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Worksheet 4.1—Sourcing Gladiator
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Still from the film Gladiator
Watching gladiators fight was a common entertainment in ancient Rome, at a time when barbarians were starting to attack the borders of the empire. The award-winning 2000 movie Gladiator is set at the end of the 2nd century AD. The movie is bloodthirsty at times, but this reflects the reality for ancient Roman soldiers and gladiators. 

The movie begins with a battle between the Roman army and Germanic barbarians. The emperor was Marcus Aurelius (see page 103 of the textbook). His commander, General Maximus Decimus Meridius, wins a stunning victory. Impressed, the emperor tells Maximus he wants him to rule after his death, not his son Commodus. Commodus is not happy, and he arranges to have Maximus killed and his family crucified and burned.

Maximus escapes, but is captured by slave traders and forced to become a gladiator. He rises to the top, eventually fighting in the Colosseum in Rome. Commodus (now emperor) finds out who this impressive gladiator is and wants to fight him. To ensure that he wins, Commodus fatally wounds Maximus before the fight starts. But it is Maximus who wins, killing the emperor. The movie ends with Maximus dying and rejoining his family in the afterlife.

Like many movies about a time in history, Gladiator has both elements of truth and pure fiction. The table on the following page lists a few aspects of the film that are not factual.

	What is shown in the movie
	The facts

	There is a massive battle with Germanic barbarians the day before Emperor Marcus Aurelius dies. 
	The last major battle Emperor Marcus Aurelius fought against Germanic barbarians was in AD 179. (He died on 17 March AD 180.)

	Marcus Aurelius tells Commodus that he will not succeed him. Commodus murders his father and proclaims himself emperor.
	Commodus became joint emperor with his father on 
1 January AD 177.

	Commodus is dark-haired, right-handed, with an average physique. He seems to be in his 20s. 
	Commodus was blond, left-handed, with a strong physique. In AD180, he was 18.

	During a gladiator fight that re-enacts the Battle of Carthage, Maximus unties a saddled horse from a chariot and rides it. 
	Horses pulling Roman chariots did not wear saddles.

	Commodus has his gladiator duel with Maximus only a few years at most) after the death of his father (AD 180). Maximus stabs him to death in the arena.
	Commodus died on 31 December AD 192; he was strangled to death. It is a fact, though, that he did fight many times as a gladiator.

	In their final fight, Commodus is dressed in white clothing/leather. Maximus fights with a sword; he wears leg pads and upper body armour.
	Commodus fought as a secutor. A secutor wore a helmet, metal padding on the left leg and heavy wrappings around elbows and wrists. By AD 180, a secutor typically fought a retiarius. So Maximus should have worn no armour and fought with a net and a trident (see page 106 of the textbook).


You are part of a team advising the moviemakers of Gladiator. Using information gained only from the above-mentioned pages of the textbook, what would you have advised on: 

1
the design of an aquila?

2
an outfit worn by a Roman centurion?
3
the physical and personality portrayal of Marcus Aurelius, the emperor? 
4
the clothing/accessories worn by the emperor and his advisors when in public? 
5
the re-creation of the Colosseum, outside and inside (including underground areas) 
5
the portrayal of a thracian gladiator and of a retiarius gladiator

Indicate with a star which of the above aspects you would research further to ensure your advice was as factual as possible. Indicate, for each starred item, what aspects of the evidence you would want to know more about.
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