
  

  

  

The project is co-financed by the European Regional Development Fund and the national funds of 
the countries participating in the INTERREG cooperation program. 

VA "Greece-Bulgaria 2014-2020". The content of the document is the sole responsibility of Rozhen 
Monastery "Nativity of the Most Holy Theotokos" and cannot be considered that 

reflects the views of the European Union, the participating countries, the Managing Authority and 
Joint Secretariat. www.greece-bulgaria.eu/approved-project/65/  

  

Rozhen Monastery 

"Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary" 

history, architecture, murals 

  

The Rozhen Monastery is located in the Pirin Mountains, 4.5 km 

northeast of the ancient town of Melnik and is situated among the 

famous Melnik rocks. Once it was almost cut off from the world. The 

early history of the Rozhen Monastery is shrouded in darkness. In the 

second half of the 17th century, a natural fire consumed a large part of 

the monastery and destroyed the monastery archive. This disaster 

deprives us of the opportunity to obtain direct information about the 

foundation and the first centuries of the monastery's existence. 
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Archaeological data on the history of the monastery are also scarce, as 

no systematic excavations have been conducted. In an accidentally 

discovered grave near the northern wall of the main monastery church, 

three ornaments and coins minted in Thessaloniki during the reign of 

Emperor Michael VIII Palaeologus (1259 - 1282). It is assumed that the 

burial is related to the monastic monastery that existed here at that time. 

This assumption is supported by various facts: the differences in the 

construction of the eastern part of the catholicon , which indicate the 

presence of a construction period earlier than the 16th century; in the 

construction of the door leading from the narthex to the nave , a 

fragment of an architrave from a marble templon was used secondarily 

, which can be dated based on stylistic parallels to the period of the 13th 

– 14th centuries; in the former monastery collection of books there were 

valuable manuscripts from the 13th – 15th centuries. The comparison 

of these facts suggests that in the 13th century the Rozhen Monastery 

already existed. 

  

The period of the 13th – 14th centuries is among the most historically 

significant eras in the history of the Melnik region, on whose territory 

the Rozhen Monastery is located. This was a time of frequent political 

changes, but also of rapid economic and cultural upsurge for the city of 

Melnik and its surroundings, which undoubtedly had an impact on the 

early history of the monastery, as the impact itself can hardly be 

expressed in concrete forms today. For this period, only the history of 

the Melnik region can be described, with its events echoing in the 

Rozhen Monastery. 
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According to archaeological excavations, there was a settlement life on 

the territory of today's Melnik in prehistoric times. During antiquity, 

there were settlements of the " come " type, which are associated with 

many archaeological finds. There are fewer materials from the early 

Byzantine era, but probably in the 5th - 6th centuries life here did not 

stop. Finds from the 9th - 10th centuries show that the settlement 

continued to exist during the First Bulgarian Kingdom. At the beginning 

of the 11th century, Melnik was already a strong fortress. The 

convenient location and important strategic importance of the 

settlement as part of the communication line Syar - Valovishta ( 

Demirhisar ) - Rupelski prohod - Hotovo - Melnik - Stob - Velbajd - 

Pernik - Boyana - Sofia, contributed to its gradual growth into a city. In 

the 12th century, Melnik was already an episcopal center. 

  

At the end of the same century, an important change occurred in the 

history of the city. In 1195, Tsar Ivan I Asen (1186 – 1196) undertook a 

campaign along the Struma River. He defeated the Byzantine army sent 

and captured its commander. The military campaign continued the 

following year. It is likely that then the Melnik region was included for 

the second time within the borders of the Bulgarian state. Certainly in 

1208 – 1209 the city was in Bulgarian hands, since the governor of 

Melnik was “a man of Boril”. 
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Melnik remained under the rule of Tarnovo until 1211. After that date, 

the independent ruler here was the nephew of the first Asenevs on the 

maternal line, Despot Alexiy Slav. He turned Melnik into the center of 

his feudal domain, behaved as an independent ruler and played a 

significant role in the further development of the city. He founded the 

monastery “St. Virgin Mary Spileotissa ” in Melnik, donated property 

to it and gave it stauropegial status. The creation of this monastery was 

one of the efforts of Despot Slav to give a “capital appearance” to his 

capital city. Archaeological excavations complete the picture of what 

was done at that time. They speak of great construction activity in the 

13th century and of intensive economic life in the city. The found 

historical materials and historical information indicate that in 

metal production , ceramics, viticulture developed in Melnik . The city 

gradually grew. New neighborhoods appeared. 

  

It is assumed that Alexius Slav was an independent ruler until 1230, 

after which his lands were again included in the borders of the Bulgarian 

Kingdom. Melnik retained its importance as an important strategic point 

in the protection of the Rupel Pass. In the summer of 1246, taking 

advantage of the unexpected death of the young Bulgarian ruler 

Koloman I Asen (1241 – 1246), the Nicaean emperor John III Vatatsi 

(1222 – 1254) undertook a campaign, as a result of which Melnik passed 

into Byzantine hands. Michael Palaeologus (the future emperor Michael 

VIII Palaeologus) was appointed governor of the region . The death of 

John III Vatatsi created an opportunity for the Melnik region to be 

returned to the Bulgarian Kingdom. Voivode Dragota, who eight years 
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earlier had helped the Byzantines enter Melnik, rebelled, besieged the 

city and fortified himself in the Rupel Pass. The uprising was hardly 

suppressed by the troops of the new Nicaean emperor Theodore II 

Laskaris (1254 – 1258). Melnik remained within the borders of 

Byzantium until the middle of the 14th century. At the end of the reign 

of Emperor Andronicus II Palaiologos (1282 – 1328) and after that, his 

mayor was Nicephorus Vasilicus . This Byzantine dignitary managed to 

save the city from the dynastic war that was raging in the empire at that 

time. The growth of Melnik as a religious and cultural center continued. 

In 1287, the church of the “St. Trinity” monastery was built, and two 

years later the catholicon of the “St. Mother of God Pantanasa ” 

monastery founded by Alexius Slav was renovated and painted . 

  

In 1341, a civil war broke out in Byzantium. The two warring factions 

were led by the regency council of the minor emperor John V 

Palaeologus and John Kantakouzenos, who proclaimed himself 

Byzantine emperor. In order to attract the boyar Khreljo to his side , 

Kantakouzenos captured Melnik, in whose vicinity Khreljo owned 

significant estates. In the spring of 1342, the Byzantine emperor's army 

was already in front of Melnik and with the help of the Melnik residents 

, supporters of Kantakouzenos, the city was captured. John Asen, a 

descendant of the Asenevtsi family and a close relative of 

Kantakouzenos, was appointed mayor . Despite this success, 1342 was 

unsuccessful for the Byzantine emperor, and this forced him to seek the 

help of the Serbian king Stefan Dušan (1331–1355). On the other hand, 

Hreljo also wished to renew his relations with the Serbian ruler, from 
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whom he had broken off some time before. Taking into account Stefan 

Dušan's aggressive ambitions, Hreljo suddenly surrounded Melnik and 

conquered it. 

Despite his reluctance, John Kantakouzenos was forced to accept the 

transfer of this important fortress into Serbian hands. In 1350, Stefan 

Dušan visited Melnik and issued several documents here. Later, the new 

Serbian ruler Stefan Uroš (1355 - 1371) confirmed the rights of the 

Melnik metropolitan with a charter. After the death of Stefan Dušan, 

separatist tendencies in Serbia intensified. The king's widow, Helena, 

retired to the city of Siar and ruled from 1356 to 1365 a significant area, 

which included the Melnik region. Helena was succeeded by Despot 

John Uglesa (1356 - 1371). He tried to form an anti-Turkish coalition, 

but in 1371 his troops and those of King Valkashin were defeated in the 

Battle of Chernomen . The despot himself died, and his lands were 

devastated by Turkish troops, with one part of them being annexed to 

Byzantium, and the other to the principality of Dragash . Around 1379, 

Melnik was also annexed to the possessions of Despot John Dragash 

and his brother Konstantin Dragash, with their center in Velbazhd 

(Kyustendil). 

  

In the turbulent, politically turbulent second half of the 14th century, 

Melnik gradually declined. It was no longer a center, as it was during 

the time of Alexius Slav, but gravitated towards Syar , Strumica or 

Velbuzhd. The Melnik monasteries also declined, and some of them 

were converted into methos. Despot John Uglesha donated the 

monastery “St. Virgin Mary Spileotissa ” to the Vatopedi monastery . In 
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1393, Konstantin Dragash transferred the monastery “St. Virgin Mary 

Pantanasa ” to the same Athos monastery. With these two acquisitions, 

the Athonite monasteries significantly expanded their properties in the 

city of Melnik and in the Melnik region. Since the 14th century, ties 

with Mount Athos have become an important element of the spiritual 

life of Melnik. 

  

After the death of Konstantin Dragash in the Battle of Rovine in 1395, 

his lands, including Melnik, were annexed to the Ottoman territories. 

Vasil Kanchov mentions that according to local tradition, the people of 

Melnik voluntarily opened the fortress gates to the Turks, which 

probably corresponds to the historical truth. It seems that Melnik came 

under Ottoman rule without resistance and this saved it from a pogrom. 

The city preserved its numerous churches and monasteries. 

Administratively, things did not change significantly - Melnik was the 

center of the kaaz, which belonged in the 15th - 16th centuries to the 

Kyustendil sanjak, and in the 17th century - to the sanjak Pasha. The 

Melnik Metropolis remained directly subordinate to the Patriarchate of 

Constantinople. Located deep in the Ottoman territories and having lost 

its strategic importance, Melnik led a peaceful provincial life. Its ethnic 

appearance did not change significantly. Turkish registers from the 15th 

– 16th centuries indicate that the number of Muslims in the city was not 

large. This favorable situation for the Christian population was 

preserved throughout the five-century period of slavery and contributed 

to the economic prosperity of Melnik. Viticulture and winemaking, 
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crafts and trade developed . The economic prosperity of the city 

contributed to the revival of spiritual life. 

  

The Rozhen Monastery was also revived. It is known that at the 

beginning of the 16th century, the Patriarch of Constantinople Jeremiah 

I (1522 – 1546) confirmed in a letter that the Rozhen Monastery owned 

the churches “St. Mother of God Keharigomeni ” and “St. Archangels” 

in Melnik. In 1551, the abbot of the Rozhen Monastery, hieromonk 

Kozma, copied an octoich , which is kept in the library of the Great 

Lavra “St. Athanasius” monastery in Mount Athos. At the same time, 

the monastery also owned other valuable manuscripts. 

  

In the 16th century, the efforts of the Rozhen monks were mainly 

directed towards the restoration and decoration of the monastery 

complex. The oldest wing – the southern one – was renovated, the main 

monastery church ( the catholicon ) was built in its current form, the 

catholicon and the refectory were decorated with frescoes. This large-

scale activity continued almost until the end of the century. The work 

was generally completed in 1597 with the painting of the door niches 

on the northern and western facades of the main monastery church. 

  

But the artistic activity in the Rozhen monastery did not stop there. In 

1611, or shortly before that, the compositions The Ladder of St. John 

the Ladder and The Last Judgment were painted on the southern facade. 
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The overall design of the monastery complex was completed in 1662, 

when the monastery ossuary was built and painted. 

  

the icon wealth of the monastery is actively replenished . Today, several 

icons from the 15th - 17th centuries are kept in the monastery museum. 

Their high artistic value testifies to the significant material capabilities 

of the Rozhen monks and to the spirit that reigned in the monastery at 

that time. In the second half of the 17th century, in the period between 

1662 and 1674, a devastating fire broke out in the Rozhen monastery 

and it fell into a difficult situation. The fire affected the catholicon . The 

monastery archive was destroyed. An idea of the ruin and 

disorganization after the fire is given by the notes of the Patriarch of 

Jerusalem Dositej in books that once belonged to the monastery library. 

From them it becomes clear that in 1674 Dositej visited Melnik and the 

Rozhen monastery and took valuable old books from there. One of 

them, “Interpretations to Job,” which dates back to the 13th century and 

is decorated with numerous magnificent miniatures, the patriarch found 

“dishonorably thrown inside the Melnik Metropolis.” The other, a 

manuscript from the 15th-16th century, he took directly from the 

monastery. 

  

Over time, the monastery brotherhood began to recover from the 

disaster that had befallen it. At the beginning of the 18th century, the 

monks of the Rozhen Monastery turned to the Patriarch of 

Constantinople with a request to confirm the previous rights and 

properties of the monastery. Their request was granted with a sigil of 
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Patriarch Paisius II from 1728. At the same time, construction and 

restoration work was actively carried out. By 1715, the main monastery 

church, which had been damaged in the fire, was renovated, the 

windows of which were decorated with stained glass windows, unique 

for Bulgarian monuments of that period. In 1727, the icon painters 

Theohari and Nikola painted the scene of the Assumption of the Virgin 

Mary in the narthex of the catholicon , in which they were supposed to 

show their mastery before being assigned to repaint the frescoes in the 

nave and the chapel “St. St. Cosmas and Damian” that had been 

damaged in the fire . However, Theohari and Nikola did not receive the 

large order. The execution of this task was entrusted to a team of Epirus 

icon painters. The mural works were completed in 1732. 

  

The restoration of the Rozhen Monastery took place with the active 

participation of the people of the Melnik region. The eighteenth century 

was a period of economic prosperity for the city of Melnik. Trade, 

crafts, winemaking and tobacco production were actively developing. 

The city had craft guilds of painters, shoemakers, furriers, goldsmiths, 

grocers, tobacconists , sesame -oilers and abadjies. The famous Melnik 

wine was produced in Melnik , known and sought after not only within 

the borders of the Ottoman Empire, but also far beyond it. The city 

flourished economically, and this made it possible to allocate significant 

amounts for the maintenance of the numerous churches and monasteries 

in Melnik and the surrounding area. Part of the funds were intended for 

the Rozhen Monastery. In the 1890s, some repairs were made to the 

altar part of the main monastery church. The deaconicon was separated 



  

  

  

The project is co-financed by the European Regional Development Fund and the national funds of 
the countries participating in the INTERREG cooperation program. 

VA "Greece-Bulgaria 2014-2020". The content of the document is the sole responsibility of Rozhen 
Monastery "Nativity of the Most Holy Theotokos" and cannot be considered that 

reflects the views of the European Union, the participating countries, the Managing Authority and 
Joint Secretariat. www.greece-bulgaria.eu/approved-project/65/  

  

into a separate chapel dedicated to St. George. The chapel houses a 

carved iconostasis – one of the masterpieces of our Renaissance 

carving. 

  

In the second half of the 18th century, the Rozhen Monastery lost its 

independence and was turned into a monastery of the Athonite 

monastery Iviron . The latter had significant possessions in Melnik as 

early as the 14th century and had probably long wanted to add the 

Rozhen monastery to them, with which he maintained close ties. Taking 

advantage of the financial difficulties of the Rozhen monks, Iviron 

managed to achieve this in 1761. Taxidiot monks from the Iviron 

Monastery began to be appointed as abbots of the monastery , who 

imposed some of the popular Iviron cults. A copy of the miraculous 

Iviron icon “St. Mother of God Portaitisa ” was made for the monastery. 

  

At the beginning of the 19th century, construction work at the monastery 

continued. According to a synodal letter of the Constantinople 

Patriarchate, Patriarch Cyril VI of 1818, around 1810, with the consent 

of the then abbot, a decision was made for several Melnik citizens to 

finance the renovation of some outdated monastery buildings. Since the 

funds for the completion of the work that had been started were not 

enough, the monastery also became indebted to the Muslims in Melnik. 

The debts were so large that they put the Iviron Monastery in a difficult 

situation . The issue was referred to the Patriarch of Constantinople, 

who proposed that the Orthodox Melnik citizens, who had borrowed the 

funds for the construction work in the monastery, voluntarily give them 
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up in exchange for the right to be entered in the register of the Rozhen 

Monastery as founders. The letter of the Patriarch of Constantinople 

does not specifically mention what construction work was carried out, 

but considering the time during which it was carried out and the 

significant funds that were needed, it is almost certain that it was about 

the construction of the new three-story northern wing of the monastery. 

  

In the 19th century, the Rozhen monastery still retained its importance 

as an important cultural and religious center in the Melnik region. In the 

1960s, about twenty monks lived in it, and every year on the day of the 

temple holiday of the Nativity of the Virgin Mary, a crowded fair was 

held near the monastery. However, the subordinate position of the 

Rozhen monastery had negative consequences and it gradually 

declined. According to the French scientist and traveler P. Perdrize in 

1899 - 1901. 

It is inhabited by only three monks. 

  

On the eve of the Balkan War, the steward of the Rozhen Monastery 

was Georges Patois , a Greek with French citizenship, who ruthlessly 

exploited the local population subordinate to the monastery. This ended 

in 1912, when the leader of the revolutionary liberation movement in 

the Pirin region, Yane Sandanski, expelled Patois . The monastery 

passed under the authority of the Bulgarian Exarchate. On the initiative 

of Sandanski in 1912, in the immediate vicinity of the Rozhen 

Monastery, the construction of a large church dedicated to the two 
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Slavic first teachers, the brothers Cyril and Methodius, began, which 

was completed in 1914. 

  

Interest in the Rozhen Monastery and its artistic values arose in the 19th 

century. The first reports are very brief. In 1844-1845, the famous 

Russian Slavist Viktor Grigorovich undertook a long journey through 

what was then European Turkey. During the journey, the main purpose 

of which was the search for old Slavic manuscripts, Grigorovich visited 

Melnik and reported on the Rozhen Monastery. Approximately two 

decades later, G. Strezov, St. Verkovich and E. Rockstrokh gave brief 

but interesting information about the then state of the monastery. 

  

A real scientific study of the Rozhen Monastery began in the 20th 

century. Its initial phase is associated with the French researcher Paul 

Perdrissé and the Russian scientist P. N. Milyukov . As a result of the 

two visits (in 1899 and 1910) to the monastery by Perdrissé, an article 

was published in which attention was paid to the manuscripts owned 

there, and for the first time the donor inscription from 1732 was 

published in the nave of the main monastery church. Almost at the same 

time, P. N. Milikov , a member of a Russian expedition studying 

antiquities in Macedonia, also visited the monastery. He was the first 

researcher to pay attention to the artistic monuments in the Rozhen 

Monastery and prepared an inventory of the murals in the catholicon , 

through which these monuments entered scientific circulation. The 

Rozhen Monastery gained fame in scientific circles and the literature 

about it began to grow rapidly. Some of the publications examined the 
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history of the monastery and the historical sources related to it. A second 

group of studies concerns the architecture of the Rozhen Monastery. 

There are also publications dedicated to artistic monuments – frescoes, 

icons, woodcarvings.  The first such publication was made by the 

famous researcher of Bulgarian medieval art Nikola Mavrodinov . 

 He focuses on the frescoes in the main monastery church and in the 

ossuary and suggests that the frescoes in the catholicon are the work of 

Athos masters or their students. His studies were continued and 

supplemented by two other researchers of Bulgarian antiquities – Asen 

Vassilev and Vasil Pandurski. 

  

The conservation and restoration works carried out in the 1970s and 

1980s on the artistic monuments in the Rozhen Monastery gave a new 

impetus to the research. Previously unknown frescoes were discovered, 

the already known ones were cleaned, and the monastery's significant 

icon wealth was collected and restored . 

  

In 1990, an album was published by Elka Bakalova, presenting in an 

extensive study the history and monuments of art in the monastery. 

  

In the first half of the 19th century, a number of ancient monasteries in 

Bulgaria were renovated as a result of the enrichment of the Bulgarian 

bourgeoisie, seeking affirmation through active patronage activity. 

Located a little away from busy roads and large settlements, the Rozhen 
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Monastery was less affected by the renovation process and thus it 

retained to a significant extent its authentic appearance, bringing it 

closer to the image of medieval monasteries. It is valuable for us not 

only as an architectural monument from the 16th - 18th centuries, but 

also as a unique complex of architecture, monumental painting, icons, 

woodcarvings, utensils, which form a harmonious ensemble. The 

Rozhen Monastery “Nativity of the Virgin Mary” is today the largest 

monastery in the Pirin region. Two roads lead to it. One of them 

connects Melnik with the monastery and leads to a small gate on the 

western side of the monastery. It was the original approach to it, as 

evidenced by the configuration of the monastery courtyard, which in 

this part is the most spacious in order to gather the many pilgrims. The 

other approach to the monastery is from the east, from the side of the 

village of Rozhen. This road reaches the current main monastery gate, 

which has an interesting structure with elements of a defensive 

structure. The entrance became the main one probably in connection 

with the economic development of the village of Rozhen and the 

construction of a more convenient road through it, connecting the 

monastery with Melnik. This is evidenced by the fresco in the lunette 

of the patron niche above the gate (the Assumption of the Virgin Mary 

is presented as the patron image, while the monastery is dedicated to the 

Nativity of the Virgin Mary) in 1732. during the major reconstruction 

of the monastery and the painting of the scene by the team that 

decorated the catholicon at that time. 
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The very location on the top of the hill, as well as the high walls with 

small windows, give the monastery a fortified and inaccessible 

appearance. The outer walls are built of large quarry stones with 

horizontal wooden battens . The most picturesque part of the monastery 

is the exquisite lace of wood, which weaves the verandas, staircases and 

kiosks of the flowing floor levels of the residential wings. The main idea 

in this architecture is the veranda system, laid out in archaic simplicity 

in the older southern wing and developed with a Renaissance scope in 

the northern one. This wing ends at its eastern end with a bower with a 

kiosk in front of it, above which rises a small whitewashed white bell 

tower, crowning the entire monastery ensemble. 

  

The plan of today's monastery has the shape of an irregular hexagon, 

the sides of which - the monastery wings - were built at different times. 

  

The monastery buildings enclose an inner courtyard on all sides, in the 

middle of which the main monastery church rises. This organization of 

the buildings around an inner courtyard was established during the 

classical Byzantine era and was permanently imposed in monastery 

construction in all Orthodox lands. The basic rules of monastic life, 

which were formed in the early Byzantine period, also determined the 

separation of the main monastery buildings. Along with the main church 

( katholikona ), the presence of the monastery refectory, as well as the 

monastery ossuary outside the walls of the monastery, is mandatory. In 

the Rozhen Monastery, in terms of the organization of the architectural 
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elements, the features of the medieval monastery are distinguished, 

prevailing over the so-called Renaissance monastery. The courtyard is 

narrow, intended not so much to receive pilgrims as to serve the needs 

of the small brotherhood. Another characteristic feature is the lack of a 

large monastery farm, which during the Renaissance had productive 

functions. In the Rozhen Monastery, the farm buildings have an 

auxiliary role, directly related to the life of the monks – warehouses, 

cellars, a wine cellar, stables, a barn. They are located on the ground 

floor of the residential wings. It is assumed that the village of Rozhen 

was also founded with the aim of feeding the monastery. The peasants 

who cultivated the monastery lands lived there. Therefore, the 

monastery itself did not develop a larger economy and has preserved its 

medieval structure. 

  

The southern wing is considered the oldest of the monastery wings. It 

rises on “old stone foundations”. It was built on the edge of the steep 

slope of the hill, which naturally strengthens it. On the second floor of 

this wing is the old monastery refectory, the monks’ cells, and at its 

eastern end is the abbess’s office . A wooden staircase leads to the 

second floor, connecting the southern door in the narthex of the 

catholicon with the refectory. The northern residential wing was built 

later than the southern one, which, however, served as a model. The 

ground floor here is also intended for economic needs, and on the upper 

two floors are the residential premises, the rooms of which are larger 

and each has a fireplace. Some scholars connect the construction of this 

wing with the robber attacks in the vicinity of Melnik in the middle of 
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the 18th century. Then some Melnik nobles built the northern wing, 

which closes the monastery courtyard, and the monastery became a 

refuge in troubled times. Most likely, the construction of this part of the 

monastery buildings dates back to the period of prosperity of the 

monastery at the beginning of the eighteenth century, when it was 

completely renovated - the catholicon was restored , and then, in 1732. 

and inscribed. At the same time or soon after, the eastern enclosure wall 

was built, which encloses the monastery on all sides. 

  

The main church ( the catholicon ) is the most important religious 

building in a monastery. It is the ideological and compositional core 

around which the entire monastery complex is united and therefore it is 

most often located in the middle of the monastery courtyard. The most 

essential part of the monks' life is concentrated in it - their participation 

in the divine service (daily and festive divine services are performed). 

But it is also a religious center for the entire surrounding area - the larger 

and more revered the monastery, the more people from nearby and 

distant settlements flock to it. 

  

The Catholicon of the Rozhen Monastery is a three-nave, domeless 

building, covered with a wooden gable roof, uniting the three naves. 

The middle apse is five-sided, and the side ones are three-sided. An 

open narthex is built on the southern facade. The church is relatively 

large in size - the length together with the apse is 27 m, and the width 

is 13 m. There are few monastery and village churches from this era in 
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the Bulgarian lands that have such dimensions. The location in the 

monastery courtyard is also inexplicable - too close to the eastern wall 

of the monastery. It consists of a spacious nave , a large altar space and 

a narthex, the northern part of which is separated as an independent 

chapel. Four pairs of tall wooden columns separate the three naves in 

the nave , and an impressive carved iconostasis separates the altar part 

from the viewer. Towards the end of the 18th century , a small chapel 

dedicated to St. George was built in the diaconicon , equipped with a 

separate wood-carved iconostasis. This so-called “small Rozhen 

iconostasis”, which remained in the altar behind the large iconostasis, 

was worked on in the second half of the century by an unknown, most 

likely Athonite carver. The architecture and composition of the 

iconostasis are unconventional, and the carved ornaments and images 

are among the most skillful works of woodcarving preserved in our 

country. The large iconostasis in the nave was made and placed during 

the renovation of the church in the early 1830s. The icons on it, a large 

part of which are still in their places today, are the work of the icon 

painters who painted the murals in the nave and chapel of the church in 

1732. The richly ornamented iconostasis is one of the first harbingers 

of the new Revival woodcarving. Together with it, the pulpit, the 

bishop's throne, the ark above the altar table, the proskinitarium and the 

chandelier were made , also decorated with woodcarving. These parts 

of the church interior are not only the earliest dated works of the church 

furniture maker from the post-Byzantine period in our country, but they 

also form the earliest in our country, and one of the few in the Balkans, 

an original ensemble with all the elements of the church interior, 

executed simultaneously and by one team. In the chapel of the saints 
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healers Cosmas and Damian, located in the northern part of the narthex 

of the catholicon , an original iconostasis has also been preserved. It is 

composed of diverse elements, painted and carved, which date from 

different times - the 16th, 18th and 19th centuries. 

  

There are different opinions about the time of the emergence of the main 

monastery church - from the 12th to the 16th century. Since no 

systematic archaeological excavations of the church and the area around 

it have been conducted, and its architectural features are not sufficient 

grounds for dating it, the most reliable data remain from the frescoes 

preserved in the church. The earliest date is the year 1597 on the images 

above the doors on the facade. This year probably marks the last stage 

of the complete painting of the catholicon after its construction, i.e. in 

the second half of the 16th century. Of the frescoes in the nave , only 

those in the thickness of the windows on the north and south walls 

remain. At the same time, the narthex was also painted, while the chapel 

in it was not decorated with frescoes. The great fire in the 17th century 

significantly damaged, especially the roof structure and the nave of the 

church. It also necessitated the complete renovation of the catholicon at 

the beginning of the 18th century. This renovation probably did not 

affect the architectural type of the church, judging by the frescoes in the 

window niches. The main church of the Rozhen Monastery is the 

earliest representative of the type of three-nave church with a pseudo-

basilica roof in Bulgarian lands, which became established in Bulgarian 

architecture only during the era of the Bulgarian Renaissance. 

  



  

  

  

The project is co-financed by the European Regional Development Fund and the national funds of 
the countries participating in the INTERREG cooperation program. 

VA "Greece-Bulgaria 2014-2020". The content of the document is the sole responsibility of Rozhen 
Monastery "Nativity of the Most Holy Theotokos" and cannot be considered that 

reflects the views of the European Union, the participating countries, the Managing Authority and 
Joint Secretariat. www.greece-bulgaria.eu/approved-project/65/  

  

The narthex is an important part of the Christian temple, especially the 

monastery one. It is located in its western part and serves as an 

antechamber. Some services of the liturgical cycle were performed in 

the narthex: the all-night vigil, the Annunciation , the evening meal , the 

midnight mass, the blessing of water (when there is no special reason ) 

and others. The narthex was also accessible to non-Christians – pagans, 

Jews, Muslims or those excommunicated from the church, where they 

joined the word of God. In the monastery narthex, the deceased monks 

were commemorated, and during the fasts, when eating in the refectory 

was not allowed, scanty food was distributed. 

  

The Rozhen narthex is a relatively large room, with one door on each of 

the four walls. Two of these doors – the western and southern – lead 

outside, the eastern one leads to the nave , and the northern one – to the 

chapel “St. Cosmas and Damian”. Two windows, located high on the 

western wall, illuminate the room. 

  

In the northwest corner of the catholicon there is a small chapel 

dedicated to the silver-poor saints Cosmas and Damian. Monastery 

chapels are small cult facilities in which the Holy Liturgy is not 

performed, but only some secondary services. According to their 

function, they are ephemeral (daily, daily), memorial and ayasmen . 

According to the late medieval monastic tradition, daily services were 

held in ephemeral chapels, while Sunday and holiday services were 

always celebrated in the catholicon . Some of them were consecrated 
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and served as winter churches. These chapels were most often included 

in the structure of the catholicon , in the residential wings or were free-

standing, and during the Middle Ages they were also housed in the 

defensive towers. Some researchers believed that the chapel was built 

at the beginning of the 18th century, on the initiative of the donors of 

the great reconstruction and decoration of the Rozhensky Monastery. 

catholicon , but the data from the architecture and the frescoes in the 

narthex speak against this assumption. The northern wall of the 

catholicon shows no traces of completion or alterations, and on the 

northern wall of the narthex above the door to the chapel there is a small 

patron niche, in which the saints Cosmas and Damian were painted as 

early as the end of the 16th century. This testifies that the chapel was 

dedicated to them even then. It is unknown for what reasons it remained 

undecorated at that time. At the end of the 18th century, the large icon 

of the Virgin Mary the Gatekeeper or Portaisa was placed in the chapel 

, a copy of the famous miraculous icon of the Iver Monastery on Mount 

Athos. Today this icon is in the nave of the church. 

  

The refectory is the second most important cult building in a monastery 

after the catholicon . It does not have a precisely defined place in its 

plan. It is usually located in close proximity to the main church, most 

often on its western side, and also on the southern side, so that the 

transition from one building to the other is as short as possible. The 

refectories are free-standing or are included in the ground floor of one 

of the residential monastery wings. This stems from their specific 

function and their necessary connection with the kitchen - the 
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magernitsa and other utility rooms . In this respect, the location of the 

Rozhen monastery refectory on the second floor of the southern 

residential wing is unique. 

  

In terms of architecture, medieval refectories are not particularly 

diverse. The most common type is the rectangular room with a flat 

ceiling, with an apse on the short wall and other smaller niches and wall 

cabinets in the walls. One or two long tables were placed along the 

length of the room. The other type that is found is the cross-shaped one. 

Very rarely, monastery refectories are domed or vaulted buildings. The 

Rozhen refectory is a small (7.2 by 16 m) rectangular room with a flat 

wooden ceiling. There is a shallow apse on the eastern short wall. In 

front of it was the place of the abbot, who presided over the fraternal 

table. Two windows on the north and six on the south wall today 

illuminate the room. The refectory has been rebuilt many times, which 

makes it very difficult to exhibit it in its original form. 

  

According to the tradition established in the classical Byzantine era, 

fixed in a number of early monastery typicons , the monks of a 

monastery were buried in a cemetery, which was always located outside 

the monastery walls. Only brothers from the monastery could be buried 

in this cemetery. Special cemetery churches or chapels were often 

erected there, in which the relevant services were held in memory of the 

deceased monks. In Byzantine architecture, the type of two-story 

church-tomb was established. The bones of the deceased brothers were 
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stored on the ground floor, which were transferred here from the 

monastery grave after a 7-year period. Even the earliest Byzantine 

ossuaries were, if not entirely, then at least partially frescoed , with the 

chapel on the second floor being decorated with frescoes. The 

construction and decoration of monastery ossuaries is a tradition that 

has lived on for a long time in the monasteries of the Bulgarian lands. 

The third most important cult building in the Rozhen Monastery is the 

ossuary. It is located about a hundred meters outside the walls of the 

monastery, in the middle of the fraternal cemetery. The ossuary is a 

small two-story, brick building. The lower floor is roughly built of large 

quarry stones, and the upper floor is made of adobe, reinforced with 

santrachs , forming the facade. A wooden staircase leads to the entrance, 

which is located on the northern wall of the second floor. This floor is a 

chapel dedicated to St. John the Baptist and consists of a small nave and 

antechamber. From the antechamber, a narrow wooden staircase leads 

down to the ossuary itself (or crypt), where the bones of the deceased 

monks are kept. The donor inscription, inscribed in the nave of the 

ossuary chapel, to the left of the door, says that the temple was “raised” 

and “built” in the summer of 1662, when its mural decoration was also 

completed. 

The catholicon, restored in 1715, was painted in 1727 by Theoharis and 

Nikolaos - the two icon painters painted the scene of the Assumption of 

the Virgin Mary with a portrait of the founder on the eastern wall of the 

narthex, leaving a signature " ηστορίθη ι πα ρούσ α κ[ο] ίμησις ιπό α 

γιογράφων " Theochari and Nicholas. In 1732, the iconographer 

Alexios of Ioannina painted the iconostasis icons and frescoes in the 

church. 
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"Holy Mother of God Vratarnitsa " 

  

While the Rozhen Monastery was subordinate to the Athos Monastery 

of Iviron , following church tradition, it received a copy of the 

miraculous icon kept in the "mother" monastery - in this case, it is the 

icon of St. Theotokos Portaitisa or in Bulgarian - Vratarnitsa . The 

original icon guarded the gates of Iviron and hence the epithet Portaitisa 

. The copy was created in 1790 by the monk iconographer Yakov Iverski 

, commissioned by the leather guild in Melnik. Unlike the other copies 

of the icon, this one donated to the Rozhen Monastery is made of sacred 

iron and is surrounded by ten small compositions depicting its healing 

miracles. It is signed by the author: "ΙCΤΟΡΗΘΗ Η ΠΑΡΟΥCΑ ΑΓΙΑ 

ΕΙΚΩΝ ΕΙC ΑΝΤΥΤΥΠΟΝ ΤΗC 

ΠΟΡΤΑΙΤΙCCΗ(C) ΔΙΑ CΥΝΔΡΟΗΗ(C) ΤΟΥ 

Πανοc (Ι) οτατου αγιου προηγουμεν (ου) / kυριου κυριου ιγνατιου 

Ιβηριτορι εξοδων Δε κ (αι) ευλαβ. Μανκατη ταμπακη κ (αι) κωνcτα 

(ντινοy) καλτζουνη ειc ψυχικ/ηc των 

CΩΤΗ/ΡΙΑC / ΔIΑ ΧΕΙΡΟC ΙΑΚΩΒΟΥ ΙΒΗΡΙΤΟΥ". 

  

The icon is considered miraculous. Every year on September 7, pilgrims 

from all over Bulgaria and abroad bring their gifts to the icon and spend 

the night in the temple for health. On September 8 – the feast of the 

Little Virgin Mary, the temple feast of the monastery – a procession with 
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the miraculous icon is held, the monastery's sacrificial offering is 

blessed and distributed for health. 

  

"Saint John the Baptist" 

  

The ossuary "St. John the Baptist", built in 1597, is located outside the 

monastery walls, 50 m to the north, near the monastery cemetery. It 

was inscribed in 1662. 


