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My dear boys,

There is so much I would have liked to have told you – about my life, my love, my country, everything.  I know that now it is too late to tell you this in person, and I regret that with all my heart.  You both led extraordinary lives despite your differences, and you each deserve to have heard what I am about to recount.  However, I will try to retell everything to you in the hopes that somehow, you will find this note in the next life.  


When I was a girl, I lived in the deserts of Syria, a province of the Roman Empire.  At a young age my sister, Julia Maesa, and I would help my family in the fields, since extra hands were always needed because my father was away each day in the temple of the sun god, Heliogabalus.  He was always very dedicated to the temple, and often spent countless hours there performing rituals and making offerings to Heliogabalus and Emesa.  


Each day I awoke before dawn and set out on my way to the harvest.  One particular day, it was my assigned duty to set up a scarecrow because the black birds were constantly eating our seeds and ruining our crop.  I retrieved scissors and laces from my mother’s dressing room and went about my task.  Once I had finished binding it to its cross, I struggled to stand it up right and plant it firmly in the ground.  I remember wondering how strange it was that a scarecrow, though the size of a human, should be so heavy because it was merely made of straw and string.  When I finally stood it up, I was dizzy and felt that I might faint or collapse.  I lay down upon the wheat and stared at the sky, when suddenly, a shadow fell over me.  I screamed and squinted my eyes, struggling to make out what it was that stood before me.  I soon realized that it was the scarecrow whose shadow had covered me, and it was alive and speaking, just as a human might.  I thought that perhaps I had exerted myself so much that I was now imagining impossible things; after all, no being such as this could ever come to life.  I had put it together with my own two hands!  I knew that it was nothing but dried grass and sewing string!  I saw its shadow moving, and I knew that the scarecrow was now standing directly before me.  I could clearly see its feet, clumps of straw bound in string.  But how did it move so?  Despite my disbelief, the creature began to speak. 


“Do you know who you are?” it asked me.  


“I am called Julia Domna,” I replied.


“Yes, child, but what do you call yourself?”


“I don’t think I’ve ever considered that….”  I looked down and stared at the shadow that surrounded me.  Without looking up again, I said, “Why do you ask?”


“For one day you shall be queen, and then you will need to choose the name the world is to know you by.”  


The next thing I knew, the scarecrow was back up upon its cross, tied as it had been before.  Had I imagined the entire thing?  Had it all been a figment of my imagination, the result of a hard day’s work and a lack of food?  


I realized that it was almost sunset; I began the journey back home through the darkening fields.  Upon my arrival I immediately recounted my experience to my family, all of whom agreed that is was nothing more than my own imagination fallen prey to hunger.  


The years passed without any real eventfulness.  However, as I was walking back from the fields one particularly beautiful afternoon, I noticed one of my father’s attendants running toward me, a smile on his face.  


“Julia, come quickly!  There is much to be done!”  


“What do you speak of?”


“You must get to the temple at once; your father requests a word with you.  Several, in fact.”


Without really understanding what was happening, I ran as quickly as I could to my father’s temple.  


I had only set foot in this incredible building a few times before; I was a small girl, and did not remember much of it.  Upon my entry this time, however, I immediately slowed my pace and drew in a breath.  I was overcome with the sight that lay before me.  Everywhere I looked laid some gilded altar or mighty statue.  Within the building itself was a pool of water – the cleanest, purest water I had ever laid eyes on.  I sought out my father, but it was difficult within the sprawling mass of priests and attendants running here and there.  Finally I found him kneeling before the great statue of Heliogabalus, its massive structure scaling the entire wall all the way up to the ceiling.  He was praying more fervently that I had ever seen him do so.  I rushed to his side and knelt down next to him.  


“Father, what is happening?”


“Have you not been told, child?”


“Told of what?  Nobody has told me anything.”


“The Emperor himself has been here today.  He set foot in this very temple!”


“But why, father?”


“For you!”


I could not express my confusion.  Why would Emperor Severus have come to see me?  Instinctively, my mind flashed back to that day in my girlhood when the scarecrow spoke to me, as it did whenever I encountered something strange.  However, no real connection had ever come of those times, and it most certainly would not come of this one.  


“Father, but what does he want with me?   Have I done something wrong?”


“Quite the contrary, my girl.  You apparently have done something very right.”


“I have?”


“He wants your hand.”


“Father!  But why?  What have I done?”


“No, you foolish girl!”, he said laughingly, “Is this how you think of yourself?  He wants your hand in marriage!”


At that moment, I realized that for the first time, my recollection of the scarecrow’s words were not for naught.  They had somehow been true.  


“But father, he does not know me!  He does not even know you!  Why would he come here for us, for me?  It makes no sense!” 


“What does it matter, my child?  You are to become our queen!”  


As were the words of the scarecrow, my reign as empress of Rome came to be. I never truly understood the reason why I was the one chosen to become queen; I did imagine many a possibility, but to this day, I still do not know for certain.  


I did have my apprehensions about my marriage.  It was known throughout the land that a Roman wife, especially the wife of an emperor, was expected to wait at home for her husband to come back from travel, from business, from battle.  However, I knew that I would not be able to sit quietly at home and wait.  I was simply not that kind of woman.  I had a voice and I used it; I expressed my ideas and my opinions, and I very much doubted that my style of wifeliness would be welcomed or permitted in the royal court.  What would become of me if I were deemed an improper wife?  Would I be expelled or abandoned, banished from all of Rome?  


However, luck was once again on my side.  Your father was not only loving and kind to me; he was also honestly interested in my opinions and ideas.  He found my intellectual interests in reading and philosophy quite intriguing, rather than burdening, as I expected he would.  Your father was good to me, and I am glad that you both knew him.  


It was only a few years after your birth that he was called into a civil war with the great and terrible Pescennius Niger and Clodius Albinus.  Again I was surprised when he requested my presence, rather than wanting me to remain at the palace.  


Despite the many ideas my mind came up with, I could never have been prepared for the many adventures or intrigues that I was to encounter.  The days of travel were hard and long, but more exciting than they were disturbing.  


The battlefields were scenes unlike any I had seen before, unlike anything I had heard in stories or witnessed in my daydreams.  They were bloody and unforgiving and disturbing, but I have never seen men fight so valiantly for any cause.  I helped in every possible arena; I advised my husband, assisting with designing tactics, strategies, and treaties, and I do believe that he greatly cherished my presence and my assistance.  


There were Roman men scattered throughout the battlefield, and I felt it my personal duty to try to raise their spirits in times of hardship and to encourage their bravery and valour.  There were even times when I went so far as to visit the “enemies’” camps, tending to injured soldiers and helping wherever I was needed.  After all, I saw them all as children of Rome.  Although they were fighting for different leaders, they were fighting for the same country.  However, there were some who chose to accuse me of treason and adultery, rather than of goodwill.  Nonetheless, I was soon given the title of ‘Mater Castorum’, since many of the men in battle saw me as a motherly figure, someone to be turned to in times of despair and confusion.  My husband, your father, went so far as to mint coins of my portrait with this much beloved title.  

I am grateful, for this is the name I hoped Rome might remember me by.  


I followed your father to many more far off lands, learning, seeing, and experiencing things that I never thought I would, even in my youth after the scarecrow told me that I was to be queen.  After Severus died, well, you both know what happened next.  I did my best in working together with the two of you, but to no avail.  In the end, you could not overcome your differences and I am very sorry for that.  I wish my sons could have lived their lives as brothers, rather than as enemies.  


I do not blame you, though.  I know how hard a life in the political eye can be, and some conflicts are never overcome.  I miss you both very much, and I truly hope that I will somehow see you again.  


Every once in awhile I think back upon that scarecrow and the things he foretold me and the questions he asked me.  Never before that day had I ever considered that the world might know my name.  But I am glad not only to have been Julia Domna, but Mater Castorum, as well.  


As for now, I have nothing left to live for.  I have no living children, no husband – I am alone in this world.  I have experienced more than I ever thought I would, more than I ever thought I could.  I miss you and your father desperately, and would like to imagine that I have a chance of seeing you again in the next world; I know that I can never see you again in this one.  It is for this reason that I have chosen to perish.  My life is at its conclusion, and I must go.  

Peace be with you, children.  


The world will forever remember your names.  

Julia Domna
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