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A Survey of Nubian Place-names
Herman Bell

Once again Nubjan place-names are attracting considerable attention. As
in the early 1960s when the High Dam was constructed near Aswan , there are
now plans.to build a dam at Kajbar further south along the Nile in the region of
the Third Cataract. An interdisciplinary project supported by the University of
Khartoumn and the British Institute in Eastern Africa is now in progress. The
project includes a survey of place-names as well as an examination of their
potential as evidence for the reconstruction of history, This may therefore be
an appropriate moment to raise several general questions about the study of .
place-names. |

The following three questions are proposed as a basis for discussion.
I. How should the place-names be written? |
II. How may they be interpreted?
III. How should they be integrated into community life?
Additional questions from the participants would be welcome.

1. How should the place-names be written?

This topic was presented by Professor Sayyid Hamid Hurreiz in 1977 in a
communication to the United Nations Economic and Social Council: A full copy
of his presentation is appended below to the present communication. Hurreiz
asks how we can write place-narnes accurately. He cites examples of colloquial
Arabic place-names which are not accurately indicated in the standard Arabic
script. He then points out that the problem becomes acute when place-names
originate in a language other than Arabic.

An Illustration

A town in the northern Nuba Mountains is pronounced in its local
language as Deleii, with the final consonant fi [n] being approximately like the
ni in the word ‘onion'. On the Sudan Survey Department map (Arabic) Topo.
No. 1163, corrected 1983, the name appeai's as gduJi with the final
consonants nun and jim Bj ( g=). And today the name is generally pronounced
in the Sudan with a final nj [ndz] as in 'engine', a pronunciation possibly
influenced by the Arabic spelling.. The final consonants nin and jim ( =) are

ambiguous. They not only represent the sequence of sounds n + j [nd3] as in
~'engine’. But they may also represent scunds, normally alien to Standard Arabic,

such as fi [n] as in 'onion’ or ng [n] as in 'singer’. The English spelling as Dilling

on older maps misleadingly suggests that the final sound of this name might be



ng [y] as in 'singer’, which # s mot. The Xudiap Sturvoy Pepaptrarmt has corrected
this on its English maps, <. g Ad Dalaxd - I ((Roetbiiel) Trope. iz 5 625 40,
corrected 1983. But the problem remains. Ad Batani sngpest: $he colloquial
Arabic pronuncijation with [nd5] widespresd jinfhe Smilap Hogivis still
considerably different from the original promnciation of Delie with [n] in the
local non-Arabic language. \ :

Writing Non-Arabic Place-names

How should non-Arabic place-names be written? How can the standard
Arabic alphabet and the standard English (roman) alphabet be supported if
there is a requirement for greater accuracy in revealing the pronunciation? There
is probably be little support for an adoption of special characters for general use,
although that has already happened for the English-based writing systems of
certain Sudanese languages, e. g. the g for ng in Colo (Dinka). However, could
a case be made for the wider dissemination of an Arabic-based phonetic
alphabet in restricted situations? A phonetic spelling could appeat alongside
the standard spelling in a gazetteer when greater accuracy is required. What
should the model be for such an Arabic-based phonetic alphabet? Can limited
use be made of various ‘Ajamf scripts such as Farsi and Urdu? Or even closer to
home, should the model be those Arabic-based scripts which were developed
many years ago for Sudanese languages by Professor Yusuf Al-Khalifa Abu
Bakr and Dr. Khalil ‘Asakir and which have been refined in the intervening -
years?

Modern technology supports the possibility of multiple solutions. Which
combination of solutions will be appropriate with reference to a survey of Nile
Nubian place-names? A factor which is beginning to have some relevance to
this question is the growing awareness among the Nubian people of the
existence of a Nubian writing system from the early middle ages.

The Old Nubian Language |

| Like English, the Old Nubian language seems to have been written from
the 8th century AD. The alphabet owed a great deal to Coptic and Greek, but

had certain characters of its own, ¥ forii, ¥ foryand 3 forw, It flourished
until the end of the 15th century. From the end of the 15th century to the end of
the 19th century the art of writing the Nile Nubian language(s) disappeared and
was forgotten. To borrow a phrase from the Norwegian dramatist Henrik Ibsen,
there was a 400-year night. The dawn tegan to break at the end of the 19th
century and the beginning of the 20th with the revelation of Old Nubian
writing by Adolf Erman, Heinrich Schéfer and Karl Schmidt.

\



Nubian scholars have been taking an increasing interest in their ancient
writing system. In 1990 the late Dr. Mochtar Khalil published the first part of his
Wérterbuch der nubischen Sprache using a modified version of the Old Nubian
alphabet. In 2 communication to the Third Conference on Language in the

- Sudan at the Institute of African and Asian Studies of the University of
Khartoum in December 1995, Mohamed Jalal Hashim and Mohamed EI Hadi
Hashim demonstrated their version for writing the modern Nobfin language in
Old Nubian letters and welcomed the use of this script by speakers of other
languages. They undoubtedly would have proposed the spelling A€A€y  for
the place-name Deleii discussed above, They might have pointed out that a
character ¥ already existed in Old Nubjan for the sound ii and was therefore
appropriate as a solution to this problem.

In line with multiple solutions, my suggestion is that place-namcs be
recorded in more than one alphabet. Each has its own advantages. Vowel
length, for instance, is often marked with particular accuracy in the Arabic script,
since the distinction between long and short vowels is important in Arabic and
people trained in writing Arabic have learned to mark that distinction carefully.
It may also be argued that loanwords from Arabic which are frequently
pronounced as in Arabic may best be represented by Arabic letters. On the other
hand, the ideclogical support for the distinctive mediaeval Nubian alphabet may
be a powerful consideration. To what extent can multiple solutions coexist with

the need for a standard sclution?

II. How should place-names be interpreted?
Place-names are a point of contact between hurnan beings and their

environment. They may reflect an economic system or a tradition of folklore.
They may also be relics to be counsidered in the reconstruction of history..

Even though the wooden construction known as the saqiya, Persian
water-wheel or éskalee, has been generally abandoned in the past half-century,
the old economic system is still widely attested in place-names. These place-
naroes should be studijed with a focus on the agricultural relationship of Nile
Nubians with the river as described by Professor Muhammad Ibrahim Abu Salim
(al-Saqiya). ‘

Folkloric traditions associated with places will be carefully recorded, even
when they may sometimes seem. to be historically inaccurate. For example, in the
community of Faras, just south of the Egyptian border, there was said to be once
a great ruler known as Kikilaaf, father of a hundred, grandfather of a thousand.
Across the river there was an ancient Egyptian fort and a village, a centre of folk
tales, as told in Siories of Serra East by the late diplomat and scholar Jamal



Muhammad Ahmad. Place-names and associated folktales tel3 their own story of
how people relate to their environment.

The possibility of transmission over more than three millennia seems to be
confirmed by a comparison of certain modern names and the Pharaonic texts.
Place-naxpes can no longer be neglected as a potential source of evidencé for
historical reconstruction.

An important contribution to the study of place-names throughout the
whole area inhabited by speakers of Nubian languages along the Nile and to the
west in Kordofan and Darfur was made by Engineer. Abbas Muhammad Kheir
in his 1980 M.A. dissertation entitled A Comparative Study of Place-names and
Generic Terms in Nubian Languages, submitted to the University of Khartoum

(the Institute of Africap and Asian Studies).

Although the Mahas region around the Third Cataract region of the Nile
is the initial focus for the survey of Nubian place-names now in progress, other
regions will be examined as well. A key site for future investigation will be the
important centre of iron-working, Jabal al-Haraza in the northern Kordofanp.

Jabal al-Haraza is known to have been the location of a now extmct Nubian
language,

Another historical topic under investigation is an attempt to identify
generic terros in the Meroitic language, which is now extinct, but which has
been preserved in a number of obscure inscriptions. The heartland of ancient
Meroitic speech is located near the Nile to the north of Khartoum, especially in
the vicinity of the pyramids of Bajrawiyya . An examination of non-Arabic
place-pames associated with islands has been launched in that area. The unusual
and 'algebraic' phonology assigned by scholars to the Meroitic language must
be reassessed and, if possible, related to existing place-names. One might then be
in a better position to identify Meroitic place-names in the Nubian areas further

north.
11l. How should place-names be integrated into community life?

Place-pames are a lively topic. Members of the Nubian Club in Kalakla
near Khartoum, the Nadi Tithaqa [Taharqa], used to make a feature of place-
names in their quizzes and word-games designed to help people explore their
past. Place-names provided a link between the older people and their homelands
which they had been obliged to evacuate as a result of flooding.

‘ | The Kerma Centre

A living museum and links with local schools and community projects has

now been envisaged south of the Third Cataract region. Plans for a cultural



centre in Kerma village have already been launched by the Sudan. The project
comprises a museurn, a library, a study centre and auditotivm and even a hotel
and shopping centre. What potential is there for using such a centre for the
mutual benefit of scholars, local teachers and the local commumtxes?
' The procedure of collecting placé-names establishes an mvolvement
- between scholars and respondents. How can this involvement be developed. . -
'_ productively? Is there any. contmumg role for the investigator:in: (hc dynamlcs

of the commumty"
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Problema of Standa.t’d:.zatlon in a mltn_u_@_a_i : Na.tioxil |

The language situation in the Sudan’ ia 'very cemplex. There are about
136 languages in the Sudan. Out of this total mumber 128 are African languages. (1)
These languages belong to different families of ‘African lenguages. Some studies
have indicgted that all families of African languages are represented in the Sudan
except the Khoisan of South Africa. (2) This gives the Sudan' s very high degree of
linguistic diversity, a matter which is reflected in e multipl:.clty of phonolog:.cal
features and variations. Out of thé number of languages cited above, at. least ,
114 languages are native to the Sudan. The other languages have ehtéred the Sudan at
different periods - some of them very recently e. g. a8 late as the 1960s. In fact
the language map of the Suden is increasingly cbanging due to the political
instability and the natural disastere such as drought and famine which afflict some.
of the ne:.ghbouxing countries.

A wdl 4

In order to understand the gravity of the problem of standardization of
geographical names in a country like the Sudan, we must remember that settlements
have emerged in different parts of the country. Buch settlements have been given'
names in the local lapguages (114 in number) and possibly in some of the invading
languages. These geographical names carry within them’ the diverse phonological
. features of the Sudanesé langusges. Accordingly, whoever is writing down these
names must be able to distinguish and represent accurately the sounds that are
inherent in such names. A matter like thie requires e cartain degree of lipguistic
sophistication, and/oxr famlia:.‘rty with the language concemed. Thus. the first
(ana, indeed, the major problem) fa.cing the writing of Beographical names hinges on '
the acute linguistic diversity. .

There are also different provlemsz of pcllcy which are related to the question
of linguistic diversity. Shall we produce maps in Arabic - the national language -
or in Englieh, the second principal languasge in the.country end the language of
wider international communication; or else shall we produce maps in the vernacular
languages? It is clear that the third alternative (producing maps in the vexnaculex
languages) has so far been rpled out. The Sudanese Survey Department haa produced
© . maps in both Arabic and English. Thig, however, produoes the basic problem of how
to reconoile the phonological systems of English and Arabic with the systems of local
languages. It is clear that regardless of whether we produce maps in the verpacular
languages or not, we cannot continue to ignhore accommodating phonclogicsl features
of verpnacular geographical names into Aradic and English - the lenguages used in _. ...

Sudanese mapd.




APPENDIX to H.Bej, A Bureey of Nubitan Blaoss mamres

~ Paper prepared by Sayyid Hurreiz,
- University of Khartoum, Sudan.
| S . . Bfconri.63fu.9s
cewe s I ST : . -page:-3;- sl
In the foil"ciriiiéj._iines we cite some of the major problems of représenting and
writing Nubian place names in Arabic script. Professor Herman Bell who has studied
this problem writes -the -following -about the census report foxr-1960. He.gtates
‘unfortunately its entries are in Arabic script without the vowel maxrkings. Even had
the markings been given, the disadvantages of recording names in the five vqwel
syatem of Nubian by means of the three vowel sydtem of Arabic script are obvious”.(3)

Thers are elso other problems associated with tone and with consonants that have no
~ equivalent in Arabic.

Problems similar to those discussed above are not unique to Fubian. Different
studies have indicated that several Sudanese languages have a& five-vowel system K
(which includes e and o) in comparison with the three-vowel system of classical Arabic.
Among such languages ate Dirka, (4) Beja (5) and Fur. (6) These four lenguages
(Fubian, Dinka, Beja snd Fur) which use a five-vowel system are gpoken in the :
northern, scuthern, eastern and western regions of the Sudan. A matter which indicates
the spread and gravity of this problem.

If we lock into the langusge map of the Sudan, we find that beside the vernaculax
‘langueges vhich dominate in the north, south, esst and west (and that are represented
by the four languages. mentioned a.boves.colloqu'ia,l -‘Arabic. dominates in the cgz‘x}’qgal‘.“ P,‘i":‘t?’.
The problem of Sudanese colloquial Arabic in relation to classical Arabic'is and
extension of the question of the verhacular languages. For,instance, if we choose the
same linguistic¢ aspect which we have discussed above ~ the vowel eystem - we find that .
the Sudanese .vernacular languages have influenced Sudanese Arabic. They bave extended
their vowel system to Sudanese Avabic, and conseguently Sudanese colloquizl Arabic
has a five-vowel system which is akin to the domingnt Sudanese local languages, rather
_ than to the three.vowel.system of classical Arabic. Accordingly the problem-of .

: reconciling and ‘accommodating diverse inocopgruent eystems is still prevalent here.

- .
k2 RU .

The following place names: are quoted from the topogrepbic map no. 47 - 625 which
uses the medium of the Arabic language. These pames are written incorrectly and can be
misleading because the map does not cater.fox the major phonclegical featuxes
(e-g. w)rowel’ system:discussed sbove of Sudanese vernacular languages- and colloquial
Arabic). . ) . : . C :
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Name as written in | _ ’ Name written in correct phonetic
Arebic map =~ . ' transcription

(@) dod s . Muhamnad, gol SRR
(20 55y . . ekobu ,
(3) _j_S.._..) y bor '
(4) \"5.9 .)TX S, o ' _ umm dom

(5) " L____).z_-_, : ‘ . . Jebet :
¢s) LA > | - 777 auxdeb

(70 o L—LJ-J_‘J,._B : gesan

(e) "3k 9y ' © . abu atles

The first four nemes :Ln thia list ca.n 'be mi.sinterpreted as Muha.umad gul,
akubu, bur and umm dum respectively. The rema.:.ning four names in the list (5 to 8)
can also be misintexpreted as Jabit, durdib, gisan and ebu dilig respectively.

If we turn. to English, the other lsnguage (beside A.rab;\.c) in which Sudanese
maps are written, we also find a mumber of problems. Some of these provlems are
similar to the one discussed sbove. Hovever, a rumber of problems are due to
misinterpretation of Arabic anf verxnacular sounds by persommel whose mother tongue
is English. 1In other words they are due 't¢ sounda heard incorrectly, end .
consequently represented incorrectly. Examples of such phenotienon are apparent in the
writing of place names such es El Damer, El Fagher, Shendi which are written with
(e) rather then (a) and (1). In this way the nasmes: cited above are written and .
read in a way vhich is go different from the way in which they arxe a.ctually pronounced.
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: - In: the: follomng ‘brief, summary, we. :r:e;i.tmte the mador factors affecti.ns

‘Standard.iza.tion in the Sudan ) ) , .

: - et I -,1 -

1. The acute linguiatic diversity vlucu aggravates the p:m‘blem of
ata.ndazdizatiom

.

2. The divergent phonologicsal ‘systems bef:wg-m the Jooal languages
and Arabic (the national language) and Ihglieh (tha langusage of
interna.tional ccmmunicatian). )

‘3.  Within the area of mapﬁ uaing Arab:.c lenguage a special problem is

caused by stickmg rigidly to the writing aystem of classicel
Arabic.

‘4. In the field of English different orthographic systems have been
. used, e.g. the adoption of different writing by different
; misaionaries in the aouthem region.

‘Proposals | - .-TL. .

¥While the problem of etanda.rdizat:.on of ways of writing down geographical names
may be discussed at regional and international levels, there are various measures
vhich have to be started at the national level' taking into consideration the
:epecz.fxc:.tias of different nations. It is, neverthelesa, evident that individual
‘efforts of various countries need to be co-ordina*ed regiocnally end intersationally.
‘Phe following proposals are directed towards the situation in the Sudan. Hovever,
some of them may alac be pertinent to other pationsg inm the Third World.

(a) Ve need to create national awareness of the problem and try to
explicate its various aspects. Thig short paper is seen as an
attempt in this direction. ‘ -

() On the professional plane, we need to train end develop a cadre
of specialists who are competent to write geographical names
accurately and on standardized basis. YPhonetic training is an
indigpensable tool in this venture. {(7)

(¢) In the Sudan the problem of etandardization of geogxaphical
* names should be locked at within the broader problem of the
lack of unified oxthography. Geographical pamee constitute
only one agspect of the problem. Personal names and names
that designate the fauna and flora of the Sudan all suffer
from this problem. In fact,in certain cases the complete
written traditions of some local langusges suffer from this
problem. The problem ~ in its broadexr context - is reflected
in maps, basks, joumale, dictionaries, newspapers, slgns,
.-« ete. It is & national problem that needs a national
golution based on regional and international experience.
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(7) Last yax the Survey Department orgenized (in ¢ollaboration’with
Sac Institule of African and Apian Studies) & Hemihar for its field
ta2an.: “Tradning rincluded introduction to the symbolg of the .
Inteimationa) Thornotic Asroctation (IPA) ana the writing down of
geogrspiical namas on phonological basis.
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