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Hanna Alexandrova, a full-time doctoral student, holds a master’s degree in Archaeology
at the Faculty of History of Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”. She has participated in
numerous rescue and regular excavations as an intern and as a member of research teams, which
has contributed to the accumulation of significant field experience and additional knowledge. It is
well known that this is essential for every young master’s degree holder who has chosen
archaeology as their career path. Her specific knowledge of biology regarding the flora of
Southeastern Europe is also due to her systematic work with her academic advisor, Assoc. Prof.
Dr. Tsvetana Popova; it is precisely these that shaped the choice of the thesis presented for defense.
Added to this are the author’s abilities to utilize the results of modern laboratory methods;
consequently, the dissertation fully falls within the category of interdisciplinary research.

The topic is suitable for a dissertation, and this is determined primarily by two factors—the
relevance of the topic and the significance of the research subject. In my opinion, the relevance is
justified by the pressing need for such a study, as we have recently observed the rapid development
of biology and its methodology. These facts significantly push conventional archaeological
thinking forward. Thus arises the need to interpret the available empirical material, on the one hand,
and to formulate new questions, on the other. The latter require appropriate formulations and in-
depth analysis.

The role of plant resources in the economy and daily life of prehistoric communities, even
within a limited area such as the Upper Thracian Plain, is a topic that has the potential to contribute
to the integration of existing data into a broader chronological and territorial context. The
significance of this is clearly recognized by the doctoral candidate and her advisor, as evidenced
by the statement that “Plant resources occupy a central place in the economic and social
organization of prehistoric societies. The way in which they are harvested, processed, stored, and
utilized reflects the degree of adaptation to the natural environment and strategies for long-term
management” (p. 25). Undoubtedly, this is a correct observation, but it requires Some comment. A
careful reading of the thesis reveals that the place of specific information within the system of
diverse sources is not outlined clearly enough; the epistemological boundaries regarding evidence
of the extraction and exploitation of raw materials are not defined; there is no comparison with
livestock farming, the exchange of information and products, etc.

It would have been better if their specific characteristics had been emphasized more clearly
and it had been noted that the source data is based on samples of organic materials, which under



the natural conditions in Bulgaria are not particularly durable or well-preserved. Nevertheless, it
can be stated that the information base is sufficiently rich in terms of quantity and is entirely
satisfactory in terms of quality. The results of the contextual analysis clearly underscore its
reliability. In this way, it provides well-founded arguments in support of the theses defended in the
dissertation. It is also necessary to emphasize that a large part of the primary data processing was
carried out by the author, which also applies to the identification of the various plant species.

Turning to the main purpose and objectives of this work, it is necessary to make a few
remarks. We read that: “The main objective of this dissertation is to establish the role of plant
resources in the economy of prehistoric societies in the Upper Thracian Plain during the Early and
Middle Bronze Ages based on archaeobotanical materials and data from archaeological sites in the
region under consideration” (pp. 25-26). This formulation could hardly be debated, but this does
not apply to the 10 specific tasks listed (pp. 26-27). Among them are some that are inherent to any
research (e.g., the first one listed) or are too general and lacking in specificity (e.g., the third and
fourth on the list). It seems to me that the tasks require further consideration and refinement.
Perhaps the long list is dictated by the desire to cover the subject matter in its entirety, which is
admirable, but this creates a risk of losing focus and leads to the observed fragmentation. From
here, certain weaknesses in the chosen methodology also emerge...

Of the tasks listed, number five is entirely independent and sufficient in itself to support a
dissertation: “Reconstructing the chaine opératoire—from sowing, harvesting, and processing the
crop to its transformation into food products.” Another major task that could be pursued
independently would be task number three: “Examination of data on the paleoenvironment, climate
change, and anthropogenic influence on plant resources in the region; Establishing the role of
cultivated and wild plant species in the economic system and the diet of societies in the Upper
Thracian Plain during the EBA and MBA.” In my opinion, transforming the cited tasks into a
research subject would lead to the emergence of several independent studies and the defense of
several different dissertations.

The reviewed work consists of two parts—the main text and appendices—totaling 445
pages (273 pages of author’s text). The structure includes: an introduction, nine chapters,
conclusion, and a bibliography. The appendices are divided into four sections—maps, images,
tables, and diagrams—totaling 172 pages. In principle, the proposed structure is sound, but in my
opinion, it is not a good idea to divide the text into so many chapters, as this creates the impression
of fragmentation. It would have been possible to consolidate sections; for example, the chapter on
historiography, which is only four pages long, could have been incorporated into the introduction.
Furthermore, the dissertation begins with a list of illustrations, tables, and diagrams. This is a
practice typical of English-language monographs and is not common in Bulgaria, so the decision
is unusual. As a result, Chapter One, “Introduction,” begins on page 25.

The overall methodological framework may also be controversial. The application of the
so-called “comprehensive approach” is not appropriate, and this is clear from the text itself, which
is fully consistent with systematic analysis. The interaction of individual systems: the natural
environment with its inherent flora (plant communities); the social sphere (with the settlement
system and the capacity for adaptation); the active interaction of the environment with the practiced



“subsistence strategies,” based on specialized knowledge and experience and others deriving from
them, cannot be removed from the systemic approach. But it is evident from the text that the author
develops his arguments precisely according to this logic.

The territorial and chronological scope of the subject under study is unlikely to raise any
doubts, not least because it is consistent with many other earlier studies that have been successfully
defended. No substantial comments, at least in my opinion, can be made regarding the terminology
used. The historiographical section of the dissertation is presented in Chapter 1l (pp. 34-38). The
exposition is concise, focusing essentially on specific archaeobotanical studies within the defined
territorial unit and the specified chronological framework. The literature is vast, especially recent
works, reflecting the current boom in bio-research. The most recent publications are included,
which aligns with the stated objectives, and the bibliography is impressive (pp. 225-273). On the
other hand, this part of the work demonstrates Hana Alexandrova’s ability to critically assess
leading research trends and highlight their positive aspects while recognizing their inevitable
weaknesses.

Chapter I11 (pp. 44-49) is devoted to the paleoenvironment and the types of archaeological
sites as part of the settlement system. The exposition is well-organized and well-developed; the
text is concise, so as not to unduly burden the reader. At the same time, this chapter presents the
foundation for the narrative that unfolds later. It is understandable that greater attention is devoted
to the paleoenvironment, reconstructed based on available publications. Here, however, | cannot
entirely agree with the bold assertions of some biologists regarding the impact of the anthropogenic
factor on vegetation cover, particularly in the mountains (p. 42). Of course, these assertions do not
pertain to the author’s text, but they needed to be commented on in greater detail.

Chapter IV (pp. 50-58) delves into the core of the study, while at the same time making a
successful effort to uphold the reliability of the information presented. The same observation
applies to the field and laboratory methods used, therefore this chapter can also be considered an
introduction to Chapter V, “Archeobotanical Data for the Early and Middle Bronze Age in the
Upper Thracian Plain” (pp. 59-121). This part of the dissertation contains a detailed review of the
empirical data, organized according to the selected 15 archaeological sites—from Yunatsite
through the Karanovo and Ezero settlement mounds, to Galabovo and the rondel near the village
of Bikovo... The representativeness of the study is supported by the successful characterization of
their types and elements with their respective informative potential: settlement mounds, open
settlements, dug-in structures—ditches and pits (or even “pit fields”), buildings and storage
facilities, on-site grain storage structures... In this way, the chapter emerges as the central one in
the work.

A unique research framework is proposed, based on the correlation between individual crop
types and weed flora, territorial distribution, and the chronological characteristics of the data. The
main focus is on contextual analysis, the results of which allow us to assess the level of agricultural
skills of the ancients, the preferences regarding plants used in cooking, and ultimately—the
environment in which the studied archaeological sites are situated. Moreover, a detailed analysis
of the examined remains demonstrates not only regional differences between individual
archaeological sites but also the zoning of their main architectural components. A telling example



is the Sokol settlement mound with its free-of-buildings central space, used for the storage and
preservation of wheat and other cereal and legume crops. The picture is complemented by data on
fruits, indicating active gathering. It is worth highlighting the attempt to construct regional models
of plant resource utilization. H. Alexandrova seeks to identify local variations, which she considers
a consequence of differences in the natural environment or the scale of the settlements.
Chronologically, however, these are not sufficiently clear, as the information from the second half
of the 3rd millennium BCE predominates. This approach and the resulting organization of the
primary data are undoubtedly positive features of the reviewed work and deserve high praise.

Chapter VI (“Plant Resources of Economic Importance”) analyzes the data collected by H.
Alexandrova on the main groups of cultivated and wild plants that were of economic importance
to the society under study: cereals and legumes; fiber-bearing, oil-bearing, and dye plants; wild
fruit trees and shrubs, as well as herbaceous species. Noteworthy is the attempt to define the tree
species used in daily life and in architecture as one of the primary building materials. This outlines
the role of each group in the daily life of the ancient inhabitants. The entire narrative is convincing
and substantiated by the detailed review of the archaeobotanical materials by site, conducted in the
previous section of the work. For this reason, we consider the conclusions to be supported by
convincing arguments. In this way, we can move on to the next step — to assess the overall
economic character of the Bronze Age society in Thrace and to determine the shares and roles of
agriculture, livestock husbandry, metallurgy, and the exchange of goods and raw materials. This is
directly related to the question of to what extent this society was permanently settled, to what extent
there were elements of nomadism, and what the role of transhumance was. Of course, these are
questions whose resolution goes beyond the scope of any single doctoral dissertation. What is
important is to emphasize that the reviewed work paves the way for future well-argued studies and
generalizations.

In Chapters VII-IX, devoted to economic activities such as agriculture, gathering, and
cooking, the discussion follows its natural course, with particular interest in the summary of new
data on the diet of the ancient people. The focus on culinary processes and the characteristics of
prepared food is an important part of biological research both in the Old World and across the
Atlantic. In this light, the reviewed work demonstrates its relevance and high standard in relation
to leading trends. Finally, the Conclusion contains the main findings of the reviewed dissertation.
Of particular importance is the observation which | fully agree with: “The prehistoric societies that
inhabited the region employed well-adapted and dynamic subsistence strategies based on the
combined use of cultivated and wild plants.” Cereal and legume crops played a leading role. Some
might object that this observation is not new, but | would respond that it is now based on much
richer information, and the conclusions are substantiated by facts derived through the latest
research methods. More generally, it is not always necessary to refute old theories; all too often,
new methodology and the accumulation of a richer empirical basis confirm them. Of course, we
often observe modifications to certain elements, but this only confirms the rule...

This part of my assessment as a reviewer can conclude with a thoroughly positive
assessment of the author’s fine style, appropriate lexical culture, and the excellent quality of the
rich illustrative material included. | also agree with most of the contributions mentioned by H.



Aleksandrova. | find most of them substantial, and they possess genuine scientific value. It is
necessary to highlight contributions Nos. 3—6 and 8-9, which need not be quoted verbatim. In the
Abstract, they are not numbered, but any reader can easily locate them. The rest support rather the
second part of the requirement, according to which the doctoral degree should be considered
“...scientific and educational...,” but at the same time demonstrate the colleague’s growth as a
young and promising scholar.

Having listed all the positive aspects of this work, it is necessary to summarize those that,
in my opinion, give rise to disagreement or could be described as “omissions and weaknesses.” As
| noted above, criticisms can be directed at two main characteristics of the work—its structure and
the overly broad scope of the subject under study. This results in gaps in the tasks set out to be
solved and unnecessary digressions into areas “peripheral” to the topic. The drive toward
universalization should be curtailed, thereby dispelling the impression of chaos and structural
shortcomings. The details concern the specific features of the archaeological sites and their place
within the settlement system, the differences between one micro-region and another (such as soils,
waters, winds, temperature ranges, etc.), the inevitable differences in the intentional and natural
accumulation of plant remains, and so on. Some of the issues identified in my text decisively exceed
the requirements for this type of study. As noted above, the potential concentration of efforts solely
on the chdne opératoire, given the existence of a very rich source base, as demonstrated, would
result in a fully dissertation-worthy work.

If we attempt to weigh the pros and cons of the reviewed text, the balance will tip in favor
of the former. This also shapes my final assessment. | believe that the presented dissertation
exceeds the requirements of the state. Therefore, we can confidently award the academic and
educational degree of “Doctor” to Hanna Krasimirova Aleksandrova.

Prof. Dr. Krasimir Leshtakov



