Write a critical commentary of 1250 words on Cicero Against Verres 2.1.76-78

Cicero’s Against Verres 2.1.76-78 is an extract from one of Cicero’s court speeches in which he describes the execution of two people, an “elderly father” and his son, in the marketplace of Laodicea. Cicero goes to great lengths to increase blame on Verres, and to depict him as cruel, unvirtuous and unjust, but also as a risk to the republic itself.
One of the first ways Cicero attempts to manipulate the audience is through the exaggeration of the scale of the execution. He claims that it was “a spectacle – bitter and wretched and depressing for the entire province of Asia”[footnoteRef:1]. This starts off the tone of the extract by trying to ensure that the audience’s perception of the events are skewed towards a greater level of damage than perhaps actually occurred. [1:  Cicero Against Verres 2.1.76] 

The next strategy that Cicero moves to was to emphasize the injustice of the conviction, saying in regard to why they had been executed that “the former since he had defended the chastity of his children, the latter because he had defended the life of his father and the reputation of his sister.”[footnoteRef:2] This is an obvious attempt by Cicero to appeal to the audience’s moral ideals. The emphasis on reputation and chastity is meant to appeal to the senatorial audience. It emphasizes the traditional Roman values of honour and chastity, the most likely reason of this being to incite anger in the senate, and to prepare the audience for the rest of this section of the argument, which continues to have a focus on both the injustice of the execution and the virtue of the executed. [2:  Cicero Against Verres 2.1.76] 

Cicero then goes on to say that “Innocent and high-ranking humans, allies and friends of the Roman people were struck by the axe of the executioner because of the unique worthlessness and most wicked lust of this most disgraceful human being!”[footnoteRef:3]. This statement makes multiple points, and seems to be a very effective piece of this speech. The first part of the statement continues to emphasise Cicero’s focus on the injustice of the actions. Additionally the use of “high-ranking humans” and “Roman People” as subjects for execution could raise the idea that there is level of threat for the Senators, who would usually consider themselves above such dangers. 
The latter part of the extract is the moral admonishment of Veres, that the unjust execution was caused by “the unique worthlessness and most wicked lust of this most disgraceful human being!”[footnoteRef:4]. This was likely intended as a continuation of Cicero’s strategy of attempting to depict Verres as a horribly immoral and wicked person. [3:  Cicero Against Verres 2.1.76]  [4:  Cicero Against Verres 2.1.76] 

Cicero then slightly moves on his argument to an attack on Dolabella; “After all this, Dolabella, I am unable to pity either you or your children, whom you have left wretchedly in poverty and devoid of any friends. Was Verres so dear to you that you wished to wash away his lust with the blood of innocent humans?”[footnoteRef:5]. This depicts Dolabella as uncaring of the crimes of Verres, and more interested in keeping his friends than pursuing justice or “Roman Values”. While this may be true for a number of politicians, a key part of Cicero’s oratory strategy is to ignore any previous arguments that he has made, or what may actually be the truth, in favour of putting an advantageous spin on events. The changing of perception of events through oration is one of the more powerful tools that Cicero makes use of, and he uses it in almost all of his Speeches. [5:  Cicero Against Verres 2.1.77] 

Cicero goes on to make the point that Verres would inevitably betray Dolabella, and that any trust in him would be an ignorant mistake, most well illustrated when he says: “Did you think that just because you had appointed him in the place of your quaestor, he would therefore be your friend forever?”[footnoteRef:6]. This paints Dolabella as a foolish person who is easily mislead, and perhaps somewhat unintelligent or at least socially inept.  [6:  Cicero Against Verres 2.1.77] 

At the Beginning of paragraph 78, he directly addresses Verres by name, asking: “Will your passions, Verres, be so great that the provinces of the Roman people, that foreign nations cannot fulfill and endure them?”[footnoteRef:7]. While this is obviously a rhetorical question, it also serves the purpose of addressing the senatorial audience, effectively posing the question to them; “what damage could Veres cause if he were left to his own devices”. This is used in tandem with the earlier assertion that the actions of Verres could be a danger to people of even high, possibly senatorial standing. This is likely an effort to influence the opinion of the senate by inciting fear, to attempt to cause them to take action against Verres.  [7:  Cicero Against Verres 2.1.78] 

Cicero then again pulls on his attacks on Verres’ morality and supposed tendency to betray his allies. He asks another rhetorical question; “What you see, what you hear, what you desire, what you conceive of, unless it will be present at a mere nod of yours, unless it obeys your passion and desire, will humans be sent out, will houses be stormed, will citizenries not only pacified, but of allies and friends, flee to violence and arms so that they are able to fend off from themselves and their children the crime and lust of a legate of the Roman people?”[footnoteRef:8]. This extract builds upon the arguments that Cicero has built up over this piece of the text, first making use of the insinuation of Verres’ immorality, implying that he will destroy lives of “allies and friends” just for his “passion and desire” and “the lust of a legate of the Roman people”[footnoteRef:9]. The Second argument against Verres that Cicero pulls on is Injustice, and also the threat to Senators. This is referenced when Cicero says: “of allies and friends, flee to violence and arms so that they are able to fend off from themselves and their children the crime and lust of a legate of the Roman people?”[footnoteRef:10]. This extract not only implies that Verres is attacking innocent civilians and doing great injustices, but also that Verres is at risk of actively provoking a civil war. The latter insinuation would be of great concern to the senate, who had relatively recently had to deal with the Social war, and later on several other civil wars would rock the republic. This was likely intended by Cicero as an effective way of convincing the audience of the importance of dealing with Verres as he requested. He emphasises this later asking: “did the inhabitants of Lampsacus wish to burn alive a legate of the Roman people?”[footnoteRef:11]. This rhetorical question was clearly addressed far more to the audience than to Verres, once again reinforcing the idea that Verres is a risk of civil war, and thus creating a good reason to condemn him. [8:  Cicero Against Verres 2.1.78]  [9:  Cicero Against Verres 2.1.78]  [10:  Cicero Against Verres 2.1.78]  [11:  Cicero Against Verres 2.1.78] 

Overall the text is a very effective piece of oration that takes advantage of the social standards and political anxieties of the time to make Verres out as not only an immoral and unjust person, but also a danger to the Roman Republic as a state. Particularly, it takes advantage of the senatorial jury’s need to appear as virtuous and lawful, and the fear of civil war that still hung over the republic after the social war, in order to convince the jury to prosecute Verres.
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