Plagues, Pestilence, and Gruesome Deaths: Disease Imagery in Cicero and Lactantius

Despite the span of over three centuries, the rhetoric of infection and sickness is an overlooked connection between the orators Cicero and Lactantius. In Cicero’s case, language of the body and disease permeates the Catilinarians, which Cicero effectively employs to turn the Senate against Catiline and to illustrate the severity of the ailing state. In the First and Second Catilinarians especially, he actively portrays Catiline as first the instigator of the pestilence that has taken the state and then as the plague itself using Catiline’s departure from the city to symbolize the patria expelling him from its body. While this exploitation of the body politic is not a new trope, and many scholars take it for granted, the progression of disease imagery from the First Catilinarian to the Second reflects his shifting concern to the followers of Catiline and the fate of the Republic.
Lactantius and his rhetoric, however, have largely fallen under the radar of classical scholars due to his identification as a Christian author, despite his stint as a Latin professor at Nicomedia; thus, his works are often mined only for historical facts concerning the Tetrarchy, the reign of Constantine, and the rise of Christianity in the empire. Yet his grounding in classical authors and oratorical training manifests not only in the arguments of his more openly rhetorical works, but also in the irreverent On the Deaths of the Persecutors, an invective disguised as a letter against the Tetrarchs for instigating persecution edicts against the Christians. 
One feature that has not been adequately explored in that work is Lactantius’ use of language and specific motifs to create an underlying narrative of the emperors, culminating in Galerius, the worst of the persecutors. What first appear as character flaws such as madness and barbarity soon evolve into a gruesome picture of disease and sickness, later realized in their physical sense at the speech’s climax around Galerius’ death. Through this progressive deterioration of the emperors, Lactantius is adopting and adapting the trope which Cicero uses in the first two Catilinarians, taking it to new, grotesque extremes.
This paper contrasts these developments, starting first with Cicero’s speeches and then Lactantius, revealing how both seek to expose those who abuse governmental power and are corrupting Rome, especially when they seize that power unlawfully and invade private spheres of life by wrongly targeting innocent people. Yet the underlying narratives which the orators establish show that it is not just these powerfully dangerous figures that are their concern, but their followers and even the state of the Roman government itself. 
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