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A historical Cato caught in the vortex of an
ancient biography

August 5, 2015 By Gregory Nagy listed under By Gregory Nagy, H24H Comments off  Edit This
Renaissance Opera is notorious for taking liberties with the facts in its portrayal of historical characters.
Vivaldi’s Cato in Utica is no exception. My presentation explores here some strikingly comparable situations in
ancient biographies, which value the integrity of plot and character—seemingly at the expense of historical
facts. A case in point is Plutarch’s Cato the Younger, which gives us the initial impression that it veers from

the reality that was Cato. It can be argued, however, that the literary construction of this biography is as
“operatic” in its artistry as is the musical essence of Vivaldi’s Cato.

\ / Aﬁ.
\
“Suicidio de Catdo de Utica,” circa 1646, Charles Le Brun [Public domain], via Wikimedia
Commons

§1. Renaissance Opera is notorious for taking liberties with the facts in its portrayal of historical characters.
Vivaldi’s Cato in Utica is no exception. My presentation explores here some strikingly comparable situations
in ancient biographies, which value the integrity of plot and character—seemingly at the expense of
historical facts. A case in point is Plutarch’s Cato the Younger [Greek | English], which gives us the initial
impression that it veers from the reality that was Cato. It can be argued, however, that the literary
construction of this biography is as “operatic” in its artistry as is the musical essence of Vivaldi’s Cato.

§2. A case in point is the “death scene” of Cato. Metastasio, the librettist for Vivaldi’s opera, first intended
for Cato to die onstage in the arms of his daughter Marzia (spelled Marcia in Latin), but then Metastasio had
a change of heart. He decided to have the old man die off stage and to have Marcia report her father’s
death scene. But then Metastasio had a second change of heart. He now opted for a happy ending: after
the army of Caesar defeats the army of Cato in Utica, near ancient Carthage, Caesar decides to spare the
life of Marcia’s father in order to ingratiate himself to the daughter. What a happy ending! Caesar gets the
girl, and the girl’s father is saved from execution. In the Glimmerglass Festival production of Vivaldi's Cato
in Utica, however, thanks to the sparkling dramaturgy of Kelley Rourke, the stubborn old man has it his
way: he dies by his own hand, just as he stages his “exit” in Plutarch’s Plutarch’s Cato the Younger.

§3. Now that I have made my point, which is that Plutarch’s Life of Cato the Younger is as “operatic” in its
artistry as is the musical essence of Vivaldi’s Cato, I will survey some selections from Plutarch. Each
selection, as we will see, is a scene of “high drama” that will delight the operatic sensibilities of a librettist
like our well-meaning friend Metastasio. In the case of each selection, I will attempt my own English
translation of Plutarch’s original Greek text.

Selection 1: Cato’s “death scene”
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[68.2] eloeABwv BE kdl kKaTakAIBEIG EAaBev €ig xelpag TOV MAATWVOG dIaAOYwV TOV Nepl
WUXAG: Kdi S1EABGV ToO BIBAiou TO NAEloTOV Kdi AvaBAEwag UNEP KEPAAAG, G oUK ELOE
Kpepapevov To Eipog UprpnTo yap 6 nalg €T deinvolvTog autol, KaA£oag olkETNV NPWTNOEV
B0TIC AABOI TO EYXEIPIBIOV. CIWN@VTOC SE €keivou NAAIV AV Npdg T® BIBAiw: kal HIkpOV
SlaAinav, Gonep ol oneUdwv oUdE EnslyOUeVoG, AAAWG OE TO Eipog EnIlNTAV, EKEAEUDE
Kopioa.

[68.3] 31aTpIBAG 8¢ yIvougvng Kdi HNdevog KopiZovTog, £Eavayvouc TO BiBAIov alBig EKAAE!
kaB' Eva TAV olkeT®V Kdl HAAAOV EVETEIVE TAV QWVAV TO &ipog AnaiIt®v: £vog 8& kal nug 1o
oTopa nata&ag fuage TNV attod xelpa, xakenaivwv kdi Bodv AdN péya napadidoodar TG
noAepi® Yupvog 0nod Tod naidog altold kdi TAV OlKeTdVY, AxpI 00 kAgiwv O uldg elogdpape
HETA TOV PIAWV KAl NEPINECWV WOUPETO KAl KABIKETEUEV.

[68.4] 6 BE KaTwv £EavaoTdg eVERAEwE Te Seivov Kdi ‘NoTe,” lnev, ‘Ey® kdi nod AéAnda
napavoiag NAWK®MG, 6TI JIBACKE! Pév OUBEIC OUBEIG HETANEIBE! NEP! OV SOK® KAKMG
BeBouAedobal, kwAUopal & XpfioBal Tolg éuauTtold Aoyiopolg kdi naponAifopar; Ti & ouxI kal
ouvBelg, O yevvale, TOV naTépa kdi TaG Xelpag AnooTpépelg, péxpl Av B8RV Kaloap elipn
ME puNdE dplvacBarl duvapevov;’

[68.6] idOVTEG 8& ne@uppévov alpaT Kal TOV EVTEpWVY TA NOAAG nponenTwkoTa, {dvTa &
auTov ETi kdi BAEnovTa, deivdg pEv AnavTeg Eoxov, 0 O& LlaTpdg NpooeABwY EnsipdTo TOV
EVTEPWV ATPOTWY SIAUEIVAVTOV Ta0Td Te KaBIoTAaval Kal TO Tpadua dIappanTev. (¢ oov
Avrveykev 6 Katwv Kdl ouveppdvnog, TOV PEv LlaTpov dnewoato, Talg xepol d& T4 EvTepa
onapa&ag kdi TO Tpaldua énavappnag dnébavev.

[68.2] After entering his room and lying down, he [= Cato] got a hold of Plato’s dialogue
‘On the Soul,” [= the Phaedo], and when he had read through most of the text, he looked
up above his head, and not seeing his sword hanging there on the wall (for his son had
taken it away while Cato was still at dinner), called a servant and asked him who had taken
the weapon. The servant made no answer, and Cato returned to his book; and a little while
after, as if in no hurry, but simply looking for his sword, he ordered the servant to bring it.

[68.3] But, since there was some hesitation, and no one brought the weapon, he finished
reading his book, and this time he called his servants one by one and in an ever louder
voice, demanding his sword. One of them he struck on the mouth with his fist, and bruised
his own hand, angrily shouting that his son and his servants were betraying him unarmed
into the hands of the enemy. Finally his son ran in weeping, together with his nearest and
dearest, After embracing him, they started lamenting and begging him to stop.

[68.4] But Cato, rising to his feet, gave them all a solemn stare, and he said: ‘When and
where, without my knowledge, have I been pronounced to be a madman? You see, no one
instructs me or tries to change my mind in matters where I am thought to have made bad
decisions, but I am prevented from using my own judgment, and I have my weapons taken
from me! Why, noble son, don’t you tie your father’s hands behind his back, so that Caesar
may find me unable to defend myself when he comes?’

[68.6] They saw that he was smeared with gore, and that most of his intestines were
protruding, but that he still had his eyes open and was still alive; and they were feeling
just terrible. But the physician went to him and tried to put his intestines back in place,
which remained uninjured, and to sew up the wound. In reaction, when Cato came to and
became aware of this, he pushed the physician away, tore his intestines out with his
hands, tore away at the wound still more, and that is the way he died.

Plutarch Cato the Younger 68.2-6[1]

84. As we see in this “death scene,” Cato “dies hard.” He hates Caesar, and so, everything that Cato does—
including his act of suicide—is motivated by his passions.

Selection 2: Cato’s “most embarrassing moment”

§5. Speaking of passions, I must include here a “scene” engineered by Cato in full view of the Roman
Senate in session. This “scene” involves Servilia, a half-sister of Cato, who became a lover of Caesar. In
this “scene”, in all its drama, Cato tries to embarrass Caesar by hinting at this love affair. As we examine
this quasi-operatic “scene,” we may well ask ourselves a rhetorical question: has Cato here succeeded in
embarrassing Caesar—or perhaps himself?

[24.1] €l & Bl UNdE TA HIKPA TAOV NBOV onuela napaAinelv @onep elkdva WYuxAg
unoypagopévoug, Aéyetal, TOTE NOAARV &uIAAav Kal péyav ay@va npdg Tov Katwva ol
Kaioapog £xovTog kal TAG BOUAAG £lg ékeivoug AvnpTNUEVNG, SEATAPIOV TI PIKPOV EEWBEV
elokopiodival T® Kaioapl. To0 5& Katwvog elg unowiav dyovtog T6 npdypa Kai iaBaAAovtog
elvai TIvag ToUg KIVOUpEvoug, Kdi KEAEUOVTOG AvayIVoKeIV T yeypauuéva, Tov Kaioapa )
Katwvi npoadolval 7o dEATApIOV £yyUG £0TOTI.
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[24.2] TOV 8& AvayvovTa ZepBidiag TAG ASeAPAG EnioTOAIoV dkOAaaTov npdg TOV Kaioapa .
Yeypappévoy, €pwong Kdi diepBappévng Un’ alTold, npooplyai Te T® Kaioapi kal elngly, AI’ChlVeS
“kpatel, pEBuoe,” kal naAlv olTwg émi TOV €€ dpxAg Aoyov Tpanéabal.

[24.1] Now, since we must not neglect even the slightest signs of character in making a
portrait, as it were, of a soul, the story goes that, back then, at a time when Caesar was Archivesm
earnestly engaged in a great struggle with Cato and when the attention of the senate was

riveted upon the two men, a little note was brought in from outside to Caesar. Cato tried to

make it an object of suspicion and implied that it had something to do with the conspiracy USGI’S

[of Catiline]. So he [=Caesar] called on him [= Cato] to read the writing out loud. Then

Caesar handed the note to Cato, who stood near him.

[24.2] But when Cato had read the little note, which was a letter written in obscene Log out

language by his sister Servilia to Caesar, with whom she was passionately and
unashamedly in love, he tossed it back to Caesar, saying, “Hold on to it, you drunken fool,”
and then continued his speech where he had left off.

Plutarch Cato the Younger 24.1-2

Selection 3: Cato’s troubles with women

§6. The topic of the troubles that Cato had with women who were close to him now brings Plutarch to a
new part of his narrative. I see here a kind of pathology in thought-patterns that eroticize and sexualize
women as ‘earth mothers’ just waiting to be impregnated:

[24.3] @aiveral 8& OAwG ATUXNKa yevéaBal To0 KATwvog N yuvaikwviTig. altn pév yap én
Kaioapr kak®¢ Akouoe: Ta O& TAG £Tépac ZepPIAiag, AdeAPAG 8E KaTwvog, AoxnuoveaTepa.
NeukOAw yap yaunBeloa, npwteloavT Pwpaiwy kata d6&av avdpi, kdi Tekoloa naidiov
€Eengoe To0 oikou &' dkoAaaiav. TO 8& aloxioTov, oud A yuvn Tod Katwvog ATiAia ToloUTwv
€kaBapeuoev ApapTNEATWY, AANG Kainep €€ auTfg dUo naidia nenoinuévog Avayknv Eoxev
€kBalelv doxnuovoloav.

[25.1] elta éynue Buyatépa diAinnou, Mapkiav, nieiki Sokodoav elval yuvaika, nepi ng 6
nAeloTog AdyoG: Kdi kaddnep €v dpapati T@ Biw To0To TO PEPOG NPOPBANHATASEG YEYOVE Kdl
A&nopov. €npaxdn && TolTov TOV TpdNov, wg loTopel Opactag, g Mouvariov, dvdpa
Katwvog £talpov Kdi oUPBIWTAY, AvaPEpWY TAV NIOTIV;

[25.2] év noAAolc épaoTatc kai BaupacTalc Tod KaTwvoc fAoav £Tépwv £Tepol AoV
£kdnAol kdi dlagavel, Gv kai Koivrog ‘0pThaiog, Avip AEIGHATOS Te Aaunpod Kdi Tov
TpoMOV EnigikAg, EMBUpAY olv T KATwvI pf ouvABNg elval pndt £Talpog povov, AAN apdg
V& Nw¢ el¢ olkeldTNTa KaTapigar kdl Kovwviav NAavTa TOV olkov Kdi TO yEVoCg, Enexeipnoe
oupneiBev 6nwg TV BuyaTépa Mopkiav, BUBAW cuvoikodoav Kdi nenompevny ékeivy dUo
natdag, alt® naAiv Gonep elyevi Xwpav Evrekvwaoacbar napaoxn.

[25.3] 36 ptv yap dvBponwy dtonov elval Td Tolo0Tov, GUOE! 5E KaAdV Kdi NOAITIKOV, v
OpQ Kdl Akpf yuvalka PATe dpyelv TO yovipov dnooBécacav, PATe nAgiova TV ikaviv
EnITikTouoav, EVOXAELY Kdl KATanTwYEUEIV OUBEV SEOHEVOV, KOIVOUNEVOUG OE TAG d1adoxdg
A&ioig Avdpao TAV T ApeThAvV A@Bovov nolelv Kdi NOAUXUTOV TolG YEVEDI, KAl TAV MOAIV
aUTAV NpO¢ auTAV dvakepavvival Talg olkeldTNolv. &l 8& NAvTwE NEPIEXOITO TAG YUVAIKOG O
BUBA0G, Anodwoelv eUBUG Tekodoav, olKeIOTEPOG AUT® Te BUBAwW Kdi KATWVI I KOIVWViQ
naidwv yevopevog.

[25.4] dnokpivapévou d& To0 Katwvog wg ‘OpTroiov pev dyand kdi SokipAgel Kovmvov
olkeldbTNTOC, ATonov 3¢ fyetTal noietobar Adyov nepi yagou BuyaTpog ETEpw SedOPEVNG,
ueTaBal@v ékelvog oUk MKvnoev AnokaAuwduevog atTelv TAv autol yuvaika Katwvog, véav
p&v oloav £Ti npoc TO TikTElV, Ex0vToC 8% To0 KATwvoC dnoxp®doav diadoxnv.

[25.5] kdi oUk EoTiv elnelv wg TalTa EnpatTev €ldwg ol npooéxovta TH Mapkiq Tov Katwva:
KUoucav yap alTAv TOTE Tuyxavelv Aéyouatv. 6 8& olv Katwv 0pdv Trv Tol ‘OpTnoiou
onoudnyv kdi npoBupiav olk AvTelnev, AAN €pn delv kdi ®IAinnw TalTa cuvdogal TG naTpi
TS Mapkiag. &g olv O GIAINMOC EVTEUXBEIG EyVw TAV OUYXMPNOIV, oUK AAAWG EVEYYUNOE THV
Mapkiav i napdvTog To0 KaTwvog alTol Kdl GUVEYYUDVTOC. TalTa pEV olv, €l Kal XpovoIg
UoTepov €npaxen, HvnoBEVTI Wol TO TAV yuvaik@v npolaBelv £30E&e.

[24.3] It appears that Cato’s world of women was a total disaster. I say this not only
because this same one [= his sister, named Servilia] was talked about maliciously with
regard to Caesar: the things that happened with the other Servilia, also a sister of Cato,
were still more unseemly. She was the wife of Lucullus, a man of the highest repute in
Rome, and had borne him a child, but she was thrown out from his house for indecent
behavior. And what was most disgraceful of all, even Cato’s wife Atilia was not free from
such transgressions: although he had two children by her, he was forced to throw her out
because of her unseemly behavior.

[25.1] Then he married a daughter of Philippus, Marcia, a seemingly suitable wife, about
whom there was a great deal of talk; and this part of Cato’s life, as in a drama, has given
rise to controversy and is hard to explain. It happened as follows, according to Thrasea,
who refers to the testimony of Munatius, Cato’s companion and intimate friend. [25.2]


https://classical-inquiries.chs.harvard.edu/wp-login.php?action=logout&_wpnonce=e4feddcd24&redirect_to=https%3A%2F%2Fclassical-inquiries.chs.harvard.edu%2Fa-historical-cato-caught-in-the-vortex-of-an-ancient-biography%2F%3Floggedout%3Dtrue

Among the many lovers [erastai] and admirers of Cato there were some who were more
noteworthy and illustrious than others. One of these was Quintus Hortensius, a man of
splendid reputation and excellent character. This man, desiring to be more than a mere
associate and companion of Cato, and in some way or other to bring his whole family and
lineage into community of fraternal kinship with him, attempted to persuade Cato, whose
daughter Porcia was the wife of Bibulus and had borne him two sons, to give her to him as
noble soil for the production of children. [25.3] According to the opinion of men, he
argued, such a course was absurd, but according to the law of nature it was honorable and
good for the state that a woman in the prime of youth and beauty should neither quench
her productive power and go idle, nor, by bearing more offspring than enough, burden and
impoverish a husband who does not want them. Moreover, community in fraternal heirs
among worthy men would make virtue abundant and widely diffused in their families, and
the state would be closely bonded together by their fraternal alliances. And if Bibulus were
wholly devoted to his wife, Hortensius said he would give her back after she had borne him
a child, and he would thus be more closely connected both with Bibulus himself and with
Cato by a fraternity of children.

[25.4] Cato replied that he loved Hortensius and thought highly of a community of
relationship with him, but considered it absurd for him to propose marriage with a
daughter who had been given to another. Then Hortensius changed his tactics, undid the
veil covering up the way he talked, and boldly asked for the wife of Cato himself, since she
was still young enough to beget children, and Cato had heirs enough. [25.5] And it cannot
be said that he did this because he knew that Cato didn’t care about Marcia, for she was at
that time pregnant by him, as it is reported. But, seeing the earnestness and eager desire
of Hortensius, Cato could not refuse, but said that Philippus too, Marcia’s father, must
approve of this move. So, Philippus was consulted and expressed his consent, but he would
not give Marcia in marriage until Cato himself was present and joined in giving the bride
away. This incident occurred at a later time, it is true, but since I had taken up the topic of
the women of Cato’s household I decided to head it off at the pass.

Plutarch Cato the Younger 24.3-25.5

Selection 4: Cato’s early prioritizing of ‘brotherhood’

§7. Cato’s prioritizing of the Roman aristocracy as his own ‘brotherhood’ comes through clearly in this
anecdote about his stubborn allegiances as a child:

[3.5] £T1 p&v obv naidapiov @v HIKPOV, AnekpivaTo Tolg EpwTAal Tiva GIAEL HAaAIoTa, TOV
ABeAPOV Tiva SeUTEPOV, OHOIWG TOV ASEAPOVY, Kdl TPITOV, &xpl 0U MOAAAKIC AEYOVTOC
Anelnev 6 EpwTdV, yevopevog & €v NAIKiQ pdAAov éBeBaiou TV Npdg TOV AdeAPOV elvoiav.

[3.5] When he was still a little boy, and was asked whom he loved most, he answered, "My
brother”; and to the question whom he loved next, likewise, ‘My brother”; and so a third
time, until, after many such answers from him, his questioner gave up.

Plutarch Cato the Younger 3.5

Selection 5: Lamentations that await the bitter end

§8. To conclude, I show another dramatic moment involving Cato and the women in his life. In this
moment, we see the lamentations of these women for the doomed Cato. And these lamentations, 1
suggest, are a properly operatic setting for the self-made drama of his life:

[27.2] KaTwvi 8& ol np@Tol TOdV NOAITOV oUVRYavAKTOUV Kal auvndikoOvTo AoV f
ouVNYWViZovTo, MOAAR BE TRV otkiav auTol KaTHPEeIa KAl POPOC ELXEV, HOTE TAV PIAwY
évioug doiToug diaypunvAoal PeT AAAAWVY év Andpolg dvtag ungp alTtol Aoyiopols, Kal
yuvalka kdi adsA@ag noTviwpévag kdi dakpuouoag,.

[27.2] In the case of Cato, the foremost citizens shared in his indignation and sense of
wrong more than they did in his struggle to resist, and great depression and

foreboding prevailed in his household. What resulted was that some of his friends
abstained from food and kept vigil all night with one another in futile discussions about his
best interests, while his wife and sisters wailed [cried out “potnia!”="0 my goddess!”] and
wept.

Plutarch Cato the Younger 27.2

I pick up here on the “operatic” behavior of the women in Cato’s life. Their “performances” of wailing and
weeping are a most appropriate setting for the final exit of Cato.

§9. I close with a video clip from the HBO serial Rome, featuring an “operatic” exit for Brutus.

Notes:

[1] All Greek text via Perseus: http://data.perseus.org/texts/urn:cts:greekLit:tlg0007.tlg050.
Translations by G. Nagy.
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