STATEMENT

From Assoc. Prof. Dimcho V. Momchilov, D.Sc. (Department of History and Philosophy,
"Prof. Dr. Assen Zlatarov" University of Burgas), member of the Scientific Jury for the
public defense of the dissertation thesis by Georgi Nikolaev Kanchev.

"CHRISTIAN CULT MONUMENTS ON THE SHUMEN PLATEAU
(9TH-15TH CENTURIES)"

For the awarding of the educational and scientific degree of "Doctor" (PhD) In
the doctoral program " Archaeology" (Medieval Bulgarian Archaeology) Professional
Field: 2.2. History and Archaeology Higher Education Area: 2. Humanities

The dissertation thesis titled "Christian Cult Monuments on the Shumen Plateau (9th—
14th Centuries)" by doctoral candidate Georgi Nikolaev Kanchev has been recommended for
public defense following a session and discussion at the Department of History and
Archaeology of Konstantin Preslavsky University of Shumen (Protocol No. KD-01-
07/14.01.2026).

The doctoral candidate, Georgi Nikolaev Kanchev, was born in 1988. He graduated
with a degree in Archaeology (specializing in Medieval Bulgarian Archaeology) from
Konstantin Preslavsky University of Shumen.

The topic of the dissertation is aptly chosen. The research was conducted under the
academic supervision of Prof. Stoyan Vitlyanov, PhD.

The proposed dissertation spans 238 pages. It follows a classical structural framework
and consists of an Introduction, three Chapters, a Bibliography, and an Appendix.

The Introduction (pp. 3-12) discusses the relevance, the object, the subject, the
objectives, the tasks, and the research methodology. Relevance: The aim is to systematize and
comprehensively examine — from architectural, cultural, and historical perspectives — the
Christian cult sites on the Shumen Plateau, specifically churches and rock-cut monasteries, as
well as the interconnections between them. Furthermore, the study aims to integrate these
sites into the broader context of similar research conducted in the Provadiya region, Dobrudja,
and the Northern Black Sea coast. The monuments are also analyzed within the context of
sacred space, forming a "Holy Forest" analogous to those of Tarnovo, Ivanovo, Sliven, and
others. Special attention is paid to religious continuity from the Early Byzantine period to the
Late Middle Ages (4th—15th centuries) and to Shumen’s significance as a major urban center.

The limited source material, as well as the inherently incomplete results of
archaeological excavations, have prompted the doctoral candidate to employ comparative
historical, stratigraphic, and interdisciplinary methods.

It is noted that in Northeastern Bulgaria, during approximately a one-century span
(late 9th to late 10th centuries), there were about 100 churches and dozens of monasteries,
with Shumen occupying a distinct place in this process. Attention is directed toward the
topographical features of the Shumen Plateau and its strategic location as one of the most
significant cultural-historical regions in Northeastern Bulgaria and a focal point for religious
life. Furthermore, the study highlights the rich diversity of Christian cult sites on the plateau —
including rock-cut abodes, monasteries, chapels, and churches — situated both at the foothills
and within the cliff massifs.

The relevance of the problem is emphasized as a necessity, while the research itself
underscores the need for an interdisciplinary approach.



The subject of the study is the organization of Christian cult sites on the Shumen
Plateau. The object is the investigation of Christian temples, rock-cut monasteries, and the
remains of monastic complexes.

The study traces: 1) the significant role of the Shumen Fortress; 2) the religious
continuity from the Early Byzantine period (beginning in the 4th century) to the Late Middle
Ages (15th century). The chronological framework spans from the 9th to the 15th centuries.

The primary objective is to refine the understanding of how Christian cult monuments
contributed to the construction of a local Christian identity. In this regard, the doctoral
candidate should further argue what specific characteristics distinguish (or distinguished) this
emerging and gradually formed local Christian community as an identity from neighboring
Christian communities.

Chapter One: "Sources and Historiography" (pp. 13-50) consists of three sections.
Georgi Kanchev correctly identifies the periodic surges of interest in the existing sites
(particularly those surrounding the Shumen Fortress), followed by temporary lapses in
scholarly attention.

The first section examines sources concerning the temples on the Shumen Plateau,
records about Shumen, and information regarding the rock-cut monasteries of the region. At
certain points, a degree of inconsistency appears in the work. For instance, Kanchev initially
states that "information regarding the centuries-old history of Shumen and its surroundings
can be found in numerous Byzantine chronicles, travelogues, literary works, Ottoman
documents, and other written monuments from the High and Late Middle Ages." However, he
subsequently writes that records concerning the existence and fate of medieval Christian
temples and rock-cut monasteries on the Shumen Plateau are extremely scarce. Furthermore, a
single brief mention by Anna Komnene does not constitute "numerous Byzantine chronicles,"
which leaves an impression of a lack of depth in this part of the thesis. A separate issue is the
review of sources from the 15th century onwards, where the first records of Christian
structures are cited, though these date only from the mid-17th century (specifically Peter
Bakshev in 1640).

The second section of the aforementioned chapter, dedicated to the history of research
on Christian cult sites on the Shumen Plateau, spans 15 pages. It examines the subject in three
stages: 1) from the Liberation (1878) to the mid-20th century; 2) from the mid-20th century to
1989; 3) from the 1990s to the first quarter of the 21st century. Given the scarcity of available
written records, the research — including field observations, surveys, and archaeological
excavations specifically for the pivotal period of the 9th—15th centuries — could have been
presented with much greater depth and detail. This applies particularly to the findings of
Tsvetana Dremsizova, Vera Antonova, and Stoyan Maslev. It is noteworthy that St. Maslev
was the first to conclude that the rock-cut churches on the Shumen Plateau, much like the
monastic colonies along the Rusenski Lom River valley, bear witness to established monastic
communities that existed between the 13th and 15th centuries.

A significant portion of this section is devoted to issues such as: Christian temples and
rock-cut abodes as part of the archaeological map of the Shumen Plateau; the territorial
distribution of Christian sites along the slopes of the plateau; chronological boundaries; and
the concept of the monastic colony. Among these, the question of the layout and functions of
monastic rock-cut sites is of paramount importance, particularly regarding the identification
of ancillary chambers.

The third section focuses on the Shumen "Lesser Holy Forest". It acknowledges the
influential role of Preslav during the First Bulgarian Kingdom; however, the doctoral
candidate concludes that during the Second Bulgarian Kingdom, Shumen supplanted Preslav
to become the new political and spiritual center of the region. This conclusion is based on the
expansion of the sacred Christian space, which integrated the rock-cut monastery along the



ridge of the so-called "Star Fortification" (Yildiz Tabia) — comprising a series of monastic
cells and a central church — as well as the rock-cut complex along the Divdyadovo cliff rim.

The study traces the monasteries and churches established during the period of the
First Bulgarian Kingdom (e.g., "Holy Trinity," Church Ne 11 "Holy Mother of God," and the
church near Novosel), alongside the emergence of monasticism and rock-cut abodes on the
adjacent slopes. The latter is in synchrony with the established monastic practice where rock -
cut abodes maintain a close connection with the spiritual life of nearby fortresses and
medieval towns — in this case, medieval Shumen. A prime example is the discovery of string-
type monastic cells associated with the central temple of the "Holy Mother of God" on the
southeastern slope of the Shumen Hisar.

Regarding the chronological boundaries of the central churches and the adjacent rock -
cut abodes on the Shumen Plateau, a primary concept prevails: the emergence and existence
of rock-cut monasteries on the slopes are attributed exclusively to the period of the Second
Bulgarian Kingdom and are linked to the introduction and consolidation of Hesychasm during
the 13th—14th centuries.

The research 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
numbers of cells (caves and niches), and tombs.

In the identification of these rock-cut temples, the layout of the rock-cut church clearly
stands out, possessing the fundamental characteristic elements of Christian ecclesiastical
architecture. However, a wide variety of diverse architectural solutions is also observed.

The systematic nature of the construction of monastic complexes within the scope of
the Shumen Plateau serves as the foundation for interpreting the monastic colony here as a
true "Holy Forest" during the 13th—14th centuries.

The structural model proposed and developed by Georgi Kanchev allows him to define
the monastic colony as the Shumen Lesser Holy Forest, fitting into the context of similar
sacred spiritual spaces such as the Holy Forests of Preslav, Tamovo, Sliven, and others. These
investigations enable the further population of the archaeological map of the Shumen Plateau.

A prominent conclusion is the emergence of medieval Shumen as a vital spiritual and
administrative center, supplanting Preslav. The study addresses the question of the central hub
—be it a church or a monastery — and the rock-cut abodes pertaining to that center.

Chapter Two: "Church Construction on the Shumen Plateau" (pp. 51-109) is the most
extensive part of the work and is likewise organized into three sections.

The first section examines the churches within and around the Shumen Fortress from
the Late Roman period to the period of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom, as well as those
located at the foot of the gorges. Regarding the Early Byzantine period (4th—6th centuries),
three temples are traced (Churches Ne 1, 2, and 10), which are linked to the earliest spiritual
life through literature and relevant analogies.

The subsequent Christian period of the First Bulgarian Kingdom is illustrated through
several churches: Ne 3, the reconstruction of Ne 10, Ne 12, and the chronologically debated
Church Ne 11, also supported by literature and analogies. The state of this process following
the assault on the First Bulgarian Kingdom by Emperor John Tzimiskes is presented
declaratively. As a deficiency in the dissertation, one must note the lack of a detailed analysis
of the Christian ecclesiastical organization and the existing temples in this zone during the
period of Byzantine Rule. This omission affects the explanation of subsequent processes
during the period of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom. Regarding the Shumen Fortress, the
author traces the restoration of certain temples — for instance, Church Ne 4 (built over the
Early Byzantine basilica Ne 2), Ne 5, the archaeologically excavated Churches Ne 6, 7, and 8,
as well as the discovered Ne 8 and 9.



Significant attention is devoted to the churches located at the foot of the gorges of the
Shumen Plateau, noting that Christian cult sites have been recorded on all but the western
slopes. The study traces early records — from P. Bakshev, K. Jire¢ek, K. Shkorpil, and V.
Zlatarski to contemporary excavations — focusing on the Khan Krum basilica and the funerary
church near the village of Novosel. The candidate’s conclusions for this first section are of
particular interest: 1) a surge in construction during the 9th—13th centuries; 2) sacred and
topographical continuity within the cult center of the Shumen Fortress; 3) the formation of six
districts with six medieval churches in medieval Shumen during the period of the Second
Bulgarian Kingdom, which functioned as parish churches.

The second section traces the Christian rock-cut abodes along the slopes of the
plateau, outlining the structural model of the monastic colony, the introduction and
consolidation of Hesychasm, and the grounds for identifying the "Shumen Lesser Holy
Forest."

Georgi Kanchev posits that the rock-cut abodes on the Shumen Plateau developed in
relation to the two administrative and spiritual centers, Shumen and Preslav. However, while
the influence of Shumen is easily explained, the administrative and spiritual connection with
Preslav during the Second Bulgarian Kingdom remains somewhat obscure. The rock-cut
abodes are examined in detail, grouped according to the following model: 1) string-type
monastic cells, 2) rock-cut sketes/monasteries, 3) rock-cut monastic complexes. The author
considers the stages of research, scholarly opinions, and relevant literature, while also noting
the currently limited archaeological material — such as ceramics — recovered from these sites.

The primary evidence consists of rock-cut niches (varying in form and arrangement,
both individual and string-type) and benches, floor levels and ceilings, inscriptions and
graffiti, beam holes for wooden supports, galleries, the partitioning of chambers within caves,
entrances, door grooves, carved crosses, drainage channels, rock-cut tomb troughs, and
windows.

This proposed grouping of rock-cut abodes — based on the structuring and functioning
of their constituent architectural components — allows for the tracing of the development of
the local monastic community. Furthermore, the idea of the Kostadinov Monastery serving as
the Lavra (central monastery) of the Shumen Plateau monastic colony is highlighted.
According to the author, this process culminated in the transformation of the monastic colony
into the Shumen Lesser Holy Forest, a period when medieval Shumen supplanted Preslav as
the preeminent political and spiritual center of the region.

The third section is dedicated to the monastic colony on the plateau within the context
of cultural-historical processes in medieval Bulgaria. For Kanchev, the churches built in the
9th—10th centuries play a substantial role, and Bulgarian monasticism is viewed as a process
of independent development. I do not believe this is the most accurate approach; the
elimination of the role and influence of Early Byzantine Christianity and its established
ecclesiastical organization in favor of a focus exclusively on the period of the First Bulgarian
Kingdom is a point that requires careful balancing.

A model of the eremitic colony is multiplied — on one hand, the preservation of a
central church at the foot of the slopes, and on the other, the formation of rock-cut sketes
(churches, chapels) and complete rock-cut monastic complexes. This process is explained by
the gradual emergence of Shumen as the preeminent center in the region, alongside the
waning and displacement of Preslav’s role. The doctoral candidate proposes a developmental
model tracing the evolution from the inception of monastic cells to their transformation into
fully-fledged monastic complexes with cenobitic organization. Their increasingly complex
organization on the Shumen Plateau is traced, reaching its spiritual and cultural zenith in the
13th—14th centuries with the consolidation of Hesychasm. Here, once again, Georgi Kanchev
finalizes these processes on the Shumen Plateau as an almost naturally autonomous and



independent phenomenon, rather than treating them as a characteristic of the era's broader
complexity within the Byzantine sphere.

In this chapter of the dissertation, Georgi Kanchev addresses several additional
aspects: 1) topographical continuity, traced in research since the 19th century; 2) the
integration of string-type monastic cells around the Shumen Fortress, attributed to the final
stage of these inhabitants' existence in the 12th—14th centuries, though likely utilized in earlier
centuries — probably during the First Bulgarian Kingdom; 3) the argument that the Kostadinov
Monastery functioned as the Lavra of the monastic colony on the Shumen Plateau. The
chapter concludes with the finding that the rock-cut churches and monasteries, which
originated as individual monastic abodes, reached their cultural and spiritual peak with the
advent of Hesychasm in the 13th—14th centuries.

Chapter Three: "Epigraphic Monuments from the Christian Cult Sites on the Shumen
Plateau" (pp. 110-147) presents epigraphic material that underscores the significance of the
monastic colony within the network of rock-cut monasteries and churches in Northeastern
Bulgaria during the Medieval era. The epigraphic evidence provided serves as a basis for
linking a monastic abode to the First Bulgarian Kingdom (late 9th—10th centuries),
corresponding to the initial stage of the birth of asceticism on the Shumen Plateau. In addition
to the analysis and updating of the epigraphic inscriptions, the study includes graffiti drawings
with accompanying commentary. These, in turn, are examined through an analysis of the
Christian symbolism represented within them. The author also focuses on discovered runic-
like signs, cryptograms, and monograms.

The interpreted material demonstrates the significance of the region as a center of
religious, cultural, and social life during the Middle Ages.

The Conclusion (pp. 148—159) summarizes the results regarding the Christian cult
sites on the Shumen Plateau by multiplying a specific structural model. This model links
topography with the systematic emergence, construction, and development of cells, churches,
sketes, and monastic complexes, leading to the formation of a comprehensive monastic
organization that reached its zenith in the 13th—14th centuries. However, a certain
contradiction is noted in the general direction of the thesis regarding the 11th—12th centuries,
particularly given the earlier statement about the expansion of church construction in the
Shumen Fortress during the 9th—13th centuries (p. 154). The rock-cut abodes on the Shumen
Plateau should be regarded as an integral part of the religious community in Northeastern
Bulgaria throughout the Medieval era. According to the applied structural model, the
monastic colony on the Shumen Plateau can be defined as the Shumen Lesser Holy Forest,
embodying both individual asceticism and cenobitic organization.

The dissertation concludes with a Bibliography and an Appendix (pp. 160-176). The
author has utilized a total of 160 titles (sources and literature), of which 148 are in Cyrillic
and 12 in Latin script. A notable point is the merging of primary sources into the general
literature list, rather than their separate categorization.

The Appendix (pp. 177-238) consists of 132 figures (plates/images) and one table.
Certain structural and technical deficiencies are observed within the dissertation, specifically
regarding the naming and designation of its constituent elements.

Undoubtedly, the work presents a number of significant contributions, including: 1)
the collected and systematized data on Christian sites on the Shumen Plateau, and the
scholarly research on temples and rock-cut abodes (covering all identified monasteries),
which enrich studies on the development of Medieval Christianity both in general and
specifically within the Shumen region; 2) the proposed structural model for the monastic
colony on the plateau and the concept of a "Lesser Holy Forest", drawn by analogy with
models already established in the scholarly literature; 3) the comprehensive analysis of



epigraphic data; 4) the establishment of a database for the digitalization of Christian cult sites
on the Shumen Plateau.

Georgi Kanchev’s publications on the topic have appeared in established scholarly
journals. Regarding the fulfillment of the minimum scientometric requirements under Art. 2,
para. 2 and 3 of the Development of Academic Staff in the Republic of Bulgaria Act, the
doctoral candidate possesses the necessary credit points.

The proposed dissertation thesis possesses numMerous scholarly merits, and my
assessment of it is entirely positive.

‘ Therefore, I categorically support the awarding of the educational and scientific degree
of "Doctor" (PhD) to Georgi Nikolaev Kanchev.

February 21, 2026 Karnobat ; 5
D.Sc. in Architecture Dimcho Momchi%
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