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To my fathe r



THE ROMA N EMPIR E
at the  time  of  Hadrian,  117-138



Phlebas the  Phoenician, a  fortnight dead,
Forgot the  cry  of  gulls, and the  deep  sea  swell
And the  profit and  loss.  A current  under  sea
Picked his  bones  in whispers.  As he  rose  and fell
He passed  the  stages of his  age  and youth
Entering the whirlpool.  Gentile or  Jew
O you who  turn the  wheel and look  to  windward,
Consider Phlebas, who was once handsome and  tall  as  you.

T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land



This page intentionally left blank 



Contents

Map of  Hadrian's  Empire  vi
Acknowledgements ιά
Preface τάϋ
The Roman  emperors, 2 7 BCE-19 3 C E *vi i
Hadrian (Puelius  Aelius Hadrianus):  Timeline  ?a?c

Introduction 1
1 The  waiting game 7
2 A  travefting court  4 3
3 Th e shifting sands  9 3
4 Memno n foment s 13 1
5 Citie s o f gods an d ghosts 15 1
6 Wa r 17 7
7 The  captured  world 20 9
8 Writin g in stone 24 7
9 Retrospectiv e 26 5
Epilogue 30 1

Note s 30 3
BieCiography 31 1
Inde£ 31 9

1#



This page intentionally left blank 



Acknow CecCcjements

In writing an y historical wor k one inevitabl y refers to a  large
amount o f secondary literature . These books ar e listed i n the
bibliography, bu t th e followin g ar e particularl y usefu l o r
unusual work s whic h I  recommen d t o anyon e wantin g t o
discover mor e abou t individua l aspect s o f Hadrian' s lif e o r
to follo w his journeys.  Anthon y Birley' s Hadrian,  the Restless
Emperor, i s th e definitiv e moder n biography . Amand a
Claridge's hugel y informativ e an d entertainin g boo k o n th e
archaeology o f Rome an d Michae l Haag' s Cadogan  Guide  t o
Egypt ar e bot h invaluabl e sorces . Dian a Kleiner' s lavishl y
illustrated Roman  Sculpture  i s a  wonderful survey of imperial
portraiture an d William Macdonald an d John Pinto's beautiful
volume o n th e substanc e an d legac y o f Hadrian' s vill a con -
siderably amplifie d my existin g knowledg e o f the site . Mar y
T. Boatwright' s recen t Hadrian  an d th e Cities  o f th e Roman
Empire encompasse s th e extraordinar y breadt h o f th e
emperor's foundation s and benefactions, an d I have returne d
to i t man y times . Andre w Dalby' s deliciou s read , Empire  o f
Pleasures, was ful l o f tiny an d invaluabl e detail , whil e Lione l
Casson's Travel  i n th e Ancient World  provide d backgroun d t o
the whole subject of Greek an d Roman tourism .

The friendship , direction an d imaginatio n o f my postgraduat e
supervisors, Christophe r Kell y o f Corpu s Christ i College ,
Cambridge, an d Catharin e Edward s o f Birkbec k College ,
University o f London , a s wel l a s exploration s enjoye d wit h

TO.



FOLLOWING HADRIA N

Caroline Vou t o f Nottingha m University , hav e expande d m y
view o f the Roma n world , it s complexitie s an d it s potential .
Caroline's unpublishe d doctora l thesi s illuminate d th e
construction an d legac y of Antinous and will , I hope, soon be
turned int o a  book . I  a m particularl y indebted t o Core y T.
Brennan o f Bryn Mawr College , USA, whos e scholarly paper
on Julia Balbilla inspired me to use her as a central figure in my
book, and to Geoffrey Prege r of Jerusalem, who helped me find
my wa y amon g unfamilia r Hebre w sources . Animate d
lunchtime exchange s with Tom Holland have reinvigorated me
when the classica l world occasionally became a perplexing and
frustrating place to be. Numerous conversations at Cambridg e
and at the British School at Rome provided fruitful materia l for
new lines of enquiry, and the resources and eccentric pleasures
of th e librarie s o f bot h institution s wer e invaluable . Keit h
Hopkins, Willia m Griffi n an d Michae l Hoskins , al l o f
Cambridge University , provide d m e wit h crucia l piece s o f
information, an d Michae l Bywate r investe d hi s tim e an d
professional expertise in helping me again and again.

Without th e patienc e an d investmen t o f my family , par -
ticularly my children, Nicholas, Miranda an d Abigail, and my
ex-husband, Jeremy , I would never have been able to study, to
travel o r t o write . M y friend s Louis e Foxcroft , Caró n Free -
born an d Catherin e Hopkin s hav e i n thi s project , a s i n al l
things, offere d m e thei r unstintin g support , energ y an d
confidence.

My thanks go to Graha m Simpson , wh o firs t introduce d
me t o th e Gree k citie s of Asia Minor; to m y agent Georgin a
Capel, to Heather Holden-Brown and Celia Kent a t Headlin e
books, and t o my gifted copy-editor , Gillian Bromley.

Finally, I  a m enormousl y gratefu l t o th e Presiden t an d
Fellows of Lucy Cavendish College, University of Cambridge,
who took a gamble in admitting me as a mature student and so
changed m y lif e fo r ever.

E.S.

Kll



Preface

Gainin g a n impressionisti c sens e o f ho w i t wa s i n ancien t
Rom e is easier , no less valid, an d possibly mor e excitin g tha n
attemptin g t o la y ou t a  scrupulou s history . I t i s perhap s wh y
fiction an d film s hav e bee n s o successfu l i n conveyin g a
generalised ancien t pas t t o a  wid e audience ; i n man y ways ,
moder n novel s an d th e spectacle s o f Hollywoo d captur e mor e
of th e 'feel ' o f ancien t historie s tha n academi c attempt s t o b e
scrupulou s wit h th e evidence .

Our presen t insistenc e o n a  histor y wel l secure d i n
origina l source s -  on the supremacy o f facts -  derive s fro m the
growth o f scientifi c discipline s i n th e nineteent h centur y an d
an optimisti c illusio n tha t ther e existe d a  clea r recor d o f th e
past t o be retrieve d b y diligen t scholars . Yet th e olde r histor y
is, the mor e incomplet e th e fact s become , an d ancien t histor y
is a  mosai c o f fragment s a t best , however confidentl y histor -
ians and biographer s fill in the gaps. (Lookin g a t just two areas
of sourc e material , on e eminen t academi c calculate d tha t th e
survival rat e o f Romano-Egyptia n censu s return s wa s on e in
12,000 an d tha t th e surviva l o f praetoria n grave inscription s
was o f th e sam e orde r o f magnitude. 1)

The Empero r Hadria n ha s bee n th e subjec t o f severa l
learne d monographs , histories , biographie s an d fictiona l
works. Sturd y biographie s b y Weber an d Henderso n emerge d
in 190 7 an d 192 3 an d wer e th e standar d work s fo r decades .
But the n i n 195 1 Marguerit e Yourcenar' s beautifu l nove l
Memoirs o f Hadrian  imaginativel y filled th e enticin g gap lef t b y
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FOLLOWING HADRIA N

Hadrian's ow n long-vanishe d autobiographica l text . I n th e
1990s Anthon y Birle y produce d a  much-neede d scholarl y
biography, Hadrian,  the  Restless  Emperor,  whil e Roysto n
Lambert's slightly earlier Beloved an d Go d bravely speculated
on th e relationshi p betwee n Hadria n an d Antinous . I  hav e
been ver y gratefu l fo r th e labour s o f al l three . Yourcenar's
extraordinary wor k ha s gaine d suc h a  hol d o n th e publi c
perception tha t her re-creatio n o f the empero r i s perhaps th e
most enduring .

Evidence fo r th e reig n o f Hadria n i s spars e i n term s o f
texts, bu t ric h i n term s o f architecture , statue s an d inscrip -
tions. Althoug h Hadrian' s memoir s hav e disappeared , i t i s
assumed tha t som e ancien t historian s use d the m a s sourc e
material fo r their ow n works. It wa s said a t the tim e tha t h e
attempted to pass them off as written by one of his freedme n
so tha t th e favourabl e pictur e o f hi s reig n an d motivatio n
they presente d might  appea r mor e impartial . The principa l
literary source s - th e Roman History  o f Cassius Dio and the
Scriptores Historiae  Augustae - ar e both problematic . Dio, lik e
the imperia l favourite , Antinous, a  Bithynian , live d nearl y a
century afte r Hadrian . H e wa s a  highl y partisa n Gree k
who had  reache d the  highes t echelon s of  publi c lif e in  the
Roman empir e and become a  senator. He is energetically pro-
establishment an d hi s viewpoint is that o f his own elite circle.
The SHA i s an enigma, and one much argued over. It is not, as
it claim s t o be , a  third-centur y compilatio n o f individuall y
written biographie s bu t a  later , possibl y fourth-century ,
conceit by one man. It is charming, eccentric and unreliable -
but not necessarily untrue.

Ancient history was not, i n any case, always written with
truth a s its principal concern ; entertainmen t an d persuasio n
were equall y important. M y accoun t o f Hadrian i s based o n
material accepte d a s 'true' but, wit h more than a  nod t o th e
style of the earl y historians, i t i s at times both circumstantial
and anecdotal .
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PREFACE

Sabina wa s Hadrian' s wif e fo r nearl y fort y years . He r
relationship with her husband wa s notoriously poor, so much
so that there were the inevitable rumours that he poisoned her
when sh e die d i n he r fiftie s jus t a  fe w month s befor e th e
emperor himself. She is almost invisible in the literary record
although ther e ar e som e fine images of her. As such sh e ha s
always bee n a n irresistibl e figur e o n whic h t o projec t al l
manner of fantasy, largely negative, in an attempt to illuminate
the more central figure of Hadrian .

Julia Balbill a was a  well-connected, aristocrati c friend o f
the Empres s Sabin a who  travelle d to  Egypt , and  possibl y
beyond, i n Hadrian's entourage. She was a descendant o f the
deposed roya l hous e o f Commagen e an d siste r o f Philo -
pappus, Roma n consul and s o called 'King' of Commagene,
who lived in exuberant exil e in Athens. He was a close frien d
of Hadrian, who m he pre-deceased b y many years, and Julia
Balbilla ma y hav e bee n responsibl e fo r hi s grandiose , an d
surviving, mausoleum on the Hill of the Muses in Athens. She
was evidently a highly educated woman who could write in the
archaic Gree k dialec t affecte d b y th e literat i o f th e secon d
century. Littl e els e i s know n o f he r life . A  smal l number o f
poems b y Balbill a have survived , including thos e whic h sh e
had carve d an d date d o n th e Statu e o f Memno n i n Egyp t
which - convenientl y for the historian - confir m her presence
in Hadrian's travelling court, but her works do not include the
diaries whos e extract s appea r here . A s fa r a s i t i s know n
Balbilla never wrote any account o f her time as companion of
Sabina bu t I  hav e place d he r i n th e rol e o f narrator , using
material fro m othe r source s t o provid e the substanc e o f her
observations. Thus , althoug h he r view s ar e fictional , th e
details ar e a s well-secured as the mor e conventiona l parts of
this biography. This literary device fleshes out the suggestio n
that any  even t or  perio d wil l invariabl y be experience d in
many different way s and be subjec t to a  variety of interpreta -
tions; tha t historica l 'truth ' can  neve r be  absolute . Through
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FOLLOWING HADRIA N

Balbilla, I als o had th e mean s t o explor e what i t might hav e
been lik e to have been a  non-Roman membe r o f the imperial
elite and a  woman in a world shaped by vast male power.
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The Roman emperors,
27 BCE-193 CE

Julio- Claudians

Augustus 27 BCE-14 CE
Tiberius 14-3 7
Gaius (Caligula ) 37-41
Claudius 41-54
Nero 54-68
Galba 68- 9
Otho 69
Vitellius 69

Flavians
Vespasian 69-7 9
Titus 79-8 1
Domitian 81-9 6

The adoptive  emperors

Nerva 96- 8
Trajan 98-11 7
Hadrian 117-3 8

Antonines

Antoninus Piu s 138-6 1
Marcus Aurelius 161-8 0

Rumours of  murder
Rumours of  murder
Assassinated
Rumours of  murder
Forced to  commit suicide
Assassinated
Committed suicide
Assassinated

Assassinated

xm.



Lucius Verus 161- 9
Commodus 180-9 2 Assassinated

Civil war

Pertinax 19 3 Assassinated
Didius Julianus 19 3 Executed



Hcufríon (Pu6ßusAeßus Hodrionus) :
TimeCine

76 CE Hadria n born, Rome, 24 January
96 Domitia n murdered ; Nerva proclaimed emperor
97 Nerv a adopt s Trajan; Nerv a dies ; Trajan proclaimed

emperor
100 Hadria n marrie s Sabina
101 Trajan' s first Danube campaig n
102 Traja n penetrates Dacia
105-6 Secon d Dacian War
105 Hadria n made praetor
107 Hadria n mad e governor of Lower Pannonia
108 Hadria n mad e consul
111-12 Hadrian' s firs t visi t to Athens
114 Traja n advance s agains t Parthia . Hadria n mad e

governor of Syria
114—17 Parthia n War : Armenia , Mesopotami a an d Assyri a

become new provinces
114-18 Jew s revolt in Cyrenaica, Egypt and Cypru s
117 Traja n die s a t Selinu s i n Cilici a o n 7- 8 August ;

Hadrian proclaims himself emperor
117 Hadria n abandon s eastwar d expansio n an d make s

peace with Parthia
118 Hadria n partl y withdraws from Daci a
121-5 Hadria n goes to Gaul, Rhine frontiers, Britain, Spain,

western Mauritania, the Orient an d Danub e
128-32 Hadria n goe s t o Africa , Greece , Asia minor , Syria ,

Egypt and Gyren e
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132-5 Jewis h revolt and final diaspora
134 Hadria n a t Rome
138 Hadria n adopts Antoninus Pius
138 Hadria n dies on 1 0 July
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Introduction

Of th e twelv e Caesar s o f th e firs t centur y CE , si x wer e
bloodily assassinated , o r wer e force d t o commi t suicide , a t
least tw o o f the m i n thei r ow n palace s i n Rome . A  furthe r
three wer e the subjec t of lurid posthumou s rumour s a s to the
manner o f their deaths , an d o f the remainin g three, only one
ruled fo r mor e tha n tw o years . The write r an d philosophe r
Seneca, wh o was tutor t o th e youn g Nero , summe d u p th e
uneasy reality of imperial rule : 'No  matter  how many you slay,
you cannot  kill your successor.' 1 This wa s the centur y an d th e
society into which Hadrian wa s born o n 24 January 76 CE .

Yet afte r Hadria n cam e t o powe r in 11 7 C E h e rule d fo r
twenty-one years, dying of natural causes at the age of sixty-two.
Although the peace achieved by him and his successors prove d
to b e onl y a  hiatus i n the blood y politics o f the magnificently
flawed Roma n principate , th e grea t eighteenth-centur y
historian Edwar d Gibbo n mad e a  radian t assessmen t o f th e
period within which Hadrian ruled: 'If  a  man were called to fix th e
period in  the  history  of  the  world,  during which  the  condition  of  the
race were  most  happy  and  most  prosperous,  he  would,  without
hesitation, name that  which elapsed  from the  death  of  Dominan to
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FOLLOWING HADRIA N

the accession  o f Commodus? 2 Domitia n die d i n 96 ; Commodu s
acceded i n 180 . Bot h wer e assassinated . There wer e murk y
allegations abou t Hadrian' s assumptio n o f powe r an d ther e
were claims of early plots against his life; yet, having become th e
most powerfu l ma n i n the world , he proceeded t o consolidat e
the boundaries of an empire which encircled the Mediterranea n
and stretched from Britain to Africa, from Spai n to Asia minor,
and whic h containe d a s man y a s sixt y millio n people. 3 Hi s
dream o f a single , powerful , integrate d real m -  a n idea l first
voiced by Alexander the Great - was a remarkably modern one ,
and Hadrian cam e close to achieving it. Inheriting a n empire of
provinces hel d togethe r b y coercio n an d predator y militar y
manoeuvring, h e trie d t o implemen t a  polic y o f mutuall y
advantageous cooperation .

Until th e las t years of his life , Hadria n wa s a  passionat e
and incessan t traveller . More tha n hal f hi s reig n wa s spen t
abroad and he used his extensive journeys to augment existin g
cities and foun d ne w ones, providing public buildings which ,
as th e product s o f wealth , technica l expertis e an d soarin g
imagination, wer e beautiful, functiona l an d enduring . Among
the best-know n o f thes e ar e tw o o f th e mos t remarkabl e
survivals o f th e Roma n world : th e 8 0 mil e lon g Hadrian' s
Wall in Britain, which marks the northern limi t of the empire,
and th e Pantheon , th e grea t templ e i n Rom e whic h ha s
remained i n use fo r nearly two thousand years . Hadrian als o
completed a  palac e fo r his persona l us e -  bu t fo r thi s h e
chose a  site outside Rome, where he could build a s he chose,
unconstrained b y the conventions of urban geograph y and the
pre-existing building s o f hi s forebears , an d fa r awa y fro m
the dark shadows of the past. He moved beyond tradition an d
constructed a  country house atTibur, modern Tivoli, 20 miles
from th e capital , whic h outdi d an y survivin g palace i n siz e
and originalit y and i n which he coul d house hi s magnificent
collections. I t wa s the wonde r o f its time, and i t i s a  strang e
and enchanting rui n today.
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INTRODUCTION

Hadrian's Wal l i n norther n England , th e Pantheo n i n
Rome and the villa at Tivoli represent three centra l themes of
imperial rule : militar y domination , a  broa d an d toleran t
religious observance , and  a  cultured and  extravagan t private
life. All three buildings are emblematic of Hadrian's peacefu l
and transformin g ambition s fo r th e empir e which , whe n h e
first came to power, was still defined an d subdued by military
aggression. Hadrian's Wall was a clear declaration of what the
empire wa s an d wher e it s limit s migh t b e reached ; th e
Pantheon, too , define d known  limit s i n it s architectura l ex -
perimentation; an d th e vill a wa s a n imaginativ e symboli c
representation o f th e empir e i n it s entirety . The emperor' s
distinctive structure s ar e highl y visibl e marker s o f th e vas t
power and resource s wielded by al l Roman emperor s which,
when directed by Hadrian's personal interests and drive, went
on to instigate the last great flowering of classical art. Hadrian
knew how to creat e his effects , an d th e impact of his imagin-
ation on the landscape o f the Mediterranean an d beyond i s a
reflection o f the natur e an d reac h o f an extraordinar y reign .
Hadrian buil t t o be remembered, an d in that h e was entirely
successful.

Yet th e judgemen t o f posterit y ha s change d ove r time .
Despite his apparent strengths, something went very wrong in
the las t years of his life , and althoug h modern assessment s of
Hadrian's reign are usually favourable, at his death in 13 8 CE
he was said to be hated by the people; some even called him a
tyrant. The Roma n senate delayed a decision as to whether to
accord hi m th e posthumou s imperia l honour s whic h wer e
usually a matter o f routine, and the y finally did s o only when
forced t o ac t b y Hadrian' s adopte d so n an d successor ,
Antoninus Pius . Wh y Hadrian , wh o brough t peac e t o a
troubled empir e an d wh o endowe d it s citie s s o generously ,
came to be detested is a question concerned as much with the
contradictions o f his personality as with personal misfortunes
and historical events. Hadrian, the cleverest and most cultured

3
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of emperors , wa s littl e understoo d b y hi s contemporarie s
throughout hi s lon g reign . A  combinatio n o f melancholy ,
quick tempe r an d intellectua l competitivenes s di d no t
promote friendshi p o r even , a t times , respect ; an d event s i n
the las t years of his reign precipitated a  sequence of ill-health
and misjudgemen t whic h fo r man y centurie s criticall y
damaged Hadrian' s reputatio n an d diminishe d an y appreci -
ation o f his contribution t o the ancien t world .

A long, solitary and uncertain wait for power had perhap s
exacerbated hi s natura l lac k o f warmth , an d th e gracious -
ness observe d i n hi s dealing s wit h ordinar y peopl e wa s no t
usually extende d t o hi s peers. In late r lif e Hadrian' s brillian t
enthusiasms turne d t o obsession , hi s curiosit y becam e dis -
satisfaction an d hi s lac k o f trus t eventuall y slippe d int o
something approachin g paranoia . Olde r ag e an d persona l
crises turned thes e characteristics into depressive severity and
diminished th e quic k intelligence an d statesmanlik e qualities
which had underpinned th e achievement s of his earlier reign.
The loft y concep t o f a  harmoniou s empir e soo n vanishe d
when his ideology and authorit y were seriously challenged in
Judea, and here, in the 130s , Hadrian instituted a  campaign of
violent suppressio n equa l t o th e mos t viciou s campaigns o f
any o f hi s predecessors . Hi s handlin g o f Jewis h resistanc e
caused a  revol t t o escalat e into a  war which was prosecute d
with suc h brutalit y tha t i t appeare d t o hav e annihilate d th e
Jewish people . The repercussion s o f thi s wer e fel t bot h i n
Rome a t the time and more widely down the centuries .

Perhaps mor e tha n wit h an y othe r emperor , Hadrian' s
reputation a t an y given tim e ha s depende d o n curren t pre -
judice. Nothing illustrates better the gulf between the values of
ancient Rom e an d thos e o f the twenty-firs t century than th e
changing justification s fo r thi s opprobrium . Contemporar y
criticism o f th e empero r wa s directe d no t a t hi s eventua l
aggression agains t unequa l opponents , no r eve n a t th e
questions o f hi s sexualit y that hav e s o preoccupie d moder n

4
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writers, but a t a political scandal right at the star t of his reign
which became known a s the Affai r o f the Fou r Consul s an d
dogged his reputation fo r twenty years. Many among the more
conservative Roman upper classe s also considered hi s ceding
of territory a weakness, his abiding passions incomprehensible
and th e aftermat h -  no t the existenc e -  o f his doome d
relationship wit h a  Gree k youth , Antinous , undignified . I n
Hadrian's time , a man was judged not by his sexuality in itself
but by how his relationships were conducted .

Yet Hadrian was a great and brilliant emperor. Behind th e
inscriptions an d th e temples , th e text s an d th e coinage , th e
panegyric an d th e slander , Hadria n ca n b e clearl y dis -
tinguished, not only as the figure of a ruler but a s an individual
- a n individual who made such an impact on his times that his
immortality wa s assured . The itineran t empero r attempte d
with considerable success to integrate the many peoples of his
empire. He came close to achieving his aim of peace, and th e
methods h e used to do so created a unique legacy in over 130
cities o f the world . Manipulating hi s presence so that h e was
simultaneously mor e accessibl e to hi s subject s than hi s pre -
decessors an d ye t mor e elusiv e i n hi s traditiona l role , h e
escaped the untidy fate of so many early emperors, keeping the
cult of personality in balance with the welfare of his empire. In
satisfying hi s ow n desire to collec t and commissio n works of
art an d b y doin g s o to cemen t hi s position , h e als o became
himself a n objec t o f desire to citie s an d powerfu l individual s
throughout hi s world. He re-invented his life and his times: he
played the parts of a Greek or Hellenistic or Egyptian ruler, a
philosopher, a  magician , a  grammarian , a n architec t an d a
poet; and one century after the death of Christ he raised a very
ordinary, i f beautiful, Greek boy to b e th e las t pagan god of
ancient Rome . He use d th e whol e Mediterranean worl d a s a
stage on which his journeys were the great evolving drama not
just o f hi s ow n lif e bu t o f th e live s o f th e million s wh o
inhabited his empire .

5
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The ruin s o f Rome tha t hav e drawn traveller s since th e
middle ages , pursue d b y th e Romantic s an d th e Gran d
Tourists, and stil l pursued b y the tourist s o f the twenty-first
century, are in many cases the ruin s of Hadrian's powe r and
personality. To piec e togethe r th e stor y o f Hadrian' s fina l
years, to put flesh on the bones an d round ou t the picture of
this extraordinar y reign , i t i s necessar y t o g o beyon d th e
ambiguous fragments of texts and to travel as he did, through
a landscape of wonders and history that was already ancient in
Hadrian's time.

Gibbon summed Hadrian up: 'He  wa s in turns an excellent
prince, a ridiculous  sophist  an d a  jealous tyrant?  Fo r th e back -
ground to Hadrian's declin e from excellenc e into tyranny, we
need to turn to the events of his long last journey through his
eastern empire .
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The waiting game

"We nave  stated  that  the.  stars are  attached to  the firmament -  not
assigned to each of us  in. the way in.  which the vulgar Beüeve and dealt
out to mortals with a degree of  radiance  proportionate to the (ot  of  each
- the  Brightest stars to the rich, the smauer ones to the poor, the dim to
those who are  worn out; they do  not each, rise with their own  human
Being, nor  indicate  By  their  fail  that  someone's  life  is  Being
extinguished. There  is  no  such, cíase alliance  Between us  and the sty
that the  radiance  of  the  stars  there  also shares our  fate of  mortality.
'When the stars are Believed to fall, what  happens is  that owing to their
Being overfed with  a draught of liquid they give baci^the surplus with,
a fiery flash, just as with us also we see this occur with a stream of oil
when [amps  are  Ut.  'Sut  the  heavenly  Bodies  have  a  nature  that  is
eternaC- they interweave  the world and are Biendedwith its  weft;  yet
their potency has  a powerful· influence  on  the earth, indeedit is  owing
to the  effects  that  they  produce and to their  Brilliance, and magnitude
that it has been possible, for them  to Become known with. such. a. degree,
of precision, as we shall show in the proper place.

FLINT THE ELDER; NATURA L HISTORY; 2, 28-31
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THE WAITIN G GAM E

From tfte memoirs o f Julia  BafoiCCo , Baiae , Jufy 13 8
So, th e drea m i s over . The empero r wh o brough t Rom e th e
peace tha t alway s eluded her , wh o turned diver s fulminating o r
enslaved nations into one great compliant empire , i s dead. Her e
he lies, his body stil l warm in this heavy heat. For many days we
have becom e accustome d t o th e silenc e o f hi s deathbed , th e
hushed voice s and the stra w in the yard s muffling approachin g
footsteps, but wit h his death the vill a resounds with the noise of
life: the ring o f metal, shouted orders , slaves running, hammer -
ing. We are on the move again. The horse s are bridled, the guar d
mounted, th e priests an d the troops assemble d -  an d soon the
new empero r take s his place t o accompan y Hadria n o n his las t
journey home to Rome .

This swelterin g town i s the place of dreams, founded b y an
early traveller, one of Odysseus' brave crew, and now the focu s of
elusive pleasure and ric h men's fantasies. Baiae , the last resor t of
the incomplete and the desperate. They travel for three day s fro m
Rome t o th e coas t i n searc h o f a  cure , thei r desir e fo r healt h
equalled, if not frustrated , by the physicians ' yearning for wealth.
Or the y see k th e perfec t woma n o r yout h -  on e whose skille d
attentions migh t offe r a n afternoon of oblivion and inspiration for
some prett y poetry . O r the y purchas e th e rares t fish , fres h an d
tender, to feed their insatiable hunger for novelty. They bring their
doctors and their procurers and their cooks, they lie in bewildered
dissatisfaction i n th e courtyard s o f on e o f th e endles s gloriou s
villas that form a second mountain range along the shore from one
cape to another, an d they wait for night .

By day Baiae is a pretty place , with just the whif f o f sulphu r
borne on the singular breeze that ruffle s the myrtle groves and the
vines. Equally, it is a rare curren t fro m Rom e which disturbs th e
patrician sweatin g at his leisure like any stone-clearing peasan t in
a field. In the finest houses the fountains pou r into the pools, but
as the searing days turn int o nigh t th e revellers gaze out into th e
haze o f th e ocean , wher e se a become s vapou r an d thei r hope s
shimmer into infinity . As night falls, the sunsets  fill the bay. Then,
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sometimes, a  win d get s u p an d th e heat , an d life , become s
tolerable.

So, Baiae, and for him, and for us all, the great dream is over.
Some say that at the end he who had the power to snap the thread
of a  lif e foun d himsel f powerles s when faced with the seemingl y
interminable unravellin g of his own. That last terrible journe y to
the coast, the emperor largely delirious, muttering in Greek or the
rustic accen t o f his childhood, calling for those long absent fro m
his lif e o r recoiling from som e malign but invisibl e foe. Outside,
his ageing court were anxious and the younger men fawned round
Antoninus, primin g thei r affection s t o b e simultaneousl y trans -
ferred with the now inevitable succession. The fussin g physicians
determined that although he must die he must be seen to do so in
dignity, at whatever cost to the emperor's eas e or wish. There was
to b e no repetitio n o f the furtiv e deat h i n an unheard-of foreig n
village tha t ha d overtake n Trajan. Hadria n mus t hurr y t o Baia e
before deat h arrived.

Nor wa s deat h t o b e accelerate d b y th e han d o f an y othe r
than fate . Poor Antoninus, finding that the private audience was a
matter o f th e empero r beggin g hi m t o assis t i n advancin g hi s
death, then i n resentmen t an d pai n accusin g him o f ingratitud e
when h e demurred . Afte r that , neithe r th e hei r no r Hadrian' s
favoured servant s were lef t alon e with him. It was an impossibl e
situation for them. To calm him, only two or three were allowed in
his rooms; enough that people could not subsequently say, as they
did of Tiberius' last hours, that the emperor was sent prematurely
on hi s way.

There are no valedictions in music or words; there i s no one
left wit h th e appetit e t o hea r them . Nothin g fo r Hadria n wh o
remembered s o many others . Hadria n wh o made sure he would
not himsel f be forgotten in buildings, in laws and i n dedications .
There ar e youn g me n no w clamberin g th e lowe r slope s o f
ambition -  eage r tribunes, junio r senators an d those servin g the
necessary time in les s amiabl e province s -  t o who m th e word
'emperor' is synonymous with Hadrian. For al l their sentient lives
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he has directed thei r energies , their expectations , thei r tastes; the
terms of their world were set in stone by the man who grows cold
in the villa at Baiae.

As for the new emperor - h e seems a decent man, finding it
harder to convince himself than anyone else of his translation into
power. Yet here is that stoli d Roman, long past youth, standing a
little talle r already. Not eas y to be a  second choice. Not perhap s
a ma n t o chang e th e world , Antoninus Pius , bu t the n Hadria n
would never have wanted any man to surpass his creation. Nor i s
he a  visionary , ou r ne w emperor -  wher e Hadrian , fo r al l his
faults, encompasse d th e empire , poor Antoninus look s ill at ease
even a t Baiae , what with th e fleshpot s an d th e invalid s and th e
women an d th e me n playin g a t bein g women an d th e strai n o f
being emperor . Antoninus finds that Rome, even in summer, has
everything he requires; how relieved he must be that there need be
no more expeditions.

As for me -1 am an old woman and hardly have the heart to
travel back to Athens. But when my time comes I should like to die
among my last friends and b e laid to res t nea r my brother . It is
less than te n years since I came to court , ye t so many have gone
now, s o many who were once young and hopefu l an d li t up with
promise: Commodus th e ailin g prince, sill y young Fuscus , even
the living statue that was Antinous. They are gone with those more
timely dead : Sabina, Vibia, that foolis h ol d man Servianus , loyal
Turbo, Apollodorus , the dreadfu l Juvena l an d th e irrepressibl e
survivor Suetonius .

There is the matter o f Hadrian's memoir s and my promises
to consider. Of course, mine is not the only copy; but mine is the
one destined for the place nearest to his heart. Will I take it? Will I
deliver it , thi s justification , thi s testamen t t o reputatio n whos e
pages I have read and endorsed admiringly , whose author I  have
agreed t o become s o that it s message may appear more convin -
cing? Hadrian, who never fixed his own name to any of his great
buildings, countin g tha t thei r ver y brillianc e woul d announc e
him, now demands that his last and most imaginative construction
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should ente r posterit y bearin g m y nam e upo n it . Coul d with -
holding i t lesse n th e chance s tha t Hadrian's  versio n o f th e las t
sixty years should become the way that those to come will see and
judge us? Hadrian's library, Hadrian's history , Hadrian's truth .

But perhap s I  shal l lodg e i t wit h m y ow n journa l and th e
fragments o f Sabina's letter s an d diarie s tha t I  have kept by me.
Her hear t wa s never really in it , o f course ; th e empres s wa s ill -
educated, thoug h no t th e stupi d woma n s o many assumed . Sh e
would write for a few days, never risking dictating he r grievances
- whic h were many, if largely justified - to a servant. But she had
no real literary instinct; in her head the ideas were all there, vivid,
silently but acutely observed, but on paper she faltered as often as
not, told too often tha t her views were of no importance. Hadria n
seldom faltered; lack of confidence was not on e o f his character -
istics. What she had to contribute to history was not her negligible
poetic skill , nor her untried opinions , bu t an account o f her quie t
scrutiny. Ofte n ignored , eventuall y unnotice d lik e a  competen t
slave, Sabina saw everything: a glance, a clumsy guiltiness, excite -
ment, boredom . Sabin a watched , sh e remembere d an d sh e
concluded.

So ou r secre t histor y ma y equa l his publi c one , an d I  may
take a  passage to Athens. I t i s time fo r us al l to return home ; th e
great journey is over.

On a stifling summer day in Rome the Palatine Hill, above the
stagnant traffi c o f the narro w city streets, is a slightly cooler
haven which even in the hottest months of the year catches the
occasional breeze . On som e evening s the hea t i s broken by
purple thunder-clouds which roll in from the west as they have
always done, and fo r just a few minutes the smal l plateau and
its famous pines are noisy with rain as the water runs fast over
the ancien t cobble s befor e i t evaporates , almost a s quickly,
into mist.

Even tw o thousan d year s ago i t wa s quiete r an d mor e
comfortable o n th e Palatine . I t remain s a  commandin g
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position, with wide views of the further hills across the Forum,
the ancient heart of the city. Here, in the Renaissance gardens ,
are the still remarkable ruins of the imperial palaces of the first
and secon d century ; further back still, according to legend, i t
was her e tha t Romulu s an d Remus  wer e suckled by a  wolf.
Long dismisse d a s myth, the story of the origin s of Rome has
been reinvigorate d b y recen t excavation s o n th e Palatin e
which have revealed trace s o f simple huts datin g bac k to th e
ninth centur y BCE . Rathe r fewe r tourist s explor e the  grave l
walks and roofles s enclosure s of this quie t hill than wande r in
the confusin g an d popula r ruin s below;  bu t her e o n th e
Palatine are the broken walls, courtyards and vaulted terracing
of the house o f Augustus an d th e house o f his wife, Livia; the
palace o f Tiberius, extende d b y Caligula ; an d th e palac e of
Domitian. Her e to o ar e th e palac e o f the Severan s an d th e
foundations o f th e templ e o f Elagabalus . Nero' s notoriou s
Golden House , no w a  blac k an d dam p cav e unde r th e
Esquiline Hill , i s just across a  small valley an d connecte d t o
the Palatine b y a surviving underground tunnel .

This was always the city's mos t desirable quarter, live d in
by th e ric h an d th e influentia l fro m Cicer o t o Catullu s t o
Caesar Augustus. In this small area of Rome the greatest me n
in th e worl d negotiate d fo r power , starte d an d conclude d
wars, an d celebrate d thei r ambition s an d achievements . I n
these palace s the y intrigue d an d regrouped , lived , fought ,
murdered, hi d and died. There is no palace of Hadrian amon g
the remains , althoug h it s absence wa s a matter o f deliberat e
and significant choice; but in  the second century this was still
the centr e o f Hadrian's world .

Publius Aeliu s Hadrianu s wa s bor n int o th e Roma n
aristocracy, the so n of Domina Paulin a an d a  young senator ,
Aelius Hadrianu s Afer . I t ha s bee n suggeste d tha t Hadria n
could hav e bee n bor n i n Spain , hi s ancestra l home , bu t
opinion i s generall y i n favou r o f Rom e a s hi s birthplace ;
indeed, h e wa s almos t certainl y bor n i n th e vicinit y o f th e
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Palatine, as appropriate to his rank. It was the ninth day before
the kalends of February, and the empire was in the wise care of
the Empero r Vespasian. It wa s by no mean s predictable tha t
Hadrian migh t on e da y ris e t o becom e th e ablest , mos t
inspired an d most  controversia l emperor o f Rome. I t wa s by
no mean s predictable , o n a  col d winter' s da y i n second -
century Rome, even among the mos t affluen t o f families, that
the squallin g infan t woul d surviv e a t all . And i f childhoo d
disease, servic e on th e battlefield , or findin g himsel f o n th e
wrong side in a court intrigue did not prematurely curtai l his
life, the n Hadrian' s backgroun d certainl y reduce d hi s pro -
spects o f highes t office . Socia l standin g a t thi s tim e wa s
defined les s b y birthplac e tha n b y descent , an d bot h hi s
parents ha d origin s i n souther n Spain , Paulin a i n Gades ,
present-day Cadiz , an d Afe r i n Itálica , a  town nea r moder n
Seville; thus the new baby was a provincial, an outsider, fro m
the cradle . Hadrian' s fathe r ma y hav e bee n a  senator , bu t
although his son was born into the most privileged class of the
most successfu l natio n i n th e world , there ha d neve r been a
provincial Roman emperor .

Hadrian spen t period s o f hi s yout h abroad , perhap s t o
avoid the endemic disease of the city. It is entirely possible that
some o f hi s earl y childhoo d wa s als o spen t followin g hi s
father's postings , bu t w e kno w nothin g o f th e boy' s lif e
between hi s birth an d hi s father' s death te n year s later . I t i s
only a t tha t poin t tha t Hadria n suddenl y appear s i n ancien t
histories, a s writer s bega n t o conside r th e unstead y cours e
towards a  possibl y gloriou s futur e tha t wa s beginnin g t o
unfold fo r the senator's no w fatherless son. The boy' s care was
shared betwee n tw o guardians ; on e o f the m wa s a  cousin ,
Trajan, a t tha t tim e a  high-ranking arm y officer , a  carefull y
bluff bu t ambitiou s militar y ma n wh o als o ha d Spanis h
connections. Trajan' s meteori c ris e t o powe r wa s t o dra g
Hadrian wit h it .

At fiftee n Hadria n wa s sen t bac k t o Itálica , wher e hi s
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family held estates. It was appropriate for a young aristocrat to
know his roots; but i f it was a happy stay - an d i f we are to
judge from his future treatment of his home town, it was not -
it wa s certainl y no t productive ; Trajan summone d hi s war d
away from Spain , where it was rumoured that he was spending
too muc h tim e hunting . Al l his lif e Hadria n wa s to see k ou t
heroes, either to admire or to copy, but Trajan was a problem-
atic rol e model . As Hadria n late r found , dea d heroe s wer e
more amenable . I t i s noticeabl e an d ma y wel l hav e bee n
confusing t o a n adolescen t tha t wher e Hadria n emulate d
Trajan's interest s he seemed to misjudge his powerful guard -
ian. Trajan' s passio n had made hunting respectabl e - h e was
the firs t member of the nobilit y to sho w such enthusias m for
an activit y not hitherto considere d a n aristocratic pursui t -
but he was no more delighted to hear that the young Hadrian
was neglectin g hi s mor e seriou s studie s t o hon e hi s huntin g
skills than he later was to discover that his ward was pursuing
the sam e boys at cour t tha t th e empero r had single d ou t for
himself. The emergenc e of interests in hunting, whether boars
or boys, was to gain greater significance later.

Many years afterwards, Itálica must have hoped fo r great
things fro m it s generall y expansiv e nativ e son , bu t th e
affection o f city an d empero r wa s evidently not mutual . Th e
wide-travelling Hadrian neve r returned t o his ancestral city as
emperor, an d the snu b was the more marked because he did
return to Spain on one of his early journeys, only to ignore his
family home . Nevertheless , fro m earl y storie s o f Hadria n
being mocke d by th e senat e fo r hi s provincia l manner s i t i s
understandable that , onc e i n power , Hadria n shoul d hav e
wished to rearrange his personal geography. He would not be
the firs t t o pu t Spai n wel l behin d him . Th e countr y ha d
produced man y cultured , creativ e me n - Seneca , Lucan ,
Quintilian an d Martia l -  bu t al l headed fo r Rome . Spai n
provided a  comfortable existence and the country was rich in
natural produce, but i t was not a t the centre of things. Unlike
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Hadrian, Martia l retaine d a  sentimenta l attachmen t t o hi s
home country and briefly returned there in the last years of his
life; but, the most urbane of men, he soon tired of the leisured
rural round he evoked so beautifully an d yearned for the filthy
streets of Rome. The countr y was a good place for poetry, bu t
life an d powe r were to be pursued i n the city . Hadrian neve r
showed an y interes t i n th e countr y life , beyon d tim e spen t
hunting, and Itálica was forgotten. In time the emperor was to
create hi s ow n sophisticated pastora l vision within th e grea t
villa complex he created at Tivoli; but tha t had nothing to d o
with th e province s o r th e land , o r indee d nature , an d
everything to do with creating his own cosmos, complete with
internal gardens , pool s an d grove s i n whic h hi s collection s
could be displayed.

After a  period undertakin g officia l wor k - a n occupation
which had some  prestige but wa s undoubtedly boring fo r an
active youn g ma n -  a  hardie r lif e wa s soon arranged , an d
Hadrian was posted firs t a s tribune o f the Secon d Legio n i n
Pannonia, south of the Danube, and then to Moesia, in today's
Balkans. Thus he, like Trajan, was well away from Rom e as the
tensions mounted tha t were to culminate in the assassination
of the current emperor , Domitian, on an autumn afternoon in
96 CE. Domitian was swiftly replace d with the elderly Nerva,
a caretake r emperor , an d i n 9 7 Trajan's, an d b y associatio n
Hadrian's, fortunes were significantly advance d when Trajan
was adopted by the childless Nerva, with a degree of coercion,
to len d youthfu l an d heroi c lustr e t o hi s reign . A provincial
now stood in line to be emperor of Rome. It had alway s been
unthinkable; bu t no w i t wa s not onl y possibl e bu t abou t t o
happen. Just a  few months later , Nerva die d in Rome. I t was
midwinter an d Traja n wa s a t hi s comman d i n Germany , a t
what is now Cologne. Hadrian, serving as a tribune in another,
nearer par t o f the province , heard th e new s and fo r the firs t
time showed his instinct for the dramatic, and possibly advan-
tageous, scene. He was determined to seize the opportunity t o
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be th e firs t t o brea k th e new s t o Traja n tha t h e wa s no w
emperor. His commanding office r Servianus , who was also his
brother-in-law, was equally determined t o prevent such a  coup
de théâtre  and sabotaged Hadrian' s carriage; but Hadrian wen t
off o n foo t int o th e bitte r night an d arrive d before the officia l
messenger fro m Rome . Hadria n wa s dul y rewarde d fo r hi s
efforts -  as , in his way, was Servianus, who had fallen fou l of a
man uniquel y abl e t o sustai n grudges . Decade s later , whe n
Hadrian ha d bee n reignin g fo r twenty years , he wa s to sen d
the old man to his death .

With th e vigorous but childles s Trajan a popular empero r
of Rome , hi s young cousi n Hadrian' s prospect s bega n t o b e
taken seriously. Having been treated with some contempt bot h
by his peers, who mocked his clumsy speech an d found him a
charmless youn g man , an d b y hi s senio r officers , wh o criti -
cised hi s spendin g an d self-indulgence , h e foun d himsel f o n
the receivin g en d o f a  pragmati c shif t i n attitud e a s hi s
eventual power became a  clear possibility.

Yet this nebulous enhancemen t o f status wa s in it s way a
curse. There wa s n o poin t i n hi s lif e a t whic h Hadria n wa s
clearly heir-apparent . The rout e t o suprem e powe r was con -
ventionally throug h adoption , no t bloo d descent , an d
although clos e relatives were likely to be in the running ther e
were always other contenders . Hadria n himsel f clearly articu-
lated th e advantage s o f thi s syste m toward s th e en d o f hi s
reign:

I, my friend, have  not been permitted by  nature to have a son, but you
have made  it possible by  legal  enactment. Now there  is  this difference
between the two methods - that  a begotten son turns out to be whatever
sort of person Heaven pleases, whereas one that is adopted a  man takes
to himself  as  the  result  of  deliberate  selection.

Thus by  the  process of  nature  a  maimed  and  witless  child  is  often
given to  a  parent, but  by  process  of  selection  one  of  sound  body  and
sound man is  certain to  be chosen. '
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The disadvantage , for the potential successor , was the delicate
business o f treading the ver y fine line between permitting a n
assumption o f statu s ye t no t seemin g t o b e to o eager , no r
becoming implicated in rumours of plots which might seem to
threaten the existing emperor. For Hadrian i t was a matter of
the subtles t diplomacy , keeping Trajan's support , making the
right politica l moves, securing a power base in th e arm y and
the provinces while not fallin g out of favour with the senate or
seeming to pre-empt th e incumbent' s decisio n a s to his heir.
Hadrian sustained this joyless balancing act for year after year,
with no clear future, and in doing so perhaps acquired some of
the skill s (an d indeed som e of the failings ) tha t were to mark
his own tenure of power.

Nevertheless, Hadria n ha d caus e t o hope . Indeed , th e
conduct o f hi s lif e wa s predicate d o n tha t hop e an d it s
substantiation. Hadria n had alway s been draw n to the super-
natural, to magic and astrology as means by which he uneasily
sought t o understan d hi s future . H e wa s no t alon e i n this ;
contemporary histories were full o f the bizarre and ambiguou s
heralds of disaster or triumph, military and political decisions
waited fo r goo d portents , an d pontifica l rite s examine d th e
livers o f slaughtere d animal s fo r favourabl e signs . Bu t a s a n
eminent patrician, a member of the imperial family, Hadrian's
attempts t o discover the future were risky; in the past, consult-
ing fortune-tellers had been seen as a direct threat to imperial
power, exposing a hungry ambition. Indeed, towards the en d
of his reign, he was himself to destroy a young relative for just
such over-kee n anticipation . Ye t Hadria n seeme d t o fin d
fortune-tellers irresistible , despit e th e risk s an d th e decep -
tions, an d hi s repeate d retur n t o the m provide s one insigh t
into th e positio n o f impotent desperatio n i n which he found
himself. Mos t emperors , onc e i n power, conceded tha t thei r
progress had bee n bolstered by some alarming indications of
their futur e fortune . Vespasian wa s delighte d whe n a  do g
brought a  huma n han d int o th e dinin g room , heralding , al l
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said, hi s eventua l succession . The portent s fo r Trajan's rul e
were mor e privately , and mor e safely , reveale d t o hi m i n a
dream. However , t o b e foun d seekin g this reassuranc e when
not ye t in power was a different matter .

Hadrian started young. It was perhaps an interest fostered
in childhoo d whe n hi s great-uncle , a  maste r o f astrology ,
predicted the boy would one day succeed to immense power .
On differen t occasion s h e wa s told repeatedly , althoug h th e
details ar e vague , tha t augurie s ha d indicate d hi s eventua l
triumph. A s a  youn g militar y commande r i n th e Balkans ,
Hadrian wa s stil l seekin g out prediction s fo r th e futur e an d
finding them, as yet another fortune-teller repeated the claim.
Shortly afterwards, when one of a series of mild disagreements
left hi m apprehensiv e o f his crucia l relationship wit h Trajan,
he sough t th e advic e o f th e famou s Virgilian oracle . This
impressive-sounding proces s consiste d simpl y o f openin g
Virgil's Aeneid at random an d readin g a  message in the text ,
and o n thi s occasio n i t provide d hi m wit h a  gratifyin g
combination o f images : a n oliv e wreath , a  might y realm , a
greying beard an d a  regeneration of Rome.

So years , a  decad e an d more , passe d whil e Hadria n
watched for a sign, waiting for the definitiv e statemen t whic h
might clarify his status. It never came. Beyond soothsayers, his
hopes were sustained by what seems a troubled mixture of tiny
phenomena an d smal l gesture s o f preferment -  losin g the
cloak of an inferio r rank , or, more promisingly, being given a
diamond b y Trajan whic h h e ha d i n hi s tim e receive d fro m
Nerva.

As an investmen t i n his ow n future, marriage to Trajan's
great-niece, Sabina , i n 10 0 C E mus t hav e seeme d a n idea l
move fo r a n ambitiou s man . Sabin a wa s Trajan's neares t
surviving blood relative and her roots were, like Hadrian's, in
Spain. Bu t th e coupl e ha d littl e els e i n common , an d th e
match, arranged by Trajan's wife , was to bring no joy to eithe r
party. For both Hadrian, in his mid-twenties, an d Sabina, who
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was probably around fourteen at the time of her marriage, the
union wa s unsatisfactory -  bu t Hadria n a t leas t ha d the
advantage o f political consolidation. Of Sabina's thought s w e
know nothing . Sh e wa s only jus t out o f childhood whe n sh e
was given to Hadrian a s a bride, an d die d in her fifties, a few
years befor e he r husband . Hadrian' s willingnes s t o accep t
Sabina wa s a t leas t i n par t a  plo y t o reinstat e himsel f wit h
Trajan afte r a  squabbl e ove r some pag e boys . I t wa s no t a n
auspicious star t t o th e marriage . Within months , Trajan' s
unofficial would-b e heir-apparent , newl y appointe d t o th e
senate, returned t o military service as trouble stirred agai n on
the borders with Dacia.The couple never had children and the
ancient writers largely repeat the claim that Hadrian found his
empress uncongenial , althoug h survivin g inscription s an d
images show that she was treated with the respect accorded to
her rank in life. In later years he was reported to have said that
if he had no t bee n empero r h e would have divorced her, an d
even afte r decade s togethe r the relationship between Hadria n
and Sabin a wa s s o visibl y poo r tha t whe n sh e die d i t wa s
rumoured tha t she had been poisoned by her husband .

It wa s no t o f cours e considere d necessar y o r eve n
desirable that there should be an affectionate bon d between a
high-ranking couple , and any kinswoman of an emperor could
expect little beyond disposa l in a strategic alliance. Even for a
man withi n thos e circles , marriag e wa s invariabl y a  tactica l
move. When Augustu s was emperor he peremptorily ordere d
his adopte d so n Tiberius, wh o was , unusuall y fo r th e time ,
much i n lov e wit h hi s firs t wife , t o divorc e he r an d marr y
Augustus' waywar d daughte r Julia . Tiberius , a  difficult ,
taciturn man , wa s given to followin g hi s firs t wife , unabl e t o
surrender he r completel y and trapped i n misery with his new
and adulterous partner .

Although Sabina travelled with Hadrian, she shared few of
his intellectual pursuits , an d h e was without doub t emotion -
ally far more boun d u p wit h his mother-in-law tha n with his
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wife. The conventiona l ag e gap o f a decade or more betwee n
husband an d wife meant that Hadrian was probably nearer in
age to Matidia, Sabina's mother , than to his bride, and when
the elde r woman die d h e wa s distraught. Mor e importantly ,
Hadrian nurture d a  clos e relationshi p wit h anothe r slightl y
older woman : Plotina, th e empero r Trajan's wife . Sh e was to
promote him throughout hi s life, being the prime mover in his
useful marriag e to Sabin a and i n his accession as emperor o n
Trajan's death . I n bot h crucia l moves forwar d i n Hadrian' s
career,Trajan's own views seem to have been equivocal. There
were inevitabl y rumours tha t Hadria n wa s romantically, and
possibly, though les s plausibly, sexually involved with Plotina.
Despite th e subsequent belie f in his homosexuality, and some
hints tha t h e ha d bee n Trajan' s sexua l partner, earl y gossip
suggested tha t th e rathe r friendles s youn g ma n ha d alway s
been attracte d t o married women . Plotina wa s an intelligent ,
politically adept woman, and shared more of her interests and
abilities wit h Hadria n tha n eithe r ca n hav e don e wit h thei r
spouses. Despite  a  possibl e diminutio n i n thei r closenes s i n
later life , whe n Plotin a die d i n th e mid-120 s Hadria n pro -
nounced a  period o f unprecedented mournin g an d erecte d a
splendid basilic a in her memory at Nemausus, now Nîmes in
southern France , then one of the leading cities of Gaul and on
the main route fro m Ital y to Spain . It may well have been th e
relationship between Plotina an d Hadria n whic h condemne d
Hadrian an d Sabin a t o thei r ari d marriage . Give n tha t
marriage wa s a n inevitabl e ste p i n th e lif e o f an upper-clas s
man, i t is all too plausible that Plotin a chose a  young relative
whose status would assist the man she cared for into office bu t
whose personality and leve l of sophistication wer e unlikely to
distract him fro m hi s relationship with herself.

Once Hadria n becam e empero r th e unfortunat e Sabin a
followed, o r wa s taken , o n mos t o f hi s travels ; possibl y he r
mother, wh o was a widow, came too. I n he r portrait s Sabin a
has a  dignifie d beauty , wit h thic k hair , eve n feature s an d a
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solemn face , a s she poses i n the Gree k style s which reflected
her husband's taste. In court circles she was said to have a sour
disposition, ye t tha t wa s not al l there wa s to her ; he r frien d
Julia Balbilla , who accompanied he r t o Egypt , describe d he r
prettiness i n poetry, and evidentl y both enjoyed he r compan y
and fel t protectiv e of her. I t has - perhap s inevitabl y - bee n
suggested that there was a sexual element in Sabina and Julia's
relationship.2 As a story it is a tidy complement t o the notori -
ous involvemen t o f Hadria n wit h th e Gree k Antinous , bu t
ultimately it i s probably just fantasy .

Trajan wa s health y an d well-liked ; hi s reputation , un -
usually, remaine d intac t bot h durin g hi s reig n an d afte r hi s
death. There was no reaso n t o expec t tha t h e would no t liv e
into ol d age , althoug h Rom e ha d bee n surprise d befor e and
Trajan spen t much of his life leading his armies in sometimes
hard-fought campaigns ; indeed, in his one battle in the east he
narrowly missed being hit by an arrow which killed his body-
guard, an d he came close to death in the terrible earthquake s
at Antioch in 115 . But with the years stretching ahead o f him,
he, a t least , sa w n o nee d t o conside r th e questio n o f suc -
cession. Trajan lived on for nearly two decades, the model of a
Roman emperor , strong , brav e an d forthright , assertin g th e
supremacy o f his empire in an uncomplicated manne r whic h
made hi m popula r wit h army , senate an d people . H e wa s a
vigorous campaigner in Parthia and Dacia and pushed ou t the
boundaries o f the empire , reflecting bac k to Rom e th e image
of itsel f a s a n invincible , omnipoten t force , tha t i t mos t
enjoyed.

Yet th e realit y wa s no t quit e a s i t wa s filtere d bac k t o
Rome. Defendin g an increasingly long and conteste d frontie r
was expensiv e an d apparentl y unending . A s on e conflic t
followed another , Trajan found himself locked into continua l
warfare. Hi s popularit y wa s founde d o n hi s reputatio n a s a
soldier, yet the expansion which his campaigning achieved was
constantly in need of military action to defend it. Increasingly,
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Trajan responde d t o an y confrontatio n b y mobilisin g hi s
forces, hurryin g fro m on e wa r t o another . Eve n a s Rom e
congratulated itself , th e lon g boundarie s o f th e empir e
trembled unde r th e strain .

Meanwhile, Hadria n maintaine d hi s politica l balancin g
act of loyalty and patient ambitio n and rose through th e ranks
of a political career - a t the normal speed: there was no sign of
preferment signallin g him out fo r accelerated progress .

Hadrian ha d entere d middl e ag e an d wa s governo r o f
Syria whe n Trajan finall y fel l il l while fightin g i n a n unsuc -
cessful engagemen t a t Hatra in Mesopotamia. Simultaneousl y
there wa s further disturbanc e o n the norther n frontiers , and
news reache d th e imperia l headquarter s o f seriou s Jewis h
insurrection i n north Africa . I t was later calculated that in the
subsequent reprisal s nearl y a  quarte r o f a  millio n non-Jew s
were killed and th e Jews were almost entirel y displaced fro m
Gyrene an d Egypt , movin g t o furthe r outpost s o f th e east .
With th e peripher y o f th e empir e crumbling , provincia l
dissent mountin g an d th e cost s o f continua l warfar e escala -
ting, the ailing and dispirited Trajan turned bac k for Rome .

The imperia l party probably travelled by ship, but by the
time i t reache d th e coasta l tow n o f Selinu s i n Cilicia , no w
southern Turkey , Trajan wa s seriously unwell an d the y were
forced t o drop ancho r an d go ashore. Onl y small towns now
lie o n thi s lengt h o f dramaticall y beautifu l woode d an d
fissured coast, althoug h severa l resorts cate r to tourists , but
the masonry that seems randomly abandoned o n its hillsides
hints a t a previous busier existence . In the secon d centur y i t
was a  place o f fine Seleucid town s alon g a  coas t whic h ha d
traditionally bee n plague d b y pirate s an d wa s no w heavily
fortified. Her e i n earl y Augus t 11 7 CE , i n wha t i s no w
Gazipasa, th e imperia l part y landed . Thei r situatio n wa s
becoming difficult . Trajan's healt h wa s deteriorating; h e was
partially paralysed , wit h circulator y failur e an d generalise d
oedema. It was increasingly obvious that he was not going to
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get bac k t o Rome . Messenger s wer e sen t urgentl y t o th e
senate an d to Antioch, where Trajan had se t up his imperial
residence an d wher e Hadria n ha d remaine d whil e th e
emperor travelle d on . Illnes s mad e th e grea t soldie r fright -
ened an d paranoid ; Trajan believe d h e ha d bee n poisoned ,
although hi s neurologica l symptoms wer e consisten t wit h a
stroke. He had no designated heir, for the crucial final step of
adoption, which would ensur e tha t th e 41-year-ol d Hadria n
would accede , had stil l not bee n taken .

At Antioch, Hadrian was soon aware of the events unfold-
ing onl y thre e hundre d mile s away . Whatever hi s persona l
feelings fo r hi s kinsman , h e ha d waite d a  lon g tim e fo r thi s
moment. No w middle-aged , h e mus t hav e remembere d hi s
youthful, opportunisti c das h to be the first to break the news
to Trajan tha t Nerv a ha d die d an d tha t Trajan was emperor .
But fo r Hadrian , eve n now , succes s wa s uncertain ; unlik e
Trajan a t the same point, he had not been named the unequi -
vocal heir , nor wa s he a  popula r hero ; indeed , althoug h th e
army migh t b e counte d o n t o suppor t him , h e wa s no t
particularly popular a t all , especially back in Rome. Were the
succession to be lef t t o senatoria l choice, a s some rumoured ,
Hadrian stoo d littl e chance o f selection.3 Nor wa s this jus t a
matter o f seeing hi s ambition s thwarted ; a n alternativ e new
emperor woul d almos t certainl y remove such a  blatant riva l
from office . Hadrian' s hope s o f hig h position , an d possibl y
even his life, would be a t an end .

As the ho t Syria n summer day s passed i n waiting for th e
sound o f horses bringing news from th e west, the tension was
unremitting. Antioch was no mere provincial garrison; Trajan
had restore d th e cit y handsomel y afte r th e terribl e earth -
quakes of 11 5 and ha d mad e it in effec t a  capital second only
to Rome, from whic h he could pursue campaigns in the east. 4

Here, i n th e comfortabl e imperia l quarter s o f Trajan's city ,
Hadrian waited , unabl e eithe r to carr y on campaigning o r to
make any further mov e to consolidate his position. It is hardly
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surprising tha t h e ha d disturbe d sleep , claimin g tha t i n a
dream o n th e ver y nigh t o f Trajan's deat h a  lightnin g bol t
struck him from a  clear sky, yet passed right through hi s body
without injuring him. It was a very personal, and unverifíable ,
portent. In th e distan t provinc e o f Egypt, wher e many years
later Hadrian' s fortune s wer e t o chang e again , ther e wer e
alleged sightings of the mythical phoenix, although he did no t
know i t yet . Hadrian's officer s an d troop s wer e loyal; he ha d
been assure d o f suppor t throughou t th e legions ; h e wa s
occupying Trajan's own power base in the east - bu t he could
do nothing mor e to influence the outcome. H e had, however ,
determined allie s i n th e empres s Plotin a an d hi s othe r
guardian, Attianus; and both of them sat in the dark, shuttere d
room besid e wha t wa s no w evidentl y Trajan' s deathbed ,
looking beyon d th e pale , immobil e bod y o f th e expirin g
emperor t o the creation o f the future .

The exac t circumstance s o f Trajan's las t hour s an d act s
are confused , possibly deliberatel y so. Some tim e durin g th e
emperor's las t days a letter of adoption was finally drafted an d
sent t o Antioch an d t o th e senat e i n Rome . This announce -
ment o f the adoption that Hadrian had waited so long to have
confirmed wa s followe d swiftl y b y th e publi c declaratio n o f
Trajan's deat h - the first provincial emperor was also the firs t
emperor to die outside Italy. Hadrian, relativel y close at hand,
would hav e receive d th e new s o f Trajan' s declin e withi n
perhaps three o r four days , but the normal government route s
to Rom e too k courier s tw o months.5 I n a n emergenc y com -
munications woul d be speeded up , using constant change s to
fresh horse s an d the fastes t riders , but i t could stil l have been
the best part of three weeks before Rome heard what Hadria n
already knew . At Antioch, Hadria n wa s proclaimed empero r
with th e ful l suppor t o f the armie s he commanded . Then h e
travelled wes t t o pa y his respect s t o th e lat e emperor' s bod y
before it s cremation . Trajan's ashe s wer e placed i n a  golde n
urn an d take n on to Rome . B y the tim e the new s of Trajan's
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death reache d th e senate , Hadrian' s accessio n wa s a  fait
accompli.

At least, that was the officia l versio n of events. There were
already rumours that release of the news of Trajan's death had
been delaye d t o allo w th e crucia l an d legitimisin g lette r o f
adoption t o reac h Hadria n an d becom e publi c first, with a n
acceptable interva l befor e th e announcemen t o f deat h tha t
would permit him to claim power. There were wilder rumours
that the empress had encouraged an impostor to pretend to be
the failing emperor, closeted in a dark room, and to dictate his
final letters i n a  frail, an d therefor e unrecognisable, voice.

It was, and was not, everything Hadrian had ever wanted.
He was emperor; but not by consensus, and not yet securely. It
would be hard for the senate to oppose the endorsement o f the
army or question the legitimacy of the procedures of adoption,
but i t was not impossible . There were those in the senate who
would be vociferous in their doubts and quick in latching on to
any irregularitie s i n th e succession . Meanwhile , althoug h
Hadrian ha d succeeded to domestic stability, the potential for
trouble wa s neither forgotte n nor fa r away . The problem s o f
the trouble d province s an d th e war s o f Trajan's year s were
unresolved. Hadrian did not have the option of letting the dust
settle; there were instant military decisions to be made close at
hand, and th e senat e back in Rome to b e placate d and con -
vinced. Now was the time to put into action the strategies and
moves tha t woul d mak e hi s positio n impregnable . H e acte d
decisively wit h a  spee d whic h suggeste d a  lon g perio d o f
forethought.

In the newes t provinces Hadrian appeare d to be facing a
critical situation which could jeopardise his personal security.
He proceede d wit h dramatic measures . In wha t appeare d t o
be a  direc t reversa l o f Trajan's policies , Hadria n withdre w
from wha t he believed were the unsustainabl e borders where
Rome wa s weakene d b y continua l warfar e an d move d t o
consolidate a tighter, more manageable empire. He negotiated
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with previously hostile kings; he withdrew troops fro m incon -
clusive engagements; he settled the demands of small enemies.
He quote d th e venerate d ol d republica n Cato , sayin g tha t
those wh o coul d no t b e held subjec t shoul d b e se t free. 6 (I t
was not a  policy he was later to extend to Judea.)

It was undoubtedly a  sound decision , and i t was one tha t
the hero-empero r Trajan himsel f had slowl y been comin g t o
accept a s the onl y way forward. It s timing , however, did little
to endea r th e ne w empero r t o influentia l Romans livin g far
from th e battlefield s o f th e dispute d territories . Persona l
interest a s wel l a s imperia l pride wa s involved : those whos e
ambitions include d th e appointment s t o prestigiou s foreig n
posts necessary for career progression now found the empire a
smaller plac e wit h fewe r opportunitie s fo r advancement . I t
was als o a  risk y gambi t i n tha t a  perceive d departur e fro m
Trajan's agenda could be fuel t o political opponents disputin g
Hadrian's clai m tha t h e wa s Trajan's obviou s an d intende d
successor. Coin s wer e issue d whic h showe d Traja n an d
Hadrian hand i n hand over a globe, affirming a  consistency of
direction which real-life event s were swiftly contradicting .

Although written some decades later, the seemingly slight
tale of Trajan's Bridge is a scarcely disguised metaphor for the
succession, told  b y th e partisa n Gree k wh o ha d becom e a
Roman senator , Cassiu s Dio . Th e histor y o f thi s crossin g
spanned th e turbulenc e no t jus t o f the Rive r Iste r bu t tha t
between civilised and barbarian Rome and between the reigns
of two famous emperors; the bricks and mortar of this remark-
able constructio n carrie d a s man y message s a s i t eve r di d
troops an d equipment .

Trajan constructed  over  the  Ister  a  stone  bridge  for  which  I  cannot
sufficiently admire  him.  Brilliant, indeed,  as  are  his  other  achieve-
ments, yet this  surpasses them. For it has twenty  piers  of  squared stone
one hundred and  fifty feet  in  height above  the foundations and  sixty in
width, and these,  standing at  a  distance  of  one  hundred and  seventy
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feet from one  another, are connected by arches. How then  could one fail
to be  astonished at the  expenditure  made  upon  them,  or the  way  in
which each  of them  was  placed in  a  river  so deep,  in  water  so full of
eddies, and  on  a  bottom  so  muddy? For  it  was  impossible  of  course,
impossible to  divert the stream elsewhere . . .  this too, then, is one of the
achievements that show the magnitude of  Trajan's  designs,  though the
bridge is  of no  use to us; for merely  the  piers are standing, affording  no
means of  crossing,  as  if  they  had  been  erected  for the  sole  purpose of
demonstrating that  there  is  nothing  which  human  ingenuity  cannot
accomplish.

Trajan built  the bridge  because  he  feared that  some  time when the
Ister was  frozen over  war  might  be  made  upon  the  Romans  on  the
further side,  and he  wished to facilitate access  to  them by  this  means.
Hadrian, on  the  contrary, was afraid  that  it  might  also  make  it  easy
for the  barbarians, once they had overpowered  the  guard at the bridge,
to cross  into Moesia, and so  he removed the superstructure. 7

The Iste r -  th e modern Danub e -  i s Europe's secon d
longest river , lade n wit h mythologica l associations : i t ha d
carried Jaso n an d th e Argonauts westward s int o th e Adriati c
Sea. Bridgin g it s difficul t water s wa s a n astonishin g fea t o f
engineering an d militar y strategy ; Hadrian' s disablin g o f
the bridge destroyed the point ofTrajan' s heroic work, and this
account carrie s hints of both cowardic e and filial disrespect. I n
Dio's eyes , Hadria n ha d transforme d a  symbo l o f aggressive
empire-building int o a  purely visual and useles s ruin ; an ac t
typical o f th e apparentl y soft , defensiv e agend a o f th e ne w
emperor.

Hadrian's dela y i n returnin g t o Rome , dictate d b y th e
need t o dea l wit h th e militar y situatio n i n person , lef t th e
political situatio n i n th e capita l unresolve d -  bu t i t als o
postponed th e momen t o f direc t confrontatio n and , a s i t
turned out , allowe d deepl y unpopula r move s t o b e force d
through i n his absenc e by his cadre . As was always to b e th e
case wit h Hadrian , on e difficul t situatio n coul d b e turne d
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advantageously into a  solution for another. The pressin g need
to sor t ou t th e empire' s border s als o provided a n excus e to
stay away from Rome until he was in a stronger position an d
less likel y t o fac e ope n rebellion . H e wa s no t withou t sup -
porters in Rome who continued to promote his interests, but
the senate was still angry that Hadrian had  pre-empted thei r
decision. The belief that Trajan's dying acceptance of Hadrian
had bee n a  deviou s manoeuvr e b y Plotin a an d th e ne w
emperor threatene d t o ignite , i f not a n ope n challenge , cer -
tainly a whispering campaign, and thi s belief was entrenche d
when the letters of adoption which were received by the senate
turned out to be signed, for the only time in Trajan's reign, by
the empress . Althoug h Roma n conspirac y theorie s ar e a
central featur e o f ancien t histories , th e allegatio n tha t thi s
succession wa s stage-managed i s given some credence by it s
being recounted by Cassius Dio, whose father was governor of
Cilicia at the time and, it might be assumed, would have been
in contac t wit h th e imperia l part y whe n Trajan's termina l
illness halted i t in the province.8

Faced wit h potentiall y virulen t disaffection , Hadria n
moved fast , orderin g th e remova l of those h e though t wer e
unreliable, receivin g intelligenc e a s t o whic h me n wer e
dangerous to him, and putting his known supporters into key
positions befor e returnin g hom e t o Italy . Hi s strategie s
worked. By the tim e Hadrian returned t o hi s capital in sum-
mer 118 , having spen t jus t unde r a  yea r moving round th e
recent battle zones of the central empire, restoring peace, the
senate, essentiall y a  pragmati c an d conservativ e body , ha d
been persuaded to accept the inevitable.The new emperor was
welcomed by letter; coins bearing his image had been issued ;
and Trajan, his adoptive father, had been declared a  god, the
standard honour awarded to a dead emperor but an important
move which also elevated the living emperor, Hadrian, to son
of a  god.

But ther e was one other inciden t i n the transition which
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was t o haun t Hadrian . Withi n week s o f Trajan's deat h th e
senate was coerced into agreeing to the summary execution of
four alleged plotters agains t Hadrian's life . Neither he nor th e
senate eve r forgot it , and th e senat e neve r forgav e him . Th e
deaths als o appeare d t o contradic t th e ne w emperor' s ow n
stated intention s fo r hi s reign . I n hi s firs t lette r a s emperor,
while stil l well away fro m home , Hadria n ha d writte n t o th e
senate in firm but conciliator y terms apologising for his hasty
acclamation by the arm y but justifyin g it  as  essential to  sup -
press an y potential disturbanc e followin g Trajan's death . H e
could have stopped there ; but h e als o promised t o rule fairl y
and pu t n o senato r t o deat h withou t trial . I f the senat e was
temporarily persuade d o f hi s benig n objectives , th e effec t
when Hadrian's ally and former guardian Attianus demande d
the death s o f Nigrinus, Palma , Celsu s and Lusiu s mus t hav e
been shocking . Th e mov e ma y hav e bee n mad e wit h th e
intention o f intimidation. The fou r powerfu l men , al l known
personally to Hadrian, were accused of involvement in various
plots. It was said that they planned to kil l him, either when as
high priest , vulnerable and unarmed , h e wa s involved in th e
rituals o f sacrifice, or o n th e pretex t o f an acciden t whil e he
was ou t hunting . Th e accusation s were specific , the defenc e
unheard. Th e fou r wer e neve r brough t bac k t o Rom e fo r
questioning but were sought out and killed wherever they were
found: two on their estates , one at the seasid e resort o f Baiae
and one while travelling. Dio states that it was widely believed
that they had in reality been killed because of their wealth and,
more convincingly, their influence . Ultimately their crime was
that the y were Trajan's men .

Hadrian, stil l keeping away from th e city , disingenuously
denied an y involvemen t i n thei r convenien t removal . Fo r
Attianus, wh o wa s o n th e spo t i n Rome , an d wh o ha d als o
been a  part y t o whateve r transpire d a t Trajan' s deathbed ,
Hadrian ha d littl e gratitude: blame for the death s was firmly
attributed t o a  unilateral decision by Hadrian's ol d friend. As
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Hadrian's long-ter m supporter , Attianus may well have done
the necessar y dirty work to ensur e a  smooth succession , bu t
after thi s episod e Hadrian hastene d t o pu t distanc e betwee n
himself and the man who had no w become a  liability.

It was a traumatic episode for the Roman elite, used to the
domestic mildness of Trajan. Memories were long, and twenty
years later this early bloodbath was still cited as one reason for
Hadrian's unpopularity . Now Hadrian's early reign was com-
promised no t onl y b y a  lac k o f clarit y ove r th e proces s o f
accession bu t b y thi s immediat e an d violen t actio n agains t
four leadin g opponents. The implication s looked bleak. Such
an affai r migh t have seemed less surprising had i t been initi -
ated b y an y o f Hadrian' s predecessors . Bu t Hadrian , th e
consummate strategist , was seen a s a milder man, less pron e
to th e arbitrar y remova l o f opponents . I t wa s eve n mor e
incomprehensible i n tha t i t directl y contradicte d hi s ow n
statements mad e t o th e senat e a s par t o f hi s campaig n o f
persuasion straigh t afte r Traja n died . Coul d h e b e trusted ?
Who woul d b e next ? Was ther e anothe r Domitia n i n th e
making?

Hadrian wa s both muc h mor e robus t an d muc h mor e
politically adep t tha n Domitian . Despit e th e abidin g
unpopularity o f hi s action , thi s remova l o f ke y opponent s
undoubtedly helpe d secur e Hadrian' s position , an d histor y
did offe r some  justificatio n fo r th e swif t move s agains t th e
senators. Juliu s Caesar' s clemency , which lef t troublemaker s
alive t o fomen t opposition , playe d a  par t i n hi s downfall ,
whereas Augustus ' blood y an d extensiv e proscription s
ensured hi s lon g an d unoppose d reign . Th e tension s o f
imperial reig n wer e alway s difficul t t o negotiate , an d neve r
more so than early on in a reign, when the fault-line of power
was exposed. The evolving tradition of adoptive heirs, which in
theory permitte d th e mos t suitabl e candidat e t o mov e int o
position, als o meant tha t a t times the successio n was unclear
and the assumptio n of power might be challenged . Hadrian' s
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background an d educatio n had cause d hi m t o b e war y and
ruthless; he swiftl y develope d a n effectiv e modus  operandi  an d
remained firmly in control of every aspect of his reign until the
last years.

The ke y to Hadrian' s behaviour , an d t o th e subsequen t
integration o f a style of rule, may be found i n his relationshi p
with the past. He was a broadly read man an d a  passionate, if
nostalgic, historian, and the innovations of his reign as well as
the strategie s h e adopte d t o consolidat e power were all con -
sistent with his pervasive sense of the past. His own immediate
experience, infused wit h a broad knowledge of Mediterranean
history, shape d th e futur e o f his empire . Hadria n ha d live d
through th e reign s o f five very differen t emperors : Vespasian,
Titus, Domitian , Nerv a an d Trajan , amon g who m onl y
Dominan and Trajan, arguably the worst and the best of them,
ruled fo r an y length o f time. The difference s betwee n them ,
and between those who triumphed an d those who were over-
thrown, wer e ofte n sligh t - a  matter o f public perceptio n of
personalities rather than thei r acts . The dilapidate d tenemen t
housing o f Rome caugh t fir e o n many , many occasions ; only
Nero wa s though t t o hav e rejoice d i n it . Diseas e hi t th e
itinerant populatio n o f th e overcrowde d cit y wit h terribl e
regularity; only Domitian wa s said to have deliberately infec-
ted hi s people . Suc h occurrence s i n th e reig n o f a  'good '
emperor wer e invariably used to hi s credit : plagues an d con -
flagrations were seen as opportunities fo r Vespasian, Titus and
Trajan t o show their paternalistic strengths an d generosity .

The peacefu l empir e Hadrian inherite d was by no means
long-established, an d the recent past provided both lessons for
would-be tyrants and examples of successful, survivable, rule.
At the time of Hadrian's birth Rome was ruled by the benig n
and thrift y Vespasian, whose most notoriou s dee d was taxing
urinals. His reign brought a period of peace and growth after a
tumultuous perio d i n Roma n politics , whil e hi s tw o son s
promised dynasti c continuity . Suc h a n apparentl y peacefu l
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political stat e (an d i t turne d ou t t o b e a n illusion ) wa s th e
exception; fro m th e emergenc e of , i n essence , a  dictatorshi p
under Augustus , a t the en d o f a revolution which swept away
not just the republican state but hundreds of Augustus' adver-
saries, power had alway s been bought and maintained a t great
cost. From Julius Caesar onwards, assassination had, time and
again, resolved the tensions of autocracy. The emperor' s power
was no t infinit e but , crucially , no r wer e it s limit s known .
Autocratic and absolute, it was also, to a degree, experimental.
The politica l structures wer e relatively young and stil l evolv-
ing. Behaviou r whic h migh t b e tolerate d i n on e rule r wa s
unacceptable i n another , an d a  reasonabl y long reign migh t
suddenly be rendere d insecur e by a  shif t i n balance betwee n
the severa l vested interest s whic h kep t the empero r safel y i n
power. The nee d for resident government in distant province s
permitted th e growt h o f powe r base s fro m whic h seriou s
challenges t o the statu s qu o migh t be mounted . The senate ,
the army and the families of the emperor had al l at one time or
another bee n implicate d in the deat h o f Rome's rulers . Even
the long-lived , long-reigning , long-marrie d Augustu s might
have been poisone d by his wife , o r s o some whispered. Long
re-invented a s a benevolent autocrat, father o f his nation, with
his blood y purge s o f civi l wa r an d th e lega l an d semanti c
manoeuvrings tha t brough t Rom e fro m republicanis m t o
absolute powe r fa r behind him , th e agein g empero r like d t o
walk in his orchards each morning, plucking fruit from his tree
like any solid Roman farmer. Seeing this, so the murmur went ,
his wife Livia painted a pear on a more accessible branch with
poison - an d the emperor succumbed to its fatal effects .

Whatever the reality of Augustus' demis e -  an d it could
hardly hav e bee n considere d prematur e fo r a  first-centur y
man in his seventies - th e imperia l deaths that followed were
bloody, bruta l an d blatant . Caligula , trappe d leavin g th e
games, was run throug h by noblemen who then hacked at his
genitals an d i n thei r ferocit y ma y even, according to Cassiu s
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Dio, have gorged themselves on his flesh. His wife , one of the
few peopl e Caligul a loved, was murdered o n the spo t and hi s
infant daughter , s o a narrative of chilling verisimilitude relates,
was picke d u p b y th e fee t an d ha d he r brain s dashe d ou t
against a  wall. Nero, on th e ru n fro m mutinyin g troops, dis -
played a ghastly combination of wit, cowardice and bravado as
he dran k fro m puddles , crawle d through thicket s an d mad e
half-hearted attempt s t o kil l himsel f rathe r tha n fac e th e
protracted an d humiliatin g en d hi s enemie s ha d planned .
Famously, hi s las t word s wer e quails  artifex  pereo:  'Wha t a n
artist die s with me.' After his death emperor followed empero r
at such speed that there were four i n the year 69 alone. There
was the elderly Galba, whose brief reign ended in butchery, his
severed head being tossed around the military camp, and Otho,
his successor , wh o kille d himsel f t o pre-emp t execution . The
cruel, greedy and partly crippled Vitellius suffered a  protracted
and sadisti c deat h a t th e hand s an d blade s o f soldier s who ,
having dragge d hi m throug h th e street s t o th e abus e o f th e
crowd, tore him apart before throwing his corpse in the Tiber.

But although in Hadrian's childhoo d the political climate
under Vespasian had - o r so it appeared - finally found som e
sort o f equilibrium, th e natura l worl d eddied  i n turbulence ,
which to the Romans was an ominous suggestion of disruption
to come. There were rumours that grea t giants had been see n
wandering about the countryside and even entering the city or
flying through the air. Strange droughts and earth tremors had
been a  source of anxiety in the area around Vesuvius, although
the inhabitant s wer e unfortunatel y obliviou s t o th e mos t
obvious likel y sourc e o f imminen t disaster . Vespasian die d
when Hadrian wa s three an d was succeeded by his elder son ,
the handsome , i f opportunistic , soldie r Titus, wh o onc e i n
power showed every sign of continuing his father's construct -
ive ways . (Di o provide s a  rumou r tha t Titu s poisone d hi s
elderly father and gives Hadrian as the source of this otherwise
unsubstantiated story. ) Bu t th e summe r o f Vespasian's death
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saw th e catastrophi c eruptio n o f Vesuvius an d subsequen t
engulfing o f Pompeii an d Herculaneum . Then, in an ech o of
events under Nero , fire struck Rome agai n in a  conflagration
which destroye d s o many temples tha t some  believed i t was
divinely ignited. Confirmatio n that the gods had turned thei r
face awa y fro m Rom e seeme d t o com e when th e apparentl y
robust Titu s fel l il l an d die d jus t ove r tw o year s an d tw o
months afte r hi s accession, having reigned for a short enoug h
period no t t o hav e outlive d hi s earl y promise . H e wa s suc -
ceeded b y hi s muc h mor e complicate d an d introspectiv e
brother, Domitian, an d the atmosphere a t the imperia l cour t
became more troubled an d more dangerous .

None o f thes e emperor s wa s a n appropriat e mode l fo r
Hadrian. Domitian' s reig n had ende d i n disaster , his recor d
and memor y officiall y obliterate d i n th e notoriou s damnatio
memoriae visite d o n disgrace d emperor s afte r death . Thi s
removal o f al l depiction s an d visibl e manifestation s o f th e
deceased fro m publi c building s an d monument s ha d th e
unsought effec t o f emphasising the targe t where figures were
removed fro m grou p statuar y o r name s i n th e middl e o f
inscriptions. Moder n variant s includ e Stalin' s doctore d
photographs an d th e cementin g over of Mussolini's nam e o n
inscriptions i n Rome . Still , th e vigou r wit h whic h i t wa s
enforced coul d be cathartic :

It was  our  delight to dash those  proud statues  to  the ground, to  smite
them with  an axe,  as if blood  and  agony  could follow every  blow.  Our
transports of  joy -  so  long deferred  -  were  unrestrained;  all sought a
form of  vengeance in beholding those bodies mutilated, limbs  hacked in
pieces and finally that  baleful  fearsome  visage  cast into the  fire.9

Domitian wa s the empero r mos t lik e Hadrian i n his intellec -
tual taste s an d hi s psychologica l complexities , bu t h e wa s
hardly a man Hadrian coul d openl y emulate. He could , how-
ever, learn from him . The reig n of Domitian laste d for fifteen
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years from 8 1 CE, when Hadrian was a child of five, until 96 ,
when h e wa s a  servin g office r i n th e Roma n legion s aged
twenty; thus i t formed th e backdrop to Hadrian' s experienc e
of imperial life . Domitian , hate d b y the patricians , had bee n
the target of unsuccessful attempts on his life early in his reign,
and although there are records to suggest that he was in some
ways a conscientious ruler, he lived the remainder of his life in
a stat e o f increasing paranoia , expresse d in pre-emptiv e an d
imaginative sadism. Rom e was an uncomfortable plac e to b e
in thes e years , an d ther e wa s i n effect , i f no t b y decree ,
widespread censorship ; yet Domitian was not unintereste d i n
the arts , particularl y architectur e an d statuary , althoug h th e
damnatio memoriae  ha s reduce d wha t survives . His effec t o n
Hadrian i s apparent no t leas t in the latter' s admiratio n o f his
building schemes: only twenty-five years after his  death it  was
Domitian's extravagan t palac e tha t th e usuall y sensitiv e
Hadrian foun d most congenial and that he chose as his officia l
residence when in Rome. But Domitian i s an important figure
in Hadrian' s lif e primaril y because th e choice s and assump -
tions Hadrian wa s to make about how to be an emperor were
undoubtedly influence d by the experience of living within th e
tensions o f Domitian's reign.

Crucially, in Hadrian' s personalit y there ar e trace s fro m
the firs t o f Domitian's awarenes s that th e empero r i s always
alone, ca n never, ultimately, trust anyone . Though Domitia n
was alway s respected b y a  loyal army, among whom Hadria n
was servin g a t th e tim e o f the assassination , the realit y was,
and always had been, that no emperor could be free o f the fea r
that other s migh t make a bid for power at any time.10

Even the contemporary sources recognise that Domitian's
fear mad e hi m cruel , an d th e mor e crue l h e was , the mor e
he had to fear; to an educated Greek or Roman, in his sadistic
paranoia, Domitia n displaye d th e characteristic s o f th e
eponymous Greek tyrant Damocles. The massiv e rooms of his
palace were designed t o intimidate , their perspective and siz e
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disorientating th e apprehensiv e visitor ; th e gallerie s o f thi s
labyrinthine palac e wer e line d wit h reflectin g ston e s o tha t
Domitian migh t alway s b e aler t t o potentia l assassins. 11 ( A
similar strategy, this time auditory, can be seen in the Hare m
of the Topkapi Palace in Istanbul ; here the bathroo m floo r i s
articulated s o that th e fabri c o f the roo m rattle s i f a stranger
approaches th e sulta n a t a  vulnerabl e an d unguarde d
moment.) Nobod y conjure s u p mor e potentl y th e distorte d
tensions o f Domitian' s menta l disintegratio n i n th e palac e
that ha d becom e hi s prison tha n Gibbon : 'Domitian,  trapped
in hi s palace, felt th e terrors  h e inspired.'  Th e portent s o f deat h
clustered aroun d Domitian , eve n a s he ha d th e prophesier s
of doo m punishe d o r killed . Lik e Hadria n i n year s t o
come, Domitia n wa s counting dow n th e day s to som e pre -
ordained date when it had been foretold he would die. He took
desperate measure s t o propitiat e th e omens , executin g
fortune-tellers, scratchin g a t a  war t t o dra w his ow n blood ,
hoping it would be enough to fulfi l th e prediction, bu t died at
the han d o f his intimates -  hi s chamberlains , his valet and
possibly his wife - a s he prepared to take an afternoon siesta.
It wa s a  grim tablea u o f a  reign gone wrong; of an empero r
completely isolated at the centre of his empire and his family .
Domitian summe d u p hi s ow n predicamen t succinctly :
'Nobody believes  in  a  conspiracy  against  a  ruler  until  it  has
succeeded.'12 Hi s deat h was a  justification o f his beliefs ; an d i t
was the justificatio n fo r Hadrian's late r hostile action agains t
the fou r senators .

The Roman legions under Trajan were unequivocally loyal
to their emperor and had continued to support Hadrian, who
had les s need tha n hi s predecessors t o liste n fo r the footfal l
in th e night , o r watc h fo r th e sudde n movemen t i n th e
crowd. Bu t Domitia n to o ha d succeede d a  popula r soldier -
emperor, and he too had been liked within the army; yet it was
only twenty-on e year s sinc e Domitia n ha d bee n bloodil y
despatched in his own palace. As with Domitian, s o Hadria n
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discovered an intrigue agains t him soon afte r he acceded. For
Domitian, the plo t wa s a  fata l catalys t for hi s descen t int o a
lifetime's oppressio n which ultimately brought abou t the very
destruction h e feared . I t wa s a  lesso n fo r hi s descendants .
Hadrian realise d tha t suc h a  plo t nee d no t necessaril y b e
disastrous; fo r a more pragmatic political player a plot, or an
alleged plot , could b e strategicall y useful; i t could permi t th e
removal o f know n opponent s wit h minima l objections ,
demonstrate th e likel y reactio n t o an y hin t o f intrigu e an d
justify th e enforcemen t of otherwise unpopular measures as a
reaction t o unarguable risk . Faced wit h a  major threa t to his
incipient rule , courage , politica l astutenes s an d ruthlessnes s
were called for - and in Hadrian they were not found wanting.
The personalit y of the new emperor was beginning to emerge,
as was the vast task ahead o f him.

Domitian's brooding presence still falls ove r Rome today. His
ruined palac e i s a  forbiddin g clif f o f incomprehensibl e
masonry, it s walls , many metre s thick , standin g hig h abov e
traffic hurtlin g alon g th e Vi a de l Circ o Massimo . Tourist s
wandering up towards the orange groves of the Aventine, an d
boys kicking a footbal l acros s the dust y park that follow s th e
shape o f th e ancien t Circu s o f Maximus , d o s o unde r th e
shadow of dark remains that stil l cover much o f the Palatine .

Further afiel d th e second-centur y restoratio n o f Spanis h
Itálica is presumed to have been grudgingly commissioned by
Hadrian i n absentia.,  bu t thi s ha s neve r bee n confirmed ;
although i t doe s see m likel y tha t h e gav e mone y fo r th e
construction o f an elaborat e baths comple x there, an d fo r a
temple dedicated to the dead Trajan, his heart was never really
in it . I n France , th e basilic a o f Plotin a a t Nemausu s whic h
Hadrian erecte d t o honour Trajan's wife , a  figure who was so
crucial in his political advance, has disappeared, swallowed up
by th e subsequen t succes s an d developmen t o f Nîmes ,
although a  tentative identification has been made with part of
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the ruin mor e usually known as the Temple of Diana.
Plotina's ashe s an d thos e o f Trajan wer e interred unde r

the remarkable 38-metre column that bears his name and still
stands i n th e centr e o f Rom e a s on e o f it s mos t famou s
monuments. The intricat e detai l of the spiral sculptural relief s
on Trajan's colum n which depict the soldier-emperor's bruta l
campaigns i n Dacia ha s bee n a  source o f endless fascination
and invaluabl e informatio n concernin g th e logistic s o f th e
Roman army . I t seem s likel y that th e relief s wer e adde d b y
Hadrian afte r Trajan's sudde n death ; they include a  depiction
of th e bridg e ove r the Iste r whic h i n realit y symbolised th e
disconnection between the policies of the two emperors. When
it wa s buil t th e colum n wa s a  triumphan t declaratio n o f
Trajan's achievement , and fro m it s viewing platform Trajan's
other gift s t o th e peopl e of Rome coul d be seen , notably his
forum an d th e gilde d roo f o f the la w courts o f the Basilica
Ulpia. Surmountin g th e colum n wa s a  bronz e statu e o f th e
emperor himself .

The relief s of the column, which so vividly conjure up th e
martial spiri t o f earl y second-centur y Roma n life , ca n b e
viewed toda y a s cast s i n th e Muse o déli a Civiltà . Trajan' s
column stil l stand s intac t a t th e foo t o f th e Quirina l Hill ,
although i t is no longe r possibl e to ascen d the interna l stair -
case to the platform. Where the emperor' s statu e once looked
from it s to p ove r paga n Rome , tha t o f S t Pete r ha s bee n
claiming th e cit y fo r Christianit y sinc e 1587 . O f Trajan' s
forum onl y rudimentary remains survive ; the sam e is true of
the basilica , which is currently being excavated . His markets ,
built b y his architec t Apollodorus, a  man whos e uneasy an d
ultimately fata l relationshi p wit h Hadria n nevertheles s
resulted i n some inspired building s in both reigns, stil l stan d
close by . The Templ e o f the Deifie d Trajan, whic h Hadria n
built as an act of pious recognition o f his adopted parent , and
which wa s implicitl y a  statemen t o f hi s ow n legitimacy , was
the only one of his buildings in the city which is known to have

39



FOLLOWING HADRIA N

borne Hadrian' s name . Onl y on e granit e colum n remains ,
lying on the ground by Trajan's column. The res t of the temple
complex i s burie d somewher e unde r th e sixteenth-centur y
Palazzo Valentini off the Via Santa Eufemia .

Yet another temple dedicated to Trajan lies above modern
Bergama i n western Turkey, in the impressiv e remains o f the
Hellenized cit y of Pergamum. The ruin s o f the larges t templ e
on th e Acropoli s ar e thos e o f th e Trajaneum , buil t i n th e
already thrivin g cit y durin g th e reig n o f Hadrian . Lon g
gone ar e th e colossa l statues o f bot h emperor s whic h onc e
dominated th e temple precincts .

Many mile s to th e south-east , o n th e Turkish sid e o f the
Syrian border, an d on the west bank of the Orontes , splendid
Antioch, wher e Hadria n waite d t o becom e emperor , ha s
become moder n Antakya , it s narrow street s leading down t o
the rive r and th e remnant s o f its city walls stil l following th e
shape o f the ancien t settlement . O f th e capita l city o f Syria ,
which onc e possesse d a  two-mile-long colonnade considere d
the greates t thoroughfar e i n th e empir e an d numerou s
beautiful public buildings, virtually nothing remains, althoug h
some lovely second-century mosaic s are now on display in the
town museum. 13 The presen t provincia l town i s a  fraction o f
its ancien t siz e an d ther e i s littl e els e lef t o f note ; i n th e
thousand years afte r th e fal l o f Rome, successive natural an d
military catastrophe s obliterate d a  cit y which was in it s tim e
surpassed onl y by Rome an d Alexandria . In th e fa r sout h o f
the country , Gazipasa , o n th e lon g Mediterranea n coasta l
road, i s unremarkable , it s histor y vanishe d wit h it s forme r
names. Before it was Gazipasa it was called Selinty, before that
Trajanopolis, an d originall y i t wa s Selinus , th e plac e wher e
Hadrian's accession was finally assure d when Trajan died , fa r
from Rome , i n the summe r o f 117.

Traces o f Trajan's bridge ar e stil l just visible on the Ister /
Danube a s it flows swiftly throug h Romania to the west of the
legendary Iron Gate s rapids - Potile  de Fier - wher e a modern
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barrage no w control s th e flo w tha t Trajan' s engineer s
brilliantly overcam e an d crossed . The bridg e i n it s original
splendour i s represente d o n Romania' s coa t o f arms . Th e
lands o f the Marcomanni , Quad i an d Sarmartia n tribe s an d
the Roman-create d province s o f Dalmatia , Uppe r Moesia ,
Macedonia, Daci a an d Pannoni a whic h wer e th e focu s o f
recurring warfar e throughou t th e centurie s o f th e Roma n
empire correspon d t o today' s Balkans . Conflict continue s t o
dominate the region .
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2
A travelling court

They say  that  in  the  reign  of  Lysimachus  the.  foÛ^ofRbaera were
stridden By  apiague that  was something  Cilce  this, my good T hito. In
the earhj  stages  att the population had  a violent and  persistent fever
nght from the  very  beginning,  but  at  about  the  seventh  day it  was
dispelled, in  some cases By a copious fCow ofBCoodfrom  the  nostrils,  in
others 5y  perspiration, that oho copious, eut it affected  their  minds in
a ridicubus way;  for att  had a mad hankering for tragedy,  deCivering
Blankverse at  the top  of their  voices. In particular they wouid  chant
sobs from Eurípides'  Andromeda,  singing the whote ofTerseus' iong
speech, ana the city was futt of att  those pale, thin seventh-day patients
ranting 'Rndyou, O  Îros, lord of gods andmen'. Slndbudhj dechiming
the other Bits, and over a iong periodtoo, tiííthe coming oj winter and
a heavy frost put  an  end to their nonsense!

LUCÍAN, How T O WRITE HISTORT, 1
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A TRAVELLIN G COUR T

From tfte memoirs o f Julia Baibitta
I should like to tidy up my memories as I would if they were to be
constrained by the formality of text. I should like to be able to say
I remember whe n I first saw the emperor , jus t as countrywomen
mark out their lives by a calendar of childbearing or fine harvests,
earthquakes or fevers. What blurs my recollection I think is that he
was borne to me on wings of reputation s o long before I saw him
clearly that when I did see him it was just a matter of clarification.
Many other s late r foun d tha t a  man coul d neve r quit e fulfi l th e
expectations of an unknown emperor. In some ways even then the
idea of Hadrian, from hi s golden hair to his bad poetry, being as it
were th e firs t t o arrive , was also the mos t lingering guest o f my
imagination.

In realit y hi s hai r wa s mor e brow n tha n golde n an d th e
poetry rather better than the wits gave him credit for. It was the
same with his alleged cowardice in the wars and his womanising. I
know nothin g o f hi s behaviou r i n actio n bu t I  alway s observe d
that, whatever his past as one officer amon g many, as emperor he
was a t hi s bes t amon g militar y men ; patien t ye t exacting , h e
understood their concerns and they respected him. As for women,
again I  was not privy to the campaign s o f his youth, but hi s inti-
mates - and they seemed to act as sisters rather than lovers - were
older women and the res t of womankind almost invisible to him .
Certainly he appeared oblivious to the process by which his wif e
Sabina turned fro m a n awkward child into a  fine, serious woman
with a beautiful complexion and unusually pale grey eyes. Others
were not, of course.

His appetites I would say were quite differently directed fro m
the repetitiv e compulsion s o f the flesh . Hi s rag e wa s legendary,
but unti l you had see n it it was hard to imagine such a breach of
his customar y contro l an d deportment . Man y wer e caught out ;
those who , one minute conversin g animatedly with the emperor
on som e mutual enthusiasm, were so surprised b y the shif t fro m
an equalit y o f passionat e discussio n t o th e fur y o f a  tyran t
thwarted tha t the y though t i t a  joke , and too k i t a s such , found

45



FOLLOWING HADRIA N

their live s irretrievably changed fo r th e worse . His drinkin g was
little spoke n of , ye t i t wa s a  habi t maintaine d an d increase d
throughout th e time I  knew him.

He wa s clever . Men doubte d i t because of the necessit y fo r
the empero r t o expound upon matter s t o prove it, but h e was as
able i n divers e skill s a s he wa s immodes t i n declarin g them . H e
was clever, though, in the way of open confrontation and compe-
tition; there was never a man les s able to achieve his aims by the
more subtl e o r deviou s way s o f flattery , concessio n an d insinu -
ation. Nor di d h e recognis e when he wa s the victi m o f suc h a n
assault and was oblivious to the more adep t bending him to thei r
will. In this way he was, for al l his sophistication, an innocent .

He wa s no t instinctivel y a  crue l man , thoug h crue l thing s
were done in his name, but he could be a cold one. Like most men ,
fear made him cruel, and he was crueller to those nearly his equal
than to the simpleton or the peasant whose path crosse d his for a
moment i n time . To hi s distan t follower s h e wa s a  parago n o f
kindness; thos e wh o ha d leas t t o d o wit h hi m bein g mos t per -
suaded o f what h e migh t accomplis h t o hel p them . H e wa s no t
cruel to Sabina, although she felt cruelly done by. If he had a  fault
it was that he did not smile enough. When he did - an d that I  do
remember -  whe n he was briefly happ y he was more handsom e
than a  man hal f his age and with none of his burdens o f duty.

He ha s se t down his own memoirs o f his life , but great  me n
who celebrat e their grea t lives do not dea l in what they regard as
small matters in case they should be diminished by having noticed
them. Nor do they look back upon themselves , but rather contem -
plate thei r effect , a s the y perceiv e it , upo n thei r world . Those
that follo w ma y lis t physica l qualities, but whethe r they assemble
them fro m traditio n o r re-animate portrait s i n stone they canno t
conjure up th e living man.

Those who never saw more of the empero r tha n hi s pictur e
on a  coin , an d onl y kne w tha t i t wa s hi m becaus e n o other
emperor ha d wor n a  beard , stil l talke d abou t hi m a s i f the y
had me t him. It was the same wit h rumour s o f his visits - the y
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were alway s there. Hadrian hovere d abou t ou r busines s an d ou r
thoughts; never was an absent emperor more omnipresent. H e was
always about to favour thi s provincial city or that; someone would
have heard from the wife of their cousin, who was very close indeed
to a certain influential freedman in Rome who worked in the com -
missary, tha t th e map s wer e out . Wherever yo u travelle d i n hi s
lifetime there was a whisper at a grand dinner or in the marketplace
or from the exasperated factor of a powerful man, that next year or
perhaps th e on e afte r th e empero r woul d arrive . Time t o exten d
villas into palaces, turn perfectly good gardens into fantasy water-
kingdoms, scou r th e countrysid e fo r fin e stone s o r plum p song -
birds; t o forc e begrudgin g peasant s t o thin k beyon d short-ter m
rewards, to set artisans to work on stone, to send out ships to fill the
granaries with golden corn . All this jus t fo r a  rumour. Were more
men ruine d o r blessed merely by the idea of Hadrian?

For thi s reaso n I  try  to  remembe r how  he looked , as  I  saw
him, briefly , man y year s befor e h e becam e wha t al l me n no w
know. It was at Athens; I walked into a courtyard and there for two
or three minute s I  stoo d an d h e was. He was singing; his choice
was some rousing militar y chorus bu t he put a  light-hearted spi n
on it , changed th e word s perhaps t o laugh a t the deprivation s of
service. Not ye t an emperor, every gesture heavy with consciou s
gravity, nor bearded - thoug h he told my brother late r that it was
in Greece he had determined to let his beard grow should he reach
full powe r - hi s face reflected a life ful l o f hope and possibility.

He was something over thirty years old and had a  fine voice.
I have said that his hair was brown, and certainly he did not stoo p
to the affectation of others who , while holding barbarian ferocity
in contempt, like d to imagine they were as blonde as the tribes of
the north . N o gol d dus t wa s artfully scattere d through his curls,
although his hair -  fo r those who came clos e to him - coul d be
seen to shin e with oil s and hi s ski n smelled sweetl y of cinnamo n
and balsam. 1 I n summe r hi s habi t o f goin g wit h hi s hea d
uncovered meant that his thick hair was shot through with reddish
streaks, and there was something of the lion about him. He was of
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a good height , moderately well-built, with stron g limbs and long-
fingered, mobil e hands . His face , lik e those o f so many wh o ha d
survived th e Roma n feve r o f Domitian' s time , wa s marked , bu t
that served to his advantage; the plague had proved the most letha l
of enemies among the legions, and the scar s marked him as their
own. His eyes were grey and he departed fro m handsomenes s i n
that they were too closely set, but he was otherwise a well-made, if
unexceptional, man .

That day it was possible to se e the Roma n clearly ; he neve r
again travelled wit h such a  small retinue (whateve r they tel l you ,
he did not, eve n then, walk freely abou t the people taking note of
their ordinar y troubles). He had a few companions with him and ,
of course , Sabina , wh o ha d fewe r still , an d he r mothe r wit h he r
small household.2

Sabina was younger than Hadrian b y perhaps te n years. She
had bee n marrie d t o hi m the n fo r som e time , an d he r fac e wa s
already maske d b y th e loo k o f defensiv e disappointmen t whic h
spoiled he r natura l beauty . Sh e too wa s well-built , movin g fro m
the slendernes s o f girlhoo d t o maturity . He r hai r wa s thick an d
glossy, she was simply dressed and her garments were of fine cloth
but ordinar y in cut . I t was her bearing tha t wa s most noticeable .
She too was tall - almos t a s tall as the future empero r - bu t she
stood well, gazing about her when she thought no one was looking
yet whe n i n Hadrian' s presence , o r toleratin g interminabl e
speeches of welcome or plays in archaic style, quite simply turning
into a statue. It was a performance in itself. Her eyes would remain
open, but virtuall y unblinking, he r gaz e fixe d o n som e invisibl e
point, her chest -1 watched in fascination - hardly moving up and
down and her hands, settle d loosely in her lap, never trembling. If
a strand o f her hai r was moved o n to her fac e by the curren t o f a
slave's fan, or sweat ran down her skin, or a fly settled on her brow,
she appeared no t t o fee l it . Sh e did no t loo k bored. Sh e did no t
look interested. Sh e was , I believe, just no t there ; it was as if she
fell int o a  trance. It was her greates t weapon . It was what enabled
her to survive . It was what, in the end, enabled he r to triumph.
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Later I would discover that she could laugh when she thought
herself unobserved an d that she enjoyed pantomime , vers e which
rhymed an d was in Latin no t Greek , wild birds, fine clothes an d
being sung to; they were not negligible pleasures, but she believed
that Hadrian's scor n could be best averted by her having no inter-
ests whatsoever. She was probably correct; like many clever men,
his wi t could be a s wounding a s it was considered. Enthusiasms ,
of which he had so many himself, were in others a particular target
of his conversational pursuit (there  came a time when to be intro-
duced a s 'Sappho in repertory' became embarrassin g no t jus t to
me but t o all who had heard the quip s o many times).

Sabina's amusemen t wa s of no grea t concern t o Hadrian ; if
she wa s possesse d o f enoug h understandin g t o respon d i n th e
appropriate fashion in public, that was all that was required o f her.
Hadrian's own pursuits were what set him apart; in the early days
he woul d be excite d an d invigorate d wit h hi s passion fo r a  new
subject and in searching out the best-informed an d bravest prac-
titioners in whatever art had caught his fancy. It is wrong to say, as
people do now, that he was only a dabbler - h e had a breadth of
ability tha t i n an y ordinar y ma n woul d b e counte d remarkable .
Had he pursued just one course, what could he not have achieved?
But it is an emperor's dut y not to linger in one occupation, an d so
he move d o n - an d in time, I  think, became jealou s o f all those
who, not havin g an empire t o mind , migh t stud y to thei r heart' s
content. In later life he invested passionately in many things which
seemed t o brin g hi m littl e immediat e pleasure . Hunting wa s a n
exception.

So th e empero r laughe d rarel y -  bu t h e di d s o wit h my
brother, my beautiful brother Julius.3 Everybody laughed in Julius'
company. Julius was a witty man, uncomplicated, wit h no hint of
the melancholy which suffused Hadria n from the first. Julius liked
people, parties , plays , love d hi s adopte d city , Athens , love d
Hadrian from their first meeting in Rome. Julius was a true friend .
Though young, he was already sick, puzzled by fatigue, when he
met Hadrian . H e kne w there wa s no advantag e to com e shoul d
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Hadrian gai n the imperial power he denied considering but was so
passionately desirou s of . Anyway, Julius wa s a  king , i n nam e a t
least, and ha d n o need fo r any preferment. All that he wanted h e
had. He, unlike me, had long forgotten the hope of real power, had
no uneas e wit h a n empt y kingship . The Roman s wrenche d ou r
kingdom away from us: Commagene, which did not go quietly like
other, more powerfu l nations ; Commagene , whos e armies , men ,
young boys , grandfathers , even , i t i s said , women , dre w
themselves u p t o fac e Rome . Commagene , th e mos t belove d o f
lands, extinguishe d i n a  moment . The Roman s too k th e moun -
tains wher e th e ligh t shifte d fro m brow n t o purpl e a s th e day s
turned, th e fertil e valleys , the smal l insisten t rivers , th e monu -
ments, the traditions an d the pride. Men i n Rome who could no t
have found ou r countr y on a  chart swept i t away as it went abou t
its business wit h nobility, swep t it away, not fo r its beauty, not fo r
its amenities bu t becaus e i t lay in their path .

Now h e lies under hi s great mausoleu m an d thos e wh o ca n
read ston e can  read of  the dynast y of  which Julius was  a last and
glorious son. Dying a happy exile among his friends, he numbere d
gods as intimates and guides. When there is nobody left to remem -
ber once-proud Commagene , passers by on the Hill of the Muse s
may stop a t Julius' tomb and wonder who was this mighty king .

The empero r ha d becom e a  grea t ma n whe n th e invitatio n
came to me, but i t was made, I believe, in memory of those earl y
days in Athens when Julius had reached the apogee of his hopes: a
Roman consul , the mos t eminen t o f Athenians, love d by al l who
knew him. Julius did not liv e impotent an d nostalgi c in exile, but
made exil e hi s new-found land . About Julius there wa s an ai r of
amiable indolence ; h e wa s constantl y demandin g bu t easil y
pleased. This was never so with Hadrian , wh o a t that tim e aske d
for littl e bu t neve r seeme d quit e content . He wa s a restless ma n
and even at leisure, teasing Julius, enjoying his wines and table, he
was neve r quit e relaxed . H e coul d b e charming , h e wa s a  great
recounter o f anecdotes, he had a  prodigious knowledge of ancient
stories and of the customs of the world - bu t he had the alertness
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of one who must live by his wits and wh o was always hungry fo r
more.

The futur e emperor, also a consul, lived in thrall to hope in
those days. Julius laughed, not unkindly, and said that like so many
ambitious men Hadrian wa s the victim of an 'understanding', the
clarification o f whic h dominate d hi s thought s an d endeavours .
This understandin g wa s a  promis e neve r mad e explici t b y hi s
guardian, Trajan - a  promise Hadrian, perhaps unwisely, confided
to Julius, for whom al l secrets were just currency for contractin g
new friendships and fo r the entertainment o f the old . His guard-
ian wished - al l things being equal - for Hadrian to succeed, but ,
being as yet a man in the prime of life, was disinclined to consider
formal recognition . The congenia l state of certainty which might
transform Hadrian's life and facilitate his advance was not granted
him. I t wa s Julius' lac k o f discretio n o n this , a s o n al l matters ,
which may have promoted hi s friend's invisible status to a  poin t
where the aspirant was treated with respect - o r at least with self -
interest - by those at his service.

While Julius was elevating his oblivious friend t o the rank of
prospective princ e i n the eye s of Athens, Hadrian , fo r once , ha d
forgotten th e elusive glory that migh t o r might not li e ahead. He
had com e fro m th e philosopher s an d wa s elate d b y thei r dis -
courses; Epictetus mingle d wi t and honesty , h e found , an d was
afraid o f n o man . H e ha d studie d th e idea s o f th e Stoic s an d
Cynics fro m boyhood , but t o see the famous man dispensing his
wisdom to the curious and the learned gathered around him fro m
all the countries of the empire and beyond was a different matter .
Possibly h e considere d tha t on e da y h e migh t styl e himsel f a
philosopher-emperor. I t was impossible, of course. Emperors are
soldiers. Or so we thought then .

Julius' misplace d confidence s were matche d correctl y wit h
confidence i n Hadrian . Hadrian' s dream s were realised; a t least
all the ambitions  he believed himself to have held since boyhood
were realised. Once he grasped power , he united th e energy and
determination o f Trajan wit h the glitterin g ritual s o f the easter n
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kings of old. In just over ten years, by the time he sent his emissary
to Athens , h e ha d mad e th e ill-use d word s 'Roma n peace ' a
prosperous reality . He had crosse d the empire , welcome in every
province. H e ha d assuage d hi s ow n curiosit y an d tha t o f hi s
people. Som e though t hi m a  scrupulou s diplomatist , bu t the y
misunderstood; he was in his own way as strong and implacable as
his fathers. Like them, he got what he wanted. The philosopher s
now come to Hadrian, and his days are ful l o f the counsels of the
wise - an d the not so wise.

They were already talking of an incessant , greedy curiosity .
He was compiling a lexicon of outlandish words and a  handbook
on th e mathematic s o f stone-vaulting; he claimed to hav e copies
of th e work s o f Enniu s an d Home r an d othe r long-dea d men ,
written in their own hands. Later he showed me poetry written on
papyrus so fragile tha t even the eye' s gaze caused it to fade fro m
the page . It would take its place in the library he planned fo r the
centre o f his new palac e tha t would b e th e greates t assembl y of
manuscripts unde r a  private roof. Like any rich man he collected
statues fro m Greece , fur s fro m th e Danube , jewel s an d horse s
from Arabia , unguents an d spice s fro m Asia minor. He eve n had
the best of our Athenian coffins despatche d to Rome. But he also
treasured and preserved sea creatures and old weapons and stone s
in which shell s and beetle s had bee n petrified. All these were laid
in cabinet s a s i f they were carved i n silve r or lapis . Around hi m
he gathere d th e cleveres t men o f ou r ag e fro m ever y city o f th e
empire. Nothing lik e it has ever been known or imagined, and th e
ardent alread y called it the Golden Age, hoping that if it were not,
naming it would make it so.

So the invitation arrive d - i t was of course mor e o f a com -
mand than a n invitation, but nicel y put. First there were discree t
enquiries a s to my health, my disposition, my responsibilities here .
Answer: first , good ; second , amenable , thoug h I  migh t hav e
replied 'realistic' to any other than the emperor's agent ; third, few
-1 tend my brother's tomb, I live and write and am amused by my
friends. Th e enquirie s wer e no t s o discree t tha t whe n th e
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emperor's sui t wa s pressed i t wa s an y kind o f surprise . H e wa s
planning another an d more ambitious voyage. Sabina required a
companion, Hadria n require d he r to be accompanied . A woman
of my abilities would be an advantage ; the empero r remembere d
my poetry from Athens. So it went. He had o f course never heard
me speak , neither poetr y no r dinne r gossip , but I  admire d th e
thoroughness o f his secretaries.

In Athens i t was a wet, grey winter, the street s slipper y with
rain and animals, the skies heavy over the citadel. It was not jus t a
matter o f th e empero r an d empress ; lik e a  vortex , he dre w th e
greatest and most luminous minds of our times around him. Who
would no t wan t t o escap e an d trave l i n suc h compan y an d b e
gilded by association? So I took ship in Athens with Sabina some
time i n th e followin g sprin g an d w e set of f through Asi a to th e
provinces o f Syria , Arabia , Judea an d Egypt , intendin g the n t o
return t o Greece . I t wa s also possible , bu t tantalisingl y unclear ,
that while in Syri a we might cross into Commagene . I  could no t
pry into the exac t route for fear tha t my loyalties might be called
into question and the emperor reconsider the gift of  his offer. But
possibly h e ha s forgotte n tha t tha t slive r o f land an d th e grea t
River Euphrate s wa s eve r paramoun t t o a n entir e people . N o
emperor could permit himself to comprehend that to be free with-
in a small country of mountains an d forest s i s a better thing than
to belong to a mighty empire with all its amenities. To my grave I
remember Commagene , of whose royal, pious house I am the last
descendant.

But while we travelled we would all live like kings. Kings no t
of Commagene , o r Rome , o r Athens , bu t o f a  carava n court , a
court wit h no frontiers ; a travelling academy, a nation o f poets,
musicians, architect s an d pantomim e actors . We would explod e
into the live s o f cities with our mask s and ou r speeche s and ou r
gold an d ou r music . We were al l to b e o n stag e an d kne w ou r
words. I was to be the well-connected poetess. He was not the poet
he believed himself to be, or he would have known that althoug h
our greates t historians an d architect s ma y soar to th e height s of
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achievement in later life, the poetic gift dies early. Poets do not age
well. I still knew how to play the role, but the art o f poetry was far
behind me even then .

Julius would have been glad  of my inclusion an d would have
urged m e t o liv e in Hadrian' s magnificen t empire , no t m y own
geography o f dispossession. Julius was a pragmatist, and happie r
for it ; he was just incapable o f looking back, even so short a  dis -
tance as forty years. He was an infant when Commagene fel l an d
history held no lessons for him. For Julius the King life was good
and, lik e a  generou s ma n distributin g th e favour s o f hi s mos t
beautiful mistress , he ensured fro m the first that Athens would be
good fo r hi s frien d Hadrian . Perhap s i n displayin g Athens t o
Hadrian as an irresistible and amusin g diversion , never dreamin g
that it would become the inspiration for a reign, Julius changed the
world at one remove, more powerfully than were he a rightful king
on his own throne .

Trust n o one , Juliu s said , an d liv e withou t fear ; lov e an d
torture make betrayers of us all.

He didn't want to die. Nobody, of course, ever wanted to die.
But when an emperor - the emperor - doesn' t want to die, the
consequences and ramifications are likely to prove more wide-
ranging. When a n empero r nods , th e swor d falls , th e arm y
advances, the wall s come down, the cit y is put t o the flame.

Hadrian didn't want to die. And once he became emperor,
he was in a position to d o somethin g about it . He was , as we
can deduce not only from hi s actions and by reading between
the line s of his biographers, but als o from hi s own writings, a
man o f a n almos t moder n sensibility:  intelligent, aesthetic ,
insecure in himself, given to tha t particular form o f nostalgia
that th e Portugues e cal l saudade  -  th e longin g fo r a  pas t
happiness on e neve r reall y possessed . S o t o understan d
Hadrian as a figure in history, we must first understand him as
a man inhabitin g a history of his own.

Hadrian's dispositions , nurture d fo r goo d o r il l i n hi s
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childhood, i n his sense of himself as a provincial outsider, in
his backward-looking longings fo r a golden pas t an d i n what
must hav e been th e agonisingl y uncertain wai t for Trajan t o
legitimise his succession, had formed his character long before
he ascende d t o imperiu m an d powe r le t the m shap e a n
empire. And the same dispositions, rooted in his nature, were
to expres s themselves in three crucia l aspects o f his character
which shaped his reign and his reputation, an d on which were
built both the best and the worst aspects of his career.

He wa s clever ; h e wa s a  Hellenophile ; an d h e wa s a
traveller.

In hi s travel s he wa s fascinated by magic , b y heterodo x
religious practices, by divining and fortune-telling. These were
common preoccupations for sophisticated Romans , who con -
ducted their daily lives - i n their private concerns as much as
in affair s o f finance or state - agains t a background o f sacri-
fice, augury, omens an d prophecies . Animals were offered o n
the charcoa l brazier, statue s venerated , libation s poure d out ,
entrails examined a s keenly as the flight patterns o f birds. Yet
much o f Roman religio n - a  broad an d tolerant paganis m -
was conducted mor e a s a matter o f observance than o f inter-
nalised faith. 4 I t was certainly no formalised theology offerin g
the promise of divinely democratic judgement followed by an
afterlife.

Such a  theology might have been welcomed by a man lik e
Hadrian, who throughou t hi s lif e wa s possessed b y a n inter -
mittently troublin g spirituality ; hi s ow n writing s revea l hi s
fretful speculation s abou t th e afterlife , a  sens e tha t althoug h
something of him might go on, it would be a lonely something,
and i f any sensibilit y remained, i t would be a n awarenes s of
missing the action. And in what was probably his last letter, he
explicitly ask s t o b e judge d a s h e was . Perhaps th e alread y
evolving Christian doctrines would have held out some appeal
for him . But he did not have that option. All he could do was
impose himself on the world and hope for good report. And to
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do that would require, as well as good fortune, control: control
not onl y over the empir e to which he eventually acceded, bu t
(or so he hoped) contro l ove r his standing (i n the shadow s of
the past) while he lived, and ove r the judgement of the futur e
after h e had gone .

Clever. A Hellenophile. A traveller.
The latte r two characteristics, bound togethe r and fuelle d

by the first, dictated how he set about his task. He travelled his
empire, assiduously as he believed, recreating a lost Hellenistic
earthly paradise , wher e hi s building s stoo d no t onl y a s a
reminder t o his subjects after h e had gon e but a s a memoria l
to his  belove d Greece , to  excee d his  predecessor s and  as  a
legacy to the posterity which would judge him. He used ar t to
bind hi s empir e wit h hi s ow n pas t an d a n unknow n future .
This wa s th e grea t imaginativ e tas k o f Hadrian' s life . T o
understand it s impact on both him and his subjects, since the
imagination of an emperor is not confined to his own head bu t
works i n blood , i n ston e an d i n huma n lives , w e nee d t o
understand somethin g o f the contex t an d consequences o f his
times, an d o f Hadrian's sens e of himself within these times .

The earlies t and mos t abidin g influence on Hadrian wa s
his love of Greece. It i s here, an d with Hadrian's intentio n t o
create a  new golden age , that th e uniqueness o f his reign an d
legacy begins . The Roman s ha d a n uneas y relationship wit h
Greece. Rom e ha d finally conquered Greec e a t the battl e o f
Actium in 31 BCE - ove r a century before Hadrian was born
and almos t 15 0 year s befor e hi s accessio n t o th e imperia l
throne. Yet it remained th e cas e that, i n matter s o f taste an d
sensibility, educated Roman s saw  Greece as  an unequivocally
superior entity . Rome' s artists , eve n a t thei r best , borrowe d
their themes and techniques from Greek art. Greek drama and
philosophy, medicine and science were all pre-eminent; Gree k
cities like Athens and Alexandria were superior, in appearance
and organisation, to Rome. Greek intellectuals dominated th e
world o f ideas. In the firs t century Horace ha d expresse d th e
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conundru m wit h hi s customar y incisiv e wit: Ά  captive  Greece
has conquered its  savage captor and  taken  civilisation to  barbaric
Latium.' 5 Fo r Roma n prid e i t was a t time s intolerable .

The culture d Roma n wa s face d wit h a  dilemma : ho w t o
incorporat e -  an d emulate -  th e best o f Gree k culture , whil e
simultaneousl y clingin g to th e republicans ' determine d belie f
tha t Greek s wer e decaden t an d effete . Ha d the y not , afte r all ,
allowed themselve s t o forg o thei r autonomy ? Th e Greek s
possessed, i t wa s conceded , creativ e genius . Bu t wha t th e
Roman s fel t the y lacke d i n philosophica l an d artisti c adven -
turism , the y mad e u p fo r i n thei r self-awar e pre-eminenc e i n
the militar y virtues: courage , self-disciplin e and mora l stature .
They als o ha d th e power . Conservativ e Roman s thought ,
as hav e conservative s eve r since , tha t ther e wa s somethin g
unmanl y abou t overdevelope d aestheti c interests . They exem -
plified wha t migh t be calle d a 'muscula r paganism ' - a  cast of
religion tha t wa s t o resurface , notably , i n th e nineteent h
century , thi s tim e wit h Christ , no t Jupiter , a s it s figurehead .
The aristocrati c youn g Roma n migh t tak e a  gran d tou r o f
the olde r civilisation , jus t a s hi s Britis h an d America n
descendant s woul d trave l t o Rom e i n th e eighteent h an d
nineteent h centuries . Bu t anyon e with a n eye o n a  senatoria l
career als o undertoo k severa l years o f militar y service.

As i n individuals , s o i n th e stat e a t large . Petronius ,
writing a  fe w year s befor e Hadrian' s birth , mercilessl y lam -
poone d th e catastrophicall y ric h freedma n Trimalchi o a s a
man of wealth an d power and , indeed , far-reachin g enterprise ,
yet so utterl y withou t cultura l underpinning s tha t he become s
an objec t o f grotesque , vulga r buffoonery. 6 I n Trimalchi o i t
was possible , no t to o fancifully , t o se e th e fat e awaitin g th e
Roma n cultur e wer e i t t o los e it s hol d ove r th e cultura l
patrimon y of the conquere d Greeks . Hadrian , as it turne d out ,
had a  natura l inclinatio n towards thi s view, for an inextricabl y
comple x constellatio n o f reasons : persona l predisposition ,
childhoo d experience , cultura l pressures , eg o an d politica l
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expediency. Bu t t o understan d th e shee r pul l o f Greec e w e
need firs t t o loo k a t th e reason s fo r it s extraordinar y pre -
eminence i n the Roman imagination .

The positio n of the Greek world, both as territory an d as
ideal, withi n th e Roma n empir e i s roote d i n th e lon g an d
complicated histor y o f Greece' s ow n dominatio n o f th e
Mediterranean world . It is impossible in a condensed accoun t
to do justice to its extraordinarily successful expansion , but a
brief outline wil l give a hint o f its scale and scope .

In the late second millennium BCE the early Hellenes had
responded t o incursion s fro m outsid e b y themselves movin g
outwards, settlin g firs t o n wha t ar e no w Gree k island s an d
then movin g east , eventuall y reaching Anatolia, now par t o f
Turkey. Although there was some exchange of culture with the
existing populations , th e Greek s flourishe d an d th e eas t
became firmly Hellenized. As centuries passed the successfu l
immigrants sprea d inward , and the new communities in thei r
turn sen t ou t colonist s al l ove r th e Mediterranean . Thes e
settled i n what is now Sicily and i n parts o f Italy to the west ,
and a s fa r nort h a s th e Blac k Sea . The flowerin g o f Gree k
culture whic h followed wa s an artisti c and intellectua l explo -
sion whic h ha s probabl y neve r bee n equalle d an d whic h
reached it s zenith i n the fifth century BCE .

Like all colonists, the Greeks did not achieve their upward
and outwar d progres s withou t confrontation ; eventually ,
they wer e bese t als o b y terribl e interna l conflict . B y th e
seventh centur y the y wer e unde r threa t bot h fro m nativ e
Lydians an d fro m th e Persians , an d i n tim e cam e unde r
control o f firs t on e an d the n th e other . Persia n rul e wa s
brought t o a n en d onl y afte r a  serie s o f legendaril y blood y
battles i n th e fift h centur y BCE , notabl y Marathon , Athen s
and Salamis . Fo r a  whil e th e Greek s o f Asi a mino r wer e
contained withi n th e Athenia n empir e befor e bein g cede d
to Persi a afte r th e Peloponnesia n War . Caugh t betwee n th e
demands o f Athens an d th e prédation s o f Persia , th e Asian
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Greeks were finally rescued b y Alexander the Great , onl y to
become part of his Macedonian empire. When Alexander died
in hi s earl y thirties , th e territorie s o f Asia minor entere d a
period o f autonomy as independent state s dominate d by th e
powerful cit y of Pergamum; but b y the secon d centur y BC E
Pergamum capitulated to unavoidable reality and gave way to
the increasing might of the Romans.

It was a wise move, despite the surrende r o f autonomy it
entailed. Within th e Roma n empire , communitie s o f Asia
minor eventuall y entered a  prolonge d perio d o f peac e an d
subsequent prosperity. For the Romans, giving Greek interests
and prioritie s pre-eminence ove r those o f any other secto r of
the empir e was  not  jus t a  whim ; at  the  tim e of  Hadrian' s
accession more than half the peoples of the empire had Greek
as thei r mothe r tongue. 7 The Greek s dominate d no t onl y in
cultural terms but i n numbers.

Throughout thei r history, and despit e continued conflic t
and thei r wid e dispersal , th e Greek s retaine d a  remarkable
cultural coherenc e which , fro m th e ver y beginning , wa s
expressed and reinforce d most clearl y in their dazzling archi-
tectural achievements . Unde r th e Roma n republic , a s th e
demands o f th e conqueror s at e int o Gree k resource s an d
energies, this vigour had faltered; but onc e the principate was
established, Gree k communities began to flourish again, with
individual Greek men acquiring great fortunes and becomin g
assimilated int o th e highe r level s of Roman politics , suc h as
the consulship. So by Hadrian's time , the Roman imagination
was firmly held between the two tines of the Gree k pitchfork:
their cultural and intellectual patrimony on the one hand, and
their al l too real , and vocal , presence bot h i n th e empir e a t
large and in Rome in particular on the other .

In some  ways , the Greek s wer e s o muc h a  par t o f th e
Roman world that, in the surviving texts, they are often mor e
visible b y the shado w the y cas t tha n b y thei r actua l written
presence. Often that shadow is tainted with a malice which, by
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the ver y fac t tha t i t i s though t wort h writin g down , reveal s
their cultura l importance ; nobod y waste s tim e complainin g
about th e insignificant , the pointless , th e losers . Plin y th e
Elder, the indefatigabl e encyclopedist of the Natural  History,
has barel y a  goo d wor d t o sa y fo r them , an d eve n tha t i s
expressed i n th e negative , as when he comment s tha t 'Of  th e
Greek sciences,  it  is  only  medicine  that  the  Romans  have  not
followed, thanks  t o their  good  sense?  o r tha t ''amber  provides a n
opportunity for  exposing  the  false  accounts  of  the  Greeks.  My
readers should  bear  with  me  patiently,  since  it  is  important  to
realize that  not  everything  handed  down  by  the  Greeks  merits
admiration.'* Elsewhere , h e mor e shamelessl y castigate s th e
Greeks a s 'progenitors  o f al l vices',  o n th e rathe r innocuou s
grounds, one might have thought, tha t the y 'have  diverted  the
use of olive-oil  to serve the ends  of  luxury by  making it available in
gymnasia' -  wit h a  hint , w e ma y confidentl y assume , a t
undisclosed an d unspeakable practice s -  an d announcin g
sternly tha t 'It  i s astonishing  ho w far Greek  gullibility  will  go.
There is  no  occurrence  so  fabulously shameless  that  it  lacks  a
witness.' I t must be said that, within the context of the Natural
History, a  vas t wor k whic h ha s bee n enchantingl y (an d
accurately) describe d a s 'a  catalogue  o f unreliable  wonders',
Pliny's sniffines s sit s rather ill-at-ease amon g his account s o f
one-legged me n (wit h one giant foot the y use as a sunshade) ,
magical snake s and  the  two-inc h gob y fish which can  hol d a
ship back by the power of suction. But just in case his readers
were to be lef t i n any doubt, h e announce s tha t 'Undoubtedly
the one  race  of  outstanding  virtue  in  the  whole  world  is  the
Roman.'9 Tha t tensio n -  betwee n Roma n virtu e an d Gree k
sophistication - was one of the many that Hadrian would, with
varying degrees of success, attempt to resolve in his life and in
his reign.

Hadrian seem s t o hav e develope d his preferenc e for th e
Greek wa y o f lif e whil e stil l young . Eve n a s a  bo y h e ha d
acquired the nickname graeculus - 'Greekling' - an ambiguous
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soubriquet whic h wa s at leas t partl y derogatory . Those with
long memorie s coul d als o recal l th e fac t tha t th e grea t
Augustus had onc e been calle d 'Thurian' with equal disdain ,
althoughThuria was at least Italian, albeit provincial. Laughed
at for his rustic accen t when he firs t read ou t on e o f Trajan's
letters t o th e senat e a s a  teenager , Hadria n persevere d wit h
perfecting deliver y o f hi s nativ e language , thoug h doin g
so brough t it s ow n ris k o f furthe r ridicule : a s wit h Mr s
Thatcher and the alleged elocution lessons, socially ambitious
Romans wer e damne d (fo r lac k o f sophistication ) i f the y
failed t o improv e o n thei r provincia l accent s an d damne d
(for pretension ) i f they did . Bu t thoug h a  command o f Latin
was necessary , Hadrian' s rea l passio n wa s fo r th e stud y o f
Greek.

The secon d pai r o f tension s whic h Hadria n would , i n
due course , hav e t o attemp t t o reconcil e wer e mor e purel y
Roman, an d specificall y connecte d t o th e ver y natur e o f
imperial power . History look s back on the Roma n emperor s
and divide s them , convenientl y an d appealingly , int o goo d
emperors an d bad . I t i s thi s dramati c simplicit y whic h ha s
made them such irresistible subjects for novels and films. The
'good', such as Augustus, Vespasian and Marcus Aurelius, are
possessed of every Roman virtue; the bad - the majority, in the
retelling - hav e a capacity for derangement exceede d onl y by
the imagination of their biographers. Tiberius, Caligula, Nero,
Vitellius and Domitian becam e bywords for perversion, mad -
ness, decadence, greed and sadism; one historian commente d
wryly tha t 'history  i s a  gallery  o f pictures  i n which  there  ar e
few originals  an d many  copies? 10 Hadria n wa s t o b e th e firs t
emperor to survive his biographers with the lasting reputation
of a man o f more realistically mixed abilities; and s o he is the
first ancien t rule r t o mov e beyon d caricature . Whil e i t i s
sometimes difficul t t o gras p tha t emperor s suc h a s Tiberius,
Nero an d Domitia n di d i n fac t rul e fo r many year s -  th e
inventories of their atrocities flattening any sense of trajectory -
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with Hadria n a n uncertai n start , followe d b y a  strategi c
recovery and the gloriously successful centra l part of his reign,
fleshes out our picture of the man, and makes the disasters of
his later reign a  tragedy. That term is indeed peculiarly appro-
priate fo r th e event s o f Hadrian' s late r reign , fo r i t derive s
from the Greek word for 'goat-song', while the genre has been
defined a s being concerned d e casibus illustrorum uirorum, with
'the fal l o f grea t men' ; o n bot h account s i t ha s a  curiou s
appositeness.

Hadrian wa s to take as his conscious mode l the masterly
consolidator of imperial rule, Augustus. Most emperors did -
to say nothing of would-be emperors such as Mussolini. Rome
had chose n t o forge t th e blood y wars, the terribl e proscrip -
tions and the thousands dead which were the cost of Augustus'
power. Augustus had brough t peace , firm government , pros -
perity an d orde r t o Rom e afte r a  lon g perio d o f domesti c
chaos, and ruled over a largely grateful populace for more than
forty years . Lik e Augustus , wh o ha d lef t hi s architectura l
mark, rebuilding the war-stricken provinces but also triumph-
ing in th e cit y o f Rome itself , boasting tha t h e had turne d a
city o f bric k t o a  cit y o f marble , Hadria n woul d promis e a
golden age of Roman renewal.11 Unlike Augustus, who fought
his bloodies t battle s abroa d bu t brough t th e reward s bac k
to Rome , Hadria n woul d discove r i n himsel f transformin g
ambitions whic h went fa r beyond Italy , and i n these, too , his
own personality would asser t itself : clever, Hellenophile and ,
above all , a traveller.

Travel itsel f wa s no t s o unusual . Th e earl y career s o f
young patrician s intendin g t o becom e senator s followe d a n
established pat h whic h involved military service overseas an d
usually the governin g o f an imperia l province. By the secon d
century, too , wealthy private citizens were certainly travelling
widely for the purpose s o f sightseeing and collecting ; upper-
class traveller s followe d reasonabl y well-establishe d touris t
itineraries an d complaine d in familiarly moder n term s abou t
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the cost , the  shoddines s of  souvenirs, exploitative innkeepers
and filthy conditions. Hadrian' s guardia n Trajan had spen t a
considerable par t o f his reign abroad . Indeed , it was Trajan's
extended stay s i n th e east , a s a  bas e fro m whic h h e coul d
subdue variou s uncooperativ e clien t states , tha t lai d th e
foundations fo r Hadrian's travellin g court.

But before Hadrian, whe n emperors visited their empire s
it was largely for the purpos e o f further conquest o r to main -
tain existin g contro l i n the provinces . To do otherwis e migh t
be seen as evading duty. The reclusiv e and bleak Tiberius was
much criticise d for the indulgence o f his self-imposed exile in
Capri i n late r years , an d th e on e empero r wh o ha d clearl y
enjoyed, i f not preferred , time spent in Greece, an d had spen t
it i n artisti c rathe r tha n warlik e pursuits , wa s Nero . Nero' s
insistence o n enterin g himsel f i n singin g competition s an d
athletic contests, wher e being awarded the supreme prize was
a surpris e onl y t o him , wa s perceive d a s undignified .
Emperors sponsore d games ; the y wer e no t suppose d t o
become part o f the spectacle .

So th e precedent s wer e slende r an d no t felicitous .
Emperors wh o travelle d abroa d fel l int o tw o categories , an d
Hadrian woul d find himself fitting into neither . The virtuou s
emperor travelled, but not to amuse himself. Soldier-emperor s
like Augustus an d Trajan had battle d i n the provinces , thei r
agenda one o f public service, even if self-aggrandisement was
an indissolubl e par t o f thei r campaigns . Mor e clearl y self -
indulgent emperor s suc h as Nero embarked on voyages which
were perceived a s essentially frivolous, puttin g th e desire s of
the individua l befor e th e demand s o f empire . The y wer e
criticised an d destroyed , eithe r i n realit y o r i n reputation :
Tiberius wa s alway s emotionall y distan t fro m Rome ; Ner o
brought dow n o n himsel f contemp t an d ultimatel y civi l wa r
following hi s aestheti c pilgrimage s t o Greec e an d hi s
predatory acquisition of public city territory on which to build
his splendid folly , the Golde n House .
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Hadrian wa s to create a third an d new category which was
closest t o tha t o f a rovin g diploma t -  bu t a  diploma t wit h
immediate acces s t o th e powe r an d resource s t o mak e an d
implement policy . In the difficul t perio d o f uncertainty while
he was waiting to see if Trajan would legitimise his successio n
- a  particularl y demandin g perio d fo r a man onl y to o wel l
aware tha t th e absolut e avoidanc e of loss o f self-control was
the highes t o f th e classica l Gree k virtues , an d wh o wa s s o
determined t o contro l no t onl y himsel f bu t hi s posterity -
Hadrian ha d ample time to contemplate what sort o f emperor
(were h e t o succeed ) h e woul d be . What h e becam e was , in
every sense , a  trul y grea t Maste r o f Ceremonies , deployin g
the art s o f peace -  building , image-making , grea t act s o f
public sponsorship , an d abov e al l the ubiquitou s reality , and
memory, o f his ow n vivid presenc e -  a s much a s the art s
of war . An d fo r th e majorit y o f hi s reign , h e mastere d hi s
ceremonies wit h precision and style .

That Hadrian' s profoun d Hellenophili a an d hi s lov e o f
travelling, th e tw o majo r drivin g impulse s o f his reign , wer e
closely linke d i s clear . That hi s earl y experience s o f Greec e
were formativ e in a  differen t wa y - on e which wa s to hav e
considerable resonance s fo r hi s spiritua l curiosit y an d wha t
was perhap s a n innate predispositio n t o melancholy -  i s less
well known.

On Hadrian' s ver y firs t visi t to Athen s a s a  young man ,
long befor e h e becam e emperor , h e visite d Epictetus , th e
famous Stoic . Philosophers , lik e emperors , live d outsid e th e
structures inhabite d b y ordinary men. Unconstraine d b y fea r
or need of patronage, both might speak their minds. Inevitably
their collision s wer e treasure d b y thos e wh o hear d o f thei r
exchanges. Epictetus wa s a performer, prepared to inveigh on
any topic from beards to the unattractive characteristics of the
Olympic game s -  bu t h e was particularly notorious fo r his
sarcastic reflection s on th e question s an d live s o f his famous
visitors. Hi s honest y wa s par t o f hi s appeal , fo r thos e wh o
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visited him lived in a society where ease with flattery, rhetoric
and ambiguity might be a matter of life and death, certainly of
success. Quite undaunted b y fea r o f repercussions, Epictetu s
would pu t int o word s wha t a n upper-clas s Roma n migh t
hardly dar e le t int o hi s thoughts . Hi s philosophica l belief s
were enduring , typifie d b y th e dictum : 'See k no t wha t yo u
want to happen; seek to want what happens.' To the idealistic
young aristocrat , in search o f intellectual and spiritua l direc-
tion, thi s wa s a  fin e sentiment ; bu t i t wa s almos t directl y
antithetical to the personality of the emperor Hadrian came to
be. Their encounte r woul d later be echoe d i n a darker, mor e
ominous meeting between Hadrian an d anothe r philosopher :
Secundus the Silent .

On tha t firs t visit , too , Hadria n becam e immerse d i n
Greek religion . H e wa s welcomed int o th e cul t o f Demeter,
celebrated a t th e dramati c mysteries o f Eleusis, nea r Athens .
Introduced t o th e cul t b y Juliu s Antiochu s Philopappus ,
brother o f Julia Balbilla , Hadrian wa s to revisi t it s ritual s on
every retur n t o th e country . Bu t hi s initiatio n int o th e cul t
functioned a s more than just an expression of his personal and
restless spirituality , fo r religio n wa s entwine d wit h status .
Leaving asid e what , t o moder n eyes , seem s thei r lac k o f
theological substanc e an d thei r almos t exclusiv e concer n
with outward observation, the second-century paga n religions
were b y no mean s democraticall y inclusive. Religion wa s for
the rulin g class ; religiou s an d politica l authorit y wer e syn -
onymous. The empero r was the chief priest of Rome; initiation
into rite s abroa d wa s a n honou r an d a  mar k o f respect .
Celebrants wer e invariabl y aristocrati c an d inclusio n wa s a
matter o f bonding; th e ceremonie s wer e secre t -  s o secret ,
indeed, tha t th e detail s o f ritual s ar e stil l no t entirel y clear ,
though i t i s eviden t tha t thei r performanc e wa s als o a n
impressive way of proclaiming authority. To be a religious man
in the secon d centur y was to be a  man o f power, not o f self -
denial and a democratic spirit. (Hence, in part, the eventually
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perceived threa t o f the cul t o f Chris t -  an d t o others , of
course, its attraction. )

Here too , then , Hadrian' s experienc e o f Greece showe d
him a  means o f reconciling opposing factions of his ow n role
and personality: in this case , the man of intellect and spiritua l
curiosity wit h th e statesman . The answer s t o th e inevitabl e
questions o f how t o rule , ho w t o measur e u p t o hi s prede -
cessors, ho w t o continu e th e centra l proces s o f th e earl y
principale - whic h can perhaps be defined a s the invention of
power: all seemed to be found, for Hadrian, most readily when
he wa s awa y fro m Rome . Everythin g h e did , o r aspire d to ,
derived fro m hi s belie f in the pre-eminenc e o f Greek values .
Later, claim s o f homosexualit y an d antisemitis m wer e t o
become th e mos t endurin g feature s o f hi s reputation . But ,
although probabl y accurate by modern standards , a s accusa-
tions the y ar e anachronistic . Now, they ar e matter s o f harsh
and glarin g definition . Then, the y wer e not see n a s discret e
entities, let alone flaws in personality; and they were inextric -
able fro m Hadrian' s broad , deep-roote d an d increasingl y
obsessive immersion in the Gree k world.

And so his reign took shape.
The new  empero r was  a  complex , immensel y culture d

man. H e coul d displa y grea t persona l char m o r irritabl e
melancholy. He was a man of letters, a collector with a creative
drive, a  philosophe r an d a  poet . H e ha d a  wide-rangin g
intellect an d a  famously retentiv e memory ; he wa s stubbor n
and competitive ; an d yet , althoug h notoriousl y quick -
tempered, he showed little of the cruelty that tainted s o many
of his predecessors. Perhap s hi s worst characteristi c was that
he was changeable, both in his mood an d in his interests .

In man y ways he was a practical, modern man , a n inter -
nationalist wh o pursue d th e advantage s of peac e withi n hi s
borders an d wa s fascinate d b y th e lates t technique s o f
engineering an d design . But he was also drawn to the arcan e
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and th e supernatural ; i n time s o f crisis , particularl y i n th e
difficult circumstance s of Egypt and in the uncertainties of the
end o f his life , thi s predispositio n woul d come bac k to over -
whelm him. I t i s unsurprising; hi s was a time o f superstition ,
when portents an d fortune-telling were ways of attempting t o
understand an d contro l a  capriciou s world . Bu t Hadrian ,
dogged by bouts of ill-health and unspecified fears , attempted
not jus t to assert his power over geographical territory but t o
gain knowledge of the supernatural , an d i t was rumoured b y
contemporaries tha t h e sough t th e secre t o f eterna l life . H e
studied magic , followe d esoteri c religions . He  was  a  man ,
some contemporary commentator s said , who wished to know
things tha t were better lef t unexplored .

All these strands - the intellectual and aesthetic intensity,
the probin g of  the occul t and  his  own  stubborn , untrustin g
and impatien t character , which would in  fac t serv e him wel l
for man y year s -  wer e t o com e togethe r disastrousl y o n
Hadrian's last great journey. But in the early months and years
of the reign he set about establishing the styl e and tone o f his
rule swiftl y an d decisively . Hi s action s alread y indicated ,
despite his statements to the contrary, that it would be a vastly
different matte r fro m th e year s of Trajan. I t was also immedi-
ately clear  tha t h e wa s awar e o f th e persona l an d politica l
disaster tha t migh t awai t a n empero r whos e rul e struc k to o
idiosyncratic a course.

With accessio n assured , an d th e tougher , mor e conten -
tious action s o f transfe r completed , Hadria n immerse d
himself in a programme designed to court popularity and - in
the tradition o f his forebears - t o assert the wealth, strengt h
and tast e tha t qualifie d hi m t o become , an d t o remain ,
emperor. But his agenda became far wider than anyone could
have imagine d possibl e a t th e beginnin g o f his reign . There
were obviou s advantage s t o successio n b y a  matur e an d
experienced man , an d certainl y the mos t seriou s disaster s of
the previou s century ha d bee n exacerbate d b y th e yout h of
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emperors at their succession . An older incumbent would have
the experienc e t o navigat e thes e dangerou s waters , thoug h
weighed down, inevitably , by his own history, prejudices and
agenda. Ove r th e nex t tw o decade s Hadria n controlle d th e
empire in a way which had no precedent. What he did, at first
perhaps b y instinct, but late r almost certainly as a calculated
and largel y successfu l policy , wa s t o tak e th e establishe d
dynamics o f imperia l rul e an d aristocrati c behaviou r an d
expand them beyond anything that had been seen before.

The whol e mood o f his reig n an d hi s policie s for main -
taining power differed significantl y from those of any previous
emperor an d an y wh o followe d him . N o empero r befor e
Hadrian mad e suc h effort s t o consolidat e th e empire , no t
by aggressio n bu t b y meetin g th e reasonabl e demand s o f
his provinces  - and , abov e all , by being seen  throughou t hi s
empire. Hadrian's vision and his restlessness shaped the cities
of his empire and th e creativit y of the firs t hal f of the secon d
century, but hi s was also a calculated, innovative and poten -
tially risky style of ruling a vast territory; and it was more than
a thousand years ahead of its time. What seems at first to be a
cosmic capric e ma y actuall y hav e bee n a  fin e strateg y fo r
unification of an eclectic empire. Probably, for Hadrian, it was
a convenien t combinatio n o f bot h politica l acume n an d
natural inclination . What ma y hav e begu n i n curiosit y an d
acknowledgement of necessity - th e boundaries of the empire
were urgentl y i n nee d o f ratificatio n when Traja n die d -
evolved into a  system that suite d th e emperor , the times and
the empire's unique problems.

First, althoug h i t i s th e consequence s o f hi s artisti c
choices that have come to be seen as Hadrian's greatest legacy,
he asserted himself as commander-in-chief of the army. Astute
and mentally agile, he saw that manipulation of the army, and
the place of the army as an idea in Roman consciousness, was
central to his success. Hadrian was no natural soldier, and as a
junior office r ha d no t bee n particularl y liked b y eithe r hi s
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cohorts o r his commanding officer . But he had served his time
as a  tribun e wit h som e credit , had bee n decorated , an d re -
mained a  fit and activ e man. Though his military servic e had
been a conventional ste p for a young man seekin g a  career in
public life, it had been no sinecure, being undertaken during a
long period o f war; and thus Hadrian was well respected in his
subsequent dealing s with the legions .

His ver y firs t move s o n becomin g empero r wer e con -
cerned wit h securin g th e army' s loyalty , and in his late fifties
he returne d t o campaignin g i n th e fiel d whe n i t becam e
necessary. Eve n source s whic h ar e generall y tinge d wit h
hostility toward s hi m commen t o n th e hig h standard s h e
demanded fro m hi s militar y forces . Mos t importantly , i f th e
army wa s no t t o b e see n engage d o n th e battlefield , i t wa s
crucial tha t it s ver y existenc e wa s perceive d a s a n effectiv e
deterrent t o assaul t o r insurrection . Eve n th e coinage , care -
fully manipulate d b y Hadria n throughou t hi s reign , showe d
almost a s many military images as it did thos e o f peace. Hi s
agenda wa s clear : peac e throug h strengt h or , failin g that ,
peace through threat . Touring his provinces, Hadrian watche d
field exercises , maintaine d exactin g standard s o f weaponr y
and impose d stric t regime s o n bases . H e neve r le t i t b e
forgotten tha t h e ha d serve d hi s tim e i n battle , no r forgo t
himself that i t was the army which had initially acclaimed him
as emperor .

Military expedienc y aside , ho w di d th e ne w empero r
appear t o hi s subjects ? Experience , inclinatio n an d natura l
intelligence had made him a polymath, though the demands of
his role as emperor, and the infinite resources available to him,
left hi m ope n t o accusation s of dilettantism. This charge was
unfair; he was unusual in that he genuinely wanted to becom e
adept i n many areas himself, rather tha n simpl y be served o r
amused b y th e abilit y o f others . Throughou t hi s reig n hi s
understanding wa s gained eithe r b y direc t observatio n o r by
the developmen t o f skill s tha t h e admire d i n others . Poetry ,
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architecture, music, philosophy and mathematics all intrigued
him an d he was patron o f them all , surrounding himself with
men o f genius : th e poe t an d satiris t Juvenal , th e architec t
Apollodorus, the historians Tacitus, Suetonius and Arrian, the
writers Pliny the Younger, Pausanias and Plutarch .

He wa s also , famously , intereste d i n athletics , thoug h
possibly predominantly in their performance in the politically
important Gree k games . Games , alon g wit h religiou s
ceremonies, were an integral part of Greek life - an institution
- no t just as amusement but as part of social organization and
national definition . The appea l of athletics, with its surviving
pottery images of muscular young men wrestlin g half-naked,
has ofte n bee n used to ornament claim s for Hadrian's homo -
sexuality; bu t h e wa s mor e prosaicall y concerned wit h th e
embrace of all things Greek, with his usual shrewd eye for th e
alchemy of power.

Above all, Hadrian's favourit e sport was hunting. With the
diminution o f continual warfare , and th e possibilitie s offere d
by exploring very different terrains , hunting offered a n attract-
ive test o f masculine skills, and on e which Hadrian kne w he
could invariably pass. The drama s and challenges of the hunt
gripped Hadrian' s imagination . H e wa s fearles s an d agile ,
pursuing bears, boars or lions in the many countries in which
he foun d himself , on on e occasio n savin g the lif e o f a  frien d
attacked b y a  lion , o n anothe r breakin g hi s ow n ri b an d
collarbone. Huntin g als o inspire d som e o f hi s survivin g
poetry, including a touching verse on the death of his favourite
horse, Borysthenes. (Alexande r the Great had set a precedent
in naming an entire city after his racehorse, Bucephalus.) The
man wh o foun d huma n relationship s invariabl y problematic
built a  tomb fo r thi s much-love d anima l a t Apt i n souther n
France, then Apta Julia in Gaul .

Borysthenes Alanus,
the swift  horse  of  Caesar,
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who was  accustomed  to  fly
through the  sea and the  marshes
and the  Etruscan mounds,
while pursuing Pannonian boars, not one boar
dared him  to  harm
with his white tooth:
the saliva from his  mouth
scattered even  the meanest tail,
as it  is  custom to  happen.
But killed  on  a day in his youth,
his healthy,  invulnerable body
has been  buried  here  in  the  field.

Above all, Hadrian was a magnificent showman. The grea t
Roman historia n Ronal d Sym e described th e subtl e tension s
that directed th e ambitions of the seeker after power: 'the true
glory of a Roman aristocrat [was ] to contend with his peers for
primacy, not t o destro y them.'12 In thi s h e echoed Augustus '
claim (rathe r disingenuou s -  h e had , afte r all , remove d his
opponents i n thei r thousand s befor e re-inventin g himsel f as
father o f the people ) that he was (only) primus inter pares: first
among equals . The tyran t eliminate d rival s with violence; the
complete emperor merely placed himself so far above his peers
in achievement and wealth that his position was impregnable.
It wa s a pretty theory , an d afte r openin g a s a tyrant with th e
crude bu t possibl y necessar y executions o f his firs t weeks in
power, Hadrian placed his primacy beyond doubt by using the
traditional method s employe d b y hi s predecessor s t o a n
extraordinary degree .

Although Roma n emperor s enforce d a  rigi d autocracy ,
ended onl y b y natura l deat h o r violen t intervention , the y
maintained residua l republica n tradition s o f courtin g th e
people. T o a n exten t thi s wa s a  cosmeti c exercise , fo r n o
emperor wa s ever at ris k fro m th e masse s in the wa y that h e
was fro m th e senators , th e army , th e praetoria n guar d o r
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indeed his intimate circle ; but th e vas t numbers o f poor who
congregated i n th e empire' s citie s coul d genuinel y b e con -
sidered a  general factor i n civi c instability if not placated . I t
has bee n estimate d tha t onl y on e i n fou r o f th e empire' s
citizens lived above subsistence level, 13 and a  rural population
had becom e increasingly urbanised. While a  rural lif e o f self -
sufficiency an d simplicit y was stil l hel d u p a s th e ideal , th e
reality for a  large number o f second-century Roman s was a n
impoverished an d dependen t cit y existence . Certainly , pro -
viding for and manipulating the teeming urban hordes was an
opportunity fo r th e ric h t o displa y a  sometime s gloriousl y
excessive comman d o f wealth; i t wa s also an opportunit y t o
provide daily labour for the poor. But the Roman elite had no
concept o f charity; the ambitiou s building schemes that were
an essentia l component o f any public benefaction, along with
days of entertainments i n the arena, free cor n and distributio n
of financia l hel p fo r th e childre n o f th e destitute , wer e no t
disinterested assistanc e but wer e intende d t o reinforc e their
authority an d status .

While financia l measure s ma y hav e bee n a  long -
established duty , an d th e provisio n o f game s a n enjoyabl e
routine, fo r Hadrian , whe n i t cam e t o buildings , h e wa s -
unusually for an emperor - closel y involved with the concept
and desig n o f thos e erecte d i n hi s name , t o th e exten t o f
drawing up hi s ow n plans fo r innovativ e projects. Again, we
see Hadria n placin g clea r wate r betwee n himsel f an d hi s
predecessors: Augustu s ma y have transformed Rome, Trajan
may hav e buil t massiv e utilitaria n structures , bu t unde r
Hadrian the programme of imperial restoration and elaboration
took of f t o th e exten t that , throughou t th e land s o f th e
Mediterranean, many of the ruins of ancient Rome that modern
travellers encounte r ar e Hadriani c i n bot h commissio n an d
inspiration.

And onc e again we return t o the crucia l observation tha t
the energy which gave Hadrian's reign its astonishing momen-
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turn an d too k i t i n a  ne w directio n wa s draw n fro m hi s
relationship wit h Greece . A s his reig n proceeded , i t becam e
clear that Hadrian believe d not only that Greece was intellec-
tually an d aestheticall y superio r t o Rom e (th e ol d tensio n
again), bu t tha t it s heritag e suggeste d way s i n whic h th e
diversity o f th e empir e coul d b e it s strengt h (an d thu s th e
tension resolved) . By the tim e of  his death, his  implici t rejec -
tion o f many traditional Roma n values and a  commitment t o
and admiratio n fo r th e olde r cultur e ha d impose d a  lastin g
Greek renaissanc e o n th e greate r par t o f th e empire . T o
Hadrian, i t wa s th e ultimat e imperia l triumph : a  fin e an d
realistic us e o f th e resource s o f a  conquere d powe r an d a
glorious fusion o f two great cultures . To other Romans, how -
ever, it was an act of submission - t o some, it even seemed the
ultimate cultura l victor y o f Greece ove r Rom e -  an d thei r
objections showe d themselve s i n a  numbe r o f ways , som e
serious, som e apparently so trivial as to be almos t risible.

First, there was the matter o f the emperor's beard .
This was an immediate visual sign of his Greekness, and it

was displayed to ever y citizen on the imperia l coinage. And i t
mattered. Every Roman emperor sinc e the great Augustus had
been clean-shaven . Th e practic e require d a  dail y an d pro -
tracted toile t -  Roman s shave d withou t lathe r o r oil , bein g
groomed by their slave s simply on wet skin - ye t (or possibly
because o f this) i t was such a  crucia l marker o f Roman-nes s
that elit e citizen s neve r considere d th e advantage s o f a  well-
manicured beard . Beards were for Greeks, particularly Greek
philosophers. (Equally , Greek s viewe d thei r clean-shave n
countrymen a s submissive to th e Romans. ) Amon g Romans ,
beards were worn by men of lower status. But, significantly, in
the magnificen t detail o f Trajan's colum n ar e tough, bearde d
generals i n th e thic k o f the fighting. Whether thes e officers '
hirsute face s wer e a  reflectio n o f th e har d militar y lif e o r o f
exposure t o easter n cultur e is unknown, bu t th e synthesi s of
military experienc e an d pro-Gree k sympathie s tha t a  bear d
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could conve y wa s irresistibl e t o Hadrian' s self-invention .
Nevertheless, the mockery that his pretensions alway s seemed
to attract pursued him: 'If you think that to grow a beard is to
acquire wisdom, a goat with a fine beard is at once a  veritable
Plato,' wrot e a  contemporary , Lucían. 14 Ther e wa s th e
occasional whisper that the imperial beard was not s o much a
symbolic choice as an effor t t o cove r up facia l blemishes , bu t
all the same, after Hadrian the beard became fashionable, and
for th e nex t 16 0 year s the emperor s wh o succeede d hi m ar e
always depicted a s wearing them. The ris k that Roma n coin s
might thereby seem to display not jus t non-Roman values but
perhaps a  Greek king was offset b y the fac t tha t -  a s we shall
discuss shortl y - Hadria n wa s seen in the flesh by so many
more people than an y of his predecessors.

But there were more serious matters at stake than ar t and
beards. Hadrian' s politica l favours , hi s rumoure d homo -
sexuality, hi s unsympatheti c attitud e toward s th e Jews , th e
history he chose to emphasise and the breadth and focus of his
travels - al l stemmed from his uncompromising determination
that his empire would be one in which the best of Roman and
Greek alik e would be integrated. I t wa s to b e a  very modern
shift fro m Roma n dominance by force an d threa t to a spirit of
internationalism. An d i t woul d b e seriousl y breached onl y
once i n twenty-one year s of rule. From th e start , despit e his
popularity among the army, Hadrian's own strategy was one of
peace; and i f he was unrealistic in his hopes fo r a  return to a
more graciou s past, hi s refusal t o prosecute incessan t borde r
wars enable d hi m t o distribut e mone y directly to th e people
and to build public amenities in the many cities of the empire .
Under Hadrian , eve n th e poores t wer e abl e t o shar e i n a n
increased prosperity .

Hadrian mad e less effor t t o enforc e the spiri t of the ne w
age in Rome, or in those western provinces which had already
adapted t o Roma n mores,  bu t travellin g around th e easter n
lands o f his empir e h e becam e increasingly bound u p i n his
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Hellenistic re-creations (o r inventions). And in this pursuit, he
developed perhaps the most extraordinary characteristic of his
reign.

Hadrian was already an outsider. He was only the secon d
emperor t o hav e hi s root s i n th e provinces , an d whe n hi s
Hellenophilia combine d wit h hi s geographica l preference s
and, indeed , a  certain uneas e he seeme d t o fee l i n Rome , t o
dictate hi s whereabouts ; whe n hi s actua l physica l presence ,
and, o f course, th e imperia l court, started t o follow , literally,
his cultura l tastes ; the n th e worl d wa s se t t o change . What
Hadrian, in practica l terms , invente d wa s a travelling  court :
one whic h disseminate d no t image s an d ideology , bu t th e
presence of the living emperor.

There had alway s been a  tradition for emperors to display
themselves a t publi c ceremonies , particularl y th e Roma n
games. I n th e stand s o f the aren a th e empero r was , a t leas t
theoretically, accessible to the people. It was important that he
be seen , an d contemporar y writer s wer e quic k t o criticis e
emperors wh o misplaye d thei r part : Augustu s wh o signe d
letters, Claudiu s wh o ha d a  penchan t fo r toples s wome n
gladiators. Ther e wer e occasion s o n whic h th e empero r
was heckled, and wise emperors accepte d thi s with restraint ,
though some, like Domitian, responded by throwing members
of the audience into combat in the arena, and i t was recorded
that people pretended t o die just so they could escape Nero's
interminable recitations .

The game s wer e suc h a n importan t showcas e tha t the y
were rigorously controlled by imperial laws, and they were the
subject o f numerous colourfu l o r bizarre anecdotes . Decapi -
tated ostriches , simulate d rape of a female crimina l by a bull,
dwarves, galleon s floatin g i n artificia l lakes , deranged gladi -
ator emperors , exoti c creature s fro m ever y corne r o f th e
empire an d myth s bloodil y enacte d wit h condemne d pro -
tagonists - al l were ingredients in the brew of constant novelty
provided fo r th e crowd . I n th e sens e tha t thes e wer e
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imaginative diversions , the y wer e violen t precursor s o f th e
masques whic h preoccupie d th e court s o f Europ e i n th e
sixteenth an d seventeent h centuries ; but unlik e those, which
were primaril y exclusiv e an d playe d ou t fo r aristocrati c
amusement, th e excitement s o f th e Roma n aren a were ,
crucially, inclusive  entertainmen t -  an d instruction -  fo r al l
Roman citizens . S o th e ide a o f spectacl e a s a n appropriat e
environment in which the emperor could reveal himself to his
subjects wa s firml y established ; bu t perhap s Hadrian' s
greatest strategic innovation was to take this idea and extend it
beyond th e confine s o f Rome , s o tha t h e appeare d in grea t
dramatic set-pieces throughout th e world he ruled .

It was a triumph - a  great conquest, perhaps his greatest
- of , abov e all , th e imagination : t o understand , fro m th e
start, tha t th e empero r a s a n idea  woul d alway s b e mor e
potent tha n an y flesh-and-bloo d manifestation . There wa s
anticipation, then appearance, and then, after hi s departure ,
permanent commemoratio n in ston e an d marble , th e spiri t
of the empero r captured i n gold and spectacl e and largesse .
If th e empero r wa s going t o revea l himself t o th e worl d a t
large, it was essential that he and al l his works should appear
superhuman. Hadrian may well have enjoyed playing Pericles
or Alexander ; bu t hi s wa s als o a  powerfu l statemen t o f
political supremacy.

And so - marke d out from thos e who preceded him and
those wh o followe d (i n othe r words , fro m th e heritag e an d
posterity he wished to control) - Hadrian travelled extensively
around his empire, anticipating by more than a thousand years
the progresse s o f medieva l monarch s an d o f ruler s suc h a s
England's Elizabet h I . I t i s temptin g t o dra w comparisons ,
between Hadria n an d th e grea t Renaissanc e princes, them -
selves also collectors, patrons and iconoclasts . But this would
be a  mistake ; despit e th e trapping s o f wealt h an d culture ,
Hadrian wa s in no sens e a modern historica l ruler, althoug h
his journeys were used strategically to simila r effect. 15
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Seen in hindsight, Hadrian's travelling court was an extra-
ordinary, and extraordinaril y effective, innovatio n o f rule. As
his autobiography has long disappeared, and the writers of the
time merely commented o n th e fac t o f his journeys , we ca n
only conjectur e a s t o hi s motives . Bu t whethe r i t wa s fo r
reasons of policy, as a means of escape, or merely a way of life
which evolve d to sui t both the empero r an d hi s times, travel
became Hadrian's defaul t position. The periods he spent back
in Rome , moreover , wer e increasingl y affecte d b y th e
experiences an d sight s gathere d o n hi s travels ; like a  sor t o f
cultural merchant , h e exporte d Roma n value s t o th e prov -
inces, bu t -  despit e th e innat e conservatis m o f the Roma n
elites - h e also imported back to Rome new ideas, new images
and, abov e all , an integrate d visio n of power unknown since
the tim e o f Augustus. Increasingly, too, he seeme d ill-at-ease
in Rome, returning only to consolidate those political founda-
tions which permitted him safel y to leave the capita l again. In
his absence the city was left in the trusted hands of the prefect
of th e praetoria n guard , whil e th e seriou s busines s o f th e
empire was following Hadrian .

Curious and engaged with novelty, he roamed his empire,
controlling an d unitin g hi s world . The titl e pater  patriae  -
'father o f the fatherland' -  ha d seemed ludicrousl y inappro -
priate whe n bestowe d o n th e derange d Caligul a (thoug h
perhaps n o mor e s o tha n 'Caligula ' itself , a  childhoo d
soubriquet bes t translate d a s 'Bootsie') , th e impulsiv e an d
immature Ner o o r th e reclusiv e Tiberius; but i t was entirely
appropriate for a ruler who went out to meet his subjects and
was clearly - magnificentl y - see n to do so.

It was the nature of imperial power that enabled Hadria n
to travel so widely. While Rome remained the symbolic centre
of the empire , government followe d th e emperor . Of course ,
day-to-day administration took place locally, in Rome as it did
in the provinces; what was in effect a  vast civil service kept the
business o f the empir e moving; but on e o f the advantage s of
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absolute power was that i t wa s vested in on e perso n and , a s
long as he retained that power, it was as mobile as he elected to
be. The empero r was Rome.

Roman emperor s ha d bee n involve d in incursion s over -
seas and in border wars for so long that their absence from th e
seat o f power was a  well-established practice. Fe w emperor s
had not been calle d to war; a few others chos e to go - or , in
Tiberius' case , to remain - outsid e Rome . System s had long
evolved t o transpor t th e militar y an d th e freedmen , wh o
comprised th e bul k o f imperia l administrators , wit h th e
emperor. Though the senate continued it s deliberations in the
city, and there was some risk in the growth of factions hostile
to the empero r developin g there, equall y Hadrian's presenc e
in the provinces, particularly with his energies unencumbere d
by war, diminished potentia l problems outside Italy.

Most of the importan t holder s o f symbolic and executive
power were a t th e emperor' s side.  A constant strea m o f cor -
respondence emerge d fro m th e travellin g court directin g th e
activities of the empire . Despatch riders were a crucial aspect
of government communication , their activities speeded u p by
improved roads and safer conditions at sea. Indeed, among the
surviving text s fo r Hadrian' s reig n ar e severa l document s
settling disputes , assignin g case s t o lesse r authoritie s an d
generally dealing with the business of power. Throughout th e
journeys -  which , eve n buffere d b y every availabl e amenit y
and service , must hav e been gruellin g - betwee n the rituals
and th e spectacles , th e restoration s an d th e dedications ,
Hadrian ha d t o fin d tim e t o dea l with th e mas s o f imperial
administration. Ther e were appointments , civi l and military ,
to b e made , lega l judgements to b e delivered , allocations of
resources to be decided. It was an arduous process. No doubt
the lon g city stopovers, usually in winter, were to facilitate all
this as much a s to rest the court .

Hadrian wa s fortunate that fo r much o f his reign he ha d
an indispensable and indefatigable supporter in the Rome city
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prefect, Marciu s Turbo . Turbo , wh o replace d th e equall y
sound Anniu s Verus in thi s crucia l role , occupied i t fo r over
fifteen years . A s guardia n o f Hadrian' s interest s i n Rome ,
Turbo impresse d al l who saw him a s

a man  of  the  greatest  generalship  .  . .  Prefect  or  commander of  the
Praetorians. He displayed  neither  softness nor  haughtiness in  anything
that he did, but  lived like one of the multitude;  among other  things, he
spent the  entire  day near  the palace and  often  he  would go there even
before midnight,  when  some of the others were just beginning to sleep. 16

It i s one o f the bafflin g act s o f Hadrian's las t years tha t th e
emperor turned agains t the now elderly man who had served
him for so long and enable d him to travel for years on end by
maintaining Rome's stability in the emperor's absence.

However, despit e th e refine d lega l an d logistica l struc -
tures that enabled the empire to be governed effectively i n the
emperor's absence from Rome , there is a hint in the historical
sources tha t Hadria n als o employe d secre t polic e -  th e
frumentarii -  t o investigat e significan t individuals. 17 Th e
activities tha t ar e recorded ar e trivial (although undoubtedl y
this was not alway s the case) , but i t is not inconceivabl e that
an empero r wh o attempte d t o se e int o th e futur e an d t o
master man y skill s migh t als o be curiou s abou t an y secret s
kept by those around him. It is not impossible that the phrase
used of him, that he wanted to know things that should not be
known, migh t appl y t o th e privat e live s o f hi s courtier s a s
much as to the magicians' arts. Knowledge - o f whatever sort
- was power.

The logistic s of Hadrian's twenty-yea r reign, ove r half of
which he spen t travelling , ar e almost inconceivable now. The
impact and demand s o f the imperia l court on relatively small
communities mus t hav e ha d a n effec t whic h laste d years .
A visi t fro m th e empero r wa s neve r goin g t o b e forgotten .
Estimates tha t Hadria n travelle d with an entourag e o f 5,00 0
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are likel y to b e correct , althoug h a s his consecutiv e journeys
were themselves unique i t is hard t o find comparisons excep t
in army records and those of later travelling monarchs such as
Elizabeth I . Roman armie s did not, o f course, have a require-
ment fo r comfor t o r entertainmen t comparabl e t o tha t o f
the Tudor court , and Elizabet h was travelling within a  muc h
smaller area , amon g he r ow n peopl e an d nearl y fiftee n
hundred years later. One analys t believes that whe n travelling
in Britain in 122 , in a  period o f instability, Hadrian ma y have
been accompanie d b y a s many as 8,000 soldiers , a s well a s a
large detachment o f his personal bodyguard an d th e admini -
strative an d domesti c personne l o f the imperia l household.18

It i s likel y tha t th e entourag e eve n include d designer s an d
builders; there is enough similarity among Hadrian's building s
to suggest a central corps o f expertise.

The mos t likel y scenari o i s tha t number s fluctuate d
according t o th e destination s chosen . A  (stil l large ) centra l
group o f courtiers, administrator s and guard may have under-
taken loca l journey s whil e th e grea t bod y o f th e retinu e
remained base d i n the neares t city . Nevertheless, despit e th e
hospitality o f some o f the riches t an d mos t powerfu l me n i n
the empire , the pressures on provincial communities require d
to feed , house , amus e and protect th e empero r an d a  retinue
of thousands mus t have exhausted their resources. Whether o r
not foo d wa s diverte d fro m Rome , calculation s o n th e fe w
details tha t hav e survive d o f provision s requeste d i n Egyp t
suggest tha t th e poorest , usuall y subsistence , farmer s mus t
have found the burden intolerable . But - agai n in contrast to
the sixteenth-centur y Elizabet h -  complaint s wer e few , or if
they existed, have not survived - though there is an acceptance
that th e burden s wer e to o onerou s i n th e reason s give n b y
Hadrian's successo r fo r no t travellin g i n thi s way. 19 I t
is possibl e tha t th e advantage s o f Hadrian' s visit s an d th e
prestige the y conferre d outweighed th e vas t demands o n th e
host communities . I t i s als o possible,  indee d probable , tha t
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those wh o celebrated thes e gain s were not th e sam e a s those
almost invisible, and certainl y silent , farmers who suffered .

Conventionally, Hadria n i s said t o hav e complete d thre e
major journeys : broadly, to the north an d west of the empire ,
to th e souther n Mediterranea n an d t o the east . In fac t thes e
were interspersed with numerous smalle r journeys to destina -
tions close r t o home . Indeed , the firs t par t o f his reig n was
spent in moving swiftly around the crisis-stricken area of what
is no w centra l Europe . This, a s noted earlier , ha d th e tripl e
benefit o f resolving inherited dispute s ove r various conteste d
territories, reviewin g the troop s an d ensurin g thei r support ,
and keepin g out o f Rome until , with the arm y firmly behind
him an d certai n murk y politica l removal s undertaken i n his
absence, he could return wit h minimum threa t t o his claim as
emperor. Throughout his reign, Hadrian resorte d t o travelling
to solve many of his problems, both persona l and political .

Hadrian's first long journey lasted four years and was very
much one  of  duty. Geographically ambitious , it  too k him  to
the northern , wester n an d easter n peripherie s o f his empire .
He visite d hi s homelan d o f Spain , Gau l an d th e norther n
frontier o f Britain, where he travelled the lon g an d blea k line
of th e limites  -  th e extreme edg e o f his empire -  an d com -
missioned the defensive wall which bears his name. This was a
journey whic h bridge d th e ga p betwee n th e militaril y
motivated travel of previous emperors and the aesthetic revival
which wa s t o b e th e focu s o f Hadrian' s late r explorations .
From the choices he made when his power was assured and he
was enjoyin g th e securit y of the centra l year s of his reign , i t
can b e assume d tha t h e too k littl e persona l pleasur e i n th e
western par t o f his empire, with its cooler climat e and largel y
Romanized barbarian culture. But the composition of this first
journey wa s essential ; thereafte r Hadrian , havin g cede d
problematic borde r territories , coul d begi n hi s uniquel y
mobile reign not in retreat but a s a strong ruler reviewing and
consolidating th e ne w and mor e soli d borders o f the empire .
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Importantly, th e empero r coul d stil l b e see n i n militar y
contexts, but withou t the need t o expend money and energy,
or indeed pu t himsel f in danger, either i n battle o r as a result
of the unpopularit y consequent o n humiliating defeat. Lik e a
modern dictator , Hadria n coul d wea r th e unifor m o f a
general, line up his military power, and impress or coerce both
those loya l to him and the potentially hostile.

It was in the central years of his reign, when he was in his
prime and a t his most politically secure, that personal prefer-
ence began to shape his itineraries. His second journey was a
smaller affair , largel y concentrated o n nort h Africa , bu t hi s
third wa s t o hi s preferre d easter n empire , whic h ha d kep t
more o f it s ow n idiosyncrati c characteristics . Ove r th e nex t
few years the emperor's arden t convictions, combined with his
extraordinary wealth and power , allowed him to mode l him -
self increasingl y a s a  Hellenisti c kin g an d t o immers e th e
Roman worl d in a  Greek cultura l and artisti c revival . Inevit-
ably, wha t Hadria n re-create d wa s a n idealise d ancien t
Greece; it was thus the ultimate conquest o f its culture rather
than th e ultimat e concession . Hadrian' s Greeknes s wa s no t
that o f authenti c contemporar y Greec e bu t a n imperia l
creation.20 Such a nostalgic view of the Greek past acquired all
the flori d trapping s tha t second-centur y Roman s associate d
with the cultura l apogee of Greek antiquity. For example , the
elite too k o n th e no w rathe r uncomfortabl e affectatio n o f
prizing archaic Greek rather than the contemporary language.
Like the Victorian English with their poetic embellishments of
'thou' and 'wert ' and 'e'en' , so the Hadriani c circl e wrote in
Aeolic dialect for a  refined effect ; i t was a marker of inclusion
in the inner circle. This uneasy juxtaposition of enthusiasm for
an idealised 'ancient' civilisation and a  distinct lac k of enthu-
siasm fo r it s present-da y descendant s ha s it s echoe s i n th e
problems tha t th e America n an d Europea n Gran d Tourist s
had wit h Italy , whos e geograph y an d ancien t remain s the y
loved - were it not for the drawback of its current inhabitants .
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Second-century elit e cultur e an d nineteenth-centur y roman -
ticism were both heavily vested in a nostalgic golden past .

But not al l Hadrian's destinations wer e so congenial, no r
were al l hi s observer s s o starry-eyed . On e o f hi s fe w clos e
friends, the poet Florus , wrote to him in terms which, thoug h
we now read them as ironic, actually paint a ruefully admirin g
picture o f a hardy, dutiful Hadria n which would have pleased
propagandists. Th e thre e survivin g line s (freel y translated )
read:

I don't want to be Caesar
Plodding roun d Britain ,

[...]
Freezing my nuts of f in a  Scythian midden

Hadrian's matchin g riposte conveyed wit and affabilit y an d a
side of his personality that he was eager to project :

I don't want to be a Florus ,
Crawling round pubs ,
Skulking in pie-shops

Bitten by bugs.

This sligh t exchange show s Hadrian a s more human tha n i n
most other fragments of biography. It is a small insight into the
person which makes it all the more distressing that Hadrian' s
own autobiography has been entirely lost. We can make some
reconstruction o f th e earl y secon d centur y fro m histories ,
biographies, inscriptions , coin s an d papyri ; but th e scholarly
bones o f biography, where they exis t for Hadrian's reign , ar e
corrupted, evasiv e o r tantalisingly incomplete when i t come s
to dealin g wit h Hadria n th e man . Th e mor e interestin g
information i s ofte n t o b e found , a s i n th e cas e o f Florus '
verse, in the apparently inconsequential anecdote s - the word
itself deriving , appropriately , fro m th e Gree k anecdotes,  o r
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'unpublished' (thoug h o f course the y were) . (I t i s pleasingly
symmetrical that Procopius' Secret  History, telling the 'hidden'
and, by implication, 'true' story of the Emperor Justinian, was
also originally published unde r th e titl e Anecdotes.')

The anecdote s whic h historians repeated , however slight,
nearly always represented som e aspec t o f the publi c relation -
ship o f Hadria n t o hi s subject s o r th e exercis e o f power .
Usually they show the emperor caugh t ou t and then, throug h
power o r insight , retrievin g th e situation . Historian s ar e
enthusiastic i n assembling what might be regarded a s a com -
pendium o f The Wit of the Emperor, and the small cameos are
much mor e importan t tha n the y might a t first appear. I n th e
retelling the y ar e astonishingl y stoli d tales , bu t the y ar e
informative. For example, a  woman in the street petitions th e
emperor ove r som e mino r myster y an d Hadria n brusquel y
brushes he r and her complaint aside with the excuse that he is
too busy for such minor matters . When th e woman calls afte r
him, 'Stop being king, then!' he returns an d listens to her, the
humblest o f subjects. 21 Hadria n find s a  ma n scratchin g hi s
back against a post i n the public baths and donate s a  slave to
perform the duty for him, and money to keep him; on his next
visit th e empero r find s a  whole grou p o f old me n hopefull y
rubbing thei r backs on posts, and confounds them by genially
suggesting that they scratch each other. A man whom Hadria n
assists financiall y disguise s himsel f b y dyein g hi s hai r fro m
grey an d return s wit h anothe r petition . Hadrian , amused ,
claims to recognise a  family likenes s and remark s that h e ha s
already given a favour t o the man's grandfather .

All these anecdotes portray an emperor who is, primarily,
extraordinarily accessibl e t o ordinar y people ; th e inevitabl e
courtiers, bodyguard s an d soldier s ar e al l invisibl e a s th e
emperor interact s directl y with hi s humbles t subjects . These
anecdotes als o sugges t tha t Hadria n i s continually a t ris k of
being dupe d b y hi s dishonest , greed y and , abov e all , stupi d
subjects, and that he responds t o these assaults on his natural
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generosity wit h goo d humou r an d tolerance . Bu t o f course ,
what may seem irrelevant or trivial detail can often turn out, in
retrospect, to be highly significant. And it is in one apparently
peripheral story that the triumph o f Hadrian's reig n begins to
unravel.

In lat e 12 8 Hadrian se t ou t fro m Rom e fo r Greece . H e
had visited almos t every corner of  his empire, he had enjoye d
the usual rewards of Athens, an d was in the process of elabor-
ate plans both to ensure the Greek city's future and to beautify
it beyond any city in the empire , save Rome. Ahead of him lay
his first visits to two of the more challenging provinces, Jude a
and Egypt , bu t ther e wa s nothing t o sugges t h e woul d no t
captivate the m an d brin g intelligen t an d open-hande d solu -
tions t o thei r individua l problems . Confident , health y an d
successful, he was at the height of his career.

Then a  strange stor y bega n to  circulate . It  was  said tha t
while in Athens, in an overt demonstration o f power, Hadria n
had threatene d a  man wit h death no t fo r acting agains t him ,
nor fo r arguin g wit h him , bu t simpl y fo r keepin g silent . I t
seems an improbable accoun t bu t i t was a remarkably persist-
ent tale , elaborate , vivi d an d quit e differen t i n styl e fro m
anything els e writte n abou t him , although , lik e th e othe r
stories, i t ha s a t it s cor e a  simple exampl e o f the difference s
between me n an d emperors . I n th e curiou s tal e o f Secundu s
the Silen t Philosopher , th e mos t bitte r o f confrontations was
purely Gree k i n location , i n styl e and i n precedent . Though
variations o n th e stor y o f Secundu s an d Hadria n hav e
branched int o th e literar y traditions o f several cultures fro m
Greek to Arabic, and ma y even have inspired tale s within th e
Arabian Nights , wit h Sinba d a  derivatio n o f Secundus, 22

Hadrian's belove d Greece wa s implicitly a t the centr e o f the
tale.

To se t wha t follow s i n context , i t shoul d b e understoo d
that apocrypha l altercation s betwee n emperor s an d philoso -
phers wer e set-piece s happil y relaye d b y contemporar y
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writers. I n th e battl e betwee n me n wh o had everythin g an d
those wh o ha d nothin g t o lose , th e philosophe r invariabl y
triumphed. O f th e mai n school s o f philosoph y prevalen t a t
Hadrian's time , Stoic s wer e anti-materialistic , believer s i n
fate, th e pre-eminenc e o f reason an d th e freedo m o f huma n
action; Epicureans believe d that ma n wa s mortal, tha t ther e
was n o god , tha t onl y lif e i n th e presen t count s an d tha t
pleasure lay in desire, not i n the searc h for resolution; Cynic s
found virtu e i n extrem e povert y an d asceticism , bu t als o
defied th e socia l conventions o f the time . Hadrian , wh o was
eager t o kee p compan y wit h philosopher s o f al l schools ,
nevertheless le d a  lif e diametricall y oppose d t o th e valu e
system of any of them. When inconceivable power, wealth and
experience wer e pitte d agains t th e intractabl e belief s an d
considerable intellectua l wile s o f a  philosopher , th e contes t
was compelling but th e outcome assured. It is not surprising ,
then, tha t th e enormou s population s o f the Roma n empire ,
who owed their welfar e an d indeed thei r continue d existenc e
to th e structure s o f Roman rule , an d thu s ultimatel y t o th e
emperor, woul d eagerl y pass o n tale s o f anyon e gettin g th e
best o f the empero r an d surviving . For example , the docto r
and write r Gale n give s an  accoun t of  an  irritabl e Hadria n
lashing ou t a t a  servan t wit h a  pe n an d blindin g him . O n
realising th e exten t o f the man' s disability , Hadrian insiste d
that he ask for a compensatory present from th e emperor ; th e
injured ma n aske d for an eye. 23 In th e la w of retribution thi s
would, o f course, hav e been no t th e impossibl e request fo r a
new eye , but th e deman d fo r the unthinkable : the emperor' s
own eye - bu t the emperor was beyond such laws.

The philosophe r Secundus was already renowned fo r his
silence an d i t wa s probabl y inevitabl e tha t Hadrian , a
connoisseur o f the esoteri c experience , would see k him out .
His tast e i n this respec t was not unusual . Travelling Romans
seem to have pursued the grotesque and the phenomenal. Like
the Victorian s so  man y hundred s of  year s later , the y wer e
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anxious t o gratif y thei r curiosit y a s t o wha t la y within thei r
imperial boundaries, an d gullibl e when novelties and strang e
tales were provided for them. Pliny, the famous an d intermin -
able compile r o f natura l history , record s monster s an d
improbable prodigie s alongsid e conventiona l list s o f races ,
creatures and geological phenomena. There was a tradition of
presenting freak s o f nature or animals of extraordinary size to
important me n o f th e day . I t wa s n o doub t a  potentiall y
profitable one , th e guide s bein g rewarde d fo r thei r intro -
ductions; but was not without risks. Hadrian, for example, was
shown, amon g othe r things , a  woma n wh o ha d survivin g
quintuplets, an d a  strange serpent ; he, of course, was gracious
in acknowledgement , bu t other s di d no t alway s receiv e th e
gifts i n the spiri t in which they were presented. One aristocrat
was show n a  captured se a monster whic h h e faile d t o trea t
with respect ; th e mor e gullibl e were delighted whe n h e was
subsequently shipwrecked . The alway s suspiciou s Tiberiu s
was give n a n enormou s fis h an d promptl y bea t th e fisher -
man abou t th e fac e wit h it . The fisherman , i n thoughtles s
simplicity, responded wit h the commen t tha t h e was glad he
hadn't give n th e empero r th e oversiz e lobste r h e ha d als o
collected.

Secundus was an oddit y fi t for a  collector of experiences
as wel l a s artefacts , intellectuall y compellin g an d a n ope n
challenge t o th e emperor' s power . The meetin g o f th e tw o
men must have been a happily awaited diversion. Yet if alterca-
tions betwee n philosopher s an d emperor s traditionall y ha d
equivocal outcomes , confrontation s wit h Hadria n seldo m
ended well . Th e architec t Apollodoru s wa s killed , i t wa s
rumoured, a s reveng e fo r a  long-remembere d criticis m o f
Hadrian's designs . An intimat e membe r o f Hadrian' s circle ,
Favorinus, left cour t rather than argue with the emperor over a
grammatical error. Those familiar with Hadrian kne w how to
handle him, and themselves.

But Secundus wa s an innocent. O r so it appeared .
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The contex t o f Secundus ' lif e wa s probabl y publicl y
known. The stor y went that, as a child, he had los t his father
and the n bee n sen t abroad . Afte r man y years ' travelling ,
having becom e a  Cyni c philosopher , h e return s hom e and ,
realising that no one recognises him, decides to put his mother
to a  tes t b y bribin g he r mai d t o arrang e fo r th e apparen t
stranger t o seduc e he r mistress . Unwittingly , Secundus '
mother agrees , although she is a little surprised when, having
got a s far a s her bed , Secundu s fixes his eye s o n he r breasts ,
the symbo l o f maternity, turn s ove r an d goe s to sleep . In th e
morning he reveals his true identity and his mother, the victim
of Secundus ' mora l experiment , hang s herself . Secundu s
himself decide s that i t was talking too much tha t had precipi -
tated thi s traged y an d take s a n immediat e vo w o f lifelon g
silence.

There are implications for Hadrian, the almost permanent
traveller, eve n i n Secundus ' history : th e danger s o f leavin g
one's homeland fo r too long , o f non-recognition, o f the risk s
of testing trust .

And s o Secundu s th e Silen t an d Hadria n th e Empero r
meet. Th e one-wa y audienc e begin s wit h Hadria n askin g
Secundus t o explai n th e basi s o f hi s philosophy . Secundu s
refuses. Eventuall y Hadrian ask s a  tribune t o forc e Secundu s
to speak . When Secundu s remain s obdurate , th e tribun e de -
clares that th e philosophe r wil l be execute d for his refusa l t o
obey the emperor; but a s the philosopher is led away, Hadrian,
in a  slippery piece of manipulation, indicates to th e office r i n
charge that h e must continu e t o entrea t th e condemned ma n
to revea l hi s secrets ; i f Secundu s does  spea k h e i s t o b e
beheaded .  . . but i f he does not, the n he is to brought befor e
Hadrian again .

Secundus, silen t as ever, duly appears before the empero r
and a  superficia l compromis e i s achieved ; th e philosophe r
maintains hi s vow, and th e empero r neve r hear s hi m speak ;
instead, Secundu s i s induce d t o writ e dow n response s t o
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twenty question s posed by the emperor. Both have lost and , a t
this moment, both have won. I n itself , this was a fairly stand -
ard literar y formula ; bu t th e diatrib e wit h whic h Secundu s
prefaces th e answer s t o Hadrian' s question s i s a n ap t an d
potent revenge . Th e empero r get s hi s answers , bu t hi s
pretensions are struck hard, and his fears mercilessly exposed .

You too,  Hadrian, are  a human being  like all  the  rest  of  us,  subject to
every kind  of  accident,  mere  dust  and  corruption.  The  life  of  brute
beasts is  even such.  Some  are  clothed with scales,  others with shaggy
hair; some are blind, some are adorned with  beauty  with  which  they
are born  and  which  nature  has  given them.  But  you,  Hadrian,  as  it
happens, are  full of  fears and  apprehensions.  In the  bellowing  wind of
winter you are  disturbed by  too  much cold  and  shivering,  and  in  the
summer time  you are  too much oppressed  by  the heat.You are  puffed up
and full of  holes  like a sponge. For you have  termites  in your body and
herds of  lice  that draw furrows through  your entrails; and grooves have
been burned  into  you, as  it  were,  like the  lines  made by  the  fire of  the
encaustic painters. Being a  short-lived creature  and full of  infirmities,
you foresee  yourself  being  cut and  torn  apart,  roasted  by the  sun and
chilled by  the wintry wind.Your  laughter is only the preface to  grief, for
it turns  about  and  passes into tears.  . .

Think not  lightly, therefore,  O  Hadrian, of what I  am saying.  Boast
not that  you alone  have  encircled  the world  in your travels,  for it  is
only the  moon  and  stars  that  really  make  the  journey around  it.
Moreover, do not think  of  yourself as  beautiful and  great and rich  and
the ruler of the inhabited world.  Know you not  that, being a man, you
were born  to  be  Life's plaything,  helpless  in  the  hands  of  fortune and
destiny, sometimes exalted,  sometimes  humbled  lower  than the  grave.
Will y ou not be able to learn what life  is,  Hadrian, in the  light of many
examples? Consider  how rich  with his golden nails was the  king of the
Lydians. Great  as  a  commander  of  armies  was  the  king  of  the
Danaans, Agamemnon; daring and  hardy  was  Alexander, king  of  the
Macedonians. Heracles  was fearless, the  Cyclops  wild  and  untamed,
Odysseus shrewd  and  subtle,  and  Achilles  beautiful  to  look  upon.  If
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fortune took  away from these  men the  distinctions that  were  peculiarly
their own, how much more  likely is  she to take them  away  from you?
For you are  not beautiful  like  Achilles, nor  shrewd as  was  Odysseus,
nor untamed like  the Cyclops nor  fearless like  Heracles, nor hardy and
daring like  Alexander,  nor  such  a  commander  of  armies  as  was
Agamemnon, nor yet rich  like Gyges,  the king of  the  Lydians. M

The bitte r energ y o f Secundus ' writte n testimon y mus t
have lodge d itsel f i n Hadrian' s mind . H e was , w e know ,
superstitious an d pessimistic , an d Secundu s dismantle d th e
emperor's self-importanc e and remove d the illusions of com-
fort. Psychologicall y acute, thi s diatrib e hel d littl e o f th e
amiable malic e which wa s hal f th e entertainmen t o f publi c
exchanges wit h philosophers . Nor wa s it a n aphoristic , one -
line ripost e b y a  witt y courtie r o r a  frustrate d citizen .
Secundus i s addressing not just the emperor, but a  man. What
Secundus write s i s no t jus t th e traditiona l recitatio n o f th e
ephemeral nature o f power and riches but i s highly specific to
Hadrian, mockin g hi s passio n fo r travel , diminishin g hi s
achievements. Secundu s turn s th e golde n eas e o f Hadrian' s
reign int o a  blea k harbinger o f futur e misfortune . Hadrian ,
apparently a t th e pea k of success, has nothin g ahea d o f him
but grie f tha t al l h e treasure s i n hi s presen t lif e ha s bee n
surpassed b y greater men.

It was closer to a  curse than a  piece o f rhetoric.
From Athens , Hadria n embarke d for Asia minor, Arabia

and finall y Egypt . Hi s specifi c rout e an d intentions , a s h e
swept in an arc round hi s eastern empire, are now uncertain ;
but hi s standin g in the cit y of his departure i s unmistakable.
Hadrian ha d grea t plan s fo r Greece , an d i n particula r fo r
Athens, an d thes e wer e alread y under way : new building s
appeared, ne w festival s wer e inaugurated , honou r upo n
honour wer e heape d upo n th e emperor , an d h e lef t Greec e
with the additional titles of king and Olympian. What followed
could only be less satisfactory - bu t it was not just that he was
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leaving hi s favourit e cit y (afte r all , he intende d t o retur n a s
soon as possible); something else had shifte d i n the emperor' s
confidence an d judgement. In the next eighteen months , first
in Judea an d the n i n Egypt, he was to falte r i n his usual firm
and agil e handlin g o f loca l exigencies , an d hi s behaviou r
would become more recognisabl y touched wit h the pointles s
cruelty and irrationalit y of his predecessors .

That som e tim e aroun d thi s perio d Hadria n believe d
himself t o hav e falle n unde r a  curs e wa s widel y believed ,
although th e detail s ar e vague. Was it i n Athens, eve n as th e
Greeks haile d hi m a s a god, tha t Hadria n fel t th e fate s tur n
against him ? Di d he , i n th e dar k year s o f th e 130s , stil l
remember Secundus ' propheti c words?

The legac y of Commagene, the lan d o f Julia Balbilla's family ,
is now a major touris t attraction near the large modern city of
Gaziantep i n easter n Turkey. Kin g Mithridate s founde d hi s
nearby capital , Arsemaia, now Eski Kâhta, in 1  BCE and the
dynasty claimed roots going back to both Darius of Persia and
Alexander the Great . The onc e pretty , fertil e an d short-live d
kingdom, strategically sited nea r the Euphrates , i s now a dry
and rock y lan d destroye d b y drought . Bu t th e great , eve n
megalomaniacal, tomb o f Antiochus I  o f Commagene , Juli a
Balbilla's paternal ancestor, is still an astonishing sight high on
the peak of Nemrut Dagi , 2,200 metres above sea level. Here,
where the air is always cool and the mists take time to clear in
the morning , ar e vas t crumblin g terrace s an d th e immens e
fallen head s o f statues , representin g th e divin e ancestor s o f
Antiochus and the deifie d kin g himself.

The tom b o f the heroic Borysthenes at Apt has vanished
under rive r silt , bu t seventee n hundre d year s late r anothe r
complex man, poe t an d Hellenophile , echoe d the sentiment s
of Hadrian' s monumen t t o hi s hors e i n carvin g hi s ow n
inscription t o hi s dog . I t ca n stil l b e see n a t Newstea d
Abbey i n Nottinghamshire . I t wa s unlikel y to hav e bee n a
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coincidence. Lor d Byron , too , wa s a  ma n whos e huma n
relationships were always fraugh t an d whose idealised passion
for Greec e was his downfall .

Near this  spot are  deposited the  remains  of one  who possessed Beauty
without Vanity, Strength  without Insolence, Courage without  Ferocity,
and all  the Virtues of Man without  his Vices. This praise, which would
be unmeaning  Flattery,  if  inscribed  over  human ashes,  is but  a  just
Tribute to  the Memory of  BOATSWAIN, a  Dog.
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3
The shifting sands

'Who knows  not to what monstrous gods, my  friend,
The mad  inhoEitants of'Egypt tend?
The.  river-fish,  cat,  ibis  some, enshrine.;
Some thinf^the.  crocodile,  ahne,  divine.;
Others where.  Thebes' vast  ruins strew the.ground,
And shattered uviemnon y ieCds a  magic sound,
Set up  a glittering brute,  of uncouth  shape
And Bow Before the  image of an  ape!
Thousands regardthe  hound  with holy fear;
9{p one  T>iana.  Άηά 'tis  dangerous here.
To 'Violate  an  onion or to stain
The sanctity ofkefcs  with  tooth prof one.
Oh, hohj  nation!  Sacrosanct abodes
'Where, every garden •propagates its  gods!
They spare the  fleecy tribe  anathink^it  i(t
The.  Shod of [amelqns  or  of íqds  to  spiff;
'Sut human fksh —  oh that is  (awfuljare,
And you may eat it without scandai there.

JUVENAL, SATIRES, 1 5
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THE SHIFTIN G SAND S

From tfte memoirs o f JuCia Baf6ifCa, August 13 0
I was born betwee n the mountains an d th e sea , and a m used t o
hard, hot seasons - bu t the day we crossed th e border wa s the
hottest I  can ever remember. Colourless and hazy from dawn , the
hard blue sky cleared only when the su n was at its highest, while
the heat shimmered in pools over the packed sand and the horses
lathered a t the mouth . Messenger s se t off in a  flurry o f sand an d
others returne d exhausted , th e saddle-cloth s unde r thei r rider s
patched dark with sweat. The journey from Judea had numbed the
body an d th e sense s s o tha t th e excitemen t o f finall y reaching
Egypt seemed unreal. Although i t was foolish to believe it, we had
half expected a  dramatic transition from rock and near-desert t o a
vista o f the mysteriou s Nile , and tha t th e borde r b e marke d b y
battered coloss i o f lion-heade d women . Th e Egyp t o f ou r
imagination was such a  mighty continent. In the event the border
passed almos t unnoticed. The san d remained, th e sun stil l shone,
the sam e sea was stil l distantly visible.

A party - th e fortunate, it seemed -  wen t ahea d to prepare
the prefec t fo r ou r arrival . The res t o f us lingere d a  little o n th e
road i n what shade coul d be found, intending tha t the emperor' s
entry fro m Jude a migh t b e mad e in dayligh t and a t a  propitious
hour. Onc e th e carava n wa s brough t t o a  standstill , an d eve n
the draugh t o f movement ceased, it was soon impossibly uncom-
fortable. Hadria n dismounte d bu t Sabin a la y i n th e litter , th e
curtains le t down to preven t the sun . We suggested sh e step ou t
and joi n he r ladie s in som e foo d bu t i t wa s too ho t t o eat , to o
hot t o d o more than li e back halfway betwee n slee p an d waking.
Sabina fel t unwell , sh e said ; wit h he r eye s ope n he r headach e
worsened i n the glare , with her eye s closed thoughts an d images
leaped through her mind like a nightmare. I felt each breath thick,
as if I was inhaling through a  veil.

I got down at one point; giddy for a moment, standing on the
solid eart h afte r s o man y hour s swayin g o n th e tracks , I  coul d
see the broa d roa d edge d wit h its uneven cluster s of attendants ,
crouched unde r wha t protectio n the y coul d find . Awning s had
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been put up near at hand, but as the road stretched awa y from th e
small hamlet , thos e unluck y enoug h t o hav e misse d th e spars e
shelter o f the trees were forced into sitting behind the small shade
provided by  thei r horse s and  donkeys , motionles s so  tha t the y
looked like so many scrubby bushe s alon g the roa d edge . To my
right - far , far to my right - ther e was sea; they had kept clos e to
the coas t for the las t day in hope o f feeling its cooler breezes, but
the horizon wa s so indistinct that i t seemed I  stood between two
deserts, on e red , on e grey.  To m y left , afte r th e great  swee p o f
sandy valley , it wa s jus t possibl e t o se e hills , but impossibl e t o
gauge their distanc e away .

This was supposed to be fertile land with the most hospitable
climate, but i t had bee n a  bad yea r and th e onl y sign of its usual
richness wer e th e dat e palm s whic h intermittentl y fringe d th e
road. That an d th e rock s whic h migh t hav e marke d ou t som e
fields, and mil e upon mil e of dead vegetation, yellow and gre y in
the dust . The hut s we saw seemed deserted , althoug h wil d me n
wrapped in cloth appeared on mangy camels as if from the sand s
— almost getting themselves killed in their approach - and  offere d
turquoises fro m who knew what distant treasure trove beyond the
mountains.

It was good to have left that terrible place where we slept th e
night. Rhinocolur a -  th e place where the y severe d the noses of
miscreants, thoug h in  truth , not  to  smel l its  foulnes s migh t be
considered an advantage - lay mute in an atmosphere of hopeless-
ness. Suc h a  barren , salt y town ; eve n th e se a whic h la y clos e
at han d seeme d dea d an d to o still . I t marke d th e border , bu t
was thought too insignificant for our officia l reception into Egypt.
Better tha t way, really, as i t would hav e seemed a n inauspiciou s
start.

The dinne r was obviously a brave attempt t o make what the
local chefs thought o f as a Roman feast . The imperia l cooks, who
often di d tolerably well with local ingredients, had becom e sick in
Judea and the border town, though forewarned months ahead, still
seemed surprised, eve n put out , at our arrival. It was perhaps that
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they could not conceive of the demands our brief stay would make
upon them ; tha t the y simpl y prepared fo r the larges t party the y
could imagine and that thei r effort s wer e quite inadequate t o our
needs. We had goat again and two kinds offish fres h fro m th e sea.
The chef' s assistan t cam e in with a platter upon whic h the newly
caught creature s wer e iridescen t an d muscular , bu t whethe r h e
apportioned a  piece back to his family or let some burn in the fire,
what cam e to us late r was foul an d slimy . For Hadria n the y ha d
devised somethin g the y believe d approximate d t o hi s favourit e
dish. The origina l was composed o f game, offal, ham and pastry; it
seemed the Egyptians possessed none of these ingredients. To his
credit he ate it. But the dates that followed wer e plump and sweet
and even knowing that they would, in excess, be regretted the next
day, hunger made us incautious. The res t of the household had to
fend fo r themselves , and hunge r di d no t improv e thei r moo d o r
their competence . Tha t the y foun d som e resource s seeme d
indicated by the surlines s of the locals on the following morning.

Hadrian seemed oblivious to the general mood and was even-
handed i n tellin g joke s a t th e expens e o f other s an d agains t
himself. Th e stor y o f th e ma n i n th e publi c bath s wh o wa s
scraping his back against a  wall when the empero r intervene d t o
give him the slav e that hi s rank but no t his fortune merited, the n
being greete d b y a  whol e ro w o f slaveles s townsfolk , hopefull y
rubbing themselve s up an d dow n the tiles , and no t flying into a
rage at yet another example of the boundless greed of his citizens
but suggesting benignly that they use the strigil on each other, had
been refined sinc e I first heard it . Where i t lacked humour i t pro -
vided a  lesson for the empire , for those who could understand it .
Others looke d eager ; i f a  humble citize n could b e give n a  slave,
then wha t rewards might awai t a consu l wit h a  back i n nee d o f
scratching? The Gree k boy laughed.

Now w e are approaching Pelusium , growing like a rich frui t
on a  branch o f the Nile , and it s port, looking out to sea . I try t o
amuse the empress with stories about great men and the buildings
and the ruins of kings and giants . She is well travelled, but n o one
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seems t o hav e told he r wher e w e ar e goin g o r wha t sh e shoul d
know before arriving, beyond th e necessity of maintaining a  care-
ful deportment . Hadria n i s no t a  ma n t o shar e hi s possessions ,
even knowledge. But Egypt , Egypt.  This i s not a  gallery of art o r
another wee k of games; i t i s differen t fro m anywher e else in th e
world. I t i s a  plac e o f marvel s an d possibilitie s an d deceptions .
Like it s great monuments, it is an enduring entit y impervious t o
those wh o wi n i t i n som e blood y struggle , wh o prevail , abid e a
while, are entertained , perplexed , struggl e to impos e thei r ways ,
fail an d leave .

Sabina say s tha t he r throa t i s dr y beyon d thirs t an d th e
canteen water is tepid. A skinny child with dull black skin and sore
eyes beats a  fan over her head ; i t merely buffets th e dus t and th e
hot ai r about , bu t Sabin a i s unusually patient . I n on e han d sh e
turns a small object between her fingers . I  know what i t is; it is a
smooth, honey-coloured lump of amber with an insect caught for
ever inside it. She showed me once; the creatur e had perishe d i n
the momen t o f flight, its fragile wing s undamaged by the engulf -
ing resin, perhaps as it alighted hoping fo r nourishment. I t had a
sting longer than a  hornet, perfectly preserved. Hadrian gav e her
this curiosity many years ago.

After a n hou r o r so , wit h th e hea t building , a  flurr y o f
horses brough t bac k a little news and - muc h mor e preciou s -
some sugar-coate d nut s an d blessedl y coo l wate r sen t b y th e
prefect fro m th e very waters of the sacre d Nile. The Nil e wate r
does not only quench thirs t but i s possessed o f other remarkable
properties whic h ensur e lon g life , fertility , protectio n agains t
your enemies. Sabina was in need of its more mundane qualities ;
once sh e ha d drun k deeply , I  soake d line n i n i t an d presse d i t
to he r brow . Water trickle d dow n he r temple s and ra n lik e tiny
tributaries behin d her ears . When I  drank myself I could fee l th e
water cuttin g a  col d channe l insid e me . I  tr y t o tel l Sabin a o f
the country that awaits her, of its mysteries and wonders ; all the
stories m y grandfathe r tol d me . Bu t i n truth wha t w e al l want
now i s not t o b e entertaine d bu t jus t to b e comfortable , t o b e
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clean, to be still . The mysterie s can come when we have bathe d
and eaten .

Ahead i s Pelusium, gatewa y to Egypt . Already they wil l b e
assembling thei r troops , th e crow d clamberin g o n to the stands ,
the stree t trader s an d th e thieve s callin g dow n blessing s o n th e
emperor. Amon g the m th e merchant s o f plausibilit y sel l aspir -
ations: badly struck coins of The Imperia l Entry, or a balcony seat,
or a lead curse - jus t fill in the name of the beloved or your enemy
- o r a phial of Nile water, guaranteeing fertility , or freedom fro m
bladder-stones o r scrofula. The musician s wil l be trying ou t thei r
instruments, squabblin g ove r th e notes , an d th e chil d singers ,
dressed a s little gods , alread y fainting under thei r canopies . I t is
the same everywhere. It will be the same, only bigger an d louder ,
in Alexandria. Sabina ha s been tol d tha t he intends t o ente r tha t
great cit y on an elephant-drawn chariot . (No t wit h her , he's not ,
she says redundantly.) Is he teasing his adjutants, who know he is
entirely capable of demanding such a spectacle, insisting that i t is
not he who wants it but the crowd, who need their emperor to be
extraordinary?

Nevertheless, afte r s o many visit s h e i s practised a t arrivals
and deliver s what is expected; indeed , part o f that deliver y is to
exceed wha t i s expected . There i s something magnificen t in th e
performance an d th e inexorabilit y o f ceremony . Howeve r tired ,
however long the journey , he walks with dignit y and , whe n al l is
said and done , majesty . S o it will be here, entering by the Gate of
the Su n between th e trumpet s an d the troops, the prefec t a t his
side, the guard and the priests accompanying him: he will enter his
city, coming lik e a bridegroom to an unfamiliar bride. He wil l see
her wit h th e certaint y o f possession , sh e hi m wit h wonder ,
curiosity an d fear . S o Hadria n wil l wal k up th e dizzyin g white
steps to the temple, slowly but without pausing for breath, always
standing forward o f his retinue s o that the crowds may see him -
not s o far forward that the y may reach  him, but near enoug h tha t
they feel they could. However bright the sun, his gaze around hi m
is level; he never narrows his eyes in the glare, nor covers his head

99



FOLLOWING HADRIA N

in the dizzying heat. Behind the emperor , th e empress , he r plai n
but beautifull y dresse d sister , Vibi a Matidia , an d he r ladies .
Behind them , smilin g a t th e people , his great-nephew, Pedaniu s
Fuscus, so full o f young promise and, like Hadrian al l those years
ago, so ful l o f hope. Beside him, Luciu s Ceioniu s Commodus , a
little older , hi s beautifu l feature s an ornamen t t o an y parade o f
dynastic ambition, an d between them, rightly uneasy if he knows
their feeling s fo r him , Antinous , honoured no t b y birt h bu t b y
selection.

After Egyp t I can go back to Athens, my duty done. All I ask
now is that the journey passes safely an d calml y and the wonder s
create thei r effects . Her e o n thi s gritt y borde r the y sel l paltr y
copies o f thei r country' s monument s whic h the y hav e neve r
travelled to see themselves. A hand's-breadth sandstone colossus ,
or a  sphin x th e siz e and appearanc e o f a  dormouse , whic h will
turn back into the mu d i t is made fro m i n the firs t rainfall . Still,
the soldier s provide a willing market for such absurdities . Every-
thing i n Egyp t i s fo r sale , fro m camp-follower s to th e ancien t
myths peddled by mendacious vendors. Even Sabina longs to see
the alta r o f the purpl e phoeni x an d fee d th e sacre d crocodiles .
Wise priests wh o charge for the honour o f saving themselves the
cost of provisioning their scaly charges.

My friends who have seen Egypt say that these people would
sell a  stor y a s easil y as the y woul d a n ass . More easily , in fact ,
because the stock of stories is dependent only on imagination and
a tongu e t o utte r them , whereas oat s ar e i n finit e supply . They
stand b y thei r monuments , inscribe d i n a  languag e whic h n o
ordinary ma n ca n read , and , seein g that th e wear y visitor, dirt y
and fa r fro m home , appear s a  ver y ordinary ma n indeed , gus h
forth a farrago of rubbish about heroes and magical birds. He who
revisits may find quite a different stor y attaches to this inscription
or that.

Hadrian look s wel l and  strong , despit e the  allege d illnes s
which obsesse s him an d mystifie s his physicians . The Egyptian s
and Greek s wil l get a  return o n thei r expense ; he i s every bit a n
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emperor. Ever y bi t a  pharaoh . H e i s a  char m whic h attract s
crowds to him; the Egyptians understand these things. This morn-
ing I saw him in his open tent , standing talle r than those aroun d
him, his skin browned by the journey but like a military man not a
peasant, his hair lightened by the su n an d a  little shorter tha n he
wore it when not travelling, his beard reddish and tight-curled. He
looked happy and, despite the journey and the heat, relaxed. He is
excited at the array of new beginnings which lie enticingly ahead.

And there too was the cause of his happiness. Never far away,
when I glanced over, he was standing in the full sun, and he looked
bored, picking up small stones from the track and skimming them
at a small bird, then absently rubbing a groove in the sand with the
toe o f hi s foot . Th e ne w boy , sam e a s th e ol d boy s —  healthy,
young, beautiful an d almost certainly stupid. Or clever enough to
keep his mouth shu t and know that opinion s are not require d of
the emperor's intimat e companion. Those who talked least lasted
longest. This one, with his thick, light brown hair, the tall fit body,
the averte d eyes , looke d promising . I  suppos e h e wa s th e ag e
Hadrian's son might have been. Harmless enough. He had walked
to th e horse s wher e the y stoo d i n thei r shelte r an d h e wa s
suddenly animated, rubbing their muzzles, letting the beasts lower
their heads and push against him, taking a handful o f grain which
he scoope d fro m th e bucket , straigh t fro m hi s hand. Sabina  said
he had been a groom. He was smiling now, the ordinary beauty of
youth transformed into something more special, so perhaps it was
true. I t wa s a  goo d thin g h e like d horses ; h e woul d need som e
friends. At that moment I  saw the emperor's head turn across the
earnest group of advisers and his eyes watch the boy as he stroked
the animals . Perhaps this boy would do; would keep the empero r
happy and occupied while they coped wit h Egypt.

Sabina say s Hadrian believes that Egypt may provide a cure
for hi s ills. They are simply the ills that beset us all , of course, the
ills of passing years; but Hadria n want s to be immortal, an d thi s
becomes increasingly onerous, pitting bod y agains t will. Even as
he sleep s old age creeps u p o n him, an d th e though t leave s him
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sleepless and tired. He wants to live for ever because he is so afraid
of death . H e i s s o afraid , I  think , no t o f pai n bu t tha t i n dyin g
others wil l finall y triump h ove r him , wil l i n outlivin g hi m se e
places an d receiv e plaudit s whic h shoul d rightfull y b e hi s i n
perpetuity.

Sabina, on the other hand, greets advancing age happily. The
usual benefits of youth - love , intrigue, children, a settled house -
were never hers. Marriage reduced her portion rathe r than adde d
to it. The empres s in her jewels was destitute of what other women
might tak e fo r granted . I n middl e ag e sh e i s becomin g quit e
reckless: sh e speak s out , thoug h softly ; sh e think s abou t bein g
indiscreet; dangerously , she makes much less effort to disguise her
anger. She too, when not prostrated b y heat, dreams of an Egyp -
tian remedy, though she is not certain what it might be or where it
might be used. Much as she may think she longs to soar free, she
has neve r know n libert y an d wer e th e cag e t o b e opened , sh e
would stand shivering at the door, having quite lost the memory of
flight.

I have dreamed of Egypt all my life, of the chance to flesh out
my grandfather's tales, yet now that we are here, the anticipation is
touched wit h apprehension. I am frightened in part that the Egypt
of my dreams an d bloo d wil l prove too big , too extraordinar y t o
allow this earthy Egypt to amaze me, and in part that I  have left it
too long and it is too much to encompass. I have written poetry to
mark the visit, yet it now seems an impertinence to have done so.
Why was I so excited? What did  I  think I  would see ? What god s
must be placated? What scores might be settled in this place where
the dead are so much presen t that th e living fear t o disturb the m
and g o abou t thei r busines s overwhelme d b y thei r smal l an d
temporary lives?

It i s tim e t o dress ; t o scou r of f th e re d eart h whic h ha s
covered everything , eve n behin d th e hanging s o f ou r litter . I t i s
gritty i n th e hair , caugh t i n th e fold s o f ou r garments , ye t th e
Egyptians wil l expect us to look as if we had passed straigh t fro m
Rome to their borders. Sabina  must play the empress. She will be

102



THE SHIFTIN G SAND S

dressed an d b e carrie d t o Pelusiu m t o wal k a t hi s sid e an d b e
received b y Flavius Titianus - a  prefect who for once is nobody's
cousin -  an d all the crowds who have neve r see n an emperor wil l
marvel a t his ease and elegance . Ho w long w e have al l waited, i n
our differen t ways , to b e here. This place ha s many marvel s an d
many secret s an d we bring ou r ow n to it.

In the summer heat o f 130 CE Hadrian's retinu e passe d fro m
Gaza i n Jude a alon g th e Mediterranea n coast , throug h
Rhinocolura, th e blea k easterl y outpos t o f Egyp t wit h it s
notorious pena l settlement , to Pelusium . The momen t o f his
arrival had been long planned on both sides , possibly with the
intention tha t Hadrian shoul d ente r the kingdom at the height
of the annua l Nile floods, his presence a symbolic reflection of
the fertility and wealth the waters brought t o the country. The
commemorative coinag e had been minted , it s imagery rich in
compressed informatio n abou t the relationship of the emperor
and Egypt . H e i s shown arrivin g in stat e i n Alexandria, a s is
Sabina. Man y o f th e coin s wer e largel y religiou s i n thei r
symbolism -  th e rang e o f gods a  precurso r o f those whos e
statues woul d eventuall y fil l Hadrian' s vill a bac k i n Rome .
Others portraye d th e wealt h o f Egypt i n terms o f wheat an d
fruit being displayed or handed to Hadrian by personifications
of th e cit y o r country ; symbol s o f fertilit y abounded . Thi s
potentially pleasing cameo was a miscalculation - th e first of
many in Egypt - fo r the Nile could rarely be taken for granted
and it s fortune s were capricious ; the 13 0 flood was proving
to b e inadequat e an d ther e wa s genera l unrest , presagin g
problems to come .

The coin s were ready because the emperor' s visit , and its
obligatory success , ha d lon g bee n expected . Th e Egyptian s
had bee n amassin g th e foo d an d resource s t o suppor t a
sophisticated moder n rule r and his court; Hadrian ha d estab -
lished a  preceden t o f generosit y i n hi s earlie r travel s whic h
ensured tha t h e would b e a  most welcom e guest , bu t befor e
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Egypt coul d benefi t similarl y i t neede d t o inves t i n th e
emperor's satisfaction .

The Gree k population o f Egypt prepared to welcome the
most powerfu l o f al l Hellenophiles with considerabl e enthu -
siasm. At Alexandria the city was filling up with those wanting
to celebrat e o r exploi t Hadrian' s arrival , an d intellectuals ,
writers an d artist s flocked to take up residence , hoping t o be
included i n th e cultura l reviva l tha t wa s charge d b y th e
emperor's presence . Bu t th e delightfu l prospec t o f profit and
entertainment wa s not universal . Farming communitie s sur -
veyed th e year' s poo r Nil e flood s wit h bewilderment ; th e
prospect wa s o f a  ba d harvest , ye t ther e wer e demand s t o
increase a quantity o f agricultural produce alread y eroded b y
the demand s o f Rome' s domesti c economy . Fragment s o f
surviving documents fro m Oxyrhyncu s hin t a t the quantitie s
of food needed for even a short, local imperial visit: one year in
advance o f th e emperor' s arriva l order s wer e submitte d fo r
200 artab s o f barley, 3,000 bundles o f hay, 327 sucklin g pigs
and 20 0 sheep . (A n arta b o r arde b wa s a  Copti c Gree k
measure equa l t o approximatel y 5.6 2 bushels . The amoun t
stipulated her e woul d hav e filled a  smal l barn an d provide d
perhaps 100,00 0 loaves. )

Hadrian wa s received with great pomp a s both empero r
and pharaoh of a country which at the time of his arrival had
been unde r Roma n rul e fo r jus t 16 0 years. Egypt wa s wel l
used t o foreig n rule; sinc e 52 5 BCE i t had bee n dominate d
by th e Persians , the n th e Greeks , the n th e Macedonia n
Ptolemies whos e descendant , Cleopatra , ha d bee n defeate d
by the Romans in 31 BCE at the Battle of Actium. But Egypt
was stil l a  problemati c an d unfathomabl e province ; a
destination whic h could delive r reward or disaster with little
predictability. Th e succes s o r otherwis e o f Hadrian' s visi t
might leav e th e loca l Egyptian s facin g eithe r prosperit y o r
ruin, but h e too was vulnerable; for Hadrian, too , ther e was
more a t stake than a  triumphant demonstratio n o f rank an d
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power. In Egypt, Hadrian had a  personal as well as a political
agenda to fulfil .

Egypt staggere d unde r th e weigh t o f it s ow n history .
No second-centur y Roman , leas t o f al l th e mos t powerfu l
among them , coul d ente r th e provinc e o f Egyp t merel y a s
a sightseer . Ther e coul d b e n o innocent , unencumbere d
appreciation o f it s geographica l an d historica l wonders .
Rome's extraordinar y growth ha d encompasse d som e alie n
and perplexin g cultures , bu t n o par t o f the empir e carrie d
more symbolic freight than this most desirable and troubling
of Roman acquisitions . Egypt was a precious possession , its
fertility alway s one o f its principa l attraction s t o predators .
The Greek s had no t sough t t o deplet e the country' s assets ,
but unde r th e Roman s th e agricultura l prosperit y o f Egypt
diminished a s it s wealth , particularly it s corn , was shippe d
back t o fee d th e ever-increasin g demand s o f the populatio n
in Rome. In return, the Romans did what they were good at :
set their armies and engineers to improving connections an d
restoring an d extendin g th e crucia l irrigatio n tha t brough t
more land into use - lan d which would feed Rome. While the
hungry waite d fo r Egypt' s corn , better-fe d Roman s wer e
inspired b y Egypt's distinctiv e imagery; the antiqu e ar t an d
style o f th e ne w provinc e wer e emulate d enthusiasticall y
back in Italy by the wealthy and the fashionable - jus t as they
would be again by the British of the early nineteenth century ,
inspired b y th e growt h o f trave l an d th e exploration s o f
archaeologists. The famou s Roman landmark of the pyramid
tomb o f th e first-centur y BC E praeto r Gaiu s Cestius ,
erected onl y a  fe w year s afte r th e Battl e o f Actium , i s a
surviving reli c o f thi s cultura l infusion . To th e Romans ,
Egypt was exciting: incomprehensible, with a pleasing hint of
malignity.

Egypt was geographically and spirituall y unique. The lif e
and wealth of a land which was in effect tw o broad river banks
and a  highl y fertil e delta , wa s entirel y dependen t o n th e
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vagaries o f the Nil e flood s which , i n turn dependin g o n th e
amount o f summer rai n which fel l fa r awa y in the mountain s
of Ethiopia, annually deposited a  rich silt on agricultural land .
Roman artists , architect s an d poet s marvelle d a t th e Nile' s
fertility:

Sluggish Nile  pours  forth  her  waters,  and  the  lucky  tribe  of  Pellan
Canopus farm their  lands, patrolling them  in  painted boats;  where the
borders of  quiver-bearing Persis  press close, and the  river that flows all
the way  from  the  dark  Indians  empties  through  its  seven  mouths,
making Egypt green  with silt. l

Roman emperor s an d civi l servant s lived i n les s comfortable
collusion wit h a n esoteri c se t o f ritual s an d appeasement s
enacted to ensure that the river would feed her people and, by
extension, Rome . Rom e foun d itsel f havin g t o reac t t o th e
vagaries o f climate an d topograph y i n thi s alie n lan d whos e
history an d belief s wer e bot h disturbin g an d challengin g t o
Roman habit s o f thought an d behaviour . The extraordinar y
architectural remain s o f the pharaohs , see n by Romans fro m
the heigh t o f their powers , coul d be viewe d a s a  threatenin g
object lesso n i n th e transienc e o f even th e greates t nations ,
much a s th e ruin s o f ancien t Greec e an d Rom e itsel f wer e
to evok e melancholy , i f appealing , uncertaint y i n Europea n
travellers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries . But there
were politica l a s wel l a s imaginative tensions. Egypt , the n a s
now, had been a t the centre o f political and violent conflict in
comparatively recent history. Rome was continually aware that
the strategi c an d economi c importanc e o f Egyp t mad e i t
attractive to other predatory states, some of which were not so
far away . Any independent powe r base in the east was a serious
challenge to the authority of Rome and must never be allowed
to arise . The memor y o f Mark Anton y an d hi s attempt s t o
create a  new eastern Hellenisti c empir e had no t ye t died. So
sensitive wa s the situatio n unde r Augustu s tha t th e empero r
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prohibited independen t visit s to the new province b y Roman
senators and eminent knights .

Superimposed o n Egyptia n antiquit y was th e cultur e o f
the dominan t Gree k populatio n wh o ha d colonize d Egypt ,
creating th e Ptolemai c kingdo m afte r th e earl y deat h o f
Alexander th e Grea t i n 32 3 BCE . Th e firs t Ptolem y wa s a
Macedonian genera l and h e maintaine d th e characte r o f the
Egyptian nation , rulin g a s pharaon ; a  subtl e balanc e whic h
the conquerin g Roman s wer e t o continue . Th e influenc e
of th e earl y Ptolemie s ha d enriche d th e intellectua l lif e o f
the country , bu t th e dynast y ha d becom e increasingl y self -
indulgent an d notoriousl y weakene d b y th e establishe d
practice of sibling marriage. When Cleopatr a VII failed i n her
bid to break away from Rome and re-establish an autonomous
power wit h Mar k Antony , committin g suicid e t o avoi d th e
humiliation of public display and retribution, he r son became
the las t o f th e line . Durin g th e reig n o f th e Ptolemie s th e
powerful Egyptia n priest s wer e indulge d wit h elaborat e
temples, bu t th e Greek s als o introduce d thei r ow n cultura l
spirit an d unde r thei r aegi s fin e citie s an d seat s o f ar t an d
learning ha d bee n established . Alexandria , founde d b y
Alexander the Grea t i n 331 BCE, was in the firs t century , in
its amalgam of cultures, a  more elegant, civilised and learne d
metropolis than Rome could conceivably hope to be.

For Hadrian, Egypt , particularly the sophisticated north,
was undoubtedl y a n attractiv e destination . H e ha d com e
with the intention of founding his own Hellenistic city at some
time durin g hi s stay there , an d the museum an d libraries -
in effec t a  universit y -  a t Alexandri a mus t hav e bee n a n
irresistible attractio n fo r a  ma n wh o pride d himsel f o n hi s
intellectual breadth . I t als o made politica l sense tha t fro m a
comparatively stabl e atmospher e i n Rome , Hadria n shoul d
visit th e plac e wher e Rome' s futur e ha d bee n fough t over ,
where, the republic had died and where Augustus himself had
both fough t and travelled.
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Most interestin g o f all , i t i s a t thi s poin t i n Hadrian' s
travels tha t i t firs t become s clea r tha t th e empero r ha d hi s
favourite, a  Gree k adolescen t calle d Antinous , wit h him .
Antinous, neve r mentione d i n th e ancien t historie s unti l
Hadrian's sta y in Egypt , was to become centra l to th e whole
account o f th e emperor' s tim e there . I t wa s not , however ,
Hadrian's sexua l choices tha t cas t a  shadow ove r his reputa-
tion; th e questio n o f hi s homosexualit y became a  proble m
only because of events in these few weeks which revealed the
extent o f his attachment .

Rumours o f Hadrian' s homosexualit y surface d quit e
early o n i n hi s life , an d severa l named individual s have been
suggested as his sexual partners. Suggestion s o f sexual impro-
priety an d exces s wer e commonplace i n account s o f Roma n
nobility. Man y o f Hadrian' s predecessor s wer e recorde d a s
having some or even exclusively relationships with men: Julius
Caesar, Tiberius, Nero an d Domitian wer e perhaps th e mos t
notorious. Other s wer e equally enthusiastic but attracte d les s
calumny. This sor t o f gossi p wa s pa r fo r th e course , an d
Hadrian's biographer s mad e generalise d bu t half-hearte d
assertions o f bot h homosexua l an d adulterou s diversions .
Nevertheless, b y th e ag e o f twenty-one Hadria n wa s appar -
ently squabbling with the (otherwise virtuous) emperor Trajan
over some boys, and it does seem that his marriage soon after -
wards wa s undertaken a t leas t i n par t t o restor e hi m t o th e
emperor's goo d offices . A s w e have alread y seen, Hadrian' s
marriage t o Sabin a i s widely believed to hav e been unhappy ,
but again , persona l happines s ha d n o grea t plac e withi n
patrician marriag e an d ther e i s n o indicatio n tha t sexua l
orientation had an y place in their mutua l antipathy . Hadria n
had n o children , bu t man y emperor s ha d barre n marriages ;
where bloodline was not a  necessary aspect of succession, an d
where adoption o f adults a s well a s children was an accepte d
convention, th e matte r o f an heir was less crucial than i n th e
autocracies o f other culture s and times . Sabina was, however,
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in Egypt, a s she was on most of the emperor' s travels . So too,
now, wa s Antinous . Wha t effec t th e arrangement s ha d o n
domestic concor d ca n onl y be imagined ; bu t i n an y cas e i t
appears tha t b y thi s tim e th e empero r an d empres s wer e
hardly on speaking terms.

In Gree k society , sexua l relationship s betwee n a n olde r
man an d a  youth were part of the fabri c o f society, accepted ,
even idealised. But Hadrian, whatever he might be coming to
believe, was a Roman emperor, and Romans were less tolerant
and mor e cynica l abou t th e beaut y o f homosexual passion .
Nevertheless, i t wa s commonplac e i n th e army , an d mor e
widely i t wa s no t unusua l fo r a  ma n t o hav e a  variet y o f
partners o f either sex . There was no questio n o f a man bein g
defined, a s now, by his sexual preferences, nor, a s long as he
was the dominant party, was there any conflict between homo-
sexual practic e an d virility . However , whateve r th e publi c
view o f relationships betwee n me n - an d public acceptanc e
was certainl y les s institutionalise d outsid e th e Greek elit e -
involvements of this kind left Hadrian vulnerable to criticism.
The mora l issu e wa s elusive ; som e emperors , lik e Juliu s
Caesar an d Trajan, had preserve d thei r reputation s relatively
untarnished b y association s wit h partner s o f th e sam e sex .
For others , notabl y Nero , Domitia n an d Elagabalus , an d
usually withi n a  packag e o f othe r baroqu e accusation s o f
decadence, sexua l indulgenc e undercu t imperia l authority .
Discretion wa s crucial. So it i s quite possible that , as with all
his othe r Helleni c pursuits , Hadria n fel t free r t o indulg e i n
such activitie s outside Rome , an d tha t thi s wa s on e motiv e
for hi s incessan t journey s outside th e city . It i s also possible
that a homosexual relationship was more attractive to Hadrian
simply a s an idea  tha n on e wit h a  woman; that i t fulfille d a n
aesthetic as well a s a sexual desire. Certainly his biographer s
reflect o n hi s likin g for al l things Gree k almos t immediately
before commentatin g on his pursuit o f young men. Whatever
his emotiona l o r physica l involvemen t wit h Antinous , th e
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relationship itsel f was a decidedly Hellenistic accessory.
So Hadria n an d Sabin a entere d Egypt . Their choic e o f

route was not a n obvious one. Pelusiu m too k advantage o f a
fine logistical situation and was sited on the eastern mouth of
the Nile as it branched int o the wide delta, facing the sea. The
fertile coasta l stri p wa s under cultivation ; th e tow n wa s laid
out o n a  grid pattern an d fortified . To the south , though, the
land soon became gritty and arid, eventually rising into moun-
tains. Why di d Hadria n arriv e overlan d throug h Pelusium ,
which mean t tha t subsequentl y h e ha d t o cros s th e marsh y
tributaries o f the delta ? Why no t arriv e by se a int o th e cit y
most fit to greet an emperor, Alexandria?

Once th e party ha d decided t o go overland -  probabl y
because it made the imperial progress more visible - Pelusiu m
was quite simply the first stopping place o f any charm or size
in many days' travel. It was the main port at the north-easter n
border of Egypt. However, the town also had severa l symbolic
connections which made it inevitable that Hadrian would pass
through it , and that he would take steps to make sure he would
be associate d with i t in the future . Fo r a  start, Pelusium ha d
been the place where the all-time heroic exemplar, Alexander
the Great , had receive d the surrende r o f the Persian s almos t
400 years before. At Pelusium, Egypt had become Greek. But
Hadrian's most explicit intention was to honour a more recent
hero. His first recorded action in Egypt was to find the tomb of
the Roman republica n general , Gnaeus Pompeiu s Magnu s -
Pompey the Great - who had been murdered in 48 BCE, aged
fifty-eight, a s h e arrive d t o a n uncertai n welcom e in Egyp t
after th e débâcl e o f the Battl e of Pharsalu s o n th e plain s of
Thessaly.2The dramatic and poignant story of Pompey's deat h
was wel l known , an d wa s retol d b y th e historia n Appia n
writing i n th e tim e o f Hadrian . It s theme s o f danger ,
impenetrability, betraya l and violent death were the themes of
Egypt as a whole. Egypt might feed Rome , but littl e good had
ever come to any Roman who tried to rely on her .
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For these  reasons  he  sailed  to  Egypt,  whence  Cleopatra,  who  had
previously reigned  with her brother, had lately  been  expelled, and was
collecting an  army  in  Syria.  Ptolemy,  her  brother, was at  Cäsium  in
Egypt, lying  in  wait  for her  invasion, and, as  providence would  have
it, the wind carried  Pompey thither.  Seeing a  large  army  on  the shore
he stopped his  ship, rightly judging that  the king was there. So he  sent
his messengers  to  tell  of  his  arrival  and  to  speak  of  his  father's
friendship. The  king  was  then  about  thirteen  years  of  age  and  was
under the  tutelage  of  Achillas who  commanded  the  army,  and  the
eunuch Pothinus,  who  had  charge  of his  treasury.  These took counsel
together concerning  Pompey.  There  was  present  also  Theodotus,  a
rhetorician of  Samos, the boy's  tutor, who offered  the  infamous  advice
that they should  lay  a  trap  for Pompey  and  kill  him in  order  to  curry
favour with  Caesar.  His opinion  prevailed.  So  they  sent  a  miserable
skiff to  bring  him,  pretending  that  the  sea  was  shallow  and  not
adapted to  large ships. Some of  the king's attendants came  in the  skiff,
among them  a  Roman named  Sempronius,  who was then serving  in
the king's  army  and  had  formerly served  under  Pompey  himself.  He
gave his  hand to  Pompey in  the  king's name  and  directed  him to  take
passage in  the  boat  as  to  a friend. At  the  same time  the  whole  army
was marshalled  along  the shore as if  to  do honour to  Pompey, and the
king was conspicuous in the midst of  them by  the purple robe  he wore.

Pompey's suspicions  were  aroused  by  all  that  he  observed  —  the
marshalling of  the  army,  the  meanness  of  the  skiff,  and  the  fact that
the king did not come to meet him nor  send any of  his high dignitaries.
Nevertheless, he  entered  the  skiff,  repeating  to  himself  these  lines  of
Sophocles, 'whoso resorts to  a tyrant  becomes  a slave, even if  he  be free
when he goes'. While rowing to shore all were silent, and this  made him
still more  suspicious.  Finally  recognising  Sempronius  as  a  Roman
soldier who  had  served  under  him,  or  guessing  that  he  was  such
because he  alone  remained  standing  (for  according  to  military
discipline, a  soldier does not  sit  in  the  presence of his  commander),  he
turned to  him  and  said,  'Do  I  not  know  you  comrade?'  The  other
nodded and,  as  Pompey  turned  away,  he  immediately  gave  him  the
first stab  and  the  others  followed his  example.  Pompey's  wife  and
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friends who  saw this  at  a  distance cried  out  and  lifting  their  hands to
heaven, invoked the  gods,  the  avengers  of  violated  faith. Then  they
sailed away  in  all  haste as  from an  enemy's  country. 3

It was a sad and sordid end to a spectacular, if ruthless, career .
Decapitated whe n the boa t landed , th e corps e had drifte d in
the wash at the beach edge. A substantial tomb was eventually
erected b y Pompey's famil y a t Pelusium. (Althoug h there i s a
monument know n a s Pompey's Pilla r i n Alexandria, this ha s
nothing t o d o wit h Pompey' s grave , nor even , possibly , with
Pompey.) I t was impossible terrain for a permanent memorial ;
like so much i n Egypt i t was soon engulfe d by the sands , an d
the statue s whic h marke d th e las t restin g plac e o f the onc e
powerful Gnaeu s Pompeiu s fell , o r were defaced o r moved t o
other locations . I n les s tha n a  centur y th e monumen t ha d
disappeared.

Pompey was not alon e in coming to grief in Egypt durin g
the unsettle d firs t centur y BCE . Juliu s Caesa r temporaril y
survived hi s relationshi p wit h Cleopatra , bu t Mar k Antony ,
finding his reputation in decline and having failed to found his
new worl d orde r a t th e sid e o f his Egyptia n queen , with n o
political options lef t t o him committed suicid e there .

Pompey had fought successfully to secure the east for the
empire, initiall y as a n all y o f Julius Caesa r an d membe r o f
the rulin g triumvirate , an d ultimatel y in oppositio n t o him .
His head wa s taken back to Caesa r as proof of his death; but
it was not th e triump h hi s murderers had expected . Caesar ,
once Pompey' s friend , was appalled at the ac t o f mutilation ,
even o f a n enemy . Pompey' s hea d i s stil l familia r today ,
for severa l statues an d coin s of him have survived, and hi s is
an instantl y recognisabl e face : broad , amiabl e rathe r tha n
strong, with a puzzled brow and thick hair whose quiff to the
front -  know n a s anastole  -  wa s consciously modelle d on
the hairstyl e o f Alexander the Great . The image s date fro m
a tim e i n whic h realis m wa s a  centra l par t o f portraiture ,
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and Pompey' s personalit y an d aspiration s ar e powerfull y
depicted.

Homage t o dea d heroe s wa s a  recurrin g them e i n
Hadrian's travels, and when he arrived at the site of Pompey' s
burial a t Mon s Casius , h e followe d hi s ow n preceden t i n
taking a decision to reinstate the tomb. The san d was removed
and th e origina l decoratio n tracke d down , an d th e restore d
tomb became a monument t o both Pompey and Hadrian with ,
given th e situation , obliqu e referenc e t o Alexander . Th e
emperor, muc h o f a n ag e wit h Pompe y a t th e tim e o f hi s
murder, sacrifice d a t the spo t an d wrote a n epigram to mark
his reaction to the monument and , in passing, his own agenda:
'how mean  a tomb for on e so well-endowed with  shrines'. It wa s a
fine gesture; but befor e Hadrian ha d even left the country, the
sands wer e engulfin g Pompe y again . A t th e sam e tim e
Hadrian's ow n mausoleum was being constructed o n the bank
of the Tiber back in Rome: a far from mean tomb, so vast that
neither san d no r tim e would ever destroy it .

The recognitio n o f Pompey ha d othe r resonance s whic h
gave a  hin t o f troubles t o come . Pompe y wa s fame d fo r hi s
destruction o f Jerusale m i n 6 3 BC E an d Hadrian' s recen t
actions -  establishin g a brand ne w metropolis t o replace the
Jewish cit y -  mad e thi s a  highl y sensitiv e area . The Jewis h
presence i n Egyptia n affair s wa s significan t in th e histor y of
both peoples . The origina l twelv e tribe s o f Israe l ha d emi -
grated t o Egyp t whe n famin e mad e lif e i n thei r homelan d
untenable. A s immigrants , the y le d miserabl e an d impover -
ished live s an d wer e le d bac k t o Canaa n b y Mose s i n th e
thirteenth centur y BCE. The Jewish diaspora under the Greeks
and Romans saw the Jews scattered around the countries o f the
empire, leadin g live s whos e condition s varie d markedl y
according to the tolerance of individual ruling regimes. There
are some estimates that a t its peak, when Egypt was a popular
place of exile, the population of Jews in the country numbere d
a million , man y o f them i n Alexandria. Certainly Egyp t ha d
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once had a  Jewish population which was sufficiently larg e for
both Jews and Greek s to fee l a  sense of mutual threat an d t o
send emissarie s to Rome to plead their respective causes. The
Jews ha d fel t a t tha t time , i n th e reig n o f th e otherwis e
notorious Caligula , tha t thei r plea s might  b e hear d sympa -
thetically by imperial Rome, and were represented by Philo in
an audience with the emperor .

When th e Jewis h delegations fro m Alexandri a arrived i n
Rome in 40 CE, they did so in response to the worst outbreak
of violence against their people that had yet been known. The
deteriorating condition s o f Jewis h lif e ther e ha d ultimatel y
resulted i n th e firs t pogro m i n Jewish history an d i t was , i n
effect, sanctione d b y Rome. Caligula was not noticeabl y anti-
semitic; he treated the Jews no worse than he did other envoys.
Nevertheless, a s th e emissarie s traipse d afte r th e empero r
while he amuse d himsel f by asking them wh y they refused t o
eat por k an d demandin g the y se t u p a  statu e t o hi m i n th e
Temple in Jerusalem and recognise him as a god, they canno t
have fel t optimisti c that thei r argument s would be give n ful l
consideration. I t wa s no t unti l th e succeedin g emperor ,
Caligula's ill-favoure d bu t earnes t uncle , Claudius , cam e t o
power tha t th e positio n o f th e Jew s improved . I t wa s n o
coincidence tha t Claudiu s was an emperor whose actions an d
vision wer e almos t entirel y Roma n i n spirit . Caligula' s
assassination wa s followe d b y Jewis h riot s i n Alexandria .
Unencumbered b y Helleni c interests , Claudiu s had th e rio t
suppressed an d it s leader s executed , bu t shortl y afterward s
issued a n edic t whic h recognise d th e Jews ' statu s a s ful l
citizens o f Alexandri a an d thei r righ t t o follo w differen t
customs fro m th e Romans and Greeks.

Claudius' enlightene d solutio n allowe d peace t o surviv e
for a  quarte r o f a century , further disturbance s breaking ou t
again onl y i n th e uncertai n time s o f Nero . Firmnes s an d
tolerance: her e wa s a  mode l fo r ho w th e Jew s coul d b e in -
corporated successfull y int o the empire . It was a combination
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the Jews may have hoped Hadrian would emulate ninety years
later -  an d i t wa s one which , i n th e event , h e completel y
ignored.

In th e earl y secon d centur y a  Jewish revol t ha d sprea d
from Cyrenaica , the province immediately to the west of Egypt
that is now Libya, to Alexandria and beyond into wider Egypt
and then to Judea. Trajan had quelled the riots forcefully, an d
the casualtie s and expulsion s were such that the Jewish pres -
ence an d influenc e in Egypt were virtually extinguished. The
area around Pelusium, where Hadrian now honoured Pompey ,
the scourge of Judea, had been one of the centres of the Jewish
uprising. Fifteen years later there were few Jews left i n Egypt
outside Alexandria , bu t th e countr y bordere d Jude a an d
rumours sprea d fast . Thus i t i s not fancifu l t o se e Hadrian' s
first action  i n Egyp t a s sending a  disturbin g messag e t o th e
already trouble d Jewis h communitie s o f th e east . That h e
should d o s o i s no t surprising . Hadrian' s earl y restorativ e
moves had include d makin g good damag e caused durin g th e
Jewish revolt, but the intended statement was clear: he was not
moving o n i n a  spiri t o f reconciliation , h e wa s makin g a
formidable declaratio n abou t th e pointlessnes s o f Jewis h
resistance an d th e inexorabilit y of Roman progress . Hadria n
was denying their cause , not acceptin g it. The Greeks , invari-
ably oppose d t o Jewis h custom s an d influence , kep t th e
fervour o f antisemitis m alight , an d Hadria n wa s t o espous e
their caus e a s h e di d al l thing s Greek . O f al l Hadrian' s
Hellenophile stances , thi s identificatio n wa s t o hav e
particularly disastrous consequences .

The detail s o f wha t Hadria n sa w and di d i n Egyp t ar e
vague. But here it is easier to speculate than in respect of other
countries for which sources are sparse, as it was an established
destination for wealthy travellers. Between the known destina-
tions, wher e foundation s o r inscription s confir m th e
emperor's presence , ther e ar e sight s whic h al l culture d
Romans visited and some , lik e the tom b o f Alexander, which
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Hadrian woul d hav e found irresistible . Alexande r was laid in
state in the city he had founded. A previous imperial visi t had
not been a  complete success ; Augustus, passing his hands ove r
the inspirationa l feature s of the conqueror' s corpse , broke off
his nose. Whether i t was repaired or the emperor remove d i t as
a reli c i s unrecorded. Fo r th e firs t week s of his visit Hadria n
intended t o sta y i n Alexandria : th e jewe l o f Gree k cities ,
founded nearl y five centuries earlier , the env y of the civilise d
world an d th e particula r env y o f Rome . Th e foundin g o f
coastal Alexandria , wit h it s wid e harbours , ha d signalle d
the en d o f th e inward-lookin g worl d o f th e earl y pharaohs ,
with thei r capital , Memphis , i n th e centr e o f th e country ,
and the birth o f a great trading nation exchangin g good s an d
ideas with th e Mediterranea n world . Alexandria wa s refined,
economically successful , beautifull y lai d ou t an d logisticall y
unparalleled i n situation . Th e sprawlin g cit y o f Rom e wa s
larger, bu t Alexandri a ha d n o peer . I n Alexandri a wer e
parks an d gardens , palaces , shrine s an d a  zoo . The cit y was
rich i n sight s t o pleas e eve n th e mos t jade d traveller , an d
its architecture lai d ou t it s cultural an d intellectua l claim s t o
pre-eminence. Th e pharaoh-emperor' s arriva l wa s the mos t
extraordinary occasio n mos t Egyptian s would eve r see.

Contemporary coinag e show s Hadria n enterin g
Alexandria o n a n elephant-draw n chario t o f a  type tha t was
normally pulle d b y fou r horses . I t i s possibl e tha t thi s wa s
more tha n metapho r an d tha t Hadria n di d la y o n suc h a
dramatic spectacle ; bu t i t seem s mor e likel y tha t fro m
Pelusium's port he took a ship westwards round th e northern
coast. The delt a wa s stil l floode d an d ther e wa s a  prevailin g
custom prohibiting the passage of Egypt's ruler s on the Nile in
flood. Equally , ther e wer e superstition s regardin g se a
journeys: fo r instance , lat e i n th e mont h wa s no t generall y
considered a  propitiou s tim e t o se t ou t t o sea , an d i t wa s
moving towards lat e August. The twenty-fourt h of August, i n
particular, was viewed as a disastrous date . But i f the summe r
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weather wa s good , despit e th e passag e bein g agains t th e
prevailing winds, the journey could have been accomplished in
less tim e tha n a  journe y acros s th e floode d delt a wit h it s
numerous tributaries .

Approaching Alexandria from th e sea , the uniquenes s of
the cit y wa s proclaime d lon g befor e th e detail s o f th e fin e
harbour coul d b e mad e out . O n a n islan d connecte d t o th e
mainland b y a  narrow , man-mad e isthmu s wa s th e grea t
Pharos lighthouse , wit h a  statu e o f th e sea-god , Poseidon ,
resplendent o n it s summit . Th e ligh t fro m th e constantl y
burning fire in the Pharo s lantern was magnified b y a mirror
which was capable of reflecting it for a distance of 35 miles out
to sea. Erected in the mid-third centur y BCE and designed by
Sostratus, a  contemporar y o f Euclid , th e lighthous e wa s a n
incomparable accomplishment, in terms of both visual impact
and engineering . I t wa s late r t o b e accepte d a s on e o f th e
Seven Wonder s o f th e Worl d (th e concep t o f th e Seve n
Wonders was well know n long before Hadrian' s day , but th e
lighthouse wa s not include d i n th e cano n unti l perhap s th e
sixth century CE). It was the only one to have a functional as
well a s a n aestheti c role ; an d b y th e secon d centur y i t ha d
already become a  touris t attraction ; important visitor s could
dine o n a  viewing platform offering a  panoramic view o f th e
city, its hinterland an d harbours .

Alexandria's buildings reflected the breadth of its intellec-
tual life . Here were the magnificent library and the Mouseio n
- i n effect a  great academy, unequalled throughout the empire,
with it s fou r facultie s o f medicine, literature , astronom y an d
mathematics; the obtaining of dining rights here was a fiercely
contested honour. Among the presidents of the Mouseion had
been Juli a Balbilla' s grandfather , Claudiu s Balbillus . The
library contained hal f a million books and a t it s zenith i t was
said tha t i t hel d a  cop y o f every availabl e manuscript i n th e
world. Hadrian appointed various learned men to its number,
but, in  the  compan y of so many great minds , was unable to
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resist th e intellectua l competitivenes s fo r whic h h e ha d
become renowned . On e biographe r observe d wryly : 'I n th e
museum o f Alexandria he propounded man y questions t o the
teachers an d answere d himsel f wha t h e ha d asked.' 4 Al l
manner of  gods wer e venerated in  Egypt , and  an  enormou s
rise of steps led to the famous Shrine of Serapis on the height s
of the city. Here the emperor too was worshipped, in the finest
temple in Alexandria.

But Alexandria was not onl y for the high-minded . There
was somethin g fo r everyone . There wa s everything  fo r every -
one. The lur e of the sensual and the arcane attracted Roman s
who believed that an y service or experienc e coul d b e bough t
there. The cit y nightlif e was legendary ; later tha t centur y a
Greek write r was to describe the Stree t o f the Blessed , where
every conceivabl e vic e an d luxur y coul d b e obtained. 5

Alexandria ha d a  reputatio n fo r materialis m ever y bi t a s
powerful a s that for intellectualism. One less captivated visitor
wrote, unus  illis  deus  nummus  es t - the y onl y hav e on e go d
there: hard cash .

The Roman s wer e both fascinated and repelled b y what
they perceive d a s the corrup t an d bizarr e aspects o f Egypt.
Egyptians, they observed, were simultaneously primitive and
complex, brutal an d sensual . These perceived contradiction s
persisted ove r th e centuries , apparen t alik e i n th e orienta l
fantasies o f nineteenth-century European s an d th e imag e of
the relativel y modern cit y o f Por t Sai d a s stereotypica l o f
infinite corruption . Founde d i n 185 9 t o servic e th e Sue z
Canal, Port Said soon became a byword for eastern depravity
and European susceptibility . In the second century Canopus ,
in th e wes t o f th e country , wa s similarl y considere d th e
dazzling focu s o f exces s an d libertinage . With tim e t o kil l
while th e Nil e flood s receded , Hadria n wen t of f t o thi s
notoriously louch e resor t t o th e eas t o f Alexandria . I t
evidently delighte d hi m - and , b y implication , hi s youn g
lover; i t wa s late r t o b e reproduce d i n stylise d for m a t
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Hadrian' s villa at Tivoli, bac k in Italy . In Canopu s th e attrac -
tion s an d mysterie s o f Egypt were compressed . I t was a  place
both o f religious breadt h an d luxuriou s pleasure . In the town
itself, i n th e famou s Templ e o f Serapis , th e sic k i n min d o r
body migh t slee p an d underg o a  drea m cure ; i n th e row s o f
inn s an d prett y villas alternativ e diversions were on offer . O n
the roa d t o th e town , runnin g alongsid e th e canal , th e
atmospher e wa s livel y an d untroubled . On e moralisin g
ancien t visito r afte r anothe r -  Strabo , Propertius , Augustus ,
Seneca , Juvena l - condemne d it s contradiction s in lubricious
terms. 6 Just to go ther e was to be condemne d b y association .
Ho w coul d i t be resisted ?

It contains  the  temple  of  Serapis  which  is  honoured  with  great
reverence and  effects  such  cures  that  even  the  most  reputable  men
believe in  it and  go there either in  person, or have others do  it for them.
Some writers record  cures  and  others  the  virtues of  the  oracles there.
But on  the other hand  there is  the crowd of revellers who  go down from
Alexandria by  the canal to the public festivals; for every  night  and  day
there are  crowds  on  the  boats  who  play  flutes and  dance  without
restraint and  with  extreme  licentiousness,  with  each  other  and  the
Canopeans who  have  places close  to  the  canal  adapted  to  relaxation
and carrying-on  of  this  kind. Ί

Fo r Hadrian , th e combinatio n of th e esoteri c an d th e sensua l
held compellin g charm . Whether o r not he spen t a  night in the
templ e i n th e hop e o f deflectin g whatever malig n fortun e h e
felt threatene d him is unknown . Possibly he depute d Antinou s
to represen t hi m in sleep . I t ma y eve n be fro m Canopu s tha t
Hadria n finall y began th e rive r journe y which was centra l t o
his Egyptia n visit . By mid-autum n 130 , the flood s ha d abate d
and th e imperia l part y was finall y abl e to embar k o n a  flotilla
which would take it on the lon g journe y upriver t o Philae , 886
kilometre s sout h o f wha t i s no w Cair o an d wa s the n
Heliopolis .
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From th e beginnin g o f the tri p t o Egypt  ther e ha d bee n
strange rumours. The dar k anecdotes which make up much of
the stor y o f Hadrian's sta y in Egyp t nearl y al l reflect a  dee p
unease an d th e gradua l emergence of the negativ e aspects of
the emperor' s character . Despite th e beautifu l companio n a t
his side , i t seem s tha t fro m th e tim e h e lef t Athen s i n 12 9
Hadrian wa s more introspective and more uneasy. How much
of th e accoun t o f th e Egyptia n tou r ha s grow n u p a s a
dramatic framewor k t o wha t happene d nex t i s impossible t o
clarify, bu t ther e wa s some kin d o f shadow hanging ove r th e
party and the tension was exacerbated by the volatile situation
in Egypt itself .

It i s perfectl y conceivabl e tha t th e suggestibl e Hadria n
had take n Secundus ' word s as prophecy rather than rhetoric .
It ma y have been tha t hi s casting of his own horoscope ha d
revealed impending disaster ; o r that he had himsel f inadvert -
ently predicte d th e hou r o f hi s death . S o far , Hadrian' s
occasional exploration s into the occult had been gratifyin g -
he was , afte r all , emperor , jus t a s th e fortune-teller s ha d
foretold; but whe n the sign s began t o look less positive it was
hard fo r hi m t o disregar d les s welcom e results . I f so , hi s
actions ma y wel l hav e precipitate d th e ver y catastroph e th e
horoscope predicted. It is equally possible that the explanatio n
may hav e bee n muc h mor e prosaic : tha t th e empero r fel t
unwell afte r a  recent illness , or that i n passing through Jude a
he sense d -  correctl y -  tha t th e province wa s in a stat e of
tension whic h migh t ye t explode , damagin g al l tha t h e ha d
achieved in his reign so far.

Whatever Hadrian' s pre-existin g anxieties , th e atmos -
phere i n Egyp t coul d onl y ad d t o them . The Nil e flood , o n
which the economic prosperity of Egypt depended, wa s always
nervously awaited ; poo r flood s brough t poverty , starvatio n
and unrest. The flood had been poor the year before Hadrian's
visit, an d i t wa s poo r agai n whil e h e wa s actuall y i n th e
country. The visi t itself was draining local resources. I t was a
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discouraging backgroun d t o wha t wa s suppose d t o b e a
triumphant visit . I n Afric a som e year s earlier , Hadrian' s
arrival had coincided with the first rain for five years. In Egypt,
uniquely amon g th e province s o f hi s empire , Hadria n wa s
considered to have supernatural powers] yet they were powers
he wa s apparentl y failin g t o us e t o alleviat e th e problem s
Egypt faced .

Again, it is in discrete, vivid stories that the strange mood
of th e tou r i s made clear ; again , the incident s the y describ e
draw a broader, an d stranger, picture of the emperor than th e
chronological histories .

The oases which sit among huge, rolling dunes to the west
of Alexandria are rich with date palms, fruit tree s an d olives,
but aroun d them stretch hundreds o f miles of sand and rocky
plateau. The seemingl y bar e sand s o f th e Wester n Deser t
sustained a  variety of wildlife, and th e terrai n was a challenge
to Hadrian. Som e time before he se t off on the journey down
the Nile, Hadrian had a  few days' hunting. At his side was the
young Antinous . Thi s momen t o f apparentl y innocen t
pleasure is captured on a carving on a tondo a t Rome and in a
scrap o f poetry , commissione d b y Hadria n an d foun d i n a
cache o f papyri in the desert . I t i s remarkable because ther e
are n o description s o f Hadrian an d th e young man wh o was
the suppose d lov e o f his lif e enjoyin g themselve s together a t
any other time. There is no account o f them being together at
all -  n o account s o f games o r plays , music o r sightseeing ,
although ther e i s an implicatio n that Antinou s wa s initiate d
into the mysterie s a t Athens wit h the emperor . Beyon d that,
either Antinou s wa s unimportan t o r th e biographer s wer e
exceptionally - an d unusually - discreet . Bu t in September
130 there the y were , setting ou t togethe r t o pursu e a  lion in
the desert s o f Egypt . Whethe r Hadria n wa s stil l huntin g
regularly in his fifties we do not know ; this i s the las t time his
hunting is mentioned in accounts of his life. The impressio n of
an ageing emperor trying to impress a beautiful yout h is hard
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to dismiss . But the outin g was not quit e a s straightforward as
the heroi c image s migh t suggest ; th e valu e of Antinous' lif e
was about t o be made explicit .

There were rumours that the huge beast had been terrorising
a neighbouring province . Here was an excellent opportunity fo r
Hadrian t o combine his passion for sport with a demonstratio n
of imperia l solicitude . Hadrian' s skil l an d courag e wer e un -
doubted; he had felled a  boar single-handedly, and on anothe r
occasion ha d broke n a  collarbon e an d narrowl y misse d
crushing hi s leg . A  cit y nea r Balikesi r i n moder n north -
western Turke y wa s named Hadrianouthera e -  meanin g
Hadrian's Hunting Groun d - possibl y after a  successful bea r
hunt. The bea r i s adduce d fro m th e coinage , whic h show s
Hadrian strikin g he r fro m horseback . Othe r coin s ha d bee n
issued in the past which showed the emperor in manly pursui t
of wild animals. He wa s even called 'god o f the chase ' in on e
city - a  soubriquet whic h can only have delighted him. It was
a virile, youthful imag e which he now needed t o liv e up to . It
was to be an instructive outing .

A hunting part y was drawn up an d Hadrian an d Antinous
left o n horseback equipped wit h spears , Hadrian's tippe d wit h
bronze, befittin g hi s rank , an d Antinous ' wit h steel .
Hadrianoutherae an d its expanse of hunting territory were not
far wes t of Antinous' homeland, s o it is possible that Antinou s
had learned to hunt as a child; nevertheless he was immediately
out of his depth in the Western Desert. A large and starving lion
which had already killed several human beings was not the same
test as a Bithynian boar. When the lion was finally tracked down
and charged , Hadria n deliberatel y provoked i t b y inflictin g a
non-lethal wound . Whe n th e anima l wen t berserk , foaming ,
tearing up the ground and then bringing down Antinous' horse,
Antinous wa s insufficientl y skille d t o deflec t it s charg e an d
Hadrian intervened t o save the boy's life .

It wa s a  spectacula r piec e o f eroti c powe r play . Th e
dynamic of the incident wa s more like a bullfight than a  spon-
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taneous huntin g trip ; thi s wa s n o casua l escap e fro m th e
routines o f cour t life , bu t a  furthe r staged , almos t choreo -
graphed, display . The experience d Hadrian di d not jus t fail to
kill his quarry with his first shot, nor did he merely provide an
opportunity fo r Antinous t o enjo y th e glor y of the actua l kill .
Part of the spor t wa s Antinous. Hadrian acte d a s a traditional
picador, injurin g the anima l without despatchin g it ; the less -
adept Antinous was cast unwittingly int o the role of toreador ,
a rol e whic h h e wa s quit e unabl e t o fill . A t stak e fo r th e
toreador ar e not jus t courage and skil l but masculinity . It was
a test Antinous publicl y and humiliatingly failed. All was as it
should be: Hadrian had displayed courage and the prowess for
which he was renowned; Antinous ha d bee n reminde d o f his
place.

Within days , Hadria n wa s involve d i n anothe r strang e
piece o f carefu l cruelty . Hi s compulsio n t o see k ou t th e
esoteric ma y wel l have been heightene d b y his ow n sens e of
impending disaster , bu t i t i s possibl e tha t th e pursui t o f
novelty was beginning to take him in ever riskier directions. I n
an encounte r whic h ha s echoe s o f the chillin g disregard fo r
human lif e expose d i n hi s exchange s wit h th e Gree k phil -
osopher Secundus , Hadria n visite d a n Egyptia n magicia n
known a s Pachrates (o r Pancrates ) i n Heliopolis , south-eas t
of Alexandria . I n bot h storie s th e intelligen t an d generall y
benevolent Hadria n suddenl y appear s t o hav e acquire d th e
characteristics o f a  Tiberiu s o r Domitian . I n Heliopoli s
Hadrian paid , an d pai d handsomely , fo r th e magicia n t o
destroy a man in front o f the emperor , by magic. It is possible,
though unlikely , that Hadria n wa s simply curious ; give n th e
nature o f the performance put o n by the magician , i t is more
likely that he was seeking a powerful char m himself, and with
a degree of desperation. Not onl y was it bizarre behaviour for
an emperor , bu t Hadria n showe d his delight an d relie f at the
lethal efficac y o f th e char m b y payin g Pachrate s doubl e fo r
demonstrating his power.

123



FOLLOWING HADRIA N

Many hundreds o f years later the strange an d anomalou s
tale, dismisse d a s myt h b y man y historians , wa s give n sub -
stance when an ancient account of it was found. It was one of
history's startlin g tricks ; th e substantia l tex t o f Hadrian' s
memoirs, a n invaluabl e sourc e ha d i t survived , ha d disap -
peared int o time , an d th e unprotecte d an d apparentl y
inconsequential fragmen t tha t wa s the spel l had survive d i n
the deser t sands .

Take a  field mouse  and  deify  it  in  spring  water.  And take  two  moon
beetles and deify  them  in  river  water, and take  a  river crab and fat of
a dappled  goat  that  is  virgin and  dung  of  a  dog-faced  baboon,  2 eggs
of ibis,  2 grams ofstorax,  2  drams of myrrh, 2 drams of crocus, 4 drams
of Italian  galingale, 4 grams of  uncut frankincense, a  single onion. Put
all these things onto a mortar with the mouse and the  remaining items
and after  pounding  thoroughly,  place in  a  lead  box  and keep  for use.
And whenever  you  want  to  perform  a  rite,  take  a  little,  make  a
charcoal fire, go  up  on a  lofty  roof  and  make  the  offering  as  you say
this spell  at  moonrise  and  at  once  she comes.

Pachrates, the  prophet  of  Heliopolis,  revealed  it  to  the  Emperor
Hadrian, revealing the power of his own divine magic.  For it attracted
in one  hour; it made  someone  sick in  2 hours;  it destroyed in  7  hours,
sent the  emperor  himself  dreams  as  he  thoroughly  tested  the  whole
truth of the magic within his power. And marvelling  at  the  prophet he
ordered double  fees to  be  given to  him.*

The detail s o f th e spel l ar e almos t culinary , s o muc h s o
that th e power s o f th e potio n ar e almos t incidental . Th e
seemingly incomprehensible raising of small rodents t o gods ,
merely by immersion i n rive r water, presumably that o f th e
Nile, i s a  tin y forerunne r o f muc h greate r ritual s o f th e
dead t o whic h Hadria n wa s to fin d himsel f part y no t lon g
afterwards. Bu t i t appear s tha t Hadria n bough t no t onl y a
performance o f magic but th e spel l itself. How h e intende d
to appl y it is a mystery. As emperor h e already had powe r t o
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order lif e o r death -  h e had demonstrated tha t to Secundus ,
just as Pachrates demonstrated i t to him - but in his greed to
possess an d direc t th e futur e Hadria n ha d move d fro m
fortune-telling t o necromancy .

Pachrates' displa y too k plac e i n Heliopolis . Lon g sub -
sumed int o th e north-easter n par t o f modern Cairo , i n th e
second centur y i t was a cult centre , dedicated t o the su n and
full o f priest s an d magicians . Anythin g coul d happe n a t
Heliopolis, an d i t wa s no acciden t tha t Hadria n wa s draw n
there t o increas e hi s knowledg e o f the dar k arts . Heliopoli s
was the home of the mythical phoenix, the splendid bird which
created itsel f and the n a t th e appointe d tim e buil t a  funera l
pyre of sweet-smelling woods and spices and voluntarily sacri-
ficed itself , singin g as i t burned, wit h its body turne d t o th e
sun, onl y t o ris e agai n fro m it s ow n ashes . It s stor y wa s
strongly represente d i n Egyptia n mythology ; the cycl e o f its
death an d regeneratio n wa s suppose d t o coincid e wit h th e
rising of the star Sirius, which preceded the rising of the Nile .
After Hadrian' s visi t the bird was also occasionally shown on
his coinage - possibl y after he had been told  of its sighting as
he cam e t o power , possibl y because afte r hi s experience s i n
Heliopolis h e ha d mor e reaso n t o conside r it s messag e o f
transformation an d resurrection .

The tw o stories, o f the lion-hun t an d o f Pachrates' spell ,
were bizarrely linked by an extraordinary coincidence . Fro m
the en d o f the nineteent h centur y onward s numerous papyr i
were found a t Oxyrhyncus in the Western Desert. These were
not alway s complete , bu t the y wer e unique , exciting , an d
marvellously preserve d by the ho t dr y conditions . The find s
included both familia r an d hitherto unknow n texts, mostly in
Greek. Among the discoverie s is a fragment of a work by th e
poet Pancrates which modern biographers believe is the same
Pachrates who, to impress the emperor, arbitrarily summoned
up a man's death. The poem describes the terrifying ecstasy of
Hadrian's an d Antinous' desert hunt - an d is almost certainly
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written by the magician of Heliopolis who had the power over
life an d death .

Both spel l an d poe m thro w a  disturbin g ligh t o n th e
actions o f the empero r i n th e fe w weeks before h e travelle d
down th e Nil e an d int o calamity . Hadrian , tired , ageing ,
preoccupied b y th e joy s an d anxietie s o f hi s lov e affair ,
balancing th e administratio n o f routine affair s o f stat e wit h
the commissionin g o f ambitiou s developmen t scheme s
throughout th e empire , can only have been vulnerabl e to th e
unsettling effect s o f al l tha t h e wa s experiencin g i n Egypt .
There wa s Gree k rationality ; bu t ther e wer e als o th e
unfamiliar belief s an d superstition s o f th e Egyptian s an d
the weigh t o f a  history which, unlik e th e Helleni c past , was
not enlightenin g bu t stati c and oppressive . He had longe d t o
go t o Egypt ; an d ye t th e problem s h e foun d ther e seeme d
insuperable on both a personal and a political level. His energy
was impeded and his curiosity had turned int o apprehension .
It i s no t surprisin g tha t th e mor e aggressiv e an d morbi d
aspects of his personality came to the for e i n this period.

As he set off down the Nile, Egypt's traditional attractions
lay ahead : the Pyramids , th e ancien t capita l o f the pharaoh s
and th e hom e o f the sacre d Apis bul l a t Memphis , th e re -
nowned Sphinx . Mayb e Hadria n fel t confiden t tha t hi s new
magic had armoured him against his fears; but disaste r was to
strike within weeks.

Just one hour's bus ride eastwards out of Rome, the appealin g
hill town of Palestrina has a typically medieval flavour, with its
differing level s of terracotta roof s an d it s labyrinthine layout .
The smal l square s ar e heavil y shaded wit h tree s an d i n th e
town centr e i s a  statue o f Palestrina's mos t famou s son , th e
sixteenth-century compose r of the same name. Stepped lane s
wind in hairpin bends up the steep hill between tall, shuttered
houses, finall y reachin g th e curve d fron t o f th e Palazz o
Barberini. But the shape  of the town is dictated by its former
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existence as Praeneste, an d Palestrin a is home to a  wonderful
survival of the ancien t Roman fascination with Egypt .

Since th e eight h centur y BC E Praenest e ha d bee n th e
home o f a  vast temple to Fortun a Primigenia , las t rebuilt i n
2 BCE. The terrace s of the temple are now the foundations of
the medieva l town. I n summe r 1944 , wit h th e wa r i n Ital y
drawing t o a  close , Allie d aircraf t bombe d Palestrina . Th e
goddess Fortune protected her own and the resulting damage
usefully expose d a  whol e unknow n segmen t o f th e ancien t
construction. I n antiquit y Praenest e house d a  famous oracle,
and excavation s there have revealed several treasures, mostly
of them on the site of the temple itself, and most of them since
carried of f t o cit y museums , thoug h broke n column s an d
carved masonr y ca n stil l b e see n o n th e uppe r terraces .
Undoubtedly th e mos t prize d artefac t from Praenest e i s th e
unique and extensive Nile mosaic. This exquisite piece, whose
date is still debated but which was probably created in the late
second or first century BCE, was found in the apse of the local
archbishop's palace in the sixteenth century. Since then i t has
been subjec t t o depredations , broke n int o segments , take n
backwards an d forward s t o an d fro m Rome , an d partl y
crushed o n th e journeys . It wa s finall y re-assemble d an d
restored an d i s now displaye d back in Palestrina , insid e th e
museum housed i n the Palazzo Barberini.9

In its original form the mosaic pavement was even more of
a masterpiec e than i t appear s today. I t forme d the floo r o f a
nymphaeum -  a  shrin e i n a  grott o wher e shallo w wate r
bubbled ove r the images . What was thought fo r some time to
be jus t a  delightfu l aquati c fantasy , wit h rushes , wate r
creatures and al l kinds of river craft, has been identified more
recently a s being, a t leas t i n part , a  schemati c map. I t illus -
trates a  Roman view of Egypt and Egyptian life that , although
stylised, may also be informative. Full of long-extinct animals
and plants , waterborn e traffic , galleys , temples , columns ,
crags, trellised canopies and greenery, the Nilotic landscape is
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depicted a s fertile and exotic. There are fishermen, musicians,
drinking soldiers and a  priestess performing her rites . Roman
grandees aligh t from a  boat.

The Nil e delt a o f Hadrian' s da y ha s change d beyon d
recognition. There i s little sig n o f the vigorou s communitie s
which lay along the rout e o f his progress through thi s par t of
the country . There ar e a  fe w remains, bu t i n th e Nil e delt a
even the li e of the lan d has shifted and wha t ruins persist ar e
hard t o identify . Pelusiu m existe d b y grac e o f th e Nile ; i t
flourished when the unpredictable river bestowed her favour s
upon it, and died when that branch of the tributary dried up in
the ninth century . The unostentatious settlement , which had a
central role in the campaigns of Alexander and which was the
seventh-century stopping-of f point fo r th e Musli m force s o f
Amr before they rode on to drive western rule from Egypt , is
just discernible today, 30 kilometres north-east o f Qantara, as
an area of spoil heaps and rubble . The sand s once again cover
Pompey's tomb .

Following natura l subsidenc e an d severa l catastrophi c
earthquakes an d tida l waves , the coastlin e o f Egypt altered .
Canopus, lure of the dissolute and the anxious, where Hadrian
and Antinous, lik e Cleopatra an d Mark Antony before them,
amused themselves in 130 , and  which made sufficien t impac t
on Hadrian for him to give its name to part o f his palatial villa
at Tivoli, also lay on a  tributary of the Nil e west of where th e
river runs today . From the fourth century onwards a  series of
natural disaster s wipe d Canopu s of f th e map . The ris e o f
Christianity had long destroyed the temples and removed the
treasures o f pagan religion , an d th e depravit y agains t which
both ancient and Christian commentators had inveighed came
to a truly biblical end. The easter n arm of the Nile had already
cut a  new channe l an d th e greate r par t o f Canopu s slippe d
slowly under the sea. In the First World War the last paving was
removed to construc t militar y roads.

For hundreds of years silt and sand covered what remained
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of th e fai r an d sacre d site s o f th e easter n Nile , althoug h
occasional artefact s were discovere d b y unauthorised diggers .
Since 200 0 a n extensiv e marin e archaeologica l surve y ha s
pinpointed Canopu s and is retrieving some wonderful artefacts:
statues, gold and jewellery which the Christians and the sea lef t
untouched. Hadrian' s schemati c Canopu s a t Tivoli, complet e
with it s vaulted temple to Serapis , was excavated in the 1950 s
and i s the central , and stil l puzzling, attraction o f the beautifu l
villa complex there. In it s original state the statues of Egyptian
gods an d goddesse s lined th e bank s o f a representation o f the
River Nile beside a sphinx and a stone crocodile. Several statues
of Antinous were found nearby.

The muc h mor e substantia l Alexandri a survive d th e
earthquakes bu t becam e a  ver y differen t city . Par t o f th e
fabric survive d unde r th e sea ; some  wa s re-used , som e wa s
moved t o differen t locations , muc h simpl y disappeared, an d
what survive s doe s s o i n displace d fragments . On e o f th e
obelisks from Heliopoli s which once stood outside the temple
known as the caesareum, where the emperor wa s worshipped,
now stands o n the Thames Embankment i n London, while a
diorite statu e o f th e Api s bull , commissione d b y Hadrian ,
survives in the Greco-Roman museu m in Alexandria. Like the
burial place of Pompey, the sit e of Alexander's tomb has been
forgotten. I t wa s las t hear d o f i n 215 , whe n ye t anothe r
emperor, th e malign Caracalla , paid the required homage . I n
the followin g 10 0 year s blood y riots , invasion s an d earth -
quakes changed th e face of Alexandria. The tomb was just one
of man y famou s landmark s t o disappear ; it s whereabout s i s
still a  matte r o f constan t speculation . Mor e extraordinar y
is the fact that the Mouseion, th e greatest centre of learning in
the world, has also disappeared, thus fa r without trace .

The Pharo s lighthous e finally collapsed in the fourteent h
century, havin g survive d th e earthquake s tha t damage d s o
many ancien t structures . Th e positio n o f th e Pharos  light -
house is  marked by Fort Qaybey , a fifteenth-century  fortress .
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Around it , under th e sea , diver s have started t o identif y vast
blocks of masonry that once formed part of the building. Deep
inside the fort is a small mosque which, unlike other mosques,
is not aligned to Mecc a bu t follow s th e origina l alignment of
the Pharo s o f Alexandria, along the points of the compass. 10
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4
Memnon foments

'/ come.  Because I have lost my Memnon, who too/^up  arms  Bravely But
vainhj in  fas  uncle's  cause,  and was slain in fas earhj  youth -for so
you willed  it — By mighty Achilles. Qrant him some honour, I pray you,
great nder  of the.  gods, to ma/ce his death  (ess hard to Bear, and so soothe
a mother's wounded heart!'

Jupiter nodded  his  consent.  As  Memnoris  (ofty  pyre  collapsed,
consumed By (eapingffames, rotting  clouds of  biaci^smofy.  darkenedthe
sty, just as when rivers breathe out the. fogs they  produce, ana prevent
the. sun from shining  through, ^hen the B(aci^_ash  fiew upwards  and,
packed and compressed into a,  single. Body, too^on  a,  definite, shape:  it
acquired heat  and  the  vitai  spar/^ of  Life  from  the.  fire, while,  the
tightness of the.  substance, gave it wings. At first resembling  a bird, and
then in fact a  reaCBird, itfiJew  on  whirring wings and countless sisters
too, Born from the  same source., made the air noisy with their flight.

OVID, METAMORPHOSES , 29. 576-62 2 (TRANS . MART INNES)

131



This page intentionally left blank 



MEMNON LAMENT S

From the memoir s o f Julia BoièiCio , Novemôer 13 0
Even in Egypt by late November th e hou r befor e daw n is chilly.
Summer's impossibl e hea t ha s lon g departed , an d th e autum n
warmth and glow that the sun brings to the monuments an d cliff s
of Thebes i s ye t t o sprea d fro m th e east . Horse s an d donkey s
shuffle, groom s snigge r an d ther e ar e stil l attack s o f coughing ;
illness has been rif e sinc e our arrival in Egypt in midsummer .

We wait and i t is cold. It is dark in this time before dawn. We
have bee n lodgin g nea r her e fo r som e day s an d wai t to b e tol d
whether w e ar e movin g o n sout h u p th e rive r o r returnin g t o
Athens o r Rome . Meanwhil e w e explor e a s expected . N o on e
comes to this country, no one explores its ancient secrets without
waiting, as we do, for a sign. Everyone comes, everyone expects a
popular mystery . You come, yo u pa y a  pries t t o sacrific e to th e
gods, you pay a man to chisel your messages upon the hard stone
and, if you are lucky, the statues sing to you at dawn. This, I know,
is true - unlik e so many travellers' tales. If we wait we shall not be
disappointed. My grandfather came, my father came and here, I,
Julia Balbilla, granddaughter o f a king, wait for the morning .

Kings scarcely stir the dust as they move across history. Who
later remember s th e triumph s o f thi s war , tha t conquest ? Wh o
counts thei r children , enumerate s thei r laws ? Eve n a s th e fles h
shrivels on the bones, their tombs fall into desuetude, their reputa -
tions are corroded b y contempt an d fashioned to the purposes of
others, their descendant s partitio n th e land an d thei r name s are
forgotten.

But eminence endures in stone. Stones are the exultations of
the mighty a s words ar e the crie s of the poet . Who may know in
the en d wha t deeds o f merit o r notoriety a  king performs? Who
may stand among the fragments and say, 'This was a wise king' or
'This was a cruel ruler,' still less, 'This was a good or cruel wan'?
But when they look upon his cities, his roads, his monuments, hi s
statues, they may say, 'Here, once, was power.'

We hav e travelle d t o th e tomb s o f grea t me n -  Pericles ,
Alexander, Pompe y -  an d foun d the m forgotten , decayed .
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Through the power of another they are brought briefl y t o prom-
inence; the y ar e illuminate d whil e hi s ligh t glow s brightly ; an d
when h e dies , the y retur n t o dissolution . To buil d beyon d th e
reach o f time' s assault s an d man' s imagination , t o buil d o n s o
lavish a  scale, to employ such skill , such materia l that even when
the year s mel t awa y it s purpos e an d form , a  rough , untid y
memory o f power endures, is all that a  king may achieve.

Only unti l th e thir d generatio n wil l hi s descendant s bea r
witness.

So her e w e stand , whisperin g instinctively , althoug h i t i s
unnecessary. Are we intimidated by these hulks of stone, feature -
less in the darkness , or the messages they bring? Or have we got
into the habit of silence - talking furtively, watching for observers?
Here we are on the crumbling edge of history. How can we know
what lies ahead when we are so uncertain as to what has happened
in our immediate past?

We wai t her e b y rock s tha t i n darknes s might see m t o b e
wrought b y the hand s o f gods , no t men , t o b e o n thi s plai n b y
accident, not design . Savagely assaulted by later, jealous generals,
lying as fallen casualties of battle, they yet remain implacable; who
knows how long they have remembered th e shor t moment o f one
man's power? So it is on a  hillside in tha t ric h place I  love, near
another, mor e beautifu l rive r tha n thes e sluggish , letha l water s
and, so, too, high above the most beautiful cit y of the Greeks: the
great are remembered. Their greatness is never forgotten, even as
their history is smoothed awa y like the features on a statue. I have
come to leave my mark - thei r mark - upo n thes e stones. It is not
enough tha t w e should carv e our names o n the rock , but I  mus t
leave a poem. Sabina still believes I am a poet in her prime. When
Hadrian call s m e Ou r ow n Sappho' , h e does  s o t o amus e hi s
friends. Sabin a thinks poetry and plays are a more real version of
life, that they stamp their approval on a moment and affirm tha t it
is remarkable . If I  incise my verse on th e statue , the n I  shal l b e
making this dawn her history.

Hadrian desire s a Sappho in his gallery - well , he shall have
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one; I shall write as Sappho, an d in her language, but I shall write
of th e nobilit y o f Commagene an d wit h the deepes t cut s I  shal l
write of Sabina, so that of her too there may be some permanen t
memorial. In death, remembrance of her will not be extinguishe d
by the cities an d honours o f her great  and unloving king.

It is our second visit. Sabina is much taken by the story of the
constant hero . Agains t the pal e sk y the famou s statues ar e jus t
further dark slabs of rock, crouching on the plain, waiting not only
for th e su n t o mak e them spea k but fo r dayligh t to redra w their
features. She , amon g al l women , ha s see n an d hear d man y
wonderful thing s in this country, but the tombs of heroes and the
libraries and temple s with their siniste r an d fawnin g priest s have
not moved her, have not called her to return .

She say s th e effec t upo n he r wa s al l th e mor e powerfu l
because sh e had no t believe d the stor y o f Memnon whe n i t was
spoken of in Rome; it was impossible, she thought, tha t the statue
of the young king would sing to his grieving mother, would com -
fort he r fo r her loss , faithful throug h al l time. Now sh e knew the
history an d sh e ha d alread y hear d it s proo f fo r herself ; fidelity
could be so strong, a  mother coul d be s o loved. When th e statu e
sang, i t sang to her too . It was a marvel, she declared. It was the
first time that I had see n her with tears in her eyes.

It i s true tha t Memno n ha d no t a t firs t sun g t o Hadrian .
Unlike th e philosopher s o f Athens , th e statu e coul d no t b e
forced t o speak , could no t be commanded t o complete a  trans -
formation fro m ston e t o somethin g almos t human . Her e ther e
were n o threat s whic h coul d b e brough t t o bear , n o servic e or
sentiment whic h coul d b e extracted . That powe r eve n Hadria n
did no t have . He wa s not a  god . No t th e sor t o f god , eve n i n
Egypt, who could make miracles happen. If he could , we would
not al l be afraid .

The statu e did not respond to his loss, but it spoke to Sabina.
It will sing for him eventually, I do not doubt it, but it was amusing
to watch him come back trying to behave as if it were nothing t o
him whethe r i t sounde d o r not . I t wa s passingly pleasing to fee l
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that i t had ye t again turne d it s son g t o wome n an d tha t h e ha d
been excluded. First one desertion, then another .

So Sabin a i s waitin g again . Sh e i s alway s attendin g o n
another's pleasure in the things that matte r most . For once , she is
waiting from choice ; but although she is in good spirits , albei t no t
entirely imperviou s t o the drama s unfoldin g abou t her , sh e does
not feel well and the cold touches her more deeply than it does me.
She is no longer young, and the illness and her nervousness o f his
medical attendants an d the strain of the last weeks are telling; but
to com e her e an d no t t o see the statue s sin g would be to sen d a
message t o him , t o th e world . Not tha t h e treat s he r badly ; he
ensures sh e receives the respect du e to her. Due to him.

She is still not an easy woman. Life has taught her to be wary,
restrained, cool . Amon g he r friend s sh e occasionall y show s a
flicker of the enthusiasm s sh e had a s a child. I did no t kno w her
then, but sometime s sh e talks of the great estate of her youth and
the birds , all of whose names sh e knew. Even now sh e is curiou s
about the unfamiliar, and in Egypt there is plenty of that. She asks
the names o f animals and draw s them s o that sh e may remembe r
each variety . Sh e ha s learne d th e name s o f medicina l herbs .
Originally i t was down to a lack of trust o f Hadrian's doctors , bu t
now sh e seeks out cure s fo r this an d tha t in every place we visit.
Cobwebs, distillation s of bark, goose-lar d an d crocodile dun g -
the perennia l Egyptia n crocodil e dun g cure ; i t i s surprisin g th e
local people ar e not healthier .

Although he r spoke n voic e i s lo w an d hars h whe n sh e i s
angered, she has a clear, rather girlis h singing voice. I have heard
her among her friends singing the folk songs of her childhood, an d
- wit h les s char m -  singin g hersel f as a maiden abandone d by
a rusti c besid e som e Doria n brook . This i s no t musi c whic h
Hadrian woul d thin k worthy . No t tha t h e know s o f an y o f hi s
wife's accomplishments .

Mostly Sabin a is a watcher, and no t jus t by decree. She likes
to se e dancing, but fo r someon e who i s stil l so elegant in repose ,
she i s clumsy if she takes a few steps herself , having little natura l
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rhythm or delicacy. She enjoys plays and poetry, and although her
own work is embarrassingly bad, an opinion which fortunately she
shares, stil l she encourages youn g writers to recite thei r vers e to
her an d i s generous in her patronage . Yet she knows — and knows
that h e thinks -  he r lif e i s pointless. Barren an d lonely and first
among women. There can no longer be any hope of children and
perhaps that is good. She cared, once, that he treated her so coldly,
but she was only a child herself then, and after s o many years their
indifference ha s long been mutual . Hers i s not, a s some whisper ,
the fac e o f a disappointed woman , but a  woman whose expecta -
tions have been full y met .

But his dislike of her is his alone, it cannot be echoed by court
wits. There wa s a  ma n once , hi s secretary , Suetonius , a  clever ,
cruel man who made her laugh - sh e told me - bu t who, like so
many, overstepped th e mark, made some quip about the emperor ,
thought h e was safe perhaps , though t h e was being kind, did no t
understand tha t sh e was him. Hadrian sen t him back to Rome a t
her request . Anyway the man, for all his charm, his bons  mots, was
a dangerou s perso n t o have at court ; a  writer, alway s scribbling ,
watching. Th e Wit o f the Mighty was hi s next book, he said .

There are those no w who look at her strangely , in fear com -
pounded wit h excitemen t and curiosity . Some people dra w back
from her ; she seems oblivious to them. Whoever comes, whoever
goes, th e rumours , promises , betrayal s an d no w fea r flouris h
independent o f authorship; the court hisses with hope and malice.
Is it possible that we shall all survive this disaster and that lif e wil l
go on as before?

At their eastern edge the skies are now lightening from sullen
grey t o th e pales t blue , an d grea t flock s o f bird s lif t abov e th e
river.

In 13 0 two grea t battere d statue s stood o n th e plai n o f th e
west bank of the Nil e by the roa d to Thebes. When Hadrian
and hi s courtier s came to visi t them i n lat e November they
were already more than fifteen hundred years old. They stand
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there today , i n rathe r bette r condition , stil l carryin g thei r
disturbing message of the passing of all greatness. But even for
second-century Roma n visitor s whose eyes were conditione d
to monolithi c statement s o f power an d eve n withi n a  land -
scape composed i n vastness, the statues , enthroned on a plain
of scree stretchin g fro m th e rive r to th e red-ochr e sandston e
cliffs, wer e remarkable.

It was not tha t the y were particularly impressive as struc -
tures - they were nothing compared to the pyramids - but they
were significan t because i n thei r isolatio n they were s o obvi -
ously jus t a  fragment of something conceive d o n a  far huge r
scale. The shado w of the pas t hung ove r them, and the y were
perhaps mos t impressiv e as an indication o f what might have
been lost rather than as a remaining landmark between Thebes
and th e river . Blaste d b y sand , cracke d b y hea t an d move -
ments o f the earth's crust, they were slowly dissolving over the
millennia fro m a  man-made wonde r bac k to organi c matter .
The tors o o f th e right-han d statu e la y broken o n th e san d
close to its original base. In dilapidation they made conflicting
statements about power: they were unmistakable evidence that
individual powe r coul d creat e a n endurin g monument , bu t
also tha t wha t might endur e o f that powe r could be arbitrar y
and it s messages beyond the contro l o f its creator .

When th e imperial party arrived in 13 0 they were visiting
what ha d alread y becom e a n establishe d attractio n fo r
travellers i n Egypt . The ancien t identificatio n endures i n th e
name o f statues called , then a s now, the Coloss i of Memnon .
When Hadria n an d hi s courtier s stoo d a t Memnon's fee t o n
that second-century daw n the figures were already old enough
for thei r history , lik e thei r substance , t o b e blurre d b y th e
passing centuries . Wher e sculptur e wa s revertin g t o stone ,
where the origina l artistic intention wa s under attac k merely
from time' s passing , th e shar p edge s o f histor y ha d lon g
slipped int o myth. S o the Roman s journeye d to Thebes, and
believed the y were looking at a  hero fro m th e Battl e o f Troy.
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Here wa s Memnon , brothe r o f th e kin g o f th e Ethiopians ,
slaughtered by Achilles when he led his army out o f Egypt t o
fight fo r th e Trojans. Memnon' s mothe r Eos , goddess o f the
dawn, wa s notoriously attracte d t o beautifu l youn g lover s -
Tithonus, Cephalus, and Orion - whos e lives, once entwine d
with hers , le d invariabl y and throug h numerou s reverse s i n
fortune t o calamity . Cephalus use d hi s magica l spear , a  gif t
from th e gods , inadvertently to kil l his wife. Orion th e hunte r
was turne d int o a  star . Tithonus, fathe r o f Memnon, gaine d
eternal lif e bu t wit h terrible oversight forgot t o ask for eternal
youth. Other legends, intricately plaited with history, attached
themselves to the original tale of Memnon; one concerned th e
reported atrocitie s of the Persia n king Cambyses, who, it was
said, ha d gratuitousl y damage d Memnon' s statue s i n th e
sixth-century BCE conques t o f Egypt.

The mystica l an d heroi c stor y o f Memno n wa s widel y
known; it had been retold by Ovid more than a century earlier
in his Metamorphoses. Ovi d articulated a breadth o f myth an d
pantheism i n whic h organi c thing s -  huma n beings , trees ,
rivers, clouds and animals - al l tangled with the gods and were
saved fro m deat h b y transformation . Nothing, i n Ovid , wa s
quite a s i t seemed , nothin g coul d b e relie d upon ; th e god s
were capriciou s an d violent , th e huma n for m mutabl e an d
interchangeable wit h othe r lif e matter ; bu t nothin g wa s
entirely without hope of salvation, even if human lif e or liberty
were lost. His were all familiar myths which would have been
well know n t o Hadrian ; indeed , th e empero r ma y hav e
recognised the themes from them which seemed to suffuse hi s
own story in 130 .

The statue s had long been one of the marvels of the east ,
a curiosity not just of inanimate, if instructive, beauty, but on e
of performance. It wa s as if the tragi c but redemptiv e tal e of
Memnon wa s confirme d b y th e stone s themselves . I n th e
second century the truncated base of the more badly damaged
statue was possessed o f an extraordinary property: as the firs t
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light o f da y hi t it , i t hummed . A s ligh t broke , Memnon' s
mother, Eo s (i n Latin, Aurora), goddes s o f the dawn , coul d
hear he r son' s voice again . The earl y trave l writer Pausania s
compared th e resonanc e t o a  vibrating single string o f a lyre.
Although second-centur y traveller s were not especiall y naïve,
and ther e wer e a few sceptics who were less convinced o f the
phenomenal aspec t of the stones and more inclined to see the
sounds a s man-made , possibl y priest-induced , i t wa s a n
attractive story . There wa s eve n a  tric k t o b e playe d o n th e
pretentious, wh o migh t la y clai m t o hav e see n th e grea t
wonder ye t b e expose d i n thei r ignoranc e tha t th e statu e
'spoke' not fro m it s head bu t fro m it s plinth.1

For mos t visitors in Egypt, a  land o f magic, of death an d
superstition, t o hear Memnon's son g was to be favoured. For
Hadrian, Memnon's story , composed o f elements o f nobility,
misunderstanding, bereavement , transfiguratio n an d love ,
might hav e appeare d particularl y potent . Bu t Memno n wa s
fickle; h e did not always sing - not even to emperors - and at
dawn on his first visit Hadrian waited in vain to hear the statue
call back through th e centuries to his lamenting mother .

In fac t Memno n seem s t o hav e attracte d th e emperor' s
wife, Sabina, more than the emperor himself. The statues were
so wel l known , servin g a s a  subjec t fo r th e digression s o f
geographers, moralists , poet s an d historians , tha t Hadria n
might wel l hav e preferre d t o tak e u p a  pos e o f aestheti c
detachment.2 Nevertheless, a show of respect at the memorials
of dea d heroe s wa s usuall y centra l t o Hadrian' s agend a
wherever h e went . Bu t ther e wer e othe r reason s wh y th e
emperor might  hav e bee n reluctan t t o becom e par t o f th e
spectacle of so well-known a story at this time . Sabina had, i t
appears, bee n quic k t o mak e th e Coloss i par t o f he r ow n
narrative. (I t is hard no t t o think o f the lat e Princess o f Wales
visiting th e Taj Mahal.) Fo r her , the y were evidently a com -
pelling sight , an d sh e visite d mor e tha n onc e t o hea r th e
statues sing . Th e evidenc e fo r Sabina' s visit s fo r thos e
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demanding scrupulous verification o f events to turn them into
history, is found in the dense sca r tissue o f ancient graffit i -
more tha n 10 0 inscriptions -  whic h covers the surface o f the
base o f the statue . Mor e eminen t Roma n visitor s wer e per -
mitted to carve their names or a message on the statues. Many
of these 'spontaneous' expressions, supposedly inspired by the
Memnon experience , were carefull y planne d i n advanc e and
endure t o thi s day : poetic , pompous , status-declarin g o r
simply name s carvin g themselve s int o a  legend . T o se e
Memnon's statue s clos e a t han d i s t o mov e fro m a  distan t
observation o f th e grandeu r o f Egyptia n achievemen t an d
history to reading about Romans - Roman s able to annexe the
Greek citie s of Egypt, Romans wh o could confidentl y appro-
priate th e pas t b y addin g thei r name s t o a n extraordinar y
statue. Bu t i t wa s not, fo r illustrious visitors , enough jus t t o
scratch their initial s or epithets with a piece of sharp stone or
a stu b o f charcoal . It i s likely the graffitist s wer e charged fo r
the privilege , and professiona l mason s undertook th e tas k of
adding tex t t o existin g image . Priest s ha d take n charg e o f
the loca l touris t attractio n an d mad e i t pay ; the skil l o f th e
anonymous mason s ha s allowe d th e inscription s t o endure .
Among th e clearl y visible carvings are fou r poem s b y on e of
the Empres s Sabina' s companions , Juli a Balbilla , which ar e
dated November 130. 3

Julia wa s fo r man y reason s a n appropriat e perso n t o
accompany Sabina. She was sensibly middle-aged an d herself
of royal blood, descended fro m th e old , if dispossessed, house
of Commagene, and through i t to most of the royal lineages of
the New East. Indeed, she was arguably more aristocratic than
her imperial patrons. Her brother, now dead, had once been a
friend an d patro n o f th e empero r an d sh e wa s a  highl y
cultured woman . Sh e ha d famil y connection s wit h Egypt ,
which mus t have made her a  desirable addition t o Hadrian's
peripatetic court , an d a  visit to Egypt must have held signifi -
cant emotiona l and symboli c weight for her personally.
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Julia's family was talented and famous in many fields. Her
maternal grandfather , Balbillus , ha d bee n prefec t o f Egyp t
under Nero . Somethin g o f an early antiquarian, Balbillus had
been responsible for the partial uncovering of the Sphinx fro m
its bed of sand. Less creditably, he had - o r so it was rumoured
- encourage d Nero to surrender up the life of a man to ensure
the emperor' s prosperity . Balbillu s ha d inherite d hi s ow n
ability in astrology following hi s father, Thrasyllus, astrologe r
to Tiberius , wh o als o ha d charg e o f th e Mouseio n o f
Alexandria. Give n Hadrian' s fascinatio n with astrology , an d
given th e continuin g dominanc e i n th e fiel d o f th e
Alexandrian circle , tha t connectio n canno t hav e passe d
unnoticed. Darke r rumour s persisted : i t wa s claime d tha t
Balbillus wa s a n adep t poisoner , whil e Julia's grandmothe r
had demonstrated stereotypica l regal behaviour i n insisting o n
having Nil e wate r brough t t o he r whereve r she travelled , i n
the belie f tha t i t ha d magica l properties. This tal e i s on e o f
many concernin g th e magica l qualitie s o f th e rive r water .
Presumably on e o f th e qualitie s ma y hav e bee n fertility ,
as Egyp t wa s utterl y dependen t o n th e Nil e flood s fo r it s
agriculture; man y of its religiou s beliefs concerne d th e Nile .
But a s a  demonstration o f dissolute autocrac y i t als o echoes
the story of Nero, who had snow melted to provide the pures t
of water. As he face d death , hunte d b y his adversaries , Ner o
was to display his ironic sense of humour when he was forced
to drink fro m a  puddle and commented on the contrast i n his
fortunes. Nero was a man ahead of his times; today, of course,
glacier water, though no t tha t o f the Nile , is freely available.

On her father's side, Julia Balbilla's grandfather had bee n
Antiochus IV , the las t kin g o f Commagene . The famil y re -
mained consciou s of their status , eve n in defeat ; her parent s
and sibling s used th e title s 'king' and 'queen' long afte r thei r
kingdom had becom e a  small segment o f the Roma n empire .
Any modern reade r o f Julia's poetry might be puzzled by the
apparent absenc e o f sustained resentmen t o n her par t a t he r
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country's defeat , an d he r ow n consequen t reductio n t o a
subject o f th e Roma n emperor . Th e trouble d histor y o f
Commagene ha d not , indeed , impede d a  flourishing friend-
ship betwee n he r brother , Philopappus , an d Hadrian . Th e
balance was a subtle one; Philopappus had die d abou t fifteen
years earlie r bu t ha d bee n i n some  way s a  mode l fo r th e
emperor. Domicile d i n Athens , compensate d fo r los s o f a
kingdom by a  consulship , h e wa s a wealthy, urbane aesthet e
and h e retained th e glitterin g trappings of a Hellenistic king.
Philopappus ha d returne d th e investmen t o f Hadrian' s
friendship b y obtainin g prized  Athenian citizenshi p fo r him .
Through Philopappus, th e Greekling could truly be a Greek.

Julia's poetry inscribed on the Colossus is not great litera-
ture; but when she handed the mason her verses, written in the
Aeolic dialec t o f Gree k an d presumably , a t leas t i n part , i n
anticipation o f her visit , there wa s more a t stak e than prett y
composition. The dialec t itsel f was a  refine d 'poetic ' choice ,
associating he r wit h th e exemplar y Sappho ; i t wa s als o i n
keeping with the fashio n fo r retrieving older forms o f speech
and versification , a  popula r literar y concei t enjoye d an d
emulated by the empero r himself. To write in such a style was
to align herself with the empero r and hi s aesthetic agenda ; it
was a wise decision for a courtier t o make. But her rang e and
treatment o f her subjec t matte r -  th e visi t t o the statue s of
Memnon -  als o less consciously represents th e complicated
assumptions, contradiction s an d resonance s o f Hadrian' s
relationship with Egypt, with history and with the recent past .

Julia Balbill a wrote a prayer to Memno n beseechin g hi m
to sin g for the empres s (o n the firs t visi t al l had bee n silent) .
She carve d a  recor d o f the statue' s subsequen t compliance .
She asserted , albei t wel l couche d i n acceptabl e rhetoric , th e
nobility o f he r ow n lineage . Sh e addresse d th e statue ,
wounded man y centurie s earlier , a s sh e believed , b y th e
vicious Cambyse s (he r source wa s probably Herodotus , wh o
relates stories of the king' s madness), in a  statement o f belief
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in it s survival , but i n a  poeti c conventio n whic h breache d th e
boundarie s betwee n th e huma n an d th e inanimate : .  sens e
within you a  soul immortal.' 4 Her e i n Egypt, stones wer e alive
and statue s sang . I t wa s no t surprisin g tha t mer e huma n
beings coul d disappear .

The combinatio n o f publi c settin g an d romanti c histor y
was poeticall y irresistible , eve n withou t th e orde r o f a n
emperor . At a  first readin g i t seems tha t Julia tactfull y display s
no uneas e a t th e positio n o f eithe r th e Greek s o r th e Roman s
in relatio n t o th e annexatio n o f Egypt ; Hadria n is , a  moder n
reader migh t assume , no t a  secon d Cambyses , bu t a  good ,
enlightene d ruler , lik e Memnon , an d lik e Balbilla' s grand -
fathe r Antiochus . Bu t i n contemporar y literatur e an d myt h
such simplicit y wa s rare . I n ove r a  centur y o f sometime s
capriciou s autocrati c rule , th e mor e adep t o f imperia l subject s
had learne d ho w to express thei r discontent s within th e estab -
lished framework s of histor y an d literature . It was ric h soi l for
the genesi s o f satire . Bu t i t coul d b e misjudged , an d th e
freedom obliquel y t o laug h a t o r criticis e th e establishmen t
was alway s a  precariou s one , a s demonstrate d b y th e sudde n
dismissal fro m th e emperor' s entourag e o f Hadrian' s a b
epistulis -  hi s personal secretar y -  Suetonius , th e biographer ,
after som e unknow n sligh t t o th e empress . (I t ha s bee n sug -
gested, amon g othe r theses , tha t i t wa s Suetonius ' boo k Th e
Lives of the Famous Whores,  a  work sadly lost to posterity , which
precipitate d hi s departure. )

Julia Balbill a write s withi n a  traditio n o f panegyric :
elaborat e prais e of the empero r an d hi s wife intersperse d wit h
self-promotion . I t is a  form tha t t o a  moder n reade r seem s t o
overreac h itsel f wit h adulatio n o f thos e i n power . Bu t thes e
were no t private but publi c lines , lines written by a  courtie r t o
be rea d by he r peers , an d th e very structur e o f forma l conven -
tion s mean s tha t the y ma y carr y al l kind s o f informatio n
beyond th e traditiona l expression s o f aw e a t th e sit e an d
loyalty to the emperor . The elit e of the secon d centur y were by
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no means ingenuous, and Balbilla was probably in her forties -
no longer under th e protection o f her brother bu t a  survivor,
experienced in both poetr y and , a t least passively, in politics.
She had quit e possibl y been involve d in th e constructio n o f
the massive Athenian monumen t t o her dead brothe r which ,
through it s sculpture an d inscriptions , mad e plain hi s claims
to kingship . Certainly her poem makes her royal connections
explicit; implicit , too , i s th e los s o f sovereignt y t o a  mor e
powerful invader . I t wa s seventy years since he r grandfathe r
had bee n deposed , bu t memorie s o f lineage ar e pervasive,  as
proved in her recitation o f the dynasty.

In th e Memno n verse , th e referenc e t o Cambyse s i s
followed by a reminder tha t the errant king did not go unpun-
ished fo r hi s depredation s upo n Egyp t an d upo n Memnon :
Cambyses, in a  moment's misfortune , cu t himsel f fatall y on
his own sword. Conquerors coul d not, i t seemed, behave with
impunity. Educated Roman s in  the  particularl y sensitive cir -
cumstances o f the Novembe r 13 0 visit would also remembe r
that Cambyse s ha d bot h secretl y murdered hi s brothe r an d
been involve d i n som e trick y dealin g wit h a  substitute , a
magician, fo r th e dea d man . The linkin g o f Cambyse s an d
Hadrian i n fou r shor t poem s -  a n associatio n eve n mor e
marked i n the context o f Hadrian's journe y to Egyp t -  was
hardly felicitous. Balbilla's poetry i s loud in its omissions.

There was a further irony in Balbilla's work, one unknown
to her a t the time . I t was not, i n fact , Memnon wh o sat an d
sang by the roa d t o Thebes. The nam e Memnon , whic h had
been give n to th e seate d figure s b y th e earl y Greek settler s
in Egypt , ma y hav e laste d t o th e presen t day , bu t wher e
Hadrian though t h e wa s gazing  on a  wa r hero , traveller s of
the twenty-firs t centur y have a differen t identification . Today
these monumenta l statue s ar e confidently known - no t least
because Hadrian's nam e is carved on the statue several times -
as depiction s no t o f th e Troja n warrio r bu t o f a  fa r mor e
pacific Egyptian : th e grea t love r o f beauty , opulenc e an d
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sensuality, Amenophi s II I (als o know n a s Amenhotep) ,
fifteenth-century BC E pharao h an d god . Amenophi s wa s a
fortunate man ; Egyp t i n hi s da y wa s prosperou s an d th e
pharaoh coul d pla y with image s o f militar y valour while i n
reality hi s concern s wer e a  uniqu e programm e o f aestheti c
renewal an d persona l commemoration i n the Nil e valley . He
built temples , erecte d immens e statue s t o th e god s an d t o
himself, and develope d innovative techniques of painting and
decoration. The Coloss i were part of a huge mortuary temple
of whic h n o othe r fragmen t no w remains ; part s o f hi s
elaborate and prettily decorated palace, the evocatively named
House o f Joy, his pleasure gardens, his man-made lak e where
he once sailed on the royal barge Aton Gleams, with his beloved
queen Tiy o r one o f his hundreds o f concubines, do survive ,
although th e disintegrating ruins have long lost their exquisite
wall paintings.

Amenophis enjoye d a  relativel y stable politica l climat e
and coul d exal t i n th e trapping s o f power , callin g himsel f
Egypt's Dazzlin g Sun . The pharaoh , ha d Hadria n know n it ,
was on many counts a  ruler with whom he might reasonably
have identified himself; although Hadrian deliberately associ-
ated himsel f wit h th e live s o f dea d heroe s an d a  lif e live d
bravely in the fac e o f political or military adversity, the sump -
tuous Amenophi s wa s mor e Hadriani c i n achievemen t an d
influence tha n the Homeric and untimely dead Memnon.

Hadrian wa s no t favoure d a t firs t i n hi s dealing s wit h
Memnon: th e statue s remained obduratel y silent on the first
imperial visit . Amon g al l th e heroe s Hadria n pursued ,
Memnon was the least obliging; but then, Hadrian had already
discovered tha t th e god s wer e agains t him . Sightseein g an d
adulation wa s undoubtedl y lo w in th e emperor' s priorities ,
because when Hadrian arrived at the Colossi it was only weeks
after h e had suffere d a  personal catastrophe . The source s are
incomplete, bu t i t i s clear that jus t one month earlier , i n th e
last week of October 130 , Hadrian's favourite , the Bithynian ,
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Antinous, ha d drowne d i n th e Nil e somewher e nea r
Hermopolis. Th e Gree k historia n Cassiu s Dio , bor n nearl y
thirty years after Hadrian' s death , a  senator who served unde r
the decaden t an d blood y Empero r Commodu s an d wh o
presumably had good access to the documents availabl e in the
late secon d century , describe s th e circumstance s i n som e
detail and with notable lack of sympathy.

In Egypt  he  also  rebuilt  the  city  named  henceforth  for  Antinous.
Antinous was  from Bythynium,  a  city  of  Bithynia, which we also call
Claudiopolis; he had been  a favourite of  the  emperor and  had  died  in
Egypt, either  by falling in  the  Nile, as Hadrian writes,  or, as the truth
is, by being  offered  in  sacrifice.  For  Hadrian, as  I  have  stated,  was
always very  curious and employed  divinations  and incantations  of all
kinds. Accordingly, he honoured Antinous, either because of his love for
him or  because the  youth had voluntarily  undertaken to die (it  being
necessary that  a  life  should  be  surrendered freely  for  the  accomplish-
ment of the  ends Hadrian had  in  view), by  building a city  on  the  spot
where he had suffered  this  fate and  naming  it after him;  and he  also set
up statues,  or rather  sacred images  of  him,  practically  all  over  the
world. Finally he declared that  he had seen  a star which he took to  be
that of  Antinous, and gladly lent  an ear  to the fictitious tales  woven by
his associates to the effect  that  the star had really  come  into being from
the spirit of  Antinous and  had  then  appeared for the  first time.  On this
account, then, he became an  object  of  some ridicule. 5

The shap e of this narrative is itself interesting. The para -
graph open s wit h the accusatio n tha t th e empero r wa s lying.
The passage immediately preceding this one comments on the
splendid tom b Hadria n prepare d fo r his horse Borysthenes ,
and describes Hadrian's restoratio n o f the tomb of the Roman
general Pompey . Havin g place d Hadrian' s love r i n suc h a
context, th e write r leave s certai n question s open : Wa s
Hadrian, the properly virile admirer of horses and the military,
not t o b e trusted? Was Antinous an indulge d pet , a n athleti c
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hero, or , a s w e rea d on , somethin g muc h mor e sinister ?
Whatever he was in life, i t ended abruptly when Antinous was
found dea d in the Nile in October 130 .

The strangel y elusive Scriptores Historiae  Augustae, whose
authorship an d motivatio n ar e matter s o f fierc e academi c
debate, relates the episode equally critically if more succinctly.

During a journey on  the Nile he  lost Antinous, his favourite, and  for
this youth he wept  like  a  woman.  Concerning this  incident  there  are
varying rumours;  for some  claim that he had devoted  himself  to  death
for Hadrian  and  others  -  what  both  his  beauty  and  Hadrian's
sensuality suggest.  But however  this may be,  the Greeks deified  him  at
Hadrian's request,  and  declared  that  oracles  were  given through  his
agency, but these,  it is  commonly asserted,  were composed by  Hadrian
himself.6

Although th e historian s wer e subsequently lou d i n thei r
assertion of Hadrian's discomposure , stressing his undignified
grief an d defensiveness , the publi c poetry o f Balbilla, a con -
temporary membe r o f the inne r circl e o f court, seem s t o say
nothing concerning th e recent traged y to befal l th e emperor .
But perhap s i n he r reference s t o th e natur e an d powe r o f
monuments, an d especiall y in view o f her ow n family' s trad -
ition for mammoth posthumous memorials, she was hinting at
the programm e o f constructio n upo n whic h Hadria n wa s
already embarkin g in response t o hi s bereavement. For ther e
was nothing norma l in the emperor' s reaction .

History an d speculatio n hav e place d Antinou s a t
Hadrian's sid e as the on e grea t attachmen t o f the emperor' s
life, th e los s o f whom cause d thi s mature , sophisticate d an d
highly experienced ruler to allo w himsel f to b e subsumed b y
grief. Lonely an d shocked , he continued hi s journey back up
the Nile , throug h Asi a to Greece , an d returne d fo r th e las t
time t o Rome . Althoug h h e functione d competentl y i n hi s
official role , which was by this time largely a matter of routine,
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he was, in thi s telling , never th e sam e ma n again . What migh t
have bee n considere d a n acciden t becam e a  catastrophe .
Hadrian' s reign seeme d blighte d fro m the n on , and th e error s
of judgemen t tha t marke d it s late r years reduce d hi s standin g
for ever . Hi s militar y decision s inflame d a  Jewis h terroris t
uprising, unleashin g a  full-scal e war wit h unacceptabl y hig h
Roma n losses ; o n a  persona l level , thes e year s wer e over -
shadowed b y depression , irrationalit y an d disloyalt y t o hi s
friends.

Read i n thi s light , Juli a Balbilla' s poeti c allusio n t o
Cambyse s appear s almos t prophetic . Th e empero r seeme d
cursed fro m th e tim e o f hi s journe y int o Egypt t o th e en d o f
his life .

Nearl y al l the ancien t sights tha t Hadria n an d hi s retinu e saw
in Egyp t i n 13 0 C E survive. I t is th e country' s mor e moder n
history, th e remain s o f th e Romans , tha t ha s disappeared .
Alexander' s cit y was buil t o n th e coast , an d th e settlement s
tha t followe d al l share d th e fertilit y an d accessibilit y o f th e
Nile delta ; they also shared its unstabl e geography , an d in time
slipped int o th e sea o r were prove d al l too accessibl e to othe r
invaders. The ancien t pharaoh s ha d buil t upstream , an d thei r
construction s were , a t leas t i n part , impregnabl e t o tim e an d
tide a s wel l a s t o attack . Juli a Balbilla' s verse s ca n b e rea d
where sh e carve d the m o n th e statu e o f Memnon ; th e on e to
Sabina , havin g bee n cu t mor e deeply , ha s survive d th e best .
Julia judged , rightly, tha t th e statue s woul d remain .

I do  not  think  this  statue  of you would  thereupon perish, and I  sense
within a  soul  hereafter  immortal.  For pious  were  my  parents  and
grandparents, Balbillus  the  Wise  and  King Antiochus: Balbillus the
father of  my  mother,  a  Queen;  and King  Antiochus,  father of  my
father. From their  stock I  too have obtained noble blood, and these  are
my writings, Balbilla the Pious.Ί
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The statu e o f Memnon ha s neve r sun g sinc e i t wa s re -
paired a century and a half later, but i t still stands on the plain
outside Thebes, which is itself little changed in the intervening
centuries. First repair put an end to the musical phenomenon,
and the n moder n scienc e made Memnon's magic disappear .
Analysis revealed the petrological history of the statue . It was
erected as one of a pair in about 140 0 BCE. An earthquake in
26 BC E cause d i t t o shatter , th e to p fallin g away , and fro m
then on a resonance was set up as the first light of dawn hit the
base. The vibration s may have been cause d by expansio n of
moisture o r ai r i n th e crack s of the base . Restoration o f th e
statue, t o th e for m w e see today , was undertaken b y eithe r
Septimius Severus , afte r 199 , or Queen Zenobia, in the thir d
century CE, and it silenced Memnon for ever. It is an interest -
ing reflectio n o n Memnon' s suppose d mystical , paga n
properties, tha t the Christian author Jerome believed that the
statue had falle n silen t a t the birt h o f Christ.8 Bu t Memno n
had serve d hi s purpose , an d aroun d th e ambiguou s statue s
swirled stories and myths that tell us more about the Romans
than th e monument s explai n o f themselves : fo r ove r tw o
centuries Memnon ha d not jus t sung but spoken.
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Cities of  gods and  ghosts

I approached  the  very  gates of  death,  and set one.  foot on  Trospenne's
threshold, yet was permitted to return, rapt through ail the elements, nt
midnight I  saw  the  sun  shining  as  if  it  were  noon;  I entered  the
presence of the gods of  the underworld  and the gods of  the upper-wortd,
stood near and worshipped them.

'Well, now you have heard what happened But I fear you are  none the
•wiser.

The solemn  rites ended at dawn and I emerged  from the  sanctuary
wearing twelve different stoles,  certainly a most sacred costume eut one
there can be, no harm in my mentioning.  Many uninitiated  people saw
it when the Jiigh Tuest ordered  me to mount into  the wooden pulpit
which stood in the centre  of  the  temple,  immediately  in  front of  the
Qoddess's image.  I  was  wearing  an  outer  garment of  fine Ciñen
embroidered with fbwers, and  a precious scarf hung  down  from my
shoulders to my ankles with sacred animais worked in coCour  on every
part of it;  for instance.  Indian serpents and  Jiyperboreangriff ins,  which
are winged Lions generated in the more  distant parts of the  worid. The
priests call  this an Ohjmpian stole.  I held  a Lighted torch in my  hand
and wore a white pal-tree chaplet with its Leaves sticking out aCLround
Like rays  of  Light.
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The, curtains wtrt  pulled aside, and I was  suddenly  exposed  to  the.
gaze of  the.  crowd, as  when a statue, is utweiied,  dressed  Ci/ce  the  sun.

APULEIUS, THE GOLDE N Ass, (TRANS . ROBERT GRAVES)
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From the memoirs o f Julia.  BaCoitfa , spring  13 1
We are al l actors, touring i n this interminabl e pla y and wear y of
the script . The bloo d wa s spil t of f stage , mor e hideou s i n th e
privacy o f the audience' s imaginatio n tha n eve r i t could b e per -
formed in  fron t of  them . The  cal m paus e of  the  voyag e was  a
space in which we contemplated th e future with unease .

We waite d unti l th e omen s wer e good . These day s w e ar e
back in the way of such things. Then we made a fair crossing from
Alexandria, after the endless ceremonies of farewell in which they
expressed thei r wis h to receiv e the honou r o f a second visi t an d
Hadrian sincerel y expresse d hi s wis h t o retur n whe n affair s o f
state permitte d it . Lie upon lie . None o f us would return to thi s
uncomfortable, disease-ridde n countr y excep t unde r penalt y o f
death. Yet although we are all glad to be rid of Egypt, in Hadrian' s
demeanour ther e i s something beyon d grie f and beyon d relie f at
departing fro m thi s unsaf e land . I s i t possibl e h e believe d th e
slaves' rumou r tha t ther e wa s a  curs e lai d o n hi m whic h would
be mad e manifes t while he saile d th e Nile ? Could h e hav e bee n
afraid eve n a s his journeys led him inexorabl y to tha t blemished
country? There wa s a  terribl e accident , t o b e sure , bu t no t s o
terrible that he was not glad to have survived.

The las t week s creepin g toward s ou r departur e wer e th e
worst. We passed on, we performed what was expected o f us, we
bowed our heads in temples, we nodded a t interminable histories
of ancient kings , we fed the crocodiles . Onl y at the littl e island of
Philae could we pray to a god of speedy departures - a  god Sabina
decided wa s erroneousl y missin g fro m th e pantheon . Al l tha t
Egypt demand s o f its visitors we supplied. Yet the peopl e i n th e
fields, outsid e thei r hovels , wer e dar k an d sullen.  The lan d i s
barren this year and they blame the emperor, either as a bringer of
misfortune o r fo r no t relievin g them . I t i s no t tha t the y car e
nothing fo r hi s misfortunes , the y simpl y misunderstand . Wha t
could it be for a man who holds the world and its gold in the palm
of his hand, to lose one smal l nugget o f pyrite?

The empero r wa s a t firs t awak e a t al l hours , demanding ,
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planning, dictatin g lists , calling in the priests , the engineers ; and
then, exhausted, finally accepting the help of doctors to bring him
sleep. The slee p which came seemed to engulf him by day, so that
while hi s eye s were ye t ope n hi s gaz e wa s fixe d an d hi s speec h
slowed down so that his interlocutors would bend forward as if to
catch th e las t syllabl e as i t droppe d reluctantl y fro m hi s lips . By
day hi s word s were indistinct an d sometime s a  shar p ea r migh t
hear the rustic tone of his youth, yet they say at night he called out
clearly to unseen persons or sweated and turne d i n his bed lik e a
sick man.

Meanwhile th e cour t fel l silent . I  d o no t mea n tha t i t was
quiet; there wa s little differenc e i n the domesti c round . Soldier s
came and went purposefully, tethered horse s snorted an d fidgeted
at flies, wagons still moved food about , the kitchen slaves called to
each other , water was drawn an d portered, there were the rituals
of arrival and departure in one town or another - but there was no
music, n o jokin g about th e gullibl e o r dirt y natives , n o impor -
tuning artists , n o hunting . I f I  hav e learne d on e thin g o n thi s
journey it is that we are an empire held together by entertainment .
From hig h t o lo w w e expec t ou r diversions . S o w e hav e ou r
circuses and our games, our public trials and ornamental punish-
ments, our triumphs, ou r races and ou r priestl y sacrifices. When
we ar e neithe r watchin g nor providin g th e spectacl e w e are no t
sure who we are.

Despite thei r habitua l good manners , the loca l Greeks were
clearly disappointe d whe n th e long-awaite d empero r appeare d
tired and preoccupied. The priests , less sensitive to the change of
mood, stil l attempted t o ge t hi s attentio n wit h on e foolis h side -
show afte r another : a  badly stuffed ibis , a two-headed monkey , a
woman dragge d half-consciou s fro m som e unspeakabl e hove l
with her litter of five live-born infants, a water-monster putrefying
in a bottle - on e abhorrence afte r anothe r t o amuse the emperor
into rememberin g hi s generosity . The relic s o f long-dead kings ,
the altar s o f thei r vil e god s an d th e stin k o f the river ; we never
escaped them unti l we left th e country .
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To be fair , even those who knew him were uncertain ho w to
act. Within hour s o f the bod y being brough t ashor e h e had de -
manded t o se e th e plac e wher e th e bo y wa s found . I t wa s
not muc h o f a place; a simple temple, a  few huts, a  few curious
children. A  dyin g village , typica l o f s o many . A  dyin g villag e
enjoying it s moment o f notoriety. His secretary told me later that
even thi s wa s a  kin d o f deceit , althoug h mean t well . The body ,
sighted by fishermen, had been in the water some days by the time
it wa s spotted. Those wh o drow n sin k to th e botto m until , un -
recognisable, the y ris e agai n transformed . Had the y no t know n
that an important man had disappeared the Egyptians might have
left him ; the y wer e bus y me n wit h a n urgen t requiremen t fo r
living fish, not rottin g corpses , i n their nets . Still , thinking ther e
might be a reward for bringing this particular catc h to the shore ,
or a punishment i f they were subsequently known to have let him
eddy and trave l on, they dragged him in. Bloated and sodden , he
was too heavy to pull into thei r shallo w boat. So they roped hi m
and dragged him by his head and an arm to the bank. There they
lay him to bake in his muddy coat , covering him only with palm
leaves t o kee p of f th e flies . Tw o me n sa t a s fa r awa y fro m th e
corpse as was possible to ensure the valuable commodity was not
appropriated b y othe r covetou s peasant s whil e yet , a s th e da y
grew hotter, allowing them some redress from a n increasingly less
pleasant companion . The younges t an d fittes t o f the m wen t to
find one of the emperor's searc h parties .

Hadrian wa s such a  man fo r detai l and persona l inspectio n
that it was probable that he would wish to see both the corpse and
where the accident happened. 'The accident' is what we all call it;
'the accident' , to make it clear that nobod y considers th e boy to
have entered the water by any agency other than the  hand of  the
most malig n fate . Ever y tim e w e repea t 'th e accident ' i t
emphasises how many doubts an d rumours take flight each time
the story is disturbed. The guar d commander, finding that a  local
temple was not s o very far away, demanded wisel y that th e body
be taken there and placed under decent cover within the building
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until order s wer e give n fo r it s disposal . I t ha d dignity . I t wa s
a place . I t wa s somewhere wit h a  nam e t o it , not nowhere ; th e
emperor wh o too k suc h pain s wit h accurat e geograph y woul d
want hi s frien d t o hav e die d i n a  prope r place . I t ha d a  littl e
harbour wher e th e emperor' s boa t migh t moo r shoul d imperia l
representatives wish to visit the spot .

Once th e whole business had bee n officiall y reporte d i t was
obvious that crematio n should be undertaken a s soon as possible;
so the commander , a n ambitious man, used hi s initiative and got
his me n t o dra g togethe r whateve r woo d an d brus h the y coul d
find to create a pyre. It was never lit. As darkness fell, a small party
arrived and , coverin g thei r lowe r face s wit h cloth , lashed  th e
corpse t o a  stretche r an d carrie d i t away . The bod y wa s neve r
referred t o again . Som e sai d tha t Hadria n kep t i t wit h hi m al l
night, others tha t he demande d tha t th e doctor s ope n th e bod y
and search for signs of poison - bu t if there were any, the Nile had
long washed them away . Some said the priests took him and with
their rite s mad e hi m perfec t again , repaire d hi m an d restore d
him to  a  semblance of  sleep . All that is  certain is  that fro m tha t
moment h e disappeared. For us, one minute he was dancing an d
singing with wine playing the part of his muse; the next, he was a
god blazing in the firmament .

But for those o f us stil l on the earth , now is a fine time to be
a gratefu l citizen o f the Roma n empire . In Rome , I  am told, the
people ar e prosperous i n the absenc e o f war. Athens -  an d all
Greece - celebrate s a glittering and, they believe, deserved apogee
of fortune under Hadrian; if a people cannot be self-determining ,
what more coul d they as k than tha t their ver y conqueror shoul d
wish to cas t of f the roug h cloa k of his ow n past an d assum e th e
fine mantle o f their ow n more pleasing history? History i s power,
and it s ownershi p muc h debated . I t seem s tha t ever y mont h
a festiva l i s rediscovered ; eac h festiva l demand s it s acolytes , it s
temples, and the emperor, who has successfully achieve d a lasting
peace, is become a  Pericles or an Alexander.

My brother's fine monument look s down upo n hi s beloved
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city; how he would hav e adored al l this. The bac k street s -  th e
Athens Hadrian coul d never know or imagine - ar e still mean and
decaying, unblessed by gods or gold; but the public face of Athens
looks confidentl y o n th e world . B y da y billowin g canopies cas t
vermilion an d orang e shadow s o n th e marbl e beneath , an d b y
night great flares illuminate the unbruised curve s and the drilled
curls o f shar p ne w carving . We hav e games , dedication s an d
festivals. Sabina looks well now that the crisis is past. The empero r
is les s brillian t bu t les s challengin g than i s his habit . This i s his
moment o f triumph, which he has earned, and darkness must no t
fall forward upon it .

Yesterday th e Templ e o f Zeu s wa s dedicated , al l histor y
measured i n its stone courses. It was one of many formerly aban -
doned project s of great men . Until recentl y there wer e so many
fine façade s wit h onl y rubbl e an d beggar s behind , s o man y
insulted gods in their single-storey shrines open to the skies. Julius
thought they should be fined for erecting suc h monuments t o the
transience of all riches. Any would-be senator might have learned
some lessons from ou r incomplete finery . What would those first
builders hav e though t i f they coul d hav e see n thei r wor k com -
pleted? B y a  Roman king ? Even Julius, who wishe d h e ha d th e
wealth t o buil d suc h a  plac e fo r th e Athenians , ho w coul d h e
ever have equalled this work? There was for once no cavilling, no
supercilious asides . Across the processio n o f the priest s i n thei r
new robes , th e childre n throwing flowers, the sacre d priestesses ,
the cense r carriers and the trumpeters, al l Athens was amazed.

The high wall that has enclosed the precincts since the begin-
ning of the restoration hid the emerging reality of Hadrian's plan s
for it . Of course there were rumours of jewelled gods and gold and
silver treasurie s -  mason s an d carpenter s an d goldsmith s al l
have tongues i n their head s - bu t it surpassed ever y whisper. It
was magnificent. The perfectio n was painful; a moment of  unsus-
tainable beaut y create d by  power . Who was  worshipped in  tha t
great place, Zeus or his loyal friend an d fellow god, the emperor?

The go d wa s a  colossus , cream y ivor y tippe d wit h gol d
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filigree. Like the statues of the myths, its limbs were waxy flesh that
might ye t wake . Yet the though t tha t suc h a  being shoul d b e re -
animated an d breath e an d mov e amon g u s i s a  terribl e one . As
Hadrian walked across the courts of his temple, it was as if he paced
down a corridor of mirrors, for everywhere, randomly placed, were
statues in his image. Yet the living man with his sallow skin and th e
lines of grief was a more cheerful sigh t than the statues: the marble
ones lik e corpse s standin g uprigh t i n th e Egyptia n manner , th e
painted the same after th e attentions o f the mortuary priests, and
the porphyry figurines in their mottled purples and pinks glistening
like flayed criminals.

The nex t da y i t was the perfec t vaults of the ne w gate , the
dressed ston e roughene d i n th e manne r o f th e past . Then th e
library, the dizz y sight of a  hundred columns , th e tier s o f steps;
everywhere the stone was implacable in the sun, my eyes hurt, my
head reeled.  Even th e architects , lined up t o receiv e his thanks ,
looked oppressed by their achievements. I began to long for some-
thing flawed, something shabby and familiar . Sabina was the only
one who seemed clear-headed. Despite the relative calm - we had
known much worse - sh e had suffered wit h relentless sickness on
the sea-crossin g an d kep t to he r quarters . The relie f of being in
Athens seeme d t o driv e ou t ever y other consideration . Hadrian,
though subdued, pu t o n his usual performance and seemed gen -
uinely delighted a t his reception; Sabina playe d her part, dressed
as a  priestes s a t hi s side . The imperia l coupl e triumphant . Th e
worst was over.

This is a golden age. Here is the proof . So now I try to think
of the god s an d o f the peopl e of the cit y so blessed, their futur e
ensured by the attractions  se t in place to lure visitors through all
ages. The grea t Homer once called Greece the country of dreams,
but th e beaut y o f dreams i s in thei r elusiv e quality. Hadrian ha s
caught them, turned their amorphous charm into marble and pre-
cious metals, and in doing so put an end to their allure. We do not
wonder, we know. It is too much all at once. Will Athens become a
living city again? Not i n my lifetime, I think.
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Hadrian lef t Egyp t fo r Greec e severa l month s afte r losin g
Antinous. I t ha d alway s bee n intende d tha t h e woul d b e i n
Athens for the winter of 131-2 -  indeed , it was supposed to be
the hig h poin t o f the current tou r -  bu t the recent calamit y
could not accelerate the process. The siz e and requirements of
the roya l entourag e inhibite d spontaneou s action , an d bot h
logistics an d politic s dictated tha t h e must fulfi l th e itinerary
which had bee n planne d s o far in advance . So Hadrian con -
tinued o n down the Nile , followin g hi s expected agend a over
the winter of 130 - dealin g with the routine administration of
his mobil e government , meetin g importan t officials , visitin g
what wer e suppose d to  be  the  long-establishe d highlight s of
any sightseeing trip to Egypt . In his wake a subdued imperia l
court pause d an d waite d fo r th e disruptio n t o di e down ,
perhaps wit h som e curiosit y a s t o ho w Hadria n migh t
respond. The ma n wh o erecte d a  tom b an d som e verse s on
the deat h o f his hors e migh t b e expecte d t o com e u p wit h
something mor e extravagant , somethin g mor e Greek , fo r
the los s o f a  lover . Hadria n di d no t disappoin t hi s waitin g
courtiers; wha t h e ha d i n min d exceede d al l precedent. Th e
emperor's grief , fuelle d b y the emperor' s power , was to fin d
extraordinary expression across the empire .

The deat h of Antinous, however immense a private blow,
cannot have affected th e imperial schedule by more than a few
days; nevertheless i t wa s in thi s immediat e aftermat h o f th e
drama tha t Hadria n bega n to dra w up plan s to institut e no t
just a  personal but a  public recognition o f his favourite. Even
while he fulfilled hi s strategic obligations in Egypt, during th e
period between the death in autumn 13 0 and the departure in
spring 131, and while he was receiving advance information of
the fruitio n of  project s in  Greece , Hadrian' s thought s wer e
elsewhere. He was in endless consultation with priests, astrol-
ogers, artists and architects , setting up the various projects to
commemorate th e dea d Antinous . H e di d not , a s fa r a s we
know, write a poem, although plenty of others di d so , hoping
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for hi s approval. He may have erected a  tomb; but i f he did, it
has long disappeared and its whereabouts are unknown. What
he did do was more shocking and more permanent. At the end
of 130 , the Emperor Hadrian created the last great pagan god
of ancient Rome . I t wa s an extraordinar y act which scandal -
ised th e emperor' s patricia n contemporarie s an d bemuse d
biographers eve r afterwards . I n creatin g eterna l lif e fo r
Antinous, Hadrian cripple d his own reputation.

Members o f the imperia l family wer e frequently deified,
in consultatio n wit h th e senate , bu t fo r th e empero r uni -
laterally t o honou r a  youn g man whos e onl y clai m t o suc h
advancement wa s that h e ha d bee n th e emperor' s love r was
unprecedented. Ye t th e beautifu l Antinou s becam e a  go d
within week s o f hi s death , an d th e ne w cul t wa s take n u p
swiftly b y devotee s throughou t th e empire . Althoug h i t
was neve r t o b e a s popula r i n th e Roma n west , worshi p
of Antinou s flourishe d i n th e eas t an d reache d it s apogee ,
unsurprisingly, i n Antinous ' homelan d o f Bithynia . I n som e
places i t continue d unti l i t was finally displaced by the stat e
adoption o f Christianity.

Antinous wa s a  compellin g god ; worshipper s wer e
inspired by the wonderfu l statues which were swiftly brough t
into circulation and upon which they could fix their devotions,
and alway s eage r to pleas e an empero r wh o migh t visi t thei r
city. Bu t i t i s eas y t o b e over-cynica l abou t th e pragmati c
nature of this worship. It is also quite possible that Antinous -
a man with no official imperia l or political status - coul d have
seemed particularl y accessible to thos e outsid e th e powerfu l
elites, an d tha t hi s ver y ordinarines s ensure d th e ris e o f a
popular religion . Here, uniquely, was a god fro m an d fo r th e
people. Analogies have been draw n with the creativ e catalyst
of th e deat h o f th e Princ e Consor t i n 1861; 1 a n equall y
tempting ech o ma y b e see n i n th e reactio n t o th e deat h o f
Diana, Princess o f Wales, in 1997 .

As patro n o f wha t wa s alread y a  powerfu l artisti c an d
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literary revival, Hadrian was inevitably able to command first-
class resource s to  commemorat e his  los t lover and celebrat e
the ne w divinity . The astonishingl y prolific sprea d o f images
may have been directl y under his control , but i t is as likely to
have bee n generate d b y th e sculptor s themselves , seekin g
imperial favour . Whatever th e motivation , fro m th e 130 s
onwards ther e wa s a n obviou s additio n t o th e theme s o f
ancient art . A  ne w fac e appeared , an d i t wa s on e o f manly,
though submissive , beauty. The survivin g statues show a well-
proportioned body , with downcast eye s an d thick , curl y hair
nestling a t th e nap e o f th e neck . I t i s a  ver y classica l and ,
unsurprisingly, a  ver y Gree k image . An d i t i s on e whic h
remains ver y familia r a s th e archetyp e o f perfec t beauty .
Antinous wa s not jus t the las t pagan god; he was the inspira -
tion o f the las t glorious florescence of classical art.

Three or four years later, Antinous' face was to appea r in
a more mundane but equall y pervasive setting. In the eastern
empire he starte d t o appea r o n coins . Whether thi s signified
local loyalty  to hi s cul t o r merel y reflecte d th e widesprea d
familiarity wit h hi s image , know n fro m sculptur e i n th e
temples, or whether he was coming to be thought o f as 'lucky',
the emergenc e o f coins and medals imprinted wit h his image
was highl y significant . For th e vas t proportio n o f imperia l
subjects, the onl y idea they had o f their empero r was the fac e
on a  coin . I n a  largel y illiterate societ y an d a n empir e tha t
covered vast geographical and cultural territory, visual images
made powerful statement s about Rome. Coinage was territory
and propaganda.

Although neither the word nor the concept of propaganda
emerged until 1622 , when the Roman Catholic Church se t up
a congregation to disseminat e the faith , many emperors were
skilled proto-propagandists.2 For over a century they had been
manipulating their images on coins, associating themselves, or
those importan t t o them , with god s o r honour s o r artefacts
which would promote their policies and interests. Hadrian, for
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instance, had confronte d the questio n o f the legitimac y of his
succession with officia l depiction s o f himself united wit h hi s
predecessor, Trajan. He added a lyre to the iconography of his
coinage t o asser t hi s artisti c passions , a n oliv e branc h t o
indicate hi s wis h fo r peace , an d soldier s an d warship s t o
reassure the empire that he was prepared for that peace to fail .
The desig n of the Antinous coins , however, was not officiall y
released, o r a t least no t controlled , b y Rome; the coin s were
issued independentl y b y Gree k citie s i n th e east , wher e th e
new cul t wa s mos t successful . Antinou s wa s neve r picture d
with Hadrian , bu t nevertheles s thes e coin s circulate d i n
Hadrian's world , wher e suc h image s invariabl y transmitte d
public information ; and a s such they legitimised the statu s of
the favourite. But most of those who saw and used them were
unaware o f an d unintereste d i n th e politic s an d logistic s of
circulation. Th e presenc e o f Antinous' figur e o n coin s fro m
the tim e o f his death onward s woul d have been notice d no t
least because it was so pretty.

Hadrian's act s o f remembranc e wer e wide-rangin g an d
undiscriminating. While some debated the detail s o f the new
god's theologica l status , h e wen t o n commissionin g com -
memorative works , permanent , ephemera l an d didactic . A t
some point he was persuaded by his astrologers that a new star
had come into being. He eagerly accepted the suggestion that
a smal l red flower - a  red lotus -  ha d been fertilise d by the
blood of the lion that he and Antinous had killed in the desert
and agree d i t shoul d b e name d afte r th e dea d boy. 3 H e
generously rewarde d th e compose r o f a  lon g hym n t o hi s
departed friend . If what was emerging was not an affectation -
the art of lament - the n what we see is a man in despair.

An emperor' s grie f coul d b e monumental . Amon g hi s
extraordinary acts of tribute Hadria n was to create one start-
lingly ambitiou s an d lastin g memoria l t o th e dea d youth .
Within day s o f the traged y a  new cit y was dedicated o n th e
east ban k o f the Nile , nea r t o wher e th e youn g ma n disap -
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peared. I t wa s name d Antinoopolis . Plan s fo r th e ne w cit y
were develope d a t suc h spee d tha t i t seem s likel y that som e
such foundatio n ha d alread y been planne d an d woul d hav e
been announced later on the trip, but that Antinous' death had
defined th e nam e an d place . Antinoopoli s wa s t o b e buil t
almost opposit e th e existin g cit y o f Hermopolis . No w ther e
was to be a traditional Egyptian city to one side of the Nile and
a Greek one to the other. Hermopolis was another curious and
inscrutable place : the Egyptia n cit y o f secrets, o f the moon -
god Thoth, the ibis-heade d reckone r o f time, god o f scribe s
and learning , sometime s represente d a s a  grea t baboon .
Enigmatic Hermopoli s wa s the las t inhabited plac e Antinous
saw.

The ne w city was magnificently laid out on the gri d plan
of a Greek polis and had its own constitution. The first settlers
were give n considerabl e financia l incentive s t o mov e there .
The city was completed in seven years, but inaugural games -
The Grea t Antinoa n -  wer e celebrate d ther e onl y a  few
months afte r Antinous ' death , lon g before th e firs t building s
were pu t up . Antinoopoli s quickl y becam e famou s fo r it s
temples an d it s vas t statue s o f both Hadria n an d Antinous ,
and retaine d a  reputation a s a religious and magica l location.
Nothing was wanting in its development. A fine road, with its
own inn s fo r overnigh t stop s an d provisioning , le d ove r th e
eastern desert , eventuall y connectin g th e ne w cit y wit h th e
Red Sea. Although Gree k in inspiration, the city undoubtedly
employed th e skill s o f th e greates t architects , builder s an d
artists from al l quarters of the empire in making it a huge work
of ar t celebratin g no t jus t the lif e o f Antinous bu t Hadrian' s
role in driving forward th e cultura l renaissance of the secon d
century.

As Antinoopolis rose from the desert, the imperial entour-
age, its obligatory sightseeing completed , returned dow n th e
Nile. Winte r passe d wit h th e cour t quartere d bac k i n
Alexandria, and Hadrian force d to retrace step s he had taken

163



FOLLOWING HADRIA N

with Antinous si x months earlier . Initially he cope d wit h hi s
emotions, as he coped with most dilemmas, by an outpouring
of energy, immersing himself in plans to advance the cause of
the ne w divinity . Whether he , o r others , mistoo k this almos t
manic respons e t o los s a s rejuvenation, rumours sprea d tha t
Antinous' death had had a  direct effec t o n the emperor's well -
being. Caus e and effec t becam e muddled, an d the darkes t of
speculations began to circulate.

If Hadrian was content with the progress of local arrange-
ments t o honou r Antinous , a  retur n t o th e comfor t an d
gratifications o f Greece must have seemed enormously attract -
ive. Even without the recent death of his young lover, the trip to
Egypt had not been an unqualified success. Whether there were
less obvious ways in which Hadrian fel t tha t his ends had bee n
achieved in Egypt has been debated eve r since, but i n Greece,
where the foundations of success had long been laid, there was
certainty: loyal, grateful Greece, and the Greek cities of the east,
were straightforwar d i n deliverin g what the y wer e suppose d
to. Their way s wer e comprehensibl e an d he , Hadrian , com -
prehended them . To the project s he had alread y begun there ,
Hadrian now added a further one : wherever he went the cult of
Antinous followed an d was expanded.

Almost certainl y Hadria n alread y intende d t o mov e
straight fro m Egypt  through Asia minor to Greece , where the
court could spen d the next winter - a s it had done on earlier
occasions -  befor e th e final leg of the journe y took the m
onward t o Rome . Greec e hel d fe w surprises ; ahea d la y a
period o f consolidation and th e fulfilmen t o f the diplomac y
and vision invested by Hadrian in previous visits. This visit to
Athens wa s Hadrian' s fourt h (o r possibl y third : som e com -
mentators contes t th e firs t visi t o f 111-12 , believin g tha t
Athenian honour s bestowe d o n Hadria n then , before he be -
came emperor, were conferred in his absence). It was intended
to mark the fulles t realisatio n of Hadrian's drea m o f a united
Hellenistic world , a  cultural renaissance and a  golden age to
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compete with the spectacular reigns of the Greek kings and to
exceed the more recent achievement s of Augustus. Yet even as
Hadrian prepare d t o celebrat e th e clima x o f hi s imperia l
dream, saf e amon g th e deservin g and grateful , troubles were
stirring further east .

Hadrian move d his  cour t first to  Syria , probabl y by  sea
convoy - a n easterly sea voyage from Alexandria was relatively
easy - an d then, afte r a  short paus e for recuperation, move d
on int o th e province s o f Asia mino r whic h ar e no w par t o f
southern Turkey. It was a journey of memories through poign -
antly familia r landscapes . Hadria n spen t tim e a t Antioch ,
where he had onc e waited for the news that woul d make him
emperor; passe d o n throug h Cilicia , wher e Trajan ha d bee n
trapped b y his last illness; and reached the delightfu l cities of
Pamphylia an d Lycia . The province s o f Asia mino r wer e a t
their most beautiful: it was spring and the land was covered in
wild flowers; there were swathes of crocus in between aromatic
pine forests , smal l field s o f grazin g animal s an d ice-gree n
water rushing downward s from mountai n fissures to rivers in
the valleys below. But Hadrian, like most Romans, was always
moved more by architecture than any pastoral attractions. The
emperor wa s a  ma n o f cities . Powe r coul d mor e easil y b e
expressed i n urba n landscape s an d th e sor t o f 'wild nature '
most powerfu l me n preferre d wa s tha t create d b y huma n
artifice. This region ha d som e o f the mos t beautifu l citie s in
the world. They were not dissimilar : numerous smal l classical
settlements, carefull y lai d ou t t o tak e advantag e of the loca l
geography an d t o provid e ever y amenity th e colonist s could
need, an d constructe d fro m th e bes t o f material s wit h
immense craftsmanship . Thes e Gree k cities , deliberatel y
planned t o accommodat e a  communit y rathe r tha n jus t
evolving in reaction to their immediate needs, defined the way
cities were developed ove r centuries to come .

Cilicia an d Pamphylia-Lyci a ar e place s wove n int o
ancient history . The rura l valleys , where today simpl e trans -
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human communitie s mov e with the season s to grow tobacco
and maiz e o n gentl e plateaux , wer e once a  backdrop t o th e
Iliad. These are land s caugh t u p i n the ambition s o f Xerxes,
Alexander the Great, the eponymous Mausolus , Ptolemy and
Mark Antony , an d writte n abou t b y Herodotus , Strab o an d
the second-centur y trave l write r Pausanias . I n th e earl y
second centur y th e coasta l plain s an d hill s o f Lyci a an d
Pamphylia wer e eagerl y anticipating th e visi t fro m Hadria n
which coul d chang e thei r fortunes . Whethe r o r no t th e
emperor woul d eventuall y honou r individua l communitie s
with hi s presence, their consciousnes s o f his suprem e powe r
and the advantages of cooperation were explicit. He might. He
could. I t wa s enough . Thei r relationshi p wit h hi m wa s
sustained i n rumours , hopes , negotiations , enticemen t an d
investment. Paradoxically , as Hadrian travelle d amon g the m
finalising his grea t leagu e of unified Gree k communities , hi s
presence itsel f acte d t o increas e th e endemi c rivalr y among
them.

The summe r of 131 saw the citie s in intense competitio n
with on e anothe r fo r imperia l resources . The possibl e gain s
were immeasurable . It wa s not jus t a  matte r o f acquiring o r
improving public buildings, but of gaining status. The greates t
prize wa s th e possibilit y o f bein g allowe d t o joi n th e
Panhellion -  th e new league of states which could trace their
descent fro m Gree k beginnings and which had lon g relation -
ships with Rome. Those ahead of the game were already busy
proving or inventing their Greek origins. And there were other,
more immediately tangible benefits. As well as the prospect of
new buildings , ther e wa s th e knowledg e tha t whe n th e
emperor fel t i t appropriat e he woul d foun d Helleni c games .
Perhaps o f all gifts thi s was the mos t valuable to a  city of the
second century , simultaneousl y conferring statu s an d con -
siderable economi c opportunity . Game s lay  at  the  hear t of
Greek life ; the y mad e th e luck y cit y th e focu s o f attentio n
every four years , bringing visitors and thei r money into town .
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So the citie s o f the easter n empir e resurrecte d thei r history ,
discovered ancien t link s wit h th e homeland , excitedl y re -
named themselves : Hadriane , Hadriani , Hadriana ,
Hadrianoutherae, Hadrianeia, Hadrianoi, Hadrianopolis ; an d
in th e main , enthusiasticall y embrace d th e ne w cul t o f
Antinous, jus t as they had always , unlike Rome, worshipped
the livin g emperor . Individual s dedicate d work s i n th e
emperor's honou r an d embarke d o n speculativ e buildin g
schemes that, when the money ran out, were left unfinished or
unmaintained.4 Gamblin g fo r imperia l favou r wa s a  game of
high stakes.

Tarsus, th e greates t cit y of Cilicia, was already a thriving
commercial centr e wit h it s ow n stationes  -  a  loca l repre -
sentative t o assis t Roma n businessme n wit h thei r tradin g
ventures -  whe n Hadria n arrive d i n 13 1 and founde d th e
hoped-for games . Long-distance trad e was thriving in Tarsus,
which produced fel t an d line n (Sau l of Tarsus, late r S t Paul,
had bee n engage d i n th e felt-makin g business) , an d whos e
surrounding field s o f purpl e crocu s produce d th e saffro n
which th e ancien t worl d treasure d an d fo r whic h i t pai d
handsomely. Hadrian' s visi t wa s entirel y expecte d b y s o
important a  city; his arrival affirmed it s wealth and status .

Hadrian swept through the great Greek cities of Pamphylia
and Lycia , distributing largesse , founding monuments. In  his
wake the citie s set up monument s an d inscription s t o recor d
their gratitude ; so pervasive was his influenc e i n th e area , so
great the number of constructions tha t bear his name, that his
exact rout e -  and , indeed , th e exac t lin k o f any of thes e
memorials with the emperor - i s hard to clarify . Arches were
erected a t Attali a (moder n Antalya ) an d Perge . At Phaselis ,
whose histori c Gree k credential s wer e exemplary , optimistic
locals se t up a  great gate to honour the potentia l bestowe r of
favours; bu t thei r investmen t wa s i n vain . N o game s wer e
dedicated here.The emperor travelled on north - he needed to
be in Athens by winter to prepare for the great celebrations of
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the following spring. He arrived at Ephesus o n the west coast
of Asia minor an d celebrated at the new temple erected i n his
name. From there , Hadrian' s entourag e finally embarked fo r
Greece itself .

What la y ahea d wa s th e culminatio n o f hi s plan s fo r a
living re-creation o f the Helleni c past . With hi s young Gree k
partner b y his side, the excitemen t o f this project had drive n
Hadrian on . Now Antinous had gone; but wha t he had stoo d
for - the highest principles of Greek culture - lived on. Greece
was where Hadria n ha d enjoye d th e mos t profoun d experi -
ences, where he fel t mos t a t home; after al l he had worke d t o
achieve, afte r al l he had endure d i n recent months , thi s long -
awaited visi t coul d no t no w b e allowe d t o fail . I n Greece ,
Hadrian migh t stil l be a lonely, grief-stricken man; but he was
also, unequivocally, an emperor coming in glory.

The empero r clun g to the familiar , immersing himself in
religious ceremonies . The drama s and elaboratio n of the rite s
had alway s appeale d t o him , an d now , vulnerable an d tire d
after th e disaste r o f Egypt , h e returne d t o th e know n an d
the comforting . At the rite s of Dionysus he appeared i n trad-
itional Gree k dress ; a t Eleusis  he wor e the saffro n robe s an d
myrtle wreat h o f a  participan t i n th e compellin g mysteries .
Greek religion s ha d al l th e element s whic h appeale d t o
Hadrian: the y wer e hig h i n dramati c content , the y wer e
ancient i n origin - o r claimed to be; and they were exclusive.
Of the m all , initiation int o th e mysterie s at Eleusi s hel d th e
greatest cachet . Yet for Hadria n th e solem n rite s wer e un -
doubtedly a  time of acute awareness of loss. Those of the cul t
of Demete r a t Eleusi s include d a  processio n fro m Athen s
which in the profundity culminated in a moment o f revelation
signified by a great light shining in the darkness. In the temple
forecourts th e wome n dance d b y torchlight . I t wa s no t jus t
Hadrian wh o ha d bee n initiate d int o th e cult , bu t als o
Antinous. Wher e the y ha d onc e walke d an d worshippe d
together, Hadria n no w returne d alon e t o contemplat e th e
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cult's concerns o f birth, death and transfiguration. To a degree
Antinous th e memor y becam e a n acceptabl e substitut e fo r
Antinous the lover.

While surveyin g th e closin g stage s o f th e magnificen t
schemes h e ha d instigate d o n earlie r trips , Hadria n wa s still
giving. Athen s receive d money , buildings , dedication s t o
Athenian boys, a corn dole for its poorest citizen s and the gif t
of the island of Cephalonia.The best of Greek history and th e
hopes for a luminous future were represented in the combina -
tion o f completion , restoration , ne w buildin g an d onwar d
investment. It is not surprisin g that the provision of a massive
library was a central element in the buildings Hadrian planne d
for Athens . We know muc h les s abou t th e librar y a t Athen s
than about the one at Alexandria, but Hadrian's future library
in his  vill a at  Tivoli was  to be  extraordinaril y comprehensive
for a  private collection, even that of an emperor, and no doub t
Athens was comparable. It was a temple to Gree k learning as
much a s an amenity for intellectuals.

Of al l the festivitie s and ceremonie s ove r which Hadria n
presided in the winter of 131-2 -  an d they must a t times have
seemed endles s -  th e one dearest t o his heart wa s the grand
inauguration o f th e Panhellion . A  regula r assembl y o f
delegates fro m thes e city-state s t o decid e o n matter s o f
religion an d ceremon y meant tha t th e momentu m o f Greek
cities throughout th e empir e would have a central focus . The
cities whic h wer e t o sen d delegate s cam e fro m a s fa r afiel d
as th e Blac k Se a an d nort h Africa ; wha t the y share d wa s
their Gree k foundation . The Panhellio n wa s never intende d
to hav e politica l power, bu t i t gav e a  powerfu l sens e o f self -
determination to the citie s which were included in it. Though
inclusion sounds a  superficial honour, in this project Hadrian
was reflectin g the socia l structure o f Greek life : ceremonies ,
games and festival s wer e central to Gree k definition . Control
of thos e wa s contro l o f society ; an d althoug h th e empero r
changed the cultural balance of power within the provinces, all
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Hadrian's interest s an d donation s wer e directl y concerne d
with enforcing the social order. Libraries, games, festivals and
temples wer e no t abou t democrac y an d broadenin g th e
experience an d acces s o f th e masses . Withou t exceptio n
Hadrian recognise d an d bolstere d institution s wher e power ,
influence an d rank were claimed and celebrated . The citie s of
the Panhellion were cities already possessed of a distinguishe d
and prosperous past, and these were to be the major recipient s
of Hadrian's generosity.5 An eminent past was to be rewarded
with a  clea r future . I n thi s spiri t th e Panhellio n wa s o f
immeasurable socia l and symboli c importance . Hadrian , his
political astutenes s assertin g itsel f a s ever , ha d mad e entr y
difficult an d protracted : delegate s mus t prov e thei r cities '
lineage, thei r contribution , thei r determination . Th e citie s
clamoured t o be admitted.

Around th e solemnit y an d epoch-makin g alliance s tha t
engaged th e elite , Athen s wa s i n th e gri p o f genuin e an d
unparalleled excitement. That the fortunes of Greece, so long
neglected, were onc e mor e i n th e ascendan t wa s declared i n
every ne w temple ; no w i t wa s no t jus t individua l building s
which marked Hadrian's footsteps but a  new quarter: streets ,
housing and theatres. A gateway marked the junction between
old Athens an d Hadrian' s new city.

The suprem e moment o f theatre was the dedication o f the
temple o f Olympian Zeus . The old Greek rui n - no t in fact a
ruin, bu t a  shel l tha t ha d languished , unfinished , fo r hal f a
millennium - was an unmissable monument to the grandiosity
of Gree k aspiration s an d thei r subsequen t failur e t o follo w
through. Hadrian' s instinc t fo r impac t wa s magnificent .
During the years of restoration the temple disappeared behind
high hoarding s whil e the wor k was undertaken, heightenin g
anticipation. When i t was displayed, complete, i t was beyond
belief. Elaboratel y finished , wit h n o expens e i n materia l o r
craftsmanship spared , thi s was a transformation equal t o any
of the mystery rites of Greek religion. This time not jus t a god
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but th e abode o f a god - o r gods: Zeus an d Hadrian -  was
revealed. A  magnificen t ivor y an d gol d statu e o f Zeu s wa s
unveiled. Hadrian, who was also worshipped there, donated a
rare serpent t o th e priests . I n a n orgy of gratitude, statues of
Hadrian donate d b y Greek communitie s were erected every -
where within th e complex . Pausanias describe s one s no t jus t
in loca l ston e bu t i n porphyr y importe d fro m Egyp t -  th e
contrast o f the re d an d whit e figures rich an d unforgettable .
The relationshi p between Rom e an d Greec e coul d no t hav e
been more clearly stated.6

There wer e parties , reading s an d music . At th e theatr e
Hadrian, inevitably , excelled himself. Unlike Nero, Hadrian
never appeare d a s a  buffoon o n th e stage , but da y afte r da y
he simply played himself, an extraordinary actor-manager of
his ow n lif e o n th e stag e o f th e city . The crowd s entere d
theatres t o fin d th e seat s ha d bee n spraye d wit h a  mis t o f
balsam and saffron , a  fragrance whic h rose with the warmth
of th e audience . I f th e specia l effect s o f th e buildin g wer e
breathtaking, th e matte r presente d o n stag e wa s maybe less
so: Hadria n pu t o n th e archai c Gree k play s tha t hi s circl e
had learne d t o adore , bu t ther e wer e als o pantomim e an d
war-dances for those of less refined taste. 7 The privat e enter-
tainments o f the cour t wer e re-create d i n publi c space s i n
front o f crowd s o f ordinar y Athenians ; ther e wer e lotterie s
for smal l presents , an d coin s wer e give n to th e children . I f
some of the Athenians believed the middle-aged Roman with
his weathered fac e an d greyin g hair was a god, i t was hardly
surprising.

Hadrian kne w whe n t o leave , fo r departin g wa s a
necessary element o f the effect ; ye t o n this occasion i t mus t
have been hard to turn his back on the pleasures and spirit of
Greece. Hi s moo d ha d bee n lifte d b y th e overwhelmin g
appreciation of his benefactions and th e succes s o f the wor -
ship of Antinous; at home there was a less entertaining reality
to b e faced . Returnin g t o Rom e mean t facin g a  mor e
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demanding, mor e critica l population . Returnin g t o Rom e
meant placin g Antinou s bac k int o a n are a o f private , no t
public loss ; th e Roman s di d no t nee d an y mor e officia l
gods, however decorative. When Hadrian lef t Greec e i n 132 ,
he was doing so in the knowledg e that the countr y he loved
was a s secur e a s i t ha d eve r been . Bu t th e curren t stat e
of regeneratio n wa s b y n o mean s conceive d a s th e fina l
triumph; Hadria n wa s i n hi s fiftie s an d undoubtedl y
intended t o return. As the pilots led the royal ship out o f the
harbour i t was, in fact, the las t time the empero r woul d see
his beloved Greece.

Interspersed wit h moder n holida y resort s an d yachtin g
marinas, an d accessible , sometime s wit h difficulty , fro m
modern coasta l roads, the beautiful, rugged lands of southern
Turkey ar e stil l littered wit h the ruine d legac y of their grea t
past. Unlik e mor e densel y populate d part s o f th e classica l
world where later urban expansion has swallowed up much of
the ancien t citie s o r mad e thei r remain s incomprehensible ,
this area of Turkey has become less broadly populated follow -
ing th e collaps e o f th e Roma n empire , an d relic s o f th e
vigorous lif e o f the Gree k citie s are everywhere . Some citie s
have been substantially excavated, but many others are almost
forgotten o r still gratifyingly undisturbed .

From the smal l villages which colonize some of the unex -
cavated sites the sounds of goat bells and children rise and fal l
with the breeze; hawks hover over deep gorges. Here and there
a house has re-used a  slab of Hellenistic carving as a lintel or
doorstep. I n south-wes t Turkey , cragg y cliff-faces , unde r
which ruined cities still sleep, are pitted with dark tombs, each
the necropoli s of its ancient city . The broa d sweep of peaceful
foothills i s covered with scattered masonry , and the acoustic s
still wor k in almos t perfec t amphitheatre s protecte d i n th e
shallow bowls of valleys. The loos e scree that makes the going
hard i s sometime s entirel y compose d o f pottery shard s an d
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small piece s o f roo f tile : th e crushe d fragment s o f citie s
turning bac k into dust.

The fat e o f these lovelies t of cities, which emerged i n th e
eighth centur y BC E an d whic h i n th e secon d centur y wer e
competing fo r th e imperia l favou r whic h migh t ensur e thei r
further embellishment, , wa s seale d b y th e dissolutio n o f th e
Roman empire . Without th e protectio n o f a  singl e power ,
whether Greek or Roman, the provinces, not individually able
to defen d themselve s agains t sustaine d aggression , wer e
attacked b y outsid e forces , includin g th e Goth s an d th e
Sassanids. Earthquakes , too , too k thei r toll , a s di d loca l
quarrying to re-use stone or render it down to lime. (This was
almost certainl y the fat e o f one o f the wonder s o f the ancien t
world, the tomb o f King Mausolus a t modern-day Bodrum in
Turkey.) Afte r th e fina l assault s o f th e sevent h centur y th e
urban glorie s o f Asi a mino r wer e lai d t o wast e an d thei r
sophisticated population s dispersed . Fo r ove r a  millenniu m
their ruin s simpl y disappeare d fro m memory . The forgotte n
remains wer e substantial , an d fro m th e fifteent h centur y
onwards they were rediscovered an d i n som e case s restored ;
but surviva l has been a  matter o f chance.

Patara, whic h received  Hadria n i n 131 , i s on e o f many
such los t cities . The bigges t por t i n Lycia , i t was sufficientl y
important fo r water to be brought to it by aqueduct. From the
start the winds and the instability of the coas t here must have
been a  problem ; toda y Patar a i s mos t famou s fo r it s 2 2
kilometre beach and its relentless, shadeless heat. The ancien t
harbour no w lies in a n extensiv e area o f marshland behin d a
huge sand dune ; the remaining ruins ar e drowning in sand in
this peacefu l spot . To th e fa r en d o f the harbou r Hadrian' s
huge, vaulted granary, two storeys high, has survived , but th e
niches whic h onc e hel d hi s bus t ar e empty . (A n identica l
granary survives , with its busts, a t Myra t o the west. ) Neare r
the mai n roa d a n arch , dedicated b y a  loca l citizen, Mettiu s
Modestus, to his itinerant emperor , stand s almos t intact, the
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isolated grandeur of its three tiers a powerful gauge of Patara's
slide into oblivion. Mettius mad e hi s mark elsewhere: he too
had his private poet carve a few lines commemorating his visit
to the Egyptia n statue s o f Memnon, and stood wit h Hadria n
watching the dawn rise in November 13 0 when the dead her o
finally sang to him.

Ephesus, which had 300,000 inhabitant s at its peak in the
time o f Hadrian an d wher e th e shrin e o f the goddes s dre w
devotees in their thousands, i s now one of the mos t complet e
and famou s ancien t site s i n th e world , famou s a s muc h fo r
its biblica l association s a s fo r it s stunnin g classica l remains .
The coachload s o f visitors scarcely detract fro m th e effec t o f
its broa d pave d streets , it s amphitheatres , th e incomparabl y
beautiful restored library and the tiny details of sewers, water-
pipes, latrines and graffit i whic h mak e i t possible to imagine
the pas t no t jus t o f a  work o f ar t bu t o f a  busy, functionin g
community. The smal l but intricate Corinthian templ e said to
be dedicated t o Hadrian i s one of the city' s glories.

Attalia stoo d i n a n incomparabl e position . Probabl y
because of  this , it  has  remaine d of  strategi c importance for
two millennia and is still the principal port of the south coast ,
used by both warships and yachts . Between the mountains of
the Lycian and Taurus ranges and the sandy beaches, the town
sits on the huge gulf of Antalya whose name the modern town
shares. In such surroundings i t is hardly surprising that i t has
become on e o f Turkey's livelies t resorts, an d i t i s expandin g
rapidly. Yet despite moder n developmen t som e monument s
survive amid the traffi c an d the hotels, and the best of these is
the finel y worked , three-arche d gat e celebratin g Hadrian' s
visit. The substantia l remain s o f disappointe d Phaseli s hav e
also bee n excavate d and restored . The theatre , baths , shop s
and aqueduct s are still identifiable and ar e a fine example of a
Hellenistic city , but th e foca l poin t o n th e sout h por t i s the
great gateway with its long inscription describin g it s erectio n
by a hopeful population to greet their emperor i n 131 .
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Passed ove r by the arbitrar y hand o f fate, little remains of
the historic fabric of Tarsus, the city steeped in history, where
Cleopatra firs t me t Mar k Antony an d whic h Hadria n visite d
and raised to pre-eminence i n the region. Tarsus i s a city only
of ghosts .
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6
War

Through the  roar  of the.  flames streaming  far ana  wide., the.  groans of
the. fatting victims  were, heard; such was the,  height of  the hiílanáthe
magnitude, of the.  Bíazingjjiíe that  the, whole city seemed to Be  oBiaze;
and the  noise,  nothing  more  deafening  and  frightening couid  be.
imagined.

There were  the  cries  of  the  "Roman  war  (egions  as  they  swept
onwards en masse, theyeds of  the reBe(s  encirctedByfire  and  sword, the
panic of  the enemy,  and their shrieics as they met  their  fate.

The cries on the hid Blended with those of the multitudes in  the city
Beiaw, and now manypeopk who  were exhausted and tongue-tied as a
result of hunger,  when they Bcheidthe  Temple,  on  fire, found strength
once mare  to iament andwaiL. .  .

The Temóte  mount,  everywhere  enveloped in  fiâmes, seemed  to Be
Boiling over from its  Base; yet the  B(ood seemed more aBundant than the
fiâmes and  the  numBers  of  the  slain  greater than  the  slayers.  The
ground could not Be  seen anywhere Between the corpses.

JOSEPHUS, JEWISH WARS, 6 , 5. 1
[on the first Jewish.  War 66-70]
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fMeanwhik the.Je.ws  in  the.  region of Gyrene  hod-put  a  certain Andreas
at their  head  and  were destroying  Both  the  Romans  and  the Creeps.
They wouCdeat  thefiesh of  their victims, make eeCtsfor themselves  of
their entrails, anoint themseCves  with their BCood and wear their sfans
for dothing;  many they  sawed in two from the  head downwards; others
they gave  to  wifd  Beasts,  and  stid others  they  forced  to  fight as
gfadiators. In  ail two hundred  ana twenty thousand  persons perished.

CASSIUS Dio, ROMA N HISTORY , B K 68 , CH . 3 2
[on the.  events of 115-117]
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From the memoirs  o f Julia BaonCía , May 13 2
It seems that we must look to the heavens. First we have the god
Antinous; no w a  Princ e o f th e Jew s i s proclaime d b y a  star .
There ha s bee n tal k among th e officer s fo r som e while , even in
Egypt when sensible minds wer e elsewhere. They spoke of some
problems in Judea, of a new Jewish general or some say magician,
that the fanatics claime d - mos t dangerou s of all - tha t Hadria n
had slighte d thei r god . It would have been easier to have ignored
these rumours , bu t nothin g wa s mor e convincin g tha n th e
adamant denial s a t first, by all those who might know, that ther e
was rebellion amon g the Jews. If i t were true, a s we were told in
Athens, that the Jews too would see their cities endowed and, even
as w e worshippe d Zeus , wer e preparin g t o accommodat e ou r
truths, if it were true i t would have been th e firs t time in history
that the y wer e no t rebellin g somewhere . That ther e wa s a  sta r
marking Antinous ' transformatio n w e ar e assure d b y th e cour t
astronomers. That there i s none risin g to illuminate the caus e of
the Jewish rebel we are also assured.

The Jew s hav e lon g bee n a  troublesom e people , endlessl y
resisting the subjugation which might protec t them ; eve n among
themselves they brawl and intrigue. They will foment trouble unti l
they destro y themselves , not jus t thei r temple , m y brothe r onc e
said. Yet no one could ignore them - the y were always clamouring
for thei r space , irresistibl y individua l and  uncompromising . My
grandfather - a  man of the cast of Hadrian - determine d to lead
the Jews away from their strange customs an d he failed. My noble
father sough t a n allianc e i n marriag e wit h thei r mos t beautifu l
princess, Drusilla, and he too failed. Still , we who are monuments
to expediency look across to them and wonder what it must be like
to be so proud. There is something magnificent in the obduracy of
the Judeans, their utter inability to learn from th e past. Again and
again they refus e t o play their par t in this secure , Roman world.
Ours is an empire united by advantage. The Jews think otherwise.

Hadrian is a man o f peace. The Jew s may think this wil l go
well fo r them , failin g t o observ e tha t wher e on e empero r fall s
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another rises . In Judea and i n cities where they have settled the y
think that they can plot and attack with impunity. But where on e
emperor ma y glorif y th e empir e an d hi s reputation with peace ,
aqueducts an d goo d roads , anothe r ma y mak e hi s mar k i n
violent campaign s an d th e provisio n o f weary barbarians t o b e
torn apar t i n the arena . Hadrian i s no Titus, no Trajan even . H e
is not the man he was a year ago, to be sure; but he is not young ,
he i s no t hardene d t o war , h e pick s n o quarrels , h e read s hi s
histories and he counts the cost . Hadrian look s out over a  broa d
landscape an d now , when h e reign s ove r i t in glory , he wil l no t
descend t o the provocations of a quarrelsome people; surely his
heart is not i n it .

And he has treated the m a s he has treated others . Their city
too is being restored. Even as we passed through Judea, hopeful as
we were the n an d obliviou s t o futur e catastrophe , his engineers
were drawing up plans . The plac e — their citadel, Jerusalem —  lay in
ruins, an d no w it will rise as a fine city. But i f they do not under -
stand gratitude , well , the empero r i s a sophisticated man , h e wil l
understand tha t tha t i s how i t alway s i s with the Jews. They hat e
the Romans, they hate the Greeks . Their leaders love Hadrian, at
least whe n h e i s clos e a t hand , an d counse l cooperation ; s o th e
Jews find  othe r leaders , whose hatred of  Rome is  less dilute d by
the pursui t o f advantage. Their god is an angry god who hates all
other gods. It is not enough fo r their god that his followers should
worship him ; the y must als o refut e th e god s o f all the res t o f the
world. Their go d deceive s the m an d lead s the m ineluctabl y t o
extinction. They have no armies, no discipline; the emperor could
send in his legions to Judea and cu t them down if he so chose; bu t
he will wait, knowing that ultimately i f they do not se e sense the y
will be snuffe d ou t an d forgotten .

Still, Hadrian' s prefec t i n Jude a i s a  dangerou s man ,
dangerous in his self-importance: a  man who thinks he should b e
governing a  mor e congenia l peopl e o r a  mor e prosperou s pro -
vince. Why shoul d i t b e considere d worthy , considere d effective
to sen d a  Jew-hate r t o Judea ? I n ou r histor y me n hav e hire d
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poisoners, informant s o r thug s t o d o wor k too vil e fo r the m t o
accomplish wit h a  sword. There is something in this tha t smack s
of th e same ; tha t th e tas k i s on e tha t som e decen t me n fear .
Tineius Rufu s i s well-qualified . H e ha s pu t the m dow n i n
Achaea; Jew-crushing is what he does. So he boasts. He is severe
in the retribution that he metes out , yet lax in looking beyond the
bruised chil d that he sends into some makeshift arena o r the old
man who is run throug h b y a legionary. Rufus is concerned onl y
that hi s action s shoul d precipitat e hi s speed y retur n t o th e
civilised world. He has had enough of deterring the undeterrable .
There are always more boys and more grandfather s t o take thei r
place, an d alway s more sword s an d mor e mang y lion s t o mee t
them.

Rufus i s an adequat e soldier , I  dar e say , but littl e respecte d
now b y hi s men , wh o ar e a s a  consequenc e bruta l an d largel y
controlled b y junior officers wh o ar e determined there wil l be n o
repeat o f Gyrene laid to their charge . Rufus amuse s himself with
Jewish women - th e same whose husbands and sons are writhing
on thei r crosses ; thes e matters , though supposedl y a  secret , ar e
spoken o f freel y i n certai n quarters . Eve n in Hadrian' s presenc e
Rufus dran k too muc h win e an d presume d upo n a n allege d old
friendship wit h th e empero r t o justif y long-winde d battl e
anecdotes which were terminated onl y by sleep. If the Jews see the
values of Rome in Rufus, n o wonder they revolt.

Hadrian wa s irritate d an d peremptor y i n hi s dealing s wit h
Rufus -  no t that the prefect seemed particularly inhibited by this
- an d demandin g o f th e ranks , who m h e ha d practisin g
manoeuvres fo r three day s in the deser t heat . Apparently, as they
wheeled ou t thei r machine s an d marche d an d reforme d ranks ,
hordes o f bitin g flie s descende d o n them . Al l the while , on th e
heights, although i t was miles from an y settlement, a  small group
of dark peasants looked down. By the time Hadrian had addressed
the exhauste d troop s fro m a  makeshif t platform , th e observer s
had disappeare d int o th e barre n landscape . I t wa s certainly th e
case that those soldier s who attended ou r departure showed thei r
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recent battl e scars , swolle n with bite s an d wit h sore s fro m san d
chafing under their leather bindings .

From Athens we shall soon leave for Brundisium on the coast
of Italy . The passag e hom e shoul d no t b e long , bu t eve n fo r
Hadrian i t feels , I  think , lik e a  journe y into exile . In th e main ,
Athens ha s been th e restorativ e we hoped. In the las t few weeks
the mood ha s lightened. As time has passed, fea r has diminished ,
the whispers have subsided; there is no sign of the Bithynian, dead
or alive . Commodus i s constantly a t the emperor' s sid e trying t o
fulfil som e o f the dutie s o f Hadrian' s lat e friend ; hi s poetry -
pretty, cleve r vers e -  get s man y hearings . H e i s a  laz y man ,
Commodus, but not so lazy that he cannot stretc h ou t to grasp an
opportunity whic h is right under his nose.

Hadrian i s genuinely moved by his own achievements. Those
who share d hi s dream hav e been wel l rewarded an d he has bee n
drawing again, designs for small shrines through which worship of
Antinous ma y be directed . The firs t statue s were sent t o him for
approval fro m Italy , Greec e an d Egypt . T o se e the m wa s
disturbing -  ther e i s alway s tha t shock  i n seein g th e ston e
reflection o f a familiar face, something lik e first gazing on a  body
from whic h life has been recently extinguished. At first all statues
look th e same , o f course , bu t th e bes t kee p somethin g o f th e
animated spiri t i n their col d contours . No t tha t Antinous wa s so
familiar, and already the face o f the statue -  rathe r younge r and
plumper than the original - i s how I think of him. When  I think of
him, which, away from th e temples , i s not often .

In 13 2 Hadrian , no w i n hi s lat e fifties , decide d t o leav e
Greece, the country he had placed at the centre of his empire,
and turn for home. He had accomplishe d all that he had eve r
planned on the greatest stage set the world had ever seen. The
council o f the Panhellio n had bee n inaugurate d wit h games
and religious ceremonies. Athens, basking in the generosity of
an empero r who loved her, had neve r looked more splendid .
Alabaster, gilding, bronzes and hundred s o f marble columns
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and statues decorated the restored city , and festivals had been
arranged i n perpetuity . Grea t game s -  mor e t o the Roma n
taste, of a kind rare in Greece -  ha d been held , where 1,00 0
exotic animals from al l over the empire were slaughtered. The
celebrations went on  for  weeks on  end . The cul t of  Antinous
had bee n establishe d i n al l the majo r centre s o f Greece an d
Asia minor. The drea m of a Roman empire united by Hellenic
nostalgia had reached it s zenith.

Hadrian ha d bee n awa y from Rom e for nearly four years,
and there were domestic matters which required his presence.
There was the succession to consider, and at Rome, too, there
were great architectural projects to be inspected. In Hadrian' s
absence two magnificent temples had been completed, one the
largest ever built by Romans; there was work in progress, too ,
on a n extensiv e country palace for his personal use , an d th e
beginnings o f a grandiose mausoleum to dignif y hi s posterity.
Hadrian ma y or may not have felt the preliminary signs of the
sickness whose symptoms were to become unmistakable only
a few years later, but he was no Trajan turning in failing health
to mak e a  las t desperat e das h fo r Rome ; indeed , h e wa s
perhaps already wondering where he might  go next, once th e
exacting rituals of Rome were completed .

Embarking on the voyage to Ephesus, the first port o f call
on the long route home, Hadrian set out on a journey towards
a more conventiona l imperial life; and i n Rome, preparations
began to receive the returning empero r i n a manner due to a
gloriously successfu l rule r a t the pea k of his powers. Yet even
while Hadria n wa s celebratin g i n Athens , ther e ha d bee n
worrying new s fro m Judea , new s perhap s suppresse d i n th e
hope tha t a  mino r intensificatio n o f apparentl y perennia l
Jewish problems would not interfere with the festivities. Soon,
however, i t was impossible to ignor e the acceleratin g disrup-
tion, althoug h th e potentia l fo r seriou s damag e t o imperia l
interests wa s a t firs t underestimated . Jewis h trouble s wer e
rarely confine d t o Judea ; indeed , the y seeme d t o b e
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ubiquitous. Nearl y al l the province s o f the Roma n eas t ha d
Jewish communities , an d a s suppressio n followe d revolt , s o
the Jew s drive n ou t o f one cit y woul d congregat e i n greater ,
and angrier , number s i n the next . Hadrian' s policie s towards
the Jew s ma y hav e bee n misjudged , bu t th e Jewis h unres t
which he inherited ha d lon g roots stretchin g back nearly two
centuries, t o th e tim e whe n Rom e gaine d powe r over Judea.
The glowin g ember s of  hatred and  disconten t finally flared
into a terrible conflagration i n 132 .

Rome ha d originall y entere d Jude a o n th e pretex t o f
intervening to restore order to the country's fractiou s interna l
affairs. Jude a wa s a n inevitabl e targe t fo r Roma n expan -
sionism. It was strategically invaluable, close to the power base
of Persia , on e o f Rome' s fe w serious contender s fo r easter n
power, and with an extensive coasta l border. The territory ha d
long bee n unsettled ; it s possessio n wa s frequently disputed ,
and th e lifestyl e an d belief s o f the Jews lef t the m isolate d an d
insufficiently protecte d agains t politica l predators. Crucially ,
it was also weakened by its festering internal dissent. So when
one o f the feudin g factions asked Rome fo r assistance , it was
guilty of extreme politica l naivety . The standar d Roma n pro -
cess of assimilation began, in which they would be called in by
a would-be rule r t o bolste r a  faltering regime , would provid e
military support, oversee the installation of a puppet kin g as a
concession t o the existin g population , an d i n time eventually
absorb the country into the empire .

For Judea, th e beginning o f the end cam e in 63 BCE. I n
the guis e of  arbitratin g in  an  ongoin g disput e betwee n the
Pharisees an d th e Hasmoneans , th e ambitiou s an d pitiles s
republican genera l Pompe y -  whos e tom b Hadria n ha d
hastened t o honou r whe n h e entere d Egyp t -  eventuall y
marched into the country. He besieged a starving and diseased
Jerusalem fo r three month s befor e hi s final assault, killing its
inhabitants a s they went about Sabbath observances . A Jewish
king, Herod the Great, was put i n place, but slowl y the reality
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of th e annexatio n becam e clea r an d fro m th e firs t centur y
Judea was a Roman province .

Unlike the inhabitant s o f more amenable provinces, Jews
both withi n the countr y an d throughout th e citie s of the eas t
never totally accepted Roma n domination , and clashes , vary-
ing i n th e degre e o f violence, became commonplace . Rom e
had annexe d a  highly politicised, nationalistic population who
would neve r full y acced e to th e convention s o f Roman rule ,
whose constraint s struc k a t fundamenta l tenet s o f Jewish
self-determination; fo r Jews wit h a  prou d traditio n o f inde-
pendence, th e Roma n presenc e wa s an d coul d onl y b e
intolerable. It was inconceivable that they would ever become
integrated citizen s o f Rome; ye t withou t greate r cooperatio n
they coul d no t hop e t o se e th e reward s wit h whic h Rom e
blessed favoure d provinces . I n othe r annexe d territories ,
however reluctantly they were enclosed within the empire, the
protection an d resource s o f Rome were sufficiently attractiv e
to allo w th e proces s o f incorporatio n t o evolv e withou t
prolonged conflict . Althoug h ne w member s o f th e empir e
would be expecte d t o honour th e empero r i n various forma l
rituals, they would otherwise be lef t t o follo w loca l customs.
As Rome was broadly tolerant of other religions, the token act
of submission an d recognition of Rome and th e empero r was
usually performed . This degre e o f pragmatis m wa s incon -
ceivable to Judea. They had one god and he was not a  Roman
emperor. Almost ever y aspect o f Roman civi c lif e wa s a t wa r
with Jewis h beliefs . Jewish worshi p o f a  singl e go d brough t
them int o immediat e conflic t with th e toleran t paganis m o f
Greeks an d Romans . Jew s coul d no t joi n th e Roma n arm y
because the y wer e unabl e t o perfor m military dutie s o n th e
Sabbath; Romans recalled with contempt th e ease with which
Pompey ha d originall y take n Jerusalem , citin g th e Jews '
prioritising o f religiou s observatio n ove r self-defence . Th e
Romans were uneasy about Jewish circumcision, echoin g the
abhorrence of  the practice felt by  the Greeks , who  disliked it
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largely on aesthetic grounds. It was not only a crucial defining
physical distinctio n fo r th e Jews , i t wa s a  distinctio n easil y
apparent wer e they to take part in the centra l Romano-Gree k
social activities of athletics and bathing . The Romans , who in
the res t o f their easter n empir e were broadly sympatheti c t o
indigenous characteristics , wer e unable to understand Jewis h
intransigence an d wer e perplexed to the poin t o f provocation
by Jewish religious sensibilities.

The schism s whic h ha d allowe d th e Roman s t o ente r
Judea wer e no t resolve d wit h occupatio n b y a n apparentl y
common enemy . The Jew s remaine d spli t a s t o whethe r a
degree o f cooperatio n wit h th e occupyin g forc e o r rigorou s
separatism woul d d o most  t o ensur e th e surviva l o f thei r
culture an d beliefs . Jew s wh o wer e strongl y religiou s wer e
adamantly oppose d t o interferenc e in thei r ancien t customs .
The les s devout wer e more pragmatic ; i n a  volatile region o f
small monarchie s an d strategicall y importan t territory , lif e
was one of constant o r incipient power struggles and violence.
For some , Roma n rul e a t leas t provided stron g governmen t
and th e prospec t o f regiona l peace ; fo r many , th e Roman s
were - just - endurable; a minority kept the flame of resistance
burning, an d severa l were stil l tenacious i n their belie f that a
messiah woul d com e t o fre e the m fro m Rome . This hope ,
often held in the fac e o f despair, obliterated any consideratio n
of the resources first- and second-century Rome could muste r
to asser t it s will.

The relationshi p betwee n Rom e an d thi s trouble d
province ha d repercussion s throughou t th e easter n empire ,
with feuding , riots , proscription s an d unres t i n an y countr y
which had a  sizeable Jewish population. Local uprising s were
put down , bu t the y increase d i n ferocit y an d i n th e damag e
done t o cit y infrastructur e an d urba n life . Wider revol t wa s
almost inevitable sooner or  later, and in  66 CE, when riots in
Caesarea turne d int o a  full-scal e revolt , spreadin g t o
Jerusalem, the relationship between the Romans and the Jews
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became irretrievable . The revol t escalated into war , in which
the Jewish forces resiste d th e Roman s fo r a  while before th e
inevitable capitulation . I n respons e th e Roman s inflicte d a
terrible blo w o n Judea, one whic h the y hoped woul d finally
cow the provinc e int o submission . I n 70 , Titus, the popula r
and bellicos e so n o f th e reignin g empero r Vespasian ,
assembled a  vas t army . One-fift h o f th e tota l force s o f th e
Roman empire entered Judea and made what was intended t o
be a  final assault on Jerusalem. In August, after si x months of
siege, th e cit y fell . I t ha d bee n ill-prepare d an d th e sieg e
conditions were horrific; by the time the city itself capitulated,
the population was already in extremis:

The famine  strengthening  its  hold  devoured  the  people,  houses  and
families one  after  another.  The roofs  were  full of  women and infants  in
the last  stages  of  exhaustion,  the alleys  with  the  corpses  of  the  aged;
children and  young  men,  swollen  with hunger  haunted  the  market
places and  collapsed  wherever  faintness overcame  them  .  . . hunger
stifled emotion  and with  dry eyes  and grinning mouths those  who were
slow to  die watched those  whose  end came sooner. '

Josephus wa s a Jew who ha s sometime s been accuse d o f
collaboration with the Romans - he was certainly a mediator -
and h e provide s a n eye-witnes s accoun t o f the fina l day s of
utter despai r an d degradation . H e i s on e o f th e earlies t
war reporters , an d hi s scene s ar e painfull y acut e i n thei r
observation, almost modern in tone as he recalls the desperate
inhabitants of the cit y eating leather and ol d hay, one woman
killing an d consumin g he r baby . Whe n th e inevitabl e
happened an d th e Roma n force s overra n Jerusalem , Titus'
armies slaughtere d everyon e the y encountered . Whe n the y
reached the Temple, the Jews' holiest place, they tore it down.
Soldiers entered the building as the flames spread and carried
off an y treasure s the y coul d find . Agai n Josephu s wrot e a
powerful eye-witnes s accoun t o f th e las t moment s o f th e
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sacred building and the Jews who had attempted to find refuge
in it .

While the  Temple  was  yet  ablaze,  the  attackers  plundered  it,  and
countless people who were  caught by  them were  slaughtered. There was
no pity for  age  and  no  regard  was  accorded  rank;  children, and  old
men, lay  men  and  priests,  alike  were  butchered;  every  class  was
pursued and  crushed  in  the  grip  of  war,  whether  they  cried  out  for
mercy or  offered  resistance. 2

Triumphant, Titus' forces moved on to butcher the remainin g
inhabitants o f the cit y and fir e th e surroundin g residentia l
areas of Jerusalem. Recent excavation s have revealed houses
of thi s perio d whic h ar e blackene d by fire . On e containe d
a skeleto n o f a  person burne d standin g upright . I t seeme d
like the end . O f those wh o had survive d famine and attack ,
hundreds wer e execute d o r take n a s gladiator s s o tha t
their more protracte d death s might entertain the Romans i n
the arena . A s Jude a lamented , th e sacre d text s an d th e
menorah that had been looted from th e Temple were taken to
Rome t o b e displaye d i n triump h i n a  procession o f Jewish
slaves.

It wa s perhaps no t surprisin g tha t a t Masada , 5 0 mile s
south o f Jerusalem , a  communit y o f perhap s 1,00 0 zealot s
who held on in the mountain-to p fortres s during a three-year
siege b y 10,00 0 Roma n soldiers , committe d mas s suicid e i n
73 rather than fal l into the hands of their oppressors. I t was an
act which horrified the Romans , whil e earnin g thei r respect ;
and it was the dramatic final act of that conflict, though onl y a
precursor of what was to come. The destructio n o f the Temple
and th e traged y o f Masad a wer e event s whic h wer e seare d
deep int o th e Jewis h consciousness; it i s still so today, and i t
was certainl y s o i n th e earl y secon d century . Vespasian
believed tha t th e Jew s would neve r recover , an d indee d th e
Temple never rose again; but Jewish spirit and solidarit y were
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invigorated by the depredations . Ove r the nex t sixt y years or
so disparat e act s o f ange r an d desperatio n becam e mor e
focused, mor e organise d and , althoug h the y did  not  at  first
realise it, much more dangerous to the Romans .

Since th e war , th e Gree k citie s o f the empir e ha d bee n
flashpoints fo r man y violen t confrontation s wit h th e Jews .
Atrocity stories were current on both sides. Nearly a quarter of
a millio n had die d a t Alexandria, a t Gyren e an d o n Cyprus .
There wer e pogroms , ther e wa s retaliation ; ther e wer e
emissaries fro m bot h side s wh o mad e th e lon g journe y t o
Rome to plead their case before the  emperor of  the day; there
was never resolution.

Given the continuing volatility of Judea and within Jewish
communities throughout th e east, it was almost inevitable that
there would be further bloody disturbances durin g Hadrian' s
reign. They were not lon g in coming. Hadrian's politica l and
military judgements , so shrewd an d effectiv e i n othe r crises ,
are usuall y considere d t o hav e inflame d th e situatio n i n
second-century Judea , and certainly his response to a delicate
political situatio n seem s ou t o f characte r fo r a n empero r
whose policies were normally temperate and who usually had
a good grasp of the broader implications of actions. How an d
why di d thing s g o s o disastrousl y wron g i n Jude a unde r
Hadrian? The answer s to these question s have their roots not
only in the lon g and ofte n violen t history o f the relationshi p
between th e Roman s an d th e Jew s but als o in th e generally
hostile Gree k attitud e t o th e Jews . Paradoxically , ancien t
antipathy to th e Jews with their exclusive worship of a single
god was fostered primarily by the culturall y tolerant Greeks .
Later, th e Greek s wer e enviou s o f th e high-statu s appoint -
ments and wealth of some Jews in the eastern empire , and the
separatism whic h gre w fro m Roma n attempt s t o permi t th e
Jews to liv e under differen t law s within Greek cities .

As Rome extended its power eastwards, the acceptance of
the Jew s and th e degre e t o whic h the y migh t prospe r unde r
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Roman dominatio n ofte n depende d o n th e degre e t o whic h
individual Roman emperors identified with Greece. Hadrian,
the arch-Hellenophile, was inevitably going to be sympathetic
to the anti-Jewish sentiment o f the Greeks, whom he counte d
as both friends and advisers. Yet Judea had some cause to hope
for bette r thing s fro m Hadrian . A s emperor , Hadria n ha d
inherited th e legac y o f Jewis h unres t fro m Trajan ; bu t
Hadrian's mor e inclusive policies were in marked contrast t o
those o f hi s predecessor . Wher e Traja n ha d pushe d ou t
frontiers o n whic h a n uneas y peac e wa s sustaine d onl y b y
military investment, Hadrian was a consolidator. Where Trajan
had fought , Hadria n maintaine d peac e whereve r possible -
indeed, hi s preferenc e fo r constructio n an d a  pacifi c
appreciation o f the empir e was criticised by some , includin g
the writer Cornelius Pronto. The successfu l maintenanc e o f a
vast empir e depende d o n pragmati c cooperatio n betwee n
conquerors an d provinces ; peace , ofte n violentl y achieved ,
might be sustained by letting subjects experience Roman rule
as acceptable, even beneficial. Religious and cultural tolerance
was a  facto r i n th e pa x Augusta  o r Roma n peace . Unde r
Hadrian ther e wa s a  possibilit y o f chang e awa y fro m a n
imperial power defined b y militarism. His opportunity - and
realistically, it may not have been a  very hopeful one - cam e
and was rejected in the earl y 130s.

Within Hadrian' s agend a o f urba n regeneratio n
throughout hi s empire , Jerusalem was an obvious candidate
for restoration . I t was , afte r all , man y year s sinc e th e las t
Jewish uprising, an d Hadrian's policies had in the main been
geared toward s th e maintenanc e o f a  mutuall y rewardin g
peace. This emperor was known as a man o f moderation an d
poetical pragmatism. His early urban restoration programme
had include d rebuilding structure s damage d or destroyed in
earlier Jewis h revolt s i n Gyren e an d nort h Africa . Surely ,
some thought , he woul d rebuild th e Jerusalem Temple an d
grant th e Jew s th e sam e self-determinatio n an d religiou s
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freedom h e had encourage d elsewhere . The mor e optimisti c
Jews hope d fo r suc h a  gestur e o f reconciliation, on e whic h
would provid e a  focu s fo r thei r cultur e an d identity , woul d
allow the m a  dignifie d rol e withi n a  grea t empire . Thei r
disappointments wer e to add fue l to the fire which eventually
swept Judea .

Sometime i n the earl y 130 s th e new s o f Hadrian's plan s
for Jerusale m becam e known . Exac t chronologie s ar e un -
certain, but initia l decisions were probably made as he passed
through th e countr y o n hi s wa y t o Egyp t i n 130 . I t wa s
instantly obvious that, far from a  benefaction, this was archi -
tecture a s an ac t o f war. Hadrian certainl y planned t o build ,
just a s he ha d elsewhere , bu t i n Judea h e planne d th e con -
struction o f a wholly pagan cit y -  a  new foundation, t o be
called Aelia Capitolina. A new population, of Roman soldiers ,
would fil l it . To erec t wha t wa s t o b e essentiall y a  military
garrison on the site of the Jews' devastated citadel , their most
holy place , wa s a n ac t o f immens e provocation . Th e ne w
gates o f Jerusalem , th e sacre d cit y o f th e Jews , wer e con -
structed no t to glorify its native inhabitants o r to remind the m
of thei r emperor' s generosity , a s had bee n th e cas e in towns
throughout th e res t o f th e Roma n world , bu t explicitl y t o
exclude Jew s fro m Hadrian' s ne w colony . Jew s wer e no w
forbidden t o ente r thei r cit y except o n on e da y a  year, and a
temple t o Jupiter , appropriat e t o th e need s o f Jerusalem' s
new inhabitant s bu t als o a n unmistakabl e symbo l o f Jewish
humiliation, wa s erected o n the foundation s o f the destroye d
Temple. The cres t of one of the occupyin g legions was a boar,
and this was carved into the city gateway. Whether deliberately
or in ignorance of local beliefs, the imag e of a pig, an unclean
animal in the Jewish tradition, was deeply offensive. Hadrian' s
architectural statements , a s always , bore ou t polic y that wa s
enacted i n othe r ways : circumcision wa s banned, taxe s were
raised.

When Hadria n becam e emperor , ther e wer e stil l a  few
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alive in Judea who had live d through the horrors of the war of
70 C E an d plent y wh o remembere d th e suppressio n o f th e
riots i n Egypt. Factionalism was still rife, an d althoug h ther e
were period s o f calm ther e wa s never submission . When th e
peace hel d i t wa s uneasy ; sporadi c unres t wa s deal t wit h
heavy-handedly b y th e loca l garrison . Althoug h action s b y
Hadrian undoubtedl y an d catalyticall y inflamed loca l sens -
ibilities, the Jews of Judea had been planning a more wholesale
assault on the hated occupyin g power for some time, perhap s
ever since their near-extinctio n b y Titus in 70, certainly since
the revolt s of 115 . They had ha d enoug h tim e t o acquir e th e
equipment whic h had bee n lackin g in previou s insurgencies .
With wha t seem s retrospectivel y singular ill-judgement , th e
Romans had forced the Jews to make weapons for them; some
they ha d hidden , other s the y had mad e t o suc h poo r qualit y
that they were rejected by the Roman ordnance, and these too
found thei r way into the keeping of potential rebels. They had
also prepared a  network o f subterranean passage s and forti -
fications whic h wer e t o provid e cove r fo r thei r foray s an d
prove a major factor in their initial success when serious revolt
broke out again .

While Hadrian wa s actually passing through th e countr y
in 13 0 there seem s to have been a  consensus amon g the Jews
that, despit e acut e hostilit y to him , i t wa s bette r t o le t th e
emperor pass on to another region before engaging the Roman
forces. Durin g th e followin g months , a s the low-leve l unrest
became mor e focused , the apprehensiv e moo d wa s exacer -
bated b y strange portents, alway s powerful i n a  culture where
unusual natura l phenomen a wer e closel y observed fo r thei r
political significance . Then th e hol y tom b o f Solomon , th e
most venerable of Jewish sites since the Romans had destroyed
the Temple , suddenl y collapsed . This wa s quit e possibl y
caused by the destabilisin g effects o f the earl y stages o f con -
struction of the new pagan city nearby; some believed it was a
deliberate dismantling of the last central site where Jews might
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congregate. Depending o n one's individual disposition, i t was
either a  powerful porten t o r a  powerfully inflammator y act of
destruction.

During thi s period , a s th e Jew s face d th e ver y rea l
prospect o f th e obliteratio n o f thei r religio n an d culture , a
charismatic rebel called Shimon ben Kosib a began to chang e
the fac e o f resistance. I n th e hundre d year s sinc e on e com -
pelling sec t leade r - Jesu s of Nazareth - had  been executed ,
there had been a succession of messianic claimants; when one
failed t o deliver , or was removed by the occupyin g powers or
by schism s withi n th e Jew s themselves , anothe r proclaime d
himself i n thei r stead . Fro m 13 0 onwards , eve n befor e th e
establishment o f Hadrian's ne w city , the previously unknown
ben Kosib a bega n t o dra w togethe r a  mor e organised ,
measured oppositio n t o the Romans . Slowly , sporadic acts of
violence or  sabotag e became a  more concerte d campaig n of
attack. Hadrian's plan s fo r Jerusalem were exactly what be n
Kosiba had been waiting for.

When a new star was seen it was claimed by ben Kosiba as
an endorsemen t tha t h e wa s the ne w messiah, th e Princ e of
Israel who would lead his desperate people away from slavery
under th e Romans. He change d hi s name t o bar Kokhba -
'son o f the star ' -  implyin g hi s fulfilmen t o f a n ancien t
prophecy. Rumour s circulate d tha t dramati c miracle s ha d
been associated with him: that he could uproot tree s with his
bare hands, that he could belch flames from his mouth. At the
very least , ba r Kokhb a wa s a  passionat e demagogue , an d
although h e ha d a  loca l reputatio n fo r bot h ferocit y an d
prodigious strength , he was compelling, intelligent an d ruth-
less; it was a potent combination. His ever-increasing numbers
of followers were , i t was alleged , willing to cu t of f their littl e
fingers a s a  demonstration o f their loyalt y and courage . Such
stories dre w more supporter s t o hi s side . Despite som e con -
tinued oppositio n withi n Judea , ba r Kokhba , unlik e mos t
other extremists, began to draw adherents not jus t among the
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fanatics an d religiou s zealots but fro m previousl y less actively
political communities acros s Judea.

There were still articulate intellectuals who scoffed a t bar
Kokhba's messianic claims, but hi s movement was supported
by a  numbe r o f Jewish scholars , includin g th e elderl y an d
respected Rabb i Akiba , an d i t gre w in influenc e an d effect .
Against a  background o f escalating brutality in Roman retali-
ation fo r mino r offences , hi s cree d seeme d mor e an d mor e
persuasive. Slowly the Jews, whose defence had s o often bee n
weakened by rifts, moved towards a semblance of unity under
one leader. By late 130 bar Kokhba had 400,000 fightin g men
behind him . Aroun d 13 2 the situatio n explode d int o ope n
conflict.

The Jews of Judea believed that their coreligionist s across
the eas t would surely support them agains t the Romans. With
bar Kokhb a a t thei r head , man y believe d tha t th e yok e o f
Rome might yet be overthrown. All experience suggested tha t
this wa s a  naïv e hope ; ye t writer s o f th e tim e repor t that ,
although there was not the simultaneous uprising the Judeans
might have hoped for, trouble did soon spread, not jus t within
the country , no r onl y int o neighbourin g communitie s i n
adjacent territories , but throughou t th e easter n empire . This
was no t ye t sufficientl y coheren t t o b e a  seriou s threa t t o
Roman dominanc e in the region , but i t was worrying for the
Romans tha t suppor t fo r th e Jew s wa s extendin g les s int o
Jewish communities elsewhere than into other, non-Jewish but
disaffected Roma n possessions . The Gree k historia n Cassiu s
Dio predictably attributed thi s to provincial opportunism:

Soon, however, all Judea had  been  stirred up, and the  Jews everywhere
were showing signs of  disturbance, were gathering together, and giving
evidence of  great hostility to  the  Romans,  partly by  secret  and  partly
by oven  acts;  many outside  nations  too,  were joining them  through
eagerness for  gain,  and  the  whole  earth,  one  might  say,  was  being
stirred up  over  the  matter.^
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Jewish commentators reporte d with bitterness tha t all over the
empire, those hostile t o th e Jews saw the revol t a s an excus e
for furthe r outbreaks o f violent hostility against them .

To begi n with , th e experience d Roman s o n th e spo t
considered th e outbreak s t o b e containable ; bu t th e initia l
response b y the prefect , Tineius Rufus , wa s soon reveale d as
inadequate. The attac k on the Jew s was prosecuted wit h th e
utmost savagery , yet the Romans failed to bring the campaig n
to a  conclusio n an d Roma n casualtie s bega n t o reac h un -
acceptable levels . I t too k th e occupyin g force s to o lon g t o
realise tha t th e oppositio n wa s better organised , bette r sup -
ported an d better provisioned than it ever had been before . It
did not fight according to rules, nor did it wear a uniform, but
it became obviou s tha t ther e was , in effect , a n arm y fighting
for Judea . Slowl y th e number s o f Roman s o n th e groun d
began t o seem inadequate. For ever y rebel executed, anothe r
rose i n his place. This intelligence wa s fed back to Hadrian ;
finally he acted, and when he did it was with drastic measures.
Remembering th e spee d an d exten t wit h which the revol t of
115 had taken hold, it may have seemed essentia l to him tha t
firm measure s be take n speedil y once th e seriousnes s o f the
violence was exposed.

Hadrian's response to events in Judea was out of character.
As the situatio n starte d t o spi n out o f control, he appeared t o
have reacted too slowly to events as they were reported t o him;
and then, when he did act, he did so with atypical harshness and
with little idea of the fighting conditions whic h would await his
legions. Hadrian ha d take n part i n difficul t campaign s against
the barbaria n tribe s o f middl e Europ e unde r Trajan , s o h e
understood militar y tactics. But Judea was a very different place
from th e thick forests o f Dacia, an d the Jews quite differen t i n
psychology an d motivatio n fro m th e barbaria n forces . Th e
Romans' opponent s her e wer e no t s o ill-prepared . They ha d
learned the lessons of the first Jewish war and had never trusted
the men who they regarded as their oppressors .
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Judea wa s a  lan d largel y o f villages , not cities ; it s com -
munities wer e smal l an d sprea d out , an d i t wa s har d t o
pinpoint where attacks were coming from an d how they were
being organised. Bar Kokhba made certain that opportunitie s
for large-scal e engagement s wer e impossible , forcin g th e
Romans t o re-organis e themselve s into smal l fighting units .
The terrain was rough; bands of rebels appeared, attacked and
were spirite d int o th e landscape . Individua l fighter s wer e
captured, tortured and put to death but no inroads were made
into th e hidde n Jewis h strongholds . Fo r ever y villag e laid t o
waste by the Romans , anothe r woul d produc e it s own small
band o f fighters. The Roman s learned what European armie s
were to discover hundreds o f years later: that the best-traine d
and best-equipped fighting force i n the world might com e t o
grief against partisans fighting on their own territory and for a
cause for which they would willingly sacrifice themselve s an d
their families.

Tineius Rufus ' loca l garriso n o f tw o legions , th e V I
Ferrata an d the X Fretensis, was coming under such pressure
that th e neares t territories t o th e troubl e spo t despatche d a s
many soldier s a s coul d b e spared . Fro m Syri a cam e th e I I
Gallica; from Egypt , th e XXI I Deitoriana . I t i s possible tha t
the II I Cyrenaica , II I Gallic a an d I V Scythi a wer e als o in -
volved, an d i f s o th e fragil e stabilit y o f th e othe r easter n
provinces would have been unde r threa t wit h their diversion .
The Jews liberated part of their country. It is possible that they
moved on to take the ruins of Jerusalem, at least for a while; if
so, this wa s in itsel f a  victory. Successfu l action s agains t th e
Romans gav e them contro l o f strategically important coasta l
lands. Th e rebel s confiscate d imperia l estate s an d redis -
tributed the m t o Jewis h peasan t communities . They issue d
their own , Hebre w coinage , som e o f i t create d b y over -
stamping existin g Roma n coins . I t wa s a n ac t o f hug e an d
inspiring significance . A century earlier Jesus Christ had bee n
asked b y fello w Jew s whethe r the y shoul d continu e t o pa y
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taxes to the Romans, in effect lookin g for his direction o n civil
disobedience; h e looke d a t th e imag e o f Augustus o n a  coi n
and said , wit h grea t politica l astuteness , 'Rende r therefor e
unto Caesa r th e thing s tha t ar e Caesar' s an d unt o Go d th e
things tha t ar e God's.' 4 No w th e coinag e wa s Hebrew , no t
Roman, an d the question had become redundant .

Many emperors had been destroyed by movements which
started withi n th e army , an d man y goo d general s sufferin g
heavy losses and uncertainties had face d mutin y in the ranks .
A protracted campaig n was always a hazardous prospect and it
seems extraordinary that Hadrian , howeve r provoked, should
have becom e embroile d in  suc h a  war  of  attrition . As  the
world's mightiest army confronted freedom fighters and found
themselves unabl e t o brin g th e campaig n t o an y kin d o f
conclusion, military history was recorded and recalled. Varus'
loss o f th e legion s i n th e earl y firs t centur y ha d inflicte d a
devastating los s o f confidenc e o n th e Romans , an d i t wa s
a lesso n the y ha d learne d well . Tacitus report s a  Roma n
general years later having nightmares abou t Varus on the eve
of a battle an d record s evidenc e of atrocities committed.5 So
much of Rome's pride and self-definition wa s sustained by the
certainty o f militar y pre-eminence ; ye t a s wa r escalate d i n
Judea, the whole empire watched and sa w that might y Rom e
could not prevail.

The Roma n arm y ha d tw o grea t fightin g strengths . I t
could figh t efficientl y o n th e plain , i n set-piec e formatio n
battles, and it had also developed the manoeuvrability and the
advanced weaponr y for hand-to-hand fightin g i n woods an d
forests, where the more crude spears, slings and long, hacking
swords of opponents could not s o easily be brought int o play.6

The letha l short swor d which the legionary was taught t o use
in a stabbing motion an d the javelin thrown at a visible enemy
were th e standar d weapon s tha t mad e Roma n soldier s s o
effective. Sieg e machines an d th e famou s shield cove r of th e
testudo ha d becom e th e stuf f o f militar y legend , enablin g
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legions to break down the defence s of cities. But in Judea th e
Romans ha d t o ac t within a  military landscape very differen t
from thos e i n which the y coul d invariabl y win the day . Skir -
mishes were fought in desert and hilly, inaccessible reaches with
natural fortifications . Sieg e machine s ma y have bee n use d t o
gain acces s t o group s establishe d o n hill y plateaux , bu t th e
insurgents als o dug into a  network of subterranean cave s fro m
which they could fight what was, in essence, a  guerrilla war:

They did  not  dare  try  conclusions  with the  Romans in the  open field,
but they  occupied  the  advantageous  positions  in  the  country  and
strengthened them with mines and watts,  in order that they might  have
places of refuge  whenever  they should  be  hard pressed, and might  meet
together unobserved  under  ground;  and  they  pierced  these  subter-
ranean passages from above  at  intervals  to  let in air  and light. 1

It could be a description o f strategies of many similar partisa n
actions, fro m th e secon d centur y t o th e twenty-first . Men ,
their families , weapon s an d equipmen t wer e kep t belo w
ground. Muc h informatio n abou t th e time s ha s been piece d
together in surviving letters found by archaeologists surveying
these passages .

Urgent recruitmen t campaign s wer e undertaken bac k in
Italy, particularly aimed at the robust countr y boys who could
endure the conditions o f Judea. Senators toured the provinces ,
exacting a  levy o f young me n t o figh t i n th e unpopula r war .
Emergency measure s wer e se t i n place ; sailor s wer e trans -
ferred from their ships into military service. It was increasingly
hard t o hid e th e fac t tha t Rom e wa s embroiled i n a  militar y
débâcle. I t was not a disaster - ye t - bu t there wer e alread y
significant losses of men and esteem, and the financial price of
a prolonged campaig n was beginning to bite back home.

In 13 3 Hadrian decided , i n some desperation , t o replac e
Tineius Rufus , an d sen t fo r th e experience d an d resolut e
Julius Severus , governo r of  Britain , to  tak e contro l of  the
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legions i n Judea . I t wa s clea r b y no w tha t ever y effor t wa s
necessary t o restor e power , an d tha t th e month s o f trave l
which woul d be  necessar y to mov e Severus to  the  eas t were
not likel y t o se e an y resolutio n o f th e situation . Severu s
crossed Europ e durin g th e autum n an d winte r o f 13 3 an d
arrived in the Judea sometime in midwinter, bringing his own
troops wit h him t o ad d t o th e force s no w in place . Hi s only
brief was to annihilate the resistance, by whatever means were
necessary. He quickly ruled out the possibility of conventional
war, instigatin g forcefu l counter-insurgenc y measures ; hi s
aim, he said, was to 'crush, exhaust and exterminate' the Jews
by starvation , enclosur e an d ambush. 8 Give n tha t i t wa s
impossible to identify more than a few clear military bases, the
vast Roman army set about destroying the entire population of
Judea. Eve n then , weighe d dow n b y armou r an d wit h a n
enemy who could play the ground to their advantage, Roman
losses were still far worse than anticipated. Among the casual-
ties one whole legion - th e 5,000 stron g XXI I Deitorian a -
was almos t certainl y wipe d out ; a  hug e los s i n term s o f
prestige a s wel l a s manpower . The customar y salutation , 'I f
you an d your children are in good health , i t is well; I and th e
legions ar e i n goo d health' , wa s omitte d i n th e emperor' s
formal despatc h to the senate. 9

What ha d bee n a  matte r o f a  fe w religiou s extremist s
under a  ruthless but charismati c leader resisting the rul e o f a
reasonably enlightene d an d non-belligeren t Roma n rule r
became a movement which united th e Jews and transformed
Hadrian. The huntsma n o f the Libyan desert , th e discernin g
art collector , th e toleran t intellectual , disappeared , an d i n
their plac e Hadria n emerge d a s a  mode l o f Roma n powe r
responding t o perceive d threa t wit h absolut e ruthlessness .
Generosity becam e irresolution , toleranc e turne d int o sup -
pression, pragmatis m int o punitivel y enforce d proscription .
Some time around 13 4 Hadrian rode back into Judea, not a t
the centre of a brilliant travelling court but in the uniform of a
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general, with a pared-down retinue of legionaries and officers ,
to inspire an d lead his army.

Atrocity storie s hinte d a t the deterioratin g condition s o f
war; psychological intimidation wa s a weapon fully employe d
by bot h sides . I t wa s believe d tha t th e Roma n troop s ha d
wrapped children inTorah rolls and burned the m alive. 10 Bar
Kokhba allegedl y punished Christian s wh o woul d no t den y
that Jesus was the Messiah. Burial of the dead was prohibited
by th e Roman s an d th e stin k o f decay marked th e scen e o f
every engagement. It was obvious by late 134 that the tide was
turning against Judea, and those Jews who now regretted thei r
involvement in the uprising and knew they were looking upon
the extinctio n o f thei r rac e referre d t o ba r Kokhb a a s ba r
Koziba, 'so n o f disappointment' . Bu t ther e wa s no turnin g
back. Bar Kokhba an d hi s supporters could wait only for the
now inevitable end.

The wa r finally turned wit h the captur e of bar Kokhba' s
headquarters, a  fortifie d settlemen t a t Bethar , t o th e south -
west o f Jerusalem. According to Jewis h tradition Betha r wa s
taken in July 135 , on the sam e date a s the destructio n o f the
Temple so many years earlier. A long siege preceded the fal l of
the fortress , which was not jus t a  stronghold bu t house d th e
Sanhédrin - the Jewish high court - and was full of refugees as
well as its rebel defenders. When it fell bar Kokhba, along with
all the other inhabitants of Bethar, was killed. The bodie s were
left t o rot , an d bar Kokhba's head was paraded in front o f the
Roman commander and jubilant troops. Rumour had it that a
great serpen t wa s coile d aroun d ba r Kokhba' s neck , an d
Hadrian i s suppose d t o hav e looke d o n i t wit h som e awe ,
saying, 'If hi s god ha d no t kille d him , wh o coul d have over -
come him?'

From th e beginnin g i t was likely tha t Roma n migh t an d
resources woul d eventuall y subdue Judea , bu t i t wa s thre e
hard years before Hadria n gaine d the advantage and when he
did, celebration s back home wer e muted. Victory, such a s i t
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was, di d nothin g t o increas e th e emperor' s popularit y o r
augment hi s honours . Indeed , onl y thirt y year s late r th e
author Corneliu s Pronto, when discussing the recent los s of a
legion in Parthia, compared i t to the Jewish revolt of the 130s ,
implicitly conceding that Hadrian had been defeated in Judea.
If the y had no t los t th e war , the Roman s ha d certainl y los t
face, esteem and confidence . They were determined tha t suc h
a challenge to their power would never be repeated. This time
Jewish unres t mus t b e brough t t o a n end , an d the y woul d
ensure this by inflicting a mortal and permanent blo w on their
opponents.

Five hundre d an d eight y thousand Jewis h men ha d die d
fighting an d th e numbe r o f non-combatants , wome n an d
children wh o died o f attack, disease and famine could not b e
estimated. Jude a itsel f wa s devastated . Fift y majo r outpost s
and 98 5 larg e village s wer e obliterated , an d hundred s o f
thousands o f Jews were slaughtered or sent into slavery. In the
markets a t Gaz a an d Hebro n Jewish slave s wer e sol d fo r th e
price o f a horse. Roman perceptio n wa s that Jewish religious
observance had always made cooperation impossible. Hadria n
gave orders intended t o ensure its eradication. Teaching o f the
faith wa s forbidden, a s was access to th e sit e of the Temple .

When th e Ba r Kokhba revol t was finally over, the Jewish
diaspora wa s complete . Al l resistanc e wa s obliterate d an d
surviving member s o f th e Jewis h communitie s wer e widely
scattered. I t appeare d no t onl y that th e potentia l fo r further
disruption wa s removed bu t tha t th e Jew s could neve r again
form a  cohesiv e nationa l an d cultura l group . Th e garriso n
town of Aelia Capitolina was completed on the foundations of
Jerusalem an d eve n th e nam e o f Judea wa s erased whe n th e
country becam e Syri a Palaestina. I t wa s a  damnatio memoriae
of an entire nation .

The Roman s had always been capable of both dogged and
implacable militar y action , an d indee d instructiv e revenge ,
when face d wit h non-complian t enemies ; Julius Caesa r ha d
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slaughtered ove r on e millio n peopl e a s h e carve d ou t hi s
empire and probably captured an d sol d into slaver y an equa l
number -  bu t Jude a wa s not a  continent , onl y on e smal l
country. The Romans ' campaigns of 60 CE against the British
Iceni le d b y Boudicca , whic h als o had a s their objectiv e th e
obliteration o f a  troublesome , unbiddabl e people , ha d lef t
80,000 dead : a hefty toll , but a  small proportion o f the death s
in Judea.11 Hadrian's action s in Judea, se t against the policies
he pursue d throughou t th e res t o f the empire , see m almos t
unaccountable. I n th e contex t o f th e time s i t wa s no t th e
harshness o f his action against the Jews that was unacceptable
but that he had inflicted a  bruising and public blow on his own
country an d had expose d his army to the ris k of ignominious
defeat.

Yet ther e wer e som e perceptibl e reasons , psychological ,
historical and strategic , for the emperor' s response . They can
be best understood a s deriving from th e emperor' s visio n of a
Hellenized world . Hadrian's lac k of sympathy for the Jews was
possibly drive n les s b y antisemiti c prejudic e tha n b y hi s
powerfully pro-Greek agenda . Antinous was Greek, Hadrian' s
greatest successes were in Greece, and it was to Greece that he
had returne d afte r th e difficul t perio d i n Egypt . Ther e
Hadrian's welcom e was , a s always , unequivocal. There, a s a
Hellenistic king , he could bas k in the respect , understandin g
and gratitude of the Greeks. Psychologically, the emperor was
under great personal stress at this time. He was not young, he
was no t well , he ha d bee n travellin g incessantly and h e ha d
suffered a  majo r bereavement . The experience s o f th e earl y
130s can only have had a  destabilising effect o n a man already
rendered vulnerabl e by intermittent depression and ill-health .
In th e wak e of the disappointment s o f Egypt, h e ha d le t hi s
passion fo r Greec e becom e a n obsession . When th e deat h o f
his companio n wa s so soon followe d b y the re-emergenc e o f
Jewish separatism, while Hadrian was still in the east , lapping
up th e adulatio n of the Greeks , the stag e was set for disaster .
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Whatever the natur e o f the persona l connectio n betwee n th e
man an d th e youth , Antinou s represente d th e value s an d
attractions o f Hadrian's adopte d culture . The circumstance s
of hi s deat h an d th e volatilit y of the emperor' s emotion s a s
he lef t Egyp t appea r t o hav e exacerbate d hi s exasperatio n
with th e hostilit y o f th e Jew s t o hi s wide r pla n an d thei r
unwillingness t o submi t t o Roma n domination . Hi s lac k o f
tolerance fo r opposition , which wa s to b e s o marked an d s o
detrimental to hi s reputation i n the las t years of his life , was
never more damaging .

Nevertheless, althoug h a t anothe r tim e Hadria n migh t
have attempted a  compromise to settle the politically sensitive
state o f affair s i n Judea , ther e wer e arguabl y sound histori c
reasons wh y h e decide d t o tak e actio n tha t woul d crus h
the Jew s onc e an d fo r all , notin g tha t eve n Titus ' over -
whelming victory over the Jews in 7 0 CE had no t prevente d
recurrences o f opposition . Th e cos t o f thi s constan t
insurrection wa s unacceptable. There had bee n outbreak s of
violence, instabilit y an d civi c destructio n fo r decad e afte r
decade. Hadrian himself had undertaken extensive restoration
of areas in Alexandria which had been destroyed by riots. But
the Jews, he believed, could not be placated; they would regard
all concessions as weakness. The number s lef t dea d as a result
of these uprisings were always increasing and a  serious Jewish
revolt of 117 had sprea d with great speed an d disruption eas t
from Gyren e i n north Africa, t o Egyp t an d beyond . The Ba r
Kokhba revolt must have seemed to represent a grave threat to
all Hadrian had achieved . Possibly, too, hi s absorption i n the
festivities i n Athens ha d faile d t o aler t hi m earl y enoug h t o
trouble furthe r east ; and by the time i t became imperative to
act, his options were restricted.

The sequenc e o f provocation an d respons e i s impossible
to prove, and in the absence of a clear chronology of the events
which precipitated the crisi s it is difficult t o apportion blame .
That Hadria n chos e t o erec t a  garrison cit y fro m whic h th e
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Jews wer e exclude d o n th e ruin s o f Jerusale m i s certain .
Whether i t was part o f a campaign t o repres s th e Jews , or a
punitive reactio n t o violenc e alread y committed , o r a n un -
realistic attempt, mor e in keeping with his broader policies in
the empire , t o aver t further rising s in the region is unknown,
although most  evidenc e suggest s tha t Aeli a Capitolin a wa s
begun befor e Hadria n wen t t o Egypt . Whether th e empero r
prohibited circumcision is still more uncertain; and, if he did ,
whether h e did so before o r afte r ba r Kokhba' s rise is equally
hard to establish. Sources are scanty and ambiguous. If he did
ban th e practic e i t i s likel y tha t hi s proclamatio n confuse d
castration wit h circumcision ; eve n so , the effec t o n th e Jews
was unlikel y to b e mitigate d b y a  clums y manifestatio n o f
Roman ignorance .

Whether Hadria n wa s ill-advise d o r miscalculate d th e
mood o f th e Jew s an d thei r lon g histor y o f resistance , h e
cannot have imagined that the foundation of Aelia Capitolina
would procee d withou t ignitin g violence . Possibly his  own
passion fo r al l things Gree k an d th e unfoldin g success o f his
grand Panhelleni c project blurred th e realit y of the impac t of
his policies on the Jews, who had bee n insensitively governed
for s o long. Possibly his pro-Greek adviser s counselled tha t a
subversive populatio n mus t b e prevente d fro m spreadin g
disaffection; possibly Hadrian's notorious anger overwhelmed
him a t a  crucia l tim e o f decision . Athen s brough t a  painfu l
convergence of Hadrian's moment o f glory and his grief at the
loss of Antinous. His favourite's death had removed not only a
lover bu t on e o f hi s fe w intimat e companions ; afte r 13 0
Hadrian wa s a n isolate d man . Th e disdai n o f som e o f hi s
Roman cour t for his enthusiasms cannot hav e passed him by,
and th e increasingl y intrusiv e new s fro m Jude a ma y hav e
motivated hi s decision to impose his will once and for all over
the natural enemy of the Greeks and the one nation who made
no attempt to live constructively within the empire .

But ther e wer e other , mor e subtl e considerations . There
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were advantage s to Hadria n i n throwing th e powe r o f Rome
into suppressin g th e Jews . Hadria n ma y hav e hope d tha t a
vigorous campaign might deflec t the hostility and speculatio n
that wer e directe d toward s hi m i n th e aftermat h o f th e
mysterious deat h o f hi s favourite . Roma n criticism s o f hi s
Hellenic idealis m would be silenced as the countr y united i n
war and Hadrian could demonstrate that, even in his fifties, he
could turn aside from ar t and festivals and assume the martial
characteristics tha t traditiona l Rom e s o admired . Thos e i n
Rome, a s well a s in th e fa r reache s o f the empire , would see
that after twenty years he was still the unchallengeable holder
of suprem e power . A  successfu l an d conclusiv e operatio n
against th e Jew s woul d unit e Romans , pande r t o Gree k
prejudice and give Hadrian a  military triumph t o augment his
aesthetic successes . Th e empero r wh o ha d re-animate d th e
heroes o f th e distan t pas t an d cas t himsel f a s on e o f the m
was no w challenge d t o compar e himsel f wit h th e Roma n
heroes o f recen t history , Titus an d Trajan . H e coul d reveal
himself a s young enough, stron g enough , a n implacabl e an d
courageous leader .

It was perhaps for this reason that Hadrian himsel f finally
joined hi s armie s i n Judea . H e ha d mad e himsel f s o visible
throughout hi s reign that to fai l to take his place in the theatre
of war would be remarkable . If he could not brin g the explo -
sive situatio n unde r control , i f i t appeare d that , i n a  reig n
where international unity and the pursuit of the aesthetic ideal
had bee n made a  priority, the skill s of Rome's prou d military
past had been neglected, much of what Hadrian had achieved
would b e diminishe d o r mocked . The tim e o f peace , th e
improvement i n livin g condition s an d th e indulgence s o f
the elit e wer e al l predicated o n th e perceptio n tha t Rome' s
armies maintaine d th e potentia l t o seiz e o r maintai n powe r
if necessary.

The Jewish war provided a clear if unlooked-for statement
regarding the relationshi p o f Rome an d it s provinces . There
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was an instructive contrast between th e fat e o f Judea and th e
fortunes o f more accommodatin g communities . Cooperatio n
might brin g al l manne r o f benefits , fro m protectio n agains t
attack t o th e amassin g of individual fortune ; nonconformity
would be put dow n with brutal an d uncompromising rigour .
In th e 130 s th e implici t wa s mad e explici t an d th e Jew s
became an object lesson in the price of disobedience.

In Rome, the dense ruin of the Forum has a few unmistakable
landmarks. Turnin g u p a  cobble d slop e toward s th e gree n
peace of the Palatine, the visitor immediately confronts one of
them: a n uncompromising , fairl y well-preserve d ceremonia l
arch. The Arch of Titus was erected posthumously to celebrate
the eponymous prince's triumphs in Judea during the reign of
his father , Vespasian , an d durin g the childhoo d o f Hadrian.
One o f th e relie f carving s show s th e remova l o f th e sacre d
texts, trumpets an d menorah  of the Jewish Temple. They were
not to return to Jerusalem for 500 years and the Temple itself
was never rebuilt .

The remain s o f ancien t Athen s reflec t Hadrian' s ben -
evolence in many fragments of the rustic , rough-cut masonr y
which Hadria n introduce d t o th e city . The hug e Templ e
of Olympia n Zeu s stil l stands , albei t denude d o f th e grea t
numbers o f statue s o f th e empero r whic h onc e fille d it s
forecourt. Just one remains, headless, in the confusing ruins of
the Agora ; it s carvin g includes a  beautifull y ornat e militar y
breastplate o n whic h th e Athenia n ow l i s depicte d standin g
over th e Roma n wolf . The Arc h o f Hadrian, whic h onc e le d
into the part of the city most restored by him, survives with its
two inscriptions: on one side 'This is the City ofTheseus' an d
on the other, triumphantly, 'This is the City of Hadrian no t of
Theseus.'

Bethar, i n Israel, has not bee n completel y excavated, bu t
at E n Gedi , on the shore s o f the Dea d Sea , the discover y of
caves revealed the desperate and long-sustained undergroun d
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existence of the bar Kokhba rebels and their families . Letters,
personal possession s an d cookin g utensil s ar e al l no w o n
display i n th e Israe l Museu m i n West Jerusalem . Afte r 13 5
the Jew s wer e forbidde n entr y t o Jerusale m fo r nearl y tw o
centuries, but began returning to sacred sites within the city as
laws were relaxed. The paga n city of Aelia Capitolina endure d
for 25 0 years, finally claiming back its old name in the fourth
century. I n th e rabbinica l literatur e Hadria n i s stil l referre d
to wit h th e prefi x 'wicked ' an d th e imprecatio n 'ma y hi s
bones rot.' 12 Th e Jew s hav e endure d th e depredation s o f
many enemies , bu t thi s endurin g curs e wa s directe d a t th e
apparently toleran t rule r o f a  relatively  peaceful empir e wh o
nevertheless became the most destructive enemy the Jews had
yet known.

Perhaps surprisingly , Hadrian's presence i s stil l discern -
ible i n th e architectur e o f Jerusalem itself , a s wel l a s i n th e
curses of religious texts. The ol d city follows th e approximat e
shape of Aelia Capitolina, and two of Hadrian's grea t entranc e
arches survive . The Ecc e Hom o Arc h wa s constructe d i n
135-6 to celebrate Hadrian's victory, incorporating th e access
ramp Titus used i n the conflagratio n of 70, as its foundation.
The norther n Gat e o f Damascus ha s bee n covere d wit h th e
accretions o f many centuries an d man y cultures , bu t curren t
excavations ar e exposin g mor e o f it s origina l structure , a s
well a s th e Roma n squar e an d building s beyond . It s Arabi c
name, Bab-el-Amud , 'gat e o f the column' , stil l refer s t o th e
statue o f Hadrian whic h once stood b y the entrance , a  visual
proclamation o f his dominio n an d Jewis h exclusion . O n th e
north-western edg e of the Musli m quarter , near the ruin s o f
Hadrian's building, a  hologram of the hated Roma n empero r
is projected on to th e sit e which now lies at the centr e o f the
capital city of the Jewish State o f Israel.
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7
The captured  world

9{owthe whole. world was the.ϋζρτηαηconqueror's.  Jiehe.id.thesea,  the
[and, and  the coursing firmament, eut  this was not  enough. Jíis laden
s flips disturBed  the foaming waters,  and  if there  remained Beyond some
undiscovered Bay, a  country rich  in  yellow gold, here  was an  enemy,
here destiny  hatched  the  disasters  of  war  as  they  searched  for their
weaCth. familiar joys grew stak, and common, pleasures dulL.  The  sea
Borne sailor praised Corinthian Bronze, andpurpCe itself  dimmed  before
Lustres worked from underground;  Africans cursed1(pme,  the  Chinese
Bought new siUcs,  and ail Arabia, ransacl^ed its countryside.

PETRONIUS, THE SATTRICO N
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THE CAPTURE D WORL D

From the memoirs  o f Julia  BaCbiCCo , August 13 6
The season s pas s an d h e remain s i n th e city . In winte r o n th e
Palatine, in summer in his beautiful pleasur e house. This August,
the heat has become unendurable , thoug h endur e i t we must. I n
Rome the stench of the river, the rotting fish, the people crammed
into the filthy alleys, is appalling. Athens could be noisy and dirt y
but i t was never like this. He can transform cities with his marbles
and sculptur e bu t h e ca n d o nothin g t o contro l th e stinkin g
hordes, with their children and their animals and their passion for
squalor. There are fires and floods - yea r in, year out, they see m
almost t o tak e the m i n thei r stride . Som e mino r disaste r cu t
down a  swathe of tenements las t week - bu t stil l the inhabitant s
squeal and squabbl e and breed . From ever y point of the empir e
they crow d in , perched i n their shodd y lodgings , si x to a  room .
Sometimes the y di e on the floors , apparently , an d g o unnoticed
until th e smel l has their neighbour s roun d sniffin g ou t a  pretext
for a  fight .

Some senators ' ladie s hate to be carried through the streets ;
they shut their eyes , draw on some fragran t herbs and sin k deep
into the temporary oblivion of their litters. But there is a compel-
ling fascination in peering ou t a t the people ; they are unfamiliar
animals, bewildere d an d belligerent , pacin g th e arena ; doome d
but intriguing .

Hadrian has a menagerie , o f course -  fow l an d beasts and
serpents -  bu t the y liv e lik e feathere d an d scaly monarchs , his
creatures. Only for animals is imprisonment a  significant chang e
for th e better . They have the musi c of their silve r chains, as they
wander about , the y ea t fro m golde n bowls , spen d thei r leisur e
dipping int o pools , som e shaped t o mimi c th e Nil e o r a  craggy
northern lake , they have trees to shade their day and aviarie s and
fine houses in which to pass the night safe from foxe s or a hungry
peasant.

Everything i n Rom e i s of the best . In th e province s I  have
seen show s wher e th e much-heralde d 'fierc e beast s fro m th e
forests an d th e desert s o f the empire ' turn ou t t o b e a  few wild
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cats, o r a  scabby , toothless , stinkin g bea r an d a  half-blin d o x
covered i n flies . A t th e circu s her e i n Rom e creature s ar e mag -
nificent an d unfamilia r specimens, thei r coat s glossy , thei r rag e
untempered, enoug h mea t o n them to fee d a  village. The crowd s
are spoiled by variety and al l this goes on for days on end .

The othe r routine s ar e jus t ho t an d boring : identicall y
muscled pair s o f gladiator s wit h thei r predictabl e routine s an d
their melodram a ar e fo r boy s an d soldiers , althoug h th e actio n
seems unreal, a bloody dance, almost scripted, so that they hardly
seem to suffer, unlike the street Romans , who do so convincingly.
As for the pathetic criminals , dressed in cloaks embroidered wit h
gold, blinking in their last sun, losing control of their bodily func -
tions; what civi c triumph i n that? You can fin d frightened , dyin g
men i n every squalid passag e of the city .

I like to see the crowds - I  wish I could pas s through the m
invisibly but instead , once in a while, the slaves carry me throug h
their markets, scattering huddled groups to let me through. I gaze
out through a  gap in the curtains and there is the whole empire in
a microcosm. He has his statues, gods an d goddesse s fro m ever y
part o f hi s empire , bu t here , righ t here , ar e livin g exhibits . Tal l
ebony-skinned warrior s reduced t o skeleton s in rags ; men fro m
the northern province s with red hair and hot red faces; skinny fair
women with unhealthy white skin from whic h all lustre has gone,
their noses running, their children coughing. The dealer s hustling
for a  bargain , th e poo r fightin g t o exist . Suc h survivors . Who
would have thought i t could be worth it to live in some rat-hole by
the Tiber or to shelter under a n arch of the Tiburtina Bridge?

This is one great market of humanity. Greeks everywhere , of
course, as if they owned the place - whic h in a sense they do these
days; people say  you can' t tel l but I  can, always . Then the locals
cheating th e incomer s whereve r they can . You don't hav e t o b e
part o f it to know . Everyone talks about it , some with a  tinge o f
admiration: landlord s prosperin g b y chargin g foreigner s thre e
times the rate. Throwing thei r ow n countrymen out in the gutte r
to offe r thei r place to a provincial who can't add up .
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There ar e th e stil l handsom e veterans ; scarred , one-arme d
soldiers. There have been man y mor e o f them sinc e th e troubl e
with th e Jews , an d ther e ar e jus t a s man y other s hidde n ou t
of sight , n o doubt , deforme d an d dishonoured . Bette r t o b e
dead. Bu t ther e ar e alway s a  few enterprisin g merchant s o f th e
gutter who can sell their wounds, mutilating themselves - o r their
children - to get pity and money.

Outside th e Thermae is where the beggars hold their convo-
cations. You can tell when you are near the baths, even sitting back
behind th e hangings , sun k in the cushions . That smell ; once you
have encountere d i t yo u alway s recognis e i t again . Everywhere ,
every city , ever y land,  bath s smel l th e same . Rom e sendin g it s
stink roun d th e empir e lik e a  do g scenting ou t it s patch. A  wet ,
scented miasm a whic h catche s i n th e narro w lanes  aroun d th e
great building. A dirty smell, not a clean one. The beggars squat in
the shad e o n th e hottes t days , an d roun d thei r patheti c fire s i n
winter. Some of them ar e hardly of an age to walk; others, ten- o r
eleven-year-old girls , wil l soo n b e movin g on t o mor e profitabl e
ways of earning their food. The passin g men already look at them,
touch them , and their mother s -  som e o f their mother s -  loo k
hopeful. Those women. Waiting to sel l o r be bought . Those who
have flesh worth showin g show it, the others share the shade an d
hope fo r drunks. Drunks ca n be importuned b y any old hag an d
then i t is a one-way bargain; round the corner th e men lose thei r
money and the women disappear .

We too ar e possessions, of course, though our s ar e the tink -
ling chains and contrived shade and the contrived courtesies . But
Rome i n th e hea t i s very difficul t an d make s eve n th e favoure d
querulous. He wants us to stay here, but Sabin a much prefers the
villa a t Tibur to the cit y palaces. It is a great house, the new villa,
a town in itself, but i f he is there, though we never see him, we can
sense hi m nea r a t han d lik e a  blac k mist . Sabin a i s tire d an d
irritable and keeps saying, in a manner which would be irksome in
a chil d but i s particularly unappealing i n a  middle-aged woman ,
that i t is not fair , and wh y should she stay in Rome? It had bee n
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her family's land, after all , she complains at nobody in particular ,
part o f he r dowr y when a s a  gir l sh e ha d bee n hande d t o he r
reticent an d preoccupie d husban d a s par t o f hi s longer-ter m
ambitions. No doub t he thought he r father's small villa much the
best par t of that bargain.

So why should sh e - wh o had as much righ t to be there as
anyone - no t pass the summer a t the villa where the early morn-
ings, a t least , were comfortably cool? She was not well ; she was
tired an d unable to keep her foo d down . The ai r was easier up in
the hill s an d th e wate r wa s wonderfully clear . Rome wa s a  fin e
idea, but to live in, in summer, it was an ordeal. The centra l palace
she hated: dark, menacing, an emperor's abode. The garden house
in th e cit y wa s better , a t leas t i n sprin g an d summer , an d sh e
would happil y spen d he r day s there . Th e ligh t an d th e prett y
rooms an d th e terrace s wher e yo u coul d almos t believ e yo u
were in the community . But the n Hadria n say s tha t i t i s not a n
appropriate plac e fo r hi s wif e t o hav e her permanen t residenc e
and there' s a n en d t o it . All these grievances , and man y others ,
Sabina rehearses endlessly, although no t without justification.

It i s true tha t Rome i s less saf e thes e days, and i t is not just
the yello w sickness. The slave s refus e t o g o the lon g wa y round
now and Sabina jokes - o r at least she smiles - tha t i f the plague
doesn't get you the plotters will. She believes that is what he hopes
for: tha t sh e wil l fal l il l and die , an d h e woul d g o throug h th e
rituals - oh , how she would be honoured; mor e in death tha n in
life - an d he would never have to think about her again. If he did
now, whic h wa s unlikely , a s sometime s i f h e cam e int o he r
presence yo u coul d se e there wa s a  momen t whe n h e strov e t o
pick her ou t among the other bejewelled, ageing ladies.

He could turn her into a tidy image - jus t her face on a coin,
perhaps, o r som e civi c statue . Nowher e h e ha d t o pas s it , you
could b e sur e o f that. H e woul d turn he r int o a  god, the senat e
would see to that, but woul d her temples be as beautiful an d he r
worship a s devote d a s tha t boy's ? N o nee d t o answer . He like d
funerals. The emperor' s wif e would be a  few handfuls of grit an d
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grease and som e shards o f singed bone, and sh e would be placed
in an urn an d pu t awa y deep in the dark . Away with her secrets .
But there would be no grief. Never again .

Sabina, the habit of years making her count he r own infirm-
ities, doe s no t notic e tha t Hadria n ma y res t i n th e mausoleu m
before sh e does. I  do not thin k he wil l trave l again. I have hear d
rumours tha t he  hopes to return to  Athens, where he believes his
glory is still untarnished, bu t wh o would he go with? He call s for
maps and officer s o f logistics, but hi s friends and suitabl e travel -
ling companions ar e old or dead o r on their estates, hoping to be
overlooked. Nor ca n he leave the cit y so confident that al l will go
well in his absence. He has made enemies, that i s for sure, and for
every enemy he puts away another i s created in the act .

He is an old man. He walks, rides, prides himself on keeping
the body and health of a younger man - eve n I have heard him say
it - bu t he lies. If he convinces himself, he is the only one. His feet
are swollen ; he may walk without faltering , but th e leather straps
of his shoes chafe his flesh. His skin is tight over his ankles and his
veins are a map of rivers and frontiers. The weathere d ski n - h e
always braved th e su n lik e a peasant —  is no longe r gol d bu t th e
colour of withered leaves. He sweats ; a slave runs forward to mo p
his brow and he angrily waves him away. His sweat may drip into
his wine, but we must affect not to have seen it. He rises stiffly bu t
holds himself upright; it is an effort and some days as he passes his
breath labour s t o escape . Bu t wors t o f all , what kill s him fro m
within is the black melancholy. His body and hi s spirit rot . Doe s
he know in his heart tha t he will never leave again?

Noise o f any sort he cannot tolerate. In the last weeks he has
banished eve n hi s belove d musicians , wh o ha d comforte d hi m
through s o much; he says their noise hurts hi s ears. His ears roar
and poun d lik e the sea s in spring . H e wh o has take n ship o n so
many oceans feels giddy and il l walking on dry land .

He has taken over the palace of Domitian. Brave or stupid or
arrogant, he goes, as always, where others have not - woul d not .
Would ol d Nerva , seekin g ease , make us e o f it s well-positione d

215



FOLLOWING HADRIA N

amenities? H e woul d not . Would fearles s Trajan pas s time i n it s
dark corridors ? H e to o turne d asid e a t th e gates . These day s
Domitian's palace is the court. Visitors are curious, of course, but
they thin k i t behoves the m no t t o see m so ; their glance s aroun d
them ar e sligh t an d mad e onl y whe n the y thin k the y ar e no t
observed. How labyrinthine their conversations , which attempt to
exclude no t jus t th e nam e o f Domitia n bu t an y threa d whic h
might lea d t o him . A  foolis h precaution , a s th e empero r i s a s
obsessed with the last hours o f the tyrant emperor a s only he can
be.

I hav e see n th e ver y plac e wher e tha t othe r empero r wa s
killed whe n w e were children . A  mean closet , scarcel y an y size ;
what a  vile trap for a  man t o die in. And with all those grea t halls
inside tha t vas t hulk of a  building. They talked of it everywhere ,
the powerfu l eagl e turne d rat , fightin g pointlessl y fo r it s life .
Gouging ou t eyes , scraping , screamin g a s th e knif e foun d it s
target. I sometimes think being in that palace makes Hadrian sick .
Sick of fear like Domitian. I n there he can smell blood. He passes
the spo t where i t happens; thoug h h e has torn dow n the walls of
the room, it is there.

Underneath th e prou d armou r o f a n empero r i s an appre -
hensive man. His blood flows from his gums and his nose and they
catch it in fine basins. Then his doctor comes and opens a vein; no
wonder he is weak and faint s fo r air . Yet he lets it go on. When we
came here , befor e h e becam e tainte d b y th e infection s o f th e
palace, h e onc e aske d m e i f I  kne w th e word s o f th e dea d
Domitian who, having all revealed by the chieromancers, dug at a
festering sor e in his own flesh, asking, 'Will this be enough bloo d
to satisfy the oracle?'Then at first when Hadrian heated the rooms
of the palace he joked and played at Nero, saying to the engineers
as the y li t th e fire s beneath , 'Ah , no w I  ca n liv e lik e a  man, '
rubbing his hands together. That was back when Hadrian knew no
man coul d pain t hi m i n th e colour s o f a  tyran t an d th e com -
parison would be a matter o f wit not threat. Then he covered with
hangings the hall of mirrors in which Domitian hoped to catch the
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reflection o f approaching assassins. Now the mirrors shin e again
when he is here. He feel s hi s enemies out there, as yet unknown.

He i s righ t t o fee l oppressed . There wer e angr y murmur s
when he put th e old man and his grandson to death, but ol d age
does no t di m treachery . They ar e al l at it , speculating an d intri -
guing. Servianus was never his friend an d senility had caused him
to lose, if not his wits, then whatever caution he had. Fuscus was
worse an d mor e vigorous . They al l sens e th e failin g organism ,
those ambitiou s young men. They watch, they note, they trade in
information. Th e empero r mus t gues s a t th e lengt h o f thei r
patience. Although his rages are less focused now, he is still a man
to b e war y of . Sabin a ha s know n hi s col d anger , bu t no w h e
bellows with fury as the pains in his head grip hold of him. It is not
her, or us; it is suffocation, the palace, the city, his body.

Up atTibur he can breathe. The ai r is light and surely every
beautiful thin g i s i n tha t place . When I  leave , when Sabin a n o
longer has need of me, it is the only place here I shall not wish to
forget. He has given great buildings to many people and cities, but
this marve l he ha s constructe d fo r himsel f must b e th e greates t
palace in the world , with every part o f that worl d laid ou t lik e a
map built in stone. Birds of the field and caged beauties sing in the
courtyards an d everywher e there i s water; we walk always within
the sound o f streams and fountains , which throw a fine mist into
the heat of the day. As some drops ar e blown by the breeze to fal l
on the rim of the shallow basins they are dried in an instant on the
heat of  the  stone . Marble s in  ever y colour fro m hone y to  livi d
purple to blue-white, some like whey, or clouds. Gilded metal and
carving; fruit so real you cannot but reach out and touch it, feeling
that i t must softe n and moiste n i n your fingers; already they are
buffed b y the touc h o f every passing hand , these pomegranate s
and grapes hanging from ston e vines.

No man ever loved Greece more who was not a Greek. Here
at Tibur, it is Greece. Here ar e their gods , thei r sculptures , thei r
greatest of  buildings . Conquere d but  supreme , he  has  reli t the
flame that burne d onc e s o strongly . The statues , th e books , th e
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paintings. There is a monstrous water organ and a  fine hall where
the musician s pla y when i t i s too coo l fo r th e terraces . Do the y
bring hi m pleasure an y more? If they do , he hide s it . The pipe s
and string s ar e stacke d b y th e wall s and th e magi c o f the earl y
days, whe n a  fain t soun d o f musi c drifte d acros s Tibur o n a n
evening breeze, is gone.

It is not the boy who killed him, or the foolis h rumours ; i t is
the disappointments , i t is being back in Rome. He judged badly,
but th e bo y was jus t a n amusement , n o more ; wh o woul d hav e
thought he would be so much trouble? But we cannot judge kings
by the habit s o f men.

As Sabina grows weaker, she believes herself poisoned, or she
wishes it were so; some last dark deed to follow him into posterity.
But sh e i s jus t ol d an d sick , like s o man y ar e sic k thi s season .
Bitterness lay s he r low ; it i s no t th e bitternes s o f venom bu t o f
being overlooked. Would he wish to kill her? I think it unlikely. He
could not , I think, be bothered. He does not hate her, so she is not
at risk like Servianus o r the wil y Fuscus; he i s indifferent. Sh e is
consigned to oblivion, part of a plan for his life when that life stil l
lay ahead and was in need of planning. Hadrian hates those whom
he has loved; those who, offering s o much, are revealed as flawed
as if they deliberatel y deceived hi m a s to wha t they could b e fo r
him. H e cam e t o hat e Commodus , wh o ha d bee n th e mos t
favoured o f hi s intimates , whe n his ill-healt h mad e th e empero r
look a fool. He was always a jealous man. If it seemed impossibl e
that he who had everythin g this world offer s coul d env y his own
subjects, yet as he grew older no man dared show greater skill than
him or be his equal in any matter. To choose an heir he must find
a choic e who reflecte d his glory but di d no t surpas s it . And th e
collector i n him coul d not resis t the beautifu l object ; in this case
Commodus, no longer the flawless youth of his prime but stil l the
most elegan t and accomplishe d of men, though ever y prediction ,
not leas t simpl e observation , showed that Commodus ' days were
short. The handsom e heir , the sensualist and poet who promised
so much, slipped away from hi m into death almos t as soon as the
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emperor's choice was made. The young man wasted away, lost his
looks and died , it was said, of the doctors .

Others sa y that Hadria n i s cursed . Som e believ e from th e
days of his journey to Egypt, some say by the priests, others by the
river. Yet others that Servianus, facing death, condemned him and
that no w everythin g h e treasure s i s blighted . Everythin g h e
touches rots. Where he touches his skin it darkens. He rots and he
longs for death.

About twenty miles to the east of Rome the land rises from the
flat plai n o f th e Campagn a t o severa l range s o f hills . Th e
ancient road s whic h le d fro m th e capita l t o th e desirabl e
estates i n th e Alban , Sabin e an d Tiburtin a hill s ar e no w
modern highways through the industrial estates, hypermarkets
and ribbo n developmen t o f the suburbs . I t i s a monotonou s
and unremarkable route, typical of any outskirts o f any Euro-
pean city . Yet between th e cheerles s block s o f flat s ar e th e
works of  the engineer s and  stonemason s whose much earlie r
incarnations ca n occasionall y be glimpse d i n th e for m o f a
single arc h o f a n aqueduc t o r a  heft y sla b o f unidentifiable
masonry now abandoned i n the twenty-firs t century .

Even i n the firs t centur y BCE th e road s wer e busy. The
cooler and fertil e hill s were always a  popular location fo r th e
rich wanting to build large houses within the 25 mile radius of
Rome demande d fo r senatoria l duty . The lis t o f known resi -
dents is a roll-call of antiquity and includes th e poets Horac e
and Catullus ; Caesar' s assassins , Brutu s and  the  'lea n and
hungry' Cassius; Cicero an d the Emperor Trajan. Outside the
city they believed they could live a simple existence embracin g
wholesome rura l values . It wa s a popular fantasy , one fe d by
pastoral poetr y an d th e decoratio n o f wall-painting s an d a
belief that all true Romans were farmers at heart. To the extent
that those who lived here were removed from the disease of the
city, the idea l of the health y lif e ma y have had some  basis in
reality; but given that most rich Romans went backwards and
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forwards t o Rom e an d tha t th e larg e households' grea t villas
were provisioned not jus t from hom e farm s but als o from th e
city, the benefit s of distance were largely those o f perception .
Moreover, providin g the streams , birds , vines an d hive s tha t
produced th e idealise d settin g fo r th e countr y lif e wa s a n
expensive business. The searc h for statues and the competitive
installation o f landscapin g feature s was onl y fo r thos e wit h
considerable time and resources at their disposal . Martial was
among many who extolled the healthy life i n the country , bu t
he, a t least , retained hi s sense of irony.

My orchard  isn't the  Hesperides
There's no  Massylian dragon  at the  gate,
Nor is  it King Alcinous' estate;
It's in  Nomentum, where the apple-trees,
Perfectly unmolested,  bear a crop
So tasteless  that no  guard needs  be  kept. 1

Soon afte r hi s succession, Hadrian lef t Rom e on the same
road t o confir m th e settin g fo r hi s ow n countr y palac e an d
begin building . H e wa s to retur n ther e betwee n journey s to
examine progres s an d adap t hi s plan s fo r it , an d i n th e las t
three year s o f his life , afte r hi s retur n fro m Judea , i t wa s his
principal residence . I t ha d take n man y mor e year s t o buil d
than he had lef t t o enjoy it ; but perhaps his chief pleasure was
always i n potentia l an d creatio n rathe r tha n a  complete d
project.

Hadrian undoubtedl y kne w th e are a wel l throug h hi s
family connection s an d visit s t o Trajan' s villa . Hadrian' s
long involvemen t i n architectura l project s - h e was already
in hi s fortie s whe n h e bega n t o buil d a t Tibur -  an d his
discerning ey e mak e i t unlikel y tha t h e chos e hi s sit e wit h
anything othe r than carefu l deliberation , bu t i t i s not a t first
an obvious one. The vill a sprawls over a large area of the plain
outside Tibu r (moder n Tivoli) , jus t wher e th e Campagn a
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meets the hills. Most aristocrat s who had built in the country -
side around Rom e preferred a  hilly site , both fo r the slightl y
cooler weathe r i t offere d an d fo r the contour s tha t coul d b e
used t o creat e som e o f the view s an d effect s the y enjoyed .
Hadrian's choic e was a predominantly flat plot which was prey
to hot, dry winds in summer. However, even in the early days
of hi s reig n Hadria n ha d th e mean s an d visio n t o se e a n
inviting challeng e i n creatin g a n artificia l topolog y ou t o f a
bland existin g landscape.

For wealth y Romans, buildin g was always a  political act .
Whether dedicatin g a  public institutio n o r creating an osten-
sibly private house, t o buil d wa s inevitably to elici t a  critical
response. Throughou t histor y ambitiou s buildin g scheme s
have been a  manifestation of power and wealth, but i n ancient
Rome constructio n wa s no t a  simpl e ac t o f self-promotion .
Building was profoundly connected wit h two crucial elements
in the dynamic of Roman society: the manipulation o f popular
support, and the abilit y to entertai n lavishly . Erecting publi c
buildings an d subsidisin g publi c leisur e wer e considere d s o
potentially politicall y seductiv e tha t a t variou s times legisla -
tion wa s enacted t o curtai l involvemen t i n suc h scheme s b y
anyone outsid e th e imperia l family . The creatio n o f magnifi-
cent private homes could not easily be legislated against, but a
complicated code  o f behaviou r evolved . I f th e erectio n o f a
fine vill a wa s a n easy  wa y to demonstrat e riches , tast e an d
sophistication, it was also an easy way to make oneself vulner-
able to criticism o r contempt. Meannes s an d poor hospitality
were derided, bu t exces s and spectacl e came in for critical , if
rather envious , scorn . Thos e wh o woul d prospe r i n elit e
society had t o b e adep t a t manipulating outwar d symbol s of
power and wealth .

To a degree the emperor operated within a  broader range
of acceptabilit y tha n othe r patricians ; h e was , afte r all , n o
longer negotiatin g fo r positio n bu t affirmin g it . Yet contem-
porary literar y assessmen t o f private imperia l house s nearl y
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always mirrors the perceived personalities of their occupants .
In th e firs t centur y th e crue l an d reclusiv e Tiberius wa s
criticised fo r removing himself t o th e isolatio n o f Capri , th e
gluttonous an d profligate Nero for swallowing up public space
within Rom e t o creat e hi s glitterin g palace . The paranoi d
Domitian's palace was disorienting an d fortress-like ; the be -
nevolent Vespasian lived quietl y in a  garden palac e which h e
opened t o the public. The palac e was a stage upon which the
emperors pu t o n a  performanc e intende d t o convinc e o r
compel. If the performances got out o f hand i t could becom e
a plac e o f execution ; Caligula , Domitian, Vitellius an d late r
Commodus wer e all murdered withi n their ow n palaces. For
an emperor all life was public, and there was no place of safety
if the sho w went wrong.

That emperor s wer e unaware o f the messages  that thei r
houses coul d conve y i s unlikely . What i s assume d t o b e
Augustus' palace was discovered recently on the Palatine an d
has been excavated. The domesti c simplicity which was part of
Augustus' self-promotio n wa s certainl y reflecte d i n th e
unostentatious publi c rooms . However , i n hi s privat e apart -
ments i t was a different story . Here, out o f sight of the general
population and beyond the reach of public criticism, were the
coloured marbles , th e statuar y an d th e fashionabl e wall -
paintings. Augustus was an astute man and a gifted politician ,
and h e se t an example in moving beyond mere visual display
to contriving a conscious landscape of metaphor and allusion.
Building was a medium that Augustus found irresistible. When
overseas he initiated expensive projects wherever he went, bu t
it wa s i n Rom e tha t hi s mos t ambitiou s constructio n wa s
undertaken throughou t hi s reign. Having prove d h e wa s the
right ma n t o b e th e firs t empero r o f Rome , h e se t abou t
making Rome the righ t place for him to rule from .

Apart fro m hi s tim e a t Tivoli som e mile s fro m th e cit y
itself, i t appear s tha t Hadria n wa s rarely happy i n Rome . I t
was not tha t Hadrian' s lov e for al l things Helleni c coul d no t
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be indulge d her e -  ther e wer e mor e Greeks , particularl y
intellectuals, i n Rom e tha n i n an y othe r cit y i n th e world ,
including those in Greece; but for an emperor who must typif y
Roman-ness, Hadria n coul d observ e bu t no t reall y immerse
himself in Greek values and pleasures at home. Yet his schemes
in Rome were, as everywhere, the works of a perfectionist, and
much o f the Hadrianic building in Rome was structurally and
aesthetically immensely successful, even if raised in a  spirit of
civic duty . Augustu s change d th e fac e o f Rome , bu t n o
emperor afte r Hadria n s o improve d an d ornamente d th e
fabric o f the city .

Hadrian, fro m choice , worke d o n a  broade r canvas .
Although the thre e superlativ e achievements of the Temple of
Venus and Rome, the Pantheon an d his own mausoleum were
his major contributions to the city and almost certainly he was
directly involve d i n thei r design , h e investe d littl e tim e o r
energy in improvements t o the palac e of Domitian, which he
had designated his principal residence. Augustus had made his
mark on his home city to a degree that Hadrian would struggle
to equal , le t alon e exceed , and Hadria n acte d bes t wher e h e
could exce l and astonish . Buildin g in Rome was simply what
was expected. In Rome the old unease he felt among his peers
expressed itsel f in drive n competitiveness ; in al l three o f his
major Roma n conception s th e salien t featur e wa s tha t the y
were bigge r tha n anythin g directl y comparable . The bigges t
temple, the biggest vaulted ceiling and the biggest tomb were
his bequest t o the city . Immediately outside Rome these were
joined by the bigges t palace, the vill a a t Tivoli.

When he started to build at Tivoli Hadrian may have been
motivated b y th e ide a o f extendin g th e muc h simple r vill a
which was already owned by Sabina' s famil y i n a  manner h e
considered appropriat e to his new status. No doubt the design
evolved over time and was very different i n its final state fro m
what ha d bee n intende d a t it s inception . Certainl y it s
collections were enriched by the emperor's travels ; by the time
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the villa' s 900 rooms were completed, i t was one o f the mos t
extraordinary contribution s t o ar t an d architectur e tha t th e
Roman world had eve r seen. Hadrian wa s to enjo y i t for very
few years , bu t i t seem s t o hav e been th e on e place where h e
could le t hi s purse , hi s imaginatio n an d hi s aspiration s ru n
untrammelled b y th e constraint s o f lif e withi n Rom e o r th e
more inhibitin g aspect s o f imperia l duty . Becaus e w e know
that he was closely involved with the specifics o f the design -
indeed, there i s evidence tha t hi s returns fro m foray s abroa d
coincided wit h amendment s t o half-erected building s -  i t is
not s o fanciful t o view it as the place where the modern visitor
can fee l closes t to a  more private Hadrian.

Yet the  vill a at  Tivoli als o lay s bar e the  extraordinaril y
alien economics , excesse s an d inequalitie s o f ancient Rome .
Political lif e wa s define d b y money . Having it , takin g i t an d
giving i t wer e the principa l concern s o f the powerful . It was
not jus t a  matte r o f lavis h expenditur e o n publi c show s o r
comfortable livin g i n th e innumerabl e house s tha t on e ma n
might possess; set amounts o f capital were required fo r a man
to become an equestrian - a  knight - or a senator. A man with
400,000 sesterce s coul d becom e a  knight , wherea s fo r
admission to th e highes t rank , that o f senator, a  fortune o f 1
million wa s required . On e moder n historian , Coli n Wells ,
believes 8  millio n wa s more frequentl y th e case . I t wa s no t
wealth i n itsel f whic h wa s desirable , bu t th e dignifie d an d
productive lif e i t enable d it s possesso r t o lead . I n a  socia l
construction whic h ha s echoe d dow n th e centuries , th e
Romans believed that a gentleman should not work. A gentle-
man shoul d b e a  ma n o f leisure an d influence , beyond th e
constraints o f money-making . Ideally , h e shoul d b e i n a
position wher e he could be called upon visibl y to make good
the financia l losse s in a  state disaster .

Rome's early expansionism had scoure d th e resource s o f
the empire; merchants and ship-owners made fortunes finding
and deliverin g t o a n expandin g Rom e th e material s an d
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novelties it sought. Safe r seas , policed by Rome, increased th e
rate o f trad e an d ne w colonie s wer e market s fo r Roma n
exports. Trading wa s no t quite  fo r gentlemen , bu t investin g
in trad e wa s acceptabl e an d lendin g mone y fo r venture s
commonplace. Investmen t i n propert y wa s widespread .
Agriculture was generated fro m grea t rural estates, an d boot y
(including slaves ) fro m endles s war s fille d Rome' s coffers .
Everything wa s taxed, an d th e taxe s wen t int o Rome's , an d
ultimately th e emperor's , treasury . War generated enormou s
sums; under Augustus so much money came into circulation -
largely from Egypt - tha t the interest rate dropped fro m 1 2 per
cent to 4 per cent. The extensiv e building schemes of the first
century onwards set up a  demand for materials, so the owners
of quarrie s prospered , a s di d thos e wh o owne d bronz e an d
gypsum mines , the brickworks of aristocratic estates , an d th e
ship-owners who coul d procur e exoti c marbles o r fel l timbe r
and carr y it to the city .

As extraordinar y display s o f apparentl y relaxe d wealt h
became a political tool, in reality more and more gambles were
taken i n findin g it . No t ever y wealthy ma n might  choos e a
public life, but anyone who chose public life must be a wealthy
man. Corruption , coercio n an d prédation ensure d th e deter -
mined could acquire fortunes. Augustus, while still a teenager,
had amasse d enoug h mone y t o suppor t a  privat e army .
Ambitious me n gathere d th e suppor t o f peers an d bestowe d
patronage o n numerous clients . Patronage, indeed , was at the
heart o f the whol e system . The empero r sa t at the to p o f the
pyramid an d whatever others had , h e had , o r took , fourfold .
Taxes were raised for him; a portion o f legacies went t o him .
Those o n th e mak e gave willingl y an d generously ; thos e les s
well inclined towards the emperor stood to lose their fortunes
or their lives.

Confiscations o f estates from rich men who had falle n ou t
of favou r enriche d th e emperor' s persona l holdings . There
were rumour s tha t les s high-minded emperor s tha n Hadria n
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had kille d jus t t o posses s a  prett y garden . B y th e reig n o f
Claudius, th e imperia l treasur y wa s synonymou s wit h th e
treasury o f Rome. Eve n so , there wer e emperor s sufficientl y
profligate t o ea t int o th e reserve s an d t o conceiv e desperat e
ways of refilling them; Caligul a anticipated inheritance s fro m
wealthy knights by executing them.

But a s with so much i n Roman politics , the lin e between
success an d disaste r was so narrow as to b e nearl y invisible.
New me n wit h ne w fortune s wer e grudgingl y accepted ,
but thei r pretension s wer e th e but t o f snobbery . Profligat e
spending, eve n b y emperors , wa s mocke d an d criticised .
Nero's ice d wate r an d Caligula' s baroque partie s wer e see n
as self-indulgen t i n a  wa y tha t Augustus ' mausoleu m
or Domitian' s stadium , no w th e Piazza  Navona , wer e not .
Thrifty emperor s ha d thei r day ; Vespasian imposed pett y
taxes, including , notoriously , on e o n publi c lavatories ,
to buffe r Rome' s wealth , an d whe n Tiberius died , a  semi -
recluse, he lef t 270,00 0 million sesterces. The mos t successful
freedman -  Narcissus , advise r t o Claudiu s -  lef t abou t
400 million ; but then , freedme n ha d entrepreneuria l oppor -
tunities whic h wer e unhindere d b y idea s o f socia l status .
Nevertheless, th e wealth of an emperor was immense, and his
power to extract more meant that he was, in effect, limitlessly
rich. And when wealthy freedmen died, their fortunes reverted
in par t t o thei r previou s maste r o r emperor ; on e o f the re -
sources an emperor coul d capitalise upon wa s the energy and
acumen o f those he patronised.

It i s impossibl e t o giv e a  meaningfu l moder n wort h fo r
ancient wealth . The whol e way o f lif e wa s s o differen t fro m
ours tha t ther e ar e jus t n o point s o f direct comparison . The
gulf between th e fe w rich an d th e horde s o f poor wa s huge .
The ver y fac t tha t Hadria n coul d buil d a  palace such a s the
one at Tivoli places him and his times far outside any modern
framework o f comprehension. A loaf of bread cost a quarter of
a sesterce . S o di d a  glas s o f wine. 2 We know from graffit i a t
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Pompeii tha t a  prostitute , perhap s no t a  ver y elegan t one ,
charged half a sesterce for her services. Entrance t o the public
baths wa s jus t twic e that . Roma n soldier s earne d 1,20 0
sesterces a  year and although there were some perks, they had
to buy their own equipment. A casual labourer earned perhaps
2-3 sesterce s a day - whe n he got work. A charity scheme to
support poo r children , presumably at a fairly basic level, paid
between 1 0 and 1 2 sesterces a  month. A lecturer i n rhetori c
under Vespasian received 100,000 sesterces a year and this was
considered remarkable . I t wa s a  simila r amoun t t o th e pur -
chase pric e o f a  first-rate , intelligen t slav e i n th e secon d
century, when lessening warfare had reduced the market. One
foot o f road cos t 22 sesterces to lay and a  large and elaborat e
tomb anything from 100,00 0 t o half a million sesterces.3

The cos t o f Hadrian' s villa , with it s fort y forma l mai n
rooms an d man y hundre d supportin g an d administrativ e
complexes, i s beyon d calculation . Th e buildin g bear s n o
comparison to anything else, and so the price of other known
great house s o f th e perio d i s almos t irrelevant . The mos t
recent estimat e for the cost of construction o f the villa - very
much a  guess, an d a conservative one at that -  i s 60 million
sesterces, an d tha t i s before the luxury items and possession s
of the final fitting-out are considered.4 The cos t of maintaining
it an d th e staf f o f hundred s wh o ra n i t is , similarly ,
inestimable.

It was  not jus t a question of  scale and elaboration , but in
every sens e th e vill a amplifie d an d transforme d thing s tha t
had gon e before . There had bee n othe r magnificen t imperial
residences, bot h th e monolithi c building s o n th e Palatine ,
from whic h the word palace was derived, and Nero's Golde n
House - the Domus Áurea - buil t sixty years previously in the
heart of the city . Nero's house had severa l themes in common
with th e ne w villa : i t wa s expansive , Greek-inspire d an d a
showcase for architectural , structura l an d functiona l novelty;
it i s quit e possibl e tha t i t wa s literall y golden an d sparkle d
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provocatively at the centre of the city. It also - in Nero's choice
of an urban site - represente d a  fatal misjudgement of Roman
tolerance. 'Now I  can live like a human-being,' Nero is supposed
to hav e reflecte d upo n seein g th e ne w establishmen t whic h
was, i n effect , t o b e th e deat h o f him. 5 Hadria n wa s mor e
ambitious; a t Tivoli h e coul d pas s his days as 'a super-human
monarch among the  most  select  of  men'.6

At Hadrian' s vill a al l th e theme s tha t th e ric h ha d in -
corporated i n thei r out-of-cit y villa s -  th e wate r features ,
ornate gardens , element s of  foreign design , librarie s and  art
collections -  wer e take n t o th e limit . The extraordinar y
dimensions o f th e countr y palace , safel y remove d fro m an y
threat o n the territory o f the cit y of Rome itself, were spoken
of with uncompromised aw e by the ancien t biographers: 'His
villa at Tibur was marvellously constructed  and he  actually gave to
its parts the names  of  provinces and  places  of  the  greatest renown,
calling them,  for  instance,  Lyceum,  Academia,  Prytaneum,
Canopus, Poecile and Tempe. And in  order not to omit anything, he
even made  a  Hades.'1 The concei t o f naming parts o f the vill a
after noted places and buildings of the empire was not entirely
new - i t seems likely that Nero had aimed at a similar effec t -
but Hadria n had , a s always, expanded the theme. Among the
elements o f hi s fantas y cosmos , Canopus , name d afte r th e
notorious Egyptia n resort , had stron g emotional association s
for th e emperor . And Hade s wa s just possibly a witty play on
the whol e tradition . I t i s n o longe r though t tha t th e man y
buildings wer e replica s o f famou s wonder s o f th e empire ;
Hadrian wa s subtler than that , and the names were probably
either commemorativ e or clever allusions. It i s not difficul t t o
think o f contemporary variant s of this approac h whic h sum -
mon up a  mood or a set of values or simply a significant event.
Modern conference centres with a Versailles Room or Windsor
Suite, Gatwick airport with its shopping 'village', pubs named
after Waterlo o o r th e Roya l Oa k al l creat e effects , an d
occasionally unintentional ironies , with evocative names.
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With it s publi c an d privat e rooms , servic e tunnels ,
kitchens, stables , observatory , swimmin g pools , librar y an d
shrines, the completed villa was more like a small town than a
single residence. There seems no doubt tha t from time to time
Hadrian undertoo k som e imperia l administration fro m here ,
but i t was primarily a place for him to entertain. The vill a was
a place to live, and it  had private areas and studios , but  it  was
above all a place to be seen . One o f its unique feature s is that
the 90 0 room s wer e arrange d i n groups . Rathe r tha n bein g
linked int o a  coheren t whole , eac h se t o f buildings , fro m
reception roo m t o maritim e baths , fro m pavilio n t o wate r
court, seem s t o hav e bee n remarkabl y self-contained ; an d
each i s of differing, uniqu e design . The resul t was that ever y
complex was a staggeringly impressive stage on which to mee t
the emperor. The architectural techniques were innovative and
extraordinary i n creatin g th e historica l fantasies ; intricat e
vaulting, hydraulic engineering and light-well s permitted th e
emperor to be revealed to maximu m effect ; i n the emperor' s
absence, his possessions - statues , fine metal treasures, trompe-
I'oeil effect s -  spok e for him. For Hadrian i t was a powerfull y
triumphant declaration to his contemporaries and to posterity.

The Canopus , it s vaulted apse once line d with blue an d
green marble , open s o n a n ornamenta l cana l edge d wit h
statues, an d is probably the most familia r an d most discussed
feature a t the villa . If the villa as a whole reflected th e breadth
of Hadrian's travel s and hi s interest i n the wide r world, then
the Canopu s ha d direc t connection s wit h hi s time in Egypt .
Although i t was part of a phase of building which began afte r
123, it was possibly not complete d for a further five years, and
the fina l arrangemen t o f statuary which gave it it s particula r
mood may well not have been in place until afte r th e disturb -
ing event s o f 130 . A s wit h s o muc h o f th e evidenc e fo r
Hadrian's life , interpretation s rang e fro m th e simpl e t o th e
esoteric. Th e Canopu s ha s bee n interprete d a s a  forma l
garden, a banqueting hall, an extended visual metaphor for the
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world, an d th e tom b o r cenotaph o f Antinous. Bu t whateve r
other mor e complicate d rol e i t playe d i n Hadrian' s lif e an d
imagination, i t wa s almos t certainl y use d a s a n enchantin g
summer dinin g room .

In the 1950 s seriou s excavations began o f this area of the
villa. These wer e far  mor e excitin g tha n anyon e had  hoped ,
exposing no t jus t th e strang e shap e o f th e Canopu s but ,
interred i n the long basin, some of the origina l statues. There
were gracefu l caryatids , whic h seeme d t o b e copie s o f one s
known in Athens, the Egyptian lion demon Bes, and Silenus, a
comic Dionysian figure. Around th e poo l further statue s ha d
once stoo d -  Athena , Hermes , possibl y Scylla dragging her
victims under water, other gods and heroes, representations of
the Nil e an d th e Tiber, an d a  crocodile . I t wa s a sculptura l
wonderland; al l the strand s of early second-century myth and
religion re-created i n stone. How they had originall y stood i n
relation t o each other wa s never going to be clear , but i t was
evident that the Canopus comple x was a brilliant showcase of
art and fantasy. Under a  waterside colonnade, the statues had
once been reflected in the green waters of the pool and its fine
fountain. For those in perhaps uneasy receipt of the emperor' s
hospitality, sittin g i n th e shelte r o f th e open-dome d dinin g
room, wher e miniatur e waterfall s coole d th e ai r an d ligh t
reflected of f the glistenin g marbl e an d mosai c interior , th e
view dow n the clea r water to th e furthes t arches an d statue s
can only have been extraordinary .

Perhaps becaus e the y wer e s o eclecti c i n styl e an d s o
ambiguous in their message , the finds have continued t o grip
the imagination , no t leas t i n generatin g numerou s theorie s
about ho w th e whol e comple x worked . What ha d Hadria n
meant to convey when he placed his assembly of statues in this
perplexing context ? Di d the y represen t anythin g beyond th e
cultured tastes of their collector? For half a century debate has
raged over whether this was simply a fashionable collection of,
in effect , souvenirs , or  whethe r the  avenu e of  statue s was
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specifically a s well as artistically chosen. And wa s it here tha t
Antinous' body was laid to rest? To stand on a hazy evening at
one en d o f the no w opaqu e gree n pool , gazin g through th e
colonnades to the debris of the collapsed apse, anything seems
possible. T o academic s i t i s a n inevitabl e bu t contentiou s
question. The mood and  arrangement of  this unique structur e
suggest tha t th e water s an d th e sculpture s coul d mar k th e
last resting-place o f Antinous. The vill a a s a whole containe d
numerous image s o f the youn g man ; some  expert s believe d
that the Egyptia n obelis k which now stands o n the Pinci o i n
Rome had originall y stood o n the wes t bank of the Canopu s
and that this was, in effect, Antinous' original tombstone.8Test
diggings int o th e ban k t o tha t sid e o f th e cana l a t Tivol i
seemed t o sho w tha t ther e wer e indee d furthe r Hadriani c
structures underneath , bu t thi s wa s not i n itsel f conclusive ;
almost anywhere in the are a would probably have shown th e
same results . Bu t th e possibilit y remain s a  compellin g idea
and ca n never quite be discarded . Perhap s i t is more realistic
to conclude that Hadrian added some mementoes of Antinous
to a  pre-existin g an d favoure d par t o f hi s vill a s o tha t i t
became, rathe r tha n a  shrine , simpl y a  place where Hadria n
could remember his favourite .

Then ther e i s th e furthe r propositio n tha t th e comple x
within a  comple x i s a  delightfull y creativ e reconstructio n o f
the worl d o f Hadrian' s travels. 9 I n thi s appealin g inter -
pretation th e pool a t the centr e becomes the Mediterranean ,
with the surrounding artefact s representing the major areas of
his journey, each placed carefully in a relationship to the water
which woul d creat e a  symboli c an d beautifu l geograph y o f
allusion. Hadria n travelle d t o almos t ever y countr y o f hi s
empire, a s far north a s Britain and a s far south a s Libya, bu t
the mai n themes o f the Canopu s ar e the thre e area s of major
cultural influenc e an d strategi c importanc e i n th e firs t
century: Rome itself, Greece an d Egypt , which together for m
the basi s of the Hellenisti c world . The historic , religiou s an d
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mythical foundation s o f Rom e emerge d fro m thes e civilisa -
tions an d dre w o n them . Th e Canopu s coul d hav e bee n a
schematic ma p o f territor y a s wel l a s o f Roma n idea s an d
sensibilities. If Hadrian had succeeded in making the empire a
more integrated , stabl e unity , an d b y s o doin g ha d mad e
Rome wealthie r an d th e positio n o f empero r mor e impreg -
nable, the n i t mad e sens e tha t th e vill a an d th e Canopu s i n
particular migh t celebrat e his achievements and the strategie s
by which they were made possible. Only later in his life coul d
the relative success of his policies be judged, and it was during
this period tha t the ultimate refinement o f his villa took place.
It would have taken a second Hadrian to understand i t all - a
man wh o had al l the literar y and visua l references, who ha d
travelled widely ; bu t tha t i s t o assum e i t wa s meant  t o b e
understood rather than to impress in its opacity.

Throughout hi s reig n Hadria n wa s constantl y com -
missioning ne w structure s an d althoug h h e dre w o n idea s
from th e past, many of his additions to Rome experimented -
almost always successfully - wit h entirely new techniques and
forms. I f a t Tivol i Hadria n wa s enthuse d b y th e relativ e
freedom t o satisf y hi s own passions an d preoccupations , the n
within Rom e hi s scheme s flourishe d in respons e t o th e dis -
ciplines o f urban tradition .

He built  public  buildings  in  all  places and  without  number,  but  he
inscribed his own name on none of them except the  temple  of  his  father
Trajan. At  Rome  he  restored  the  Pantheon,  the voting  enclosure,  the
Basilica of  Neptune,  very  many  Temples,  the  forum of  Augustus, the
baths of  Agrippa .  .  . Also he  constructed  the  bridge  named  after
himself, a  tomb  on  the  bank  of  the  Tiber  and  the  temple  of  the  Bona
Dea.10

Inevitably som e o f hi s know n work s hav e disappeare d
under subsequen t cit y building ; o f others , suc h a s th e onc e
huge temple of Roma and Venus, the largest temple eve r built
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in Rome , onl y fragment s surviv e withi n late r building .
Archaeological researc h increase s th e rang e o f othe r work s
which can be attributed to  him, suc h as the discoverie s at the
Baths o f Titus. (Attribution i s assisted by the dat e stamp s o n
bricks; it is hindered b y the fac t tha t Hadrian' s nam e is rarely
inscribed o n hi s buildings. ) Bu t som e architectura l master -
pieces remai n o n view ; and the y retai n feature s whic h ma y
indicate th e abilitie s an d aspiration s o f Hadrian' s architect s
and engineer s wh o worked at Tivoli.

The greates t o f these Hadriani c survival s is undoubtedly
the Pantheon . A former temple, inscribed t o Marcus Agrippa
(the original  dedicate e o f the first Pantheon t o be erected o n
this spot , whic h wa s on e o f tw o destroye d b y fire) , th e
Pantheon probabl y survived the demolition which was the lot
of many pagan buildings a t the hands o f the popes because of
its early re-use as a church. Built between 11 8 and 12 5 CE, it
became the Church of  St Mary and the Martyrs in the seventh
century an d i s stil l a  Christia n basilic a today. Inside ar e tw o
great glories of ancient architecture. The vaulted roof, made of
concrete poured into wooden moulds, was the greatest span of
such roo f eve r know n an d retaine d thi s recor d unti l th e
1950s.11 The coffere d concret e ceilin g ma y onc e hav e bee n
covered i n shee t metal , an d eve n rendered a s i t i s today i t is
strikingly elegant . Lik e s o muc h o f Hadriani c desig n it s
appearance derive s from it s function - i n this case , a need to
lessen the weight of the ceiling. But on stepping into the dark ,
circular, unencumbere d spac e fro m th e brigh t ligh t outside ,
the eye is taken immediately beyond the vault of the ceiling to
the oculu s a t the summi t o f the dome d roof . The impac t o f a
single shaf t o f ligh t pourin g throug h th e 8-metre , circula r
opening is  unsurpassable theatre. Each seaso n creates its  own
beauty; in summer, rays of sun seem to descend directly to the
floor, when rain falls i t lies briefly o n the marbled floor before
it evaporates , an d i n winte r fin e column s o f sno w spira l
downwards. The oculu s provide s th e onl y natura l ligh t an d
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much of the ventilation for this unique church . The templ e of
the Pantheon is marvellous in its own right, but invaluable too
in suggesting the sor t o f effects Hadria n sough t and achieve d
in architecture an d what may once have existed at Tivoli.

By th e mid-1 3 Os Hadrian's vill a ha d reache d a  stat e o f
perfection. The spra y of numerous fountains provided a form
of air-conditioning ; deep-shade d walk s an d plung e pool s
offered relie f from the intense heat of summer. It was the oasis
of peace and beauty that Hadrian had sought. Yet the ill-health
which had dogged Hadrian sinc e the fatefu l tri p to Egypt was
getting steadily worse. His ankles and belly were swollen with
fluid, his frequent heavy nosebleeds debilitating, his breathing
laboured an d painful . I n th e summer' s hea t h e suffere d
terrible headaches . The personalit y of a man wh o had neve r
been eas y was deteriorating. Anger, irrationalit y and distrus t
seemed t o driv e his actions. Hadrian, the ma n who had kep t
the empir e i n balance eve n during long sojourns abroad an d
who had, afte r th e initia l years of his reign, no real challenges
to his power, had become , like so many of his predecessors, a
petty, eve n paranoid, domesti c persecutor . He appointe d a n
heir - Lucius Commodus - ever though his choice was already
showing sign s o f illness , possibl y tuberculosis , himself .
Rumours circulated that the decision had been swayed by the
emperor's sexua l attractio n t o th e stil l handsom e youn g
senator. In the climate of uncertainty - the emperor ailing, the
succession secure d bu t th e successo r appearin g unlikel y to
outlive the present incumben t -  politica l tensions increased .
The empero r insisted that Lucius Commodus go through the
motions an d tou r th e armie s of the provinces ; it was a death
blow fo r th e sic k man. H e di d a s bidden an d returned , bu t
died shortly afterwards, leaving the question of succession still
dangerously open and Hadrian' s ow n judgement in question.
The empero r muttere d abou t th e waste d cos t o f th e no w
pointless adoption . Speculatio n aroun d hi m gathere d pace ,
intrigue encouraged by the weakness of Hadrian's choice, and
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eventually ther e cam e a  denunciatio n o f Hadrian' s ninety -
year-old colleague , Servianus , an d hi s grandson , th e youn g
Pedanius Fuscus . Bot h wer e charge d wit h havin g plotte d
against the emperor in respect of his choice of heir. Both were
peremptorily executed , as were others tainted b y involvement
in their affairs. Before dying the old man sacrificed to the gods
and curse d th e emperor : '  That I  a m guilty o f no wrong, ye, O
Gods, are well aware; as for Hadrian, this is my only  prayer, that he
may long  for death  bu t b e unable  t o die.' 12 Th e imprecatio n
echoed the one Hadrian had felt himself under for some years,
a threa t whic h hi s action s i n Egyp t ha d allegedl y sought t o
avert.

There was anger a t the despatc h o f such an old man an d
such a young and promising youth on what was thought t o be
a slender pretext. Men of judgement retired to their estates or
went abroad, fearin g a  reign of terror to compare with that of
Tiberius or Domitian. Hadrian' s mos t loya l servant, the guard
prefect Marcius Turbo, was removed from office . The empero r
became increasingly vulnerable and isolated, and his personal-
ity deteriorate d further . H e did , however , ac t wisel y i n hi s
second adoption , mad e fro m hi s sickbed , thi s tim e choosin g
the apparentl y impregnabl e combinatio n o f a n hei r an d a n
heir-apparent. He  chos e two men whose virtues were evident
and uncontentious: the stolid Antoninus Pius, who became, in
the words of one modern historian, One of the dulles t figures
in Roma n politica l history';13 and, t o follo w him , th e worth y
and bookis h youn g Marcu s Aurelius , whos e Meditations  ar e
the one great surviving work of literature and philosophy by a
Roman emperor. Through this act Hadrian finally set in place
two successive emperors who would assure the Roma n world
of stability for nearly half a century. Antoninus stayed in Rome
throughout hi s life ; but b y the time Marcu s Aurelius became
emperor, there were some serious problems developing in the
wider empire and he was forced to travel continuously to quell
the many uprisings a t its fringes .
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For Hadria n lif e ha d becom e a s intolerabl e a s th e con -
demned Servianu s had wished. A man of action and would-be
hero, hi s illnes s exhauste d an d immobilise d him ; a  ma n
obsessed wit h control , he foun d circumstance s slippin g away
from him ; a lover of beauty, h e wa s forced into th e constan t
contemplation o f his failing, bloated body. His wife died , and
he had alienated such friends as he had. Towards the end there
were storie s circulatin g o f vague augurs o f death . I t di d no t
need supernatura l power s t o observ e th e inevitabilit y o f
Hadrian's final decline, but fo r a man wh o had been suscep-
tible to fortune-tellers and portents since he was a youth, the
observation o f minutia e ha d long  bee n a  fixation . No w h e
returned t o magic and charm s in a desperate effor t t o relieve
his physica l condition . H e n o doub t endure d bein g purge d
and ble d b y his doctors . H e wrot e letter s bitterl y expressin g
his longing to die. His attendants remove d poisons and shar p
weapons from him. He was not the first emperor to beg a slave
to kil l him. I t was an impossibl e situation. Hadrian's choice ,
his forme r huntsman , Mastor , wa s firs t threatened , the n
cajoled; whethe r h e obeye d o r concede d h e wa s doomed .
Hadrian dre w a  lin e abov e his nippl e wher e hi s docto r ha d
told him would be a fatal spot for a blade to penetrate. Masto r
refused t o assist .

In th e end , th e historian s recor d rathe r vaguely , h e
pursued a  cours e o f slo w suicide , embarkin g o n a  bou t o f
massive over-indulgenc e whic h brough t abou t firs t oblivio n
and then the death he sought - a  death whose timing he had
himself predicte d year s before . Yet in th e middl e o f al l thi s
there were episodes in which his old personality asserted itself
and h e considere d hi s positio n wit h some  dignity . At som e
period i n th e las t part o f his reig n h e dictate d hi s memoirs ,
memoirs i n which he trie d t o explai n the episode s i n his lif e
which ha d reflecte d badl y o n hi m an d whic h no w weighe d
heavily on his mind. He se t down his version of the killin g of
the fou r consul s at the star t o f his reign; he denied, yet again,
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that th e deat h o f Antinou s wa s anythin g othe r tha n a n
accident. Finally , h e wrot e t o hi s heir , Antoninus , i n cal m
acceptance o f his imminen t death ; an d thi s letter , too , wa s
apologetic.

I am  being  released  from life  neither  prematurely nor  unreasonably;!
am not  full  of  self-pity  nor  am  I  surprised  and  my  faculties  are
unimpaired -  even  though I may almost appear, as  I have realised, to
do injury  to  you when  you are  at my  side,  whenever I am  in  need  of
attendance, consoling me and encouraging  me to rest. This is  why I am
impelled to  write to you, not  - by  Zeus - as  one who subtly devises  a
tedious account contrary to the truth, but rather making a  simple and
accurate record  of  the  facts themselves. 1*

Hundreds o f years after hi s end , ther e hav e been various
diagnoses o f Hadrian' s symptoms . Th e mos t persuasiv e
evaluation deduce s congestiv e hear t failur e an d th e ver y
modern afflictio n o f depression . The indication s wer e cer -
tainly consisten t wit h hear t disease , bu t thi s i s not th e onl y
plausible explanatio n o f hi s illness . Liver diseas e i s perhap s
more likely and fits in with what we know of the timing of the
symptoms an d Hadrian' s movement s an d reactions . Live r
disease cause s th e flui d retention , th e haemorrhages , th e
headaches and , crucially , th e volatilit y o f temperament tha t
was s o marke d i n Hadrian' s las t years . Hadrian migh t hav e
understood hi s mood as melancholic rather than as depressed,
but tha t too , alon g wit h a  degre e o f paranoia , i s a  notabl e
concomitant o f liver failure. The fina l bout o f excessive eating
and drinkin g whic h i s supposed t o hav e acte d a s a  medica l
coup d e grâce  woul d certainl y hav e kille d a  ma n wit h live r
disease, protei n an d alcoho l being notoriou s i n exacerbating
the condition.

One o f the commones t cause s of liver failure i s hepatitis,
and it is entirely possible that Hadrian coul d have picked that
up while travelling overseas. Sabina, too, was unwell from th e
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Egyptian visit onwards, dying in her fifties just months before
her husband . Al l w e kno w o f he r las t illnes s wa s tha t it s
symptoms coul d be accounted fo r by poisoning - o r by viral
hepatitis. The yello w skin of jaundice is not invariabl y seen in
all forms of the illness , and whe n i t does appear is not alway s
permanent unti l th e illnes s become s overwhelming . I f i t
existed at all, it could well have been hidden by the tan that we
can assum e wa s habitual fo r Hadrian , wh o had alway s been
known for walking in the sun with his head uncovered .

Liver disease can be associated with malaria, with a variety
of bacteria and viruses, and with several parasites. All were rife
in the secon d century . I t i s unprovable, bu t tempting , t o see
Hadrian's firs t symptoms , an d possibl y eve n hi s wife's , a s
coinciding with his journey from Alexandria to Thebes. Before
he visited Egypt he seems to have been well, with the onset  of
symptoms followin g the tim e h e spen t there . Then a s now,
poor hygien e was a contributing factor . It i s not unlikel y that
contact wit h contaminate d wate r migh t hav e produce d th e
initial infection - an d some transient neurologica l symptoms ,
of whic h th e poo r judgemen t whic h th e empero r displaye d
could b e a n obviou s manifestation . The portents , indicatin g
personal misfortun e and loca l disaster, tha t Hadrian seeme d
to believe from th e star t were waiting for him in Egypt may in
reality have lingered unseen i n the magica l waters of the river
Nile.

Hadrian di d not die in the cool peace of his beloved Tivoli.
In his final illness he was moved to fashionable Baiae, south of
Rome, perhap s becaus e it s coasta l climat e wa s considere d
more bearable in summer for a very sick man. The resor t was
much frequente d b y th e ric h an d wa s renowne d fo r it s
scenery, it s amusement s an d it s seafood . Although i t ha d a
reputation fo r cloudles s skie s i t stoo d i n th e centr e o f a
volcanic regio n an d wa s popula r wit h convalescent s wh o
believed the sulphur baths were restorative. Hadrian wa s not ,
of course, convalescent . He died there , at blandissima  baiae  -
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pleasantest o f places - i n July 138 , by the sea which he had
crossed so many times and in a place supposedly founded long
ago b y on e o f Odysseus ' voyagin g sailors , Baius , wh o wa s
diverted here on his way home.

The Temple o f Hadrian wa s commissioned a s a memorial by
Antoninus Pius , Hadrian' s successor , an d wa s completed i n
145. It reflecte d ver y Roman virtues . Most of it has vanished
or been incorporated into later buildings, but a  remaining run
of eleven Corinthian columns , made of proconnesian marble ,
can be seen on the exterior wall of Rome's stock exchange, La
Borsa. Relie f carving s tha t wer e probabl y onc e par t o f th e
fabric, an d whic h depic t Hadrian' s achievement s i n th e
provinces, ar e displayed in the courtyar d of the Conservator i
museum and in Naples.

Hadrian's more enduring memoria l survives little altered
since th e secon d century . Outsid e th e Pantheo n today , th e
untidily shape d Piazza  dell a Rotond a i s a  brigh t muddl e o f
café tables , umbrellas , gelaieria,  scooter s easin g thei r wa y
down tiny congested side streets, and tired tourists sprawled in
shade under th e ri m o f the larg e sixteenth-centur y fountain .
On one corner La Tazza d'Oro dispense s refreshing granit a -
frozen coffe e crystal s - an d locally famous bitter black coffee .
The compose r Mascagn i live d i n lodging s overlookin g th e
piazza an d behin d it s fadin g ochr e stucc o th e Hote l Sol e a l
Pantheon has welcomed those wishing to stay in view of one of
Rome's great marvels since the fifteenth century. Guests have
ranged fro m th e Renaissanc e write r Ariost o t o Simon e d e
Beauvoir an d Jean-Pau l Sartre . Fo r man y visitors this i s th e
heart o f Rome.

If ther e i s a  disappointmen t i n thi s busy , ver y Roma n
scene, i t i s tha t th e squar e seem s to o smal l t o contai n th e
Pantheon. There is no room in the confined space to step back
and ge t an y sens e o f exterio r perspective ; i t i s a s i f ancien t
Rome were built for a bigger people than the late r city which
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largely survives around it . But the Pantheon remain s a hugely
dramatic statement, almos t a stage set in front o f which crowd
scenes ar e playe d ou t tha t ar e no t muc h change d i n tw o
millennia: flowe r sellers , stat e funerals , privat e rendezvous ,
tourists fro m al l over the world , hawkers and sleepin g shapes
under th e portico . I t wa s a  powerfu l choic e o f Pete r
Greenaway to use the location as an early mood-setting shot in
the siniste r film Belly  o f an Architect.

The Pantheo n wa s designed to make an impact, but i t was
not alway s so compressed on its site. Its original surrounding s
included a  grea t colonnad e which , i t ha s bee n recentl y sug -
gested, stretche d bac k far beyond the confine s of the presen t
piazza with open views to the mausoleum of Augustus on th e
Field o f Mars. On the other hand, the Hadrianic rotunda itself
was less exposed than its predecessors; Hadrian ha d cause d it
to b e buttresse d o n eithe r sid e b y tw o othe r buildings , th e
Saepta Julia and the Basilic a of Neptune.15

A fantasy o f obliterating the sixteenth-centur y surround -
ings to reveal a broad vista of the Pantheon unencumbered b y
history wa s conceive d b y Mussolin i i n 1925 . Amon g othe r
ambitious plan s t o reshap e th e city , he promise d to creat e a
visual corridor from th e Pantheon t o the Piazza  Colonna. 16To
do s o would have cut a  swathe through th e largel y medieval
streets, including , it  appears , thre e palace s and  possibl y a
church. It did not happen, although elsewhere in Rome similar
projects destroye d muc h tha t wa s not gran d o r ceremonially
useful, i n pursuit o f self-aggrandising antiquarianism .

Despite bein g hemme d i n b y late r construction , despit e
standing disproportionat e t o it s surrounding s an d despit e
external depredations , th e Pantheo n stil l ha s remarkabl e
dignity and presence. When it was completed in around 125 , it
must have been a breathtaking sight, an appropriate house for
the gods , with its marble facings glaringl y white in the brigh t
light o f Italy and the gilded bronze decoration dazzling in the
sun. In the seventeenth century the church was stripped o f its
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bronze, whic h wa s use d t o cas t cannon s fo r th e Caste l
sant'Angelo o n th e wes t ban k o f th e Tiber . I n on e o f th e
coincidences whic h Rome' s complicated , amorphou s pas t s o
often throw s up , th e apparen t transfe r o f bronz e fro m on e
bastion o f th e establishmen t t o another , fro m churc h t o
fortress, wa s i n fac t a  transfe r fro m Hadrian' s Pantheo n t o
Hadrian's Mausoleum . I n 188 8 some  o f the sam e cannon s
were melte d dow n onc e agai n t o construc t th e tom b o f
Vittorio Emanuelle, King of Italy, in the Pantheon - and so the
metal was finally returned t o its home.

Yet althoug h th e marbl e an d th e bronz e an d th e orna -
mentation o f the façad e hav e long gone, some of the original
columns of pink Aswan granite ar e still in place. Today, with-
out it s exoti c carapace, the exterio r i s a reddish bric k within
which th e arche s an d buttresse s tha t mad e suc h a  fea t o f
engineering possibl e ar e clearl y visible. They hav e their ow n
beauty; throug h suc h structura l expertis e the Pantheo n ha s
been in constant use for 1,87 5 years.

Hadrian's vill a a t Tivol i fare d les s well , an d wit h th e
fourth-century fal l o f Rome it too fel l into dilapidation. Many
hundreds o f years later, another wealthy and powerful Roma n
- th e sixteenth-century Renaissanc e cardinal Ippolito d'Esté ,
son of Lucrezia Borgia - bega n to build himsel f a villa in the
same rang e o f hill s tha t ha d firs t attracte d Hadrian . Th e
design, ar t collection and , in particular, fine terraced garden s
of the Villa d'Esté were to draw visitors first of all from ou t of
the cit y and today from al l over the world . The sit e was still a
fine one and not least because it had a  readily available quarry
at the edge of the Campagna - a  rich source not just of stone
but o f marble s an d classica l ar t du g ou t fro m th e burie d
remains of Hadrian's long-vanishe d countr y palace.

Since it s heyday in the 130 s Hadrian' s vill a a t Tivoli ha d
disappeared under the undergrowth, the soil and the effects of
time. However , t o on e sid e o f the 30 0 acre s ove r whic h th e
great palace had onc e been spread , sufficien t ruin s remained
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to sugges t a  remarkabl e forme r grandeur . Memor y an d
rumours wer e fe d b y th e occasiona l discover y o f intricat e
carving o r coloure d mosaic , an d lan d subsidenc e int o
subterranean potholes . I n th e sixteent h centur y excavator s
started a  more systematic unearthing of the buildings but also
began th e process o f removal of much tha t was portable fro m
the site ; the vill a survive d these depredation s simpl y because
much o f the complex remained underground .

Little was done to explore beyond the immediate remains,
although th e sit e itsel f becam e bette r known , an d b y th e
1700s, fo r the romanticall y inclined Gran d Tourist , the villa
was evocative , melanchol y an d overgrow n i n jus t th e righ t
proportions. Furthe r excavation s were largely still motivate d
by th e appropriatio n o f statue s int o privat e collections , bu t
slowly, as more an d mor e masonr y was exposed an d archae -
ology evolved as a discipline, there wa s a growing fascination
with understanding exactl y what extraordinary buildings ha d
been i n thi s plac e and wha t they mean t t o th e empero r who
built the m an d th e peopl e wh o entered them . S o large is the
site that even today it is not full y accessible or understood; still
new artefact s regularly turn u p an d furthe r bit s o f puzzling
construction ar e discovere d whic h engagingl y overtur n
existing theories .

A visi t t o th e luminou s ruin s o f Hadrian's villa is one of
the most delightfu l way s of spending time in or around Rome .
Shady avenue s between cypresses , olive groves an d pool s o f
silent wate r ar e interrupte d b y empt y fountai n bowl s an d
vacant plinths , hauntin g an d poten t architectura l echoe s o f
magnificence. I t i s eas y t o scrambl e freel y throug h empt y
doorways an d ove r falle n ston e t o ente r on e small , roofles s
space afte r another . Inne r courtyard s contai n broke n bric k
and wil d flowers, while broad step s and colonnade s now lead
into ploughed fields and wide views of the Campagna . Arches
of long-dismantled publi c rooms provide shade at midday, and
here and there a  mosaic pavement or a still attached fragmen t
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of porphyry provides a  visual echo of what once glittere d o n
this spot. In some more restored parts of the complex, replica
statues recreat e th e second-centur y environs , but mostl y the
remains are tantalising in what they hint at. That they are still
so substantial after so long is testament to Hadrian's demands
for excellenc e in structure a s well as style.

In June 194 4 Allied troops approached Rome in the final
exchanges o f the wa r fo r Italy . In briefin g th e troops , much
had bee n mad e o f the ancien t heritag e t o whic h th e Britis h
and American s assume d the y wer e naturall y heir . A  yea r
earlier Dwight Eisenhower, supreme commander of the Allied
invasion forces , ha d exhorte d hi s officer s t o giv e specia l
consideration in battle to the antiquities of Italy, 'which by their
creation helped and  now  in  their  old age illustrate the growth of  the
civilisation which  i s own'.17 Long before cruis e missiles intro-
duced th e illusiv e idea o f precision bombing , th e incomin g
forces ha d th e welfar e o f ancien t monument s i n Rom e a s a
central tenet of the offensive . In the propaganda war antiquity
was anothe r weapon . Much ha d bee n mad e o f the allegedly
deliberate firing of ancient Roman galleys by the German s a t
Nemi and the destruction of tombs atTarquinia, and the Allies
were determined ther e should be no repeat of the destructio n
at Mont e Cassino , wher e a  medieva l monaster y ha d bee n
obliterated. Officer s fro m th e Sub-Commissio n fo r Monu -
ments, Fin e Art s an d Archive s wer e amon g th e front-lin e
troops enterin g Rome, and eac h soldier was equipped with a
handbook i n whic h th e ancien t an d medieva l architectura l
treasures were clearly marked; in the manner of a tourist guide
book, the most valuable were given one to three stars, accord-
ing to historic or aesthetic worth. Nearly all the works which
had bee n commissione d o r restored b y Hadrian wer e classi-
fied as part of the essential fabric of twentieth-century culture .
Hadrian's Mausoleum, hard by the Tiber, had two stars, as did
the ruin s o f the imperia l palaces hig h o n th e Palatine . Th e
Pantheon wa s accorde d thre e star s an d s o wa s th e whol e
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Foru m area , which include d th e Templ e o f Rom e an d Venus.
The obelis k to Antinou s o n th e edge o f th e city , hidden in th e
trees o f th e Pincia n gardens , wa s nevertheles s protected ,
appropriately , with just on e star .

The cit y of Rom e itsel f was place d in categor y .' , denot -
ing citie s (als o includin g Venice, Florenc e andTorcello ) whic h
were 'under  n o circumstances  t o b e bombed  without  authority*
from th e headquarter s o f th e MFAA . Tivoli , however , wa s
placed in categor y 'B' : 'if  i t i s considered essential that objectives
in any  of  them  should be bombed,  there should be no hesitation in
doing so,  and  full  responsibility  will  be  accepted  by  this  head-
quarters' I n th e even t th e German s lef t th e Italia n capita l
withou t an y seriou s fighting , an d damag e was no t a s grea t a s
had been feared . In summe r 194 4 Allied aircraf t droppe d hig h
explosive firs t o n Palestrina , just outsid e Rom e t o th e south -
west. Her e th e damag e expose d a  sectio n o f th e Templ e o f
Fortuna , onc e th e sit e o f on e o f th e greates t oracle s o f an -
tiquity , but leavin g untouche d th e intricat e beauty o f the Nil e
mosaic . The bomber s wen t o n t o Tivoli, destroyin g medieva l
churche s an d house s an d causin g som e damag e t o th e Villa
d'Esté. At Hadrian' s vill a a  direc t hi t wa s sustaine d b y th e
large building know n a s the Praetorium , onl y 50 0 metre s t o
the nort h o f the the n unexcavate d Canopu s an d it s hidde n
treasures. The buildin g -  a  genera l servic e bloc k -  was
substantially damaged but not destroyed .

The casualtie s oftha t war were buried in the city they had
come to liberate. At the foot of the second-century man-made
hill of broken amphorae known as Monte Testaccio lie the 500
or s o war dead o f the Britis h Militar y Cemetery . They come
from al l parts of the British empire; from Madras , Mauritius,
Ireland, Sout h Afric a an d th e Unite d Kingdom . A  centra l
inscription record s th e gif t o f lan d fo r thi s purpos e b y th e
people of Rome. Within the wall is set a fragment o f stonework
under which a dedication reads:
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This stone  from Hadrian's  Wall,  the  northernmost  boundary  of  the
Roman Empire,  was placed here at the  wish of the  citizens of Carlisle,
England, to  commemorate those servicemen from Cumbria  who  died
in the  Second  World War.

Meanwhile, i n th e postwa r repor t o n th e aeria l bom b
damage a t Tivol i an d th e exten t o f necessar y repair s a t
Hadrian's villa , th e officer s o f th e Sub-Commissio n fo r
Monuments, Fin e Art s an d Archives commented admiringl y
on the superb robustness o f Hadrianic masonry. The qualit y of
second-century desig n and workmanship had enabled the idea
and realit y o f Hadrian's ambition s t o surviv e fo r nearl y two
thousand years .
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8
Writing in  stone

Consider how  the.  great architect  of  Cnidos  acted.  ¡After constructing
the. tower on Tharos, the. mightiest and most Beautiful Building  ever, so
that he could send a Beacon-signal from it  to sailors far and  wide, on the
seas, to stop them Being comedón to Taraetonia, a crueispot they  say,
with no escape for anyone  running on the reefs  —  weil, after completing
the Building, he  inscn6ea.it with his own name,  inside on  the stones,
plastered it over withgypsum till it was hidden, and inscnBedover that
the name of the  Icing of the day, knowing that, as actually happened, the
letters would very soonfailaway with  theplasterto reveaC'Sostratus  of
Cnidus, son ofl>e%iphanes, in  dedication to the Saviour Cods on Behalf
of seafarers'.  So  too he l^ept his eyes  not  on those times or his own  brief
life, But  on  today  and  eternity,  as  long  as  the  tower  stands  and  his
craftsmanship survives.

'Well, history  too  should Be written in the same way, with  truthful-
ness and  hopes  for the  future rather  than  flattery to  please  today's
recipients of  praise.

LUCÍAN, Ho w T O WRITE HISTORY , 6 3
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WRITING I N STON E

From tfte memoirs o f Julia BoieiCfo , 13 7
Now she is gone. It is winter here - a  cold, hard winte r - an d the
movement an d ligh t o f the summe r garden s ar e jus t a  memory .
Even her face, whose individual features I came to know so well, is
hard to recall. Of course, he r face changed a  great dea l in the last
days, an d th e curiou s impassivit y wit h whic h sh e alway s gaze d
upon th e world disappeare d a s little spasm s crosse d her face an d
her tongue darted out to moisten cracke d lips. But when I think of
her - tr y to call her up - I  see only her face in stone. Her carved
image, wit h it s smooth col d cheek s an d drille d eyes , looking ou t
over Rome, i s more powerfu l tha n th e once living Sabina .

We both sai d we wished tha t sh e coul d se e another spring ,
but i t was not true. She was frightened of suffering a s her mothe r
had -  sh e had already endure d enoug h -  an d although i t wa s
desolate to leav e in winter, i t would hav e been wors e to qui t th e
gardens when they were smelling of jasmine and honeysuckle and
when th e bird s wheele d high , catchin g invisibl e insect s befor e
swooping t o the pool s t o drink . From the warmth an d ligh t o f a
Roman summer , th e journey to the underworld woul d have been
too long. Now the beautiful roses which she loved are reduced by
the gardener s t o sharp-edge d sticks , th e vine s are long twist s o f
lead, where there were berries ther e are mildewed briar s an d th e
fountains ar e silen t an d icy . Dead leave s floa t i n th e pool s an d
Sabina is left b y the grey Tiber for ever .

The nex t morning , I  walked t o th e terrac e an d looke d ou t
across th e cit y that sh e had, i n her way, loved. The sk y was over-
cast, bu t t o th e sout h blu e sk y was seepin g i n ove r th e distan t
plateau where the tyrant's palac e stands gloomy as ever under th e
trees. Was he inside, returning agai n and again to his auguries and
seeing nothing? Was he dining o r reading, aslee p or awake, as her
spirit fled with the day ?

In the end she died as she lived - wit h a few complaints, but
causing little trouble.The owls called to each other; she moaned in
her half-sleep . Night fel l ove r Rome . Then sh e wa s frightened ,
begging m e not t o put ou t the lights . I  shal l not se e dawn again ,
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she said, and I  fear the darkness . This was true; she once told me
that even as a child sh e had been scared o f the night , even with a
slave sleepin g by her bed . She was hot, pushin g dow n the cover ,
and then , when they had ble d her , firs t faintin g then shake n by
chills so insistent that even with my arms round her, she juddered.
Her bones seemed to shake within her and the little piece of amber
she liked to carry dropped to the floor. When I  next looked it had
gone; a  bauble t o deligh t th e chil d o f a  light-fingere d slave , n o
doubt.

She had been il l for many week s by then an d her maid - a
good servant - was pained by the skin tearing away to let the bone
through, lik e the toot h o f an infan t pushing throug h th e tende r
gum. An d Sabin a di d no t lik e stranger s t o loo k o n he r waste d
flesh. So it was I who moved her a  little and rubbed salve s on her
rotting ski n which, althoug h the y coul d no t hea l her, coul d take
away the pain. She ate nothing now, and to move her head to drink
caused th e nausea to return . S o I wrung out a  fine cloth i n wine
and wate r an d le t drop s trickl e into he r mouth . Sometime s sh e
sucked lik e a  kid at the corner . The Gree k doctors had give n her
draughts t o sto p th e cramp s an d th e vomitin g which mad e he r
dream and see things. She saw creatures and demons; she spoke of
her mother, her voice small and young again. She seemed to think
Hadrian wa s already dead. 'He's saf e ove r there,' she said, 'in his
little house,' pointing toward s the grea t mausoleum in its swamp
across th e river . 'No , there, ' I  said , smiling , 'i n hi s bi g house, '
pointing i n the othe r direction , eas t t o Tivoli. Som e o f the mor e
foolish attendant s looke d anxious , becaus e foreseein g a n
emperor's deat h wa s perilous , eve n hearin g i t wa s treason , an d
these were dangerous times, but I made them leave. She said to me
that h e ha d neve r reall y take n he r a s a  wife . That sh e ha d n o
chance o f providin g hi m wit h a n hei r becaus e h e though t he r
repulsive. H e ha d relation s with man y marrie d wome n bu t no t
with her. He was always reaching for what he had not already got,
she said . Sh e bough t charm s t o attrac t hi m a t firs t whe n sh e
wanted hi m t o lik e her an d t o giv e hi m children . All failed. Sh e
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said, only right at the end, that she had once taken a lover and then
that there had been, could have been, a child - a  child of Hadrian's
- an d that sh e had distilled herb s an d when tha t faile d use d a
woman t o tak e th e unbor n infan t fro m he r belly . H e wa s a
monster, she said , and a s he wante d nothin g fro m her , sh e ha d
nothing t o withhol d t o punis h him . Excep t tha t tim e whe n sh e
bore his son inside her.

Was i t true ? Ha d h e known ? Who coul d tell ? She sai d th e
three-headed do g wa s slaverin g i n he r bedroom , sh e sai d sh e
could smel l things -  burnin g flesh, the blood o f sacrifice, filthy
water - sh e heard wings heavy and waiting. All these were true to
her. We burned oils to clear the room o f any miasma of decay. We
could no t chang e the linen s becaus e ever y movement hur t her ,
and so we all came to wish it would be soon. I held her hand where
her ski n fel l i n smal l blemished folds ; i t scarcely moved between
my fingers. Her lips moved and no sound came .

She never asked where he was. What was strange to others -
that the emperor should not be there - was not of consequence to
her. H e hate d sicknes s o r weakness , and he r ow n condition to o
closely mirrored his own for him to look on her with equanimity .
He was, some said, too sick himself to travel from Tibur. When she
first fell il l he had travelled to the house before going to the senate ;
although he did not go in to see his wife, he was there; the people
knew it. That was what mattered. He tried to insist she should be
moved to the palace, saying that a summer-house was no fit place
for a n empress to depart this life, but the doctors, loyal to Sabina ,
persuaded him that it was most likely, if he insisted on this course ,
that she would die in the streets like the poorest native before ever
reaching the Palatine .

The las t clear thing she spoke of was remembering, as a child
of the house - on e of a brood of loosely related children - seein g
Hadrian, tall and handsome, laughing with her uncle. He paid her
no attention bu t she watched him at table, she noticed the hairs on
his arms, reddish gold against skin browned by days on campaign.
Once she heard him sing - a t a private gathering; he was seldom
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angry in those days. He was not at all interested i n small girls, she
said, bu t woul d pla y briefl y wit h th e boy s an d thei r woode n
swords o r heft on e of them int o the saddl e o f his favourite horse .
Once, just once, he saw her looking at the horse - a  white one with
a dar k gre y muzzle , she stil l recalle d -  beautifu l but terrifying ,
pawing th e groun d an d tossin g it s mane . H e smile d a t he r an d
gave her som e frui t to put ou t on her hand fo r the grea t horse to
bend his neck and suc k from he r shakin g palm. H e steadie d he r
little hand, with his brave one holding her fingers out stiffl y lik e a
starfish so the great horse would not gobble her up with the fruit.
A few years later , whe n sh e was told sh e was to marr y him , sh e
thought it was a joke; how could he have remembered th e seriou s
girl of ten ami d al l the noise and spectacl e of the household? Bu t
she was glad to be taken away and to be protected. Later, someone
told he r tha t whe n th e arrangements wer e being mad e h e had t o
be reminded whic h one she was. Oh, the plain one,' he had said .
She did not think he ever smiled a t her again .

The Pyrami d o f Cestiu s i s a  visibl e marker fo r al l confuse d
pedestrians a s the y wande r sout h throug h Rom e dow n th e
dusty roads beyond Caracalla's Baths. It was already in place
when S t Pau l wa s take n ou t t o hi s executio n i n th e firs t
century, nin e year s before th e birt h o f Hadrian , an d i t was
little change d seventee n hundre d year s later , whe n Keats '
wretched corteg e passed through th e winte r night o n its way
to th e Protestan t cemetery . Today, see n emergin g fro m th e
trees, it is an unmistakable shape at the far end of the Via della
Marmorata, conveniently marking both the mainline station of
Ostiense an d th e famou s exile s interre d a t Testaccio . Th e
pyramid marks the edg e of the city , and fo r some the en d o f
the journey.

At th e tim e o f Hadrian' s birt h th e pyrami d wa s jus t
seventy years old, whereas Caracalla's luxurious baths, which
were themselves to become a landmark, and now lie in ruins ,
were still a century from being built. Long before he set out to
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view th e 'real ' Pyramids , Hadria n woul d hav e been familia r
with th e pyrami d standin g her e an d a t leas t on e other , now
long vanished , nea r whic h h e wa s on e da y t o sit e hi s ow n
imposing tomb . Bot h i n antiquit y an d throug h th e ensuin g
centuries some critics have seen the pyramid only as a glaring
anachronism, bu t i n reality a city like Rome overwhelms such
a concept. Against the uneven rooflines, the distortion and the
chaos tha t hav e alway s characterise d th e cit y landscape , th e
pyramid's uncompromisin g geometr y an d whiteness are both
stark and dramatic .

For Hadrian , importan t journey s were made a s the prin-
cipal representative of Rome and Rome's power. They ensured
a permanen t plac e fo r himsel f withi n th e landscap e o f th e
empire and within history. But from the incessant nature of his
travelling i t ca n b e assume d tha t hi s wa s probabl y als o a
personal searc h fo r a n exemplary , inspirin g past , a  hop e o f
revelation an d a  prospec t o f transformation . H e collecte d
things, particularly beautiful things ; but h e was also an almost
compulsive collecto r of ideas and experiences . Any journey is
a se t within th e greate r journe y from birt h t o th e grave , and
Hadrian was not the first to use travel as an illusion of evaded
mortality.

When Cestiu s commissioned th e grea t blocks of tufa, the
fine marble tiles and the internal wall-paintings, he was setting
out to erect a monument both to the allure of the exotic and to
his personal resources , materia l and intellectual . Whether h e
had actuall y been t o Egyp t i s uncertain , thoug h i t i s quit e
possible; in any event, for him, as for many others o f his class,
Egyptianising styl e celebrated Rome' s earlie r victories - no t
just ove r territor y bu t ove r desirabl e cultures . I n buildin g
it wa s possibl e fo r a  wealth y Roma n t o mak e a  powerfu l
declaration o f his ow n attachment t o othe r lands , idea s an d
times. The us e o f the speciall y made hanging s fo r the tom b
was pre-empte d b y new sumptuar y law s an d give s an indic -
ation of the perceived need t o control such public statement s

253



FOLLOWING HADRIA N

of self-worth. As others, notably Augustus, had demonstrated ,
in deat h i t wa s possible t o creat e a  permanen t memoria l t o
aspiration. Tombs coul d jostl e fo r a  place within a n existin g
mythology, becoming landmarks in history as well as along the
main road s leading from th e city . About Cestiu s himself , th e
successful Roma n praetor whose visual impact on the city has
endured fo r two thousan d years , we know virtually nothing;
but h e embraced deat h lik e an ancient pharaoh , achievin g an
immortality h e coul d neve r have conceived with a  memoria l
which outlived even his own language.

On the same bank of the Tiber, but on the city's northern
edge, i s another , muc h larger , gree n spac e whic h ha s bee n
cultivated as a place of beauty and peace since antiquity and is
now know n a s th e Borghes e Gardens . Fro m th e wid e an d
noisy road on its perimeter, the promise of a broad expanse of
dark greener y a t thei r summi t stil l tempt s th e passer-b y t o
climb what seem like interminable white steps blasted with the
day's heat. At the top o f the flight stands a dead fountain into
which ston e tortoise s foreve r clambe r int o unmovin g water ;
from thi s natura l paus e i n the landscape , paths heavily over -
hung wit h foliage lea d away in every direction. To follow on e
of thes e i n lat e summe r sunligh t i s lik e walkin g into a  coo l
house whos e corridors , define d b y heavy-leafe d orange an d
walnut trees, give on to courtyards of gravel, edged with damp
flowerbeds an d shallo w depression s o f grass . Numerou s
benches ar e se t into niche s i n the shrubber y an d smal l café s
ply a  desultory trade . The trail s across th e garden s ar e line d
with statuary : Italian heroes, patriots , legends, in a  display of
magnificent moustaches , ster n expression s an d significance .
There ar e soldier s wit h cape s o r th e quain t hat s o f Alpine
troops, men in evening dress, aviators with goggles and names
both well-know n and forgotten - bu t I have only ever found
one woma n an d she , inevitably , is in the gar b o f a nun. Lik e
emperors, wome n i n th e city' s histor y ar e mad e invisibl e by
virtue or grotesque by notoriety. Here children play, lovers lie
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closed an d entangle d o n grass banks and elderl y women take
precarious turns on the Víale Madama Letizia . Little painted
stalls sell sugared sweets, cold drinks and balloons, and skaters
skim an d lea p i n th e broade r space s o f th e avenues ; th e
prevailing mood i s timeless.

The park conceals all manner of  whimsical delights: ther e
is a n almos t derelic t rusti c huntin g lodge , a  grotto , a  forma l
villa servin g tea, a  strange water-clock . Everything i s slightly
neglected, slightly forgotten, ruins of  ruins; it  is hard to  know
what is 'real' antiquity and what a nineteenth-century illusion .
Rowers move up and down a large lake, their laughter rippling
across the water, and o n one island a  perfect classical temple,
its steps covered in a mess of ducks, emerges out of the foliage .
The templ e i s a  pastich e o f on e dedicate d t o Asclepius ; a
smaller, circula r on e i s name d fo r th e goddes s Diana , an d
close a t hand i s a centuries-old cop y of the sturd y arc h of the
African empero r Septimiu s Severus , th e militar y victories of
its roundel s an d inscription s flaking into tim e an d th e drie d
leaves at its foot .

At th e en d o f an avenu e o f magnolia tree s th e Borghes e
Gardens imperceptibl y becom e th e Pincio , a t th e centr e o f
which stand s ye t anothe r decorativ e curiosity : thi s tim e n o
reproduction bu t a  nineteen-hundred-year-ol d Egyptia n
obelisk long believed to be associated with the dead Antinou s
and, i t was thought, holdin g the ke y to his final resting place
concealed within some hieroglyphics on one side. The Pincia n
Gardens obelis k had, i t is assumed, found it s way to wester n
Europe lik e s o man y othe r Egyptia n antiquitie s o f bette r
provenance; i n 1822 , a t th e behes t o f Pope Piu s VII, i t was
erected i n the quie t Roma n shade . Where i t was before i t was
resurrected b y papa l decre e i s a  furthe r mystery ; foun d i n
fragments outsid e a  cit y gat e i n th e sixteent h century , it s
earlier journe y t o Rom e -  i f there wa s such a  journe y - i s
unrecorded.

It i s no t surprisin g that , despit e prevailin g cultura l
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prohibitions, Antinou s ros e agai n t o becom e a n objec t o f
desire fo r firs t th e Gran d Tourist s an d the n th e mor e
bohemian circle s o f the nineteent h century . The European s
who lived in Rome and were directly exposed to the images of
antiquity, were, anyway, often exile s from conventio n a s much
from th e col d o f th e north . A s archaeolog y becam e mor e
organised, image s wer e bein g excavate d tha t wer e readily ,
if no t securely , identifiabl e a s Antinous , an d man y o f the m
were object s o f grea t beaut y an d craftsmanship . A  popula r
fascination wit h Egyptology and Hellenis m blende d wit h th e
homoerotics o f the aestheti c movement t o invigorat e interes t
in th e mysteriou s en d o f th e imperia l favourite . Bu t thi s
emphasis had i n its way brought th e legen d ful l circle , no t i n
finally arrivin g a t a  solutio n bu t i n echoin g Hadrian' s ow n
obsessions wit h Greece , wit h Egypt , wit h travel , beauty an d
Antinous. On e o f the posthumou s statue s o f Antinous whic h
Hadrian commissione d fo r hi s vill a a t Tivoli i s no w i n th e
Vatican Museum; th e proud, flawlessly athletic youth dresse d
as pharaoh is an artefact which might plausibly be a product of
the mor e kitsc h extrem e o f Victorian symbolism . Jus t a s a
bereft Hadrian had once caused the dead youth's image s to be
disseminated throughou t th e empire, so, as they were unveiled
a secon d time , plaste r cast s wer e bein g reproduce d an d
bought by  collectors all  over Europe .

It was very unlikely that the Pope knew the identity of the
obelisk, as when i t was erected the hieroglyph s coul d no t b e
read, but in the later part o f the century the code was broken.
The romanc e o f the mystery might perhaps have been dilute d
by the partial translation o f the inscriptions , but i t was not t o
be: i n fac t thei r ambiguit y raise d mor e question s tha n th e
translation answered . We no w kno w tha t th e obelis k hiero -
glyphics neithe r accoun t fo r Antinous' deat h no r revea l th e
location o f hi s tomb . Ther e ar e n o detail s o f a  traditiona l
Roman crematio n or , a s i s mor e likel y give n hi s plac e o f
death, an embalming. There is no specifi c implicatio n that his
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body wa s brough t fro m th e Nil e an d burie d a t Tivoli ,
but neithe r is there an y confirmation that he was buried nea r
the sit e o f th e traged y a t th e cit y o f Antinoopolis . Ancien t
Egyptians wer e traditionally buried o n th e wes t bank o f th e
Nile; the ne w cit y was on th e easter n sid e o f the river . The
material remains of Antinous see m to have vanished once his
body ha d slippe d beneat h th e water , t o b e resurrecte d a s a
thousand statues .

The ston e is possibly not even a single memorial; it might
have been par t o f a mortuary temple comple x in Egypt. I t is
increasingly believe d tha t th e obelis k did no t eve n arriv e i n
Rome until the third century . But the obelisk and its carvings
are Hadrianic , an d th e inscription s d o poin t t o it s havin g
indeed bee n par t o f a memorial to his favourite, and the y do
include som e magical incantations amon g the mor e conven -
tional dedications and prayers.

Unintentionally, Pop e Piu s VII had chose n a  delightfull y
appropriate spo t i n placin g th e obelis k o n th e Pincio . Th e
gardens take their name from th e ancien t family an d the long
vanished sixth-centur y Pincia n Palace . The presen t publi c
gardens wer e landscaped i n th e earl y nineteenth centur y by
Valadier, an d n o doub t th e obelis k was se t i n plac e shortl y
afterwards t o ornamen t a n ambitiou s projec t an d t o impos e
the Pope's tacit presence upon it . But the choice of the Pincio
brought Antinous back into a tradition of beauty, intrigue and
lavishness. The Pincia n Hil l wa s neve r counte d withi n th e
seven hills of Rome, as it lay outside the ancient city, but i t was
always, even in antiquity, an area of beautiful cultivation . Long
before th e reig n o f Hadrian i t had bee n know n as the Hil l of
Gardens. These gardens - horti  - o n the edge of the city were
not jus t a  place of quiet reflectio n for the Roma n aristocracy
who develope d them, nor wer e they just gardens; mos t had a
small vill a o r summer-hous e a t thei r centre . They becam e
synonymous with intrigue, with excess and with transgression.
Their ver y position , neithe r urba n no r trul y rural , no t
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constrained b y th e norma l law s o f civilisation , mad e th e
gardens synonymou s with storie s of patrician misconduct. As
a backdro p the y appea r an d reappea r throughou t Roma n
history; in the horti  Caligula watched opponents pu t to death,
Messalina mad e her assignation s and was eventually killed by
Claudius' soldiers , Vespasia n expired ; an d numerou s sexua l
and politica l plotter s spu n ou t thei r web s between th e walks
and fountain s o f these ancien t Roma n pleasur e gardens . Th e
most beautifu l garden s wer e eve n plotte d for,  covete d a s
objects of desire in themselves. Nero's elaborate gardens, with
rivers an d woods , vineyard s an d a  zoo , buil t aroun d hi s
Golden Hous e on the ashes of the notorious fire, engulfed the
heart o f the cit y and were , a t leas t partly, responsible fo r his
fall fro m favour .

But whil e i t i s easy  t o embar k o n a n academi c decon -
struction o f the gardens as a metaphor fo r disarray in a highly
controlled urba n society , ther e are , a s an y first-tim e visito r
soon discovers , les s complicated ways of understanding them .
You onl y have to b e i n Rom e fo r a  few hours o f summer t o
realise tha t a  plac e o f shade an d greennes s an d wate r mus t
have bee n irresistible , especiall y on a  hillside abov e the dus t
and noise of the city . Part of present-day Rome's grea t char m
is its proliferation of parks and groves , and i t is not surprisin g
that s o many o f the grea t green space s o f ancient Rom e have
remained open , even as, from th e middle ages onwards, spac e
was increasingly a t a  premium an d th e cit y sprawled beyon d
its walls.

The firs t known gardens on the Pincian Hil l were owned
by general and senato r Luciu s Liciniu s Lucullus,  wh o served
under th e dictato r Sull a i n th e firs t centur y BC . Afte r cam -
paigning agains t Mithridate s an d pursuin g a  successfu l
political career , he thre w hi s considerable wealth and energ y
into luxuriou s livin g and hi s name became synonymou s with
hedonistic extreme . Dictionaries stil l include 'Lucullan' as an
epithet fo r sumptuousness . Centurie s later , semi-rura l
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Renaissance villas, the propertie s o f cardinals and popes , re -
created thei r own formal gardens , and notoriety , in the same
area, an d som e hav e survived ; th e Vill a Medic i (no w th e
Accademia di Francia) i s only occasionally accessible, but th e
pretty Villa Guilia, built in the mid-sixteenth century , and the
elegant Villa Borghese , complete d som e sixt y years later , ar e
open t o th e public . I t i s quite possibl e t o trac e a  dynast y of
delightful bu t disreputabl e gardens , wit h thei r artific e an d
classical conceits , fro m Lucullus ' conspicuou s horticultura l
consumption to Hadrian's villa , and from ancien t Rome to the
present day.

Only a few yards from th e obelisk the Víale della Obelisco
comes almos t a t righ t angle s int o th e Vial e Gabriel e
d'Annunzio, an d i n fron t o f you unfold s arguabl y the mos t
glorious and heart-lurching panorama of Rome. It has become
a cliché to look across Rome from the Pincio to the Janiculum,
from on e great green hil l to another , an d i t is a tradition tha t
has not  bee n diminishe d by  being much recorde d in  diaries ,
letters and novels. When the English were flocking to Rome in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries , this was the place for
the carriag e rides , th e self-displa y and th e outdoo r lif e o f
polite society. In the many lodgings at the foot o f the hill they
created a n expatriat e communit y wher e thos e exile d b y
choice, politica l compulsio n o r illnes s live d a  lif e o f salons ,
collecting, drawing and letter-writing while the less fortunate
grubbed ou t a  livin g fro m th e whim s o f th e ric h o r waite d
hopefully fo r the Roma n climate to effec t a  cure.

To step on to th e Pinci o in early evening is still the mos t
potent introduction to the city. Looking out over the haze and
the browns , terracotta s an d gold s o f a  cit y tha t seem s sur -
prisingly small to bear the weight of so much history, it is not
necessary to identif y specifi c landmarks , although some , lik e
the huge Victor Emmanuel monument , ar e dominant. There
are cupolas , baroque , gleamin g wit h gol d leaf , o r dul l an d
leaden, an d inevitabl y dominate d b y th e grea t dom e o f
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St Peter's . Medieva l campanil! , roo f garden s an d th e forma l
architecture o f decayin g palazz i stan d seemingl y withou t
regard t o proportio n o r perspective ; an d acros s th e cit y th e
plateau o f the Janiculum, wit h it s famous pines dar k agains t
the sky , looks like a stage set .

From th e broa d terrac e nea r t o th e obelisk , there i s one
conspicuous monumen t tha t ca n b e see n relativel y close a t
hand, on the othe r sid e of the Tiber, between the Pinci o an d
the Vatican . The medieva l fortres s o f Caste l sant'Angel o i s
readily identified by the great bronze Archangel Michael a t its
summit; partially clad in martial costume, his solid wings low
on hi s back , he i s frozen i n the ac t o f unsheathing hi s sword
above th e city . Fro m th e outsid e th e origin s o f th e bulk y
building are  not  immediatel y obvious . As  citadel , as  papa l
residence, and a s a prison immortalised in the fina l moments
of the opera Tosca  when the heroine flings herself off its heights
rather tha n fal l int o th e hand s o f a  corrup t regime , thi s
imposing edifice ha s had a  very long life .

It i s i n fac t almos t exactl y the sam e ag e a s th e obelisk ,
because i t wa s first buil t a s the mausoleu m o f the ma n wh o
ordered bot h works - Hadrian . Eve n in the matter o f tombs,
Hadrian wa s competitive. His mausoleum, capped wit h tree s
and decorate d wit h relie f carving , bronz e ornamen t an d
marble, stoo d acros s th e rive r fro m th e grea t mausoleu m
of Augustu s and  was  reache d by  the  Pon s Aelius , a  bridg e
completed i n 13 4 an d name d afte r Hadrian' s family .
Unquestionably i t se t itsel f u p t o equa l o r riva l th e restin g
place of the firs t emperor . For centurie s th e two monument s
to dynasti c pretensions , erecte d b y me n wh o ha d n o livin g
descendants, stoo d 80 0 metre s apar t o n eithe r sid e o f th e
Tiber.

Augustus' tomb, once a  landmark of the city , had man y
subsequent incarnation s a s a fortress, a walled garden, a bear-
baiting aren a and a n opera  hall . Today it is derelict, inaccess -
ible; a crumbling tumulus, inhabited by cats, at the centre of a
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square of Fascist architectur e erected in the 1930s . Augustus'
posthumous statemen t o f his achievements - hi s res gestae  -
which onc e greete d visitors to his tomb, has been re-create d
on bronze an d placed on the outside of the Ara Pacis, a  short
distance away. The Ara Pacis - the altar to Augustan peace - is
a triump h o f first-centur y Roma n relie f carving . I t wa s dis -
covered in many fragments under a house on the Via Flaminia
and re-assembled as part of Mussolini's Augustan renaissance
on its present site. But the glory of Augustus' tomb is gone for
ever.

At th e cor e o f the Caste l sant'Angelo , Hadrian' s tomb ,
where hi s ashe s an d thos e o f hi s successors , includin g th e
notorious Caracalla , were once interred , ha s survive d under
its belligerent medieval accretions. The bridge which once led
to it , th e Pon s Aelius , ha s lon g bee n know n a s th e Pont e
sant'Angelo afte r th e fortress . Muc h o f it s fabri c ha s bee n
replaced o r ornamente d sinc e th e secon d century , bu t th e
arches that bear the weight of the bridge over the Tiber are still
those that Hadrian's engineers constructed .

Hadrian, fo r who m i t wa s rumoure d th e beautifu l
Antinous ha d sacrifice d himsel f i n th e hop e tha t hi s love r
might fin d healt h an d a n extende d life , die d o n 1 0 July 13 8
CE, less than eight years after his companion. On the Pincia n
obelisk h e ha d inscribe d a  prayer fo r hi s ow n longevity : 'He
that is beloved ofHapi and  of  all the gods, the lord of the diadems -
may he  live safe  and  sound,  may he  live forever like  Re, in  a  fresh
and rejuvenated  ol d age."  Jus t on e yea r late r th e mythica l
phoenix, whic h som e claime d t o hav e see n a t th e tim e o f
Hadrian's accession , was due to rise again in Egypt. Hadrian's
mausoleum wa s not finishe d a t hi s death an d wa s rushed t o
completion by his nominated successo r Antoninus Pius , who
also pushed through the customary posthumous divinatio n -
against som e opposition fro m thos e wh o had lon g memories
and those who had more recent cause to hate the late emperor.

Reports diffe r a s to whethe r Hadrian wa s initially buried
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at Puteoli , near Baiae, or in the Garden s o f Domitia nea r his
unfinished mausoleum . Give n tha t h e die d i n th e middl e o f
summer, i t wa s obviously necessar y tha t som e intermediat e
disposal of his body be undertaken fairly swiftly . In any event,
after th e usua l cremation , Hadrian' s ashes , an d thos e o f his
wife Sabina , wer e burie d i n a  chambe r a t th e hear t o f th e
sumptuously decorate d tom b b y th e sid e o f the Tiber. The
urns insid e ar e lon g gone , an d i t i s no t eve n certai n whic h
space i s th e origina l funerar y chamber ; bu t th e interio r o f
Hadrian's tom b ha s bee n wel l restored . O n a  dar k interna l
corridor a t th e hear t o f th e mausoleu m th e word s o f hi s
famous valediction have been carved.

Animula vagula  blandula
Hospes comesque  corporis
Quae nunc abibis  in  loca
Pallidula, rígida, nudula,
Nee, et ut soles,  dabis iocos.

Little wandering  soul,
Guest and  companion  of  my  body,
Where are  you going  to  now?
Away, into bare,  bleak places,
Never again  to  share a  joke.

Antinous ha s no know n memorial. The water s have long
closed ove r the trut h o f how he cam e to hi s premature end ,
and an y contemplation o f his lif e fixes disproportionately o n
its uncertainties an d th e effect s o f his death on his protector .
There i s a  Roma n sayin g whic h seem s entirel y appropriat e
as his epitaph : si t tibi  terra  levis  (le t the eart h li e lightly upon
him).
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From the memoirs  o f Julia  BafoiCCo , 13 8
By summer they were both dead, united in death and in the tomb.
The mausoleu m i s a splendid place to face eternity , and i t has an
eastern cas t whic h carrie s Hadrian' s messag e t o Rom e forwar d
into all time. The tur f has not quite taken on the rising slope of the
summit -  hangin g garden s were perhaps a  little ambitiou s -  but
the statues ar e very fine and the bronzes flicker like flames in the
evening sun .

It wa s i n th e mai n a  dul l summer ; th e firs t o f many .
Antoninus di d th e decen t thin g b y al l th e decayin g relic s o f
Hadrian's court , an d lif e i n thi s air y vill a i s pleasan t enoug h t o
dissuade me thus far from return to an Athens which I may hardly
know. I  hav e m y books , a  do g an d a  littl e slav e girl , th e
granddaughter o f the Commagenia n mai d who firs t se t out wit h
me, and I am teaching her to read.

Did I perform a service for Sabina? Did I make her last years
easier, if only in that I too was growing old and had been not much
loved? Sometimes I  find myself missing those very aspects o f her
character tha t I  foun d mos t gratin g i n life : he r girlis h laugh , o r
the interminabl e self-regar d i n he r fascinatio n wit h Hadrian' s
antipathy toward s her . Bu t sh e wa s no t a n over-demandin g
companion; she was strong, she could be kind, and she listened so
gravely to my  new verse that I  continue d to  compos e lon g afte r
the muse lef t me . Sh e did not notice .

So, Sabina , goddess , friend , fo r th e las t time , her e ar e m y
words for you.

Animula vagula  blandula
Hospes comesque  corporis
Quae nunc abibis  in  loca
Pallidula, rígida, nudula,
Nee, et ut  soles,  dabis iocos.
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9
Retrospective

The 'River  Coa circled around me. as I stood shrouded in darkness  and,
not knowing what had happened, searched  aíí around the hollow cloud.
Twice, unwittingly,  ht  waited  around the. place where, the goddess had
hidden me and twice he called: 'ïHo  there,  Arethusa! Jiallo, ñretfmsa!'
Alas whatfeetings did  I have  then! Assuredly I  was  like a lame when
it hears  the.  waives howling around the high sheepfold, or  like a hare,
hiding in  the  branches, watching the  jaws of  hostile  hounds,  and not
daring to  move. Still Rchelous did not  départ;  for he  did not see  any
footsteps leading  further on.  Jie kept  watch on the spot where the mist
was. Ά cold sweat Broke,  out on my Cimes, when I was just trapped, and
dark^drops fell from my  whole body.  'Wherever  I  moved my foot, apool
flowed out,  moisture dripped from my  hair. More quickly  than  I ¿an ^
of, I  was  changed  into a  stream.

OVID; METAMORPHOSES , BOO K 5 (TRANS . MART INNES )
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From the memoirs  o f Julia  BaCoiCCo , 14 3
With the passag e of time I  have had tim e t o think, t o apportio n
blame and to retrieve it. At the time it was easy not to feel sorry for
him, and not just because we were all apprehensive as to the parts
we wer e destine d t o play . A s alway s whe n troubl e pressed ,
Hadrian too k refug e i n self-pity and ill-temper . Almost immedi -
ately th e deat h too k o n th e cas t o f a  persona l injur y t o th e
emperor. There was the boy and then, like a spirit summone d u p
by a n Egyptia n spell , ther e h e wa s not , withou t s o muc h a s
farewell, much less leave of absence. Hadrian, who so craved new
experiences, found humiliation might be one of the most novel.

Yet there was a moment when he seemed almost human. No t
in the endles s recitations o f metric sorrow , public laments which
he encouraged ; hymn s celebratin g th e ne w go d b y shameles s
opportunists wit h tears in their eyes and gold in their palms and a
sturdy way with the old dialects. It was scarcely tolerable, but such
was the emperor' s nee d to have the gravity of his loss recognised
that his usual discernment seeme d to have been set aside. He was
for a  short while almost greedy for valedictory drivel. Then there
were the commissione d works of prose an d musi c being readie d
for th e games which Hadrian was already planning to inaugurat e
in th e dea d boy' s honour . There wer e clums y narrations , pose -
striking, ash-smeare d poetaster s wit h execrable  rhymes. All was
endured wit h equanimity. I considered m y position - w e all did:
would a  poem b e appropriate , would i t be expecte d o r would i t
only draw attention wher e it was least wanted? Safer perhap s t o
frame a  respons e i n another' s words . Within thre e day s Adonis
had bee n don e t o death , a s ha d Hyla s and , les s convincingly ,
Narcissus. The prett y boys of legend were languid corpse s in our
artistic landscape.

I did nothing. But a few days later in the evening I saw him by
the river , near the plac e they cal l Hir-Wer, where, by consent , i t
happened. He was surrounded b y a handful o f his closest associ-
ates; the self-regarding , and thus unperturbed, Commodus, and
young Fuscus, looking out of his depth in a situation which called
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for more than beautiful manners. There was a boy standing almost
on the water's edge, singing with a simple accompaniment o n the
double pipe. It was supposedly a piece written to mark the deat h
of the Bithynian, but although its beauty and skill suggested that it
had bee n compose d earlie r an d presse d int o service , i t wa s
remarkable in its simplicity. Amid all the cloyin g over-elaboration
of thi s unimportan t deat h i t was painfully poignant . O f course ,
music ca n creat e grief and melanchol y and a s such is the falsest
measure o f emotion ; bu t perhap s jus t becaus e o f it s plai n ex -
pression o f regret , th e shor t lamen t conjure d u p a n immens e
sorrow a t th e los s o f an y young , hopefu l life . Hadria n wh o
loved music so much, was not immun e t o it s effect s an d jus t for
a moment , sittin g unde r a  canop y in th e settin g sun , h e looked
stricken an d bewildered.

He never spoke to us directly and of that I am glad. After all ,
what coul d th e disappearanc e o f a  boy , n o longe r eve n a  very
beautiful one , b e bu t a  relie f to everyon e who ha d t o watc h hi s
antics? Even to Hadrian perhaps? The Gree k — they all called him
the Bithynian boy - ha d kept his youthful laughter , his youthful
ways, but when I was near him —  oh, perhaps twice — I saw that h e
was no longer a  boy at all. Once as they came back from huntin g
I smelle d hi s man' s smell ; th e smell  of fear , a  smell  you coul d
sometimes detec t on slaves . They say he moistened his skin with
milk and bread s o that his beard would not grow, and in that way
he tried t o believ e he would always be pleasing to th e emperor .
Some know 'for a  fact' that Hadrian asked the surgeons to ensur e
the boy never reached manhood. Towards the end the Greek boy
had take n t o linin g hi s eye s s o tha t the y migh t smoulde r a t hi s
lord.

Sabina, a t least , whose lot was to be unexceptional , di d no t
have to dance , nor preten d t o courag e in the hunt . She did no t
have to amuse. Her friends - ther e wer e not many - remaine d
friends, loya l t o th e last . He r enemie s wer e checke d b y th e
emperor's authority, not because he cared for her discomfor t but
because h e was conscious of injuries to his dignity. A slight to her
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was a slight to him; and yet the greatest slight to her, beside which
all others were insignificant, was his continued existence . Let th e
philosophers expoun d o n that one .

She had , sh e sai d repeatedly , n o feeling s fo r th e boy , wh o
was, anyway , over ; bu t sh e recognise d th e desperat e failur e o f
dignity; recognised on e wh o existe d in a  world without choices .
He was not the first, nor would he be the last, and when they had
to go, when they disappointed, o r he wearied of them, or they lost
their fres h beauty , how he grieved even as they disappointed an d
he turned his favour fro m them . She observed how his love grew
as the distance between his passions and the present lengthened .
Memory, fo r him , wa s wher e lov e wa s located . Memor y an d
desire fo r wha t h e ha d no t alread y possessed : people , objects ,
places. Th e ultimat e impossibility . As fo r hi s wife , possessed ,
unloved, undesired ever , permanence made her hateful. The sam e
permanence made her resentful a t first, then desperate; then these
emotions passed into a more or less suppressed antipathy . Only in
the las t weeks, in Egypt , had sh e shown a  little spark. The ruin s
and th e enigma s of that ancien t lan d intrigue d her . She too ha d
commerce with the priests and the magicians and the masons and
the silversmiths.

As for their speculations, Sabina said to the end that she was
indifferent. Let them talk, she said, her voice inflected with excite-
ment, le t diem writ e their poem s o f consolation, nam e a  flower
after him, name a city after him and buy some citizens to live in it,
let those filthy priests chant, let the astronomers scour the skies -
a bo y wit h roug e an d charcoal-smudge d eye s becom e a  star , a
god? It seemed unlikely, unless the gods too were susceptible t o a
mediocre singing voice and easil y commanded smile .

And le t him suffe r fo r his lost youth. She was beyond caring.
The week s an d month s afterward s wer e hard . Whispers ,

alternate frenzy an d inertia . We did not expec t to understand bu t
waited for the emperor to smile upon us again , and we remained
in the dark. An accident. No more . Surely no more?

Ours i s a  societ y o f opportunit y an d calamity , hopes an d
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sudden reverses, and the wise traveller is ever vigilant. There were
always man y death s whil e w e travelled . Epidemics , disappear -
ances, accidents; slave s sickened and wer e replaced; the childre n
and th e elderl y were take n of f by fevers . Fo r som e w e grieved ,
some we missed for their wit or ability to tell stories, others passed
unnoticed fro m ou r lives . Hadrian's friend s wer e no t inviolate ,
and those that did not fal l ill sometimes fel l out of favour and were
sent back to Rome or to Athens or to some chilly province in the
north.

All I  d o kno w for certai n i s there wa s no star . I  know th e
stars, have known them fro m a  child. There was nothing ne w in
the heavens ; everything was as you would expect . And ye t now
that boy' s likenes s looks dow n o n u s fro m ever y stree t i n th e
empire. That silly boy had a  city raised to his glory. A boy of the
humblest birth , a  troph y th e empero r brough t wit h hi m fro m
Mantinea o r som e suc h place , mad e immorta l i n brick s an d
stone. What greatness wil l travellers read who walk in the street s
of the boy' s city ?

At first we did not even notice he had gone. There were many
such a s him about . Hadria n ha d man y like hi m befor e an d ha d
some since ; there was nothing particularly remarkable about thi s
one. I do not even think we would have recognised him should he
have reappeared . Bu t h e di d no t o f cours e reappear , no t i n th e
flesh.

Later, we thought he had run away . Something had made the
emperor angry , though there was something else there too, Sabina
said. Despite he r habitua l coolness she seemed apprehensive for
the boy - when the horsemen went off - he was obviously going to
be caught. His fair hair , his light eyes - the y all have fair hai r and
light eyes , thes e boy s -  tryin g t o concea l himsel f amon g thes e
dark, dark people. Where could he go? What skills did he have? He
was, as we all are, the emperor' s property . Those who know this
prosper. Bu t th e hunter s returne d withou t thei r pre y an d th e
emperor's rag e had a n edg e of despair about it . He looked tired
and old and bruised. And then they found the body. I never saw it.
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They said it was the boy's, but I  heard the fac e wa s damaged, a n
arm was splintered. Perhaps th e beasts of the water attacked him ,
perhaps the prow of a boat crushed those pretty features. Perhaps
in a fit young body the heart was not strong. Perhaps ther e was a
mistake? For thei r differen t reasons , everybody was eager for the
problem t o be resolved.

And th e rumour s wen t on and o n and on . Som e sayin g the
death was not so much an accident a s convenience. Other s tha t i t
was convenienc e shade d wit h animosity . Som e tha t i t wa s a n
unimpeded ac t of hate. Some whispered a s we passed. It was not
hard t o imagin e wha t the y said . M y positio n wa s fo r a  tim e
dangerous; they might easily forget my royal blood, but they have
never failed to remember my descent from those who look into the
future an d wh o mak e salve s and potion s t o eas e the ill s of man .
Sabina was his wife, Sabina was a well-connected Roman ; i f they
looked for a murderer they would be relieved to find the creatur e
in a foreigner, not the emperor' s wife .

A few doctors and priests were taken to view this body - i f it
was him. Some say that like Nero before him, who anatomised his
mother tha t h e migh t se e tha t plac e fro m whic h h e dre w life ,
Hadrian offere d th e physician s mone y t o cu t int o th e alread y
mutilated bod y s o tha t h e coul d loo k fo r th e essenc e o f hi s
obsession. Others believed that with the shell so damaged Hadria n
searched fo r a n answe r t o th e myster y o f desire thwarte d i n th e
preserved interna l flesh.  Som e sai d he  sough t for  sign s tha t the
boy ha d surrendere d hi s lif e deliberatel y s o tha t th e empero r
might gain immortal life. Had h e lived he would have seen such a
fancy a s folly. The empero r age d more rapidly afterwards than he
had with the boy alive to encourage his delusions.

And the n what ? Like a  magician's bir d i n a  twitch o f cloth ,
the bod y disappeared . Entombed i n th e ne w city ? Taken t o th e
vaults of the ancient kings on the west bank of the river? Reduced
to ashe s i n som e distan t spo t an d sen t t o hi s homelan d i n th e
north o r parcelled back to Rome ? Fed t o th e crocodiles ? Any of
these could have been true, but I told Sabina then that in that land
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where death's craftsme n may confront the demands o f a stinking
corpse no t by turning it into cinders but creating a fragrant statue
with salt s an d ceda r dust , Hadria n ma y hav e found a n attemp t
to kee p hi s bo y wit h him , eve n afte r life , irresistible . Coul d th e
embalmers' skil l exten d t o repairing th e torn limbs , the battere d
face? Would that youth still travel with us, quieter but as irksome?

We did not d o it. We laughed to think of the power we could
have to cas t him down, to halt for one moment th e smoot h run -
ning of his days. We talked about it , although even to dream abou t
incommoding the emperor was unsafe. We conjectured how much
gold would be necessary to send the bo y discreetly on his way. If
he coul d b e prise d fro m th e emperor' s side , o f course . Still ,
obscene lampoons and jokes about Hadrian's susceptibilitie s were
the dail y amusement o f the cour t back then. We did not d o it . At
least, I  did no t an d Sabina , fo r al l her resentment , woul d surel y
never have acted alone , would never have been  alone long enoug h
to prepar e an d administe r a  fata l dose . No r di d th e empres s
ever trust anothe r soul , certainly not enough to expose herself to
potential disaster . Sabina's response to the affront s sh e perceived
was always a terrible, impregnable endurance, not action. Did she
see anything ? Kno w anything ? It i s possible . Sh e wante d u s t o
think she had a  secret. Whether she did, or whether she wished to
infuriate th e ma n wh o had injure d he r fo r so long, who ca n tell?
Sabina was always mistress o f the look, not speech . Whatever she
may hav e see n o r known , sh e was never quit e th e sam e woma n
after Egypt . She was, just a little, happier.

It woul d hav e bee n easy , o f course ; thoug h importan t t o
Hadrian, the boy was of so little importance t o anyone else that he
was no t guarded . Hi s onl y valu e wa s i n wha t h e gav e t o th e
emperor, and dignity forbore that the emperor of the world should
set guards t o ensur e the fidelit y o f a  youth. A concoction i n hi s
wine; I have seen the herbs for sale openly in the city markets here.
Gentler, if less certain , tha n a  blow to the hea d o r a  knife i n th e
belly. Nothin g crude , n o fits , n o violen t spasm s o f agon y an d
vomiting, n o pallor , sweat s an d shakin g bu t a  gradua l slippin g
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away, first into drunke n slumbe r the n int o unrouseabl e slee p -
and then let the Nile have him and finish the task. As indeed it did,
one way or another .

But no, not an act of hate, I think, but an act of love turned, for
one moment, to hate. Had the emperor wished to discard Sabina he
could have done so many years before. Hadrian's feeling s as far as
she was concerned were constant. It is in the sudden alterations of
passion that violent and irrevocable deeds are done. Fear and anger
snatched the boy from Hadrian's side. Hadrian's love for him raised
him up and Hadrian's love dashed him down.

In th e Museu m o f th e Louvr e i n Pari s a  crud e terracott a
figurine i s o n display . Disturbing t o moder n eyes , the femal e
statuette ha s her hands tie d behin d he r back and her genitals ,
chest, eyes , ear s an d mout h hav e bee n pierce d throug h wit h
large nails. The figurin e date s fro m th e thir d centur y an d was
found burie d i n a  cla y pot i n Egypt . Inside he r bod y she may
contain a  parchmen t scrol l directin g he r power ; outsid e a n
attached lead tablet is inscribed with a charm calling onThoth,
Anubis, Antinous an d the spirit s o f the dead to potentiate th e
spell.

Whatever on e ca n squeez e ou t o f the source s concernin g
Hadrian's persona l grief , whatever th e tru e circumstance s o f
Antinous' death, one hundred year s later the ide a of him ha d
evidently acquire d magica l significance. The exac t purpos e o f
the charm is unknown, but the general treatment of the figurine
is similar to the procedures fo r making a love spell, versions of
which hav e bee n discovere d i n numerou s ancien t papyri .
Among th e mos t popula r charm s wer e thos e fo r makin g th e
object o f desire becom e compulsivel y attracted t o th e perso n
who enacted th e ritual . It was an appropriate use of Antinous'
memory, fo r th e dea d Antinous  ha d becom e infinitel y mor e
potent tha n th e livin g man. Both in Hadrian's reactions to his
death and in the accretions of myth, the easy and ordered view
of Roma n civilisatio n an d sophisticatio n begi n t o b e infuse d
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with older forces o f superstition and vulnerability.
During th e day s immediatel y followin g th e death , th e

night skie s ove r Egyp t wer e particularl y spectacular . I n th e
still war m earl y Novembe r nights , Hadrian stoo d outsid e i n
the dar k an d contemplate d th e movement s o f th e heavens .
However bright th e light s of his retinue an d th e smal l fires of
the Nile-sid e settlements , th e clarit y o f th e star s wa s un -
diminished. From Hermopolis , the small city on the riverbank
where Antinou s ha d las t bee n seen , th e sk y was a  vaul t o f
visible star s an d withi n a  week this wa s dominated b y a  ful l
moon. Shortly after Antinous' death Hadrian observed, or had
drawn t o hi s attention , a  bright ne w sta r ove r Egypt . By the
lingering convention of the time this could be taken to indicate
the deat h o f a significant figure. One hundre d year s later the
historian Di o Cassiu s wrote , '[Hadrian] declared  that  he had
seen a star which he took to  be that of Antinous, and gladly  lent  an
ear to the fictitious tales  woven by his associates to the effect  that  the
star had really  come  into being from the  spirit of  Antinous and had
then appeared  for  the  first time?

There ar e tw o possibl e response s t o this . On e i s tha t
Hadrian, destabilise d b y recen t events , simpl y sa w what h e
wanted t o se e i n th e star-fille d nigh t skie s ove r th e Nile .
However, fo r both th e Egyptian s an d th e Romans , th e no w
separate discipline s o f astrolog y an d astronom y wer e no t
distinct fro m on e another , an d th e movement s o f th e star s
were bot h a  poten t forc e fo r interpretin g th e worl d an d a
crucial tool i n locating the plac e of humankind o n the earth .
In th e live s of emperors sudden an d dramati c celestial events
were invariabl y par t o f th e narrative . Whe n Hadrian' s
illustrious predecessor Augustus had returne d t o Rom e afte r
the assassination of Julius Caesar, a combination of a rainbow-
like aura around the sun and lightning striking from a  clear sky
encouraged hi m t o expec t success . Presumabl y th e sam e
omens wer e les s favourabl y interprete d fo r th e newl y dea d
imperial victi m Juliu s Caesar ; thunde r rumblin g i n a  clea r
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sky ha d certainl y presage d th e deat h o f the virtuou s Titus,
and almos t identica l omen s predicte d th e violen t deat h o f
Caligula.1 The readin g of such signs was a delicate matter .

For the ancien t Roman s th e star s were always significant
to th e live s of men. In hi s Natural History., written lat e in th e
first century , Plin y inveighs agains t th e prevailin g belief that
stars were attached to the fortunes of individuals, but this was
still a popular convention. Then as now it was not impossibl e
for peopl e t o believ e aspect s o f tw o apparentl y conflictin g
systems o f understanding. Plin y was not alon e i n arguing for
an understanding o f cosmology as separate from th e fortune s
of th e grea t but , broadly , i t wa s stil l attractiv e t o se e th e
movement of the stars in a relationship with human existence .
The cit y of Alexandria was a centre for the study of the stars as
it was for many disciplines, and Hadria n wa s himself adept in
what was one of the intellectual preoccupations o f his age, but
his interest was not merely intellectual; he was, again typically
for hi s time , superstitiou s a s wel l a s learned , an d i n hi s
sumptuous vill a complex at Tivoli he was already building an
observatory. Hi s knowledg e o f the subjec t and hi s acces s t o
experts in the field make i t extremely unlikely that he would
claim to see a new star that did not exist, or that he would have
accepted a  fictitious one. It was, equally, highly probable that
he would look to th e heavens to sugges t some significance in
Antinous' demise.

Looking down the Nile towards the unknown spot where
his favourit e mus t hav e died , h e woul d hav e see n th e sk y
dominated b y a  star know n then a s now a s Canopus , on e of
the constellatio n called Argo Navis (th e shi p Argo). The sta r
Canopus ha d been named for the pilot of the Trojan war hero
who died on that spot in Egypt; and the geographical Canopu s
was, a s w e hav e seen , synonymou s wit h amusemen t an d
sensual pleasure. Hadrian ma y also have hoped fo r a  favour-
able predictio n a t th e famou s Temple o f Serapi s whic h la y
within the confines of Canopus. That Canopus was or became
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significant t o Hadrian seem s beyond questio n because on his
return t o Tivol i a  mode l o f i t becam e a  centrepiec e o f th e
marvellous villa , it s vaulte d en d bein g a  schematicall y
developed copy of the Serapeum , the Temple o f Serapis. Like
so much tha t wa s associated with Egypt, Canopus als o had a
darker meaning , an d was given to the human-headed vas e in
which the entrail s of the dead were embalmed.

Shocked, grievin g an d impressionable , a n abl e astro -
nomer stayin g i n a  countr y whos e cultur e dre w heavil y o n
stars to order its life - i t would have been surprising if Hadrian
had no t see n somethin g i n th e heaven s tha t mad e sens e o f
what ha d happened . Bu t wha t Hadria n sa w wa s evidentl y
something out of the ordinary. Fifteen hundred years later, the
French astronomer A. G. Pingre identified the convenient sta r
as a  probabl e nov a -  a  new star whic h burn s wit h unusua l
brightness for a  short tim e before fading.2 I t was a charmin g
and familia r metapho r fo r th e fortune s o f the youn g Greek .
But auguries are notoriously flexible in their message, and this
radiant ne w sta r migh t possibl y have bee n th e sam e astro -
nomical porten t whic h th e Jew s too k a s affirmatio n o f their
own intention t o ris e up agains t the Roman s in Judea unde r
the leadershi p o f the rebe l Shimo n ba r Kokhba , who m hi s
followers calle d 'the star' . I f thi s wa s indeed th e sam e phe -
nomenon tha t inspired the emperor to honour his dead lover ,
there wa s a n iron y i n it s appearance . Fo r i t wa s Hadrian' s
strategies fo r th e suppressio n o f bar Kokhba , beginnin g no t
long afte r hi s bereavement , whic h aggravate d th e hars h
guerrilla wa r in which the Jews were virtually eradicated an d
the Roma n legion s sustaine d sever e losses ; an d i t wa s thi s
military actio n whic h wa s furthe r t o confir m th e contem -
porary vie w tha t Antinous ' deat h ha d permanentl y
destabilised th e emperor's character .

Modern astronomer s canno t detec t an y extraordinar y
phenomenon i n th e year s aroun d 13 0 whic h matche s th e
historical account s bu t conced e the possibilit y of a new star .
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More likel y i s tha t a n existin g sta r wa s named aroun d thi s
time. Certainl y Hadrian' s approximat e contemporary , th e
astronomer Ptolemy , mentions 'stars around Aquila, to which
the name Antinous is given', and this constellation would have
been clearl y visible over Egypt in 130. 3

Although Di o Cassius , himsel f fro m Antinous ' hom e
province of Bithynia, introduces an element of ridicule into his
version o f Hadrian' s reactio n t o th e tragedy , th e individua l
elements of the aftermat h are not a s irregular as the historian
makes out. If, as seems likely, there was a star, then it was not
surprising tha t a n associatio n wa s mad e wit h th e recen t
dramas. Th e lin k betwee n sta r movement s an d significan t
deaths wa s long establishe d -  th e Emperor Claudius ' deat h
eighty year s earlier , fo r example , ha d coincide d wit h th e
appearance o f a  comet . Despit e th e cynica l not e i n Di o
Cassius' retelling , tha t imperia l astrologer s shoul d confir m
anomalous indications of the spiri t of a new god ascending to
heaven was nothing new - a t least, it was not new in circum-
stances surroundin g th e death s o f emperors : Suetoniu s
records i t fo r Augustus. Emperors ' favourite s di d not , how -
ever, usually leave this world for such loft y destinations .

A belie f i n Antinous ' posthumou s powe r seem s t o hav e
exceeded eve n th e forma l declaratio n o f hi s ne w status .
Although there was greater resistance to the acceptanc e of an
emperor's sexua l partner a s a god in the mor e urbane society
of Rome , i n th e Gree k eas t Hadrian' s ow n philhellenis m
assured th e ne w god' s absorptio n int o th e Gree k pantheo n
from th e momen t th e empero r decide d o n hi s deification .
However, the large number o f gods worshipped in Greece and
Rome wer e ofte n identifie d with on e another , s o that a  go d
might be worshipped in the guise - and visually, the costume -
of another immortal with whom they had some characteristic s
in common . S o Antinous wa s worshipped a s Dionysu s (th e
Roman Bacchus) , a god associated with wine and the castin g
off o f inhibition. H e wa s also worshipped a s Pan, th e go d of
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pastoral pleasures , an d Pan' s father , Herme s (th e Roma n
Mercury), th e youthfu l patro n o f travellers and guid e t o th e
underworld. Th e connection s wer e al l obvious . Bu t i t wa s
inevitable, given the place and means of Antinous' death, that
he would also be assimilated into the Egyptian underworld .

The dar k tale o f Osiris i s one o f many shadows tha t fal l
over this story, and i t is one of the aspect s of the deat h which
raised questions a s to its circumstances. Antinous die d only a
few mile s downstrea m fro m th e cul t centr e o f Osiri s a t
Abydos. More provocatively, he died on or about the festival of
the Nil e an d th e celebratio n o f the birt h o f Osiris, whic h fel l
on 2 4 October ; an d h e speedil y becam e par t o f th e Osiri s
legend, worshippe d an d represente d i n Egyptian costum e a s
the god Antinous-Osiris.

The flourishing cul t of Osiris already had its own magnifi-
cent temple s and it s loyal devotees. Osiris,

dead god and god of the dead, brother and husband of Isis  .  . .  did not
truly begin  to  exist until  he  was assassinated by Seth. Almost nothing
is known about  him before  his  death. When it is  said that Osiris  lives,
the reference  is  always  to  his  resurrection,  which takes  place in  the
hereafter, not  in  this  world,  definitively  closed  to  him.  The  rites  that
make possible his  resurrection  ensure  that  the  king,  and later,  all the
dead, will have a  fate identical  to his after  death. 4

The tal e o f th e bereave d Isi s searchin g th e Nil e fo r he r
murdered love r and brother an d reassembling his body parts in
order tha t h e migh t posses s powe r afte r deat h cam e t o hav e
resonances in Hadrian's ow n drive to create immortality for his
lost favourite . Its essential s -  violen t death , resurrectio n an d
redemption -  wer e al l present i n the stor y o f Hadrian an d
Antinous. They wer e compelling elements in man y other earl y
religions too , includin g Christianity , the troublesom e ne w sec t
which was already infiltrating the empire, and they were probably
central to the secret proceedings of the Eleusian Mysteries.
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The connections t o the legend of Osiris - an d indeed to
Christianity - wer e curious, with the echo of the creation of a
new god , an d th e circumstance s o f Antinous ' deat h als o
echoed th e superficia l bu t allurin g themes o f popular Gree k
myths. There wa s Hylas , companio n o f Heracle s an d th e
Argonauts, who was drowned b y adoring water nymphs who
drew hi m int o th e sprin g wher e h e ha d bee n sen t t o fetc h
water. There was Narcissus, who under Aphrodite's curs e was
fatally entranced by his own reflection in the surface of a pool.
Antinous th e go d joined the compan y of beautiful boy s with
powerful, i f capricious , protectors , wh o me t strange , watery
deaths. Antinous was a perfect divinity for the second-centur y
world of the imagination .

If Antinous' death is a mystery, his life, and an y reason for
such posthumous recognitio n beyon d Hadrian's affectio n fo r
him, i s almost imperceptible . Hi s hom e tow n o f Bithynium,
also called Claudiopolis , a Greek cit y in what is now western
Anatolia in Turkey, has become modern Bolu : a large, charm-
less tow n on  the  letha l Ankara-Istanbul highway . Far fro m
being a  plac e t o visit , i t i s a  plac e t o leav e a s quickl y a s
possible, if only among the coarse-running engine s and diesel
fumes o f the heavy lorries on which Turkish industry depends .
It wa s not alway s so . In th e secon d centur y th e provinc e of
Bithynia, lying between the uncompromisingly dr y Anatolian
plateau an d th e Blac k Se a coast , wa s a  lan d o f hills , rivers ,
lakes an d orchards . Antinous seem s t o hav e spen t hi s child -
hood in a village to the north-west o f the city , in forested hills
near the border. It is tempting to construct a  tale of a wild and
beautiful bo y elevate d fro m pastora l simplicit y t o a  lif e o f
unimaginable sophisticatio n - bu t this woul d be overstating
the case . Bithyni a wa s a n influentia l provinc e wit h whic h
several powerful and cultured men, both in the second century
and earlier , had connection s through birth , residence o r pro -
fession, includin g Hannibal , wh o die d there , Di o o f Prusa ,
and Catiliu s Severus; the writer of witty love poetry, Catullus;
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the stoli d historian , Arrian ; Plin y the younger -  an d Cassius
Dio, wh o wa s born a t th e en d o f Hadrian's lif e an d becam e
one of his principal biographers. Bithynia was no generic rural
backwater, no erotic Arcadia.

Hadrian visite d the province in 12 4 and it is possible that
he saw and was captivated by the beautiful boy then; but i f he
did, the moment passe d unnoticed b y the writers of the time .
It i s just as likely that Antinous cam e to cour t i n the retinu e
of a  patrician Bithynia n o r tha t h e was selected t o take part
in a n athleti c displa y an d caugh t Hadrian' s ey e tha t way .
(Roman emperor s ar e frequentl y relate d a s findin g lover s
in thi s fashion. ) That h e wa s the emperor' s sexua l partne r
is widel y accepte d today . Earl y Christia n writer s raile d a t
the sexua l decadenc e o f imperia l Rome , an d Hadrian' s
sexual an d theologica l taste s i n particular ; eve n Gibbo n
takes th e relationshi p a s Hadrian's ultimat e disgrace . Late r
theories owe d mor e t o th e constraint s an d preoccupation s
of nineteenth- an d twentieth-centur y Europea n scholarship .
Some suggeste d tha t Antinou s wa s a  straightforwar d
companion, a  prox y fo r th e so n Hadria n neve r ha d o r a n
unacknowledged bloo d relation ; educate d fin-de-siècle
pornographers pu t hand-tinted , an d highl y explicit ,
engravings into privat e circulation.

Yet th e issu e o f Hadrian' s homosexuality , which wa s t o
dominate his later reputation, assume d importance only in the
last decade of his reign, when the effect s o f a private relation -
ship wer e t o b e publicl y impose d acros s th e empire . Hi s
choices wer e entirel y consistent wit h his adoptio n o f archaic
Greek mores . I n ancien t Gree k societ y women wer e so littl e
regarded beyon d th e necessit y o f thei r involvemen t i n th e
procreation o f childre n tha t a  relationshi p wit h a  ma n wa s
considered a  much mor e desirable, erotic and elegan t matter .
Beautiful boy s wer e celebrate d an d idealise d i n art ; and ,
though suc h relationship s wer e argue d fo r i n intellectua l
terms, they were also undoubtedly sexual.
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Relationships betwee n upper-clas s me n flourished , bu t
only within a  very strict socia l structure. To step outsid e thi s
was t o invit e opprobrium . Fo r th e Greeks , th e relationshi p
must alway s b e betwee n unequals . A  bo y younge r tha n
eighteen woul d have a mentor an d love r of between eightee n
and forty. When the boy began to show the unmistakable signs
of late r adolescenc e -  facia l hair , deepenin g voic e an d
increased musculatur e - th e relationship was concluded and
the young man could , i f he chose, proceed to being the olde r
partner i n a new relationship. A man wh o persisted i n having
love affair s ove r the ag e o f forty wa s thought t o loo k ridicu-
lous; a man who continued to be the passive partner once out
of boyhood wa s derided. I n a  highly structure d societ y suc h
containment wa s the key to same-sex relationships, and same-
sex relationships were a key to socia l organization.

Homosexuality was not viewed in the same way in Rome ,
not least because it was firmly identified with Greekness in the
Roman mind , bu t als o because wha t t o th e Greek s wa s the
pursuit o f the idea l in the for m o f physically perfect boys was
in th e eye s o f Roman s simpl y a  matte r o f urgen t sexua l
gratification. Roman s perceive d homosexualit y a s mor e
morally precarious and more threatening to public order; and
so it had the potential to sweep away reputations. Anxiety and
contempt centre d o n an y hin t o f passivit y o r bestia l lust ;
moreover, any kind of perceived deviance, not leas t because it
tended to be pursued in secret, was synonymous with political
corruption. Fo r Romans , an y otherwis e incomprehensibl e
route to power was invariably a homosexual one . For Greeks ,
particularly the Greeks of history, nothing was purer o r more
beautiful tha n th e lov e between men . Fo r Romans , th e civi c
virtues were pre-eminent an d sexual passions a diversion from
duty which lef t a  man expose d to ridicule .

Hadrian di d not parade his favourite in Rome, but i n the
Greek eas t h e ma y hav e persuade d himsel f tha t nothin g
could be more in keeping with the spirit of the times. But even
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in Greec e time s ha d changed , an d i f h e wa s intendin g t o
brandish a  lover as a  testament t o hi s aestheti c an d cultura l
agenda, Hadria n brok e th e rules . B y the tim e h e arrive d in
Egypt Hadrian wa s by ancient standards too old to be openly
conducting a  lov e affair ; an d ye t a s hi s mos t famou s lover ,
Antinous, reached manhood, Hadrian was unwilling or unable
to surrende r hi m t o th e convention s eve n o f tolerant Gree k
society. Both me n wer e diminished in the eye s o f the empir e
by thei r continuin g association . On e wa y o r another , th e
relationship had littl e future i n 130 .

Hadrian wa s not perceive d as effete. Unlik e Caligula and
Nero, he had com e to rul e i n maturity . H e had see n seriou s
military service , he was fit and well-built . The source s speak
admiringly of his endurance - he could walk 20 miles carrying
a militar y pack , h e stoo d i n al l weather s wit h hi s hea d
uncovered, he was scrupulous in his review and managemen t
of hi s imperia l forces . Ther e wa s n o suggestio n tha t hi s
opinions wer e influence d b y imprope r connections . Ye t i t
is his place at the centr e of a great homosexual love affair , no t
his undeniabl e achievement s a s th e patro n o f a n artisti c
renaissance o r consolidato r o f a n empire , tha t ha s ensure d
lasting public interest in Hadrian .

So it i s curious that th e natur e o f the affai r i s intangible .
Antinous is virtually invisible until he surfaces i n the histories
of Hadria n a s th e empero r i s abou t t o se t ou t o n a  day' s
hunting. H e appears , i t seems , jus t i n tim e t o mak e hi s
dramatic exit, just in time to become a work of art. Again as in
a detective nove l or film, when Antinous first steps on to th e
imperial stage the spectato r i s presented wit h the dram a o f a
young man whose fate is already sealed. lacta aléa est - th e die
is cast. Antinous is already on the river' s edge.

It has become a given that Hadrian was profoundly in love
with Antinous , i n a  very modern Romantic/eroti c sense . Yet
there i s n o existin g accoun t o f thei r relationshi p togethe r
except fo r that briefest , though well-recorded , hunting scen e
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just weeks before the tragedy. Everything - the mourning, the
obsession -  i s extrapolated backward s afte r Antinous ' death,
more afte r th e constructio n o f a  moder n nove l tha n o f a
history. The narrativ e would be easier to penetrate i f contem-
porary writer s had provide d detail s o f their firs t meetin g o r
indeed an y reflections on the two together in the intervenin g
years.

Hadrian wrote letters and poetry, but there is no hint tha t
he wrote either to young Antinous; the one piece which seems
on first reading to have the rudiments o f an elegy to his dead
lover turn s ou t t o b e a  movingl y worded bu t fairl y conven -
tional farewel l t o the world by an emperor who knew that h e
was dying. Fragments o f surviving poetry written by contem -
poraries, and ar t which appears to show the two together, are
rare, equivoca l an d create d i n th e aftermat h o f th e traged y
when t o indulg e the empero r was to th e advantag e of artists
within th e cour t circle . Hadrian' s memoirs , lost , bu t use d
extensively as source material in the surviving works of ancient
historians, stated that Antinous' death was an accident. It was
an extraordinar y interventio n b y a n empero r eve n given th e
doubts an d speculatio n repeate d i n th e histories ; imperia l
memoirs did not usuall y mention an y informal or potentially
discreditable relationships , an d self-justificatio n wa s a  subtl e
business, conducted on the solid ground of public events. That
there would have been some rumours was inevitable, given the
taste o f ancient writer s fo r conspiracy theories an d th e luri d
embellishment o f events . Also, a t a  tim e whe n mos t histor y
was read aloud to audiences, not privately digested, the death
of Antinous an d th e nois y grief o f the empero r woul d have
made good entertainment; and any out of the ordinary events
concerning th e imperia l famil y wer e invariably embroidered,
to maximise their dramatic potential .

So wha t di d happe n t o Antinous , an d wha t rol e di d h e
play i n th e emperor' s life ? I s ther e anythin g behin d th e
opaque, slightly demure gaze of a hundred statues , the perfect
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body, the curls clustering at the nape of the neck? Assessments
of hi s fat e ca n onl y b e circumstantial , bu t variou s theorie s
have been examine d ove r the years . At the tim e o f his deat h
there appear to have been jus t three supposition s concernin g
Antinous' disappearance . Hadrian' s ow n account , tha t h e
quite simpl y me t wit h a n fata l accident , contrast s wit h th e
historians' muc h mor e siniste r suggestion s tha t h e eithe r
committed suicid e o r wa s sacrificed , o r induce d t o sacrific e
himself, for the emperor's well-being . But Hadrian's issue of a
defensive statemen t tha t th e deat h ha d bee n a n unfortunat e
accident has echoes of his officia l disclaime r of involvement in
the death s o f the fou r consul s a t th e beginnin g o f his reign .
Inevitably, Hadrian seeme d more , not less , implicated onc e it
had becom e necessar y fo r hi m t o issu e hi s ow n versio n o f
events.

Antinous drowne d som e 15 0 mile s sout h o f Heliopolis ,
close to Hermopoli s o n the wes t bank o f the Nile . Hadrian's
explanation seem s no t implausible , althoug h evidentl y th e
circumstances wer e problematic . Almost certainl y th e deat h
went unobserved . B y th e tim e th e historian s whos e text s
survive brought their pens and their prejudices to examine the
deed, bot h Hadria n an d Antinou s wer e long dead . I t i s no t
even certai n whe n th e corps e wa s found ; detail s o f th e
retrieval an d disposa l o f th e bod y ar e noticeabl y absent .
Indeed, the onl y basis for the assumptio n that th e bod y was
discovered a t all is in Hadrian's subsequen t behaviour , whic h
was inconceivable in the fac e o f anything other than certaint y
regarding the death. Nor, despit e much conjecture, has it ever
been establishe d where Antinous was buried.

An acciden t is , o f course , th e mos t straightforwar d
explanation. The caus e of death is not consistently clear in the
surviving texts, and not all  the sources even give the manner of
it, bu t h e i s generall y sai d t o hav e drowned . There ar e n o
further detail s o f the deat h itself . I t migh t b e assume d tha t
Antinous fel l from a  boat in the flotilla of royal barges, that he
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took a smaller craft to  explor e the rive r and cam e to grief , or
even that he lost his footing on the bank. Although brought u p
in a  regio n o f lakes  an d rivers , i t i s jus t conceivabl e tha t
Antinous coul d no t swim ; and eve n i f he wer e a  competen t
swimmer, o n a  war m nigh t i t i s possibl e tha t a  young ma n
might go for a dip and ge t into difficulties. Summe r was over,
and cram p i s a  possibilit y i n wate r unexpectedl y chill y -
notoriously so after a  heavy meal. It i s an old story. Antinous,
although always depicted a s fit and athletic , would not b e the
first young man to drown while under the influence of drink,
shouts for help or the noise of a struggle being masked behind
the activities taking place on deck or on shore. He might have
knocked himsel f ou t enterin g th e water , o r collide d wit h a
moving boa t i n th e darkness . Alon e an d unprotected , th e
emperor's favourit e gave up the struggle .

The seasona l Nile floods had long abated but ther e were
still dangerou s current s an d drowning s wer e relativel y
commonplace; a t th e cit y o f Antinoopoli s itsel f ther e i s a
memorial t o a  young woman who drowne d i n the rive r two
centuries afte r Antinou s an d a t Hermopoli s a  mumm y o f
another victim , a  near-contemporar y o f Antinous , i s stil l
preserved. There wer e indee d loca l convention s abou t th e
treatment o f those who died in the waters of the Nile - one s
of whic h Hadria n wa s quic k t o tak e advantag e o n hi s
favourite's behalf . Lon g befor e Hadrian , th e god-maker ,
came t o Egypt , extraordinar y honour s awaite d anyone who
drowned i n th e river . A  long-establishe d an d well-know n
Egyptian conventio n wa s tha t an y victi m o f th e Nil e wa s
venerated an d deified . I f Antinou s ha d drowne d the n
Hadrian migh t have felt justifie d b y local custom in claiming
the young man a s a god.

But ther e ar e reasons to doub t th e simplicit y of such a n
account. I f Hadrian's version of events was the mos t straight -
forward, i t was also, o f course, th e onl y possible on e tha t he
could give, whatever the truth. He could stay silent or he could
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defend himself . Bu t fo r hi s enemies , th e deat h lef t enoug h
loose ends to allow the story to be woven into something muc h
less sympatheti c to th e emperor . Although stories o f sacrific e
seem a t th e othe r en d o f a  spectru m o f plausibilit y fro m
drowning, at the time this was the prevailing understanding of
what had happened. In second-century Rom e sacrifice was at
the centr e of  religious observance, and  accusation s of  human
sacrifice were occasionally levelled at the members o f esoteric
religions. It was unlikely, but no t impossible , that a  man suc h
as Hadrian migh t have been implicate d in the sacrific e o f the
young man he loved, and recen t examination s of the mystery
have given credence to this theory .

Several commentators have accepted tha t the most sensa -
tional o f th e hint s i n th e historie s wa s correct . Willingly o r
unwillingly, Antinous was sacrificed for the greater good of the
emperor an d s o o f th e empire . Evidenc e fo r thi s i s sligh t
beyond the delightfull y siniste r statement b y Cassius Dio: 'He
honoured Antinous, either because of  his  love for him  or  because the
youth had voluntarily  undertaken  to  die (it  being  necessary that  a
life should  be  surrendered freely for  the  accomplishment  of  the  ends
Hadrian had  in view) .'

The imperia l party did not arrive in Egypt at a good time .
The disastrou s failur e o f th e Nil e floods , th e declin e i n
Hadrian's health an d tension s i n the eas t mus t hav e weighed
heavily o n th e emperor . Hadrian , i t wa s thought , wa s als o
troubled b y portents whic h indicated his continuing decline .
Those wh o coul d predic t th e future , whethe r astrologer s o r
soothsayers, hel d considerabl e i f precariou s powe r ove r
emperors who were all too eager to clarify an unknown future.
Many names are known, among them respecte d member s o f
court, intellectuals, seriou s me n an d women . Hi s ow n wife' s
companion, Juli a Balbilla , was the granddaughte r o f Nero's
famous astrologe r Balbillus , an d Balbillus ' inclinations ma y
have tended toward s areas slightly less benign than astrology ;
one anecdote finds him suggesting to Nero that a  particularly
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unfortunate predictio n migh t b e averte d by sacrificin g som e
important person. Echoes of this tale recurred in rumours that
Hadrian, a  much more able and obsessive reader of signs than
Nero, ha d foretol d a  crisi s i n hi s immediat e futur e and ,
through Antinous , ha d decide d t o tak e th e remedia l actio n
recommended b y the earlie r astrologer.

Even outside such drasti c scenarios , attempts t o perceive
and affec t th e futur e di d no t alway s en d well ; storie s o f
tentative fortune-teller s havin g curiousl y failed t o anticipat e
the fata l effec t o f an emperor being told bad new s are legion.
Emperors who could themselves cast fortunes and acquire the
wisdom o f th e astrologer s remove d themselve s fro m a
dependence o n th e interpreter s o f mysteries . For Hadrian ,
who had taken this course further, who had become so adept
at astrolog y that h e was able to calculat e the dat e o f his own
death, this knowledge became not power but a  terrible curse. 5

Consensus - just - seems to support the idea that Hadrian had
foreseen some  catastrophe bearing down upon hi m an d tha t
Antinous wa s sacrifice d t o evad e the fates . This wa s b y n o
means a  sig n o f Antinous ' expendability ; ther e i s a  lon g
tradition tha t th e mos t effectiv e sacrific e i s that o f the mos t
precious. Paradoxically , Antinous ' los s becam e th e crisi s
Hadrian sough t to deflect .

Modern interpretations which accept this solution believe
their cas e to be supporte d b y coin images of the period ; bu t
the iconograph y o f imperial coinage is often ambiguou s an d
the issues used to support the sacrific e scenari o certainly are.
One show s th e empero r standin g wit h hi s foo t o n a  smal l
crocodile, whic h migh t no t b e a  simpl e depictio n o f th e
emperor as ruler of an Egypt symbolised by its most notorious
animal inhabitan t bu t rathe r represen t Hadria n a s th e go d
Horus. Horu s wa s abl e t o subjugat e th e force s o f evil ; h e
would also dispel individual sickness or curses.6 The meanin g
of a statue o f the empero r found a t Hadrian's vill a a t Tivoli is
even mor e vigorousl y debate d an d muc h mor e potentiall y
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sinister i n its portrayals. The head , which has been identifie d
by compariso n t o a  horde o f coins , i s of Hadrian i n 13 0 -
but o f Hadrian restore d t o youth . A strange inscription o n a
coin o f the sam e period state s tha t thi s i s Hadrian reborn. 7

Speculation ha s followe d tha t thes e fe w image s represen t
Hadrian, who wa s known t o hav e bee n initiate d int o secre t
rites o f transformation and resurrection , transfigure d by th e
sacrifice of a younger soul - namely , Antinous. The argumen t
is attractively lurid but tenuous .

Over th e centurie s th e rumour s gathere d gor y momen -
tum. B y th e seventeent h centur y th e stor y include d vivi d
tableaux i n whic h Hadria n himself , sodde n wit h hi s lover' s
blood, rippe d ou t Antinous ' entrails , a s a  pries t migh t i n a
sacrifice o r an augur looking for signs of the future . The mos t
interesting featur e o f thes e version s i s tha t the y combin e
aspects fro m th e biographies of two notorious emperors . The
other philhellenic emperor, Nero, traditionally condemned of
incest an d matricide , murdere d an d dissecte d hi s mother ,
while th e youthfu l bu t deprave d Elagabalu s had persuade d
doctors t o cu t ne w opening s in hi s ow n body to exten d hi s
sexual repertoire . Som e commentator s hav e see n i n mor e
oblique reference s associate d wit h Hadrian' s lov e o f youn g
men a  hin t tha t Antinou s ha d die d whil e bein g castrated .
Again, thi s mus t b e unlikely ; no t onl y di d i t ru n counte r
to Hadrian' s ow n laws , but i n practica l term s th e ag e tha t
Antinous appear s t o hav e bee n a t hi s deat h wa s to o lat e
for castratio n t o hav e prevente d th e visibl e sign s o f sexua l
maturity.

A scenari o i n whic h Hadria n collude d i n th e blood y
destruction o f his love r seems t o g o agains t what w e know
both of the emperor's characte r - his assaults were invariably
impulsive burst s o f anger , no t act s o f calculate d an d cold -
blooded destructio n -  and of the culture he embraced. How -
ever, a n even t whic h fel l somewher e between sacrific e an d
suicide, the effec t o f which was that thi s healthy young body
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was cede d u p i n implici t exchang e fo r th e emperor' s well -
being, is not implausible. The relationship had run its course,
at least as far as the dignit y of both parties was concerned. A
final gestur e whic h woul d a t th e sam e tim e resolv e th e
dilemma o f Antinous ' situation , ensur e hi s posthumou s
celebrity and perhaps brin g abou t som e restoration o f health
for Hadria n i s no t impossible . No r i s i t impossibl e tha t
Antinous drowne d himsel f in a  moment o f despair . Suicid e
for th e Roman s wa s no t th e morall y nihilisti c ac t tha t i t
became unde r Christianit y -  i n the righ t circumstance s i t
could b e accomplished wit h dignit y -  bu t for a young man
who was , i n effect , th e emperor' s possession , t o tak e suc h
autonomous actio n wa s no t flatterin g fo r Hadrian . S o an y
such actio n migh t late r b e elaborated , t o enhanc e th e
prestige o f th e emperor , int o a  mor e gloriou s tal e o f self -
sacrifice.

Yet there see m t o be thre e possibilitie s tha t di d no t fin d
their way into contemporary literature: first, that Antinous was
removed by rivals or simply those who had had enough of him;
second, tha t he merely disappeared fro m th e imperial entour -
age, possibl y fakin g hi s ow n death ; an d finally, that h e die d
directly at the hand o f Hadrian .

It seem s surprisin g tha t th e firs t possibilit y wa s neve r
considered; i n late r histor y favourite s wer e notoriousl y un -
popular an d thei r position s invariabl y precarious . Th e
balancing act that wa s still an integral part o f imperial power
made simmerin g grievances inevitable. Although a  provincial
Greek boy was unlikely to have been politically adept - i t is not
impossible, bu t w e hear nothin g a t al l of any involvement i n
politics -  h e had natural enemies in Sabina, Hadrian' s child -
less an d a t leas t partl y humiliate d wife , i n th e emperor' s
discarded lovers, and in members of the court who might have
objected either to an influence which is now invisible or to the
Greek natur e of  Hadrian's sexuality .

On hi s accessio n man y year s earlie r Hadrian ha d bee n

289



FOLLOWING HADRIA N

neither th e popula r choic e nor , i t wa s believed , that o f his
predecessor. B y 13 0 ther e wer e alread y youn g me n wh o
found themselve s i n th e sam e uncertai n positio n tha t
Hadrian had once occupied under Trajan. The possible heirs,
Lucius Ceioniu s Commodu s an d Pedaniu s Fuscus , migh t
have see n Antinous a s exerting some influence against their
cause. There wer e late r rumour s tha t Commodu s becam e
Hadrian's lover once Antinous was out of the way - bu t there
were alway s accusation s circulatin g that youn g Roman me n
on th e mak e woul d encourag e a  sexua l relationshi p wit h a
politically powerfu l mentor . I t wa s said that Caligul a had a
relationship wit h Tiberius, Domitian wit h Nero, and so on. It
was a very different matte r from th e idealise d homosexuality
of Greece . A s for Hadrian' s great-nephew , Fuscus , well , he
was already demonstrating a degree of ambition which would
lead t o a  late r an d fata l accusatio n o f plottin g agains t th e
emperor. Either might have acted against a rival to power. If
they did , i t wa s o f n o benefi t t o eithe r o f them ; bot h
Commodus an d Fuscus were dead within seven years of the
trip to Egypt .

Travelling, away from the known territory and the familia r
resources of home, produces its own set dramas and accidents .
Given th e predilectio n o f ancien t author s fo r elaborat e set -
piece intrigues. , th e absenc e o f suc h a n accusatio n fro m al l
comment o n a  death which was evidently not straightforward
is remarkable in itself. But in a hot and foreign country , where
food poisoning was inevitably endemic, poison would perhaps
have been a  more likely choice than drownin g for a  potentia l
murderer, becaus e mor e certai n i n it s effects . I t ha s bee n
suggested, althoug h i t seem s far-fetched , tha t Juli a Balbilla ,
whose grandfather' s reputatio n ha d bee n compromise d b y
accusations o f poisoning, might have employed some heredi-
tary skills to dispose of this unwanted member of the imperial
circle.

It is just possible that Antinous left the imperial entourage
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of hi s ow n accord . Homesick , o r unabl e t o cop e wit h th e
psychological strain s o f a  relationshi p wit h a  powerfu l
emperor and an irascible man, he might have disappeared into
the cosmopolita n communit y o f Egyp t despit e Hadrian' s
evident abilit y to mobilis e considerabl e manpowe r t o pursu e
him. I t i s a n eve n mor e low-ke y solutio n tha n a  simpl e
accident, bu t fa r mor e insultin g t o Hadrian . I f h e di d tak e
himself off , it seem s unlikel y that h e di d s o with Hadrian' s
subsequent cognisance ; a s note d already , th e emperor' s
behaviour wa s comprehensibl e onl y i f h e wa s certai n tha t
Antinous wa s dead.

At th e centr e o f al l consideration s o f th e even t ar e
questions abou t Hadrian' s role in the tragedy . The suspicio n
that Antinous had been sacrificed quickly raised the likelihood
that Hadrian might have been directly involved in his death. At
the very least it is feasible that, immersed in the culture of the
Egyptian priests , frightene d for hi s ow n health an d possibly
believing himsel f t o b e unde r som e sor t o f curse , h e migh t
have bee n persuade d tha t Antinous ' mortalit y would b e fo r
the greate r good . Hadrian' s preoccupatio n wit h death , hi s
involvement with mystery cults, his fondness for astrology and
particularly the belief that he used this ability to forecast, and
then evade , hi s ow n death , implicate d hi m i n th e demis e of
Antinous. There is also an oblique suggestio n tha t suc h dab -
bling migh t i n itsel f hav e brough t dow n disaste r o n th e
emperor's head , so that the responsibility for the death , i f not
the specifi c intent , wa s Hadrian's . I t wa s a s i f behaviou r
inappropriate fo r th e publi c figur e o f th e empero r migh t
rebound o n the mos t private area of his life .

What i f Hadrian ha d actuall y killed his lover, rather tha n
permitting him to be placed at the lethal centre of some ritual
process? Suc h wa s imperia l powe r that , i f Antinou s ha d
become inconvenient to the emperor, there is no question tha t
he could have been disposed of or removed, although perhaps
not openly . But ther e i s a  weight o f circumstantia l evidenc e
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which migh t sugges t tha t Antinou s coul d hav e bee n kille d
directly by Hadrian, mos t plausibly during a n argument .

Hadrian's outburst s o f ill-temper wer e wel l known . Hi s
capacity fo r rando m violenc e when enrage d wa s th e mor e
noticeable because he was on the whole a  humane an d con -
sidered man ; but his few surviving letters show an impatient,
intolerant sid e t o hi s personality . Th e eminen t physicia n
Galen recounte d ho w th e empero r ha d blinde d a  slav e by
striking him i n the ey e with a pen, an d i n his later lif e ther e
were substantia l rumour s tha t Hadria n ha d kille d th e bril -
liant architec t Apollodorus , wit h who m h e ha d ha d a
long-standing professiona l relationship , merel y becaus e
the craftsma n mocke d Hadrian' s buildin g designs . A t th e
beginning o f his reig n th e philosophe r Euphrate s seem s t o
have bee n force d int o suicide , an d toward s th e en d o f hi s
reign the emperor had an elderly and apparently loyal friend,
Servianus, pu t t o deat h fo r questionin g th e wisdo m o f
Hadrian's choic e o f heir . Hadria n exile d hi s long-standin g
friend Favorinu s afte r a  trivial squabble. He wa s a man wh o
bore grudges . Bu t ther e i s also, in the ver y few description s
of him wit h hi s lover , something else ; something altogethe r
more reminiscent o f the sadism of Tiberius an d the pervers e
sentimentality o f Nero.

And what are we to make of Hadrian's encounte r with the
magician Pachrate s (o r Pancrates) ? Thi s relationshi p i s
overshadowed with menac e fro m th e start , and the spectacl e
raises disturbin g question s abou t Hadrian' s personalit y a s
much a s i t demonstrate s th e frightenin g rang e o f Pachrates'
supernatural abilities . The magician/pries t was , afte r all , a
foreigner an d a  practitione r o f strang e art s wh o migh t b e
expected to operate outside a Roman system of values; he was
a macabre curiosity in the same way that tombs and mummie s
were. But Hadrian was a Roman emperor in whose hands the
welfare o f state and citize n rested .

The strang e altercatio n wit h th e philosophe r Secundus ,

292



RETROSPECTIVE

too, goe s beyon d th e norma l verba l sparring an d conflic t o f
wills tha t wer e par fo r the cours e i n confrontation s betwee n
emperors an d philosophers . Her e again , Hadrian , frustrated
and enraged, broke the unwritten rules of such engagements ,
not attempting to outwit his opponent but simply retreating to
the power of rank, ordering the man executed if he would not
obey an imperial order .

The accoun t o f Hadria n a s hunte r i n th e fragmen t o f
poetry b y Pachrate s wa s simila r t o on e give n i n th e lat e
second-century Athenaeus ' Deipnosophistae,  a n antholog y o f
dinner-table anecdotes , an d wa s obviously well known a t th e
time. I t ostensibl y show s a  ver y masculine da y o f leisure , a
lion-hunting expedition , whic h ende d i n triump h fo r th e
emperor. No t onl y did h e kil l hi s lion , bu t hi s interventio n
when Antinous wa s in danger saved the young man's life . But
Hadrian's behaviour - courageou s and skilled, everything that
might be expected of an emperor starring in his own poem -
can fro m a  slightly different perspectiv e appea r taunting an d
cold-blooded. Whether th e poin t o f his action was to display
his superio r hunting skill s or to pla y ou t som e kind o f erotic
game, or whether indeed i t was reconstructed b y the narrator
to cove r u p a  situatio n i n whic h Hadria n inadvertentl y pu t
Antinous' lif e i n jeopardy , or messe d u p a n attempte d kill ,
Hadrian's instinc t doe s no t see m t o b e lovin g or protective.
The stor y i s on e o f th e ver y fe w tha t exis t concernin g th e
behaviour o f the tw o me n togethe r an d doe s carr y a  stron g
sexual charge , bu t Antinou s emerges fro m i t as some furthe r
quarry, hunte d rathe r tha n protected . Antinou s wa s vulner-
able symbolicall y as wel l a s i n realit y fro m th e all-powerfu l
man whose possession he was.

It i s not impossibl e tha t Antinous , too , wa s dabbling in
magic: spell s t o bin d hi s love r t o him , t o retar d th e mor e
obvious advancemen t o f sexua l maturity , t o confoun d hi s
enemies. Surrounde d b y practitioner s o f magic, astrologer s
and augurs, possibly having himself seen Pachrates' powerful
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exposition o f the possibility of the supernatural , and with his
own future decidedl y equivocal, it would be more surprisin g
if h e ha d not . Magi c wa s democratic , availabl e to anyon e
with the money to pay a magician-priest. I f the intellectually
sophisticated Hadrian , with earthly power his to command ,
sought a  remed y i n Egyp t fo r hi s ow n failin g health , ho w
much more likely that the powerless Antinous should look to
magic to resolve his difficulties ? Bu t an y hint o f magic being
practised to influence the actions of an emperor was likely to
elicit the stronges t response . Invariably it would be seen as a
hostile act, an attempt to accrue power to himself by devious
means. A n ac t which Antinous migh t naivel y have regarde d
as persona l woul d quickl y have been perceive d a s politica l
and treacherou s onc e i n th e publi c arena . Ha d Hadria n
argued wit h hi s lover , ove r thi s o r an y othe r matter , h e
certainly ha d th e strengt h an d emotiona l capacit y to injur e
him.

Then ther e i s th e matte r o f th e dearl y bough t spel l o f
Pachrates - the eclectic spell that could cause a man to attract,
to sicke n o r t o die ; tha t gav e dreams t o th e emperor . I f th e
emperor ha d attempte d t o wor k this magi c himself , t o bin d
Antinous t o him, to prevent the youth maturing further or to
reinvigorate hi s ow n sexuality , an d i t ha d al l gon e horribl y
wrong -  a s Pachrates ' origina l demonstratio n suggeste d i t
easily could in the hands of a novice - Hadrian must inevitably
have panicked.

If, intentionall y o r unintentionally , Antinou s ha d bee n
killed i n a  brawl , nothing woul d have seemed mor e obviou s
than t o dispos e o f the bod y in the Nile . Water, fish and rive r
traffic woul d soo n accoun t fo r an y obviou s injurie s t o th e
corpse when, if, it was found. Hadrian's excessiv e reactions to
Antinous' deat h coul d mor e easil y b e understoo d a s a  re -
sponse t o th e guil t o f bein g complici t i n hi s destruction ,
whether th e emperor struck , or caused to be struck, the blow
that killed him. The slav e blinded by Hadrian's pe n demande d
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the customar y compensation : a n ey e for an eye . In th e year s
that flowe d Antinous ' death , wa s th e empero r desperatel y
trying to avert natural retribution ?

But perhap s al l alon g Antinou s wa s himsel f merel y a
conjuring trick and i n the land o f magic, of concealment, was
summoned u p o n Hadrian' s stag e an d see n t o vanish . Th e
attractive adjunc t t o th e magician' s ac t ha s alway s bee n a
integral yet ultimately insubstantial figure of the performance.
Perhaps h e wa s jus t anothe r prett y artefact , a  work o f art , a
Greek game , a  jok e o r eve n a  metaphor . H e seem s almos t
over-conveniently to combine s o many elements from existin g
Greco-Roman myt h and literature . I t i s tempting t o conside r
whether th e connection s wit h Osiri s ar e jus t to o tid y an d
whether, give n th e lac k o f specifi c detail s abou t th e youth' s
death, a n unimportan t acciden t o n a n unknow n dat e wa s
retrojected on to the existing mystical, and popular, tale of Isis
and Osiris , eithe r t o mak e i t dramatically attractive or , mor e
calculatedly, as part o f a process of creating a  new god. A new
diversion. A  counte r t o th e challenge s an d specia l effect s o f
Christianity.

For th e powerfu l aesthet e whos e interest s turne d upo n
beautiful men , Antinous migh t merel y have stood genericall y
as a  huma n representativ e o f th e beautifu l thing s whic h
Hadrian coul d acquire an d discar d a t will.

Looking bac k ove r nearl y tw o thousan d years , i t i s th e
story o f Hadrian an d Antinous an d o f Hadrian's grie f a t hi s
untimely death which has survived through tim e to prove the
most lastin g legac y o f the reign . I t ha s inspire d poetr y an d
novels, polemi c an d speculatio n a s Antinou s becam e th e
archetype of classical male beauty cut of f in youth, Hadrian of
love whic h transcende d rank . Antinou s becam e th e eroti c
and Romanti c ideal ; hi s stor y tappe d int o existin g legend s
and literatur e an d becam e a  centra l moti f o f a  pervasiv e
theme. Lik e s o man y beautifu l boy s i n Gree k an d Roma n
literature - Narcissus , Hylas , Adonis - he had that irresistibl e
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combination o f youth, allure and premature mortality withou t
the drawbac k of an intrusive personality .

Hadrian, of course, aesthet e an d littérateur,  had i t all ; he
even ha d a  love r wh o die d right , whos e behaviou r an d at -
tributes mirrored th e character s o f mythology. Like a helpless
maiden fro m Ovid' s Metamorphoses,  Antinous , pursue d b y a
proto-god -  Hadria n -  slippe d int o a  rive r an d was trans-
formed. His lif e becam e incidental ; his death i n the water s of
the Nil e an d hi s resurrection a s a god, a s a star, a s (possibly )
saviour of Hadrian, a s the inspiratio n of a city, was his whole
story. H e gaze d ou t implacabl y ove r th e empire ; stil l gazes ,
passively, in ar t collection s throughou t th e Western world , a
Galatea turne d to stone . The myster y of Antinous wil l always
be more powerfu l i n his absence than i t could eve r have bee n
in his presence. But if one attempts to examine the story more
closely, to move behind th e placi d beauty, behind th e unfor -
gettable image, Antinous start s to sli p away .

Until Hadrian' s long-los t memoirs are unearthed i n some
desiccated cach e o f papyri, the source s fo r the youth' s deat h
are largely second-hand, th e nearest chronologically produce d
text written nearly a century afte r the disastrous trip to Egypt ,
the olde r manuscript s o n whic h the y ar e based havin g lon g
vanished. The existin g source s are inevitably partisan an d by
modern standard s sensational . But the incident i n Egypt an d
its aftermat h remain s a n intriguin g tale ; an d th e degre e t o
which th e empero r wa s implicated in Antinous' death migh t
not have been revealed even had more contemporary materia l
survived.

However i t occurred , th e demis e o f Antinou s wa s a n
unheralded even t whic h Hadria n speedil y turne d int o a
further episod e i n th e dram a o f hi s reign . Wha t wa s jus t
possibly a genuine traged y in his life became an opportunity t o
make an ever closer identification with the most famous Greek
of the m all , Alexander . Alexander , too , ha d los t hi s closes t
intimate -  Hephaestion ; Alexander , too, wa s inconsolable in

296



RETROSPECTIVE

his grief . Hephaestio n ha d bee n a  frien d o f nearl y tw o
decades, Antinous a companion of probably a very few years at
most, bu t th e mode l wa s wel l established . Raisin g a  cit y t o
commemorate a n even t o f onl y persona l significanc e wa s
hardly new; much mor e trivia l episodes tha n th e deat h o f a
lover ha d bee n th e inspiratio n fo r suc h ne w foundations .
Alexander buil t on e o n th e spo t wher e hi s favourit e hors e
died; whil e Hadrian ha d confine d himsel f to writin g a  poem
for th e tom b o f hi s ow n dea d Borysthenes , elsewher e a
successful day' s huntin g ha d move d hi m t o dedicat e a  ne w
city.8 The presentatio n o f the deat h an d it s aftermath were all
prescripted i n the Greek past .

Hadrian was a master of the diversionary tactic; travelling
and drama confused and deflected criticism. Antinous' death ,
though tragic , was a distraction fro m th e internal problems of
Egypt. Th e retur n t o Greec e i n 131 , thoug h demanding ,
channelled display s o f persona l grie f int o massiv e publi c
benefaction i n a  countr y wher e Hadria n ha d alway s bee n
popular. I n th e sam e wa y the subsequen t war s i n Judea ,
though burdensome , offere d a n opportunit y t o offse t Roma n
criticism o f his largely aesthetic agenda in Greece. If censur e
came fro m on e quarter , Hadria n woul d remov e himsel f an d
his entourag e t o a  mor e congenia l context . Throughou t
his life , ceremonia l an d munificenc e disguise d th e man . I t
was onl y later , whe n h e wa s n o longe r abl e t o mov e abou t
his empire , dazzlin g al l who encountere d him , t o tur n awa y
from difficul t situations , tha t th e flaw s o f hi s reig n an d hi s
personality becam e inescapable . As h e neare d death , guilt y
and isolated, he was driven to explain and justif y his actions in
a writte n accoun t o f his life . The confidenc e with whic h h e
strode the empire was at an end, and he no longer trusted th e
bricks and  marbl e of  grea t citie s to  ensur e his  passag e int o
posterity.

Antinous live d o n a s a n Egyptia n god , a  hunte r an d a
Dionysiac reveller . Hi s fat e ha d becom e unimportant , bu t
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his value was now inestimable . Image s o f him wer e uniquely
beautiful an d thei r proliferatio n wa s t o mak e accurat e
provenance and even identification complicated in the assess -
ments o f history. By the eighteenth centur y Antinous' statues,
copied, reproduced , faked , stole n an d smuggled , ha d foun d
their wa y int o ever y grea t collectio n o f classica l ar t i n th e
Western world . Hi s fac e ha d becom e i n ever y sens e a
monument to desire .

The are a o f the middl e Nil e wher e the citie s o f Hermopoli s
and Antinoopolis once stood i s currently al l but inaccessible .
Recent act s o f terrorism an d notoriou s loca l instability mean
that al l attempt s t o visi t th e sit e ar e thwarte d b y official s
anxious to contain Islamic extremism. The tourist cruise boats
now pass by  the ancien t site s eithe r sid e of  the Nil e fro m El
Minya to Abydos. Today at Hermopolis there are some simple
village houses , a  dilapidate d sugar-processin g plan t an d tw o
great baboon statue s which dominate th e ruins of the templ e
of Thoth. All that i s lef t o f the cit y is interred i n a  few large
mounds. On the edge of the desert a short distance away is the
city's necropolis .

Just two hundred year s ago the French antiquarian Pierr e
Jomard, surveying the site at Napoleon's behest , was to marvel
at the ruins of great Antinoopolis. He recorded the surviva l of
some exceptiona l architectura l features , includin g a  cere -
monial gateway , a vast peristyle of columns which gave some
idea o f the origina l magnificenc e of the arcade d mai n stree t
which once ran parallel to the river. Temples dedicate d t o Isis
and Serapis were recognisable, and Jomard's delicate drawings
of columns, palms and causeways are evocative of a city which
even in empty dilapidation remained breathtaking in scale and
beauty.

None o f this i s surprising; citizen s of the secon d centur y
who had bee n persuade d o r coerced into populating th e new
city b y financia l an d lega l inducements wer e dazzle d by th e
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opulence o f the new construction an d the building materials;
marbles from around the empire provided the raw material for
first-rate masonr y an d sculpture . Antinoopolis , perhap s i n
part because of the circumstances of its inception, acquire d a
reputation fo r being a place of religion and magic . There were
temples, eac h strivin g to excee d al l others i n lavishness , an d
fine streets . There were, we know, statues o f Antinous se t up
throughout th e city , an d i t i s reasonabl e t o imagin e tha t
temples dedicate d t o hi s cul t mus t hav e bee n everywher e
in evidence . There i s no evidenc e tha t Antinous ' tom b wa s
ever here , thoug h i t remain s a  tantalisin g possibilit y i n th e
absence o f any other known burial place . The cit y was never
really excavated; only the third-century Christia n tombs in the
cliffs a t the edg e o f the deser t were ever examined, an d the y
held burial s o f astonishin g lavishness. 9 Th e res t guard s it s
secrets well.

For today the handsome cit y of Antinoopolis, set between
the mountains and the water, the city which Hadrian intende d
to be an everlasting memorial to Antinous, i s a desolate plain
of scree as deserted a s when Hadrian, freshl y bereaved, desig-
nated i t fo r th e ne w Hellenisti c foundation . The scattere d
houses of a tiny modern settlement trickle towards the desert .
Neglect, theft, indifference an d the rendering down of marble
to lime in the nineteenth centur y have completed the organic
process o f decay. If the earthl y remains of Antinous li e in th e
city named afte r hi m i t i s unlikely that the y will ever now be
discovered. O n a n autum n day , ninetee n centurie s afte r
Antinous died , th e blu e sk y is hazy, the Nil e eddie s roun d a
bend i n th e river , th e rushe s ar e a s brown a s the wate r an d
birds hover on the wind which blows up from nowhere over an
arid landscape. Nothing besid e remains.

299



This page intentionally left blank 



Epilogue

Hadrian's successo r Antoninu s Piu s rule d fo r twenty-thre e
years,

nor did  he.  undertake  any  expedition  other  than  the  "Visiting  of  his
estates in  Campania, averring  that  the  entourage  of an  emperor,  even
one. over frugal, was  a  eurdensome tiling to the provinces.

ScwnoRfS yíisianíXE  Άν.ςυύΤΆΐ,  ANTONINU S Pius , 7 . 4—12.
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