
The Metaphor of Branding in the First Catlinarian Oration

In the first Catilinarian oration, Cicero asks Catiline: “Quae nota domesticae turpitudinis non inusta vitae tuae est?” (1.6.13), a question that, I argue, destabilizes Catiline’s status as citizen, man and human being. This destabilization of status hinges on the verb, inurere, to brand. Through the metaphor of branding, Cicero transforms Catiline’s skin into a tablet onto which he inscribes his assault and political agenda against the criminal. The skin becomes a transparent barrier rendering Catiline vulnerable to hostile gazes and attacks by Cicero and the senators. I ground my argument in previous studies of Ciceronian invective, namely that of Merrill, Corbeill, Lévy and especially May. May examines Cicero’s use of imagery of bestiality and monstrosity in Cicero’s invective that was employed to exclude enemies from the state. I extend this perspective to suggest that the branding metaphor in Cicero’s invective against Catiline is a central tool in Cicero’s exclusion of the slavish and inhuman Catiline from the Roman citizen body. According to the Lex Porcia, Cicero could not commit physical violence against the aristocratic renegade. Cicero circumvented this law by constructing verbally a ‘Catiline’ against whom he could commit violence, and like all verbal constructions (which are ‘texts’, oral or written), this one may be read and demands interpretation. 


Cicero complements the metaphor of branding in 1.6.13 by highlighting Catiline’s individual body parts and his whole body (oculis, manibus, toto corpore). The orator separates the body parts from the human to which they are attached and makes the whole, integral body broken and inhuman.  By doing so, he removes the body parts from their original context and provides a new one: separate body parts become independent symbols that Cicero manipulates. The framework within which he sets these symbols is one of sexual lasciviousness and crime (libido, facinus, flagitium). Cicero robs Catiline of his humanness by taking away his intellect and rationality and leaving behind a body that is a slave to its immediate appetites, more animal than human.


Cicero extends the metaphor of branding to all citizens of Rome and activates an alternate meaning of inurere, to cauterize. In the crisis of the state that Cicero claims Catiline has enacted, the orator calls for the inscription of every citizen’s thoughts onto his forehead, so that the orator may attempt to know everyone’s intentions toward him and the Republic (sit denique inscriptum in fronte unius cuiusque, quid de re publica sentiat, 1.13.32). He frames this statement with a simile that compares the Republic to sick, feverish men who cannot find relief from disease and need a stronger cure, and he likens the conspirators who remain in Rome to that disease (1.13.31). When Cicero combines this simile with the branding metaphor, it becomes clear that the orator is using the metaphor in two ways: to signal subjugation and to indicate that he will excise diseased flesh. It follows that the orator casts himself in two analogous roles: the slave master who brands to punish and identify and the healer and savior who excises and cauterizes the diseased flesh of the Republic to make it healthy again. 

Works Cited

Corbeill, Anthony. 1996. Controlling laughter: political humor in the late Roman Republic. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. 

Lévy, Carlos. 1988. “Rhétorique et Philosophie: La Monstruosité Politique chez Ciceron.” Revue des e’tudes latines. 76: 139-57.

May, James, M. 1996. “Cicero and the Beasts.” Syllecta Classica. 7: 143-53.

Merrill, Norman W. 1975. Cicero and early Roman invective. PhD diss. Ann Arbor, Mich: University Microfilms International. 

