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The gladiatorial games of ancient Rome gave rise to a sadistic streak in the Roman character; a trait that has
been echoed in various societies throughout time. From similarities in ancient Etruscan religious ceremonies
to the blood-thirsty sports and visual entertainment of today, it can be clearly seen that the enjoyment found in
viewing the infliction of pain upon another human being is typical of the societies of many ancient and
modern worlds.

The favourite public festivals of Rome in the first century BC were those which exhibited gladiatorial
competitions. Arranged and financed by private individuals, politicians or military leaders, the fight for life
between two human gladiators was “an excellent opportunity to win favour by generous ouﬂay”I and “were
used to win popularity”z. The spectacle began with a ceremonial procession, in which the gladiators
addressed the Emperor with the words: “dve, imperator, morituri te salutant!” (“Hail, emperor, men soon to

die salute thee!”). They would then embark on mock-duels until military fanfares signalled the start of the
real fights.

The gladiators fought with weapons of their national origin; the Thracian with a parma (round shield) and a
sica (curved sword or dagger), the heavily armoured Samnite with a scutum (large shield) and straight sword,
adapted from that of the formidable Samnite warriors encountered by Rome in the early days of the republic,
and the Briton in his war chariot. The lightly armoured retiarii were particularly popular among the

spectators, wearing only a light tunic and carrying a net, in which to catch the enemy and then to kill him with
his trident or dagger.

During the fight, inspectors were on hand with whips, staves and
red-hot irons to urge a gladiator forward should he seem too lazy
or cautious. Meanwhile, the crowd usually in excess of 45,000,
would add their own instructions with cries of “Iugula!” (“Kill!”),
“Verbera!” (“Strike!”) and “Ure!” (“Burn the fellow up!”).
Whenever a gladiator fell to his opponent, he would appeal for
mercy by throwing away his shield and raising his index finger.
Unless the emperor was present, it was his victorious adversary
who either spared or condemned him In the emperor’s presence,
the spectators advised their ruler. Saint Augustine found that “the
whole mass of fiercely attentive spectators gave utterance to a
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general roar™, waving cloths and displaying upturned thumbs, they shouted “Mitte!” (“Let him go free!™); or
by turning down their thumbs towards the fallen fighter, they called “Iugula!” - the recommendation that the
gladiator pay his penalty. An emperor was a fool not to listen to his people.

Yet, such “senseless amusement of the fanatical crowd™ did have somewhat nobler origins. Tertullian, one of
the great Western theologians and writers of Christian antiquity, reveals in On the Shows that, “Once upon a
time, men believed that the souls of the dead were propitiated by human blood, and so at funerals they
sacrificed prisoners of war or slaves of poor quality bought for the purpose™.

The Etruscans, an ancient people who flourished from about the eighth to the first century BC in central Italy,

“... had funeral games, where the combatants fought to the death as a sacrifice to the gods, a
concept which led to the Roman gladiatorial shows, either directly, or through the Campanians,
who themselves learnt the art from Etruria™®.

However, once the Etruscan funeral traditions were transferred to Rome, “... they soon lost, like many of the
other elements of Roman festivals, all traces of religious usage, and survived as an all too familiar blood
sport”7. Pliny, a Roman senator and later consul, provides in Panegyric that the intellectual justification for

“the gladiatorial games was that they “inspired a glory in wounds and contempt of death, since the love of
praise and desire for victory could be seen, even in the bodies of slaves and criminals”®, However, it is
obvious that the games provided no other purpose than “the gratification of an enormous urban proletariat,
which demanded that it should be richly amused as well as sheltered, bathed, and fed”. Thus, the gladiatorial
games became nothing more than entertainment for the masses - a popular blood-sport. Tertullian in On
Spectacles deplores the games, not out of sympathy for the gladiators, but for the blood thirsting effect they
had on the spectators,

“... the same man who stops street-brawlers from coming to blows, or at least cries shame on the
combatants, will applaud more deadly fights in the stadium; the same man who shudders at the
corpse of the departed, gone the way we all must go, will gaze down from his seat in the
amphitheatre on bodies mangled, torn, and fouled with their own blood, and never blink an eye;
yes, and the same man who attends the shows to signify his approval that murder must be
punished will have a reluctant gladiator whipped and flogged into doing murder himself 10,

Obviously, “humane ideas were foreign to the Roman culture of the time™'".

Rome, the founder of modern Western civilisation, “had reached such a state of corruption that it was
henceforth impossible to be shocked at anything”12 and hence transformed the role of many sports into simple
gratification of their sadistic blood-lust; the gladiatorial games soon becoming “the most popular of all”". The
enjoyment in viewing the infliction of pain upon another human being was typical of the Roman people, its
“popularity was rooted in the ... traditions of Roman culture”™®. Seneca, one of the most broadly influential
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The show, designed in 1983 by Johnny Ferraro as “the workingman’s Olympics™®, has an “overall style ...
uncomfortably close to the campiness of pro wrestling” and features “gladiators” with backgrounds in
professional football and the Olympic Games. To recreate the brutality of the original gladiatorial games of
ancient Rome, “both gladiators and contenders were directed to play for real”’ and for the spectators at home,
“The authenticity of the competition is driven home by the injuries among gladiators as well as contenders.™"
With a “mass-appe:al”32 reaching the millions, Saint Augustine today could only compare the fans of the show
Gladiators to those of the gladiatorial games, where, “He himself watched; he shouted; he rose to fever and
heat”®. Ina couch-potato generation, Gladiators seeks to echo and nurture in today’s society the sadistic
trait in the human character for viewing the infliction of pain on other human beings.

The gladiatorial games of ancient Rome, which gave rise to a sadistic streak in the Roman character, are
clearly similar to the funeral ceremonies, sports and visual entertainments of many ancient and modern
worlds. Like the public slaughter which became for the Romans a fundamental institution, so too has the
pleasure found in the infliction of pain upon other human beings been echoed throughout many ancient and
modern societies as all too familiar trait in the human character.
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