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BRIA Workshop 2024 
Program 

 
 

Pre-workshop Thursday 6/6  
 
19:00 BRIA documentary at ANAMED (3rd floor) 
 
20:00 Dinner 
 

Day 1 - Friday 7/6 
 
9:00 -10:00 Welcome coffee/tea 
 
I. 10:00 - 10:40 Session 1 ‘Intro-Theoretical approach’ 

10:00 - 10:10 Bilge Αr – Ivana Jevtic Some Thoughts on BRIA as a Research Model 

10:10 - 10:20 Maréva U Rock-Cut Monuments as Liminal Places: Theoretical Insights and 
Experiential Dimensions  

10:20 - 10:40 Discussion 
 
10:40 - 10:50 Break (10min) 
 
II. 10:50 - 11:40 Session 2 ‘Thrace (Rock-cut)’ 

10:50 - 11:00 Galina Grozdanova The Gluhite Kamani Rock-Cut Site: An Example of Sustainable 
Development in Eastern Thrace 

11:00 -11:10 Albena Milanova - Rossina Kostova Rock-Cut Monasteries in the Northern 
Balkans: Two Case Studies 

11:10 - 11:20 Görkem Günay - Dimitra Sikalidou Shared Spatial Imagery: Masonry and 
Rupestrian Space-making in Byzantine Thrace 

11:20 -11:40 Discussion 

11:40 - 12:00 Break (20min) 

III. 12:00 - 12:50 Session 3 ‘Thrace (broader context)’  

12:00 - 12:10 Alkiviadis Ginalis Waterways of Thrace: Archaeological Investigations in the 
Küçükçekmece Lagoon 

12:10 - 12:20 Fotini Kondyli - Giorgos Makris The Kosmosoteira Monastic Landscape 
(KosMoLand) Project 

 

Dell
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12:20 - 12:30 Öykü Balcı Güngör The Urban and Architectural Transformation in the Encounter 
of Byzantine and Ottoman Rule in Thrace 

12:30 - 12:50 Discussion 

 
13:00 - 14:30 Free time/Lunch (see the map with potential options nearby) 
  
14:30 - 15:30 BRIA working on the materials for the website 
 
15:30 - 15:40 Break (10min) 

IV. 15:40 - 16:20 Session 4 ‘Parallels’ 

15:40 - 15:50 Anaïs Lamesa Another place, other practices? Rock-cutting practices in Tigray 
region (past and present) 

15:50 - 16:00 Sofia Thatharopoulou - Nikos Theodoridis Rock-cut Religious Hubs in the Desert 
Landscape: Cases from the Levant 

16:00 - 16:20 Discussion 

16:20 - 16:30 Break (10min) 

V. 16:30 - 17:10 Session 5 ‘BRIA VARIA’ 

16:30 - 16:40 Hayriye Bilici Byzantine Royal Insignia in the Mural Paintings of Medieval 
Bulgaria: Selected Examples 

16:40 - 16:50 Alexandra Koumpouli Worshiping caves in contemporary religious cult. 
Examples from Greece 

16:50 - 17:10 Discussion 

17:10 - 17:20 Break (10min) 

17:20 - 18:00 Wrap-up of the day  

19:00 Dinner 

 

Day 2 - Saturday 8/6 
 

8:30 - 9:00 Coffee/tea, time together 
 
9:00 - 11:00 Focus Group 1 
Free Discussions on BRIA’s scientific content (projects, publications, conferences, identifying 
other related projects) 
 
(Participants who wish to contribute, each 5 min. max: Alkiviadis Ginalis, Anaïs Lamesa, 
Görkem Günay, Dimitra Sikalidou, Galina Grozdanova, Bilge Ar, Rossina Kostova, Albena 
Milanova, Öykü Balcı, Maréva U, Sofia Thatharopoulou, Nikos Theodoridis, Fotini Kondyli, 
Hayriye Bilici, Alexandra Koumpouli) 
 
11:00 - 11:30 Coffee/Tea/Break 
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11:30 - 13:00 Focus Groups 2 and 3 
Free Discussions on Institutional support and initiatives (funding, applications) and 
Mentorship and Research model 
 
(Participants who wish to contribute, 5 min. max: Alkiviadis Ginalis Anaïs Lamesa, Ivana Jevtic, 
Albena Milanova, Bilge Ar; Rossina Kostova, Michael Barngrover, Alexandra Koumpouli) 
 
13:00 - 14:30 Free time/Lunch (see the map with potential options nearby) 
 
14:30 - 16:00 BRIA working on the materials for the website 
 
16:00 - 18:00 Focus Group 4 
Free Discussions on Exhibition, digital components, and promotion of BRIA 
 
(Participants who wish to contribute, each 5 min. max: Görkem Günay, Dimitra Sikalidou, 
Galina Grozdanova, Michael Barngrover, Öykü Balcı, Maréva U, Sofia Thatharopoulou, Nikos 
Theodoridis, Fotini Kondyli, Hayriye Bilici, Alexandra Koumpouli, Bilge Ar) 

18:00 - 19:30 Concluding Wrap-Up of the two-day BRIA workshop 
Discussion and plan of action for the next steps of BRIA 
 
20:00 Dinner 
 
 

Day 3 - Sunday 9/6 
 (led by Michael, all participants come with their laptops) 

 
9:30 - 10:00 Coffee/tea 
 
10:00 - 11:00  
Introduction to ChatGPT + Stable Diffusion to generate draft content for the BRIA website 
(articles, terms, and conditions statements, website visuals, exhibition posters) 
 
11:00 - 11:30 Coffee/Tea/Break 
 
11:30 - 12:30 Creating content for the BRIA website 
 
12:30 - 13:00 Discussion and Wrap-up 
 
13:00 Lunch 
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WORKSHOP ABSTRACTS 

 

Some thoughts on BRIA as a research model 

Bilge Ar, Ivana Jevtic 

In Byzantine studies and humanities in general there is a growing awareness that the existing 

research models aren’t satisfactory for the type of research that we actually do. With the 

pressure to produce continuously we are bound to use the research models we have been 

taught, that we feel are incompatible. Within the BRIA project although no one is full time 

employed all members participate voluntarily and continuously. BRIA provides the 

opportunity to take a step back for self-improvement and self-learning and to learn together. 

We don’t have to come up with immediate results/publications, but we created a common 

language and a way of looking at things that allows us to accumulate results from multiple 

cases that can be evaluated in a longer span of time. Original ideas that we develop have a 

place to be shared and incubate, which wouldn’t be possible alone. With our group's self-

approval and support they will also find the opportunity to mature and become publishable. 

We have been criticizing the existing models without bringing an alternative and BRIA is the 

alternative.  

 

Rock-cut monuments as liminal places: Theoretical insights and experiential 
dimensions 

Maréva U 

Through a multidisciplinary approach, this paper aims to explore the conceptual and 

experiential dimensions of the rock-cut monuments we visited as part of the BRIA project. 

The anthropological concept of liminality seems to be a relevant analytical tool for examining 

the physical and metaphysical characteristics of these monuments. They are simultaneously 

part of the landscape and a negation of it (a void in the landscape), architectural and non-

architectural entities, component of the world and separate from it, places of stillness and 

fear, among other dualities. Due to their inherent ambiguity, they can be seen as thresholds 

between the natural and the supernatural. To what extent do the liminal properties of rock-

cut monuments influence the experience of the faithful, pilgrims, and hermits? To address 

this question, two of their distinctive features – darkness and silence – will be considered 

from both theological and experiential perspectives. Based on studies of spatial cognition, the 
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paper will delve into the impact of the sensory reduction or deprivation caused by darkness 

and silence on individual psychology, as well as on spatial and spiritual experiences. 

 

The Gluhite Kamani rock-cut site: an example of sustainable development in 
Eastern Thrace 

Galina Grozdanova 

The Gluhite kamani rock-cut complex was one of the sites included in BRIA`s itinerary. The 

systematic, although a small-scale researches conducted there determine its significance, as 

one of the few rupestrian sites from which archaeological data was obtained. The earliest 

evidences of the human activities belong to the late chalcolithic period. The habitation 

continued during the EIA, LIA, Early Byzantine and Middle Ages. The chronology of the site 

will be discussed and one of the main aspect will focus on the factors for life continuity there. 

The architectural elements of the byzantine compound will be considered. An attempt for 

assessment of the natural, but also and the cultural context of the site will be proposed. In 

the analyses data, obtained from BRIA field trips will be used. 

 

Rock-cut monasteries in the Northern Balkans: Two case studies 

Albena Milanova, Rossina Kostova 

Northeastern Bulgaria is one of the regions with a high concentration of rock-cut monuments 

in the Balkans. During the Late Antiquity, it was a border area along the Danube limes of the 

Roman Empire and included grosso modo the provinces of Moesia Secunda and Scythia. 

During the Middle Ages, it became the core land of the Bulgarian medieval state. Several 

zones of inhabited rock-cut complexes are recognized in the region under discussion: along 

the Western Black Sea coast, in the canyons of rivers carved into the Sarmatian limestones 

along the Provadiyska River, the Suha Reka (Dry River), the Kanag'ol / Dristra, and the Lom 

Rivers. The complexes incorporated churches, usually single-nave with a few exceptions (e.g. 

double-nave and triconch churches), cells, chapels, crypts, and common monastic rooms. 

Various types of graffiti (e.g. inscriptions, signs, ornaments, and images) were attested in 

many of the rock-cut rooms. Their occupation ranges between the 6th c. B.C. and the Late 

Mediaeval period (12th-14th c., and even in the 15th–17thc.) without a strict continuity in the 

meantime. One can notice chronological and territorial relations in the setting and activity of 

the rock-cut complexes. Yet during all historical periods, they functioned as elements of the 

local settlement network. Two case studies are in the focus of the present paper. The first 
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one is related to the rock- cut monasteries from the 5th – 6th c. along the Suha Reka dry 

ravine and the neighboring monastery next to the village of Dumbrăveni in Dobrudzha, which 

are situated in the border area between the provinces of Scythia and Moesia Secunda. The 

second one is the earliest dated medieval rock-cut monastery (921 AD) near Krepcha village 

in the basin of the Cherni Lom River. 

 

Shared spatial imagery: Masonry and rupestrian space-making in Byzantine 
Thrace 

Dimitra Sikalidou, Görkem Günay 

Rock-cut and masonry architecture are often found together and complement each other, as 

came up repeatedly in the discussions of the BRIA team travelling across the rocky landscapes 

of Thrace. With an attempt to move beyond the evident reciprocal relations between the two 

modes of architecture, in this paper, our focus is on their similarities both in construction and 

the implementation of spatial concepts. The idea of sacred space was reinterpreted by 

Byzantine carvers and stone masons alike, even though they employed completely different 

approaches to space-making. Spatial iconography presents a theoretical model to investigate 

this point further. Accordingly, religious architecture does not only define a physical space 

but becomes a vessel replete with sacred symbolism and meaning. Just as icons serving as 

windows to divine, Byzantine architecture, whether carved or built, functions as a multi-

dimensional manifestation of religious experience into a transcendent spiritual realm. We 

discuss the idea with two case studies sharing the same landscape: the church of Hagia Sophia 

in Bizye and the South Church of the rupestrian monastery in Asmakayalar valley northeast 

of the same town. Although not necessarily historically related or modeled on each other, 

both architectural spaces emerge from the same spatial idea, promoting the symbol of cross. 

Either carved on a complex vaulting system or inscribed with masonry-built upper structure 

the presence of cross might indicate a shared spatial imagery between rock-cut and built 

churches of Bizye. 

Waterways of Thrace archaeological investigations in the Küçükçekmece 
lagoon  

Alkiviadis Ginalis  

Today incorporated into the greater metropolitan area of Istanbul, the Küçükçekmece Lake is 

located approximately 20 km west of the historical city of Constantinople. It forms a deep 

lagoon that leads from the Marmara Sea roughly 10 km into the Thracian hinterland. The 
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Küçükçekmece Lake is fed by the Sazlidere River (the ancient Bathynias River), which stretches 

almost continuously from the Küçükçekmece Lagoon and the Sea of Marmara in the south to 

the Black Sea in the north. As an alternative waterway to the Bosporus, the lagoon therefore 

represents an important maritime junction. Accordingly, since 2008 large scale investigations, 

including intensive surface surveys as well as archaeological excavations, have unearthed 

almost continuous human activities from the Neolithic to the Ottoman periods. These show 

intensive industrial exploitation and other coastal activities closely connected to the river 

networks of Thrace. From 2020 onwards, the Istanbul Department of the German 

Archaeological Institute (DAI) is investigating the diverse coastal zones of the Küçükçekmece 

Lake in order to illuminate the interplay between the different maritime environments in the 

immediate Thracian hinterland of Constantinople. The current paper aims to present the 

latest results of this archaeological research. By putting the data into the wider geographical 

context, it intends to provide a first insight into the role of river landscapes, both as basis for 

communication, and as source for industrial exploitation and trade. 

 

The Kosmosoteira Monastic Landscape (KosMoLand) Project 

Foteini Kondyli, Giorgos Makris 

The KosMoLand project integrates archaeological, architectural, textual, and environmental 

data to reconstruct the monastic landscape of Kosmosoteira at Feres, Thrace built by Isaac 

Komnenos in 1152. Adopting a landscape perspective, the project highlights the significance 

of the natural environment, especially the river Evros, in the monastery's religious and 

economic life, as well as in the founder’s political agenda and self-representation. In exploring 

the site’s wider setting, we also recognize surrounding communities and outlying structures 

as essential elements in the life of the monastery. In this paper, we outline the main research 

goals and methodologies of the project and present some of our preliminary findings. These 

include new insights into the monastery’s built environment as well as its connections within 

a broader network of settlements and transportation routes in Thrace. Furthermore, we 

present some key place-making strategies used to create a Kosmosoteira-specific monastic 

landscape and examine the role of the natural environment in this process. 

 

The urban and architectural transformation in the encounter of Byzantine and 
Ottoman rule in Thrace 

Öykü Bahar Balcı Güngör 

Geographical regions, which have a common cultural and architectural character in the past, 
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could be very difficult to be perceived as a whole considering today's political borders which 

also imply physical, cultural, linguistic and religious borders. Meriç (Evros) River, running 

through the centre of the Thrace and one of the most important water resources of the 

region, forms the border line between Turkey and Greece from the beginnings of the last 

century, despite its connective role in the past. Meriç River was located at the crossroads of 

ancient highways (Via Egnatia and Via Militaris) and the river itself was an important 

transportation axis until the late 19th century. Although it represents a sharp border today, a 

common culture had been built on the river basin especially in the Byzantine and Ottoman 

periods. For this reason, this study focuses on the intersection period of these two cultures, 

the 14th-15th century. It focuses on the formation of the Ottoman identity, its architectural 

expression in the region and the Byzantine influence on it. This period and region are also 

important in terms of the Ottomans' advancement to the Balkans and the formation of their 

own identity in the process towards the empire. In this study, the Enez-Edirne axis (Lower 

Meriç River Basin) of the river will be discussed. The aim of the study is to discuss the urban 

and architectural transformation of the Lower Meriç River Basin between the Byzantine and 

Ottoman periods and to examine the architectural production of the region at the 

intersection / superimposition/ juxtaposition of two cultures. 

 

Another place, other practices? Rock-cutting practices in Tigray region (past 
and present) 

Anaïs Lamesa 

The purpose of this presentation is both to introduce the methods and to discuss the results 

of a project conducted between 2019 and 2021 in the eastern Tigray region (Ethiopia) and 

how these results can facilitate the analysis of other rock-hewn churches in Türkiye. Known 

for its dense network of rock-hewn churches predominantly dated to the medievalperiod, the 

churches in this region have been minimally studied from an archaeological perspective. By 

integrating ethnoarchaeology, building archaeology, and philology, the mission of Troglopie 

aimed to gain a better understanding of the worksites of rock-hewn churches and to study 

the techniques employed in carving and sculpting these unique monuments. Following a brief 

presentation on the methods and results, a case study will subsequently open the discussion 

on the analogical comparative approach and delineate its limitations. 
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Rock-cut religious hubs in the desert landscape: Cases from the Levant 

Sofia Thatharopoulou, Nikos Theodoridis 

The BRIA project has already realized two successful field trips in 2022 and 2023 aiming at the 

exploration of rock-cut architecture in Thrace. As our discussions on the Thracian rock-cut 

monuments progress, bringing in examples beyond Thrace, could contribute to 

futurecomparative analysis with rupestrian architecture from different regions. In the diverse 

landscape of the Levant, particularly the Judean Desert, a flourishing monastic tradition 

emerged in the 4th century. This region saw the establishment of a robust network of 

monasteries (lauras and coenobia) built in masonry but also within caves and rock formations 

simultaneously. In this context, we present two significant rock-cut Coenobia: the 

monasteries of Deir Muqallik and Khirbet ed Deir. These once-thriving sites were once 

prominent religious, monastic, and pilgrimage hubs. Today, they stand abandoned, offering 

rare glimpses into their original form, unlike their neighboring counterparts that remain in 

use to this day. Our aim is to provide a concise overview of these complexes, intending to 

trace potential common features with Thracian ones, and to initiate discussion on how rock-

cut architecture thrived in such diverse landscapes, ranging from the arid Judean desert to 

the fertile terrain of Thrace. 

 

Byzantine royal insignia in the mural paintings of Medieval Bulgaria: Selected 
examples 

Hayriye Bilici 

Imperial portraits, such as donor portraits in mural paintings, manuscripts, lead seals, or coins, 

held crucial significance in manifesting power and legitimacy during the medieval period, as 

in any other period in history. To strengthen their claims and distinguish themselves from 

other sovereigns, each ruler used certain types of insignia, which are emblems used to signify 

their political position. Nonetheless, some Bulgarian rulers -tsars- of the Second Bulgarian 

Empire (1185–1396) were depicted with the insignia of the Byzantine emperors, especially in 

mural paintings such as those in the Boyana Church and the ossuary of Bachkovo Monastery 

in modern-day Bulgaria. Among these tsars are, for example, Ivan Asen II (r. 1218–1241), 

Konstantin Tikh (r. 1257–1277), and Ivan Alexander (r. 1331–1371). What would lead to this 

practice, or what conditions might result in this interaction? In this paper, I first aim to 

investigate the role of Byzantine princesses who married Bulgarian tsars in transferring royal 

Byzantine insignia to the court of the Second Bulgarian Empire through selected examples. 
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Secondly, I will delve into historical events that might have influenced this phenomenon in 

mural paintings.  

 

Worshiping caves in contemporary religious cult. Examples from Greece 

Alexandra Koumpouli  

Several caves in Greece, still today, play a significant role in Christian religious practices, often 

associated with miraculous events, saints, hermits, and holy figures. These natural 

configurations, whether as-is or architecturally modified, hold local or interregional 

importance. Protected by their near-by communities, these caves are part of a sacred 

landscape experienced through rituals, visits, offerings, and celebrations, often carrying 

apotropaic symbolisms.  

Identified as cultural markers or makers, the communal significance of these caves is tied to 

collective memory and local culture, in contrast to areas where such continuities have 

vanished, like in Turkish Thrace (BRIA I). Comparative examples from worshiping caves in 

Greece and possibly Bulgaria (BRIA II) can contribute to discussions on potential pre-modern 

continuities and links between cave-cults and a pre-modern community presence (e.g. Osios 

Neilos cave/Epirus/GR; St. Marina cave/Strandzha BUL). 

Lastly, this presentation aims to locate the study of worshiping caves within the up-to-today 

persisting landscape-oriented worship practices in Greece and the Balkans Balkans, (e.g. 

sacred forests, crossed trees) contributing to the related growing interdisciplinary research 

field, which encompasses landscape studies, folklore, archaeology, heritage, and history. 

 
 
 
 
 
 


