Dicta and Facta in Sallust’s Bellum Catilinae

Sallust’s Bellum Catilinae is dominated by speeches. Catiline’s two brief orations (20, 58) bracket the narrative of the conspiracy, which is itself crowned by lengthy speeches from Caesar and Cato (51, 52). All these speeches dwarf the only action of any consequence—the closing description of Catiline’s defeat and death at Pistoria—and Catiline’s memorable pre-battle harangue threatens to overshadow the brief account of that lone battle. It is striking that, in a work boasting the highest ratio of speech to narrative in ancient historiography (Feldherr 2007), Sallust identifies a desire to act rather than speak (facere quam dicere 8.5) as a manifestation of the unblemished virtues of Romans before the destruction of Carthage led to a precipitous moral decline. After establishing the primacy of actors over speakers, Sallust has all the speakers diminish the power of polished, persuasive speech even as they seek to harness it to their own ends. And yet this consistent use of direct speech to question the power of speech—a sort of “rhetoric of anti-rhetoric”—has escaped scholarly notice. I contend that the anti-rhetorical rhetoric invites a re-consideration of the sole actor amidst all these talking heads, Catiline himself. 


After railing against the excesses of the pauci and their monopolization of wealth, honor, and privilege, Catiline concludes that the material rewards of action provide a greater inducement to action than words (oratio) ever could (20.15). Similarly, Catiline’s pre-battle harangue begins with a blatant rejection of the utility of the pre-battle harangue (verba virtutem non addere 58.1). The logomachy of Caesar and Cato is also imbued with anti-rhetorical rhetoric. Both speakers attempt to dismiss the speeches of their predecessors as empty rhetorical showpieces (51.9; 52.13), and, in so doing, embed attacks on clever speeches within clever speeches of their own. These attacks culminate in Cato’s famous invocation of the Thucydidean corollary (Sklenar 1998) that factional strife leads inevitably to the misuse of language to such an extent that words lose their meaning (vera vocabula rerum amisimus 52.11).
This persistent questioning of the ability of speech to motivate men or even accurately represent reality leaves the reader suspicious and anxious about what the monograph’s principal figures do, rather than what they say. Only Catiline, however, is both speaker and actor. In action, Catiline is utterly transformed from the monstrous villain of Sallust’s character sketch (5), admirably fulfilling the roles of the vigorous soldier and good general (strenui militis et boni imperatoris 60.4) before falling amid a heap of slain foes. His men too display the boldness in war (quanta audacia 61.1) that Sallust earlier described as characteristic of the early republic (audacia in bello, 9.3) and which Catiline had urged his troops to display in his pre-battle oration (quanta…audacia 58.2). Indeed, Sallust’s presentation of Catiline at Pistoria is decidedly heroic (Batstone 2010; Kraus and Woodman 1998). The juxtaposition of Catiline’s final words and deeds invites the reader to consider the striking correspondence of his dicta and facta. By misdirecting and squandering his considerable potential, Catiline embodies the Sallustian conception of the crisis of the late Republic—he is both the moral monster of the preface and the heroic general that emerges at Pistoria. Ultimately, the only man in the monograph capable of both speech and action, of having his deeds correspond exactly to his words, and of inspiring his followers to do the same, tragically demonstrates this ability at the head of a rebel force opposed to an army of the Roman people. 
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