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Hadrian as Traveler
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Introduction
Hadrian’s travels stand out as one of the most remarkable 
aspects of his reign. The number of years he spent away 
from Rome far exceeded that of any other emperor of the 
first and second centuries AD. These journeys undoubted-
ly served multiple purposes: military, political, administra-
tive, economic, cultural, and also deeply personal ones. In 
the latter sense, Hadrian appears to have genuinely enjoyed 
traveling. He possessed an insatiable curiosity and frequently 
combined official duties with visits to celebrated sanctuaries, 
historic cities, monuments, and other places of cultural sig-
nificance. This article follows Hadrian’s journeys across the 
Roman Empire, examining how he used travel as an instru-
ment of government while exploring the intellectual, cultur-
al, and administrative interests that shaped his reign.

Ancient writers consistently portrayed Hadrian as an em-
peror driven by an insatiable desire to see and understand the 
world firsthand. The author of the Historia Augusta states 
that the emperor was “so fond of travel that he wished to in-
form himself in person about all that he had read concerning 
all parts of the world”2. Likewise, the Christian writer Tertul-
lian describes Hadrian as omnium curiositatum exploratory, 
“an explorer of all curiosities”3. Cassius Dio similarly em-
phasizes the emperor’s inquisitive nature, observing that “he 
personally viewed and investigated absolutely everything”4.

Wherever Hadrian traveled, his presence was marked 
by acts of benefaction. Cities received temples, aqueducts, 
theaters, roads and honorary monuments; military frontiers 
were inspected and reorganized; provincial communities 
were granted privileges or financial assistance; and impe-
rial visits were commemorated by inscriptions, statues and 
coinage. These journeys helped strengthen the relationship 
between the emperor and the provinces while reshaping the 
physical and cultural landscape of the Roman Empire.

Despite the scale of these imperial expeditions, no de-
tailed itinerary listing every location visited by Hadrian and 
the precise dates of his movements has survived from antiq-
uity, assuming such a document ever existed. Nevertheless, 
a considerable body of evidence allows us to reconstruct his 
travels. Literary sources, particularly Cassius Dio and the 
Historia Augusta, provide the principal narrative framework, 
while epigraphic, papyrological, and archaeological discov-
eries, including marble inscriptions, military diplomas, and 
papyri, continue to refine our understanding of his move-

ments. We also lack detailed information about the size and 
composition of the imperial retinue that accompanied him. 
It is likely, however, that members of the imperial adminis-
tration, military officers, architects, engineers, poets, writers, 
and even die engravers responsible for producing commemo-
rative medallions traveled alongside his wife Sabina (see von 
Mosch article). In effect, the imperial court became a travel-
ing government, whose progress required careful planning 
and placed considerable demands on the provinces through 
which it passed.

Meeting these demands required an immense logistical 
effort. Cities along the emperor’s route had to prepare ac-
commodation, food, fodder, transport animals, and venues 
for official business, while provincial authorities organized 
ceremonial receptions and public audiences in anticipation 
of the imperial arrival. Such journeys were made possible by 
the Roman Empire’s sophisticated transport and communica-
tions network, which combined an extensive system of roads 
with maritime and river routes. Official travel was further fa-
cilitated by the imperial posting service (cursus publicus), 
which provided relay stations and accommodation along the 
principal roads. Cassius Dio records that Hadrian “walked 
or rode on horseback on all occasions, never once at this pe-
riod setting foot in either a chariot or a four-wheeled vehi-
cle”5, adding that he habitually went bareheaded in both heat 
and cold. Aurelius Victor likewise remarks that the emperor 
“made a circuit of all the provinces on foot, outstripping the 
accompanying retinue”6. Fronto similarly emphasized the 
purpose behind these journeys, observing that Hadrian “jour-
neyed not only into frosty lands, but also into other lands in 
southern regions, in order to safeguard the provinces...”.7

For Hadrian, travel was not merely a means of inspecting 
the empire but one of the principal ways in which he ex-
ercised imperial authority, maintained contact with provin-
cial communities, and projected the presence of the emperor 
throughout the Roman world. Although many details of his 
journeys remain elusive, the surviving literary, epigraphic, 
papyrological, numismatic, and archaeological evidence al-
lows us to reconstruct one of the most remarkable series of 
imperial journeys in Roman history. Together, these sources 
reveal not only where Hadrian traveled, but also how his con-
tinuous presence throughout the provinces became one of the 
defining characteristics of his reign and one of the clearest 
expressions of his imperial personality.


