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 Vol. 2: Historical Myths Debunked

 The Gladiator's Thumb

 How a Painting Rewrote Roman History

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"With turned thumb the mob bids them kill, as the people want."

 — Juvenal, Satires, c. 100 AD
The earliest written description of the Roman arena thumb gesture.
He never says which direction.



Chapter One
 The Painting

 In 1998, producers Walter F. Parkes and Douglas Wick were trying to persuade British director Ridley Scott to make a film set in ancient Rome. Scott had his reservations. Ancient Rome was an expensive and uncertain proposition — the kind of project that could swallow a studio's resources in marble, extras, and replica architecture, and still emerge with audiences that preferred their antiquity elsewhere. Hollywood's great Roman epic cycle had crested in the early 1960s and not recovered; the Cleopatra debacle of 1963 had nearly destroyed Twentieth Century-Fox and made the genre toxic for a generation of studio executives. Scott was a director of formidable technical skill — Alien, Blade Runner, Thelma & Louise — but his sensibility ran toward the dystopian, the contemporary, and the visually novel rather than the ancient and classical.

Then Parkes laid a reproduction of a painting on his desk.

The starting point for what would become one of the most successful films in Hollywood history was not a script, not a pitch meeting, and not a story conference in a studio office. It was a painting.

The reproduction was of a canvas 126 years old, the work of a French academic painter who had spent three decades getting every detail of his Roman subjects exactly right. It showed a sunlit arena. A victorious gladiator standing over a fallen man. The stands packed with thousands of spectators. And in the most prominent position near the arena floor, a row of women in white robes — the Vestal Virgins — extending their arms toward the arena with their thumbs turned downward.

Scott looked at the reproduction. Then he said: "That image spoke to me of the Roman Empire in all its glory and wickedness."

He signed on to direct Gladiator.

The painting is Pollice Verso, completed by Jean-Léon Gérôme in 1872. It hangs today at the Phoenix Art Museum in Arizona, a canvas measuring roughly a metre high by a metre and a half wide. To stand before the original is to understand immediately why it moved a film director. Gérôme was not merely a painter of the ancient world; he was a theatrical composer working in oil, and every compositional decision in Pollice Verso serves dramatic and narrative effect with ruthless precision.

Light streams through the velarium — the great canvas awning rigged above the Colosseum's tiered seating — in warm amber shafts that fall directly on the victorious gladiator in the centre foreground. He is a murmillo, identifiable by the distinctive fish-crested helmet pushed back from his face, and he plants his feet in the darkened sand with the absolute physical confidence of a man for whom the outcome is already decided. Below him, his defeated opponent lies with one arm raised, two fingers extended toward the crowd in a plea for mercy directed at the tens of thousands watching above. In the lower left of the canvas, the summa rudis — the senior arena official — stands impassively in red, his decorated staff held at his side, his expression confirming that the decision now lies beyond his authority.

It is the row of Vestal Virgins that holds the eye. They occupy the most prominent spectator position in the painting's lower right — adjacent to the editor's box, ringside at the arena floor — and their white robes are the brightest objects in the composition. They are not looking at the victorious fighter. They are looking at the fallen man, and their forearms are extended toward the sand, thumbs pointing unmistakably, irreversibly downward. Behind them, the blur of tens of thousands of spectators echoes the gesture in a wave of movement and colour. The crowd has spoken.

The painting requires no caption and admits no ambiguity. The message is perfectly legible without any knowledge of Latin, ancient Rome, or gladiatorial combat: the crowd demands death. This is one of the reasons it became the most reproduced image of the Roman arena in the history of Western art. It tells you everything you need to know in a single glance, and what it tells you is wrong.

It is, by a wide margin, the most consequential piece of historical misinformation in the history of Western art. Not because Gérôme intended to deceive anyone — he was, in fact, one of the most obsessively accurate historical painters who ever lived, a man who spent months researching ancient sources, visiting museum collections, and casting bronze anatomical models before touching brush to canvas — but because the single gesture at the centre of his painting is almost certainly wrong.

The Roman crowd at a gladiatorial contest did not signal death with a turned-down thumb.

This is not a fringe position held by a handful of revisionist academics. It is the considered conclusion of a century and a half of philological, archaeological, and anthropological scholarship. It is what you find when you read what the ancient Romans actually wrote about their own arena gestures. It is what you find when you examine every surviving mosaic, fresco, and stone relief from the Roman world that depicts gladiatorial combat. The thumbs-down death signal does not appear in any of it. Not once. The gesture appears for the first time in the historical record in 1872, in Gérôme's studio in Paris — and from there it conquered the world.

When Pollice Verso was exhibited at the Paris Salon in 1873, it attracted immediate critical and popular attention — not merely as a work of art but as a kind of document, because Gérôme's reputation for archaeological accuracy was so well established that his Roman and Greek paintings were received almost as visual reportage from the ancient world. The American department-store magnate Alexander Turney Stewart purchased the canvas for eighty thousand francs, a record price for Gérôme at the time and a transaction widely reported on both sides of the Atlantic. Stewart brought the painting to New York, where it was exhibited publicly and reached American audiences who might otherwise never have encountered it. When Stewart died in 1876, the painting eventually found its permanent home in Phoenix, Arizona — but by then the image had long since escaped the canvas. Reproduced in engravings, disseminated in illustrated periodicals, used as a textbook illustration and classroom diagram, it was embedded in the visual imagination of the Western world as the authoritative image of Roman arena culture. The original painting is now almost a secondary vehicle for an idea that exists independently in hundreds of millions of minds.

In 1872, the year Gérôme completed Pollice Verso, classical archaeology as a systematic discipline was still in its early decades. Schliemann would not make his famous discovery of what he called "Priam's Treasure" at Troy until the following year. The rigorous cataloguing of Roman gladiatorial imagery and the forensic analysis of Pompeii's arena remains lay decades in the future. Gérôme was working, like all historians of the ancient world at the time, with a scholarship still substantially dependent on the ancient texts that Enlightenment-era scholars had identified and interpreted. His error — if it was an error he originated, rather than absorbed from the visual conventions of his time — took place in conditions where even thorough, dedicated research could produce wrong answers, because the right answers had not yet been fully excavated from the ground or the archives.

What makes his case unusual, and instructive, is that almost everything else in the painting has survived later scrutiny remarkably well. The velarium is accurate. The gladiatorial armour closely matches the Pompeii finds. The seating of the Vestals has archaeological support. The composition is not fantasy or propaganda — it is, in almost every detail, an act of genuine scholarship converted into oil paint. That seriousness is precisely what made the error so consequential. A painting by a careless or obviously imaginative artist would never have been treated as documentary evidence. A painting by Jean-Léon Gérôme was trusted precisely because everything else in it was right.

Gladiator won the Academy Award for Best Picture in 2001. It was seen by hundreds of millions of people globally. When Joaquin Phoenix's Emperor Commodus holds his fist over the arena floor and slowly turns his thumb downward to seal a gladiator's fate, he is performing a gesture popularised — and possibly invented — by a French painter who made an understandable error while doing his homework.

The question is: what gesture did the Romans actually use? And what did it mean?

The answer, worked out by scholars over the course of a century, is both simpler and more surprising than the myth. The Romans almost certainly used a gesture involving the thumb. The direction was almost certainly not what we think. And the probability is that what we now call a "thumbs-up" — the universal symbol of approval and success — is far closer to the historical death signal than the thumbs-down that Gérôme painted and Scott filmed.

Before we can understand what the gesture meant, we need to understand what it was used for — and what the arena it was used in actually was. Because the popular image of the Roman gladiatorial games is, in almost every particular beyond the fact of the violence, as constructed and mythologised as the gesture that decided its outcomes.

 [image: Pollice Verso by Jean-Léon Gérôme, 1872, Phoenix Art Museum]Jean-Léon Gérôme, Pollice Verso, 1872. Phoenix Art Museum, Arizona. The painting that Ridley Scott saw in 2000 and immediately decided to make Gladiator. Its Vestal Virgins in the foreground extend their arms with thumbs turned downward — a gesture for which there is no ancient evidence, and which almost certainly reverses the historical meaning of the Roman arena thumb signal.
 

Chapter Two
 The Arena

 The first gladiatorial games in Rome took place in 264 BC at the Forum Boarium — the cattle market that occupied one of ancient Rome's principal commercial spaces, south of the Capitoline Hill and beside the Tiber. Three pairs of gladiators fought. Nobody particularly famous watched. The event was a munus: a duty owed to the dead. The sons of a recently deceased noble named Brutus Pera organised the fights as part of his funeral games, following a tradition inherited from the Etruscan culture that preceded Rome's dominance. The purpose was partly religious, serving as a blood offering to honour and sustain the spirit of the deceased in the afterlife, and partly a demonstration of the family's wealth and social standing. The audience, gathered in the market as the fighting took place before them, was not asked if it wanted the spectacle. Attendance was, in the informal economics of Roman public life, a form of acknowledgment — a debt of gratitude paid to the family in return for their expenditure and their piety toward the dead.

From these modest beginnings, gladiatorial combat grew over the next three centuries into the most spectacular public entertainment the ancient world had ever produced. By the time the Flavian Amphitheatre — the structure later known as the Colosseum — was inaugurated by Emperor Titus in 80 AD, the transformation was complete. One hundred days of inaugural games involved an estimated nine thousand animals and untold numbers of gladiatorial bouts, naval re-enactments staged in the flooded arena, public executions, and animal hunts. The munera had become the central ritual of Roman urban life: a spectacle of violence that was at once religious offering, political theatre, and mass entertainment, organised and funded by the state or by wealthy individuals competing for popular favour.

The games were not primarily about entertainment in any modern sense. They were about power — the public demonstration of the power to command life and death, to provide for a population's appetites, to be acknowledged by the crowd as the rightful holder of that authority. The emperor who gave games at the Colosseum was not merely providing a public service. He was performing his authority before the entire city. When the crowd cheered or cried for death, they were participating in a negotiated ritual of political recognition. The editor — the games' sponsor — listened, weighed the crowd's mood, and decided. In deciding, he acknowledged the crowd. In acknowledging the crowd, he recognised its role in the political order that kept Rome governed. It was a transaction, and both parties understood it.

The Colosseum at full capacity held between fifty and eighty thousand people — more than any comparable structure until the modern stadium era. Every class of Roman society attended, allocated to seating zones determined by law and social rank. Senators occupied the ringside marble benches, many with their names carved into individual seat-backs still visible in the surviving structure today. Equestrians sat behind them. Above them, the tiered seating filled with ordinary citizens of varying degrees of respectability. Women — except for the Vestals — were restricted to the topmost tiers, furthest from the action. The poor stood in the open sections at the rim. It was, for a few hours, the entire social hierarchy of Rome made visible in a single structure, all looking at the same arena floor.

Beneath that floor lay one of antiquity's greatest feats of engineering: the hypogeum, a complex network of underground corridors, cages, ramps, and mechanical lifts that allowed gladiators, wild animals, elaborate stage sets, and condemned criminals to be raised directly into the arena through trapdoors without disturbing the spectacle already in progress. Roman engineers had solved the problem of theatrical logistics two thousand years before modern stagecraft, and the result was an arena capable of producing surprise, variety, and spectacle at a scale no other culture had achieved.

The men who fought in that arena were almost nothing like the enslaved and desperate victims of Hollywood convention. Some were enslaved, and some were prisoners of war assigned to the arena. But a significant and growing proportion of gladiators in the Imperial period were volunteers — free men who chose the arena for money, for fame, and for the particular kind of celebrity that only Rome's gladiatorial culture could confer. The paradox of the gladiator's social position was real and was never resolved: he carried legal infamia, the same formal disgrace that attached to actors, prostitutes, and public executioners, and was barred from jury service and certain public offices. And yet the walls of Pompeii were covered with gladiatorial fan graffiti — "Celadus the Thracian: the girls' heart-throb"; "Crescens the net-fighter: the girls' doctor and night-time medicine" — that reads, across two thousand years, with unmistakable excitement. These men were stigmatised and celebrated simultaneously, in a contradiction that Roman culture sustained because the games required it.

The gladiatorial schools — the ludi — were the most specialised professional training facilities in the ancient world. Rome's own ludus magnus, adjacent to the Colosseum and connected to it by an underground passage, could house hundreds of gladiators. The great school at Capua, where Spartacus trained before leading his revolt in 73 BC, was equally celebrated. Training was long, rigorous, and managed by professional lanistae — the owners and trainers of gladiatorial troupes, figures who occupied a social position somewhere between impresario and livestock dealer, despised by respectable Romans and essential to the spectacle that respectable Romans attended. A trained gladiator was a significant capital investment: years of food, housing, specialised medical care, and professional coaching. Killing one unnecessarily was economically comparable to destroying a thoroughbred racehorse. When the editor decided a gladiator's fate, the decision was financial as much as it was moral or dramatic.

The gladiators themselves were a taxonomy of specialisations that the Roman crowd followed with the knowledgeable enthusiasm of modern sports fans. The murmillo, armed with a large rectangular shield and a short sword, represented the heavy style associated with the Gallic warrior tradition. The retiarius carried no shield and minimal armour, relying instead on a weighted net to entangle his opponent and a trident to finish him — survival depending almost entirely on speed and spatial intelligence. Other types — the thraex with his curved blade and small round shield, the secutor purpose-built as the retiarius's nemesis — completed a roster of known characters whose traditional match-ups the crowd knew and anticipated. These were not interchangeable fighting machines. They were athletes with careers, reputations, and partisan followings that the crowd tracked across multiple bouts.

This is the first and most important fact that popular culture consistently gets wrong about the gladiatorial games: most bouts did not end in death. Scholars analysing the outcome records from Pompeii — where arena graffiti encodes fight results in abbreviated Latin — calculate that roughly one in five gladiatorial bouts in the early Imperial period ended in the death of the loser. The figure varied by period and by the wealth of the editor. Editors who could afford to pay the substantial compensation owed to a slain gladiator's lanista might choose death more liberally; others, constrained by budget or sentiment, showed mercy more readily than the crowd demanded. But the Hollywood convention of every bout ending in death is structurally wrong. Most defeated gladiators survived to fight again, often many times.

When a gladiator was defeated and fell — or acknowledged defeat by dropping his weapon or shield — the formal appeal process began. The fallen man raised the index finger of his right hand, the ad digitum gesture, as a ritualised and legally recognised plea for the crowd's mercy. This was not improvisation. It was a recognised signal with specific cultural weight, understood by every spectator in the building. The appeal went first to the crowd, who expressed their preference through noise, movement, and gesture. Then it went to the editor, who made the final decision. For a gladiator who had fought well, whose fall had not been attributed to cowardice, the crowd often responded with mercy: the shout "Mitte!" — let him go — and the handkerchief-waving that the poet Martial documents as the standard crowd mercy signal. For a fighter who had fought poorly, the response could be "Iugula!" — cut his throat.

The Vestal Virgins who appear so prominently in Gérôme's painting occupied their ringside position for reasons as much religious as political. The Vestals were Rome's sacred virgin priestesses, guardians of the city's eternal flame in the Temple of Vesta in the Forum. They were among the most elevated women in Roman public life, exempted from male legal guardianship, permitted to own property and make wills, their persons formally inviolable. Their presence at the editor's side in the arena added a dimension of religious sanction to the proceedings. When a Vestal extended her arm toward the arena, she was not expressing a personal preference; she was, in some sense, speaking as an instrument of Rome's divine authority.

And in some bouts, in some arenas, with some editors reading some crowds, a thumb moved. What that thumb did — precisely what it looked like when it moved and in which direction it pointed — is the question at the centre of this case. The Romans who attended the games knew exactly what it did. They had no more reason to write it down than a modern football crowd would explain, for the benefit of future historians, what it means to wave a red card.

They left no instructions. We are left, two thousand years later, with five Latin sentences and a very famous painting.

 [image: The Zliten Mosaic — gladiatorial combat, c. 100 AD]A detail from the Zliten Mosaic (c. 100 AD), discovered in 1913 near Zliten, Libya. One of the most detailed surviving documents of Roman gladiatorial combat, it shows fighters, referees, and arena officials in a moment of apparent adjudication — but the crowd thumb gesture, central to the Gérôme-derived myth, is conspicuously absent. In thousands of surviving Roman gladiatorial images, not one clearly depicts a downward thumb signalling death.
 

Chapter Three
 Verso

 There are only five ancient Latin texts that directly describe a thumb gesture at gladiatorial games. Between them they use four different Latin phrases. None of them describes the gesture precisely enough to determine which direction the thumb pointed. This is not a matter of scholarly debate about the interpretation of clear evidence. The evidence is genuinely unclear — not because it is fragmentary or damaged, but because Romans describing the gesture for Roman readers saw no need to be more specific. The direction was obvious to everyone who attended the games. The instruction was implicit. And two thousand years of subsequent history have made it very difficult to recover.

The most cited source is a passage from the Roman satirist Juvenal, whose work dates to approximately the late first and early second centuries AD. In his third Satire, he describes men of low social origin who have made their way into positions of gladiatorial combat: "When the crowd gives the order with turned thumb [verso pollice], they kill as the people want." This is the phrase that gives Gérôme's painting its title — Pollice Verso means, literally, "with turned thumb." The key word is verso, the ablative singular of versus, derived from the Latin verb vertere, to turn. Juvenal says the thumb was turned. He does not say in which direction it was turned, because the direction was common knowledge to everyone who read him.

Juvenal was a satirist, not a documentary journalist, and the passage is not primarily about gladiatorial customs. He is making a point about how mob sentiment determines outcomes that ought to be determined by merit or justice — the crowd as a fickle, violent authority whose thumbs decide fates arbitrarily. The gladiatorial gesture is a shorthand, a known cultural reference point that Juvenal deploys because his readers will understand it instantly. This very readability is the problem. When Juvenal uses verso pollice as a readily intelligible reference, he is confirming that the gesture was well known — but he is not defining it, because it needed no definition. Scholars who have read Juvenal looking for direction have found only the word "turned," and have imported the direction they expected.

The second major text is from the Christian poet Prudentius, writing around 400 AD in his long polemic Contra Symmachum — an argument against the pagan senator Symmachus's defence of traditional Roman religious practices, including the gladiatorial games. Prudentius is appalled by the arena's violence and reserves particular outrage for the Vestal Virgins, whom he depicts as enthusiastic advocates of death: "There she sits — the modest virgin — and, accustomed to the sword, with a turn of her thumb [converso pollice] bids him pierce the breast of his fallen foe." The verb here is converso — from convertere, to turn around, to reverse. Once again: turned, reversed, but not specified in direction.

Prudentius's agenda is important for understanding how to read him. He is not attempting to accurately document Roman arena customs; he is trying to horrify his Christian readers by depicting the depravity of pagan Rome at its most extreme. The Vestal Virgin calling for death is maximally shocking in his context — she is supposed to be Rome's most sacred embodiment of female purity, and here she is gesturing for a man's throat to be cut. Prudentius is working for emotional and rhetorical effect rather than historical precision. His converso pollice is vivid and morally loaded, but the vividness is the point rather than the accuracy. A Christian polemicist writing around 400 AD to condemn the pagan games is not necessarily the most reliable source on the technical details of how the crowd expressed its will in those games three centuries earlier.

The third source is more indirect. Marcus Fabius Quintilianus — Quintilian — was Rome's greatest rhetorician, writing his comprehensive manual Institutio Oratoria around 95 AD. In a discussion of gesture in oratory, he mentions in passing the infesto pollice — the hostile or threatening thumb — as a recognised gesture of aggression and condemnation. Quintilian is not describing a gladiatorial context at all; he is discussing how orators use their hands in the law courts, and the thumb appears as one element in a broader taxonomy of expressive gesture. But the phrase infesto pollice — the hostile thumb, the thumb that threatens — appears as a term his readers will immediately recognise, confirming that there was a culturally established meaning for the thumb as a gesture of threat, judgment, and condemnation.

The fourth source, the Anthologia Latina — a collection of Latin poems compiled in the early sixth century AD from earlier materials — uses the same phrase in an explicitly gladiatorial context: "the conquered gladiator has hope, although the crowd threatens with its hostile thumb [infesto pollice]." The gladiatorial application of the same threatening thumb confirms that the gesture's meaning carried across contexts: the same thumb that threatened in the law court threatened in the arena. Importantly, this source describes the crowd as threatening — the gesture is active and menacing, not passive and downward. It is a thumb that has been directed at someone, deployed as an instrument of power.

The fifth and most important source for understanding the true form of the gesture is Pliny the Elder's Natural History, written in the 70s AD and completed just before his death in the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 AD. In Book XXVIII, in a section on the cultural uses of various body parts, Pliny records a proverbial Roman gesture of goodwill and favour: "When we favour someone, we are told even by proverb to press our thumbs — pollices, cum faveamus, premere etiam proverbio iubemur." The Latin verb premere means to press, to squeeze, to close, to conceal. The thumb gesture of favour — the gesture of goodwill, support, and positive intent — involves pressing the thumb inward. Not extending it. Not pointing it. Hiding it in the closed fist, pressing it into the palm, making it invisible.

The logical structure of the system becomes clear when these five sources are read together rather than in isolation. A hostile, threatening, death-dealing thumb is one that makes itself visible — extended, thrust outward, brought into active play. A thumb pressed into the fist is one that disappears — concealed, sheathed, put away. Read in this light, the verso pollice that Juvenal describes as the signal for death is a thumb that has been turned — made active, brought into visible play, thrust outward from the fist in which it was previously contained. The converso pollice that Prudentius's Vestal uses to condemn is equally a thumb that has been moved into a position of active threat. The infesto pollice is the hostile thumb, the thumb that has been deployed against someone. All three point toward the same direction: the death signal is a thumb that has been extended and made visible.

Other mercy signals are considerably better documented than the thumb gesture, and their clarity throws the thumb's ambiguity into sharper relief. Martial, whose Epigrams and Liber de Spectaculis document Roman arena culture in vivid and specific detail, describes spectators waving handkerchiefs — the oraria or mappae — as a standard crowd mercy signal. This is attested by multiple sources and is entirely unambiguous. The defeated gladiator's own ad digitum — the raised index finger of formal appeal — is named and documented. The crowd shouts "Mitte!" and "Iugula!" are confirmed by multiple authors. The full mercy ceremony involved noise, cloth-waving, specific shouts, and probably, at its most formal, the thumb. The thumb appears to have been the most authoritative element — the one that finalised rather than merely expressed the crowd's will — but it is the least precisely described component of a system that Romans found so familiar they apparently saw no need to explain it.

When nineteenth-century scholars first systematically studied the question, they faced a choice: trust the visual convention already embedded in illustrated depictions of the arena and in Gérôme's painting, or follow the Latin more carefully into territory that offered no comfortable certainty. The visual convention won — not because it was better supported but because it was already there, already legible, already fixed in the culture's picture of Rome. For most of the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth, the downward thumb was treated as established fact rather than as a convention that required examination. It was the Latin sources — read carefully, without preconceptions — that eventually forced a different conclusion.

 [image: Gladiatorial graffiti and records from the Pompeii amphitheatre — before 79 AD]Arena graffiti and records from Pompeii, sealed by the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 AD. Pompeii's walls contain coded records of gladiatorial outcomes: V (vicit, won), M (missus, released with mercy), and P (periit, died). These records confirm that mercy — the missio — was routine, that gladiators survived many bouts before dying, and that the life-or-death decision was a real and recurring ritual. They say nothing about what the deciding gesture looked like.
 

Chapter Four
 The Detective

 For most of the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth, the scholars who addressed the gladiatorial thumb question arrived at the same conclusion without much scrutiny: the gesture for death was the downward thumb. The basis for this conclusion was not philological analysis of the ancient sources but the visual tradition that had already been established in illustrated periodicals and academic painting, of which Gérôme's Pollice Verso became the canonical expression. Scholarly literature echoed the popular image without examining it critically, in a circular process that mistook visual consensus for textual evidence. When a scholar cited Juvenal's verso pollice as support for the downward thumb, he was reading the Latin through the lens of an image he had already accepted rather than approaching the text without prior visual assumption.

The major nineteenth-century works on Roman social life — massive, erudite, and widely cited — settled on the downward thumb as the death signal and passed it into the scholarly tradition without compelling philological justification. The figure of the downward-gesturing crowd had become, by the latter half of the century, part of what educated Europeans simply knew about ancient Rome, with the same self-evident authority as the knowledge that Romans wore togas and built amphitheatres. Questioning it would have seemed, to most readers, like questioning the architecture.

The loop was finally broken in 1997, when Anthony Corbeill, a professor of classical studies at the University of Kansas, published "Thumbs in Ancient Rome: Pollex as Index" in the Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome. The paper is twenty pages long and methodologically unusual for its field: it combines philological close reading of ancient texts with anthropological analysis of gesture systems and a study of the cultural associations of the thumb in Roman symbolic life. Corbeill does not simply ask what the ancient sources say the thumb did; he asks what the thumb meant in Roman culture, and then asks whether the proposed gesture is consistent with that meaning.

Corbeill's starting point is the Latin word for the thumb itself: pollex. In Roman medical and rhetorical writing, the thumb is consistently described as the strongest, most powerful, and most authoritative of the digits — the one that enables the hand's grip, that gives the fist its force, and that Roman rhetoricians associated with statements of power and decisive judgment. Celsus, the first-century medical writer, describes the thumb as the dominant finger, the one that controls the hand's entire strength. Quintilian discusses it in the context of authoritative rhetorical gesture. The thumb was not merely a finger. It was the finger of command.

The cultural associations of the concealed thumb are the key to Corbeill's argument. Pliny's pollices premere — the pressing of the thumbs as a gesture of favour — is not an isolated curiosity in Corbeill's reading. It is the key piece of evidence, because it reveals the underlying symbolic logic of the Roman gesture system. The pressed, enclosed thumb is a thumb that has been rendered harmless — put away, sheathed, concealed within the closed fist. It enacts, at the level of the hand, the putting away of a weapon. In a culture that used the sword as its primary instrument of judicial violence, and in an arena where the ultimate question was always whether a blade would pierce a man's flesh, the concealed thumb mimes the sheathing of the sword. The weapon is put away. The man lives.

The hostile, extended thumb reverses this logic precisely. A thumb thrust outward from the closed fist is a thumb that has been drawn — made active, made visible, made threatening. In a culture that associated the thumb with the authority of command, an extended thumb mimes a drawn blade. It says: the weapon will be used. The gladiator on the sand understood this; the crowd making the gesture understood it; the editor who read the crowd's mood understood it. The gesture communicated through a physical logic that was native to Roman culture and required no instruction, no caption, and no direction label.

Corbeill expands this analysis in his 2004 book Nature Embodied: Gesture in Ancient Rome, published by Princeton University Press. In this broader study of the role of physical gesture in Roman public life — in the law courts, in political oratory, in social ritual — the gladiatorial thumb takes its place as one instance of a larger Roman system of body-language in which physical action encoded social and moral judgments. The book argues that Roman gestures were not arbitrary conventions but were organised around coherent bodily and cultural logics, and that understanding those logics is essential to interpreting what individual gestures meant.

Corbeill acknowledges the limits of his reconstruction throughout. The ancient sources do not provide a precise description of the gesture's appearance, and any reconstruction involves an element of interpretive judgment. He identifies two main alternative readings that have been proposed: first, that the death gesture involved the thumb pointing toward the fallen gladiator's body rather than straight upward — miming the direction of the intended killing thrust, pointing at the throat or chest of the condemned man; and second, that the key distinction was not the angle of the extended thumb but simply its visibility versus concealment, with any extended thumb indicating death and any concealed thumb indicating mercy regardless of precise angular direction. These alternatives are less contradictory than they appear. All three versions of the reconstruction agree that the thumbs-down gesture of popular mythology has no ancient support. They disagree only about the precise form of the death signal.

The reception of Corbeill's work in classical studies has been broadly positive without being universal. Some scholars have adopted his reconstruction and incorporated it into their own work on Roman gesture and arena culture. Others remain cautious, arguing that the evidence is too sparse and too ambiguous to support any confident positive reconstruction, however plausible. The broad consensus within the field — the point on which there is no serious scholarly dissent — is the negative claim: the Romans did not use a thumbs-down gesture to signal death in the arena. No ancient text says so. No ancient image shows it. The thumbs-down appears, for the first time, in a painting by a 19th-century French artist, and from there it entered the world.

What makes the Corbeill case especially compelling is the attention it pays to what Corbeill calls the "embodied logic" of the gesture — the way a gesture encodes meaning through its physical properties rather than through arbitrary convention. The concealed thumb is not merely a signal that means mercy by agreement; it is a signal that physically enacts mercy by putting away the symbolic instrument of death. The extended thumb is not merely a signal that means death by agreement; it physically mimes the unsheathing and pointing of a blade. Gesture systems that work through embodied logic of this kind are more robust, more widely understood, and more easily remembered than arbitrary conventions — which may be precisely why this gesture system was considered self-evident enough that no Roman felt the need to explain it.

What Corbeill's detective work established is something more than a correction to a single historical mistake. It is a demonstration of how much is hidden in plain sight within the ancient sources — how much the Romans knew and communicated that they saw no need to record, and how much we have lost not through the destruction of documents but through the invisibility of the obvious to its original audience. The thumb gesture was too well known to be described. Its absence from the detailed record is evidence of its presence in the culture, not of its absence. And reconstructing it requires not just the philological patience to read the Latin carefully but the cultural imagination to ask what the gesture meant in a world where swords were the primary instruments of public power.

 [image: Gérôme's Pollice Verso — the Vestal Virgins section]A detail from Gérôme's Pollice Verso (1872) showing the Vestal Virgins and surrounding crowd with thumbs extended downward. Anthony Corbeill's landmark 1997 paper "Thumbs in Ancient Rome: Pollex as Index" argued that this gesture, while beautiful and dramatically compelling, reverses the historical signal: an extended thumb most likely meant death, while a pressed or concealed thumb — the sheathed sword — signalled mercy and life.
 

Chapter Five
 The Artist's Error

 Jean-Léon Gérôme was born in 1824 in Vesoul, a small town in the Haute-Saône region of eastern France, the son of a goldsmith. His childhood in a craftsman's household gave him a lifelong orientation toward material precision — toward the accurate rendering of surfaces, textures, and the physical properties of objects — that would define his art throughout his career. He trained in Paris under the painter Paul Delaroche, one of the leading academic painters of the mid-nineteenth century, and accompanied Delaroche and a group of fellow students on an extended Italian tour in 1843 and 1844. The months spent in Florence, Rome, and Naples — studying ancient sculpture, examining Renaissance painting, standing in the spaces where classical civilisation had been built and destroyed — established the deep substrate of Gérôme's Roman imagination. He was barely nineteen and already taking notes.

He returned to Italy repeatedly over the following decades. He visited Pompeii multiple times, walking the excavated streets of a city that Vesuvius had sealed in 79 AD and that archaeologists were still uncovering in his lifetime. He spent long sessions in the Naples Archaeological Museum examining the extraordinary collection of gladiatorial equipment recovered from the barracks south of the Pompeii amphitheatre — helmets with elaborate crested face guards, bronze greaves moulded to anatomically precise calves, arm-guards decorated with mythological reliefs. The volcanic deposit of 79 AD had preserved these objects with a fidelity that no other site in the ancient world could match, and Gérôme treated them as primary sources. He made sketches. He took detailed notes on proportions and construction. He examined the decorative programmes on the armour and traced their mythological allusions.

Back in his Paris studio, Gérôme translated this research into three-dimensional form before committing it to paint. He cast small bronze figurines of gladiators in the poses he intended to paint — a sculptural preparation method that allowed him to study proportion, weight distribution, and the fall of light on the human form in three dimensions, from any angle, under controlled lighting conditions. This was not an unusual procedure for academic painters of his generation, but Gérôme's thoroughness in this respect was, by the evidence of his surviving preparatory materials, exceptional even by the standards of French academic painting. He was not a painter who guessed. He was a painter who constructed scale models, studied them exhaustively, and then committed to canvas what his research had taught him. His preparatory bronzes are preserved in museum collections and are, in themselves, accomplished and accurate works of art.

By 1872, Gérôme was one of the most famous artists in the world — an académiste of the highest order, a painter whose canvases sold at record prices and were reproduced in engravings distributed across Europe and America. His reputation rested specifically and explicitly on his accuracy. His Orientalist paintings — The Snake Charmer, The Slave Market, Prayer in the Mosque, Bashi-Bazouk — had been made after extended personal travel in Egypt, Turkey, and the Levant, with the kind of direct observation that most European artists of the Near East substituted with imagination and received convention. When Gérôme painted a Cairo bazaar, his viewers understood that the architecture, the costume, the human types, and the quality of light were drawn from life. When he painted a Roman arena, they extended the same presumption of documentary fidelity.

In Pollice Verso, what Gérôme got right is genuinely impressive. The velarium — the canvas awning rigged from masts around the upper rim of the Colosseum — is accurately depicted, including the specific manner of its attachment and the quality of light it diffuses. The gladiatorial armour closely matches the Pompeii finds he had studied: the murmillo's distinctive fish-crested helmet, the scale-like manica protecting the sword arm, the rectangular shield with its characteristic curved surface. The seating of the Vestal Virgins in prominent positions adjacent to the arena floor is supported by ancient sources describing their privileged access to ringside seating. The general composition of crowd, arena, and event is more archaeologically informed than any comparable painting of the period. The painting is not a failure of research. It is a triumph of research in almost every detail.

What Gérôme consulted for the thumb gesture is not entirely clear. He had certainly read Juvenal's verso pollice and Prudentius's converso pollice, the two most accessible ancient references to the thumb gesture. The word "turned" — verso, converso — appears in both. It is possible, perhaps even probable, that Gérôme read "turned" as "turned downward" through a process of visual intuition: a downward-pointed thumb is more legible at a distance, more clearly a condemnation gesture, more immediately readable to a viewer who knows nothing about ancient Rome, than any upward or lateral variation. Pollice Verso needed to communicate the crowd's intent in a single glance to audiences who might never read a Latin text, and a downward thumb does that more effectively than any alternative.

It is also possible that Gérôme was influenced by an already-existing visual convention in the illustrated press of his own time. By the 1860s, illustrated newspapers and periodicals had already produced numerous popular depictions of Roman arena scenes, some of which had settled on the downward thumb without compelling philological justification. If this convention was in circulation before Gérôme began work on Pollice Verso, he may have absorbed it as established visual language rather than as his own interpretation of ambiguous sources. Artists learn from the images around them as well as from the texts they read, and the boundary between received convention and personal research is rarely clear in any creative process.

Whatever his reasoning, Gérôme never publicly acknowledged any uncertainty about the gesture. When criticism came — and it came almost immediately after the painting's exhibition — he responded with confident defence rather than scholarly reconsideration. In a letter dated 8 December 1878, responding to academic objections to his rendering of the thumb, Gérôme cited the ancient texts he had consulted and maintained that they supported his interpretation. He had read the sources; he believed they justified the downward thumb; he stood by his painting. The letter is that of a man who has invested years of research in a work and who regards a challenge to its central image as a misreading rather than a correction.

The challenge arrived in pamphlet form in 1879: a scholarly document citing the same ancient sources Gérôme had read and arguing that they did not support the downward thumb, and that Pliny's pollices premere pointed toward a mercy signal that was the opposite of what Gérôme had painted. The pamphlet attracted some scholarly attention and then was quietly forgotten — not because its arguments were refuted, but because the painting had already entered mass culture with a force that no pamphlet could match. Pollice Verso had been exhibited in New York, reproduced in engravings, and was being distributed in illustrated periodicals across the Western world. The 1879 pamphlet appeared in a specialist publication, in a limited print run, for a readership that had no mechanism for broadcasting its conclusions to the audiences who had already accepted Gérôme's version as fact. The correction could not travel as fast as the image.

Gérôme died in Paris on 10 January 1904, at the age of seventy-nine. He had spent his career painting the ancient and modern worlds with a scrupulousness that earned him the genuine respect of archaeologists, historians, and specialists across the subjects he painted. His gladiatorial bronzes remain in museum collections as objects of scholarly interest. His legacy in the academic world is as one of the great Orientalist painters and one of the most methodologically serious historical painters of his century — a man who brought a craftsman's discipline and a researcher's rigour to the problem of making the past visible.

His legacy in the popular imagination is the single wrong gesture at the centre of a single canvas — a gesture so beautifully executed, so cinematically persuasive, so perfectly suited to the modern imagination's idea of Roman cruelty and power, that it outlived every correction by a margin of centuries. The painting is, in the end, a monument to a specific kind of failure: the failure that happens when exceptional accuracy in every other detail makes a single error invisible.

 [image: Jean-Léon Gérôme, French academic painter (1824–1904)]Jean-Léon Gérôme (1824–1904), one of the most celebrated academic painters of the 19th century and the inadvertent author of one of history's most persistent historical errors. Gérôme was renowned for his obsessive accuracy — he studied gladiatorial armour in Naples, cast bronze figurines of arena fighters, and consulted ancient texts before every Roman painting. His thumb gesture in Pollice Verso had no ancient basis. A scholarly rebuttal appeared in 1879. It changed nothing.
 

Chapter Six
 The Silence of the Stones

 If Gérôme had been right, we would expect to find confirmation somewhere in the Roman archaeological record. Ancient Rome left behind an extraordinary quantity of visual art depicting gladiatorial combat: mosaics, frescoes, stone reliefs, engraved gemstones, terracotta oil lamps, bone and ivory game-counters, painted pottery, and graffiti scratched or painted onto the walls of amphitheatres and the buildings surrounding them. Thousands of individual images survive. Researchers have catalogued them, studied them, and debated their interpretation for generations. None of them shows a crowd making a thumbs-down gesture that unambiguously signals death. Not one.

The absence is not for want of opportunity. Roman artists depicted the arena in vivid and specific detail. They showed fighters in combat, referees intervening, animals pursuing condemned criminals, musicians playing curved horns and long trumpets, editors presiding from their boxes, and defeated gladiators making the formal appeal gesture — the raised index finger of the ad digitum. They showed the crowd watching and responding. They depicted armour, weapons, wounds, and the specific moment of the appeal with a specificity that leaves no doubt about what they were trying to record. The crowd thumb gesture — if it existed in the downward form Gérôme painted — is absent from every visual record that survives.

The most important single item in the Roman gladiatorial visual record is the Zliten Mosaic, discovered in 1913 at a Roman villa near Zliten in what is now Libya. The mosaic is large, detailed, and extraordinarily well preserved, and it constitutes one of the most comprehensive surviving documents of Roman arena culture from any single location. Scholars have debated its date extensively; proposals range from the Flavian period in the late first century AD to around 200 AD, and no consensus has been reached, though many specialists place it in the late first or early second century.

The Zliten Mosaic shows gladiatorial combat in a series of panels arranged around the room's floor. Named fighters are depicted in specific types of combat, their armour matching the archaeological record from Pompeii. The panels show not just the combat itself but its supporting apparatus: musicians playing the long tuba and the curved cornu, arena officials in red, referees restraining fighters at the conclusion of a bout, condemned criminals exposed to wild animals. In one particularly important panel, a referee stands between two fighters at what appears to be the moment of the appeal — the decisive instant when the crowd's judgment is about to be rendered — while both men and the official look toward a source of authority outside the panel's frame. The mosaic is showing us the moment before the decision, or the moment of the decision, without showing the gesture that communicates it. The crowd thumb gesture is entirely absent.

The Borghese Gladiator Mosaic, now in the Borghese Gallery in Rome and dating to the fourth century AD, provides a different kind of evidence. It functions almost as an ancient scoreboard: individual fighters are depicted and identified by name, with their outcomes recorded in abbreviated Latin beside their images. The symbols and abbreviations distinguish winners, losers, and the dead, providing statistical evidence of the range of outcomes in gladiatorial bouts. It tells us a great deal about how often gladiators survived and died — confirms that the missio was a routine outcome that happened regularly, not an exceptional act of clemency — and nothing at all about the gesture that decided whether a given fight ended in mercy or death.

The evidence from Pompeii is the richest archive of gladiatorial material from any single location in the Roman world. The gladiatorial barracks south of the amphitheatre — the Quadriporticus, as archaeologists have identified it — preserved, in the volcanic deposit of 79 AD, the actual equipment used by the gladiators who trained there: helmets, greaves, arm-guards, shoulder protection, and the elaborate ceremonial armour worn in the procession before the fights. The amphitheatre itself was decorated with painted frescoes depicting arena scenes, including fights and their outcomes. And the walls of Pompeii — both inside and outside the amphitheatre, in the surrounding streets and taverns — carry hundreds of graffiti recording the outcomes of specific bouts in a code that appears standardised across the city: V for vicit (he won), M for missus (he was spared), and P for periit (he died). These graffiti are invaluable evidence of how Pompeians talked and wrote about the games. They say nothing about the gesture that produced the M or the P.

The gladiatorial imagery on Roman terracotta oil lamps deserves particular attention. These lamps were manufactured in vast quantities and used in millions of Roman households, from Britain to Mesopotamia. They were commercial objects, made for ordinary consumers, and their impressed or moulded decoration needed to be immediately legible to ordinary Roman buyers. Gladiatorial scenes were among the most popular subjects on terracotta lamps — gladiators were the celebrities of their age, and their images sold lamps the way sports stars sell merchandise today. These lamps show fighters in combat, in specific armour types, in the moments of victory and defeat. They show the ad digitum — the raised index finger of appeal. If the thumbs-down gesture had been a common and recognisable image in Roman visual culture, we would expect to find it on lamps. It does not appear.

The same is true of the small objects of everyday Roman life that bear gladiatorial imagery — bone and ivory game-counters used in gambling on arena outcomes, engraved gemstones worn as signet rings, pottery vessels decorated with arena scenes. Gladiatorial combat was one of the most widely depicted subjects in all of Roman material culture, depicted on objects at every price point and for every social level. The fighters themselves, their armour types, their combat styles, and the formal gestures of the arena are all represented. The crowd thumb gesture in the downward form is not.

The Ephesus gladiatorial cemetery, excavated from 1993 onward in what is now Turkey, contributed a different but equally important kind of evidence: the bones of the gladiators themselves. At least sixty-eight individuals were identified as gladiators by their burial context, associated grave goods, and funerary inscriptions. Osteological analysis of their skeletons provided extraordinary detail about how gladiators lived and died. Their bones showed the specific patterns of muscle attachment that intensive sword-and-shield training produces: overdevelopment of the right arm and shoulder, asymmetric spinal development consistent with repeated one-sided effort, and specific stress fracture patterns in the lower limbs from the footwork of arena combat. These were not men who picked up a sword once and died. They were athletes whose bodies had been shaped, year by year, by an extremely specific physical regime.

Diet analysis of their bones, using isotope and chemical methods unavailable to earlier researchers, revealed that gladiators were fed a diet high in carbohydrates and plant protein — barley, legumes, and grains — and relatively low in animal protein. This seemed counterintuitive when the findings were first published, and it attracted considerable attention. The explanation, confirmed by the osteological evidence, is that gladiatorial medicine was not trying to produce lean, maximally strong fighters but durable professionals who could absorb punishment across multiple bouts. A layer of subcutaneous fat provides cushioning against the cuts and glancing blows that characterise gladiatorial combat, slowing bleeding and protecting underlying muscle and bone. Roman gladiatorial medical care was sophisticated and deliberate, not incidental.

Crucially, many of the Ephesus skeletons showed healed injuries: evidence of previous wounds that had received medical treatment and recovered fully before the gladiator was killed in his final bout. These were men who survived multiple combats, received the kind of expert medical attention normally available only to the wealthy, and carried the accumulated injuries of professional careers that could span years. They died, eventually, when the system that had sustained them — the mercy decision, the appeal, the editor's reading of the crowd — finally went against them.

The archaeological record, read in its totality, tells a coherent and consistent story. Gladiatorial combat was a professional sport with a sophisticated decision system around mercy and death, and that system was encoded in gestures and shouts and formal rituals that ancient Romans did not need to have explained to them. The stones and the bones and the mosaic tesserae and the painted walls contain extraordinary detail about every aspect of that system. The crowd thumb gesture, however, is absent. The historical record is rich and specific about everything else. About the direction of the thumb, it is silent.

 [image: The Zliten Mosaic — arena combat detail, c. 100 AD]The Zliten Mosaic (c. 100 AD, Villa Dar Buc Ammera, Libya) — one of the richest surviving documents of Roman gladiatorial culture. Despite showing fighters, referees, officials, and the decisive moment of adjudication in fine detail, it contains no depiction of the thumbs-down gesture that has dominated Western popular imagination since 1872. This absence is consistent across thousands of pieces of surviving Roman gladiatorial art: the crowd gesture that decided life and death is simply not there.
 

Chapter Seven
 The Myth That Won

 By 1880, Jean-Léon Gérôme was one of the most celebrated painters in the Western world, and Pollice Verso — purchased by an American millionaire and exhibited in New York — had brought his most famous Roman image before enormous American audiences at exactly the moment when illustrated print culture was achieving its maximum reach and influence. The 1879 pamphlet challenging the historical accuracy of the thumb gesture had been quietly ignored. The painting had already won.

Understanding how completely it won requires understanding the technology of image distribution in the 1870s and 1880s. The development of steel engraving and later chromolithography in the nineteenth century made it possible, for the first time in history, to distribute high-quality image reproductions to mass audiences at commercially viable prices. Illustrated newspapers and magazines — the London Illustrated News, Harper's Weekly, Le Monde Illustré — reached hundreds of thousands of subscribers per issue and reproduced paintings, drawings, and engravings of notable artworks with an authority that prose description alone could not match. A painting exhibited at the Paris Salon could, within weeks of its showing, be seen in reproduction by millions of readers of illustrated periodicals who would never visit Paris.

Gérôme's paintings were particularly well suited to this medium. His compositions were narrative, clear, and dramatically staged — qualities that translated well to the reduced scale and technical limitations of engravings. Pollice Verso, with its single decisive image of the downward thumb, was especially legible in reproduction: the gesture readable at small scale, the message communicable without any text to accompany it. By the 1880s and 1890s, the image of the Vestal Virgins with their thumbs turned down had become available to any illustrator, journalist, or educator who needed to evoke Roman cruelty and the absolute power of life and death. It was embedded in the visual vocabulary of the Western world as the default image of Roman arena culture, accessible, authoritative, and — crucially — already accepted as correct.

The transition from engraving to cinema was almost seamless. The first decade of moving pictures, from roughly 1905 onward, naturally reached for the most visually established and dramatically pre-packaged narratives available, and the Roman arena — already equipped with an iconic gesture that communicated instantly across language barriers — was irresistible. Early cinema had no sound, and visual clarity of communication was paramount. The downward thumb was unambiguous in a way that raised fingers or handkerchief-waving were not. The medium selected for the clearest image, and the clearest image was the one Gérôme had fixed.

The 1913 Italian epic Quo Vadis?, one of the first feature-length films ever made, was a spectacular production that reached global audiences and established the Roman epic as a viable cinematic genre. Its arena sequences drew directly on the visual grammar that Gérôme's painting had established — the crowd, the Vestals, the decisive gesture — and translated it into motion. The film was seen by millions of people across Europe and America and established the arena thumb gesture as a staple of cinematic visual language. From Quo Vadis? onward, the gesture circulated through the film industry as received knowledge: part of what Roman arena scenes looked like, passed from production to production along with the tunics and the columns and the gladiatorial armour.

The post-war Hollywood Roman epic cycle brought the image to its maximum mass audience before the television era. Ben-Hur (1959), directed by William Wyler, was seen by unprecedented numbers of cinema-goers and won eleven Academy Awards, a record that stood for decades. Spartacus (1960), directed by Stanley Kubrick and produced by Kirk Douglas, depicted gladiatorial combat in explicit detail and engaged scholarly advisors in an effort at historical accuracy that was genuine and extensive — except on the gesture. The thumbs-down appeared in both films as received visual knowledge, part of the period's accepted grammar of ancient Rome. The scholarly advisors hired to consult on costume and architecture appear not to have raised the gesture's philological problems, possibly because they accepted the convention themselves, possibly because no one in the production process considered it a question that required examination. The image was too established, too obvious, too familiar to question.

Popular history in print reinforced the image in the same decades. Daniel Pratt Mannix's Those About to Die (1958), a vivid and frequently reprinted popular history of the Roman gladiatorial games, followed the visual tradition on the thumb gesture and brought the downward thumb before a large reading public that was simultaneously watching Ben-Hur and Spartacus at the cinema. The image was reinforced from multiple directions simultaneously — by popular history, by Hollywood spectacle, by illustrated textbooks — in a saturation that no academic correction could compete with even if anyone had tried to broadcast it.

Meanwhile, the thumbs-up gesture was being reinvented with no reference to ancient Rome whatsoever. Historians of gesture have traced the modern thumbs-up — the gesture of approval and encouragement — to a cluster of early twentieth-century sources: to the hand signals of aircraft ground crews who used the gesture to communicate readiness for takeoff, to the body language of returning soldiers photographed in the popular press after both world wars, and to the influence of American popular culture as it spread globally after 1945. The gesture had been established, independently of any ancient precedent, as a universal positive signal, and by the time Happy Days debuted in 1974 — with Henry Winkler's Arthur Fonzarelli making the thumbs-up an indelible cultural shorthand — the up-down binary was fully fixed in Western consciousness. The Roman "thumbs-down = death" story then provided a satisfying historical origin narrative for a gestural binary that had actually developed in the twentieth century, providing the kind of ancient authority that popular culture finds reassuring. The myth supplied a backstory for a modern convention, and the modern convention reinforced the myth.

Then came Gladiator. Ridley Scott's 2000 film, starring Russell Crowe as the general-turned-arena-fighter Maximus and Joaquin Phoenix as the decadent Emperor Commodus, was directly and explicitly inspired by Gérôme's painting — Scott and his production designer Arthur Max studied Pollice Verso in detail as a visual template for the arena sequences. The film was a deliberate attempt to bring Gérôme's canvas to life in motion, and the thumb gesture was central to that ambition. It appears at the film's climactic moment, performed by Phoenix with the character's distinctive cold deliberateness, a gesture that carries the weight of both ancient Rome and a century and a half of visual tradition.

The film won five Academy Awards, including Best Picture and Best Actor for Russell Crowe, and grossed over four hundred and fifty million dollars at the global box office. Hundreds of millions of people saw it. Joaquin Phoenix's Commodus performing the downward thumb gesture — slow, deliberate, and utterly certain — was seen by more people in a single year than Gérôme's painting had reached in a century and a half of circulation. The myth, already embedded in popular history and cinema, was re-entrenched for the twenty-first century with a force that no previous iteration had achieved.

In 2009, Facebook launched its Like button — a thumbs-up icon. The thumbs-up/thumbs-down binary became the default grammar of digital interaction, built into the architecture of the most widely used online platforms in the world. YouTube added a dislike counter alongside its like counter. Reddit adopted upvotes and downvotes as its fundamental mechanism of content evaluation. Within a decade, billions of people were making thumb gestures — or their digital equivalents — hundreds of billions of times each day, in a system that had no connection to ancient Rome but which encoded, in every interaction, the intuition that a thumb pointing upward means approval and a thumb pointing downward means rejection and death. The myth was no longer just embedded in popular history and cinema. It was embedded in the infrastructure of the internet, in the daily habits of more people than the entire population of ancient Rome's empire.

In 2024, Ridley Scott returned to the Colosseum with Gladiator II. The gesture is still there.

 [image: Pollice Verso by Jean-Léon Gérôme, 1872 — detail of the victorious gladiator]The central figure of Gérôme's Pollice Verso (1872): a victorious murmillo gladiator standing over a fallen opponent, waiting for the crowd's verdict. This image — reproduced in millions of engravings and prints through the late 19th century, embedded in silent films, Hollywood epics, and finally in Ridley Scott's 2000 Academy Award-winning Gladiator — has been seen by more people than any other depiction of ancient Rome. The myth it carries is effectively indestructible.
 

Chapter Eight
 What We Actually Know

 The crowd in the Colosseum in 80 AD saw something. The gesture existed. Roman writers refer to it. The defeated gladiator raised his index finger and appealed for his life, and the crowd responded with noise and movement and, in some contexts, with their thumbs. The editor looked at them, read their mood, and decided. All of this happened. The question is only what the thumb looked like when it moved.

The available evidence, read as carefully as it can be read, points consistently toward Corbeill's reconstruction: an extended or thrust thumb, visible above the closed fist, was the death signal. A thumb pressed into the fist and concealed — the fist closed around it — was the mercy signal. The extended thumb mimed a drawn blade; the concealed thumb sheathed it. This interpretation is consistent with Pliny's pollices premere as a proverbial goodwill gesture, consistent with Quintilian's infesto pollice as a gesture of threatening intent, and consistent with the anthropological logic of a culture that used the sword as its primary symbol of power and mortal judgment.

If Corbeill is right, and most modern classicists who have examined the question find his argument more persuasive than any alternative, then the historical gesture for death in the Roman arena was an extended thumb pointing upward or outward. What we call, in our contemporary shorthand, a thumbs-up.

The irony is not lost on the scholars who have studied the question. The gesture that two thousand years of subsequent history have turned into the universal symbol of approval, success, and all-clear — the pilot's thumbs-up, the Facebook Like, the instinctive yes of a digital age — may have originated as a signal for a man's throat to be cut. And the gesture we have decided it means — the downward thumb of condemnation, failure, and death — has no ancient Roman precedent whatsoever. We inherited a meaning and invented a history to explain it, and in constructing that history we trusted a painting more than a library.

This reversal is not merely ironic. It is instructive about how historical knowledge is formed and deformed. We did not arrive at our confident belief in the downward-thumb death signal by reading the ancient sources and misinterpreting them; we arrived at it by accepting an image and then reading the ancient sources through the lens of that image, finding in the ambiguous Latin words the confirmation we expected. Verso means "turned" and we read "turned down" because we had already seen the painting. Infesto means "hostile" and we assumed hostile meant downward because that was the image in our minds. The circular process looked like scholarship because it involved Latin and ancient sources, but it was, at its core, a process of confirming what the culture had already decided.

The scholars are now in broad agreement. The textbooks have been quietly corrected in the decades since Corbeill's 1997 paper. Museum exhibitions hedge their descriptions of the gladiatorial gesture, with careful language about the ambiguity of the ancient evidence. The Phoenix Art Museum, which owns the original Pollice Verso, is thoughtful in how it contextualises the painting's historical claims. University courses on Roman social history include the Corbeill argument as a corrective to popular tradition. The correction has been made, at least within the academic world that has the tools to make it.

And yet, ask any reasonably well-educated person what the Roman crowd did with their thumbs to condemn a gladiator to death, and they will show you what Gérôme painted in 1872 and what Joaquin Phoenix performed in 2000: the fist extended, the thumb turned down. The gap between what scholars know and what the culture believes is, in this case, nearly total. It is one of the clearest examples in the history of popular knowledge of how completely an image can defeat an argument.

The persistence of the myth is not stupidity or laziness. It is the natural result of a fundamental asymmetry between images and arguments. An image — Gérôme's painting, Scott's film, Phoenix's deliberate gesture — communicates a scene, a mood, a historical claim, and an entire narrative about Roman civilisation in a single instant. It requires no prior knowledge, no patience, no sustained attention. A scholarly article explaining why the image is wrong requires the reader to already care about the question, to track the citation trail from Juvenal to Quintilian to Pliny to Corbeill, and to sit with sustained attention through twenty pages of philological and anthropological reasoning. The image is available to everyone. The argument is available only to those who go looking for it.

Images also benefit from what might be called the authority of detail. Gérôme's painting is full of verifiable details — the velarium, the armour, the seating arrangements — and the accuracy of those details creates a presumption of accuracy for details that cannot be verified. The viewer who has been convinced by the armour is not going to question the thumb. The viewer who trusts the architecture is not going to doubt the gesture. Accuracy in the verifiable creates authority for the unverifiable, and the unverifiable detail — the one detail that cannot be checked against any surviving archaeological record — is precisely the one that turns out to be wrong.

This is the mechanism by which authenticated error operates, and it is not limited to Gérôme or to ancient Rome. Historical beliefs derived primarily from a single authoritative image rather than from ancient evidence are more common than we like to think. The authority of the image — especially an image associated with a figure or institution whose accuracy has been established in other domains — creates a presumption that the image is right on the specific point that turns out to be wrong. The better the painter's general accuracy, the harder it is to question any individual detail of his work.

What the gladiatorial thumb case adds to this pattern is a path short enough to be followed in its entirety. Gérôme reads the sources, probably in the 1860s, as he prepares his painting. He paints the wrong gesture, probably in 1871 or early 1872. The painting is exhibited and reproduced. American audiences see it. The illustrated press distributes it across Europe and North America. Early cinema adopts the image. Hollywood embeds it in a generation of Roman epics. Gladiator re-entrenches it for the twenty-first century. Facebook encodes the binary. The myth achieves a form of cultural indestructibility, embedded in the infrastructure of daily digital life. At each stage of this journey, the image moved faster than any correction could travel, and each new medium of reproduction added another layer of apparent confirmation to what was, at its source, a single wrong decision in a Paris studio in the 1870s.

To definitively settle the question would require ancient visual evidence that most likely no longer exists — a fresco or mosaic showing the crowd thumb gesture at the decisive moment, with sufficient detail to establish the direction of the thumb beyond reasonable doubt. No such image has been found. We would need an ancient written source more explicit than any that survives — a gladiatorial manual, perhaps, or a detailed contemporary account of the missio ceremony from a writer who felt the need to explain what the thumb did, for an audience unfamiliar with it. No such source exists, because no Roman thought it necessary to write one.

We are left with what we have: five Latin sentences, four phrases, a consistent pattern pointing toward an extended thumb as the death signal and a concealed thumb as the mercy signal, and an archaeological record that confirms the complexity and humanity of the gladiatorial system without resolving its central gestural ambiguity. The best available reconstruction points toward an upward or outward thumb as the ancient signal for death — which means that the gesture we call a thumbs-up, the gesture that Facebook encodes as a Like, the gesture that a pilot uses to signal readiness for takeoff, is the gesture that the Roman crowd extended toward the sand when it wanted a man's throat cut.

The gladiator in the arena raised his index finger. He appealed for his life to the crowd above him. Somewhere in the stands, a thumb moved. Whether it moved upward or outward, toward the fallen man or away from him, the men in the arena understood exactly what it meant — and they acted accordingly.

Two thousand years later, we have lost that knowledge entirely, leaving only a beautiful painting that has given us one answer with great confidence, and a small library of careful scholarship that has given us a better answer with appropriate uncertainty. One of those two things shaped the world's imagination. It was not the scholarship.

 [image: Marble bust of Emperor Commodus, 2nd century AD]Marble bust of Emperor Commodus (ruled 177–192 AD), the most controversial Roman emperor to preside over gladiatorial games — he fought in the arena himself, as the incarnation of Hercules, to the horror of the Roman Senate. Commodus is the model for Joaquin Phoenix's villain in Gladiator (2000). His arm extended over the arena floor, turning his thumb downward to seal a gladiator's fate, is the cinematic image that has defined the gesture for 21st-century audiences — based, like Gérôme's painting, on no ancient evidence.
 

Timeline

 264 BC — First recorded gladiatorial games in Rome. Decimus Junius Brutus Scaeva holds three pairs of gladiators fight at the Forum Boarium as part of the funeral games for his father, Brutus Pera. The event is a munus — a duty owed to the dead.

 73–71 BC — Spartacus leads the Third Servile War, escaping from a gladiatorial school at Capua with approximately 70 fighters and building a rebel force of up to 70,000. Crushed by Marcus Crassus.

 65 BC — Julius Caesar holds funeral games for his father featuring 320 pairs of gladiators — a new standard in spectacle and political display.

 80 AD — The Colosseum is inaugurated by Emperor Titus with 100 days of games. An estimated 9,000 animals are killed. Seating capacity: 50,000–80,000.

 c. 35–100 AD — Quintilian, the Roman rhetorician, uses "infesto pollice" (hostile thumb) as a recognised gesture of threatening intent, without specific gladiatorial context.

 23–79 AD — Pliny the Elder writes in Natural History XXVIII.25: "When we favour someone, we are told even by proverb to press our thumbs [pollices premere]." This gesture of goodwill and favour — the pressed, concealed thumb — is the key evidence for what the mercy signal looked like.

 c. 55–140 AD — Juvenal writes the earliest surviving reference to a thumb gesture at the gladiatorial games: "With turned thumb [verso pollice] the mob bids them kill, as the people want." He does not specify the direction of the turn.

 c. 86–103 AD — Martial writes his Epigrams and On the Spectacles, documenting crowd mercy signals including handkerchief-waving (oraria) and the shouts "Mitte!" (spare him) and "Iugula!" (cut his throat).

 177–192 AD — Emperor Commodus rules. He fights in the arena himself, dressed as Hercules, deeply scandalising the Roman Senate. He wielded the life-and-death editor's decision as personal political theatre, and is the model for Gérôme's implied imperial presence — and for Joaquin Phoenix's villain in Gladiator (2000).

 c. 400–405 AD — Prudentius writes Contra Symmachum, including the vivid description of a Vestal Virgin calling "with a turn of her thumb [converso pollice]" for a gladiator's death. His phrase "converso" — reversed — is equally ambiguous about direction.

 1 January 404 AD — Christian monk Telemachus enters the Colosseum during a gladiatorial bout to separate the combatants. He is stoned to death by the crowd. Emperor Honorius declares him a martyr and formally abolishes gladiatorial games in the Western Empire. The arena thumb gesture disappears with the games.

 Early 6th century AD — The Anthologia Latina is compiled, including the phrase "infesto pollice" (hostile thumb) in a gladiatorial context: "the conquered gladiator has hope, although the crowd threatens with its hostile thumb."

 1824 — Jean-Léon Gérôme is born in Vesoul, France, son of a goldsmith. He will become one of the most celebrated academic painters of the 19th century.

 1843–44 — Gérôme accompanies his teacher Paul Delaroche on an extended Italian tour, visiting Rome, Pompeii, and Naples. He begins decades of research into Roman antiquity.

 1872 — Gérôme completes Pollice Verso. The painting depicts Vestal Virgins with thumbs turned downward, condemning a gladiator to death. There is no ancient evidence for this gesture.

 1873 — Pollice Verso is exhibited publicly. American department-store magnate Alexander Turney Stewart purchases it for 80,000 francs — a record price for Gérôme — and exhibits it in New York.

 8 December 1878 — Jean-Léon Gérôme writes a letter defending the historical accuracy of his thumb-down gesture against scholarly criticism.

 1879 — A 26-page pamphlet is published challenging the historical accuracy of Gérôme's gesture, citing the same ancient sources Gérôme had read. It changes nothing. The painting's image has already escaped into mass culture.

 1904 — Jean-Léon Gérôme dies in Paris, 10 January, aged 79.

 1913 — The Zliten Mosaic is discovered near Zliten, Libya — one of the most detailed surviving documents of Roman gladiatorial combat. It shows the decisive moment of arena adjudication without depicting a crowd thumb gesture.

 1913 — The Italian silent epic Quo Vadis? is released, incorporating arena scenes based on Gérôme's visual language. The thumbs-down gesture enters cinema.

 1958 — Daniel Pratt Mannix publishes Those About to Die, a popular history of Roman gladiatorial games that follows the Gérôme-derived tradition on the thumb gesture.

 1959–1964 — Hollywood's Roman epics — Ben-Hur (1959), Spartacus (1960), The Fall of the Roman Empire (1964) — cement the thumbs-down image for post-war global audiences.

 1993 — Archaeologists in Ephesus, Turkey, discover a gladiatorial cemetery with at least 68 identifiable gladiator skeletons. Osteological analysis confirms gladiators were professional athletes who survived multiple bouts, received medical treatment, and were fed a specialised diet. Most died from wounds received in their final fight, not at every contest.

 1997 — Anthony Corbeill publishes "Thumbs in Ancient Rome: Pollex as Index" in Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome — the definitive modern scholarly treatment of the gladiatorial gesture. His conclusion: an extended thumb probably signalled death; a pressed or concealed thumb probably signalled mercy.

 2000 — Ridley Scott's Gladiator is released, directly inspired by Gérôme's Pollice Verso. It wins five Academy Awards including Best Picture and Best Actor, and is seen by more than 200 million people globally. The thumbs-down death signal is re-entrenched for the 21st century.

 2004 — Anthony Corbeill publishes Nature Embodied: Gesture in Ancient Rome (Princeton University Press), expanding his analysis of the pollice verso question into a broader study of Roman gesture culture.

 2009 — Facebook launches its "Like" button — a thumbs-up icon. The thumbs-up/thumbs-down binary becomes the default grammar of online interaction, reaching hundreds of billions of interactions. The myth achieves its final, functionally indestructible form.

 2024 — Ridley Scott releases Gladiator II. The gesture is still there.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Gladiator's Thumb is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events and published scholarly research. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary ancient sources, peer-reviewed studies, and established historical scholarship.
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