
53

Silva Balcanica, 18(2)/2017

UNIvERSITY BOTANIC GARDENS – 125 YEARS LATER

Stefka Kitanova, Vasil Chakarov
Forest Research Institute – Sofia
Bulgarian Academy of Sciences

Abstract

A short review on roles and achievements of University Botanic garden of Sofia University is made 
in order to clarify the contemporary status of its functions as keeper and developer of the botanic knowledge 
and providing it to the public.
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Botanic gardens appeared in Europe during middle ages as gardens with medicinal 
plants and herbs, and with the geographical discoveries medicine and botany developed 
independently. In 19th century botanic gardens started to be open outside Europe but the 
interrelation between people and plants started to be on focus in Royal Botanic Gardens, 
Kew (est. 1759). The first Botanic garden with the aim on conservation and protection 
of the country’s flora is Kirstenbosch (est. 1913) in South Africa.

According to the Law for biodiversity (2002-2017) ‘the botanic garden is an 
institution which maintains collection of live plants for the necessities of experimental 
investigations, natural scientific and nature protection education, and is open for visits 
more than five month in the year’. Its role is also to maintain plant documental collection 
for preservation, presentation and education.

The date for establishment of the University Botanic Garden was 1892 by the 
initiative of the first Bulgarian professor of botany Stefan Georgiev. During the ceremony 
a beech was planted and in its root tsar Ferdinand put a golden coin. 

To this act there were some previous historical actions – in 1885 with the 100 
anniversary of st. Methodius death were planted 12 trees in the yard of the Classical 
School (later First Male Gymnasium) (Stoyanova, 2009; Dikov, 2010). Then in 1887 the 
First School for Higher Education was established to the Gymnasium. And S. Georgiev 
built the botanic garden in order to facilitate the education of students from Faculty of 
Biology and this is now the first University Botanic Garden. The vegetation was imported 
from Erfurt and was mainly tropical plants – palms, orchids, cacti, vanillas, euphorbias. 
In the beginning were built two nursery gardens, later (1900) changed into glass houses 
with central pavilion and two symmetric wings by P. Petkov (Paskova, Malcheva, 2002). 
To maintain the garden was invited Karl Neff in 1896, son of the gardner Daniel 
Neff (Ganev, 1942; Stoyanova, 2009; Stanev, 1993)). For some time (1896-1936) the 
Municipality garden (now Doctor’s garden) belonged to the University Botanic Garden 
but due to some problems in maintaining it was returned to the Municipality of Sofia 
(Ganev, 1942). 



54

After K. Neff leaving the University Garden in 1900 there were invited as 
specialists Hristo Mihov (1901-1934), Stati Naydenov (1934-1942?). Directors after 
S. Georgiev were Nikolay Stoyanov, Nikola Minchev (Ganev, 1942, Kossev, 1995), 
Elisaveta Bozhilova, Spas Popov, and now Krassimir Kossev.     

To its 125 years of development there were successful years and years with standstill, 
especially after K. Neff left it and during the WWII. Being now in the city center with only 
5 dka the University Botanic Garden keeps, protects and preserves 1583 plant species. They 
are distributed into three parts – park, medicinal garden and green houses. 

In the park part the richest group is the perennial plants – 187 species from 37 
families, followed by trees (62 species, 27 families), shrubs (56-22), roses in the rose garden 
(26 varieties), succulents (13-1), water plants (18-6), clambering plants (5-3). There are 5 
rockeries with representatives of 300 species from 55 families. The medical garden with its 
two parts contains 18 species of trees and shrubs (12 families) and 83 perennials (19 families). 

The total number of plant species in the green houses is 821. Their distribution 
according the location is given in Table 1.

Table 1. Plan species in green houses

Place Species Families
Tropical 271 54
Central 59 25

Low 94 36
Succulents 300 12

Mediterranean 47 25
Butterfly pavilion 50 24

The University Botanic Garden is mainly used for scientific and educational aims. 
Since 2002 it is open to public and students of all ages can investigate the role of plants and 
botanic gardens, be in contact with scientists and follow the work of university students. 
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