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The origin and evolution of the term “karst”

0 Introduction

Andrej Krandjc

(Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts, Ljubljana, Slovenia, Titov trg 2, Si - 6230 Postojna, Slovenia)

Abstract; Even some recently published works including manuals, textbooks and
lexicons, related to this topic contain inexact, not precise, discordant or wrong
statements, Recent linguistic studies provide some new results regarding the word
karst. The paper repeats some well known facts about the origin of the term karst
but at the same time it gives some new results and interpretations. The name of
the plateau in the background of the Trieste Bay (the Adriatic Sea) which the Slov-
enes call Kras, Italians Carso and Germans Karst is of pre-roman origin and Lat-
inised into Carsus. The original name had the base * Karus-( Ptolemy wrote
Kapovoadiwdpe:) from the root * kar- meaning rock, stone. From the Latinised
form Carsus developed Slovene, Italian and German names according to the rules of
their languages. From the Central Europe the easiest and practically the only way
leading to the Mediterranean was the road from Vienna to the port of Trieste.
Travellers across the Karst described this unusual country and its natural phenome-
na, mostly with negative connotation and subsequently other limestone landscapes
were compared to Karst. In 1830 F. J. H. Hohenwart wrote that “karst is not on
the Karst only, but it stretches from the plain of Friuli to the Greek islands”. Most
of the descriptions of the Karst from that period were published in German lan-
guage and this is the reason why the German form of the name became the interna-
tional karstological term, the karst.
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recent publications'®, But all the same even in

It is 118 years ago when ]. Cviji(’:m published
his fundamental work on karst and where he men-
tioned the origin and meaning of the term karst; ”
The word is of Celtic origin and it means rough,
rocky terrain. As a regional name it was first used
for the land between Trieste and Postojna”!?, Up
to date numerous karstologists and linguists studied

the question and a lot of details can be found in the

modern works one can find incomplete or even false
information about this subject. As an example the
statements such as “The word Karst refers to land-
scapes similar to that of the Kras region of Ser-
bia”) or “In fact, the term karst comes from the
Slav word, krs, and is associated with the limestone

»(s]

country in western Slovenia. can be cited.

On the Italo-Slovenian border lies the north
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Looking through the literature there is a lot of
examples of the names derived from the pre-Indo-
European root kar (r) a/gar (r) a meaning rock,
stone throughout the Europe. In 1935 G, Alessio''")
started to study this base seriously, The same one
covers different forms as * kal-, * gal-, * kar-, *
gar-, also #al- and * ar after the fall of the first
consonant, and even like in Greek * - or * r~. The
same radical can be in the full form * kal or in the
reduced one * kF. To the mentioned eight forms
for the same base * kl-, * gl-, * kr-, % gr can be
added. From this it can be seen what perspectives
are given by this system to the field of toponymic
research.

According to Rostaing!'") » kal initially meant
stone, later shelter made of stone, and finally a
house, a fortress or a village. In France there are
numerous examples like Chelles, Challes, Chalo,
Chalou, Caille, Challans, etc.

Mediterranean karst coast are small bays called

Typical forms of
calanque in French, calanco in Provencal and
calanche in Corse language. The prototype was *
kal-anc-us. Causses,the name of well known karst
plateaus in France, has the origin in * kal too. In
the name of the town Carcassone appears * kar.
From the karstological point of view more interest-
ing are toponyms La Cra and La Crai and specially
La Cras, all from Burgundy. It seems that Kras in
Slovenia and La Cras in Burgundy are quite the
same, In the delta of Rhone the name of the well
known stone plain Crau derived from the form of *
kr-. But not the toponyms only, from the men-
tioned base derived also other karst terms; karren
from * kar and French term for karren clapier,
from the form »* kl-. The term garrigue, typical
karst vegetation cover from the south of France
came from * gar-. The base * krapp- is known al-
so from Slavic, Albanian and “Piemontian” langua-
ges. Does the Slovene term for karren, skraplie,
came from the same base, the * krapp- 7 In the Sl-
ovene language the most of the study of this base
was carried out by Bezlaj, The Slovene words like
kar (protruding rock) and names as Karavanke
Mts. (karuant = rocky, stony) and Carniola
(Kranjska) have probably the same root * kar!'%,

The different forms of the name appeared in
Medieval documents; 1159 Carsus, Carsi, 1177
Grast, 1200 in Carsto (Karsto), 1236 de Carstis,
1240 in Karst, in Carsto, 1252 in Carsto, 1370 am
Karst, and 1398 Karst'* ¥, In the documents and
printed sources the Slovene form kras appears at
least from 16® century on!'* ') and not only in 1874

as stated in some modern paperst'®,

2 From the toponym Kras/Karst to the inter-
national term karst

The invention of print and discoveries of new
lands, continents even, was followed by increased
production of maps and atlases. It is normal that on
“local” maps the name of Kras figures but it seems
that it was regionally important enough that it fig-
ures also on the maps of larger regions in greater
scale, Just to cite some examples. On the Miinster’
s map of Illyricum (1552) is Kharst, on Zalterius’
of “Ducatus Carniocliae” (1569) is Charso, on Lazi-
us’ map of “Goritiae, Karstii...” (1573). Some-
times the name Karst figures in the title already, as
on the Mercator’s “Forum lulium, Karstia, Carnio-
la...” (1589)!'%1, First maps published by domestic
authorst™'!'") marked Kras with the name of Karstia.
Valvasor in his book (1689) mentions the Slovene
name Kras (Na Krasi) (Fig. 2), but it was first put
on the map by Hacquet (1778)I) who strictly fol-
lowed the principle that names on maps have to be
written in domestic (people’s) language (Fig. 3).
Why the plateau of Kras was so more important
that it figured on the maps while the other regions,
even bigger did not?

Rarftner Bodens (Nakraflo.) Y30’ Der Rarfs
durdy anjesso der gange villige Karftacs Dodew,
perftanden wird / fo von Lavtenburg und
Senofetfcly bif um Adriatifden Weers
geht.  DOnefer Boden ift durchans und
ubee die WMafens ftemigt, €8 m«ﬁ?‘;

T

Fig. 2 In 1698 Valvasor’*) mentioned Slovene name Na-
krasso (= Na Krasu, that means On the Kras) and said a-
bout it; “Somewhere it is possible to see as far as few miles,
but there is nothing but grey, no green, because everything is
covered by stone. .. ”.
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As it can be seen from this short presentation,
practically all descriptions and professional works
were written in German language and it is self-un-
derstanding that the German version, the Karst,
entered the international terminology. From a still
local or regional term of Hohenwart, Morlot and
Boué, the word slowly covered larger and larger
space. As early asin 1859 J. R. Lorenz Liburnaul?]
complains that when speaking or writing of karst
everybody thinks only to the plateau of Kras, while
in fact karst reaches far towards east in Croatia, for
example,

At the end of the 19" and the beginning of the
20™ century it is possible to say that karst was al-
ready an international scientific term. One of the
most important scholars, who influenced maybe the
most that the term karst became international one,
was Jovan Cvijic, As a student of Vienna’s univer-
sity and well known professor of geomorphology A.
Penck, it is normal that he used the form karst, al-
ready in the title of his the most important work re-
“Das Karstph
inomen” (The phenomenon of Karst)!!,

garding karst, the monograph

3 Conclusion

The term karst derived of the name of the plat-
eau in the background of the Bay of Trieste ( Adriat-
ic Sea) lying (the great part) in Slovenia and partly
in Italy. The name of the plateau is Kras in Slov-
ene, Carso in Italian and Karst in German. The o-
riginal (Pre-Roman) name of the plateau which was
Latinised in the form Carsus, had the root * kar
that is stone. From the accusative form of the name
(Carsum) modern names evolved in the 9" century.
During the 19* century when the toponym Karst
transformed in the general term, the professional
literature was in German language and therefore the
German form of the name Karst has been taken into

the consideration,
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MHFAREkarst’ W RFEDEA TP XBREFEFR AR T . FEEPONALTAA L -KEEZHRABRA,
ETH . AXTNELTRTBAWHEX TRarst’ RFEHEFE, TTHEANF T “harst’ REMAMHBRFIETFALE
R.

“karst” 2R W A (Kras) BB L HEAT RS, ERB L TEHR E T #8428 HH A (Gulf of Trieste)
FRGE FDalmatia) EEH R, HAHB 2B FHAXRE, ERATZ — 4 %K 150~450 m, & £ & # 550 km?
(K#H40km, EH 13km)W A BE s HH., HAXRE EE.EAMEMEIE L H HRZH Kras,Carso fu Karst,
BRI BRHETDARTFE,EARHE. FHHFEHRA S AVNEHS AR AMLT L. EHERILS X
MAEX(BEAHWBHEAED SHAETALER. XEBAAERS BRTE,

EARHBHNLHRERTH I IR HS BN TELHR(LEEMNEPRT ML KN Carsus, & ¥ &3
Rrkar(Ws- R AHEEA“D LR L F"H AR s kar-H LT K. AKHREXB I TURLARAEF S LA KE /A
HWKIE £ AR kar(r)a/gar(ra, XU EAREVEERF LR EZF. MEARIN G LARNEZY ——F 5
B,—BEREBEEZ-IMHEIBAREFRARAEHFHXKE.

B Carsus  E# B R Carsum BEEX R AKX BAFE LK Carsos N EBKBENH AL EEETHANE ¢
RIBAAEXLFPREFBZEH AR RS EALTFFH L) E L K Kras; 8% Karst I & d1 & X #| & Carso
KEBEEAANLA s EFXRHELARRARMORETKR, BT N ,KrasKarst 1 Carso HHE T HH T X
Carsus , % # 4 A A MR * kar(u)s-.

HRBERSRAFARGRA T THAMHBEENEE. ERUGRNOLEHFIRERAEH T L E
P TEBARBREEH AR TR EX Karst R ZH AR HEHENGFR.ELERTGHANEEHR, %
KRB ZHULE T E AN R EEAREVANFAAR, G H AR AL AKX, 16 19 4,4
BABRASHRANENESF WERSHAOPARBRIUXBE FARARLERFE, ¥ FREBAF
AR ABLPRAFMIBLAKXARXRR, BARPHEE -—FTAHURBEEAZLAT LA ARE L F(Lju-
bljana) , 24 R B, ZHERHHHE. 1TIIF LN ERNBREAR AL AE B A B ETRENEE.
EREH . EAFTERFAFTEARBERAES S NIRRT BELRENRTHF P EFEITTIRAMB TR, EHINOK
FTIRFPH Kras L FHEANHA . “BFRELZEBE, AL RAAPLIE L 2AR A FRAWARERH
BB LR EAT...... T, M AR ARG RN, EENEELERE Kras(Karst) % th . 1830 &
F. J. H. Hohenwart #£{Postojna # A G #HFMIF . F AR AV HEFEEFTHBATLAFIREE T Karst §#,C
A Frivli 28 —HEWFEHH G- ”?,

TR Lot R M ERAXFEA ST ARG ERA R BHAR ERTET R AAE T BN E
. FHABER —EEHHAE. IS0 FR, B TXLRRABNXFRLVEHRASAEERE . BELK
Karst B A ESHEHAMNATH., 1I9HLRK 20 L9, T LLit“karst” EE R A EHFRBHE AE, “karst” w
NEGREAF G HRANTREE L FHELAA%M Jovan CvijicH B MEREEHNE L Z — L EF 4R
¥ H%Z A Penck 9% 4, # & & E W% I H ¥ #£“Das Karstphinomen”(The phenomenon of Karst) # # £ # %
R T “karst”, “karst” A B H - P HELEHNRENFALE . KER Y BEHFEHEKE,

KA EH K E ¥  Karst 938 BF; KiF karst; 1 &
P ESXS:PI3LS5 Nk PRINE A
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