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TYPES OF GLADIATORS 

 Samnites: the earliest kind of gladiator. They wore heavy, decorated 
armour, with a large oblong shield and leather greave (shin-guard) on the 
left leg. Their right arm had a sleeve and they were armed with a sword 
or lance. Hoplomachi were similarly equipped. 

 Thracians: These bore a curved dagger and a small square, or round, 
shield. They wore two greaves. 

 Murmillones: Recognisable from their helmet showing a fish. They carried a 
large rectangular shield and wore a large belt made of leather or metal. 

 Retiarii: They carried a trident or fish-harpoon, a dagger and a net. Their 
head was bare, as was the body but for a belt, a loincloth, leg-bands and 
a shoulder-piece on the left shoulder. 

 There were others, including andabatae, essedarii and indeed 
gladiatrixes. 

  



GLADIATOR LIFE 

 Most gladiators had no choice about fighting. 

 Most were slaves, prisoners or war or criminals. 

 They lived in a barracks under the guidance of a lanista (butcher). 

 Discipline was tough. 

 However, gladiators had access to medical attention, unlike many 
Romans. 

 They were often seen as glamorous figures. 

 Juvenal wrote with contempt about women who idolised gladiators. 



THE START OF CONTESTS 

 Sponors provided gladiators a meal the night before; this carried 
huge public interest. 

 A parade and display of the fighters began the games. 

 If the emperor was watching, they would salute him and cry: “Ave, 
imperator, morituri te salutant.” (Hail, emperor! Those about to die 
greet you!) 

 Preliminary contests took place with dummy weapons. 

 Venationes took place with men with hunting spears fighting elephants, 
panthers, lions, etc. 

 Reluctant gladiators were whipped into performing. 

 Cowardly fighters were despised. 



CICERO 

 Cicero famously hated the gladiatorial games, and bloodshed 
generally. 

 However, he did see moral lessons in the games. 

 ”Did you ever see even a mediocre gladiator utter a groan or register 
pain on his face? Which of them ever disgraced himself in his manner of 
falling (I won’t say in fighting)? And after falling, do they flinch when 
the order is given for the fatal blow to be struck at their neck? That’s 
strong discipline and training for you. And if a Samnite, a degraded 
person who deserves this kind of life, can achieve this, surely any decent 
man could strengthen a weakness in his character by force of training?” 



THE END OF CONTESTS 

 Victorious gladiators returned to the barracks and would fight again 
on other occasions. 

 Popular fighters might win a wooden sword, which freed them from 
fighting again. 

 Wounded fighters could appeal to the crowd to spare his life.  

 After the fight, black slaves raked over the blood-stained sand. 

 One slave dressed as Charon (the boatman of the underworld) and 
would put seriously injured gladiators out of their misery. 



SENECA 

 I happened to go to one of these shows at the time of the lunch-hour 
interlude, expecting there to be some light and witty entertainment, 
some respite from the spilling of human blood. Far from it. All the 
earlier contests were charity in comparison. There’s no nonsense now: 
what we have now is murder, pure and simple. The combatants have 
nothing to protect them; their whole bodies are exposed to the blows; 
every thrust they launch gets home. The spectators insist that each on 
killing his man shall be thrown against another to be killed in his turn; 
and the eventual victor is reserved by them for some other form of 
butchery; the only exit for the contestants is death.  

 ‘But he was a highway robber, he killed a man,’ they say. And what of 
it? Granted that as a murderer he deserved this punishment, but what 
have you done, you wretched fellow, to deserve to watch it?  



THE SKINNY 

 Samnites, Thracians, Murmillones, Retiarii. 

 Most were slaves, prisoners of war or criminals under the guidance of a 
lanista (butcher). 

 Access to medical attention. 

 Some Romans were concerned about women being attracted to 
gladiators. 

 Meal the night before. 

 Running order: parade, salute, preliminary contests, venationes, games. 

 Popular fighters could win their freedom. 

 Slaves raked over the blood and killed badly-wounded fighters. 

 Ambiguity about the role of the thumb – we just don’t know. 
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