
 

ABSTRACT 

Catiline the Mad: An Excursion into the Ancient Sources 

Wesley C. Beck 

Director: Kenneth R. Jones, Ph.D. 

 One of the most fascinating and beweildering incidents in history is the 
Catilinarian Consporiacy, an attempted overthrow of the Roman republic by Lucius 
Sergius Catilina that was foiled by the decisive action of the consul Marcus Tullius 
Cicero. There is a generous supply of ancient writings concerning the career of this man, 
most notably the works of Cicero and Sallust. Despite the varied sources, there is a 
surprising amount of contradictory evidence concerning the character and motivation of 
Catiline, even within writings by the same author. In this thesis, I closely examine and 
compare the most prominent ancient sources on Catiline with a view toward biases and 
authorial motivation, and piece together the most plausible depiction of the events of 63 
BC and the character of Catiline. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 The first century BC saw a great of strain placed on the Roman government and 

people. Political factions were constantly vying for power against one another, 

splintering, and reforming. Lynchings and assassinations were common, and many a 

politician met his end in illicit slaughter. The Social War had broken out in 91 BC, and 

only three years later a civil war wracked the countryside, culminating in Sulla becoming 

dictator in 82-81. The following years, 78-77 BC, saw the consulship and rebellion of M. 

Aemilius Lepidus. From 77 BC to 71 BC rebel forces in Spain, led by Q. Sertorius, were 

hounded and defeated by Pompey the Great. While Pompey fought in the west, the 

gladiator Spartacus revolted and defeated multiple Roman armies before finally meeting 

his end. As all these constant wars were plaguing Rome the economy suffered greatly. 

Unchecked piracy and hampered trade in Asia due to tense foreign relations contributed 

to the predicament. Private debts soared as landowners and patricians alike struggled. 

 From this situation there arose a plot to overthrow the government, orchestrated 

by the politician Lucius Sergius Catilina, known as the Catilinarian Conspiracy. At its 

outset, the conspirators attempted to assassinate the current consul, M. Tullius Cicero, 

and they contacted miscellaneous disenfranchised groups such as the Allobroges and 

Sulla’s veterans in an attempt to swell their numbers. However, the assassination attempt 

was foiled thanks to Cicero’s extensive spy network, and in 64 BC the coup was revealed, 

forcing Catiline to flee the city. Catiline then met up with a rebel army in Etruria led by  

ii 



his ally, the centurion C. Manlius. The co-conspirators remaining in Rome were 

discovered soon after, and they were summarily executed without a trial by order of 

Cicero. Some months later, the Roman army finally caught up to the rebel forces and 

killed them all, including Catiline. Despite his short-lived attempt at power, Catiline was 

commonly remembered in Rome for centuries to come as a devilish traitor, and his name 

was used as a byword for maliciousness, corruption, and debauchery. It is this conspiracy 

that lead to the formation of the First Triumvirate between M. Licinius Crassus, Pompey 

the Great, and Julius Caesar, a political alliance that shaped the world incalculably. 

 Examination of the Catilinarian Conspiracy presents an exciting challenge to the 

modern classicist. Firstly, the subject was of particular interest to two literary giants, 

Marcus Tullius Cicero and Gaius Sallustius Crispus, among many other writers. The 

conspiracy seems to haunt Cicero in particular for many years, and for various reasons he 

finds himself wrestling with the specifics of the events in his orations and letters long 

after Catiline has been subdued. Sallust, also active during the events of the conspiracy, 

dedicated a monograph to the affair. Many subsequent authors rely heavily on these 

accounts, and add their own interpretations to the incident. Despite this, there is a fair 

number of gaps in the surviving accounts, as well as intriguingly conflicting portrayals 

that require careful analysis in order to tease out an accurate representation of the 

character of the patrician L. Sergius Catilina. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Portrayal of L. Sergius Catilina by the Ancient Sources 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this chapter is to explore the character of Lucius Sergius Catilina 

(in English often referred to as Catiline) as portrayed by the classical writers. I shall lay 

out uncritically the presentation of Catiline by his contemporaries and do some light 

comparison to form a cohesive image. In this methodical perusal of the ancient sources, I 

shall use primarily the texts that offer the most to the modern historian. I shall leave out 

the writers who depend heavily on other authors already mentioned in this chapter. These 

less relevant ancient authors include Appian and Cassius Dio, both of whom draw from 

Livy and the speeches of Cicero for practically the entirety of their accounts. 

Cicero 

 The most obvious source of information regarding Lucius Sergius Catilina would 

be Marcus Tullius Cicero. Indeed, Cicero is of paramount importance with regard to this 

issue of Catiline’s character. Cicero had known Catiline personally for years and was in 

the center of the events that would become known as the Second Catilinarian Conspiracy, 

that led to the downfall and death of the eponymous politician. Being a prominent figure 

in the affair lends Cicero unique insight; indeed, he is singular in that he knew Catiline 

well both before and after the conspiracy. (The only other writer who likely knew 
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Catiline personally was Sallust, but the two did not interact nearly to the same degree.) 

This relationship gave him a huge advantage over other sources, because he actually 

witnessed many of the events of Catiline’s life firsthand. With that consideration in mind, 

I shall explore some of Cicero’s most prominent writings that feature Catiline. 

 The first Catilinarian oration denouncing Catiline and demanding that he leave the 

city was given in the presence of the senate. It opens with a series of withering rhetorical 

questions that set the tone for the rest of the speech: 

 Quo usque tandem abutere, Catilina, patientia nostra? Quam diu etiam furor iste  
 tuus nos eludet? Quem ad finem sese effrenata iactabit audacia?  1
 (Cic. Catil. 1.1) 

 When, Catiline, will you cease to abuse our patience? And how long will that  
 madness of yours mock us? To what end will your unbridled audacity throw  
 itself? 

Cicero goes on to accuse Catiline of a whole litany of crimes, both personal and public, 

that include, but are not limited to planning: to destroy the whole world, to kill all of the 

senators, to massacre all the nobles on the 28th of October, to seize the colony Praeneste 

with military force, to burn the city of Rome, to destroy the republic, to destroy the 

temples of the gods, and to massacre the Roman population. Cicero adds that Catiline 

sent assassins after him numerous times, that he murdered his wife, and that he wasted 

his fortune. Often he alludes to Catiline’s madness (whether literal or figurative) and 

audacity. The second oration further makes clear to the Roman people what they should 

think of Catiline and his ilk. Cicero informs the citizens of Rome that Catiline has left the 

 All translations are mine unless indicated otherwise.1
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city to join the rebel army led by Manlius. Cicero describes the conspirators as failed 

politicians who were in deep debt, greedy men eager to seize power and wealth, Sulla's 

veterans, desperate men who had lost all, criminals, and profligates. Cicero includes 

Catiline with these degenerates, and he becomes sullied even further by his association 

with them. In the third oration, his declaration to the Roman people of salvation from the 

monstrous Catiline, Cicero continues his ardent proclamation that Catiline aimed to 

destroy everything. Cicero, having expelled Catiline from the city, remained in Rome to 

ensure its protection; Catiline subsequently joined Manlius. Indeed, there were co-

conspirators and lackeys of Catiline who lurked in Rome, corresponding with Catiline 

and plotting the subversion of the government. Cicero acted swiftly to crush this budding, 

insidious plot and made an announcement to the Roman people. 

 Rem publicam, Quirites, vitamque omnium vestrum, bona, fortunas, coniuges  
 liberosque vestros atque hoc domicilium clarissimi imperi, fortunatissimam  
 pulcherrimamque urbem, hodierno die deorum immortalium summo erga vos  
 amore, laboribus, consiliis, periculis meis e flamma atque ferro ac paene ex  
 faucibus fati ereptam et vobis conservatam ac restitutam videtis. 
 (Cic. Catil. 3.1) 

 You see this day, Romans, the republic, and all your lives, your goods, your  
 fortunes, your wives and children, this home of most illustrious empire, the most  
 fortunate and beautiful city, by the highest love of the immortal gods for you, by  
 my labors and counsels and dangers snatched from fire and sword and almost  
 from the jaws of fate, preserved and restored to you. 

The obvious implication is that Catiline had orchestrated the now-dead plot to destroy all 

these things that the Roman people hold so dear: their families, their wealth, and all 

Rome itself. From there onwards Cicero describes in great detail the actions he took to 
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prevent the destruction of the republic. In the fourth oration, Cicero establishes a basis 

upon which others could argue for the immediate execution of the conspirators. Cicero 

charges the captured conspirators with several different planned crimes: 

 tenentur ei qui ad urbis incendium, ad vestram omnium caedem, ad Catilinam  
 accipiendum Romae restiterunt, tenentur litterae, signa, manus, denique unius  
 cuiusque confessio: sollicitantur Allobroges, servitia excitantur, Catilina   
 arcessitur… 
 (Cic. Catil. 4.2) 

 They are held who resisted Rome with a view to the burning of the city, the  
 slaughter of you all, and receiving Catiline, the letters, the seals, the hands, and  
 the confession of each one of them: the Allobroges are stirred, the slaves are  
 roused, and Catiline is summoned… 

In Cicero’s view, the fact that these conspirators had summoned Catiline back to Rome 

seems to be as damning as the fact that they had actually attempted to stir up rebellion. 

Cicero asserts also that totam Italiam vastandam diripiendamque Catilinae, or “the 

destruction of all Italy was assigned to Catiline.”  Later, he goes so far as to claim that 2

Catiline planned to wipe out the Roman people (qui populi Romani nomen extinguere).  3

Thus we see the scale of Catiline’s intentions according to Cicero shifting: first he wants 

to destroy the city of Rome, then the republic, and then all Italy, and even commit 

genocide against his own people. 

 In November 63 BC Cicero as consul delivered a defense of the consul-elect 

Lucius Murena, charged with election bribery. In his speech, Cicero describes how in the 

 Cic. Catil. 4.6.2

 Cic. Catil. 4.7.3
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waning days of the campaign Catiline touted himself as the champion of the plebs.  4

Cicero recalls that Cato, the head of the outraged conservatives, formally threatened 

Catiline with legal action, to which Catiline responded: 

 si quod esset in suas fortunas incendium excitatum, id se non aqua sed ruina  
 restincturum 
 (Cic. Mur. 25.51) 

 If any fire is kindled against his fortunes, it will be extinguish itself not with water 
 but with destruction 

Sallust also quotes this remark, but in a different context, likely to add to the dramatic 

effect of the desperation that Catiline has reached. Such a reply no doubt quickly made 

the rounds as typical of this clearly dangerous firebrand. 

 In 62 BC Cicero was called upon to defend Publius Cornelius Sulla, who was 

charged with complicity in the conspiracy. Following the disgrace of his conviction and 

expulsion from the Senate in 66 BC, P. Sulla's political career and reputation were utterly 

destroyed and he was no longer able to play a part in public life. Humiliated and 

impoverished, Sulla would understandably join the disreputable circle of desperate, 

dissolute nobles gathering around Catiline, as he reputedly did. However, the strong 

efforts to exonerate him demonstrate the unlikeliness that P. Sulla was a part of the 

conspiracy, as Cicero vehemently argues. Cicero was also called upon to advocate for 

Sulla’s brother Servius and his former colleague P. Autronius Paetus, both also implicated 

in the Catilinarian Conspiracy. But Cicero refused to do so, believing that they were 

 Cic. Mur. 24.49.4
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guilty.  Publius Sulla, defended by the best orators Rome has to offer (he also employed 5

the oratorical capabilities of the illustrious Quintus Hortensius), was acquitted. Cicero 

deftly utilizes multiple avenues of attack in his brilliant advocacy of the young man, and 

in these makes some interesting statements about Catiline. For example: 

 Accusati sunt uno nomine <omnes> consulares, ut iam videatur honoris   
 amplissimi nomen plus invidiae quam dignitatis adferre. 'Adfuerunt,' inquit,  
 'Catilinae illumque laudarunt.' Nulla tum patebat, nulla erat cognita coniuratio;  
 defendebant amicum 
 (Cic. Sul. 81) 

 All the men of consular rank are accused in one name, so that the name of the  
 most renowned honor in the state now seems to carry more unpopularity than  
 dignity. “They stood by Catiline,” says he, “and praised him.” At that time there  
 was no conspiracy known of or discovered. They were defending a friend. 

In this section Cicero notes that a number of politicians of the highest rank are implicated 

by their previous support and praise of Catiline. Cicero, however, rejects the notion that 

this is in any way a fault of character, pointing out that so many had once praised Catiline 

that to condemn all those who did so is practically to condemn the consular office, and 

that there had been no conspiracy when they defended him in court on previous charges. 

This clarification by Cicero adds some much-needed nuance to his portrayal of Catiline, 

as does the next passage which comes from a rather similar court case. 

 In his Oratio Pro Caelio, Cicero defends the young man Caelius Rufus against the 

accusation of being intimate with the criminal Catiline. Although Cicero admits that 

Caelius may once have been a political ally of Catiline, he vindicates his client by stating 

 Cic. Sul. 51-52.5
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that many good men once supported Catiline, and to justify this defense he provides a 

fascinating portrait of Catiline with much more nuance to his character than appears in 

the Orationes ad Catilinam. 

 habuit enim ille, sicuti meminisse vos arbitror, permulta maximarum non expressa 
 signa sed adumbrata virtutum. Utebatur hominibus improbis multis; et quidem  
 optimis se viris deditum esse simulabat. erant apud illum inlecebrae libidinum  
 multae; erant etiam industriae quidam stimuli ac laboris. flagrabant vitia libidinis 
 apud illum; vigebant etiam studia rei militaris. neque ego umquam fuisse tale  
 monstrum in terris ullum puto, tam ex contrariis diversisque atque inter se  
 pugnantibus naturae studiis cupiditatibusque conflatum. 
 (Cic. Cael. 5) 

 For that man, as I think you remember, had very many marks not fully expressed,  
 but outlines of the greatest virtues. He was intimate with many wicked men; but  
 he seemed to be devoted to the best citizens. There were many enticements of  
 pleasures with regard to him; there were also incentives of industry and labor. The 
 vices of lust raged in him; yet the pursuits of the military flourished. Nor do I  
 believe that there ever existed in the lands such a wonder, made up in such a  
 manner out of contrary, and different, and conflicting pursuits and desires among  
 themselves. 

So we see that when he is forced to defend a man supposedly associated with Catiline, a 

criminal so dangerous that he and his associates were expelled or executed contrary to 

legal customs, Cicero suddenly finds much more leniency and understanding towards 

Catiline’s sympathizers. He goes on to argue that Catiline changed depending on the 

company he kept: he was serious with the old, jovial with the young, and boisterous with 

the licentious. Nor, Cicero argues, was there any man more accepted among the elite and 

yet so debased in his vices.  He therefore dismisses the charges of familiarity with 6
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Catiline on account of the fact that so many men once looked up to him, and Cicero 

admits that he himself once thought Catiline to be a “good citizen” and a “firm and 

faithful friend ” (civis mihi bonus et optimi cuiusque cupidus et firmus amicus ac fidelis 

videretur).  7

 Thus from Cicero we have several interesting portrayals of Catiline: Catiline the 

vile criminal and debauched rebel who sought to destroy Rome and the republic, and 

Catiline the sometimes good, highly-placed, and eminent politician whose charisma and 

brilliance brought many illustrious men into his company. Still, traits common to both 

these images are hotheadedness (as he is not afraid to fire back at Cato with what seems 

to be a threat) and a tendency to flirt with scandal in his private life, as seen in the 

orations for Caelius and Sulla. 

Sallust 

 Gaius Sallustius Crispus, a Roman historian and politician who lived in the first 

century BC, wrote two monographs and a History concerning recent historical events, 

including the Jugurthine War and the Catilinarian conspiracy. A young man when the 

events of the conspiracy played out, Sallust offers a fresh and less polarized insight into 

the life and character of Catiline. Interestingly, he sets Catiline within the narrative of his 

history of Rome, which paints contemporary Rome as a city of declining morality and 

excessive luxury. As this process occurs, he points out that so, too, does this man of great 
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ability from a noble family become a wretched reprobate and criminal. In the fifth 

chapter of his Bellum Catilinae, he gives a brief account of the person of Catiline: 

 L. Catilina, nobili genere natus, fuit magna vi et animi et corporis, sed ingenio  
 malo pravoque. Huic ab adulescentia bella intestina, caedes, rapinae, discordia  
 civilis grata fuere ibique iuventutem suam exercuit. Corpus patiens inediae,  
 algoris, vigiliae supra quam cuiquam credibile est. Animus audax, subdolus,  
 varius, cuius rei lubet simulator ac dissimulator, alieni adpetens, sui profusus,  
 ardens in cupiditatibus; satis eloquentiae, sapientiae parum. Vastus animus  
 inmoderata, incredibilia, nimis alta semper cupiebat. 
 (Sal. Cat. 5.) 

 Lucius Catiline was a man of noble stock, and of great strength both of mind and  
 body, but of a vicious and depraved disposition. His delight, from his youth, had  
 been in civil wars, killings, robberies, and civil discord, and there he spent his  
 youth. His body, enduring hunger, cold, and lack of sleep above that of anyone  
 else is incredible. His mind was daring, subtle, and versatile, a simulator and  
 dissimulator to whatever affair he wished. He was covetous of other men's  
 property, prodigal of his own, and ardent in his lusts; he had enough eloquence,  
 and little wisdom. His empty mind was always desiring things immoderate,  
 unbelievable, and too high. 

Again, as Cicero has done, we see Sallust characterizing Catiline as a reprobate from the 

start, though possessing great abilities. Throughout Sallust we read that his most 

prominent descriptions of Catiline are of his great, insatiable avarice. He is shown always 

to be desiring more, while at the same time being wasteful and corrupt. Sallust also 

supports Cicero’s statements that Catiline was constantly surrounded by absolutely the 

worst men in the city of Rome. “In a state so great and corrupt Catiline…had around 

himself throngs of supporters, and of all criminals and reprobates.”   Sallust goes on to 8

describe in great detail what kinds of detestable criminals associated with Catiline: 
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gluttons, gamblers, indebted men, those convicted of murder or sacrilege, those hounded 

by disgrace, those with sinister intents. All of the worst people imaginable associated 

with the man. In the fifteenth chapter the attack on Catiline’s character attains even 

greater heights. He is accused of having affairs with noble women and with a Vestal 

Virgin, as well as engaging in other equally disreputable activities left to the imagination. 

Moreover, having desired Aurelia Orestilla, Catiline supposedly murdered his stepson so 

that he might go through with the criminal marriage.  Furthermore, Sallust corroborates 9

Cicero’s assertion of Catiline corrupting the youth. He explains that Catiline took 

advantage of young, pliant minds and invited young men to his house where all sorts of 

debauchery took place. Sallust also states that Catiline intentionally discovered the dark 

desires that stirred within each young man, and brought prostitutes for some, and dogs 

and horses for others.  He even goes so far as to say that Catiline’s actions were inspired 10

by his guilty conscience and that his mannerisms, pallid complexion, and bloodshot eyes 

bespoke madness.  He goaded his supporters with honorless bribes, promising abolition 11

of debt, as well as an abundance of riches, offices, titles, and plunder. Sallust further 

notes that there was a rumor that Catiline had sealed his oaths and those of his comrades 

by drinking human blood, though he admits that such an accusation could be an 

exaggeration by overeager condemners.  12
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 As far as the actual conspiracy goes, Sallust tells us that when the day of the 

elections came and neither Catiline's candidacy for the consulship nor the plots which he 

had made against the consuls in the Campus Martius were successful, he resolved to take 

the field and dare the uttermost, because his covert attempts had resulted in 

disappointment and disgrace. So in Rome he engaged in many endeavors at once, laying 

traps for the consuls, planning fires, and posting armed men in key positions around the 

city. However, none of this came to fruition.  According to Sallust, Catiline told his 13

fellow conspirators that he had sent Manlius on ahead to the force which he had prepared 

for war, and had also sent other men to various important points to commence hostilities, 

explaining that he himself was eager to go to the front if he could first eliminate Cicero, 

who was a serious obstacle to his plans. Hearing this, Gaius Cornelius and Lucius 

Vargunteius volunteered to assassinate the consul Cicero. This plot, however, through the 

information provided by Fulvia, was foiled.  14

 Sallust comments that, having fled Rome, Catiline wrote numerous letters to a 

good many senators and allies of his, claiming that he had been wrongfully accused and 

had gone into exile voluntarily to avoid conflict. One of these letters, addressed to 

Quintus Catulus, claimed that his reasons for leaving was to support the poor, 

disenfranchised soldiers led by Manlius. 

 Iniuriis contumeliisque concitatus, quod fructu laboris industriaeque meae  
 privatus statum dignitatis non obtinebam, publicam miserorum causam pro mea  
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 consuetudine suscepi, non quin aes alienum meis nominibus ex possessionibus  
 solvere non possem 
 (Sal. Cat. 35) 

 Maddened by wrongs and slights, because I had been robbed of the fruits of my  
 labor and industry and was unable to attain to a position of dignity, I in my usual  
 custom took up the general cause of the unfortunate, not because I was unable to  
 dissolve debt in my own name from my own possessions. 

This theme is seen again when Catiline makes a speech to his troops before engaging in 

battle. He declares that they fight “for country, for freedom, for life” while their 

opponents fight “to uphold the power of a few men.”  The idea that Catiline fights, 15

whether ostensibly or sincerely, for the unfortunate is something that Cicero never makes 

much of. Yet Sallust writes that, with the armies of Rome closing in around him and his 

forces, Catiline fought bravely in the thick of the battle, and died on the front lines.  16

Livy 

 Unfortunately, all we have of Livy’s history of this particular event is the much 

abbreviated Periochae, which consists of exactly three sentences that express the 

received view. 

 L. Catilina bis repulsam in petitione consulatus passus cum Lentulo praetore et  
 Cethego et compluribus aliis coniuravit de caede consulum et senatus, incendiis  
 urbis et obprimenda re p., exercitu quoque in Etruria conparato. Ea coniuratio  
 industria M. Tulli Ciceronis eruta est. Catilina urbe pulso, de reliquis coniuratis  
 supplicium sumptum est. 
 (Liv. 102) 
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 Lucius Catiline, having suffered defeat twice in the consular election, conspired  
 with the praetor Lentulus, with Cethegus, and with many others concerning the  
 killing of the consuls and the senate, the burning of the city, the destruction of the  
 republic, also with their army prepared in Etruria. The conspiracy was suppressed  
 by the work of Marcus Tullius Cicero. With Catiline expelled from the city, the  
 penalty was paid by the remaining conspirators. 

It seems as though Livy does indeed make a connection between Catiline and Manlius’ 

rebellion. Naturally, the section follows the Ciceronian notion that the corrupt, depraved 

Catiline planned to burn Rome and destroy the republic. The charges remain the same, 

yet Catiline seems to be shown as just one part of a larger plot. 

Velleius Paterculus 

 Velleius Paterculus, a conservative Roman officer under Tiberius, wrote a history 

that spanned the Trojan War to the present day. His brief description of the Catilinarian 

conspiracy mostly revolves around his glowing praise of Cicero, whom he describes as an 

industrious, resourceful novus homo who saved the republic through his incredible 

intellect, steadfastness, and courage.  He then confirms the basic details of the events, 17

that Catiline was forced to flee Rome and that there remained conspirators, most notably 

Lentulus and Cethegus, both men of considerable rank and status. Paterculus then 

confirms Sallust’s account of Catiline’s fate: “As for Catiline, he proceeded to carry out 

his criminal undertaking with as much energy as he had shown in planning it. Fighting 
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with desperate courage, he gave up in battle the life which he had forfeited to the 

executioner.”   18

Plutarch 

 Plutarch, writing his Life of Cicero in the late first century AD, provides another 

valuable trove of information regarding the person of Catiline. He describes Catiline, as 

did Sallust, as a man of bold, enterprising, and versatile character, though one who had 

been accused of several serious crimes, which include, among other things, deflowering 

his own daughter and murdering his brother.  Plutarch adds a number of lurid details 19

(found nowhere else) that contribute to the  villainous image of Catiline as a sacrilegious 

monster, such as him washing his bloody hands in a fount sacred to Apollo after killing 

Gratidianus. He also confirms that Catiline had corrupted a large part of the young men in 

the city, supplying them continually with amusements and banquets and satisfying their 

sexual appetites, and providing them with money. Plutarch recounts his attempts to 

orchestrate the death of Cicero, and eventual flight from Rome to join the army in open 

revolt. Catiline’s end is much the same for Plutarch. “For most of those who had flocked 

to the standard of Catiline, as soon as they learned the fate of Lentulus and Cethegus, 

deserted him and went away; and Catiline, after a conflict with his remaining forces 

against Antonius, perished himself and his army with him.”  20
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L. Annaeus Florus  

 Florus, writing at nearly the same time as Plutarch, relies heavily on Livy for his 

information in his Epitome de T. Livio Bellorum omnium annorum DCC Libri duo, a 

bombastic, sweeping work depicting the greatness of Rome. Much of his work consisted 

of compiling the writings of others, especially Livy, a source of particular interest due to 

the lack of Livy’s own original material. Florus, bursting with moral outrage, describes 

the actions of Catiline with contempt: 

 Senatum confodere, consules trucidare, distringere incendiis urbem, diripere  
 aerarium, totam denique rem publicam funditus tollere et quidquid nec Annibal  
 videretur optasse, quibus—o nefas—sociis adgressus est! Ipse patricius; sed hoc  
 minus est: Curii, Porcii, Sullae, Cethegi, Autronii, Varguntei atque Longini, quae  
 familiae! quae senatus insignia! Lentulus quoque tum cum maxime praetor. Hos  
 omnis inmanissimi facinoris satellites habuit. 
 Flor. Epit. 2.12.2-3. 

 And what men were his associates (oh, the wickedness) in his attempt to murder  
 the senate, to kill the consuls, to pull apart the city with fires, to plunder the  
 treasury, and utterly to overturn the whole republic and entertain every kind of  
 design of which not even Hannibal seems to have thought! He himself was a  
 patrician, but this is minor: a Curius, a Porcius, a Sulla, a Cethegus, an Autronius,  
 a Vargunteius and a Longinus, what families! What distinctions of the senate!  
 Lentulus, too, was the praetor then. He had all these as accomplices in his   
 atrocious crimes. 

He even recounts the rumor that Catiline and his associates sealed their oaths with the 

consumption of human blood. The republic, he writes, surely would have come to an end, 

if it were not for the swift and decisive response of Cicero and Antonius. He concludes 

his history of the War of Catiline by saying: “Catiline was discovered far in front of his 
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men among the dead bodies of his enemies, in a most glorious death, if he had thus fallen 

fighting for his country.”  21

Conclusion 

 Let us review what the ancient sources tell us about this man. Catiline is a very 

multi-faceted character who had a great amount of natural intelligence and ability. He 

corrupted the youth by attracting them with wild parties and possibly sexual indulgence, 

and he then persuaded them to supporting his political platform and career. Some of the 

most serious charges are that he and these young followers drank human blood to seal 

their alliances, that he deflowered his daughter, wished to wipe out the Roman people, 

and had sexual relations with the Vestal Virgin Fabia (though these accusations either 

were dismissed in court or were unproven). He was at least rumored to be involved in 

misconduct regarding his family and his marriage. He planned the assassination of 

several important Roman politicians, but was foiled by Cicero and forced to flee the city. 

He was responsible at least in part for the plot of Lentulus and his comrades to burn the 

city and murder a number of senators. Furthermore, Catiline claimed to be fighting for 

the poor and disenfranchised, a rather more noble cause than that which the authors 

ascribe to him, namely desperation brought on by political defeat and debt (and, 

according to Sallust, less likely, crippling guilt for his wicked deeds). Unlike the sticky 

subject of motivation, however, what is certain is that Catiline perished in battle against 

 Flor. Epit. 2.12.12.21
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the forces of Antonius. He fought with his troops in the front lines, and his body was 

discovered in the thick of the fray. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Problems with the Ancient Sources 

Introduction 

 This chapter explores the problematic aspects of two main sources, Cicero and 

Sallust, regarding the biography and character of Catiline. While these two men are both 

illustrious writers and politicians, nonetheless the truth of the events of 63 BC in some 

cases is made secondary to the narrative being presented. The views presented by these 

two contemporary sources establish the expected view that subsequent authors have since 

taken of Catiline and his attempted coup. My conclusion is that there is obvious bias on 

the part of Cicero, particularly about Catiline’s early life and career, and that a particular 

narrative (along with other smaller problems) is being promoted by Sallust which colors 

his account. 

Cicero 

 I intend to address here several problems with the accounts of Cicero. First, as has 

become painfully obvious, Cicero uses the name of Catiline, after the events of the 

conspiracy, to invoke the stock popularis villain, whom all expect that every Roman in 

his right mind should abhor and shrink from. This problem is not limited to Cicero, 

because he heavily influences every succeeding author writing about the subject, and 

other writers tend to make the same caricature. Levick notes that “[i]n the developed 
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version of the story that Sallust gives, the established villain, Catiline, has replaced 

Sulla.”  Thanks to this, added to Cicero’s attempts to inflate his achievements after the 22

fact, he essentially gives himself license to attach to Catiline any number of allegations, 

ranging from trifling to egregiously horrific.  The most notable example of this approach 23

is the notorious so-called First Catilinarian Conspiracy. Now throughout this thesis I have 

been referring to the Second Catilinarian Conspiracy merely as the Catilinarian 

Conspiracy, because in all likelihood this first conspiracy is a fraud. In 66 BC there was 

much violence, unrest, and talk of uprising and revolution in the city of Rome. In a tense 

turn of events, the consuls elected for 65 BC, P. Autronius Paetus and P. Cornelius Sulla, 

had their election annulled, and Catiline’s bid to replace Sulla fell through.  Here we see 24

Catiline pursuing a conventional political career, yet it is alleged by Cicero in his non-

extant speech In Toga Candida that, three years before the events of the Second 

Catilinarian Conspiracy, Catiline was involved in machinations to assassinate the consuls 

and seize power for himself. Supposedly there was a plot to murder the men who had 

supplanted the consuls elect, L. Aurelius and L. Manlius Torquatus. However, as Levick 

points out, modern historians overwhelmingly agree that this plot had nothing to do with 

Catiline, and many doubt whether it even existed at all; indeed it seems to have stemmed 

completely from a number of baseless rumors.  Amusingly, in 65 BC the reputed victim 25

 Levick, Catiline 35.22

 Phillips, “Catiline’s Conspiracy” 441.23

 Levick, Catiline 35.24

 Levick, Catiline 36.25
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Torquatus served as the defense counsel at Catiline’s extortion trial.  This provides yet 26

another nail in the coffin for Cicero’s accusation. 

 The supposed plot, like association with Catiline, became a default slander to hurl 

at political opponents. Ancient writers take the concept of the first conspiracy and make 

of it what they will, with many imaginative variants entirely dependent on the fancy of 

the author and his narrative.  These authors include Sallust and Cassius Dio. The most 27

famous example comes from Suetonius, who writes over a century later that the 

conspiracy was led by Julius Caesar and M. Licinius Crassus, and he fails even to 

mention Catiline.  This whole affair demonstrates well the kind of mudslinging that 28

Cicero willingly undertook to ensure his political victory. This activity only worsens after 

the conspiracy, when Catiline becomes the default leader in any past insurrection, and the 

audience of senators apparently does not challenge this notion. 

 The second point needing to be addressed is the vulnerability of the position that 

Cicero took and his need to justify his actions. Although Habicht calls the handling of 

Catiline and his followers “Cicero’s greatest triumph,”  the aftermath put him in a 29

precarious situation. Catiline left Rome in November to join the army of veterans led by 

Manlius, and the Senate declared the two men public enemies (hostes). A few months 

later, the rebel army was destroyed in battle, and Catiline and Manlius were killed. This 

 Cic. Sull. 81.26

 Levick, Catiline 36.27

 Suet. Jul. 9.28

 Christian Habicht, Cicero the Politician (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University 29

Press):  1990.
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outcome presented no legal problems; they had been officially declared enemies of the 

state and thus could be killed. However, the other conspirators remained in the city, 

among them senators and even the praetor and ex-consul P. Cornelius Lentulus. With 

evidence having been obtained from the Allobroges, five men were arrested and led to the 

Senate where Cicero presented his well-supported case against them. Their guilt was 

strongly established, and the five confessed.  Two days later, thirty-two of the most 30

prominent politicians voted in favor of capital punishment.  Caesar, however, made an 31

eloquent, persuasive case for lifelong custody and swayed almost all of those who had 

voted for capital punishment.  However, the young Marcus Cato replied with a fiery 32

speech and declared that death was the only acceptable punishment for such a crime. 

With the senators again persuaded of the death penalty, the five conspirators were 

subsequently executed. The difficulty lies in the fact that they were not tried in a people’s 

court, according to their legal rights as Roman citizens outlined by the Sempronian law of 

Gaius Gracchus.  Unfortunately for Cicero, there was no real defense for the accusation 33

that he had illegally executed the five conspirators, all Roman citizens. Attempting to 

defend his actions, Cicero refers to the five as hostes domestici, a previously unused 

 Sall. Cat. 50.3.30
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description used now to assert that they were enemies of the state, despite not being 

declared so formally by court.  34

 Furthermore, Cicero does not seem to have been particularly ill-disposed toward 

Catiline until the events leading up the conspiracy. This attitude can be seen in a letter to 

his friend T. Pomponius Atticus. Having served as praetor in Africa for two years, 

Catiline returned to Rome in 66 BC and presented himself as a candidate for the consular 

elections. However, a delegation from Africa appealed to the senate to indict him for 

abuses, and he was legally bound from running for the position.  Against these charges 35

Catiline received the support of many distinguished men, including many consulars.  In 36

the end he was acquitted, though Cicero’s brother Quintus in the Commentariolum 

Petitionis implies that this was due to bribery.  In the days leading up to this important 37

case, Cicero writes to Atticus: 

 Ego de meis ad te rationibus scripsi antea diligenter. hoc tempore Catilinam,  
 competitorem nostrum, defendere cogitamus. Iudices habemus, quos volumus,  
 summa accusatoris voluntate. Spero, si absolutus erit, coniunctiorem illum nobis  
 fore in ratione petitionis; sin aliter acciderit, humaniter feremus. 
 (Cic. Att. 1.2) 

 I diligently wrote to you before about my circumstances. At this time I am   
 thinking about defending Catiline, my fellow candidate. We have judges, whom  
 we want, with the utmost consent of the accuser. I hope, if we will be acquitted,  

 Cic. Sul. 32; Cic. Sest. 11.34

 Sall. Cat. 18.3.35

 Cic. Cael. 4.36

 Quintus Cicero, Commentariolum Petitionis, 3.37
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 that that man will be joined to me in the plan of the candidacy; but if it happens  
 otherwise, I shall bear it reasonably. 

The court case in question occurred a mere three years before the Catilinarian 

Conspiracy, the same court case that saw Catiline defended by Torquatus. This private 

letter reveals several things to the modern reader: first, there is the mere fact that Cicero 

considered defending Catiline in court (the same man who, that very year, supposedly 

engaged in a conspiracy to assassinate the consuls-elect). This offer implies that there 

was at least, not surprisingly, some friendly familiarity between the two, because they had 

served in the military together under Cn. Pompeius Strabo in 89 BC during the Social 

War. In addition, Cicero considered this with a view toward a joint candidature for the 

consulship. Clearly Cicero had a fairly high opinion of Catiline and likely suspected his 

innocence, or else he would not have considered defending him in court as he did for so 

many young politicians. The same can be said for the other politicians involved; Catiline 

had an impressive backing, that included among others Crassus and Caesar, and many 

consuls and ex-consuls. 

 To add to the fact that Cicero considered attempting a joint run for the consulship 

with Catiline, he is known to have defended in court Catiline’s young supporters who 

faced charges of familiarity with Catiline in the years after the conspiracy. Placed in 

opposition to Cicero’s withering condemnation of Catiline’s followers in the Catilinarian 

Orations, the difference is stark. Cicero describes the companions and friends of Catiline 

as the absolute dregs of society, a pack of vicious reprobates and criminals, writing: 
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 quis tota Italia veneficus, quis gladiator, quis latro, quis sicarius, quis parricida,  
 quis testamentorum subiector, quis circumscriptor, quis ganeo, quis nepos, quis  
 adulter, quae mulier infamis, quis corruptor iuventutis, quis corruptus, quis  
 perditus inveniri potest, qui se cum Catilina non familiarissime vixisse fateatur?  
 quae caedes per hosce annos sine illo facta est? 
 (Cic. Cat. 2.8) 

 What poisoner, what gladiator, what brigand, what assassin, what parricide, what  
 forger of testaments, what cheat, what debauchee, what spendthrift, what   
 adulterer, what disreputable woman, what corrupter of youth, what corrupt man,  
 what scoundrel is able to be found in all Italy, who does not acknowledge that he  
 has lived most familiarly with Catiline? What murder has been committed   
 through the years without him? 

Cicero here seems to be stretching far beyond the conspiracy at hand; he is now recalling 

to the memory of the audience every wickedness that has occurred in the republic in 

recent years and is ultimately attributing them all to Catiline, through his followers. 

Catiline has been promoted to the supreme mastermind of everything bad ever to happen 

in Italy, working through an extensive network consisting of his familiars. No wonder, 

then, that when a politician who ran in the same circles as Catiline is brought to court, 

even a passing familiarity with the notorious traitor is heavy enough practically to be its 

own charge. Unfortunately for Caelius, he had more than a passing familiarity with 

Catiline: 

 existimetur Caelius Catilinae nimium familiaris fuisse. At enim postea scimus et  
 vidimus esse hunc in illius amicis. Quis negat? 
 (Cic. Cael. 10.) 

 Indeed, it is thought that Caelius was too intimate with Catiline. But we know and 
 we ourselves saw after, that he was one of his friends. Who denies it? 
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Cicero comes forth and admits that Caelius had been exceptionally friendly with Catiline, 

but quickly follows it up with a disclaimer: 

 At studuit Catilinae, cum iam aliquot annos esset in foro, Caelius; et multi hoc  
 idem ex omni ordine atque ex omni aetate fecerunt. 
 (Cic. Cael. 12) 

 Caelius espoused the cause of Catiline, when he for several years had been mixing 
 in the forum; and many men from every rank and from every age did this same  
 thing. 

Did Caelius not notice the throngs of evildoers who lived with Catiline during his years 

and years of friendship with him? If so, is he one of them? Certainly not; Cicero had 

made it his personal duty to hunt down and exterminate all of the conspirators.  Besides, 38

those who had actually been involved in the conspiracy were not common thieves, but 

men of rank and prominent family, though typically recently out of favor in the political 

sphere, such as Lentulus, C. Cornelius Cethegus, P. Autronius Paetus, and L. Cassius 

Longinus. Two notable examples present themselves. Paetus was elected consul in 66 BC 

(to serve in 65 BC), alongside Publius Cornelius Sulla, but before they could take office 

both were accused of electoral corruption and found guilty, thus their election was 

declared null and avoid. Lentulus had served as praetor in 75 BC, governor of Sicily in 74 

BC, and consul in 71 BC; however, he was expelled from the senate in 70 BC on account 

of immorality, which effectively cut him off from political life. 

 Cic. Cat. 1.11.38
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Sallust 

 The Bellum Catilinae was probably written between 44 and 40 BC,  comfortably 39

placing Sallust about two decades after the events of the conspiracy. Although he is very 

reticent about naming his sources, Sallust appears to reproduce documents found in his 

research as well as many rumors circulating; he was most certainly acquainted with many 

witnesses who could provide multiple insights on the event.  Aside from the convenient 40

timeliness, the Catilinarian Conspiracy was ideally suited for the purposes of Sallust. It 

presented an excellent opportunity to examine the moral degeneracy of the late Republic, 

involved most of the leading personalities of Sallust’s own time, and the sources were 

superabundant.  Sallust was deeply troubled by the ever-burgeoning excess and 41

corruption of the Roman aristocracy, and once given a socially acceptable chance to paint 

the characters produced by such a system with the blackest colors, he took up the cause. 

This strong moral stance, encompassing the conception of decline from an ideal, Roman 

past, was one held by many ancient historians, including Livy. It also marks Sallust as a 

social conservative. As one can see, Sallust adopts the customary view that Catiline was a 

deliberate foe of law, order, and morality. Furthermore, as Sallust himself comments, the 

affair was particularly noteworthy because of the distinctiveness of the crime and the 

danger that it posed to Rome.  Because of this historical-moral lens, Sallust is typically 42

 Ronald Mellor, The Roman Historians (New York: Routledge 1999): 32.39

 J. T. Ramsey, Sallust’s Bellum Catilinae (Atlanta: Scholar’s Press, 1984): 9.40
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rather lenient about the validity of the accusations Catiline faced earlier in his life. While 

he does not swallow every ridiculous rumor, he does shows clearly that Catiline always 

was malicious and salacious (as we shall see below).  This neatly ties together the fairly 43

recent events, universally deplored by every upstanding Roman, with the narrative of the 

system’s moral corruption. 

 This narrative is worth bearing in mind, particularly when notable differences 

between Sallust’s account and those of Cicero crop up. Sallust is not always to be 

depended upon for accurate chronology. Genovese says of the Sallustian narrative: “Far 

from being a fault, however, this characteristic is essential to the intent of his monograph, 

viz., not to chronicle events, but to portray similar Roman types caught up in a crisis both 

resultant and symptomatic of a nation’s moral and political confusion. Any historical 

distortion is, then, for artful or rhetorical effect.”  Genovese states that any chronological 44

deviations from Cicero’s accounts are patently motivated by Sallust’s sense of and need 

for the dramatic.  

 Barbara Levick notes that it was once held that Sallust wrote his monograph 

solely in response to Cicero’s (now lost) memoir on his political strategy, De consiliis 

suis.  It is known that in this work Cicero accused Crassus and Caesar (after their deaths) 45

of being involved in Catiline’s conspiracy. Now, Sallust did not write in a vacuum, 

unaffected by surrounding and preceding politics. He had attached himself to Caesar, 

 Walter Allen, “In Defense of Catiline,” The Classical Journal Vol. 34, No. 2 (1938): 43
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fought on his side when civil war broke out, and was politically rewarded by him for his 

service; Caesar also saved him from conviction years later on charges of extortion. The 

extent of the accusation by Cicero is not known, but it seems exceedingly unlikely that 

Cicero would accuse them of being active members of the plan to overthrow the Republic 

to the same degree as Lentulus and Cethegus. Rather, the charges were probably of 

encouraging and financing Catiline’s campaign for the consulship. This view has since 

been abandoned, as it is clear that there is much more going on in the work than simply a 

defense of Caesar. The author is preoccupied throughout with decline and fall, the 

trajectory of a Roman epoch. Yet it is worth keeping in mind that Sallust does implicitly 

exonerate Caesar, his close political ally and patron. 

 Sallust was receptive to the arguments of Cicero against Catiline and to the drastic 

measures that he took against the conspirators. Levick describes Sallust’s work as one 

that reflects the “Ciceronian point of view,”  and indeed Sallust gives Cicero an honored 46

place in his narrative, as he certainly takes most of his cues from the prevailing view of 

Cicero. Still, he admits that some items that he records, especially from Catiline’s early 

life, may have been malicious rumors. For example, Sallust writes that it was said that 

Catiline, before divulging his plan to his followers, compelled those present to swear an 

oath and to seal it by drinking human blood.  Sallust mentions that some regard this as 47

merely a fanciful exaggeration by Cicero to help nullify his illegal killing of the 

 Levick, Catiline, 114.46
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remaining conspirators, but that there was insufficient evidence to make a certain 

statement either way.  It is interesting that, though he is expressing the received view, 48

Sallust is not afraid to refute certain claims propagated by Cicero, though Sallust 

definitely used his speeches as sources, along with many other sources.  49

 Although Sallust does not fear to challenge Cicero on certain points, he shares his 

view of Catiline as a character eternally dedicated to seizing power. This view has 

resulted in substantial consequences for his work. Sallust has no notion of Catiline as a 

man undecided about his actions until the last minute.  Instead he is shown to have been 50

aiming at supremacy from the beginning of Sulla’s dictatorship and not caring about the 

way that he obtained a tyranny for himself. Sallust uses the word regnum, a dreaded word 

that carries with it the implications of kingship and tyranny, certainly not the position that 

a consul would occupy.  The Oratio Pro Sulla in particular seems to have informed 51

Sallust’s view about Catiline’s involvement in the earlier coup supposedly planned for 65 

BC. Moreover, Sallust portrays Catiline as a reprobate from the start, though gifted, 

delighting in war and slaughter and looting. These vices were exacerbated by his lack of 

funds and guilty conscience. All of this takes place against the general backdrop of 

declining morality, corruption, greed, and luxury. Catiline being the poster boy for all 

iniquity raises some questions, however. Catiline was a rising star politically allied with 
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Caesar and Crassus, and he nearly won the consular election. While he was truly running 

on a populist platform, specifically offering debt relief, and not on his personal character, 

it is unlikely that he would have had such powerful connections and supporters and 

successes were he so bawdy and sacrilegious since his childhood. 

Conclusion 

 Although Cicero and Sallust give us by far the most contemporary information 

and witnessed to the unfolding events themselves, their works are trapped within the 

bounds of extreme political bias and personal narrative. While they provide many 

valuable insights and many facts about Catiline that would have been commonly known 

to the ordinary Roman patrician, with these gems come the scurrilous rumors that 

naturally dog a traitorous politician who had been declared an enemy of the state. Still, 

careful examination of the miscellaneous works, especially Cicero’s when they are 

compared and contrasted, can yield rich rewards for our understanding of the conspiracy 

and Catiline himself. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Reconstructing Catiline 

Introduction 

 Having pointed out the problematic aspects of the narratives of Caesar and 

Sallust, in this chapter I attempt to separate the wheat from the chaff and construct a 

sound characterization of Catiline. Fortunately, Cicero and Sallust have for us sufficient 

clues and corresponding comparative evidence to piece together a reasonably reliable 

record. This record appears largely thanks to two things: first, Cicero was an extremely 

prolific writer, and we have a large number of his extant writings. Because of this, we 

were able to inspect the character of Catiline from multiple points of view, not just the 

scathing polemics against him in the form of the Catilinarian Orations. Second, some 

reliability is ensured thanks to Sallust’s ability to separate himself largely from the 

material. Though he was a close acquaintance to many of the involved parties, Sallust 

does not hesitate to give credit where it is due on either end and likewise does not hesitate 

to doubt aloud the hearsay that had been circulating rampantly, utterly unchecked. 

Ideals 

 While Catiline openly and voraciously sought political power, this is not unusual 

for a Roman politician, it would surely be a mistake therefore to dismiss his political 

platform as one entirely employed as subterfuge for more nefarious purposes. Claiming 
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to be a champion of the poor, Catiline offered the hope of tabulae novae. This was no 

imaginary issue; indeed, in the year of the conspiracy the debtors of Rome were suffering 

heavily.  The problem of debt was not felt just in Rome, however, as the sources make it 52

clear that it afflicted all of Italy and the provinces.  There was discontent elsewhere than 53

in Rome, and miscellaneous evidence from writers ranging from Cicero to Orosius 

provide a daunting list of places across Italy, the provinces that were involved in or 

potentially involved in the uprisings that occurred in 63 BC. These regions among others 

include Transalpine and Cisalpine Gaul, Umbria, Latium, Samnium, Bruttium, and 

Campania.  The majority of these were local reactions to harsh economic reality. The 54

extent to which these movements were related, including the events at Etruria and the 

conspiracy in Rome, is unknown, though it seems that the rebellion of C. Manlius was 

autonomous.  55

 The destruction wrought by Sulla took an immense toll on rural areas in particular 

and resulted in dislocation in the countryside; the city of Rome was flooded with 

dispossessed farmers. Moreover, rampant piracy in the Mediterranean and long war in 

Asia greatly disrupted the Roman economy.  Roman bankers and merchants had been 56

heavily invested in the East, and when Mithridates suddenly massacred Italian 

businessmen and seized their assets, the resulting financial crash left many without credit. 
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Furthermore, the Sullan veterans working the land promised to them often found the land 

poor and the labor demanding; a bad harvest could ruin them, driving them into debt.  57

Many of these sank to the level of the dispossessed. The promise of upheaval would be 

alluring to such men, whose military service had been extremely lucrative. Yet these men 

are broadly dismissed by Cicero as reckless profligates who had contracted their weighty 

financial burdens due to ostentatious luxury and general irresponsibility. This profligacy 

is certainly true of the young men such as Cethegus, as the aristocratic practice of 

borrowing extensively to finance one’s campaign was quite common, though Gruen 

suggests that these young men joined out of restlessness, boredom, or a desire to prove 

their manhood.  But those struck most by the revolutionary message of Catiline would 58

have been those plagued by high rents, atrocious living conditions, and chronic 

unemployment. “Such were the rustics - dispossessed or indebted, captained by men like 

C. Manlius and P. Furius - who formed the backbone of Catiline’s support in the 

countryside.”  Sallust’s claim that the plebs as a whole flocked to Catiline is clearly an 59

exaggeration of the fact that he attracted those belonging to the lowest economic 

quartile.  This is reflected in the Second and Third Catilinarian Orations, delivered to the 60

people of Rome, the former to apprise the people that Catiline had fled Rome, and the 

latter to claim that the conspirators had confessed. This was probably necessary, as 
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“[t]heir hopes and anger had been aroused by the popularis tenor of the tribunes of the 

year.”  Cicero was desiring to bring the people onboard with his actions, and to do so 61

presents Catiline as a dangerous enemy who planned to destroy (at the very least) the city 

of Rome and massacre the citizenry.  62

 Catiline touched upon the many frustrated grievances popularly held, whether 

sincerely or not. Although he declares that he is naturally the one who supports the 

downtrodden, Levick maintains that, “Catiline was no idealist, seeking reform for its own 

sake, but another L. Apuleius Saturninus, or another Clodius, seeking to remedy a setback 

in his career.  In fact it is this consideration that made Sallust so receptive to the 63

arguments of Cicero and to his drastic measures taken against the remaining conspirators.  

  

Motivation, Character, and Reputation 

 Despite the extraordinarily romantic portrayals of Catiline either as a mad dog or 

as savior for the poor, little attention is paid rationally to the problem of motivation. It is 

absurd to think that his intention was to destroy much of anything, whether it be Rome, 

Italy, or the Roman people themselves. The ancient sources plainly demonstrate that 

Catiline was not mad;  a madman could not have garnered so many illustrious supporters 64

of his political career. Nor is Sallust’s explanation satisfactory, that Catiline was mentally 
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and emotionally crippled by the guilt of wicked deeds that in all likelihood never 

occurred. He was not a madman, nor a comically evil villain who wished to despoil the 

entire world. Rather, as Walter Allen puts it, “He was a politician and at least believed he 

knew what could (and could not) be accomplished.” Consequently he approached all his 

difficulties from a rational point of view, and we have every reason to suppose, “that… he 

had… a considerable prospect for success.”  65

 The character of Catiline is agreed upon in the ancient sources written after the 

conspiracy. Even if he was not mad, he was certainly a vile reprobate who deserves scorn 

and hatred. Yet, as Genovese notes, when the rest of the sources are taken into 

consideration, his character has been passed down in two alarmingly dissimilar portraits, 

the candidus and the coniuratus.  The former is the more reliable depiction by far, as it 66

was formulated before support of and familiarity with Catiline became taboo. 

Interestingly, Cicero occasionally reverts to this earlier portrait once the conspiracy is 

years dead, and when is he forced to defend men who were once supporters of Catiline. 

This Catiline is a brazen young politician, a rising star, who has no qualms about his 

supporters and makes no effort to conceal his ambition.  His explosive, violent reply to 67

Cato, threatening ruina, surely made the rounds as typical of the obviously dangerous 

senator.  Although this politician had been charged with a number of crimes of varying 68

 Allen, “In Defense of Catiline” 70.65

 Genovese, “Cicero and Sallust: Catiline’s Ruina” 172.66

 Cic. Mur. 25.51.67

 Genovese, “Cicero and Sallust” 171.68

�35



evil, both officially and unofficially, he had been acquitted of virtually all of them; but 

some stigma remained. The name of Lucius Sergius Catilina had earned notoriety in 

Rome’s political circles, as his career had been propelled forward by “nimble 

maneuvering and resourceful and unscrupulous tactics.”  He rose politically after 69

profiting from Sulla’s proscriptions; he had earned a reputation for both military prowess 

and ruthlessness.  His brutal killing of Gratidianus forever marked him as bloodthirsty, 70

the story being expanded or contracted as met the needs of his peers. Indeed Cicero takes 

advantage of Catiline’s shady doings in his Oratio in Toga Candida, essentially a 

muckraking diatribe, delivered during the election campaign in 64 BC for the consulship 

of 63 BC. All sorts of slanderous accusations were hurled, many without a shred of proof, 

but enough must have stuck, for Catiline, even with the considerable political backing 

that he enjoyed, lost the election. 

 Despite whatever dark rumors circulated about Catiline’s murky past, it would be 

remiss to seize onto them to the exclusion of other pre-conspiracy writings. In this 

category Cicero’s letter to Atticus is most important, as it seemingly nullifies much of 

what Cicero claims elsewhere. In the letter Cicero sees Catiline not as a danger to the 

republic but as a politician with vast potential, one to whom he hoped to ally himself. He 

even thought about running a joint campaign  with Catiline. It seems exceedingly 

suspicious that Cicero should consider a close political alliance with this man, but then 

three short years later accuse him of adultery, incest, sacrilege, and domestic homicide, 
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among other things. It is absurd to think that Cicero would desire to be a consul along 

with one whom he believes to have murdered his own family and to have had sexual 

relations with a Vestal Virgin. Nor would this be the first time that Cicero grossly inflated 

the minor (if even existent) flaws of his opponents. Notably, he employed the same 

tactics against Catiline’s allies, the eminent Crassus and Caesar.  More suspicious still is 71

his description in the Oratio Pro Caelio, where he defends his young friend Caelius from 

accusations that, inter alia, he was familiar with Catiline. Ironically, Cicero has to 

undermine his own narrative in order to exonerate Caelius. He writes: “He had very many 

marks not fully expressed, but outlines of the greatest virtues. He was intimate with many 

wicked men, but he seemed to be devoted to the best citizens. There were many 

enticements of pleasures with regard to him; there were also incentives of industry and 

labor.”  It is difficult to imagine that Catiline exhibited the ‘outlines’ of virtues but did 72

not actually express them. Furthermore, whom does Cicero have in mind when he speaks 

of wicked men? The sources name many of the famous senators with whom he was allied 

(who would be these ‘best citizens’) but are strangely silent about these nefarious men. 

Perhaps he meant Lentulus and Cethegus; but even these two, though disempowered 

politically due to their failings, cannot be contrasted very sharply with the highest ranked 

men, as Cicero attempts to do here; Lentulus had even been a consul! The ambiguous 

references do not improve in the next sentence, where he states that there were incentives 

of industry as well as pleasures at the house of Catiline. Not only are these two not 
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strictly incompatible, but Cicero also essentially admits that Catiline exhibits the virtue of 

industry. 

 Sallust approaches the character of Catiline with more of an open mind, and he 

freely compliments Catiline along with his obligatory deprecations: Catiline is a brilliant 

and charismatic politician, who skillfully handles any situation given to him, and 

possesses a strong body.  He goes on to state that Catiline delighted in killing and civil 73

discord, and he spent his youth partaking of these; undoubtedly this refers to his military 

service, for which he had become rather infamous.  Sallust goes on to attack the kind of 74

men who were familiar with Catiline and, taking a leaf from Cicero’s book, attributes to 

them every negative epithet imaginable. Nonetheless, Sallust provides a valuable balance 

to Cicero, and casts aspersions on the probity of certain rumors. 

 It is certainly evident that Catiline had a great deal of natural talent both in war 

and in politics. Following his distinguished military service he was a devoted and 

industrious senator, though he was known to be extravagant. Many young followers 

flocked to him and espoused his cause, some of whom were drawn to the thrilling 

profligacy to be found in his company. It is likely that sexual licentiousness was a facet of 

the parties he held with the younger men, as Cicero admits in his defense of Caelius,  but 75
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Sallust’s claim that some of the activities even involved animals is improbable.  (No 76

other writer mentions this detail, and Cicero surely would have used even the rumor of 

such outrageous behavior to his advantage, particularly in his Catilinarian Orations.) 

Even the most powerful senators respected Catiline. Cicero himself is among these men, 

as he at one time wanted Catiline to be a close political ally. Though a storm of dark 

rumors continued to dog Catiline in his political career, many of the same rumors (most 

without substance) afflicted his peers, and he was officially acquitted of all charges 

brought to court.  Yet there was enough truth in these whispers for Cicero to blow them 77

out of proportion and still retain enough credibility to be elected consul over Catiline. 

Conspiracy 

 As for the conspiracy itself, I have mentioned in the previous chapter that Sallust 

in particular reimagines Catiline as having planned it years in advance, eternally intent 

upon the destruction of the republic. This notion makes Catiline less of a potentially 

sympathetic figure, and provokes reactionary distrust of any action of his leading up to 

the actual conspiracy. However, there is no hint of conspiracy in his three vigorous 

campaigns for the consulship. Upon returning from Africa in 66 BC, Catiline presented 

himself as a candidate for the consular election, but he was disallowed due to his 

indictment for abuses (he enjoyed the support of many powerful allies, and he was 

acquitted a year later). Accepted as a candidate for the election in 65 BC, Catiline was 
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defeated by Cicero. The following year he ran for the consulship again, but by this time 

his political influence had been declining steadily, and he lost to D. Junius Silanus and L. 

Licinius Murena. Catiline operated within the confines of the law, even when barred from 

candidacy by a technicality. This is the same man, after all, with whom Cicero considered 

a joint run for the consulship. Sallust’s transparent retrospection has been duly exposed 

by modern historians; for there it is laughable to think that a man straining to obtain 

Rome’s highest office would be plotting against the republic.  Genovese suggests that 78

the sudden switch from candidate to conspirator is a result of his campaign’s failure;  79

seeing his hopes for election fade, Catiline became frustrated and volatile.  When Cato 80

threatened a prosecution, Catiline reacted with threats. Later, during the well-established 

meeting at Catiline’s house, he addressed his followers about the needs of the  miseri and 

declared himself to be the leader and standard-bearer of the poor.  When he was defeated 81

soon after in an upset, under a dark storm of rumors and suspicion, he desperately laid 

plans for a coup. “With political defeat, however, Catiline lost most of his immunity; now 

he had to become the coniuratus in earnest, whose power base was Manlius’ illegally 

mustered army.”  Habicht put it succinctly: “Defeated once more, he turned to 82

conspiracy and violence with the intention of overthrowing the government.”  Yet 83
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Catiline still had a great number of followers and sympathizers in the government and the 

city, particularly among the poor and among the youth. His goal was likely to seize power 

rather than to destroy, but in his desperation he unleashed forces that quickly spiraled out 

of control, ultimately compelling him to flee the city entirely. 

Rehabilitation 

 In the modern age there have been a number of attempts to rehabilitate Catiline, 

and paint him as a champion of the poor or an entirely innocent victim of Cicero’s 

slander. The most notable apologist for Catiline has always been Beesly,  who started the 84

trend as a much-needed reexamination of the ancient sources, and Mohler  followed suit 85

some decades later.  Some have even gone so far as to suggest that Catiline had no 86

malicious intentions whatsoever, and was driven to join the revolt of Manlius only by 

Cicero’s First Catilinarian Oration.  These theories represent the return swing of the 87

pendulum for the academic field, and a desire to correct for past centuries’ lack of 

skepticism. While useful as counterbalances to the narratives of Cicero and Sallust, these 

theories ultimately fail to account for the sources that describe the actions of Catiline 

prior to the conspiracy. For example, Cicero’s ostentatious wearing of a breastplate at the 
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Comitia is often said to be an unjustified attempt to discredit Catiline.  Still, just as with 88

the Oratio in Toga Candida, Cicero would have been made a laughingstock had there not 

been some grain of truth to his claims, but there had been valid cause for concern. In fact, 

Catiline had acted menacingly toward Sulpicius Rufus,  threatened to destroy the 89

republic, replied vehemently with threats to Cato, and made nearly (if not outright) 

treasonous remarks in a meeting with his followers. Catiline’s radical platform and 

increasingly volatile nature naturally gave rise to fear and suspicions, and naturally he 

lost the election. Furthermore, Catiline had been communicating with Manlius to at least 

some degree. In the First Catilinarian Oration, before Cicero could embellish with true 

impunity, Cicero claimed that Catiline had sent Manlius a military standard.  Not 90

coincidentally, Catiline flees to Manlius soon after his exposure. The sources 

unanimously assume that Manlius was acting on behalf of Catiline, and the assumption is 

not unreasonable, given Catiline’s campaign and his supporters.  All the same, despite 91

the problems plaguing the speculations of those believing in Catiline’s innocence, they 

offer a chance to reevaluate our sources with a more unbiased eye.  

Conclusion 
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 In many ways, Catiline was not so different from many other daring young 

politicians that attempted to seize control of the system, such as Caesar. He came from an 

ancient, noble house and was bold and highly accomplished, as well as brilliant socially 

and distinguished militarily. However, in spite of his bright career leading up to the 

conspiracy, his path was dotted with miscellaneous, unprovable accusations and accurate 

rumors about his proclivity towards violence. Having failed thrice to be elected to the 

office of the consul, Catiline was left with very few options: suicide, bankruptcy and 

social death, exile, and a violent coup.  Only one of these could possibly result in the 92

power that he sought, and he immediately grasped this course of action. With his large 

numbers of supporters, to stage a takeover was not a far-fetched goal. When his plans 

came to light and he was forced to flee, Cicero had to clean up the situation as quickly as 

possible, resulting in his illegal execution of five Roman citizens. He magnified the 

danger to protect himself, and the other historians have accepted the basic premise he 

provides. Although Sallust has his own narrative being promoted, when his monograph is 

taken in tandem with Cicero’s many writings, a reasonably persuasive picture emerges of 

a devious senator who risked everything to take control of the Roman government. 
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