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To enter into the subjective life of another culture ð its symbolic codes,  its overt beliefs and implicit 

assumptions ð requires, as any immigrant or nomad can tell you, a considerable effort of consciousness and 

imagination; a kind of stretching of self towards the other - and a gradual grasp of differences which are 

sometimes imperceptible and subtle. é.. 

Cultures are neither static nor monolithic organisms ð they are complex, changeable and internally diverse. 

What is considered healthily assertive in one culture may be seen as aggressive or hostile in another; certain 

kinds of  personal disclosure which may seem quite unproblematic in one society may be seen as embarrassing or 

entirely unacceptable elsewhereéé 

 

We live in a world in which various kinds of cross -national movement ð migrations, travel, various kinds of both 

enforc ed and voluntary nomadism ð are ever on the riseé 

If we are to meet with each other on the basis of trust rather than tension or insidious indifference, we need 

to have ways of getting acquainted with each other which are more than cursory, or purely instr umental.  

 

But how can this be accomplished?  

What kind of knowledge is needed to feed meaningful cross -cultural contacts?   

 
Inner Lives of Cultures  (2011) ed Eva Hoff man  

 

 

  

http://counterpoint.uk.com/reports-pamphlets/the-inner-lives-of-culture/
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PLEASE NOTE THAT the COLOUR reproductions (and 

hyperlinks)  OF THIS BOOK can be easily accessed ON 

BOTH MY BLOG AND WEBSITE  ð 

www.nomadron.blogspot.com  

and 

www.mappingthecommonground.com 

 

  

  

http://www.nomadron.blogspot.com/
http://www.mappingthecommonground.com/


7 
 

1. òThis is not a guideó  
 

1.1  Introduction  
Because of its location, size or its Cyrillic script and language , Bulgaria has a low global profile - 

although the Black  Sea sands and its ( red ) wines have long been known to the British public; and its 

ski slopes to younger travellers. A few retired people have also been amazed by the richness of its 

monasteriesé 

Apart, however, from the obvious travel guides, there are al most no books about  the country  which 

might be given to the curious or discerning visitor .  

When my youngest daughter visited me here in October 2013, I was able to give her one of the 

remaining copies of a little booklet I had produced in 2012 ð Introducing the Bulgarian Realists  - 

which basically contained brief notes on 140 painters I had identified in my initial forays into 

Bulgarian Realist Art; a few reproductions and  a CD with pictures of about 1000 paintings.  

 

Since then, however, my trips to the antiquarians here in Sofia have paid rich dividends (indeed the 

weight of the art books brought a shelf crashing down on my fingers not so long ago). And the 

prospect of my  eldest daughterõs visit in early 2015 helped open up more internet r iches - 

particularly historical . 

 

The book  makes no attempt to offer any guidance about places to visit ð that is the staple fare of 

the guidebooks and tourist guides which can be easily accessed (many with hyperlinks) at section 4.1  

I ts original aim was to introduce òmodern realistó Bulgarian painting to visitors and to encourage 

them to spend time (and perhaps some money) browsing the galleries here. A very friendly way 

awaits ð and all the more so if you show that you know something about the Bulgarian painters.  

But as I was preparing what I thought would be the final draft of a new edition ð with an annotated 

list of more than 200 painters and almost 100 pages of diary entries about my discoveries ð I 

realised that a focus on visitors to the country was imposing a silly restriction on the bookõs 

potential readership and indeed impactéé 

 

We live, after all, in an increasingly homogenised world ð places with traces of older ways of 

behaviour let alone the feel of antiquity are increasingly impossible to find. When found, of course, 

they need nurture - not hordes of people tramping the grounds and polluting the atmosphere. So, 

despite the many attractions of the country,  this is not a book w hich is encouraging you to visit 

famous sites ð it is rather a book of celebration of people long dead but who have still left a bit of 

themselves in the attitudes and tastes of those who inhabit it      

 

Since my return in 2007 from an eight -year sojourn in Central Asia I have had one foot in Sofia and 

the other in a Transylvanian mountain village; and the opportunity to observe two very different 

countries which straddle the lower reaches of the Danube.  

 

It starts with a PowerPoint - like potted history; t hen tries to identify where good material 

about both Sofia and Bulgaria can be found  (with some 500 hyperlinks)  

The bookõs second half consists of my notes as I travelled around the country, officially to 

supervise some courses in a (European) project but  in reality to visit the local galleries and taste 

the regional wineséé. 

http://media.wix.com/ugd/e475c8_df25f9ebd39c4f139f9ef7e772ce39c9.pdf


8 
 

 

1.2 Ways of Seeing  
This is the one of three  little books which have resulted ð which focus on neglected, cultural 

aspects of Romania and Bulgaria. The  E-book Mapping Romania ð notes on an unfinished 

journey  (2014) was built on blogposts and drafted as a short guide for one of my daughters who was 

making her first visit to the country.  

It identife d 16 d ifferent ways which can be used to throw light on countries. They can be 

grouped into three distinctive types  ð those which  

 

First those which can be easily accessed  in oneõs own language such as   

¶ travel guides ;  

¶ t ravelogues ð which can be divided into th e serious or the (sadly increasing number of) 

tongue-in-cheek type;   

¶ potted histories  - dealing with what are considered to be the key events in the shaping of a 

nation;   

¶ internet sites  eg tourists sites and blogs of ex -pats  - there is only one I know of w hich 

blogs exclusively about the country ð the From the Back of Beyond  blog  

 

The second group requires a good grasp of the language  of the country being visited -  ie 

¶ novels;  

¶ social and cultu ral histories (including jokes) ð which give insights into how ordinary people 

lived their lives;   

¶ memoirs and diaries ð dealing with those who were more òdistinguishedó;  

¶ magazines;  

¶ television, films and plays;  

 

 The final  group consists of those which  r ely only on the senses - ie 

¶ photographs;  

¶ paintings , graphics ;  

¶ sculpture, ceramics ;  

¶ buildings;   

¶ music;  

¶ food and wine  

¶ conversations and encounters;   

 

This book is a guide for those who want to use their senses  ð in all their diversity. I was 

indeed tempted  to use the subtitle òa sensual guide to Bulgariaó but reckoned that it might 

attract the wrong sort of customer!!  

 

é..And its focus on painters reflects a discovery I made when I started a project in Sofia in 

summer 2007    

As the quotation on the dedicat ion page suggests, I have become increasingly fascinated by the 

question of how we might attempt to penetrate the soul of a countryé.not for nothing does my 

visiting card bear the rubric òExplorer and aestheteó! 

 

http://www.mappingthecommonground.com/#!mapping-romania/c1fdz
http://www.mappingthecommonground.com/#!mapping-romania/c1fdz
http://aletterfromthebackofbeyond.blogspot.ro/
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Serious studies on countries tend to be wri tten from the perspective of one particular academic 

discipline - be it history, economics, politics. Anthropology seems to offer more eg The 

anthropology of Ireland . And a series on the  cultural history of cities  is quite excellent.   

 

Painting is a good òhandleó on a country ð but itõs rarely used. Peter Robbõs Midnight in Sicily  gives a 

òfood and Mafiaó take on that country; and  Simon Winder õs òGermaniaó and Neil McGregor õs 

òGermany; memories of a nationó cultural take s on Germany both skate over painting.  

Bulgarians know most about their country and have written the best material eg   

¶ Ivan Daraktchievõs amazing Bulgaria: Terra Europeansis Incognita  gives us 600 pages of 

superb photographs and provocative (English) text about the history (ancient and recent) 

and landscape of the country and its relationship with neighbours.   

¶ The owner of Sof iaõs Neros Gallery, Ruhmen Manov, went one better in summer 2014 with  

(bilingual ) A Fairy Tale about Bulgaria   which weighs in at 7 kilos and 700 pages ð based on 

his personal collect ion of old Bulgarian photos and cultural artefacts. It does indeed give a 

stunning sense of Bulgariaõs more recent history.  

¶ the 600 page  Sofiaõs Mount Athos by Valentina Sharlanova (Drinov Acade mic Publishing 

2013) is a superb study (complete with photos and GPS coordinates) of the 46 monasteries 

which cluster around Sofia   - many since the 14 th  century.  

¶ òThe Architecture of the Old Bulgarian Villages ó; Stef an Stamov (2006) 350 pages written 

by the doyen of Bulgarian writers on architecture.  Bilingual 

¶ Rhodopes; the Sacred Mountain  (Club 8 2014); an absolutely wonderful 245 page 

photographic tribute to the area ð with brief text  

 

But we warned, these are heavy volumes and add unwelcome kilos at t he airport weigh -in!  

This particular  book started its life quite literally as a scribbled list on the back of an envelope - of 

painters whom a gallery friend thought I should know about in 2008 or thereaboutsé.. 

 

 

1.3 Memoryõs Veil 
It was apparently Benjamin Disraeli  who suggested that òthe best way to become acquainted with a 
subject is to write a book about it ó and Henry James  who asked òHow can I know what I think until 
I read what I have written? ó It is in that spirit that the book is written since - 

¶ very little  written about Bulgaria conveyed any real sense of why the country is worth 

investing time in (the exceptions you can find at section 3.1)   

¶ nothing is (or ever has been) available  in the English language about Bulgarian art  

 

This list of 200 or so Bulgarian artists of the òrealistó style was purely functional ð to help me (and 

visitors) learn more about the richness of the work (and lives) of artists who are now, for the most 

part, long dead and ð largely ð forgotten.  

 

It was, however, only when I was going through a catalogue and found myself constantly having to 

add the phrase òa superb but forgotten painteró to the names in my book that I realized that the 

book contains a  sub- text which I had completely failed to notice  é.that of memoryééand 

forgettingé 

Like many other European countries, Bulgaria has had periods during which a òveil of silenceó has 

been drawn over parts of its  history ð with September 1944 being the point at which individual 

http://books.google.bg/books?id=MmWtAwAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.bg/books?id=MmWtAwAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.interlinkbooks.com/index.php?cPath=4_59
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Midnight-Sicily-Panther-Peter-Robb/dp/1860465978/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1390805767&sr=1-1&keywords=peter+robb+midnight+in+sicily
http://www.amazon.co.uk/product-reviews/0330451405/ref=cm_cr_dp_see_all_btm?ie=UTF8&showViewpoints=1&sortBy=bySubmissionDateDescending
https://gerryco23.wordpress.com/2014/11/06/germany-memories-of-a-nation/
http://www.zaedno.mobi/Zaedno/Comments.html
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2014/11/honouring-past.html
http://www.baspress.com/book.php?l=e&id=1073
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Benjamin_Disraeli
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_James


10 
 

memories became selective. By contrast memories of the struggles which brought independence 

from the Ottomans in 1878 have always burned brightlyé.. 

 

The book emerged initially from a few s cribbled listsé.Of course my own artistic tastes have given 

me a bias toward the more traditional (realist) artists and the reader will find a gap in the list of 

painters who were active in the period after 1980 or soééThe communist period had its own 

idiosyncrasies (Socialist Realism faded in the 1970s) but the post -modernist painters of that period 

donõt really figure here ð except for such people as Bencho Obreshkov and Svetlin Russev ð simply 

because the events of 1989/90 have made it convenient for a n ew òveil of silenceó to be drawn by 

some powerful people over the previous 45 years é..  

     

I t was only when I was about to send the text to the printer that it was brought home to me that 

the whole book is, in a sense, an ODE TO FORGETFULNESS and that m y references to Bulgarian 

events and people are simply one of myriad examples about what Iõve taken to calling òMemoryõs Veiló 

ð the highly selective way all of us ð in whatever country - remember people and talent . 

 

Some of you may know the author Nassim Nicholas Taleb whose book The Black Swan became a 

best -seller a few years ago. In it he makes a profound point about the process by which artistic 

ògeniusó is recognised (or not ð the latter being more often the case)  

 
More than four centuries ago, the English essayist Francis Bacon had a very simple intuition. The 
idea is so trivial that he puts to shame almost all empirical thinkers who came after him until ver y 
recently é.. Bacon mentioned a man who, upon being shown the pictures of those worshipers who paid 
their vows then subsequently escaped shipwreck, wondered where were the pictures of those who 
happened to drown after their vows .  
 
The lack of effectivenes s of their prayers did not seem to be taken into account by the supporters 
of the handy rewards of religious practice. òAnd such is the way of all superstition, whether in 
astrology, dreams, omens, divine judgments, or the likeó, he wrote in his Novum Organum, written in 
1620. 
This is a potent insight: the drowned worshippers, being dead, do not advertise their experiences. 
They are invisible and will be missed by the casual observer who will be led to believe in miracles . 

 

Not just in miracles, as Taleb go es onto argueé..it is also the process which decides whether an 

artist is remembered. For every artist of genius, there have been many more with the same talent 

but whose profile, somehow, was submergedé. 

Art, of course, is the subject of high fashion ð reputations ebb and flowé..we are vaguely aware of 

thisébut it is money that speaks in the art òmarketó and it is the din of the cash register to which 

the ears of most art critics and dealers are attunedééOne of the few other people I know who 

celebrates un known or, rather, forgotten artists is Jonathan in Wales who runs a great blog called 

My Daily Art Display  which fleshes out the detail of the lives of long -forgotten but superb 

artistsé.. 

 

  

http://shifter-magazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Taleb_The-Black-Swan.pdf
https://mydailyartdisplay.wordpress.com/
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1.4 What authority do I have to write about (aspects of) Bulgarian Culture?  
Iõve never found it easy to use a noun to explain how I earned my living  ð having generally to resort 

to verbs such as òanalysing institutionsó or òwriting reportsó ð but art has never figured as a 

professional activity. Itõs simply something that crept up and hit me while I was living in Bulgaria in 

2008.   

If you look at the  blog ð Balkan and 

Carpathian Musings  ð which I have developed 

since my semi-retirement in 2009; or my 

Mapping Common Ground or older 

professional  website, you will see that I am 

more of a writeré 

 

But now I have become a collector of 

Bulgarian art and, through that, curious 

about aspects of Bulgariaõs culture and 

history. This painting, for example, is one of 

four  superb seascapes I have by one Pet ar 

Boiadjievev about whom my searches can 

unearth no trace!!  

Heõs one of more than 200 artists listed in th is book and great proof for me of the richness of the 

Bulgarian tradition.  

The reader might well ask about living artistsé..several of whom have become my friendsé. Like all 

true artists, their life is often a struggle but they embody a creativity which I have come to 

admireééI have therefore (but belatedly ) included a (tiny)  section on that subject before the main 

section of the book . 

 

Letõs start with a brief outline of some important things any visitor should know about Bulgaria - 

 

2. Things you need to know  

Most signs are in Cyrillic ð and itõs worth learning the letters of the Cyrillic alphabet in order to 

understand what trade is being carried  out by the various small shops. Suddenly the world begins to 

make sense again! òȷɐɔɆɐɅó is one of my favourites!  

 

When people shake their head, theyõre actually agreeing! Unless (the younger ones) theyõre smart 

and fast enough to react appropriately when  they realise youõre foreign! This makes for some 

confusion since ð in order to interpret the response - you have to make a quick decision about which 

genre of Bulgarian youõre dealing with!! 

 

All educated young Bulgarians speak good English ð although the ir parents have had to make a lot of 

(unofficial) payments to get them into the right schools, universities and jobs  

 

http://nomadron.blogspot.ro/2010/11/identity.html
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/
http://www.mappingthecommonground.com/
http://www.freewebs.com/publicadminreform/
http://www.freewebs.com/publicadminreform/
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IT skills are amongst Europeõs best ð as befits a country which in the 80s and 90s was one of the 

worldõs global video and CD pirates 

 

òCyrillicó, you should know, refers to one of two òGreekó monks (the other is Methodius) who 

invented the Cyrillic alphabet and language . The adjective is in parenthesis simply because te rritory 

(let alone history ) has neen hotly -disputed in the Balkan area ð to put it mildly.  

 

Boundaries have been constantly adjustingéé.and are still disputed ð particularly those of 

Macedonia é.from whose loins, remember, both Alexander the Great and Attaturk sprang!  

I liked this quote from a book written in 1931 (Meet Bulgaria)  

 
Bulgaria has changed its size and shape many times during the last century, stretching out and 
contracting like an agitated amoeba ñ if that famous animal ever gets agitated. Man y official and 
unofficial bodies and individuals have drawn Bulgaria's boundaries. The unofficial maps have been 
prepared in professors' studies or in diplomatic chancelleries and have always been comparatively large.  
 
The official maps have been traced on  battle fields with bayonets and in most cases have been small and 
much hacked up. The one which Bulgaria is now wearing is among the most shrunken she has ever had to 
squeeze into and the whole nation complains that it is entirely too little ñ that it doe sn't fit at all. It was 
presented to her in Paris somewhat over a decade ago and is of the same general style as those worn by 
Germany, Austria and Hungary. I am disclosing no secret when I say that there is no Bulgarian who 
believes that the map making se ason in the Balkans is closed.  

 

(These days, however, it is only Greece which queries Macedonia)  

 

Bulgaria has a long and proud history ð reaching back 1300 years. Sofia is Europeõs second oldest 

capitalé..Tribes and foreign armies have ravaged its territory for thousands of yearsé..The Isihia 

music group gives us a haunting ensemble here of painting and music  to help fix that reality in our 

minds. And a 1980s film about the nationõs first ruler - Han Asparuh is a stirring 2 hour view (with 

sub-titles) which also makes us aware of the emptiness of Holywood epicséé 

 

The Bulgarians are very proud that they gave Russia its 

language 

 

And that t hey had in fact a vast Empire ð indeed two!   

 

The First Bulgarian Empire  existed from the 7 th  to the 10 th  

Century and was the dominant power in t he Balkans during this 

period ð particularl y under Tsar Simeon.  

 

The Second Bulgarian Empire  existed (roughly) from 1200 ð 

1400. This may have been the òdark agesó for Europe ð but 

incredible remnants of t hat period  are being dis covered every 

month still in Bulgaria  

  

Although Sofia ð Roman òSerdicaó (and Europeõs second oldest 

city) ð was not then its capital which was, variously , in Pliska, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saints_Cyril_and_Methodius
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HS5hmStjmBk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_e0bR9lfAhE
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Bulgarian_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Bulgarian_Empire
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Skopje  and Veliko Tarnovo  

 

But before that there was, of course, theééééééRoman Empire many remnants of which can be 

found both in Sofia and along the Danube (a strong frontier) particularly Svishtov.  

 

The Ottoman Empire then blotted Bulgaria out for some 450 years  

 

The Orthodox Monasteries  kept the religious flame burning ð even although th ir churches were 

often (literally) forced underground . 

 

It was the Russians who came to Bulgariaõs rescue in the 1870s  ð with hundreds of thousands of 

Russian soldiers dying  in the battles against the Turks which took place  in central and eastern 

Bulgaria 

 

Turkish a trocities  aroused European - even British ð reactionsé. 

 

After the Liberation, t he country then enjoyed a few decades of  òmodern bourgeois developmentó 

 

A wonderful òRevivalist ó style of architecture sprung up ð remnants of which can still be see n ð 

particularly in Plovdiv and 3 -4 villages. Literature and particularly painting flourished . Remember 

that, until now, the painting of images was forbidden. No wonder that Bulgarian painting exploded in 

colour at the beginning of the 20 th  Century ! 

 

Churches - even in remote villages - vibrate with almost erotic pastelling sensibility  ð and look at 

the interior of Alexander Nevsky Cathedral whose architect was a Russian, painters Bulgarian but 

which paid tribute to the Russians, Romanians and Bulgarians who had lost their lives in the 

struggles of the previous decadesé  

 

Things started to go wrong in 1913  when, as part of a complicated series of diplomatic alliances 

initially against the remnants o f the Ottom an Empire, the Balkan countries first united with one 

another in a first Balkan War; and then tore each other apart a few months later  in a Second 

Balkan War.  Bulgaria lost territory in that second Balkan War.  

 

Overlooking their historic hatred of the Turk and past allegiance to Slavic Russia, Bulgaria entered 

the Great War in 1915  on the side of the Central Powers with the single objective of reversing the 

territorial settlements of the 1912 ð13 Balkan Wars  

 
A nation of less than  five million, Bulgaria mobilized an army of 1.2 million soldiers. These troops helped 
force the Serbian Army to abandon their own country, drove the French and British expeditionary forces 
back to the Salonika perimeter, participated in the defeat of Ruma nia, and, for the last year of the war, 
were the principal sentinels at the Balkan "back door" into central Europe. But playing a major role in a 
world war proved exhausting for the small country.  
 
By the spring of 1918 food shortages become severe at hom e and Bulgarian troops had to subsist on a 
barley bread with straw filler. On 29 September 1918, after their forces collapsed under pressure on the 
Salonika Front, Bulgaria became the first Central Power to sign an armistice.  
In three years of war the Bul garian forces lost a quarter of a million men killed, wounded, or captured.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HDK0-hB8y64
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2014/07/balkan-struggles.html
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2014/07/balkan-struggles.html
file:///C:/Users/ronald/Desktop/current%20work/EXPLORING%20BULGARIA/sections%20end%20Jan/.%20http:/roadstothegreatwar-ww1.blogspot.com/2013/07/bulgarias-role-in-war.html
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The Dobrudja area to the south -east of the Danube was ceded to Romania (being returned in 1945)  

 

The aftermath to the Great War saw a period of great instability  ð with bombings and 

assassinations, culminating in a coup-dõetat in 1923 and also 1932. 

 

A nice little article on Modernism in Bulgarian Architecture , however, shows the more stable side..  

 

Bulgaria was technically neutral at the start of the second world war ð but did sign a treaty in 1 941 

which allowed Hitlerõs troops to cross the country to conquer Greece ; and then declared war on the 

US and the UK  

 

From 1941-44 Sofia was , therefore,  bombed very intensive ly by the Americans and Brits; about a 

third of the old centre was destroyed  ð the re is a powerful sculpture in the City Park beside the 

City Art Gallery which marks this   

 

Bulgariaõs honour is saved by their protection  of the Jews  from Nazi extermination  
 

As if t he century had not been vindictive enough, what happened on and after 9 September 1944  

was quite traumaticé. This is how Wikipedia tells the story  

 
On 26 August 1944, the government had orally declared Bulgaria's neutrality in the war under the threat 
of the Red Army's offensive in neighbouring  Romania. A government of the  Bulgarian Agrarian National 
Union (BANU) "Vrabcha 1", until then in  opposition, was formed on 2 September 1944, headed by 
Konstantin Muraviev. It  continued the peace talks, declared its support for  democratic  reforms and 
ordered the withdrawal of German army  troops from Bulgaria. At the same time, the  guerilla  actions of 
the  partisans  did not cease, the alliance with  Germany was not disbanded and no attempts were made to 
normalize the relations with  Moscow, forcing the Soviet Union to treat the new government with suspicion. 
On 5 September 1944, the Soviet Union  declared war  on Bulgaria. 
 
 On 5 September, the Central Committee of the Bulgarian Worke rsõ Party and the general staff of the 
Popular Liberation Revolutionary Army commenced the planning of a coup d'état . The plan was further 
detailed on 8 September. According to the plan, the coordinated actions of the partisans, the BWP 
combat groups and the pro -Fatherland Front army detachments would assume power and effective control 

of government during the night of 9 September. The 
stated goal of the coup d'état was the "overthrowing 
of the  fascist  authorities and the establishment of 
popular-democrati c power of the Fatherland Front".  
 

Nobody knows how many Bulgarians lost their 

lives in the first weeks of the "people's 

democracy," their only crime being their political 

opinion or their social position. However, the 

number of victims of the so -called People's Court, 

which was created to give legitimacy to the 

murder of politicians, artists, writers and even 

physicians considered "dangerous" to the new 

regime, is well documented. From December 1944 

http://www.shsu.edu/~his_ncp/Bulgaria.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bulgarian_coup_d%27%C3%A9tat_of_1923
http://www.ljubogeorgiev.eu/files/LjuboGeorgiev-Modernism%20in%20BG%20magazines.pdf
http://www.bu.edu/today/2012/how-bulgaria-saved-its-jews/
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/11/it-was-throwaway-phrase-in-introduction.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bulgarian_coup_d%27%C3%A9tat_of_1944
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bulgarian_Agrarian_National_Union
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bulgarian_Agrarian_National_Union
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to April 1945 the court issued 9,550 verdicts, with 2,68 0 death sentences and 1,921 life terms  - 

the Nuremberg Trials against top Nazis issued just 17 death sentences.  
 
If you are looking for a single day when the Bulgarian political class was decimated with one blow, you get 
1 February 1945. On that day the Pe ople's Court sentenced to death 67 MPs and 22 ministers who had 
held office between 1940 and 1944, including the former prime ministers Dobri Bozhilov and Ivan 
Bagryanov. Also killed were the regents Prince Kiril, Bogdan Filov and General Nikola Mihov, nin e 
secretaries to the palace, publishers and journalists of national newspapers, and 47 generals and senior 
military.  
 
The victims of the People's Court are just a fraction of the number of Bulgarians who suffered various 
forms of repression during Communi sm. Between 1944 and 1989 thousands of opponents of the regime 
were detained, interned or denied education or work advancement. The reasons for the repression were 
many and varied: accusations ⱷ usually bogus ⱷ of espionage and plotting against the Communist state, or 
opposing the forced collectivisation of agricultural land, or disagreeing with the Bulgarianisation policies 
toward the country's Muslims. Telling political jokes, wearing mini -skirts, having a "bourgeois" past or the 
"wrong" relatives could all land you in a labour camp. So could listening to Elvis Presley music.  
The total number of those repressed between 1944 and 1990 is estimated at about 300,000.  

 

Although conditions eased in the 1970s, two events in the late 1980s are etched in Bulgarian 

peopleõs minds ð 

¶ The unforgiveable silence of the authorities after the Chernobyl nuclear accident in 1987 

which resulted in hundreds of deaths and malformations in the country in subsequent y ears 

¶ The treatment of the old muslimised ethnic  population (Pomaks) who in the late  1980s were  

pressured  to take Bulgarian family names . Many left for Turkey but others eke out a living 

in small villages in the south   

 

Bulgaria had a rather slow and quiet response to the fall of the Berlin Wall  with the communi sts 

being very slow to relinquish power é..thereõs a little article  here about that  

 

In its place came lawlessness ð I remember even in 2002 being issued by the border authorities at 

the Danube with a leaflet warning me not to stop my car for policeman on the roads ð on the basis 

that they would probably be hijackerséééBy 2007 this was a thing of the pasté. 

 

And no heads fell for the iniquities of the communist r ule ð indeed many people nowadays are 

nostalgic for those daysé.  

 

The country has experienced serious emigration of its  best and brightest . The population has fallen 

from 9 million to l ess than 7 million  in the last 20 years  

 

The judicial system is still unreformedé and corruption rampant é.hereõs the latest EC report on  all 

that . Friends who try to win EU Structural Fund c ontracts tell me that  20% òunder the counteró 

payments are needed for the privilegeé.when they phone to inquire about bids they are often told 

not to bother as the bid outcome has already been sorted out by the key playersé. 

 

Bulgarians love their countrys ide - some parts of which they endow with mystic qualities .  

http://www.minorityrights.org/2431/bulgaria/bulgarianspeaking-muslims-pomaks.html
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2009/nov/09/1989-communism-bulgaria
http://www.irex.org/system/files/Dmitrov%20IARO%20Scholar%20Research%20Brief%202010-11.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demographics_of_Bulgaria
http://ec.europa.eu/cvm/docs/com_2015_36_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/cvm/docs/com_2015_36_en.pdf
http://www.mydestination.com/bulgaria/regionalinfo/6183059/mystical-places-in-bulgaria
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They are also great fans of faith healers and remedies. Sofia has quite a few vegetarian sho ps and 

restaurants ð with fantastic fresh brown bread!!!  

 

I comment later that the country seems to have produced more painters per head of population 

than most others ð I doubt whether it would be possible to produce such a list of Scottish painters! 

And I have slowly realised the same is true of sculptors ð whose artistry I have only recently begun 

to appreciate. I havenõt found a good resource yet about them on the internet ð but here is a little 

booklet  on some modern sculptors.  

 

There is a great tradition in ceramics which is kept alive by contemporary artist ð old and young. 

They have a freshness which you donõt often see. Central Sofia has many delightful small shops 

displaying their wares  ð even online. Carpets tooé.older classic ones can be picked up (if a bit worn) 

for a songé 

 

Public transport in Sofia is fantastic; and improving all the time. For 4 euros you buy a òtalonó of 10 

tickets which gets you on any bus, tram or trolleybus (but only for yourself - donõt tear another 

ticket for anyone travelling with you  ð if caught, you face a fine! So spend 10 levs for the flexible 

talon). The incredible new metro has its own tickets which,  however, offer only single trips ð not 

return!!!!   

 

More on  Historical /political  
Initially I could find only one history book b ut 

am now beginning to develop the beginnings of a 

serious libraryé.of which three books are the 

mainstay - 

¶ òThe Rose of the Balkans ð a short 
history of Bulgaria ó by Ivan Iltchev 
(Colibri 2005) ð a delightful read (with 

good graphics) by the Dean of Sofia  

University who has also produced several 

other books on modern Bulgarian history  

¶ Short History of Modern Bulgaria   RJ 

Crampton (1987) 

¶ Historical Dictionary of Bulgaria  Raymon Detrez (the Scarecrow Press 2006) ð an amazing 

find (than ks to The National Library of Scotland). 900 pages of information (of which no 

less than 100 pages are a bibliography of books and articles available in the English 

language!!) 

 

One of the main Sofia thoroughfares is Stamboulski St which I had assumed was a reference to 

Istanbul (if I had given half a thought to the Ottoman Empire, I should have known better!!). In 

fact it refers to one of Bulgariaõs most prominent 20th  Century politicians whose massive statue 

towers over the entrance to the Opera House -   

 
The Bulgarian Agrarian National Union (BANU) was a left -populist political party based in the rural areas of Bulgaria. 
They briefly held power from 1919 to 1923, under the charismatic leadership of Alexander Stamboliski. In 1923, the 
BANU government was overthrown by a military coup. Stamboliski was arrested and tortured to death.  

http://www.uniart.bg/files/Catalog_Savremenna_Bulgarska_Skulptura.pdf
http://www.uniart.bg/files/Catalog_Savremenna_Bulgarska_Skulptura.pdf
http://ellisshuman.blogspot.com/2013/07/the-beauty-of-bulgarian-ceramics.html
http://bulgarianpotteryandgifts.com/about.php
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=iL06AAAAIAAJ&lpg=PA143&ots=rSPAjmf0Bu&dq=unrest%20in%20BUlgaria%20in%201920s&pg=PA143#v=onepage&q=unrest%20in%20BUlgaria%20in%201920s&f=false
http://caravaning.si/clan/bojan_p/bulgaria/bulgaria_history.pdf
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Bulgarian politics almost a century ago may seem like a somewhat obscure and esoteric subject (unless you are 
Bulgarian!), but the history of the BANU have broader implications . During the 20th century, modernization have 
essentially only taken two paths: capitalist modernization or socialist modernization. The latter path eventually proved 
unviable, unless one counts present -day China as still being socialist. Stamboliski and t he BANU attempted a third way 
to modernization: a path based on neither the bourgeoisie nor "the working class" (actually a socialist state 
bureaucracy), but rather on the peasantry. They attempted to turn Bulgaria into some kind of non -capitalist, non -
socialist system based on peasant private property and cooperatives. The ultimate goal of the BANU was to replace 
parliamentary democracy with an "estatist" organization based on the professional organizations of peasants, artisans 
and workers. ("Estatist" as  in based on estates.) Apparently, this was a vaguely left -wing version of corporatism.  
 
What makes the BANU interesting, is precisely that their commitment to the peasantry wasn't a call for anti -
modernism or Throne and Altar conservative politics. Stambo liski was a freethinker who had studied Darwin, Renan and 
Bernstein. He opposed both the Bulgarian monarchy, the military and the nationalist wars of expansion carried out by a 
number of Bulgarian governments. He wanted modernization, but a modernization t hat would benefit the peasantry 
rather than squeeze them in the usual fashion.  
 
Stamboliski believed that private property was legitimate as long as it was acquired through individual or family labour. 
He therefore opposed big landowners and called for a f ar-reaching land reform. In power, Stamboliski used the power 
of the state to carry out a radical redistribution of land. The BANU also encouraged the creation of cooperatives in 
agriculture, fishing and forestry. The Bulgarian government established a vir tual monopoly on foreign trade in grain and 
tobacco, which led to the peasants getting higher prices for their products. A system of virtual rent controls was 
instituted to ease the burdens of the homeless after World War One. The government also set up a compulsory labour 
service to mobilize workers and peasants to build new roads, clean the streets of the towns, etc.  
 
What this shows, of course, is that the idea of a radical redistribution of property without using the power of the 
state, is utopian. No m atter whether the goal is to abolish private property, or merely to redistribute it, the power of 
the state is necessary. (The only exception would be a situation of general societal breakdown, at which point the local 
communities would presumably help the mselves to whatever part of "big business" happens to be in their backyard.)  
 
Another thing that intrigued me when reading "Peasants in power" was the peaceful foreign policy advocated by the 
BANU. As already indicated, Stamboliski absolutely opposed the f oreign expansionism of the previous Bulgarian 
governments and their bizarre allies, the terrorist organization IMRO. Opposing the tide of Greater Bulgarian 
nationalism against Turks, Greeks, Serbs and Rumanians must have been difficult, but Stamboliski sto od his ground. 
Eventually the BANU got the support of a plurality of the Bulgarian voters, who were sick and tired of all the loosing 
wars. In power, Stamboliski called for a Balkan federation and sought rapprochement with Yugoslavia, the traditional 
enemy of Bulgaria in all things Balkan.  
 
Eventually, Stamboliski and his radical populist regime were overthrown by a bloody right wing coup. That the 
traditional circles in Bulgaria opposed the BANU is hardly surprising. To them, the BANU was "Bolshevist". The  IMRO, 
a Macedonian terrorist organization with a substantial following in Bulgaria, also opposed the BANU and assassinated 
several of its ministers already before the coup. The IMRO wanted Bulgaria to attack the Serbs or the Greeks (or 
both!) in order to regain all of Macedonia for a Greater Bulgaria, a bizarre but typically nationalist project. Russian 
White Guards (stationed in Bulgaria at the prodding of the Allies) had been implicated in an earlier coup attempt, and 
resented Stamboliski's thaw with the  Soviet Union.  
 
Tragically, the BANU was also opposed by the other left -wing parties. The Broad Socialists (Social Democrats) 
opposed the BANU. So did the Communist Party, which viewed the conflicts between Stamboliski and the right -wing as 
an internal "bo urgeois" conflict. Only after the overthrow and murder of Stamboliski did the Communists enter an 
alliance with the BANU, but their joint uprising against the new regime failed completely, and brutal repression 
followed.  
 
For rather obvious reasons, nobody  can tell how world history would have looked like, had a "Green" path to 
modernization been chosen, rather than the "Blue" or "Red" paths actually followed, or if such a path is even feasible.  
Still, "Peasants in power" is an interesting and fascinating r ead about a little known episode in that world history...  
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From Review ofó Peasants in power: Alexander Stamboliski and the Bulgarian Agrarian National Union, 

1899 - 1923ó John Bell (1977)  

 

Other historical books clearly worth reading are - 

¶ Debating the Past: Modern Bulgarian History: From Stambolov to Zhivkov ; Roumen 

Daskalov (2011)  

¶ Crown of Thorns; the reign of Boris III of Bulgaria 1918 -1943 (1987)  

¶ Stefan Stambolov and the emergence of the Bulgarian nation  (1993)  

¶ Who Owns the Past?: The Politics of Time in a 'model' Bulgarian Village ; Deema 

Kaneff   (2006)  

¶ The Iron Fist  Alex Dmitrova (2007)  

¶ Voices from the Gulag ð life and death in communist Bulgaria  (1999) looks in harrowing detail 

at this period of Bulgariaõs history 

¶ Papers of the American Research Center in Sofia  (2014); a very impressive collection of  

monographs on different aspects of Balkan history eg about commerce between Brasov and 

Vidin in the 15 th  century!!  

¶ Communism versus Democracy Bulgaria 1944-1987; Nasya Kralevska -Owens (Sofia 2010); 

which tells a harrowing story ð particularly the immediat e aftermath of the seizure of 

power; the savage massacre without trial of tens of thousands of the educated, professional 

class of Bulgaria leaving indeed only the few who were professed communists or the ohers 

who escaped with prison sentences or simply r ané.. 

 

It is our fate to be forgotten when we die ð but one of the endearing features of present -day 

central Sofia are the crimson plaques which now grace the street corners, reminding us of the 

various individuals who played key roles in Bulgariaõs history. Not just Tsars and Russian generals 

but poets, revolutionaries (and their mothers), politicians é.even an English one (William Gladstone).  

 

 

  

https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=lGovFoKjOB8C&lpg=PA135&ots=wfz-KEC23j&dq=Peasants%20in%20power%3A%20Alexander%20Stamboliski%20and%20the%20Bulgarian%20Agrarian%20National%20Union%2C%201899-1923&pg=PA24#v=onepage&q=Peasants%20in%20power:%20Alexander%20Stamboliski%20and%20the%20Bulgarian%20Agrarian%20National%20Union,%201899-1923&f=false
http://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Roumen+Daskalov&search-alias=books-uk&text=Roumen+Daskalov&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Roumen+Daskalov&search-alias=books-uk&text=Roumen+Daskalov&sort=relevancerank
https://books.google.bg/books?id=NZcVYDLUMw0C&lpg=PA400&ots=s0Kw7M1GNj&dq=Dmitir%20Dmitrov%20Bulgarian%20wars&pg=PR13#v=onepage&q=Dmitir%20Dmitrov%20Bulgarian%20wars&f=false
https://books.google.bg/books?id=28nQRUIN7qIC&lpg=PA42&ots=tWboVWLt8k&dq=prince%20dondukov%2C%20Bulgaria&pg=PA45#v=onepage&q=prince%20dondukov,%20Bulgaria&f=false
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Who-Owns-Past-Directions-Anthropology/dp/1845452984/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1422791453&sr=1-1&keywords=Bulgarian+politics
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Deema-Kaneff/e/B001HPIB4E/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Deema-Kaneff/e/B001HPIB4E/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Iron-Fist-Inside-Archives-Bulgarian/dp/1903906148/ref=sr_1_3?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1422791629&sr=1-3&keywords=Bulgarian+politics
http://books.google.bg/books?id=-miOBcPYZ2kC&printsec=frontcover&hl=bg&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
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3. T he retro charm of Sofia  

 

3.1  Its feel  
Sofia is my favourite European City ð it 

has the liveable atmospher e which has 

disappeared in other capitals - with 

great parks, restaurants, galleries and 

public transport ð and few high -rise 

buildings in its centre. I love nothing so 

much as a brisk morning walk /cycle  to 

the pool/fitness ; browsing in one of the 

great ve getable markets or second -hand 

bookshops; a chat with my gallery 

friends; often livened by a shot of 

Kalyshka Rakiaé and a lazy dinner with a 

superb Bulgarian wine  

 

People tend to be dismissive of Sofia and it certainly lacks the grandeur, if not monumenta lity, of 

Bucharest buildings. But the old centre compensates by retaining a certain feel of the pre -war 

periodé.. 

¶ Sofia Enigma and Stigm a (Enthusiast 2011) ð Ljubomir Milchev -  a little book which contains 

evocative black and white photos of old, crumbling buildings in Sofia;  

¶ òTime and Beauty; art nouveau in the Bulgarian cities ó ed Vittore Collina (2014)  ð a lovely 

booklet produced with great care and thought ð a real labour of  love 

¶ òA Walk in the Street of Sofia Guidebook ò(Kras Plus 2002); marvellous bilingual history of 

the 6 parts of central Sofia for those who want to appreciate the cityõs singularity by foot.. 

Sadly Iõve not so far been able to find another copy in the bookshopsébut you can get a 

sense of the area from the album named òwalk around the flató in my flickr account  

¶ Tourist Guide of Sofia  ð produced  by the Tourist Office, with the younger market in  mind  

 

The city  has an old-fashioned gentility ð mainly from the tiny shop and gallery units of its centre 

with both young and old eking out a fragile existence but at least one whose rhythm they control.  

With its parks and buskers with their retro music; narrow streets, small shops and atmosphere, the 

owners on the doorstep with a coffee and cigarette talking with friends, Sofia should be one of the 

pin-ups of the s low food movement.  

 

The modest grid -iron system which is its centre developed after the 2nd WW bombing; has kept 

cars in their place; and created small spaces which old and young alike have been able to use to 

pursue their dreams ð whether shops where the y sell the clothes they design themselves, micro art 

galleries, tobacco, wine cellars, great ceramics.  

Of course the downside of such charm is that those who run the tiny vegetable, dressmaker, thread, 

tobacco shops and various types of galleries are just  eking out a living. But the spirit they represent 

is priceless ð and deserves more support.  

http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/01/aesthetic-pleasures.html
https://www.flickr.com/photos/128869996@N06/
http://raionvitosha.eu/uploads/docs/tourist_guide_of_sofia_19_until_19_en.pdf
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I also have a mountain house in the Romanian 

Carpathians and therefore have a term o f 

comparison ð which strengthens my conviction 

that Bulgaria has something very special to 

offer the visitor.    

Both countries have superb landscapes ð and 

they are both proud peoples. Somehow, the 

Bulgarian pride is simpler. Since Winston 

Churchillõs put -down in the late 1940s of the 

Leader of the Labour Party ð òa modest man ð 

he has a lot to be modest aboutó, I hesitate to 

use that adjective. But that is part of the 

attraction of the Bulgarians ð they are not 

pretentious and have not spoiled the glorio us heritage and landscape (and wines!) with which their 

country is endowed.  

 

Despite (or perhaps because of?) its size, Bulgaria seems more difficult to penetrate than its larger 

(and still estranged) neighbour to the north but painting is still, I have d iscovered, a good route to 

use to explore its interioré.Remarkably, its artists had only some 60 years of freedom before 

they .were faced from 1944 with the diktats of communist rulers  and, even today, art history in the 

country is shaped by figures who had power in that 45 year period.  

Bulgarian caricaturists  of the first half of the 20 th  century were amongst the worldõs best ð names 

such as Alexander Bozhinov, Ilyia Beshkov , Marco Behar, Stoiyan Venev and Boris Angeloushev ð 

many of them good left -wingers in the 1930s who found themselves in positions of authority a 

decade later. I would love to have witnessed a conversation between Beshkov, for example, and 

artists such as Boris Denev, Constantin Shtarkelov and Nikolai Boiadjiev who were forbidden from 

painting .  

 

There is still all too little written (even in Bulgarian) about this period of the countryõs lifeé.       

All the more delightful therefore to d iscover recently a small book about the friendship between 

Beshkov and a journalist refugee from Nazi German Jacob Altmaier. The full te xt of the book  by 

Maria Ovcharova is online ð unfortunately missing the Beshkov caricaturesé. 

 

Despite the continuing political silences about the 42 years Bulgaria spent under communism, the 

20 th  century can still be felt in Sofia ð  

I bought  recently  a (copy of) a little 1947 woodcutting  of the part of Vasil Levsky Street which has 

the University at the end, complete with a couple of  cars and a horse and cart ð part of a series 

dictator Georgi Dmitrov apparently commissioned f rom artists then , 

 

That was the same day I came across a lovely 1935 landscape by Boris Denev ð banned by the 

communist regime from paintings after 1944 ð which had been lying in a house for several decades. 

It still has the typical white frame used in the 1940/1950s.   

http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/10/neglect-of-bulgaria.html
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/10/neglect-of-bulgaria.html
http://www.demotix.com/news/1377691/art-gallery-bulgarias-museum-socialist-art#media-1377679
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/03/cultural-toursim-in-bulgaria.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5pVphaP_wns
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2014/01/some-links-to-great-bulgarian-painters.html
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2014/01/some-links-to-great-bulgarian-painters.html
http://www.helikon.bg/books/290/-beshkov-and-altmaier%3A-fragments-of-a-friendship-1934-1955_120106.html
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And one of my  prize possessions is this  1942 journal on 

every page of which are several pencilled figures - clearly 

the work of Ilyia Beshkov, the famous caricaturist.   

 

 

3.2 Seeing is believing  
The ultimate source, of course, of divine authority these 

days iséévideos! Just a few samplers ð 

¶ A walk through the street of Sofia  ð gives a good 

sense of the cityõs narrow street (although I rarely 

see rain!) . It starts, I think in Gladstone St and then 

turns into Hri sto Botev Bvd and heads for the 

famous òFive Cornersóé.Apart from the annoying 

noise of the trundling camera (??), the video does, 

however, conspire to miss everything of any 

importance ð indeed walks right past the Nevsky and 

the Russian churches without showing us a glimpse!!! 

Quatres points!!  

¶ A glimpse of Sofia  ð which actually focuses only on churches! cinqs points!  

¶ From Bulgaria with l ove - very low, boring voice but great singing ð but, after 12 minutes,  

there is a 5 minute section only in b ulgarian ð then shots of Veliko T arnovo ð at 24 mins 

again only BG about Melnik. Six points!  

¶ History of sofia ; this is more like a guide ð although the voice grates!! 7 points!  

¶ Buzludzha communist relic ; most amazing video of a decaying communist monument at the 

top of the southern  Bulgarian mountains ð Huit points!!  

¶ Are there no happy Bulgarians? ; wonderful sculpture from  a Bulgarian friend Spartak 

Dermendjiev  

¶ For a rather different perspective try this video about the  Thracians   

¶ There i s a great old Pathe News item  on the country here ð with such a juicy accent!  

 

 

3.3 Last Sanctuaries ð Sofiaõs bookshops 
Sofia is blessed not only with good restuarants and many delightful small a rt galleries but has 

several quite excellent bookshops where you can find English books,  

I once called art galleris the last sanctuaries of originality  ð I wa s thinking of small galleries (such 

as those in Sofia) not the palaces which do so much money -laundering globally  and generally fronted 

by é..wankers! 

But, in fact, it is the second- hand bookshops  which really deserve that name. Where you can find 

lovely or rare editions of books for a song ð books which have often taken a lifetime to produce and 

which often have a history, with a handwritten inscription from the 60séé. 

Whether the books are technically old or ònewó, they have arrived on the shelves at the moment I 

happen on them by a magical process of serendipity. Even the knigomania chain has not yet reached 

the stage of having òin-your-faceó piles of the latest best-seller and its (small) range of current 

affa irs titles always offer a new find.  

 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-nCigGZ7SOvI/VIfsYWoWN3I/AAAAAAAAFbI/UEMhh-hA2jQ/s1600/m_DSCF0879.jpg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3V4YWPpuUUM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ePzRliww_k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vVrTylE4G6s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JREA3TFzRdo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=98e1RMiZZHA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5suslczAgLo
file:///C:/Users/ronald/Desktop/current%20work/BULGARIAN%20Encounters/Bulgarian%20Encounters%20-%20sections%2027%20Jan/•%09https:/www.youtube.com/watch%3fv=i0OOxovcpS8&index=3&list=PLUg8X_6h3w7z1xjmPWaGx3VE5iLlSFDWH
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UpnAdVhfosY
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/11/the-personalities-of-private-galleries.html
http://knigomania.bg/stores/
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The delightful small Petr Beron  corner shop  at 2 Shipman St has an owner with an intuitive feel for 

what the browser with English tastes might find interesting. I emerge d recently with The 

Monuments Men (the link gives a typically caustic New Yorker review) and Why Nations Fail ð the 

origins of power, prosperity and poverty ; which got a long review here . The previous  week it had 

been with a couple of Bulgarian wri ters (Zaharieva).    

 

Elephant Bookstore  is further along Shipman St ð almost at the Grav Ignatieff tram street. Their 

shelves offer real wonders ð I can generally unearth a lovely old hardback - eg (on my last trip) a 

typically idiosyncratic and evocative insight into Bulgaria in its last few months under communism ð 

Bulgaria - a Travel Guide  (1989) by Philip Ward; Alan 

Clarkõs Last Diaries  (2002) and The Picador Book of 
Journeys  (2001) ed by Robyn Davidson.   

 

Another favourite old book dive (particularly for 

books on 20 th  century Bulgarian art) on Vasil Levski 

87, side -on to the massive monument  to the Russian 

soldiers. It doesnõt even have a name (I asked ð and 

got a shrug of the shoulders!). Itõs off the main 

Boulevard, hidden down a little passage -way but 

recognisable by the boxes of books at the corner. 

This time I couldnõt believe my luck ð I emerged with 

7 old art books (One on the art of Bulgarian woodcutting) and a 1965 book on Veliko Tarnovo - only 

60 euros lighter in pocketé. 

 

Alba Books at 38 Ivan Vazov St lies in between these three and is your  archetypical antiquarian 

bookshop with books piled high and a few art lithographs. When I asked if they had any books in 

English about Bulgarian history, they unearthed a 1920s edition of a bound version of a pamphlet 

called Puritans of the Balkans  ð which turned out to be an account of the work of American 

missionaries in this part of the worldé.. 

 

The Bulgarian Bookshop offers new books, just along from the Russian Church at 10 Aksakov St, but 

has the same jumbled atmosphere with books piled high and threatening to crash to the flooréé.   

 

3.4 Eating  
Choose from 7 Bulgarian food classics . But first, 

of course, find your restaurant ð silly me!! 

Youõre spoiled for choice in Sofia!  

 

¶ For sheer value for money and atmosphere, 

you canõt do much better than the house at 

the corner of 6th September and Khan 

Krum Streets.  Divaka is actually a chain of 

three with the more central (and 

cavernous) one being just off Vitosha Bvd 

and Solunska St.    

http://www.bookstorepetarberon.bg/
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/02/17/art-soul
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/02/17/art-soul
http://www.lse.ac.uk/assets/richmedia/channels/publicLecturesAndEvents/slides/20110608_1830_whyNationsFail_sl.pdf
http://www.lse.ac.uk/assets/richmedia/channels/publicLecturesAndEvents/slides/20110608_1830_whyNationsFail_sl.pdf
http://www.dklevine.com/general/aandrreview.pdf
http://elephantbookstore.com/books/
http://www.musashino-u.ac.jp/kyoyokyoiku/oconnor/waseda/WBW/1-1SILSBiogWritingWeek8-Clark.pdf
http://www.alba-books.com/
file:///C:/Users/ronald/Desktop/BULGARIAN%20Realists/Bulgarian%20Realists%202016/BULGARIAN%20REALISTS/2016/Българска%20книжарница
http://www.kashkaval-tourist.com/7-bulgarian-food-classics/
http://www.tripadvisor.com/Restaurant_Review-g294452-d806676-Reviews-Divaka-Sofia_Sofia_Region.html
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¶ There is also another chain - The Happy - which offers great food and wine ð itõs always 

busy but service is fast é 

¶ The Club of the Architect  is the classiest restaurant. Good atmosphere and good prices ð in 

located in the university a nd diplomatic quarter.  

¶ The Rocket  offers a great experience (with a retro decor and rakias a speciality) in the 

gardens at Bvd Dondukov right next door to the Vaska Emanouliva Art Gallery . Also slig htly 

pricier..    

¶ Grape Central  Tsar Samuel 45 is  a new addition to a small street which offers great art 

experiences. Nice brick décor and a fantastic selection of Bulgarian wines, grouped by 

Region ð with modest eating to match the wine.  

¶ Made in Home (Angel Knchev ul. 30A) is one of several vegetarian  restaurant s (house wine 

only) with a great atmosphere (for me). It õs just off Vitosha.  

¶ LõEtranger at Tsar Simeon 78 (just off Marie Luise Bvd and down from the Mosque and 

Halle) is a delightful small family -owned place. Run by a French chef and his Bulgarian wife, 

they have a s hort, carefully chosen menu  and great wines selected from small Bulgarian (and 

French) wineriesé.   

 

 

3.5 Drinking  
The country is famous for its red wines ð I remember first coming across them in Oddbins in the 

1970s and, indeed, 40 out of the 50 best wines recommended in the little annual òDivino Guideó are 

red.  

But the whites were the great discovery for me when I first motored through Bulgaria in 2002 on 

the way to Turkey . I was quite stunned by first the crispness of the vastly un derrated Targovishte 

Muscat (which rightly won a bronze medal in a Paris fair a couple of years back) and then by the 

sheer variety I was encountering.  

 

Great little Catalogue of Bulgarian W ine (by T Tanovska and K Iontcheva - annual) which I use to 

record my impressions. The Wine Routes of Bulgaria  (Vina Zona 2014) is also a nice little ð if less 

technical ð addition to the shelves  (although with only 64 of the vineyards covered ð The Catalogue 

has amost double that number) No fewer than 66 of the vineyards were presenting  on 20-22 

November ð which means about 400 bottles were waiting to be tasted!!  

 

Favourite Vineyards in south -east - Bratanov ; Milidare ; Medi Valley ; Katarzyna ;  

Favourite Vineyards in south Strymon ; Villa Melnik  

Favourite Vineyards at Black Sea Black Sea Gold; Ethno  ð in a village near Burgas on the Black Sea 

near the border with Turkey ; and Slavyansti  - ditto  

Central - Targovishte winery ; Starosel ; Vinprom Yambol  

http://bulgarianwinemakers.com/site/wine -cellars  

 

 

 

  

http://sofia-restaurants.com/Club_of_the_Architect_2477.html
http://www.grape-central.com/
http://www.grape-central.com/
https://www.ozone.bg/product/divino-guide-2015-balgarskite-vina-bulgarian-wines-dvuezichno-izdanie/
http://kata.bg/index.php/en/wine-catalog/wineries
http://www.vinozona.net/_lang-en/Winetourism/view/8/the-new-guide-book-the-wine-routes-of-bulgaria
http://2015taste.divino.bg/exhibitors-3/
http://2015taste.divino.bg/exhibitors-3/bratanovi/
http://midalidare.bg/
http://www.medivalleywinery.com/%D0%B7%D0%B0-%D0%BD%D0%B0%D1%81/
http://www.katarzyna.bg/
http://strymonwine.com/
http://www.villamelnik.com/
http://www.bsgold.bg/
http://kata.bg/index.php/en/wine-catalog/wineries/145-ethno-wine-cellar-en
http://2015taste.divino.bg/exhibitors-3/vinex-slavyantsi/
http://www.lvk-vinprom.com/
http://www.starosel.com/
http://kata.bg/index.php/en/wine-catalog/wineries/218-vinprom-yambol-en
http://bulgarianwinemakers.com/site/wine-cellars
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4. Bulgaria  -  for those who want to know more  
 

4. 1 Books 
The quotation on the dedication page poses the critical question ð òWhat kind of knowledge is needed to 

feed meaningful cross -cultural contacts? ó  but then fails to mention the linguistic barrier - and what 

this contributes to our understanding (or rather  lack of it!) of a country like Bulgaria.  

Just as the google search engine effectively whitewashes our previous generation out of existence 

even in our own country, so the English language is a powerful sieve which excludes a lot of human 

experience from our sightéé 
 

The Rough Guide to Bulgaria  contains (at page 461 -64 of the link) a list of English books on Bulgaria 

(many of which are out of print) as well as a useful  section on the countryõs music. I found a rather 

full er list of books here . 

The Lonely Planet website  could li st in 2010 as books worth reading  only the 1888 novel òUnder the 

Yokeó and other novels on the same theme of war with the Turks  - and books about gypsies!   

 

Initially only t he small Concise History of Bulgaria  was the only history book about Bulgaria I c ould 

find  listed there in the English language ( although  Wikipedia has a long and useful note  on the 

various phases of its history ). In Sofia, however, I came across a friendly and aesthetically -pleasing 

history of Bulgaria òRose of the Balk ansó by Ivan Iltchev (500 pp; Colibri 2005) which I strongly 
recommend 

 

Because I have been living in Sofia since 2007 for at least the winters, I have been able to unearth 

quite a few books you will not find outside Bulgaria for my growing library  on thin gs Bulgarian.... 

¶ A locally -produced  Bulgaria Tour Guide   (Tangra 2006) ð a glossy 670 pager with superb 

small illustrations ð is a great buy at only 15 euros.  

¶ Bulgaria ð discover the real Bulgaria  (Other Pla ces Travel Guide) b y Leslie Strnadel  and 

Patrick Erdley  (2012) ð not so easy to find since it is a Peace Corps publication. The link is a 

googlebook one and therefore offers a good read in itself.  

¶ The Vagabond journal  produced by Anthony Georgieff is now publishing superb perspectives 

into different aspects of the country and its past with great photos and then collecting 

them in coffee table books eg Hidden Treasures of Bulgaria . Also books dealing with the 

Jewish and Ottoman heritageé. 

¶ 100 Bulgarian National Tourist Site s; by A and S Dermendziev (2013) Bulgarian and German 

only 

¶ The Danube Riverside Guide  (2011 ð one of several regional guides produced by Tangra 

Publishing) 

¶ Bulgarian Monasteries  (2004 ) by Nikolai Touleshkov, Lyuben Prashkov Ivan Bozhilov  

Bilingual. Great guide.  

¶ Companion guide-to -religious -architecture -in-bulgaria -part -one-west -bulgaria ; J Mineva - 

Milcheva and E Alexandrova -Koeva (2006) Thorough 460 page analysis of the key features 

of a small part of the incredible heritage  

¶ This delightful little E-book features some of the  amazing small bed and breakfasts in the 

countryside you can stay at for a song  

¶ and this is an interesting article  on Bulgariaõs cultural heritage 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Rough-Guide-Bulgaria-Travel-Guides/dp/1858280680
http://www.karolinkabulgaria.com/works-cited/
http://www.karolinkabulgaria.com/works-cited/
http://www.lonelyplanet.com/bulgaria/travel-tips-and-articles/76095
https://archive.org/details/underyokeromance00vazorich
https://archive.org/details/underyokeromance00vazorich
http://books.google.bg/books?id=ekgD2bZoXe4C&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Bulgaria
http://www.tangra-bg.org/index.php?option=com_virtuemart&page=shop.browse&category_id=6&lang=en&vmcchk=1&Itemid=113
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=fQ8vWih-rqwC&lpg=PA27&ots=aAgOTKhhrx&dq=bulgarian%20stereotypes&pg=PA4#v=onepage&q=bulgarian%20stereotypes&f=false
http://www.vagabond.bg/
http://www.helikon.bg/books/282/-hidden-treasures-of-bulgaria-2_190578.html
http://www.book.store.bg/p107609/100-nacionalni-turisticheski-obekta-stela-dermendzhieva-atanas-dermendzhiev.html
http://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Nikolai+Touleshkov%2C+Lyuben+Prashkov+Ivan+Bozhilov&search-alias=books-uk&text=Nikolai+Touleshkov%2C+Lyuben+Prashkov+Ivan+Bozhilov&sort=relevancerank
http://knigomania.bg/companion-guide-to-religious-architecture-in-bulgaria-part-one-west-bulgaria-ferdinandeum.html
http://www.baatbg.org/docs/BBGuide_2009.pdf
http://www.baatbg.org/docs/BBGuide_2009.pdf
http://www.arcchip.cz/w05/w05_zlateva.pdf
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Real treasures ð apart from òRose of the Balkansó - are -  

¶ Ivan Daraktchievõs amazing Bulgaria: Terra Europeansis Incognita  gives us 600 pages of 

superb photographs and provocative (English) text about the history (ancient and recent) 

and landscape of the country and its relationship wit h neighbours.   

¶ The owner of Sofiaõs Neros Gallery, Ruhmen Manov, went one better in summer 2014 with  

(bilingual ) A Fairy Tale about Bulgaria   which weighs in at 7 kilos and 700 pages  ð based on 

his personal collection of old Bulgarian photos and cultural artefacts. It does indeed give a 

stunning sense of Bulgariaõs more recent history.  

¶ the 600 page  Sofiaõs Mount Athos by Valentina Sharlanova (Drinov Academic Publishing 

2013) is a superb study (complete with photos and GPS coordinates) of the 46 monasteries 

which cluster around Sofia   - many since the 14 th  century.  

¶ òThe Architecture of the Old Bulgarian Villages ó; Stef an Stamov (2006) 350 pages written 

by the doyen of Bulgarian writers on architecture.  Bilingual 

¶ Rhodopes; the Sacred Mountain  (Club 8 2014); an absolutely wonderful 245 page 

photographic tribute to the area ð with brief text  

 

But we warned, these are heavy volu mes and add unwelcome kilos at the airport weigh -in!  

 

More difficult to find are - 

¶ The Bulgarian Contribution to the World Cultural Heritage  (Sofia 1989)  ð one of the books 

unearthed for me by the guy who runs the tiny second hand bookshop in the courtyar d of 86 

Vasil Levski St. Itõs a detailed account of The Kazanluk Thracian Tomb; the Madara 

Horseman; the Boyana Church; the Ivano Rock Churches near Russe; the ancient city of 

Nessebur and Rila Monastery.  

¶ Wooden Folk Houses; Stefan Stamov (2007) 375 pp  Unfortunately only in Bulgarian but full 

of delightful black and white photos of village housesé..  

 
The wooden house represents a source of knowledge not only of the oldest history, architecture 
and construction, but also of the life, culture and artistic traditions the Bulgarian people.  Very 
often timbered houses mix with wooden frame -built houses.   This study examines that house where 
the residential part is built only of wood, i. e. the floors, walls , ceilings and roofs are of wooden 
beams and planks. When the house becomes two floors, foundations, basement parts of or the 
entire ground floor is built of stone, but the floor in the living process that takes place - bedrooms, 
kitchens, balconies, is ju st wood. If the ground floor has living quarters, they are also made of 
wood - the inside is coated with shingle, and the walls of the courtyard or the street are planks.   

 

¶ Medieval Melink ð from the end of the 12 th  century to the end of the 14 th  century ; Elena 

Kostova (American Research Centre 2013)  
 

 

4.2  Travelogues  
The Balkans have for the past few centuries been a source of great fascination for west Europeans. 

For intrepid travellers from the 18 th  century at least, this was the furthest extremity of the world 

that they could reasonably attempté..The Debated Lands  by Philip Hammond (2002) looks at about 

500 books written by these travellers - first at the motifs of discord, savagery, backwardness and 

obfuscation which characterise the 19th cen tury British travel books about the area .  

http://www.zaedno.mobi/Zaedno/Comments.html
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2014/11/honouring-past.html
http://www.baspress.com/book.php?l=e&id=1073
http://www.helikon.bg/books/29/-%D0%94%D1%8A%D1%80%D0%B2%D0%B5%D0%BD%D0%B0%D1%82%D0%B0-%D0%BD%D0%B0%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D0%BA%D1%8A%D1%89%D0%B0.-%D0%A1%D0%B8%D1%81%D1%82%D0%B5%D0%BC%D0%B0%D1%82%D0%B8%D0%BA%D0%B0-%D0%B8-%D1%82%D0%B8%D0%BF%D0%BE%D0%BB%D0%BE%D0%B3%D0%B8%D1%8F_126914.html
http://wrap.warwick.ac.uk/1284/1/WRAP_THESIS_Hammond_2002.pdf
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 òDanubian Principalities; the frontier lands of the Christian and of the Turk ó (1854), for example,  is 

written by a British engineer who found  himself in the land just south of the Danube in what is now 

North -East Bulgaria and offers a view just 20 years before Bulgaria was liberated from the 

òTurkish Yoke ó There then followe d a strand of writing in the late 1920s which , as Hammond puts it,  

òtook the romanticisation into deeper territory ð with a revolt against western modernity and mass 

society ð 

 
From the end of the First World War until the outbreak of the Second, travelle rs were finding in this 
previously depraved corner of Europeé. " a peace, harmony, vivacity and pastoral beauty in utmost 
contrast to the perceived barrenness of the West, and which produced benefits for those weary of 
modernity that ranged from personal r ejuvenation to outright revelationó.  
 
According to this alternative balkanism, violence had disappeared from the region, savagery became 
tamed, obfuscation turned to honesty and clarity, and the extreme backwardness that had formerly been 
the gauge of Bal kan shortcoming was now the very measure by which it was extolled. For many travelers, 
any mystery that did remain around the geographical object became less the marker of a befuddled and 
dishonest culture than a vital indication of spiritual depthéé.ó 

 

Meet Bulgaria ; RH Markham (1932)  (who was Balkans correspondent of The Christian Scientist) may 

be seen as an example. The link gives you the entire book which paints a charming picture of a rural 

society ð and has a complete chapter on painting.  

 

Undoubtedly the most famous travel writer for this part of the world was Patrick Leigh Fermour  

(generally known as Paddy) whose trilogy abou t his walk from the English Channel to Istanbul in 

1933 was finished only in 2013! A Time of Gifts  (1977) covered mainly his experience of Nazi 

Germany; Between the Woods and the Water  (1986) of Hungarian aristocratic houses in 

Transylvania . But, in 2013,  after a 25 -year gap, we got The Broken Road (2013) dealt mainly with 

the  Bulgarian and Greek sections of his trip.  Paddyõs writing is quite exquisite. He led a very full life 

ð a website is devoted to his memory ; and a great biography came out quite recently.  

 

Rates of Exchange  is a novel by Malcolm Bradbury (198 2) follows a British linguistics lecturer, Dr. 

Angus Petworth, on his first ever visit behind the Iron Curtain, to òSlakaó.  

 
His arrival, the paranoia of his hosts, the changing moods of his ever -present interpreter and guide, the 
secret trysts with attra ctive female novelists, his increasingly desperate attempts to phone home and the 
fall -off - the -chair - laughing diversion into second -division British diplomatic circles are brilliantly written 
vignettes that can only be based on real events.  
These may or may not of course have happened in Bulgaria ð Slaka ultimately borrows a little from every 
country once behind the Iron Curtain ð but anyone who visited before (or even immediately after) 1990ſs 
overthrowal of the communists will immediately recognise much of communist -era Bulgaria in Bradburyõs 
book.  
Especially good are the descriptions of the hotels: dark wood everywhere, omnipresent men in long coats 
reading newspapers, peroxide -blondes smoking at lobby bars, terrible service and Byzantine bureaucracy.  

 

And Philip Ward produced in 1989 a travelogue which captured a sense of what it was like for a 

tourist in its last days of communism ð Bulgaria ð a Travel Guide . I unearthed it in a Sofia Bookshop 

in early 2015. Ward is a prolific travel writer ð books on about 20 countries ð but I canõt find out 

http://archive.org/details/danubianprincipa01skenuoft
https://archive.org/details/underyokeromance00vazorich
http://www.promacedonia.org/en/rm/rm_1.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Patrick_Leigh_Fermor
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Time-Gifts-Constantinople-Holland-Middle/dp/0719566959/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1388384835&sr=1-1&keywords=a+time+of+gifts+by+patrick+leigh+fermor
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Between-Woods-Water-Constantinople-Holland/dp/0719566967/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1388384835&sr=1-2&keywords=a+time+of+gifts+by+patrick+leigh+fermor
http://www.amazon.co.uk/The-Broken-Road-Gates-Mount/dp/1848547528/ref=pd_bxgy_b_img_z
http://patrickleighfermor.wordpress.com/
http://www.bucharestlife.net/2010/04/27/great-books-in-english-about-romania-no-2-rates-of-exchange-by-malcolm-bradbury/#sthash.tgJr7E30.dpbs
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anything about himéé.I doubt he is the librarian Philip Ward  who has produce the book on the 

greatest 500 books of the world! But the googlesearch did turn up this fascinating modern ody ssey 

 

Imagining the Balkans  by Bulgarian anthroplogist Maria Todorova writes that In the approach to the 
First World War specific cou ntries were embraced by economic and military alliances and some countries 

acquired what has been called a "pet state" status. Todorova sums up as the pet state approach to south -

east  Europe as consisting of -   
 

òthe choosing from amongst the Balkan states a people whose predicaments to abhor, whose history and 
indigenous leaders to commend, whose political grievances to air, and whose national aspirations to 
advocateó. In this way Montenegrins, Serbs, Greeks, Bulgarians and Albanians were all, at different times, 
picked out for laudatory comment.  

 

 

4.3 Stereotypes  
National stereotypes  areé.wellé.stereotypes ééso get over it!!  

 

Ivan Daraktchiev  is a remarkable Bulgarian  émigré whose detailed and superbly 

illustrated  Bulgaria: Terra Europeansis  Incognita  has a lot to say about Balkan òmentalitiesó. It is a 

quite unique book (entirely in English) which shares pride of place in my library (with an even larger 

book of Ruman Manovõs collection of Bulgarian memorabilia). Indeed the 2 books complement one 

another beautifullyé.  

 

Ivan tells the story of how the cou ntry came into being and developed - with passion and concern 

for detail. Archaeology, history, architecture, landscape, cultural, political, economic and even 

dietary analysisé all loom large in the book which would make the centrepiece for an incredible 

residential Balkan seminar somewhereé..Chapter 22 is on the Bulgarian cultural contribution to the 

Balkans; chapter 23 on the òanthropomorphic characteristics of the typical Bulgarianó and chapter 

24 on òBalkan national charactersó (there are 43 chapters) 

 

Part II of his book (Modern day Bulgaria) has the magnificent sub -title òParadise for crooks and 
Hell for ordinary people ó. If you read only one book this year ð read this one!! It is well organised 

and easy on the eyeéé 

In a way it is a salutary challeng e to my own ð the one, dear reader, you are now flicking 

throughéWe both share the same objective ð to help the average European better understand what 

(let alone where) Bulgaria is but he uses multiple lens (to my limited focus) and speaks from the 

heart (mine is a more visual appreciation)    

 

The opening pages of my book poses the question of how an outsider can possibly hope to penetrate 

the soul of another countryé..Wellé. Ivan Daraktchiev has not only achieved this for his own 

country but has set a st andard to which more writers will hopefully aspire but very few will 

achieveé.  

 

Richard Lewisõ 600-plus page opus on the worldõs cultures - When Cultures Collide  ð is as technical 

and objective an assessment of national characteristics as you can get. He has this to say about the 

Bulgarians -  

http://home.comcast.net/~netaylor1/philipward500.htm
http://matthewepointon.blogspot.co.uk/2012/03/balkania-pt-1-sofia-to-varna.html
http://www.academia.edu/6440851/Imagining_the_Balkans
http://www.scribd.com/doc/55991806/Imagining-the-Balkans
http://www.nationalstereotype.com/bulgarian-stereotypes/
http://www.zaedno.mobi/Zaedno/Comments.html
http://wh.agh.edu.pl/other/materialy/672_2014_05_05_12_05_16_When-Cultures-Collide-libre.pdf
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Bulgarians differ considerably from other Slavs in their values and communication style, probably because 
of their origins. In general they are cooler and more pragmatic than many Slavs, particularly when 
compared with Serbs. Quiet and soberness are valued; you will see little of the hotheaded discussion or 
noisy public disputes that are only too common in Bel grade. They do, however, share with other Slavs a 
widespread feeling of pessimism about national helplessness.  
 
In general, Bulgarian values tend to be rural, with homespun virtues, as one might expect from people living 
in a predominantly agricultural so ciety -  eg 
Disciplined; sober  

¶ Pragmatic; cautious  
¶ persistent and stubborn;  
¶ good organizers  
¶ industrious; determined  
¶ steady, with stamina;  
¶ suspicious  but tolerant of foreigners  
¶ animosity toward Turks;  
¶ inventive  
¶ highly literate;  
¶ thorough   

 
Leadership Sty le and Status  
Bulgarian social barriers are few because of the lack of hereditary nobles. Although a wide range of people 
can aspire to leadership, no outstanding political or business leaders have emerged during the last decade; 
national pessimism and sel f -doubt hinder their development. In business, the future Bulgarian manager is 
likely to be less autocratic than Serbian or Greek top executives. Bulgarian employees are more passive 
then Serbs, Croats or Romanians.  
 
Space and Time  
Bulgaria is not an overc rowded country, but when engaged in interesting conversation, they sit closer to 
their interlocutor than would a Northern European. In public there is little pushing or shoving and lines are 
orderly. Bulgarians are more punctual than most Slavs, though bur eaucrats usually keep people waiting. On 
the surface, Bulgarians show little sense of urgency.  
Other Balkan peoples consider them slow -moving. Patience is certainly a virtue in Bulgaria, and it will be 
required of you ñif you wish to achieve your ends, that  is. 
 
Communication Pattern  
In comparison with the South Slavs, Bulgarians are reticent and reserved in the early stages of 
acquaintance. In this they resemble the Czechs and Slovenians. Before giving full expression to their 
feelings or opinions, Bulgaria ns engage in a series of preliminary encounters, during which they sound out 
and size up (albeit in a friendly manner) their conversation partners.  
During this period they are decidedly less flowery or rhetorical in their speech than the Yugoslavs, 
Romanians or Hungarians. At this stage, it is very difficult to extract opinions or attitudes from them. 
When this exploratory period has passed, Bulgarians open up to display a modicum of quiet charm and make 
their requests in a circuitous manner, avoiding conf rontation whenever they can.  
 
The Bulgarian language, being Slavic, is rich in vocabulary, similes, metaphors, symbolism and allegory. The 
better linguists among them enrich their English with the same tools. They enjoy conversation ñan art for 
themñbut are  less prone to exaggeration than South Slavs or other Mediterranean people.  
Bulgarians, like the Greeks, are famous for their unusual manner of saying yes and no. Nodding the head up 
and down signifies a negative. Shaking it from side to side means yes. Th e Bulgarians are well aware that 
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this is the reverse of othersõ body language and sometimes nod in the Western European or American 
manner, which might be confusing.  
 
Listening Habits  
Bulgarians are excellent listeners. They interrupt their compatriots rar ely, foreigners hardly ever. Their 
attentiveness denotes their proclivity toward sizing up the speaker. In general, they respect Western 
opinions, though they do not always place the right connotation on what is said. A few minutes after 
absorbing a presen tation or new idea, they will give a modicum of feedback, but they will not reveal the full 
extent of their reactions.  
 
Behaviour at Meetings and Negotiations  
Meetings with Bulgarians are generally satisfactory affairs; a win ðwin goal combined with a solid , 
conservative approach will give you the feeling of steady progress and trust. Business in Bulgaria is rarely 
rushed. Goals are generally set in a slow, deliberate manner, and you need to allow plenty of time for 
Bulgarians to reach them. Endemic bureaucr acy will do nothing to speed the process up.  
Keep in mind, though, that Bulgarians have an inner urge to succeed; patience can work wonders.  
Initially, at meetings, Bulgarians exercise considerable reserve and hedge their options as long as you allow 
them to. Their requests will be made in an indirect and circuitous manner. Their reactions to your requests 
will also be circuitous.  
This does not imply negativity, but Byzantine habits that have little to do with straightforwardness.  
 
Formal initial period of reserve and reticence  

¶ use titles  
¶ difficult to extract  
¶ sounds out and sizes up opponents opinions and attitudes  
¶ makes requests in circuitous manner  
¶ hedges options  
¶ uses charm 
¶ no confrontation  
¶ tries for win -win 
¶ reaches pragmatic conclusion  

 
Nationals from Nor way, the Netherlands and the United States can get irritated with what they see as 
òdeviousness,ó playing their cards close to their chest. It is unlikely that Bulgarians, however sincere, will 
depart from this practice.  
They respond well to Westerners who  give early evidence of trustworthiness.  
 
Their indirectness causes them to employ a roundabout approach to many issues, especially determining 
price or the bottom line. Calculation of profit does not come easily to them, particularly the Western 
meaning of profit. Most successful businesses in Bulgaria depend on a network of connections and the 
exchange of favours. Go -betweens are often necessary, especially when gifts or òfacilitationó fees come 
into question.  

 

As Francis Urquart (in The House of Cards) m ight say ð òyou might well say that  ð but I couldnõt 

possibly comment!!ó 

 
 

4. 4 Websites  
As the owner of two websites, I am now a bit suspicious of the motives which lie behind 99% of 

websites. They are either commercial or ideological. Itõs amazing that I realised this only recently 

when I was setting up my first custom -designed one last yearé..In principal, university websites, of 
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course, should be free of such pressures but, in practice, the neo -liberal push has perhaps affected 

them even moreéé.. 

However  the websites offered here are, for the most part, tourist information sites about which 

we are (like estate agents) warned in advance!  

¶ Visit Sofia  

¶ Sofia City Info Guide   

¶ Bulgaria Travel  ð nice site of a typical tourist agency  
¶ Photo library of the Danube Region ς superb resource left from a typical short-term EC project  

¶ http://danube -raft.eu/category/post -format -gallery/  - ditto  

¶ http://www.bulgarianmonaster y.com/  - a good example (I think) of a public -private venture. 

Good resource. Further info and pics here  

¶ La Belle Epoque; the Sofia end of a great website  

 

Thereõs even a site which identifies Sofiaõs mounumentsé..including homes of classical paintersé 

Apart from me , there only seems one other ex -pat blogger in Bulgaria - A Letter from the Back of 

Beyond 

 

 

4. 5 Bulgarian L iterature  

Two classics are - 

¶ òUnder the Yoke ó by Ivan Vazov (1888). This best-known and best -loved Bulgarian novel 

does not ð typically! - figure on the English google search machine ð save for a scanty four 

line entry on Wikipedia. Its plot can be read on  this university essay  

¶ Bai Ganyo: Incredible Tales of a Modern Bulgarian  By Aleko Konstantinov  (1895) about which 

a reviewer says -  

 
Konstantinov writes each vignettes as if it were the retelling by one of the men in his close c ircle of 
friends. Each anecdote has a style that is slightly different and nicely underlines the premise of a 
group of friends exchanging tales.  
There is a breeziness and chattiness that provides the same feeling as the best late night discussions 
with fr iends in a cafe.  
 
The vignettes are divided in two sections though they were originally published in various periodicals 
and collections. Part 1 contains tales of Bai Ganyo in Europe outside of Bulgaria. Konstantinov has taken 
the Bulgarian stereotype tha t Bai Ganyo represents and turned it to his own ends. At times deceitful, 
small-minded and miserly, Ganyo is also irreverant, charming, rascally, and fun. Konstantinov was 
looking at the best and worst of what he saw in his fellow Bulgarians as they experi enced their 
national growing pains once leaving Ottoman rule. His writing seemed to imply hope and good humor 
mixed in with this his critical social commentary .  

 

More  modern 

¶ Elisabeth Kostovaõs The Historian  (2005 ) is a Gothic novel which takes in both Bulgaria and 

Romania (as well as France, thanks to the Bogomils)  

¶ Street without a Name ð childhood and other misadventures in Bulgaria  ; Kapka Kassabova 

(Portobello Books 2009) ð several of whose other novels are also available in English  

¶ Circus Bulgaria ; Deyen Enev (Portobello Books 2010)  

http://visitsofia.bg/en/
http://issuu.com/cityinfoguide/docs/sofia_city_january_2015
http://www.visitbulgaria.travel/cultural_eco.html
http://www.danubetournet.eu/gallery.php
http://danube-raft.eu/category/post-format-gallery/
http://www.bulgarianmonastery.com/
http://www.kashkaval-tourist.com/7-mystical-bulgarian-monasteries-well-kept-secrets/
http://www.la-belle-epoque.de/sofia/sofiaixe.htm
http://sofiamonuments.com/
http://www.nomadron.blogspot.com/
http://aletterfromthebackofbeyond.blogspot.com/
http://aletterfromthebackofbeyond.blogspot.com/
https://archive.org/details/underyokeromance00vazorich
http://bengutenberg.com/images/History_Class_Paper1.pdf
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=pfetzAYSfAkC&lpg=PT27&ots=Ng5R0thny2&dq=tales%20of%20bulgarian%20country%20bumpkin&pg=PT27#v=onepage&q=tales%20of%20bulgarian%20country%20bumpkin&f=false
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Historian
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Street-without-Name-Childhood-Misadventures/dp/184627124X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1422284704&sr=1-1&keywords=street+without+a+name
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Circus-Bulgaria-Deyan-Enev/dp/1846272408/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1422284873&sr=1-1&keywords=Circus+Bulgaria


31 
 

¶ Nine Rabbits ; by Virginia Zaharieva (Istros 2012) ð a very nice -looking collection of memoirs 

and poetry  

¶ the fascinating memoir replete with photos - You Live your Life But Once - A Memoir from 

Bulgaria by Dimi Gachev (2012)  

¶ East of the West  ; by Miroslaw Penkov (Sceptre 2012)  

 

 

4. 6 Images  
Black and white pho to graphy is a neglected art -form -

masters of the genre were  Ansel Adams, Henri  Cartier -

Bresson, Robert  Capa, Robert  Doisneau, 

George Brassai and Andrei Kertesz .  

 

Bulgariaõs best photographer Ivo Hadzhimishev recently 

produced a great monograph  "Stoyan Sertev (1906 -1974) An 

Epoch in Black and White ". Itõs a book of superb black and 

white photographs of the period (in cluding delightful shots 

of the countryõs best loved painters Nikola Tanev) which 

have taken the breath away of friends I have shown it to . 

Here is  Tanev with an actress friend in 1947 at Sozopol.  

Others show sculptors working on the monumental work of 

the  period.   

  

Stoyan Sertev was actually a musician whose other passion 

was the camera. His huge archive has kept hundreds of 

frames from 1939 till the end of his life. He mainly shot 

works of art and their creators, architectural projects, theatrical and op era performances.   

Ivo Hadzhimishev was responsible for an exhibition on his work at the National Gallery late last 

year (and also the catalogue) and says about the latter:   

 

òThe images that we can see in front of us have passed the test of time ð they ha ve emerged from 
oblivion, and, with them or because of them, a multitude of Bulgarian artists and intellectuals who have 
left a trace in Bulgarian and European culture have returned and taken their place in the image memory of 
Bulgaria. These photographs h ave been lived through. They have been created first and foremost by the 

heart and spirit ð and that is their value !ó 

 

Bulgarian National Radio provided recordings of 

òAvramovó quartet from the Gold Fund for the 

audio disc accompanying the edition and 

Alexander Sertevõs family. 

The book gives an amazing feel for an era and 

some of the personalities which dominated it - 

particularly poignant in view of the traumatic 

events of that period. The book deserves a 

higher profile - significant that my friends had 

never seen a copy.......   

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-3QB6YJ9SCP0/UyqVewRLp_I/AAAAAAAAFKQ/y7VSMT8q5MM/s1600/m_P3190381.jpg
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-UW6cUvoisfU/UyqVoNjsrDI/AAAAAAAAFKY/CHcSWLmNlp4/s1600/m_P3200389.jpg
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Nine-Rabbits-Virginia-Zaharieva/dp/1908236051/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1422285117&sr=1-1&keywords=nine+rabbits
http://dimi54.blog.bg/lichni-dnevnici/2012/11/13/you-live-your-life-but-once-a-memoir-from-bulgaria-author-di.1019817
http://dimi54.blog.bg/lichni-dnevnici/2012/11/13/you-live-your-life-but-once-a-memoir-from-bulgaria-author-di.1019817
http://www.amazon.co.uk/East-West-Miroslav-Penkov/dp/1444733737/ref=pd_sim_sbs_b_1?ie=UTF8&refRID=10VHTBD1NFBYXZ8FMBJ0
http://www.anseladams.com/
http://www.magnumphotos.com/C.aspx?VP3=CMS3&VF=MAGO31_10_VForm&ERID=24KL53ZMYN
http://www.magnumphotos.com/C.aspx?VP3=CMS3&VF=MAGO31_10_VForm&ERID=24KL53ZMYN
http://www.magnumphotos.com/C.aspx?VP3=CMS3&VF=MAGO31_10_VForm&ERID=24KL535353
http://www.photographersgallery.com/by_artist.asp?id=201
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brassa%C3%AF
https://www.photographersgallery.com/by_artist.asp?id=200
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2014/03/the-power-of-images.html
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I find it so important to have such personal reminders of my favourite artists. It is one thing to see 

their paintings and some text about them - quite another to see their photos, particularly if 

animated - or sometimes better - caricatures!  

 

The work of other good Bulgarian photographers can be seen in the books highlighted in section 3.1 

eg   Nikolay Genev who masterminded the book on the Rhodopes.  

 

And one of my amazing finds on the internet was a dissertation entitle d Images of the Peasant; 

nation and modernity in 20 th  Century Bulgaria é.each of whose initial chapters  focuses on 

 
 an important person, move ment or organization which best seems to articulate Bulgariaõs evolving sense 
of itself and its place on the edge of Europe. Beginning with a background chapter on the 1878 -1917 
period, I trace the foundation and development of ethnographic display, repres entations of peasants in 
the interwar educational press, campaigns to improve village hygiene and culture, alpine tourism, and the 
ever -changing image of peasants in propaganda from the years of agrarian rule in the 1920s through the 
early decades of commu nism. 

 

Another  dissertation - The Conformists ð creativity and decadence in the bulgarian cinema 1945 -

1989 by one Evgenija Garbolevsky (2011) casts  a useful eye  on Bulgarian cinema during the 

communist period ð 

 
My research focuses on the development of Bulgarian film between 1944 and 1989, as the youngest and 
most dynamic medium during the period. I explore several forms of subversion, such as decade nce, silence 
and irony, among others, which fostered the creative imagination of the intellectual elite, and made the film 
art successful. I search for resilience in the oeuvres, in the operation of the institutions, and by looking at 
the views of the film makers and the works of the film critics.  
 
I argue that the Bulgarian filmmakers, similar to their counterparts across the Eastern Bloc, vigorously 
resisted fitting into the role of lackeys of the Communist regime. Instead, the cineastes articulated their 
personal visions in their oeuvres by developing aesthetic practices and coded language, expressing their 
dissatisfaction with the status quo, and communicating their complex political and cultural views to the 
audiences.  
The filmmakers eluded censors whil e including the spectators as accomplices. The tension between rebellion 
and conformism in the cinematic discourse was intense. Despite the powerfully oppressive cultural policies 
of the regime, the cineastes succeeded loading their works with subversive m essages. Regardless of the 
ideological straightjacket imposed on them, they sublimated their artistic passions and creative impulses, 
protested, and mocked the Establishment.  

 

 

  

https://repositories.lib.utexas.edu/bitstream/handle/2152/25221/HILLHOUSE-DISSERTATION-2013.pdf?sequence=1
https://repositories.lib.utexas.edu/bitstream/handle/2152/25221/HILLHOUSE-DISSERTATION-2013.pdf?sequence=1
http://lalev.co/CREATIVITY%20AND%20DECADENCE%20IN%20THE%20BULGARIAN%20CINEMA%201945-1989.pdf
http://lalev.co/CREATIVITY%20AND%20DECADENCE%20IN%20THE%20BULGARIAN%20CINEMA%201945-1989.pdf
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4. 7 Hearing -  Bulgarian Music  

The country - and sea-side of Bulgaria is 

wondrous ð as are its grapes and foodé.But 

utterly distinctive is its music  ð whether vocal 

or instrumental.  

 

Its womenõs singing tradition is positively 

ethereal ð and indeed earned it a place on one 

of the first satellites circulating the earth! 

Hereõs a contemporary young woman singing a 

solo; and here also a duet .  

 

And this looks a marvellous study of the musical 

tradition -  

Performing Democracy: Bulgarian Music and Musicians in Transition ; DA Buchanan (2006)  

Thanks to the surfing for this section, I came across a group until now unknown to me ð Isihia who 

use a variety of traditional  instruments to create a great sound. Here for example is one called 

Transfiguration . And they are the backing to this superb photoshoot of r ural churches  

 

 

4. 8 Contemporary politics  
If I surf/roam energetically enough, Iõm sure I will find a lot of useful stuff on the internet 

written by Bulgarian American academics on the contemporary sceneé. The only Bulgarian 

intellectual, however, who se political writings I know is Ivan Krastev  who seldom writes about 

Bulgaria. Bulgaria does not seem to have a Tom Gallagher - an outsider able to cast a caustic eye 

over recent events.  

The Cooperation and Verification Mechanism; shared political irresponsibility; collective academic 

authorship (Sofia 2014)  tells  how Bulgaria coped with the mechanism that the EC put in place at the 

2004/7 period of purgatory was ending for it and Romania - but with strong doubts in Brussels 

about the actual respect for the rule of law in practice in these two countries. Such  scepticism was 

justified and only Romania, in the past 2 years, has shown signs of real judicial reformé. 

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Music_of_Bulgaria
http://www.bulgarianvoices.com/cat_12.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PWPTqdT79Rs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PWPTqdT79Rs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=glPLnHKl-wQ
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Performing-Democracy-Bulgarian-Transition-Ethnomusicology/dp/0226078272/ref=sr_1_25?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1422791942&sr=1-25&keywords=Bulgarian+politics
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUhDC2ZCMdU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HDK0-hB8y64
http://www.ted.com/talks/ivan_krastev_can_democracy_exist_without_trust?language=en
http://sluggerotoole.com/2014/09/04/indyref-yes-calls-for-revolution-find-few-takers/
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PART II  

DAUNDERING 

IN BULGARIA  
òDaunderóé. òto stroll, to saunter, to walk 
aimlessly, idly, or uncertainly, to wander ó. 

 

lowland Scots  

 

 

Part I I is an account of my serendipitous discoveries over the past five years as I have daundered 

through Bulgariaõs galleries and bookshops and chatted with friends  ð always with and often about 

winesé..  

The text is taken from the blog to which an allusion is made in section 1.4 - my Balkan and 

Carpathian Musings  and begins in October 2010, some three years after I first started to live in 

Sofiaé. 

 

Of course, blogging is seen by many as a bit narcissistic - a reflec tion of the òselfieó age we live 

inéBut there are blogsé.and blogsé.Self-indulgent òlook at me!ó ones and blobs of erudite text 

which few can understandé..And it can get you into trouble é. One academic blogger, famously, 

found himself out of work as a res ult of his blogging (in the early days) and wrote to tell the tale ð 

in A Bloggerõs Manifesto 

 

I would like to hope that readers come to my site look ing for some originality ð be it the diversity 
of the topics (and experiences ) the posts deal with; the thematic summaries  (eg on memoirs or 

mountain villages); the range of the references  in the hyperlinks; the glimpses of rarely seen 
painting traditions and, who knows, perhaps even the celebration of good writing .  

 

One writer offers no less than 15 justifications for why people should blog  ð the first four seem to 

me particularly important -  

 
1. Youõll become a better thinker . Because the process of writing includes recording thoughts on paper, the 
blogging process makes you question what you thought you knew. You will delve deeper into the matters of your 
life and the worldview that shapes them.  
 
2. Youõll become a better write  ð once, that is, you start to reread your material or get feedback which shows 
your text was ambiguousé 
 
3. Youõll live a more intentional life . Once you start writing about your life and the th oughts that shape it, 
youõll begin thinking more intentionally about who you are, who you are becoming, and whether you like what you 
see or not. And that just may be reason enough to get started.  

http://nomadron.blogspot.com/
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/
https://archive.org/details/ABloggersManifestoFreeSpeechAndCensorshipInTheAgeOfTheInternet
http://www.becomingminimalist.com/15-reasons-i-think-you-should-blog/
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4. Youõll develop an eye for meaningful things . By necessity, blogging requires a filter. Itõs simply not possible 
to write about every event, every thought, and every happening in your life. Instead, blogging is a never -ending 
process of choosing to articulate the most meaningful events and the most important th oughts. This process of 
choice helps you develop an eye for meaningful things.  

 

A blogpost may have a date on it but that is the day the post was published. The experience - or 

sequence of thoughts - it marks may have been the previous day, year or decade.   

So it is not like a diary entry ð and hyperlinks are now enormously helpful for both memory and 

information retrieval .  

Itõs almost as if I have a record of my brainscanning action for a significant part of the past five 

yearsééé.And, as our thoughts wan der, so the posts may cover several topics ð although those I 

have selected all deal with my cultural and historical interests in things Bulgarianéé     
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Friday, October 29, 2010  

Vegetable markets  
Vegetable markets are always good at this time of year ð but Bulgarian and Romanian ones 

particularly so with the richness of their produce shown at best in the sunny, blue skies.  But  it is 

Bulgarian vegetables wh ich are, rightly, famed here for their superiority (with the plain between 

Georgiu and Bucharest being populated by Bulgarian vegetable growers). The year I spent in Sofia I 

lost all my bad cholestorol thanks to the vegetable regime I had ð if it was too e arly for their 

superb large tomatoes (threatened, Iõm told, by EU regulations) and leeks, then Turkish and Greek 

vegetables rolled up easily from over the borders).   

 

Sofia, in my view, should be one of the pin -ups 

of the slow food movement. The modest gr id-

iron system which is its centre developed 

after the 2nd WW bombing; has kept cars in 

their place; and created small spaces which 

old and young alike have been able to use to 

pursue their dreams ð whether shops where 

they sell the clothes they design the mselves, 

micro art galleries, tobacco, wine cellars .  

 

Only in Sofia and Tashkent could I boast my 

own wine merchant ð in Sofia a tiny step -down 

cellar on Bvd Stambouslska which had a few 

barrels and cases of select wine at such reasonable prices (in Tash kent a medical doctor who was 

experimenting in Pashkent ð an hourõs drive from Tashkent ð with mountain herbs and wines and 

brought bottles of the latter to me weekly to taste). Perhaps, however, I have now at last found 

one here in Romania. Although the a rea around the Bucuresti Gara de Nord has various wine shops 

with wine from the barrel, none compares with the small wine cellar I found recently in Rasnov 

(between Brasov and Fundata). They offer wines from my favourite area ð Dealul Mare ð just north 

of Ploiesti ð and the dry whites and reds are quite spectacular at less than 2 euros a litre)  

 

The open market in central Sofia (down from the mosque and synagogue) is in a really down -at -heel 

area which I feel will soon spring up again like the some of the o ld Viennese market squares I saw 

20 years ago. Unlike Bucharest, it has quite a few Arab shops where incredible ingredients can be 

bought. One of the other (many) delights of Sofia are the serious coffee -drinking cafes 

(particularly the smoking one behind the National Art Gallery) ð or of the sight of people carrying 

their coffee in the street. I have never been a smoker ð but I feel that the anti -smoking drive has 

gone too far!   

 

One final comment about vegetables. I remember very vividly from my childhood  my motherõs jam-

making. It is something which I therefore respect ð and which I am so pleased to see continued 

here in Romania. At this time of the year it is something which Daniela (who normally leaves the 

cooking to me) spends time on. As she says, it is one of the ways her parents kept the family alive in 

winter. It reminds me of one of the jokes I read in the Ben Lewis book on  Hammer and Tickle  I am 

now reading ð òwhy was Ceaucescu particularly keen on the first May celebrations?ó Because he 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-FQjcEyc_JNY/UuUuI4jNdoI/AAAAAAAAFCo/0I8SSzjkE98/s1600/m_P1240045.jpg
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2010/10/balkan-vegetable-markets.html
http://latinosenbarcelona.es/joomla/images/stories/documentos/chisttesobrecom.pdf
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wanted to see how many Romanians had survived the winter!  

And, while we're on the subject of agriculture, here is an  excellent post  

 

Sunday, January 30, 2011  

Le Flaneur 
Back into the tiny gallery on San Stefano St (at what I think is the north -east corne r of Doctorõs 

Sq at the University area) to have another look at the large Tomev coastscape painting.   

Then into the marvellous  Alexander Nevsky church  and am shocked to see the deterioration in the 

Nouveaux Arts paintings ð many of which have large patche s of white (dampness?) spreading 

downwards.  

 

I stroll to the  City Gallery  to try to buy another copy of their large catalogue which has a (black 

and white) reproduction of every painting they have in stock. Only to find that they have some sort 

of problem  with their little shop and they canõt sell its books! All that seems to be missing is a key ð 

and the authority and/or the goodwill for the 2 people lounging at the reception! It reminds me of 

the situation in Bucharest where ð despite the cutbacks ð ther e are apparently many small heritage 

buildings and facilities with surplus staff.   

 

I have a nice wander around a (quiet) centre ð wondering once again why the young Sofians profess 

to disliking the place. To me itõs a painterõs paradise ð not just the fri endly little galleries but also 

the charm of the urban landscape with a mixture of old houses and 4 storey blocks ð the space 

between always revealing a nice perspective. And almost no high rises ð as if the supremely ugly 20 

story M -tel block on Hristov B otev opposite the majestic beauty of the Ministry of Agriculture 

building is there to serve as a warning to modernists. The 2 towers of the Ministry building are 

unique for me. Sadly, however, there is a huge hole in the ground on the corner with Macedonsk iya 

Bvd.  

 

A visit to the small music shop at the end of Solunska St (beside the Methodist church) confirms 

my fears about the consequences of the change in ownership ð a year ago it had in the basement one 

of the best collections of classical music I had ever seen and now that is gone and the choice much 

restricted. I need music when Iõm working or reading ð and forgot to bring some with me. I manage 

to fiind a nice collection of Bassoon concerts and an historical recording of Richard Strauss and 

Belle Bar tok.   

The Assen Vasilev gallery  is just across the road and, although its stuff is more superficial, I pop in 

ð after all I have bought a couple of things there. And, indeed, I recognise a  Mitko 

Dimitrov  painting and indeed pick out one of his without real ising its his ð a rather stormy slightly 

surrealist one with a country church at the top of a hill and a view down a valley to a distant village. 

Has a nice symbolic touch for me ð and only 125 euros. Not quite sureé...My collection is now at the 

stage I h ave to be careful about having too many landscapes with houses; I need more seascapes 

and, above all, paintings with people! And one picture catches my eye ð with lots of people in a 

square, Itõs by 74 year old Ivan Manoilev ð but a bit pricey for me.   

 

14.00 sees me at  Konos Gallery for my meeting with Yassen and his other gallery friend who are 

bringing some more paintings in for me to look at. This time Iõve brought a wine ð I tried to fiind a 

Brestovitza but could only manage a Telish. Nothing can be be tter than a bottle of wine, cheese, 

http://aidontheedge.info/2010/10/22/land-is-not-linear-towards-the-brown-revolution
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/01/le-flaneur.html
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bread, friends and paintings! Iõm introduced this time to Todor Kodjamanov (born the early part of 

the 20th century) whose 1940s quiet river scene with some beached canoes has a lovely soft pastel 

colouring. Heõs sought after ð but I can get this large painting for just under 1000 euros. And there 

are 2 seascapes for me to inspect ð a large Petar Boiadjiev  and smaller more dramatic  Boris 

Stefchev  which I quickly go for.  

The Russe Ganchev they have for me is not very exci ting ð heõs on my list because I liked the 

exhibition of his work I saw 3 years ago at the National Gallery but have not really taken to the 10 

or so I have seen so far for sale. The tiny 1911  Alexander Mutafov  river scene still entices ð but is, 

of course , pricey. Clutching my Stefchev, I say goodbye with another session fixed for Monday 

afternoon ð when, hopefully, they will have an  Emilia Radusheva for me which has something in 

common with the one I already have (see top).  

 

Amazingly I stumble across two  more antique shops on the way home ð one in a tiny basement next 

to the Assen Vasilev gallery. As I emerge, my attention is drawn to a river scene which is hanging 

outside (!) and itõs mine for 100 euros!  

So ends a very pleasant Saturday flanant (wanderi ng).  

 

Todayõs Observer has a touching article by a young Egyptian woman about the developments there 

and in some other countries of the Arab world  

 

Sunday, February 6, 2011  

In praise of Sofia  
One of my readers was shocked that I was contemplating òleaving Romaniaó ð if only for an 18 month 

project in Serbia or Bulgaria. As long as I  have my house in that beautiful stretch of the 

Carpathians, it will be difficult to leave the country ð although it does stretch my patience a lot. 

And work in neighbouring countries (Turkey is also still a desirable possibility ð although not 

technically  a neighbour) is not inconsistent with continued access to Romania.  

But Sofia and Brussels are, for me, the ideal cities ð 

and Sofia has a special charm.. Yesterday was an 

example. I decided to head out and buy the large 

book on the graphic artist I had discovered by 

accident ð Boris Angeloushev  (1902-1966). I learn 

that his evocation of the black and white graphics of 

the early 20th century German artist  Kathe 

Kollwitz  arises from the fact that he was trained in 

Berlin Art Academy in the early 1920 at pr ecisely the 

period she was most active in the struggle for 

socialism there.  

 

Since I first discovered her in Berlin in the 1980s I 

have been a great fan ð and recall also the 

serendipidy of my encounter with the marvellous 80 

year -old Tina von Schullenber g in Duisberg (I think) 

who was being honoured at a special exhibition of her 

graphics ð which included the skecthes she had done 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_pnSnjAcLjvE/TU5T50zmJiI/AAAAAAAAAmo/a4ORJf1RpA0/s1600/Ilia+Beshkov.jpg
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/jan/29/egypt-mubarak-tunisia-palestine
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/jan/29/egypt-mubarak-tunisia-palestine
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/02/in-praise-of-sofia.html
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in the 1930s of Nottingham miners. She was gracious enough to gift me with a set to give to the 

Scottish mining community and also a couple of books (with sketches) she wrote about her time with 

the Nottingham miners and about her life. And what a life! She was the brother of one of the 

Generals who took part in the failed July 1944 assassination attempt on Hitler.   

 

At a tram st op I come across another of these open stalls and pick up a collection of reproductions 

of Russian painters - not far away I pick up 5 great Fondazione Amadeus CDs of baroque music - for 

less than a euro each. No questions!!   

 

Then a meeting with Blago, my  young landlord, who is about to acquire a flat he thinks will interest 

me for my idea of a base here for the next 12 months (if the Serbia project does not come off) ð 

and he is right. The ground floor of a delightful old house within minutes of Vitosha s treet and all 

my galleries. The timing fits ð since it will be the end of the month before all the paperwork and 

slight adjustments are needed and that is the point at which I expect to hear the results of the 

Serbia project. I also look at a flat he will have for sale nearby which is in its original state and 

which they will restructure togive a living room of 50 sq metres. It would be a good investement.  

 

Then off to see what the guy who sold me sketches (on an old magazine and scraps of paper) 

purporti ng to be from the pen of the great  Ilia 

Beshkov has to offer. Beshkov (see example above) 

worked in the first half of the 20th Century. My 

bearded gallerist/artist Alexander Aleandriev (at Tsar 

Assen 38) has a tiny space in which there is room for a 

chair in which you sit while he pulls things (like rabbits 

out of a hat) that might interest you from plastic bags 

and piles of papers, magazines, drawings, aquarelles and 

oils (some his). This time he had prepared for me a 

superb large 1958 book with Beshkov sk etches and 

cartoons on glorious paper and a 1965 autobiography full 

also of the sketches. I snapped them up ð along with a 

1907 catalogue of another cartoonist I had not heard of 

ð Alexander Boshinov  - and got a 1941 newspaper with a 

couple of Beshkov sket ches thrown in as a bonus. "Super 

dumping prices" he says in his only English! We 

communicate in Russian - and he is indeed a veritable 

Russian figure with his beard, flow of words and 

bohemian work environment.  

 

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/_pnSnjAcLjvE/TUUPkrmKDHI/AAAAAAAAAlU/jShnNIOwLm8/s1600/Emilia+Radusheva.JPG
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Then off for my appointment with another ga llerist ð who is also sitting amidst huge piles of 

unframed paintings some of which he had prepared for me. I sift through a couple of hundred ð and 

emerge with seven paintings (including a Mateev and a dramatic painting by one  Ivan Getsov  (1910-

1991)of a scene from the war of independence) for just over 1,000 euros in total.  

 

I just have time to take them home and change ð and itõs off to a very pleasant dinner with Sylvie 

and Vlad, from whom I rented my flat in Sofia 3 years ago. A simple salad with a ver y quaffable 

Pomorie raki starts the meal in her beautifully spacious flat; followed by a superb delicacy she calls 

Tsarograd aubergine which has pieces of garlic, Bulgarian white cheese and herbs on a grilled 

opened-out aubergine base. Tsarograd is - as I learned from the early  Mario Zhekov  paintings - the 

old name for Istanbul. Vlad is heading out for a night on the tiles - so I get his garlic aubergine too! 

The piece -de-resistance is, however, the neck pork stuffed/marinated with three types of cheese!! 

I  want a second helping but know when to call time! Thank you Sylvie!  

The point of this long diary entry is simply to say that I donõt have such an active social life in other 

places. Thatõs why Sofia scores. 

 

Friday, May 6, 2011  

Bulgarian gentility  
I have never seen such a poor state of pavements as here in 

Sofia. I wonder what the statistics of broken ankles are here. 

Unfortunately the internet offers no real treat ment of Bulgaria 

ð there was a rather inconsequential piece recently on an 

Economist blog about  the corrupt state of the media here  but, 

as one of the discussan ts rightly said, they have been set a very 

good example by the anglo -saxon world!   

 

I have always seen Sofia as have an old -fashioned gentility ð 

mainly from the tiny shop and gallery units you find in its centre 

with both young and old eking out a fragile  existence but at 

least one whose rhythm they control. Since hearing the buskers 

in the nearby park playing early 1960s jazz and rock, I realise 

that Sofia, in many ways, could market itself as the retro -

capital of Europe. You still see Trabis (although ge nerally 

vegetating on the sidewalks); and, at leats round my area, the 

old folk are always out in strength and not marginalised as in so 

many other capitals. Of course, this is a stark reflection of the 

poverty of the economy ð indeed I just donõt know how the economy here manages even to tick over.  

Romania has at least  one good news outlet in English  which I came across recently  

 

Today I came across this  very evocative clip of poet John Betjeman  celebrating Philip Larkin's 

poetry.  

 
Apparently today is both St George's Day AND the Day of the Bulgarian Army. So I'm using one of 
Ilia Petrov's pictures.  
 

  

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-dEfJi6oqhk0/TcPVU0klzHI/AAAAAAAAAv8/h41v5DbpF8E/s1600/Petrov+Ilya+Farewell+20x30+400+euros.jpg
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/05/hungarian-ambitions-and-bulgarian.html
http://www.economist.com/blogs/easternapproaches/2011/05/bulgarias_dismal_media
http://www.romanianewswatch.com/search/label/General%20Profiles
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Coe11pgoj8E
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Saturday, May 14,  2011 

Salute to the local municipal galleries  
Thursday I spent on a very pleasant drive from Velingrad in the Rhodope mountains to Bucharest 

(500 kms) ð first thr ough the gorge I spoke about; then east across the Thracian plain with a 

spectacular glowering sky; a hop past Stara Zagora over another mountain; and pulled in at Kazanluk 

on the basis of what I had read about its Art Gallery. And I was not disappointed. I was warmly 

received by Daniela who introduced me to their collection which included  the Stanio Stamatov 

featured above  ð he was one of many local painters. Indeed the small town was so prolific with 

artists that it used to be called òthe town of a hundre d paintersó. The collection is therefore a rich 

one - of both paintings and sculptures - and, amongst those whose acquaintance I made were  Vasil 

Barakov (1902-1991); a scupltorHristo Pessev  (1923-2000); and  Spas Zawgrov (1908-1991) born in a 

nearby village  whose landscapes and portrait sketches were in a temporary exhibition funded by his 

family. Hristo Genev, the Director, welcomed me into his den and presented me with a couple of 

discs (one of his own material). He sculpts the most fascinating pieces from  wood ð one of which I 

displayed a couple of posts back. This is a gallery worth a detour to see ð and many revisits!  

 

I donõt often look at yahoo stories - but this is a useful bit of  pleading for the simpler life we 

should be leading . 

 

There are definite advantages in attending workshops which are in languages one doesn't 

understand! It forces you to use other senses to understand what is going on - to look at body 

language, for example. And it also gives me the time to reflect - eg I suddenly remembered the 

paper I had written in 2008 about Training assessment Tools which have different examples which 

could be used at the different stages of the training cyc le. I duly had it printed it out and gave it 

to the Council of Ministers rep who was also attending the Vilengrad session (since they had 

insisted on a simplistic evaluation form being used). I will add this shortly to my website.   

And I was also able to r ead more closely the paper on  Training and Beyond; seeking better practices 

for cap acity development  by Jenny Pearson which I referred to recently - which sets out very 

well the critique of training I was myself s truggling toward in my own 2008 paper .  

 

Finally three good articles on the Chinese mood. The first about a rare  critical article on Mao by an 

82 year old Chinese economist. Then a good piece on  the competition for the new leadership 

positions .  

The last is particuarly interesting - since it gives  an insight into how systematic is the Chinese way 

of researching issues . 

 

  

http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/05/salute-to-local-municipal-galleries.html
http://uk.finance.yahoo.com/news/Can-live-money-yahoofinanceuk-1984455701.html?x=0
http://uk.finance.yahoo.com/news/Can-live-money-yahoofinanceuk-1984455701.html?x=0
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/development/training-and-beyond-seeking-better-practices-for-capacity-development_5kgf1nsnj8tf-en;jsessionid=4ld21rkgpd5gq.delta
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/development/training-and-beyond-seeking-better-practices-for-capacity-development_5kgf1nsnj8tf-en;jsessionid=4ld21rkgpd5gq.delta
http://www.freewebs.com/publicadminreform/key%20papers/note%201%20consolidated%20thoughts%20on%20training.pdf
http://cmp.hku.hk/2011/04/28/11944
http://chovanec.wordpress.com/2011/05/08/primer-on-chinas-leadership-transition
http://chovanec.wordpress.com/2011/05/08/primer-on-chinas-leadership-transition
http://www.smh.com.au/business/the-history-lesson-that-is-being-ignored-20110509-1efwd.html
http://www.smh.com.au/business/the-history-lesson-that-is-being-ignored-20110509-1efwd.html
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Sunday, July 10, 2011 

Vrachanski Balkans 
Up and away early t o avoid the midday heat 

which once (actually three times) disabled 

the car a few years back in this part of the 

world at this time of the year as were 

driving back from the lovely Thassos island. 

Just outside Drama in Greece - as were 

were beginning the as cent for the new 

border crossing there ð the car engine just 

stoppped. We were kindly treated (with an 

overnight stay needed for a petrol filter to 

be replaced) before the same happened at 

Plovdiv - after much meandering through 

gorges and round the densel y wooded edges 

of the Rhodopes (with many minarets in the 

villages). After a mechanic asked for 300 euros with no guarantees, we discovered the car was 

working again and decided to proceed ð over the Balkans. A Romanian lorry driver confirmed that it 

was the heat ð it had happened to him. Just as we reached the top of the mountain ridge, the car 

stopped again ð but, by then, I knew the trick ð just to wait ten minutes or so.  

Anyway I neednt have worried today ð since, apart from my climb over the Petrohan P ass starting 

before 09.00, the road is heavily wooded and therefore protected from the heat. But the surface 

is bad (particularly on the descent) and the road twisty ð so a 100 kilometres journey from Sofia to 

Varshets actually took 3 hours (including a tr ip to Pennywise in the nearby village of Berkovitsa for 

a bottle of Mezzek Sauvignon/Pinot Gris . Iõm in the heart of Vrachanski Balkan Nature Park here ð 

with towering mountain ranges on 2 sides. The  hotel is very nicely situated  - with solar panels 

covering the entire roof (very rare!). I was able to check in (to a large room), get organised and 

have a swim all before midday.  

 

After my last post, I got thinking about Path dependency ð and discover ed that the phrase 

originated in economic not sociological studies as I had imagined. And, of course, it takes us deep 

into fundamental issues which thinkers have argued about for millenia - such as free -will!The 

opening pages of this paper are quite enlightening about this  ð but thereafter the paper gets 

typically turgid.  

 

  

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-BeCw1s93TTo/Thl5y05hQJI/AAAAAAAAA1U/29gld98G90A/s1600/Berkovitsa.jpg
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/07/north-west-balkans.html
http://ata-spa.bg/en/leisure-varshets.html
http://marttimuukkonen.pp.fi/Muukkonen_Path_Dependency_and_Hierarchical_Inertia.pdf
http://marttimuukkonen.pp.fi/Muukkonen_Path_Dependency_and_Hierarchical_Inertia.pdf
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Tuesday, July 12, 2011  

out of this world  
I'm now in Belogradchik and could hardly 

believe my eyes when I saw the first rock 

formations - some 20 kilometres before I hit 

the town. They extend over a 600 -700 sq km 

area. The area is very poor - I detoured to the 

old carpet village of Chiprovitsa in an amazing 

bowl of mountains. A sleepy and disconsolate 

place - with many Trabans in the area. I had 

expected to see carpets displayed in the 

street - but all was desolate with only a small 

shop displaying very expensive s tuff - 5 times 

what I had paid for an old carpet!  

 

There is a  very nice write -up of the Belogradchik rocks and town here . 

 

Friday, August 5, 2011  

Sofia's charms - again 
Another very pleasant lazy (yester)day enjoying the 

incredible variety which Sofia has to offer anyone who 

appreciates serendipity - and who has some aesthetic 

inclinations. A slow walk up Ignatiev  st in the morning to 

the City Gallery ð which, in addition to the special 

"Other Eyeó selection of paintings from its vaults by art 

critics, has at the moment  a marvellous exhibition of 

paintings of monasteries in the Balkans . Then a meander 

in the park where the jazz musicians were, as usual, 

active - giving everyone great pleasure. Then across to 

the great Tabak cafe at the back of the National Gallery 

ð where they were loading various fascinating sculptures 

(hope it wasnõt a heist!).  

There was a small political meeting going on nearby ð of 

older people.  

And, at the open market in front of Alexander Nevski 

Cathedral, I picked up a large Chiproviste carpet for 

only 100 euros ð  

 

and also an amusing small òTroitsaó painting on wood by a young Dmitrov (Ivalio?) ð the trinity were a 

corrupt looking mayor, teacher and priest all imbibing.   

 

On the more serious side, this article well describes  how the financial crisis is impacting on ordinary 

people who bear absolutely no responsibility for it . 

I hadn't realised that the German social market was based on  the theory of  

ordo-liberalism  

http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-VPt2zU-9-8M/TjvVOEDVCoI/AAAAAAAAA4s/LonZCWcd3l8/s1600/Chiproviste+summer+2011.JPG
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-f54qpBaLwSk/ThxvuE8TByI/AAAAAAAAA1k/gkKaX1sAkGU/s1600/belograchikag-4.jpg
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/07/out-of-this-world.html
http://www.balkantravellers.com/en/read/article/24
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/08/sofias-charms-again.html
http://sghg.bg/newsite/index.php?module=exhibitions&lg=en&page=collection
http://sghg.bg/newsite/index.php?module=exhibitions&lg=en&page=collection
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/aug/02/greece-family-ties-debt-crisis?CMP=twt_fd
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/aug/02/greece-family-ties-debt-crisis?CMP=twt_fd
http://csallen.myweb.uga.edu/allen_moss.pdf
http://csallen.myweb.uga.edu/allen_moss.pdf


45 
 

 

Wednesday, September 28, 2011  

visual pleasures 
Itõs good to be back in Sofia ð with its vegetables (leeks and tomatoes); 

galleries; pleasant cycling and  pace of life.  

The Sofia City Gallery continues to celebrate its greats ð with a special 

exhibition of one of Bulgariaõs most revered painters ð Nikola Petrov 

(1881-1916). I can understand why his influence (d espite his youth) was 

so great ð his landscapes are delicate; his portrait sketches deft; and 

his nudes were clearly the inspiration for Nikola Boiadjiev. A very nice 

little book accompanies the exhibition ð at only 5 euros.  

I hadnõt realised that Petrov was from one of the Danube towns ð in the north -east, Vidin ð which I 

havenõt been able to get to so far but will certainly visit once the Romanian engineers eventually 

finish their half of the new bridge (another year off I suspect). The town does have  an art gallery . 

For me, Nikola Tanev is the greatest and is also from a Danube village ð Svishtov ð the signs for 

whose car ferry I saw as I left the Russe District  

I mentioned recently an interview with Ralf Dahrendorf on an excellent history series available on 

the internet. I donõt use such facilities as much as I should ð hereõs another challenging snippet  

 

 

Monday, October 3, 2011  

Rhodope charms 
 

The Bulgarian roads are always a pleasure to 

drive ð with the exception of some of the 

sinuous small roads which weave their way 

through the wooded hills which take up one 

third of the landmass of the country. I had a 

pleasant 4 hour drive yesterday afternoon - 

the first stretch along the superb and scenic 

open highway from Sofia  to Plovdiv. Mountain 

ranges and valleys; then the lovely sight of 

the 2 pimple hills which stick out from the 

plain and mark ancient Phillipopolis; loop 

round the city and then under the stunning 

Assenovgrad fortress on another of these impossible rock -carved roads which characterise 

southern Bulgaria.  

 

As always a strong river also blasted its way through gorges and across the stones nearby. My 

exhaust suddenly developed a hole and I disturbed the sabbath as I spun through the tired but 

handsome old vill ages round the fashionable skiing resorts to reach Smolyian at 16.30. I was keen to 

visit their municipal art gallery again ð last visited 2 years ago to my very great pleasure. Amongst 

other local artists, I was introduced to the work of Anastas Staikov b y a Slovak woman who guided 

us around and introduced us to the Director. What struck me was what they were achieving against 

the odds ð they had insufficient money to maintain their stock properly ð let alone advertise it. I 

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-VTTmICLk7kg/ToKxHpE1CkI/AAAAAAAAA6s/fUHB37GCI80/s1600/Petrov+St+Sofia+church.jpg
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-hEsestVNtaY/TosiOAdeXEI/AAAAAAAAA8E/tTpAG649AuM/s1600/Alexandrov+Sm.JPG
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/09/visual-pleasures.html
http://www.trivago.com/widin-651/museum--exhibition--gallery/art-gallery-nikola-petrov---vidin-1245651/pictures
http://www.youtube.com/user/CambridgeUniversity#p/c/10/869igiZldgw
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/10/rhodope-charms.html
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had assumed that the gallery wo uld be closed Monday. It was very easy to find ð as always it was 

the Regional history Museum which was signposted and I had a vague recollection that the art 

gallery was next door. And so it was. But Sunday is, unusually, closing day for it (although the 

history museum was open). The curator there took me next door where the Gallery Director was 

working and confirmed that it would be open tomorrow.   

 

I have to confess at this stage that I have been accompanied on the travels since early August by a 

stray k itten whose cries were heard just as we were about to leave Sofia in the first week of 

August. Impossible to resist his charms, he travelled with great serenity and aplomb first the 375 

kilometres to Bucharest ð and, the following day, the 3 hour journey t o my lair in the Carpathian 

mountains. The mountain house was his heaven ð 3 mice caught, for example. Since then, he has done 

another 1,250 kilometres ð and could now reasonably considered un nomad veritable. I smuggled him 

into the Smolyian hotel in my r ucksack ð and, having slept for most of the 4 hours, he is now once 

more asleep at the back of the laptop. Hopefully he will not give the game away in the next 3 hotel 

overnights!  

 

The painting is a Zdrawko Alexandrov from the Smolyian gallery  
 

 

Wednesday, October 5, 2011  

Rhodope charm again 
I had hoped to be reporting on the great trip to 

Smolyian and Kardjali at the beginning of the 

week in the borderland with Greece ð but was a 

bit knocked today by the cowboy behaviour of 

my Romanian village mayor. Perhaps its the just 

rewards for the positive Bulgarian postings I 

have been making! I was nicely received (as 

always) in the Smolyian Gallery on Monday - 

which has a very large spa ce (3 floors) and a 

great collection but almost no money for maintenance. My colleague, Belin (who was leading the 

workshop) is an architect by training; now an academic; and was, in the late 1990s, a Deputy 

Minister for Regional development. He explained for me the ambitious agenda of the socialist 

government in the 1970s when they merged 3 villages there (as they did elsewhere) and created 

urban systems which are now tottering. He also 

suggested a possible reason for the very 

diffferent fates of villages in post -socialist 

Bulgaria and Romania. He suggests that land 

ownership was more completely collectivised in 

Bulgaria than in Romania ð and that there was 

therefore no base left in Bulgarian villages 

post -1989 for the sort of self -sufficiency 

which still s urvives for example in my village 

amongst the old.  

 

A marvellous journey on Tuesday through and 

http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-0F45-BePNEM/ToyJR8Gdx4I/AAAAAAAAA8c/SjKH5aUE4bQ/s1600/Stefan+Ivanov+Roses.JPG
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-owhmOb88zBM/ToyJDZ1O_WI/AAAAAAAAA8U/Qi_HW9kIEVQ/s1600/Mihov+A.JPG
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/10/rhodope-charm-again.html
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over the mountains to Kardjali ð quite amazing to see the isolated homesteads clinging so high up to 

the mountainsides! And all the minarets ð most new. Kardjal i has all the bustle and townscape of 

Turkish town. I was able, with some difficulty, to locate the art gallery ð rather small and pathetic 

despite some great paintings - including the great Atanas Mihov (above)  and this delightful Stefan 

Ivanov.  

 

Friday, October 14, 2011  

Grim times for forgotten people  
 

The house in the past week has been busy with 

guests ð so not much chance to blog but lots of 

good conversationé.wine and rakia. All of which 

needed in the colder and damp weather now 

being experienced here. So yesterday saw a 

trip to Teteven, nestling in the heart of the 

Balkan mountain range with the crucial aim of 

picking up local rakia from an old friend of 

Sylvie ð my ex-landlady. A fter a speedy 80 

kilometres on what must be the most scenic 

highway in the Balkans, a 3rd class road took 

us 18 kilometres through a lovely plain marked 

by signs of decline ð but the industrial dereliction of Teteven still shocked us. The town straddles 

along a river and must have about a dozen derelict plants ð of which the picture is typical. The only 

sign of economic activity is an Italian furniture factory. And a sad story of hopelessness emerged 

over the superb lunch which awaited us. Elections are in a few weeks ð but the political class is seen 

as irrelevant and venal. I got the impression of a return to Hobbesian conditions ð with youngsters 

having neither jobs nor hope; old people expected to live on a pension of 100 euros a month; and the 

European Unionõs agricultural policy having shafted much of the rural self-sufficiency which 

produced such superb food in the past.  

 

 

  

http://3.bp.blogspot.com/--bN9dxhyo0E/TpfZ3cdYTSI/AAAAAAAAA80/UsEnCxWDUL4/s1600/Teteven+dereliction.JPG
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/10/hopelessness.html
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Thursday, October 27, 2011  

Downside of Sofia C harms? 
Iõve talked several times on the blog about the charm of 

central Sofia ð with its parks and buskers with their retro 

music; narrow streets, small shops and atmosphere, the 

owners on the doorstep with a coffe and cigarette talking 

with friends. Of c ourse the downside of such charm is that 

those who run the tiny vegetable, dressmakers, tricotage 

(thread) shops and various types of galleries barely make a 

living. How many of them are rented, I wonder, and therefore 

vulnerable to landlord rental hikes a nd commercial 

redevelopment? And I wonder how many of those who engage 

in this sort of soulless redevelopment realise what they are 

destroying. Is there nothing which can counter this Mammon? 

Do the city authorities realise what an asset they have? If so, 

are they doing anything about it? The lady mayor is certainly a 

huge improvement on her predecessor who, I was told 

yesterday, used to charge significant sums for those who wanted an audience with him to discuss 

their problems.   

 

In the Yavorov District on  Tuesday ð a leafy and lively area near the University and just across 

from the great park which extends from the Eagle bridge and the football stadium for more than a 

kilometre east along the Express way which starts the run to the Thracian Valley, Plovdi v and 

Burgas. Looked at an elegant old flat which had housed the middle managers of the railways in the 

30s in an area otherwise known as a residential one for the military at the beginning of the last 

century. And ventured into a small basement antique sh op which was a real alladinõs cave of old 

Bulgarian and Russian stuff. The prize haul was a set of the small, shaped bottles in which rakia 

used to be drunk.   

 

They seem to be 1950s or early 1960s ð with wry humour stamped on to the glass. I havenõt 

discussed rakia yet in the blog (apart from the blog about the recent visit to Teteven). First time I 

tasted rakia in 2002, when I sped through the country on the way to the Turkish Aegean, I found it 

inspid. But I have now had a chance to taste various brands ð and compare it with various Romanian 

palinka ð and have become an afficiando. Here is a write up of one brand which won a few years back 

a silver medal in the International Review of Spirits Award ð 

 
Golden salmon colour. Vanilla and toasted nut aromas. n ice oily texture. Dryish, vanilla bean oily nut flavors. 
Finishes with a lightly sweet powdered sugar and pepper fade. A nice texture and finish but could use more on 
the mid -palate  

 

Finally ð a great blogpo sts about traditional sheep farming  by someone who spent a couple of months 

with the shepherds and cheese makers in the Carpathians.  

 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-sKO2pYUzGzk/TqkJhMYmEJI/AAAAAAAAA-4/2uKB-KmEXfI/s1600/2011_1025lateOct20110043.JPG
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/10/downside-of-sofia-charms.html
http://cazinromania.blogspot.com/
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Wednesday, November 23, 2011  

Living wit hout the luxuries  
Monday early saw me at the Military hospital again ð this 

time to a floor so munificent it must have been designed 

for the Generals and Admirals! High uric acid was 

confirmed and I was referred to a specialist colleague who 

has put me on a diet for a few weeks which excludes 

alcohol and meat. What a torture to be in Bulgaria and 

denied access to its superb wines and rakias! Particulary 

after rediscovering the shop which supplies Karlovo wines 

straight from the barrel! And ironic that  the post from a 

year ago reproduced the text from a gravestone which 

celebrated someone's skills in producing drink   

Reminds me of the refrain in my favourite Romanian poem ð 

"cut out the wine! ó.  

The post from the 21st is also worth looking at again - it 

traced the writing over the past 50 years which has tried 

(unsuccessfully it seems) to  persuade us to live a simpler 

and more social life  

 

The New Yorker has a good piece of background reporting on  one of the key figures behind the 

Occupy Wall St movement .  

 

And a UK Think Tank has issued a report on  some of the elements of the "good societyó which has 

become an important theme in one strand of social democratic re -thinking in Europe.  

 

Itõs nice to be able to report on one celebrity figure actually helping to create a more sustainable 

form of housing . 

 

Finally, it's the time of the year when Vihra of the Astry Gallery here delights us with her  30 by 30 

annual exhibition   

The sketch is an Ilyia Beshkov - very appropriate!  
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http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2011/11/28/111128fa_fact_schwartz?currentPage=all
http://clients.squareeye.net/uploads/compass/documents/Compass_good_society_report_WEB.pdf
http://www.guardian.co.uk/tv-and-radio/2011/nov/19/kevin-mccloud-housing-triangle-swindon
http://www.guardian.co.uk/tv-and-radio/2011/nov/19/kevin-mccloud-housing-triangle-swindon
http://www.astrygallery.com/index.php
http://www.astrygallery.com/index.php
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Wednesday, December 14, 2011 

Sofia City Gallery scores again!  
The Sofia City Art Gallery has put together 

another excellent exhibition ð this time to 

honour the memory of the Bulgarian 

Association of New Artists which was active 

from 1931 to after 1944.  
 
Founded in Sofia, its objective was to unite artists 
with similar aesthetic viewpoints who espoused new 
tre nds in art in keeping with movements in western 
Europe in the 1920s and 1930s. Although its first 
members worked primarily in a realistic manner, 
around 1936ñwhen membership had grown to 55 ñ
other Bulgarian artists who had studied and worked 
in Paris, Munich and Vienna joined its ranks.  

Artists such as Alexandar Zhendov, BENCHO OBRESHKOV, Boris Eliseev, Vera Nedkova, David Perets, Eliezer 
Alshekh, IVAN NENOV, Kiril Petrov and KIRIL TSONEV contributed more modernist approaches, rejecting 
academic art, folklo ric elements and especially the ideas of Social Realism put into practice by the founders of 
the Society. An internet review said its members created works with a òsophisticated approach to style, a 
purity of form and a stable internal structureó.  

 

But th is sort of jargon doesnõt tell me anything ð and I have to say that, much as I appreciate this 

insight into the historical developments of Bulgarian painting and the imaginative way the City 

Gallery has dealt with it (with blow -ups of the agonised press re ceptions of the time addorning the 

galleryõs pillars), this is not a genre which particularly appeals to me.  

 

But I was deeply impressed with the graphics of Vesselin Staikov and the work of Ivan Penkov and 

Bronka Gyurova. After 1944 the New Artistsõ Society was absorbed by the Union of Bulgarian 

Artists . Many of those who had been members of the Society were declared ôbourgeois artistsõ by 

the Communist regime and were no longer able to take part in exhibitions; several, including Alshekh, 

Elisev and Perets, emigrated.  

 

The frequency of these special exhibitions at the City Gallery (which always borrow works from the 

countryõs regional galleries) contrasts so favourably with the lack of imagination shown by the 

National Gallery just across the road which never changes its permanent exhibition and rarely puts 

on worthwhile specials (I do remember a great tanev exhibition they mounted a year or so ago. The 

National Gallery charges about 5 euros ð and the City Gallery is free. Therein lies a lessons about 

the  better service generally offered by local government!  

 

The graphic is one of Vesselin Staikov's at the exhibition. In addition to engravings with themes 

from nature, old towns and mountain villages, Staikov produced a cycle of engravings on the modern 

cit y: Sofia with its modern architecture, the clearing of rubble after the air -raids and the 

construction of new houses and buildings. The artist is also fond of doing ancient, strangely shaped 

trees. Labour themes occupy an important place in Staikovõs work. He shows love and understanding 

for the worker, the peasant. Some engravings reflect the romanticism of Bulgarian scenery and 

architecture, others ð the primitive force and ruggedness of the village landscape.  . 

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-T3Sz67LxxBs/TuhuyVAoDwI/AAAAAAAABEE/eXMXSGI13pI/s1600/Vess+Staikov+skutching.jpg
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/12/sofia-city-gallery-scores-again.html
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Saturday, December 24, 2011  

the charm, yet again, of Sofia!  
 

After 4 years of familiarity with Sofia (almost 

3 years in residence) it is typical that I 

stumbled yesterday on a well -established (and 

prestigious) gal lery focussing on Bulgariaõs old 

masters - hidden away in a charming and old 

part of Sofia between Prague Bvd and Bvds 

Makedonia/Totleben. Itõs the Tzennotsi 

Gallery  and has the richest collection (in more 

senses than one) of all the galleries I have 

visited here.   

The picture above is a Russi Genchev which the 

gallery would not deign to keep. This Boris 

Denev which adorns its spacious display walls is 

a more appropriate exemple of its exhibits.   

 

And, like, t he current exhibition at the City Gallery, there were so many painters of whom I hadnõt 

heard. Some of the paintings seem to have been there for several years (eg some Vladimir Dmitrovõs 

at 20,000 euros in the 2009 Antiques Price Guide) ð which makes one wonder about their business 

model. Clearly they cater for bigger spenders than me! Probably an institutional market ie the banks! 

Talking of which, one of the nice features of 

many hotels here in Bulgaria is their display of 

(in many cases local) paintings.   

 

In the same street as the Gallery (Buzludja) we 

also found an enticing little Weinstube 

(Vestibule Wine Ambassador ) which turns out 

also to be a producer and seller of "bourgeois" 

furniture. Defini tely worth a visit ð both in 

winter for its cosy, traditional interior and in 

the summer for its garden area at the back. 

Also in the same street a patisserie with a 

great range of its own products - including a 

large apple and walnut cake round for 5 euro s!  

 

And we also had an interesting encounter in Tsar Samuel with the sinister Masons. One of the many 

tiny shops in the area between Hristov Botev and Vitosha with the products of imaginatively -

crafted dresses, shawls etc enticed us in and to the purchase  of an embroidered cardigan. We were 

so pleased we readily accepted several small calendar cards which marketed its 50 -or so year -old 

artisan ð only to discover when I accessed the website that  it had very strong masonic connections . 

I was so horrified I contemplated returning the cardigan ð since, in Scotland, the Masons are a 

highly divisive force ð in the 1970s with a strong and corrupt presence in the police forces. And I 

remember my (highly  tolerant) father ð a Scottish Presbyterean Minister ð railing against their 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-XD6tvu5Wffc/TvX-Z2qXfnI/AAAAAAAABFQ/SbJMdtUcR88/s1600/russi+ganchev.jpg
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-GJrFBVFWc9k/TvW0VA_O3DI/AAAAAAAABFE/Cad-vSbqio8/s1600/soldiers.jpg
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/12/charm-yet-again-of-sofia.html
http://www.values-gallery.com/
http://www.values-gallery.com/
http://www.vestibule.eu/en/gallery.html
http://www.mila-tex.com/front/index.php?lng=en
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influence amongst his òEldersó. But, in this part of the world where there was so much 

repression,  perhaps they play ed a different role?  They were certainly outlawed by the fascist 

forces here in the early 1940s and its members persecuted under the communists. Sadly the 

intrinsic secrecy of the organisation makes that difficult to check out properly  . Their apologists 

are full of good -sounding rhetoric about freedom and democracy but I cannot take seriously anyone 

who associates with their silly tribal initiation rituals with trousers at half -mast and quasi-religious 

artefacts.  

 

Monday, December 26, 2011  

Fossils and patting sticks  
I spent two Xmases working in Baku, Azerbaijan 

ð and very much appreciated the absence of the 

shopping fever and pressures which 

characterise these days in the West. Even His 

Holiness the Pope is apparently lamenting in his 

Christmas homilythat Christmas has become an 

increasingly commercial celebration.   

 

But Sofia m ust be one of the best places to be 

to avoid the crassness of Xmas. True, the 

walking St (Vitosha) has overhead decorations ð 

but they are modest and hardly 

noticed.  Otherwise (if you avoid the malls which have opened only in the past few years) things are  

almost normal.  

 

And some imagination is used to offer special attractions eg a large fossil market was open last 

week in the  Museum of Natural History  which offered marvellous shapes, sizes and textures at 

very cheap prices - eg this very aesthetic sea he dghog fossil 

which doubles as a paper weight.  

 

Saturday we wanted to buy a "sooroovachka" ð a stick 

decorated with embroidery, dried fruit, coins etc which kids 

in this part of the world use for patting family, friends and 

visitors (in Romania its'called "sorkova") whilst saying a wish 

for health, wealth and happiness to the one patted.   

 

Bulgarians and Romanians give the child money at the end of 

the patting which they believe is their way of buying success 

for the coming year. The womenõs market ð the co llection of 

open air stalls between Bvds Hristo Botev and Elizabeth ð 

was the place to find it. Most of the products are local fruit 

and vegetables ð with the spice stalls being my favourites. 

Such an incredible variety of spices and medicinal teas!   

I rea lise that I havenõt posted any video links of Bulgaria yet 

on the site ð hereõs a good one to start with. 

 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-X-3DOmSaq6o/Tvg4P_pIKPI/AAAAAAAABFc/SgrowAURGo0/s1600/People-walk-during-a-heav-010.jpg
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-riISsBGYVEI/TviwgRhWP4I/AAAAAAAABF0/JaYhpLchYDo/s1600/soo.JPG
http://www.novinite.com/view_news.php?id=116582
http://www.stbryde.co.uk/articles-and-contributions/200-freemasonry-in-bulgaria
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/12/fossils-and-patting-sticks.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A8Ot41lF0w0&feature=related
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Saturday, January 14, 2012  

user-friendly cities - a missing argument  
A visit last week to the office which manages the project I lead here led to another interesting 

conversation with one of the many pleasant young Bulgarians one fin ds here in consultancies, 

academia and foundations. As always, there was a surprised reaction to my characterisation of 

Sofia as one of Europeõs best capital cities. I gushed ð as I usually do ð about the charm of central 

Sofia  ð  

with  only a couple of  high-rise buildings, its small shops, 

narrow streets, trams  and atmosphere, the owners on the 

doorstep with a coffee and cigarette talking with friends; 

with its parks and bus kers with their retro music.   

 

Of course the downside of such charm is that those (young 

and old) who run the tiny vegetable, dressmakers, tricotage 

(thread); hairdresser shops and various types of galleries 

barely make a living. How many of them are rente d, I wonder, 

and therefore vulnerable to landlord rental hikes and 

commercial redevelopment?  

And I wonder how many of those who engage in this sort of 

soulless redevelopment realise what they are destroying ð the 

sheer pleasure of wandering in friendly and  attractive 

neighbourhoods. Is there nothing which can counter this 

Mammon? Do the city authorities realise what an asset they 

have? If so, are they doing anything about it? The lady mayor 

is certainly a huge improvement on her predecessor who, I 

was told yesterday, used to charge significant sums for those who wanted an audience with him to 

discuss their problems.  

 

Mayor Jordanka  has introduced traffic -free days; cleared many cars from the pavements and 

created bike lanes (where Denmark, Germany and Nether lands have blazed a trail). Here she is with 

a new Deputy Mayor who was, until October 2011,  Deputy Minister of Culture  

 

But have her advisers looked to the examples from Italian cities - whose city fathers well 

understood the treasures for which they had responsibility - and introduced regulations, decades 

ago, which made it very difficult to change the commercial use of centrally -located shops.  Banks 

and mobile phone shops are an abomination ð and should be located in side -streets (like whore -

houses).  

We need to understand the reasons which have produced such soulless, homogeneous monstrosities 

in so many European cities. The explanation is generally simple - a combination of political pygmies 

and professional advisers seduced by commercial interests. The ir fall -back argument is the loss of 

municipal revenue from freezing commercial useage which serves the needs of the average citizen ð 

as against the fickle purchases of young, transient, gentrifying residents who resemble so much the 

destructive Genghis K han hordes who swarmed through these areas centuries before.   

 

So, those who respect this human -scale really do need to meet this argument. I've mentioned 

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-OAQathDKODI/Uy7O-D04nsI/AAAAAAAAFLc/xYVlnF5GlRw/s1600/m_P3230445.jpg
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/01/user-friendly-cities-missing-argument.html
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/10/downside-of-sofia-charms.html
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/10/downside-of-sofia-charms.html
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several times  the writings of Paul Kingsnorth  who is one of the few people to deal with this 

issue. Even he, however, has not dealt with this central question.  

 

Wednesday, January 18, 2012  

Neglect of Bulgarian painting patrimony  
 

We reached Razgrad via a quiet country road from Targovishte with the sparkling 

snow fading as we hit the vineyards. Razgrad is a fairly isolated town of 40 -

50,000 people lying on t he plain between Russe on the Danube and Varna on the 

Black Sea. Its town centre is clean and lively ð with the huge mosque (which I have 

on one of my paintings) acting as the centre for the pedestrian area in which the 

attractive and modern -looking municipal gallery is located.   

Typically however, it being 12.10, it was closed for the long lunch break and ð despite the seductive 

poster advertising a special exhibition ð we moved on for Russe on the basis that we could visit next 

week when a workshop is bei ng held nearby.  

 

Iõve wanted to visit the Russe municipal gallery for some time ð the town, after all, has more than 

200,000 people; has been an important port on the Danube for a long time; and has a proud 

tr adition of culture ð with quite a few well -known painters to its name eg Marko Monev. And the 

gallery was not difficult to find ð the girls in the OBV petrol station at the central station 

roundabout knew it was just round the corner. However the gallery i s in a scandalous state for such 

a city ð with (a) no heating and (b) the paintings in one of the three rooms lying propped on the floor 

with no means of identification. Unlike all the other regional galleries Iõve visited in Bulgaria, the 

Russe one charges for entrance ð OK only 50 pence - but that does raise expectations a little. No 

Monev paintings were on display but there were some superb works from Vladimir Dmitrov -Maistera, 

Atanas Mihov, Benchko Obreshkov and Nenko Balkanski ð all, however, at risk f rom the disgraceful 

conditions. What was even more galling was that an expensive book was on offer ð at 25 euros ð 

celebrating 75 years of the gallery. It must have cost 5,000 euros to produce ð money which would 

have been much better spent to keep the pai ntings in a safer condition.   

 

I can understand the galleries of smaller municipalities being in poor conditions ð but there is 

asolutely no excuse for this neglect for a city such as Russe. Places like  Razgrad andKazanlak ð with 

one fifth of the populatio n ð clearly do so much better! Pity the poor young warden who sat wrapped 

up and freezing in his cubicle as I happily snapped the choicer exhibits.   

 

What sort of future does he have? He shrugged his shoulders when I asked about the Monev 

paintings ð and smiled sadly when I asked if there was a feedback book available for me to make my 

comments! At the very least, the city authorities should relocate the paintings to a smaller place 

which is easier to heat! And it doesnõt take much money to produce a CD of the gallery collection.  

Of course art galleries are a municipal responsibility and rightly so. And the Sofia and Kazanluk 

galleries show what can be done by committed local authorities and staff ð with both organising 

special exhibitions and having a range  of products (including CDs) for sale. But the protection of 

Bulgarian painting patrimony is surely a national issue.  

 

 

 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-st7Z09nq0V8/TxbOVw3N_dI/AAAAAAAABI8/czo_2uEYNmc/s1600/L+Minkov+Rasgrad+mosque.jpg
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Real-England-Battle-Against-Bland/dp/1846270421/ref=pd_sim_b_1
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/01/scandal-of-bulgarian-painting-patrimony.html
http://www.ruseartgallery.org/
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Friday, March 2, 2012  

Vagabond in Bulgaria 
The snow had melted sufficiently by the weekend to allow 

me to drive down to the flat in Sofia ð the snow was still 

lying in the Romanian fields but no longer in the Bulgarian 

ones. Midweek, however, the snow struck again! Earlier in 

the month, when snow melted in the  south, the walls of a 

dam in the south of the country had crumbled and an entire 

village was inundated ð with 10 deaths. The history and 

management of the dam give  a good insight into governance 

issues in this part of the world . Noone apparently 

understands what its purpose was and its ownership was 

split between three bodies ð with obvious (and tragic) 

results.  

 

The story appears in the current issue  of  Bulgariaõs monthly English magazine Vagabond which is 

always a good read. The current issue gave me  useful data on the property market  ð 

 
Property prices in Bulgaria will continue to fall, experts say, but it is difficult to predict whether the 
downward trend will be gradual or whether th e property market will crash like it did in 2009. In Sofia, 
the average price of residential property is 40 percent lower than in 2008, as buyers now typically pay 
700 -750 euros per square metre. The majority of properties are bought by first - time buyers, usually 
young families, who take out mortgages to buy small flats. Russians continue to be the chief purchasers of 
holiday properties.  

 

Another article also threw some light on another issue which has been vexing me very recently ð 

relating to interactions  between foreigners like me and Bulgarians. An Italian friend of mine spent 

almost a decade here, building up a great network of contacts ð which, ultimately, did nothing 

to  further his prospects. He left the country with some bitter comments about outside rs never 

being accepted here. At the time I simply could not agree since I have quite a few people here I 

count as real friends. However, I have noticed recently the different assumptions about hospitality. 

I am very open ð but find it difficult to get man y friends to visit me in my flat. And it is rare to 

receive an invitation.  

 

An article by a Professor of multi -cultural communication confirms the point that inviting 

foreigners to oneõs home is a very big deal here ð and makes the point in relation to fa cial 

expressions that òif you smile at people they will think you are either laughing at them or that there 

is something wrong with youó!! Little wonder that I was viewed as a madman initially by some of my 

local staff when I headed a project here in 2007/ 08! 

 

The current issue also contains an article about the great network of small rural guesthouses here 

in Bulgaria where you can eat local produce; get friendly family hospitality and access to great 

leisure pursuits (including horse -riding).  

 

http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-AvwKEpe3MjY/T1DN5bTdj3I/AAAAAAAABOU/cZpg_KsWOoE/s1600/storm.jpg
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/03/vagabond-in-bulgaria.html
http://www.vagabond.bg/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1970&catid=&Itemid=12
http://www.vagabond.bg/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1970&catid=&Itemid=12
http://www.vagabond.bg/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1966%C2%A7ionid=14&Itemid=12
http://www.vagabond.bg/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1971&catid=&Itemid=12
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A great G uide from  the Bulgarian Alternative Tourism Association  can be downloaded here   

And, if you are into serious mountain climbing, then this looks  a great oroganisation to  contact for 

advisers and guides  

 

While Iõm on the subject, hereõs also an outsiderõs view 

of  the top 1 5 places to visit in Bulgaria . And also a nice 

piece (in English if you scroll down)  about Balcic in the far 

North -East corner which used to belong to Roman ia.  

Iõve been renewing my contact with some of the small 

galleries here in Sofia and saw a nice -looking and well -

sized Zhekov for 1,500 euros ð the same price  a picture of 

his went for in the December Victoria Auction. The 

painting at the top of this post  is a Zhekov - which 

hopefully explains why he is one of the top Bulgarian 

painters for me.   

In a small antique shop very nearby which seems now to be 

stocking painters from the genre and period I like, a 

superb (anonymous) painting of Rila Monastery from the  

mid 20th century was to be had for 150 euros.  

 
And the painting above is Vladimir Kavaldjiev from the 

1960s was on sale at a 2010 auction for 750 euros but can now  be had for 600.  
 

Sunday, March 4, 2012  

Liberation and Loss in Bulgaria  
 

I knew something was  special when I saw the 

Bulgarian flag stuck out of a neighbourõs 

window yesterday morning; small national flags 

for sale in pedestrianised Vitosha Bvd; and a 

small crowd watching the changing of the 

guard at the Presidency.  

 

Young people told us it was Liberty Day ð from 

which I thought it was Independence Day ð but 

that in fact is September 22 and marks the 

declaration of Bulgaria as a sovereign nation. 

March 3 is in fact  a more bitter -sweet date 

for the Bulgarians since it marks the day in 

1878 when Russia and the Ottoman Empire 

signed the San Stefano Treaty  which gave the country  autonomous status within the Ottoman 

Empire after 500 years of Ottoman domination. It was also awarded  a large landmass (indeed 

access to the Aegean Sea) but lost  a significant part of  this new territory  later  the same year at 

the Berlin Congress (the  Macedonian and Greek parts in  the left and bottom of the map). According 

to Wikipedia   

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-QG_-j5QC28o/T1M97GgvBXI/AAAAAAAABOc/NKYJTFLu01Y/s1600/Bulgaria-SanStefano_-(1878)-byTodorBozhinov.png
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-gozwn3qc1II/T1CWyvPJr1I/AAAAAAAABOM/8c8VGp5WV0A/s1600/Kavaldjiev+Vlad+1940+1500+levs.jpg
http://www.baatbg.org/welcome.php?lang=2
http://baatbg.org/docs/BBGuide_2009.pdf
http://www.hiking-bulgaria.com/page/About-us/3/index.html
http://www.hiking-bulgaria.com/page/About-us/3/index.html
http://shumansinbulgaria.blogspot.com/
http://turistintaramea.blogspot.com/2011/12/palatul-reginei-maria-de-la-balcic.html
http://turistintaramea.blogspot.com/2011/12/palatul-reginei-maria-de-la-balcic.html
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/03/liberation-and-loss.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Treaty_of_San_Stefano
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The Treaty was in fact a preliminary one but, almost immediately, became the central point of 

Bulgarian foreign policy, lasting until 1944 and led to the disastrous Second Balkan War and 

Bulgaria's even more disastrous participation in World War I. The enlarged Bulgaria envisioned by 

the treaty alarmed neighboring states as well as France and Great Britain. As a result, it was never 

implemented, being superseded by the Treaty of Berlin following the Congress of the same name.  

 

On the square round the corner from the Presidentõs Palace, we found about 30 buses parked ð with 

signs from Bulgariaõs main towns. A Russian and Yiddish German speaking Bulgarian photographer 

with whom I tried to elicit more in fo in Russian could cast no light on  where the bus passengers 

were - or for what purpose.   

 

As we approached the imposing Alexander Nevsky Cathedral, we could hear martial music. I thought 

this was part of the national celebrations but it quickly turned ou t to be part of the neo -fascist 

Ataka partyõs takeover of the celebrations. Iõm not religious myself but I found highly offensive 

the scaffolding they had constructed over the entrance to the Cathedral and the military music 

which poured from it. Presumabl y the church authorities were in on this? The banner which topped 

the scaffolding demanded freedom from foreign control.   

 

As I turned away in disgust (from the a ggression and context rather than message), I was hit with 

even more loud and aggressive rock music being played by louts on an open -lorry which led an 

Ataka  demonstration of about 4,000 just as it was turning into the square.  Acording to the news 

report   

 
the march had started from t he National Palace of 
Culture all the way through downtown Sofia to the 
"Nevsky" square, with several stops, such as the 
buildings of the Finance and Economy Ministries. 
There, Ataka leader, Volen Siderov, demanded the 
resignation of their respective minis ters for 
betraying national interests and working for 
colonizers and for the impoverishment of Bulgarians. 
Siderov delivered a 50 -minute-long speech, asking 
for decent jobs for all Bulgarians, European 
wages (current rates are about 15% of the EU 
average), eliminating monopolies and transferring all 
business back to Bulgarian hands.  
He accused European leaders of trying to cut Bulgaria to pieces, as all Great Forces have done, not caring 
about Bulgarian people and their well -being, and labeled the EU the " new Soviet Union." The nationalist leader 
further slammed Prime Minister, Boyko Borisov, and his cabinet of not doing anything to improve the situation 
for fellow countrymen and women. At the end of the speech, Siderov, appealed to all, who are banging him  and 
want his post, to have the courage to look him in the eye and tell him what they want and let people be the 
judge. "Any action against Ataka only serves Turkish and Gipsy interests, and all enemies of Bulgaria," he said.  

 

A lot of old people from all over over Bulgaria had come to take part in the march and register their 

disgust with how the world has treated them in the past 20 years.  In that sense, it was not quite 

what you expect to see in a demonstration by an aggressive neo -fascist group.   

It was  a very subdued and sad group of people who shuffled past us.   

After the march had passed, we tried to engage an elderly man in conversation, but he insisted very 

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-Q1oafF7k6FU/T1M_IQXt4eI/AAAAAAAABOk/QkREatWuyJY/s1600/Atack.jpg
http://www.novinite.com/view_news.php?id=137217
http://www.novinite.com/view_news.php?id=137217
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proudly that he spoke only Bulgarian.  

 

Bulgarian labour costs per hour were 3 euros in 2010 c ompared with an EU average of 25 euros ð 

but the 20% plus rate which has been registered in the past years has caused  a warning to be 

issued recently by the EC  

 
The Bulgarian Finance Ministry doesnõt see it that way. It notes that lately the countryõs current account 
deficit has declined ð from 23.1 percent of GDP in 2008 to 8.9 percent for 2009 to just 1.3 percent for 
2010, tracking closely with the advance of the fina ncial crisis. Whatõs more, the ministry says, the 
current account for 2011 will show a surplus, amounting to 1.8 percent of GDP. While the Finance Ministry 
argued about numbers, some Bulgarian commentators went straight to outrage. òSome é in Brussels 
forg et that besides the relative numbers, there are also absolute ones,ó wrote Svetoslav Terziev in the 
Sega (Now) newspaper. òThe average monthly salary in Bulgaria is 350 euros and Oli Rehnõs is 22,122.ó 

 

Very fair point! Cost of living is cheaper here  but n ot one eighth cheaper - which it would need to be 

for those on lower incomes to survive. More like 60% of costs in any other European capital than 

the 12% required by labout costs!  

I'm happy to accept the going rate for consultants here - which is half wha t I would get for work in 

Central Asia and at least a quarter of what I might normally expect in the UK ( although I suspect 

the public sector redundancies there have driven the rate). My fee, however, is still ten times that 

of the  average daily wage here !! 

Ataka  (and Bulgarian commentators)  are quite right to target the EC bureaucrats  whose 

behaviour,  typically, is calculated to destroy the whole European edifice.  

 

 

Monday, March 5, 2012  

picking up Voltaire's Coconuts  
 

A second-hand English bookshop here in Sofia which 

boasts 10,000 titles ð this is  the Elephant Bookstore . Go 

down Rakovski St from the square in front of Ale xander 

Nevski Cathedral, cross Dundorov Bv and its on your left ð 

although somewhat disguised at the back of a tea Shop 

which you have to enter through a large iron gate.   

 

The collection is in a tiny space ð with the books piled to a 

high ceiling. I emerg ed with 5 or 8, depending on how you 

count them since one was a bumper collection of four 

West of Scotland novels written variously between the 1930s to 1980s entitled  Growing up in the 

Westand containing no less than 4 different books - Edwin Muir (Poor T om) by one of Scotlandõs 

most respected writers of the 20th century and three less well -known writers - JF Hendry (Fernie 

Brae), Gordon M Williams (From Scenes like these) and Tom Gallacher (The Apprentice). Although 

the last was published in 1983 and is b ased on life and shipyard work in the 1950s in my home town 

(Greenock), I was not aware of the book or the writer. Many people say there was a renaissance of 

Scottish writing in the 1980s ð but I would suggest that this is to underestimate what was being 

produced fairly consistently in the 20th century in this small country of 5 million people.  Iõll say 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-BYZLOu0F1Ks/T1SnhgM-rUI/AAAAAAAABOs/Rf_cXgewMDA/s1600/elephant+bookshop.jpg
http://www.tol.org/client/article/23021-bulgaria-economy-boom-taxes.html
http://www.tol.org/client/article/23021-bulgaria-economy-boom-taxes.html
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/03/picking-up-voltaires-coconuts.html
http://elephantbookstore.com/
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something more shortly about this.  

 

Another book was also an unknown Voltaireõs Coconuts ð or anglomania in Europe by Ian Buruma an 

under -rated writer who was born a Dutchman, writes now in English and has lived in Japan, UK and 

America. The book brings many European historical figures to life eg Voltaire, Goethe, Garabaldi, 

Mazzini, Marx - all from the per spective of their attitude to the structure of English life and 

government. It starts with Voltaire's famous query - "Why can't the laws that guarantee British 

liberties be adapted elsewhere?"   

 

Having been imprisoned in the Bastille for publishing a satir ical poem on religious persecution in 

France, Voltaire travelled to England to find his model of tolerance and liberty. As a universalist 

and a rationalist, the French philosopher assumed that these virtues could be transplanted 

elsewhere, and most especia lly to the France of the ancien Regime. Anticipating objections on the 

lines of "you might as well ask why coconuts, which bear fruit in India, do not ripen in Romeó he 

stated that it took time for those (legal) coconuts to ripen in England too. There is n o reason, he 

said, why they shouldn't do well everywhere, even in Bosnia and Serbia. So let's start planting them 

now."  

What Voltaire essentially admired in England was the theory of equality before the law and the 

separation of legislative and executive powers. England in the 18th and 19th centuries was seen by 

prominent French and German figures in many regards in the way we now view the United States of 

America ð full of dynamism, workshop of money but with rather uncouth, disrespectful citizens and 

media.  

 

A 1998 edition of JK Galbraithõs 1958 The Affluent Society  was the next book ð this one with a 

foreward in which the author assessed what time had done to his analys is. One of the reviews I 

unearthed was by writer and left -wing Labour MP John Strachey in the long -defunct Encounter 

magazine. Here is  a highly viewable video of  Galbraith reminiscing , 

Books by Saul Bellow (The Adventures of Augie March) and Louis de Bernieres (Captain Corelliõs 

Mandolin) rounded off my purchases ð all for the total price of 17 euros! Such is the joy of 

serendipity in foreign bookshops ð and this one in particular!   

The cafe also has a great atmosphere and buzz ð being Sunday, parents and kids were present, with 

lost of activities for the latter. My one complaint is that a lot of the books were disfigured - 

apparently deliberately - with the back page of the cover having been torn off. This is pure 

sacrilege - I have never come across this apparent policy........  

 

I have, on this blog, already posted links to  surveys of the literature from small countries in central 

europe particularly Hungary which I offered in  a discussion about the subject on another blog  

The Irish are well -known as good story - tellers and writers ð whether it is George Bernard Shaw, 

Oscar Wilde, James Joyce, WB Yeats, Louis McNeice or, more recently, William Trevor, John 

Banville, John McGahern or Sebasti an Barry. As a Scot, I have an obvious bias in suggesting that 

the quality and quantity of the Scottish literary output of the past 80 years is on a par with the 

European best (Latin American and China are something else!!). For  an introduction see this 

assessment and this  listing of the best 100 Scottish books  

http://www.economist.com/node/378742
http://www.unz.org/Pub/Reporter-1958jun26-00034?View=PDF&apages=0036
http://www.unz.org/Pub/Encounter-1958oct-00073
http://www.unz.org/Pub/Encounter-1958oct-00073
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jNgfIH5pyxg&feature=related
http://www.eurozine.com/articles/2009-10-08-raabe-en.html
http://www.eurozine.com/articles/2009-10-08-raabe-en.html
http://pechorinsjournal.wordpress.com/2010/08/12/some-recommendations-for-central-european-fiction
http://www.arts.gla.ac.uk/ScotLit/ASLS/SWE/What_is_Scottish_Literature.pdf%20and%20this%20listing
http://www.arts.gla.ac.uk/ScotLit/ASLS/SWE/What_is_Scottish_Literature.pdf%20and%20this%20listing
http://www.list.co.uk/articles/100-best-scottish-books/show:100
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Frid ay, March 9, 2012  

Sliven's excellent galleries  
Sliven, with 100,000 inhabitants, is half the size 

of neighbouring Stara Zagora; also has a 

dramatic location with mountain s rising sheer 

from behind; but has a more run -down 

appearance. I associate the town with two things 

ð the painter Dobre Dobrev (198 -1973) and 

excellent white wine (Vini Sliven which has 

become very difficult to find now in Sofia; 

Windy Hills I have not ye t tasted)!   

 

And the town has done Dobrev proud ð with 

some 50 of his paintings on permanent display in 

a superb National Revival house. Here I found 

the painting which had so attracted me in the 

special exhibition mounted 2 years ago by the 

Sofia City Ga llery - with the fingers of the man 

at the cafe so clearly drawn!  

I  was taken to the Gallery  by Evelin who had 

been kind enough to show me round the  Sirak 

Stitnik Gallery  which is the townõs main gallery ð 

with a collection just as good as that I saw the 

previous day in the neighbouring town.   

Not only the countryõs greats such as Tanev, Abadjiev and Boris Denev but a special exhibition of 

the graphics of a new painter for me - Kozuharev, Nikola  (1892-1971).  

 

He's famous apparently for his mythological and  historical paintings but was also a war artist - 

covering the Balkan War and First World Wars - and some of these sketches were on display.  

This painting is of the capture of Bulgaria's greatest freedom -fighter - Vassil Levski.  

Unfortunately, there was no  heating in the place - like the Russe and Targovishte galleries  

 

 
  

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-E50jZ9PECNs/T1oSL8Zx-zI/AAAAAAAABPM/o6QnRPrD0ec/s1600/DSCF1969.JPG
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-lTYFiNXuVg8/T1r9xAXTleI/AAAAAAAABP0/KulPiyiBPvk/s1600/Kojuzanov.JPG
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/03/slivens-excellent-galleries.html
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A good display in Stara Zagora  
 

Stara Zagora was reached in exactly 3 hours ð 

along an excellent motorway which, however, 

peters out at that point. It has a superb 

location with the Balkan mountains as a majestic 

backcloth. It was completely destroyed by the 

Turks in 1877  for welcoming the Russian army 

of General Gurko and was subsequently rebu ilt 

on a strict grid -plan with leafy Boulevards.  

I therefore had no problems finding the Art 

gallery which is a most impressive one ð well 

maintained and offering, for 1 euro, 3 separate 

exhibitions.  

 

The permament one displays some of the works of the ma ny painters who have been born and 

worked there ð eg  Anton Mitov, Mario Zhekov and Atanas Mihov (1879 -1974) who, with Zhekov and 

Dobre Dobrev, is now becoming one of my real favourites. Paintings by Nikola Tanev, Ivan Penkov 

(here ) and Moutafov were also on display. 

 

The Gallery also offered a collection of womenõs 

portraits and, finally, a display of woodcuts and 

graphics in a temperature controlled room.  

 

A superb book  The Artists of Stara Zagora  was 

also available - produced by the Gallery Director 

Mari n Dobrev who was kind enough to sign it for 

me. And I was allowed to snap many of the 

paintings ð without flash, of course. The 

exhibits were so enthralling I spent almost two 

hours in total there ð with a return visit after 

the lunchbreak.  

 

Many new names ð eg Vasil Marinov and a great portraitist Elizabeth Konsulova -Vazova (1881-1965) 

 

  

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-rEQpix42spo/T1nYRdZPB7I/AAAAAAAABO8/nImuSnGHG4k/s1600/Mihov.JPG
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-toHYsJgFamA/T1nZHQj_UuI/AAAAAAAABPE/oCchZSKASAg/s1600/Penkov+carrier.JPG
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/03/stara-zagora-was-reached-in-exactly-3.html
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Wednesday, March 14, 2012  

A painting privilege in Shumen  
Another workshop at Targo vishte ð and the morning swim and exercise we have now started in  

Sofia  (just round the corner in at Rodina Hotel) left no time to pop in to see the Veliko Tornovo 

Gallery (about which I havenõt heard anything in any case). But I had learned that Shumen hasan 

interesting gallery from this link I had accidentally come across .  

 

The town of Shumen (80 kms from Varna and the 

Black Sea) is a bit unprepossessing as you drive 

in ð with decaying 195 0s residential blocks. But 

its centre is a pleasant surprise, with one the 

largest pedestrian areas I have ever seen ð with 

trees, a theatre, statues and a mountain range 

behind. Its upper side is graced with a series of 

old, large official buildings ð of which a mock 

Italian palace (the police station) is perhaps the 

most interesting.    

The Elena Karamihaylova Gallery was known only 

by two elderly ladies and was initially a 

disappointment ð since the second floor 

containing the permanent collection was clo sed 

for reconstruction. But conversations with 3 (of the 7) staff managed to convey our love of 

Bulgarian painting and the Director graciously presented us with an attractive pack containing 20 

postcards of the paintings, a CD and a small booklet giving th e history of the collection and short 

notes on the artists.  

When, however, I mentioned the name Alexander Moutafov (who was apparently born inShumen), it 

was literally the key to open an Aladdin;s Cave.  

 

Valentina Velikova, the paintings expert,  took us to  the archives where we saw the collection (of 

1,300 items) stored and filed. And she was kind enough to find and pull out for our inspection 

various portraits by Elena Karamihaylova and paintings by Nikola Tanev, Alexander Moutafov and 

Stanio Stamatov. Mar vellous to have a chance to handle such work. And great that a small gallery 

should have developed such a nice pack. They are rare amongsdt Regional galleries in having a CD - 

only Kazanlak (so far on my travels) has offered such a product. It is so simple , cheap to creat - and 

so necessary given the large numbers of paintings which are doomed to spend their life in basement 

archives!  

 

 During the journey, I had said that I did not think that Brits had made their home in this part of 

the country - but,  on t he way back to the hotel, we popped into a Lidl supermarket and got into 

conversation with a british couple who have been living in a village outside Shumen for the past 5 

years. They told us that  quite a few Brits were in the area.  

 

 

  

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-hXkl0guoc3Q/T2C0dUXbTpI/AAAAAAAABQU/zdj2kEpdNoc/s1600/sprites+Shumen.jpg
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/03/painting-privilege-in-shumen.html
http://art.domino.bg/gallery.php?galID=12&lang=en
http://art.domino.bg/gallery.php?galID=12&lang=en
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Friday, March 16, 2 012 

setting priorities in municipal services  
Razgrad's Ivan Petrov Gallery  proved worth the wait. Housed in a superb, modernised and specially -

designed building (with EC funding) in the heart of the town right next to the well -kept mosque, it 

has an enthusiastic Director, Todor Todorov, who personally showed us round the collection on 

display. This included about 6 Danail Dechevs, a Tanev, a Boris Denev, several Vladimir Dimitrovs 

and two painters so far unknown to me - Maxim Tsankov (1877 -1965) and Kosta Petrov (1894 -1973). 

Unfortunately Vod aphone here in Romania does not give me the capacity to upload a  photo from my 

camera - that will have to await my return to Bulgaria (on Sunday we go to a workshop at Balcik on 

the Black Sea for a couple of days.  The art gallery there is also well worth a  visit - as befits an area 

which has  attracted so many painters.)   In the meantime I post another example of Dechev's work 

which has smaller capacity.  

Razgrad's  permanent exhibition also includes an excellent graphics 

collection.  

The galleryõs catalogue is the best I have seen ð with coloured 

reproductions and English as well as Bulgarian notes on the paintings and 

painters. It also has a website ð although still, clearly, in the process of 

construction.  

Razgrad's  gallery, therefore, must go to the top of  my unofficial  list of 

best housed, managed and documented regional galleries in Bulgaria - with Stara Zagora a close 

second. Russe is the worst. Of course, these are not necessarily the best criteria - for example the 

poorly -housed Targovishte Gallery was  abuzz with a group of school -kids - and the unheated Skitnik 

gallery in Sliven sponsors an annual Plein Air summer school.  Such local acess and use should 

clearly  be the core of the mission of any art gallery.  

 

I find these differences  an interesting exam ple of the effects and importance of local government 

- although I've made the point here before that the proper maintenance of older paintings which 

are part of a country's national patrimony has national significance. The lack of heating which 

threatens  so many paintings in Bulgaria's regional art galleries is a  disgrace - but  perhaps it is too 

easy to put this down to lack of municipal funding. I found it curious that one of the galleries I 

visited had   7 staff.   Of course I never like to recommend job -shedding but, in this case, perhaps 

lack of heating simplyshows a poor sense of budgetary priorities!  

 

The Razgrad Gallery is the only one I have seen which has used Regional Funds to make such a major 

refurbishment - which shows both official initiative an d political support. I still have to visit Balcik, 

Burgas, Dobrich, Veliko Tarnovo and Pleven Galleries - and pay homage at Svishtosh to Nikola Tanev. 

I doubt, however, whether I will find a better gallery!   

 

  

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-Ao_MkmlFYBA/T2Lt1Jthj6I/AAAAAAAABRE/6NYSW7e1b14/s1600/DD+Karlovo+market+place+1941.jpg
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/03/setting-priorities-in-municipal.html
http://www.rzgallery.com/search.php?search=60004&menu=1&search_genre=%D0%BF%D0%B5%D0%B9%D0%B7%D0%B0%D0%B6&kluch=1
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Monday, March 19, 2012  

Artists' Paradise  
Bulgaria's North -East (like most of its other ex tremities)  is pretty  poor. It has known better 

days. The Black Sea was like a mill pond yesterday ð and the blue skies and sun had Balchikõs small 

promenade full. The small town which clings to the white sandstone cliffs is popular with both 

Bulgarians and Romanians ð it is only 30 kilometres or so from the border and did indeed belong to 

Romania for almost 30 years. After the Second Balkan War, in 1913, the town, styled Balcic, 

became part of the Kingdom of Romania and was much loved by its Queen Mary. It was regained by 

Bulgaria during World War I (1916 ð1919), but 

Romania restored its authority when hostilities 

in the region ceased. Quite a lot of the 

Romanian bourgeoisie built villas - many of 

which have collapsed due to the soil subsidence 

which is a pro blem in the area.  

But  in 1940, just before the outbreak of 

World War II in the region, Balchik was ceded 

by Romania to Bulgaria. When  we were last 

here - 10 years ago (on the way back from a 

trip to Turkey) - our landlady  lowered her 

voice to speak Romanian. 

 

The townõs art gallery has apparently paintings 

from that period by Romanian artists ð who were charmed by the strong muslim air the town had in 

those days.  The galleryõs website understandably uses the language of "occupationó when it talks 

about òthe group of eleven Romanian artists who have painted Balchik during the occupation of 

Dobroudzhaó. The group includes two favourites of mine - Alexandru Satmari and Samuel Mutzner. 

Many Bulgarian artists  have taken the air here - not least  Mario Zhekov  (I don't think the villa 

shown in this painting of his survives) - and the area also boasts famous cliffs further north.  

Sadly, however, the permanent collection was closed - due to reconstruction (a s with Shumen, the 

charming young woman could offer no firm date for its re -opening). But a few  of the Romanian 

paintings were on display - as well as a temporary exhibition of paintings by an 84 year old Nedelcho 

Nanov - mostly miniatures of the area pain ted variously in the 1960s and 2000s.   

He is now based in Sofia - and this "Interior" 

was, for me, particularly intriguing.  

 

A trip north to Kavarna - which was also a 

painter's haunt - was, however, disappointing. 

The town has been built back from the sea  - 

and a curious remote stretch of road leads to 

the sea and to an eerie ghost town of half -

finished modern blocks of tourist flats. The 

one positive feature of the town was its 

gleaming new sports facilities.....  

A forest  of wind turbines as we approached  

the town suggested a progressive mayor - but 

turned out to be linked to horrific new golf 

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-dVpDJjlrw6E/T2bKUeLBKsI/AAAAAAAABRg/n-kdDmJ9yE0/s1600/mariojekov-68.jpg
http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-KcXld0FElSc/T2dDYJPIdbI/AAAAAAAABRo/7sx_nMdDp0Y/s1600/DSCF2047.JPG
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/03/artistsparadise.html
http://www.vagabond-bg.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1166:northern-seas&catid=143:high-beam&Itemid=66
http://www.museumbalchik.com/eg/agallery.php
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courses and the usual allien  complexes of the rich  associated with them. There was even a special 

Italian/Bulgarian furniture  chain standing at the side of the road out of Balchik  catering for  these 

aliens. "Green" electricity is apparently more expensive than the local!  

Tomorrow we hope to see  the  Dobrich Art Gallery  collection the way back to Sofia (they assure me 

that it is possible to see the permanent exhibits!). That gallery offers a first for Bulgarian regional 

galleries ð a blog! 

 

 

Wednesday, March 21, 2012  

An interesting conversation in Dobrich  
Dobrich in some 30 kilomtres inland from Balchik 

and has the look and feel of a town double its 

official size of 93,000 citizens. Its central 

square is one of the largest I have e ver seen ð 

and is adorned by various large buildings, one of 

which (previously the Court of Justice built 

under the "occupation") now houses the 

extensive art collection ð which you can find 

listed on the townõs excellent (English) 

website  (at the  end of its list of cultural 

centres)   

While we were admiring the small special 

exhibition of Vladimir Dmitrov - he Masterõs work, 

we were approached by the Galleryõs Director, 

Evelina Handzhieva who speaks excellent French and, very graciously, gave us a personal tour of her 

domain. It started with a group of schoolkids who were receiving some interactive training in the 

process of paper -making ð the gallery, uniquely, has a collection of paperworks produced  by the 

participants of a recent international event held  here.   

Separate sections are devoted to the galleryõs collection of sculptures and prints ð and to local 

artists as well as old masters - such as this rare work of Ivan Mrkvichka  (1856-1938),  

 

one of two Czechs (the other is Jaroslav 

Vesin) who are credited with setting Bulgarian 

painting on its modern path.  

 

The breadth of the collection is one of the 

widest I have seen (with a nice mix of older 

and contemporary). The exhibition space is so 

extens ive that the tour took more than an hour 

ð with Daniela being loaned a coat to protect 

her against the cold (no heating again).   

 

I was very taken with this contemporary work 

by Plaven Valchev (born 1951).  

I have been nicely received in all of the Regiona l galleries I have visited in Bulgaria ð but this was 

the first time I was able to have a proper conversation about the problems of running galleries here 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-qDvqJGzg1jw/T2mngK7_84I/AAAAAAAABSo/S2UZXOjFW-o/s1600/mkrv+ivan+Bakery+1890s+Dobrich+gallery.JPG
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-fqnetdV-Dfg/T2mm9_vv3uI/AAAAAAAABSg/iiemVQ27X8c/s1600/Valchev+P+detail.JPG
http://www.dobrichgallery.org/
http://dobrichgallery.blogspot.com/
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/03/interesting-conversation-in-dobrich.html
http://www.dobrich.bg/index.php?s=sc&id=308
http://www.dobrich.bg/index.php?s=sc&id=308
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at this time. Over a cup of tea, Evelina (like all the Directors here Iõve met an artist herself) 

explained that it is the Ministry of Culture who set a formula which dictates the number of staff to 

which regional galleries are entitled. So much for local government autonomy!! And, in Dobrichõs case, 

with such an huge palace, the staff of 12 

(including 2 cleaners and 3 attendants) is simply 

insufficient. There is no surveillance system - 

so security is labour -intensive.   

 

As was evident from the number of brochures, 

the Director is highly proactive in seeking out 

opportunities for marketing and funding (A  

Swiss Foundation was mentioned) and the 

Galleryõs CD lists the various international 

exhibitions (eg China and Slovakia) which have 

been mounted with the support of Embassies 

here. But it is an uphill struggle ð a good 

venture of bussing tourists from the  beaches 

nearby during the summer fizzled out.   

It is not easy to produce a winning formula for such a problem. But one thing is clear for me ð it 

requires local solutions and this means removing the dead hand of central control ð and 

encouraging networkin g between galleries (national and international), hotels, businesses (eg the 

new owners of the rich agricultural land and the golf courses!!) and educational establishments.   

Don't get me wrong - national financial support needs to be maintained (otherwise  the galleries 

could be at more risk)) but on the basis of more imagination......  

 

This is a detail of the Valchev painting  

 

Thursday, March 22, 2012  

Fine example of 1980s a rt  

 

Hats off (again!) to  Vihra Pesheva of Astry 

Gallery here  who has mounted another 

wonderful celebration of an older Bulgarian 

artist. This time it is a extensive collection of 

the work of  Vassil Valev from the 1980s. Valev 

was born in 1934 in a village near Burgas ð and 

his oil and aquarelle work from this period 

focusses on that. He was Director for a time of 

Targovishte Art Gallery and is now still a 

Professor. His intro on the website says simply  -

  

I was born in the village where I spent my childhood and teen years. Many of my stories relate to 

the village: Cow yards, neighbours gossiping, rural suburbs, rural toil. Even my landscapes from Sofia 

are the suburbs rather than the noisy city centre. The characters in my paintings are working 

people, often elderly, those sufferingé 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-x3Wf5kFOSvg/T2reGAlduMI/AAAAAAAABSw/Ed0jgUYpPQs/s1600/vassil+Valev.jpg
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-jfe_fCgN1qQ/T2mV6N08myI/AAAAAAAABRw/ZyJC-FeBenc/s1600/valchev+plaven.JPG
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/03/fine-example-of-1980s-art.html
http://www.astrygallery.com/index.php
http://www.astrygallery.com/index.php
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AsVihra puts it ð "Bulgariaõs period under the socialist regime still arouses complex emotions. The 

art from this period is, variously, denied, ignored or treated as a colle ctorõs genre rather than 

appreciated individually. But it is part of our cultural heritage and Vassil Valevõs work offers a rare 

depth". Whether showing tobacco harvesters, Iraqi nomads or family groups, the works (often 

gouache) show a deep human sympathy. 

Vihra does not have a lot of space in her small gallery - but this time her exhibition offers not only 

the oils on the wall but a collection of unmounted aquarelles in folders. The average price is about 

500 levs. Some of them, for me,  have the Ilyia Bes hkov touch.  

All this in addition to the display of oils and small scu lptures in the entrance area  from other living 

artists always makes her gallery a joy to visit.  

 

 

26 March 2012  

Cultural touri sm in Bulgaria 
A year ago I announced that I was trying to draft  a booklet on realist Bulgarian art  to encourage 

visitors to visit the gr eat galleries here - and gave a link on my website to the concept as it then 

stood. Thanks to the recent regional tour and a kind offer of assistance from the Curator of the 

Dobrich Gallery, I have been working on the draft again ð and have just uploaded a new version to 

the website.  This one gives a small amount of info on  about 150 painters who have taken my 

fancy.And yesterday I found another  charming little private gallery (Loran)  exhibiting works from 

the mid century.  

 

The caricaturists   

The Bulgarian tradition of caricaturists is a very strong 

one ð starting (I think) with Alexander Bozhinov a 

hundred years ago  and including people such as Ilyia 

Beshkov, Marco Behar and Boris Angeloushev. One of 

them, indeed, Rayko Aleksiev so annoyed the communists 

that he was arrested on their coming to power and died 

in prison under suspicious circumstances. A Gallery is 

named after him.  

One of my prize possessions is a copy of a 1954 magazine 

called New Bulgaria  with each of its 18 pages covered 

with 3 -4 amazing pencil caricatures almost certainly 

doodled by Bulgariaõ most loved graphic artists ð Ilyia 

Beshkov. I was happy to  pay 250 euros for it ð after all I 

got 50 sketches for about the same price as the going 

rate for one (admittedly larger) caricature of his!   

And in one of Sofiaõs many street stalls, I bought last 

week two 1962 issues of an art magazineIzkustvo  ð one 

of which had excellent Beshkov reproductions ð to add 

to the rather worn 1941 issue I have of another cultural 

newspaper Shturschel  (?) which has a Beshkov reproduction on its front page.   

 

This got me surfing the net to try to find some information about the se art journals of the early 

and mid part of the century. I drew a blank but did come across some interesting material on  the 

http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-mopArrK6NNU/T3B3nF9SmVI/AAAAAAAABTU/wTMQyWBeWc0/s1600/Vassil+Vulev1+(2).JPG
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2012/03/cultural-toursim-in-bulgaria.html
http://nomadron.blogspot.com/2011/03/help-wanted-on-bulgarian-painters.html
http://publicadminreform.webs.com/key%20papers/BG%20painting%20booklet%20March.pdf
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Bulgarian cultural heritage  - not least some grim experiences one young painter had  during the the 

Communist period. How artists coped during communist repression is a fascinating  subjec t - some 

(like Boris Denev and Nikolai Boiadjiev refused to toe the official line on painting and almost 

stopped painting); many other moved into theatre design and cinema).  Things had eased by the 

1980s largely due to the influence of PM Zhivkov's daughte r who was a great art afficiando!  

I  unearthed an interesting paper on  how the communist heritage could be used as part of a cultural 

touri st strategy  (which missed this human dimension) and another paper (by the same Dobrich 

author) on  how Bulgaria might develop a strategy for cultural tourism .  

Also an interesting  example of how some of the treasures here are ignored  even by the locals.  

 

The gouache above may look a little like a Beshkov - but is actually one of the V Vulev's I bought a 
few days ago in Vihra's Gallery  
 

 

Sunday, April 22, 2012  

Balkan idyll in the sun?  
 

The latest issue of Vagabond has an interesting article on the fate of many working class Brits who 

were attracted a decade ago by British TV programmes to buy cheap property in the Bulgarian 

countryside. The piece is called  British homes across rural Bulgaria lie empty. Where have all the 

people gone? and makes the following interesting points -  

 

The Britons who came at this time had never had the financial as sets to dabble in UK property, nor any 
experience of speculation. Obsessed with land ownership and investment potential, the idea of a life in the sun 
without a mortgage was just too big a dream to pass up. By day, they would wrestle physically on village streets 
and by night, sedated by the tropical chirping of crickets, cheap alcohol and impossibly attractive waitresses, 
they would discuss their numerous purchases and renovation plans.   
It was basically so damn cheap and easy, the exchange rate was good a nd the Bulgarians more than willing to 
ship old baba off to a flat in town, vacating the decaying village home, previously considered worthless. 
Everything was for sale and everything was within their budget. 
We felt like Allan Sugar and Donald Trump all r olled into one!   
But few actually thought about the implications of a life spent 
in a rural village. Might not self -sufficiency be difficult, when 
you have never looked after a plant or a pet before? Itõs not 
actually sunny all year round. Winter can be bl oody freezing 
and then there is the complex Bulgarian language.  
 
 
The British in Britain harp on endlessly about immigrants who 
can't speak English. They harbour a deep resentment against 
anyone who would have the audacity to arrive on British soil 
without  being absolutely fluent in English. Taking up residence 
here, this irony goes unnoticed as they proceed to shout louder 
and gesticulate more wildly, in the hope that Bulgarians will 
understand. Few villagers would really expect you to arrive 
speaking thei r small nation's incredibly difficult language, but 
they do appear a little shocked that most have no idea of 
Russian, French or German, all languages many "simple" rural 
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people can actually use rather well.   
Welcome to neo -colonialism on a village scale. My wealth here gives me status and power. If you want a share, 
speak to me in Enger - lish! 
 
Not surprisingly the number of British residents here in Bulgaria has fallen dramatically -  from a peak 
apparently of about 40,000 in the boom times to about 5,000 n ow. Even for those prepared to make an effort 
to integrate, there have been pitfalls to navigate - 
Many have fallen foul of unscrupulous British agents and tradesmen who preyed on gullible and frightened 
newcomers. Naturally distrustful of the foreign and non-English speaking Bulgarians, they turned to their 
fellow expats for assistance, only to lose everything. Stories of thousands of pounds sent for renovations 
which were never started, theft s and houses sold several times over are the expat urban myths of rural 
Bulgaria.  
 
Loneliness, culture shock and alcoholism have also played a significant role, as have unrealistic financial planning 
or the complete lack of it in some cases. These people, however, have largely returned home, tail between their 
legs, once again to plug back into our cosy little social security system. Maybe that's the point to all this. We 
are a spoilt and privileged nation, and with the numerous financial safety nets Brits have to fall back on, we 
have little need for research or plan ning prior to making these life -altering decisions. If it all goes "belly up" 
we can go home and start again, courtesy of the State. We will be OK. A house, an income, healthcare and 
education, all for free. We can take enormous risks on crazy, un -thought through dreams based on little more 
than sunshine, and not worry about ending up with nothing, destitute and ruined. Maybe if we had to plan more 
and actually think about what we could lose, we wouldn't take such insane risks with our families' futures.  
But, that said, it's these very same attributes that have brought some Britons to successfully integrate in 
villages across Bulgaria. This new and vital human influx has given many rural communities a tiny but significant 
fighting chance, against the mass ti de of urbanisation and the possibility of remaining on the world map for a 
few more decades to come.  

 

The wood carving was one of two I have just bought from Svetlin Mitov who is a great wood 

sculptor who has a stall  at the corner of the SUM building near  the Mosque.This original cost only 

40 euros!  

 

Monday, October 22, 2012  

Worlds Apart at the Danube  
 

Today I remember  a good man who died 

exactly two years ago.  Ion Olteanu was a 

friend who devoted much of his life to the 

youth of the country ð encouraging them to 

get involved in their localities; to establish 

youth parliaments in their towns; and to  make 

contact with their European counterparts. He 

was a philosopher by training and had the dry 

manner of the Romanian intellectual ð but, 

unlike that class, had a passion and real 

commitment to make Romania a better place. 

And transmitted this to the tee nagers he (and 
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his wife) worked with. I saw this vividly at a couple of the events he was kind enough to ask me to 

perform at.  

I first met him in the Prime Ministerõs offices at Piata Romanie in the mid-1990s where he was 

responsible for the initial attemp ts to develop a strategy for working with non -governmental 

organisations. I  wrote this paper for him . Faced with a reshuffle,  he chose to leave the civil service 

and move to the hand -to -mouth world of international grants. I wasnõt all that close to him although 

we did pop in unannounced from time to time to his flat in the centre of Bucharest which was, with 

its mass of files a nd papers, more like an office ð not least with the other visitors. Last year  I 

dedicated a post on policy -making to him.   

 

Today I devote this post to his memory. It is a post written sp ontaneously (ie I have no idea where 

it will go) on yet another glorious cloudless if nippy morning in the Carpathian mountains ð between 

the Piatra Craiului and the Bucegi ranges. And written in this lovely old house given a new life by his 

friend Daniela  over the past 12 years. In her love of the vernacular Romanian architecture (and 

efforts to preserve it) she is in a tiny minority here in Romania ð despite the best efforts of 

Valentin Mandache  and Sarah in Romania.  

 

For reasons I donõt yet pretend to understand, Bulgarians seem to value their traditional village 

houses much more than Romania ð despite (or perhaps because) th e socio-economic dereliction 

which has overtaken so many Bulgarian settlements.  After its òliberationó in 1989 Romania went for 

the American dream ð with all the òcreative destructionó and modernist eyesores that involves. I 

was, therefore, delighted to pu rchase recently  a book which showcases some old restored houses 

here in Romania  

 

And also pleased to see  this post on one townõs architectural heritage by one of my favourite 

Romanian bloggers. 

The pity is that people donõt seem able to get together to cooperate properly here ð the trust and 

respect whic h that requires seem for the moment to have been destroyed in this country. Thatõs 

one of the things which Olteanu was fighting to restoreéé 

 

Alternating, as I have in the past 5 years, between Bulgaria and Romania has made me think a lot 

about cultural di fferences.  Despite sharing the Danube as a border, the citizens of the two 

countries have (apart from the summer trips to the Bulgarian part of the Black Sea  - which are 

such good value) little contact and know very little about each other. It hasnõt helped that the 

Dobrogea area at the Black Sea has changed hands several times in the past few centuries ð nor 

that the Bulgarian alphabet is Cyrillic and the Romanians so profoundly Latin   

 

Although Romania attracts far fewer foreign residents (partic ularly  Brits) than Bulgaria, it has  a 

fair number of ex -pat bloggers  - perhaps due to its exoticism. One of them talks feelingly  in the 

online book he has made of his blogs about the country  

 
A Romanian wifeõs fury is as legendary as it is short. In the morning, you can have your ear chewed off ð 
my sins generally rotate around where I leave my shoes in the hall and woe betide  me if by briefcase ever 
touches the kitchen table! There are constant bumps like this -  yet by evening, she is back to chilled and 
happy as if we never argued at all.  
 
Romanian girls do seem to work much harder in the home than their British counterparts.  My wife is 
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