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For training and entertainment
Gladiators and military amphitheaters

WHO THINKS OF AMPHITHEATERS, THINKS
OF MONUMENTAL STRUCTURES SUCH AS
THE COLOSSEUM IN ROME, THE ARENA
IN VERONA OR THE AMPHITHEATERS IN
ARLES AND TRIER. THESE FEW EXAMPLES
ALL SERVED. TO ENTERTAIN THE CIVILIANS
OF LARGE CITIES AND THEIR ENVIRONMENTS; IN
THEIR GRANDEUR THEY SHOW THE MIGHT AND
POWER OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE NOT JUST IN
THE CAPITAL, BUT EVEN IN THE PROVINCES.

By Svenja Grosser

Both the amphitheater itself and the
events taking place in it were some-
thing uniquely Roman. The latter, the
munera (spectacles held in the amp-
hitheater commemorating a special
occasion) were never a part of the reli-
gious festival calendar and hence were
staged irregularly. Since the reform of
Augustus they consisted of venationes
(beast hunts) in the morning, public
executions around noon, the so called
meridiani, and as the highlight of the
day the gladiator fights in the after-
noon.

“A bored soldier is a dangerous sol-
dier”, the Romans were already aware
of the truth behind this age-old phrase,
so commanders made sure that their
soldiers were always occupied even
in peaceful times. Apart from their
immediate military tasks, soldiers were
kept busy with the construction and
maintenance of roads and public buil-
dings. They were also provided with
entertainment of a kind with which
soldiers from the Romanized areas of
the empire would be very familiar.

The Roman army brought civili-
zation to the provinces by providing
for itself. Bathhouses, amphitheaters
and the accompanying munera were
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Griffon head found at the amphitheater close to the fort Zugmantel, which presu-
mably belonged to a gladiator helmet of a Thraex type gladiator.

typically Roman, something everybody
in the empire could identify. Despite
the different origins of the legiona-
ries, such familiar structures from cities
near where they grew up made them
feel Roman, even on the fringes of the
Imperium.

It was also recommended for sol-
diers to watch gladiatorial displays
at the amphitheater. Seeing gladia-
tors perform bravely and without fear
would encourage the soldiers (see Pliny
the Younger, Panegyricum 33). A gladi-

ator represented moral qualities which
were also required from a good soldier,
represented by the container term vir-
tus (manliness). It consisted of the fol-
lowing: fortitudo (strength), disciplina
(training), constantia (steadiness), pati-
entia (endurance), contemptus mortis
(contempt of death), amor laudis(love
of glory and praise), cupido victoriae
(desire to win). Gladiators were trained
to give good examples of virtus even
when facing death and therefore set an
example for soldiers.



tiful. The collection of the
Rémisch-Germanisches
Museum in Cologne con-
tains many oil lamps with
gladiatorial motives as
well as the gravestone of
Aquilos, who most proba-
bly was lanista (manager)
of a gladiatorial troupe.
His gravestone shows the
bout between a thraex
and murmillo. In Mainz,
we have the inscription
of a gladiator named

possibly by Cohors I Treverorum equita-
ta which attested as its garrison in this
period.

North of the fort near the
HithnerstraRe (“chicken road”), halfway
to the Limes watchtower, lies one of the

Curved wooden practice sword (rudis)
of a Thraex type gladiator found at
the Augustan era legionary base
of Oberaden, Germany. Now at the
Westfilisches Romermuseum, Haltern,
Germany.
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Cataratonium (Catterick, UK)
Noviomagus (Nijmegen, Netherlands)

Auxiliary amphitheaters
Tomen-y-Mur, UK

Forden Gaer, UK
Arnsburg, Germany

Zugmantel, Germany (two structures)
Dambach, Germany

Quintana (Kiinzing, Germany)

Micia and Porolissum, Romania
Gemellae and Mesarfalta, Algeria
Dura Europos, Syria
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