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The work is structured in two parts - text and appendices. The text 

consists of 248 pages, divided into introductory, three chapters and a 

conclusion. Eighty-six pages of illustrations are attached to them. The 

dissertation examines the history of the archaeological excavations and 

studies in the area (the Bulgarian part of Strandzha Mountain) from the 

end of the 19th century to the present day and the results related to the 

defined topic as well as the results of the research carried out in recent 

decades on Thracian burial mounds and dolmens, a significant part of 

which are not yet published. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In recent years some enduring traditions has taken shape both in 

Bulgarian and world archaeology. First of all, we should underline the 

significant advance in the quality of archaeological excavations and 

surveys. The mass introduction of new equipments such as drones, 

metal detectors, ground-penetrating radars, GPS - systems, LiDAR 

scanners, laser levels, digital cameras and etc., allowed to significantly 

expand the possibilities of new sites discovery, as well as to increase 

and diversify the information, yielded by the field research. The 

increased number of the sites recorded in the Archaeological map of 

Bulgaria database, allowed the application of geographic systems of 

obtaining much more complete and accurate information about the 

development of occupation structures (settlements) and necropoleis 

during different historical eras. More and more a wide range of 

interdisciplinary research is intensively applied: geophysical surveys, 

modern methods of analysis of the artifacts with the use of apparatus 

and methods from the field of chemistry, physics and computer 

modelling. This has improved significantly the quality of the 

archaeological documentation as well as increased repeatedly the 

number of publications related to the results of the archaeological 

studies. 

At the same time, the specific opportunities and work conditions of the 

Bulgarian archaeologists predetermined some unpleasant phenomena. 

The specialists have been increasingly and significantly burdened with 

a purely physical labour on the site. The rescue excavations related to 

specific construction projects represent a high share of it. For this 

reason, there was a backlog of the regular site surveys, the study of 

which is a key to the illumination of the development of culture in our 

lands through different historical periods. An indirect consequence from 

the created imbalance on research activities is the limitation of the 

volume and quality of the result publication. Brief reports in the AOR 

series are not in condition to reveal the specifics and the details of the 

recorded field work results. The hundreds of short articles in dozens of 

yearbooks, collections and periodicals published annually are not 

enough.  
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It becomes increasingly difficult in this avalanche of titles, even for the 

specialists to follow the new publications that contain information 

important to carrying through the specialized thematic studies. 

This situation sets serious limits on the possibilities to carry out research 

on chronologically and territorially wider processes and phenomena 

related to the development of the material and spiritual culture, 

everyday life and movement of large groups of people through different 

historical periods. 

The state of the archaeological investigations and the publication of 

their results often impede the work on conceptual developments through 

which the archaeological sites and artifacts become a reliable objective 

and quality historical information. The lack of opportunities for 

systematization of databases and summarization of the information 

accumulated during the excavations of numerous sites, on the other 

hand, do not allow distinguishing within large territories the local 

specifics in the development of the general processes. 

The subject of the present study is the systematization of empirically 

obtained data collected during the archaeological research carried out 

so far on the territory of the Bulgarian part of Strandzha Mountain. On 

the territory of the Primorsko municipality, nine mounds attributed to 

three distant chronological periods – Early Bronze Age (hereinafter 

EBA), Early Iron Age (EIA) and Late Iron Age (LIA), have been studied 

in the last few years. They reveal not only materials extremely 

interesting and important from a scientific perspective but also materials 

documenting the specifics of the local residents’ material culture. The 

new information is complemented with the results yielded by the 

numerous field studies in the researched area carried out since the 

beginning of the century which brought to recording dozens of so far 

unknown archaeological sites - necropoleis and individual mounds, 

settlements and fortresses. Despite the fact that older studies on 

prehistoric and ancient mounds and necropoleis in Strandzha were more 

incidental than regular, for decades their number has increased, which 

allows the selection of certain information on the topic. Serious attempts 

have also been made to generalize and systematize the separate types of 

burials, particularly those of the dolmens. 
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The purpose of the study is to build as complete as possible a picture 

and make an overview of the accumulated materials on the base of 

which to create generalized models of the burial practices of the 

population from the designated geographic region in the three main 

chronological periods, namely EBA, EIA and LIA. An additional 

objective is the comparison of these models with what is known about 

the funerary practices in the neighbouring areas of South-Eastern 

Bulgaria in order to clarify the common elements and the local features. 

A second additional objective is to clarify the influence of the Greek 

colonization of the coastal region on the development of the local 

Thracian culture during the Iron Age. 

To achieve these goals, the following tasks have been defined: 

1. Collection of published materials on the subject and verifying the 

information they provide; 

2. Processing and introducing into scientific circulation the results from 

my own research; 

3. Systematization of the materials empirically accumulated during the 

previous archaeological excavations and surveys; 

4. Comparison of the funeral practices in Strandzha with those of the 

surrounding areas; 

5. Creating generalized models of funeral practices during the specified 

periods in the area outlined above. 

The nature of the information sources necessitates the use of diverse 

methods: 

Comparative analysis; stratigraphic observations; chronological 

method; selection, identification and categorization of available 

materials; statistical method; the network method; the experimental 

method, geographical information system of the monuments of the 

considered era; archaeological research (fieldwalking, excavations, 

restoration, dating methods); historical methods (examination and 

analysis of the written information from historical sources, epigraphic 

monuments, coin circulation); synthesis of the empirical information 

and verification of the information resources. 

It is known that there is incompleteness or inaccuracies especially in the 

works from the first half of the 20th century, the correction of which has 
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now become possible with the help of new methodologies and the new 

results obtained from modern research. Regardless of this, there are still 

certain white spots in the historical studies, as well as in the modern 

brief reports of the archaeological research published mainly in the 

AOR series. 

The results yielded by the archaeological excavations and studies 

realized in the last ten years with the participation and under the 

guidance of the author of this presentation occupy an important place in 

the formation of the database used in the present study. Until currently, 

most of them have not been the subject of a scholarly publication. 

The structure of the study includes an introduction, three chapters with 

a total of thirty-seven paragraphs, a conclusion, the bibliography used 

and a list of the abbreviations – a total of 248 standard pages. The 

appendices contain illustrative material, part of the archaeological 

records including drawings, graphs, photographs, diagrams, etc., 

totalling 133 on eighty-six standard pages. 

In the first chapter, the burial complexes from the Bronze Age are 

represented in separate paragraphs and the various archaeologically 

studied sites are interpreted in detail.  

At the very beginning, attention is focused on questions concerning the 

dating throughout the Bronze Age and on the various hypotheses and 

conclusions associated with the issue considered. This is a period of 

social development that is associated with the appearance of tools of 

labour and weapons of copper alloys – initially of copper and arsenic, 

and later of copper and tin. The use of the new materials caused serious 

displacements in the settlement system, as well as qualitative changes 

in the economy and the lifestyle of the local population. A separate array 

of findings is added to this; they could be connected with an intensive 

penetration of a new population in the northern foothills of Strandzha. 

There are three main hypotheses about the ethnogenesis of the 

population in the early period of EBA, which it is necessary to dwell on 

considering the research objectives. 

The first of them, formulated by individual authors in the second half of 

the 20th century, continues to be maintained today by the majority of 
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the archaeological collegium, despite the recently expressed serious 

objections. 

Excavations of dozens of sites show that life in all tells was interrupted 

suddenly at the end of the Chalcolithic and was renewed in some of 

them after several hundred years at the beginning of the EBA. This 

break has been traced in the excavations of several dozen of settlement 

sites, with the striking example of Tell Karanovo, where there is a 

significant, clearly pronounced hiatus between the Chalcolithic and 

EBA contexts. According to some colleagues, these circumstances as 

well as the great change in the burial practices during the EBA clearly 

speak of an invasion of a new population /nomads/ from the northern 

Black Sea coastal region; the newcomers destroyed or expelled the 

indigenous Chalcolithic population. This hypothesis called ‘Kurgan 

Theory’ was first developed by the American archaeologist Marija 

Gimbutas. It concerns Eastern Europe and associates the appearance of 

tumuli with the invasion of such nomads from the northern Black Sea 

coast. 

According to the second hypothesis, supported mainly by linguists, 

there are no preserved Proto-Indo-European toponyms in the Bulgarian 

lands as the studies on toponymy clearly show. Especially eloquent is 

the fact that a number of modern names of settlements, rivers, 

mountains etc. have their origins in the time of the Thracians or in the 

period of the Roman Empire. The fact that these names have survived 

throughout the two-three thousand year period despite the turbulent 

historical processes in the Balkans, evidences the great stability of the 

place names. There are no toponyms attested in the written sources for 

the 1st millennium BC. This circumstance gives reason to the linguists 

to conclude that the population in our lands belonged to the Indo-

European group even before the recorded changes between the 

Chalcolithic and the Bronze Age. Therefore, the hypothesis is launched 

that there was no invasion of a migrant population to become the cause 

of the qualitative changes in the material and spiritual culture between 

the Chalcolithic and the Early Bronze Age. According to this 

hypothesis, the changes were related above all to the dynamics of the 

historical processes – the role of new technologies and the displacement 
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in the settlement system they caused, the development of new economic 

branches. 

The third hypothesis unites the first two and is recently maintained by a 

growing number of researchers. According to it, the big cultural changes 

between the two eras were caused both by the settlement of a newly 

arrived population and the heterogeneous internal processes, which took 

place within the Chalcolithic society. The abandonment of the 

settlement mounds and the traces of violence are explained with the 

intensification of intertribal conflicts due to the emergence of the 

significantly more effective bronze weapons, as well as to the 

significantly increased population and the struggle for control over the 

new sources of raw materials. At the same time, the change in the 

funeral practices and the appearance of burial mounds is associated with 

the penetration of a significant number of nomads from the northern 

Black Sea coastal region. Their migration and settlement on the Balkans 

cannot be defined as a devastating invasion. Probably that process was 

connected with military actions, but parallel with it a process of 

symbiosis also took place between the indigenous population and the 

newcomers, a process that in a period of several centuries led to 

levelling the material and spiritual cultures of the Eastern Balkans 

inhabitants - the basis for the formation of the Thracian ethnos, the first 

ethnic group known to us from written sources. 

There are also three main hypotheses regarding the periodization and 

chronology of the Bronze Age, which are rigorously examined by dates 

in the dissertation. The materials known so far do not allow any of them 

to be accepted categorically as authoritative. The majority of researchers 

accept lately that the results of the last half a century of archaeological 

research give reason to assume that the end of the Late Bronze Age 

occurred rather around 1050 or 1000 BC. 

In the studied sites from the Early Bronze Age there appeared a number 

of new elements if compared to the previous period, such as the apse-

plan dwellings, the separation of public spaces, large-scale complexes 

of probable cult purposes, seriously complicated protective facilities. 

The earliest mountain fortresses also refer to that era. 
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The results of the archaeological research of EBA sites in the Bulgarian 

part of Strandzha Mountain, examined in detail in the first chapter of 

this work, include the excavations of burials and the Helikon burial 

mound in the Kostadin Cheshma locality near the village of Debelt, 

Sredets Municipality, Burgas Province; those of burial mounds No. 3 

and No. 4, both in the locality of Silihlyar, land of the town of 

Primorsko; excavations of burial mound No. 1 in the Stamopolu 

locality, land of the town of Primorsko and also of the Bratanova 

Peshtera (Bratan’s Cave) site, in the land of the village of Brashlyan, 

Malko Tarnovo Municipality. On the basis of the obtained materials, an 

attempt was made at the end of the chapter for generalizations and 

conclusions related to the funeral practices and rituals during the Early 

Bronze Age. As a result of the analysis, the following observations and 

conclusions can be formulated: 1. The appearance of burial mounds at 

the end of the 4th and the beginning of the 3rd millennium BC was one 

of the main changes that occurred in the local culture during EBA, 

although flat necropoleis continued to be used alongside them. 2. An 

important element in the changed funeral rituals and practices during 

EBA are the cases of cremation. Cremation penetrated as a ritual 

practised within the boundaries of a site alongside the inhumation. 3. 

Mound necropoleis belonging to the EBA are undoubtedly associated 

with the newcomers’ /nomads’/ settlement on our lands and refer to the 

so-called Lower Danube variant of the Yamnaya culture from the 

Northern Black Sea coast. 

Most of the mounds built during the EBA are relatively small in size, 

with an approximate height of 3.0 - 4.0 m and a diameter of about 30 m. 

In the sites, which include several small mounds united into one larger, 

the height can reach 6 - 7 m and more. For the small mounds, the 

principle was imposed that they were one-time built, and for the large 

ones - multiple times. A large part of the mounds erected during EBA 

contain only primary graves, but all of the above mentioned mounds 

from the territory of Strandzha Mountain have also secondary graves, 

which were made either by additional burial pits dug into the mound 

soil, or by additional accumulation of soil over the already existing 

mound. 
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As the main funeral rite during the EBA, inhumation prevailed, with the 

corpse being placed either in a stretched or in a hawker position, in 

burial pits and stone structures. The bodies of the buried are often 

stained with red ochre, most often around the head and limbs. The grave 

goods include mainly ceramic vessels and ornaments – broadly 

speaking they are relatively poor, but items of precious metal are not 

uncommon. Burial pits are very often covered with beams and boards, 

of which carbonized remains are found. In most cases, the primary 

graves are in monumental burial chambers, built of roughly hewn 

stones, containing both single and multiple burials. 

A dominant feature of the EBA mounds, mostly those in North-East 

Bulgaria, are the primitive stone anthropomorphic images - stelae, 

which are erected on top of the mound. Tribal leaders and 

representatives of the tribal elite were undoubtedly interred in these 

mounds, and their social status was emphasized both by the construction 

of a mound and by the grave goods and stelae, which are interpreted as 

images of deified ancestors. 

With the excavated and studied burial structures in the examined 

mounds, it is observed that their construction is in all probability 

connected with the death of the person interred in the main grave who 

was important to the settlement, or in a given geographical region. The 

primary grave is usually located in the central part of the mound, in a 

pit dug below the ancient walk level. After the pit was dug, its bottom 

was covered with fine sand mixed with quicklime dust. This 

circumstance could be related to the isolation of the body from 

underground parasites. Also against those that appear during its 

decomposition. The sprinkling of the head and limbs with red ochre may 

also be associated with purely antibacterial measures. The hypothesis 

that the ochre was part of the grave goods which the relatives of the 

deceased put to serve him in his last abode is also not excluded. In many 

cases, there are no actual grave goods, but the body is sprinkled 

abundantly with ochre. A particularly interesting element of the funeral 

rite is the placing of white stones on and in close proximity to the corpse 

(most often at the feet of the deceased), which could also be associated 

with the definition of the grave goods. Burying a pet next to the body is 
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also a common practice, especially when it comes to the grave of a child 

or adolescent. The stone structures, as well as the grave pits, are in most 

cases covered with logs and several rows of roughly broken stones are 

arranged on top of them. Common principles are also observed in their 

arrangement. First, large stones formed a base of various shapes on 

which the ends of the logs rested and then a stone mound was piled over 

the entire space, the stones being arranged with the sharp part 

downwards to wedge into each other. 

In the second chapter, burial complexes from the Early Iron Age are 

examined. During that time, usually defined between the 11th-10th and 

6th centuries BC, specific burial structures called dolmens became 

widespread. These are megalithic monuments, known practically on the 

entire territory of Eurasia. They have been recorded in India, the 

Caucasus, Central and Western Europe, the Balkan and Iberian 

Peninsulas, Sicily, Corsica, Malta, the Aegean Islands, Asia Minor, 

Britain and Africa. However, they are also found deep inland. Their 

studies began as early as the 19th century in France and Great Britain. 

The closest to the dolmens from our lands are those of the northwestern 

parts of the Caucasus Mountains. 

Even a cursory analysis shows that the name dolmen refers to 

monuments that are close in terms of structural characteristics, but quite 

different in design, location, functions and size. In most publications 

they are interpreted mainly as ‘burial structures’/’tombs?’. However, 

the interpretation of these megalithic sites is hampered by the apparent 

discrepancies in the dating of the dolmens from different geographical 

areas, sometimes measured in millennia. Nowadays, the need to group 

territorially and chronologically the individual monuments with similar 

characteristics, erected within a relatively short chronological period, 

and to study each of them independently is becoming obvious. 

Questions related to their appearance and dating are widely discussed in 

the scholarly literature. The analysis of the results yielded by the studies 

of the dolmens in the last century and a half allows the conclusions that 

the earliest are those in Western Europe, built at the end of the 4th - the 

beginning of the 3rd millennium BC. Chronologically there follow the 

Caucasian dolmens, built between the 3rd and the 2nd millennia BC and 
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the latest are the dolmens in the Balkan Peninsula and the Aegean 

Islands. They are attributed to the end of the Bronze Age and the 

beginning of the Early Iron Age in the chronological span between the 

11th and the 6th centuries BC. 

A dolmen is a stone structure of vertically placed large slab stones 

covered with a horizontal capstone. This is where their name (in Breton: 

taol maen - stone table) comes from, given by the first researchers of 

this type of monument. They were connected with the religious beliefs 

and rituals of various ethnic groups and, as proven by numerous 

archaeological studies, they were largely used as tombs. Their 

distribution in Bulgaria is concentrated in the southeastern part of the 

country: the Eastern Rhodopes, the valleys along the lower course of the 

Maritsa River and the Tundzha River, Sakar and Strandzha Mountains. 

They are also widespread on the territory of European Turkey and 

North-Eastern Greece. The study on these stone structures in our 

latitude areas began at the end of the 19th century. Until the second half 

of the 20th century, however, they were not systematically explored 

through archaeological excavations. 

At the end of the 19th - beginning of the 20th century, the Shkorpil 

brothers were the first to register dolmens in the mountains of Strandzha 

and Sakar and the Dervent Heights and introduce them to the scholarly 

society. At the same time, Stefan Bonchev published a work on several 

dolmens from the Eastern Rhodopes and Georgi Bonchev carried out a 

study on dolmens in the Sakar Mountains. He kept detailed records and 

managed to describe many sites, but failed to provide an approximate 

dating and interpretation of the structures. The first attempt at 

summarizing the studies of the dolmens from the territory of Bulgaria 

was made by Karel Shkorpil. Next in chronological order are the studies 

of Ivan Velkov and Vasil Mikov. They interpreted and dated the 

dolmens relatively better than the previous researchers and launched 

hypotheses about their origin and relationship to other burial structures. 

Information about nearly 700 similar megalithic structures then entered 

scientific circulation. In the first half of the 20th century, however, most 

of the dolmens were destroyed by treasure looters or during construction 

works. The studies of the dolmens were practically interrupted and only 
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individual authors provided information on such monuments. Years 

later, Ivan Venedikov associated them with the Thracian population and 

interpreted them as a stage in the development of the Thracians’ funeral 

customs in these lands. The expeditions of the Institute of Thracology 

at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences contributed to a new impetus in 

the studies of the dolmens in the 1970s, during which several dozens of 

these megalithic structures were thoroughly recorded. A little later, 

Dimitar Peev also examined some of the problematic issues on the 

megalithic tombs. Publications on individual monuments of this type 

and attempts at their systematization and interpretation, appeared 

sporadically in the Bulgarian scholarly literature in the subsequent 

decades. In this regard the most significant for its time was the 

contribution of the Institute of Thracology at the BAS, where in volume 

III entitled ‘Thracian Monuments’ a complete and detailed 

classification of the dolmens discovered up to that point in Thrace was 

created. Attempts were made to bind this type of monument to 

ideological or religious dogmas. However, the large number of the 

known dolmens, as well as their regional and chronological separation, 

made the similar attempts difficult to defend. The results of the study of 

unlooted dolmens in Strandzha in recent decades also speak against 

them. Among those in-depth studied dolmens is a dolmen located in the 

land of the village of Glavan, Sakar Mountain, published by R. 

Georgieva. New light is shed on the issue by G. Kulov's excavations of 

an entire dolmen necropolis near the village of Chernichevo in the 

Eastern Rhodopes. At the beginning of the 21st century, a new stage of 

research related to the study of dolmens was launched. On the territory 

of the Eastern Rhodopes, G. Nehrizov and R. Mikov conducted studies 

of the megalithic structures and dolmens, which shed new light on the 

burial practices during the Iron Age. Studies under the scientific 

leadership of D. Agre and D. Dichev were also launched on the territory 

of Strandzha, in the land of the villages of Zabernovo and Evrenozovo. 

The research on the Strandzha dolmens was continued by P. Balabanov 

and D. Pantov at the foot of Mount Kitka and the periphery of the 

Thracian sanctuary in the Begliktash locality, land of Primorsko. The 

recent studies of dolmens in Strandzha Mountain are characteristic in 
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that they explore not only the chamber, but also the mound soil as well 

as the periphery of the stone structures. This methodology contributes 

to enriching the information related to the rituals and the cult of the 

deceased at that time during the Early Iron Age. 

In recent years, separate information has been published about dolmens 

from Greece and Turkey. 

A large part of the dolmens are placed in the mound heap, most often 

near its periphery, with their roofs and entrances, as a rule, remaining 

open. The entranceways were most often closed with special plates of 

different shapes. Although the discovered dolmens without traces of 

later intervention are few in number, they testify to their having been in 

use over a long chronological period. After their use was suspended, the 

entrances were additionally covered with piled earth. Often, the mounds 

were surrounded by a krepis of large or flat stones, and platforms were 

formed in front of their entrances. Certain rituals were periodically 

performed on them, judging by and according to the interpretation of 

the pottery assemblages. In many cases, the mound earth surrounding 

the burial structures also contains significant amounts of rubble. Some 

researchers opine that the barrows were not intended to hide the 

structures within them, but to act as buttresses to stabilize the vertical 

walls, which were usually set in shallow pits in rather unsound 

mainland. However, there are dolmens that were never covered by a 

mound or other building structures. In some cases, additionally worked 

natural stones, usually large boulders protruding above the surface of 

the terrain, were used for the dolmen walls. There are known cases of 

‘gluing together’ of two or more dolmens, as well as the placement of 

two parallel ones in one mound. 

Their total number on the territory of Bulgaria are more than 750, and a 

large part of them are in the lands of the villages of Hlyabovo, Sakartsi, 

Glavan, Balgarska Polyana in Sakar and of Varovnik, Kirovo, Gorno 

and Dolno Yabalkovo, Golyamo Bukovo, Belevren, Granichar, 

Evrenozovo, Zabernovo, Vizica and others in the northern part of 

Strandzha. Most stone structures follow a uniform pattern in their 

construction and location. A large part of them are situated on dominant 

places, mainly on mountain ridges and slopes with direct visibility and 
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wide horizon. In most cases, the entranceways to the dolmens are 

located in the south, south-east or south-west side, a circumstance that 

can be explained with the solstice and the part of the year in which they 

had to be built. The purpose of the dolmens as a house for the afterlife 

naturally calls for parallels related to the practices in the construction of 

their main dwellings. Another proof of this theory is that the stone 

structures in most cases have chambers displaced from the centre of the 

mound, mostly in the direction of their entrance. Their multiple uses as 

family tombs require that the entrance to the structures be easily 

accessible and, when needed for reuse or for ritual and commemorative 

activities, to not require a lot of time and excessive human effort. 

Separately, the attempt should be noted, of documenting this type of 

monuments from the territory of the country within the framework of 

the specialized project ‘Balkan Megaliths’. The results are related to the 

registration and description of the current state of the still preserved 

dolmens on the territory of Bulgaria. In parallel, important observations 

were made on the structural features of the dolmens, the types of stone 

used in their construction being specified, and a complete bibliography 

on the subject being collected. Of interest are the studies on the 

orientation of the dolmens in the Rhodopes, Sakar and Strandzha and 

the attempts at interpreting their functions. Within the framework of the 

project and in the course of a large-scale fieldwalking, 120 relatively 

well-preserved dolmens were recorded, distributed by region as follows: 

50 in Strandzha, 40 in Sakar, 20 in the Eastern Rhodopes and 10 in other 

regions of the country. The number is approximate, since in many cases 

it was not possible to establish the exact characteristics of the 

monument. In addition, the research team has collected information 

about thirty dolmens on the territory of the Republic of Greece and 

about over a hundred on the territory of the Republic of Turkey. 

At the same time, we should note that during the implementation of this 

project, not all surviving dolmens were covered, especially those in 

Strandzha. An example of this is the dolmens in the region of Primorsko, 

recorded in the course of the field surveys of a New Bulgarian 

University expedition in 2011. Of particular interest are those dolmens 

included in an extensive necropolis of small mounds and cist graves on 
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Mount Kitka, immediately to the northwest of Primorsko (most of them 

being looted). The mounds surrounding the dolmens here are of a 

modest size recorded (up to 0.6 m high and up to 8-10 m in diameter). 

The dolmens between them are smaller in size than those located in the 

Begliktash locality and, according to the field surveys they were not 

covered with a mound and surrounded by a krepis. 

The Shkorpil brothers toured the territory of the current Ropotamo 

Reserve and described the occurrence of dolmens in the area between 

the Ropotamo River and the Black Sea coast in the vicinity of the village 

of Chenger. To the west, north and east of the village there were several 

groups of dolmens, which, according to the Shkorpil brothers, had been 

almost completely destroyed after the War of Liberation. They 

designated those dolmens as the ‘Chenger Group’. 

In this chapter, the EIA rites are examined in detail, and an attempt has 

been made to classify the individual activities according to the order in 

which they were performed. The archaeological research of the sites 

falling within the considered geographical region have been 

exhaustively examined, as follows: two dolmens in the land of 

Zabernovo and mounds in the land of Evrenezovo, both villages in the 

municipality of Malko Tarnovo; a dolmen and a mound from the Early 

Iron Age in the land of the village of Belevren, Sredets Municipality; a 

dolmen located on the land of Golyam Dervent village, Elhovo 

Municipality; a dolmen in the Tsarvandakovi Kashli near the village of 

Belevren, Sredets Municipality. The funeral practices are considered, as 

well as the generalizations and conclusions that naturally arose. An 

attempt is made at interpreting the functional specificities and structural 

features of the dolmens within the boundaries of the studied area. The 

previous hypotheses related to the place they occupied in the life of the 

local Thracian tribes are critically examined. 

The third chapter, which examines the burial complexes of the 

Hellenistic era in the same geographical region, is oriented towards the 

comparison of the burial practices between the necropoleis of the 

Hellenic colony of Apollonia Pontica and those of the inhabitants of the 

surrounding hinterland. For a number of reasons, in recent decades, 

archaeological researches in the territory of the ancient Greek polis of 
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Apollonia have been extremely intensive and fruitful. They include 

several thousand studied burials, unfortunately almost all unpublished. 

Regardless of the fact that traditionally the polis is presented in the 

scholarly works as an exclusively Hellenic centre, it has long been noted 

that Thracians from the surrounding areas had settled in it already in the 

classical era, and active processes of integration between the two ethnic 

groups had taken place in the subsequent centuries. Therefore, the 

necropoleis of Apollonia Pontica provide abundant material that sheds 

light not only on Hellenic burial practices, but also on the penetration of 

Thracian elements into them, which can be traced when studying the 

Thracian necropoleis deep in the city's hinterland. 

The archaeological heritage of Apollonia Pontica (present-day Sozopol) 

was first recorded during complex fieldwalkings along the Southern 

Black Sea coast and Strandzha, conducted by the Czech scholar 

Konstantin Irechek and the Shkorpil brothers at the end of the 19th 

century. 

The first excavations in Apollonia Pontica and its surroundings were 

carried out in 1885 by Panagos Gofas, the Greek consul in Burgas and 

Knyaz B. Shakhovskoy, the Russian consul in Burgas. The French 

consul in Plovdiv Alexandre Degrand, also explored sites on Sts. 

Cyricus and Julita Island with the results being published by Georges 

Salles, director of the Louvre Museum. 

The commencement of an in-depth scientific study of the cultural 

heritage of ancient Apollonia was set by Bogdan Filov in 1912-1913 

and Vasil Mikov, who in 1924 renewed the studies on the island of St. 

St. Cyricus and Julita. 

The first large-scale archaeological excavations on the territory of 

Apollonia and its necropoleis were carried out in the period between 

1946 and 1949 by a team of the National Archaeological Institute with 

a Museum, led by Teofil Ivanov, Ivan Venedikov and Todor Gerasimov. 

In the 1960s, rescue excavations in the necropoleis of Apollonia were 

undertaken by Mihail Lazarov and Georgi Boyadzhiev. Also in that 

same period the first major expedition for underwater archaeological 

research took place in the water area between Sozopol and Cape Maslen 

Nos, led by Ivan Galabov. In the late 1970s and 1980s, Mihail Lazarov, 
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Maria Tsaneva and Bozhidar Dimitrov made a remarkable contribution 

to the study of Apollonia. 

A new impetus to research was given by the Institute of Thracology 

created in the early 1970s under the leadership of Alexander Fol. 

In the last few decades, complex and large-scale archaeological 

excavations have been carried out on the territory of the ancient city 

with the participation of NAIM - BAS, National Museum of History - 

Sofia, Regional Museum of History - Burgas and the Archaeological 

Museum in Sozopol. More than 2 000 burial structures from the 

necropoleis in the localities of Kalfata, Kolokita, Solinaria and Morska 

Gradina have been explored. The long-term excavations in the various 

periods were carried out under the leadership of Assoc. Prof. Krastina 

Panayotova, PhD, Dimitar Nedev and others. Since 2003, two 

consecutive successful archaeological campaigns have taken place to 

investigate the necropolis and the extra-urban territory of Apollonia 

Pontica, jointly with the Department of Archeology of Aix-en-Provence 

and the Louvre Museum, France. The boundaries of the territory 

controlled by the city and the one governed by the local Thracian 

population are now defined with a high degree of certainty. 

If the tumular burials in the necropoleis of Apollonia Pontica can be 

seen as common to the Thracian and Greek burial practices, the study 

of the flat necropoleis of the colony evidences that they correspond to 

the tradition of the Hellenic centres and differ significantly from what 

is found in the flat necropoleis of the hinterland and in more remote 

areas of Ancient Thrace. 

The sites from this period, the research results of which are included in 

this work, are: Thracian necropoleis in the Pobeda residential quarter 

(Sladkite Kladentsi) of Burgas; sub-mound burial structures in the 

Bulgarian part of Strandzha Mountain; the site in the Mishkova Niva 

locality near the town of Malko Tarnovo; mounds in the land of the 

village of Balgari, Tsarevo Municipality; two mounds in the locality of 

‘Sveta Bogoroditsa’ (Holy Mother of God) near Brodilovo village, 

Tsarevo Municipality; the Thracian burial mound Tumbata in the land 

of Sinemorets, Tsarevo Municipality; a burial complex at the Tumbata 

Mound, land of the village of Bogdanovo, Sredets Municipality, Burgas 
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Province; burial mound No. 1 in the Chenger locality, land of the town 

of Primorsko; mounds Nos. 1 and 2 in the Staro Selo site, land of the 

village of Novo Panicharevo, Primorsko Municipality; Thracian burial 

mound No. 1 in the Silihlyar locality, land of the town of Primorsko; 

mound No. 2 from the necropolis in the Silihlyar locality, again on the 

land of Primorsko; the site ‘Mound in the Shturovtsi locality’, land of 

Stoilovo village, Malko Tarnovo Municipality; also included are 

historical sources related to the Thracians’ burial customs, as well as 

summaries and conclusions concerning the necropoleis of the Classical 

and Hellenistic eras in Thracia Pontica. 

The summaries and conclusions in this chapter, based on the 

accumulated materials from the archaeological research undertaken in 

the last century, make it possible to distinguish several types of 

necropoleis through the LIA in the studied territory. 

First of all, these are the tumular necropoleis. According to the results 

yielded by the excavations conducted so far in the northern foothills of 

Strandzha, after a significant break during the EIA, the necropoleis 

reemerged only in the middle of the 4th century BC. This is a delay of 

more than a century compared to the known finds from Central Thrace, 

especially the necropoleis along the middle course of the Maritsa River, 

such as Duvanlii or Chernichevo. Regardless of the presence of gold 

jewellery and imported ceramics in the Strandzha barrows, the grave 

inventory is significantly more modest than the so-called ‘rich burials’. 

There are also no monumental tombs of the rank of those documented 

in the Valley of the Thracian Rulers. 

The observation allows the assumption that the formation of a rich 

aristocratic stratum among the local population proceeded at a slower 

pace and did not lead to an economic stratification comparable to that 

in the vicinity of Seuthopolis. 

At the same time, we can find serious differences in the burial rituals 

performed at the given sites, the constructions of the graves and the 

grave structures, as well as in the composition and diversity of the grave 

goods in the mounds located in the immediate vicinity of Apollonia 

Pontica and those to the south of the lower reaches of the Ropotamo 

River. They allow us to distinguish the burial mounds tentatively 
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defined as ‘Greek’ from those which should undoubtedly be associated 

with the Thracians. 

In contrast to the comparatively small number of burial mounds, several 

thousand flat graves have already been discovered in the necropoleis of 

Apollonia. Despite the lack of detailed publications of the results of 

these discoveries, one can already speak of the existence of sustainable 

traditions in the funerary rituals and burial structures of the inhabitants 

of the Hellenic polis. In practice, however, until now we do not have 

enough unearthed burials from Thracian flat necropoleis in the territory 

we are interested in. Those from the ‘Pobeda - Sladkite Kladentsi’ 

residential quater of Burgas make an exception. It is noteworthy that 

elements from the classical Thracian necropoleis, for example, the 

discoveries near the village of Dobrina are mixed with those from 

nearby Apollonia. In the graves of those buried by cremation, mainly 

Greek ceramic vessels are found, with structures made of broken stones 

being used in the shaping of the graves. The mixing of elements typical 

of the two different cultures is an illustration of processes of integration 

taking place in the territory already designated as ‘Thracia Pontica’ in 

the mid-1970s. We hope that future discoveries of flat necropoleis in 

northern Strandzha will allow more precise and detailed observations to 

be made in this direction. 

For various reasons, so far no attempts have been made for a 

comprehensive study of the grave goods in the Thracian necropoleis 

(not only in Strandzha) as a source of information on the Thracians’ life 

and economy. Because of its specifics, the present work also does not 

deal in detail with this kind of analysis of the known finds. Such 

research for the future, however, may prove to be an important historical 

source about the evolution of the material and spiritual culture in the 

Thracian lands, which will compensate for the absence of sufficiently 

detailed written information. 

In the conclusion, based on the analysis of the available data on burial 

practices in the considered area, a number of observations and 

conclusions have been made, which far exceed the specifics of the 

problems related to the necropoleis from Prehistory and Antiquity. First 

of all, we can state that already in the initial phases of the Bronze Age, 
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the coast and the northern slopes of Strandzha Mountain were relatively 

densely populated. The sea flooded vestiges of settlements near 

Ahtopol, Kiten, Sozopol, Primorsko, the mouth of the Ropotamo River 

and the Valchanovo Kale fortress mark a serious settlement 

agglomeration along the coast. The first reports of overseas trade with 

the Eastern Mediterranean also date to the same time. The recorded 

large tumuli, the construction of which required the labour of a 

significant number of people, are an additional argument for a 

significant demographic density within the boundaries of this area. 

Moreover, in order to divert enough workers from daily life, it was 

necessary to accumulate a certain number of resources - food and tools 

- without which such a task would have been difficult to accomplish. 

The relatively correct orientation of the graves in the above-mentioned 

complexes evidences a certain level of the local population’s knowledge 

of the world directions, and the applied technologies for shaping the 

burial chambers testify to the development of stonework and 

construction. These skills were probably also practised in the 

settlements and other places of habitation. 

It is accepted to consider that the appearance of large mounds is a sign 

of stabilization of the social and property differentiation in society. 

Based on the newly discovered and recorded finds, we can assume that 

at that time a separate territorial, economic and administrative structure 

already existed along the lower reaches of the Ropotamo River, 

probably distinguishable from the similar structures in the area of 

Central Strandzha and the Burgas Gulf. 

The burial mounds from the Bronze Age discovered in the northern 

skirts of Strandzha have close analogies with those studied in Central 

and Southern Thrace, as well as with complexes from the territory of 

Dobrudzha. These are, first of all, the stone structures around the graves, 

the traces of pyres, the predominantly embryonic position of laying the 

dead, the extra piling of earth over the burial mounds during later 

burials, as well as the sealing of several apparently simultaneous (or 

performed in a short period of time) funerals under a heaped mound. A 

characteristic feature of the graves of this era is the relatively modest 

burial inventory. This gives me reason to accept the thesis that the 
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population of the studied area was a carrier of the same culture - material 

and spiritual - characteristic of almost the entire territory of Ancient 

Thrace. 

The grave structures are directly related to the type of burial - cremation 

or inhumation, depending on the material and social status of the 

deceased during his lifetime. In this sense, the higher the position a 

person occupied during his life, the more attention was paid to the 

construction of his final residence – an ordinary flat grave or some burial 

structure. Classification of grave structures can be based on various 

features - degree of complexity, location in the tumulus or in the space 

for the flat graves, construction materials, shape, dimensions, plan, 

spatial solution, etc. 

The specially levelled platform is the simplest type of burial structure. 

This type of graves is found on the periphery of the necropoleis and at 

a certain height in the mound earth. They are irregular, rectangular, 

round, oval, etc. in shape. Depending on the flooring on which they are 

shaped, the most common types of platforms are of unbeaten earth; they 

can also be either paved with stones or bricks or left without any 

flooring. In case of cremation, when it was carried out directly on the 

platform, the soil or the flooring is red-burnt in places to varying 

degrees, depending on the intensity of burning. 

The grave pits are largely sophisticated burial structures. They have a 

variety of shapes - rectangular, rectangular with rounded corners, 

elliptical, oval, trapezoidal, as well as irregular. The pit could have been 

dug into the solid terrain (mainland) or into a mound earth (secondary 

burial). Some pits are completely or partially lined with wood, stone or 

plastered with baked clay and differ in size and shape. This type of 

burial structures was used throughout the whole period of existence of 

the Thracian cult. Burial pits are most characteristic of the Early Bronze 

Age. They reached wide distribution and variety during the Roman era. 

Stepped, brick-lined, etc. are common. Pyres were most often piled up 

in them, and the dead were laid for cremation on assembled wooden 

grates. The steps of the pits were often used to arrange the grave goods. 

Associated with the platforms and the pits are also the graves-pithoi. 

Such graves are attested less often. They should be seen as a variant of 



23 
 

the burial platforms or burial pits on or in which the remains of the 

deceased were laid. When they were used for ritual purposes, they are 

most often found in an inclined slanting position with the remains of the 

deceased placed in them, in many cases the whole body or the cremated 

bones. Most of the pithoi-graves are associated with children’s burials; 

considering their shape one can look for an analogue to a cave - earth, 

womb. 

The distinction between built graves and masonry pits is difficult to 

discern. It is not precisely established whether the structure was dug in 

or built above the surface - surrounding, old or at a certain level in the 

mound earth. That is, the lined pits were dug into, while the built graves 

were built up or assembled at a certain level. These burial structures are 

built up from different types of materials - wood, clay or stone. They 

include those defined as cyst graves, shaped by the adhesion of several 

thin or thick plates, each of which builds up a wall of the common 

parallelepiped. Sarcophagus-like graves should also be included here; 

they resemble a sarcophagus in shape, but are not monolithic /made of 

a single stone block/, being made from slabs or blocks connected into 

one whole and sometimes with a shared or combined gable-like lid. 

Masonry graves were made as early as the Early Bronze Age in 

Northwestern Bulgaria and occur with varying frequency until the last 

heaping of mounds in Thrace. The richest masonry graves were found 

in the necropolis near Duvanlii in Plovdiv. One of the graves imitates a 

sarcophagus with its gabled lid and implied architectural details. Two 

other sarcophagus-like graves have been studied near Shipka - the one 

made of huge slabs is in the Malkata Mogila mound, the other made of 

granite blocks is in the Ostrusha Mound. They were also used during 

the Roman era. Sarcophagus-like graves belong to the class of 

sarcophagi. The term ‘sarcophagus’ comes from ancient Greek and 

means ‘meat eater’. A sarcophagus is, in the classical sense of the word, 

a coffin cut from a monolith, most often with a monolithic lid, shaped 

like a gabled roof with akroteria on the short sides, with or without 

plastic decoration on the walls and the lid. It may contain the remains 

of the deceased, but it may also have a symbolic or commemorative 

purpose, i.e. to denote the place of the grave. The simplest of their 
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representatives have smooth undecorated walls and a gabled lid. They 

appeared in Egypt, where after the 3rd millennium BC they repeated the 

shape of the mummified body laid inside. They were widespread in 

Etruria, Ancient Greece and Rome and to a lesser extent in the rest of 

the ancient world. They were mostly made up of stone /limestone or 

marble/, clay or in rare cases of wood. In Thrace during the pre-Roman 

era, they were found mainly in the necropoleis of the Black Sea colonies 

and their territories. During the Roman era, they spread also in the 

vicinity of cities and military centres, as well as in the interior of the 

country, including under a piled up mound. Some of them are richly 

decorated with relief scenes and plant ornaments. 

The review of the interment structures in the studied area, dated to the 

Bronze Age, allows making some assumptions about their evolution 

over time. The best illustration is the comparison between the two burial 

pits in the mound of Silihlar 3, separated by a relatively short 

chronological period. If the older burial pit was dug into the mainland 

and covered with beams, the next one in time was made on the surface 

of a pre-existing mound, with a burial chamber shaped by roughly 

quarried stones and covered with a large stone plate. Considering the 

evolution of this construction, the transition during the Early Iron Age 

to cist burials made of smaller plates is quite logical. It is possible that 

the first dolmens evolved from the more massive cists. In turn, this also 

shows a development from individual burial places to family tombs. The 

hypothesis corresponds both to the relatively late appearance of 

dolmens on the territory of Ancient Thrace and to their serious structural 

differences from those in the Caucasus - a relatively nearby region from 

which similar monuments closest in time are known. However, it is 

significant that the cist burial constructions were preserved in Thrace 

throughout the entire period of the dolmens' functioning, as evidenced 

by the results of the Shkorpil brothers' research in the studied area. 

It is worth mentioning that the research so far has not come across rich 

finds of Bronze Age ceramic vessels in Strandzha. The known materials 

are inferior to the synchronous ceramics from the Thracian lowland both 

in terms of variety of shapes and the quality of firing and decoration of 

the vessels. Explanations of this finding can be sought in various 
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directions, but first of all in the insufficient studies of settlement sites 

from the period. At the same time, the gold and silver ornaments from 

the mounds in the localities of Silihlyar and Stamopolu attest to the 

accumulation of considerable material wealth by the local inhabitants. 

Indicative of their technological skills is the tombstone from grave No. 

1 in mound No. 3, made apparently without the use of solid metal tools 

from difficult-to-model syenite. 

The available materials do not give sufficient reason for answering a 

number of questions, the main of which currently is proving or rejecting 

the idea of large-scale migration processes and penetration into the 

region of a different ethnic population during the transition from the 

Late Chalcolithic to the Early Bronze Age. Obviously, it can only be 

resolved in the course of future research by carrying out a series of DNA 

analyzes of bones from graves dated to both eras. For the time being, it 

is important to note that already at the commencement of the Bronze 

Age, the local population began to heap large burial mounds and shape 

the graves as complex structures - a phenomenon unknown in Thrace 

during the previous periods. 

The transition from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age in the studied area, 

as well as in the entire territory of Ancient Thrace, is characterized by 

qualitative changes that occurred in settlement structures, material 

culture and burial customs. For the present no large mounds are known 

from the early stages of the Iron Age. On the other hand, relatively 

extensive necropoleis have been registered, within which numerous cist 

graves occur. Unfortunately, the complexes discovered at the end of the 

19th century are not sufficiently fully documented, and the materials 

found in them that could serve as a basis for more accurate conclusions, 

have been irretrievably lost. Nevertheless, their publications prove the 

development of a new stage in the local inhabitants’ funerary practices 

- with an emphasis on the formation of individual interment structures. 

Important for clarifying the occurring changes in burial rituals and 

burial structures at the beginning of the Iron Age is the extensive 

necropolis on Mount Kitka in the vicinity of the town of Primorsko. The 

preliminary surveys of the terrain and the collected materials, mainly 

fragments of ceramic vessels, allow its functioning to be dated between 
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the end of the Early Iron Age and the beginning of the Late Iron Age. 

Before sufficiently large-scale studies have been undertaken here, it is 

too early to draw far-reaching conclusions, but the presence in a 

relatively small area of a few decares of vestiges of dolmens, cists and 

small-sized stone mounds, provides grounds for concluding that various 

funeral rites were practiced at that time in the area. Discovering the 

reasons for this diversity and the interpretation of their development 

dynamics will undoubtedly enrich our knowledge of the Ancient Thrace 

history during the so-called ‘dark ages’ after the Trojan War. It is tacitly 

assumed in the scholarly literature that this was a period in which the 

lands of Ancient Thrace experienced stagnation and a relatively low 

level of material culture. The absence of massive architectural 

monuments, rich settlements, large mounds, numerous treasures of 

objects of precious metals is adduced as indirect arguments. Especially 

highlighted is the lack of imported ceramic and metal products. A few 

metal fibulae found during the excavations of dolmens, defined as 

imports from Asia Minor by the archaeologist Daniela Agre, are rather 

an exception, which does not change the finding. 

The local economy development towards the end of the first half of the 

7th century BC is unequivocally associated with the appearance of 

Greek colonies along the Black Sea coast. A primary place among them 

is occupied by the city of Apollonia Pontica, located on the site of 

modern Sozopol. Apparently, over the next three centuries, the colonists 

managed to set up almost monopoly control over the coast, where they 

established numerous emporia and even small towns such as 

Agathopolis. The main reason for the economic prosperity was the rapid 

development of overseas trade and the increased exploitation of ore 

deposits in the Coastal and Central Strandzha regions. Obviously, in 

parallel with this, various productions of goods, mainly agricultural, 

developed in the immediate hinterland of the colonies. The process 

complicated the ethnic picture of the population in the studied area and 

caused serious changes in the economy and lifestyle of its inhabitants. 

The question about the presence of Thracians in Apollonia Pontica, or 

at least during the Hellenistic era, was raised as early as the mid-1970s. 

One of the arguments in this regard is the reports of numerous burial 
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mounds in the vicinity of the town, unfortunately destroyed in the first 

half of the 20th century. The question remains debatable to this day, 

since quite a few parallels are observed in the funeral rituals of 

Thracians and Hellenes. Some of the parallels, such as forming a simple 

circle around the graves with belts of stones, or the presence of artificial 

platforms for performing certain rites, are documented both in the well-

studied necropoleis of the polis, and in the Thracian necropolis located 

in the Sladkite Kladentsi residential quarter of Burgas. Regardless of 

this discussion, today we can state that the local Thracian tribes 

inhabited the immediate surroundings of the city - the chain of fortresses 

on the peaks of the Meden Rudnik Hill, as well as the area around the 

lower reaches of the Ropotamo River. There is no evidence of Hellenic 

colonists’ settlement 10-15 km inland from the sea board. 

If the finds retrieved during the underwater explorations undertaken in 

the mouth of Ropotamo simply mark the presence of a port that 

functioned in the 6th-2nd centuries BC, then the fortress located 

immediately above it and called by the locals Valchanovo Kale 

(Valchan’s stronghold) was controlled and inhabited by Thracians 

throughout the period of its existence according to the known materials,. 

A characteristic feature of the local population’s ethnic composition are 

the excavated Thracian burial mounds in the locality of Silihlar, in the 

design of which no elements characteristic of the mentioned necropoleis 

of Apollonia can be found. An interesting feature in the structure of the 

mounds near the town of Primorsko is the presence of significant 

quantities of vessel fragments, mainly Greek amphorae, into the piled 

up soil. The interpretation of the observed situation remains debatable 

for now; however, it has another informative value. Evidently, there 

were significant dumps for discarded Greek amphorae near the site of 

the mounds. This allows us to identify the area as a place where the 

contents of these containers were transferred to other containers; 

therefore, this is where the final trade operations between the imported 

goods and those of the local producers took place. 

However, the significant number of recorded remains of amphorae is 

not accompanied by an adequate amount of finds of luxury tableware 

with black-glazed decoration, the latter making up a significant 
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proportion of the pottery finds in Apollonia itself. The number of pre-

Roman coins from this area is also relatively small. Nevertheless, 

among them are examples of issues rare in Thrace, such as coins of the 

Odrysian rulers of cities such as Elaion Critote, Ephesus and others. So 

it can be concluded that monetary trade operations were sufficiently 

well developed and other reasons must be sought for the absence of 

certain categories of artefacts in areas distant from the sea coast 

attributed to the Hellenes. 

The grave goods found in the mounds from the Hellenistic era in the 

area testify to a significant economic stratification in the local society. 

Despite having been destroyed and looted back in Antiquity, the 

preserved fragments of intricately worked stone blocks and architectural 

details from the ruined tombs in the Silihlyar 1 Mound show the high 

craftsmanship of their builders. The analysis of the gold treasure found 

in one of the tombs gives us reasons to accept it as a product of a local 

jewellery workshop – evidence not only of economic prosperity, but 

also of the development of local craftsmanship. At the same time, it 

testifies to a high social position of its owner – probably a local 

paradynast. Along with the remnants of tombs and the treasure of gold 

appliqués from the Silihlyar 1 Mound in the adjacent Silihlyar 2 Mound, 

an interesting and rich grave inventory was also recorded, but of a 

significantly lower value. The second mound is significantly smaller. 

The rudimentary stone construction of rubble and river stones around 

the pyre is incomparable to the tombs, made of well-worked blocks 

covered in stucco. 

The finds so far allow the conclusion that the mounds containing a rich 

inventory, such as those in Sinemorets and Primorsko, mark the 

consolidation during the Hellenistic era of a stratum of wealthy 

aristocrats in the area. Comparing them with the well-known mounds 

around the town of Malko Tarnovo gives reason to assume that deep in 

the hinterland the economic inequalities were not so clearly expressed. 

Nevertheless, the tumular burials in the study area mark the persistence 

of local traditions in burial rituals dating back to the Early Bronze Age. 

They were also preserved in the Late Hellenistic era, as evidenced by 

the burials in the Chenger Mound. It is acceptable to assume that the 
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person buried there belonged to the owners of the Farmakida tower 

(tursis), which is located only 2 km from it. 

At the same time, the flat necropolis in the quarter of Sladkite Kladentsi 

in Burgas indicates the combination of elements in the Hellenic 

colonists and the local population’s funeral rituals. Above all, these are 

the cremation burials, common in Hellenistic-era Thracian necropoleis, 

with the ashes of the deceased collected in luxurious red-figured vessels 

regularly found in the necropoleis of the Greek colonies. The 

combination of Greek and Thracian elements can be interpreted as an 

indicator of the processes of integration of the material and spiritual 

cultures of the two ethnic groups during the Hellenistic era. 

The economic crisis of the coastal colonies and settlements, which 

developed after the middle of the 3rd century BC, is evidenced by the 

sharp decrease in imported materials and luxury items in the entire area 

under consideration. This is probably the explanation for the absence of 

large burial mounds in the area from that time and the reduction in the 

number and importance of the settlements in it. Life died down in the 

Thracian fortresses on the peaks of Meden Rid, in the vicinity of the 

copper mines around Lake Mandra, the famous sites in the Central 

Strandzha, the large-scale importation of goods ceased and the 

relatively poor agricultural residences located along the sea coast and in 

the valley of the Veleka River were the most common in the period. 

Coin finds sharply decrease, silver ones become extremely scarce, gold 

issues practically disappear. The difficult state of the local economy 

continued until the onset of the expansion of the Roman Republic, 

which turned, at the beginning of our era, into an empire - a process that 

marked the beginning of a qualitatively new historical period not only 

for the foothills of Strandzha, but also for the whole of Ancient Thrace. 

For a variety of reasons, the studies on burial practices in the country in 

recent decades have become a focus of archaeological research. Every 

year, new sites dating to different historical eras, practically in the entire 

territory of Bulgaria, become known. At the same time, the publication 

of results provided by these studies is limited to annual reports and short 

articles, usually devoted to a single object or a few artifacts. Some 

general studies of burial rites in the Bronze Age and attempts to 
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systematize the concentrations of dolmens represent a good exception 

to this observation. The processing of accumulated empirical materials 

becomes more and more complex for an individual researcher. 

Obviously, in the foreseeable future, the need to create targeted groups 

of specialists to deal with the relatively narrow issues associated with 

this specific aspect of the ancients’ life is emerging. A specialized 

database on burial practices in the territory of Ancient Thrace, which 

would allow researchers to get quick and easy access to them could 

become the basis of such activity. 

Archaeological research in the northern slopes of Strandzha Mountain 

in the coming years will undoubtedly allow us to significantly expand 

our knowledge about the development of the life and culture of its 

inhabitants over the centuries. The overview and analysis of what we 

know about burial practices and customs proposed in the present work, 

besides supplementing this important part of the life of the ancient 

people with specific data, also provide grounds for reasoning in other 

directions, as well as for specific and targeted research. 
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REFERENCE OF CONTRIBUTIONS 

 

1. The idea of defining the territory of Thrace Pontica as a contact zone 

between the local inhabitants and migrants during the Bronze Age, and 

later between them and the Hellenic colonists, is confirmed; 

2. The thesis of M. Gimbutas about the development of culture in 

Eastern Europe during the Bronze Age is contested with arguments; 

3. A summary of the funerary structures, rituals and practices during the 

Bronze, Early Iron and Hellenistic Ages is made, defining the 

chronological boundaries of the sharp changes they underwent, as well 

as the continuity in the use of individual elements; 

4. The comparative analysis related to the burial practices in Northern 

Strandzha and those in the central part of Ancient Thrace contributes to 

establishing both the common features between them and some 

specifics of the monuments from the studied geographical region; 

5. The dating of the dolmens in Strandzha has been clarified on the basis 

of the discoveries of recent years and the view of their use as ancestral 

tombs has been defended. It has been suggested that dolmens have 

qualitatively different functions compared to the standard burial 

structures of the previous era; 

6. Based on the published results of the studies, the thesis of the 

qualitative change in burial practices at the boundary of the Bronze and 

Early Iron Ages has been confirmed, which clearly signals serious 

changes in the lifestyle and culture of the local population; 

7. The comparison of the results of the studies of necropoleis and 

individual tumulus burials in the area of the Greek colony of Apollonia 

Pontica and the surrounding territories provides an opportunity to 

observe the processes of symbiosis of the cultures of the two ethnic 

groups during the Hellenistic era. It has been proven that, regardless of 

the adoption of a number of elements characteristic of the new settlers’ 

life and customs, the local population basically retains its funeral 

customs and practices; 

8. An important observation is the relatively late (more than a century) 

appearance of tumuli in Northern Strandzha compared to the central 

areas of Thrace; 
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9. The hypothesis, formulated on the basis of the newly discovered 

materials, about the possible presence of a local centre for jewellery 

production and about the formation of local aristocratic elite during the 

Hellenistic era is of high value; 

10. The results of unpublished archaeological excavations and field 

surveys conducted under the supervision of the doctoral student within 

the boundaries of the researched area are presented. 
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