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INTRODUCTION

Monastic communities in the Bulgarian lands during the early centuries of Ottoman
rule served as the enduring pillar of the Christian spirit and the guardian of literature and
culture—a role so essential at that time for the spiritual needs of a population subjugated by
foreign conquerors. The cultural mission of the monasteries during this period has been
thoroughly studied in Bulgarian historiography. Their economic role, however, remains less
well-documented in historical writings. At the same time, the question of the economic
landscape of the monastic network remains on the agenda and is important in view of their
existence, sustenance, and financial and economic security under foreign rule—at a time
when the Christian ruler-donor was absent, and the church structure found itself at a
disadvantage compared to the dominant Islamic cult in the empire. Nevertheless, there is no
complete lack of studies that reveal a small part of the economic picture of monastic
communities during the 16th—18th centuries, but these are primarily the work of foreign
researchers, and few of them pertain to monasteries within the Bulgarian ethnic and cultural
sphere. Only a small number of Bulgarian historians have addressed this topic, and a number
of its aspects remain unclear and unexplored; moreover, there is still no comprehensive and
synthesized overview of the issue, with the exception of the study by Iv. Sakazov from the
1920s, which was based on very limited source material available to the researcher at the
time. Uncovering the role of monasteries not only as spiritual and cultural centers but also as
economic hubs could provide a more comprehensive picture of economic activity in Rumelia,
situating monastic economy within the development of socio-economic relations in the
Bulgarian lands, as well as in the Balkans as a whole. Turning the page dedicated to the
economic aspects of religious monasteries would answer questions regarding the physical
survival, existence, and prosperity of the monasteries during the 16th—18th centuries, their
place in Ottoman tax and economic policy, as well as their role in the market relations existing
within the Ottoman reality. In light of all this, the aim of the present study has been defined:
to examine monastic economy within the context of the Ottoman political and economic
system. To reveal to what extent it was vital for the existence of monastic communities and to
what extent it succeeded in meeting the needs of the monastic brotherhoods and in being
economically viable and profitable for the inhabitants of the monasteries, as well as to reveal
the economic ties between the population and the monastic institution.

Methods used:

the structural-diachronic method — to trace the transition and changes in the monastic
economy from the time of the last medieval Balkan Christian states through and beyond the
Ottoman conquest, but above all to examine the dynamics within the context of Ottoman
reality.

-The historical-comparative method — used to compare monastic economy with the economy
of the peasantry.



-The historical-genetic method — which reveals the overall picture of trends in monastic
economy in the Bulgarian lands during the 16th—18th centuries.

-The historical-typological method — through which the types of economic activity within
monastic communities are identified.

-The quantitative method — used in the processing of quantitative data regarding the economic
activity of monasteries, as well as in tracking tax liability.

The study is also supported by tabular and graphical representations.

An interdisciplinary approach is applied with regard to the parameters of the geographical
environment to clarify climatic features and the natural environment at the regional and local
levels, utilizing a systematic geographical approach for this purpose.

The dissertation consists of an introduction, four chapters, a conclusion, and a
bibliography, with a total length of 274 pages, including the bibliography. Geographically, the
study is not limited to modern Bulgarian lands but has a broader scope, including those parts
(including contact zones) of the Bulgarian territory during the period of early Ottoman rule, as
outlined and argued in the research of Prof. Ts. Georgieva. The Bulgarian cultural space
during the period under consideration also includes some of the monasteries on Mount
Athos—such as Zograf and Hilandar—which had indisputable spiritual, economic, and ethnic
ties with the Bulgarian lands. Examples are also cited that lie outside the Bulgarian ethnic and
cultural sphere but are situated within the context of Balkan reality and are comparable to
analogous cases from the territory of the Bulgarian lands.

Primary importance in the study is given to written sources. Source material is drawn
primarily from Ottoman tax registers and sultan’s decrees, as well as from domestic sources
created in a Christian environment—condics and inscriptions. The picture is further
supplemented by the accounts of travelers and diplomats such as: Evliya Celebi, Pierre Belon,
Paul Rico, Paul Lucas, and others. To explain the situation of the monasteries in the preceding
pre-Ottoman period, the texts of Tsar Ivan Alexander’s Mrachka Charter, Tsar lIvan
Shishman’s Rila Charter, and others have also been utilized.

In examining the relationship between settlements and monasteries, as well as between
pilgrims and monastic communities, the results of archaeological studies conducted over the
past 25 years within the territory of our country (in Arbanasi, Sozopol, the northwestern
outskirts of present-day Sofia, and elsewhere) and supplementing the information synthesized
from the sources.

The historiographical framework is also one of the main foundations for the
development of this study. Significance has been attached to the earliest works focusing on
monastic economy during the Ottoman era, such as those by Ivan Sakazov and Marta Bur-
Markovska, extending to the most recent studies on the subject by Alexander Fotich, Elias
Kolovos, Fokion Kotzageorgis, Nikolaos Merdzimekis, and others. The focus also included
studies by a number of Ottomanists examining the tax, economic, and legal relations of



monasteries with the Ottoman authorities, notably: Evangelia Balta, Elizabeth Zachariadou,
Mahiel Keel, Olga Todorova, Svetlana Ivanova, Krasimira Mutafova, Rositsa Gradeva,
Damyan Borisov, and others. Of particular importance are the works of Stefka Parveva and
Milena Petkova, addressing the topics of the agrarian economy in specific regions of Rumelia,
as well as those of Krasimir Krastev on commodity-money relations and coin circulation in
the lands of the Ottoman Empire. The format of the abstract does not allow us to list all the
cited researchers and their works, but this is done in detail in the dissertation itself.

The summarizing nature of this dissertation in a number of cases necessitated the use
and citation of the available diverse source material through the exempli causa approach
(citing examples). Neither the proposed study nor the author himself claims that all problems
in the history of monastic economy have been resolved in this dissertation, and while it is
entirely possible that there are some omissions, but it could be argued that this is a
contemporary attempt aimed at comprehensively examining and interpreting the overall
picture of monastic economy in the Bulgarian lands during the 16th—18th centuries.



Chapter One — Monasteries in the Bulgarian Lands Under Foreign Rule (15th-18th
Centuries)

Chapter One addresses several key issues: 1. Monasteries as spiritual centers and their
status within the church organization; 2. Changes in monastic land ownership during the
transition to Ottoman rule in the 14th—15th centuries; 3. Monastic communities under the
Ottoman administrative and legal system.

The first issue traces back to the dawn of monasticism, which originated within the
Eastern Roman Empire, and examines the development and structure of monastic complexes,
as well as their spread across Bulgarian lands. Drawing on the achievements of contemporary
historiography, an attempt is made to present the essential concepts directly related to
monastic life, namely: cenobitism, idiorrhythmic, lavra, and skete, while also including the
author’s commentary on the historiographical contradictions regarding these issues. The main
types of monasteries are also presented according to their ecclesiastical status—diocesan and
stauropegial. Significance is also given to the metochions, as satellite economic units. They
play an extremely important role, especially for the larger monasteries. They are also called
podvoria, and in Ottoman documents they are referred to as chiftlik. Their function is of a
significant economic nature. A metochion is a complex that invariably includes a church,
residential, and agricultural buildings. It is always located at a certain distance from the
monastery, most often near a town or village. It manages agricultural properties—fields,
meadows, gardens, and vineyards—but also has watermills built nearby. A striking example of
such a metochion of particular economic significance is “Orlitsa” of the Rila Monastery.

During the 11th-14th centuries, monastic communities became major landholding
centers, supported and endowed by rulers and the aristocracy. They were viewed as spiritual
strongholds and political pillars, directly linked to the central authority. In addition to fields,
meadows, and forests, the monasteries also owned entire villages, along with their dependent
people. By the end of the 14th century, the beginnings of a process were observed in various
parts of the Balkans involving the gradual confiscation of church property and its conversion
into fiefs, likely due to the need to strengthen the military and political defensive forces of
Christian rulers in the face of the Ottoman Turkish advance. In some isolated cases, landless
monasteries are noted to have existed even before the permanent conquest of Bulgarian lands
by the Ottomans.

The monasteries witnessed the Ottoman conquest; in many cases, they did not remain
silent but made efforts to adapt to the changing situation and preserve their economic viability
and, to a large extent, their autonomy. The Ottoman conquerors, for their part, initially sought
to preserve the status quo, although they imposed certain changes in line with their socio-
economic vision (such as the confiscation of monastic villages and serfs to support the
Ottoman military-administrative system). The overall treatment of monastic communities by
the Ottoman conquerors was governed by the concept of the dhimma pact. However, the
origins of contractual relations between Muslims and non-Muslims can be traced back to the
very beginning of the 630s and shortly before the death of the Prophet of Islam, Muhammad.
These contractual relations formed the so-called Zimma Pact, which formalized the status of



non-Muslim communities (the Zimmis) under the rule of the followers of Islam. This status
was characterized by autonomous rights regarding the religious practices and daily lives of
non-Muslims. Naturally, they were required to respect the religion of Muslims, to refrain from
engaging in acts directed against representatives of Islam, to avoid usury, and to adhere to a
number of other rules and norms of behavior, which underscored the position of non-Muslims
as a subjugated community. Violation of these rules could result in the revocation of the
“protection” they enjoy from Muslims. For example, one account of the expulsion of the
Najran Christians from the Arabian Peninsula following the deaths of Muhammad and Abu
Bakr cites the accusation that they engaged in usury in their financial dealings. The Ottomans’
attitude toward Christian churches and monastic centers was also shaped by the tenets of the
Hanafi school, given that most Ottomans were Hanafis —a branch or school of Islam
characterized by tolerance toward existing Christian holy sites and places of worship,
permitting their maintenance, repair, and renovation without, however, altering the buildings’
external appearance, and imposing a strict ban on the construction of new churches.

Monastic communities were by no means passive witnesses to the relentless raids of
the new conquerors. During these difficult decades for the Balkan states, when the political
entities of the Balkan Christians perished or fell under vassalage one after another, the
monastic brotherhoods of some of the larger monasteries (as was the case with the Serres,
Rila, and Mount Athos monasteries) demonstrated political flexibility and established contact
with the powers that be—the Ottomans. These actions were viewed with particular
disapproval by the Christian rulers. The goal of the monastic brotherhoods was more than
clear: to preserve whatever property they could, to save the monasteries from ruin (which
were undoubtedly a spiritual pillar for Christians in the region), and to safeguard some form
of autonomy in the management of monastic affairs before the new rulers of the Balkan
lands—and we see this clearly expressed in the sultan’s decrees and ferman regarding the Rila
Monastery. Particularly indicative is the earliest decree from 1402, likely issued by Suleiman
Celebi (the month in which the document was issued is October, when Bayezid | was already
a prisoner of Timur), which declares the ruler’s patronage over the monastery’s property and
the lives of the monks. For a number of monasteries, this situation remained unchanged until
the mid-16th century.

The second half of the 16th century was a difficult period for monasteries, stemming
from the legal reforms of Ebussuud Efendi, which had an impact on the financial condition of
these religious institutions. As a result of this reform and in accordance with Sharia law, the
ownership of monastic and church properties came under strict government control. The
reformer’s aim was to align a number of laws and actual conditions related to land ownership
and the tax system with the legal framework of Sharia, which until then had not always been
in harmony, particularly with regard to monasteries. Monastic land ownership was reviewed,
and monastic brotherhoods were held accountable for exactly which lands they were
benefiting from under the sultan’s privileges—whether they were mugriyya or miriyya lands.
Behind this goal lay another—injecting fresh financial flows into the treasury, since after the
confiscation of a large portion of the monasteries’ lands on the grounds that they were
unlawfully owned, used, and untaxed, the monastic brotherhoods were nevertheless given the



opportunity to reacquire them through repurchase at auction. The struggle for the survival of
these spiritual centers also led to the demise of some of the monastic communities, especially
the poorer ones; however, overall, this did not prove to be a catastrophic consequence for the
monastic network or for monastic economy —for example, the option for monasteries to pay
a lump-sum fee per district instead of the required taxes and tithes remained in effect for
many of them, and in other cases, no significant change was observed following the period of
legal reform. Moreover, in the late 16th and early 17th centuries, in the regions of Stanimaka,
Vratsa, Sofia, Samokov, and Vardar Macedonia, there was an increase in construction or
restoration activity at monasteries.

By the end of the 18th century, a number of monasteries retained privileges that were
confirmed upon the accession of each sultan. These “special” arrangements were necessary
for the preservation and continued existence of the monasteries’ economic assets. During the
18th century, monasteries faced difficult economic times, during which many were forced to
take out loans and fell into debt, as a result of tax increases, most likely dictated by the
general crisis in the empire and the unsuccessful wars it was waging; yet even in such difficult
times, the monasteries managed to extricate themselves from their predicament and stabilize
their economic assets. The monasteries’ debt relationships should not always be interpreted as
a financial hardship for the monasteries themselves; on the contrary, in the case of certain
monasteries, a situation is observed in which they are in debt but their wealth is increasing.



Chapter Two — The Monastic Network and the Physical-Geographical Characteristics of
the Lands in Which It Developed During the 16th—-18th Centuries

Chapter Two attempts to trace the extent of the monastic network extending across
Bulgarian territory, as well as into its peripheral contact zones. It also examines the physical-
geographical context in which these monastic communities existed.

Examining the monasteries spatially along the vertical axis, we can state with deep
conviction that the majority of them are located in the foothills and on the high plains—for
example, in the Sofia and Pirot regions, where the elevation ranges between 250 and 600 m
and in the mountainous regions between 600 and 800 m above sea level, as well as above 800
m; they are least present in the plains and lowlands (with the exception of the old urban
centers—Tarnovo, Shumen). The picture presented here largely coincides with the settlement
system described by Tsvetana Georgieva in her remarkable work. In fact, the monasteries built
during the 16th—18th centuries simultaneously ‘“seek” seclusion, yet also proximity to
Christian settlements—from which pilgrims and donors flock. Large markets were not what
attracted the monastic economy, but there—near the economically developed settlements—
Sofia, Samokov, Etropole, Arbanasi, Tran-1znebol, and others—one could find the people who
would serve as the material pillars of the spiritual abodes. From among the ranks of soldiers,
woodcutters, miners, blacksmiths, and waqf officials emerge those benefactors who are the
strongest donors to the monastic centers.

Arbanasi is a wonderful example from the region where church construction, including
that of monasteries, flourished. The settlement is Christian, and its inhabitants enjoy a
privileged status—initially derbentler, followed by significant growth in the crafts sector, as
well as in leatherworking, trade, and so on. A Christian community that had prospered and felt
no external pressure successfully managed to build monasteries and develop spiritual
activities. That the people of Arbanasi were wealthy is also evident from the rich grave goods
found in the 17th- and 18th-century cemeteries in the vicinity of the settlement. These contain
a significant number of silver (some gilded) and gold ornaments, silver coins, and other items,
and some of the ornaments are of local artisanal production.

A significant portion of the settlements in the Sofia region, where the Seslavski, Ilian,
Kurilo, and other monasteries are located, are in close proximity to settlements whose
inhabitants held the status of voynuks or celepkesans.

When examining the monasteries along the horizontal axis of the territory
encompassing the Bulgarian lands, the uneven density of the monastic network is striking. In
the northeastern and southeastern regions, there is virtually no monastic network to speak of
(with a few exceptions—the lands of today’s southern Bulgarian Black Sea coast, and even
then, mainly around Burgas Bay). The same situation is observed in Upper Thrace. Moving
further west, however, a dense network of monasteries emerges, with its strongest
concentrations in the Sofia, Vidin, Western, and Central Stara Planina regions, Stanimaka,
Kyustendil, Melnik, and the Vardar region (Skopje, Ohrid, Prilep, Bitola). It is striking that a



significant portion of the larger monasteries (Rila, Osogovo, Markovo Monastery near
Skopje, St. Naum near Ohrid, Bachkovo in the Stanimaka region) continued the Christian
tradition and way of life even after the Ottoman conquest. Ottoman rule, however, could not
have been a radical obstacle to the development and consolidation of the monastic network, as
the following centuries, especially the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, show intensified
monastic construction activity in certain regions of the Bulgarian lands.

Natural disasters and climate change are the factors that, along with wars and diseases,
have the greatest impact on medieval agrarian economy, including that of the monasteries.
This has been the case since the dawn of humanity, throughout all historical eras, and even to
this day. Regardless of human labor and care, nature always has the final say over the harvest.
In sources from the seventeenth century, one can find frequent mentions of famine years, cold
winters, food shortages, and livestock deaths. At the same time, one should not be left with
the impression that this was a period of continuous cooling; the so-called “Little Ice Age” also
had its “warm interludes” during the 17th and 18th centuries, during which agricultural
production—and especially viticulture—flourished in Southern Europe.

From all this, one could conclude that the monastic network during the 16th—18th
centuries developed unevenly across the territory encompassing the Bulgarian lands. To a
large extent, it was based on a tradition established before the Ottoman conquest and evolved
over time—new monasteries were built, while others were renovated. Moving from east to
west, the network becomes increasingly dense, and there are several factors behind this: the
presence of a compact settlement network with a Christian population, stable urban centers,
and a suitable natural and ecological environment, because monasteries were not only
spiritual but also economic centers. Like any settlement engaged in agricultural activity,
monastic communities exist within a natural and ecological environment that undergoes
changes and suffers or endures the effects of the climate and the whims of nature. Thus, as
economic centers, monasteries cannot be separated from the environment in which they exist,
nor from the settlements and their economies.



Chapter Three — Characteristics of the Monastic Economy (16th-18th Centuries)

Monastic economy was present in all spheres of economic relations existing in the
Ottoman Empire during the 16th—18th centuries, namely agricultural activity, artisanal
production, trade, lending, and rentierism, with agricultural production being the most
prominent of these. In addition, the monastic economy had a key pillar that significantly
distinguished it from the peasant economy, namely the inflow of funds from donations. This is
the most important financial aspect, which has a visible impact on the material well-being of
the monasteries. Churches, chapels, even hospitals attached to the monasteries, and the
decoration of the churches—all of this is work created with funds from donors.

The self-sufficient nature of the monasteries’ economic activity stems from the fact
that monastic communities do not seek, through their economic production, to maintain a
constant presence in the market and realize huge profits from it; often their economic
presence does not extend beyond the surrounding villages near the monastery, but rather to
provide the bare necessities for themselves, as well as for the needs of pilgrims. To some
extent, such a self-sufficient approach to the monastic economy can also be discerned in the
typikon of Gregory Pakourianos, who envisioned the organization of monastic life in such a
way that everything the monks might need would be in the immediate vicinity of the
monastery, with the procurement of necessary goods and supplies to be carried out from the
nearby village of Stenimachos (Stanimaka) and from the fair to be organized near the
monastery. This desire for self-sufficiency in monastic economy is also confirmed by the
observations of Pierre Belon on Mount Athos.

On the other hand, the larger monasteries and their inhabitants, despite their spiritual
unity, sought contact with nearby market centers. Moreover, some of them strove to create
conditions for intensive market relations in the vicinity of the monasteries. In one case, this
role is fulfilled by the metochions, which are de facto economic satellites of the monasteries
and are often located near and within large settlement centers; in the other case, fairs
organized near the monasteries are of great importance, as is the case with the Bachkovo
Monastery, in accordance with the will of its founder. Here, however, the driving force is not
only the economic element but also the purely religious mission to attract more pilgrims (and,
consequently, donors) who would pay homage to the holy monastery.

In monastic agricultural production, farming is the most prominent activity. The
research in Chapter Three clearly demonstrates the strongly agricultural character of the
monasteries and all related activities, such as milling and the production of grape must.
Agricultural production in the monastic economy is inevitably linked to considerable
expenses for hired labor, fodder for the draft animals used to work the land, taxes, and
transportation.

Livestock farming and other such activities were largely peripheral to the economic
life of monastic communities. Agriculture was primarily aimed at providing for the monastery
and its inhabitants, and although it contributed to the material well-being of the monastic
brotherhoods, it does not always fully accomplish this mission, as the monastery accounts—
even those of wealthy monasteries—are replete with expenditures on food, a clear indication



of insufficient food supplies from their own farms. Smaller monasteries have modest
agricultural yields that fail to sustain their small communities. Often, the agricultural practices
of monastic estates align with those of nearby villages in terms of crop preferences, but this is
true only if the monasteries possess land of sufficient quantity and quality. The isolated cases
observed where agricultural practices diverge from those of nearby settlements suggest that
monasteries do not always have suitable land (whether in terms of quality or quantity) for the
cultivation of a specific crop that is, in turn, widely grown in the neighboring settlement.

Ottoman rule should not always be viewed as an obstacle to the development of the
monasteries’ economy; on the contrary, a number of monasteries benefited from tax
exemptions (this was particularly true until the late 1560s, though isolated instances were
observed even after this period). Larger monastic estates relied on hired labor, which also
required considerable funds; for this reason, some monasteries preferred to lease out their
economic assets and properties in exchange for money or agricultural products.

The monasteries’ investment assets remained their agricultural lands. The money
invested in acquiring ownership rights to land served as a guarantee of the monasteries’
economic security. Another way to increase the land holdings of the monastic economy was
through donations.

The intense flow of donations is extremely important for the financial and material
foundation of these spiritual centers, and it is not merely external. Donations are, to a large
extent, also an internal initiative, in which numerous members of the clergy contribute their
share to this pious cause. It is also important to emphasize that the flow of donations
(including alms) is continuous; it always exists at all times, is not influenced by the
monasteries’ other economic activities, and to a large extent, monetary donations remain
hidden from the Ottoman authorities, who see and assess only the material wealth in tangible
economic assets and livestock. The funds for religious propaganda and the creation of a
sustainable environment for the existence and expansion of the monastic network came
primarily from alms and charitable campaigns. In this regard, the widespread development of
taxidiotism during the eighteenth century is particularly significant, as it was linked to both
the collection of alms and religious missionary work.



Chapter Four — A Catalog of Monasteries in the Bulgarian Lands, 15th-18th Centuries

This chapter attempts to trace and locate the monasteries throughout the Bulgarian
lands, along with their economic characteristics. The monasteries are examined within the
context of the Ottoman administrative system, by sanjaks and vilayets—Silistra, Nikopol,
Vidin, Sofia, Pasha Sanjak, Kyustendil, Ohrid Sanjak, and Prilep Vilayet. For each monastery,
its location within the specific diocese is noted. The catalog establishes a connection between
the monastery, its natural environment, and nearby settlements to reveal the factors
determining the monastery economy and the material well-being of these spiritual centers.
Often, the economic and material condition of the monasteries stemmed from their
connections with a wealthy Christian population inhabiting the settlements near the
monasteries and enjoying a special status under Ottoman rule.

An interdisciplinary approach was employed for this specific chapter of the
dissertation, including studies in physical geography and climatology; electronic resources,
most frequently Google Maps, were also utilized to determine geographical locations.

It is worth highlighting the most significant challenges that arose during the work on
compiling the catalog:

- The first problem concerns the localization of the monasteries—a number of them no longer
exist. Others were historically identified with nearby settlements, but some of those
settlements no longer appear on modern maps.

- The second problem is directly related to the first and concerns part of the source base,
namely the Ottoman registers. These registers list monasteries for which the Ottoman registrar
did not always record or correctly understand the name. Other monasteries were mechanically
named after the nearby settlement.

- Another serious challenge is the lack of sufficient information regarding the economy of a
number of the monasteries. For example, in the tax registers, some are laconically noted as
being exempt from taxes, while for others only the tax revenue allocated to the timar is
recorded, without any specific details regarding the monastery’s economy. A similar problem
arises with monasteries that pay only a one-time maktu payment instead of their full tax
obligations. The size of the financial contribution is not always in line with the size of the
estate and its yields. Often, it could be smaller. In such cases, other sources are consulted—
condika records, accounts from travelers, as well as an examination of the natural and
geographical environment within the monastery’s territory, or an assessment of the economic
potential of neighboring settlements, which can provide information about the crops grown in
the area, even if those crops are not necessarily part of the monastery’s own farm. The latter
depends primarily on the quantity and quality of the land owned by a given monastery.



- The units of measurement recorded in the economic registers also pose a challenge for the
researcher. In different parts of Bulgaria, grain crops are measured in different volumes. It
should be noted, for example, that each province has a different weight for the “kilo.”

- Another problem relates to the size of the monastic communities. For some monasteries, the
number of monks is recorded; for others, we can only judge based on the observations of
travelers, who, however, provide conflicting figures. Here, archaeology comes to the rescue—
at some of the monasteries, excavations have uncovered cells that could serve as a basis for
estimating the size of the monastic community.

All these issues do not make research impossible, but they have sharpened researchers’
senses, and the steps taken in approaching the economic study of a particular monastery have
been more careful.



Conclusion

The monasteries in the Bulgarian lands under Ottoman rule were bastions of culture
and scholarship that continued to flourish, serving as a beacon of hope and a spiritual refuge
for the subjugated Christian population. In order to survive and grow over time, they needed
an economic foundation based on two key aspects: their own estates and ongoing fundraising
campaigns.

To a large extent, the monastic network from the pre-Ottoman period remained intact
even after the establishment of foreign rule. A number of monasteries secured privileges
regarding their properties and tax obligations. At the same time, however, they lost two key
factors for their prosperity—the dependent villages and the monastic population. These last
two economic pillars were successfully integrated and transformed into the timar system,
upon which Ottoman rule was based during the period under consideration.

A pivotal moment in the change of the status of monastic communities and their
economic assets was the legal reform of the late 1560s, whose architect was the empire’s
Sheikh al-Islam, Ebussuud Efendi. The status of the monasteries was reviewed with regard to
the land they owned and the tax privileges they enjoyed, with the aim of achieving more
effective taxation and bringing the expansion of monastic landholdings under fiscal control.
For those monastic properties found to be on miriy land, a legal right of use was required,
which was obtained through the repurchase of ownership rights and the payment of ra’i taxes.
For many monasteries, especially smaller ones with modest estates, this was a difficult time.
Even the large monasteries were forced to part with some of their assets in order to reclaim
part of their properties, but now under different conditions. Nevertheless, the Ottoman
legislature made a number of compromises, preserving the privilege for most monasteries to
pay their taxes in kind, and regarding inheritance rights—the monastic brotherhood was
treated as a family.

At the same time, the 16th—18th centuries saw an expansion of the monastic network.
New monasteries and monastic churches were built; some of them, such as the central church
of the Bachkovo Monastery and the church of the Tran Monastery, “St. Archangel Michael,”
were of monumental proportions. The monastic network mirrored the characteristics of the
settlement system in the Bulgarian lands, with the strongest concentration of monastic centers
found in the high plains, valleys, and foothills, as well as in the mountainous regions.

Monastic economy was distinctly agrarian in nature. It is influenced by both the
natural environment and climate change. Agriculture is the most prominent sector, with the
most commonly cultivated crops being vineyards (as well as the production of grape must)
and grain crops, and to a lesser extent, fruit growing and vegetable gardening. Livestock
farming and crafts are also present, but mainly in the larger monasteries, while for the smaller
ones they are more peripheral activities. Monastic agriculture is inward-looking, primarily
aimed at meeting the needs of the monastic inhabitants and pilgrims, while the sale of produce



on the market is a secondary and not always essential element of the overall monastic
economy. Monastic farms are insufficient to feed the monks and pilgrims, to maintain the
monasteries, and to support religious propagation. This shortfall is most often filled by
donations—in the form of cash, economic assets (real estate, livestock, textiles, books), and
construction projects. It is precisely this philanthropy that is the key element for the survival
of monastic prosperity and enables the expansion of religious propaganda.



Main conclusions and research aspects of the dissertation:

1. A contemporary attempt to present a comprehensive picture of monastic economy in the
Bulgarian territory and its contact zones during the 16th—18th centuries, drawing on diverse
source material and relying on the achievements of modern historiography as well as
contemporary archaeological research.

2. The study argues that the monastic network largely corresponds to the settlement system
of the Christian population during the period under consideration.

3. The monastic economy is primarily agrarian in nature and is geared mainly toward
meeting the needs of the monastic inhabitants and pilgrims. The most prominent activities are
viticulture, the production of grape wine, and the cultivation of grain crops. For smaller
monasteries, their own farms were insufficient to sustain the monastic communities.

4. M. Bour’s observation is confirmed: funds from donations and alms were the most
important factor for the well-being and material condition of the monasteries. One of the key
conclusions of this study is that smaller monasteries, especially those with a monocultural
agrarian economy, could not have survived without the flow of donations.

5. For the first time, this study on the monastic economy during the 16th—18th centuries
incorporates findings from archaeological research to present a comprehensive and reliable
picture of the historical narrative, supplementing the information derived from source and
historiographical materials.
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