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his book opens with a

helpful note. Harris is offer-

ing us a brief lesson in sem-
antics: his quick-thinking,
polymath protagonist, the
Republican orator Cicero,
would havebeen proud. Lus-
trum, theillatinate learns, originally meant
theden orlair of a wild beast, then an expia-
tory sacrifice offered by censors every five
years and, hence, a five-year period. The
arc of Harris’s Lustrum spans five of Rome’s
headiest anni— when the megalomania of
empire was still a guilty dream yet Roman
power-brokers were already growing faton
vastriches from conquered lands: Macedo-
_nia, Syria, Gaul. Lustrum is billed a thriller,
itsauthor “Britain’ leading thriller-writer”.
Harris delights in words and their origins;
so it is interesting that “thriller” started life
as the Old English thyrlian, to drill down or
bore (as in bore a hole), while this book has
amoreexcursive, Greco-Roman dynamic.
Through thesstory of Cicero’s rise and fall
Harris investigates that Classical obses-
sion, power. He considers its value, its
origin, its philosophical nature; he chews

over power’s praxis and its poison; and he

does so via the interplay of rhetoric, drama
and realpolitik—all very Ciceronian.
Harriss own experience of contempo-
- rary politics is acute; intelligent parallels
- aredrawnbetween the politicalintrigues of
theIst century BC and the 2Ist century AD.
Youngaidesfuriously take notes asdignitar-
ies are driven along in their carriages. Jun-
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iors are advised to write everything down,
and never to leak their memoranda —
“Nothing endures but words”. There’s even
ashower-and-foreign-sex-worker scene.
No cheapjibes though; you get the sense
that Harris appreciates how hard (some)
politicos (in the Greek sense — guardians
of the polis) work and how all are event-
ually trapped in a web of their own, or
anothers making. In fact the stories of
Rome 63BC are so familiar that one could
weary of these chronicles of coded, loaded
words, of closed-door dealings and double-
crossings. Harris’s narrator sighs: “There
are no lasting victories in politics, there is
only the remorseless grinding forward of
events. If my work hasa moral, thisisit.”
Lustrum’s cunning, butchering Romans
wander around villas admiring the death-
masks of their illustrious rivals, they mock
Cicero’s lowly origins (cicer = chickpea in
Latin) and try to advance his end—he was

 indeed murdered in 43BC. They oversee

bloody sacrificesand turnthe knownworld
into their political plaything. Death masks
of the period (including possibly that of
Julius Caesar) still exist, as do the bones of
sacrificed children (Lustrum starts,
chillingly, with a child sacrifice).

The characters in Harris's book once
lived and breathed — and his writing is so
vivid,so beguiling, one hopes that the long-
dead appreciate their immortalisation. But
then Lustrum is assiduously researched,
and it conjures a trick often missed by
historical novels: flavoursome facts give a
sense not just of a place and time but of de-
veloping lives. Harris remembers that we
allexistin our own pastand in visions of our
future as well as in the present. Lustrum’s
characters look forward to a time when
bridges to the Tiber’s island will be built,
back to a day before the Republic started to
rot. It is this concertinaing of history into a
series of cogent, life-changing memories,
that gives Lustrum its concentrated excel-
lence. Harrisalso reminds usthat hisnarra-
tor, the real-life slave Tiro, Cicero’s per-
sonalsecretary,a word-fetishist, developed
those shorthand favourites — the NBs, ies,
&s and egs that we all still use today.
Lustrum reminds us that, however frayed,
thethread of human history rarely snaps.
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