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The underground monument at Santa Eulalia de Boveda

is a unique example in all western Europe of a building

with architectural and ornamental models more usual

in the classical eastern Mediterranean. Visitors find

themselves face to face with a robust and original front

embellished with mysterious reliefs and once he has

gone through the opening under what is possibly the

oldest horseshoe arch in the Iberian Peninsula, if not in

all Europe, he will be surprised and feel full of admiration

for the wall paintings, which are highly realistic and fill

the inside of the monument with colour.

The monument was discovered by Jose Maria Penado,

the parish priest, but it did not come to light until 1926

when the Artistic and Historical Monument Committee

of Lugo found out about its existence. Luis Lopez-Marti

directed the excavation work to recover this jewel of

cultural heritage in Calicia so everybody can enjoy it.

Apart from the obligatory tasks of conservation and

restoration, a road had to be built to provide access to

the site. It was declared a National Monument in 1931

and an Asset of Cultural Interest in 1985

There is no doubt about how extraordinary the discovery

was but it is a completely different matter to determine

basic questions such as when and what it was built for.

Paradoxically, the more the excavation process advanced,

the more questions arose aboutthe origins and use of

the building and various theories were suggested, all

very different: a pagan temple for worshipping pagan

deities, a Roman building for Christian worship, a Roman

building used as a Priscil l ian church, a Roman building

devoted to the nymphs and a Visigothic church.

Some of these opinions are still held and could even be

complementary if there were more than one cultural

phase at the building. This has generally been

accepted since the 1950's: a nymph shrine dating

back to the 4th century B.C., a health centre devoted

to the nymphs or to any other pagan god and

Drawing of the lost pictorial decoration,
belonging to one of the demolished fragments
from the central area of the vault. Published
by Helmut Schlunk in 1935.

Photograph of the inside of the monument in which
access stairs to the underground space from the upper
building can be seen. They were eliminated in the
restoration work at the end of the 1920's as they were
not considered original: "These stairs, due to the faulty
placing of the steps, completely different in size and
height, as well as the way they are joined to the wall
forming the above-mentioned arch, give the impression
of being a later addition to the original building".
On the floor there are blocks from the central part of
the vault with pictorial motifs which ore now lost.
This snapshot was published in 1928 by Luis Lopez-Martin,
responsible for the archeological work in which the
position of a funeral stele, reused as a step,
was marked with a cross.

Cross section of the monument elevation and the ground
plan according to the maintenance and restoration project
by architect Antonio Gonzalez Trigo in the 1970's.
The structures in the new work are highlighted in purple.
Ignorance of these and other interventions carried out
last century has led to inaccuracies in the study of the
monument. A recent case of an extreme error identified
the perimeter humidity chamber, built to protect the
monument from the water table, with an original Roman
structure for sacred birds to dwell in.



Funeral stele reused as a step.

Published by Martinez Moras in 1927 when the
inside of the monument had not been cleared up.
This photo makes us doubt that the pillars by the
pond are in their original place, given that, as can
be seen, fney were located on the higher levels of
the filling material.

The floor of the underground part of the monument at Santa Eulalia. Sketch
byAnxo Rodriguez Paz and Patricia Manana-Borrazas taken from the high definition
topography of the site.

later Christianised, especia l ly after Chamoso Lamas

discovered the pool under some flagstones in the

centre of the main hall. This new proof was

complemented by a fragment of a Roman altar

possibly left as a votive offering for a cure. This

also reinforced the theory of those who saw two

cripples making their suffering evident on a relief

which can be found on the north wall of the

atrium at the entrance.

Helmut Schlunk's proposal, according to which the

building was used forfunerals, is also most interesting.

This German researcher also found similarit ies in the

motifs present in the paintings at Boveda and pre-

Romanic Asturian art, a reflection of the clear influence

of the Classical world on the iconography programme

in the kingdom of Asturias. Unfortunately, as a

consequence of the poor choice of conservation and

restoration criteria in the 1950's and 60's, examples

of one of the pictorial motifs from the central area

of the vault have all been lost.

The enigmatic nature of the building has been justified

to a large extent as a consequence of the lack of

information about the interventions carried out on

the monument, especial ly in the years just after its

discovery. But as time went by numerous interventions

were carried out and very few results published.

In fact, non-original structures and elements are only

recently being distinguished.

Santa Eulalia de Boveda is without doubt a good reason

to be amazed once again at the legacy of the ancient

world, to show our commitment to future generations

for its conservation and an excellent incentive to keep

going deeper into the knowledge of the life and

concerns of our ancestors.
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