Critical Analysis of Spartacus
Spartacus (1960) is an epic “sword and sandal” film made just as the genre was dwindling. Directed by Stanley Kubrick at the beginning of his long-spanning career, adapted from Howard Fast's 1951 novel by Dalton Trumbo. Starring a host of well-known American and British actors, it tackles themes of slavery, rebellion, imperialism and debauchery, class struggle, communism, gender roles, and sexuality. As Corrigan argues, themes are a foundation for an analysis of a film (2007: 37). The characters are integral to the film, with Spartacus being, of course, the main character. However, the ensemble of the cast all has their own contributions to the film and are just as interesting, if not more so, to analyse as the titular character. The film was shot using both sets in Hollywood, and on location in California and Spain (American Film Institute 2019). Whilst Kubrick distanced himself from this film later in his life due to the lack of control he had over it, there is still some clever camerawork that betrays his talent behind the lens.


An obvious theme of Spartacus is slavery. The whole premise of the film is a slave rising up and revolting against the Roman Republic. Whilst slavery was, of course, no longer present in the United States of America during the production, segregation laws were still in place until the passing of the Civil Rights Act in 1964. An audience may have found this unsettling to watch if the film had have focused on slavery with those connotations, however, as Wyke argues, this film was more akin to the American uprising against the rule of the British Empire (1997: 57). Spartacus' rebellion against the tyrannical Roman Republic would have resonated with the American audience and Spartacus championed as a hero. This is further amplified by the choice of casting for each character. The “heroes”, i.e., Spartacus, Antoninus, Crixus, and Draba, were all played by American actors, whereas the “villains”, i.e., Gracchus, Crassus, and Batiatus were played by British actors. The only notable exceptions are Caesar, who is played by an American, and Varinia, played by a British woman. However, using American voices as heroes, and British voices as villains was already an established trope in Hollywood films. Spartacus was different to the other epics of the time because the heroes were not Christians (Wyke 1997: 63). In fact, this film is set before Christianity was even a concept, so whilst the crucifixion of the slaves at the end may appear to be religious imagery, it instead shows Fast and Trumbo's resistance to capitalism – as they too were persecuted for their political beliefs as opposed to any religious ones. Spartacus is crucified as a deterrent to other potential uprisings, not as a religious martyr. The inclusion of the famous “I am Spartacus” scene, can also be interpreted as Trumbo's defiance of the widespread McCarthyism he himself was a victim of during the early 1950s; he also refused to name names and was blacklisted from Hollywood after serving time in prison (Ahl, in Winkler 2007: 70). It was whilst in prison that Fast got his inspiration for his novel; he discovered a group led by Rosa Luxemburg who had named the group Spartacists (Blanshard and Shahabudin 2011: 81). The fight for socialism and freedom would have been attractive for Fast to encode in his novel, and through him attractive to Dalton Trumbo for his screenplay, alongside being the actual subject matter of the Spartacus tale itself. Moreover, this allowed the connotations of the freedom and revolution of Americans against British rule, meaning the film could appeal to so many different people. It was a successful formula grossing $60 million at the box office worldwide and was nominated for six Academy Awards (Blanshard and Shahabudin 2011: 85). 


Blanshard and Shahabudin (2011) explain that Hollywood epics of the ancient world were always very open about heterosexual offerings, but never anything that deterred from straight depictions. They go as far as the say that film advertising actively pushed the “displays of 'depraved, pagan Rome'.” (2011: 95). Where Spartacus deviates from this is its representation of the Romans as effeminate and open to what in the modern world is labelled homosexuality. Of course, same-sex relations in the ancient world were viewed differently to modern-day, and it was more about the person's status than gender that decided if the intimacy was immoral or not (Blanshard and Shahabudin 2011: 98). The “snail and oysters” scene from Spartacus was cut from the original release and not made available for viewing until 1990 (Blanshard and Shahabudin 2011: 95). This scene focuses on Crassus describing his taste preference for both snails and oysters and asking the slave he picked out specifically to be in his household – Antoninus – if his tastes aligned. Crassus looks back to Antoninus to discover the slave has escaped from his house; to join Spartacus, nonetheless. This ties in with the view that the Romans were immoral and led decadent lives; not only were they slave owners with effeminate natures, but the very metaphor itself is using highbrow food items that working class people presumably did not have easy access to. But considering this scene was cut from the film, the original audiences would not have seen this progressive storyline, which in today's world, in the West at least, is fairly mild. It must be stated however, that Crassus is not depicted as a wholly evil man, no matter how cruel the real-life Crassus was. He does not, for example, attempt to take Varinia against her will, or push Antoninus too much when he is attempting to seduce him (Tatum, in Winkler 2007: 132). Spartacus is, after all, a Hollywood epic, and made for entertainment alongside its underlying representations of the writers. Although Blanshard and Shahabudin (2011: 98) do argue for a deeper meaning behind Crassus' character arc. 


Spartacus did have other progressive narratives, however. The characters of Varinia and Spartacus flip stereotypical gender roles, with Spartacus being a virgin, and Varinia not. This may have something to with how pure and virtuous Spartacus is portrayed as – however the character still adheres to some film hero stereotypes such as being hyper-masculine and muscly as argued by Neale (in Cook 2007: 267) who argues that the physical prowess of the male hero is often as important, if not more so, as his virtue and morality. The emphasis on the hero being “manly” and muscular has been a staple of cinema since the 1910s (Neale, in Cook 2007: 267), so Spartacus does continue a long tradition of hero-depiction. 


Despite all the modern-day analogies that were in Spartacus, as it is impossible to not create a film through the lens of the time it was made, it is a film portraying the ancient world – specifically the ancient Roman Republic. The settings and sets used for the production are what convey this notion to the audience. Televisions were becoming the staple of viewing for average Americans, as by 1955 67% of U.S. households had a television (Monaco 2000: 580). This may go some way to explain why Kubrick had some of the filming done on location in Spain, as well as vast places like Death Valley in California (American Film Institute 2019). Kubrick shot the film using a Super Technirama-70, which used 35mm film but horizontally, a substitute for the very expensive 65mm used for other wide screen films (American Film Institute 2019). This enabled Kubrick to capture super wide long shots that still encapsulated all the cast into the frame. Using this there were some clever scenes, for instance the shot of the horses in the distance galloping along a road, Kubrick then, instead of using this as an establishing shot, tracks backwards and zooms out to some men on a watch tower, before tracking back even further to bring Kirk Douglas into the frame. In addition, there is a scene where he pans along all the dead bodies after a battle, and as he tracks back again it becomes evident that the whole frame, vast and wide as it is, is filled with bodies. These spectacles could well have just been Kubrick showing off his skills behind the camera, but it also could have been a conscious effort to respond to the rise in televisions in the home, as the cinema had to provide something that could not be viewed at home; much like the big blockbusters of the modern age. 


Kubrick also uses a lot of medium close-up shots, where usually there would usually be simple close ups. This enables him to capture the faces of certain focal characters but keep a lot of the background characters in focus. His shots that would be establishing shots in other films, like when Antoninus performs his magic trick, continue to be steady camera shots without any cuts or movement. This shows the grandeur of the film and cements it as an epic, whilst also validating Kubrick as an excellent director. 

The themes of Spartacus show throughout the film and are almost always at the forefront of each scene. The way Kubrick uses establishing shots, and his usual way of framing each shot, add to the expansiveness of the great epic on screen, as a fight back against the rise in home televisions. The settings used add to this, with the extensive plains of Spain showing just how big and amazing an epic film can be. Slavery is used as the foundation to make analogies between American revolution against British tyranny, and as a basis to create metaphors for the story-makers' battle against oppression the anti-communist movement. It can be seen as quite poetic that the film begins with a voice over declaring Spartacus as someone who was attempting to abolish slavery two thousand years before it actually does get outlawed considering, as Blanshard and Shahabudin (2011: 86) state, the production and reception of this film began the elimination of the oppressive Hollywood Blacklist.
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