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 “What remains?” cried Ivanhoe. “Glory, maiden – glory! Which gilds our sepulchre and embalms our name.”[footnoteRef:1] This quote from Sir Walter’s Scott’s famed novel Ivanhoe is reminiscent of Maximus’s rally cry in the Ridley Scott’s epic Gladiator, “What we do in life echoes in eternity!” [footnoteRef:2] Scott is known as a significant figure of 19th-century literature for his romanticism of medieval culture and ideals. His novels such as Ivanhoe and The Talisman encouraged the formation and spread of Medievalism in the Victorian period. One aspect of Medievalism which has lasted since its beginning is the propagation of moral values and social protocols which are often associated with medieval culture. While the film Gladiator takes place at the dawn of the first millennia, prior to the advent of the Middle Ages, the literary term may still be applied due to the anachronistic narrative and skewing of historical truths in the film.  [1:  Scott, Walter, Ivanhoe, (Bantam Books, 1988), p. 264]  [2:  Gladiator ] 

Sir Walter Scott and other Victorian authors changed the way in which people perceived the Middle Ages by using a medieval backdrop for the gothic novel narrative. The attachment to this time period developed as a result of these novels, thus Medievalism was born. American and British culture changed as a result of the shift in ideologies propagated by this concept. Novels such as Scott’s Ivanhoe and The Talisman greatly influenced the 19th century view of its ancestors. Medievalism valued chivalry and religious piety greatly, and it became a benchmark to which all modern 19th century society should aspire. The importance of chivalry and the Christain faith is evident in Scott’s Ivanhoe when the protagonist proclaims to his Jewish companion, “Thou art no Christain, Rebecca; and to thee are unknown those high feelings which swell in the bosom of a noble maiden when her lover hath done some deed of emprise which sanctions his flame. Chivalry!” [footnoteRef:3] However, faith and strength of character is not solely a medieval concept; the British isles were forever shaped by the impression left by the empire of the Romans.  [3:  Scott, Ivanhoe, p. 265.] 

According to author Umberto Eco, the Middle Ages represent the beginning of our modern culture; therefore, a film representation of this time period allows the viewer to see the world in which our culture began. Regarding this he writes in his book Travels in Hyerreality, “Our return to the Middle Ages is a quest for our roots and, since we want to come back to the real roots, we are looking for “reliable Middle Ages,” not for romance or fantasy, though frequently this wish is misunderstood and, moved by a vague impulse, we indulge in some sort of escapism a la Tolkien” (65). This theory relates to Roman times as well due to the fact that much of medieval culture was rooted in Classical society. Not only was Latin the language of the Romans, but it remained well into the Early Modern Period as the language of the church. What began in Rome, became the foundation for the society on which modern Britain was founded. If the Middle Ages are a reflection of the modern period’s infancy, than the Age of Antiquity represents its conception.
	Much of how we see the past is based on our modern perceptions of which the people, places, and events are encompassed. This leads to anachronisms and myths as a result of forcing modern ideals and customs upon past cultures. This aspect of Medievalism is prominent throughout Gladiator. Following the death of Marcus Aurelius, Maximus, a capable and respected general, is deceived and condemned to death by the new emperor, Commodus. Because of his swordsmanship and wit, Maximus is able to defeat the Praetorian guards tasked with his death. But before doing so, he asks for a ‘clean death’, meaning a clean blow to the spinal column resulting in a quick death. [footnoteRef:4] This act is reminiscent of a knight facing death with respect and dignity in a gothic novel– something only a true hero can achieve.  [4:  Gladiator ] 

Another major discrepancy in the film born from Medievalism is the use of modern accents in order to create distance between characters of unequal social and political standing. For example, a Cockney accent is used by characters of inconsequential means. This is evident when Maximus is spoken to by other slaves.  This accent suggests to the audience that the speaker is a low class individual. However, England did not exist in the second century C.E., nor did any English accent. Furthermore, Maximus’s accent sounds like proper British English, which suggests that he is more dignified. Something as simple as an accent can alter the way the film is interpreted. This also skews time and distorts the distance of time between Rome and England in a logical and chronological way. In addition to the anachronisms perpetuated by Medievalism, the film is also wrought with historical inaccuracies. 
The representation of the past in Gladiator is done through the construct of a false reality. Thus, the historical inaccuracies of the film degrade its legitimacy. One way to interpret the film’s unreliable narrative is to use Arthur Lindley’s concept of simulacrum; the idea that the propagation of historical myths in films leads to a misrepresentation of history. I believe this concept can be applied to Gladiator because the narrative propagates inaccuracies regarding Roman history, and its depiction of Commodus is inauthentic and incomplete.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Lindley, ‘Once, Present, and Future Kings’, p. 17. ] 

First, Maximus is a fictionalized character who exists within the reality of historical figures such as Commodus and Marcus Aurelius. If the viewer is a Roman history neophyte, this film could be misinterpreted as historically accurate due to the presence of actual Roman emperors. In addition, Maximus’s character resembles that of Spartacus, the legendary slave who escaped and subsequently led a slave rebellion; however, Maximus does not lead a rebellion, nor does he intend to change Roman society. Instead he engages in passive resistance against the Roman crown. By resembling a real historical hero, Gladiator gives breadth to the protagonist and, as a result, his character appeals to the audience as a hero.  
The troupe of the good knight seeking revenge against evil is a classic narrative found in both medieval poetry, as well as modern gothic novels. Maximus is the hero seeking revenge against the one who stole his life: Commodus. He does so by fighting his way to the eventual single combat duel with the emperor. By killing Commodus in a fair fight, the film creates a new historical narrative that the unbalanced emperor was killed by a Gladiator. In addition, the film suggests that his reign was quite short and nothing of economic or political importance occurred in that time. While Commodus was assassinated in real life, he ruled for over a decade before he was killed. Replacing Commodus and Marcus Aurelius with fictional characters is one way the film could have avoided misrepresenting history, and therefore mixing history with the Medievalist lens of knightly chivalry. 
 Gladiator makes ‘uncharacteristic claims to historical factuality’[footnoteRef:6] by misrepresenting Commodus and his reign as emperor. Commodus is portrayed as a sociopath who spends his time doing little more than plotting against Maximus. While the historical Commodus is known for his narcissistic personality and participation in the Gladiatorial games, he was also a dictator with a reign full of political missteps and economic blunders. In fact, his rule was such a travesty that Commodus is credited for ending a long period of peace in Rome known as the Pax Romana. The depiction of the emperor as a weak and mentally unstable ruler is reminiscent of Ceolred of Mercia who is known for a short reign spent “gibbering with demons.” While Joaquin Phoenix’s portrayal of Commodus is superb and utterly convincing, there is more to the emperor who killed the Pax Romana than the film suggests.    [6:  ibid., p. 17.] 

Commodus represents the decadence of the Roman Period. Due to his selfish nature and inability to rule democratically, Rome began its decline into a welfare state. This mismanagement lead to the eventual abandonment of Britain and the beginning of the island’s path to the Middle Ages. For the Romano-British left behind, Christianity and society was left as theirs to protect, thus beginning nearly a millennia of internecine conflicts, war, economic shifts, and new cultures. And, subsequently, the shaping of England, Wales, and Scotland. Gladiator’s aggressive and boiled down representation of Commodus is a serious oversight. 
“…Modern ages have revisited the Middle Ages from the moment when, according to historical handbooks, they came to an end… immediately after the official ending of the Middle Ages, Europe was ravaged by a pervasive medieval nostalgia.” [footnoteRef:7] This statement by Eco can also be applied to the reliance of Roman technology, culture, and religion by the Romano-British and, later, the Anglo-Saxons. By applying the concept of Medievalism to Gladiator, the modern lens with which we view the ancient world is evident via the Middle Ages.  [7:   Eco, ‘Return of the Middle Ages,’ pp. 65-68. ] 
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