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#MuseumFromHomeForKids 
 
Gladiators in Nyon 
 
Just like today, the Romans were very fond of shows: plays, chariot races and gladiator fights, 
all good opportunities to have fun. For that purpose, they built large buildings to be able to 
hold such events. Chariot races were held in the circus, a large track with stands all around it. 
It was large enough for the chariots to be able to turn around the central island. 
 
In roman plays, held in theatres, the roles were played by a majority of male actors (yes yes, 
they used to play EVERY role, even women). The theatres back then look a little like our 
theatres today: the audience sat on stands that were placed in a semi-circle in front of the 
scene. 
 
The amphitheatres were oval in shape and the crowd sat (or stood) all around the central area 
called the arena. It’s in this space that the shows were held: gladiator fights but also wild and 
exotic animal hunts. Lions, cheetahs, bears were captured and transported all around the 
Empire to fight in the amphitheatres! Sometimes naval combats were organised, re-
enactments of famous battles at sea. 
 
Among these buildings presented below, could you tell which is the circus, which is the 
amphitheatre and which is the theatre? 
 
 
A.          B.                             C.   

 
1. Theater from Orange in France. Photo by « Théâtre antique et Musée d’Orange ». 
2. Amphitheatre from Arles in France. Photo from Paul-Louis Ferrandez.  
3. Circus Maximus in Rome in Italie. Drawing from Jean-Claude Golvin. 

 
 
 
  
 
 
 

Answers : A-2 ; B-3 ; C-2 
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In Nyon, which was an important roman city called Colonia Iulia Equestris, we found the 
remains of an amphitheater. 
 

 
Here’s a photo from the archaeological 
digs of the Nyon amphitheatre that were 
led in 1996. Nothing much is left, 
especially if we compare it to the one from 
Arles (above). We can still recognize the 
oval shape of the arena. The trench in the 
middle is a piping system. Originally it was 
most certainly covered. 
 
 
 

The gladiators were trained to fight in duels. There were several types of gladiators. According 
to their type, they had different weapons and their armor varied. 
 
1.        2.   3.   4.          5. 

 
1. The Retiarius with his net and left arm protection. He wears little protection,     6. 

but is much faster than the others, because he’s much lighter. 
 

2. The Secutor with his curved helmet, his large rectangular shield, his short sword 
and his right arm and left leg protections. 
 

3. The Murmillo with his helmet, large rectangular shield, his short sword and his 
right arm and left leg protections. 
 

4. The Thraex with his helmet, his light and square shield, his curved blade, his 
right arm protection and long padded tights and leg protections. 
 

5. The Hoplomachus with his helmet, his round shield, his spear and dagger, his leg and 
arm protections. 
 

6. The Provocator with his helmet, his large rectangular shield, his short sword and his 
right arm and left leg protections. 
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The gladiators fought in pairs and always had the same adversary. 
For instance, the Retiarius, with his net and trident, fought the Secutor, who had a curved 
helmet to avoid the net to catch on. 
The Murmillo fought the Thraex or the Hoplomachus and the Provocator could only face 
another Provocator. 
The battles were carefully supervised by a referee who could stop the fight whenever the rules 
were broken. The gladiators did not always die in a fight. Very often, the fight was over when 
one of the gladiators forfeited. Then, it’s the organizer of the games who chose the loser’s 
fate: either he was spared or put to death, according to the crowd’s reaction who shouted 
their opinion. Since the gladiators were so expensive to train, it was in the organizer’s best 
interest to keep them around as long as possible ! 
 
Here is an example of a re-enacted gladiator fight during the Roman days of Nyon in June 2018 
(ACTA group, photo ©Muriel Aubert). Could you recognize which gladiators are fighting? And 
can you tell who is the person dressed in a white tunic with red stripes in the back? 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Answer : a Murmillo on the left and a Thraex 
on the right, that we recognize thanks to his 
squared shield. In the back stands the referee.  
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Gladiators were very popular, just like a Rockstar is today, even though they weren’t as rich. 
In Nyon, we found two artefacts that most certainly belonged to an inhabitant of the city, an 
admirer of these shows. 
 
Here is an oil lamp that was used to illuminate houses, decorated with two gladiators. Can you 
tell which gladiators are depicted? Not easy, is it? Here’s a clue: have a good look at the left 
gladiator’s sword, the blade is quite distinctive. 
 

 
 
 
 
This small amber bead, 1.5 cm long, is a pendant that depicts a gladiator’s head. It must have 
belonged to a woman who wore it as a necklace or a bracelet. It’s much more difficult to 
recognize the gladiator represented in this case, because all gladiator helmets are quite 
similar. The experts think it might be a Secutor’s helmet. 
 

 
 
 
 

Answer : a Thraex on the left and a Murmillo 
on the right.  


