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1. Brief introduction of the candidate

Georgi Nikolaev Kanchev was born on 08.11.1988. He completed his secondary
education in 2007 at the General Secondary Educational Service "N. Y. Vaptsarov" with a profile
in German and English. He continued his education at the Shumen University "Bishop
Konstantin Preslavski”, where he first graduated with a master's degree in Archaeology in
2018, and in 2021 he acquired a pedagogical qualification with a specialty in Teacher of History
and Civilizations, which he successfully supplemented in 2024 with a master's degree in
Philosophy at the Shumen University "St. Kliment Ohridski". His work experience started in the
banking sector, where he worked as a consultant in the period 2010-2012, and since 2021 he
has been permanently oriented towards the teaching profession and works as a teacher of
History and Philosophy in one of the most elite Shumen schools. During his studies, and
afterwards, he took part in regular and rescue archaeological expeditions in the Outer City of
Pliska and along the route of the Hemus highway.

2. Description of the submitted materials

The dissertation is accompanied by a folder with materials, including an abstract in
Bulgarian and English, a list of publications, an application for opening the procedure, a CV, a
report from the Anti-plagiarism system, a declaration of authorship, a report on the
contributions, a report from the preliminary discussion of the dissertation work at the
Department of History and Archaeology at the Faculty of Humanities of the Shumen University
"Bishop Konstantin Preslavski"”, orders for enrollment, extension and expulsion. The same
materials are also submitted on an electronic medium. The submitted accompanying
documents meet the requirements of Art. 26 and 37 of the Regulations for the Development of
the Academic Staff at the Shumen University "Bishop Konstantin Preslavski".

The abstract has a volume of 38 pages and repeats the structure of the dissertation,
accurately and adequately conveying in a summary the essentials of each structural unit and
summarizing the achieved scientific results. At the end of the abstract, there is also a self-



reference for the contributions of the dissertation, as well as a list of publications on the topic -
a total of seven publications, most of them independent and only one in co-authorship.

3. Compliance with the minimum national requirementslipuBeneHaTa cnpaBka 3a
The candidate's scientific activity in terms of scientometric indicators is prepared clearly and
precisely and shows that he covers the minimum national requirements formulated in Art. 26,
para. 2 and 3 of the Act on the Development of the Academic Staff in the Republic of Bulgaria
and the Annex thereto (Area 2. Humanities. Table 1) of the Regulations for its implementation
with a total of 115 points.

4. Analytical characteristics of the dissertation work

The present dissertation work is dedicated to the Christian immovable monuments on
the Shumen plateau, with the emphasis placed on the rock monasteries, for which there is no
special study clarifying the principle of their construction and functioning and the connection
with the Christian temples at Shumen Fortress and the surrounding area. This in itself is a good
reason to develop such a topic and convincingly argues the set goal.

The dissertation consists of an introduction, three chapters, a conclusion, cited
literature and an appendix, a total of 239 pages, of which 176 pages are text and 63 pages are
Appendix, which contains a total of 132 images and one table.

The catalog or appendix accompanying the study is the basis of a scientific work and
is of key importance for the successful implementation of the set goals. Despite its placement
at the end of the dissertation, there are reasons to start the review from it. The catalog in Georgi
Kanchev's dissertation is distinguished by its precise workmanship, giving brief descriptions,
geographical localization and high-quality photographs of the main objects and their elements,
as well as the documents and facsimiles provided. The placement of the GPS coordinates of each
monument in a separate table, as well as their plotting on high-quality map sheets, makes a
good impression.

The introduction indicates the relevance of the present work, specifies the goal and
tasks for its implementation, namely to systematize and comprehensively study the Christian
monuments on the Shumen Plateau. An important point is the clarification of the terminology,
as well as the determination of the main interdisciplinary method of work, skillfully combined
with other analytical methods, such as comparative-historical and stratigraphic. The object of
the study is the organization of Christian cult sites on the Shumen Plateau and the model that
they form in the context of the sacred space. The chronological framework includes the time
from the Early Byzantine period (IV - VI centuries) to the Late Middle Ages (XII - XV centuries),
when Shumen was one of the important urban centers of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom. The
proposed systematization not only of the known monuments, but also the new observations of
the sites themselves, obtained through field surveys and analysis based on the data obtained
about them, is particularly relevant.

The first chapter, entitled "Sources and Historiography", is divided into three parts.
They examine the historical sources and available data from research on Christian medieval
temples and rock monasteries on the Shumen Plateau against the background of the various
fields of scientific knowledge - archaeology, epigraphy, ethnology. Particular attention is paid
to the discussion issues surrounding the formation of the archaeological map of the Shumen
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Plateau and the model of the formation of monastic rock complexes on the plateau, defined by
the doctoral student as "Shumen Mala Sveta Gora", a term that requires additional
argumentation. All source and bibliographical data are traced in detail, as well as the
controversial issue of the name of Shumen. The information of prominent Bulgarian Revivalists
- Sava Dobroplodni, Vasil Drumev, Dobri Voynikov, Vasil Stoyanov, Hristo Boyarov, as well as a
number of foreign scholars - Felix Kanits, Konstantin Irechek, the Shkorpil brothers and many
other researchers after them is provided. A special place is devoted to the studies of Christian
temples of Shumen Fortress and the surrounding area. The discussion issues related to the
territorial distribution of Christian sites on the Shumen Plateau, the chronological boundaries
of the churches and rock monasteries, relating mainly to the time of the Second Bulgarian
Kingdom and the entry of hesychasm in the 13th - 14th centuries, are examined in detail. An
attempt has also been made to establish the names of the temples on the basis of epigraphic
monuments or the so-called "chramonyms", as the doctoral student calls them. In some of the
cases - quite successfully. Special attention is paid to the peculiarities of the layout of the rock
temples and its main elements, related to the actual church building.

All monuments here and in the following chapters are presented according to a certain
structuring model: 1) chain monastic cells adjacent to a central church; 2) rock
hermitages/monasteries, including a rock church with additional rooms with various
functions; 3) rock monastery communities, encompassing all the necessary premises for the
spiritual and economic life of the monastic community. This allows the rock cells, churches and
monasteries to be interpreted in their relationship with the central churches/monasteries at
the foot of the slopes of the Shumen plateau.

The stated hypothesis about the existence of a model in the construction of Christian
rock monasteries around a central church or monastery, usually located in the lower part of the
slopes of the plateau, should be accepted rather as an ideal model, since, as the author himself
notes, “specific features are observed in each boaz”. These features in practice depend on what
the environment provides, against which the temples and rock monasteries were
shaped/hewn, rather than on the strict observance of a given standard, which makes the idea
of the existence of some preliminary scheme or plan controversial. With some reservations, the
time of the initial emergence of the monastic community on the Shumen Plateau should also be
accepted as being at the end of the 9th - 10th centuries. Data from this period are quite scarce,
including from the Shumen Fortress itself. Rather, the foundations of dormitory monasticism
should be sought in the early Byzantine period, when there was widespread construction of
similar facilities, further developed and reused mostly in the late Middle Ages, as evidenced by
the epigraphic material, presented very precisely by the doctoral student.

The second chapter, entitled "Church Construction on the Shumen Plateau”, is
divided into three subchapters, presenting the Christian temples of the Shumen Fortress and
the nearby surroundings, as well as the rock monasteries on the slopes of the plateau. The large-
scale church construction is presented against the background of the topographical continuity
for a long period - from the 4th-6th centuries to the 15th century. The examination of the
Christian temples is also in accordance with the information of the first researchers, among
whom are K. Irechek, V. Zlatarski and K. Shkorpil. This also includes the church near the village
of Khan Krum, which, according to the author of the dissertation work, "belongs to the same
sacred landscape, formed both on the plateau itself and on its periphery" and is "connected with
the Osmar-Troichka boaz complex formed in the area as a single archaeological and historical
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whole". The intention of the doctoral thesis to include in its work all Christian temples not only
from the Shumen Fortress, but also from the surrounding area is commendable, but perhaps
the time of existence of each monument or complex of such monuments should also be taken
into account when comparing them in the general plan. The temple at Khan Krum, dated to the
9th-10th century, stands isolated not only territorially, but also chronologically in relation to
the monastic monastery in the Osmarski Boaz, which existed in the late Middle Ages. This also
applies to the church at Novosel included in this chapter. The lack of a comprehensive study of
the terrain around the temple, and of the temple itself, as well as the controversial dating, do
not allow this monument to be adequately connected with the other monuments in order to
successfully fit into the model followed in the dissertation work. Therefore, in a future
publication of the work, it would be good to specify such details, which will only improve the
overall vision of the overall development on the topic, which carries its undeniable qualities.

The third chapter refers to "Epigraphic Monuments from Christian Cult Sites on the
Shumen Plateau" and is divided into two parts, presenting first of all the epigraphic material
from the rock monasteries on the plateau with an emphasis on the rock hermitage "Monastery".
Both the well-known and quite a few new epigraphic monuments are included. The second part
examines the so-called "Apodras Inscription”, discovered at the church in the southeastern part
of the fortress, which is analyzed in detail against the background of the different readings by
the researchers. Thus, the doctoral student manages to prove through the analysis of this type
of monuments, the need to combine field research with historical methodology, which gives
good results and convincingly supports the stated theses. The successful field work reveals a
variety of inscriptions, graffiti, drawings and cryptograms, reflecting the organization of the
monastic community and the specificity of the local forms of cult practice, mainly related to the
veneration of the Holy Trinity and the Holy Virgin. The epigraphic monuments are introduced
in the light of the development of the sacred space primarily in connection with the presence of
grammarian monks and iconographers and the preserved testimonies of them.

The conclusion summarizes all the results of the study in accordance with the chosen
model of presentation of the monuments included in the text and in this regard has a
particularly important role in the structure of the dissertation work. The author has preferred,
instead of the usual summary of the content, to formulate generalizations, conclusions and
hypotheses based on the specific observations made in the previous chapters. The presence of
a certain systematicity in the construction of monasteries in the rock massifs and their
connection with the temples at their foot, especially during the late medieval period, is
emphasized. The development of the initially isolated rock monasteries into larger complexes
is traced, supported by epigraphic testimonies.

The literature used includes 160 titles, including not only our own, but also foreign
publications. This in itself shows the very good knowledge of the source base and research to
date, which is also a prerequisite for the successful development of the dissertation thesis.

5. Relevance and scientific contributions

The reference to the scientific contributions is real and corresponds to the content of
the dissertation work. Information about the Christian cult sites on the Shumen Plateau and the
rock monasteries in the area of the Shumen Plateau has been collected and systematized. A
structural model of the emergence and expansion of the monastic colony on the Shumen

Plateau has been proposed and the hypothesis for the formation of a kind called by the author
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"Shumen Small Holy Mountain" has been launched. A reconstruction of the connections
between the individual cult sites has been proposed against the background of the updated
layout of the monuments and the analysis of the epigraphic material. A significant and proven
contribution is the creation of a digitized database of all examined sites.

Against the background of the rich bibliography, the scientific contributions of the
dissertation are significant, substantial and undeniable. In its entirety, Georgi Kanchev's
research meets the requirement of Art. 12, para. 4 of the Act on the Development of Academic
Staff in the Republic of Bulgaria "The dissertation should contain theoretical summaries and
solutions to major scientific and applied science problems that correspond to contemporary
achievements and represent a significant and original contribution to science". In support of
this statement, [ confidently give a positive assessment of Georgi Kanchev's dissertation.

6. Critical Notes

Some of the critical or rather controversial points relate mainly to terminology. The
division of the chapters into parts under the heading Section I, 1], III, etc. is successful, but it
would be more appropriate not to use the name “Section” in front of each part. As I recently
noted in a review of a dissertation on a similar topic, the terms “architectural-spatial design and
architecture of rock monasteries” are terms that are not very precise. Let us recall that
“architecture” is understood as a creative activity aimed at the design, construction and artistic
design of buildings, construction facilities and complexes thereof through the combination of
science, technology and art. It is related to the use of materials, technologies and volumes, as
well as the organization of the construction process, including technical specifications and
drawings that show the construction and general behavior of the designed building. Rock
monasteries, no matter how detailed and precisely designed, do not directly meet these
requirements. There is no construction in the true sense of the word here, but rather shaping
according to what the rock massif and the surrounding terrain offer. Therefore, it would be
better to define this type of monument as rock and cave.

In most publications on the subject, the definitions “monastery” and “monastery
complex” are used simultaneously. The monastery itself is a complex, including religious,
residential and farm buildings. Some are even complexes with a significant industrial and
economic role, both in the past and today. Given this, the term “monastery complex” is
practically a repetition of the same concept, which is not correct. It is more correct to use the
concepts in question as synonyms when describing monuments of this type, i.e. either only
“monastery” or only “complex”.

The definition “Shumenska Mala Sveta Gora” should also be approached with caution.
It is appropriate to refine this terminology based on certain and clearly specified criteria, which
would be linked to the location, mutual connectivity and territorial scope of the individual
monuments or complexes of such. A future corpus of all rock monuments from the territory of
Bulgaria could resolve this issue based on detailed analyses, summaries and a presented

typology.

These critical remarks, to which some minor technical inaccuracies in the text also
apply, do not in any way affect the significance and scientific value of the proposed dissertation.



7. Conclusion

The dissertation by Georgi Kanchev on the topic "Christian Cult Monuments on the
Shumen Plateau (9th-15th centuries)" submitted to me for review in the procedure for
obtaining the educational and scientific degree of "doctor" represents a modern study of the
Christian monuments on the Shumen Plateau and is based on the study of a significant number
of sites, visually presented in a detailed catalog. The text part of the dissertation is presented
convincingly and has a concrete contribution to their study in the region.

Georgi Kanchev's dissertation has unquestionable scientific qualities and meets the
requirements for a dissertation work for acquiring the educational and scientific degree
"doctor". Everything so far gives me reason to recommend to the members of the esteemed
scientific jury to award Georgi Nikolaev Kanchev the educational and scientific degree
"doctor” in professional field 2.2. History and archaeology, scientific specialty Archaeology
(Medieval Bulgarian archaeology).
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