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Please do not be up-
set that I refer to you as 
a friend without even 
knowing you. It’s because 
when holding this book-
let in your hands, I think 
we have something in 
common - perhaps you 
have an interest in travel-
ling, exploring new coun-
tries and cultures. This 
brochure is not intended 
to reveal in details the 
tourist attractions of Bul-
garia – I’ll leave this task 
to the competence of our 
guides. I would only like 
to raise the curtain and 
to provoke your interest. 
We gathered impressions 
about this small country 
by people who were not 
born here but for one 
reason or another, chose 
Bulgaria for their home 
in the recent years. They 
shared their spontaneous 
opinion about the attrac-
tive features of this land, 
as well as its weaknesses.

To be fully honest, 
let’s face it – if you are 
looking for the splendid 
architecture of Rome or 
Florence, the extrava-
gancy of Barcelona or the 
magnificence of Paris, 
maybe Bulgaria is not 
your place. But what we 
could surprise you with 
is the genuine hospital-
ity of the people, with the 
places untouched by civi-
lization where old tradi-
tions are not only in the 
anthropology textbooks 
and last but not least with 
the superb local cuisine 
and the unexpectedly 
good Bulgarian wines. 

Although rather small 
in size, Bulgaria surpris-
es with its natural and 
cultural diversity. Yet 
here you could find al-
pine mountains, fertile 
plains, seaside with fine 
sandy beaches and min-
eral thermal springs. The 
history of the country 

is guiding us from the 
time of the ancient Thra-
cians whose heritage can 
nowadays be traced back 
only in Bulgaria, through 
the Roman Empire 
which left its marks in 
many Bulgarian towns, 
the Ottoman domina-
tion which contributed 
for the oriental look of 
many settlements, the 
Revival Bulgaria with its 
charming rustic atmos-
phere and finally to con-
temporary Bulgaria – a 
member of the EU. 

I keep on rediscover-
ing my own country. Al-
though I have travelled 
all around it I still man-
age to “unearth” new dis-
coveries and this makes 
me put even more pas-
sion in my work. I would 
like to share my love for 
my country with you. Let 
me show it to you, the 
way I feel it, smell it and 
breathe it. 

Milena Efremova
Managing Director

Atlantic Tour Bulgaria

Dear Friend,

Christine Milner
Originally from West 
Yorkshire, she has been 
writing travel tips and ad-
vice about Bulgaria since 
the early 1990s. The for-
mer publisher of Bulgaria’s 
weekly English-language 
newspaper, she currently 
co-owns a series of city 
guides and works as an 
independent communica-
tions strategist.

Clive Leviev-Sawyer
Editor-in-Chief of The 
Sofia Globe, a popular 
English-language news 
and features website 
about Bulgaria and Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe. 
A journalist for more 
than 30 years, with a ca-
reer that has taken him 
to most of the world’s 
continents, he has lived 
in Bulgaria since 2002.
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Churches
and Monasteries

in Bulgaria

Y ou won’t get away 
with a trip to Bul-

garia without visiting a 
monastery or church. 
And you wouldn’t want 
to. To truly get an insight 
into what makes Bulgar-
ians tick, what makes 
them so proud of their 
nation, its history, the 
language and alphabet, 
you need to observe Bul-
garian Orthodox ritu-
als, regardless of wheth-
er they take place in a 
grandly frescoed mon-
astery or a simple, dark 
chapel.

By adopting Christi-
anity relatively early in 
865, Tsar Boris aimed to 
unite the two essentially 
barbarian tribes – Bul-
gars and Slavs – under 
his control and to create 

a strong state. But Chris-
tianity had been the 
main religion in the first 
centuries after Christ 
too, brought by the apos-
tles Paul and Andrew, 
and Plovdiv, Sofia and 
Varna were all impor-
tant early Christian cent-
ers. The lovely St. Sofia 
church in the centre of 
Sofia, an unusually sim-
ple red brick building, 
stands on the site of ear-
lier Christian temples 
dating back to the early 
centuries A.D. and exca-
vation work is underway 
to reveal the remains of 
these and many more 
Christian and Roman re-
mains that lie under the 
surface of present-day 
Sofia. The St. George ro-
tunda, remarkably intact 

for an almost 2000-year 
old building, sits peace-
fully among Roman ru-
ins in the courtyard of 
the Presidency, and still 
works as a chapel.

Some of the loveliest 
day trips to be had are 
to painted monasteries 
high up in the moun-
tains: the UNESCO-
listed Rila Monastery, 
a centre of religious 
and cultural resistance 
throughout the Middle 
Ages, with its vivid pink 
and white-striped walls 
against the backdrop of 
snow-clad mountains 
combines spectacular 
scenery with history and 
culture. From the out-
side, it maintains its for-
tress-like appearance but 
once through the main 

gate, the visitor finds 
himself in a spacious 
cobbled courtyard sur-
rounded by enchanting 
rows of wooden balco-
nies with a church in the 
centre. Around the back 
of the monastery is the 
little bakery famous for 
its delicious hot dough-
nuts and home-made 
yoghurt from buffalo or 
sheep’s milk. 

Nestling in a sleepy 
river valley in the Rho-
dope mountains, Bachk-
ovo monastery is the 
perfect place to admire 
the rich frescoes and 

miracle working icons, 
light candles at the altar 
and observe the rituals if 
you go there on a church 
holiday. You may wonder 
what a lamb is doing tied 
to a post in the monas-
tery yard until you real-
ize that Easter marks the 
end of the fast!

Closer to Sofia, the 
tiny UNESCO-listed 
Boyana church is home 
to one of the best exam-
ples of mediaeval art in 
Eastern Europe. Dating 
from 1259, the church’s 
frescoes are remarkable 
for their emotional depth 

and the maturity of their 
technique. The artists, 
who are unknown and 
referred to collectively 
as “the Boyana school”, 
are now believed to have 
influenced the develop-
ment of mediaeval art in 
Europe.

Though the pace of 
modern life has overshad-
owed religious piety in 
the big cities and among 
young people, the tradi-
tions are still going strong 
out in the villages where 
life revolves around the 
seasons, the land and the 
religious festivals.

Christine Milner

Ivanovo Rock Churches
photo: Alexander Ivanov

Sokolovo Monastery
photo: Emil Danailov
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Bulgaria’s
Ancient Capitals

Clive Leviev-Sawyer

We may start our 
fascinating tour of 

these ancient places with 
their special spotlights in 
Bulgaria’s history in Plis-
ka, which in fact, was the 
capital of Bulgaria longer 
than Sofia has been the 
capital of modern Bul-
garia. Founded by Khan 
Asparouh, Pliska was 
Bulgaria’s capital from 
681 to 893 CE but the 
ending of its tenure as 
the capital was turbu-
lent. Today, you can still 
step into history to see 
something of the ancient 
capital of Pliska, about 
3km north of the con-
temporary village of that 
name, which is about 
30km from the town of 

Shoumen. Mostly to be 
seen are the low walls 
of some ruins. Notable 
among the sights is the 
Eastern Gate, once the 
main entrance to the for-
tress, the Royal Basilica, 
of which part of the walls 
and columns remain, the 
Great Palace, which was 
the seat of government, 
and the Little Palace, the 
latter the residence of the 
khan. A museum at the 
site explains the struc-
ture of the ancient city, 
including its fortification 
systems, and up-to-date 
facilities such as sewer-
age and floor heating.

Preslav was the capi-
tal city until 972. Its his-
tory predated its status 

as the Bulgarian capital 
and archaeologists be-
lieve that the earliest 
settlement there dated 
back to Thracian times. 
As the capital, Preslav 
acquired a new vibran-
cy, including in the field 
of crafts and architec-
ture. On site there is an 
Archaeological Museum 
which explains the lay-
out of what remains of 
the capital. Partly re-
constructed to give a 
sense of the dimensions 
of Preslav in its heyday, 
the walls enclose the 
remnants of the palace 
while there are also the 
ruins of a monastery 
and the Golden Church, 
believed to have had a 

dome covered in gold 
leaf, hence its name.

In the days of Bul-
garian empire, the capi-
tal also was variously in 
Skopje and in Nis, and 
the next capital chrono-
logically that remains in 
the territory of today’s 
Bulgaria is the well-
known city of Veliko 
Turnovo. The city has 
the distinction of having 
been the Bulgarian capi-
tal twice, first from 1185 
to 1393 and again from 
1878 to 1879, the latter 
at the time of the end 
of Ottoman rule of Bul-
garia. In its days as the 
premier city, it was home 
not only to the emperors 
but also the patriarchate 

and the city on the three 
hills, then as now known 
for the grandiose sweep 
of the Yantra River, also 
was the orchard in which 
new advances in paint-
ing, architecture and 
literary works flowered. 
The highest symbol, lit-
erally, of those days in 
the history of Veliko 
Turnovo is the Tsarevets 
palace, as largely rebuilt, 
while other notable sites 
from the city’s medieval 
history onwards include 
the Trapezitsa fortress. 
The Archaeological Mu-
seum gives a glimpse of 
the town’s past, estimated 
to date back about 5000 
years. Not only is there 
a light show at Tsarevets 

during the summer sea-
son, it also is used for 
cultural events such as 
opera performance, a re-
markable experience for 
those strolling the paths 
to the summit on a starlit 
evening. These are only 
some of Veliko Turnovo’s 
attractions that make the 
town a popular choice 
for foreign expatriates to 
come to live.

In combination with a 
little reading of Bulgaria’s 
history and visits to local 
museums – to say noth-
ing of conversations over 
rakiya about their coun-
try’s past – the sights of 
the ancient capitals open 
a doorway to the fasci-
nating world of yore.

Veliko Tarnovo
photo: Alexander Ivanov

Veliko Tarnovo
photo: Alexander Ivanov

Pliska
photo: Emil Danailov
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The

Urban

Face
of Bulgaria

Source of photos: Ministry of Tourism
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W e may not real-
ize that some 

of the famous legends 
from ancient mythol-
ogy most likely took 
place on Bulgarian soil: 
the lyre-player Orpheus 
who entranced both hu-
mans and animals with 
his music and the Greek 
god of wine Dionyssus 
were both said to have 
lived here. Those legends 
remain little more than 
that to this day, as the 
peoples known as Thra-
cians that lived in these 
lands from 1500 B.C. to 
the 6th century A.D. left 
no written evidence of 
their civilization and we 
only have the writings of 
ancient Greek historians 
to go on. Add to that the 
fact that until recently 
little effort was made 

to explore the country’s 
Thracian roots and we 
are only now beginning 
to see the discoveries 
turned into tourist at-
tractions and archeolo-
gists to make some in-
formed guesses about 
the historical signifi-
cance of the sites. What 
is known for certain is 
that the Thracians left 
behind more sophisti-
cated and beautiful gold 
treasures than any other 
ancient civilization.

A trip to one of the 
ancient Thracian sites 
cannot fail to be a mov-
ing and spiritual experi-
ence.  Situated in remote 
locations, just getting 
there is a challenge, as 
roads in these parts are 
usually potholed and 
badly signposted and 

some clambering over 
rocks and stones will 
inevitably be required. 
On the plus side, this 
means that the sites are 
not overrun with tour-
ists and you may even be 
lucky enough to have the 
place to yourself and to 
be able to let your imagi-
nation run wild!

The most well-trod-
den and polished tourist 
product is the so-called 
Valley of the Thracian 
Kings in the central Bal-
kan mountain range, 
boasting around 1000 
burial mounds of which 
a few have been excavat-
ed and many more long 
since pillaged. The Thra-
cian ‘capital’ of Seuthop-
olis was nearby, though 
it is now under the Ka-
zanluk reservoir. The 4th 

century B.C. UNESCO-
listed Kazanlak tomb, 
with its remarkably in-
tact frescoes and bell-
shaped dome, is the most 
popular, though most 
visitors will visit the rep-
lica. The gold treasures 
found here can be seen in 
the Kazanluk museum, 
as can those from nearby 
Goliama Kosmatka, now 
confirmed as the tomb 
of Seuthes III, where a 
remarkably expressive 
bronze bust was discov-
ered in 2004.

The tomb at Sveshtari, 
in the middle of the Dan-
ube plain, is another hid-
den delight. Dating back 
to 3rd century B.C., it is 
somewhat cosmic in ap-

pearance, with a heavy 
metal door leading into 
what appears to be a 
grass-covered hill. Once 
through the corridor and 
inside the main chamber, 
the dozen tall sculpted 
female figures holding 
up the ceiling with their 
raised hands are an over-
whelming sight. 

Mystery surrounds 
the another relatively 
recent find in southeast 
Bulgaria: Perperikon is 
believed to be the famed 
temple of Dionysus where 
according to Herodotus 
the oracle told Alexander 
the Great that he would 
conquer the world and 
foretold the rise of the 
Roman empire. Fortress 

walls and towers, wine-
making equipment, holes 
gouged out of the rock all 
hint at the ancient people 
who indulged in mystic 
cults and secret rites with 
the help of fire and wine. 
The view from this rock 
towering over the whole 
valley below is breathtak-
ing and yet it is the en-
ergy (real or imagined?) 
that can either delight or 
terrify you. 

There is little of the 
polished tourist product 
akin to the UK’s Stone-
henge here, no snacks 
or audio guides to rent, 
and precisely this makes 
the sites all the more 
mysterious, magnetic 
and haunting.

Mystical Bulgaria 
Thracian Heritage

Christine Milner

Sveshtari Tomb
photo: Emil Danailov

Valley of Thracian Kings
photo: Alexander Ivanov
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Nice by Nature
Seeking Unspoilt

Bulgaria
Clive Leviev-Sawyer

Bulgaria has an aston-
ishingly long list of 

parks and reserves, and 
lest this short article be 
but a recitation of them, 
we shall highlight just a 
few. When you see them, 
you will understand why 
my fancy hiking boots 
have trod so much and 
why I was given a won-
derful backpack as a 
birthday gift. 

The Rila National 
Park, the largest of its 
kind in Bulgaria, is in 
the central and highest 
regions of the mountains 
of the same name, about 
100km south of capital 
city Sofia. For hikers, it 
has a system of chalets, 
lodges, and well-main-
tained tourist trails, but 
arguably most striking 

of all the features of the 
park is the breathtaking 
spectacle of the Seven 
Lakes of Rila. The lakes 
are between 2100m and 
2500m above sea level, 
and the starting point 
for a hike around them. 
To cover all seven, many 
hours should be set 
aside. Anyone in reason-
ably fit condition, and 
well-advised about the 
weather, can look for-
ward to a memorable 
walk around the splen-
dor of the sheer sheen of 
the water’s surface, with 
the magnificence of the 
mountain as a soaring 
backdrop. The atmos-
phere of the Seven Lakes 
of Rila is unforgettable to 
experience and not easy 
to capture in words – but 

I can tell you that when 
a foreign friend first saw 
my photographs, he said 
that it was the first place 
in Bulgaria that he would 
want to visit.

Pirin National Park, 
a UNESCO World Her-
itage site, is in south 
western Bulgaria. It will 
not surprise you by now 
to read that it is popular 
with hikers and moun-
taineers and is valued 
for its plants and ani-
mals. Pirin Park is a 
habitat for 159 species of 
birds, 40 per cent of Bul-
garia’s total. Part of the 
E4 international hikers’ 
route, from the Pyre-
nees through the Alps to 
the Peloponnese, passes 
through part of Pirin. 
The park has its share of 

marked routes and ac-
commodation.

At this point, a tip – 
Bulgaria does not con-
fine its beauty purely to 
its national and nature 
parks. Drive, for exam-
ple, the winding road 
beyond Bachkovo in the 
Rhodopes; from amid 
the forests to reach the 
higher altitudes, there 
are extraordinary Rho-
dope villages – such as 
the undiscovered gem of 
Kosovo (not to be con-
fused with the country 
of the same name). The 
eastern Rhodopes have 
many charms, especially 
around the Ivailovgrad 
dam area, in the wider 

area rich in archaeologi-
cal and historical lega-
cies.

And so to the sea. 
Away from the stereo-
type overbuilt resorts, 
a more rugged and 
wilder beauty can be 
found along the north-
ern Black Coast of Bul-
garia, from the stunning 
splendor of the rocky 
cliffs of Kamen Bryag to 
the poignant roughness 
of the coast near Cape 
Shabla, one of the last 
points before the Roma-
nian border.

At the other end of 
Bulgaria’s coast, to the 
south, there is Strandzha 
Nature Park, where the 

hills undulate gently up 
from the sea and, away 
from the main route 
south, narrow roads 
lead through the trees to 
isolated villages where 
traditions are held dear. 
In this region one can 
witness, in the open air 
on a summer night, the 
Nestinari dances on hot 
coals, a legacy peculiar 
in this part of Europe to 
Bulgaria. Work is being 
done to promote walk-
ing tours amid the beau-
ties of Strandzha, along 
the largely unspoilt 
beaches away from the 
south coast resorts, 
where the forests reach 
for the shoreline.

Seven Lakes, Rila Mountains
photo: Emil Danailov

Pirin Mountains
photo: Emil Danailov
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The

Rural

Face
of Bulgaria

Photos: Emil Danailov
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Melodious tunes and 
beautiful voices, 

fiery dances and brightly 
coloured costumes – 
Bulgarian folklore has to 
be seen, felt and experi-
enced! Traditional festi-
vals embrace all spheres 
of life and contain traits 
of ancient heathen and 
Christian rites. Most of 
the rituals and supersti-
tions related to the fes-
tivities revolve around 
good health and fortune 
and in particular are re-
lated to rural life protect-
ing the crop from storms 
and hail and assuring a 
rich harvest. All equally 
fascinating and exotic to 
the foreigner’s eye, you 
may have to go out into 
the countryside to ob-
serve them. Starting with 

the winter you might like 
to try:

Kukeri (The Mum-
mers Custom) is one of 
the most spectacular pa-
gan events in the Bulgar-
ian calendar and usually 
coincides with the start 
of the Orthodox Lent, 
although dates vary ac-
cording to regions. You 
may be lucky to be visit-
ed by Kukeri in the early 
hours of New Year’s day. 
A carnival of masked 
men dressed in goats or 
sheep skins and carrying 
huge bells, they give off a 
deafening noise as they 
make their way around 
the village chasing off 
bad spirits and illnesses. 
The tradition is thought 
to originate in the Thra-
cian festival of Dionys-

sus, marking the end of 
winter and the beginning 
of the fruitful period.

If you happen to be 
in Bulgaria at the be-
ginning of March you 
can observe one of the 
most endearing tradi-
tions, the giving of Mar-
tenitsas – red and white 
tokens or charms for 
luck and health. Ches-
tita Baba marta (‘Happy 
Grandmother March’)  
rings out throughout 
the country.   Nowa-
days a martenitsa can 
be anything from a wrist 
bracelet to a necklace 
with a plastic Barbie on 
it but the nicest are still 
the traditional Pizho 
and Penda male and fe-
male figures made of red 
and white wool.

Nestinarstvo (fire 
dancing), a fascinating 
sight, can nowadays be 
seen throughout the 
season at any tourist 
resort on the Black Sea 
though it originates 
from an ancient pa-
gan ritual, which was 
originally practiced just 
once a year on Mid-
summer’s Eve in the 
south east of Bulgaria. 
Onlookers are stunned 
to see the ‘nestinar’ or 
‘nestinarka’ dance bare-
foot on a bed of glowing 
embers holding an icon 
to strengthen their faith 
and protect them from 
pain. Accompanied by 
the haunting beating of 
a drum and the wail-

ing bagpipe (gaida), 
the original dancers 
were believed to reach a 
state of religious trance 
which prevented them 
feeling pain. 

A far more fragrant 
experience is a visit to 
the Rose Valley in the 
first week of June for 
the Rose Festival, which 
marks the harvesting 
of the rose petals that 
are used to produce the 
rose oil for which Bul-
garia is famous. Besides 
the ritual rose cutting 
in the lovely rose gar-
dens, there is a proces-
sion through the town, 
the crowing of the rose 
queen and a whole host 
of accompanying. 

Many of the tradition-
al holidays have almost 
fallen by the wayside in 
the cities, while they are 
alive and kicking in the 
country, but one tradition 
that is celebrated heartily 
to this day is the Name 
Day. Most name days are 
fixed calendar days al-
though some are related 
to religious events such as 
Easter and therefore fall 
on different dates each 
year. Friends and family 
are free to visit those cel-
ebrating their name day, 
bringing gifts and flow-
ers. Typically the person 
celebrating will also share 
out chocolates or other 
treats amongst his work 
colleagues on that day.

Traditions
and Holidays

Christine Milner

St. Jordan’s Day
photo: Alexander Ivanov

Folklore Festival,
Koprivshtica

photo: Emil Danailov
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It would be difficult to 
compare the artistic 

and architectural Renais-
sance of western Europe 
with what occurred dur-
ing the same time period 
in Bulgaria. During the 
time when European na-
tions were going through 
an economic, political, 
and artistic revolution, 
Bulgaria, along with the 
rest of the Balkans, was 
in a state of cultural, 
economic and political 
isolation. The Ottoman 
Empire—spanning most 
of South East Europe 
and ruling over Bulgaria 
for nearly 500 years—
left a lasting imprint on 
Bulgarian heritage. A 
large part of the cultur-
al wealth created prior 

to the Ottoman rule 
was entirely destroyed. 
Churches were torn 
down and replaced by 
mosques, and the towns 
took on a distinctly ori-
ental look.

It was not until the 
18th and early 19th cen-
tury that the first signs of 
spiritual and economic 
revival begin to appear 
in Bulgaria. After nu-
merous wars with Rus-
sia, the influence of the 
Ottoman Empire was 
strongly weakened and 
it began to release its 
grip over its territories. 
Bulgarians began to de-
velop their own indus-
tries, trade with many 
European nations began, 
and crafts began to flour-

ish. The increased wealth 
in the population was 
reflected in the build-
ing of impressive houses 
with decorated facades, 
spacious rooms, and 
elaborate frescoes.  A 
great number of schools, 
churches and trade 
buildings were also built 
at the time. Examples of 
this development can be 
seen in a number of Bul-
garian towns today – Old 
Plovdiv, Koprivshtitsa, 
Trjavna, Kotel, Jeravna, 
Melnik, Arbanasi, and 
many others. Several 
monasteries were also 
built or completed at that 
time, the most remark-
able of which were the 
Rojen , Trojan and Preo-
brajenski (Transfigura-

tion) monasteries.  The 
heritage left from the 
revival masters is rich 
and varied. The clock 
tower in Trjavna, the bell 
tower at the Holy Trinity 
Church in Bansko, and 
the bridge over the river 
Jantra in Lovetch capti-
vate visitors to this day.

It is difficult to deter-
mine which is the most 
remarkable of the revival 
towns in Bulgaria. Per-
haps it is the town of Old 
Plovdiv, where several 
time periods are weaved 
into a place frozen in 
time – the cobblestone 
streets snake around the 
city walls built by Alex-
ander the Great, and pic-
turesque old houses peek 

into the ancient roman 
theater.

Then there is Ko-
privshtitsa, the birth-
place of some of the 
greatest Bulgarian revo-
lutionaries and writers, 
and the place where the 
first gun was fired to sig-
nal the start of the April 
revolution against the 
Turkish Empire.

One of the most un-
spoilt revival villages is 
the one of Jeravna where 
time seems to have 
stopped. You will not see 
people rushing here - life 
goes with tranquility un-
known to urban men. 
Here in Jeravna, the fes-
tival of national costumes 
has taken place for sever-

al years now. It`s hard to 
find a more picturesque 
event which presents the 
vividness of the Bulgari-
an national clothing from 
the time of the revival. 
Costumes from all ethno-
graphical regions of Bul-
garia are gathered at one 
place and all of them dif-
fer in colors and patterns. 

Wherever you visit, 
you cannot help but be 
inspired by the warmth 
and timelessness of the 
Bulgarian revival archi-
tecture, which shows the 
Bulgarian sense of beau-
ty, practicality, harmony 
and esthetics. The culture 
and spirituality of Bul-
garia are reflected in this 
remarkable heritage.

The Revival
Heritage of Bulgaria

Milena Efremova

Tryavna
photo: Emil Danailov

Zheravna
photo: Emil Danailov
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The
Human

Face
of Bulgaria

Photos: Emil Danailov
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I t was in the 1970s that 
the first Bulgarian en-

tries were included in the 
World Heritage List of 
the UNESCO and since 
then, the list has been 
lengthening and is cer-
tain to lengthen still; no 
wonder, given the time-
less wonder of the work 
of artists and builders 
to be seen around the 
country.

Sofia’s Boyana Church 
has been on the list since 
1979 and visitors to-
day can benefit from the 
lengthy project of resto-
ration of frescoes at the 
church, the earliest parts 
of which date from the 
10th century. The strik-
ing skill, vividness and 
depth of the work in the 
frescoes have given them 
their place in the history 

of European culture and 
they are seen as forerun-
ners of the work of the 
European Renaissance. 
The beauty is magi-
cal and moving – you 
cannot fail to have the 
wonder linger in your 
memory long after see-
ing Bulgaria. 

Rila Monastery, a 
place that warmly touch-
es the soul of the visitor, 
had its origins in the 10th 
century in the time of St 
Ivan Rilski. The tomb 
of the hermit became a 
holy site for Bulgarians 
and the complex became 
an important centre not 
only spiritually but also 
in terms of learning. A 
sight that the visitor nev-
er forgets is the Cross of 
Rafail, carved over more 
than 12 years from a 

single piece of wood, to 
depict in miniature 104 
religious scenes and 650 
figurines. Completed in 
1802, it cost its maker his 
eyesight.

Much further back 
in time, to the era of the 
Thracians, are the two 
tombs that have made it 
on to the UNESCO list 
– that at Kazanluk and 
the one of Sveshtari. The 
Thracian tomb of Kazan-
luk is said to date from the 
fourth century BCE and is 
part of a larger necropo-
lis, near the ancient Thra-
cian capital Seuthopolis. 
Its murals show a Thra-
cian couple at a ritual fu-
neral feast (the depiction 
of the woman was put on 
the reverse of Bulgaria’s 
50 stotinki coin). For the 
sake of preservation, it is 

a replica of the beehive-
structure tomb to which 
visitors are admitted.

The Thracian Tomb 
of Sveshtari, in the 
Razgrad region, is be-
lieved to be from the 
third century BCE and 
boasts the striking visual 
imagery of half-human, 
half-plant figures within 
the tomb’s walls. The 10 
female figures are said by 
scholars to be the work 
of the Getae, a Thracian 
people, and represent a 
unique find. If there is 
something of the Indiana 
Jones in you, this is one 
of the foremost ancient 
places in Bulgaria to get 

your imagination going.
Also within ancient 

practices of the Christian 
tradition in Bulgaria are 
the rock-hewn churches 
of Ivanovo, found in the 
valley of the Roussenski 
Lom River in north-east-
ern Bulgaria. The group 
of churches, chapels and 
monasteries are, as their 
name suggests, hewn 
from the very rock 32m 
above the river, but it is 
not only that that makes 
the site remarkable, but 
also the 14th century 
frescoes.

At the Black Sea coast, 
the ancient city of Nesse-
bar, within the modern 

town of the same name, 
was included on the UN-
ESCO list in 1983. Tour-
ism and development 
have changed the town 
much since then – and 
it is a place that has seen 
many changes in the es-
timated 3000 years of its 
history – but no visitor 
to the area should miss 
the chance to visit and 
photograph the Stara Mi-
tropolia Basilica and the 
fortress, both dating from 
medieval times and a re-
minder of the place that 
Nessebar has held for 
centuries in the trading 
and spiritual life of settle-
ments by the Black Sea.

A World’s Heritage
UNESCO Sites

Clive Leviev-Sawyer

Rila Monastery
source: Ministry of Tourism

Boyana Church
photo: Emil Danailov
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The archaeological 
discoveries in Bul-

garia every summer 
bring the country inter-
national attention. But 
you do not need a brush 
and a trowel to discover 
the Bulgaria’s wealth of 
archaeological and his-
torical treasures – nota-
ble among them the her-
itage from the time that 
today’s country was part 
of the Roman Empire.

The legacy of Rome is 
to be seen in many places 
in Bulgaria, many times 
with the greatest of ease.

Start in the capi-
tal city Sofia, in Roman 
times known as Serdica. 
Thanks to some very 
stylish work by archae-
ologists and landscape 

designers, residents and 
tourists can promenade 
along an open space 
where part of the central 
streets of the Roman-
era city are on display. 
Opened in summer 
2012, the large area next 
to the Serdica metro sta-
tion is a delight for visi-
tors and photographers; 
during the season, you 
can watch the young ar-
chaeologists at work as 
they carefully reveal the 
layers of ancient times. 
All within easy walking 
distance, in the under-
pass near the Council 
of Ministers and Presi-
dency buildings, sec-
tions of walls and other 
infrastructure may be 
seen, and to stand in 

the square in front of 
the Sheraton Hotel is to 
stand where Serdicans 
gathered at their forum. 
The Arena di Serdica 
Hotel, also in the centre, 
has its own display of Ro-
man ruins, uncovered as 
the hotel was being built. 
Naturally, a visit to the 
Archaeological Museum 
is helpful, to understand 
what you are seeing at 
the locations in the city, 
while within a few years’ 
time, there should be 
a continuous walking 
route of excavations be-
tween the Serdica site 
and the ancient West-
ern Gate of Serdica. For 
many foreign visitors, to 
see the surprisingly large 
and well-displayed Ro-

man legacy in Sofia and 
other cities is to open a 
surprise package.

Another of the most 
prominent Roman-era 
sites in Bulgaria is in 
Plovdiv, where recent 
work has seen excava-
tion and restoration of 
the Roman Stadium site, 
next to the city’s land-
mark mosque, and after 
a pleasant stroll down 
Plovdiv’s central shop-
ping street, you will find 
the Odeon site, which 
dates from the second 
to fifth centuries, and is 
the location of a Roman-
era theatre, smaller in 
scale then Plovdiv’s well-

known ancient theatre 
in the city’s Old Town. 
Close to the modern-
era central Post Office is 
The Forum, dating from 
the first to second centu-
ries CE. Overall it covers 
about 11 hectares, mak-
ing it arguably the largest 
such Roman-era forum 
site in Bulgaria. 

On to the eastern 
Rhodopes – worth seeing 
for the scenery and the 
views of mountain and 
stream from the wind-
ing roads, about four km 
from Ivailovgrad, there 
is the Villa Armira. En-
closed in a modern struc-
ture that assists in the 

preservation of the find, 
the villa is well worth a 
visit for the floor mosaics 
and the rare ability to fol-
low the walkways within 
the first-century villa and 
get a sense of the wealthy 
family whose home it was 
must have lived. It is a 
rarity that there are pre-
served mosaic portraits 
of some of the children 
who lived in the house 
1900 years ago. 

After a tour to Bulgar-
ia and stops at these plac-
es with their glimpses of 
a glory long remembered, 
the visitor can say: I have 
walked in the footsteps of 
the Romans.

Roaming Bulgaria’s
Roman Heritage

Clive Leviev-Sawyer

Plovdiv
photo: Alexander Petrov

Nicopolis ad Istrum
photo: Emil Danailov
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