How to Kill a Roman Villain: The Demise of Quintus Pleminius

During the Second Punic War, Scipio made a bad choice when he put Quintus Pleminius in charge of Locri Epizepheri. The legate used his command to plunder the local sanctuary of Persephone and to introduce a general reign of terror. For this he was severely punished, first by the inhabitants of Locri and then by his fellow citizens when he was taken back to Rome in chains. This, at least, is what comes down to us in the most extensive account of Pleminius’ story given in Livy 29.8–19 and 34.44. In this paper I look at the downfall of Quintus Pleminius as portrayed in Diodorus, Livy, and Valerius Maximus. Though the rough details are the same, each of the authors presents a different version of the death of his subject. Pleminius, I argue, emerges as a historiographical blank slate. In the context of the events of the Second Punic War, Pleminius is a minor figure. The three accounts, however, turn a man who is virtually unknown outside of them into the ultimate Roman villain.

I start by examining Diodorus Siculus 27.4.1–27.4.8. This account immediately identifies Pleminius as a temple robber who has aroused the gods’ anger. It is the Locrians, however, who make the first move against him when they attack him and injure him severely. At this point in the narrative, the Senate steps in to inflict a second punishment on Pleminius: once they hear of his temple robbery, it is decided that he should be hauled back to Rome in chains. There, without many further details, Pleminius dies in prison. Livy greatly expands Diodorus’ narrative and accuses Pleminius not just of temple robbery, but also of manifold other abuses of power (Livy 29.8–19). He also gives his villain a far more dramatic death: Pleminius plots to escape the prison by setting fire to it. He is discovered and executed (Livy 34.44). Finally, Valerius Maximus’ account of the demise of Scipio’s legate is only a few lines long and serves mostly to record that Pleminius plundered the temple of Persephone and was killed in prison by an unspecified disease. Though both authors make use of the same basic fact that Pleminius died in prison, the details Livy and Valerius Maximus give about the death paint two different pictures: in Livy Scipio’s legate is a figure who is even willing to destroy Rome for his own benefit. In Valerius Maximus, on the other hand, he is simply an example for what happens to those who offend the gods. 

A hundred years ago Münzer pointed out that Livy’s account of the death of Pleminius contains certain echoes of Cicero’s description of the Catilinarian Conspirators and their fondness for arson (Münzer 1912, 163). In addition to this implicit association with the enemies of Rome, all accounts link Pleminius’ plundering of the temple with a similar action by Pyrrhus. He therefore is someone who acts just like one of Rome’s greatest enemies. Pleminius’ destructive influence on his society is clear. Moreover, Livy’ account in particular checks virtually all the boxes identified in Dunkle’s study of the stereotypical behavior attributed to tyrants in the Roman world (Dunkle 1971). The various accounts of the death of Pleminius and its circumstances underscore an interest in crafting an appropriately horrific end for this symbol of the worst excesses of Roman power. The fact that a minor character can be crafted into the embodiment of everything that can go wrong with Roman rule, underscores the power that these figures have within the historiographical discourse.  
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