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A gladiator was an armed combatant who
entertained audiences in the Roman Republic and Roman Empire in
violent confrontations with other gladiators, wild animals, and
condemned criminals. Some gladiators were volunteers who risked
their legal and social standing and their lives by appearing in the
arena. Most were despised as slaves, schooled under harsh
conditions, socially marginalized, and segregated even in death.
Irrespective of their origin, gladiators offered audiences an
example of Rome's martial ethics and, in fighting or dying well,
they could inspire admiration and popular acclaim. They were
celebrated in high and low art, and their value as entertainers was
commemorated in precious and commonplace objects throughout the
Roman world. The origin of gladiatorial combat is open to debate.
There is evidence of it in funeral rites during the Punic Wars of
the 3rd century BCE, and thereafter it rapidly became an essential
feature of politics and social life in the Roman world. Its
popularity led to its use in ever more lavish and costly spectacles
or "gladiatorial games". The games reached their peak between the
1st century BCE and the 2nd century CE, and they persisted not only
throughout the social and economic crises of the declining Roman
state but even after Christianity became the official religion in
the 4th century CE. Christian emperors continued to sponsor such
entertainments until at least the late 5th century CE, when the
last known gladiator games took place.






Ownership of gladiators or a gladiator school
gave muscle and flair to Roman politics. In 65 BC, newly elected cu
rule aedile Julius Caesar topped Sulla's display with games he
justified as necessary to his father, who had died twenty years
before. Despite an already enormous personal debt, he used three
hundred and twenty gladiator pairs in silvered armor. He had wanted
more but the nervous Senate, mindful of the recent Spartacus
revolt, fearful of Caesar's burgeoning private armies and even more
fearful of his overwhelming popularity, imposed a limit of 320
pairs as the maximum number of gladiators a citizen could keep in
Rome.






For those who were poor or non-citizens, the
gladiator schools offered a trade, regular food, housing of sorts
and a fighting chance of fame and fortune. Gladiators customarily
kept their prize money and any gifts they received. The legal
status of gladiators was unequivocal: they were slaves, and only
slaves found guilty of specific offences could be sentenced to the
arena. Citizens were legally exempt from this sentence but those
found guilty of particular offenses could be stripped of
citizenship, formally enslaved and dealt with accordingly. Freedmen
or freedwomen offenders could be legally reverted to slavery. Arena
punishment could be meted for banditry, theft and arson but above
all, treasons such as rebellion, census evasion to avoid paying
taxes, and refusal to swear lawful oaths. The earliest named
gladiator school is that of Aurelius Scaurus at Capua. He was
lanista of the gladiators employed by the state 105 BCE to instruct
the legions and simultaneously entertain the public. Few other
lanistae are known by name: they were head of their familia
gladiatoria, with legal power over life and death of every family
member, including servi poenae, auctorati and ancillaries but
socially they were infames, on a footing with pimps and butchers
and despised as price gougers. No such stigma attached to a
gladiator owner of good family, high status and independent means;
Cicero congratulated his friend Atticus on buying a splendid troop
– if he rented them out, he might recover their entire cost after
two performances. Following the Spartacus Revolt and the political
exploitation of munera, legislation progressively restricted the
ownership, siting and organization of the schools. By Domitian's
time, many had been more or less absorbed by the State, including
those at Pergamum, Alexandria, Praeneste and Capua. The city of
Rome itself had four; the Ludus Magnus, Ludus Dacicus, Ludus
Gallicus, and the Ludus Matutinus, which trained bestiarii.






The institution of slavery in ancient Rome
reduced those held to a condition of less than persons under their
legal system. Stripped of many rights, including the ability to
marry, slaves were the property of their owners. Over time, the
rights of slaves increased, to include the ability to file
grievances against a master. In ancient Greek religion, an orgy was
a secret nighttime cultic congregation overseen by an orgiophant,
celebrated with dancing, drunkenness and singing. Orgy,
particularly public orgy was not well seen by the authorities. This
of course didn't mean that personal services with male or female
prostitutes at the Thermal baths were not a common occurrence - but
they were personal. A rich man's banquet may often include
entertainment by dancers and the entertainment could in some cases
spill over into entertainment with the dancers in a general free
for all. This wasn't far removed from general prostitution where
even a waitress at a "pub" may well be expected to offer full
services to the customers in the intimacy of the spare room. The
situation with regards to the population at large was a little
different: clearly unable to afford rich banquets and dancers they
could take the alternative approach of joining one of the several
mystery religions linked to divinities such as Dionysus or Bacchus
imported from Greece and the Orient. These divinities were
generally linked to wanton debauchery and luxury - a celebration of
hedonism driven by pure nature. Religious ceremonies involved
channeling the sexual energy of the participants in order to
achieve some form of trance state, probably with the aid of
hallucinogenic substances. The rituals might also involve cases of
sadism or sacrifice upon unsuspecting would-be members of the sect.
The authorities got a whiff of what was going on and took hard
repressive action and they were surprised by the large number of
public figures involved in the scandal. It was as early as 190BC
but in spite of the repression the cult lived on.
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