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The Submerged Monumental 
Complex of the Roman Harbour 
of Fossae Marianae, Gulf of Fos, 

France
An overview of preliminary results

Souen Fontaine*, Mourad El-Amouri**,  
Frédéric Marty***, and Corinne Rousse****

In the Gulf of Fos (southern France), lie the remains of one of the main harbours of the 
northwestern Mediterranean dating to the Roman period, ideally located at an entrance 
to the Rhone Valley. This statio, mentioned by ancient authors, is situated at the end 
of the Fossae Marianae, a presumed canal dug by Marius to avoid the dangers of the 
Rhone river delta. Known since the 19th century, widely looted since the 1950s, and 
very partially studied, the port site, now submerged in 1‑4 m of water, covers nearly 40 
hectares. The resumption of fieldwork and multidisciplinary studies undertaken since 
2014 have led to the identification of a large-scale monumental complex in the centre of 
Saint-Gervais bay.

Keywords: Ancient Mediterranean harbour, submerged buildings, Roman wetland construction, 
Fossae Marianae.

The Gulf of Fos is located on the French Mediterranean coast, on the eastern edge of 
the Rhone river delta. In the inner gulf, lie the remains of one of the western world’s 
most important Roman harbours. Strategically located at the mouth of the Rhone, the 
harbour of Fos was the main gateway between the Mediterranean world and the north-
western inland provinces of Gaul, Germany, and Britanny, via the Rhone, Saone, and 
Rhine rivers. The current name of the town, Fos-sur-Mer, derives from Fossae Marianae, 
referring to the canal dug by Marius at the beginning of the 1st century BCE. The canal 
and perhaps the statio established at its mouth are mentioned by several ancient 
authors, in particular, Strabo (Geography, IV, 1.8) and Plutarch (Life of Marius, XV), 
but also Pomponius Mela (Geography, V), Pliny the Elder (Natural History, III-34), and 
Ptolemy (Geography, II-10, 2‑11), and both appear in the Itinerarium Maritimum and the 
Itinerarium Antonini Augusti (for a complete overview of ancient sources mentioning 
the Marius Canal and the harbour of Fos, see Leveau and Trousset, 2000; Tréziny, 2004). 
The canal, initially dug for military purposes by General C. Marius’ troops to bypass the 
dangerous river mouth of the Rhone, permitted vessels loaded with troops or goods to 
reach the safe and navigable part of the river, to the south of Arles. Its management 
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and profits, first entrusted to the autonomous city of 
Marseille (Strabo, IV, 1‑8), were transferred to the young 
colony of Arelate (Arles) following the defeat of Marseille 
by the troops of Julius Caesar in 49 BCE. The harbour 
complex, implanted at the canal’s seaward outlet into the 
Gulf of Fos, played the role of the maritime outer port 
of the city of Arles and the role of a redistribution port 
on the main trade route between Italy and Spain for at 
least three centuries. Whether or not the canal quickly 
silted up and vessels used the natural mouth of the river 
directly again (Long and Duperron, 2016),1 the intensity 
of Fos harbour’s commercial traffic is clearly attested 
until the beginning of the 3rd century CE by the very 
abundant ceramic corpus found in the port area (Liou 
and Sciallano, 1989). On the Peutinger Table, the Fossis 
Marianis Statio is indicated by a semi-circular horre-
um-shaped icon, similar to that indicating the port of 
Ostia. The geographical representation and mention of 

1	 The discovery of many ancient shipwrecks and of a large area 
of port dump, off Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer, in front of the 
mouth of an arm of the Rhone, suggests there may be another 
port of Arles (Long and Duperron, 2016). The bulk of these 
wrecks, nearly 50, were loaded with cargoes of heavy raw and 
semi-raw material (marble and metals, for example). A recent 
study sees this as evidence of the specialization of port spaces 
at the mouths of the Rhone (Djaoui, 2017).

the place by Greek and Latin authors have captured the 
interest of scientists since the 16th century but, despite 
many hypotheses, the route of the Fossae Marianae has 
not yet been identified. And, despite many archaeological 
discoveries recorded in the Gulf of Fos since the 1950s 
that have made it possible to locate the Roman port, the 
organization, the topography of the port and the associ-
ated city, and the chronology of the facilities are still very 
poorly defined and, paradoxically, very little studied.

The gulf and its coastline configuration have changed 
considerably since Roman times because of its deltaic en-
vironment. Meanwhile, human occupation of the site has 
also undergone significant changes. Its commercial and 
strategic roles seem to have disappeared at the end of 
Antiquity, and during the Medieval and Modern periods 
the site was only a small village with no significant role in 
the economy and the political context of the region. Fos-
sur-Mer became popular as a seaside resort in the first 
decades of the 20th century up to the 1960s and 1970s, 
at which time the government chose to install there the 
largest petrochemical and industrial port on the French 
Mediterranean coast.

Most of the Roman harbour-remains are now 
submerged to a depth of 0‑4  m on the west side of the 
rocky headland of Saint-Gervais. Underwater archaeologi-
cal investigations conducted by scientists and by amateurs 

Figure 1. Localization of the Fos Gulf on the Mediterranean south coast of France, at the eastern extremity of the Rhone river delta (Souen 
Fontaine, Imagerie 2018 TerraMetrics).
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since the 1970s in the area of Saint-Gervais cove have 
identified various archaeological sites, among them: four 
Roman wrecks, several ‘hangars’ (two are the so-called 
navalia), a possible necropolis, and portions of walls.

These remains, sometimes reported by divers rather 
than archaeologists, with more or less accuracy, are 
spread over more than 40 hectares (Fig. 1).

The deltaic environment of the site generates very 
poor visibility most of the time, which makes any attempt 
at classic underwater survey difficult. This, combined 
with the difficulty of studying a submerged harbour 
spread over such a large area has discouraged archaeol-
ogists and so the potential of the site has remained scien-
tifically under-explored for decades.

Since 2014, a multidisciplinary research group 
has taken up the entire ‘archaeological dossier’ of Fos 
harbour and the Fossae Marianae. Since 2016, underwa-
ter and terrestrial field operations have been included 
in the framework of a research project called Fossae 
Marianae: Le systeme portuaire antique du Golfe de Fos 
et le Canal de Marius, led by the Centre Camille Jullian 
(Aix-Marseille University and CNRS) and the DRASSM 
(French Ministry of Culture). This is the first large-scale 
interdisciplinary project carried out in this rich area and 
will probably be the first step in a long-term research 

programme: the underwater campaigns have been used 
for the past four years as a field school for the students 
in the Master of Maritime and Coastal Archaeology 
(MoMArch) programme at Aix-Marseille University.

The monumental complex of Saint-
Gervais cove
Some of the first underwater fieldwork carried out under 
the project, in 2014, was a wide sidescan sonar survey 
conducted in Saint-Gervais cove (Fig. 2) and in a sector in 
the eastern area of the gulf, on the site of La Marronède.2 
The resulting acoustic map revealed the presence of a 
monumental complex comprising different buildings, 
two of them more than 100  m long (Fig. 3). The three 
central monuments are built on the same orientation 
(north-south) and are probably contemporaneous. From 
three underwater survey campaigns carried out in this 
area at the end of the 1980s by Jean-Marie Gassend (IRAA, 
Aix-en-Provence), we knew that some sections of wall 

2	 On the La Marronède site, an excavation was conducted by the 
project team in 2012, 2014, 2015, and 2016 revealing an important 
construction on piles dated to the middle of the second century 
CE. For more information, see Fontaine et al, 2019.

Figure 2. Map of the main remains known in Saint-Gervais cove at Fos-sur-Mer (GIS Fossae Marianae, Souen Fontaine, DRASSM).
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had already been recognized (Gassend, 1988; Gassend 
and Maillet, 1989). Most were disconnected and isolated 
and there was little in the reports to suggest that they 
belonged to in situ buildings, even though aerial pho-
tography in 1965 by L. Monguilan gave an overview of 
this square structure in the middle of the bay (Monguilan, 
1977; Liou, 1987: 60‑61, fig. 2).

The identification of built structures with connected 
walls of this size, preserved in situ in 3‑4  m of water, 
revived the geoarchaeological questions posed by the 
submersion of the Fos harbour complex. This cannot be 
attributed only to the rise of the vertical sea-level, which 
has been no more than 0.6‑0.7 m on this coastline area 
since Roman times. The primary aim of the archaeologi-
cal studies of these buildings was, therefore, to define if 
they could have been built on land and then submerged 
or if they could have been originally built in shallow 
water. Supported by the recent archaeological results 
on this specific question (see ‘Structure A’, below), the 
second step of the study was concerned with the recovery 
of previously published geomorphological data for the 
period (Vella et al., 1999; Vella and Provansal, 2000; Vella, 

2002; 2004) combined with the analysis of cores taken in 
the previous two years, to try to reconstruct this complex 
and unstable sedimentary environment (probably 
lagoonal) and to understand the succession of events (of 
high or low energy) suffered by the site.

The past three years of fieldwork have focused on 
the two main structures of the monumental complex 
recognized in the centre of the cove: Structure A and 
Structure B.

Structure A
The northern structure, the one closest to the current 
shoreline, is square with sides of more than 100  m. 
Despite the overall shape of the structure and the 
apparent connection between each side of it, we cannot 
be sure, for now, that it is a single coherent building 
as the north side is made differently from the others. 
The southern, eastern and western sides are composed 
of a huge number of ashlar blocks, some of them more 
than 3 x 2 m in size. In some parts, a heap of blocks is 
spread over an area more than 15 m wide. For now, we 
only have a global overview of this part of the structure, 

Figure 3. Acoustic map (sidescan 
sonar survey) and drawing of 
the main built elements (wall, 
ashlar blocks) of the monumental 
complex in the centre of Saint-
Gervais cove (Map Denis Dégez, 
Adrien Domzalski and Souen 
Fontaine, DRASSM).
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provided by the acoustic map augmented by in situ ob-
servations (Fig. 3). Precise mapping of this huge pile of 
ashlar blocks requires extensive photogrammetric and 
topometric work, which will be conducted during the 
forthcoming campaigns.

On the north side, the frontage is made up of several 
segments of wall (each 3  m long), built of small stone 
rubble bound with mortar (Fig. 4). Between each wall 

segment or ‘massif’, a space of c.500  mm is observed. 
These empty spaces may correspond to missing wooden 
elements or could be the result of a violent event that 
disrupted the wall. The photogrammetric restitution of 
the entire north frontage is still in progress. It is hoped 
that, when complete, it will help to check if it could have 
been a single wall broken, regularly, in several parts. The 
wall is preserved for three courses and comprises a very 

Figure 4. Excavation in progress 
on the north wall of the Structure 
A (Massifs 7 and 8, Trench S-A1, 
campaign 2017) (Photo Loïc 
Damelet, CNRS-CCJ).

Figure 5. Ortho-photography of a 
portion of the Structure A north 
wall: Massifs14‑16. Localization 
of the trenches S-A2 and S-A3 
(photogrammetry Laurent Borel, 
CNRS-CCJ; DAO Souen Fontaine, 
DRASSM).
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regular facing on each side. The filling is made of the 
same stone rubble and mortar.

The observation of the stratigraphy of two trenches 
excavated on different portions of the north wall, 
between Massifs 7‑8 (Fig. 4) and on Massif 15 (Fig. 5), 
revealed several elements. The stratigraphic sequence is 
thin and the wall is not preserved under the sediment. 
Under the surface-level sand, a second layer is composed 
of sand, ceramics, and stone rubble from the wall: it is a 
destruction layer, more or less disrupted by the sea-cur-
rents in this shallow-water environment. Just under 
this layer and a very thin layer of organic material, 
the sediment layers have no further trace of anthropic 
presence. The natural layers include levels of sand and 
pebbles and a clearly visible level of silt in which remains 
of posidonia are preserved where they once grew. The 
last level reached in the trenches is composed exclusively 
of pebbles, well known in the area and called ‘galets de la 
Crau’, an ancient geological level formed by the overflow 
of the Durance river.

The last trench cut in 2018, on Massif 15 (Fig. 6), cut 
across the wall to observe a neat section of the building 
method.3 The organization of the stone facing and infill 
of the wall disallows the hypothesis of a wall built 
in water. Moreover, a trace of a foundation trench is 

3	 Fieldwork done under the scientific supervision of Laurent 
Borel, CNRS, CCJ.

visible under the wall and this configuration confirms 
that this wall was built on dry land. Below the section 
where the wall starts, three wooden piles are preserved 
in place.4 Finally, a large piece of driftwood tree trunk 
was discovered lying just below the lower part of the 
wall. Its position cannot be the result of a storm, or any 
event capable of moving a trunk of this size. Although 
our first thought was that it could be a kind of sablière 
or cil-beam, a system often used to build in wetlands, 
radiocarbon analysis dating the wood to 2036‑1889 BCE 
suggest it was 2000 years old when the wall was built: 
this led us to believe the trunk had been preserved in 
the wetland environment in which the wall’s founda-
tion trench was dug.

Regarding the composition of the mortar, a first 
analysis of the samples shows a low density of mortar and 
the presence of volcanic material that does not match sand 
local to Fos.5 The filling-mortar of the wall was sampled 
in 2018 and some complementary analyses are now in 
progress. Three small, well-preserved twigs were trapped 

4	 Dendrological studies of these pieces of wood, by Sandra 
Greck of Ipso Facto research group, are in progress.

5	 The analyses by P. Excoffon and P. Dubar aimed to compare 
the data of the ROMACONS Project (Oleson et al., 2014) and 
the data of later research focused on the constructions of the 
Forum Iulii (Excoffon and Dubar, 2011).

Figure 6. Stratigraphic section of the eastern part of the Massif 15 of the Structure A north wall (Trench S-A3, campaign 2018) (Mourad El-
Amouri, Ipso Facto Co-op).
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in these new samples, which should allow radiocarbon 
analysis to give a date for the building of the wall.

Structure B
Structure B is located 60  m southeast of Structure A 
and about 380 m from the current beach (Fig. 2). Of the 
monumental structures identified in the centre of the 
cove, it is the farthest from the coast and the closest to 
the Roman wrecks known in the bay (Marlier, 2018; 
Fontaine et al., 2019, 37‑43). Oriented North-South, it is 
composed of a succession of 12 built pillars (or pillae) 
emerging from the sand, distributed over a total length of 
100 m. The spacing between the pillars varies from 3‑6 m, 
some heaps of ashlar blocks being more extensive than 
others. The initial spacing is likely to have been more 
regular (Fig. 7). The structure emerges from the sand at 
a maximum depth of 4.5 m to the south, towards pillars 
(PL) 1 and 2, the farthest offshore. At the north end, 
towards the interior of the bay, PL12 is covered by less 
than 3.5 m of water. The junction of the pillar alignment 
with the large, scattered heap of blocks immediately to 
the north suggests a possible connection between PL12 
and a destroyed building. Generally speaking, the pillars 
are in the form of a pile of fairly large ashlar blocks. The 
various traces of execution and assembly left on the hard 
limestone blocks testify to a high-quality architectural 
project. The blocks are regular and are of significant 
sizes (several formats are identified: the most common 
is about 1.5 m x 1 m). The pillars are preserved for one 
or sometimes two courses above the sand. No mortar has 
been identified as present.

Revealed by the first survey tests in 2013, it was 
very quickly identified as an arched structure and 
became the subject of several survey and documenta-
tion campaigns. The complete structure was the subject 
to a photogrammetric survey, which allowed a plan to 
be drawn up (Fig. 7). Two trenches were cut, one at PL3 
(Fig. 8), towards the southern end, and one at PL12, the 
northernmost pillar, towards the coast. As this structure 
appears to have been connected to a building on land 
and it extends south into the water, towards the area 
where wrecks have been found, we hoped to distin-
guish different foundation methods used at each of its 
ends. Considering that this structure on arches probably 
depended on a construction on the ground to the north 
and advanced into the sea to the south, towards the sector 
where the wrecks lie, we hoped to be able to observe a 
difference in the mode of foundation between both ends 
of these pilae. The pillars are not preserved below the 
level of surface sand, which is mobile and moves during 
storms: the stratigraphy preserved is probably very 
much altered by the movements of the marine currents. 
The pillars, north and south, are simply blocks laid on a 
level of coarse sand mixed with fragments of ceramics. 

Figure 7. Ortho-image of the entire Structure B, from Pillar 1 (south) 
to Pillar 12 (north) and localization of the Trenches S-B1 (Pillar 3) 
and S-B2 (Pillar 12) (Photogrammetry Laurent Borel, CNRS-CCJ, 
DAO Souen Fontaine, DRASSM).

AdG
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Figure 8. Ortho-image of Pillar 3, Structure B 
(Photogrammetry Laurent Borel, CNRS-CCJ).

Figure 9. Stratigraphic section of Pillar 12 (east-west section of the 
south front of the pillar, Trench S-B2, campaign 2018) (Mourad El-
Amouri, Ipso Facto).

Figure 10. Aureus (gold coin) found in the lowest anthropic layer in 
the trench at Pillar 3 of Structure B (Trench S-B1, 2016 campaign) 
(Loïc Damelet, CNRS-CCJ).
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Below this level, finer sand is largely mingled with dead 
posidonia and constitutes a sterile level without any an-
thropogenic elements (Fig. 9). As far as one can judge, no 
evidence excludes the pillars having been built with their 
foundations in water, nor any to exclude their construc-
tion on land. In the latter case, however, the function of 
this linear structure built on arches would be enigmatic.

The fairly abundant ceramic corpus found in the 
surface levels around the blocks of the pillars corre-
sponds, in its composition, to the general facies of the 
harbour context of Fos-sur-Mer and was probably 
deposited by sea-currents when the structure was in 
operation or after its abandonment. It is composed 
mainly of amphorae dating to the 1st-3rd centuries 
CE.6 In the Area PL3 trench, at the foundation level of 
the pillar, an aureus was found, bearing the effigy of 
Domitian (Fig. 10). This relatively rare coin (only ten are 
now listed) was minted in Rome during the reign of Titus, 
in honour of Domitian, between the beginning of the 
year 80 and the end of 81 (Suspène et al., 2017). Given its 
position in the trench, this coin cannot have had a votive 
function; its presence is more likely the result of a loss 
when the structure was in operation.

6	 Studied by Daniel Rodriguez, MoMArch Student, Aix-Marseille 
University.

Like many other buildings identified or studied in 
Saint-Gervais cove, most of the stones of Structure B 
have been robbed out, probably for recycling. It is easy 
to imagine that the well-made, non-submerged, ashlar 
blocks were systematically recovered for new construc-
tions sooner or later following the abandonment of the 
site, whether this was prompted by a violent event or 
not. This state of affairs, where only the lowest levels of 
the structures are conserved, complicates the interpre-
tation and understanding of the structures. Be that as 
it may, the particular morphology of Structure B leaves 
little ambiguity about the restitution of the pillars, 
which is comparable to those that figure notably on 
the villa Stabieae fresco that probably represents the 
port of Pozzuoli (Fig. 11) and its jetty: the Pillae. This 
assumes that the northern part of Fos Pillae is connected 
to a building on land. An archaeological exploration of 
the vast accumulation of blocks, extending over 160  m 
east-west and about 80 m north-south (Sector D, Fig. 2) 
will be conducted in the coming years to determine if 
such a building has been preserved.

Figure 11. Roman fresco from 
Stabiae, probably representing 
Puteoli Harbour (ancient 
Pozzuoli). Museo Archeologico 
Nazionale of Naples (inv. 9514) 
(© Prisma Archivo/ Alamy).
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A port site on the scale of Saint-Gervais 
cove
The monumental complex comprising Structures A, B, 
and C that occupies the centre of Saint-Gervais cove and 
probably extended eastward with one or more buildings 
in Sector D, is part of a much larger archaeological area 
that occupies nearly 40 hectares in Saint-Gervais bay 
between the beach of Cavaou in the west, Saint-Gervais 
beach in the east, and Saint-Gervais rocky point in the 
southeast (Fig. 2).

Some 300 m southwest of Structure A, more than 50 
funerary stones (stelae, altars, part of a sarcophagus) and 
architectural elements (cut blocks) are scattered over 
about 7000  sq m. Several stelae and altars discovered 
in the 1970s have been brought up from the sea and are 
currently being re-studied (Courrier et al., forthcoming), 
particularly the unpublished inscriptions on four of 
them. Most of the funerary stones are stylistically dated 
from the late 1st to 2nd century CE. In 1994, about ten 
trenches were dug under the stelae and an altar still in 
place (Fig. 12), but no burial could be identified and the 
research team, led by Gassend, has concluded that an 
erosion phenomenon leached the burials and sediment 
leaving only the stone elements in situ (Gassend and 
Maillet, 1994; Gassend and Maillet, 2004). Although 
this hypothesis seems plausible, various characteris-
tics still suggest ambiguity over the actual presence of 
a necropolis (see Marty et al., 2019), for example, the 
significant scattering of the funerary stones; the strong 
presence of architectural blocks that are not specifically 
funerary; and the existence nearby (at the Marronède 
site, on the other side of Saint-Gervais point) of an 
ancient structure in which some funerary and architec-

tural stones are re-used. Further in situ archaeological 
investigations will have to be carried out to map the 
distribution of funerary elements and non-funerary ar-
chitectural blocks precisely. This being said, the recent 
confirmation of the terrestrial nature of the neighbour-
ing monumental complex strengthens the possibility 
of another land site, funerary or not, in this area today 
submerged under 2‑3 m of water.

Further northwest in the cove, along what is today 
Cavaou beach, two ‘hangars’ were identified in 1965, 
using aerial photography. Now buried under the sand, 
one of the two buildings was the subject of several exca-
vation campaigns between 1989 and 1995 by a team led 
by Gassend (Gassend and Maillet, 2004). Until now, there 
is no consensus on their interpretation of the function 
of these buildings as navalia (shipsheds). Marie-Brigitte 
Carre and Kalliopi Baika are currently revisiting the ar-
chaeological and architectural data as part of the Fossae 
Marianae Project (Fontaine et al., 2019, 30‑31; Baika and 
Carre forthcoming).

To the east of the monumental complex, beyond 
Sector D, a very large area of ashlar blocks is visible 
on acoustic cartography and aerial photographs. This 
area, Sector H (Fig. 2), extends almost to Saint-Gervais 
beach. To this day only partially surveyed, this area is 
undoubtedly a space where one or more buildings were 
erected (Fig. 2 and Fig. 13). Several concentrations of 
large ashlar blocks are observable and, on the southern 
periphery, towards the sea and the rocky Saint-Gervais 
point, a succession of four to seven clusters of ashlar 
blocks has been identified (only the four most eastern 
ones have been seen in situ by the Fossae Marianae 
project team). Spaced at 10‑20 m, they are arranged in a 

Figure 12. Altar or statue base 
(Musée d’Istres, inv. 8894), 
at the time of its discovery in 
1994 on the site of the so-called 
‘Submerged Necropolis’, 300 m 
from the monumental complex in 
the centre of the cove (Bertrand 
Maillet, Archives of Ministry of 
Culture/DRASSM).
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circular arc to the south of Sector H. About 30 m further 
south, fragmentary columns were discovered in the 
1949 and were brought up. In aerial photographs from 
the 1960s, Sector H connects with the submerged struc-
tures of Saint-Gervais beach. Many discoveries have 
been made close to the beach since 1948: thousands 
of complete and fragmentary amphorae, ceramics, 
and other objects, barrels, wood and bone instrumen-
tum, etc. Several structures are also known, including 
a probable warehouse (Structure J) formed by align-
ments of stones, some with deep, carved quadrangular 
mortises intended to receive support pillars.

In this sector (Fig. 13), the fieldwork of the Fossae 
Marianae project has mainly focused, for the moment, 
on a set of wooden piles 300 m north of the warehouse 
mentioned above, which were recently cleared of sand 
by the movements of the sea. Surface-clearance, carried 
out between 2017 and 2019, of an area about 100 sqm 
around this structure (T), uncovered at least 397 wooden 
piles still in place and occupying 30 sqm (Fontaine 

et al., 2019) (Figs 14‑15).7 The piles, planted very close 
together, straight or at an angle, draw the foundations of 
probable walls that were about 1 m wide. Although we 
have only cleaned a small area of the structure, there is 
little doubt that it has a pile-foundation system intended 
to support a substantial building, built in a humid en-
vironment. The structure comprises mainly softwood 
piles – mainly Aleppo pine (Pinus halepensis) and stone 
pine (Pinus pinea), probably of local origin – shaped in 
a rudimentary manner, still with bark and thus placed 
while still green. In two distinct parts of the main 
structure, the piles made of pines stand next to several 
rows of oak piles the shaping of which is very different. 
The oak piles have regular octagonal cross-sections. In 
a trench opened in 2018 (sondage S-T3), 30  m further 
north of the main trench, under a thick layer of sand, the 
same structure continues and nearly 80 piles have been 
cleared in an area of 10 sqm, all made of oak. A combi-
nation of radiocarbon dating of two of the piles gives a 

7	 Excavation and dendrological studies conducted by Sandra 
Greck in collaboration with Axel Eeckman, Ipso Facto Co-op.

Figure 13. Map of Saint-Gervais beach area: main building remains as seen on archive and recent aerial photography (GIS Fossae Marianae, 
Souen Fontaine, DRASSM).
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date in the mid 1st century CE (Fontaine et al., 2019). The 
stratigraphy observed in the deep trench (S-T1) shows 
a well-preserved succession of layers characterizing a 
humid environment, even a nearshore lagoon, with the 
presence of layers of dead posidonia. It also reveals that 
the area was sanitized before the piles were set in place, 
as evidenced by a thick layer of lime (200‑500  mm). 
This important layer of lime is also found in the area 

of the neighbouring warehouse (Structure J) and on the 
wetland reclamation site (Estagnon) excavated, on land, 
a few hundred metres away (Fig. 13).

The use of a pile-foundation system is a common 
practice in Roman wetland construction, particularly 
in lagoonal contexts, and an excellent nearby parallel is 
provided by the example of the circus at Arles, built in 
the middle of the 2nd century CE in the humid context 

Figure 14. Excavation in progress 
on Structure T, a building 
with a pile-foundation system 
(Photography Loïc Damelet, 
CNRS-CCJ).

Figure 15. Map of the piles found 
in Trench S-T1, Structure T (Map 
Sandra Greck and Axel Eeckman, 
Ipso Facto Co-op).
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of the Rhone banks (Sintès, 2011). This considerable 
building has a pile-foundation system with charac-
teristics almost identical to those of Fos. A majority 
of softwood piles, still green and roughly cut, is sup-
plemented by octagonal oak piles in some strategic 
locations requiring more mechanical strength. This 
analogy between the two constructions, at Fos and 
Arles, is perhaps not fortuitous and one can legitimately 
contemplate whether they were carried out within the 
same construction programme, or at least by the same 
builders. Although it is not yet possible to assess the size 
of the Saint-Gervais Beach building, it is assumed, given 
the construction method, that it is a large building.

Conclusion
The work of the Fossae Marianae project on this very 
rich area on the edge of Saint-Gervais shore is just 
beginning. This space, now submerged by less than 
1 m of water or covered by beach sand and by current 
houses on the seashore, was undoubtedly a terrestrial, 
humid space occupied by a set of functional installa-
tions linked to the activity of the port when the Roman 
harbour was in use. With all the reservations that the 
very incomplete state of our knowledge demands, the 
outline of the layout of the port facilities and probably 
of the associated city are gradually being drawn by our 
investigations. By corollary, a complex natural environ-
ment, still poorly understood, is also being defined: the 
emerged lands remained wet and one or more lagoons 
extended – probably deep – into the terrestrial space. The 
port basin has not yet been localized. In addition to the 
continuing synthetic study of old data and new archae-
ological fieldwork on the various sites, both in the port 
space and on the canal, two major research activities will 
be carried out in the coming years: the resumption and 
continuation of the geomorphological study and detailed 
geophysical mapping, including under the sediments, 
sectors in very shallow waters that are still technological-
ly problematic (sub-bottom profiler), and on the beaches 
and the peninsula of Saint-Gervais (GPR and ERT). The 
objective is to be able to propose a reconstruction of the 
harbour facilities and the possibly associated city, to un-
derstand their chronology and their organization, the 
evolution of the complex natural space which surrounds 
them, and the reason for their abandonment and their 
current submersion.

A better understanding of these elements should enable 
us to assess more precisely the importance and chronology 
of the port and, consequently, to place this statio, perma-
nently or for a period related to the Fossae Marianae, in the 
wider harbour system of the Rhone river delta in which 
Arles, Marseille, Fos and the mouths of the river (at Saintes-
Maries-de-la-Mer) are necessarily connected.
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