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Religious Celebration “Sveta  zona” 

Few people probably know that in 

Melnik, the smallest town in Bulgaria, 

huddled in the southern folds of Pirin 

Mountain, there were once 83 churches 

and monasteries. That is why it is 

frequently and rightly referred to as “the 

town of God”.  

A feature which undoubtedly contributes 

to its fascination are, without doubt, the 

so-called mels – unique sand formations 

which attract tourists from all over the 

world.   

 

The Cultural center “Emanuil 

Vaskidovich – 1886” in Melnik town 

participates as a partner in the 

international project CULSTAGE, which 

aims to demonstrate the cultural and 

religious tourism opportunities in the 

cross-border region of the Greek 

municipality of Paggaio and the 

Bulgarian municipality of Sandanski, and 

acquaint more people with lesser known 

but vivid and fascinating events and 

tourist sites on either side of the border.  

 

We were eagerly looking forward to the 

most important event of all – the litany 

procession held every year on the eve of 

the “Holy Zone” feast. It started from the 

St. John the Baptist church, popularly 

known locally as Saint Yane.  

         

“Holy zone”, writes Vihra Baeva from the 

Bulgarian Academy of Sciences in her 

scientific studies, is the Bulgarian version 

of the Greek “Cincture of the Theotokos” 

and refers to the “holy belt” of the Holy 

Mother of God. The belt is one of the 

garments belonging to the Virgin Mary 

which was preserved after her Dormition, 

and is venerated by Christians because of 

the miraculous cure of Empress Zoe 

which it worked. The feast in honour of 

the relic is known as the “placing of the 

holy belt of the Most Holy Mother of 

God”, and it is marked by the church on 

31 August. In the course of centuries 

Vatopedi Monastery in Athos has been 

the centre of the cult, and part of the belt, 

which continues to work miracles, is still 

kept there. 

This specific local cult is unique to 

Melnik. According to legend, this is due 

to the fact that, in the battle of Serres, Tsar 

Kaloyan defeated the Byzantine army and 

captured the “belt of the Holy Mother of 

God”.  As he passed through Melnik he 
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left it at the monastery of the Holy Mother 

of God Speliotissa, and from there, it was 

later taken to Vatopedi. A central role in 

this cult is played by the “Holy Zone” 

icon which is said to work miracles. Its 

original name is “Presentation of the Most 

Holy Mother of God”.  The icon is 

comparatively new – from the turn of the 

20th century, though, during its 

restoration, an older layer of paint was 

discovered.  

 

Actually, the name “Holy Zone” refers, in 

equal measure, to the chapel, to the feast, 

and to the miracle-working icon. In the 

course of its long history, the Monastery 

of the Holy Mother of God Speliotissa has 

been destroyed and rebuilt many times, 

and when the Greek population left 

Melnik it was abandoned completely. It 

was only in the 1940s that over its ruins 

the present day chapel was erected – a 

religious hub and, deservedly, a source of 

pride for the local townspeople.  

          

The 31st of August is also Melnik’s 

secular feast day. The celebrations 

dedicated to the Holy Zone included one 

more event – an accompanying exhibition 

at the Emanuil Vaskidovich cultural 

community centre, inaugurated by 

Metropolitan Bishop Seraphim and the 

Mayor of Sandanski Atanas Stoyanov.  

Along with many of Melnik’s 

townspeople and guests, they too were 

intrigued as they examined the 

ecclesiastical books and photographs 

included in the exhibition.  

 

This joint international project entitled 

Stage for Cross Border Culture, with the 

acronym CULSTAGE, demonstrates 

conclusively, that whatever historical 

differences there may have been between 

Bulgarians and Greeks through the ages, 

there is one thing that has always existed 

and it is much more important – the 

spiritual and religious bond between the 

people of the two countries.  

 

Partners in the project, funded under the 

Interreg V-A “Greece-Bulgaria 2014-

2020” Cross-border Cooperation 

Programme: 

Municipality of Paggaio – lead 

beneficiary from the Republic of Greece, 

EPEKSA-Scientific Society for Social 

Cohesion and Development, Kavala,  

Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, 

member of the Utrecht Network of 

Universities, Cultural Center “Emanuil 

Vaskidovich - 1886”, Melnik, Cultural 

Center "Otets Paisiy-1919", Sandanski, 

Rozhen Monastery “Nativity of the 

Theotokos“ 
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