OPINION

by
Assoc. Prof. Deyan Sashkov Rabovyanov, PhD — NAIM at BAS

for the dissertation work for the educational and scientific degree "Doctor of
Philosophy" on the topic: "Christian Cult Monuments on the Shumen Plateau (9™
- 15" centuries)" of Georgi Nikolaev Kanchev - a full-time PhD student in
Medieval Archaeology in the Department of Archaeology of the Shumen
University “Konstantin Preslavsky”, with scientific supervisor Prof. Stoyan

Vitlyanov.

The chosen topic for the dissertation is appropriate, both in terms of the quantity and
nature of the researched material, and in terms of the many complex questions that the doctoral
candidate is expected to answer. | can say that to a large extent G. Kanchev has managed to
cope with it, demonstrating knowledge and understanding of the essence of the topic. In
addition, he has presented a text demonstrating a well-established scientific writing style and
grammatically correct language.

The dissertation consists of an introduction, three chapters, a conclusion, cited
literature and appendices, including one table and 132 figures.

The introduction has a classical structure and well reflects the goals, objectives,
chronological and geographical scope of the topic, the methods used, etc.

The review of the studies in the first chapter is extremely comprehensive and detailed.
However, it should be noted that written in this way it goes beyond what is necessary for such
a part and partially duplicates the information in the main chapters, which is good to avoid in
future publication of the dissertation. This is especially pronounced with regard to the rock
monasteries. In reality, it is a partly analytical author's text, the place of which is rather in the
following two chapters.

For the same first chapter, it should be noted that its introductory part concerning the
sources for Shumen, especially from the Ottoman period, is too extensive and largely redundant
given the scope of the topic. The same can be said for the extensive consideration of the problem
of the name of Shumen. It can be summarized that the first paragraph of the first section is

redundant given the topic of the dissertation.



The presentation of the churches in the second chapter is detailed and correct in terms
of information and citation of sources used. However, it is necessary to note some omissions,
which the doctoral student should pay attention to in the future publication of his dissertation
work. First of all, the linking of Churches No. 11 and 12 in Shumen Fortress to the period of
the First Bulgarian Kingdom only on the basis of a plan is controversial given the other data
related to them. The attribution of Churches No. 4, 5, 6 and 7 in Shumen Fortress to the 12" —
14" centuries is too general. The data on their decoration clearly point to a dating after the mid-
13" or even in the 14" century, or at least to a reconstruction if there was one at that time. The
definition of the churches in Shumen Fortress during the Second Bulgarian Kingdom as parish
churches is completely reasonable, but their association with specific and corresponding
neighborhoods (6 in number) is an old thesis advocated for other cities of the period, such as
Tarnovo, which finds it impossible to prove the specific association of a temple with a specific
group of buildings. Often this association is due to the preferences of the researchers and is not
justified in any other way nor does it have an archaeological impact. Overall, the medieval
churches examined are not many and do not allow for drawing any other than general
conclusions about them, but still, the PhD student could have shown a little more criticism, at
least regarding their dating, rather than fully accepting the conclusions in the earlier literature,
which he cited without expressing a personal opinion on these issues.

The chosen approach to divide and present the rock-cut Christian sites on a functional
basis is successful and provides the best opportunity to understand these monuments. The
descriptions and illustrations of the rock-cut sites, which are the main part of the work, are
correct and informative.

The comprehensive presentation in the third chapter of the epigraphic monuments and
graffiti from Christian cult sites is among the contributions of the work. It was done
scrupulously and with an attempt to understand the matter, and besides, this information is not
unimportant for clarifying the function of these monuments, which justifies its inclusion in the
dissertation work. The conclusions regarding this material, however, are too brief, and it would
have been appropriate for G. Kanchev to develop his theses better there.

The conclusion of the dissertation is extensive, informative, and well-presents the
author's theses. It is completely consistent with the text and | would say it is one of the best-
written parts of the dissertation.

I have no objections to the final conclusions and dating (as far as they are given) in
section 3 of the second chapter. What is worrying, however, is the lack of a clear evidentiary

part in their support. The examined rock monuments, which are obviously the main focus of



the dissertation, are not compared with other synchronous monuments from Bulgaria such as
those from the Polomie region, etc., which would give G. Kancev good analogies and would
support his theses. An important omission is the lack of comparison with similar monuments
from other regions of the Byzantine cultural circle, such as those from Crimea, Cappadocia and
especially the geographically, chronologically and culturally close rock monasteries in Serbia
and Moldova, which have been published in a number of studies. For them, attention can be
paid to the publications of A. Vinogradov, N. Gaidukov, M. Zheltov, N. Dneprovsky, D.
Popovich, M. Choref, V. Kalas, N. Teteriatnikov, B. Yelda Olcay Uckan and others. A
surprising omission is the absence of the article by E. Dermendzhiev and D. Koseva on the
architectural reconstruction of the "Church" from the rock ensemble near the village of Ivanovo.

Christian architecture for the entire period in Bulgaria and specifically in the territory
under consideration is not a special case, but a function and reflection of trends, a product of
Byzantine cult architecture. If G. Kanchev had paid attention and used the extensive literature
on the topic, he could have developed his theses and supported them much more fully. A similar
approach would be mandatory in the future revision of the dissertation for its publication. In
this regard, an important aspect that has been omitted is the analysis of the internal division and
arrangement of the altar parts of the rock churches, which, when compared with the change in
Christian ritual and its reflection in church architecture, would provide important chronological
benchmarks for the PhD student, since at present the connection of many of the temples with
the Second Bulgarian Tsardom is at least declarative. Epigraphic material is not particularly
helpful for chronological determination, since by its nature it can always be post factum to the
construction of the temples.

The list of cited literature, comprising 160 titles, testifies positively to the quality of
the research. Obviously, the doctoral student has exhausted everything concerning the problems
related to the church monuments of the region he is considering. A significant weakness of the
dissertation work, however, is the lack of used titles on the topic concerning similar monuments
from the Byzantine cultural circle. A problem to which I have already drawn attention above in
the text.

The images are of good quality, well selected and arranged and informatively
annotated, which facilitates their use both with the main text and independently. However, in
Table 1 with the GPS coordinates of the rock churches, it is necessary to add the names of the
churches and their numbering in the GIS AKB, if available. The latter could also be added in

footnotes in the text. Also, the map in Fig. 8 should be colored and not with inscriptions, but



with numerical markings of the objects, since in its current form it is difficult to use. It would
be good if the monuments had differentiated designations included in a legend.

The abstract is maximally informative given its short form and satisfactorily illustrates
the structure, content and contributions of the dissertation work. G. Kanchev has presented
seven publications directly related to the topic of the dissertation. They represent completed
scientific texts with a contributing character in terms of solving and illustrating specific
problems. Along with G. Kanchev's scientific qualities, they also demonstrate a fully formed
language and writing style, literacy and good skills in terms of shaping and presenting
illustrative visual material. However, 1 would recommend to publish outside the circle of
Shumen publications, at least in order to achieve a larger audience for his research.

The contributions indicated in the abstract and the reference correspond to real
achievements in the dissertation work. Among them, the comprehensive presentation and
summary of the data on the topic, supported by an analysis of epigraphic monuments, drawings
and graffiti from some of the religious sites studied, stands out. An important point is the
attempt to restore the "cultic landscape” and the approach adopted by the author for the
functional division of the rock monasteries on the plateau.

In its current form, the proposed work demonstrates completeness and usability. It is
distinguished by informativeness, appropriate visual presentation and offering solutions to a
number of scientific issues. Its contributions are also obvious. On this basis, | believe that the
work presented has certain qualities and, despite the remarks made in my presentation above, |
propose that Georgi Nikolaev Kanchev be awarded the educational and scientific degree

"Doctor of Philosophy".
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