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Julia Domna


“What has my life been but that of a dedicated wife and mother?  I can clearly remember the outline, the elementary facts which took a toll upon my life.  But when I envision--when I search for memories of these events in history, both good and bad--I see something utterly apart from those around me.  At first, I have glimpses of only the glory days in which both our home and kingdom prospered, of my two boys, their smiles, their playing freely in white tunics and dancing through fields of wheat in the summertime.  And then the shadow sets in, creeping back to me like the cobra in Cleopatra’s bed, thoughts inconceivable and yet utterly true all the same—I can recall when…  


Antoninus arrived swiftly at noon, an urgent request dangling from his lips.  He asked that I summon his brother Geta to attend a special meeting in hopes of reconciling their differences—and, being the optimistic mother that I am, I couldn’t refuse such a promising offer.  But there was a look in the eyes of Marcus Aurelius Septimius Bassianus Antoninus—or rather, Caracalla, as his subjects called him--something very dark and menacing that pained my weak heart; despite this lingering suspicion, I accepted, all doubts aside, and agreed to speak with Geta.  He appeared so confident, so bent on changing things for the better of the community. And upon his departure, with the gentle peck of his lips upon my cheek came the agonizing feeling of remorse within my stomach.


The next morning I awoke from a horrifying dream, dripping in sweat from head to toe, my sheets soiled by the salty traces of perspiration.  I called out in terror as several servants rushed to my bedside; this had become a common occurrence after the passing of my husband, Septimius Severus, in 964 AUC; my sleep regimen had since been far from normal.  This one nightmare though, or should I say premonition, inflicted more pain upon my soul than any previous experiences as I watched the very god of death devour my beloved son.  The message from Hermes continued to haunt me until the day my children and I were scheduled to meet.


Geta regally stepped into my bedroom, light radiating from his fingertips as if everything he touched was made golden; Antoninus carefully walked behind him, and at last, I felt at peace upon the sight of the two brothers not quarreling.  Oh, there was great rejoicing, for I was a proud mother.  Geta quickly embraced me, his words sweet and sentimental:


“Oh, I must tell you, the funniest thing happened just the other—“


 But as these words rolled from his tongue, they changed into another sentence entirely:


“Mother, mother, who bore me, who bore me, help, I am being murdered…”


And I began weeping like a small child at the sight of this horrendous killing, this cruel and unspeakable slaughtering that I was forced to witness; candlelight glinted from the heartless blades of Caracalla’s centurions.  It was not though, these mindless generals at whom I stared—I watched in horror the slow, smug grin that made its way across Antoninus’ face; so disgusted was I, mother to both killer and victim, that I hardly noticed my blood-drenched garments, or my hand that was injured in the process.


The subsequent weeks were no less disheartening; I endured the long hours that led to Geta’s funeral procession, watching the various people as they came to pay their respects to a body, the empty shell of my son that quietly lay on display.  But so cruel and vile was his brother Caracalla in denying me the right to shed a tear before the public, or even in the private solitude of my home.  It felt as if I, the empress Julia Domna, was denied the ability of being human, of showing any emotion altogether.


Once the day of Geta’s service finally came, I nearly buckled beneath the watchful gaze of Caracalla.  Whilst greeting and conversing with visitors, I was expected to keep a straight face; but the whole matter was ridiculous, really, for how could a mother be fearful of the very child she carried in her womb?  How was it possible that a woman of my status--a patron of the arts, one who stood by her husband’s side as personal counselor through the chaos of a civil war, known to all as Mother of the Augustus, of the Army, the Senate, the Country--appeared so shrunken and lost in this way before the very boy she once loved?  It was pure nonsense, but I held my tongue. 

For the first time, I did not wish all this fancy dress, I no longer wanted the many adornments of an empress—for the gold and precious jewels seemed to weigh heavily upon my bones, stretching and wrenching at my skin to the point of madness within me.  I appeased my nerves by stroking the small amber ball held in my palm.  I watched, from one dreaded moment to the next, the funeral procession in its entirety: the many pipers and musicians, the torch bearers, the praeficae—women whose job it was to wail for the deceased--followed by the various clowns and dancers whose performances I looked upon with a forced smile and clenched jaw.  Next were the small figurines of our ancestors, carried by somber men clad in dark uniforms. The flames later licked at the remains of the corpse; soldiers marched to a solemn beat three times round the sacred pit of ashes, while the gladiators played their silly games, much to the liking of the crowd. 

“And the coffin…the sight of the enormous marble case that held the remains of my poor child…it’s inscription reading Publius Septimius Geta (942–964 AUC)…the last I would ever see of him.  Damnatio Memoriae was soon declared, erasing his name from all written records and monuments; but despite his disappearance from Roman history, the memory of Geta surpassed all political policies, and continued to live on in my heart and mind.”

In the subsequent years, despite an undeniable hatred toward my only remaining offspring, I aided Antoninus in his various political endeavors; as he continued to be a brutal and corrupt ruler, I sought every way to help him succeed, whether through managing the wide array of correspondence and petitions, hosting public receptions for the upper-class, or by simply giving him the best of advice.  And perhaps my efforts were not completely in vain, for there was one major accomplishment that surely gained him the respect of many: the widespread citizenship of all free dwellers of the Roman Empire. 

But alas, an emperor always has his enemies.

I heard the news of Caracalla’s death while in Antioch.  And with a great surge of uncontrollable emotions it came to me, sorrow stemming not from the thought of his earthly departure, but from the notion of returning to a solitary lifestyle.  I beat myself about the chest like a wild animal, my world so wretched as having been washed down to the gutter where it was ready to be strewn about by sewer rats.  However, my life was not yet over as the gods had finally sent their blessing, or so it seemed; the new emperor, Macrinus—also Antoninus’ assassin—allowed me to carry on in a royal manner.  And, for a certain extent of time, it appeared that perhaps there was another chance at power in my future—a vision in which I could be much like the renowned Babylonian queens Semiramis and Nitocris.  I schemed with my close associates on making this plan manifest itself, gathering soldiers in hopes of rebellion.

This lovely prospect failed to last very long; Macrinus learned of my plot and promptly sent me away.  It was then that I spiraled downward into a profound state of depression, and found myself already suffering from cancer of the breast.  It was the year 970 AUC, and after losing all of my immediate family and having fallen from the highest point of power attainable by a woman, I arrived at the conclusion that the greatest choice was to end my life—and to do so not with some quick and virtually painless poison, but through the process of starvation.

“And so, as I stand before you almighty gods of the underworld---Rhadamanthus, Minos, and Aeacus--on the day of my judgment, I will not ask why I have been forsaken as such.  But truly, what is a mother to do?”
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