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A single silver coin lies in my icy hand, and in the dim light I can see it has already lost its luster. Worn down

from years of use, the images that once graced the faces of this coin have been swept away with time. Slowly I let my

fingers glide along the bumps and curves of the disk, and I am able to feel letters around the edge, the bridge of a

nose, hair… a face. Perhaps it is me, Julia Maesa, I think to myself. Perhaps as I lie dying I hold a small memento of

my life in the palm of my hand. The thought makes me smile, and fondly I begin to recall the memories of my past,

not all of which are pleasant.

From the moment I was born I was both privileged and cursed. I was privileged because I was the daughter of

the high priest of Baal at Emesa, a man who was both wealthy and influential. I was cursed because I was born a girl,

a female, and therefore I would be nothing more than the property of my father and eventually my husband. My

gender confined me in a world where women had no voice. My life was to be dictated by men. Such was my fate, but I

was ambitious and unwilling to accept such a dreary future. Filled with a strength that was uncommon in both men

and women alike, I strived to become something more than just a woman, more than just property.

Five years after my birth, my younger sister was born, Julia Domna. A child of remarkable beauty, she was just

as spirited and ambitious as I was. We were inseparable and shared our dreams and ambitions with each other, for we

were girls and the world did not care to listen. Unfortunately, childhood does not last forever, and as we grew from

girls to young women, we approached the age for marriage. I, being the older daughter, was expected to be married

first, but sometimes the fates have different plans. At the age of seventeen Domna was married to a 42 year old man,

Septimius Severus, and was forced to leave her family in order to join her new husband in a series of provincial

assignments far away from home. I missed her dearly and cried for weeks over the loss of such a comrade.

Soon however, other things preoccupied my mind, for shortly after Domna’s marriage I was married too. My

husband was Julius Avitus, a consular official of Syria, and although I didn’t love him, I still found myself developing

a certain fondness for him throughout the years.  Together, we eventually had two daughters, Julia Soaemias, and Julia

Mamaea. They were my pride and joy and I lavished all of my love upon them. But all things must come to an end;

eventually they too were married and they bore children of their own, and I became the grandmother of Elagabalus

and Severus Alexander. 

However, in the meanwhile things were not as pleasant for my sister Domna. After her husband’s death,

Domna’s two sons, Caracalla and Geta, faced off in a struggle for power. It was a complicated and messy affair, but in

the end Caracalla stabbed Geta. Geta died bleeding in Domna’s lap. Later my sister’s world was further shattered

when Caracalla was assassinated; with her husband and both her sons dead, Domna no longer wished to live and
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starved herself to death despite my pleadings. In those last few months of Domna’s life, she became transformed into a

human skeleton. I could hardly restrain myself from tears every time I saw her as she slowly wasted away. 

My fortunes, however, also suffered. My sister’s death was followed by the death of my husband. In a very

brief time I lost two key figures in my life. In order to distract myself from my grief, I turned my attention to other

things, namely putting Elagabalus (my grandson) into power. Spreading rumors that Julia Soaemias had had an affair

with Caracalla and that Elagabalus was Caracalla’s natural son, I raised Elagabalus’s popularity since many soldiers

liked Caracalla. In addition, I went as far as to win over a legion for Elagabalus, as well as to stage rebellions and to

finance and stage-manage ceremonies to win support. Ruthlessly and craftily I won rule for my grandson, and at the

same time I slowly began to realize my forgotten childhood dreams of power.

However, I quickly found that I had made an enormous mistake, for Elagabalus was incredibly immature and

refused to listen to much of my advice. Not only did he, the emperor of Rome,  refuse to adopt Roman customs, but he

was haughty enough to flaunt his heavily made-up face and exotic priestly garb to the Roman Senate. Furious, I

plotted to remove Elagabalus from the throne and to place Alexander Severus in his place.. This task took quite a bit

of work to complete, especially for an aging woman, but in the end I was able to successfully produce a competent

ruler for Rome. Then as I grew even older, I eventually came to head the consilium principis, but by that time I was

plagued by my declining health and was no longer full of ambitions. I was finally ready to end my political career and

set aside the power that I had gained over the years. It’s funny how much one little woman can accomplish. 

I awaken from my moment of reverie. Already I feel that my strength is failing me and that my final moments

in this world are drawing to a close. The light at my bedside grows ever dimmer, and my body becomes ever colder.

Yet I am still smiling for I feel no regrets. I have lived a full life and I have accomplished deeds that very few women

– or men – have ever achieved. Looking back, I know now that my dreams have come true and that I have not only

wielded power, but I have shaped the course of history. I have done much for Rome, and with that final thought, my

hand goes limp, and the coin drops onto the ground.

 


