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The topic of urbanism in Bulgaria after 1944 has attracted research interest among historians, demographers, geographers, economists, architects, and other specialists. However, this issue is approached from various perspectives. Most often, urbanization is understood as a socio-economic process involving the increase in the number of cities and their population. This process calls for the examination of questions such as: the industrialization of cities, the migration of population from villages, the incorporation of villages into cities, the increase in natural population growth within urban areas, changes in the ratio between urban and rural population, transformations in the social environment and professional mobility of the urban workforce, the expansion of transport, administrative, and cultural-educational functions of the cities, improvements in public services, and others. (See: Encyclopedia. Bulgaria. Vol. 7. Tl – Ya. Sofia, 1996, pp. 152–153.)

Based on such an understanding of urbanization, in 2001 a doctoral dissertation was defended at the Faculty of History of Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski” by Alexander Vezenkov under my academic supervision, on the topic: "Urbanization and Demographic Changes in Bulgaria (1944–1948)."
There is also another scholarly viewpoint—that urbanism is “another name for urban planning,” encompassing a complex of socio-economic, environmental, communication, transport, construction, architectural-spatial, artistic, cultural, and everyday-life issues, all of which are reflected in urban development plans. (See: Bulgarian Encyclopedia A...Z., Sofia, 2002, p. 287.) It is evident that Radoslav Iliev seeks answers to such questions—related to modernism and urban planning—in his dissertation titled "Urban Planning in Bulgaria from the End of World War II to the Late 1980s."
A wide range of archival sources have been used in the writing of the dissertation—unpublished materials from the Central State Archive and the state archives in Dobrich, Pernik, and Sofia; archival documents from the Union of Architects in Bulgaria, the Historical Museum in Dimitrovgrad, and the regional libraries in Smolyan, Dobrich, and Dimitrovgrad; information from the unprocessed archives of the Bulgarian Communist Party Memorial House on Buzludzha Peak and the National Palace of Culture (NDK) in Sofia. Electronic sources, published documents, memoirs, and reference books have also been used. Interviews have been conducted with prominent Bulgarian architects and researchers, and a vast amount of academic literature by both Bulgarian and foreign authors has been studied.

The chronological scope of the study covers the period from September 9, 1944, to the political transition in 1989, although the content also includes a separate paragraph (in Chapter Three) on urban planning in Bulgaria prior to World War II.

Structurally, the dissertation consists of an introduction, five chapters, a conclusion, a bibliography, and appendixes, with a total length of 256 pages.

At the beginning of his exposition, the doctoral candidate undertakes a clarification of the term modernism in the context of the history of urbanism and architecture. In this regard, he examines some of the ideas of the key representatives of modern urban planning in the 20th century and provides examples of the implementation of modernism in contemporary urban projects and plans. The main educational centers in the field of architecture and modern urban planning during the 20th century are identified as the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris (the successor of the now-defunct École Spéciale d’Architecture), the Bauhaus School in Weimar, Germany, and the Higher School of Art and Technical Sciences in Moscow. A central place in the first chapter of the dissertation is devoted to the work of the renowned French architect of Swiss origin, Édouard Jeanneret, known by his pseudonym Le Corbusier, who is described by the author as “the father of modern architecture” or as “the founder and main figure of modernism in architecture, urbanism, and theory.”

Since the topic of the dissertation concerns urbanism in Bulgaria during the socialist period, the author has decided to dedicate a chapter to the ideas of the "modern socialist city." Various urban development programs from the 1920s and 1930s in the Soviet Union are discussed. The ideas of Leonid Sabsonovich, Mikhail Okhitovich, Moisei Ginzburg, Konstantin Melnikov, Nikolai Milyutin, and other Soviet theorists and architects are explored. The conclusion drawn is that the concept of the "socialist city" ("sotsgorod") undergoes two stages—from the "avant-garde and modern phase of Soviet urban planning" to the phase of the "Stalinist imperial style." The boundary between the two stages—from "modern Soviet constructivism" to "imperial Stalinism"—is set at the year 1932.

The third chapter, dedicated to mass urbanization in Bulgaria, is the main focus of Radoslav Iliev's work. First, the author provides a periodization of urban planning in Bulgaria before World War II, dividing this period into three subphases: a) 1878–1885, during which the first steps were taken in planning Bulgarian cities; b) 1885–1919, during which the regulatory framework for construction in cities was established; and c) 1919–1944, characterized by the introduction of modern trends in Bulgarian urban planning.

More important in this case is the periodization that the doctoral candidate adopts regarding the development of Bulgarian architecture and urban planning after September 9, 1944, and the content associated with the characterization of each period.

The first period (1944–1948) is referred to as the "post-war reconstruction period," and politically as the period of "people's democracy." It is emphasized that as early as the fall of 1944, the Directorate for the Reconstruction of Sofia was established, and an Architectural and Urban Planning Section was formed within the Sofia Municipality, both of which were responsible for the redevelopment of the city of Sofia. The development of urban planning plans for Plovdiv, Varna, Burgas, Stara Zagora, Vidin, Yambol, Svishtov, and other cities was overseen by the Ministry of Public Buildings, Roads, and Landscaping. In 1948, a Design Organization for Urban Planning and Regulation (PROGRE) was established. The dissertation's conclusion is that during these early years after September 9, 1944, Bulgarian urban planning developed rapidly in response to public needs and the ideological inclinations of the Fatherland Front regime.

The next period (1948–1956/58) is defined as the "Stalinist period," during which urban planning was finally established as "an obligatory foundation for the entire socialist construction." According to the author, this is a period of accelerated urbanization. During this time, the organizations Glavproekt, Sofproekt, and regional design organizations were established. In 1949, the Law on the Planned Development of Settlements was also implemented. Among the iconic urban projects are the plan for the center of Sofia (the Largo) and Dimitrovgrad, while among the distinctive features of urban architecture are the Mausoleum of Georgi Dimitrov, the Soviet Army Monument in Sofia, the Brothers' Grave in Sofia, and the Soviet Army Monument in Plovdiv ("Alyosha").

For the 1960s, the thesis of a "return to modernism, functionalism, and rationalism" is maintained. For the countries of Eastern Europe, including Bulgaria, this trend takes the form of "socialist modernism." During these years, large-scale international competitions for urban planning in Sofia, Plovdiv, and Varna are held. International competitions are also conducted for Ruse, Tolbuchin (now Dobrich), Burgas, Pazardzhik, Razgrad, and other cities. The main focuses in urban planning are residential micro-zoning, industrial planning, transport communications, and park areas.
 A characteristic feature in the field of architecture and urban planning during the 1970s, according to the dissertation, is the "synthesis of science and art, architecture and monumentalism, modern and traditional, international and patriotic." Here, the author emphasizes the importance of the Bulgarian Communist Party's Program for Improving the Standard of Living of the People (1972) and the Law on Territorial and Settlement Planning (1973), which directly influenced the development of urban planning. In the history of urban planning during this period, the author highlights architectural-sculptural complexes and the large-scale reconstructions and modernization of city centers.

The 1980s represent the final period in the history of Bulgarian urban planning during the socialist era. It develops in two main directions—design activities and research analyses. In addition to Glavproekt, Sofproekt, Minproekt, Zemproekt, and Vodproekt, the Integrated Research and Design Institute for Territorial Development, Urban Planning, and Architecture (KNIPITUGA) also operates successfully, and its successor is the National Center for Territorial Development.

As a separate (seventh) paragraph in the third chapter, the "Unified Territorial Development Plan of the People's Republic of Bulgaria" (ETUP) is structured, qualified as "one of the most significant manifestations of Bulgarian urbanism." However, since it was developed by KNIPITUGA, its natural place should be in paragraph 6 of this chapter.

In the fourth chapter, a "review of key theoretical debates" is presented, which are "symbols of the connection between urban planning decisions and public identity." These relate to:

1. Residential complexes, micro-neighborhoods, and the industrialization of residential construction as an urban planning characteristic.

2. Settlement systems as a new type of settlement and a synthesis of urbanism in the People's Republic of Bulgaria.

3. Urbanism and the public symbols of labor – recreation – synthesis (and aesthetics).

In the final chapter, the dissertation presents a "hypothetical typology" of several practical implementations in the contemporary history of Bulgarian urbanism. These are divided into six groups, each of which has a key connection to some of the ideas and trends in Bulgarian architecture and urban planning in recent times. The specific examples are: Dimitrovgrad, the city of Pernik, the city of Smolyan, the cultural complexes "Rusalka" and "Albena," the National Palace of Culture (NDK), and the Monument House of the Bulgarian Communist Party on Mount Buzludja.

I cannot be categorical in my assessment of the scientific contributions of Radoslav Iliev, as the theoretical and practical issues he addresses mainly fall within the field of urban planning and architecture, which are quite distant from my academic specialty. Undoubtedly, the dissertation author has put in immense research effort and studied a large amount of sources and literature on the topic. The various forms of European modernism in urban planning and architecture (especially French modernism and Soviet constructivism) and their influence in Bulgaria are thoroughly explored. The main aspects of the issue of urbanization in Bulgaria during different periods of its development in recent history are highlighted. Typical examples of urban planning projects and implementations throughout the examined period are analyzed. The specific terms relevant to this era, such as socialist period, socialist state, socialist city, socialist lifestyle, etc., are used correctly. It is also noteworthy that the development of architecture and urban planning during the socialist stage of development is discussed objectively, without excessive politicization and ideologization of the ongoing urban processes.

I have the following critical remarks and recommendations regarding the reviewed dissertation:

1. The structure of the work includes two chapters on the ideas and schools of Western European and Soviet modernism, which largely fall outside the scope of the specific topic of the dissertation. Their main content could be incorporated into the introduction or presented as a brief introduction to the work. Alternatively, their influence could be emphasized when discussing the individual issues of mass urbanization in Bulgaria during the examined period.

2. The introduction of the work contains five unnecessary pages, which repeat the content of the five chapters of the dissertation, and in the conclusion, instead of summaries, conclusions, and assessments, a large portion of the information from the fifth chapter about the urban planning and architectural characteristics of Dimitrovgrad, Pernik, "Albena", "Rusalka", Smolyan, NDK, and the Monument House of the Bulgarian Communist Party on Mount Buzludja is repeated.
3. A more comprehensive explanation should have been provided of the specific historical context through which the processes of modernization and urbanization took place in our country, not only in the political sphere but also in relation to the development of the economy and culture in the country.

4. There are omissions and inaccuracies in the periodization of urbanism in Bulgaria after September 9, 1944. In some cases, the first period ("post-war reconstruction") ends at the end of 1947, while in other cases it includes 1948, or even 1949. The upper limit of the second period ("Stalinism") is also quite undefined – 1956, 1958, or the end of the 1950s. It is also unclear when the last period in the history of urbanism begins – from the mid-1970s or from the early 1980s. Furthermore, no scientific arguments from the perspective of contemporary urban planning and architecture history are provided to justify the periodization adopted by the author.

In this regard, it should be noted that even the topic of the dissertation is not precisely dated, as the first period of contemporary urban planning in Bulgaria begins in September 1944, while World War II (including Bulgaria's involvement in the final stage of the war against Germany) lasted until May 1945..
5. The exposition contains several factual errors: 
a) Instead of 1956, the 20th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) is dated once to 1955 (p. 8) and a second time to 1954 (p. 128). In the abstract (p. 6), 1955 is mentioned. 
b) At the 20th Congress of the CPSU (1956), no report was discussed on the topic: "On the elimination of excesses in architecture" (p. 8 of the introduction and p. 6 of the abstract). Such reports are usually discussed at plenary sessions of the Central Committee of the CPSU. In this case, it is a resolution of the CPSU Central Committee and the Council of Ministers of the USSR from November 4, 1955 (see note 83 on p. 47).
c) The statement on p. 166 that Todor Zhivkov became the leader of the Bulgarian Communist Party (BKP) in 1954 is incorrect. At the 6th Congress of the BKP, held in that year, he was elected as the First Secretary of the Central Committee of the BKP, but until the April Plenary Session of the Central Committee of the BKP in 1956, the leader of the party, in his capacity as head of the Politburo of the Central Committee of the BKP, remained Vŭlko Chervenkov.

d) The statement on p. 128 that "at the April Plenary Session, decisions were adopted, reports were read, and deviations of the government were condemned…" is not accurate. At the Plenary, only one report was heard and discussed – the one delivered by the First Secretary of the Central Committee of the BKP, Todor Zhivkov, on the work and decisions of the 20th Congress of the CPSU and the lessons for the BKP.

e) On p. 126 it is written that "The Commission on Territorial and Settlement Planning is personally led by Grigor Stoichkov – a member of the Politburo." Grigor Stoichkov was never a member of the Politburo; between 1984 and 1989, he was a candidate member of the Politburo of the Central Committee of the BKP. More importantly, during the 1970s and 1980s, he was for a long time Deputy Prime Minister, Minister of Construction and Architecture, Minister of Construction and Territorial Development, and Chairman of the Council for Territorial and Settlement Planning under the Council of Ministers.

f) The Law on the Planned Development of Settlements, published on October 1, 1949, is dated 1948 on p. 81, and on p. 6 of the abstract, it is generally placed in the period 1944–1948. However, on p. 87, the date is correctly given.

g) There are also discrepancies in the recorded years for the establishment of the Institute of Architecture and Urban Planning at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences – on p. 80, it is listed as 1948, while on p. 87, it is noted as 1949.

h) On pp. 76, 77, and 78, the period 1944–1947 is referred to as the "Capital City People's Council" (СГНС), within which the Architectural and Urban Planning Section operated. However, it is well-known that the Law on People's Councils was adopted in 1948, and the first elections for People's Councils (as local governing bodies) were held in May 1949. Before that, temporary municipal administrations functioned.
6. On p. 84, it is not explained when the Supreme Council for Urban Planning and Architecture was established, to which institution it belonged, or what its significance was in the development of urbanism in Bulgaria.
7. The scientific apparatus in footnotes is not formatted according to the accepted standards in academic research. The necessary commas, dashes, periods, and capital letters at the beginning of explanatory sentences are missing. Many of the referenced archival items lack page numbers. There are several passages in the text, even entire pages, for which no references to sources or literature are provided.

8. The bibliography also does not follow the established principles for organizing sources and literature. It begins with two groups of sources (archival materials and periodicals), followed by a list of scientific literature, then two more groups of sources (published documents and memoirs), another list of scientific literature (this time in foreign languages), and finally concludes with a third group of sources—electronic materials and interviews. Regarding the mentioned archival sources, it is more important to note the name of the utilized archival fund rather than its numerical designation. In the list of scientific literature, publications by historians Boyka Vasileva and Alexander Vezenkov, geographers Nikolai Mitev, Ignat Penkov, and Vasil Doikov, as well as some general works on the economy of Bulgaria and contemporary Bulgarian history, could also be included.

The abstract corresponds to the content of the dissertation.
The author has five publications on the topic of the dissertation.

Conclusion of the Reviewer
The dissertation by Radoslav Iliev has the character of an interdisciplinary study; however, in my opinion, its content is closer to the professional field "5.7. Architecture, Construction, and Geodesy" rather than "2.2. History and Archaeology."

Despite the methodological and historical errors and inaccuracies pointed out in the review, I will vote positively for granting the educational and scientific degree of "Doctor" to Radoslav Todorov Iliev, with the recommendation that the doctoral candidate, a Bachelor in Cultural Heritage and a Master in History of Architecture, should pay attention to improving his knowledge in Contemporary History (both general and Bulgarian). Additionally, colleagues from the Department of Bulgarian History should be more careful and demanding when conducting internal defenses of doctoral dissertations.

Sofia, April 15, 2025 
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/Prof. Lyubomir Ognyanov/
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