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ZAKHARI STOYANOV:
A CHRONICLER OF THE REVOLUTIONARY
LIBERATION STRUGGLE OF THE BULGARIANS
AGAINST THE TURKS'

Abstract:

The article refers to the Bulgarian revolutionary, writer and publicist Zakhari Stoyanov
(1850-89), who is noted the history of national literature as the creator of the monu-
mental multi-volume work Notes on the Bulgarian Uprisings. A participant and wit-
ness to many revolutionary events, he tried to document the preparation, course and
defeat of the Starozagora’s (1875) and April (1876) revolts of the Bulgarians against
the Turks. The writer drove around the country, interviewing the direct participants of
these events, recording their oral stories and collecting relevant documentary evidence.
As a result, the Bulgarians had a work that acquired the status of a kind of national Bible
in the country.
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Anrorarnug: M.I. CMOJNbIHUHOBA. <«JIETOIMMCEL] PEBOJIIOIIMOHHO-OCBOBOAUTEIBHOM
BOPBEBI BOJITAP ITPOTUB TYPOK 3AXAPU CTOSIHOB».

CraThs HOCBAIEHA 60JIIAPCKOMY PEBOJIIOLIMOHHOMY ITUCATENIO U MyOIUIUCTY 3aXapU
CrosHOBYy (1850-89), KOTOPBIN BOLIE B UICTOPUIO HALIMOHAJIBHOM JIMTEPATYPHI KAK
CO372TE/Ib MOHYMEHTAJIBHOI'O MHOT'OTOMHOI'O TPYAA «3anucKi no 60a2apcKum 60c-
cmanruAm». Y4aCTHUK U OUYEBH/JICT] MHOTHUX PEBOIIOLIMOHHBIX COOBITUI, OH ITONBITAICS
JIOKYMEHTAJIBHO BOCCO3/]ATh IIOJIIOTOBKY, XO7] ¥ NopakeHne Crapo3aropckoro (1875)
U AIIpesibCKOTo (1876) BOCCTAHUI 6Orap MPOTUB TYPOK. [THCATENb €311 ITO CTPAHE,
ONPAIINBASA HEMOCPEICTBEHHBIX YYACTHUKOB 3THUX COOBITUM, 3ANTMCBIBASA UX YCTHBIE
PaccKasbl U COOUPAs COOTBETCTBYIONINE JTOKYMEHTAIBHBIE CBUIETEIbCTBA. B uTore
y 60/rap NOsIBWIOCH IIPOU3BEAECHUE, KOTOPOE MIPHOOPENIO CTATYC CBOCOOPA3HON Ha-
[TUOHAIBHOU bubmun.

KirroueBbI€e C/IOBa:

Bonrapckoe HaMOHAJIBHOE BO3POXKICHUE, ) KYPHAIIMCTUKA, MEMYAPbI, JIETOIIUCh Ha-
[IMOHAJIbHO-OCBOOOANTENILHOU 6OPBOBI 60ITap MPOTHUB TYPOK, PyCO(PUILCTBO U PyCO-
¢ob6CTBO.

akhari Stoyanov (1850—-89) was a Bulgarian prose writer, journalist, me-
moirist, public figure, and revolutionary.

Stoyanov was born in the village of Medven into a peasant family, graduated

from a church school, worked as a shepherd, artisan, tailor and became an active
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participant in the Bulgarian people’s
struggle for national liberation against
the Ottoman enslavers. He was one
of the organizers of the Starozagora’s
(1875) and April (1876) uprisings. After
Bulgaria was liberated by the Russian
troops in 1878, he wrote: “Only Russia,
by word and deed, proved that it loves
our people, that it desires our moral and
material development.” And again: “The
Bulgarian people believe no one else but
Russia.” Later, in 1885, he led the strug-
gle to unite the Principality of Bulgaria
with Eastern Rumelia, achieving this
goal with other like-minded people on
6 September 1885 (this date became
one of the principal national holidays of
the country). He joined the Provisional
Government and later became a deputy
and chairman of the National Assem-

Bulgarian revolutionary,

bly (Bulgarian Parliament). During this writer and politician
time, he experienced an ideological Zakbari Stoyanov
shift: by 1885 his attitude towards Rus- (1850-89)

sia had changed because of the Russian
tsarist government’s condemnation of the Union, of which it disapproved and
which took place without Russia’s knowledge, complicating its relations with
Western European powers. From a passionate Russophile, Stoyanov turned into
an ardent Russophobe. He supported the russophobic prime minister Stefan
Stambolov, and created the newspaper Svoboda (“Freedom,” which was the
Stambolov government’s official press arm), publishing articles criticizing the
highest ranking Russian authorities. Zakhari Stoyanov did not live long, not
even reaching the age of 40. In August 1889 he went to an international exhibi-
tion in Paris, where he fell ill and died on 2 September of the same year.
Stoyanov’s literary activity began in 1880. Together with like-minded people,
the following year he founded “The Worker,” newspaper in Ruse, in which he
began to publish his satirical articles, literary critiques and essays related to the
political struggle. Many of his publications criticized the rural rich, “Chorbadzhii,”
who always supported the rule of the Turkish sultan, favoring the enemy. Stoya-
nov then wrote the following: “Bulgaria is not yet completely free, because it was
freed only from the Turks, but not from their mercenaries, the Chorbadzhii.” In
his articles he often recalled the names of the freedom fighters of the country
Vasil Levski, Christo Botev, Lyuben Karavelov, emphasizing that he was defending
the implementation of their ideals. Like Bulgarian classical writer Ivan Vazov, who
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wrote the poem The Epic of the Forgotten, Stoyanov persistently sought to per-
petuate the names of these outstanding figures of the Bulgarian national revival
era and to prevent them from being erased from the people’s memory. He wrote
books about Vasil Levski (1883), Lyuben Karavelov (1885), Christo Botev (1888),
as well as a book about the Bulgarian revolutionary detachments and their lead-
ers: “The Chetas in Bulgaria. Philip Totyu, Hadzhi Dimitar, Stefan Karadzha”
(1885). In terms of genre, these books resemble fictionalized biographies.
Stoyanov’s most striking work is the landmark Zapiski po balgarskite
vastaniya. Razkaz na ochevidltsi. 1870—76 (“Notes on the Bulgarian Uprisings.
Eyewitness Reports. 1870—76.” Vol. I-111. Plovdiv. 1884-92). In these memoirs
he captured the preparation of the Starozagora’s and April revolts by the Bul-
garians against the Turks, the course of their development and defeat. As a par-
ticipant in the historical events described and not relying solely on his own me-
mory, he traveled around the country in search of other rebels so that his work
would be founded on a wider factual base, including their stories and memories.
Therefore, Stoyanov’s “Notes” contains a lot of documentary materials (letters,
protocols, charters), but the author appears in the book not as a cold-blooded
historian, but as a folk chronicler and
passionate journalist. He narrates the
greatness and tragedy of the national
liberation struggle, creates a gallery of
portraits of figures from the Bulgarian
national revival: George Benkovsky,
Panayot Volov, Nikola Obretenov and
others. Historical authenticity is com-
bined in the work with an artistic rec-
reation of unforgettable events. A man
of the people, a native of the “guild” of
shepherds, Stoyanov set himself the
task of writing a book for the poor:
“I appeal to you, brothers, simple poor e} _
people, for you I sought to write a real B YAKPTH H3'B KHEOT'RTS MY. Dy

book to show you that the most ardent 34X APHIFTI(;;'OHHOB'L
fighters and defenders of our country —_

were not proud, rich and puffed-up

men of letters, but your simple and 19 i
unlearned brothers.” The language of b ,Aﬁffm_

“Notes” is simple, colourful, and at the
same time extremely energetic and rich

in folk sayings. In them the author used “Vasil Levski (‘Deacorn’).
the traditions of national revival liter- Features of bis life,”
ature laid down by Paisius of Hilendar the cover of the Stoyanov’s book

in his Slavo-Bulgarian History. This is on the revolutionary
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a kind of folk chronicle about the fateful historical events of the country, valued
as a national Bible.

Zakhari Stoyanov is one of the heroes of the story. Notes on the Bulgarian Up-
risings talks of how he turned from a poor shepherd into a writer, historian and
chairman of the National Assembly (Parliament). Stoyanov tells about his life
before liberation, about being a shepherd in Dobrudzha, about the life of a shep-
herd and the servile situation of Bulgarians in the Ottoman Empire. His father
did not support his son’s dream of continuing his education and for his disobe-
dience drove him out of the house. Left without a penny in his pocket, Zakhari
walked barefoot along the railroad tracks, first to Varna and then to Ruse.

He spent the night in an empty boat on the banks of the Danube, begging
during the day for bread from shepherds. The young man finally found a place
as an apprentice in a sewing workshop, reading books at night to expand his
education. For this, he was dismissed by the master, who decided that the stu-
dent was burning candles in vain and made him pay for them. Stoyanov was
sheltered by the employees of the Ruse reading room “Zora,” which, like oth-
er reading rooms in Bulgaria, served as a hotbed of cultural and revolutionary
life for the Bulgarians. They were not merely repositories of books and newspa-
pers — they held lectures, staged theatrical performances, recited poems, and
discussed the latest political events. Zakhari Stoyanov was happy: he found him-
self in the world of books and other printed materials. Among them, he found
aleaflet: “To arms, brothers! Death to the tyrant!” In the reading room, the young
man made friends with Nikola Obretenov and other revolutionaries and became
a member of the revolutionary committee.

One of the main themes of “Nofes” as it was already mentioned, is the history
of the two uprisings: the Starozagorsk’s in September 1875 and in April in the
following year. It is noteworthy that in Stara Zagora, the future writer met Stefan
Stambolov. The experience of the first uprising was unsuccessful. The revolutio-
naries, Stefan Stambolov, Georgy Apostolov, Georgy Ikonomoyv, Zakhari Stoyanov
and others, were forced to disperse and seek refuge in the mountains. After the
failed uprising, Stoyanov worked at a railway station, living in empty railroad cars
to avoid being arrested by the police.

The members of the Bucharest-based Central Bulgarian Revolutionary Com-
mittee (CBRC) decided to stage a new rebellion. On 6 February 1876, the promi-
nent revolutionary Panayot Volov came to Stoyanov to inform him of the com-
mittee’s decision to appoint him as an apostle (inspirer and leader of the 4th
Plovdiv revolutionary district). Stoyanov developed his activities in the Rhodope
Mountains and in Panagyurishte. In the latter he met the revolutionary Georgy
Benkovsky, whom he revered. Stoyanov was enthusiastic about the fighters for
the national liberation of Bulgaria and the participants in the uprisings. For him,
the deputies of the Council in Oborishte were “the most honest, ideal people,”
patriots, brave men, ready to sacrifice themselves for the liberation of the home-
land from the Turkish yoke. In his book he showed that the uprisings were truly
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popular movements that arose without external influence. In telling about the
preparation for the April uprising, the author reveals the attitude of all of the
social strata of Bulgarian society: peasants, artisans, clergy, Chorbadzhii, and in-
tellectuals. The stories are often tragic and sometimes humorous.

The announcement of the beginning of the April uprising, the rebels’ first
victories, mass heroism, the triumph in Panagyurishte, the capture of the Bey’s
residence (“Konak”), the consecration of the revolutionary banner: these unfor-
gettable scenes were described vividly, artistically and with talent by Stoyanoy,
an onlooker and eyewitness of these historical events. He testified that when the
uprising was declared, the Turks fled from the Bulgarians so quickly that their
clothes assumed a horizontal position and fluttered like wings. Then the author
wrote about the catastrophe, the horror of defeat and the flight of the rebels into
the mountains, where they were doomed to starvation. The Turks pursued the
rebels, and many of them, including Stoyanov himself, were caught, arrested and
thrown into prison. In September of the same year, Stoyanov was released from
prison, because he had managed to confuse the Turkish investigators so much
that they did not even understand who he really was and did not assume that
they were dealing with one of the main organizers of the uprising.

During the liberation of the Russo-Turkish war of 1877-78, Stoyanov left
for the city of Tarnovo, which had just been liberated by the Russians. His main
literary activity flourished after the Bulgarians’ liberation from Ottoman op-
pression.

‘Notes on the Bulgarian Uprisings” had a three-fold purpose. First of all, it was
an autobiography, and second, an invaluable historical document. Third, it was
a literary work of art of the memoir genre. The author very realistically depict-
ed the social, ideological and political atmosphere of the Bulgarian revival. His
memoirs became an indispensable historical document of his era, raised to the
level of a talented artistic generalization. Stoyanov realistically portrayed the
atrocities of the Turks, the cruelty of their oppression and the heroic resistance
of his compatriots against the violence directed them. ‘Notes on the Bulgarian
Uprisings” is one of the best books in Bulgarian literature. It will always be read.
It does not matter that it is a memoir, not a novel. The book affects the reader as
a true work of art. Stoyanov was a talented writer of fiction who created amazing
Bulgarian landscapes, expressive portraits of his comrades in the struggle for the
liberation of Bulgaria and vividly outlined their unique characters. The reader
is captivated by the author’s narrative style, with its abundant use of colloquial
speech and classical literary style. By virtue of the attributes of this voluminous
work, the reader reads it to the end with unflagging interest. After all, the era of
the Bulgarian national revival is revealed in it in its true greatness.

Translated by Igor Kaliganov
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