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When you first set eyes on the Chapel of Notre-Dame of Groseau you should also take time to gaze at the surrounding 

countryside. You will be entranced by the vista of mountains, hills, closed valleys and the source of the river Groseau 

– which emerged, as if by magic, from the bottom of a bare cliff face – all the work of a Divine Hand. Only then will 

you be able to experience the beauty and spirituality of this unique edifice which history has bequeathed Malaucène. 

All the more to be appreciated if you can just imagine the area devoid of trees and greenery with bare rocks… and 

then contrast that image with the reality of today ; with its lush vegetation, deep azure-blue skies and ever-changing, 

grand cloud formations. 

 

Well before the arrival of Christianity and the Romans there was a divine association. We know this because of the 

finding of a 2,200 years old stele, an upright sacred stone, officially classified as a historic monument. It was engraved 

in the language of Gaul in Greek characters, and dedicated to the Celtic god of springs, Groselos, From which comes 

the name, Groseau. 

 



 

The abundant waters of the Groseau were utilised by the Romans who, in the first century of our common era, built 

an aqueduct 10 kilometres long to carry its sweet water to the important city of Vaison la Romaine (Vasio). 

The pagan cult devoted to Groselos was replaced by an early Christian community which later became absorbed in the 

diocese of the Bishop of Vaison. There is, however, no real evidence of this, apart maybe, from an altar table which 

was found near the Groseau : unfortunately archeologists have not been able to agree on its date. 

 

The oldest written documentation concerning the site dates back to AD 684, when Arède de Petronius, Bishop of 

Vaison and native of Malaucène, who had inherited the land from his grandmother, donated the site to the Abbey of 

Saint-Victor in Marseille in order that a convent could be built there. The feudal lords of the region were in agreement 

and for more than five centuries the site was under the control of the Abbot of Saint-Victor. 



The building, as you see it, in fact consists of two chapels, the smaller, dedicated to St John the Baptist, is the older, 

and dates back to the 11th century. The Roman decoration is remarkable with capital columns, fantastic animals, a 

symbolic representation of the Saint, and the Lamb of God the keystone. From this era one can date the cornice and 

the sculpted frieze (human heads, tree branches, plants) which were the cubiform roof of the principal chapel. 

The principal chapel, without nave, is dedicated to the Virgin, who is here named as Notre-Dame de Groseau (Our lady 

of Groseau). The cupola is remarkable for its decoration, the symbols of the four evangelists as well as two benedictine 

monks. The rich style of the 12th and 13th centuries is an example of Roman Provençal art. 

  

The fame of the site comes from its papal associations. In fact the first Avignon Pope, Clement V (1264-1314), made 

Malaucène his favourite holiday retreat every year between 1309 and 1313, he called it, « The garden of my delights. » 

Inside you can view murals in red and white which are believed to have been executed by Clement V, himself. 

 

Clement V by Taddeo Gaddi, fresco of the convent of the Dominicans of Santa Maria del Fiore in Florence (source: Wikipedia) 

 The Pope brought his administration with him and received ambassadors and persons of high importance. In those 

times it was a hive of activity and many hundreds thronged Malaucène. Pope Clement V built conventional buildings 

adjoining his palace and a tower on a neighbouring hill, the remains of which are, to this day, incorporated in a house. 

Take a look at the remarkable reverse side of the high wall of the cross. 



 

The crises of the Middle Ages (repeated famines, plague outbreaks and the effects of the Hundred Years War) were 

followed by the departure of the monks and the buildings falling into ruin. Visitations of the Protestants during the 

Wars of Religion (1560) did nothing to help. The property (and its revenues) passed to the Metropolitan Chapter of 

Avignon (the Canons of Notre-Dame des Doms). 

 

Around 1665 miracles were said to have taken place in the Chapel. The local authorities were infected by the 

widespread fervour and crowds rushed to the bishop of Vaison. A hermit lived in an apartment which had been built 

around and above the main entrance. The Chapel became part of a devotional route which stretched from the parish 

church of Saint-Michael in Malaucène to a wooden cross planted on the summit of Mount Piaud, adjacent to the 

Chapel of Saint Sidoine. 



During the Revolution, with the general refusal to pay tithes, the « Church » no longer existed as it did before. Religion 

was banned and in 1796 churches were deemed properties of the State, and sold. Fervent Catholics bought the 

churches, in order to protect them to Parish Associations which they called the Establishment (1827-1831). 

 

 The last hermit left the Chapel in the 1840s. Thanks to the perseverance of certain Malaucènians the site 

was classified as a very Early Historic Monument which paved the way for the external façade to be renewed 

at the expense of the State (1854-1856). It was also classified as a Chapel of Refuge in 1865, officially 

recognising it as a place of religion. The hermitage was removed from the main façade in 1909. 

 

An enormous pilgrimage of 6,000 people took place in the summer of 1873, according to dates on the altars, an 

expression of the nationwide wish of Catholics to return to the monarchy, the Republic, however, triumphed and in 

1883 processions were forbidden. Secularism won the battle in the separation of the State and Church (1905-1906). 

 

 

 

The practice of religion diminished and progressively tourism grew. Being close to the source of the Groseau with its 

adjacent recreation and festive areas and together with its architectural interest and rich history, Notre-Dame de 

Groseau became a very popular tourist attraction – even before the building of the road to the summit of Mont-

Ventoux, which opened in 1934. 

 


