REVIEW

From Prof. Narcis Torbov, DSc, University of Library Studies and
Information Technologies — Sofia

to Georgi Gospodinov Kovachev — curator at the Regional Museum of
History — Sliven

participant in a competition for occupying the academic position of
"Associate Professor" in the field of higher education 2. Humanities, professional
field 2.2 History and Archaeology (Ancient Archaeology), for the needs of the
Regional Museum of History — Sliven, announced in the State Gazette, issue 39
of May 13, 2025

Georgi Kovachev possesses extensive professional experience,
accumulated as a result of his long-standing work directly related to the study and
promotion not only of Bulgarian, but also of world cultural and historical heritage.
He studied at the Faculty of History of Veliko Tarnovo University “St. St. Cyril
and Methodius” from 1987 to 1992, where he received a Master’s degree. From
1990 to 1998, he was appointed curator at the Regional Museum of History —
Sliven. Between 1997 and 2000, he was a doctoral student at the Veliko Tarnovo
University with the dissertation topic “The Bulgarian Lands between Eastern
Stara Planina and Strandzha during the 12th—14th centuries,” and in 2001 he
obtained the educational and scientific degree of “Doctor.” From 2001 to 2005,
he studied at the College of Charleston, Department of Arts — USA. From 2009
to 2012, he taught at Battery Creek High School, 1 Blue Dolphin Dr., Beaufort —
USA. From 2015 to 2024, he was a lecturer in Anthropology at Trident Technical
College, North Charleston — USA. After returning to the Republic of Bulgaria, in
2024 he was once again appointed curator at the Regional Museum of History —
Sliven.

For his participation in the competition, Georgi Kovachev presents a

habilitation thesis entitled “Ancient Hybrid Theriomorphic Creatures from




Southeastern Bulgaria”. The monograph consists of 203 pages and includes an
introduction, six chapters, a conclusion, and a list of sources, references, and
electronic publications used. The text is supplemented with an appendix —
illustrative material and a list of illustrations.

In the introduction of the monograph, the subject of the research is defined
— an analytical examination of a group of images from ancient monuments
depicting mythical hybrid beasts. These combine the bodies of mammals, birds,
reptiles, and aquatic creatures. A brief historiographic review is provided of
scholarly studies in which such mythological figures have been described and
analyzed. Their presence is also documented on ancient monuments originating
from the territory of Ancient Thrace. Some of these come from Southeastern
Bulgaria and were discovered during archaeological excavations. The images of
hybrid theriomorphic beasts also determine the main objective of the research —
the interpretation of these figures. This objective is achieved through several tasks
carried out across the six chapters of the monograph. In each chapter, the images
of the hippalectryon, griffin, pardalokamp, hippocamp, Cerberus, and Pegasus are
analytically examined. The author successfully applies the method of comparative
analysis.

In the first chapter, the images of the mythological creature hippalectryon
— a zoomorphic combination of a horse and a rooster — are presented. Its existence
is documented by a ceramic rhyton originating from a tomb uncovered in the
Taneva mound, dated to the middle or the third quarter of the 4th century BC.
Referring to written sources and depictions on various monuments from the 6th—
5th centuries BC, Georgi Kovachev suggests that the rooster was mythologically
associated as a symbol of the ancient gods Apollo, Ares, Artemis, Asclepius,
Athena, Dionysus, Zeus and Ganymede, Persephone, Hades, and Hermes. The
author also examines the role of the horse in the mythological concepts of the
Thracians and in Indo-European mythology. It personifies the sun, as it pulls the

chariots of the solar deities — Helios, Sol, and Surya — and foretells happiness,




success, and good fortune. “The horse symbolizes freedom, optimism and
indomitable will, fearlessness, valor and glory, and represents the celestial
principle”. It was considered a mediator between the upper and lower worlds.
“With its help, heroes descend into the realm of darkness. The horse brings with
it the wind of change and favorable transformations in life”.

The information about the mythological images of the rooster and the horse
serves Georgi Kovachev as a basis for analyzing the written sources and
monuments depicting the hippalectryon. According to him, the discovery of the
rhyton in the tomb from the Taneva mound, dated to the middle or the third quarter
of the 4th century BC, changes the character of scholarly knowledge regarding
the spread of mythological concepts in Ancient Thrace. The analysis allows
Georgi Kovachev to make the following claim — the image on the vessel
represents a royal symbol connected with kingship. It testifies to the dissemination
of the religious notion of the hippalectryon in the Mediterranean and the Balkan
world, and to its role as a “mythical creature and mediator between the worlds of
the living and the dead”. The appearance of the rhyton directly corresponds to the
images on the coinage of Alexander III the Great and his successor in Thrace —
Lysimachus. The mythological conceptions of the hippalectryon spread in
Ancient Thrace and Macedonia. The ceramic vessel placed in the tomb of the
Taneva mound “demonstrates the connection between the Thracian aristocracy
~ not only with the Macedonian rulers and the Asia Minor cities, but also with
Persian institutions”.

The second chapter of the monograph is devoted to analyzing information
about the mythological creature griffin — “a mythical hybrid beast, combining the
bodies of two regal beings — the eagle and the lion”. Georgi Kovachev examines
them in sequence, providing numerous examples concerning the symbolic
meaning of their depictions. The image of the eagle is associated with beliefs
about rebirth and immortality. It is a solar symbol, and according to mythological

concepts, the bird lives in the heavens with the gods. The depictions of the lion




embody “divine power, authority, majesty, and the sun”. It is “a bearer of courage,
wisdom, grandeur, and valor, and is often perceived as a guardian”. The image of
the lion is directly connected with the legends of Heracles, Dionysus, and the
mother goddess Rhea, and it is frequently identified with Achilles.

The consecutive examination of the images of the lion and the eagle allows
the author to proceed to a synthesis of the preserved information about the
mythological creature griffin. Kovachev cites as an example the silver headpiece
from the Dalakova mound near Topolchene, Sliven region. It was discovered
during archaeological excavations, dated to the first quarter of the 4th century BC,
and served an apotropaic function. The monograph examines the stylistic features
of the image on the headpiece in comparison with those on artifacts with the same
function. The author rightly notes that it was crafted “by a Thracian master (or
workshop) where the traditions of indigenous Thracian art developed, which
spread in Thrace at the end of the 5th and 4th centuries BC among the ornaments
of horse harnesses in animal style, similar in form, composition, and artistic
manner of execution to those of the Scythians”.

The third chapter of the monograph presents information about the
mythological creature pardalokamp — its front part is that of a panther and it ends
with a “tail of a marine mammal”. During an archaeological excavation of a tomb
near Karanovo, Nova Zagora region, a chariot was uncovered in a burial dating to
around the middle of the 1st century AD. Its wooden yoke was decorated with a
bronze statuette of Eros with wings, mounted on a mythical beast with the body
of a panther and the tail of a dolphin. Georgi Kovachev analyzes the depiction of
this mythological creature and similar ones attested in ancient literature and
preserved monuments. The author also examines in detail the existing information
on depictions of the panther, the dolphin, and the winged rider.

His analysis allows the following summary: the pardalokamp with a rider
from the bronze statuette from Karanovo “represents a combination of several

different mythological figures. Among them stands out a purely invented mythical




creature — the sea panther, combining elements of two real animals: the torso of a
large cat ending with the tail of a marine mammal (dolphin?), and a winged infant
depicted as the rider. Considered separately, they reflect different scenes from
ancient art, among which the most common are the panther with rider and the
dolphin with rider”.

In the fourth chapter, information about the mythological creature
hippocamp is summarized. It has the body of a horse and ends with the tail of a
fish. It is depicted on a ring preserved in the collection of the Regional Museum
of History — Sliven. Georgi Kovachev examines in detail the evidence from
ancient literature and the images from a number of monuments dating from the
6th century BC to the 3rd century BC. The author concludes that “images of
hippocamps are found throughout the Mediterranean and Black Sea regions...
hybrid theriomorphic beasts are depicted either individually or in compositions
with other figures on marble, metal, terracotta, glass, and mosaics. In some cases,
these mythical creatures were part of votive representations; in other cases, they
appear on objects for personal use or simply as decorations with an aesthetic
purpose”.

The fifth chapter of the monograph examines the mythological creature
Cerberus — its most common depiction is a dog’s body with three heads and a
serpent’s tail. The author presents information from ancient literature and images
from monuments, which form several iconographic types. Particular attention is
given to a bronze statuette of Cerberus discovered during an archaeological
excavation of the ancient city of Augusta Traiana — Stara Zagora. It belongs to
type C — Cerberus “according to Macrobius,” group III. Images of this type are
characteristic of “part of a sculptural composition of Cerberus and the god Serapis
in the Serapeum of the city of Alexandria in Egypt during the 4th century BC”.
Georgi Kovachev links the presence of the statuette in Augusta Traiana to the
existence of a sanctuary of Hades—Serapis in the city, attested by autonomous

coinage. Depictions of Cerberus are also known on coins from Marcianopolis




during the reign of Emperor Septimius Severus (193-211), from Anchialus during
the reign of Emperor Caracalla (211-217), and from Serdica. These attest to the
existence of temples with a statue of the god Serapis accompanied by Cerberus.

In the sixth chapter, information from ancient authors about the
mythological winged horse Pegasus is analyzed. The appearance of its depictions
in the ancient world is examined, grouped into five separate narrative scenes.
Particular attention is given by the author to the image of Pegasus walking to the
left on an agate gem, preserved in the collection of the Regional Museum of
History — Yambol. It is assumed to originate from the ancient city of Kabile and
is dated to the 2nd-3rd centuries AD. Its owner likely served in one of the two
cohorts stationed there.

In the conclusion of the monograph, the author’s summaries, derived from
the analysis of the information presented in the six chapters of the main text, are
briefly outlined. The emphasis is once again placed on monuments from
Southeastern Bulgaria, discovered during archaeological excavations and dated to
the period from the 5th century BC to the 1st century AD.

The author’s research was conducted through engagement with extensive
scholarly literature. Following the conclusion, a list of sources, references, and
electronic publications used is provided, compiled in accordance with
bibliographic requirements.

The creation of the monograph is the result of systematic research activity.
This is also evidenced by the substantial scholarly output of Georgi Kovachev,
presented by him for his participation in the competition for the academic position
of “Associate Professor.” He is the author of one study, sixteen scientific
publications, and individual chapters in a collective monograph. These works
present the rich cultural and historical heritage of the Sliven region and
Southeastern Bulgaria during antiquity. Numerous remarkable monuments are
discussed, among which are of particular scientific importance the silver rhyton

with a centaur protome from the Dalakova mound, the gold rings from Dalakova




and Yakimova mounds, the ceramic rhyton from the Taneva mound, Sliven
region, and the bronze statuette of a panther with rider from the Eastern mound,
Stara Zagora region. The author has also published ancient cult monuments from
the Sliven area. Detailed information on the votive plaques dedicated to Dionysus,
Heracles, Hecate, and the three nymphs enriches knowledge about the religious
beliefs of the local Romanized population in the 2nd-3rd centuries AD in the
province of Thrace.

The research activity of Georgi Kovachev — curator at the Regional
Museum of History — Sliven — is productive and successful. His publications are
directly connected with the study and promotion of the cultural and historical
heritage of Southeastern Bulgaria. They are of undeniable scholarly value and are
the result of targeted scientific work. I confidently vote YES for awarding the

academic position of “Associate Professor” to Georgi Gospodinov Kovachev.

..............................

01.10. 2025 Prof. Narcis Torbov, DSc




