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SACRAL SETTLEMENT-ADJACENT TOPOI IN MIDDLE
STRANDJA - REAL AND VIRTUAL ASSEMBLIES

The middle part of the mountains Strandjanska is active contact area which offers a lot of
special places associated with legends and traditions. This topos, which «tell» on the folk
language of the meetings of the various peoples who lived or passed through these lands:
Bulgarians and representatives of other Slavic and Balkan peoples. The memory of these
places is preserved to this day, and for the local population, they are sacred. They can turn into
an attractive center of cultural and historical tourism.
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Ethnologists have long established the existence of
sacral geography (In: EtHoc u cakpaiHa reorpadus.
2012: 7) — it is a form of mental structuring of space via
the means of communal culture. This model of space is
connected with the temporal parameters of the social
ideology, it functions as a heterotopia (Foucault 1986 :
23) — real locations, which are the stages of society’s
utopias and ideas, maintained and passed on through
traditional cults and oral legends.

The study is focused onto the territory of the villages
Drachevo, Rosenovo, Fakiya, Golyamo Bukovo, Dolno
and Gorno Yabalkovo in the Strandzha Mountain. Their
populace has an almost entirely Bulgarian ethnic identity.
Strandzha, however, is an active ethnic-cultural contact
zone and ethnic identity reflexes are strongly exhibited
here. The settlements’ territory is perceived as the
proprietary, absorbed territory, it is the core of the local
microcosm, with the zones around the core serving as
limits, they are the borders separating the domestic from
the foreign, but also the place where the two meet,
communicate or compare their strengths — overtly or
covertly (Mopo3 2012 : 46).

The topoi and the narrative forms related to them in
this area share the common features of their typology.

Regardless of the diversity of landscape features, the
cult activities traditionally practiced in their vicinity, as
well as their plots, they always structure and translate
through time the communal world model. This model has
an axiological character, it is structured along the axis of
us — them, with the idea of our space being considered in
positive terms, while the foreign space — in negative terms
(Tamden 1990 : 149).

A so-called sacral precedent (Mapazoe 2012 : 65) is
always present — it is the event that turned the featureless

point in space into a value-loaded site, significant for
ethnic self-identity. The sacral precedent almost always
reproduces a mythological matrix — it is dislocated to the
unimaginably distant or historically irreversible periods of
the past.

An established cultural method for rationalising and
structuring this settlement-adjacent spatial model is the
naming of the site. Once named, the location is taken out
of its landscape anonymity; it is legitimised in culture and
is included into the community’s mental area of control,
while the name itself speaks of the ethnic stereotypes of
the people, who have faced and tackled their destinies —
for real or imaginarily within the specific point in space.

Cultural-narrative phenomena within the studied
region can be generally typified into two presentative groups.

— The first can include seemingly ethnic and reli-
gious-neutral complexes.

— The second includes local phenomena, which have
an expressed ethnic conflict character.

We will present these two groups of sacral topoi in order.

Three topoi belonging to the first group are related to
the so-called Marko cycle. About 2.5-3 km away from
the village of Drachevo stands a century-old tree known
as Krali Marko’s Cane.

It is crooked and looks like a giant crutch. According to
the legend, it served as a walking stick for the hero who
passed through these lands. The people never cut it, so that
they would remember Marko’s passage through the region.

In the area of the village of Dolno Yabalkovo are two
more sacral topoi, which belong to the Marko corpus. One
of them is called Marko’s Stone by the locals. It is located
2 km southeast from the village and is a large egg-shaped
natural rock. Supported by several smaller adjacent rock
formations.
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According to the legend, the stone once stood upon
the hill of Markova Tumba near the village’s outskirts.
Marko, however, was mistreated when his father’s
inheritance was divided, he felt angry and pushed the rock
with his pinkie finger, throwing it all the way to its
current resting location.

Upon the smooth top surface of the rock are two
indentations, which are believed to be Marko’s footsteps.
It is believed that drinking water from them, as well as
squeezing under the rock, can treat infertility.

Krali Marko is the primary protagonist of the southern
Slavic folklore epos, as well as of an entire legendary
cycle, as he was a symbol of ethnic resilience,
superhuman strength and health. The hero’s name, his
presence in the area, even if only imagined, is apparently
rationalised as a toponymical and verbally anchored code
of Bulgarian identity.

Within the area of the nearby villages of Dolno and
Gorno Yabalkovo, almost in the middle of the imaginary
four-kilometre line that connects them in the direction
northeast-southwest, lie the ruins of a late Roman fortress.
The local populace calls this place Kervasaraya and tells
this legend: it was once a castle built by three sisters —
Kerva, Sara and Yana, and there was a tunnel underneath
it, leading all the way to Odrin, and this castle stood right
in the middle point of the road between the Black and
White Sea.

The site’s original name certainly was Caravan Sarai,
and it very likely that there really was a large inn offering
shelter to merchants who constantly traveled through
Strandzha towards Odrin because this is where the so-
called Diagonal road, built in Roman times, passed
through, connecting the Black Sea ports with Thrace and
the White Sea region.

The legend, however, aims to justify the site’s name in
terms of its own language, in Bulgarian. Odrin was
considered to be a Bulgarian city, populated by compact
Bulgarian groups, even during the Ottoman period. The
Kervasaraya supposedly marked the exact middle point of
the road between the Black and White Sea. The measuring,
scaling and working with measures and numbers was a
sacral technique of structuring space and time in
traditional societies.

The second group of acute settlement-adjacent topoi
openly expresses ethnic stereotypes and activates historic
collisions through plots borrowed from mythology. One
such topos, which is based upon the tragic clashes upon
the Bulgarian ethnic land, is Gelin mezar1 — the Bride’s
grave. According to the legend, which circulates within
the narrative complexes of the populations of the villages
Fakiya, Rosenovo and Debelt, a great wedding procession
passed through the woods many centuries ago. Daali
marauders attacked the wedding and slaughtered everyone —
from the bride and groom to the oldest woman. The
bodies remained there for several days, unburied and
desecrated by the wild forest beasts, until all the wedding-
goers turned into vampires, and thus the place was
considered cursed and no one dared go there anymore.

The location and the legend are apparently based upon
two primary cultural fragments. On one side, they
demonstrate the established ideas of Balkan mythology:
wedding-death; demonization of violently killed and
improperly buried characters. On the other hand, this
complex is obviously a reflection of deeds and events,

which were not uncommon during the troubled times of
Ottoman rule, especially during the times of the Daali
marauders, when the Ottoman Empire itself was incapable
to deal with these outlaws.

About 3 km away from the village of Drachevo is a
topos known as «The two graves». Legend relates this
place to the village’s old history. When, during the last
Russian-Ottoman war, Osman Pasha left these lands, he
threatened to burn down the village and the villagers sent
two young men — Georgi and Stanko, who climbed upon
the highest cliffs to keep watch as sentinels. The
Cherkess, however, attacked them from behind, caught
them and beheaded them. This is where they were buried
initially, giving the place its name. After the Russian’s
arrival, however, they dug out the bones and buried them
with full army honours at the village cemetery.

International clashes can also give rise to the exact
opposite plots, in which our own take revenge upon the
ethnic aliens for offenses inflicted by them. Such a
topical-legendary complex is Shaban’s grave near the
village of Golyamo Bukovo, about 3 km northeast of the
village. According to the local legends, it was the burial
site of a Turkish man, named Shaban, who was killed by a
Bulgarian out of revenge and then secretly buried there.

The presence of members of a foreign ethnic group
within the region can be proven via more locations and
legends. Somewhere near the village of Drachevo is an
area known as the Hellenic graveyards, lying about 2 km
to the east. It is a plain barren place littered with large
sharp rocks that emerge naturally from the ground.
According to the legend, Hellenes came here during
Byzantine times to conquer these lands, yet they died and
this place became their burial ground. It is considered to
be a bad and unclean place, and that’s why it is believed
that walnut trees should never be planted there.

It would be too hasty to assume that Hellenes means
Greeks in this case. The people of this region believe in
the existence of demonic entities, which they call
Hellenes. They, according to the legends, were evil man-
like creatures, giant in stature, dwelling within abandoned
mills and appearing before late travellers ta night, in order
to scare them. These characters’ name, being an
ethnonym for the other ethnos, indicates one of the main
features of the reaction towards ethnic foreignness —
interpreting it as demonism, and relating it to reactions of
fear and hostility (Muuesa 1991 : 194).

Sacral geography and the legendary narratives that
have merged with it within the region of Sredna
Strandzha are forms of ethnic interpretation of space
through the means of memory. The space itself functions
as a text (Tomopor 1983 : 227), which contains within
itself different messages about the human communities
inhabiting it — be they local, ethnic or religious. The
ethnology of space is above all else a topography of the
various community types.

Therefore these places can be attractive objects for ru-
ral and cultural tourism. Tourists are attracted by their
simple, rural way of life and their unspoiled, tranquil
environment. These are the characteristics that cause their
more affluent and powerful neighbours to regard them as
backward. By developing tourism they hope to modernize
and escape from the stigma of backwardness (Boissevain
1996 : 8).
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CBAINEHHI HABKOJIOCEJIMIIHI TOITOCH
VY CEPEJIHIM CTPAH/IKI — PEAJIBHI TA BIPTYAJIBHI 3YCTPIUI

Cepeona wacmuna CmpanosicancbKux 2ip € akmugHolo KOHMAaKMHOIO 301010, Y AKil 6i0Kpusacmuvcs 6es3niu cneyia-
JILHUX MICYb, NOG SI3AHUX 3 NEGHUMU Je2eHOamu ma nepekasamu. Lle monocu, sAKi «po3nogioaromsy QoabKiI0pHOW MO-
8010 NPO 3YCMPIUl PI3HUX HAPOOI8, WO NPOAHCUBANU YU NPOXOOUNU Yepe3 Yi 3emii. 0oneap ma NpeoCmAasHUKI8 THUIUX
€08 AHCLKUX Ma 6ANIKAHCLKUX Hapodis. [lam ame npo yi micys 36epicacmvcs OOHUHI, a OJis MICYe8020 HACENIeHHS GOHU
€ cesyennumu. Bonu mooicyme nepemeopumucs y npugabausi yenmpu KyasmyprHozo ma iclopuiHo2o mypusmy.

Kniouosi cnosa: cakpanvna ceocpais; migponoziunuii npeyeHoenm, emHoao2is npocmopy; KyabmypHo-iclmopuiHa
nam’sameo.
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CBSILIIEHHBIE TOIIOCHI OKOJIO CEJEHUI
B CPEJTHEM CTPAH/KE — PEAJIBHBIE U BUPTY AJIHBIE BCTPEUN

Cpeonssa uacmo CmMpaHO®CAHCOKUX 20D ABNAEMCs AKMUBHOU KOHMAKMHOLU 30HOU, 8 KOMOPOU OMKPbleaemcs MHO-
JHCECMBO CHEYUATLHBIX MECH, CEAZAHHBIX C ONPEOESICHHLIMU 1e2eHOaMU U Npeoanuamu. Imo monocsl, KOmopbule «pacc-
Ka3bl8al0m» HA YOIbKIOPHOM A3bIKE O 6CIMPEUAX PA3IUYHLIX HAPOOO8, NPOICUBABWIUX UU NPOXOOUBUWIUX Hepe3 MU
semau. 6oreap u npedcmagumeneti Opyeux CIa8AHCKUX U OAIKAHCKUX HAP00os. [lamame 06 smux mecmax coxpansemcs
no cetl 0enb, a 0151 MECIMHO20 HACENEHUs OHU ABNAOMCS céaujeHHbIMU. OHU MO2Ym NPespamumbCs 6 NPUGIEKameabHbie
YeHMpbl KYJIbIMYPHO20 U UCHOPULECKO20 MYPUIMA.

Kniouesvte cnosa: caxpanvuas ceocpadus; mughonocuueckuti npeyeHoenm, dSMHON02UL NPOCPAHCIMEA,; KYAbIyp-
HO-UCMOopU4ecKas namamo.
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