More than thirty years of
archaeological research and
observation led to a crucial
conclusion - the conquest of
Serdica by the Bulgarians and
the settlement of new
population in the city was
not connected with the
destruction of the city wall or
the buildings in the city.
Undoubtedly, the information
by Theophanes about the
destruction and massacre of
the population and the
garrison are an overstatement.
The campaign of Khan Krum
into this part of the Balkan
Peninsula was not an ordinary
military incursion but a
premeditated action towards
the annexation of these lands
to the Bulgarian territories.
The Bulgarians needed the
captured fortress Serdica and
also all achievements of
Byzantine city planning and
public works. By the early 9th
century the Bulgarians were
already well acquainted with
these achievements and were
able to appreciate them and
make use of them and of
Byzantine specialists such as
the engineer of siege
machines Eumathius.
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13

14

The historical destiny of the city has been shaped
by numerous factors. Among the most prominent ones
is its location. For a city, a good climate and favourable natural environment are not sufficient. Its location
has to facilitate its contact with the rest of the world
and the better that contact is, the more certain it is
that the city is going to live through time – a city is
the focal point of interraction, exchange of goods and
ideas – a place which is the hub of ties with other
towns and cities near and far.
It is not difficult to see on a map that the shortest land route between central Europe and Asia is the
natural northwest-southeast diagonal across the Balkan
Peninsula. In the very heart of the Peninsula the diagonal runs through the Sofia Plain. Another major
route runs from the north and passes through the same
point, going further south to the warm waters of the
Aegean and the Mediterranean.
This crossroads has been the site of the settlement that has thrived
for thousands of years and whose heir and successor is the capital city of
Sofia – one of the eternal European cities. Life has existed here for more
than eight thousand years and the town itself, founded by the Thracian
tribe of the Serdi has thrived for more than two thousand years now.
The centre of present-day Sofia stands at the very site where the
cradle of the city was. This is one of its most prominent characteristics.
This history-rich area of the Bulgarian capital has treasured the layers
of many an era that lie under the modern pavement. These layers go as
deep as 10 meters – a veritable ladder of time. The city
has always lived on the vestiges of its past that are out
of view beneath street pavement and sidewalks. That is
why one could not possibly guess at the antiquity of the
city judging by first impression. Its modern surface only
reflects the hardships of Sofia’s history after the Liberation from Ottoman Rule in 1878. The aerial bombing
raids at the time of the Second World War destroyed the
achievements of the first decades of Sofia’s development
as a capital city and the newly erected buildings in its
very heart look alien with their cumbersome shapes and
unfinished design. Life is now struggling to reconcile
architectural discrepancies.
However, here and there in the central area, there
are genuine archaeological islands. One accidentally
comes across them while descending into underpasses,
walking under the vaults of large public buildings or
along clangorous tram tracks. Towers and city gates,
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small churches and ancient streets suddenly
come into view as solid proof of the deep antiquity of the place.
The ancient monuments in downtown Sofia are not the only evidence of the city’s long
history. Its outskirts are also rich in archaeological remains from different periods since in the
past, as well as now, life has always been connected with the area surrounding the city.
Over the decades following the Second
World War the reconstruction of the central
part of Sofia and the construction work in the
new residential districts of the city necessitated
numerous archaeological investigations. The unexpected discoveries providing abundant new
information and the deeper delving into distant
eras have all extended our knowledge about the
history of the Bulgarian capital. Now it is possible to give a fuller account of it. Still, perhaps even more important than
facts and details, is the possibility to grasp the lasting patterns in the city’s
development, the establishment of its traditions, its character and spirit.
Despite its centuries-long history, full of dynamism and change, despite the diversity in its modern countenance, Sofia has not lost its singular
individuality. This is a city that gracefully bears the stamp of its antiquity,
exuding vivacity and optimism while preserving its coziness. The motto
of the city, written under its coat-of-arms in 1911, reads “Grows but does
not grow old”. At the beginning of the 21st century it still holds true.
Certainly, its modern development cannot prevent the Bulgarian capital
from preserving caringly the remains of past
ages and incorporating
them into its modern
look. The remains of
ancient Serdica and of
medieval Sredets are
protected and the area
they covered has been
declared an archaeological reserve. In this way
even the still unknown
and undiscovered archaeological
heritage
beneath the centre of
Sofia has a guaranteed
future during construc-

tion work in the area.
It may be said
without overstatement
that in this respect
Sofia has set a good
example showing the
way in which synthesis
can be achieved between modern urban
environment and ancient urban planning
and architectural heritage. Moreover, Sofia
has overcome numerous challenges posed
by this kind of synthesis in the process of intense post-war building activities over the last decades, during which the city has grown from three
hundred thousand to nearly a million and a half residents. To further
illuminate the unprecedented rate in Sofia’s development over the last
more than one hundred years of its very long history, there is another figure for comparison: in 1878 – the year of Bulgaria’s liberation from five
centuries of Ottoman rule - the future capital-to-be had merely twelve
thousand citizens...
It is not an easy task to give a brief account of the history of a
city that has existed for thousands of years. Not pretending to be as celebrated or as famous as other European capitals, Sofia is nevertheless
older than many of them – it is older than Rome and even Athens. It is
true that Sofia cannot boast monuments as theirs. And yest, a Roman
emperor – none other than Constantine the Great himself – liked to say:
“My Rome is Serdica”. As it seems, Serdica
was sufficiently attractive to have made the
founder of Constantinople spend much of his
life here.
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St. Sofia Basilica and Alexander Nevski Church
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BEFORE THE RISE OF THE TOWN
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Clay figures of women, discovered in the Neolithic settlement in Slatina, Sofia, VI century B.C.

Long before towns appeared, the Sofia Plain attracted man with
its favourable conditions of life. Enclosed in a wreath of mountains
acting as a natural wind shelter, it rises 550 meters above sea level
and is fertile and abundantly irrigated.
The Sofia Plain had a turbulent geological history. In the Pliocene
Era after geological processes subsided and the high kettle was shaped,
a lake was also formed. Its water drained northwards, carving a gorge
and depositing thick sediments. The surface of the plain was shaped
by the overflowing of rivers whose terraces seem to have been created
especially for the settlement of humans. The surrounding mountains
were abundant in wood and game, and the land at the foot of the
mountains was naturally fertile and overgrown with vegetation.
By the early Neolithic era (6000 B.C.) settlements were scattered
all over the Sofia Plain. Nowadays their remains can be found in the
area surrounding all outskirts and villages around Sofia. One of these
early Neolithic settlements was established in the eastern urban area
of Sofia, not far from the premises of some of the scientific institutes
and the publishing house of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. It
was discovered accidentally in 1958 and is considered to be the deepest root of Sofia.
The remains of this and other Neolithic settlements in the Sofia
Plain imply development of agriculture and stock-breeding, skills in
house-building, great variety in household inventory and significant
diversification in the forms of stone tools whence the difference in
their functions. One of the most distinctive characteristics of Neolithic
culture is pottery. The shapes of the ceramic vessels testify to the
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ability of their creators to fashion
utilitarian wares for cooking, eating and storage of various foods.
The pottery is also a mirror of
the spiritual life of the Neolithic
society, of its ideas and beliefs,
expressed in the complex symbolism of the patterns, painted and
carved on the surfaces of the vessels. Among the ceramic vessels
that have survived there are exquisite works of art.
Over the last years research
on the Neolithic settlement of
Sofia has made it possible to
Floor plan of a discovered dwelling
determine that it encompassed a
considerably massive area and that
the dwellings were both significantly large and meticulously planned.
Among them there is one of an impressive size. It has rectangular outlines with curved corners, with a length of 12.40 m and a width - 9.48
m. The total area is 117 m2 and it is the largest early Neolithic dwelling ever discovered in Europe. An internal wall divided it into two,
enclosing a small space to the North. Its walls were built with stakes
bound with twigs, covered with clay both on the inside and the outside, scorched to make them strong. The two-slope roof was thatched.
The entrance is on the south of the dwelling. The space within the
dwelling was used very rationally. The kiln was unusually large – its
base measures 2.25 m by 2.15 m. There were eighteen granaries with
the capacity to hold more than six tons of grain, according to the researcher. Two hundred and fifty
kilograms of charred grain were
gathered in the course of the excavations. A second smaller kiln
was situated beside the entrance
to heat the cold air coming from
outside. Traditional hand-mills
were also found, as well as a
special storage place for fruit
and roots, a raised clay platform
where the inhabitants slept. All
these, along with other surviving
remnants from the household
suggest a very rational organizaCharred grain from the Neolithic settlement

tion of space as well as a highly developed everyday life culture.
Despite certain regional peculiarities, all Neolithic settlements in
this region of the Balkan Peninsula
demonstrate a highly developed culture and economy. Their achievements are determined by very similar living conditions. Still, are there
other factors that come into play? Is
it by mere chance that the settlement
Clay bowl from the Neolithic settlement
in the southeastern part of Sofia was
better planned and significantly bigger than the other known Neolithic settlements in the Sofia Plain and
elsewhere?
Indeed, the efflorescence of Neolithic settlements depended
mainly on the favourable conditions for the basic livelihood: agriculture, stock-breeding and hunting; agriculture being the most important of all leading to a settled way of life. However, the significance
of contacts with other territories can hardly be denied, nor can the
importance of the Great Road from the West to the East crossing
Europe and connecting it with Asia. Its track had already been beaten
and well-known. This was revealed by finds linking the culture in this
part of the European continent with Neolithic settlements in neighboring Asia. The road, or crossroads, was already of importance for the
earliest settlement at the site of Sofia.
As early as 1958, when this settlement first became known to
scientists, four small female clay figures were found. Three of them
are well-modelled and well preserved, with only their heads missing.
They represent the woman-mother as a symbol of nature and fertility.
These are the first human depictions from Sofia.
They come as a message from eight thousand years
ago, as a symbol of an era when women had a
paramount role in society.
A settlement from the following Eneolithic or
Chalcolithic era was also discovered in 1958 in the
very centre of Sofia – in Knyaz Alexander Batenberg
Square. It was situated in the west part of a natural
sedimentary terrace but its remains were damaged
during excavations for construction work in subsequent historical periods. However, the abundance
of typical pottery – large food vessels with carved
Clay cup in the shape of a bird
patterns filled with white paste and table plates and
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bowls exquisitely decorated with graphite on
polished surface unequivocally suggest that the
settlement dates from the late 5000 BC and the
beginning of 4000 BC. Among the finds there
is a stylized clay male head which seems to be
symbolic evidence of the changes in the life of
Stone hammer from the Eneolithic settlement
the Eneolithic society.
The choice of site for the Eneolithic settlement of Sofia was excellent. It is situated at the southwestern end
of one of the sediment terraces, facing the Vitosha Mountain and
at the same time hanging over the “low” site from where hot mineral water springs. In several thousand years this high terrace would
become the most prestigious site in Sofia – the palace of the knyaz
(prince) would be on this beautiful terrace after the Liberation of
Bulgaria from Ottoman rule.
However, this is not the place where the town itself came into
being. The site that would become the eternal centre, the perpetual
heart of the future town has two forces of attraction: it is the site of
crossroads and the place where hot healing water powerfully gushes
out of a spring. In the following era – the Bronze Age – a settlement
would be built here. Its traces lay deep beneath three thousand years
of layers during which the town continued its life in the same place.
Rarely do very deep excavations bring pieces of pottery to the surface,
dating from the Age of Bronze. Such finds in the centre of Sofia initially emerged during the construction work on the Presidential Office
Building and the building of the Council of Ministers. During excavation work to lay the concrete foundations of the building at a depth
of 10–12 meters it was ascertained that life in the settlement continued
into the early Iron Age.

Fragments of ceramic vessels from the Eneolithic settlement on Alexander Battenberg Square

The Bronze Age (until 1200 BC) and the Early Iron Age (1200–
600 BC) in Bulgarian lands was already connected with a distinctive
ethnic group – the Thracians. According to history records they were
the first inhabitants of these territories. They left numerous vestiges in
the Sofia Plain. The first centuries of Thracian history are connected
with the period of a great movement of tribes and peoples across
most of Europe and, certainly, in the Balkan Peninsula. By that time
mankind had developed the art of melting, mixing and pouring metal
and had discovered the wheel, which made travelling faster. Men were
horsemen and armour was a significant part of their possessions because hunting and battles were equally important in a man’s life.
It is assumed that life in the vicinity of Sofia in the same period
was not peaceful, either. Interesting evidence from that period is a
remarkable find – a vessel made of gold and another one made of
copper, buried together with a clay bowl. The clay vessel probably
served as a burial urn, the gold bowl was placed as a precious gift and
both had been covered by the copper vessel before they were buried.
The details about their exact position are lost for science because the
discovery was made accidentally in 1969 when water supply trenches
were being dug by an excavator. There was no mark on the surface. If
at the time of the interment the traditional Thracian burial mound was
raised over the remains of the deceased, it must have been a small
one and leveled with the surrounding terrain long before.
The grave can be dated to the 8th or 7th centuries BC, judging
by the copper vessel that belongs to a type of cauldrons on tripods
known as Urartian. Even this find alone is solid proof of the connections between the Thracian population in the area of Sofia and the
distant lands in Asia Anterior where the Urartu culture evolved.
The gold vessel, known to scientists as the Sofia Gold Bowl,

Objects found in a demolished grave in Kazichene, Sofia: clay bowl for the ashes of the deceased,
gold ritual cup, copper cauldron for covering the grave.
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Gold bowl from
Kazichene –
1050 gr,
23.5 karats
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weighs 1,050 grams and is made of native 23.6-carat gold, i.e. almost
pure gold. It has a flattened globular form with a maximal diameter
of 27 cm. Its low wide mouth is adorned with two embossed rims, oblique incisions and semicircles and wide embossed ribs running down
its body. At the bottom there are concentric circles and pits in the
au repoussé technique, linked by finely hammered dotted spirals. This
decoration is intended to be seen by the one drinking from the vessel,
probably at ritual feasts.
The Sofia Gold Bowl is among the most ancient Thracian gold
vessels together with the vessels of the internationally famous Vulchitrun treasure. It could be even older than the copper cauldron. The
bowl is a masterpiece of early Thracian toreutics and has nothing in
common with later toreutic artifacts. Another singular feature of the
Sofia bowl is its size. It is surpassed only by the large two-handled
pot from the Vulchitrun treasure, although it is quite different. Several years ago the Pleven Historical Museum received a significantly
smaller gold bowl, which was also discovered accidentally, had a similar form though with bossed decoration. Unfortunately, that vessel was
devoid of an archaeological context which renders its dating difficult.
The Sofia Gold Bowl was skillfully raised from a sheet of gold.
Both its form and the large raised ribs seem to emulate a big terrestrial fruit – a pumpkin. The technique used, as well as the form gave
it an archaic air. The hammering was performed as to leave a dent
with each blow. The whole surface of the bowl looks as if formed by
numerous light-reflecting miniature surfaces lending an unusual softness to the walls of the vessel. The engraved and dotted decoration
might have been subsequently added. Undoubtedly, this is a piece of
a goldsmith’s art who had mastered the technique of chasing and the

skill of achieving artistic effect. Still, this craftsman
was far from the potential of Thracian toreutics of
the Hellenic era. Professor Alexander Fol suggested
that the Sofia bowl was even earlier than the Vulchitrun Treasure and dated to the 12th–11th centuries BC, at the turn of the Bronze Age and the
Hallstatt period.
Such a precious object was certainly used in
rituals and was passed down through generations. It
was placed as a burial gift, which suggests that the
deceased was a noble person, possibly even the knyaz of a Thracian tribe himself. Normally, his grave
would look quite differently. This burial was probably performed under special circumstances, possibly at a time of hostilities. The whole find provides
important evidence of the state of affairs in the area
of Sofia in the first half of the first millennium BC.
Among other pieces of evidence discovered in the
vicinity of Sofia, an especially significant find is a
helmet of the Corinthian type. These helmets completely enclose the head and cover the face. Their
lines are elegant, their shape is perfectly sculpted
and they may be considered among Ancient Greeks’
best achievements in protective armour. These helmets are known from finds in Corinth, Olympia and
Athens and date from the 6th century BC. They
are depicted in vase paintings, sculptures and coins.
The helmet was found in river embankments near
the village of Chelopechene, southwest from Sofia,
at about 15 kilometers from the centre of the city.
Similar to the gold bowl, the helmet had most probably been placed in the grave of a Thracian warrior
whose mound was subsequently obliterated.
The helmet from the Sofia area is yet another
piece of evidence of the connection Thracians from
this region had with other territories, namely Hellas. Both the gold bowl and the helmet demonstrate
the dynamism of life in the Sofia area during the
Hallstatt period. Similar evidence is found in a Hallstatt necropolis discovered near the village of Baylovo, once again in the eastern part of the Sofia
Plain. Thracian warriors were buried there in small
mounds, with their weapons laid beside them. These

ἐκ δὲ Παιόνων καὶ
ὄρεος Ῥοδόπης Κίος
ποταμὸς μέσον
σχίζων τὸν Αἷμον
ἐκδιδοῖ ἐς αὐτόν.
Herodotus, The Histories
4, 49, 1.

ἀνίστη δὲ καὶ
Ἀγριᾶνας καὶ
Λαιαίους καὶ ἄλλα
ὅσα ἔθνη Παιονικὰ
ὧν ἦρχε καὶ ἔσχατοι
τῆς ἀρχῆς οὗτοι
ἦσαν: μέχρι γὰρ
Λαιαίων Παιόνων
καὶ τοῦ Στρυμόνος
ποταμοῦ, ὃς ἐκ τοῦ
Σκόμβρου ὄρους
δι᾽ Ἀγριάνων καὶ
Λαιαίων ῥεῖ, [οὗ]
ὡρίζετο ἡ ἀρχὴ
τὰ πρὸς Παίονας
αὐτονόμους ἤδη.
Thucydides,
The Peloponnesian War
2, 96, 3.
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archaeological discoveries shed light on the otherwise obscure character of the Thracian settlement at the site of Sofia. The people and the
events that had left them behind were certainly connected with the
settlement in some way.
In the very centre of Sofia, during the construction of its landmark buildings, common clay pottery from the same Early Iron Age
(Hallstatt) was found. These pieces are solid proof of the existence
of a settlement at the site because household clay wares, unlike precious rare objects or weapons, are connected with homes and dwelling
places. During the construction of the Balkan-Sheraton Hotel, walls
from the buildings of the Thracian town dating as late as the Hellenistic era (4th–1st centuries BC) were found on the same spot.
By the middle of the first millennium BC the Thracian and the
Hellenic worlds had already become acquainted with each other. The
first Greek historians had already become familiar with the area of
Sofia and its inhabitants. Herodotus (434–circa 425 BC) mentions the
Iskar River as the Scius. A little later, in the second half of the 5th
century BC Thucydides refers to the same river under the name of
Oscius and to the Vitosha Mountain – as Scombros. During this time
the Thracian Odrysian Kingdom succeeded in uniting many Thracian
tribes into a powerful state. Thucydides reports that to the West the
kingdom bordered on the territories of the Treres and Tilataeans, who
lived to the North of the Mountain of Scombros (Vitosha), while to
the northwest – on the river Scius (Iskar). Among them, the Serdes
would come to the historical scene in the Sofia Plain.
In the middle of the last millennium BC a new period of Sofia’s
history began – the beginning of the history of the town itself. The
many thousands of years of life in the Sofia Plain have allowed man
to become acquainted with all its resources, to discover the most favourable places for living and to find its natural centre. The choice
was made – unmistakably and promisingly – in the whole plain there
would be one town and it would be situated in the centre of contemporary Sofia.

SERDONPOLIS –
THE CITY OF THE SERDES
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Historical record of the Serdes first appeared at the time when
Rome waged wars against them to conquer their lands. Dio Cassius
was the first to mention a name in his account of these events – Segetica, which has been interpreted as an inaccurate rendering of the
name of Serdica. However, even after they were conquered by Rome,
the name of Serdonpolis was preserved, which is a significant fact.
Thracian settlements preceded many towns of the Roman Empire under its rule in the lands of the Thracians. However, everywhere
the extensive construction work following the conquest of Thracian
territories by Rome destroyed or covered earlier structures. Only one
city from the period of the Thracian Odrysian Kingdom’s efflorescence (5th century BC) was comprehensively studied in archaeological
excavations – the city of Seuthopolis, named after King Seuthes. The
findings reveal a highly developed culture of urban planning. The urban area has a straight street network, while the fortified residence of
the king and the temple are situated in the elevated part of the city.
The lay-out of the city of Serdonpolis was certainly similar. The
fortified residence of the ruler and the city temple were probably
situated on the elevation southwest of the mineral spring. The city
itself was located around the spring which was most probably used by
the Thracians who revered natural forces. At the time preceding the
Roman conquest some of the main arteries of the city and the orientation of some buildings were created and subsequently preserved.
The well-established Hippodamian town-planning with an orthogonal
street grid was applied in Seuthopolis and probably in Serdonpolis.
The building walls that have been discovered so far are oriented along
the cardinal directions of the world. The Serdes conformed to natural
conditions. Thus, the river flowing northwest from the mineral spring
compelled them to lay a street that ran from the source (where they
had probably already built a bath) towards the river. This was a shortcut for people and the draining hot water.
Some ceramic objects show the connection between Serdonpolis and Seuthopolis, while others are evidence of the trade with the
Aegean islands. Individual finds of coins and hoards of coins in the
close vicinity also offer evidence for trade connections with Greek
cities. Philip of Macedonia and Alexander the Great crossed these
lands in their campaigns. The conquering armies of Rome gradually
encroached into these territories. By the 2nd century BC neighbouring Macedonia had fallen under Roman rule. In the following century
fateful events unfolded on the territories of the Serdes.
In 29 BC, coming from the lands beyond the Danube, the Bastarnes reached as far south as the Macedonian border. Marcus Licinius Crassus, the governor of the Roman province of Macedonia,
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launched an extensive military operation to drive them out of these
territories. This was the first time when Roman legions passed through
the lands of the Serdes. These campaigns were renewed the following year. The Roman army encountered the staunch resistance of the
Serdes and the neighbouring tribe of the Meldes, referred to by Dio
Cassius as Medes. Crassus perpetrated great atrocities in these battles. He had the hands of each captured Thracian cut off. The land of
the Serdes was conquered. The retribution against the rebellious continued. An Athenian inscription reveals that a Thracian family from
Serdica was banished in exile far away from the fatherland and was
later given permission to come back when the situation in the district
of Serdica had returned to normal. After more than half a century of
persevering struggles to preserve their own freedom, the other Thracian tribes were also subdued and the whole of Thrace was made a
Roman province.
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Reconstructed Thracian chariot discovered in a demolished tomb.
Consultant Prof. I. Venedikov
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WITHIN THE BORDERS
OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE
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For four centuries Serdica lived within the borders of the enormous Roman Empire that had extended its rule over territories on
three continents. After the disintegration of the Roman Empire, the
city remained for yet another four centuries within the boundaries of
its descendant Byzantium. That was an eventful period full of change.
Serdica echoed the perturbations throughout the Empire. However,
the strongest repercussions here were connected with the significant
crossroads location of the city – both for better and for worse.
In the early centuries of this long period extensive construction
and urban development were carried out in Serdica. Urban features
that would transcend the era of their inception were being created and
established. Some of them would be included in the characteristics
of the medieval city and the most viable among them would persist
further in time. They often remain inscrutable and unaccountable for
the people of more recent times and even seem useless and unfeasible to them. Yet, these robust traditions are more tenacious than the
dynamism of the novel and deserve to be safeguarded as monuments
of ancient urban planning. That is why the centre of the modern city
of Sofia, which has a population of more than a million and a half,
still retains the relics of an extremely ancient, two-thousand-year old
urban planning.
By the time of its waning, Serdica would bequeath many an example of outstanding architectural heritage to the eras to follow, among
them two jewels of late Antiquity architecture – the Saint George Rotunda and the Saint Sofia Basilica. The remains of Serdica’s architectural and sculptural decoration would astound and please museum visitors; all kinds of finds would testify to the work and achievements of
Serdica’s citizens in their everyday life. The very name of Serdica, accompanied by praising epithets in medieval travellers’ accounts would
also be preserved through time as a memory of Antiquity and of the
Serdes – the first of the historically recorded populations of the city.

Fragment from an architrave
of a public building
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St. George Rotunda
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The three-nave basilica Saint Sofia
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One of the most emblematic buildings constructed in the early
centuries of Roman rule was the fortified wall. The date when it was
built is determined with certainty according to an inscription. This
epigraphic monument is of great importance for the history of the
fortified wall and of Serdica itself. At the time when the fortified
wall was being constructed probably four inscriptions were carved in
large limestone blocks inbuilt above the four city gates. So far two of
these inscriptions have been found and their content is identical. The
first one was found in 1956, in close proximity to where the North
Gate stood. Around two-thirds of the original size of the block have
survived, bearing the right-side part of the inscription. The second inscription was found during excavations of the West Gate in 1975. The
left-side part of the inscription was recovered from there. The original
length of the block must have been around two meters. So far this is
the only pair of identical inscriptions from a fortified wall that have
been found on the territory of the Roman Empire.
The inscriptions are in Greek and in translation they read: “Good
fortune! The greatest and the most divine Emperors-Caesars Marcus
Aurelius Antoninus Augustus, victor over the Germanians, victor over
the Sarmatians, father of the homeland, chief priest, and Lucius Aurelius Commodus Augustus, victor over Germanians, victor over Sarmatians bestowed fortified walls to Serdonpolis when the governor of
the province of Thrace was Aselus Aemilianus”.
The content of the inscriptions leads to the conclusion that the
construction was finished between 27 November 176 AD and 17
March 180 AD when Emperor Marcus Aurelius ruled jointly with
Emperor Lucius Aurelius Commodus. The two dates of the construction of the wall are determined as follows: on 27 November 176 Commodus received the title of Emperor, as referred to in the inscription,
and on 17 March 180 Marcus Aurelius died.
The construction of Serdica’s fortified wall as a means of defense
in the 180s was necessitated by the threat posed by the invasions of
tribes in this part of the Empire. Blows were probably dealt on Serdica as well. At the time of Marcus Aurelius other Thracian cities and
also towns in other territories conquered by Rome, were also fortified. The fortresses commissioned by the emperor were considered of
special importance. Serdica was similarly evaluated.
The construction of a fortress is of great significance for a city’s
development. This structure has become the city’s frame. It delimited the perimeter of the fortified area for many centuries until the
destruction of the wall in the 15th century following the Ottoman
Conquest.
The size of the fortified area would soon prove inadequate and

Parts from the inscription on the West Gate of the fortress wall

41

Part of the
inscription of
the East Gate
of the fortress
wall

42

many buildings of significance, usually temples, had to be built outside
the wall. Then, after a century and a half, an attempt was made to
extend the defended area of the city to the north and west by constructing a new section of the wall. However, during the subsequent
fortification of the city in the 6th century only the original fortress was
strengthened. Priority was accorded to the protection of the smaller
space that was better prepared for defense compared to the larger
area which was harder to defend.
Owing to the numerous archaeological investigations conducted
on various sections along the fortified wall, today its whole track is
well-known. It has rectangular outlines and is elongated along the
north-south axis. Its northwestern corner was cut off because of the
river. This is one of the reasons why the fortified territory was confined to the west. To the east there were other obstacles – the naturally raised terrace (present-day Knyaz Alexander Batenberg Square)
running steeply down to the north and the northwest. This is what set
the place of the East Wall.
The distance between the East and the West Walls was very small.
That is why the rectangle was elongated to the north and to the south.
Thus the fortress enclosed and kept safe the two forces of attraction
that had determined the place of Sofia – the crossroads and the mineral spring. The area covered by the city within those boundaries was
164 000 m2.
Built at the time of Emperor Marcus Aurelius, the fortified wall
was constructed with bricks on double plinth of large stone blocks.
Its foundations go as deep as two meters. They were laid down onto
strengthened terrain with poles inserted into the ground. The wall was
8 or 9 meters high and 2.20 meters thick. At 50 or 60 meters along
the length of the wall round towers were erected with a height exceeding that of the wall by 2 or 3 meters. The main city gates were built
entirely of stone. This whitish-grey and red frame of the city presented
a beautiful majestic view. The remains of Marcus Aurelius’ fortified
wall of Serica were later covered by the newly constructed wall of Serdica. At many places only sections of the beautiful plinth of rusticated
blocks were preserved.
The planning of the street network was determined to a great
extent by the construction of the original Serdica fortress and the position of the main city gates. With the exception of the direction from
the thermae towards the north city gate, which was probably inherited
from an earlier period, the other three city gates were the starting
points of the main streets, i.e. decumanus principalis (east-west) and
cardo principalis (south-north). The investigations of the East City
Gate revealed that before the fortress was built, the main east-west

street had lain more to the south. At the time of the construction of
the fortress that street was replaced by a new one running from the
gate towards the centre of the city.
A bypass street called via sagularis or intervallum was built along
the inside face of the wall and was of great importance for the defense of the city. Soldiers moved along that street. The rest of the
streets that ran parallel to the main arteries traversed the city lengthwise and led up to the intervallum opposite the doorways of the towers. Thus they ensured both urban communication and met defense
requirements.
Many of Serdica’s streets were studied in stretches. The width
of the streets varied according to their place and significance. The
streets leading from the main gates to the centre of the city and the
bypass street (the intervallum) were the widest – 9 meters. The rest
of the streets had a width of 5–8 meters. They were paved with large
stone blocks, some of them measuring 1.20 to 1.50 meters in length.
The largest were placed along the central axis of the street, covering
an excellently engineered trench for the draining of sewage waters.
Square openings were cut out in some of the blocks covering it and
stone lids were inserted in their rabbets. These openings (gully holes)
allowed the cleaning of the sewer. The footway of the street had fifty
to sixty centimeters high curbstones on both sides. Clay water supply
pipes, branching to the buildings that flanked the street, lay beneath

The triangular tower in an underground gallery on Maria Louisa blvd and Exarch Joseph street
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the pavement. Serdica had excellent water supply from Vitosha. Water
from the mountain was impounded in today’s district of Boyana (the
catchment was found) and piped to the city via an aqueduct of a total
length of more than eight kilometers.
The pavement of the streets was meticulously maintained and replaced. In later periods irregular flagstones were used, including even
architectural elements from the decoration of demolished buildings,
usually pieces of cornice. Smaller or longer stretches of eight streets of
Serdica remain preserved in the centre of Sofia to the present day.
The forum of Serdica lay beneath today’s Saint Nedelya Square.
One part of the colonnade that fringed the square on the east was
found in front of the Balkan-Sheraton Hotel. To the south the area
of the forum was confined by the central public building – the praetorium. Its northern façade was under the Church of Saint Nedelya. The
outlines of the forum to the west and north have not been identified
with certainty. According to the standards of Roman urban planning,
the main decumanus (the street connecting the east and the west city
gate) has to tangent the forum, therefore its northern end could be
identified by tracing the streets from the east and the west gate leading to the centre of the city.
In comparison with the relatively small confines of Serdica, the
forum took up a rather vast space. Archaeological evidence suggests
that its area was partially covered by buildings in a later period. Still,
the forum of Serdica would delimit the place of the central city square
over the eras to follow down to the present day.
Serdica’s main administrative and public edifices were built in immediate proximity to the forum. Serdica needed this kind of buildings
because its administrative importance within the empire was growing.
Initially, the city was the centre of the military-administrative district
of Serdica. The name of the military district was later transferred to
the city itself, alongside the name of Serdonpolis. The boundaries of
the military district extended to the north beyond the mountain range
of the Balkan Mountains (Stara Planina), reaching the mountain pass
of Trajan’s Gate to the east, where the military district of Philippopolis began. To the west the military district of Serdica extended beyond
the present-day borders of Bulgaria, as far as the town of Pirot. In the
2nd century this territory was probably added as civitas serdicensium
to the Province of Thrace.
At the time of Trajan (98–117 AD) Serdica was officially granted
the right of urban administration and governance and the family
name of Trajan – Ulpius was added to the city’s name in honour of
the emperor. The city was mentioned as Ulpia Serdica in numerous
inscriptions and on the coins it was given permission to issue at the

Unearthing of the West Gate
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Northeast corner tower of the fortress wall discovered at Iskar street,
near Serdica street

Rooms for the security guards at the Northeast corner tower

The main East-West street (now in the underpass)
in the process of unearthing
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North-South street, east of St. George Rotunda

time of Emperor Marcus Aurelius. However, in some of the official
inscriptions the name Serdonpolis is used, accompanied by “the most
brilliant”.
Even though as early as Trajan’s rule the city was granted certain
self-government rights, its military-strategic location, which was important for the empire, entailed the marked presence of Roman authorities here. With the construction of a city wall and adjoining structures
a large Roman garrison was stationed here. By the 1st century AD
veterans had also begun to settle in Serdica. These were soldiers who
had served in the Roman army and were given lands in the fertile
countryside. Serdica’s crucial location was continually increasing the
importance of the city. Around 270–272 AD, during an administrative
reform in the Balkan territories at the time of Emperor Aurelian, the
Province of Dacia Mediterranea was created and Serdica became its
main city.
In the late second or early third century in the very centre of
the city, at the south end of the forum, a monumental building was
erected that most likely served as the praetorium – the seat of the
provincial governor following Aurelian’s reform. That was certainly
the most imposing public building of all. Built at a time when Roman authorities were exploiting the unexhausted resources of affluent
Thrace, neither means nor effort were spared for its construction or
decoration. The building covered a large area and today it lies partly
beneath the Saint Nedelya Church, reaching the west outlines of the
present-day square. Its ruins are so sturdy that even now, centuries
after its destruction, they form a slight eminence in the central square
of Sofia. Moreover, when the building soared with its sheer height
and size, it must have dominated over the rest of Serdica’s buildings
and lent radiance and grandeur to the city of the Serdes as a symbol
of imperial power. And as it seems, the building disappeared from the
face of the city at the same time as the Empire.
It is not possible to define with certainty the time when the building was destroyed. However, there are good grounds to suppose that
it did not outlive the era of Antiquity nor was it preserved or used
in the Middle Ages unlike other Serdican buildings. The ruins of the
edifice formed a kind of pedestal where a church was built and the
church square developed around it as early as the 10th or not later
than the 11th century. This is still the situation nowadays, with only
the buildings of the churches changing. It is quite natural, under these
circumstances, that the remains of the main public building of Serdica
have not been fully uncovered yet and that in the past they were connected with legendary accounts.
The earliest evidence for these remains dates from the mid-

47

48

nineteenth century. At that time, after long and arduous efforts, the
Bulgarians were given permission by Turkish authorities to build a
new larger church on the site of the old Saint King Church (Sveti
Kral). The excavations for the foundations of the church struck upon
the robust walls of the praetorium. That was when for the first time
the “corridors” built inside the foundations of the praetorium became
known. These were vaulted ventilation passages whose 1.80 m height
and 0.70 m width allowed one to move inside them. Besides the brief
information that appeared in Bulgarian newspapers at the time of the
Revival, this discovery gave rise to a fantastic explanation, which had
been passed on by the old families of Sofia over a whole century: the
vaulted corridors were considered to be the beginning of a secret passage leading outside the city, up to the feet of the Vitosha mountain,
into the open air.
The ventilation corridors were correctly explained in the 1930s
when a corner of the large building was studied because a tram station
had to be built. Subsequently this small segment of the building was
even protected with a specially designed stanchions and a hatch. The
passages themselves were followed by archaeologists and speleologists
on several occasions attempting to recover the plan of the building.
However, so far it has not been fully revealed. During one of these
investigations in the ventilation tunnel a warrior’s helmet was discovered with a depiction of the mythological monster Scylla on its fore
part. A tumultuous episode was possibly connected with this helmet,
which suggests that at times of extraordinary circumstances the corridors were not used for ventilation only.
In 1982 the construction of an open-air coffee house in the
south-western end of Saint Nedelya Square necessitated new archeological research. Part of the building’s southern façade was found. The
outer walls were 2 meters thick and their façade was sheathed with
large limestone blocks fixed with iron brackets. The system of ventilation tunnels, connected with vertically inbuilt clay flues was indeed
necessary given this wall thickness.
To keep the building warm a heating installation was built underneath the rooms – the hypocaust. The floors of the heated rooms
were raised on parallel brick arcades with a height of 1.60 m. The free
space thus created beneath the floor was connected through vents in
the walls to a room where a strong fire was sustained – the so-called
praefurnium. The hot air heated the floors as well as the walls. The internal marble lining was pasted on thin ceramic plinths. These plinths
had been fixed at a distance of 20 cm from the walls with special narrow clay flues and long iron nails. This aerial heating enveloping the
rooms ensured favourable temperature in the vast halls and hallways

Part of the hypocaust of the building under St. Nedelya Square

of the praetorium even in winter. The large size of the rooms was revealed by the investigation of the building’s south-west section – only
the uncovered part of a hall room was 20 m long and more than 16
m wide. Numerous details from the interior decoration of the building,
including cornices, frames, capitals, wall lining and flooring – demonstrate that the decoration itself matched the opulence and the scale
of the edifice.
The uncovered section of the building implied that a mint was
set up at the end of the 3rd century. In one part of the hall room the
hypocaust had been dismantled to make space for metal processing.
From an area covering approximately 5 square meters more than 200
kg of metal slag and a large amount of charcoal remains were collected. Numerous conic clay nozzles of bellows for increasing the rate of
burning and parts of bronze objects, possibly prepared for processing,
were also found. The find of twenty planchets prepared to be struck
is especially significant.
This workshop was probably set up here after the minting reform
in the Roman Empire carried out by Emperor Gallienus (253–268
A.D.). At that time the so-called autonomous public minting workshops were banned, the state mints were also reduced in number and
a more rigorous control was established on the striking of coins. A
state mint remained functioning in Serdica. It was probably accommodated in the premises of the praetorium to ensure greater security.
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The state mint in Serdica continued to exist into the fourth
century A.D., after yet another reform in minting introduced by Constantine the Great (306–337 A.D.).
The state of preservation in which the remains of the minting workshop were found suggests that a fire must have raged here.
However, it is hardly possible that it was the cause of destruction of
the whole praetorium. It may be suggested that the building suffered
irreparable damage after an earthquake because Sofia is an area of
seismic activity. What else could possibly explain the demolition of
such a large and solid public building which could have been used
and adapted in later periods? There is no evidence of life at the site
of the praetorium after Antiquity.
Much less imposing were the size and plan of the buildings connected with the local government and the local social life of Serdica.
The city government, following the traditions of the Greek poleis, had
two institutions – the boule, or council, and demos, or people’s assembly of the free full-rights citizens. The building where the council
would sit – the bouleuterion – was unearthed in 1952 when the BalkanSheraton Hotel was being constructed, beneath the west corner of the
hotel (now a coffee shop). The plan of the building itself suggests its
purpose – in an almost square space measuring 23.7 m (north-south)
by 25.2 m (east-west) an amphitheater was built. Its orchestra was on
the north side of the hall. The researchers of the bouleuterion have
found out that the amphitheatre had been additionally constructed
in the older building. Two semi-circular concentric walls were connected with radially positioned propping walls where the stone seats
were mounted. The discovered surviving seats have a slightly rounded
shape. Each seat measures 1.07 m on the outside chord and 1.03 m on
the inside chord with a width of 0.79 m. Two rectangular rooms were
built in the northwestern and northeastern end of the bouleuterion,
probably for offices of the council. The entrance is on the west, on
the side of the forum.
As can be seen, the building of the bouleuterion is incomparably
smaller than that of the praetorium. The construction itself is more
modest as well – only the corners of the plinths were finished with
stone quadrae. The other parts of the walls were constructed with river
stones and brick.
The city council (the boule), which was elected by all members
of the people’s assembly (the demos) initially had the right to decide
matters only concerning Serdica itself. Remaining inscriptions indicate
that statues of renowned citizens were commissioned by the boule and
demos. Two inscriptions featuring the name of the same person – Flavius Pompei Montanus – were found. Yet another inscription reveals

that he was the city’s archon in 161–163 A.D. and in his capacity
as such he contributed to the construction of a temple of Sarapis.
Probably after Serdica became the centre of Dacia Mediterranea, the
bouleuterion had to be reconstructed because it was the provincial
council that had to sit here. The amphitheatrical hall may have held
indoor theatrical performances. An extraordinarily intriguing marble
relief, found in the southern part of Saint Nedelya Square is covered
with depictions of various forms of entertainment that could be seen
in Serdica. The relief gives ample specific information. It had an inscription which unfortunately had been broken off.
The first impression of the relief is that it reflects the variegated
dynamism of an arena or a stage via numerous figures, all moving.
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Marble relief, depicting games and fights in the Serdica circus

However, there is a certain order in which they are depicted – there
are five consecutive representation plans, vertically, without perspective. From a total of thirty-three figures, eighteen are of animals, fifteen of humans, five wearing animal masks, and two of goddesses.
The central position on the lowest band is taken by a platform
decorated with festoons. A scene is being performed in the centre of
which there is a trained animal, surrounded by four performers wearing animal masks. In the centre of the second band a big crocodile
figure is discernible, possibly fake, and a man standing before it with
a shield in his left hand and a long object in his right hand resembling
a taming wand. The figure is wearing a Phrygian hat, a long robe and
pointy shoes. The rest of the figures are grouped in fighting pairs – a
pair of animals or a human and an animal. The subject-matter of gory
battle is predominant. The animals are lions, bears, bulls and horses.
In the struggles between man and beast the fighters rely on their own
strength and agility, not on their weapons, which are staffs or lassos,
one of themfighting only with his hands, wrapped in some sort of
bandages. Another fighter is pushing a cage; a pair of musicians with
a dayereh or cymbals are standing somewhat isolated and do not seem
to be the hub of the performance.
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A relief image of the Goddes Cybele, sitting on a throne

The whole relief exudes the spirit of the East and the central human figure in its Eastern garments and central place in the activities
unambiguously suggests the Eastern character of the performance.
Another proof of this is the goddess depicted on the left side of the
relief. Like Cybele, she is sitting on a throne flanked by lions. Yet, a
crescent is visible above her head – a symbol of the Syrian goddess.
This image marries the ideas of the giver of life, powert and victory.
Some directions pointing to the building where or around which
the performances happened are visible on the relief – on the left there
is a part of the façade of a three-storey structure with columns and
bays. On the third storey, above the depiction of the goddess, between
the lions in an arched bay, a half-naked female figure is portrayed.
This is perhaps a statue of Aphrodite who was the patron of performances and spectacles. On the first floor the two figures of musicians are part of the performance. Is this façade connected with the
bouleuterion? This question does not have an unconditional answer;
however, the characteristics of the depictions on the façade are not
typical for the façade of a bouleuterion.
The dating of the relief is complicated because the style and technique render it quite different from classical Roman reliefs. The depictions
are only slightly raised, the peculiarity of the composition, the relative crudeness of the movements
despite the sought-after realism – all these may
point to a date in the 4th century A.D. And yet,
could the authorities in Serdica – one of the cities
that had quickly won recognition as a centre of
the Christian Church, have allowed performances
under the auspices of pagan deities and their advertising on this kind of relief? It may be assumed
that the relief dates from the late 3rd century. It
was probably carved in Serdica. Its author might
have been a Syrian – there is a piece of epigraphic
evidence of a Syrian stone-carver in Serdica in the
4th century. However, craftsmen form Asia Minor
had settled here much earlier.
The relief announcing the performances in
Serdica is an especially valuable monument that
provides evidence of life in the city through every
aspect of its character and every detail of the
depictions. It is also a reflection of the constant
influences of the East on Thracian territories – the
contact zone for Europe and Asia.
Marble statue of the Goddess Athena

53

54

The sports events and the spectacles in Serdica were organized
by the high priest – the prelate and his wife. Yet another inscription
found in Sofia reports that they did it with their own means.
Another institution to play a role in the social life of Serdica was
the gerousia (the elders’ council). The members of the gerousia were
highly revered citizens who took care of social affairs and religious
cults. The gerousia was headed by a gerousiarch and a specially appointed person was responsible for the spending and protection of the
gerusia’s means. In the 3rd century A.D. the gerousia built a special
building for itself with its own means. On its façade, on a marble
architrave with a length of 1.85 m, a monumental inscription was
carved announcing the construction. Parts of the basilical structure of
the gerousia were unearthed in 1973 and were subsequently preserved
in a subterranean hall beneath the Ministry of Culture. One half of
another inscription enumerating dozens of names of gerousia members was found at the same site. It is noteworthy that a greater part
are Thracian names. Two more epigraphic monuments from Sofia
eulogize individuals who contributed to the work of the gerousia.
The basilical structure of the gerousia is situated in the southwestern part of Serdica, not far from the praetorium. To the south,
almost reaching the south wall, the remains of four other civil basilicas were found. This seems to have been the business district of
Serdica. These basilicas were the place where legal proceedings would
be carried out, trade contracts would be signed, and administrative
issues would be settled. Coincidentally, the remains of three similar
buildings were unearthed when the present Court of Justice was being
constructed.
Social life was among the main activities of the free citizens
in the cities of the Roman provinces, as well as in the metropolis
and it is not surprising that a great part of Serdica was covered with
public buildings. However, while the formal affairs of life were happening there, the city thermae were something like a second forum.
The Serdica thermae, which would become widely-known throughout
the Empire for their potent healing water, were an attractive place
where citizens were able to kill time, meet acquaintances and have
conversations. That is why, not surprisingly, the only structure whose
size could be compared to that of the praetorium was the building of
the thermae.
The Thracians had certainly begun using the hot mineral spring
before the Roman conquest. However, it was impounded with the
help of a special contraption and its water was led off to the newlybuilt thermae in the second century A.D. The impoundage was studied
in 1956 at the time when a new one was being built. It was a square-

plan chamber with an excellent construction, covered with marble on
the inside. The water that was collected in the chamber drained into
distribution water pipes. The impoundage was covered with impermeable (hydrophobic) coating that contained olive oil. To join the pipes,
linen fibers soaked in oil were used. This magnificent structure was
built more than five meters below street level in Serdica, or nine meters below modern level. The date of its construction was identified
from the coins found in the chamber from the second century A.D.,
among which there are also individual coins from Serdica minted after
161 A.D. The impoundage and the direction of the hot spring water
was so skillfully and well done, that the Roman impoundage was used
until 1912 when a new one was constructed.
The thermae were build over a very large area in the northeastern quarter of the city, where the Central Mineral Baths of Sofia are
still standing. Yet, the area covered by the thermae was significantly
larger. Only a small part of the thermae was discovered beneath its
northern part of the Central Department Store when it was being
built. The heating installation was excellently engineered, with marble flooring and lining – these remains also exhibit the high quality
of Roman construction from that era. Individual fragments from the
interior architectural decoration suggest the traditional luxury of the
thermae. It was also emperors who came for treatment to the thermae
of Serdica.
There is some evidence suggesting that the building of the thermae was also damaged by earthquake which must have occurred in
late Antiquity and, as it seems, the building was never restored to its
original appearance. What remained was maintained and reorganized.
Hundreds of years after the original brilliance – in the Middle Ages,
when social requirements were entirely different, a number of separate baths were built in place of the thermae, incorporating surviving
sections of the ancient structure. Roman baths were used well into
the 18th century.
The hot water of the mineral spring was led off to the citizens
also via public fountains outside the thermae. One of them – a column with spouts in the form of lion heads is depicted on a coin from
Serdica from the 3rd century A.D.
The citizens were fortunate not only in that they were able to use
abundant hot water of the mineral spring in their everyday life but
also cold mountain spring water with a wonderful taste. The water of
Vitosha was impounded at the foot of the mountain in what today is
the district of Boyana. Remains from the Roman impoundage were
found years ago. About eight kilometers of water mains brought that
water to Serdica. It flowed into the city from the south, in the south-
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Central mineral baths in Sofia – museum
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western urban area, on the opposite side of the thermae. A carefully
planned distribution ditch, from where the water was directed via several clay water pipes, was found outside the south fortification wall,
though not far from it. This suggests that the ditch, as well as the
whole water main had been built before the fortified wall – it would
not have been logical for such a crucially important structure for the
life in the city to be left beyond its defended area. This water main is
evidence of the radical solution of such a vital problem as supplying
the city with clean drinking water. The water from Vitosha catered for
the needs of the city of Sofia until the 1930s and it was ranked in first
place, alongside Vienna, in terms of the quality of running water.
An important place in the life in a of a city of Antiquity were
religious cults and temples were a significant feature of its architectural countenance. This was also true for Serdica, as well as of other
provincial centres, where at the time of Roman rule conditions facilitated the introduction of cults of many deities. Those traditionally
worshipped by the Thracians survived and were partly blended with
Hellenic and Eastern deities and also with the Roman pantheon ubiquitously introduced in conquered territories. Another reason for this
blending was the ethnic variegation of the city’s population. Besides
the Thracians, who were the most numerous, the settlers in Sofia were
also Italicans, enterprising craftsmen and tradesmen from the eastern
provinces of the empire and retired soldiers or veterans who came
from all parts of the vast realm. Besides traditional Thracian cults,
and most importantly – the cult of the Heros or the Thracian Rider,
the worshipping of numerous deities has been identified by devotional
and other inscriptions found on sculptural depictions in Serdica and
its vicinity. Among them are Zeus, Hera, Apollo, Artemis, Asclepius, Hygeia, Aphrodite, Dionysos, Athena, Tyche, Sarapis, Cybele,
Mithras, Heracles, Sabazius, Hermes, the Three Nymphs, Nemesis,
Hecate-Selena, Eros.
In the city itself the health-bestowing deities were of paramount
significance. This was certainly connected with the special importance
of the healing mineral spring in the life of Sofia. Both Asclepius and
Apollo, who was worshipped as healers (Medicus), had their temples
in Serdica. Only a fragment was found from the statue of Asclepius,
but it is still a piece of evidence showing that his was the largest
sculpture found in Serdica so far – it had nearly twice the height
of a normal person. Depictions of Asclepius and Hygeia are often
found on coins from Serdica. There are even depictions of the god’s
statue – independently or with the façade of a temple. It is not currently possible to pinpoint the position or identify with certainty the
archaeological remains of this temple. It was most probably situated

in the vicinity of the thermae.
The temple of Apollo Medicus also features
on coins as an open hexastyle structure. The statue of Apollo can be seen inside, holding a rod
around which a serpent is coiling – the traditional
attribute of Asclepius – and a figure of the Genie of Life. The head of the god found in Sofia
was made of gilded bronze – probably a Roman
copy of a work by Praxiteles, is yet another evidence of the worship of Apollo here. However,
the assumptions about the place where his temple
might have stood have not been unequivocally
confirmed – there is evidence that such a building
existed outside the city wall to the north.
There is data that a temple of Artemis
stood to the east of the wall, at the site of Buyuk Mosque – the present National Archaeological Museum. An inscription about an offering to
the goddess by her priestess Rhodope, possibly a
Thracian woman, and sculptures of Artemis have
been found near the remains of the city wall. In
the lands of the Thracians Apollo and Artemis
were merged with the Thracian deities Heros and
Bendis and were primarily worshipped in connection with nature and its life-giving power. Competitions were held in Serdica in honour of Apollo.
Up to date three temple structures have been
excavated in Serdica. They may be connected with
certain deities. Remains of a monumental temple
of Hipsistos – the Supreme God, were unearthed
outside the north city wall. The site is at the southeastern corner of the crossroads at Marie Louise
Boulevard and Tsar Simeon Street. The fragments
of sculpted eagles – the ubiquitous attribute of
Zeus-Jupiter, that were found at this temple, suggest that in Serdica the Eastern god Hipsistos
was connected with the sky god of the Greek and
Roman pantheons. Hipsistos and Zeus were subsumed into a single cult and also in a devotional
inscription found in the near vicinity of Serdica,
where there also seemed to have stood a shrine.
At the excavations of this temple five stone altars
were unearthed with carved-in oil lamps. The sec-

Apollo’s head. Gold-plated bronze
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Head of a young man, possibly Heracles

Part of the frontona of the temple of Sarapis
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ond large temple was the one of Sarapis. This cult was of Egyptian
origin. Sarapis was god of the sky. In Serdica he was connected with
Jupiter Capitoline. The walls of the temple were discovered to the
southeast of the city walls. It was situated at the crossroads of the
present Graf Ignatiev and Ivan N. Denkoglu Streets. The pediment
displayed a depiction of Medusa and an inscription announcing that
the temple was constructed at the time of Appius Claudius Marcialus
(this happened in 161–163 A.D. during the rule of Emperor Marcus
Aurelius). The third temple was found within the fortified area of
Serdica, in immediate proximity to the western wall (at the site of the
Bulbank building). This temple, dated to the 3rd century, was probably dedicated to Heracles who was devotedly worshipped by soldiers.
It is possible that other deities, probably Athens (Minerva) or Tyche
(Fortuna) were also venerated here. It is assumed that another building next to the west wall was Mithras’ sanctuary. Its remains were
found when the Macedonian House at the corner of Pirotska Street
and Washington Street. The interpretation of the sanctuary is controversial and yet it is indisputable that Mithras was worshipped in
Serdica and that the cult had probably been brought to the city by
soldiers who had served in the Asian provinces of the empire.
The most detailed information about the deities worshipped in
Serdica is provided by the so-called autonomous coins – coins that

were commissioned by Serdica and minted in the city
itself. The face of the coin bears the emperor’s image
and name, while its back has a depiction of a deity worshipped in Serdica or a city landmark and an inscription
indicating that the coin is from Serdica. The city is indicated as Ulpia Serdica or Serdonpolis. Throughout nearly
a century, the coins minted in Serdica featured several
dozens of different images that significantly complement
data from other sources. For example, it is clear that
along with Sarapis there are three more Egyptian deities
worshipped in Serdica: Isis, Harpocrates and Anubis. Besides the whole Olympian family, some of whose members are represented with different types of depiction, on
the Serdica coins there are also symbolic personifications
with local significance. Thus, the goddess depicted on
a throne is the patroness of the town and also of the
mineral spring and the thermae, which are outlined as
a vaulted structure beneath her throne. The Iskar River
(Oscius) is personified by an elderly man holding an ear
of wheat, bough or a grape cluster, propped on a rock,
probably representing Vitosha. The deity is tilting a vessel
and the water pouring out of it gives fertility to the field.
Fertility is depicted on other coins as a basket full of fruit
or a crater of wine, or as the horn of plenty, which can
be seen in the hands of the city goddess as well.
A group of coins from Serdica bear an emperor’s
figure in the place of the sacred depiction, sometimes
riding a horse, but always in a victorious posture, triumphant over the enemy, being crowned by the goddess
Nike (Victory). These images are not only an expression
of allegiance – they also suggest that in Serdica, as in
many other important cities of the Roman provinces, the
cult of the emperor had been introduced in the religious
life of the city. No emperor’s statue has been found so
far in Serdica, nor an inscription about the existence of
such a statue. However, some fragments from bronze or
marble sculptures with larger than human stature perhaps
come from destroyed statues of emperors.
The great diversity and blending of the cults and
their simultaneous existence, irrespective of when they
had appeared here, may be related to the time of autonomous minting. The striking of coins in Serdica began
under Emperor Marcus Aurelius (161–180 A.D.), while
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Sculpture representing Zeus as an eagle who carries
Ganymede to Olympus
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Bronze statuette of a soldier

Emperor Gallienus (253–268 A.D.) put
an end to it. Coins with the face of
Gallienus were also minted in Serdica.
Yet, it was his coin reform that cancelled autonomous coins, reduced the
number of mints and unified the coin
system throughout the empire. The Serdica mint became imperial property.
During the excavations of the praetorium in 1983 it was found that one of
its rooms had been transformed into a
minting workshop, probably in order to
be placed under strict regulations.
The depictions on the autonomous
coins of Serdica are evidence also of the
sculptural decoration in the city and of
the attitude towards art. The citizens of
Serdica were definitely not parsimonious because they decorated the city, the
temples and the forum with marble and
bronze statues. However, these have not
come down to us because all depictions
of pagan deities were destroyed most
likely by order of the Church in the late
4th century under Emperor Theodosius
I. In 1973 during excavations at the site
of Bulbank the overwhelming reality
of this event was revealed: next to the
west wall at the site of Heracles’s temple, small and large sculptures lay piled
and shattered into small pieces. Among
the fragments, pieces of about forty
individual statues, reliefs and statuary
groups were discerned. The fragments of
Heracles’ statue suggest that he was depicted standing, wearing the hide of the
Nemean Lion and holding a crook and a
pathera in his right hand. Another statue
may be identified as one of Dionysos
by specific details of his coiffure and by
the manner in which the forms of the
nude male body were treated. There was
probably one statue of Dionysos among

the large sculptures slightly exceeding natural human height, and another one – of Apollo. Both were distinguished works of art. The small
statuary group of Dionysos and his followers, of which numerous fragments were found, was excellently accomplished. A torso of Athena
is in the best state of preservation. The statue was under-life size. The
goddess is clad in a long chiton and is standing in a solemn posture,
probably holding a shield or a spear. Some of the fragments allude to
Tyche-Fortuna. A small torso of Aphrodite-Venus survives, depicted as
Pudica (The Bashful). Votive stelai had also been shattered.
Among older finds, unearthed during construction work at various sites in Sofia, besides the head gilded bronze of Apollo, which
was mentioned earlier, the museums of Sofia house a number of other
sculptures of high artistic value. A marble head of a young man, considered to be the depiction of Heracles, is stylistically connected with
the works of Scopas or his school and is certainly an excellent copy
from the Roman era. Dionysos and his thiasos are the subject-matter
of another small well-preserved sculptural group. Different in style,
the group of Ganymede with the Eagle was perhaps the work of a
local craftsman. It was made of common limestone. In the solemn,
somewhat stiff frontal posture of Ganymede, in the stern features of
his face, influences of Middle-East art may be discerned. Interestingly,
the work was found next to the place
where the marble deities of Serdica had
been shattered.
The finds of large and small bronze
sculpture are less numerous. As it seems
by the place where these artifacts, and
especially fragments, were found, they
were melted to obtain metal in different periods, including the late Middle
Ages. A beautiful statuette of Hermes
was probably connected with his cult in
Serdica – it is depicted on coins as well.
Very rare in terms of its subject-matter
and the only one to have been discovered in Bulgaria so far, is the statuette
of Marsias found in Sofia. He is depicted in an energetic backward movement,
with his hands raised in the air. The figure of Marsias was probably part of a
group depicting his musical competition
against Apollo. A statuette of a soldier
in an attacking pose demonstrates that

Bronze statuette of Marsias
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non-mythological subject-matter was also appreciated and recreated in
artistic form. The soldier from Serdica with his moustache and peculiar cap is not of the type of Roman Italic warrior known from reliefs,
but rather a representative of a different nationality.
Portrait sculpture was not uncommon in Serdica either. Apart
from statues of emperors in public places, there were busts and whole
figures of renowned citizens as well. Evidence of this is provided not
solely by the dedication inscriptions, commissioned on behalf of the
people’s assembly and the city council, but also by the torso of a man
in toga, a bust of a woman, etc.
Evidence exists that some citizens of Serdica afforded themselves
the luxury of decorating their own homes with sculptures. The largest
number of such finds was discovered in a suburban mansion (villa
rustica) which was unearthed during the construction of a building on
the premises of the Medical University of Sofia. The numerous fragments of small and large sculptures found in the ruins of the house
suggest that its owner was a collector of works of art. Among them
there is the head of a satyr, fragments of a statue of Dionysos, several parts of sculpture groups of animals (a panther, a boar, a bull),
a piece of a magnificent marble crater, decorated with scenes with
Aphrodite, etc.
To the southeast of Serdica, in the slopes of the Lozen Mountain, the owner of another villa afforded himself the rare luxury of having
a marble sundial. More interestingly,
the quarter sphere on which the gnomon casts its shadow measuring time
is supported by a sculpted figure of
a boy that seems to be moving the
sphere of time.
These finds far from exhaust the
actual number of works of art in Serdica from the pagan period of Roman
rule but are nonetheless so numerous
that they demonstrate both the ambitions of the city and the assiduousness
of its magistrates and other public figures to fill the city with art. This was
reflected in the appearance of Serdica,
in the self-esteem of its citizens who
maintained the traditions of the Hellenistic cities of rich architectural and
sculptural decoration.
Fragment of a sundial

The shadow of the grand public buildings of Serdica obscured
the places connected with other important activities such as various
kinds of production and trade. The economic activities that were connected with raw-materials were certainly carried out farther or nearer
in the environs of the city. As early as Antiquity production of construction ceramics developed southeast of Serdica. Vaulted brick kilns
were discovered in the 1950s at the time of exploitation of clay at the
site where this type of activity continued until recently in the so-called
Brick Factories district. Stone carving also developed in connection
with construction. The numerous decorated architectural elements
from that epoch were manufactured in the Serdica area.
There is archaeological evidence of ferrous metallurgy in the
Mountain of Vitosha, and also considerable accumulation of slag
which has retained a high percentage of iron due to the primitive
method of extraction of the metal. The iron ore from Vitosha was
used until the late Middle Ages.
No copper deposits of industrial importance were known in the
near vicinity of Serdica. Nonetheless in Antiquity, and possibly even
earlier, gold was extracted by washing gold-bearing sand from riverflooded areas and alluvial deposits. This is also a traditional activity
and was practiced along nearby rivers until recently. This is reflected
in the toponymy of the places where gold-bearing sand was collected.
The name Gorublyane, for instance, originates from koruba (tree hollow) – a wooden vessel in which gold-bearing sand was washed.
The most interesting evidence of gold extraction in the era of
Serdica are the galleries for extracting gold-bearing sand that were
found in the present-day district of
Darvenitsa. They were dug beneath
the surface in sediment layers transported there by overflowing waters.
The floor and the ceiling are of
thick hard layers and the passages
were formed upon the removal of
the gold-bearing deposits. The height
of the gallery is only 1.20–1.30 m,
while its width is between 0.35 and
0.50 m. Work in this confined space
was extremely laborious. The diggers
had to crawl, break the deposits into
chunks and push them behind themselves. At the same time they had to
pick larger river stones and build the
vertical walls of the galleries. These
Galleries of gold-bearing sand, discovered in Gorublyane
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walls were meant to support the roof so that it would not collapse.
The so-constructed galleries branched into the friable layers. The goldbearing galleries of Sofia are the only ones to have been studied in
Europe. Only pits have been found in other deposits of gold-bearing
sands. This technique of gold extraction was undoubtedly invented by
the Thracians who were renowned as skilled ore-miners.
Serdica’s economy depended mainly on agriculture and livestockbreeding. The fertile and abundantly irrigated field provided excellent
conditions for growing grain crops, vegetables and fruit and also for
livestock breeding. It was not by chance that so many country houses
(villae rusticae) have been found in the countryside of Sofia. These
villas did not appear at one and the same time but from the late 2nd
century to the end of the 3rd century A.D. They did not last over
equal periods of time, either. Some of them, such as the sumptuous
mansion near the present-day district of Stefan Karadzha, perished
with the invasion of the Goths in the second half of the 3rd century;
others, such as the one in the district of Obelya, survived until the
mid-fifth century when they fell victim to the incursions of the Huns,
while still others, such as the villa in the district of Orlandovtsi, were
constructed as small fortresses to avoid this fate.
Life in the exurban villas was inseparable from life in Seridca.
These villas provided economic support to the city supplying it with
food and other necessary goods and also supporting its trade. The
owners of the villas were influential families from Serdica who decided the internal affairs of the city. In fact, the limited area of the city
did not allow all wealthy citizens of Serdica to build spacious houses.
Therefore some of them transferred the comfort and luxury of wealthy
urban houses to their estates. Such was the villa at the site of the
Medical Academy (Medical University of Sofia) discovered in 1924. It
may be called “the collector’s villa” because of the various sculpture
works that were found there. However, they are not the only indication of the opulence of this house. The layout of the building with its
various rooms reveals its sophistication and lavishness. The building
was heated by a hypocaust, or floor heating. Pieces of marble suggest
the luxury of the interior decoration. A woman’s face is sculpted in a
Corinthian capital found there.
The “Villa of the Mausoleum” is another estate found in 1967
in the Stefan Karadzha district. The home of the owner – probably a
lavishly-built house – had been long destroyed. The large finely hewn
stone blocks were ripped off and transported to other construction
sites in the early 20th century. The remains of six farm buildings were
found, covering nearly a total of 5000 m2. These structures suggest
that the estate must have been quite extensive. However, the two
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Capital with a woman’s head from the Roman villa near Serdica

grain store houses (horrea) each measuring 14 by 9 m soon became
insufficient and a third one had to be built. One of the farm structures
on the estate was 50 m long. At both ends of the building were the
workers’ quarters. Next to the buildings of the estate a buried earthenware pot was found hoarding 250 silver coins from the 3rd century
A.D. They were probably concealed at the tidings of the Goth incursion and their owner never went back to retrieve them.
The master of the estate wished not only to spend his days on
it but also to have his family tomb built here. The tomb was found
almost completely razed to the ground, along with the rest of the buildings because this field would be cultivated for centuries after the estate
ceased to exist. The extant walls outline the plan of a small symmetric

Mausoleum, discovered at the Roman villa in Gerena district
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A pot with Roman coins, discovered at the Roman
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structure. It has a north-south orientation along its long axis. The entrance was on the south – monumental, flanked by two massive pilasters supporting a stone arch. The entrance opens into three consecutive
rooms. The middle room is square and must have been covered by a
dome. There were two semicircular wings whose semidomes balanced
the central volume beautifully. At the far end of this beautiful mausoleum, four burial chambers were built below floor level, 2.30 m deep
and 1.25 m wide. They were probably covered in marble.
The estate was never restored after it had been ravaged by the
Goths. Thracian peasants settled in the vast farm buildings and set up
their plain dwellings and small farms. The mausoleum had probably
been plundered but traditionally the new settlers buried their dead
within its walls. The memory of this cult site survived and would be
passed on for centuries on end. The remains of the mausoleum had
long been buried under the ground but the site would become sacred.
People gathered by a big stone cross to pray for well-being.
Different taste and will of the owner are reflected by the mansion
in the present-day district of Filipovtsi in the southwestern part of the
field of Sofia. The mansion may be called “the villa of the mosaics”.
The most impressive building on the estate was a spacious summer
house with a semicircular colonnade and mosaic flooring. That was a
very good choice of spot for the summer house – by a brook, the terrain slightly slanting towards its lush banks. The opposite side of the
building ends in a semicircular colonnade. Its thick outer wall blocked
the cold northwest winds and is lined with columns on the inside.
The space between the columns and the outer wall is 2.5 m wide and
open to a courtyard, which is 40 m wide. That was a pleasant patio,
sheltered from wind and rain, from where one could go into the open
air. In the covered space of the patio, in its very centre, a small pond
was build and behind it – a room closed on three sides.
The floor of the roofed colonnade was completely covered with
polychromatic mosaics. On both sides of the piscina five rectangular
fields were formed. Their length is different – from 4.75 to 5.50 m.
Each of the fields is filled with different and very complex patterns.
One of them is divided into twenty-four squares with ten different
patterns inscribed in them. Another field is covered with a combination of interlacing and trapezoid shapes. A third one is filled with
pseudomeanders enclosing fields with different patterns. In each of
the two fields on both sides of the piscina there were maritime scenes.
They were found in a very poor state of preservation, however in
one of them a sea shore with a fortress and an entrance in it are
easily discernible, and also a ship in the waves and fish are approaching the shore.

The mosaic carpets are filled with cubes in seven colours: white,
yellow, two shades of bluish-grey, purple, pink and red. Marble was
used for the white cubes, ceramic pieces – for the red ones, and different types of sandstone for the rest. Pieces of the same material
from which the cubes were made with traces of hewing were found
during the excavations. This shows that the mosaicists prepared the
cubes on site. As it seems, there were two teams working under different masters. One of the two wings of the colonnade is distinguished
by great colourfulness and diversity of patterns, while both the colours
and rhythm of the patterns in the other one are more restrained.
The mosaic carpets are separated from one another by elongated
trapezoid forms in which stylized vases in yellow, white and bluishgrey are depicted. The wall and the columns are rimmed with white
and yellow triangles. This frame underscores the polychromy of each
of the compositions.
At the bottom of the piscina in the villa of the mosaics three
marble hermae had been placed, covered with well-trodden dirt. These
hermae are the second exceptionally interesting find from this villa,
which may be called the “villa of the hermae”. These are not the traditional male and female faces typically appearing on hermae but six
male portraits sculpted on high marble pedestals. They depict men of
different ages. The common features of their faces suggest that they
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Floor plan of the building with the mosaics in Filipovtzi district
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Portrait heads from the villa in Filipovtzi district
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Fragments from the mosaics in the Filipovtzi district villa
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were probably relatives. At the same time they are individualized.
However, the resemblances between the six portraits are more than
the differences – they share both the features and the countenances of
their faces. What is characteristic of all the faces is a serious, almost
stern expression. These are beardless faces despite the difference in
age, with similarly treated hair of short slightly wavy tufts, very carefully crafted but somewhat oblique facial features, and ambiguously
stylized treatment of the elongated nose and eyes. A common peculiarity of all six images amplified the mystery around these hermae even
further: this is the treatment of the ears – with very large, elongated
and fleshy earlobes. In addition, in contrast with the other parts of
these herma busts, the ears were very roughly hewn, as though they
were not completed.
The hermae were most probably lined in one row, connected
with rods, probably made of metal, whose ends went into specially
prepared sockets at the sides of the hermae’s pedestals. They must
have been placed either in the room next to the piscina or by the
piscina itself. Their function however could not have been exclusively
decorative. More probably, these hermae represented family members
of the villa of the mosaics’ owner, possibly his ancestors. He probably
wished to honour them by placing their portraits in his home.
The characteristics of these portraits provide grounds to assume
that the people depicted and the sculptor had some connection with
the eastern provinces of the empire. The facial types, particularly the
manner in which the sculptor was supposed to portray them, and also
the style of the sculptures, suggest that all of them were of Eastern descent. Yet, there is a great difference between the ideas and thinking
of the ones who commissioned the hermae and the sculptor, showing
that they are not of common origin. For the owner (or the owners) it
was very important that the people portrayed be depicted with large
ears – a token of nobility in the art of Middle Asia and the Far East.
For the sculptor, who was evidently acquainted with the artistic techniques of the Middle East, this still seemed unnatural. That is why he
only hinted at large ears when sculpting the portraits, without fine finishing, unlike all the other features of the busts. Moreover, don’t the
maritime sceneries in the mosaics allude to a connection with distant
places – they are so much out of place in this continental field?
The mosaics, in contrast, match the mosaic art in the Balkan
territories of the empire with their style and patterns and this allows
the dating of this villa in the first half of the fourth century A.D. This
was a wealthy and flourishing estate. Not far from the house of the
mosaics a relatively small bath building and parts of farm structures
were found.

It is not possible to determine when the villa of the mosaics
ceased to exist. An interesting evidence of what could have happened
is the burial of the portrait hermae in the piscina. This was probably done to hide them at the time when the sculptures of the pagan
deities were being destroyed in Serdica, at the very end of the 4th
century A.D. This is the place to point out that among the fragments
of the shattered statues in Serdica there was a small bust whose head
had been broken off. This was most probably a portrait of a secular
person, possibly an ancestor of a noble family from Serdica who had
been worshipped on the family altar. The worship of family ancestors
was also considered by the church as incompatible with the requirements of the Christian religion. In the remote villa of the mosaics
where the owner sought the tranquility of nature so pretentiously,
without depriving himself of luxury and conveniences, the blows of
the changing times must have also been felt. Were the portraits of
the forefathers concealed by zealous church figures or was there some
other danger?
The concussions came both from within – from the changes
in social and economic relations, from the advance of the Christian
Church and its growing role – and from without, from the increasing
danger posed by the tribes and peoples invading the borders of the
empire.
Serdica repeatedly suffered the blows of foreign invasions – in
the 3rd century A.D., in the late 4th century A.D. and in the mid-fifth
century A.D., when the Huns flooded its streets. Excavations of many
sites reveal vestiges of violent destruction. Still, the city would always
cover these vestiges with the constructions of the recovered peaceful life. However, when the blows of the incursions hit the exurban
estates, they would often bring their existence to an end. That is why
the excavations of the villas reveal to a fuller extent the picture of the
final dramatic events in the life of these estates.
The most eloquent account of these events is revealed in the
ruins of a villa northwest from Serdica in the present-day district of
Obelya. The villa was studied in the period 1961–1964. The place of
that villa had also been picked very carefully. It lies 6.5 km from Serdica, not far from the ancient highway which entered the city from the
northwest, near the banks of the same river that flowed by the villa of
the mosaics. Yet this estate is quite different. The owner of the villa
in Obelya was predominantly a caring landlord. He would constantly
increase the produce of the land and the number of domestic animals
and would add new buildings for cattle-sheds and storehouses. The living quarters, the kitchen, the two small baths – all while very modest
were conveniently planned.
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The rooms are in a chain to gradually fully enclose the quadrangular courtyard. A wagon entrance opened to the direction of the road
and another one provided access to the river. A common corridor
lined the originally built rooms. The construction was unostentatious
and unadorned but nevertheless solid. The base of the walls goes
as deep as 1.40 m. They rose to 4–4.30 m above the terrain. Brick
and river-stone belts (opus mixtum) were constructed. The roof was
double-sloped on trimmer joists and tiled (tegulae and imbrices).
The finds and the internal plan of the separate parts of the estate
explain their purpose and reveal a picture of modest everyday life full
of work. Various vessels for the preparation and storage of different
foods were found, as well as iron tools, many weights for the loom,
which was set up in the corridor, modest jewelry and clothing accessories, etc. However, everywhere there is evidence of care for convenience and good hygiene. The two small bathrooms were with floor
heating – hypocaust. Many of the rooms were kept warm by specially
set up fireplaces. The sewage from the various activities in the farm
courtyard was led out of the estate through the main entrance by a
well-built brick drain covered with flagstones. At one end of the building, next to the kitchen, a small cellar had been dug into the ground
where provisions were kept.
The building’s closing in itself while expanding, as if to make life
within safer, could not have been accidental. Communication between

the old and the new structures was blocked and the small gateway to
the river was hastily and roughly filled in with stones and mud. Threat
of attack was evidently anticipated.
Unfortunately, these precautions could not help to make the
rural villa safe. It was attacked, plundered and set on fire. Life here
was lost forever. It was the very demise of the villa estate that the excavations revealed. It was a sudden raid. The inhabitants fled without
having time to drive out all domestic animals and even left behind a
child. It hid in the bathroom and died there – its skeleton was found
srawling, crushed under the collapsed roof. Someone of the attackers
dragged a young cow into the kitchen, flayed its skin off, cut off a
piece of meat from its shoulder and left it lying there. Bones of slain
animals were found in other spots of the estate as well. Evidently, the
raiders did not tarry for long. They set the estate on fire. Entire walls
collapsed in the flames. They were discovered during the excavations
on the spot where they had collapsed.
All evidence suggests that the Obelya villa perished during the
Hunnish invasion (441–447 A.D.). No vestiges of life were detected
on its ruins – neither its old inhabitants came back, nor new ones settled here. Probably some of the fortified villas similar to the one in the
Orlandovtsi district continued to exist. Living outside the city walls in
this field of crossroads had already become too dangerous – the time
of the wealthy flourishing villas had passed.
This situation had its repercussions on life in the city itself. Many
public buildings were already taking up much of the living area inside the city walls. Now the city would become even more crowded.
The buildings would often encroach on the roadways of the streets,
narrowing them at the expense of houses and shops. The buildings
outside the wall, but still next to it, also increased in number – these
were residences (the so called villae suburbanae), storehouses and
workshops. Their remains are found to the south, to the east and to
the west of the city wall. It was becoming increasingly obvious that
the small fortified space was not sufficient for the growing population
of Serdica, which had become the centre of a province. In that period
of significant economic, political and ideological change in the life of
the Roman Empire the influence of Serdica not only did not decrease,
but in fact increased. The life of the city was changed in many ways
in the 4th century.
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ON THE BOUNDARY OF TWO ERAS
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Constantine Quarter, discovered between the present-day streets of Le Gay, Alabin and Tzar Kaloyan

In the first decades of the 4th century life in Serdica was also
affected by the will of an emperor – Constantine the Great (306–337
A.D.). He was born in the city of Naissus (present-day Niš), which
lay very close to Serdica. It is Serdica where Constantine the Great
would often reside, at times for long periods. For example, it has been
established with certainty that he stayed in Serdica from 4 December
316 until 17 April 317 A.D.; from 18 August 319 until 19 May 320
A.D.; from 18 December 322 until the spring of 323 A.D., as well
as in 328, 329 and 330 A.D. The favourite phrase of Constantine the
Great “My Rome is Serdica” probably reflected not only his personal
attachment to the city, but also a phenomenon that was characteristic of the epoch. Rome was no longer the permanent residence of
the emperors. They began choosing among their favourite cities and
towns throughout the empire. The emperors Diocletian and Maximilian chose as their residences Nicomedia and Mediolanum. Constantine himself resided in several cities: Mediolanum, Trèves, Sirmium,
Thessaloniki. However, for none of them has a phrase as eloquent as
the one about Sofia come down to us. Moreover, when the emperor
thought of a future capital city, he placed Serdica among his best options. Here, in Serdica, he issued many of his decrees. In Serdica, in
March 317 A.D., he raised his own two sons and Licinius’ son to the
rank of Caesars. This was an act of benevolence after the reconciliation between Constantine and Licinius in 316 A.D. Serdica became
the city where Constantine would prepare his intentions to further
establish the succession of power.
In the spirit of tradition, this definite preference for Serdica was
expressed in intensive construction work. This was conditioned by the
necessity to create a setting for the emperor to reside, where important
events would take place, and also to underline the emperor’s attitude
towards the Christian religion. Constantine unequivocally manifested
his favourable attitude towards Christianity in his Edict of Milan (313
A.D.) which gave the Christian Church the right to preach openly
along other officially recognized religions in the territories of the empire. It was only natural for Serdica, as the emperor’s favourite city,
to be particularly diligent in the acknowledgment and dissemination of
Christianity. The city was gradually becoming recognized as an important ecclesiastical centre. While the Church was looking for places for
the new Christian temples outside the city wall, within it considerable
reconstruction was under way to build an urban residence of the emperor with adjoining imposing buildings, i.e. Constantine’s Quarter.
The extensive reconstruction of Sofia’s centre in the 1950s and
1960s provided the opportunity to study this large architectural ensemble consistently. It had been constructed in the southeastern part
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Preserved part of the Constantine Quarter in the yard between the Presidency and the Sheraton hotel
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Constantine Quarter in Serdica’s general plan

of Serdica. This part of the city with the best sanitation had been
originally populated with small housing structures. Their walls were
found everywhere beneath the newly-constructed buildings from the
4th century A.D., all destroyed at one and the same level to make
space for the district that we called “Constantine’s Quarter”.
A number of consecutively researched buildings in Constantine’s
Quarter exhibit common elements: stylistic peculiarity of their architectural design, similar construction mode, signs of chronological relation to each other within the 4th century A.D. and especially in the
unusual repetition of entire architectural compositions. These buildings lie one next to the other close to the eastern city wall, taking up
considerable space to the south of decumanus principalis, reaching
as far as the south city wall. Each one of these buildings is oriented
east-west along its long axis.
The first building was studied from 1955 to 1958. Its remains
are preserved in the courtyard of the Presidential Office Building and
the Sheraton Hotel. It took up an entire insula east to the Rotunda
of Saint George. The most characteristic part of the building is an
octagon inscribed in its northwest corner. The area of the octagon
was extended by semicircular and orthogonal bays and columns stood
between them. This part of the building –the octagon– was probably
covered by a dome. To the west of the octagonal room there was
a great hall divided by columns. To the south, along the building’s
length, there were other spacious rooms heated by hypocaust. The
original purpose of the northern octagonal building is not entirely
revealed but everything points to it having representative functions. It
was built in the 4th century A.D. and probably in mid-fifth century
A.D. it was turned into a church.
In the 1960s, at the opposite south end of Constantine’s Quarter,
another building with an octagon was found. Significantly, the octagon was situated in the northwestern corner of the building, similarly
to the first one, and there are also semicircular and orthogonal bays;
also, to the west and south of it there lay spacious rooms.
The purpose of the southern orthogonal building has been entirely identified – it was a sumptuously and luxuriously constructed bathroom of small dimensions. Multiple water pipes and drains directed
water to and out of the small piscinae around the octagon. The heated
room with hypocaust lay south to the octagon. To the west there is a
spatial vestibule covered with polychromatic mosaics. In its southern
end, inside the floor a single bathtub was built. It was sheathed with
marble and a pipe for aerial heating ran through its walls. The bath
with the orthogon also dates from the 4th century A.D. according to
its architectural style and also to the style of the mosaics. It underwent
many repairs, retaining its function.
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Soon after the bath was uncovered (it was at the same site where
the Rila Hotel stands) excavations were carried out in the neighbouring area to the north. Here a spacious and sumptuously constructed
house with a peristyle courtyard was found. To the north of the courtyard there were large, possibly two-storey living premises facing the
courtyard, facing south. They were moderately heated by a hypocaust
which did not run beneath the entire floor. To the east two vestibules
connected the south and the north wing of the house. On the south
side along the courtyard there are two rotundas separated by an octagon. These small elegant spaces were connected with one another
and the octagon led to the courtyard. The rotundas and the octagon
together with the adjoining rooms on both sides were heated by hypocaust. Clay pipes were used as props to support the suspensurae.
They lined the walls of the rotunda.
The courtyard was surrounded by a covered colonnade, according to the tradition for such houses. This has been established with
definite certainty judging by the surviving pieces of floor mosaics in
two corners of the courtyard and by a marble base and columns. A
large part of the courtyard’s interior was a deep and wide crater from
a bomb that exploded there during the great bombing raids over Sofia
in March 1944. In the centre of the courtyard there was probably a
piscina but it was completely destroyed by the bomb.
Fragments of mosaic flooring were found also in the east vestibules and the east rotunda. There was certainly mosaic flooring in all
premises surrounding the courtyard. The mosaics are polychromatic.
The colours most often used are grey, black and dark-brick, less yellow,
rose and white. The surviving pieces were made in the so-called opus

vermiculatum. The patterns are mostly geometric but there are also vegetation patterns as the twining ivy vines. Possibly, in the centre of the
rotundas and the octagon there was a figural depiction – an emblem.
The bath and the large residential building were certainly connected. The construction of a bath with small pools and a single bathtub at the opposite end of the city in relation to the mineral spring
and the thermae would be justified exclusively for the special needs
and resources of the high-ranking dwellers of an urban home. In this
case this was most probably the residence of an emperor.
The repetition of the plan of the bath in the building situated at
the north end of this part of the city can hardly be accepted as mere
coincidence. It seems that the two octagonal buildings situated at both
ends of an architectural ensemble underscore its internal unity and
convey an intended symmetry. Yet another interesting repetition of architectural forms are the two rotundas and an octagon in a row along
the south wall of the peristyle house and a similar sequence of buildings of which two rotundas were discovered during the construction
of the building at 4 Saborna Str. Interestingly, hypocaust was installed
along the walls of the rotundas in a specially designed pipe similar to
the one in the rotunda and the octagon of the peristyle house. Having
in mind the two patches of mosaic flooring found in the not yet entirely investigated area of Saborna Str., in the area between the buildings found to the south and the north, it becomes even more evident
that the better part of the southeastern quarter of Serdica’s fortified
area was taken up by an integrally designed architectural ensemble.
The individual elements in it had different functions but they were
closely related in terms of their plan and architectural forms.
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This architectural ensemble was connected with the centre of
Serdica, with the forum and the most important public buildings
through two streets running from east to west. One of them runs to
the north of the ensemble, along the entrance of the bouleuterion,
while the other goes directly into the ensemble. At the point where
the street joined the centre of the city, the foundations of a huge arch
were discovered. This suggests that here was the ceremonial approach
to the premises of the residence.
Still another impressive building can be related to Constantine’s
quarter. This is the Rotunda of Saint George. It is the only surviving
architectural work from the 4th century both in Sofia and Bulgaria, entirely preserved up to its roof. Its architectural type – a centric domed
structure – was widely spread and very popular in that epoch. The
Saint George Rotunda is stylistically related to the rest of the buildings in Constantine’s Quarter, where four rotundas and three octagons
have been discovered only in the area researched. The rotunda or the
circular hall of Saint George was the monumental centre of the architectural ensemble, unlike the rest of the rotundas. It has a diameter of
9.75 m and its height to the zenith of the dome is 14 m. This circular
space is enclosed in a massive brick construction with an almost square
plan. Four semicircular bays are sculpted in the corners of this massif,
intensifying the feeling of spaciousness of the rotunda’s interior.
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The long axis of the building is oriented east-west and is underscored by a rectangular body extending out of the rotunda to the east.
On the inside it is perceived as a significantly larger bay in comparison with the diagonally situated semicircular ones. It increases the
feeling of depth in eastern direction. The bays to the northeast and
southeast are larger than the ones to the northwest and the southwest
and this puts further emphasis on the significance of the east part
of the building. This was the place where the sacred function of the
building would be fulfilled. It was not built as a Christian temple and
the east rectangular niche was not originally intended as an altar apse.
From the 6th century however, when the rotunda was converted into
a church, it became the place for sacraments.
To the north and the south arched openings connect the rotunda
to the lateral wings – single-nave areas with semicircular apses to the
east and rectangular narthexes to the west. The north and the south
narthexes to the naves are also connected to the narthex of the rotunda via arched entrances. Thus the rotunda had a full circular connection with the neighboring parts of the structure. Four semicircular
bays were formed in the walls of the central narthex, facing each
other. Statues were probably placed in them. To the west there is a
cruciform vestibule, followed by an entrance area with concave walls
to the north and south. All of the semicircular spaces formed by these
85

St. George Rotunda. View to the entrance from the West
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walls are separated by two columns. The narthex is one more feature
emphasizing the long east-west axis, even though this entrance area
itself is longitudinally perpendicular to this axis. Both the narthex and
the entrance were destroyed during the construction of the Balkan
Sheraton Hotel and the building of an alleyway running along its
east entrance. According to some conjectures, this narthex was added
subsequently and the original plan of the building had an entrance to
the north leading directly into the cruciform vestibule. The planning
of this vestibule also reveals the skill to create expanse with the areas
in the south and north shoulders of the cross, while simultaneously
underscoring the direction running from the west entrance towards the
two entrances of the narthex.
The perfect symmetry of the building’s plan and the brilliant design of the spaces and volumes’ proportions illustrate the special effort
to create a carefully designed architectural work with an important
function. Still, what could have been the function or the role of the
building which we know today as the Saint George Church?
It was converted into a church as late as the 6th century A.D. Its
original function has given rise to many controversies and conflicting
opinions. The earliest suggestion to have been articulated was that
this structure was part of a larger bath building or thermae. It is also
the least plausible and has been long refuted. This suggestion was
proposed by B. Filov (1913) based on evidence of the existence of piscinae and hypocaust. Subsequently P. Karasimeonov (1940) found in
his investigations that the rows of small arched piers were constructed
for ventilation.
The research carried out in the 1950s made it possible to clarify
the plan of the whole building and to observe that it alone covered
the eastern part of an insula. It was erected on the site of an older
building with a very different plan (as all other parts of Constantine’s
Quarter). Based primarily on analogical or similar architectural works
from elsewhere, the researches of the building Y. Venedikov and T.
Petrov identified it as a martyrion or mausoleum.
However, following the discovery of three buildings with octagons
and rotundas and since the character of this part of Serdica has been
gradually revealed, the Saint George Rotunda could also be viewed as
a ceremonial building. This interpretation was suggested by the position of the building between the more isolated part of Constantine’s
Quarter and the public centre with the bouleuterion, the forum and
the praetorium stood. U. R. Hoddinott also shared this opinion.
In my view the Saint George Rotunda did not have a single function. It may have been intended as a mausoleum and it could also
have been used for ceremonial purposes. It should be emphasized that

the rotunda was maintained and survived for many centuries, which
points to its exceptional role since the beginning of its existence. It
was this importance that established the presence of the building in
the city – it did not depend on the change of its functions.
The almost complete reconstruction of the best part of Serdica’s
fortified area with the best sanitation (the thermae are to the north of
decumanus maximus, while the western part of the city is lower) was
an expression of the transition to a new era. The time of the slaveholding democracy and the urban self-government reflected in the
original planning and architectural apearance of the city had passed.
Construction designs that had become reality in other cities of the
Balkan provinces of the empire were being implemented in Serdica.
The closest example was Thessaloniki where the scale of construction
was larger (the urban area being much larger as well) yet the analogy is almost identical. In Thessaloniki there is another Saint George
Rotunda, which is thought to have been designed as a mausoleum;
there is an octagonal structure called the Palace of Emperor Galerius
as well as a Galerius arch. Galerius’ name was connected with the
persecution of Christians over a period of several years (305–311
A.D.). Still, it was in Serdica, in his last day, on 30 April 311, that he
issued on behalf of himself, of Constantine and Licinius, the Edict of
Toleration. It gave the Christians the right to “exist and convene their
own assemblies”. This was yet another emperor who was connected
with Serdica. However, as already mentioned, Serdica would be “his
Rome” for Constantinus only.
Two years later, in 313 A.D. Constantine issued another edict
in Milan which officially gave the Christian church the right to exist.
However, in the process that led to the legal establishment of Christianity it was Serdica that had a leading role – the first steps towards
the future development of the events were taken here. The city of
Serdica would take on one of the most important roles among the
centres of the new religion.
It was only natural that given this situation churches were built
in Serdica as early as the first quarter of an all-important century for
the city’s life. The earliest of these churches was possibly the small
cemeterial church in the eastern necropolis of Serdica.
The necropolises of Serdica –“the cities of the dead”– covered
vast areas outside the city wall. Certainly, they had come into existence before the wall was constructed, mainly beside roads according
to the long-established tradition from Antiquity. Roads in all directions ran through Serdica and out of it. The necropolises expanded
to the north, east and west, gradually covering a significantly larger
area than the city of the living itself. The diversity of grave patterns
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reflected the ethnic and social differences of the buried and also the
changes brought about by the fading of paganism.
The Thracian population of Serdica retained for too long its
burial traditions of burning the dead and piling mounds on top of
their dust. Groups of burial mounds dating from the time of Roman rule are preserved at several sites in the Sofia Plain. Some of
them are already being included in residential districts of present-day
Sofia. They have all been registered as cultural monuments and are
protected by the state. Their number was certainly much larger but
with the growing of Sofia and the cultivation of the land they were
gradually obliterated. There is a magnificent Thracian chariot in the
Sofia History Museum. It was reconstructed from parts discovered in
a water supply excavation. All iron mountings of its wooden parts are
richly inlaid with silver, forming intricate patterns. The chariot is dated
to the second century A.D. and had undoubtedly been placed in the
grave of a wealthy and high-born Thracian whose family succeeded in
securing their social position after the Roman conquest. On the other
hand, a traditional modest Thracian burial with cremation was found
in the eastern necropolis, in which the ashes of the deceased were
placed in a simple clay urn covered with a similar vessel.
Among the necropolises of Serdica there all other kinds of tombs
and graves which are found in the Roman world – stone sarcophagi,
masoned tombs covered with stone slabs and also graves with doublesloped tiled roofs. Both the pattern of the grave
and the artifacts found in it unequivocally point
to the social and economic status of the buried. The usual grave inventory of the common
Serdican population contained various small clay
pots, coins, modest jewellery and clothing ornaments such as bracelets, earrings, rings, fibulae
(brooches), belt buckles, etc. Small glass vessels,
or unguentaria, were very common. In the poorer
graves they were made of clay. The rich graves
often turn out to be looted long before they are
discovered. Still, sometimes precious objects come
down to the present day: gold chains, finely crafted
earrings and rings. Two oval fibulae with whitishgrey double-layered agate and gold grape-cluster
earrings have been recently discovered in the ruins of a destroyed tomb next to the Serdica Hotel.
Often there was nothing accompanying the skeletons – not even the traditional Charon’s obol: a
Silver gold plated fibula with white agate and
poor
grave of a poor citizen of Serdica. In a grave
pendants, found in a demolished grave next to
the Vassil Levski monument, VI century

in the eastern necropolis the bitter fate of the buried was disclosed by
the heavy iron fetters with a chain that bound his leg bones.
The Christianization of Serdican citizens did not alter the picture
of social differences which is reflected in the necropolises. In fact,
since the 4th century onward large masoned vaulted tombs appeared
in the necropolises of Serdica, sometimes designed for whole families.
Many of these burial vaults were decorated with drawings. It is interesting to note that several modest funeral inscriptions of clerics from
the Christian church in Serdica were found in the western necropolis.
Also, when considering the structure of the city, it can be seen that
its districts to the west were of lower social status. No rich vaulted
sepulchers decorated with murals have been discovered in the western
necropolis. These burial vaults were found in the eastern necropolis
only, which was evidently preferred by the well-off citizens of Serdica
from the mid-fourth century onwards, following the construction of
the first cemeterial church.
The walls of that first church lie beneath the surviving three-nave
cruciform of Saint Sophia Basilica. It was a small single-nave structure
(10.10 m long including the apse and 4.65 m wide). It was this small
church that initiated the construction of Christian temples in Serdica
and its environs. It is highly likely that this church was built as early as
the first half of the 4th century A.D. Outside the city, in the midst of
the necropolis, it remained less visible in Sofia’s everyday life. However, it was possible to perform Christian rituals
in it at the funerals of the Serdican citizens who
had been converted to that religion.
Probably after some time but still in the first
half of the 4th century A.D., a significantly larger
church was built (24.5 m by 10 m) very close to
the East Gate of the city wall. Its remains were
uncovered in 1949 during the construction of the
former Headquarters of the Bulgarian Communist
Party. The plan of this church is more complex.
There was a narthex to the west and a transcept
in its east part. Its wings formed two narrow spaces and were connected with already established
church rituals. In its outlines, including the large
apse, the form of the cross can be discerned.
A separate baptistery building (baptisterium)
was constructed to the north of this church. It
had a rectangular narthex with an entrance to
the south (i.e. to the adjacent church). The space
where the ritual of the baptizing was performed
Dolium for keeping grain, VI century
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has a plan of a single-nave small church with an apse to the east.
There are two piscinae – one in the centre of the hall and the other,
a semicircular one – in the apse. The central piscina has elegant concave walls, steps and is sheathed in marble. There is an exit in the
hall with the piscina to the south, i.e. to the church. The plan of the
baptistery is a symbolic representation of the process of accepting
Christianity – those who wanted to be christened, entered through one
of the doorways (the one in the narthex) and walked out christened
from the hall of the piscinae. The construction of a separate building
for baptistery may also be dated in the first half or the mid-fourth
century A.D. when a great part of Serdica’s population was being converted into Christianity. Coins from the 4th century were also found
in the baptistery.
The first church next to the East Gate was probably destroyed
during some of the incursions in Serdica, most probably by the Visigoths in the late 4th century. Still, an even larger church was built over
its ruins shortly after. This was a three-nave basilica 31,85 m long and
17,75 m wide.
The church of the necropolis had a similar fate – the small
single-nave building perished and a new, significantly larger basilica
was erected in its place.
The early period of church construction in Serdica included a
significantly larger church, which was much more impressive as an
architectural achievement. It is situated on a natural high terrace,
somewhat removed to the southeast from the city walls (present-day
district of Lozenets). Even though only a part of this basilica was recovered, one of its researchers reconstructed its plan and dimensions.
The length of the central nave was 35 m and a narthex and an apse
also have to be added. The lateral naves were half the width of the
central one and certainly lower. Therefore, the central nave as well as
the lateral ones received ample natural light from the windows of the
so called basilical lighting. The height of the central nave was calculated as 17, 5 m. The eastern part, which was excavated, is of special
interest. On both sides of the apse (diameter of 7 m), which opens
into the nave, there is a rectangular room was constructed (pastophorus). This part of the basilica reminds of the first church beneath the
former Headquarters of the Bulgarian Communist Party.
The basilica in the district of Lozenets also dates to the 4th
century. Interestingly, the first researcher of the basilica connected it
with the report of Bogdan Bakšić in 1640 –a Catholic bishop of Sofia
– who states that in a church to the south of Sofia, in a nice elevated
spot, the Ecumenical Council of Serdica was held in 343 A.D.
This was an especially significant council in the history of the

Christian Church, since it was where the controversy between the
West and the East Church deepened. The attempt to condemn the
concepts of Arius – the so called Arianism – did not succeed. He
was supported by Constantius, a son of Constantine the Great. Later,
after 351 A.D., Constantius overwhelmed his brothers, which gave an
even stronger boost to Arianism. In fact, this was a struggle between
the leaders of the church not only on dogmatic grounds, but also on
political and personal basis.
Serdica became the setting of intensely dramatic events. The numerous legations of the two teachings arrived in the city and settled
apart from each other, in separate buildings. Certainly, the clerical
and public buildings of the city provided sufficient conditions for the
stay of more than 170 bishops and their escorts. In a recent research
on the Council of Serdica, Barnard suggested which of the uncovered
and researched buildings over the last decades might have been the
places where the church delegates stayed and held their sessions. Bernard holds the view that they could have stayed at several places and
held their session in the octagonal building to the east of the Saint
George Rotunda, which had not yet been converted into a church at
the time, and held their services either in the early church discovered
beneath the former Headquarters of the Bulgarian Communist Party
or in the oldest cemeterial church that stood at the site of presentday Saint Sophia Basilica. The latter assumption may be connected
with the report by Bogdan Bakšić about “an elevated and nice place”.
However, the Saint Sophia Church is situated to the east, rather than
to the south of the city, unlike the information in Bakšić. According to
Barnard, the Eastern bishops stayed in the emperor’s residence itself.
Their opponents were just across the street. The bishop of Serdica
- Protogenes -was undoubtedly one of the leading organizers of this
major church event. Numerous secretaries were charged with the exchange of correspondence between the two groups and subsequently
with the recording and sending out of minutes, decisions, etc. The
church council in Serdica probably had an impact on all aspects of
life in the city. It not only brought bustle to the city itself but also to
its everyday life. The heated discussion that was going on in Serdica
showed the brilliance of the mind and eloquence of early Christian
dogmatics of the Church fathers and thinkers.
Even after the end of the council the importance of the city as a
church centre did not diminish but grew. The construction of churches
and monasteries within and around the city continued. There are
remains of early Christian churches in the modern district of Dragalevtsi and in the village of Ivanyane. After the end of 4th century a
church was also built next to the pagan temple in the western part of
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Serdica within the city walls; a three-nave basilica was built beneath
the Headquarters of the former Communist Party, the second larger
“Saint Sophia”, two or three churches not far from it (they were discovered during the construction of the Parliament building), and also
basilicas to the west and to the east of the city wall. In the 5th and the
6th centuries the octagonal building to the east of the Saint George
Rotunda and the Rotunda itself were converted into churches.
These numerous new ecclesiastical buildings endowed Serdica
with a significantly different appearance. They conclusively established
brick construction in civic architecture and the large-scale thick forms
of the basilicas. The colonnaded temples with their sculpted architraves and pediments no longer existed. Their marble friezes were
used to repair the pavement of the streets. The city was undergoing
a period of transition to the Middle Ages. Unlike many other cities
of Antiquity, it would enter the following epoch a living and viable
city. Neither the Visigoth attacks from the late 4th century, nor the
devastating incursion of the Huns in the mid-fifth century were able to
stop life in this crucial place which was meant to survive and outlive
the cataclysms of history.
Following 395 A.D. the Roman Empire finally split into Western
and Eastern. The Western Roman Empire perished under the blows
of the Germanic tribes in 476 A. D. The Eastern Empire, with Serdica
within its boundaries, would soon become the most influential country
in Europe under the name of Byzantium. Serdica was on the route to
its efflorescent capital city of Constantinople.
The efflorescence and the important situation of the city exposed
it to constant danger of attack and its growing significance and the
flow of new settlers made its fortified area from the second century
increasingly insufficient. Therefore as early as the 4th century two
large-scale fortifications were built. One of them was the replacement
of Marcus Aurelius’ city wall with a new one. Supposedly, this was
also necessitated by the damage that the Gothic incursions inflicted in
the mid-third century A.D.
The second fortified wall of Serdica was constructed as the so
called opus mixtum (mixed masonry). It followed the outlines of the
original wall throughout and even large sections of the beautiful plinth
of two tiers rusticated stone blocks were preserved. Its thickness above
the plinth was two meters. The mixed masonry consists of alternating tiers of river stone and four brick rows which leveled the stone
masonry. The mortar is very firm. The original places of the gates
were preserved. The towers were also circular and were built 50 to
60 meters apart. On the inner face of the wall next to the gates and
the towers wide and easy to use staircases were built, which doubled

Graphic reconstruction of the East Gate with exterior tiled belt and pentagonal towers

the thickness of the walls at those particular spots and facilitated the
manoeuvres of the defense. Along with the main gates, at different
places, including the towers, there were small doors also meant to
facilitate the movement of the soldiers – the so called poternae. The
enhanced defense qualities of the second city wall promised a stronger
protection to the population of Serdica.
Probably immediately after this construction was finished, the
fortification of another area to the north and the west of the originally
enclosed space was initiated. This construction work was probably
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begun at the time of Constantine the Great – these were years of
progress and efflorescence for Serdica. The purpose was to expand the
defended area significantly so that there was enough space for new
buildings with the increasing importance and wealth of the city to shelter the population from the near vicinity of Serdica in case of threat.
The boundaries of this extension of the city have not been fully
uncovered. However, the identified sections point to the layout of
the furthermost eastern point and of individual towers in the west
and east wall. These sites suggest that construction was planned as a
large-scale extension of the fortified area, which was larger than the
originally fortified area. Clearly, an attempt was made to compensate
for the former state of affairs, which was far from adequate regarding the needs of the epoch. Still, there is ground to suppose that this
large-scale construction plan had not been carried out in its full scope.
It was probably the shortage of means or other unfavorable circumstances that caused the work to cease. In any case, large sections of
this additional wall were still visible on the surface a thousand and a
half years later, in the late 19th century.
The assumption that the extensive defense construction work,
which would have affected the city planning of Serdica, was not finished is supported by the fact that in the 6th century the defense potential was increased and there was additional thickening only of the
original wall. Most probably that occurred during Emperor Justinian’s
rule (527–565 A.D.) since the historian Procopius mentioned Serdica
among the reconstructed and newly fortified cities in his composition
De Aedificiis (About Constructions).
The new fortified construction was a 1.80-meter-thick wall, which
enclosed the already extant city wall on its outer side like a closely
fitting belt. The new construction was entirely of brick on double
stone plinth and it seems to have been higher than the older wall.
Thus, a two-meter-wide platform was formed along the entire length
of the wall for the guards to move easily. There were embrasures in
the internal passage in the interior of the wall. The pointed towers,
which were less vulnerable than the round ones, were an innovation in
defense. The existing round towers were preserved and strengthened
with an outer brick belt and during the new fortification a pointed
triangular tower was inserted between each two round ones. The gates
were now defended by sturdy pentagonal towers.
A propugnaculum was built by the east gate. This was a closed
space between the outer gate which was lifted and dropped by mechanisms that were set up within the towers (cataract) and the inner
gate, which had three wings. In case the enemy succeeded in breaking
through the first gate in this confined space, from the posterns in the

two towers, the defense was able to attack and crush the enemy. However, the west gate had a different design. There the posterns served
as sally ports that led from the towers directly out of the fortress. It
is obvious that in Serdica there were no perfunctorily copied patterns
of contemporary fortification art, and the design of the fortress always took into consideration the specifics of the terrain. The east gate
needed a specially strengthened protection – it was situated opposite
the natural elevation of the sand terrace, which was strategically advantageous for attackers. Conversely, the west gate opened to a mild
slope to the west and the nearby river. Escape from the posterns of
the towers towards the river was safer compared to opening the main
gate, which was slow and entailed risk.
Another protective barrier was also built in that epoch – the
so called proteichisma (antemural). The proteichisma was built at a
distance of 20 m from the existing city wall. It was almost 2 m thick
and its base was built with river stones. The uncovered overground
sections of the proteichisma were made of brick. The east gate of the
proteichisma was discovered during excavations – it lay on the road
to the northeast (the direction of present-day Knjaz Dondukov Boulevard). The gate was flanked by two bastions of closely fitting bricks
whose triangular frontal edge pointed outwardly, similarly to the towers in the fortified belt of Justinian’s wall.
There is no concrete data for the precise dating of the proteichisma. Across Thracian territories this type of auxiliary protective
belts was first constructed in the 5th century and this way of fortification would be executed in the 6th century A.D. as well. It is difficult
to determine whether the proteichisma was constructed at the same
time as the new fortified belt, which was attached to the wall from
the 6th century, or whether it was built after the belt. The converse
alternative is also possible – the proteichisma could have been built
in advance to provide some protection until the attached belt and its
more complex features such as ambrasures, cataract gates, multiplestory towers, etc.
No traces of proteichisma or auxiliary belt with pointed towers
were found in the wall, which was meant to enlarge the fortified area
of Serdica to the north and to the west. Obviously, the idea for its
defense in case of danger was abandoned and Justinian’s belt and the
proteichisma protected only the area originally outlined by the wall of
Marcus Aurelius.
These decisions must have been connected with the abandonment of the once wealthy villas in Serica’s outskirts. Life outside the
city walls was unsafe and many families probably chose to return to
Serdica. There is an increasingly denser pattern of construction within
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the city itself. The wide roadways of the streets were partially occupied
by extensions of the buildings. These were often shops and workshops
that were probably connected with inhabitable rooms. Residence buildings were being constructed at the sites of destroyed temples. One
such dwelling at the site of the temple which had been discovered
near the west city wall was studied comprehensively. Its construction
was comparatively modest but it probably had many inhabitants. In
very close proximity to the city wall and the towers there were barracks. The once wide via sagularis, the street along the wall, was now
turned into a narrow passage and was even blocked at places.
All these changes in Serdica’s life and especially the extensive defense construction can certainly be explained in terms of the constant
threat of invasion by new tribes and peoples of the territories of the
Eastern Roman Empire. Following the great Hunnish incursion in the
5th century A.D., which utterly disturbed life in the Balkan territories
of the Empire, the invasions of Slavs also became more frequent in
the late 5th century and particularly in the 6th century A.D. Separate
Slavic tribes or groups crossed the Danube River on a regular basis
and ventured even further. Neither the defense line of the Danube Limes, nor the natural barrier of the long range of the Balkan
Mountain (Haemus) could halt them. Even the capital city of Constantinople did not feel safe. The construction of the famous Wall of
Anastasius (built in 512 A.D.) under the rule of Emperor Anastasius
I (491–518 A.D.) was justified by Procopius of Caesarea (6th century
A.D.) in his composition “On Buildings” (De Aedificiis) namely with
the frequent “barbaric” attacks. The Byzantine chronicler Zonaras
from the 12th century claimed that the purpose of the wall was to protect the capital of Byzantium from the attacks of “Bulgarians” (who
were often referred to as Moesians at the time) and Slavs (whom he
mentions as “Scythians”).
In his essay Procopius enumerated the cities in that part of the
Empire which were fortified under Emperor Justinian, Serdica being
among them. He added that the emperor “has made them unconquerable”. In another of his essays, “On Wars”, Procopius stated that
Emperor Justinian entrusted his nephew Guerman with the task to
muster and prepare an army for war against the Goths. This task was
carried out by Guerman in Serdica and the news alone that the general who had gained fame with the destruction of a Slavic army would
be there, forced the Slavs to refrain from advance on the city.
These events brought great anxiety to life in Serdica. The city
was facing an even greater tension, especially when the Slavs headed
towards Thessalonica and their way to this wealthy port of the Aegean
passed through Serdica. There is an account of the attacks on Thessal-

onica in the second volume of “The Miracles of Saint Demetrius” collection by an anonymous author. A paragraph of it reads that refugees
from Naissus (Niš) and Serdica, who had already survived the attacks
of the Slavs against their city walls, sought refuge in Thessalonica even
before its siege. This is the only record suggesting that Serdica itself
was attacked by the Slavs in the 6th century A.D. However, there is no
evidence of penetration of the Slavs into the fortress of Serdica. Still,
the outskirts of the city, on which the supply with food, water and other
economic activities depended, could hardly have remained intact.
An interesting piece of evidence of Serdica’s willingness to overcome the impact of hardship and destruction and to maintain the
structures which were vital for the city is the inscription about the
rebuilding of Serdica’s water supply chain, which dates from the time
of Emperor Tiberius Constantine (578–582 A.D.). The inscription was
carved in a marble column with a diameter of 17 cm (the capital and
a part of its lower end were broken off; at present its height is 49 cm).
The entire text, spanning six lines, is preserved. At
the beginning of the text, there is a cross and at
the end of the text there are ivy leaves, typical for
texts of that epoch. The font is uneven and many
of the words are inscribed in abridged form. The
inscription is in Latin: this is the shortest inscription
written in Latin to have been found in Thracian
lands up to date.
The inscription reads: “Emperor Tiberius Constantine Augustus, besides the other buildings in
the city of Serdica restored this water supply, the
money being provided by the magnificent man –
the candidate Julian, on the insistence of the venerable archbishop Leontius, with 11 librae allotted for
M. Julius”.
As can be seen, the inscription underscores the
emperor’s concern about the condition of Serdica,
where he probably commissioned the restoration
(or reconstruction) of public buildings. The most
significant of all restorations was that of the water supply, which carried the pure mountain spring
water coming from about 8 km south from the
city, from the foot of the Vitosha Mountain. The
involvement of a person holding military office –
Julian – is also pointed out. His title “candidate”
A column with a memorial inscription
shows that he was a member of a special group
about the rebuilding of the water
supply system
of the Emperor’s guard who wore white distinctive
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garments (candida). However, the “insistence” or concern about the
water supply’s repair was on the part of archbishop Leontius. This
highlighted the importance of clerical persons in municipal government and the trust which the emperor had in them.
The bishops of Serdica were given an important role in social affairs as early as the time of Constantine the Great. The bishop of Serdica was then Protogenes and he was granted the right to free slaves
in the presence of witnesses. The known bishops of Serdica after him
were Julian (424-431), Zosimus (around 458), Domnion (around 516
A.D.), Bsilisk (550 A.D.) and Felix (594 A.D.). Lower-ranking clerics
are mentioned in inscriptions and other sources.
Archbishop Leontius was probably appointed in Serdica with a
highly responsible task. Julian, who was mentioned in the inscription,
was the entrepreneur of the construction. The gold equivalent of the
paid sum may have amounted up to 3,360 grams (1 libra equals 330
grams). According to a different reading of the slightly fading figures
at the end of the inscription the sum would have been 49,000 denars.
This very interesting and important inscription was carved on a
relatively small column. Its size and manner of inscription are significantly different from the monumental inscriptions about the building
of temples and of the city wall that were created in the first centuries
of Roman rule. In addition, they were inscribed in Greek. It is highly
possible that the inscription was commissioned by another clerical
person. It was probably placed in a spot that was connected to the
water supply, because the text reads “this water supply”, even though
the spot is still unknown.
This period in the history of Serdica would leave not only the
traces of fortification and public works but also numerous monuments
of art. Art was entirely permeated by the spirit and taste of the new
times which set in as early as the first half of the 4th century A.D.
What is especially characteristic is that in the new architecture that
was being created and mostly in the early Christian church buildings,
the effort was concentrated on the interior decoration, while with the
outer appearance of these buildings effect was sought in the size.
The three most characteristic manifestations of the art of these
two centuries were mosaics, decorative painting and relief. Interesting
examples of all three genres have come down to us, suggesting new
and notable artistic achievement in Serdica. The three-dimensional
sculptures of Serdica had been destroyed during the great auto de fé of
pagan statues at the end of the 4th century. However, even earlier, the
three-dimensional sculptures had become anachronistic for the tastes
of the time – the relief, and especially the bas-relief was becoming
more preferable mostly as an element of architectural decoration.

A partition slab in front of a church altar

Capitals whose significant element was the symbolic monogram
of Christ – the so-called Chi-Rho, were found in Serdica. The ChiRho symbol decorated altar slabs in the octagonal building, which was
converted into a church, to the east of the Saint George Rotunda.
Another slab found in 1953 in Sofia’s centre, dating from the 5th
century, features peacocks – birds symbolizing the immortality of the
soul. The peacocks are placed symmetrically on both sides of a Latin
cross (with a longer vertical bar) with wide extremities, and in the
free space above the birds there are large asymmetrically winding ivy
twigs – an omnipresent plant motif of Early-Christian art. This slab is
very typical of its time in terms of style and composition: a bas-relief
carved into the background, with decorative stylization in the depiction of the bird and disregard of real-life proportions of the individual
composition elements.
A bird and fish are separately depicted on two fragments of the
architectural decoration of an Early-Christian basilica, whose remains
were uncovered in the Sofia district of Dragalevtsi. They were unquestionably the work of local artisans. The fish were carved somewhat
unskillfully and the depiction of three fish in a row probably reveals
the attempt to create rhythm and decorative effect through the multiplication of this symbolic representation of Christ.
In 1956 next to the northeast corner tower of the city wall a marble icon of a blessing figure of Christ or an apostle was found. The
face is missing. The shallow relief is unelaborately schematic and is
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different from the realistic approach in another figural monument of
Serdica – the most recent evidence of the new direction in sculpture
– the relief with the theater performances (or circus games), which
was commented earlier.
Only a small number of preserved monuments of Early Christian
cemetery sculpture have come down to us. Still, to the east of Serdica, near the present-day village of Chekanchevo, some of the most
interesting tombstones of the 4th century A.D. ever discovered in the
Balkans were produced in a local stone-carving workshop. They combine elements of Thracian religion (the figure of the Thracian Heros)
and reflections of the new Christian rituals.
An interesting phenomenon in terms of subject-matter is a relief
depicting a city gate. It must have been intended as lining of a pilaster
capital. The subject-matter reflects the impact that fortifying constructions had on Serdica at that time. This relief probably decorated the
residence of a military officer.
A wealthy house with hypocaust heating was discovered next to
the west gate. We called it “the house of the army officer”. It may be
dated to the 6th century A.D. A significant part of painted decoration
with the so-called “scaling” pattern (1.80 m long and 0.50 m high) was
preserved on one of its walls. Semicircles in rows (with a radius of
about 10 cm) on white background are outlined with red and brown
colours. Within the scales there are petals with yellowish-orange stamens and olive-green leaves. This combination of geometric and plant
motifs is a wonderful proof of a certain freedom on the part of the

Tombstone from a necropolis near the village of Chekanchevo

Fragment from a capital with a depiction of a fortress gate

artist, who did not stick to the established “scaling” pattern, but rather
enriched it. The socle mural decoration suggests the existence of more
patterns on the higher surfaces of the walls and hints at the luxury of
the residential interior in that period.
In fact, this is the only surviving mural decoration of a secular
building in Serdica. A mural painting with a plant motif – an acanthus leaf – was found on the earliest coating on the walls of the Saint
George Rotunda. This building had been connected with certain rituals
as soon as it was constructed (as a martyrion or a mausoleum-to-be).
All other surviving murals that have come down to us from
the 4th-6th centuries were from Christian cult buildings. The socle
decoration of the first church beneath the former Headquarters of
the Bulgarian Communist Party was entirely geometric – a diagonally
positioned network of squares in a pleasurable colour scheme of yellow, brown and brick set against a white background that formed
contrasting frames.
These three fragments of painted mural decoration would have
only given us a very vague notion of decorative painting from the Early Christian era in Serdica if it were not for the splendid and largely
preserved mural compositions of thirteen burial chambers. With the
exception of one of them (tomb № 4, according to the numbering in
Miyatev’s research), which was covered with stone slabs, all the others
are vaulted family tombs, in some of which up to five skeletons were
found. From the early 4th century until the end of the 6th century the
vaulted tomb with internal dimensions of 2.2 m and height of around
1.70 m became the most widespread burial structures in Serdica’s necropolis – several dozens of these tombs have been discovered. How-
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ever, as we can see, only a small number of them
were painted – the act of painting was not considered a requirement or connected to the burial ritual
or the cult. Two more vaulted tombs with murals
were discovered during construction excavations in
Moskovska Street; however no account of them has
yet been published.
There should not be any doubt that even the
earliest sepulchers with murals - those whose patterns and style date them in the 4th century - were
already Christian. Even if no cross or Chi-Rho were
painted, the decorative elements were connected
with Christian symbolism.
There are images in only one of the tombs
Cross-section of a vaulted tomb (B. Filov)
– busts of the four archangels: Michael, Gabriel,
Raphael and Uriel. They are painted in the corners,
at the inception of the vault. The names of the archangels are written
in Latin script: MIHEL, URIL (sic!), GABRIEL, RAFAEL. Judging
by the well preserved and documented image of Uriel, the head was
excellently modelled on a long, sturdy neck. The hair is short, tied
with a band. The oval of the face is gracefully outlined in the spirit
of the art of Antiquity, with straight and youthful features, the chin
is oval, the eyes are vivid and deep-set. This depiction, as well as the
other three, reflects the still extant tradition of the art of Antiquity
with its vigorous and vivid treatment of the human face. The walls
of the archangels’ burial tomb are covered with framed squares imitating marble lining – a hint of the earthly home of the buried. The
vault symbolized their celestial home. In its centre
in a concentric wreathed medallion a radiant Latin
Cross is drawn. Birds and a kantharos-like vessel
are depicted in the lunettes.
A cross is depicted in two more burial tombs.
More importantly, five crosses altogether are depicted in one of them in different places. On one of
the walls they are flanked by peacocks – a favourite
Christian symbol, and in the vault of the same tomb
the cross is again in a wreathed medallion. This is
the tomb of the latest date – 6th century A.D.
In the rest of the known burial tombs the
plant composition prevails. It is composed by stylized acanthus leaves, combined with lush blossoming plants with wavy vine stems, overhanging grape
clusters and symmetrically interlacing vine tendrils.
Fresco from the early Christian tomb (B. Filov)

This decoration exudes genuine vitality. It is expressed by the prevailing red colour, the abundant green leaves, the heavy grape clusters
whose beads are modeled in relief.
All burial tombs in this group are notable evidence of the transition from Antiquity to the Early Middle Ages – a period of change
also in ideology and everything that is more or less a reflection of
it. Certainly, the burial tombs of Serdica are not an isolated phenomenon – they have counterparts everywhere in the Early Christian
world: from Rome to Constantinople, from Chersonesos to the North
African coast and even in Gaul. However, the intensity of plant decoration seems to have a specificity of its own here, in the centre of the
Balkan Peninsula. It is reflected in a pronounced manner in the Serdica tombs with a freedom of decoration despite the pre-determined
content according to the purpose.
Towards the end of these three decades, probably at the time of
Emperor Justinian (527–565 A.D.) an impressive architectural work
was created in Serdica, which has survived until the present day – the
Saint Sophia Church. This is the most recent, the largest and most interesting construction in terms of design above the original cemeterial
church from the 4th century. The successive construction at this site of
three churches, each being bigger than the previous one, was probably
caused by the destructive attacks in the late 4th and mid-fifth century
A.D., when this church had to suffer the blows of the Visigoths, followed by the Huns, and this necessitated its reconstruction. However,
the growing importance of the city in the Eastern Empire, which had
already become Byzantium, and the full establishment of Christianity
required the construction of ever bigger churches.
The last building that has come down to us is a three-nave crossdome basilica. Its length is 46.45 m and its width at the transverse

Floor plan of the St. Sofia basilica with tombs (B. Filov)
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nave is 20.20 m. Today it bears the traces of a life which has lasted for
a thousand and a half years, full of dramatic turns that have changed
its appearance to a greater or lesser extent. An especially unfavourable
event was its transformation into a mosque in the 16th century and
the earthquake in the mid-nineteenth century. Soon after Bulgaria’s
Liberation from Ottoman Rule the scientific investigation of the Saint
Sophia Church was initiated and after that – its conservation with partial reconstruction of the most severely damaged parts of the narthex
and re-construction of the altar apse, which had been destroyed by the
Turks. A lot of research, which helped to clarify its original architectural appearance, was carried out over the previous century. The west
façade with its three entrances corresponds to the three-bay narthex
which had three storeys. Towers rose above the height of the narthex,
where the staircases leading to the storeys unfolded. The main body
of the three naves was under a common roof, since the lateral naves
had emporia, i.e. they were two-storeyed with a gallery leading to the
central space. Probably at some of the remodeling in the Middle Ages
the lateral naves remained single-storeyed and the so-called basilical
lighting was achieved, i.e. the light coming from the windows in the
walls of the central nave. The transverse nave and the central nave
form a cross with an elongated shoulder along the central axis – the
so called Latin cross. The extremities of this cross are slightly protruding towards the east and the south. A low drum, covered by a
dome, lies upon arches and pendentives in the centre of the cross. Its
diameter is 9 m and its height from the floor to the top of the dome
is nearly 20 m. The apse has three walls. It markedly protrudes out of
the central nave and a square space forms in front of it.
The Saint Sophia Church has no exterior decoration. Its beauty is
the result of the harmonious proportions of its volumes, which despite
some alterations has been preserved until the present day. Its façades
are adorned with only large arched windows. The interior space is
imposing. Two rows, each of six massive pillars, separate the central
nave from the lateral ones and together with the great height of the
space beneath the dome, with the lighted transcept and the deep apse
underscore the cruciform. There is data according to which in the
Medieval era there were murals which were destroyed probably at the
time when the church was converted into a mosque. After its conservation the walls were left without decoration but in individual sections
significant details of the history of this monument were revealed. Several of the discovered tombs here are preserved beneath the floor, and
so is the more recent of the two mosaic floors of the old church.
The apse mosaics of the first small church were dismantled and
are now kept in the National Archaeological Museum. It is one of the

Mosaics from the early Christian church under St. Sofia with
symbolic depiction of the Garden of Eden

most characteristic monuments of Early Christian art in Bulgaria. It
is a polychromatic symmetrical composition in whose centre a large
vessel is depicted (luterium) with a palm twig in it. Two pigeons are
perched on its rim, while another pair is clinging to the baskets with
plants, placed on both sides of the luterium. A couple of tall cypresses
frame this group and the remaining free space is filled with vine twigs
with unnaturally large winding tendrils. Despite the highlighted symmetry, the individual elements are rendered unaffectedly and freely,
the birds are in natural postures and the exaggerated size of some of
the motifs balance the apparent realism with the decorative effect of
filling the blank spaces. The symbolic content of the composition is a
Garden of Eden where the souls of righteous Christians dwell.
The motifs of the mosaic in the ante-apse space are geometric
and floral and as it seems it underwent significant remodeling. This
altered its original pattern. In its two parts many of the traditional
mosaic elements were used, inserted in a network of hexagons or
placed in bands.
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A later mosaic, which probably belonged to the second bigger
church, covered nearly 150 m2. It was composed predominantly of
geometrical motifs. The large number of motifs used in these mosaics,
like for instance the ones in the villa of the mosaics at Philipovtsi,
rather reflects a taste for variegation than for austere composition.
With the tombs preserved beneath the floor of the church, with
the mosaics of the older churches, with their remains and especially
with its remarkable architecture, the Saint Sophia Basilica is the most
significant monument of the Early Christian era in Bulgaria. It synthesizes the characteristic manifestations of the art and architecture of
more than two centuries. It has been agreed upon that it combines the
features of the Eastern-Christian type of church building with those of
the Western Church and that it was here where some of these features
were transferred to the Western cruciform basilica.
The Saint Sophia Basilica is of a special, possibly outstanding
importance for Serdica. It is a concentrated expression of the link
between Antiquity and the coming Middle Ages. Over the centuries
when Serdica became one of the most important Bulgarian cities, the
significance of this church in the life of the Bulgarian Sredets not only
did not diminish, but increased. It was no longer solely a sepulchral
church but also the foremost spiritual centre. Perched on the high hill,
it became the symbol of the city and gave it its name. This building,
outstanding as an architectural monument, may be perceived as a
symbol of the heritage from Antiquity and of its role in the further
development of the city at the foot of the hill where the church is still
towering today.
The 6th century left a deep and lasting trace in the life of Serdica. Fortification and infrastructure works, growth of the number of
houses, workshops and shops inside the fortified area, connected with
the population growth – all this is evidence of viability and good potential of the city and above all – of its importance for Byzantium. It
was a focal centre in its realms.
Thus, as a strong fortress and bustling city, Serdica entered the
following two centuries, often referred to as the “dark” ages of Byzantine history. However, they were filled with momentous events for
the Balkans and therefore for Byzantium itself. During these centuries
not only did “the whole of Hellas turn Slavic”, as a Byzantine author
put it, but also a new state was founded – Bulgaria.
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For more than a century Serdica was left outside the boundaries
of the young Bulgarian state – it was founded in 681 A.D., while its
armies entered Serdica as late as 809 A.D. Yet, these 128 years anticipated the events of the following decades, that would prove to be
no less fateful for the Bulgarian people and, it may be said – also for
the Balkans and Europe. It was here that Byzantium took over the
heritage of the collapsed empire, at its very border, and moreover – in
the territory that it had reclaimed by war the first new European state
that it had recognized came into being.
This would not be merely an episode in the empire’s life. Bulgaria
was at the beginning of its historical journey on this peninsula, where
Byzantium had until recently felt as an unrivalled master. Now a rival
had come into existence. Centuries on end the two states would live
with complex and often conflicting relations. War would not infrequently block the way to beneficial and peaceful interaction. However,
this neighbouring condition would always be a stimulus for the Bulgarian people and state to spend effort on their development beside the
most powerful acknowledged European centre of cultural creation.
At the time of Khan Krum (803–814 A.D.) another remarkable
political act was achieved: with foresight and decisiveness the Khan
embarked on a continued march towards the southeastern territories
of the Byzantine Empire, which had long been populated by Slavs.
This decided their future by connecting them in a propitious historical
moment with the state that had been already founded by Slavs and
Proto Bulgarians. On returning from this victorious campaign, Khan
Krum besieged Serdica and conquered it. One of the strongest fortresses of the empire had been seized. Its strategic significance was of
preeminent importance since this city was the keeper of the keys to
the roads. This conquest of Serdica solved the question of who would
rule the territory of which the city was a natural centre.
In his Chronographia Theophanes gave an account of the conquest of Serdica by the Bulgarians. As a contemporary of these events
(he died in 818 A.D. and his Chronographia covered the period from
284 A.D. until 813 A.D.) Theophanes can be acknowledged as a reliable source. However, understandably, he interpreted the facts as a
Byzantine cleric for whom the pagan Bulgarians were impious barbarians. He wrote that Krum – the “chieftain” of the Bulgarians – headed
towards Serdica before the Paschal festivities, seized it with “deceitful
promises” and massacred 6000 Byzantine soldiers and many civilians.
In the following lines however, Theophanes exposed the Byzantine
Emperor Nicephorus who tried to conceal the defeat at Serdica by
sending messages from the capital in which he said that he had cel-
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ebrated Passover in the aul of the Bulgarian Khan (the capital Pliska).
Theophanes informs us that in fact Nicephorus “ostensibly confronted
him” (Krum), “without doing anything worthy of mentioning”. The
emperor stirred a veritable riot among his own soldiers by attempting
to make them want to rebuild Serdica which had been conquered by
the Bulgarians. On the other hand, he refused to guarantee “inviolability” to the officers who had survived the massacre and compelled
them to flee from the camp to the Bulgarian Khan. Among these
deserters there was an experienced engineer called Eumathius.
This fact was also mentioned in the Chronographia by another
scholarly monk – Anasthasius Bibliothecarius (800–c. 895 A.D.) who
was entrusted with the papal library. He almost paraphrased Teophanes’ text but expressed a clearer attitude towards the dignitaries
who survived by fleeing from Serdica and could have been pardoned
but instead “were contemptuously rejected” by Nicephorus who thus
forced them to flee to the enemy. More precisely he pointed out that
Eumathius was “experienced in the engineering of siege machines”.
The fact that the city officials of Serdica, the Byzantine military
leaders and the specialists on military engineering chose to flee to
the Bulgarian Khan Krum brings to question the information of cruel
retribution on the Byzantine garrison in Serdica and on the population
of the city – these experienced people would hardly go to undeniable
death.
Another source known as an “Anonymous Account from the
Holy Sea” renders the events connected with the campaign of Nicephorus I in Bulgaria in 811 A.D. and mentions the intention of
the emperor to reach Serdica. This account, even though similarly
qualifying the Bulgarians as “impious”, in its own turn presents the
Byzantine emperor as responsible for the disastrous outcome of the
campaign, when Nicephorus himself was killed.
The only Bulgarian source contemporary to these events is the
so-called Hambarli Inscription. It dates from 813 A.D. and reads that
with the help of God the ruler Krum seized Serdica, Develt, Constantia, Versinikia, Adrianople.
Some Bulgarian researchers assume that after Serdica was seized
it was abandoned for a short period by the Bulgarian troops and these
lands were conquered anew by the Bulgarians in 811, or even later.
However, there is no specific reference to this in the sources. The instigation on the part of Nicephorus to restore Serdica was rather an
attempt to conceal his own defeat. That is how it is presented in the
sources. The march of the emperor to Pliska in 811, when he razed the
capital of Bulgaria, was yet another attempt for retribution and vindica-

tion at the expense of his army’s utter destruction and his own death.
Serdica became a Bulgarian city in the heat of a dramatic struggle between Bulgaria and Byzantium. This event was directly connected with the annexation of territories populated by Slavs. With
its own new borders Bulgaria became one of the strongest states in
Europe at that time.
The archaeological evidence of the earliest period in the city’s
life within the First Bulgarian State suggests that the garrison quartered here was of Slavic composition. Around the towers and the
gates abundant Slavic-type pottery was found. Extremely rare – a
few fragments only – were the finds of Proto-Bulgarian vessels. This
suggests that Khan Krum had entrusted this important fortress to the
Slavic warriors. Ceramic finds have shown that the new occupants of
the city settled exactly at the sites that were important for the defense
of the city. In this sense a couple of semi-dugout houses that were
built in close proximity to the west wall, very close to the west gate,
are interesting evidence. The semi-dugout house is a traditional Slavic
home with the advantage of being warmer than the houses built above
ground level. It seems that Slavic soldiers preferred to build semi-dugout houses next to the walls rather than use already existing structures
along the fortress of Serdica itself. Still, they took advantage of multiple possibilities offered by the city: the walls of the semi-dugout house
were compactly sheathed on the inside with brick from Antiquity; the
dwelling used the sewer of the ancient street; ancient roof-tiles led the
water through the wall out of the house; and in one of the corners of
the semi-dugout house the traditional Slavic stone stove was decorated
with a Corinthian capital! This interesting element of life in Serdica in
the early 9th century seems to merge two beginnings in itself: on the
one hand – the strength of the tradition that the Slavs had brought
with themselves, and on the other hand – the ability to adapt to the
new circumstances and the possibilities they offered.
Another clear evidence of the predominant presence of Slavic
population both in the city and in the countryside is its new Slavic
name – Sredets. It is not difficult to discern elements from the old
name of Serdica in the phonetic combinations of this new name – a
metathesis turned “serd” into “sred”. However, the notional meaning
of Sredets is different. It contains the idea of “middle”[sreda], middle
place or centre and this name is justified by the very location of the
city. This is a symbolic name which successfully came to replace the
obsolete name, which was actually a Thracian ethnonym. The name
Sredets sounded naturally in the speech of the Bulgarian population
and reflected reality.
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Certainly, the old name Serdica did not disappear – this city
enjoyed a widespread popularity. For centuries on end it would be
mentioned in written sources, frequently alongside other names and
sometimes even in an altered form, as “Sardakia” for instance. In the
11th century the name of Triaditsa appeared in Byzantine sources.
Possibly, and most probably, this was a mispronunciation of the name
of Sredets in Greek (in Old Bulgarian orthography Ср децъ – “ ” is
pronounced as “ya”). There is also an assumption that the name of
Triaditsa was connected with the name of a church dedicated to the
Holy Trinity. Such a church is not known to have existed in Sredets
and this hypothesis does not seem plausible. The name Triaditsa was
subject to various transformations in Arab and Latin sources – the
forms Stralitsa, Atralisa and other close alterations are encountered.
Even the variability in which the name of Sredets was written and
pronounced, suggests that it was uttered in many languages, that it was
known even far beyond the boundaries of the Balkan Peninsula, in
the world of the Middle Ages which was being stirred by new events
and phenomena. In this new world and within the boundaries of the
Bulgarian state the history of Sredets was all the more dynamic.
Sredets entered the life of Medieval Bulgaria as a viable city that
had preserved all achievements of Late Antiquity: stable urban planning, well-functioning public works, well-developed economy, which
had harnessed local resources as well as the opportunities for trade
exchange. Most importantly, the traditions of many centuries of urban
culture were alive and were being passed on by the local population.
It was cities like Serdica-Sredets which had an important role in the
infiltration, assimilation and transformation of those elements of the
heritage of Antiquity that were an integral part of the nascent culture
in the young Bulgarian state.
Several important events divided the history of Sredets and also
of Medieval Bulgaria. Between the First and the Second Bulgarian
Kingdoms for more than a hundred and fifty years the whole territory
of the country was gradually subdued under Byzantine rule. And in
the late 14th century the heavy hand of the Ottoman conquerors fell
on the Balkan Peninsula. This meant retreat in the development of society, suppression and retardation of processes – a prolonged medieval
period. Only as late as the 18th century, with enormous effort, the
Bulgarian people would succeed in reaching the time of the National
Revival, in entering a new era of its own history.
The events in Sofia’s history from the time of the First and the
Second Bulgarian Kingdoms are reflected in written sources. However, the richest multi-aspect picture of life and culture in the city

during that time has been made possible by archaeological finds. It
was owing to the archaeological excavations carried out simultaneously with the extensive reconstruction work in Sofia’s centre, which
had been destroyed during the Second World War, that the most important characteristics of this medieval city and interesting details of
its life were revealed.
More than thirty years of archaeological research and observation led to a crucial conclusion – the conquest of Serdica by the
Bulgarians and the settlement of new population in the city was not
connected with the destruction of the city wall or the buildings in the
city. Undoubtedly, the information by Theophanes about the destruction and massacre of the population and the garrison are an overstatement. The campaign of Khan Krum into this part of the Balkan
Peninsula was not an ordinary military incursion but a premeditated
action towards the annexation of these lands to the Bulgarian territories. The Bulgarians needed the captured fortress Serdica and also
all achievements of Byzantine city planning and public works. By the
early 9th century the Bulgarians were already well acquainted with
these achievements and were able to appreciate them and make use
of them and of Byzantine specialists such as the engineer of siege
machines Eumathius.
Investigation of various sections of the city wall, among which
the east and west gates, and more than twenty towers, together with
the section of the curtain wall, clearly show that the fortress was fully
preserved. No new enclosures, no additional changes in its original
plan had been made. Thus, the city remained within its old frame
which provided it with reliable defense and at the same time guaranteed the preservation of the street network.
Certainly, this does not mean that no changes whatsoever had
been introduced to the structure of the fortress. They were most pronounced in the main gates and the posterns. During the siege the
Bulgarian army concentrated its attack on the gates. They were probably damaged and needed repair. The descending door (cataracta)
was preserved. The construction of quadra stones on both sides of the
entrance with grout joints meticulously filled with pink mortar corresponds to the structure of the entrances in Pliska (which were also
closed with a cataracta). Perhaps they were rebuilt after the conquest.
The restructured staircase at the west gate also resembled the structures of Pliska. The Bulgarians used large curb stones from the streets
to replace the old brick staircase.
When the gates were reconstructed, a change was made that had
rather a symbolic significance: the blocks bearing the inscriptions from
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the time of the emperors Marcus Aurelius and Comodus were taken
out. Of the two inscriptions discovered up to date (at the north and
the west gates) one was found in the postern of a tower which had
been filled in by the Bulgarians. Several of the investigated posterns
that secured sortie out of the fortress, were filled in. Clearly, they were
not accepted by the Bulgarian defense of the fortress.
Many finds, mainly abundant ninth-century pottery, suggest that
the crucial points for the defense of the fortress – at the gates and the
corner towers, were permanently occupied by the garrison soldiers. At
the northeastern corner tower they dwelled in the old garrison barracks and a thick layer of the embankment beyond the wall was studded with food vessels and animal bones discarded by them. Moreover,
the semi-dugout houses built next to the west fortress suggest the
same. When Serdica was captured, the fortress was decisively taken
up by the Bulgarian soldiers. It would be centuries later, in crucial
times for the country, when its defense would become a veritable feat
and even a legend.
The new inhabitants of the city preserved not only the city walls
that were needed for protection, but also numerous buildings in Serdica, as can be deduced from their state of preservation. The city residence, probably built for Constantine the Great, was inhabited once
again. New flooring of stone slabs was placed over the substantially
destroyed mosaics in its bathroom, while a coin from the 10th century
and ceramic finds conclusively date this floor level.
The street network that connected the city gates was not altered
either. The water supply and sewerage networks of the city were also
repaired and well maintained.
It was determined once again on the basis of archaeological
data that the Bulgarian population of the city was gradually growing
in number. Sredets would become not only an important militarystrategic centre but also a bustling economic city.
Situated on the road connecting Veliki Preslav and Ohrid – the
two most significant literary centres of the Golden Age of Bulgarian
Culture – the time of Tsar Simeon – Sredets undoubtedly took part
in these cultural processes, remarkable for their scope. The splendid
painting which appeared on the walls of the Saint George Church as
early as the 10th century, is an outstanding proof of this.
This remarkable work of early Christian architecture is one of
the elements of the heritage from late Antiquity that would take on a
new fame in the Middle Ages. It is worth emphasizing that this rotunda, which had become a church by the time the Bulgarians conquered
Serdica, was not destroyed even though at that time the Bulgarians
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were pagan. The Saint Sophia Basilica was also spared, which was
moreover outside the fortress and was left unprotected from Khan
Krum’s troops in the two-week siege.
In the age of the First and the Second Bulgarian Kingdoms
the walls of the Saint George Rotunda were covered with mural
painting of supreme quality. The value of its architectural forms and
the monumental effect of its internal space are augmented by paintings of exceptional value. Each of these three layers has come down
to us in fragments. Still, the surviving images and scenes are sufficient
to judge the style and quality of the mural painting.
The long history of the mural decoration in the Saint George
Rotunda began as early as the age of its creation. There is a small
surviving fragment of the first painted wall decoration with floral
motifs. Then come the three layers of ecclesiastical painting and this
history ends in the 16th century when the church was converted into
a mosque. It was then entirely coated with new plaster and painted in
accordance with the requirements for Islamic cult buildings.
The research history of these murals also go back a long way.
However, a full picture of their sequence and present-day condition
was established as late as the 1970s. The renowned historian Konstantin Jireček was among the first to become interested in the murals,
and was the first to mention them in his work Travels in Bulgaria. In
1915 the study of the rotunda’s murals was initiated parallel to the
archaeological research. Andrej Grabar devoted considerable attention to them in his celebrated work on religious painting in Bulgaria
which was published in 1924. Bogdan Filov’s monograph on the Saint
George Church, which included his research in the architecture and
painting of this monument, was published in 1934. This painting was
the subject of interest for both foreign and Bulgarian scholars in work
of general or special interest dedicated to this monument. Some of
them are connected with the frequent conservation of the rotunda.
An especially difficult period for the Saint George Church and
its murals was the period of the Second World War when Sofia was
repeatedly bombed and its centre was almost entirely destroyed. Miraculously, the rotunda was not directly affected by bombing but it was
half-buried under the debris of demolished buildings. Special attention
has been devoted to it since the early 1950s when the reconstruction of
the centre was launched. Archaeological excavations led to a clear idea
of the building’s original look, its environment in the ancient city and
the neighbouring architectural groups. One of them (east to the rotunda) has been entirely uncovered and preserved, being the most impressive landmark in the centre of Sofia, together with the rotunda.

With the intricate palimpsest of the painting layers which have
survived until the present day on the walls of the Saint George Church,
their investigation and documentation became possible only after the
conservation that was initiated in 1963 and took up with short interruptions nearly two decades.
The murals of the Saint George Rotunda are enjoying exceptional acclaim. They are treated in almost all works on medieval art of
the Balkans or, as some scholars of art have put it, on the painting of
the Byzantine art circle. However, only recently all facts and conclusions established in situ and in laboratories during the conservation,
have become available.
Among the three layers of ecclesiastical painting the earliest one
is the most monumental, powerful with its impact and distinct in its
artistic achievements. At the same time, only comparatively small
fragments have been preserved from it. These surfaces had been even
smaller before the conservation. It may be assumed that it was owing
to this conservation that one of the most outstanding discoveries over
the last decades in the art of medieval Eastern Christianity has been
made. These are the figures of six enormous flying angels depicted in
the circle of the space beneath the dome. Originally there were eight
angels – two of them are almost entirely obliterated. Four angels are
flying along the arc beneath the dome in south and north directions,
the last two in the rows with their backs to each other, are painted in
the west part above the entrance. All of them are heading east, facing
each other above the altar.
The angels are depicted in an unnaturally large scale. With their
flying bodies slightly bent and their hands reaching forward, each of
them is three meters tall. Large bright cloths with colourful edges are
hanging on their arms. The body is slightly tilted forward, one leg is
slightly bent at the knee in the flight, the other one is bare, showing
from underneath the folds of the gown. Their white chitons are abundantly draped, underscoring the fineness of the exquisite fabric. The
himations are girdled and their beautiful folds outline the full forms
of these strong young bodies. The himation of one of the angels is in
deep rose colour, its folds outlined in red. These strong bright figures
are so naturally positioned in the space, as if the artist was acquainted
with flying as a movement inherent to man.
The head of only one of the angels has survived. It is a powerfully dominating image over everything that has been preserved
of these murals until the present day. If the loss of these murals is
beyond estimation, the only compensation for this is that the angel’s
face in the oldest church painting has been freshly preserved with the
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perfection of the lines and the richness of the colour tones.
The unusually beautiful head stands gracefully on its bare and
slightly arched neck. Its position is rendered so skillfully that despite
the upward-forward movement, it also appears leaning over those
looking at it from the ground – those for whom the angel is a mediator of God. Large chestnut curls frame a flawless oval and underscore
the youthful freshness and purity of the face. The nose is finely outlined, the mouth is small but full, the plumpness of the cheeks and
chin accentuated by light, and above all – there is the fascinating
effect of the eyes. The dark circles of the iris look enormous in their
almond frame, underscored underneath with delicate greenish shade
and above – with the dark line of the lashes and the flap of the eyelid.
The arcs of the eyebrows are arching high, concealed behind the curls,
to highlight the youth of this beautiful face.
There is no other angel’s face as fascinating or as vital as this
one from that age of East European painting. Even this one might
have not come down to us had it not been preserved under the plaster
of the third, latest mural. In the process of conservation, the very spot
suggested the existence of a second preserved layer, therefore probing
was initiated under the surface layer. The probing revealed the eye
of the angel. By splitting the plaster layers, a part of the garment of
a profit was recovered, which had preserved the angel’s face in the
oldest layer.
Besides the fragments of the six flying angels in this earliest
layer, vague traces of figures of profits are preserved, positioned below the angels. Still, these earliest images of profits were covered by a
later layer, where the profits were depicted at the same height, below
the angels of the original mural painting.
The upper part of the dome above the figures of the eight flying
angels collapsed during the Middle Ages. The line of destruction coincided with the level of the angels’ heads and this collapse destroyed
them. The dome was reconstructed. Now its internal surface is covered
with the chronologically latest Christian mural painting from the end
of the 14th century. The image of Christ Pantocrator, surrounded by
tiny angelic figures, is depicted in the zenith of the dome. Twenty two
prophets are depicted below them. The composition in the murals of
the latest layer was undoubtedly a repetition of the earlier arrangement of images from the older layers to express the idea of Christ as a
celestial head of the Church, as the Ruler of the Universe (Pantocrator). The angels beside him are celestial creatures symbolizing the connection with mankind, while the prophets are great insightful earthly
humans who prophesied the coming of Christ and Christianity.
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This symbolic order in which the figures are arranged in relation
to the central image of Christ suggests that the original image of Christ
must have been enormous. It had occupied most of the dome because
the angels of that layer can be seen as low as its bottom part.
Both the size and quality of the original mural painting were,
as can be seen, exceptional. Who was its author and when was it
created? A name would hardly be the answer of the first question.
However, this must have been a talented person, skillfully trained, at
that. In this unusually large space of a building from late Antiquity
he created mural paintings that filled this vast space with images accordingly large in size. He succeeded in magnifying the effect of this
monumental space by uncovering the firmament where the Pantocrator rules, surrounded by angels. With ingenuous insight the artist had
created images that were closer to the ideal beauty of Antiquity than
to the one of the Middle Ages. The only surviving angel’s face unequivocally demonstrates the harmony between external beauty and
spiritual world that the author had achieved, imbuing a young vibrant
creature with spiritual purity, where every feature reflects strife for
perfection.
The date of this mural painting is very hard to determine – there
is no other evidence besides its position in relation to the other layers or its special characteristics. It cannot have appeared before the
time of the official adoption of Christianity by the Bulgarian Knjaz
Boris in 864. It is certain that during his rule the magnificent threenave basilica with a length of almost 100 meters was constructed in
the capital city of Pliska and that the pagan temple next to the palace was converted into a church. He is recorded as the one to have
commissioned the construction of “seven white churches” in different parts of the state. It is possible that the painting of this beautiful
ancient building, which had become a church in the 6th century, was
commissioned immediately following the adoption of Christianity to
commemorate this event. The age of Tsar (King) Simeon (893–927)
was also marked by extensive construction of churches and monasteries, by efflorescence of art and literacy. Simeon’s heir – Tsar Petar
(927–970) – dedicated special attention to Sredets – he would visit it
and then go to the Rila Mountain to meet the anchorite monk John
of Rila – the founder of the Rila Monastery. According to the live of
Saint John of Rila, his body was moved to Sredets by the will of the
Tsar, and was laid in a church that had been built especially for the
saint and dedicated to him.
In the last decades of the 10th century Bulgaria was continuously
at war with Byzantium. The capital city of Preslav fell in the hands

of the Byzantines in 917 A.D. The Bulgarian patriarch Damian settled in Sredets in 972 – this underscored the leading role of the city
in the state. Here the independence of the west Bulgarian territories
was successfully defended. However in 1018 they also fell under Byzantine rule. Sredets remained under its rule until 1194. It was during
Byzantine rule that the second layer of mural painting was created
in the Saint George Church – it is dated primarily on the basis of a
Greek inscription describing reasons for covering the church with a
new murals: “since time obscured the freshness of the variegated hues,
owing to the bishop ... (they were restored)”.
Thus, in the period between the adoption of Christianity by the
Bulgarians and the second painting of the church under Byzantine
rule (1018–1194), the first layer of mural painting must have been
created. A realistic hypothesis would be that this happened at the
beginning of the period of Bulgarian efflorescence. The antiquating
style suggests the same. This style became manifest in Byzantine art
following the church policy of iconoclasm in 843. However, it was
gradually replaced by the incoming forms of medieval art. Its development was dictated mainly by the capital of Byzantium and resounded
slower in the remote territories of Eastern Orthodox Christianity. The
efflorescence of art in Bulgaria in the 10th century was substantially
nourished by the traditions of Late Antiquity which were abundant in
its lands. Having in mind all these considerations, the most acceptable
dating of the magnificent flying angels would be the very end of the
9th or the first half of the 10th century – a period of cultural upsurge
across the state.
Almost half a century after the Byzantine troops had conquered
Preslav in 971, the Southwestern Bulgarian territories upheld their
independence. The governance of the state was taken over by a distinguished boyar family. One of the four brothers – Samuil -played
the most significant role in this period until 1014, the year of his
death. Samuil even managed for a short period to free the northeastern regions of the country with the capital city of Preslav. However,
over the years of his rule the capital was successively Sredets, Voden,
Ohrid and Prespa.
In this period Sredets was included in the historical chronicles
and folk apocryphal literature as the most important centre of defense.
The years 986, 1001 and 1016 were particularly hard for the city. This
was the time when, having become aware of its great strategic importance, the Byzantine emperor Basil II aimed his major blows against
Sredets on three occasions but to no avail.
The campaign of the Byzantine army and the siege of Sredets
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in 986 were led by the emperor himself. His secretary Leo Deacon,
who accompanied him, described this event as a witness. According
to Leo Deacon, in this campaign emperor Basil was being propelled
“by fulminating rage rather than prudence”. He set up a military camp
around Sredets and held the city in siege for twenty days but “he did
not succeed in achieving anything”. His troops were overwhelmed with
“indolence and idleness because of the commanders’ incompetence”.
The siege not only did not demoralize the resistance in Serdica
but also inflicted significant loss on the Byzantine army even here, at
the city walls. With unexpected incursions, Bulgarian soldiers would
destroy Byzantine squads that had been dispatched in the vicinity of
Sredets for food supplies. According to Leo Deacon “the army suffered from shortage of food since the supplies they had brought were
exhausted because of unwise and excessive use”. The Bulgarians also
burnt the battering rams which had been driven close to the walls.
Emperor Basil II took his way back. In the narrow, woody Ihtiman gorge, at the pass of Trajan’s Gate, also known as Suki, the
Byzantine army was ambushed and attacked by Samuil’s troops. Many
Byzantine soldiers perished. The supply train of the army was captured. Even the emperor’s tent and the rulers’ treasure were captured
by the Bulgarians. The emperor barely succeeded in fleeing.
The campaigns of the Byzantine army in the District of Sredets
in 1001 and 1016 were also futile. During the first one, fortresses in
the vicinity of Serdica were destroyed. During the second, the Byzantines held the fortress of Pernik under siege for 88 days. It was about
30 kilometers away from Sredets and was the second most important
fortress in this part of Bulgaria. It was defended by Krakra who was
famous for his experience in military affairs. According to ScylitzesCedrenus’ chronicles, during the siege Emperor Basil II lost many
soldiers and when he saw that “the fortress would not surrender and
that Krakra was not susceptible to flattering and would not succumb
via promises or other kind of seduction”, he returned to his capital.
The campaigns of 1001 and 1016 demonstrate that the Byzantine
military command had abandoned the idea of direct assault against
Sredets and was rather striving to isolate the city by crushing the system of nearby fortresses.
The siege of 986 was the first major trial to which the defense of
Medieval Bulgarian Sredets was put. There is no doubt that this siege
was extremely violent for the city and that the account of Leo Deacon
about the disordesr in the Byzantine army were in fact also an attempt
to justify its failure. During this siege the excellent defense qualities
of the fortress were combined with the numerous effective actions

on the part of the Bulgarian soldiers. For the first time in the history
of this ancient fortress it acquired the fame of being unconquerable.
Even more impressive was the resistance of Sredets in the years to
follow, even though in 1014 Samuil would suffer a grave defeat to the
south at the Belasitsa Mountain. Fourteen thousand Bulgarian soldiers
were captured and blinded on the order of Emperor Basil II. For a
long time these events would have strong repercussions among the
Bulgarian population. This was also expressed in a piece of Bulgarian
apocryphal writing where Tsar Seleucia (probably Samuil) ruled in the
city of Sredets for 37 years.
Sredets, as well as Pernik and other Bulgarian fortresses in this
part of the state were the last to surrender in 1018. At that time resistance already looked too hopeless, especially after the death of the
last Bulgarian ruler Ivan Vladislav, son of Samuil’s brother Aaron.
Together with the commanders of 35 fortresses, Krakra of Pernik
appeared before the emperor in Serres and handed him the keys of
these fortresses.

* * *
The age of Byzantine rule was turbulent, full of difficult events for
Sredets. The city was frequently mentioned in written sources – Byzantine, Western, Arab ones. The complicated relations of Byzantium with
Serbians and Magyars, the movement of Pechenegs across the country, the permanent recruitment of soldiers and supplies for the Byzantine army, the traversing crusaders – all this created great tension in
Sredets and its environs. Under foreign rule, with the oppression and
aggravated economic exploitation of the Bulgarian population, life was
deteriorating.
The Byzantine authority subdivided the conquered territories as
“themes” – administrative districts were governed by duces (catepans).
In mid-eleventh century the prominent Byzantine commander Roman
Diogenes, an emperor-to-be, was sent to Sredets as its duc. The importance of the city is also evident in the fact that several Byzantine emperors resided here on various occasions. Michael IV the Paphlagonian
arrived in Sredets, which had been named Triaditsa, at the head of his
army, when Petar Delyan’s insurrection of 1040 had to be quashed.
Emperor Isaac I Comnenos arrived in the city as a point of departure
for his campaign against the Pechenegs who had crossed the Danube, assaulting and plundering the towns in North Bulgaria. Emperor
Manuel I Comnenos organized his campaign against the Hungarians
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in Sredets. Manuel I Comnenos sent his secretary Ioannes Skylitzes
to govern the city. While occupying this office, Skylitzes wrote about
the life of the Bulgarian Saint John of Rila whose relics were placed
in Sredets. According to Skylitzes’ account, John of Rila healed the
emperor from the numerous maladies which plagued him. In Sredets
Skylitzes himself found “painless healing” and became as healthy “as
in his youth”. Manuel Comnenos visited the city in 1166 and 1172.
It was not only the frequent stays of large Byzantine forces that
troubled the Bulgarian population. The Byzantine authorities made the
Pechenegs settle in the countryside of Sredets. It is highly probable
that this was purposefully done with the aim of thwarting any attempts
for an uprising.
In 1183 allied forces of the Serbian župan Stefan Nemanja and
the Hungarian King Béla III attacked Sredets. According to the life
of Stefan Nemanja, he utterly destroyed and plundered the city. Even
if exaggerated, the citizens of Sredets most certainly had to survive
through hard bitter times.
The crusaders from the First (1096), the Second (1147) and the
Third (1189) Crusades who passed through the city, would inflict
no less harm upon its life. Not finding the food and marketplaces
promised by Byzantine and local authorities, the crusaders plundered
everything they could from the local citizens. By the time the troops
of Frederick Barbarossa entered Sredets, its population had retreated
into the nearby mountains, carrying away with themselves their food
and belongings. This was their attempt to escape this last challenge in
the difficult years of Byzantine rule.
These events would certainly leave their imprint on the city. The
wall was dilapidated at many places and within it many buildings were
damaged and neglected. Interesting evidence of life in Sredets at that
time are two letters from the Byzantine rhetor Gregory of Antioch. He
held high positions in Emperor Manuel I Comnenos’ court. In 1173
Gregory of Antioch was sent on a special mission in the Byzantine
military camp in Sredets. In his first letter to a student and a friend
of his, Gregory depicted his life in Sredets in gloomy shades. For him
everything was bad and unpleasant in this place – the harsh climate,
the lack of diversity in fruit or fresh fish, the bad bread. In a rhetorical tone he complained that no nightingales sang there, that the figs
were tiny and the apples – wrinkled. The people lived in simple shacks
which he thought were constructed by unskillful builders. However, in
a few months, Gregory of Antioch would be forced to depart with his
army to the northwest, to Serbia and Hungary. In his second letter,
written in his new place of stay, Gregory of Antioch would reprimand

himself with bitterness and rhetorical eloquence for having unjustly
denigrated the life in “Serdica, the land which is the Bulgarians’ pride
and which is now a coveted retreat for us”. He would reminisce nostalgically about the baskets full of fresh cheese and the buckets of milk
sold for next to nothing at the marketplaces. He refers to his former
complaints as “nonsense and idle talk”. Compared to the conditions in
the new place, that land should not be called “land of Bulgarians” but
“land of the blessed”. Certainly, both the first and the second letter
of the Byzantine official, who had been pampered in the commodities
of the Byzantine court, abound with rhetoric. Still, behind the rhetoric
interesting details of Serdican life can be discerned.
Sredets was a bishopric centre under Byzantine rule. Bulgaria
was denied the right of having its own patriarchate. The bishop of
Sredets was subject to the archbishopric of Ohrid, which in its turn
was subject directly to the Byzantine emperor. This was arranged in
decrees of Emperor Basil II immediately after the loss of Bulgarian
independence. The church was relied upon as an important factor in
the implementation of Byzantine policy. This is confirmed by the fact
that in 1078 the Greek archbishop of Sredets Michael attempted to
prevent an insurrection in the city and was killed by its leader Leka.
In these years the two early Byzantine churches – of Saint Sophia
and of Saint George seem to have been particularly revered. An inscription in Greek, reading “Long live the Patriarch” was found in
the Saint Sophia Church during examination of one of the walls. This
was certainly a tribute to the Byzantine bishop in Constantinople. The
Saint George Rotunda was covered with murals once again. This layer
is dated according to its position in relation to the other murals of the
church and the long circular inscription in Greek pertaining to it along
the walls of the rotunda. The inscription is obliterated at places but
a significant part of it can still be read. Academician Ivan Duychev
has translated the content of the inscription. It is in metric form and
contains several important pieces of information: these murals were
painted because the colours of the original layer were already fading;
this was accomplished “owing to the bishop” – but here, unfortunately,
the missing part coincides with the name of the bishop; the new layer
reiterated the most important images, the most important - the images
of Christ, Virgin Mary, the archangels. Besides this information, the
text also contains explanations on the meaning of these paintings and
the art of their creator. The inscription begins with an exhortation to
the people entering the temple to emulate the deeds painted on the
walls of the church. This reveals the purpose of church murals. The
art of the painter is extolled – through “matter”, i.e. with material
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means, he brought a “second heaven” “down here”. The author of the
text was a highly educated person. He gave concrete information and
expressed deep thoughts in an elegant form.
What has come down to us of the murals which this inscription
is about? The surviving part of these murals covers a greater area in
comparison to the first and the third layers. Nevertheless, it is in an
extremely bad condition of preservation. Similarly to the first layer,
the scenes and the images were placed in bands. The cylindrical space
beneath the dome accommodated the band of the prophets. They
are sixteen, painted in pairs on the walls between the windows. Their
figures are large – 3 to 3.20 m tall. Almost all of them are depicted
frontally. Some of them are slightly turning their heads towards their
neighbour. The prophets are holding unfolded scrolls with texts. Large
halos crown their heads. Their chitons and himations cascade in folds
and also barely accentuate the forms of the bodies beneath. One of
the prophets is dressed as a warrior and John the Baptist is wearing
the traditional animal skin of an anchorite. The shades of these figures are relatively dark. Very few of the faces have survived in a good
state of preservation to allow analysis of the way they were made.
Their outlines reveal them as elongated and austere, with long noses,
intersecting at their upper ends the line of the eyebrows. Both the
asceticism of these faces and the emphasized incorporeality of the figures correspond to the character of 12th century Byzantine painting.
The monumental quality of the figures, the austere proportions, and
the gesture with which they are unfolding or pointing to the scrolls all
reveal the deftness of an experienced artist’s hand.
Below the prophets, in a white band outlined on both sides with
red and stretching along the cylinder of the walls, the inscription
about this layer’s mural painting is written in beautiful letters. The
choice of this statuture was made especially for the worshippers to be
able to read the text.
The artist’s excellence is even more evident in the group of five
saints on the west wall. These are the best preserved figures. Judging
by their clothes, these are monk-saints. They are in full stature and
entirely facing the observer. The first three are holding unrolled scrolls
in their left hands, also facing the observer; the fourth one is holding
a similar scroll with both hands and the fifth one is holding a book in
front of his chest. He is the only one who is young, bareheaded and
beardless. The others have long white beards. The face of only one of
the four old men has been preserved – a thin ascetic face, encircled
in a dark monk’s hood.
The position of the monk-saints’ group above the rotunda’s en-

trance, aligned in one axis with the altar, underscores the importance
of the monk’s feat, of the institution of the monk itself, which was
already widespread in that era. The extolment of ascetic denial of life
and the style of this second layer of murals clash with the vivacity
of the first layer, powerfully expressed in the figures of the unearthly
floating angels. The earthly figures of the second layer are incorporeal
and desiccated. They do not exude joy – they are austere keepers of
the Christian dogma.
The evangelists are depicted on both sides of the monk-saints.
Parts of Gospel scenes have survived in the bays and around them.
The scene “Assumption of Mary” is partially preserved above the
south entrance and on both sides of the east bay there is the “Annunciation”. Before the 1960s, when the conservation of the murals
began, the second layer was considered to be the latest one and dated
in the 15th century. However, the examinations during conservation
made it possible to determine that this layer dated from the 12th century. These murals are the most precious legacy that has come down
to us from the hard and tumultuous years of Byzantine rule.
When this layer was being laid, the first layer of mural paintings was mercilessly broken with a sharp iron object. Sometimes this
chopping would be done so that the new layer of plaster could cling
better. However, it is interesting to note that the chopping was applied
only in this case. The second layer of murals was not chopped when
the third layer was being painted, nor was the third layer chopped
when the plaster for the decoration of the mosque was being placed.
One can assume that for the spirit of the time and the convictions of
Triaditsa’s bishop, the paintings of the first layer with their brightness,
joyfulness and liveliness were not acceptable. This might be the main
reason for painting the second layer – not the “fading hues”, as the
inscription claims. Perhaps the bishop of Triaditsa wished to instill
more humility in his Bulgarian congregation through the effect of the
new murals.
Still, as it seems, he failed. It was during the period of Byzantine
rule that Bogomilism spread widely. This teaching, which originated
in Bulgaria in the 10th century, was founded on the dualistic idea of
the world in which the good power (God) and the evil (the Devil) are
struggling. The teaching of Bogomilism has a deeply social character.
It is profoundly imbued with resentment against feudal suppression.
Bogomilism found wide response outside Bulgaria. Its ideas were disseminated from the Atlantic to Asia Minor. Under various names,
heretical teachings with ideas of Bogomilism threatened the official
church and were subject to merciless persecution.
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In Bulgaria at the time of Byzantine rule, Bogomilism took on
a pronounced anti-Byzantine character. In Sredets the Bogomils had
a community with their own leader “elder of Sredets” (dedets of Sredets). They rose to an insurrection led by Leka, a follower of Paulicianism – another heresy founded on dualism.
In Sredets, which arduously resisted the Byzantine army for a long
time, the will for liberation never subsided. The population of the city
and its vicinity joined the great uprising which broke out in the west
Bulgarian lands under the leadership of Petar Delyan, the grandson of
Tsar Samuil. Sredets was the prime target for the Byzantine emperor
who set out to face the rebels, leading a large army. An interesting
episode illustrating the courage and decisiveness of the Bulgarians is
recounted by the Byzantine author Kekaumenos. The account is about
the defenders of the Boyana fortress, 8 kilometers south to the city
of Sredets. “There – Kekaumenos wrote – were the famous warlike
Bulgarian men and their leader was the so-called Botko. Counting on
their own bravery, they stepped out to battle outside the fortress, as if
they were ashamed to stay inside. When they engaged, in the heat of
the battle, those famous Bulgarians were defeated.”
Petar Delyan’s army managed to liberate substantial territories.
Nevertheless, he was treacherously blinded and then taken captive by
the Byzantines and his army was crushed. The memory of this uprising would live for a long time in the minds of the people and was
reflected in apocryphal literature.
A century and a half after the uprising of Petar Delyan, Sredets
remained under Byzantine rule, having to bear the burden of all kinds
of inconveniences. That city, through which many armies had passed,
which had suffered onslaughts and plundering, was still fighting for
the life of its ancient roots.
The liberation of Sredets came several years after the restoration of Bulgaria’s independence. The struggle was begun in 1185 by
two Bulgarian boyars, the brothers Assen and Petar. The insurrection
was announced in the Saint Demetrius Church in Turnovo – the town
that would become the capital of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom.
The struggle against the Byzantines for the liberation of the Bulgarian
lands continued for long. However, in 1194 Byzantium was forced to
recognize the independence of Bulgaria. Sredets and the District of
Sredets were liberated by a Bulgarian army that was led by Assen who
had already taken on the leadership of the state and was recognized
as Bulgarian tsar.
The era of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom was rich in events. In
separate periods Bulgaria bordered on three seas – the Adriatic, the

Aegean and the Pontic, reaching the River Dniester to the northeast.
Even though Bulgaria’s relations with its neighbours were complicated, the Second Bulgarian state played an important role in this region
during the whole period of its sovereign existence.
The political recuperation of the country brought about a significant economic upsurge which extended Bulgaria’s trade connections
with neighbouring and distant countries. Various trades and manufactures flourished, the roads, marketplaces and towns were on the
rise as centres of economy, education and culture. This period left
remarkable monuments of architecture, art and literary work. Sredets
was a significant factor in the overall upsurge.
Over the first decades after the liberation the city had to recover
from the aftermath of the dire events of which it had been the scene
for over a century and a half. Archeological research has shown that
not only on the city wall but also in the interior of the city destruction
was extensive. The restorative construction work was carried out as
early as the late 12th and the early 13th centuries. Everywhere within
the wall a significant elevation of the city level due to the accumulation of debris was observed in the archeological stratigraphy. As if the
entire city had to shed its old rugged garment with an effort to rise
above its past and begin an intensive confident life once again.
The elevation of the city level can be observed most ostensibly
alongside the city wall, especially on its outer side. The wall had suffered fierce destructive blows as early as the beginning of the 11th
century. Its outer face masonry was chipped in a circumferential belt
at a height of 1.5 to 2 m above the plinth. Here and there on the wall
there were deep caverns left by the blows of the siege engines and on
individual spots – toppled sections and breakthroughs in the wall, for
instance in the north tower of the east gate. The ruins were leveled,
the caverns were filled in. At a height of 1.5 m above the old plinth
a new one was built – this time with small stone blocks. The outer
face walls were patched with materials from the debris. To level the
construction, thick crossbeam joists were used.
Another significant change was the transformation of the round
towers into quadrilateral ones, similar to the towers of many Bulgarian fortresses from the time of the Second Bulgarian State, also in
the new capital of Turnovgrad. The city gates underwent major reconstruction. The descending gates (cataractas) whose complex mechanisms had probably been destroyed were replaced with double-winged
gates hinged on pivot shafts rotating in stone sockets.
On the inner face of the fall the repairs were less numerous.
However, meticulously patched sections can be identified here as well.
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At the west wall the reconstruction of one of the staircases was also
examined. In the 13th–14th centuries its lowest step was situated 1.3
m higher than the one of the staircase from the 4th century.
All this profoundly changed the appearance of the fortress of Sofia. Most probably it already bore the traces of a long history, of the
city’s tumultuous past. The Bulgarian military command took special
care of the restoration and improvement of the wall’s defense potential, which shows that now the important strategic location of the city
wall of Sofia was evaluated also in the light of historical experience.
The events during the Ottoman incursion would fully justify these efforts, proving the increased reliability of the wall, which would resist
the much stronger attacker for a long time.
The investigation of the fortified city area shows that it was
closely built up and at the time of the Second Bulgarian State. This
was only natural, having in mind that in the conditions of peaceful existence the importance of Sredets rose as a centre of production, trade
and culture, which brought about the increase of its population. Since
the size of the area enclosed by the wall remained unaltered, new
construction would be carried out at each available spot, primarily on
the roadways. The general east-west and north-south orientation were
kept but at many places the streets would turn into narrow passageways between buildings. On the other hand, according to certain data,
the solid constructions had two storeys. An interesting example of a
house from that period was discovered and preserved to the east of
the Saint George Rotunda. Its subterranean walls were lavishly decorated. Small columns and profiled tiles from old constructions were
built in them, bays were fashioned; pieces of brick were placed in the
form of fishbone or checkerboard. Evidently, the decorative style in
construction, which was characteristic of the age, was implemented in
Sredets as well.
Small unoccupied spaces were left only around newly constructed
churches, which were also small in size and too close to each other
in the central part of the city. Thus, only several meters separated
the Old Saint Petka Church, surviving until the present day, and the
Saint Nicholas of Myra Church situated to the southeast of it. A little further away, in northwest direction, probably in the second half
of the 14th century, the Saint Petka Samardzhiyska Church was built,
and to the west ¬– the Saint Spas Church (“The Saviour”). During
excavation works in Marie Louise Blvd., opposite the Central Universal Store, the remains of two medieval churches were discovered, at a
distance of 10 meters from one another. A little to the north of them,
there is a church, specially built and devoted to Saint John of Rila’s

relics. In the present-day Saint Nedelya Square there were two more
medieval churches.
However, the largest and especially revered churches were the
ones of Saint George and of Saint Sophia. In the age of the Second
Bulgarian State next to the Saint Sophia Church there was a literary
school. The Gospel of Sredets has been preserved, in which there is
an explicit statement that it was written here, in the Ecclesiastical
province (metropolis) of Sredets in 1328–29. The most distinguished
citizens of Sredets were buried in the narthex of the church. The gold
ring-seals of the boyars Vladimir and Hodor were found there.
The name of a high-ranking representative of Bulgarian aristocracy is connected with Serdica – Sebastokrator Kaloyan. The title of
sebastokrator was usually borne by close relatives of the tsar. Indeed,
Kaloyan was a cousin of Tsar Constantine Assen (1257–1277). The
fact that Kaloyan was appointed governor of the District of Serdica
suggests that it was considered one of the most important territories of
the state. There are two mentions of Sebastokrator Kaloyan’s name in
Serdica: an inscription and the toponymy of the city. The inscription
is in the famous Boyana Church, next to the portraits of Kaloyan and
his wife Dessislava – ktitors (donors) of the church. The date, according to modern chronology, is 1259.
The portrait, next to which this inscription can be seen, represents Sebastokrator Kaloyan holding out to Saint Nicola on the
neighbouring wall a model of the church, which was built and painted
with murals by his will. Dessislava, with a gesture of her left hand,
joins the act of donation. On the opposite wall, in full height, similar
to the ktitors, the portraits of Tsar Constantine Assen and his wife
Queen (Tsaritsa) Eirene are painted. By commissioning the tsar and
his wife’s portrait and with the inscription, Kaloyan acknowledged
his kingship following the dynastic unrest for the Bulgarian throne.
Kaloyan himself, on the grounds of his descent, could have claimed
the throne himself.
Kaloyan’s name was preserved in the name of this district of Sredets, where his residence was situated. It continued to be used during
the five centuries of Ottoman rule, when almost all districts (mahalli
in Turkish) bore Turkish names. After Bulgaria’s liberation form Ottoman rule the municipality of Serdica paid tribute to this tradition by
naming the street there “Tsar Kaloyan” – it had not been clarified that
the district bore the name of the governor of Sredets – Sebastokrator
Kaloyan, not of Tsar Kaloyan, who had no connection with this city.
It was in the section between Tsar Kaloyan Street and its parallel
street to the east (Léandre le Gay Street) that during archaeologi-
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cal excavations the remains of a late-Antiquity urban residence were
found, which, it may be assumed with great certainty, was intended
for Emperor Constantine the Great. Research has offered evidence
that it was used over many centuries, up until the 10th century. With
new reconstruction works, this palatium from Late Antiquity was inhabited in the age of the Second Bulgarian State. A small church
was built next to it, dedicated to Saint Nicholas of Myra, the same
saint to whom Kaloyan is handing the model of the Boyana Church,
commissioned by himself. Only a few vestiges of the medieval church
have survived until the present day beneath the new church built at
its site.
Sebastokrator Kaloyan is considered to have been a very popular person among the population of Sredets and its country since the
memory of him has survived for so long in the toponymy of Sofia.
Probably the important reason for the gratitude in people’s memory
to Kaloyan were his deeds as governor of Sredets. The image on the
church wall exudes sophisticated nobility and kindness. To a great extent the world owes to Sebastokrator Kaloyan the creation of a masterpiece of medieval art. In that age the existence of monumental art
was not possible without the support of people of power and wealth.
Boyana and its countryside have been connected with Sofia since
Antiquity. Cold delectable water was caught from Vitosha for Serdica.
In the early Byzantine age here was a fortified post. In the first half
of the 11th century its warlord (voyvoda) Botko became famous for
his participation in the insurrection of Petar Delyan.
As early as the 10th or the beginning of the 11th century a small
cruciform domed church was built in Boyana. On the outside its size
is almost cubical with a small apse protruding eastward. The south
and north walls are decorated with blind arched bays. A high tambour
supporting the dome rises above the roof. The internal space is in the
form of an equal-arm cross. The cylinder below the dome is supported
on pendentives at the corners of the walls. Notwithstanding the small
size of the church (its outer dimensions are 5.80 by 5.60 meters), the
excellently designed proportions and the high-set dome create on the
inside the impression of a space aspiring towards the firmament. The
first, or east, church was covered with frescoes of which only fragments are preserved, mainly in the apse of the church priests’. The
colours are light and transparent.
The second one – Kaloyan’s church – is attached to the first
one to the west. It is two-storeyed. The first storey is a rectangular
vaulted space with a bay in the north and south walls (arcosolia). It
is believed that they were intended as tombs of the ktitors. The up-

per storey almost entirely repeats the style of the
first church. It was the domestic chapel of Kaloyan
and Dessislava. An exit on its south side probably
connected it through a wooden bridge with the boyars’ home whose remains were found south of the
church. The second church was skillfully connected
with the first one. Its different heights beautifully
alternate from east to west. A cornice of denticles
encompasses both churches beneath the eaves. The
blind niches throw delicate shadows on all facades.
Their contours were rimmed with glazed ceramic
elements with round and four leaf forms inlaid in
the walls – the ceramic decoration, characteristic of
the 13th century.
In the 19th century once again to the north
side of the church, another structure was added. It
is now used as a neutralizing space between the outer atmospheric conditions and the air-conditioned
ancient church.
After the construction of Kaloyan’s church, the
walls of both the newly-built church and the old one
were fully decorated with wall paintings. Only fragments have survived from the murals on the second
floor – the dome had collapsed there, which could
have caused their damage. However, the murals of
the lower floor have been preserved almost in their
entirety. The sections, whose adornment with murals
would be commissioned as donations in subsequent
periods, are very few – this is true for the north
arcosolia.
The Boyana church treasures the most fully
preserved ensemble of mural paintings from the 13th
century – an outstanding representative of the art
of that age for the whole Eastern Orthodox world.
A masterpiece of medieval art, it has long enjoyed
this recognition. In 1979 the Boyana Church was
included in the List of the World’s Cultural and
Natural Heritage.
A lot of scientific research has been devoted to
the Boyana Church, including several monographs.
The importance of one of them has not diminished
– the work of Andrey Grabar, published in Sofia

The ktitors (donors) Sebastokrator Kaloyan and
his wife Dessislava
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Tzar Constantine Assen and Queen Irina

in 1924, simultaneously in Bulgarian and French and reprinted once
again in 1978 in Sofia. The painstaking conservation work that has
been carried over the last years allows a deeper insight into this work
of art. In this sense, one could say that research will continue to reveal
the art of the Boyana artist. In 1989 for instance, a late layer over the
image of Saint Nicholas was removed to uncover an unknown image
of the same saint beneath, created by the hand of the same artist.
New conservation work in the early 21st century revealed traces on
the outer wall of the Medieval (or second) church, whose interpretation is not yet unambiguous.
“The Boyana Artist” – this is the name given to the anonymous
creator or creators of the murals of Boyana from 1259. Currently,
research points to the following conclusion: the murals were most
probably executed by two artists. One of them is the great artist, who
created the most significant images and scenes. His hand painted the
portraits of the ktitors. It is to his creative boldness that we owe the
peculiar humanistic content of the murals of Boyana. The second artist, also finely skilled, was more traditional and somewhat rigid but the
images that can be attributed to his brush are comparatively few. The
authorship of the Boyana murals is Bulgarian – clear and unequivocal
proof is provided by the inscriptions in Bulgarian. The earliest im134

The Boyana church from the outside and the inside

age of the Bulgarian Saint John of Rila is also found here. There are
hypotheses that the Boyana artist belonged to the painting school of
the capital city of Turnovo. The supposition is based on the extremely
high-quality of the mural paintings and the close link of Sebastocrator
Kaloyan to the court in Turnovo. The wall paintings of Boyana testify to the excellent schooling of their creator. He was well versed in
Byzantine painting and even depicted some of the well-known iconic
images from Constantinople here, in Boyana. Still, as Grabar put it:
“These foreign models would not transform Boyana into a Byzantine
island”. Analogies in the subject-matter, iconography, style and even
technique of Boyana with the monuments of Turnovo from the 13th
century are all evidence of the existence of an idiosyncratic Bulgarian painting school. The Boyana artist applied a combined technique
– first, the painting was laid al fresco on wet plaster and was then
finished with paint of more complex content and binders as with tempera. Thus, rich and full colours are created, instilling the impression
of materiality and depth.
All over the interior wall surfaces of the Boyana Church there
are murals representing the images of Christ and His Mother, saints,
evangelical scenes, a series of eighteen scenes from Saint Nicholas’
life – a total of ninety-one different topics. The very task of cover135

‘Demolition of the idols’ scene from the miracles of St. Nicholas

136

ing the walls of two small rooms with so many individual figures and
complex compositions required significant experience. This task was
performed with genuine mastery. Populating the lower register of the
walls with upright figures of almost human stature, the artist placed
the visitor amidst people who merited sainthood on account of their
deeds. This is also the level of the ktitors and the tsars’ portraits and
of two images of Christ. The arcosolia are filled in with multifigural
compositions. The evangelical scenes are higher up the walls. The
scenes from the life of Saint Nicholas are in the zenith of the cylindrical vault of the west room and in the east church the canonical ranking of the images of evangelists and angels lead up to the vault where
the face of Christ Pantocrator dominates the whole space.
The exceptional talent of the Boyana artist is mostly manifest in
the profound, subtly nuanced psychological characteristics of the images he created. This is especially evident in the portraits of Kaloyan
and his wife Dessislava. These are the earliest portraits in Bulgarian painting. The artist knew and observed his models and depicted
them with an intensely personal attitude. Dessislava, with the graceful
oval of her face and the delicacy of her features, exudes feminine
spirituality. The intellectual and spiritual are also brought to the fore
in Kaloyan. At the same time the artist rendered the dignity of their
expensive garments of high-ranking aristocrats. But it is the faces
and their emanation which attract and rivet the eye. The glamour of
their garments, crowns, insignia and jewels is especially emphasized in
the tsar and his wife. The confident expression of Tsar Constantine
Assen matches this glamour, while coldness is felt in the haughtiness
of Queen Eirene’s face and her tight lips.
The diversity of characters and positions in the saints’ images
is amazing. From the youthful purity of Deacon Stephan to the wise
composure of the unknown warrior-saint the nobleness of Christian
heroism is revealed in the emphasized individuality of each figure. The
effect of the nuanced rendering of human character and condition
seems to be a result of the observation of the living earthly world.
Above all, the deeply human treatment of traditional character is
the novelty that the Boyana artist introduced with his art. The wall
paintings of Boyana anticipate a novel attitude to the world in which
human personality is the centre of attention. The presence of a pronounced reverence for human beauty is felt here. One of the best
pieces of evidence is Archangel Gabriel’s body and face – they are
perfect similar to a statue from Antiquity. In fact, the artist expresses
his reverence for beauty and possibly for the art of Antiquity. When
rendering the subject matter of “The Demolition of the Idols”, where
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Saint Nicholas orders the destruction of a god of Antiquity, the artist depicted an almost nude Aphrodite as a victor, with Paris’s apple.
She is in the centre of the composition, luminous and unscathed. The
excellent rendering of her characteristic pose, the weight taken off the
goddess’s right foot, the exquisite folds of the fine cloth covering her
thighs, suggest that the Boyana artist was acquainted with Antiquity
sculpture. This is not in the least surprising – these statues can still be
found in Bulgaria. The admiration and glorification of the art of Antiquity is a phenomenon that would be characteristic of Renaissance.
Some contemporary realia are incorporated in the individual scenes,
which is yet another innovation of Medieval painting – this is a sign
of the artist’s moving closer to the reality of life surrounding him.
The artist’s power in composition is especially evident in the
scene “Christ and the Scribes”, painted in the south arcosolium. Using
the arching frame, he placed Joseph and Mary on the left, worriedly
entering the temple, and to the right – the scribes, animatedly discussing the answers of the young Jesus. Between them is the bright figure
of Christ, turned tree quarters to his interlocutors, but facing Joseph
and Mary, who are calling him. Their connection with each other is
emphasized – the halos over their heads, placed ascendingly on an imaginary common arc. In contrast, the scribes represent the alien world
of different beliefs and ideas. They are purposefully depicted of a
different nationality, which is shown in their clothes and in their contrasting spiritual state – astonishment, confusion, excitement. The face
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of Christ radiating light is juxtaposed to both groups
– it is flawless in its serenity, with a child’s mildness of
the features and adult wisdom in the eyes.
There are twenty-one images of Christ in the
Boyana Church – individually or in multifigural scenes.
Each time he was depicted differently, expressing a
different condition, with the human and the divine
merged in his face in varying proportions.
The Boyana artist worked deftly with colours.
Moreover, both his colour scheme and the manner in
which he applied and combined different hues is quite
different from the well-known Byzantine manner. The
different hues were not applied in a distinct juxtaposition but are accumulated and mingled to create delicate nuances, shades, illuminations... The Boyana artist
preferred dark background. Avoiding landscape details,
he brought forth the figures in a rich and deep colour
The first page of the Boyana monument
scheme. The bright pastous hues of the faces and bare
parts of the body are delicately nuanced, so that the living flesh can be finely modeled. Considering the relatively small panels
in which the images were placed, this art resembles iconography.
The fact that the thirteen-century Boyana murals were never fully
covered
by later paintings, unlike the usual practice when the church
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was renovated, is significant. This is probably an indication that this layer of murals was especially appreciated. During liturgies at the church the so-called Beadroll (Pomenik) would be read – a book in which names
were written down so that they be mentioned in the
prayer. The beginning of the Boyana Beadroll contains
is a list of the names of all Bulgarian kings, queens and
patriarchs from the Conversion of Bulgaria to Christianity until its fall to Ottoman rule. The Beadroll was
updated in the 16th century and was used until the
mid-nineteenth century. Shortly after the Liberation of
Bulgaria from Ottoman rule Constantine Jireček wrote
that the contribution of this beadroll to the maintaining of the Old Bulgarian Kingdom’s memory was not
at all immaterial. A major role was also played by the
portraits of the tsars and sebastocrators. Perhaps it was
their presence – so alive and close to the worshippers
in the long centuries of foreign rule – that protected
The second page with the names of
the murals.
the Bulgarian orthodox kings and queens

* * *
Nearly a hundred years later, in the mid-fourteenth
century, Sredets would be called Sofia. The name undoubtedly came from the Saint Sophia Church. Its imposing silhouette towered solitarily on the elevation to the
east of the city and gradually became its symbol. For the
traveler the Saint Sophia Church was the first landmark
of the city that was visible from afar. The name sounded
melodious and familiar to the foreign ear. Many foreigners would come by this crossroads in the peaceful times
of the Second Bulgarian State. Special orders of the tsar
facilitated the trade between Bulgarian towns, Dubrovnik
and Venice. Sofia also offered something to buy – the city
was famous for the production of copper and iron goods,
skilled goldsmiths, furriers, weavers. The tradesmen of
Dubrovnik would set up their offices here and the permaSilver earring with filigree adornment
nent wheat, wool and wax markets would gather suppliers
and buyers in the city.
Other travelers were attracted to Sofia as a literary centre. For
them the Saint Sophia Church was a place of attraction. Active monasteries were emerging in the vicinity of the city. One of them – the
Dragalevtsi monastery – Saint Virgin of Vitosha (Sveta Bogoroditsa
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Vitoshka) was generously supported by Tsar John Alexander (1331–
1371) and subsequently – by John Shishman (1371–1393). It was in
John Shishman’s decree about the rights and estates of the Dragalevtsi Monastery, stamped with his own gold seal, that
the city was named Sofia for the first time in a Bulgarian
document. The decree is dated 1378. In fact, about 30
years earlier, the name of Sofia had been mentioned in
letters of Dubrovnik tradesmen.
The archaeological finds are good illustrations of life
in Sofia in the 13th and 14th centuries. Among the jewelry there are exquisite gold and silver specimens, adorned
in filigree and granulated technique. The production of
earthenware was diverse and catered for the needs of an
already complex everyday urban life. The luxurious earthenware of this age was widely present in the households
of Sofia – the so called sgraffito ceramics. The sgraffito
works of Sofia display a preference for polychromy. They
are adorned mainly with floral motifs, often very schematic. There are coloured semi-glazed pots with white
engobe. The iron mining in the Vitosha Mountain supGold earring with filigree adornment,
XII- XIV century
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plied on a regular basis the ironsmith
workshops in Sofia. There are abundant and varied iron products.
The 1360s and 1370s were the
last period of economic and cultural
prosperity for Sofia before the catastrophe. In the 14th century the Balkan states were not able to gather
enough strength and unite against the
Ottoman threat. Bulgaria was being
ripped apart by feudal wars and separatism. Its territory not only shrank
significantly but was also divided between the two sons of John Alexander: Sratsimir governed the west
territories from Vidin, while John
Shishman remained on the throne in
Tarnovo and kept the better part of
the country under his own rule. Sofia was one of the cities claimed by
both brothers. For a certain period,
it was annexed to Sratsimir’s Kingdom of Vidin (Bdin), but later on
John Shishman would restore that
part of the country to the Turnovo
Kingdom. Probably this is the reason
why in the so-called Vitosha Decree
on the rights over the Saint Virgin
Mary Monastery in the village of
Dragalevtsy in the outskirts of Sofia,
we find the following text: “in the
city of my kingdom – Sofia”.
The last layer of murals in the
Saint George Church is linked by
some researchers to the short period
during which Sofia was under the
rule of Sratsimir. They refer mostly
to the fact that the Bulgarian inscriptions accompanying these paintings were written in the so called
“Serbian edition”, characteristic of
Western pronunciation. What has remained of these murals in the dome
Ceramic vessels with engraved adornment
XII-XIV century

is the image of Christ Pantocrator, surrounded by angels and evangelists and below them – a band of twenty-two figures of prophets. A
band of inscription pertaining to these murals separates the frieze of
the angels and the frieze of the prophets. A quote of David’s psalm
is written in the band.
The figures of the prophets are two meters tall and are relatively
well preserved. The postures and movements are clearly outlined but
the details of their faces are almost entirely lost. Still, even in this state
of preservation, the wreath of men leaning from the vault powerfully
instills their exalted condition – they announce to the world the hope
for salvation. These prophets are not composed or confident in the
forthcoming arrival of the saviour of mankind. Each of these twentytwo men is tense, expressing his excitement with the movement of his
body. None of the figures is frontally depicted. The bodies are bent
with powerful excitement. The prophets are facing each other, bending and twisting their bodies; their unrolled scrolls are swinging, their
clothes are folded over their raised waving arms by the swift movement of their bodies. As if from the frieze in the dome a multi-voiced
call descends to the earthly people. The dramatic atmosphere of these
murals evoked by the intense movements of the characters has been
conventionally classified as Baroque. Perhaps it reflects the tension of
an age of a threat by foreign and religiously alien incursion?
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* * *
To no avail the Balkan peoples strove to keep the Ottoman armies away from the Balkan Peninsula by various means. In 1371 two
autonomous rulers from Macedonia – the brothers Vulkashin and Uglesha embarked on a large-scale campaign to Eastern Thrace, with the
intention of preventing Ottoman troops from entering the Balkans.
In the battle of Chernomen their army was defeated and annihilated
by the much stronger enemy. The two brothers also perished. It was
as if this defeat opened the way to the southwestern Bulgarian lands.
Vast regions were conquered and turned into vassal territories of the
Sultan.
In the following 1372 the Turkish troops conquered the fortresses
of Samokov and Ihtiman near Sofia. Fierce battles were going on
for individual fortresses in the Rhodope Mountains. The land was
scorched in the fires of the conquest. A contemporary of these events,
a monk from Mount Athos – Isay of Seres – recorded the following:
“After murdering the courageous Despot Uglesha, the Ismaelites scat-
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tered and surged across the land like birds in the sky. Some of the
Christians were massacred, others were taken into slavery, and those
who remained there, were stricken by miserable death because they
died from starvation ... the land lay barren, deprived of all fruit, the
people perished, livestock and crop perished. Then the living truly
envied the dead.”
The loop around Sofia was tightening. In 1378 Tsar John Shishman arrived in Sofia, probably to organize its defense and the defense
of the district. His visit to Sofia was recorded in a decree on the
rights over the Rila Monastery. Possibly at that time he appointed
Sebast Ognyan governor of the district. Sebast Ognyan commissioned
an inscription carved in a rock next to a small fortress in the Balkan Mountain Range with the following content: “I, Sebast Ognyan,
was governor under Tsar John Shisman and suffered much evil. The
Turks were at war at that time. I supported Tsar Shishman.” With
the scantiness of written Bulgarian sources, probably destroyed in the
fires of the conquest, this laconic inscription is an important piece of
evidence from that age. It reflects a stage in the struggle for survival,
underscoring both the efforts and the loyalty of Sebast Ognyan. Sofia
enabled Tsar Shishman to maintain connection with Serbia and the
Magyar Kingdom, from where he expected help.
The Turkish military commanders realized the significance of the
city and targeted their attacks there. Lala Shahin, who commanded a
three-month siege of the city, sent a detailed report to Sultan Murat
I about the condition of Sofia on the eve of its conquest. This report,
first published by Turkish historians, provides diverse and ample information about the city. Here is its content: “I, Serdar of the victorious
Ottoman troops, warring with infidel armies in Central Rumelia, have
on several occasions tried my luck in conquering and annexing to the
Islamic state the vast and plentiful Sofia Plain, as well as the fortress
of Sofia itself. Unfortunately, though, the fortress is strong and all
our attacks and surges are futile and even perilous. Many victims fell
among the brave warriors who sacrificed themselves as korban for Islam. I, as a Rumelian Beylerbey, personally led the courageous troops
into attack but achieved nothing: I had to retreat without having
gained anything. I was convinced that this strong and sturdy fortress
could not be conquered easily by force or courage, without employing
ingenuity or clever military tactics. Unnecessarily sacrificing human
victims, wasting means and time, is rather risky and perilous for our
conquest. Above all, having the opportunity to observe closely, may
I inform you of the situation and the dimensions of the city wall of
Sofia. Since olden times, it has been well fortified from within with
all contrivances of military art. It was the capital of the infidel feudal

lords (hakimtekfurs) and was permanently the main residence of all
infidel military officers, dignitary officials and commanders. Behind
the wall there is a large elite defense army of non-believers and its
soldiers are huge, hairy and ostensibly seasoned in warfare, yet they
are used to drinking wine and rakiya – in a couple of words – they
are joyful people. In terms of supplies, the fortress has plentiful food:
wheat, flour and livestock – cattle and other farm animals. The Sofia
Valley is quite abundant in terms of agriculture and cattle breeding,
it can sustain an enormous army over a long period. In the fortress
there are enough military supplies, provisions and ironsmiths which
can cater for everything they need for their army. There are workshops and factories where fine and thick cloth are woven from wool
and cotton, in which the troops of the non-believers and the numerous
population living in the city are dressed. Sofia, surrounded by forests
and mountains, has excessively abundant supply of cold mountain water for the people to drink, as well as for the numerous herds that this
country is so famous for. The climate is good, moderate and healthy.
Orchards of all kinds and vines are plentiful. Trade in the city is quite
well developed because roads can be seen in all directions writhing as
leeches with itinerant merchants going to and fro, and also merchant
caravans loaded with goods that have been manufactured in Sofia and
are being distributed to every direction of Rumelia and beyond. The
routes and roads are wide. The fields and the woods are abundant in
grass and trees; there are huge mountain trees for construction. The
Sofia Valley is teeming with wildlife: jackals, wolves, roe, etc. Obviously, Sofia and its valley are a veritable Garden of Eden. In addition,
within the city there are hot mineral springs catering for the needs
of the people, who are quite beautiful, tall and lean, and in good humour. The governance of Sofia as a timar is exclusively in the hands
of the great miscreant, and the income from taxes is distributed by
him, the ruler, among his favourites, who are preparing themselves for
high state offices, similar to those named beylerbeyship. Considering
all the above, I deem it pointless to stay and intend to appoint as successor of my beylerbeyship and commander of the victorious Ottoman
army the captain under my command İnce Balaban bey. I leave the
will and the order to you.”
Indeed, in Lala Shahin’s report, Sofia is depicted with all its
attractiveness of a flourishing city with hard-working, beautiful and
healthy population. This brilliance anticipated the tragic end.
The next one to pursue the objective of conquering Sofia – İnce
Balaban bey –would indeed resort to different means. He presented
them to Sultan Murad I in a report. In order to capture the leader
of Sofia’s defense – Yanuka ban – a Christian who had adopted the
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Muslim creed, was sent to him, pretending to be a refugee. He was a
falconer and deceitfully took Yanuka ban hunting outside the fortress.
They went as far as the Ihtiman forests, where a Turkish ambush
had been set up for them. Later, the captured Yanuka was brought
in chains before the walls of Sofia. This demoralized the defenders
of the city and according to Ottoman sources they abandoned the
resistance.
Archaeological work at the west fortified wall of the city revealed
the picture of the last days of Sofia’s resistance. The wall was deeply
undermined along nearly 15 meters of its very base. It had collapsed
on the outward and inward, its ruins lying in the same spot where
they had crumbled. Nowhere else at the multiple investigated segments of the wall was there evidence of such utter destruction. More
importantly, as Evliya Çelebi reported, the fortress of Sofia was destroyed after the city was captured by order of the Turkish command,
and its demolition took forty days. According to the same author, the
siege commanded by İnce Balaban bey lasted seventy days. Judging
by this information, the story of Yanuka ban was either hyperbolized
or altogether invented – on the one hand, he would not go hunting
at a time of siege, and on the other – if the conquerors relied on his
capture to demoralize the defenders of the city, the siege cannot have
lasted for so long.
The defenders of Sofia had resisted much larger siege armies,
up to their last minute. This is indicated in the archaeological context
inside the wall, in close proximity to the spot where the wall was tore
down. A lime kiln was set up there. Large chunks of marble and
limestone columns had been hauled along and left next to it. The kiln
itself was filled up with shattered pieces of similar architectural elements. Still, the kiln was never ignited. Whether the defenders of the
fortress intended to use hot caustic lime as means of defense against
the advancing attackers or whether they hoped to fill in cracks and
holes in the wall, cannot be determined with certainty.
This desperate attempt to halt the conquerors was probably sustained with the hope that support might arrive from somewhere. Indeed, the Serbian Knyaz Lazarus arrived with troops as early as the
battle at Ihtiman and Ottoman sources report that Serbs participated
in the defense of Sofia. Certainly, the citizens of Sofia expected help
from the capital city of Turnovo as well. Tsar John Shishman features
in legends and folk songs beside his brother Assen (Yassen in folklore
sources), who fought battles in the vicinity of Sofia. The toponymy of
places near Sofia, especially in the vicinity of the strategic fortress of
Urvich, reflects the impact that the events in this region left on the local population. There are names such as Tsarev Grob (King’s Tomb),

Shishmanovo Padalo (Shisman’s Bivouac), and separate places are
connected with legends of heroic deeds and treachery. Obviously,
the long resistance of Sofia left a permanent impression on people’s
memory.
Sofia was conquered by the Turks in 1382. This accelerated the
events and facilitated the conquest – the routes leading north to the
still independent territories of the Balkan Mountains began here. The
Kingdom of Turnovo fell in 1396, followed by the Kingdom of Vidin
in 1396. The independent development of the country was brought to
an end. A gloomy era began in the history of Bulgaria – the period of
five centuries of foreign rule. Sofia shared the doom of Bulgarian territories, remaining in the heart of the conquered Balkan territories.
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Büyük Camii – an archeological museum

SOFIA UNDER OTTOMAN RULE
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Nearly five centuries – 482 years – the Bulgarian people lived
under Ottoman rule. Having achieved the full maturity of medieval
culture and standing on the threshold of a new era, Bulgaria was
taken back and the development of the people was impeded for a
long time. Fierce decimation and destruction were inflicted upon the
country, followed by the burden of permanent economic exploitation,
of unrelenting pressure on national conscience, of forceful assimilation. The Ottoman Empire was a despotic theocratic monarchy, with
a strongly centralized military-feudal structure.
The endurance of the Bulgarian people was based mainly on
its historical and cultural traditions, on the achievements and social
development of the preceding age. In addition, they sustained a sharp
distinction from their enslavers – in terms of language, religion, traditions of everyday life. Significantly, there was also the circumstance
that it was the Bulgarian population, both rural and urban, which represented the major productive power. This facilitated the continuation
of traditional Bulgarian production methods and characteristics of the
produce, along with all accompanying social phenomena.
Sofia shared the destiny of the whole country without any favour
or privilege. Rather, the hard and continuous Bulgarian resistance
enraged the conqueror. The city wall was forcefully destroyed – this
was a symbolic act. The city was in a state of destruction, given to
plunder. Its citizens, similar to many others, were being taken into
slavery and sold in slave markets of faraway lands. A name of Bulgarian woman from Sofia – Kali – has come down to us – she was sold in
1382 on the Island of Crete by Venetian merchants. Even before the
city was captured, young people “as beautiful as the Sun” were being
kidnapped in the vicinity of the city (and the area around the towns
of Ihtiman and Samokov), according to Saddedin Hodja’s words.
For the second time, the wrath of the conquerors fell on the
population of Sofia in 1443 when the Hungarian commander János
Hunyadi liberated Sofia for a short period of time with his composite
Christian troops, including Bulgarians. Information is found in the
anonymous Turkish chronicle “Gazavat – and Sultan Murat” (An account of the confessional victories of Sultan Murat). After his major
victory at Naissus and its vicinity, Hunyadi’s Crusader army headed
towards Sofia. The Turkish command ordered the city and its vicinity
to be set on fire so that the army of Hunyadi would not be assisted
with supplies. It entered Sofia. Ten years earlier the Burgundian knight
Bertrandon de la Broquière wrote in the diary of his journey that: “All
people in this region are craving to get rid of their slavery if they can
find help”. It seemed that their hope was fulfilled: Hunyadi appointed
a Bulgarian bishop as governor of the city. The ancient Saint Sophia

149

Basilica was restored as a church, which had been converted to a
mosque after the 1382conquest.
However, after the failure of János Hunyadi’s campaign, the
repressions would become outrageous. In the same church the bishop
was beheaded and the priests and citizens who were inside were either
killed or blinded. What followed was once again enslavement, seizure
of property, cruel plundering of the houses across the lands around
Sofia. Thus, the population of Serdica had to suffer the slaughter of
the conquest for a second time.

* * *
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In the administrative set up of the conquered territories Sofia
was chosen as the centre of the vast territory in the Rumelian Beylerbeyship, which covered the greater part of the conquered Balkan
territories A pasha was appointed berlerbey and from the 16th century
this office was taken by a visier – the highest office in the Turkish
empire after the sultan.
The city’s life and appearance quickly began to change when the
berlerbey was stationed in Sofia with his vast administration, numerous troops and other Turkish settlers. The destruction of the wall to
a great extent contributed to the loss of the straight street network.
The city plan was particularly affected by the construction of many
mosques whose mandatory orientation in relation to Mecca (southeast-northwest) did not coincide with the directions of the streets
inherited from Antiquity, which ran to the east-west and north-south.
In fact, no new street network was introduced. Dead-end or crooked
streets formed around the newly erected buildings and the few surviving old structures. This metamorphosis was survived only by the
eternal north-south direction of the route passing across the city – the
Antique street cardo principalis.
The first act to establish the dominance of Islam in Sofia was
the conversion of the Saint Sophia Church into a mosque. Later, in
the 16th century, it became known with the name Siyavuş Paşa Camii
(Siyavuş Paşa Mosque). However, in the 15th century, the largest
mosque in Sofia was built, which is still standing – Büyük Camii – The
Large, or Great Mosque. This is an imposing square-plan structure.
Its space is separated by four massive pillars which, aiding the walls,
support the nine domes. The selection of the site of this most ancient
mosque of Sofia was not arbitrary – the residence (konak) of the bey
was in the neighbourhood (after the Liberation from Ottoman rule it
was transformed into the palace of the tsar). Shortly after, in 1503,

Banyabaşı Camii XV century

the mosque of the bey – Çelebi Mosque (The Master Mosque) – was
built next to his residence.
In the 16th century numerous small and large mosques were
constructed in Sofia. Their minarets towered above all other buildings,
lending a typical Oriental look to the city. The so-called Banyabaşı
Camii (The Mosque by the Central Baths) that was built in 1575 has
been used as a cult building until the present day. Its large-diameter
dome is encompassed on the outside by a tracery of semiarches. It
was the work of the renowned Turkish architect Hadji Mimar Sinan.
The Koca Derviş Mehmet Paşa Mosque, also known as “The Black
Mosque”, has also been preserved without substantial change in its
original plan or size. It was built in 1528. There was a religious school
(medresseh) attached to it and also a tavern. In 1901 the long deserted
mosque, which had been used as a prison since before the Liberation,
was converted into a church and consecrated to The Seven Saints or
Sedmochislenitsi (St. Constantine-Cyril and his brother St. Methodius
and their five students: St. Clement of Ohrid, St. Naum of Ohrid, St.
Gorazd, St. Angelarius and St. Sava (or Laurentius)).
The names of nearly a dozen mosques are also known. Still,
travelers reported that in the 16th-17th centuries there were around
150 mosques in Sofia. Their construction was commissioned by Turk-
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ish dignitaries and military commanders with money from the conquered territories, and with the labour of the subdued population. The
building of such a large number of mosques and also of the other
numerous Turkish public buildings was undoubtedly a heavy burden
on the local people.
Nevertheless, the citizens of Sofia did not desert their city to
look for peace in faraway places. As early as 1433 Bertrandon de la
Broquiere registred in his diary that the greater part of the population
of Sofia was Bulgarian.
Over time, several families from Dubrovnik would settle in the
city. In the late 15th century Benedetto di Resti and the Pallunci
Brothers set up permanent trade establishments here. Thus, the traditional contacts between Bulgarian territories and Dubrovnik were
restored. Sofia was the most significant centre of Dubrovnik’s trade
activity, mostly reselling. People from Dubrovnik would buy and export mainly hides, wool and wax – their presence in Sofia was not
only economically significant for the city’s life – the Bulgarian population was suppressed and bereft of its freedom and saw in the colonists
from Dubrovnik, who were Slavs and Christians, a free society enjoying many privileges granted by the Turkish authorities.
Italian merchants from Florence and Venice renewed their contacts with the marketplaces in Sofia. Their activity in the city is attested in many archive documents. They also bought raw materials,
mostly wax and wool. However, soon there arose the demand and
value for finely processed hides, coloured in yellow and red, called
cordovans – soft and with a nice aroma. The name bulgarins became
synonymous with high quality. Leather goods and fabrics such as woolen broadcloth (çoha) were also traded. It was not by accident that
the largest tavern in Sofia, situated to the south of the modern-day
Central Mineral Baths, was called the Çoha Tavern, where foreign
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merchants stayed. Its massive remains were partly uncovered during
the construction of the administrative building south to the Central
Mineral Baths. The tavern covered a large area. It had a courtyard
and the vaulted semisubterranean stores hoarded expensive goods.
The Italian merchants delivered expensive fabrics to Sofia for the
wealthy Turkish population – velvet, damask, silk, fine Dutch linen
and other luxury goods. Archaeological finds add to the information
of the archives in a very intriguing way: a significant number of Venetian vessels were found in Sofia, including caps of Venetian medicines
with the brand logo. A lead cap of a flask with bossed male heads and
an inscription “At the Two Moor Brothers” contained a widely-used
unguent of that time – teriaca fina. The name of this medicine is also
engraved on the cap in raised characters. The producers themselves
did not hesitate to present themselves as Moors – with curly hair and
earrings. Expensive Italian majolica pottery was delivered to Sofia –
the jugs found are from the end of the 15th century. They were made
in Faenza – the town after which faience pottery was named. This
fine manufacture, characterized by blue and orange-yellow colours
of the painted decoration, mostly birds in medallions, was under the
auspices of the Florentine princes. Renaissance Italy reached Sofia
through these objects.
Archaeological finds have shown that the houses of the merchants from Dubrovnik and Italy were also in the west part of the
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city, next to the former west gate and even
on the ruins of the west wall. The Catholic
church they built was also located in that part
of the city.
A large number of Armenian and Jewish families settled in Sofia as well. They had
their own communes. The Armenians were
mainly craftsmen, mostly goldsmiths and furriers. They had their own church in the centre
of the city. There are also inscriptions in the
churches of Boyana and Dragalevtsi, where
Armenian pilgrims left their names.
The Jews were most often occupied with
commerce and money-lending. The majority of
them occupied the east-west part of the city.
Surviving documents such as trade balances,
inheritance inventories, etc., have shown that
some of the Jewish families traded very activeCeramic element for adornment of fireplaces and
building walls
ly with western countries such as The Netherlands, Belgium, France, and others.
The major industries and trades in Sofia were in the hands of
the Bulgarian population. Ottoman judicial documents from the 17th
century, list more than sixty different trades and commercial activities
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in Sofia. Ironsmiths, blacksmiths, coppersmiths goldsmiths, furriers,
shoemakers and tailors, cart-wrights, potters and representatives of
trades in food production had a special significance for the economy
of the city. Only a few specific trades were entirely in the hands of
the Turks, like the manufacture of clay pipes.
The artisans who practiced these trades organized associations
known as guilds (esnaf). The role of these
unions was to examine the skills of the craftsmen, to define the appearance and quality of
the goods, to monitor the prices, to ensure
mutual assistance. In the early centuries the
guild associations to a certain extent halted
production – they would not allow free competition. A document from 1611 announces a
decision of the shoemakers’ guild to punish a
tradesman who had deigned to make shoes
without conforming to the stipulated standard.
The guildsmen, who were exclusively Bulgarian artisans, had a significant social role. They
raised money for the maintenance of churches
Glass vessels from Bohemia

and monasteries. One of the churches in the centre of Sofia now
bears the name of Saint Petka Samardzhiyska because it was under
the auspices of the packsaddle (samar) makers’ guild. However, the
Turks were trying to impose control on the guilds’ activities by occupying the leading offices of these unions.
According to the tradition of that age, in towns and cities, the
workshops and shops of the tradesmen in one and the same trade had
to be situated next to each other. Often the streets and marketplaces
would bear their names – there was a Goldsmith, Butcher, Coppersmith streets or bazaars (çarşı). Small marketplace squares were
specialized in various types of trade – or example, there were Cattle,
Wheat, Salt marketplaces.
This economic bustle was natural for the period of efflorescence
for the Turkish Empire, when it stretched across enormous territories,
Sofia being among its major centres in its European possessions.
Here selling and buying were done with Venetian, Spanish, Austrian,
Belgian, Polish and French coins. Certainly, the major means of exchange was Turkish money. Even a mint (darphane) was set up in
Sofia, where silver coins were struck. Multiple coin treasures, mainly
from the immediate vicinity of Sofia, have shown that in the 17th and
the early 18th centuries there were considerable amounts of money
in the hands of certain people. Some of these treasures contain 500
to 800 silver coins of high nominal value. An especially interesting
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one was found in the modern district of Benkovski, comprised of 597
coins from West Europe, 540 of them being French silver coins – various emissions from the time of the kings Louis XIII and Louis XIV.
This find is the only one of its kind in Bulgaria. These hidden and
unsought hoards are also a sign of the uncertainty of their owners.
Certainly, it was foreign merchants and the wealthy Turks who
had at their disposal large sums of money, with which they were able
to operate. The Bulgarian population lived under the burden of a
complex and cumbersome fiscal system which devoured a large portion of what they earned with hard work. This population’s savings
were quite meager – the small domestic clay coin banks that were
found during excavations in the centre of the city are evidence of
this. Only small change could pass through their slits. Even though
efficient and working almost incessantly, the Bulgarians lived in a very
modest way, owing to abuse and religious and ethnic discrimination.
Almost all travelers who passed through Sofia in the 15th, 16th and
17th centuries would note the modest and even poor homes of the
Bulgarian population.
Small and unimposing were the church buildings as well – the
only place where the Bulgarian Christians were able to congregate
and feel as a community. The responsibility for their maintenance, for
their adornment with murals, for supplying them with icons, liturgical
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St. Petka Samardzhiyska Church

accoutrements and church books was entirely taken on by the Christian Orthodox citizens of Sofia. For each renovation of the building
permission had to be requested from the Turkish authorities. Restrictions were imposed on the size of the churches, no external decoration
was allowed. Therefore, the effort was concentrated on the interior
of the temples. Murals and icons, artfully crafted crosses, icon-lamps,
gold and silver icon- and book covers filled the small space within the
church buildings. The Church and the monasteries took up the care
of sustaining the unity and supporting the spirit of Bulgarian society,
to boost their confidence.
Some of the oldest church murals in Bulgaria that were created
after the fall under Ottoman rule are preserved in the centre of Sofia
in the Saint Petka Samardzhiyska Church. The church itself was probably built in the last years before the fall of Sofia and was covered
with murals soon after, in the 15th century. These wall paintings were
repaired in several places. The earliest more significant repairs date
from the 17th century. The church was under the permanent auspices
of Bulgarian craftsmen – the packsaddle makers. They also obtained
from the Turkish authorities permission to build a small narthex and
an additional room that would be subsequently destroyed. A marginal
note on the pages of a liturgical book informs us that the last major
repair of the roof was done in 1802. Unfortunately, in 1922 the entire
interior of the church was redecorated with oil-paint. This extensively
damaged the old murals which had survived until
that time.
With the new urban planning after the National
Liberation the church turned out to be at the spot
where the erection of a Jewish bank was planned
and was subsequently integrated in its structure. This
bank and a large part of the city centre were damaged by the 1944air raids. The reconstruction of the
center of Sofia in the 1950s created an extraordinary
situation – a small medieval church turned out to
be in the middle of the extended square and the
newly created broad walkway (the largo). In order to
preserve the church, the central space of the square
at its contemporary level was redesigned so that an
open space was created around the church at the old
lower city level. In this way, in the heart of Sofia, yet
another vestige of its history has been kept alive.
Several years of conservation work on the Saint
Petka Samardzhiyska church allowed the recovery
of all its earliest surviving murals. It has been deter-
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mined that the walls of the vaulted naos, the bays and the apse were
entirely covered with murals. The images are placed in horizontal
bands on the long walls. Individual scenes and representations are
painted within red-and-white-framed panels. The representations of
the saints are painted on the curvature of the arches in medallions.
The arrangement of the different subject-matter scenes is traditional,
with some rearrangement of certain evangelical scenes. The image of
the Madonna depicted in the apse, has survived in relatively small
fragments. The zenith of the vault was covered with images of Christ.
The surviving image of Christ Emmanuel reveals a subtle shading of
the face and a deeply emotional rendering of his contemplating gaze.
The prophets surrounding the images of Christ have a pronounced
individuality, with a vividness of the colour scheme. The evangelical
Twelve Great Feasts (Dodecaorton) and The Passions of Christ cycles
are depicted on the walls in two bands, revealing the compositional
mastery of the artist. He has rendered the events distinctly and unambiguously. Remarkable achievements can be discerned in the scenes of
“The Raising of Lazarus”, “Entry into Jerusalem”, “The Banishment
of the Merchants from the Temple”, “Judas’ Betrayal”, “The Trial of
Christ”, “Peter’s Rejection of Christ” and “Lamentation of Christ”.
The 15th-century murals in the Saint Petka Samardzhiyska Church
closely resemble the so-called iconographic style. No monumental effect was sought here; the intention was to create an easily decipherable and emotionally compelling account. The artist struggled to fit
in this small space the subject-matter in a complete and expressive
manner. The individual scenes are imbued with intensity and emotion
– the artist seems to have sought the most powerful and expressive
techniques to be understandable and objective for the common worshippers rather than aiming at an abstract or remote effect.
The murals in the Saint Petka Samardzhiyska Church, or rather
the fact that the Bulgarians in Sofia were able to commission and
execute the adornment of the church, was the first token of resorting
to Bulgarian culture as a means of safeguarding Bulgarian national
self-awareness. Here, in the city hosting high Ottoman administrative
authority and a large military garrison, this was not easily achievable.
As can be determined on the basis of surviving data, the example of
Sofia’s tradesmen would be followed by many other initiatives. The
citizens of Sofia turned their attention to the monasteries around
Sofia, all of which had been plundered and devastated during the
Ottoman Conquest. In the course of a couple of centuries dozens of
monasteries would come back to life. They would become the pillars
of Bulgarian national and religious, and some of them – also literary
and educational centres.

Among the most significant and closely connected with the life
of the people in Sofia was the Dragalevtsi monastery – The Madonna
of Vitosha. Once full of generous gifts from the Bulgarian Tsars John
Alexander and John Shishman and subject directly to the Bulgarian
Patriarch, the Dragalevtsi Monastery was revived in the second half
of the 15th century. According to written sources, already in 1469
there lived a monastic brotherhood and a hegumen (head of monastery). In 1476, with the money of a family from Sofia, the newly built
monastery church was adorned with murals. The seven-line inscription
describing this event was placed above the entrance of the narthex
and the portraits of the benefactors were painted in the north-west
corner. These are Radoslav the Moor, his wife Vida and their sons
Nicholas Grammaticus and Stahia. The name of each of the benefactors is written next to their full-figure portraits. There is a supplication
inscribed above each of the names. No further evidence exists of the
father, Radoslav the Moor, in other sources. Still, without doubt, he
was the head of a renowned family from Sofia. The men are clad in
dark austere clothes with turned up collars and white shirts underneath wide sleeves. Over his dark blue clothes, Radoslav the Moor
is wearing a red fur-clad kaftan with loosely hanging sleeves and red
boots – a sign of nobility and high rank. The mother, Vida, is dressed
in an intricately arranged white headcloth with ends hanging on both
sides. The title of Grammaticus was added to the name of one of the
sons. This suggests that the benefactors were not only wealthy but
also educated people. For them the act of redecorating the monastery,
which would become one of the most active literary centres, was close
to their interests and beliefs.
The family portrait of the ktitors has been severely damaged in
the course of time. Nevertheless, it still reveals in a realistic and objective manner, without looking for artistic effect in the common frontal
alignment of the figures, the artist’s desire to depict these faces in
their humble supplication, expressed in their pious and patriotic act.
This act was for its time a public feat.
The larger part of the murals from 1476 has survived in the
narthex. It is interesting to note that in terms of some of their features, these mural paintings are related to two churches in Sofia –
Saint George, particularly to its most recent murals from the 14th
century, and to Saint Petka Samardzhiyska whose murals from the
15th century are chronologically closest to those in the church of the
Dragalevtsi Monastery. Thus, the image of Christ Pantocrator in the
vault of the Dragalevtsi church is iconographically very similar to the
one in the dome of the Saint George Church. Both in the Dragalevtsi
Church and in the Saint George Church, David’s Psalm 101 is inscribed
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around Christ. A significant fact is known – in the 16th century there
was a painting teacher in the Saint George Church. This must have
been before it was transformed into a mosque, which is very close in
time to the murals of Dragalevtsi. Not surprisingly, it was here, amidst
the preserved precious heritage, that the people who would continue
the great traditions of the Bulgarian church painting were educated.
Still, the small dimensions of the Dragalevtsi Church confronted the
artists with different challenges, similar to the ones which the artist of
the Saint Petka Samardzhiyska Church had to tackle. In Dragalevtsi,
in the zenith of the dome, there are the images of Christ but also
of His Mother, to whom the Dragalevtsi Church was consecrated,
flanked on both sides by the bust images of the prophets.
However, the unknown artist of the Dragalevtsi Church was not
an imitator. The scene of the Last Judgment, which is traditionally
depicted on the west wall of the narthex, was developed by him in
a lengthy picturesque story, which gradually unfolds along the walls.
Why was so much attention devoted to the Last Judgment? Probably
this was not accidental. This scene represents bestowing of justice,
something Bulgarians were deprived of. Christ is the supreme judge,
together with the apostles sitting in a row. Nature is personified: an
angel is folding the firmament, depicted as a spread cloth. Four other
angels symbolise the winds and a quietly sitting woman personifies the
earth. The Last Judgment had sent the sinners to Hell, but the eye is
riveted to the procession heading to the gates of Eden. The groups of
the chosen ones are walking one after the other – apostles, hierarchs,
monks, kings, martyrs, men and women. All are distinguished by their
clothes which reflect their stature in life. They are moving rhythmically in groups, but are still impressive in their unity, as if inextricably
bound to each other. This is a serene narrative. Despite the intensity
of the subject-matter, the mode of depiction does not instill fear. The
moral of the scene is presented as something naturally understandable. The effect is of a supreme fair judgment of human deeds, which
is inevitable for everyone.
Interestingly, here the artist also recounted a scene of life in the
monastery, which probably evolved into a fictional subject-matter: a
monk has fled from a monastery in Mount Athos, succumbing to the
devil’s temptations. This is set against a background of mountainous
scenery, dotted with churches – possibly Mount Athos. This monastic
theme was probably intended as a moral lesson.
Everything that has survived of the murals from 1476 (mostly
in the narthex and in fragments in the naos) testifies to the artist’s
awareness and adherence to the canons of iconography. This is also
evidence of his deftly applied fresco technique in combination with

tempera. Rhythm, plasticity and pleasant colour effects are achieved
in individual scenes. However, the abilities of his assistants were no
match of his own. In some places the contours are rough and the
predominance of bluish-green and grey nuances impoverishes the effect. However, these murals are a significant stage in the development
of this art. Moreover, the bold decision to revive the portraiture of
benefactors employing individualization and distinction by age and
social status was an especially significant achievement for that period
of time.
The citizens of Sofia would not relinquish the Dragalevtsi Monastery after it was adorned with the murals of 1476. Surviving evidence testifies to the continuous maintenance that would come from
the city. In 1534 the Four Gospels were copied in Sofia for the
monastery – certainly commissioned by a caring Sofia citizen. Over
the last years of the 15th century, by the will of another benefactor –a pilgrim named Kraislav– three equestrian warrior saints were
depicted on the outer west wall of the church. This is the exquisite
skilled work of a different artist. The task he set out to complete was
quite complex. The tree equestrian saints – George, Demetrius and
Mercury are depicted in intensely dynamic postures. Their horses are
racing, as if captured when leaping forward. The equestrians are also
moving – either with spear or sword, they are releasing the city from
the tyranny of a dragon or defeating the enemies of Christianity. The
subject-matter was not randomly selected, neither was the special
preference for the holy defenders of faith and the good, which can
be observed across Bulgarian lands throughout the period of Ottoman
rule. In a late icon, the foe, pierced by Saint Demetrius, is conspicuously depicted wearing a turban. The equestrian saints on the west
wall of the Dragalevtsi Church enclose the so-called “patron bay”,
where the patron saint of the temple is depicted – Saint Virgin Mary.
The warrior-saints seem to be protecting both her and the monastery
church. The artist depicted these scenes vividly, with multiple shades
and colours, with much detail in the rich garments of the saints and
in the other elements of the event – the salvation of the town of Lasia
from the tyranny of the dragon.
After Kraislav, a monastic novitiate Callistus became ktitor of
the adornment of the outer walls of the Dragalevtsi Church. Bulgarian saints and anchorites are depicted in full height. The Dragalevtsi
Church is among the few Bulgarian churches from the period with
murals on the outer wall surfaces. This also suggests that here, deep
in the folds of Vitosha, behind the protective monastery wall, a small
fortress of spirituality had been secured, where the population was
able to find strength and hope. In the 17th century the wall paint-
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ings of the naos were entirely renovated. During conservation, the
significantly different qualities of this adornment were revealed. It is
somewhat schematic and inert, devoid of the captivating vitality of the
murals from the 15th century.
From the 16th century onward the monastery would be recognised as a literary centre. Bulgarian copies of church books would
depart from here to Mount Athos. Educated monks and priests would
stop here on their way to Mount Athos. One of them, born in Temishvar, possibly of Serbian descent, made the copy of the Beadroll of
Boyana in fine handwriting and with sophisticated design of the pages.
On one of the last pages he left an autobiographical note, without
signing it with his real name. There he presents himself as poor as
Job in good deeds and as rich in sins – a character widely used in
that period by the highly educated church scribes. The copyist of the
Boyana Beadroll was not the only Serbian to reside in the Dragalevsti
Monastery. An inscription announces the death of priest Theodore of
Kuchayna – a village next to Pozharevats (Serbia).
The monastery was in permanent contact with the monasteries
of Mount Athos – a collection of psalms for the Iviron Monastery
was finished there by grammaticians from Sofia, while a beadroll of
the Monastery of Zographou mentions monetary donations by monks
from the Dragalevtsi Monastery in 1708. Many other similar facts are
known.
However, an especially interesting fact is that in the 17th century
the Dragalevtsi Monastery was visited by many Catholics. On the
walls of the monastery they left their signatures and initials in Latin,
framed in circles of heart-shaped contours, with the year of their visit.
For the period from 1655 until 1669 there are thirty monograms of
this kind. A certain Fra Antonio signed with his full name – possibly
a Catholic missionary, as well as men and women from the village of
Zheleznitsa, at the foot of the Vitohsa Mountain, signed with their full
names. Multiple graffiti were left on the walls by Armenian pilgrims
– they have also been examined and published. Yet another writing
on the wall announces that a boy named Paunko from the village of
Dobroslavtsi near Sofia was sent to study in the monastery – in accordance with the traditions of that period, here was also a school for
adolescents.
Throughout the 18th century the Dragalevtsi Monastery would
receive donations from the citizens of Sofia – silver church accoutrement, books, icons. Church books were also brought from Russia.
Educated and active hegumens would administer the monastery and
keep the traditions of this sanctuary of the Bulgarian national conscience. Since its renovation in the 15th century until the Liberation

from Ottoman Rule in 1878 the Dragalevtsi Monastery played the
most important role in the life of Sofia and the surrounding villages,
compared to the numerous monasteries in the mountain summits surrounding the Sofia Plain. The development of this role naturally came
to an end during the last decade before the liberation of Bulgaria
from Ottoman rule. At that time the hegumen of the monastery was
Father Gennadiy – a close friend and confidant of Vassil Levski – the
Apostle of the Movement for Bulgarian National Liberation. Levski
would hide in the monastery during his visits in Sofia where he clandestinely organized the revolutionary committee. Thus, the Dragalevtsi
Monastery could be viewed as an example of the long and complex
journey that the Bulgarian nation had to experience, relying on its
own traditions, religion and culture to rise to the occasion of a selfsacrificing struggle for liberation.
A little less famous with its social activity is the Kremikovtsi
Monastery, consecrated to Saint George. The small monastery church
was adorned in 1493, commissioned by yet another distinguished citizen of Sofia – Radivoy. This church and its murals are connected with
the tragedy of the family of Radivoy and his wife. The text of the
ktitors’ inscription says that the donation was made in the memory of
the two deceased children of the ktitor Radivoy – Dragana and Todor,
who are presenting the ktitors’ portrait. During excavations connected
with the conservation of the church in 1987 four children graves were
uncovered in the naos. Anthropological examination revealed that
these children were between four and twelve years of age. They might
be the ktitors’ children, two of whom had died before the church was
decorated with the murals.
From a historical point of view of both Bulgarian and Balkan art,
the murals of the monastery Kremikovtsi church are of great interest.
They have been evaluated as one of the best achievements of the age.
The most impressive of the surviving murals is the ktitors’ portrait.
In contrast with the portrait of the Dragalevtsi ktitors, depicting four
figures in a line, the artist of the Kremikovtsi Church created a multifigural composition, where the benefactors are presented beside the
metropolitan of Sofia Kalevit and the patron saint of the church –
Saint George. The frame of this composition is not rectangular – its
upper end is designed as a tripartite arch, in whose centre is the image of Christ, encircled by a halo. Radivoy and his wife are wearing
expensive dignified garments. She is in a flat wide-brimmed hat with
a fine veil, which covers her shoulders. There is a diadem across her
forehead and she is also wearing pearl pendant earrings. Standing
on the left side, Radivoy and his wife occupy one half of the pane,
turned three-quarters to the observer. Facing them, asymmetrically po-
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A family of ktitors (donors) – fresco in the Kremikovtsi monastery church
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sitioned, are Bishop Kalevit and Saint George. Radivoy is handing a
model of the church to Saint George, while Kalevit supports him, thus
blessing the donation. Saint George is gazing upwards, at Christ – the
saint is the mediator between the earthlings and God, he is communicating their prayer to Him. The deceased children of Radivoy and
his wife – Dragana and Todor – are standing before them, also clad
in solemn clothes. With their arms crossed on their chests and their
frontal stiff postures, they are set apart from the other participants in
the scene – thus the artist showed that they were no longer among
the living. This static position is ingenuously rendered in this otherwise
dynamic and detailed scene.
Many interesting achievements can be found in the Kremikovtsi
murals. One of the brilliant representations is of Saint George – bright
in the colours of his garments and armour, with a contemplative countenance on his young beautiful face. The talented skilled hand of the
master artist can be also felt in some of the extant evangelical scenes.
As a whole, the Kremikovtsi murals are a continuation of the good
traditions in wall painting, enriched by interesting novel explorations.
After the adornment of the Kremikovtsi Monastery at the very
end of the 15th century, a whole century had to pass without a single
date or ktitor’s inscription would be added to the acts of the saddle-

makers, Radoslav the Moor and Radivoy. Much later, at the end of
the 16th century, in 1593, the Kurilovo Monastery, consecrated to
Saint John of Rila, was renovated in the south slopes of the Balkan
Mountains (Stara Planina), nearly 18 kilometers to the north of Sofia. The church was constructed with the work and money of iereus
Dragne from the village of Dobroslavtsi and of hiereomonk Theodosius from the village of Kumaritsa, in the region of Sofia, and was
adorned with the money of Stoyan a baker from Sofia in 1596. This
information is found in the ktitors’ inscription. At the end of the inscription it is added that the adornment of the church was begun in
March and was completed in May – this short deadline suggests that
there must have been several artists working.
Was it by accident that an entire century did not leave a single
piece of evidence of a renovation of a monastery or a church in the
district of Sofia or in Sofia itself? What happened in that century?
The life of the Bulgarian population in Sofia and in the district
of Sofia, as well as throughout the country, was hard in the 15th century – the first century after the state lost its independence in 1396.
In addition to all hardships connected with the tumultuous events of
that century, the everyday exploitation by the Ottoman feudal system,
the Bulgarian population suffered badly from the policy particularly
directed against Bulgarian nationality itself: decimation, displacement,
abduction into slavery, and the so called blood tax (devşirme) – a
periodical recruitment of the youngest and most handsome boys from
their Bulgarian families to be forcefully converted into Islam and prepared for the Janissary (yeniçeri) corpse of the army. According to
Turkish documents this happened at various intervals – 3, 5 or 7 years
and in some periods – even on a yearly basis. The earliest legislation
on the devşirme tax was documented in 1395 and the last record of its
“collection” is from 1705. All this threatened the natural development
of the Bulgarian nation. It was diminishing both quantitatively and
qualitatively because the most viable, handsome and talented children
were torn away from their community.
In the 16th century the Ottoman Empire reached the climax of
its conquering potential. It spread on three continents. It was well into
Europe, forcefully imposing its claims on the subdued peoples. This
was a collision of different religions, cultures, and ways of life.
In the 16th century a zealous sycophant of the forceful imposition of Islam– Sultan Selim I (1512–1520) – ascended to the throne of
the Ottoman Empire There are no surviving accounts of his policy in
Sofia, unlike the remarkable account of the forceful conversion of the
Rhodopi Bulgarians to the Muslim faith in the 17th century. Nevertheless, some detailed facts summarize the situation. In the 16th century
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the old large Saint Sophia Church was once
again transformed into a mosque. It was given
the name of the Turkish military commander
Siyavuş Paşa, who would become a vizier with
Sultan Süleyman II the Magnificent (1520–
1566), a Rumelian beylerbey – the Siyavuş Paşa
Mosque. There were Turkish barracks nearby so
the mosque was mainly frequented by soldiers.
The altar apse was demolished, an entrance
was opened in the south wall of the basilica,
its internal space was also reconstructed for the
needs of the Islamic cult, and a minaret was
erected at the southwestern corner. Over the
decades and centuries to follow, this church,
which had been converted into a mosque, had
a changing fate. Its use as a mosque would
Turkish building behind the Military Club
be frequently interrupted. In the 16th century
trophy armament, captured in the wars against
Magyars and Austrians, was stored there. Rumour spread among the
Muslims that mysterious voices could be heard from inside. European
travelers from the 16th century noticed that the Turks would pray outside the entrance of the building, while inside it was empty, and that
they constantly destroyed it to use it as a source of building material
for other constructions.
The second largest church in Sofia – the
ancient Saint George Rotunda, was transformed
into a mosque, possibly in the 1530s, since the
traveler Stephen Gerlach, a professor at Tübingen University, reported that this had happened
40 years before his trip to Sofia in 1578. However, it is believed that the Saint George Church
had been turned into a mosque earlier, because
a Bulgarian marginal note from 1514 reports
that at that time Sultan Selim I visited Sofia.
This church was also subject to reconstruction
– a minaret was built, the wall paintings were
covered with plaster and the walls were adorned
with painted decoration typical of mosques. It
was called Gül Camii (The Rose Mosque), probably because it was built entirely of red brick or
because the floor plan of the internal space with
its semicircular bays resembled an open blossom, or maybe simply because of the beauty of
Water well in a Turkish home

the building. The area around the rotunda was populated with Turkish
families – the remains of their houses were found during excavations
to the east of the rotunda. The Bulgarians had been banished from
this best southeastern part of the city, which surrounds the church and
the residence of Antiquity and the Middle Ages. The last significant
act of the Bulgarian Christians in Sofia, connected with the Church
of Saint George, dates to 1469. At that time the relics of Saint John
of Rila were temporarily placed in the church when they were being transferred from Turnovo to the renovated Rila Monastery. The
pilgrimage, the donations and the procession escorting the relics of
the saint are described in the so-called Narrative of Rila by the scribe
Vadislav Grammaticus, which was probably written in the Rila Monastery. At the time of this event, the Saint George Church was the
church of Sofia’s bishop.
The conversion of the two largest churches in Sofia into mosques
had a strong impact on the Christian population. These people were
left with small churches in the centre of the city, which were also
probably rescued from destruction with considerable effort. Unfortunately, the Bulgarians were hardly able to protect all churches. For
example, in Marie Louise Boulevard (Knyaginya Maria Luisa Blvd)
in 1954 the remains of a small church were discovered, which were
probably turned into some kind of a workshop.
At the time of Sultan Süleyman II and later on under his successors, the situation of the Bulgarian population continued to deteriorate.
The forceful Islamisation, initiated by Sultan Selim I, was continued,
and would soon acquire such proportions as to drastically change the
proportion of Bulgarian Christians and Muslims, among them many
Bulgarians- turned Turk. Thus, in 1443 Bertrandon de la Broquière
points out that the dwellers of Sofia and its district are predominantly
Bulgarians and the Turks were few, while in 1534 Ramberti reported
that the greater part of the citizens of Sofia are Turks, and, finally,
Ricault, perhaps in an overstatement, declared that in 1665 the whole
city was made Turkish. In any case, Sofia was certainly not spared the
ubiquitous accelerating assimilation of the Bulgarian population.
Significantly, it was in Sofia that two instances of forceful attempt for assimilation were described in detail in the specially written
narratives of the lives of George the goldsmith and Nicholas the shoemaker. Their conduct and their martyr’s death received the highest
possible recognition – they were canonized as martyr saints for the
Christian faith by the Bulgarian Orthodox Church.
The account of George of Sofia was written by a presbyter
who served in the cathedral Church of Saint Marina, or in the Saint
George Church, according to what was written in 1539 in the Rus-

167

168

sian narrative of the life of Saint George. Using the formulas of
emphasized modesty that were typical of the age, priest Peyo defined
himself as “illiterate” and “mentally poor”. However, in the text of
the narrative, as well as in the overall reactions of the author in the
story about George the goldsmith, priest Peyo is revealed not only as
an intelligent and educated person, well-versed in letters, but also as
a powerful determined person of authority and influence.
Here are the facts: George, born in Kratovo, Macedonia, had
already become an accomplished goldsmith at the age of eighteen. At
the early age of 14, George left Kratovo under the fear of being taken
when blood tax was collected. He settled in Sofia, in priest Peyo’s
home, and became famous for his craftsmanship. George was a handsome, smart and pious youth. It was probably because of all his qualities that the Turkish clerics and officials were particularly determined
to win him over for the Muslim faith, with his own consent. This
was particularly important since a voluntary conversion to the alien
religion and a subsequent estrangement from his national belonging
would set an example for the Bulgarian community, which the conquerors needed. George would be coaxed by an Islamic priest, who
would visit him on a regular basis under the pretence that he would
commission him to carry out an expensive order. He was promised
wealth, affluent and free life, should he adopt Islam. As the conflict
developed, George championed Christianity. Accused of offending the
Islamic religion, he was summoned before the judge. Fascinated by
his handsomeness, his mind and his respectful demeanour, the judge
also tried to cajole him, offering even to adopt him. George’s refusal
sealed his fate. Mainly on the insistence of the exalted Turkish crowd,
he was imprisoned, tried, tortured and burned at the stake in front
of the Saint Sophia Church. Priest Peyo, who accepted him as his
spiritual son, invested much effort in saving him and, most of all, in
nourishing his unrelenting determination. The priest visited him in the
dungeon, escorted him to the stake and witnessed his pain and death.
Then he secretly arranged for his burial with great honours and also
for his remains to be moved to the Saint Marina Church.
George was canonized as St. George the New of Sofia, probably
too soon after his death. On the occasion of George’s canonization
Priest Peyo composed a narrative and a special sermon. Both texts
extol the sacrifice of the man who would not succumb to the bounties
of life in the name of his loyalty to Christianity.
Still, the life narrative surpasses the requirements of church literature by far and the genre of lives. It is an invocation for the authors’
contemporaries to withstand the ordeals, emphasized both in the introduction and the conclusion, and most of all – in the very recount

of the events. The narrative abounds in realistic detail because the
events were witnessed by the author, who was a participant in all that
had happened. Certainly, George was idealized, mainly in his ability
to defend the virtues of the Christian religion, and as being a person
who is well acquainted with Christian doctrines, which he hardly could
have been. However, the account conscientiously renders a number
of details suggesting that Priest Peyo adhered to his observations and
to an accurate reflection of facts. Thus, he mentioned the youth’s
fears that he might not endure the tortures. In the dispute between
the judge and George, Priest Peyo did not hide the fact that the judge
was benevolently inclined and it was the crowd that insisted on an
excruciating death for the infidel. At this point priest Peyo focused
the narrative on the trial of Christ – the judge in Sofia also decided to
hand George over to the crowd, saying that they would be burdened
with the sin of killing him. George was burnt on 11 February 1515.
In forty years’ time, in 1555, another representative of the Bulgarian craftsmen was also canonized in Sofia – Nicholas the shoemaker.
He too died as a martyr for the Christian faith and his nationality.
His martyrdom and heroism were recounted by another cleric – Matthew Lambadarios. Nicholas would not succumb to the coercion of
adopting Islam, wherefore he was forcefully made drunk and the
ritual of adopting Islam was performed on him. Stricken with grief,
he mustered his courage to announce that he was converting back to
Christianity. The berserk Muslim crowd stoned him to death. Water
burst at the spot of his death. This is a well-known spot in Sofia and
is revered even today (in Tsar Simeon Street).
Matthew Lambadarius followed the example of priest Peyo. Still,
in his narrative of the life of Saint Nicholas, besides other information, there is also a strong outburst of love for Sofia. He describes the
beautiful surroundings of the city, its antiquity, enumerates the places
of interest. Matthew Lambadarius did not forget to mention that it
was here that the Ecclesiastical Council of Serdica was held –an event
of the city’s distant history – which is evidence of the author’s historical knowledge and of the history of the city. This part of the narrative
would have been redundant if it followed the typical works of the
genre of religious compositions. The laudation of the native place suggests introduction of secular motifs in this literature, and at the same
time it sought to boost the patriotic feelings in Bulgarians.
At the turn of this painful century, on the walls of the Saint John
of Rila Church in the Kurilovo Monastery, which was covered with
murals in 1596, the image of Saint Nicholas the New of Sofia appeared, beside a long row of saint champions for the Christian faith.
Undoubtedly, the image of Saint George the New of Sofia was also
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painted here, even though his image cannot be found among those
that have survived from the first wall paintings (1596). Yet, it was
discovered in the layer dated 1816, when the church was repaired and
adorned anew.
Evidently, as soon as it had become possible, the painters took
the torch from the scribes and continued their task of upholding Bulgarian national self-awareness in the language of painting. Among
them, a remarkable figure would shed traditional anonymity –hieromonk Pimen– an artist and scholar, a determined enlightener and a
tireless champion of the renovation and adornment of churches and
monasteries in the Sofia area. Pimen was a native of Sofia. He began
his studies here, with an artist named Thomas, who taught the art of
painting to young men at the Saint George Church. Then he became
a priest and went to Mount Athos, where he would study and work.
He was entrusted with the maintenance and construction of the Bulgarian Zografou Monastery. After some time, Pimen returned to Sofia
and invested his experience and knowledge in the welfare of his native land. He embarked on the renovation of the neglected churches
and monasteries in the Sofia area. Pimen is undoubtedly a historic
figure. The pogroms that Bulgarian heritage of this age suffered had
spared several authentic proofs of his activity: a ktitor’s inscription,
marginal notes, copies of church books made by his own hand, a
manuscript illumination, etc. His work is mentioned in the first written Bulgarian history – Istoriya Slavyanobolgarskaya (History of Slavs
and Bulgarians) by Saint Paissiy of the Hilandar Monastery (1762).
Pimen’s work was of such consequence that he was also canonized
with the name Saint Pimen Zografou. The name Zografou places an
emphasis on his work as a painter. The narrative of his life informs
us that Pimen renovated around 300 churches and 15 monasteries in
the Sofia area. This is certainly an hyperbolization, which is typical of
the genre. However, this was undoubtedly based on exceptional facts,
which were the grounds on which Pimen’s name was connected with
such a legendary achievement.
Judging by numerous mutually corroborative facts, it is believed
that Pimen is the author of the wall paintings in the monastery Church
of Seslavtsi and possibly of those in Kurilo. In order to complete the
murals in Kurilo in such a short time, he must have relied on the help
of assistants. This was probably the beginning of his great renovation
programme.
Among all intriguing questions that arise in relation to individual
scenes and images in the Kurilo murals, it is noteworthy that in this
small space he succeeded in finding place for numerous images of
Christian faith martyrs, which cannot have been a random decision.

The earliest image of Saint Nicholas the New of Sofia can be found
in the Kurilo Church (probably Saint George the New of Sofia was
also depicted there). The gospel subject matter is also represented by
a very rarely depicted scene – “The Massacre of the Innocents”. In
none of the earlier preserved churches do we encounter this scene.
In Kurilo it is depicted in a very dramatic manner, with the very
moment of the slaughtering. Terrified mothers are rushing to protect
the children with their own bodies, others are holding out their arms,
begging the soldiers for mercy. One soldier is thrusting his sword
into the body of child, while his mother is holding him in her arms.
Everything is unfolding with an unrestful mountain landscape in the
background. It contributes to the effect of the composition because
high above the whole scene and even above the mountains –as a culmination of atrocity– there are three children in the air, impaled on
the long lances of three soldiers. The horror of this gory bacchanalia
is depicted as if it the artist had experienced it – this atrocity is so
realistically rendered.
At the turn of the 16th and in the 17th centuries in the Sofia
area, a number of other churches that have survived until the present
day were renovated and adorned – in the villages of Podgumer,
Seslavtsi, Eleshnitsa, Bilintsi and Iskrets, Ilientsi, Balsha, Karlukovo.
By no means was this accidental. Rather, it was indicative of a new
spiritual resistance, of activation– an endeavour of educated men and
artists to support the people in their ordeals, to maintain their national
awareness, to keep close to the moral values of Christianity. Evidently,
the 16th century was a difficult period for renovation, construction
and decoration of churches and monasteries. At that time the fame of
the priests Peyo and Vladislav Grammaticus, of Matthew Lambadarius transmitted important messages to the Bulgarian people. When the
slightest possibility arose, bakers and other craftsmen would replace in
their roles as ktitors the old aristocratic families who had perished. At
the same time, the artists composed their messages to the Bulgarian
people in a language of their own.
From the point of view of the history of art, the murals in these
monastery and village churches in the environs of Sofia from the end
of the 16th and the 17th century are of interest in a wider sense as a
final stage in the development of Balkan post-Byzantinism. From the
standpoint of Bulgarian art in that period, each of these churches with
its artistic programmes reveals various aspects of the individual artists’
personality. The level of schooling that ensured the transition of the
good traditions from the time of the great achievements of Medieval
Bulgarian painting is intertwined with the aspiration for personal contribution, for reflection of personal experience, of the observations of
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the world surrounding the artist. The diversity of the achievement in
the churches excludes the possibility of a dominant figure or a clearly
defined school. Rather, it is evidence of an ongoing activity by many
artists, with a relative degree of independence in the work of each
of them. On the one hand, one may decipher in this art the features
of a “belated Bulgarian quattrocento”, according to Atanas Bozhkov,
and on the other ¬¬¬– the early traces of the national Revival which
would take place in the 18th century, to become full-blooded in the final decades of Ottoman Rule. In the historical context of the age, the
great number of churches that were being covered with wall paintings,
the acts of the benefactors, and also certain preferences for subjectmatter, all point to the will for making art a part of the general strife
for survival of the national spirit.
Yet another “quiet manifestation” of care for church life are the
exquisite silver gilt covers of the two gospels from Krupnitsa and Sofia, fashioned by Matthew– a goldsmith from Sofia. They are among
the finest examples of fine Bulgarian metalwork from that period. The
Krupnitsa Gospel was made in 1577. It bears this name because it
was commissioned by the bishop of Krupnitsa for the Rila Monastery.
The fact that the task was entrusted to a goldsmith from Sofia attests
the indisputable recognition of the masters of this art in Sofia. This is
an instance of early evidence for authorial self-confidence –Matthew,
the goldsmith from Sofia– left his signature next to the information
about the benefactor of this work of art. The Crucifixion is wrought

on the front facing of the cover, and the Ascension is presented on
the reverse cover. These scenes are enclosed in a frame which is divided into rectangular fields. Each of these fields contains a single image. Evangelists, apostles, martyrs are depicted in a total of eighteen
fields. The workmanship is excellent, by means of the forging and aurepousée technique. Both the scenes and the individual images demonstrate the high mastery of the artist and his very good knowledge
of iconography. These are not lifeless standardized images. They are
distinct in the softness of their contours and their powerful effect. A
feeling of suffering and compassion permeate the Crucifixion scene.
The cover of the Sofia Gospel is no less artistically valuable
compared to the one of Krupnitsa. The former was intended for the
Saint Petka Samardzhiyska Church in Sofia. The benefactors are two
women from Sofia – Elka and her daughter Maria. The cover of the
Sofia Gospel is almost entirely taken up by the major evangelical
events, once again completed in a delicate and emotional manner.
Another dated work of a craftsman from Sofia – the silver
church bowl from 1578 – reveals the infiltration and blending of
Eastern and Western ornamentation. This was only to be expected in
this city where goods arrived from the Middle East, Italy and Central
Europe.
Eastern influence can also be found in certain small goldsmith
articles, mainly rings. However, in traditional items of jewelry, Sofia goldsmiths followed and developed mainly local traditions. Often
women’s adornments, such as belt clasps, were decorated with Christian motifs. Most frequently, these were symbols representing the Holy
Spirit; but the depiction of Virgin Mary and even of Nativity can also
be seen. Bracelets went through an interesting development. Ancient
archetypes can be discerned in their adornment. Most often, these are
cuff bracelets with wide oval ends and embossed hemispheres.
Traditional female attire in the Sofia had numerous ornaments,
among which fluttering and jingling headgear for the braids or for the
neck. The main elements of this type of adornment are sheaves of
fine chains with tiny plates in various forms or design hanging from
them. Their trembling and jingling marks the rhythm of the young girl
or woman’s movements, especially when she is dancing the traditional
folk dances.
The expensive jewelry was made following the complex filigree
and granulated techniques, using silver and sometimes partially guilt.
The common jewels were cast in moulds of copper alloyed with a
small amount of silver. Sometimes they were inlaid with semi-precious
stones or tinted glass. Mother-of-pearls was a favoured application for
belt clasps, which were themselves adorned with carved decoration.
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Outdated coins, mainly silver ones, were worn as necklaces or closely
sewn to strips of cloth.
The traditional costume of the Sofia area is idiosyncratic and falls
into a separate group. Male attire belongs to the so called “whitewear”
(belodreshkovtsi). It consisted of tight slacks of home-woven woolen
cloth. Contrastingly, women’s clothes were of black and – less frequently– dark blue woolen cloth, like men’s upper body wear. Both
types are lavishly decorated with white threadwork, sewn on the chest
and the back in parallel, wavy and zigzag lines, with characteristic
spirals resembling vine tendrils. Beneath the woolen clothing long
shirts were worn, with embroidered skirts. The most lavishly decorated
of all were the sleeves. Their embroidery was made of wool or silk
threads (cotton began to be used much later). Red and black were
the preferred colours. The motifs are infinitely varied. Sometimes the
embroidery covers the sleeve so densely that it turns it into a tapestry.
Abundant adornment can also be found on knitted socks, waistbands,
long decorative belts. Men wore leather caps, while the women wore
torches – head-cloths of fine white fabric that formed a conic top,
with a large lavishly decorated filigree pin.
Urban wear evolved following different traditions, which are
depicted in the ktitors’ portraits and the engravings of European
travelers. It was much more influenced by foreign fashion, especially
European, which reached these territories as a distant resounding, as
isolated elements. Leather, metal buttons and threads were the decoration of upper clothing. Shoes were made of leather, with elongated
pointed tips, almost always with metal tacks and braces in the sole.
Numerous archaeological finds suggest that the citizens of Sofia
wore modest but beautifully crafted jewelry. It is found mainly in the
small necropolises that formed around churches. When mosques were
built to the east of the city (Büyük Camii and Çelebi Camii next to
the residence of the bey), after the transformation of the Saint Sophia
Church into a mosque, the Bulgarian Christian population would no
longer bury the deceased in this ancient necropolis of the city. Place
for the graves had to be found in the churchyards of the small churches in different parts of the city. This tradition existed until the midnineteenth century when it was banned due to hygienic reasons, and a
graveyard was set up to the west of the city. These small church-side
necropolises in the very heart of the city reveal abundant evidence
of the clothing and jewelry of the citizens of Sofia. They are scanty
but with a pronouncedly urban character of some surviving outfit elements– parts of shoes, belts, buttons, etc.
Archaeological research in Sofia over the last decades has fully
covered the period from the 15th century and even the 18th century.

After the 15th century, one can already speak of “industrial archaeology” in other counties. However, for Sofia, the time of the industrial
revolution was far ahead in time. The city existed in a forcefully delayed flow of time of lingering medieval remnants. The hand-made
production was omnipresent in everyday life. Only individual finds
suggest connections with a world of a different economy. Western
faience was already reaching Sofia, as well as Meissen porcelain and
Bohemian glass following the decline of Venetian glass production.
In these conditions certain common trades became especially
important. Among them ceramic production, due to various reasons:
it had widespread use, catered for a wide range of domestic activities,
was affordable for all social strata, accommodated quite responsively
the changes in domestic life, customer requirement and the artistic
aspirations of the craftsmen. In the 16th, 17th and even well into the
18th centuries the potters in Sofia created an unusually variegated assortment of goods, ranging from jars (which were used for the storage
of grain, other types of food, water, etc.), to exquisite tiny containers
for rose water which was used as air fresheners or for beautifying. In
this assortment, a special place is occupied by tableware ceramics –
jugs, plates, bowls, cups, etc., which differed from the other types of
pottery by its much richer and variegated decoration. In tableware,
the traditions of the 13th and 14th centuries can be discerned – the
time when the production of Bulgarian decorated ceramics flourished,
the sgraffito technique in particular. This technique would be applied
for the decoration of tableware into the following centuries, even
though with simplified ornamental schemes. Production was speeded
up, made with free swift movements of the hand. The combination
of painted and engraved decoration was becoming more widely used,
polychromic effects were sought using tin-glaze of various colours.
In the meantime, plain dishes and bowls of intense green or yellow
colours were made. The striving to achieve the effect of the more
expensive and less affordable metal vessels can be discerned in many
decorative techniques – metallic shine, sharp edges, often indented
by cuts, and even attempts to fold the walls of the vessel. Some aspects of urban everyday life are reflected in new or more frequently
used forms: the table jug became common, the small bowls suggest
individual use, tiny bowls probably bare a connection with Eastern
influence in Bulgarian cuisine – heavily sweetened foods, jams, etc.
Clear instance of imitation of Western forms of jugs, chalices, cups,
pots for egg frying, etc. can be observed. The Bulgarian craftsmen
were trying hard to bring everyday comfort and beauty in the homes
of their Bulgarian compatriots, to respond to the changes and the new
requirements of urban life, to imitate the expensive and hardly afford-

175

176

able metal or imported vessels, and thus to instill self-esteem in their
customers. There also appeared dishes with holes for hanging on the
wall, which suggests that their aesthetic value was often appreciated.
Moreover, some ceramic artifacts such as elements for inbuilt stoves,
suggest that these commodities were introduced in Bulgarian homes.
Their adornment was singular, without imitating examples from distant
or neighbouring countries, such as Romania. For his ceramic stove
elements, the Bulgarian craftsman created a very interesting motif,
imbued with symbolism, coming from the depths of folk tradition –
they were adorned with a stylized rosettes or suns, often depicted with
bent rays, as if in a blaze.
All kinds of artistic work, every activity that assisted in the maintenance of a normal pace of life in Sofia, can be appreciated as a
small achievement, because life in Sofia in the 17th century was quite
restless. The wars of the Ottoman Empire with Austria, Poland, Venice, Russia had a direct impact on everyday life. Sofia was the place
where Turkish troops marched, camped, regrouped. Thus, in 1688, in
connection with the war against Austria, about 3000 spahi (riders),
yeniçeri, Tartars and Arnauts were charged with sequestration to cater
for the needs of the army in the district of Sofia. A marginal note in
Bulgarian in a church book reported that Sultan Süleyman himself
resided in Sofia at that time. The text ends with the following words:
“These were times of hardship and high cost”. In 1688 and 1689 the
major offensive in the Austrian war was namely against Sofia.
In the 17th century two major uprisings broke out in Bulgaria,
whose organization was a long and painstaking process, with a clearly
defined aim – political liberation. One of these was the 1686Second
Turnovo Uprising, and the other – the 1688Chiprovtsi Uprising. The
Turnovo Uprising spread over a large territory and into the Sofia area.
Betrayal by a Greek accelerated the defeat of the rebels. The surviving
rebels fled to Sofia and the city joined the struggle. Sofia was besieged
by Ottoman troops and the repressions in this region were particularly
cruel. The Chiprovtsi Uprising, headed by the Catholic Archbishop
of Sofia – the Bulgarian Peter Parchevich, also had repercussions on
Sofia, even though the city did not take part in it directly.
This was another gruesome century, when the Ottoman Empire
was on the way to its own decline. Its feudal system was disintegrating; its political power was diminishing. The conditions it imposed on
its European territories had long been an outrageous anachronism for
this continent.
In these circumstances each single piece of evidence of artistic
activity, of achievements in education and enlightenment on the part
of the Bulgarian population in Sofia acquires a special significance.
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Ceramic pipes and patterns for their adornment
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In this century the citizen of Sofia Yakov Kraykov went to Venice to
print books in the Bulgarian language. In the churches of Sofia and
the surrounding monasteries church books were being painstakingly
copied and young people were being educated. The maintenance of
these unique places where Bulgarians were able to feel secure at least
to some extent was never neglected. Icons, books, icon-lamps, bowls
were being donated; old icons were set in silver frames. There were
also practical gifts – to ensure some income for the Boyana Church,
a peasant from a nearby village gave away a bull. In all kind of small
acts, the Bulgarian national conscience would be awoken – for so long
the people had succeeded in preserving it intact in the impossibly hard
conditions in this central place of the Ottoman Empire in Europe.
This central place itself was gradually declining. The city of the
Rumelian berlerbeys would gradually lose its Oriental lavishness of the
16th century, with its newly built mosques, taverns, the large bazaar
in the centre of the city, the crowded multilingual marketplaces. No
longer was there influx of income from the stolen riches of conquered
peoples and lands. The internal decay of the empire was also manifest
in the neglect of public and cult buildings, of streets and roads, of
the water supply system and the fountains, of the urban way of life
and hygiene. Sofia, once boasting an excellent water supply from the
Mountain of Vitosha, now had to extract subterranean water to provide for its needs – dozens of wells had to be dug in the residential
areas. Only individual fountains were supplied by an already poorly
maintained water-conduit. The river-stone pavement, or the so called
cobblestone pavement, which had long ago replaced the ancient pavement of smooth stone slabs, was mostly buried in dirt, muddy in rainy
weather, streaming with urban sewage.
At the close of the 17th century the Venetian and Italian merchants and also some of the wealthier Jewish families and highranking Turkish officials started to desert Sofia. The periphery of the
city was populated with newly-settled Bulgarians who came from the
surrounding villages. They introduced in Sofia their folk lifestyle, their
habits connected with the tilling of the land and raising of the cattle.
But they also infused the city with the regional folklore of the shopi
with the authentic vitality of their clothing, their sayings and tales,
full of wisdom and humour. Endurance, hard work, strong desire for
education – these are the characteristics of the Bulgarians from the
villages around Sofia that sought to reveal their new potential in the
city and gave it new strength.

THE DAWN OF NEW TIMES

History periods of are not always separated from each other with
clearly defined boundaries. The processes characteristic of a dawning
age are often deeply rooted in preceding times.
With the end of the 17th century, the last days of the long period
of the Bulgarian Middle Ages also came to an end. It already laid the
foundations and the spirit of the new age to come – the age of the
National Revival.
Still many decades of effort and sacrifice would come to pass
before a small and independent Bulgarian territory could appear on
the Balkan map.
The 1879 Great National Assembly chose Sofia as its capital city.
This thousand-year-old city entered a new age, as if having shed the
burden of the past.
In the first half of the 20th century Sofia became a beautiful and
cozy European city. Yet, the Second World War once again changed
its fortunes and enforced on it, together with the whole of the country,
dependence on a foreign power.
Sofia entered the 21st century once again filled with hope for
a better future for the Bulgarian people, for their country and their
capital city.
This is a book about the ancient history of this city. It needs to
be reminded because the dynamics of the city’s development increased
its population from twenty thousand to a million and half in less than
a century and a half.
Today the residents of Sofia would feel a deeper connection with
the city if they are acquainted with its past.
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