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About 4,000 years ago the lands of modern 
Bulgaria were inhabited by people who built 
fortifications and cities, buried their dead 
in monumental tombs, drank wine from 
gold and silver cups, and warred, traded and 
did politics with the ancient Greeks and 
Romans, with the Persians, the Scythians and 
the ancient Macedonians.

These people were the Thracians.
Today their name is barely known to 

anyone outside southeastern Europe. The 
Thracians built for eternity – especially tombs 
and shrines – but they lived in the moment 
and, underestimating the importance of 
writing down their deeds, they left next to 
nothing about their history, faith and beliefs. 
And so, bar the fascinating sites and treasures 
they created, the life of the Thracians remains 
more or less a mystery.

What we know for sure is that the 
Thracians are Indo-Europeans and began to 
emerge as a singular ethnic group around 
the middle of the 2nd Millennium BC.

Did these people form gradually, over 
millennia, from the oldest, Neolithic inhabitants 

of southeastern Europe? Or descended from 
newcomers who changed the population in 
the region during the transition between the 
Chalcolithic and the Bronze ages, in the first 
half of the 4th Millennium BC? These questions 
so far have no definitive answer.

The ancient Greeks, who produced the 
most extensive historical source about their 
neighbours the Thracians, called Thraike or 
Thrake the lands to the northeast of their 
own territories. The people who lived there 
were respectively called Thracians.

There are several theories about what 
the name Thracian means. It could be the 
Greek form of a local ethnonym, possibly 
connected with ancient Troy and the Trojans. 
We know from Homer, who created the 
first written source of Thracians' existence, 
that the Thracians sided with Troy during the 
infamous 10-year war.  Their kings Rhesus, 
Peiros and Acamas fought with the Greeks, 
and Rhesus was famed for his beautiful 
white horses.

Another theory claims that originally 
Thracian meant "brave" or "courageous", but 

later switched to mean "wild" and "savage." 
According to an ancient story, Thrace, the 
land of the Thracians, bore the name of a 
nymph called Thrake, a powerful sorceress 
who would use her knowledge of herbs to 
heal and harm, at her whim.

The Thracians inhabited a vast area 
between the Carpathian mountains, the Black 
Sea and the Aegean Sea with the islands of 
Thassos and Samothrace, and the courses of 
the Struma and Morava rivers. Today these 
lands are divided between Bulgaria, northern 
Greece, European Turkey, southern Romania 
and parts of Serbia and Macedonia.  The core 
of the Thracian lands is in Bulgaria.

The  Thracians were famously disunited 
politically.  They lived in numerous tribes – 
the accounts vary between 22 and 80 – and 
each of these groups had its own nobility 
and rulers.  Among this multitude, the tribes 
of the Odrysians, the Bessi, the Tribali and 
the Getae have left the most significant 
historical and archaeological record.

The lands of the Thracians were rich in 
natural resources. The dense woods gave 

Who Were the Thracians? thracian kings' valley

them timber and game; copper, iron, gold 
and silver mines dotted the mountains. 
Healing mineral water springs lured the 
Thracians to settle around, and the fertile 
soil nurtured the famed local wheat, horses 
and vines from which the Thracians made 
strong wine.

On the verge of the 2nd and the 1st 
millennia BC, the Thracians went through 
a crucial change of technology. Bronze was 
replaced by iron as the metal for tools and 
weapons. The new material made ploughing 
the land and cutting wood easier, faster 
and more productive, and the generally 
self-sufficient Thracian society found itself 
with more to sell on the market. The new 
weapons were better for killing people as 
well, and as the Thracian aristocrats saw 
hunting, war and plundering to be the sole 
activities worthy of men like themselves, 
they became richer.

Iron changed culture too, spearheading 
the building of megaliths. In this period, the 
Thracians created a significant number of 
dolmens, rock tombs and rock niches, and 

started hewing canals and ritual basins on 
their old shrines, situated on rocky peaks. 
The everyday objects also changed. Jewellery, 
pottery and tools all became more refined 
and practical.

Until the middle of the 1st Millennium 
BC, the Thracians stood out of the limelight, 
but this changed between the 7th and 5th 
centuries BC. The Greeks started building 
their colonies on the Aegean and the Black 
Sea coasts, and gradually replaced the 
Thracians on the Samothrace and Thassos 
islands. Before his campaign to Greece, the 
Persian king Darius I (550–486 BC) invaded 
a significant part of Southern Thrace.

The turmoil changed the Thracians.  At 
the end of the 6th and the beginning of the 
5th centuries BC, the Thracian tribes of the 
Derrones, the Oreski and the Lei began 
minting their own coins, a sign for economic 
and political emancipation. One of the most 
significant treasures of ancient Thracian coins 
is the one found at the Velichkovo village, near 
modern-day Pazardzhik, which numbers nine 
silver coins each weighing about 40 gr.

Soon afterwards, Herodotus, in his 
History, gave an astonishing piece of 
information about the Thracians. He wrote 
that they had been the most numerous 
nation in the world, second only to the 
Indians. In modern Bulgaria, you will see 
this proudly repeated all over in tourist 
literature. Historians, however, have long 
disputed the accuracy of Herodotus's 
account.  The Thracians were indeed more 
numerous than the ancient Greeks, but 
they themselves were outnumbered by the 
ancient Scythians and the Celts.

Estimates see the population of ancient 
Thrace between 800,000 and 1 million, but 
this number may turn out to be higher.

The population was not distributed 
evenly.  The lands north of the Stara Planina 
mountain were less populated, as they were 
more vulnerable to attacks from across the 
Danube and had harsher climate. Interestingly, 
the majority of Thracian gold and silver 
treasures have been found in this territory.

The population south of the Stara Planina 
was denser, leading to a greater number 
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of Thracian sites: megaliths, monumental 
tombs, cities, fortresses. These lands were 
also closer to the Greek ones, and would be 
influenced by the ancient Greek civilisation. 
At the end of the 6th and during the early 
5th centuries BC, this territory became the 
cradle of the first and the biggest political 
entity the Thracians ever created.

It was the Odrysian kingdom of King 
Teres I, a man who according to some 
sources lived to 92 years of age, led 
aggressive foreign policy, yet boasted that 
when he wasn't on a hunt or at war, he 
would be indistinguishable in appearance 
from his own stablemen.

The history of the Odrysian kingdom 
is better known, thanks to Thucydides, the 
great historian of the 5th Century BC.

In the 5th and 4th centuries BC, the 
Odrysian kingdom was a prominent actor 
in international politics, signing treaties and 
waging wars with Athens and the Kingdom 
of Macedonia. The Odrysian kingdom 
experienced its heyday in the 4th Century 
BC, under the kings Sitalces and Seuthes I, 

and spread far to the southeast, southwest 
and northeast of the Balkans. It was so 
strong that even the Greek colonies on the 
Aegean coast paid it tributes.

The game changed, however, in the 
mid-4th Century BC. Both King Philip II of 
Macedon and his son, Alexander the Great, 
invaded Thrace. Their power didn't last 
long, but had strong effects on the local 
economy, urban planning and culture.  A 
number of cities, for example, were founded 
on the sites of earlier Thracian settlements, 
the most famous of them is Philippopolis 
(modern Plovdiv), named after Philip II.

The death of Alexander the Great, in 323 
BC, brought about the end of his empire, 
which fell apart in several chunks. Thrace 
was given to Lysimachus, one of Alexander's 
generals, but the change was seen by the 
Thracians as an opportunity for independence. 
Lysimachus tried, in vain, to secure his position 
in the eastern Balkans. In this period Thrace 
also drifted into the cosmopolitan Hellenistic 
world, where, just like today, people, goods, 
fashions and ideas moved freely.

In Thrace, a number of independent 
kingdoms sprang, and urbanisation was on 
the rise. The graves became richer, filled with 
luxurious and imported everyday objects, 
weapons and jewellery, signalling the increased 
wealth of the elite. Seuthes, the king of the 
Odrysians, even built himself a capital in line 
with the latest Hellenistic urban fashion – and 
gave it his name, just like Alexander the Great 
did with the cities he had founded.

At the beginning of the 3rd Century BC, 
Celts arrived in Thrace and even created a 
kingdom there. They had their capital at Tyle, 
but its location remains unidentified. The 
new settlers changed local culture, bringing 
in elements typical for Central Europe, like 
new fashions in jewellery and weaponry, 
mainly brooches, shields and swords.

After the mid-3rd Century BC, Thrace 
fell spiralled into gradual decline, a trend 
which continued until the 1st Century BC. 
The Thracian tribes waged war against one 
another, and fought with the Greek colonies 
on the Black Sea coast.  Thrace was also the 
scene of brutal fights between the heirs of 

Alexander the Great, and although it was part 
of the bigger Hellenistic civilisation, it was 
still in its periphery and far from the glorious 
centres of culture and trade in Egypt, the 
Near East and the Mediterranean islands.

As a result, most of the Thracian cities 
were abandoned and destroyed, and fewer 
aristocrats could afford expensive graves and 
tombs. The commoners had grown poorer.

The 1st Century BC became the time of 
gradual subjugation by the Romans, who used 
the tools of politics to achieve their goal – 
from war to buying off local rulers, and from 
diplomacy to pitting local fiefdoms against one 
another. By 45 AD the whole of Thrace was 
already under the Romans, divided into the 
provinces of Macedonia, Moesia, Thrace and 
Dacia. The Thracians lost their independence 
and became the subjects of the great empire.

Some of the Thracians decided that 
enough was enough, and fled to the 
mountains, where they became itinerant 
herdsmen and stuck to their traditions and 
language. Others remained in the cities and 
the villages in the plain, making the most of 

life in an empire. They became merchants, 
soldiers and administrators like the rich 
Thracian buried in the Eastern Mound at 
Karanovo. These people also learnt Greek 
and Latin, and prayed to new and old gods. 
After the 4th Century, a rising number of 
them fell for Christianity.

In their long history, the Thracians never 
managed to create vigorous city-states, 
which thrived on trade and war, like the 
Greeks, or a stable kingdom like the ancient 
Macedonians. The Thracian society was pretty 
simple – it was divided into a noble elite led 
by a king, and a majority of free commoners 
who made their living in agriculture and 
crafts. Slavery existed, but never reached the 
scale of the well-developed slave market in 
Greece and Rome. For the Thracians, slaves 
were mainly prisoners-of-war, and were 
treated as little more than servants.

Thracian women had more rights than 
their Greek sisters. Unlike the Greek 
women, who would spent their lives behind 
the walls of their houses, the Thracian girls 
enjoyed significant freedom before they 

married. Polygamy was common among the 
Thracian elite.

The life of aristocracy was understandably 
more pleasant than that of commoners.  A 
significant portion of time was devoted to 
hunting and feasting, or to war.  The Thracians 
had a reputation of fierce warriors, and 
throughout the Antiquity their lands were the 
source of a steady flow of mercenaries.  The 
most bellicose tribes were the Bessi and the 
Tribali, and Spartacus, who shed fear across 
the Roman Empire with the rebellion of the 
gladiators in 74-71 BC, was a Thracian.

The Thracians also loved wine, shocking 
contemporary Greeks with their habit to 
drink it straight rather than mixed with water.  
Actually, they did that because the Thracian 
wine was not that thick and strong as the 
Greek one.  The Thracians also had a kind of 
barley beer, which they drank with straws.

Drugs, probably cannabis, were also 
part of the Thracian life. Ancient historians 
testify that seeds and weeds would be 
thrown into open fire, and the men around 
would get high on the smoke.
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What happened with the Thracians when 
the Antiquity ended?

Many were already Romanised during 
the Roman era, so they gradually lost their 
distinct culture and language, blending 
with the broader imperial society until 
they disappeared. Lots of them lost their 
lives during the invasions of the so-called 
Barbarians, between the 3rd to 7th centuries 
AD. By the end of the 7th Century, a significant 
portion of Thrace was incorporated into a 
new, ambitious state, Bulgaria. What had left 
of the Thracians mixed with the newcomers, 
the Slavs and the Bulgarians, forming the 
foundation of modern Bulgarians.

The existence of the Thracians was 
all but forgotten in the Middle Ages and 
during the Ottoman rule, but since the 
19th Century archaeology and history have 
discovered more and interesting parts of 
this ancient people's heritage in Bulgaria. 
With this book, published with the support 
of the America for Bulgaria Foundation, it is 
now yours to explore. 

Bronze matrix with decoration in the so-called Zoomorphic 
style, from the beginning of the 5th Century BC. Such 
matrices were used in the making of decorative ornaments 
and harnesses. Found near Garchinovo village, northeastern 
Bulgaria, this artefact sheds light on the influences which 
Thracian culture experienced at the time. Until recently, 
there was a debate if the matrix was made by a Thracian 
or by a Scythian master, today most of scientists agree 
that it was created in a Greek atelier in the Scythian lands 
somewhere on the northern Black Sea coast. How and 
why the matrix reached the lands of the Thracians remains 
a mystery
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Helmet and complete set of armour found in the grave of 
a Thracian aristocrat from the mid-4th Century near the 
Malomirovo and Zlatinitsa villages. The deceased died at 
the age of 18-20 years and was 1.84 m high. He was buried 
with the classical bowed Thracian sword called mahaira, 
177 bronze arrows, seven spears, a knitted breastplate 
made of iron and a bronze helmet decorated with a three-
headed snake. A silver grieve with gilt and decoration of a 
human face was also buried with him

The man from Malomirovo and Zlatinitsa was buried not 
only with weapons but also with expensive objects like this 
beautiful gold wreath, a gold ring picturing himself receiving 
immortality from the Great Goddess, and a set of silver and 
gilt drinking vessels. Dogs and horses were sacrificed over 
the grave of the man, and for several years afterwards, the 
tumulus was the centre of ritual activities
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Bronze situla, or bucket, decorated with heads of Sylen, and 
a pair of silver bowls from the 4th Century BC were found 
in the Malkata Mogila, or Small Mound, near Kazanlak. 
The tomb where the deceased was buried was crude in 
construction, but his personal belongings were finely made, 
and included a gold ring and two sceptres with the form 
of a double axe, a symbol of royal power for the ancient 
Thracians

Inset: Bronze mirror from the second half of the 5th 
Century BC from Kasabova Mogila, near Kazanlak. The 
mound was a curious find – instead of a single grave, four 
groups of cremated human bones were discovered there. 
Whether they belonged to the same individual, or to 
different people, remains unsolved. During the 1877-1878 
Russo-Turkish war, five Russian soldiers who fell in the 
defence of the nearby Shipka Pass, were buried in the 
mound

Lavish gold decorations for horse harnesses found in 
Golyama Kosmatka Tomb, near Kazanlak, from the 
beginning of the 3rd Century BC

©
 Is

kr
a 

M
us

eu
m

 o
f H

is
to

ry
, K

az
an

la
k

 ©
 Is

kr
a 

M
us

eu
m

 o
f H

is
to

ry
, K

az
an

la
k

©
 Is

kr
a 

M
us

eu
m

 o
f H

is
to

ry
, K

az
an

la
k



54         55

Thracian Treasures

Each story about the discovery of a treasure 
begins differently. Some treasures were 
found by men ploughing their fields or 
tending their vineyards, others by workmen 
digging for clay. What almost all of these 
discoveries have in common is the fact 
that each treasure was found barely under 
the surface of the ground, as if it had been 
waiting, for centuries, to be discovered.

Many of the people who have stumbled 
on a buried Thracian treasure were 
reluctant to inform the authorities. Bulgaria 
has a centuries-long tradition of treasure-
hunting and boasts a rich folklore on the 
subject, filled with legends of brigands who 
hide their gold in secret caves, of goblins 
who protect treasures, and even of the 
misfortune that hidden gold has brought 
on the people who found it. We will never 
know how many Thracian treasures have 
fallen into the hands of these traditional 
treasure-hunters and what was lost in the 
network of illegal treasure trade which has 
been thriving in Bulgaria since 1989.This 
is partially why most of the most amazing 

Thracian treasures we know of today 
have been found during the Communist 
period, between 1944 and 1989, when 
the authorities had a firmer grip on life in 
villages, and the black market for antiques 
was virtually nonexistent. The first of these 
great discoveries was made in 1949, when 
the exquisite Panagyurishe Treasure was 
found. The last one was the discovery of 
the Rogozen Treasure, in 1985–1986. No 
Thracian treasure has been found in Bulgaria 
since then.

One might ask why we don't include 
here artefacts like the stunning gold mask 
from the Svetitsata Tomb and the gold 
wreath from the Golyama Kosmatka Tomb, 
both discovered in 2004. The reason is 
that for archaeologists the term "treasure" 
always signifies an expensive artefact or a 
collection of artefacts that is found on its 
own, with no grave, fortress, town, house 
or tomb around it to give it a historical 
context.

Most of the Thracian treasures in 
Bulgaria have been discovered not in the 
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realms of the mighty Odrysian kingdom, 
in the Thracian Plain, but north of the 
Stara Planina mountain, in the central and 
northwestern parts of the Danube Plain.

The most commonly found Thracian 
treasures are vessels used for drinking and 
libations, or the pouring of a liquid during 
some ritual: cups, jugs and rhytons, or wine 
horns. Apparently, as witnessed by the Greek 
historian Xenophon, who attended a feast 
at the court of the Thracian King Seuthes II, 
drinking was vital for the Thracian nobility: 
"After they slaughtered some of the stolen 
oxen and other sacrificial animals, they made 
a rich feast and, reclining on beds of leaves, 
they drank from the wine horns which are 
ubiquitous in this country."

The earliest and heaviest gold Thracian 
treasure found in Bulgaria is the one 
discovered by the village of Valchitran, near 
Pleven, in northern Bulgaria. The treasure 
consists of 13 vessels made of 23-carat gold, 
with a combined weight of 12.426 kg. 

In 1924 two brothers and their workmen 
were digging in a vineyard.  At the beginning, 

Previous spread: A head adorns one of the rhyton-jugs of 
the Panagyurishte Treasure, from the end of the 4th and 
the beginning of the 3rd centuries BC. There are three  
rhyton-jugs with women heads in the treasure, one 
of them is wearing a helmet and is probably Goddess 
Athena. This has led to the theory that the other two 
women might be Hera and Aphrodite, and the three jugs 
as a set might represent the goddesses which competed 
to be acknowledged as the Most Beautiful in the World. 
The quarrel led to the infamous Judgement of Paris and 
the Trojan War

Where to see treasures?

National Museum of History (Sofia, Boyana, 16 Vitoshko Lale St, open daily from 9 am to 
5.30 pm between November and March, and from 9 am to 6 pm between April and October, www.
historymuseum.org): Panagyurishte Treasure, Rogozen Treasure (partial), Letnitsa Treasure, 
Borovo Treasure, Yakimovo Treasure

National Museum of Archaeology (Sofia, Saborna 2 St, open daily from 10 am to 6 pm 
between May and October, and Monday to Friday, from 10 am to 5 pm, between November and April; 
www.naim.bg): Valchitran Treasure, Lukovit Treasure, Galiche Treasure

History Museum Vratsa (Vratsa, 2 Hristo Botev Sq, open daily from 9 am to 5.30 pm, www.
vratsamuseum.com). The exposition displays most of the Rogozen Treasure

none of them was impressed by the find – it 
was covered with mud, the bowls, the cups 
and the lids from the treasure appeared 
to have been made of cheap copper. But 
the discoverers decided that the find 
signalled the presence of a real treasure, 
and continued digging. This turned out to 
be in vain, as they found nothing more. 
The brothers returned home, and used the 
biggest of the bowls as a trough in the pigsty.

They saw that the bowl was actually made 
of gold only after the pig licked it clean.

As often happens in such cases, the 
brothers quarrelled on who will get what, 
and went to a goldsmith, who cut some of 
the lids. When the Museum of Archaeology 
in Sofia learned about the find, it started a 
three-year court battle, which ended with 
1,300,000 leva, equivalent to $129,000 
today, being paid to the brothers, and 
nothing at all to the workmen who helped 
on the day of the discovery. Unfortunately, 
the three lids were not completely 
recovered and parts of them are still 
missing.

The treasure is one of the most 
enigmatic in Europe. So far, nothing looking 
remotely similar to it has been found. The 
function of the artefacts is also a matter of 
debate. According to the most widespread 
hypothesis, the treasure belonged to a king 
or to a sanctuary or both. It was standard 
practice for Thracian kings to be also priests, 
so the vessels may have been used both for 
drinking and for libations in the Late Bronze 
Age, or the 16th to 12th centuries BC.

The few treasures from the Early Iron 
Age, between the 11th and 6th centuries 
BC, are not that impressive. They consist 
mainly of single gold vessels, like the cups 
found in Belene, on the Danube, and 
Kazichene, near Sofia, weighing 0.77 kg 
and 1.050 kg, respectively.  The gold cup of 
Kazichene was discovered by chance in 1969 
together with a ceramic bowl and a bronze 
cauldron. The find is probably a symbolic 
grave.

Most of the Thracian treasures in 
Bulgaria are from the second half of the 
1st Millennium BC, the time when the 

The bowl from the Kazichene Treasure was made of 23.63 
carat gold. The treasure is interpreted as a symbolical 
grave. The date of the burial is still debated, with theories 
proposing the Late Bronze Age, the Early Iron Age and the 
7th-6th centuries BC
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The Borovo Treasure from the end of the 5th and the 4th 
centuries BC consists of five silver drinking vessels. One of 
them, a jug (below) is decorated with mythological scenes, 
including Dionysus (right) drinking wine from a rhyton similar 
to the ones in the Borovo Treasure itself. The vessels were 
signed, in Greek, "To Cotys from Beos," and were probably 
a gift from the city of Beos, near the Marmara Sea, to the 
Thracian King Cotys (383-359 BC)

Thracians made the most of their trade 
with the Greeks and their kings amassed 
considerable wealth and political power.

The biggest Thracian treasure found so 
far in Bulgaria is the Rogozen Treasure. In 
the summer of 1985 a man was digging a 
canal in the yard of his village house in the 
village of Rogozen, in Bulgaria's northwest, 
when he found 65 silver jugs and cups. The 
discoverer kept the find for himself, fearing 
that archaeologists might come and dig away 
his garden, destroying all the crop in the 
process. Besides, he didn't have an idea of 
what he had discovered, and thought that he 
had found church plates.

Finally, the village mayor persuaded the 
man to call the authorities, and regular 
excavations started in the yard in the 
winter of 1986. The team of archaeologists 
discovered a second group of 100 vessels.

The Rogozen Treasure numbers 165 silver 
vessels, mainly phialеs, or shallow bowls, jugs 
and goblets, all weighing about 20 kg.

The treasure was collected by its original 
owners in the span of about 150 years, 

between the beginning of the 5th and the 
beginning of the 3rd centuries BC. The 
diversity is easily seen in the varying style 
and craftsmanship of the artefacts. Some 
are decorated with Thracian and Greek 
gods and heroes like Apollo, Artemis and 
Heracles; others boast scenes like boar 
hunts and animal fights; yet others are 
covered with geometrical, zoomorphic 
or floral ornaments. The treasure is an 
invaluable source of information for the 
spiritual life, myths and culture of the 
Thracians.

The origin of the vessels belonging to 
this treasure are diverse. Some were made 
in Ancient Greece, others were imported 
from Persia or were made by Thracian 
artisans. Several of the vessels are signed, 
bearing the names, written in Greek, of the 
Thracian kings Cotys and Cersobleptes.

The Rogozen Treasure was supposedly 
owned of a ruler of the Tribali tribe, and 
could have been amassed in all sorts of ways: 
as war booty or taxes, as a purchase or a 
present.
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The treasure from Borovo, in northern 
Bulgaria, is also a mixed bag of vessels 
belonging to different sets. It consists of three 
rhytons, a vessel combining the form of a rhyton 
and a jug, and a krater, or a deep bowl with 
two handles for mixing of wine and water. The 
treasure was accidentally discovered in 1974. It 
had been used in rituals devoted to Dionysus 
or the Cabeiri, the Thracian deities of sea, 
fertility, fire and metallurgy.

The rhytons were made between the end 
of the 5th and the end of the 4th centuries 
BC, probably at a prestigious atelier in the 
northwestern part of Asia Minor. The name, in 
Greek, of the Thracian king Cotys is written 
on two of them. The krater was made at 
the earliest in the third quarter of the 4th 
Century BC, and is adorned with a scene of 
a gryphon attacking a doe. The style suggests 
that is was made by a local artisan.

The most famed of all the Thracian 
treasures is the Panagyurishte Treasure, a 
real feat of Hellenistic art.

It was discovered in 1949 in the 
town of Panagyurishte, at more than 2 m 

underground. The treasure comprises nine 
gold vessels – small amphorae, rhytons and a 
phialе. The total weight is 6.164 kg.

Depicting scenes from the Greek 
mythology, animals and even the faces of 
black people, the Panagyurishte Treasure 
was probably made as a set in Lampsakos, 
modern-day Lampseki, on the Asian bank of 
the Marmara Sea between the end of the 
4th and the early 3rd centuries BC.

The bounty of Thracian treasures from 
the 4th Century BC is more diverse – there 
are not only vessels found from this period, 
but also silver and gold horse harnesses. 
Among the most interesting of them are 
the sets from Letnitsa and Lukovit, both in 
central North Bulgaria.

The treasures from the 2nd and 1st 
centuries BC, which was a period of waning 
Thracian political power and constant 
turmoil, are less spectacular, as is evidenced 
by the finds from the Yakimovo and Galiche 
villages, in northwestern Bulgaria; the Bohot 
village, in the central part of the country; 
and the Sindel village, in the northeast.

Rhyton from the Panagyurishte Treasure, with the head of 
a ram and friezes of scenes from Greek mythology. The 
handle is in the form of a lion

Gold and silver coins from the 4th Century Peonic kings 
Patraus and Lycceus, and the Macedonian kings Philip II and 
Alexander the Great, found in 1961 in the Rezhantsi village, 
in western Bulgaria. The treasure is one of the biggest ever 
found in southern Europe, weighting 82 kg of silver and an 
unknown amount of gold, a total of 6,000 coins. According 
to some estimates, they could be enough to cover the 
expenses of a small army of 800 men for a month. Sadly, 
only about half of them are now in museums, like the 
National Museum of History in Sofia. The rest were have 
been scattered and even melted down



62         63

Rhytons from the Borovo Treasure with the drinking parts 
in the form of an exquisitely made horse and sphinx. 
Curiously, the rhytons were found dismantled, prompting 
speculation which creature fitted which horn best
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A silver cup with gilt from the Yakimovo Treasure, from 
the 2nd-1st centuries BC. The treasures was found in 
this village in the northwest, in 1974, and consists of four 
drinking cups, a bowl, two bracelets and decorations for a 
horse harness

Travelling treasures

Sometimes you will find that the Thracian treasures that one or another Bulgarian museum 

is proud of are not in the exhibition halls and their windows are empty. The reason is that 

some of these artefacts travel for temporary exhibitions, across Bulgaria and abroad.

The fashion of sending the spectacular Thracian treasures abroad began in the 1970s 

by Lyudmila Zhivkova, the daughter of the Communist dictator Todor Zhivkov and the 

then minister of culture. Zhivkova aimed to promote the cultural heritage of Bulgaria, 

and one of these exhibitions, Thracian Art From the Bulgarian Lands, was presented in 

25 capitals around the world. The Bulgarians were so impressed that they began to refer 

to the different Thracian treasures as if they were a single entity, "the Thracian treasure." 

Soon, however, a rumour spread through the suspicious Bulgarian society, claiming that 

the Panagyurishte Treasure had been sold during one of its travels and that a replica was 

brought back home. There are still people who believe this rumour.

The Thracian treasures continue to travel abroad, and between 1994 and 2006 they 

were featured in 17 international exhibitions, including in France, Switzerland and Japan.

The latest event of the kind was the The Epoch of the Thracian Kings exhibition, at the 

Louvre, between April and July 2015. The exhibition included 1,628 artefacts from 17 Bulgarian 

museums and 20 artefacts found in Thrace and owned by the Louvre, the British Museum, the 

Prado, among other institutions. Besides treasures, the exhibition included grave finds with 

luxury, military and everyday objects, presenting a comprehensive picture of the Thracian past.

The Thracian treasures are usually a mix 
of artefacts belonging to different sets, made 
in Thrace or imported. They were collected 
by their owners over lengthy periods, and 
before hidden in the ground, they were used 
in religious rituals. They were also symbols 
of prestige for the rulers and the noblemen 
they belonged to.

But why were these precious objects 
buried in the first place? There is still no 
conclusive answer.

Some historians suppose that the 
treasures were hidden in times of war 
and upheaval, like the Celtic invasion of 
280-279 BC. Another explanation is that 
the treasures were hidden as part of a 
ritual to confirm the royal power of some 
Thracian king over a given territory, and 
were offerings to the Thracian gods. In this 
way the buried metal would bring divine 
protection over the realms of the king and 
secure his power. 
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