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The topic of the presented dissertation is very interesting, as far as I know there has been no 

comprehensive study on this issue, although some of its aspects have been developed in relatively detail. 

This applies not only to the specific period outlined in the dissertation – the reign of the Bulgarian Tsar 

John Alexander (1331-1371), but to the entire Bulgarian Middle Ages in general. The main reason for 

this is the state of the source base, which often does not allow any research to be done. Obviously, the 

reign of this Bulgarian Tsar is suitable in this direction, as long as there is some information that would 

allow such a study. Of course, in this case, interdisciplinary is mandatory, as otherwise this would not 

be possible. I must say right away that the doctoral student coped with this task in a remarkable way. 

Data from various disciplines have been drawn upon – history, archaeology, numismatics, sphragistics, 

literature, art history, the study of fabrics, fashion trends, food and nutrition, etc., in order to obtain the 

most complete picture possible of palace life in Bulgaria at that time. 

In the introduction, the author resolves some “technical” issues – she defines the goals and 

objectives of the study, and most importantly – the conceptual apparatus that will be used. This mostly 
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concerns the term “palace culture”, long adopted in foreign historiography and rarely used in ours. She 

is absolutely right that the concepts of “court” and “palace culture”, which are used relatively to the 

Western European Middle Ages, can be applied both to Byzantium and to Bulgaria, in the sense that P. 

Magdalino puts into them. Despite the lack of information about parts of this court. 

Here I would like to draw attention to the name of the ruler under study, which she has agreed 

upon. The name “Ivan” used by the author is to some extent traditional for Bulgarian historiography, 

but he was still called John. It seems that the form “Ivan”, which was once considered Russian, is the 

common form of the name. Obviously, it is high time to break this “tradition” and use the historical 

name of John Alexander and the other rulers with the name John. There are already such cases in 

historiography. One can fully support the refusal to use the name Sarah, for the second wife of John 

Alexander, since this name comes from a late legendary tradition, which is extremely uncertain. 

I would also like to draw attention to the bibliographic review that has been made in the 

individual areas. First of all, regarding the palace, where of course the functioning of the royal court 

should be sought. The author is not content only to state the available opinions regarding its construction 

and architectural development, but also takes a position on the existing disputes. Quite rightly, special 

attention is paid to the studies of Trapezitsa, which to some extent change our ideas about the royal hill 

and the royal palaces in Tarnovo. 

Further on, individual studies on the development of books and literature, etc. are also 

considered. Attention is also paid to the palace ceremonial, something that has been the subject of 

scientific interest in our literature relatively recently. The same applies to some extent to the diplomatic 

ceremonial, unlike marriage diplomacy. There have been quite a few special studies on it recently, 

although it has been the subject of interest before. 

Without dwelling on all aspects, I want to say that the bibliographical review is very detailed. 

The conclusion that the author makes on the basis of this review is justified – so far, court culture has 

not been posed as a separate problem in Bulgarian medieval studies. 

The sources that were used in the various directions presented above are exhaustively presented. 

It is worth noting that given the topic, they are diverse, but the author successfully coped with them, 

regardless of their heterogeneous nature. This applies to both written and archaeological sources, works 

of art, etc. 

The last part of the introduction is dedicated to the development of Tarnovo as a metropolitan 

center. Obviously, the Constantinople model was followed in the construction of the new Bulgarian 

capital, unlike other countries on the peninsula, which did not have such a single center until almost the 

end of the 14th century. In this part, although briefly, the topography and fortification of the city are 

examined. Some controversial issues have not been avoided, although it is not always possible to make 
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a definitive decision. Here too, the excellent knowledge of the literature, mostly archaeological, is 

impressive. On the basis of new archaeological research, the opinions that existed in the past about the 

"royal" and "boyar" hills have been overcome. Also on the basis of archaeological research, some 

concepts regarding the status of the suburbs of the two fortresses, such as Frenk Hisar, which arose on 

the basis of the toponym, which is probably later, from the Ottoman period, have been rejected. 

Comparisons are also made with other large centers in the Second Bulgarian Kingdom, such as 

Nikopol. I would compare Tarnovo with other cities that at certain times had capital functions, such as 

Preslav, from the First Kingdom, Melnik, Vidin, etc., although for some of them the data is significantly 

scarcer… 

Particular attention, quite naturally, is paid to the concentration of spiritual grace in Tarnovo, 

through the transfer of the relics of various saints and their placement in old or specially built new 

Tarnovo churches. 

The first chapter is dedicated to the royal palace in Tarnovo, the place where the “main action” 

of the dissertation takes place. The various hypotheses about the periods of its construction are examined 

in detail. The idea that the palace was originally a castle of the Asenevtsi before the uprising, or that it 

was part of a Byzantine fortified center from the time of Byzantine rule in the region, is rejected. Without 

taking a position on this dispute here, I will only note that the author is too categorical, defending a more 

recent opinion that the palace dates back to the beginning of the 13th century, the reign of Tsar Kaloyan. 

The support of this idea with findings such as: "Tsar Kaloyan was the first ruler of the Asen dynasty to 

transfer the imperial idea from Constantinople to Tarnovo and it was in the course of his military 

successes against the Latins that the idea of "Tarnovo - New Constantinople: Third Rome" arose, which 

finds expression in the Pandeh prophetic tale", is at least subject to discussion, against the background 

of the development of the Asenevtsi uprising and the gradation of their political ideas. Moreover, the 

direct connection of the construction of the palace with a political program, even more read in an 

apocryphal monument, is also subject to serious discussion. As is the idea of some authors that the initial 

residence of the two brothers was located in the later Patriarchate, which also represents a fortified 

castle. As for the possible residence of the Byzantine governor in the 12th century, here the author is 

more cautious, just as archaeologists have raised the hypothesis. Further, the author has correctly 

reflected the existing in the literature reconstructions of the stages of construction of the palace and its 

reconstructions, incl. during the time of John Alexander. The active use of pictorial material from 

frescoes and miniatures is striking, with all the convention of this method. At the same time, she has 

shown herself critical of some attempts to overinterpret this material. At the same time, I categorically 

disagree with the quoted opinion of I. Dobrev, who refuted I. Duychev's hypothesis about the origin of 

the toponym "Trapezitsa". As well as with the etymology proposed by him, which, thank God, is not 

mentioned here. 
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The case of the palace church is particularly important. According to the sources used by 

Vachkovska, there are two churches on this site, built one after the other, with a change in plan. The 

first dates from the very beginning of the 13th century, cross-domed, single-apse and without a narthex. 

The second is also cross-domed, although it cannot be three-nave, with a narthex and presumably three-

apse, and dates from the end of the 13th - beginning of the 14th century. In the interest of truth, the 

doctoral student has also presented the opinion of the excavators of the church, since not all questions 

surrounding it can be considered definitively resolved. 

She has also correctly examined the problem of the consecration of the church, related to the 

question of where the relics of St. Petka were placed after their transfer to Tarnovo, with the different 

opinions. Supporting the idea that the relics of the saint were placed precisely in the palace church, 

called "palace" in one of her prologues and lives, she adds more arguments. At the same time, I cannot 

agree that the famous will of the Dubrovnik merchant Maroe de Siza casts doubt on the thesis of placing 

the relics of St. Petka in the palace church. Since the church with the relics was a pilgrimage church, 

people went there on pilgrimage, and it was a palace church and access to the relics would have been 

limited. I don't know if this church was a pilgrimage church, but usually even in such churches there is 

a certain order in which pilgrims can worship the relics when they are taken out and offered for worship, 

or processions are held with them, relics from them are distributed, etc. As I have already written, the 

palace church was most likely not dedicated to St. Petka, even though her relics were in it, but probably 

to St. Theotokos, because of some points of contact between the two cults. In Tarnovo there was most 

likely another church, with the patron saint of St. Petka, where the saints and their relics were not laid, 

but perhaps only a part of them. 

The second chapter is dedicated to the palace ceremonies during the time of Tsar John 

Alexander. It is logical to start with the marriage ceremonies, which are important in several aspects, 

and especially in political ones. Therefore, it is expected that the most attention has been paid to this 

point of view. Contemporaries probably also viewed weddings as a spectacle, but we have no way of 

understanding this. In any case, attention has been paid here to the ritual part of marriages. The 

exposition is again extremely detailed, the hypotheses for interpreting the cases examined are carefully 

presented. The bibliography is exhaustive, and authors who rarely come into the field of scientific 

research are also present. 

It continues with the coronation, one of the most important rituals in medieval Christian states. 

This ritual is explained mainly on the basis of euchology. The observations on the place where this ritual 

was held are interesting, and some modern hypotheses on this issue are given. There are also interesting 

observations on the diplomatic meetings of the Bulgarian rulers with the Byzantine emperors. The author 

has explained well why the meetings with the Byzantine emperors were held on Byzantine territory, and 

with the Serbian kings in Tarnovo. Attention is also paid to the funeral customs upon the death of the 
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rulers, explaining the lack of information, unlike in Byzantium and Serbia. For this reason, mainly 

archaeological material was used, as well as miniatures from famous manuscripts of the era. Based on 

this archaeological material, some opinions regarding important churches in Tarnovo, where burials 

were found, are also discussed. Mostly of "St. 40 Martyrs", but also the famous burial with a sarcophagus 

from the palace church of Tsarevets", as well as some others like it. In examining them, the author has 

shown a broad view of the problem and manages to overcome some perceptions about the appearance 

of sarcophagi in Tarnovo as a result of unlikely influences. Attention is also drawn to the very important 

question of the location of the burials in the churches themselves, which is not well clarified in Bulgarian 

historical and archaeological literature. 

The last part of this chapter is devoted to a very interesting problem, in the spirit of modern 

historiographical trends, namely the meeting between the palace and the folk culture. Here, a variety of 

cases are addressed, but most of all, religious ceremonies, mainly related to the transfer of relics. 

Attention is also paid to the reception of prominent figures in Tarnovo. Particular attention is paid to the 

solemn celebration of the Epiphany in Tarnovo described by Georgi Akropolite and Theodore Scutariot, 

which also includes the celebration of the victory of the Asenevtsi over Isaac II Angel at the Tryavna 

Pass in 1190. 

The third chapter is dedicated to life in the palace, starting with the clothing of Tsar John 

Alexander. The main source for it are his images - he is the Bulgarian ruler with the most preserved 

images. They are supplemented by those on coins and seals. The exposition is extremely detailed and 

even scrupulous, even the smallest details in the clothing are noted. All its parts are examined, along 

with the symbolism of each part. In parallel with the clothing of the Byzantine emperors, insofar as there 

is no written evidence for Bulgaria. The problem with some of the texts that contain similar descriptions 

is that they are stenciled, with topos and must be used very carefully. In the absence of others, however, 

there is no way to do without them. 

The crowns of the Bulgarian king are also examined in detail, a matter of particular importance. 

Without repeating the author's conclusions, I would just like to note that the main meaning of 

"kamelavkion" is for a priestly hat. Next are shoes, a scepter, an acacia, then the insignia of the Bulgarian 

queen. It should be noted that only the official royal attire is concerned, as there is no information about 

everyday attire. The impression is that the author has "squeezed" the maximum from the available 

information, direct or indirect, regarding the clothing of the Bulgarian king and queen in question. 

The next part is devoted to food, a problem that has recently become increasingly the subject of 

scientific interest. There are a few more sources here, both written and archaeological. The vessels in 

which the dishes on the royal table were served are also examined in detail. Of course, there were 

probably gold and silver vessels that have not reached us, but the most expensive ceramics of their time, 

characteristic of the entire Mediterranean, are widely represented in archaeological research. Including 
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with underglaze inscriptions and monograms that testify to their ownership. There is no shortage of 

discovered vessels of the famous Chinese celadon ceramics, both whole vessels and fragments. The 

cutlery is also listed. As for the tables, if we look at the murals to understand what tables were used, we 

must bear in mind that they were often painted according to compositional considerations, and not to 

convey their shape realistically. 

In the next part, which examines the royal family, the author has included everything that is 

known about the family of Tsar John Alexander. Without going into a detailed analysis, some of the 

conclusions are subject to discussion (e.g. about the so-called Shumen inscription and the sending of 

John Shishman too young and even small to Shumen), it is impressive that she has successfully dealt 

with some historiographic myths, such as the one already mentioned above about the birth name of the 

king's second wife, Theodora. More important here, however, is the conclusion, well defended, that Tsar 

John Alexander did not divide his kingdom into several parts, but by sending his children and relatives 

to rule in different places, he aimed at centralizing and strengthening his power. 

Continuing the list of dignitaries and individuals closest to the king, I would like to note that the 

doctoral student is one of the few who, when it comes to the localization of the Hesychast monastery of 

Theodosius of Tarnovski, uses the correct name according to the source - Kefalarevo, and not the 

universally used Kilifarevo, which in practice represents an interpretation of the life of Theodosius by 

Patriarch Callistus and presupposes the localization of the monastery. 

The fourth chapter is devoted to the palace culture in the light of education, literature and art. A 

brief overview of the development of education in Bulgaria during the Middle Ages is given. The 

conclusion about the broad education of the population in this era is objectionable, insofar as the cited 

conclusions of the great Bulgarian archaeologist Y. Aleksiev (about 30% literate population) are 

exaggerated. Attention is drawn to the education of John Alexander himself, about which there is no 

information, therefore, understandably, mainly analogies are used. 

In this part, the excellent knowledge of the literature of the era is impressive. Quite rightly, in 

addition to the religious aspects of the king's upbringing, which are leading in a medieval society, 

attention is paid to his historical knowledge. Especially against the background of the truly intensified 

ideological struggle with Byzantium in this period. At the same time, the statement that the Vatican 

transcript of the Manasseh Chronicle can be considered an "independent Bulgarian chronograph", 

although it is underlined, seems exaggerated to me. 

I would especially like to note the last part of this chapter, where the famous idea of Tarnovo as 

a new Constantinople and a third Rome is very well examined, based on the court literature of the time 

of John Alexander. It is well shown that it has become a doctrine. 
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Ultimately, the doctoral student has managed to fulfill the task she set herself with her 

dissertation, namely to depict life, and not only the cultural one, in the Tarnovo palace during the time 

of Tsar John Alexander. In places, she has inserted entire mini-researches on some problems of the 

dissertation topic - archaeological, political, etc. This does not make the presentation heavier, on the 

contrary, it sheds additional light on it, as long as it is done with moderation, despite the temptations in 

different directions. Because, as a famous archaeologist and historian says: "No one can encompass the 

unencompassable"! 

In conclusion, I would like to say that the proposed dissertation not only meets the necessary 

requirements to be defended, it exceeds them. Therefore, I will categorically support its defense and 

vote positively in this sense. I call on the other members of the esteemed scientific jury to do the same! 
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