OPINION

On the dissertation of full-time doctoral student Yana Mihaylova Georgakieva for the award of
the educational and scientific degree of “Doctor” in the field of higher education 2. Humanities,
professional field 2.2. History and Archaeology, scientific specialty History of Bulgaria (History
of the Bulgarian Lands, 15th—17th Centuries) on the topic “Epidemics in the Bulgarian Lands
during the 16th-18th Centuries” under the supervision of Assoc. Prof. Dr. Milena Petkova-
Roberg

By Assoc. Prof. Dr. Angel Nikolov, Sofia University St. Kliment Ohridski,
Faculty of History, Department of Bulgarian History

Yana Georgakieva’s dissertation addresses a topic that is of considerable academic interest
and has not been systematically explored.

The doctoral dissertation submitted for defense consists of an introduction, three chapters,
a conclusion, a bibliography, and appendices, with a total length of 410 pages.

In the Introduction (pp. 5-38), written in a concise and clear style, Yana Georgakieva
provides the necessary explanations regarding the chronology, structure, and methodology of the
work, its thematic scope, and the nature of the sources. As for the goals and objectives of the
dissertation, it becomes clear that the work aims to delineate the cultural-religious atmosphere
against which the epidemics unfolded, to reconstruct the epidemiological dynamics in the
Bulgarian lands, and to clarify state policy regarding the consequences of the epidemics, as well
as to compare Christian and Muslim healing traditions in order to trace the interaction between
the two faiths in the context of epidemic diseases (p. 35). Within the introduction, there is also a
general overview of the centuries under study (pp. 7-15), a historiographical review (pp. 16-23),
general information on the plague (pp. 23-26), and acknowledgments (pp. 36-38). Incidentally, in
the section on domestic sources, | did not find the corpus by Xpucrosa, b., JI. Kapamxkosa, E.
V3ynoBa. benexku Ha 6barapckure kHmkoBHUIM X—XVIII B. T. 2. XVI-XVIIL. Codus, 2004,
which should be taken into account in future publications of the work, along with the well-known
critical review by A. Turilov: Crapsie 3a0myxnenust u HOBbie "Ooxu". — BeCTHHK 1IEpKOBHOI
ucropuwu, 13-14, 2009, 321-361.

The first chapter, titled “Prophetic Medicine and Occult Practices in Healthcare in the
Bulgarian Lands: The Religious Debate Regarding (Un)Permitted Escapes from Epidemic
Diseases” (pp. 39-121) begins with a historiographical essay on prophetic medicine, which is
based on the medical guidelines and practices attributed to the Prophet Muhammad and transmitted
through various authentic hadiths (p. 39). Scientific research on occult healing practices is also
briefly presented (pp. 56-60). An overview of the sources is also provided (pp. 60-66). The second
section is titled “The Religious Framework of Prophetic Medicine and Occult Practices in Healing
in the Bulgarian Lands” (pp. 68—108). Y. Georgakieva has convincingly demonstrated that, despite
the traditional Sunni Islamic view of humility in the face of the plague, “the Ottoman Empire
tended to adopt a more flexible social policy during times of epidemics, likely under the pressure
of imperial reality, within which the population never ceased to seek salvation in the face of
infectious diseases” (p. 78). The following section presents a series of healing or apotropaic
prayers, verses from the Quran, or formulas against the plague from manuscripts in the “Oriental



Collections” department of the National Library of Bulgaria (primarily from Samokov). Some of
these materials lead the doctoral candidate to conclude that during the period under consideration,
in a mixed urban environment, joint interconfessional ritual gatherings were most likely practiced,
involving the recitation of prayers in memory of the victims of the plague, and likely also to drive
it away (p. 89) . Attention is drawn to the magical practices against the jinn—who spread the
plague—widely used in Islamic settings: amulet prayers, lists of God’s names, letters and numbers,
and magic squares (p. 91 ff.). Specific examples are provided of the presence of Arabic-script
occult materials in manuscripts from the Bulgarian lands—instructions for creating a talisman
from the 17th-18th centuries from the Pazvantoglu Library (pp. 93-94), a magic square from
Samokov (p. 94). As a perfectly valid parallel to these practices in Muslim communities, examples
are cited of Bulgarians’ use of various amulets bearing apocryphal prayers against illness and evil
forces, inscribed on lead plates or even on paper (p. 95). Spells of the “abracadabra” type are
characterized as syncretic magical rituals from the Ottoman era among Bulgarians (p. 97), but here
the question arises regarding the early spread of the same type of incantations in the East Slavic
environment, which suggests the medieval roots of this type of text. The same applies to the ritual
practices of eating a prayer written on an apple—we have evidence that this was done in the
northern Russian lands during the 12th century. Of course, this is not so important in this case,
because during the 16th—18th centuries in the Bulgarian lands, among Muslims and Christians,
one does indeed observe the parallel existence of a number of very similar magical and medical
practices aimed at treating various illnesses (p. 98 ff.). The chapter then presents information on
atypical Muslim graves from the 17th century, excavated near the village of Kalenik, as well as
some considerations regarding the terms denoting the plague in the Arab and Ottoman traditions.
The chapter concludes with a critical review of the accounts of certain Western travellers.
Chapter Two (pp. 122—-190) is titled “The Dynamics of Epidemic Spread in the Bulgarian
Lands during the 16th—18th Centuries: Endemic Regions, Internal Migration, and the Process of
Depopulation in Urban and Rural Settlements.” The section on sources presents several dozen
Ottoman-Turkish documents that reflect the loss and flight of the tax-paying population in
connection with epidemics, while also examining similar accounts from Western travelers and
Bulgarian Catholic clergy from the 17th century (pp. 133-141). Here | would like to note that the
village mentioned in a document from the “Oriental Collections” section of the National Library
of Bulgaria, F. 1, a.e. 3462 from 1649—along with the village of Strandzha—the village of Yeni
Kdy, which remains unidentified, could very cautiously be linked to the present-day village of
Kamenets, Straldzha Municipality (p. 138). In the section “Geographical Distribution and
Epidemiology of the Plague in the Bulgarian Lands during the 16th—18th Centuries,” it is noted
that within the Ottoman Empire, the Bulgarian lands are situated at the crossroads of a number of
trade networks along the west-east and north-south axes, “within which the plague did not move
in a single direction, but outbreaks could occur simultaneously in several places within the empire
(and beyond its borders). In the final third period—1570-1600—these routes consolidated and
established Istanbul as the definitive plague center of the state” (p. 143). The doctoral candidate
goes on writing that in the 17th and 18th centuries, the Balkans became a major corridor for the
spread of the infection by land, with Plovdiv and Sofia—located on the historic Diagonal Road—
being particularly vulnerable at the very outset of this network (p. 147). The following section
reviews the information on plague (and likely other) epidemics in the Bulgarian lands during the
16th—18th centuries, with particularly abundant data for the 18th century. The collected material
is also summarized in one of the appendices to the dissertation: Table 3, “Chronological Table of
Epidemics in the Bulgarian Lands during the 16th—18th Centuries” (pp. 319-326). In connection



with attempts to determine the cyclical nature of plague epidemics and to define various climatic,
seasonal, temperature, and other patterns in the spread or subsidence of the infection, Yana
Georgakieva’s warning deserves attention: “at present, we are unable to determine which form of
the disease was predominant—bubonic, pneumonic, or septicemic—since paleogenetic analysis is
still at too early a stage to offer such a precise result” (p. 159). The next section, titled “Endemic
Regions of Epidemic Activity: The Demographic Consequences of Epidemics in the Bulgarian
Lands: Internal Migration” (pp. 160-174). Sofia, Samokov, and Plovdiv are identified here as
epidemic centers, and in the 18th century, Ruse, Novi Pazar, and the northeastern Bulgarian lands
along the lower course of the Danube are added to them. The data collected by the doctoral
candidate allow her to conclude that in the 16th century, losses in human capital were quickly
offset, but in the 17th century, when a significant cooling of the climate occurred, the plague
became one of the major factors contributing to the overall trend of demographic decline (p. 165).
At the same time, Y. Georgakieva has made a number of caveats regarding the representativeness
and reliability of the various Ottoman tax registers, concluding that “a more serious and detailed
demographic analysis is not possible at this stage and will remain a matter for future research” (p.
167, cf. pp. 189-190). The text also provides some illustrative examples of the abandonment of
settlements and at least a partial return to them (or the relocation of these settlements within the
same territorial area) after the epidemic had subsided, as a mechanism for coping with the
consequences of the plague outbreak (pp. 168-170)—a significant process of reversible or
irreversible internal migration that had a significant impact on the central government’s tax
revenues and left traces in the relevant administrative records. Naturally, the following section,
“Epidemics and Imperial Tax Policy” (pp. 174-188), examines some examples of how the
Ottoman authorities responded to such challenges.

Chapter Three, “Means of Treatment and Prevention of Epidemic Diseases in the Bulgarian
Lands in the 16th—18th Centuries. Medicines and Recommendations for a Healthy Life” (pp. 191—
251) begins with a historiographical review, followed by an overview of the terminology related
to diseases and medical conditions, types of medicines, and dosage measures. The sources on the
topic are presented—yprimarily certain published, unpublished, or uncatalogued Ottoman Turkish
manuscripts from the 16th—19th centuries with medical content from the collections of the National
Library of Bulgaria, Bulgarian manuscripts and pharmacopoeias, ancient medical treatises, and
accounts by foreign travellers. The main content of the chapter is presented in the section “Ottoman
Epidemiology in the Bulgarian Lands.” The doctoral candidate has endeavoured not only to trace
which Arabic and Ottoman Turkish medical works were most widespread in the Bulgarian lands,
but also to cover numerous marginal recipes (a total of 444—see p. 243), prayers, and talismans
for various illnesses, described in or added in the margins and blank pages of these works. A
successful comparison is also made between Ottoman and Bulgarian folk medicine, which notes
that the method of preparing the recipes is very similar in both traditions, and this, in turn, shows
that “these systems draw on each other’s experience” (p. 250).

The Conclusion (pp. 252-255) briefly summarizes the main findings of the observations
made in the dissertation.

This is followed by a bibliography (pp. 256-305) and a number of diverse appendices (pp.
306-410).

In conclusion, | would like to emphasize that Y. Georgakieva’s dissertation is an original
and methodologically sound work, which is essentially interdisciplinary and reveals the author’s
in-depth knowledge and interests in various fields of Ottoman studies.



Based on the above, | believe that the dissertation “Epidemics in the Bulgarian Lands in
the 16th—18th Centuries” demonstrates high professional competence and meets the legal
requirements for defence, which gives me grounds to vote in favor of awarding Yana Mihaylova
Georgakieva the academic and scientific degree of “Doctor” in the field of higher education 2.
Humanities, professional field 2.2. History and Archaeology, scientific specialty History of
Bulgaria (History of the Bulgarian Lands, 15th—17th Centuries).
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