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DOBRUDJA IN THE 17th AND18th CENTURIES:  
HÂRŞOVA – A CASE STUDY 

Constantin Nicolae1 

 Abstract: During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the medieval fortress of 
Hârşova was one of the most important ones on the Lower Danube line due to its strategic 
position. It appears as such in many historical sources. The first description is due to the 
Turkish chronicler Evlia Celebi in the second half of the eighteenth century. Its image is 
captured in two prints from 1826 (Fig. 1), and the plan was drawn up by Baron von Moltke 
during the Russo-Turkish War of 1828-1829 (Fig. 2). The fortress is involved in conflicts 
between the Gate and Tsarist Russia in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It was 
destroyed and rebuilt many times. After the peace of Adrianople (1829) it is demolished and 
abandoned along with all Ottoman fortifications on the right bank of the Danube. Debris 
walls were gradually dismantled. Recent research has led to the identification of a 
semicircular tower (bastion) at the intersection with the east precinct north of the entrance 
gates and west of the first site and three-site walls on the west side, the most exposed to 
armed conflicts. They were raised in all probability, in the first part of the eighteenth 
century, at the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the third decade of the 
nineteenth century. Thanks to archaeological excavations, the medieval fortress enclosure 
route of Hârşova could be established accurately in terms of locality (Fig. 3). 
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In the Middle Ages, beginning with the middle of the 15th century, the territory 
between the Danube and the Sea, Dobrudja, was part of the Ottoman Empire. Its 
organization suffered some changes, marked by the political events of the time, but 
also by the general situation of the empire (Ghiaţă 42-43). Thus, in the 16th century 
this area was included to Silistra Sangeac, a border administrative unit in Rumelia 
Beilerbeilic. The unfortunate events striking the northern regions in the second half 
of the 16th century and at the beginning of the 17th century determined the Gate to 
take administrative and military measures regarding the entire area. In the third 
decade of the 17th century Dobrudja passed under the leadership of Eialet Oceakov-
Özü Beilerbeilic, together with Silistra Sangeac. A Sangeac parts the Dobrudjan 
space into a number of Kazale: Tulcea, Isaccea, Măcin, Hîrşova (placed North of 
Carasu Valley), Mangalia and Silistra (South of it). 
 Very few facts are known about Hârşova fortress for this period2. Even if 
its name appears in a large number of Ottoman documents from the 16th-17th 

                                                           
1 Researcher at “Carsium” Museum, Hârsova. 
2 Some older studies or of somewhat recent date try to question some aspects regarding the 
role and the place of this fortress in the history of this region, turning to good more written 
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centuries, until now it has not been given enough attention3. Even more, the walls 
placed in different parts of nowadays settlement were considered to their greater 
part to belong to the ancient epoch. The same happened to those on the protected 
surface, conventionally named “Carsium fortress”, placed initially in antiquity 
(Condurachi 169-170), a fact which lead to perpetuating this error until not long 
ago (Panait and all 122-127). Research inside the fortress in Hârşova has helped us 
to clearly see that the situation is completely different. In the present stage of 
knowledge, we are capable to demonstrate that the Ottoman administration initially 
used the ancient walls for a period of time, most probably until the first decades of 
the 17th century, when the fortress was rebuilt from foundations, on new strategic 
bases. This initiative was imposed by the political-military events taking place 
along the last segment of the Lower Danube at the transition from the 16th to the 
17th century4, but also by European reasons (Mehmed 221-222; Rădulescu, 
Bitoleanu 223) in perspective of resolving “the Oriental problem”. The attacks of 
Cossacks, sacking Isaccea and reaching Constanţa, already take place from the 
beginning of the 17th century. Between 1616 and 1621 follows the conflict with 
Poland, determining the concentration of the Ottoman army in Babadag, with a 
view to crossing the Danube if the situation had required it (Decei 318-322). 

To rephrase it, the East approaches a period of unrests and military 
conflicts from the second half of the 17th century and in the 17th century in order to 
define the new terms of forces between the Tzarist Empire and the Ottoman 
Empire, the Danube settlements being inevitably caught in the middle of the great 
fight. From this perspective the strengthening of the border was needed to ensure 
victory. The strengthening was needed much more in Hârşova and the 
surroundings, because here there were the most important fords for crossing the 
Danube into Wallachia. 
 The actions undertaken in this respect conducted to building one of the 
most important fortifications on the Danube line by the Turks, already from the 
first part of the 17th century. We owe the first and most important description of the 
fortress here to chronicler Evlia Celebi (Călători VI 450-451). In 1651, during his 
journey through Dobruja, it is described as a fortified and durable city of three 
thousand feet long walls and two gates, one to the East and the other to the West. 
The city was flourishing too, developed on the southern side of the fortress, having 
two quarters with one thousand six hundred houses. The information offered by 
Evlia Celebi fits with the description given for the fortress in Hârşova by Count de 
Langeron in 1809 (Călători SN I 334) and later on with the image from engravings 
dating to the year 1829 (Boca 1968 no. 28, 29) (Fig. 1). In all cases we are 
presented a fortification with strong stone walls, placed on the two limestone 
                                                                                                                                                     
sources and less archaeological discoveries. See Brătulescu, 3-24; Aricescu, 351-369; 
Cantacuzino, 58-67; Talmaţchi, 31-46. 
3 Field research, observations on the walls which can be seen, reinterpreting historical 
documents have permitted a clear separation between the Roman, Roman-Byzantine and 
medieval fortifications. See, Nicolae and colab., 2008, 313-343; Nicolae 2010, 226-231. 
4 It is about the attacks and destruction of  Hârşova during the time of princes Mihai 
Viteazul and Radu Şerban. See, Panaitescu, 34; Călători IV, 274. 
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promontories at the Danube, bordering the modern settlement to the South. The 
most complete fortification plan, corresponding to descriptions as well as to city 
images, is the one drawn by marshal von Moltke (Moltke pl. 9) (Fig. 2), taken over 
by other descriptions of the war in 1828-1829 (Chesney 52-53). Here one may see 
the trapeze shape of the fortification, with the eastern wall somewhat shorter than 
the western one, entirely corresponding to present topography. From the short 
description of the fortress follows that of its precincts which had five short fronts 
defended by bulwarks, on which cannons were placed. The precincts were 
surrounded by a 14-15 m deep ditch with steep slope and counterslope made of 
masonry. Without entering into other details of descriptions made at that time, we 
only confine ourselves to stress that the much more numerous sources from the 19th 
century only illustrate the fortification built in the first half of the 17th century, the 
one also mentioned by Evlia Celebi. 
 Archaeological research and field observations have completely confirmed 
some of the topography elements resulting from the above mentioned descriptions 
(Fig. 3). Thus, on the Danube shore, the walls which can be seen, long time 
considered as dating from the Roman period, are part of the medieval fortification. 
The excavations here have shown that the ancient walls are present at a great depth 
and widely surpass the Ottoman fortress to the North. In fact, the entrance gate to 
the Roman-Byzantine fortress was identified only in 2009, right near the spot 
where the eastern and northern precincts of the Middle Ages fortification meet 
(Nicolae 2010 228-230, fig. 7). The eastern precincts can be identified in the great 
level difference of Carsium and Călăraşi streets. A recent salvage excavation leads 
to discovering the fortification North-East corner bulwark. It is a half-round shape 
tower with a diameter of about 30 m and 3.70 m thick wall. It was built of stone 
and mortar from the rock level, with an outer parapet made of on all faces chiselled 
stone. Unfortunately the remains of the bastion were dismantled down to the 
walking level and covered by the asphalt of the street, so the preserving state is as 
bad as can be. The remains of the fortress entrance gate tower were identified on 
the northern precincts, not far from the bastion. It is exactly the entrance itself, of 
which the slate on the access direction right side is preserved, with a square hollow 
in which the wooden post of the gate was placed; also preserved is the massive, 
round shaped stone central pillar, with a square space in its center where the two 
parts of the gate closed, and also the tower foundations. According to all estimated 
data, the entrance could have been about 4.20 m wide. The gate upper part was 
most probably built with a number of carved stone segments in shape of an arch, as 
suggested by such a piece, fortunately discovered in the town. The North-West 
bastion was partly excavated, but without exactly establishing its outline. Only the 
spot could be identified here where the precincts North wall reaches the tower as 
well as the North-South direction of the western precincts.  

On a free surface at Carsium and Venus crossroads a number of building 
phases of the tower were rendered evident. As it also seems to be the case on von 
Moltke’s plan, it is possible that the bastion here has a polygonal shape. As regards 
the western precincts, the situation is extremely interesting. The walls on this side 
of Hârşova fortress were still well visible at the end of the 19th century and the 
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beginning of the 20th century. They appear in some documents, among others on 
the Great General Staff Map of the army, on which Pamfil Polonic has outlined the 
fortification, but also its surroundings (Ionescu pl. 2; Crăciun fig. 2, 3, 4; Nicolae 
and all. 2008 fig.5, 6, 7), as well as in bishop Netzhammer’s description 
(Netzhammer 2010 317). Walls remains can be seen even today on one of the 
properties in front of St. Emperors Constantin and Elena church. They were 
destroyed until the middle of the 20th century due to city extension to this area. The 
before mentioned archaeological excavation lead to the discovery of three precincts 
walls on the western side. It is evident, that they were built in different periods. The 
first precincts were rendered evident somewhat more to the North a decade ago. 
Here it is preserved at 3.20 m high. The wall was built against a limestone 
promontory, so its thickness must have been larger than 1.20 m, as it measures now 
at the level of the rock. Near the church, where the mentioned research took place, 
the wall is no longer preserved, being destroyed most probably during the war in 
1768-1774, when the conquest of the town by the Russian army is attested, with 
large damages (Ionescu 421; Rădulescu, Bitoleanu 228-229). Only some 
arrangement elements, typical of an entrance (a large pavement made of stone 
bound with mortar) and the imprint of the wall at the rock level were identified in 
the excavation.  

In 1771 the fortress was occupied by the Russian army and resisted the 
next year attempt to be re-conquered. At that moment the ruined parts of the 
fortress were rebuilt and little strongholds were raised in the surroundings, as 
results from a strategic plan dated to the year 1773 (Kuzev 153, fig. 4). The 
destruction of the precincts is demonstrated by the huge boulders torn off from the 
walls and by the cannon balls discovered during the archaeological excavation. It is 
possible that the precincts were so much affected that it was rebuilt somewhere 
twenty meters in front of the old one. The existence of the second wall can be 
explained only this way. It was raised until the end of the century, when the area 
was again shaken by a new conflict between the two great powers. Already at the 
beginning of the 19th century the sources mentioned a fortress here, the walls of 
which had been restored little time before (Docan 672). The probable thickness 
dimensions of the precincts approached 2.50 m, as indicated by archaeological 
data. The wall was destroyed during the war in the years 1806-1812. It was 
restored at less than a meter in front of the former one. The precincts thickness of 
only 1.50 m suggests a certain hurry to reinforce the western side of Hârşova 
fortress. Historical sources indicate the remaking of the fortress in 1822, in 
perspective of the upcoming conflict in the years 1828-1829 (Motke 72-72; 
Chesney 52-53). On this occasion also the last precincts were built, visible a 
century ago. 
 After the peace treaty in Adrianopol the fortification was destroyed and 
ended its existence for good. The events sequence at the Lower Danube during the 
17th-18th centuries shows that in Hârşova one of the most important Dobrudjan 
medieval fortresses was in use. 
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Fig. 2. Plan of Hârşova fortress drawn by Baron von Moltke. 
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Fig. 3. Elements of the fortress on the town ortophotoplan. 
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