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In 73-71 BC, Gaius Verres was the Roman Governor of Sicily where he proved extremely unpopular for a variety of reasons including brutality and the greedy looting of artworks.  Such was the resentment of the population that, when he returned to Rome at the end of his duty, a group of Sicilians decided to seek compensation in the quaestio de repetundis, which was a court established to deal with such disputes.  To prosecute successfully, they would need an advocate and Cicero, who had been a quaestor in Sicily a few years previously, agreed to represent them.  Verres had powerful friends and after they had made attempts to delay proceedings the case eventually came to court in August 70 BC to great public interest.  In an initial hearing, the actio prima, which lasted about 10 days, Cicero laid out the main points of his argument which were so compelling that Verres realised that he had no hope of success.  Instead of waiting for the second part of the process, the actio secunda, in which matters would be considered in more detail, he withdrew to voluntary exile.

Cicero had made careful preparations for the actio secunda and he intended to present his case in a sequence of five speeches known as In Verrem 2.1 – 2.5.  In the first of these, Verr. 2.1, Cicero’s strategy was not to deal directly with charges which related to Sicily but to describe Verres’ behaviour in his earlier life and to convey to the jury that he was a fundamentally bad person, harsh, greedy and sexually incontinent.  He aimed to discredit Verres by describing, among other things, an event which had taken place about 10 years previously when Verres was a legate in the province of Cilicia on the staff of the Governor, Gnaius Dolabella.

Cicero alleged that Verres was lodged in the town of Lampsacus together with his entourage which included a henchman named Rubius.  Hearing that the most prominent citizen of the town, Philodamus, had a virtuous and beautiful daughter, Verres devised a plot to seize her.  However, the plot seems to have gone horribly wrong.  The woman was not seized but there was fighting involving the servants of Philodamus on the one hand and the followers of Verres led by Rubius on the other which resulted in the death of one of Verres’ lictors.  The citizens of Lampsacus were outraged and the following morning they held an assembly and a crowd went to the house in which Verres was staying and laid siege to it.  These events are described by Cicero in straightforward, narratio style in Verr. 2.1.63-69.  He continues the story in Verr. 2.1.70-76 which deals with the efforts of Verres to suppress evidence, efforts which included the unjust trial and execution of Philodamus and his son.  In Verr. 2.1.77-85, Cicero invites the jury to consider how it came about that a Roman legate became besieged by a mob especially as the citizens of Lampsacus are depicted in Verr. 2.1.63 as ‘...ipsi Lampsaceni cum summe in omnis civis Romanos officiosi tum praeterea maxime sedati et quieti ...’ .   None of this has anything to do with the main charges against Verres which concern his activities in Sicily. The introduction of such irrelevance with the intention of prejudicing the jury would not be permitted in a modern British court but seems to have been tolerated in the Roman system. 

[79]
In this section, Cicero invites the jury to consider the fact that any degree of physical harm inflicted on a senior Roman official normally resulted in a declaration of war unless reparations were paid by the entire community.  Since there had been no declaration of war by Rome and no reparations had been paid, any suggestion by Verres that there was an uprising at Lampsacus must be wrong.

Bellumne ... volebat?:   Rather than simply stating that the Lampsaceni were trying neither to make war on the Roman people nor defect from the Roman rule, Cicero makes the point by means of two rhetorical questions.  The rhetorical question was a favourite device of Cicero’s which enabled him forcefully to stress a point without possibility of contradiction.  He uses it to powerful effect elsewhere in this speech, for example in Verr. 2.1.71 (potestis dubitare, iudices, quin istum fortuna non tam ex illo periculo eripere voluerit quam ad vestrum iudicum reservare?) and Verr. 2.1.78 opens with Tantaene tuae Verres, libidines erunt ut eas capere ac sustinere non provinciae populi Romani non nationes exterae possint?

ab imperio ac nomine nostro:  The OLD defines this particular use of nomen as ‘Nationality, or those possessing it, race; especially in phrase nomen Romanum.’  (OLD, s.v.nomen 19).

legatus populi Romani:  It was generally the case that an attack on a Roman magistrate or other senior official, such as a legate, would lead to a declaration of war unless there were reparations from the community.  The citizens of Lampsacus threatened Verres knowing there could be serious consequences for them and, in Cicero’s view, this was clear evidence that Verres had done something which made them very angry indeed.  Perhaps Cicero had in mind an incident in 230 BC when Gaius and Lucius Coruncanius were sent as ambassadors to the Illyrian Queen, Teuta;  according to one account, the younger Coruncanius was killed by Illyrian pirates before reaching Teuta and this provided a casus belli for the First Illyrian War (Oxford Classical Dictionary s.v. ‘Coruncanius’.)

circumsessus ... oppugnatus ... violatus:  The three verbs are arranged in ascending order, climactically (‘surrounded ... attacked ... violated’).  Climactic arrangements were used by Cicero to add variety and vigour to his speeches and must have been carefully prepared.  He was always aware that he needed to retain the attention of the jury so his words needed to be elegant and interesting.  Elsewhere, in Verr 2.5.170 he says:  ‘facinus est vincire civem Romanum, scelus verberare, prope parricidium necare’  (“it is an outrage to bind a Roman citizen, a crime to beat him and close to parricide to kill him”)

igni, ferro, manu, copiis ... aliqua ex parte:   Gildenhard (2011, p.151) regards these words as being arranged anticlimactically although the violence implied by copiis (‘by troops’) seems greater than that implied by igni, ferro (‘by fire, by sword’).  

[80]
Cicero points out that Verres has not provided a satisfactory explanation why the citizenry of Lampsacus, the morning after the disturbance at the house of Philodamus, rushed to besiege the house in which Verres was staying.  If Rubrius had committed harm in his own name, the crowd would have come to complain about him not to attack Verres.  Witnesses produced by Cicero had explained the true reason for the uproar while Verres kept silent.

causa:   Cicero uses the word ‘causa’ five times in this section and is determined to stress to the judges that a ‘reason’ for the disturbance has not been satisfactorily provided by Verres.  

causa cur cuncta civitas Lampsacenorum de contione:  Alliteration is one of Cicero’s favourite ornaments, here a play upon the initial letter c;  a similar example can be found at Verr. 2.1.65 where Cicero uses the words: copiosus convivium comparat.

neque in litteris quas Neroni mittis:   Cicero emphasises that in his testimony to the court, Verres has not shown any reason for the uproar.  Neither did he mention any reason in the letter he wrote to Nero, the Governor of the neighbouring Province of Asia, who tried the case against Philodamus and his son.  It is not clear how Cicero had seen this letter from Verres to Nero which would have been written about 10 years previously.

tute:  Tu can be made emphatic by the addition of enclytic particles to produce either tute or tutemet.

neque in testimonio causam ... ullam:   To provide emphasis, Cicero has used hyperbaton.  The word ullam has been displaced from its normal position to a prominent position at the end of the sentence;  normally, ullam causam would have been expected.

obsessum ... ignem adlatum, sarmenta circumdata, lictorem tuum occisum ...: A sense of confusion is created by the disjointed listing of events including the use of hysteron proteron, that it to say by mentioning items out of chronological sequence;  the bringing of firewood would normally precede the bringing of fire.

nam … venirent:  Cicero points out that if the disturbance at the house of Philodamus had been caused by Rubrius acting on his own account, then the citizens of Lampsacus would have assembled at the house where Verres was staying, not to attack him but to complain of Rubrius’ behaviour.  However, in the sweep of his narrative, Cicero, perhaps deliberately, fails to mention that there might be other reasons for the events.  As Gildenhard (2011, p.153) points out, there are other possibilities, for example:  that Rubrius caused the uproar and the Lampsacenes wrongly assumed Verres was to blame;  that the events at the dinner party so offended the Lampsacenes that they wanted to vent their fury on the most senior available Roman representative;  that they were after Rubrius who was in Verres’ house.

impulsu (a) tuo (b) et tua (b) cupiditate (a):  A chiasmus, a favourite ornament of Cicero placed here, presumably, for rhythmic effect which draws attention to the point being made, namely, that the disturbance had been caused by the lust of Verres rather than at the instigation of Rubrius.

testes a nobis producti:  Unfortunately, we do not have the benefit of knowing which witnesses were produced in the actio prima or exactly what they said.  In Verr. 2.1.71 Cicero mentions Publius Tettius and Caius Varro who had knowledge of the events at Lampsacus but it is uncertain whether they were produced as witnesses in court.

cum illorum testimonia tum istius taciturnitas perpetua confirmat:  Gildersleeve & Lodge (1895, Para 588) state that “When cum when, tum then, have the same verb, the verb is put in the Indicative.  Cum – tum then has the force of both – and especially...”  That is to say, emphasis is placed on the second item so a translation here could be:  ‘both the testimony of those [witnesses] and especially the everlasting silence of this man confirms.’  Cicero conveys this point by means of a pair of parallel constructions:
cum illorum testimonia
tum istius taciturnitas 
which are linked by alliteration:  cum – tum,  illorum – istius and testimonia – taciturnitas.

[81]
Cicero asks the judges whether they will spare this man, Verres, who has caused the normally peaceful citizens of Lampsacus to seek instant revenge rather than seeking redress through the much slower legal process.  Surely, there must have been an intolerable insult to have transformed friends and allies of the Roman people into a violent mob which was prepared to risk reprisals from Rome.

neque legitimum tempus ... in posterum differere:   This section forms two parallel infinitive phrases which depend on potuerint and which are linked chiastically:
neque legitimum (a) tempus (b) expectare (c) ad ulciscendum (d)
neque vim (b) tantam (a) doloris in posterum (d) differre (c)
No doubt Cicero’s intention was to create an impressive rhythmical effect.

legitimum tempus.  Plescia (2001, p.53-54), quoting Ulpian, explains that although practice varied over the centuries and there were exceptions, elected magistrates and other Roman officials were generally immune from prosecution when in office but were liable to both civil and criminal proceedings after their term of office expired.  That certainly seems to have been the understanding of the citizens of Lampsacus and, since Verres was a legatus at the time of the incident, they had no immediate legal means of seeking redress.  Any legal challenge could only be made in Rome when Verres’ duty in Cilicia was complete.  Therefore, according to Cicero, it was understandable that the Lampsaceni should wish to take matters into their own hands.

Circumsessus es.  A quibus? A Lampsacenis.  Barbaris hominibus credo aut iis qui populi Romani nomen contemnerent:   Here Cicero uses irony.  As he says himself, the Lampsaceni, far from being barbarians, are in fact:  ‘Immo vero ab hominibus et natura et consuetudine et disciplina lenissimis, porro autem populi Romani condicione sociis ...’  (Verr. 2.1.63).

et natura et consuetudine et disciplina:   By means of this polysyndetic tricolon, Cicero draws attention to the fact that a person’s character is shaped by various factors including genetics, societal custom and education.  

condicione sociis, fortuna servis, voluntate supplicibus:  A asyndetic tricolon with alliteration sociis – servis – supplicibus.  The OLD defines condicio as the:  ‘legal position or status (of persons)’ (OLD, ‘condicio’ s.v.7).

nisi tanta acerbitas iniuriae tanta vis sceleris ... odio libidinis tuae quam legationis metu:  This sentence contains both a parallel construction:
nisi tanta (a) acerbitas (b) iniuriae (c)
       tanta (a) vis (b)  sceleris (c)             
and a chiastic construction with alliteration (libidinis – legationis):
odio (a) libidinis tuae (b) quam
legationis (b) metu (a)

To conclude, even in this short section of Verr 2.1, and as was normal for him, Cicero planned to deploy a wide range of rhetorical devices.  To retain the attention of the jury, he varies rhythm and sentence length;  he uses the flexibility of Latin word order to provide emphasis;  he uses rhetorical questions, irony and parallelism.  In addition, and as described by Vasaly (2002, pp.93-97), he employs pathos, appealing to the emotions, eliciting sympathy, contrasting helpless victims like Philodamus with the ruthless and heartless Roman rulers.

The rhetoric is impressive but it conceals an argument which is thin.  Swept along by the torrent of Cicero’s words the jury might have overlooked alternative explanations for events and they could have missed questions left unanswered.  Why did Verres hatch a plot to abduct a lady he had not even seen? Why was he not at Philodemus’ dinner party in person?  What was the trail of evidence from these events which had occurred years previously?  Steele (2004, p.248) writes ‘there is no evidence to suggest that Verres’ actions during and after the affray at Lampsacus were anything other than those of an upright and conscientious provincial official.’  However, Cicero was intent to demonstrate that Verres’ behaviour in Sicily was part of a well-established pattern and he did not feel bound by strict concern for evidence.

The result of the case was a triumph for Cicero, a novus homo who had taken on and defeated aristocratic opponents.  He was ambitious and he was determined to capitalise on this stunning success.  Consequently, according to Frazel (2004, p.134), he published his work relatively quickly because he had the drafts already prepared but, in view of the length of the speeches, it must have been a massive undertaking to produce multiple copies.  The In Verrem sequence firmly established Cicero as the leading orator of his day and for us provides a remarkable insight into the workings of the Roman legal system.
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