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Galicia, a former province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, ceased to exist in 1918, but the 
cadastral maps created by the crown land’s cartographers provide an incomparable portrait of this 
historical region.  In 2007, the international research group, Gesher Galicia (“the bridge to 
Galicia”) initiated the Cadastral Map and Landowner Records Project, resulting in several online 
platforms where mapping intersects with visual and metrical records to create a unique research 
portal.  

Historical Background  

The Kingdom of Galicia and Lodomeria was ruled by the Hapsburgs from 1772 – 1917.  Its 
borders spanned what is now Eastern Poland and Western Ukraine.  The territories acquired from 
the First partition of Poland resulted in the largest, and most populated, province of the Austrian 
Empire until the collapse of Austria-Hungary in 1918, when Poland regained control.  In 1773, 
Galicia had about 2.6 million inhabitants in 280 cities and market towns: approximately 5,500 
villages, plus hamlets, groups of houses and manorial farms. Approximately 75 – 80 percent of 
these communities had Jewish residents in sizeable numbers. There were nearly 19,000 noble 
families and the complicated relationship between the magnates, the peasants and the Jews are 
memorialized in the maps and records housed in European archives.   

It was not just Galicia as an entity that disappeared.  World War II eradicated most of the Jewish 
population.  The encroachment of the Soviet Union changed the economic landscape.  The noble 
families and their estates were soon gone and many Poles were repatriated back to towns within 
the new Polish borders. Nevertheless, the footprints of these “Galitzianers” are still found in the 
huge collections of cadastral maps and documents scattered between archives, libraries and 
repositories in numerous countries, all of which lay claim to a piece of almost-mythical Galicia. 

Three distinct property surveys were conducted during the Austrian period of the 18th and 19th 
centuries. Upon gaining control of the region the crown commissioned the Josephine Cadastral 
Survey, between 1785 and 1788 and the Franciscan Survey, between 1819 and 1820.  The 
Austrian Stabile Cadastral Survey of the 1830s to 1860s consisted of landowner records and 
detailed maps showing the smallest parcels of land, individual yards, houses, barns, roads, field 
plots, synagogues, cemeteries and even large trees. At least three versions of  maps were created 



including a field sketch (feldskizzen), a preliminary drafted version (indikationskizzen) and the 
cadastral map in full color. At least one or more versions of these maps still exist for most locales 
and provide a view of the business, social and agricultural life of Galician communities.  The 
comprehensive details of documents and maps facilitate modern reconstruction of the changing 
patterns of land use and ownership.   

The Gesher Galicia Project 

In the spring of 2007, Gesher Galicia began obtaining images of cadastral maps and landowner 
records from the Central State Historical Archives in Lviv, the State Archive of the Ternopil 
Oblast (Ukraine) and Polish State Regional Archives in Krakow and Przemysl and Rzesow.  The 
project was established to introduce historians, genealogists and Holocaust researchers to the 
valuable information found on cadastral maps and to encourage research based on the merging of 
the data found in maps with “companion” records such as landowner, magnate, tax, school and 
voter records. 

The project objectives were: 

• to survey archival property records and maps for towns in Galicia resulting in a written 
inventory of these Fonds. 

• to digitally photograph or scan cadastral maps for this region 
• to digitize and/or index landowner records as companion pieces to the maps 
• to create online portals to display high-resolution maps and search engines for the records.  
• to annotate maps by merging data from records, personal testimonies, newspapers and 

ephemera to create a fluid portrait of a town, showing the evolution of a place in historical 
context: a cartographic timeline. 

Status Report 

Inventory: As of 2013 Gesher Galicia’s Galician Archival Records Project inventory has 
catalogued the cadastral and landowner holdings of over 150 towns, with over 1,700 record 
listings in our searchable inventory at: http://inventory.geshergalicia.org.  

These records have been expanded to include voter, tax, magnate, tabula, governmental and 
school records. Any document with information tied to a resident, house, parcel or building 



number that would appear on a cadastral maps is targeted for review, acquisition or indexing.  
The inventory database is searched by exact spelling, with a place list at the bottom of the page.  
Many communities with the same name, but in different districts, are delineated by administrative 
districts, which changed over the years. 

Database:  

The All Galicia Database (AGD) launched in 2011 at: http://search.geshergalicia.org has over 
230,000 records from 79 data sources from birth, death, marriage and divorce records to 
directories, school, voter, tax and landowner records from Galicia. These diverse community 
records cover all the ethnic/religious groups:  Jews, Poles, Ukrainians, Ruthenians, Germans, 
Catholics, Greek Catholic and Orthodox.  The application for this database is LeafSeek 
(http://www.leafseek.com) created by Brooke Schreier Ganz, a tool that combines multiple 
datasets of different types — such as birth, marriage, and military records — into one unified 
searchable website and allows researchers to sort and find inter-connections in data.  It offers 
built-in geo-spatial searches, pop-up Google Maps, Beider-Morse Phonetic Matching, name 
synonyms, and language localization.  Using an API (Application Programming Interface) allows 
our site to access data related to our research from other research organizations. 

 

Cadastral Map Room:  

Created in July 2012 by Jay Osborn, images of maps are 
acquired, scanned or digitized with permission from 
collections in Austria, Poland, Ukraine, and the United 
States. Historic maps were often produced on multiple 
sheets, so we digitally “stitch” the images together and tile 
them to simplify web browser viewing.  To display the maps 
online Osborn uses MapTiler/ GDAL2Tiles, Klokan Petr 
Pridal, GDAL and  OSGeo. The original maps are the 
property of the source archives, but in most cases the stitched 
images and the Map Room viewer has been created by 
Gesher Galicia.  The maps are grouped alphabetically by 
scale (regional or town), with a category of “specialty” maps 
including province-wide, rail, telegraph and voivodship maps. We are also adding “memory 
maps” (hand-drawn by former residents) and wartime/ghetto maps.  Maps are uploaded as new 
images are collected and stitched.  
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Practical Application for Researchers  

There are numerous reasons for academic researchers, sociologists, family historians and writers 
to include cadastral maps and property records in their repertoire of source documents, yet these 
remain an underutilized and overlooked resource. Problems are the inaccessibility of images, 
difficulty discovering or locating records and the lack of inventories and search engines. Gesher 
Galicia’s goal was to simplify the process by bringing the data to the researchers via our free, 
open-source Internet portal.  An added benefit to our activities is the preservation of aging and 
fragile maps, which are subject to the vagaries of poorly equipped archives (mold, flood, theft, 
fire) by recreating them as single, easily viewable documents that can be examined in minute 
detail.  (Most maps held in the archives were created in sections.  It’s rare that one can access the 
details of an entire map in a single view, unless the pieces are laid out on the floor - a necessity 
given the size of most complete maps, often more than two square meters. ) Used in combination 
with all types of written documents – vital, census, magnate, tax – maps provide the exact 
locations where  people lived, worshipped and engaged in business.  One can document an entire 
village from the names written in the margins or entered into plots of land.  Maps provide a 

 



 

road map of where the residents toiled in the fields, sold wares at the market square, washed 
clothes or frolicked in the rivers, or were buried. Maps and records also provide valuable data on 
many women who ran businesses in the rynek (market square)  – names otherwise lost to history. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Magnate records found in libraries in  Lviv, Krakow and 
Wroclaw can add a further dimension to research into the 
economics of land ownership and the relationships between 
the nobles and town residents.  Dimensions can be added by 
making use of photographic documentation from the Austrian 
State Archives/Kriegsarchiv WWI photo collection.  

The Future 

Gesher Galicia plans to develop software to expand the capabilities of our Map Room and to 
collaborate with other digital/cultural mapping groups, with an eye towards annotating maps and 
adding interactive capabilities to our site. Using the Gesher Galicia historical map collection and 

growing records database as the foundation we will 
incorporate metrical data, 
photographs, historical 
newspapers, directories 
and eyewitness accounts 
to create a history that 
spans over a hundred 
years of a cadastral 
community’s life.  The 
project development will 

have parallel paths involving digitization and acquisition 
along with the development of new applications to offer an 
online, interactive research portal for a variety of users. We 
hope to learn from other mapping cooperatives, like UCLA’s Hypercities, with its exploration of 
the historical layers of a city, to work towards making the past come alive.  Add the element of 
social networking and crowd-sourcing, and we have a template to link cultures, languages, 
generations and international research communities by making innovative use of these archival 
cadastral map collections.   
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