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Petar Stoilov is among the first graduates of the new BA program “Jewish Studies” (Hebraistiska) at the Faculty of History of Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”. He graduated as a Bachelor in 2019 with an excellent grade in his studies (5, 78) and with a thesis “Land ownership in Palestine during the British Mandate (1920-1948)”, which received an excellent grade. In 2020, again there and again with an excellent grade (5, 94), he obtained his Master's degree in the Master's program “Diplomacy and Intelligence in the Balkans”, his Master's thesis on “The cooperation between the State Security Service and the Stasi in the prevention of escapes through the Iron Curtain” being awarded the highest grade.
This introduction of the PhD student is necessary not only in view of the formal requirements for a thesis review. It allows tracing the young colleague's interests and their evolution in the direction of themes related to Contemporary Bulgarian history, without leaving the "terrain" of what he has gained in his Bachelor's degree in the field of Hebraistica. Therefore, it seems quite logical to choose the topic of his dissertation – “Relations between Bulgaria and Israel 1948-1990”, which he is developing as a full-time PhD student in the Department of History of Bulgaria at the Faculty of History of Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski” from March 2021 to March 2024 under the scientific supervision of the leading specialist in this field - Assoc. Prof. Dr. Rumyana Marinova-Hristidi.
The topic of the dissertation requires knowledge of both the political development of Bulgaria and Israel and the state of international relations from the Second World War to the collapse of the bipolar world, and against this background - tracing bilateral relations. These relations during the period in question haven’t been a subject of much interest on the part of the historical community, which until now has tended to devote much more attention to the undeniably important topic of the fate of Bulgarian Jews during the Second World War. Therefore, the dissertation contributes to filling a gap in our historiography. In pointing out the importance of the topic P. Stoilov focuses on the traditionally good relations between Bulgaria and Israel and their rapid development after 1990 (pp. 4-5). It is logical to analyze the roots of these relations that led to the successes achieved, but it seems to me that the PhD student could also draw attention to another factor in the actuality of the study - the complicated situation in the Middle East region and the need for better orientation, including historical, in order to formulate the guidelines of today's Bulgarian foreign policy. 
The dissertation consists of an introduction, two chapters, a conclusion and a bibliography of 181 pages and 12 appendices - 193 pages in total. The introduction deals with the problems of the structure, chronological boundaries, sources and the achievements of Bulgarian historiography on the topic. The argumentation of the chronological boundaries and of the structure has not been difficult for the PhD student, as they are related to specific events - the emergence of the State of Israel (1948), the rupture of diplomatic relations in 1967 and the end of the Cold War leading to their resumption. The aims of the dissertation are to explore the genesis of relations between Bulgaria and Israel and the development of official and unofficial contacts between them in the context of the East-West bloc confrontation. And right here I can say that these goals have been successfully accomplished. In the introduction P. Stoilov points out that he excludes from the scope of the study the topics of the rescue of the Bulgarian Jews during the Second World War as well as “the life of the Jews in Bulgaria in the period 1948-1990 and the attitude of the authorities towards them”. While the student's reasons for exclusion of the first topics are acceptable (it is outside the chronological scope of the dissertation), no such reasons are given for the second. So far as the author himself claims that these problems have a place especially in the context of informal contacts between the two countries, it seems to me that the dissertation would only benefit from their more in-depth study and presentation, which could happen in the future in the process of preparing the dissertation for publication.
In the introduction P. Stoilov shows a good orientation in the research on Israel's relations not only with Bulgaria, but also with the Eastern bloc as a whole, and this is a prerequisite for the successful completion of the dissertation. The bibliography at the end of the dissertation lists over 30 scientific publications in Cyrillic and over 30 in English. They are correctly and conscientiously cited in the dissertation. However, some recommendations can be made to the layout of the bibliography itself. It would be more appropriate to add the titles of the section on 'Foreign language literature' after the Cyrillic ones in the corresponding sections on 'Monographs', 'Articles and studies' and 'Memoirs'. The 'Memoirs' section should come before research, and the titles of reference books (such as Българските държавни институции 1879–1986. Енциклопедичен справочник, С., 2008; Матеева, М. Тепавичаров, Х. Дипломатическите отношения на България. 1878–1988. С., 1989) should be dropped from 'Monographs'.
One of the parameters on which the reliability of the analyses and conclusions in historical research largely depends is the solid sources on which they “stand”. In this respect, the PhD student has done an excellent work. He has retrieved documents from 14 collections of the Central State Archive of the Republic of Bulgaria, 16 from the Diplomatic Archive of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 8 from the Archive of the so-called Commission on Files. In addition to the Bulgarian sources, P. Stoilov has made efforts to retrieve documents from the Israel State Archives, the Central Zionist Archives, and the Central Archives for the History of the Jewish People and the National Library of Israel. His specialization at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem (July-August 2023) has contributed to this. The including of such archival documents in the research undoubtedly contributes to its quality and is among the merits of the thesis. The author also made use of published documents from several documentary collections in Bulgarian and English. The fact that P. Stoilov has gathered ad investigated such a volume of sources is an excellent testimony to his serious approach to research work.
The first chapter, “The People's Republic of Bulgaria and the State of Israel on Both Sides of the Iron Curtain”, covers the period of the official contacts between the two countries from the establishment of Israel (1948) to the Six-Day War and the breakdown of diplomatic relations (1967). The first paragraph, “The Establishment of the State of Israel and the 'Great Aliyah' of Bulgarian Jews”, logically includes a brief overview of the positions of the USSR, the USA and Britain towards the establishment of Israel in the context of their interests and the outbreak of the Cold War, as well as the attempts of the new state to define its place in the geopolitical context. Based on what has already been achieved in Bulgarian historiography, but supplemented with archival documents and periodicals, as well as with the necessary explanations, it traces the establishment of diplomatic relations between Bulgaria and Israel, as well as the formulation of the government's policy towards Jewish emigration. The Soviet position towards the state of Israel and mass emigration is well clarified, which is important for the understanding of the Bulgarian position, because it closely followed Moscow's instructions. I would recommend that the PhD student double-check his claim that “on 28 July 1948 a plenum of the Central Committee of the Communist Party was convened, which in a joint session with the Minority Committee of the National Council of the Fatherland Front decided on the organization of the emigration” (p. 19), since there is no such plenum on the date mentioned in the digital archive of the Central Committee of the Communist Party (https://politburo.archives.bg/2013-04-24-11-09-24/1944-1949?lang=bg  ).
The second paragraph “Official contacts between Bulgaria and Israel and political issues” shows P. Stoilov's ability to analyze historical facts and search for cause-effect relations. He manages, without going into much detail, to present the mutual interest of Bulgaria and Israel in the development of contacts between them, despite their different ideological orientation and the change in the USSR's policy towards the relations with Israel. On the basis of archival documents, the steps leading to the opening of the diplomatic missions in Sofia and Tel Aviv and the activities of the consular offices are reconstructed. With official political contacts not very active, the author would have done well to pay more attention to the links between other organizations (women's, youth) in the two countries, which he mentions and even emphasizes that these links were active, but this assessment is not accompanied by evidence (p. 26). The incident of the fatally shot down Israeli passenger plane on 27 July 1955 occupies a central place in the paragraph. Its impact on bilateral relations is significant, and the episode undoubtedly has a place in the dissertation, but with a book about it published in 2003, and a detailed and richly documented 2013 study, the PhD student could hardly make any contribution, factual or analytical. However, he succeeded in retrieving certain documents on the subject from the Israeli state archives and from some Israeli newspapers.
The pages devoted to bilateral political contacts in the first half of the 1960s deserve special attention. П. Stoilov, on the basis of archival documents (including those of the Commission on Files) and publications in the Israeli press, clarifies some controversial points about the citizenship of certain categories of persons who chose the path of emigration from Bulgaria to Israel, as well as those related to problems of settling the inheritance of Jewish property in Bulgaria. The Union of Bulgarian Jews in Israel is mentioned in this connection, but only one footnote is devoted to it. I would suggest that the PhD student expand his future research on this union and its activities, which he himself assesses as 'diverse' (p. 38).  П. Stoilov points to the Arab-Israeli conflict as a key factor in the reconsideration of Bulgarian policy towards Israel in the mid-1960s and its centralization under the control of the Foreign Ministry, headed by Ivan Bashev. The search for the delicate balance is convincingly presented, but the text would only have benefited if the PhD student had "thickened" it by including more information on the development of Bulgaria's contacts with Arab countries in this period, which he could have done on the basis of the two monographs by Nadia Filipova that he uses further in the dissertation.
The third paragraph of the first chapter reveals the actual contacts between Bulgaria and Israel until 1967, which were mostly in the spheres of economy, culture and sports. The PhD student shows an understanding of the main processes in the economic development and foreign trade orientation of the two countries, which stimulated the mutual search for contacts in this field. These contacts are presented in detail and reveal the setting of trade on a contractual basis and its results for both countries, which is definitely of a value-adding nature and deserves high assessment. I would also give the same assessment to the pages tracing cultural contacts between Bulgaria and Israel, even though they are in their initial phase and bear the stamp of the Cold War. Here again, as noted above, it is striking that an organization that played a significant role in bilateral contacts (the Israel-Bulgaria Friendship League) is mentioned, but the PhD student gives only brief information about it in a footnote (p. 57). It would be a good idea to study its founding, the personalities who head it, its relations with the authorities in Israel, etc. The activity of the state initiative on the Bulgarian side in the face of the Committee for Friendship and Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries and the Bulgarian Legation in Tel Aviv is highlighted, but one could seek an explanation for the fact that in the case of the other side it is not the state initiative that is leading, but the private and, above all, the public initiative. The PhD student studied the Bulgarian-Israeli contacts in the sphere of tourism and sports, and has made adequate conclusions and assessments. I would recommend in the future publication of the dissertation P. Stoilov to attempt a comparison of the activity, scope and results of Bulgarian-Israeli economic and cultural ties with those between Israel and other socialist countries (this recommendation also applies to the same ties discussed in the next chapter).
[bookmark: _GoBack]The fourth paragraph of the first chapter, devoted to the intelligence and counter-intelligence activities of the Bulgarian State Security and the Israeli special services, deserves high appreciation. The nature of the problems predetermines the analysis of documents mainly from the archives of the Commission on Files, which have not been used so far. P. Stoilov defines two problematic circles - the first one covers the work of the Bulgarian intelligence in Israel and of the State Security in Bulgaria regarding the Jewish community, and the second - the activity of the Israeli intelligence in Bulgaria. The text could have started with a brief explanation of the State Security structures involved in intelligence and counterintelligence (the author could have used Momchil Metodiev's book "The Legitimacy Machine. The Role of the State Security in the Communist State". S., 2008 - in Bulgarian), as is done in the sub-paragraph on Israel, where, albeit briefly, the system of the intelligence services of that country is outlined (pp. 78-79). The PhD student has managed to trace in detail (to the extent possible, determined by the nature of the available documents) the organization of the Bulgarian secret agencies in Israel, as well as the transformation of the Jewish community in Bulgaria into an object of development by the State Security. I would only add that the DS interest in Jews in Bulgaria from the early 1950s was part of the rampant "spy-mania" at the height of the Cold War. (see Огнянов, Л.  „Студената война“ и „шпиономанията“ в България (1949–1953) – В: Модерна България. С., 1999).
Special attention deserve the pages dedicated to the activities of the Israeli intelligence in our country, its goals and methods of action. In this context P. Stoilov presents the case of Dr. Asher Isaac Hananel (former Chief Rabbi of the Jews in Bulgaria and Senior Research Fellow at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences), accused of “speculation and smuggling of valuable goods and currency”, committed in complicity with Western diplomatic officials and an Israeli merchant. The PhD student describes the international response to the court case and the Israeli reaction, without, however, making it clear from the above whether and to what extent the charges were fabricated and, if so, for what purpose. If the available documents do not allow such an assessment, the author should point this out as the reason for its absence. At the end of the first chapter it would have been useful to have a brief summary of the main developments in bilateral relations during the period 1948 to 1967.
The second chapter of the dissertation is about the period from the break of diplomatic relations between Bulgaria and Israel in 1967 until 1990, when their resumption became possible. It is divided into four paragraphs. The first one is a necessary introduction to the turning point in Bulgarian-Israeli relations and briefly introduces the Six-Day War, the reaction of the Eastern Bloc and the decision to sever diplomatic relations with Israel. However, the reader would have expected a more detailed picture of these events, or at least references to academic literature, as some points mentioned remain unexplained - e.g. the behavior of the USA; the decisions of the UN Security Council and the reaction of the international organization; the alleged rise of anti-Semitic sentiment in the USSR and Eastern Europe. In the context of the latter, P. Stoilov points out that “the Central Committee of the Communist Party removed Jews from leadership positions on the 'ideological front'“ (p. 86), but no examples are given in this regard. The claim that “the activities of the Public Cultural and Educational Organization of Jews in the LPR (OKPOE) reflect party decisions” (p. 86) is not followed by specifying what these decisions are. It is stressed that “Bulgaria did not follow the Soviet line of acute anti-Semitism, which lasted until the mid-1980s” (p. 86), but no attempt is made to explain this discrepancy. The student provides ample evidence of the adherence of the Public Cultural and Educational Organization of Jews in the People's Republic of Bulgaria (OKPOE) to the official policy of the Communist Party and to the incentives it received from the authorities. There are interesting facts about the attitude of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church on the Middle East conflict.
In a sub-paragraph P. Stoilov traces “Bulgarian Interest in the Arab World”, arguing convincingly the necessity of this analysis through the prism of Bulgarian-Israeli relations. There are already serious monographs on Bulgarian-Arab relations (in addition to N. Filipova’s two books, cited in the dissertation, P. Stoilov should add the monograph “Bulgarian-Arab Relations”, S., 1999, written by the diplomat Kiryak Tsonev, unquestionable expert on the subject), but P. Stoilov also adds new details - he has retrieved documents on strategic information received about Israel through the Bulgarian embassies in the Arab countries (p. 95). The PhD student's research on the Austrian activities, concerning the protection of Bulgarian interests in Israel after the severance of diplomatic relations, also deserves high evaluation. In the sub-paragraph "The road to the restoration of diplomatic relations" P. Stoilov focuses on the contacts between the Communist parties in Israel and Bulgaria, as well as those between some civil organizations. The fact that such contacts took place in these conditions is an important specificity of Bulgarian-Israeli relations in the 1980s. П. Stoilov successfully analyses the interest of both Israel and the socialist countries, and Bulgaria in particular, in intensifying contacts. However, pointing out that in 1983 there were some changes in Bulgarian position on the issue of re-establishing relations with Israel, the PhD student should further clarify whether and to what extent these changes were coordinated with Moscow and the other Eastern Bloc countries and what precisely were the considerations of the Bulgarian authorities who, as he claims, “took into account the 'negative consequences' of the policy of isolation towards Israel” (p. 101).
The results of this changed approach have been traced through documents in the archives of the Commission on Files, and they show important nuances in the way the two countries approached each other. Again based on archival information from the same set of documents, which are introduced for the first time into scholarly circulation, the role of Shulamit Shamir, the wife of Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir, and of some international Jewish organizations in the intensification of contacts between the two countries, which deepened after the resumption of Soviet-Israeli diplomatic dialogue in 1987, is revealed. The PhD student demonstrates an in-depth understanding of the broader background in light of which Bulgarian-Israeli relations should be viewed. It includes international efforts to resolve the conflict in the Middle East and new aspects of the actions of the USSR, the US and the EEC in the late 1980s in regard to this problem, as well as domestic political and economic changes in Israel.
An important element of the dissertation is the tracing of the motives that lead the Bulgarian side to intensify its efforts to restore diplomatic relations with Israel, as well as the concern that this should not negatively affect relations with Arab countries. The PhD student has analyzed the available archival material in depth, but had to stress that this was in the changed circumstances after the key date of 10 November 1989. The pages revealing the hopes of the two countries for the benefits of the resumption of diplomatic relations in May 1990, as well as the settlement of the formalities for the opening of embassies in the two capitals, are of a contributory nature. The efforts of P. Stoilov to reconstruct in the possible details and on the basis of archival documents the commercial, economic, cultural, scientific, sportive and touristic relations between Bulgaria and Israel during the period of suspended diplomatic relations should be highly appreciated. P. Stoilov describes the specific difficulties arising from this situation, as well as from the problems Israel faces in its economic development, whereas Bulgaria has to constantly take into account the effect of these contacts on its relations with the Arab countries. The analysis of the intensification of economic contacts at the end of the 1980s, seen in the light of the changes that took place in Israel and Bulgaria during this period, is highly appreciated. I would also rate highly the detailed presentation of the cultural contacts that took place at various levels and culminated at the very end of the 1980s, paving the way for the resumption of diplomatic relations. 
In a paragraph of Chapter Three, the struggle against Zionism, led by State Security and the intelligence services of the socialist countries is discussed as “the main course of action in the Middle East” (p. 155). The paper deals with the cooperation with the KGB, Israel's recruitment of Israeli citizens temporarily residing in Bulgaria and Bulgarian citizens in Israel for intelligence purposes, and the State Security work among the country's Jewish community to recruit agents. The presentation is based on archival documents, but due to the specificity of this activity and the unfavorable conditions for it under the ruptured diplomatic relations, the information is rather scarce.
As a fourth paragraph in chapter three, the PhD student has included an overview of the prospects for bilateral relations after 1990. It is chronologically outside the scope indicated in the chapter title and should more logically be added to the conclusion of the dissertation. However, the rapid development of relations in various spheres, putting them on a contractual basis and achieving positive results, especially in trade and tourism, is evident from the presentation. Instead of this paragraph at the end of the chapter, it is appropriate to have conclusions about the development of relations in the period 1967-1990.
 The conclusion presents in a concise form the main points of the thesis and is a proof of the ability of the PhD student to formulate clear conclusions on the basis of the detailed analyses carried out.
My overall impression is that the dissertation is an original and in-depth study, carried out on a solid documentary basis. With it the PhD student demonstrates the skills of a professional historian. The deficiencies pointed out in the review could be addressed in a future publication of the dissertation. An additional but important merit is the excellent style of the presentation.
The abstract corresponds to the content of the dissertation and the scientific contributions, although formulated quite breifly, give an idea of the scientific significance of the dissertation. Publication activity of Peter Stoilov deserves an excellent evaluation. He has a total of seven publications (three of them abroad), of which five (two abroad) are on the topic of the dissertation in academic proceedings and in the prestigious journal “History”. Thus, the PhD student even exceeds the requirements for publication activity during the time of the PhD and the required credits. His participation in six serious scientific projects, three of them international, is also impressive, and his excellent command of German and English contributes to their successful realization. They have definitely contributed to the scientific advancement of the young colleague.
In view of the above, I am convinced that the dissertation of Petar Stoilov “Relations between Bulgaria and Israel 1948–1990” meets the criteria for a serious and professional study. Therefore I recommend to the Scientific Jury to award Petar Stoilov the educational and scientific degree “Doctor”.

30 March 2025                                                                                   Prof. Evgenia Kalinova
