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This review has been prepared on the basis of an order by the Director of the Institute of
Balkan Studies and Center of Thracology (BAS) after reviewing the documents and scientific
publications submitted by Assoc. prof. Antoaneta Borislavova Balcheva, which meet the
requirements of the Academic Staff Development Law in the Republic of Bulgaria, the
Regulations on the conditions and procedures for acquiring scientific degrees and occupying
academic positions in the Republic of Bulgaria, and the Annex to the Regulations of the
Scientific Council of the Institute of Balkan Studies and Center of Thracology at the Bulgarian
Academy of Sciences on the conditions and procedures for acquiring scientific degrees and
occupying academic positions.

The scientific development of the only applicant who applied in the competition, in the
field of Higher Education 2. Humanities, Professional field 2.1. Philology ("Balkan Literatures
and Cultures") — Assoc. Prof. Antoaneta Borislavova Balcheva began at the Institute of Balkan
Studies at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences after completing a master's degree in "Slavic
Philology, Czech Philology" and an additional degree in "History and Theory of Culture" at
Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski". Her doctoral dissertation — "The Nature of Romanticism
in the Slavic South," was defended in 1997, after which it was expanded into her first scientific
monograph (2000). Since 2011, after her habilitation, she has been appointed to the academic
position of "associate professor" in the section "Cultural History of the Balkan Peoples" (now
"Cultural History of the Balkans") at the Institute of Balkan Studies and Center of Thracology at
the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. The list of her publications over the years includes 3
monographs, 68 scientific articles and studies, the compilation and editing of a number of
national and international scientific collections, and numerous reviews. Her project activities are
also impressive, including scientific leadership of various projects, among which are the
international projects: “The Contribution of the Intellectual and Spiritual Elites in Bulgaria and




Croatia to the Linguistic and Cultural Diversity of Europe”,”Bulgarians and Croats in modern
Europe. Cultural identities and parallels”, the institutional projects "The Balkans between East
and West — Cultural and Civilizational Interactions" and "The Balkans in the European Cultural
Space"; her participation in national and educational projects funded by the Ministry of
Education and Science, etc. Her extensive research activity has also resulted in the organization
of numerous interdisciplinary scientific conferences, which have culminated in the publication of
a series of thematic collections, some of which she has compiled and edited. For the purposes of
the announced competition, the candidate has selected a total of 23 publications, including 19
studies and articles included in national and international publications, three articles indexed in
world-renowned databases, the compilation of six collections, one collective monograph, and her
latest monograph: The Culture of Travel. Intertwined Texts and Destinies of Bulgarians and
Croats from the Late 19th to the Mid-20th Century. Sofia: Institute of Balkan Studies and Center
of Thracology, 2025, ISBN: 978-619-7179-64-4. The attached list of citations in monographs,
collective volumes, and periodical scientific publications speaks to the candidate's visibility and
recognition in the national and international scientific circles.

Publications

The 23 publications submitted for the competition highlight several main areas of
research: Bulgarian-Croatian literary and cultural ties; translation reception studies; comparative
typology of Bulgarian and Croatian modernism and avant-garde; travel as a cultural phenomenon
and related models of communication and social practices; [llyrianism as a cultural and political
project. Some of the studies and articles are on the topic of the habilitation thesis and are
included in an edited and expanded version in its structure. The publications devoted to
Illyrianism deserve special attention and make a definite contribution to contemporary research
on the process of forming modern national and cultural identities. The conceptualization of the
Illyrian idea as a "cultural text" allows the author to construct a comprehensive vision of the role
and functions of Illyrianism in the process of Croatian national self-identification and to carry
out an analytical reconstruction of the place of Illyrianism in the debate between competing
models of community identification and cultural-political orientations. The study of Bulgarian-
Croatian dialogue in the field of theater and music, as well as the examination of women's
literary circles from the beginning of the 20th century through the prism of intercultural
exchange, testify to A. Balcheva's desire to systematically expand her scientific interests and
competencies, and her consistent self-development as a highly erudite scholar.

Habilitation thesis

The presented habilitation thesis “The Culture of Travel. Intertwined Texts and
Destinies of Bulgarians and Croats from the Late 19th to the Mid-20th Century” consists of

an introduction, four chapters, a conclusion, and an extensive bibliography. The significance of
the study is determined by the attempt to systematize and typologize the mutual perceptions of
Croats and Bulgarians in the period from the end of the 19th to the middle of the 20th century,
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the successful realization of which is due to a well-thought-out theoretical model and a
consistently applied complex methodology. Fundamental to the theoretical and methodological
framework of the study is the conceptual phrase "culture of travel," whose choice is motivated by
the desire to construct a research concept that is as open and flexible as possible. The author
starts from the understanding of travel as a "cognitive process of 'othering' and passing through
different fields of knowledge" (7) — an understanding that is conceptually open and loaded with
rich interpretative resources.

In the analytical parts of the work, Antoaneta Balcheva convincingly shows and proves
that looking at Bulgarian-Croatian relations through the prism of the culture of travel is
extremely productive for building a complex, multi-layered, and multi-faceted picture of the
Bulgarian-Croatian dialogue. The phenomenon of travel is seen and understood as a key
mediator in this dialogue, which debates the relationships between "self" and "other," national
and supranational, traditional and modern, center and periphery. The author consistently and
systematically traces these relations, revealing both the dynamics of cultural exchange and the
fluid and flexible nature of the dialogical fields that have formed, which are characterized by
instability and susceptibility to diverse influences and revisions. An indisputable advantage of
instrumentalizing the syntagma "culture of travel" is its potential to reflect in its structure the
dynamics of socio-historical, geopolitical, and cultural processes, which allows for the
construction of a multitude of different research topics. Antoaneta Balcheva maximizes this
potential by placing the observed imagological representations in a network of connections and
dependencies on extra-literary factors.

The productivity of the theoretical model is already evident in the first chapter of the
monograph, "Bulgarian-Croatian Dialogues from the Late 19th and Early 20th Centuries," in
which the mutual representations of Bulgarians and Croats are examined through the travelogues
of Ivan Shishmanov, Stefan Bobchev, Alexander Bojinov, Andrej Protich, Nikola Andri¢,
Marian Alkovié¢, and Franjo Horvat-Ki3. The specific analyses are aimed at systematizing the
representations of Bulgarian and Croatian and extracting the essence of the image of the other.
Thus, as a result of her analysis of Nikola Andrié's text, the author synthesizes his perception of
Bulgaria as "a time in the past and a place in the present, in which his compatriots also play a
special role" (73). This quote is symptomatic of Balcheva's ability to focus her research not only
on the semantic cores of the respective imagological representations, but also on the
reconstruction of the relationships and transfers that constitute them, and above all on the mutual
connections and reflections between the image of the other and the image of oneself.

The second chapter of the monograph shifts the research focus from the reconstruction of
mutual perceptions of Bulgarians and Croats to an attempt to develop a typology of changes in
the culture of travel in Bulgarian and Croatian modernist literature. As the specific analyses
show, in both literatures these changes are linked to a rethinking and revision of perceptions of
the homeland and its place in the debate between the national and the European. The
examination of Antun G. Matos's travel prose through the dynamics of the European-national
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relationship does not fail to note its inherent deep contradiction and dichotomy between the spirit
of cosmopolitanism and deep roots in the homeland. At the same time, within the conceptual
understanding of this dichotomy, Balcheva deviates from her main research focus and offers an
analytical presentation of Matos's emblematic philosophy of the Croatian landscape, thus
complementing and completing his Bulgarian image as a key figure in Croatian modernism.
These types of “deviations”, which often appear in scientific work, deserve special attention
because through them the work expands its research scope and opens up additional contexts for
interpreting the observed phenomena and relationships.

One of the main research theses, which links and associates travel with phenomena and
processes in the social world, with changes in the way of perceiving and understanding the
world, with the processes of cultural identification and self-identification, forms its own
conceptual thread. And one of the most significant merits of the scientific work is its consistent
pursuit and permanent development and improvement. Already in the first chapter of the study,
the specific travel visions are interpreted through the prism of community identifications and
self-identifications, which in this period are still linked to the idea of Slavic unity and the
messianic attitudes and utopian projects it nourishes. The research focus is constantly directed
towards the transfer from memory to history, the relationship between collective and individual
memory, and the transformation of values and attitudes towards the native and the foreign.

The reconstruction of the imaginal representations in the period of modernism outlines
the dialogue with foreign culture as a place for the construction of modern cultural self-reflection
(115), which is open not only to otherness and difference, but also to the rethinking of tradition.
Tracking this process, Antoaneta Balcheva highlights the changes in the understanding of history
and geography, which are reflected in the general plan of modernization processes in the early
20th century. Travel during this period is conceived as a process of "constant reworking and
identification with the 'foreign™ (104), accompanied by alienation from "ethnocentric self-
sufficiency".

Bringing together the observations on the image of Venice in Croatian Romantic travel
writing and the presence of the sea in the works of Bulgarian writers, which at first glance seems
strange, is justified by the author through the broad context of Mediterranean culture and
reference to Svetlozar Igov's study of the Mediterranean spirit of Bulgarian culture.

Both subchapters are convincing proof of the author's ability to examine phenomena in a
comparative manner. The image of Venice is analyzed through the similarities and differences
both in the specific visions of the city and in the way of understanding cultural heritage and in
the modes of representation of the city's past and present. The city is seen as a metatext, and the
way in which travel is interpreted is another argument for its role as a mediator between cultures
and civilizations. The comparative interpretation of the maritime theme in Bulgarian travelogues
from the late 19th to the mid-20th century is aimed at typologizing the observed travelogue
models both in terms of the genre and stylistic features of the texts and the philosophical and
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aesthetic concepts projected in them. As in other parts of the scientific work, here too the
author's insistence on systematically constructing and maintaining its conceptual unity by
constantly relating her observations to the idea of homeland and the dialogue between past and
present, national and universal, stands out.

Comparative analysis is also the leading approach in the last chapter of the study, which
examines the mutual perceptions of Bulgarians and Croats formed in travel texts from the 1930s
to the 1960s. This final chapter introduces a new research aspect, which distinguishes a corpus of
texts that thematize travel through the perspective of female experience and perception. The
author avoids speculation on the topic of "women's writing" by choosing a contextual reading of
female authorship through the prism of "the increasingly strong presence of women in a cultural
space that is being restructured on the basis of modern principles" (163). In the course of
systematizing the imagological constructions, the travel writing visions of Bulgarian authors
(Olga Chavova, Bogdana Dochova, Vera Ploceva), as well as the image of Bulgaria created by
Vesna Parun, are placed at the intersection of collective cultural memory with personal
experience and spiritual integration into the space of the other. One of the most valuable
contributions of A. Balcheva's research is the examination of the insufficiently studied travel
texts of Lyubomir Mihaylov and previously unpublished materials from the personal archive of
Stilian Chilingirov, which are comprehensively presented and interpreted through the lens of her
overall concept of travel as a cultural phenomenon that reflects leading trends in socio-historical
and socio-cultural processes and in which the dynamics of identity structures and mental
attitudes are reflected.

In conclusion, I will summarize the contributory nature of the proposed habilitation thesis
in its most essential aspects:

Successful application of an interdisciplinary approach that combines the perspectives of
imagology, cultural anthropology, comparative literature with those of literary and social history.

Systematization and typology of the mutual perceptions of Bulgarians and Croats (from
the late 19th to the mid-20th century) through the prism of travel, conceived as the main
mediator of Bulgarian-Croatian dialogue and exchange of values and ideas.

Building a conceptually unified vision of Bulgarian-Croatian relations from the end of the
19th to the middle of the 20th century, which reveals the connections and dependencies of
specific manifestations of cultural and literary communication from common sociocultural
processes, the geopolitical and ideological factors, as well as changes in social and mental
attitudes.

Attracting an exceptionally voluminous text corpus and selecting literary material that is
not limited to the canon, but includes lesser-known and insufficiently studied or marginalized
texts. Particular emphasis should be placed on the study of private archival collections and




Bulgarian and Croatian periodicals that are significant for the period under review, which
ensures the comprehensiveness and multifaceted nature of the research reconstructions.

The observations on the proposed publications and the habilitation thesis of Antoaneta
Balcheva show the consistent formation of her own research position and her own clearly
recognizable scientific style. In her scientific research work, Antoaneta Balcheva manages to
achieve the difficult balance between maintaining focus on the central problem and redirecting
research attention to the constant opening of different contexts, multiplying perspectives, and
crossing the boundaries of the specific problem field. The systematic application of an
interdisciplinary approach in her scientific research expands its contribution from the narrower
fields of Bulgarian-Croatian intercultural exchange and South Slavic and Balkan comparative
literature to imagology, studies of collective identities, the history of public consciousness, and
mental and cultural attitudes.

Based on the indisputable contributions of the overall scientific output and the proposed
habilitation thesis, "The Culture of Travel. Intertwined Texts and Destinies of Bulgarians and
Croats from the Late 19th to the Mid-20th Century ", I strongly support the application of Assoc.
Prof. Antoaneta Balcheva, and vote in favor of her election to the academic position of
"professor" in the field of higher education 2. Humanities, professional field 2.1 Philology
(Balkan Literatures and Cultures).
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