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toponymy course: fieldwork
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Objectives (Orth 1990, 2006)

 Identify local landmarks refered to 
by people in their day-to-day 
conversation

 Record well-established names in 
the area

 Check whether names previously 
used in maps are still in use
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requirements
 Names collected should still be up 

to date
 Names collected should be the 

official names on their correct 
orthography

 The objects the names refer to 
should be known (both their nature 
and their extent)
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Fieldwork instructions

 Collect names in current usage
 Ascertain their proper spelling (and 

meaning and pronunciation)
 Indicate location and extent of named 

object
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Current usage:
 Current versus historical usage
 Established usage
 Legal usage
 Legislated usage
 Oral usage
 Written usage
 Official usage
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Usage:
 How many informants know the name
 How many informants can locate it?
 Is it used by all types of people?
 Do people know of other names for the same 

object
 Which name version is used more or most?



Logistic preparation
 Base maps & equipment
 Administrative maps
 Scheme of administrative hierarchy
 Appointments (phone numbers) & 

announcements
 Preliminary visits to local authorities
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Mental preparation
 Envisage problems to be anticipated:
 Prepare for communication problems (translators)
 Prepare for transportation problems
 Prepare for problems in finding informants and 

keeping appointments
 Prepare for animosity on behalf of local population
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Finding good informants
 Local authorities that have lived 

long in the region and have 
information on recent 
developments

 Official persons (religious officials, 
mayors, public notaries, 
schoolmasters, postmasters)

 Local population widely traveled 
over the area, shopkeepers



10

Problems with informants
 Involvement of local authorities in preparing 

and announcing the visits
 Officials being young, ignorant, not native to the area, 

bad attitude towards local population

 Motivation of respondents and officials 
(recognition of identity, cultural heritage, 
explanation of goals, payment)

 Timid population, Accessibility of respondents

 Interviewing techniques based on knowledge of 
local codes of social interaction

 Timing of visits

 Outdated and/or incorrect maps



Problems with names provided by 
informants

 How to deal with alternative views 
of informants (different age groups, 
locations, gender)

 The objects the topographer and 
the informants want names for 
might not overlap (different spatial 
concepts/no existing names)

 Name alteration over time and 
space (local variation)
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Special pitfalls

 The difference in perceived social status 
between interviewer and respondent may 
influence the language of the respondents

 Reference to the object must be clear 
(example: in conversation, settlement and 
local administrative area names may be 
confused)

 How reliable is knowledge? None is safe for 
popular etymology. 



Of the name itself, the 
toponymist had to record

 (1) the writing (the graphic quality)
 (2) the pronunciation (phonetic 

quality), 
 (3) if traceable, the meaning

(semantic quality), and 
 (4) the language it was considered 

to belong to.
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Of the named feature the 
topographer has to register

 the coordinates
 the extent
 the feature code
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Special name inventory forms:
 Sequence or ID  number
 Coordinates of the named object
 Feature type of named object
 Name as given on this map series (previous edition)
 Name according to previous map series
 Name according to Cadastral maps
 Name according to Inhabitants
 Name according to Public administration
 Attribute data (nr. of inh., height, language, meaning, pronunc.)
 Name as proposed by topographer
 Name as determined by names commission
 Remarks
 Sources
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Etat justicatif
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Current map/cadaster/inhabitants/remarks/coord/operator/commission 
prop. name/prop. name
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Name 
form 
South 
Africa
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Geographical 
name data 

sheet 
Northern 

Canada
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Graphic 
techniques for 
showing extent 
of named linear 
or aerial objects
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Showing the extent 
of named objects



15/04/2016 25th session UNGEGN, Nairobi 23

Municipality 
names useless 
without municipal 
boundaries
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Boundaries of natural regions



15/04/2016 25th session UNGEGN, Nairobi 25

Boundaries of oceans
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Names model 
France
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Names model France
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Names model Netherlands
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South-
Africa:
sheet 
2630BB,
Lochiel, 
Suid-Afrika 
1:50 000,
1990
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Names of 
hills added

Fieldwork 1994
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provisieux
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provisieux
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provisieux
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Fieldwork entries
 Coordinates: with GPS
 Type of named objects: NATO classification
 Old maps: 
 Attribute data: settlements: number of inhabitants, 

administrative function; roads: classification type, 
number of lanes; railways: number of lanes; rivers, 
canals: capacity for shipping; forests: height, 
thickness, density

 Remarks: date of name change, meaning, 
language, informants
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Topographer’s bias
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cartoon
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International Phonetic 
Alphabet (IPA)

International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA)
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