Did Spartacus really exist? An examination of historical evidence 

Was Spartacus a real gladiator who led the slave revolt of the third servile war or is he nothing more that fiction created by Roman politicians? Taking evidence from various ancient sources this essay discuss whether or not Spartacus was a real man. According to ancient sources such as Appian (app, 1.116) and Plutarch (plut, 8.2) Spartacus was Thracian by birth. Past this fact however, these ancient sources become quite disparate. How then do ancient historians and classicists know which sources, if any, are indubitable? This of course is an impossible question; knowledge gathered from ancient sources can always be argued against.

The numbers presented by Appian and Plutarch in relation the the slave revolt in 73 BC are different, for example, when Spartacus escapes the gladiatorial school in Capua Appian writes that he rallied 70 of his fellow gladiators to fight for their freedom (app, BC 1.14). However Plutarch says that it was closer to 200 men that tried to escape with Spartacus (plut, 8.2). Inconsistencies in the accounts makes it hard to take either at face value however it could be argued that as Plutarch came first (46-c.122) (Plutarch on Spartacus Livius) he was more likely to have reliable evidence than Appian (AD 95-165) (Appian on Spartacus Livius). Although this theory has some logic to it, it could also be argued that Appian was able to get more accurate/updated information at a later date. There are many ancient sources that mention Spartacus but it is always in varied detail, Sallust and Athenaeus for example, both give mention to, but do not fixate on Spartacus. 

Spartacus could have been a slave that Roman politicians fabricated in order to create an illusion of leadership amongst the slave armies, making it a less embarrassing when they were defeated in battle throughout the war. It may have even been the slaves themselves who came up with this fearsome character to strike terror into the hearts of the Roman soldiers (app 117). The revolt could have been led by many more individuals than Spartacus and his two officers Oenomaus and Crixus (app, 116). Much of the historical writing about the third servile war is more focussed on the Roman political side of the revolt than on Spartacus and his slave armies. Athenaeus describes the lives of the politicians themselves in detail (ath 6.105). If Spartacus did exist then why would Athenaeus choose to write more about the lifestyles of politicians and military leaders than him? Spartacus was a rare name at the time and in Thracia it often belonged to a member of the royal family; so it seems unlikely that a slave from Thracia (although he was supposedly born free and working as a soldier) would have this name (app, 116). There may be various writings about Spartacus but there are very few descriptions of him and his life before becoming a slave. 
A common theory is that there was indeed a leader of the slave revolt in 73 BC but that it was someone else. There may have been a slave who started the uprising and inspired others to do the same but this slave was killed at the beginning of the war; it could be that the slaves who remembered him gave him a new bold name and told stories about him so that everyone knew who he was and what he did. 

In conclusion, history does provide evidence that Spartacus did exist but how significan he was is unknown due to the varied and spaced out nature of the evidence available. If certain documents had been better preserved it would be easier to determine Spartacus’ role, if any, in the third servile war. One example of this is perfectly demonstrated by Sullusts work which is fragmented and incomplete. The idea that the Romans made Spartacus up to save face after taking much longer than they wanted to to stop the slaves makes sense. However the evidence suggests that there is reason to doubt our ancient sources, they are different accounts of “the same man” in the same time period. 
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