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TABLE OF CONTENTS <previous - next> 

This chapter is mainly based on the paper "Script Transformation Systems" by Päll (2003). See also the
"documents" section.

Structure of this chapter:

Introduction
Chapter 1: A solution
Chapter 2: Terminology
Chapter 3: UN-approved systems
Chapter 4: Typology of conversion types and examples

When reading through the following pages, you will come across some unusual terms. These terms are
hyperlinked to the UNGEGN Glossary of Terminology (pdf). Behind each term a number (#) is given that
corresponds to the numbering applied in this glossary, e.g. toponymy (#344).

For exercises and documents (and literature) on this topic see respectively the "Exercises" and/or the
"Documents" section of this module.

The complete module can be downloaded here.
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S11: Conversion systems  

INTRODUCTION <previous - next> 

The existence of various writing systems would mean that there have to be standardized ways of
representing geographical names originating in languages with other writing systems. It would be
technically feasible to standardize names within a group of languages using the same writing system, e.g.
those using Roman script. But for names from languages outside the group there are often different
methods of representing them in Roman letters. One and the same non-Roman name might be rendered
differently, depending on the target language, tradition and purpose of the text. A single Russian place
name may serve as a good example of confusion created by various language-oriented renderings:

What happens with language-oriented conversions?

Although the name contains only five sounds, they have in this table 17 different graphic representations in
Roman letters. The phoneme [ ] is represented by eight letters or letter combinations (ch, s, š, s, sch, sh,

sj, sz), [ ] by three (ch, h, kh) and [ ] by four (i, i, õ,y).

What happens with method-oriented conversions?

Apart from country-oriented conversion methods, there are also different conversion methods that don't
target specific countries, but are based on specific scientific viewpoints or institutional traditions.

For the conversion of Arabic names, for instance, there are systems developed by ISO (233), by UNGEGN,
by DIN and others. Wikipedia gives an overview (see Romanization of Arabic).
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Source: Wikipedia - Romanization of Arabic

The existence of different methodological systems also would result in different name versions in the
Roman alphabet for the same Arab name:

What happens with method-oriented conversions?* - continued)

So, even if these systems are not language-oriented, there still are sizable differences.

 <previous - next> 
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1. A SOLUTION <previous - next> 

For each name written in a non-roman alphabet there should be only one internationally
accepted way of writing in roman letters.

A solution that has been offered and is advocated by the United Nations is contained in the resolution of the
first United Nations Conference on the Standardization of Geographical Names (1967, res. 9): one of the
aims of international Standardization is

"to arrive at an agreement on a single romanization system, based on scientific principles, from each non-
Roman alphabet or script, for international application".

This is known as the single romanization principle. In other words, for each name written in a non-
Roman alphabet there should be only one internationally accepted way of writing in Roman letters. In the
case of the Russian example above, this accepted spelling would be Šahty, according to a recommentation*
adopted in 1987. In the case of the Arab example above, the UN prefers the system it approved itself, that
is the amended Beirut system**.
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UNGEGN-accepted official GOST 1983 conversion system Cyrillic-Roman alphabet
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2. TERMINOLOGY <previous - next> 

Whatever conversion system is chosen for the official UN-backed conversion, there still would be different
options to choose from. These options are described in the terminology given here. The various definitions
have been taken from Kadmon (2000).

In the following pages we will discuss:

a. Conversion
b. Transcription
c. Transliteration
d. Transliteration key

 <previous - next> 
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2. TERMINOLOGY- A) CONVERSION <previous - next> 

Conversion is a general term denoting all changes that happen when phonological and/or morphological
elements of a particular language are transferred to another language. Particularly this concerns
transformations from one script into another. Names may be converted from Roman script into Arabic, from
Thai into Russian, etc. Speaking of the direction of the conversion, there is the source script (also called
donor script) - in terms of which a name is originally produced; the other is the target script (or receiver
script) - into which a name is converted. Romanization is a conversion from non-Roman into Roman
script, e.g.:

Conversion is effected by either transcription or transliteration.
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INFORMATION  

2. TERMINOLOGY  

Although it is often thought that transcription is not used for conversions between Roman-script languages,
there are some exceptions. Many of the geographical names that are nowadays viewed as exonyms have in
fact been formed using the transcription method. Examples:

Spanish Zaragoza  English and German Saragossa,
Italian Toscana  German Toskana,
Romanian Bucovina  Polish Bukowina,
French Bruxelles/Dutch Brussel  Hungarian Brüsszel,
German Hamburg  French Hambourg.

There are also some languages where out of tradition and/or morphological considerations all names are
transcribed. For example, in Latvian all nouns should have an ending in the nominative case, otherwise it
would be difficult to decline the nouns. This has led to using Latvian orthography throughout the names,
e.g. 

German Stuttgart  Štutgarte (note the feminine ending -e), 
French Tours  Tura, 
English Newcastle  Nukasla.
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S11: Conversion systems  

2. TERMINOLOGY- B) TRANSCRIPTION <previous - next> 

Transcription is a method of phonetic names conversion between different languages, in which the sounds
of a source language are recorded in terms of a specific target language and its particular script, normally
without recourse to additional signs called diacritics. Examples:

Although transcription aims at giving the user a "pronounceable" name spelling, it is often only an
approximation of the original pronunciation. This is because the sound structure of languages is different,
and the sounds of a source language cannot always be recorded in the orthography of a target language.
For example, an English speaker would not know how to pronounce certain Arabic sounds, like

that do not have counterparts in English.

This makes transcription linguistically imprecise and dependent on the orthography of a target language.
Transcription is not normally a reversible process. If attempting to restore the source spellings of the
examples given to the definition, the results could be different:

For more information on transcription click 

 <previous - next> 
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2. TERMINOLOGY- C) TRANSLITERATION <previous - next> 

Transliteration is a names conversion method between different alphabetic and/or syllabic scripts, in
which each character (or character combination) is represented in the target script by one character (or
character combination). Examples:

Transliteration, as distinct from transcription, aims at (but does not necessarily achieve) complete
reversibility. Reversibility here means a characteristic which permits a written item to be converted from
one script into another, and subsequently reconverted back into the source script, the result being identical
with the original.

 <previous - next> 
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2. TERMINOLOGY- D) TRANSLITERATION KEY <previous - next> 

Transliteration key (also called conversion table) lists the characters of a particular source script together
with the corresponding characters of a specific target script. In order to distinguish characters of the source
script, ample use is made of all the character inventory of the target script, including, if necessary,
diacritics (diacritical marks). These are small signs, placed above, below or across a letter or group of
letters.

For example,

To compare transcription and transliteration methods, a page from Back (1997), is given here:

Another comparison between methods can be made on the basis of this German example (see image
below):

burmanisch = Burmese
schriftgetreu = correctly transliterated
lautgetreu = phonetically correct
englisch = transcribed to be correctly pronounced in Enlish
deutsch = to be correctly pronounced in German
chinesisch = Chinese
amtlich = officially used conversion
postalisch = conversion in use by postal authorities
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3. UN-APPROVED SYSTEMS <previous - next> 

In contrast to ISO systems the ones recommended by the United Nations favour practical aspects and
prefer systems that yield "pronounceable" names. As a comparison here are some names converted using a
United Nations-recommended system and ISO transliteration:

ISO systems aim at representation of the exact original spelling
UN systems are practical systems that aim at pronounceable names

UN-accepted single romanization systems exist for Amharic, Arabic, Bengali, Bulgarian, Chinese, Greek,
Gujarati, Hebrew, Hindi, Kannada, Khmer, Macedonian, Malayalam, Marathi, Mongolian, Nepali, Oriya,
Persian, Punjabi, Russian, Serbian, Tamil, Telugu, Thai, Tibetan, Uigur and Urdu (see UNGEGN
romanization website ).

In principle, Romanization is only necessary for non-Roman writing systems. Their distribution can be seen
here:

The pink and red colours denote Roman alphabet. For which languages with a non-Roman
writing system do UNGEGN-accepted conversion systems exist?

Home
|

Self study
:

Conversion
systems 

|
Contents

|
Intro

|
1.Solution

|
2.Terminolgy

(a/b/c/d)
|

3.UN approved
systems

|
4.Typology of

conversion
types

 

http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S11/S11_001index.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Exercises/E11/E11.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Documents/D11/D11.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S11/S11_02d.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S11/S11_04.html
http://www.eki.ee/wgrs/
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_pdf/selfstudy/s11/S11_03.pdf
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/2012_Home.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S11/S11_001index.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S11/S11_002contents.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S11/S11_003intro.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S11/S11_01.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S11/S11_02.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S11/S11_02a.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S11/S11_02b.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S11/S11_02c.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S11/S11_02d.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S11/S11_03.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S11/S11_04.html


Source: Päll, Tainach 2010

Yellow: Roman alphabet area; Red: languages with officially, UNGEGN endorsed conversion
systems to the Roman alphabet; Green: language areas without officially, UNGEGN-endorsed
conversion systems to the Roman alphabet. Striped areas: both colours apply.

Not all countries where UNGEGN-endorsed systems apply have also conversed their toponyms
according to this system. In the map below this is shown (situation 2010). National
implementation of the system now is a requirement in order to be recognized and accepted as
an UNGEGN-endorsed system. This means, it not only has to be used in maps, but also on
roadsigns, in official information, etc. The more widely the system is used, the better. It has
been stated that new romanization systems for international use are considered only on
condition that the sponsoring nations implement such systems on their cartographic products
(maps and charts)(Res. IV/15).*

source: Päll, Tainach 2010

In the red countries the officially UNGEGN-endorsed romanization systems have been
implemented. In orange-coloured countries these systems have been implemented only partly.



In dark green areas the officially UNGEGN-endorsed romanization systems have not been
implemented; in light green areas no UNGEGN-endorsed romanization systems exist.

Other languages/scripts that still have to be provided with an UNGEGN-endorsed romanization system are:
Armenian, Burmese, Byelorussian, Dzongkha, Georgian, Japanese, Kazakh, Kirghiz, Korean, Lao, Maldivian,
Mongolian (Cyrillic), Pashto, Sinhalese, Tajik, Tigrinya, Ukrainian.
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4. TYPOLOGY OF CONVERSION TYPES AND EXAMPLES <previous 

Type A. Non-Roman to Roman conversions

A1. UN-approved romanization systems

A1a: Nationally and internationally implemented rom.systems

Alb: Nationally implemented romanization systems

Al c: Not implemented

A2. No UN-approved romanization systems

A2a: National systems + systems in other countries

A2b: National system, no international use

A2c: No national system, various systems in other countries
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A2d: No national or known international systems

Type B. Roman to Roman conversion

Type C. Roman to non-Roman conversions

Type D. Non-Roman to non-Roman conversions

 <previous 
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AVAILABLE EXERCISES next> 

 

Exercise 1: From Greek to the Roman alphabet

Exercise 2: From the Khmer alphabet into the Roman alphabet

 

 

 

 next> 
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EXERCISE 1: FROM GREEK TO THE ROMAN ALPHABET <previous - next> 

Convert these Greek geographical names from the Greek alphabet into the Roman alphabet according to
the UN-endorsed ELOT system (to be found at: http://www.eki.ee/wgrs/)
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Street Name sign
in Roman script 

(Bahasa Indonesia) 
and Javanese script, 

in Surakarta, Indonesia
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EXERCISE 1: WHERE IS ...? - ANSWERS <back to exercise 1 

Alankomaat = Finnish name for the Netherlands; 

Leghorn = English name for Livorno; 

Cornovaglia = Italian name for Cornwall; 

Trèves = French name for Trier

 

 

<back to exercise 1 
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EXERCISE 2: FROM KHMER TO THE ROMAN ALPHABET <previous 

Convert these Cambodian geographical names from the Khmer alphabet into the Roman alphabet according
to the UN-endorsed system (to be found at http://www.eki.ee/wgrs/rom1_km.pdf (this is rather difficult,
however!).

Be ware this is a very complex exercise!
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Warning

Do not to touch electric cables in 
Dutch, Bahasa Indonesia and Javanese 

(at the Kraton in Yogyakarta, Indonesia).
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DOCUMENTS AND LITERATURE  

Available documents:

D11-01: Päll, P. (2003). Script Transformation Systems. In J. Sievers and F.J. Ormeling (eds.) (2003)
- Training coourse on Toponymy. Frankfurt am Main, Verlag des Bundesamtes für Kartographie und
Geodäsie), pp. 131-137.

Literature:

Kadmon, N. (2000). Toponymy. The Lore, Laws and Language of Geographical Names. Vantage
Press, New York.

Back, O. (1997). Fragen der Wiedergabe fremdsprachlicher geographiscner Namen durch Exonyme
oder durch Umschriftung. In: Kartographie und Namenstandardisierung. Wiener Schriften zur
Geographie und Kartographie. Band 10. Institut fur Geographie der Universitat Wien, Ordinariat fur
Geographie und Kartographie, 1997, pp. 55-63.

Online resources:

UNGEGN - Working Group on Romanization systems

US Board on geographical Names Romanization systems

The United Nations sell the following publications which also can be downloaded from the
UNGEGN website:

Glossary of Terms for the Standardization of Geographical Names (New York 2002) / pdf
Manual for the national standardization of geographical names (UN - Ecosoc, New York,
2006   ST/ESA/STAT/SERM/88 Sales No. E.06.XVII.7 ISBN 92-1-161490-2, available in
the 6 UN languages) / pdf
Technical reference manual for the standardization of geographical names (New York,
2007) / pdf
Resolutions adopted at the nine UN Conferences on the standardization of geographical
names (English (pdf) / French (pdf)
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