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STATE-FORMATION IN DANUBIAN BULGARIA, AD 681-865:
RELIGIOUS DIMENSIONS®

The aim of this article is to look at the historiography and methods of study of the
religion(s) in pagan Danubian Bulgaria, i. e. the main hypotheses existing in nowadays
Bulgarian scholarship, namely Tengrism, Zoroastrianism, and Mithraism. Is it possible to
claim that all these three religions co-existed in Danubian Bulgaria prior to AD 865 and
played a vital role in the formation of the Bulgar state and its political ideology? Or, if
existing written and archeological evidence are taken into account, it would be more correct
to consider that there was only one pagan religion in the Bulgar lands before AD 865?

What is the historiographical situation up to this moment? Using one and the same
sources but viewing and interpreting them through different «glasses» and methods
scholars claim different «truths» and make different conclusions. Therefore the question,
why it happens like that, is absolutely reasonable. Given that situation with evidence
available, one may ask is it more correct to search for a differentiation-and-separation
of religiosity amongst the different strata in the Bulgar society. If so, scholars could
expect — using for instance the theoretical model of George Dumézil and his
followers — that amongst the different strata of the Bulgar society there were different
cults, too'. Yet another question is that of the Christian faith on Bulgar territory until
AD 865; I shall also pay attention to it at the end of this article. At the moment, there is
one thing that can be stated for sure: the religion of Danubian heathen Bulgaria was not a

* This article is based largely on two papers, the first one presented at the Conference dedicated
to the 80" anniversary of Prof. Dr. Sc. Nikolai Genchev (at Sofia University St Kliment Ohridski,
November 2011) and the second one — in the American Research Center in Sofia (March 2012).
! For the Christianity in heathen Danubian Bulgaria see the last part of this article. For
details concerning historiography, see: Cmenanos 1. bonrapsl u XpucTHaHCTBO 10 864 roxa:
Hcropuorpadpuueckuii pakype (1989-2009) / Cnasnosenenue. 2010. Ne 4. C. 3—10.
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monotheistic one, although some scholars are claiming this, or, to say it more carefully, are
ready to insist that the Bulgar religion was a «primitive» (sic!) monotheism. In my opinion,
the Bulgar pagan religion can be viewed as a supremotheistic (or, henotheistic) one.

I. Tengrism

This (hypo)thesis has many followers in Bulgaria, for instance Vesselin Beshevliev,
Stancho Vaklinov, Zhivko Aladzhov, Rasho Rashev, Dimitar Ovcharov, Anani Stoynev?,
to mention but a few, who are following the ideas of some eminent ex-Soviet scholars
such as Sergey Klyashtornyj, Leonid Potapov and others® as well as the fundamental
book on the Turkic religion of the famous French scholar Jean Paul-Roux*. The weakness
of this claim, as to the Bulgars, is well-known everybody: it is based on a single source,
namely a seriously damaged stone inscription from Madara ritual complex in Bulgaria
dating back to the time of khanasybigi Omurtag (814—831). On a part of this inscription
the late professor V. Beshevliev deciphered the name «Taggra» and it was linked to the
well-known Turkic Sky deity — «Tengri»/«Tangri». The latter, under the form «Tengri-
khany, is known from Movses Daskhuranc’i / Movses Kalankatuac’i, an author from 10*
century who wrote about the Caucasian Albania and on the mission of the bishop Israel
amongst the «Caucasian Hunsy living in the eastern parts of the Caucasian Mountains, in
particular. This mission, according to many scholars, happened to be in AD 682. Movses
Daskhuranc’i pointed out that the population there believed in a huge and dreadful deity
in the form of a horse-rider called «Tangri-khan whom the Persians called Aspandiat»
and made him horse sacrifices; also, this deity had «kapishta and temples». Along with
this god, that same Caucasian Huns at that time being under the supreme rule of the
Khazar khagan, believed also in another gods: in «some deity of the roads», in the Sky
thunder, in a female deity who was named by Daskhuranc’i ‘Aphrodita’, and in a god
called Kuar. In Daskhuranc’i’s words, they also believed in Moon and Sun, and made
sacrifices to water and fire®. Thus it becomes clear that these were people who were
performing rites characteristic to a supremotheistic religion in which one could easily
find out signs typical for the ancient Indo-Iranian beliefs as well as Altaic ones, the latter
put over the former. But who were all those people in the eastern parts of the Caucasian
Mountains who were object of a missionary interest in the 680s? Some scholars claim,

2 bewtesnues B. TlvpBoObirapure: but u kynrypa. Codus, 1981; Bakiunos C. ®opmupane Ha
crapoObirapckara kyiarypa VI=XI Bek. Codwus, 1977; Anaoocos K. 1) 3a enun THIT ©300paskeHUS
Ha Tanrpa // My3zeu u namerHui Ha kynrypara. 1983. T. I. C. 22-24; 2) 3a kyara kbM Tanrpa B
cpenHoBekoBHa boarapus / Apxeonmorus. 1983. Ne 1-2. C. 76-85; Pawes P. bpnrapckara e3u-
gecka kyarypa VII-IX Bek. Codus, 2008; Osuapos /[. Ilpadbirapckara penurus. [Iponsxon u
ceiHOCT. Codust, 1997; Cmotines A. CBerorneast Ha npadwarapure. Codus, 1985.

3 Knsuumopnuoui C. TpaGonrapckuii TaHrpa u IpeBHETIOPKCKUi anTeoH // COOpHMK B ITaMeT Ha
npo¢. Cranuo Bakmuuos. Codust, 1984. C. 18-22; Kusuuumopnwiii C., Cynmanos T. Tocynapctpa
n Hapoxsl eBpasuiickux creneil. [IpeBHocTh m cpenHesekoBbe. CII6., 2000; [Tomanog JI.
Anraiickuii mamaamM. J1., 1991; bacunos B. I30panHuku gyxoB. M., 1984.

4 Roux J.-P. La religion des Turcs et des Mongols. Paris, 1984.

5 Kanankamyayu M. Vicropus ctpaubl Anyank. Epesan, 1984. C. 124-131.
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and this without serious doubt, that the main part of them were the so-called Sabirs/
Savirs people who, according to the written sources from the Eastern Roman Empire,
became famous in the course of the 6™ century with (indeed the typical for the semi-
nomads) trimming between the two ‘great powers’ of that time, namely Sassanian Iran
and Byzantium. But whether Bulgars and Sabirs had shared common ancestors is still
a question under debate! Moreover, the Sabirs were living in lands which before them,
at least from the 2" century AD on, were populated by different Indo-European peoples
and some small autochtonous ethnoi speaking Caucasian languages as well. So all the
deities mentioned by Movses Daskhuranc’i and their different names are in fact a proof
of this ethnic and cultural heterogeneity of the peoples living in this part of the Caucasus.
No doubt, some of them were speaking Iranian dialects, while others — Altaic ones.

For the existence of such a hypothesis there are many reasons and proofs and
most important among them is the fact that the Persians called «Tengri-khan» with the
unambiguous Iranian name «Aspandiaty, i. e. «the horse-rider» (from Iranian «aspay,
«horse»). This adding of «Aspandiat» made by Daskhuranc’i, in my opinion, clarifies
the situation quite enough: in the regions of the old Caucasian Albania, long before
the 7™ century, there was a contamination of different beliefs and different people,
namely of Caucasian, Iranian, and Altaic origin. Thinking exactly in this direction one
may compare the belief in Hormusta/Hormuste in Central Asia among different Altaic
peoples — in fact, Hormusta is a version of the well-known Iranian god Ahura Mazda in
its later linguistic form Ormuzd/Ormazd, but this obvious relationship is also connected
to the steppe deity called Tengri, with its typical Central Asian characteristics. Amongst
the above mentioned Caucasian Huns Daskhuranc’i noted the cult of the deity Kuar, i. e.
epiphany of Sun and the ‘white light’ (the lightning — as a sign of Kuar — is mentioned
explicitly by Daskhuranc’i), which can be linked with the Iranian «xvar», «Sun» (after
W. Henning) and some other names that are in the same semantic field, namely Old
Iranian «hvarenahy/«hvarnahy», or Ossetian «farn» — have meanings such as «light»,
«good luck», «happiness» and «good chance/destiny»®.

At the same time, apart from Tengri-khan, there are not any other data in the sources
which might be linked with possible Turkic deities in pre-Christian Bulgaria. It should
be underlined that the other two main deities in the so-called 3-vertical archaic model in
the Turkic khaganates, namely the female goddess Umaj and the god Erklig, so far are
not attested in Danubian Bulgaria. Umaj is well-known amongst the early Turks since,
according to the stone inscriptions dating back to the time of the two Turkic khaganates,
it always goes ‘hand in hand’ with the Sky god Tengri. Umaj was not only a goddess of
birth but of the sacred, heavenly mountain too, which was called by the Turks «Otiiken»
and viewed as their core territory. Umaj was also regarded as the heavenly archetype
of the wife of the Turkic khagan called «qatun» and almost everywhere in the stone

¢ More see in: Stepanov Ts. The Bulgar Title KANAXYBII'T: Reconstructing the Notions of
Divine Kingship in Bulgaria, AD 822-836 // Early Medieval Europe. 2001. Vol. 10. Nr. 1. P. 1-19
(presented there are the opinions of scholars such as Omeljan Pritsak, Peter Golden, etc.).
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inscriptions found in Inner Mongolia and dating back to the Second Turkic khaganate
the «gatun» is mentioned together with the «khagan» as the earthly incarnations of the
male and female heavenly Gods. So far, no stone inscription from Bulgaria shows such
a connection, neither mentions the name Umaj or that of Erklig!” This «gapy», seems,
can not be filled in by the Bulgarian folklore too, where no one has yet found data about
the existence of the Turkic female deity Umaj®. Of course, this does not mean that the
Bulgars did not have a supreme female God, something like an «heir» of the Great
Mother goddess of the Neolythic age (and, possibly, a home hearth’s master). Still, her
name as well as that of the god of the under-earth Erklig is not known to us. Could it be
that the name of the supreme female deity in heathen Bulgaria was close to the Middle
Asian goddess Nana(j) (cf. the noun «nenki», «nursing breasts», in some contemporary
Bulgarian dialects; cf. also «Annay», «Annas», «mother», in some Semitic languages)?
Nana(j) was the supreme female goddess in some parts of a vast area in Eurasia known
after the 2" millennium B. C. as Iranian-speaking area of Turan, in today Turkmenistan
and Uzbekistan in particular. Or, maybe, it had a name close to the Alanian female
goddess of the home hearth who, after the conversion to Christianity in Alania in the
first half of the 10™ century, was called Mady Mairam, i. e. Mother Maria? Or, maybe,
her name originated from the Iranian female goddess «Ardvisura Anahita» known not
only from Iran but also from that same ancient Turan?’ For many centuries, this region
was very important one for the so-called steppe empires, with its religious and trade
traditions as well as ethno-political models'. Starting from the Early Middle Ages, it
was exactly in this region where these traditions would face further development thus
reaching later a real symbiosis between lranian/Turanian and Turkic on the level of

"More see in: Cmenarog L]. JlpeBHaTa ObJIrapcka peluris: MOIX0MH U Tpoonemu // X puCTHSIHCTBO,
UCIISIM M U3TOYHH peurui: HopMaTHBEeH TEKCT U COLMOKYNTYPeH KOHTeKCT. ChCTaBUTEN U Hay-
yen penakrop C. EBcrarues. Codus, 2011. C. 255-268.

8 This thesis is taken as truthful by: Oguapos /]. Ilpabbarapckara penurus. [Ipou3xox u chli-
HoCT. Codpmst, 1997. Also see: Osuapos H. 1) CpimectByBana mu ¢ 60TuHATa YMail B padb-
nrapckus nanteoHn? // Ilpobmemu Ha mpabObiarapckara uctopus u Kyiatypa. Codus, 1989.
C. 430-439; 2) CpuecTByBasia Jin € TIOpKCKaTa 00ruHs YMail B mpaObirapckusi nmaHTeoH? //
Mapgapa. [llymen, 1992. T. 3. C. 159-168. For another hypothesis, namely Turanian roots of the
female Bulgar goddess, see: JKuskos b. 1) CBeleHara mapcka BaacT ¥ KyJIThT KbM Benukara
Boruns B Xazapus // Munaino. 2009. Ne 3. C. 21-31; 2) Xazapus npe3 IX u X Bex. Codus,
2010. C. 124-154.

® On the links of Ardvisura Anahita with Turan, i. e. Middle Asia, and the area between the
rivers Amu Daria and Syr Daria and around the Aral Sea in particular, see: Crecapes I
Xope3McKHe JIereH Ibl KaK HCTOYHHK 110 ICTOPHUH PETUTHO3HBIX KynbToB CpenHeit Azun. M., 1983.
C. 80-100, 159-168. For the region also see: Torcmog C. 1) Ilo cnenam 1peBHEXOPE3MHUICKOM
uuBunuzanuu. M.; JI., 1948; 2) Tlo npesuum nensram Oxca u Skcapra. M., 1962; Kyzvmuna E.
1) JpeBHeiimie ckoToBOABI OT Ypaina 1o Tsap-mans. @pynse, 1986; 2) OTkyna mpunuy HHI0-
apun? MarepuaiibHasi KyJlbTypa IUIeMEH aHPOHOBCKON OOIIHOCTH U NPOUCXOXKICHUE HHIIOHU-
panues. M., 1994; Baiinoepe b. DtHoreorpadus Typana B npesroctr. VII B. 10 H. 3. — VIII B.
H. 3. M., 1999.

10 See more details in: de la Vaissiére, E. Histoire des marchands Sogdiens. Paris, 2002.
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language, economy, and ideology''. At the moment, as regards the name of the supreme
Bulgar female deity, all the questions posed above are indeed a mere speculation.

Given that situation with the «Tengrist» sources, is it possible to use the information
about a rite so typical for Steppe Eurasia, namely the dogs’ sacrifices; could such
evidence fill in the «gaps» thus helping scholars to reconstruct the Bulgar religion as a
Turkic one'?. This topic has been for a long time a main issue of the research in Bulgar
religion, so here I do not intend to go in depth into it. But it should be noticed that
dogs’ sacrifices were well-attested practice in Steppe Eurasia and what is more, it was
not typical for the Turkic world only but for the Indo-Iranians, too". A well-known
passage from Theophanes the Continuator concerning the Bulgars and Byzantines, and
the treaty signed by Omurtag and the basileus Leo V in AD 815 in particular, reads':
the peace treaty between the Romans and Bulgars had to be sealed «by oaths», but Leo
V did not make the typical for a Christian invoking the Heavenly forces and the Holy
Mother, but «as if being a barbarian alien to God’s truth, he even cut off dogs, whom
the lawless peoples are making sacrifices, and thus he used them as witnesses of what
has been doney.

Here also are the words of deacon Ignatius, a contemporary of the events of AD
815'5: Leo V, says the deacon, «used their rites and they used oursy, i. e., «with his
[Leo’s] own hands» he poured on the earth «water from a cupy, turn round (or upturn?)
«with his own hands horse saddles», and touched «to a triple bridle», and raised «grass»
over his head towards Sky, while the Bulgars touched the Christian symbols and swear
in their power.

What can we reconstruct from these sources on structural level, through the prism of
the cosmogram? Obviously, there are enough signs of esteem to water (i. e., to the under-
world), to the horse, saddle and bridle (i. e., to the middle-world/earth), and to the grass
elevated towards the Sky (i. e., to the upper world), and all this was manifested through
pouring water, through rituals where saddles and bridle were used both being parts of
the horse equipment (that is, on the principle ‘pars pro toto’) as well as grass elevated
toward the Sky. But were all those practices and rituals typical for the Turks only? Let
me remind here what the Iranian-speaking Scythians living north of the Black Sea had

" For more details see: Knawmopnwiii C., Cynmanos T. TocynapcTBa U HapOJbl €BPa3sUHCKUX
creneif. J{peBHocth 1 cpennenekoBbe. CII6., 2000; Sinor D. (ed.). The Cambridge History of
Early Inner Asia. Cambridge et al., 1990; Golden P. An Introduction to the History of the Turkic
Peoples. Wiesbaden, 1992; Stepanov Ts. The Bulgars and the Steppe Empire in the Early Middle
Ages: The Problem of the «Others». Leiden; Boston, 2010.

12 See: [axon Menamuii. Xurtue Ha cB. marpuapx Hukudop // ['pbiiku u3BopH 3a Obarapckara
ucropus. T. 4. Codus, 1961. C. 36-37, as well as data in the so-called Theophanes Continuatus
(see here n. 14).

13 Details see in: Sinor D. Taking an oath over a dog cut in two // Sinor D. Studies in Medieval
Inner Asia. Aldershot, UK, and Brookfield, 1997 [Variorum. Vol. XVII].

4 Theophanes Continuatus. Chronographia // Ipbiiku u3Bopu 3a Obirapckara uctopusi. T. 5.
Codus, 1964. C. 113.

IS I'pbiku u3BopH 3a Obirapckara ucropust. T. 4. Codus, 1961. C. 36-37.
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sent to the Achaemenid ruler Darius when he was preparing himself for intruding into
their lands. According to Herodotus (IV, 127), they sent a frog, i. e. sign of water/under-
world, a mouse, i. e. sign of earth/middle world, and a bird, i. e. sign of the Sky/upper
world. Is it possible then to reveal similar symbolism in the Bulgar rituals mentioned
above? Pouring water from a cup is also mentioned in connection to another Bulgar
ruler, the father of Omurtag, Krum (802—-814), during the Bulgar siege of Constantinople
headed by that same Krum: the Bulgar ruler, it is said in the so-called Scriptor Incertus,
after making sacrifices outside the Golden Gate, put his legs into the sea, and after that
sprinkled his soldiers with water and «run out water to the sea»'®. A connection to the
similar running out water from a golden cup made by the Achaemenid ruler Xerxes
has long been made by some scholars. The Iranian king did it just before the sunrise
when the Persians were ready to move into Europe through the Hellespontos (Herodotus,
History VI, 54). But it should be noticed that not only the Persians but the Central Asian
Xsiung-nu and the Turks celebrated water, too. Therefore this act of Krum can not be
viewed through a single prism, i. e. as typical for the Iranian or Altaic world only. The
same could also be said about the well-known cult of predecessors which was typical
for the pre-modern societies in Eurasia, including the Bulgars. Almost everywhere such
kinds of cults were practiced in caves, regardless of the languages spoken by the local
elites that performed the rites.

I1. Zoroastrianism

In the recent five to six years it is Todor Chobanov who is the main exponent
of this in fact old thesis!’, since it has been put forward by some Bulgarian scholars
in the 1920s/30s, namely Andrei Protich, Bogdan Filov, and Nikola Mavrodinov,
and after them — in the 1960s — by the late Stancho Vaklinov. All of them using
mostly data from the art history and archaeology, highlighted the Iranian, stricto
sensu Sassanian, influence in some Bulgar stone buildings and their plans (mainly
the heathen fire temples and palaces built by big stone quadrae) as well as artistic
evidence!®. This sphere of historical knowledge definitely needs wider research so
as to move forward our knowledge of the Bulgar religion(s) in that exact direction.
Moreover, whoever starts working in this direction, should be well aware with the
books and articles written by Ernst Herzfeld, Roman Ghirshman, Andre Godard,

16 Scriptor incertus // I'pbliku u3Bopu 3a Obirapckara ucropus. T. IV. Codust, 1961. C. 20.

7 Yobanos T. 1) HacneactBoro Ha Cacanujcka [lepcust y Obnrapute Ha Homaust ynas. Codus,
2006; 2) Ceemenute mBopiu Ha Obnrapckute kanoe. Codus, 2008; 3) M3cnenBaHust BEPXY
KyaTypata Ha ctapute 0barapu. Codus. 2010. C. 115-126 (on the dog); 127-140 (on the Bulgar
sites with a form of a circle); 141-162 (on the so-called sharaptash).

8 IIpomuu A. CacaHuackata XyJOoXKeCTBEHA Tpajauiusi y mpabGbirapure // W3Bectus Ha
Bearapckus Apxeonorndecku HHCTUTYT. 1926-27. T. IV. C. 211-235; Musames K. bbarapckoro
n3kyctBo mpe3 IX u X Bek // boarapus 1000 roquau 927-1927. T. 1. Codus, 1930. C. 145 £
Baxaunos Cm. VI3TokbT B cTapoObiarapckotro u3kyctso oT VII mo XI B. // Tpymose Ha Bucmus
[emarormuecku Uuactutyt «bpars Kupun u Meroauit». Bennko TeprOBO, 1967-1968. T. V.
C. 125-160.
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Erich Schmidt, Mary Boyce, Frantz Grenet, Geo Widengren, Richard Frye, Vladimir
Lukonin, Boris Marshak, Boris Litvinsky, Genadii Koshelenko, to mention but a few
names of excellent scholars who are well known for their expertise in Iranian art,
religions, architecture, etc."”

What are, in my opinion, the difficulties with such a hypothesis? Firstly, let us ask
ourselves, do we have any data from the Byzantine sources regarding Zoroastrian beliefs
in heathen Bulgaria prior to 860s. For many years this had been the religion (together
with Manichaeism) against which the Rhomaioi had concentrated all their efforts so as
to confront Christianity towards it, since it was Sassanian Iran, with its Zoroastrianism,
that was the main rival of the Byzantines. Given that situation, it is absolutely clear
that they had excellent knowledge of Zoroastrian doctrine and if it was the religion
of the Bulgars, they would hardly miss the chance to note such a fact. But they did
not! Secondly, do we have any data in the Bulgarian folklore for (at least some hints
of) the existence of some typical Zoroastrian festivals such as those characteristic to,
for instance, NuRo6z/Nauriiz (i. e., New Year), or Mihragan (i. e., dedicated to Mithra/
Mihr), or feasts dedicated to Vaju, or Anahita, and other Zoroastrian deities for whom
we have idea not only from Iranian folklore data but also from an eminent scholar like
al-Biruni, for instance? Thirdly, do we have any firm data as to the celebration of the
spring equinox in Danubian Bulgaria, i. e. 215/22" of March, which was indeed the
New Year (above mentioned NuR6z/Nauriiz) for the Iranians? What we do have are not
so much feasts (if any at all) dedicated to March 21%, but to March 1%, i. e. the typical
beginning of the New Year for Rome and the South-East Europe, as a whole (let me
also remind the most popular celebration of this beginning even today in Bulgaria (and
partly in Rumania) marked by wearing of the so-called (white-and-red) ‘martenitsa’®.
It is then not strange that according to the 62" cannon of the Trullo council of AD 692
not only kalendae and rousalii/rosalii were condemned but the spring feast of New Year
celebrated on March 1* as well. But it should also be mentioned that before celebrating
March 1* to become a reality it was most probably the day that is directly connected with

1 Amongst the multitude of titles dealing with the topic see: Herzfeld E. Zoroaster and His
World. Princeton, 1947; Ghirshman R. Perse. Proto-Iraniens, Medes, Achemenides. Paris,
1963; Boyce M. 1) A Persian Stronghold of Zoroastrianism. Oxford, 1977; 2) Zoroastrians: Their
Religious Beliefs and Practices. London, 1979; 3) 3opoactpuiiniel. Bepoanus u o6bruan. Ilep.
¢ aarn. u npumed. M. M. Crebnuna-Kamenckoro. M., 1987; Grenet, F. Iranian Gods in Hindu
Garb: The Zoroastrian Pantheon of the Bactrians and Sogdians, Second—Eighth Centuries //
Bulletin of the Asia Institute. 2010. Sinor D. Taking an oath over a dog cut in two. Vol. XX.
P. 87-99; Widengren G. Die Religionen Irans. Stuttgart, 1965; Frye R. The Heritage of Central
Asia. From Antiquity to the Turkish Expansion. Princeton, 1996; Jlykonun B. VicckycTBO npes-
Hero Upana. M., 1977; Jlumeurnckuii 5. CeMupedeHCKHE KePTBEHHUKN (HHAOUPAHCKIE HCTOKH
KynsTa orHs) // Ipo0iemMsl HHTEpIIpEeTaIy MaMATHUKOB KyIbTypsl BocToka. M., 1991. C. 66-87;
Kowenenxo I’ Panuue stansl pazsutus Kynsra Mudpst / JlpeBuuii Boctok 1 anTHYHBINA MUp. M.,
1972. C. 75-85.

2 For the «martenitsay and its meanings see: Cmenarog L]. MapTeHuiara (13 CUMBOIHHUS «E3UK»
3a n3Havyanuero y owsrapure) // Studia Protobulgarica et Mediaevalia Europensia (Marepuanu
oT MexnyHaponHaTta HaydHa KoH(pepeHIus B yecT Ha 100-rogumHEnHATa Ha Wi. Kop. BecemwH
Bemesnues, mait 2000, Benmmko TepHOBO). Bemmko TspHOBO, 2003. C. 391-397.
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the winter solstice on December 215/22™, i, e. December 22™ being, most probably, the
New Year for the Bulgars (it is also named «Ednazhden»/«Edinak», i. e. a single, and
more importantly, specific day in the year cycle!)?'. Moreover, the fire as one of the main
elements of universe and creation, has been apprehended as sacred almost everywhere,
including the autochtonous population of the Caucasus Mountains who, with view of its
genesis, is neither Iranian, nor Altaic??. Almost the same is the situation with the water
celebration since water, together with fire, is one of the four main elements mentioned
above (with air and earth, in addition).

We may continue asking the next question: do we have data as to the existence
in Bulgaria of the Iranian deity of the under-earth, Jima? And all answers to all these
questions will sound «no»! It is also clear that a weak side of this hypothesis is the
peculiar, that is, warm attitude towards the dogs typical for the Bulgars, a fact that is not
so much characteristic for the Zoroastrian Iranians®. As for this attitude in Bulgaria, we
do have evidence not only for the Danubian Bulgar(ian)s, but for Volga Bulgaria as well,
especially by the Arab writer Ibn Fadlan who visited the latter in AD 921/2%. According
to him, amongst the Volga Bulgars that same positive attitude towards the snakes existed
as well; and again, this last information in Ibn Fadlan is also typical for the Caucasian
peoples!

Another weak side of the Zoroastrian hypothesis may also be added. Zoroastrians in
Middle Asia do bury their dead people in the so-called ossuarii. As for the burial rites,
one may also compare the available data as to the Zoroastrian burial customs of Sassanian
Iran in Theophilakt Symocatta and Agathias of Mirineia, both of them Byzantine authors
from 6"—7" century?. Such practices were not characteristic for the Bulgars. For them,
typical were inhumation (closer to the burial customs of the so-called late Sarmatians
living near the coast of Black Sea and sea of Azov in the period after the 3/4™ century AD)
or cremation (characteristic also for the ancient Turks at least up to the 630s).

At the same time, the Zoroastrian hypothesis has also its strong sides. For instance,
the plans of the heathen temples in Danubian Bulgaria — a square or quadrangle (so
far 6 found in Bulgaria: 2 in Pliska, 2 in Preslav, 1 in Madara, and 1 in Silistra, i. e.
ancient Durostorum called in the medieval period Drastar or Dorostolon). To all these
six temples from nowadays Bulgarian territory one can also add two more temples, the
first one from Central Caucasus (in Khumara) and the second one — in the so-called

2t Jlo6pes I1. TlpeoTkpuBaneTo Ha npadbiarapekus kagennap. Cobus, 1994. C. 179-182; Jobpes
I1. Hapctenuk Ha Obirapckoto pocrtonenue. Codus, 1998. C. 50-56; also see: Buaues U.
Kanenmap u cnoso. Codus, 1986.

22 More see in: Tadoacues I Jloncnamckue BepoBaHust 1 00psiabl Hapoxos Haropaoro Jlarecrana.
M., 1991. C. 81-87.

2 Ompan I1I. Mutpa u 3aparyctpa. Codus. 1998. C. 30, note 2: the so-called Magi did not view
the dog a sacred animal; it was believed that the dog was preserved for the God himself and
exactly in this belief one could see the roots of a Mithraic ritual.

2 Hon ®aonan. Neremectsue 10 Bomkceka brirapust 921-922. Codust, 1992. C. 48: «[the Volga
Bulgars] believe that the barking of the dogs is a good omen, and they enjoy it and think that it is
going to bring about a year of abundance, blessing, and prosperity».

3 Aeagpuiit Mupuneiickuii. O napcrsoBanuu FOctunuana. M., 1996. C. 69-70 (Bk. 11, 22-23).
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Saltovo-Mayaki archeological culture (which was indeed a culture left by Alans and
Bulgars in the 8"-9™ century, both of them living at that time in the Khazar khaganate).
All of these pagan temples are dated most probably from the first half of the 9" century?.
As is well-known, the plans were typical for the Iranian Zoroastrian temples of fire?.
But the question is, what was the ritual performed in the Bulgar temples; and was it
identical to that typical for the Sassanians? One may suppose that in heathen Bulgaria, it
was just an imitatio of the Iranian fire temples, in order Bulgars to build an appropriate
architectural form for the Bulgar «king’s» cult. Pliska, Preslav, Madara, and Silistra
were the main places of khan’s power in heathen Bulgaria (and the palaces of the khans
are situated there!); and the khan was the supreme Bulgar priest at that time. Temple
and palace are the «centers» par excellence and they, in principle, were connected with
rituals performed by the king and oriented towards New Year festival, this Day meaning
the end of «dis-order»/«chaos» and beginning of «order»/«cosmos»! And such rituals,
almost everywhere, are strongly bound to fire and water!

We should also bear in mind that in Eurasia, since ancient times, there was a cult
to the fire of the «king’s» charismatic clan as well as a cult to the fire of the society, the
latter viewed as a synthesis of different ethnoi and strata (cf. also the so-called «tzar’s/
king’s Hestiae» amongst the Scythians of Herodotus where Hestia is the Greek name of
the Scythian goddess of the home-hearth as well as the fire celebration as a wide-ranged
ritual among both the steppe Iranians and the Turks in the Early Middle Ages, not to
mention the well known dynastic fires in Sassanian Iran which were established with

%6 On this problem there are several titles. See for instance: Pawes P. Bparapckara e3ude-
cka kynarypa VII-IX Bek. Codus, 2008; Jonuesa C. E3ndecknuTe XpaMoBe — OITUT 32 apXH-
TEKTypHO-CeMaHTH4eH aHanu3 // beirapckure 3emu npe3 CpennoexoBuero (VII-XVIII B.).
BapHa, 2005. C. 73-94 [ Acta Musei Varnaensis. T. I11. Vol. 2]; I'eopeues I1. Tonemust e3uuecku
xpam B [Tnucka // [IpoGnemu Ha npabbirapekara uctopust u kyarypa. 1989. Nr. I. C. 338-353;
Teogunos T. HoB onuT 3a BHUKBaHE B CHIIHOCTTA U (PYHKIMHUTE HA NPAOBIrapCKUTE €3MYECKH
xpamose // 1100 roquan Benuku Ilpecnas. T. 1. Illymen, 1995. C. 296-306; Cmenanos L].
Brnact u aBTopuTeT B panHocpenHoekoBHa benrapus (VII — cpenara Ha IX B.). Codmst, 1999.
C. 156-160; Osuapos /]. [IpadbiirapcKuTe Kamuiia — IIPOU3XO/] U ITpeaHa3HadeHue // Bexose.
1983. Ne 2. C. 56-62; Cmanunog C. E3udeckure 1nieTpoBe B [IbpBara Obirapcka abpixkasa //
Bearapus 1300. T. 2. Codums, 1982. C. 225-234; Buoowcues X. Ilocenenus apeBHUX Oonrap
Ceepnoro Kaskaza VIII-X BB. (1o marepuanam KapagaeBo-Uepkecnuu u CTaBpOMOIbCKOI BO3-
BhIlIeHHOCTH) // PanHue Gonrapsl B Boctounoit EBpone. Kazanb, 1989. C. 34-45; Bunnuxos A.,
Adghanacwes I'. KynsroBble KoMIuiekcsl Masiiikoro cemmiia. Boporex, 1991. C. 118-140; Yooanos T.
Cgemenute aBopuu... C. 60-65, 77, 82, 99.

*7 Among so many articles and books on this topis see: Boyce M. 1) On the Sacred Fires of the
Zoroastrians // Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies. 1968. Vol. XXXI. P. 52—-69;
2) On the Zoroastrian Temple Cult of Fire // Journal of the American Oriental Society. 1975.
Vol. LXXXXV. P. 454-465; Shkoda V. The Sogdian Temple: Structure and Rituals // Bulletin of
the Asia Institute. 1996. Vol. X. P. 195-206; Kowenenxo I Llapckas BIacTs U ee 000CHOBaHHE
B panneii [lapduu // Uctopust Mpanckoro rocymapcTea u KyibTypsl. M., 1971. C. 212-218;
Panen K. Cestunuiia Cpenneir Asuu B 3moxy sutnau3Ma (CocrosiHue Bompoca) // BecTHuk
npesHed nctopun. 1994. Ne 4. C. 128-139; Capuanuou B. [IpoucxoxacHre HPaHCKIX XPaMOB
oras // La Persia e 1’Asia Centrale da Alessandro al X secolo. Roma, 1996. P. 319-329.
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every shahin-shah’s accession on the Sassanian throne)* Thus among the Scythians, it
was in the person of the king where the «good luck» of the whole kingdom rested; and
this ‘hvarena’ was directly linked to the sacred king’s hearth, i.e. fire whose first and
supreme priest was that same Scythian king®. Indeed the beliefs in fire and Sun are to be
seen almost everywhere and amongst the Caucasian-speaking peoples, in particular. So
the precise study of the Bulgar religion exactly in this Zoroastrian aspect is, obviously,
a question of future investigation so as one to reach levels of detailed interpretation that
are going beyond the well-known common typologies.

II1. Mithraism

This (hypo)thesis has been put forward in the last decade by Alexander Alexiev-
Hofart*. No doubt there are several strong arguments for such a (hypo)theis. At the same
time, in my opinion, it’s more appropriate to speak about Indo-Iranian realities-and-
relictae among the Bulgars than of Mithraism, for when one is going to think of it not
in the framework of the Balkan contexts but in Turanian ones, there might appear some
misunderstanding: it’s well known that the Roman transformations and connotations are
easily visible in Mithraism and because of this, there could be many difficulties with the
strict application of terms and criteria with pointing out not to the Bulgar specifics in
religion but to the generic term Mithraism. This last claim is especially important as to
the existence of a real Roman domination over the lands of South-East Europe for more
than five centuries and of Mithraism here after the 2™ century AD, in particular.

If this hypothesis is the valid one for the Bulgar religion, then we should also
have in mind that for many years there has been such term for this religion as ‘astral’.
In fact, the cult of Indo-Iranian Mithra was in close, even direct connection with the
planets/stars, Moon and Sun, for which we do have at our disposal the well known
passage in the «Vita of the 15 martyrs from Tiberioupolis» of the archbishop of Ohrid
Theophylaktos who mentioned exactly this belief as typical amongst the Bulgars
in the 820s, during the reign of Omurtag. Of course, we should also point out, at
least as existing on the level of popular Bulgar culture, a widespread cult of the
Polar star and its seasonal substitute — the Pleiads constellation, a fact well known
thanks to scholars such as Todor Mollov and Ancho Kaloyanov?!. All these beliefs are

28 See: batinaxos K. Kynbr orast Ha Ceipaape // UzBectus Axkagemun Haykx Kaszaxckoit CCP, Cep.
OomiectBeHHbIX Hayk. 1987. Ne 5. C. 51-61, esp. 60—61, who cited the well known evidence on the
fire rituals amongst the Turks (see data from the Byzantine envoy Zemarchos, in AD 568, and evidence
by the Chinese Buddhist pilgrim Xuanzang, around 630), in Middle Asia, even after the successful
Islamization in the region (see data in al-Biruni); Baipakov also speaks about the high esteem towards
the heart typical for the Sufi mystics as well as the naming of the fire «fire-Mother» in Kazakhstan;
amongst the Kirgiz people that same cult has been interwoven and sometimes even fused with the
cult of Umaj. On the dynastic fires in Iran see: houc M. 3opoactpuiiiipl. Bepoanus u oopuan. C. 79.
2 According to: Becconosa C. Penuruosubie npeacrasienust ckudon. Kues, 1983.

3 Anexcues-Xogpapm A. 1) Ot 3Be3nute KbM Kpbera. Codust, 2004; 2) MuTpau3MbT U JPEBHUTE
ownrapu (Kynrypen apxerum). Codust, 2009.

3 Details see in: Kanosnos A. 1) CTapoOsIrapckoTo e3uuectBo. MUT, pelurus U HONKIOp B Kap-
THHATa 3a CBAT y ObaTapute. Benuko TrpHOBO, 2000; 2) brarapckoto mamancTBo. Codust, 1995;
Monnog T. Mut — enoc — uctopus. Benuko TspHoBO, 1997.
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well documented amongst many peoples in steppe Eurasia and the Bulgars who are
definitely one of them.

At the same time, it’s hard to support all interpretations made by A. Hofart,
especially when he is almost ready to say that between «shamanismy» and «Turks» a
sign of equality can be put. Thus he underestimates the essence and specifics in Turkic
religiosity presenting it as if marked by shamanism only*2. As is well known, the
«shamanismy is typical for that stage of society’s organization (or polity) called clans’
level. But it’s not appropriate for the more sophisticated levels of state organization, i.
e. steppe empire/imperial confederacy (to point out to terms used by Thomas Barfield*;
and exactly in such periods of state «modification», the Turks during the early Middle
Ages usually «switched on» to some of the so-called world religions, namely Buddhism,
or (Nestorian) Christianity, Manichaeism, and later Islam. There are several examples of
this transformation during the existence of the two Turkic khaganates (552—-630s/650s;
680s—744), as well as in those of the Uighurs (745—-840). Sometimes the elites of these
semi-nomadic confederacies were inclined to change their state religion in order to
adapt themselves more easily to the changing situation. The Uighurs after AD 840
are a typical example of such a transformation: after the crush of their steppe empire,
many of them moved westwards to the Kocho/Qoco state and there they changed
Manichaeism with Buddhism; thanks to this new religion, in their new state the Uighurs
managed to reach unbelievable heights in culture until the Mongols’ appearance in this
Central Asian region®.

It seems to me that in this, indeed, Indo-Iranian direction of research the most
appropriate for a comparative study are the North-Caucasian Alans (today called
Ossetians) as well as some people who are now living in Middle Asia. Of course, it
is well known that such kind of study is a risky one, because of the lack of clear data.
Nevertheless, I shall point out to some interesting parallels amongst the Ossetians today
and among the Digor people, in particular (although some of these rituals and practices
are also present amongst other mountainous people in Caucasus). Firstly, the specific
attitude towards those killed by thunders (cf. this notion with that same belief in Volga
Bulgaria mentioned by Ibn Fadlan); and secondly, a tradition in South Ossetia where in
the night before the New Year (!), the chain in the home hearth was bound by a string/
rope (!) so as the family be sure that this way the mouths of the wolfs would be also
bound during the whole year®*. Let me remind again the fact about the special attitude
towards the home hearth and especially the rites and beliefs connected to the hearth’s
chain there, especially typical for the regions of today Kabardino-Balkaria in Central

32 Anexcues-Xopapm A. Mutpamsmst... C. 211; passim.

33 Barfield Th. 1) The Perilous Frontier: Nomadic Empires and China, 221 BC to AD 1757.
Oxford, 1989; 2) The Nomadic Alternative. Upper Saddle River, New Jersey, 1993.

3* Details see in: Cmenanog I]. 1) Bearapure u cTemnHara umiepus mpe3 PAaHHOTO cpelHOBEKOBHE.
Bwnpocst 3a pyrute. Codust, 2005; 2) The Bulgars and the Steppe Empire in the Early Middle
Ages. The Problem of the «Othersy». Leiden; Boston, 2010. Especially for Qoco see: Gabain A.
von. Das Leben im uigurischen Konigreich von Qoco (850-1250). Wiesbaden, 1973.

3% Kanoes B. Ocerunbl. UcTOpHKO-3THOTpaQUIECKOE MCCIEIOBaHNE. 3-€ U3/, JOM. U mepepad.
M., 2004. C. 358.
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Caucasus®®, and that same beliefs dating from the time of the Scythian domination in
the Caucasus area as a whole, in monuments and sites from the region of Pyatigorie and
Dagestan, now in Russian Federation; as for the time of the Sarmatian domination there,
such sites are known from today Chechnya®’.

All these data are comparable with notions typical for Bulgaria’s folklore, especially
those linked with some beliefs and practices performed during the so-called wolfs’ days,
namely «binding wolfs’ mouths». It was Dimitar Marinov who reported an interesting
practice in the region of Plovdiv a century ago. It was performed in the eve of the so-called
‘wolfs’ feats” when «the mouth of the oven was blocked up so as the mouth of the wolf
to be locked». And this act was made through putting into the oven of three objects: the
waist-cloth (with this waist-cloth the oven was usually cleaned), of the pair of tongs and
the shovel using which one can get out the loaves of bread from the oven. As for the deep
respect to the hearth and fire, one should agree with K. Baypakov’s thesis put forward
as to the Turkic-speaking population living in the south region of Kazakhstan during the
Middle Ages: along with Islam, Baypakov says, amongst the local people there existed
some «ancient notions and beliefs with roots coming down to the traditions of Saka
and Kangyui periods»*, i. e. to the ancient Indo-Iranian notions and rituals for it’s well
known that the middle-Asian Scythians were called «Sakas» by the ancient Greeks.

What then can we say as a conclusion with regard to the heathen religion(s) in pre-
Christian Bulgaria?

It should be stressed that it’s absolutely clear that one must make a differentiation
between «state» cults and those typical for the clans only®. It seems very important
scholars to think through the prism of the social strata, and the ruler’s retinue in particular,
which usually had different cults — the example with the pagan pantheon of the Rus’
konungr (later knyaz) Vladimir of AD 980 is typical! Since such a specific trend is very
common feature of the early Medieval polities, it would not be strange then if we find it
also in Bulgaria, especially in the years after AD 802 and before AD 864/5. For it is a well
known fact that the processes of power centralization had their start in Bulgaria exactly
with the coming to the throne of Krum, i. e. after AD 802; and as a rule, such processes
of centralization are almost everywhere connected with a religious syncretism, i. e. cults’
«centralization» and modification. Besides, one can see exactly the same syncretism
in some cults in Central Asia®, although in this area, understandably, scholars can not

3¢ On this see in: Cmenanog I]. Tlorne KbM HIKOU APECBHU BSIPBAHUS U MPEICTABH y OBITApUTE
(mBa npumepa) // Tvpcene Ha uctunara. [Ipodecop Hukonaii I'enues: KO6uneliHo uznanue no
ciryyaii 70 ronuau oT poxaenuero Ha npodecop Hukonaii ['enues / Coet. I1. Mures; Hayu. pen.
E. Ipocuesa. Codus, 2002. C. 71-75, esp. 71-73.

37 Ipokonenxo FO. DneMeHTBI Kyjibra odvara B MOrpebambHOM OOPSIHOCTH HACEICHUSI
[IpenkaBka3es B capmarckoe Bpems // Poccuiickas apxeomorns. 2001. Ne 4. C. 162.

3% Baunaxoe K. Kynsr orast Ha Ceipmape. C. 61.

39 For the same differentiation see: Kanoes B. Ocetunbl... Ch. 6: Cults typical for all of the Ossetians,
as well as cults typical only for some valleys, villages, and clans (i. e., Iron and Digor), etc.

40 See Heissig W., Klimkeit H.-J. (Hrsg.). Synkretismus in den Religionen Zentralasiens.
Wiesbaden, 1987; Keiznacog JI. P. KynerypHbIe B3anMOCBS3HU TIOpKoB 1 upaHieB B VI-XIII Ba.
(SI3BIK, TICBMEHHOCTB, penurusi) // DtHorpadudeckoe obo3penue. 2004. Ne 6. C. 3—-13.
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expect to find out serious traces of the cultural heritage and traditions of ancient South-
East Europe.

Needless to say, one of the most important questions is that of the methods and
methodologies used in such a research, namely one to try getting closer to the so-called
adequate analysis. What I mean is, firstly, adequate analysis according to epochs of the
Bulgars’ history in Europe, i. e. between 5/6™ century AD and the mid-9" century (one
should be very cautious when using data from ancient Iran of the 2™ millennium, for
instance); secondly, adequate analysis according to regions, i. e. searching for parallels
mainly in societies which were close neighbours of the Bulgars and first of all in North
Caucasus and Caucasian Albania as well as between the Aral Sea and the rivers Amu-
Darya and Syr-Darya in Middle Asia. In the latter area, i. e. the lands of ancient Kangha
and Sogdiana where different peoples speaking eastern-Iranian dialects had been living
for many centuries until the Turks’ invasion there after the mid-6" century, there had not
been any centralized state compared to that of Sassanian Iran, Richard Frye and Boris
Litvinsky*! claimed. And thirdly, we should also search for adequacy on the level of the
written sources, namely one should take into consideration that in the region west to the
Volga River, starting from the 460s, there were movement to Europe of several Oguric,
1. e. Altaic-speaking, tribes (Ogur, Saragur, Hunugur, etc.); this means that there, in the
area north of the Caucasus and around the coasts of Black and Azov Seas, we will have
«alluviums» upon the local Sarmato-Alanian tribes known from the 3™ century BC up
to the 2™ century AD as well as upon the so-called late Sarmatians of the 24" century
AD on behalf of these Altaic invaders. Last but not least, we should always have in mind
that the religions in Middle Asia were called «local» by Boris Litvinsky**. Many of the
scholars working in this scientific field mark the influence of Zoroastrianism upon the
«localy religions thus noting the Sassanian success in taking over the lands between the
rivers Amu-Darya and Syr-Darya during the 5%—6" century, but they refrain of speaking
of the classical Zoroastrianism’s existence in this area! There, one could see traces of fire
temples as well as temples with idols of gold and silver put inside them, as mentioned
by different Arab writers. That same B. Litvinsky claimed that the religion of Sogd can
be termed as «native Iranian paganismy», upon which Zoroastrianism left its imprints,
adding also that «between the Central Asian and Persian Zoroastrianism» there existed
«considerable differences»*.

Thus one can say for sure that at the moment the problem with the religion (or,
religions?) of the heathen Bulgars is far from a definite and clear solution.

4 Frye R., Litvinsky B. The Northern Nomads, Sogdiana and Chorasmia // History of Humanity.
1996. Vol. 3. P. 467. Also see: Litvinsky B. Christianity, Indian and Local Religions // History of
Civilizations of Central Asia. 1996. Vol. 3. P. 421-431, and esp. P. 428, where it is explicitly noted
that the people and the king of Samarkand were not followers of Buddhism but of the fire cult.

42 See: Litvinsky B. Christianity... P. 428 f.

4 Litvinsky B. Christianity... P. 429, 431.
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IV. Christianity

In pagan Bulgaria, and especially after the beginning of the 9™ century, some
Christian influence can be testified, too*. It came mostly due to Byzantine captives in
the Bulgar court as well as a consequence of the Bulgars’ successes on the battleground
which made possible the speedy enlargement of the Bulgar state. Thus after AD 809
and until AD 850s Bulgaria doubled, at least, its territories, especially in western, north-
western, and southern direction. Most of these newly acquired lands were populated
by Byzantines, i. e. Christians. Because of this fact, some scholars in Bulgaria, the late
Ivan Venedikov, Georgi Atanasov, and Bozhidar Dimitrov amongst them in particular®,
are inclined to take as granted that the number of Christian population in Bulgaria was
quite serious even before AD 865. But some other scholars, for instance Georgi Bakalov,
the late Rasho Rashev, and the author of this article*, are more cautious in such claims
although it was an eminent British byzantinist, the late professor Robert Browning, who
wrote that the Byzantine captives in the Bulgar court were only the «tip of the iceberg»*’.
It is absolutely clear that there was an anti-Christian policy in Bulgaria during the time
of Omurtag which lasted, most probably, until the death of his son Malamir in AD
836*. Some Christians who were taken captives during the Bulgar campaigns in Thrace
before AD 815, most of them established ones in the Byzantine society in this region,
died as martyrs®. But it is absolutely clear, too, that there were no serious and massive
persecutions of Christians in Bulgaria at that time*. Moreover, some of those who were

4 Details see in: Ilpatinep Il1. XpuctusuctBoro B bwirapus npexn 864 r. // Ilpaiinep I1.
MHuoroo0pasue u cbliepHUUecTBO. M30panu cTyauu 3a oOIECTBOTO M Ky/ITypaTa BB BuzaHTHs
u cpennoBekoBHa brirapus. Codus, 2004. C. 215-224; Pawes P. Buzanrtuiiiure B boarapus
1o mokpbeTBanero // Civitas divino-humana. B dect Ha 60-rogumniauHara Ha npodecop ['eopru
Bbakanos / Cwet. u pea. 1. Crenanos u B. Baukosa. Codust, 2004. C. 151-162; Cmenanos L]s.
Bonraps! u xpuctuanctso g0 864 r. C. 3—10.

4 Beneouxoe HU. IlpaGbirapure u xpuctusucrsoro. Crapa 3aropa, 1995; Amanacos I 1) 3a
Kecapckara poMOIIHs U BllaJieTelIckuTe MHCUTrHuM Ha xaH Tepsen // Enmoxu. 1995. Ne 3. C. 61-72;
2) XpuctusHckust JJypocropym-/pscThp. Jlopocronckara emapxus mpe3 KbcHaTa AHTHYHOCT U
CpennosexoBueto, [IV-XIV B. Bapna, 2007; Jumumpos b. Panna xpuctusiauzanus B bearapus.
VII — cpenara Ha IX Bek / Mcropust Ha ObJrapure: MOTPEOHOCT OT HOB MOAXOM. [IPCOICHKH.
Yacr I1. Codus, 1998. C. 65-70.

4 Details see in: Cmenanoes 1. Bonrapbl u xpuctuanctso 10 864 roga. C. 3-10.

47 Browning R. Byzantines in Bulgaria — late 8" — early 9" centuries // Studia Slavico-Byzantina
et Mediaevalia Europensia. Sofia, 1988. Vol. 1: In Memoriam Ivan Dujéev. P. 32-36. The same
opinion is shared by: Nikolov S. The Pagan Bulgars and Byzantine Christianity in the Eighth and
Ninth Centuries // Journal of Historical Sociology. 2000. Vol. 13. Nr. 3. P. 325-364.

“ Details see in: Huxonosa b. PaHHOTO XpUCTUSHCTBO B BhIirapus npeiu mokpbeTBaneTo: Teopuu
u peanroctu // 1100 roguuu Benuku Ipecnas / Pex. T. Tores. T. 1. lllymen, 1995. C. 182—194;
Nikolov S. The Pagan Bulgars and Byzantine Christianity. P. 325-364.

4 Details see in: the Constantinopolitan Synaxarion, 414-416 (for January 22") and Menologion
of the Byzantine basileus Basil II (d. 1025), 276D-277A. Also see: Sophoulis, P. Byzantium and
Bulgaria, 775-831. Leiden; Boston, 2012. P. 38-39, passim.

5% Huxonosa B. Pannoro xpuctustHcTBO... C. 188-189; Pauiee P. Bbarapckure XaHOBE U XpH-
CTHSIHCTBOTO // XpHUCTUSIHCKATa KyJATypa B CpPeAHOBEKOBHa bbirapusi. Marepuanu oT Haiuo-
HanHa Hay4Ha koH(epenuus, [ymen 2—4 mait 2007 roquna / Otr. pen. [Tasen ['eoprues. Bennko
TspHOBO, 2008. C. 3541, and esp. 39.
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moved from Thrace into the so-called «Bulgaria beyond the Danube» in AD 813/4, were
later taken back by the Byzantine fleet in AD 837, i. e. they stayed somewhere in the
area between Danube and Dniester rivers for 23 years only. It should also be stressed
that such a relocation of people was a typical policy not only for the Bulgars but for
the states during the Early Middle Ages as a whole, including Byzantium; as usual,
such men and women were settled down far away from their homeland. One of the
most typical examples of this policy was the relocation of Syrians and Armenians in the
themes of Thrace and Macedonia, i. e. against the Bulgars, during the reigning years of
Constantine V, in AD 740s/750s in particular’’. But the most important fact that should
be stressed is that there is neither solid written data nor archeological evidence that could
prove the strong Christian presence in the Bulgar lands north of the Haemus Mountain
(today Stara planina) before the massive baptism undertaken by Boris-Michael in AD
865. The situation with the southern parts of Bulgaria after AD 809 was different —
there was obviously a «critical mass» of Christian subjects of the Bulgar khans who
were to be run accordingly. Thus pagan Bulgaria became a «hostage» of its expansion in
southern and south-western direction. Dominating over quite a high number of Christian
(ex-Byzantine) subjects and large territories overloaded with Roman imperial and
Christian memory, after the mid-ninth century the Bulgar elite had, in my opinion, no real
choice: either to persist opposing the older Bulgar deities to Christianity and Byzantium,
or to embrace the Christian faith®> And the choice, as is well-known, was made for the
latter option. It is thus clear that after the 820s, as regards the territory of the present-day
South Bulgaria, the Bulgars faced a specific situation, namely the meeting of cultures,
obviously seen by the Bulgars as a source of internal change as well as external religious
clash with the Byzantine Christianity®?. This «challenge-and-response» situation, if one
is inclined to follow the theory of Arnold Toynbee, most probably urged the Bulgar elite
to undertake a serious centralization of the religious cults, a process which soon proved
itself inadequate and the Bulgars embraced Christianity within a period of one or two
generations.

To sum up, we may suppose that there were some, and not one, religions in pagan
Bulgaria and this is indeed the typical situation during the Early Middle Ages with the
regions and peoples of the so-called Steppe Empire which were known for their religious
tolerance. With Christianity in the Bulgar lands we do not face any problem — there
were Christians living there after AD 809; the problem is in fact the total number of them.

! Pawes P. Buzantuiitute B boarapus mo mokpscrBaneto / Civitas divino-humana. B gect
Ha 60-rogumauHaTa Ha npodecop ['eopru bakanos / Cwet. u pen. 1. Cremanos u B. Baukoga.
Codus, 2004. C. 151-162.

52 Stepanov T5. The Bulgars and the Steppe Empire. P. 81-82.

33 Cf. the passage of a stone inscription from the time of the Bulgar khan Persian (836-852) found
at the so-called basilica ‘B’ in Philippi in Southern Thrace, now in Greece, and dated AD 837.
Here, the Bulgars are openly opposed to the Christians, i. e. Byzantium: « When someone tells
the truth, God sees. And when someone lies, God sees that too. The Bulgars did many favors
to the Christians, but the Christians forgot them. But God sees». English translation of the text
by: Petkov K. The Voices of Medieval Bulgaria, Seventh—Fifteenth Century. The Records of a
Bygone Culture. Leiden; Boston, 2008. P. 13.
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In my opinion, and considering the processes of centralization and «modernization» in
Bulgaria, the most serious problem is that with the answer of another question, namely,
was there only one pagan religion amongst the Bulgars, especially in the years after
the first decade of the 9™ century. This last question is linked with another one, i. e. the
interconnection between the state-making processes and religion(s). As regards heathen
Bulgaria on the Danube, it is obvious that after the reign of Krum (802-814) Bulgaria
made its move towards a typical «barbarian» state. What is important to be stressed here
is the fact that the Bulgar state was not of the type well known as «Germano-Roman»
synthesis but of a synthesis of both steppic (Irano-Turkic) and carefully «adapted»
Roman features and traditions. In fact, this is the main and specific Bulgar contribution
to the protracted process of establishment of the early states in Medieval Europe*

Jlanubie 0 cTaTbe

ABtop: Cremanos, l[Betenna MopnaHoB, KaHAUIAT UCTOPHUECKUAX HayK, MoueHT, Copuiickuii
yausepcureT «CB. Kimmment Oxpuncku», stepanov64(@yahoo.com

3arosoBok: locynapctBenHoe passutue /[lynaiickoit bomrapum (681-865): Penurnosnsie
cnennukn

Pe3tome: Llenb HacToOsIIIEH cTaThH, BO-TIEPBBIX, IPEICTABUTH OCHOBHBIE THITOTE3HI O Ipabosrap-
CKOI penuruu (Wi peiurusix?) B COBpeMEHHOM Oosrapckoit ncToprorpaduu 10 KpemeHus npa-
Oonrap B 864/5 1. Bo-BTOpBIX, c/enaTh NONBITKY CBSI3aTh MPOLECCHl LeHTpaau3aun bonrapun
C pa3BUTHEM PEIUTHO3HBIX KyJAbTOB. 3a mociexanne 2025 neT ObIIN BBIABUHYTH TPH IJIaBHBIC
THITOTE3BI OTHOCUTEIHHO CYIITHOCTH MPA0OITapCcKOi PETUTHO3HOM CHCTEMBI: a) TEHTPHU3M; 0) 30po-
acTpHU3M; B) MHUTPaW3M, MapajuiebHO C MPHU3HAHHEM (haKTa HAIWYWS W3BECTHOTO YMCIA TTOJI-
JIaHBIX 00JIrapcKoro KaHa, HCIOBEIYIOMINX XPUCTHAHCTBO. ABTOpP OTMEUAET, YTO TPaJUIIMOHHAS
THIIOTE3a Ha3bIBACT PEITUTHIO ITPadoIIrap meHepusmMom, HO OJTHOBPEMEHHO C 9THM TOTY€PKHBAET
XOPOIIIO U3BECTHBIN (DAKT, UTO TaHHAS THIOTe3a 0a3upoBaHa HA OJHON-CIMHCTBEHON KaMCHHOM
HaaAmucu B Mamape, K TOMY )K€ CHJIBHO HCIIOPYCHHOM U ()parMEeHTapHOM, re ObUIO IMPOYUTAHO
cnoBo TAITPA (sic). Ceppe3Hoii ctaboCThIO 30pOACTPHIICKON THITOTE3HI aBTOpP CUUTACT (PaKT,
YTO HU B OJHOM JIOMAIITHEM HJIM 9y>KOM HCTOYHHKE Ipaboirapbl HE YMOMSHYTHI KakK HCIIOBE-
JYIOIME 30pOACTPU3M, XOTSI X XpaMbl (Ha CETONHSIIHUN JIeHb Ha TEPPUTOPUU COBPEMEHHOM
Bosnrapuy ObIIH OTKPBITHI HIECTHh TAKUX XPaMOB) ONPEICIICHHO CIIEIYIOT TNIAHOBBIM KOHLETTIUSM
T. H. IPaHCKHUX XpaMoB OrHsl. UTo KacaeTcst TpeTheld TUIOTE3bl, TO aBTOP NpeyiaraeT 0003Ha4aTh
€e TePMUHOM «HUHJIOMPAHCKOW», a HE «MUTPAUCTCKOIY. JlomycKaeTcsi BEepOsITHOCTh, UTO B Havale
IX B., KOTIa 3apOXKIAIOTCS TPOIECCH EHTPAIN3ANNN M «MOJACPHHU3AIMIY MPEAXPUCTHAHCKOH
Bonrapuu, KynbThl OTHS, COJHIIA M BOJBI, OCHOBHBIE B JPEBHENPAHCKOW/MHIONPAHCKON pen-
THO3HOM cHCTeMe, MOIy4aloT apXUTEKTYPHYIO BU3yaaU3alldi0 B BUJE MOCTPOUKH XPaMOB OTHS
(B popme kBazmpara MM MPSIMOYToJbHHUKA) B OCHOBHBIX LIEHTpax si3blueckoil bomrapuw, T. e.
B Ilmmcke, Ilpecnase, Manape n Cunuctpe — IIaBHBIX PE3UACHIUAX Oonrapckux kaHoB. He
HCKJIIOYAETCS] BOBMOXKHOCTh BOCIIPHSTHS B KaU€CTBE «JIPYKHHHOTO KyJIbTa» U HOMYISIPHOTO B
«CTETTHON UMIIEpUN» KyibTa K cBeTiiomMy HeOy Tenrpu. KakoBa Obl HU Oblia mpasza O Pelnnuruo3-
HOH crcTeMe JyHalCKUX mpadonrap, ¢ TOYHOCTBIO Ha JJAHHBI MOMEHT SICHO, 9TO Ha TEOpeTHYe-
CKOM ypOBHE OHA MOXET OBITh ITPE/ICTABIICHA TOHATHEM-KOHIIETITOM «CYITPEMOTEU3M.

3 Cmenanog L]. Bonrapckue rocynapctBennbie oopazoBanus [V-IX Be.: OT BoxkIecTBa K paH-
Hemy rocynapctBy // JlpeBusis Pych m CpennesexoBass EBpoma: Bo3HHKHOBEHHE TOCynapcTB.
Marepuainbsl MexIyHapoaHoH KoHpepeHunu. M., 2012 (in press).
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in 864/5. Second, make an attempt to link the processes of centralization of Bulgaria to the
development of religious cults. Over the past 20-25 years, there were three main hypotheses
about the nature of the Bulgar religious system: a) Tengriism; b) Zoroastrianism; ¢) Mithraism;
in parallel with the recognition of the fact of the existence of a certain number of subjects to the
Bulgar khan who practiced Christianity. The author notes that the traditional hypothesis calls the
Bulgarian religion the Tengrism, but at the same time emphasizes the well-known fact that this
hypothesis was based on a single stone inscription in Madara, greatly damaged and fragmented
besides, on which the word TAGGRA (sic) was read. The author considers that a major weakness
of the Zoroastrian hypothesis is the fact that in none of the native or foreign sources the Bulgar
are mentioned as the followers of Zoroastrianism, though their temples (to this date six such
temples were found on the territory of modern Bulgaria) definitely follow the planning concepts
of so-called Iranian fire temples. As to the third hypothesis, the author proposes to define it by
the term «Indo-Iranian» and not «Mithraic». An existence of a possibility is allowed that at the
beginning of the 9 century, when the processes of centralization and «modernization» of the pre-
Christian Bulgaria were just being born, the cults of fire, sun and water which were which was
amongst the most important in the ancient Iranian and Indo-Iranian religious systems, produced
an architectural visualization in the form of the construction of the temples of fire (square
shaped or rectangular) in the main centers of pagan Bulgaria, such as Pliska, Preslav, Madara
and Silistra — which were the main residences of the Bulgar Khans. Also, one cannot rule out
the possibility of perception of the popular cult of the «steppe empire» to Tengri, the bright sky,
as the cult of the Bulgar «Ménnerbunde». Whatever the truth of the religious system of the Bulgar
on the Danube is, it is very clear today that, on a theoretical level, it can be represented by the
concept of «supremotheismy.

Keywords: Bulgars, paganism, supremotheism, Zoroastrianism, Tengrism, Mithraism
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