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HISTORIOGRAPHY OF SPELEOLOGICAL 
ACTIVITY IN BULGARIA FROM 1901 TO THE 

FOUNDING OF SPELEOLOGICAL SOCIETY(1929)

ABSTRACT
Historiographycal review of geological, hydrogeological, morphological studies and the spreading of 
surface and underground Karst were made. The work discribes also the arhaeological, palaeontological 
and biospeleological exploration of Bulgarian caves from the beggining of the XX Century to the founding 
of the Bulgarian Caving Society in 1929. The attached Bibliographiacal reference of the scietific papers 
published in this period reflects the results of cave and Karst studies during this time. The bibliographical 
review contents 169 works.
Keywords: Bulgaria, historiography, karst, archaeology, paleontology, biospeleology.

RIASSUNTO
Revisione storiografica degli studi geologici, idrogeologici e morfologici e della diffusione del carsismo 
superficiale e sotterraneo. Il lavoro descrive anche l’esplorazione archeologica, paleontologica e biospele-
ologica delle grotte bulgare, a partire dall’inizio del XX secolo fino alla fondazione della Società Bulgara 
di Speleologia nel 1929. La bibliografia allegata comprende i riferimenti delle pubblicazioni scientifiche 
di questo periodo e riflette i risultati degli studi sulle grotte e sul carsismo effettuati in quegli anni. La 
revisione bibliografica include 169 lavori.
Parole chiave: Bulgaria, storiografia, carsismo, archeologia, paleontologia, biospeleologia.

By the end of the nineteenth century, many different  
studies were conducted on caves and karst areas in 
Bulgaria (Jalov, 1993, Zhalov, 2002). Based on the 
analysis of the known information it can be categorically 
stated that in this period of time the first, albeit timid, 
steps of the purposeful speleological activity in Bulgaria 
were made.
The beginning of the twentieth century marked an in-
creased interest of Bulgarian scientists in karst and caves 
(Jalov, 2000, Zhalov, 2002).  
First of all, he expressed himself in the direction of 
their  archaeological research  and its bearer was Rafail 
Popov (fig.1) , and this is not accidental, because he car-
ried out excavations in the caves Duhlata and Malka near 
Turnovo as early as 1899 and 1900.(Popov, 1921).  The 
knowledge and experience gained by R.Popov material-
ize over the next 18 years, when he made excavations and 
studies in caves, thus beginning the systematic archeo-
logical study of the Bulgarian caves, respectively prehistoric science.
The archaeological material from the caves explored up to 1920. Popov identifies from the ep-

1 Bulgarian Caving Society

Fig. 1 - Rafail Popov (1876 - 1940) 

Alexey Zhalov1
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ochs of the Neolithic (Malkata Peshtera 
Cave), Chalcolithic the caves (Tsarskata 
peshtera, Golyamata, Harlowata, Manas-
tirs’Peshtera, Popin Pchelin (fig.2) and, 
M.Listza), and in the latter finds the re-
mains of the Iron Age.
After 1920, the archaeological survey of the 
Bulgarian caves included N. Petkov, who, 
after drilling in Mecha (Bears’) Dupka Cave, 
discovered artifacts from the Neolithic cul-
ture, V. Atanasov and L. Filkov, who work in 
the cave Mirizlivka and V. Mikov. Undoubt-
edly, the activity of V. Mikov, who by the end 
of the period under review excavated in 19 
caves and determined the cultural remains 
found from the epoch of the Neolithic the 
caves Devetashka, and Tabashka, deserves 
the greatest attention.  Chalcolithic (Tem-
na Dupka, Targovishte, Popovi Pech, Lep-
enishka Pech, Prohodna, Muzicalnata pe-
shtera, Averkovitsa, Svinska Doupka Cave, 
Hajdushka, Futovska, Luzhenska, Hleven-
ska, Mikrenska, Draganchovitsa) and the 
Iron Age (Luzhenska).  V.Mikov also pro-
vides information about paleontological 
findings accompanying the excavations.
In the time of 1924/26 R. Popov worked in 
2 more caves. Undoubtedly the most signif-

icant, from a chronological point of view, are the results of the excavations in the Temnata Dup-
ka Cave, Karlukovo village, where for the first time in Bulgaria and on the Balkan Peninsula, 
remains of the Late Paleolithic were discovered. (Dzhambazov,1958) (Dzhabmazov, 1977)
During the whole period under consideration, and later on, R. Popov also made a significant 
contribution to the development of speleopaleontology, which made its first steps in the late 
nineteenth century. During the excavations, he discovered and described in detail some species 
and genera of Pleistocene and Holocene mammals. He summarizes the results of his long pale-
ontological studies in his work «Fossil and subfossil remains in the caves explored in Bulgaria 
so far» (Popov, 1936). He reported here 22 species of Pleistocene (deluvial) mammals found in 
12 caves and 22 species of Holocene (alluvial) mammals from 11 caves. At the same time, bone 
fragments from a prehistoric man were also discovered. Here should emphasize the fact that in 
connection with the conduct of his excavations, Popov makes the first detailed maps and de-
scriptions of the caves explored during his time.  
Archeologists studying the historical period of human development also show an unsystematic 
interest in caves. As a result, Thracian shrines such as Tsarna, the village of Novosel by B.Djak-
ovich (1905) and the cave at Karst Spring Head Pangea by V. Dobruski (1907) were explored or 
described; rock monasteries by K. Shkorpil (1914,1921) and G. Katsarov (1924); the drawings in 
the Magura Cave by V. Mikov (1928) and L. Filkov (1929).
The results of the archaeological excavations and studies carried out are contained in the pub-
lished 72 papers. 
Along with archaeologists, geologists, petrographers and geographers are also included in spe-
leological studies.
For the scientists from the first two directions, karst and caves do not represent a specific inter-

Fig.2 - Working map of Popin Pchelin Cave
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est, but the specificity of their work requires the complete and accurate localization, distribu-
tion, description and geo-chronological dating of the rocks, including those that are karsting. In 
the course of the field surveys, various manifestations of surface karst and underground karst 
are also described - twists, sinkholes, caves and karst springs.
The most productive for the period is Prof. G. Bonchev.  In his work, he reports on caves in 
Dobrich, Turnovo, Kyustendil, Pleven, near the Cave (Ushatovi holes), the village of Kipilovo 
(Kozyat and Cheleshka), G. Zhelyazna (Toplya) and Oreshets (Bashovishki kiln); for the rock 
bridges near Zabardo and Belitsa; for the Southern Dobrudja deaths; for karst springs in Shu-
men, Novopazarsko, Devnya, Kipilovo, Velingrad, (Kleptuza), Dryanovo (Rhodopes), Aytosko 
and others.
Along with his geological descriptions and notes, Prof. G. Zlatarski draws attention to the caves 
near Cherepysh, Iskrets (Dushnik), Lakatnik and Kunino, as well as to the tortoises in Belograd-
chik, the karst phenomena in Ponor Mountain.  
Research on the karst of geographers and geomophologists is more focused. In 1901, Prof. Ann 
Ishirkov carried out detailed studies in the area of ​​the Head of the Pane and the village of Bul-
garski Izvor and described the spread of karst phenomena around them, and later (1905) the 
Devnyski Springs. 
Undoubtedly, the most significant contribution to the study of karst in the period under re-
view was Prof. Zheko Radev. For a period of 4 years (1911-1914), he thoroughly researched the 
Western Stara Planina Mountain and subsequently bound the results in his habilitation work 
Karst Forms in the Western Balkan Range, which was published as a monograph (Radev, 1915) 
(fig.3&4). This classic work contains a comprehensive morphographic analysis of karst areas in 
the mountain range, maps and descriptions of 12 caves. It can be firmly stated that the work of 
Radev is relevant today and occupies an important place in our literature and that his author can 
be considered as the founder of Bulgarian geomorphology. The results of the studies in the field 
of geology, petrography, morphology and hydrogeology of karst are reflected in the 29 publica-
tions described in the relevant section of the bibliographic section of the report. A careful read-
ing shows that they contain numerous descriptions of surface karst forms, named messages for 
26 caves and numerous karst springs, detailed descriptions of the distribution of sedimentary 

Fig. 3 & 4 - The cover of Monography and one ot the cave maps in it  
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sediments and metomorphic rocks, which form 
a solid basis for further studies of underground 
karst.
In 1922, the assistant professor of mineralogy 
at Sofia University Vassil Arnaudov explored 
the Ledenika cave, Vratsa.  During his explora-
tion he discovered two specimens of blind hard-
shelled beetles and hands them over to Dr. Ivan 
Buresh (fig.5). This event initiates the system-
atic faunistic study of the caves in Bulgaria and 
the emergence of the Bulgarian biospeleologi-
cal science. Initially, Ivan Buresh was joined by 
his assistant N. Radev, V. Arnaudov, B. Stefanov 
and botanist Assoc. N. Stoyanov, and later Iv. 
Julius, P. Drenski, D. Ilchev, Hr. Matrov, A.Pet-
rov and M.Ajarov.
Until 1929, they were able to find and describe 
in their own right or with the assistance of a 
number of European taxonomists a total of 40 
species of animals, of which 31 troglobiotic and 
9 representatives of the trogophilic and troglox-
ene Bulgarian fauna. Along with the biospeleo-
logical study of the caves, this enthusiastic team 

is also working on a comprehensive exploration of our underground karst. From 1922 to 1929 
they made 117 documented infiltrations in a total of 78 caves, without counting the many other, 
smaller sites visited, where no fauna was found. From the collected material, a special collection 
called “Cave Fauna - Fauna cavernicola “ is gradually being created at the Imperial Natural His-
tory Museum. (Buresh, 1936) (Guéorguiev,  P. Beron,1962).  At the same time, they set up a reg-
ister of the caves visited, whose location began to be mapped to a geographical map of Bulgaria 
on a scale of 1: 600,000. In 1924-25 the archaeologist V.Mikov carried out large-scale studies 
of the karst caves between the  Iskar and Vit rivers and later published summary results. The 
publication provides information on the location and some of the morphometric characteristics 
of 35 caves in the lands of Glozhene, Zl.Panega,  Brestnitsa, Karlukovo and Kunino villagres and 
maps of 4 of them. In his tours in 1924 Mikov is accompanied by Czech speleologist Karel No-
vak, which penetrates into the abyss Abyss of apiary up to - 69 m. and mapped  this section.  
On this occasion Mikov writes “... It was possible to descend to this depth, and because of our 
insufficient ladder (70 m.), descent to the bottom, to which took another 23 meters was unthink-
able. “In fact, this is also the first documented descent into the abyss to such a depth. V.Mikov 
complements his work with information on 12 more caves in North West Bulgaria. (Mikov,1936) 
The most significant contributions to the actual study of the caves in this period were the assis-
tant at the Royal Natural History Museum N. Radev and the engineer hydrogeologist P. Petrov.
N. Radev assisted the biospeleological studies of Dr. I. Buresh from the very beginning in 1922, 
but at the same time he expressed a keen interest in the discovery of karst sites and their docu-
mentation. Thus, on the idea of ​​Iv.Buresh, Radev published at 1926 and 1928 a small part of his 
discoveries and studies in two successive works, which in essence represent the first attempts 
to create an Atlas of the Caves in Bulgaria. His works contain introductory notes on the history 
of the study of Bulgarian caves, their distribution and formation. They contain the first cave at 
mapping symbols and complete location data, altitude, age of the cliffs, and descriptions of the 
16 caves along with their mapping schemes. 
Pavel Petrov was born in Lovech and, as a young man, has repeatedly visited the surrounding 
caves. After completing his engineering degree in Belgium, he linked the profession to his initial 

Fig.5 - Dr.Ivan Buresh
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interest in caves. Thus, in 1921, he and several enthusiasts began the parallel exploration and 
mapping of the Temnata Doupka Cave  near the  Lakatnik Railway Station in Iskars’Gourge 
(fig.6) and the Devetashka cave.  In connection with the overcoming of the water sections in 
them, Petrov constructed a two-hull wooden boat, which constantly travels from one place to 
another. In 1928 the Devetashka cave was fully explored and the results published at 1928 and 
1929. 
During the period of the purposeful study of the caves as karst phenomena, 34 articles were 
published in the periodical press. They contained descriptions and maps of 17 caves, and about 
70 others were reported by location and partially described.         
There is no doubt that among Bulgarian scientists, zoologists are not only the most numerous, 
but also the most successful in the study of Bulgarian caves in the period under review.  
Insignificant in number are our well-known studies in other spell-related guidelines. However, 
some of them, such as the cases with the study of the morphology of the calcite crystals of the 
caves in Lovech, Teteven and Troyan from G.Bonchev (1923) and the work of botanist Ivan 
Stranski (1917), have initiated the speleo-mineralogy and speleobotany in Bulgaria. 
This review strongly confirms the notion that despite the lack of a unified Bulgarian association 
(society) of people exploring the caves in one aspect or another, organized exploration of the 
caves in Bulgaria dates back to the beginning of the century, ie. much earlier than the foundation 
in 1929 of the First Bulgarian Caving Society. In fact, in the course of the multilateral work that 
had been done by then, the pioneers of Bulgarian speleology realized the necessity and decided 
to create this association. The results of this are not late!
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