
THE ROMAN THEATRE 
OF LILLEBONNE
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THE SPECTACLES

In the arena, the program of several spectacles was based on the time of the day :

In the morning, the hunts or venationes : the wild animals were released in the 
arena, and then hunted. A decor would often recall the natural environment of 
the animals. Some references to some exotic animals (lions, panthers, giraffes, 
rhinoceroses, etc.) and to some more common species (rabbits, boars, bulls, etc.) 
were found. Performances including the most dangerous and exotic beasts were 
undoubtedly the most appreciated.

At midday, the ludi meridianii : various games consisted in distracting the 
spectators, like today’s first part of shows. During these entr’actes, the actors were 
disguised, and played some comic parts or mimicked some executions.

In the afternoon, the munera : some gladiator fights (lat. Gladiatores, « fighters 
with a sword »). These fights always started with an ave and the verification of the 
equipment by the rudis (arbitrator), and ended with one of the fighters’ exhaustion, 
wound or death. The gladiator who was losing the fight could raise his hand or a 
finger — the duration of the fight was called ad digitum —, and beg for his missio, 
which means that he had the possibility to ask to be spared. Some breaks could 
happen during the fights allowing the spectacle to last longer.

■ Visitor guide —

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

8

Photos 1 and 2 : foundation walls of the first state of the theatre.

The Roman theatre of Lillebonne is the vastest and 
the best preserved spectacle building in Northern 
France.

This monument was included in the urban planning 
since the foundation of the ancient city of Juliobona, 
capital of the Caletes in the 1st Century AD, which 
shows, by its magnitude, the importance and richness 
of the civitas.

In the provinces of the Roman Empire, each city 
did not have several spectacle buildings. Most of 
the time, one sole venue was utilized for all types of 
representations and shows.

Which was the case in Lillebonne : the Roman theatre 
sheltered both a scene house, typical in theatres, 
and an arena which was normally in amphitheatres 
– Information on every kind of ancient spectacle 
buildings is available on the footbridge’s billboards, 
next to the lobby.

Today, only the podia (No.      ) are left from the 
first building period (early 1st Century AD) and the 
foundations of the first walls surrounding the arena 
(photos 1 & 2) are now covered for their protection and 
preservation. The monument was partly supported by 
the Toupin hill, and taking such advantage of the land’s 
natural shape allowed the saving of materials and 
construction time.

FURTHER READING

In the late 3rd Century AD, Juliobona was no longer the 
civitas’ capital and the city centre was made narrower. 
A castrum (fortification) was built, including the hill 
where the medieval castle was installed, also the ancient 
city centre and the theatre. All accesses to the latter 
were walled up with large recycling stone blocks – some 
are still visible at some entrances –, in order to secure 
the venue. The theatre was then utilized by some of the 
inhabitants and workers.

Since the Middle Ages, the site was utilized as a query 
and most of the large stone blocks were recycled. The 
existence of an ancient monument at this very place was 
forgotten. Still, it was identified again in 1764, which 
wasn’t useful : in fact, the site was sold as a national 
property in 1792, and later turned into a pasture, an 
orchard and a query ; it was highly damaged until 
the General Council of the Seine-Inférieure (former 
Department of Seine-Maritime) purchased it in late 1818. 
Until the 1970s, some more or less scientific excavations 
and restoration works were done, but the site was really 
studied and valorized since 2007.

Today, some restoration works are regularly scheduled ; 
also, some animations proposed all year long allow the 
monument to recover its first utility.

- « Le théâtre romain de Lillebonne – Histoire de  
 son acquisition », Exhibition booklet, 2019 ;

- « Une journée de spectacle dans l’Antiquité », 
Exhibition booklet, 2020 ;

- «  Lillebonne – Juliobona. À la lumière des  
découvertes anciennes », Exhibition booklet, Museum 
of Antiquities, Rouen, 2015 ;

- Catalogue du musée Juliobona, Musée Juliobona,  
2018.
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Photo 3 : Vestiges of the house demolished to found the theatre’s enlargement.

Photo 4 : Main eastern entrance and 4 pillars.

In the late 1st Century AD, the extension of the theatre 
was settled at the expense of a private house (Photo No. 3) 
which foundations were found near the main entrance 
(No.      ). Its size was then almost at its maximum (Photo 
No. 4). The cunei (No.      ) and the vomitoria (No.      ) 
were rebuilt.

In the early 1st Century AD, the monument was extended 
once again, thanks to the edification of a surrounding 
vaulted gallery (No.      ), supporting new benches.
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THE DIFFERENT PARTS OF THE LILLEBONNE ROMAN THEATRE

8  THE PODIUM 
In the benches, the podium was reserved to 
the magistrates, priests, ædile, mæcenas... 
In some theatres, some stone chairs were 
found, bearing the names of the people 
whose function allowed them to have 
their own reserved seat. In Lillebonne, the 
podium formed an incomplete ring around 
the arena and supported only a few tiers of 
larger and lower seats for the authorities. 
What is particular with the Lillebonne 
cavea is that it had two superposed podia, 
built in two separate periods, in order to 
raise the benches and to increase their 
accommodation facilities.

9  THE VOMITORIA  
The vomitoria were the side entrances of 
theatres and amphitheatres allowing the 
public to access easily to the benches and, 
more importantly, providing thousands 
of spectators an easy way out after the 
spectacles. Etymologically, this word comes 
from the Latin verb vomere, figuratively 
meaning « to oust, to put out ». The vomitoria 
was different from the main entrances, 
situated on the axes of the arena.

10  THE SURROUNDING GALLERY  
The surrounding gallery or ring-shaped 
corridor provided access to the various 
vomitoria leading the spectators to the 
areas reserved for them. In Lillebonne, this 
vaulted gallery supporting the porticus in 
summa cavea was added when the last level 
of the theatre was built, in the early 3rd 
Century AD, in order to raise the benches 
and to increase the accommodation facilities 
of the monument. 

The vault covering the gallery, the benches 
and the spectators exerted high pressure on 
the walls of this very gallery, which explains 
their reinforcement from the beginning 
with some internal and external buttresses.
Nord-eastwards and north-westwards, a 
complex organization of entrances and exits, 
completed with some staircases, led to the 
gallery from the centre of the town.

1  THE AXIAL ENTRANCES  
The Lillebonne theatre had 3 axial 
entrances : eastwards, westwards and 
southwards. The latter is solely known for its 
place and its junction with one of the vias of 
the ancient city.

The other two entrances, eastwards and 
westwards, had central arched entryways 
allowing the spectators coming from the 
city to access the stairwells and get to the 
superior benches.

At the east entrance, the place where 4 large 
pillars supported the arches is still visible 
today, and so is the threshold. The latter 
is surmounted by some large stone blocks 
remaining from the barricade that walled up 
the door when the theatre was turned into a 
fortress in the late 3rd Century AD.

A smaller entrance (1A and 1B), allowed the 
city’s magistrates and important people to 
get directly to the first podium reserved for 
them. 

2  THE ADITUS MAXIMUS  
The aditus maximus were large vaulted 
corridors between the entrances and the 
arena, but solely for the participants to the 
spectacles, notably at the pompa’s ending – 
the pompa was a procession through the city 
before the spectacles, in order to introduce 
the animals, hunters, gladiators and, at the 
front, the important person who had paid 
for the games. In the western aditus, some 
traces of ruts were found : they showed that 
the chariots carrying the material necessary 
for the spectacles had an access just there.

3  THE ARENA  
As it was elliptically shaped northwards 
and circular southwards, the arena was 
restricted by the podium’s wall. Its big axis 
was about 47.30m (160 Roman feet) and 
the small axis about 35.50m (120 Roman 
feet). At the centre of the southern part 
ending the small axis of the arena, was 
the sacellum, a cult venue for some sacred 
celebrations during the spectacles. In some 
amphitheatres, a channel called euripo was 
cut in between the podium and the arena to 
prevent the animals from passing through.

4  THE STAGE   
Since the Roman theatre of Lillebonne 
sheltered both spectacles in the arena and 
plays, it was also endowed with a stage and 
a wall or scene house used as decorative 
background. The scene is still buried 
underneath the road and Place Felix Faure. 
Some parts of the pulpitum and of the stage 
background wall were detected several 
times by the archaeologists in the 20th 
Century. The exterior wall of theatre can be 
localized about 13 m from the northern limit 
of the present site.

5  THE THERME  
The construction settled inside the arena 
is a small bathhouse (bath) dating back to 
the period when the theatre was turned 
into and utilized as an ordinary house, 
after the authorities decided, in the late 
3rd Century AD, that it wouldn’t be used 
as a spectacle building anymore. The 
hypocaust pilæ stacks (stacks of pilæ tiles) 
were found in one of the rooms, which 
testifies the existence of an underfloor 
heating. The building which was originally 
symmetrically planned was partly destroyed 
in order to retrieve some of its foundation 
blocks in the early 20th Century. Indeed, 
these sculpted elements came from funeral 
homes and/or cult buildings utilized again 
as some building materials.

6  THE CAVEA   
The cavea was constituted with the 
hemicycle of benches for the spectators. It 
was divided into three sections or maeniana 
(groups of benches) where the public would 
be seated according to their social rank :

• The imea, the lower part of the cavea was 
reserved for the city’s magistrates (also 
called podium) ;
• The media, in the middle, was for the 
middle classes, but essentially for free men ; 
• The summa cavea, up the hemicycle, 
received the popular classes, the slaves and 
the women.

The summit of the cavea was topped by a 
covered gallery, supported by some columns 
or pilasters, the porticus in summa cavea.

The maeniana were served horizontally 
by some open pathways (praecinctiones) 
and vertically by some small walls (baltei) 
containing many open doors. Some 
staircases converging on the arena eased 
the circulation. The space between two stair 
flights was called cuneus (no.       ).

In Lillebonne, the stone structures of the 
cavea, partially cleared but not excavated 
already, have not been studied yet. 
Nevertheless, its maximum capacity is 
estimated at 7,000 to 10,000 spectators.
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Place Félix Faure

Current entry

Access for participants
to spectacles

Spectators traffic area

Constructions from the first half
of the first century
Constructions from the end
of the first century
Constructions from the end od the second
century and beginning of the third century


