
 

 

After Cato Left the Theater: Mimetic Masculinity in Catullus 56 

Catullus 56 has long provoked a mix of confusion and contempt. Catullus first insists that 

he has a hysterical joke to tell Cato (o rem ridiculam, Cato, et iocosam, etc. 1–4). Having 

consumed more than half of the poem with this expectation-raising preamble, Catullus unveils 

his anecdote: when he recently came upon a boy “humping” (trusantem, 6) a girl, he sexually 

assaulted the boy. The “joke” has never struck modern readers as particularly amusing, and 

certainly not worthy of Catullus’ insistent set-up. Indeed, most contemporary critics have found 

the poem to be a vile boast of an unwarranted sexual assault—“the most obscene poem in 

Catullus” (Quinn 1973) and “as obscure as it is obscene” (Skinner 1981)—a rare misstep by the 

Veronese poet, who otherwise charms even when using the most crude language and imagery 

(Small 1983). But Catullus’ wit can be restored when the poem is viewed in context of the 

poem’s imagined setting: Catullus mocks the haughty behavior of Cato Uticensis at the Floralia 

by pretending to validate Cato’s worse fears about the ethical damage that the bawdy festival 

might inflict on its audience. 

 Although many scholars have assumed that such a vulgar poem could not have been 

directed towards the notoriously severe Cato Uticensis (Kroll 1968; Thomson 1997), others have 

argued persuasively that the humorless Cato provides an ideal foil for Catullus’ crass poem. The 

poem is humorous precisely because Cato would not find such a crude anecdote amusing 

(Buchheit 1961; Scott 1969; Skinner 1981). Cato’s celebrated behavior at the Floralia of 55 BCE 

is the key to understanding the poem. The actors in the festival’s salacious mimes proved 

unwilling to strip naked before Cato, who could not disguise his disgust at the spectacle (Gell. 

10.13). With the license of the festival threatened, Cato withdrew, to the great acclaim by the 

audience, who then returned to the erotic performance (Val. Max. 2.10.8). Martial, Catullus’ best 



 

 

(if most idiosyncratic) reader ridicules Cato’s self-aggrandizing censoriousness. Since Cato must 

have known that the festival would include the naked performance of erotic mimes by prostitutes 

(Ovid, Fasti 5.331f.; Sen. Ep. 97.8), he must have attended only to make a sanctimonious show 

of leaving (Lorenz 2007).

 That mime was the performance at issue is essential to understanding how Catullus’ 

behavior in the poem. The actors of unscripted mime fed of the reactions of the audience, who in 

turn were thought to imitate the stage action. The lewdness of the performance risked the ethical 

contamination of its audience, who would dissolve the boundaries between performer and 

spectator (Germany, forthcoming). Catullus, in jest, confirms Cato’s worse fears about the 

ethical risk of salacious art. After Cato left the theater, Catullus claims that the erotic 

performance so ensnared him that he unwittingly snuck on stage and joined in the performance, 

violating the mime (pupulum, 5) as he mimicked intercourse with the naked prostitute (puella)—

a powerful example of Catullus’ performance of masculinity (Wray 2001), especially in light of 

recent work on how Catullus’ text functions as a script for performance (Skinner 1993). 

 This interpretation resolves a number of the complaints that have been lodged against c. 

56. The absurdity of Catullus unwittingly raping a mime clarifies why the anecdote is amusing 

(even if Cato would not think so). Since c. 56 dates to 55–54 BCE (Skinner 1981), the identity of 

Cato would be self-evident, as would the poem’s connection with Cato’s celebrated behavior at 

the recent Floralia. When the couple in c. 56 is understood to be miming intercourse, Catullus’ 

irregular use of trusantem becomes intelligible. Setting the poem at the Floralia, in which 

Rome’s prostitutes played an infamous role, also explains Catullus’ otherwise unmotivated 

appeal Dione (e.g. Venus, 6). But the joke is ultimately on Cato. The artificiality of the poem’s 

exaggerated preamble, which recalls telegraphed jokes in Archilochus and Greek epigram (Kroll 



 

 

1968), confirms that Catullus did not debase himself by joining in the mime and Cato’s fears 

about the contaminating power of licentious performance are revealed as baseless (cf. c. 5). 
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