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To Dr. Paul Dixon



Away from these he adds also the abodes of Hell,
The high gates of Dis, the penalties of sin,
And thee, Catiline, hanging on a frowning cliff,
And trembling at the faces of the Furies;

Far apart, the good, and Cato giving them laws.

Aeneid 8.666-670.



If it were possible to present the same subject matter in one form
and in no other, one might have reason to think it gratuitous to
weary one’s hearers by speaking again in the same manner as his
predecessors; but since oratory is of such a nature that it is possible
to discourse on the same subject matter in many different ways—to
represent the great as lowly or invest the little with grandeur, to
recount the things of old in a new manner or set forth events of
recent date in an old fashion—it follows that one must not shun
subjects upon which others have spoken before, but must try to
speak better than they. For the deeds of the past are, indeed, an
inheritance common to us all; but the ability to make proper use of
them at the appropriate time, to conceive the right sentiments about
them in each instance, and set them forth in finished phrase, is the
peculiar gift of the wise.

Panegyricus 7-10.
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L Prologue

The reputation of the once archetypical villain, Catiline, has under gone a
complete transformation over the past 150 years. Once considered the epitome of
political villainy, Lucius Sergius Catiline has been rehabilitated, from villain to hero. The
scholarly opinions of the historical persona Lucius Sergius Catiline are almost universally
negative except those held by Ibsen, Blok, Wilkins, Hutchinson, Hardy, C. MacDonald
and Kalb. On the other hand, there are those opinions about the primary historian of the
Bellum Catilinae (63 B.C.), Sallust, that are almost as equally bad; especially for those
who follow the opinions of Cicero or Cassius Dio. Many important scholars have also
praised him as a historian par excellence. Ironically, the history of the Bellum Catilinae
has been handed down by two of Catiline’s bitterest enemies, Cicero and Sallust, who
had a mutual dislike for each other. The tale of Catiline’s conspiracy, and his putsch
against the Roman republic, was transmitted to us, more or less, authentically from the
classical authors to the Renaissance humanists. The authentic transmission, however,
ended with Ben Jonson’s dramatic piece. Once the historical persona of Catiline was
removed from what was once considered the pinnacle of classical historical authorship,
and transmitted into the dramatic arts, the history of the event itself began to change until
the historical persona, Catiline, had undergone a complete historical revision, from villain
to hero.

Aleksandr Blok’s opinion is the first ostensibly dialectical and historical
materialist interpretation of the life of Catiline through the lens of the primary historian
Sallust. Blok’s commentary is an important one and cannot be ignored. Aside from

being a gifted poet, he was also a classicist who could read Latin, and was generally



aware of contemporary philological trends in the classics, especially in relation to the
Catiline affair. It is clear that he has pondered this matter very deeply. As he put it,
“Scholars of the new era think that the life of Catiline has yet to receive a just evaluation.
We shall examine whether or not they are correct.” (Blok 293) I will examine whether or
not Blok’s treatment is itself adequate. Eighty-two years after Blok's Catiline, Judith E.
Kalb, in her commentary on Blok’s commentary, 4 Roman Bolshevik (2000), would seem
to complete a historical revision of the Catilinarian conspiracy which began with Ibsen’s
dramatic piece Catiline (1850); a marked departure from Ben Jonson’s dramatic piece
Catiline: His Conspiracy (1611). Ibsen’s departed even from his principal ideologue,
Voltaire. Voltaire’s Rome Sauvée (1754) presented Catiline as a villain and Voltaire
himself had opposed tyranny, but Ibsen, in his apologetic for Catiline, actually supported
a would be tyrant, Catiline. Catiline would appeal to him not only because of his
propensity for revolutionary violence, but also because Ibsen’s and Catiline’s social
decline resembled each other.

Ben Jonson’s play preserved the traditional legend of Catiline and transmitted it to
us in the post-reformation Elizabethan English vernacular, during the wars of religion,
into contemporary western civilization as a dramatic work of art. Jonson’s study of
Catiline comes at a critical time between the Renaissance and the Reformation, on the
one hand, and the Scientific Revolution, and the Enlightenment, on the other hand. Ben
Jonson’s dramatic piece has been praised both its adherence to the texts of Sallust and
Cicero, with many allusions to other classical Roman authors, including Seneca, but also

for his knowledge and skill as a Latin grammarian and translator of Roman classics.



Jonson too contemplated the whole affair. But it was with Ibsen’s work that the
historical persona of Catiline was transformed from an archetypical villain into a hero of
the modern bourgeoisie. Blok seized upon this shift and tried to transform Catiline into a
symbol of revolutionary violence, and failed. After Blok a bone fide movement of
historical revision began which attempted to rehabilitate the historical persona Catiline
within the western cannon, with tragic results. After Ibsen, there is a distinct change in
the interpretation of the historical persona of Catiline. With Kalb, however, bad beomes
good and good becomes bad. He was the epitome of political villainy until Henrik Ibsen
first reinterpreted him in 1850. My work is both a history of the process of the historical
revision of the Bellum Catilinae, a defense of Sallust’s history, a vindication of classical
scholarship and the opinions of the classical authors of Lucius Sergius Catiline. A strong
argument has been made to the effect that the Bellum Catiline would be more
appropriately called De Conviratione Catiline (The Conspiracy of Catiline) since the
greater part of the extant history of the event is actually the history of Catiline’s
conspiracy. The war takes up a comparatively small part of the overall narrative and the
conspiracy is actually be a more relevant issue. Indeed the war itself, coming at the end
of the narrative, amounts to only one battle which is related in but a few words. If the
story of the conspiracy were lost, as historians we would have nothing. If the story of the
battle were lost, it would be inconsequential. It is the political developments surrounding
the conspiracy, and its defeat, which ought to interests us as the ancients thought it
should. It is on the other hand better known as the Bellum Catilinae, therefore, I refer to

the events both by its accepted title and by what it ought to be called.
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IIL. Sources
The Chronicles of Jerome records the life of C. Sallustius Crispus between 87

B.C. and 36 B.C. The textual critic J. T. Ramsey ascribes to these dates. The textual
critic P. McGushin said, on the other hand, “There is no absolute certainty about the
standard dates, since Jerome can be convicted of carelessness and inaccuracy in other
particulars of literary history.” (McGushin 1) And according to Ronald Syme, “Jerome
cannot be accepted on Lucretius and Catullus. Further, he may well be in error with his
dates for Livy’s life (59 B.C.-A.D. 17).” Thus by McGushin’s dates, Gaius Sallustius
Crispus was born in 85 B.C. at Amiternum and died in 35 B.C. McGushin contradicts
Ramsey. While Ramsey relied on R. Helm’s codex of Jerome’s Chronicle, McGushin
relied on MS (O).

(1) ann. Abr. 1931 [=Ol. 173.2/3 =86 B.C.] (87 B.C., cod.

B) p. 151 Sallustius Crispus scriptor historicus in Sabinis

Amiterni nascitur.

(2) ann. Abr. 1981 [=OL. 185.4/186.1 = 36 B.C.] p. 159

Sallustius diem obit quadriennio ante Actiacum bellum.

(Ramsey 1)

Vis-a-vis:
(1) Sallustius Crispus scriptor historicus in Sabinis Amiterni
nascitur: ann. Abr. 1931 = Ol. 173.3/4 = A.U.C. 669 = 85

B.C.
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(i)  Sallustius diem obit quadriennio ante Actiacum
bellum: ann. Abr. 1981 = Ol 186.1/2 = A.U.C. 719 = 35
B.C. (McGushin 1)

His family was of plebian origin and of the equestrian order. The ordo equester
were those who had met a property qualification and served on horseback in the Roman
army. They were not senators and were not members of the ordo plebeius either.
Although they were not members of the patrician ruling class per se, their class contained
the publicani—tax collectors and financiers. After 70 B.C. they would share the function
of the juries along with the senators. “A publicanus was a farmer-general of the revenues,
usually from the equestrian order.” (Ramsey 108)

Although the etymology of the word plebeian (plebius) is unknown, the plebeians
were an intermediary class of noble origin which would later become a division of the
ruling class as distinct from both the patricians (patricus from pater, father) and servi—
the slave class (servus, and pl. servi). The patricians were the descendents of the Italic
kings of Latium and the Trojan refugees, who sailed to Italy after the sack of Troy, and
inter-married with them. Hence, “patricians” could be understood as “sons of the
founding fathers.” The plebeians, on the other hand, were a bourgeoning class, being
distinct from both the patricians, the laboring class (proletarii), and the slave class.
Between the patricians and the plebeians there was a class of equestrians. Tacitus, in his
Annals, briefly explained the early political developments of Rome from its foundation to
the ascension of Augustus:

Urbem Romam a principio reges habuere; libertatem et

consulatum L. Brutus instituit. Dictaturae ad tempus
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sumebantur...non Cinnae, non Sullae longa dominatio, et
Pompei Crassique potentia cito in Caesarem, Lepidi atque
Antonii arma in Augustum cessere.

From the beginning kings held the Roman city. Freedom
and the consulship were established by Lucius Brutus.
Dictatorships were held for a short period of time...Neither
Cinna’s nor Sulla’s dominion was long; both the power of
Pompey and Crassus quickly yielded to Caesar; and the
arms of Lepidus and Antonius to Augustus. (4nnals 1.1)

Lucius Brutus was the patrician revolutionary who is credited with running out
the Etruscan kings in 509 B.C. and, thereby, establishing the Roman republic. Rome,
until this time, had been ruled by the Etruscans, a foreign power. Unable to agree on who
should rule, instead of appointing another king, or a tyrant, the ruling class decided to
institute a political system similar to the Spartan regime by appointing two consuls, who
ruled simultaneously, and thereby settled, at least for a time, how many should rule
insofar as they agreed that it should not be one man alone. The reader may recall that
Sparta had been ruled by two kings. The Roman system of consulship was slightly
different, however, in that each consul had the right of veto over the decisions of his co-
consul and, in time of war, one consul would nominate the other to be dictator (the one
who gives orders), also known as the magister populi et peditum (master of the people
and infantry), and the other consul became the magister equitium (master of the horse and
cavalry) and rendered aid to the dictator. “Our fathers did not appoint one on all

occasions nor for a longer period than six months.” (Historiae Romanae 36.34.1) The
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decree passed by the Senate authorizing the dictatorship was called the senatus consultum
ultimum (final decree of the Senate) and conferred imperium (power to command) upon
the dictator and was only used in times of crisis.

Both consuls were preceded wherever they went by 12 /ictors, who functioned as
bodyguards and carried the fasces and other emblems of Roman political authority like
the silver eagle. The Latin word fasces is the plural of facio. A facio was a bundle of
rods surrounding an axe carried by the lictors who preceded the dictator, the facio was a
symbol of state power and the authority to administer the scourge. “The Romans took
from the Etruscans the toga praetexta and the Phalera...the fasces, the lictors...and all
other insignia of kings and magistrates” (Bruni 25). The contemporary word fascist was
derived from this Latin word. The fact that Piso, and Catiline sought to seize them tends
to imply that they also intended to seize control of the government by an illegal means.
Octavian, after ascending as Caesar Augustus (27 B.C.), changed the meaning of the
word imperium to mean “Emperor.”

At the time of Sallust, the Roman state was developing a distinct slave class, a
proletariat, a bourgeoisie, and an aristocracy. The office of the dictatorship had fallen
into disuse after the Third Punic War (146 B.C.). The plebeians corresponded to the
contemporary bourgeoisie and played a revolutionary role under the leadership of Lucius
Junius Brutus—the historical founder of the Roman republic and sharing this distinction
with Publicola. “They had a constitution founded upon law, which was in name a
monarchy; a chosen few, whose bodies were enfeebled by age but whose minds were
fortified with wisdom, took counsel for the welfare of the state. These were called the

Fathers.” (Bel. Cat. 6.6). G. W. F. Hegel said, “The relation of the patricians and the
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plebeians is that those who were poor, and consequently helpless, were compelled to
attach themselves to the richer and more respectable, and to seek for their patrocinium
(protection, advocacy, defense, patronage): in this relation of protection on the part of the
more wealthy, the protected are called clients (a freeman protected by a patron).”
(History 288) Although this was true at the time of the expulsion of the Etruscan king
Lucius Tarquinius Superbus by Lucius Junius Brutus and Marcus Valerius, later known
as Publicola (Cf., Bruni, 1. 24), and for sometime after, the plebeians scaled the political
hierarchy, as Hegel put it, “by degrees,” and, over time, a proletarii and a servi grew by
degrees as well. By the time of the Bellum Catilinae, in 63 B.C., the patrician and the
plebeians formed a dualistic “aristocracy of a rigid order.” (History 285)

Having followed the example of Thucydides, and imitating him, Sallust has been
recognized as one of the greatest historians of all time. Sallust, like Thucydides, invented
the speeches of his personae while, at the same time, relying both on extant sources, such
as eye witnesses and written documents, and remaining true to the character of the
individual to which the oration was so ascribed. St. Jerome placed Sallust and
Thucydides next to God in historical authority. In his jeremiad for Christian history,
Jerome said: “If it came to telling this tale adequately even Thucydides and Sallust would
have no voice.” (Letters 60.16) In his City of God, St. Augustine said that Sallust was:

Nobilitate veritatis historicus.

A historian having been famous for truthfulness. (Cit. Dei. 1.5)
Martial called him the foremost of the Roman historians.

Hic erit, ut perhibent doctorum corda virorum,

primus Romana Crispus in historia.
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Here will be Crispus, the hearts of learned men say,

first in Roman history. (Epigrams 14.191)
And Tacitus said that Sallust was:

Rerum Romanarum florentissimus auctor.

An author of Roman blossoms. (4nnals 3.30)

Plutarch, on the other hand, faulted Sallust for saying that Romans had never seen

a camel until Lucullius defeated Mithridates at a battle near the river Rhyndacus,
Bithynia, in Asia Minor. “As if he thought those who, long before, under Scipio defeated
Antiochus, or those who lately had fought against Archelaus near Orchomenus and
Chaeronea, had not known what a camel was." ' In the end, Sallust had both his
flatterers and his critics. In general, however, he was highly praised and held in equal
esteem as the Greek historian Thucydides. According to the elder Seneca, “Thucydides’
primary virtue is brevity, but Sallust has beaten him at it and defeated him on his own
ground. The Greek epigram is certainly short, but there are words one can remove

2

without harm to the sense; take out “hiding” or “shading,” take out “everybody’s”—and
the sense will remain, not perhaps so pretty, but equally complete. But from Sallust’s
epigram nothing can be removed without spoiling the sense.” (Controversarium 9.1.13)
Quintilian preferred Livy to Sallust when teaching boys, because he believed that
Livy was easier to understand. “For instance, when prescribing for boys, I should give
Livy the preference over Sallust; for although the latter is the greater historian, one

requires to be well-advanced in one’s studies to appreciate him properly.” (Institutio

2.5.19) Ausonius asserted that Sallust as a historian neither enlarged the events nor

! Plutarch, The Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans: The Dryden Translation, (Chicago: Encyclopedia
Britannica, 1990): 405.
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understated them, and was, therefore, the middle path between the jealous critic and
obsequious opportunistic flatterer. “If I touch sparingly upon the graces of his character,
I shall be thought to show signs of jealousy: if I duly enlarge upon them, I shall be next
door to a flatterer. I will therefore copy Sallust in his rigid mode of giving evidence.”
(Epistularum 18.3)

Seutonius reported that the grammarian Asinius Pollio had criticized Sallust for
his archaic language. “Asinius Pollio, too, in the book in which he criticizes the writing
of Sallust, as marred by excessive effort for archaism, writes as follows: ‘He was
especially abetted in this by Ateius Praetextatus, a famous Latin grammarian, afterwards

299

a critic and teacher of declamation, and finally self-styled Philologus.’” (De Grammaticis
10) The elder Seneca said that Livy was deeply jealous of Sallust. According to him,
Livy intended to detract for Sallust by praising Sallust’ chief competitor Thucydides.
“Livy, however, was unjust enough to Sallust to criticize him both for translating the
epigram and for spoiling it in translation. He doesn’t prefer Thucydides out of any love
for him; he is praising someone he does not fear, and thinks he may more easily
overcome Sallust if Thucydides overcomes him first.” (Controversarium 9.1.14. See also:
Syme 289 and Quintilian 2.5.19)

Cassius Dio thought that Sallust was a dangerous hypocrite. He said, “Caesar,
immediately after Juba’s flight, captured the palisade and caused great slaughter among
all who came in the way of his troops, sparing not even those who came over to his side.
Next he brought the rest of the cities to terms, meeting with no opposition; and taking

over the Numidians (Nomads), he reduced them to the status of subjects, and delivered

them to Sallust, nominally to rule, but really to harry and plunder. At all events this
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officer took many bribes and confiscated much property, so that he was not only accursed
but incurred the deepest disgrace, inasmuch as after writing such treatises as he had, and
making many bitter remarks about those who fleeced others, he did not practice what he
preached. Therefore, even if he was completely exonerated by Caesar, yet in his own
history, as upon a tablet, the man himself had chiseled his own condemnation as well.”
(Historiae Romanae 42.9.1-3) Aleksandr Blok said of Sallust, “Man is weak, and he can
be forgiven everything except loutishness. Thus Sallust can, if you please, be forgiven
his decadence, his corruption...One thing alone cannot be forgiven: the moral and
patriotic tone he adopted...Sallust’s voice cracks; and it is this cracking of his voice that
is difficult to forgive the stylist and bribe-taker.” (Blok 296-7)

Textual critics have disputed the authenticity of Cicero’s invective against Sallust,
In Sallustium Crispum. The Invective’s vituperation of Sallust’s character is unparalleled
in the ancient literature and for that reason it has become suspect, since Cicero’s ability to
traduce with greater eloquence is well known. The authenticity of Sallust’s invective
against Cicero, In Ciceronem, has also been disputed, but opinions of the textual critics
tends to indicate that it is a genuine work of Sallust published by him as a political
pamphlet and circulated anonymously. The /n Sallustium Crispum however is believed
to be the product of a rhetorical school, composed by a writer of small ability. (Bel. Cat.
X1X-XX)

Cassius Dio was, however, even less than kind to Cicero than he was to Sallust.
“Toward Caesar, accordingly, the masses were well disposed, for the reasons given, but
they were angry at Cicero for the death of the citizens, and displayed their enmity in

many ways. Finally, when on the last day of his office he desired to present his account



18

and defense of all that he had done in his consulship—for he certainly did take great
pleasure not only in being praised by others but also in extolling himself—they made him
keep silent and did not let him utter a word outside of his oath...Nevertheless, Cicero,
doing his best to resist them, added to his oath the statement that he had saved the city;
and for this he incurred much greater hatred.” (Historiae Romanae 37.38.1-2) Cicero,
apparently never ceased in praising himself both before, and after, the defeat of Catiline.
The infuriating remarks referred to by Cassius Dio could have been nothing less than
those Cicero himself published. “I have preserved the Republic, I ask nothing of you
except that you remember this occasion and the whole of my consulship.” (4 In Catilinam
23) And even before that Cicero said, “You and your descendants should hold in honor
the man who has saved this same city...It is I who have quenched the fires...It is I who
have thrust back the swords drawn against the Republic and have dashed away the
daggers they held at your throats. It is through my efforts that these plots have been
detected.” (3 In Cat. 2)

The conspiracy of Catiline, a patrician, was an outgrowth of the dictatorship and
the proscriptions of Sulla. Catiline was himself was among Sulla’s adherents and had
profited by his service to him and had reportedly used the proscriptions of Sulla as a
cover for the murder of his own brother-in-law and for killing a former praetor, Marius
Gratidianus. He also greatly enriched himself under Sulla’s reign. “This man [Catiline],
namely had killed his brother before the civil struggle was decided, and now asked Sulla
to proscribe the man, as one still living; and he was proscribed. Then Catiline, returning

the favor of Sulla's, killed a certain Marcus Marius, one of the opposite faction, and
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brought his head to Sulla as he was sitting in the forum, and then going to the lustral
water of Apollo which was near, washed the blood off his hands.” (Sulla 32.2)

Lucius Cornelius Sulla Felix (Sulla the Fortunate), having returned to Italy,
landed at Brundisium in 83 B.C. after campaigning in Greece, Macedonia and Asia
Minor against the Mithridates. By 82 B.C. the Roman Senate confered imperium on
Sulla and he adopted the title of dictator, which for all intensive purposes had been
abolished after the Hannibalic War. By choosing the title dictator as opposed to the title
tyrant or king, Sulla tried to dissemble the significance of his true nature of his rule, that
of a tyrant, because the leading men of the city would have taken offence to it. While
Sulla wished to appear to be diminishing his power by adopting the title of dictator, in
reality he was enlarging it. According to Mommsen, Sulla adopted the title of dictator in
order to create the nuance of the old dictatorship, something more favorable to the ruling
class at the time. In reality, Sulla’s dictatorship restored the old monarchy of the
Tarquin’s in all but name. In fact, because the office had no heredity precepts it would
best be called Rome’s first tyranny. The word tyrant is not applied to hereditary
sovereignties like kings, for the term regards the irregular way in which the power was
gained, than the way in which it was exercised (TOpavvoc, an absolute sovereign,
unlimited by law or constitution). Sulla’s contemporary apologists vindicated him under
the slogan:

Satius est uti regibus quam uti malis legibus.
It is more satisfying to profit oneself by means of kings

than by bad laws. (Rhetorica ad Herennium 2.40)
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This slogan indicated both that one should not lament the loss of the constitution
since kings are just as beneficial as bad laws and that Sulla was all but a king. At any
rate, Sulla having reconstituted Rome and effectuated the Leges Corneliae, ascended as
an absolute monarch and his first act was to annihilate the opposition by means of a list
of the “proscribed,” called a proscriptio (proscribo, to make public by writing, publish,
proclaim, announce). The proscriptio was a list of names posted by Sulla in the Forum.
Anyone whose name appeared on this list could be killed by anyone else and, he who
carried out the evil deed would receive a reward for having done so. In fact, one could
even obtain a reward by indicating the hiding place of one so proscribed. The victim’s
property was expropriated to the State to be disposed subhastatio (sub hasta, i.e., at
auction) with political disabilities vested on his children and grandchildren. By the end
of Sulla’s reign, according to Valerius Maximus, an estimated 4700 people had been so
proscribed. (Cf., Mommsen 102) After Sulla, neither he nor Crassus were required to
return their ill gotten gains. “The man who had slain Lucretius at the instance of Sulla,
and another who had slain many of the persons proscribed by him, were tried for the
murders and punished, Julius Caesar being most instrumental in bringing this about.
Thus changing circumstances often render very weak even those once exceedingly
powerful. This matter, then, turned out contrary to most people’s expectation, as did also
the case of Catiline, who, although charged with the same crimes as the others (for he,
too, had killed many of the proscribed), was acquitted. And from this very circumstance
he became far worse and even lost his life as a result.” (Historiae Romanae 37.10.2-3)
Sallust says, “After Lucius Sulla, having gained control of the state by arms brought

everything to a bad end from a good beginning, all men began to rob and pillage.” (Bel.
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Cat. 11.4) The story of the Catilinian conspiracy preserved in the writings of the
historians of the late Roman Republic, the scribes of the Roman church, the writings of
the Church fathers and eventually transmitted to us the writings of the Renaissance
humanists. After the Renaissance humanists, however, the interpretation of the texts
began to change until Catiline was transformed from the villian of classical antiquity into
the hero of the modern bourgeoisie.

Leonardo Bruni retells this story, in part, in his History of the Florentine People
(1416). According to him, Florence was first colonized by Sulla’s veterens. “Not many
years before Sulla’s dictatorship, there was a general rebellion among the peoples of Italy
against the Romans.” (Bruni 9) What resulted was the Social War. Rome quashed the
rebellion and areas adjacent to the ruins of Tuscany, Asculum, Faesulae were colonized
by Sulla’s agents. He credits both Cicero and Sallust for recording these events and the
existence of the colonies. “[They] built grandly and created great households, gave large
and luxurious banquets with abandon, and soon were buried in debt. To free them from
this burden, Sulla himself would have had to return from the dead...At this very time
...Catiline in Rome was formenting revolt.” (Bruni 11-15) Ben Jonson’s drama Catiline:
His Conspiracy (1611) begins with Sulla’s ghost arisen which, after haunting Rome like a
specter, enters “the darkest bosoms” of Rome, which happens to be Catiline’s at the time.

“Dost thou not feel me, Rome? not yet?/... Can SYLLA’S
Ghost arise within thy walls,/ Lesse threatening, then an
earth-quake, the quick falls.../ Thy darker bosome enter
SYLLA'’S spirit:/ All that was mine, and bad, thy breast

inherit...and 1 feele/ A spirit, within me, chides my
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sluggish hands/ And sayes, they haue beene innocent too

long.” (Jonson 80-81)
Though many of Seneca’s tragedies are known to begin with specters and ghosts,
Jonson’s apparition was undoubtedly taken from Cicero’s remarks to the effect that if
Sulla’s veterans, who had squandered their wealth on luxuries, and now sought, through
the Catilinarian conspiracy, to make a putsch on the consulship, wanted to be out of debt:

Si salvi esse velint, Sulla sit eis ab in feris excitandus.

If they wish to be saved, Sulla himself would have to arise

from the dead. (2 In Cat. 20)
Jonson borrowed it from Bruni who borrowed it from Cicero. Ibsen lost the thread.
Though it has been said that Ibsen knew no dramatic works before he wrote Catiline
(1850), he began with a similitude of Jonson’s ghost. Instead of Sulla’s ghost arisen
entering “the darkest bosoms,” a voice speaks from the beginning to Catiline from within.
This similitude is strange since although Ibsen repeats Jonson’s metaphor of a wicked
soul entering Catiline, he fails to employ Sulla’s ghost as it was set forth in Cicero’s
oration.

“I must, I must a voice commands me thus/ from my soul’s

depths, and will follow it...a secret nation smolders in my

breast.” (Ibsen 127-28)

Catiline is, in this instance, Ibsen himself, of course, speaking through the persona

of Catiline. Ibsen, and the dramatic trend that followed him, took the historical persona
of Catiline not as a bone fide character of history, but as merely an abstract character of

literature which could be molded to suit their own rhetorical needs and used as a
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mouthpiece for their own political programs. Ibsen’s Catiline was written in 1850, just
after the upheavals in of 1848, when he was only 21 years of age. Born in Skien,
Norway, Ibsen’s father Knud was a member of the upper echelons of the merchant
bourgeoisie who own a general store and an import business. According to a census
taken at the time, Ibsen’s family was the 17th wealthiest in the town of 2000 people.
Between 1834 and 1836 much of the Ibsen family’s business was shut down by
authorities and Knud, having fallen deeply into debt, was forced to sell much of the
family’s possessions and his business came to an end. This gave Henrik “the sense of
having been cruelly deprived of his rightful place in life by an unjust fate.” Clearly,
Henrik Ibsen had bound-up his ego with his nearly aristocratic early up-bringing for after
his social decline “he refused to accept as equals or develop any kind of friendship with
the poorer children.”

Ibsen left school in 1843 when he was fifteen and became an apprentice to a
pharmacist in the town of Grimstad where, five years later, he wrote Catiline. At
sometime within this period he became acquainted with the writings of Voltaire and had
gathered around him a small group of friends, Due and Schulerud, who wrote poetry,
political pamphlets and read aloud together. Ibsen became an atheist and a republican
under the influence of the writings of Voltaire and began to express his “bitter ill will”
towards those with “empty brains with full purses.” In 1848 he became enthusiastic
about the February Revolution in France and began to speak against all emperors, tyrants
and kings and in favor of republicanism while the historical persona which would

become the protagonist in his first play, and to whom Ibsen would soon identify himself,
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was the criminis auctor that destroyed the Roman republic and paved the way for the
empire.

/--Yes, freedom, it is freedom I’ll create,/ as pure as one

time in the bygone days. (Ibsen 181)
Ibsen’s understanding of the conspiracy of Catiline was not particularly deep. While still
in Grimstad, Ibsen studied both Cicero’s invectives against Catiline and Sallust’s Bellum
Catilinae. “He read these from the perspective formed by the political events of 1848
and his own financial and social circumstances, and developed a completely different
view of Catiline from the one Sallust and Cicero sought to convey.” (Ibsen 4-8) Save
Mommsen, the true Catiline became lost after this work of Ibsen.
III.  Narrative
Sallust began his narrative:

Omnis hominis, qui sese student praestare ceteris

animalibu, summa ope nite decet, ne vitam silentio

transeant veluti pecora, quae natura prona atque ventri

oboedientia finxit.

All men, who are themselves eager to surpass other

animals, are fit to strive with all their might, not pass life in

silence just as cattle who have been made by nature

groveling and obeying the belly. (Bel. Cat. 1.1)
But man is also a slave to the belly. Poverty hurts. Starvation compels man to satisfy the
demands of the belly. It is, in fact, only when man’s material needs have been satisfied

that man become free to excel the other animals. Sallust was not starving when he wrote
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these lines. The opening remarks to the Bellum Catiline are also a self-disclosure
indicating not to which social class he belongs, but to which social classes he does not
belong. He does not belong to the social class of the slaves nor to the class of free labor,
the proletariat. Though Sallust attributes subservience to the belly as being caused by
Nature, he neglects to mention the real cause for his own leisure. In truth, it is through
the high civilization that he lives in that, by means of the class system, has satisfied his
material needs. The state that Sallust lived in was class stratified with slavery at its base.
Sallust himself was neither in the lowest class nor in the highest class, but was
somewhere in between them. Both the laboring class and the slave class toiled to satisfy
the immediate hunger pangs of the belly. They were subservient to it while Sallust was
not.

Indeed Sallust uses many pretty words. He leads us to believe, to trust, that such
words or moral rectitude could have only come from the most upright of men. He passed
moral judgment on mankind and, at the same time, excused himself from scrutiny.
Sallust as an author, and as a moral being, was beyond reproach. Like a god he lectures
the reader on virtue. This cannot but help build trust between the author and the reader.
With these remarks, Sallust exaltes himself and his work. The reader becomes a co-
traveler with Sallust’s soaring virtue by affirming that Sallust himself is no animal.
Though it may have been unintended, correspondences could be drawn between the
actual social classes and Sallust’s metaphors: “gods” and “brutes.” Sallust’s metaphor
indicates that the ruling class corresponds to the linguistic signs, the analogy: god =
mind = rulers and the proletariat corresponds to the analogy: body = brute = workers.

“Therefore I find it becoming, in seeking renown, t