


[image: Fodo_9780307928498_cvr.jpg]






        
            
                
                    [image: Fodo_9780307928498_p00_toc_r1.jpg]
                

                
                    Images of Provence and The French Riviera
                

                
                    Provence and The French Riviera Maps
                

                
                    Experience Provence and the French Riviera
                

                
                    The Alpilles, Arles, and the Camargue
                

                
                    The Vaucluse: Avignon, the Luberon, and Mont Ventoux
                

                
                    Aix, Marseille, and the Central Coast
                

                
                    The Western Côte d’Azur
                

                
                    Nice and the Eastern Côte d’Azur
                

                
                    Travel Smart Provence and the French Riviera
                

                
                    Copyright
                

            

        

    
        
            
                [image: Fodo_9780307928498_p00_c02_a01.jpg]
            

            
                [image: Fodo_9780307928498_p00_c02_a02.jpg]
            

            
                [image: Fodo_9780307928498_p00_c02_a03.jpg]
            

            
                [image: Fodo_9780307928498_p00_c02_a04.jpg]
            

            
                [image: Fodo_9780307928498_p00_c02_a05.jpg]
            

            
                [image: Fodo_9780307928498_p00_c02_a06.jpg]
            

            
                [image: Fodo_9780307928498_p00_c02_a07.jpg]
            

            
                [image: Fodo_9780307928498_p00_c02_a08.jpg]
            

            
                [image: Fodo_9780307928498_p00_c02_a09.jpg]
            

            
                [image: Fodo_9780307928498_p00_c02_a10.jpg]
            

        

    
        
            
                
                    [image: Provence and the French Riviera Maps]
                

                
                    Main Table of Contents
                

                
                    Provence and The French Riviera
                

                
                    The Alpilles, Arles, and the Camargue
                

                     Arles
                

                
                    Avignon
                

                
                    Haut Vaucluse
                

                
                    The Sorgue Valley and The Luberon
                

                
                    Aix, Marseille, and the Central Coast
                

                     Aix-en-Provence
                

                     Marseille
                

                
                    Western Côte d’Azur
                

                     St-Tropez
                

                
                    The Haut Var And Into Haute Provence
                

                
                    Eastern Côte d’Azur: Cannes to Nice
                

                     Cannes
                

                     Vieux Nice
                

                     Nice: Along Promenade des Anglais
                

                
                    Monaco and the Corniches Resorts
                

                     Monaco
                

                     Menton
                

            

        

    
        
            
                [image: Provence and The French Riviera]
                Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

            
                [image: The Alpilles, Arles, and the Camargue]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

            
                [image: Arles]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

        

    
        
            
                [image: Avignon]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

            
                [image: Haut Vaucluse]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

            
                [image: The Sorgue Valley And The Luberon]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

        

    
        
            
                [image: Aix, Marseille, and the Central Coast]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

            
                [image: Aix-en-Provence]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

            
                [image: Marseille]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

        

    
        
            
                [image: Western Côte d’Azur]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

            
                [image: St-Tropez]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

            
                [image: The Haut Var And Into Haute Provence]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

        

    
        
            
                [image: Eastern Côte d’Azur: Cannes to Nice]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

            
                [image: Cannes]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

            
                [image: Vieux Nice]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

        

    
        
            
                [image: Nice: Along Promenade des Anglais]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

            
                [image: Monaco and the Corniches Resorts]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

            
                [image: Monaco]
                Previous | Next Map | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

            
                [image: Menton]
                Previous | Provence and The French Riviera Maps Contents

            

        

    
        
            
                
                    [image: Experience Provence and the French Riviera]
                

                
                    Main Table of Contents
                

                
                    What’s Where
                

                
                    Provence and the French Riviera Top Attractions
                

                
                    Provence and the French Riviera Planner
                

                
                    Quintessential Provence and the French Riviera
                

                
                    If You Like
                

                
                    Top Experiences
                

                
                    Great Itineraries
                

            

        

    


[image: What’s Where]



Next Chapter | Contents

The Alpilles, Arles, and the Camargue. Between the Rhône River delta and the hills of the Alpilles, this region has been a major crossroads since the Romans, as witnessed by the ancient arenas at Arles and Nîmes and spectacular Pont du Gard aqueduct. Haunting natural beauty can be found in the Camargue but nearby are the cosmopolitan centers of feisty Latin Nîmes, chic St-Rémy, and Van Gogh’s golden Arles.

The Vaucluse. Anchored by the medieval city stronghold of Avignon, the Vaucluse spreads luxuriantly north into the Rhône vineyards of Châteauneuf-du-Pape and east along the Lavender Route. Check out the Roman theater in Orange, then head to the Luberon—the quintessential Provençal landscape—set with magical hilltop towns like Gordes and Roussillon.

Aix, Marseille, and the Central Coast. Famous for its tree-lined boulevards, sleek, smart Aix-en-Provence has a bevy of posh cafés where you can enjoy some perfect people-watching, just like homeboy Cézanne used to do. South lies Marseille—France’s second-largest city—a Mediterranean melting pot as tasty as its bouillabaisse. Studded with the rocky Calanques, the nearby coast has pockets of natural beauty that could pass for an Aegean island.

The Western Côte d’Azur. This is where the legend begins: palm trees, parasol pines, and sea improbably blue, all framed against the red-rock Massif de l’Estérel. There’s St-Tropez, with its white-sand beaches and its port bars thick with off-duty celebs plus sportif resorts like St-Raphaël. Inland, the woolly backcountry of Haute Provence headlines the Gorges du Verdon.

Nice and the Eastern Côte d’Azur. A sunbelievable Shangri-la, this is the heart of the glamorous Côte d’Azur. Cross the high-rises of Hong Kong with the amusement-park feel of Disneyland, add a royal touch, and there you have Monte Carlo—all 473 acres of it. Much nicer is Nice, thanks to its Old Town’s bonbon-color palaces. Eastward lies Cannes, famed for its May film festival, and the zillion-dollar hotels of Cap d’Antibes and St-Jean-Cap-Ferrat. Eastward hovers the sky-kissing village perché of Èze, while the rainbow ends in the famous art villages: Renoir’s Haut-de-Cagnes, Picasso’s Antibes, and Matisse’s St-Paul and Vence.

Beginning of Chapter | Next Chapter | Contents
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                Aix-en-Provence

                Hometown of Cézanne and Zola, ritzy and charming Aix is epitomized by its Cours Mirabeau—“the Champs-Elysées of Provence”—a tree-lined boulevard with lovely cafés in which a lengthy roster of famous literati have lounged about.

                Arles

                Arles actually manages to live up to the beauty of Van Gogh’s swirling renditions (and capitalizes on them with ubiquitous “Vince” T-shirts), but the town’s biggest attractions are the Roman theater and amphitheater, built around 46 BC. Time seems to have stood still since 1888 in pockets of the vieille ville (Old Town).

                Avignon

                Once considered the “second Rome,” the medieval walled city of Avignon is surprisingly youthful and vibrant—this art-filled spot allows you to spend the day at the famous 14th-century Pope’s Palace, then attend a 21st-century avant-garde theatrical “happening” in the evening at the summer Festival d’Avignon.

                The Calanques

                Probing the tall white cliffs just west of picture-perfect Cassis are the rocky, pine-studded finger coves called the Calanques—be sure to enjoy a plunge into the turquoise waters of these film-set lagoons.

                The Camargue

                Provence’s amazing nature park is set with plains of marsh grass stretching to the sea, interrupted only by explosions of flying flamingos bursting into waves of color or modest stampedes of stocky bulls. Tour the region like a local: on horseback, led by one of the area’s gardiens, or “cowboys.”

                The Lavender Route

                Like Holland’s May tulips, the lavender of Haute-Provence is in its glory only once a year: the last two weeks of July, when for miles the landscape breaks out in saturated shades of purple in the region east of the Rhône and north of the Luberon. The views are scent-sational!

                Marseille

                Visit the Vieux Port of Marseille and relish in the way the light and the cries of the fishmongers bounce off the anchored sailboats; then bring your wide-angle lens to capture the Cinemascopic views of the entire city from the crow’s-nest church of Napoléon III’s Notre-Dame-de-la-Garde.

                Pont du Gard

                No other ancient Roman sight in Provence rivals this 2,000-year-old bridge, the highest the Romans ever built. Magnificent views can be had from the opposite bank and at night, when it is spectacularly illuminated.

                St-Paul-de-Vence

                This famous walled hill town is like an unframed painting. Fittingly, it is home to La Columbe d’Or, the beloved inn of many artists. Have dinner here under a real Picasso or wander into the gardens to have coffee and dessert next to the Calder. It’s not difficult to understand why some call this the most beautiful hotel on the French Riviera, perhaps in all of France. Other splendors here include the Fondation Maeght, with its pine-forested park dotted with
                    million-dollar Giacometti and Miró sculptures.

                St-Rémy-de-Provence

                The “Hamptons” of Provence remains a cosmopolitan haven for chic urbanites. Dappled with the shade of ancient plane trees, this mellow retreat is surrounded by fields of sunflowers immortalized by Van Gogh.

                St-Tropez

                Make a summer pilgrimage to Brigitte Bardot and St-Tropez, the town she made famous, if only to sit along the port eating ice cream and watching the wildly wealthy file on by. And, darling, don’t forget your Tod’s espadrilles.
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                When to Go?

                Spring and fall are the best months to experience the dazzling light, rugged rocky countryside, and fruited vineyards of Provence. Though the lavender fields show peak color in mid-July, summertime here is beastly hot; worse, it’s always crowded on the beaches and connecting roads. Avoid winter, when the razor-sharp mistral wind can cut to the bone. Surprisingly enough, it does rain (and has even snowed)—for about four weeks out of the year. Otherwise it’s mostly
                    hot and dry. It does get chilly at night, so it’s wise to bring warm clothing for those evening strolls through the lavender fields.

                As for the French Riviera, the sexy south of France may be reputed for many steamy things, but it’s not at all humid. It is, in fact, hot and dry for most of the year. Recent high-season temperatures have gone up to 105°F, while spring and fall still see highs of 68°F. Summer wear usually boils down to a bikini and light wrap. Rainfall between March and October cools things off. According to the locals, winter (November–early March) is cold, rainy, miserable—which
                    may be relative, as the area’s famous for having more than 340 days of sunshine per year.

                July and August in Provence and the Côte d’Azur can be stifling, not only because of the intense heat but the crowds of tourists and vacationers. June and September are the best months to be in the region, as both are free of the midsummer crowds and the weather is summer-balmy. June offers the advantage of long daylight hours, although cheaper prices and many warm days, often lasting well into October, make September attractive. Try to avoid the second half of
                    July and all of August, when almost all of France goes on vacation. Huge crowds jam the roads and beaches, and prices are jacked up in resorts. Don’t travel on or around July 14 and August 1, 15, and 31, when every French family is either going on vacation or driving home. Watch out for May, riddled with church holidays—one a week—and the museum closings they entail. Anytime between March and November will offer you a good chance to soak up the sun on the Côte d’Azur. After
                    All Saints (November 1) the whole region begins to shutter down for winter, and won’t open its main resort hotels until Easter. Still, off-season has its charms—the pétanque games are truly just the town folks’ game, the most touristy hill towns are virtually abandoned, and when it’s nice out—more often than not—you can bask in direct sun in the cafés.

                Climate

                Provence has a basically Mediterranean climate, distinguished by winds like the mistral, or “master” wind, which blows down the Rhône up to 150 days a year. This and other winds make the soil here dry and the night sky bright and clear. Temperatures soar on the coast in July and August, and it rains less in summer than at other times of the year.

                Weather conditions in France can be checked on the Web, at www.meteo.fr.
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                Making the Most of Your Time

                A Way of Life as Much as a Region. Peter Mayle’s book A Year in Provence prescribes just that, but even a year might not be long enough to soak up all the charm of this captivating region. In three days you can see three representative (and very different) towns: Arles, Avignon, and St-Rémy; with seven days you can head eastward to the French Riviera to explore Nice, Antibes, and Èze; with 10 days you can head
                    back to check out St-Tropez and Marseille.

                But no matter where you head, plan to divide your days between big-city culture, backcountry tours, and waterfront leisure. Be sure to tear yourself away from the coastal plages (beaches) on the Riviera to visit the perched villages in Provence’s “backcountry.”

                If you must, you can “do” Provence at an if-this-is-Tuesday breakneck pace, but its rural roads and tiny villages will amply reward a more leisurely approach. Provence is as much a way of life as a region charged with tourist must-sees, so allow time to savor its old-fashioned pace.

                Where to Begin? That depends if you’re starting with Provence (to the west) or the French Riviera (to the east). Avignon is Provence’s gateway city, with fast TGV trains to and from Paris to prove it. From here you can access every part of Provence easily, either by train, by bus, or by car. For the French Riviera—the Côte d’Azur region—head to Nice, also with an express TGV train to and from Paris. This colorful city is more than nice for
                    hub-and-spoke explorations thanks to its Marseilles-Ventimille (Ventimiglia) train, which connects with all the coastal towns to the east and west of the city.

                What to Avoid? Unless you enjoy jacked-up prices, traffic jams, and sardine-style beach crowds, avoid the French Riviera coast in July and August. Many of the better restaurants simply shut down to avoid the coconut-oil crowd, and the Estérel is closed to hikers during this flash-fire season. And remember: Cannes books up early for the film festival in May.

                Transportation Basics

                Getting Here. Public transport to the South of France is well organized, with most areas accessible by plane, train, bus, or boat. Flying in is a good option, as Nice and Marseille have two of the largest airports in France and regular flights come in from Paris and London. And although the Aéroport Toulon-Hyères is much smaller, it also has frequent flights in and out. If you prefer the more scenic route, note that the high-speed
                    trains—the fabulous TGVs—go directly to Marseille, Aix-en-Provence, Toulon, and Nice in about the same time as a flight.

                By Train, Bus, and Boat. A big selection of local and regional trains will take you quick-as-a-wink to many towns along the Riviera coast. The SNCF train network is excellent, with frequent trains to all the major towns and cities (many of the latter enjoy express TGV service, too)—log on to www.voyages-sncf.com and www.tgv.com for full information. There is a moderately good network of buses run by a vast number of independent bus companies—see our Getting Here sections under our town listings to figure out which one operates in the area you wish to travel. Note that buses on Sunday run on limited schedules. Don’t forget that a lovely way of transport is to float: boat services run from Nice, Cannes, Marseille, and Toulon and out to the Isles de Hyères and the
                    Calanques.

                By Car. Cars have it easy along the Riviera: parallel roads along the Corniches, plus the A8 main autoroute (toll highway), allow for access to many towns, allowing you to zip up and down from Monaco to Fréjus–St-Raphael. Cars are even more useful in Provence, where some of the famous villages only have one bus a day. Try to stick to the National or District roads, which are far less scary to drive than the
                    speeding highways. Get a good map, as the road signs are often as clear as mud, especially off the main autoroute. Speaking of wheels, some of the best restaurants aren’t so easy to access; make sure to include taxi money in your budget or plan on renting a car.

                Parlez-Vous English?

                After weeks of struggling with your English-French dictionary, let your brain slide into the peaceful lanes of full comprehension with the English-language Riviera Radio 106.5 station (great news, weather, and traffic), the Herald, the international English paper, and the Riviera Times, for local English Riviera news.

                Finding a Place to Stay

                Space is at a premium in Provence. June, July, and August are considered to be high season. In the smaller towns, make sure to always call ahead at least a month or two in advance as in the off-season many of the smaller hotels close and in the high season they are often full long in advance. In the summer it is particularly difficult to find a place to stay.

                Book as far in advance as possible for some of the more popular spots—it’s not uncommon to book up to six months to a year in advance. Many return visitors book their next year’s stay at the end of this year’s visit. If you are having trouble finding a placer to stay, check with the local tourism office. They have a list of rooms and contact numbers.

                In Marseille, be careful to note where your hotel is located because even if the hotel is deluxe, a few can be near unsavory neighborhoods.

                Information Please

                Contact information for tourist offices and their Web sites are listed under town names. For the main regional tourist office and their Web sites see the Planner section in the opening pages of each regional chapter.
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                Pastis and Pétanque

                In every village from the Rhône Valley to the Italian border, under every deep-shaded allée of plane trees, the theater of Provençal life plays itself out slowly, serenely, and sociably. The café is a way of life in Provence, a cool outdoor living room where friends gather like family and share the ritual of the long, slow drink, the discussion of the weather (hot), and an amble over to the pétanque
                    (lawn-bowling) court. The players stand, somber and intense, hands folded behind backs, and watch the intricate play of heavy metal balls rolling and clicking. A knot of onlookers gathers, disperses, is reinforced. In this region of the animated debate, the waving gesture, the forefinger punching to chest, it is a surprisingly quiet pastime.

                Just as refined a ritual is the drinking of the requisite pastis. The server arrives with a tray loaded with the appropriate props: a carafe of water emblazoned with “Ricard” or “51”; a bowl with an ice cube or two; a bowl of olives, black as jet; and a stubby glass cradling two fingers of amber liquid redolent of anise and licorice. Plop an ice cube into the liquor, then slowly pour a rope of cool water into the glass, watching for the magic moment when the amber
                    transforms itself to milky white. Sip slowly, mop your forehead, and settle in.

                Dining à la Midi

                You’ll eat late in the Midi (south of France), rarely before 1 for lunch, usually after 9 at night. In summer, shops and museums may shut down until 3 or 4, as much to accommodate lazy lunchers as for the crowds taking sun on the beach. But a late lunch works nicely with a late breakfast—and that’s another southern luxury. As morning here is the coolest part of the day and the light is at its sweetest, hotels of every class take pains to make breakfast memorable
                    and whenever possible served outdoors. There may be tables in the garden with sunny-print cloths and a nosegay of flowers, or even a tray on your private balcony table. Accompanied by birdsong and cool morning sun, it’s one of the three loveliest meals of the day.

                Yours for the Basking

                With their worldwide fame as the earth’s most glamorous beaches, the real thing often comes as a shock to first-timers: much of the Côte d’Azur is lined with rock and pebble, and the beaches are narrow swaths backed by city streets or roaring highways. Some beaches are reviled for their famous galets, round white stones the size of a fist, heaped along the shoreline, just where the sand should be. Not surprisingly, some resorts ship in
                    truckloads of sand or shovel in loads from deep water. There are some natural sand beaches on the southern French coast—especially between St-Tropez and Cannes—and some beaches like La Garoupe on Cap d’Antibes enjoy legendary status. Provence’s coastline—between the Camargue and St-Tropez—alternates sandy pockets with rocky inlets called criques and calanques, where you perch on black rocks and ease yourself into
                    turquoise water.

                In the south of France, you have to get to know the difference between private and public beaches. In many of the resort towns along the coast you are charged a fee to use the restaurant/hotel beaches, which usually includes a sun-lounger and a parasol. (Note: you can use many hotel beaches for free if you drink or dine on them.) But free stretches of public beach are available generally close to the center but not on the main “strip,” and you need to bring
                    parasol, sun chair, and towel with you. Be sure to arrive early as both kinds of beach are popular with locals as well as tourists.
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                Being Scott and Zelda

                Married new money? Made a stock-market killing? Or just remember the old adage "If you don't travel first class, your heirs will"? Well, the Riviera has been a hard place to practice self-denial ever since F. Scott Fitzgerald arrived with the rest of his Jazz Age literati. So drain that glass of Dom. Enough lollygagging! It's time for a power decision: which luxurious pleasure palace will you treat yourself to? Hey, if you can't be self-indulgent on the French Riviera, where can you be?

                Cap–Eden Roc, Cap d'Antibes. Where once Hemingway ordered another Pernod and Zelda wore her latest Poiret, this famous hotel is today the rendevous of the film stars. You may find Michael and Catherine in the bar, Harrison behind his Herald-Tribune, and Barbra keeping a low profile under her parasol by the cliff-edge pool. Try to be cool and focus on the menu.

                Château de la Chevre d'Or, Èze. Seemingly set just below cloud level, this sky-high aerie occupies some of the choicest real estate in Èze, that magical island-in-the-sky perched 1,500 feet over the sea and St-Jean-Cap-Ferrat. Little wonder the views out your window rival those from a NASA space capsule.

                La Colombe d'Or, St-Paul-de-Vence. Yes, those are real Picassos, Mirós, Braques, and Bonnards over your dinner table. This legendary hotel and restaurant was once the favored hangout of these artists when you could buy one of their daubs for $5. Today, it is super-stylish, utterly elegant, and you can't move without bumping into a Calder mobile—or an off-duty celebrity dining on the enchanting terrace.

                Villages Perchés

                Practically defying gravity, the sky-kissing, hilltop-perched villages of Provence and the Riviera are some of the most spectacular sights in France. In the Middle Ages, pirates and Saracens drove village life to put its wagons, as it were, in a circle—and well above the fray. Thus sprouted these villages from the hilltops, Babel-like towers of canted cubes and blunt cylinders seeming to grow out of the rock. Houses mount several levels; thus freed from obstructing neighbors, their windows take in light and wide-open views. The tiniest of streets weave between rakish building blocks, and the houses seem tied together by arching overpasses and rhythmic arcades. Wells spring up in miniature placettes (little squares), the trickling sound echoing loud in the stone enclosure. Succumb to their once-upon-a-timeliness and be sure to visit two or three.

                Èze. As cute as a Fisher-Price toy village, Èze is so relentlessly picturesque it will practically click your camera for you.

                Haut-de-Cagnes. Topped by a Grimaldi castle, once a forgetaway favored by the likes of Renoir, Soutine, and Simone de Beauvoir, this enchanting labyrinth of steep alleys and Renaissance stairways is a magical place where time seems to be holding its breath.

                Oppède-le-Vieux. Isolated above the Luberon, this village stands alone in the mist, lovingly cared for by its residents but utterly uncommercial.

                Peillon.This perfect example of the eagle's-nest village above the Riviera coast has been voted boutique-free forever by its citizens, and remains marvelously ancient, even primeval, in atmosphere.

                Relishing the Riviera

                The Côte d'Azur is home to top chefs who are redefining the "new Mediterranean cuisine" in all its costly splendor: "scrambled" sea urchins; herb sausages with chopped truffles and lobster; frogs' legs soup with fresh mint; and poached sea bass flan with crayfish sauce. Grand names like Alain Ducasse still present such delights at showplaces like Monaco's Le Louis XV, but there are any number of young stars on the make. But with access to some of the world's best ingredients, Provençal chefs face a dilemma—do they uphold tradition or go out on a limb? Here are four legends who balance both schools beautifully.

                Le Louis XV, Monte Carlo. Crystal, gilt, and period pomp frame the extraordinary cuisine of Alain Ducasse—truffle-sprinkled artichokes, ember-grilled pigeon breast, and salt-seared foie gras, anyone?

                Moulin des Mougins, Mougins. New chef Sébastien Chambru has brought a subtle Japanese touch to the mostly Mediterranean cuisine at this restaurant made famous by Roger Vergé—few can resist the blue lobster with pink peppercorns and Sauternes.

                Le Park 45, Cannes. Set with pulsing rose photographs and Swedish teaks, this sleek spot showcases young chef Sébastien Broda, who stops the show with such wows as his M&M-like balls of foie gras in pea soup.

                Mirazur, Menton. Argentinean-Italian Mauro Colagreco excels at la jeune cuisine thanks to studying with Bernard Loiseau and Alain Ducasse, then adding in those much-talked-about Spanish "techniques" such as spuma (foam).

                Where Art Comes First

                Artists have been drawn to the south of France for generations, awed by its luminous colors and crystalline light. Monet, Renoir, Gauguin, and Van Gogh led the way, followed over the years by Léger, Matisse, Picasso, Chagall, and Cocteau. Cézanne had the good fortune to be born in Aix, and he returned to it, and to his beloved country home nearby, throughout his life. The artists left behind a superb legacy of works, utterly individual but all consistently bathed in Mediterranean color and light. That's why a visit to this region can be as culturally rich as a month in Paris and just as intimately allied to the setting that inspired the work. Art museums abound—but don't forget to pay your respects to Cézanne's studio in Aix and Renoir's garden home in Cagnes.

                Fondation Maeght, St-Paul-de-Vence. With its serene setting in a hilltop woods and its light-flooded displays of modern works, this gallery-museum is the best mixed-artist exhibition space in the south of France.

                Musée de l'Annonciade, St-Tropez. St-Tropez was the Riviera's first "Greenwich Village" and artists—Signac, Derain, and Matisse, among them—flocked here in the early 20th century. Today, the collection has its share of masterworks.

                Musée Matisse, Nice. In a superb Italianate villa above Nice, Matisse's family has amassed a wide-ranging collection of the artist's works.

                Musée Picasso, Antibes. In view of the scenes of enchanting Antibes that inspired them, vast paintings by Picasso are mounted in the rooms where they were created.
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                How will you experience Provence and the French Riviera? Will you while away the hours in the Cours Saleya marketplace of Nice? Or play queen-for-a-stay at the hyperluxe Châteaux de la Chevre d’Or? These suggestions, and the following, await you as memorable experiences for your next trip to the south of France.

                Yes You Cannes

                You look fabulous, darling, so be like George or Angelina and climb the stairs of the Cannes Film Festival’s Palais des Festivals for a photo-op. Be bold and pop into Louis Vuitton on Boulevard de la Croisette (no matter if you’re really going to buy on the modest Rue d’Antibes). Head further along to the Carlton Hotel for a flute de champagne on the terrace and watch as envious passersby wonder if you aren’t somebody famous behind those
                    sunglasses.

                Lapping Up the Lavender

                Don’t even think twice about it: a drive through Provence’s Routes de la Lavande (www.grande-traversee-alpes.com) is a must in July. Nothing can fully illustrate fields upon fields of the purple blossoms as you cross the Drôme with its 2,000 producers. Descend upon Abbaye Notre-Dame de Sénanque before stopping to breathe in the vistas from the Belvedere in Gordes—you may just hear the
                    artist within calling.

                Avignon On and Off

                Imagine watching a Shakespeare production in an open-air theater at the 16th-century Pope’s Palace among 2,000 other spectators. Since 1947, the palace’s Cour d’honneur has been the launching venue for the Festival d’Avignon (www.festival-avignon.com)—the ON—which runs 300 English and non-English shows through July in various locations around the city. The OFF Festival (www.avignonleoff.com) sprawls across city streets with an additional 1,000 performances.

                I’ll Drink to That

                Develop your palate for Châteauneuf-du-Pape—the most recognized Côte de Rhône wine—with tastings in the village’s vineyards or caves. In the heart of the village, Christophe Olgier founded his cave in 1859 (www.ogier.fr); or opt for the fourth generation at Château Mont-Redon (www.chateaumontredon.fr); or even older, the Famille
                    Quiot, winemakers since 1748 (www.famillequiot.com).

                Naturally Salty in the Camargue

                Have your camera ready to snap the famous pink flamingos, black bulls, and white horses of the Camargue’s natural preserve but get up close and personal with their fascinating environment—the Salins de Camargue, or salt marshes—with a thrilling four-wheel drive (www.visitesalinsdecamargue.com).

                Stargazing in St-Tropez

                The mecca for hedonists, St-Tropez in July and August is spring break on stilettos. To better your chance for star-spotting, splurge for a night at Hotel Byblos and lunch at Pampelonne beach’s Club 55. When things get too hot, climb aboard the Brigantin II (www.taxi-bateau.com) for a one-hour cruise around the Bay of Billionaires to snap celebrity villas and megayachts.
                    End the night at Les Caves du Roy—isn’t that Paris Hilton waiting in line for a toilette?

                Confine Yourself to St-Rémy-de-Provence

                Vincent van Gogh may be the most beloved painter in the world, and if you want to channel his spirit visit (quietly) the St-Paul-de-Mausolée asylum. This is where he was happiest—at least artistically—for he created 143 canvases here, reproductions of which are on view at the town’s Centre d’Art Présence Van Gogh.

                Easter Antiques Hunt at L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue

                It may not be an organized hunt with baskets and eggs but this twice-annual international antiques fair and flea market (also in August) may win you a fabulous prize in the form of a rare treasure. L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue is highly recognized for its Sunday markets and this weekend lets you win the roll of international collector if you land the hidden prize.

                Cardin in Lacoste

                In 2001, Pierre Cardin launched the chic Lacoste Festival (www.festivaldelacoste.com) to present opera and theater performances at the former château of the Marquis de Sade. Cardin shares the marquis’ vision of Lacoste as a refuge for thespians and artistes—see it come alive during one week each July.

                Do the “Cézanne Circuit”

                Explore the actual countryside that forever altered the map of 20th-century painting with a tour of Cézanne’s hometown of Aix-en-Provence. A veritable Cézanne theme park, it is filled with his hangouts: pick up a “Cézanne Circuit” map and head to Café Les Deux Garçons, his Jas de Bouffon home, and his “Les Lauves” studio (www.atelier-cezanne.com), where he painted his legendary views of Mont
                    Ste-Victoire from a nearby lookout point.

                Gorging on the Gorges du Verdon

                Lace up the hiking shoes, throw on the backpack, and start to climb France’s “Grand Canyon,” the 2,300-foot-high Gorges du Verdon. Its most notorious trail is the Sentier Martel, a challenging six-hour-plus path, but there are more than 1,500 routes to choose from—at ground level opt for kayaking, rafting, or even horseback riding.

                Dining with Picasso in St-Paul-de-Vence

                It’s rare that a Picasso is hanging on the wall of a restaurant, or a Matisse or a Miró. In fact, the Colombe d’Or (www.la-colombe-dor.com) in St-Paul-de-Vence has been likened to a museum and is usually a must-see for art lovers. If, instead, you want to see some of today’s art stars, enjoy lunch on the fig-tree terrace.

                Mediterranean Mardi Gras

                A revitalized Carnival (www.nicecarnaval.com) nicely breaks up winter over the last two weeks of February with France’s most famous parades (including the batailles de fleurs along the Promenade des Anglais). At night, Place Massena explodes with food and fireworks. Don’t miss the burning of the King!

                Sports Spice Is Nice

                The Alpes-Maritimes Marathon (www.marathon06.com) in November starts at the Promenade des Anglais in Nice and finishes at the Palais des Festivals in Cannes. The 26.2 mi spectacularly visual run crosses six coastal towns and is already France’s second largest with more than 10,000 runners.

                The Big Prize in Monaco

                The world’s most stunning race course, the Monaco Formula 1 Grand Prix (www.formula1.com) celebrates its 70th anniversary in January 2012. Burning rubber beckons drivers as they accelerate 78 times around the 2.075 circuit lap. And it’s more than just race day: the whole weekend is abuzz with festivities presided over by Prince Albert and—best wedding wishes for 2011!—his new princess.
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First-Timer: The Best Two-Week Tour

14 Days

First-time travelers to this belle region can make the most of a short visit by going straight to the highlights. You may only have a week, but try to take two. You need that much time to ease out of the fast-paced-telephone-ringing-crazy-car-driver madness of the big city and into the slow, luscious let’s-stop-and-enjoy world of the South of France. The region, much like extraordinarily fine food, should be savored with lazy afternoon naps in-between meals.

Days 1–2: Avignon and the Luberon

Arriving at the western border of the South of France, take in the monuments and backstreets of Avignon, starting with the magnificent Popes’ Palace, then consider a quick trip out to the majestic Roman aqueduct, the Pont du Gard. Then head eastward to the Luberon—this is chicest Provence, famous for its lavender fields and towns still firmly anchored in the past, such as the honey-tone village of Bonnieux—and end up amid the ruby red cliffs of Roussillon.

Days 3–4: Arles and the Camargue

Soak in Old Provence and revel the golden light that drove Van Gogh to distraction. It’s easy to see why he was so prolific here; the finger itches to capture the vivid colors. Visit the Roman monuments, unparalleled in France, and trace history back thousands of years. Then head out to the wild, windswept, and achingly beautiful landscapes of the Camargue nature preserve; book into a country mas (farmhouse), luxuriate in the smells of the countryside, and settle into this world apart.

Days 5–6: Marseille

You can visit all the salient points of Marseille in a long day, but why would you? It’s a vibrant port town that combines fashion with New York edginess and feisty metropolitan determination with classical grace, and it deserves the time you can give it. Start the day early and get to the Vieux Port’s Marche aux Poissons (fish market), which is like going to a piece of theater but in real, daily life—hawkers yell, buyers negotiate, and the rows and rows of fresh fish get scooped up in no time. Don’t miss the Centre de la Vielle Charité with its magnificent Baroque chapel, the Abbaye de St-Victor with its Romanesque design and its evocative nooks and crannies, the time-stained Le Panier neighborhood, or hilltop-cresting Notre-Dame-de-la-Garde.

Days 7–8: Aix-en-Provence

Gracious and wonderfully cultivated, with centuries of well-bred elegance evident in its fine art and noble architecture, Aix has a wellspring of sights to see. Start in the historic heart along the famous Cours Mirabeau and take note of all the fountains shadowed by giant plane trees. Make sure you stop off at the Cathedrale de St-Sauveur and take a peek at the magnificent Triptyque du Buisson Ardent by Nicholas Froment. Day 8 should be consecrated to the prodigal son of Aix, Paul Cézanne. The Atelier Cézanne is right in the town center, where you can glory in the simple objects that featured so prominently in his still lifes. Then head south to the family estate, the Jas de Bouffon, with its quintessentially beautiful manor house and park—nearby is the famed lookout point where the father of modern art so often immortalized Mont St-Victoire on canvas.

Days 9–10: Nice and Haut-de-Cagnes

Leapfrog eastward over to Nice, draped over the Baie des Anges and rich with local museums and cuisine. This large city harbors an Old Town studded with 18th-century palaces and adorable alleyways. Saunter down the Promenade des Anglais beachfront to end up at the oh-so-charming Cours Saleya marketplace, then head up to the city suburb of Cimiez to visit the noted museums devoted to Matisse and Chagall. For a complete change of pace, the next day take the coastal train for a quick ride to Cagnes-sur-Mer and bus it up the hill to the most gorgeous little village along the coast, Haut-de-Cagnes, crowned by a Grimaldi fortress, threaded with ageless streets lined with tiny hobbit houses, and once home to Renoir.

Day 11: St-Paul-de-Vence and Vence

Time to head up into the Côte d’Azur’s arrière-pays, or backcountry, to discover two fabled art towns: St-Paul, home to the Riviera’s most beautiful and historic inn, La Colombe d’Or—yes, you can dine under real Picassos here—and the masterpiece-studded Fondation Maeght, and then nearby Vence, where all make a beeline for Matisse’s great Chapelle du Rosaire.

Day 12: Antibes and Cap d’Antibes

No wonder Picasso loved Antibes—it is picture-book pretty, lined with history-stained streets, and hosted a procession of visiting artists. The great Pablo set up shop in the waterfront château, now the Musée Picasso, to paint the most joyous works of his career. A 10-minute bus ride away is that favorite of billionaires and movie stars, Cap d’Antibes, but anyone can indulge in the Belle Epoque splendors of its Villa Eilenroc or its spectacular seaside path called the Sentier Tirepoil.

Days 13–14: Èze and St-Jean-Cap-Ferrat

This is the heart of the land of beaches, bathing beauties, and expensive clothing—a few train stops pass Villefranche-sur-Mer (residents include Bill Gates and Tina Turner) you’ll hit the eagle’s nest that is Èze, France’s most fabulous village perché (perched village). It has limitless views high over the bluer-than-blue Mediterranean. There below, curving around the bay, is fashionable St-Jean-Cap-Ferrat, where you can visit the treasure-filled Villa Ephrussi de Rothschild. Back home at your hotel toast the good life with a well-deserved glass of chilled rosé. Tomorrow, it’s back to reality.

One Week in Provence: Aix, Arles, and Avignon

7 Days

If you want to focus only on the best of Provence—its history, its architecture, its markets, and its cafés, devote your time to the “three As” and the area between them that anchors the heart of Provence.

Days 1–3: Avignon and St-Rémy

Nowadays the population of Avignon swells most during the extensive midsummer Drama Festival that sees the “gateway city” to Provence at its liveliest. Yet this historic, pretty town, with its protective medieval ring of muscular towers, is seldom dull at any time of year. In the fourteenth century, this was the center of Christendom, when French-born pope Clement V shifted the papacy from Rome to Avignon’s magnificent Palais des Papes (Papal Palace). After viewing the palace, the Pont St-Bénezet (“Sur le pont d’Avignon…”), and the Rocher des Doms park, escape into the cobblestoned alleys to see the Avignonnais leading their daily lives. One afternoon make an excursion 25 km (15 mi) west of Avignon to the three-tier stone spectacular that is the Pont du Gard, built in 19 BC as an aqueduct by the ancient Romans and one of the wonders of the (classical) world. The third day escape to the “Hamptons of Provence,” the picturesque town of St-Rémy-de-Provence, where mellow 18th-century mansions line the streets, the main ones leading to St-Paul-de-Mausolée, the ancient monastery where Vincent van Gogh spent some of his most productive months.

Days 4–5: Arles and the Camargue

Head 33 km (21 mi) southwest to Arles, which competes with Nîmes for the title “Rome of France,” thanks to its famous Roman theater, arenès (amphitheater), Alyscamps, and Cryptoporticus. All the main sights are in the small vieille ville (Old Town), speckled with pockets where time seems to have stood still since 1888, the year Vincent van Gogh immortalized the town in his paintings. Study reproductions of the best canvases, which have come to define Provence as much as its herbs and traditional costumes, at Arles’s Espace van Gogh and see the places he immortalized during the two years he lived here along the town’s “Promenade Vincent van Gogh.” Arles has a similar beauty and history to Aix-en-Provence but a less aristocratic, more down-to-earth feel to it. Inquire at the tourist office about bus tours to the neighboring Camargue, famed for its pink flamingos, black bulls, white horses, and gardiens—one of the most unique natural preserves in France.

Days 6–7: Aix-en-Provence

The museums and churches in Aix are overshadowed by the town itself, an enchanting beauty with elegant hôtels particuliers, luxurious fountains gracing every square, and an architectural layout that attests to Aix’s prominent past as the 17th-century cultural and political capital of Provence. Walking is not only the easiest way to get around but the best, as the center is a maze of narrow streets and lovely squares (where people and café tables take up every inch). The tree-lined Cours Mirabeau divides old Aix in half, with the Quartier Ancien’s medieval streets to the north and the 18th-century mansions of the Quartier Mazarin to the south. Connecting most of the dots—including such sightseeing musts as the Musée Granet, the Cathédrale St-Sauveur, and the gorgeous Pavillon de Vendôme—is the Paul Cézanne Trail, which allows you to follow in the footsteps of Aix’s most famous native son, from his studio to his Jas de Bouffon home to his favorite hangout, the Café-Brasserie Les Deux Garçons.

One Week on the Riviera: Cruising the Côte d’Azur

7 Days

To hit the highlights of this sun-blessed region and get up close and personal to the tropical glamour of the Côte d’Azur, here’s a weeklong itinerary that allows you to get a good feel for what makes the Riviera famous—and wonderful. Make like a movie star and follow the coastline from Antibes to St-Jean-Cap-Ferrat—hitting the best beaches, circling the emerald-green capes, perusing the markets, and making the requisite hill-town stop. Other than St-Paul, all destinations here are on the coast and linked by the wonderful coastal railway.

Days 1–2: Antibes and St-Paul-de-Vence

Sitting on the western side of the Baie des Anges (Bay of Angels), Antibes is a heavenly place. While a bustling town, it has a waterfront quarter that is so picturesque you’ll be tempted to set up an easel—mere photographs don’t do it justice—just like Picasso, whose works are on view in the town’s Château Grimaldi. The surrounding alleys are a maze of enchantment with the Cours Massena overflowing with charm and flowers (at the Cours Massena marketplace) and Le Safranier, a historic quarter of tiny cobblestone streets and flower-box-filled windowsills. Then enjoy a day of tropical hedonism on the Cap d’Antibes, a rocky promontory (which juts out into the Bay of Millionaires) adorned with Gilded Age mansions, one of which, the Villa Eilenroc, is open to the public. Then, even if you’re too sunburned, fit in an excursion by bus up to the pretty perched medieval village of St-Paul to lunch at the Picasso-blessed Columbe d’Or (a must and the highpoint of any trip to the Riviera) and a visit to the Fondation Maeght’s Giacomettis.

Day 3: Haut-des-Cagnes

Could this be the most beautiful village in southern France? Part-time residents Renoir, Soutine, Modigliani, and Simone de Beauvoir are just a few who thought so. You will forever dream about this place after leaving: with its tiny medieval streets, array of 15th- and 17th-century houses, corkscrew alleys, and vaulted arches draped with bougainvillea, it is a lovely dip into the Middle Ages. Many of the pretty residences are like dollhouses (especially the hobbit houses on Rue Passebon) but looming over all is the medieval town castle, with a grand Renaissance courtyard and three quirky collections.

Days 4–5: Nice

Just 15 minutes away from Haut-de-Cagnes by train, Nice is the big-city leg of your trip, so immerse yourself in culture: the Matisse and Chagall museums (set in the Cimiez suburb, high over the city), or the cutting-edge modern art museum. Then stroll through the labyrinthine Old Town, shop the magnificent Cours Saleya marketplace—if you’re up early enough watch the chefs squabble over the best produce—and, just a few steps away, head to the shoreline to spend an hour or two strolling the famed Promenade des Anglaises, which borders Nice’s vast crescent of beach.

Days 6–7: Villefranche-sur-Mer and St-Jean-Cap-Ferrat

Either of the pretty ports of Villefranche or St-Jean take you back to the days before the Riviera became the land of pink concrete, and both offer easy access to the tropical glories of Cap Ferrat and the sky-kissing perched village of Èze. First, marvel at Villefranche’s deep blue bay, study the hillside estates (one is Paul Allen’s Villa Maryland) and visit the town’s Chapelle St-Pierre, decorated by Jean Cocteau. Then train over to St-Jean, a favorite forgetaway of the sunglasses-and-sapphires set. Be sure to tour the art-charged rooms and expansive gardens of the Villa Ephrussi-Rothschild on Cap Ferrat. Then set out to do the half-hour hike along the Promenade Maurice Rouvier (lots of movie stars do their power-walking here) to nearby Beaulieu-sur-Mer, home to the fabulous re-creation of ancient Greece that is the Villa Kerylos. Your final excursion should be to the sky-high village of Èze, an eagle’s-nest wonder threaded by stone alleys that lead to the most spectacular vistas of the coast. One step higher and you will be, indeed, in paradise. Train to Nice to get back home.

The Modern Art Road

8 Days

Perhaps even more than Paris, Provence and its sun-drenched coast was a lightning rod to modern artists and a crucible for the forging of Modernism. It’s easy to make a pilgrimage to the land that inspired many of the 20th-century’s greatest artists. The whole of 20th-century art seemed to bloom under Provence’s sun—Picasso, Matisse, Cézanne, Van Gogh, Chagall, Monet, Léger, and Miró. The crystalline light and elemental forms inspired them, and the volupté  of the Mediterranean saturates their work. Where artists went, travelers followed, and now it’s time for you to walk in their cherished footsteps. For art in Provence, see our special “Strokes of Genius” feature in Chapter 6 for more tips.

Days 1–2: Arles and St-Rémy

After Van Gogh slashed his ear lobe here, his neighbors had him evicted and declared dangerous; thus this city he loved neither bought nor inherited his work. Yet Arles bears the traces of his productive days here, including many landmarks he painted. Stroll the town’s “Promenade Vincent van Gogh,” visit the courtyard garden he painted at the Espace Van Gogh, then take a day trip to St-Rémy, where the artist bloomed at the cloistered St-Paul-de Mausolée asylum.

Days 3–4: Aix-en-Provence

Make a pilgrimage to Cézanne’s perfectly preserved “Les Lauves” studio; his favorite hangout, the beautifully historic Café-Brasserie Les Deux Garçons, set on the Cours Mirabeau; his Jas de Bouffon family home; and stroll the town’s “Circuit Cézanne” walk. Then drive into the pine-and-ocher countryside to visit Le Tholonet at the foot of his beloved Mont Ste-Victoire, the mountain he immortalized in myriad masterpieces.

Days 5–6: Antibes

Visit the château where Picasso experimented on a grand scale and explore the resulting museum of his works. Then head to Vallauris, where he painted a chapel with a powerful war-and-peace fresco and revived the village’s ancient ceramics tradition. The next day, visit Biot, where Fernand Léger left a legacy of bold mosaics, ceramics, and stained glass in a grand museum (the Old Town here is pure enchantment). In nearby Cagnes, visit Les Collettes, Renoir’s last home and its garden, then head up the hill to medieval Haut-de-Cagnes, an unframed painting of a village adored by countless artists.

Day 7: St-Paul-de-Vence and Vence

Head inland to the magical hill town of St-Paul-de-Vence to contemplate the contemporary masterpieces at the Fondation Maeght—have your camera ready for the famous Giacometti courtyard—then walk back to St-Paul’s medieval walls for a feast under the Picassos at the fabled Colombe d’Or auberge. In the afternoon, bus to nearby Vence where Matisse’s Chapelle du Rosaire, created in 1947, is among the artist’s most cherished works.

Day 8: Nice

Lunch at the famed Cours Saleya marketplace by the bay and study Matisse’s city abode at the far end atop 1 place Charles Felix, then take the bus up to the top of the Cimiez hill to the famed Musée Matisse, an Italianate villa brimming with Matisse masterworks. Nearby is a museum filled with an exuberant collection of epic biblical paintings by Chagall.

Ancient Provence

9 Days

If you want to make a pilgrimage to the ancient and mysterious world of Roman architecture, there is no other region in France with such a large selection of lovely and well-preserved ruins to choose from.

Day 1: Orange

Every year thousands are drawn to the heart of the Vaucluse region to see Orange’s spectacular Theatre Antique, a colossal Roman structure built in the time of Caesar Augustus, and its equally beautiful Arc de Triomphe. From here, head off to Vaison-la-Romaine to see two broad fields of skeletal ruins of villas, museums, and landscaped gardens and the Cathedrale-Notre-Dame-de-Nazareth built from recycled fragments of a Gallo-Roman basilica.

Day 2: Pont du Gard

Erected some 2,000 years ago as part of a 48-km (30-mi) canal supplying water to Roman Nîmes, this magnificent three-tiered aqueduct is perhaps the greatest bridge the Romans ever built. Much of the canal passes through underground channels carved out of solid rock, but fragments of it and lost aqueduct arches still scatter the area approaching the bridge, and a trail to follow them is clearly marked and can take a full day to follow.

Day 3: Nîmes

What Nîmes does better than any other Provence city is seamlessly marry big city life with a wealth of architectural heritage, as it boasts some of the best-preserved antiquities in Continental Europe: the famous Arena and the Maison Carrée.

Days 4–5: Arles

The medieval center of Arles was built over Roman ruins and still incorporates earlier vestiges into its more modern structure. The narrow and rather dark streets provide protection from the mistral, and the cobbled streets provide wonderful glimpses of history. It is in this lovely city that you will find the sister arena to Nîmes’, also called les Arenes. Beside it lies the Theatre Antique, described once by Henry James as “the most touching ruins I had ever beheld.” Today, it is a mess of broken columns and fragmented stone carvings, but it is a particularly romantic setting, as is the Thermes Constantin, the 4th-century Roman baths where you can still see the vaulted caldarium, warm bath, and underground heated floor, and the mysterious Crytoportiques, oddly shaped, arched Roman tunnels whose use is still in question today.

Days 6–7: St-Rémy-de-Provence

Host of the two most miraculously preserved classical monuments in the modern world, simply called Les Antiques, St-Remy offers up a diverse rendering of wonderful Roman ruins. Spend at least a day marveling over the Mausolée, (dedicated to Julien—largely thought to be Julius Caesar) and the Arc Triomphal, dating from 20 AD, and wander through Glanum, a maze of Greek and Roman stone walls, foundations, and towers at the base of a ragged cliff. Don’t forget to tour St-Rémy itself, littered with ancient Roman baths and architecture.

Days 8–9: Aix-en-Provence and Fréjus

On the way back to the coast, stop off at Aix’s Thermes Sextius, now a high-tech grand luxury spa built on the old ruins, for a well-deserved break. Take the time to visit some of the other ruins in the area before heading out to the coastal queen of Roman antiquities: Fréjus. Here you’ll find a perfectly preserved Roman theater, grandiose Roman arena, and partially intact aqueduct, demanding at least a day’s worth of time.
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