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			Marguerite de Crayencour, better known as Marguerite Yourcenar, was born in Brussels in 1903. In 1980, she became the first woman to be elected to the Académie Française (a prestigious French institution for matters pertaining to language). She travelled extensively in her early years, before moving to Mount Desert Island (Maine) in the United States during the Second World War. During her time there, she taught French literature and history of art, and she remained there until her death in 1987.

			Yourcenar was passionate about humanism and classical culture, which led her to embark on a literary career that spanned novels (Memoirs of Hadrian; The Abyss), essays, poetry collections, short stories (Oriental Tales), plays and translations. Although 20th-century literature was dominated by avant-garde trends and movements, Yourcenar’s writing is set apart by her classic style and close attention to narrative.
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			Memoirs of Hadrian was written over a period of more than 25years. Yourcenar began work on the novel between 1924 and 1929, but abandoned and rewrote it several times before eventually publishing it in 1951 and earning global recognition as an author.

			The novel is both a historical novel and a fictional autobiography, as it is entirely devoted to exploring the memories of the Roman Emperor Hadrian (76-138). These memories take the form of a long letter addressed to “Mark”, who is actually Marcus Aurelius (121-180), his future successor. The book consists of six chapters with titles in Latin, each of which describes an earlier period of the Emperor’s life. Together, they form a complete narrative of Hadrian’s rise to the highest echelons of the Empire, narrated by Hadrian himself as he nears the end of his life.




		
			SUMMARY

			The novel takes the form of a letter written by Hadrian to Marcus Aurelius, then aged 17. Hadrian’s goal is to examine his own mind and “hold audience with his memories” (p.29).

			THE RISE OF A NEW EMPEROR

			Hadrian was born in Italica, Spain, but says that his “first homelands [were] books” (p.40). His father dies when he is 12, and he is summoned to Rome by his guardian Acilius Attianus. He develops a love for Greece and spends several years there, but he is soon drawn to the power and wealth of Rome, saying that “I have finally learned to accept myself” (p.49). In Rome, Hadrian gradually makes a name for himself.

			Hadrian joins the legions fighting along the Danube and is made a commander. Meanwhile, Emperor Domitian (51-96) is assassinated and is succeeded by Nerva (30-98), who in turn is succeeded by his adopted son Trajan (53-117), Hadrian’s cousin, who favours expansionist policies. Although Trajan is initially somewhat hostile towards Hadrian, he gradually mellows towards him.

			At the age of 28, Hadrian marries Sabina on the advice of Empress Plotina (died in 122), with whom he has a very close friendship. He never comes to truly love his wife, but he accepts her presence as a necessary part of life for someone of his rank.

			After Trajan’s victory over the Dacians (the people of Dacia, a region located in present-day Romania), Hadrian, who has been made Governor of Pannonia (a region that borders the Danube), is sent to fight the Sarmatians (a nation that inhabited a region to the north of the Black Sea). Having restored order to the region and crushed his enemies, Hadrian imposes an austerity policy on his soldiers, who have been pillaging the countryside, to prevent a peasant uprising against the Roman army.

			Trajan, who has fallen ill, continues pushing the borders of the Empire further to the east, even as a number of previously-conquered states rebel against the Roman invaders, plunging the Empire into a period of crisis. Meanwhile, Hadrian is having doubts about his future, but Trajan dies shortly afterwards and Hadrian, now aged 40, is chosen as his successor. He makes a triumphant return to Rome, where he is greeted by cheers and adulation.

			THE GOLDEN AGE

			Hadrian begins implementing new policies, aiming to bring peace to his realm through negotiation (“Every transition from one reign to another involved its operations of mopping up”, p.94). Attianus eliminates the Emperor’s few known enemies, which allows peace to flourish in Rome. Hadrian then begins working towards improving his subjects’ quality of life (notably for slaves and women), and begins an “intelligent reorganization of world economy” (p.106).

			He also embarks on a number of voyages around Europe. He may be “a foreigner in every land” (p.111), having been born in Spain, studied in Greece and constantly been on the move throughout his life, but he also notes that “in no place did I feel myself a stranger” (ibid.) because of the unified group of capable, loyal people accompanying him. In Bithynia, he meets a young man named Antinous, and falls in love with him: “An intimacy gradually developed. He accompanied me thereafter in all my voyages, and the fabulous years began” (p.136). His happiness is compounded when he meets Arrian of Nicomedia (Greek historian and philosopher, 95-175) in Athens, and the two men develop a close friendship. In short, Hadrian’s Golden Age is in full swing.

			He continues to rule over Germania and Britannia (present-day England, Wales and southern Scotland), and adopts the motto Tellus stabilita (“stable ground”), reflecting his own desire to bring peace to the world. He also establishes a permanent peace treaty with the Parthian Empire (a nation which inhabited present-day Iran) and immerses himself in the study of astronomy. He completely rebuilds the Pantheon in Rome, enshrining his name in the list of ancient Roman triumphs that are celebrated during the city’s annual festival. At the age of 44, he is lauded and deified.

			HADRIAN’S GRIEF

			But “little by little the light changed” (p.149), and his relationship with Antinous begins to deteriorate. After commissioning some construction work in Jerusalem, Hadrian travels to Alexandria with his loved ones, and Antinous opts to commit suicide by drowning himself in the Nile rather than allowing himself to be ravaged by age. Hadrian is overwhelmed by grief, and he decides to found the city of Antinoopolis (present-day Egypt) in homage to his young favourite.

			From then on, Hadrian throws himself into his role as emperor with ever-increasing dedication. He oversees the governing of Antinoopolis and works towards the emergence of an educated middle class in Asia Minor. He builds a new library in Athens and grants the city a new constitution, while also pursuing his own intellectual and spiritual education. He develops an interest in Christianity, and discusses the precepts of the faith with his friend Arrian.

			On the other hand, “Jewish affairs were going from bad to worse” (p.197). In spite of Hadrian’s desire to establish the same religious tolerance in Jerusalem as in the rest of the Empire, war in Judea proves inevitable. After four years of conflict against Simon Bar Kokhba (leader of the Bar Kokhba revolt, died c.135), Judea takes the name of Palestine, while Jerusalem becomes known as Aelia Capitolina.

			Back in Rome, Hadrian regains his taste for the finer things in life, but is never able to forgive himself for being unable to prevent the death of the young man who loved him.

			THE FINAL RECKONING

			At the age of 57, Hadrian returns to his country triumphant, but ill and weakened. The time has come for him to choose his successor and prepare for his own death. It is a difficult choice, but Hadrian eventually selects Antoninus (86-161), an upstanding citizen and member of the Senate, and adopts him. Hadrian also states that he wants Marcus Aurelius to succeed Antoninus and for the latter to adopt him. The Emperor sees this as an act of prudence, as his aim in taking this course of action is to ensure the future stability of the Empire insofar as he is able; he considers himself well within his rights to choose his own successors for the next two generations. Furthermore, Marcus Aurelius may be young and untested, but he is devoted to the study of philosophy and wisdom. As his reign comes to an end, Hadrian is venerated.

			With his public duties completed, Hadrian withdraws to his villa in Tibur. His friend Arrian, now governor of Lesser Armenia, writes him a letter telling him that he has found the island of Achilles (mythical hero of the Iliad, c.1200BCE). He greatly admires this legendary hero, who was plunged into immense despair upon the death of his lover Patroclus, after which life lost all meaning for him. As Hadrian’s body weakens and he feels the spectre of death loom large before him, he attempts to kill himself on a number of occasions. However, when he sees how much these suicide attempts distress Antoninus, he eventually resolves to let nature run its course.

			At the end of his life, the elderly, ailing Hadrian remembers all the joys that have slowly slipped away from him. He remembers his horse, Borysthenes, which he can no longer ride, hunting, good food, love and the healing power of sleep.




		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			The protagonists of this novel are historical figures who really existed. The events of the story are based on historical fact, although they may not always be entirely accurate.

			HADRIAN

			Hadrian (whose full name was Publius Aelius Hadrianus) is both the protagonist and the narrator of the novel, as it consists of his own account of his memories.

			Hadrian is complex and unpredictable, and takes a keen interest in the arts, as well as in every other field of knowledge imaginable. This sets him apart from the rest of his family, who have no interest in culture or the affairs of the Roman Empire. He has such boundless admiration for Greek civilisation and culture that, despite his status, he even says that “it is in Greek that I shall have thought and lived” (p.42). Hadrian also favours moderation: he takes care never to veer too far towards one extreme or another, and never fully commits to a single position. He also displays great wisdom, which is reflected in his chosen lifestyle: he maintains a constant harmony between his mind and his body, and hones and uses both throughout his life.

			Although he is a peaceful ruler, he does not hesitate to go to war when there is no other way of establishing peace; in fact, he considers the years he spent waging war as an army commander as some of the happiest of his life, and feels a human connection to the enemy forces he is fighting against. He is also a dedicated philanthropist who never loses his concern for ordinary people even after being deified. When new currency is minted at the start of his reign, the motto he has engraved on each coin is Humanitas, Felicitas, Libertas (“Humanity, Happiness, Freedom”), and he does everything in his power to make this maxim a reality.

			He is primarily motivated by a desire to be liked, and this driving force allows him to attract a loyal, devoted group of supporters who help him to rise to the highest echelons of Roman society.

			Although he falls in love with a few women, he is completely uninterested in his wife, Sabina, and he is primarily attracted to young men such as Lucius and, above all, Antinous.

			ATTIANUS

			As Hadrian’s father died when he was 12, his education in Rome is overseen by Acilius Attianus, who acts first as his guardian and eventually as one of his personal advisors after he is made emperor. He is part of Hadrian’s loyal group of supporters, and Hadrian, who describes him as an “aged sufferer from gout, who was setting forth only in order to serve me” (p.79), considers him a true friend.

			Attianus offers to eliminate Hadrian’s enemies for him when he accedes to the throne, but he is so devoted to Hadrian that he carries out far more executions that he was ordered to, and then advises Hadrian to strip him of his position as a Prefect in order to quell the resultant stirrings of revolt. The Emperor does so, but Attianus is nevertheless able to join the Senate at a later date, and “lived to enjoy the easy old age of a wealthy Roman knight” (p.94).

			PLOTINA

			Plotina is the wife of Emperor Trajan, thus making her Empress. She plays a significant role in Hadrian being chosen as the next ruler of the Roman Empire: while the circumstances under which Trajan wrote his last will and testament are shrouded in mystery, it seems that Plotina dictated the lines about his successor while the former emperor was dying, or at least wrote Hadrian’s name in.

			Hadrian considers Plotina, who is the same age as him, to be a key ally and his only female friend.

			LUCIUS

			Lucius is 18 when Hadrian first meets him, and he says of their encounter, “This dancing young faun filled six months of my life” (p.99). A certain degree of rivalry springs up between Lucius and Antinous, Hadrian’s favourite, during the Emperor’s visit to Alexandria.

			Hadrian decides to name him as his successor and adopts him. Accordingly, Lucius then takes the name Lucius Aelius Caesar, but his untimely death prevents his succession. However, his son, Lucius Aurelius Verus (130-169), is adopted by Antoninus and becomes Roman emperor alongside Marcus Aurelius from 161 until his death in 169.

			ANTINOUS

			Hadrian is fascinated by this young Greek from Bithynia from the moment he meets him, and often describes him in oxymoronic terms: “I marveled at his gentleness, which had aspects of hardness, too” (p.136). Their
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