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From Oppidum to UNESCO Heritage
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The origins of Carcassonne trace back to the 6th century BC,
when the Volcae Tectosages established a fortified oppidum
known as Carsac. This strategic hilltop location was chosen for
its natural defenses, overlooking the Aude River and
controlling the vital corridor between the Black Mountain and
the Pyrenees. By the 2nd century BC, Roman influence
transformed the site into the colony of Julia Carcaso,
integrating it into the Narbonnaise province. The Romans
expanded the settlement with orthogonal streets and robust
fortifications, leveraging the steep western slopes and
reinforcing the more accessible eastern side against potential
threats.

Following the fall of Rome, the city became a stronghold for
the Visigoths from 460 AD, who further enhanced its
defensive capabilities. The Visigothic enclosure followed the
natural depressions of the terrain, creating a formidable
barrier that would define the medieval silhouette. In the 8th
century, after brief periods under Saracen control, Pepin the
Brief conquered the city in 759, marking the beginning of its
feudal history. The Counts of Toulouse later developed the
Comtal Castle, turning the Cité into a powerful political and
military center during the High Middle Ages, particularly
during the Albigensian Crusade.
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By the late Middle Ages, the strategic importance of
Carcassonne waned, leading to centuries of neglect and decay.
The double enclosure, comprising 52 towers and nearly 3 km
of walls, fell into ruin, inhabited by squatters and used as a
quarry for building materials. It was only in the 19th century
that the determined archaeologist Jean-Pierre Cros-
Mayrevieille mobilized public opinion to save the Cité from
total destruction. His relentless advocacy prevented the
demolition of the historic monument, paving the way for its
eventual restoration and recognition as a national treasure.

The modern appearance of Carcassonne is largely due to the
controversial yet transformative work of Eugéne Viollet-le-
Duc in the mid-19th century. Appointed to restore the site, he
implemented bold interventions that reimagined the medieval
aesthetic, adding conical roofs to towers and reconstructing
damaged sections based on his interpretation of Gothic
architecture. While some historians criticize his liberties, his
efforts ensured the survival of the Cité. In 1997, UNESCO
recognized this unique architectural ensemble as a World
Heritage Site, cementing its status as one of the most
complete and impressive fortified cities in Europe.
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THE EXPERIENCE

Stepping through the Narbonnaise Gate, you are instantly transported back in time. The air grows cooler, shaded by the
towering white limestone walls that rise dramatically around you. The sound of modern traffic fades, replaced by the echo
of footsteps on ancient cobblestones and the distant call of vendors in the Lices. The sheer scale of the fortifications
creates an immediate sense of awe, reminding you of the military genius required to defend such a strategic position. Every
angle reveals a new tower or battlement, each telling a silent story of sieges and survival.

As you ascend towards the Comtal Castle, the light shifts, casting long shadows across the narrow alleys. The atmosphere
is thick with history, palpable in the texture of the stone and the intricate carvings of the castle’s galleries. From the
ramparts, the view opens up to reveal the lush green valley below, contrasting sharply with the stark, imposing silhouette of
the Cité. It is not just a visit to a museum but an immersion into a living landscape where geography dictated destiny,

offering a profound connection to the medieval world.
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ADDRESS

Medieval City - Main access via the Narbonnaise Gate or the
Aude Gate. Parking P1/P2 in immediate proximity.

OPENING HOURS

Hours vary by season and school holidays. Check the official
website before coming, as some towers may be closed for
maintenance.

PRICES

Free for under 26s (EU). Adults: €19. Large family discounts
available.

VISIT DURATION

Allow 1h30 to 2h to serenely explore the Comtal Castle and
walk a significant portion of the ramparts without rushing.

PHOTOS

Photography is freely allowed on the ramparts and within the
castle. Avoid flash during temporary exhibitions or specific
guided tours.

HOW TO GET THERE

Access & Transporlation

AUDIENCE

Site suitable for families but physically demanding. Strollers
are difficult to maneuver on the cobblestones; prefer baby
carriers for young children.

@
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Metro
: Cite Medievale — 3 min a pied
Train Station (10 min) - Place de la Gare (55 min)

Bus
: Cite Medievale — 3 min a pied
Gare (15 min) - Place de la Gare (89 min)

Car

Gare (9 min) - Place de la Gare (71 min)

Bike

Gare (10 min) - Place de la Gare (96 min)
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LOCALISATION

Ou se trouve Carcassonne Citadel ?
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ORGANIZATION

Navigating the Fortified City

Ground Level: The Lices & Streets

This free-access area includes the inner streets and squares of the Cité. Wander through the narrow alleys to discover
residential buildings, small shops, and the Basilica of Saint-Nazaire. The atmosphere here is lively, with vendors and
tourists mingling. It serves as the base for your exploration before ascending to the paid areas.

The Ramparts & Towers

Accessible via ticket, the ramparts offer a panoramic walk along the top of the walls. You can climb several open
towers, including the Belfort Tower, for breathtaking views. The path allows you to observe the double enclosure
system and understand the defensive layout. Be prepared for stairs and uneven surfaces.

The Comtal Castle

At the heart of the Cité, the Comtal Castle houses the main administrative and residential quarters of the Counts.
Explore the Great Hall, the Chapel, and the various galleries adorned with frescoes. The castle provides insight into
the daily life and power structures of the medieval nobility, contrasting with the military focus of the walls.

ACCESSIBILITY
Accessibility for people with reduced mobility

Limited access to the ramparts due to stairs and cobblestones; lower parts of the castle are partial
28 Families

Site suitable for children but physically demanding; light strollers or baby carriers recommended.

€3 Audio guide

French, English, Spanish, German, Italian
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SELECTION

Architectural Marvels & Key Views

Ramparts
Belfort Tower

The highest point of the Citadel, offering the most iconic view of the lower town and the Basilica. Climb the spiral staircase to
reach the top and capture the perfect photo of the medieval silhouette. The perspective highlights the strategic dominance of
the Cité over the surrounding landscape.

% This tower was crucial for signaling, allowing guards to spot approaching enemies from miles away due to its elevated position.

Walls
Double Enclosure System

Arare architectural feature consisting of two concentric walls with 52 towers. Walk along the outer wall to appreciate the sheer
length and complexity of the defense. The space between the walls, once filled with buildings, now offers a unique vantage point
to study the fortification techniques.

% Theinner wall was built by the Visigoths, while the outer wall was added later by the Counts of Toulouse.

Castle Interior

Comtal Castle's Great Hall

The largest room in the castle, used for feasts and assemblies. Admire the vaulted ceilings and the remnants of frescoes that
depict biblical scenes. This space illustrates the opulence and authority of the ruling counts, contrasting with the austere military

exterior.

¢ During the Albigensian Crusade, this hall witnessed intense negotiations and conflicts between the Catholic forces and the
Cathars.

Ramparts
Tour des Arquets

Located on the eastern side, this tower offers a beautiful perspective of the Aude River and the bridge. It is one of the best spots
to see the defensive mechanisms designed to protect the more accessible side of the Cité. The view extends to the vineyards of

the Corbieres region.
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% The name 'Arquets' comes from the arches that once supported a drawbridge, now reconstructed by Viollet-le-Duc.

Lices (Free Area)
Basilica of Saint-Nazaire

A stunning example of Occitan Romanesque architecture, located within the free zone. Its twin towers dominate the skyline
from the inside. Although not part of the paid ticket, it is essential to admire its ornate facade and interior mosaics. It stands as a
spiritual counterpoint to the military might of the walls.

% The basilica survived many sieges, serving as a refuge for the population during times of conflict.

Entrance
Narbonnaise Gate

The main entrance to the Citadel, featuring massive doors and portcullises. Observe the intricate stonework and the defensive
loopholes designed for archers. This gate marks the transition from the modern town to the medieval world, setting the tone for

your visit.

¢ This gate was heavily fortified after the siege of 1240, reflecting the increased threat from royal troops.

Castle Interior

Chapel of the Castle

A small but significant chapel within the Comtal Castle. It features delicate Gothic architecture and traces of original painted
decorations. This space highlights the religious devotion of the counts, integrated directly into their administrative

headquarters.

% The chapel was used for private ceremonies and blessings before major military campaigns.

Ramparts
View from the Eastern Ramparts

Look east towards the Aude River and the Canal du Midi. This view emphasizes the strategic location of the Cité, controlling the
trade routes between the Mediterranean and the Atlantic. The contrast between the ancient walls and the modern canal is
striking.

% Theriver was once a key supply line, but also a vulnerability that required constant vigilance.
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TIMING

Arrive before 10 AM to avoid crowds and enjoy soft morning
light on the ramparts. Late afternoon is ideal for sunset views.

BILLET

Book tickets online in advance to skip queues. Remember that
entry is free for EU residents under 26 with valid ID.

PARCOURS

Start with the Comtal Castle, then walk the ramparts
clockwise. This allows you to end with the best views from the
Belfort Tower.

PHOTO

The Belfort Tower offers the best photo opportunity of the
Basilica and lower town. Use a wide-angle lens to capture the
full scope.

PAUSE

Lunch in the Lices is recommended. Several cafes offer
terraces in the shade of the ramparts, providing a break from
the heat.

ENFANTS

Strollers are difficult on cobblestones; use baby carriers
instead. Engage children with the 'Medieval Camp' activities if
available.

AUDIOGUIDE

The audioguide is highly recommended for understanding the

complex history and architectural details. Available in multiple
languages.

CONFORT

Wear comfortable walking shoes with good grip. Bring plenty
of water as there are few drinking points on the exposed
ramparts.
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FAQ
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I Do | need to buy a ticket to enter Carcassonne Cité?

No, access to the streets, lices, and squares of the Cité is free and open. However, to visit the Comtal Castle and walk on the ramparts, a

paid ticket is mandatory. This ticket grants access to historic monuments manage

| 1sthe ticket valid all day?

Yes, your ticket is valid for a single entry during the opening hours of the day. Once you exit, you generally cannot re-enter without
buying another ticket, unless a specific exception is indicated at reception. Keep yo

I Is there a promotion currently?

Visitors under 26 years old (EU residents) benefit from free entry upon presentation of a valid ID. Discounts are also available for groups
and large families. Check seasonal offers on the official website before your vi

I Is advance booking required?

Online booking is highly recommended during peak season (July-August) and weekends to guarantee your time slots. On weekdays

outside of school holidays, you can try the ticket office, but expect waits of up to 30 minutes

I How long does it take to tour the ramparts and the castle?

Allow approximately 1h30 to 2 hours for a complete visit including the castle and a good portion of the ramparts. If you wish to explore

all open towers and take your time with photos, plan for up to 3 hours.

DID YOU KNOW?

Anecdotes & curiosities

Viollet-le-Duc's Controversy

Eugéne Viollet-le-Duc's restoration is debated among
historians. While he saved the site, his creative
interpretations sometimes deviated from historical accuracy,
adding elements like conical roofs that were not originally
present. His work defines the current image of Carcassonne.

Gallo-Roman Origins

Before the medieval walls, Carcassonne was a thriving
Roman colony called Julia Carcaso. Archaeological findings
reveal a prosperous trading hub connected to Narbonne and
Toulouse, highlighting its long-standing strategic importance.

The Rescue by Cros-Mayrevieille

Jean-Pierre Cros-Mayrevieille fought tirelessly against the
demolition of the Cité in the 19th century. His tenacious
advocacy mobilized public opinion and led to the state
acquiring the monument, ensuring its preservation for future
generations.

UNESCO Recognition

In 1997, the Cité de Carcassonne was inscribed as a World
Heritage Site by UNESCO. This recognition underscores its
universal value as one of the most complete and well-

preserved fortified cities in Europe.
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AROUND THE MUSEUM

Beyond the Citadel, Carcassonne offers a rich tapestry of experiences. Just outside the walls, the Canal du Midi provides a
serene escape, with its UNESCO-listed waterways perfect for a leisurely stroll or boat ride. The nearby Bastide Saint-Louis
district features charming half-timbered houses and cobblestone alleys, offering a glimpse into the town’s post-medieval
life. For art enthusiasts, the Musée Ingres-Bourdelle showcases works by two native artists, bridging classical and modern
styles. After exploring the heights, cool off at the Lac de la Cavayeére, an urban beach ideal for summer activities. Finally, Rue
de la République buzzes with local restaurants and cafes, providing excellent views of the Citadel while enjoying Occitan

cuisine.

Carcassonne is more than a historical site; it is a testament to human resilience and architectural brilliance.

Walking these ramparts at sunset, watching the golden light dance on the ancient stones, offers a moment

of pure magic. It is an experience that stays with you, evoking a deep appreciation for the past and the

enduring power of place. Let the silence of the towers speak to you, and carry the spirit of this medieval

fortress with you long after you leave.
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