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Abstract. The paper envisages a long term analysis of the urban development of 
Orşova city which was dated back to the early Neolithic period based on 
archaeological explorations. Orşova`s representation on cartographic documents as a 
permanent settlement was linked to the Roman period. After a long absence of 
cartographic information during the migration period, it reappeared on the maps 
created during the Hungarian, Ottoman and Habsburg dominations from the 15th-
19th centuries. Thus, the series of maps and plans which were created in different 
countries also enable the spatial monitoring of the city`s evolution from the outset of 
the 15th century up to present times. 

Introduction 
In order to highlight the evolution of urban structures and territorial 

organisation forms, it is imperative to consider the underlying processes that 
determined the emergence of these elements in the landscape. Time evolution can 
be monitored through the study of land use changes (Pătru-Stupariu et al., 2011). In 
this regard, urban landscape analysis requires the use of vertical views, of aerial 
photography and cartography (Claval, 1984). The advantage of using historic maps 
in landscape analysis includes the capacity of these materials to provide knowledge 
on structures that disappeared from the present urban morphology (Winder, 2009). 

In the last two decades, numerous analysis methods of landscape change were 
developed based on cartographic evaluation, an example being the study of van 
Eetvelde and Käyhkö (2009) on Flanders` region for which were used maps 
produced starting with the 18th century (de Ferraris map) up to the orthophotomaps 
of 2000. An important step in integrating cartographic materials in landscape 
analysis consists in interpreting the quantitative and qualitative information that 
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can be gathered from historic maps. In Romania, evaluations of the maps` content 
and technical details were found in the studies of Vâlsan (1912), Mihăilescu 
(1928), Popescu-Spineni (1978), Osaci-Costache (2004) and Radu (2009). 

Orşova, “the oldest and, in the same time, the youngest city of the country”, is 
located on the narrow strip of land between Almăj Mountains, Danube and the 
right bank of Cerna River.  

The first forms of habitation in the area surrounding the city emerged between 
10.000-8.000 BC. During the Roman period, the settlement was represented on 
Tabula Peutingeriana under the name of Dierna. It was a crafts centre, 
commercial, civil, military centre and a frontier cross point, from which there 
remain certain bricks with inscriptions, pots, medals, etc. According to historic 
accounts, Dierna`s territory was crossed by a legion of the Roman army during the 
conquest campaign against Dacia (101-102 AD) from where it advanced right 
along Cerna Valley up to the capital, Sarmizegetusa (Husar, 2004) .  

The first documented testament was found on an inscription from the year 157 
AD when the city’s name is written under the form of Tsierna, a close version, 
Tierna (Husar, 2004), being kept on certain maps until the 16th-17th centuries 
(fig.1). The period of maximum prosperity for the Roman city is associated with 
the end of the 2nd century and the beginning of the 3rd century AD (in the year 193 
AD, the settlement was advanced to the rank of municipium by Emperor Septimiu 
Sever (Panait, 1974).  

Between the 4th-6th centuries AD, Orşova appears as Dierna-Zernes, due to the 
presence of a Roman camp in its proximity (according to the National 
Archaeological Record). Clear references to Dierna is found in the cartographic 
material called „Nona Europa Tabula”-Ptolemy’s map, created by Nicola 
Todescho (Nicolaus Laurentii, approx. 1478) and the one created by Ioan Schotto 
(year 1513). In the 10th century, the settlement was represented as Urscia fortress 
(a political and military centre) or Orswe in the year 1396, Orswa in 1419, Orsaua 
in 1440, Orseva in 1481 and also Orsoua during 1501 (Botu, 2012). 

On a set of maps that appeared between the 10th-17th centuries, the citadel (a 
fortification) is doubled by another one on the opposite bank of the Danube (Tekija 
fortress), both of them being considered ancient and recorded in maps like: (1) 
Orsowa, created by G. Bodenehr, (approx. 1718); (2) Neu-geographisch 

vorgestelltes Ungarisches Kriegs-Theatrum in Servien und dem Bannat 

Temeswar... by J.B. Homann (approx. 1718); (3) Danubius Pannonico-Mysicus by 
Luigi Ferdinando Marsigli in 1726; (4) Orsova fortezza sopra d'una isola del 

Danubio Fra. L'Asprismo. Monte Hemus Due Migl. Lontana Dalle Porte Ferro 

(1750) created by Giambattista Albrizzi etc. (fig.1) 
There are certain maps which inexplicably do not represent the fortresses` 

position, as in the case of the first Josephine survey maps (1769-1772), the second 



The reflection of Orşova city`s evolution in cartographic materials 
 

 

207 

Josephine measurement (1836-1852), Franziszeische Landesaufnahme, Banat`s 
map by F. Grisellini (1776), etc. 

 

 
 

Fig. 1 Fragment of the Illyricum Orientis In quo 

Partes II. Moesia et Thracia... by Sanson, N., 
approx. 1651 (source: B.A.R.) 

 

There are also maps that continue to present the fortress of Orşova (fig.2, 
fig.3) until its final liberation from the Ottoman rule (recognised through the Peace 
of Sistov - 1791), as in the case of: (1) Il Mondo produced by G. Rosaccio (in 1595); 
(2) Walachia, Servia, Bulgaria, Romania by G. Mercator (1602); (3) Théatre de la 

Guerre en Hongarie, Transilvanie… by I. Covers & C. Mortier (1683); (4) Plan 

der Kriegsschauplätze im Königreich Ungarn im Jahre 1738 (Theatrum belli 

regnis hungariae pro anno 1738); (5) Orsova Von denen Tircken Belagert Den 

Avgvsti 1738, by Lieutenant Geyer; (6) Theatre de la Guerre sur la Timock 1737 
by Etienne Briffaut; (7) Mappa Der Grenz Scheidung Des Banat Temeswar Von 

Anno 1749 Mit Den Türken Geschlosen Von Herren General Feldmarschaů 

Lieutinont Freiheren Frantz Von Engelshofen A. 1749 Par Francois De Peyer 

Maior et Ingen; (8) Krieger Sámuel`s maps, Regni Hungariae (1780); (9) 
Einmarsche der K. K. Truppen în Alt-Orşova den 12-ten Febr.1788; (10) F. Jos 
Ruhedorf`s map entitled Mappa specialis Walachiæ (1788).  

In most cartographic materials the fortress is surrounded by a relatively low 
number of scattered houses, without allowing us to quantitatively estimate the 
number of households or the one of inhabitants. 

The geographical region of Orşova was the war theatre of the Austro-Ottoman 
conflicts (Juan-Petroi, 2010). Consequently, between 1524 and 1687, it was under 
Ottoman occupation, becoming the administrative centre of a sandjeac (a civil 
settlement of fishermen and farmers). On the outset of 1687, it became part of the 
Habsburg Empire, but it was recaptured by Ottomans in 1690 and remained in their 
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control until the following century. After the Habsburgs reclaimed the area, the 
fortress was abandoned to ruin. Therefore it is absent from every topographic map 
created after 1800. 

 

 
 

Fig. 2 Fragment of the Theatre de la Guerre, 

dans le Royaume de Servie…, Weingartner, J., 
1750 (source: B.A.R.) 

 

Analysing the existing cartographic material, we observed that Orşova was 
at the end of the 18th century a modest settlement with a surface area of 0.7 km² 
(according to the Josephine map, 1769-1772). 

The 19th century represented the beginning of the settlement’s urbanisation 
process that consisted of phases with different intensities. Thus, the settlement 
benefitted from the modernization and construction of new roads (e.g., the road 
Caransebeş-Orşova was opened for use in 1828) at the initiative of Count 
Széchenyi István (Juan-Petroi, 1998). 

 

 
 

Fig. 3 Orşova in Theatro della Guerra..., anonym 
author, 1788 (source: B.A.R.) 
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The interplay between modernised roads, industry and commerce contributed 
to defining Orşova`s territorial function and urban composition. The Society of 
Steam Navigation opened in 1829 while in 1850 was established the financier 
commissariat and in 1853 the telegraph office. The city’s growing economic 
importance determined the consequent construction of the railroad from 
Caransebeş to Orşova, which came to use in 1878 along with the imperial frontier 
rail station (Juan-Petroi, 1994a).  

Concerning water transportation, F. Schwanz related certain facts (1720 – 
1723) that were reproduced in Călători străini despre Tările Române [Foreign 
Travellers about the Romanian Countries]. He mentioned that downstream of 
Orşova, the Danube River had “a dangerous course [...] with many rocks that you 
see emerging from the water and which are called, in Latin, «cataractae»”. 

Navigation on the Danube had only a local importance and mainly a military one 
because of the European political context but it saw great progress after the 
Congress in Vienna from 1815 (Juan-Petroi, 1995).  

In consequence, after 1815, the Danube became the most important 
commercial route between the Central Europe and the Black Sea. In addition, 
Orşova gained the role of major port, especially after the hydrological 
regularisation works on the sailing line. The improvement works were undertaken 
between 1890 and 1896 (including digging of the channel’s Iron Gates-Sip).  

This period of prosperity translated in the population’s growth and ethnical 
diversification which were recorded in the Population Census (tab.1). Ancillary 
documents indicate the presence of Greek and Romanian schools from 1810, a 
German language school from 1836, a telegraph office since 1853 and a men’s 
choir (Orsovaer Männergesangverein) from 1859. Starting with 1873, besides the 
local paper (Orsovaer Wochenblatt) there were several ephemeral publications in 
the Hungarian language. In 1886 appeared the first cabinet for consultations with a 
doctor, which followed the creation of a firemen volunteer association (1882). 

 
Tab.1 The population’s numerical evolution of Orşova city 

 

 
Source: Mehedinţi County Statistics Directorate 
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There are several cartographic documents of the 18th and 19th centuries that 
were used to gather information on Orşova`s urban composition and configuration. 
These include: (1) the first Josephine survey map: Banat Josephinische 

Landaufnahme, 1769-1762 (page 201 and 205); (2) the second Josephine survey 
map: Zweite oder Franziszeische Landesaufnahme from 1806-1869; (3) the third 
Josephine survey map: Franzisco-Josephinische Landesaufnahme or Dritte 

Landesaufnahme Generalkarte von Mitteleuropa from 1869 and 1896; (4) the Plan 

der Ortslage von Alt Orschova which was created by Captain Johan von Pavics, in 
1816; (5) the cadastral maps entitled Orşova és Schuppanek egy része from 1837. 

Comparing these maps, we determined that the settlement evolved from 
approximately 30 households in the first Josephine census to a commune of about 
195 houses in 1850. Thus, first the locality stretched on two streets paralleling the 
Danube’s course forming an arc at the base of the hills. Afterwards it transitioned 
to a more complex urbanisation phase with three parallel streets intersecting with 
other linear ones. Each parcelled cvartal included plots, houses, gardens and spaces 
for animal breading. In the second half of the 19th century, the city extended 
northwards in the direction of Jupalnic to the road Timişoara-Caransebeş (Juan-
Petroi, 1994b).  

Towards the end of the 19th century, behind the rail station emerged Coroana 

neighbourhood, on the territory of Jupalnic commune. It included housing spaces 
for the railroad workers, hotels, restaurants and various institutions. The connection 
to the city was made through a street with alleys and poplars (Juan-Petroi, 2006).  

From the map analysis, we identified an industrial area in the rail station`s 
proximity that included the petrol refinery, the merchandise harbour and the ground 
transportation infrastructure. On the water, but in the opposite direction, at the 
town’s periphery towards Ieşelniţa, was the outline of a second industrial area that 
resulted from the construction in 1890 of the shipyard’s platform. This extension is 
reflected through the tripling of the city’s surface area, subsequently reaching 
2.2km² at the end of the 19th century. 

The city’s rapid growth resulted in the population`s doubling in less than 30 
years (from 1858 to 1888), while its tripling was reached before 1900 (according to 
the Population Census of 1910), being determined by the nearby rural migration 
into the urban space. Moreover, Orşova maintained a multiethnic community over 
the centuries that developed under the influence of several cultures. 

Analysing the maps from the end of the 19th century, we observed that the 
process of spatial expansion and the city’s modernisation diminished in intensity, 
given that the growths and extensions during the interwar period were just the 
complement of the pre-existing landscape. Nevertheless, the First World War left a 
negative imprint on the city as its industry barely recovered from the crisis in the 
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1940`s, despite all the public investments. In the year 1923, Orşova was attributed 
the rank of city.  

 

 
 

Fig. 4 The dynamics of the built-up area between 1930 and 2011 
 

Communism’s consolidation brought intense changes in the city’s 
development and modernisation, both on an industrial level and on the public 
equipment one: the shipyard appears on the maps, also the weavery “Cazanele” 

(resulted from the union of Iandera and Nonna industrial units), the miner 
enterprise, the craftsmen’s cooperative, etc. 

Comparing the city’s representation on the topographic map called  Planul 

Director de Tragere (1930-1939) with the one from the topographic map from 
1980, it becomes clear that the most intense changes appeared between 1966 and 
1974, after the construction of the Hydroelectric plant “Iron Gates I” (Fig.5).  

Both the old town (located at the intersection of 44041’46” north latitude and 
20024’36” east longitude, absolute altitude of 56 m) and the surrounding villages 
(Jupalnic, Tufari and Coramnic) were covered by the reservoir’s water. Thus the 
settlement changed its geographic coordinates to 44°42’33” north latitude and 
22°24’16.3” east longitude. 

The New Orşova (fig.4) is shaped as an amphitheatre, now located on the 
western bank of Cerna golf, between 70 and 200 m absolute altitude, and on the 
alluvial fans of Ţurlui, Ijnic and Cerna valleys.  

On the topographic maps from 1980, the inhabited surface was about 2.5 km², 
which represented a similar area to that preceding the flooding. The city was 
located along the reservoir with the shipyard reaching the slopes of Alion Hill and 
with another industrial area in the northern parts, behind the rail station. These two 
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industrial areas contoured the city (starting with 1966). A civic centre was created 
to include administration buildings, socio-cultural structures (hospital, cinema, 
place of culture, schools, lyceums, etc.), commercial spaces, and housing blocks 
(Juan-Petroi, 2006).  

Between 1969 and 1971 were constructed 42 blocks, out of which 5 were 
tower blocks (with 1300 apartments). In addition, in 1969, started the construction 
of the residential houses district with individual households and in 1972 began the 
modernisation of the important transport arteries and the creation of green areas 
which finished in 1974. The city continued to expand after the 1990`s.  

 

 
 

Fig. 5 Orşova city’s map (2011) 
 

From the interpretation of present photo aerial images, complemented with the 
topographic plan of 1980 (fig. 8), we observed that the built-up area expanded 
continuously, reaching 3.35 km². We also delineated some extensions towards the 
west and more recently towards the south with the creation of the Gratca 
neighbourhood, which began to develop starting with 1995. The demographic 
evolution, following 1990 had a rising trend until 1993 (over 16.000 inhabitants in 
1993), followed by a declining one (below 10.000 inhabitants in 2011). 
Considering the growing built-up area, the density decreased to an approximate 
3000 inhabitants/km2. 

All in all, through the combination of archival research, ancillary documents 
and statistical ones, we concluded that Orşova experienced several phases of 
development, alternating periods of prosperity with those of crisis. The settlement, 
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which was recorded as a city in the Roman period, was transformed into a fortress 
that resisted the numerous wars that unfolded until the end of the 18th century. 
Through the analysis of topographic maps from the 19th century and their 
interpretation in the geographical information systems, we identified the 
settlement’s pattern of evolution from a rural nucleus to a borough and finally to a 
port city, with a clearly delineated structure. It reached its maximum development 
phase before the First World War. The geostrategic and economic vectors 
transformed Orşova into an industrial city that affected the urban structure after 
1879. The city’s relocation during the communist period transformed Orşova’s 
image again. The city took the form of a horseshoe that surrounded Cerna golf, 
with some extensions to the west, but also through the vertical structuring which 
was limited by topographical restrictions. After 1990, there is a clear accelerated 
development of the residential area with individual households and its southern 
orientation through the creation of the Gratca neighbourhood. This study 
emphasises that gathering information from historic maps can be useful in 
sustainable urban planning and the identification of urban landscape evolution 
patterns. 
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