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TAUTAVEL MAN
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At some point roughly half a million years ago, a race of pre-Neanderthal archaic humans lived in and around limestone caves to the south of the country. They used basic stone tools and possibly practised cannibalism.

The discovery of these early humans came about in the mid-20th century, following an early find of stone tools in a limestone cave in Tautavel, southern France.

These people would have been among the earliest humans to inhabit Europe. Analysis of the bones left behind would seem to suggest that their form of cannibalism was rooted in ritual rather than survival.

See also: Neanderthals, who had arrived in France by around 335,000 BC.
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WHOEVER MADE THE LASCAUX CAVE PAINTINGS
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Perhaps the most famous cave paintings in the world, the images in the Lascaux cave network feature more than 600 drawings primarily depicting large animals.

Dating from around 17,000 years ago, the paintings were most likely completed by inhabitants over a number of generations. They were discovered in 1940 by a teenager who was walking his dog in the area.

The precise purpose of the paintings is unclear. They might be celebrations of hunting prowess, or attempts to bring about better luck in future endeavours. One image appears to show a man with the head of a bird.

See also: The similar Chauvet cave paintings.
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NANNUS
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The Segobrigii were a Celtic tribe who lived in southern France during the Iron Age. When Greek merchants founded the coastal colony of Massalia (modern-day Marseilles), contact and conflict became inevitable.

Nannus was a Segobrigii king who, around the year 600 BC, decided to try to make peace with the Greeks. He arranged for his daughter Gyptis (or Petta) to marry a Greek sailor named Protis, and this seems to have resulted in a degree of mingling between the indigenous population and the colonists.

Eventually relations soured. Comanus, son of Nannus, opted to wage war against Massalia. Thousands of local warriors were killed, and the rest of the tribe likely ended up as slaves.
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BRENNUS
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This Gaulish leader was king of the Senones tribe, which was based around the area that is now Paris. In response to early Roman incursions into the area, Brennus decided that offence was the best form of defence.

What happened next shook Rome to its core. Brennus and his men captured almost the entire city of Rome, winning the c. 387 BC Battle of Allia and then refusing to leave until they were paid a hefty ransom.

Eventually the invaders were driven out and Brennus was likely killed, but their sack of Rome had huge ramifications for centuries to come. Rome was wounded, but it would recover and the Gauls were now public enemy number one.
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VERCINGETORIX
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c. 80 – 46 BC

Sure enough, the Romans eventually returned to settle the score. Led by Julius Caesar, Rome launched the Gallic Wars, which saw them conquer the Gauls and take their territories.

In a desperate attempt to fight back, several Gaulish tribes combined to launch a revolt. Vercingetorix, head of the Arverni tribe, led these efforts and achieved early success with victory at the 52 BC Battle of Gergovia.

Perhaps inevitably, the Romans fought back. Vercingetorix was captured and paraded through the streets of Rome, where he was publicly executed. He's still regarded as a national hero across France, although his failed rebellion effectively put an end to Gaulish attempts to stand up to the Romans.
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DENIS OF PARIS
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In the year 245 AD, Pope Fabian sent seven apostles north, charging them with the difficult task of converting the pagan Gaulish population to Christianity.

Following some early success, Denis and the other apostles began to attract the ire of local pagan leaders. Eventually the apostles were imprisoned and beheaded at a druidic holy site on the highest hill in Paris.

According to legend, Denis was beheaded, after which he picked up his own severed head and carried it away, preaching a sermon. This unlikely tale had a lasting impact, since the hill where he died became known in Latin as Martyrs' Mountain. Today, this location is better known as Montmartre, one of the most famous areas of Paris.
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SUNNO
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By the 4th century AD, Rome's grip on its Gaulish territories was starting to slip, primarily due to trouble at home.

Around this time, numerous Frankish tribes began to migrate into the area from their homelands to the east. One of the most famous Frankish leaders during this time was Sunno, who successfully fought back when the Romans tried frantically to defend the region.
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