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Savage Miracles:

The Redemption of Lost Honor

in Roman Society and the Sacrament
of the Gladiator and the Martyr

The very nadure of the odor coming from his baernng flesh i deverse ways slirred both:
s stench o somie, o nechar to otbers, The same sensation  transformed dyfferently,
eitfer i odar wonnding the nose with dreadfiul vengeance av a sweed smell thad

cavesses with deliphi,
—Prudentius Peristeplianon 238502

We are wonT To skE the gladiator and the martyr operating in
mutually exclusive emotional spheres. One is the epitome, for us, of Roman pro-
fane decadence and self-indulgent luxury, the other of inspired will and the most
severe ascetic self-denial. A Roman audience would not have easily made this
distinction. In a period of Roman history when the dominant heroic model was
that of the [ailed hero, the Christian shared with the ingloriows Roman a pattern
of redemprion that contounds sur categories of "Christian” and “Pagan,” “sacred”
and “profane,” “service” and “servitude.” Both the gladiator and the martyr oper-
ated within an ambivalent vocabulary of emotion and gesture—the vocabulary of
the condemned, the defeated, the dishonored. 1 want to suggest, in this essay,
parts of a close and complex discourse of honor and sacredness that the Birds of
Prey shared with the Lambs.

The Glory of the Cheated Hand

Mucius ghadly doft bis vight feeved dn e altay flames. Ol the sublimity of his spavit!
—Termllian Apuisgericus 50.5

One of the set pieces in the Roman theater of cruelty was what, for
want of better words, one might call the “snuft play” A condemned criminal
would be dressed and drilled—to be dismembered as Orpheos, gored as Pro-
metheus, penetrated as Pasiphae, castrated as Attis, crucified as Laureolus, or
burned as Scaevola.? The poet Martial in the late first century ¢k, witnessed such
a play in the grand new Flavian amphitheater. [t translated into the language of
the arena the popular stories of the legendary hero of the infant republic, Mucius
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