
REVIEW 

By Assoc. Prof. Stefan Chohadziev  

On the PhD thesis of Galina Petkova Samichkova “Late Neolithic pottery assemblages from 

the Eastern Stara planina to the Eastern Rhodopes” for the award of the educational and scientific 

degree "Doctor" 

I am glad to share that the choice of the topic is extremely appropriate, especially when there are 

“blank spots” in the studies of the Late Neolithic, generally outlined in the South-Eastern Bulgaria. 

Even in the overall study of H. Todorova, based on the knowledge of the area until the 90s of the 

20th century, no data on Late Neolithic materials can be found (Todorova, Vaisov 1993). Until the 

present time, the information about the area is based primarily on the implementation of various 

investment projects and large infrastructure projects – all realized in the last twenty years. It is quite 

logical that part of this new material for the Bulgarian prehistory should be a research topic, such 

as the presented here work. 

The proposed PhD thesis is developed on 822, divided into two sections – text and illustrations. 

The first part includes: introduction, four chapters, conclusion and reference. All developed on 318 

pages. The second section (appendices) includes: maps – 9; appendices I-VI (textual descriptions, 

graphics, comparative tables); tables 1-32 (graphic illustrations, photos from archeological sites 

and structures); images 1-406 (illustrations and photos of clay vessels and sherds) developed on 

504 pages. 

The data base of this study is quite respectable – data from 34 archaeological sites were used, 

including over 20,000 clay vessels and sherds, of which more than 5,400 are graphically presented 

in the PhD research. A special value of this research is that it presents mostly unpublished material, 

studied with sufficient precision and almost prepeared for publication. The other main credit is that 

the PhD student Galina Samichkova has a personal involvement in some studies and her direct 

impressions are a quality missing in the writing of many dissertations. Given the respectable 

database, I would recommend that some appropriate statistical program can be used in the future 

research to determine the degree of similarity between the studied archaeological sites. 

THE INTRODUCTION – I will focus on this part because it plays a key role in understanding 

the peer-reviewed PhD research. The goals, tasks, the applied methodology, territorial and 

chronological limits of the research are presented here. The stated objective could be refined not 

so descriptively, repeating much of the topic title and the content. The main six tasks are clearly 

defined, illustrating the overall structure of the thesis. The applied methodology is borrowed from 

V. Nikolov (В. Николов. Проучвания върху неолитната керамика от Тракия...С., 1998) being 

supplemented with shapes and decorations characteristic of the region missing in Thrace. The PhD 

candidate explicitly notes that the so-called thick-walled ceramics, as well as the anthropomorphic 

vessels from Kapitan Andreevo were probably produced especially for the rite. Traces of long-term 

use were found on the remaining bulk material, and as the phD candidate rightly admits that the 

pottery was brought from the settlements. 



Regarding the technological analysis, Samichkova clearly indicates the criteria for determining the 

thickness of the walls, the size of impurities in the clay, etc. 

The classification scheme for shapes consists of several categories – a category indicated by 

Roman numerals covering 8 categories - bowls, bowls, jugs, tubs, pot-shaped vessels, cups, lids 

and vessels with perforated bottoms; a basic form indicated by Roman numerals and Latin capitals, 

comprising 21 basic forms and a series indicated by Roman numerals, Latin capitals and Arabic 

numerals. Here I will allow myself to draw attention to the PhD candidate, in her future 

publications, to reflect on the appropriate use of some terms such as “lid”- “cover”; the mixing of 

descriptions of some basic shapes: according to function (bowls, cups, etc.), terms from stereometry 

(conical, inverted conical, biconical, etc.) and descriptive (vessels with perforated bottoms). The 

mixture of the criteria “form” and “functionality” in the construction of the classification scheme 

is inevitable and acceptable, but the use of derivatives of names of other vessels and objects (pot-

shaped, barrel-shaped, disc-shaped, etc.) does not fit into some principles of dialectical logic 

(Бънков и др. Проблеми на …, С., 1968), which are primarily objective. 

The decoration on the Late Neolithic ceramics from the area is quite acceptable – negative, positive 

and painted, and it is explicitly noted that the term „relief decoration“ is used as a concept for 

positive decoration – relief modeled and relief stuck on. 

The territorial frame of the thesis includes the regions of the Southern Bulgarian Black Sea Coast, 

the Tundzha region and the Lower Thrace subregion. The fact that the mentioned regions were 

described by different geographers who adopted different criteria is debatable. However, so 

outlined, they fit perfectly into the territorial scope of the study. 

The chronological scope of the topic is the end of the 6th – the beginning of the 5th mil. BC, in 

which two stages are distinguished – I and II, synchronous respectively with Karanovo III-IV and 

Karanovo IV in the Upper Thracian lowland. The absolute chronology of the studied Late Neolithic 

settlements is based on 31 AMS dates and fits within the interval 5500/5400 – 5200 BC for the first 

phase and for the second phase 5200 - 4850 BC. 

 

Chapter I. Late Neolithic sites from the Southern Bulgarian Black Sea region. 

Geographical characteristic. State of research. Late Neolithic ceramic assemblages. Intra-

regional comparative analysis. 

 

Regarding the geographical area, I would like to draw attention to an error repeated in the Summary 

of the PhD research. “Emenska Stara planina” is indicated as the northern border of the region 

(p.14), instead of the correct Eminska (named after Cape Emine). In the region, two areas are 

distinguished – the Burgas lowland and the Mednoridsko-Strandzhansky. Each has data from 10 

archaeological sites. Most have been studied in the last two decades. The PhD candidate has 

presented a detailed review of the studies in the region, objectively pointing out the emphasis on 

information on the Late Neolithic ceramic assemblages in the publications. It is fair to say that on 

this subject Vratitsa-Krushaka is the site with the best quality information. According to the type 

and quality of information, the sites are divided into four groups: studied through archaeological 

excavations and having stratigraphy; sites explored by trenches with a small amount of ceramic 



material; sites known from field surveys and sites with accidental finds. Each site is presented with 

detailed data on its location and research history. The inconsistent use of the term "tell" is striking, 

which is sometimes replaced by “mound” (p. 21 - tell Burgas and Kozareva mound). 

In the text about Vratitsa-Krushaka, perhaps, a significant part of all the archaeological information 

– dwellings, defensive facilities, dug-in structures, etc. – is unnecessarily conveyed, and the 

ceramic material is presented in the individual images in summary – according to typological 

criteria. 

In the entire text of the PhD thesis, a very pleasant impression is made by the combination of text 

and its corresponding illustration. 

Both for Vratitsa-Krushaka and for the site of Chernomorets-Akladi cheiri, the detailed 

archaeological information on the typology of the pits, the description of the well, etc., does not 

regard the ceramic assemblages and it not necessary. The described pottery was found in two levels 

(according to the opinion of the excavators), corresponding to Karanovo III-IV and Karanovo IV. 

The latest absolute dates from the site reach the second century of the 5th mil. BC. –  date already 

known from the early Chalcolithic sites (Ovcharovo, Slatino, Bulgarchevo, Golyamo Delchevo, 

etc.). Without imposing an opinion but taking into account the information from this research I 

believe that there is place for a new discussions of the transition from the Late Neolithic to the 

Early Chalcolithic - a task that stands to be resolved by the new generation of prehistorians. In this 

sense, one of the positive qualities of the PhD thesis is the initiation of such a discussion. I 

recommend the PhD candidate to be consistent in naming the Upper Thracian Lowland (Thrace, 

Northern Thrace - pp. 85-86). 

The in-depth knowledge of Late Neolithic pottery from the region allows the PhD candidate to 

formulate a number of similarities and differences in the ceramic assemblages in both synchronic 

and diachronic terms. At the end of the chapter Samichkova presents her opinion very clearly - in 

the SUMMARY paragraph, which can be taken as her personal contribution. I would like a more 

detailed comment on the vessels, of which we have only high hollow chairs with incised and fluted 

decoration (fig. 49-19; fig. 64-1-3). 

 

Chapter II. Late Neolithic sites along the middle course of the Tundzha River, in the 

region of the Tundzha physical-geographical region. Geographical characteristic. State of 

research. Late Neolithic ceramic assemblages. Intra-regional comparative analysis. 

 

This chapter has a relatively small volume, due to the limited number of Late Neolithic settlements 

– only 4. Nevertheless, the chapter is structured similarly to the previous one. In physical-

geographic terms, these four sites are located in the Tundzha region, conditionally divided into two 

subregions - Sakarska and Yambolsko-Elhovsko. From the review of the studies, it is clear that the 

main information about the region comes from those in Drama - three sites and the studies in 

Elhovo-Tursko koshe. Probably, in the area of the village of Drama, the Late Neolithic sites 

(Drama-Kairjaka, Drama-Merjumekya and Drama-Gerena) have the so-called horizontal 

stratigraphy. In this chapter, Samichkova uses the term mound for Drama-Merjumekya and 

Elhovo-Turskoto koshe. 



The analysis of the limited published ceramic assemblage’s points again to two stages in the 

development of the Late Neolithic. The first includes the sites Drama-Gerena (stages A and B) and 

Elhovo-Turskoto kyoshe, and the second - Drama-Gerena (stage C), Drama-Merjumekya, Drama-

Kairjaka and Elhovo-Turskoto kyoshe. Samichkova explicitly notes that in these publications 

attention is paid to a representative sample of the pottery, with an emphasis on white painted and 

polished decoration – a weakness that must be overcome in the future. 

 

Chapter III. Late Neolithic sites along the middle course of the Maritsa River, in the 

region of the Lower Thrace physical-geographical sub-region. Geographical characteristic. 

State of research. Late Neolithic ceramic assemblages. Intra-regional comparative analysis. 

 

The structure chosen in the previous chapters is also preserved in this one. The name Lower 

Thracian physico-geographical sub-region, which is not popular in physical maps and numerous 

geographical publications, is slightly disturbing. Nevertheless, its choice is appropriate, 

considering the location of the research sites in the middle reaches of the Maritsa River. 10 Late 

Neolithic sites are known in the region outlined in this way - Izvorovo-Kozlarite, Kapitan 

Andreevo, Kapitan Andreevo-Kychuk cheir, Kolarovo-Maljata, Lyubimets - Dana Bunar 2, 

Mladinovo-Starata cheshma, Momkovo-Khana, Rogozinovo-Turskoto grobe, Svilengrad-Hisarya, 

Harmanli-Carachelia. 

Samichkova uses the rich information from these ten sites, five of which have been studied by 

rescue archaeological excavations. According to their type, two of them are interpreted as ritual pit 

complexes (Lyubimets - Dana bunar 2 and Kapitan Andreevo), one as a settlement (Harmanli) and 

two are unspecified (Capitan Andreevo-Kyuchuk chair and Rogozinovo-Tursko grobe). 

The state of research of the Late Neolithic sites in the area is described in detail. Samichkova's 

short comments about the published by the excavators informatiob. The further exposition follows 

the already familiar scheme. Each site is described its location and topography, state of research, 

stratigraphy, and publications. Of course, the main part is occupied by the description of the 

ceramic assemblages, and for each site the characteristics are precisely noted – the similarities with 

other synchronous sites, as well as its specific characteristics. In the description of the pottery from 

Harmanli, a technical error was made in indicating the specific decoration with white paint – image 

106 7, instead of 106 13 (p. 120). Samichkova shows an ability to process large amounts of 

unpublished ceramic material, skillfully using and interpreting the field documentation - for 

example Lyubimets - Dana bunar 2. And here there is an inaccuracy that should be corrected in a 

future publication - when indicating the number of pits from both levels, wrongly refers to image 

302 (p. 121). Again, I must express my satisfaction with the comprehensive and excellently 

illustrated information on ceramic assemblages. A similar, respectable amount of ceramics is also 

represented by the Kapitan Andreevo, and the ceramic assemblage is described and illustrated in 

summary - from the Karanovo IV period, regardless of the various structures functioning for nearly 

half a millennium 5300-4850 (Николов, Петрова. Антропоморфни…С., 2021, с. 10). The 

chapter ends with a summary, in which the features of each site under consideration are concisely 

stated, explicitly stating that only in Lyubimets - Dana bunar 2 were presented the both stages of 



the Late Neolithic. It is important to observe that during the first stage of the Late Neolithic the 

similarities with the materials from the Upper Thracian Lowland are almost complete, while during 

the second stage significant differences are noticeable. Nevertheless, the region of the Lower 

Thracian sub-region can be considered as a contact zone, preserving general and specific 

characteristics of Late Neolithic ceramic complexes. 

Chapter IV. Cross-regional comparative analysis of the studied ceramic assemblages: 

placing them in the context of the South-Eastern Balkans, North-West and Central Anatolia, 

and the Aegean islands. 

The last chapter of the discussed PhD research presents the peculiarities of the Late Neolithic 

ceramic assemblages from the studied areas in a synchronic and diachronic aspect. All the shapes 

and decorations characteristic of each region are described in detail. I should mention here that 

anyone who has dealt with processing a large amount of pottery has at some point certainly felt the 

need for a tool to make their work easier and at the same time to make it easier for the reader. For 

this reason, Samichkova creates a digital code of the described classification schemes by region. 

In this way, the peculiarities of each region, the similarities and differences in the ceramic 

assemblages become much clearer. Of course, this methodology “works” best for sites with a 

significant amount of pottery, and those with a limited amount of pottery have an additional role. 

In this sense, Samichkova's thesis has respectable data base which in the future can be 

supplemented. For a better precision in the statement, I would ask whether the decoration of the 

so-called blacktop pottery is ornamentation (p.259)? 

After having argued the peculiarities of each of the three regions, pointed out the similarities and 

differences between them, as well as their relationship with the materials from the Upper Thracian 

lowland, the PhD candidate directs her attention beyond the borders of the country – in the south, 

southeast and southwest directions. Samichkova looks for similarities and differences in the regions 

of Eastern and Western Thrace, Eastern Macedonia, the Eastern coast of the Sea of Marmara, 

Troad, Bithynia, the Aegean islands, reaching as far as Central Anatolia. In this case, she uses the 

observations of V. Nikolov (1998). The sites with Late Neolithic pottery are carefully described, a 

brief historiographical review is made and the analogies are indicated. I think this part puts too 

much strain on the thesis. The work done is not particularly profitable, given the use of only 

published materials, and some publications are quite old. Moreover, such a distant “journey” in the 

southern direction is not included in the objectives of the PhD thesis. But in any case, this excursion 

completes the overall picture of the Late Neolithic ceramic assemblages in the outlined area of the 

Balkans and Asia Minor. 

Interactions between the inhabitants of the two areas during the Late Neolithic are argued - in the 

sense of conceptual similarities, as well as common local features – something inevitable, given 

the size of the territory in question. 

CONCLUSION 

At the end of the PhD thesis, the main results of the research are indicated – general and local in 

the three regions. As it is still unclear, Samichkova indicates the problem with the earliest stages 

of the Late Neolithic, but with a wish for future discussion, I would also add a definition of the 

criteria for the end of the Late Neolithic. 



Regarding the reference list, I claim that it is detailed and competently prepared. 

All illustrative material is carefully prepared and extremely useful to the reader. 

CONCLUSION: 

Based om the scarce information about the region and the period, the topic of the discussed PhD 

research is well chosen; a respectable amount of ceramic material was used, much of it 

unpublished; the author was personally involved in many of the field studies; she handled the 

processing of the materials and was able to successfully present them to us in text and illustrations. 

One of my most important criteria for evaluating a PhD research is to what extent and learn new 

things from it. In this sense, I must express my satisfaction with the new information I have 

received. 

Based on the mentioned qualities of the PhD thesis, regardless of my well-intentioned remarks, 

with full conviction I propose to award the educational and scientific degree “doctor” to Galina 

Petkova Samichkova.1 

 

15.07.2022 

Assoc. prof. Stefan Chohadziev 

 

                                                           
1 Translation: Katya Melamed 
 


