OPINION
by Prof. Dr. Yordanka Gesheva, Institute for Historical Studies — BAS

on the competition for the academic position of '""Professor'" in the field of
higher education 2. Humanities, professional field 2.1. Philology ("Balkan
Literatures and Cultures"), announced for the needs of the “Cultural

History of the Balkans” section at the Institute of Balkan Studies and Center

of Thracology "Prof. Alexander Fol" at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences
in the State Gazette, issue No. 63/01.08.2025.

Associate Professor Dr. Antoaneta Borislavova Balcheva is the sole
participant in the selection procedure for occupying the academic position of
Professor, announced for the needs of the Section “Cultural History of the
Balkans” at the Institute of Balkan Studies and Center of Thracology, Bulgarian
Academy of Sciences. In the procedure, she presents the monograph 7The 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, pp. 274. In addition to the
monograph, Assoc. Prof. Balcheva submits for the procedure 5 studies and 17
articles, as well as editorial and compilation work in 1 collective monograph and
6 thematic volumes, participation in projects, scholarly conferences, symposia,
and other academic activities, all of which are described and attached to the

application documents for the procedure.

The monograph submitted for review is part of the implementation of a joint
international project between the Institute of Balkan Studies and Centre of
Thracology at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences and the Institute for the

History of Croatian Literature, Theatre, and Music at the Croatian Academy of
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Sciences and Arts. The project, entitled “Bulgarian and Croatian Cultural Routes
in Southeast Europe: Points of Intersection and Interaction,” was carried out
during the period 2022-2025. In the candidate’s scientometric record, the

monograph is listed as the main habilitation work.

The monograph encompasses two multilayered main themes: the culture of
travel, and Bulgarian-Croatian literary and cultural relations from the late 19th to
the mid-20th century, presented within a broad intellectual, historical, political,
and social context. Essentially, the two themes are directly or indirectly
interconnected—often one reflects the other—and this relationship is effectively
demonstrated in the monograph. The author examines and reinterprets travel as a
philosophical concept, as well as a cultural and social practice. Travel is presented
as a phenomenon that enriches the understanding of Bulgarians and Croatians
regarding the customs, traditions, values, identity, and national ideals of the

“other,” who in this case is portrayed as a friend rather than an enemy.

In most cases, the theme of travel is explored through the works of a cohort
of Bulgarian and Croatian authors who visited or spent time in each other’s
countries, gaining firsthand insight into the identity, characteristics, and
uniqueness of the neighboring culture. Travel has always taken on numerous
forms, provoking endless possibilities for analysis and observation, and the author
of the book seeks to demonstrate this through the works of Bulgarian and Croatian
intellectuals. The historiographical overview in the introduction provides the

reader with an initial sense of what to expect from the book.

The first chapter is devoted to the culture of travel among Bulgarian and
Croatian intellectuals from the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Croatia is
portrayed through the eyes of Bulgarian travelers, while Bulgaria during the
period surrounding the First World War is depicted in two Croatian travelogues.
In both cases, the prevailing ideas are those of national self-affirmation and the

cultural emancipation of the intellectual elites. The aspiration for mutual



understanding between the two peoples is clearly evident. The text also
demonstrates the extent to which travel remained within the confines of the local
and traditional, or whether the influence of Europeanization and modernization

had already begun to be felt.

Presented and analysed are the texts of Ivan Shishmanov, Aleksandar Bozhinov,
Stefan Bobchev, Andrey Proti¢, Ivan Vazov, Anton Strashimirov, Anna
Kamenova, Kiril Hristov, Dora Gabe, and others. Associate Professor Balcheva
also examines the travelogues of Croatian writers Nikola Andri¢, Marijan
Alkovié, and Franjo Horvat- Ki§, which reflect the dynamics of socio-historical
changes from the beginning of the 20th century up to the eve of the First World
War (second chapter). The critical review by Dr. Balcheva of the insufficiently
studied archival materials and travelogues of Stilian Chilingirov and Lyubomir
Mihaylov allows for the emergence of a new model of communication between
Bulgarians and Croatians. The multidimensional portrayal of the past and present
of Zagreb, Dalmatia, and the Croatian lands, as recreated by the two Bulgarian
authors at a time when Croatia was part of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, carries
the characteristics of a turbulent political reality on the eve of the Second World

War.

A special place in the book is devoted to the work of women travel writers,
who achieved spiritual emancipation and distanced themselves from the socially
imposed standards of femininity in the period before the First World War (fourth
chapter). The travelogues of the Bulgarian women Olga Chavova, Bogdana
Dochova, and Vera Plocheva are examined with regard to the changes in their
personal and creative trajectories, corresponding to the new tastes and social
practices that emerged from the 1930s up to the eve of the Second World War. In
this postwar period, travel occupied a particularly significant place in the
conceptions of modernism held by women intellectuals. A unifying motif in the

three travelogues under study — Skitnitsa (Olga Chavova), Under the Shade of the



Pines (Bogdana Dochova), and Through Yugoslavia (Vera Plocheva)—is the
pursuit of adventure, risk, and discovery, as well as the desire to explore new
spaces and encounter new values in everyday life. In a similar vein, the book
analyzes and presents the travelogues devoted to Bulgaria by the Croatian poet,
translator, and travel writer Vesna Parun, who lived in Bulgaria between 1962 and
1967, returned subsequently, and maintained strong personal and professional
relationships with Blaga Dimitrova, Radoy Ralin, Aleksandar Gerov, Dimitar

Panteleev, and other Bulgarian intellectuals.

Associate Professor Dr. Balcheva’s conclusion, well-substantiated and
supported with numerous examples, is that the mutual interest of Bulgarian and
Croatian elites in the cultural and social history of the two peoples from the late
19th century to the first half of the 20th century is reflected in individual travel
sketches and notes, documenting their impressions in publications of various
types and character. The author focuses primarily on works of literary-historical
interest—rarely known or previously unknown texts devoted to Bulgaria by
Nikola Andri¢ (Two Days in Bulgaria), Marijan Alkovi¢ (Route: Belgrade — Sofia
— Tsarigrad), Franjo Horvat-KiS$ (Seen and Unseen: Travel Notes), the travel
writings of Vesna Parun devoted to Bulgaria, and others. Some of the materials
and photographs that Balcheva uses for her book were retrieved from the personal
and family archives of certain authors. Based on previously unpublished
documents, the literary and historical context surrounding the performance of
Milan Begovi¢’s play The Adventurer at the Door (1926) at the Ivan Vazov
National Theatre in Sofia has also been reconstructed and interpreted (fourth

chapter).

The attached scientometric table accurately reflects the results of Associate
Professor Dr. Balcheva’s scientific activity. A total of 22 articles and studies are
distributed as follows: three articles published in journals indexed and refereed in

internationally recognized scientific databases; 5 studies and 14 articles published



in non-indexed journals with scientific peer review and in edited collective
volumes. Dr. Balcheva has also documented the citations of her studies and
articles. The table includes five projects in which Dr. Balcheva participated and/or
led, funded wholly or partially by the Ministry of Science and Education, as well
as her participation in four projects of the Institute of Balkan Studies and the
Centre of Thracology, funded by the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences.

In conclusion, I wish to emphasize my high assessment of the monograph,
studies, and articles, as well as of Associate Professor Dr. Antoaneta Balcheva’s
involvement in research projects, editorial work on collective volumes, and other
scholarly activities. I am confident that she fully meets all the requirements for
appointment to the academic position of Professor, as announced in the State
Gazette, No. 63/2025, at the request of the “Cultural History of the Balkans”
section of the Institute of Balkan Studies and the Centre of Thracology at the

Bulgarian Academy of Sciences.
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