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Data about the PhD student and its studies 

 Beloslava Plamenova Vachkovska graduated from high school education at the 

"Hristo Smirnenski" High School in Iskar, Pleven region in 2013. During the period 2013-2017, 

she studied History at the Faculty of History of Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski" and 

obtained a Bachelor's degree, and during the same period she also specialized in Medieval 

General History under the Erasmus program at the University of Regensburg in Germany. In 

2018-2020, she continued her education at the Ludwig-Maximilians University in Munich, 

Germany and obtained a Master's degree. 

 Plamena Vachkovska has been enrolled as a full-time PhD student in the Department 

of History of Bulgaria at the Department of History of Bulgaria of the Faculty of History of 

Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski", from 01. 02. 2022 to 27. 01. 2026, and her scientific 

supervisor is Prof. Dr. Milyana Kaymakanova. 

 The PhD student specialized in the scientific field as an intern at various institutions: 

the Bavarian State Archives, the Institute for Historical Research - Bulgarian Academy of 

Sciences, and the Center for Slavic-Byzantine Studies "Prof. Ivan Duychev". She participated 

in three scientific projects and has published scientific publications outside the topic of her 

dissertation, which shows her good scientific preparation. 

 In the Department of History of Bulgaria of the Faculty of History of Sofia University 

"St. Kliment Ohridski", an internal discussion of the dissertation work of Plamena Vachkovska 

"Bulgarian Palace Culture during the Reign of Ivan Alexander (1331-1371) - an Attempt at 

Characterization" was held and a decision was made to initiate a defense procedure, which was 

approved by the Faculty Council of the Faculty of History. By Rector's Order No. RD-38-112 

of 10.03.2026, the composition of the five-member scientific jury provided for in Art. 4 of the 



Act on the Development of the Academic Staff in the Republic of Bulgaria was determined, 

which held a meeting and scheduled the official defense of the dissertation. 

The topic. The topic is aptly chosen. It is relatively poorly researched, especially in terms of 

the diversity of the source base chosen by B. Vachkovska, covering historical sources and 

historiography, archaeological information and monuments of art and literature of the era. It 

encompasses the most flourishing period of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom in terms of palace 

culture, the long and relatively stable reign of Tsar Ivan Alexander. Then it can be rightly 

assumed that the spiritual and material culture of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom reaches its 

most complete form. The title is well formulated, perhaps only with the unnecessary modesty 

in it “attempt at characterization”, a part that could be dropped in future publication. The topic 

suggests a culturological approach, uniting the sources and methods of different historical 

disciplines, which is positive and is a trend that should continue in Bulgarian historical research. 

Structure. The structure of the dissertation is logical and sufficiently articulated, and the 

content reflects it well and is informative. 

Introduction. In the introduction, the choice of the topic is argued based on the state of research 

to date, and is well justified. The goal and objectives are briefly but meaningfully stated. The 

clarification of the conceptual apparatus is not without reason and its place is precisely in the 

introduction. However, although correctly chosen, the term "palace culture" should not be taken 

out of the framework of the so-called "elite culture", but rather be viewed as its peak, setting 

the fashion of, if not the most important, then at least the most visible group of medieval society. 

In this regard, I can point out that if I have no objections to the chronological framework, the 

territorial framework is not explicitly argued. Although on a different scale, palace culture was 

also practiced in the appanage in Vidin and in the Despotate of Dobrudja, i.e. the concentration 

on Tarnovo, although explainable, should not exclude other centers of royal power from 

consideration, or at least it should be specifically agreed in the introduction. 

 An interesting approach is to present the review of studies in the introduction. 

However, I believe that this is not a problem and the presentation is informative and concise, 

without boring the reader with unnecessary information. The presentation of the structure in the 

introduction is not meaningless in principle, but in the form in which it is done, it rather 

duplicates the content and can be considered redundant. 

 The presentation of the development of Tarnovo is a logical move, and it is carried 

out concisely. However, some notes could be made. The cited study by V. Ivanov on the 

housing construction and street network of Trapezitsa is actually co-authored with D. 

Rabovyanov. Also, as an archaeologist researching the town, I cannot be impressed by the lack 



of a brief description of the development of Tsarevets as a settlement core, because although it 

is not specifically reflected in the literature, it has been paid attention to by various researchers. 

This can be solved in a future publication of the work. Regarding the suburb on the slope of 

Momina Krepost, it would be appropriate to use and cite the original publications of N. 

Angelov, Y. Nikolova and M. Robov, as well as to pay attention to its erroneous indication in 

the literature by Y. Aleksiev and at the international level in the Economic history of Byzantium 

by K. Dochev as the third fortified core of the city. Regarding the sacral topography and the 

accumulation of grace in the capital city, I would also recommend using some studies by K. 

Totev. 

 In the same part, worthy attention is paid to Nikopol as the center of the tsardom, 

which it undoubtedly was at least for a while in the 14th century. However, it should be pointed 

out that the connections of Tarnovo and the court are more pronounced with Cherven, which is 

also an ecclesiastical center and one of the largest cities, while the role of Nikopol is rather 

military-administrative and connecting via the Danube. In general, the excursion into the 

development of Tarnovo could be expanded in the future publication of the dissertation without 

changing its structure. Its presence in the text, however, is organic and obligatory insofar as 

Tarnovo is the main scene for the development of palace culture in the Second Bulgarian 

Kingdom. I would personally recommend to B. Vachkovska to consider whether this part of 

the introduction could be transferred as the initial part of the first chapter, where she examines 

the royal palace. Then she would have the opportunity to briefly examine some private 

problems, such as the presence of palace (and not palace) buildings in the northern part of 

Trapezitsa, studied by K. Totev. 

Chapter One. The Royal Palace in Tarnovo. The problems related to the early history of 

Tarnovo and the Royal Palace of Tsarevets are well presented and analyzed. I can also note the 

same for the description of the Palace with its periodization. There, perhaps, the addition of a 

little more illustrative material and a stratification of the plan of the Palace by periods for a 

better understanding is missing. The description of the individual palace buildings and the 

analysis of their functions are made concisely and informatively with a critical approach to the 

theses proposed by various researchers and taking a position on them. However, I would 

recommend that when analyzing the Palace, the doctoral student use parallels from the 

Byzantine world such as the Tekfur Saray in Constantinople, Nymphaeum, Mystras, etc. 

Chapter Two. Palace Ceremonies during the Reign of Tsar Ivan Alexander. The chapter 

is informative and comprehensively written, presenting the main features and specific 

dimensions of the various palace ceremonies. Various sources are brought together, and the 



analysis of the funeral rituals and the preserved tombstones is very detailed and correct in the 

presentation of the archaeological information. 

Chapter Three. Life in the Palace. It presents various aspects of palace culture.  

 The clothing and insignia of the king and queen. They are presented and analyzed in 

great detail, correctly and in the necessary comparison with Byzantium. Here I would 

recommend using the richly detailed frescoes and miniatures representing Byzantine and 

Serbian rulers as additional comparative visual material. It would also be good to add a table 

with high-quality photographs and drawings of coins of Tsar Ivan Alexander, despite their 

stylization, because of the clothing and insignia presented on them, especially since they are 

explicitly used in the text as sources. 

 The food in the palace. It is presented in detail and rather as data for the period in a 

broader sense, and not always specifically for the ruler's court. This approach from the general 

to the particular is explainable given the source base. When using the data from the Northern 

Sector of Trapezitsa for the study of animal bones, it should be noted that they originate from 

the study of representative buildings, i.e. their potential value for comparison with the royal 

court is greater. 

 The Royal Table. The information is detailed and covers everything we know about 

the period. I do not consider this to be a mistake given the limited data on the Palace and the 

general lifestyle in the urban context of Tarnovo. The analogies from Byzantium are extensive 

and well-chosen. As a note, I will point out that vessels with monograms are widespread to a 

considerable extent in Trapezitsa, including two groups unknown to us elsewhere in Tarnovo – 

those with the letters B in a ligature and omega, for which one should pay attention to 

publications by M. Robov and K. Totev. 

 The ruler's entourage. In addition to the informative presentation of the ruler's 

entourage, the PhD student's effort to include up-to-date information, such as that about the 

graves studied in 2024 in Kokalyanski Urvich, and above all, the correct critical approach used 

by her in note 739, also makes a good impression. 

Chapter Four. Palace Culture in the Light of Education, Literature and Art. One of the 

most detailed and informative chapters. The part on education presents very well the image of 

the ruler with his virtues as he should have been according to his contemporaries. A positive 

impression is also made by the great attention paid to palace literature in the various aspects of 

its use and its connection with religion, which is a guiding line in its examination. 

Conclusion. The finale of the dissertation is carried out in the traditional summarizing manner 

and fully covers the content and conclusions reached in the text. 



General notes: 

1. The dissertation is written in a well-groomed grammatical language and demonstrates a good 

scientific style and in-depth knowledge of both the specific literature on the topic, as well as 

that on a theoretical level and the examination of the problem in the context of European 

medieval studies. 

2. The list of literature used is extensive, fully meets the needs of the topic and demonstrates 

the high level of awareness and scientific preparation of the doctoral student. 

3. The illustrative part of the dissertation could be expanded, which would better illustrate 

problems in the text and would have a positive effect on its representativeness in future 

publication. The PhD student could consider presenting high-quality images of coins of Tsar 

Ivan Alexander, supplementing the presentation of Tarnovo with better photos (for example, 

those from the newly published volume for Trapezitsa), and expanding it with high-quality 

photos of objects related to everyday life at the royal court. 

4. I can say that with small remarks I admire the presented text. However, I miss the attention 

paid to some important aspects of life in the royal court, such as entertainment, hunting and 

war, although the latter is poorly reflected in chapter 4, which describes the military and 

statesmanship training of the ruler. They are an important part of the court culture and an 

essential element of the image of the ruler and his entourage. I would recommend, although the 

information is scarce, that B. Vachkovska try to supplement it in this aspect when publishing 

her work in the future. 

5. The same can be said regarding the use of numismatic material. The need for it to be 

presented in the illustrative part has already been noted above. However, the doctoral student 

should pay more attention to the coins and the way in which they reflect the changes during the 

reign of Tsar Ivan Alexander. An aspect that she could use more fully than now. 

Abstract and publications. The presented abstract fully and accurately reflects the main 

content of the dissertation and is provided with a detailed adequate reference to the scientific 

contributions of B. Vachkovska. The publication submitted by the doctoral student in print 

satisfies the legal requirements. However, it is expected that after the defense of the dissertation 

work B. Vachkovska will expand this activity. 

 

Conclusion. 

 Based on the above and regardless of the critical remarks noted, I believe that the 

dissertation work "Bulgarian court culture during the reign of Ivan Alexander (1331 - 1371) - 

an attempt at characterization" reveals expressed scientific interests and high professional skills 



and meets the legal requirements for defense, which gives me reason to vote positively for 

Beloslava Plamenova Vachkovska to receive the educational and scientific degree "doctor" in 

the field of higher education 2. Humanities, professional field 2.2. History and archaeology, 

scientific specialty History of Bulgaria (History of Medieval Bulgaria). 

  

 

Veliko Tarnovo, 04. 04. 2026 г.   Reviewer:    

Ass. prof. Deyan Rabovyanov 

  

 


