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War in the Amphitheatre

Troy Vettese

The gladiatorial games are intrinsically linked to our perception of Roman history and culture
as they are a microcosm of Roman society. This quintessential Roman past-time strikingly encapsu-
lates the key facets of Roman civilization: hierarchy, nepotism and the experience of war. Given its
“Romanness” it is not surprising that munera were ubiquitous in Roman society. They were present in
literature, art, graffiti, letters, household objects and children’s games.1 As the gladiatorial games were
such an important institution in Roman society, they are inevitably a well-studied topic but, as a review
of the contemporary and ancient literature will demonstrate, several significant aspects of the games re-
main unsatisfactorily addressed. Why did the Roman elite burden themselves with importing exotic an-
imals and foreign captives to the amphitheatres of the empire, only to have them destroyed? Why did
professional gladiators mimic the costumes and fighting styles of Rome’s enemies? What was the link
between the games and war? This paper postulates that the Roman elite sought to recreate the atmos-
phere and experience of imperialism within the amphitheatres in Rome and across the empire. In a
time of poor communication and transportation, the gladiatorial games allowed the state to demonstrate
its power and to stimulate excitement for war and imperialism.

The interpretation of a phenomenon as complex and ingrained as the munera has vexed mod-
ern and ancient historians alike. It should be noted that it is possible for several authors to be correct since
such a large and important social institution undoubtedly performed more than one function. One the-
ory, that the gladiatorial games represented a form of human sacrifice, should be discounted immedi-
ately. The proponent of this idea was Tertullian, a prolific Christian writer in the late second century BCE
He argued that the gladiatorial games were of Etruscan provenance and a form of idolatrous human
sacrifice, as the gladiators were killed to appease the soul of the dead.2 No other author did more than
Tertullian to distort our understanding of the games. Historians, as late as the 1930’s, relied upon Ter-
tullian in an uncritical fashion and were misled.3 Recent scholarship has shown that the games most
likely originated from Campania, not Etruria, and were not a variant of human sacrifice.4 However, Ter-
tullian’s influence has not been entirely effaced. Donald G. Kyle believes that the games were a form
of expiation for what he calls a “criminal and blasphemous miasma” in Roman society.5 Kyle’s expla-
nation seems to imply that the munera were a form of human sacrifice, which may represent a step
backwards in the historiography.

The ancient authors did provide some insights into the nature of the games that continue to
inspire present-day historians. Juvenal’s explanation was one of the earliest and most famous: “now

1 Thomas Wiedemann, Emperors and Gladiators, (New York: Routledge, 1992), 23.
2 Tert. De spect. 12.2
3 J. B. Poynton, “The Public Games of the Romans,” Greece & Rome 7, no. 20 (1938): 81.
4 Wiedemann., 33.
5 Donald G. Kyle, Spectacles of Death in Ancient Rome (New York: Routledge, 1998), 5.
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two things only do [the people] ardently desire: bread and games.”6 He suggests that the games helped
keep the populace docile and apolitical; the modern historian Vera Olivová echoes this sentiment in her
interpretation. She believes that the emperors used the games to mollify the underemployed urban poor.7
Fronto articulates a more nuanced interpretation: the munera were not simply a way to distract the peo-
ple from their political impotence, instead, the games helped “conciliate…the whole population.”8 How
exactly did the spectacles fulfill this unifying and stabilizing function? Keith Hopkins believes the
games allowed the spectators to experience communal violence and tragedy, but “whatever happened
in the arena, the spectators were always on the winning side.”9

Other authors argue that the spectators were not passively being manipulated by the emper-
ors, but used the games as a stage for political action. The last popular assemblies and meaningful elec-
tions had been discontinued by Tiberius’ time, and so the amphitheatre became an important conduit of
communication between the emperor and ordinary people. At the games, the crowd enjoyed what an-
cient authors called the theatralis licentia (“permission of the theatre”) and could speak more freely
than elsewhere in society.10 Alison Futrell and Thomas Wiedemann develop this idea, and note that the
amphitheatre was one of the few places where people could voice approval or disapproval of the em-
peror, make petitions to the emperor and in turn expect the emperor to respond or face isolation and un-
popularity.11 The theme of power could be applied on an empire-wide basis. The provincial cities held
gladiatorial games –the quintessential Roman pastime—to show that they accepted Romanization. Louis
Robert was perhaps the first to articulate this idea six decades ago12 and Leonard L. Thompson has done
so more recently. 13

In Emperor and Gladiators, Wiedemann expounds upon another thesis to explain the pur-
pose of the games. He notes that usually (the Coliseum is the exception) amphitheatres were placed at
the town’s edge, which is symbolic of its function housing the confrontations between civilization and
disorder forces.14 The three events that took place in the arena, beast fights in the morning, executions
at mid-day and gladiatorial combat in the afternoon demonstrated Rome’s dominance over nature, dis-
order and foreign enemies.

Many other historians, in addition to Wiedemann, emphasize the munera as a tool of control
used the Rome’s elite. Michael B. Poliakoff compares the Greek games, which were an institution “for
competition and self-express[ion],” with the gladiatorial games where the populace was inculcated with
“the power and control” of the editor (the holder of the games), since he was an “arbiter of life and
death.”15 Michael Hornum links the munera with the cult of the goddess Nemesis, a symbol of the
state’s ability to inflict punishment.16 According to Roland Auget, the games turned the gladiators, who
were criminals, slaves or prisoners of war, into objects, and their destruction demonstrated the state’s
ability to maintain order.17

One of the most unique insights into gladiatorial combat comes from Carlin A. Barton; she
juxtaposes the dual roles of the gladiator, as despised criminal or slave, and a brave soldier who has con-
quered his fear of death. This dichotomy fits neatly within the cherished Roman theme of redemption

6 Juv. 10.80-81
7 Věra Olivová, Sports and Games in the Ancient World (London: Orbis, 1984), 173.
8 Fronto Ep. 17
9 Keith Hopkins, Death and Renewal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 30.
10 Alison Futrell, The Roman Games (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2006), 38.
11 Futrell, 38, Wiedemann, 14.
12 Wiedemann, 43.
13 Leonard L. Thompson, “The Martyrdom of Polycarp: Death in the Roman Games,” The Journal of Religion 82, no. 1
(2002): 31.
14 Wiedemann, 46.
15 Michael B. Poliakoff, Combat Sports in the Ancient World: Competition, Violence and Culture (New Haven: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1987), 108-9.
16 Michael B. Hornum, Nemesis, the Roman State and the Games (Leiden: Brill, 1993).
17 Roland Auguet, Cruelty and Civilization: the Roman Games (London: Routlege, 1994), 15.
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through self-destruction.18

Recent scholarship has done much to revise the antiqued notions of gladiators, by drawing the
link between gladiators and the themes of power, control, contempt and veneration. Although the role
of the games as entertainment cannot be overlooked, current interpretations stress the games’ symbolic
and metaphorical value. This paper’s argument relies upon a similar armature and argues that the games
were an attempt to recreate the atmosphere of war and imperialism so that civilian population could share
the experience with the conquering general. This does not necessarily contradict previous authors, as
the munera fulfilled various roles, and not all of the games were associated with the military. For ex-
ample, if it is true that killing people in the amphitheatre demonstrated the power of the state, why were
criminals were simply executed (unless enrolled as professional gladiators) while prisoners of war were
forced to fight? Some authors have stressed that the destruction of wild animals was important to re-
assure a predominantly rural society, as carnivores competed with humans.19 That does not explain the
need to display and kill exotic animals that did not compete with Italian farmers. Was it coincidence
that professional gladiators imitated the fighting styles and armaments of foreign soldiers? Previous au-
thors have not linked these three phenomena as an effort by the emperor, or powerful Republican aris-
tocrats, to bring war from the battlefield into the cities, so civilians could also participate.

The creation of the illusion of war is an important aspect of the games, unaccounted for by
most of the aforementioned theories. If the state wanted to awe the audience, it hardly mattered if the
gladiators fought bravely as pseudo-soldiers, or cravenly as animal fodder. In a letter lambasting the
munera, Seneca mocks the audience’s ardent desire for heroics:

In the morning they cried “Kill him! Lash him! Burn him; why does he meet the
sword in so cowardly a way? Why does he strike so feebly? Why doesn’t he die
game? Whip him to meet his wounds! Let them receive blow for blow, with chests
bare and exposed to the stroke!”20

The emperors, too, realized the importance of realism. When the gladiators refused to fight
in Claudius’s naumachia (“sea battle”), he pleaded with them to co-operate because it ruined the spec-
tacle.21 Domitian also recognized the need for the public to have some kind of evidence of the Roman
victory, even if his “victory” over the Dacians had been a fraudulent one, so that they could share in the
experience. Perhaps this explains why he had “purchased from traders people whose dress and hair
might be made to resemble those of captives” to parade in front of the Romans.22 When the illusion
failed to convince the audience, such as when a gladiator refused to die bravely and with honour, the
crowd became enraged at the gladiator for breaking the spell.23 The audience could no longer pretend
it was being transported to the battlefields along the frontiers of civilization, but was rudely awakened
to the reality that they were witnessing a massacre.

To create the illusion of war, the Romans displayed war captives, exotic animals, and created
different professional gladiator types that aped the fighting styles of Roman enemies. All three of these
factors are intertwined and related. The Romans went to great lengths to bring war captives and exotic
animals to Rome and other cities to be slaughtered in front of the public. In this regard, the destruction
of foreign fauna and men were very similar. Futrell describes how the animals were “displayed as liv-

18 Carlin A. Barton, “Savage Miracles: The Redemption of Lost Honor in Roman Society and the Sacrament of the Gladi-
ator and the Martyr,” Representations, no. 45 (1994): 46.
19 Kyle, 42.
20 Sen. (Y) Ep. 7
21 Cass. Dio 60.33
22 Tac. Agr. 39
23 Carlin A. Barton, “The Scandal of the Arena,” Representations, 27, (1989): 8.
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ing war-booty, symbols of the acquisition of distant territories, living embodiments of the far-flung
landscapes of the Roman Empire.”24 The same treatment could apply to the prisoners of war and when
captured foreign soldiers were in short supply, professional gladiators could imitate them. All three
were used to symbolize the enemy and their destruction represented their defeat at Roman hands.

A diachronic analysis of the Roman importation of foreign troops and animals for the munera
reveals that the practice throughout most of Roman history, but its size and complexity peaked in the
early Empire and remained more primitive in the early Republic and Late Empire. In early Rome, after
a triumph was celebrated, the leader of the enemy would be publicly executed in the forum.25 Rome’s
near defeat in the Punic Wars was a catalyst for the development of gladiatorial games as an institution,
and the size and frequency of the games increased at almost a geometric rate.26 The Roman elite felt the
need to stage games with captured prisoners and elephants to demonstrate to the citizens that Rome had
defeated its most dangerous foe, the Carthaginians. After the total destruction of Carthage in 146 BCE,
Pliny the Elder tells us that the elephants were brought to Rome and harassed or killed “in order to in-
crease the contempt for them.”27 Other examples affirm this trend: in 100 BCE the consul, Manius
Aquilius, defeated a Sicilian slave revolt, and instead of immediately slaughtering the survivors “he re-
leased them from immediate punishment and took them to Rome to do combat with wild beasts.”28

Even at this early date, Romans desired to witness and participate in the final public defeat of the enemy.
The beginning of the fourth century seems to mark a drastic decline in the quality of the

munera and the effort made to recreate the illusion of war within the arena. After Constantine’s war in
Germany, many of his captives were “given over to the amphitheatre for punishment.”29 Constantine’s
father did the same to the Franks, where he employed “the slaughter of enemies for the pleasure of us
all.”30 The significant difference between the Late Empire and Early Republic, compared to the Early
Empire was that in the former period, is that the captives often did not fight in the arena but instead were
merely killed by animals. These periods were less effective in recreating the experience of battle in the
arena when compared to the games of the Late Republic and Early Empire.

In the Early and Mid-Republic, the spectacle was still in embryonic form. By the Late Re-
public, Julius Caesar had rarefied the munera. After his unsuccessful anabasis into Britain, Caesar tried
to gain as much political capital for this exploit as possible. In the games he held he introduced a new
type of gladiator, the essedarius, who fought from chariots and used lassoes, cured staves and long
spears;31 this new gladiator was an imitation of the British warriors who fought in chariots. Caesar and
his “men [were] dismayed by the novelty of this mode of battle.”32 After being confronted with this un-
usual style of warfare and winning an arduous battle, Caesar wanted the people in Rome to appreciate
his travails. This is a clear example of the Roman elite creating an ersatz battlefield so that the Roman
public could experience what Roman soldiers and generals had gone through.

Instead of the simplistic and small games of the early republic, Caesar instituted
larger and more complex forms of entertainment. Appian records that after his vic-
tory over Pompey, Caesar: gave also various spectacles with horses and music, a
combat of foot-soldiers, 1000 on each side, and a cavalry fight of 200 on each side.
There was also another combat of horse and foot together. There was a combat of
elephants, twenty against twenty, and a naval engagement of 4000 oarsmen, where

24 Futrell, 7.
25 Kyle, 42.
26 Ibid., 48.
27 Plin. (E) HN 8.17.
28 Diod. Sic. 36.10
29 Pan. Lat. 6.12.3
30 Ibid. 12.23.3
31 Olivová, 180.
32 Caes. B Gall. 34
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1000 fighting men contended on each side.33

Whether or not these mock battles resembled Caesar’s own victories is unclear; nonetheless, Caesar
took steps to recreate the feel of a war to a new level, but having large numbers of men fight battles
within the arena made the gladiatorial fights an even more impressive illusion.

Augustus shared his adopted father’s predilection for grandiose gladiatorial games. In the
Res Gestae he boasts that during his reign he held numerous games in which ten thousand men and
over three thousand animals fought.34 Several of his games clearly invoked a link between his recent vic-
tories on the battlefield. After emerging as the sole ruler of the Roman Empire in 31 BCE, he returned
to Rome in 29 BCE and held a great munus to commemorate his victory. Interestingly, comporting with
his attempt to portray what was a civil war as an inter-state war, the captives and animals that he pre-
sented were non-Roman. Among the multitudes of animals killed, hippopotamuses and rhinoceroses
were featured;35 these two foreign animals likely were included to represent Egypt.36 He brought cap-
tives, Dacians and Suebi, who had supported Antony; but in actuality, they had provided minimal as-
sistance.37 Nevertheless, these prisoners were forced to fight “in crowds with one another.”38 Augustus
not only allowed many Romans to share in his victory, but he was able to portray the war the way he
wanted. The munera allowed ordinary people to safely partake in the thrill of war, but as an illusion
where the editor could be shape the outcome of the games.

The period of peace that followed Augustus’s reign meant there were fewer prisoners of war
to shed blood in the sands of the amphitheatre and so professional gladiators substituted. These fight-
ers were slaves, captives or volunteers would undergo training before fighting in the arena. Compared
to prisoners of war they were expensive, but profitable property and therefore faced a lower mortality
rate. It is no coincidence that Tiberius initiated the process of bringing the ludii (“gladiatorial schools”)
under state control; this gave the emperor a monopoly over a very powerful medium.39 Concurrently,
the ludii became increasingly specialized; gladiators were taught over fifteen distinct fighting styles.40

This process of professionalization and specialization gave the emperor the resources he needed to
maintain the illusion of war in the arena, even in its absence on the frontiers. By having men that looked
like Roman enemies fighting in the arena, the emperors could evoke earlier glories to maintain a bond
with the people based on the shared experience of imperialism and war.

Most types of gladiators were based on the equipment of Rome’s enemies, with the notable
exception of the retiarius. The thraex, or Thracian gladiator, was armed with a sica, a short curved
sword, and protected himself with a small rectangular shield, long greaves, and a closed helmet.41 The
armament of the thraex was likely typical of Thracian infantry. Another type of gladiator was the ho-
plomachus, which is Greek for “shield-fighter”. This gladiator was armed similarly to a Greek hoplite:
a round shield, a spear, a long dagger, manica (heavy linen straps to protect his left arm), long greaves
and a visored helmet.42 Other types of gladiators based on Roman enemies included the andabatae,
which was based on the Parthian cataphracti, and the aforementioned essedarius.

33 App. B Civ. 2.102
34 Res Gest. 22
35 Cass. Dio 51.22.5
36 George Jennison, Animals for Show and Pleasure in Ancient Rome (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1937),
66.
37 Cass. Dio 52.22.8
38 Cass. Dio 52.22.6
39 Wiedemann, 22.
40 Olivová, 177.
41 Futrell, 95.
42 Ibid. 96.
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The introduction of a new gladiator symbolized a new enemy for the Roman state; the
elimination of a gladiator type is also noteworthy. The samnis and gallus (Samnite and Gaul, respec-
tively) were introduced early, as they were enemies from the mid-Republic. These two gladiator types
were similarly armed and armoured. They wore a helmet (the helmet of the gallus was shaped like a
fish), a loincloth, a short greave on their left leg, a manica and carried a rectangular shield and gladius.43

The Gallic sack of Rome in 387 BCE and the Samnite Wars in the fourth and third century BCE were
traumatic for the early Roman state, and thus their destruction in the amphitheatre commemorated
Rome’s triumph over its adversaries. However, by Augustus’s time the Gauls (at least in northern Italy)
and the Samnites had been Romanized, and it was no longer politically correct to vilify them in the am-
phitheatre.44 In Roman society, there was no worse insult than to be called a gladiator. Thus, the sam-
nis and the gallus were renamed the more neutral secutor and murmillo (“chaser” and “fish”),
respectively.

The professionalization and diversification of the gladiators was a boon to the Roman elite in
times of peace, but it was no substitute for the glory of war and captured enemy soldiers were used to
make the experience authentic. After Augustus’s reign, the next major conquest was the expansion into
Britain during Claudius’ rule. Claudius brought back British captives to Rome for the games he held
after his triumph:
“In the gladiatorial combats many persons took part, not only of the foreign freedmen but also the British
captives. He used up ever so many men in this part of the spectacle and took pride in the fact.” 45 Claudius
took the expense and the time to transport the captives from Britain to Rome so that the Roman public
could share in the experience of war.

The next major example was not the result of a successful expansion, but the quelling of a
large revolt. Vespasian, through his son Titus, held massive games commemorating Rome’s triumph, per-
haps because he wanted to emphasize his victory over foreigners, instead of over fellow Romans. After
capturing Jerusalem and destroying its great Temple in 70 BCE, Titus used thousands of Jewish captives
as gladiators. What is interesting in this case is that while some of the Jewish prisoners were sent to
Rome, the rest followed Titus on some sort of gladiatorial tour throughout the Eastern Mediterranean.46

The destruction of thousands of Jews in the arenas of the East was done with an explicit goal in mind:
Titus wanted to make “use of the captive Jews as public instances of the destruction of that nation.”47

The cities he visited were Roman colonies, such as Caesarea Maritima and Beirut and thus likely to be
populated with loyal Romans.48 The war had been brutal and long, and had strained the region sur-
rounding Judea (supplying the Roman war machine, accepting refugees, etc.). Therefore, it was im-
portant for these cities to share in Rome’s triumph over the Jewish rebels. It was essential for the Roman
state to advertise its great victory to its citizens, and for them to participate—albeit vicariously—through
the games in the triumph. That is why “multitudes were presented by Titus to the various provinces, to
be destroyed in the [arena], by sword [as gladiators] or by wild beasts.”49

The only successful campaign during Domitian’s reign was Agricola’s conquest of Caledo-
nia, which was subsequently abandoned. Although the sources do not mention any large-scale gladia-
torial battles or the destruction of barbarian prisoners of war, there is some evidence that it was
commemorated within the munera. Caledonian bears were presented in the venatio (hunt) during this

43 Ibid. 96.
44 Wiedemann, 41.
45 Cass. Dio. 61.30
46 Joseph. BJ 7.96
47 Joseph. BJ 7.5.1
48 Ibid. 7.37-40
49 Ibid. 6.418
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time.50 These animals were likely used to represent Agricola’s achievement.51 The last great successful
expansion of the Romans, the conquest of Dacia by Trajan, also seems to adhere to this trend. The games
he held were the largest to be staged in Roman history: “he gave spectacles on one hundred and twenty-
three days, in the course of which some eleven thousand animals, both wild and tame, were slain, and
ten thousand gladiators fought.”52 The huge festival following his victory over Decebalus was shared
with the Roman people by way of the games. Unfortunately, we do not know if these games attempted
to reenact the battles Trajan fought, or if Dacian captives fought in the munera; the high number of
gladiators seems to suggest the latter.

The practice of using exotic troops and animals in the munera continued partially into the
Late Empire. Aurelian was a gifted commander who managed to reunite the Roman Empire by defeat-
ing Zenobia in Palmyra and Tetricus in Gaul. According to the Writers of Augustan History, Aurelian
returned to Rome so “that he might present to the gaze of the Romans a triumph…over both East and
West.”53 A menagerie of elephants, tigers, giraffes, elks and “two hundred tamed beasts of divers kinds
from Libya and Palestine” were displayed (and likely killed) to represent the territories that Aurelian had
conquered.54 In addition to the animals, there were:

… eight hundred pairs of gladiators besides the captives from the barbarian tribes.
There were Blemmyes, Axomitae, Arabs from Arabia Felix, Indians, Bactrians, Hi-
berians, Saracens and Persians, all bearing their gifts; there were Goths, Alans, Rox-
olani, Sarmatians, Franks, Suebians, Vandals and Germans — all captive, with their
hands bound fast. There also advanced among them certain men of Palmyra, who
had survived its fall, the foremost of the State, and Egyptians, too, because of their
rebellion.55

This disparate group of captives represented the different armies the Aurelian faced in his distant cam-
paigns. To ensure that the audience realized the diversity of the captives, Aurelian had them carry plac-
ards to denote their nationality.56 During the games that followed the triumph, most of the prisoners
would have perished in either the wild-beast hunts, gladiatorial fights or naval battle.

Probus, who was emperor shortly after Aurelian, continued Aurelian’s effort to restore the
empire and rebuild its frontiers. After his campaigns in the north and east, Probus held gladiatorial
games in which, “fought many of the Blemmyae, who had been led in his triumph, besides many Ger-
mans and Sarmatians also and even some Isaurian brigands.57 Like, Aurelian’s munera, this event is
also recorded by the Writers of Augustan History, and though it is a questionable source, their behav-
iour adhered to the emperor’s traditional behaviour.

From Caesar to Probus, the Roman elite willingly bore the great expense to bring war to the
amphitheatre so citizens could participate in the experience of imperialism. It is true that the munera ful-
filled many of the needs of the Roman elite, but it cannot be overlooked that the Caesars endeavored to
recreate the experience of war for the benefit of the masses. Since most people would never join the
army, or witness a battle, the gladiatorial games were the closest the people came to sharing the expe-

50 Mart. Spect. 9
51 Jennison, 73.
52 Dio 68.15
53 SHA Aurel.32
54 Ibid. 33
55 Ibid. 33
56 Ibid. 34.1
57 S.H.A. Prob.19.8
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rience of war with the Roman state. The games were an exciting, rousing exercise in patriotism. The peo-
ple could see what the enemies of Rome looked like and recognize the martial might of the Roman state
when it destroyed thousands of men and animals. The cost of the games was huge; the transportation
and training of thousands of men and beasts placed a great burden on a pre-modern state like Rome. The
Roman elite believed the benefits outweighed the cost of the munera, as it effectively cemented the
benefit was a bond between the state and the people, which was imperialism.
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