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Review 

by Prof. Dr. Stefka Parveva 

of the dissertation of Dimitar Nitsov, doctoral student at the Department of Bulgarian 

History, Faculty of History, Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”, 

entitled: “Economic Aspects of Monastic Life in the Bulgarian Lands during the 16th–18th 

Centuries” 

 

 

Dimitar Aleksandrov Nitsov holds a Master’s degree in History from Sofia University “St. 

Kliment Ohridski”. In 2018 he defended his Master’s thesis entitled: “The Anchialo Kaza during 

the 16th–17th Centuries. Territorial-Administrative Structure and Demographic Development.” 

Before that, he worked as a teacher of History and Civilizations at the Professional School of 

Electrical Engineering and Automation in Sofia, as well as at the Private Primary School ICHE – 

Burgas (2006–2012). Between 2012 and 2018 he was a curator at the Historical Museum – 

Pomorie, Department “Modern and Contemporary History”. After graduating, Nitsov began 

working as Chief Expert – Archivist at the State Agency “Archives” (2018–2026). 

Nitsov’s dissertation, entitled “Economic Aspects of Monastic Life in the Bulgarian Lands 

during the 16th–18th Centuries”, includes an introduction, four chapters, a conclusion, and a 

bibliography, with a total length of 274 pages. 

In the introduction, the author presents a brief justification for choosing the topic, noting 

that the issue of monastic economy remains insufficiently developed in Bulgarian historiography. 

He emphasizes that clarifying the role of monasteries as economic centers would contribute to 

understanding various aspects related to their functioning, long-term resilience, and establishment 

as spiritual centers in the Bulgarian lands. 

In this introductory section, Dimitar Nitsov formulates the aims of the study, which he 

defines as an examination of monastic economy within the framework of the Ottoman political 

and economic system, as well as an analysis of the economic relations of monasteries with the 

Orthodox population and pilgrims from nearby and more distant settlements. In accordance with 

these aims, the doctoral candidate identifies specific research tasks whose fulfillment should lead 

him to the desired answers. 
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The author then discusses the methods he will apply in his research. He presents the main 

sources that serve as the basis for achieving the stated aims and tasks. A brief overview is provided 

of domestic sources (in Greek or Cyrillic script), Ottoman documents, travel accounts, and 

diplomatic testimonies used in the study. Results from archaeological and ethnographic research 

are also employed. The historiography on the topic is likewise reviewed, as it constitutes one of 

the principal sources of knowledge for the doctoral candidate. Finally, in line with good academic 

practice, the territorial scope and chronological boundaries of the study are outlined. 

The first chapter is devoted to the monasteries in the Bulgarian lands under Ottoman rule 

during the 15th–18th centuries. At the beginning, the author examines the status of monasteries in 

the Ottoman Empire, as well as the structure of the Eastern Orthodox monastic community in both 

material and ideological contexts. Relying primarily on historiographical achievements, Nitsov 

offers a relatively concise overview of the internal structure of the monastery and the organization 

of its brotherhood. 

Another topic addressed concerns changes in monastic landownership during the 14th–

15th centuries. By providing a schematic review of the main issues related to monastic lands during 

the period of the Balkan Middle Ages, the doctoral candidate seeks to answer whether, and to what 

extent, the picture of monastic landownership changed after the Ottomans conquered the Balkans. 

He traces the dynamics of changes in the status of monasteries during the Ottoman conquest and 

the establishment of the new authority within the framework of the so-called pact of dhimma, as 

well as during the first centuries of Ottoman rule. Nitsov argues that although monasteries retained 

some traditional privileges of their brotherhoods, after the Ottoman conquest they lost part of their 

property capacity—villages, lands, and dependent population. This inevitably affected their 

economic potential. 

Special attention is given to the policies of Sultan Süleyman the Lawgiver and the reforms 

of his şeyhülislam Ebussuud Efendi, which had an impact on monasteries and their properties. The 

author concludes that as a result of these reforms, some smaller monasteries perished, but overall 

the monastic network survived, with some larger monasteries stabilizing to such an extent that by 

the late 16th and early 17th centuries they undertook active construction or restoration activities. 

The second chapter focuses on issues related to the geographical distribution of the 

monastic network during the 16th–18th centuries. Nitsov summarizes that along the vertical axis 

of the Bulgarian lands, most monasteries were located in foothill areas and high plains, while only 
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a small number were situated in lowlands. He explains this distribution both by the monastic 

pursuit of seclusion and by the need for proximity to the population of nearby settlements—the 

main source of worshippers and donors. The author also finds that the monastic network shows 

uneven density along the horizontal axis of the Bulgarian lands. In the northeastern and 

southeastern regions, as well as in Upper Thrace (with the exception of the Burgas Bay), there is 

almost no monastic network. In contrast, in the western regions—Sofia, Vidin, Western and 

Central Stara Planina, Stanimaka, Kyustendil, and others—he identifies a denser and more stable 

monastic network. A useful addition to the exposition is the table listing monastic communities in 

the Bulgarian lands according to their location along the vertical spatial axis. 

Finally, the author reviews the natural-geographical and climatic characteristics of the 

lands in which the monastic network developed. 

The third and fourth chapters form the thematic core of the dissertation. The third chapter 

is devoted to the characteristics of monastic economy during the 16th–18th centuries. The doctoral 

candidate establishes that the primary economic activity of monasteries was agricultural 

production, particularly crop cultivation. Its purpose was not to generate market profit or 

accumulate financial capital, but to provide the necessary food for the brotherhood and pilgrims. 

However, this was not always achievable. Some monasteries lacked sufficient arable land, 

vineyards, and gardens to meet their needs. Therefore, brotherhoods of both large and small 

monasteries turned to the market to obtain food and other agricultural products. Monks also 

engaged in processing agricultural produce by maintaining mills, fulling mills, and other 

agricultural infrastructure. 

The dissertation includes a useful table presenting the agricultural crops cultivated in 

monastic estates during the 16th–17th centuries. The synthesized data allow the author to conclude 

that the most widespread crop was the vine and its derivative products: 76% of monasteries 

engaged in viticulture and wine production. More than half—64%—cultivated cereals. The share 

of monasteries practicing fruit growing also exceeded half, although the author does not specify 

the exact percentage. Vegetable cultivation was practiced by 24% of monasteries. 

Nitsov notes that monasteries engaged in animal husbandry were a minority. These were 

primarily large monasteries, such as the Rila Monastery with its metochia and the Athonite 

monasteries with their dependencies. The economy of such monasteries required the hiring of 
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labor. They also appointed special trusted individuals responsible for organizing and supervising 

activities in nearby and more distant estates. 

Crafts also had their place in monastic microeconomy, though such activities were typical 

mainly of large monasteries with complex economic structures. 

An interesting and valuable contribution is the table compiled by the author based on data 

from the estates of 25 monasteries for which sources provide more detailed information. The 

summarized data allow him to assert that all monasteries engaged in agriculture, which constituted 

the “main pillar” of their microeconomy. Milling was also significant—52% of the monasteries 

owned mills and paid taxes for them. Next were the monasteries (44%) that produced must and 

practiced beekeeping. Only 24% engaged in animal husbandry, and just 8% in crafts. Based on 

these indicators, the doctoral candidate concludes that monastic microeconomy had a distinctly 

agrarian character, dominated by agriculture and related processing activities. Animal husbandry 

and crafts remained peripheral. 

Another important issue addressed by Nitsov concerns financial and in-kind income in 

monastic treasuries derived from donations and other non-productive activities. In this context, he 

examines donors and donation practices. The author traces the donation acts of dozens of donors—

lay and clerical individuals of various social status—and describes the activities of taxidiotes 

monks and the benefits their travels brought to monastic communities. Based on the diversity of 

facts presented, Nitsov concludes that the flow of donations was continuous and largely 

independent of economic fluctuations. It was through donations that the largest initiatives related 

to the material strengthening and prosperity of monasteries were realized. 

Finally, Nitsov examines the commercial and financial activities of monasteries. He traces 

various types of commercial transactions in which monasteries participated, practices of leasing 

land and economic facilities, monks’ borrowing of credit, investment of monetary funds in real 

estate, and the provision of loans. 

As a certain weakness of this part of the dissertation, I consider the insufficient presentation 

of the attitude and policies of monasteries toward markets and fairs organized near monastic 

communities on the feast days of their patron saints. Through such initiatives, monasteries not only 

generated financial income but also attracted pilgrims and, consequently, donations. 

The final fourth chapter represents undoubtedly the most significant contribution of the 

study: the catalogue of monasteries in the Bulgarian lands during the 15th–18th centuries compiled 
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by the author. It brings together information from sources and bibliography on dozens of monastic 

communities, grouped within the Ottoman administrative system by sancaks and vilayets—

Silistra, Nikopol, Vidin, Sofia, Pasha Sancak, Kyustendil, Ohrid Sancak, and Prilep Vilayet. 

Information for each monastery is structured into sections: ecclesiastical status and 

administrative affiliation; geographical location; historical development; economic characteristics. 

The catalogue seeks to identify the relationship between the monastery, the natural environment, 

and nearby settlements in order to highlight the factors shaping monastic economy and the 

prosperity of spiritual centers. The collected and presented data are impressive in volume and 

extremely valuable as knowledge. The catalogue served the author not only to systematize much 

of the available information on the studied sites but also significantly supported his analysis and 

formulation of research theses. Undoubtedly, it will become an important foundation for future 

studies on the topic. 

The conclusion of the dissertation, though brief, summarizes the main findings reached by 

Dimitar Nitsov in his research. 

In conclusion, I would like to emphasize that I have the opportunity to review a thorough 

and serious scholarly work. The structure of the dissertation is well constructed and logical. I find 

the way in which Nitsov builds in the first chapters the necessary context for the main study—the 

economic activity of monasteries during the 16th–18th centuries—highly appropriate. The author 

demonstrates skillful work with sources and research, on the basis of which he constructs his study. 

He shows good knowledge of a significant portion of the published documents and bibliography 

on the topic. This enables him to gather and organize a large factual corpus with which to examine 

the stated problems and formulate well-argued conclusions and well-structured theses. 

From here on, the study may be further developed with newly discovered sources and with 

the exploration of additional aspects of the main topic. In this regard, I would like to note one 

significant shortcoming of the work, namely the lack of new, unpublished source material 

introduced into scholarly circulation and possessing greater informational value and significance. 

I advise Dimitar Nitsov to pursue the study of Ottoman Turkish or Greek, which would be of great 

benefit to him in working in domestic and foreign archives and would open new directions for his 

future scholarly pursuits. 

I recommend that the dissertation be published, but only after thorough linguistic and 

stylistic editing of the main text and footnotes. 
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Finally, I confirm that the legal regulations governing the dissertation defense procedure 

have been observed, and that the scholarly work itself, together with the abstract, publications, and 

accompanying documents, meets the requirements for awarding the educational and scientific 

degree “Doctor”. After reviewing the materials and evaluating the dissertation, I am firmly 

convinced that Dimitar Nitsov possesses the necessary scholarly qualities and contributions, and I 

will vote in favor of awarding him the educational and scientific degree “Doctor”. 

 

 

18 May 2026 

Sofia                                                                                        Prof. Dr. Stefka Parveva 

 

 


