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The Mother of God Monastery near Varna,
Bulgaria: More about Missionary Monasteries in
Bulgaria in the Ninth and Tenth Centuries

Rossina KosTtova™

The early medieval monastery at the locality of
Karaachteke, 5 km northwest of present-day
Varna on the western Black Sea coast, represents
a site type that was discovered in the first
quarter of the twentieth century.! Since 1996,
regular excavations have been undertaken
here, thus revealing, stone by stone, one of the
greatest medieval monasteries in Bulgaria.?
The monastery is situated on a high terrace of
the southern slopes of the Frangensko plateau in
the eastern part of Stara Planina (Haemus), which
is open towards Varna bay (Fig. 1). Besides the
breathtaking view, the place itself must have been
chosen for two main practical reasons: the rela-
tively slight terrain inclination to the south and
the availability of a fed water source, already ex-

» Fig. 1. Drone photo of the Mother of God Monastery at
the Karaachteke site near Varna, 2010 (photo by the excava-
tion team).

ploited in Roman times. The elaborate architec-
tural complex occupied an area of ca. 1 ha, more
than 80% of which has been excavated (Fig. 2).

With respect to the peculiarity of the terrain, the
buildings are constructed on terraces that follow
the natural north-south slope. The church is

’ (CPEAHOBEKOBEH MAHACTUP
& MecHocTTa "Texe Kapaau" Kpaii rp. Bapha

* University of Veliko Tarnovo

» Fig. 2. Plan of the excavated remains of the Mother of God
Monastery near Varna, 2017: 1 - Church; 2 - Hegoumenos’s
house; 3 - Scriptorium; 4 - Dwelling house; 5 - Dwelling house;
6 - Lavatory; 7 - Hagiasma (drawing by Martin Valchev).
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erected on the relatively flat southern part of the
main terrace over a solid platform of mortared
stones. The church and the rest of the buildings,
situated on higher terraces to the north, north-
west, and northeast, were connected by massive
stone stairs. A supporting wall with buttresses on
the interior enclosed the monastery to the north
and a similar one bounded it to the east. The mon-
astery seems to have been framed by a building
to the west; the arrangement of the southern pe-
riphery is hard to reconstruct due to agricultural
and building activities in modern times.

The church, the so-called hegoumenos’ house,
and the scriptorium as well as the dwelling house
to the west of the church were builtin a common
technique of opus mixtum, which indicates that
they must have constituted the original core of
the monastery along the east-west axis of the site.
The church seems to be a unique combination of
a pseudo-quatrefoil and a four-column type with
a U-shaped gallery-portico.: The interior was
adorned with highly elaborate marble sculptural
decoration (Fig. 3), polychrome ceramic tiles,*
and wall paintings, which together demonstrate
that the commission and construction of the
church were done by persons with considerable
architectural experience and style.

The same can be said about the scriptorium,
the layout of which is without parallel even in a
wider Byzantine contexts (Fig. 2.3). The high liv-
ing standard of the monastery is also demonstrat-

» Fig. 3. Sculptural decoration from the church (photo by
Kazimir Popkonstantinov).

» Fig. 4. Western separating wall from the eleventh-cen-
tury and the hagiasma: a view from the west and above
(photo by Kazimir Popkonstantinov).

ed by the hygienic features it was supplied with
(Fig. 2.6).

A discovery in 2013 provided unexpected in-
sights into the story of the site. Beneath a wall
that once separated the church from the western
courtyard of the monastery we found a com-
pletely surviving hagiasma (holy spring) (Fig. 4).
The form is an elegant, single-nave, barrel-vault-
ed building, built in opus mixtum similarly to the
core of the complex (Fig. 5). Water flowed out-
side through a clay pipe built into the southern
wall of the room, perhaps into a decorative basin
(Fig. 6).6 Although we have not found any exact
parallels of the hagiasma yet, some relevant
structures in Constantinople suggest where the
idea and design might have come from.”

Thus, although the final stage of the excava-
tions is still on-going, the results we have so far
encourage us to puzzle out the fascinating story
of the only surviving monumental medieval
monastery on the western Black Sea coast:

* The seal of Prince Boris-Michael (issued be-
tween AD 864 and 889) found on the site in
1921 as well as the size and appearance of
the monastery indicate royal support for the
foundation in the mid-ninth century.
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* The date and location of the monastery indi-
cate its function. The rural northwestern sur-
roundings of the deserted ancient city of
Odessos (present-day Varna), where the mon-
astery of Karaachteke is situated, were one of
the most densely inhabited regions in Bulgar-
ia from the eighth to tenth centuries.® Appar-
ently, the main duty of the monastic commu-
nity there was missionary activity during the
conversion of the Bulgarians attempted by

Boris-Michael from AD 864 onwards.

* The layout and style of the architecture leave
no doubt that Byzantine missionaries, prob-
ably sent from Constantinople by Basil I (867-

Constantinopolitan clerics must have
brought with them the idea of using the nat-
ural resources of the site, constructing a ha-
giasma in order to intensify conversion.»
This must have been the means through
which the cult of the Mother of God, the pa-
tron saint of the monastery, was strength-
ened and spread abroad.

Most likely, sometime during the active period
of the monastery, between the mid-ninth cen-
tury and the first quarter of the eleventh cen-
tury, an earthquake cut off the water source
that supplied the hagiasma and the monks
buried the dry holy spring in order to avoid

886) in AD 870, commissioned the complex

any harm to the monastery’s reputation.

with the support of the Bulgarian ruler.’

» The sophisticated, even luxurious, environ-
ment of the overall monastic setting implies
that a high-status cleric, most likely a bishop,
dwelt in the complex. It seems that the mon-
astery was designed as designed to substitute
urban type of settlement in order to house
the relevant ecclesiastical administration and
thus functioned as an episcopal residence.

In 2002, when I finished my doctoral thesis, I
knew only half of the story of this monastery
near Varna. Now, 16 years later, excavations
have brought more of it to light, but certainly
not everything. Monastic archaeology never
ends, Joska, and you know this better than
anyone. Keep going!

A
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+3.45=195.36
N,

SAMNAOHA ®ACALA M1:20

» Fig. 5. Interior of the hagiasma: a view from the south
(photo by Kazimir Popkonstantinov).

» Fig. 6. Northern and western facades of the hagiasma
(architectural reconstruction by Juli Farkov).
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Notes

Between 1996 and 2002 I was working on my doctoral
thesis on ninth- and tenth-century Bulgarian monas-
teries at the Department of Medieval Studies at CEU,
under the supervision of Jézsef Laszlovszky. In 2003,
Jéska accepted my invitation to deliver public lectures
at the University of Veliko Tarnovo and we used the
opportunity to visit a number of medieval archaeolog-
ical sites with him and Csilla Siklodi. One of them was
the monastery near Varna, the one he had read about
inmy thesis.Iam sure that he remembers this wonder-
ful place and would be pleased to learn the latest devel-
opments about it.

Iam a member of the team, headed by Professor Kazimir
Popkonstantinov at the University of Veliko Tarnovo. For
a summary of the excavation results and references to all
relevant publications, see: Kazimir Popkosntantinov, Ros-
sina Kostova, and Valentin Pletnyov, “Manastirite pri
RavnaiKaraachteke v manastirskata arheologiya na Bal-
gariaya” [The monasteries of Ravna and Karaachteke in
the monastic archaeology of Bulgarial], in Balgarskite zemi
prez srednovekovieto VII-XVIII v. Mezhdunarodna konfer-
entsiya v chest na prof. Al. Kuzev, Varna, 12-14 septemvri,
2002, Acta Musei Varnaensis 3, no. 2 (Varna: Regionalen
istoricheski muzej-Varna, 2005), 110-115; Kazimir Pop-
konstantinov and Rossina Kostova, “Architecture of Con-
version: Provincial Monasteries in 9"-10% c. Bulgaria,” in
Arhitektuira Vizantii i Drevnej Rusi IX-XII vekov. Materialy
mezhdunardnogo seminara 7-21 noyabrya 2009 goda,
Tpynsl I'ocygpacTBeHHOro dpMuraka, LIIT (St. Peters-
burg: The State Hermitage Publishers, 2010), 118-132;
Rossina Kostova, “Patronage and Monastic Geography in
Bulgaria in the Late Ninth and Tenth Centuries,” in State
and Church: Studies in Medieval Bulgaria and Byzantium,
ed. Vasil Gjuzelev and Kiril Petkov (Sofia: American Re-
search Center in Sofia, 2011), 189-209; Kazimir Popkosn-
tantinov, Rossina Kostova, and Valentin Pletnyov, “No-
vootkrito ayazmo v knyazheskiya manastir kraj Varna
- svidetelstvo za kulta kam sv. Bogoroditsa v Balgariya
prez IX-X v.” [A newly discovered hagiasma in the royal
monastery near Varna —evidence for the cult of the

10

ROSSINA KOSTOVA

Mother of God in Bulgaria in the 9%-10® c.], Bulgaria Me-
diaevalis 6 (2015): 59-73.

Popkonstantinov and Kostova, “Architecture of Conver-
sion,” 124-125.

Marble octagonal colonettes with inlaid plaques, mul-
lions, capitals of various size carved with palmettes,
rosettes and crosses have parallels in Preslav (e.g., the
Round Church, the “Palace monastery”) and in Constan-
tinople (e.g., the Theotokos church in the monastery of
Lips), see Kazimir Popkosntantinov, Rossina Kostova,
and Valentin Pletnyov, “Srednovekoven knyazheski
manastir vim. Karaachteke, Varna [The medieval royal
monastery at the site of Karaachteke, Varnal, in Arheo-
logicheskiotkritiya i razkopkiprez 2017 g. (Sofia: Natsio-
nalen arheologicheskiinstitute pri BAN, 2018), 743-745;
Totyu Totev, Dvotrtsoviyat manastir v Preslav [The pal-
ace monastery in Preslav] (Sumen: Antos, 1998), 97,
Table XL.1; Theodore Macridy, Arthur S. Megaw, Cyril
Mango, and Ernest J. W. Hawkins, “The Monastery of
Lips (Fenari Isa Camii) at Istanbul,” Dumbarton Oaks
Papers 18 (1964): 276, 307-308, Fig. 45.

A similar building, designed to house monastic cells,
can be found in the sixth-century monastery of St.
Symeon in Aswan, Egypt, see Popkonstantinov, Kostova,
and Pletnyov, “Novootkrito ayazmo,” 60.
Popkonstantinov, Kostova, and Pletnyov, “Novootkrito
ayazmo,” 62-63.

Robert Ousterhout, “Water and Healing in Constanti-
nople,” in Life is Short, Art Long. The Art of Healing in
Byzantium. Catalogue, ed. Brigitte Pitarakis, Pera Museum
Publication 73 (Istanbul: Pera Miizesi, 2015), 65-77.
Rossina Kostova, “Topography of Three Early Bulgarian
Monasteries and the Reasons for their Foundation: A Case
of Study,” Archaeologia Bulgarica 3 (1998): 108-125.
Alarge number of bishops and monks were sent on the
second Byzantine mission to Bulgaria in AD 870. The-
ophanes Continuatus, “Chronographia,” in Theophanes
Continuatus. Ioannes Cameniala. Symeon Magister. Geor-
gius Monachus, ed. I. Bekker, Corpus scriptorum histo-
riae byzantinae 45 (Bonn, 1838), 342.

For therevival of the hagiasmarelated to the cult of the
Mother of God in Constantinople, see Popkonstantinov,
Kostova, and Pletnyov, “Novootkrito ayazmo,” 66-67.
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