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Dimitar Aleksandrov Nitsov’s doctoral dissertation consists of an introduction, four chapters, a 

conclusion, and a bibliography, with a total of 274 pages.  

The introduction presents a comprehensive and well-reasoned justification for the choice of 

topic, the interdisciplinary approach woven into the development of the four chapters of the 

dissertation, a rationale for the chronological and territorial scope of the topic, an overview of 

the sources and a historiographical review, which from the outset reveals the importance and 

necessity of exploring issues related to the economic aspects of monastic life in the Bulgarian 

lands during the 16th–18th centuries. 

The first chapter of the Ph D Thesis examines issues related to the status of monasteries, 

providing a well-reasoned and comprehensive account on the history of monastic communities 

and their place within the church organization prior to the conquest of the Bulgarian lands into 

the Ottoman Empire. Ph.D. candidate Dimitar Nitsov presents and analyzes some of the key 

terms, and a topological framework has been developed that is directly linked to and reflects 

the status and place of monasteries within the church organization.  In tracing the status and 

terminology of the monasteries it is particularly impresive his ability to analyze, present, and 

compare information from various sources—ranging from diverse Ottoman documents to 

information preserved in domestic sources from the era, as well as travelers’ accounts. The 

analysis of the monastery is also presented in an economic context in correlation with the 

existing ecological environment. The connection to the geographical proximity to a settlement 



is also explored. The dissertation also outlines the unique framework within which relations 

between the Ottoman authorities and the monastic communities unfolded, namely the dhimma 

(Pact of Umar), which regulated and formalized the status of non-Muslim communities in the 

Ottoman Empire. The thesis also examines the relationships between monastic brotherhoods 

and representatives of the Ottoman authorities, as well as their efforts to preserve and protect 

the monasteries and their estates from ruin.  

The first chapter of the dissertation outlines the changes in the legal context related to the 

actions of Ebussuud Efendi and the reforms that would affect some of the monasteries and 

monastic landholdings in the Bulgarian lands. Dimitar Nitsov’s analysis shows that a small 

portion of the monasteries disappeared from the map of the monastic network, while at the end 

of the 16th and throughout the 17th century, active construction activity aimed at renovating 

monastic settlements was observed in several regions, such as the Sofia, Vratsa, and Samokov 

regions, among others. Ph.D. candidate Dimitar Nitsov establishes that during the 18th century, 

monasteries and their estates were subjected to harsh economic conditions, fell into debt, and 

an increased tax burden—processes that reflected the crisis-ridden 18th century and occurred 

in the context of decentralization within the Ottoman Empire, military losses, and tax reforms. 

The second chapter of the dissertation under review presents the monastic network and its 

geographical distribution, as well as its density across different ecological zones. The study also 

examines the relationship between the location of a monastery and its proximity to an important 

urban settlement. Dimitar Nitsov concludes that the density of the monastery network in 

Bulgaria is highest in the foothill plains, in the zone between 250- and 600-meters altitude, 

followed by monasteries situated in high-mountain zones, between 600- and 800-meters 

altitude, while the network of monasteries is sparsest in the lowland zone up to 250 meters 

altitude. Dimitar Nitsov also outlines the areas where new monasteries were built—away from 

major and heavily trafficked trade and military routes and near settlements with non-Muslim 

populations, which during the 16th–18th centuries were also part of the monasteries’ donor 

community. 

Another focus of the analysis in Chapter Two is the spatial distribution of monasteries. Thus, 

Nitsov identifies a low density—and in certain regions, a complete absence—of monasteries in 

the northeastern and southeastern parts of Bulgaria, specifically the Upper Thracian Plain. In 

stark contrast is the picture of dense coverage of Bulgarian territory in the northwestern and 

southwestern regions. Centers are also identified, such as the regions of Vidin, Sofia, the 

Western and Central Stara Planina, Stanimaka, Kyustendil, Ohrid, Prilep, and Bitola. 



The third chapter of the dissertation is devoted to the monastery economy during the 16th–18th 

centuries. Dimitar Nitsov outlines the significance of monastic agriculture in the context of 

providing produce intended to meet the needs of the monastic community and pilgrims, rather 

than for sale on imperial markets. The instances in which produce did reach fairs and markets 

are associated with the estates of large monasteries. The metochions, most often located near 

major urban centers, proved crucial for establishing such market relations. Livestock farming 

and crafts were present in monastic estates, but the leading economic sector was agriculture. 

This section of the dissertation also analyzes the importance of donations for the economic well-

being of monastic communities. 

The catalog of monasteries in the Bulgarian lands during the 15th–18th centuries, which 

constitutes the fourth chapter of the dissertation, is of exceptional value. In it, Dimitar Nitsov 

has systematized information from various historical sources and archaeological evidence and 

has identified the locations of the monasteries and their estates. This section of the study also 

outlines the problems, challenges, pitfalls and limitations associated with the sources and the 

interpretation of the information they provide. 

The Autoreferate of the Ph D Thesis covers the content of the dissertation and reflects the main 

scientific findings and conclusions reached by Dimitar Nitsov during his research. The list of 

publications—six articles—attests to his diligent work in the field of scientific research. The 

autobiographical summary—from curator at the Historical Museum – Pomorie, to chief expert 

at the Central State Archives – serves as a unique complement to the skills already demonstrated 

in understanding and utilizing diverse source material and incorporating data from 

archaeological evidence in the research process of the theses.   I would also like to emphasize 

that the doctoral candidate presents to the academic jury an original and methodologically 

sound dissertation of an interdisciplinary nature, with scientific contributions and relevance to 

the topic. 

Based on the above stated, I believe that the dissertation by Dimitar Aleksandrov Nitsov 

“Economic Aspects of Monastic Life in the Bulgarian Lands during the 16th–18th Centuries” 

meets all technical, scientific and legal requirements for defense and provides grounds for me 

to vote in favor of awarding the academic and scientific degree of “Doctor” in Field 2. 

Humanities, 2.2 History and Archaeology, Doctoral Program in History of Bulgaria. 
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