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of Appian's description of the 3rd Servile War (BC 1.14.116) making use of modern scholarly debates and complementary evidence to verify the reliability of Appian’s account.
This passage was part of Appian’s series of Parallel Lives in which he compared and contrasted the life of a well known Greek with that of a well known Roman. 
 It is the beginning of Appian’s description of the third Servile War (73-71BC), the only one in mainland Italy and the last Servile War, which may have contributed to a gradual changing in attitudes towards the treatment of slaves in Rome. It is one of a few ancient sources with a detailed account of the war.
This passage is translated by H. White but a more modern translation (Shaw 2001) is very similar.

Appian (ca. 85-95 – ca. 165 CE) describes himself as an Alexandrian, despite living in Rome for a significant part of his life (Gowing, 1992, p15). He was writing a history of the Civil Wars in Rome, which was probably intended to be shared publicly (the first public library in Rome was founded in 39BC and by the time Appian was writing texts were being used in schools and there was a bookselling trade (Reynolds, L.D. and Wilson, N.G., 2013 p..24-6).
 
Bradley suggests that Appian “intended to show how the disciplined concord of the Roman imperial system of the second century AD had evolved from the chaos of the first century BC” (1989, p138) and so, unlike Plutarch, it doesn’t focus on just one figure. However the sources it used are lost, so it isn’t possible to tell what Appian adapted to suit his purpose and what he copied directly from them. He may have used Sallust as one of his principle sources for the Third Servile War, but the loss of so much of Sallust and the fragmentary nature of what is left make it difficult to compare them.
 
Difficulties with Appian as a source include his accuracy- Marsh describes him as “somewhat careless” (1935, p366). Appian’s confusion over the names of the Romans sent to deal with Spartacus supports this. (BC 1.14.116). He was alive nearly two hundred years after the Servile War so didn’t observe any of what he describes directly or have direct access to any of the people involved. His loyalty to Rome and desire to have his writing widely written may also have influenced what he wrote.

The basic details about Spartacus- that he was a slave and a Thracian gladiator who led a revolt because of poor conditions from the gladiatorial school in Capua are also mentioned in Plutarch (Crassus. 8.2). Although the numbers of the gladiators who initially escape vary between “thirty or more” (Florus epitome 2.7) and seventy-eight (Plutarch Crassus 8.1), there is consensus among the ancient sources that it grew quickly to “a great body” (Athaneus 6.104) of mainly slaves. The passage refers to Spartacus having 70,000 after fighting Varinius.  

As well as the justification for Spartacus’s initial revolt and an emphasis of the large numbers of slaves he had fighting with him, many of the ancient sources emphasis how difficult it was for the Romans to deal with the uprising. Appian explains that the first Roman army sent to fight Spartacus were “picked up in haste and at random”. Sallust defends the Romans by explaining that they were “ill from the oppressive autumn climate” and “new, untried and daunted” (Historiae 3.64). Plutarch seems to imply that the slaves behaved unfairly by beating the siege by sneaking out and throwing the Romans “into consternation” (Plutarch Crassus 9.3). 

There are very few ancient sources surviving from time of Spartacus and most of Sallust lost. There are no ancient sources intending to focus on Spartacus. Mentions of Spartacus in later sources not very useful at adding to knowledge of Third Servile War, although they indicate that his name/story had currency. Bradley suggests that this lack of sources indicates the lack of interest the Romans at the time had in the slave revolts. Sallust and Plutarch are the most thorough and relevant of the ancient sources, the others were written much later and seem to have been using the same sources. Like Appian, most of the other sources may be inclined to emphasis the savagery and number of the slaves, the cleverness and courage of Spartacus and the difficulties overcome by the Romans. Plutarch was writing a biography to demonstrate character flaws which led to Crassus’s death and so may not be very reliable as a source for Spartacus (and like Appian) was writing later and although Sallust was alive and geographically local to the slave activity his Historiae is fragmented and what remains contains “errors of chronology and geography” (Bradley 1989 p139).  
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