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By the Wayside... there are events and places worth a stopover.

This book offers an introduction to one of the grandest events of the summer in Aquitaine, and provides an insight into the historical context which the event presents and brings to life in its own unique way: the final battle in the Hundred Years’ War, by the Dordogne river. It is the end of a war and the end of an era. 
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Introduction


Each year, in a town near the Dordogne River, not far from Bordeaux, a performance takes place of the battle which ended the Hundred Years’ War between France and England. It is one of the largest open-air events of the French summer. 

When Aliénor of France married the English king Henry Plantagenet in 1152 – her second marriage – the duchy of Aquitaine was her wedding gift. For more than 300 years, until the battle before the gates of Castillon on 17 July 1453, Aliénor’s Aquitaine, the prosperous south-west of France, remained under English rule.

Paradoxically, the inhabitants of Castillon did not themselves take part in this pivotal event in history. Protected behind their city walls, they followed the battle with almost as little involvement as the present-day spectators who watch the pageant. 

An open seventeen-acre slope at the foot of the Château de Castegen serves as the stage for this piece of medieval history, just a cannon-shot away from the actual site of the historic battle. The re-enactment of the battle towards the end of the performance makes use of the whole area of the hill, giving the impression more of being on a film set than in a theater.


La bataille – the show


For the two-hour duration of the performance, the spectators immerse themselves in medieval life. They see everyday life on farms and in taverns portrayed with pinpoint accuracy – in the markets, at the grape harvest, and on the hunting parties of the nobility. After the conquest of Bordeaux in 1451 the people of Aquitaine come into conflict with the French soldiers and attempt to defend themselves.

The spectators experience this historic episode from the Abbaye de Saint-Florent, an abbey which by chance stands at the center of the battle which will change the balance of power in Europe.

First of all, the audience feels the concerns of the prior for his flock, then those of the villager worried for his harvest, the nobleman anxious about his lands, and Count Raoul over whether his wife is faithful to him. Finally the battle begins between the English general John Talbot and the troops of Jean Bureau, Charles VII’s Master of Artillery. 

It is a breathtaking spectacle, lavish with pyrotechnics and other effects. While not all scenes are self-explanatory, this is more than made up for by the magnificent staging of the production as a whole. An audience can, after all, understand an Italian opera without a translation - and children always find the event fascinating.

The Website is also available in English.


The drama has been staged on at least a dozen evenings in July and August for over 30 years, and now attracts around 30,000 visitors each season. 

That is not to say that it is always the same play; over the years the drama has developed and undergone changes. The most recent has been a gradual transformation between 2008 and 2012, and it now ends with an optimistic outlook on the Renaissance.
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‘La Bataille de Castillon’, the association which holds responsibility for the show, goes to enormous lengths on its creation. From the restoration of rare antique objects, to the stage set for the priory, to the production-line creation of shields, swords and pistols, the set-design team works all year long on the production. 
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