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Introduction

This is the shilling life.1 Anthony R. Birley, a leading scholar of the period, published the 400-odd tightly packed pages of his masterly Hadrian, The Restless Emperor in 1997. A particularly impressive feature of his shrewdly insightful book is that he is able to suggest where and in whose company Hadrian may have been at any given stage of his career. A dazzling array of illustrations as well as a fine extended essay on our subject are on offer in Thorsten Opper’s catalogue to the Hadrian exhibition which he mounted in the British Museum in 2008. Among many valuable aspects of this latter publication is the light it casts on the current archaeological state of play. Any modern book on Hadrian will inevitably be greatly in debt to Birley and Opper, and I am delighted to acknowledge how much I owe them. A further entrant to the lists is Anthony Everett, who in 2009 published Hadrian and  the Triumph of Rome, again a book of some 400 pages which usefully establishes the context for the emperor’s career. It is a somewhat old-fashioned, gracefully written biography – and none the worse for that.

However, the figure of Hadrian is particularly well suited to the shorter compass of this Ancients in Action series. Like the ‘shilling life’ of W. H. Auden’s poem ‘Who’s Who’, it will give you all the facts, including how ‘Love made him weep his pints like you and me’. So much of what we think we know about Hadrian is in fact uncertain. Admittedly, we have a considerable number of relevant contemporary inscriptions and some illuminating documents on papyrus from Egypt. Unfortunately, however, we possess only two literary sources for Hadrian’s life, both dating from much later. The first is Book 69 of Dio Cassius’ Roman History, a survey which led from Romulus to the early decades of the third century AD when Dio was writing. A senator from Bithynia (north-west Turkey), and possibly reflecting a senatorial bias against Hadrian, he was, according to Dominic Rathbone, ‘a diligent and intelligent compiler, whose account of the imperial period is sharpened and coloured by his personal experiences of government under the emperors of varying quality from Commodus to Severus Alexander (176–235)’.2 It is thus highly regrettable that Book 69, like most of the History, survives only in excerpts and epitomes, the latter mainly made by the eleventh-century Byzantine monk Xiphilinus. Thus there are vast omissions and abrupt transitions in the text that has survived.

The second literary source is even more flawed. This is the biography of Hadrian, purportedly by Aelius Spartianus, in the Historia Augusta, a set of lives for all the emperors from Hadrian to Carinus (117–284). These lives were written towards the end of the fourth century, though for some unknown reason the author claimed to be six different people writing between 284 and 337. While most of the later and minor biographies are – the words are Rathbone’s – ‘confections of fantasy iced with fake documents’, the earlier ones, including Hadrian’s, carry decidedly more conviction and were probably based on the lives of the emperors written by Marius Maximus, a contemporary of Dio. Even so, a question mark must hang over everything they say.

In view of the problems arising from the nature of the sources, it is hardly surprising that Birley frankly admits that in his account ‘there have to be (all too often, perhaps) turns of phrase such as “probably”, “plausibly enough”, “it may be conjectured”’.3 The narrower format of my book precludes me from entering into too many such areas of uncertainty, though it is neither possible nor desirable to avoid them altogether. I have attempted – and no doubt failed – to eschew imaginative reconstruction such as we find in Marguerite Yourcenar’s once-famous Memoirs of Hadrian (1951), and to emulate the approach that Thomas Hobbes (rather optimistically) identified in Thucydides, that he does not ‘enter into men’s hearts, further than the Actions themselves evidently guide him’. Of course, in Hadrian’s case, as we have seen, many, if not most, of ‘the Actions’ are decidedly labile. At all events, I trust that I have said enough to allow readers to make up their minds as to the validity of Edward Gibbon’s judgement in The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776) in so far as it applies to Hadrian:

If a man were called to fix the period in the history of the world, during which the condition of the human race was most happy and prosperous, he would, without hesitation, name that which elapsed from the death of Domitian to the accession of Commodus. The vast extent of the Roman empire was governed by absolute power, under the guidance of virtue and wisdom. The armies were restrained by the firm but gentle hand of four successive emperors, whose characters and authority commanded involuntary respect. The forms of civil administration were carefully preserved by Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, and the Antonines, who delighted in the image of liberty, and were pleased with considering themselves as the accountable ministers of the laws.

At the same time, I also hope that over the course of these pages an impression will emerge of a remarkable man whose character has many, at times contradictory facets.

I would like to express my warm gratitude to Stephen Anderson, Keith Maclennan (not least for his Cumbrian expertise on Hadrian’s Wall), Christopher Mallan, Peter Thonemann, Mathieu de Bakker and the admirable readers for Bloomsbury Academic for their most helpful comments on my drafts. Thanks are also due to Deborah Blake and Charlotte Loveridge of Duckworth and Bloomsbury respectively for their constant encouragement and support, to Sarah Gray for typing out the pencilled manuscript, and to Dominic West of Fakenham Prepress Solutions for his ever-courteous efficiency. I am grateful to Martin Hammond and E. J. Kenney for allowing me to print their translations of Thucydides and Apuleius respectively.

James Morwood

Wadham College, Oxford

Note

Abbreviations of names, texts, etc. are explained in the first section (Classical Works) of the Bibliography.



Chronology

AD

7624 January: Publius Aelius Hadrianus born in Rome

85/86Hadrian’s father dies

Trajan and Publius Acilius Attianus become Hadrian’s guardians

94Hadrian begins public career

96Domitian assassinated; Nerva becomes emperor

96–97Hadrian military tribune with Legion II Adiutrix in Pannonia, then Legion V Macedonica in Lower Moesia

97Emperor Nerva adopts Trajan

Hadrian military tribune with Legion XXII Primigenia in Upper Germany

98Trajan becomes emperor

100Hadrian marries Trajan’s great-niece, Vibia Sabina

101–102First Dacian War

Hadrian in Dacia with Trajan; becomes tribune of the people for 102

105Hadrian becomes praetor

105–106Second Dacian War

105Hadrian commander of Legion I Minervia

106–108Hadrian governor of Lower Pannonia

108Hadrian consul for the first time

111–112Hadrian visits Athens, serves as archon eponymos

114–117Parthian War; Hadrian accompanies Trajan

Jewish diaspora revolts

117Hadrian governor of Syria

7/8 August: Trajan dies at Selinus in Cilicia

11 August: Hadrian proclaimed emperor

1189 July: Hadrian enters Rome as emperor

12121 April: Foundation ceremony for Temple of Venus and Rome

121–125Hadrian starts on first journey (Gaul, Upper Germany, Raetia, Noricum, Lower Germany, Britain, Spain, Syria, Cappadocia, Bithynia, Asia, Greece, Sicily)

122?Plotina, Trajan’s widow, dies and is deified

128Hadrian assumes title Pater Patriae (Father of the Fatherland)

128–132Hadrian starts on second journey (Africa, Greece, Asia, Syria, Arabia, Judaea, Egypt, Syria, Thrace, Moesia, Greece)

13024 October: Antinous drowns in the Nile

30 October: Antinoopolis founded

122–125/6Jewish revolt

134Hadrian in Rome

Hadrian adopts Lucius Ceionius Commodus

137?Sabina dies and is deified

138Lucius Ceionius Commodus dies the night before 1 January

25 January: Hadrian adopts Titus Aurelius Fulvius Boionius Arrius Antoninus (the future Antoninus Pius); Antoninus adopts Marcus Annius Verus (the future Marcus Aurelius) and the younger Lucius Ceionius Commodus (the future Lucius Verus) 

10 July: Hadrian dies at Baiae
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Figure 1 Map of the Roman Empire in 117 AD
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1

Death on the Nile

A central, some modern commentators would say the central occurrence in the emperor Hadrian’s life came when his youthful lover, the Bithynian Greek Antinous, drowned in the Nile in October 130 AD. This tragic event offers a summation of a number of the features of Hadrian’s character that will emerge as fundamental in the course of this study. And since we are dealing with an emperor, it is scarcely surprising that the public and private aspects of his persona will prove to be inextricably linked.

[image: image]

Figure 2 Antinous (Altes Museum, Berlin)

After indulging, together with his youthful friend, in his Greek-style passion for hunting in a lion hunt near Alexandria – later to be celebrated in grandiloquent poetry – Hadrian’s insatiable wanderlust and his thirst for discovery took him up the Nile through the heart of Egypt. When Antinous drowned, the entirely characteristic reaction of one of the word’s great builders was to found a city in his name and to follow this up by establishing an international cult of the young man.

Disconcerting light was soon shone on what was likely to have been the bleak hollowness of his marriage when in mid-November his wife Sabina went off with some of her friends, including her possible lover Balbilla, to visit a famous statue near Egyptian Thebes. Balbilla blithely graffitied the statue with a poem which contains nary a mention of the drowned boy.

While Antinous’ feelings towards his imperial lover remain unknown, Hadrian was totally besotted with him. His personal involvement, however, reflects the ideal of Greek love, the passion of an older man for a younger which worked to their mutual benefit. Thus the love affair with Antinous clearly relates at one level to Hadrian’s devotion to all things Greek. The young Hadrian had been nicknamed Graeculus (little Greek) by his fellows, and as an adult he gave a major boost to the current revival of Greek culture. This culminated in his launch of a vast international Greek Institute, the Panhellenion. Did he appear at the inauguration of its central building with his young Greek boyfriend by his side? We cannot know, but it would certainly have been appropriate.

At the same time, the death of Antinous will lead us to an exploration of possible flaws in Hadrian’s character. However understandable his intense sorrow may have been, his emotional breakdown was not regarded as befitting a Roman emperor. In addition, sinister rumours went the rounds. Dio Cassius reports that Antinous may have been offered as a sacrifice:

For Hadrian was … very keen on the curious arts, and made use of divinations and incantations of all kinds. Thus Hadrian honoured Antinous – either on account of his love for him, or because he had gone to his death voluntarily, for a life to be surrendered willingly to achieve what Hadrian intended …1

The fact that the emperor asserted in his autobiography that the death was simply an accident scarcely constitutes conclusive evidence of his innocence in the matter.

The ancient sources lay stress on the contradictions in Hadrian’s character. And certainly the death of Antinous can serve as a focus on his complexity. The great builder and traveller with his noble passion for knowledge, the dignified emperor who was the supreme advocate of the Greek enlightenment, was at the same time an enthusiastic investigator of black magic, emotionally uncontrolled and, it appears, an abject failure as a husband. Further contradictions will emerge. The picture is indeed kaleidoscopic; and even if we may conclude by sharing Hamlet’s view on the impossibility of plucking out the heart of a man’s mystery, I hope that this attempt to do so in the case of Hadrian may at least prove interesting and illuminating.



2

Growing up in Rome and Spain

Though the future emperor Publius Aelius Hadrianus was born, on 24 January 76 AD, probably in Rome, his family background was largely Spanish. His father Aelius Hadrianus Afer came from Italica on the river Baetis (the modern Guadalquivir) and his mother Domitia Paulina from the harbour town of Gades (Cadiz). Hadrianus Afer was a senator – and thus a man with a fortune of more than a million sesterces – and as such was expected to reside in Rome, the imperial capital. Thus it was there that Hadrian spent his youthful years, with his parents, his older sister and his wet-nurse Germana, who was to outlive him. However, it makes good
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