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ABSTRACT 

Identity in the Roman Empire is a complex issue, as it touches every aspect of ancient life. There 
is no singular Roman identity, but what is seen as quintessentially Roman was typically dictated 
by elite culture in the city itself. For the first hundred or so years of the empire, the upper ranks 
of Roman society were filled with Roman Italians, usually from the city of Rome. This was 
always true for the emperor. However, in 98 CE, the emperor Nerva adopted Trajan, not only 
starting a line of adopted emperors, but also introducing provincial Romans into the principate 
for the first time. 
 
Trajan was the first of several provincial emperors. Both him and his successor Hadrian were 
from the city of Itálica in Hispania Baetica. Hadrian, in turn, adopted a Roman under the promise 
he would adopt Marcus Aurelius, an Italian of Hispanic background. Of the Nerva-Antonine 
dynasty, or the “adopted emperors,” the majority of them were Hispanic. The second century 
was defined by the rule of several Hispanic Romans, however despite the introduction of 
provincial Romans into the pricipate being a large change and historic moment, it is rarely 
discussed in scholarship. Their identity is sidelined in their narratives today, even though origin 
and identity were large parts of Roman life and could determine how a person would operate in 
society, especially in the elite and political classes. 
 
My thesis aims to examine Trajan and Hadrian’s relationship with their Hispanic identity. I will 
address questions on how Hispanic Romans were portrayed in society, how Trajan and Hadrian 
were received as Hispanic Romans, and how they were represented or related to their hometown 
in Itálica. This work takes a holistic view of identity including text, built environment, art, and 
architecture. In order to gain a more complete picture of Trajan and Hadrian as Romans, 
specifically Hispanic Romans, I make a methodological intervention in the way that scholarship 
treats Roman colonies and the process of colonization. I work to decenter the notions of Roman 
empire and push for a more localized analysis of various colonies, and in turn decenter the 
Mediterranean as the heart of life in Hispania Baetica. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In 27 BCE, when Octavian took the name Augustus and the title of Princeps, the 

governmental structure of the Roman Empire was born. What would follow would be one 

hundred years of Roman emperors from various backgrounds and walks of life, all tied together 

by the city of Rome itself and their connections to it. Future emperors generally came from the 

higher classes and senatorial families who traditionally had their roots in the city of Rome. 

However, as Augustus shifted the social norms, the senatorial class began opening up to larger 

groups of people, eventually including the Roman provinces as well. The senatorial ranks began 

to be populated by provincial Romans who served in high ranks to various emperors. However, 

Rome did not have a provincial emperor until the emperor Nerva adopted Marcus Ulpius 

Traianus, who came from the city of Itálica in the province of Hispania Baetica. When Trajan 

ascended to be emperor in 98 CE, he became the first provincial Roman to hold the title of 

princeps. His successor and adopted son Hadrian also was from Itálica. Origin was key to 

Roman identity, so provincial Romans carried unique local identities into predominantly central 

Roman spaces. Their relationship to the emperorship and the Roman populace was inherently 

different than their predecessors. The ways in which Trajan and Hadrian related to their Hispanic 

identities can be seen through historical texts written by other Romans, other extant literature 

regarding identity, and their relationship to their hometown and hometown landscape. This 

requires not only an evaluation of evidence, but consideration of the dynamics of imperialism 

and colonialism in the Roman Empire. My analysis of the evidence shows that the construction 

of provincial identity takes different paths with both Trajan and Hadrian, but each embraces the 

nuances and complications of Roman and non-Roman aspects of daily life. 
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Issues in Roman Colonization 
  

         In order to assess issues of identity, it is necessary to confront issues of methodology. 

Recent scholarship concerning Roman colonization in the Mediterranean has generally fallen 

into two models: Romanization or center-periphery. Romanization is the older of the two 

models, and it posits that through the process of colonization, the Roman settlers brought with 

them their Roman culture, architecture, religion, and language, and spread it across the 

Mediterranean, creating a singular and dominant Roman Empire. The center-periphery model 

was born from the Romanization model after it began to lose some favor. Instead of a pervasive 

Romanness that penetrated all areas of the Roman Empire, the center-periphery model tackles 

the idea of how stereotypically Roman a colony would be depending on geography. The closer a 

colony was to Rome itself, the more Roman aspects would be found in the culture and society, 

while the farther afield a settlement was, more aspects of native culture would be dominant. 

Scholars tend to use these two models to explain certain architectural aspects of colonies, and 

then to infer how social structures worked in the colonies and what daily life may have been like. 

Both of these models, however, are incredibly problematic in attempting to ascertain what life in 

a Roman colony may have been like because they are not focused on local experiences as 

opposed to relative ideas of Romanness. 

         While the Romanization model has been on the decline for some time now,1 it was 

incredibly influential in creating the center-periphery model that is so common today. In 

addition, the two are not quite as different as scholars seem to think they are. The primary issue 

is that both models are inherently Roman-centric. While the center-periphery model is more 

                                                
1 There have been some recent attempts to redefine Romanization and revive the model. An example of 
this is “Romanization in the Middle of Nowhere: The Case of Segobriga” by Carlos F. Noreña. 
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conscious of pre-Roman cultures, both assume that the Roman culture in all senses must have 

been more dominant and pervasive. Neither model affords pre-Roman settlements any level of 

agency once the Romans move into a certain area. There is no attempt made by scholars to 

understand the cultures of these areas before colonization, or how traditions may have carried on 

under the Roman settlements. For the Romanization model, this is seen in the extreme in that the 

Roman culture is always dominant and always pushes a narrative of assimilation into a more 

nebulus and centralized idea of what it means to be Roman. The center-periphery model may at 

first glance seem to solve some of these issues, especially in the far eastern or western provinces 

due to their distance from Rome. However it does not allow agency for native populations. 

Rather it assumes that Roman power may be more weakened because of distance, so connections 

would take a longer time and may not be as effective. The assumption still remains that Roman 

colonialism primarily happens in one direction – from the Romans to the native populations. 

         The underlying message in both of these models is that Roman culture is dominant 

because it is somehow superior that superimposes itself onto a passive and welcoming native 

population; a traditionalist approach that is problematic. Apart from being incredibly racist and a 

similar tactic used by modern day white nationalists,2 it is also an implicit justification of early 

modern western empires that tends to be applied in classical colonial studies. Most scholarship 

on ancient Roman or Greek colonization will stress that it is not the same process as early 

modern colonization, and thus should not be considered in the same way. While historically this 

may be correct, in that the methods and tools of empire looked different, the scholars writing 

these pieces are generally themselves legacies of the early modern European colonists. Many are 

                                                
2 Several white nationalist groups use classical imagery and ideology to argue for the superiority of 
“western civilization.” They use texts, statuary, and rhetoric around ancient history and Greco-Roman 
superiority over their empires. 
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writing from positions in universities of former colonial powers, and this attitude is more 

abundantly clear in earlier scholarship even if it is better hidden now. In order to justify their 

own relative power and authority on the subject, they must also justify Rome’s power over its 

empire, as in many ways these institutions claim the legacy of the classical world. Therefore any 

criticism of the empire or tools it used tend to be ignored in favor of a narrative of a well-

meaning empire spreading culture and civilization across the Mediterranean to people who 

eagerly accept and assimilate. This is less of a critical work analyzing the process of ancient 

colonization and more of reflection of an old argument used to justify the western empires of the 

early modern period. 

         While it can be dangerous to fully separate early modern and ancient imperialism, the 

methods of imperialism vary and require different analysis. However, while this is accepted, it is 

not integrated into scholarship because of the standardization of colonial models as opposed to 

evaluating colonies on an individual basis. Again, using the Romanization and center-periphery 

models as examples, it is clear that stating that the methods of empire were different and actually 

working that concept into historical praxis are different things.3 With both of these models there 

is a centralization around Rome. The assumption is that Rome itself is sending out these 

colonies, and that they are given some mission to impart a singular Roman culture onto the 

provinces of the empire.4 However, there is no historical evidence for a centralized system for 

colonization or for cultural and archaeological aspects that must be present to mark something as 

a Roman colony or were some type of benchmark for assimilation. Rome was sending out 

colonies from the time of the early to middle republic through the imperial period. There was no 

                                                
3 A good example of this can be found in Mattingly’s 2011 book Imperialism, Power, and Identity, where 
Mattingly argues for local agency regarding archaeological excavations but then immidiately demands 
North African countries prioritize Roman sites. 
4 This is a common misinterpretation of Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights, 16.13. 
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single model for how a colony was to be formed, or where, or what relationship it was to have 

with Rome. The issue this raises is that there is no centralized Roman colonization effort or 

agenda to guide a romanization agenda that is inherent to both models. The tools of Roman 

empire are indeed different to those used in early modern empires, which means the practical 

nature of analyzing them must be different depending on the colony of interest. 

         From a more philological perspective, the ways in which scholars read accounts of 

provincial and colonized Romans are very limited and colored by notions of Roman superiority 

and centrism. Many of the critical editions commonly used by scholars contain translations that 

are rather outdated and assume Roman dominance in many of the same racist ways discussed 

earlier. This includes outdated terms used in translation or absence of newer evidence taken into 

account while writing critical editions of classical texts. Decisions on how ambiguities should be 

read are also filtered through this lens, leading to a biased conclusion that is then accepted as 

canon. The ways in which these interpretations guide those reading the text for years to come 

could bias histories that are written and the ways in which scholars engage with evidence. 

  
A New Perspective 

  
         With the issues outlined above, my own method of analysis will focus on pushing back 

challenging these narratives of Roman colonization. This includes embracing practices that are 

common in postcolonial theory, critical race theory, and creolization that allow for nuanced 

identities and non-Roman agency. By reevaluating the evidence that is available, a more holistic 

narrative of Roman colonization in southwestern Spain can be crafted. This will be done using 

archaeological and textual analysis in conjunction with each other, taking into account spatiality 

and context, both cultural and architectural. 



 11 

         While postcolonial analysis has slowly been working its way into discussions of ancient 

colonization, it is by no means pervasive. My goal with this type of analysis is to give the pre-

Roman settlements more agency and credit when writing these colonial narratives. This goes 

beyond an acknowledgement that there was culture present before the Romans, that was vibrant 

and continued after Roman settlements were established. It reinterprets evidence paying close 

attention to the non-Roman cultures and practices surrounding it, even if at first glance an object 

may appear to be quintessentially Roman.5 In addition, it does not consider non-Roman artifacts 

to be exceptions to a rule, or even necessarily acts of resistance, but acts of existence. This gives 

agency to the native and pre-Roman people living in these settlements without assuming that 

they automatically decided to become as Roman as possible or assuming that non-Roman 

practices must inherently be an act of resistance to a violent regime. By paying close attention to 

the non-dominant narrative, a more nuanced picture of life in the provinces can be painted. 

         When thinking about intentionality and the lived experience of provincial Romans, a 

creolization model with an eye towards critical race theory is important. Creolization is a theory 

that allows for hybridization and the creation of new identities with equal weights between the 

colonizers and the colonized and embraces traditions of resistance and cultural creativity.6 Again, 

this gives more agency to non-Roman peoples and emphasizes a joint sharing of culture and 

society. Instead of assuming it was a Roman culture stamped onto an existing settlement, it 

considers the possibility of local traditions being the result of Romans adopting non-Roman local 

traditions as well as the other way around. By utilizing a creolization approach, it lends more 

authority to local identities as they stand on their own as opposed only in relation to Roman 

                                                
5 Jimenez, Alicia, “Reproducing Difference: Mimesis and Colonialism in Roman Hispania,” in Material 
Connections in the Ancient Mediterranean: Mobility, Materiality, and Mediterranean Identities, 44. 
6 Stewart, Charles, “Creolization: History, Ethnography, Theory,” in Creolization: History, Ethnography, 
Theory, 4. 
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identities.7 In addition, it leaves space for complex identities to exist. People generally carry 

multiple identities that are expressed in various ways. Creolization allows this to be expressed 

singularly and a more nuanced way, as opposed to variations on Roman identity. By adopting 

more of a creolization model, local identities are given room to exist among Roman ideas and 

definitions to create unique traditions to various areas in the empire. The lived experience varies 

significantly by geographic area, history, and lifestyle. A more fluid approach to how identities 

and cultures reacted to and interacted with ancient colonial powers gives the space for these 

various experiences to coexist and creates a more complex narrative. 

 
Itálica 

 
The land that the city of Itálica was founded on was continuously inhabited from at least 

the 4th century BCE. Before the arrival of the Romans, it was an Iberian settlement of the 

Turdetani, directly over which the Romans built the city of Itálica. However, the Romans were 

not the first to colonize the area. Southwestern Iberia was a hotspot for Punic and Phoenician 

colonization and settlements. After the Second Punic War, the city was founded by Scipio 

Africanus as a veteran settlement. Because of Rome’s promise of land to veterans who fought in 

the war, many were settled in conquered territories like Hispania Baetica. Itálica was the first of 

these settlements in Hispania Baetica and was established as a municipium of Rome. This meant 

while Itálica was connected to Rome, it was permitted to set many of its own laws and customs 

separate from Rome. It notably also did not guarantee citizenship to those living in Itálica who 

participate in Roman society but whose ancestors were not entirely Roman. Because connections 

                                                
7 Mattingly, David J, Imperialism, Power, and Identity: Experiencing the Roman Empire, 28. 
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with Rome were fairly minimal, especially early on, it cannot be assumed that Roman culture ran 

dominant and squashed any local or pre-Roman traditions. 

         Exchange of culture and information in the ancient world relied on routes, usually 

waterways that could connect cultures and people. The usage of these routes can be telling as to 

how traditions in certain areas evolved. Itálica was built on the river Betis, which no longer 

exists.8 This port gave the citizens access to a wide variety of trade routes and facilitated contact 

with other settlements. Like the rest of the rivers in modern-day Spain, with one exception, the 

Betis flowed out to the Atlantic Ocean, not the Mediterranean Basin. Access to the 

Mediterranean would have been fairly limited, as boats would have to sail to the Atlantic and 

then through the Strait of Gibraltar. It is likely then, that citizens of Itálica had more contact with 

other peoples through Atlantic routes than Mediterranean ones.9 As a result, most cultural 

contact came from other Atlantic societies in the Iberian Peninsula, Gaul, and the British Isles. 

The culture of Itálica was not simply Roman, but a creolization of several native and colonizer 

influences. 

            Itálica thrived as an independent municipium and became a trading site, and many of the 

prominent families who lived there took part in various trades. For example Hadrian’s family 

were olive oil traders.10 Although Hadrian never officially visited Itálica during his time as 

emperor, the colony flourished under his rule. It was during this period that the city was 

expanded, and what is called the novus urbs11 was built. Along with the expansion of public 

space, there was incredible economic prosperity, social mobility, and an expansion of citizenship 

                                                
8 The river dried up due to environmental change sometime in the third or fourth centuries. For more 
information on Itálica as a trading site, see Noreña, “Atlantic Commerce and Social Mobility in 
Southwestern Iberia,” 9. 
9 Noreña, Carlos F, “Atlantic Commerce and Social Mobility in Southwestern Iberia,” 5-7. 
10 Noreña, Carlos, F, “Atlantic Commerce and Social Mobility in Southwestern Iberia,” 9. 
11 García y Bellido, A, Colonia Aelia Augusta, 21. 
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when the city received the status of colonia and its new title, Colonia Aelia Augusta. For a city 

he never visited and seemingly attempted to distance himself from in the public eye,12 Hadrian 

dedicated a significant amount of time and resources to the city. It was also his largest building 

project in the western provinces. A closer examination of the novus urbs and its effect on the 

people of Itálica and its reputation provides valuable insight into imperial attitudes towards 

representation of his own past as well as the role of locational prestige in the Roman Empire. 

  
The Novus Urbs 

  
         While not much is known about the plan of the vetus urbs, this is not the case for the 

novus urbs due to extensive excavations. It is a standard gridded city that was the hallmark of the 

Hadrianic style. Some of the key features of the novus urbs, such as the amphitheater, remained 

mostly visible before excavations took place. Excavations did not begin in earnest until the 

1800s, and like most sites, there were no records kept for some of the earliest excavations. 

Overall, the novus urbs was a largely residential space, home to several large villas. The villas 

themselves have markers of high status, including intricate mosaics with mythological themes, as 

well as a wide variety of statuary. In addition to these villas, several large public spaces were 

built, most notably the amphitheater, but also a large bath complex, a temple, and a gathering 

building called the Exedra. In addition, most of the statuary from the site is Hadrianic, and so it 

seems that in addition to expanding the city, he also populated the landscape throughout Itálica 

with public monuments, changing the narrative of public areas in the city. For the purposes of 

this work, I will be focusing on a collection of statuary and doing a detailed analysis of the 

amphitheater. I am concentrating on public space because this is the area in which emperors are 

                                                
12 Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights, 16.13. 
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most able to create a narrative of their history and reign, where all people would be able to see 

and interpret it. Monuments and public space become so ingrained in the psyche of the local 

population that it becomes the collective narrative. While distinctions between public and private 

are slightly more blurred in the ancient world, especially in Rome,13 since the focus is on the 

imperial image and there was no imperial villa in Itálica, I will only focus on explicitly public 

space. 

         Despite numerous excavations of the site, there is little consensus as to a map of the city 

itself. Early scholarship on the site projected the city onto two hills, called the San Antonio hill 

and the Los Palacios hill. It was later discovered that this model was likely inaccurate, as it was 

actually a description of the colony of Mérida, but with the names of the hills switched.14 This is 

problematic for several reasons. The first being that Mérida and Itálica, while both originally 

veteran settlements, were founded and developed at very different times, 25 BCE and 205 BCE 

respectively. What it meant to be a Roman settlement, or indeed to be Roman, had changed 

significantly over that time, considering Mérida was founded in the early years of the Principate 

and the vetus urbs of Itálica was technically founded during the Middle Republic. The second 

reason is that it participates in a tradition in ancient colonization that assumes that colonists set 

out to make mini Romes, and that each plan must follow a specific pattern that is set out by the 

state.15 However, there is no evidence to support this.16 What evidence does support however, is 

that colonies tend to build in a way that makes the most of the space and resources they have. 

While they will likely include aspects of their original home, it is not in a deliberate attempt to 

                                                
13 The home of a prominant Roman politician would be used as a gathering place for citizens for whom he 
was a patron. As a result, many areas of a villa could be considered a public gathering space. 
14 Corzo Sánchez, Ramón, “Colonia Aelia Augusta,” in Hispania: el Legado de Roma, 406. 
15 Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights, 16.13. 
16 Bispham, Edward, “Rome and Antium: Pirates, Polities, and Identity in the Middle Republic,” in Process 
of Integration and Identity Formation in the Roman Republic, 230. 
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recreate a model, but rather build in a way with which they are familiar. Scholarship has begun 

to move away from this copy-paste-esque model, however with excavation reports and item 

records, the damage has already been done. Locations have been listed as places that cannot be 

specifically located on a map, or as places that may or may not actually exist. This brings us to 

the third major problem with the inconsistent maps. Some locations are listed for places that are 

not confirmed to exist in the city. The biggest example is the supposed forum of Itálica. Many 

colonial scholars have tended to assume that all Roman colonies must have a forum, as the 

colonies are Roman after all. So what archaeologists and historians tend to do is to assume there 

are certain structures or characteristics present at a site even if there is a lack of evidence or 

shaky evidence at best. With respect to Itálica, there are several artifacts that are attributed to the 

forum, however no forum has been excavated or identified. It is important to not project 

expectations onto a site, especially if there is no actual evidence to back it up. Perhaps it would 

be more defensible to assume there was a forum if there was textual or epigraphic evidence that 

suggested its presence, but there is none. As a result, I will treat provenance attributed to this 

area with caution and will not assume the presence of archaeological features for which there is 

no archaeological evidence. Below I have included an edited map of the site that was created 

after the descrepancies in the study of the site were found. 
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Figure 1: Map of Itálica. From Itálica Arqueológica, 149. 
 

Memory 
 

The Romans were incredibly aware of the power of memory and memorialization. 

During an emperor’s lifetime, he would carefully curate his image, partially in an attempt to 

control his own legacy. The statues and stories about themselves that an emperor left behind was 

their only means of control after their death. In rare cases, after an emperor died, an order of 

damnatio memoriae could be issued, which would result in a complete erasure of his image and 
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works from the public discourse. This conscious forgetting or erasure of history demonstrates the 

awareness that the Roman Imperial government had about the power of the imperial story and 

image. It was rarely used, but when it was it was against public enemies who could have 

powerful allies, such as former emperors. In practice, it was difficult to enforce. While public 

monuments could be defaced, there was no effective way to stop future historians from writing 

about them. They would just have a smaller body of evidence.17 In the cases of Trajan and 

Hadrian, they were well-received enough by their successors that this was not a problem, so 

much of their statuary remains and their work was not destroyed, although it may not be extant. 

         For both Trajan and Hadrian, little to no writing from either of them personally has 

survived.18 What is left are ancient historical accounts based on sources that can no longer be 

consulted. While this is not ideal, it does provide an interesting view into how the emperors were 

perceived based on the impact they made on their own people. Several of these texts tend to be 

dismissed as historical works because either their authorship is obscure or enough of their 

historical accuracy is doubtful. However, the purpose here is not necessarily to evaluate these 

texts on their factual basis, but rather to analyze them as a way of understanding the stories 

Romans told about themselves. Whether or not everything in these works are true, they were 

authoritative biographies of their imperial subjects. Studying how these texts represent Trajan 

and Hadrian offers a window into how Romans understood dynamics of difference and how it 

related to some of the most powerful people in their history. 

 

 

                                                
17 For example, after Nero committed suicide, Galba put out a damnatio memoriae order, and yet he still 
shows up in various Roman histories. 
18 There is some correspondense attributed to Trajan wrting to Pliny, however it is unclear whether these 
were fabricated by Pliny for publication. 
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TRAJAN 

 Born in 53 CE, Marcus Ulpius Traianus was the son of a Hispanic senator. He rose to 

prominance through the Roman military, notably supporting the emperor Domitian during a 

coup. He remained loyal to the emperor, and Nerva officially adopted him as his successor 

shortly before his death in 98 CE. Trajan ruled as emperor until his death in 117 CE. During his 

reign he oversaw the largest expansion of the Roman Empire and is widely regarded as one of 

the best Roman emperors and as one of the best emperors after Augustus. Trajan’s approach to 

being the first Hispanic emperor was not to rock the boat. It was to be the best emperor that he 

could, so that his actions would take precedence over his identity. He never addressed his 

origins, and yet it seeps into every part of Trajan’s legacy. Trajan’s relationship to his Hispanic 

identity is multifaceted, and more easily analyzed in text as opposed to material evidence. 

Trajan in Historical Works 

         Unfortunately, not many accounts of Trajan survive in extant works of history, albeit 

there are more written accounts of Trajan than evidence of him in Itálica. Although a number of 

famous Roman historians lived and worked during Trajan’s reign, such as Tacitus and Suetonius, 

none of them wrote about Trajan since he was emperor at the time. It was dangerous for authors 

to write about current imperial subjects, as the emperor may retaliate with banishment or even 

death. This is especially true because such works may be commissioned by the emperor himself 

with an eye towards using it as propaganda. In addition, several later histories will begin their 

accounts of the Roman Emperors with Hadrian. Because of this, the historical accounts we do 

have of Trajan’s reign are mostly from the third century and are sadly few in number. While 

these are important sources when constructing a narrative of Trajan’s reign, it has a limiting 

effect on specifically negative aspects of him as an emperor. While there is quite a bit written 



 20 

about Trajan during his reign, all of this writing is coming from the angle of imperial 

propaganda. Whether or not Trajan himself directly had a hand in what was being written, it 

certainly would have had to be approved by him to achieve any type of large circulation, which 

in turn is what would help its survival. However, it is likely that much of the literature during his 

reign was directly sponsored by Trajan himself, as the writers we have during this era were 

known patrons of the emperor and would write specifically for imperial celebrations.19 This is a 

large part of why Trajan’s legacy today is fairly stable and not often contradicted. He is the 

Optimus Princeps, the kind but firm ruler. In addition to the types of extant sources, what does 

survive suggests that even in antiquity his legacy was secure. He was said to be second only to 

Augustus himself, and was added to the vows that future emperors took in front of the senate 

when they were officially made the princeps. 

         Although the few historical accounts that survive of Trajan are overwhelmingly positive, 

there are certain areas of tension that arise, especially surrounding his origins. In addition, the 

discussions of his character as a ruler are deeply ingrained with the reputation of Hispanic people 

and the historical stereotypes that are carried with that specific identity. These tensions are clear 

in both Cassius Dio’s Roman Histories, as well as Sexutus Aurelius Victor’s De Caesaribus, 

which will be analyzed in more depth shortly. Cassius Dio was a Roman senator from Bithynia 

who lived from 155 CE – 235 CE. His political career began under the emperor Commodus, and 

he is one of the few Roman historians to have written about events that he personally witnessed, 

making his accounts of the later empire incredibly valuable. His complete work is believed to 

have been around eighty volumes, which survives in parts fragmentary and in parts almost 

complete. Dio writes in Greek and his history stretches almost the entirety of the 1,500 years 

                                                
19 The best example of this type of literature is Pliny the Elder’s Panegyric, which was written for an 
imperial festival and lists 40 virtues of the emperor Trajan. At the time, Trajan was Pliny’s patron. 
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since the mythical founding of Rome by Aeneas. While there has been quite a bit of scholarly 

attention paid to Cassius Dio, this is not true for the second historian, Sextus Aurelius Victor. 

Victor lived during the fourth century and served under the emperor Julian. Not much is known 

about him as an author or about his career in the imperial government except that he was born in 

North Africa, perhaps near Cirta, and later relocated to Rome and served in some unknown role 

in the imperial court. De Caesaribus is strictly an imperial history, covering the reigns of 

Augustus to Constintinus II. It survives in near completion and is not a long work. A few other 

histories are attributed to Victor, although De Caesaribus is the only one that has been securely 

established. While both of these histories are coming from upper class Roman citizens who are 

involved with the imperial government in several ways, it is important to note that both of these 

authors are provincial themselves, although the dynamics of provincial superiority are also in 

play between the various parties. 

         Cassius Dio introduces Trajan in the epitome of book 68. Trajan was the first adopted 

emperor and Dio introduces him primarily by his origins. Dio states that Nerva was clearly more 

interested in merit as opposed to familial ties, as he had living heirs at the time when he adopted 

Trajan.20 However, Nerva’s adoption of Trajan does not go without criticism or perhaps 

skepticism from Dio. In fact, Dio writes “Nor [was he discouraged] because Trajan was Iberian 

(Ἴβηρ), not even Italian or of Italian descent (ἀλλ᾽ οὐκ Ἰταλὸς οὐδ᾽ Ἰταλιώτης ἢν), and he did 

this even though there had been no foreigner that carried the center of Roman Power”.21 In this 

passage, Dio sees Trajan’s origins as a surprising twist in his adoption, and as a potential barrier 

not only to his ability to hold office but to be a good emperor as there was no precedent for a 

                                                
20 Cassius Dio, Roman Histories, 68.4.1. 
21 Cassius Dio, Roman Histories, 68.4.2. “οὐδ᾽ αὖ ὃτι Ἴβηρ ὁ Τραιανὸς ἀλλ᾽ οὐκ Ἰταλὸς οὐδ᾽ Ἰταλιώτης 
ἢν, ἧττόν τι παρὰ τοῦτο αὐτὸν ἐποιήσατο, ἐπειδὴ µηδεὶς πρόσθεν ἀλλοεθνὴς τὸ τῶν Ῥωµαίων κράτος 
ἐσχήκει.” 
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provincial Roman to become emperor. This is further supported by Dio’s use of both Ἰταλὸς and 

Ἰταλιώτης, which demonstrates hierarchies among Roman citizens, even among those from the 

provinces. By making sure to point out that Trajan was not even of Italian ancestry, Dio 

categorizes Trajan as a specific type of Hispanic person. This is further supported by his 

description of Trajan as an Ἴβηρ. Most accurately translated as Iberian, it is a common word 

used for those who are native to Iberia as opposed to Romans who came and settled later. It is a 

deliberate choice of Dio’s to associate Trajan more clearly with the native Iberians than the 

Roman settlers of Italian descent. While this is not necessarily inaccurate, as there is evidence 

that Trajan was in fact descended from a group of native Iberians called the Turdetani,22 it is 

clear that Trajan did not associate himself closely with them during his reign. However, it does 

make his ascension more complex, because due to his native heritage, it is likely that his family 

were not Roman citizens for many generations, likely only gaining citizenship during the early 

empire.23 While it is unclear whether this heritage is what Dio is directly referring to, Trajan’s 

reputation as an Iberian first and a Roman second outlasts him and casts its own shadow and lens 

of interpretation over every aspect of his reign. 

         Trajan’s reputation as an Iberian continues to become clear in Roman Histories through 

Dio’s descriptions of Trajan’s character and actions. His biases come through well in two 

instances, one through an obvious statement of character and one in expressed surprise in regard 

to his nature. Like all authors, Dio brings in a certain set of biases and preconceived notions 

about the subjects and people that he is writing about. Partly because Dio himself is a provincial 

Roman, these biases become incredibly clear along with the dynamics between reputations of the 

                                                
22 Canto, Alicia M. Las Raíces Béticas de Trajano: los Traii de Itálica turdetana, y otras novedades sobre 
su familia, 23. 
23 Discussion of citizenship regarding Trajan’s family can be found in the introduction of Trajan: Optimus 
Princeps by Julian Bennett. 
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various Roman provinces. The first of these examples comes in Dio’s description of Trajan’s 

conduct as a ruler in general. After a short discussion about how Trajan connected very well with 

the Roman people, Dio points out that “For he was lacking in education, particularly in speeches, 

but he could apply and knew the main substance of the matter.”24 At first glance, this seems like 

an odd choice for Dio to criticize the emperor for not being educated. Normally, it would be 

assumed that an emperor was incredibly well educated due to private tutoring that was common 

for upper class Romans. Generally, those of the senatorial class would have access to the best 

education due to the resources of their families. Trajan was of this senatorial class, even though 

he was from the provinces. He is likely to have had a comparable education background to those 

who were raised in Rome, and there was no shortage of educated people in Hispania.25 However, 

because he is from Hispania, there is a reputation that follows him that he must not be well 

educated.26 This was fairly common in the High Roman Empire, as demonstrated in popular 

works such as Attic Nights by Aulus Gellius. In a story about a dinner party, a young Hispanic 

teacher27 named Julianus was discussing poetry with some friends who were Greek. Gellius 

makes a point early on that Julianus had a Spanish accent,28 and at one point Julianus recites 

some poetry in Greek. However, he is met with hostility. After clarifying that these Greeks were 

well educated (homines amoeni et nostras quoque litteras haut incuriose docti),29 they go on to 

                                                
24 Cassius Dio, Roman Histories, 68.7.4. “παιδείας µὲν γὰρ ἀκριβοῦς, ὅση ἐν λόγοις, οὐ µετέσχε, τό γε 
µὴν ἔργον αὐτῆς και ἠπίστατο καὶ ἐποίει.” 
25 Some other famous imperial Hispanic figures include authors such as Seneca the Younger, Martial, 
and Lucan. 
26 An interesting dimension of this can be found in Strabo’s Geographies 3.1.6, when Strabo discusses 
the people of Baetica in particular. He writes that comparatively, they are more cultured and educated 
than Iberians from the north. Naturally, this judgement is contingent on ideas of assimilation, on how open 
the Iberians were to learning about Latin literature and culture and does not take into account native 
traditions and cultures. 
27 Julianus is more of a public teacher, so he is not teaching the elite of the area, but rather the common 
folk. This is not necessarily a prestigious job. 
28 Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights, 19.9.2. 
29 Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights, 19.9.7. 
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describe Julianus and his recitation as “they attacked him saying it was barbaric and rustic, since 

he came from the land of Hispania, that it was violent and noisy speech, that he learned with a 

language without the sweetness or charm of Venus or the Muses.”30 Although all the characters 

here are not Roman, there is a clear hierarchy present. They all know the same poetry, but by 

virtue of his Hispanic upbringing and affect, he was labeled as less educated and less cultured. 

The label of barbarum is not only rude and disparaging but it also aligns Julianus with the 

epitome of what it means to not be Roman. This brings out not only the biases common when 

considering Hispanic people, but also the dynamics between provincial Romans of Greek 

descent, like Dio, and those of Hispanic descent. These concepts of relative superiority are 

closely related to what is considered closest to the idea of ‘Romanness’ that qualifies the ideal 

Roman citizen. Those of Greek descent are closer to that value than Hispanics, likely due to the 

reverence that Romans held for ancient Greek artistic and literary culture. Dio’s effort to play 

into this stereotype is not only reflective of common Roman preconceptions of Hispanic people, 

but also of his own positionality to the issue and the stake he has in provincial success. 

         On the other hand, Dio goes out of his way to point out the virtues of Trajan that go 

against commonly held beliefs about Iberians. In particular, Dio mentions several times 

throughout his section about Trajan how he was not prone to be rash or violent to those around 

him. Not only were these stereotypes associated with Hispanic people,31 but they demonstrated 

his leadership ability to keep an even temper as some past emperors had a penchant for executing 

those that disagree with them. A good example of this is in 68.15.5, when Dio writes, “For by 

                                                
30 Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights, 19.9.7.“insectarique adorti sunt tamquam prorsus barbarum et agrestem, 
qui ortus terra Hispania foret clamatorque tantum et facundia rabida iurgiosaque esset eiusque linguae 
exercitationes doceret quae nullas voluptates nullamque mulcedinem Veneris atque Musae haberet.” 
31 This idea is put forward because of early revolts that happened primarily in northern Iberia. Strabo 
writes extensively on this in his book on Hispania. 
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nature, he never tended towards being duplicitous, deceitful, or harsh; but would love and honor 

the good, the rest he did not acknowledge.”32 Although during the time of Trajan’s reign, the 

Hispanic provinces had been a secure part of the Roman empire for a while, this had not always 

been the case. In fact the Hispanic provinces took almost 200 years to fully conquer and 

incorporate. The first Roman presence in the region was after the Second Punic Wars when 

Rome defeated Carthage. However, it was not until the Cantabrian Wars during Augustus’ reign 

that the region was fully incorporated into the Roman Empire. As a result, the Iberian Peninsula 

was known throughout most of Roman history as a site of resistance to Roman rule.33 Although 

this reputation shifted far enough and quickly enough for Trajan to become emperor, the legacy 

of resistance and violence would have remained. 

         While Dio is fairly detailed about Trajan’s reign and virtues, Victor takes a more 

condensed approach. De Caesaribus is less of an extensive history of the Romans and more of a 

crash course in each emperor’s virtues and downfalls. Much like Dio, Victor introduces Trajan 

with a statement about his Hispanic heritage, and it is only for Trajan that he does this. He opens 

his section on Trajan by stating, “In fact, Ulpius Traianus was from Italica, a Spanish city, from 

the highest social order, therefore when he attained the colsular rank he accepted it. He recieved 

the most honoted rank in the military.”34 This is one of the most specific references we have to 

Trajan’s home city. By naming the city, Victor's readers would know that Trajan was not from 

one of the larger, more well-known cities of the empire, but rather a smaller city without much of 

                                                
32 Cassius Dio, Roman Histories, 68.15.5. “τῇ τε γὰρ φύσει οὐδὲν οὔτε διπλοῦν οὔτε δόλιον οὔτε τραχὺ 
εἶχεν, ἀλλὰ τοὺς µὲν ἀγαθοὺς ἐφίλει καὶ ἐδεξιοῦτο καὶ ἐτίµα, τῶν δὲ ἄλλων ἠµέλει.” Other examples in 
Roman Histories include 68.15.2, 4, 8.7. 
33 Discussions of these battles and campaigns occur throughout the later books, in particular 33 and 41. 
34 Sextus Victor, De Caesaribus, 13.1. “namque Ulpium Traianum Italica, urbe Hispaniae, ortum, 
amplissimi ordinis tamen atque etiam consular loco, arrogatum accepit dedit. Hoc aegre clarior domi seu 
militia reperietur.” 
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a reputation. Victor’s insistence that his audience know the details of Trajan’s origins is further 

informed by the way he finishes chapter 11, stating, “Up until now, Rome had been ruled by the 

power of Italians, not foreigners; I do not know whether Tarquius was any better. But for myself, 

I believe that the city of Rome was bettered by the contributions and rule of foreigners.”35 While 

Victor himself is not necessarily critical of Trajan’s origins, he does put an emphasis on it when 

evaluating his reign. Any other statement he has of Trajan is colored by the fact he is Hispanic. 

He can never be just another Roman Emperor, or just a good emperor, he has to be designated as 

Hispanic. For Victor, a large part of the value of Trajan’s rule is directly connected to his status 

as a provincial Roman. Being from Hispania not only makes Trajan not a Roman, but makes him 

as far removed as a foreigner. This comes into direct contradiction with his own words about 

Trajan. Because of this contradiction, Trajan is able to occupy both the role of model foreigner or 

outsider as well as upstanding member of the Roman senatorial class. The dual role that Trajan is 

able to occupy is key to understanding receptions of his reign. No matter what he does for the 

empire, it is always filtered through his status as an outsider. Victor does have an overall positive 

view of Trajan, his only legitimate criticism of him is that he was an alcoholic,36 and even then, 

he points out that he took extra steps to make sure it was not detrimental to him or his reign. 

However, Victor’s readers would attribute his alcoholism mainly to his outsider status. And an 

argument could be made for this interpretation. It is possible, even likely that Trajan took extra 

care with his decisions because he knew that he would be seen as an outsider. Very few emperors 

took measures to diminish their vices during their reign. As emperor, they knew that they could 

get away with quite a bit. But this shift in Trajan’s reign back to a more traditional image 

                                                
35 Sextus Victor, De Caesaribus, 13.15. “Hactenus Romae seu per Italiam orti imperium rexere, hinc 
advenae quoque; nescio an ur Prisco Tarquinio longe meliores. Ac mihi quidem audienti multa legentique 
plane compertum urbem Romam externorum virtute atque insitivis artibus praecipue crevisse” 
36 Sextus Victor, De Caesaribus, 13.10-11. 
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through returning to Augustan policies and traditions is due to the added pressure of being the 

first non-Roman to occupy the office. Although there are no writings from Trajan explicitly 

stating this strategy, the fact that most historical works on Trajan, written even over a hundred 

years after his reign, focus on his identity as a Hispanic person before anything else is quite 

telling. He is easily regarded as the best emperor after Augustus, and just as beloved. However, 

he is never primarily addressed in Roman histories as optimus princeps, he is primarily 

addressed as Iberian. His origin takes precedent over his actions as emperor. Although modern 

scholars primarily know Trajan as optimus princeps, the Romans remembered him as a Hispanic 

or Iberian, who also happened to be their optimus princeps. 

Statuary and Public Space 
  

         Among the finds from Itálica, there is a sizable collection of statuary. Where exactly 

these statues stood is not a straightforward question, as per the issues with maps and plans 

outlined earlier in this section. However, it is clear that many of these statues would have been in 

public places, due to their colossal size37 as well as their depiction of imperial figures and gods. 

The vast majority of the statuary found in Itálica is dated to the Hadrianic period, suggesting that 

his building project included populating the landscape with imperial monuments and statues, 

actively creating a public landscape with an imperial message. While there is no confirmation of 

a forum in Itálica, it is likely that these pieces of statuary were in open public areas, close to 

public buildings, or inside prominent buildings such as temples. Through analyzing a few 

examples, it is possible to gain a framework to understand how Hadrian aimed to shape public 

space. 

                                                
37 A colossal statue in classical archaeology means that a statue is at least twice life-size. 
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 Statuary in Roman culture served primarily a dual purpose. The first was to display 

wealth. The person who commissioned a statue would be recognized as a wealthy patron, which 

gave them more power and status in their local community.38 They would likely have many 

poorer citizens depending on their patronage, and the ability to commission and display public 

works was a projection of this power and could be used to expand their circle of recognition and 

allow for greater mobility. The second is to create a cultural historical narrative. The subject of a 

public statue was rarely a depiction of the commissioner. It would be a local hero, god, or 

emperor. This is not only a show of support for those in power but contributes to the continuance 

of their legacy. As long as their statue was displayed, they would live on in collective memory 

until they were ingrained into the historical record.39 Memorialization is a powerful tool, because 

it generates its own interpretation of historical actions through reverence. Romans knew this 

power, and at times sought to counter it through damnatio memoriae, or an order to deface all 

statuary of a prominent individual until it was unrecognizable, attempting to scrub them from the 

historical record. The ability to reconstruct space in regards to statuary is to puzzle together the 

cultural memory of a community. It is to understand what values were considered desirable, to 

understand the narrative that people wanted to create for themselves. 

                                                
38 Rutledge, Ancient Rome as a Museum: Power, Identity, and the Culture of Collecting, 33. 
39 Rutledge, Ancient Rome as a Museum, 150. 
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         The first statue, figure 2 is a 

cult statue of an emperor in the guise of 

Mercury. Its pedestal and a dedicatory 

inscription survive (figure 3). The 

statue is Hadrianic, and was dedicated 

by a local man, likely Iberian due to his 

cognmen, Barcathes,40 presumably the 

priest of either the imperial cult or a 

cult of Mercury.  Because the statue is 

Hadrianic, it is possible that it depicts 

Hadrian, but is more likely Trajan as he 

would have been deified by the time 

this would have been built and 

dedicated. The dedication of this statue 

during this time is testimony to the involvement of local families from Itálica with the transition 

to becoming Colonia Aelia Augusta. Barcathes was likely a local wealthy man looking to 

become more of a public figure. By dedicating a public cult statue, it would be not only a display 

of wealth, but also of pious values and dedication to the community. While there is other 

evidence for the presence of an imperial cult in Itálica as early as the Augustan period, what is 

curious is the choice of the guise of Mercury. Usually when an emperor is in the guise of a god it 

is Jupiter or Mars, both symbols of leaders in peace and war respectively. Mercury is a 

messenger god, and thus not usually a popular choice for emperors. The specific aspect of 

                                                
40 Adams, J.N., Bilingualism and the Latin Language, 283. 

Figure 2: Statue of Trajan in the Guise of Mercury. 
Museo Arqueológico de Sevilla. 
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Mercury that is depicted in this statue is 

Dionysophoros, depicting Mercury with Dionysus 

as a baby. While this is a famous story, it is 

unclear as to why Mercury was chosen. In 

addition, the choice of using an emperor as 

opposed to a normal cult statue shows how Itálica 

claims their own. Trajan had been a widely loved 

emperor, and he was a symbol in Itálica of how 

members of their own community could move in 

society and enter politics, even as provincial 

Romans. Hadrian encouraged his countrymen 

back in Rome should they enter into politics as 

well, appointing more Hispanic members of the 

senate and into positions of power than ever 

before. Perhaps the decision to put Trajan in the guise of Mercury was to highlight the mobility 

of their community or their connection to trade and commerce. 

         Trajan was a popular figure to be depicted in statuary from this time. He was a beloved 

emperor in his lifetime and was quickly deified after his death. It makes sense that in Itálica, his 

home, there would be multiple dedications to him. While most other emperors depicted in the 

city have a single statue, Trajan has at least three, and a temple dedicated to his imperial cult that 

was built by Hadrian. The main cult statue of Trajan (figure 4) is one of the most famous statues 

to come out of Itálica. While this statue would have been in the Traianeum as opposed to in a 

public square, it is an important piece of Hadrian’s agenda in Itálica. As stated earlier, there is 

Figure 3: Statue Base. Museo 
Arqueológico de Sevilla. 
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already a strong presence of the imperial 

cult in Itálica, but Hadrian built a large 

temple specifically to Trajan so that it 

could be seen from any point in the city. 

Building this temple was a strategic choice 

on Hadrian’s part. Firstly, it strengthens 

his connection to Trajan after a rocky 

transition to his ascension as emperor. By 

building a temple to his deified father, it 

shows that he is honoring him and 

connects Hadrian to Trajan’s legacy. 

Secondly, it lends more prestige to Itálica 

and Hispania. Trajan was widely 

understood, even in his lifetime, to be an 

amazing emperor, even if he was from 

Hispania. By building such an elaborate temple to Trajan in his hometown, it celebrates the fact 

that Trajan was Hispanic instead of hiding it. Because he was loved, his memory being 

associated with Itálica and Hispania gives those from these places more prestige and status than 

they had before. Finally, it begins the process for Itálica to create its own historical narrative. 

Having notable emperors hailing from Itálica makes it a place of note and could attract more 

visitors and settlers. So creating a local narrative becomes a useful tool to gain recognition in the 

wider empire. 

 

Figure 4: Cult Statue of Trajan. Museo 
Arqueológico de Sevilla. 
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HADRIAN 

 Trajan’s successor Publius Aelius Hadrianus, known as Hadrian, was also Hispanic. He 

ruled from 117 CE-138 CE. Unlike Trajan, he was not fond of the military but served as an 

advisor to Trajan for many years. His reign was marked by peace and an explosion in art and 

literature. He was known as the wandering emperor, as he traveled extensively through his 

empire, primarily in the East. Hadrian’s legacy is complicated, and his identity as Hispanic is no 

different. His focus on Hellenistic studies closely aligned him with Greek identity, even though 

he was not of Greek descent. Hadrian’s love for Hellenism became his defining feature, and he 

seemed to try to separate himself from his Hispanic identity from a young age. However, upon 

studying his relationship to Itálica during his reign, it complicates his identity because he seems 

to embrace the various facets of his identity and attempt to lift up his home community. 

Hadrian in Historical Works 

         Hadrian’s portrayal in historical works is far less consistent than Trajan’s. While Trajan 

was almost unerversally loved, Hadrian came up upon more pushback from the senate. Even his 

adoption was briefly controversial, as it was said that Trajan adopted Hadrian when he was on 

his deathbed.41 However, having no other clear successor and Hadrian having the favor among 

several high-powered families, he became emperor. There is a wider range of extant sources 

discussing Hadrian’s reign than there are for Trajan’s. The most significant addition to the 

sources is the Historia Augusta, a large historical work of unknown origin, and thought to have 

been written in the late fourth or early fifth century. It is unclear if it is the work of a single 

author or a collection of biographies from various authors. Whoever the author or authors were 

did a fairly good job at citing their sources, which is how the work is dated. A number of the 

                                                
41 Cassius Dio, Roman Histiories, 69.1.4. 
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historical works on Hadrian, including the Historia Augusta, cite among their primary sources 

the autobiography of Hadrian, which unfortunately does not survive. Because of the reliance on 

Hadrian’s own autobiography, these histories are particularly good studies of how Hadrian 

attempted to portray himself and secure his legacy. Considering there is a fair amount of 

contradiction and uncertainty within these historical works, the fact they are partially based on 

his autobiography brings up issues of self-image conflicting with reality or historical fact. 

Analyzing Hadrian’s historical representation is analyzing the success rate of Hadrian’s control 

over his own image that he worked so hard to cultivate during his reign. How he is portrayed is a 

direct result of the evidence that was available to later historians, and the consistency of these 

writings vary depending on what different authors decide to trust. The result is a legacy that can 

be confused. 

         An interesting difference between histories about Hadrian and histories about Trajan are 

the way their origin is discussed. While every biography of Trajan begins with a discussion of 

his Hispanic heritage, with Hadrian it is not usually straightforward. A good example of this is 

Dio’s treatment of both emperors. His treatment of Trajan, discussed above, is in direct contrast 

with his introduction of Hadrian. While Dio makes it clear that Trajan is an Ἴβηρ, he makes no 

such clear distinction for Hadrian, instead describing him as a πολίτης of Trajan.42 He is not 

made explicitly Iberian, although it is implied in his word choice. Dio is clear that they are from 

the same city, the same πόλις, which would also make Hadrian from Itálica. Perhaps this choice 

has to do with Hadrian’s family, which does trace their roots back to Italy, although there is 

evidence that they had lived in Spain for several generations by the time of Hadrian’s birth.43 It 

leaves a small amount of room for ambiguity, although it is pretty clear that it is referring to his 

                                                
42 Cassius Dio, Roman Histories, 69.1.1. 
43 Carlos Noreña, “Atlantic Commerce and Social Mobility in Southwestern Iberia,” 9. 
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place of birth.44 In addition, when Dio writes more explicitly about his heritage, it is not of his 

place of origin, but of his status: “In regards to his parentage, Hadrian was the son of a former 

general of senatorial rank, Hadrianus Afer (for whom he was named).”45 Again, while Trajan has 

a similar background, although his father was actually of consular rank, it is never mentioned. It 

seems that Hadrian’s origins were either considered less important than Trajan’s or they were 

more deliberately obscured. The latter is most likely the case, and a strong case for it is found in 

the Historia Augusta. 

         The first book of the Historia Augusta is the biography of Hadrian. Within the first few 

chapters there are several contradictions regarding where Hadrian was born. In the first chapter, 

the author states that Hadrian’s family moved to Itálica at the time of the Scipios.46 However a 

few sentences later, it states that Hadrian was born in Rome.47 The biography contradicts itself 

once again at the beginning of the second chapter. The author writes that “when he was fifteen, 

he returned to his hometown (ad patriam) and immidiately enrolled in the military, but was 

recieved citizism for his love of hunting. Because of this, he was recalled from their hometown 

by Trajan (a Traianus abductus a patria).”48 Although Itálica is never specifically mentioned, 

the use of the word patria without any specific possessives demonstrates that both Hadrian and 

Trajan are from the same place. Besides, if Trajan recalls Hadrian from his homeland to Rome, 

he could not have been born in Rome. Despite the constant contradiction, it seems clear that 

Hadrian’s origins, his patria, is Spain as opposed to Rome. However, some of the contradictions 

                                                
44 This is still an ongoing debate amongst scholars despite the existence of both textual and 
archaeological evidence. Generally those who believe that Hadrian was born in Rome do not present 
evidence to back up their claims. 
45 Cassius Dio, Roman Histories, 69.3.1 “ἦν δὲ Ἁδριανὸς γένος µὲν βουλευτοῦ πατρὸς ἐστρατηγηκότος 
Ἁδριανοῦ Ἄφρου (οὕτω γὰρ ὠνοµάζετο)” 
46 Historia Augusta, 1.1.1. 
47 Historia Augusta, 1.1.3. 
48 Historia Augusta, 1.2.1. “quintodecimo anno ad patriam rediit ac statim militiam iniit, venandi usque ad 
reprehensionem studiosus. Quare ad Traiano abductus a patria.” 
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may arise from the way in which Hadrian attempted to portray himself. If he attempted to create 

the narrative that he was born in Rome, it would confuse several people as he was closely related 

to Trajan. Still, the reluctance of historical authors to name a homeland for Hadrian ,where it was 

the first and foremost quality of Trajan, is curious. This disparity seems to be connected with 

Trajan and Hadrian’s respective methods of conducting themselves and their efforts to create a 

mythos surrounding themselves during their reigns. Whereas Trajan was focused mostly on 

militaristic endeavors, Hadrian was focused on developing Hellenistic art, literature, and 

architecture throughout the empire. Each one’s goals shift the associations with each emperor in 

a way that pushes Hadrian’s focus away from his origins, but rather on his attempts to associate 

himself with other locations. 

         Despite Hadrian being a Hispanic emperor, he was known as ‘the Greekling’.49 Hadrian 

was incredibly interested in art, architecture, and literature, and these were all endeavors closely 

related to the Greek world. In many ways this is the main pillar of Hadrian’s legacy. As an 

example, some of the most famous architectural pursuits during his reign are located in Athens. 

However, this reputation was difficult for him to cultivate, and he worked hard to create and 

maintain it from the beginning of his public life. The first time he gave a public speech in Rome 

was on behalf of Trajan when he was emperor, and “when in [this position] he gave a speech for 

the emperor on the senate floor, provoking them to laugh at his accent, and always after he gave 

to the study of Latin until he achieved incredible fluency.”50 What the author means here by 

accent could either mean an inflection of the voice, much like accent is defined today, or it could 

also include a use of vocabulary that was not considered to be standard Latin within the city 

                                                
49 Historia Augusta, 1.1.5. 
50 Historia Augusta, 1.3.1. “in qua cum orationem imperatoris in senatu agrestius pronuntians risus esset, 
usque ad summam peritiam et facundiam Latinis operam dedit.” 
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itself. Most likely both would be true here, since Itálica was a linguistically diverse area, where 

there were remnants of Iberian, Celtiberian, and Punic alongside the Latin that was brought by 

the Romans.51 Hadrian likely had a localized accent at the beginning of his public life that was a 

result of speaking either multiple of the local languages or a specific hybrid of these languages 

that was common to Itálica.52 Furthermore, this moment seems to be a turning point in Hadrian’s 

self-presentation to the senate. As he was creating his public image, he made sure to closely 

associate himself with Greek culture and art, solidifying his reputation as a Greekling. 

Association with Greek culture brings along with it a certain level of relative prestige, as the 

Greek world was thought to be the center of artistic culture and learning during the Roman 

Empire. And although the Greek world at this time was made up of Roman provinces, the 

relative status and prestige associated with the Greek provinces was much higher than the 

reputation of Hispania Baetica. As a result, any foreignness that Hadrian expressed would then 

be associated with his fascination with Greek culture as opposed to his status as a Hispanic 

Roman. This is not to say that Hadrian did not work to elevate his provincial status through his 

work and attention given to Itálica during his reign, but he is taking control over his status as an 

outsider and shifting its association in order to give himself more status and to avoid being 

labelled as having a specific origin or homeland. 

The Amphitheater 
  

         One of the largest of the Hadrianic additions to Itálica was the amphitheater. At the time 

it was built, it was the third largest amphitheater in the Roman Empire, and the largest in the 

                                                
51 Adams, J.N., Bilingualism and the Latin Language, 283. 
52 There is epigraphic evidence of this language hybrid. An example is a votive found at the Temple of 
Dea Caelestis in the amphitheater in Itálica. The language is not exactly clear, but it seems to be a hybrid 
of Greek and some type of Iberian script, this will be discussed later. 
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Roman provinces.53 It could seat up to 25,000 spectators, about twice the estimated population of 

Itálica at its peak.54 In addition to its notable size, it differs from many Roman amphitheaters in 

another key way – it includes a temple inside. It is one of few extant amphitheaters to have a 

temple not just nearby but built into the structure itself.55 Inside the temple were many votive 

plaques, likely from gladiators who fought in the arena. The temple seemed to be for two 

goddesses – Nemesis, the Roman goddess of revenge or 

                                                
53 It is also the fourth largest in the Roman Empire. 
54 Population estimates are not the most reliable in the ancient world, so this should be taken with a grain 
of salt. They are useful in order to trace the relative size of a city but should not be used for more detailed 
analysis because the methods of estimation are not clear. 
55 The few other amphitheaters that have a temple are also located in the Iberian Peninsula, and there is 
one is southwestern Gaul. This suggests that this architectural decision seems to be prevalent in the 
Atlantic region. 

Figure 5: Amphitheater of Itálica 
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retribution; and Dea Caelestis, a Punic and Phoenician queen goddess.56 This temple and its 

votives are interesting as they give a window into the cultural make-up of Itálica as well as 

points of cross-cultural contact that were key in the development of the city itself. Overall, the 

amphitheater is an interesting case to use to study not only Hadrian’s goals with his building 

project in Itálica, but also the culture in the city itself that is now being expressed through this 

imperial lens. 

         The first and biggest question that comes to light with the amphitheater is simple. Why? 

Itálica was never a large city, and it was neither central in the province or its capital. In fact, 

larger cities relatively close by already had their own, albeit smaller amphitheaters. So 

practically, it was not a necessity for the city to have one there, especially not one that would 

require thousands of travelers in order to come to capacity. As it is not a necessity, it seems that 

the purpose for building the amphitheater is more symbolic. To have a large and impressive 

amphitheater is a sign of importance and power, specifically Roman imperial power, and brings 

together the populations of the hinterlands. It designated certain cities as worthy of gatherings of 

masses of people from the wider community as opposed to just the city itself. In addition, it 

provides the infrastructure for a distinctly Roman type of entertainment. It is not a coincidence 

that the amphitheater accompanies the shift in the status of Itálica from a municipium to a 

colonia.57 An amphitheater, especially one with the size of Itálica’s, is as much of a sign of status 

as it is a signifier of Roman Empire. With the ability to host games and other large events comes 

the power and recognition of those who can pay to sponsor them. Itálica is then elevated as it 

becomes associated with more powerful individuals, families, and festivals. Hadrian is raising 

                                                
56 While there are temples in other amphitheaters, this is the only one to a Punic goddess, the other 
temples are to the Roman Nemesis. 
57 An analogus example is Pompeii. When it gained the status of colonia, the amphitheater was built. 
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the status of Itálica through the building of the amphitheater. He is not trying to build a mini 

Rome, but he is trying to alter the perception of Itálica to be more prestigious and worthy of note. 

This is also gestured to in later textual evidence, as the status of colonia comes with additional 

benefits that are not present if a place is a municipium.58 

         However, although the Roman Imperial mark and aura of an amphitheater is strong, it is 

not transforming the colony into a sterilized version of itself. Although this has been identified as 

a difference between municipia and coloniae,59 the temple inside the amphitheater tells a very 

different story. It is the largest temple dedicated to Dea Caelestis outside of Carthage, and all 

other attested worship to her is from the North African provinces. The size of the temple would 

suggest that there was a sizable Punic population or population of Punic descent in the area. 

Because Itálica was founded after the Second Punic War, it means that the city would have been 

welcoming to Carthaginians in a time where the tensions between Carthage and Rome were at 

their highest. Since this temple was established in the second century CE, it suggests that there 

was some form of public and accepted continuous worship from the time of Punic contact in the 

area through to the dedication of the temple. Considering the city was founded by soldiers 

fighting against Carthage, it means that Itálica was a space where Punic traditions could thrive 

after their culture center was destroyed. This necessitates the attitude of Itálica not matching that 

of Rome itself, demonstrating the decentralized nature of life in the Roman colonies. It also is a 

good example of creolization as the continuation of pre-Roman traditions is not only evidence of 

cultural contact and interchange, but of a distinct local culture that is a blend of Turdetani, Punic, 

Phoenician, and Roman traditions. 

                                                
58 Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights, 16.13. 
59 Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights, 16.13. 
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         The votives found inside the temple also support this cultural blend. Each plaque has a 

depiction of feet or shoes as well as a dedicatory inscription. The inclusion of feet raises other 

questions that may not have straightforward answers. Most dedicatory plaques from across the 

empire are only text. And body parts as a part of a votive offering are not common for most gods 

and goddesses, one of the few exceptions being Asclepius, to whom someone would dedicate a 

votive in the shape of the body 

part that needs healing. In this 

case, and few others which include 

body parts, the votives are always 

three-dimensional as opposed to 

these which are imprints. 

Considering neither Dea Caelestis 

nor Nemesis are associated with 

healing qualities, it is surprising 

the votives have feet at all. It is 

likely that this is a practice not associated with the goddesses themselves, but rather a local 

tradition of votive dedication. In the vetus urbs near the theater, there is a temple of Isis, which 

also includes votive plaques with images of feet. Since the temple of Isis is significantly older, it 

suggests a tradition of feet votives in the area has been around for some time and is just 

continuing in the new temple as opposed to a practice associated with the goddess to whom they 

are dedicating the plaques. This suggests that the addition of feet to votive plaques is a non-

Roman tradition that then integrated itself into Roman practices of worship over time. In 

addition, other temples with three-dimensional anatomical votives are also located in the Iberian 

Figure 6: Votives in situ in the amphitheater of Itálica. 
From Colonia Aelia Augusta, 28. 
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Peninsula and southern Gaul, the largest example being a temple to Nemesis in Terragona, 

Hispania Terraconiensis. These places are primarily connected by Atlantic trading routes, 

suggesting that the anatomical votive motiff is specific to the Atlantic region as opposed to the 

Mediterranean one. 

         The text found on the votive is a fairly standard form. With a couple abbreviation 

exceptions (the most notable being an abbreviation of italicaniensis) as well as some notably 

Hispanic names, most of them are fairly unsurprising. However, one votive in particular gives 

insight into cultural and linguistic diversity in Itálica. While the vast majority of the votives are 

in Latin, Figure 7 at first glance appears to be Greek. There are identifiable capital omegas and 

sigmas. However, upon closer observation, there are several characters that are not Greek. The 

characters do not appear to be Punic or Phoenician either, which suggests that this plaque uses a 

language hybrid specific to the surrounding communities. This is not unheard of in the Iberian 

peninsula, although it is far less common in the south. The northern half of the peninsula is 

populated by local dialects of Celtiberian, and the northeast even has a codified version of 

Grecoiberian. While this script does not match that of the northern Grecoiberian, it is likely that 

this is an example of a southwestern Grecoiberian script that borrows from the southwestern 

Iberian script Tartessian. Beyond that, it also implies that Itálica was a multilingual city that 

accommodated not just Latin or Greek, but other pre-Roman languages and likely had their own 

distinct dialect. The appearance of Iberian scripts in a Roman temple during the high empire 

necessitates the continuation of local Iberian tradition throughout the colonial period. 
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        While on the outside the amphitheater seems like a clear symbol of Roman imperialism 

and dominance, the inside of the building tells a different story. It was not repressing or trying to 

hide non-Roman traditions, but rather embracing and celebrating them. The goal of the  

amphitheater was never to Romanize or assimilate the population, but to bring a certain status to 

the city so that outsiders may perceive it differently. By the time Hadrian was building in Itálica, 

it had been established and developing its own culture for hundreds of years which Hadrian 

Figure 7: Stone Votive, Temple of Nemesis/Dea Caelestis in the Amphitheater of Itálica. 
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knew well as it was his home. The novus urbs was not so much a Romanization project, but a 

direct action to elevate the status of the city in order to allow for further social mobility for its 

citizens by adding hallmark features of Roman status and wealth. As discussed earlier, Hadrian 

built status for himself by distancing himself from Hispanic identity, but he created the 

infrastructure so that other people from Itálica would not have to do the same. The public space 

he built in Itálica was not just for its citizens, but for Romans living in the area who would see 

the city’s infrascruture and decoration and associate it with status and high culture. However, the 

actual contents of these building projects are distinctly from Itálica, with aspects of Roman, 

Punic, Phoenician, and Iberian cultures. He does not Romanize by erasing the diversity of the 

area, but elevating its status by coding it with Roman symbols of power. There is agency 

demonstrated by pre-Roman, likely minority cultures through evidence of the continued practice 

of their traditions in ways that made room for Roman participation and adoption. The 

amphitheater is a means for status, as a symbol of Roman power, but in practice that power is 

only symbolic so that the local population can use their origin to their advantage when trying to 

move in more elite circles or enter politics in Rome itself. 

CONCLUSIONS 

 The creation of identities in the Roman provinces was a complex process that heavily 

relied on local traditions and pre-Roman settler practices. Each locality would have unique 

traditions to their own blend of culture and level of engagement with their neighbors or cultures 

connected by trade. The lived experience of the Roman provinces is inevitably very different 

from the narratives of the provinces coming from Roman authors who have never been to these 

places. The way in which provincial Romans operated in Rome itself is informed by their own 

upbringing in their homes, and this is particularly poignant with Trajan and Hadrian as the first 
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provincial emperors. Their relationship to Itálica and Hispania was carried with them throughout 

their reigns, although it manifested in very different ways in their own choices and legacies. 

Through studying their Hispanic identities, we are allowed a window into the lives and issues of 

provincial Romans. However, it is not a full picture, as Trajan and Hadrian were elite members 

of their community and occupied a highly documented and highly politicized spot in Roman life 

and history. While it is a helpful discussion in the issue of provincial identity, it is by no means 

representative of all the residents of Itálica or Hispania Baetica as a whole. Elite provincial 

Romans had more of a stake in issues surrounding assimiliation and status in the eyes of other 

Romans. There is still much work to be done in studying the non-elite population of the 

provinces and how they are expressing their identities in their daily lives. 

 The site of Itálica too warrants much further study. For many years it has been seen as a 

reflection of traditional Roman values, but as I have discussed, these symbols are much more 

nuanced with the local past and traditions. There is very little that is “standard” about Itálica or 

the artifacts that have been excavated there. The patterns that are identifiable in the architecture 

or votive practices point more towards an Atlantic community than a Mediterranean one. The 

study of an Atlantic Rome is an emerging field, and the site of Itálica is a good example for this 

new methodology. Complicating the networks of connectivity is key to disrupting the Roman-

centrism that has long dominated Roman colonial discourse. As scholarship on the Roman 

Atlantic continues to evolve, it is important to reevaluate aspects of these communities that have 

been dismissed as odd or explained away as resistance to Romanization. They are not necessarily 

resistance, but a manifestation of daily life in these areas. Understanding the nuances of 

provincial life requires a new methodological framework that emphasizes local agency and a 

reevaluation of available evidence. 
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