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EARLY CHRISTIAN BASILICA AND MEDIEVAL
CEMETERY NEAR BUKHOVO (SOFIA)

Inspired by old legends and dreams, in 1880 the local people from
Bukhovo (a village located near Sofia, now within the city of Sofia) excavated
the remains of an old church situated in the so-called Cukloto locality. They
found many human bones in the soil and collected them in several carts. The
new church known as “Jeremiah”, “Holy Mary”, “Holy Virgin” and later on
as “St Mary Magdalene” was erected at the same place. A small convent was
established there shortly after that.

Prof. Dimitar Marinov! and Prof. Petar Mutafchiev2 published articles
about the church in academic and popular editions. The excavations carried out
by Vera Ivanova-Mavrodinova in 1931 allowed to trace out the walls and to
reveal the entire plan of a very large Christian basilica3. A geodesic plan of the
entire monastery was made in the 1970s.

A new project for archaeological excavations of the monastery supported
by the Culture Program of Sofia Municipality was launched in 2013. It was
completed in 2016 by a conservation of the unearthed remains. The results of
the archaeological excavations not only confirmed the observations made dur-
ing the earlier campaigns but allowed to accumulate new information.

The structure is a single apse three-nave basilica (Figs. 1, 2) consisting
of a naos, narthex, an exonarthex to the west and two quadrangular rooms on
both sides of the exonarthex to the north and south. There is a quadrangular

I 1. Mapunos, Monacmup ,, Cé. Mapus, B. Hapoaen crpax, 6p.2/1930.( publication
in a newspaper)

2 1. Myraduues, Jo /Jupexmopa ... , Tonuuiauk Ha HapomaHus apXeoaoruaecku My-
3eit [ (Codus 1920), 85-86. [Note: The Report is not entitled and is addressed to the Director
of the National Archaeological Museum.]; I1. Myraduues, 3v Hawume cmaponianuHcKu
monacmupu, CObAH, ucrop.-dpui. k1. 15 (XXVII), (Codust 1931).

3 B. UBaHnoBa, /[ée pannoxpucmusincku 6azunuxu, Tomuauk Ha Hapomaus mysei,
VI (3a 1932-1934 1), (Codus 1936), 295-314.; V. Ivanova, La facade romaine d une basilique
paléochrétienne, Atti V congresso internationale di studi byzantine, (Rome 1940), 253-256.
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Fig. 1. The Early Christian basilica and mediaeval cemetery in St Mary Magdalene
monastery at Bukhovo, general plan

Hp. | — PanoxpunrhaHcka 6a3uinKa U CPEABbOBEKOBHA HEKPOIIOIA Y MAHACTUPY
,» CB. Mapuje Marnanune” kox ByxoBa, mian

room abutted against the southeastern corner of the naos. The building was
constructed from quarry rocks bounded by mortar; bricks were used occasion-
ally, mostly at the corners.

The entire length of the basilica between the apse to the western line of
the side premises is 40.84 m, the width of the naos is 16.85 m and 27.75 m at the
additional premises to the west. The entire area of the temple is ca. 800 sq. m,
which puts the building among the largest excavated Early Christian basilicas
on the territory of present-day Bulgaria. The internal dimensions of the naos
are as follows: length 25.35 m and width 15.65-15.52 m. The middle nave is
8.75-9.07 m wide, the southern nave is 2.5-2.54 m wide and the northern nave
is 2.77-2.60 m wide. The proportion between the central and the side naves is
1: 3.375. Sixteen pillars (4 abutting the walls — to the east and to the west and
12 free standing ones (six on each stylobate)) measuring 0.96 x 0.65 m are sup-
ported by the two stylobates; the distance between the pillars is ca. 2.60 m. The
supporting pillars are made from bricks and stones as evidenced by the imprints
on the mortar.

The apse is semicircular inside and outside; its diameter is 7.72 m. The
foundation of the wooden fence of the bema has been revealed and the socket
in the floor shows that it has been made from beams with rectangular cross-
section, each side measuring 0.15 m. The beams cross fit together (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 2. The basilica at Bukhovo, aerial photo

Cu. 2 — basmmika ko byxosa, ¢pororpaduja u3 Bazmgyxa

The narthex consists of a single rectangular
room and is 15.60 m long and 3.29 m wide (internal
dimensions).

The original floor is smoothly plastered with
mortar tempered with pieces of bricks and coloured
in light pink. The roof must have been typical for
the early basilicas, and the building must have had
glass windows as small pieces of window glass co- |
loured in purple predominantly have been found [
at the exterior walls and along the stylobates. The
western gallery (exonarthex) also consists of a single
room 3.43-3.55 m wide. It is open to the west and
the entrance is divided by three pillars made from
stones and bricks measuring 0.80 x 0.65 m and end-
ed to the north and south with short (1.20 m long) :
angular walls. Some specific features of the pillars’ [
structure suggest that the western gallery has been [
reconstructed at least once. Tegulae and imbrices
have fallen from the roof on the very thin layer of
trampled soil on the gallery’s floor. B

In the northern third of the exonarthex there is ~ Fig. 3. The foundation of the bema
a bricks step for entering the gallery and the narthex, Ca1. 3 — OcHosa Geme
whose floor level is higher. Most probably, there was
another step in the southern part but it was completely destroyed during the
later activities and excavation work related to the graves. Very small pieces of
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Fig. 4. Graphic
reconstruction of
the Early Christian
basilica and its rela-
tion to the modern
church (made

by architect D.
Georgieva and ar-
chitect M. Velkov)

Cn. 4 — Unejna
rpaduuka pe-
KOHCTPYKIIHS
panoxpuirhaHcke
6a3uIMKe ¥ OHOC
ca CaBpeMEHOM
LIPKBOM (ayTopHu
apx. /1. I'eoprujesa
u apXx. M. Benkos)

wall plaster coloured in dark red, ochre, green, blue, white, violet-brown (black
probably) have been discovered under a layer of soil next to the preserved step.
The preserved pieces of painted wall plaster do not allow to reconstruct the wall

paintings.

There are two quadrangular chambers abutted against both sides of the
exonarthex, each measuring 4.70 x 4.70 m. The tegulae from the roofs, which
must have collapsed on the rock, indicate that these single-floor premises have
had economic functions. Remains of an atrium, enclosure or a passage to other

Fig. 5. The Late Antique burial in the martirium

Cn. 5 — I'po6 u3 xacHe aHTHKE y TIPOCTOPHjU MapTHPHjyMa

premises or buildings have not
been found around the church
(Fig. 4)4.

The quadrangular cham-
ber abutting against the south-

| castern corner of the naos

is important for defining the
function of the architectural as-
semblage. A burial situated in
the center of the chamber has

% been discovered (Fig. 5). The

burial pit seems hastily cut into
the rock. Part of the skeleton
was destroyed by rodents in a
later period. The buried person
appears to be an adult male
aged 40-45 yearsS. A coin of

4 The graphic reconstruction is made by the architects D. Georgieva and M. Velkov,
University of Architecture, Civil Engineering and Geodesy (UACEG).

5 The human bones are studied by V. Russeva, Institute of Experimental Morphol-
ogy, Pathology and Anthropology with Museum (IEMPAM-BAS).
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Fig. 6. Architectural | /7707
remains of an earlier
building/temple ¢

Cn. 6 — Ocrauu |
Tpajbe paHuje 3rpa-
ne/xpama

Emperor Constantius Gallus (351-
354) has been found below its right
heel6, which categorically proves
funeral functions of the premise.
Additionally, the coin found in the
closed archaeological complex in-
dicates that the basilica was con- §
structed after the mid 4th century.

A fragment of a wall made
from stones bound together with
clay has been unearthed next to the |
northeastern corner of the naos.
Similarly to the apse of the ba-
silica, it is arch-shaped and curved
to the south (Fig. 6). It can be sug-
gested that the discovered pieces of
walls are the remains of an earlier
temple. This is supported by sev-
eral coin finds yielded by this area: a coin of Emperor Claudius II Gothicus
(268-270) and coins of Emperors Caracalla (198-217) and Severus Alexander
(222-235). It can be suggested that the remains of a person related to or even
an eminent member or leader of the local Christian community were laid in the
grave pit in the special premise (martirium?). It is not possible to identify this
person at this stage of research. The latest coin related to the functioning of the
basilica was issued during the reign of Emperor Phocas (602-610). The building
was probably destroyed or abandoned in the early 7th century similarly to many
of the Late Antique assemblages in Serdica and its vicinity.

Apart from the burial inside the especially constructed chamber, the re-
cent archaeological campaigns have brought to light additional 56 burials — in-
side and around the basilica (Fig. 7). The small number of grave goods yielded

Fig. 7. Burials from the mediaeval cemetery (the 13th cen-
tury)
Cx. 7 —I'poboBu cpenmoBekoBHE Hekporoie (13. Bek)

6 The coins are studied by B. Bozhkova and K. Dochev, National Institute of Ar-
chaeology with Museum (NIAM—BAS).
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Fig. 8. A pair of silver temple pendants (naush- Fig. 9. Bronze and glass bracelets yielded by the

nitsi) yielded by burial Ne 5 of the mediaeval mediaeval cemetery
cemetery Ci. 9 — BpoH3aHe U CTak/eHe HAPYKBHIIE U3
Ca. 8 — Iap cpebpuux HaymHuma u3 rpoda op. 5 CPebOBEKOBHE HEKPOIIOIEe

CpeImbOBEKOBHE HEKPOIIOe

Fig. 10. Gilded silver appliques, which were elements of a diadem yielded by the mediaeval
cemetery

Ci1. 10 — TToznahene cpeOpHe aruikKanuje auajaeMe U3 CpelOBCKOBHE HEKPOTIONE

by the grave pits, mostly personal jewelry such as naushnitsi (temple pendants
— special crescent-shaped or circular female head ornaments attached to a scarf
or a textile band and hanging beside the ears) (Fig. 8), earrings, twisted bronze
wire or glass bracelets (Fig. 9), gilded silver appliques, which were elements of
a diadem, several clipped cup-shaped coins (Latin imitations as well as coins
issued during the reign of the Bulgarian Tsar Constantine-Assen (1257-1277))
found in the hands of the deceased and the grave stone which were lost allow to
date back the latest period of the functioning of this large cemetery to the 13th
— most probably the early 18th century. The buried individuals are of different
sex and age, varying from children aged 2 years to adults aged 60-65 years. The
bones provide evidence of different types of pathologies but no severe physical
disability. The cemetery can be defined as civil and Christian. It can be con-
cluded that it was used by the population of a nearby settlement, probably at the
location of present-day Bukhovo. However, remains of the mythical mediaeval
monastery have not been found, which provokes huge excitement among local
people.

The basilica near the town of Bukhovo is one of the largest Early Christian
temples ever excavated in present-day Bulgaria. The period when it was erect-
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ed, the specific features of the plan and its construction make it similar to many
of the early churches functioning in the Late Antique Serdica region. It was
erected on a hill dominating the entire area and demonstrated the power and the
influence of the newly established religion. The special funeral chamber is an
indication of strong respect for distinguished followers of Christianity.

Creorcana Topjanosa
(HaumoHaHu apXeosomKi HHCTHTYT ca My3ejuma,Coduja)
PAHOXPUIIRAHCKA BA3UJIMKA U CPEIIbOBEKOBHA HEKPOITOJIA
KOl BYXOBA (CO®UJA)

VY mepuony 2013.-2016. 3aBpmieHO je MpoydaBame M OCTBapeHa KOH3EpBalldja
panoxpuithancke Oasmnuke y Omm3uHuM rpaga byxosa, oko 30 kmiomerapa Of IEHTpa
Coduje, mosHare jour ¢ kpaja 19. Beka. O0jekar ce Haa3n y MaHACTHPY ca MaJIOM aKTHBHOM
LpKBOM ,,CB. Mapuje Marnanuae™ u jeaHa je ox HajBehHx 1Mo MOBPIIMHHU KOje Cy OTKPHUBEHE
JI0 cajia Ha TepuTopuju byrapcke.

Basmmxa (mprex 1 u ci. 2 u 4) je TpoOpoaHa, jeHOATICHIHA Ca HA0COM, HAPTEKCOM,
raJepujoM ca 3amajHe CTpaHe ca JABe KBaJpaTHE MPOCTOpHje Koje je (IIaHKHpajy ca ceBepa
U jyra, Kao ¥ ca KBaJ[paTHOM IPOCTOPHjOM IOpe] jyrOMCTOYHOr yriia Haoca. I'palena je
0]] TOMJBEHOT KaMeHa ca KPEeUHHM MaJITEPOM H MECTHMHYHO Ca OIEKOM. YKyIHA JyKHHA
srpaze je 40,84 m, mmpuHa meHor Haoca je 16,85 M, a Ha 3anamHOM neny - 27,75 M. OnHoc
u3Mel)y nenTpanHor u Gounux Opomosa je 1:3,375. Ha nBa crtumobara pa3meniTeHu cy
IIPaBOYTAOHH CTYTIIH 3UIaHH O] KaMEHa U olleke Ha Mel)ycoOHom onicrojamy 2,60 M. Ancuna
j€ MOMyKpYy>KHA ca CIOJballibe U YHYTPALIbEe CTpaHe, MpeyHnka oTBopa 7,72 M. OTKpruBeHa
je ocHOBa 3a pBeHy orpajy 6eme, Koz Koje Cy IpaBoyraoHe Tpejie CIlojeHe moMohy KpcTacTe
cnojuurie (ci. 3). [Ipunpara je jenHoae Ha TPABOyTaOHOT OOIHKA.

OpurrHaJIHE HHUBO TOJA j¢ Y MOTIIYHOCTH OJ IJIATKOT KPEYHOT MajTepa Koju 300r
Mellamba ca KPYMHO IpOOJHEHOM ONEKOM MMa BPJIO CBETIY pyXudacTy HujaHcy. KpoB of
Teryna OO je 1Mo CBOj NMPWJIMIHM THUINYAH 32 paHe Oazmimke. 3rpaja je Omiia 3acTakJbeHa.
3amajsHa ranepuja (er30HapTeKC) Takohe MpenCcTaBiba jeJHONCIHH jeTHOCIIPATHA POCTOP.
KBanparse nmpocropuje koje GpiaaHKupajy ersoHapTekc uMaiie cy nmomohne gynkiumje. Mzmelhy
HUBOA TaJIepHje ¥ IPHIIPaTe HAJIa3K Ce CTEIIEHHK OJf OTeKe.

TIpoHaljeHu cy BpJIo MaJy JIeJOBH 3UHOT CIMKapCTBa TAMHOLPBEHE, OKEp, 3ENICHE,
naBe, 6ene, OpaoH-sbyOHuacTe 6oje.

IIpocropuja Ha jyroncTOYHOM yIiTy Oa3miIMKe MMa yJIOry MapTUpHjyMa. Y Tpoly Koju
je TaMo OTKpHUBEH NpoHaljeH je mpuMepak HOBIa KoBaHuIe Hapa Koncranunuja ['ama (351.-
354.) mrto natyje u3rpaamy Xpama nocie cpenune 4. exa (ci1. 5). [Touetkom 7. Beka Oasuinka
je cpymieHa uiu 3amymTeHa. Ha ceBeporcTodHOM yriry Haoca O4yBaH je Ae0 KaMEHOT 3Maa
ca Be3uBOM o7 Omara, BepoBaTHO paHHjer xpama (ci. 6). TokoM mocienamux HCKOIaBamba
y YHYTpAIIbOCTH Oa3HiIMKe U OKO Ee UCTPaKEeHO je 56 rpoboBa CpeamOBEKOBHE IpaJicke
HEKPOTIOJIE YHje je KOpHUIIemhe 3a1oueTo OKo Ipyre yeTBptuHe 13. Beka (ci. 7-10).






