
 

 

 

Basic Information: 

Course Title: Religious Life and Cult Practices in the Thracian Lands during Antiquity 

Lecturer: Assoc. Prof. Dr. Ivo Topalilov 

Phone: +359 89 929 8358 

Email: topalilovi@gmail.com 

Assistants:  

Chief Assistant Professor Dr. Irina Shopova  

Phone: +359 888929249 

Email: irinashopova@balkanstudies.bg 

and 

Dr. Stamenka Antonova  

Phone: +359 896987223 

Email: sea20@columbia.edu 

Total Teaching Hours: 30 lecture hours 

 

Annotation (up to 150 words) 

The course is designed for doctoral students in the humanities who are interested in the study of religious 

beliefs and practices in Antiquity. It traces the specific features of pagan cults and their dissemination in 

the Thracian lands, as well as the conditions and prerequisites that led to the emergence of Christianity 

and its spread throughout Southeastern Europe. Particular emphasis is placed on the sources for religious 

cults and practices—written testimonies, epigraphic and numismatic evidence, archaeological material, 

canonical and hagiographic texts—together with the methodological approaches to working with these 

diverse categories of sources and assessing their reliability in the interpretation of the subject matter. 

The aim of the course is to provide in depth knowledge of the topic and to develop skills for the critical 

use and interpretation of source material. 

 

Course content (brief description by topics or modules) 

Topic / Module 1: Introduction to the Subject Matter (3 hours) 

• Historiography; 

• Sources for religious beliefs in the Thracian lands prior to their incorporation into the Roman 

provinces; 

• Sources for religious beliefs in the Thracian lands after their incorporation into the Roman 

provinces. 

 

Topic / Module 2: Specific Features of Religious Beliefs in the Thracian Lands (3 hours) 

• Religious beliefs during the Classical and Hellenistic periods;  

• Religious beliefs in the Thracian lands after their incorporation into the Roman Empire. 

 

Topic / Module 3: Organization of Religious Life in Urban Centers (3 hours) 

• Official and civic cults;  



 
• Festivals; 

• Temples, priestly offices, and cult associations. 

 

Topic / Module 4: Cults within the Thracian Ethnic Milieu (3 hours) 

• Specific characteristics of the deities worshipped; 

• Extra-urban sanctuaries; 

• Religious cults within the army; 

• Eastern cults. 

 

Topic / Module 5: Religious Syncretism in the Thracian Lands (3 hours) 

• Manifestations of syncretism; 

• Prerequisites for the spread of Christianity. 

 

Topic / Module 6: The Nature of Christianity (3 hours) 

• The philosophical system of Christianity; 

•  Sources for the study of the Christian religion. 

 

Topic / Module 7: Christianity in Southeastern Europe (3 hours) 

• The missionary activity of the Apostles Paul and Andrew; 

•  Persecutions of Christians; 

•  Hagiographic sources from Thrace. 

 

Topic / Module 8: The Spread of Christianity and Relations among Christians, Jews, and Pagans (3 

hours) 

• The nature and specific characteristics of the process during the 1st and 2nd centuries; 

•  Characteristics of interrelations during the 3rd and 4th centuries. 

 

Topic / Module 9: Formation of Ecclesiastical Structure and Hierarchy (3 hours) 

• Arianism, Heresies, and Orthodoxy; 

• Theological Debates and Ecumenical Councils. 

 

Topic / Module 10: Early Christian Art in the Balkans (3 hours) 

 

Teaching and assessment methods 

The course is conducted in person, in the form of a lecture and/or guided discussion. Assessment is based 

on an oral examination and a written course paper. 

 

Competencies acquired as a result of training (3–5 points) 

1. In-depth knowledge of the development of religious life in the Roman provinces of Thrace and Lower 

Moesia. 



 
2. Ability to work with a wide range of source materials, including written evidence, archaeological data, 

numismatic finds, and epigraphic monuments. 

3. Understanding of the specific conditions and prerequisites that enabled the emergence of Christianity. 
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Additional information (optional) (е.g., special requirements, laboratory equipment, prior 

knowledge) 

Knowledge of foreign languages is desirable. 

 


