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In 63 B C E , the Roman senator Lucius Sergius Catalina rallied a 
disaffected mob, who felt either disenfranchised or and else burdened by 
insurmountable debts, and conspired to overthrow the Senate and the 
Roman Republic as a whole. The plot was eventually exposed by the 
Roman consul Marcus Tullius Cicero, who delivered numerous orations 
which aimed to demonize Catiline.1 On two occasions, Cicero refers to 
Catiline as a monstrum  -  as a “wonder,” a “portent,” or even a “monster” 
-  but the overall characterization of his political opponent as a monstrum  
in these two instances could not be more diverse.2 Overall, I argue that 
Cicero brands Catiline as a monstrum  in both instances to justify the 
extermination of his political opponent, but necessarily draws on diverse 
conceptions o f a monstrum  to suit the occasion. In the Orationes in 
Catilinam, delivered in 63 B C E  in order to convince the Senate that 
Catiline poses an imminent threat, the monstrum  and his followers are 
characterized as thoroughly wicked and debauched. In the Pro Caelio, 
however, later delivered in 56 B C E  in defense Marcus Caelius Rufus, a 
former follower of Catiline, the monstrum  is suddenly transformed into a 
strange mixture o f virtue and vice. It seems to me that in the Pro Caelio, 
to demonize Catiline Cicero evokes the same threat embodied by the 
hermaphrodite, since the nature of this monstrum  enables the orator to 
exculpate both the defendant Caelius and other former supporters of 
Catiline at the trial.

1 For an overview o f Cicero and the Catalinarian Conspiracy, cf. Charles M atson Odahl, 
Cicero a n d  the C atilinarian Conspiracy  (New York: Routledge, 2010).

2 Cf. Cicero, O rationes in  C atilinam  2.1 ; Cicero, Pro Caelio 12. Although Sallust’s Bellum  
C atilinae  also addresses the Catilinarian Conspiracy, the text will not be considered here.
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Cicero’s Branding of Political Opponents as Monstra

It is not unusual for Cicero to refer to his political opponents as 
monstra and there was considerable motive for him to do so.3 According 
to Cicero’s De divinatione 1.93, the term monstrum  derives from monstrare 
-  “to show” -  and is therefore some notable disruption in the natural 
order which serves to indicate a breakdown in the pax deorum, that is, the 
proper relationship between humanity and the divine.4 Upon recognizing 
such a portent, the Roman Senate -  in consultation with the various 
religious colleges -  would attempt to restore the pax deorum  by ordering 
various religious and expiatory rituals, often including the isolation and 
expulsion of the monstrum  itself from the community.5 According to 
Anthony Corbeill, Cicero’s branding of his enemies as monstra goes 
beyond mere invective. The orator, he argues, “wishes the Roman 
audience to conceive o f his opponents as actual prodigies, as unnatural 
beings whose very existence threatens the safety o f the Republic.”6 To 
cast Catiline as a monstrum , then, not only justifies his exile or execution, 
but even designates such measures as the prerogative o f the Senate, whose 
support for Catiline certainly waned over time.7 Although belonging to 
the patrician class, Catiline’s direct appeal to the masses and radical 
policies, such as debt cancellation, increasingly jeopardized conservative 
values.8

There seems to be, however, much more to Catiline’s characterization 
as a monstrum  in the Pro Caelio. Here, Cicero claims that Catiline is a 
monstrum  which is unprecedented, and so all the more sinister and 
enigmatic. As the orator states, “I do not believe that there has ever

3 Cicero often labels politicians with popular support (such as Catiline, Piso, Gabinius, 

Clodius and Marcus Antonius) as prod igium , which is more or less a synonym for 
m onstrum , cf. Anthony Corbeill, “O  singular prodigium! Ciceronian Invective as Religious

4 M atthew B . Roller, “Demolished Houses, Monumentality, and M em ory in Roman

3 Roller, “Demolished Houses,” 127.
6 Corbeill, “O  singular prodigium!”, 240.

7 T h e  Senate was constantly involved in the process o f dealing with prodigies, and two o f 
the three priestly bodies consulted tended to belong to the senatorial order, cf. Corbeill, 
“O  singular prodigium!” 245-246 .

8 For an overview o f the political careers o f Cicero and Catiline, cf. Odahl, Cicero a n d  th e
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existed on earth so strange a portent [monstrum\..”9 Nevertheless, I 
would like to argue that in order to make the threat comprehensible to 
the audience, Cicero draws on the cultural conception of a monstrum  
which would have been familiar to the Romans: the hermaphrodite, or a 
sexually indeterminate being. Cicero himself refers to the birth o f an 
androgyne as a monstrum , and the hermaphrodite is -  moreover -  one of 
the most common prodigies from the Republican era recorded in the 
extant sources.10 There is evidence for the ritual expiation of 
hermaphrodites occurring between 209 and 92 B C E , most commonly by 
being set adrift at sea, and more rarely by immolation.11 Such expiations 
certainly occurred within the lifetime of at least some of the Cicero’s 
audience, and -  despite whatever rationalist explanations for 
hermaphrodites’ condition were being forwarded during the late 
Republic -  Diodorus Siculus notes that superstitious attitudes towards 
hermaphrodites were still the norm at this time.12 It seems that the 
popular conception of these monstra among the Romans had little if  any 
basis in reality, and would have instead been informed by written and oral 
accounts, and also by images o f hermaphrodites.13 Such representations

9 Cicero, Pro Caelio  12: “neque ego umquam fuisse tale monstrum in terris ullam puto.” 

English translation by R. Gardner, Cicero: The Speeches: P ro Caelio -  D e P rov in ciis  
Consularibus -  P ro Balbo. T h e  Loeb Classical Library, ed. T .E . Page et al. (Cambridge 
and London: Harvard University Press and: W illiam  Heinemann Ltd, 1965), 421.

10 Cicero, D e d iv in a t io n e  1.98; cf. Corbeill, “O  singular prodigium!” 252-253 .
11 Bruce M cBain, P rod igy  a n d  Expiation: A S tudy in  R elig ion  a n d  P olitics in R epublican  
R om e  (Brussels: Latomus, 1982), 127ff.
12 For superstitious attitudes towards hermaphrodites in the first century B C E , see 
Diodorus Siculus, Bib liotheca  h istoria  32 .12 .1 . Diodorus Siculus him self (.Bibliotheca  
historica  32 .10 .2  &  32.11) interprets hermaphrodites as an error o f nature which can be 
resolved through surgery, such as in the cases o f  Herais and Callo: following their sex- 
change from sexually indeterminate beings to biological males, both were able to 

reintegrate themselves into society as social males. For more about rationalist 
explanations for hermaphrodites, see Luc Brisson, Sexual A m biva len ce: A ndrogyny an d  
H erm aphroditism  in  G raeco-R om an A ntiquity  (Berkeley: University o f California Press, 
2002), 31-36.
13 Although the hermaphrodites ritually expiated by the Romans were certainly o f 

indeterminate sex, the exact nature o f their condition remains unknown, and it cannot be 
assumed that the Rom an’s conception o f Hermaphroditos necessarily served as criteria for 
their identification in nature; see Aileen Ajootan, “Monstrum or Daimon? 

Hermaphrodites in Ancient A rt and Culture,” in Greece a n d  G ender, eds. Brit Berggreen 
and Nanno Marinatos (Athens: Norwegian Institute o f  Athens, 1995), 102-103 . W hile 

Pliny (H istoris N aturalis, 7 .34) later suggests that hermaphrodites were included as 
physiological oddities in sideshows, it seems doubtful that actual hermaphrodites would
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seem to have emerged in fourth-century Greece, but, with the 
Hellenization of the Romans during the Republican period, were 
certainly being produced in Italy by the time of the androgyne

The Hermaphrodite as a Threat to the Stability of Roman 

Social Organization

Before turning to Cicero’s characterization of Catiline as a 
“hermaphroditic” monstrum , the reasons why the Romans perceived 
hermaphrodites as threatening prodigies ought to be clarified. A t the 
heart of the issue is the fact that androgynes, on account of their 
incongruous sexual features, transcend categorization. As noted by 
Gottfried Mader, “in a social system which structures and defines itself 
around standardized values and patterns o f classification, anything that 
resists categorization -  imperfect members, borderline cases, the 
anomalous or aberrational -  threatens to confound the general scheme.”15 
The notion that the hermaphrodite confounds a dichotomous 
organization of reality receives much emphasis in the ancient sources. 
M ost notably, the hermaphrodites ritually expiated by the Romans are 
referred to as incertus and ambiguus, and even the use o f the compound 
Greek term androgynus (or “man-woman”) draws attention to the 
Romans’ inability to categorize these monstra.16 The same dilemma is 
accentuated in other late Republican and Augustan texts. Lucretius, for 
instance, describes an androgyne as “between [man and woman] yet 
neither, different from both”, and Ovid states that Hermaphroditos 
seems to be “neither [man or woman] and yet both”.17

The hermaphrodite’s resistance to sexual categorization is seen to 
threaten the stability o f Roman social organization as a whole. In this

To Be Decided: Volume 2 - - Monsters and Beasts

have been a regular part o f “lived experience” for the Romans, and so the popular 

conception o f hermaphrodites was more likely to have been informed by texts, oral 
accounts and images o f hermaphrodites especially.

15 Gottfried Mader, “Nec Sepultis Mixtus et Vivis Tamen/Exemptus: Rationale and 
Aesthetics o f  the ‘Fitting Punishment’ in Seneca’s Oedipus,” H ermes 123 (1995): 313.

and rogynu s  to describe someone o f indeterminate sex, since the Greeks were more adept at

17 Lucretius, D e return natura  5 .839: “interutras necutrumque utrimque remotum”; Ovid, 
M etam orphoses  4 .379: “neutrumque etutrum que.”
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patriarchal society, it was the prerogative o f the (adult freeborn) man to 
maintain control, both over himself and his social inferiors, including 
women.18 As a justification for this superiority, virtues seen as necessary 
for ruling in Roman culture were gendered male, whereas vices in need 
of policing were gendered female, thus aligning the masculine/feminine 
dichotomy with various other binarisms: reason/emotion,
moderation/excess, justice/corruption, courage/timidity, and so on. 
Women, seen as innately weak in mind and body, were therefore more 
or less excluded from positions o f power. W hile Roman men evidently 
sought comfort in the notion that gender was predicated on anatomy (i.e. 
biological essentialism), in the final analysis, gender in the Roman 
conception was a much more slippery construction (i.e. social 
constructivism).

The hermaphrodite is but one manifestation of this fear o f gender 
slippage, which tended to reveal itself in Roman visual culture through 
the assumption of an ambivalent sexual role, with the hermaphrodite 
oscillating between an aggressive and passive role.19 According to 
Foucault, for the Romans there was indeed a dichotomous relationship 
between male/female gender and active/passive sexual roles: “Graeco
Roman sexual relations are organized as patterns o f dominance- 
submission behaviours that ideally replicate and even confirm social

18 For a general discussion about control being the prime-directive o f masculinity in 
Roman society, cf. W illiam s, R om an H omosexuality: Id eo log ies o f  M ascu lin ity  in  C lassical 
A ntiquity (New Y ork and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 125-159.
19 For a discussion on sexual roles as gendered, cf. W illiam s, R om an H omosexuality , 160
224. For images o f  Hermaphroditos in passive and active sexual roles, cf. Aileen Ajootan, 

“Hermaphroditos,” in Lexicon Iconograph icum  M ytho log ia e C lassicae, V .l  & 2  (Zurich 8c 
M iinchen: Artemis Verlag, 1990), nos. 63 a-w “Satyr as Aggressor” & 6 4  a-j 
“Hermphroditos as Aggressor”. T he effeminate nature o f  the androgyne also features in 

G reek and Roman literature. T h e  earliest evidence for Hermaphroditos assuming a 
pathic role comes from the anonymous Hellenistic epigram A .P. 9 .317, in which an 

unidentified figure -  possibly Priapus or Silenus -  boasts about sodomizing 
Hermaphroditos; a fragment from Titinius’ Setina  portrays Hermaphroditos in a similar 
manner, cf. M . Robinson, “Salmacis and Hermaphroditus: W hen Tw o Become One: 

(Ovid, M et. 4 .2 8 5 -3 8 8 ),” The C lassical Q uarterly  49.1 (1999): 216. Ovid M etam orphoses 
4 .285 -388  uniquely represents Hermaphroditos as a biological male, whose 

transformation into an effeminate figure (described as “emasculated”, “softened” and a 
“half-m an”) results from the inversion o f normative sexual roles: the active role is most 
unexpectedly assumed by the nymph Salmacis, who seizes upon Hermaphroditos and 

entreats the gods to permanently unite their bodies, cf. Robinson, “Salmacis and 
Hermaphroditus,” 221-223 .
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superiority or inferiority. True masculinity [entails] the sexual posture of 
the dominant erotic agent or penetrator.. while true femininity entails 
the sexual posture o f the submissive erotic object or penetree.20 By rapidly 
oscillating between both poles, the hermaphrodite exposes the instability 
of gender, and so calls into question a traditional division of roles based 
on clear anatomical difference.21

Overall, the reinforcement o f established systems of classification 
necessitated the symbolic neutralization of such aberrations by the 
Romans, whether through marginalization, extermination or 
reclassification. This is evident in the ritual isolation and expiation of the 
hermaphrodites in the Republican period, and then the rationalist 
attempts at reclassification towards the end of this era 22 According to 
Diodorus Siculus, for instance, surgical procedures could “cure” sexually 
indeterminate beings by transforming them into biological males, who 
would afterwards inevitably assume the masculine garb and military roles 
appropriate to their sex.23

The Characterization of Catiline as a Hermaphroditic

Monstrum

Now to turn to Catiline, and the reasons this monstrum  embodies the 
same threat as the androgyne. It seems hardly a coincidence that when 
Cicero refers to Catiline as a monstrum , in the same breath the orator 
claims that Catiline was born cobbled together from a series o f opposites: 
“such a fusion of natural tastes and desires that were contradictory, 
divergent and at war amongst themselves.”24 Just like the hermaphrodite,

20 Marilyn B  Skinner, “Ego M ulier . T h e  Construction o f M ale Sexuality in Catullus,” in 

R om an Sexualities, eds. Judith P. Hallett and M .B . Skinner (Princeton: Princeton ^

characteristic, cf. Jonathan W alters, “Invading the Roman Body: Manliness and 
Impenetrability in Roman Thought,” in R om an Sexualities, eds. J .P . Hallett &  M .B .

21 O n the other hand, since the hermaphrodite’s assumption o f both active and passive
sexual roles is seen to emerge from its anatomically indeterminate nature, one could also 

argue that these images ultimately confirm biological essentialist principles.

23 Diodorus Siculus, B ib lioth eca  h istorica  32 .10 .2  6c 32 .11 ; cf. Brisson, Sexual A m bivalence,

24 Cicero, Pro Caelio  12: “tam ex contrariis diversisque et inter se pugnantibus naturae 

studiis cupiditatibusque conflatum.” English translation by Gardner, Cicero: The Speeches, 
421.
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Catiline is a monstrum  which is seen to innately resist categorization. 
Like the androgyne, Catiline is seen to transcend gender categories in 
particular. Cicero even commences the entire characterization of 
Catiline by subtly intimating to the audience that Catiline somehow falls 
short o f being a proper vir, or true man: “For this Catiline, as I think you 
remember, showed in himself numerous features o f excellence \virtus\, if  
not firmly modelled, at least drawn in outline.”25 It  must be kept in mind 
that virtus, as “the sum of all the corporeal or mental excellences o f man, 
strength, vigor; bravery, courage; aptness, capacity; worth, excellence, 
virtue, etc.”, is an inherently masculine characteristic.26

As is often seen, “virtus is so intimately linked to maleness in the 
Roman universe that it is impossible to separate Roman definitions of 
masculinity from more general notions o f ideal human behaviour, 
[whereas] women [usually] lacked virtus [ .. .]  and were [therefore] 
generally believed to suffer from the corresponding vices”: weakness, 
cowardliness, recklessness, foolishness, capriciousness and so forth.27 To 
indicate from the outset that the virtus o f Catiline is not distinct but 
merely outlined immediately calls Catiline’s masculinity into question. 
This is certainly not the first time that Catiline’s masculinity is impugned 
by Cicero. In the Orationes in Catilinam, for instance, Catiline is seen to 
assume both an active and passive role in sexual relations. Here, “Cicero 
dismisses Catiline’s followers en masse as luxurious and effeminate,” given 
that this mob has likewise learned “to both love and be loved”.28 The

23 Ibid.: “habuit enim ille, sicuti meminisse vos arbitror, permulta maximarum non
expressa signa sed adumbrata virtutum.” English translation by Gardner, Cicero: The
Speeches, 419.

26 Charlton T . Lewis and Charles Short, “Virtus,” in A Latin D ictionary; F ound ed  on 
A ndrew's E dition  o f  F reund's L atin  D ictiona ry  (Oxford: Trustees o f  Tufts University,
1879).

27 M atthew Kuefler, The M an ly  Eunuch: M ascu lin ity , G ender A mbigu ity, a n d  Christian  
Id eo lo gy  in  L ate A ntiquity  (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 2001), 20 . This is not to 

claim that v ir tu s  was never attributed to women, but that women were typically seen as 
‘honourary men’ in such instances, so that all exceptions could be incorporated into the 
norm and the status quo ultimately reinforced; see W illiam s, R om an H omosexuality, 133; 

Jeremy M clnerney, “Plutarch’s M anly W om en,” in Andreia: Studies in  M anlin ess a n d  
C ourage in C lassical A ntiquity, edited by Ralph M ark Rosen and Ineke Sluiter (Leiden and 
Boston: E .J. Brill, 2003).

28 W illiam s, R om an H omosexuality, 149-150 . Cf. Cicero O rationes in  C atilinam  2.5  &
2.23 . For more discussion about Catiline and his followers being characterized as 

effeminate in Cicero’s O rationes in  Catilinam , see Rebecca Langlands, Sexual M ora lity  in  
A ncient R om e  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 282 -285  & 2 8 8 -2 8 9 .
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subtle feminization of Catiline in the Pro Caelio colours the remainder of 
the characterization. Throughout, the monstrum  is to be envisioned as 
composed of both masculine virtues and feminine vices, which is 
reinforced by the manner in which Cicero enumerates these 
characteristics.

Cicero’s overall characterization of Catiline is “an inventory o f [ .. .]  
qualities, organized like a ledger with a positive and negative aspect held 
in balance under each.” 29 Through this dichotomization -  each 
characteristic becomes inherently gendered. Catiline dedicated himself 
not only to optim i v ir i  (“most noble men”), but also to homines improbi 
(“shameless humans”).30 The distinction between the masculine term v ir  
as “most noble” and the more neutral term homo as “shameless” is 
revealing: notions o f moral character, o f virtue and vice, are intricately 
linked to gender.31 Continuing with this dichotomization, Cicero claims 
that Catiline devoted himself to not only to work and labour, but also to 
enticements and passions; not only to military pursuits, but also to vices 
o f lust.32 He was simultaneously a citizen belonging to the noble factions 
and a vicious enemy of the state; both persistent in his labours and tainted 
by his debaucheries; both generous as a benefactor and avaricious as a 
plunderer.33 Overall, Cicero outlines a series of Catiline’s contradictory 
behaviours, and then, quite significantly, concludes that these must 
proceed from the diverse and contradictory nature o f the monstrum. As 
Cicero claims, it was on account o f a varia multiplexque natura — that is, 
a varied and manifold nature -  that Catiline was inclined to exhibit the 
behaviours o f both “most noble men” and “shameless humans.”34

It is not merely Catiline’s innate transcendence of categorization -  or 
the impossibility o f being defined as inherently virtuous or vicious, as 
rational or emotional, or ultimately, as masculine or feminine -  which 
makes the monstrum  so threatening. It  is also the ability o f Catiline to 
give the illusion that there is no contradiction in either his nature or 
behaviour and therefore to deceive others. Indeed, due to a “varied and

29 Andrew R . Dyck, Cicero: P ro M arco Caelio  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

31 N ote that v i r  is a masculine noun and refers to a man with v irtu s ,  while hom o  is either
m asailine or feminine, and refers to a person in either a positive or a negative sense.
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manifold nature,” Catiline is able “to guide and rule his natural 
disposition as occasion required, and to bend and turn it this way and 
that.”35 Such deception was a notable feature o f hermaphrodites in 
Roman visual culture. In stark contrast to the frontal anasyromenos 
(“revealing”) type , whose incongruous sexual features are immediately 
apparent in a single glance, viewing angles were also exploited in torsional 
sculptures o f hermaphrodites in order to deceive the viewer.36 The 
torsional Sleeping and Dresden types, for instance, were intended to be 
viewed from an angle which initially gives the illusion of femininity, but 
then, much to the shock and amazement of the unsuspecting viewer, male 
genitals are revealed on the other side.37 Catiline’s metaphorical “twisting 
and turning” to showcase the various sides o f his nature, with the intent 
to deceive, evokes a physicality which seems too idiosyncratic o f the 
androgyne to be a coincidence, and furthers Cicero’s characterization of 
Catiline as a threatening hermaphroditic monstrum  in particular.

The vocabulary o f deception pervades Cicero’s characterization of 
Catiline.38 It was this power to deceive, to offer the illusion of an 
unambiguous and stable identity, which enabled Catiline to identify with 
diverse groups. As Cicero states, Catiline could adapt his nature at will 
in order to behave gravely with the mournful, pleasantly with the 
leisurely, seriously with the elderly, sociably with the youthful, recklessly 
with the villainous, lasciviously with the luxurious, and so forth.39 In 
short, Catiline due to his “varied and manifold nature” was not only able 
to rally together shameless and reckless humans, but also to retain brave 
and noble men through a species virtu tis assimulatae, or “appearance of 
feigned v irtu s .”40 Once again, Cicero emphasizes that Catiline somehow 
falls short o f bring a proper v ir, and yet could convince actual excellent

33 Ibid. 13: “versare suam naturam et regere ad tempus atque hue et illuc torquere ac

36 For commentary on these two distinct compositional groups, cf. Ajootan,

Koloski-Ostrow and Claire L . Lyons (London: Routledge, 1997), 235 . For examples o f

these types, cf. A jootan, “Hermaphroditos,” no. 56a-j (“Sleeping Type”) and no. 63a-w
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and courageous men that there was no distinction between them in either 
their nature or behaviour.

It was this need to foreground the deceptive nature o f Catiline which 
motivated Cicero’s molding of Catiline not just into any monstrum  in the 
Pro Caelio, but into a hermaphroditic monstum. First and foremost, the 
orator needed to somehow reconcile the defendant Caelius’s former 
association with Catiline with his virtus and also ensure that the jury 
members did not become alienated by the speech, given the likelihood 
that these men had once been supporters of Catiline, too. Cicero 
reassures the audience that when he believed that Catiline was an 
excellent citizen, eager to associate with the best men as their true and 
loyal friend, Catiline almost deceived even himself.41

Cicero’s artful molding of Catiline into a hermaphroditic monstum  in 
the Pro Caelio of 56 B C E  becomes all the more transparent when 
compared to the orator’s demonization of Catiline in the Orationes in 
Catilinam  o f 63 B C E . In these earlier speeches, Cicero exposes Catiline’s 
conspiracy to overthrow the government to the Roman Senate and so 
forces the traitor into exile. Here, Cicero likewise demonizes the traitor 
by branding him a monstrum : “Now that misbegotten monster 
\monstrum\ from within our walls will plot no destruction against 
them.”42 Throughout these orations, however, the characterization of the 
monstrum  has little resemblance to that o f the Pro Caelio, and Catiline is 
instead seen as the embodiment o f unalloyed evil.43 As Cicero declares, 
the war between “us” -  that is, between Cicero, the Roman Senate and 
the people -  and “them” -  Catiline and his followers -  is, at the root, a 
contest between virtue and vice:

For on this side fights modesty, on that shamelessness; 
on this chastity, on that wantonness; on this honour, 
on that fraud; on this righteousness, on that crime; on 
this steadfastness, on that madness; on this honesty, on 
that deceit; on this self-restraint, on that lust; and 
finally justice, temperance, fortitude, prudence, all the

To Be Decided: Volume 2 - S|S - Monsters and Beasts

42 Cicero, O rationes in  C atilinam  2 .1 : “nulla iam pemicies a monstro illo atque prodigio 

moenibus ipsis intra moenia comparabitur.” English translation by Louis E . Lord, Cicero:

F lacco. T he Loeb Classical Library, edited by T .E . Page et al. (London and Cambridge: 

W illiam  Heinemann Ltd. and Harvard University Press, 1937), 49.
43 Cicero, O rationes in  C atilinam  2 .1 .
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cowardice, recklessness, all the vices; finally, abundance

insanity, and finally fair hope fights against deepest 
despair. In a contest and battle of this kind, even if  the 
hearts o f men fail them, would not the immortal gods 
themselves compel these many great vices to be 
overwhelmed by these most notable virtues?44

This explicit dichotomization genders Cicero and the others as 
masculine, and Catiline and followers as feminine. The categorization is 
black and white, leaving no room for uncertainty. It seems that in an 
oration where Cicero’s main objective is to convince the audience that 
Catiline is an imminent threat, it suited Cicero’s agenda to characterize 
the monstrum  as the unequivocal embodiment o f evil.45 In the Pro Caelio, 
on the other hand, Catiline is transformed into a remarkable conflation 
of virtue and vice, with all dichotomies suddenly encompassed into the 
monstrum  s nature.

Overall, the contrast in the characterization of Catiline as a monstrum  
in the Orationes in Catiliam  and the Pro Caelio could not be more striking, 
but stems from the diverse motives for delivering these speeches: Cicero 
needs to demonize Catiline and his followers as much as possible in the 
former, but to exculpate the traitor’s supporters in the latter. W ith these 
objectives in mind, the “truth” of Catiline’s nature becomes irrelevant. In 
either case, Catiline is a monstrum  which needs to be expelled from the 
community, but the precise type of monstrum  evoked by Cicero needs to 
suit the occasion. Evidently, the threat evoked by a hermaphrodite -  with 
an indeterminate, but deceptive nature -  served Cicero’s purposes in the

44 Ibid., 2.25: “ex hac enim parte pudor pugnat, illinc petulantia; hinc pudicitia, illinc 
stuprum; hinc fides, illinc fraudatio; hinc pietas, illinc scelus; hinc constantia, illinc furor; 
hinc honestas, illinc turpitudo; hinc continentia, illinc libido; hinc denique aequitas, 
temperantia, fortitudo, prudentia, virtutes omnes certant cum iniquitate, luxuria, ignavia, 
temeritate, cum vitiis omnibus; postremo copia cum egestate, bona ratio cum perdita, 
mens sana cum amentia, bona denique spes cum omnium rerum desperatione confligit. in 
eius modi certamine ac proelio nonne, si hominum studia deficiant, di ipsi immortales 
cogant ab his praeclarissimis virtutibus tot et tanta vitia superari?” English translation by 
Lord, Cicero: The Speeches w ith  an English Translation , 73-75.
43 Catiline here is pure evil, or something like the vicious monstrum described by Cicero
from Hannibal’s dream: a monstrous creature entwined with snakes, recklessly uprooting
trees and destroying houses, as the manifestation of the desolation of Italia, cf. Cicero, D e  
divinatione 1.49.

98



Pro Caelio, and at the same time presented an opportunity to subtly 
impugn Catiline’s masculinity. Cicero moreover draws attention to the 
escalated threat posed by someone with feminine passions, but certain 
masculine capabilities: “nor would that abominable impulse to destroy 
this Empire ever have broken out from him, had not all those monstrous 
vices o f his been rooted and grounded in certain qualities o f ability and 
endurance.”46 Note that in the Orationes in Catilinam , Catiline is 
certainly filled with v itium , but is too reckless and senseless to possibly 
be successful in bringing his plans to destroy the Roman Republic to 
fruition.47

In arguing that Catiline is a hermaphroditic monstrum , I do not mean 
to say that Cicero intended the audience to imagine Catiline as a literal 
androgyne with the breasts o f a female and the genitals o f a male.48 As 
Cicero claims at the outset, Catiline is unprecedented as a monstrum , and 
the multiplex  (many-sided) nature of Catiline certainly exceeds the 
cultural conception of the hermaphrodite as a duplex (two-sided) figure.49 
Catiline is, rather, cobbled together from both contrary and diverse 
characteristics, presumably making for a more complex nature than that 
o f a hermaphrodite.50 That being said, whatever uniqueness Cicero 
attributes to Catiline, the audience nevertheless requires some point of 
reference to make the monstrum  comprehensible. The overall threat 
which Catiline embodies is really not so diverse from the hermaphrodite: 
in Roman thought, at least, all o f Catiline’s characteristics are reducible 
to a single dichotomy of masculine and feminine.51 The orator was 
evidently aware of the conception of a hermaphrodite as a monstrum , and 
conceivably the idea had entered the popular consciousness of the 
Romans by the Republican era.
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46 Cicero, Pro Caelio 14: “neque umquam ex illo delendi huius imperi tam consceleratus
impetus exstitisset, nisi tot vitiorum tanta immanitas quisdam facilitates et patientiae

radicibus^niteretur.”  ̂ translated by Gardner, Cicero: T h e  Speeches, 421 -423 .

31 Brisson, Sexual A m bivalence, 5.
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Conclusion

W e have seen that Cicero tended to brand his political opponents, 
especially those who attempted to bypass the senatorial elite by appealing 
to the masses, as monstra, in order to justify their exile or execution, and 
to place the religious obligation to enact these measures into the hands 
o f the Senate.52 However, the precise type of monstrum  into which Cicero 
would mold his enemies was intended to suit the occasion, as seen in the 
diverse characterization of Catiline between 63 and 56 B C E , at the 
height of the Catilinarian Conspiracy and then after the traitor’s 
execution. In the Orationes in Catilinam , both Catiline and his followers 
are characterized as unalloyed evil, seemingly because Cicero needed to 
emphasize the dire need for these conspirators to be exterminated. In the 
Pro Caelio, however, Cicero constructs the monstrum  Catiline as an 
astonishing mixture o f virtue and vice. In doing so, Cicero draws on the 
cultural conception of a hermaphrodite, one o f the most common 
prodigies recorded in the Roman Republican era. Indeed, like the 
androgyne, Catiline is seen to innately transcend categorization, in 
particular gender, and therefore exhibit both masculine and feminine 
characteristics. Also like the hermaphrodite, Catiline can offer the 
illusion that there is no contradiction in either his nature or behaviour 
and therefore identify with the most diverse groups, including both the 
most noble men and shameless humans. It seems that Cicero’s motive 
for constructing Catiline in the Pro Caelio as a hermaphroditic monstrum  
in particular was to exonerate the former supporters o f the deceptive 
Catiline, or at least those followers said to possess virtus, such as the 
defendant Caelius and conceivably other members o f the audience and 
jury. In either case, Catiline is a monstrum , in need of extermination, but 
the precise type of monstrum  evoked by Cicero is designed to serve his 
political ends

52 Cf. Corbeill, “O  singular prodigium!” passim .
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