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A HISTORY OF KARSTOLOGY
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ABSTRACT

Since the Prehistoric time humanity has visited caves and karsts and later tried to understand their
origin, their working. In the Antiquity many pioneers are to be found in Europe and in China. After the
Renaissance went the development of geographical observations of karst landforms all over the world by
European scientists or travelers.Caves were no more the hell entrances but a way to join and to observe
a mysterious interesting world. Some Academics began to study the Slovenian Karst publishing maps,
paintings, explanations about the Underground geography (for example Nagel around 1750).The 19th
century was decisive in building all the main specialities leading to the creation of the societies and
scientists meetings in all Europe, helped by the progresses in communication. World collaboration,
progresses in Earth sciences and many other specialities through new tools have improved our knowledges
about karstic systems. The UIS gathers around 60 countries who explore, study and protect the karsts
and caves.

RIASSUNTO

Sin dai tempi preistorici, l'umanita ha visitato grotte e ambienti carsici e, successivamente, ha cercato di
comprenderne l'origine e il funzionamento. Nell'Antichita, molti pionieri si possono trovare in Europa e
in Cina. Dopo il Rinascimento si svilupparono osservazioni geografiche delle formazioni carsiche in tutto
il mondo da parte di scienziati o viaggiatori europei. Le grotte non erano piu viste come ingressi all'infer-
no, ma come un modo per accedere e osservare un mondo misterioso e interessante. Alcuni accademici
iniziarono a studiare il Carso sloveno, pubblicando mappe, dipinti e spiegazioni sulla geografia sotterra-
nea (ad esempio Nagel intorno al 1750). Il XIX secolo fu decisivo per la costruzione di tutte le principali
specializzazioni che portarono alla creazione di societa e incontri di scienziati in tutta Europa, agevolati
dai progressi nelle comunicazioni. La collaborazione mondiale, i progressi nelle scienze della Terra e in
molte altre specializzazioni, grazie a nuovi strumenti, hanno migliorato le nostre conoscenze sui sistemi
carsici. L'UIS raccoglie circa 60 paesi che esplorano, studiano e proteggono i sistemi carsici e le grotte.

INTRODUCTION

Since the Prehistoric time humanity has visited caves and karsts and later tried to understand
their origin, their working. In the Antiquity many pioneers are to be found like Aristote and
Titus Lucretius who mentionned several aspects of cave sciences as some Chinese scientists did
too. The Middle Ages were poor in this matter because of the religious dogmatism blocking
out sciences and the educative level of the main population. The Renaissance period was the
occasion to learn more about Earth and its history. Printing books was necessary to spread
knowledges too. Bernard Palissy was one of the first to explain the hydrogeological evidence of
the karstic features.

This was the beginning of the development of geographical observations of karst landforms all
over the world by European scientists or travelers. Even in China the discipline was born with
the Xu Xiake works. Caves were no more the hell entrances but a way to join and to observe a
mysterious interesting world.
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During the 17t"and the 18%" centuries, some pioneers of speleology worked in different countries
of the world. Here, Joseph Anton Nagel, accompanied by the painter Carlo Beduzzi in the caves
of Central Europe before 1750. Original manuscript in the National Library of Vienna.

Some Academics began to study the Slovenian Karst publishing maps, paintings, explanations
about the Underground geography (for example Nagel around 1750). Many sciences born at this
period like geology because of its father Nicolas Stenon (Niels Stensen) but also chemistry at the
end of the 18" century or archeology somme years later. The 19" century was decisive in building
all the main specialities leading to the creation of the societies and scientists meetings in all
Europe, helped by the progresses in communication. Speleology is linked to this emergence (for
example with Martel in France 1895). Around the turn of the century Cvijic could publish the
foundation of karstology based on the classical karst description followed by authors like Davis
explaining the landforms evolutions. Geomorphology was associated to the understanding of
the karstic features. Universities created institutes, laboratories in Europe. Scholars were more
and more replaced by Academics even if the researches still begin with explorating caves by
seleologists/cavers.

World collaboration, after some limited attempts in Central Europe (1927) got together scientists
since 1949 (Valence), 1953 (Paris) and since 1965 (UIS birth) they met every four years to reach
the 18th ICS in Savoie (2022). The next World Congress is in Bello Horizonte (Minas Gerais ;
Brazil 2025).

Karstological conceptions have much been improved during the last century and they never stop
going on when you consider the new tools as the abolute dating possibilities, the sedimentary
analysis, the paleontological discoveries in the karstic deposits and the hydrological processes to
guess how our mountains and aquifers are working. We could leave the classical geomorphology
to admit the structuralist, then the systemic approaches.

From geographical observations we have understood the importance of (paleo)climates, then
the speleogenetic impact of the Messinian crisis around the Mediterranean Bassin, the existence
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of ghost-rocks, of the hypogenic origin of many caves, explaining the karstification differently
according to many occidental scientists and now we study (bio)corrosion as a way of enlarging
caves. Topography has known spectacular progresses and caving technicalities as well.

CONCLUSION

How exciting are the convergences conducting all over the world to achieve success in our
understanding of the earth and of its underground. The internet is replacing books and
magazines to spread the knowledges around. What is to remember is the number of pioneers
already aware of all of these new orientations that were to be admitted later. I must pay a tribute
to Trevor Shaw, our English colleague whose works have contributed to make us know more
about karst and caves sciences.
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