REVIEW

by
Prof. DrSc Valeria Fol

of

the academic publications submitted by Dr. GEORGI GOSPODINOV
KOVACHEV for participation in the competition for the academic position of
Associate Professor, announced by the Institute of Balkan Studies with the Center
of Thracology — BAS in State Gazette No. 39 of May 13, 2025, in the field of
Higher Education Area 2. Humanities, Professional Field 2.2. History and
Archaeology (Ancient Archaeology), for the needs of the Regional Historical

Museum - Sliven.

This review was assigned by a decision of the academic jury, appointed by
Order No. 38 RD-16 of 16.06.2025 of the Director of the IBSCT-BAS, Prof. Dr.

Rumyana Preshlenova.

Candidate Presentation

Georgi Kovachev obtained both his Bachelor's and Master's degrees in
History in 1992 at Veliko Tarnovo University “St. Cyril and St. Methodius.” In
1997, he became an independent doctoral student at the same university. In 2000,
he defended his PhD dissertation in the academic specialty Archaeology
(05.03.12) on the topic “The Bulgarian Lands between Eastern Stara Planina and
Strandzha during the 12th—14th Centuries: (A Historical-Archaeological
Study.)”. From 2001 to 2005, Dr. Georgi Kovachev furthered his qualifications
by studying and graduating with a Bachelor's program in Arts Management and
Arts History at the Department of Arts, College of Charleston, USA. He has
extensive experience as both a museum worker and a lecturer. He worked

successively as curator of Archaeology, Ancient and Medieval History, and




Education at RHM-Sliven (1990-1998; 2009-2012), and as a teacher of
American History, U.S. Government, and Economics at Battery Creek High
School (USA). From 2015 to 2024, he taught Introduction to Anthropology at
Trident Technical College (USA). Since 2024, he has again been working as a
curator of Archaeology, Ancient and Medieval History, and Education at RHM-
Sliven.Even as a student, Dr. Georgi Kovachev took part in numerous
archaeological and field research projects, as well as national and international
scholarly initiatives. The results of his research have been presented at both
national and international academic forums. His archaeological and field studies,
research projects, conferences, and seminars are thoroughly documented in the
attached CV. The candidate is also the author of numerous academic reviews and

presentations of scholarly publications.
Evaluation of the publications submitted for the competition

Dr. Georgi Kovachev has submitted the following for this competition: 2
monographs (in Bulgarian), 1 study (in English), 15 articles in Bulgarian, 1 article
in English, and 1 collective monograph, to which he has contributed two chapters.
Of the two monographs submitted, the one published in 2025 titled "Ancient
Hybrid Theriomorphic Creatures from Southeastern Bulgaria" may be
considered the primary habilitation work. The second monograph — "The
Bulgarian Lands between Eastern Stara Planina and Strandzha during the 12th—
14th Centuries (A Historical-Archaeological Study)" (2002) — is based on the
candidate's successfully defended PhD dissertation, so I will not dwell on it here.
I will only note that it reflects Dr. Kovachev's qualifications for his role as curator

of Archaeology and Ancient and

The main habilitation work presented by Dr. Georgi Kovachev is the
monograph "Ancient Hybrid Theriomorphic Creatures from Southeastern

Bulgaria" (196 pages). The book includes an Introduction, six chapters (on the




Hippalektryon, Griffin, Pardalocampus, Hippocampus, Cerberus, and Pegasus), a
Conclusion, a List of Sources, Bibliography and Online Sources, List of
Illustrations, and Illustrations. The author's interest in ancient artworks depicting
hybrid creatures is consistent, as shown by articles Nos. 14, 15, 16, and 19. These
articles represent stages in the preparation of the monograph, dedicated to ancient
artifacts depicting theriomorphic creatures from Southeastern Bulgaria. I must
emphasize from the start that this monograph is for now unique in Bulgarian

historiography.

In the Introduction, the author presents a brief historiographical overview
of hybrid creature studies, along with his motivation to explore the topic. His
claim that newly discovered theriomorphic artifacts from archaeological contexts
in Southeastern Bulgaria allow for deeper interpretation and reveal embedded
meanings of their users is well-founded. Motivated by five specific artifacts, the
author begins with case studies and proceeds to general analyses of theriomorphic

beings and their possible interpretations.

Each of the five chapters follows a structure: the emergence and
development of the image of the mythical creature; ancient literary sources,
iconographic evolution with numerous examples and formulated hypotheses on
symbolism and function; detailed descriptions of the relevant artifact from
Southeastern Bulgaria (two of which are unique in the region — the rhyton shaped
like a hippalektryon and the bronze statuette of a pardalocampus; placement of
the artifact among others with similar iconography. Each chapter ends with a
proposed interpretation of the artifact’s symbolism and function in archaeological,
religious, ritual, and historical contexts. The method chosen by Dr. Kovachev
exemplifies how the in-depth studies of a museum curator transcend a purely
antiquarian approach, transforming museum artifacts into a cultural-historical

narrative that reflects the worldview and religious beliefs of their makers and

users.




The written sources regarding the animals, their origins, development,
mythology, and symbolism, along with relevant literature and hypotheses of each
of the five theriomorphic creatures, are thoroughly referenced. Throughout the
monograph, data concerning Thrace are placed within the broader context of the
ancient world. The author skillfully traces the dissemination paths of

theriomorphic creatures, regional features, and religious interactions within the

Mediterranean.

The monograph "Ancient Hybrid Theriomorphic Creatures from
Southeastern Bulgaria" is of pronounced scholarly contribution and represents an
undeniable success for the author. It includes iconographic contributions such as
the identification of the composition “rooster with ivy leaves” as a synonym for
Dionysus, and the recognition of images on coins of Alexander the Great and
Lysimachus as depicting a hippalektryon, among others. The hypothesis that the
hippalektryon entered Thrace from Persia and became a royal symbol—as
evidenced by the rhyton discovered in the Taneva mound—is logically presented.
However, the suggestion that the rhyton from the village of Vazovo does not
depict Pegasus but rather a hippalektryon is debatable, as winged horses are more

prominently represented in Thracian art.

The author's specialization, which goes beyond archaeology, enables him
to successfully address the tasks he has set for himself — exploring divine and
theriomorphic metamorphoses, linking the artifacts to well-known myths and
stories described by ancient authors, and identifying the relationships between
human beings — society — nature, and the interplay between the real and the

mythological encoded in the artifacts.

I support the author’s expressed view that theriomorphic creatures represent
a form of metaphorical connection between humans and gods, as well as the thesis

that the idea of bodily metamorphosis was not foreign to the Thracians.




The theriomorphic creatures are a universal cultural element, which
becomes a realia when explored in a specific cultural-historical context —
something the author has successfully achie\}ed. The artifacts analyzed enrich our
understanding of Thracian beliefs and customs from the 5th century BCE to the
1st century CE, including their conceptions of the worlds of the living, the dead,
the gods, and last but not least, royal ideology. The monograph provides a solid
foundation for expanding research through comparative analyses of

theriomorphic creatures in Thracian art and their counterparts in other Balkan,

Mediterranean, and Anatolian cultures.

The two chapters from the collective monograph “The Monastic
Community Sveta Gora of Sliven and the Region of Sveta Gora during the 12th—
17th Centuries” (2011) examine written sources about the history of the lands
between Eastern Stara Planina and Strandzha. The first chapter is a historical
narrative, while the fifth is more source-critical, focusing on religious cults, sacred
places from antiquity, and cultural memory preserved in folklore. The aim is to
reconstruct the history of the formation of the so-called Holy Mountain of Sliven.
The combination of desk-based and field research has resulted in an engaging

historical narrative filled with legends and traditions.

The articles submitted clearly show the candidate’s dedicated work on
publishing materials from museum collections, especially from RHM—Sliven. As
I already underlined, the author goes beyond simple description and dating of
artifacts, offering a comprehensive cultural-historical analysis. Articles 14 and 15
on a ceramic rhyton shaped like a hippalektryon and a silver rhyton with the

protome of a centaur stand out for their scholarly contribution.

Conclusion

The monograph submitted as a habilitation thesis is a valuable contribution

and represents an important step in the study of the culture and religious beliefs




of the Thracians. It is, to date, the only work in Bulgarian historiography that
examines theriomorphic creatures as a whole, as well as artifacts depicting them
in Southeastern Bulgaria, drawing parallels with other regions within the
ethnocultural territory of the Thracians and the wider Mediterranean world. The
remaining submitted publications demonstrate that the candidate is an established
scholar who has earned his place in the field of Thracian history and culture. Some
of these works have been peer-reviewed and published by the Institute of Balkan
Studies with the Center of Thracology. Dr. Georgi Kovachev’s participation in
field research and archaeological excavations, his timely publication of results,
and his work in museum collections clearly show that he is an active museum
professional with high qualifications. In addition, his presentation of research
findings at national and international conferences and seminars, as well as
citations of his work, indicate that Dr. Georgi Kovachev exceeds the minimum
national requirements and criteria for holding the academic position of Associate

Professor.

I found no plagiarism in the publications submitted for the competition.

No procedural violations were committed.

Taking all of the above into account, I vote positively (YES) in favor of
awarding the academic position of Associate Professor to Dr. Georgi Kovachev
in the professional field 2.2. History and Archaeology (Ancient Archaeology), for
the needs of the Regional Historical Museum — Sliven. I urge my esteemed
colleagues on the academic jury to duly recognize the achievements of our

colleague Georgi Kovachev and to cast a positive vote.

2025, September 08 Prof. DrSc Valeria Fol

Sofia







