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INTRODUCTION

Last spring, I went for a walk along Hadrian’s Wall. It is a 74-mile-long1 stone necklace that stretches across the north of England at its narrowest point – from Newcastle-upon-Tyne westwards to the Solway Firth above the Cumberland plain. This is wild country. Northumbria gives way to Cumbria along the route, and the scenery changes from moorland to mountains. Along the route, bright sunshine turned to needle-sharp rain and even light flurries of snow, and then sparkling sun again, and all the while I could see rainbows arching behind the distant hills. It was a magical, memorable walk. At the end of May, last year, a trail was opened so that walkers can follow the wall for its entire length, and it has become one of the most popular walking destinations in the country.

That magnificent walk inspired me to find out something about Hadrian. I knew almost nothing about him. What kind of man was he? What kind of world did he live in? What sort of place was Rome? What sort of country was this when Hadrian came here in 122 A.D?

By the time Hadrian became emperor in 117 AD, Britain had settled into a regular Roman way of life. Many towns were built and laid out on the Roman grid system (as are New York and Lisbon today). A forum (marketplace) and basilica (law court) were to be found in all major towns, plus enormous public baths, where washing, exercise, and massage in gymnasia introduced a healthier lifestyle to the formerly unwashed and disease-ridden Celts. Native Britons and citizens from all parts of the Roman empire mingled freely and happily, a society that was racially diverse and integrated. Some had even begun to dress as Romans. Tacitus records: ‘Our national dress came into favour, and the toga was everywhere to be seen’.

Early in his reign, Hadrian wanted tangible frontiers at the borders of his empire, and after a visit to Britain, his empire’s most northern province, in 122 AD, he ordered a wall to be built. It took six years to build. He had already built a wall in Germany, an eighty-mile palisade, though it has left no remains as spectacular as those of the Wall in Britain.

After nearly two thousand years, much of Hadrian’s Wall lies in ruin, but there are still around 10 miles of wall as a reminder of what an incredible edifice it must have been. Originally, the wall was over 15 feet high, and in places 10 feet thick. Thousands of native labourers were employed to do the digging and hewing, fetching and carrying. Three legions (a legion consisted of approximately 4200 men), who were already stationed in Britain, were involved with the building. A legion contained within its ranks experts in every field, from clerks to stonemasons and glaziers, architects, engineers and surveyors, and they did all the craftsmen’s jobs, assisted by the auxiliary soldiers, the ones who were to be left to patrol the Wall when the work was finished.

The parapet along the top protected troops as they walked along. Built into the wall, roughly equal distances apart, were sixteen large garrison forts. Each of these housed an auxiliary cohort of 1000 men, or a cavalry division of 500 men and their horses. At intervals of one Roman mile were 79 towers called milecastles. Each one contained accommodation for a few troops. Between every pair of milecastles were two turrets, roughly 1600 feet apart. These were used as lookouts, and for sending signals along the Wall. The Roman civil service was inflexible: the milecastles were put in no matter how impenetrable the terrain, and it is difficult to see the purpose of some of them – let alone imagine how difficult they must have been to install. As always, the Roman army consisted of men from all parts of the empire, and one imagines that the soldiers from the warmer climes of the Roman empire, such as Spain and Iraq, must have found the posting a harsh billet so far north in this cold and windswept country.

There is something enormously positive and hopeful about the Wall. It is a reminder of a time when this island was part of an enormous global empire, energetic, vital and self-confident, and this country benefited from the civilising influence of a more sophisticated protectorate, and learned from it, and, ultimately, learned to live without it.

The Roman empire was never as big or as confident as during Hadrian’s reign. After that time, Rome relinquished its hold, or lost in battle a great number of client states – although it wasn’t for several centuries that the Romans would leave these shores. By the beginning of the fifth century AD, most of the Roman army in Britain had gone, and life suddenly seemed perilous for those British people who now lived as Romans. There was no longer an organised army to defend their way of life. In AD 410, the Britons sent a petition to the Emperor Honorius asking for help from the ravaging Irish and Picts in the west, and the Angles, Saxons and Jutes who were coming over in raiding parties from the European mainland. The emperor replied that they must from now on ‘see to their own defences’. A final appeal to Rome was made in AD 446. The monk Gildas, known as the Wise, and later made a saint, sent a poignant letter to Rome, pleading for help. ‘The barbarians are driving us into the sea, and the sea is driving us back to the barbarians,’ he wrote. ‘Two forms of death wait for us: to be slaughtered or drowned...’ No help came.

Snapped roof trees, towers fallen, the work of the Giants, the stone-smiths mouldereth...

Came days of pestilence, on all sides men fell dead, death fetched

off the flower of the people;

Where they stood to fight, waste places, on the acropolis ruins.

This bleak picture of ruin, death and destruction, darkness and plague is a description written a hundred years after the Roman period in Britain. The carefully ordered world of the towns and villas of the Romans had fallen into decay, and Britain was broken up into small kingdoms led by warlords. The Roman roads and bridges and schools and buildings crumbled into dirt.

The Roman empire had imploded. The energy and dynamism of the Roman empire, which had enlightened so many countries in its orbit, was no more. The period which followed, now called the Dark Ages by historians, seemed a step back in time and civilisation. It was to be nearly a thousand years until the Renaissance shook the western hemisphere out of its torpor and into a brave new world.

After several months working on the book, Nicholas and I met in Rome late in February 2004. Rome can be bitingly cold in the winter months, but the night skies are nearly always clear, and the constellations as easy to pick out as they were two millennia ago. Of course, the Romans would have been much more knowledgeable than us about the arrangements of the heavens, and they revered the heavenly bodies – after all, they named the planets after their gods.

I had not been to Rome since a child, so I was looking at that great city with fresh eyes. Nicholas was the best of guides. As we walked the cobblestone Piazza della Rotonda, one could only gasp at the solemn beauty of the Pantheon, quietly illuminated under a soft white light.

The next day, we went to Tivoli, along with six students from the British School in Rome. It was very inspiring to see how Nicholas knows and loves this extraordinary place. Villa Adriana was heavily influenced by Hadrian’s journeys around the empire. The massive Pecile, through which you enter, was a reproduction of a building in Athens, and the Canopo is a copy of the sanctuary of Serapis near Alexandria, with a long canal of water, representing the Nile. Most impressive of all within the grounds of the villa is the Teatro Marittimo, an island with an artificial pool, which could only be reached by a retractable bridge for when Hadrian required privacy. Perhaps it is here, in this imposing place, where one best gets a sense of Hadrian the man.

Danny Danziger



Hadrian was one of the most famous emperors – many more people saw him than saw most emperors. Anecdotes about him turn up all over the place. But there is no complete history of his reign written in antiquity. We have used what remains of the history of Hadrian from the massive Roman History written a hundred years later by a Greek senator at Rome called Cassius Dio. There are a few short biographical accounts, of which by far the best is the Life of Hadrian in a collection of imperial biographies called the Imperial History. Much of this collection is spoof. The author wrote it at the end of the fifth century, when the empire was waning, and decided to pretend to be a committee of six people writing a hundred years earlier. Some of the details are deliberately overdone and bizarre, and the author was quite capable of inventing documents or authors.

Roman towns were as full of inscriptions as modern ones are of road signs: advertisements, epitaphs, notices, edicts, family trees, price lists, whole philosophical treatises, and thousands of formal descriptions of the achievements of people whose statues dotted town centres. Being on stone or sometimes bronze, these often survive, and give another really rich vein of information to mine.

We’ve drawn heavily on both these types of information. But the other way into Hadrian’s world which has helped bring it alive to us is some of the colourful literature written by Hadrian’s contemporaries. We’ve made lots of use of the letters and pamphlets of three Roman senators, Pliny, Arrian and Fronto.

Nicholas Purcell
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I

PUBLIUS AELIUS HADRIANUS

When playboy Rome has had fourteen kings,

Sunrise to sunset, enslaving the world,

A grey-headed man will inherit the throne

Whose name is the name of a sea

SIBYLLINE ORACLE

In the twelfth year of the reign of Teng, empress of the eastern Han in China, and the sixth of Vologeses III, King of the Parthians; when Vasistiputra had been king of the Satavahana empire in India for fifteen years, 870 years had passed since the foundation of the city of Rome, and eight decades since the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, Publius Aelius Hadrianus became Roman emperor.

Hadrian was born in Rome, on 24 January 76 AD, during the seventh year of the reign of the Emperor Vespasian (69–79). He was a citizen of Rome, born to riches and status, but he had no links to the then emperor, who, anyway, had two adult sons to succeed him. No one can have dreamed that forty years later Hadrian would be the most powerful man in the world.

Normally Roman citizens had three names. The family name was the middle one – Hadrian was an Aelius, his relative Trajan Ulpius, and so on. All men had a first name, from a list of less than a dozen that recurred all the time (there were a few unusual ones in old-fashioned families) – such as Publius, like Hadrian, Marcus, like Trajan, Lucius, Aulus, Gaius and Quintus. To help tell people apart, since a big family might have in it far too many men called Marcus Valerius, they added a nickname, which became part of the family name, like Hadrianus and Traianus. The older ones all had meanings, often rather personal, even rude – Armpit, Squinting, Warty, Red-head, Flop-eared, Big-nose (Ahala, Strabo, Verrucosus, Rufus, Flaccus, Naso). This was starkly different from rich Greek families whose names meant things like Handsome, Best in the War-band, Defender of Men, or Power of the People (Kallias, Aristolochos, Alexander, Demosthenes). Later names became more anodyne, and often derived from family connections with places and people, which was true of Trajan and Hadrian. The prouder a man was of his connections, the more names he acquired. The record is held by Quintus Roscius Coelius Murena Silius Decianus Vibullius Pius Iulius Eurycles Herculanus Pompeius Falco, a senior senator who was to be Hadrian’s governor of Britain. Women had only a family name, though they, too, accumulated extras to show off their relatives.

The Aelius family used the name Hadrianus to evoke the town in Italy from which they originally came: Hadria, the river-mouth port in the Po delta, which gave its name to the Adriatic Sea. ‘Wherever the Roman conquers, he lives,’ they said, and the empire was full of people whose names carried messages of this kind: sometimes misleading or false, since it was easy and desirable to give the impression of being Roman, or of being a Roman of impressive background. It was generations since the Aelii had been based in Italy. Early members of the Aelius family had helped conquer Spain for Rome and had settled in the most fertile part of the new province. Their new home lay on a low hill on the edge of the Guadalquivir plain, a few miles from the city of Seville. It had been founded by the Romans very early in their Spanish wars, in 206 BC, and its name, Italica, proudly announced its links with Italy and Rome.

Italica became a prosperous place in a wealthy region, where Roman families had long lived beside people of indigenous origin. The new landowners invested in agriculture, and the region’s natural resources included the rich mines of the Rio Tinto. Commerce prospered. Hadrian’s mother, Domitia Paulina, came from Cadíz, the island port off the coast of Andalucía, which had been founded by traders from what is now Lebanon, roughly a millennium before Hadrian became emperor.

As a citizen-family of Italian origin, and considerable wealth, the Aelii of Italica were in a comfortable position. They were big fish in a small pond, members of the town-councillor élite that dominated each of the hundreds of towns and cities of the Roman world. And these small ponds were fished by the Roman emperors looking for loyal new recruits for a much larger and more important aristocracy in Rome, capital of the empire. Hadrian’s grandfather had been recruited in this way. There were two tiers to the imperial aristocracy. The families of the 600 senators were the topmost level. A second rung was the equestrian order, which had 1800 official members.

Recruitment meant taking on official jobs for the Roman state, and becoming a member of the Senate. Hadrian’s father, Publius Aelius Hadrianus Afer, was a senator too, so spent much of his time in Rome. The older aristocrats had been purged in the political conflicts of the early empire, forced to commit suicide, or put to death on trivial charges. Nervous emperors had disposed of all possible rivals, until in the Senate that Hadrian joined as a young man there were few whose ancestors had been senators before Augustus invented the imperial monarchy. Newly recruited provincial senators played a full part in the social and political life of the empire’s capital, but senators whose families had never left Italy did not forget that these new colleagues were based in remote parts of the imperial fringes. It had been a surprise when Emperor Vespasian won the imperial throne – a man of an equestrian family based in a town sixty kilometres from Rome. No one thought the empire was ready to be ruled by families whose home was 1600 kilometres away across the western Mediterranean.

Hadrian’s father died when the boy was nine, and two guardians were appointed. Marcus Ulpius Traianus, his father’s cousin, who also came from Italica, was one; twelve years later, known to history as Trajan, he unexpectedly became emperor.

Upper-class Roman children spent little time with their parents: bonding between parents and their offspring was not thought important. When he was only a few days old Hadrian was handed into the care of a wet-nurse, Germana, ‘the German girl’. As the wife of a senator living in Rome, Hadrian’s mother was probably too busy with social responsibilities to consider the care of her children a priority. Besides, slave wet-nurses were used by most upper-class families, even though some doctors at the time believed there was a danger that the servile nature of a slave might pass to a baby through the milk.

Germana was a slave – a captive from the Rhineland, where Rome had been annexing new territory in the years around Hadrian’s birth. The job of wet-nurse was highly prized among female slaves and Germana was chosen because she was strong and healthy. From the wording on her tombstone in Rome, we know that she was eventually given her freedom, had her own children, and outlived her imperial nursling.

Throughout his early childhood Hadrian’s day-to-day life and education were managed by senior members of the slave and ex-slave staff of the household. He had only one sibling, a sister Aelia Paulina. The two children are likely to have been educated together and may have shared their lessons with the children of other well-to-do families. The staff supervised manners and deportment, while home tutors took care of Hadrian’s formal education, which would have included grammar, poetry and rhetoric. All the signs are that Hadrian was a quick and enthusiastic learner. He developed an early love of music and was particularly fond of singing and playing the flute.

Although the Aelius family had property in Rome as well as a number of country homes in Italy, they also maintained their Spanish estates. As an essential part of his education, Hadrian first visited Italica when he was fourteen. Little is known about the visit but, like moneyed youths across the empire, the adolescent boys of Italica were taught a mixture of sport and military exercises. Hadrian also hunted. (Indeed, he pursued all of these activities for the rest of his life – and often overdid them.) In fact, he spent such excessive time and energy in the hunt that those close to him became critical, and his guardian quickly brought him back to Rome.

The young Hadrian had many intellectual interests. His education was intended to give him the elaborate skills in formal Latin and in Roman literature that he would need as a participant in cultured upper-class society, and for public life, if he went in for a career as a senator, as his background suggested he would. But Latin authors and Roman learning hardly made sense without the study of Greek literature and philosophy. Roman power had grown up in a Greek world, and half of the empire was more Greek than Roman. The two cultures of ancient Greece and Rome intertwined.

Vespasian’s son Domitian, who became emperor when Hadrian was six, was especially passionate about all things Greek. There were influential Greek-speakers among the staff of the Aelius household, and one contemporary biography says that Hadrian had a ‘lavish’ education in Greek literature. Some of this was in Athens, where many wealthy Romans went to be educated in the Greek tradition. At some point it included singing and medicine, musical theory, geometry, painting, and sculpture in bronze and marble. The result was, even by the standards of the time, an orientation towards Greek culture that singled out Hadrian sufficiently for him to be nicknamed ‘the little Greek’, Graeculus.

The end of Hadrian’s schooling came when he was eighteen, and was asked to sit on a panel of judges in Rome. Two other honorific jobs in the public sphere, which sounded grand but involved little effort, came his way at around this time – jobs that usually went to promising young senators with good connections. One was as a ceremonial official in the equestrian order, the second tier of the Roman élite. The other was more select: every spring, the two chief officials of the old Roman state, the consuls, went together to the sanctuary of Latin Jupiter on the summit of an extinct volcano in the Alban Hills, twelve miles south-east of Rome. They could not abandon the city without leaving a deputy in charge while they were away, and in March 95 the job fell to the young Hadrian. He had now been initiated into the ancient civic traditions of the Roman state and was poised to take the first step up the ladder of a senator’s career.

Military service followed. Young senators were assigned to the regiments of citizen-soldiery – the legions – as junior officers, high in social status but low on experience. Hadrian was sent to the garrison of the lower Danube, first to the Second Legion, and then to the Fifth. At the age of twenty-two, he was a bright, ambitious, successful, well-thought-of young officer – a rich, clever young man from a provincial Roman family, devoted to the complexities of Greek and Roman literary culture. Combined with that, he was fit and energetic – and would have been considered likely to have a distinguished senatorial career, governing provinces, and reaching the symbolically crucial rank of consul, perhaps even an adviser to the emperor – always assuming that he didn’t fall out with anyone powerful. He also had money, talent and some well-placed relatives. But it was the last advantage that transformed his prospects.

By the time Hadrian had turned twenty, the emperor Domitian had become tyrannical and megalomaniac – one of Rome’s most notoriously evil rulers. He had destroyed the last remnants of his own family, suppressed opposition from the Senate, and become a byword for paranoia, cruelty and caprice. On 18 September 96, the emperor was murdered by the palace staff (the perpetrators were then killed horribly by those of the imperial bodyguard who had not turned against the emperor).

An aged senator, Marcus Cocceius Nerva, was chosen as a stopgap emperor until an ambitious senior senator stepped forward as an heir and successor, perhaps a provincial governor with a large army at his command. Marcus Ulpius Traianus, Hadrian’s guardian and governor of Upper Germany, got in first. There wasn’t any opposition, and on 27 October 97 Trajan was adopted as Nerva’s heir. It was a clever way to solve a problem. The blood line did not always throw up the best successor, as Domitian had demonstrated spectacularly. Adoption meant that the best man could be selected, then legitimated by a notional connection with the old regime. That was the theory, anyway...

Hadrian’s commanding officer on the Danube invited the new heir’s cousin to be the messenger who would take the long road to Germany with his regiment’s congratulations. He arrived at Trajan’s base at Mainz, and was given a third posting of the kind he had had on the Danube in the Twenty-second Legion. Trajan moved down the Rhine to take over the province of Lower Germany. Hadrian’s sister Paulina was now married, to a successful senator, Servianus, who had been appointed by Trajan as his successor at Mainz. This was less good for Hadrian than it sounded. Servianus disapproved of Hadrian’s frivolous existence and mounting debts – and had said as much to Trajan.

In a very short time news of Nerva’s death came in by courier from Rome. Hadrian found himself with an even juicier assignment as the messenger with good news: he had to tell his relative and former guardian that he was now emperor. But Servianus banned Hadrian from undertaking the journey, and even dismantled his carriage to stop him going. But it took more than that to stop Hadrian. His journey was about 150 kilometres but, undaunted, he set out on foot, and arrived at Trajan’s headquarters ahead of Servianus’ messenger. The message had the desired effect: Hadrian was immediately prevailed on to join Trajan’s entourage. He accepted, and entered the world of intrigue that surrounded the homosexual emperor. Quite apart from their shared sexual orientation, Hadrian got on well in this milieu because he had a tremendous capacity for drink, and, it appears, became rapidly involved with the imperial pages.

Two years later, when Trajan finally left Germany for Rome, Hadrian was rewarded for his services with the job of quaestor, the first rung on the senatorial ladder. Each year, twenty young men were selected but the ones who really counted were those, such as Hadrian, deputed to the personal service of the emperor. Among his duties he had to make speeches on behalf of Trajan. On one occasion people laughed at his country pronunciation, a slight he was never to forget.

The important cities of the empire liked to appoint members of the Roman upper classes to their official posts. If the city was distinguished, both parties would be honoured; and the honorand could then be persuaded to spend money on the city, as well as becoming its patron for the future. Athens, most famous of ancient Greek cities, was now enjoying a privileged twilight existence as a heritage centre, but it appointed Hadrian to its ancient office of chief public official in 112; his well-known enthusiasm for all things Greek made this a happy move. The Athenians put up a statue to Hadrian in the Theatre of Dionysus on the slopes of the Acropolis: a standard courtesy in a relationship of this kind. It came with an inscription explaining Hadrian’s distinction, which has provided important information about this vital period in Hadrian’s life. The widespread habit of engraving such helpful texts on stone or bronze has hugely enriched our understanding of the Greek and Roman world. It consists of parallel texts, in Latin and Greek, detailing his achievements to date – a mini-portrait of the public face of a man who was then five years away from becoming emperor – set out in reverse, ending with the junior judicial job that had started his senatorial career.

To Publius Aelius Hadrianus, son of Publius, Sergian voting-division, consul, member of the Board of Seven for Ritual Banquets, member of the Brotherhood of the Cult of Augustus, governor in lower Pannonia of the emperor Nerva Trajan Caesar Augustus (conqueror of Germany, conqueror of Dacia), praetor and at the same time commander of the First Legion, Minerva’s, dutiful and loyal, in the Dacian War, tribune of the plebs, quaestor of the emperor Trajan and his Companion in the Dacian Expedition, decorated by the emperor twice, tribune of the Second Legion, the Rescuers, dutiful and loyal, and of the Fifth, the Conquerors of Macedon, and of the Twenty-second, First-born Fortune’s, dutiful and loyal, leader of the squadron of Roman knights, in charge of the city of Rome during the Latin festival, judge of the Board of Ten.

The consulship, grandest and most ancient of the offices of state, comes first. Hadrian got there at the minimum age of thirty-two. In practical political terms, he already had a better title: Companion of the Emperor.

When Hadrian was still quaestor, Trajan set out on a great military expedition. His target was the kingdom of Dacia, in what is now Romania. Civilised and sophisticated, independent, but intermittently aggressive towards Roman interests in the Danube valley and the Balkans, it was also wealthy, and Trajan wanted revenge against a power that had humiliated Roman armies under Domitian. The first war was bloody and spectacular, but it hardly settled the future of the region. A second Dacian war succeeded in its aim of regime change, and Dacia became a Roman province. In the first war, as imperial companion, Hadrian saw a great deal of the fighting; in the second he graduated to commander of the First Legion. Unlike his earlier military experience, this was not routine. Dacia was the most ambitious aggression the Romans had undertaken since the conquest of Britain sixty years before. The decorations he received confirm that Hadrian distinguished himself in action. Before the end of the fighting, he was promoted to the governorship of Pannonia, a command that was strategically vital to the safety of the Roman efforts in Dacia.

However, Trajan’s favour could be fickle, and Hadrian sometimes felt insecure. Fortunately he had some useful contacts. He had a close, long-standing friendship with Trajan’s wife Pompeia Plotina, and she arranged, perhaps as early as AD 100, an advantageous marriage with the only available imperial princess, Vibia Sabina, Trajan’s great-niece. Hadrian also took over the important job of writing the emperor’s speeches.

In 113, after nearly six years of peace, Trajan embarked on another major war, even more ambitious than the annexation of Dacia. The largest organised state known to the Romans outside their empire was Parthia, a loosely structured but populous and wealthy kingdom that stretched across what is now Iraq, from the Roman frontiers in Syria to the mountains of Iran. This region was also the theatre of the most glorious exploits of Alexander the Great, irresistible role-model for conquerors. Parthia had not threatened Rome seriously for years, but was clearly not subject in any way to an empire that liked to think it ruled the whole inhabited world. Earlier Roman wars against Parthia had been either disastrous or inconclusive. And in religion, culture, language and political affiliation, there were no obvious boundaries to Rome’s eastern provinces. It was by no means clear that hearts and minds across the region would be more easily swayed by a city on the Tiber than by one on the Tigris.

Hadrian, once again on Trajan’s staff, was given the job of governing the important province of Syria, vital to the emperor’s war effort as the springboard for the invading armies. In 117 it was announced that Hadrian was to be made consul again, which was a real step up: a second consulship was a sign that a man was getting somewhere – and there had been fewer than a dozen such preferments during Trajan’s reign. But several of those were still alive in 117, people of greater distinction, more experience and wider influence than Hadrian.

As in Dacia, the Roman invasion brought early victories, but keeping the conquered Parthian territories in order was a different matter. Trajan reached the Persian Gulf in person, but behind him things started to go wrong. The city of Hatra, in what is now Kurdish northern Iraq, proved especially difficult to control. Exhausted by the strain of constant fighting, the emperor fell ill, and attempted to return to Rome. On the way home, in August 117, he suffered a stroke and died at Selinus (the name means ‘Cow Parsley’), a small town on the south coast of Turkey.

Much later, prophecies were circulated that purported to have predicted the reigns of certain emperors, and Nerva and Trajan were described thus:

An elderly man will succeed;

Then a Celt takes the power, who will climb

On the mountains and speed to the war

In the east, but he shall not escape

A terrible doom. He shall die.

The alien dust will besprinkle his corpse

In the city whose name is a flower.

The childless Trajan was seventy when he fell ill and speculation was intense as to what he intended to do about a successor. Would he attempt to adopt the best man, as he had been adopted by Nerva? One rumour said that he planned to ask the Senate to supply a list of names to choose from. There were certainly a few senators around who had had distinguished careers, and who had been more influential than Hadrian for much longer. Hadrian had done well, but nothing like well enough to establish him as heir apparent. Or might the family connection count for something? Trajan, though childless, had relatives who were important to him: his sister Marciana, for instance, had been made a goddess after she had died five years before. If family did matter, Hadrian was connected to the dead emperor in his own right, and through his wife Sabina.

And so it turned out. It was announced that in his last hours Trajan had publicly adopted Hadrian. Hadrian received official notice that he had been adopted – and the news that the emperor was dead – at more or less the same time. The army at Antioch hailed him as Trajan’s successor on 11 August. There was no effective opposition and Hadrian became Roman emperor.

He had been extremely lucky. Beside the dying emperor’s bed had stood his wife Plotina, Hadrian’s old ally, and Trajan’s niece Matidia, Hadrian’s mother-in-law. Since the imperial party were so far from Rome, few other leading citizens were around to observe or intervene. Those present included Publius Acilius Attianus, commander of the emperor’s bodyguard. He had been born in Italica, and forty years before, when Hadrian’s father had died, had been appointed Hadrian’s other guardian. He, too, then, was an interested party. No wonder people thought it was a put-up job. To make matters worse, the letter the Senate received about the adoption was signed by Plotina.

So, although other powerful men might have had their eye on the job, the adoption and its recognition were documented, publicised and accepted with a minimum of trouble. Other emperors made public the name of their successor much sooner, and gave the world a longer time to get used to him. Hadrian was catapulted to the pinnacle of success, converted in a matter of weeks from an ordinary senior senator to ruler of the world. That was certainly a different emotional experience from having been hailed for months as the preferred heir apparent, or born to the succession and brought up to the expectation of absolute power. Trajan’s choice was presented as adoption of the best man for the job, but it was clear to all that the relatives of the dying emperor counted for everything. It set an uneasy precedent for the future, and a dilemma for Hadrian, when twenty-one years later he, too, was faced with the problem of a successor.

Although no one else had put in a claim to succeed Trajan, Hadrian was unsure that he could trust those who might have featured on the Senate’s list of recommended men. As he journeyed to Rome from the east, some in the capital made serious attempts to find an alternative to him... and not much later four senior senators died in mysterious circumstances. Although Hadrian swore it had had nothing to do with him and that, unlike previous emperors, he would not put a senator to death, he never won the Senate’s trust.

At fifty-one Hadrian had become the principal public official of the ancient Roman state, recognised by and co-operating with the Senate and people of Rome, a general equipped with the supreme military command held by those who had conquered the world for Rome. At the same time, most of his seventy million subjects – an enormous proportion of the world’s population at that time – probably thought of him as some sort of king. Certainly, those who spoke Greek, perhaps a third of the total, called him a king (basileus). The purple clothing that the emperor wore – coloured with a dye obtained by an extraordinarily intricate and labour-intensive process from the innards of millions of shellfish – was a powerful reminder of his importance. There were other kings, but only the Roman king could decide who was and wasn’t royal. ‘Honoured by Caesar Augustus with the right to wear royal purple,’ says an inscription to one princeling. All the praise of one-man-rule that eight centuries had distilled now devolved on Hadrian, heir to all the monarchies that had gone before, unquestioned ruler of the world.

Roman rulers were iconic, and Hadrian was no exception. What he said, the rumours, jokes and gossip that circulated about him, the official statements of the time, and the judgement of historians influenced the picture people formed of him as an emperor. Portraits of him in stone, bronze, silver and gold, adorned the temples and marketplaces of the empire. He appeared on painted panels in workshops and booths, in cameo and gemstones for the rings of the wealthy, and on hundreds of thousands of coins.

Emperors made sure that they were visible to their subjects, even if they could not be physically present, and every city loyally erected statues of the emperor and his family, as did private individuals. If they could not afford a stone or bronze statue or bust, they commissioned a painted portrait. The images of the emperor were copied from a relatively limited set of originals, then copied across the empire. In Hadrian’s case, we have about 355 bases of dedications to him, and around 150 of the portraits that stood on them have survived. This is a good haul for a twenty-one-year reign: 130 of Trajan survive, and about 200 of Augustus, who reigned for more than forty years. There are seven main types, all of which show a mild, attentive, reflective, composed, benevolent man in middle life; he seems active, energetic, good-looking and, perhaps, somewhat younger than he actually appeared.

Earlier emperors made revealingly different choices about their portrait images. The emperor Galba represented himself as severe, old, ferocious, a grim disciplinarian, usually frowning or scowling, his face thin and lined. Vespasian is a man of the people, shrewd, benevolent, with laughter lines, a bald, down-to-earth figure, who made no concessions to fashion or culture: he didn’t pretend to aristocratic power, but to practical ability and straightforward merit. Augustus affected an Alexander the Great look, with a swept-aside forelock, deep-set eyes focused on the far eastern horizon, gazing into vistas of what the future could offer.

The fullest literary account of Hadrian’s appearance says that he was ‘tall, trim, and strong, with soft, wavy hair, and a beard which he grew to hide natural blemishes in his face’. The beard was the most singular element in Hadrian’s portrait that set it apart from earlier emperors’ images. Beards were not uncommon, but they had never featured in emperors’ portraits. Perhaps Hadrian’s beard was that of a soldier. Or maybe it related to his sexuality (though Trajan had been depicted as clean-shaven). Was it Greek? A philosopher’s beard? If the latter, it is deeply traditional: Hadrian has moved alongside his Greek contemporaries in adopting the look of six hundred years before.

Generally, the older an emperor, the more prestige he could expect. The really bad ones continued to indulge in the vices of youth – pleasure-seeking, anger and impetuosity. Looks mattered – it was believed that character was reflected in the face. When twitching, limping, dribbling, stammering Claudius became emperor, he was laughed at and sidelined from public life by his family.

An individual’s luck also determined whether or not he was worth backing. Good luck was not thought to be arbitrary, but a gift. Those who had succeeded largely by luck were considered likely to go on being lucky: they must be favoured by the gods. A person with a lucky streak was good to have around.

By comparison with his predecessors, the chances were high that Hadrian would be a good emperor. Fifty-one was quite old (and he was strikingly grey-haired) but not so old as to make sudden death likely. In fact, his age implied experience and the wisdom that went with it. No one was in any doubt about his intellectual acumen, and when his character was summed up for posterity, it featured prominently, in the formal contemporary accounts of him, the more popular summaries of his horoscope and the oracles that were supposed to have predicted his reign: ‘He will be excellent in every respect, and think everything through’; ‘thoughtful and well-educated’; ‘he will make up for his deficiencies by being careful, far-sighted, magnanimous and adroit’ were some of the soothsayers’ verdicts.

Other ancient voices speak of Hadrian. The historian Dio tells us that ‘he was a really attractive man to meet, and had a real magnetism’, while Tertullian, the Christian polemicist, asserts that he was ‘the investigator of everything odd’. His biographer reveals his capacity to ‘recite from memory books that he had just read, even ones that most people had never heard of’.

A contemporary description of his character declares that:

His was a complex personality, with many strands which took different forms. He had a natural ability to make detached decisions about good and bad behaviour, and could control his feelings by deliberate effort. He cleverly concealed a temperament which was jealous, harsh, libidinous and fixated on showing off. Instead he affected self-control, easy manners and kindness, and kept in check the passion for success which was his dominant feeling. When teased, he answered with real opprobrium.

Another author says he was obsessed with detail, inquisitive and interfering. He retained a childish passion to know more about everything, and be the best at everything he did. He hunted without regard for his own safety, priding himself on killing lions and boars – he broke his collarbone on one occasion, and nearly lamed himself on another.

One of the late Roman biographies of Hadrian lists the accomplishments in which he sought to excel so as to be ‘more Athenian than the Athenians’ whom he so much admired: singing, both accompanied and unaccompanied, medicine, music, geometry, painting, and sculpture in bronze and marble. The biographer was surprised by the number of accomplishments, and so were Hadrian’s contemporaries.

The upper classes found paid work demeaning. Almost anything that required manual dexterity was beneath them, except fighting and agriculture. Certain artistic skills were ambiguous, and of them music, which had always been integral to religious rites, and had been incorporated into philosophical theories of the universe and how to understand it through the study of harmony, was the most respectable. Hadrian’s musical abilities were only suspect because music remained a Greek speciality, and because musical talent was uncommon in the Roman upper classes. Mathematics went closely with music, but Hadrian’s skill in geometry was perhaps more likely to be connected with his architectural penchant – a less acceptable intellectual taste. Beyond an intelligent concern with planning and its costs, the choice of amenities and adornments, a patron was not expected to become involved in bricks and concrete. The arts that Hadrian is said to have picked up early, sculpture and modelling, lay in a grey area: most artists who did these things were of middling status unless they broke through to celebrity level when their work was hailed as the greatest of the time. But there was a tradition of respectable people who had done these things, reaching back to Socrates, the most famous of classical Greek philosophers.

It is in an anecdote about his architectural interests that Hadrian best reveals his obsessiveness and vindictive self-esteem. His taste was modern. Traditional architecture used columns in long rows and flat ceilings. But new building materials, especially poured concrete, were making it possible to experiment with vaults and domes, and the problems of how to design and build with the new curvilinear forms fascinated Hadrian. He liked to sketch cusped and lobed constructions that resembled fruit and gourds.

Consider this scene at the imperial residence in Rome. Trajan is closeted with his favourite architect, a distinguished Greek from Syria, Apollodorus of Damascus. They are discussing some of the many gigantic and intricate architectural projects with which Trajan was making an indelible mark on Rome. The great patron takes an interest in the work he has commissioned, and for which he is paying. He respects and listens to the best available expert, who has a craftsman’s status. Both parties know their place. In comes Hadrian. We can suppose that as a relative he has free access to the most private parts of the imperial palace complex on the Palatine Hill. As yet, though, he is not a certain successor. Anyway, he offers a casual comment on the architectural matters under discussion. Apollodorus is not impressed: ‘Go and draw your pumpkins. You don’t understand this sort of thing.’

Twenty years later, Hadrian, now emperor, still felt aggrieved by Apollodorus’ insult. At this time the huge temple he had commissioned to make his mark on Rome was in progress. It was dedicated to Venus, the goddess from whom Romans were descended, and to the divine spirit of Rome itself, and it was to be the biggest temple in a city of huge temples, with gigantic statues of both goddesses. It was Hadrian’s idea, and he had drawn the plans. No pumpkins, this time, so he sent them to Apollodorus to show he could do other things too. Back came the answer – which no one else had dared to give: the colossal statues were way out of proportion. If you imagined the divine ladies getting to their feet from their thrones, they’d go through the ceiling. This was the last straw. It was too late to change the building. Hadrian, humiliated, ordered Apollodorus’ death.

But the pumpkins had an important future. Hadrian used complex lobed vaults and domes freely as a major feature of his villa at Tivoli, and it was this style of architecture that produced the greatest of Roman buildings, his Pantheon. In the sixth century, Justinian built Constantinople’s own Pantheon, the great domed Church of the Divine Wisdom, Aghia Sophia, to show that his Christian capital could outdo pagan Rome. A millennium later, when Constantinople had become Istanbul, Suleiman the Magnificent built great domed mosques to show that Islam could outdo Christian church architecture. Thus, the centrally planned mosque with its stone dome has a pedigree that reaches back to Hadrian’s doodles.

Hadrian could be unpredictable. The greatest doctor of his age, Claudius Galen, recounts how he lost his temper with one of the clerks in his entourage and struck him in the face with a pen in his hand. The clerk lost an eye. Later Hadrian repented and offered the man substantial compensation. All he wanted, the clerk said, was his eye. Even emperors could not achieve complete detachment from the consequences of their actions, and those around them were not always entirely subservient – occasionally they answered back.

Hadrian’s dominant characteristic, though, was his interest in everything around him. He was passionately interested in detail, desperate to master things he didn’t know about already. And he had an extraordinarily good memory. The curious thing is that the attributes we think would have been commendable in a man governing an empire the size of Hadrian’s were regarded by the authors who wrote about him almost as disabilities – that he understood the tax system, for example, was considered not quite the thing for an upper-class Roman.

A senator who was clearly in awe of Hadrian wrote of his love of music, and that he was a hearty trencherman with a taste for rich food. But Hadrian was often, if not always, lacking in humour, particularly in competition, and he did not suffer fools gladly. And his practice of using military messengers to spy on his friends was much resented. He opened private letters, and freely discussed their contents with the recipients. Here is a compulsive, omnivorous egotist who has to know it all.

Hadrian comes across as a loner, a difficult person to live with, even without the constraints and pressures of being Roman emperor. We know little about his wife, but Sabina’s life seems to have been unenviable. An imperial couple did not have to live on top of each other, and Sabina managed a household of her own, although she accompanied the emperor on his travels. Hadrian found her gloomy and prickly, and was quoted as saying he would have divorced her had he been a private citizen. But the emperor had to have a wife, and he did not want the bother of finding a new one. When she died in 136, there were those who thought it suicide, induced by the ‘abuse almost of the sort that a slave might experience’, which Hadrian was said to have inflicted.

A set of school exercises in translating Latin into Greek includes a series of dialogues involving Hadrian. Most were routine exchanges between the emperor and plaintiffs or defendants in the law-courts, or petitioners for favours. But one is a letter from Hadrian to Trajan’s widow Plotina in the warmest of terms:

Be cheerful, best and dearest mother: as you pray to the Gods on my behalf, so I do on yours. Your sense of duty and modesty accomplishes everything. I’m delighted, all the same, by Hercules, that my actions are all pleasing and praiseworthy in your eyes. Mother, as you know, today is my birthday, and we should dine with each other, turn and turn about. If you’d like to, then, come in time with my sisters after your bath. Sabina has already started for the villa, but has personally sent a present. Make sure you come quickly, so that we can celebrate this happy day together.

Hadrian’s adoption by Trajan made Plotina a second mother, and gave him a new sister in Matidia, neither of whom lived long into the reign of the man they had helped to the throne. Their deaths must have left Sabina isolated, and in a delicate position. Less than five years after his accession, Hadrian – then on the tour that brought him to Britain – dismissed a number of prominent courtiers, including the commander of the bodyguard and the chief secretary, ‘because their relations with Sabina had been more familiar than the etiquette of the court household required’. This sounds like the wording of the official announcement, and we have no idea what it conceals. The chief secretary in question was in fact Suetonius, whose book The Twelve Caesars recounted many of the personal foibles of the first emperors.

Like all emperors and kings in antiquity, Hadrian had a circle of courtiers who were called his friends and companions, members of the imperial council, which included the most senior and responsible officials, such as the commander of the praetorians and the prefect of the city of Rome. Most emperors had a few intimate friends among the circle of courtiers, and occasionally outside it. Hadrian’s brother-in-law, Servianus, came closest, but they had fallen out in Germany in 97, and Hadrian eventually put him to death. Hadrian the intolerant, perfectionist, talented, self-absorbed, critical, versatile, dissatisfied, emotional emperor cuts a rather lonely figure. His most intimate connection by far was with the beautiful young man he met on his travels in the east, Antinous, whom he loved deeply, and whose mysterious drowning in the river Nile has intrigued commentators ever since it took place.
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