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THE MYSTERY OF THE MISSING SPACE ON THE SECOND
BASEMENT LEVEL IN THE HOUSE OF D. KENKOYV IN VARNA:
FACTS AND ASSUMPTIONS

Nadya Stamatova

Abstract: This publication raises a yet unanswered question that emerged during the work of
architects N. Stamatova and M. Hlebarova on the restoration of the most richly ornamented facade in
the city of Varna. The house of the entrepreneur Dimitar Kenkov was built according to a project from
1912 by the great Bulgarian architect Nikola Lazarov. In parallel with the restoration of the facade,
the design team conducted research on the interior spaces of the building, needed for the technical
passport of the building. The 3D model of the building revealed unusual (hidden or illogical) spaces,
as well as the absence of expected ones. The research poses a question related to the lack of such
a space, expected according to Nikola Lazarov's original project, but not implemented in place or
subsequently walled up. It is unclear whether the reasons were difficulties in carrying out excavation
work related to archaeology near the antique fortification wall of Odessos (5th—6th century) or if it
is associated with the change in the socioeconomic reality in Bulgaria after 1944. Further on-site
research would be required to discuss this matter in depth. Upon completion of the restoration work
on the facade, access to the interior spaces of the building was restricted for specialists.

Keywords: cultural heritage, CH, restoration, architect Nikola Lazarov, Dimitar Kenkov, Varna

I. Introduction

The main fagade (Fig.1) of the building at 30
Knyaz Boris I Blvd is the most richly ornamented
in the city of Varna. The house was constructed as a
residence for the entrepreneur Dimitar Kenkov and
served as such until the change in the sociopolitical
structure of Bulgaria in 1944. It is one of the
masterpieces of Bulgarian architecture from the
early 20th century. The design was created by the
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Fig. 1. Main facade of the building, 2015. Fig. 3. Analysis of damages, 2017.
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Fig. 4. Original project of N. Lazarov, 2012.
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Fig. 5. Vertical section through the staircase, 2012.

great Bulgarian architect Nikola Lazarov (1). In
2017, our team (designers: N. Stamatova and M.
Hlebarova, interns: T. Ivanova, N. Manolova, A.
Yankov, E. Yuseinova, V. Staykova) completed
the architectural project (Fig. 2, Fig. 3) for the
restoration (2,3) of the main facade and the technical
passport of the building. During the development
of the technical passport, questions arose regarding
the logic behind the interior spaces of the building,
some of which remain unanswered.

I1. Historical Facts and Direct Impressions

Architect Nikola Lazarov‘s project (Fig.4,
Fig.5) was completed in 1912, and construction
began immediately afterward. According to the
recollections of a member of the Kenkov family,
in 1918, ornaments for the interior decoration
were brought from Vienna, and a sculptor from

Fig. 6. View from the courtyard.

Fig. 7. View from the courtyard.

Vienna was invited for the external decoration.
Until 1944, the Kenkov family occupied the
house. After the nationalization of major urban
properties, a significant number of less affluent
families were accommodated in the building on
affordable rent. Over the years, modifications
related to this type of habitation were made.
Currently, the housing units have new owners,
but some parts still belong to the descendants of
the Kenkov family. In 2017, when we prepared
the technical passport of the building, there were
twenty owners, which made it challenging for us
to access certain rooms, some of which had been
locked for years.

It was unusual for us to see in a room that
was apparently undergoing renovations for the
first time since 1944, dark red velvet curtains,
old portrait photographs of some of the previous
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Fig. 8. Building stages.

Fig. 9. Vertical section near the right staircase.

owners, aged heavy fur coat on which cats slept,
evoking memories of pre-World War II fashion.
Although about 70 years had passed since 1944,
memories of the past still lingered in the building.

II1. Analysis of the Changes of the Spaces
Resulting from the New Function

The building was initially designed with a
symmetrical composition concerning its main
facade. Subsequently, changes began to occur,
involving the closure of pathways and extensions
to ensure the independence of the new households

Fig. 10. Vertical section through the right
Staircase.

that occupied it. The former facade facing the
courtyard (Fig.6, Fig.7) has been transformed
into an interior wall, still displaying double
windows. We even noted an already executed
division (Fig.11) of the beautiful vestibule on
the floor above the shops, as the residence on
that floor now had two inheritors, and thus two
households. The hatches on the attic floor were
raised to provide some minimal living conditions.
We will not comment on the state of the toilets
and baths, especially regarding their accessibility.
In general, they were insufficient for the large
number of residents and were quite distant from
the living spaces.

The alterations were made over the
decades and cannot be rectified due to property
ownership constraints. It is truly regrettable how
this outwardly beautiful building has lost its
architectural integrity within its interior spaces.
For example, the secondary staircase connecting
the second to the third floor literally disappeared,
as it was no longer needed when separate
households began living on these two floors.
We were astonished when we used a spotlight to
reveal the ceiling of one of the storerooms, filled
with preserved food jars. This was precisely where
the household staircase used to be. In the original
design, the left of the two symmetric staircases
was for household use and maintenance, while
the right was for the building‘s owners. The left
staircase served the second floor, and the right
one served the third and the attic. The secondary
staircase (the current storeroom) intersected these
two staircases.
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Fig. 11. Floors: -2,-1, 1, 2. Fig. 12. Floor 3, attic's floor, roof structure, roof.
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Fig. 13. Location of the building in the
neighbourhood of the ancient fortification wall of
Odessos.
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Fig. 14. Location of the building in the
neighbourhood of the ancient fortification wall of
Odessos.

Fig. 15. Pavement marking the position of the
ancient wall.

IV. The Mystery of the Missing Space on
the Second Basement Level

A particular question arises regarding a space
expected to be on the second basement level (Fig.
8) under the right staircase, leading to the third
and the attic floors. An equivalent space exists
under the symmetrically positioned left staircase,
which leads only to the second floor (Fig. 9). This
space serves as a cellar for one of the apartments,
served by the left staircase.

From the right staircase, there is no access
to the lowest level, where the cellars are located.
The space underneath it has no accessibility from
any other place.

A 3D model clearly shows a cavity in this
part of the building, which may or may not exist.
This area may never have been excavated or
could have been filled in later. There may be a

Fig. 16. Pavement marking the position of the
ancient wall, and the building at the background.
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Fig. 17. The main facade of the building after
restoration.
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Fig. 18. Panel with information about the ancient
wall.

room, but a floor construction might have been
built over it without an opening during the initial
construction, or it might have been added later.
Supporting the first hypothesis is the assumption
that when the builders laid the foundations of the
building, archaeological findings were discovered.
To avoid inflating construction costs, this area was
simply not excavated. The building is very close
to the ancient walls of Odessos, even close to the
towers (Fig.13—18).

The second hypothesis is that under the right
staircase, there is a space symmetrical to the one
under the left staircase, and the owners closed it
a little before the change of the sociopolitical
structure in Bulgaria in 1944. Afterward, the
descendants of the family did not express interest
or courage to seek access to this space, even after
the new sociopolitical realities after 1990.

V. Conclusion

The study raises a question regarding
the absence of a room in the house of the
entrepreneur Dimitar Kenkov, designed in 1912
by the prominent Bulgarian architect Nikola
Lazarov. This room either was not constructed
at the beginning of the building process or was
subsequently sealed off. It is unclear whether the
reason is related to difficulties in carrying out
excavation work due to archaeological concerns
near the ancient fortress wall of Odessos (5th—
6th century) or if it is connected to the political
changes in Bulgaria after 1944. This issue could
be further explored through additional on-site
investigations.
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