
In 681 Khan Asparouch united the Slavonic and Proto-Bulgar-
ian tribes inhabiting the Balkan Peninsula and established the 
First Bulgarian Kingdom on the territory conquered in wars 
with the Byzantine Empire. In the course of almost two centu-
ries the pagan population co-existed with the Christian culture 
of the great empire. The Madara Horseman (1), carved into the 
face of the sheer one-hundred meter high cliffs near the village 
of Madara (Shoumen Region) in the beginning of the 8th cen-
tury, illustrates the ideology of a ruler triumphing over the en-
emy (a horseman killing a lion).

The Basilica of St. Sophia (2) was built in the Roman City of 
Serdica (the present capital of Bulgaria – Sofia) as early as dur-
ing the reign of Emperor Constantine the Great (305 – 337) 
and it bears the traces of destruction by Goths and Huns (4th 
century and 447), and, in its present state, it displays elements 
of ceremonial church buildings of the time of Emperor Justin-
ian. It is a tri-nave, cross-vaulted structure, which preserves 4th 
and 5th century mosaics and frescoes.  

The ruins of the Old Metropolitan Church (3) in Nessebar are 
also referred to the second half of the 5th century. It is a tri-nave 
mono-apse basilica of semi-circle apse and two-storey arcades. 
The tri-nave basilica type of one apse is also represented by the 
Elenska Basilica (4) at Pirdop built in the end of the 5th and 
the beginning of the 6th century. Its lateral naves were spanned 
via vault arches, above which the galleries were situated. 
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Very little has been preserved of the first capital of the 
Proto-Bulgarian state, the city of Pliska, after it was reduced 
to ashes by Emperor Nikiphorous in 811. The present ru-
ins are related to its restoration by Khan Krum after 811 
and they display the existing of an outer and an inner city, 
where we find the Palace Church and the Big Palace with 
the throne hall (also known as the Palace of Krum).  The 
fortress wall and the royal buildings are of lime stone cut 
into large blocks, which gives the structures an air of monu-
mentality. 

Only the foundations of the built outside the inner city 
Great Basilica (99 m long with the atrium) have been pre-
served out of the seven cathedral churches built by Prince 
Boris in the last three decades of the 9th century following 
the conversion of the Bulgarians to Christianity in 864. 

Within the perimeter of Pliska a 9th – 10th century triple 
cross ‘encolpion’ was discovered, which depicts major Chris-
tological scenes, such as the Annunciation, the Nativity, the 
Baptism, the Crucifixion, etc. It is made of gold and enamel 
and wood.



The conversion of the Bulgarians to Christianity in 864 was the 
result of the far-sighted policies of Prince Boris (852 – 889) and 
later of his son – Tsar Simeon (893 – 927). Prior to this act of cru-
cial significance for the Bulgarian state the two brothers from Thes-
salonica – Cyril and Methodius - had invented the Slavonic alpha-
bet in Constantinople for the purposes of the missionary work of 
the Byzantine Empire among Hasarians and Saracens (855) and 
later among the West Slavs (Great Moravia – 862/863). It is called 
“Glagolitic” and consists of 38 letters reflecting most precisely the 
phonetic specifics of the Slavs from Thessalonica in the middle of 
the 9th century. 

The first translations of the liturgical books were performed in Con-
stantinople, and later in Asia Minor, in Moravia and Pannonia, in 
Venice and in Rome. Having been granted sanctity by Curia Roma-
na in 866, after the death of Cyril in Rome in 860 and the death of 
Methodius in Great Moravia in 855, their closest disciples – Clem-
ent, Naum, Sava, Gorazd, and Angelarii – were invited by Prince 
Boris of Bulgaria to Pliska, the capital city, where the conversion of 
the Bulgarians had taken place as early as in 869. One 17th – 18th 
century fresco of the Church of St. Naum near Ohrid (1) presents 
the disciples of the brothers from Thessalonica who took their mis-
sion to the western regions of the Bulgarian state after 893. 

Glagolitic manuscripts produced during this early period have not 
been preserved. The earliest manuscripts are dated to mid 10th cen-
tury.

(2) A miniature of Prince Boris in a Gospel of 11th – 12th century 
– a Russian manuscript produced according to an Old Bulgarian 
prototype. 

(3) A miniature from the Manasses Chronicle (1344 – 1345) de-
picting the conversion of the Bulgarians. 

(4) Zograph Tetraevangelion (Four Gospels), second half of the 
10th century, 304 sheets of parchment, 18,4 x 12,7 cm, rounded 
Glagolitic. 

(5) Assemani Gospel, Vat. Slavo 3, 10th – 11th century, 22,5 x 16,5 
cm, 158 sheets of parchment, rounded Glagolitic. 

(6) Rila Glagolitic sheets (parts of the Parenesis of Euphrem Sirin), 
second half of the 11th century, 8 sheets of parchment preserved 
in the bindings of the Andrianti Miscellanea of 1473 written by 
Vladislav Grammatic. 
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The move of the capital city of the First Bulgarian State 
from Pliska to Preslav is attributed to the ascension to the 
throne of the highly educated son of Prince Boris – Sime-
on in 893. The new capital was different in certain aspects: 
first, it was built on a smaller area, and, second, the archi-
tecture of the royal buildings and the temples was new. 

Although continuity of certain construction practices em-
ployed in Pliska is observed in some of the unearthed basili-
cas, here we can also find the new and modern cross-vault 
type of churches, a brilliant example of which is the Round 
(Golden) Church of Simeon and the preserved fragments of 
stone plastic art of cornices, capitals and columns, as well as 
facing polychromous ceramics and ceramic iconostases and 
icons, produced in the vicinity of Preslav in the Tuzazlaka 
area. 

The new capital of the state is the place of yet another act 
of significant impact on Bulgaria, as well as on the written 
culture of all Slavonic peoples. Here one of the disciples of 
Cyril and Methodius created the second Slavonic alphabet 
– the Cyrillic alphabet, which, in its essence, represents an 
adaptation of the widely known throughout the Bulgarian 
lands uncial Greek letters.



No manuscripts have been preserved from the period of the reign 
of Tsar Simeon, known also as the Golden Age of Old Bulgarian lit-
erature. We can have an idea of the way they looked on the basis of 
the preserved Russian copies of Bulgarian originals of the period 11th 
– 12th century, such as the Ostromir Gospel of 1057-1058, the Me-
tislav Gospel of 1113 – 1117, the Svetoslav Miscellanea of 1037.

It is assumed that when John Tzimisces set Preslav on fire in 971 
he plundered and took to Constantinople the lavish codices of Tsar 
Simeon. Later, during the conversion of the Russians to Christianity 
in 988, or more precisely on the occasion of the marriage of Prince 
Vladimir of Kiev to Byzantine Princess Anna, these manuscripts were 
given as dowry and taken to Kiev. They served as a model of Russian 
copies and the sheets containing miniatures and portraits of Bulgar-
ian tsars were transferred from the Bulgarian to the Russian edition. 

White-clay tile, featuring a Cyrillic text written in letters resembling 
Greek biblical majuscule. The tile was found in the Round (Golden) 
church at Preslav. 

Fragment of a Lectionary Gospel, Cod. D. 387, of the second half of 
the10th century, 2 sheets of parchment, 310 x 220 mm.

Greek fragments of the 10th century written in uncial, type Slavonic.

Ostromirovo Gospel of 1056 – 1957, 294 sheets of parchment, 35 x 
30 cm, uncial.

Mstislavovo Gospel of 1113 – 1117. 213 sheets of parchment, 35,3 
x 28,6 cm, uncial.

Gold appliqués of the 9th-10th century from Preslav.



Bulgarian manuscripts are preserved in more than 100 
libraries all over the world. In Bulgaria the earliest manu-
scripts are dated to the second half of the 9th century: The 
Rila Glagolitic texts and the Cyrillic Eninski Apostle written 
in ancient slightly sloping uncial letters in the 9th – 10th 
century.  The preserved manuscripts of the 12th century are 
also a small number and they are fragmentary Cyrillic codi-
ces, among which we find two palimpsests: the Slepchanski 
Apostle and the Kyustendil Palimpsest of the second half 
of the 12th century. Compared to the Serbian and Russian 
manuscripts, the greatest number of palimpsests, i.e. manu-
scripts written on parchment from which written text has 
been partially or completely erased to make room for an-
other text, are in Old Bulgarian. This is natural, taking into 
consideration that it was in Preslav and Ohrid, where in-
tensive translation work and copying from Greek into Old 
Bulgarian took place. Among the oldest palimpsests is the 
Vatican Cyrillic palimpsest of the end of the 10th and the 
beginning of the 11th century. 

1. Vatican Cyrillic palimpsest: 1st layer written in Cyrillic 
in the end of the 10th – the beginning of the 11th century. 

2. Enina Apostle (a fragment of a Lectionary Apostle): sec-
ond half of the 11th century, 39 sheets of parchment, un-
cial. 

3. Slepchanski Apostle: second half of the 12th century, 
154 sheets of parchment. 

4. Kyustendil palimpsest (Lectionary Gospel): end of the 
12th century, 9 sheets of parchment. Written on erased 
Greek text. Decorated in polychromous initials of geomet-
ric-vegetation type. 

2

3

41



Churches of the 9th and the 10th century decorated in 
frescoes have not been preserved in Bulgaria. The earliest 
samples are of the end of the 10th and the beginning of the 
11th century. These are fragments (eight angels) situated in 
the inner-vault space of the Church of St. George in So-
fia. Famous also as the Rotunda, it is the only late antique 
building of the 4th century with preserved roof structure, 
which was designed for the festive ceremonies, which ac-
companied the visit of Emperor Constantine the Great to 
Serdika. During the invasion of the Huns in mid 5th cen-
tury it was destroyed and later re-constructed as a church, 
which was turned into a mosque after the 14th century. 

The Rotunda was unearthed as late as in 1953 during exca-
vation works for the Presidential Building. Several artistic 
layers have been preserved in the church. The earliest are 
dated to the 9th – 10th century – these are the figures if the 
prophets (two by two) between the window niches and the 
vault. The widely open eyes, the plastic modeling of the face 
and the vivid expression display the characteristic elements 
of the Hellenistic classicism of Byzantine art in the capital 
of the empire. Similar trends can also be traced in the im-
age of St. Anna depicted on the first artistic layer of archaic 
elements of the Church of John the Baptist in Zemen (1), 
dated to the 11th – 12th century. 
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After 40 years of wars Byzantium conquered Bulgaria in 1018. In the fol-
lowing two centuries of strong Byzantine presence the final iconograph-
ic canon of the decorative system of churches was established and it was 
closely related to liturgical ceremonies. The most brilliant example among 
the preserved frescoes of this period is the Comnenus art of the Bachkovo 
Ossuary of 1083, where the well-preserved murals depict the earthly life of 
the Son of God and Virgin Mary, as well as the scene of the Punishment of 
sinful people. The Monastery of Bachkovo was founded by Georgia-born 
Grigorios Bakuriani – Great Domesticos of the Western Byzantine prov-
inces.  

Only the Ossuary (sepulcher-church, i.e. mausoleum) has been preserved 
of the original monastery complex founded in the end of the 11th century. 
It is a two-storey structure and the ossuary is on the ground floor with a 
narthex. The upper floor is occupied by the church with a narthex and a 
pentagonal apse.

The narthexes of the first and the second storey were originally open, and 
in the 14th century they were walled up. The first floor frescoes are dated 
to the 11th and the 12th century and they were not performed simultane-
ously. With a view to the designation of the ossuary to provide for the re-
mains of deceased monks eschatological scenes dominate the frescoes, i.e. 
scenes of: the Day of Judgment, the Repenting Brigand, the earth and the 
sea expunging the corpses, the angels with the scales; scenes of Paradise 
with the righteous people, saints and church patriarchs in full height or 
busts, the Bosom of Abraham; the west wall features the vision of Prophet 
Ezekiel of the resurrection of the dead; on the apse – the Deesis.   

The preserved first-floor frescoes provide the possibility to follow the char-
acteristic features of the classic period of Byzantine art of the 11th and the 
12th century – the elongated proportions of the figures, the austere expres-
sions of the images, the delicate colour range. Their style can be compared 
to the style of the frescoes of the Church of St. Sophia in Kiev, the Church 
of Nea Moni in the island of Chios, and the church in Daphne.



The second floor is a one-nave vaulted church, where we find frescoes of 
the 14th century and the apse contains preserved images in three registers 
of the Holy Mother on a throne with Christ the Child and two angels in 
majestic attire; below them is a belt of eight saints in medallions and rect-
angular frames; and the bottom space is occupied by the images of four 
great patriarch of the Christian church in Episcopal garments. The altar 
niches preserve the images of deacons Stephan and Euplios, the temple it-
self is illuminated in the Gospel scenes, whilst the western wall features the 
Assumption. The narthex preserves the fresco compositions of St. Constan-
tine and St. Elena and Tsar Ivan Alexander, who restored and donated the 
monastery in the second half of the 14th century.

The second floor frescoes provide the possibility to trace the characteristic 
features of the Paleologan art in Bulgarian lands. 

In the monastery itself only the foundations of the oldest church are pre-
served, on which the main cathedral “The Assumption” is built.  In front 
of it is situated the Church of “St. Archangels” built in the 12th century 
during the reign of Alexis Conmenus immediately after the construction of 
the monastery and his portrait is preserved in the later frescoes of the main 
cathedral. The wonder-working icon of the Holy Mother of 1311 (donated 
to the monastery by Georgian travelers Anasthasios and Okranir together 
with chain armour of 1813) is in the main cathedral. 



The murals of the Boyana Church of SS. Nicholas and 
Panteleimon of 1259, together with the preserved frescoes 
of the Church of the Forty Martyrs in Tarnovo of about 
1230 and the Church of SS. Peter and Paul (the first layer) 
are among the most exquisite works of art created in the 
time of the Latin Empire. 

The Boyana Church (8 km from the center of Sofia) con-
sists of three buildings: a cross-type church of the 11th cen-
tury, a two-storey church of the 13th century and a narthex 
of the 14th century. In 1259 Sebastocrator Kaloyan expand-
ed the church and commissioned its illumination. The im-
ages of Kaloyan with the model of the church in his hands 
and his wife Dessislava are preserved in the church.

The characteristic features of the late Comnenus style, as 
well as the elements of the newly developed style are re-
flected in the developed life cycle of St. Nicolas and in the 
festive scenes depicting Christ among the scribes, the Last 
Supper, the Transfiguration, the Assumption, Christ-Ubrus, 
Christ-Pantocrator, as well as in the images of saints in full 
height and to the waist portrayed in the lower register. The 
frescoes are remarkable with the exquisite psychology ex-
pressed in the portraits, the fine lines and the soft colour 
range.



In the Church of Forty Martyrs (about 1230) are preserved 
the images of the nursing St. Anna and St. Elizabeth, the 
Assumption, the Dream of Jacob, Elijah the Prophet in the 
Cave, as well as a part of the menology cycle, which is one 
of the earliest works of monumental fine arts of similar con-
tent. 

The Church of the Forty Martyrs was constructed during 
the reign of Tsar Kaloyan and it was renovated in the time 
of Tsar Ivan Assen II in 1230 to celebrate the victory over 
Despot Theodore Comnenus of Epirus at Klokotnitsa. It is 
of great value due to the great number of portrayed mem-
bers of the royal family and it was also the initial burial 
place of Sava of Serbia. There are also columns with inscrip-
tions dedicated to Khan Krum and Khan Omurtag, which 
were placed in the church. Rings-seals, steatite icons, and 
belt accessories were discovered in the graves surrounding 
the church.  



A number of fresco ensembles of the 14th century reflect-
ing the last flowering of Byzantine arts (the so-called Pa-
leologan Renaissance) have been preserved. Among them 
are the murals of the Chapel of the Transfiguration in the 
Hrelyo Tower of the Rila Monastery. The tower was erected 
in 1335 by the local feudal lord, Hrelyo. The vault of the 
eastern room displays the image of Sophia, the Divine Wis-
dom, which is closely related to Christian symbolism. She 
presents Christ Emmanuel straddling a rainbow. The flying 
around him seven naked figures symbolize the gifts of the 
Holy Spirit and the seven steps of the Temple of Wisdom. 
The angels serving at the heavenly table are associated with 
the theological idea of communion.

 Above the apse on the eastern wall we find the Ubrus 
(Mandylion) and the western wall features the Ceremida 
(Ceramidion). Of special interest in this chapel are the three 
scenes on the western wall depicting the founder of the Rila 
Monastery, St. John of Rila (946) who meets Tsar Peter of 
Bulgaria. The narthex of the chapel preserves yet another 
rare scene illustrating verses 2, 11 and 12 of psalm 148 and 
verses 1 – 3 of psalm 149 in the version we find them in the 
Munich Serbian Psalter of the end of the 14th century. 



The fresco ensemble of “the Church” at Ivanovo is associ-
ated with the best trends of the Paleologan fine arts tradi-
tion of the 14th century. In the period 12th – 14th century 
a monastic colony was established in the rock caves along 
the Roussenski Lom River, which was under the protec-
tion of Tsar Ivan Assen II (1218 – 1241) and Tsar Ivan Al-
exander (1331 – 1371) and we can find their images in the 
preserved today cave churches of “St. Archangel” and “The 
Church”. 

The style of the frescoes is remarkable. It exhibits the fea-
tures of proportioning the figures against the elaborate spa-
tial performance of the background of architectural side-
scenes and natural landscape. The close-ups are complex the 
figures are elongated and plastically modeled. For instance, 
“The Betrayal of Judas” is presented on the background of 
high architectural side-scenes occupying almost a half of 
the upper end of the composition. A similar technique is 
also employed to perform the scenes: “The Examination by 
Annas and Caiaphas”, “The Renunciation of Peter”, “The 
Washing of the Feet”, “The Last Supper”. The interest to 
architectural detail is intensive: atlantes supporting antae, 
columns resting on lying lion figures, high domes outlined 
against the sky. 



The almost completely preserved frescoes of the Church of 
“John the Theologian” at Zemen represent the other trend 
of the art of the 14th century, i.e. the unofficial archaic 
trend characteristic for its specific linear-graphic language.

The church was built in the end of the 11th and the begin-
ning of the 12th century and the main fresco ensemble is 
referred to the 60s of the 14th century. It was built by the 
feudal lord of Kyustendil, Deyan and his wife Zoya, as seen 
by the donors’ composition and the inscription.

Among the preserved today scenes are: the Eucharist, the 
Ascension, the Dream in the Garden of Gethsemane, the 
Assumption, the angels and the prophets in the drum, the 
busts of martyrs, warriors and priests in full height in the 
lower register. The main accent is placed on the passions of 
Jesus Christ. They follow one after anther without dividing 
frames, the way we find them in the early Christian art of 
the East (Kapadokia) and West Europe (Italy and France), 
where they are developed in long uninterrupted friezes on 
the arch of the narthex and along the side walls of the main 
nave. Of special interest in this respect is “The forging of 
the Nails” in the Crucifixion – a scene, which according to 
Grabar has parallels in western manuscripts. The feeling of 
archaic expression is also intensified by the graphic styliza-
tion of the volumes, the simple lines and the intense expres-
siveness of the images. 



After the fall of Tarnovo in 1393 and of Constantinople 
in 1453 mural ensembles continued to follow the high style 
of the 14th century fine arts. Thus the Church of SS. Peter 
and Paul in Tarnovo, together with the monastery churches 
at Kremikovtsi, Poganovo, Dragalevtsi, and Boboshevo are 
examples of a continuation of trends employed in previous 
centuries.  

In the narthex one of the columns features Archangel Ga-
briel from the second half of the 15th century. Character-
istic features of the image are the plasticity of the volume 
modeling, the unfolded scroll, the complex movements 
and the skillfully performed folds of the garments. The Old 
Testament prophets are portrayed in the same way – hold-
ing scrolls. These images reveal the monumental and plas-
tic style typical of the closing decades of the preceding 14th 
century and the Paleologan art. The patrons of the Church 
of SS. Peter and Paul are portrayed holding the model of 
the church. The columns feature the images in full height of 
St. Ivan of Rila and Varlaam, whilst Athanasios of Alexan-
dria is portrayed to the waist. In the narthex gallery we find 
the scene of the Assumption, the images of Constantine and 
Elena, etc.



An icon, in the literary sense of the word (from the Greek 
word εικον, i.e. image) is a portrait of a saint painted with 
tempera on a plank covered with gold. In fact, what presup-
poses the respect to an icon and its eternal life is neither the 
material it is produced of, nor the artistic style, it is rather 
due to what was believed to be expressed by it. Christians 
believe that an icon is an image, which partakes of the sanc-
tity of the person portrayed on it. In this respect we can 
also share in it via the acts people perform before it or in its 
name. Believers say prayers, sing hymns and kiss an icon; 
they express their veneration with lit candles and incense 
and carry it during religious processions. An icon can also 
be recognized by what people expect from it to do. They 
believe that an icon is a ‘window’ open to Heaven, a media-
tor via which Christ, the Holy Mother and the saints spread 
spirituality among people. Thus via an icon a filled with 
veneration believer is granted access to the divine or, accord-
ing to the words of Basil the Great “the veneration expressed 
before the image is transferred to the person portrayed”. 

The art of iconography had been known in Bulgarian lands 
even prior to the official conversion. However, the earli-
est preserved specimen date to the 9th – 10th century. Of 
special interest among them is the icon of St. Theodore of 
Patleina – the only one preserved in dimensions 55 x 44 
cm. The rest of them – icons of Apostles and Evangelists, 
or medallion images, as well as images of the arch type des-
ignated for church iconostases indicate mass production in 
the workshops of Patleina and Tuzazlaka at Preslav for wide 
use in the interior of the churches and individual use. 



The art of iconography in Bulgaria has developed in the frame 
of the Byzantine concept of sacred images, canon and iconog-
raphy. The earliest preserved iconic images on wood date to the 
end of the 12th century – the end of the 13th century, in con-
trast to the ceramic icons, which date to the 9th – 10th century. 
They are usually associated with Nessebar. 

Christ the Pantocrator (1) of the 13th century (tempera on 
wood) from the Church of John the Baptist in Nessebar (90,5 x 
77 cm) is preserved in the Crypt of the Cathedral of Alexander 
Nevski. The sloping shoulders, the mannered stylization of the 
folds around the neck, the hair, and the eyes are evidence of the 
intensified graphic-linear iconographic trend in the 13th century. 

The icon of the Holy Mother as the Lady of Life (2) (123 x 85 
cm) of the 13th century (tempera on wood) is also associated 
with Nessebar. The icon is also preserved in the Crypt of the Ca-
thedral of Alexander Nevski. 

Nessebar is also associated with the icon of the Virgin Eleusa (3) 
(Merciful). Its silver casing is original of 1342 with a royal in-
scription of Samouil, uncle of Tsar Ivan Alexander, who renovat-
ed the Church of the Virgin Eleusa in the town. 



A very rare in the period 13th – 14th century mosaic icon of the Vir-
gin Odigitria (Showing the Way) is preserved in the Museum of Ar-
cheology in Sofia (98x80 cm). Its origin is Heraclea, Turkey. The exqui-
sitely delicate treatment of the drapes, the finely modeled volume of the 
faces and the graceful gestures show kinship with the characteristic of 
the Paleologan art restoration of the late Hellenistic stylistic techniques. 

To this expressive collection of fine arts we can also add the Nessebar 
icon of the Crucifixion of the 60s - 70s of the 14th century (tempera 
on wood, 135 x 110 cm). The icon is preserved in the Cathedral of Al-
exander Nevski in Sofia. The silhouette of the cross bearing the suffer-
ing figure of Christ with blood streaming down appears on a green base 
against a structured architectural background. The image is flanked on 
both sides by the grieving figures of John the Baptist and Maria. The 
elongated figures, the delicate silhouettes and the colour range refer this 
icon to the best works of Paleologan art.  



The icon of the Council of Archangels of the Bachkovo Mon-
astery is also dated to the middle of the 14th century (tem-
pera on wood). The icon is kept in the Cathedral of Alexander 
Nevski. The graceful figures of the Archangels standing on richly 
decorated cushions and their wings are portrayed on a gold back-
ground. They hold a medallion featuring Virgin Mary and the 
Child. The figures are elongated and the colour combinations are 
intensive. The icon was performed with an exquisite feeling for 
the details and the ornamentations of the robes.

During the Ottoman Empire period the art of iconography con-
tinued to develop, although it was to a certain degree more like a 
reflection of past ages. 

Indicative of this fact is the icon of St. George on the throne of 
the 16th century (tempera on wood, 80 x 53 cm). It is a work 
of Monk Pahomii. The icon is preserved in the Crypt of the Ca-
thedral of Alexander Nevski. Saint George is portrayed sitting 
on a cushioned throne without a back. The style has the definite 
features of classic art and the characteristic of the 16th century 
revival of the Paleologan tradition. The icon features an intensive 
interest to the details. An angel placing a crown on the head of 
the saint is depicted in the left upper corner. 



Icons designated for religious processions of the 13th – 14th century have been preserved. These icons are 
usually bilateral (double faced). They were carried in open during various religious processions on Easter, 
on the patron days of churches, or on the occasion of other big religious holidays. 

The processional icon of Poganovo of about 1395 is bilateral (tempera on wood, 93 x 61 cm). One of the 
faces features the Virgin Kataphygi (“Refuge”) and St. John the Theologian and on the other side we see 
the Vision of the two prophets Ezekiel and Habakkuk (known also as the Miracle in Latom). The icon is 
preserved in the Museum of Archeology in Sofia.

The complex and to a certain degree unique iconography should be explained with a view to the relation 
between the two scenes. Standing in full height, as if in a dialogue, the Holy Mother and John the Theo-
logian are associated with the prophecies of Ezekiel and Habakkuk, above the figures of whom we see de-
picted the young Christ Emmanuel in a nimbus in heaven. The figures of the icon are slender and tall and 
freely and skillfully modeled, the colours are delicately combined, the rocky terrains and the water surface 
exquisitely performed. The complex iconography and the high artistic style of the icon place it among the 
best works of the 19th century Paleologan art.



Unlike the manuscripts for day-to-day uses, i.e. liturgical services and 
individual prayers, which were very simply illuminated, a very small 
number of illustrated Slavonic codices have been preserved. One of them 
is Dobreisho’s Tetraevangelion (Four Gospels) of the first half of the 
13th century, 127 sheets of parchment. Centuries ago this manuscript 
was divided into two parts. The Gospels of Mathew and Marc found 
their way into the National Library in Belgrade, where they were con-
sumed in the flames during the air-raids in 1941 together with the other 
exhibits of the rich collection. The other two gospels are kept in the SS. 
Cyril and Methodius Library in Sofia, No 17. 

Dobreisho’s Tetraevangelion is a manuscript of great value, because par-
allel with the Serbian Prezren gospel it presents the archaic trend of the 
illustration tradition of Slavonic codices.  Dobreisho’s Tetraevangelion is 
lavishly decorated in headpieces and initials in neo-Byzantine teratologi-
cal motifs. Two miniatures on whole sheets of Evangelists Luke and John 
with the scribe, Priest Dobreisho have been preserved. The intertwining 
of eastern and western traditions is felt in the complex headpieces and 
initials consisting of interlacing and animalistic motifs, as well as in the 
stylization of the figures and the techniques employed for the drapes and 
the architectural background. 



In the 14th century, during the long and relatively peaceful 
reign of Tsar Ivan Alexander (1331-1371), a number of lavishly 
decorated manuscripts usually containing a colophon or verses 
to glorify the policies of the Tsar as a patron were produced. For 
instance, the commissioned in 1337 Psalter is called “Pesnivets” 
(Book of Hymns) in the colophon-eulogy to the Tsar.

The Psalter of Tsar Ivan Alexander (1) (1337), 317 sheets of 
parchment. It is kept in the library of the Academy of Science 
under No 2. There is a headpiece and an initial in Byzantine flo-
ral style to Psalm 77 featuring Christ ‘ancient of days’. 

The only preserved today illustrated copy of the World History 
composed by Byzantine Chronicler Constantine Manasses in the 
12th century, which contains 69 miniatures, is among the most 
famous Bulgarian manuscripts. 

The Manasses Chronicle of 1344-1345 (206 sheets of parch-
ment) has been kept in the Vatican Library under No 2 since 
1475. Of great interest is the illustrative cycle, which exhibits 
definite elements of actualization with regards to Bulgarian-Byz-
antine relations over the centuries parallel with the fact that it 
follows strictly the lost illustrated Greek prototype. Thus 19 min-
iatures depict events related to the history of Bulgaria and five 
more contain the portraits of Tsar Ivan Alexander with Constan-
tine Manasses, members of his family, as well as events directly 
related to the death of his first born son – Ivan Assen II.
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The London Tetraevangelion, known also as the Gospel of 
Tsar Ivan Alexander of 1356, occupies a significant place among 
the commissioned by the Bulgarian sovereign manuscripts (206 
sheets of parchment). It was taken to the British Library, where 
it is kept today (Add. Ms. 39627) by English traveler Robert 
Curson, who had discovered it in the Monastery of St. Paul in 
Mount Athos. 

The Gospel is illuminated in 266 miniatures placed in friezes 
within the text. They are a replica of the prototype – the Gos-
pel kept in the Paris National Library, Paris gr. 74 produced in 
the second half of the 11th century for the Abbot of the Studion 
Monastery in Constantinople. At the end of every gospel of the 
Slavonic manuscript the figure of Tsar Ivan Alexander is por-
trayed and in the very beginning we find a miniature of the Tsar’s 
family. Every gospel begins with a headpiece in floral Byzantine 
style. The Tetraevangelion was written by Monk Simon in official 
liturgical Tarnovo uncial. 



The so-called Tomich Psalter (301 sheets of paper) was also commis-
sioned in the 60s of the 14th century during the reign of Tsar Ivan Alex-
ander.  It is named after its owner, who donated it to the State Museum 
of History in the beginning of the 20th century, GIM No 2752. The 
manuscript was produced in the Kilifarefski Monastery situated in the 
surroundings of the capital city of Bulgaria – Tarnovo and it was most 
probably commissioned by Theodosius of Tarnovo. It contains 69 minia-
tures of the frieze type within the text, of which nine are on whole pages. 
As far as the style of the manuscript is concerned, it is the closest to the 
Paleologan art of iconography, as well as to the traditions of the Mount 
Athos workshops. This is also valid with regards to the scenes related to 
the Old and the New Testament. In the scene “The Dance of Miriam” 
the figures are presented via complex movements, bare arms, flying with 
the wing garments and plasticity of the modeled volumes. Of great inter-
est are the headpieces in floral Byzantine style, as well as the extremely 
lavish decoration of the initials, which is of the interlaced, teratological 
and floral Byzantine style. The Tomich Psalter is among the best speci-
men of manuscripts produced by the Slavs in the age of Paleologan art. 



The Church of the Nativity is the biggest and the oldest of the 
preserved to this day seven churches in the village of Arbanasi 
near Tarnovo. Its plan represents an elongated along the axis rect-
angular structure consisting of a naos and a narthex, to which 
the chapel of John the Baptist was added to the east. The naos is 
the earliest structure containing frescoes of the 16th century. The 
walls of all premises inside are decorated in murals of the 17th 
century.

The iconography of the naos is typical of the 16th century and 
portrays saints in full height in the lower register, above which 
we find a belt of medallions and scenes of the life-cycles of Christ 
and the Holy Mother. A scene of the Day of Judgment of the 
17th century is also preserved. In the ladies’ ward we find the 
Tree of Jesse with the figures of antique philosophers, as well as 
Akathistos to the Virgin. Scenes of the life of John the Baptist are 
depicted in the naos of the Chapel, as well as scenes of the calen-
dar cycle – Menologion. The walls of the gallery are illuminated 
in frescoes featuring the seven oecumenical councils, the Wheel 
of Life, a scene of the Hexameron, etc.



After the fall of Tarnovo in 1393 a number of the most eminent Bulgarian men 
of letters, as Kiprian, Grigorios Tsamblak, and Constantine Kostenechki emigrated 
to Russia, Walachia-Moldavia, and Serbia. Most of the Bulgarian literary centers 
declined, others were moved to the West – to the Rila Monastery, to Sofia, and to 
Vtratsa. Of great significance for the cultural development in the 15th century are 
the works of Vladislav Grammatic, Dimitar Kantakuzin, and Mardarios. 

The Andrianti Miscellanea (1) of 1173 (562 sheets of paper) was written by 
Vladislav Grammatic in the Monastery of the Holy Mother (Skopje Montenegro). 
It is kept in the Rila Monastery, HMPM 3/6. The work contains 31 lectures most-
ly by John Chrysostom, as well as by Ephrem Sirin, Atanasius of Alexandria, etc. It 
is lavishly decorated in large-size square headpieces in neo-Byzantine style. 

The Kremikovsko Tetraevangelia (2) of 1497 (307 sheets of paper) is kept in the 
Ecclesiastical Institute in Sofia under No 374. In the lavish decoration of this man-
uscript produced for the church of the Kremikovtsi Monastery we can feel even 
more intensively the adherence to the classical models of the Greek codices of the 
13th – 14th century. These trends are also preserved in a number of the square 
headpieces of the Slepchensko Gospel (3) of the 16th century, whist in the rest of 
them we can feel more tangibly the stylization under the influence of the east ara-
besque in the delicate interlacing of motifs. The Gospel is kept in the Ecclesiastical 
Institute in Sofia under No340 and it contains 305 sheets of paper (30,2 x 20,5).
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The activities of the Sofia Literary School, comprising Sofia and 
the Sofia monasteries, play a central role in literary life of 16th 
century. Intensified literary exchange with Serbia, Rumania, and 
Mount Athos is observed during this period. The manuscripts are 
produced in lavish bindings of silver and gold and the paper body 
is illuminated in a great variety of headpieces and initials.

The Suchavsko Gospel (1) of 1529 (366 sheets of parchment and 
paper) was written by Monk Makarios in Suchava. It is kept in 
the Rila Monastery under No 1/11a. The Gospel has a gold casing 
featuring the images of the four Evangelists and the Crucifix – the 
work of Priest Isaiah. It is decorated richly in laced headpieces on 
gold background and miniatures of the four Evangelists.

The Krupnishko Gospel (2) (334 sheets of paper), work of Mathew 
the Goldsmith from Sofia produced in 1577, is in a similar casing of 
silver and gold and features scenes of the Crucifixion and the Ressu-
rection. It is kept in the Rila Monastery under No 1/5. The Gospel 
is decorated in square headpieces composed of interlaced round mo-
tifs coloured in cold blue-greenish and yellow hues. 

The headpieces of the Etrpolsko Gospel (3) of 1577 (kept in the 
Ecclesiastical Institute No 11, 248 sheets of paper, 20,5 x 11,5 
cm) also feature the motif of back-to-back pairs of birds employed 
in the Slavonic and Greek manuscripts of the 12th-13th century. 
The framed initials bear the influence of old printed editions. 
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The manuscript production of the 16th century is also notable 
for the work of Priest Ioan from Kratovo. On one hand the deco-
rations of his manuscripts feature motifs of the style “Rumy” in-
fluenced by the eastern arabesque and resembling the lace-work of 
metal grids, and on the other – framed initials on a background of 
vegetation motifs and flowers resembling old published editions.

The Prayer Book of Ioan Kratovski (1) of 1567 (VII + 102 + V 
sheets of paper) is kept in the Rila Monastery under No 1/23. The 
work is lavishly decorated in polychromous headpieces, as well 
as in headpieces of gold and edgings in gold and blue. Flowers in 
pots appear in the margins. The floral motifs already feature scilla, 
hyacinth, hollyhock, Turkish tulip, etc.

The same rich variety of motifs and the images of the Evangelists 
incorporated in the headpieces are also found in the Gospel of 
Ioan Kratovski (2) of 1567, kept in the Ecclesiastical Institute un-
der no 250 (232 sheets of paper, 8,5 x 11 cm). The initials in it 
are performed in blue and gold and they are richly decorated in 
vegetation twigs enclosing the text block.  
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The 17th century is remarkable for the revival of the literary 
centers in the area of the Balkan Range and the Sredna Gora 
Mountain, which is related to the development of the mining sec-
tor. For instance, lavishly decorated homilies and liturgical books 
were produced in series in the Etropolski Monastery of St. Trinity.

In addition to the interlaced vegetation motifs the headpieces of 
the Etropolski Menaion (1) kept in the Ecclesiastical Institute 
(159 pieces pf paper, 22 x 12,5 cm) feature images of intertwined 
hair, which we can also find in the initials. 

Similar initials also appear in the richly illuminated Psalter (2) of 
the 17th century kept in the Library of Plovdiv No 5 (142 sheets 
of paper, 15,5 x 10 cm). In this work, the author of the Psalter 
– King David – is included in the headpiece similar to the manu-
scripts of Ioan Kratovski and the Psalter of 1692 kept in the Ivan 
Dujčev Center, Slavo D. 1. 
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Widely preferred reading in the 17th – 18th century was the 
Lectures and the Lessons of Damascenos Studites. This explains 
the preserved great number of these texts, which are lavishly 
decorated, sometimes in more than 30 miniatures. For instance 
the Rilski Damascene (1) of the second half of the 17th century 
(413 sheets of paper, HMPM 4/10) contains 26 miniatures pre-
ceding each of the lectures of Damascenos Studites and one by 
Theophane Rigor.  Handwritten manuscripts continued to be 
published in Bulgaria during the 19th century although in the 
18th and 19th century handwritten books gradually started to 
give way to old-printed editions. 

The Miscellanea of Priest Puncho (2) of 1796 (383 sheets pf pa-
per, 16,5 x 11 cm) is kept in the National Library in Sofia and 
the work displays a certain degree of negligence with regards to 
its preparation. The signs of decline can be most clearly observed 
in the production of Todor Pirdopski (3) – a teacher. Widely 
spread in the 18th -19th century are also the scrolls-amulets 
serving as apotropaic means or containing prescriptions against 
various illnesses. 

The 17th – 18th century scrolls in the Ivan Dujčev Center, Sla-
vo 31 (length 5,20 m), the pharmaceutical scroll (4) of 1837, 
Suppl. D. Sl. 1 produced in Dupnitsa and containing 240 pre-
scriptions (length 3,40 m), as well as the conjuring table of the 
18th – 19th century, Slavo 30, are evidence of the intertwining 
of Christian and pagan practices – a trend concomitant with the 
entire cultural development of Balkan peoples. 
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In contrast to the gradual decline of the manuscript production in 
the 18th – 19th century the construction of churches and monaster-
ies, as well as their illumination proliferated in this period. The Rila 
Monastery, which maintained continuous relations with the Mount 
Athos monasteries (Serbia, Walachia, Moldova) was renovated and 
decorated by the most eminent icon artists: Hristo Dimitrov and his 
two sons Dimitar Zograph and Zachari Zograph from Samokov. This 
town, which is famous for its master artists of icons and frescoes, who 
established the last school related to the best traditions of Orthodox 
art. Rila Monastery, the biggest on the territory of Bulgaria, is the 
place, where the Damascene school of Joseph Bradati was established 
and it was the first stamp workshop. The monastery also became a 
center of the Bulgarian church vocal tradition.



The iconostasis in the main monastery Church of the Nativity was also 
made by wood-carvers from Samokov in 1838 – 1842.

Work of the Samokov masters and icon painters is also the altar in the 
Metropolitan Church in Samokov (end of the 19th – beginning of the 
20th century). A number of the icons in it were brought from Mount 
Athos, whilst the rest are the work of the Zograph family. The icons and 
the frescoes of the church in the Rila Monastery, as well as of the church-
es in the other two Stauropigy monasteries – the Troyanski Monastery 
and the Bachkovo Monastery – mark the last flowering of the passing 
under the pressure of modern times long-lasting Bulgarian Middle Ages. 


