
Death glides over the arena in Tarraco 

 

I. THE CAPTIVITY 

I only hear the beat of my heart, and it is now pumping harder and harder. Despite the 

stridency of the fourteen thousand ecstatic throats yelling, I can only hear the beat of 

my heart. In one tenth of a second, the audience taking their seats at the grandstand 

will decide what my future shall be: whether I must die or whether I can live a bit 

further. But if death comes, I will receive it without fear, hoping that the gods will host 

me.  

How rapidly these last two years have gone by! How good would I feel in my town in 

Britannia, until the Romans arrived and took everything from us! Lining up and in their 

uniforms, they looked down on both our ritual chants and us as we run in a disorderly 

manner with our chests undressed and our faces painted blue. Their superiority was 

more than evident, not only because of their weaponry, but also because of their 

military techniques. In comparison with them, we were neophytes in terms of soldierly 

techniques, we would just outnumber them. Nevertheless, this factor proved to be 

inadequate to win the battle.  

It was in this very moment that all misfortunes dogged me. The legionnaires would 

separate us according to our physical condition and age. The infirm and the elderly 

were killed, and the rest of us were chained and shackled while awaiting the loathsome 

traders. One of them focused on my strength. He made me open my mouth, checked 

the state of my teeth and, with a mere assent, he took me naked to his carriage. I soon 

suspected that the peaceful life in the mist-cloaked meadows, the games with my 

friends and the courtship with the girls in the tribe had come to an end. Downcast, 

tearful and scared, I mentally said good-bye to my ranch, family and neighbours, 

finding myself forced to an unexpected fate: deportation. 

And now I am here, on the arena before these damned Romans in Tarraco who, with 

their yells and their right-hand gestures will decide what shall happen to me. How much 

had I abhorred all those never-ending trip days without rest, on that carriage until we 

reached the sea. This tried my strength and body to the utmost, leaving me totally 

feeble. Then, we continued by ship, which took us to Gallia. A bunch of squarely-built 

men collected us and forced us to brisk walking, early at the sunset. And that is how it 

was for weeks. Every evening, we sought shelter on either a field or a clearing in the 

woods, where we would rest lightly.  We were devastated, starving and overawed.  



Little by little we would approach the south, leaving behind the rainy, cool weather. We 

were entering a region in which the sun would shine every day and at every hour. We 

went from the thick, Nordic woods to croplands. These were dry fields filled with 

curious trees producers of oil, and with bushes from which the Romans would obtain 

their delicious wine. Life near Mare Nostrum seems easier than in my place. Both light 

and the sky are so different here… I passed through many slave traders’ hands, 

retailers, until a lanista, the owner of a bunch of gladiators, paid close attention to my 

still well-muscled constitution, despite my previous hardships. He took me chained 

hand and foot along Via Augusta, already in Hispania. 

I cannot express the conflicting feelings I experienced when I came across a big 

wooden mausoleum, beautifully decorated, or when I perceived the panoramic view 

that could be appreciated from there: I confirmed I was arriving to a fabulous place. 

Before me, a long beach was laying out. On the horizon, a fully walled city could be 

noticed, placed on a placid bay and sheltered by a natural hill. Such image would 

improve as I kept going, step by step, towards the capital of Hispania Citerior 

Tarraconensis: Tarraco. 

Its entrance could not be more impressive. The wall, made of golden stone, stood 

powerful before me. It was protected by a group of legionnaires attentive to the entries 

and exits of possible pedestrians. Mi disappointment, however, was great as I noticed 

that we were not going beyond the wall, but we went rapidly down the gradient, 

towards the beach. At the very first moment, I would not understand anything. From a 

marvellous, elliptical building I could hear powerful cries and exclamations, together 

with the roars of the wild beasts. From the beautiful, double-decked, arched façade, the 

entrance hall would stand out, decorated with statues of important personalities and 

gods. Anyone would guess that a great performance was to be displayed in the inside. 

However, I was rather disenchanted, once more, with being badly introduced into its 

nearest wooden barracks. And here have I stayed these last two years, enclosed and 

forced to fight non-stop in order to get on fit.  

II. THE TRAINING 

I am still with my knee on the ground, and my left arm is raised with my index finger 

pointing at the sky as a symbol of surrender. Hence, I am waiting for the audience’s 

decision on whether I shall live or die. These seem to be everlasting moments, so I 

look back over the past few months. When I arrived here, one of the slaves undressed 

our chest, and with a red-hot, iron bar he marked us, one by one, in the midst of all 

those chilling cries of pain. 



Afterwards, the lanista made us swear we would follow the gladiatorial rules and that 

we would “stand being burnt, harmed, beaten and killed by the back.” That same day a 

doctor checked on us and I started my training in charge of an experienced ex-gladiator 

whose name was Pugnax, the troublesome. He was a tough man full of scars. He was 

also disenchanted with life who would never abandon his whip, not even for a second. 

This first contact served him to evaluate us and decide what kind of fight would be the 

most appropriate for us. At the same time, we were registered on the file containing all 

our personal data: our place of origin, the price of our purchase, our age, both our 

victories and defeats, and our illnesses. Then, our names were put down on a collegia 

funeraticia, a sort of association which guaranteed us a dignified funeral.  

The fighters’ or gladiators' school, as the Romans call us, gathered about thirty men 

selected from different territorial and legal origins: they were prisoners of war just as I 

was; some criminals sentenced to death for treason, murder, robbery, sacrilege or fire 

and some fugitive and unruly slaves. Moreover, there were also two freemen auctorati, 

whom the ruin and desperation for surviving had taken them to get rid of their lanista. 

This bunch of unfortunates shared a building where we would both live and suffer; the 

ludus. We had a community living-room, where it was demonstrated that the owner 

treated us as valuable goods. Evidence of this were the three meals a day we would 

have; three heavy meals with fattened-up porridge and some other wholesome 

accompaniment. The cook, while moving his ladle, kept reminding us that such cereal 

thickened our muscles and filled our stomach. The enclosure also had a space for 

massaging, where some experts would strengthen our muscles at the same time they 

loosened them up with oils.  

Each of us was given a gloomy cubicle, where we would place a straw bedding to stay 

overnight as we goodly could, since we were left chained to the wall all night long. A 

large courtyard would stand out in the middle of the school. It was covered with sand, 

which enabled us to train physically, and which was also used as an arena. Within few 

days, I learned that the institution had both a hospital and the best doctors, who would 

assist the injured and the infirm; a storehouse-armoury where all the steel for the 

battles was kept distrustfully. There would also be some comfortable rooms addressed 

to the watchmen and the trainers. Soon, some of my companions found out the prison, 

a place where the existence of the unruly was embittered, so they were forced to 

quickly reflect on the idea of improving their behaviour at their convenience. The ceiling 

was so low that it was only possible for them to sit down, and it was also so small that 

they could not even stretch out their legs.   



Beneath a sun of mercy, we began a training based on discipline and severity. We 

were given some heavy, wooden swords and some large shields made of wicker. With 

these we were expected to beat up a palus, a wooden beam rammed into the ground, 

and a bunch of straw which pretended to be a man hanging from a stick. How many 

months were we devoted to strengthening ourselves? I no longer remember. However, 

one fine day, Pugnax paired us up. This was really the moment in which we would fight 

for the first time. We had to learn to be highly skilled and know all the fencing 

techniques so as to be able to undermine our opponent’s defences, blow by blow. We 

had to be very attentive and make use of our strength to prevent ourselves from 

receiving the rage of the whip on our back. Having said this, our mock swords and 

shields were exchanged by real weaponry made of iron. They were unsharpened. We 

would also get used to using both hands so as to be able to foresee possible left-

handed opponents. Our training was completed with severe gymnastic exercises: we 

would run, lift weights, jump... 

If I call on my memory, some days later, the trainer in the company of the doctor, 

appeared with a group of wrecked whom he had purchased at the forum. Lining up as 

they were, we would use them as targets in our battles. As a consequence, they ended 

up badly injured after receiving our blows. The end of the day would always mean a 

relief for me! It was only then that I rekindled the lost infancy in my town! The anger I 

felt towards the foremen would grow within me! I admit that tears flew down my cheeks 

plenty of times, whereas in some other cases I just had devoted myself to capturing my 

complaints and evil desires on the wall, which, by the way, had turned quite dark by the 

passage of time. The sound of the studs of the watchmen’s sandals would waft in the 

background. They would patrol all night, keeping an eye on us so as to prevent any 

gladiator from giving in to the temptation of committing suicide. 

III. THE AUDIENCE 

I try to concentrate myself on the chants so as to foresee what the future holds for me. I 

close my eyes slightly, dazzled by the usual sunlight in the afternoons of May in 

Tarraco. I feel on my knee the warmth of the golden sand of the beach laying in front of 

the amphitheatre. Meanwhile, I uselessly try to remove the sand on my bare feet. 

Asytanax, the Gaul, told me that he had the fortune of witnessing the performances in 

Rome in different occasions, and that he had seen how the dust of the precious stones 

was mixed with the sand so that the arena shone brighter. Placidly, the referee has 

taken my weaponry away from me and I have taken off my helmet. Romans like gazing 

at the last gladiators’ look defying death.  



My eyesight, however, goes beyond the podium, the barrier separating the audience 

from the real protagonists: us the gladiators. On this wall, during the great festivals, 

some paintings and tapestries are hung, with the aim of decorating and ennobling even 

further these acts alluding to the great battles.   

The cavea, the part of the grandstand where the audience takes their seats, is built out 

of the wall, taking profit of the natural inclination towards the sea. The architect had the 

seats cut in the stone, in the northern sector, whereas the rest were raised on concrete 

slabs which are called opus caementicium here, and which were then clad with stone. 

It is divided into three different sections so as to hierarchically classify the population 

according to their social and economical influence, just as it is set forth by the 

legislation. As we all know, the higher classes of the city would by no means build 

bridges with middle classes. The only mingle with their social peers.  

Aiming at organising the fourteen thousand spectators that can be held in the 

amphitheatre in Tarraco, and avoid this way the crowds and quarrels before the 

games, a set of bone chips, the tesserae, have been distributed for free. On the 

tesserae, it is indicated which door the spectators must enter so as not to get confused 

trying to find their respective seats. Actually, this is also the way to prevent the so usual 

swindlers. For the inevitable inexperienced and the distracted, some schematic maps 

of the grandstand seats have also been placed on the walls. Either a number or the 

names of the most influential personalities appear at the front side of each seat, which 

are perfectly conceived to fit one only person.   

I recognize the most part of the noble personalities at the two first rows, which 

constitute the imma cavea. They are regular attendees at the games. The only two 

senators are clearly identifiable due to the broad purple stripes on their tunics, and they 

are known to be great owners of the territory, both of rural and urban properties. The 

civil authorities, who are professionals involved in the administration of the province, 

take their seats beside them. In first place I can recognize the procurator, the person in 

charge of the treasury, and a small group of junior professional officers, sent from 

Rome because of their condition of freedmen. They work daily in the offices of the 

Concilium Provinciae, in the upper town. 

The flamen stands out unmistakable in his curious garments; particularly due to the felt 

hat with an odd cane which covers his head. He looks proud of the architectural work 

built by his ancestors. This high representative is consecrated to lead the worship of 

the deified emperors. He always shows himself proud and distant for having achieved, 

this year, the highest rank in his political career.  



At this moment, I can see the different magistrates. All of them are nobles and rich 

people, some devoted to business tasks and others to commerce. They are 

distinguished for being as civil servants in the colony. The Roman politicians know very 

well that if they pay out-of-pocket the expenses of the games, the citizenry may have 

great memories of them and they will vote for them. The last diumvirs managed, this 

way, to be elected and access the Tarraco municipal government. Evil tongues say that 

now they are enriching themselves too fast and that they reap the upside of the 

denarius spent. Actually, these rumours also concern the quaestor; the tax collector; 

the aedils; the superiors of the public works, the markets and the games; and the urban 

priests, just the flamines and the pontiffs.   

Moreover, all the members of the municipal council, the ordo decurionum, have 

attended. This advisory corporation is constituted by the most remarkable men in the 

city. Great part of these people belongs to the equestrian order. The knights in Tarraco, 

recognizable by the blanch tunic they wear, with their narrow, vertical, purple stripes, 

keep themselves together and isolated from the rest, whom they ostentatiously 

despise. Now, it seems that the two duumvirs come together from the colony and stop 

to talk in the middle of the access stairs, before taking their seats again. They are all 

dressed with elegant blanch togas, emblems of their Romanness, and their folds have 

been excellently pleated by the specialized slaves, the vestiplicii. .  

At the pulvinar, the editor Claudius Pomponius, the naïve who finances the games 

taking place during these four days, appears dressed with his toga candida, specially 

whitened, as a symbol of being a candidate in the immediate municipal elections. He 

leads the games, together with the governor of the province and few other family 

members, on this privileged stage beneath the columns. The governor is a high-rank, 

noble senator directly appointed responsible for this great territory by the emperor, as a 

reward for his political career,  

He is accompanied by his assistant, iuridicus; a young senator who is being trained 

and has to learn the complex mechanics of the Roman bureaucracy. They all strive to 

show that they are enjoying with and like the rest of the population. They are 

surrounded by a team of soldiers coming from the Legio VII Gemina, settled in Clunia. 

These soldiers obey the orders of the governor in secondments. Thus, the overall 

mission of this centuria is to personally protect the statesman and the strict compliance 

of his decisions.  



It will be precisely the editor who will decide and announce in just an instant my fate, 

always according to audience’s demands, whom, as it is natural, he does not want to 

let down.  

The lower section, the imma cavea, benefits fully from all the advantages typical from 

the richest. These people are helped to combat both the odour and the heat so that 

they are provided with a stay that is as pleasant as possible. On the right side comes a 

slave carrying cool drinks, who is at the same time followed by a seller supplied with 

cakes and sweets coated on the outside with honey. Before these, another servant had 

offered a cushion to a magistrate, as protection from the hard stone, and a senator 

would apply for a program, written on a wooden sheet.  

Some of them take some expensive flasks of perfume to their noses aiming at avoiding 

the bad odours given off by the enclosure. Some others gossip in an attempt to show a 

certain lack of interest in the battles. Every five passus there is a burning censer, 

whose hot smoke sweetens the air. Sometimes, when it starts getting dark, bizarre 

potions producing colourful, magic lights are added.  

Separated from the nobles, there is the second section, the media cavea. This is the 

largest section both in terms of space and number of spectators taking their seats. It is 

accessed through the vomitorium, the doors at the grandstand being set at regular 

intervals. Curiously, the immense majority of this auditorium is highly involved in 

demonstrating, by means of their voices and gestures, either the satisfaction or 

discontent towards my actuation. I get a glimpse and try to distinguish the different 

people. All of them are plebeians, who, as such, neither hold official state positions nor 

take part in the local assembly.  

There, the Roman citizens gather together in their blanch togas, as a sign of certain 

prosperity. At the same time, children, with their toga praetexta, are accompanied by 

their pedagogues. They tell them about the different acts in the programme, as, for 

instance, the bravery and the courage we have in the fights and in facing death; 

Roman virtues that must be learned.  

Yet further behind, I can recognize both the married plebeians’ contracted faces and 

those of the citizens wearing a humble coloured toga. In this section there is a wide 

variety of personalities and professions, more or less prosperous: negotiators; tavern 

landlords; customs officers; metal smiths or money exchangers; teachers, doctors or 

actors.   



The group of robust legionnaires spread all over the space hurl insults and repudiate 

the spectators at the third section. They are sitting at the summa cavea, and they 

demand my death. Who could have said that my enemies would be the ones who 

would wish for my salvation! They merge with some veteranus, who completed military 

service and have established in Tarraco. They reencounter with their colleagues who 

have decided to enjoy a pleasant leisure time.  

The locarii, the accommodators, are attentive to the course of the fuss and try to 

visually check the most quarrelsome audience, sitting at the upper part. These are the 

foreigners: some Gauls with their plaits, some maurii from Africa and Greek 

businessmen and, despite general opinion, some women, always looked down on. The 

Romans consider that the decent matrons ought not to attend these cruel games at the 

amphitheatre. For this reason, they are kept away and apart from men so as to prevent 

them from the most repugnant and degrading insults that could take place. 

Those who have failed in obtaining their tickets stand together at the very end. These 

are last-minute visitants or slaves. They must have experienced long waits yet since 

the early morning. They know such situation is everything but comfortable; however, 

they enjoy great view. In fact, the building was designed to enable all spectators get a 

perfect sight from any seat. 

The symptoms of heat can be seen on the attendants’ faces. Their shiny skin and 

perspiration make clear their displeasure with the editor. Despite their excuse that in 

early May the weather is still not too hot, they all knew that on this day the velum had 

not been lowered so as to save a few sestertii.  

In the writings on the walls, announcing the games, the magic sentence “the canopy 

will shelter the spectators” has not been noted anywhere. For this reason, they are 

wearing cool, loose clothing and have brought their fans with them. Many of them will 

condemn his stinginess and will vote for his opponent.  

He should have hired the seafarers’ team at the harbour to stretch out the ropes. These 

men would have completely folded and unfolded the clothing. It shall be noted, 

however, that it costs a fortune! Still, amidst this stupefying heat, it is unforgivable not 

having had the change to enjoy the shade. I shall admit that the amphitheatre gives off 

an overwhelming beauty and light as the wools tinted in red and yellow are extended. 

Nothing can be compared, however, to the bluish clothing and the golden and silver 

stars hanging as emblems of the sky. And, what a delight when the scented water 



would slide on them! It would fall like a rain of aromas covering all the enclosure while 

coolness would invade the afternoon… 

Sweat drops drench my forehead, and I feel how they slide down my nose quickly. I 

collect them with my tongue above my lip, almost unconsciously. I have now bowed my 

head and placed my hands on my back as a symbol of submission.  

 

IV. THE PREPARATIONS 

Claudius Pomponius has just stood up from his curule seat made of iron; the portable 

and foldable noble chair with a leather seat. As conceited as he is, he holds his toga 

with his left hand and haughtily smoothes its folds. He sketches a forced smile and, 

slightly parting his lips and nodding his head negligibly, he enquires at the audience—

first at those on the right side and then at those on the left—about what they shall 

decide. The amphitheatre resounds. The mitte and iugula shrieks of the audience 

convey opposing views: “save him” or “cut his head off”, clapping their hands in unison. 

I feel how my heart beats at an increasing pace, and one of my eyelids compulsively 

closes.  

That these shows are successful is a fact. There is not an empty seat. It has already 

been weeks since Claudis Pomponius started delivering the tickets around the city. 

Needless to say, those belonging to the most influential personalities had been 

previously booked.  

The best slaves delivered the tickets by hand, with a warm, handwritten invitation from 

Sr. Pomponius. It would be in his interest that everyone attended, so as to show the 

audience that he counts on the support of the potentates. By the calends of May, 

Pomponius himself would stroll in the forum of the colony and in the adjacent streets 

with his followers, giving a list of tickets away to some possible voters.  

Having said this, he hired a group of painters who would go over both the most famous 

places in Tarraco and the nearby towns and villages writing edictus; billboards on the 

walls announcing the games. As usual, the programme would be drawn up in detail 

including all the performances and, of course, the name of those paying for them 

appeared in red. The following few days, a bunch of scattered slaves in the streets 

would also display some wooden placards with the same information. Simultaneously, 

some heralds would shout out the fighters’ renown and both their combat and 

weaponry skills on every corner. A group of local copyists devoted themselves to 

writing on wooden sheets every act taking place throughout the day.  



Little by little, the city was being transformed so as to get ready for the feasts. The 

small peddlers would set up their stalls nearby the enclosure. Anything could be found 

in there: some sausages broiled on a small cook, dumplings with pork and vegetables, 

lentils with black pudding, vegetables soups, fresh and dry fruits, some portions of 

olives and cheese... In the midst of the scent of all this warmed-up and just cooked 

food, the drink suppliers would appear: the mulsum, the sweet, spicy, warm wine; water 

with honey; melon and watermelon juices... 

Together with the businessmen’ claims on proposing the products, those of the fortune-

tellers, the astrologers, and of those offering memories of the event, have come on 

board. The foreigners and the most loyal supporters, the amatores, obtain their oil 

lamps or flasks, and some figurines made of either mud or ivory, or glass vessels, 

which represent the most famous gladiators. Many visitors had settled their tents, in 

which they would sleep in these days of leisure, under the porches of the streets and 

the squares. Others, however, had rather chosen a spot near the amphitheatre. 

Surrounded by the darkness of the house portals, prostitutes would draw the attention 

of those men who would pass by on their way to the wall.  

The vigiles, the fire-fighters and police of the town, and the legionnaires have been 

insistently monitoring the streets so as to avoid ostentation and robberies, which are 

carried out by beastly people taking profit of the crowds that gather about during the 

day. At sunset, on the contrary, they hide, being sheltered by the darkness of the 

streets. Only the activity of the night birds, accompanied by slaves with torches, draws 

paths of ephemeral light.  

Yesterday night, the gladiators participating in the fights would exceptionally get off the 

school and we were taken inside the city. Claudius Pomponius had organized and paid 

for the last supper, the cena libera. This was for us and a few privileged people who 

were able to enjoy the experience of being with men whose death would be awaiting 

them. This meal was public, since all supporters were allowed to attend. A list of tables 

and wooden benches were settled, and some cooks brought some tasty dishes, which, 

for some of us, would possibly be the last ones. Claudius, on this occasion, did not 

skimp on sestertii. Delicacies kept running, one after another.  

As usual in these games, the fighters took the opportunity to boast and show off our 

strength, resistance and capacity of concentration. We would provoke each other; 

cursing at each other, straining our glittering muscles that we had previously smeared 

with oils, and we would laugh noisily when we placed the food in our mouths. We would 



even mock the wills we had written few days in advance, in order to leave our scarce 

properties in good hands. Meanwhile, the gossipers would opine and argue with each 

other about who was in better shape and be able to bet on successfully the following 

day. A few gladiators ate outrageously, living the present moment. Most of us, 

however, felt incapable of swallowing a single bite, due to the pressure of the 

immediate future. We smiled and fussed, but we were just pretending in an attempt to 

try to show others a strength we would not possess.  

Under the surveillance of the police, a few provocative women nervously approached 

the most veteran men, those who had many victories upon their shoulders. At the same 

time, they pointed at their scars, which were spread all over their body. The most 

daring of these women would whisper proposals for the coming hours, after having 

been having their hair and make-up done by the slave women, aiming at looking pretty 

in the eyes of men. 

All of a sudden, I come back to reality and feel that a mocking gaze is looking for me, I 

raise my eyes and I find the ironic smile on the editor’s face. The sentence is served. 

V.  THE PERFORMANCES 

I feel how Claudius Pomponius’ dark eyes go through me and, without letting his 

malicious smile disappear from his lips, he raises his right arm. Despite this, his fist is 

still closed. Perceiving the desperation on my face, he purposely extends the wait. I 

mentally try to run away and recall today’s day: We have got up quite early, before the 

sunrise we have prepared everything we were going to need, we have put on our clean 

uniform, which had been washed by the servants, and we have left for the forum. A 

priest, with his head covered up by a tip of his blanch toga, would majestically advance 

in direction to the altar. After him, some slaves would take a white bull and two rams 

bound with cords. The bare-chested slaughterer, who was wearing a crude overskirt 

made of lambskin, stood beside them.   

In front of the altar, he has blown them on the nape cutting their throats. With a rapid 

incision, one after the other, he has slit them open from top to bottom and has offered 

their livers to the priest. Blood would drip from his hands as he placed them on the 

offering plate at the altar. The expert controlled the state of the viscera and would give, 

this way, Gods’ approval to inaugurate the games, amidst the libations of wine and the 

scents of incense.  



From the square, we have begun the pompa, the ceremonial parade along the main 

routes to the amphitheatre, outside the wall. In accordance to the ritual, the procession 

lines up following the established order. At first place, a group of slaves walk in file 

wearing their gold-coloured loricas. They march together with the military tones and 

rhythms of the more than twenty tubas. Following them, Claudius Pomponius appears 

solemnly, preceded by the lictores and on board a carriage he had hired for these 

days. He was wearing a costly, golden embroidered, purple toga and a golden crown 

on his head. Behind him, more musicians with long and loud tubas would also march 

together with the twisting, low-pitched corna. The procession counted on the clients or 

supporters of the organiser, who were wearing the tunics and blanch togas of these 

festive days. Such men would have the moral obligation to accompany him as he 

wished, as a symbol of his great social importance, and in exchange they would have 

financial remuneration and support in difficult times. 

A well-nourished bunch of servants would expose some painted, wooden boarders 

reminding the most famous attainments carried out by editor Claudius in the course of 

this military and political career. After this advertising space, three carriages with the 

standing figures of the gods had been prepared. They had recently been painted in 

vivid colours and have been decked out with garland of leaves and fresh flowers.   

From this point, the show would initiate the most stunning part for the audience, since 

they would know all the elements that were going to be involved in the act of the day. 

Pairs of horses would pull the carts with the beasts in robust metal cages. The odours 

and the roars of the animals would mix with the cries and acclamations from those 

watching, lively looking forward to having a great day.  

And it was at this point that we have appeared: the gladiators. The immaculate 

uniforms with the sumptuous, purple chlamys with golden embroidery, the renewed 

feathers of the helmets and our bravery caused the numerous spectators, crowd 

together on the sidewalks and windows, to burst into applause. They would shout out 

the names of the well-known fighters. Following us would be the hunters, a group of 

sentenced-to-death men, watched upon by the legionnaires and, at last, some slaves 

who would carry all the weaponry.  

The anticipation for this pomp would be overexciting us throughout our trip, until we 

faced the descent towards the amphitheatre. The statues on the façade, as was the 

custom, had been covered with veils, so as to prevent them from witnessing the 

carnage that was about to occur. When we entered triumphalis door, the popular 

clamour shot up: the fourteen thousand spectators stood up in unison, and those who 



were wearing togas would flutter their embroideries in the wind. The march-past took a 

lap around the arena and, at this very moment, the games began. Each of us occupied 

his space, while everything was getting under way.  

In accordance to tradition, the games lasted all day long: from sunrise until sunset. 

Sometimes, in case they lasted longer, a large amount of torches and candles were 

used for illuminating the inside of the enclosure. The next morning, the venationes 

were carried out; that is to say, the performances with animals: a reminder to the urban 

populations of the hunting in the woods. In the beginning, while the decorations at the 

arena were being prepared, appeared some men who, sitting on the floor would charm 

a snake after another with the sounds of their flutes and their rhythmical movements.  

After a while, out of a site door appeared a huge lion following his tamer as a dog. It 

would remain impassive in the face of the hare climbing its mane. The hare placed 

itself inside the mouth of the lion and then got out of it calmly. The funniest part, 

however, came when a second tamer acted with the help of two small carts pulled by 

dogs. The standing monkeys would direct them with a firm hand and, at the same time, 

competed with each other. The expertise of the apes caused both the surprise and the 

guffaws of those who attended.  

Meanwhile, in the middle of the arena the scenery for the following performance was 

being raised: the hunting. Groups of slaves, assisted by an elephant, would pull from 

some wooden and gypsum structures simulating mounds, among the arena and the 

vegetation. The scenery attempting to lend realism to the scenes, reproduced the 

habitat of the animals that were about to show up. Hence, in this case the scenery 

resembled a desert.  

Once the race was over, the attendants noticed that three staggered mounds had been 

built in the middle of the arena. They were wrapped by a dozen of date palms and large 

rocks. Suddenly, two trap doors of the parquet floor opened and, from below ground, 

from the fossae, appeared two cages which dismantled unexpectedly. The audience, 

surprised, let out an exclamation, just when the lionesses were moving away from the 

platform that had lifted them up.  

Work below ground was indefatigable. In the middle of the darkness of the corridors, 

enlightened in some parts by torches, and in the middle of the odours coming from the 

excrements of the animals and the heat, dozens of workers would move tirelessly so 

that nothing failed in this hidden world. They knew that any mistake could prove fatal. in 

They were putting their lives at risk; accidents were frequent. Nevertheless, it was also 



known, in fact, that oversights were punished with death, since these men would 

become part of the show in an unwilling manner. 

Some of them pulled the thick cords of the forklift with great effort. These were used to 

lift any element of the scenery, with the help of some heavy, stone counterweights. 

Some others would direct the beasts from the beach to three underground stays, as if 

cages, by means of shrubs on fire, since the embers and the smoke kept them in their 

places.  

On the other hand, in the outer, visible world, a venator, a hunter, suddenly appeared 

out of the scenery. Ursus was generally known by all citizens in Tarraco. He had been 

trained for two years at the local school, and he would fight with a plain, wooden lance 

fire hardened, and without any other kind of protection. With the agility that had made 

him famous, he jumped over the stones, facing one of the beasts. The other, startled 

because of the bustle at the stands, had hidden behind the wall of the podium.  

Immediately after, some slaves supplied with red-hot iron would stab the beast and 

make it move while scaring it with some torches. Then, the animal was forced to enter 

the game. Consequently, little by little, Ursus found himself threatened by the two 

beasts. With great professionalism, he attacked one of the females as he guarded the 

one that was sheltered, sensing that it would jump on him. From the cavea, the 

audience let out an exclamation that flooded the city. Out of the blue, however, a slight 

movement was perceived underneath the second lioness.  

Two bestiarii, the assistants, hastily moved the dead animal away. Ursus stood up on 

his own, injured as he was, though alive. Once the dead felines had been removed, 

dragged with the help of some mules, two bulls burst in at the centre, followed by a pair 

of venatores. These men would confront autochthonous beasts without any weaponry. 

They had been specialized in running before the four-footed animals and dodging 

them. The youngest, Murranus, performed unheard-of acrobatics: he jumped over 

them, somersaulting or with the help of a cane. The applauses of those present were 

endless, which showed their satisfaction.  

The heat was unbearable. Despite the great quality of the actors, the spectators began 

feeling tense at their seats, puffing and complaining. In response to a sign made by 

Claudius Pomponius, a group of servants went up the intercommunication staircase at 

the stands and cooled the spectators off with scented water. The fuss would diminish 

as they all were cooled off. Hearing the cornum, all eyes turned to the play. The animal 



fights were ready. Out of the ground appeared a cage with a bear about to confront a 

bull. Some bestiarii tied them up with each other using chains. 

The wagers shot up among those supporting one animal or the other, while the 

servants were whipping and pinching them so as to incite them to fight. At an extremely 

appropriate moment, two foxes appeared out of the blue, with torches burning on their 

tails. The perplexity caused the nervousness of the animals.  

Asytanax told me that the beasts had been commissioned by the editor to a famous, 

local salesman. The election was made by catalogue, which included all the beasts and 

their prices according to their sex, oddity, hunting difficulties, and the transport from 

their place of origin. Some of them would be brought from remote territories, from 

distant lands and seas. The exhibitions of exotic animals were said to demonstrate, on 

the one hand, Pomponius’ economical power and, on the other, the capacities and the 

greatness of the empire.  

He whispered to my ear, with a mysterious voice, that he had seen extraordinary 

animals in Rome: hippopotamus, rhinoceros, crocodiles, white bears, giraffes, black 

panthers… and some others he had never heard of before, with long necks, short 

legs… I do not know whether this was for real or whether it was product of my 

companion’s imagination. What things he would say… Yesterday he was saying that 

the emperor had 5,000 beasts sacrificed in one only day. Who would believe that! 

Around midday, there was a break, in which the rich would stand up to have some of 

the closest popinae. At these fast-food establishments, they would order a soup or 

some legumes accompanied with soft wine diluted with water. The poor, on the 

contrary, would remain in their seats, awaiting the sportula. This was a present given 

by the editor, which consisted of a basket with cold food to get through the day at the 

amphitheatre.  

On this occasion, however, Claudius Pomponius had decided to innovate. Instead of 

giving away a bread basket to every attendee from the second and third section at the 

entrance, he imitated the trend in the capital. During these moments, two groups of 

slaves entered the arena. Some had the mission to dismantle the central scenery, 

whereas the latter were supplied with small catapults, from which they aimed at 

shooting the food off towards the cavea.  

The anxious citizens yelled and demanded their rations. The editor, however, had not 

counted on either the fights or the quarrels that were raised. They all wanted to be the 

first ones in choosing the packages they believed to contain better food. Grilled food, 



bread, sausages and chunks of cheese among other types of food were being 

launched. Meanwhile, other servants were giving away some wine. When all supplies 

run out, the managers noticed that the brightest had collected several packages. On 

the contrary, the rest had absolutely nothing to eat. Thus, the uproar on the part of 

these starving, dissatisfied was ensured.  

Claudius Pomponius had also planned to project other objects to the spectators: one 

half were prizes, whereas the other were less pleasant surprises. He knew that the 

emperor himself had taken part in this tasks in Rome, so he himself was not going to 

be less. Having said this, he stood at the centre of the arena with the intention to fire 

the starting shot. Nevertheless, the goddess of fortune would not be favourable to him, 

but she led him to take one of the packages in the large baskets and to throw it up in 

the air. A legionnaire, who jumped with great agility, managed to catch it.   

In view of the general expectancy, the soldier opened the package and, right after he 

put his hand inside, he uttered an exclamation full of displeasure and threw it to the 

ground. In this instant, a snake came out of the interior, which provoked the outrage of 

the soldiers. They took personal offense at this. The governor himself had to come into 

view to calm down the atmosphere, which was more of a fight than of a party. Claudius 

Pomponius, pale and shrank to himself, disappeared from the arena and took refuge at 

the pulvinar, where he was forced to confront the dirty looks of the politician’s personal 

protection guards. Seeing that he is just a candidate, they dare to demonstrate.  

Nevertheless, the servants kept on sharing out the prizes. Their attitude changed, bit 

by bit, as they noticed that the rest would be much better: money, more food, tunics… 

There was only a minority containing jokes and hoaxes: flies, dry bread, cherry 

stones… 

When these sharing-outs were over, the arena had been renovated once again. Few 

legionnaires transported some sentenced-to-death prisoners. Naked as they were, only 

in their subligar, the underwear, they showed their reddish skin due to the dyeing of 

blood.  

I know from my observations that the Romans are especially cruel with their enemies, 

up to the point that they have turned both suffering and death into a show. Actually, 

they are so fond of these performances that they need to increasingly experience 

stronger, more innovative, more aggressive, and more overwhelming emotions. Blood 

is like ecstasy. Governors know that this way they have the citizenry both calmed and 

entertained, without causing trouble. In addition, they do not need to suffer from the 



lack of work, misery or inequalities. Everyone is believed to be important and treated 

with consideration here.  

Today we have had some capital punishments ad bestias; that is, executed by the 

beasts. Other days they are crucified, burnt, raped or kept for the mythological 

performances. When they shall die, they are truly killed on stage. As I have said, 

creativity enters this world of condemnation. It is thought that this reminds the 

attendees not to violate the law. 

These miserable have entered the arena with their heads down, humiliated and scared, 

beneath a shower of insults and the laughter of the attendees. In a few seconds, four 

starving lioness appeared. They were used to human flesh, since they were only fed 

with bits of those condemned, imprisoned or enslaved. Moreover, their owner had left 

the beasts three days without any food or water.  

Attracted by the smell of the blood with which they had smeared the bodies, they 

moved into hunting position and, before long, they trapped all the prisoners, remains of 

whom were spread all over the arena. Like on other days, two doctors with their pupils 

have come to watch this slaughter, so as to study anatomy in situ.  

In the afternoon, the grandstand has been filled with spectators once again. 

Meanwhile, the arenarii would sweep, clean, and refill the space with clean sand. I 

have joined the rest of the combatants and we have gone to the small, gloomy chapel 

we have in the underground. I have recited my prayers facing a painting of goddess 

Nemesis, the protector of fortune. I am aware that she is a Roman deity and that I 

should pray to the tribal gods, but I have thought she might take pity on me and both 

protect and host me in her homeland.  

The restlessness in the fossae was evident. Every gladiator looked for his team and 

weaponry: we would put it on step by step, carefully, as in a ritual, in place to give start 

to the munera gladiatorum. Yet prepared, we have been directed to the exterior. The 

ostentation of the audience has both impressed and deafened us. There, the two 

teams of gladiators have gathered together. Thus, despite belonging to two opponent 

lanistas, we are easily identified by the colour of our uniforms.   

The editor, assisted by a referee, has carried out the probatio armarum; that is to say, 

he has made sure that the weaponry was well-sharpened and they cut. One of them 

has initiated the raffle to pair us up. The result must always contribute to joining men 

with similar abilities and experience.  



The fight at the arena has been carried out in groups: the ten pairs of us have fought 

simultaneously. The winners will have to fight again until there is one only champion, 

who will hence obtain all honours. With “all honours” I mean that he will be given a 

palm branch, which he will raise as a symbol of triumph while crossing the arena all 

around. Moreover, he will collect a box or a plate full of money, corresponding to some 

part of the day’s takings, some of which have been paid by Claudius. He will become a 

hero and will captivate the entire city.  

We have had the first fight as a warm-up. Thus, we have only used the wooden swords 

so as to get to know each other and find our weak points. The musicians have placed 

themselves close to the podium, playing the preliminary tunes and enlivening the 

progress of the battle with forceful sounds. As in other occasions, the band was 

composed of a hydraulis played by a slave woman specialized in this complex 

instrument and a cornet played by a man standing next to her. 

They both were preceded by two other musicians who were sitting while blowing the 

powerful cornets. The bets, or sponsiones, continued at the cavea; rich and poor 

gambled the sestertii they had, as much or as little, and bet on their favourite opponent. 

For this reason, each of them would suggest his proposal and ostentatiously rejoice at 

the rival’s loss.   

We were twenty fighters of different types, according to the weaponry we used. Most of 

us were heavy fighters, since we carried more than 95 pounds. The retiarius was the 

exception, seeing as he moved lightly and quickly. The heaviest ones would wear an 

uncomfortable helmet, the galus, with which we were hardly able to see. Besides, due 

to the heat and the lack of air flow, it would choke us. We were only guided by our front 

view and through the narrow grating, since the visor obstructed the lateral one. 

Needless to say, it would also protect us from head banging and from the mortal blows 

on our napes. Our trainer, Pugnax, explained us that the Romans did not want to 

witness the fear on the fighters’ faces and this is why they made us wear it covered.  

All of us would also carry a shield, the scutum, made of wood or bronze, more or less 

big. We carried it on our left site, and we used it not only to defend ourselves against 

the blows but also to attack. Its extreme is so powerful that it strikes, blows and wounds 

seriously. It was rectangular in shape, like those of the secutor, the tracius, the 

samnita, the murmillo and the provocator. The measures of our protections favoured 

the use of metal armour upon our legs, patched inside with wool, aiming at shielding 

our skin from blows and injuries. If the shield was small like that of the tracius, we 



carried two of them; if it was large, only one, as the other extremity would be behind the 

weapon.  

There were also different types of swords, which we carried on the right arm: straight or 

curved, long or short. This was the main element. In fact, the word “gladiator” derives 

from the Latin name of the weapon; the gladius.  

Every single sword had its own technique when using it against the opponent, from 

above or below…, for stabbing or cutting. Since this arm was bare, we wore clothing or 

leather protections from our shoulders to our wrists in order to avoid wounds. 

Moreover, we were conscientiously bare-chested, for the attendees to be able to 

perceive our blood bursting.   

The retiarius was a separate case and, due to this, he would always enjoy the 

audience’s friendliness. He had a net with lead balls at the end that he used to throw 

over the opponent. Thus, the net was tied to his hand with a cord so that he could get it 

back after throwing it away. On the other site he was protected with a manica and a 

trident, a long fishing harpoon.  

The music marked the beginning of the fights. Then, unexpectedly, silence laid over all 

the amphitheatre. The members of each pair placed face to face to start the battle. 

Each referee, with a wooden cane, monitored the compliance with the gladiatorial rules 

and stimulated us in our actuation after having drawn the circle inside which the game 

would take place. The cane or vitis was also used to separate us and mark the 

recovery points of the fight. 

VI. CHARON 

I have just been defeated by the retiarius I had to fight with. In the process, he would 

sing to me the ritual song: “I’m not chasing you, but a fish. Why do you run away from 

me, oh Briton?”. His net persecuted me multiple times from the beginning to the end of 

the battle. My strategy proved me wrong: I have been too much on the defensive where 

I should have attacked. In a moment of distraction, he has set his damned net upon 

me, I have tangled myself up and I have fallen to the ground. After feeling the cool, iron 

barbs of the trident on my neck, I have raised my left hand, appealing for clemency. 

Claudius’ sardonic look does not seem to bring good news. I slowly follow with my eyes 

the movement of his hand, with which he shows the severe symbol of death: the thumb 

down, pollice verso. There is no mercy, sine missio, he has said. I can see he has not 

been miserly, but he has paid a succulent supplement for every death. 



My mind goes over anything that has happened to me. I have seen it many times. The 

only difference, however, is that I am the protagonist now. My opponent will stab my 

chest with his sword, and I will accompany it with my hand, with honour and dignity. It 

will be an accurate, dry blow. He will not want me to suffer more than necessary.  

Once I am downed, Charon, a worker disguised as the boatman of the Styx lake, will 

check on my death. His figure, dressed in black with the formal hammer and the 

horned mask, is already approaching me. His assistants will drag a brazier with a red-

hot iron that they will lay upon my body so as to prove that I am not pretending. If I 

happened to move, the boatman would finish me off with a single hammer tap on my 

head.  

The slaves will pull my dead body with some hooks and will take it from door 

Libiditensis, the door of death, to the spolarium, in the respectful silence of those 

present. Once there, I will be undressed and have my throat cut. The only vestige of 

my presence, fight and suffering on the sand, and my blood will be erased as soon as 

the ground is raked and new sand is poured on it. My body, wrapped in a shroud, will 

be deposited in the gladiators’ cemetery, just as I have specified in my will. My cell will 

be occupied by another wretched. I hope he will have better fortune than me and that 

he is not defeated in his second battle, when he has just obtained the rank of 

veteranus. 

I know what my fate shall be. I just wait for the final blow: that Charon acts 

considerately and receives me in paradise. Just in case, I have asked Asytanax to 

place a coin in my mouth so that I can properly go through. My last remembrance must 

be for the hills surrounded by those rose bushes in my town. I hope that Cuda, the 

great mother of goddesses, will receive me in paradise! My remaining defences are 

weakening, and I am facilitating the work as I slowly get rid of them. I move my reddish 

hair off my face so as to be able to contemplate, for the last time, what the sky looks 

like in Tarraco.  

  

 

 

 

 

 



GLOSSARY  

BRITANNIA: (Britannia in Latin) Name that was given by the Romans to the province 

which came to encompass the centre and the south of the current Great Britain, 

between centuries I and V.  

CURULE SEAT: Chair with curved legs forming a wide X. It had low arms and no back 

so as not to unfold the magistrate’s toga. 

CALENDS: First day of the month. The term ‘calendar’ derives from this Latin word.  

KNIGHT: Roman person above the age of 18 with a considerable personal fortune, 

socially below the senators. Initially, they would be the military with their horses, but 

later they would hold certain legal offices. They were identified because of the gold ring 

and the kind of toga trabea they used to wear; with a purple stripe that was narrower 

than that of the senators’. 

CHLAMYS: Piece of clothing rectangular in shape that used to be attached on the right 

shoulder with a fibula (clasp). 

CLUNIA: Important city in Rome, located in the south of the current province of Burgos. 

COLLEGIA FUNERATICIA: Association of professionals grouping together so as to 

cheapen and share the costs of the celebration of the funerary rituals. Hence, paying a 

monthly fee, the funerary rituals turned out to be much more affordable.  

COLONY: City raised and founded in the new territories conquered by the Romans, 

normally in strategic places, which would imitate the model of the capital. Its inhabitants 

had the same rights as the Roman citizenry but would also enjoy some other privileges.  

CONCILIUM PROVINCIAE: Assembly of delegates of both the colonies and the 

municipalities in the province which, once a year, would meet in the capital so as to 

celebrate the religious ceremonies, devoted to worship the Emperor. Moreover, they 

served as a meeting ground for the most important personalities in the resolution of 

problems. 

COPYST: Person who was responsible for the copying of documents or books, since 

the mechanical systems would not exist. These workshops counted on many workers 

who would write along with the dictation of a reader. 

CORNO (HORN): Wind instrument used in the military as a means of communication 

for the orders. It was 3 m. long, and it was rolled into the shape of letter G. It had a 

central rung so as to be carried on the shoulders. 

QUAESTOR: Magistrate who accompanied the governor of the province and was 

responsible for supervising financial affairs; such as the collection of taxes and the 

payment of fines, confiscations, and the public sales and accounts in his territory.   

DECURION: Member of the municipal assembly. 



DENARIUS: Small silver coin used between centuries III BC and IV. 

DEPORTATION: Expulsion of a person or group of people from a place or a country for 

diverse reasons; in this case, to turn them into slaves.  

DUUMVIRATE: President of a curia —ancient Roman division— or of a municipal 

assembly—nowadays, probably equivalent to a mayor. This elected position was held 

by two people at the same time, and they would make decisions by consensus. Once 

they ended their annual functions, they would become life members of the curia. 

AEDILE: Magistrate responsible for the municipal functions: the policing activity on the 

market; the monitoring of the urban, food supplies; the enforcement of the public order; 

and the organization and supervision of the public games or festivals. 

FLAMEN: A priest assigned to worship the deified emperors. Among these priests, 

flamen August was the most dignified. 

CIVIL SERVANT: Person who worked for the state and received a certain payment 

depending on the importance of his duties. 

GAUL: Inhabitant of Gaul, most of whom were of Celtic origin. They were characterized 

by having long hair, living in townships, being engaged in agriculture, consuming beer, 

taking more bread than meat, and drinking milk. 

GAUL: (Galia in Latin) Name that was given by the Romans to the region 

encompassing present-day France, Belgium and most of Switzerland, as well as parts 

of the Netherlands and Germany on the west bank of the Rhine. Its inhabitants were 

called Gauls.  

IMA CAVEA: The lowest part of the cavea where, separated from the rest of the 

audience, the upper echelons of society would take their seats.  

IUGULA: Cry that was uttered to condemn a gladiator. It means: Cut his throat.  

LANISTA: Owner-trainer of a troop of gladiators who traded in slave gladiators and 

rented those he owned out to a producer—editor—who was organizing games.  

LEGIO: Ancient Roman army unit composed of up to 4,000 soldiers. It was leaded by a 

legate who was appointed by the Emperor, with close to 70 centurions as non-

commissioned officers.   

LIBATION: A ritual pouring of a liquid—wine, milk, olive oil or water—as an offering to a 

god or in memory of those who have died. The libation was offered in some religious 

ceremonies, and it was poured onto an altar or a grave, or into the earth. 

LICTOR: Roman civil servant dressed in a crimson tunic which was tight by a black, 

wide girdle or belt. A lictor would carry a rod decorated with fasces (30 canes) and an 

axe with its blade emerging, symbolizing the power to execute.  

OIL LAMP: Oil-based fuel source mainly made of ceramic. Its wick, soaked in olive oil, 

was lit so as to illuminate a room.   



FREEDMAN: Slave that is freed by his owner and obtains the Roman citizenship. 

POUND: Unit of mass descended from the Roman libra, hence the abbreviation ‘Ib’, 

approximately equivalent to 273 gr.  

LORICA: Latin word literally meaning ‘body armour’. It was designed to protect one’s 

chest, where the vital organs are found, and it was usually made of leather or iron.  

MANICA (ARMGUARD): Type of iron, leather or cloth arm guard for protecting oneself 

from injury.  

MARE NOSTRUM: Latin for ‘our sea’; that is, the Mediterranean Sea, following the 

Roman conquests.  

MATRON: A married woman, especially, a middle-aged woman with children. 

MAURI: Name from which derives the English term ‘Moors’ and which the Romans 

would use to designate those inhabiting the territory of the current Morocco.   

MAUSOLEUM: External free-standing building constructed as a monument enclosing 

the burial chamber of a deceased person or people.  

MEDIA CAVEA: The cavea was traditionally organized into three horizontal sections, 

corresponding to the social class of the spectators. The media cavea follows the ima 

cavea and was open to the general public, though mostly reserved for men.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

MITTE: Latin expression meaning “let him go”, so as to ask for the salvation of a 

gladiator’s life.  

MULSUM: In Roman times, it was a famous wine freshly sweetened with honey and 

flavoured with spices. It was used as an aperitif at the banquets. It was matured and 

stored before drinking.  

MURMILLO: Gaul-like armed gladiator, who carried a tall, oblong shield, a gladius 

(sword) and a helmet with a stylised fish on the crest. His main opponent was the 

retiarius.  

NEMESIS: The goddess of justice, revenge and fortune, who would harshly punish the 

human beings. She was depicted with a veil on her head, an apple tree branch and a 

wheel. 

OPUS CAEMENTICIUM: Material much used in Roman construction, since it was very 

cheap and fast. It consisted of a mixture of lime, pozzolana (‘pit sand’) and brick rubble. 

Its equivalent would be the present-day concrete.  

PASSUS: Measure of distance used in Ancient Rome, equivalent to 1,47 m. and which 

would correspond to the measure of a full stride, from the position of the heel when it is 

raised from the ground to the point the same heel is set down again at the end of the 

step.   

PLEBEIAN: Free Roman citizen who was not a patrician; that is, who was not a noble.  



PODIUM: Platform around the arena of the amphitheatre, on which the first row of the 

cavea would be raised.  

PONTIFFS: Magistrates of the most illustrious of the colleges of priests of the Roman 

religion who would preside over religious ceremonies and rituals.  

POPINA: Ancient Roman wine bar where a limited menu of simple foods and selection 

of wines of varying quality would be served. It was a place for plebeians of the lower 

classes of Roman society. 

PROCURATOR: Civil servant of the equestrian order that was appointed by the 

Emperor at the orders of the governor. Procurators were in charge of the province’s 

financial affairs. 

PROVOCATOR: This type of gladiator would fight with a tall, rectangular shield and a 

short sword. Provocatores were protected by a breastplate (cardiophylax). 

PULVINAR: Ancient Rome cushioned seat held in readiness for the visitation of a god.  

QUADRIGA: Two-wheeled, light chariot drawn by four horses abreast. 

SACRILEGE: Violation or injurious treatment of anything regarded as sacred; either 

objects, places or people.  

SAMNITE: Roman gladiator who would fight with a long, rectangular shield (scutum) 

and a greave (ocrea) on his left side, a visored helmet and a short sword (gladius).  

SECUTOR: Type of gladiator in Ancient Rome meaning ‘hunter’ in Latin. His name 

comes from the technique he would use to fight a retiarius. He wore a very distinctive 

helmet, with only two small eye-holes and a rounded top so as not to get caught in the 

retiarius’ net. 

SENATOR: Life position of the richest and most powerful Romans, who would meet at 

the Curia Hostilia in Rome, one of the original senate houses. This chamber of ‘elders’, 

over the age of 30, would let them enjoy many privileges. The senators were 

distinguished by the Roman tunic they wore, known as laticlave, with a broad purple 

stripe and closed shoes or boots with a letter C in silver at the top of them.  

SESTERTIUS: Ancient Roman coin of bronze or other metals, with the Emperor’s 

portrayal on its face and diverse themes on the other side.  

SPONSIONES: (Nominative, accusative and vocative plural of Latin sponsio). It is a 

mortuary, adjacent to Porta Libitinensis, for the deceased gladiators awaiting the burial. 

SUBLIGACULUM: Undergarment generally made of linen, either in the form of a pair of 

shorts or in the form of a simple loincloth wrapped around the lower body. It could be 

worn both by men and women.   

SUMMA CAVEA: The highest section of the cavea, usually open to women and 

children or the most disadvantaged groups.  



TOGA: A distinctive garment of Ancient Rome with a semicircular side and of large 

dimensions (up to 6 m. in length), which was wrapped around the body with great 

elegance. It was the symbol of both peace and Roman citizens.  

TOGA CANDIDA: ‘Bright toga’; a toga bleached by chalk to a dazzling white. It was 

worn by candidates for public office, evoking the purity of intention.  

TOGA PRAETEXTA: An ordinary white toga with a broad purple stripe on its border. It 

was worn by children until the age of 16, and also by magistrates at official ceremonies.  

THRAEX: Lightly-armed gladiator equipped with a very small round or square-shaped 

(parmula) shield and the Thracian curved sword (sica). He wore a broad-rimmed 

helmet with a stylised griffin. He would fight heavily-armoured gladiators. 

TRIDENT: A three-pronged spear used by fishermen and by the retiarius.  

TUBA: Wind instrument used by the military for transmitting the orders, from the year 

500 BC, made of bronze.  

TUNIC: Type of garment for the body consisting of two sewn rectangles, in such a way 

that the wearer was able to pull arms and head from the inside. Its length and width 

varied depending on the wearer’s status and sex. 

VIA AUGUSTA: Roman road stretched around 1,500 kilometres, joining Jonquera with 

Cádiz. It would cross all of Hispania Province along the Mediterranean Sea and linked 

the north of the peninsula with Via Domitia, uniting Italy and Galia.  

VELUM: A roof-like cover, usually of canva, extended over any place—in this case, the 

amphitheatre during the games—as a shelter from the sun on particularly hot days. 

This task was carried out by the sailors, who were obviously used to work with sails 

themselves.  

VIGILES URBANI: ‘Watchmen of the City’. They were the fire-fighters and police of 

Ancient Rome, commanded by the praefectus vigilum. They were organized into 

centuries, each of 80 men at the orders of a centurion, like in the Roman army. They 

would also act as a night watch, keeping an eye out for burglars and hunting down 

runaway slaves so as to maintain order in the streets.  

VOMITORIUM: Pathways in an amphitheatre through which big crowds could enter or 

exit rapidly at the beginning or end of a performance. 
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