OPINION

On the dissertation of full-time doctoral student Beloslava Plamenova VVachkovska for the award
of the educational and scientific degree of “Doctor” in the field of higher education 2. Humanities,
professional area 2.2. History and Archaeology, Doctoral Program in History of Bulgaria (History
of Medieval Bulgaria) on the topic “Bulgarian Court Culture during the Reign of lvan
Alexander (1331-1371) — An Attempt at Characterization” under the supervision of Prof. Dr.
Miliyana Kaymakamova

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

The doctoral dissertation submitted for defense by Beloslava Vachkovska consists of an
introduction, four chapters, a conclusion, a bibliography, a list of abbreviations, and appendices,
and has a total length of 325 pages.

At the outset of this review, | would like to note that the dissertation topic was very well
chosen, and this has enabled the doctoral candidate to produce an original, interdisciplinary
scientific study, guided by sound methodology and principles in the handling of written, artistic,
and archaeological evidence.

At the beginning of the extensive Introduction (pp. 3-30), structured into five sections, the
doctoral candidate correctly links the emergence of genuine interest in the complex phenomenon
of the royal court and its inherent court culture with the opening of Western European medieval
studies to the methods of social history and cultural anthropology under the influence of the
“Annales” school in the 1960s—1970s. Special mention is also made of the contribution of Prof.
V. Gyuzelev, member of BAS, to the introduction of this topic into the repertoire of Bulgarian
medieval studies (pp. 4-5). The aims, objectives, and conceptual framework of the study are
presented clearly and precisely (pp. 5-7). | fully understand and accept as logical the caveats set
forth below regarding the chronological scope and methodology of the study (pp. 8-9); the same
applies to those pages of the introduction where the structure of the work is explained (pp. 18-19).
The review of the historiography and sources on the topic of the dissertation is sufficiently detailed
and thorough (pp. 9-18). The introduction concludes with a synthesized overview of the
development of Tarnovo as a capital city in the 14th century (pp. 19-30), which allows B.
Vachkovska to move on to the main body of her work.

The first chapter, titled “The Royal Palace in Tarnovo” (pp. 31-55), consists of two
sections that outline the construction phases, as well as the topography and appearance of the
palace during the 14th century. The doctoral candidate has diligently traced the various opinions
expressed in the scholarly literature and, in some instances, has not hesitated to express criticism,
as is the case with her well-founded objections to M. Dolmova-Lukanovska that the throne room
and the royal regalia kept therein are depicted in the miniature on folio 212b of the London Gospel
(p. 46). I would add that the attempts by some scholars to find some reflection of the palace’s
actual architecture in various artistic monuments (pp. 44-46) generally raise serious doubts and
should be regarded as hypothetical and unprovable, while the images themselves—as conventional
(cf. p. 52). The conclusions drawn at the end of the chapter are entirely justified: by the time of
Ivan Alexander, the palace “had already taken on the appearance of a well-developed and fortified



royal court,” which “provided the necessary conditions for the development of court culture and
its ceremonial, literary, and artistic manifestations” (p. 55).

Chapter Two (pp. 56-102) is titled “Court Ceremonies during the Reign of Tsar Ivan
Alexander” and consists of five sections devoted, respectively, to wedding celebrations,
coronations, diplomatic negotiations and meetings between rulers, funeral ceremonies and rites, as
well as the phenomenon of the “encounter between court and popular culture”.

It is very impressive that B. Vachkovska has presented not only some well-known sources,
but also a monument (a wedding poem and seven miniatures from the manuscript Vat. gr. 1851),
which Cecily Hennessy linked in a series of her recent publications to the reception of Ivan
Alexander’s daughter, Kiratsa Maria, in Constantinople in 1357 or 1358 in connection with her
marriage to the heir to the throne, Andronikos IV (pp. 59-60, see also p. 174). A number of details
are presented regarding Byzantine marriage rituals, which may be assumed to have been practiced
in Bulgaria as well, in a more or less adapted form. The same applies to both coronation (p. 71)
and funeral rites, with the latter combining with Western influences in the field of funerary
sculpture— “The relief images on the sarcophagi are executed using Byzantine artistic techniques,
which attests to a creative reinterpretation and adaptation of the Western model within the context
of Bulgarian cultural traditions” (p. 95). The section devoted to the participation of the residents
of Tarnovo in ceremonial rituals in the square north of the Tsarevets Palace, as well as in such
mass events involving the king and the palace elite—such as welcoming distinguished foreigners,
the transfer of relics, and so on—is also original. (pp. 96-102).

Chapter Three (pp. 103-194) is titled “Life in the Palace” and consists of five sections
devoted to the regalia and attire of the Bulgarian tsars and queens, food in the palace, the royal
table, and the ruler’s entourage. Here, too, B. Vachkovska has applied her interdisciplinary
approach—the monarch’s garments are analyzed through the lens of sigillography, numismatics,
murals, Byzantine written sources, and precious textiles from tombs; as for food and the royal
table, the remains of charred grain, animal bones, and kitchen utensils from Tsarevets are analyzed
(unfortunately, the animal osteological materials from the Tsarevets excavations have not been
preserved), Trapezitsa, Rusokastro, and Pernik, as well as luxurious tableware, etc. As for the royal
family and the ruler’s entourage, I believe that useful prosopographic surveys have been
conducted, which clarify a number of unresolved issues regarding chronology, present new
perspectives (e.g., N. Sharankov’s new observations on the Yambol and Shumen inscriptions, pp.
172, 181), and criticize certain hasty interpretations, as is the case with the graves excavated in
2024 at the Kokalyanski Urvich fortress (pp. 175-176, note 739).

In Chapter Four (pp. 195-251), under the heading “Court Culture in the Context of
Education, Literature, and the Arts,” the author first examines the education and upbringing of the
ruler and his heirs, with particular attention paid to literacy at court, as well as the various fields
of knowledge (religious, historical, and natural sciences) that were accessible to the king and his
descendants thanks to the manuscripts from the royal library that have survived to this day. The
second section is devoted to court literature and its significance for the development of royal
ideology, tracing two main themes—the role of the ruler as defender of Orthodoxy and the doctrine
of Tarnovo as the “New Constantinople” and the “Third Rome.”

The Conclusion (pp. 252-256) briefly summarizes the main findings of the observations
made in the dissertation and outlines promising directions for future research in specific areas.

Next, the bibliography (pp. 257-312), a list of abbreviations (p. 313), and the appendices
(pp. 314-325)—a series of 35 images—are included.



Finally, 1 would like to emphasize once again that B. Vachkovska’s dissertation is an
original and methodologically sound work of an interdisciplinary nature, which reveals the
author’s in-depth knowledge of and interest in the history and culture of medieval Bulgaria. The
formatting of the dissertation is exceptionally precise and scientifically sound.

The author's abstract accurately reflects the main content of the dissertation, and the list of
scientific contributions attached to it provides an objective picture of B. Vachkovska's high
scientific achievements.

Based on the above, | believe that the dissertation “Bulgarian Court Culture during the
Reign of Ivan Alexander (1331-1371) — An Attempt at a Characterization” demonstrates
exceptionally high professional competence and meets all legal requirements for defense, which
gives me grounds to vote in favor of awarding Beloslava Plamenova Vachkovska the educational
and scientific degree of “Doctor” in the field of higher education 2. Humanities, professional field
2.2. History and Archaeology, doctoral program in History of Bulgaria (History of Medieval
Bulgaria).
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