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THE FIRST 
CHRISTIANS IN RHEIMS

The origins  

According to the legend, Rheims was created by Remus, one of the founding 
fathers. In fact, the current city was founded by the Rèmes (a Gaulish people) 
on the site of an ancient oppidum, Durocorter, which means “round fortress” 
in celtic language. Under Roman domination, the city was awarded the status 
of capital of the province of Belgium. This was a way to reward the Rèmes for 
their fidelity to the Roman Empire, to Julius Caesar in particular, during the 
Gallic War. According to the same legend, it was Julius Caesar himself who 
latinised the Celtic name Durocarter into Durocortorum. 
Under the Late Roman Empire, like many other Gaulish cities, the city of 
Durocortorum changed its name and became Rheims, after the name of the 
ancient Gaul population who used to live there, the Rèmes. The city had a 
surface area of five hundred hectares; its boundaries were marked by four 
monumental arches, among them the Porte de Mars oriented towards 
Belgium.

From the year 300 to the year 500, barbarian invasions

It is at the time of the first invasions that Christianization started. 
Around 260, Sixte was sent from Rome to introduce Christianism to the city 
of Rheims and build churches. When he died, a funerary church was built on 
the site of his tomb. When he was canonised, the body of Saint Sixte was 
laid to rest next to his companion, Saint Sinice. Towards 357, the Germans 
dangerously approached the province. Threatened by the situation, the 
majority of the population turned to the new, long banished religion that 
Emperor Constantine had embraced and favoured a few decades before 
(272-337) through his reforms. The meetings of the Christians took place in 
the crayeres, and later in private homes. This step marks the beginning of an 
era of Christian peace. 

In 407, other invaders appeared, the Vandals. They crossed the river 
Rhine, pillaged the North of Gaul, and forced their way into the city walls 
– which were in the shape of an oval that is still visible today, marked by 
the Talleyrand, Chanzy and Contrai streets. Archbishop Saint-Nicaise tried 
to negotiate with the invaders. He urged the faithful to take refuge in the 
cathedral and walked out on the church steps to try and reason with the 
Vandals. The kneeling bishop was beheaded while his sister, Eutropie, tried 
in vain to hit the murderer. 
Saint Florent, Saint Jocond and Saint Eutropie were also martyred on the 
same disastrous day. A slab, in the nave of today’s cathedral, marks the site 
of this terrible episode. Another invasion took place in 451 by the Huns 
who also went to Paris where Saint Genevieve encouraged the Parisians.

Picture 1 — The she-wolf with Romulus 
and Remus (Museums of the Capitole) 
— photo TD

Picture 4 — Nicaise, statue on the portal 
of the saints of the cathedral (portal of 
the northern crosspiece, right splaying)
— photo TD

Picture 3 — Saint Sinice and Saint Sixtus, 
the identification is questionable  
(they could be apostles), southern portal 
of Saint-Remi — photo TD

Picture 2 — Emperor Constantine  
(Museums of the Capitole, Rome)  
— photo TD
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Picture 5 — Remains of the Saint-Julian church, one of the oldest 
churches in Reims — photo TD

Picture 6 — Saint Christopher and Remi  
(Saint-Remi Basilica) — photo TD

Picture 7 — Detail of the tympanum: Martyrdom of Saint Nicaise (central portal, Notre-Dame cathedral) — photo TD

The first Christian edifices

After these deadly invasions, the city of Rheims was bled white. A phase of reconstruction started 
with the edification of several oratories, chapels and necropolises, particularly in the vicinity of 
the Saint-Christopher oratory, on the site where the Saint-Remi basilica now is. 
In the fifth century, a new cathedral was erected, on the site where it now stands. The post of 
archbishop being vacant, Remi was called to occupy this high position, at the age of 22.


