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CHURCH ARCHITECTURE IN SOUTHWESTERN BULGARIA
IN THE LATE 9™ - EARLY 11™ CENTURY
(BASED ON ARCHAEOLOGICAL DATA)

Abstract. This publication is devoted to the church architecture in Southwestern Bulgaria (now Bla-
goevgrad region) during the First Bulgarian Tsardom, in the period from the end of the 9" to the
beginning of the 11" century. From the second half of the 9™ century (specifically from 864)
the territories of the region under consideration officially entered the borders of the medieval Bul-
garian state, which coincided with the conversion to Christianity in Bulgaria (865). The studied
region covers the valleys of the rivers of Struma (Middle Struma) and Mesta (Upper and Middle
Mesta), which were part of the southwestern borders of the Bulgarian state in the Middle Ages.
At present, three churches can be attributed to this period, all excavated through regular archaeolog-
ical excavations. These are the Basilica of St. Nicholas in the town of Melnik, the single-nave church
in the area of Shipotsko at the town of Bansko and the three-conchal church at the village of Kulata,
Petrich municipality. In terms of their functional characteristics, these churches include an episcopal
(or parish) church (“St. Nicholas” in Melnik), a cemetery church (the church in the area of Shipot-
sko near the town of Bansko) and a monastery church (the church at the village of Kulata). Charac-
teristic for the first two is their construction on older cult sites — on an ancient sanctuary and an early
Christian church (the church “St. Nicholas” in Melnik) and on an early Christian temple (the church
in the area of Shipotsko, at the town of Bansko). The small number of excavated church buildings
from the First Bulgarian Tsardom is also typical for the rest of the Bulgarian lands. Although the
examples from the region are few, they show that almost all major architectural types are found here.

Keywords: church architecture, Southwestern Bulgaria, First Bulgarian Tsardom, cult places,
basilicas, single-nave churches, cross-domed churches, three-conchal churches

Introduction

he historical vicissitudes in the Bulgarian lands impose a two-century “reli-
gious hiatus” for Christian civilization - from the end of the 7 to the middle
of the 9 century - covering the time between the early Christianity of part of
the Balkan provinces of Byzantium and the conversion of the Bulgarians. After the
“dark ages” for Christianity in the Bulgarian lands - it returned to its beginnings in
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them, but at the same time seeking synchrony with the trends of the new times.
In this sense, the question of religious monuments in the Middle Ages cannot be
considered separately from the pre-existing, previous state of church construction
in the Bulgarian lands from the 4™ to the 6" centuries'.

The most widespread architectural type of church building in the early Chris-
tian period in the Balkans, including the Bulgarian lands, is the basilica, which is
found everywhere in the territory of the Late Roman and Byzantine empires. Sin-
gle nave churches were built less frequently. During this period, centric cult build-
ings were also built, originating from Roman funerary and memorial structures®
Architectural influences came from both Rome and Constantinople, on the church
architecture in the Bulgarian lands during the Late Antiquity (and later), and also
from the eastern provinces’.

The first cult buildings after the conversion to Christianity in Bulgaria in 865
arose in the political and spiritual centres of the state — Pliska, Preslav, Madara,
Ohrid and their vicinity. Many of them were built on the site of old pagan shrines,
thus demonstrating the dominance of the new religion and preserving the ener-
getic charge of the site. The rebuilding or construction of new churches on top
of early Christian religious buildings is common. This practice is attested every-
where in the Bulgarian lands, including in the southwest. There is no evidence
of any deliberate destruction of the churches found in ruins by the newly arrived
Slavs and Bulgarians®. The preservation of the memory of the holy place, associ-
ated with a Christian temple, is also traced during the First Bulgarian Tsardom
in another way. On the ruins of early Christian churches after the conversion of the
Bulgarians their necropolises appeared. This is the case of the site in the area of
Shipotsko in the town of Bansko. In the Middle Ages, a small church was built on
the altar part of the existing early Christian church, around which a large necrop-
olis developed, dating back to the end of the 10"-13™ centuries’.

' B. Hukonosa, IIpasocnasrnume ywpxeu npe3 boneapckomo cpednosexosue IX-XIV gex, Copust

2002, p. 11.
* K. MaPKoB, [lyxoseH xusom 6 6vnzapckume 3emu npes kochama anmuunocm (IV-VI 6.), Codpus
1995, p. 50; H. YAHEBA-JIEYEBCKA, Pannoxpucmusarnckama apxumexmypa 6 boneapus 1V-VI sex,
Codms 1999, p. 33; H. TYNEWKOB, Apxumekmypa Ha cpeOHOBeKOBHUS XPUCIIUSHCKU U UCTIMCKU
cesim, Codust 2007, p. 16, 31.

> Cf. H. YAHEBA-JIEYEBCKA, ApxumekmypHu énusHus om Pum u KoHCmOoHmMuUHOnon 8spxy yospKos-
Hama apxumexmypa no 6vneapckume semu (IV-X 6.), Rh 1-2, 2002, p. 149-157.

* The opinion of S. Boyadzhiev is different; according to him most of the early Christian religious
buildings were destroyed by the end of the 7 century by the invading barbarian tribes from the north.
- cf. Cr. Boamxues, Io 6snpoca 3a npuemcmeenocmma 6 apxumexmypama Ha Ilspsama 6vnzapcka
ovpacasa, [in:] Apxumexmypama na Ilepeama u Bmopama 6vneapcka 0vpicasa, ed. I. KOKyXaPOB,
Codus 1975, p. 42-45.

> H. MABPOIMHOB, Buszanmuiickama apxumexmypa, Codus 1955, p. 17-18; Kp. Muates, Ap-
xumexmypama 6 cpedHosexosHa Boneapus, Codust 1965, p. 77-78; M. Xars0Ba, Tpu xpama, mpu
penueuu. EOna 3ems, nHapuuana 6vneapcka, Copua 1999, p. 24; B. Huxonosa, IIpasocnasHume
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The subjects of this publication are the monuments of church architecture
in Southwestern Bulgaria (now Blagoevgrad region) from the period of the First
Bulgarian Tsardom. The territorial scope thus outlined covers the valleys of the
rivers of Struma (Middle Struma) and Mesta (Upper and Middle Mesta), which
were part of the southwestern borders of the Bulgarian state in the Middle Ages.
The lower chronological boundary starts from the second half of the 9" century
(more specifically from 864) — the time when the territories of the region studies
officially joined the territory of the medieval Bulgarian state, which coincided with
the official conversion to Christianity (865). The upper limit — 1018 is general-
ly valid for the Bulgarian lands - the fall of the Bulgarian state under Byzantine
rule. Three churches can be attributed to this period, all of which have been stud-
ied during regular excavations. The small number of excavated church buildings
from the First Bulgarian Tsardom is also typical for the rest of the Bulgarian lands,
with the exception of the capitals of Pliska, Preslav and Ohrid.

Studies on church architecture in the Bulgarian lands from the period of the
First Bulgarian Tsardom define the following groups of churches - churches with
a longitudinal axis (basilicas and single nave churches) and centric churches, rep-
resented mainly by cross-domed and three-conchal churches. The largest number
of excavated buildings are basilical and cross-domed. Fewer single nave and con-
chal churches were studied during this period.

Basilicas

In the second half of the 9 century in Pliska, in Preslav and in the western parts
of Bulgaria the construction of monumental churches with basilical layout gained
recognition. The situation was exactly the opposite in Byzantium, where already
in the time of Emperor Justinian (527-565) basilicas were replaced by domed
buildings. This type of basilica was widespread throughout the country, including
in the structures of the newly founded monasteries. The preference for the basilica
type of church in the period of the First Bulgarian Tsardom has been attributed to
a number of reasons - the spacious interior of early basilicas gathering large num-
bers of people, the ease of construction of such building as opposed to elaborate
domed structures, the spread of this type during the early Christian period. Not
without significance is the fact that in the first years after the conversion Bulgaria
was under the influence of the Roman Catholic Church, whose church type was

YBPKBU..., p. 22-25; EADEM, Yempoticmeo u ynpaenenue Ha boneapckama npasocnasHa uopkea
(IX-XIV eex), Codus 2017, p. 36; K. MENAMEL, Pannoxpucmusncka 6a3unuxd, cpedHo8eK08HO
ceno, yvpkea u Hekponon 6 lllunomcxko, barncko, AOP npe3 2008 2., 2009, p. 701-704; I. ['pPo3naHO-
BA, Cenuwgnama cucmema 6 Tpaxus npes Pannomo cpednosexosue: IIpobnemu Ha npoy4éanusma,
[in:] Tpakus npes Cpednosexosuemo u ocmanckama enoxa. Xapakmep u OUHAMUKA HA CeNUULHUS
susom (XII-XVIII eex), CoopHux cmamuu om Hay4Ha KoHpepeHyus, nposedena Ha 27-28 Hoemepu
2014 2. 6 Cogpus, ed. [I. CrosgHOBA, Y. Knipuyios, Codusa 2020, p. 37-39.
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the monumental basilica. In the first decades after the conversion, about 25 basilicas
were built in Bulgaria, varying in size and in their architectural and composition-
al feature®.

In the case of churches with a basilica layout, two groups mainly emerge - large
basilicas whose architecture has similar features to Romanesque architecture or to
early Christian basilicas and small basilicas influenced by modern architectural
forms. Large basilicas have representative functions and are intended for the reli-
gious service of noble families and many people at solemn liturgies. In addition,
many small basilicas were built in the country to serve the needs of the common
population, and were used as settlement and neighbourhood temples. Both types
have common features - these are the layouts with a nave and three aisles, end-
ing with a single-partite narthex and a complex altar. The altar space ends with
a single apse or with three apses. Most often it is tripartite, consisting of a central
part containing the communion table and lateral ones serving as the prothesis and
diaconikon. The roofing of basilicas is a wooden roof, a semi-cylindrical vault or
a mixed roof. The facades are plain or have a decoration of arched blind niches.
The main fagade of the basilica is the western one. Its simplest form is a smooth
panel, marked in the middle by a large entrance door set in a suitable architectur-
al frame. The main building materials are rough-faced stone and brick, with less
frequent use of quadri. In all types of building, white mortar was used as a solder,
sometimes also clay mortar. The walls are built on the outside with more carefully
selected building material, and the inside is lined or covered with wall paintings.
Antique columns and details were used secondarily. Spolia are often in the archi-
tectural decoration. Usually the altar partition slabs are reused antique materials.
Wood also has wide applicability. The supporting elements and structures for all
types of basilicas are the same. They consist of walls, pillars, columns and pilasters,
depending on the type of covering and supporting system. Thick walls indicate
solid masonry and thin outer walls — a wooden covering’.

¢ H. MaBponmHOB, Busanmuiickama..., Codus 1955, p. 59-64; Kp. Musres, Apxumexmypama...,
p. 79-80; H. MaBronuiHOB, Cmapo6eneapckomo uskycmeo. Uskycmesomo Ha ITepsomo 6vnzapcko
yapcmeo, Codust 1959, p. 92-103; H. YaHEBA-JIEUEBCKA, OCHOBHU HANPABTIEHUS 6 PA36UINUEMO HA
cpedHoseKosHAMA Kynmosa apxumexmypa 6 boneapus, [in:] beneapckama apxumexmypa npes se-
koseme, ed. A. OBPETEHOB, VIB. VIBAHYEB, P. AHTENOBA, C1. CTAMOB, Codust 1982, p. 52-79; EADEM,
Lsprosnama apxumexmypa na Ilepsama 6vnzapcka ovpicasa, Codust 1984, p. 16-17; H. Tynem-
KOB, Apxumexmypa Ha 6vneapckume manacmupu, Codpus 1989, p. 45; . Huxonosa, Ilpasocnasnu-
me yvpKreu..., p. 60; C. IOHYEBA, Basunuxume om ITepsomo 6vneapcko yapcmeo. ApxumexmypeH
o6nux, lymen 2003, p. 7; H. TYNEWKOB, Apxumexmypa Ha cpeOH08eK08HUSL. .., P. 82-85; C. [IOHYE-
BA, Kpocmoxynonnume yvpksu 6 Iopsomo 6vneapcko yapcmeo. Apxumexkmyper 06nux, Bemuko
ToproBO 2008, p. 20.

7 Cf. H. YaHEBA-JIEUEBCKA, OcHO8HU HANpaBneHus. .., p. 53-57; EADEM, Llopkosnama apxumexmy-
pa na llopsama..., p. 16-66.
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There is a relatively large number of Basilical type churches from the period
of the First Bulgarian Tsardom on Bulgarian lands. In the region studied a rep-
resentative of this architectural type is the basilica “St. Nicholas” in the town
of Melnik. It was built in the Late Antiquity, but rebuilt in the late 9" - early
10™ century. As is well known, Melnik was the main urban centre in the Middle
Ages in the Middle Struma valley, which has been relatively well studied®. The
Basilica “St. Nicholas” is located in the highest part of the eponymous plateau to
the south above the town of Melnik. Today it has been fully excavated and partial-
ly restored (figs. 1-2). It is the oldest and the largest temple in the town of Mel-
nik, which is a typical example of the common practice of restoring or building
new churches on older cult sites, in this case on an ancient sanctuary and an early
Christian church. The Basilica of St. Nicholas has six periods of construction, the
first dating back to the Early Byzantine period (second half of the 6" century) and
the second to the First Bulgarian State (late 9" — early 10™ century)®.

The Basilica “St. Nicholas” has attracted the attention of researchers since the
middle of the 19" century. In 1844 the Russian archaeologist V. Grigorovich gave
the first information about the Founder of the basilica. The French diplomat and
traveller P. Perdrise mentioned the monument; he visited Melnik in 1899 and
1901. He notes that the church was rebuilt in the 19" century and that its interi-
or is covered with white paint except for the altar, where there are traces of fres-
coes. In 1922 the Czech art historian A. Stransky visited Melnik and found the
church in ruins. He drew his attention to the frescoes preserved in the altar and
appreciated their high artistic value. On the basis of its basilical plan, it connects

& Cf. I. DujCeY, Melnik au Moyen Age, B 28, 1968, p. 328-412; Th. VLacHoOs, Die Geschichte der
Byzantinischen Stad Melnikon, Thessaloniki 1969; V1. [Iy14EB, Mentuk npe3 cpedHoB8eKosUemo,
[in:] IDEM, Boneapcko cpedrosexosue. IIpoyu8anus 6vpxy noMUmMuuecKkama u KymmypHa ucrmopus
Ha cpednosexosna boneapus, Codust 1972, p. 374-412; C. TEOPIUEBA, Cpednosexosrusm Mennux,
MIIK 3, 1979, p. 5-9; Z. PLjaKoV, The City of Melnik, BHR 4, 1995, p. 75-90; B. HEIEBA, Emanu 6 uc-
mopuueckomo passumue Ha Mennux 00 kpas Ha XIV 6. (no apxeonoeuuecku 0annu), [in:] Acta musei
Varnaensis, vol. 111.2, Beneapckume 3emu npe3 cpedrosexosuemo (VII-XVIII 6.). Mexoynapoona
KoHeperyus 6 uecm Ha 70-eo0umnunama Ha npod. Anexoanovp Kyses, Bapna 12-14 cenmemspu
2002, Bapua 2005, p. 307-322; EADEM, Mennuk. bozozudanusm epad, Copust 2008; M. Poprovic,
Melnik — Geschichte und Denkmiiler einer Stadt an den Ausldufern des Pirin-Gebirges, BO 11, 2008,
p. 16-18; E. Kostova, Medieval Melnik. From the End of the Twelfth to the End of the Fourteenth Cen-
tury. The Historical Vicissitudes of a Small Balkan Town, Sofia 2013; E. KocToBa, CpedHosexosHusm
Mennux (kpas na XII - xpas na XIV e.), IInosaus 2020.

° The remaining construction periods of the church St. Nicholas in Melnik are beyond the chron-
ological scope of this publication. The third and the fourth construction periods refer to the period
of the Second Bulgarian State (the second decade of the 13" century - the time of Despot Alexius
Slav and the late 13" — early 14" century). The fifth building period refers to the Ottoman rule
(the end of the 16%-17" centuries), and the sixth - to the period of the Revival (19" century). The
church functioned until 1913. - cf. M. TEOPTMEBA, [I. TEOPTMEBA, Manacmupu om mepumopusma
na F0zo3anaona beneapus, MJSEA.B 2020, p. 32-33 and the literature cited therein.
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the temple with the Church of Holy Forty Martyrs in Tarnovo. At the beginning
of the 1930s N. Mavrodinov included the basilica “St. Nicholas” in his study of the
churches and monasteries in Melnik and its surroundings. To him is attributed
the promulgation of the plan and the discovery of the clerical inscription on one
of the pre-altars pilasters, half-painted with white paint and unknown to science
until then. Before the archaeological survey of the church, the eastern half was
relatively best preserved, the eastern wall with the three apses rising immediately
next to the roof, which is now missing'.

Fig. 1. The Basilica of St. Nicholas in the town of Melnik after the excavations and resto-
ration, the end of the 20™ century (after V. NeSEvA, Melnik..., p. 148).

10 P, PERDRIZET, Melnic et Rossno, BHC 31, 1907, p- 20-37; H. MABPOIMHOB, L]opKeu u moHacmupu
6 Mennux u Poxcern, THM 5, (1926-1931) 1933, p. 292-300, 06p. 168; A. STRANSKY, Remarques sur
la peinture du moyen-dge en Bulgarie, en Greéce et en Albanie, VIAWI 10, 1936, p. 37-41; C. TEOPIMEBA,
Apxeonoeuuecku npoyusaHus Ha KocHocpeoHosexosHama yvpkea “Ce. Hukona” 6 Mennux, Apxe 2,
1974, p. 28-37; B. I'purorosuy, Ouepk 3a nvmeutecmeue no Eeponeticka Typuus (1844-1845) c kap-
ma Ha oxonnocmume Ha Oxpudckomo u Ilpecnanckomo ezepo, Codus 1978; B. HEmEBA, Tpakuii-
cko ceemunuuse nod 6asunuxama “Ce. Huxona” 6 Mennux, Apxe 1, 2002, p. 50.
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The field archaeological studies of the basilica “St. Nicholas” and its surround-
ings were carried out in the period 1971-1974 and 1983-1989. Initially the archae-
ological excavations were conducted under the direction of S. Georgieva, and
since the 80s of the 20™ century the leadership was taken over by V. Nesheva. The
archaeological excavations have played a significant role in clarifying the construc-
tion history and chronology of the monument. The six construction periods iden-
tified in its existence show the use of an ancient cult site over a long period. After
numerous reconstructions carried out at different times, the Church of St. Nicho-
las survived until the beginning of the 20" century'".

Fig. 2. The Basilica of St. Nicholas in the town of Melnik - eastern fasad of the church
with the triple window of the central apse (after V. NESEVA, Melnik..., p. 155).

The general plan of the church established as a result of the archaeological exca-
vations reflects its latest construction period (fig. 3). The church is a three-nave,
three-apsed basilica, with an almost square naos, with a pre-apsidal space with
three, prominent inside and outside semi-circular apses, the middle of which is
very large. The church had this layout during the period of the National Revival.
The church also consists of a narthex on the west, side galleries on the north and

' C. TEOPIUEBA, Apxeonoeutecku npoyusanus..., p. 28-37; B. HEmesaA, 3a kynma na Ceemu Huxo-
na 6 Mennux, IPVUMP 10, 2006, p. 173.
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south, a bell tower, a reservoir and a church dwelling on the west. The naos inter-
nal dimensions are on the east-west axis, without apses — 13 m (north), 13.40 m
(south), on the north-south axis 13.65 m (east), 13.30 m (west). The thickness
of the walls is 0.80-1 m, with 1.10 m of the eastern one. The church is divided
into three aisles by two rows of two columns and by dividing walls for the altar
on the east, which terminate at their western end in a plan of T-shaped pillars.
Between the naves there were arcades with three openings each. The whole church
is included in a single volume, rectangular in plan, measuring 30 x 25 m, which
also contains the aforementioned residential building (originally a metropolitan,
later a monastery one). The church reservoir is located between the north gallery
of the church and the residential building, and the bell tower is in the southwest
corner of the south gallery. There is a rectangular stone tomb at the south-east end
of the south gallery. A small building, an ossuary, is attached to the north wall out-
side. The listed elements of this complex were not built at the same time, but were
added during earlier periods of its history'.

ZO

01 S5m
el e .

Fig. 3. The Basilica of St. Nicholas. General plan, S. Georgieva 1974
(after V. NESEVA, Melnik pri car Samuil..., p. 621, fig. 5).

2 Kp. MusTEB, Apxumexkmypama..., p. 146, 06p. 156, 157; C. TEOPTMEBA, Apxeonozunecku npoy4-
sanus..., p. 29; B. HEIEBA, Mennux..., p. 145-146.
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Both chance findings and archaeological excavations show that the church was
built on a cult site. First of all, there was a Thracian sanctuary dedicated to Arte-
mis-Bendida, and the Thracian Horseman was also worshipped there'. The Thra-
cian sanctuary occupies a significant part of the area of the naos and the south-
ern gallery of the basilica, as well as a few meters of the adjacent space to its
east and south. Parts of the foundations of its walls, later incorporated into the
church, have been uncovered, outlining a general plan in the shape of a rectangle
(close to a square), typical of Thracian sanctuaries'. From the end of the 1% cen-
tury AD the sanctuary also functioned as an Augustaeon, where the cult of the
emperor was worshipped. A fragment of a marble pedestal with a partially pre-
served dedicatory inscription (dating from October - November 97) was found
as a spolium in the construction of the church. The pedestal is believed to be part
of a statue of Emperor Trajan. Probably during the Roman imperial era the sanc-
tuary played a primary role in the religious life of the population of the valley
of the river of Middle Struma. The sanctuary itself covers a significant part of the
area on which the early Christian basilica was built, as well as the adjacent space to
its east and south. Only parts of the foundations of its walls, incorporated into its
construction, have been preserved. Numerous architectural details from both the
sanctuary and the basilica built on its site in the early Byzantine period have also
been preserved”.

Towards the end of the 4™ century, with the establishment of Christianity
in these lands, the ancient sanctuary was destroyed and burned, but continued
to be venerated until the beginning of the 5" century. The holy place of the Thra-
cians - the plateau “St. Nicholas”, in the 5"-6" century was turned into a fortress,
conditioned by the political situation in Byzantium, when the valley of the river
of Struma was the central artery of the Balkans, connected with the continuous
invasions of Huns, Avars and Slavs. Associated with this fortress is the three-
nave basilica built in the second half of the 6 century on the site of the destroyed
ancient sanctuary. This was a well-known practice in early Byzantine church build-
ing, which was used to ensure the continuity of the holy place and at the same time

"* This can be judged by the votive and tomb reliefs used as spolia in the construction of the church.
'* The connection established by M. Harbova in relation to the shortened basilicas and pagan cult
buildings is interesting, although she refers to the discovered Bulgarian shrines in Pliska. According
to her, the basis of the truncated basilica is the magical sign of the shrine, subordinated to the new
requirements of the Christian religion. It is for this reason that this form of the “truncated basilica’,
close to a square, resembling the pagan temple was used. - M. Xars0BA, Tpu xpama, mpu penueui...,
p. 24.

15 B. T'EPACMMOBA-TOMOBA, Kamenna nanacmuxa, [in:] Meanux, vol. I, ed. C. TEOPTMEBA, B. HEIIEBA,
Codus 1989, p. 162, Ne 27; B. HEWmEBA, Tpakuticko céemunuue..., p. 50-57, 06p. 3-4; C. IIETPOBA,
AHMUYHY U PAHHOBUZAHMUTICKY apxumeKkmypHu dematinu om 6asunuxama “Ce. Huxona” 6 Men-
Huk, Apxe 3, 2002, p. 58-63; B. HEmEBA, Mennuxk..., p. 21-24, 26-33, 06p. 12 a, b, 323; EADEM,
Mennux. Bozosudanusm epad, Aemopegdepam Ha OUcepmayus 3a NPUCoHOaHe HA HAYUHAMA CIeneH
“Hoxmop na ucmopuueckume Hayxku”, Codpus 2009, p. 8-9.
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to symbolize the victory and triumph of the new Christian religion over paganism.
The votive and tomb reliefs with images of Artemis, found on the site, are embed-
ded in the walls of the church as spolia'®. It is assumed that this representative
church was planned and built as an out-of-town residence of the bishopric in the
neighbouring city of Particopolis (now Sandanski) in the turbulent times of fre-
quent devastating invasions under Justinian the Great (527-565). Both the fortress
and the church existed for a short time. They were destroyed at the end of the 6™
or the beginning of the 7™ century, most probably in an earthquake coinciding
with the Slavic-Avar invasions along the valley of the river of Struma.

The early Byzantine church consisted only of a naos and a narthex on the south,
below the level of the later south gallery. These cover almost the entire area of the
ancient sanctuary, the remains of which have been adapted into the new structure.
The details of the narthex on the south were promulgated in the publication of the
original excavator of the church, Sonya Georgieva, who interpreted it as a south
gallery without relating it to the sanctuary, whose existence was then still unclear.
The basilica has a tripartite altar with a direct connection between the bema
and the parabemas'” and a low altar partition. The existence of a three-tiered syn-
thronon built of antique brick and stone is assumed. To the north-west of the naos
there are the documented remains of a probable baptistery. Originally, V. Nesheva
attributed the early Byzantine church to the type of truncated domed basilicas with
a tripartite altar, which originated and developed during the early Byzantine peri-
od as a transitional type to the cross-domed temple. She corrected this view later
in her monographic work on Melnik'®.

During the period of the First Bulgarian Tsardom (from the second half of the
9™ century), after a long-lasting depopulation, Melnik was revived and grew into
a fortress town - the most important settlement, administrative, religious and cul-
tural centre of the Zagoria region. The complex archaeological data in the whole
western part of the St. Nicholas plateau show that the main part of the early medi-
eval settlement of Melnik was located there. It was then that the church of St. Nich-
olas, which occupied a central position in the rebuilt fortress, was restored.
It has been reconstructed with the same architectural plan and dimensions of the
previous era — three-nave, three-apsed basilica with an almost square naos, with
a narthex on the south and a baptistery connected to a reservoir on the west (fig. 4).

16 Tt is believed that Saint Nicholas inherited Artemis’s functions as the city’s goddess-queen. V. Ne-
sheva assumes that the early Byzantine church was dedicated to “St. Nicholas’, by analogy with Myra
(Lycia), where the cult of Artemis was spread. — cf. B. HEmEBA, 3a kynma na Ceemu Huxona...,
p. 175-176 and the literature cited therein.

17 Other options are also assumed. - cf. EADEM, Mennux..., p. 181, 06p. 106/1-11, p. 324.

18 C. TEOPTMEBA, Apxeonoeutecku npoyueanus..., p. 32-33; B. HEmEeBA, Mennux (Melnik) npe3 an-
muuHocmma u panHosuzawmutickama enoxa, [in:] Pumcku u pannosusanmuiicku cenuuia é bon-
eapus, vol. II, ed. P. VisBanos, Codus 2003, p. 256; B. HewesA, 3a kynma na Ceemu Huxkona...,
p. 175-176; EADEM, MenHuxk..., p. 175-186, 06p. 105, p. 324; EADEM, Mennuk. Bozosudanusm
epao..., p. 10-11.
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Fig. 4. The Basilica of St. Nicholas. Plan of the second construction
period (after V. NESEVA, Melnik pri car Samuil..., p. 621, fig. 6).

Some changes were probably made to the eastern part of the naos - the construction
of the dividing walls between the bema and the parabemas, and of the triumphal
arch connecting them'. Such an arch is characteristic of early Byzantine basilicas,
but can also be found in the Middle Ages. The closest analogy in this respect is the
Metropolitan Church of St. Theodore Stratilat and St. Theodore Tiron in Serres
and some other monuments in present-day Greece and northern Macedonia. Dur-
ing this construction period, the niches in the side walls of the prosthesis and the
diaconikon were formed. During the period of the First Bulgarian Tsardom, such
niches were considered a Western influence in religious construction. The niches,
as well as the quarter-spherical vault of the central apse, connect the Melnik basil-
ica with the Pliska and some Preslav basilicas. V. Nesheva suggests that the ruined

' One of the options for the reconstruction of the early Byzantine church assumes the construction
of the dividing walls between the bema and the parabemas already in the early Byzantine period
- cf. EADEM, Mennux..., p. 101, 06p. 106/5.
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early Byzantine synthronon (of stone and brick) was rebuilt. In the church a frag-
ment of Old Bulgarian ceramics was found dating back to the 9'"-10" centuries
and a fragment found among ceramics from the 13"-14" centuries in the base-
ment of the residential (metropolitan) building. Such fragments were found to
the northeast outside the basilica, where there are associated buildings with walls
of wattle-and-daub plastered with clay, and in greater quantity to the south of it,
where residential and farm buildings associated with the service of the church and
the garrison fortress were excavated®.

This period is backed with arguments by A. Prepis, who carried out a detailed
architectural analysis of the church. However, he considers it the first, referring
it to the second half of the 10" - the first half of the 11" century. Neli Chane-
va-Dechevska supports the dating of the church by A. Prepis in the period of the
First Bulgarian Tsardom. Both authors point out as a characteristic for that time
the vaulted pre-altar space with the dividing walls with arched entrances in them,
connected with their T-shaped western ends by a triumphal arch?'. This character-
istic is also pointed out by Krastyu Miyatev, although he does not refer the church
to the period of the First Bulgarian Tsardom*.

In the earlier studies the construction of the church “St. Nicholas” is referred by
most historians, archaeologists, art historians and architects to the late 12 - early
13" century. N. Mavrodinov dates the church in this period, based on its archi-
tectural type and especially the style of the frescoes. According to Mavrodinov,
the church belongs to the eastern type of basilicas and refers to the Macedonian
group - Serres, Arta, Kostur, and Ohrid®. The church was dated in the late 12
— early 13" century also by Kr. Miyatev, S. Georgieva, D. Panayotova, B. Tsvetkov.
According to T. Vlachos the monument was built within the period 1246-1342*.

2 H. YaHEBA-JIEYEBCKA, [Jopxosnama apxumexkmypa 8 boneapus npes XI-XIV sex, Codpus 1988,
p. 14; B. HEmEeBA, Mennuk npu yap Camyun 6 kpas na X - Hauanomo Ha XI eex (no apxeonozuuecku
Oannu), [in:] Busanmus - bankanume - Espona. V3cnedsanus 6 wecm Ha npog. Bacunxa Tonko-
8a-3aumosa, ed. B. THIIKOBA-3AMMOBA, B. T103ENEB, A. TaPABENSH, Codust 2006 (= SB 25), p. 613;
B. HEmEeBA, Mennuxk..., p. 186, 325-326.

2t A. TIpenmc, Kem npobnema 3a damuposkama Ha cpedHosexosHama kamedpana “Ce. Huxona”
6 kpenocmma Ha Mennux, [in:] ITepeu mexoyHapoden koHepec no 6vneapucmuxa, Cogus, 23 maii
- 3 wonu 1981, Jloknaou, vol. I, Beneapckama xynmypa u 63aumooeiicrnéuemo U cvC c8emosHAMA
kynmypa. Kynmypama na cpeornosexosta boneapus, ed. I1. 3ape, Codust 1983, p. 176-193; H. Ya-
HEBA-JIEYEBCKA, IJopxosnama apxumexkmypa na Ilepsama..., p. 55-58; B. HEmMEBA, Mennuxk...,
p. 186-187.

2 Kp. MuATEB, Apxumexkmypama..., p. 146.

» N. Mavrodinov distinguishes two periods in the construction of the monument. To the first pe-
riod he refers the church itself without the narthex and the side galleries, and to the second - the
remaining buildings and the changes made to the original building. - H. MasronuHoB, LJopksu
U MOHACMUPU. .., p. 292-297.

* Kp. MuAtes, Apxumexmypama..., p. 146; JI. IIAHAMOTOBA, Apxumexmypa, [in:] Mcmopus na
6vneapckomo usobpasumento uskycmaeo, vol. I, Codust 1976, p. 179; Th. VLacHoOs, Die Geschichte.. .,
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The Metropolitan Church “St. Theodore Stratilat and St. Theodore Tiron”
in Serres, which also originally existed as an early Byzantine basilica, can be point-
ed as the closest analogy to the Basilica of St. Nicholas in Melnik. The decora-
tive element “wolf’s tooth” is found in both churches. In the Serres church, the
prosthesis and the deaconry are also formed as separate spaces, but they do not
end in apses. This church also had a narthex on the west side, unlike the Melnik
church, which had a narthex on the south side. As an analogy, as far as the triple
window of the apse is concerned, one can point to the early medieval churches
of St. Achilles in Prespa, Our Lady of Vlaherna in Arta and St. Ivan in Nessebar®.

The Church “St. Nicholas” in Melnik has in general the main characteristics
that apply to the other basilicas in the Bulgarian lands during this period. First
of all, it is the three-nave plan and the complex three-piece altar, ending in the east
with three apses. The roof of the basilica is mixed - the pre-altar space is vaulted
and the rest is covered with a common double-pitched wooden roof. A part of the
exterior decoration is represented by a cornice composed of two rows of brick
dentils, above which a second cornice, also of dentils, follows in indentation - on
the middle apse of the church. A distinctive feature of the Melnik basilica is the
absence of a narthex on the west and the presence of an atrium on the south side.
This can be explained by the presence of a baptisterium on the west side, which is
not structurally connected to the temple, but to a reservoir.

The status of St. Nicholas church in Melnik during the period of the First Bul-
garian Tsardom (the end of 9"-10" c.) is not fully clear yet. It should be not-
ed that during this period the name of the settlement does not appear in any
of the known episcopal lists. Originally, it was assumed that the settlement was
the centre of a parish, and the church of St. Nicholas was the parish church. No
other churches on the territory of Melnik from this time have been found so far.
In her most recent research V. Nesheva concludes that the church was rebuilt
at the end of the 9 century, probably as one of the seven cathedral churches of
Knyaz Boris I (852-889) known from written sources, reported by Theophylact
of Ohrid. As an argument in support of this she points to its important location
at the end of the 9" century - on the border of Bulgaria with Byzantium. The bap-
tistery was probably used both for the conversion of new-borns and for the still
unchristianized Slavs in the area®.

p. 61-68; b. LIBeTKOB, Cenuuyrama mpesxca 6 donunama na Cpeona Cmpyma npe3 CpedHogexkosuemo
IX-XVII sex (no apxeonozuuecku 0annu), Codus 2002, p. 53-54.

% Cf. H. MABPOIMHOB, Hepreu u monacmupu..., p. 292-297; A. Ilpenuc, Kem npo6ﬂema 3d...,
p. 176-193; H. YanEeBA-JIEYEBCKA, [Joprosnama apxumexmypa na Ilepsama..., p. 55-58; EADEM,
Leprosnama apxumexmypa 6 boneapus..., p. 14; B. HEmEBA, Mennux..., p. 187-188.

% B. HEMEBA, [yxosnusm susom 6 Mennuk npes XIII-XIV e., [in:] Bmopu mexndyHapodeH KoHepec
no 6vneapucmuxa, Copus, 23 mati - 3 onu 1986, vol. V1, loxnaou, benzapckume 3emu 8 OpesHocmma,
Boneapus npes cpednosexosuemo, Codust 1987, p. 503-504; EADEM, Komenmap kom cmamusma
na JK. Beicaposa “Mentuk 6 uscnedeanusma Ha pyckume apxeonosu npes XIX ¢, [in:] Mennux,
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According to Theophylact of Ohrid, Knyaz Boris girdled his entire subject Bul-
garia with seven cathedral churches. One of these churches is considered by many
authors to be the famous basilica on the island of St. Achilles on the Prespa Lake,
built immediately after the conversion in 865 by Knyaz Boris I. Presumably, the
number 7 is biblical, so the reference to it may be metaphorical, pointing to
the strong religious devotion of the knyaz. According to B. Nikolova, if one pro-
ceeds from the rule of the church to find correspondence with the administrative
division of the territory over which it receives rights, it should be expected that
Bulgaria under Boris (at least after the conversion) had 10 episcopal centres cor-
responding to the 10 counties?. In fact, at this stage, there is insufficient evidence
(mostly written) to testify to the existence of Melnik during this period as an epis-
copal settlement.

Among the considerable number of churches in the suburbs of Melnik that
have been studied so far, there is not a single one that dates back to the 9"-11" cen-
turies®. Probably the basilica “St. Nicholas” in the fortress was sufficient for the
religious needs of the population in the area during this period. The same can be
assumed for the period of Byzantine rule.

Single-nave churches

The single-nave churches are also compositionally organized around the horizon-
tally placed longitudinal axis of the building. They are usually composed of a naos
which ends in an apse on the east and a narthex on the west. Sometimes the narthex
is missing. In terms of layout and structure, single-nave churches are simple build-

vol. II, ed. M. CranueBa, Cr. bosmkues, B. HEmEesa, Codusa 1994, p. 123; EADEM, 3a kynma Ha
Ceemu Huxona..., p. 172-173; EADEM, Mennuk npu yap Camyun..., p. 613-614; EADEM, MenHux. ..,
p. 188; EADEM, Mentuxk. bozosudanusim 2pao..., p. 25. According to V. Nesheva, the restoration of the
church in the late 9 century was connected with Clement’s mission in these lands and was under
the jurisdiction of the Clement’s bishopric of Velika established by Tsar Simeon in 893. For the time
of Samuil it supposedly entered the structure of the Bulgarian Patriarchate centered on Prespa and
then Ohrid (probably subordinate to the nearest Metropolitanate of Strumica). V. Nesheva does not
exclude the possibility that, given that Melnik emerges as a significant ecclesiastical centre - the
centre of religious life in Eastern Macedonia; it was set apart as an independent diocese, which is
noted in the missing parts of the inscriptions of the Patriarchal Church of St. Achilles in Prespa.
- EADEM, Mennux npu yap Camyus..., p. 614; EADEM, Mennuxk..., p. 188, 326.

¥ TeoounaxT, Knumenm Oxpuocku, XXIII, 67, trans. et ed. An. Mues, Codus 1955; B. VIBAHOBA,
Cmapu yvpreu u monacmupu 6 6vnzapckume semu (IV-XII 6.), THM 4, (1922-1925) 1926, p. 552;
Kp. MuATEB, Apxumexkmypama..., p. 77; A. Munes, Ipoyxume scumus na Knumenm Oxpudcku, Co-
dust 1966, p. 133-135, 6ern. 155; C. MUXATIIOB, 3a cedemme cobopHu xpama Ha ka3 bopuc, Apxe 2,
1992, p. 38-41; B. T103EnEB, Anonoeust Ha Cpednosexosuemo, Codust 2004, p. 42; H. Mynonyioc,
Basunuxama “Ce. Axunuii” 6 IIpecna. EOun ucmopuuecku namemuux, Ilnosaus 2007; . HUKONOBA,
Yempoticmeo u ynpaenenue na benzapckama npasocnasna yspxea..., p. 157-158; b. ®unos, Cma-
pobwnzapckomo uskycmeo, Codus 2019, p. 28.

# Cf. B. HEmEBA, MenHux..., p. 281.
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ings. They are covered with a cylindrical vault or have a wooden covering. The
building material of which they are constructed consists mainly of crushed stone,
with a mortar of mud. There were single-nave churches in Bulgarian lands as early
as the early Christian period and they continued to spread throughout the Middle
Ages. Observations on Bulgarian lands during the First Bulgarian Tsardom show
that single-nave churches were found all over the country, but mainly in poorer
settlements, fortresses, monasteries and necropolises. A number of chapels and
baptisteries attached to larger churches also have a single-nave plan®.

From the period of the First Bulgarian Tsardom single-nave churches have
been found in Pliska, Madara, Preslav, Kostur, etc.* A representative of this type
of church in the region studied is the church in the area of Shipotsko on the
territory belonging to the town of Bansko*, in the valley of Upper Mesta river.
The terrain on which the church is built is a terrace, intensively sloping from west
to east, with an altitude of almost 1000 m. At first, a Thracian settlement was built
on the terrace, which developed to the south of the excavated cult buildings. It is
believed that an early Christian church was built by the middle of the 4™ century.
The construction is of untreated natural stone, and fine-grained granite and mar-
ble without mortar were also used. Yellow clay was used as a solder. The building
was covered with locally made teguli and had glass, ornate windows (fragments
found). The early Christian church has a strongly elongated naos with an apse on
the east. Its dimensions are: 19 x 4.40 m. On the north side, structurally connect-
ed to the naos, is a chapel (8.80 x 5 m). The thickness of the walls is 0.80-0.90 m.
At the end of the 6" century the church was burnt down, and the fire is associated
with Slavic raids along the river of Mesta. It is assumed that the local Christian
converts were incorporated into the bishopric of Nicopolis ad Nestum?*.

In the period from the end of the 6™ to the end of the 10" century a medieval
village was founded and existed on this site. The building material from the early
Christian church was used for the construction of the houses. At the end of the

¥ H. YAHEBA-JJEYEBCKA, [Jopkosrama apxumexmypa na ITepsama..., p. 66-67. It should be noted
that there are different opinions in the scientific literature about the planning and design scheme of
these churches. For example, N. Mavrodinov distinguishes four variants of the single-nave churches,
which he studies in a wide chronological range. To this group he also refers the cross-domed
churches - cf. H. MaBPOIMHOB, EOHOKOpabHama u KpscmosuoHama yspkea no 0seapckume 3emu
0o kpas Ha XIV 6., Codust 1931, p. 4-5.

3 H. YAHEBA-JIEUEBCKA, [Joprosnama apxumexkmypa na Ilepsama..., p. 67-68.

I Regular archaeological excavations took place between 1991 and 1997 (with a break in 1995)
under the direction of K. Melamed and A. Melamed. In 2008, excavations were resumed to clarify
details and prepare the site for exhibiting. - A. MEnAMEL, IIpoy4eanus Ha panHOXpUCMUIHCKAMA
6asunuka u cpedHosexoéHa yovpkea 8 mecmuocmma “Ilunomcko”, 06ujuna bancko (1992-1993),
AOP npes 1992-1993 1., 1994, p. 118; IDEM, [Ipoyusanus Ha cpedHOBEKOBHAMA UDPKBA U HEKPONOTI
u 6asunuxa 6 m. llunomcxo xpaii ep. Barcko, AOP mpes 1994 1., 1995, p. 152; K. MENAMER, PanHox-
pucmustcka 6asunuka..., p. 701-704.

2 K. MENAMER, Paunoxpucmusncka 6asunuxa. .., p. 701-702.
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10™ century the village was abandoned. A small church was built on top of the altar
part of the early Christian church (figs. 5-6). The same rough stones were used, but
already with mortar mixed with crushed brick. The great elevation of the site was
overcome by steps leading up to the naos. In terms of layout, the church is sin-
gle-nave, single-apse, with a well-shaped entrance from the west, without a narthex.
Its dimensions are 5.60 x 2.90 m, with walls 0.70 m thick. Surrounding the church
is a large necropolis, from which 150 graves have been excavated, dating between the
late 10" and 13™ centuries. The graves are located on the ruins of the buildings.
The explored part of the necropolis was intensively used in the 11" and 12 cen-
turies, as evidenced by the discovery of jewellery (bronze bracelets) and coins
typical of that time. The burial pits are partially enclosed with stones, which
is typical for this area®. The burials were carried out according to Christian rites,
with heads oriented westward and hands folded on the chest or abdomen. An
abundance of charcoal is witnessed around the head or pelvis. Bronze buttons,
belt buckles, earrings, rings, bracelets, iron knives, and iron nails have been found
in graves. The custom of “Charon’s obol” is encountered. The presence of a large
necropolis gives reason to suppose that the church was a cemetery one. Its exist-
ence is associated with the necropolis (the late 10"-13% ¢.)*.

Characteristic of the medieval church in m. Shipotsko at the town of Bansko is
that it was also built on an early Byzantine church. These examples show that, as
in the rest of Bulgaria, medieval temples were built on other cult sites constructed
during the early Christian period, and in the case of the basilica of St. Nicholas
in Melnik - as early as Antiquity. In the area of Shipotsko at the town of Bansko
the holy place is preserved in another way — the construction of a large necropolis
around the newly built in the Middle Ages small church on the ruins of the early
Christian temple.

The single-nave church in the area of Shipotsko at the town of Bansko has small
dimensions. In terms of planning, it is characterized by the lack of a narthex. The
roof was most probably wooden gabled. As already noted, this type of church is
found mainly in poorer settlements, in fortresses, in monasteries and in necrop-
olises. In this case, it is a cemetery church serving the large necropolis around it.

% M. GEORGIEVA, Burial Pits Lined with Stone Slabs along the Valley of the River of Mesta in the
Roman Age, [in:] First international Symposium Ancient Cultures in South-East Europe and the Eastern
Mediterranean. Megalithic Monuments and Cult Practices, ed. V. MARKOV, J. GOSEV, K. POrRoZA-
NoVv, A. GOckv, P. MAGLOVA, Blagoevgrad 2012, p. 138-152.

** K. MEJNAMEN, Pannoxpucmusncka 6asunuxa. .., p. 702-703; 3. KopkyToBa, EOHokopabHu yopreu
¢ dsyckammo nokpumue om F0zo3anaona beneapus XII-XIV eex (no apxeonoeuuecku darnu), Codust
2013, p. 167. The church was originally dated to the Second Bulgarian Tsardom. - A. MENTAMEL,
Ipoyusanus na pannoxpucmusuckama..., p. 118. Archaeological observations in the area of the
town of Bansko found earlier buildings in the foundations of restored old chapels, which are dated
in two periods - the end of the 4™ — the beginning of the 5" century and the end of the 9™ - the begin-
ning of the 10* century. - B. Bapsxos, Ceemu mecma oxono Bancko, [in:] 170 200unu xpam “Ceema
Tpouua” 6 2p. Bancko, ed. JI. CTE@AHOB, Bancko 2005, p. 3.
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Fig. 5. The single-nave church in the area of Shipotsko near the town of Bansko
- general plan (after K. MELAMED, Rannohristijanska bazilika..., p. 702, fig. 1).

Fig. 6. The single-nave church in the area of Shipotsko near the town of Bansko during the
archaeological excavations (after K. MELAMED, Rannohristijanska bazilika..., p. 703, fig. 2).
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Given the mention of Razlog in a charter of Basil II from 1019% - as one of the
settlements dependent on the Bishop of Velbazhd, it can be assumed that the area
of Upper Mesta was under the ecclesiastical authority of the Bishop of Velbazhd
and was part of his diocese during this period.

Cross-domed and three-conchal churches

It has been established that centric dome churches replaced the basilica and
became the dominant and official church type in the new capital of Veliki Preslav
at the end of the 9"-10" c. During the reign of Simeon (893-927), Bulgarian
church construction caught up with the leading centres of Byzantine architecture
and followed the architectural types of the Byzantine capital. The cross-domed
church, which was the official form of the Byzantine church*®, became the most
widely used type of religious building in Bulgarian lands. It can be said that the
centric type of churches occupied in Preslav such a place as the basilicas in the first
Bulgarian capital of Pliska. The period of the construction of the domed churches
coincides in the early medieval Bulgarian state with its greatest social, econom-
ic and cultural upsurge. In terms of construction and interior spatial design, the
new type was much more sophisticated than the basilica. This temple is no longer
intended to gather more people, but to show the hierarchy among worshippers.
Moreover, as an architectural type, the centric church is suitable for a palace
temple, as well as for a monastery church, even for a chapel and a small tomb temple.
During the First Bulgarian Tsardom, cult buildings of the centric type received
their widest expression in the development of the cross-domed temple. This type
is most common in Veliki Preslav. The churches are characterized by a great variety
in terms of their planning and fagade design. The Preslav cross-domed churches
are divided into several groups: the “Tsarigrad variant” (churches with four free
supports and with a separate pre-apse space); the “provincial variant” (churches
with two free supports without a separate pre-apse space); churches of small size
of the “inscribed-cross” type”. In addition to the capital Veliki Preslav, cross-
domed churches were gradually built in other places in Bulgaria. In the region

3 FGHB, vol. VI, Codust 1965, p. 42; V1. IBAHOB, Boneapcku cmapunu u3 Maxedonus. Gomomun-
no usdanue, Codust 1970, p. 550-555; V1. CHErAPOB, Mcmopus Ha Oxpuockama apxuenuckonus,
vol. I, Om ocHosasanemo U do 3aénadsearemo Ha bankanckus nonyocmpos om mypyume, *Codus
1995, p. 56.

* The development of this type of church in Byzantine architecture, cf. G. MILLET, Lécole grecque
dans larchitecture byzantine, Paris 1916, p. 55-92; R. KRAUTHEIMER, Early Christian and Byzan-
tine Architecture, New Haven-London 1986; A.K. ORLANDOS, Byzantine Architecture, Athens 1998,
p.17-22.

7 Cf. H. MaBPOIMHOB, EOHOKOpabHama u kpscmosudHama yppked..., p. 59—-61; IDEM, Busanmuii-
ckama..., p. 59-64; H. YAHEBA-JIEYEBCKA, OcHO8HU HanpasneHus. .., p. 59, 61-62; EADEM, I]opxos-
Hama apxumexmypa na ITopsama..., p. 69-70, 77-126; H. TYIEUKOB, Apxumexmypa Ha 6vneap-
ckume..., p. 46; C. JoHUEBA, Kpacmoxynonnume yopkeu..., p. 21-22.
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studied - the river valleys of the Middle Struma and the Upper and Middle Mesta
- no cross-domed church building (of the listed hereinabove) of the period of
the First Bulgarian Tsardom has been found so far.

The three-conchal churches are the other main centric type, which was formed
during the period of the First Bulgarian State. Apart from the semicircle of the
apse on the east, they have a conch on the north and south. Their architectural
type is functionally most suitable for monastic service and singing, which is why
they are known as “monastery-type churches”. In the side conchas, where the left
and right choirs (the kliros) stand during the service, good acoustics are created
for the singers, which is why they are also called “pevniks” or “kliros” It is believed
to be a local type of monastery church, established as early as the 9" century,
in the southwestern parts of the Balkan Peninsula, which later spread throughout
the peninsula and became the conceptual basis for the formation of the Athonite type
of catholicon. In addition to the monastic type, however, the three-conchal type is
also associated with cemetery churches®.

It should be noted that in Christian architecture, buildings with a conchal
plan were borrowed from Roman civil architecture and appeared as early as Late
Antiquity. They became widespread in various periods and territories, including
the Balkan Peninsula. In the early Christian period they mainly served as bap-
tisteries, martyrias and funerary chapels, as part of larger complexes or as stand-
alone buildings. Conchises also appear as an element in rectangular church build-
ings, including transept basilicas™.

% For these churches cf. M. TEoPruEBA, Tpukonxantu yopreu om FKeozanaona bonzapus (no apxe-
onoeunecku 0annu), [in:] Kecnocpeonosexosrume banxanu. Coopruk 6 uecm na 0oy. 0-p CHexcarna
Paxosa, ed. E. Asmanosa-Pynarcka, K. Mopnanos, Codus 2022, p. 247 and the literature cited
therein.

¥ Cf. A. IEPOKO, MoHymenmanua u dexopamusHa apxumexmypa y cpednjosexosroj Cpouju, be-
orpag 1953, p. 49; Kp. Muates, Apxumexmypama..., p. 103; A. GRABAR, Martyrium. Recherches
sur le culte de reliques et lart chrétien antique, London 1972, p. 102-112; R. KRAUTHEIMER, Early
Christian..., p. 62, 267; H. TYIEWKOB, Apxumexmypa Ha cpedHo8eko8HUA..., p. 31-35; H. Ua-
HEBA-JIEUEBCKA, Pannoxpucmusnckama apxumexmypa..., p. 46-49, 91; P. VEz1¢, Dalmatinski
trikonhosi, AAd 1, 2011, p. 30-44; II. KyaMaH, Apxeonowku ceedowmsa 3a dejrocma Ha Cee-
mu Knumenm Oxpudcku 60 Oxpudcxuom peeuon, Slov 2, 2016, p. 173; S. CURCIC, Architecture
in the Balkans. From Diocletian to Stileyman the Magnificent, New Haven-London 2010, p. 153-155,
157-159, 238-243, 322-325; A. TANTSIS, The So-called “Athonite” Type of Church and Two Shrines of
the Theotokos in Constantinople, 3or 34, 2010, p. 3-11; E. VBaHOB, Xpucmusncka apxeonozus
u uskycmeo, vol. I, PanHoxpucmusancko u cpe0Hoseko6Ho uskycmeo om Anbanus, Codusa 2013,
p. 34-35; L.G. KHRUSHKOVA, The Bishop’s Basilica (Uvarovs) of Chersonesos in the Crimea. The
Modern View after a Century and a Half of Study, ABu 21.2, 2017, p. 27-78; C.B. MAnbIEBA, Tpu-
kouxu 6 apxumexmype Banxan IV-XII sexos, BIICTTY.BUTXI 32, 2018, p. 34-58. According
to A. Jacobson, the three-conchal plan in church buildings originated in Armenian architecture
by adding a conch to the longitudinal nave of the domed basilica (A.JI. IkoscoH, Ouepk ucmo-
puu 300uecmea Apmenuu V-XVII sexos, Mocksa 1950, p. 48). The origin of this type is to be sought
in Armenia, and according to J. Strzygowski. He also sees the influence of Armenian and Georgian
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The authority of St. Clement of Ohrid is stated as a reason for the prolifera-
tion of the three-conchal churches in Western Macedonia in the Middle Ages.
It is known from Theophylacts life that he built two churches in Ohrid at the end
of the 9" century, which were smaller than the cathedral church but more beautiful
than it with their oval and rounded shape. One of them, dedicated to “St. Pan-
teleimon”, was discovered and excavated under the Imaret Mosque and appears
to have a three-conchal layout plan. It probably served as a model for the church
of St. Archangels in “St. Naum” Monastery on the southern shore of Ohrid Lake,
built in the early 10™ century. From the end of the 9™ - beginning of the 10™ cen-
tury other three-conchal churches are known in the area. In the 10" century,
the western regions of the Balkans became part of the First Bulgarian Tsardom,
which explains the common trends in church construction. Byzantine influence
in general was also a unifying factor in the cultural development of these terri-
tories®. There are other monuments of this type on the territory of present day
North Macedonia. Such churches were also built in Greece, Serbia and Romania*'.

architecture in the formation of the Athonite monastic churches (J. STRzYGowsk1, Die Baukunst
der Armenier und Europa, Wien 1918, p. 766-770). Such an influence on the Athonite churches
was also found by C. Mango (C. MANGoO, Architettura bizantina, Milano 1978, p. 321). R. Krautheimer
also sees eastern influence on lateral conchs (R. KRAUTHEIMER, Early Christian..., p. 374-375).
Cf. S. MaMALOUKOS, A Contribution to the Study of the “Athonite” Church Type of Byzantine Archi-
tecture, 3or 35, 2011, p. 39-50.

Y Cf. . Kouo, Knumenmosuom manacmup “Ce. Ilaumenejmorn” u packonkama npu “Vimapem” 8o
Oxpud, T3OD.C 1, 1948, p. 129-182; 1DEM, [Ipoyuasara u apxeonowku UCnumysarwa Ha upkead-
ma na manacmupom “Ce. Haym”, 3AM.C 1957-1958, p. 56-80; Kp. MusTEB, Apxumexmypama...,
p- 105, 06p. 101-103; Dj. STRICEVIC, Eglises triconques médiévales en Serbie et en Macédoine et la
tradition de lurchitecture paléobyzantine, [in:] Actes du XII Congrés international détudes byzantines
Ochride 10-16 septembre 1961, vol. I, Beograd 1963, p. 224-240; [I. Kono, Tpukouxanxume upx-
6u 80 Knumenmosomo epeme, CII, 1050-godis$nina na Kliment Ohridski, Ohrid 1966, p. 91-100;
IDEM, Hosu nodamouyu 3a ucmopujama na Knumenmosuom manacmup “Ce. Ilanmenejmon” 60
Oxpuo, I3PD.C 19, 1967, p. 245-255; H. TYNEUKOB, Apxumekmypa Ha 6vneapckume..., p. 47-48;
R. KosTova, St. Kliment of Ohrid and his Monastery: Some More Archeology of the Written Evidence,
[in:] Busanmus - Bankanume - Eepona..., p. 593-605; V. Vinues, Ce. Knumenm Oxpubcrcu. Ku-
6om u deno, ITnosaus 2010, p. 224; 11. T'posnanoB, Céemu Haym Oxpudcku, Cxomje 2015, p. 9-24;
I1. Ky3MAH, Apxeonowku céedowimea..., p. 136-178; C.B. MAJIbIEBA, TpukoHxu 8 apxumexmype...,
p. 39-44. According to Nikola Mavrodinov the church “St. Panteleimon” in Ohrid is more of a five-
conch church, as deep, almost circular “small apses” are carved into the eastern walls of the two
semicircular conchas (H. MaspojuHOB, Cmapobwsaeapckomo..., p. 175, 06p. 183).

‘' G. BaLs, Linfluence du plan serbe sur le plan des églises roumaines, [in:] Lart byzantin chez les
Slaves, vol. 1, Les Balkans, parts 2, Paris 1930, p. 277-294; H. MaBrOIHOB, EOHOKOpabHama u kpoc-
mosudHama yvpkea..., Copus 1931, p. 62-64; [I. BomKoBU'E, Apxumexmypa cpedHvees 8exa, be-
orpan 1957, p. 130-131; Dj. STRICEVIC, Eglises triconques..., p. 224-240; H. MasposHOB, Cma-
pobwvneapckomo uskycmeo XI-XIII sex, Codus 1966, p. 8-10; H. YAHEBA-JIEUEBCKA, [To 8vnpoca
30 cpedHOBEKOBHUME MPUKOHXAHU YBPKEU OM MaHAcmupcku mun Ha bankanume, MIIK 1, 1971,
p. 10-15; EADEM, [[oprosnama apxumexmypa Ha ITepeama..., p. 162; 'b. JAHKOBUE, Cprcko no-
mopje 00 7. 0o 10. Cmoneha, beorpap 2007, p. 144-146; E. DimITROVA, The Church of the Holy Virgin
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Three-conchal cult buildings are also documented in a wide chronological range
on the eastern Adriatic coast, in Dalmatia®.

With a few exceptions, the majority of the known three-conchal churches
in Bulgaria are found in the western parts of the country. The origins and distri-
bution of certain groups of them (as well as parallels of individual monuments)
are sought in the penetration of various influences in the field of church con-
struction - Moravian, Caucasian (Armenian and Georgian), and Athonite. The
influence of the local architectural tradition is not to be underestimated either,
as the individual constituent elements of the three-conchal churches are close to
the local forms®.

The three-conchal domed churches dating back to the period of the First Bul-
garian Tsardom follow the architectural trend characteristic of the era Caucasian
to create small buildings organized around their vertical axis. Their architecture
is subordinated to the dome space, as in all centric buildings. The side conchas
of the churches are high, and on the outside they usually have a semi-circular or
triangular outline. The nave walls are usually plain, without niches. The altar
is mostly single-spaced, with altar apses generally of the same size as the side
conchas and of a semi-cylindrical shape. The naoses are covered with cylindrical
vaults; no arches are used to reinforce the vault. The upper parts of the facades are
finished with triangular frontons. Most often the churches have spacious narthex-
es on the west. Most of the churches are built of stone and have thick outer walls.
Brick was used mainly for decorative purposes. Mixed masonry is rare. In their
functional characteristic (as noted), the three-conchal churches were mainly
used as monastery temples, as they were best suited for the monastic service and
singing. In addition to monastic, however, the three-conchal type is also found
in cemetery churches*.

Eleoussa at Veljusa. The Most Significant Values of the Cultural and Natural Heritage, Skopje 2016,
p. 11; N. Stankovi¢, An Unusual Triconchal Church in the Vicinity of Svrljig (“Manastiriste Svete
Petke Rusalne”): Original Form, Architectural Analogies, and Potential Date of Construction, [in:] Ni§
i Vizantija: Sedamnaesti medunarodni naucni skup, Nis, 3-5 jun 2018. Zbornik radova, vol. XVII,
ed. M. Rakocya, Humr 2019, p. 215-243.

2 P. VEZIC, Dalmatinski..., p. 27-66. The author traces the development of these cult buildings from
Late Antiquity to the Romanesque period (12" century), distinguishing five groups based on their
form, function and time of origin. The first three proliferated during the Early Christian period; the
fourth group is represented by “pre-Romanesque polyconchos’, mainly centric but also longitudi-
nal buildings (8"-10" century); the fifth, “Romanesque trefoils” (12" century). However, the three-
conchal churches typical of the territory of Greece, Bulgaria and Serbia in the Middle Ages are not
recorded here.

¥ Cf. M. TEOPTUEBA, TpukoHxantu yspkeu. .., p. 248-250 and the literature cited therein.

* H. YAHEBA-JIEYEBCKA, Tpukonxannume yopxeu om IX-XIV 6. no 6’bﬂeapcxume 3emu, Apxe 4,
1970, p. 8-21; EADEM, L]eprosHama apxumexkmypa Ha Ilepeama..., p. 160-161.
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The three-conchal temples in the region under consideration during the
period of the First Bulgarian Tsardom are represented by the church at the vil-
lage of Kulata, Blagoevgrad region®, in the valley of the Middle Struma river.
Probably the temple is named “St. Athanasius”, judging by one of the names of the
area. In the past, the place was perceived as a cult place by the local population,
known as “church” and “old monastery”. An early Byzantine and later Slavic settle-
ment existed in this area. The church is the only one in Bulgaria - a three-conchal
domed church with an inscribed cross built into a rectangular enclosure (fig. 7).
The special feature here is that the side conchas remain within the thickness of the
walls and do not appear on the facades. The arms of the inscribed cross are termi-
nated to the east and west by deep semi-cylindrical arches and to the north and
south by conchas®. According to the discoverer of the monument prof. Atanas
Milchev, three-conchal church at the village of Kulata was built on the basis of the
cross-domed church. According to N. Chaneva-Dechevska in its plan scheme and
construction this church represents a transition between the group of the sin-
gle-nave and the four-pillar church®’.

Despite the legends about an old monastery, no traces of buildings have been
preserved due to the specificity of the terrain - a slope from north to south, which
makes the covering of the ruins with alluvial soil quite likely. Around and within
the outline of the church, at various depths, graves have been uncovered, mainly
from the period of the 17""~19" centuries. The layout plan of the building is clearly
delineated at a depth of 1.20-1.40 m from the present day terrain. The cultural
layer breaks completely in the northern part of the church at a depth of 1.95 m and
at 1.62 m in the southern part*.

Nikolay Tuleshkov defines the church at the village of Kulata, region of Bla-
goevgrad, as a monastery church. He notes that in the monasteries appeared also
multi-enthroned churches, in the planning scheme of which the ideas of the early
Christian cult construction were no longer used, but the principles of the cross-
dome type with rooms in the inter-arm spaces. As the earliest example, he points
to the church at village of Kulata, built according to him between the 10" and
11™ centuries®.

4 The church was discovered under accidental circumstances, when the construction for a new
school in the village began. Archaeological excavations were carried out in 1958. - At. Mi4EB,
Apxeonoeutecku paskonku u npoyueanus é oonunama na Cpeona Cmpyma. Omxpuma Kpscmo-
6UOHO-KYNONHA MPUKOHXANIHA UBPKEa 6 okonHocmume Ha ¢. Kynama, TCY.OUD 53 (1959), 1960,
p. 402.

M. TEoPrMEBA, [I. [EOPTUEBA, Manacmupu om..., p. 37-38.

¥ AT. MWITIEB, Apxeonozutecku paskonku..., p. 447; H. YaHEBA-JIEYEBCKA, [oprosHama apxumex-
mypa Ha ITepsama..., p. 152-153, ¢ur. 103.

% Ar. MWITYEB, Apxeonozuuecku paskonku..., p. 404, o6p. 21a.

4 H. TYNEUKOB, Apxumekmypa Ha 6vneapckume..., p. 63; IDEM, Apxumexkmypa Ha cpeOH08eK06-
Hus..., p. 88.
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Fig. 7. The three-conchal church in the village of Kulata - plan and reconstruction (after
N. CANEVA-DECEVSKA, Cdrkovnata arhitektura na Pdrvata..., p. 153, fig. p. 103a, b).

From the outside the church is a rectangle 16.55 m long with the apse and
11.40 m wide. It is orientated with a slight deviation to the south-east, which makes
it possible to establish that the construction of the building was started in the late
autumn. The outer outline of the church in the eastern part ends with a deep three-
walled apse (3.60 m diameter, 1.95 m deep). The preapse shape forms a rectangle
(4.20 x 3.25 m), which is in direct relation to two symmetrical rooms on the north
and south, which serve as the prosthesis and diaconikon (2.10 x 1.57 m). The inner
space forms a square in its centre with 4.20 m sides, the cover of which is probably
a dome with a cylindrical tambour, which transfers its weight to the vaults on the
east and west and the front arches of the conchas on the north and south by means
of pendentives. The covering of the pre-apse space flanking the east side of the
cross, and its opposite arm on the west, was probably accomplished by semi-cy-
lindrical vaults®.

The church has a narthex on its west side, shaped as a rectangle (9.50 x 2.35 m),
the roof of which is also vaulted. Apart from the naos, the narthex has an imme-
diate connection the two symmetrical rooms on the north and south, which are
similar in shape and size to the prothesis and deaconry. Particularly striking is
the south room with apse (2 x 1.35 m), which contains a four-sided baptismal
font (piscina) oriented along the cardinal directions. The font had an initial depth
of 1.32 m. Its size and depth make it possible to believe that it was used for baptisms
of the elderly, and the room itself is a baptistery of the church. The baptistery and the
four-leaved font appear to be an integral part of the general plan of the church. Sym-
metrical to the baptistery on the north side of the church there is a rectangular room

0 At. MUYEB, ApXeonozuuecku paskonku..., p. 409, 411.
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with an apse (2 m long, 1.35 m wide). Inside the room, at a depth of 1.10 m from
the floor, a human skull (probably transported from elsewhere), and a clay bowl
with an image of a griffin on the bottom and an iron cross were found. On the basis
of the bowl, the burial has been dated to the 13™ century, which gives the research-
er reason to assume that until the 13" century, this room served as a chapel and then
as a tomb. The entrance to the church (1.60 m wide) — from the west - is located
along the axis of the building. Only the stone threshold, a large stone block made
of coarse-grained marble, remains. The threshold is also a step through which one
enters the narthex of the church. The thickness of the outer walls of the church
ranges from 0.78 to 0.95 m, reaching up to 1.10 m at the conchas. Greater thickness
characterises the arrays occupying the four corners of the square formed in the
inner space, reaching up to 1.30 m in places, indicating their structural functions.

The church is built of well-shaped bigor stones, cemented with white mortar.
At the south-west corner of the building, quadri of white limestone were used,
which were used secondarily. Above the plinth the walls are constructed of well
treated travertine stones with infill of small river stones, and bricks were partly
used for alignment. The vaults are made exclusively of brick. Marble slabs of dif-
ferent sizes and shapes were used to cover the floor in different parts of the church.
Presumably the floor of the narthex was covered with bricks. Basic mortar bedding
was found in the narthex, naos, pre-apse and intra-apse spaces and also in the
four side rooms. The purpose of the mortar bedding is to isolate moisture from
the ground, which is also established for the churches in Preslav. In the south-east
corner at the apse, fragments of water pipes were found, indicating the presence
of residential quarters around the church. It is likely that they were also connected
to the baptistery.

The north and south walls of the church are dissected on the outside by deep
niches. It is in this part that the walls are the thinnest. The roof of the church is
made of roof tiles. From the preserved fragments it is evident that they were made
of fairly well refined clay with even firing, with a red ceramic colour. The preserved
fragments are curved, semi-cylindrical in shape and resemble Roman imbrices.
Similar roof tiles in form and technique are attested in early Byzantine construc-
tion, and also at Pliska, Preslav, Madara®'.

The exterior walls of the church are not plastered, as the worked bigor stone
gives it a smooth surface and good appearance. The interior of the church is
covered with one or two layers of plaster. No traces of frescoes are attested on
the first layer. The painting was done when the second layer was laid, on which
fragments of frescoes were found. The plinth is monochrome with a predominant
red-ceramic colour. Most of the fresco fragments are preserved in the inner
apsidal and pre-apse space of the church. Based on the preserved frescoes, it is
assumed that the frescoed belts were separated by two horizontal lines filled with

U Ibidem, p. 411-416, 421-424.
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rhombuses. The interior of the church above the plinth was probably painted with
whole compositions, individual figures and floral motifs. Unfortunately, only indi-
vidual fragments of these have survived. The extremely fragmentary nature of the
frescoes found does not allow the church itself to be dated on the basis of them™.

Most of the finds found inside and outside the temple refer to the 12, 13,
14" centuries. The church was burnt down and probably destroyed towards the
end of the 14" century. Cultural stratum shuffling was found mainly in the places
where graves were found, the earliest of which belong to the 6™ century and the
latest to the 19™ century.

In the graves excavated at different depths, inside and outside the church, bur-
ials were made according to the Christian rite, oriented east-west (with the head
to the west). On the basis of the finds they have been dated by the researcher into
three periods. The first period comprises graves (simple burial pits 1-1.10 m deep,
referring to the 17-19™ centuries, when there are no more traces on the surface
of the ruined church. They are characterized by a poor funerary inventory, con-
sisting mainly of the personal belongings of the buried persons - rings, buttons,
buckles. The ancient custom of “Charon’s obol” is encountered. The second period
includes graves built, according to the researcher, around the 15" century. They
were found inside and outside the church, at a depth of 1.56-1.65 m from the
present day ground level. During the excavation of the pits in the embankment,
the mortar floor of the church was destroyed in many places. Here the layout of the
graves is more complex - after the pits were dug, they were lined by poorly shaped
stone slabs (14 graves), but they contained no funerary goods, so their dating is
uncertain. In four of the graves (identified as children’s graves), secondary bricks
from the ruins of the church were used, indicating that the remains of the church
are still visible on the site. The third group of graves (4 ordinary burial pits) were
uncovered outside the church. Two of them (graves 2 and 3) contain funerary
inventory that dates them to the 12* century. Grave No. 1 predates the construc-
tion of the church and is dated to the 5"-6" centuries, and grave No. 4 to the
8h-9™ centuries™.

The construction of the church at the village of Kulata is attributed by its explorer
to the 10" century®™, as it existed during the First and Second Bulgarian Tsardoms,
after which it was destroyed. Most probably the church was monastic when it was
built. On the one hand, this is indicated by its plan-construction scheme (a three-con-
chaldomed church), which is extremely characteristic of monastic temples. On the

2 Ibidem, p. 418-419.

53 Ibidem, p. 424-425, 440-447.

" The construction of the church at the village of Kulata, Blagoevgrad region is referred by re-
searchers in the broad chronological range from the 9" to the 12" century. - cf. Kp. Mustes, Apxu-
mexmypama..., p. 196; H. YAHEBA-JIEYEBCKA, [Joprkosnama apxumexkmypa na Ilepeama..., p. 153;
H. Tynemkos, Apxumexmypa Ha Ovneapckume..., p. 63; B. LIBETKOB, Cenuwsnama mpesxa. .., p. 81;
B. InmoBA, Iepxeume 6 boneapus npes XIII-1V sex, Codus 2008, p. 86.
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other hand, one of the area names is “the monastery”. There is a belief among
the local population that a monastery used to exist on this site, which was burnt
down during the Ottoman rule®. During the Ottoman rule, the site was turned
into a necropolis, which can be judged by the documented graves inside and
outside the church. However, it is unclear exactly when this occurred, due to the
impossibility of accurately dating the graves without burial inventory. According
to Metodi Zlatkov, in the second half of the 17""-18" centuries the road guard
tower was built in the area, around which in the 18" century settlers settled and
carried out their burials in the area of St. Athanasius. According to Zlatkov, these
people settled around the tower to seek safety in the turbulent 18" century®.

The church at the village of Kulata is original itself and does not quite find
exact parallels. In spite of some constructive differences, it most closely resembles
Church No. 1 in the area of Kale at the village of Krupishte (present-day North
Macedonia) (fig. 8), dated in the 9"-10™ centuries®’. On the north and south sides
of this church conchas are also formed, inscribed in the rectangular body and
in its inter-arm spaces two pairs of symmetrical rooms were found.

Fig. 8. Church No. 1 in the area of Kale near the village of Krupiste, in the present day
North Macedonia - plan (after B. ALEKsova, Episkopijata na..., p. 274, fig. 98).

> M. TEOPIMEBA, TpukoHxanuu yopkeu..., p. 252.

5 M. 3naTKOB, Cenuuinama cucmema na Mennuwxo npes XI-XVII. Aemopegpepam Ha ducepmayuo-
HeH mpyod 3a npuceioane Ha o6pazosamenta u Hayura cmener “0oxmop”, Cocust 2021, p. 28-29.
7 Around the church there is a necropolis from the same time. - B. AJEKCOBA, Enuckonusama na
Bpezannuya, Tpunen 1989, p. 81-85, 274, 06p. 98, 99, 313; V. Mukynunk, CpedHosekosHu epadosu
u mepounu 60 Maxedonuja, Cxormje 1996, p. 346, c. 172.
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The closest parallels of the built-in three-conchal churches can be found on
the territory of present-day North Macedonia, Greece and Serbia. Apart from the
mentioned church in the area of Kale near the village of Krupishte, such churches
are known in the area of Vineni near the Little Prespa Lake and also in the village
of Zlesti and the village of Zglavenitsa near Ohrid. In Southern Greece, similar
churches are in Aulis, Boeotia, and especially the church of St. Dimitri Varasovas
near the village of Vasiliki opposite Patras®. A representative of this group from
the territory of Serbia is the church of St. Petka Rusalna near the town of Svrljig
in Eastern Serbia™.

The three-conchal church at the village of Kulata was built in a period when
the valley of the Middle Struma river was officially included in the borders of the
Bulgarian state, making it an original monument of medieval Bulgarian culture.

The three-conchal churches from the territory of Southwestern Bulgaria
(today’s Blagoevgrad region) show a stable presence in the studied area through-
out the entire period of the Middle Ages. This is quite natural considering that this
area was part of the southwestern Bulgarian lands during the Middle Ages, where
the first three-conchal churches were built. With the formation of the great cult
centre of Mount Athos, the influence of its architecture especially on the late medi-
eval temples could not be excluded. On the other hand, it should be noted that
the so-called “Athonite” type of church (in which the central dome is supported
by four columns) is not recorded here, but the simpler variants of the three-
conchal temples®.

Conclusion

Three monuments of the church architecture in the studied region belong to
the period of the First Bulgarian Tsardom - “St. Nicholas™ basilica in the town of
Melnik, the single-nave church in the area of Shipotsko, at the town of Bansko
and the three-conchal church at the village of Kulata. In terms of their functional
characteristics, these churches include an episcopal (or parish) church, a cemetery
church and a monastery church. Despite the impossibility at this stage to establish
with certainty the status of the basilica “St. Nicholas” in Melnik, the church cer-
tainly occupied an extremely important place in the Middle Struma valley during

% H. YAHEBA-JIEUEBCKA, Tpuxonxanuume yvpkeu..., p. 14; EADEM, Loprosnama apxumexmypa
Ha ITepsama..., p. 153-155.

* H. CtaHKOBIE, Ocmayu ypkee HeoOuuHe ocHose k00 Cepmuea (Manacmupuwme Ceeme Ilemie
Pycanne), TCAl 35, 2019, p. 153-179; N. STANKOVIC, An Unusual Triconchal Church..., p. 215-243.
% There are various hypotheses related to the development of the “Athonite” type of churches, cf.
A.K. ORLANDOS, Byzantine..., p. 22-24; P. OyCTEPXAYT, Busanmuiickue cmpoumenu, Knes-Mockpa
2005, p. 103-105; S. MaAMALOUKOS, A Contribution to the Study..., p. 39-50; C.B. MablEBA, Tpu-
KOHXU 6 apxumexmype..., p. 44-51; N.N. PATrIC10S, The Athonite Type of Byzantine Church, JISA 42,
2022, p. 24-27; H. YAHEBA-JIEUEBCKA, TpukoHxanHume yopksu..., p. 8-21.
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the period of the First Bulgarian Tsardom. It is the oldest temple in the area dur-
ing this period and is a typical example of the construction of church buildings
on older cult sites, in this case on an ancient sanctuary and early Christian church.

The small single-nave church in the area of Shipotsko at town of Bansko, in the
valley of Mesta river is also an example of the continuity in the absorption of
the sacred cult practices. The medieval church was built on the ruins of an early
Christian temple. Also in the Middle Ages a necropolis developed around it, which
is also an indication of the absorption of sacred territory.

The church at the village of Kulata was most likely a monastery church. Despite
the lack of architectural remains that would prove the existence of a monastery
complex in a definite way, the existence of such a monastery in the valley of the
Middle Struma certainly cannot be excluded. The spatial layout of the church, its
monumentality and representativeness, and last but not least the preserved legends
about the existence of a monastery on this site, point to this possibility.

Although the examples from the studied region are few, they show that almost
all the main architectural types of church buildings, typical for the rest of the Bul-
garian lands and the Balkan Peninsula during this period, are found here.
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