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THE summer evening was autumnally cold and damp, the backless
stone seats in the outdoor theater unforgiving. Many of the 8,000
spectators were irritable; most of us had shown for a rainedout
performance the night before.

And frankly, I’ve seen better
productions of “Carmen.” But as the
performers began to move, their
shadows rose 100 feet and danced
across the imposing backdrop of a
yellow limestone wall. A marble statue
of Caesar Augustus stood ghostly white upon his perch in
the wall, his right arm raised as if he had just commanded
the singers to begin their performance. When Carmen sang
for the last time, a bird somewhere in the black sky sang
back as her shadow fell.

I had been transported into the past, watching a
performance in a semicircular Roman theater in the
southern French city of Orange much as spectators had
done 2,000 years ago. In front of me was one of the
greatest works of Roman architecture and engineering to
have survived the cruelty of the centuries: a theatrical wall.
Despite its scarred and stained stones, the wall stands
defiantly. It is still deserving of the description: “The finest
wall in my kingdom,” bestowed by Louis XIV.

MOST EMAILED RECOMMENDED FOR YOU

Log in to discover more articles
based on what you‘ve read.

1. Union Station in Washington Has a Grand
Development Plan

2. THE APPRAISAL

A Protected Queens Bungalow Can Change
Owners, but Little Else

3. UPDATE

A Piece of Harlem History Turns to Dust

4. T MAGAZINE

A Revived New Orleans Market Champions
the Local and Brightens Up the
Neighborhood

5. LIVING IN

Sugar Hill, Rich in Culture, and Affordable

6. Literary Louisiana

7. IN TRANSIT

New Hikes in Sonoma

8. ARTSBEAT

Judge Rules RudolphDesigned Building in
Orange County Cannot Be Torn Down
Before July

9. One Company’s New Minimum Wage:
$70,000 a Year

10. A Math Problem From Singapore Goes
Viral: When Is Cheryl’s Birthday?

HOME PAGE TODAY'S PAPER VIDEO MOST POPULAR TIMES TOPICS

Travel
WORLD U.S. N.Y. / REGION BUSINESS TECHNOLOGY SCIENCE HEALTH SPORTS OPINION ARTS STYLE TRAVEL JOBS REAL ESTATE AUTOS

TWITTER

LINKEDIN

PRINT

SINGLEPAGE

REPRINTS

SHARE

Slide Show

Map

  Log In   Register Now   HelpSUBSCRIBE NOW

http://travel.nytimes.com/travel/guides/birds/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/travel/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/jobs/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/05/17/travel/17romfrance.html?pagewanted=all
https://myaccount.nytimes.com/auth/login?URI=http://www.nytimes.com/2009/05/17/travel/17romfrance.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/arts/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/membercenter/sitehelp.html
http://www.nytimes.com/mostpopular
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/travel&pos=Frame4A&sn2=af69e5d4/8b462b77&sn1=6426d221/c0033e10&camp=FoxSearchlight_AT2015-1977471-April&ad=3.16_TrueStory_120x60-DATE&goto=http%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Etruestorymovie%2Ecom%2F
http://www.nytimes.com/recommendations
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/12/nyregion/a-piece-of-harlem-history-turns-to-dust.html?src=recg
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/nyregion/index.html
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/s/elaine_sciolino/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://travel.nytimes.com/travel/guides/architecture/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/index.html
http://intransit.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/04/09/new-hikes-in-sonoma/?src=recg
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/14/business/owner-of-gravity-payments-a-credit-card-processor-is-setting-a-new-minimum-wage-70000-a-year.html?src=recg
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/technology/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/health/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/12/travel/12Cover-Literary-Louisiana.html?src=recg
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/15/science/a-math-problem-from-singapore-goes-viral-when-is-cheryls-birthday.html?src=recg
http://www.nytimes.com/slideshow/2009/05/17/travel/20090517-romfrance-slideshow_index.html?ref=travel
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/12/nyregion/a-piece-of-harlem-history-turns-to-dust.html?src=recg
http://intransit.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/04/09/new-hikes-in-sonoma/?src=recg
http://travel.nytimes.com/travel/guides/europe/overview.html
javascript:pop_me_up2('http://www.nytimes.com/imagepages/2009/05/17/travel/0517_romefrance_map.ready.html?ref=travel','370_712','width=370,height=712,location=no,scrollbars=yes,toolbars=no,resizable=yes')
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/opinion/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/14/nyregion/a-protected-queens-bungalow-can-change-owners-but-little-else.html?src=recg
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/15/realestate/commercial/union-station-in-washington-has-a-grand-development-plan.html?src=recg
http://www.nytimes.com/slideshow/2009/05/17/travel/20090517-romfrance-slideshow_index.html?ref=travel
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/12/travel/12Cover-Literary-Louisiana.html?src=recg
http://www.nytimes.com/slideshow/2009/05/17/travel/20090517-romfrance-slideshow_index.html
http://travel.nytimes.com/travel/guides/europe/france/overview.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/15/science/a-math-problem-from-singapore-goes-viral-when-is-cheryls-birthday.html?src=recg
http://artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/04/10/judge-rules-rudolph-designed-building-in-orange-county-cannot-be-torn-down-before-july/?src=recg
http://travel.nytimes.com/travel/guides/europe/france/overview.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/world/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/gst/mostpopular.html
http://tmagazine.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/04/09/st-roch-market-new-orleans-food-hall/?src=recg
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/realestate/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/national/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/14/nyregion/a-protected-queens-bungalow-can-change-owners-but-little-else.html?src=recg
http://www.nytimes.com/video
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/12/realestate/sugar-hill-rich-in-culture-and-affordable.html?src=recg
https://myaccount.nytimes.com/gst/regi.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/business/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/12/realestate/sugar-hill-rich-in-culture-and-affordable.html?src=recg
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/science/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/05/17/travel/17romfrance.html?pagewanted=print
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/automobiles/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/15/realestate/commercial/union-station-in-washington-has-a-grand-development-plan.html?src=recg
http://travel.nytimes.com/travel/guides/history/overview.html
http://travel.nytimes.com/pages/travel/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/style/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/14/business/owner-of-gravity-payments-a-credit-card-processor-is-setting-a-new-minimum-wage-70000-a-year.html?src=recg
http://travel.nytimes.com/travel/guides/europe/france/overview.html
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/travel&pos=Bar1&sn2=ab1f72a0/b005c8a5&sn1=f00a9ea2/80d92e25&camp=abTest_bar1_intl_no_hover_0515&ad=abTest_bar1_intl_no_hover_0515_ad&goto=http%3A%2F%2Finternational%2Enytimes%2Ecom%2Fsubscriptions%2Finyt%2Flp87JWF%2Ehtml%3Fadxc%3D272591%26adxa%3D400225%26page%3Dwww.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/travel%26pos%3DBar1%26campaignId%3D4L7HL
http://travel.nytimes.com/travel/guides/history/overview.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/todayspaper/index.html


4/15/2015 Roman France - Finding the Traces Left by an Empire - NYTimes.com

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/05/17/travel/17romfrance.html 2/3

Southeastern France

Related

Traces From When Paris Was
Roman (May 17, 2009)

Amid the Glory of France, the
Grandeur That Was Rome (May 17,
2009)

Enlarge This Image

Ministere De La Culture/Agence FrancePresse
— Getty Images

A marble statue of Neptune, still in
three pieces, at the Musée
Départemental de l’Arles Antique.
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The performance ended, and the crowd spilled out into the
streets below, just as it did in Roman times. Augustus,
embraced by the shadows coursing across the theatrical
wall, seemed to move as well.

Visitors to France do not usually seek out evidence of
Rome’s conquest of what was then called Gaul (now
essentially modernday France and Belgium). Indeed, the
French do not dwell on their colonization by ancient
Roman imperialists. Instead, they celebrate the “Gallic”
part: the stories of proud, strong natives who thrived in
that era. (The most popular contemporary portrayals of
Roman rule in France are the comic book and film
adventures of Astérix and Obélix, the Gallic village heroes
who use stealth and cunning against the Roman invaders.)

Over the years, I have discovered traces of Roman
civilization throughout the country, from Arras in the north
to Dijon in the center and Fréjus in the south. My hunt for
Roman Gaul has turned up treasures in the oddest places,
including the middle of wheat fields, the foundations of
churches and the basements of dusty provincial museums.

Then I asked Patrick Périn, the director of the Musée des
Antiquités Nationales just west of Paris, which houses the
country’s finest GalloRoman collection, the best way to
explore Roman France. He said he had two words for me:
“Go south.”

Set aside for a moment images of Provence’s lavender
fields, the Riviera’s beaches and Marseille’s bouillabaisse.
The southeastern swath of the country seems as crammed
with ancient Rome as Rome itself: temples, theaters,
amphitheaters, aqueducts, roads, arches, monuments,
mosaics and every sort of object from daily life.

The South of France was the first region annexed by the Romans, in about 125 B.C.,
decades before Julius Caesar brought the rest of Gaul under his control. The area was
ancient Rome with a French twist, a synergistic blend of two cultures and lifestyles that
left a permanent imprint on both of them.

The Romans relied on the native aristocracy to administer local governments. Many Gauls
became citizens of Rome. Gallic silver, glass, pottery, food and wine were exported to Italy.
At a factory near Millau in the Massif Central, for example, slaves massproduced pottery
for the western half of the Roman Empire, including the entire Roman army.

To appreciate the best of GalloRoman France today requires only a vivid imagination and
surprisingly little driving. I visited the area in several trips from Paris, but it can be
covered in three or four days.

If French history books tend to underplay ancient Roman rule, local politicians and
entrepreneurs in the south do not. In the summer, area restaurants offer “Roman” menus
with 2,000yearold recipes: dishes prepared with cumin, coriander, mint and honey.

In Orange, the Théâtre Antique d’Orange hosts “Roman” festivals twice a year, featuring
fake gladiators, processions and demonstrations of ancient Olympic games.

The Mas des Tourelles vineyard in Beaucaire organizes “wine harvests” in which Roman
methods for making wine are reenacted: grapes are crushed under the feet of “slaves”
(staff members who work at the winery). On hand is a replica of a Roman wine press and
amphorae for storing the wine; of course there are also wine tastings.
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A version of this article appeared in print on May 17, 2009, on page TR1 of the New York edition with the headline: Roman
France.
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Residents coexist with their antiquities with a blend of pride and nonchalance. A seller of
old books in Nîmes displays his collection of Roman artifacts in a glass case; the Hôtel
d’Arlatan in Arles has a glass floor on which guests can walk and peer down at the remains
of ancient baths more than 20 feet below.

For me, the epicenter of Roman Gaul is Nîmes, once one of the largest cities of the empire,
called by locals “the Rome of France,” and like Rome, built on seven hills. Its
amphitheater, although heavily restored, is well preserved. Unlike at Rome’s Colosseum,
where passing cars and motorbikes pierce the tranquillity of the site with their noise and
fumes, traffic is restricted around the Nîmes amphitheater.

NEXT PAGE >

ELAINE SCIOLINO is a correspondent for the Paris bureau of The Times.

This article has been revised to reflect the following correction:

Correction: May 17, 2009

A picture caption this weekend with a cover article about Roman sites in southeastern
France refers incorrectly to the age of a fountain in Arles. The fountain shown on the
cover in the shape of the head of Hercules is 17th century; it does not date to the Roman
Empire.
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