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KARABAGH  (ARTSAKH) IN OLD MAPS 

By Rouben Galichian - 2018 

 

 

1 – GENERAL 

In this article, the author will attempt to present a balanced, unbiased historic and 

cartographic view to the reader interested in enhancing their knowledge of how and when the 

historically Armenian–populated region of Karabagh (Artsakh - in Armenian) was described by 

various world-famous geographers and depicted by famed cartographers. For this reason, 

maps reproduced in the article (with the exception of the first image and the first map) are 

selected from the works of non-Armenian geographers and cartographers, whose maps form 

the basis of the world cartographic heritage. These documents have been sourced from 

various libraries across the world. 

The documents discussed are in no way exhaustive, representing merely a small portion 

of the maps where Karabagh has been shown and named. Furthermore, the article excludes all 

descriptions and details mentioned in the travelogues of Islamic and Western travellers, who 

have chronicled their passage through Karabagh. These include Clavijo,i  who travelled during 

1405-1407, Schiltberger,ii who travelled from 1396 to c.1422, and many others who travelled 

through the South Caucasus from the fifteenth to nineteenth centuries. These sources confirm 

the Armenian presence in the area by providing extensive detail about the population and 

their way of life in the region concerned.iii However, as they do not contain any maps, they 

have been excluded from this study.  

The maps come to prove that Karabagh or (in Armenian) Artsakh, has appeared in maps 

from around 1460. However, this does not imply that the name has been absent from older 

writings and documents, the discussion of which is outside the scope of this article (see 

Figure 1).    

 

2 – EARLY AGES 

The oldest cartographic or geographic information has reached us from the Greco-Roman 

sources, but these do not contain any documents which may be considered as maps. In the 

main, they constitute descriptive texts and references to mapmaking and maps prepared by 

some of the ancient geographers such a Hecataeus of Miletus amongst others.iv The maps 

alluded to in these works could today be seen in reconstructions only, prepared by celebrated 

cartographic experts such as Karl Müller, Konrad Miller, E.H. Bunbury, John Murray and others, 

based on the descriptions provided in the texts of ancient historians such as Hecataeus, 

Herodotus, Eratosthenes, Strabo and others. Today, when we refer to world maps of the Greco-

Roman periods, we mainly refer to the reconstructions prepared by these specialists.  

Interestingly, although these texts and maps contain names of countries, no borders are 

delineated. Generally speaking, regions, or as some prefer to call them “countries”, are 

labelled in accordance with the names of the races, peoples and nations who, at the time, 

inhabited the given area. Borders, given their artificial nature, are amorphous and transitory, 

rendering their depiction irrelevant, unless formed by major geological features, such as large 

rivers, lakes, seas and mountain ranges. Since the population of the region of Karabagh was 

mainly Armenian, the region was covered under the umbrella nomenclature of Armenia. On 

many maps the same name “Armenia” also appeared over the region of Karabagh-Artsakh. 

This said, names of regions generally do not appear in ancient and early medieval maps. 

One of the founding fathers of cartography was Claudius Ptolomaeus, known simply as 

Ptolemy (c. 90-168 C.E.) whose opus magnum, Geographia, is considered to be the most 



 
 

significant seminal work on geography and cartography. The book contains instructions on 

how to observe the universe, measure distances and angles, and general instructions on map 

preparation. His methods were so advances that they were used well into the sixteenth 

century. The book has a list of about 8,000 toponyms, divided by continents and subdivided 

into countries. Out of these toponyms, around 176 relate to Armenia Maior and Armenia 

Minor.  No original map of the work has survived and the oldest manuscript copy of the work 

containing maps mentioned in the book to reach us dates from the thirteenth century. This 

contains the reworking of the drawings as mentioned by Ptolemy in his book. 

On the maps redrawn according to Ptolemy’s descriptions and coordinates, countries are 

divided predominantly in accordance with natural topographical features, which did not 

always correspond exactly with existing borders, while few other maps of the ancient and 

early medieval periods show country borders at all.v In Europe the tradition of omitting 

borders extended well into the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. In some medieval maps 

straight lines are drawn to artificially divide and/or specify countries, mainly as a visual aid.vi 

The map-maker was often unaware of the regions and countries he was drawing and had no 

knowledge of the strategic variations in their political geography and shifting borders; the 

option of omitting borders altogether remained, therefore, the safest. With the exception of 

the reconstructed and copied Ptolemaic maps, dating from around the fifteenth century, the 

practice of drawing borders came into use during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

 

3 –PRESENCE OF KARABAGH IN THE REGION 

In keeping with the above–mentioned methodology of the Middle Ages, the name of the region 

of Karabagh (the Armenian Artsakh) did not feature in early maps, as it was considered to be a 

part of the country of Armenia or the Armenian population of the region, thus covered by the 

broader toponym of “Armenia”.vii   

Notwithstanding the above, the name of Karabagh appears sporadically in maps prepared 

earlier than the sixteenth century. In such cases, the reference is invariably to the region 

between the Arax and Kura rivers located to the west of the confluence of the two, extending 

to the eastern end of Lake Sevan in Armenia proper. Up to the fourth century the country 

located east of Karabagh and north of the river Kura was named “Caucasian Albania” or in 

Arabic and Persian “Aran” - in Armenian “Aghvanq”. After the takeover of the region by the 

Iranian Sassanid dynasty during the late fourth century, Sassanid administrators combined 

the regions north and south of the Kura into one province, that of the Iranian Satrapy of Aran. 

For this same reason in Islamic cartography the region north of the Arax River, up to Mount 

Ararat, is sometimes referred to as Aran.viii  

It must be mentioned that in all the Islamic maps of the ninth to twelfth centuries, the 

Iranian- Sassanid province of Aran also included the entirety of Georgia. Furthermore, north of 

the eastern end of the River Arax there was no country mentioned other than Aran. In all the 

Islamic maps Azerbaijan is shown south of the Arax, as a north-western province of Iran, its 

name having changed from Lesser Media to Atropatene during the second century B.C.E., a 

name, which itself evolved to Atorpaten, Adherbigan, Adherbaygan and finally, during the 

Arab and Turkish rules, to Azerbaijan. In all Islamic maps of the south Caucasus, there is a 

third country, Armenia, straddling the Arax River and extending south-westward to Bitlis, 

Amid and Miafarqin (old Armenian capital of Tigranakert, today near Diyarbakir, Turkey). 

Thus, it could reasonably be deduced that the region of Karabagh, north of the River Arax, has 

never been placed inside a country named Azerbaijan, as claimed by the present authorities of 

the Republic of Azerbaijan, since, prior to 1918, such a country did not exist in the region 

north of the Arax River. Azerbaijan, as name of a country, had always been a province of Iran, 

located south of the Arax River. Various Russian, British, Turkish, American and European 

encyclopaedias published before 1918 bear evidence to this fact. 
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there was good pasturage. A great river runs through the plain is called the 

Chur [Kura], …… and near this river, in this same country, is the best silk. 

The Infidels [Muslims] call the plain in the Infidel tongue Karawag 

[Karabagh]. The Infidels possess it all, and yet it stands in Ermenia. There 

are also Armenians in the villages, but they must pay tribute to the Infidels. 

I always lived with the Armenians, because they are very friendly to the 

Germans and because I was a German they treated me very kindly; and they 

also taught me their Pater Noster… 
xvi  

The above is given as an example and will be subject of another research and article.
xvii

  

* * * 

The reader is reminded of the author’s suggestion, supported by Iranian and Armenian 

specialists, that the prefix “kara”, which in the Turkish and Azerbaijani languages means 

“black”, should be correctly translated as “great” or “big”. These names originate from the 

Middle Ages, when the language of the local population comprised dialects of the old Persian, 

the Pahlavi language.  In these languages, the word kara or kala was used to denote “large” or 

“big”.
xviii  

Accordingly, Karabagh, which is translated as “Black-garden” should be “Large garden” and 

similarly “Karadagh” should be translated to “Large Mountain”. These are more appropriate 

terms, as the first one is a forested and green country and the second is dominated by a mass 

of high mountains.   

This correction will clarify why there are so many names with the prefix “kara” in Iranian 

Azerbaijan and Turkey with little relevance to the colour black.xix  Further credence is lent to 

this assertion as follows: 

‐ The largest tree in the city of Tabriz was called “Kara-aghaj“, meaning “Large tree”, not 

“Black tree”.  

‐ One of my Azeri colleague’s tall and well-built great grandfather was, according to him, 

addressed as “Kara-agha”, meaning “Big sire” not “Black sire”. 

‐ The widest river in Iranian Azerbaijan is called “Kara-su”, meaning “Large water” not 

Black water”. 

‐ The largest monastery in Iranian province of Western Azerbaijan is St Thaddeus, 

constructed in white marble, with only one of the domes having two layers in black 

stone. This is called “Kara-Kilisse”, meaning “Large church” not “Black church”. 

 

The author suggests that this matter is worthy of fuller investigation by competent 

authorities and specialists. 

 

Rouben Galichian 
Yerevan, 2017. 
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