


of operations for the Third Augustan Legion.3 The castraresembles many
other Roman legionary bases of Hadrianic date, both in its general layout and

FIGURE 1.Plan of theprincipiaat Lambaesis, depicted after the
Gallienic renovation, c.265CE. Drawing by Gina Tibbott, after
Cagnat,L’armée romaine d'Afrique,465.

3. SeeILS 2487, 9133–35, a monumental inscription detailing Hadrian’s oversight of military
exercises at the site and his personal addresses to different cohorts of the legion. On the continued
use of the base at least into the reign of Diocletian, see René Cagnat,L’armée romaine d’Afrique et
l’occupation militaire de l’Afrique sous les empereurs, 2nd ed. (Paris: Léroux,1913), 474.
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in many particulars.4 One feature, however, appears to be unique to this site:
typically the temple at the center of acastrawas intended to hold the
standards of the legion, and sometimes it served also as a treasury (aerarium).
The temple at the center of theprincipiain Lambaesis, however, is signifi-
cantly different from known treasuries under legionary temples (sacella). We
argue that, in its initial phase, it was not a holding space for coin. While the
upper room served as a repository for the legionary standards, the evidence
indicates that the lower room served as a repository for bodies: it was a prison.
The space under the temple includes cells for separating prisoners, worn
embrasures opening to the street allowing for light and small objects to pass
to and from inhabitants below, doors architecturally conducive to keeping
people in rather than keeping people out, and over twenty rudimentary

FIGURE 2.Model of theprincipiaat Lambaesis, depicted after the Gallienic
renovation, c. 265 CE. Photograph Friedrich Rakob. (Negative D-DAI-Rom-
NA-RAK-37875)

4. The closest parallel is thecastraof the Sixth Legion Ferrata at Legio, Israel, currently being
excavated under the direction of Matthew J. Adams and Yotam Tepper. See Yotam Tepper,“Lajjun-
Legio in Israel: Results of a Survey in and around the Military Camp Area,” in Limes XVIII: Pro-
ceedings of the XVIIIth International Congress of Roman Frontier Studies Held in Amman, Jordan
(September2000), ed. Philip Freeman et al., vol.1, BAR International1084(Oxford: Archaeopress,
2002), 231–42. A more thorough description of theprincipiacomplex is available in Matthew J.
Adams et al.,“A Betyl with a Decorated Base from thePrincipiaof the Roman VIth Ferrata
Legionary Base, Legio, Israel,” Israel Museum Studies in Archaeology9 (2019): 72–75.

Letteney and Larsen | A Roman Military Prison at Lambaesis 67



graffiti, across every chamber, indicating the presence of people spending
ample time in the space with poor tools.

In this article, we identify the space as a Roman military prison (carcer
castrensis) and argue that paying it close attention helps us to visualize, contex-
tualize, and betterunderstand othercarceralpractices from Roman North Africa,
which we explore in the second half of this article. Perhaps most importantly,
analysis of the military prison at Lambaesis refocuses our gaze on the institution
of incarceration—a central facet of both civic and military life in antiquity.

I I . ARCHAEOLOGICAL DESCRIPTION

The Sanctuary of the Standards (sacellum/aedes signorum) at Lambaesis
stands on the southern side of theprincipiacomplex, opposite thegroma
and between thepraetoriumto the west and the barracks of the1st cohort to
the east (Figure1).5 Under the supervision of six French colonial guards,
a group of95Algerian prisoners excavated theprincipiain the spring of1897
and1898.6 Friedrich Rakob subsequently conducted stratigraphic soundings
across the complex in four campaigns between1968and 1973.7 The

5. See Yann Le Bohec,La troisième légion Auguste(Paris: Editions du Centre national de la
recherche scientifique,1989), 417fig. 54. The identification of this upper structure as anaedes
signorumis secure. Not only is the central, apsidal room of militarycastraalways identified as
a Temple of the Standards, Cagnat reports that during the excavations of this site in the spring of
1897and1989, “fragments of a small altar and the torso of a seated divine figure were discovered” in
the space. René Cagnat,“Les deux camps de la légion IIIe Auguste à Lambèse d’après les fouilles
récentes,” Mémoires de l’Institut de France38, no. 1 (1909): 247. On typical features ofaedes
signorum, see Yann Le Bohec,The Imperial Roman Army(London: Batsford,1994), 157. For
a recent identification of a legionary Temple of Standards on the basis of mosaic inscriptions, see
Benjamin Arubas et al.,“Capricorno Alae VII Phrygum…(i) Interim Report on the Fort near Tel
Shalem,” Journal of Roman Archaeology32(2019): 201–13.

6. Lambaesis, and particularly the French prison there, was an infamous penal colony in Algeria
of the late nineteenth century, and the name itself invoked carcerality much the same way that
“Rikers Island” today evokes images of carceral hell. The colonial prison there was famous enough to
become proverbial:“Ce n’est pas un palace, mais ce n’est pas non plus Lambèse.” Yasmina Khadra,
L’écrivain: roman(Paris: Pocket,2001): 230. The Khadra quotation is mentioned in Hélène Mé-
nard, review ofLambèse, capitale militaire de l’Afrique romaine, by Michel Janon andHippone, edited
by Xavier Delestre,Histoire urbaine19, no.2 (2007): 166–68.

7. Friedrich Rakob and Sebastian Storz,“Die Principia des römischen Legionslagers in Lam-
baesis: Vorbericht über Bauaufnahme und Grabungen,” Mitteilungen des deutschen archäologischen
Instituts, Römische Abteilung81(1974): 253–80. It appears that the underground portion of the
complex was excavated (or uncovered, in any event) in1885, twelve years prior to the formal ex-
cavations in1897/8. Maurice Besnier,“Les scholaede sous-officiers dans le camp romain de
Lambèse,” Mélanges de l’école française de Rome19, no.1(1899): 231. The rationale for digging only
the underground portion of thesacellumis unclear, but one might reasonably speculate that the
“excavators” were looking for treasure in the most likely place: in the underground room of an
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principiacomplex exhibits two distinct phases that Rakob assigned to (1) the
initial construction of thecastraunder Hadrian, and (2) its renovation under
Gallienus. The sanctuary sits on a small pediment, and its entrance abuts
a portico along the south side of theprincipia(Figure2).8 As described by
Cagnat, west of thesacellumare two apsidal rooms (Figure3, rooms II and
III), and it is flanked on the east by one smaller apsidal room (2) and one
rectangular room (3), all of which have been identified asscholae—meeting
areas for legionarycollegia.9

The first phase is coterminous with the construction of thecastra, around
120CE (Figure4). Thesacellumcomplex was constructed by excavating2.5
m below the ground level and building revetments on all sides directly against
the native soil. Walls of the initial, Hadrianic phase are built inopus africa-
num; sandstone ashlars interspersed with lighter, Ain Drinn-Tuff were used
above ground, and underground, sandstone field stones and Ain Drinn-Tuff
are bound with lime mortar.10 The subterranean space is divided into five
chambers of1.5m width (east-west),4.5m length (north-south), and2.3 m
height, constructed in the same style as the outer walls dating from the initial
phase (Figure5). Cantilevered sandstone slabs span the space between the
field-stone walls, and a corridor to the north connected the underground
chambers with an0.8 m wide sandstone block staircase that descends five
steps from the portico above, forming the single access point for the
underground complex and originally sealed with a“stout locking device”
(Figure6).11 A threshold remains extant on the third stair from the surface,

-
apsidal building in theprincipia, directly opposite thegroma. For a full accounting of the site’s
nineteenth-century excavation history, see Rakob and Storz,“Die Principia des römischen Le-
gionslagers in Lambaesis,” 253–59.

8. The sanctuary at Lambaesis is similar to theaedes signorumin the castra at Castellum
Dimmidi, which lies to the southwest of Lambaesis on the southernlimesof the province of Nu-
midia. See Gilbert Charles-Picard,Castellum Dimmidi(Paris: Boccard,1944), 127–31.

9. The identification of these rooms asscholaeis secure; Cagnat offers significant epigraphic
evidence, and rooms in comparable legionarycastrawere outfitted with inscriptions explicitly
naming them as such; Cagnat,“Les deux camps de la légion IIIe Auguste à Lambèse,” 249–51. See,
for instance,CIL 3.3524, an inscription dated to228from theprincipiaof thecastraat Aquincum. It
reads:“The scholaof the watchmen, Legions I and II Adiutrix: pious, faithful, Severianiae” (Scola
speculatorum Legionum I et II Adiutricium piarum fidelium Severianae). A number of inscriptions
that appear to be from legionarycollegiawere discovered at Lambaesis as well, though nonein situ.
See, for instance,CIL 8.2554and2557.

10. Rakob,“Die Principia des römischen Legionslagers in Lambaesis,” 275–76.
11. “…der Basilika durch ein Schlupfpforte mit schwerer Verriegelung gescholossen war” (Rakob

and Storz,“Die Principia des römischen Legionslagers in Lambaesis,” 276).
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where a post hole for a hinge is visible along with a recessed wall built to
accommodate the crossbeam of a large door that opened into the under-
ground space (Figure7).

The temple pavement rises0.3m above the pavement of the portico to its
north, and comprises rectangular sandstone blocks with central notches (per-
haps related to the storage of legionary standards). It originally held a statue
or altar, the0.9m2 base of which is currently at the center of chamber C. The
temple pavement serves also as the ceiling for the lower chambers, with the

FIGURE 4.Plan of thesacellumduring the initial, Hadrianic phase of construction,
with the upper level to the left and the lower level to the right. Drawing by Gina
Tibbott after Besnier,“Lesscholaede sous-officiers dans le camp romain de
Lambèse,” 230.

FIGURE 3.Plan of thesacellumand legionarycollegia. Drawing by Gina Tibbott,
after Rakob,“Die Bauphasen des Groma-Gebäudes im Legionslager von
Lambaesis,” 39 (illustration 44).
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blocks spanning the distance between the outer walls and the chamber
dividers, as well as between chambers (Figure8). We cannot say anything
certain about the upper walls of the first phase because it has been mostly
replaced by the second, but it is likely that the above-ground walls were
constructed inopus africanumas elsewhere in theprincipia; the upper-level
pavement remains intact from the original Hadrianic construction.

Each underground chamber exhibits a curious feature: an embrasure on the
upper corner of the south wall, which remains from the initial phase of

FIGURE 5.Cell A, looking south. The original embrasure,
extant on the outside of the structure, has been covered
on the inside, as indicated in Figure13. Photograph
Friedrich Rakob. (Negative D-DAI-ROM-NA-RAK-
37324)
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was given its own combination water source/bath/toilet, proving that the
space was purpose-built to house people kept under guard.33 At Simitthus,
like at Lambaesis, the principle of hermetically sealing captives from one
another was so ingrained that, even when the space was renovated in the
late Severan period, bringing running water and sewer to those living
inside, sixindividual latrines were constructed, with sixseparatesewers,
rather than a communal latrine or individual latrines which emptied into
a common sewer. Further, each sewer has a deliberately minuscule opening:
small enough that it would be impossible to escape, even if someone
confined inside was willing to crawl through the muck toward freedom.
At Simitthus, the ideology of carceral separation determined the architec-
ture of the space and its renovation, even at the added cost of separate
facilities for the different types of prisoners. As Rakob notes, the difference
between the open baths provided for the soldiers nearby and the hermet-
ically sealed toilet-cum-water source in each chamber of theergastulum
offers an“indication of the differing quality of their users.”34 Or, in the
words of Michael Mackensen, who re-excavated the site in the90s,
“Apparently these are prison-like, rather than barracks-like,
accommodations.”35

The carceral spaces at Lambaesis and Simitthus are different: one is
a smallcarcer, while the other is a sizableergastulum.36 But, both are
second-century North African military installations with similar forms and

33. As above, coins do not need to breathe, and we have no evidence to suggest that items kept in
horreahave any use for a toilet.

34. “Jeder der sechs Raumfluchten A-F war am nördlichen Kopf der Anlage einLavacrum-
Kompartiment zugeordnet, und aus diesem Grunde kann wenigstens in der ursprünglichen Planung
mit der vorgesehenen Unterbringung von Menschen in allen Schiffen gerechnet werden. Doch zeigt
der Vergleich mit der nordöstlichen Lagerlatrine und ihrer normalen‘offenen’ Gliederung in einem
Areal…deutlich den Unterschied zu den mit großem Aufwand hermetisch getrenntenLavacrader
sechsschiffigen Kaserne; Hinweis auf eine andere Qualität ihrer Benutzer.” Rakob,“Das römische
Steinbruchlager (Praesidium) in Simitthus,” 101.

35. “Offenbar handelt es sich hier um gefängnisartige und nicht um kasernenartige Un-
terkünfte.” Michael Mackensen,“Erster Bericht über neue archäologische Untersuchungen im sog.
Arbeits- und Steinbruchlager vonSimitthus/Chemtou (Nordwesttunesien),” Mitteilungen des
deutschen archäologischen Instituts, Römische Abteilung107(2000): 492–93.

36. While it is unlikely that an ancient person would call theergastulumat Simitthus acarcer, it
is nevertheless a space intended to hold the bodies of enslaved people and those condemnedad
metallawhile they undertook forced labor at the quarry. To call it anergastulum, rather than acarcer,
is emically sound, but etically invokes a distinction without a difference. We note, as well, the
difficulties more generally of identifying carceral spaces among archaeological remains, on which see
Sarah P. Morris and John K. Papadopoulos,“Greek Towers and Slaves: An Archaeology of
Exploitation,” American Journal of Archaeology109, no.2 (2005): 155–225.
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similar functions. The design of the spaces appears to reflect a similar
ideological motivation, which held that prisoners of different types were
not supposed to mix. While the archaeology itself does not speak to the
particular ideological distinctions at play, the architects at Simitthus and
Lambaesis went to great lengths to separate prisoners into cells.Theodosian
Code9.3.3, a later constitution, but one that may shed some light on
typical practice in this earlier period, indicates that prisoners were separated
according to the type of crime committed and legislates further that prison-
ers should be separated by sex. Writing while the Simitthusergastulumwas
in use, Ulpian indicates that women condemnedad metallawere sent to be
aids to the (male) miners (in ministerium metallicorum).37 Were the prison-
ers at Lambaesis, Simitthus, and similar North African establishments in
the Principate separated based on sex?38 Were they separated based on class
or freedom/enslavement? Based on the charging authority, or the reason
for their confinement? We do not know. But what is clear in both cases is
that an ideology of separation was at play in the initial design of both of

37. Digest48.19.8.8. Robinson suggests that“in ministerium metallicorum” indicates sexual
service to the male inmates, and there is some evidence that jurists were at least concerned with the
possibility that women condemned to the mines might give birth (D 40.5.24.5); but if the impli-
cation is present in the text, it is subtle. In all events if women were condemned to work at a brothel
overseen by the military, we do not know where that would have been at Simitthus, and we should
still expect that prisoners were housed separately; O. F. Robinson,Penal Practice and Penal Policy in
Ancient Rome(London: Routledge,2007), 125. Women at military mines did notonlywork in
ministerium metallicorum, however: in the second century, women worked in the emerald mines
themselves (O. Did. 376), and there is evidence for paid prostitution, rather than enslaved sex
workers, at the garrison guarding the mines at Mons Claudianus in the first through third centuries.
See Adam Bülow-Jacobsen,“Callgirls in the Quarries,” Proceedings of the29th International Congress
of Papyrology, Lecce,28August–3September2019(Forthcoming). See also Cuvigny, who shows that
soldiers from the Roman garrison at Berenice paid for the services of a prostitute by the month; it
would be surprising if male inmates in Numidia were provided with sexual services while soldiers in
Egypt paid out of pocket for the same. Hélène Cuvigny,“Femmes tournantes: remarques sur la
prostitution dans les garnisons romaines du désert de Bérénice,” Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und
Epigraphik172(2010): 159–66.

38. Notwithstanding the fact that, as Krause demonstrates, both in the Republic and in the
Empire, although Romans were generally reluctant to incarcerate women, it did happen. See Jens-
Uwe Krause,Gefängnisse im Römischen Reich, Heidelberger althistorische Beiträge und epigraphische
Studien23(Stuttgart: Steiner,1996), 170–79 and, more recently, Julia Hillner, who demonstrates
that“the consensus [in Late Antiquity] was that prison was unsuitable for high-status women,” while
“for lower rank women in the Roman provinces…ending up in a public prison was a likely prospect”
(“Female Crime and Female Confinement in Late Antiquity,” in Social Control in Late Antiquity:
The Violence of Small Worlds, ed. Kate Cooper and Jamie Wood [Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press,2020], 18).
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these spaces, even if we do not know how each particular space worked in
practice.

Finally, the remains of the threshold at Lambaesis suggest an entry point
more suited for a site of incarceration than a treasury. The difference
between the two is subtle. Treasuries and prisons were both criminalized
spaces: their architecture responds to perceived criminality. The difference is
this: treasuries were designed to keep people outside of an area; prisons were
designed to keep people in. The entrance to the subterranean chambers in
Lambaesis is a stout structure, with a door opening to the inside and resting
against a significant rock cut backstop (Figure6). It would have been
impossible to push the door open from the inside. By itself, the structure
and orientation of a threshold is indeterminate. But in this context, the
threshold’s construction suggests an intention to keep people in, and thus
lends further credence to the identification of the space as acarcer.

In sum, the structure underneath theaedes signorumat Lambaesis does not
conform to the typical features of a treasury, but it bears all the marks of
a prison. There are rudimentary graffiti in all of the chambers, indicating the
presence of individuals with significant time and poor tools. Embrasures
which show signs of significant wear allowed for the passage of air, light,
and small objects from the street behind thesacellumdirectly into the under-
ground complex—features that would be counterproductive in a treasury, but
which are attested in numerous literary sources for prisons, where friends and
relatives are tasked with delivering provisions to incarcerated people. There
are multiple chambers that communicate only with a common hallway,
a feature expected from sources describing prisons and paralleled in another
military carceral context of second-century North Africa, but without parallel
in a securely identified treasury. Finally, the space features a threshold that is
more secure against being pushed open from the inside than from the out-
side, suggesting that the space was meant to contain bodies rather than to
keep them out. The architectural features of this space point to its function as
a place of incarceration. The inscriptional evidence points to its use as a space
of incarceration. Together the data allow for a highly probable identification.

It is not an accident, either, that the structure lies directly underneath the
legion’s Sanctuary of the Standards. The placement of the prison itself signifies
the might of the Roman army, and invokes cultic duties to the preservation of
order. The space demonstrates materially the power of the Roman military over
captive bodies, an oppositional connection well established in other North
African carceral spaces. Consider, for instance, the case of Roman Cuicul
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(modern-day Djemila,100km northwest of Lambaesis): the city’s main prison
lies directly underneath the civic basilica, which is to say that the seat of judgment
was physically constructed directly over the site of incarceration.39

In Roman North Africa, even when carceral sites were not located phys-
ically underneath the space of judicial deliberation, the conceptual connec-
tion remained. At the Romancoloniaof Tipasa, for instance, on the Algerian
coast, the apse of the civic basilica has a mosaic pavement of the second half
of the second century CE, contemporary to our prison at Lambaesis, called
“The Mosaic of the Captives.” Its central panel depicts a family of prisoners:
a man, woman, and child, each with their hands bound, with helpless, pathos-
inflected faces (Figures20 and 21). Twelve small portraits surround the
central image. The identity of these individuals is obscure, but the effect of
their depiction is clear. Judicial decisions were made from the apse of the civic

FIGURE 20.The “Mosaic of the Captives,” which decorated the central apse in the
civic basilica at Tipasa, Algeria. Musée de Tipasa. Photograph Mark Letteney.

39. Albert Ballu,Ruines de Djemila (antique Cuicul)(Algiers: J. Carbonel,1921), 30; Louis
Leschi,Djemila, Antique Cuicul(Algiers: Direction de l’intérieur et des beaux-arts, Service des an-
tiquités,1953), 23.
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basilica at Tipasa; the power to bind and loose was exercised on a pavement
depicting bodies quite literallyunderthe power of the state apparatus. The
point stands no matter what kind of trials were happening in the civic basilica
in Tipasa, or in Djemila, or near the Sanctuary of the Standards at Lambaesis.
At issue here is not legal procedure, but ideological optics.40 When we look
across known North African sites and depictions of incarceration from the
imperial period, one theme surfaces again and again: the Roman state is
displayed artistically and architecturally as having power literallyovercaptive
bodies—the bodies of deviant sectors of society.

In some senses, the identification of a Roman military prison raises more
questions than it answers. The deeper question—namely, who was incarcerated

FIGURE 21.Detail of the“Mosaic of the Captives.”
Photograph Mark Letteney.

40. It is an interesting question: whatkindof trials are happening in these civic spaces that stand
above sites of incarceration, andwhois pronouncing judgment in these spaces? We would be thrilled
to know the answer, but these questions are best left to legal historians, and are outside of our
purview and the scope of our argument. At issue here is not what is happening procedurally in the
spaces above, but what appears to be happening at a cultural or ideological level in placing these
courts of judgement and places of incarceration in opposition.
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there, under the legionary standards?—is something that the archaeology
cannot answer. Perhaps some evidence about second- and third-century prison-
ers was present in the small finds unearthed by Algerian prisoners in the spring
of1897and1898, but as is common for nineteenth-century excavations, these
items were not catalogued, likely because they were not collected. However, the
sense in which the Lambaesis site is a Romanmilitaryprison is not that it was
used solely for military prisoners. It is a military prison insofar as the military used
it for imprisonment. In this case, the evidence does not tell us who was held there,
but there are some hints. The wear on embrasures in chambers B–D suggests
something:either that chambers A and E were less used, that prisoners of the type
kept in the central cells were more likely to receive visitors, or that those in the
outer cells were typically bound in such a way as to preclude their access to the
windows themselves. The presence of a Greek graffito suggests some amount of
linguistic diversity among prisoners.41 Ammianus Marcellinus, quoted above,
claims that common soldiers were often confined“at the standards,” while P.
London6 1914, a fourth-century letter about drunken soldiers who mistreated
and incarcerated some Christians, presents civilians as being incarcerated�� �� 	�
� ����
� . It is unlikely that we will ever know the identity of any particular person
incarcerated in theprincipiaof thecastraat Lambaesis—we just do not have the
evidence to say. But, seen together, the evidence that we do have suggests that in
Roman antiquity, there were not distinct prisons for different types of prisoners.
Rather, there were distinct prisons for different types ofimprisoners, and cells
within prisons to keep different classes of prisoners separate.

IV . THE LAMBAESISCARCERAMONG ANCIENT CARCERAL PRACTICES

Our findings allow us to offer the first tenable identification of a Roman
military prison.42 While it is widely acknowledged that Romancastra

41. It is interesting that the Greek graffito appears in chamber A, the cell whose embrasure
shows the least amount of wear, presumably pointing to relatively fewer visitors when compared with
prisoners held in chambers B–E. It is possible, though of course impossible to prove, that this cell was
reserved for prisoners far from home, or who could not speak the language of thecastraor the city.
Prisoners far from home often had trouble receiving the supplies that they needed to survive in
prison. See, for instance,P. Cairo Zeno3.59519, a letter from Phaneisis in which the corn-measurer
requests from Zeno“a cloak or some money, as much as you please, to serve until one of my folk
sails down” and can offer him assistance. Contrast this withCIL 8.17897, mentioned above,
a decree from near Thamugadi, obliging the citizenry to provide only for locals suffering
incarceration.

42. In 1904, Nissen and Koenen identified a building at Novaesium (Bau53) as an“Arrest-
lokal,” and on that basis reclassified a similar space at thecastrain Bonn that was published in1819;
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