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TABLE OF CONTENTS <previous - next> 

The content of this module is based on teaching materials by Tjeerd Tichelaar and Ferjan Ormeling. These
teaching materials are made available in the "documents" section.

The module contains the following chapters:

Introduction
Chapter 1: History of toponymic guidelines
Chapter 2: The Scope of toponymic guidelines
Chapter 3: Standard content of toponymic guidelines
Chapter 4: Hungarian toponymic guidelines

When reading through the following pages, you will come across some uncommon 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 "Excercises" and/or the
"Documents section of this module.

The complete module can be downloaded here.
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INTRODUCTION <previous - next> 

Toponymic guidelines, published by UN member states, aim at systematically presenting
information for each country about:

Languages, their distribution and status 

Linguistic and administrative maps available

Alphabet used, phonetic value of characters 

Use of capitalization, word strings 

Names standardization authorities 

Published source material on geographical names 

Glossary of generic elements* within toponyms

* definition can be found in UNGEGN Glossary of Terminology (pdf).

 

Toponymic guidelines aim to be practical professional instruments for:

toponymists, geographers and cartographers.

 

They show how geographic names for a specific country should be rendered.

 

Links to National Names authorities by country:

Austria, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Hungary, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia
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1. HISTORY OF TOPONYMIC GUIDELINES <previous - next> 

1977:

Contents of the first proposal for national toponymic guidelines by Austria

Languages

Names authorities and names standardization

Source material

Glossary of generic terms, appellatives, adjectives and other words necessary for the understanding
of maps

Abbreviations used on official maps

Methods of differentiating toponyms from other texts on national maps

History of Toponymic Guidelines

In 1979, Austria submitted Toponymic guidelines to the UNGEGN.

At their 5th Conference on the Standardization of Geographical Names (Montreal 1987), in resolution
V-14 the UN recommended that this initiative be followed by all member states.

By 1989, more than 25 countries had published their own Guidelines.

See the website of UN resolutions (English (pdf)

 

UN res. IV-4 Publ. of toponymic guidelines

Guidelines should contain information on:

Legal status of toponyms in multilingual Countries

Alphabets of the language(s)

Spelling rules for toponyms

Aids to pronunciation of toponyms

Linguistic substrata recognisable, if it benefits cartography

Relationship language vs dialects

Areal distribution of dialects

Names authorities

Source material

Glossary of words needed for understanding maps

Abbreviations in official maps

Administrative division
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1. HISTORY OF TOPONYMIC GUIDELINES - CONTINUED <previous - next> 

1982

At the 4th United Nations Conference on the Standardization of Geographical Names, Geneva 1982,
Topnymic Guidelines were published by Austria, China, Denmark, Finland, the Federal Republic of
Germany, Iceland, Norway, Spain (in Spanish), Suriname, Sweden, Turkey, the USA and Great
Britain.

Thorough preliminary products (called Toponymic guides) had been prepared by France and
Switzerland.

1987

At the 5th Conference in Montreal in 1987, very elaborate Guidelines were submitted by Italy, the
Netherlands and South Africa.

Thorough preliminary products (called Toponymic guides) had been prepared by France and
Switzerland.

2000

By the year 2000, toponymic guidelines were also available for Canada, Suriname, Ireland, Greece,
the Czech and Slovak Republics, Poland, Hungary, Romania, the Netherlands, Estonia, France, Japan,
the Democratic Republic of Korea, Iran, Algeria, Antarctica and Australia.

Coverage of toponymic guidelines

... and Cyprus.
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2. THE SCOPE OF TOPONYMIC GUIDELINES - GENERAL <previous - next> 

A checklist of subjects to be treated in the Toponymic guidelines would include the following items:

A) Language(s)
B) Writing system(s) and pronunciation
C) Spelling rules
D) Names authorities and names standardization
E) Source materials
F) Glossary
G) Abbreviations
H) Administrative division
I) Other contents

You can find these points in details on the following pages.

As an example, the relevant contents of the Austrian toponymical guidelines are provided in orange.
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S14: Toponymical Guidelines  

2. THE SCOPE - A) LANGUAGE <previous - next> 

What issues are dealt with here?

What is the official language?

Is there one nation-wide official language, or are there more?

Are there languages that are official on a sub-national level? What is their alphabet and
pronunciation?

Example of the Northern Sámi alphabet from the Norwegian Guidelines:
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Are there minority-languages in official use on a local level? What is their extent?

Sample maps showing the extent of Sámi- and Swedish-speaking minorities in Finland:



Sample maps showing the extent of Basque- and Corsican-speaking minorities in France:

 





 

Sample map showing the extent of German dialects in France:

 

Sample maps showing the extent of Danish- and Sorbian-speaking minorities in Germany:



Sample maps showing the extent of Danish- and Sorbian-speaking minorities in Germany:

 

What is the national language?

What is the exact status of the different languages, both nationally, regionally, and locally?

Are there substrata of other languages visible?

Is there a subdivision into dialects which is relevant for placenames?

 

Dialects in Germany:



 

Dialects and minority languages in France:



 

Dialects and minority language areas in Austria:

In Austria:



In Austria:

German is the only nation-wide official language.

Minority languages play a subordinate role, and are of regional and local importance only.

 

Standard German is the national language.

The main dialects belong to the Alemannic (Vorarlberg and some parts of Tyrol) and
Bavarian dialect groups (the rest of the country) of the Germanic languages.

The main characteristics of the dialects, and their historic background, are summarized.

Austria officially recognizes four minority languages: Slovenian (in Carinthia), Burgenland
Croatian (in Burgenland), Hungarian (also in Burgenland), and Czech (in Vienna).

A map is enclosed.

The alphabets of these languages, and in the case of Burgenland Croatian (native to
Austria only) a pronunciation key, are presented, and their official and de facto status for
toponymic use is explained.

 

Back to the checklist of Toponymic guidelines
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S14: Toponymical Guidelines  

2. THE SCOPE - B) WRITING SYSTEM(S) AND PRONUNCIATION <previous - next> 

 

Which writing-system is used (officially or otherwise) for the country’s language(s)?

Is there more than one writing-system in use?

In case of a non-Roman writing-system, which transliteration key is recommended for rendering
geographical names in Roman script (if any)? See also the website of official transscription systems!

Example of officially recognised transcription system:
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If the writing-system is an alphabet, which letters does it contain?

Examples of national alphabets from various toponymic guidelines:

 



Are there special signs (diacritical marks, non-standard Roman letters) included?

Which writing-system is used (officially or otherwise) for the country’s language(s)?

What is the alphabetisation, i.e. the sequence of the letters in the alphabet?

As far as the alphabet use is phonetic, which (combinations of) letters represent which sounds?

In Austria:

Standard German is written in the Roman script.

The alphabet is augmented with a non-standard Roman letter ß (‘scharfes s’) and one
diacritical mark for vowel discrimination (a diaeresis or ‘Umlaut’ to be combined with a, o

or u).

Of ß only a lower-case variant exists; where capitalization is needed, it is transliterated by
ss.

Previously another variant of the Roman script was in use, called German or Gothic script.
Nowadays it does not occur anymore, and it is therefore not further explained. 

As German spelling is not always clearly indicative of pronunciation, especially in the case
of geographical names (which often show an archaic spelling, or originate from another
language or dialects). 

The pronunciation of the names of Austrian settlements is listed name by name in a
Gazetteer of Austria. The Gazetteer uses the IPA-alphabet.

A general pronunciation key is nevertheless presented in the Guidelines.

 

Back to the checklist of Toponymic guidelines
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2. THE SCOPE - C) SPELLING RULES <previous - next> 

 

To what extent do the orthographic rules of the language in general also apply to geographical
names?

Does the spelling of geographical names follow spelling reforms?

If the language concerned is also the language of another country does the language policy in the
country where the language is most dominantly used also affect the spelling rules?

Which rules are applied to the spelling of geographical names?

In Austria:

The Survey of Austria since 1969 officially uses a set of General rules for the German
spelling of geographical names, which are generally in concordance with those in current
use in the other German-speaking countries.

Geographical names are normally not subject to the general spelling rules.

Especially for the spelling of names of inhabited places, name-specific conventions as laid
down in official documents serve as de facto standards, that take preponderance over
general spelling rules.

Geographical names do, with some explicitly mentioned exceptions, follow the general
spelling rules in matters of capitalization and word composition.

A set of specifically toponymic rules applies to capitalization and word composition of
geographical names; this is presented in detail.

Names of geographical-topographical objects other than inhabited places, that belong to
one of the officially recognized minority languages, are officially written as they are
spoken by the local population, but the sounds are represented in accordance with German
writing and reading conventions.

 

Back to the checklist of Toponymic guidelines
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2. THE SCOPE - D) NAMES AUTHORITIES AND NAMES STANDARDIZATION <previous - next> 

 

Which authorities are responsible for which categories of names?

What is the division of responsibilities between the national (or federal) government and
regional/local authorities?

What is the state of progress of the official standardization of names?

What are the mail addresses of the (national and regional) names authorities, and, if these exist, of
the advisory board(s) on geographical names assisting them?

 

In Austria (in 1979):

The names of inhabited places of all categories are standardized, and published by the
federal names authority.

The geographical names other than those of inhabited places are in the process of being
officially collected and presented as standards through publication by the federal
authority.

In the meantime, the names on the most recent sheets of the official Austria Map,
1/50,000, are to be regarded as being official names.

The Guidelines include a map showing the areas covered by provincial toponymic
commissions.

Which authority can inform you about place names in Austria?

 

Back to the checklist of Toponymic guidelines
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S14: Toponymical Guidelines  

2. THE SCOPE - E) SOURCE MATERIALS <previous - next> 

 

Which documents – in the form of maps and gazetteers - are available to check the correct,
standardized, official form of any geographical name?

In the Austrian guidelines, the Austria Map 1:50,000 and the Gazetteer of Austria already
referred to are reiterated. An additional official gazetteer, the regularly updated
Ortsverzeichnis 1971, is mentioned as being exhaustive for the names of inhabited places.

Back to the checklist of Toponymic guidelines
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2. THE SCOPE - F) GLOSSARY* <previous - next> 

 

A glossary of generic as well as frequently occurring specific (determinative) elements – like
adjectives of colour and dimension, the points of the compass, etc. – should be included, ideally in
each of the occurring languages, so that their correct spelling is safeguarded.

To foreign users, toponymic glossary also adds meaning to the otherwise opaque geographical
names.

*See definition in UNGEGN Glossary of Terminology (pdf)

An example: Glossary of Greece
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The Austrian glossaries contain:

Geographic-topographic generics

Adjectives of age (old, new)

Adjectives of colour (black, white)

Adjectives of dimension (large, small)

Adjectives of situation or relative position (rear, fore, middle, upper, lower)

Adjectives of nationality (Austrian, Croatian, Slovenian)

Prepositions (at, on, upon, in, above, between) 

 





 

Back to the checklist of Toponymic guidelines

 

 

 <previous - next> 

 Copyright United Nations Statistics Division and International Cartographic Association, July 2012  

http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S14/S14_02.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S14/S14_02e.html
http://toponymycourses.geog.uu.nl/ICAcourses/_HtmlModules/_Selfstudy/S14/S14_02g.html
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/default.htm
http://icaci.org/


S14: Toponymical Guidelines  

2. THE SCOPE - G) ABBREVIATIONS <previous - next> 

 

Toponymic guidelines may also cover a recommendation concerning the abbreviations used in a
country's geographical names.

If existent, it would also be very useful to explain the rules governing the formation of these
abbreviations.

A listing of the abbreviations used in the Austria 1 : 50 000 official topographic map series
was included in the Austrian paper.

Abbreviations in Austria:
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Back to the checklist of Toponymic guidelines
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2. THE SCOPE - H) ADMINISTRATIVE DIVISION <previous - next> 

 

The standardized names of the higher order administrative units may well be included, in the form of
a listing and/or a map.

The Austrian guidelines include them (the 1st and 2nd order areas) in an annex, that also
contains the official designations of units of administration and settlement occurring in the
gazetteers of Austria.

Back to the checklist of Toponymic guidelines
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2. THE SCOPE - I) OTHER CONTENTS <previous - next> 

 

Sometimes even the gazetteer (#105) is incorporated.

Back to the checklist of Toponymic guidelines
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3. STANDARD CONTENTS OF TOPONYMIC GUIDELINES <previous - next> 

Most of the other Guidelines published in 1982 follow exactly the contents of the Austrian example (pdf).
These are standard contents of toponymic guidelines:

1. Languages

1.1. General remarks

1.2. National language

1.2.1. General remarks

1.2.2. The Alphabet

1.2.3. Orthography

1.2.4. Pronunciation

1.2.5. Linguistic substrata

1.2.6. Dialects

1.3. Minority languages

1.3.1. [language 1]

1.3.2. [language 2] ...

2. Names authorities and names standardization

3. Source material

3.1. Maps

3.2. Gazetteers

4. Glossary

5. Abbreviations

6. Standardized names of administrative units (Added in 1987)

 

Variation in contents

In some cases the contents of Toponymic Guidelines deviate from the standard contents, for instance:

The Spanish Guidelines skip the subject of linguistic substrata.

The Turkish do not mention any minority languages. 

The US fully concentrate on the toponymic rules set by their national geographical names authority,
and pay little attention to languages. 

The Chinese concentrate on transliteration issues.
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4. HUNGARIAN TOPONYMIC GUIDELINES <previous 

Hungarian toponymic guidelines (3rd edition, 2002) / pdf

Languages: Hungarian, minority languages

 

Names authorities and names standardization

Source materials

Glossary of generic terms
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AVAILABLE EXERCISES next> 

Exercise 1: Some random questions
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EXERCISE 1: SOME RANDOM QUESTIONS <previous 

Question 1:

Why is it important to show boundaries of minority language areas?

Question 2:

When are hyphens used in German geographical names in Austria?

Question 3:

Which institution can inform you about geographical names in Austria?

Question 4:

The ligature * "ij" exists in Dutch, the language of the Netherlands and Northern Belgium. How
is this letter combination capitalised, as e.g. in "ijsselmeer"?
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EXERCISE 1: SOME RANDOM QUESTIOINS- ANSWERS <back to exercise 1 

 

Question 1: ... boundaries

So that one can see where to apply rules for minority languages.

Question 2: ...hyphens

When the determinated elements consist of general geographical names, for example Donau-
Oder-Kanal or Großglockner-Hochalpenstrasse.

Question 3: ... institution

Österreichischer Akademie der Wissenschaften or AKO

Question 4: ... ligature:

As IJ: IJsselmeer)
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DOCUMENTS AND LITERATURE  

Documents:

D14-01: Kerfoot, H. and E.M. Närhi (2006). Toponymic guidelines for map and other editors, for
international use (from the 1970s to the present). Pp 143-153 in Manual for the national
standardization of geographical names. UNGEGN, New York.

Literature:

Bergmann, H. & I. Hausner (2009). Toponymic guidelines for map and other editors, for international
use Austria. 6th Edition. Austrian Board on Geographical Names, Vienna 2009. (URL / pdf).

Online resources:

UNGEGN - National Names authorities by country

Hungarian toponymic guidelines (3rd edition, 2002) / pdf

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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