Vestal Virgins and Pharmakoi in the Myths of Verginia and Lucretia

In the writings of Livy, the famous story Lucretia has a close parallel in the story of Verginia, a young girl who was raped by the decemvir Appius Claudius in 449 BCE which in turn, led to a change in government as the decemvirs were overthrown.  Livy himself comments on the close similarity of the two stories (Livy, 3.44) with some modern scholars believing it to be “merely a reworking.” (Donaldson, 7)  By repeating the founding myth of the Republic in the story of Verginia, Livy implies a change in government on the same level as the expulsion of the kings reflected in the myth of Lucretia.  Verginia becomes a symbol of the plebeian movement and, like Lucretia, functions as the catalyst that leads to the revolution, producing a government more inclusive of that order after the fall of the Decemvirs.  At the same time, the virginity of both Verginia and Lucretia draws a close connection with the Vestal Virgins whose own virginity symbolizes an inviolate Rome.  This paper will explore the relationship of Verginia and Lucretia and the Vestal Virgins while placing each firmly in their context of political change in Rome.

  The central action of each change in government involves the rape, or attempted rape, and subsequent death of a female figure.  It then becomes necessary to question why the deaths of Verginia and Lucretia were necessary for such a shift in government to occur. Lucretia has often been seen as a symbol of Rome who is violated by the Tarquins with Verginia occupying a similar status, though she is more specifically identified with the plebeian order.  In a similar vein, the Vestals’ virginity is seen as a metaphor for the untouched city of Rome, and when that virginity is violated, Rome is as well. (Parker, 563)  Furthermore, as Beard has argued rather conclusively, the Vestals occupy a liminal space in society standing between daughter and mother, much like a bride. (Beard, 16)  The bridal imagery is clear in the story of Verginia whose status as the betrothed of Icilius is frequently mentioned.  Lucretia herself is newly married and not yet a mother, thus occupying a similar liminal status.  The role of the Vestals as daughters, often said to come from their origin as the king’s daughters (Dowden, 198), is seen as the primary identifying feature of both Lucretia and Verginia in their respective stories. (Hallett, 116)  The punishment of death for violated Vestals closely parallels the necessary deaths of both Lucretia and Verginia.  Death is in fact necessary since the change in government cannot happen until each woman has died.  Like Lucretia, the Vestals ultimately take their own lives while the entire process is overseen by the pontifex maximus, a father figure whom Verginius resembles.  


The fact that a young woman’s death is necessary to effect a change in government leads to the conclusion that Verginia and Lucretia are functioning as pharmakoi or scapegoats.  Associated with the Vestals by Parker, the pharmakoi, are essentially sacrifices to avert disaster with Vestals often being killed at times of great political upheaval in Rome.  Verginia and Lucretia both function as pharmakoi since their deaths provide the “cleansing” necessary for the renewal of the state which in turn leads to the establishment of a new government.  Both Verginia and Lucretia are intimately connected with stories of political upheaval and revolution, and it is likely that the Vestals served as a model for these two characters through their virginity and role as pharmakoi.  
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