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Celebration of HOLY AREA
religious holiday in the town
of Melnik, Bulgaria

In Melnik and its surroundings, the smallest town in Bulgaria,
nestled in the southern skirts of the Pirin Mountains, there
were once 83 churches and monasteries. Hence, it is often
called the Town of God.

Its charm is undoubtedly stoked by the sand-stone pyramids - unique sand formations attracting tourists
from all over the world.




One of the Melnik cultural venues, the EmanuilVaskidovich — 1886 Cultural
Centre is among the partners in the implementation of the CULSTAGE cross-
border project between the Republic of Greece and the Republic of Bulgaria.
The objective of the project is to develop and promote cultural and religious
tourism options within the cross-border region of the Greek municipality of
Paggaio and the Bulgarian municipality of Sandanski so that more people get
to know relatively unknown but exciting and colourful cultural events and
tourist landmarks on both sides of the border.

T

One of the central project activities is
the celebration of the Holy Area holiday
in Melnik and the promotion of this
tradition among the people in the cross-
border region.

The holiday is known as Placing of the
Cincture of the Theotokos. It is believed
that the belt is the piece of clothing
S| preserved after the Assumption of Holy
Mary and it is revered in Christendom
because it miraculously healed Empress
Zoya. The holiday is celebrated with a
procession of prayers at around 6 p.m. on August 30 at the Holy
Area Chapel, builtby the locals on the remains of the Holy Virgin
Spileathissa Monastery, and religious rituals performed in the mor-
ning of August 31.

The procession of prayers takes place every year on the eve of the
Holy Area holiday starting from the church of St. John the Forerunner,
known among the locals as Saint Yane.

For centuries, theHoly and Great Monastery of Vatopedi in Athos has
been the Centre of the cult and a piece of the belt is still preserved
) there.

Today, it is solely in Melnik where this unique local cult exists. The legend
has it that tsar Kaloyan defeated the Byzantine army in the battle for Serres
and captured the Cincture of the Theotokos. While passing through Melnik,
he left it at the Holy Virgin Spileathissa Monastery and later it was delivered
to Vatopedi. The focal point of this cult is the Holy Area icon considered
miraculous. Its original name is Assumption of the Holy Virgin.

Actually, the name Holy Area refers to the chapel, the holiday, and the
miraculous icon. In the course of its long history, the Holy Virgin Spileathissa
Monastery was ruined and rebuilt on multiple occasions. It was only in the
40s of the 20th century that the chapel was built on its remains. It is now
the centre of the cult where religious rituals are performed on the second
day of the holiday.

The 31 of August is also the civil holiday of the town
of Melnik attracting numerous visitors and boasting
unique folklore performances and various cultural
activities.

The celebrations dedicated to the Holy Area, orga-
nized during the implementation of the CULSTAGE

project include yet another event - an accompanying
exhibition at the Emanuil Vaskidovich — 1886 Cultural
Centre, opened by Metropolitan Bishop Seraphim
and the Mayor of Sandanski. The exhibited valuable
church books, shown to the public for the first time in
the special display windows of the project, as well as
photographs of various past and present religious and
cultural sites in the town with detailed explanatory
texts, were viewed with interest by many Melnik re-
sidents and guests. The photo exhibition will remain
open after the end of the project for the guests of the
cultural centre and the town.




Declared a nature and architectural reserve, Melnik at-
tracts thousands of tourists each year. The wine, made
from the unique Bulgarian variety ShirokaMelnishkaloza,
is of excellent quality with aromas of ripe cherries and
herbs, and,while maturing in oak barrels, it develops
tobacco and leathernuances. It is one of the trademarks
of the town and the region and attracts many aficionados
from all over the world. It can be tasted in some of the
wine houses and cellars in and around the city. The
combination of good wine and excellent local cuisine
makes Melnik the destination of choice for gourmet and
wine tourism, while offering guests many interesting
natural and historical attractions. Accommodation options
are varied and numerous - from luxury hotels to cosy
guest houses.

Thanks to its archaeological, cultural, and architectural landmarks, Melnik has been declared a museum town
and is part of the UNESCO cultural heritage. It is also one of the most prominent examples of the spiritual
and religious kinship between the Bulgarian and Greek people.The opportunities for cultural exchange and
development of religious and cultural tourism in the cross-border region contributed to the implementation
of the CULSTAGE project.

Partners in this project funded by the cross-border cooperation program INTERREG V-A Greece-Bulgaria
2014-2020 are:

Paggaio Municipality - Leading Partner of the Republic of Greece,

EPEKSA-Scientific Association for Social Equality and Development, Kavala,

Aristotle University of Thessaloniki - Member of the University Association ,Utrecht Network”,
Cultural CentreEmanuilVaskidovich-1886 - Melnik,

Cultural Centre OtetsPaisiy-1919, Sandanski,

Rozhen Monastery of the Nativity of the Theotokos.

The project is co-financed by the European Regional Development Fund and the national funds
of the countries participating in the INTERREG cooperation program V-A Greece-Bulgaria 2014-2020.
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