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PART ONE 

THE INSTITUTION 
OF GLADIATORIAL COMBAT

Its Origins and Evolution 

T
he many theories concerning the origins of gladiatorial games boil 
down essentially to two: one dates them back to the Etruscans, the 

other traces the games to the Oscan-Lucanians. The theory of an Etruscan 
origin is based essentially on literary sources (Athenaeus Deznosophistai 4.153; 

Tertullian Act nationes 1.10.47, Apologeticum 15.5; Isidore of Seville Origines 
10.159), though at present archaeological data to support this thesis is lacking.

FIGURE

Tomb plaque from 

Given what we know to date, the second theory, placing the origin of the the necropolis in 

games in the Oscan-Lucanian environment, prevails. Indeed, the very oldest Laghetto, with scene 

depictions of gladiatorial combat, discovered in painted tombs in Capua and of a duel (4th century
 

Paestum and dating back to the fourth century B.C., come from this area
B.C.). Paestum, 

Museo Archeologico 

(FIGURE i). They are scenes of duels, boxing, and chariot races—allusions (iv. 5014). 
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to the games held during the funerals of prominent local figures. Some vases 
from the same period, decorated with scenes of duels, also come from this area. 
Together with the paintings, they establish the most direct antecedents of gladi- 

atonal combat. 
Originally, gladiatorial games were linked to funeral rites. They were a 

kind of tribute made to the deceased, from which derives the name used in 

antiquity: "munus," meaning "duty" or "gift." On the basis of later sources 

(Tertullian De spectaculis iz), some scholars have hypothesized that the victim's 

blood was an offering intended to placate the dead. It has also been seen as a 
reflection of the ancient rites of human sacrifice presumed to have taken place 

at funerals. 
In Rome, too, the advent of gladiatorial combat was tied to funeral rites. 

The first gladiatorial spectacle was given in the Forum Boarium in 264 B.C. for 

the funeral of Giunius Brutus Pera (Valerius Maximus 2.4-7; Livy Periochae 
16). From then on, gladiatorial contests became widespread at the funeral rites 

of the Romans. It was not uncommon for someone to specify his own funeral 
arrangements in his will, instructing his heir to offer games that would perpetu-
ate his memory and render the ceremony unforgettable (Seneca De brevitate 
vitae zo.6; Dio Cassius 37.55). But early on, the munera began to change, losing 

their original ceremonial and funereal character to become incleasingly, specta-

cles in their own right 

In 105 B C the consuls P Rutilius Rufus and Cn Manlius Maximus orga 
nized, for the very first time, a contest without any link to a specific occasion, 
thereby inaugurating a series of public entertainments (Valerius Maximus 
2.3.2). Thenceforward, the games became an indispensable means for career 

politicians to gain fame and popularity. The munera gladiatoria were so popular 

with the spectators—composed in good part of voters—that a magistrate who 
was particularly generous in offering a spectacle was guaranteed reelection. For 
this reason, the games became more and more costly and elaborate towards the 

end of the Republic These excesses prompted a law (lex Tullia vie ambitu) that 

prohibited public figures from offering gladiatorial spectacles in the two years 
preceding their election to public office (Cicero In Vatinium 1537) 

On the other hand, by the end of the Augustan reign, it had become oblig-
atory for magistrates to offer a spectacle during their tenure, on a date estab-
lished by the city council. The expenses fell partly on the magistrate and partly 
on the city, but sometimes the magistrate, in an act of magnanimity, would 
refuse public aid and pay for the show entirely out of his own purse. 

The gladiatorial entertainments were also an important means of political 
propaganda for the emperor, who knew that they would both increase his pop-
ularity and appease the turbulent populace. It was the poet Juvenal (Saturae 
io.8i) who coined the phrase "panem et circenses" ("bread and circuses") to stig-
manize the politics of consensus practiced by the Roman emperors in the face 
of their subjects. The gladiatorial entertainments lasted until the fifth century 

AD., when they were officially abolished. The venationes, or hunts, lasted up 

until the sixth century. 
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TYPES OF GLADIATORS 
During the Republic, the armor worn by 
gladiators was very similar to military armor. 
After the reform enacted by the emperor 

Augustus, gladiators were divided into vari-
ous categories based on their type of armor 
and their style of fighting. No clear icono-
graphic equivalents have been found for all 

the gladiator types cited in the literary and 
epigraphic sources. Therefore we can't give 
very detailed descriptions of the paraphernalia 

worn by certain types of fighters or their oppo-
nents. Some scholars even express doubt and 
difference of opinion when it comes to identi-
fying some of the better-known types. What 
follows are the most recent and widely shared 
hypotheses on the identity and paraphernalia 

of the most famous and best-documented 
categories of gladiators, particularly in 
Pompeii. 

I. The Samnites 

The Samnites (Samnes) are the oldest of the 
gladiatorial types known to us. According to 
Livy (9.40), in 309 B.C. the Samnites, who 
originated from present-day Sannio and 
Molise, experienced a harsh defeat at the hands 
of the Romans. The Campanians, who were 
allies of the Romans, were able to get a share 
of the splendid arms that the Samnires had left 
behind on the battlefield. With these arms they 
outfitted the gladiators, who then assumed the n 
"Samnites" (FIGURE a). 

The Samnite was heavily armed. He had a ye 
large round or rectangular shield (scutum), a lead 
legging on his left leg, sometimes trimmed with 
metal, and a short sword with a straight, pointed blade 
(glaclius), or a lance. He was protected by a helmet that had both a visor and a 
crest and was decorated with feathers (gatea). Under Augustus, the Samnite 
became obsolete as a type of gladiator, because it would have been offensive to 
the Samnites, now allies of the Romans, to feature him in the arena. He was 
replaced by two new types: the secutor and the hoplomachus, or as some scholars 
believe, the secutor and the murmilto.

FIGURE 2. 

Red-figure amphora 

with a Samnite warrior 

(4rh century B.C.). 

Naples, Museo 

Archeologico Nazionale 

(mv. 82744).





2 The Hoplomachus 
This type of gladiator is not 

easy to identify because his 
armor was similar to the 
Thracian's (see below). 

He wore high leggings 
and an impressive helmet 

decorated with feathers 
and an upturned brim. 

As with the Thracian, 
horizontal bandages over 

the thighs sometimes 
appear in the images of 
the hoplomachus (FIGURE 

3) . But he is distinguished 

by his straight sword, 
his plain helmet, and his 
rather small, round shield. 

His opponent was either a 

Lcian or a murmiio.

FIGURE 3, OPPOSITE 

Detail of Pompeian 

marble relief showing 

a contest between a 

hoplomachus and a mur-
millo (An. 20-50). Naples, 

Museo Archeologico 

Nazionale (inv. 6704). 

FIGURE 4. 
Leggings worn by a 

Thraex (1st century 

A.D.). Naples, Musen 

Archeologico Nazionale 

(mv. 5666-67). 

FIGURE 5. 

Stone relief showing 

combat between a 

Thracian and a gladiator 

with heavy armor. The 

victor is the Thracian 

holding the curved dagger 

(sica), ready for the final 

thrust (1st century An.). 

Sepino, Antiquarium.
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FIGURE 6. 

Helmet of a Thracian 

from the Gladiators' 

Barracks at Pompeii 

(tsr century AD). 

Naples, Museo Archeo-

logico Nazionale (inv. 

5649). 

FIGURE 7. 
Mosaic with combat 

between a svtiarius and 
a secutor (4th century 

AD.). Madrid, Museo 

Archeologico.
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a griffin's head, and feathers (FIGURE 6). 
His opponent was usually the hop to-
machus, but he also fought against the 
murmiio or another Thracian. 

4. The Secutor 
As he usually fought against the 
retiarius, or net-fighter, the secutor was 
also called a contraretiarius (CIL VI.631, 
10180) (FIGURE 7) . He had a sword, a 
long rectangular shield, and an ocrea 
(metal legging or greave). His helmet 
was small, round, and devoid of project-
ing elements that could become 
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ensnared in his opponent's net (FIGURE 8). The helmet was completely closed 

in front, with small holes for the eyes. This gladiator's fighting strategy was 
to get close to his opponent, using his shield for protection. His opponent, 
on the other hand, tried to avoid fighting up close because his own weapons, 

the net and the trident, were effective only if deployed from a distance. For 

his own part, the secutor had everything to gain from moving in as quickly 

as possible, because with his heavy armor and the limited amount of air in his 

helmet, he tired out sooner than his opponent. 

. The Retiarius 
This gladiator, with his net and trident, is easy to recognize. With a technique 
that may have been inspired by fishermen, he attempted to wrap his oppo-

nent in his net, rendering him powerless. A trident and a short sword were 
his weapons. If he lost the net, he could use his trident to land a two-handed 

blow on his opponent (FIGURE ). The net-fighter's costume was similar to 

that of other gladiators, with a few differences. Like others, he wore the subli- 
gaculum—a loincloth tied to his belt (balteus). Yet, unlike other gladiators, he 

wore a manica on his left arm (not his right) to more successfully maneuver 

the net (FIGURE 9) . Completely unique to the net-fighter was the galerus, a 

rectangular plate of bronze foil tied to his left shoulder, rising up about twelve 
or thirteen centimeters to protect his bare head. During the excavation of the

FIGURE 8, OPPOSITE 

Bronze statuette of a 

secutor with a helmet 

that opens to show the 

gladiator's face (2nd 

century AD.). Muste 

de l'Arles Antiques. 

FIGURE 9. 
Drawing of two net-

fighters from the deco-

ration on the podium 

of the Pompeian 

amphitheater, now 

lost (ADS 88).
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FIGURE 10. 

Ga/el-us found in the 

Gladiators' Barracks 

at Pompeii on January 
10, 5767. The decora-

tion in relief includes 

a rudder, an anchor, 

a crab, and a trident 

with a dolphin (Isr 

century AD.). Naples, 

Musco Archeologico 

Nazionale (inv. 5639). 

FIGURE II. 

Legging of a rnursni/to 

from Pompeii, deco-

rated with a victorious 

gladiator holding a

quadriporticus of the theaters at 

Pompeii, three different specimens of 
galerus were found. One was decorated 
with marine symbols (FIGURE io); 
another with a relief of Hercules' head 
and some cupids; and a third with an 
engraving of the net-fighter's weapons 
and the abbreviation "RET I SECUND" 
("Pee/ar/us, second rank") accompanied 
by a palm and a crown, the symbols of 
victory. These pieces vary in size from 
thirty to thirty-five centimeters in width 
and height and weigh about one kilo. 
The retiarius was also matched against,, 
the murmillo.
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FIGURE 12. 

Bronze helmet of 

a niurmillo with 

a relief bust of 
Hercii pc (icr
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FIGURE 13. 

Marble relief with two 

gladiators, probably 

provocatores, in comber 

on the left. Rome, 

Museo Nazionale 

Romano (inv. 126119). 

FIGURE 14. 

Terra-cotta tile ("lasrra 

Campana") with scene 

of a venacio (sIt ten-

turyA.D.). Rome, 

Museo Nazionale 

Romano (i. 6z66o).



7. The Provocator 
Though the provocator was already known in Cicero's time (Pro Sestio 64), we 
don't have much specific information about him. He wore a subligaculum and 
had some protection halfway up his left leg. He wore a helmet with a visor but 
no crest and bore a curved rectangular shield. He also carried a kind of cuirass 

to protect his chest (FIGURE 13). Usually, provocatores fought against other 

provocatores. With weapons and armor weighing a total of around fourteen to 
fifteen kilos, this could be considered a middleweight category. 

8. The Eques 
The eques was a gladiator who fought on horseback. He wore a helmet with 

a visor, a short tunic, and bands to protect his thighs and his right arm. He 
was armed with a lance and a small round shield (parma equestris), and he 
fought only against other equites. In reliefs, the eques was often depicted with-

Out his horse, probably because his match ended in hand-to-hand combat 
with a sword. 

9. Other Gladiators 
There were other types of gladiators about whom less 

is known: the esseclarius fought on top of a cart; the 

dimachaerus was probably armed with two daggers; 
the veles fought with a javelin and a strap (hasta 
amentata). 

Finally, there were the venatores and the bestiarii, 
who fought against wild beasts in spectacular hunt-

ing shows (venationes) (FIGURE 14). They wore 

short tunics and were armed with venabulz, 
wooden spits or poles with iron tips, and leather 
whips. Sometimes the venator is depicted with a 

cap-shaped helmet, ocreae, and a small straight 
sword. 

FEMALE GLADIATORS 
Some ancient sources refer to the participation of 
women in the amphitheater games during the reign 
of Nero. Tacitus (Annales 15.32-33) reports that dur- 
ing a splendid show in A.D. 63 , some noblewomen 
and senators even entered the arena to fight. In A.D. 

66, at the munus offered in Pozzuoli by Nero in 
honor of Tiridates, the king of Armenia, Ethiopian 
women were introduced into the arena (Dio Cassius 
62.3.1). The satirical poet Juvenal tells of a certain 

Mevia, who hunted boars in the arena "with spear in 
hand and breasts exposed" (Saturae 5.22-23). In his 
famous sixth satire against women, Juvenal gives an

'7



FIGURE I. ironic view of the mania that many Roman ladies felt for the arena games 
Relief from (Saturae 6.2-8): 
Halicarnassus with 

female gladiators

 
What a fine thing for a husband, at an auction of his wife's effects, to see 

combat (2nd century her belt and armlets and plumes put up for sale, with a gaiter that covers half 
AD.). London, British the left leg; or if she fight another sort of battle, how charmed you will be to 
Museum (mv. CR 1847, see your young wife disposing of her greaves! 
4-24-19).

In the Satyri con we hear of a munus organized by a certain Titus, who went 
so far as to present a woman fighting on a cart (Petronius Satyri con 45.). At 
the inauguration of the Colosseum, some women participated in the hunts of 
wild beasts (Martial Liber spectaculorum 6; Dio Cassius 66.25.1). Even under 
Domitian, probably in A.D. 89, a munus was held at which there were female 
gladiators (Dio Cassius 67 .8.4; Suetonius Domitianus 4.2; Starius Silvae 1.8, 
1-6). Although there is not much archaeological evidence of female gladia-

tors, a depiction of two women fighting appears on a marble relief from 
Halicarnassus (Asia Minor), dating to the second century A.D. (FIGURE ii). 
Even their obviously fictional names—Amazon and Achilla— are recorded. 

In an epigraph at Ostia, from the second century A.D., a member of the 
local elite is extolled as being the first in the history of that city's games to "arm 
women." Yet it seems that in A.D. 200 the emperor Septimius Severus put an 
end to contests between women in the arena (Dio Cassius 75.16). 
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SPONSORING AND STAFFING 
A GLADIATORIAL SPECTACLE 
The complex organization of the gladiatorial spectacles was regulated by 

special laws (legesgladiatoriae), which varied from city to city. The one principle 

common to all was that no munera could be organized without the consent of 

the emperor or the civil authorities. 
Private citizens or magistrates could call a contest for various reasons: to 

commemorate a deceased member of the family, to celebrate the inauguration 
of a public monument, on the occasion of a military victory, in honor of the 
emperor and the imperial family, or to gain favor in the eyes of the people. 
Furthermore, the local magistrates were expected to offer spectacles, or to carry 
out public works during their year in office. The sponsor in charge of financing 

the show was the editor. 
To organize a spectacle, the editor had to employ the services of a lanista, 

who was a professional entrepreneur. The lanista bought, sold, and rented his 

gladiators to whomever wished to sponsor a munus. Such a profession could 
make one rich, but it was always regarded publicly as a disgraceful job. The 

lanista was considered a vendor of human flesh (the word has the same etymo-

logical root as the word "lanius," or "butcher"), and he was compared to a pimp 
who exploited prostitutes. The lanista kept his troupe of gladiators in special 

schools (ludi), where they were subjected to very strict discipline. To stay in 
optimal shape for fighting, they trained daily, followed a diet aimed at increas-
ing their muscle mass and weight, and underwent medical checkups. However, 
the market price of a gladiator depended on his success in the arena, and the 

agents charged such high rates for the best fighters that, under the emperor 
Marcus Aurelius, it became necessary to set a cap on spending for each event, 

and for each gladiator. 
Among the oldest and most renowned schools was the one at Capua, from 

whence erupted the revolt of Spartacus in 73 B.C. (see page 2,8). The prominent 

role played by this city in the training of gladiators continued into the Empire. 
Caesar owned a lucius with five thousand gladiators at Capua, and this was, 
perhaps, the nucleus of the famous 
lucius Tuiianus-. the imocrial school that 	 ------------.

FIGURE 16. 

Funerary epigraph 

of two net-fighters, 

Purpurius and 

Philemarius. The 

latter died at the age 

Of 3o and was grieved 

by his wife, Aurelia 

Aphrodites. Benevento, 

Museo del Sannio 

(ins'. 1777?). 

private houses, going to the school only 
to train. In fact, many of them had	 . 

families, as evidenced by the sepulchral 
epigraphs paid for by their wives 
(FIGURE 16). This was the case for the 	 59



secutor Urbicus, who died at the age of twenty-two after thirteen fights and 

seven years of marriage (CIL V.5933), or the retiarius lantinus, who died at the 

age of twenty-four after five fights and five years of marriage (CIL V.45o6). 

Most of the gladiators were prisoners-of-war and slaves earmarked by their 
owners for a gladiatorial career. Some were criminals who were condemned to 

death (noxi adgiadium damnati) or to forced labor; the latter could be com-

pelled to work off their sentences as gladiators. A considerable difference sepa-
rated the two categories: the slaves destined to become gladiators did not go 
directly from prison to the amphitheater like those condemned to death, but 
were sent to a school to learn how to handle weapons. Furthermore, while 
those with death sentences had no chance of leaving the arena alive, the slaves 

had the same chance as any regular gladiator. 
Contrary to what many believe, the gladiatorial game was not necessarily 

meant to end in death, especially since the training of a gladiator was so expen-
sive. Death could result either from the wounds a gladiator received in combat, 
or when the editor or the crowd refused to spare a wounded gladiator. But the 
latter scenario occurred only when the gladiator failed to carry Out his task 
fully, or to truly engage in the contest. The editor, however, was obliged to pay 

the lanista the price for the gladiators whom he had refused to spare. This helps 
to clarify why there were also freedmen (slaves who had obtained their free-
dom) and free men—some even from good families—who signed up to fight 
voluntarily. The free men who dedicated themselves to a gladiatorial career 
(called auctorati) entered into a condition of partial servitude to the lanista, and 
while this didn't compromise their freedom or their citizenship, it did limit 
their legal eligibility. More often than not, these men were pushed into the pro-
fession our of material need, perhaps because they had completely dissipated all 
of their means (Horace Epistulae 1.18.36). But there were others who actually 
aspired to fame and fortune (Tertullian Ad martyras 5). The allure of the gladia-
torial profession led even some members of the equestrian and senatorial classes 
to give up their standing and enter the arena (Tacitus Annales 14.14, 15.32; 

Juvenal 2.143-48; Sueronius Caesar 39, Tiberius 35, Nero iz; Din Cassius 47.43.3, 
51.22.4, 56.25.7-8, 59.13, 61.17). Some emperors promulgated laws in order to 
contain this phenomenon, but without much success. 

Slaves, freedmen, and free men could all be part of the same familia gladia-
toria, but the documents available to us shed no light on the numbers in ques-
tion. Certainly the majority of the gladiators were slaves. For one particular 
show at Pompeii, there appear to have been nineteen slaves and six free men 
(CIL IV.zo8); elsewhere, six out of twenty gladiators were free men (CIL 

IX-466) . We don't know how long a slave was expected to serve, nor how many 
times he had to fight before gaining his freedom. However, at the end of his 
career, a gladiator would receive a rudis, or wooden sword, to symbolize his 
service. Often the rudiarii (these "retired" gladiators) would end up as trainers 
in the gladiatorial schools. 

But what kind of a reputation did the gladiators enjoy in civil society? The 
answer is not simple, and not without contradictions. Gladiators and beszzarii 
who were free men were considered infames (Calpurnius Flaccus Declamationes 

20



52), and this condition brought with it 
a series of prohibitions They were of 	 (
course excluded from the Senate and 
the equestrian class. Yet, once in a 
while, the emperor would exonerate 

some of the gladiators—from these 	 - 
two classes only—of this infamia, if 
they had participated in some special 

munera at his own request. 
The gladiator who was formerly a 

Slave, but now a freedman, could not 	 -	 I 
become a Roman citizen, and thus was 	 '	 a 

an infamis. Such infamy was tied pri-

marilyto the blemish that attached to 
any actor who made a living doing pub- 	 - 

lie performances. It was compounded 
by the horror that the gladiators' blood-  
thirstiness and brutality inspired, and 
their constant contact with death. 

Even so, the opposite attitude was pres-
ent as well: the gladiator was the sweetheart 
of the crowd, exalted by poets (Martial 5.24); 
immortalized on vases (FIGURE 17), cups,	 \ 
lamps, frescoes, and simple graffiti; and idolized 
by women. Juvenal recounts the story ofEppia, 	 \ 
the wife of a senator, who abandoned her hus-
band, children, and domestic comforts to follow 	 a 

the gladiator Sergio: 	 -----__	 --
And what were the youthful charms that captivated 
Eppia? What did she see in him to allow herself to be called a 
"she-Gladiator"? Her dear Sergius had already begun to shave [meaning he	 FIGURE IT 
was overforty years old]; a wounded arm gavepromise ofa discharge, and	 Goblet "d'Aco" with a 

there were sundry deformities in his face: a scar caused by the helmet, a huge 	 scene of"ladiatorial 

combat. Lyons, Musee 
bulging nose, and a nasty humor always trickling from his eye. But then he 	 de la civilisation Gallo-

was a gladiator! It is this that transforms these fellows into Hyacinths! (Juvenal	 Romaine. 

Saturae 6.82-113) 
Their high public esteem, as well as the regard of some emperors, derived 

from the fact that the gladiator was seen, above all, as a man of courage, who 
was continually challenged by death. Even Cicero, who often denigrated his 
adversaries by calling them gladiators, could nor fail to recognize these talents 

(Cicero Tusculanae disputationes 2.17.41). And Seneca returns time and again 
to the courage of the gladiators (Seneca Deprovidentia 3.4, Dc costantia sapien-
tis 16.2). And so, just as their own image was ambiguous, the arena fighters 
were met with a marked ambivalence in the social realm. The gladiator was 
both a hero and a murderer, regarded with admiration in one role and horror 

in the other.
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