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Abstract: Rusokastro is a Late Antiquity and Medieval fortress, situated on a rocky 
ridge in Kameno Municipality, Burgas, Bulgaria.  
The contemporary archeological research of the site has begun in 2006 and the 
results include: significant parts of the main western medieval fortress wall, the 
entrance with two gates and two adjacent towers, fragments of late antiquity fortress 
wall with two towers, etc. The findings provide comprehensive evidence about the 
plan, function, building materials and stages of construction. The comparatively well 
preserved architectural substance, dating mostly from 13th-14th century, defines the 
site as an outstanding example of the fortifications from the time of the Second 
Bulgarian Empire. Despite the significant destruction, there is sufficient evidence to 
virtually reconstruct the plan and overall architectural appearance of the main 
entrance and its towers.  
The detailed study and the proposed architectural reconstruction should serve as 
good starting point for future architectural design of the site as main tourist 
attraction for the Municipality.  
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1. Introduction 
Rusokastro is a Late Antiquity and Medieval fortress, located in Southeast Bulgaria, 

35 km away from the Black Sea city of Burgas and 3.5 km away from Rusokastro village, 
Kameno Municipality. 

It is built on a rocky ridge 108 m above sea level which provides а panoramic view 
from Emine Cape to Yambol. This hill top is protected by sheer cliff faces from north, east 
and south and is accessible only through a flat rocky terrace from the west. The 
Rusokastrenska river flows west, north and east of the almost vertical 25-30m high 
crevices. The site was chosen because of its natural defensibility and suitability to observe 
a wide angle of the surrounding flat area. 

 
2. Late Antiquity and Medieval fortress Rusokastro 
Rusokastro was a fortified city with several satellite settlements, expanding over an 

area of more than 50 acres with mighty defensive system and served as an important road 
station and border outpost of the Medieval Tsardom Bulgaria. In its vicinity the troops of 
Tsar Ivan Alexander have decisively overtaken the army of Byzantine Emperor 
Andronikos III Palaiologos in 1331, thus placing the whole South Black sea region under 
Bulgarian rule for the last time in the Middle Ages. 
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2.1. History 
The earliest traces of a human settlement on the hill top date from the 1st Millenium 

BC (evidenced by Thracian ceramics from the Iron age, fragments of Hellenistic 
amphorae, a bronze coin from Mesembria, etc.). In the near vicinity is the cave Rusina 
Cave/Rusa’s Hole with its hand shaped triangular entrance used through this period as a 
holy site. 

The area is fortified in the 6th century. Chronologically the development of the 
Rusokastro fortress can be divided in two stages: 

First (Late Antiquity/early Byzantine) – beginning of 6th century – end of 
6th/beginning of the 7th century: fortress wall with two adjacent rectangular towers by the 
main gate. It was abandoned after a fire at the beginning of the 7th century (right after the 
end of the rule of Emperor Flavius Phocas Augustus in 610 AD). During 10th-12th century 
the fortress was settled again, but it is not clear if the Late Antiquity defensive features 
were still in operation. The first findings of Bulgarian origin on the site date from this 
period and among them are coins, early medieval ceramics with various decorations, 
bronze buckles, etc.) 

Second (Medieval/Bulgarian) – end of the 12th – beginning of the 14th century: new 
fortress facilities have been built including a new entrance with two semicircular flanking 
towers, new fortress wall and additional outer western wall, citadel, etc. In the second half 
of the 14th century the main fortress wall was modified. Without any scientific evidence of 
slighting or burning, the city was most presumably abandoned by its population at the end 
of the 14th century. 

 
Fig. 1. General site plan 

 
The name “Rusokastro” is first used by the Arab geographer El Idrisi in his work 

“Geography of the World” (1153), describing Rusokastro as “big and crowded city”. It is 
also mentioned in various Byzantine sources from 13th-14th century (Manuel Philus, 
Georgius Pachimer, John Kantakouzenos, Nicephorus Gregoras, etc.). As an 
archaeological site the fortress is documented in the 80s of 19th century consequently by 
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prof. Konstantin Jireček („thick stone wall with preserved wide foundations and traces of a 
tower“) and Karel Škorpil. [2]. 
 

2.2. Archeological survey 
The contemporary archaeological survey is being undertaken since 2006 from a team 

of Regional Historical Museum - Burgas under the supervision of Dr. Tsonya Drazheva 
(2006-2011) and Dr. Milen Nikolov (2014-). After nine archaeological seasons the results 
include: significant parts of the main western Medieval fortress wall; the entrance with two 
gates and two adjacent towers; fragments of Late Antique fortress wall with two towers; 
additional forward fortress wall; significant parts of the citadel; stone pavement road; 
Medieval church and necropolis; two buildings inside the city; fortified passageway with a 
well-tower etc. [2] The findings give comprehensive evidence about the plan, function, 
building materials and stages of construction of Rusokastro fortress which serves as solid 
base for architectural analysis. The essence of the excavated and surveyed architectural 
substance dates from the 13th-14th century, which defines the historical and cultural value 
of the archaeological site as an outstanding example of the fortifications from the time of 
the Second Bulgarian Empire. 

 
2.3. Architectural appearance  
The functional and zone planning of the fortress defense are defined by the natural 

settings. The rocky ridge, surrounded by abyss and the river meanders, dominates the 
broad flat landscape. The location of the mighty fortified city on this hill is identical to the 
big and thoroughly studied Bulgarian medieval strongholds Tarnovo, Lovech, Cherven etc. 
[3] The fortified area is divided in three sectors: southern (between the two southern 
walls); central (between the inner southern wall and the other walls); citadel (on the highest 
point of the hill), surrounded by its own inner fortress wall. They altogether shape a 
carefully planned and very hard to attack and pierce defense system.   

 

 
Fig. 2. Main entrance plan (Ideal reconstruction – V. Donchev) 
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The only potentially vulnerable direction is from east, guarded by a fortress wall and 
the northern U-form tower. It leads through the first gate to an additionally fortified area, 
surrounded by the main fortress wall, the outer wall and in the range of the two (northern 
and southern) U-form towers, located asymmetrically to the entrance. Perpendicular to the 
first gate, right in the main fortress wall, successively located are the second (bi-fold) and 
third (porticullis) gates. 

The dividing of the fortified area in sectors is a practice on many similar Medieval 
facilities and its objective is to hinder the potential attackers of the stronghold main 
entrance. [4] 

It is important to mention that this common defensive system at the main entrance, 
the so called Propugnaculum/barbican (the two U-form towers; the front yard; the stone 
paving; the outer western wall with its front gate), has been built at once at the very end of 
the 12th century until the first decades of 13th century. [2] 

The stone paved road is flanked from the west by a single-faced supporting wall, and 
from the east it borders the natural solid rock. In the northern sector of the outer western 
fortress wall is the side face of the first gate, built altogether with the northern Medieval 
tower. The gate is bi-fold and its axial stones are still intact. The northern tower is solid up 
to its preserved height of approximately 4 m and has a filling of stone and soil, without 
inner wall face. It has been renovated in the last decades of 13th and the very beginning of 
the 14th century by strengthening and increasing the northern wall thickness. The southern 
tower has massive walls of stone and mortar. The outer western fortress wall has a face 
from stone and mortar and filling of stone and soil. It is built in two stages (2.6 m thick in 
12th-13th century and 3.5m in the second half of 13th-beginning of the 14th century) and its 
foundations lay directly in the soil at its northern end. [2] 

The plan of the entrance area of the Rusokastro fortress is an illustrative example for 
adept use of the natural settings and their skillful integration with defensive features.  

There are other examples from the Medieval time of Bulgarian strongholds with 
outer fortress walls and adjacent towers: Shumen (much greater additional fortified area); 
Tarnovo – main entrance of Tzarevetz fortress and northern entrance of the palace complex 
(modified plan of the first central entrance from 6th century). [3] Similar settings can be 
found in the fortresses of Ohrid, Vidin, Žrnov near Belgrade, etc. Very much identical is 
the southwestern entrance of the fortress of Dimotika/Didimotichon, Northern Greece. Its 
plan is almost completely identical to this of Rusokastro fortress and it dates exactly from 
the period 1359-1369. 

The second and third fortress gates are located in the main western wall, which is 
preserved up to the height of 5.05 m (+104.53). It this sector its thickness is 3.34-3.50 m. It 
is built by stone blocks of various sizes in rows, cemented with grey and yellowish mortar. 
Currently from the main entrance excavated and surveyed are: northern part of the gate 
high up to 1.90-2.00 m (+100.52) from the stone pavement (+98.53) and preserved several 
rows of the foot of the brick vault; the southern part of the gate up to 0.5 m in height; side 
face, axial and threshold stones of bifold gate; side face and rabbet of  the third porticullis 
gate. [2] 

 
2.4. Ideal reconstruction  
Despite the high grade of destruction of the south part of the main entrance, the 

comparatively well preserved northern side provides sufficient evidence about its plan and 
constructive features. We have complete information about the contour, building materials, 
width of the two doors of the second gate, the way they were opened and locked. The same 
is valid for the parameters of the third (porticullis) gate: its exact location and thickness is 
traceable through the preserved gutter for lifting the grid. The most valuable information 
lies in the discovered first rows from the brick vault, starting at the height of approximately 
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190 cm. Being aware of the vault’s radius, the starting level and building material, we are 
able to provide a completely justified hypothesis about the overall appearance of the main 
entrance. [4] Additionally, the wall height up to the start of the brick arc provides evidence 
about the minimal height of the fortress wall when the porticullis grid is fully hoisted. 
Without having definitive evidence, but analizing analogical examples, it is presumable 
that the entrance to the space above the gateway housing the hoisting equipment for the 
porticullis was from the south. On the upper level is the wall walk, used for movement 
from north to south and reverse between the two semicircular towers and beyond them 
across the fortress wall. [4] All of the above mentioned archaeological data and 
conclusions serve as scientific basis for the graphical reconstruction of the overall 
architectural appearence of the main entrance with its second and third gates. [1] 

 
Fig. 3. View 1-1 (Ideal reconstruction – V. Donchev) 

 
 In the presence of so much essential preserved original substance and after the 

comprehensive and years-long archeological excavations, the future process of 
conservation and restoration will be based on precise scientific documentation and will  
exclude any conjucture. Significant advantage is the huge pile of the original building 
material on the slope and inside the fortress, which ought to be reused in the conservation 
and restoration process. [5] 

 
Fig. 4. Section A-A (Ideal reconstruction – V. Donchev) 
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3. Prospects for conservation, restoration and adaptation 
In 2016 the new authority of Kameno Municipality decided to organize and fund 

intensive archeological excavations with the clear purpose to proceed with the preparation 
of architectural design for conservation, restoration and adaptation of the already surveyed 
parts of the fortress.  [2] The awareness of the need to safeguard and maintain the cultural 
heritage and the long and consistent work of the scientific team make possible the 
preservation of the site as an historical evidence for its time. The authority’s vision 
encompasses assuring employment for the poor local people, establishing recognition, feel 
of communion and pride of the valuable heritage amongst them and the future visitors. The 
rebirth of Rusokastro fortress is already a dream and a hope for the whole population of the 
Municipality. 

 

 
Fig. 5. Perspective view of the main entrance (Ideal reconstruction – V. Donchev) 
 
3.1. Conservation and restoration 
There are no conservation and restoration activities undertaken until this moment. 

During the years other issues are being solved as the plots ownership and the road, electric 
and water infrastructure planning and building. In 2019 the archaeological survey has 
completed the excavation of the main entrance with three gates, two Medieval towers, two 
late antiquity towers; the main fortress wall; the outer wall; the stone pavement; fragments 
of the citadel fortifications including fortress walls and towers; fortified passage with 
tower-well on the northern side of the ridge. After several archaeological seasons it is time 
for architectural design. 

As part of the design team, the author of this study has the clear vision for the proper 
conservation and restoration methods to be used. Following the extensive archeological 
and historical study, including the detailed graphical reconstruction and considering the 
summary of the scientific, spatial and aesthetic settings, it is logical to plan the main 
entrance and the flanking towers as future natural accent in the general concept for 
developing the Medieval fortress Rusokastro as a cultural heritage tourism site. The high 
grade of preservation and the substantial known details about the plan and the overall 
spatial appearance of the entrance area demand a more recognizable restoration approach, 
which should contribute vital visual and sensual information to the visitors. [5] 
Concidering the presence of so much undisputable evidence about the specifications and 
the geometry of the brick vault, when it comes to the design of the future conservation, 
restoration and adaptation, the rebuilding with similar to the original building material is 
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justified. The leading principle should be the minimal intervention in the original, which 
should match еntirely the scientific definition for restoration – to preserve and reveal the 
aesthetic and historic value of the monument which is often hidden, misshapen or 
damaged. In future interventions, the conservation works by creating superstructure using 
adequate traditional building techniques with the original and available building material is 
completely justified and the design team believes this is the best option when possible. 

 
3.2. Adaptation 
In addition to the forthcoming conservation and restoration, for the proper 

socialization of the excavated areas, it is neccessary to provide accessibility infrastructure, 
tourist guides, info tours and other forms of information. In the near future the old tradition 
of celebrating the Feast of Saint George on the terrace in front of the „St. George“ chappel 
should be restored, as well as the conduction of ritual meal offering for health, folk 
wrestling, folklore dances, etc. Other forms of social use include interactive types of 
entertainment such as: horse races, martial arts, tourist orienteering, extreme climbing, 
spaleology, etc. 

In 2019 the Municipality has applied for two Interreg A (Cross-border cooperation) 
projects: construction of complex recreation zone next to the fortress and construction of a 
road to the site. The first one will set up new attractions: mini model of the fortress; 
thematic space with an open-air classroom; a training board; amphitheatrically placed 
seating benches for the trainees; thematic outdoor playground; archery site; a boulder and 
rock climbing site. Proper park furniture will be installed: benches, waste bins, information 
boards. The realized reconstruction and socialization activities will develop new tourism 
services for the visitors and will increase the attractiveness and popularity of the 
archeological site. The results will include increased awareness of local people, tour 
operators and especially of children for the rich historical heritage of the region. The 
planned road will provide transport and pedestrian access to the site. 

After finishing of this project we expect an irrefutably high cultural impact – both on 
local population of the Municipality and the whole region, as well as amplifying the 
foreign tourist impressions, who are already well acquainted with the famous and long 
recognizable ancient and medieval towns of Sozopol and Nesebar. 

 

 
Fig. 6. Aerial photo as of Summer 2019 
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4. Conclusion 
Taking into consideration the surveyed characteristics of cultural value, the 

Rusokastro fortress possesses all the necessary preconditions to fulfil its socially useful 
purpose. Using the proper conservation, restoration and adaptation  methods it will become 
a first-rate site of the Bulgarian cultural and historical heritage. The acquired scientific data 
and the forthcoming conservation and restoration architectural design will contribute to the 
better studying and safeguarding of this very well preserved site, bearing witness of the 
height of the Second Bulgarian Empire and its material culture in the Middle Ages with 
significant historical value.  
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