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EDITORIAL

Probably the most exciting
Roman event of 2008 in the
UK, was the exhibition on the
emperor Hadrian mounted at
the British Museum from July
to October. Hadrian: Empire
and Conflict was the first
exhibition of its kind staged
anywhere in the world, and
the largest devoted to Hadrian
in this country. The spectacu-
lar venue, under the dome of
the great Reading Room, has
now become familiar to us all.
Negotiations over several years
resulted in more than two
hundred generous loans from
thirty-one countries — most of
them forming part of the
Roman empire when it was at
its greatest extent under
Hadrian - being put on display.
Brought together for the first
time, as Neil MacGregor, the
Director of the British Museum,
remarked: ‘these objects will
enter into new dialogues that
will undoubtedly spark debate
among general visitors as well
as scholars’.

The British Museum was
certainly a good place to explore
Hadrian’s legacy. He undoubtedly
came to London on his famous visit
to Britain, when the project to build
the great frontier Wall (see below)
was started. The museum is the
home of the Vindolanda tablets, from
which we have a rare and precious
insight into daily life on the frontier
in Roman Britain, and also the only
surviving large-scale portrait of
Hadrian from Britain - the famous
bronze head recovered from the
Thamesin 1834 (Fig. 1). It had never
left London, but just before finding
its place in this exhibition it was sent
north to be put on display in the
museums at Carlisle and Wallsend, at
either end of the Wall, before being
brought back to London. The British
Museum holds some remarkable
sculptures, also included in the
exhibition, which were excavated in
the eighteenth century at Hadrian’s
vast palace, the Villa Adriani at Tivoli.

Fig. 1.  Colossal bronze head of Hadrian,

dredged from the River Thames near

London Bridge in 1834.

Height. 42 cm. Photo: © The Trustoos of
the British Musoum

However, among the many magnifi
cent objects from beyond Britain's
shores, perhaps the most spectacular
were the components of a greal
colossal statue of Hadrian, newly
discovered at Sagalassos in south
west Turkey (see Editorial in AKA
18). Their display to a large inter
national audience for the first time,
was only possible through the
generosity of the Turkish Ministry ol
Culture, the Turkish Embassy in
London and archacological colleagues
in Burdur and Leuven, This exhibition
was the product of an amazingly
enthusiastic team effort of colleagues
and friends led by the British
Museum'’s Dr. Thorsten Opper, who
has produced a
beautifully
illustrated
catalogue (see
Further Reading
below). There is
also a DVD hosted
by Neil
MacGregor.

The exhibition
looked carefully at
the few surviving
Roman written
sources,
particularly the
Historia Augusia,
but it also drew

Fig. 2.

Diam. 19.5 mm.

attention to the influence of the
Mémoires d’Hadrien, a novel by
Marguerite Yourcenar, first
published in 1951. Hadrian’s birth in
Rome in AD 76 into a patrician family
from Italica in Spain, which derived
its enormous wealth from the export
of amphorae of olive oil, and his
adoption by the childless emperor
Trajan and his wife Pompeia Plotina
(Fig. 2), were the themes which start
the exhibition. We learnt of the
importance in the dynastic
succession of Trajan's sister Ulpia
Marciana, her daughter Matidia, and
Matidia's daughter Sabina, who was
married to Hadrian, There was also
Luctus Julius Servianus, Hadrian’s
brotherin-law and rival, All these
came to life through a series of
wonderful portrait sculptures, coins
and medals, The exhibition also
closely examined the series of
portrail types of Hadrian himself, his
public image, his adoption of the
Greck fushion of hair-style and
heard, and interesting details such as
the discussion of the diagonal crease
neross his earlobe - a possible
symplom ol coronary artery disease.
When Hadrian inherited the empire
from Trajan in 117 the military
situation in many areas was
disastrous, He consolidated the
ferritory of the empire, shedding
four provinces and suppressing
rebellions ruthlessly. The exhibition
concentrated on the suppression of
the great revolt of 132 when the
Jewish population of the province of
Judaea, led by Simon Bar Kokhba,
rose up against Roman rule. A

Gold aureus of Hadrian, with a bust of a very young Hadrian on
the obverse, HADRIANVS AVG COS Il P P. The reverse shows
confronting busts of his deified parents, Trajan and Plotina, with
a star above each, DIVIS PARENTIBVS. Minted after AD 128.

Photo: © The Trustees of tho British Museum.
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