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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 One: The Young Man

Tiro, Cicero's slave and secretary, begins his narrative, recounting Cicero's early life and
education. We see Cicero's intense ambition and dedication to rhetoric, studying under various
masters and observing Roman legal proceedings. His first major case involves defending Sextus
Roscius Amerinus against charges of parricide, a dangerous undertaking as the accusers are
connected to the dictator Sulla. Cicero's eloquent and courageous defense wins the case,
establishing his reputation. Following this, he travels to Greece and Rhodes to further his studies
in oratory and philosophy, honing his skills and recovering his health, which had suffered from
the strain of his early legal work. This period is crucial for his intellectual development and
prepares him for his political ascent.

Book Two: The Quaestor

Upon his return to Rome, Cicero successfully stands for quaestor, his first step on the cursus
honorum. He is assigned to Sicily, where he performs his duties diligently and honestly, earning
the respect of the local populace. During his time there, he witnesses firsthand the rampant
corruption of the outgoing governor, Gaius Verres, who has plundered the province and
oppressed its people. The Sicilians, desperate for justice, approach Cicero to prosecute Verres
upon his return to Rome. Despite the immense power and connections of Verres, and the risks
involved in challenging such a figure, Cicero agrees, seeing it as an opportunity to uphold justice
and further his own political career.

Book Three: The Accuser

This book details the highly anticipated trial of Gaius Verres. Cicero, acting as the prosecutor,
faces significant opposition from Verres's powerful allies, including Hortensius, Rome's leading
orator. Cicero employs an innovative and aggressive strategy: instead of a lengthy opening
speech, he immediately presents a barrage of witnesses and evidence from Sicily, overwhelming
the defense. His powerful Actio Prima and the sheer volume of damning testimony quickly
expose Verres's crimes. Realizing the case is lost, Verres flees into exile before the trial
concludes, a major victory for Cicero that cements his reputation as Rome's foremost orator and
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a champion against corruption.

Book Four: The Aedile

Following his triumph over Verres, Cicero's political star continues to rise. He is elected aedile
and then praetor, navigating the complex and often treacherous world of Roman politics. He
observes the growing power of figures like Pompey and and Crassus, and the increasing
instability of the Republic. Cicero maintains his commitment to justice and the rule of law, even
as he seeks to advance his own career. He supports the Lex Manilia, granting Pompey
extraordinary command against Mithridates, demonstrating his pragmatic approach to politics.
This period sees him consolidating his influence and preparing for the ultimate goal: the
consulship, while also dealing with personal matters like his marriage to Terentia.

Book Five: The Consul

The final book focuses on Cicero's intense campaign for the consulship, the highest office in the
Roman Republic. As a novus homo, a man without consular ancestors, his path is fraught with
challenges from established aristocratic families and powerful political factions. Tiro details the
intricate web of alliances, rivalries, and electoral corruption that characterizes Roman elections.
Cicero employs all his oratorical skill and political acumen, making strategic alliances and
delivering persuasive speeches to the Roman people. Despite the odds, he ultimately succeeds,
winning the consulship and achieving his lifelong ambition, setting the stage for his pivotal role
in the turbulent years that follow, particularly the looming threat of Catiline.

Themes
• Political ambition

• Power of rhetoric

• Corruption in politics

• Loyalty and betrayal

• Justice and law

• Preservation of Republic

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.
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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.

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.

Best Quotes
“The law is silent amongst the clash of arms.”

This line, a famous maxim attributed to Cicero (Inter arma enim silent leges), reflects the idea
that in times of war or extreme political turmoil, legal principles and justice often give way to
force and expediency. It highlights the fragility of the rule of law when confronted by
overwhelming power or violence, a recurring theme in the tumultuous Roman Republic.

“What is a politician without an enemy?”

This rhetorical question encapsulates the cutthroat nature of Roman politics, where a politician's
identity and influence were often defined by their rivals and the battles they fought. It suggests
that conflict and opposition were not merely obstacles but integral components of a political
career, shaping one's reputation and power in the competitive Roman Senate.

“Power is nothing without the will to use it.”
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This line underscores a fundamental truth about power: its mere possession is insufficient; it
must be wielded decisively to be effective. It reflects Cicero's observations on the political
landscape, where individuals like Pompey or Crassus understood and demonstrated this
principle, often contrasting with Cicero's own more deliberative approach to authority.

“A man's character is his fate.”

This aphorism, echoing ancient Greek thought, suggests that an individual's inherent qualities,
moral fiber, and choices ultimately determine their destiny. In the book, it serves as a recurring
lens through which Tiro observes Cicero and other Roman figures, highlighting how their virtues
and flaws inevitably lead them to their respective outcomes, both triumphs and downfalls.

“The Republic is nothing, unless it is defended.”

This statement reflects Cicero's deep-seated conviction in the importance of the Roman Republic
and his belief that its survival depended on active, courageous defense against internal and
external threats. It encapsulates his political philosophy and his sense of duty, particularly as he
confronts corruption and the ambitions of powerful individuals who threaten its institutions.

Questions & Answers
What is the main conflict Cicero faces in "Imperium"?

Cicero's primary conflict is his struggle to rise to the consulship as a "novus homo" (new man)
without a distinguished family lineage, against the entrenched power of the Roman aristocracy.
He also battles the pervasive corruption within the Republic, exemplified by figures like Verres,
and navigates the treacherous political landscape dominated by ambitious generals and
powerful factions, all while trying to uphold the rule of law and the ideals of the Republic.

Who is Tiro and what is his role in the narrative?

Tiro is Cicero's loyal slave and personal secretary, and the narrator of "Imperium." He serves as
Cicero's confidant, scribe, and chronicler, meticulously documenting his master's speeches,
letters, and daily life. His perspective offers an intimate, often admiring, but sometimes critical
view of Cicero's ambition, struggles, and triumphs, providing the reader with a unique insight
into the inner workings of Roman politics and Cicero's character.

What does the title "Imperium" signify in the context of the book?

The title "Imperium" refers to the ultimate power and authority held by Roman magistrates,
particularly the consul, which included military command and the right to interpret and enforce
the law. For Cicero, it represents his ultimate political ambition – to achieve the consulship and
wield this supreme power. More broadly, it also alludes to the Roman Empire itself and the
relentless pursuit of power that defined its political landscape, often at the expense of republican
ideals.
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What is the significance of the Verrine Orations for Cicero's career?

The Verrine Orations were Cicero's groundbreaking prosecution of Gaius Verres, the corrupt
former governor of Sicily. This case was pivotal for Cicero because it established his reputation as
Rome's foremost orator and a formidable legal mind, capable of challenging the most powerful
figures. By successfully exposing Verres's abuses, Cicero demonstrated his commitment to
justice and his ability to win against the odds, propelling him into the political spotlight and
paving his path to the consulship.

How does Cicero, a "novus homo," manage to gain political influence in Rome?

Cicero, a "new man" without senatorial ancestors, gains influence primarily through his
extraordinary oratorical skills and legal prowess. He meticulously builds his reputation by taking
on challenging cases, often defending the oppressed against powerful figures, and delivering
compelling speeches that sway public opinion and legal judgments. His strategic alliances,
networking, and unwavering ambition, combined with his intellectual brilliance, allow him to
overcome the traditional barriers of Roman aristocracy.

What challenges does Cicero face in his pursuit of the consulship?

Cicero faces numerous challenges in his quest for the consulship. As a "novus homo," he lacks
the inherited prestige and established networks of the old Roman families, making his candidacy
an uphill battle. He confronts fierce opposition from aristocratic rivals, the pervasive corruption
of electoral bribery, and the need to constantly prove his worth and secure popular support. He
also navigates the complex alliances and rivalries of powerful figures like Pompey and Crassus,
who could either aid or hinder his ambitions.

Who are some of Cicero's key allies and rivals depicted in the book?

Cicero's key allies include his loyal secretary and narrator, Tiro, and his close friend and financier,
Atticus, who provides crucial support and advice. His rivals are numerous and powerful:
Hortensius, the leading orator he surpasses; Gaius Verres, the corrupt governor he prosecutes;
and later, figures like Catiline, Crassus, and Pompey, whose ambitions and political maneuvering
constantly challenge Cicero's vision for the Republic and his own rise to power.

How does the book portray the role of rhetoric and oratory in Roman politics?

The book vividly portrays rhetoric and oratory as absolutely central to Roman politics. Public
speaking was not merely a skill but the primary tool for persuasion, legal advocacy, and political
advancement. Cicero's mastery of oratory allows him to sway juries, influence the Senate, and
gain popular support. The power of words, the structure of arguments, and the theatricality of
delivery are shown to be crucial for any aspiring politician to achieve influence and navigate the
complex Roman political landscape.

What is the "novus homo" status and why is it significant for Cicero?
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A "novus homo" (new man) was an individual in the Roman Republic who was the first in his
family to serve in the Senate or, more significantly, to be elected consul. This status was highly
unusual and challenging, as political power was traditionally held by a few aristocratic families.
For Cicero, being a "novus homo" meant he had to overcome immense social and political
prejudice, relying solely on his talent, ambition, and hard work to achieve the highest office,
making his eventual consulship an extraordinary feat.

What is the relationship between Cicero and Pompey in "Imperium"?

The relationship between Cicero and Pompey is complex and evolving. Initially, Cicero sees
Pompey as a potential ally, a powerful military figure whose influence could be leveraged for his
own political advancement and for the stability of the Republic. However, Cicero is also wary of
Pompey's immense military power and popular appeal, fearing it could undermine republican
institutions. Their alliance is often one of convenience, marked by mutual respect but also
underlying tension and differing visions for Rome's future.

How does the book depict the corruption within the Roman Republic's legal and political
systems?

The book extensively depicts corruption within the Roman Republic. It is shown through the
blatant bribery in elections, the manipulation of juries, and the venality of provincial governors
like Verres, who exploit their positions for personal gain. Harris illustrates how wealth and
influence could often subvert justice and political processes, forcing Cicero to fight against a
deeply entrenched system where powerful individuals could often escape accountability,
highlighting the fragility of the Republic's ideals.

What is the significance of Cicero's defense of Sextus Roscius?

Cicero's defense of Sextus Roscius is significant because it was one of his earliest and most
courageous cases, taking place during the dictatorship of Sulla. By successfully defending
Roscius against a trumped-up charge of patricide, Cicero publicly challenged one of Sulla's
powerful henchmen, Chrysogonus. This case demonstrated Cicero's bravery, legal skill, and
willingness to stand up for justice against formidable political power, establishing his reputation
as a fearless advocate.

What role do women play in the political landscape of "Imperium"?

While women in Roman society did not hold formal political office, "Imperium" shows they
exerted influence through their family connections, social networks, and personal relationships.
Figures like Terentia, Cicero's wife, are depicted as strong-willed and ambitious, actively
participating in household management and supporting their husbands' careers. They are often
privy to political discussions and can influence decisions through their husbands, sons, or
brothers, though their power remains indirect.

How does the book explore the theme of ambition?
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The book deeply explores the theme of ambition through Cicero's relentless pursuit of the
consulship. It portrays ambition as a powerful, driving force that can lead to both greatness and
moral compromises. Cicero's ambition is shown to be fueled by a desire for glory and a genuine
belief in his ability to serve the Republic, but it also forces him into difficult alliances and ethical
dilemmas. The ambition of other characters, like Pompey and Crassus, is also examined,
highlighting its destructive potential.

Spoiler: How does "Imperium" conclude, and what does it foreshadow for Cicero?

Spoiler: "Imperium" concludes with Cicero achieving his lifelong ambition: he is elected consul of
Rome. However, his triumph is tinged with the ominous realization that the Republic is
increasingly unstable. The book foreshadows immense challenges ahead, particularly the
growing power of military strongmen like Pompey and Crassus, and the underlying threats to
Rome's republican institutions. Cicero's consulship, while a personal victory, is presented as a
precarious position on the brink of a much larger political storm, setting the stage for the
subsequent books in the trilogy.

What can readers learn about leadership from Cicero's experiences in the book?

Readers can learn that effective leadership requires a blend of intellectual prowess, persuasive
communication, strategic thinking, and moral courage. Cicero demonstrates the importance of
integrity, even when facing immense pressure to compromise, and the necessity of
understanding and navigating complex political systems. His story also highlights the sacrifices
inherent in public service, the constant need to adapt to changing circumstances, and the
often-lonely burden of making difficult decisions for the greater good.

How does the Roman legal system function as depicted in "Imperium"?

The Roman legal system in "Imperium" is shown to be a complex, often theatrical, and highly
political arena. Trials are public spectacles where oratorical skill and the ability to sway juries are
paramount. While there are laws and procedures, the system is frequently susceptible to bribery,
political pressure, and the influence of powerful patrons. Cicero's career illustrates how a skilled
advocate could navigate this system, using rhetoric and legal arguments to achieve justice, or at
least a favorable outcome, despite its inherent flaws.

What is the significance of Cicero's friendship with Atticus?

Cicero's friendship with Atticus is significant as it provides a constant source of intellectual and
emotional support throughout his tumultuous career. Atticus, a wealthy and cultured equestrian,
serves as Cicero's trusted confidant, offering shrewd political advice, financial assistance, and a
stable, non-political anchor. Their extensive correspondence, often referenced by Tiro, highlights
the depth of their bond and Atticus's role as a loyal, discerning friend who helps Cicero navigate
his ambitions and personal struggles.

How does the book portray the Roman mob or common people?
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The book portrays the Roman mob, or common people, as a powerful and often fickle force in
politics. Their support is crucial for electoral success, and politicians like Cicero must constantly
appeal to them through public speeches, games, and promises. However, the mob is also shown
to be easily swayed by demagogues, susceptible to rumor, and capable of violent outbursts.
Their collective will is a significant factor that politicians must manage and manipulate to achieve
their goals.

What is the overall tone and narrative style of "Imperium"?

The overall tone of "Imperium" is serious, immersive, and historically rich, yet also engaging and
suspenseful, akin to a political thriller. The narrative style is first-person, told from the
perspective of Tiro, Cicero's secretary. This allows for an intimate, detailed, and often reflective
account of Cicero's life and the political machinations of Rome. Tiro's voice is observant,
intelligent, and loyal, providing both historical detail and personal insight into the characters and
events.


