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Introduction

Bulgaria, nestled at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, has long been a land of
remarkable history and enduring cultural richness. Its territory, framed by the Danube
River to the north and the Black Sea to the east, has witnessed the rise and fall of
civilizations, empires, and the ever-shifting currents of political power. Over the course
of millennia, Bulgaria has been shaped and reshaped by the ambitions of its people
and the forces of the world beyond its borders.

From some of the earliest known human settlements in Europe to the creation of the
world’s oldest gold treasure near Varna, the story of Bulgaria begins in prehistory. The
Thracians, enigmatic and creative, left behind tombs, treasures, and legends that still
color the national imagination. Successive waves of Greeks, Romans, and Byzantines
left their imprints as the region became a crucial hub for trade, faith, and military
power in the Balkans.

The emergence of the Bulgarian state stands as a pivotal moment in European history.
Founded in 681 CE, the First Bulgarian Empire quickly rose to regional
preeminence—its leaders adopt law, faith, and innovation as tools of unification. The
creation of the Cyrillic script and the golden age under Tsar Simeon | radiated
Bulgarian influence outward, shaping the broader Slavic world. Even as waves of
conflict and conquest buffeted the region—from Byzantine domination to centuries of
Ottoman rule—the Bulgarian people persisted, sustaining a distinct cultural and
spiritual identity often in the face of adversity.

The national awakening of the 18th and 19th centuries rekindled a vision of freedom
and self-determination, culminating in the rejuvenation of the Bulgarian state after the
Russo-Turkish War. Through periods of conflict, revolution, and dynamic
change—spanning two World Wars, years of communist rule, and the eventual turn to
democracy—Bulgaria has navigated the challenges of the modern age while
endeavoring to preserve its unique heritage.

This book, “The History of Bulgaria: Bulgaria from its earliest beginnings to the present
day,” undertakes the ambitious task of tracing the nation’s story from prehistory to
the 21st century. It explores not only the great events and formidable leaders, but also
the everyday lives, artistic triumphs, and resilient spirit of the Bulgarian people. Along
the way, it highlights the historical significance of key cities such as Veliko Tarnovo,
Plovdiv, Varna, and Sofia, each a living testament to the country’s layered past.

Bulgaria’s journey is one of both triumph and adversity, transformation and continuity.
As Bulgaria stands today as a member of the European Union and NATO, its past
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continues to inform its evolving national identity. Understanding this history is key not
only to appreciating Bulgaria’s role in the Balkans but also its enduring contribution to
the broader fabric of European civilization.
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CHAPTER ONE: Early Human Settlement: Prehistoric
Bulgaria

The story of humanity in the lands that would one day be called Bulgaria begins long
before written records, before empires, and even before the agricultural revolution
transformed human society. It starts in the deep past, etched in the earth and
revealed through the patient work of archaeologists. These ancient landscapes, with
their fertile plains, abundant rivers, and access to both the Black Sea and the wider
Balkan Peninsula, proved an irresistible draw for early human communities. They
found sustenance, shelter, and a strategic crossroads that would define the region for
millennia to come.

Evidence suggests that humans first ventured into this territory during the Middle
Paleolithic Period, a vast expanse of time stretching from roughly 100,000 to 40,000
BCE. These were nomadic hunter-gatherers, adept at surviving in environments far
different from those we know today. Their lives were intimately connected to the
rhythms of nature, following migrating herds and adapting to climatic shifts that saw
the advance and retreat of ice sheets. While their direct traces are sparse, the tools
and occasional campsites they left behind offer glimpses into their existence - a
testament to humanity’s ancient presence in this corner of the world.

As the last Ice Age began to recede, giving way to warmer and more stable climates, a
profound shift occurred across the globe: the Neolithic Revolution. This period, often
called the New Stone Age, saw humanity transition from a purely nomadic existence to
one rooted in settled agriculture. In the lands of Bulgaria, this transformation began
around 6,500 BCE, marking the emergence of some of Europe’s earliest farming
communities. This was a revolutionary change, fundamentally altering human
interaction with the environment and laying the groundwork for more complex societal
structures.

One of the most significant early agricultural societies to emerge was the Karanovo
culture, which flourished from approximately 6,500 BCE. Imagine small villages
nestled near rivers, where communities cultivated crops like wheat and barley, and
domesticated animals such as sheep, goats, and cattle. This wasn't just about food
production; it represented a complete reordering of life. People built more permanent
dwellings, developed pottery for storage and cooking, and crafted tools specifically for
farming tasks. The Karanovo settlements, often characterized by tell mounds
(accumulations of debris from successive layers of habitation), show a long and
continuous occupation, indicating successful adaptation to their environment.
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These early farmers weren't simply surviving; they were thriving and innovating. The
rich archaeological record of the Karanovo culture includes beautifully crafted pottery
with intricate designs, revealing a keen aesthetic sense alongside practical utility.
Figurines, often depicting female forms, suggest early religious or spiritual beliefs tied
to fertility and the earth. These artifacts are not merely relics of the past; they are
echoes of a vibrant and developing culture, hinting at the daily routines, social
organization, and worldview of these ancient people.

The subsequent Copper-Stone Age, also known as the Chalcolithic period, witnessed
further advancements and increasing sophistication. This era, dating roughly from
4600 to 4200 BCE, is particularly renowned in Bulgaria for a truly astonishing
discovery: the Varna Necropolis. Unearthed in 1972, this ancient burial site revealed
the oldest gold treasure in the world. The sheer quantity and artistry of the gold
objects found—thousands of individual pieces, including elaborate ornaments,
ritualistic items, and symbolic artifacts—speak volumes about the advanced
civilization that created them.

The Varna culture, as it became known, was evidently a highly stratified society, with
a clear hierarchy and specialized artisans capable of intricate metalworking. The gold
artifacts, found in certain graves, indicate immense wealth and status, suggesting the
presence of powerful leaders or chieftains. These burials were not mere interments;
they were elaborate rituals, signifying a complex belief system and a profound
reverence for the deceased. The discovery at Varna completely reshaped our
understanding of early European civilization, demonstrating a level of social and
technological development previously thought to have emerged much later in other
parts of the continent.

Beyond the gold, the Varna Necropolis also provided insights into the daily lives and
craftsmanship of these people. Pottery, flint tools, and copper implements were found
alongside the precious metals, painting a more complete picture of their material
culture. Their mastery of copper metallurgy, in particular, was exceptional, marking a
crucial step in human technological progress. The ability to extract and work with
metals opened up new possibilities for tools, weapons, and ornamentation, further
accelerating societal development.

The people of the Varna culture, much like their Karanovo predecessors, were skilled
agriculturists, but their economy also included trade networks that likely extended
across significant distances. The sourcing of raw materials, particularly the gold itself,
suggests interactions with other communities. This exchange of goods and ideas
would have further enriched their culture and contributed to their advanced social
organization. The legacy of Varna stands as a testament to the ingenuity and
complexity of prehistoric societies in the Bulgarian lands, a testament that continues
to fascinate and inform archaeologists today.
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While the details of their social structures and belief systems remain subjects of
ongoing study and interpretation, the evidence from the Karanovo and Varna cultures
unequivocally demonstrates that the lands of Bulgaria were not merely a transit point
but a vibrant center of early human innovation and cultural development. These early
chapters of human habitation laid down deep roots, shaping the very land and
establishing patterns of settlement that would endure for millennia. The foundations of
what would become a rich and diverse historical tapestry were woven during these
prehistoric epochs, long before any formal state or written history emerged.
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