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Abstract. A total of 28 species/taxa of wild and domestic animals have been established through
5378 animal  remains in the center  of Sofia  City.  Most  common are  Bos  taurus,  Equus  ferus
caballus,  Capra hircus,  Ovis aries,  Gallus gallus domestica,  Canis lupus,  Equus asinus, Lepus
europaeus.  Carnivores are represented  by  Vulpes  vulpes,  Canis  lupus,  Canis  familiaris,  Felis
catus, and Ursus arctos. One species (Bos primigenius) is globally extinct, and one (Grus grus) is
extinct and no more breeding in Bulgaria. A review of the subfossil record in Bulgaria of the
common crane is given. The cattle were of brachycerous type. Most of domestic chickens were of
the  bantam size/type.  The  occurrence  of  big  shells  of  Ostrea  edulis suggests  contacts  with
Aegean coasts. 
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Introduction
Animal  assemblages  from  various  sites  in

Sofia  City  were  completely  unknown  until
recently. Even in the last several years a number
of  publications  appeared  on  the  uncovered
animal  remains  from  Slatina  (BOEV,  2009),
Amphitheatre  of  Serdica  (VELICHKOV,  2009),
and  Forum  Serdica  (BOEV,  2016a;  b;  2017;
2018).  The  collected  animal  finds  originate
from  the  building  excavations  on  Exarch
Joseph Street,  No 35 (Square 17, Zone G-14;
Oborishte  Urban  District;  42042’01.09’’;
23019’25.06’’)  in the center of Sofia City. The
paper  aims  to  present  the  recorded  animal
species  and  domestic  forms  and  their
representation in the collected material.

Material and Methods
The site  represents a part  of the “Serdica -

Sredets”  Historical-Archaeological  Reserve.  The
excavated  area  represents  a  new  part  of  the
northern wall of ancient Serdica. The fortress wall

reaches us in its appearance from the 6th century
during the rule of Emperor Justinian (527-565). 

The excavations were carried out in 2018 by
a team of Sofia History Museum, leaded by the
archaeologist  Polina  Stoyanova.  The  total
uncovered area is ca. 800 m2.  The bones were
hand collected and no sieving has been applied
in the material collecting. Thus the bone remains
of smaller vertebrates remained uncollected and
unregistered  in  research.  No archaeozoological
materials  or  artefacts  of  other  periods  were
uncovered. Most of the finds came from pits. All
bones  were  collected  unarticulated,  although
sometimes  bigger  bones  of  some  individuals
(horse, donkey) were found together. 

The  handed  archaeozoological  material
(December,  2018)  from  the  excavated  site
numbered  5378  pcs.  bone/  dental  fragments
and  shells  of  mollusks.  The  material  was
collected  in  a  total  of  210  samples  and  was
dated to late  Antiquity  3-5  century  A.D.  The
finds  of  each sample  originate  from different
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squares and depths (all of over of 5.3 m depth
bellow  the  recent  level)  in  the  excavated
archaeological  site.  All  samples  were analyzed
and the archaeological findings were described
separately.  The  vertebrate  bone  remains  have
been  identified  through  the  osteological
collections of the National Museum of Natural
History at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences
(Vertebrate Animals Department).

A  significant  part  of  the  collected  bone
remains, due to the nature of their deposition, is
unfit for taxonomic determination. A total of 2280
pcs. (42.5%) represent unidentifiable fragments (s.
c.  bone  splinters)  that  do  not  have  diagnostic
features for their osteological identification. Partly
unidentified are 99 pcs. of bone fragments. They
are presented as "small ruminants - Ovis / Capra -
sheep / goat.” (Table 1).

Avian bone material has been inventoried in
the osteological collection of the NMNHS-BAS
(NoNo 18 382 – 18 418). Some rare mammalian
finds  (camel,  aurochs,  wolf,  dog,  fallow  deer,
etc.)  have  been  deposited  in  the  mammalian
osteological collection of the Vertebrate Animals
Department of the NMNHS. 

Results and Discussion
A total of 28 species/taxa of wild and domestic

animals  have  been  established.  The  general
distribution of the material includes: molluscs - 14
pcs., birds - 32, mammals - 5331 (Table 1). 

Most  common  among  the  examined
material  are:  Bos  taurus (represented  in  165
samples),  Equus  ferus  caballus (51),  Capra
hircus (47),  Ovis  aries (34),  Gallus  gallus
domestica (26),  Canis lupus (18),  Equus asinus
(16), Lepus europaeus (10). 

A particular interest from the archaeozoological
point of view is the find (Fig. 1) of a Bactrian camel
(Camelus bactrianus) in the ancient Sofia. It is the
2nd record of camel in Sofia City and the 11th one in
Bulgaria (BOEV,  in press). The first find from the
ancient Sofia came from Serdica Amphitheater (5th

-6th century A.D.) (VELICHKOV, 2009). 
The  finds  (Fig.  2)  of  Fallow deer  (Dama

dama)  are  also  of  special  interest.  The  past
distribution  of  that  species  in  the  former
Bulgarian lands in the Roman period is due its
reintroduction from the southernmost regions of
the Roman Empire (SPASSOV & ILIEV, 1994). 

Wild  (hunting)  mammals  are  represented by
wild boar, red deer, roe deer, fallow deer, aurochs
(Fig. 3), European (brown) hare, red fox, wolf and

brown  bear  (Fig.4).  Today,  most  of  them  are
hunting object. The wolf and the bear are included
in the Red Book of Bulgaria. The wolf is in the
"vulnerable"  category,  and  the  bear  -  in
"threatened" species category (GOLEMANSKI et al.,
2011). The brown bear still visits the surrounding
mountains (Vitosha, Plana, Verila), although it is
extremely rare around Sofia City. One species has
disappeared  from  the  country,  Europe  and  the
World  -  the  wild  cattle,  or  aurochs  (Bos
primigenius).  The  aurochs  was  spread  in  the
mountains bordering Sofia Valley until 16th century
AD (BOEV, 2016a; b; 2017; 2018).

Only one species of hunting birds has been
established  in  the  material  –  the  Common
(Eurasian)  crane  (Grus  grus),  represented  by  a
proximal  tarsometatarsus.  At  present  it  is  an
extinct species in Bulgaria  (GOLEMANSKI et al.,
2011). The common crane is extremely rare in the
subfossil  record in Bulgaria. As a bird, living in
flocks, inhabiting open grassy habitats, and having
big body mass, the common crane always was a
valuable game for the ancient hunters. It is known
so far from a total of 10 Holocene (prehistoric
and  later)  localities:  Novae  (BARTOSIEWICZ &
CHOYKE, 1991), Sozopol, Baba Vida, Nicopolis-
ad-Istrum,  Urdoviza,  Yaylata,  Kabile,  Kazanlak
and Durankulak-2 (BOEV, 1999), Pistiros (unpubl.
data) (Fig 5). Obviously, the common crane in the
past was spread (or at least hunted) throughout all
over the country. 

The finds  of  mollusks  (sea  and freshwater
mussels  and land snails)  prove  the practice  of
gathering. Of particular interest are the sea shells
-  9  ex.  of  the  European  flat  oyster  (Ostrea
edulis). The closest localities to Bulgaria of this
species now are located in the Black Sea and the
Mediterranean Sea (Aegean Sea). Modern Black
Sea oysters are much smaller in size than those
found in the site in Sofia. Dimensionally (7-8 cm
length) they approach the size of the oysters of
the Mediterranean (Aegean) Sea. Other mollusk,
the thick shelled river mussel (Unio crassus), was
widely spread in the rivers of Sofia Valley until
first decades of 19th century. The shells have no
traces  of  processing  and  probably  indicate
contacts with coastal areas.

There are two more outstanding facts - the
relatively high share of the remains of horses and
donkeys,  as  well  as  those  of  wolves.  Domestic
cattle are the most common species/domesticated
form. Its remains account for more than 1/3 or
34.9% of the study material. The domestic horse
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ranks second among the domestic mammals and
accounted  for  5.0%,  domestic  goat  4.0%,  and
domestic pig - 3.2% of the bone remains.

Cutting of the the horns of small ruminants
(sheep and goats) as well as the red deer with a
saw  was  a  widespread  practice.  The  charred
bone remains, mainly domestic cattle, but also
many horses,  are widely spread.  Possibly  as a
part of garbage, they were burnt.

The  cattle  was  predominantly  of  the  s.  c.
brachycerous (short-horned) type (Fig. 6). Along
with  it,  the  wild  cattle  –  aurochs,  were  still
hunted. Some aurochs were of impressive size.
Similarly, along with the domestic pig breeding,
the wild boars were also hunted in the wild. 

The established remains of domestic birds
(mainly  domestic  chicken  and,  more  rarely,
domestic  goose)  prove  the  presence  of
advanced poultry farming. Small sizes of hens
(of  bantam  size)  point  to  non-selectivity  in
terms  of  production,  i.e.  they  are  not
deliberately reared for meat. This implies that
part  of  the  reared  chicken  could  have
decorative  value  or  they  were  used  for
cockfighting. The chicken prevails with 82.1%
of all bird bone remains found.

The collected material confirms the practice
of three basic livelihoods of the ancient people
-  animal  breeding,  hunting  and  gathering.
Animal husbandry,  for its part,  is  represented
by its almost complete spectrum of that epoch.
The  sub-branches  of  cattle  breeding,  goat
breeding,  sheep breeding,  pig  breeding,  horse
breeding  and  poultry  breeding,  were  highly
developed and well-differentiated.

Traces of bone treatment: 425 bones bear
obvious traces of burning - they are partially or
even completely charred. Most often these are
from  domestic  cattle  and  domestic  pigs.  On
other  25  bones  there  are  noticed  traces  of
slicing  and  chopping.  Many  of  the  bone
splinters bear traces by the ax-marks. 

The  vast  majority  of  domestic  mammal
remains belong to adult individuals. Young and
immature individuals are more common among
domestic pig, domestic sheep and sheep/goat.
This proves that the meat of piglets, lambs and
kids was also used for food. 

Conclusions 
The examined faunal remains from the site

of Exarch Joseph Street in the center of Sofia
City  complete  and  considerably  confirm  the

archaeozoological  information  from  Forum
Serdica (Boev, 2016a, b, 2017, 2018). So far it is
the 3rd site  on the territory  of  the Sofia  City,
where animal remains have been studied. Four
animal  species  (Ostrea  edulis, Unio  crassus,
Grus grus, and Camelus bactrianus) are new to
the subfossil fauna of Sofia. 

Possibly  the  great  majority  of  animals
served as meat resource. Many of their bones
were  burnt,  including  those  of  horses  and
donkeys.  Cattle  were  the  most  preferred
domestic animal. Wild boar, red deer, roe deer,
aurochs,  European  hare,  grey  wolf  and
common  crane  were  among  the  hunting
animals  for  the  late  antiquity  people  of  the
settlement.  The European flat  oyster  suggests
contacts with Aegean coasts.
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Table 1.  Animal representation in the collected archaeozoological material from the building
excavations on Exarch Josef Street (Sofia City), 3 - 5 century A.D.

   No Taxa English Name
Total

number
of finds

Share of
all finds

(%)

Number of
processed

finds

Number
of burnt

finds
MOLLUSCA 
Gastropoda 
Pulmonata

1 Helix lucorum Linnaeus, 1758 Turkish snail 4 0.07
Bivalvia 

Unionoida 

2 Unio crassus (Philipsson, 1788)
Thick shelled river
mussel

1 0.02

 Ostreoidea 
3 Ostrea edulis Linnaeus, 1758 European flat oyster 9 0.17

Mollusca total 14 0.26
AVES 

Anseriformes 

4 Anser anser domestica 
Linnaeus, 1758

Domestic goose 6 0.11

Anseriformes total 6 0.11
Galliformes 

5 Gallus gallus domestica 
(Linnaeus, 1758)

Domestic chicken 26 0.48 9

Galliformes total 26 0.48
Gruiformes 

6 Grus grus (Linnaeus, 1758) Common crane 1 0.02
Gruiformes total 1 0.02
Aves total 33 0.61

MAMMALIA
Lagomorpha

7 Lepus europaeus Pallas, 1778 European hare 12 0.22 4
Lagomorpha total 12 0.22

Carnivora 
8 Vulpes vulpes (Linnaeus, 1758) Red fox 6 0.11
9 Canis lupus Linnaeus, 1758 Grey wolf 28 0.52 3
10 Canis familiaris Linnaeus, 1758 Dog 17 0.32
11 Canis familiaris/aureus Dog/Golden jackal 2 0.04
12 Felis catus (Linnaeus, 1758) Domestic cat 3 0.06
13 Felis catus/ silvestris Domestic cat/wildcat 1 0.02
14 Ursus arctos Linnaeus, 1758 Brown bear 1 0.02

Carnivora total 58 1.08
Artiodactyla 

15 Sus scrofa domestica Erxleben, 1777 Domestic pig 169 3.14 4 41
16 Sus scrofa scrofa Linnaeus, 1758 Wild boar 107 1.99
17 Capra hircus (Linnaeus, 1758) Goat 213 3.96 5 32
18 Ovis aries Linnaeus, 1758 Sheep 132 2.45 6 30
19 Ovis / Capra Small ruminants 99 1.84 32
20 Bos taurus Linnaeus, 1758 Cattle/ cow 1873 34.82 9 267
21 Bos primigenius (Bojanus, 1827) Aurochs 20 0.37 7
22 Dama dama Linnaeus, 1758 Fallow deer 3 0.06
23 Cervus elaphus Linnaeus, 1758 Red deer 34 0.63 1
34 Capreolus capreolus (Linnaeus, 1758) Roe deer 16 0.30
25 Camelus bactrianus Linnaeus, 1758 Bactrian camel 1 0.02

Artiodactyla total 2667 49.59
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Perissodactyla 

26 Equus ferus caballus Linnaeus, 1758 Domestic horse 270 5.02
27 Equus africanus asinus Linnaeus, 1758 Donkey 43 0.80

Perissodactyla total 313 5.82
Primates 

28 Homo sapiens Linnaeus, 1758 Modern man 1 0.02
Primates total 1 0.02
Mammals – bone splinters Bone splinters 2280 42.39
Mammals total 5331 99.12 425
Vertebrates total 5364 99.74 25 425
Animal remains total 5378 100.00 25

Fig. 1. Camelus bactrianus – mandibula sin.; Sofia City (3-5 c. AD). Photo: Z. Boev.

Fig. 2. Dama dama – tibia dex.; Sofia City (3-5 c. AD). Photo: Z. Boev.
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Fig. 3. Bos primigenius – epistrophaeus; Sofia City (3-5 c. AD). Photo: Z. Boev.

Fig. 4. Ursus arctos – humerus sin.; Sofia City (3-5 c. AD). Photo: Z. Boev.
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Fig. 5. Subfossil record of the past distribution of Common crane (Grus grus) in Bulgaria: 1 -
Yaylata (Middle Holocene), 2 - Kazanlak (6000-5000 BC), 3 - Sozopol (5000-4000 BC), 4 -

Urdoviza (3000-2000 BC), 5 - Pistiros (5-3 c. BC), 6 - Kabile (1-6 c. AD), 7 - Novae (1-7 c. AD), 8 -
Nicopolis-ad-Istrum (250-450 A.D.), 9 - Sofia (3-5 c. AD), 10 - Durankulak-2 (Medieval Ages), 11 -

Baba Vida (8-17 c. AD).

Fig. 6. Bos taurus – cranium; Sofia City (3-5 c. AD). Photo: Z. Boev.
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