Ivan Vasilev, Angel Angelov

(Balkan Heritage Foundation / New Bulgarian University)
(Institute of Ethnology and Folklore Studies with Ethnographic
Museum, BAN)

NEW DATA CONCERNING THE ARCHITECTURE, WALL
PAINTINGS AND DATING OF THE LATE-MEDIEVAL
CHURCH OF ST. PETKA IN BALSHA, BULGARIA

This article presents the outcomes of an observation and non-destructive
survey of the semi-ruined late-medieval church of St. Petka in the village of
Balsha in the Sofia region, as carried out by the authors of the article in partner-
ship with Dr. George Bevan of Queen’s University, Canada, and Dr. Miglena
Raikovska of the New Bulgarian University. The project is an initiative of the
Balkan Heritage Foundation, which also funded it. Making use of contempo-
rary photographic techniques, the examination allowed us to further and deepen
the available information on the architecture and wall paintings of the Balsha
church, while the analysis of the collected data led us to reevaluate the argu-
ments supporting its dating. While the nature of non-destructive surveying pre-
vented us from making definitive conclusions about some of the questions con-
cerning the history of the church, it also helped us generate new hypotheses that
ought to be tested with conventional archeological research methods.

The village of Balsha is located at the foot of the southern slopes of the
Western Balkan Mountains, as they flatten out into the Sofia Valley, some 25
km north of the city center. The semi-ruined late-medieval church of St. Petkal
stands next to a contemporary, early 20t church dedicated to the same patron
saint, in the approximate center of the surrounding churchyard. The two build-
ings are situated in a flat area of roughly 1 500 sq. m., at the top of a south-
sloping terrain that is delineated by gullies. The location of the earlier church
was probably chosen in view of the terrain’s dominance over the surrounding
area, as well as its defensive advantage.

I DD coordinates: 42.84978536349995, 23.26959171084195; DMS coordinates:
42° 50° 59.227 N; 23° 16° 10.53° E. Elevation (at threshold): 657.19 m above sea level.
(BGS 2005). Street address: Sofia, Novi Iskar district, Balsha, 4 Svetlin Dimitrov St. In some
documents the address appears as: 9 Borova St.



342 Ivan Vasilev, Angel Angelov

I

L]

p— ok -

. [ e
-

R (e crposTene nepog
E300H CIpenes Nepand
CHCH0EA Ha JDWEDRCTHHECKS CTIVKTY IR

Fig. 1. Ground plan of the church St. Petka in Balsha (A. Angelov, I.Vasilev, M. Raykovska,
2018)

Ca. 1. Ocnosa npkse Cs. Iletke y banmu (A. Anrenos, 1. Bacunes, M. PajkoBcka, 2018)

The earliest available evidence for the village of Balsha is found in
Ottoman registers dating back to the 16th century.2 Its name is related to the per-
sonal name Balsh, whose Albanian etymology suggests that the village might
have been founded during a migration wave, one of a series of such waves of
Christian populations (Albanians, Bulgarians, Greeks, Vlachs, and others) that
moved to the Sofia region from the area of Epirus and present-day southern
Albania, starting in the Middle Ages and continuing into the early 16th century.3
Ottoman registers also attest that in the 16th and 17th centuries Balsha’s popula-
tion was Christian, and the residents bore typical Bulgarian names.4 According
to local legend, Balsha was the place of birth and death of the famous late-me-
dieval icon painter Pimen Zografski. Although we are unaware of any thorough
studies of the micro region, a number of known sites (churches, villages, and a
fortification) from Late Antiquity to the Middle Ages are located within a 4 km
radius of the village, testifying to the region’s long history of habitation.

The old church of St. Petka is a single-nave, barrel-vaulted building, with
a rectangular plan, single semi-circular apse and a shallow arched projection of
the vaulting on its western facade (Figs. 1,3,4). It has two architectural phases.
Its collapsed vault and semi-ruined state might have been caused by damage to
its roof following the abandoning of the building and/or burglary, or other fac-

2 AM. Yonesa-/IumutpoBa, Ceruwynu umena om FOzozanaona bvneapus: Hzcneo-
sane. Peunux, Cotdust — Mocksa 2002, 96.

3 B.Tro3enes, Aroanyu ¢ Hzmounume banxanu, Codust 2004, 27-31; 97-98.

4 B. LiBetxoBa, Typcku uzeopu 3a bvicapckama ucmopus, T. I, Codust 1972, 105;
A. Benxos, b. IIsetkoBa, B. Mytadunesa, I. ['enp608, M. Muxaitnosa, M. Craiinosa, I1.
I'pyescku, C. Auapees, Typcku ussopu 3a 6wacapckama ucmopus, 1.V, Codus 1974, 208,
341; H. Tomopos, M. Kamumun, Typcku uzeopu 3a 6vacapckama ucmopus, T. VI, Codust
1977, 310-311, 319-320, 327.
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tors such as an earthquake. According to
Bulgarian architectural historian Dafina
Vasileva, the local population also con-
tributed to the deterioration of the build-
ing by reusing the bricks from its vault-
ing for the construction of home-based
ovens and fireplaces.5 By the 1930s, pri-
or to the construction of the new church, =
the old church had long fallen into dis-
repair but Balsha residents continued to
use it for religious purposes.6

In 1927, the building was declared
a “national historical site” (Bulgarian:
Hapoona cmapuna), and in 19697 a
“cultural heritage site of national sig-
nificance” (Bulgarian: xyodoowcecmeen
NAMemHUK Ha KYIMypama ¢ HAYuoHAHO &
snauenue) — as defined by the contempo- &
raneous Cultural Heritage Act. It is pres-
ently protected under a vaulted metal-
roof hanger, constructed in 1966. To the
immediate west of the building are the
foundations of a structure which until " " £
now has been interpreted as a narthex " o : W &
constructed at a later period. A collection Fig. 2. Prophet Elijah. Niche on the west-

of tombstones and crucifix fragments ex- em interior wall, 2017.
cavated from the old church necropolis Cu. 2. Ilpopok Minuja, nuima na sanannom
in 1986 are kept in the fenced area sur- yHyTpauisem 3uiy, 2017.

rounding the church. Their workmanship
bears the characteristics of stone-cutting production in the region of the Sofia
Balkan Mountains in the 19th century.

The first written mention of the old church of St. Petka in Balsha ap-
peared in 1931, in a brief report by the Bulgarian scholar and public figure Pavel
Deliradev.8 A few years later, the building was examined by the archaeologist
and architectural historian Krastyu Miyatev, who published his findings in the
bulletin of the Bulgarian Archaeological Institute.® Miyatev dated the construc-
tion of the church to the 14th-15th centuries. Almost three decades later, the

5 1. Bacunesa, [llecm cpednosexosnu ywvpreu 6 paiiona na Cogus, ci. ,,My3eu n
naMeTHUNM Ha Kynrypara“ 4 (Codus 1972), 17.

6 K. MusiteB, Cmapunnu yvpkeu 6 3anaona Bvieapus, V3Bectust Ha bparapckus
apxeonorndecku nHCTUTYT 32 1939 1, T. XIII (Codust 1941), 228.

7 MHHHCTEPCTBO Ha KyaTypara Ha PernyOnuka Boiarapust, Akmyaien cnucvk na ne-
ogudICUMUME KYIMYPHU YEeHHOCMU ¢ Kame2opus ,, Hayuonanno suauenue” (HUHKH) xvm
2017 &., Accessed 2018, September 26, <http://mc.government.bg/page.php?p=58&s=429&
sp=430&t=244&z=576>

8 TI. Henupanes, Cmapunnume yvpreu 6 c. bamua, cu. ,.Bexoe® ku. 3 (1931), 45.

9 K. Mustes, Cmapunnu yvpreu .... , 243-245.
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Fig. 3. The late-medieval church of St. Petka, western fagade, center, and the modern
church of St. Petka, left

Cn. 3. KacHocpenmoBekoBHa 1ipkBa CB. [letke, 3anagna ¢acana u Hosa 1pkBa CB. [TeTke

site was re-examined by Dafina Vasileva, who included it in a group of public
Christian buildings in the Sofia region sharing similar floor plans and archi-
tectural features.!0 In 1986, Rumyana Pobornikova conducted archaeological
research in the area west of the church, excavating “an extension of its foun-
dations”, still visible and accessible today, and pits filled with human bones.
Agreeing with Dafina Vasileva’s earlier interpretation, Pobornikova’s uncon-
vincing, sparsely illustrated publication of findings!! reiterated that the founda-
tions belonged to a narthex of later period. Both Vasileva and Pobornikova sub-
scribed to Miyatev’s dating of the church of St. Petka to the 14th—15th centuries.

At the turn of the 215t century, the old church of Balsha appeared on the
pages of several publications.!2 Between 2008 and 2016, the Balkan Heritage

10 In this group she includes the church of St. Theodore Tyron (now the katholikon
of the Balsha Monastery), the ruins in the Monastiro locality outside Balsha, the church of
St. Petka in Kremikovtsi, the church of St. Petka in Svoge, and the church of St. Petka of the
Saddlers in Sofia. JI. Bacunesa, [llecm cpednosexkosHu yvpKei ....... , 17-25.

11 P. Tlo6opuukoBa, Hosu apxeonocuuecku uscie08aHus HA mpu CpeoOHOBEKOGHU
ywpreu om Coguiicko, ¢6. Cepmuka-Cpenen-Codust 2 (Codus 1994), 117-143.

12 K. Xamkues, Kupuicku enuepagcku namemuuyu om yvpkéama 6 ceio bBanwua,
Coguiicro, cn. Hymmsmaruka u enurpaduka 1 (Codus 2003), 225-236; A. Anrenos, /1a-
MEMHUYU HA XPUCIMUSHCKOMO MOHYMEHMATHO U3Kycmeo 6 3anaona bvieapus, Copus 2013,
16, 18, 20-22, 136, 187-188; M. Raykovska, G. Bevan, 1.Vasilev, Integration Of Different
Computational Photographic Modalities In High-Accuracy 3D Building Models: The
Case Of The Church Of St. Petka, Bulgaria. Virtual Archaeology (Methods and Benefits).
Proceedings of the Second International Conference Held at the State Hermitage Museum
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Fig. 4. Eastern facade, 2017.
Cn. 4. Ucrouna dacana, 2017.

Foundation, in partnership with the New Bulgarian University and individual
scholars such as Dr. George Bevan of Queen’s University, Canada, used it as a
site for its field school in graphic and photographic documentation of cultural
heritage sites. In 2017, the church was the subject of a non-destructive archeo-
logical survey led by the authors of this article, alongside Miglena Raikovska
and George Bevan. Among other documentation, our team produced a photo-
grammetric model of the building, Reflectance Transformation Images of its
surviving mural inscriptions, and decorrelation stretched images (Fig. 9) of the
faded wall paintings.!3

Most 21st century scholars of the old church of St. Petkal4 agree that
its construction and interior decoration occurred in the late 16th or early 17th
centuries, yet none of the published materials contain detailed argumentation
in support of such a dating. Based on our observations, we believe that the
most persuasive such arguments can be found in the building’s architectural and
iconographic features, which we discuss below.

Approximately 60% of the original building survives today. The western
and southern walls are preserved in their entirety, while less than half of the

1-3 June 2015 (St. Petersburg 2015), 139-157; A. Anrenos, 1. Bacunes, M. PaiikoBcka,
Jloxymenmupane na apxumexmypHume oCMaHKU U CMEHONUCU HA KbCHOCPEOHOBEKOGHAMA
ywpkea ,, Ce. Ilemxa “ 6 ceno banwua, Cmonuuna obwuna, ApXeoIorndecKl OTKPUTHS U pa3-
xonku npe3 2017 (Codus 2018), 698-700.

13 M. Raykovska, G. Bevan, 1. Vasilev, Integration Of Different ...... (2015), 139—
157; M. Raykovska, G. Bevan, 1. Vasilev, and V. Tenekedjiev, An Application of Colour
Decorrelation Stretching to Faded Frescoes in a Late Medieval Church St. Petka, Western
Bulgaria. Paper presented at the 36th Symposium on Byzantine and Post-Byzantine Art and
Archaeology, Byzantine and Christian Museum in Athens, Greece, 2016.

14 In addition to those mentioned, see also b. ITenkosa, L1. Kyuesa (pen.), Kopnyc na
cmenonucume om XVII eex 6 bvazapusa, Copus 2012, 10.
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Fig. 5. Roof fragment
above the southwestern
corner of the church, 2017.

Cix. 5. KpoBHu ¢parmenT
W3HAJL jyro3amaaHor J1eja
L[PKBE

northern and eastern walls have survived. Less than 25% of the original vault-
ing over the southern wall and apse is preserved, including a few fragments of
the roof. The ratio between the length and width of the naos (both exterior and
interior) is 10:915 (Fig.1). A pair of niches opposite each other on the northern
and southern walls, on each side of the apse, served as prothesis and diaconi-
con. The naos was covered by a brick barrel vaulting, while a brick semi-dome
covered the apse.16 The semi-dome of the apse is 0.4 m narrower than the naos
and vaulting.

The church has a single, western-wall entrance!7, which stands at 0.2-0.25
m above the original floor and is highlighted by an indentation of 0.15 m from
the western fagade. A vaulted patron niche, with a depth equal to the indenta-
tion of the entrance, stands above it. On the outside, the upper western fagade is
decorated with an arched projection of the main vault, with the arch protruding
0.24 m from the facade.!8 Its imposts coincide with the foundation of a four-
layer brick cornicel®, which is preserved on the western, southern and eastern
fagades. The surface of the eastern wall (Fig. 4) with the apse20 is smooth,
with the exception of the cornice. The apsidal embrasure window is partially
preserved. The southern facade is flat, punctuated only by a cornice and three
windows: two embrasure-shaped ones, to the east and west, and a larger rectan-
gular one in the middle2!, the latter made during the second construction period

15 Dimensions: Length: external, without apse — 7.45 m; internal, without apse —
5.50 m.; central longitudinal axis, with apse — 11.10 m. Width: external — 6.68 m; internal
— 4,84 m; western and eastern walls — 0.80 m; northern wall — 0.96 m; southern wall — 0.88
M. Height: western fagade, threshold to ridge — 4.87 m; internal, floor to vaulting — 4.40 m;
vaulting — 2.10 m; external walls, ground level to cornice — 2.00 m; internal walls, floor to
vaulting — 2.10 m.

16 Bricks used in vaulting and apse, dimensions: 0.26 x 0.26 x 0.04 m.
7 Entrance door, dimensions: height — 1.60 m; width — 1.05 m; depth — 0.80 m.
18 Bricks used in arch, dimensions: 0.27 x 0.25 x 0.04 m.
19 Cornice, dimensions: height — 0.20 m; maximum width — 0.10 m.

20 Apse, dimensions: exterior depth — 1.60 m; interior depth — 2.00 m; exterior width
—5.00 m; interior width — 4.10 m; surviving height, from modern-day terrain — 3.15 m.

21 Embrasure windows have similar dimensions: approximate height — 0.60 m; ap-
proximate external width — 0.08 m; internal width between 0.48 and 0.58 m. Later square
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(it is unclear if this was an expan- |
sion of an older embrasure). The
northern fagade was to a large ||
extent sunken into the terrain, |
which has a north-south slope. |

The church walls were
constructed  with  emplecton
technique, using crudely hewn
ashlars (local sandstone of red
and yellow hues, grayish do-
lomitized sandstone and even
paragneiss) of various sizes and |
forms, spolia22, whole or broken |
bricks, as well as white and oc-
casionally pink mortar as binder.
The infill consists of whole or
broken stones, brick rubble, and
mortar. Flagstones and (whole or
fragmented, sometimes reused)
bricks were used to align the ma-
sonry. On the exterior, the joints
between the ashlars were once
widely plastered with mortar,
with only the middle of the stones §

visible, their contours drawn over

the mortar as ornamentation. But Fig- 6. Coinciding foundations of the walls of the
today most of this mortar is gone church of St. Petka and the “western structure”,

due to long exposure to the ef- 2017.
fects of climate. Cloisonné ma- €71 6. OcHOBe 3171082 3anajiHe CTPYKType HCTION

sonry was used in the lower part upxse Cs. ITerke. Jyrosamanuu yrao, 2017
of the apse-containing fagade.

The building’s original roof is missing, but extant fragments suggest that
the vaulting was covered with a layer of mortar-bound stone-and-brick rubble
that in turn served as the foundation for two layers of mortar-bound square
bricks23 that started from the cornice and followed the curve of the vaulting
(Fig. 5). A surviving roof fragment above the western fagade has an angular
ridge, but the apex of the rest of the vaulting might well have been rounded.
The quality of the bricks, the slope and the execution of the masonry, however,
do not in any way suggest that this was the roof’s top layer, as Miyatev and
Vasileva have argued.24 We believe it might have been covered with lead.

window, dimensions: height — 0.98 m; width — 0.62 m.

22 Atotal of seven pieces of spolia (quadrae and other architectural elements of gray-
ish dolomitized limestone; one of them with a memorial inscription in Cyrillic) were used in
the construction of the church; two were used for the Holy Table.

23 Dimensions: 0.25 x 0.25 x 0.03 m.

24 K. MusiteB, Apxumexmypa na cpeonosexosua bwaeapus, Codus (1965), 217; 1.
Bacunesa, Lllecm cpednogexognu..., 18.
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The architectural articulation of
the church interior consists of several
blind and windowed niches. A tall, nar-
row niche with an embrasure window
situated in the southern wall, before its
juncture with the eastern wall, served
as the diaconicon25. A further niche26
inside the diaconicon’s eastern reveal
- has two compartments separated hori-

zontally with boarding and was prob-
ably used as storage for vestments and
curtains. Dafina Vasileva was the first to
notice the traces of a prothesis niche2?
opposite the diaconicon, in the northern
wall. It was walled up with dry masonry
during the second construction period
and is now flush with the rest of the
wall. The shape of the prothesis quite
likely echoed that of the diaconicon. A
small vaulted niche with a cross painted
in its center?8 is located in the western
end of the southern wall. Next to it, on
) ) the western wall, 0.5 m above the floor,
Fig. 7. Melismos. Fragment of the wall- ;¢ 5 1ap0er concave niche29, also vault-

painting in the southern part of the apsidal .. . .
conch. 2017 ed, containing the image of St. Elijah

’ (Fig.2).

All previous scholars of the
Balsha church have stated that its
original floor has not been preserved.
However, a cleaning in 2017 revealed two extant fragments with an overall area
0f 0.9 sq. m. in the southeastern corner of the naos, just a centimeter below the
present-day floor, which had been covered with a thin layer of dust and ashes.
The fragments are paved with thin square terracotta tiles30.

The Holy Table is made of spolia: a limestone ashlar serves as a plinth,
while an upended plinth serves as the table’s top. We cannot corroborate with
certainty Miyatev’s suggestion3! that the two pieces were part of a classical-era
altar. Moreover, the stone foundation of the iconostasis as marked in Miyatev’s
floor plan has not been noted by any subsequent scholar, and no traces of it
can be observed today. He might have meant two other surviving objects — a

Cx. 7. Iloknomeme, HhparMeHT 3UAHOT CITH-
KapcTBa y jy)KHOM aeny arncuue, 2017

25 Diaconicon, dimensions: length — 0.60 m; width — 0.40 m; height —2.10 m.
26 Niche, dimensions: height — 1.00 m; width and depth — 0.44 m.

27 N. Bacunesa, lllecm cpednosexoshu..., 18.

28 Dimensions: height — 0.64 m; width — 0.40 m; depth — 0.40 m.

29 Dimensions: height — 1.60 m; width — 0.62 m; depth — 0.28 m.

30 Dimensions: 0.27 x 0.27 x 0.02 m.

31 K. Mustes, Cmapunnu ywpreu ..., 229-230.
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Fig. 8. Western interior wall, 2017.
Cx. 8. 3anmagnu 3una npkse, 2017.

column base and a hexadecagonal monolithic column portrayed in the illustra-
tions to his article. The column might have been taken from a disused templon
or another interior design element with liturgical function. However, it remains
unclear whether the two objects were, indeed, once part of another building,
from another time or location.

The foundations of the structure located west of the church (Fig. 1) were
first noticed by Dafina Vasileva and were excavated in 1986 by Rumyana
Pobornikova. Both scholars believed that they were part of a narthex added
to the original church at a later point.32 Pobornikova mentioned a construction
joint between the two structures but did not include a photograph to support
her observation. Our own examination has led us to a couple of alternative
hypotheses for these remains, which we have conditionally called “the western
structure”. With these foundations, the building might have been a narthex, an
exonarthex or even a small courtyard. Its walls were made of rough-cut stones
(mostly sandstone) bound with white mortar. A socle of sorts, 0.15-0.4 m wide,
makes up their substructure. The axes of the southern and northern walls of
the western structure coincide with those of the church (Fig. 6). The surface
and width of its southern wall also coincide with those of the southern facade.
However, the northern wall of the western structure is 0.15-0.2 m wider than
the northern wall of the church and seems to continue under its foundations.
Moreover, the construction material used in the western structure is the same

32 It has a quadrilateral shape with the following external dimensions: north — 11.13
m; south — 10.85 m; west — 7.20 m; east — 6.90 m. The thickness of the walls varies between
0,75 and 0,90 m.
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kind, and even size, of stone used in the first, foundational row of the southern
facade of the church. All of these observations have led us to theorize that the
western structure might be an earlier building whose eastern foundations were
used in the construction of the late-medieval church. Such hypothesis can only
be tested with a carefully conducted subsequent archeological excavation. But
for the time being, without rejecting Vasileva/Pobornikova’s hypothesis, we are
offering an alternative version of the construction history of the church.

Our review of the architectural and construction characteristics of the
Balsha church confirm Dafina Vasileva’s conclusion that it has similar con-
struction technique, materials, designs of the prothesis/diaconicon niches, brick
roof structure and arches to the group of churches she studied in the Sofia re-
gion. Contemporary Bulgarian scholars, however, have dated the construction
of three of these six churches (including their likely archetype, the church of St.
Petka of the Saddlers in Sofia) to the 16th—17th centuries.33 Moreover, the pro-
jected arch on the western facade of the Balsha church is typical for Balkan (not
just Christian but also public Ottoman) architecture of the 16th—17th centuries,
and later.

Arguments in support of a later dating can also be found in the iconog-
raphy of the wall paintings in Balsha. The church was decorated at a single
point in time, with the paintings executed directly onto a thin (2-4 mm) layer
of mortar. The iconography follows the established models in Balkan Orthodox
art in the post-Byzantine period. A fragment of the Melismos scene (Fig. 7),
with the images of five (of originally ten) Early Church fathers holding un-
folded scrolls with faded text from the Divine Liturgy, has survived in the apse.
Krastyu Miyatev reported that the Eucharist was depicted above the Melismos
scene34, of which in 2017 only eroded fragments of the figures of two apostles
had survived. An image of a deacon is partially preserved in the diaconicon’s
eastern niche, while a half-length representation of a hermit is located across
from it, on the western reveal of the diaconicon.

The iconographic program of the southern wall starts off with a two-tier
painted socle decorated with alternating straight and undulating lines, which
form parti-colored triangles. A register of full-length, full-face depictions of
saints, grouped in pairs and separated by Bursa-style arches33, is located di-
rectly above it. Partially preserved are the figures of four of them. The icons
of St. Athanasius of Alexandria and another, unidentified liturgist are situated

33 3. Xnpaxos, Cuenara ,, Bv3osusicenue Ha Kpbcma“* u 0amupanemo Ha CmeHonu-
cume om yvpksama ,, Ce. [lemxa Camaporcuticka““ ¢ Coghus, cni. UskyctBo 2 (Codus 1990),
40-46; b. IlenxoBa, Cmenonucume om yvprkeama ,, Ce. Ilemxa Camapooicuticka” 6 konme-
Kema Ha bankanckomo uskycmeo om XVI ., cii. [Ipobnemu Ha n3kyctBoto 2 (Codus 1991),
32-42; A. Awrenos, llamemuuyu na xpucmusuckomo ..., 47-49; b. Ilenkosa, L. Kynesa
(pen.), Kopnyc na cmenonucume. .., 230.

34 K. Musite, CmapunHu yvpKei ..., 231.

35 The Bursa-style arch was introduced in Ottoman architecture in the 16th century
and was widely used in both public and residential buildings until the early 18th century,
when under the influence of European Baroque, it was replaced by the Edrine-style arch. See:
G. Goodwin, Ottoman Architecture, London 2003; R. Giinay, Tradition of the Turkish House
and Safranbolu Houses, Istanbul 1998, 42-43.
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Fig. 9. Decorrelation stretched image of the faded wall paintings on the western interior
wall (photo by George Bevan and Miglena Raykovska)

Ci. 9. leo 3u1HO cIMKapcTBa Ha 3amajHOM yHyTpauimbeM 3uay (poto [lopu bean n
Murnena PajkoBcka)

west of the diaconicon. The register is then interrupted by a subsequently made
window — an intervention that has almost completely destroyed the image of St.
Petka36, of which only contours remain. Next to it, in the space between the two
windows, is a heavily damaged depiction of St. Catherine of Alexandria. Thick
frames, with the areas between them containing vegetative motifs, decorate the
reveals of the western window. The reveals of the Oriental-style, pointed-arch
niche to its immediate west are adorned with six palmettes in the form of medal-
lions. A cross is painted in the middle of the niche, with the letters IC XC and
vegetative motifs above its horizontal arms. The scene Abraham’s Hospitality,
from which the figures of Sarah and two angels are preserved, is depicted above
the western window and niche.

36 To identify this image, we have used K. MusiteB, Cmapunnu yvpkeu ..., 232.
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The second register on the southern wall consists of a freeze of medal-
lions containing half-length portraits of Christian martyrs, painted in pairs, with
one figure turning to the other in % profile. Three of the original medallions
have survived intact, while two are partially preserved.

The third register included scenes from the life of Jesus Christ and the
Holy Week, of which two have partially survived today. A heavily eroded and
barely recognizable version of The Washing of the Feet is located above the
diaconicon, while a fragment of Pilate’s Court appears in the register’s west-
ernmost section.

The iconographic program of the western wall (Fig. 8) echoes that of the
southern wall, beginning with an identical two-tier painted socle. The first sec-
tion of the first register contains an image of a hermit saint. Next to it, above
the niche, is the painted bust of another saint, while the area near the entrance
has the traditional image of Archangel Michael (Fig. 9). Inside the niche is a
depiction of the prophet Elijah (Fig. 2). The register continues northwards, past
the church entrance, with representations of Sts. Constantine and Helena, and
St. Panteleimon.37 The reveals of the entrance door are decorated with crosses
against a background of stylized vegetative motifs. The second register on this
wall consists of a freeze of eight (of originally eleven) medallions, in vary-
ing degrees of preservation, depicting female martyrs. A representation of the
Dormition of the Virgin Mary is situated in its middle. Traces of two other
scenes can be seen on either of its sides, but their poor state prevents their iden-
tification.

The northern wall is the most heavily damaged of the four. Only a limited
number of painting fragments, mostly from the two-tier ornamental socle, have
survived. Another exception is a fragment of a saintly figure situated next to the
prothesis niche, whose richly ornamented robe is strewn with embossed white
dots representing pearls.

A fragment from the Jacob’s Ladder scene is preserved on the intrados of
the projected arch on the western fagade of the church. With typical precision,
the painter has rendered a group of angels in imperial dress, in dynamic poses,
ascending and descending a ladder. The patron saint niche above the church
entrance contains a fragment of its original ornamental frame of stylized pal-
mettes, arranged along the apex of its arch.

The iconographic program of the church of St. Petka in Balsha has all
the characteristics of Christian art in the Balkans in the late 16th and early 17th
centuries.3® Despite their fragmented state, the paintings attest to the training
and skill of their author(s), who were probably familiar with the work of well-
known contemporaneous painters in the major Orthodox centers in present-day
northern Greece. The image of the prophet Elijah in the western wall niche is
especially note-worthy in this respect. The traditional medieval scene of “the
saintly prophet Elijah in the cave, being fed by a raven” is replaced here by a

37 We have identified these using decorrelation stretched images produced by George
Bevan and Miglena Raikovska.

38 On this topic, see: M. Kytommxuesa, Pykorwo epeunazo usyepagha. Owe 6e0Hvic
3a Jcugonucyume 8 KbCHOCPEOHOBEKOBHAMA U npedocMarckama enoxa, ci. Ilpobiaemu Ha
n3kyctBoto 1 (Codus 2018), 3-24.
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full-face representation of the prophet, echoing the work of the Cretan masters
in the monasteries of the Meteora and Mount Athos.39 It is possible that the
painter(s) were representative(s) of a Sofia icon painting workshop, which was
very active precisely during this period.40 If this were the case, he (or they)
would, no doubt, have been familiar with the iconography of the church of
St. Petka of the Saddlers in Sofia (decorated c. 1581)41, as there are a num-
ber of similarities between the two churches#2. Such similarities can also be
found between the paintings in Balsha and the earlier layer of paintings in the
Kurilo Monastery of St. John of Rila (1596) near Sofia.43 As our decorrela-
tion stretched images demonstrated, the iconographic program of the western
wall of the Balsha church to a large extent echoes that of the katholikon of the
Kurilo Monastery, which is evident in the images of Archangel Michael, St.
Panteleimon, and Sts. Constantine and Helena, as well as in the rendering of
aristocratic dress, and specifically the use of embossed representing white dots
to represent pearls.

In conclusion, our analysis of the architecture, style and iconography of
the church of St. Petka in Balsha demonstrates that the church might have been
constructed in the late 16th or early 17th centuries — a period of proliferation of
new religious buildings in the Sofia region and present-day western Bulgaria.
The latter was enabled by the economic and demographic surge in the Ottoman
Empire and Europe in the 16th and early 17th centuries, as well as by the poli-
cies of Ottoman sultans of that era, who allowed the Christian institutions un-
der their control44 to encourage the construction and renovation of Orthodox
churches throughout the Balkans.

39 See, for example: A. Zoguavoo, E. Toryapidog, Ayia Metewpa. Iepa Movny Ayrov Ni-
xodaov Avarovoa, Kadapndka 2003, 149; M. Chatzidakis, The Cretan Painter Theophanis.
The Wall-paintings of Holy Monastery of Stavronikita, Mount Athos 1986, fig. 26.

40 A. Aurenos, [lamemuuyu Ha..., 185-191.

41 3, XKnpakoB, Cyenama Bv3osucenue na kpvema ..., 40-46; b. Tlenkosa, Cmero-
nucume 6 yvprxeama “Ce. Ilemxa Camapodicuticka” 6 konmexcma Ha O6AIKAHCKOMO U3K)-
cmeo om XVI ee, [Ipobnemu Ha n3KycTBOTO, 2 (1991), 32 — 41.

42 For example, in both churches, Abraham’s Hospitality is located in the western
half of the southern wall, a break from its traditional location on the eastern wall, above the
prothesis. The figures of the hermit located between the diaconicon and the arcosolium on the
southern wall of the church of St. Petka of the Saddlers in Sofia and the western reveal of the
diaconicon in the Balsha church are also treated similarly.

43 b. [lenkoBa, Cmenonucume om [paeanescxus u Kypunosckus manacmup om Kkpas
na XVI éex u mexuuam xyoodcecmeen konmexcm, cil. IIpobnemu Ha m3kyctBoTo 1 (Codust
2018), 47-58.

44 These include the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, its subordinate
Archbishopric of Ohrid, which oversaw the Diocese of Sofia until at least the middle of
the 16th century, as well as the Patriarchate of Pe¢, which was reestablished in 1557. Some
contemporary scholars (Machiel Kiel, Radmila Trickovi¢, Olga Todorova, Biserka Penkova,
Angel Angelov) believe that the Bishopric of Sofia became part of the diocese of the Pa-
triarchate of Pe¢ upon the latter’s revival and was governed by it until the very early 17th
century, when it was “restored” to the Patriarchate of Constantinople.
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Hsan Bacunes, Ancen Ancenoe
(®onpanuja ,,bankancko nacnehe“/HoBu Oyrapcku yHHBEP3UTET)
(MHCTUTYT 32 eTHONOTHjY 1 (ONKIOPUCTHKY ca ETHorpadgckum mysejem, BAH)
HOBU [IOAALIN O APXUTEKTYPH, )KUBOITUCY U JATOBABY
KACHOCPEJJBHOBEKOBHE IHPKBE CBETA IIETKA V C. BAJILIIA, BYTAPCKA

[Tonypaspymena npksa CB. Iletke y ceny bamma (y obmactu Coduje)
HaJa3u ce Ha jyxHoj maauuu Crape ImiaHuHe Ha 25KM O IIeHTpa Oyrapcke
MPECTOHUIIE. XpaM UMa CTaTyC HEIMIOKPETHOT KYJITYPHOT 100pa 0/ HallHOHAJIHOT
3HaYaja M Halla3u ce jy’)KHO Ol MoJiepHe LpKBe nocBehene uctom caery. To je
NpaBOyraoHa jeTHoOpo/Ha rpal)eBHHa 3acBeeHa MOJIyoOIMYacTHM CBOJIOM, ca
MOJTYKPY>KHOM ILTHTKOM aliCHUAOM M IIPOjeKIHjoM JIyKa Ha 3amaaHoj dacanw,
Mmo3Hara M Kao ,,KpaTku aHTH“. CauyBaHM ocTauu cy oko 60% opuruHaiHe
CTPYKTYpE ¥ MOKPUBEHH Cy 3aIITHTHHM XaHrapoM. CBH HCTPaKUBAa4H KOjH
cy npoydvaBanu 1pkBy y 20. Beky: Kpactjy Mujares, [laduna Bacunera u
Pymjana IloGopaukoBa matupajy rpahesuny y 14. 15. Bek. Mehytum, y 21.
BEKY, HICKPa)XMBaYH Cy CKJIOHH JIa IPUXBATE KACHH]€ TaTOBAE IIPKBE — y KACHU
16. win nouerak 17. Bexa. HenecTpyKTUBHO UCTPaXKUBawbe U TOKYMEHTOBAaE
KOojy cy aytopu cmpoBenu m3Mely 2008. u 2017. rogune naje apryMeHTe y
MPWIIOT OBOj Te3H. Y WIAHKY je JeTa/bHO OINKMCaHa apXUTEKTypae W KUBOIINC
CIIOMeHHKa, YKJbyuyjyhu u HOBe momatke. Hamme, 3ajenHo ca HajOnmxkum
mapaJenamMa apXuTeKType U )KHUBOIICa XpaMa, yKasyjy Ja je carpaljeH u ociaukan
He TIpe nocieme aerexdje 16. Beka.



