DECONSTRUCTING THE BARBARIANS
BETWEEN MYTH AND REALITY

(“Marcos Valcárcel” Cultural Centre)

Before the “Invasions/Great Migrations”, the Barbarians and the Romans were already living together. Rome frequently resorted to the Barbarians as mercenary troops to defend their borders, in exchange for land and social prestige, even leading the Roman Imperial army. While in the centre and north of Europe – its places of origin – the term used is that of Migrations, in the south of the continent this episode is known as Invasions. The image of the barbarian as ‘wild and uncivilized’ was a skilful construction of the Roman intellectual elite, creator of the barbarian world. We must, therefore, ‘deconstruct’ the stereotypes about the Barbarians, to approach their reality. In this sense, the funerary world is a privileged scenario. Between the 4th and 5th centuries, we observe a standardisation in the burials of the barbarian elites, adopting a common clothing style, the ‘Danubian fashion’, visible from the Pontic area to the north of Africa via Gallaecia. The movements that took place in Europe between the 4th and 6th centuries create the context for the creation of the Suevic Kingdom. The name of Suebians had a great prestige among the Barbarians, a reason for its adoption by the aristocratic group coalesced around a royal lineage led by a Suebian “military chief”. The geographical scope of the Suevic Kingdom included all Gallaecia and surrounding areas. Its political dominance essentially materializes in various gold and silver monetary sets. In the funerary world, we can also observe certain elements derived from its presence and influence in the Galician-Roman society. 

CHRISTIANIZATION AND TERRITORY

IN THE GALLAECIA OF THE SUEVIC TIMES
(St. María Nai Church)

In the post-Roman Western Europe, Christianity was not a novelty. When Constantine I passed the “Edict of Milan” (313), Christianity became the official religion of the Empire. At the beginning of the 5th century, when the Suebians, Vandals and Alans settle in Gallaecia, Christianity was present but still in an early stage of implantation. We can divide the process of Christianization in Gallaecia into two phases: the origins and first development, between the 4th and first half of the 6th century; and the formalisation and expansion, from the mid-6th century. The first was a stage of coexistence between pagan and Christian practices, defined by unique phenomena of interaction and cultural syncretism, marked by the prominence of the Galician-Roman and Hispanic-Roman elite, vital in the establishment of an administrative ecclesiastical structure in the territory. From the mid-6th century, a substantial change took place in the process of Christianization in the northwest of the Iberian Peninsula. It is what we have called the ‘St. Martin Effect’, due to the transcendental consequences that his activity generated in the Galician-Roman society and among the Suevic ruling elite. That is why he is known as the ‘Apostle of the Suebians’. The relationship and interaction between the Catholic Church and the Suevic monarchy must be understood within the context of the conversion processes (both Catholic and Arian sides of Christianity) as a mechanism of socio-political differentiation and identity. The ‘Parochiale Suevorum’ – a unique document throughout the Latin West – is a paradigmatic example of the “St. Martin Effect” in Gallaecia. In the second half of the 6th century, there was an enhancement of the constructive activity linked to the Christian elites, symptom and consequence of the implementation of an ecclesiastical administration of the territory marked by a strong hierarchy, although with different rhythms and intensity.

LIVING WITH THE SUEBIANS IN GALLAECIA

(Municipal Museum of Ourense)

The arrival and settling of the Suebians in Gallaecia did not alter the own internal evolutionary dynamics of the Galician-Roman society throughout the 5th and 6th centuries. Nevertheless, the disappearance of the Roman political-administrative context together with the absence of a direct territorial possession had prompted changes, linked to a great extent with the process of Christianization. The settlement structures and settlement patterns characteristic of the late-Roman period are still valid in the late-antique Gallaecia. The high-altitude settlements, the forts - castros, maintained a specific occupation in the 5th and 6th centuries, either being ‘reoccupied’ at the beginning of the 5th century or, exceptionally, created at that time. The plain settlements (villae and vici) also prolonged, in many cases, their occupation during the 5th and 6th centuries, though resulting in significant transformations caused by the progressive introduction of Christianity. In the same way, in the urban areas (the civitas), the promotion to bishoprics gave way to a significant transformation of appearance through the Christianization of their topography, launching the bases to what would be the ‘medieval city’. The demand generated by the elites of the time (mostly religious ones) allowed not only the maintenance but also the intensification of commercial and exchange activity during the 5th and 6th centuries, both in rural areas and especially in urban areas.
