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Scientific argument : 

 

On October 6 105 BC, near Arausio (Orange), the Romans suffered one of the most catastrophic 

military setbacks in their history. From the point of view of human losses, this disaster 

surpassed all the defeats of the past, and the historian Theodor Mommsen (1817-1903) was not 

mistaken when he wrote that "by the material losses and the moral effect, the disaster at Orange 
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even exceeded the day at Cannae1” (216 BC). However, the ancient texts, which present only 

the point of view of the Romans and their allies, teach us that the victorious coalition, composed 

of Germanic and Celtic peoples, was defeated a few years later, in 102 and 101 BC, by the 

almost providential action of a Roman leader, Caius Marius. The action of the one who is 

presented as the savior of Italy has long polarized the narratives, ancient as well as modern, 

preventing the implementation of a fair analysis of the facts and the actors, whose action has 

been reviewed and corrected by Roman pride and morality. The historian Camille Jullian (1859-

1933) summed up the views of ancient sources on the enemies of the Romans, which are all too 

often reduced to the Cimbri and Teutones : “The Ancients gave us the impression of a monstrous 

ride, of a hurricane of men and animals, sweeping the ground. As far as the river, overthrowing 

the legions and their camps, sowing despair, flight and death everywhere2”. Starting from 

Northern Europe and having migrated for several years in the central part of the continent, their 

movement has repeatedly clashed with Roman armies from 113 onwards, in confrontations 

which have been victorious each time. Their migration took them to the banks of the Rhone 

where, in 105, they destroyed two consular armies from Italy in a gigantic slaughter, close to 

the place where the Roman colony of Arausio was later founded. 

 

Apart from the particular importance of the event, whose repercussions are immeasurable and 

little studied until then, the case study is of an exceptional singularity for an ancient battle, due 

to the discovery of Roman Republican military installations in the immediate vicinity of 

Orange, for which a date from the late 2nd century BC can be established. Since 2014, within 

the framework of the Research Group on the Battle of Orange, which succeeded the Arausio 

105 Collective Research Project (2017), multidisciplinary archaeological research is being 

conducted to understand the logic of a military site that could be unique3 and a marker of 

European history. 

 

The place of confrontation, whose discovery has only just begun, was indeed an incredible place 

of convergence of populations. Until a fairly recent period, the formidable opponents of the 

Romans, whether Cimbri, Teutones, Tigurini or Ambrones, remained only names in Greek or 

Latin texts. In this perspective, the account of their final defeat in 102-101 was destined only to 

serve as a springboard for Marius’s political career. However, the work of the last decades has 

reinvested the study of these peoples, until finally giving them the status of historical object in 

its own right, independently of Roman history. This appropriation does not occur without 

difficulty, because the Cimbri and the Teutones, which are also mentioned by ancient 

geographers, remain largely ghosts to archaeologists and historians, as the traces of their 

migration across Europe remain particularly complex to identify. Indeed, this roaming would 

concern at least fourteen European countries : Denmark, Germany, Netherlands, Belgium, 

Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Austria, Switzerland, France, Spain, Italy, Slovenia and 

marginally Croatia. In front of them, they had composite forces bringing together Roman 

legionaries, allied Italian peoples (the socii) and auxilia externa from all over the western 

Mediterranean, from Spain to Greece through the Balearic Islands and from southern Gaul to 

North Africa. 

 

 
1 Mommsen T., Histoire romaine, 5, Paris, 1866, trad. fr. d’après la 1ère éd. 1855, p. 143.  
2 Jullian C., Histoire de la Gaule, 3. La conquête romaine et les premières invasions germaniques, Paris, 1920, 

éd. originale 1909, p. 68. 
3 The only valid comparison is that of the site of the Battle of Teutoburg which took place in northern Germany, 

near Kalkriese in 9 p.C. 
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By reflecting on the battle of Arausio on a European scale, the aim of this first colloquium4 is 

to restore the event to its place in the turbulent history of the late 2nd century BC, when the 

Roman power began to establish a political order in Southern Gaul. Considered independently 

of the final victory of Marius5, the confrontation opens the way to reflections little explored 

until then: the analysis of the relationship between textual sources and a very singular 

archaeological site, the taking into account of the enemies of the Romans as full-fledged actors 

in history, the study of the political-military fragilities of the Roman order emerging in Gaul 

and the consequences of a massive massacre, which was only too much minimized by the 

Romans themselves. This colloquium on archaeology and history, which is part of the intense 

scientific activity of the Arausio 105 Collective Research Project, aims to bring together 

international specialists and to cross-check approaches within four sessions, whose succession 

reflects the different orientations chosen for the debates : 

 

Session 1 – History of an Outstanding Discovery; Research Methods and Tools (Textual 

Sources and Archaeology; Methods and Tools for Prospecting and Preventive 

Archaeological Excavations); Combating Archaeological Looting. 

Driver : Loïc Buffat in collaboration with Xavier Delestre 

Contacts: l.buffat@mosaiquesarcheologie.com   

 

Session 2 – War Mobility and Ethnographic and Spatial Logics of a European Migration 

Drivers : Nathalie Ginoux, in collaboration with Bernard Petit 

Contact: nathalie.ginoux@sorbonne-universite.fr  

 

Session 3 – Rome in turmoil at the end of the second century BC 

Drivers : Mathieu Engerbeaud, in collaboration with Yann Le Bohec 

Contact: mathieu.engerbeaud@univ-amu.fr  

 

Session 4 – The Battle of Orange, Military History and Battlefield Archaeology 

Driver : Alain Deyber 

Contact: alaindeyber.arausio@gmail.com  
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of print in its original “paper” form; at the same time, it can still be purchased in digital edition on the websites of 
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