the year 69 BC. Between September 22 and October 25, there was a time during which the hearing could take place, but Verres' defenders were determined to delay for as long as possible. It seemed as though Verres would appear before a new jury, led by his friend Marcus Caecilius Metellus. Yet, to the amazement of all, it was Cicero who prevailed. On the first day of the trial, he gave a brief speech (named First Action), and merely announced that he would allow the witnesses and victims to speak, and for eight days, men from Sicily came one after the other to testify. Their grievances against Verres were such that with each passing day a conviction became more likely. Hortensius, Verres’ lawyer was unable to refute any of the accusations, and Verres eventually had himself brought in sick as an excuse not to be present. After nine days, Verres left Rome and took refuge in Massalia. The jury ordered the return of the what had been stolen and payment of a heavy fine. The condemnation of Verres was a great success for Cicero, and he prepared the material for the speeches he never gave, but would later have given, in order to convince the public of the need to modify the administration of justice. The Verrine Orations made Cicero the undisputed master of great judicial and political rhetoric. They are still one of the most important documents in Latin literature for understanding the Roman administration, and they became the textbook for future Romans students of eloquence.
Cicero’s main tactic in the case against Verres was to prove the depravity in the latter’s nature. He lacked the virtues that any aspiring statesman should strive to live up to. This can be seen from line “”. His argument was that at this stage of the Roman Republic, power was given to the aristocratic type with an illustrious family, but not to the man of merit. Verres had indulged in degenerate activities from an early age, and later deserted Marius, who had often spoken against the decadence of the upper-class, to join Sulla. The thefts in Sicily were not the first time Verres had stolen valuable works of art. In 80 BC, Verres accompanied Cornelius Dolabella as a legate to Asia Minor. On the way he had taken artefacts from the Parthenon and other places. Cicero's aim was to disparage the aristocracy, using Verres as a means to an end. According to Cicero, Verres had betrayed those who trusted him, and risen through bribery. This may not be far from the truth, but even if so, Verres was no worse than many others at the time.  In the Verrine Orations, Cicero did perfectly and the trial of Verres precipitated the adoption of the Aurelia Law, which ensured that Roman juries would henceforth not be restricted to senators, but to equites. On the other hand, many of the equites may have had a part in Verres’ malfeasance, and had Verres remained, it may have been more challenging for Cicero to argue his case as well as he did.  Cicero himself may have only done so for his own benefit, though he denied this, claiming to be acting as the defense in the trial of Verres : « Although it looks like a prosecution, it should be reckoned more as an act of defence than one of prosecution. For I am defending many men, many communities ; in fact I am defending the whole of Sicily. »





