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Abstract: The “Kokalyanski Urvich” fortress is situated about 20 km far away 
from the city of Sofia, in the Iskar river valley, along the road to the town of 
Samokov.  
After the end of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom, the then authorities granted the local 
population a permission to build a monastery within the frames of the fortress. The 
archaeological research of the Late Medieval monastery (XV-XVII cent.), was carried 
out by team of the National Archaeological Institute with Museum at the Bulgarian 
Academy of Sciences. Up to now in the frame of the project between 2008 and 2018, 
the excavations were led by Assoc. Prof. Dr. Bonny Petrunova, Assoc. Prof. Nikolay 
Ovcharov and Filip Petrunov, in the different archaeological seasons. Within the 
confines of the monastery walls, six heating system facilities have been found and 
examined. They are a good example of the building traditions in the Medieval 
household architecture. The main goal of this article is for first time to present a full 
description of the sizes, the organization and the reconstruction of the remnants of the 
heating system facilities.  
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1. Introduction
Kokalyanski Urvich as it is refered in the bibliography is a rocky massif between 

the Vitosha, Plana and Lozenska Mountains. It is formed by two hills, their long sides  
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are parallel to the north-south axis called Urvich. The one, which is closer to the right 
bank of the Iskar River, is naturally fortified to the south and west by sheer cliffs. On 
this location between 2008-2018 an archaeological research have been taken where on 
the edge of the lower north terrace a monastery have been found.  The denivelation from 
the terrace to the upper plateau is more than 20 m. and the terrain is pretty steep and 
strewn with massive granite blocks. This way the Monastery was naturally pro tected 
from northwest. In addition, a low fence of two-sided stone construction, sealed with 
mud and covered with slab stones, was also constructed.   

2. „Kokalyanski Urvich’’ fortress
Up to now, during the different archaeological seasons the  excavations were led 

by Assoc. Prof. Bonny Petrunova, Assoc. Prof. Nikolay Ovcharov and by the present 
author. During the archaeological investigations a large part of the Monastery structures 
have been revealed with the exception of the east part of the fence wall, due to the high 
denivelation of the field, the wall is not preserved in our days.  The functioning of the 
Monastery dates back from the beginning of the 15 th to the end of the 17th century. 
Despite of the narration of Paisius of Hilendar who describes the excistence of earlier 
monastery under the possession of Tsar Ivan Shishman unfortunately the analysis of the 
archaeological finds discovered thus far, such as - pottery and coins cannot securely 
confirme it. However, the examination of the large number of the wall -painting 
fragments, one can clearly say that there is an evidence of the long lifespan of the 
Church. It was probably built at the end of the 11 th century, with undergoing 
reconstruction over the centuries, and probably rebuilt at the end of the 14 th or the 
beginning of the 15th century. The Church construction is made by solid white and pink 
roughcast, at the north arm of the narthex have been discovered an renovation 
accomplished with slab stones and mud dated back at the last years of its existence.  

The functioning of the monastery for nearly 200 years also implied a very good 
organization of both: the liturgical rituals and the daily life as well.  This is the reason 
why the dining room is located middlemost in front of the entrance to the Temple, where 
from after the liturgy pass along via short aisle to the dry anteroom of premises number 
4. In the anteroom very probably there was a bench, while immediately after the entrance
have been placed a large fireplace built of stone slabs. In the common wall between the 
kitchen and dining room has been found a vertical rectangular niche, wich was starting 
from the floor. The niche was formed with stone slabs as well and it was very likely used 
for drying meat. Above the fireplace there was a large clay dome made by a knitted 
construction. Unfortunately, the two large ovens in the dining room and the kitchen 
(rooms 2 and 4) were significantly destroyed by a hiking pathway used from the 
beginning of the 20th century until 2012 when the archaeological excavations reached 
that section of the Monastery. In this place only parts of clay remains without traces of 
burning have been found, this might indicate that the burning process was too low in 
order to blacken with smoke the dome. However, for the shape and size of the two 
facilities can be judged by the well-preserved adobe which connect the two rooms and 
their ovens in a single implementation. Such hearths have been described in details in the 
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ethnographic written works as early as 1943 by E. Peteva-Filova (Proceedings of the 
National Ethnographic Museum in Sofia, Ognishta, 1943, 178 -192). Although, that  the 
level of the burning chambers diverges with 20 cm in height, the wall to which they are 
joined is massive, and from the west side are adhered by fugue to the anteroom of the 
food block. Most documented rooms have their own entrances and ovens, which makes 
possible the entire reconstruction of the Monastery. A total amount of 6 heating and 
cooking facilities have been discovered: two in the west wing and four in the south one. 
In 2018 south of the monastery next to the tower, have been discovered one more 
building with a oven which is not structurally linked to a wall but is 10 -15 cm away from 
the corner of the room. The hearth functions are mixed, both animal bones and 
household items were found in it, as well as artefact in link with production process: 
melts, slags and bronze ingot. The latest is with arround 1 kg weight and bears marks 
which clearly idicate that the ingot has been melted and part of it was taken away.  

The six ovens uncovered in the Monastery are grouped in pairs attached on a 
common walls this way the exhaust fumes can be outlet from three points south and west 
of the church. Their distribution is arranged in the follow order: two in room 2 and 4, 
two in room 3 and 5 and two in room 5 and 6. In room 5 have been found th e most 
elaborately built hearth moreover the room is additionally partitioned by a transversal 
wall and the floor is covered with slabs of stones and bricks as well.  

Room № 2 is the kitchen of the Monastery with 5.14m internal dimensions by the 
N-S axis and with 6.09m exterior dimensions by the E -W axis. In this room have been 
found a fireplace, elliptically surrounded by vertically arranged bricks and filling, 
preserved under the slumped clay dome together with an ash buried more than 300 years 
ago. Knives, hooks and animal bones have been found here. The kitchen itself had a 
plank floor beneath which was a deep storage built by masonry walls, going all the way 
to the rock on 2.20m below the level of the hearth. The hearth itself has a massive 
construction to the south and a pavement of slab stones around the burning zone. From 
the west and the east sides it is partitioned with walls adhered by fugue towards the 
common wall between rooms 2 and 4, this way the entire oven was placed in kind of a 
deep niche isolating the wooden elements in the southern part of the room.  

Room № 3 apparently has the follow dimensions: N-S axis -2.90 m; E-W axis - 
3.50 m, it is located southeast of the apse of the Church and have been partially explored 
in the 1980s. It has a rectangular shape and during the excavating process at the level of 
the walls have been reveald three slabs which indicate the position of the entrance. From 
the inside it does not show a carefully shaped frontage on the wall, which suggests that  it 
is very likely a ground floor. In its west wall have been registered remodeling with  0.90 
m width in oreder to make a rectangular niche in the wall. Probably, these partitions 
were done for a dug in hearth, symmetrically situated and separated by a th in wall 
eastern of room 5. Thereby the common wall between rooms 3 and 5 has been narrowed 
in order to form two niches. The fireplace in room 3 falls lower than that in room 5 with 
more than 50 cm. Very probably the fire was lit up on two levels.  

Room №4 is a rectangular dining room, with internal dimensions N -S axis - 
8.97m and E-W axis - 3.87m about 31.5 square meters. On its eastern wall, at 2.38 m 
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from the southeast corner, an entrance with 1.32m width and 0.88 m height has been 
registered. The depth which has been reached in the room is 1.33m in the north and 0.78 
in the south. At 1.00 m from the south-east corner of the room, another heating facility 
has been discovered built into its south wall. A threshold stone has been registered at the 
entrance of Room  № 4, east of it a dry anteroom with a bench has been found as well. 
The anteroom dimensions have been tracked and outside of the entrance, structurally 
connected to the south wall of room №4, continues a wall extending 1.90 m from the 
southeast corner of the room to the east its width is 0.80m. Symmetrically to this wall, 
next to the frontage of the east wall of room  №4, another 0.80 m length was 
investigated. The hearth is located below of the level of the dining table. The fire was set 
on slab stones arranged in approximately 8 square meters. The enclosure of the burning 
zone was not registered. 

Room №5 is a double room with sidewalk with the following dimensions: S -N 
axis - 2.57m; E-W axis - 6.72m. The northwest wall is 50cm thick and has two entrances 
into it. The western and the eastern entrance are both with 82cm width.  The transversal 
wall of the room is 104 cm thick in the nort and in the central part where there is an 
arrangement of bricks and stones - 52 cm. The length of the wallsis as follow: NW wall 
is 670 cm; SE wall is 730 cm; the transversal one is 280 cm. The room is covered with a 
pavement of reused bricks and slab stones. In addition to the niche of the wall of room 3 
described above, to the west it has been found a raised cooking facility, 0.80 cm high 
from the level of the pavement. It is formed inside of the distribution wall, surrounded 
by elliptically arranged vertical bricks. From the north, the building is shaped in two 
steps with a width of 10 cm and a distance of 10 cm, used for shelves. An iron spatula 
was found on the top shelf. The chimney was probably made of bricks due to the the 
large amount of bricks uncovered during the survey, on the sidewalk and on the burning 
zone of the masonry hearth. 

The walls lengths of room № 6 is as follow : NW wall - 460 cm; SW (transversal) 
wall - 1.60 m; SE wall (external) - 4.70 m NW axis - 2.57m; EW axis - 3.94m - (internal 
dimensions). The hearth is revealed on the east wall, where again by narrowing the wall 
was formed a space for the oven. This facility is without preserved enclosure it looks like 
it was destroyed in more recent times.  

3. Conclusion
All the rooms and their facilities are made of medium and large single-shaped 

stones soldered by mud. In some parts the rows are level up with smaller stones of the 
same raw material, bricks were rarely used.  

Within 1 meter the rows are leveled with an external wooden beams with 
dimensions 10x10 cm. The thickness of the walls varies due to the landslides and the 
destructions over the centuries. Mostly the thickness of the construction is 80 cm, the 
width of the fence wall is with the same thickness as well in some places it is narrowed 
because of the processes of deconstruction over the 300 years since the end of the 
Monastery. 
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The two hills, called Urvich. 
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The plan of monastery. 
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Fireplace in room 2: 1,70х0,70m; 
Fireplace in room 4: 1,70х1,50m; 
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Fireplace in room 5 E: 0,90х0,50m; 
Fireplace in room 3: 0,90х0,40m; 
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Fireplace in room 6: 1,40х1m; 
Fireplace in room 5 W:1,20х0,90m; 
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Iskar Gorge 
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