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In Roman times, cheering crowds packed large 
stadiums to watch their favorite sport.

In the arena, pairs of super fit, highly skilled 
contestants went head to head. A contest 
might last for 30 minutes, or it might 
all be over in 60 seconds. For the 
winner, there were prizes and 
the cheers of adoring fans. 
For the loser, it might mean 
a final journey through the 
“gate of the dead.”

A Deadly Sport
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The word “gladiator” means 
“a man of the sword.” 

It comes from the word 
gladius, which is the Latin 

word for “sword.” 
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It was brutal. It was bloody.  
And the ancient Romans 
couldn’t get enough. 

This was history’s most deadly 
sport—the gladiator games.



Ancient Rome was a civilization that 
existed in present-day Italy .

Its citizens loved to watch gladiators. The first fights 
between Roman gladiators took place at funerals. 
The fights were a way to honor the dead.

Gladiator Games
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The most important 
place in the Roman 

world was the 
great city of Rome. 
It was founded in 
the year 753 BC.

Mediterranean Sea

The powerful Roman army invaded parts of Europe, the Middle 
East, and North Africa. All these conquered lands (shown in 

orange on the map) became part of the Roman Empire.
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Gladiator Games
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In time, the emperor and other important Romans 
began to organize gladiator games. Roman leaders 
wanted to be popular with the people they ruled.  
So they arranged exciting and bloody events that rich 
and poor Romans could enjoy. Gladiator games were 
held in stadiums called amphitheaters. 

In the year 107, Emperor Trajan organized gladiator 
games in Rome. They lasted for 123 days. More than 
5,000 pairs of gladiators fought each other at this event.

The Romans built amphitheaters across the Roman Empire. This is the ruin 
of an amphitheater in Tunisia in North Africa. It was built 1,800 years ago.
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