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Abstract

In the stirring opening battle scene of the Acade&xmard winning film,
Gladiator (200), General Maximus leads his Roman cavalry into a burning
forest in dramatic charge, slaughtering rows of irregular Germans while his
Aweddgo faithfully runs by his side, | ea
fire and dismembered corpses. Actualwolk e r el ati ves of the m
pooch were known in the Rhineland during the Roman Empire, and such
unl i kel yTiAnRD nanTtiincs are forgi-traanbd e i n a
canine. Where the Roman military was concerned, however, the mighty
Mastiff would more likely have been the breed of chom#er considerations,
it seems, determined the wultimate castin
after all, the symbol of Rome, and, as evidenced in Gladiator: The Making of
the Ridley Scott Epic (2000), A%, the updated 2000 version of the script, and
director Ridl ey Scottds own commentary
symbolism was more important here than breed. In fact, it appears that an
actual wol f at one ti me fmgthalwolvdsor t he &
never ran wild with legions. From such considerations, however, we may
conclude that accuracy was never meant t
representation of the Roman militagnd it is not.
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In the stirring openindpattle scentof the AcademyAward winning epic,
Gladiator (2000), General Maximus leads his Roman cavalry through a
burning forest in a dramatic charge. Mindless of the uneven terrain and trees,
he and his companions effortlessly slaughter rows of frab¢ianans, while
his f ai tdhofgwol (fawoGdr man Shepherd) runs al o
abandon through fire and dismembered corpses. German Shepherds, however,
are a modern breed, and where the Roman military was concerned the mighty
Mastiff would typially have been the choice in combat. Other considerations,
however, det er mi ned canisfamiliarigasinteievegyon® f Ma x i mu
is supposed to know that the dAwol fo was (
symbolism was so important hereGtadiatar &dsector, Ridley Scott, that he
had initially wanted actual wol ves for t
rabies quarantine nixed that ideand Scott ended up having to compromise. It
goes without saying, however, that wolves never ran with Ronggonke and
most movie audiences are unfamiliar with such symbolism, anyway. All
Maxi musdé <companion probably did was to
German Shepherds actually did fight with
Dogs Out o f aux shtha aceumcywasnevear nteneexl todoeoal |
hal | mar k podrayal 8f¢the Ramansmilitary.

Maxi musd canine probably would quickly |
friendly fire, anyway, since neither man nor beast was safe in the just as
fictional devi-may-care, rear guard cavalry charge depicted in the film. In the
company of fellow Roman horsemen who apparently would just as soon end up
in Elysium (as Maximus jokingly taunts b
general 0 and hi s ughshad dwertherugsuspectingradd r i de r o
outmatched Germans. Surprised at the charge from behind, they fall like heavy
mat chsticks on the filmés storyboard bef:
oblivious to any signs of danger, preferring, instead, to munch onaacpm
German limb that came its way.

o))

All photos by author.

The opening battle scene iBladiator is, arguably, the most visually stunning movie

representation of a Roman army in action ever attemptdédcdrporates many of the same

el ements found in the @ MGleopatrgGuithehbweeel,msehin i n t he 196

an urban context and inevitably pales in compari so
reminded of the larger scalerdoontation recreated fdspartacug1960), which methodically

deploys Crassusd® mighty Roman | egionaries across
army of slaves, who defiantly await their predictable fate. In fact, mucBladliator is

reminiscent ofthese and other earlier flms on Rome ot t he | east i s Holl ywoodo©¢

reluctance to change the armor worn by Roman soldiers. The same basic style used in

Spartacus for example, set in the first century B.C., is also seen (among other odd

represetations of Roman armor) ifhe Fall of the RomanEmpire (1964) in the second

century A.D. It reappears iladiator. Consequently, fil mdomds Roman s
same basic outfit for over two centuries, something akin to Vietnam era soldiers wearing
eighteenthcentury American Revolution gear.

“Cf. Gladiator: The Making of the Ridley Scott Egew York: New Market Press, 2000),

page 115; the updated 2000 version of the movi eds
commentary on the DVD version dfd film.
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Figure la. Scal e Mo del Representation of Ma x
Emblazoned ArmomniGladiator

This certainly would not seem to be the ideal situation into which to
introduce oneb6s favorite dog, apparent|y
graced both the general 6s hekompates and cui |
the perilous film action to the portrayal of an actual engagement of Marcus
Aureliusdé <cavalry against the Germans o
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Rome, tentatively dated to the same year in wkitddiatoris set in 180 A.D.,

there would not gpear to be room for a dog of any breed to make a difference.
The intense, bloody, and savage melee is vividly presented on the front panel
of the Sarcophagus now displayed in the Palazzo Massimo alle Terme. It
depicts a similar charge of Roman horseméms one in the company of foot
soldiers- against Germans in quarters so close that one wonders how anyone
could emerge unscathed (figure 2). A final expression of anguish marks
barbarian faces everywhere. They seem to succumb as readily as they do in the
film before the weathering onslaught of swords, lances, and, interestingly, long
Abattle stickso in the hands of t he Roma
behind him.

Hel met Vi sor

Figure 1b. CloseUp of h e

DlBagedos Ma xi mus 6
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The Sarcophagus scene is all the more relevant here because it is thought
to have originally been fashiothdor (but never finished or used by) Aulus
Julius Pompilius,who, like Maximus inGladiator, served Marcus Aurelius at
about the same time in the same general area. The real emperor had placed
young Pompilius in command of two legions, thikalica andthe 1l Flavia
Felix?, which included cavalry squadrons, on the Danube frontier in Lower and
Upper Moesia during the war against the Marcomanni-(I7& A.D.). The
descriptive narrative accompanying the
Museum alsoideni f i es the emblems of these two |
(I Italica) and the eagle (llIFlavia), at the very top of the battle scene, just
bel ow the S &meakng lsacgnmection tb Painpilius an even
firmer one. It is certainly unlikely thaanother general would have been
leading these same cavalry squadrons at this very moment and be represented
doing so on such a worthy casket. The kgouted, curled lipped bdar
appears at the top of the general 6s ra
between the crossed weapons of him and his lieutenant (acaggl@ing place
to locate the creature). With the larger, omanged eagle perched on the side
opposite peering directly at Pompilius, also from just under the Sarcophagus
lid, the two legionary ymbols appropriately frame their general in the central

N

scene (figure 3). Interesting, too, is the fact that Pompilius leads the lllI
Flavia Felix and, in Gladiator, it S t he AFel i xo0 l egi o
command® a fil ucky o happeded AlsoinGldiatorithe not i nt

standards of thEelix Il

'A. Birley, Marcus Aurelius A Biography (New Haven and London: Yale University Press
[revised edition], 1987), page 176, identifies him as Julius Pompilius Piso; also cited elsewhere
as Aulus Julius Pompilius Piso.

’For the name IlIl Flavia Fi, see L. KeppieTheMaking of the RomanArmy. From Republic

to Empire(New York, N.Y.: Barnes & Noble Books ([reprint], 1994), pages

206 and 214.

*The boar appears to have had his once threatening tusk broken off but otherwise closely

resembles heraldy i | |l ustrati ons. The Palazzo Museumds ex
usefulness for comparison are the line drawings #2, 3, and 9 on the top row of illustrations at

il mages for wild boar heraldryo when fiGoogl edo ur
“Commodus,thescand successor of Marcus Aurelius, was al
ScriptoresHlstoriae AugustagAugustarHistory) , fiComme2dus, 0 8. 1



ATINER CONFERENCE PAPER SERIES NdIS20141351

Figure 2. The Portonaccio Sarcophagus Cavalry Battle Scene (Palazzo Massimo
Alle Terme Museum, Rome) The Fak:‘e'he General Was Never Flnlshed
EAEY '

Flgure 3. TheW|Id Boar Symbolr bLeglo I Italica (Left) And Eagle Of IllI
Flavia (Rght) Are Displayed Just Below the Lifi the Sarcophagus, Framing
Pomp|I|usCharg|ng on Horseback |rhe Center

e mzw; ‘q, AR
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Legions sport a lion, which was the emblem of the Hlvia before it
adopted the eagle.

The same plcard accompanying the Portonaccio Sarcophagus in the
Museum al so states that its decoration w
fallen Antonine Column. Indeed, their appearance and that of other
contemporary sculpture relating to Marcus Aurelius sugptire dating. For
instance, a relief in the Palazzo dei Conservatori (Capitoline Museums)
portrays Marcus as he proceeds on horseback among his general(s) and
praetorians showing clemency to captured
cloak (paludamentumnflowing airborne behind him is so similar to the one
Pompilius is wearing on the Sarcophagus relief that the same artist(s) could
have sculpted both (figures 5 and 6). The towering Aurelian Colanthe
Piazza Colonna at Rome would also soon be comipl@ie193 A.D.) and
depicted these very wars. Its extensive sculpture work may already have been
underway at the same time the Sarcophagus was being fashioned.
Consequentl vy, if one were to suggest a h
character inGladiatar might best be comparéd a general and cavalry
commander fighting Germans on the Danube frontier under Marcus Awrelius
there appears to be no better candidate than Pompilius.

'Allen Ward overlooks Pompilius completely, not even mentioning his name, and offers

instead Claudius PompeianusdaTaruttienus Paternus as contemporary military models for

Maxi musd character. He also suggests an alternat.i
Maximus (coincidentally named) and Condianus and their sons. See Allen M. Ward,
fiGladiator in Hist or i c al Perspective, 0 GladiataviaFiim and M. Wi nkl
History (Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2004), pages 38, and443 Kathleen M.

Col emands AThe Pendant Goes to Holl ywood: The RO
4552 in the same volume offers little more than general observations about her mostly

neglected role as consultant f8tadiator. Why the magnificent Portonaccio Sarcophagus was

never used is unknown, but it may be that the young senator never had opptotusk it if

Pompilius was, like Maximus, a general who defied the new emperor Commodus following the

death of Marcus Aurelius on the frontier of plague or cancer (not smothered by his son as in the

film) in 180 A.D. While there were certainly many hiza e occurrences during Ci
twelve year reign (not the one year apparently offereGladiator), we can be reasonably

assured that if Pompilius died at the hands of Commodus, he did not perish as a gladiator in a

dual with him in the Colosseum. Nohetess, he could very easily have been executed if he

had indeed opposed the new emperor, as many did. That could explain why the sarcophagus

was never used, becoming instead something of a trophy for Commodus (a possible reason

why it survived?). It wouldlso be convenient to view the unfinished faces of the principles on

the sculptured relief as purposeful defaceninkait the rough stone has more the appearance

of uncompleted artistic work than of being defaced.
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Figure 4. Relieffrom A Monumentin Honor of Marcus Aurelius: Imperial
Clemency

Palazzo dei Conservatori (Capitoline Museums, Rome).
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Figures5.Si mi | arl'y Scul pted GeneffParpibus Cl| oaks
(figure 5 and Marcus Aureliusfigure 6
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