
REVIEW 

on the PhD thesis of YAVOR ANGELOV IVANOV - 

Defensive armament in Ancient Thrace north of Haemus in the 5th – 3rd centuries BC 

for awarding the educational and scientific degree of Doctor 

by Assoc. Prof. Dr. Alexey Milkov Gotsev, Section of Thracian Archaeology, NAIM-BAS, 

Department of History and Archaeology, Neophyt Rilski Southwest University - Blagoevgrad 

The PhD thesis is structured in three main parts – text, catalogue and appendices, 863 pages in 

total. The text consists of an introduction, three main chapters, a conclusion, references, 

appendices No 1-2, lists of images, academic contributions and publications related to the topic 

of the dissertation. The catalogue includes 75 artefacts of defensive armament found at 41 sites in 

Northern Thrace. The graphic and tabular appendices of the dissertation cover 221 plates with 

photographs, drawings and reconstructions, 3 figures, 22 images, 5 maps and 3 tables. 

The study of weaponry as a specific type of archaeological artefacts poses some of the most 

interesting and at the same time the most complex questions facing the researcher. 

Within the material culture that is investigated through archaeological research, the objects 

related to armaments and the questions they pose are more specific than other archaeological 

materials. Armament has always been a priority in all societies (even up to modern times), with a 

leading character compared to other elements of culture in a given region and for a certain period. 

All innovations, discoveries, advanced technologies, etc. first found their application and 

corresponding development in the field of Art of war.  

In the introductory part of the dissertation, the Thracian tribes are presented with one of their 

leading characteristics (according to the ancient authors) - their militancy, their skills in military 

affairs and their role in the ancient armies of the Eastern Mediterranean and the Balkans. This 

characterization introduces the reader to the problematic of the study, but it is clearly not 

sufficient. Here, the specifics of the armament elements as an archaeological source should be 

considered, their particularities, leading features, possibilities for interpretation and the 

limitations that are embedded in this type of archaeological material. It is necessary to present the 

two main types of armament - defensive and offensive, as well as to formulate the criteria for 

choosing one over the other. The features that distinguish them both from each other and from all 

other archaeological materials. 

Although they are not formulated and identified as a general section, in the submitted PhD thesis 

these considerations are analyzed by the author and a comprehensive picture is proposed that 

restores the protective armament in the considered area, with all its peculiarities and leading 

features. Regarding the issues related to the armament and the geographical area of its 

distribution, the peculiarities of this type of archaeological monuments should be taken into 

account. The geographical boundaries adopted in a given study are and will remain always and to 



a large extent conditional, due to the specificity of the studied group of archaeological sites. The 

PhD thesis accepts the division of Thrace into Northern and Southern ones, with the Balkan 

Range as the border between them. With regard to the Northern part, the following territories 

were adopted, which "...cover Northern Bulgaria, Southern Romania (up to the Southern 

Carpathians) and the southwestern parts of Moldova and Ukraine, to the lower reaches of the 

Dniester River. The northeastern limit of the study is marked by the discovery of a hoard of 

defensive armament in Oloneschti, Moldova, and the southwestern one - by the "parade" helmet 

from the Iron Gate (a gorge of the Danube River), on the border between Romania and Serbia". 

Here, the thesis of why attention is paid to N. Thrace and what is its fundamental difference with 

the territories south of the Balkan Range should be formulated more clearly. As a matter of fact, 

in the text, the PhD student repeatedly draws materials from S. Thrace and includes them in his 

analyses – thus showing his understanding of the importance of defensive armament and the 

necessity of its study also within wider geographical limits. The other alternative is to study all 

elements of the weaponry - both defensive and offensive, in the same region and attempt to draw 

conclusions of a more general nature, but that is another topic altogether. In this case, little has 

been said about armament as a specific archaeological category, the peculiarities of its 

development, distribution, ways of exchange, its potential in territorial and chronological aspect 

to answer more general questions.  

The clarification of these specific features of the armament in general and of the defensive one in 

particular would facilitate the author in the attempts to draw more general conclusions within the 

defined geographical boundaries of the study. Their determination, or rather marking with the 

presence of significant finds of armament elements, is completely logical and reflects the author's 

views on the matter.  

Similar arguments can be point to regarding the chronological limits of the PhD work defined by 

Yavor Ivanov as "... they cover the 5th – 3rd centuries BC, a period in which the main defensive 

armament in Thrace appeared, was created, imported, exploited, developed and changed".  

Provided that the specific or even unique role of the armament elements in relation to the rest of 

the archaeological materials is clarified, the existing general archaeological periodization of the 

Late Iron Age may not be strictly followed. However, it would be fine to give more information 

and reasons to define these chronological boundaries. I ask it rather as a rhetorical question 

whether a brief historical reference regarding the considered territory and period would not be 

helpful for entering and understanding the specific issues of the PhD work. 

More information on the provenance of the archaeological artefacts subject to the academic 

analysis in the dissertation could also be required. The variety in their discovery - necropolises, 

hoards, accidentally found specimens, etc., determines their value and the possibility to include 

them in the study adequately and correctly. This information is presented in detail in the 

Catalogue, but seems to lack some theoretical justification. 



In the proposed detailed historiography on the problems of armaments, we find all the elements 

that a PhD thesis should possess and are a convincing proof of the academic qualities of the 

doctoral student. Following the history of the studies, the leading themes and positions of 

particular researchers are outlined, accompanied by an objective and critical commentary. In this 

way, a characteristic of the available source base and its possibilities in interpreting the problems 

of defensive armament is also given. In this part of the dissertation, not only the primary 

publications and the information they carry are presented, but also the attempts are traced to 

summarize the archaeological material made over a long period of time. In each case, the 

contribution nature of the individual work is highlighted, as well as the prospects for future 

studies. From there, one naturally reaches the main goal of the dissertation to examine in detail 

the terminological issues, the schemes for arranging the archaeological artefacts, and their precise 

chronological position. It becomes clear why the topic of defensive armament in Northern Thrace 

is still relevant and what are the perspectives for its development.  

The antique written sources, which the doctoral student has examined and included in his work, 

pose a difficult task to the researcher. The data in the works of the antique authors are mainly 

related to descriptions of battles, information is given about the types of troops participating in 

them, tactical techniques and descriptions of the weapons of the individual participants. The 

difficulty comes in trying to connect the specific archaeological material in a correct way with the 

available data from the written information related to the weaponry. In the dissertation, the 

thorough analysis of specific elements related to armaments is successfully supplemented with 

data from the written sources, and there are even attempts at generalizations, synthesis of this 

complex information at a higher level, associated with tactical concepts of fighting, for example. 

In the PhD thesis, attention is paid to the images of weaponry from the Sveshtari Tomb and their 

contribution to the general examination of the problems of defensive armament in Northern 

Thrace. The comparison between a drawing and authentic archaeological material is a complex 

task and the results achieved are not always definite enough. In this particular case, the evidence 

presented by PhD student Yavor Ivanov, based on analysis, photographs and graphic 

reconstructions, allows him to formulate the thesis of an image of a Chalcidian type helmet and 

thus confirm its popularity in the region in the first half of the 3rd c. BC. The observation is also 

supported by the available archaeological information relevant to this element of the armament. 

Chapter Three of the PhD thesis is dedicated to the archaeological materials related to the 

protective armament found in Northern Thrace. The doctoral student's approach to this complex 

issue is appropriate and allows for a more complete and in-depth study of the archaeological 

monuments. The popular archaeological division of material into the 'type-subtype-variant' 

scheme, which is not applicable (or at least will not produce the same results), is avoided to at 

least some of the elements of defensive armament. In the case of the latter, a very complete 

reference is presented for the names of the corresponding type of armament - both in Antiquity 

and in modern literature considering the issue. This clarifying circumstance allows to avoid 

misunderstandings or inaccuracies of any kind. The problems associated with helmets are 

addressed sequentially, giving detailed characteristics of each type - name, most common 



belonging to a given type of helmet, appearance, development, chronological characteristics, 

technological features, decoration, etc. The complex analysis of a part of this type of armament 

allows the author to propose new terms that more expressively reflect the picture of distribution 

and use of certain types of helmets in Northern Thrace.  

When presenting the armors and cuirasses as an element of the armament, a more detailed 

typological scheme is aptly proposed, which adequately represents the diversity of this type of 

equipment in Northern Thrace. Here again, we have a complex approach to the problem by 

attracting archaeological materials, analyzing images of this type of armament, and examining 

the technological features of their production. The division of this type of protective armament 

into two groups on the basis of technological characteristics and production features is an 

opportunity to consider in a new light the general issues of armament. This, as well as the 

reconstructions and restorations made by the author, are a contributing point to the issue under 

consideration. 

As a kind of conclusion, or rather a solution, a very general problem is posed, which, according 

to the author of the dissertation, finds its explanation after the analysis of the specific 

archaeological material. It is about the "inherited armament"...arguments in favour of its 

absence..." according to Yavor Ivanov. Interesting arguments are presented in support of the 

stated opinion, but the problem is far from its final resolution and in any case exceeds the scope 

of a PhD thesis. Nevertheless, the narrative of continuity between generations in the transmission 

of elements of weaponry from father to son is strongly advocated, and not only in scholarly 

literature, but also in numerous works of art. 

Analyzing the particular archaeological materials, as well as some images in the dissertation 

work, attention was also paid to the so-called "parade" elements of the protective armament. The 

observations made regarding them are of essential importance and of a contributing nature both 

for specifying their chronology and origins, as well as for the role they played in the life of the 

tribes of Ancient Thrace within the considered territory. 

A certain imbalance regarding the different types of armament and the disproportion in their 

research is largely due to the state of the source base related to the specific issue. For example, 

shields, as an element of defensive armament, appeared rarely and it is difficult to make adequate 

generalizations regarding this armament type. The author has presented the available information 

in a critical light and has reached certain conclusions. As a work omission, precisely related to 

the appearance and spread of some types of shields, one can consider the lack of analysis and 

commentary on the presence of the so-called "Celtic shields", as archaeological material attested 

mainly with the metal umbo which was in the center of the wooden shield. The evolution of this 

type of armament has been traced in Central and partly Eastern Europe. On our lands, the round 

umbo is most often found, which appeared and was confirmed later, in the period of 2nd -1st 

centuries BC known mainly from NW Bulgaria. There is evidence of Celtic presence or Celtic 

influence demonstrated through various materials in Northern Thrace for an earlier period - the 

late 4th - early 3rd century BC. In this case, the word is about a "Celtic shield" from the village of 

Kölmen, Shumen region, presented with its band-shaped umbo, which is earlier. It should be 



mentioned, however, that it was not published, and we learn about it from the Catalogue of the 

Weapons from Ancient Thrace Exhibition.  

The analyses of the various types of armament allow to propose conclusions and hypotheses of a 

more general nature, but their place is not in the analytical part of the dissertation, but in the 

conclusion, where they should be formulated and defended. 

The final part of the work should present the main observations and conclusions to which the 

analyses in the main text have led. In this sense, very little space is devoted to these conclusions; 

they are conveyed in an almost telegraphic style. A large part of these final, concluding theses are 

presented in various places in the text, and their place is precisely in the part with the general 

conclusions of the proposed work. Moreover, there is the place to make reconstructions from a 

more general plan of the defensive armament in N Thrace by considering its possibilities in 

clarifying the characteristics of the Thracian community. Again, the final part of the work is the 

place for the conclusions made in the text about the failure of the hypothesis of the "long-term" 

use of the armament elements and their transmission through the generations, as it is proposed for 

their subordination to the general trends in the dynamic development of the Art of War in the 

period under consideration. The same applies to the conclusions regarding the presence of a 

greave in the hoard and the cultural notes regarding the "left-right" dualism, etc. 

The comprehensive and complex analysis of the defensive armament, its development and 

dynamics, allow the author to formulate a hypothesis for a change of its elements which can 

conditionally be defined as a reform, a change in the tactics of conducting the battle. The 

reference to Iphicrates' reforms is intended rather to illustrate the application of these changes in 

military affairs, rather than to intervene in the dispute from where exactly the Athenian general 

got his ideas for tactical changes - from Thrace or from Persia.  

The notes and critical comments made do not diminish the qualities of the proposed PhD thesis. 

Rather, they are an expression of the reviewer's views regarding the issue under consideration 

and the manner for its presentation and developing than a reproach to the PhD student who has 

not follow them. The merits of this voluminous work can be sought in several directions. 

- The archaeological material underlying the doctoral student's research has been processed and 

presented in a very good manner.   

- A positive feature is the introduction of terminological clarity in the analysis of the particular 

material.           

- An attempt is made to elevate the particular archaeological information derived from the 

artefacts to a higher level by addressing more general issues such as the possibilities of the 

identification of workshops for the production of defensive armaments, for example.     

- Demonstration of good knowledge, presentation and critical analysis of the literature related to 

the issue under consideration. 



- One undoubted plus of the reviewed work is the attempts to present and consider the individual 

elements of the armament in the context of their discovery and eventual functioning. The 

complex approach to the archaeological materials related to the armament allows to specify their 

chronological positions, which have been critically commented and refined by the PhD student 

on the basis of a significant number of parallels with other ensembles. 

The presented Catalogue includes a significant amount of empirical information, as well as 

numerous clarifications and author's comments. In this way, the source base, which is the subject 

of analysis in the text, is comprehensively illustrated and all the characteristics of the examined 

and analyzed archaeological materials are pointed out. Regarding the Catalogue, some 

recommendations can be made that would facilitate its use. 

The illustrative material is more than detailed, and adequately provides the basis for all 

observations and conclusions made by the PhD student in his work. A large number of graphic 

images, photographs, reconstructions, etc. are presented. In the appendices to the dissertation 

work, we have a presentation of the armament from Southern Thrace as well, which is often 

analyzed in the text of the work. Some complexes including armament elements have been 

analyzed in detail, in view of their chronological position determined in addition by other 

archaeological materials in the given context they were found within. The attached map material 

is a good guide regarding the distribution of the archaeological materials that are considered in 

Yavor Ivanov's dissertation. 

The reference for the academic contributions of the PhD thesis is detailed and correctly reflects 

the results achieved during the study.  

A list of 14 publications of the author relating to the topic under consideration is also presented. 

Their number exceeds the necessary requirements and they outline the main directions of the PhD 

student's academic pursuits. 

The abstract is detailed, provided with illustrative material and reflects the main theses, 

conclusions and generalizations contained in Yavor Ivanov's dissertation work. 

On the grounds of everything said above, regarding the research, analyses, conclusions and 

generalizations made in the PhD thesis, I propose to the honorable Academic Board of NAIM - 

BAS to award PhD student Yavor Angelov Ivanov the educational and scientific degree of 

Doctor. 

October 31st 2022                   

                                                                           Assoc. Prof. Dr. Alexey Gotsev 


