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Who were the Roman Gladiators? 

The gladiators were prisoners, criminals, and slaves. Some were not slaves or prisoners. They 

were low born, free men who thought they could better their lives by winning glory and prize money. 

They entertained audiences with violent contests. They fought wild animals and each other, often to 

the death. 

They trained to fight at a gladiatorial school- the Ludus Magnus which was located near the 

Colosseum. The colosseum was an amphitheater- a round or oval building used for sports and the 

gladiator fights. 

It was four storeys high and had no roof. Arches in the massive walls held statues of Roman  

mythological figures. There were awnings along the top to protect spectators from the sun. 



There was an elaborate system of staircases and an underground machine for moving scenery. 

Lions and other wild animals were imprisoned in dark tunnels under the colosseum and let out for 
fights.  

What was their life like? 

Most died in ruthless fights simply for the audience’s enjoyment. Only the very best 
survived. Training was strict and expensive.Gladiators were fed very well to keep 

them strong and healthy. Gladiators trained like modern athletes do today. They ate 

three square meals a day and they also got very good medical attention . The life of 
a gladiator was very brutal and short. Most only lived to their mid 20s, and some 

historians think they may have only fought somewhere between 5-10 bouts. 

Life and death  The emperor or the games organiser had the right to decide if the 

gladiator lived or died. A thumbs up means his life was spared and  a thumbs down 

means his life was doomed. A successful gladiator who survived at least three years  

was given a palm leaf and a wooden sword it meant he had earned  his freedom. 



Types of Gladiators  

Gladiators were named after their weapons. The gladiators used a sword called a gladius. The 

gladius was a short stabbing sword that was used by Roman soldiers. It was about 40 cm long and 

had a sharp point.  



Pairs of fighters were carefully picked to offer good entertainment to the audience. 



Retarius- had a 3 pronged trident and a fishing net. They wore very little armour 
and relied on speed and skill to escape attacks from heavily equipped gladiators. 

The fishing net was used to trip or entangle their opponents. The trident had three 

points and was used by fishermen. 
 



Dimachaeri- fought with 2 daggers and often without a helmet. They would often 

fight against the Murmillo. The heavily armoured gladiators were often paired 

against the lightly protected ones. 

Murmillo- used army and military weapons and armour. Their shields and swords 

were used by the Roman infantry. The shield was 1 metre long and 65 cm wide. The 

sword was used for stabbing. They also wore a fish 

shaped helmet. 



Provocator-  wore the heaviest armour of all the gladiators. A breastplate protected 

the chest, a round helmet and leg armour that reached above the knees. The shield 

was 80 cm long and 60 cm wide. The used a short stabbing sword with a straight 
blade. 



Thracian-  used lightweight armour and their weapons were based on those used 

by soldiers from the kingdom of Thrace. The shield was a small and square and the 

leg armour had long metal guards. The sword had a curved blade and the helmets 

were decorated with a griffins head. A griffin ear an imaginary bird. 

 



Chariot racing-   A chariot is a 2 wheeled vehicle usually drawn by 2 horses. A 

racing chariot was light and had a wide wheel base for balance. 

 

A quadriga was a race of chariots drawn by 4 horses.  

Chariots were very light and small. They needed to go as fast as possible. They 

were probably made from wicker and leather. Others had wood and metal. The 

driver would tie the reins around his waist and put a sharp knife in his belt. If he was 

thrown from the chariot he would try to cut himself free. Whenever a chariot crashed 

the crowd would ‘naufagium!’ Which means ‘shipwreck’ in Latin. 

 

Chariot racing was the most popular spectator sport. Even more popular than the 

gladiatorial combats. Races were held on special occasions and festival days. 
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