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INTRODUCTION
PÂTÉ AND PALACES

Most people return from Europe with a memory of the places they have visited that is very much like a salad after it has been put through a Cuisinart. They have been to so many countries and heard so many dates and names of kings that when they return, the trip is all a blur. When I see the typical American tourist, I feel like yelling out, “Don’t do it that way, it’s no fun. Do it my way.”

If you do it my way, you will rent a time machine—available at any rent-a-car agency—and drive through history. Our time machine can’t take us into the future any faster than a minute at a time, but we can, if we properly plan our route, actually simulate the sensation of traveling through several centuries of the past on a magical vacation in France. If you follow the route I describe from Provence to Paris, traveling to some of the most magnificent and beautiful monasteries, churches, châteaux, and towns built in France over a period of nearly two thousand years, and visit these sites in the order they were built, you will feel almost as if you are traveling through the past, through the history of France.

To an American, a tour of this type may seem like whimsy, not only because our history is relatively short, and Americans generally have little sense of history anyway, but also because we have simply leveled too much of our past—to make way for newer, more profitable buildings—for us to travel from one age to another. But it does work in France, where coliseums, cathedrals, keeps, fortresses, and castles decorate the landscape of a Frenchman’s life and are concrete reminders of his historical and cultural past. France is so abundant in such remembrances, so rich in a past that is forever embedded in the present, that we are able, while traveling there, to transform dry memories of facts gleaned from books into substance and reality.

I have found that there are only three essential rules to follow to create the sensation of traveling through the past. The first is to visit sites in chronological order. The order in which we see the sites is as important, if not more important, than the sites themselves. If on our road map we place an overlay of time, really a route we will follow which takes us to the sites in the order of their construction—arranging our visits to temple and fortress, palace and château so that we begin with those structures built earliest and continue architecturally through the ages—as we travel we cannot help but feel the flow of years passing by rather than the miles. The reason we feel this flow of time is this: architecture has evolved. One period has developed from another. The architecture of ancient Rome became Romanesque. The Romanesque style evolved into the Gothic, the Gothic into the Renaissance, and the Renaissance into the Mannerist and the Baroque. Each style incorporated certain aspects of its predecessor and eliminated those aspects which had become unnecessary or undesirable.

For example, as we travel through time, we can see arches change. We see the grandiose rounded Roman arch, created to overawe, slowly transformed into the austere rounded arch of the early Christian Church; transformed again from austerity and simplicity to the elaborate storytelling beauty of the twelfth-century Romanesque arch; and then, at the very pinnacle of this beauty, transformed again into the simple Gothic arch—which again evolves over the years from simplicity to flamboyance. Not only does the architecture of the Church change during our travels through the centuries, but so, too, does secular architecture. The somber fortress, encircled by ramparts and moats, with its narrow slits in the walls for defending archers (the only openings to the outside world and to light), its battlements for crossbowmen to stand behind, its machicolations from which other defenders could pour boiling water and hot oil, its watchtowers where sentries awaited besieging knights with their catapults, battering rams, and assault towers—a fortress like Chinon, Castelnaud, or Beynac—changes with the years. As we travel through time, from one castle to another, we see the walls open up to light and air. The moats become mere decorations and then landscaped reflecting pools created to delight the eye rather than to defend against attacking Vikings, Magyars, Saracens, or another noble’s knights. At first the battlements are retained as fantasy designs, and then they disappear altogether. We see the awkward proportions of feudal castles dissolve into harmony and perfect proportions during the Renaissance, then change again in the seventeenth century, when the castles of kings were meant to impress and overwhelm, when the French monarchy was at its height. We can, in fact, see the growth of royal absolutism mirrored in these castles. Visit Chinon, Loches, Langeais, Amboise, Blois, Chambord, Fontainebleau, and Versailles in the order in which they were built, and know only that these were the successive residences of the Kings of France, and you will understand—quite deeply—what is meant by the growth of French absolutism.

But visiting sites in chronological order is, by itself, not enough to create the sensation of traveling through the past. Next we must select sites on our map of time that not only represent a particular age but are among the best, most aesthetically pleasing embodiments of its spirit. We should seek out not just representative architecture, but wonderful architecture: châteaux, cathedrals, and monasteries that are beautiful in and of themselves—stunning works of art set down against the background of the beautiful French landscape. And each of these sites should bring to life its age as does the Pont du Gard (near Nîmes), whose hugeness and classical proportions can overawe us today with the power and rigid rationality of mighty Rome just as it did the Celtic barbarian two thousand years ago, or the Cathedral of Conques, whose Romanesque mystical beauty can make the most agnostic of us feel the Age of Faith. In other words, the site should possess that indefinable quality which makes us classify a work of man as Art, that quality which gives one of man’s creations life enough to survive through the years, a quality that made it please not only the generation of its creator but future generations as well. (However, some places, while architecturally stunning, are not pleasant to visit. There are places such as Les Baux in Provence, Langeais in the Loire, and Versailles in the Île-de-France, which are marvels but where the guides or the townspeople embody those traits of arrogance and rudeness which Americans who think they hate France identify with France. Since there is no shortage of aesthetically wonderful, architecturally stunning sites in France where the people are gracious, charming, and hospitable and where the tourist—regardless of his accent—is treated like a welcome guest, I have tried to avoid those places where, no matter how renowned the town’s tourist attraction may be, the American tourist is likely to be arrogantly or rudely treated. I have tried to direct you to places that are not only aesthetically pleasing but are also enjoyable to visit.)

And lastly, to understand the centuries through which we are traveling, we must know something of the kings and counts, the queens and courtesans—some famous, some not—connected with building the structures we will visit and in shaping the significant historical events that took place within their walls. Since this is a vacation and we want to be amused, there is no need for us to be bored in France by choosing figures from what I call the “begot” school of history—someone like Louis the Fat, also known as Louis the Wide Awake, whose major accomplishment apparently was to stay awake long enough to “beget” an heir, and who happened to be King of France merely because he was “begotten” by a King of France. France has as many engrossing historical figures as it has castles to visit. We have Julius Caesar and Vercingetorix, France’s first hero, to explain Gallo-Roman France; Saint Bernard to lead us through the Age of Faith; Foulques Nerra, Eleanor of Aquitaine, Henry Plantagenet, and Richard the Lion-Hearted to help us see the various stages of feudal France; and Joan of Arc to lead us through the endless Hundred Years War. We have the plump and sinister Catherine de’ Medici and her rival, the beautiful Diane de Poitiers, who charmed a king twenty years her junior into giving her both castles and crown jewels, with whom to see the Renaissance; and the poignant story of Fouquet and Louis XIV to understand absolutism at its height.

In order to understand what I mean, let us visit the eleventh century at the ruins of the Castle of Cinq-Mars-la-Pile, in the Loire Valley. This castle—fortress really—is not usually listed on any tour, Michelin gives it no star, and Fodor’s ignores it completely. However, its romantic garden, filled with a profusion of wisteria in the spring, provides a lovely place for a picnic lunch, and the fortress itself, while not grand, fits to perfection the type of building fashionable in 1050, when feudalism was the rage. Feudalism, you will recall, was the political-military-economic system of relationships between lord, vassal, and peasant—its values best expressed in the chansons de geste, popular songs of the time that told of faith, of deeds of valor and chivalry, and of what we might today call “machismo.”

As we enter the village of Cinq-Mars, on our way to this feudal fortress, we see, as clearly as in the pages of a book, but with substance and reality, how this structure tells of life in the early Middle Ages. Approaching the fortress, we first see the peasants’ huts, huddled for safety inside the crumbling outer walls, as close to the fortress as they could get. Since peasants were always the first to be killed, raped, and looted, they tilled the land of the Marquis of Cinq-Mars in exchange for his protection. This land, in turn, had been given to Cinq-Mars by his lord, the Count of Blois, in exchange for his services as a knight in wartime. The land would by tradition become the inheritance of Cinq-Mars’s son—never of his daughter, since daughters did not go to war—and of his son’s descendants. Across a wide moat we see fortifications: two austere rectangular towers, called keeps (or donjons), topped with crenelated battlements. We know instinctively, just by looking at these structures, that they were built for defense and for defense alone. The eleventh century was a time of constant war and pillage, and these grim fortifications and the huts huddled around them bring the insecurity of the Middle Ages to life in a way we can understand and never forget.

But that is only the beginning of what this fortress can tell us. As we cross the moat, we see walls decorated with a stringcourse (a horizontal line of stone whose height from the ground indicated the owner’s rank in the social order). If we ask ourselves what kind of society would mark in stone a member’s position in its hierarchy, we cannot but conclude that the society we are visiting was as calcified as the stone itself, as indeed feudal society was. In feudal France, people were not expected to raise or lower their respective social stations during their lifetime or during the lifetime of their heirs. Their position was believed to have been ordained by God. The height of the stringcourse at Cinq-Mars also tells us that the rank of the lord we are now visiting was below that of a king, duke, or count—in fact, he was a minor lord, a marquis, who was the vassal of the Count of Blois. That means that when the Count of Blois went to war, the Marquis of Cinq-Mars was under his command.

As we climb one of the two tall towers of the fortress, we find ourselves inside exceedingly cold and gloomy rooms, rooms of bare stone walls, vaulted with ribbed ogival arches, rooms that lacked windows because windows might let in attackers as well as light and air. Because this structure was built for defense, there are no decorations. When we reach the top of the tower and look out over its battlements, we are overwhelmed by the beauty of the landscape spread before us, a panorama that includes the golden Loire as it meets the River Cher, the lush greens of the Forest of Chinon, and châteaux, and hints of other châteaux, everywhere. But we cannot really understand this fortress, nor can this fortress come alive for us, until we know something about the marquis who built it and the circumstances that caused him to build it the way he did. To understand the eleventh century, we need to know something of the Marquis of Cinq-Mars, as well as of the man whose life exemplifies and explains this age, whose life was consumed by murder, lust, avarice, and piety—eleventh-century emotions we in the twentieth century can relate to and understand. We need to know something of the man the fortress was built to keep out, Cinq-Mars’s fearsome enemy—a warrior feared the length of the Loire Valley: Foulques Nerra.

In fact, standing behind the battlements atop one of the two rectangular towers, we can see both the land that comprised the domain of Cinq-Mars and, if we look to the west, the Château of Langeais. And it was to the west and Langeais that the sentries of Cinq-Mars’s fortress watched, watched in fear from its battlements for the enemy to attack, watched for Foulques Nerra and his knights. For in 987, at the age of seventeen, Foulques Nerra, translated Black Falcon and meaning “bird of prey without pity,” succeeded his father, Geoffrey the Grey Coat, as Count of Anjou and ruler of half the Loire Valley. From the very moment of his succession until his death at the age of seventy—he would outlive four Kings of France—Foulques devoted his life to increasing the land under his control. He did so by constantly waging war, mostly, it seems, against the rulers of the other half of the valley, the Counts of Blois, whose land he wanted, and by marrying at least two heiresses whose dowries consisted of large segments of the Loire. After obtaining Vendôme—the dowry of his first wife, Élisabeth—he disposed of her by falsely accusing her of adultery, and then by burning her at the stake (after dressing her in her best clothes), so that he could marry another heiress. However, we know he wasn’t all bad, because after murdering the Count of Blois and driving his widow with her six small children from their home, he took up the pilgrim’s staff and journeyed for the first time to Jerusalem to be redeemed for his sins. In fact, he made four pilgrimages to far-off Jerusalem; he returned from one of the trips with a piece of the “True Cross,” which he said—and people who knew him believed him—he had bitten off with his teeth.

Knowing a little about the Marquis of Cinq-Mars’s conflict with Foulques Nerra, the function of the fortress of Cinq-Mars as an outpost becomes clearer. It is positioned so that the marquis could give early warning to his lord at Blois of an attack by the Black Falcon. Looking out over the battlements of Cinq-Mars, we cannot help feeling the insecurity of the early Middle Ages. In the area that now is France, the eleventh century was, in fact, a time of constant warring and whoring and praying. Warring over land, land that was the only source of wealth and power in this moneyless, tradeless time, land that was acquired either as a fiefdom, in return for services as a knight, or by marriage, or by war. And praying to be forgiven for both the warring and the whoring. Everything about the fortress of Cinq-Mars tells us of feudal war: the width and depth of the moat; the solidity of the bare stone walls, in which the only openings are narrow arrow-slit windows; the height of the towers; the total lack of amenities. The man who built this fortress centered his life around the defense of his stronghold, and had time for little else.

From Cinq-Mars the road to confusion is easy, since in the Loire Valley alone there are more than one thousand châteaux and fortresses. And if you follow the road from château to nearest château, as most tour books suggest, the road leads not only to confusion but to repetition and boredom. For example, Langeais is only three miles away, and in the garden of the royal palace there you will find the remains of a keep, or fortified tower, quite similar to the one at Cinq-Mars. There is another keep at Montbazon, another at Montrichard, and another at Loches. In the eleventh century Foulques Nerra built twenty-three of these keeps, one day’s march apart from one another, so that no matter where in his realm he and his knights found themselves at nightfall, they would always have a safe place to spend the night.* Other keeps were built by Foulques’s enemy Eudes, Count of Blois. The method of design and construction was basically the same for each of them, none varying much from the keep at Cinq-Mars. Since these keeps provided their owners with few amenities, their internal inspection provides the tourist with little aesthetic pleasure. Therefore, if you know what these structures are, who built them and why, you certainly don’t have to visit them all to understand the fractious age in which they were built. If, in fact, you visit the keep of a minor lord, such as the one at Cinq-Mars, which has a fabulous view of the valley from its watchtower, where you can stand, just as sentries stood over a thousand years ago watching and waiting for Foulques Nerra to attack, and if you then visit briefly the keep at Loches, which was the center of Foulques’s offensive system, it is quite enough. It is enough if you know that these keeps were all built alike and were spaced one day’s march from one another. It is enough if you know that Foulques Nerra, Count of Anjou, considered himself the equal of the King of France. It is enough if you know that he built not only twenty-three keeps but châteaux, monasteries, and churches as well. If you know something of Foulques Nerra and visit one of his fortresses, you need not visit the other twenty-two that he built. One is exciting and thrilling. More would be redundant and boring. But it is good to know what these structures are and who built them, since you will pass one or another of them on almost any drive you take in the Loire Valley.

There is another reason for visiting the eleventh-century keep at Cinq-Mars aside from its being a typical fortress of the early Middle Ages whose lord was consumed by a bloody little civil war similar to the bloody little civil wars that were occurring throughout France at the time. Cinq-Mars is a convenient place from which you as a tourist can visit other châteaux in the area. And not far away is the Abbey of Fontevraud, where Eleanor of Aquitaine spent her final years, and close by is the marvelous medieval Château of Chinon, built during a slightly later age, a château that became the residence of the Kings of France and where Joan of Arc urged her dauphin to let her relieve the siege of Orléans. And the road from Chinon is on the road to visiting the growth of royal power in France. It is not far to the royal château at Loches, and from Loches it is only twenty-five miles to the royal residence at Amboise and the beginning of the Renaissance, and only seven miles to Chenonceau, the most perfect Renaissance château with the most perfect Renaissance love story.

In other words, the castles and other sites I have chosen will take the tourist chronologically—and pleasantly—through the history of France. Not only do they architecturally represent the ages in which they were built, but they are aesthetically beautiful in themselves and possess historically significant stories that make the structures come alive. I have tried to find places that seem frozen in time rather than places where the twentieth century intrudes upon the visitor. I begin with the Gallo-Roman Arch of Triumph in Orange and end with Napoleon’s Arc de Triomphe du Carrousel in Paris. Architecturally the two arches are quite similar, and once I saw and understood the two-thousand-year-old Roman arch in Orange, I understood more about why Napoleon had built his triumphal arch in Paris and was thrilled by it in a way I had never been before. In fact, after seeing each age separately, in settings practically frozen in time, in splendid isolation, then to see all the ages splendidly thrown together in Paris is an incomparable experience.


* The king, Hugh Capet, who was not given to construction, could not travel throughout his realm without being robbed.
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A FUNNY THING HAPPENED TO ME
ON MY WAY TO MARSEILLE

I had originally come to Orange by accident. I was on my way to Marseille in quest of the perfect bouillabaisse and could drive no farther. Actually, since it was a shift car—which I was unable to drive—my husband could drive no farther. His enthusiasm for bouillabaisse had never been as great as mine, and had disappeared completely after lunch and the beef bourguignonne two hundred kilometers before. That was 1974. It was a different time. It was a time when there weren’t so many tourists, and vacations didn’t have to be planned in advance, and you could stop driving when you found a great beef bourguignonne or felt yourself getting tired. There was a sense of freedom and adventure driving through the French countryside, deciding that in an hour you would like to stop, turning to the red Michelin on your lap and finding a hotel with a red bird on a rocking horse, ending up unexpectedly in a delightful place like the little city of Orange, and deciding that the hotel was so charming, the owner so gracious, the food so delicious, that you would stay the week. Which is what we did.

Up until the day we arrived in Orange, our “grand tour” of France had been a tour of sheer gluttony in which we drove through the country eating at one starred restaurant after another. Seeking out and enjoying the food and wine in France’s great restaurants were the natural result of my youthful and hedonistic outlook on life, which philosophized that eating is like sex: if you don’t like it, you’re just not doing it right. In my attempt to do it right, I not only had set out for Marseille in quest of the perfect bouillabaisse but had also spent hours swimming laps in Lake Annecy so that I could work up enough of an appetite to enjoy both lunch and dinner at Père Bise, the famous restaurant in heavenly Talloires. (That would have been fine had I swum the laps in August, but our two-week vacation at that Alpine resort was in May—before the glacial snow that feeds Lake Annecy had melted. And though I did work up enough of an appetite to enjoy both meals, I think only a polar bear would have felt that the effort was really worth it.)

Luckily for my figure, gluttony came to an end after coffee and croissants in Orange the morning after our arrival, and starred restaurants became a delightful bonus but never again the object of a major detour. For it was in Orange that I discovered how much more France had to offer than perfect meals. It was in Orange that I discovered the magic that occurs when the past within us meets the past without. I discovered how the remnants of the past that decorate the landscape of a Frenchman’s life—the coliseums, castles, cathedrals, fortresses; the architecture the French have so magnificently preserved—can bring to life events and people of the past that I had only read about. The faded pages in my mind found a fuller substance as I walked in the places where these ghosts once walked. It was a marvelous experience, a magic nearly transcending the dimension of time. I have felt it so many times as I have traveled through the countryside of France, but I experienced it for the first time in Orange.

It happened quite unexpectedly. After dinner on the evening we arrived, Bob and I walked through the little city and discovered one delightful café after another, each with a terrific pinball machine—which is a pleasant exercise for the competitive well-stuffed traveler. The next morning I turned to my guidebook to see if there was anything worth seeing in Orange. The only local offerings mentioned were some “vestiges of ancient Rome”: a Roman triumphal arch “built to commemorate Julius Caesar’s conquest of Gaul” and later rededicated to Tiberius, as well as a Roman theater “built during the reign of Augustus.” Even though the guidebook stated that the arch was the best preserved of its kind and one of the first triple arches to be built, and that the theater was not only the best preserved but the most beautiful in existence, Henry James had not waxed ecstatic about these vestiges, so I was not particularly eager to see them. There were, however, three hours before lunch, and it was either the triple arch and the theater or three hours of pinball. I opted for the “vestiges of ancient Rome.”


THE ARCH OF TRIUMPH
AT ORANGE

I decided to try the arch first. On the map of Orange it appeared in a circle at the end of a long promenade. I decided to walk, presuming I would have an increasingly dramatic view of the arch as I approached it. However, as I walked down what I thought was going to be the “promenade,” I wished had taken the car. Unlike the rest of Orange, which is a bustling provincial town filled with delightful cafés and restaurants, the area leading to the arch was unpleasant: noisy with traffic, hot, smelly with fumes from cars and buses, a route crowded with gas stations and nondescript structures that made it impossible to get a good view of the arch from a distance. The arch was located in the middle of a traffic circle at the end of a broad street, and as I approached it, I could see big tour buses circling the traffic island on which it stood. I also noticed that although the buses were circling the arch, they were not bothering to stop. The fact that they were circling but not stopping led me to believe that I should have spent the morning drinking coffee and perfecting my pinball technique. However, having invested nearly an hour walking to the arch, I decided I might as well take a good look at it. Besides, it was a very hot morning, already in the high eighties, and the only shade—and I was in need of shade by this time—was under one of the three arches.

So, dodging buses and trucks, I ran across the road to the grassy island on which the arch was standing and found myself face-to-face with a sculptured relief that in all honesty is the cause of this book. Since I had come on a sunny morning, the entire arch had a golden glow, and the sculpture on the eastern wall was brilliantly illuminated. I think the morning sun must have been important, because without it these reliefs on the eastern face would have been in shadow and hard to see, but with the sun spotlighting and illuminating them, they were so powerful that I was completely overwhelmed. In fact, I don’t think any American, with his feelings about individual freedom—feelings that come close to religious passion—could help but be overwhelmed by the carving on the eastern wall.

What I saw was two captured Gauls chained to a tree: a man and a beautiful woman. The woman is still beautiful after two thousand years. Her head bent slightly forward in despair, she is obviously yearning to be free. She is the most poignant captive I have ever seen. Above the two captives is a Roman legionnaire, his arms stretched wide above his head in victory like a tennis star who has just won the U.S. Open, holding not a tennis racket but two captured Gallic shields, one in each hand: arrogant and cruel in his victory. While the original intent of the arch was obvious—to impress the barbarian with Roman superiority—what I felt upon seeing this frieze was something more, transcending its original intent. What I felt must have been the emotions experienced by the artist who carved this work into stone two thousand years ago: compassion for the captives suffering the humiliation of subjugation; hatred for the Roman legionnaire so obviously elated by victory and domination. I had always thought of the advance of the Roman Empire as the advance of civilization. Not once before seeing these carvings had I thought of what it must have been like to lose one’s freedom to a people as arrogant as this triumphant Roman soldier. I actually found it rather peculiar that a Roman Arch of Triumph commemorating and celebrating a Roman victory over the Gauls should arouse such strong feelings of compassion for the Gauls and corresponding feelings of hatred—rather than admiration or awe—for the Romans. I later learned a very poignant fact that explained my odd reaction: although the arch was designed by the Roman conquerors, it was executed and paid for by the defeated Gauls. The fact that the friezes were carved by native Gallic, rather than Roman, artisans explains why I felt such compassion for the Gauls’ loss of freedom. And in this carving the artist had expressed his suffering so well that it was still vivid to me looking at it two thousand years later.

Gallic artisans were able to execute the Roman designs with such fine craftsmanship because they had been trained by Greek masters. As early as 600 B.C., Greek merchants began establishing peaceful trading posts, first in Marseille and then farther inland along the banks of the Rhône, intermarrying with the barbarians who were the forebears of today’s Frenchmen. By the time the Romans came to the area now known as Provence and forcibly made it a province of Rome, it had already been Hellenized and part of the Greco-Roman world for centuries. Its citizens dressed in Greco-Roman togas, attended schools established by the Greeks, and studied under Greek masters who taught, among other things, the art of sculpture.

The arch is a monument both to the melding of three cultures and to Roman political sophistication. In addition to commemorating the victory of the legions that had conquered Gaul, it was built to both impress and overawe the citizens held in subjugation. And not only did the Roman conquerors force Gallic artisans to carve the friezes on the arch; more subtly still, they forced the citizens of Orange to pay for the arch by having them hold a referendum authorizing funds for its construction. By holding this “election,” the conquered people of Orange showed their “willing” submission to Rome.

If the Arch of Triumph at Orange was built to impress, it certainly must have done so. I was impressed, not only by its carvings but, when I started to think about it, by the fact that the Romans built so grand and majestic a structure in what was a very remote part of their empire. I was impressed—and I had just left a modern hotel. How must a Gallic barbarian have felt when he first saw the gleaming white marble triple arches of this Imperial structure, so Roman in nature. A barbarian arriving from the north would have just left his mud-and-wattle hut in the forest. That was what his civilization knew how to build. He must have been awed. Was he also grateful, as I had read in history books for years, for the generosity of the far-off and mysterious emperor in having bestowed on his city this monument with its graceful Corinthian columns and tablature and magnificent coffered vaulting. The barbarian would not have needed a guidebook to tell him that this was a triumphal arch, that this was a monument to victory, the victory of Roman legions over his fellow tribesmen. The Romans designed the arch to tell the illiterate barbarian of his defeat and to impress him with the civilization of his conqueror. The message was as clear today as it was when the arch was built two thousand years ago.

As I walked around the arch, I realized that the entire structure was covered with friezes: friezes of naval trophies symbolizing Roman supremacy at sea; friezes depicting Roman legionnaires defeating naked, hairy Gauls; and a collage of trophies from these battles hanging from trees to symbolize Roman supremacy on land.* All the friezes celebrated Roman victory, and each would have evoked meaningful stories to the citizens living at the time during which the Republic of Rome was becoming the Empire, stories that began with Caesar’s war in Gaul and ended with Actium, the great naval battle at which the forces of Augustus defeated those of Antony and Cleopatra.

I stopped and looked at the long bas-relief collage of captured trophies: torques (the bands of precious metal that Gallic warriors wore around their necks), shields, swords, and Gallic trousers. The Romans hung everything they captured from trees, including the pants worn by the Gauls. These trousers were actually quite a novelty to the toga- and tunic-wearing Romans. Only the Gauls living in the north of France wore trousers.† At the time that Caesar came, saw, and conquered Gaul, France was divided into two parts—the north and the south. The south, or Provence, had long been a fashionable and favorite resort for political exiles of the Greco-Roman world, Hellenized by the intellectual Greeks who had first settled there. It was prized for its climate, its wines, its fish soup, and its olives and spices. In the rest of France the Gauls still dressed unstylishly in trousers instead of the more chic white toga, didn’t shave their faces, and wore their hair much too long and shaggy to be socially acceptable. Some of the ancients derisively referred to the northern half of France as “the trouser-clad place.” It was Julius Caesar who arbitrarily labeled the area, which now contains northern France, Britain, and Belgium, “Gaul,” which he divided into three parts and where he won the victory this arch commemorates. (This is a fact I wish I had known during my first year of Latin, when as a ninth-grader I parsed my way through Julius Caesar’s Commentaries on the Gallic War. I was unable to find Gaul in my atlas and, considering the barbaric nature of the places Caesar described, could not figure out why he came, saw, and conquered it.)

In 36 B.C. Augustus gave Orange to the veterans of Caesar’s Second Legion as a reward for their service in the Gallic Wars.

These wars, which lasted eight years, had begun in 58 B.C. Gallic chieftains asked Rome for help in driving off a tribe of 368,000 Helvetii who had migrated into France from Switzerland. For two years Republican Rome had ignored the request: in Republican Rome only defensive wars could be fought—wars of expansion were illegal, and the Helvetii posed no threat to Rome. But when Caesar became proconsul of Provence in 58 B.C., he realized he could use the two-year-old request to enrich and advance himself by conquering Gaul. He led ten thousand of his fierce, disciplined veterans against a huge horde of the Helvetii, killing 238,000 of them before he drove the rest back to Switzerland.

Vercingetorix, chief of the Averni, one of the many tribes of Gaul, watched Caesar’s slaughter of the Helvetii and realized that although the Helvetii were gone, Caesar’s legions were not. Vercingetorix realized that Caesar’s “aid” meant the end of Gallic freedom. Traveling from tribe to tribe, appealing to his fellow Gauls’ love of freedom, telling them “it was better to die fighting than to forfeit their ancient military glory and the liberty their ancestors had bequeathed them” (and cutting off ears and gouging out eyes when that appeal failed), he was able to unite the independent tribes of Gaul to fight Caesar and the Roman legions. His father, previously chief of the Averni, had been condemned to death for attempting to unite and make himself the king of these tribes, who shared a common culture and language. But Vercingetorix succeeded where his father had failed.

The Celts had defeated the Romans once, but that had been in 390 B.C., almost four hundred years before Caesar renamed them Gauls. At that time they had burst out of Central Europe, vanquishing and intermarrying with each of the tribes they encountered as they conquered western Europe and Britain. They were able to vanquish everyone because they had invented the double-edged sword, the atomic bomb of the Iron Age. Putting the second edge on a sword doesn’t seem like much of an invention today, but twenty-four hundred years ago it gave the Gauls a definite edge over their enemies. (The double-edged sword symbolizes the Gallic double-edged temperament: warlike on the one hand and poetic on the other. Warlike, they learned to extract iron ore from stone and turn it into this new kind of sword; poetic, they saw the taking of iron from stone and transforming it into a sword as a magical act—one that, as the centuries passed, was transformed into marvelous tales of chivalry in which God gives the hero a great sword—always embedded in a rock—with which to defeat his enemies. As time passed, pagan legends became Christian miracles: Roland, the personification of the perfect Christian knight, is able to hold off a hundred thousand Saracens because of the divine properties of his sword, Durendal, which—to prevent its capture by the infidels—he flings into the air before dying; it magically lands embedded in a rock at the pilgrimage site of Rocamadour. Across the English Channel, King Arthur proves his right to the throne by removing Excalibur, the magic sword, from a stone.)

But in 58 B.C., when the tribes of Gaul, united under Vercingetorix, faced Caesar’s legions, the Romans were the superior military force. Vercingetorix realized he couldn’t defeat them in open battle—he had witnessed Caesar’s cunning and siegecraft when the Romans slaughtered the Helvetii and knew that unexpected tactics had to be devised. Vercingetorix’s strategy was brilliant: a combination of modern guerrilla warfare and scorched-earth policy, in which he convinced his fellow Gauls to burn over twenty of their cities to deny the Romans shelter and food, and then to attack the Romans as they searched for food. He must have been a very charismatic leader to have convinced the peasants to burn the homes, crops, and villages that lay in the path of the Roman advance. According to Caesar, Vercingetorix told his people that “these measures might be thought to be unfair and even terribly cruel; but … the alternative was infinitely worse: slavery for their wives and children, death for themselves—the universal fate of conquered peoples.”

He almost succeeded in defeating Caesar and his invincible legions. However, when fellow Gauls begged him not to burn Bourges, their most beautiful city, he gave in. Since Vercingetorix did not burn Bourges, he had to defend it. He couldn’t. Vercingetorix’s defeat is brilliantly described by Caesar. Before the battle of Bourges, the Romans had been close to starvation and defeat, but Bourges’s capture gave the Romans its stores of food and gold. Accused of cowardice in refusing to meet the enemy in open battle—Vercingetorix had argued that “the Romans had not won by courage in the open field, but by cunning and expert knowledge of siegecraft, with which the Gauls had not much acquaintance”—Vercingetorix finally was forced to fight a pitched battle against Caesar on the field of Alesia, outside Beaune. Vercingetorix watched the Roman legions slaughter his one hope for victory, the Gallic calvary, as well as thousands of his fellow tribesmen, and realized that the eight-year struggle for freedom was lost.

On the following day Vercingetorix addressed a meeting of Gallic chiefs and explained that “he had embarked upon this war not for private ends but in his country’s cause. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘I must bow to the decrees of Fate.’ ”

To prevent more of his men from dying, he bravely dressed himself in his best armor, rode into Caesar’s camp, and gave himself up in exchange for an end to hostilities. When Vercingetorix offered himself to Caesar, he had expected—and wanted—instant death. But Caesar was the brilliant politician. Not only had he seen in the conquest of Gaul the source of the fame and wealth that would gain him control of Rome, but he also knew that the Gauls believed in instant reincarnation—they believed, he wrote, that “souls do not die but after death pass from one another”—and that the death of Vercingetorix would have to be delayed until he was forgotten. So Caesar kept him in a cage in Rome for six long years before having him strangled.

The bravery and love of freedom of this first great leader in the land that became France were not forgotten. Two thousand years later, during the Second World War, Vercingetorix would become a symbol of French resistance to the Nazi invaders.


* The carvings were not done by one artist but by a number of artists over a period of years, which explains why the style of the carvings differs from face to face.

† Capturing a pair of trousers may seem an odd trophy to the twentieth-century tourist, but to my mind it was definitely preferable to the favorite trophies of the Gauls—severed human heads, which they hung from their saddles or from lintels in their temples, or kept (embalmed in juniper oil) in chests in their homes, where they displayed them to unsuspecting guests. This Gallic obsession with the human head, which the Gauls felt contained the human spirit, was first noticed by a horrified early Greek colonist and was later chronicled by Caesar.
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