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"[Sejanus] amplified the previously moderate power of the prefectship by bringing together into one camp the cohorts, which had been scattered throughout the city, so that they might receive orders in unison and, due to their number and strength and the sight of each other, among them confidence might rise, while fear rose in others. After a long line of commanders who had held their prefecture as a subordinate office, [Sejanus] was the first to grasp that it was a position of power, and he drew the devotion of the soldiers to himself by various courtesies." 
— Tacitus, Annals 4.40 (Alfred John Church, William Jackson Brodribb, Ed.)
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By Elizabeth Legge

The following is a discussion on structure and phases of the Castra Praetoria, the barracks of the Praetorian Guard, built in AD 21 to 23 (Canciani, 931) under the auspices of Tiberius Caesar’s praetorian prefect, Lucius Aelius Sejanus, to concentrate the nine Praetorians cohorts together with three Urban Cohorts at one location within close proximity to Rome’s centre, as related by Cassius Dio (Richmond, 12-13).  

The Praetorians were an elite force created by Augustus Caesar to be his imperial bodyguard; they served as secret police, in administrative duties and occasionally for campaigns (Eaton, 234-236). They ranged during the first to fourth centuries from 4,500 to 10,000 members, after which they were dissolved by Constantine (Busch, 315-320).  The Praetorian Castra was built in Augustus’ Region VI (Coarelli, 231).  It was outside the sacred pomerium and the Severan city walls and hidden behind the agger, due apparently to sensitivity regarding the Roman people’s concerns, particularly during this earlier imperial era.  It was positioned strategically on the Campus Viminalis east of the Viminal hill, one of Rome’s higher points, in the northeast environs immediately external to Rome’s centre, between the Viae (roads) Nomentana and Tibertina, such that a route led directly from the Castra to the Forum Romanum in Rome’s centre.  In this way, these headquarters were able to guard access to Rome.  It was the largest of several military camps positioned strategically around Rome’s periphery (Busch, 315-320).  

The Praetorian Castra was built on the site of an earlier cemetery which was cleared or had had its monuments integrated into the camp walls to make way for its construction (Busch, 323).  Today, only the northern and eastern walls of the barracks remain and these are incorporated into the Aurelian walls, built by Caesar Aurelius in AD 270 - 275 (Canciani, 931).  Several successive periods of renovation can be found in the Castra as outlined below.  Today, the Viale del Policlinico extends along the Castra’s eastern wall, and the north wall is along the Viale Castro Praetorio . The northeast corner is visible at the road’s crossing while the northwest corner is partly hidden by the Aurelian walls (Bishop, M.C. et al.).  Covering nearly 17 hectares, or 440 x 380 m., this camp followed the typical plan of the castrum in having a longer cardomanus (north-south main road) and decumanus (east-west main road) which typically crossed in the centre at the praetorium or emperor’s quarters; according to Richmond (1927), two-storey barracks, unique in the Empire, were found in 1873 within the Castra’s site, although there was external obscuring of the camp’s large capacity (Richmond, 12-13).  Typical of castrae, the Castra was rectangular with rounded corners for greater protection.  A walkway extended throughout the perimeter of its walls which skirted the soldiers’ quarters, and Canciani (2016) relates that the Castra housed up to 16,000 occupants, although Busch (2007) states that the maximum number of soldiers was 10,000. 

The camp originally had four gates on each of its cardinal directions, although now only the northern and eastern ones remain, and they are incorporated into the Aurelian walls (Canciani, 932; Bishop).  At the ends of the cardo maximus were the Porta Praetoria and Decumana, although it is unclear whether the Porta Praetoria was at the north or south. This greatest cardo did not divide the camp equally, so that its gates, the Porta Principalis Dextra (west) and Sinistra (east) were 190 m from the north and 250 m from the south, respectively (Thayer).

The Castra’s walls were constructed from brick-faced opus caementicium (Busch, 325).  Several successive periods of construction have been identified for the Castra, coinciding with political events, as outlined by Richmond (1927); the first of these was begun in AD 21 to 23 under Sejanus, and its main outline continued mostly unchanged until AD 312 when Constantine demolished the camp; contuberia are built in the walls.  Claudius’ coins show that its ornamental sacellum and praetorium face the city, and show that the Porta Praetoria was a triumphal arch facing west toward Rome’s centre.  Its walls are 11 feet high and its gates are crenellated.  There was no usual ditch surrounding the fortress, but a road crossed the Porta Praetoria.  In front of the road was a parade ground (Richmond, 13).  The wall was concrete faced with red or pink bricks, on a 6 foot, three-stepped brick plinth.  At the less stable northeast corner, the foundation was brick faced with tufa or tile and possessed slightly twisting arches.  There was a low breastwork, and coping and battlements with large tiles were placed every 12 feet.  The Porta Decumana and Principalis
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