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GENERAL STRUCTURE OF THE DISSERTATION

The doctoral dissertation examines the Christian cult sites on the
Shumen Plateau. Various aspects regarding the chronological boundaries of
their existence, their location, architectural plans, and the functions of the
constituent rooms of these sites, as well as the cultural and historical
significance of the discovered epigraphic monuments, have been discussed in
numerous scientific publications. These have also been featured in editions
dedicated to cultural tourism aimed at popularizing the medieval history of
the Shumen region. From the 1960s to the present day, a large portion of the
rock-hewn monasteries on the Shumen Plateau has also been a subject of
study by speleologists from various societies across Bulgaria. However, to
date, there is no comprehensive study that provides a complex clarification of
the model of construction and functioning of the network of rock-hewn
monasteries on the plateau and their connection with the Christian churches
within and around the Shumen Fortress, as well as at the foot of the plateau
slopes.

The dissertation consists of an introduction, three chapters, a
conclusion, a bibliography, and an appendix. The Introduction (pp. 3-12)
outlines the relevance, the object, the subject, the goals, the tasks, and the
methods of the research.

The relevance of the present study is necessitated by the need for a
systematic and comprehensive investigation from an architectural and
cultural-historical perspective of the Christian cult sites on the Shumen
Plateau — churches and rock-hewn monasteries, including the interconnections
between them. In this regard, the significance of the topic is determined by
several factors: 1) the importance of the Shumen Plateau as part of the
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the monuments due to the threats posed by natural and anthropogenic impacts
resulting from the unrestricted access to most of the hermitages; 3) the need
for an interdisciplinary approach that integrates the achievements of history,
archaeology, epigraphy, and cultural studies. Consequently, the Christian cult
sites on the Shumen Plateau are integrated into the broader context of similar
studies of this type of archaeological site in Dobrudja, the Northern Black Sea
coast, the Polomie region, and the Provadiya region. To a large extent, this
approach allows the Christian cult sites on the Shumen Plateau to be
examined within the context of a sacral space, forming a "Sacred Forest"”
(Sveta Gora) similar to those of Preslav, Tarnovo, Sredets, Ivanovo, Sliven,
and the Rhodopes.

The object of the study is the organization of the Christian cult sites on
the Shumen Plateau, outlining a specific model of structuring the churches
and rock-hewn monasteries that undoubtedly expanded and formed a distinct
"Sacred Forest" (Sveta Gora) during the Second Bulgarian Kingdom. It is of
significant importance that the churches within and around the Shumen
Fortress largely reflect the religious continuity from the Early Byzantine
period (4th — 6th centuries) to the Late Middle Ages (12th — 15th centuries),
when Shumen was one of the major urban centers of the Second Bulgarian
Kingdom. On the other hand, the rock-hewn monasteries in the boazes
(gorges) of the Shumen Plateau allow for tracing the emergence and
development of monastic practices in this region of Medieval Bulgaria.

The subject of the research includes both the Christian churches in the
Shumen Fortress and at the foot of the plateau's gorges, as well as the rock-
hewn monasteries around the fortress and along the vertical rock rims of the
plateau. In these areas, numerous remains of monastic complexes, rock-cut
churches, sketes, chapels, and cells have been recorded, reflecting the

essential role of the Shumen Plateau during the Middle Ages.



The chronological framework of the present study (9th — 15th
centuries) encompasses, on the one hand, the establishment of the Shumen
Fortress as a significant spiritual center, and on the other, the emergence,
expansion, and decline of the Christian cult monuments on the Shumen
Plateau. The chronological boundaries are marked by key processes in the
development of Bulgarian Christian culture: the Christianization of the
Bulgarians, the flourishing of literary schools, and the spread of monasticism
during the First and Second Bulgarian Kingdoms, the penetration and
consolidation of Hesychasm, the Ottoman invasion, and the conquest of
Medieval Bulgaria. Such a broad perspective allows for tracing the dynamics
of cult life, changes in architectural types, the development of monastic
communities, and the evolution of spiritual practices within the area of the
Shumen Plateau.

The primary objective of the dissertation is to refine the contribution
of the Christian cult monuments on the Shumen Plateau to the construction of
a local Christian identity. To achieve this goal, the following tasks have been
set:

1. To consistently present the sparse data regarding the Christian cult sites
on the Shumen Plateau.

2. To chronologically trace the research achievements concerning both the
churches in the Shumen Fortress and at the foot of the plateau's gorges,
as well as the rock-hewn monasteries around the fortress and along the
vertical rock rims of the plateau.

3. To reconstruct the comprehensive picture of the cult landscape
through the analysis of archaeological data, architectural forms, and
cartographic information, clarifying the connections between individual
sites and outlining the characteristics of spiritual life in the region.

4. To trace the possible interconnections between nearby settlements,

central churches, and Christian rock-cut sites.
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5. To update the layout and functionality of the rock-hewn monasteries on
the plateau.

6. To illustrate the cultural-historical markers of religious identity in the
region through an additional analysis of the epigraphic material.

7. To lay the foundations for the creation of a comprehensive digitized
database of the Christian cult sites on the Shumen Plateau.

In this regard, the study proposes a systematization not only of the
known Christian cult sites but also includes new observations resulting from
field surveys, comparisons with published data, and analysis of the links
between sacred spaces. In this way, the doctoral dissertation aims to
contribute to a deeper understanding of the Christian tradition and the
spiritual landscape of the Shumen Plateau in the period of the 9th — 15th
centuries.

Methodology

The study primarily employs archaeological research methods, while
acknowledging that these methods do not always yield definitive results
regarding rock-hewn monasteries. This is due to the fact that in natural caves,
where all types of rooms are fashioned, cultural layers (stratification) are
very difficult to preserve. Consequently, elements of the comparative-
historical, stratigraphic, and interdisciplinary methods of research have been
utilized. This approach has allowed through observation, measurement,
description, mapping, analysis, and synthesis the integration of achievements
in archaeology, epigraphy, and Christian architecture, leading to more precise
conclusions regarding the cultural and historical significance of the Christian
cult sites on the Shumen Plateau.

Chapter One, ""Sources and Historiography" (pp. 13-50), presents
the surviving sources regarding the medieval Christian churches and rock-
hewn monasteries on the Shumen Plateau (Section I); the stages of research

on the Christian churches and rock-cut monasteries on the Shumen Plateau,
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along with the debated issues concerning the formation of the archaeological
map of the Shumen Plateau (Section Il); and the structural model of the
monastic rock-hewn complexes on the plateau, which allows for the
identification of a (Shumen "Lesser Mount Athos") Mala Sveta Gora in
Shumen (Section IIl).

In the first Czech general encyclopedia, Riegriuv slovnik naucny
(Rieger's Scientific Dictionary), published in 1872, it is noted that 9th-century
documents mention the seat of the Bulgarian ruler Krum as being located in
Shumen at that time, and that in 811, the fortress was destroyed by Emperor
Nicephorus (Rieger 1872: 188-189). The interpretation of the so-called
"Simeon’s Hill," mentioned in the Alexiad (12th century) by Anna Komnene
as the site where Emperor Alexios | Komnenos camped during his campaign
toward Drustar, remains controversial — whether it refers to Medieval Shumen
(according to Vera Antonova) or the hill near the village of Voyvoda,
northeast of Pliska (according to Vasil Zlatarski). In the earliest description of
Shumen from 1153, attributed to al-Idrisi, it is mentioned that Shumen is an
ancient and significant city at the foot of an elevation (mountain), with well-
developed trade and abundant natural resources. The German poet Michael
Beheim, in a poem based on an eyewitness account of a participant in the
siege of Shumen within the army of Wladyslaw Il Jagiello, reflects on the
fall of Shumen to the Crusaders in 1444, stating that the fortress, called
Shemla, lies upon the rock of a mountain (Georgieva, Penkov 1996: 22-23).
Ottoman chronicles, administrative, judicial, and tax documents mention the
capture of the Shumen Fortress and the subsequent expansion of the city into
the plain as an important administrative and military center within the
Ottoman Empire. In the work Description of the Kingdom of Bulgaria by the
Catholic Archbishop Petar Bogdan Bakshev, more detailed information about
the city of Shumen is found, as he visited the city in 1640 during his

missionary activities and recorded the presence of traces of frescoes and
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epigraphic inscriptions in the rock-hewn monasteries on the Shumen Plateau.
Even in travelogues from the 17th—19th centuries, descriptions do not devote
a single line to the Christian cult buildings and centers on the Shumen
Plateau, mentioning only that the Shumen Fortress is located "on a hill" or
"outside the city on an elevation."

Overall, it can be stated that among the reports concerning Shumen, the
most debated issue remains the name of the city. The name Masinus /
Masiunous, recorded by al-Idrisi, is associated with an altered pronunciation
of Simionos / Simanus. Meanwhile, the medieval name of the city, found in
the so-called Shishman Inscription and in two graffiti from the Shumen rock-
hewn monasteries, is linked to the transformation of the Turko-Greek
Siimenon into the proper name Siimen, later reinterpreted as "shumen grad"
[noisy city] (Georgiev 2014: 479, 487—-488 and ref. cit.; Todorov 2019: 39-44
and ref. cit.).

Information regarding the rock-hewn monasteries on the southern slope
of the Shumen Plateau, specifically in the area of the village of Osmar, and
their condition toward the mid-19th century, can be found in the
autobiography of Sava Dobroplodni. Indirect data concerning the presence of
rock-hewn hermitages in the so-called Shumen Balkan [mountain] are also
found in the chapter "Liberation" of the novella An Unfortunate Family by
Vasil Drumev. Additionally, lliya R. Blaskov, in Chapter XV "Departure™ of
the novella Lost Stanka, mentions a frescoed cave in the Osmar Gorge.

During the Pre-Liberation period, the antiquities in the Shumen region
attracted the attention not only of prominent figures of the Bulgarian National
Revival, such as Vasil Drumev, Dobri Voynikov, Vasil Stoyanov, Hristo
Boyarov, and others, but also of several foreign scholars and travelers,
including Felix Kanitz, Konstantin Jirecek, and the Shkorpil brothers. Karel
Shkorpil reported that in the westernmost part of the meadow along the

southeastern slope of the Shumen Hisar, in the Harachi Boaz locality, there
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are traces of the foundations of a small single-apse church. Data regarding the
remains of a Christian temple in the same locality are also found in the
Description of the City of Shumen by K. Bozhilov; the Revival-era teacher
noted that he had examined stone blocks with inscriptions and drawings
unearthed by a Turkish treasure hunter among the ruins on the slope. Later, K.
Shkorpil identified these remains as the foundations of a small single-apse
church (Church No. 11). Reports related to the Christian monasteries in the
vicinity of Shumen are also found in the texts of Konstantin Jire¢ek. In his
1888 description of the Bulgarian lands, the Czech historian noted: "above the
springs of Bokludzha there is a certain cave called Hindi-bunar, and above it
lies the site of the old Hisar, the medieval Shumen Fortress. A monastery
must have belonged to it, as the vineyards below Ildiz-tabia are called
'monastery vineyards'..." (JireCek 1974: 865—-866). The same work by JireCek
provides information that in 1869, while constructing a road from
Divdyadovo to Shumen, workers discovered two separate stone niches in the
protruding lower part of the limestone massif (JireCek 1888: 641), which were
most likely related to the remains of a small church later recorded by K.
Shkorpil (Shkorpil 1905: 437).

At the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century, interest in
the antiquities of the Shumen region intensified. In the first stage (from the
Liberation to the mid-20th century), research on the Christian churches and
rock-hewn monasteries on the Shumen Plateau is associated with the studies
of Vasil Zlatarski, Karel Shkorpil, and Rafail Popov. At the end of the 19th
century, while attempting to localize the monastery of the monk
(Chernorizets) Tudor Doksov, V. Zlatarski provided information regarding
excavated and destroyed ruins along the southern slope of the Shumen Plateau
between the villages of Khan Krum and Troitsa. He noted the presence of a
rich and large church, surrounded by other buildings (Zlatarski 1897). This
led the author to hypothesize that a medieval monastery had existed at this
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site Zlatarski linked these ruins to the monastery mentioned by P. Bakshev in
a "village that had been a bishopric" near Preslav, and to the "St. Trinity"
(Sveta Troitsa) mentioned by Carsten Niebubhr.

In the same study, V. Zlatarski described the artificial caves he visited
in the rock massifs of the Osmar, Troitsa, and Kaluger boazes (gorges). After
presenting a general assessment of the condition of the caves, he concluded
that the rock-hewn dwellings served until the Late Middle Ages as sketes
(hermitages) associated with the presumed medieval monastery of "St.
Trinity." At the beginning of the 20th century, V. Zlatarski reported that
during "accidental excavations outside the city of Shumen above the locality
called Kyoshkovete" (Zlatarski 1901: 726), the so-called Inscription of Stilian
was discovered. According to the Bulgarian scholar, this inscription testifies
to the existence of a church at that location, and he promoted the idea that the
temple mentioned in the text was part of, or near, a monastic complex
(Zlatarski 1901: 728-730). In a scientific report regarding a second (bilingual)
epigraphic monument found at the same site above the Kyoshkovete locality,
V. Zlatarski further developed his idea of the existence of a skete or a
hesychasterion (postnitsa) connected to the "St. Trinity" monastery (Zlatarski
1902: 223-224) located on the southern slope of the Shumen Plateau, which,
according to travelers' accounts, survived until the second half of the 18th
century (Zlatarski 1901: 729).

The systematic surveys, descriptions, and investigations of the Shumen
Fortress and the rock-hewn monasteries on the Shumen Plateau — including
photographs, sketches, eye-level diagrams, and maps were the work of K.
Shkorpil (Shkorpil 1905). After purposefully exploring the Shumen Plateau,
Shkorpil marked the antiquities from Antiquity and the Middle Ages that
were visible and well-preserved at that time. As a result of these studies, the
first sketch of the shape and extent of the Shumen Fortress was produced.

Additionally, plans and diagrams were presented for the rock-cut churches,
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cells, and monasteries in the gorges of the Shumen Plateau to which he had
access. He also investigated the terrace above the ravine (known as Hisar
Boaz, one of the three branches of Harachi Boaz, originating south of the
Kyoshkovete locality), where the foundations of both a church (Church No.
11) in whose ruins inscriptions and drawings were found and a nearby bath
(the so-called Roman Bath) were recorded.

From the same period are the studies of Rafail Popov, who in 1901
undertook a partial investigation of the caves at the so-called Tsar Krum’s
Gates (Tsar-Krumovi porti). In 1905, under the direction of R. Popov and the
Shumen District Archaeological Society, partial trial excavations (test
trenches) were conducted at the monastery near the villages of Khan Krum
and Troitsa, previously localized by V. Zlatarski. In 1925, R. Popov
excavated the so-called Roman Bath at the foot of the southeastern slope
below the Shumen Fortress, although the results of these investigations
remained unpublished.

The period leading up to the mid-20th century also includes the
observations of Nikola Mavrodinov on the southern slope of Hisarlaka Hill,
where the remains of a church (Church No. 12) were localized. This was most
likely a three-nave basilica, whose plan partially reconstructed due to the
extremely poor condition of the foundations at the time of their discovery was
provided to Vera Antonova for publication by Vera Mavrodinova (Antonova
1995: 132, note 246).

Until the mid-20th century, regular archaeological excavations and
studies of the antiquities on the Shumen Plateau were not undertaken. Instead,
the task of preserving, clearing, and promoting the region’s cultural and
historical heritage was handled by the "Balgarska Starina” [Bulgarian
Antiquity] association, established on the initiative of K. Shkorpil. The
association’s rescue activities in the Hisarya locality led to the discovery of

church foundations and several burials during excavation works in the
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northern sector of the fortification in 1924. According to Tihomir Tihov, this
church is one of those later excavated and studied by Vera Antonova within
the Shumen Fortress specifically No. 6 or No. 7, according to the currently
accepted numbering (Tihov 2019: 223).

During the second stage of research (from the mid-20th century to
1989), a more purposeful investigation of both the Shumen Fortress and the
rock-hewn monasteries on the plateau slopes was carried out. In 1956-1957,
Vera Antonova and Tsvetana Dremsizova-Nelchinova conducted trial
excavations at the Shumen Fortress to clarify the layout, plan, and period of
existence of the settlement. They also continued the investigation of the
meadow on the southeastern slope of the Shumen Hisar, where K. Shkorpil
had previously marked the remains of a small single-apse church (Church No.
11). Rescue archaeological excavations of this Christian temple were
conducted during the road construction from the Kyoshkovete locality to the
Shumen Fortress, which began in 1958 and was expanded in 1964. The route
of the road intersected and destroyed a large portion of the architectural
integrity of the archaeological sites (Dremsizova, Antonova 1960: 22-25;
Antonova 1965: 30; Georgieva 2008: 119-120). Consequently, the remains of
Church No. 11 were almost completely destroyed without being
comprehensively and systematically studied, allowing for varying modern
interpretations of the temple's dating and functions.

Based on the studies and discovered artifacts, the authors concluded
that "a settlement from the Second Bulgarian State (12th — 14th centuries)
was located on the meadow below Hisarya" and that "it continued its
existence during the early Ottoman rule" (Dremsizova, Antonova 1960: 25).
Some of the marked walls form a rectangular room with unspecified
functions, while others were likely intended as enclosure walls for courtyards.
In later works, V. Antonova examined this temple from the suburb as a

central church for the monks from the rock-hewn monastery around the
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Shumen Fortress (Antonova 1981: 92). In the following decades, various
researchers and scholars have proposed hypotheses regarding the situation of
the temple whether it was a church in the suburb, part of a monastic complex
outside the fortress walls, or a metropolitan residence during the 14th century.

The systematic excavations of the Shumen Fortress, which began in the
early 1960s under the direction of V. Antonova and Ts. Dremsizova, allowed
for the discovery, investigation, and conservation of Christian temples within
the fortress and outside the fortress walls (in the so-called suburb/suburbs)
over the following decades. This facilitated the establishment, by 1987, of the
number, chronological sequence of construction, and architectural appearance
of the temples. In 1969, several churches superimposed one upon another
from different periods were uncovered in the eastern sector of the fortress:
No. 1 and No. 2 — Early Christian (3rd—6th centuries); No. 3 — Old Bulgarian
(second half of the 10th century); No. 4 — Late Medieval (13th-14th
centuries) (Antonova 1972: 3-27; Antonova 1995: 70-74). In 1971, the
foundations of a single-nave, single-apse church (No. 5), dated to the 12th—
14th centuries, were uncovered north of Tower No. 3. The investigations
identified two construction periods related to the reconstruction and fresco
painting of the temple, as well as the presence of a courtyard enclosed by
walls, where three graves were discovered (Antonova 1973: 42-53; Antonova
1995: 74-78).

In 1959, Ts. Dremsizova and V. Antonova further investigated the rock
caves below the so-called Tsar Krum’s Gates. From their observations, the
authors concluded that the caves served as dwellings during the Chalcolithic
(Copper Age). Based on discovered fragments of Middle Bulgarian pottery
and traces of additional manual carving in caves No. 2 and No. 6, they judged
that these were inhabited between the 12th and 14th centuries, being closely
linked to the rock-hewn monastery located below the northern fortress wall

(Dremsizova, Antonova 1960: 5). V. Antonova and Ts. Dremsizova also
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studied the cells below the Shumen Hisar on the northeastern rock slope,
concluding that the traces of later carving and artificial rock-cut hollows
indicate that these natural caves were used as dwellings. This is similar to the
rock caves in the Osmar and Kaluger gorges, and those above Divdyadovo
and Madara, usually associated with monastic communities that inhabited
these sites during the Late Middle Ages (12th—14th centuries). V. Antonova
and Ts. Dremsizova also presented their observations on the caves that are
part of the rock-hewn monastery below ,,Yildiz Tabia®“, describing their plan
and architectural features. As a result of their research, the authors concluded
that "cave No. 1 and the excavated compartments No. 2 and No. 3 served as
monastic cells and were connected to the church located on the slope below
the height,” and that "the remains of the described monastery should be
attributed to the period of the Second Bulgarian State"” (Dremsizova,
Antonova 1960: 29-30).

During the same period, V. Antonova and Ts. Dremsizova conducted
additional research on the rock-hewn monastery in the Osmar Gorge
(Dremsizova, Antonova 1960: 31-32; Dremsizova-Nelchinova 1997: 134),
where V. Zlatarski and K. Shkorpil had previously identified a rock-cut
church known as the "Kostadinov Monastery”. The researchers established
the existence of numerous other cells and tombs connected to the monastery.

In the early 1960s, Stoyan Maslev undertook a new survey and study of
some of the rock-hewn dwellings on the Shumen Plateau (Maslev 1963: 95—
102). It is to Maslev that we owe the detailed description of the plan and the
sketching of the difficult-to-access rock-cut church "Direkliyata”. He also
deciphered the inscription he discovered on the southwestern wall of the
church, which indicates that the rock-hewn temple was dedicated to St.
Archangel Michael. In the Troitsa Gorge, Maslev focused his attention on the
inscriptions and images in the artificial cave known as "The Monastery”. In a

niche located in a room at the foot of the southern side of "Momina Skala"

13



[Maiden's Rock], he recorded an inscription testifying that "it concerns a
small chapel, likely dedicated solely to the Holy Spirit (of the Holy Trinity)",
and is linked to the monastery of the Holy Trinity located elsewhere (Maslev
1963: 98). Maslev also corrected K. Shkorpil's assumption that the church at
"Momina Skala" was built on the summit. According to the proposed new
localization, the church was hewn into the southern side of the rock at a
height of approximately 6-7 meters from the base, forming a rectangular
chamber in which the church and its adjacent premises — the diaconicon,
prothesis, and a tomb — are clearly distinguishable.

Following de viso examinations, St. Maslev refined the previously
proposed description by K. Shkorpil of the temple plan in the valley of the
Strazhka River. He found no traces of frescoes or inscriptions on the church
walls, nor any evidence of graves. Summarizing his research on this rock-cut
church, Maslev concluded that the rock-hewn churches on the Shumen
Plateau, similar to the monastic colonies along the Rusenski Lom River
valley, bear witness to established monastic communities that existed during
the 13th—15th centuries (Maslev 1963: 100-102).

In the period 1973-1974, three more 12th—14th-century churches were
excavated and studied in the northern sector of the Shumen Fortress — the
single-nave and single-apse churches No. 6, No. 7, and No. 8, near which
Christian tombs and necropolises were recorded. By the end of the 1970s, two
more Christian temples had been uncovered and investigated: Church No. 9
(13th—14th centuries), located in the eastern sector of the fortress, is a single-
nave, single-apse structure and the smallest cult building in the fortress, likely
belonging to a high-ranking cleric; Church No. 10, located below the southern
fortress wall, is a three-nave basilica with two observed construction periods —
Early Byzantine from the 6th century and OIld Bulgarian from the 9th—10th

centuries — where the reconstruction of the temple almost entirely followed
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the plan of the original masonry (Antonova 1975b: 26-27; Antonova 1995:
78-81).

While the investigations of the Shumen Fortress and the rock-hewn
dwellings on the Shumen Plateau were ongoing, rescue excavations began in
1979 at the monastic complex in the "Manastira" / "Tsarkvishteto" locality
between the villages of Khan Krum and Troitsa. The researchers — Vera
Antonova, Dochka Vladimirova, and Pavlina Petrova — established that this
was the site previously marked by V. Zlatarski as a monastery and a center for
the rock-hewn dwellings carved into the nearby gorges. Taking into account
the classical basilica plan and its massive stone masonry, which resembles
that of the Great Basilica in Pliska, the team concluded that the initial
construction of the temple should be dated to the late 9th century.
Subsequently, the temple underwent several reconstructions and continued to
function through the 10th century, becoming a spiritual and educational center
in the hinterland of the capital Preslav. The authors link the construction of
the temple to the large-scale church building during the reign of Prince Boris |
the Baptist, while the later 10th-century reconstructions are attributed to the
reigns of Simeon and Peter, when the church became the center of a
monastery. Its final destruction is accepted to have occurred in the early years
of the 11th century (Antonova, Vladimirova, Petrova 1981: 65-76).

In the following years, research concentrated on the Shumen Fortress
and its adjacent territory. In 1984, trial excavations were again conducted on
the meadow below the eastern fortress wall. In one of the test pits near
Church No. 11, three Christian burials were uncovered, likely part of the
temple's necropolis. This discovery, along with found structures and artifacts,
led V. Antonova to reaffirm that "a portion of the suburb of medieval Shumen
was located directly beneath the fortress walls" (Antonova 1989: 58).

During the third stage of research (1990s — first quarter of the 21st

century), archaeological excavations at the Shumen Fortress were suspended,
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leaving open several debated questions. These include the presence of one or
more suburbs, the existence of a monastic complex below the eastern wall of
the fortress, and the roles of Churches No. 11 and No. 12. The rock-hewn
dwellings on the Shumen Plateau also remain incompletely investigated, with
their existence being linked almost exclusively to the 12th—14th centuries and
the spread of Hesychasm.

According to Dorothea Georgieva, Church No. 11 was within a
medieval monastery, on whose territory a necropolis, a bath, a watchtower,
outbuildings, and a pottery workshop have been found. The author seeks
confirmation for the existence of a monastic building in the depiction of a
three-story structure on a stone discovered near the church earlier by K.
Shkorpil. According to the researcher, the monastic complex existed from the
Oth century until 1444, complementing the "urban planning scheme of
medieval Shumen" (Georgieva 2008: 126).

Evgeni Dermendzhiev, in a publication also focusing on the church of
"St. Mary" (The Holy Mother of God), views it as part of a monastery but
within the boundaries of the suburb (Dermendzhiev 2017: 81-83). According
to the author, a monastic complex may have formed around the temple,
including the "Roman Bath™ previously marked by K. Shkorpil. T. Tihov
partially agrees, noting that the monastic complex might have functioned
from the 13th-14th centuries until 1444, as archaeological data for the
suburbs are too sparse to claim that the monastery was built as early as the
Early Bulgarian Middle Ages (Tihov 2019: 236-237).

During the excavations of the Shumen Fortress, which spanned
approximately three decades, six Christian temples were identified in six
residential quarters from the Late Bulgarian Middle Ages (12th-14th
centuries) — three in the northern half, two in the central sector, and one in the
southern sector. According to Pavel Georgiev, the six churches in the Shumen

Fortress functioned as "parish churches for individual quarters of the
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settlement”, while “the only church with a clearly public character appears to
be the large Church No. 4, which was undoubtedly the main temple of the
fortress settlement,” forming "a single cult-religious unit a parish." P.
Georgiev specifies that the population outside the fortress likely formed “one
or two more such parishes with their own churches in the suburbs" (Georgiev
1993: 77-79).

In the 1990s and the first decade of the 21st century, scholarly attention
again turned to the rock-hewn monasteries along the rim of the Shumen
Plateau, with new observations conducted on the dwellings in the area of the
villages of Troitsa and Osmar (Ovcharov, Andreev 1998: 34). In a publication
examining archaeological monuments in the vicinity of the village of
Novosel, Stoycho Bonev also draws attention to the rock-cut church
previously described by St. Maslev. According to the author, above the
church in question, "traces of buildings are found, and the cultural remains
around them bear witness to life specifically during the years of high
feudalism [the High Middle Ages]", which provides grounds to identify these
remains with an existing monastery in the Balkan Tarlu locality (Bonev 1993:
48-49).

After the year 2000, Marin Nikolov undertook new investigations along
the entire valley of the Strazhka River, supplementing the earlier
observations, descriptions, and sketches of St. Maslev. During his
expeditions, Nikolov discovered three previously undescribed caves — two
natural and one artificially excavated, located at varying distances from the
rock-cut church. Summarizing his observations, the author concluded that the
presence of a church, a tomb, and rock-hewn cells bears witness to a distinct
rock-monastery complex along the upper reaches of the Strazhka River,
proposing a dating within the 12th—14th centuries (Nikolov 2008: 53-55).

The systematic investigation of the churches within and around the

Shumen Fortress, as well as the excavation of some of the Christian cult sites
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at the foot of the plateau’s slopes, allows for the identification of a probable
interconnection between the central temples in the lowlands and the emerging
rock-hewn monasteries in the gorges of the Shumen Plateau. In this sense, the
research largely enables the completion of the archaeological map of the
Shumen Plateau, illustrating the cultural-historical processes that began at the
end of the First Bulgarian Kingdom, related to the gradual establishment of
Medieval Shumen as an important spiritual and administrative center
replacing Preslav. In summarizing the research to date, several debated issues
emerge:

1) Territorial distribution of Christian cult sites along the slopes of the
Shumen Plateau

The remains of monasteries and churches that emerged during the First
Bulgarian Kingdom (Sveta Troitsa, Church No. 11 Sveta Bogoroditsa, the
church near the village of Novosel) have been uncovered along the slopes of
the plateau. It is highly probable that devout members of their congregations
initiated the development of monasticism and rock-hewn dwellings on the
adjacent slopes. It is also no coincidence that, in synchrony with the
established monastic practice of constructing rock-hewn monasteries closely
linked to the spiritual life of nearby fortresses and medieval towns (Atanasov
2015: 373-374), a series of chain-linked monastic cells is found in the
immediate vicinity of the Shumen Fortress, below the northern wall and
extending approximately 300 m along the slope. These are connected to the
central temple of “St. Mary” (The Holy Mother of God), located on the
meadow of the southeastern slope of the Shumen Hisar.

2) Chronological boundaries of the central churches and adjacent rock-
hewn dwellings

A primary consensus has emerged: the appearance and existence of the
rock-hewn monasteries on the Shumen Plateau are attributed almost

exclusively to the period of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom and are linked to
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the rise and consolidation of Hesychasm during the 13th-14th centuries.
However, archaeological research on some of the churches/monasteries at the
foot of the plateau suggests they emerged as early as the late 9th or early 10th
century, subsequently acquiring the status of central churches for the rock-cut
complexes formed in the nearby gorges. An example is the temple on the
southern slope between the villages of Khan Krum and Troitsa, which
excavations have established was built toward the end of the 9th century and
survived until the beginning of the 11th century.

The dating of the church discovered in 2006 northeast of the village of
Novosel is also a subject of debate. The excavators, Mariela Inkova and
Ivaylo Kanev, attribute it to the late 10th or early 11th century based on
discovered fragments of Early Medieval domestic pottery (Inkova, Kanev
2007a: 499-501). Conversely, Stoycho Bonev emphasizes the predominance
of Middle Bulgarian domestic pottery and suggests a lower limit of the 12th
century (Bonev 2011: 14-15). It is entirely possible that this church was
linked to the rock-cut complex along the Strazhka River, serving the spiritual
needs of those working at the nearby quarry for ashlar masonry (dated to the
9th—10th centuries) and the as-yet unlocalized Old Bulgarian settlement in the
area.

3) Dedications of the Christian cult sites on the Shumen Plateau

To a large extent, establishing the names of the Christian temples on the
Shumen Plateau relies on local oral traditions, preserved toponymy around the
plateau, and sporadic reports in travelogues (e.g., the name "Sfetta Troiza" for
a church near Preslav). Long-term archaeological research has uncovered
epigraphic monuments that testify to the patrons of a small portion of these
temples. For Church No. 11, a donor's inscription proves the temple was
dedicated to “St. Mary” (The Holy Mother of God). In the so-called Troitsa
Donor's Inscription, it is mentioned that the constructed temple was dedicated

to St. Nicholas and St. Martyr Andrew. In the rock-cut church "Direkliyata," a
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fragmentary inscription remains, indicating the temple was dedicated to St.
Archangel Michael. In one of the chambers of the "Momina Skala" massif, a
monogram of The Holy Mother of God was found, with an inscription below
it stating that the small chapel was dedicated to the Holy Spirit.

4) Layout and Functions of the Monastic Rock-cut Sites on the Shumen
Plateau

The investigation of the rock-hewn dwellings on the Shumen Plateau
allows for the identification of individual monastic cells and sketes, as well as
fully formed rock-cut monasteries consisting of a church (or churches),
various cells (caves and niches), and tombs. In identifying the rock-cut
temples, the layout of a rock-hewn church is clearly discernible, possessing
the essential elements of Christian ecclesiastical architecture: nave,
iconostasis, altar, apse, and altar stone. In specific hermitages, one can also
distinguish a narthex (e.g., in the "Kiliyata" skete) and niches functioning as a
diaconicon and prothesis (e.g., in the churches at Momina Skala and the
Strazhka River). The layout of individual rock-hewn dwellings reveals diverse
architectural solutions for space utilization, including the configuration of
two-story premises (Shkorpil 1905: 433-434; Antonova 1981: 90-91). The
purpose of the chamber entered or exited through the apse of the rock-cut
church at the Strazhka River remains a subject of debate: according to St.
Maslev, it was a storeroom and potentially the starting point for the
excavation of the hermitage (Maslev 1963: 101), while M. Nikolov suggests
this niche most likely served as a shelter or refuge (Nikolov 2008: 53).

5) The Monastic Colony / Monastic Colonies on the Shumen Plateau

In the majority of publications concerning the rock-hewn dwellings on
the Shumen Plateau, the prevailing view is that "monastic complexes™ and
"monastic colonies" are situated here. It must be emphasized that the question
of systematic planning in the construction of monastery complexes within the

gorges of the Shumen Plateau is largely a prerequisite for interpreting the
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monastic colony on the plateau as a "true Mount Athos" (Sacred forest)
during the 13th—14th centuries (Ovcharov 2019).

Research data allow for the hypothesis of an existing model for the
construction of Christian rock-hewn dwellings on the Shumen Plateau. The
structuring of these monastic complexes can be summarized by the presence
of a central church or monastery and its affiliated rock-hewn dwellings.
Typically, the central church or monastery is located at the foot of the plateau
slopes, while the rock-hewn sites (sketes, cells, chapels, niches, etc.) were
built within high, difficult-to-access rock massifs. Specific variations of this
model are observed in every gorge of the Shumen Plateau.

In the Osmar-Troitsa Gorge, a concentration of rock-hewn dwellings is
observed. One explanation for this could be the destruction of the central "St.
Trinity" monastery at the end of the 10th or early 11th century. It is here that
integrated rock-monastery complexes and sketes were formed — Kostadinov
Monastery, Khankrumski Monastery/Skete, the monastery/skete at "Momina
Skala", and others. It is possible that the as-yet unlocalized 13th-century
church mentioned in the Troitsa Donor's Inscription functioned as the central
church during the peak of the monastic community's development and the
subsequent rise of Hesychasm.

On the other hand, the establishment of a monastic colony may also be
linked to the existence of settlements on flatter terrains in both the upper and
middle-elevation sections of the gorges. An example of this is found in the
dwellings between the settlement on a meadow (approx. 1 hectare) in the
uppermost part of the Osmar Gorge — where pottery fragments with
decoration characteristic of medieval Bulgarian ceramics (9th—10th to 12th—
14th centuries) were found (Dremsizova, Antonova 1960: 28-29) — and the
settlement in the valley (approx. 2 hectares) at the beginning of the gorge,
known as "Zeleni Grad" [Green City]. At the latter site, K. Shkorpil identified

traces of stone and mud-brick walls, a vaulted tomb, and the ruins of a small
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church (Shkorpil 1905: 432). Another example of rock-hewn dwellings near a
(potential) settlement is the Divdyadovo Gorge, where in its lower part near
the “Bash Bunar” (a large) spring, K. Shkorpil recorded ruins of a small
church (Shkorpil 1905: 437), while later 20th-century studies identified a
Christian necropolis dating from the 9th—11th centuries (Balabanov, Atanasov
2007: 138-153). A similar case is the rock-hewn monastery along the
Strazhka River, near which a necropolis and a cemetery church were
uncovered in 2006 near the village of Novosel, likely serving a settlement that
existed from the 10th/11th to the 15th century.

Regarding the rock-hewn cells beneath the Shumen Fortress, the
formation of the monastic community can be linked to the existence of
Church No. 11, "St. Mary" (The Holy Mother of God). This temple held the
status of a central church for the monks of the rock-cut monastery
surrounding the Shumen Fortress (Antonova 1981: 92) or functioned as a
katholikon within a medieval monastery (Georgieva 2008: 126). It can be
asserted with great certainty that the construction of rock-hewn dwellings near
the Shumen Fortress aligns with the practice of establishing such sites
adjacent to medieval strongholds in Northeastern Bulgaria. This largely
corresponds to the precepts of St. Basil the Great, who advocated that
"monasteries be built near cities and inhabited areas so that monks may
preach love for one's neighbor" (Atanasov 2015: 373).

The evidence regarding the katholikon of the "St. Trinity" monastery in
the Troitsa Gorge, Church No. 11 "St. Mary" in the Harachi Boaz locality
below the Shumen Fortress, and the cemetery church located northwest of the
village of Novosel, suggests that it was precisely from the congregations of
these churches that the devout — seeking ascetic union with God, initiated the
rock-hewn dwellings in the adjacent gorges. This process can be defined as
the initial stage of the emergence of monastic society on the Shumen

Plateau in the late 9th—10th centuries. It may be hypothesized that the primary
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structure of these cult sites consisted of a church functioning as a katholikon
for both the monastery formed around it and the adjacent (satellite)
hermitages carved into the vertical cliffs of the nearby gorges.

While the aforementioned initial stage remains a subject of academic
debate, it is an indisputable fact that the zenith of the rock-cut churches and
monasteries on the Shumen Plateau occurred during the 13th—14th centuries.
This period is primarily associated with the introduction and consolidation of
Hesychasm as both a philosophical-religious doctrine and a widespread
monastic practice. By the 12th—14th centuries, a comprehensive model for
the construction of monastic complexes within the eremitic colony on the
Shumen Plateau had clearly emerged. The replication of this structure —
comprised of a central church at the foot of the plateau slopes and affiliated
rock-hewn dwellings — facilitated the formation of cenobitic Christian cult
complexes capable of serving external pilgrims as well. The clearest
illustration of this structured model across both stages is the concentration of
dwellings forming rock-monastery complexes above the villages of Osmar,
Troitsa, and Khan Krum.

The monastic community on the Shumen Plateau reached its spiritual
and cultural heyday with the introduction and consolidation of Hesychasm
during the 13th-14th centuries. This is evidenced by the rich epigraphic
material (e.g., the so-called Inscription of Anton the Grammarian, the
anonymous funerary inscription below "Mamil Tash" in the Troitsa Gorge,
etc.), the surviving fragments of mural paintings (e.g., traces of frescoes and
icon painting in the so-called Kostadinov Monastery), the numerous
reconstructions of the rock-cut complexes, and the unfinished (and most
likely unused) church at “Momina Skala”. The monastic colony, established
according to the discussed structural model, can be defined as the Shumen

""Lesser Mount Athos' (Mala Sveta Gora in Shumen).
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Chapter Two, "Church Construction on the Shumen Plateau™ (pp.
51-109), consistently presents not only the Christian temples within and
around the Shumen Fortress and the churches at the foot of the plateau's
gorges (Section I), but also the Christian rock-hewn dwellings on the slopes
of the plateau (Section I1). Furthermore, the monastic colony on the Shumen
Plateau is characterized within the context of the cultural and historical
processes of medieval Bulgaria (Section 111).

Archaeological research at the Shumen Fortress reveals large-scale
church construction that began in the 4th century within the fortress and
expanded to the foot of the plateau between the 9th and 13th centuries. A
sacred and topographic continuity is observed at the cult center of the
Shumen Fortress for a period of approximately one thousand years — from the
Romano-Byzantine period (4th—6th centuries), through the period of the
Christianization of Bulgaria and the consolidation of the new faith (second
half of the 9th — early 10th century), to the period associated with the
formation of Shumen as a medieval feudal city (12th—14th centuries).

The earliest spiritual life in the Shumen Fortress associated with the
Christian faith is evidenced by several temples from the 4th—6th centuries:
Churches No. 1, No. 2, and No. 10 (according to the established numbering of
the churches in the Shumen Fortress and the adjacent suburbs). It is in
Churches No. 1 and No. 2 that one observes the established practice in Early
Christian church construction of building larger and more massive basilica-
type churches over the ruins of the earliest temples. The existence of Church
No. 10, located in the southeastern corner of medieval Shumen — now situated
between the established fortification lines No. 4 and No. 5 (below Tower No.
1) — can be differentiated into two stages: the Early Byzantine (the single-
apse, three-nave basilica features precise masonry using well-dressed blocks
joined with white mortar mixed with crushed red tiles and bricks, with the

naves separated by columns on bases placed atop solid stylobate walls) and
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the Old Bulgarian (during the First Bulgarian Kingdom, new walls of the
same thickness were built following the same basilica plan, but with a much
weaker binding in the masonry).

During the First Bulgarian Kingdom (9th — 10th centuries), the
fortifications of the Shumen Fortress were restored, along with the economic,
administrative, and spiritual life of the city. Dating from this era is Church
No. 3 (a single-apse, three-nave basilica), which was built upon the
foundations of the earlier Churches No. 1 and No. 2 in the aforementioned
"cult center" of the fortress — a striking example of sacred continuity between
eras, despite the approximately two-century displacement of Christianity from
the spiritual life of these lands. Further evidence of Medieval Shumen’s
spiritual status during the Old Bulgarian period includes Churches No. 11
(single-apse, single-nave) and No. 12 (single-apse, three-nave), constructed in
the fortress's suburbs.

During the Second Bulgarian Kingdom, as the Shumen Fortress was
restored and emerged as a significant feudal city, a series of new Christian
temples were established — some built upon the ruins of earlier churches,
while others were newly founded. The preservation of sacred and topographic
continuity in the so-called Cult Center of the Shumen Fortress is illustrated by
the late medieval Church No. 4 (a three-nave, double-apse basilica), built over
the foundations of the Early Byzantine Basilica No. 2. It was Church No. 4
that, during the zenith of the Shumen Fortress (13th — 14th centuries), became
the central church for both the inhabitants within the fortress and those in the
suburbs (Antonova 1995: 73-74).

Dating from the same period are the single-apse, single-nave Churches
No. 5, No. 6, No. 7, No. 8, and No. 9. Based on their functions, some of these
served as funerary chapels for noble families (No. 6, No. 7, No. 9) or as
family temples serving the residents of a specific residential quarter (No. 8).

The identification of six distinct quarters (three in the northern half, two in the

25



central sector, and one in the southern sector) provides grounds to view the
six churches within these quarters as "parish churches of individual quarters
in the settlement”. In this arrangement, “the only church with a clearly
pronounced public character is the large Church No. 4, which was
undoubtedly the main temple of the fortress settlement", comprising "a single
cult-religious unit a parish”. Furthermore, the population outside the fortress
likely formed "one or two more such parishes with their own churches in the
suburbs" (Georgiev 1993: 77-79). It is probable that some of the temples at
the foot of the Shumen Plateau performed similar functions.

The grouping of Christian temples on the Shumen Plateau, according to
their localization and architectural-structural features, is also subject to the
tracing of the existing topographic continuity. K. Jire¢ek, V. Zlatarski, and K.
Shkorpil provided reports on the location of Christian temples and recorded
remains of medieval churches at the foot of the plateau (Jirecek 1888: 641,
643; Zlatarski 1897: 56-60; Shkorpil 1905: 437).

The archaeological data from the three-nave, three-apse Khan Krum
Basilica allow the temple to be placed within the context of the other cult
monuments of the plateau, illustrating the sequence and continuity of
religious traditions in the region. Taking into account the classical plan of the
basilica and its massive stone masonry — resembling that of the Great Basilica
in Pliska — as well as the predominant fragments of Old Bulgarian pottery,
researchers have concluded that the initial construction of the temple dates to
the late 9th century. It is linked to the large-scale church building during the
time of Prince Boris | the Baptist, while subsequent reconstructions in the
10th century are attributed to the reigns of Simeon and Peter, when the church
became the katholikon of the "St. Trinity" monastery (Antonova,
Vladimirova, Petrova 1981: 70-76). The inclusion of this church in the study
of the Shumen Plateau cult monuments is justified because, although located

within the lands of the village of Khan Krum, it clearly belongs to the same
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sacred landscape formed both upon the plateau itself and along its periphery.
Its existence completes the general picture of the religious network
established in this part of the region and allows for the tracing of cult
practices within a broader historical context. In this study, the temple is
treated as part of the complex formed in the Osmar-Troitsa Gorge as a unified
archaeological and historical entity.

Regarding the controversial dating of the church near the village of
Novosel and its situation "exactly here, in a place uninhabited at that time"
(Bonev 2011: 16), it is hypothesized that this temple served both the workers
at the nearby ashlar quarry (dated to the 9th—10th centuries) and the as-yet
unlocalized Old Bulgarian settlement in the area, as well as the nearby rock-
hewn dwelling along the Strazhka River.

In describing the rock-hewn dwellings on the Shumen Plateau, the
grouping based on position within the rock massif and structural/architectural
elements — as used by Ts. Dremsizova for the Madara Rock Monastery — is
not applied. Instead, the rock-hewn dwellings are examined within the context
of the structural model proposed in Chapter I:

1. Chain-linked monastic cells affiliated with a central church;
2. Rock-cut sketes/monasteries, including a rock church with additional
rooms for various functions;
3. Rock-monastery complexes, encompassing all necessary premises for
the spiritual and economic life of the monastic community.
This approach allows the rock cells, churches, and monasteries to be
interpreted in their interconnection with the central churches/monasteries at
the foot of the Shumen Plateau slopes.

Regarding the chain-linked monastic cells around the Shumen Fortress
(the Old Town), three groups of cells are examined:

1. In the "Tsar-Krumovi Porti" locality, situated approximately 300 m

west of the fortress;
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2. Directly below the northeastern section of the fortress wall;
3. Under the southeastern sector of the fortification belt of the Outer

Town.

The unification of these cells into a comprehensive rock monastery
specifically refers to the final stage of their existence in the 12th-14th
centuries. However, it is highly probable that the chain-linked cells in the
"Tsar-Krumovi Porti" and along the northern slope below the fortress were
used as monastic dwellings in earlier centuries, including during the First
Bulgarian Kingdom. Subsequently, due to the growth of the monastic
brotherhood, traces of additional wooden structures attached to the vertical
cliff face are observed at "Tsar-Krumovi Porti,” built beneath the original
chain-linked cells in natural caves—a structure similar to the monastic cells
below the southeastern sector of the Shumen Fortress.

Regarding the eremitic dwellings in the northernmost section of the
Shumen Plateau, below the so-called “Star Fortification” (Yildiz Tabia), it is
also concluded that they functioned as monastic cells (and possibly a chapel)
and were connected to the church located at the base of the slope, forming a
monastery dated to the 12th—14th centuries (Dremsizova, Antonova 1960:
30).

In the several rock tiers situated one above the other in the vertical
massif of the Divdyadovo (Chengel) Gorge, numerous east-facing artificial
caves and niches are found. Within these cells, vertical and horizontal beam
sockets (gnezda) and grooves for timber have been preserved, testifying to the
presence of wooden frames, shutters, eaves, and lean-tos. To the east along
the slope lies the "Divdyadovo Zandan" cave, around which two cells are
situated; the channels and sockets carved into the rock suggest the existence
of a wooden floor structure that formed a platform projecting out from the
cliff. East of these cells, at a lower level in the massif, there is a worked,

independent chamber (a chapel?!), which was likely accessed by a wooden
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ladder, as evidenced by the sockets and grooves hewn into the rock. As K.
Shkorpil first noted, remains of a small church are visible in the lower parts of
the gorge above the spring in the “Bash Bunar” locality (Shkorpil 1905: 437).
According to Ts. Dremsizova, these cells (over ten in number) and the church
formed a monastery complex whose spatial arrangement—including premises
surrounding an inner courtyard with a church—is similar to the Madara Rock
Monastery (Dremsizova-Nelchinova 1997: 133, 135).

The description of the sketes on the Shumen Plateau — "Manastira" and
"Momina Skala" in the Troitsa Gorge, "Kiliyata" and "Kalugerska Peshera™ in
the Khan Krum Gorge, as well as the rock-monastery complexes —
"Kostadinov Monastery" in the Osmar Gorge and the rock monastery at the
Strazhka River, allows us to trace the development of the local monastic
community. While the cells around the Shumen Fortress, at the Star
Fortification, and in the Divdyadovo Gorge, with their simpler architecture,
can be linked to the presence of anchorite monks, the overall architecture and
functionality of the chambers in the Troitsa and Osmar sketes reveal an
idiorhythmic form of organization. Later, as the central churches at the foot of
the slopes gradually lost their function (or were destroyed), this structure was
reorganized into monastic complexes (the Kostadinov Monastery and the
monastery at the Strazhka River) with a cenobitic organization. It is highly
probable that the Kostadinov Monastery served as a monastic union holding
primary status, uniting the other rock dwellings — effectively becoming the
lavra of the monastic colony on the Shumen Plateau. Such a conclusion is
supported by the data in the so-called Troitsa Donor's Inscription, which is the
source of a local legend still current today, linking the expansion and naming
of the monastery to the patronage of King Konstantin Tih Asen.

It is precisely in this regard that the description and analysis in Chapter
Two provide grounds for the conclusion that, having originated as individual

monastic dwellings closely linked to the churches founded at the foot of the
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slopes during Bulgaria’s Christianization, the rock-cut churches and
monasteries on the Shumen Plateau gradually reached their spiritual and
cultural zenith with the rise and consolidation of Hesychasm during the 13th—
14th centuries. To a large extent, the replication of the structural model — a
central church at the base of the plateau slopes and affiliated rock-hewn
dwellings in the nearby, difficult-to-access vertical cliffs — allowed the
monastic colony to expand into the Shumen "Lesser Mount Athos" (Mala
Sveta Gora in Shumen), especially as medieval Shumen displaced Preslav to
become the new political and spiritual center of the region.

Chapter Three, ""Epigraphic Monuments from the Christian Cult
Sites on the Shumen Plateau™ (pp. 110-147), presents the epigraphic
material from the rock-hewn dwellings on the plateau (Section I) and from the
Shumen Fortress (Section II).

The epigraphic material presented from the rock-hewn dwellings in the
Osmar-Troitsa Gorge of the Shumen Plateau reaffirms the significance of the
monastic colony within the context of the network of rock monasteries and
churches in medieval Northeastern Bulgaria. The focus placed on the
"Manastira" rock skete illustrates its role as both a spiritual and an educational
center. The abundance of graffiti drawings and inscriptions, which form
complex, overlapping compositions (palimpsests) even on a single wall,
testifies not only to the continuity of monastic activity but also to the
deliberate depiction of core Christian symbolism.

The recorded runiform signs and the drawing of an unarmed horseman
in the apse provide grounds to attribute the origin of the monastic dwelling to
the period of the First Bulgarian Kingdom. Further analysis of unpublished
epigraphic monuments from "Manastira” will, with even greater certainty,
reveal details regarding the emergence and expansion of the hermitage.

The newly included epigraphic material emphasizes the status of the

"Manastira" rock skete among the other rock-hewn dwellings on the Shumen
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Plateau. The abundance of graffiti drawings as part of complex, overlapping
compositions — even on a single wall — bears witness to the continuity of the
monastic presence. The recorded runiform signs and the drawing of an
unarmed horseman provide grounds to date the origin of the monastic
dwelling to the period of the First Bulgarian Kingdom (late 9th—10th
centuries), during the initial stage of the emergence of asceticism on the
Shumen Plateau.

The deliberate depiction of fundamental Christian symbolism — the
cross, deer, anchor, ship, and trikirion (three-branched candlestick) — reflects
the expansion of the skete as a spiritual center. Within the context of the
overall network of rock churches and monasteries in the Shumen "Lesser
Mount Athos" (Mala Sveta Gora in Shumen), the cryptograms and
monograms primarily associated with Jesus Christ and the Virgin Mary
(Theotokos), as well as the drawings of an axe and a ladder, illustrate the
development of "Manastira" as a significant center for Hesychastic practice
and liturgy during the 13th—14th centuries.

The investigation of cultural-historical markers within the epigraphic
monuments of the Christian cult sites on the Shumen Plateau demonstrates the
region's importance as a center of religious, cultural, and social life during the
Middle Ages. The variety of inscriptions, graffiti, drawings, and cryptograms
reflect the organization of the monastic community, the spread of the
Christian faith, and the specificities of local cult practices. These data largely
illustrate the way monks adapted to the unique terrain of the plateau,
combining solitude with participation in the region's spiritual life while
building a network of rock sketes and monastic dwellings. In the second part,
which examines the epigraphic monuments associated with the churches of
the Shumen Fortress, the role of the urbanized center in the cultural and
religious life of the region is emphasized. These monuments show how the

link between the fortress and the religious structures contributed to the
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strengthening of the local Christian community, the dissemination of cult
practices, and the preservation of historical memory.

The epigraphic monuments from the plateau and the southern suburb of
the fortress do not merely document historical facts; they serve as markers of
religious identity and the social and cultural ties within the region. They allow
us to trace the development of the monastic community, the relationships
between rock monasteries, churches, and settlements, and the dynamics of the
cultural heritage of the Shumen Plateau. This part of the study emphasizes the
necessity of combining field research with epigraphic and historical
methodology to achieve a comprehensive understanding of the spiritual and
cultural life in the area.

In the Conclusion (pp. 148-159), the results of the examination of
Christian cult sites on the Shumen Plateau are summarized within the context
of the replication of a specific structural model. It is highlighted that the
systematic nature of the construction of cells, churches, sketes, and monastic
complexes in the high, difficult-to-access rock massifs is directly linked to the
topographic distribution of the temples at the foot of the gorges.

It is further noted that the specificity regarding the sacred loci of the
monastic colony in the individual gorges is connected to the existence of
either a central monastery, settlements on flatter terrains (in both high and
middle-elevation sections of the gorges), a central church, or a katholikon
within a medieval monastery. Thus, originating as individual monastic
dwellings closely linked to the churches established during Bulgaria’s
Christianization process, the rock-cut churches and monasteries of the
Shumen Plateau gradually formed a comprehensive monastic organization
with cenobitic rock dwellings.

The monastic community on the plateau reached its spiritual and
cultural peak with the arrival and consolidation of Hesychasm during the

13th—14th centuries. Such an understanding of the local monastic
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community’s development allows for its integration into the religious and
social context of the region: over time, the initially isolated dwellings evolved
into more structured complexes, enabling monks to maintain personal
spiritual practices while simultaneously participating in communal rituals and
the shared care of the rock cloisters.

In this context, the results of the epigraphic analysis further illustrate
the spiritual function of the plateau's dwellings, which emerged as centers of
education and literacy, and as hubs for the religious and cultural heritage of
the region. Viewed as an integral part of the local religious network, the rock-
hewn sites of the Shumen Plateau demonstrate how monastic communities
developed incrementally, adapting to both geographical and historical
conditions, as well as to the broader religious life in medieval Northeastern

Bulgaria.

STATEMENT
OF THE SCIENTIFIC CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE DISSERTATION
1. Information on the Christian cult sites on the Shumen Plateau has been

collected and systematized.
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. Scientific developments and research achievements regarding both the
Christian temples and the rock-hewn dwellings in the Shumen Plateau
area have been compiled and categorized.

. A structural model for the emergence and expansion of the monastic
colony on the Shumen Plateau has been proposed, launching the
hypothesis of the formation of a unique Shumen "Lesser Mount Athos™
(Mala Sveta Gora in Shumen). Through the analysis of archaeological
data, architectural forms, and cartographic information, a
reconstruction of the overall cult landscape has been offered, outlining
the interconnections between individual sites and the specifics of
spiritual life in the region.

. The layout and functionality of the rock-hewn dwellings on the plateau
have been updated and re-evaluated.

. The analysis of the epigraphic material has allowed for the illustration
of cultural-historical markers of religious identity in the region.

. The foundations have been laid for the creation of a comprehensive

digitized database of Christian cult sites on the Shumen Plateau.
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APPROBATION OF RESEARCH RESULTS

The results of the dissertation research have been presented and discussed

at national and international scientific forums and published in peer-reviewed
scientific journals.

Conference Papers: A total of 9 papers on the dissertation topic were
presented at scientific conferences at Shumen University, Veliko Tarnovo
University, and ULSIT (UniBIT), of which 7 were independent and 2
were co-authored.

Publications: There are 7 realized publications on the topic of the
dissertation, of which 6 are independent and 1 is co-authored.
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