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Abstract: The purpose of this article is to explore one 

particular segment of cultural connections – the evolution of 

traditional jewelry from the 18th and 19th centuries in the 

Balkans. The focus is on traditional motifs, on gold jewelry 

in the Balkan countries. Analysis of the imagery and 

associated beliefs and cultic practices reveal close cultural 

and trade connections crossing the Danube River and the 

Balkans as a whole. During my research I came across 

materials showing that the same motifs were found in 

several Balkan countries (Romania, Serbia and Greece). The 

decoration of this traditional jewelry is typical for the 

Orient, but it is also widespread among the Christian 

population of the Balkan Peninsula. This shows that in those 

times when there were no political borders, cultural 

influences from the East and West very quickly penetrated 

the territory of the Balkans. 

Keywords: belt buckles, metal juwelry, border, dragon, snake, 
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In this article, I will try to make a brief analysis of the 

ornaments on the metal juwelry in the Balkan lands from 

18th – 19th Centuries and especially of the symbolism 

encoded in them. Every form or object created by man has its 
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utilitarian purpose. This object serves him, facilitates him in 

his daily practice, or satisfies his other needs. In the process 

of development, this item is perfected. In addition to 

dexterity and technical mastery, the artist also puts art into 

his creation. It is in the nature of man, consciously or 

unconsciously, to create according to the laws of beauty. Both 

the utilitarian and the decorative beginnings are emphasized 

in the metal ornaments and ornaments in the Balkan lands. 

The birth of the idea of form and its realization in material 

are important moments in the work of goldsmiths. The form 

reflects the social characteristics of the environment, the 

cultural level of the people and the spirit of the time in which 

it was created. The goldsmithʼs individuality and 

handwriting find expression in it. 

The formation of our familiar “classical” ornamentation 

of metal juwelry in the Balkan lands from 18th – 19th centuries 

is the result of the mixing of several artistic styles over several 

centuries. The artistic processes immediately after the conquest 

of the Balkans by the Ottoman invaders are characterized by 

complexity and ambiguity, by mastering problems unknown 

to the previous period. It was these new conditions and the 

“Roman peace” that had taken place that gave impetus to the 

stable and upward development of the applied arts and 

goldsmithing in particular. The new socio-political and 

economic conditions associated with the permanent 

establishment of Ottoman rule in the first centuries of Turkish 

rule led to the emergence of the so-called "Balkan art" 

phenomenon. The state borders between the individual 

countries no longer exist, within the Ottoman Empire the free 

movement of goods began, including objects of artistic 

production. Trade brought contact with foreign cultures both 



Traditional ornaments on metal juwelry  
in the Balkan lands from 18th - 19th Centuries  

 

197 

within the empire (the Middle East) and outside it (Western 

Europe). The movement of the craftsmen who carry out orders 

closer or further away from the artistic center around which 

they gravitate is also free. A vivid example of the artistic 

processes in the Balkans are the masters from the Chiprov 

goldsmith school, who worked actively in the Serbian lands, 

Transylvania and for the Wallachian rulers (Genova 2004: 10-

11). The masters traveled often and with purely commercial 

purposes and in this way established contacts between the 

various art centers in the Balkan lands - for example between 

the Chiprovci and Sofia goldsmith schools and the goldsmith 

centers in Herzegovina, Smederevo, Sarajevo, Belgrade, 

Dubrovnik; as well as with the art created in the largest center 

of the peninsula - Constantinople. 

The period from 18th – 19th centuries is characterized by 

three main components. The most significant of these is that 

the old forms and means of expression of Eastern Orthodox art 

remain largely unchanged. But they are permeated by new 

artistic ideas and acquire a new sound. On the one hand, these 

are the eastern influences that entered the practice of the 

Balkan masters - oriental motifs and ornaments, the rich 

polychromy and the combination of techniques of different 

origins. The adoption of these motifs gradually began to be 

suppressed and displaced by elements absorbed from Western 

European artistic styles, primarily through forms and 

decorative concepts of late Gothic, Renaissance and, in the late 

stage, Baroque tendencies, transformed in a way through the 

creative vision of the Bulgarian master. The route through 

which these influences penetrated in the early centuries of 

Ottoman rule was the Dubrovnik merchants. A special and no 

small role was played by Constantinople and its ties with the 
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Republic of Venice. Later, through the mediation of 

Transylvania, Wallachia and Moldavia, the artistic culture of 

Central and Western Europe was reached. In the last stage of 

the period, the lands of the Danube and the connections with 

Austria contributed to the penetration of Baroque artistic 

culture. The role of the Holy Mountain and Palestine is 

significant. The Athos Peninsula is not only a repository and 

conservator of Eastern Orthodox traditions, but also a 

transformer of ideas and forms from Western Europe. The role 

of the Holy Lands, which are probably the primary source of 

this duality of Mount Athos, is similar. From the middle of the 

17th century and especially in the 18th century, pilgrimage 

became more active. Palestine is the source of specifically 

Palestinian, Byzantine, Oriental and Western stylistic-

iconographic patterns. The period from the beginning of the 

16th century to the second half of the 17th century has long 

been perceived in literature as a time without common stylistic 

regularities and high achievements. The relatively peaceful 

16th century reflects the development of not only Balkan art, 

but also marks the flowering of Turkish art (goldsmithing, 

literature, etc.). From the second half of the 15th century and in 

the 16th century, many masters from Western European 

countries (Italian) and from the lands conquered by the Turks - 

from Persia, Syria, Palestine, as well as masters from the 

Balkan Peninsula - were attracted to the center of the Ottoman 

Empire. They became a conductor not only of separate Eastern 

motifs, but also creators of a new style called “Turkish-Persian 

Renaissance”, in which Turkish-Persian motifs are combined 

with a Renaissance vision of composition. This style exerted a 

huge influence and left its mark on the appearance of Balkan 

art in the period from the 16th to the first decades of the 17th 
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century. And even more - he influenced and penetrated 

through Italy into the art of France, Germany (Генова 

(Genova) 2004: 15-17). The reverse, a mirror return of this 

influence in the Balkan lands is also very likely, bearing in 

mind the parallel use of, for example, Islamic, Gothic and 

Renaissance motifs in the art of this period. 

With the widespread imposition of the influence of this 

style, we should not exclude the preserved traditions of 

medieval culture and art. In the last stages of the development 

of Byzantine art, a mixture of images saturated with the 

stylistic features characteristic of the Paleologian Renaissance 

(XIII-XIV centuries) and ornamental details of oriental origin is 

observed. This is the indirect way in which such influences 

flow in our art as well. In the formation of this "Turkish-Persian 

style" such eastern styles as Iranian, Seljuk and Armenian are 

reflected, which penetrated through it into the artistic practice 

of the Balkan masters. Turco-Persian decorative motifs such as 

the curling branches with petals and calyx of a flower, the 

lotus, the tulip, the Turkish braid, the rumi ornamentation and 

other elements, captivate the free of figural images on the metal 

ornaments and ornaments. These decorative ornaments 

sometimes also background or surround strictly religious 

themes, scenes and images. These decorative ornaments are not 

the only priority of the masters from the Chiprov goldsmith 

school. They are also typical of many works of Serbian 

goldsmithing. Later, from the second half of the 17th century, 

these motifs were used in the filigree enamel technique. It is 

widely used in the production of expensive jewelry and 

ornaments - bracelets, earrings, cuffs, earrings, etc. The main 

motif in their decoration is a purely decorative ornament, 

composed of a lotus flower, tulip or bells, placed in a network 
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of “bee” cells or peculiar arches. Their production was massive 

in the 16th century, but the tradition continued until the second 

half of the 19th century. The jewelry adopted another motif 

typical of Persian art - the theme of hunting, the images of wild 

animals and birds located under a specific broken oriental arch 

or in medallions . These are peacocks, pigeons, rabbits, wolves, 

deer, roe deer, roosters, etc. Many of them are also known in 

Christian iconography and carry their symbolic meaning in the 

works of Balkan masters (Генова (Genova) 2004: 20 - 22). 

Stylized decorative motifs are “borrowed” from works of 

Eastern book miniatures, from Turkish faience, etc. and are 

widely used in the decoration of metal ornaments and 

ornaments from the 18th and 19th centuries. The influence of 

this “Turkish-Persian style” is manifested not only in the 

ornamentation, but also in the construction of the figures and 

faces of the people, for example, high foreheads, elongated and 

slanted eyes, etc. The Islamic motifs in this unified Balkan style 

of the XV - 17th century we meet not only in the works of 

goldsmiths. During this period, geometric ornamentation 

experienced a real renaissance. 

From everything said above, we can summarize that the 

repertoire of motifs and ways of stylization, influenced by the 

“Turkish-Persian style”, are particularly characteristic and 

inherent to the Balkan lands metal juwelry and ornaments. 

The strongest presence of this synthetic Balkan style, 

influenced by the “Turkish-Persian style”, was manifested in 

the 16th and the first decades of the 17th century. In the 

following decades, the suppression of eastern motifs and the 

increasingly noticeable imposition of influences from Western 

European styles began. They appear much more categorically 

in goldsmithing. As early as the 16th century, some 
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characteristic features of the Romanesque style were indirectly 

manifested, and from the end of the 16th and the beginning of 

the 17th century, the influence of the Gothic became more and 

more intense, when it was already experienced in Western 

Europe and where it became more and more vivid the baroque 

style prevails. From the end of the 16th century, this style was 

intertwined with Islamic decorative motifs and finally took 

shape in the middle of the 17th century. The penetration of 

Gothic ornamentation and motifs probably came in two ways - 

through Dubrovnik and Dalmatia and through Romania. The 

processes are complex, and this complexity comes primarily 

from the nature of this art, which deals with easily portable 

objects spread over a very wide region. Questions of 

influences are intertwined in the production of the Dubrovnik 

goldsmiths, which is reflected in the works of the masters from 

Herzegovina and Belgrade and above all the Romanian 

masters. In the 16th century, Gothic traditions were still strong 

in Venice and Genoa, and reminiscences of the Gothic 

appeared in France as well. The Romanian masters, for their 

part, may very well have drawn ideas from German Gothic on 

their way through Transylvania. The influence on the masters 

from the Bulgarian lands and, above all, on the goldsmiths of 

Chiprovci depends on the distribution of their products and 

their demand in Serbia and Romania. The Gothic influence is 

expressed most strongly in the Gothic motifs and architectural 

details used. These are stylized leaves of ivy, Gothic triple leaf, 

etc. which are used in the decoration of metal ornaments and 

ornaments. Gothic elements are also used in the making of the 

metal crosses (Генова (Genova) 2004: 61-72). In the upper part 

of the chair is a sculpted "apple" in the form of a multi-level 

prism or sphere, the stand is shaped like a Gothic rosette. 
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In the second half of the 17th century, the first elements 

of the Baroque appeared in goldsmithing. However, they 

prevailed in the decoration of metal ornaments and 

ornaments from the second half of the 18th and 19th 

centuries. In the initial stage, they were also often combined 

with Turkish motifs. The influence of the Baroque gradually 

began to be expressed not only in certain forms, but also in 

the strong presence of the ornament. Speaking about the 

influences of the Baroque style, we must have in mind the 

formation of a peculiar stylistics, for which the term “Balkan 

Baroque” can be used. In general, it can be characterized as 

the use and combination of genuine Baroque elements with 

Islamic elements. But it is far from the Western European 

Baroque or the so-called “Turkish Baroque” (Fig.1). 

 

 
 

Fig. 1: Silver belt buckle with gilding and semi-precious stones with 

baroque decoration from Northern Bulgaria 19th century, Personal 

collection of Pavlin Chaushev. 
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The ornamentation of metal jewelry is relatively well 

described. The main difficulty in research is the portable 

nature of jewelry. A cross, bracelet or pafta made in 

Chiprovtsi can be taken to Eastern Bulgaria or even to Serbia 

or Romania. This greatly complicates the clarification of the 

origin of the products, especially after the conquest of the 

Balkans by the Ottomans. During the Turkish rule, there 

were several large goldsmiths' centers, whose works were 

distributed throughout the lands around the Mediterranean 

Sea and the entire Balkan Peninsula. These centers are the 

large sea and port cities, such as Constantinople, 

Thessaloniki, Athens, etc. The products made there are 

mainly oriental in nature. In certain periods of time, they 

were also carriers of Western artistic traditions. In the 17th 

and 18th centuries, Constantinople had lively trade relations 

with the Italian republics. Decorative objects, ornaments, 

dishes, glass cups, etc., which carry the stylistic features of 

the Renaissance, Baroque and Rococo and Western fashion in 

general, enter from there. 

Geometric motifs are one of the oldest motifs used in 

the decoration of metal ornaments. This type of decoration 

has been used since the Middle Ages. In Loveshko and 

Tarnovsko, many bracelets were found, made of silver, 

copper or other metal band, from which simple open rings 

were twisted. Geometric shapes are made by hammering, 

and their decoration is done using simple coils. After the 

fall of Bulgaria during the Ottoman rule, the use of 

geometric motifs in the decoration of ornaments and 

ornaments intensified. They are used as an additional 

decoration of many metal ornaments - bracelets, rings, 

prayer beads, pafts, etc. They are used to frame, 
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emphasize, separate, connect, unite, strengthen or weaken 

the elements of the ornamental composition and their 

impact (Друмев (Drumev) 1976: 72-73). In the 19th 

century, with some metal ornaments, they became the 

main element of the decoration. This is the case with a type 

of bracelets widely distributed in Northern Bulgaria. The 

bracelets are composed of small square plates, which are 

decorated on their upper side with alternating squares 

(rhombuses) and circles (Fig.2). 

 

 
 

Fig. 2: 19th century geometric motif bracelet 

- personal collection of Pavlin Chaushev. 

 

Apart from their purely decorative function, they 

also have a deeper semiotic meaning. The circle has been a 

graphic symbol of the sun since ancient times. Along with 

the pentagram and the swastika, it is one of the most 

ancient symbols in human history. In Slavic traditions, it 



Traditional ornaments on metal juwelry  
in the Balkan lands from 18th - 19th Centuries  

 

205 

retains its association with the sun. The people identify the 

sun with “kravai”, which reflects its connection with the 

agricultural way of life inherent in an agrarian society. In 

the Bulgarian legends, a number of elements have been 

preserved that explain the light and the movement of the 

sun, which are also reflected in the ornamentation of the 

metal ornaments. The other element, the square, which is 

used in the decoration of the mentioned bracelet, also has a 

symbolic meaning. The shape of the "square", in addition 

to being a decorative decoration, is perceived by the 

Bulgarians (including other Slavic peoples) as a graphic 

representation of the levels (the land), which is the basis of 

the traditional way of life. Another popular motif that is 

used in the decoration of metal ornaments and ornaments 

is the triangle. It is one of the main symbols of Christianity. 

It is a symbol of the Holy Trinity, a sign already adopted in 

the era of early Christianity. The triangle symbolizes one 

God in three Persons (Holy Trinity), and the rays - the sun 

of righteousness. During the Renaissance, this symbol 

began to be used massively in church decoration, as well as 

in the decoration of metal ornaments. A typical example 

are silver pendants and bangles, which end at their upper 

end with a triangular metal plate well decorated with plant 

motifs (fig. 3). 
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Fig. 3.  “Trepka“ from Veliko Таrnovo 19th century. 

- personal property of Gina Atanasova from the village of Ivancha 

(Tarnovo). 

 

Very often a convex colored stone is placed in the 

middle of the metal plate. This stone, apart from its purely 

decorative purpose, symbolizes etc. “eye of Providence” Its 

origin is related to the “All-seeing eye of God”, which 

appeared as a motif in Western Christian art in the Middle 

Ages and became a particularly popular symbol in the 

Baroque in the 17th century, including in Bulgarian 

Renaissance art. Another less frequently used geometric 

symbol in the decoration of the metal ornaments of the 
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Balkans is the hexagram or the so-called “star of David”. A 

hexagram or six-pointed star has existed since the Bronze 

Age and was adopted by very distant societies and 

civilizations. Mesopotamia, India, Greece and Etruria are 

among the places where it has been found - but without any 

particular significance. During the Middle Ages, the 

hexagram appeared quite often in the decorations of Jewish 

and Islamic Jewish manuscripts and even on some 

synagogues. The symbol known today as the “hexagram” 

was known in the Middle Ages as the "Seal of Solomon". In 

the medieval Islamic world, the hexagram was popular and 

widely used. It is associated with a magic circle or seal 

believed to grant King Solomon control over demons. It 

should be noted that the hexagram was used in both 

Christianity and Islam as a symbol with strong magical and 

“amuletic” power. It acts as a talisman that has the power to 

ward off evil spirits. In the Balkans, this symbol penetrated 

from the Islamic artistic tradition in the 17th - 18th centuries. 

It was also used in the 19th century to decorate metal 

ornaments and ornaments. It is used in the decoration of 

metal tiles and some types of round belt buckle. This is an 

ornament with a certain magical meaning. At the beginning 

of the 20th century, it was gradually abandoned along with 

the other ancient symbols that were used by goldsmiths in 

the Balkans for centuries. 

Several groups of plant motifs are distinguished in the 

work of Balkan goldsmiths. One of these groups includes 

motifs of oriental origin. They were brought with articles 

made in Constantinople and other settlements along the 

Eastern Mediterranean. These are the different modifications 

of palmetto. Some palmettos are elongated in height and in 
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their general appearance are close to cypresses. Others are 

expanded but retain the character of the palmetto (fig. 4), 

 

 
 

Fig. 4: Indian “palmetto” shape belt buckle with mother of pearl 

decoration - personal collection of Pavlin Chaushev. 

 

There are also those that have preserved the silhouette 

of the classic palm tree. The cypress is also an oriental motif 

used both in coppersmithing and goldsmithing in our 

country, only goldsmiths give it a greater variety and a wider 

decorative sound. The graphic and sculptural rendering of 

another eastern motif - the strawberry - is also diverse 

(Друмев (Drumev) 1976: 73). Her image on jewelry 

sometimes recalls her botanical appearance, then departs 
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from it. It is noteworthy, however, that goldsmiths from this 

rather elementary form create various ornamental motifs. 

Even in just one goldsmith's center, such as Vratsa, several 

variants of the strawberry have been developed. This variety 

of forms is the result of the tendency towards personal 

expression in decoration, so characteristic of domestic art and 

crafts during the Renaissance. Acanthus leaf and its oriental 

variations also find their place in goldsmiths' work. In many 

cases this classic form has been so altered that it cannot be 

recognized or approximated to another botanical species. In 

many places, however, it is seen that the curves and plasticity 

of the classic acanthus served the old goldsmiths as a model. 

There are also a number of decorative elements bearing the 

characteristics of oriental art in the products of Bulgarian 

goldsmiths. They do not have specific names, but convey a 

unique nuance of goldsmith's ornament. The Renaissance 

acanthus, the spirals with acanthus elements on them, the 

Renaissance arabesque, the baroque scrolls, etc., were carried 

over from the Western styles. Plant motifs include all known 

botanical species from the Bulgarian nature. Some goldsmiths 

try to imitate their natural appearance, and for others they 

are only a sample, from which, with the appropriate 

processing, an ornament bearing the personal vision of the 

master is obtained. In this way, fabulous flowers, branches, 

garlands, plant bands, bunches, wreaths framing a certain 

field, etc., are formed, which are even more beautiful than 

natural ones. It should be noted that it is in the decoration of 

plant motifs that the contribution of Bulgarian goldsmiths 

can be highlighted in the ornamentation of metal ornaments 

and decorations. 
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Images of birds occupy an important place in the 

ornamentation of jewelry. The anatomical structure of the 

bird's body allows for various decorative interpretations. 

Whether this appeals to goldsmiths when they depict or they 

put some other thought, idea, symbolic meaning, is difficult 

to determine in different cases. But it is one of the most 

popular symbols that are used in the decoration of metal 

ornaments and ornaments (Fig5.).  

 

 
 

Fig. 5: “Pafti” (belt buckle) with mother-of-pearl and an image 

of a bird - personal collection of Pavlin Chaushev. 

 

One of the most interesting motifs used by Bulgarian 

goldsmiths in the 19th century for the decoration of metal 
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ornaments (especially pafti) is the motif “birds drink water”. 

Old images are known, such as the “Tree of Life” with two 

birds drawn symmetrically on either side of a plant motif, or 

the “Fountain of Life”, in which several birds, arranged like a 

fan, head towards the spring, represented in the form of wide 

vase (fig. 5). 

 

 
 

Fig. 5: Silver “Pafti” (belt buckle) with motif “birds drink water". - 

personal collection of Pavlin Chaushev. 

 

The composition can only be seen on Indian saw 

palmetto. E. Peteva, who gives the name, specifies that it is 

about “doves - church birds”. She attributes the composition 

to “religious ornamentation”, typical of this revival 

ornament. She also notes that jewelry was very common in 

the Balkans in recent centuries, especially among Bulgarians 

and Serbo-Croats (Петева Peteva 1927: 98, 104). According 
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to Peteva, the origin of this motif is eastern. The belt buckle 

on which it is depicted are usually two-piece, connected by 

a hook. The images are most often engraved flat or 

hammered in low relief. They resemble the fruit of an 

almond, with a pointed and differently curved top. The 

preserved museum specimens from the 18th-19th centuries 

are indeed numerous. However, the Serbo-Croatian names 

badem-pafta, badem-kopche are hardly found in Bulgaria. 

The opinion of E. Peteva about the origin of this image on 

the pafts has not been refuted so far. It is noteworthy that 

the specialists deal extensively with the shapes of the 

products and mainly with the diversity of the decorative 

goldsmith system. She definitely deserves attention. But the 

embellishments awarded to the composition are usually 

only to the illustrative material. D. Drumev defines the 

motif as “Asian pelts” (Друмев (Drumev) 1971: 373). 

According to him, this is a symbolic image of “thirst with 

satisfaction” (Друмев (Drumev) 1971: 82). The ornament 

has a great artistic value, especially against the background 

of diverse and often decoratively lavish, functionally similar 

products. Although heterogeneous, its composition is 

unified, balanced, and extremely clean. The included 

elements are in flat relief, supplemented by engraving. The 

subtracted background is finely granulated or cross-

hatched. The composition stands out on the face of the paft 

and acts as a complete overall motif. This composition is 

relatively rare in Bulgarian creativity. There are similar 

motifs on sgraffito ceramics from Tarnovo (Георгиева 

(Georgieva) 1974: 102), and it is most often found in 

engravings on copper blues from the 18th-19th centuries, 

made by Armenians or Bulgarians (Ковачева (Kovacheva) 
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2003: 47). The motif in the center of the composition, where 

the “water source” is depicted, is very close to the type of 

tree trunk, stone column, pillar, altar. These are motifs with 

a mythical origin as a sign of God's presence and a place for 

libations in Greco-Roman antiquity, in Iran until the 

adoption of Islam (8th century) and with a wide place in 

Bulgarian mythology and art Георгиева (Georgieva) 1993; 

Любенова (Lyubenova) 1987). This vertical axis, directly 

connected to the vessel, forms a kind of center of the 

composition. It, for its part, resembles a water source typical 

of the time. 

Images of teratological creatures, monsters, various 

combinations of animal body parts with plant and other 

motifs that have the character of symbols are also found in 

jewelry. One of the most unusual images that occur on the 

belt buckles from northern Bulgaria and southern Romania is 

the image of a snake or dragon. These symbols have both 

secular and religious significance. The snake is one of the few 

genuine animals whose image for millennia is a central to the 

art of many nations. Many pictures of snakes were found on 

various monuments in our country and in neighboring 

Balkan countries (Duicu, 2012, pp. 157-159). Similarity in 

these images is very large, which suggests the presence in 

thistime period of strong cultural ties between the peoples on 

the Balkans. These ties were gradually discontinued as a 

result of the forming of new political borders in the second 

half of the 19th and early 20th century. Over the time, and 

depending on where the snake is depicted, amends its 

symbolic meaning (fig. 6). 
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Fig. 6: Silver Belt buckle depicting a stylized dragon (Lamia) 

(Duicu, 2012 p. 159) 

 

Snakes were placed on stone walls and fountains, on 

plates at the entrance of churches and burial stones. The real or 

stylized image of snake appears on traditional wooden items - 

robin, rocker arms, bridal chests, shepherd's crooks, and on 

small cauldrons (mencheta), Christmas ritual breads, and 

embroidery and fabric cushions. Over the centuries is preserved 

a story for a struggle between a bird and a snake, and this is the 

reason they are used as a part of the decoration of the 

iconostasis, fountains and church buildings. Masters of metal 

jewelry - necklaces, brooches, belt buckles, and bracelets also 

include the snake image in the decoration of their products. 

One of the most common models belt buckles on both 

sides of the river Danube represents a serpent, which is located 
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on the oval cast buckles made of alloy with little silver content 

(Fig. 1). Belt buckle depicting a stylized dragon (Lamia) (Duicu, 

2012 p.159). The snake is located in the front section of the field. 

The head is smooth, tapering forward; there is also an engraved 

eye and curved horn on top. Body along the entire length is 

equally thick, slightly convex, covered with scales. It bends, 

forming wheel and ends with a smooth triangle at the end of the 

belt buckle. Under the head of the snake is located plant with 

rounded leaves – three short stalks. In other models belt buckles 

the serpent's head is shaped like a beak, from which comes 

trifoliate plant. The body is arranged in the same manner as in 

the above discussed sample – bends, forming wheel tapering 

towards the tail ends drop wise. In another leaf – shaped, 

forged belt buckles made of copper silver alloy, heart on the 

surface takes the image of a snake. The body is thick, scaly, 

slightly curved, bent at the front and tapered towards the tail 

(Цветкова (Cvetkova) 1991:65) - (Fig. 7).   

 

 
 
Fig. 7: Belt buckle depicting a stylized dragon (Lamia); 

personal collection of Pavlin Chaushev. 
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The head is smooth, with a great eye and wide open 

mouth from which are coming out branches with leaf 

colors. Under the snake remain two folded legs with 

dragon paws. Sometimes the snake is placed in the center 

of the field. The head is directed to the buckle and the body 

unevenly thickened, forming wheel and ends with a highly 

tapered tail end of the belt buckle. The head is small, round 

with wide open mouth, out of which forked twig. There are 

also images where the snake is standing on two legs like 

twisted loop. The first head from this belt buckle is in the 

normal position and the other is curved upwards. From 

wide open mouth are going out plants with thick stems 

with large leaves and flowers. The top of the serpent's head 

is curved and ends with balls and rear heads have horns. 

Sometimes the story is varied. In the middle on a convex 

circular rosette is forged bird wholesale body on rough 

thick legs apart. A bird medallion is covered by two snakes, 

their heads are found in large blooming flower. The bodies 

of birds form dense arcs, equally broad, slightly tapered at 

the tail with scales. Their heads are smooth and flat, they 

have oval eyes and their beaks are opened. There are also 

very interesting images of nacreous belt buckles. These are 

the most expensive models belt buckles that are often 

decorated with filigree. This technology is made with the 

help of band forged lace of silver and sometimes it is gold- 

plated. On pearl tile sometimes is cut a vase (on the bottom 

of the buckle) with two curved, symmetrical handles. In the 

vase are placed four herbaceous branches and in the 

smooth area between them is depicted bird drained neck. 

On the neck of the vase lies two-headed snake. In the 

mouths of the two heads there is a trifoliate plant with a 
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short stem. In the church museum in Sofia are kept other 

belt buckles decorated with mother of pearl. They, unlike 

the others are circular nacre (Fig. 2). The center is located 

nacre image of a winged dragon, which is surrounded by 

rich floral decoration. 

Human images are found mainly in the jewelry 

intended for the church. These are mostly images of saints. 

They are also used in the decoration of many metal 

ornaments - belt buckle (pafti), tepelaks, amulets, etc. The 

image of the layman is excluded from the goldsmiths of the 

Balkans. In addition to the fact that the saints take part in the 

decoration, their images also have another, independent 

sound. They are shown as relief, sculptural or graphic 

compositions and this separates them in the field of 

ornamentation. They reflect the artistic vision and creative 

possibilities of balsamic goldsmiths. Some of the names of 

goldsmiths from Bulgaria, who are engaged in the 

production of objects with religious images, have also been 

preserved. These are: Matei from Sofia, Peter, Nikola, 

Kostadin and Pavel (Pala) from Chiprovtsi, Mavrodi from 

Vratsa, Panayot, John goldsmith and his son Georgi from 

Tarnovo, Atanas, Veliko from Shumen, Stoyan from Svishtov, 

Pencho Genev from Tryavna and etc. They mainly work 

miniature reliefs in silver with scenes from Scripture or with 

images of saints (Fig.8).  
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Fig. 8: “Pafti” (belt buckle) with mother-of-pearl and an image 

typical example of a traditional revival iconography – 

personal collection of Pavlin Chaushev. 

 

They reflect the artistic aspirations of the era and the 

craftsmanship of the various goldsmiths. The composition of 

the scenes (it is not a matter of mechanical copying of foreign 

designs) is also characteristic of individual goldsmiths. Some 

arrange the figures with a view to their external effect, while 

others look for the relation and connection between them. In 

most of the reliefs, the composition is naive, without the 

necessary knowledge and sense. In any case, however, these 

reliefs with human images have a special impact. And 

apparently, this is not about knowing the anatomy of the 
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human body and its accurate rendering, but about that 

emotional experience of the master that overflows from his 

clumsily forged images. One of the most popular motifs used 

in the decoration of metal ornaments and ornaments from the 

Balkans is the religious scene of the Annunciation. It 

represents the moment when the Archangel Gabriel brought 

the Virgin Mary the good news that she was chosen to give 

birth to the Savior of mankind, the son of God Jesus Christ. 

The Gospel of Luke tells about him, chapter 1, verses 26-38. 

The style of this scene is directly borrowed from the church 

icon painting tradition. It is used in the decoration mainly of 

belt buckle in the shape of an Indian palm tree. It depicts a 

stylized archangel Gabriel, who offers a branch with a 

blossoming lily to the Virgin Mary, and with his right hand 

points to the clouds, i.e. to the Holy Spirit. In the upper ends 

of the mother-of-pearl (buffalo horn), stylized plant 

decoration is also often found. When these mother-of-pearl 

tiles were made, they were painted with bright colors that 

created an extra pop of color. Unfortunately, only fragments 

of this colorful decoration have reached our days, and we 

perceive them as monochromatic, which does not correspond 

to the historical truth. Less common is a single image of the 

Virgin Mary with the Child. Sometimes the image of the 

"Virgin of Oranta" is also used. These motifs have a direct 

connection with the protective function of the reproductive 

organs in women. The motif of the Nativity of Christ is also 

widely used. It can also be associated with the woman's birth 

cycle, broken through the Christian tradition. The structure 

of the image is rooted in the icon painting tradition. Most 

often, the image includes the images of the Virgin Mary, 

Joseph, Baby Jesus, the cave, two cattle, above them the star 
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of Bethlehem and the three wise men can be seen. The plot is 

quite complicated to make, it is entrusted only to experienced 

craftsmen. Very often this motif is used in the decoration of 

belt buckle with mother of pearl. For its production, a large 

area is required in order to be able to perform the image 

qualitatively. The mother-of-pearl blanks themselves are 

obtained from mussels that are caught in the Red Sea. A large 

part of these mother-of-pearls were not made by local 

craftsmen, but were imported from Athos and Jerusalem. 

Inscriptions in Turkish (mostly numbers) are often found on 

the back of the shell. The religious motif – “Exaltation of the 

Holy and Life-Giving Lord's Cross” is also popular. It 

represents an image of St. Constantine and St. Helena 

holding the Lord's Cross together. According to Christian 

tradition, after long searches in the holy temples in 326 sl. hr. 

St. Helena discovered three crosses buried in the ground on 

Golgotha Hill. With them she finds a board with inscriptions. 

St. Elena isn't sure exactly who the Savior's cross is. 

Therefore, on the advice of Archbishop Macarius, the crosses 

were touched one after the other to a sick woman. As soon as 

the “Cross of Christ” is touched to her, she heals. A dead 

person, who is taken to the cemetery, resurrects when he is 

close to the life-giving “Cross of Christ”. These miracles 

resolve all doubts. It is with these beliefs about the strong 

healing power of the “Cross of Christ” that we have to 

explain this popular image on metal ornaments and 

ornaments from Northern Bulgaria. Independent images of 

saints are less common. These are mostly chosen saints such 

as St. George and St. Demetrius. This is a typical example of 

twin saints (Попов (Popov) 1991: 5). 
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In conclusion, we can mention that Balkan jewelry goes 

through many stages of a long development. In this 

development they are subject to various distant and near 

influences. Balkan ornaments simultaneously reflect all the 

national features of the distinctive Bulgarian art, 

characteristic of the entire ethnic territory of the country. As a 

regional feature of the Balkan ornaments, some zoomorphic 

motifs can be accepted, which have no direct analogue in the 

ornaments of the Ottoman Empire. But in general, almost all 

jewelry found in the Balkans has a similar decoration. There 

is a much greater similarity between them than, for example, 

in folk costume, needlework and other areas of folk art. 

Despite these analogies, in other Balkan nations, metal 

ornaments retain their originality and uniqueness, because 

master goldsmiths reframe them through their aesthetic taste 

and worldview. 


