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Abstract

The presence of the Visigoths on the Iberian Peninsula went through certain crucial junctures in which the Tarraconensis province 
was the site of the manoeuvres of a people seeking a place to settle within the Roman Empire. In 418, they reached a pact (foederatio) 
which ushered in the period of the Kingdom of Toulouse, located in Aquitaine. Increasing pressure from the Franks led to the Battle of 
Vouillé in 507, which forced the Visigoths to retreat towards the Tarraconensis. Barcinona became the royal headquarters in the first 
half of the 6th century during the Ostrogoth protectorate, with Kings Gesalec, Amalaric and Theudis. We shall present a summary of 
the impact that the arrival of the Visigoths had on cities like Tarracona, Barchinona and Egara, along with the transformation of the 
habitat, walled villages and military fortifications, and the gradual abandonment of the Roman villas in light of recent historical-ar-
chaeological research.
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Introduction: Geographic and 
chronological framework

It is always somewhat artificial to delimit part of a broader 
territory, such as the Roman Tarraconensis province, 
which was a single unit when it was created. The east of 
the Tarraconensis corresponds to Catalonia today, the 
area we shall focus on in this article. However, in order to 
more broadly cover the history and archaeology of this 
territory between the end of the ancient world and the 
start of the Middle Ages, we must extend our sights to the 
rest of the Iberian Peninsula, the southern part of Gaul, 
northern Italy and the Mediterranean in general.

With regard to the time factor, it is equally difficult to 
establish precise coordinates for the “Visigothic period”, 
given that at first the Visigoths were part of the Roman 
army and acted in favour of different usurpers of the Em-
pire in the early 5th century. At the end of the period, 
some Visigothic nobles survived several years after the 
Battle of Guadalete in 711, which marked the arrival of 
the Saracens and the beginning of the mediaeval period.

Historiographic notes

Visigothism, and all historical studies referring to the 
Visigothic period in general, have been imbued with an 
array of political connotations since their inception in the 
Middle Ages. The main reason is that subsequent history 
has always viewed the Visigoths as a model of royal pow-
er, territorial unity and religious unification, especially 
with the Visigoths’ conversion to Catholicism at Third 
Council of Toledo in 589. The Asturian kings proclaimed 
themselves their successors, and the Catholic Kings and 
Habsburg monarchs – especially Philip II, who was a dev-
otee of Hermenegild as a martyr for the Catholic faith – 
held the Visigothic kings up as a model of theocratic roy-
alty, as did the Bourbons. The historiography which 
fostered these values from the 13th to the 18th centuries is 
represented by figures like Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada (De 
rebus Hispaniae, 18th century), Ambrosio de Morales, a 
historian in the court of Philip II, and Father Enrique 
Flórez (España sagrada, 18th century), while in the 19th 
century, the seminal work of Modesto Lafuente and José 
Amador de los Ríos was imbued with this discourse. A ro-
mantic nationalistic movement was germinating at that 
time, fertilised by the War of Independence against Na-
poleon, which sought to enshrine the Visigoths as the fa-
thers of the “Spanish Nation”.1 This movement also took 
root in 19th-century literature and painting; indeed, one 
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of the most famous examples, Muñoz Degrain’s The Con-
version of Reccared, hangs in the Senate today.

However, if Visigothism in general and Visigothic ar-
chaeology specifically are remembered for anything, it is 
the way they were used as political weapons during fas-
cism. In the early years of the Franco dictatorship (1939-
1944), Visigothic archaeology was placed at the service of 
the Third Reich by Julio Martínez Santa Olalla, who was 
the director of the Comisaría de Excavaciones Arqueológi-
cas (Office of Archaeological Excavations). His excava-
tions of Visigothic necropolises, such as the one in Cas-
tiltierra (Segovia), sought to prove the kinship between 
the Visigoths and the Central European race and conse-
quently the “purity” of the Spanish race. There is wide-
spread acknowledgement of the SS’s influence via the An-
henerbe and the visit organised by Martínez Santa Olalla 
so that the Reichsfürer Heinrich Himmler could see the 
National Archaeology Museum of Madrid (MAN) to see 
the Visigothic bronzes, in addition to the aforementioned 
excavations in Castiltierra and Toledo as the former capi-
tal of the Visigothic kingdom. After the defeat of Nazism 
in 1945, during what we could consider the second part of 
the Franco regime, Visigothism shifted to emphasise ter-
ritorial and religious unification, the convergence be-
tween the throne and the altar – as has been perennial in 
Spanish historiography – but this time to legitimise the 
power of Franco, “Caudillo por la gracia de Dios” (leader 
by the grace of God).2 Thus, National Catholicism adopt-
ed many of the premises of the historical studies on the 
Visigothic kings, which were not always objective, and 
they did so to such an extent that they permeated these 
studies even after the end of the dictatorship.

Given this backdrop, it is easy to understand how the 
Germanic ethnic component was crucial in the early de-
velopment of Visigothic archaeology and in historical 
studies. Thus, the Visigothic presence could only be de-
tected by finding the characteristic belt buckles or brooch-
es, primarily in the grave goods in burial sites. However, 
in recent years doubt has been cast even on these bronzes, 
which have long been the main items used to identify the 
Visigothic presence. In this sense, the reflection by Gisela 
Ripoll and Eduardo Carrero is quite interesting; they 
question whether the individuals in the burials in the ne-
cropolis of La Meseta – dated from the late 5th to the late 
6th centuries (Castiltierra, Duratón, El Carpio de Tajo, 
etc.) – are truly Visigothic in origin. One of their most im-
portant objections is that these materials are not found in 
Gallia Narbonensis, and if they do appear it is from the 
time when it was a part of Septimania under the power of 
the Kingdom of Toledo.3

Visigothic archaeology or archaeology 
from the Visigothic period?

Given this scientifically and politically fraught historio-
graphic context, it is unquestionably to Pere de Palol’s 

credit that he defended an “archaeology of the Visigothic 
period” which encompassed both Palaeo-Christian tradi-
tions – in the Mediterranean area – and the “particulari-
ties” of the barbarian peoples, especially the visigothorum 
gentes. From his chair at the Universidad de Valladolid in 
the 1950s, he promoted studies on “Spanish-Visigothic 
art”, thus countering the stature that the Franco regime 
had given to the ethnic aspect of this historical period.4 In 
1969, Pere de Palol secured the first chair in Palaeo-Chris-
tian and Mediaeval Archaeology at the Universitat de 
Barcelona, from which he served as the teacher of genera-
tions of archaeologists. He also launched gatherings of 
experts from the Iberian Peninsula (Gatherings of Span-
ish Palaeo-Christian Archaeology, with six editions be-
tween 1967 and 2003) and catapulted Spanish research 
onto the international scene. Recognition of his contribu-
tions was confirmed when he was bestowed a Doctor 
honoris causa by the Pontificio Istituto di Archeologia 
Christiana of Rome in 2000.5

To study the Tarraconensis in the late Roman and 
Visigothic periods, the last text overseen by P. de Palol 
– along with Antoni Pladevall – from the first volume of 
Catalunya Romànica, Del Romà al Romànic is still a semi-
nal must-read.6 Despite the fact that it has been around 
for 20 years, many of the contributions still remain valid 
today, while acknowledging the archaeological discover-
ies since then.

In the past 30 years, archaeology of the Visigothic peri-
od, now freed from the tensions between romanticism 
and Germanism, has been aligned with international 
studies on late antiquity, which also encompasses the 
Spanish-Roman and Visigothic worlds. Christian archae-
ology falls within this strain of research, as it studies the 
material features of buildings and elements of the liturgi-
cal furnishings of this period, as well as the transforma-
tion of cities and the evolution of the rural landscape and 
its inhabited nuclei.7

The Visigoths in the cities

Late ancient culture was eminently urban, thus continu-
ing one of the most characteristic features of Roman civi-
lisation. Far from the historiographic clichés which 
claimed that classical splendour had been engulfed by the 
catastrophes of barbarian invasions and the abandon-
ment of cities and had fled to take refuge in the country-
side because of the dire economic crisis starting in the 3rd 
century, cities did survive during the Visigothic period, 
even though they underwent major transformations.

Recently, archaeological knowledge of some of cities in 
the Tarraconensis during late antiquity and the Visigoth-
ic period has been enhanced. The most noteworthy cities 
are Tarraco, Barcino and Egara. A great deal of work re-
mains to be done, especially if we consider the wealth of 
information provided by the written sources on the 
prominence of cities like Ilerda (Lleida), Gerunda (Giro-
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na), Osona (Vic), Empuriae (Empúries) and Dertosa 
(Tortosa) during the Visigothic period, all of them epis-
copal sees. And they are joined by the cities in the Gallia 
Narbonensis, such as Narbonne, Carcassonne, Magalone 
and Elne (Iliberris), which were part of Visigothic Septi-
mania and played a very important role until the end of 
the Visigothic reign with King Achila II (700-713). How-
ever, let us examine several of these cities in further detail.

Tarraco, the capital of the Tarraconensis
Tarragona had been the Romans’ gateway to the Iberian 
Peninsula and the first capital of their Citerior province, 
which was later named the Tarraconensis. Tarraco was 
extremely important in early Christianity. Some people 
even claim that Saint Paul stayed in the city to fulfil his 
punishment of exile.8 However, if the city stands out for 
one thing in the origins of Christianity, it is the martyr-
dom of Saints Fructuosus, Augurius and Eulogius, vic-
tims of the persecution of Valerian in 259. The worship of 
its martyrs – whose acts of martyrdom are the oldest 
known in Hispania – had a crucial impact in the develop-
ment of the Christian city and the gradual transformation 
of the Roman capital. A martyr worship centre was built 
– the largest one known in the pars occidentis of the Em-
pire – consisting of two basilicas, the southern one con-
taining the remains of the martyrs on the former land of 
the Tabacalera factory, excavated by Msgn. Serra i Vilarò, 
and the other, located further north, known as the basilica 
of Parc Central, which was excavated in the 1990s. Both 
basilicas have been dated from the 5th century, with the 
southern one perhaps built 30 years before the northern 
one.9 A large necropolis was developed around them near 
the two main arteries leading south and inland.

This new neighbourhood in the city led the suburban 
area around the port to grow steadily until it reached the 
necropolis and the bridge over the Tulcis (Francolí) River. 
This area, which has recently been the subject of archaeo-
logical interventions, seems to have been quite vital until 
the late 7th century, most likely driven by trade.10

However, returning to the martyrial topography of 
Fructuosus, Augurius and Eulogius, we should also high-
light the amphitheatre as the backdrop of the passio. The 
importance of this site was so engraved in the collective 
memory of the faithful residents that the integrity of the 
monument was maintained – and not despoiled like other 
Roman constructions in the city – as if it were a triumph 
of Christianity over the pagan barbarism of public execu-
tions. Archaeology has not revealed whether there is any 
kind of remembrance or trophy on the site where the 
martyrs were condemned to the punishment of vivicom-
burium (being burnt alive), although it can be guessed at 
from hymn VI of Prudentius’ Liber Peristephanon. What 
archaeology has revealed is that a basilica was built in the 
arena of the amphitheatre in the late 6th or early 7th cen-
turies, at the height of the Visigothic period, which has 
been the subject of several studies in recent years.11

One of the most jealously guarded questions harboured 
in Christian Tarraco is the Palaeo-Christian and Visigothic 
cathedral. Even though excavations and geophysical sur-
veys have been conducted within the Gothic building in 
recent years, it has never been identified. However, there 
signs of a major remodelling of the provincial forum in the 
6th century, even though it started to be dismantled in  
the 5th century. The location of the episcopal see in the up-
per part of the city, beneath or near the current Gothic ca-
thedral, is still just speculative discourse at this point, yet the 
signs make it quite likely. One of them is the discovery of a 
privileged tomb dated from the 6th century, accompanied 
by a small liturgical vessel, which points to the buried per-
son’s identification as a member of the Church aristocracy.12 
The other is the identification of structures in the Col·legi 
d’Arquitectes which seem to have been part of the episcopal 
complex.13 According to the latest proposals, the Visig-
othic cathedral would have been located between the apse 
of the mediaeval cathedral and the main hall of the site of 
imperial worship.14 However, this still remains pending.

The bishops of Tarraco served as metropolitans of the 
Tarraconensis province throughout the entire Visigothic 

Figure 1. Map of the city of Tarragona in 
late antiquity and the expansion of the port 
district, according to J. M. Macias (ICAC). 
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period. They were in charge of calling the councils, even 
though we are only aware of the one held in the city in 
516. For the remaining council gatherings, they chose a 
variety of sites within the province, although the metro-
politan was always present.

Unlike Barcino, which played a prominent role in the 
political events in the Visigoths’ penetration into the Tar-
raconensis – as we shall see below – Tarraco did not seem 
to be of particular interest to the Visigothic monarchs. 
The kings clearly preferred Barcino as more or less tem-
porary headquarters, for reasons unknown. Some re-
searchers stress the Roman-ness of the capital of the Tar-
raconensis, which remained faithful to the Empire to the 
very end and must have contained the bulk of the Hispa-
no-Roman population and the military contingents faith-
ful to Rome.15

The Christian city of Tarraco has been the subject of 
numerous historical-archaeological studies, including the 
Cathedral Steering Plan16 and two doctoral theses, the 
one cited above by Andreu Muñoz Melgar,17 and the one 
by Meritxell Pérez, which takes a more historical vantage 
point.18 Likewise, in 2013 the Institut Català d’Ar queo lo-
gia Clàssica published the monograph entitled Tarraco 
christiana civitas, which was a sort of literature review of 
the knowledge of Tarragona in the Palaeo-Christian and 
Visigothic eras.19 Finally, in November 2018, this city was 
the site of the VII Reunió d’Arqueologia Cristiana His-
pànica as part of the 4th Tarraco Biennial, where many 
contributions from studies currently underway on Tàrra-
co were discussed.20

Barcino, imperial headquarters and royal seat
The city of Barcino became so prominent with the Visig-
oths that it is even believed to have rivalled Tarraco as the 
capital of the province. What we know from the written 
sources leaves no room for doubt: in the early 5th century, 
Barcelona was chosen as the imperial headquarters and 
royal seat before the arrival of the Visigoths.

One of the first political events that point to Barcino as 
the imperial headquarters is the one featuring Maximus 
the Usurper in the early 5th century. He was a Hispanic 
libertus who was proclaimed augustus in the Tarraconen-
sis province with the assistance of General Gerontius, the 
usurper of Constantine III who had been governing Gaul 
since 407. Even though the historian Zosimus (Historia 
nova, VI.5 and IX.12) mentioned that Maximus’ procla-
mation took place in Tarragona, the numismatic discov-
eries in archaeology sites within the city prove that Maxi-
mus chose Barcelona to mint the currencies that he 
issued.21 The establishment of the mint in Barcino, with 
coins commemorating his proclamation as augustus be-
tween 410 and 411, leads us to posit that this usurper es-
tablished the capital in Barcelona, not in Tarragona,22 as 
Zosimus claimed.

Just four years later – in 415 – Barcino was once again 
the site of an episode with the involvement of the Visig-
oths for the first time, specifically King Athaulf and Galla 

Placidia. The latter, the sister of Honorius, had been kid-
napped by King Alaric I during the sacking of Rome in 
410 with the intention of pressuring the emperor to grant 
them land in which to settle. When Alaric died, he was 
succeeded by Athaulf, who married the imperial princess 
in Narbonne, the city where they had fled after being 
beaten by General Constantine, who was faithful to Hon-
orius; during this retreat southward, they stopped in Bar-
celona. Here, Athaulf not only watched as his plans to 
strengthen himself by marrying into the imperial family 
vanished, but they also lost a son, tellingly named Theo-
dosius, who was murdered by a member of his army. 
Sigeric, who lasted no more than a week, was chosen in 
the same city and then succeeded by Wallia. The latter fi-
nally managed to sign the foedus with General Constan-
tine, who provided them with land in Aquitaine where 
the Visigoths could settle, thus ushering in the Kingdom 
of Toulouse in 418.

The presence of the Visigoths in Barcino, with kings 
Athaulf, Sigeric and Wallia within a little over one year, is 
hardly tantamount to making it an intentionally chosen 
capital city. It was instead more a fleeting, isolated epi-
sode. The reason Athaulf decided to stop in Barcelona as 
he fled from Narbonne is still unknown. He could have 
chosen other urban nuclei like Empúries or Girona, 
which were much closer to the zone disputed with the 
troops of the honoriatii. Some have proposed the appro-
priateness of a walled city like Barcelona as a place of re-
sistance,23 but Girona, which was closer, was also walled. 
Some also associate Athaulf’s choice with the recent procla-
mation of Maximus the usurper in Barcelona. Within 
such a short time, there was nary a trace of his presence 
there. What does seem fairly clear is that after the King-
dom of Toulouse was created, the written sources cease 
mentioning the city as the site of important events in the 
Visigothic court.

Archaeologically, not much can be related to this first 
foray by the Visigoths in Barcino. However, we do know 
the location of the cathedral underneath the current loca-
tion, from which a basilical hall and a first baptistry from 
the 4th century have been identified. The discovery was 
made by A. Duran i Sanpere in the course of the construc-
tion of a sewer network, and when he identified pave-
ments of opus signinum, bases and columns and remains 
of chancels, he thought he had found the Christian basili-
ca.24 Years later, the baptistry was found during excava-
tions (1968-1983) with the participation of Pere de Palol.25 
The conviction that this was the basilica of worship took 
root among experts, myself included,26 until the re-exca-
vation and interpretation undertaken by the Museu 
d’Història de la Ciutat de Barcelona under the oversight of 
Julia Beltrán de Heredia – with the assistance of Charles 
Bonnet – refuted this interpretation and suggested that 
the room was part of the bishop’s architecture of power.27

On the other hand, the results of the archaeological in-
vestigations of the city’s domestic architecture in the 4th 
and 5th centuries demonstrate that there were large do-
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mus decorated with late mosaics and paintings, which in-
dicate a very Roman lifestyle. No element has been found 
in these homes which leads us to posit the presence of 
Visigoths.28 The grid of streets is also apparently con-
served. The domus of Sant Iu became the embryo of the 
episcopal cluster: the 5th-century episcopal palace was 
built above it, although the archaeological information on 
it is not too clear given that a new episcopal palace which 
obscured it was built the following century. One of most 
interesting aspects of the palace is that its foundations use 
materials from the forum (inscriptions, bases with 
moulding and pedestals), which means that many of its 
buildings were most likely no longer in use in the early 
5th century and had become quarries for new construc-
tions. The reception hall of the episcopal nucleus also 
dates from the 5th century; it is paved with opus signinum 
and has a prominent place set aside for the bishop to pre-
side over his audiences.29

If Barcino could be considered the capital of the Visig-
othic kings in any period, it was in the 6th century. Both 
the written texts and archaeology show this, and the his-
torical-archaeological interpretation has developed con-
siderably in the past 20 years, as we shall see below. How-
ever, first we shall analyse what the sources say about the 
events involving the Visigothic kings which transpired in 
the city of Barcelona.

In the early 6th century, after the Battle of Vouillè in 
507, the Franks expelled the Visigoths from Aquitaine 
and forced them to move southeast. They set up their cap-
ital in Narbonne, and the kingdom was limited to the 
coastal regions. The pressure from the Merovingian 
Franks forced the Visigoths to move towards Hispania, 
and Barcelona played a very important role as a rear-
guard city, as it had done in the 5th century with Athaulf, 
although this time more consistently. Alaric II died on the 
battlefield and was succeeded by his bastard son Gesalec, 
who usurped the throne from Amalaric, the legitimate 
heir to the crown and the grandson of the Ostrogothic 
king Theodoric the Great.30 Gesalec made Barcino his 
royal headquarters, if we can believe the Cronica Caesa-
raugustana, which states that the king himself killed Goi-
aric – who supported Amalaric – in the palace of Barcelo-
na in 510.31 Isidore of Seville offers another version of 
events: Gesalec took refuge in Barchinona after being de-
feated in Narbonne by the troops of the King of Burgun-
dy, Gundobad. Theodoric deprived him of the throne and 
Gesalec fled towards Africa to seek the help of the Vandals; 
after that, he went to Aquitaine, and from there he re-
turned to Hispania, heading to Barcelona. There, he was 
pursued by the Ostrogoths under the command of Gen-
eral Ibbas at the twelfth milestone until past the Druan-
tius (Durance) River in Gaul, where he died in 511.32

The Ostrogoths took the initiative of protecting the 
young Amalaric, ushering in a period which in the Cata-
lan historiography has been named the “Ostrogothic in-
terregnum” (intermedi ostrogot, 507-526)33 by R. 
D’Abadal – during which King Theodoric served as a re-

gent until his own death. In fact, this era was characterised 
by being one of the most permissive and prolific in terms 
of council meetings of the Catholic bishops from the Tar-
raconensis, which are dated by the reference to the year of 
the King Regent Theodoric or by Amalaric himself; they 
include the Council of Tarragona (516), the Council of 
Girona (517), the 2nd Council of Toledo (527), the Coun-
cil of Lleida (546) and the Council of Valencia (549).34

This tolerance in the Ostrogothic period contrasts with 
the anti-Catholic attitude of King Amalaric, as reported 
by Gregory of Tours. Amalaric was proclaimed king of 
the Visigoths in 526, once his grandfather Theodoric had 
died, and in order to create stronger bonds with the 
Franks he married Clotilde, the daughter of King Clovis I, 
the first king of the Franks who converted to Catholicism. 
According to Gregory of Tours, the Arian king Amalaric 
mistreated his wife because of her Catholic devoutness 
and forced her to be re-baptised in the Arian faith, until 
the queen enlisted the help of her brother, the Frankish 
king, Childebert I. The Merovingian Franks invaded Nar-
bonne, and Amalaric was forced to flee to Barcelona, 
where he died in 531, his throat slit by his own soldiers.35

He was succeeded by Theudis, an Ostrogothic general 
who had been at the helm for many years during the “Os-
trogothic interregnum” (intermedi ostrogot) and was now 
proclaimed king of the Visigoths, independent from 
Ravenna (531-548). The historiography seems to suggest 
that he established his sedes regia in Barchinona, even 
though the written sources do not specify this. Via Isi-
dore, we know that Theudis attacked the Franks from the 
Tarraconensis;36 however, his move to Barcino is purely 
conjecture. Researchers like P. de la C. Díaz claim that 
King Theudis himself set up the capital of the kingdom in 
Toledo, at least in 546, when he enacted his famous law 
on trial costs.37 If we accept this argument, Barcelona 
would have ceased being his royal see in the mid-6th cen-
tury. Yet what must be accepted without question is that 
after these dates, the centre of Visigothic power shifted 
towards the more central regions of the Iberian Peninsula 
in order to make it possible to conquer more lands from 
the Swabians to the northwest and the Vandals to the 
south. Furthermore, it should be borne in mind that 552 
marked the start of the incursions by the Byzantines, who 
would occupy Cartagena and much of the east and south-
east of the peninsula, and that to bolster themselves they 
would have to occupy strategic positions equidistant from 
both focal points of conflict.

What we can infer from the data from written sources 
is that Barcino played an extremely important role as the 
royal headquarters and site of the court between 510 and 
546, most likely as a capital associated with the presence 
of the king, in the late Roman sense, just like the imperial 
sees for emperors’ more or less temporary sojourns. Once 
the court had been moved to Toledo, the government au-
thority – the comes – and a group of Visigoths must have 
moved to the city and lived alongside the Hispanic Ro-
mans until the arrival of the Arabs.
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The archaeological data reveal a fairly drastic change in 
the urban structure and household architecture in the 6th 
century. The large houses which had existed inside the 
wall in the 4th and 5th centuries disappeared, and instead 
much smaller and simpler housing units were built using 
all kinds of reused materials, even sculptural elements.38 
However, the road network and the land registry seem to 
have remained in place. This transformation may reveal a 
population change, which may be associated with the 
presence of Visigoths in the city.39

The suburban areas of the city also grew extensively. 
The suburbium included residential zones and a large belt 
of necropolises which ran from the northwest to the far 

southern zone; however, it was not found between the 
south and southeast, most like because this area was oc-
cupied by the coast and El Cagalell pond. The archaeo-
morphological analyses have enabled us to document a 
line of new roadways which connected the coastal moun-
tains with the delta, and itineraries and routes heading 
inland were upgraded, seemingly because of the develop-
ment of agricultural and livestock activities.40

One of the best-known aspects of the transformations 
made to Barcino in the 6th century is the evolution of its 
episcopal complex.

As mentioned above, the research project undertaken 
by MUHBA in the archaeological complex in Plaça del 

 

Figure 2. Barcino in the 6th 
century, according to J. Beltrán  
de Heredia.
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Rei, directed by Julia Beltrán de Heredia with the assis-
tance of Charles Bonnet, has borne fruit after 20 years of 
research. The archaeological interventions have revealed 
heavy monumentalisation of the first episcopal group 
from the 4th and 5th centuries, which fully transformed 
the topography of the city, given that it occupied almost 
one-fourth of it. The main basilica – which has not yet 
been excavated – is located under the current cathedral, 
but we know that it was connected to the baptistry, locat-
ed at its feet, following the most common layout of litur-
gical spaces in Spanish churches.41 The baptistry also un-
derwent considerable monumentalisation at the time: the 
pool was covered with a dome, the interior was decorated 
with paintings that imitate cladding with opus sectile or 
marble panels,42 plus an inscription which contains a for-
mula from the baptismal liturgy43 and ceiling paintings.44 
The initial nucleus was expanded with the construction of 
a cruciform church that had an associated cemetery (in-
side the walls), a new episcopal palace-fortress and several 
balnea, which – according to Beltrán de Heredia – must 
not have been for the bishop’s private use but instead for 
the pilgrims and faithful of the city.45

In the same period and same neighbourhood, what has 
been identified as the palace of civil authority, the comes 
civitatis, was built next to the cruciform church and the 
wall. It has a “U” shape which opens onto an interuallum 
following the line of the wall and is connected to the ring 
road around it by stairs. Buckles from military belts were 
found in the excavations, which reveal the presence of a 
detachment, probably in relation to the residence of the 
comes.46

Beltrán de Heredia proposes a date for this monu-
mentalisation of the church/government complex in the 
second half of the 6th century, specifically between 530 
and 595 judging from the materials that appear in the 
archaeological sites (ceramics and coins) and the car-
bon-14 dating obtained from the mortar in the founda-
tions.47 It is clearly a chronological arc of 65 years, an 
overly long period at a time when the breakneck speed 
of events in the political history of the monarchy in rela-
tion to Barcelona had not yet happened. The capital had 
already been moved to Toledo by the second half of the 
6th century; therefore, we should consider that the times 
of maximum civic activity in the episcopal complex 
must have been when the monarch had already left with 
his court for Toledo, yet he must have left a Visigothic 
military detachment and a primarily Arian community 
of faith.

However, we should bear in mind that it must not have 
been too long after the second half of the 6th century. If 
we think about the remodellings that date from this phase, 
this construction vitality cannot be related to the conver-
sion of Reccared at the 3rd Council of Toledo in 589, as it 
has been traditionally, because it is too late. In contrast, a 
mid-century date seems more likely given that this is the 
time when the rivalry between the Arians and Catholics 
was the fiercest, which must have sparked a wave of con-

struction in cities among the Arian and Catholic episco-
pal groups.48 This aspect, which had been pushed to the 
background by the research on Hispanic religious archi-
tecture – perhaps because of the lack of known differenc-
es between the liturgical functions of the spaces of wor-
ship in the two credos – has garnered special attention in 
recent years, especially around the excavations of the ba-
silica of the Martyred Saints Justus and Pastor.

These archaeological interventions were directed by 
Julia Beltrán de Heredia and conducted between 2011 and 
2014, thanks to an agreement between the parish and the 
Barcelona Town Hall. They brought to light the remains 
of a building of worship located south of the Roman fo-
rum: the tribolate apse of a basilica and the remains of the 
colonnade of the naves, a baptistry and a privileged tomb. 
The author interprets the complex as a second episcopal 
group and has developed a complex hypothesis which 
suggests situating the Catholic cathedral under the church 
of Saints Justus and Pastor, given that she claims that the 
episcopal complex in Plaça el Rei must have been occu-
pied by the Arian bishop and associated with the build-
ings that represented the power of the Visigoths, the epis-
copal palace-fortress and palace of the comes civitatis. 
This bishopric of Saints Justus and Pastor must have re-
tained its parish functions after the conversion to Cathol-
icism of Reccared and the Gothic people, given that the 
Catholic bishop would have “recovered” the cathedral 
with its Palaeo-Christian tradition.49

Even though this proposal is quite intriguing,50 it is 
nonetheless rather bold. The archaeological proof on 
which it rests is still fragmentary, and the first critical 
voices have emerged.51 New archaeological interventions 
will be needed to further our knowledge of this building 
of worship.52

Egara (Terrassa)
The site of the episcopal complex of Egara (Terrassa), 
which emerged over an originally Roman town, is closely 
connected to the Church see in Barcino. It is an episcopal 
cluster from the Palaeo-Christian and Visigothic era and 
one of the most thoroughly studied in recent years. The 
archaeological work done on this area between 1995 and 
2005 enabled the different phases in the development of 
this complex from the 4th to the 9th century in the Caro-
lingian era to be identified and described.53

The construction of the religious complex to serve as 
the church see is related to the actions of bishop Nundi-
narius from the Barcino see, who appointed Irenaeus as 
the bishop of Egara in 464. The see in Egara was then giv-
en land which had previously been owned by Barcelona, 
and it apparently split off from Barcelona, although it was 
not one of its suffragan dioceses. This appointment did 
not follow canonical rules, even though it had the backing 
of the community and the bishops in the province. Nun-
dinarius broke the canonical rules by appointing Irenaeus 
as his successor in the Barcelona see in his will; this aber-
rant act in canonical law prompted the admonishment of 
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Pope Hilarius, and Irenaeus remained in Egara after Nun-
dinarius’ death.54

In the mid-5th century, dovetailing with its promotion 
to cathedral status, archaeological studies have managed to 
identify a phase in the construction of the pre-existing 
complex which totally changed the (pre-episcopal) inte-
rior design and even seems to have been left unfinished in 
some areas. The new project – under the oversight of Ire-
naeus – seems to have been a lengthy project that was not 
completed until the mid-6th century. It was comprised of 
three buildings of worship set on three terraces on a de-
scending plane from the south, where the bishop’s resi-
dential complex, the episcopal palace, was built. The sec-
ond terrace held Santa Maria cathedral, which was 
reformed on top of previous buildings and had been dedi-
cated to Christian worship since the 4th century, and next 
to it on the same level was a martyrial or funereal building, 
currently Sant Miquel church.55 Sant Pere church, which 
archaeologists claim56 served as a parish church, was built 
on the far north atop the third terrace; it had three naves 
and a trilobate apse. Future archaeological exploration 
will be needed to clarify its relationship with the other 
buildings, although it seems to share the same architec-
tural programme.57 The complex, which was surrounded 
by funerary corridors, had a central courtyard with a cen-
tral well and was surrounded by an enclosure that delim-
ited the episcopal compound.

The many years it took to build the complex in Egara, 
between the mid-5th century and the year 700, ensconces 
it fully within the Visigothic period. Worth noting is the 
spectacular nature of the complex, where entire buildings 
are conserved, such as Sant Miquel church, which dates 
from the mid-6th century. In fact, the last remodelling of 
the apse of Santa Maria – which also seems to correspond 
with the apse of Sant Pere – was identified based on the 
amphorae from North Africa dated from between 550 
and 700 which were used to fill the vaults.58

The written sources reveal a vital scene in the Egara see, 
which participated in the council meetings of the Tarra-
conensis, as well as in the national councils held in Tole-

do. However, given its uniqueness, it is worth noting that 
a provincial council was held in Terrassa in 614.59 It is to-
tally exceptional for a council assembly to gather in a 
small see, so we believe that this tells us about some kind 
of inauguration of improvements to the see, which could 
also have repercussions when reinterpreting the archaeo-
logical and monumental structures.60

The fortifications: castra, oppidum  
and borderlands

Without a doubt, one of the most important facts that we 
know about Egara based on texts revolves around the fig-
ure of bishop Nebridius, because he placed the see on the 
map of strategic cities in the Visigothic kingdom in the first 
half of the 6th century. As we know from Isidore of Se-
ville, Nebridius of Egara had three brothers who were also 
bishops: Elpidius of Huesca, Justus of Urgell and Jus-
tinian of Valencia.61 Based on prosopographic studies, Jo-
sep Vilella reached the conclusion that they were only 
brothers via their mother, and given that Isidore only de-
scribed Nebridius and Elpidius as nobilissimi, he posits 
that they were brothers of the same father with a higher 
social status than the father of Justus and Justinian, the 
two younger sons.62

All four brothers came from an aristocratic family from 
the Tarraconensis, but the sees they administered were so 
diverse and far-flung that we should discard an investi-
ture related to roots in the land and the local elites.63 All 
four exercised their episcopacy at a crucial time during 
the minority of Amalaric and the period immediately 
thereafter, when the Visigothic monarchs won independ-
ence from the oversight of the Ostrogoths. Unlike Egara, 
Huesca, Urgell and Valencia were outlying or peripheral 
cities within the area dominated by the Ostrogothic king 
and his generals, largely corresponding to the eastern part 
of the Tarraconensis. To the north, Huesca and Urgell 
were close to the zone controlled by the Franks on the 
other side of the Pyrenees; to the south, Valencia may 

Figure 3. Aerial view of the episcopal complex of Egara (bishopric of Terrassa).
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have been on the sidelines of Ostrogothic influence, but 
the transfer of Justinian in around 531 must have been a 
direct appointment by King Theudis to counter the pres-
sure from the Byzantine troops who were arriving on the 
Balearic Islands in 534 and would end up occupying the 
eastern portion of the Peninsula in 552, turning Valencia 
into a border city.64 In this way, Valencia would be used to 
project the authority of the new monarchs over the Iberi-
an Peninsula, while it also sought to associate this city on 
the Turia River with the Ebro River Valley and the Tarra-
conensis, the centre of gravity of the Visigothic monarchy 
at that time.65

Research in recent years has extensively examined the 
fortifications in the northern part of the Tarraconensis, 
especially as different kinds of military settlements 
(turres, oppida, castella), as well as hill towns which were 
fortified on the initiative of the local powers. J. Avelino 
Gutiérrez González claims that they were the forerunners 
of the feudal fortifications, albeit analysed more from the 
perspective of the entire Iberian Peninsula.66 Specifically 
with regard to the eastern zone of the Tarraconensis, the 
unpublished thesis by V. Luis Pérez Garcia defended at 
the Universitat Rovira i Virgili in 2011 is worth noting, 
from which a very interesting article has been published.67

If we look northward, the Visigoths’ struggle with the 
Franks led them to choose Barcino as their rear-guard site 
because it had easy connections to the sea and was located 
along Via Augusta, as discussed above. At the times of 
greatest upheaval in the Ostrogothic intervention, Girona 
consolidated its importance because of the control it ex-
erted over Via Augusta, a roadway that linked the main 
cities at the time, namely Barcelona, Elne and Narbonne. 
Even later, Girona was midway along the road that con-
nected the Peninsula with Septimania.68

In the Alt Empordà is the castrum of Puig Rom, a 
walled settlement located on a hill which overlooks the 

Bay of Roses, a strategic location. It has a wall and quad-
rangular towers built using a technique quite similar to 
what is found in València la Vella, mentioned above. The 
site was excavated for the first time by Joaquim Folch i 
Torres in 1917, and 30 years later by Pere de Palol – be-
tween 1946 and 1947 – who was able to identify it as a 
castrum from the Visigothic era. However, Palol had re-
marked that the settlement may have not been exclusively 
military; instead, it might have been a hilltop defensive 
settlement above the neighbouring town of Roses, which 
had apparently been abandoned in the 7th century.69 The 
excavation was recently resumed with a new project car-
ried out between 2014 and 2017 by a team made up of re-
searchers from the Universitat de Girona, the Universitat 
Rovira i Virgili, the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona 
and the Institut Català d’Arqueologia Clàssica. They were 
able to clean and consolidate the sectors excavated by P. 
de Palol and open other points in the settlement and the 
wall. Even though the precise date of its founding has not 
been pinpointed, the latest discovery is that a remodelling 
was identified in one of the doors, which might reveal two 
phases of occupation.70

The fortifications of Les Cluses, which date from the 
Roman era but were still fully in use during the Visigothic 
period, are located in the mountain passes in the eastern 
Pyrenees. This pass is mentioned as a castrum quod voca-
tur Clausuras in the chronicle of Paulus’ rebellion in 
Septimania in 673 during the reign of King Wamba.71 Ar-
chaeologically, the turris of Panissars and the clausurae of 
Perthús or Portus are quite widely known, two castella 
which flank Via Augusta – Clusa Alta and Castell dels 
Moros – and control a narrow pass, which even has a gate 
in the middle of the Via Domitia in order to control the 
Pyrenees pass in this site.72

Another paradigmatic example is the Castellum Frac-
tum in Sant Julià de Ramis, called thus in the documenta-

Figure 4. Map of the Pyrenees region of 
the Tarraconensis with the main cities and 
fortifications, according to L. Pérez Garcia. 
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tion from the 9th century. The site has been the subject of 
several systematic archaeological interventions which 
have managed to describe the presence of a fortification 
as early as the 9th century, which was built in two phases, 
its completion dating from the 8th to 9th centuries.73 It 
consists in a quadrangular building surrounded by a wall 
with four towers, one on each corner; it is built of careful-
ly squared ashlars held together with lime mortar. This 
fortification is associated with a hamlet made of perisha-
ble and very poor materials; furthermore, a church dedi-
cated to the Doctors of the Church and a necropolis with 
tombs made of stone slabs were also identified. Obvious-
ly, this enclave was not exclusively military in purpose.74

Yet from a more strategic perspective of control over 
the roads, if we look westward, in the valleys of Andorra 
we can find the site of Sant Vicenç d’Enclar, a hilltop forti-
fication which controlled the pass from north to south. 
This was a very important pass given that the other side of 
the peak in the Garonne valley was the way to Toulouse, 
which was in Frankish hands.75 Based on the archaeologi-
cal data, the date when El Roc d’Enclar was founded has 
been pinpointed at between the second half of the 4th cen-
tury and the early 5th century, but it remained in full use 
during the Visigothic era, as proven by the discovery of 
metal items, primarily bronze, used for personal ornamen-
tation as part of the military uniforms. Noteworthy among 
these pieces is a type of buckle quite similar to the ones 
found in the Visigothic necropolis of Pampilona from the 
6th and 7th centuries, which is associated with the Swabi-
ans, who controlled this pass before the Visigoths did.

El Roc d’Enclar must have been part of a series of forts 
and watchtowers which served as a line of defence at the 
clausurae of the Pyrenees. The importance of the pass 
through the valleys of Andorra most likely determined its 
control from the city of Urgell, from which the military of-
fensive against the Franks could be coordinated.76 Howev-
er, Urgell does not seem to have been founded to replace 
the older Iulia Libica (Llívia), as some authors claim;77 in-
stead, the archaeological remains reveal a re-occupation of 
certain sectors in old Llívia by the military corps defending 

the Pyrenean passes, just as the neighbouring Urgell did. 
In fact, we are aware of a Castrum Libiae mentioned in the 
context of Duke Paulus’ rebellion against Wamba in 673.

Urgell most likely attained higher status as border city 
than Llívia. Recent archaeological interventions around 
Santa Maria church in La Seu d’Urgell have brought to light 
several buildings made with materials that date from the 
5th to 6th centuries.78 This is when the bishopric of Urgell 
must have been founded – as well as its counterpart in Car-
cassonne – as cities on the Frankish-Visigothic border. We 
should recall that bishop Justus and his brothers occupied 
the episcopal sees in the lands bordering with the Franks 
(Elpidius of Huesca and Justus of Urgell) and with the Byz-
antines (Justinian of Valencia). It is likely that they were 
directly appointed by king Theudis, as discussed above.

The hilltop settlements and the 
abandonment of the villas

Archaeology is revealing quite clearly how in the 6th and 
7th centuries, people converged in places that were easy 
to defend, in hilltop settlements or strategic enclaves on 
the banks of a river or by a roadway. As mentioned above, 
it goes without saying that many originally military nuclei 
ended up also becoming residential areas, perhaps to 
house the families of the officers or because of the increas-
ingly frequent concentration of people who depended on 
local power in the proto-feudal sense.

One clear example of a hilltop settlement that emerged 
in this era is Santa Cecilia de Els Altimiris (Sant Esteve de 
la Sarga, Pallars Jusà).79 This is a settlement located 900 
metres above sea level on the peak of Montsec d’Ares; sur-
rounded by forests, crop fields and livestock pastures, it 
was active between the 5th and 8th centuries. The diffi-
culty reaching it was a natural defence in itself; further-
more, there is a narrow pass between two rocky masses 
which made it easy to watch over. A church and wool-
working tools have also been identified, which reveal live-
stock husbandry. Homes measuring between 6 and 15 m2 
dug out from the rock and made with perishable materi-
als such as trunks and branches have also been identified. 
Three large cisterns were also built that could hold up to 
30,000 litres each. The excavators claim that this must 
have been a monastic nucleus associated with the hermet-
ic movements common in this era.80

One of the most emblematic settlements in the Visig-
othic Tarraconensis is El Bovalar (Seròs, Segrià). This is a 
cluster of homes which were built in the shelter of a 
church with a baptistry at its feet, leading us to believe 
that it may have been a parish church. Its strategic loca-
tion next to the Segre River gave it a river outlet and pro-
vided water for the crops, which the excavations have 
brought to light. The carpological (seed) analyses of 
grasses and fruit trees have revealed a rich, varied agricul-
tural practice. An oil press and two cellars with wine bot-
tles were also found, which are interpreted as being for 

Figure 5. Les Cluses, according to J. M. Nolla (drawing by F. Riart).
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community use. The excavators say that they have only 
been able to describe one construction phase. The settle-
ment came to an end by a fire, the ashes of which have 
yielded Visigothic tremisis from King Achila II (711-713), 
shortly before the arrival of the Saracens.81

This kind of settlement nuclei were the outcome of the 
end of the Roman villas, the vast majority of which were 
abandoned in the 5th and 6th centuries. The explanations 
for this phenomenon may include a major crisis, as well 
as the concentration of wealth in the hands of the increas-
ingly wealthy. The urban parts were often abandoned, the 
thermal facilities were amortised and the mosaic pave-
ments were no longer maintained, for example. In some 
cases, we can detect the occupancy of huts made of weak-
er materials, or even with the presence of tombs.

One exceptional case is Villa Fortunatus (Fraga, Hues-
ca), which is quite close to Bovalar. The villa has different 
phases, with many of its rooms paved in rich mosaics, a 
reception room, thermal baths and more.82 The villa was 
abandoned in the 5th century, but in the 6th century a ba-
silica was built with a baptistry at its feet which took ad-
vantage of two of the finer rooms. It seems clear that the 
owners no longer lived there, and the tombs around the 
peristyle were placed in the shelter of the church.83

The era of the Visigothic kings is a fascinating time 
which still jealously harbours many secrets for future gen-
erations of researchers.
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p. 283). This contradiction in the location of the city 
where Amalaric was killed, either Barcelona or Nar-

Catalan Historical Review-13.indb   21 07/10/2020   16:22:44



22   Cat. Hist. Rev. 13, 2020 Cristina Godoy Fernández 

bonne, is very important when identifying the existence 
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Murcia 2009, pp. 74-75.
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