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Introduction
The ideological uses of antiquity in the modern Bulgarian cultural context, particularly its nationalist appropriation, may appear unexpected at first glance. The Bulgarian case differed markedly from those of some neighboring nations. Most notably, unlike modern Greece, where the construction of a historical continuity reaching back to antiquity proved relatively smooth—although by no means self-evident—and was significantly facilitated by Western Philhellenism, Bulgaria lacked an obvious link to the ancient past. It also differed from Romania, whose Latin-derived language provided a readily available basis for claims of continuity with the Roman world. Bulgarians spoke a Slavic language and entered the age of nationalism without statehood, national institutions, or well-established historical narratives capable of providing a convincing connection to antiquity.
Yet the national appropriation of ancient history began already in the late eighteenth century, while Bulgarian lands were still under Ottoman rule. By the second half of the twentieth century, Bulgarian scholarship had become a major center for the study of Balkan antiquity. This evolution was by no means a straightforward process. Rather, it emerged through a long and complex transformation of intellectual debates, political circumstances, and cultural representations. This process may be divided into three major historical periods. Although closely linked to the development of Bulgarian national ideology, each of these periods was also shaped by cultural transfers and international entanglements that, in different ways, inspired and enabled the Bulgarian appropriation of antiquity.
1. The first period coincided with the so-called National Revival, the era during which Bulgarian national ideology and national movement took shape within the Ottoman Empire. Extending roughly from the late eighteenth century to 1878, this period witnessed the emergence of the first generation of Bulgarian intellectuals, who devoted considerable attention to the question of Bulgarian ethnic origins. Bulgarian nationalism developed largely in opposition to the cultural and ecclesiastical dominance of Greek-speaking Orthodox elites within the Ottoman Empire. Bulgarian activists therefore sought symbolic resources that could challenge Greek cultural hegemony and provide alternative foundations for national self-definition.
For this reason, Slavic ancestry occupied a privileged place in Bulgarian national thought, linking the emerging nation to a broader linguistic and historical community extending across Central and Eastern Europe. This emphasis on Slavic origins, however, did not preclude appeals to antiquity. On the contrary, Bulgarian intellectuals readily joined the wider European search for a “Slavic antiquity,” a scholarly and ideological endeavor that identified various populations mentioned in ancient sources as Slavs—and, by extension, as Bulgarians. Under diverse foreign influences, Bulgarian authors projected the origins of their nation deep into the ancient past and sought ancestors in the Graeco-Roman world, in the civilizations of the ancient Orient, and, initially, even in Biblical history.
As a result, a wide range of ancient tribes and kingdoms were successively proposed as potential ancestors of the Bulgarians, whose historical statehood was otherwise conventionally dated to the seventh century CE. These ethnogenetic theories were typically advanced by authors lacking formal academic training, or at least specialized expertise in Classical Studies. Nevertheless, their intellectual constructions exercised a lasting influence and continued to shape subsequent interpretations of antiquity in later historical contexts.
2. The establishment of the modern Bulgarian state in 1878 marked a significant turning point in debates over national origins and historical identity. At roughly the same time, the professionalization of Bulgarian historiography encouraged a more nuanced understanding of Bulgarian ancestry. In dialogue with contemporary Western, Central European, and Russian scholarship, Bulgarian historians came to accept the idea of a mixed ethnic descent and identified two principal ancestral components: the Slavic populations of the Balkans and the Bulgars (or Proto-Bulgarians), who had founded the medieval Bulgarian state but had subsequently undergone linguistic Slavicization. Although debates persisted regarding the ethnolinguistic affiliation of the latter—whether they should be regarded as Turkic, Finno-Ugric, Hunnic, or otherwise—both ancestral groups were clearly distinguished from the populations of the Graeco-Roman world and the civilizations of the ancient Orient.
Against this background, the pagan Bulgars acquired increasing prominence within the national narrative, as they represented the element that most clearly differentiated Bulgarians from other Slavic nations. Nevertheless, the national appropriation of antiquity continued to develop. On the one hand, it assumed relatively “soft” cultural forms, whereby the ancient heritage of the Bulgarian lands was valorized as part of a broader European civilizational legacy and as evidence of Bulgaria’s historical belonging to Europe. On the other hand, new ethnogenetic appropriations of antiquity gradually emerged. These increasingly focused on the ancient Thracians, who came to be portrayed not merely as cultural predecessors but also as ethnic forerunners of the Bulgarians.
3. The third phase of the Bulgarian ideological appropriation of antiquity began under state socialism and, to a considerable extent, continues to shape both public discourse and scholarly interpretations today. The communist takeover of 1944 initially reversed prevailing ethnogenetic priorities. During the Stalinist period, the regime emphasized the Slavic origins of the Bulgarians and criticized the earlier nationalist preoccupation with the Bulgars. By the early 1960s, however, patriotic themes had returned to the center of official discourse, and prewar scholarly traditions were gradually reintegrated into the ideological framework of the socialist state.
Within this evolving narrative, the Thracians emerged as an especially attractive ancestral population and were eventually canonized as the third major component of Bulgarian ethnogenesis, providing a prestigious connection to the ancient past. Bulgarian historians, archaeologists, and classical scholars promoted a distinct field of research known as “Thracology,” which developed in parallel and in dialogue with similar scholarly trends in Romania. The symbolic nationalization of antiquity reached a high point in 1972 with the establishment of the Institute of Thracology. At the same time, scholars working within this paradigm benefited from a degree of international openness and maintained contacts with colleagues in neighboring countries and elsewhere in Europe.
Because it dealt with classical civilization and a field of inquiry perceived as possessing universal cultural significance, Thracology was often experienced by its practitioners as a space of relative intellectual autonomy and, in some cases, even as a form of implicit dissent. This perception was paradoxical, given that its leading academic maintained close ties to the communist regime and was directly involved in the highest structures of political power. Equally intriguing was the intellectual trajectory of Thracology itself. Over time, the discipline increasingly incorporated esoteric interpretations of Thracian religion and spirituality inherited from the interwar period, while also reviving speculative ideas that traced their origins to the amateur ethnogenetic constructions of the nineteenth-century National Revival.
Slavs, Illyrians, Thracians, Indians: Ethnogenetic Theories during the National Revival
Under the influence of several external intellectual currents, the first Bulgarian nationalist thinkers of the late Ottoman period embraced a variety of theories concerning the alleged ancient origins of the Slavs, and particularly of the Bulgarians. Among these, the so-called “Illyrian theory” proved especially influential during the early decades of the Bulgarian National Revival. Originating among early modern Dalmatian authors such as Mavro Orbini (1563-1610), this ethnogenetic narrative identified the ancient Illyrians with the South Slavs. More broadly, attempts to link ancient populations to the Slavs were far from uncommon among nineteenth-century scholars of Slavic studies. The Polish historian Joachim Lelewel (1786-1861) and Russian authors such as Alexander Chertkov (1789-1858), for example, regarded the ancient Thracians and Dacians as Slavic peoples.
Within this intellectual context, Bulgarian writers such as Konstantin Fotinov (c. 1790-1858) constructed ambitious “Slavo-Illyrian” historical narratives in which, alongside the Illyrians, numerous other ancient populations—including the Thracians—were reinterpreted as Slavs and, by extension, as related to the Bulgarians. Even before Fotinov, the monk Spiridon Gabrovski (c. 1740-1824) had included the ancient Macedonians among the ancestors of the Bulgarian nation.
The emphasis on the alleged indigenous roots of the Bulgarians reflected a central concern of National Revival intellectuals. Bulgarian nationalism emerged largely through a process of emancipation from Greek identity and from what was perceived as Greek cultural and ecclesiastical domination. The exceptional symbolic prestige enjoyed by modern Greeks as descendants of the ancient Hellenes posed a significant challenge to Bulgarian national ideologues, who sought to counter this claim through alternative narratives of autochthony in the Balkans. Demonstrating an equally ancient presence on Balkan soil thus became an important means of asserting symbolic parity with the Greeks.
Paradoxically, elements of the Greek Enlightenment itself facilitated these counter-claims. During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Greek authors frequently identified neighboring Orthodox Christian populations with various ancient peoples of the Balkans. Albanians, for instance, were often portrayed as “Pelasgian brethren,” Romanians as descendants of the Dacians, and Bulgarians as heirs to the ancient Thracians. Later, in the early twentieth century, Greek intellectuals and propagandists would similarly describe the Slavic-speaking Macedonians as descendants of the ancient Macedonians. Although such narratives were intended to underscore the Greek or quasi-Greek character of the Balkan peoples, they ultimately produced the opposite effect. By assigning prestigious ancient ancestors to neighboring populations, they provided Balkan nationalists with symbolic resources that could be mobilized against Greek cultural claims.
As a result, Bulgarian and other Balkan authors appropriated portions of the classical Greek historical canon and incorporated them into their own national narratives. Ancient Greek historical figures and mythological heroes—from Achilles to Pericles, Philip II, Alexander the Great, and even Aristotle—could thus be reimagined as members of their respective national ancestries, whether as Pelasgians, Illyrians, Thracians or Macedonians.
There existed, however, another strategy that was in many respects the reverse of the one described above, yet remained closely connected to the same ideological concerns. Rather than claiming that the ancient Greeks were Slavs, some Bulgarian authors drew upon the theories of Jakob Philipp Fallmerayer (1790-1861), who famously argued that the modern Greeks were descended primarily from Slavic and Albanian populations that had settled in Greece during the medieval period. Fallmerayer’s thesis enjoyed considerable visibility in the Bulgarian National Revival, both directly and through the writings of figures such as the Russian historian Alexander Hilferding (1831-1872), one of its prominent supporters. For Bulgarian intellectuals, the theory was attractive because it undermined Greek claims to an uninterrupted historical continuity with the ancient Hellenes and, by extension, challenged the symbolic prestige that modern Greeks derived from their association with Classical antiquity.
Alongside ethnogenetic theories borrowed from other Slavic intellectual traditions and the ongoing competition with—and subversion of—the Greek national narrative, Indo-European studies provided yet another avenue for the appropriation of antiquity. In this case, interest extended beyond the classical world to encompass the civilizations of the ancient Orient. The most ambitious and influential expression of this tendency appeared in the writings of one of the leading figures of the Bulgarian national movement, Georgi Rakovski (1821-1867). Combining revolutionary activism with highly speculative historical and linguistic theorizing, Rakovski drew inspiration from contemporary debates on Indo-European origins and from the growing prestige of Sanskrit studies. He posited direct connections between the Bulgarians, the ancient Thracians, and Vedic India, thereby projecting Bulgarian origins into a vast and prestigious civilizational space that stretched far beyond the Balkans. Although Rakovski’s theories were soon dismissed as “fantasies” by many of his contemporaries, they nevertheless left a lasting imprint on Bulgarian historical imagination.
One notable example was the work of the nationalist activist Stefan Zahariev (1810-1871). His study of Upper Thrace was arguably the first substantial Bulgarian attempt to appropriate the historical legacy of ancient Thrace. Written against the backdrop of the Bulgarian-Greek national rivalry in the region, the work sought both to contest Greek historical claims and to demonstrate the deep-rooted presence of the local Bulgarian population. To this end, Zahariev drew extensively on classical sources, discussed archaeological remains, and examined the ancient tribes, religious practices, and cultural traditions associated with Thrace.
Rakovski’s intellectual legacy was reinforced by the publication of the Slavic Veda (1874, 1881) by the Bosnian Catholic intellectual Stefan Verković (1821-1893). Presented as a collection of folk songs allegedly preserved among Bulgarian-speaking populations in the Rhodope Mountains, the work contained remarkable narratives involving Hindu deities, Orpheus, the Trojan War, Philip II, and Alexander the Great. By linking local folklore to both Vedic and Classical antiquity, the collection appeared to provide spectacular confirmation of theories that connected Bulgarians to some of the most prestigious civilizations of the ancient world. The Slavic Veda initially attracted considerable interest among European scholars, several of whom accepted its authenticity. In time, however, it came to be widely regarded as a literary mystification, often compared to James Macpherson’s Ossian.
By the end of the nineteenth century, however, most of these ethnogenetic theories had begun to lose credibility. The Illyrian theory gradually faded from view as the Illyrian movement itself evolved into Croatian nationalism. The ancient Macedonians never became fully integrated into Bulgarian ancestral narratives, although references to Philip II and Alexander the Great would, in the long run, play a significant role in the construction of modern Macedonian nationalism. At the same time, professional historians and linguists increasingly rejected simplistic identifications between Thracians and Slavs. The historian Gancho Tsenov (1870-1949) remained one of the few persistent defenders of radical autochthonist interpretations, continuing even during the interwar period to argue that the Thracians, Goths, and various other ancient populations were essentially Bulgarians.
Yet interest in ancient Thrace did not disappear. Rather, it was reformulated. The central question was no longer whether the Thracians had been Bulgarians, but how the Thracian population might have contributed to the ethnogenetic composition and folk culture of the Bulgarian people. A step in this direction was taken by the philologist, ethnographer, and politician Ivan Shishmanov (1862-1928), who suggested that the modern Bulgarian nation might contain a Thracian ethno-cultural substratum. Instead of direct ethnic continuity, Shishmanov proposed a model based on historical interaction, assimilation, and cultural transmission. This approach proved far more compatible with the emerging standards of professional scholarship and would eventually provide an important conceptual foundation for later Thracological research.
The National Mission of Classical Studies and the Cultural Appropriation of Ancient Thrace (1900–1944)
By the turn of the twentieth century, Classical Studies remained an academic field in the process of institutionalization in Bulgaria, although classical education itself was not entirely new. While Latin was introduced into the secondary-school curriculum only after the establishment of the Bulgarian state in 1878, knowledge of ancient Greek language, literature, and history had a longer tradition. A considerable portion of the Bulgarian intelligentsia of the National Revival era had received its education in Greek schools and was therefore familiar with elements of classical culture through that channel. Nevertheless, the professional careers of the first generation of Bulgarian classical scholars began only after 1900, and a separate chair of Classical Philology was established at Sofia University—founded in 1888—only in 1921. As a rule, the pioneers of Bulgarian Classical Studies received their academic training at German-speaking universities and were shaped by the intellectual paradigm of Altertumswissenschaft.
Some of these scholars, most notably Alexander Balabanov (1879-1955), conceived of their mission in explicitly civilizational terms. They viewed Classical Studies as a vehicle for the Europeanization of Bulgarian culture through a renewed engagement with the values of antiquity. From this perspective, Balabanov criticized modern Europe for having distanced itself from its classical roots, while simultaneously lamenting the absence of classical traditions in Bulgaria itself. The cultivation of classical learning thus appeared not merely as an academic undertaking but also as a broader cultural project aimed at integrating Bulgaria more fully into the European intellectual tradition.
Against the backdrop of this antimodernist Eurocentrism and the unquestioned valorization of Classical antiquity, the first generation of Bulgarian classical philologists also displayed a pronounced national commitment. For a time, the Macedonia-born Alexander Balabanov was active in the Macedonian Scientific Institute in Sofia, an organization whose mission was to counter Greek and Serbian claims regarding the history and population of Macedonia and to promote the Bulgarian national cause. More broadly, Bulgarian classical scholars regarded the study and publication of Greek- and Latin-language sources on Bulgarian history as an important scholarly responsibility. The epigraphist Veselin Beshevliev (1900-1992) made particularly significant contributions in this field. The expertise of scholars such as Beshevliev acquired a distinctly political value during the two World Wars, when Bulgaria occupied territories belonging to neighboring states. Academic specialists were called upon to provide historical evidence supporting the Bulgarian character of the so-called “new lands”.
A different aspect of the national mission of Classical Studies found expression in the cultural appropriation of antiquity itself—a process that increasingly placed ancient Thrace at the center of scholarly attention. Balabanov’s colleague Dimităr Dechev (1877-1958) was among the first specialists to devote systematic attention to the poorly attested Thracian language. Even more influential was Bogdan Filov (1883-1945), one of the pioneers of professional archaeology in Bulgaria, a founding figure of Bulgarian art history, and, later, prime minister during most of the Second World War. As early as 1917, Filov advanced the idea of a distinct “Thracian art,” thereby laying the foundations for a scholarly tradition that would have lasting repercussions. Drawing on archaeological evidence, Filov argued that ancient Thrace possessed artistic traditions distinguishable from both Greek and Scythian models. In particular, he identified categories of metalwork that he attributed to Thracian craftsmen rather than to Greek workshops. This interpretation would prove influential, especially after the spectacular discoveries of the so-called Thracian treasures, which became some of the most widely publicized and recognizable symbols of Bulgaria’s ancient heritage.
Filov’s second major contribution concerned the relationship between Thrace and Mycenaean civilization. He argued that Thrace had preserved cultural forms characteristic of the Mycenaean world long after they had disappeared in Greece itself. His analysis of beehive tombs and related architectural forms suggested a remarkable continuity of cultural patterns extending from the Bronze Age into the third century BCE. The broader implications of this thesis were significant. Thrace increasingly came to be viewed not as a peripheral region belatedly influenced by Greek civilization, but as a repository of exceptionally ancient traditions and, in some respects, as a conservatory of cultural forms lost elsewhere in the Greek world. This reinterpretation substantially enhanced the symbolic value of ancient Thrace. Rather than occupying a marginal position in relation to classical Greece, Thrace could now be presented as a historically significant cultural space in its own right—one whose heritage endowed the Bulgarian lands with a prestigious and deeply rooted connection to antiquity.
Nevertheless, the scholar generally regarded as the founder of modern Thracian Studies in Bulgaria was Gavril Katsarov (1874-1958). Like many of his contemporaries, Katsarov was trained within the paradigm of Altertumswissenschaft and possessed expertise that spanned several disciplines, including ancient history, philology, epigraphy, archaeology, and ethnography. His work also achieved considerable international visibility, particularly his studies of Thracian religion and culture.
One of the most striking features of Katsarov’s scholarship was its distance from the nationalist speculations on antiquity that had characterized much of the earlier Bulgarian intellectual tradition. Far from glorifying the Thracians, his early writings portrayed them as relatively “primitive” populations whose cultural achievements could not rival those of classical Greece. Although he accepted the association of figures such as Orpheus and Dionysus with Thracian culture—a position that had by then become widely accepted within Classical Studies—he rejected romantic attempts to reconstruct an advanced Thracian civilization. Instead, he consistently emphasized the decisive importance of Greek influence and drew attention to the limited political and cultural achievements of Thracian societies.
Equally significant was Katsarov’s caution regarding ethnographic claims of continuity between antiquity and Bulgarian folk culture. While such ideas had already begun to circulate among Bulgarian intellectuals, he remained skeptical of attempts to interpret elements of folklore, customs, or popular beliefs as direct survivals of ancient Thracian traditions. Yet Katsarov’s own position evolved over time. During the interwar period, he became increasingly receptive to the notion that ancient Thrace had left a lasting imprint on both the cultural development and the ethnic formation of the Bulgarian people.
This shift was facilitated by broader intellectual transformations occurring during the interwar years. Across Eastern Europe, the search for forms of national distinctiveness and for supposedly unique cultural and spiritual characteristics intensified. In Bulgaria, these trends encouraged a growing interest in ancient Thrace as a source of symbolic authenticity and as a repository of primordial cultural qualities allegedly preserved within the national community.
Among the intellectuals who most clearly embodied this tendency was the writer Nayden Sheytanov (1890-1970). Combining elements of philosophical anti-modernism, cultural history, mysticism, Völkerpsychologie, and nationalist thought, Sheytanov developed an idiosyncratic vision of the spiritual essence of the Bulgarian nation. According to his interpretation, this essence was deeply rooted in what he called the “old Thracian soil”. The Thracian component of Bulgarian ancestry occupied a privileged position within his thought because it endowed Bulgarians with autochthonous status in the Balkans. Whereas the Slavs and Bulgars had arrived through migration, the Thracians symbolized permanence, rootedness, and an organic connection to the land. Through them, Bulgarians could be represented not merely as inhabitants of the peninsula but as a people emerging naturally from its geography and historical development. Central to Sheytanov’s vision were the figures of Orpheus and Dionysus, particularly through their association with the phenomenon commonly known as Orphism. He interpreted Orphism not simply as an ancient religious doctrine but as a foundational expression of Balkan—and specifically Bulgarian—spirituality. Orpheus became, in his writings, a symbol of the creative, mystical, and life-giving forces that supposedly defined the Bulgarian national character. Sheytanov further linked the Orphic myth of Dionysus-Zagreus to Christianity, arguing that the Balkans, rather than Palestine alone, had played a crucial role in the formation of Christian civilization.
Although these theories remained well outside the boundaries of mainstream scholarship, they reflected broader transformations within the Bulgarian intellectual field. More importantly, they anticipated several themes that would later become central to socialist-era Thracology. Indeed, Sheytanov explicitly called for the creation of a specialized discipline devoted to the study of Thracian civilization, which he termed “Thracistics” (trakistika).
Meanwhile, the search for archaic cultural foundations increasingly shaped interpretations of Bulgarian folklore and popular religion. Traditional customs came to be viewed as potential survivals of ancient worldviews and, consequently, as evidence of long-term cultural continuity. It was within this intellectual context that the work of Mihail Arnaudov (1878-1978), one of Bulgaria’s leading ethnographers, folklorists, and literary historians, acquired particular significance.
Arnaudov’s studies of rituals such as the Kukeri and the Nestinari became especially influential, also internationally. The Kukeri customs, characterized by masked performers, fertility symbolism, and associations with seasonal renewal, had long attracted scholarly attention. Earlier authors had already suggested links between these practices and the cult of Dionysus. Arnaudov accepted the possibility of ancient antecedents but approached the question with considerably greater methodological caution than many later interpreters. Rather than attributing the rituals directly to the Thracians, he situated them within a broader Mediterranean cultural horizon encompassing Greek, Roman, and ancient Oriental influences.
A similar approach informed his studies of the Nestinari (Greek: Anastenaria), the firewalking rituals practiced in Eastern Thrace by both Bulgarian- and Greek-speaking communities. Instead of treating them as straightforward survivals of Thracian religion, Arnaudov analyzed them within a wide comparative framework that extended across the Balkans, Anatolia, the Middle East, and beyond. He explored possible connections with Zoroastrianism, Mithraism, and various forms of ecstatic religiosity. Once again, the emphasis fell not on ethnic continuity but on cultural interaction, diffusion, and historical complexity. Yet regardless of Arnaudov’s own intentions, the reception of such studies contributed to a broader cultural tendency to imagine Bulgarian folklore as a living museum of antiquity. During the interwar period, religious and spiritual movements increasingly appropriated folk traditions as repositories of primordial wisdom and ancient cultural memory.
By the eve of the communist takeover, several of the key elements that would later underpin Thracology were already in place. Professional scholars had established both the scholarly legitimacy and the national significance of research on ancient Thrace. Archaeologists had begun to uncover spectacular material remains that captured public attention. Intellectuals such as Nayden Sheytanov had endowed the Thracians with profound symbolic and spiritual significance. Ethnographers had explored possible links between folklore and antiquity. Taken together, these developments transformed ancient Thrace into far more than an object of scholarly inquiry. It increasingly came to be perceived as a privileged source of national authenticity, spiritual depth, and historical rootedness.
Socialism, the Institutionalization of Thracology, and the Apotheosis of Ancient Thrace
The communist takeover of 1944 constituted a profound political rupture, yet its impact on the study of antiquity was more ambiguous than is often assumed. Although the new regime condemned many aspects of interwar nationalism and sought to replace existing historical narratives with a Marxist interpretation of the past, it did not simply dismantle the scholarly traditions established by earlier generations. The history of Thracian Studies under socialism thus reveals less a radical break than a complex process of adaptation, reinterpretation, and eventual expansion. While Bogdan Filov was executed for his role as prime minister during Bulgaria’s wartime alliance with Nazi Germany, Gavril Katsarov received official recognition from the new authorities and remained an influential scholarly figure until his death in 1958.
The coexistence of political discontinuity and scholarly continuity would prove decisive for the future development of Thracology. The 1950s were particularly important in this regard because they witnessed significant advances in the study of the Thracian language. Comparative linguistics occupied a central place in efforts to reconstruct its features, given the extremely limited written traces of Thracian. Among the scholars who shaped this field, Vladimir Georgiev (1908-1986) occupied a prominent position. A distinguished linguist trained within the traditions of comparative Indo-European Studies, Georgiev sought to reconstruct prehistoric migrations and cultural formations in the Balkans through the analysis of place names, personal names, and linguistic structures. One of Georgiev’s most influential contributions was his challenge to the notion of a single Thracian linguistic community extending across the entire territory traditionally associated with the Thracians. Examining the distribution of ancient toponyms, he argued that substantial linguistic differences existed between the regions north and south of the Balkan Mountains. On this basis, he proposed a distinction between a southern Thracian language and a northern Daco-Moesian one.
Yet Georgiev’s intellectual ambitions extended beyond linguistics narrowly conceived. Like many scholars of his generation working within the broad framework of Indo-European Studies, he sought to use linguistic evidence to reconstruct ancient population movements and long-term cultural relationships. His research therefore ventured into questions concerning the origins and interactions of peoples such as the Thracians, Dacians, Pelasgians, Trojans, and Etruscans. In doing so, he contributed to a broader scholarly effort to situate ancient Thrace within the wider historical landscape of Southeastern Europe and the Mediterranean world.
At the same time, archaeology was producing discoveries that profoundly transformed perceptions of the Thracian past. The uncovering of the Kazanlăk Tomb, renowned for its exceptional wall paintings, the excavation of Seuthopolis—the Hellenistic city associated with the Thracian ruler Seuthes III—and the discovery of the Panagyurishte Treasure further demonstrated the richness and sophistication of ancient Thracian material culture. Dating from the late fourth to the third century BCE, these finds soon became emblematic of Bulgaria’s archaeological heritage. The broader political context was equally important. Beginning in the early 1960s, the Bulgarian communist regime gradually adopted a more nationalist orientation, a development that paralleled similar tendencies elsewhere in Eastern Europe, particularly in Romania. Official discourse placed growing emphasis on historical continuity, state traditions, and national achievements. Within this ideological framework, the search for ancient roots acquired renewed importance and increasingly became integrated into the project of socialist patriotism.
The Thracians proved especially attractive for a number of ideological reasons. As the earliest historically attested inhabitants of the Bulgarian lands, they provided a powerful argument for autochthony and historical rootedness. At the same time, they symbolically connected Bulgaria to the universally recognized prestige of Classical antiquity. Unlike the Bulgars/Proto-Bulgarians, whose image could evoke politically inconvenient associations because of their prominent role in the nationalist narratives of the pre-communist period, the Thracians could be incorporated into the new ideological framework with relative ease. Consequently, official interpretations of Bulgarian ethnogenesis increasingly converged around a tripartite model composed of Thracians, Slavs, and Proto-Bulgarians.
This shift became visible at the institutional level during the 1960s. Historians and archaeologists working within the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences and the Sofia University began formulating new narratives of national origins that explicitly incorporated the Thracian component. These initiatives received support from the highest levels of the political regime, including the party and state leader Todor Zhivkov (1911-1998) himself. The alliance between scholars and state authorities soon produced concrete institutional results. In 1972, the Institute of Thracology was established within the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, and the First International Congress of Thracology was convened in Sofia. Together, these developments transformed Thracian Studies from a relatively specialized academic field into a major national project with substantial political and cultural significance.
The central figure in this transformation was Alexander Fol (1933-2006), a historian and classical philologist who became the founding director of the Institute of Thracology and remained the dominant intellectual force within the discipline for decades. Fol also occupied important positions within the cultural apparatus of the socialist state and maintained close ties to the political leadership. His rise was particularly linked to the patronage of Lyudmila Zhivkova (1942-1981), daughter of Todor Zhivkov and chair of the Committee for Culture, the institution responsible for directing Bulgarian cultural policy.
Under Zhivkova’s leadership, cultural policy increasingly emphasized historical heritage, international cultural diplomacy, and large-scale initiatives designed to enhance Bulgaria’s prestige abroad. Ancient Thrace occupied a privileged place within this strategy. Thracian treasures and archaeological discoveries became cultural ambassadors of socialist Bulgaria, allowing the country to present itself simultaneously as an ancient civilization, a modern socialist state, and a participant in a shared European cultural heritage. In this context, the institutionalization of Thracology represented not merely an academic development but a broader effort to transform antiquity into a resource of cultural legitimacy, national prestige, and international visibility. 
Thus, the Thracological project had an ambiguous character. One of its most visible dimensions was explicitly patriotic and closely linked to the national narrative, particularly to questions of Bulgarian origins and ethnogenesis. Yet over time the discipline expanded well beyond such concerns. Bulgarian Thracologists increasingly portrayed Thrace as a unique cultural space situated at the crossroads of major civilizational worlds and characterized by distinctive religious and spiritual traditions associated above all with Orpheus and mystery cults. Ancient Thrace thus ceased to function merely as a chapter in national history and became a symbolic framework through which Bulgarian scholars sought to define the place of the Bulgarian lands within European and even world civilization.
From an epistemological perspective, Bulgarian Thracology from the 1970s onward was shaped by a diverse array of influences. Its foundations remained rooted in the legacy of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century European Classical Studies and history of religions. At the same time, it drew upon Soviet Indo-European and Scythian Studies, while selectively incorporating elements of historical anthropology. These influences coexisted with traditions of Bulgarian ethnography, traces of structuralism, simplified Freudian interpretations, and the obligatory Marxist-Leninist vocabulary characteristic of the period. Equally important were Romanian intellectual influences, particularly the emphasis placed by Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) on initiation rites and mystery cults, as well as the earlier esoteric speculations associated with figures such as Nayden Sheytanov.
The resulting intellectual synthesis was highly eclectic. The field of Thracology came to encompass subjects ranging from European prehistory, megalithic “sanctuaries,” and archaeoastronomy to Bulgarian folk traditions: the Nestinari and the Kukeri retained their prominent place. Running through these diverse lines of inquiry was a persistent fascination with the archaic. Thrace was increasingly presented as a repository of primordial cultural forms and as a key to understanding the deepest layers of European civilization. Alexander Fol played a central role in this process. He introduced concepts such as the “Thraco-Pelasgian ethno-cultural community” and “Mycenaean Thrace,” extending the historical horizons of Thracian civilization back into the second millennium BCE. Equally significant was the notion of a Thracian-Phrygian ethnolinguistic affinity, allegedly reflected in shared religious practices and ecstatic cults such as that of Sabazios.
By emphasizing these affinities and contacts with a wide range of ancient populations—including Pelasgians, Phrygians, Mycenaeans, Trojans, and even Etruscans—Bulgarian Thracologists sought to remove the Thracians from the margins of European history. Traditionally portrayed as illiterate “barbarians” standing outside the main currents of civilization, Thracians were recast as central participants in a vast prehistoric cultural world spanning Southeastern Europe, the Eastern Mediterranean, and the broader Indo-European sphere. Within this reinterpretation, even the absence of a written literary tradition could be transformed into a cultural asset. Fol’s notion of an oral paideia—one of the more characteristic, if elusive, concepts of his intellectual vocabulary—served precisely this purpose, presenting oral tradition as an alternative and equally significant mode of cultural transmission. The same ambition informed attempts to identify evidence of prehistoric Thracian maritime activity and even regional dominance. Bulgarian Thracologists increasingly argued for the existence of a Thracian “thalassocracy” that had allegedly preceded Greek colonization and exercised influence over the Black Sea, the Sea of Marmara, and the Aegean.
Unsurprisingly, Bulgarian Thracologists readily embraced the long-standing notion, present in parts of European Classical scholarship, that the Thracians had served as “masters of religion” of the ancient Greeks. Central to this interpretation were the figures of Dionysus and Orpheus, both of whom had traditionally been associated with Thrace. Yet in the early 1980s Alexander Fol advanced this line of argument considerably further through his theory of “Thracian Orphism,” which soon became the hallmark of Bulgarian Thracology. 
According to Fol, the ultimate aim of what he viewed as Thracian Orphic initiation was the attainment of immortality. Building upon a highly speculative interpretation of the myth of the young Dionysus-Zagreus, who was dismembered by the Titans, Fol reconstructed an elaborate Thracian religious system centered on a distinctive cosmogony. In his account, a chthonic Great Mother Goddess stood at the beginning of creation. She gave birth to a son identified with the Sun and Fire, who subsequently impregnated her. Their sacred union (hierogamy) produced another son, whom Fol associated with the figure of the Thracian priest-king—a central but largely hypothetical character in his reconstruction. This priest-king functioned as an anthrōpodaimōn, an intermediary being situated between the human world and divine immortality. The evidentiary basis for such reconstructions was necessarily problematic. Since no written sources explicitly attest the existence of Fol’s “Thracian Orphism,” Bulgarian Thracologists devoted considerable effort to uncovering symbolic meanings allegedly encoded in ancient texts, archaeological sites, megalithic structures, and artistic representations (particularly the imagery of Thracian toreutics). 
The broader trajectory of Bulgarian Thracology is therefore marked by a certain historical irony. Emerging from a scholarly tradition established by internationally respected figures such as Gavril Katsarov and Bogdan Filov, the discipline gradually moved toward intellectual positions that rehabilitated ideas previously associated with speculative nineteenth-century authors such as Georgi Rakovski and, most notably, Stefan Verković’s Slavic Veda. Similarly, interwar interpretations advanced by thinkers such as Nayden Sheytanov—which linked Thracian Dionysian and Orphic archetypes to medieval Bogomilism and, through it, to Bulgarian folk culture—reappeared in new forms within later Thracological discourse. Consequently, the boundary separating academic Thracology from the broader phenomenon often described as “Thracomania” became increasingly blurred. Although Bulgarian Thracologists continued to present their work as highly specialized scholarly research, many of their central themes—including the search for primordial wisdom, the reconstruction of lost mystery religions, and the assertion of long-term spiritual continuities—closely resembled narratives circulating in popular historical, nationalist, and esoteric literature. By the end of the socialist period and especially after 1989, Thracology had thus evolved into a field occupying an ambiguous position between professional scholarship and alternative visions of the past.
Conclusion
In methodological and conceptual terms, there was substantial continuity between the Thracology of the 1980s and that of the post-socialist period. The collapse of the communist regime nevertheless had an ambivalent impact on the field. On the one hand, Alexander Fol’s institutional authority declined, although his symbolic authority remained considerable at least until his death in 2006. On the other hand, much as in Romania, the post-communist period witnessed a flourishing of popular “Thracomania,” whose influence increasingly blurred the boundaries between scholarly research, public history, and nationalist mythology.
Certainly, one of the most striking features of Bulgarian Thracology is its combination of nationalism and universalism. This dual character helps explain a fundamental paradox of the Bulgarian appropriation of antiquity. Although the study of the Thracian past was usually motivated by patriotic concerns, it developed through extensive intellectual exchanges that crossed national boundaries. Bulgarian and other Balkan scholars read, cited, debated, and often borrowed from one another. Indeed, compared with many other fields of historical inquiry in the Balkans, Thracology generated a relatively high degree of international cooperation and intellectual convergence. Through international congresses, conferences, and scholarly networks, Bulgarian Thracologists fostered a significant opening toward neighboring countries and wider academic milieus. As a result, many concepts and theories circulated across national historiographical traditions. 
Indeed, similar exchanges can be traced back to the nineteenth century, when Bulgarian authors appropriated Greek discussions of the prehistoric “Thraco-Pelasgians”. Similarly, Bulgarian Thracologists readily adopted the idea—first developed within Greek scholarship—that figures such as Dionysus and Orpheus, as well as important aspects of Greek religion, possessed Thracian origins. Yet identical scholarly motifs acquired different meanings in different national contexts. In Greek scholarship, references to Thracian influences generally served to emphasize the close relationship between Thracians and Greek civilization and, ultimately, the incorporation of Thrace into the Hellenic world. In Bulgaria, by contrast, the same arguments were employed to stress the distinctiveness and indigenous character of Thracian culture and to underline the extent to which Greek civilization itself was allegedly indebted to Thrace.
The Romanian-Bulgarian entanglement in Thracian studies was at least as important as the Greek-Bulgarian one. To a considerable extent, Thracology remains a predominantly Bulgarian-Romanian scholarly enterprise. Romanian influences are particularly visible in Bulgarian interpretations of Thracian initiation rites, mystery cults, and the famous Thracian “belief in immortality,” associated with either Orpheus or Zalmoxis. Equally striking are the broader parallels in the evolution of interest in the Thracian past in both countries. In each case, the interwar search for national distinctiveness under authoritarian and fascist regimes was followed by a phase of communist nationalism from the 1960s onward, which revived and reinterpreted many earlier intellectual traditions. Similar patterns can also be observed in the post-communist period. At the same time, the results of this transnational entanglement remain open to critical scrutiny. Many of its conceptual frameworks, methodological assumptions, and ideological premises now appear problematic and, in some respects, anachronistic.
The broader consequences of these developments can be observed in contemporary perceptions of cultural heritage. In the Bulgarian context, it is not uncommon for monuments predating the medieval Bulgarian states to be assimilated, almost automatically, into a generalized category of “Thracian heritage”. As a result, other layers of antiquity often receive less attention. Ancient Greek heritage, for example, including the remains of Greek colonies along the Bulgarian Black Sea coast, tends to occupy a relatively marginal place in public representations of the past. This tendency reflects both the long-standing anti-Greek biases embedded in Bulgarian national ideology and the intellectual legacy of Thracology.
By contrast, monuments associated with the Roman imperial period are viewed as less problematic. They are frequently emphasized, serving as symbolic links between Bulgaria and a broader European civilizational tradition. Moreover, the category of “Roman heritage” sometimes functions as a convenient label through which monuments belonging to a less prestigious period in the Bulgarian hierarchy of heritage can be reinterpreted. This concerns, above all, the Ottoman past. Thus, bridges and other structures dating from the Ottoman period are not infrequently presented to the wider public as “Roman” monuments. Such examples reveal the enduring power of nationalized visions of antiquity to shape not only scholarly interpretations but also contemporary perceptions of the historical landscape itself.
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