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Alexander Severus and his Puppet Masters: The Involvement of the Julias Maesa and Mamaea
in Alexander Severus’ Reign (AD 222-235)

Cole Grissom1

Introduction
The formation of the Roman Empire saw the establishment of Rome’s total domination over the
entirety of the Mediterranean basin. From Britain to the borders of Mesopotamia, men hailed
Augustus Caesar as emperor, and the Pax Romana ushered in an unprecedented era of peace for the
region. Over time, however, the cultural and administrative institutions that perpetuated the Pax
Romana deteriorated, causing the Late Roman Empire to be a time of hitherto unseen catastrophe
that gutted the population of entire regions. Characteristically, the middle Roman Empire is a
midpoint between these two extremes, with the beginning of patterns of decline situated within a
broadly still-functioning imperial system. The Severan Dynasty (AD 193-235) was the longest-lasting
and most important Roman imperial dynasty of this middle period, presiding over establishing said
patterns of decline that would continue to intensify over the next couple of centuries. The dynasty was
original in many ways, seeing the first African emperor, Syrian emperors, and underaged emperors. At
the same time, it was extremely violent, being founded by the first invasion of Italy since Julius Caesar’s
civil war. Furthermore, three of its four emperors died by assassination, and the one who died
peacefully did so while on a military campaign. It was thus both the product and cause of the
instability associated with the time in which it ruled, making it possible for previously excluded groups
to become politically active.

Under the Severan dynasty, women increasingly became involved in the empire’s politics,
playing crucial roles in forming the first imperial regencies in Roman history. These changes were
impactful and long-lasting, establishing precedents and trends that would affect Roman politics for
centuries. Because of the violent nature of the period in which the Severans ruled, its legacies, such as
increasing military control over the state and a shift towards dynastic politics, are often emphasized
over the political roles of the dynasty’s women. This paper’s purpose is not to argue that one legacy is
necessarily more important than another but to bring attention to a subject that I feel is often
understudied and underemphasized. That is not to say that it receives no attention, however, and

1 Cole Grissom graduated fromUC Santa Barbara as part of the Class of 2024 and is currently a 1L at
the University of Virginia School of Law. While at UC Santa Barbara, Cole’s historical research focused
on the middle and late Roman Empire.
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contemporary research on Severan women and the sources through which modernity’s information
about them is derived were instrumental to forming an understanding of the subject on my part.

To draw a line between “political history” and “women’s history” for the Severan Dynasty is a
misnomer and strips away deserved recognition from a group of important women whose presence has
implications on the character of Ancient Rome. Understanding the gendered lens through which
Severan women participated in Roman politics sheds light on the society in which they lived. Female
members of the Severan dynasty played significant roles in their male relatives’ reigns, especially as
underaged emperors took the throne. This played a key role in establishing the Severan dynasty’s legacy
of regency politics. This was particularly exemplified by the Julias Maesa andMamaea’s influence over
Alexander Severus, who are the focus of this paper. How women interacted with the political system
was affected by the informality of their positions, depending on financial wealth and connections with
people invested with concrete constitutional authority. Reading between the lines of available sources is
often required to discover these modes of interaction, as the presence of women was a literary motif
often used by ancient authors to comment on their male relatives. Understanding the importance of
Severan women to the empire’s politics is important because it affects interpretations of the empire’s
cultural and institutional legacies. These legacies have effects carrying into modernity due to Rome’s
influence on several Western governmental and cultural institutions.

A Brief Overview of the Severans up to Alexander
Septimius Severus seized power with his legions in AD 193 in the wake of the chaos caused by the
death of Commodus’ successor, Pertinax, inflicting “the death penalty on those who had taken part in
the slaying of Pertinax”2 to portray himself as the slain emperor’s avenger and rightful successor.
Despite promising to rule in a manner similar to what Pertinax had promised, granting privileges and
protection to the senate, many were soon disappointed with the reality of the emperor’s character.
Septimius reigned for nineteen years (AD 193-211). While his military campaigns and violent purges
were significant for establishing a status quo, the majority of his rule was undertaken during a time of
peace in the city of Rome. During this period and within the context of court politics, Septimius
handed off many of his duties to his second-in-command, a praetorian prefect named Plautianus.

As a result of Septimius’ relative absence, his sons Geta and Caracalla indulged in the hectic
environment of Rome, with Cassius Dio accusing them of having “outraged women… abused boys,
they embezzled money… emulating each other in the similarity of their deeds.”3 After Septimius died in
AD 211, Geta and Caracalla took the throne as co-emperors but still “quarreled continually,”4 and each

4 Herodian, The Reign of Caracalla (211-217). Translated by Edward C. Echols. Livius, 2022,
4.1.1.

3 Dio, Epitome of Book LXXVII, 253.
2 Dio, Epitome of Book LXXIV, 163.
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feared the other would attempt to assassinate them. After a series of failed negotiations between the
pair, a climactic decision was made to split the empire into two. Julia Domna, in response, lamenting
the tearing apart of both her country and family, cried out, “Earth and sea, my children, you have
found a way to divide… the continents. But your mother, how would you parcel her?”5 Her moving
display stopped the immediate eruption of hostilities, but appeals to family relations could not stop the
fundamental problems that two opposed brothers desiring the emperorship posed. Of the two,
Caracalla made the first move towards violence, and luring Geta into a trap using Julia Domna as bait,
“killed his brother in the arms of their mother…,”6 with Domna not only unable to stop the murder
but thereafter banned from openly mourning the death of her son7.

Caracalla, assuming sole power in AD 212, continued the bloody and violent behavior with
which he took the throne. Using a literary motif owing to the Roman understanding of race and
nationality, Cassius Dio accused him of possessing the “fickleness, cowardice, and recklessness of
Gaul… the harshness and cruelty of Africa… and the craftiness of Syria.”8 Motif aside, it is easy to see
why he would ascribe such negative descriptions to Caracalla’s moral character. Not only did Caracalla
kill Geta to assume power, blatant fratricide, but he extended the same treatment to “some twenty
thousand, men and women alike” who had been in any way associated with Geta. Cassius Dio insists
that the killing was so great in scale that “I never recite near the names… both guilty and guiltless alike…
he mutilated Rome, by depriving it of his good men.”9 Despite his violent securing of power, however,
Caracalla’s reign lasted for four years and oversaw the formation of some of the Severan dynasties’ most
important legacies, such as the Antonine Constitution in AD 212. His administration was assisted by
the continued support of his mother, Julia Domna, who counseled him on how to wisely spend
finances10 and assisted him by sorting through correspondence for him while on campaign.11

The assassination of Caracalla in AD 217 and Julia Domna’s suicide thereafter should have
resulted in the end of the Severan dynasty, as its male line was now completely exhausted and the
matriarch of its maternal side dead. A surprising comeback would be made by Julia Domna’s sister
Julia Maesa, who was alive and well in Syria. Using her wealth to rally soldiers around the banner of her
grandson, a fourteen-year-old Syrian priest named Elagabalus (Heliogabalus), Caracalla’s usurper,
Macrinus, was easily defeated in Syria in AD 218.12 This marks a definitive change in the Severan

12 Herodian, The Reign of Elagabalus (218-222), 5.3.11.
11 Dio, Epitome of Book LXXIX, 347.
10 Dio, Epitome of Book LXXVIII, 301.
9 Dio, Epitome of Book LXXVIII, 291.
8 Dio, Epitome of Book LXXVIII, 292.

7 Cassius Dio, Epitome of Book LXXVIII, trans. Bill Thayer (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2022), 231.

6 Herodian, The Reign of Caracalla (211-217), 4.4.3.
5 Herodian, The Reign of Caracalla (211-217), 4.3.8.
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