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I N  T H I S  I S S U E :  

 Welcome back to Classical Wisdom 
Litterae, a monthly correspondence for 
the classically minded and the 
intellectually curious. If  you are 
reading this, then that means you are 

one of  the few classical readers left in 
our modern world. You are one of  the few, the 
proud. But not to worry, you are in good company here. 
 
I have always been, and always will be, a strong advocate 
for the classics. I am of  the opinion that a mind thirsty for 
knowledge can do no better than to indulge in the 
literature of  our distant forefathers, that same literature 
that served as the cornerstone for much of  Western 
civilization. 
 
And while the classics are the cornerstone of  the Western 
world, it would not be a stretch to say that Cicero, the 
man, the legend, was a cornerstone of  the classical age. 
 
So prominent was his role in the history of  Rome, and so 
lasting was his influence in the realms of  philosophy and 
oratory, that there is not a classical reader in the world 
who isn’t, at least somewhat, familiar with his presence in 
the scope of  history and the ideals for which he stood. 
 
He was also a philosophically-minded individual who is 
often given credit for introducing much of  Rome to the 
chief  schools of  philosophy from the golden age of  
ancient Greece. He followed the teachings of  Socrates 
and Plato. He believed all virtue springs from knowledge 
and that all vice is born from ignorance. 
 In his work De Legibus (On The Laws) he writes that “For 
there is but one essential justice which cements society, 

and one law which establishes this justice. This law is 
right reason, which is the true rule of  all commandments 
and prohibitions. Whoever neglects this law, whether 
written or unwritten, is necessarily unjust and wicked.”
 
Cicero is perhaps best remembered as a staunch advocate 
for the ideals of  the Roman Republic and as a man who 
fell victim to the chaos following Caesar’s assassination. 
 
Cicero met his end on December 7th, 43 BC. He had 
previously tried to have Mark Antony declared an enemy 
of  the state, but once Antony allied with Octavian (soon 
to be Emperor Augustus) Cicero became a wanted man 
himself. He was captured and executed. His head and 
hands were displayed in the Roman Forum. 
 
It is said that his final words were, "There is nothing 
proper about what you are doing, soldier, but do try to kill 
me properly."
 
Cicero was, without doubt, a giant of  the classical age. I 
would encourage you to continue reading this edition of  
Classical Wisdom Litterae to learn more about this epic 
figure as well as the lasting impact he had on our world. 
Best,

Van Bryan
Associate Editor, Classical Wisdom Weekly
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CICERO: SAGE OR SHOW-OFF? 
B Y  B E N  P O T T E R

II

Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43 BC) was 
a deeply principled politician and 
orator from a wealthy family of  

relatively humble origins. 

His extensive chronicling of  the tensions in the latter 
decades of  the Roman Republic brings a vivid color and 
verve to some of  the most important years in the history 
of  the greatest empire the world has 
ever known.

Our insight into Cicero is unusual in 
the sense that not only does he leave 
us copious public orations to pore over 
– delivered either in front of  the 
Senate, the assemblies of  the plebs, or 
in the law courts – but he also was a 
prolific letterwriter. 

However, it is neither the quantity nor 
the quality of  Cicero's literature that 
gives us such access to the inner man, 
it is the diversity; one type was 
designed for the public, while the 
other designed for private 
consumption.

Indeed, nobody from antiquity comes 
close to giving us such a wealth of  
diverse documents as Cicero does. 

We are thus able to glean a rare 
degree of  insight, not only of  the 
thoughts and feelings, but also of  the 
persona of  this remarkable individual.

His talent as an orator is evidenced by the fact that 
literally wrote the book on how to debate well (including 
minutiae such as arm movements, how many paces to 
take when speaking and why and when to alter pitch and 
volume).
Though his talent for demagoguery was not merely a 
useful attribute to help sway popular opinion, it was also 

thought to be an essential tool in the armory of  any 
Roman gentleman. 

That this skill also helped to make him a fortune in the 
law courts was a happy bi-product. What gives Cicero's 
work (especially his letters) greater depth is that fact that 
the man behind the manuscripts was not one to hide his 
light under a bushel. 

He was a self-aggrandizing, 
arrogant and pompous blowhard 
who needed little encouragement 
to underline his hand in, either 
actively or by omission, the key 
events of  the age. 

Indeed, though he was not privy 
to the plot to assassinate Caesar, 
he did approve of  it and, in 
classic Ciceronean style, even 
wrote to the tyrannicides after 
the fact telling them how he 
would have done it better!

The consistency with which he 
toots in own horn, disparages 
others, defends the Republic and 
abhors tyranny in both his public 
speeches and his private 
correspondence makes him a 
preciously reliable source.

N.B. A note on Cicero's 
arrogance. Though almost every 
word of  tongue or pen is 
dripping with Cicero's self-

importance, some mitigation must be given. 

It was perfectly normal for Roman politicians to 
constantly remind everyone of  their achievements and 
abilities – humility was a trait to be used sparingly and 
strategically. 
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RENAISSANCE MAN
Cicero was a statesman, orator, linguist, philosopher and an archeologist.

That’s right: When Cicero was in Sicily, he claimed to 
have discovered Archimedes’ long-lost tomb. Here’s his 
account, taken from his Tusculan Disputations: 

“When I was questor in Sicily [in 75 BC, 137 years af-
ter the death of  Archimedes] I managed to track down 
his grave.  The Syracusians knew nothing about it, and 
indeed denied that any such thing existed. But there it 
was, completely surrounded and hidden by bushes of  
brambles and thorns. ... So one of  the most famous cit-
ies in the Greek world, and in former days a great cen-
ter of  learning as well, would have remained in total 
ignorance of  the tomb of  the most brilliant citizen it 
had ever produced, had a man from Arpinum not 
come and pointed it out!"Cicero Discovering the Tomb of  Archimedes, 

And the fact that Cicero was not of  senatorial or 
aristocratic stock meant that he could not even bask in 
the reflected, though very real, glory of  ancestral 
achievements (to put it into context, Brutus was 
descended from the man who assassinated the last 
Roman king, thus paving the way for the creation of  the 
Republic, whilst Caesar boasted divine descent from 
Venus herself)!

Thus, not only did Cicero need to work harder, argue 
better and generally be a cut above his aristocratic 
comrades in the Senate, but he had nothing to lose by 
over-egging the ego pudding now and again.

Some people would never come to respect a man of  such 
'low' birth, whilst others only did so out of  the greatest 
pragmatic forces.

Though this wonderful source material is unusually 
reliable, it would be unwise to take absolutely everything 
in Cicero's letters at face value. 

It would be reasonable to assume the (surprisingly 
touching and respectful) letters he sent to his wife and 
chief  slave as well as the (surprisingly not always 
respectful) letters to his closest friend, Atticus and his 
brother, Quintus were heartfelt. 

However, we must take into consideration Cicero's 
oscillating moods and the fact that he would have been 

well aware his mail could have been intercepted and 
potentially used against him. Sincerity, therefore, is not 
assured. 

Also, we should not be unduly deceived by the fact that 
his slave turned freedman, Tiro, published the letters 
after Cicero's death – an argument used by many as 
evidence that what we're getting is the real juice. 

It is wholly conceivable that Cicero was complicit in 
organizing and editing these letters, whilst it is wholly 
inconceivable that such a loyal and faithful servant (for 
that he undoubtedly was) would have published anything 
against either Cicero's (or the Republic's) interests or 
wishes.

Though it may seem like I'm making the case that Cicero 
isn’t really all he’s chalked up to be, a little context brings 
some clemency. 

There is nobody else from the annals of  antiquity who 
gives us the chance to get our fingers inky on such a 
wonderful breadth of  parchment. 

To be able to see what a man said in public and what he 
privately wrote to his friends, colleagues, family and 
underlings gives us a unique insight into the mentality of  
any figure, let alone such an esteemed and important one 
from possibly the most dramatic and significant century 
in the entire history of  the ancient world.
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Cicero, master wordsmith that he was, 
knew a thing or two about amassing 
power. 

While he is well respected in our time 
for his literary works and was 

particularly renown in his own time for his 
incredible skill as an orator, he himself  would have 
considered his most important work to be his 
contributions in the political sphere. 

Despite his relatively humble background, Cicero sailed 
his way through the cursus honorum (the sequential chain of  
political offices that had to be held, in order, by any 
aspiring politician in the Republic), holding most of  his 
political offices at the youngest age allowed.

It catapulted him to the high 
position of  consul, in effect, 
the highest political position 
of  the Roman Republic, at 
the relatively young age of  
forty-three. 

The youngest person to become President of  the United 
States, John F. Kennedy, was also only 43 years old. 

At any rate, it was this position that he considered his 
highest and most important honor, and for good reason. 

The position of  Roman consul was formidable. A 
consul’s power extended over various branches of  
government and was valid across Rome, Italy, and all of  
the provinces--he was, effectively, the leader of  the 
Republic during his time in office. 

If  this sounds like too much power for the head of  a 
supposed republican government, keep in mind that the 
Republic functioned on a system of  checks and balances 

meant to ensure that no one person held unchecked (or 
irresponsibly handled) power. 

In terms of  the consul, this power-balancing was 
achieved in a variety of  ways. First, two consuls were 
elected at once and were given equal amounts of  power, 
but at alternating times. 

The two consuls would alternate power month by month, 
for the entirety of  their year-long term. 

Furthermore, the consuls had the power to veto each 
other’s plans and proposals. 

The relatively short consular term (a single year) was also 
seen as a deterrent to the abuse 
of  power, and, moreover, at the 
end of  his term each consul’s 
time in office was carefully 
reviewed, and he could be 
prosecuted for any misdeeds.

Consuls could also not be re-
elected until a period of  at least 

ten years had passed. 

With all of  these checks in place, consuls could act as the 
head of  the government without there being much threat 
of  abuse. 

Many, if  not most, of  these limitations had been sketched 
out well before a consul took power, because each consul 
was elected a full six months before the start of  his term 
and had to run for office with a detailed platform. 

All of  their policies had to be approved by the Senate, 
which the consul had the right to convene. They were 
then responsible for carrying out the Senate’s decrees. 

B Y  N I C O L E  S A L D A R R I A G A

SMOOTH      PERATOR
Cicero was more than an orator, he was a political pro

CICERO “WAS WISE ENOUGH TO KNOW THAT THE 
CONSULS, IN MANY WAYS, HELD ROME IN THEIR 

HANDS. THROUGH THEIR LEADERSHIP, THE 
REPUBLIC COULD EITHER FLOURISH, OR FALL.”
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Each consul also had the right of  summons and arrest 
(although he did not necessarily have the right to execute 
any Roman citizen without due process) and was the 
commander-in-chief  of  the Roman legion (and was 
expected to march with his army).

It should come as no 
surprise, then, that 
Cicero was particularly 
proud of  his time as 
consul. 

Holding such an office 
constituted the highest 
honor and 
responsibility—and 
Cicero in particular 
took on a great deal of  
responsibility when he 
was elected consul in 63 
BCE. 

During his time in 
office, Cicero 
discovered a conspiracy 
to assassinate him and 
overthrow the Republic, 
and acted quickly to 
quell the bubbling 
uprising with the tool 
he wielded best—his 
words. 

After convincing the 
Senate to declare 
martial law, he gave a 
series of  four scathing 
speeches that effectively 
drove Lucius Sergius 
Catilini (the leader of  
the conspiracy) out of  Rome.

These speeches, called the Catiline Orations, survive to 
this day and are still considered some of  Cicero’s best 
work.

Cicero was then able to seize a series of  letters that 
clearly incriminated the conspirators, which gave him 
grounds to have them arrested and brought before the 

Senate to confess their crimes.  Cicero and the Senate 
then made one of  the most controversial decisions of  
Cicero’s time in office. 

Although the Senate did not have any judicial power, and 
did not typically have 
the right to dole out 
verdicts or 
punishments, they (with 
Cicero at their head) 
decided that, with 
martial law in effect, 
they had the right and 
the responsibility to act 
quickly for the sake of  
the Republic. 

They pronounced the 
conspirators guilty and 
sentenced them to 
death. Cicero then 
immediately had them 
taken to a Roman 
prison and strangled. 

Cicero’s actions during 
this potentially 
disastrous time gained 
him the honorific title 
Pater Patriae (“Father of  
the Country”) and the 
respect of  many. 

But it is also true that 
from that time on, he 
lived in constant fear of  
being called to account 
for his decision to 
execute Roman citizens 
without due process (a 

decision that, as mentioned above, was not technically 
within his rights).  

What is certainly true is that Cicero took his role as 
consul--as not only leader, but also defender, of  the 
Republic—extremely seriously. He was wise enough to 
know that the consuls, in many ways, held Rome in their 
hands. Through their leadership, the Republic could 
either flourish, or fall.

FUN FACT: Cicero’s slave, Marcus Tullius Tiro, is credited with developing the first Latin shorthand system,
                               known as the Tironian notes, which included “etc” and, as it was originally written, “&c.”&

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/24967/24967-h/24967-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/24967/24967-h/24967-h.htm
https://books.google.com.ar/books?id=PapljPXaSbwC&pg=PA61&lpg=PA61&dq=who+developed+the+tironian+notes&source=bl&ots=yabt4JPs82&sig=KUnSSIg2lQSOm2n2f21XohVkmeo&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiMz9SW-MLLAhWMipAKHSLWBVEQ6AEIUzAJ#v=onepage&q=who%20developed%20the%20tironian%20notes&f=false
https://books.google.com.ar/books?id=PapljPXaSbwC&pg=PA61&lpg=PA61&dq=who+developed+the+tironian+notes&source=bl&ots=yabt4JPs82&sig=KUnSSIg2lQSOm2n2f21XohVkmeo&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiMz9SW-MLLAhWMipAKHSLWBVEQ6AEIUzAJ#v=onepage&q=who%20developed%20the%20tironian%20notes&f=false


 WHAT’S IN A NAME? 
Cicero’s name comes from the Latin word ceci, meaning chickpea.  Was he teased? 

No, he was probably toasted—with wine, that is, alongside his namesake Roman dish.

You could have a glass with the famous ancient Roman pasta e ceci, or pasta & 
chickpea dish, said to date back some 2,000 years. Cicero himself may have eaten it 

(and probably made some double entendres while he was at it). 

Chickpea (Cicer Arietinum), as its 
full Latin name suggests, is also 
connected with Aries, because 
the dried chickpea supposedly 
resembled a ram—horns ‘n all. 
Born in January, Cicero was a 
Capricon, not an Aries, though.

According to Plutarch, Cicero’s name originally came from an ancestor who supposedly had a cleft 
in the tip of  his nose that looked like a chickpea.

Want to make pasta e ceci in 
Cicero’s honor? Click here for 

the recipe. The dish is 
traditionally served in Italy on 

Tuesdays and Fridays.

VI

Listen to Classical Wisdom Weekly on the History Author Show
In addition to reading Classical Wisdom Weekly, you can catch our weekly podcast every Wednesday on the History Author Show. 

Every week, we explore the exciting history and literature of  classical antiquity. Listen to this week’s show here. 

http://www.apple.com/
http://www.apple.com/
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/feb/09/chickpea-pasta-soup-recipe-rachel-roddy
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/feb/09/chickpea-pasta-soup-recipe-rachel-roddy
http://historyauthor.com/2016/03/cww-seven-against-thebes/
http://historyauthor.com/2016/03/cww-seven-against-thebes/
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The Lasting Impact of Cicero: 
from Language to Liberty

Cicero is one of  the few Ancient 
Romans who is a household name. 
Sure, not all households know why they 

know the name, but they know they 
know it, the name at least. 

And there’s good reason for that. Because while Cicero 
had a huge impact in his own day and age, his lasting 
legacy is exponentially larger, from his contributions in 
language and culture to philosophy and politics. 

Indeed, some of  his words and thoughts resulted in the 
creation of  the most powerful country on the planet.

But let’s back up for a moment. 

To begin with, Cicero’s words changed the use of  
language itself. 

Cicero wrote and spoke so finely in Latin, that he showed 
others what the language was 
even capable of. Before him, it 
was considered primarily a 
utilitarian means of  
communication. He turned it 
into an art.

Likewise, his dedication to 
philosophy, including his 
accounts of  the Ancient 
Greeks’ works for his fellow 
Romans, meant he 
invented the philosophical 
vocabulary in Latin. 

According to the English 
classicist, Michael Grant, 
"the influence of  Cicero 
upon the history of  
European literature and 
ideas greatly exceeds that 
of  any other prose writer 
in any language." 

This might seem far fetched... until you note that the 
history of  prose, in both Latin and European languages, 
was either a reaction against or a return to, Cicero’s 
style... right up to the 19th century. 

There is another reason for his lasting influence; he was 
allowed to last in the first place. 

At the fall of  the Roman empire and the rise of  the 
medieval church, a great deal of  ancient work was lost, 
either by accident or on purpose. 

Cicero’s writings, however, were carefully preserved. The 
Early Church declared the Roman orator a ‘righteous 
pagan’ and so his publications were deemed ‘worthy’. 
Consequently, more works of  Cicero’s survived than any 
other Latin author. 

Cicero’s influence extended to the Church Fathers, 
important Ancient Theologians, such as Augustine of  

Hippo, who credited Cicero's 
lost Hortensius for his eventual 
conversion to Christianity as 
well as St. Jerome.

During the 14th century 
Renaissance, Cicero’s legacy 
was picked up once again. 
The ‘rediscovery’ of  his 
letters and speeches by the 
Italian scholar and poet, 
Petrarch, sparked a wave of  
curiosity and preservation. 

According to Polish historian 
Tadeusz Zieliński, 
"Renaissance was above all 
things a revival of  Cicero, 
and only after him and 
through him of  the rest of  
Classical antiquity."

"THE INFLUENCE OF CICERO UPON THE HISTORY 

OF  EUROPEAN LITERATURE AND IDEAS GREATLY 
EXCEEDS THAT OF ANY OTHER PROSE WRITER IN 

ANY LANGUAGE." 

The Young Cicero Reading, fresco by Foppa Vincenzo circa 1464

B Y  A N YA  L E O N A R D



This can be evidenced by the fact that, following the 
invention of  the printing press, Cicero’s De Officiis was the 
second book to be printed in Europe, only after the 
Gutenberg Bible. 

This order of  events perhaps goes to explain how 
scholars credit Cicero's influence on the rebirth of  
religious toleration in the 17th century.

It was the 18th century Enlightenment period, however, 
where the Roman statesman’s wisdom had its greatest 
impact: culturally, philosophically... and politically. 

On the first two points, Cicero was a formidable resource 
to the thinkers John Locke, David Hume, and 
Montesquieu.

He was also an important inspiration to both the 
Founding Fathers of  the United States and the 
revolutionaries of  the French Revolution.

It was from Cicero that John Adams had the idea of  “a 
mixed constitution of  three branches,” each restrained by 
checks and balances.

The founding father and second President of  the United 
States went on to say of  him, "As all the ages of  the 
world have not produced a greater statesman and 
philosopher united than Cicero, his authority should have 
great weight."

Moreover, the third President and principle author of  the 
Declaration of  Independence, Thomas Jefferson, named 
Cicero as one of  a handful of  major figures who 
contributed to a tradition “of  public right” that informed 
his famous draft and shaped American understandings of  
"the common sense" basis for the right of  revolution.

While across the pond, contemporary Camille 
Desmoulins said of  the French republicans in 1789 that 
they were "mostly young people who, nourished by the 
reading of  Cicero at school, had become passionate 
enthusiasts for liberty".

Fortunately the Roman philosopher and theorist was not 
forgotten post revolution. His concepts, wisdom and 
ideals on liberty continue. 

For instance, On Duties, Cicero’s extended letter to his 
son, was highly regarded and influential piece throughout 
much of  Western history, and was regularly present in the 
libraries of  early America and, no doubt, in France as 
well.

While Cicero’s impact can not be underestimated, it is 
important to remember that he also stood on the 
shoulders of  those who came before him, drawing heavily 
on the Ancient Greek Philosophers. He just managed to 
learn from them, as well as speak about them, so 
beautifully, so eloquently as to shape the next following 
2,000 years. 

“Silence is 
one of  the 

great arts of  
conversation.”

“Six mistakes mankind keeps making 
century after century:
Believing that personal gain is made by 
crushing others;
Worrying about things that cannot be 
changed or corrected;
Insisting that a thing is impossible be-
cause we cannot accomplish it;
Refusing to set aside trivial preferences;
Neglecting development and 
refinement of  the mind;
Attempting to compel others to believe 
and live as we do.” 

CICERO: NOTABLE & QUOTABLE

CICERO
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    Cicero in Cilicia
Rome’s ‘Golden Age’ is, 
quite rightly, thought 
to have reached its ze-
nith in the days when 

it was making the transi-
tion from the greatest Re-

public to the greatest Empire of  the 
Ancient World.

This was an age of  towering figures: Ju-
lius Caesar, Augustus, Virgil, Horace, 
and Livy—such was their greatness and 
such was their multitude that one Mar-
cus Tullius Cicero can get a bit lost in 
the crowd. Yet antiquity’s magnum man 
of  letters had such a profound effect on 
political philosophy and the evolution of  Western 
thought that he is worthy of  another quick trot around 
the forum. 

And what we find may surprise you. Few recall that 
Cicero was governor of  Cilicia, a troublesome and afflu-
ent province consisted of  a large chunk of  the Middle-
East, as well as the island of  Cyprus. 

This landmass, which today is so unruly, disputed and 
dangerous, was…. well… exactly the same in 51 BC. 

Although the reasons for this were manifold, the key 
cause for Roman concern was the threat of  the Parthi-
ans, the inhabitants of  modern day Northern Iran. 

The Parthians had inflicted upon Rome one of  the most 
humiliating defeats in her history only two years earlier at 
the Battle of  Carrhae. It was, to say the least, a challeng-
ing post. 

Cicero was therefore extremely reluctant to take up a po-
sition in which he would be required to secure the bor-
ders, suppress the barbarian mountain-folk, overhaul the 
administration, weed out corruption, encourage local par-
ticipation, and keep taxes down… all while avoiding be-
ing massacred by the Parthians. 

And so we must all stand agog to think that there was 
once-upon-a-time a politician who didn’t want a poten-
tially lucrative and prestigious appointment. 

Not only that, an officeholder who ac-
cepted it anyway and managed to achieve 
all the demanding goals listed above. 

Though what evidence do we have of  
Cicero’s reluctance to adopt the post? 
Well, we have it straight from the 
haughty horse’s mouth:

“I often blame my own unwisdom,” he 
wrote, “in not having found some way of  
escaping this job; it’s so hopelessly uncon-
genial to me.”

He wrote this before he even took up the 
position, when he was still en route in the 

comfort of  Athens. 

Though clearly the affairs of  state were already begin-
ning to exert their pressure:

“Early days you may say, and point out that I am not yet 
in harness. Too true, and I expect there is worse to 
come… in my heart of  hearts I am on thorns,” he wrote.

These lines are taken from private correspondence be-
tween Cicero and his trusted and frugal friend, Atticus. 

Indeed, much of  what we know about Cicero; his credu-
lity, passion, nobility, arrogance and the details of  his po-
litical machinations come courtesy of  letters to or from 
Atticus (and others) which were preserved and compiled 
by Cicero’s freedmen. 

Such correspondences give us a chance to see the evolu-
tion of  Cicero’s thoughts o the Cicilia matter. 

But en route his mood lightened considerably, writing:

“Welcome reports are coming in, first of  quiet from the 
Parthian quarter, second of  the conclusion of  the tax-
farmers agreements, lastly of  a military mutiny pacified 
by Appius.”

This is about the only good word Cicero has to say for 
Appius, his predecessor as governor. However, positive 
political news may not be the only reason for an upturn 
in Cicero’s mood. 

   B Y  B E N  P O T T E R

Flag of  Cilicia
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It seems the East was an excellent place for him to have 
his legendary ego massaged: “Asia has given me a marvel-
ous reception… I think that all my company are jealous 
for my good name,” he wrote.  

Once installed in his post, Cicero took a rather Jeffer-
sonian approach to governance. It has been suggested 
that the “small government” line was born of  apathy, 
that Cicero let the province run itself  because it was un-
worthy of  his attention. Rome was real politics, Cilicia a 
mere trifle. 

While an interesting theory, this is highly unlikely. 

Cicero was a dynamic, competent, energetic and honor-
able man who had more than a little regard for his repu-
tation. 

Even though he may have resented his appointment, 
once in command he seemed de-
termined to be successful. 

Of  course, his and our idea of  
‘hands on’ vs ‘hands off ’ govern-
ance may have been slightly dif-
ferent. Many, if  not most, Roman provincial governors 
were dynamic because they needed to be in order to 
feather their own nests. They were borderline autocratic, 
and many used their power to become extremely 
wealthy; others were just drunk with power. 

While Cicero didn’t quite adhere to the maxim “that gov-
ernment is best which governs least,” his dogma was per-
haps closer to “that government is best which steals and 
massacres least.”

And though he may have been keen to downplay his role 
as a policymaker, he began to revel in his exciting new 

incarnation as commander-in-chief  – a role for which 
the bookish Cicero never previously had much pen-
chant, nor panache. 
Here we see Cicero at his most boastful. His letters home 
ooze faux-modesty when it comes to his role as a military 
man. 

“We camped near Issus in the very spot where Alexan-
der, a considerably better general than you or I, pitched 
his camp against Darius,” he wrote. 

Or: “I received… from the army… this bauble of  a title 
[imperator].” Yet “I do not regard the honor (of  a Tri-
umph) as something to be unduly coveted,” he added.  

Despite disparaging his brother, Quintus, and fellow leg-
ate, Bibulus, as being inadequate to the post of  com-
mand, both were, unlike Cicero, distinguished military 
men. Also, his ally in the region, Cassius, was instrumen-

tal in the successes for which 
Cicero takes credit. 

Indeed, the most telling evi-
dence which belies Cicero’s 
military credentials is the 

fact that he never actually engaged the Parthians in open 
combat. 

The end of  his Cilician duties were both a blessing and a 
curse to Rome’s great orator.

His return from his ‘second exile’ would precede, if  not 
quite foreshadow, the civil war(s) to come. Twice in the 
coming decade Cicero would hitch his wagon to the 
wrong horse and suffer as a consequence. 

Ironically, the first conflict, that between Julius Caesar 
and Pompey, could only take place because both men’s 

“HE BEGAN TO REVEL IN HIS EXCITING NEW 
INCARNATION AS COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF – 

A ROLE FOR WHICH THE BOOKISH CICERO NEVER 
PREVIOUSLY HAD MUCH PENCHANT, NOR 

PANACHE." 
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armies were idle – and idle because Cicero had left such 
(relatively) pacific conditions out East:

“If  neither of  the two goes off  to the Parthian war, I see 
great quarrels ahead in 
which strength and steel 
will be the arbiters.” So 
the two sides to Cicero, 
his vanity and arro-
gance on the one, and 
his loyalty to and belief  
in the Republic on the 
other, are brought into 
sharp focus at the time 
it mattered most; when 
the die had been well 
and truly cast. 

He was given sagacious 
warnings by his friends 
concerning the impend-
ing strife; including this 
counsel from Caelius Rufus:

“It behoves a man to take the more respectable side so 
long as the struggle is political and not by force of  arms; 

but when it comes to actual fighting he should choose 
the stronger, and reckon the safer course the better.” 

However, Cicero heeded not these wise words and was 
ultimately prepared to put 
his own neck on the line 
rather than see the Repub-
lic fall without a fight. 

His sacrifice was futile in 
all but one respect: it 
showed our supercilious 
and sanctimonious novus 
homo for what he really 
was: a man whose nobility 
came from within, who 
loved and respected the 
traditions upon which his 
society was built, and who 
could see the danger that 
the age of  the dictators 

was ushering in.

Ultimately, and with the greatest of  dignity, Marcus Tul-
lius Cicero paid for those convictions with his life.

   Did you know? America wouldn’t be the same without Cicero!

John Adams was a huge Cicero fan from boyhood, drawing on 
Cicero’s Orations for his speeches in favor of  the revolution at the 
Continental Congress. It was also Cicero that gave Adams the 
idea of  “a mixed constitution of  three branches” restrained by 
checks and balances. Click here to read more about how the 
Founding Fathers were influenced by the ancients. 
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