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The ancient Romans loved gladiators. They loved the men, the weapons, the fighting and the bloodshed. They also loved the death. Bathed in the fierce heat of the Mediterranean sun, the Romans rejoiced in the blood of the dead and the dying, for in so doing they showed the qualities that had made their civilisation great and powerful. They demonstrated their utter contempt for suffering and death.

The great amphitheatres of Rome and her provinces were routinely packed with spectators, who watched men fight bloody battles, both with each other and with a dazzling array of wild and dangerous animals. Awful violence stalked the arenas in the form of sword, arrow, trident, tooth and claw, of an intensity that we can barely now imagine. In fact, as we shall see, the man-to-man combats themselves, in which countless thousands of men died, were by no means the most bloodthirsty events on show. In later years they were preceded by the wild animal hunts where men fought with ferocious beasts, often winning, but sometimes being torn to pieces. The arena was also a place of public executions, where men and women were thrown defenceless to the beasts. Their excruciating suffering brought forth cheers and applause from the spectators; to be horrified or even mildly upset by such sights was considered a pitiful and un-Roman weakness.

The gladiators themselves were the superstars of their day, lusted after by both women and men. Their celebrity status ensured that they were followed by crowds of adoring fans whenever they went out into the streets. At the same time, the nature of their profession all but ensured a horribly violent end. While some gladiators became wealthy on the prizes given to them after a victory and were able to enjoy a comfortable retirement, most did not live long enough and met their deaths in a vast expanse of hot, gore-stained sand, the roar of the blood in their ears drowned out by the screams of the crowd.

And yet in a curious paradox that lies at the heart of the secret history of gladiators, what the crowd loved they also held in the greatest contempt. The Roman people looked down on their gladiators even as they cheered their triumphs and howled abuse at their defeats.

Their enjoyment of the spectacle, however, is not disputed. The vast majority of people today would doubtless turn away in utter horror from the events of the arena. To watch a man or woman being ripped apart or eaten alive by a wild beast would be too much to bear even once, let alone for a whole day, or even many days. Nevertheless, what the historian Michael Grant has called ‘the nastiest blood-sport ever invented’ was much loved in ancient Rome, and it remains one of the most troubling aspects of a culture that bequeathed to the world so much that is noble and beautiful.

But at the same time, it is a serious mistake to consider these spectacles purely in the context of modern morality. To apply our own values to a civilisation two thousand years removed in history is absurd, and will certainly not help us to understand the games or the reasons for their development. In our own age, human life is prized and respected above all else (at least in theory); to inflict suffering on others for the sake of enjoyment is considered perverse and incomprehensible. But such a perspective simply did not exist in the ancient world. The morality of the Roman state was more complex. They avoided pointless cruelty whenever possible, and nowhere more strikingly than in their treatment of vanquished nations. Revenge was not something to which the Romans surrendered easily. Instead, they calculated that treating their defeated enemies well would avoid stoking up the sort of trouble that would interfere with the profitable running of the new province. They massacred people to be sure, and brought many prisoners of war to meet their deaths in the arena, but this tended to be a last resort, a means of dealing finally with an irreconcilable foe.

The punishments meted out before the spectators, which included the most awful tortures, were dreadful and cruel to a truly extraordinary degree – but they were not arbitrary. They were performed for specific reasons, based on the nature of the crime committed and on the level of suffering caused to the victim of the crime.

Although we should view the events of the arena free of modern preconceptions, it is interesting nonetheless to trace the legacy of the games in our own time. Most of us follow pursuits that have clear antecedents in the gladiatorial shows of antiquity. In an echo of the wild beast hunts of the arena, people in Britain still don special clothes and ostentatiously hunt the fox. Our own sportsmen, too, are merely the pale echoes of the ancient fighters; our fencers use blunt rapiers instead of swords and tridents, and serious injuries are rare. Our footballers, rugby players and tennis players display their skill and aggression before thousands of screaming spectators, with millions more watching on television. When a football match is over, it is not entirely unknown for the teams’ supporters to take to the streets and engage in battles with each other. Injuries and deaths occur, and those who consider themselves civilised bemoan the violence and bloodshed. This is exactly what happened in the ancient world: on the days when games were held, fans from rival towns would hurl abuse at each other, write insulting graffiti on walls, a flashpoint would be reached and the violence would commence.

As for the Roman love of violence, we cannot, in all honesty, make any serious claim that our own culture really abhors violence. As more than one commentator on the ancient world has noted, modern society still feels the need to watch violent events, whether they be at a boxing match or spattered across the cinema screen. The wars we wage (whether for good reasons or bad) have become another branch of the entertainment industry, thanks to the ubiquity of electronic media, which includes cameras attached to the nose-cones of rockets. We should therefore ask ourselves how easy it is to condemn ancient societies such as Rome for their cruelty, when our own politicians blandly justify the bombing and incineration of innocent civilians in other countries, or profit from the sale of weapons to repressive regimes abroad.

This book, therefore, is an attempt to chart the history of the Roman games without succumbing to the anachronism of imposing our own early twenty-first-century moral attitudes upon them. We will explore the terrifying world of the gladiators and gladiatorial combats, from their origins as violent rituals honouring the dead, to their final abolition almost a thousand years later. While the images most closely associated with gladiators are those of two men battling to the death or a defenceless Christian being eaten by lions, there are many more elements for us to consider. The games were not merely frivolous entertainments, consumed by mindless plebeians: they played a central role in the political and cultural life of Rome. We will examine the various forms of combat, from gladiatorial arms and fighting styles to the incredibly elaborate entertainments provided in the naval battles. We will look, also, at the dramatic re-enactments, in which condemned criminals were forced to act out the parts of various doomed characters from Greco-Roman mythology.

The origin of the amphitheatre, one of the most recognisable and magnificent architectural forms of the ancient world, will be described, as will the infrequent but significant practice of Emperors, such as Caligula and Commodus, actually fighting as gladiators. Chapter Twelve, entitled ‘A Day at the Games’, might be described as the book’s centre-piece: its intention is to provide the reader with, I hope, an atmospheric view of a day spent at a gladiatorial event.

Since this book is intended as a popular account of gladiatorial combats, rather than an academic or scholarly study, I have not included numbered footnotes in the text. There is a bibliography and further reading list for those readers wishing to pursue a closer study of this fascinating and disturbing aspect of ancient history.
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Duty to the Dead

 

I

BEGINNINGS

Hundreds of thousands of people were sent to their deaths in the amphitheatres of ancient Rome, whether through battling with each other or being forced to bear themselves to the onslaughts of wild animals. We can barely imagine the agonies of condemned criminals and slaves, abandoned to the teeth and claws of carnivorous beasts, their quivering bodies bitten, slashed and dragged across the blood-soaked sand of the arena to the approving cheers of the assembled Roman masses. What unspeakable terrors must have accompanied the final minutes of the life of a prisoner of war goaded into the arena with whips and red-hot branding irons, defeated by his gladiatorial adversary and awaiting the judgement of the howling mob of spectators, who, together with the presiding official, held his fate in their fickle hands.

The gladiators, whose battles entertained the Roman people throughout the Republic and Empire, are among the most famous, and yet mysterious, groups in history. Their fame has been preserved in both the written and visual arts that have passed down to us through the centuries, and their exploits have inspired many films. From the classic Spartacus to the latest revival of the cinematic epic, Gladiator, these fearsome fighting men (and women) continue to grip our imaginations.

The life of a Roman gladiator was filled with excitement and danger. They were among the toughest of warriors, their harsh training preparing them for the titanic battles they would wage against each other. It is a telling irony that although we know a great deal about the lives of gladiators as a group, we know very little about the lives of individuals. Needless to say, none left any records written from their point of view. The other reason for the lack of information is simple enough: very few of them lived long enough to become famous even in their own time. Most gladiators could reasonably expect to fight only two or three times before being killed in the arena. With the exception of Spartacus, none really earned a significant place in recorded history. Although we know the names of some gladiators, and can point to various passages in classical literature describing their exploits, we have virtually no in-depth knowledge of their individual lives.

Life as a gladiator in ancient Rome was an abyss of bloody darkness illuminated only faintly by the prospect of honour, wealth, public adulation and the amorous attentions of adoring women. Most were drawn from the disinherited ranks of criminals, slaves and prisoners of war. Only very few free citizens chose to join the ranks of the gladiators. The odds on surviving, let alone prospering, were incredibly slight.

The first gladiatorial contest at Rome itself took place in 264 BC, and was staged by Decimus Junius Brutus in honour of his deceased father. The bloody contest was between three pairs of slaves, known as bustuarii (from bustum, meaning tomb or funeral pyre), and was held in the forum boarium, a commercial market area. This contest was called a munus, or ‘duty’ paid to a dead ancestor by his descendants, with the intention of keeping alive his memory. It is likely that the contests began on the ninth day after the funeral, which marked the end of the period of mourning.

In the years following the munus of Decimus Junius Brutus, further munera were held for distinguished persons. These would be repeated at five yearly intervals after the person’s death or, in some cases, every year. According to the second-century AD scholar Festus, gladiatorial combat functioned as a less cruel substitute for the human sacrifice that had previously been practised. These sacrifices had served the purpose of nourishing the dead with the blood of the living, a phenomenon observed in many ancient cultures. Modern scholars agree with Festus, pointing out that gladiatorial contests were somewhat of an improvement over human sacrifice, since at least the winner came out of the ritual alive, and sometimes the loser also.

The practice of using the forum boarium for the contests quickly became established. Previously, this area had been the site of butchers’ and market-gardeners’ stalls, but these were later replaced by smarter trades, who decorated their facades with shields captured from the local enemies of Rome. It was a vibrant, bustling area, filled with people jostling each other in the heat and noise. The roughly rectangular central area of the forum boarium, which was bounded on the south-east by the Circus Maximus (home of the great chariot races) and by the Tiber on the west, contained two ranks of shops on one side, and on the other the temple of Concord. It also contained the twin temples of Fortuna and Mater Matuta, which had been built at the end of the sixth century BC, and their altars. A number of monuments, such as the temple to Portunus (the god of ports) and the circular temple to Hercules, would later be built here.

The early gladiatorial battles were rather basic, primitive affairs, without the extravagance and refinement in cruelty that would be witnessed later in the amphitheatres at Rome and other cities and towns. Indeed, in their original form, they were watched by very few spectators, who had to squeeze in against each other, pushing and jostling, straining and craning their necks to get a look at the bloody action being played out before them. These rough congregations, in which the spectators quickly planted themselves wherever they could find a place with a decent view, contained the seeds of the great spectacles of later years. They were primitive showcases for fighting and nothing more, and were certainly not prepared or stage-managed in the manner that would later become commonplace. At this stage, the munera were still viewed exclusively in terms of religious ceremony, this feeling perhaps enhanced by the very close quarters at which the battles were experienced. Women were not allowed to attend.

It was not long, however, before seats were added and hired out to the spectators, who were thus afforded a little more comfort as they watched each pair of gladiators fight. At this stage, they were all armed in the same manner: that of the Samnites, a fierce mountain people of southern Italy conquered by Rome in the fourth century BC. Each gladiator would carry a long, rectangular shield (scutum), a straight sword (gladius, from which the word ‘gladiator’ derives), a helmet and greaves (leg armour). Although we do not know exactly how these combats were organised, it is clear that the number of pairs taking part increased steadily throughout the first century of gladiatorial munera, from three to twenty-five to sixty. But the fact that the numbers of gladiators taking part in combats rose does not mean that the combats themselves were common at this time. They were, in fact, still exceptional.

The origin of the ceremonies themselves was shrouded in mystery even to the Romans themselves, although it is likely that the munera, as duties paid to the dead, or more precisely, rituals performed in recollection of sacred funerary ceremonies, emerged from the practice of sacrificing slaves or prisoners of war in memory of the illustrious dead. Legend has it that this originated in Campania (which would later become a great centre of gladiatorial training), at the behest of ancient gods, some of whom were said still to live in various places around the Mediterranean. Like all legends, this has to be treated with caution: many of the early texts supporting this thesis were produced by Christian propagandists seeking to discredit paganism.

According to the historian Festus: ‘It was the custom to sacrifice prisoners on the tombs of valorous warriors; when the cruelty of this custom became evident, it was decided to make gladiators fight before the tomb.’ If the manner of the deaths of these unfortunates was somewhat altered, the purpose remained the same: their blood was spilled to appease the spirits of the dead. The Romans, who imported ideas of the afterlife from Greece and Etruria, feared and respected the powers of the dead, as did many ancient peoples. They believed that on occasions they could gain entry to the realm of the living and perform all manner of mischief, including dragging people back with them to the other world. These fears were to a large degree put to rest by various public and private ceremonies aimed at limiting the powers of the dead, and confining their return to Earth to certain days.

Although the dead were feared and respected, in the religion of ancient Rome they were not seen as inherently dangerous and aggressive. Their hostility was only aroused if the duties to them were not performed in the proper way. A dead man was seen by the Romans as a shadow emptied of its substance, a ‘lack’. It was with the spilling of human blood, the very fluid of life itself, that the dead were given back a transitory reality, and thus propitiated.

However, as the years passed, the connection with religious rites began to fade until the gladiatorial combats were attended for their own sake. The munera were infrequent in comparison to the other ludi (games), such as the chariot races, and this must account in great measure for their enormous popularity. Their importance to the political life of Rome also grew considerably, particularly during the Republic, when the Senate maintained a tight control over all forms of public spectacle, with the exception of gladiatorial combats. All other events were fixed within a calendar of spectacles, controlled by the magistrates.

THE CALENDAR OF SPECTACLES

Like many ancient peoples, the Romans celebrated the cycle of nature with a series of festivals, in which the gods on whom the harvest depended were appeased for another year. During the course of Rome’s growth and military victories, these were in many cases appropriated as civic celebrations, although links with gods was maintained. Eventually, they were a regular event during the entire year, and became an important part of the rhythm of Roman life.

In the spring, from 28 April to 3 May, the Ludi Florales were held to ensure a good harvest. The audience, dressed in multi-coloured garments evoking nature’s patchwork of colours, was treated to theatrical performances and circus games, which included letting loose hares and goats, symbolising fertility. The proceedings were then rounded off with a sacrifice to the goddess Flora. All kinds of people came to these ludi, including commoners and prostitutes (the prostitutes came to regard it as their feast), and as night fell, celebrations of a more carnal nature spread through the heaving crowds. The festival was suffused with drink and desire, and even the actresses in the theatrical presentations threw off their clothes when the audience demanded it.

Not all the games were a yearly event. The Ludi Saeculares were celebrated every century in May and June, and were intended to ensure the continuation of the world for another hundred years. They took place at night in the Campus Martius, and were originally founded (according to legend) by Publius Valerius Poplicola in 509 BC. One of his ancestors, it was said, had discovered, twenty feet underground, the altar of the underworld deities Dis Pater and Proserpina.

The gods of the underworld (Dis Inferi) were said to be responsible for outbreaks of plague, which were seen as manifestations of their displeasure. It was important to appease them, and this was the reason for the Ludi Taurei Quinquennales, held every five years on 25 and 26 June. During these ludi, games were held in the Circus Flaminius, including horse racing, bull fighting and sacrifice. Their last recorded celebration was in 186 BC.

The Ludi Apollinares were celebrated for the first time in 211 BC in honour of Apollo, whose help had been sought against Hannibal. Rome had recently been heavily defeated by the Carthaginian invader and the city had seemed doomed. Eventually, however, Hannibal was driven from Italy and Rome controlled the eastern Mediterranean. Every year thereafter Apollo’s games were held from 6 to 13 July, including theatrical presentations and hunts of wild animals. Apollo was also regarded as a healing god, and was worshipped during the games with sacrifices, during which all present wore garlands.

At the end of July, as the crops ripened in the fields, another set of games would be held called the Ludi Victoriae Caesaris, in honour of Julius Caesar and of the goddess Victoria, who was closely connected with Caesar. These games were established after the battle of Pharsalus in 48 BC, and consisted of circus games and scenic events.

Other events on the calendar have a less certain origin, and several lost their original focus quite quickly. The Ludi Romani were originally celebrated on 13 September in honour of a triumph and dedicated to Jupiter Optimus Maximus. According to Livy, they became permanent in 366 BC. But later they came to be held between 4 and 19 September. They began with a procession from the Capitol to the Circus Maximus, where a sacrifice was made.

Little is known of the Ludi Capitolini, which were held on 15 October in honour of Jupiter. They were not public games, but were given by the priests of Jupiter Capitolinus in Rome. It is possible that the games were held in celebration of the conquest of Veii in Italy, or perhaps the saving of the Capitol from the Gauls.

As winter drew in, the games continued. The Ludi Victoriae Sullanae were held from 26 October to 1 November in honour of the goddess Victoria. Established in 81 BC to celebrate Sulla’s victory on 1 November 82 BC over the Samnites at the Porta Collina in Rome, they included circus games on the anniversary of the battle.

Starting very soon after on 4 November, and running for two weeks, the Ludi Plebeii were second only to the Ludi Romani in importance. Probably established in 220 BC by Gaius Flaminius, they were held in honour of Jupiter. An alternative theory of their origin is that they were created by the plebeians themselves after they had been deprived of an age-old wine festival which they had celebrated in September.

THE MUNERA

Against this backdrop of civic and religious festivals, the munera were originally different, at one step removed from the city’s leadership as, until 105 BC they were only given by individuals, although they were included among the official events. Although in principle anyone could organise and put on a munus, the enormous cost of staging them, which usually included a gigantic banquet for the spectators afterwards, ensured that only the very wealthy actually did so. At such banquets, only the finest and most exotic dishes would be served. The first course might consist of lettuce (which was considered a good aid to digestion) and leeks, followed by pickled tuna garnished with eggs. The first course would be rounded off with more eggs, cheese and olives. The next course consisted of a huge variety of dishes, including sow’s udder, wild fowl, barnyard hens, boar, antelope, hare, gazelle and even flamingo. The guests at such a banquet would eat without cutlery, and slaves would occasionally be called upon to wipe their hands. While most banquets would be attended with some politeness, it was not unusual to see the famous Roman habit of vomiting in order to prolong the pleasure of eating. It was also considered wise to follow the dictates of nature, and so the guests happily belched and farted and even urinated into a chamber pot held by a slave while still at the table.

One such banquet is vividly described by the Roman poet and satirist Juvenal (c. AD 60–c. 140). Juvenal had known poverty when he fell out of favour with the Emperor Domitian and was exiled penniless to Eygpt. Although he later found a patron in the Emperor Hadrian and was free to write his great satires, he never lost his profound sympathy for the poor. This is often best expressed by his disgust for the obscene extravagances of the rich. An after-games banquet gives him all the material he needs: amid the braying din and piled-up food, he notices a woman who ‘souses the floor with the washings of her insides . . . she drinks and vomits like a big snake that has tumbled into a vat.’

But such was the popularity of the munera that few politicians with deep pockets could resist the chance to be associated with staging one. They soon became an excellent means by which those with political aspirations could gain favour with the populace and thus increase their prospects in elections.

In the first century BC, the format of
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