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SBORYANOVO. INVESTIGATIONS, DISCOVERIES AND PROBLEMS

Diana Gergova,
Head of the investigations in Sboryanovo,

Institute of Archaeology with Museum , Bulgarian Academy of Sciences

The National Sboryanovo reservation in NE Bulgaria , where the last Bulgarian monument
included on the UNESCO list of the World Cultural Heritage in 1985- the Sveshtari tomb is
located, is one of the most interesting examples of the diversity and richness of the cultural
heritage of Bulgaria and its intangible values.

The reservation , declared in 1988, with an area of about 16000m? protects rare creations of
nature and man and covers one of the greatest concentrations of archaeological sites in the
country. The most notable of them belong to the culture of the Thracians - more than 100
tumuli, vast areas surrounded by stone walls, cult places, sanctuaries and others, dated to the
1%t mill.B. as well as important sites from the Praehistoric, Roman and the Mediaeval
periods. In the canyon of the Krapinec river only at about 50 km from the Danube and about
120 km from the Black sea coast lie the springs which supply the water for large regions of
Northeastern Bulgaria. Among the picturesque karst formations and caves, rare plants and
birds, included in the red data books of Bulgaria and Europe, and plenty of game, monuments
of different periods have left signs of existence at that sacred place. Its name Sboryanovo.
meaning place for gathering. as well as many other toponyms reveal the role of this sacred
area where people gather and perform rituals in the area of the alian monastery Demir
baba teke .Figl.

Three other UNESCO monuments are located in the same part of the country-the Ivanovo
rock-cut churches, the Madara horseman and  the Srebarna Natural reservation. The
biggest Voden National Hunting park isin the vicinity

The significance of the complex for studying the history of the country had always attracted
many specialists, and Demir Baba teke considered to be the tomb of the Bulgarian khan
Omurtag was one of the first monuments to be declared as a National Heritage in 1925.
Large- scale excavations started after the discovery of the Sveshtari tomb in 1982 by the
Institute of Archaeology of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences with Prof. M. Chichikova as a
head of the expedition, in close collaboration with the Institute of Monuments of Culture and

other specialists.

THE SVESHTARI TOMB

The Sveshtari royal tomb was one of the most sensational discoveries in the field of the
Thracian archaeology and the Hellenistic architecture. It has three chambers covered by
independent semi-cylindrical vaults. The burial chamber demonstrates a unique architectural
decoration in real Doric style, combined with sculptural decoration of 10 caryatides images
of the Mother Goddess in high relief and a painted scene on the lunette showing the
deification of the king-horseman in the world. Fig. 2 The naiskosis also the only one known

till now which is an archaeological reality.
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EXCAVATIONS, INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES AND PROTECTION

This unique discovery raised a vast range of problems of both scientific and applied nature.
What was the cultural context of the tomb and how could the launched hypotheses about
the astronomic planning of the tumuli be explained. The investigations of this big and to a
certain extent unique agglomeration would throw light on unknown aspects of the Thracian
civilization. The aims of the team were a thorough study of all components of the
agglomeration and its development in later periods , the creation of best conditions for most
efficient conservation and restoration activities and for original approaches in the
presentation of the monuments .Application of interdisciplinary methods and diminishing
the application of the destructive archeological methods where possible were the principles
of the team. The approach meant also the preservation of the newly discovered monuments
when possible in their natural environment.

Work on the archaeological map of the area in scale 1:2000 was made by applying areal
photogrammetry and a digital photogrammetric model was elaborated for the entire territory,
for the adding of newly discovered or excavated sites and data about their state of
preservation.. .

Geophysical electrical prospecting was preceding all types of excavations. Magnetic, seismic
and other methods were also applied experimentally. New instruments as Swedish
Terrameter was used for the first time during the prospecting of the highest tumulus of the
necropolis- the Big Sveshtari tumulus which is now in process of excavation.

For the excavations of the Hellenistic cemetery and at first finishing the investigation of the
Northern group of the Eastern cemetery where the Sveshtari tomb was located , a more
efficient and inexpensive method was elaborated. It was based on the possibilities for accurate
localization of tombs under tumuli by geophysical methods. Profiles were oriented through
the most characteristic features of the tumuli, along the axis of the tomb and perpendicular.
Fig.3.

For the better protection of the discovered monuments and shortening the time of their
exposure under atmospheric conditions a special soil curtain could be left. Earlier
microbiological tests and other observations on the newly discovered tombs, as well as proper
decisions about the type of the protection buildings could be taken in time. Comparative
studies on aging processes could be carried out, having in mind the different approach to the
protection of the different tombs. No rough changes in the microclimate of the tomb under
tumulus 13 preserved in its natural environment had occurred for more than 10 years.,
showing the efficiency of the new solutions for protection. Fig.4,5

. Archaeoastronomical analysis showed that the axis of the Sveshtari tomb was directed to
the first sun ray on December 2274 in 4% ¢ B.C.. the orientations of all the other tombs were
determined by observations of the Sun and the clusters of mounds largely coincide with the
mirror image of part of the brightest stars in the constellations Canis Major, Canis Minor,
Orion, Taurus, Saggitarius.

Bulgaria is a country of high seismic activity. The paleoseismic studies of the deformations of
the tombs and of their environment, provided by Bulgarian and Italian specialists lead to the

1dentification of an earthquake of 7,7 degrees and of its epicenter only 60 km to the east of the
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site, dated to the beginning of the 3" ¢ B.C. This contributed both to reconstructing the
historical and natural processes and completing the data base on the country seismic activity
aswell asto giving important information for the solution of problems of the protection of the
cultural heritage in this seismic area. Special Italian instrument for microseismic monitoring

was installed for a certain period.

THE DISCOVERIES

The investigations radically changed the notion about the scope and the structure of the
Thracian center and capital of the Getae , created in the beginning of the Iron age , about 11 th
c.B.C. It was reconstructed about the middle of the 4 th ¢ B.C. It expanded on two levels in
the valley of the river and on its two high banks and in three circles. Almost in its geometric
center is situated a complex of two sanctuaries. The first one -with megalithic altars and
little adyton for a clay omphalos and two clay platforms for gifts- in the valley of the river in
the court of Demir baba teke was connected with the other one — on the high cliffs called
Kamen rid-with many ritual fire places, pits, and two stone circles Fig. 6..7

.The Hellenistic town with a double stone wall, streets, workshops and houses on the
Eastern bank —Fig.7 and the royal residence with halls for feasts in the rivers valley can be
also seen here. Stone constructions of symbolic character excavated in the areas between the
river banks and the tumuli as well as a long wall form the second circle. The clusters of
tumuli with one or three tombs in the center covering human burials, animal sacrifices,
gifts or altars and planne'd as mirror images of the brightest stars in some constellations are
surrounding the heart of the agglomeration in radius of 2000 m. to the North and to the
South .The method applied gave ground to new hypotheses about the phenomenon of the
empty or plundered tombs in Thrace which now could be treated as tombs-temples for the
specific rites of the immortalization and its astral aspect reflected by the planning of the
necropolis. The two tombs under tumuli 13 and 12 with the only sliding doors on the Balkans
were demonstrating specific cultural relationships with Caria and Lycia in Asia Minor.

The Thracian agglomeration and and capital of the Getae demonstrated a high level of
knowledge in mathematics and astronomy, architecture and arts devoted to the creation of
this royal center as a mirror reflection of the celestial order subordinated to the idea of full
harmony with Nature and according to the demands of the Thracian Orphic ideology of the
metempsichosis and the institution of the king-priest. It could be identified with the “City
of the wolves or Dausdava of the Roman geographer Kl..Ptolemy and the Hellenistic
residence of the Getic kings Helis.

THE TRADITIONS OF THE SACRED PLACE. THE INTANGIBLE HERITAGE.

Sboryanovo is now a sacred place both for Christians and Shiites, celebrating together St
Ilias day and performing authentic rituals in the same places where excavations show they
were performed 3000 years ago Votive plaques of the Thracian horseman , an early
Christian inscription, several Protobulgarian tumuli, the only Jaina statue from Bulgaria
dated to 11 c. and the solar symbols carved on the blocks of the stone fence of the teke- which
incorporates the Thracian rock altar show continuity of the religious traditions. Formally

different religions are connected with this sacred place but they belong to one and the same
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model and are rooted in the Thracian and ancient concept about the immortality of the soul
in the frame of the ancient solar-chtonic cult. Authentic rituals of adorning the trees,
sacrificing animals and donating candles, of original music and ritual behavior at Demir baba

teke are the intangible heritage of the reservation.

PROJECTS AND PROBLEMS

Rare natural, historical and sacred landscape, authentic rituals, original music and ancient
spiritual connections with different parts of the world are the tangible and intangible context
of the Sveshtari tomb.

From the only beginning of the investigations there was a plan to create a scientific and
cultural center well as an archaeological park.

Projects for protection and preservation were prepared in the process of the excavations for
the immediate restoration of every excavated site or groups of tumuli. Protection buildings
were constructed over all original archaeological situations. Plan of the park was also made.
With the years the problems of the reservation are becoming more and more serious. ,
especially after the changes in the economic and cultural policy of the country and the
decentralization of the preservation activities which lead to disproportion between the
possibilities of the small local communities and the needs of the nationally significant
monuments located on their territories. There is not any permanent financial support for the
most urgent needs of the reservation , the number of the sponsors who give adequate support
like the International center for the study of multicultural relations, the Foundations Future
for Bulgaria and Values, is limited - and in more cases the conditions of the sponsors do not

correspond to the needs of the monuments.

THE STATE OF THE MONUMENTS

With the exception of the Sveshtari tomb which will be soon open for visitors with the
support of Headley trust and the assistance of the Bulgarian ICOMOS , the monastery Demir
baba, where new wall paintings were discovered during its restoration, and of the tomb
under tumulus 13, which is in good condition, only an experimental conservation of a
fragment of the wall of the Thracian town was made in 1999.

The enbankment of the tomb below tumulus 12 is in process of deterioration, the protection
building of the highest tumulus in NE Bulgaria — the Big Sveshtari tumulus is missing,
which can result in the destruction of the tomb before its investigation is finished and the
eventual reconstruction done and all protection buildings over the other types of tumuli have
been destroyed. Fig. 9. The only thoroughly studied unique Thracian sanctuaries and cult
places remain in ruins. More than 20 tumuli have been destroyed in the area of the
reservation.

The speed of the destruction is much greater than this of the possibility to find financial

support for any of the activities.

HERITAGE AND SOCIETY
The site is of great importance for the local population-a bearer of its intangible values and

guarantee for their authenticity. The percentage of the unemployed among this multiethnic
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population is one of the highest in the country. The team tried to show that the scientific and
cultural activities in the reservation can be socially significant and involve more actively
the*local population in the heritage protection and conservation. In the frame of the
Government Program for the unemployed temporary jobs were available atthe excavations
and for maintaining the reservation for several seasons. The process of reintegration of the
population and its interest in the protection of the site were evident.

The lack of financial support since last year in the frames of this Government program was
another heavy blow on the reservation.

Scientific collaboration with the different institutes of the academies of Sciences in Italy and
France, excavations with specialists from Russia and Holland, summer schools for Bulgarian
and foreign students. participation of children from art schools to work on their courses of
painting and music and of YMCA volunteers, aim to develop the reservation as a scientific,
cultural and educational center and at the same time create public sense of responsibility to
the preservation of the heritage of the reservation. Several exhibitions in Bulgaria and one
in France played a role for the popularization of the site, but this significant heritage
remains unknown for the public.

Publications for the series Shoryanovo and Helis and catalogues ready for print remain
unpublished .

THE POSSIBLE PROSPECTS OF SBORYANOVO

The discoveries in Sboryanovo and its significance as a sacred area, the urgent need to provide
some rescue excavations, the traditions in approaching the study and preservation of its
cultural heritage by new methods have confirmed both the significance of its heritage as well
as 1ts importance as a scientific and cultural center. Sboryanovo should be preserved and
developed. The inclusion of the whole cultural context of the Sveshtari tomb on the UNESCO
World heritage list and the creation of an international archaeological center for collaboration
in the field of elaboration of new methods of excavation, conservation and preservation with
the support of all interested countries, following the best examples of the world experience,
could create a new type of favorable social and economic conditions for the preservation of its
cultural heritage in this new and period.

Both the archaeological and the spiritual heritage of the reservation are in danger and

Sboryanovo needs strong international support..
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