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The model of the Medieval Bulgarian Christian culture was already completed in the first half of the 10th century during the reign of Symeon (893-927) and his son Peter (927-970). It laid some basic co-ordinates that were ‘anchored’ in the cultural identity of the Bulgarians. Many of them were indeed transformations of the main elements of the Byzantine Christian cultural and political model. Of primary importance was the idea of the Constantine’s imperial heritage, that is the Christian empire, which the Bulgarian literati after the 10th century thought to have been divided in two, namely in Greek East and Bulgarian West; in this they followed the Byzantine notion of the Empire separated in two parts, the East (Anatole) and the West (. Also, another idea was put forward by the Bulgarian aristocracy that had its roots within the Byzantine political ideology, namely the sacred center of Constantinople, the heart of the Empire, which according to the Bulgarian elite, found its analogue in the new Christian capital of Bulgaria, Preslav1. It is thus clear that after 920s Bulgaria was perceived at least by the literati as the western segment of the Christian Orthodox Empire, with its tzar (=basileus) and patriarch after 927, and itcs apital city of Preslav and true Orthodox faith. Of course, it was a mere notion, but during the 40-year-peace with Byzantium (between 927 and 966) there was evidence that confirmed this even in the real policy2.


After the annexation of Bulgaria by Basil II (976 – 1025) in 1018 the Bulgarians and especially some unknown scribes, probably monks from the western part of the Bulgarian lands, created several historical apocalyptic texts. In them, they tried to include some new topoi and realia apart from those typical for the 10th century, thus promoting new ideas about the role of Bulgaria and its people and the tzar in the days of Christ’s Second Coming. This article focuses on two of such texts, ,namely the so-called “Skazanie Isaievo” (Skazanie of Isaiah) and “Skazanie na prorok Isaia kak be vuznesen ot angel do sedmoto nebe” (Skazanie of the prophet Isaiah how he was ascended to the seventh sky by an angel), the latter also known as “Bulgarian apocryphal chronicle”. Below is an attempt at interpreting some of the interesting topoi appearing in these two texts dating back to the second half of the 11th century as well as at comparing them from that same prism to a historical apocalyptic text of the same genre, the so-called “Videnie na prorok Isaia za poslednite vremena” (Prophet Isaiah’s Vision of the Last Times) dating back to the second half of the 13th century3. In my opinion, all these texts presume searching for some hidden messages that have their roots in the Medieval Christian imagery of the Last Judgment and Salvation. Such texts make an inseparable part of eschatology a priori as well as of the themes such as the Empire, the ‘chosen’ people(s) etc.4. Here, I would not want to go into details on the idea of the direct connection between Salvation and the ‘God-chosen’ people as well as on a well-known pattern of the four kingdoms and the last emperor before the Second Coming of Christ5. All these are universalia that can be encountered in almost every text of this genre during the Middle Ages. They were also typical for the Bulgarian Visions and Skazaniia. The same can be said about topoi such as the four beasts, four directions/winds, the main metals (gold, silver, iron, lead or bronze), which were in correlation to the idea of time and eternity, e.g. eons and epochs, and also to the ‘chosen’ empires mentioned above and thus to astronomy and astrology6. Such topoi are almost obligatory for this kind of texts, for thanks to them the latter were legitimately perceived as prophetic and eschatological. One can also add here some sacred cities such as Jerusalem, Rome and Constantinople situated in the core of the concept of translatio&renovatio imperii; thus they were indeed included in the linear time process, typical of the Christian thought, that is as a contamination of the Kingdom of God (centered at heavenly Jerusalem and marked by its earthly image) and the Kingdom of the Kaisar, which was marked by signs-centers Rome and Constantinople. Such mental procedures were possible during the Middle Ages, because Christianity is per se historical and, at the same time, eschatological7.


Along with such universalia in these texts, the reader can see another ones, namely the ‘river of Eden’, ‘golden gates’, etc., all of them connected again with the idea of the sacred Empire, its sacred center and Salvation. They were already acquired in the Bulgarian cultural model in the 10th century, but, of course, marked by some topoi and places emblematic for the Bulgarians. Indeed, something similar happened in Kievan Rus soon after its conversion in 988. During the reign of Yaroslav the Wise (1018-1054) there one can see already established the idea that Rus was the ‘chosen’ people. That is why there appeared in Kiev, its capital city, some places and realia analogous to the Constantinople’s Golden Date, the church of St. Sophia, monasteries of St. George and St. Irene; it should be added that the so-called First Chronicle “promised” to make it clear how God chose Rus for the Last day (“kako izb’ra Bog stranu nashu na posled’nee vremia”)8. But it was St. Vladimir (d. 1018) who triggered such notions by erecting in Kiev a church dedicated to the Holy Mother (it was the so-called Desiatinnaja), which was, so to speak, the forerunner of St. Sophia, the analogue of St. Sophia in Constantinople9. What is more, the dedication ceremony was held on Sunday, May 12th, which was connected to the “renovatio Tzar’grada”, i.e. the sanctification of the “Second Rome” and “Second Jerusalem” by Constantine the Great in 33010. The meaning of these actions is obvious – to represent Kievan Rus as the new sacred kingdom, and its capital Kiev – as the New Jerusalem11. The same was done by the Bulgarians who represented Preslav as the center of the world and later, after 1018, Sredets (the modern Sofia) as its successor. Sredets is depicted exactly in this framework in Isaiah’s prophecies written in Bulgaria in the second half of the 11th century. Here the city is ‘decoded’ as the new sacred center of Bulgaria at least according to five criteria, thus carrying multiple messages: 1) on the most basic level, there was a church (basilica) there dating back at least to Late Antiquity and named St. Sophia; 2) Serdica (the old, Roman name of Sredets) was one of the favorite cities of the first Christian emperor, Constantine the Great; 3) the Church council of 343 was held there; 4) Sredets was one of the main centers of the revolt launched by the Bulgarian Komitopouloi in 970s and, 5) which is maybe the most important one – the geographic location of the city in the middle of the Bulgarian lands (cf. Slav. and Bulg. ‘sreda’, “middle”, “core”, “in the middle’) as well as its name Sredets, a derivative form from ‘sreda’. Let us remind here that the Sacred Kingdom, following the old stereotype, was thought to be situated in the center/middle of the world12. It is then obvious that in the name ‘Sredets’ and in the city itself there existed contamination of different symbolic levels after 1018, some of them deriving from the remote as well as Classical Past. This specific mental operation transforms Sredets from a local point of the topography to universalia. It was probably the same procedure of Roma mobilis (Rome>Constantinople) in the thinking of the Byzantines that had been followed by the unknown Bulgarian scribe (monk?) so as to represent the same model of transformation in the Bulgarian lands, e.g. Preslav mobilis (Preslav>Sredets).

What is more, another topos connected to the notion of the ‘center’ is easy to identify in the Skazanie of Isaiah, that of the Vitosha Mountain, which gave shelter to “the holy fathers of the Bulgarian lands”13. It is not then surprising that in Bulgarian apocryphal chronicle the tzar Selevkia-Simeklit (sic; cf. the basileus’ name Seleukos!) came out “of the mountains called Vitosha”14. To say that here Vitosha is only a locus is to say half of the truth and half of the writer’s intentions. Its appearance in these texts deserves special attention and, in my view, could be interpreted through another prism, that of the holy mountain, which was directly connected to the people and kingdom chosen by the Supreme God of the Old Testament. It was the same notion that was followed in Kievan Rus. There, in Povest’ vremennykh let in particular, Kiev is several times interrelated with “mountain”. In all these cases, the allusion with the prophecy of Ezekiel (37: 19-28) is absolutely clear15: the new ‘chosen’ people (Bulgarians), according to the archetypal model, should possess not only a sacred center – Sredets, but also a sacred mountain that marked this sacred topos; and the closeness of Vitosha to Sredets explains why the unknown scribe chose this mountain for that purpose. Thus Vitosha became a sacred topos and received special signs for its importance having in its bosom the saints “from the Bulgarian land”. All these were in fact classical procedures of mimesis that helped Bulgarians to remind themselves as well as others that they still were the ‘God-chosen’ people. It is exactly this way that they maintained their ethnic and (to some degree) cultural identity within the borders of the unified Empire after 1018, as well as their hopes of the Bulgarian tzardom’s revival in the near future too, but this time from another sacred topos, Sredets, since the old one – Preslav, had lost the status of their sacred capital after 980s. In onther words, though included in the borders of the Byzantine Empire after 1018, i.e. the Christian Empire predestined for the Salvation of the human souls, some Bulgarians during the second half of the 11th century directed their attention and cultural memory as a whole not to Constantinople, but to another mnemo-topos marked by the “signs” of Salvation, namely that of Sredets. 


The prophecies of Isaiah from the above-mentioned period introduced also another important topoi/loci (apart from Preslav and Sredets), that of Pliska and Ovche pole. Therefore, according to the unknown writer, we have two couples of sacred centers in the Bulgarian lands – Pliska-Preslav and Sredets-Ovche pole. They in fact mark the two sacred regions of the Bulgarian tzardom during the Early Middle Ages and especially after the conversion to Christianity in 865. The latter one probably defines the core (centers) of the imagined Bulgarian Empire after 1018, for it was clear that the real ex-state’s centers Pliska and Preslav (the correlation between Pliska and Preslav is very typical of the Bulgarian apocryphal chronicle) had lost their sacredness after 101816. 


But it was not only Constantinople (as a sacred center) that was mentioned in these apocalyptic texts. Thessaloniki is also included in the narrative as an important marker/sign of the sacred space of the West (the so-called “Grutsko tsarstvo”, that is literally “Greek tzardom”)17. The city of Thessaloniki is situated near the mythonim Ovche pole and not so far away from Sofia (Sredets). It is tempting to see in the correlations Sredets & Ovche pole – Thessaloniki and Pliska & Preslav – Constantinople a specific doubled imagery marking the main centers of conflict-synthesis of the East and West of the Bulgarian Empire (Pliska-Preslav and Sredets-Ovche pole) and that of the “Greek” Empire (Constantinople-Thessaloniki).


It is then clear that one may suppose that Pliska and Preslav were perceived as counterparts of Constantinople, while Sredets and Ovche pole – of Thessaloniki. Given the lack of evidence, this is a mere hypothesis18. But let us remind here one of D. Polyviannyi’s conclusions: the main cultural paradigm in Bulgarian apocryphal chronicle (and also in some other documents dating back to 11th – 12th centuries) that refers to the history of the Bulgarian kingdom was the concept of inseparability of the history of the ‘Greeks’ (Byzantines) and Bulgarians19. The Empire was united after 1018 but some of the Bulgarians, mainly literati, needed to underscore their identity and that of their people as the second segment of the ‘God-chosen’ people of the Christian, indeed Constantine’s Empire. S. Ivanov is right in saying that in such statements one can see an intensified level of ecumenism (i.e. universalism) among the unknown Bulgarian writers20. Still, there is also another point that should be mentioned here – the writers emphasized the distance between Bulgarians and Rhomaioi, because such kind of declaration in these days was of crucial importance for the Bulgarian identity. One may ask whether topoi like these were indeed a mere rhetoric of the Bulgarian kingdom’s restoration. For it is well known that during times of foreign domination it is cultural memory that saves (through names, topoi, paradygmatic texts and heroic examples from the past, etc.) the identity of the subjugated. In such moments the balance between integration in the foreign society and culture and preservation of distance from it becomes in fact of vital importance21. 


Another important topos in the thought-world of the unknown scribes is Mezina zemia (Mezina land) found in ‘Videnie na prorok Isaia za poslednite vremena’ (Prophet Isaiah’s Vision of the Last Times). The text is dated no later than 1280s, but not before 126122. It is most probably connected to the idea of the sacred center too and I shall pay a special attention to it.


It is a well known fact that the Byzantines used to call Bulgaria Moesia and, accordingly, the Bulgarians – Moesians. Let us metion here only two exempla: the first of them is Leo the Deacon, and the second one is Theophilaktos, the archbishop of Ohrid, who had pointed out that St. Kliment Ohridski’ descent was from the “European Moesians”23. Such a nomination has been quite characteristic for the Byzantine literati between 10th and 13th century and it seems that P. Stephenson is right when saying the following: “In calling Bulgarians by the name of an ancient subject people they were not merely described, they were acquired; the polity which dominated the northern Balkans for three centuries preceding Basil II’s reconquest was denied a contemporary identity; its distinct origins and development were masked by a rigid framework of representation”24. In fact, the literati tried to maintain the idea of the Empire’s immovable façade, namely the eternal Roman basileia25. Such a statement has also obvious connection to the universal notion of the sacred center (capital, temple/church, palace) which is thoroughly studied by anthropologists and scholars in religious studies26. This notion can be noticed in Byzantium too, having its existence in another important concept, that of the Christian emperor and Empire which both had as their sacred center the capital Constantinople27. It was during the reign of Komneni (11th – 12th centuries) and especially under Alexios I Komnenos (1081-1118) when there existed a notion in the literati’s minds about the concentricity; according to this notion, the basileus is in the City (Constantinople) in the center, around him is the Empire and all they together, basileus – City – Empire, are encircled by the barbarians28. Such a vision is not strange if one knows the archetype of the ‘God-chosen’ people and ‘God-chosen’ kingdom, which have always been thought of as being (in) the center of the world29. Such a vision was also typical for the Bulgarians and is easily found in the decision of representing Sredets (Sofia) as one of the newest sacred centers in the Bulgarian lands after 1018. In my opinion, all these notions could give another opportunity for a better understanding of the semantic levels in “Mezina zemia”. The first one lies at the root of the relation Moesia – Mezina zemia, because it was exactly in the center of Moesia where the capital of the Second Bulgarian Tzardom, Tsarevgrad Tarnovo, was located; and it is confirmed by the text of the apocrypha: the people would see exactly in this land the flourishing of the Christ’s Kingdom of righteous men and women and the scepter of this Kingdom was “from the Yesse’s root”30.

Another possible interpretation of ‘Mezina zemia’ is to suppose that the unknown writer wanted to demonstrate his erudition with respect of some topoi from the Classical Antiquity31. As a third possibility one could remind that Mezina zemia sounds like Moses’ land; this has already been noticed32. But there existed at least one more level of interpretation, for Mezina can be connected to the Greek ‘mesos’, “in the middle”, subst. “middle”, “center”, “core”33, which means we are facing again notions such as the Promised Land and the ‘God-chosen’ people who inhabited the ‘chosen’ Kingdom, situated in the center of the world. In texts such as Visions (or apocrypha as a whole) “games” like these, namely playing with names like Moses, Mezina, Moesia, can not be excluded nor can be excluded as inadmissible such a “game” with the translatio of Tabor Mount to “New Jerusalem, which is called the city of Constantine”34. Tabor Mount is the place of Christ’s transfiguration35, but in my opinion, such an imagination, i.e. to see Tabor in Constantinople, probably had one more level of interpretation and meaning. In Jewish ‘tabur’ (giving the Greek ‘tavor’) means “umbilicus”, “navel” (cf. Gr. ‘omphalos’), that is “center”, “core”36. It is then clear that the correlation Tabor – Constantinople makes the latter extra-sacred because the city of Constantinople was called “New Jerusalem”, on the one hand, and on the other, after entering the city one reaches “a place called Tavora” and only after that he sees “the Holy Sophia which is called ‘St Sophia’”37. It is thus clear that the sacred topos of the Christian Byzantine Empire is marked here by a gradation of three (!) names. Similarly, Mezina zemia, e.g. the Bulgarian Christian Empire, was represented as the ‘middle’, ‘core’ of the world, that is as ‘navel’, ‘umbilicus’, following the model of representation of ‘Sredets’ (cf. Bulg. ‘sreda’, “middle”, subst. “center”, “core”) two centuries before that in the same kind of literature. It was exactly in Sredets where, according to the unknown Bulgarian scribe, “all the saints from the Bulgarian land” rested. That is why Sredets will be that sacred topos of the Second Coming of Christ on earth and the Last Judgment’s place. Having in mind that the Council of Lyons took place in 127438 and that the last text mentioned above was written after 1261 and before the end of 1280s, one could speculate whether this text was produced as a consequence of the Byzantine Emperor Michael VIII Palaelogos’ apostacy of the Orthodox faith at Lyons (?). For after 1274, in the eyes of the other Orthodox states (Bulgaria, Serbia, Russia), probably the Bulgarians could be seen as the only people that was ‘legally’ a supporter of the true Christian faith and thus the ‘God-chosen’ people. The reason for this could be the fact that among the other Orthodox peoples only Bulgaria had a legitimate Emperor as well as patriarch after 1235.

All these allusions mentioned above show how different realia (real and imagined), characteristic for the Byzantine ideology and culture as well as for the pre-modern thinking as a whole, were intermingled by the Bulgarian scribes in the historical apocalyptic texts. There one can see some sacred topoi known from the Old and New Testament and from the Byzantine ideology, in particular. They helped Bulgarians to present themselves as the ‘God-chosen’ people for, as is well-known, according to the Christian dogma there was not indeed a “Christian land” stricto senso, “For here we do not have an enduring city, but we are looking for the city that is to come” (Hebrews 13:14). This way the unknown Bulgarian writers represented the people of Bulgaria and its (lost) kingdom as holy and sacred, being at the center of the world and the Bulgarians as the truest Orthodox believers. This was, indeed, the usual mechanism of ethnic as well as political revival of a given polity (or ethnos) during the Middle Ages39. 

* Variant of this article was presented as a paper at the International Conference “The Byzantine Cultural Heritage and the Balkans” held in Plovdiv, September 6th-8th 2001.
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