OPINION

By assoc. prof. Joanna Bencheva, PhD, Department “Byzantine and Balkan History”, Faculty

of History, Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”

Concerning the dissertation of DIMITAR ALEKSANDROV NITSOV, Doctoral Program “History
of Bulgaria” (History of Bulgaria XV — XVII centuries), entitled “ECONOMIC ASPECTS OF
MONASTIC LIFE IN THE BULGARIAN LANDS DURING THE 16TH-18TH CENTURIES” submitted
for examination for the educational and scientific degree “Doctor (Ph.D.)”, Research area

2.2 History and Archaeology

About the Ph.D. candidate. Dimitar Nitsov is a Ph.D. candidate in the “History of
Bulgaria” programme. In the years since completing his bachelor’s degree in History in 2004
and earning his master’s degree in 2018 at Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski,” he has
established himself as a professional historian and archivist with interests in the field of
Bulgarian and Balkan history. All legal requirements for his admission to a public defence have

been met.

Relevance of the topic. The dissertation submitted for defence is titled “Economic
Aspects of Monastic Life in the Bulgarian Lands during the 16th—18th centuries.” The topic is
relevant and complex, complementing part of Bulgarian economic history and, at the same
time, offering a new perspective on the development of monasteries as spiritual and

economic centres during that period.

Scope and structure of the dissertation. The dissertation consists of an introduction,
four chapters, a conclusion, and a bibliography, with a total length of 274 pages, including the

bibliography.

The introduction outlines the goals and objectives of the dissertation: to study
monastic economy within the context of the Ottoman political and economic system; to trace
the transition from medieval monastic economy to the new administrative reality; to specify
the monasteries’ revenues and compare them with those of the rayah estates. This section
also outlines the methodology used and provides a thorough review of the historical sources

and existing historiography on the dissertation’s topic.



Chapter One “Monasteries in the Bulgarian Lands under Foreign Rule (15th—18th
Centuries)” examines issues such as the monasteries as spiritual centres and their status
within the church hierarchy, changes in monastic land ownership during the transition to
Ottoman rule in the 14th—15th centuries, and the life of the monastic communities under the
Ottoman administrative and legal system. The emergence and development of monasteries
and their land ownership during the Middle Ages are traced with great precision and
conciseness. The other specified research objectives are also thoroughly addressed by the

candidate.

The second chapter, “Monastic Network and Physical-Geographical Aspects of the
Lands in Which It Developed During the 16th—18th Centuries,” examines the relationship
between geographical factors and the emergence of monasteries as economic centres. It is
the shortest chapter in the dissertation, but plays an important role in its structure. The
conclusions drawn by the doctoral candidate are based on the source data. The chapter also
includes a table (p. 101) showing that the majority of monasteries in the Bulgarian lands are
located at an altitude between 200 and 600 meters, which provides them with both seclusion

and opportunities for economic development.

Chapter Three, “Characteristics of the Monastic Economy (16th—18th Centuries),” is
the most important chapter of the dissertation in terms of the research topic. It provides an
exhaustive examination of various aspects of the monastic economy—productive activities
such as agriculture, livestock farming, and crafts or income from donations to the
monasteries, both from fellow countrymen of the monks and from the rulers of Wallachia,
Moldavia, and Russia, and commercial, and financial, operations carried out by the

monasteries themselves.

Chapter Four, titled “Catalogue of Monasteries,” is, in my opinion, one of the most
important contributions of the dissertation. The subject of study here are issues concerning
the identification, location, collection, and synthesis of the available information on the
emergence and development of monastic communities, as presented according to the
administrative division of the Ottoman Empire. The catalogue includes 95 monasteries, of
which three are in the Silistra Sanjak, 39 in the Nikopol Sanjak, 13 in the Vidin Sanjak, 27 in

the Sofia and Pasha Sanjaks, 7 in the Kyustendil Sanjak, 6 in the Skopje Sanjak and the Prilep



Vilayet, and 3 in the Ohrid Sanjak. It is surprising that these statistical data are not presented

in a table, even though tables are included in the dissertation.

The conclusion summarises very briefly the findings the doctoral candidate draws at
the end of each chapter. It seems to me that this part of the dissertation deserves more in-

depth attention.

The bibliography is extensive and covers the main sources and studies relevant to the
topic. Of course, every scholar has their own preferences and could have included other titles

— Dimitar Nitsov has made his choice, and | agree with him.

Evaluation. The methodology employed by the doctoral candidate has served him
well. The structure is appropriate. To a large extent, the goals and objectives he sets for
himself have been achieved. The conclusions drawn by Dimitar Nitsov are well-considered
and based on the available source material. The scholarly apparatus is sound. The writing style

is readable, with a limited number of typographical errors.

Abstract, Contributions. The abstract accurately reflects the structure and content of
the dissertation, the objectives and tasks set, and the results achieved. The candidate’s

contributions and publications on the research topic are correctly presented.

Recommendations and comments. Some recommendations could be made regarding
the presented dissertation, primarily with a view to an upcoming publication, which Dimitar
Nitsov’s work undoubtedly deserves. The first concerns the formatting of the content. In it,
every chapter from the first to the third, including the introduction, is divided into
subparagraphs entitled “Objective, Tasks, Source Base, and Historiography”, but others are
also distinguished in accordance with the issues of the individual chapters. At the same time,
however, Chapter 4 is missing such a list and introductory sections. Thus, it is not clear from
the pages of the dissertation what criteria the doctoral candidate used to compile the
catalogue of monasteries, and the readers have to guess, unless they have already read the

abstract, where the criteria are exhaustively listed.

No maps are included in the dissertation, yet they would have facilitated the
understanding of Chapter 4. Indeed, the coordinates of some of the monasteries are

provided, but maps showing the monasteries in the individual sanjaks during the period under



consideration would have complemented the overall picture of the monastic network in the

Bulgarian lands.

Conclusion. Notwithstanding the comments made, | give a positive evaluation of
Dimitar Nitsov’s dissertation and recommend that the academic jury award him the academic

and educational degree of “Doctor” in the field of 2.2 History and Archaeology.
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