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Overview
Imperium" by Robert Harris is the first novel in his acclaimed Cicero trilogy, chronicling the
extraordinary rise of Marcus Tullius Cicero from an obscure provincial lawyer to one of the most
powerful men in Rome. Narrated by Cicero's loyal slave and secretary, Tiro, the novel offers an
intimate, behind-the-scenes look at the brutal and often corrupt world of Roman politics in the
1st century BC. The story begins with Cicero's audacious prosecution of Gaius Verres, a
notoriously corrupt governor, a case that establishes his reputation as a formidable orator and
legal mind. This early triumph sets the stage for his relentless ambition to achieve the
consulship, the highest office in the Roman Republic, despite lacking the aristocratic lineage
typically required.

The novel meticulously details Cicero's strategic maneuvering through the treacherous political
landscape, where alliances are fluid, and personal integrity is often sacrificed for power. Tiro's
perspective provides a unique lens, revealing not only Cicero's public triumphs but also his
private doubts, anxieties, and the immense personal cost of his political aspirations. Harris
masterfully brings to life the vibrant, dangerous atmosphere of ancient Rome, from the bustling
Forum to the secretive backrooms where deals are struck and reputations are destroyed. The
narrative culminates with Cicero's successful campaign for the consulship, a testament to his
unparalleled rhetorical skill and political acumen, but also a foreshadowing of the greater
challenges and betrayals that lie ahead.

The book matters because it offers a compelling human story within a meticulously researched
historical setting, exploring timeless themes of ambition, power, justice, and the art of
persuasion. It illuminates the inner workings of a complex political system and the character of a
man who, against all odds, sought to uphold the Republic's ideals amidst rampant corruption
and the rise of powerful individuals like Pompey and Crassus. Through Tiro's eyes, readers gain
insight into the daily life, intellectual pursuits, and moral dilemmas of one of history's most
influential figures, making ancient history feel immediate and relevant.

Key Takeaways
• Political ambition often requires strategic compromise and a willingness to navigate morally
ambiguous situations.

• The power of rhetoric and persuasive speech can be a decisive factor in achieving political
influence and legal victories.
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• Loyalty, even from an enslaved person, can be a crucial asset in a leader's success and
personal well-being.

• Public perception and reputation are meticulously crafted and fiercely defended in the arena
of high-stakes politics.

• Even in ancient times, the struggle between individual ambition and the preservation of
republican ideals was a central conflict.

• Understanding the motivations and weaknesses of one's opponents is vital for political
survival and advancement.

Chapter Summaries
Book I: The Trial

Cicero, a relatively unknown "new man," takes on the seemingly impossible task of prosecuting
Gaius Verres, a former governor of Sicily notorious for his corruption and abuses of power.
Despite immense pressure and threats from the Roman elite, Cicero meticulously gathers
evidence and delivers a series of devastating speeches that expose Verres's crimes, ultimately
forcing him into exile and establishing Cicero's reputation as Rome's foremost orator and a
champion of justice.

Book II: The Consulship

With his reputation solidified, Cicero sets his sights on the consulship, the highest office in the
Republic, a goal unprecedented for a man without noble ancestry. He navigates the treacherous
political landscape, forming alliances, making strategic compromises, and employing his
rhetorical genius to win over the Roman populace. The narrative details the intense
campaigning, the backroom deals, and the constant struggle against powerful aristocratic
families who view him as an upstart.

Book III: The Conspiracy

Having achieved the consulship, Cicero faces his greatest challenge: the conspiracy led by Lucius
Sergius Catilina, a disgraced nobleman planning to overthrow the Republic through violence and
arson. Cicero, using his network of informants and his political acumen, uncovers the plot. He
must then convince the Senate and the Roman people of the imminent danger, ultimately
leading to the arrest and execution of the conspirators, a move that saves Rome but also creates
powerful enemies.

Themes
• Political ambition

• Power of rhetoric
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• Corruption in politics

• Loyalty and betrayal

• Justice and law

• Preservation of Republic

Notable Quotes
• "The higher a man climbs, the more he is exposed to the wind." — Reflecting on the perils
and scrutiny that come with political power and ambition.

• "A man's character is his fate." — A philosophical observation on how one's inherent nature
and choices determine their destiny, often attributed to Cicero's own reflections.

• "What is a politician? A man who thinks of the next election. A statesman, a man who thinks
of the next generation." — Cicero's distinction between short-sighted political maneuvering
and long-term, principled leadership.

• "The law is silent in times of war." — A reflection on the suspension of normal legal
processes during periods of extreme national emergency, particularly during the Catiline
conspiracy.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is Imperium about?

"Imperium" is the first novel in Robert Harris's Cicero trilogy, chronicling the early political career
of Marcus Tullius Cicero. Narrated by his slave Tiro, it details Cicero's rise from an obscure lawyer
to a powerful orator, his prosecution of the corrupt governor Verres, and his relentless campaign
for the consulship, culminating in his efforts to thwart Catiline's conspiracy against the Roman
Republic.

Is Imperium worth reading?

Yes, "Imperium" is highly regarded for its gripping narrative, meticulous historical accuracy, and
compelling character development. Harris brings ancient Rome to life with vivid detail and makes
the complex political machinations accessible and thrilling. It's an excellent entry point into
historical fiction and Roman history, offering both entertainment and insight.

How does Imperium end?

Spoiler: "Imperium" concludes with Cicero successfully exposing and suppressing Catiline's
conspiracy to overthrow the Roman Republic. As consul, Cicero orders the execution of the
conspirators without trial, a controversial decision that saves Rome from civil war but also
creates powerful enemies and sets the stage for future political repercussions, leaving Cicero at
the height of his power but also in a precarious position.
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Who should read Imperium?

Readers interested in Roman history, political thrillers, and historical fiction will particularly enjoy
"Imperium." It appeals to those who appreciate detailed character studies, intricate plots, and a
deep dive into the mechanics of power and rhetoric. Anyone curious about the life and times of
Cicero will find it a captivating read.

How long does it take to read Imperium?

Based on an average reading speed of 250 words per minute, "Imperium" typically takes around
8 to 10 hours to read. The exact time will vary depending on individual reading speed and
engagement with the detailed historical context.


