
                                        A Birthday Party

Of the 4000 or so fragments of writing tablets so far recovered and deciphered from 
Vindolanda the one which perhaps most readily strikes a chord with a modern reader is 
the birthday invitation sent by Claudia Severa to Sulpicia Lepidina:

                     “Claudia Severa to her Lepidina, greetings.

On 11 September, sister, for the day of the celebration of my birthday, I give you a 
warm invitation to make sure you come to us, to make the day more enjoyable for 
me by your arrival if you are present(?).

Give my greetings to your Cerialis. My Aelius and my little son send him their 
greetings. I shall expect you, sister. Farewell, sister, my dearest soul, as I hope to 
prosper, and hail.

To Sulpicia Lepidina, wife of Cerialis, from Severa.”

The personal nature of this letter and the real human warmth and sense of anticipation 
that it exudes set it apart from the vast bulk of the other letters so far translated.  These for 
the most part deal with the day to day administration of Vindolanda fort, - obtaining 
supplies, the deployment of the soldiers, applications for leave and so on. Some might feel 
a little disappointed that there is no spicy gossip or startling revelations about the Emperor, 
but that would be to misconstrue the purpose of these letters. They were the Roman army 
equivalent of the office e-mail of today and are a graphic example of the tight bureaucracy 
which operated in the army, even in the remotest corner of the Empire. An efficient postal 
system, the cursus publicus,  linked an outpost like Vindolanda to the wider Roman world 
and letters reached Vindolanda from a number of different forts, both near and far.

The person invited to the party, Lepidina, was the wife of Cerialis, the commanding officer 
of the 9th cohort of Batavians, based at Vindolanda. Where Severa is writing from and 
where the party will take place, is not known, but the best guess is that it is the fort at 
Carvoran, some eight miles from Vindolanda and thus within easy travelling distance. 
Severaʼs husband, Aelius, is almost certainly the CO of the regiment there.

The use of the word “sister” in the letter does not of course suggest a blood or family 
relationship between the two women. “Sister” is the conventional way of acknowledging 
their equal social status. As wives of the two COs they are  Roman “high society” in that 
neck of the woods. And just as in 19th century colonial India, the careful guarding and 
maintaining of status was an important factor in ensuring respect and discipline.

It may seem surprising that the  officers of the Roman army were prepared and able to 
take wives and children to what was in essence the front line of the Empire, a privilege 
denied to those of lower rank, (although there is evidence in some letters that other 
women were to be found at or near the fort.) What kind of life was it for the two women? 
Were they confined to barracks for their own safety, (although at this time, circa 100AD, 
there is little evidence in the letters of trouble).Is it possible to read between the lines in 



Severaʼs invitation, a hint of quiet desperation perhaps:  “for Godʼs sake, Severa, come to 
my party! I am bored. bored, bored!”

In the absence of any substantial evidence it is tempting to speculate on how that 
particular day in September 103 or 104 panned out, especially as some experts suggest 
that in Roman society it was only the birthdays of men which were celebrated. Perhaps 
Severa and Lepidina were striking the first blow for equal recognition and felt free to do 
this,  since they were about as far from the prying eyes of Rome as it was possible to get. 
Did their husbands approve? Probably. Anything for a quiet life! How did Severa make the 
journey?  On foot or horseback?  Unlikely. In a litter or carriage? Probably. Did this require 
a military escort in what was potentially hostile territory?  Almost certainly, and an easy 
duty perhaps, preferable at least to quarrying stone, (which also gets a mention in the 
letters.) Did Severa  and Lepidina dress up for this special day? What did they eat? What 
did they talk about? How old was Severa on that day? Were other later birthdays 
celebrated there in like fashion? Did they look back in old age on the “good times” on 
Stanegate? The cruelty of time for ever withholds from us any answers.

Apart from a few humps and bumps there is little to see of Carvoran fort today, but it would 
be comforting to think that in another dimension the spirits of Severa and Lepidina, “the 
dearest souls,”  meet up there again on each September 11th and raise a glass to that 
“enjoyable day”.

David Cockman for HDAS December 2014

Footnote. The best source of information on the Vindolanda tablets is this Oxford 
University website.
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