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How does Cicero use the character of Verres to demonstrate Roman concepts of vice and virtue?

“The most important and effective arguments are those that not only compel the mind but more importantly the heart”
. Indeed, Cicero’s In Verrem II rose to prominence as a literary paradigm of an effective argument in the Roman world not only because of its prime rhetorical style but also because of Cicero’s ability to stir the hearts of the Roman audience through his use of Roman values: vice and virtue
. Roman virtues, including “pietas”, “virtus”, “gravitas”, “dignitas” and “industria”, were engrained into Roman society and stemmed from the “mos maiorum”, traditional customs of the ancestors, which dictated all aspects of Roman life as they were revered as moral benchmarks, which Romans measured themselves against, and key elements that allowed the progress of society as a whole
. Conversely, Roman vices were despised by Roman society and C. P. Craig stipulates the following as key vices, “crudelitas”, “libido” and sexual misconduct, “avaritia” and taking bribes and cowardice in war
. Through demonstrative oratory, Cicero characterises Verres as not merely immoral but harbouring every vice and fittingly capitalises on the enculturation of Roman values to no longer just furnish proofs of Verres’ guilt but stir the hearts and minds of the Roman audience to make Verres an object of hatred, contempt and indignation
, giving him the ability to prosecute Verres not only on the grounds of his extortion but also as being an anathema against the Roman way of life.

From the outset of In Verrem II.5, Cicero characterises Verres in a negative light, beginning with an attack on his lack of  “virtus”, emphasised by the superlative as he states, “quin apertissime C. Verres in Sicilia sacra profanaque omnia et privatim et public spoliarit”, with the chiastic sibilant ‘s’ and plosive ‘p’ alliteration inducing a scornful tone at such behaviour. This scornful tone continues as Cicero assails Verres’ “avaritia” emphasised by the gerunds in “versatus que sit sine ulla non modo religione verum etiam dissimulatione in omni genere furandi atque praedandi” and the fact that he did it “sine…dissimulatione” discloses his fundamentally corrupt nature. Cicero continues this negative characterisation of Verres by showing his negligence as a military commander, revealed through Cicero’s discussion about the slave wars. Through Cicero’s use of praeoccupatio, Hortensius argues that Verres is a “bonus imperator…et dubia rei publicae tempora reservandus”. Cicero evidently doubts this, evident in the insistent questioning which demands to know what his feats of bravery were, “quem ad modum…quae…quanta”. He goes on to confirm his doubts by showing that Verres had no involvement in any war whatsoever. This is demonstrated through the comparison to M. Crassus, “fortissimus viri”, and Gn. Pompeius, who were heavily involved in the Servile Wars, together with the repeated negative interrogative particle “Num…conaris? Num…putas?” which highlights the impossibility of Verres being involved with these wars. This reflects Cicero’s disgust in Verres’ towards attempt to ally himself with these two moralistic figures and attain glory from something he did not participate in. Thus by showing his cowardice in war, a key vice, Cicero completely demolishes Verres’ “bonus imperator” status, and shows him as having disregarded his responsibilities to the Roman people. This characterises him as lacking “pietas”, demonstrating a fundamental flaw in his character that would have been significant to the Roman people, provoking contempt within them towards Verres.


Verres is shown to be a man driven by greed, “avaritia”, and Cicero attacks this vice in Verres' character as being a threat against the Roman society and way of life. Verres’ greed is established from the beginning and its insatiable and unstoppable nature is understood in his exploitation of the Roman fleet in Sicily. Firstly, we are shown that the ship has been reduced to minimum efficiency and utter demoralization as it is composed of “decem navibus suis semiplenis” 
. As a result of Verres’ greed, Sicily was put in direct danger, highlighted through Cicero’s use of paranomasia in “praedam…praetori…praedonibus”, the framing of “praetori” by “praedam…praedonibus” linking Verres to the amoral pirates
. Here, we are shown Verres’ greed manifests itself in other forms, as he is “cum mulierculis iacebat ebrius”, demonstrating vices of  “libido” and sexual misconduct, highlighting the absence of “frugalitas” within his temperament
. This fuels the characterisation of Verres as harbouring all vices and conjures him as an object of hatred, contempt and indigation in the Roman mind, as these are all deficiencies they would have despised.

Cicero paints Verres as a grievous threat to the “mos maiorum” through his protection of pirate captains, enemies of the Roman people, for personal gain, putting his own desires above the needs of the Roman people. Cicero highlights the extent of Verres’ violation of Roman values by contrasting him to the moral exemplar Publius Servilius, a Roman general whom Cicero portrays as having “dignitas” and “industria”, stemming from other virtues of “gravitas” and “pietas”. Servilius is shown to understand the importance of the capture of these pirates (“gravitas”) and his personal pride in this action (“dignitas”) through the public display of his triumph, “iucundissimum spectaculum omnibus vinctorum captorumque hostium praebebat”, the use of superlatives demonstrating the extent of the Roman public’s enjoyment of this spectacle
. Cicero contrasts Verres’ lack of all these virtues through the repetitive questioning, “quam ob rem…quam ob rem…quam ob rem…quam ob causam…ecquem”. The anaphora of the interrogative “quam ob rem” and “ecquem” effectively puts the answer in the Roman audience’s mind, “pecuniam accepisse”, and the scathing sound created by “iste…nefas esset…scis in Sicilia…percussus sit” illustrates the disdain Cicero holds towards Verres’ “novo more” behaviour
. By doing this, Cicero characterises Verres as lacking moral fibre, and the primary initiator of the disintegration of values central to Roman society, and thus is an existential threat to the Roman Republic.

The most appalling of all Verres’ vices was his “crudelitas”, especially towards Roman citizens and Cicero capitalises on this to completely blacken Verres’ character. Throughout the Verrines, Cicero continuously comments on Verres’ “crudelitas” and complete disregard for “iustitia”, and “clementia”
. The most poignant example of this is found in Verres’ treatment of the respected Roman citizen Publius Gavius. Gavius appeals “Civis Romanus sum”, but Verres is unmoved, exhibiting his lack of “clementia”, further highlighted through Cicero’s rhetorical questioning “ne civium quidem Romanorum qui tun aderant fletu et gemitu maximo commovebare?”. However, the true monstrosity of Verres’ character is revealed through next vivid and frightening image of “ipse inflammatus scelere et furore in forum; ardebant oculi, toto ex ore crudelitas eminebat” enhanced by the metaphors of fire and burning in initial placement and a description of his whole face suffused with cruelty
. This “crudelitas” is made more lucid by the emphatic brevity of the repetition “crux, -crux”, as Gavius “usuparetque nomen civitatis” and the highly emotive language together with the epithet of “miser”, attributed to Gavius, and the tricolon of “depreacaretur…imploraret… usurparet”, generates pathos from the audience and creates antipathy against Verres
, rousing a strong sense of “indignatio” towards him. Cicero use of amplificatio as he cries out “O nomen dulce libertatis”, suggests that Verres' actions are not merely an affront on his own character but are an attack on the fundamental rights such as “libertas” which the Roman's greatly valued
.

Ultimately, Cicero’s characterisation of Verres as lacking all Roman virtues and as not just immoral but harbouring all Roman vices, leads to Verres’ portrayal as a tyrant, an object of hatred, indignation and contempt within Roman society. To do this, Cicero effectively utilised the prominence of Roman values in society, stirring the hearts and minds of his Roman audience, which was paramount for him to successfully achieve his initial aim of prosecution.
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