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The importance of collecting and publishing 
place names

• Local identity

• Linguistic and historical research, archaeology, 
ethnography, geography

• Local history, cultural heritage

Urgency of place name collection

• Globalization

• Modernization

• Changing lifestyles

• Decline of local place-name knowledge
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• Launched to document the place names of the Hungarian 
language area

• Two main tasks:

• Collect names in current use
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• scholars from several different scientific fields

• online database 
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• scholars from several different scientific fields

• online database 

• online dictionary

• book series
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3. Multilingual communities

• different methodology

• theoretical and practical questions

• bilingual settlements in the Hungarian language 
area:

• within the territory of present-day Hungary

• beyond the current state borders



4. Hungarian as a minority language

• Used in regions beyond Hungary's borders

• Approximately 1.8 million people

• The actual number of speakers may differ from official 
figures

Region Approximate number

Transylvania, Romania 1.2 million+

Slovakia 400,000

Vojvodina, Serbia 200,000

Transcarpathia, Ukraine 125,000

Croatia 14,000

Austria 10,000

Slovenia 4,000

Hungarian communities beyond Hungary
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• 13 ethnic minoroties 
• 2022 census data
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5. Ethnic minorities within Hungary
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5. Ethnic minorities within Hungary

• 13 ethnic minoroties 
• 2022 census data
• about 5% of the population (492,000 people)

Nationality Approximate number

Roma 209,900

Germans 142,500

Slovaks 29,900

Romanians 27,600

Ukranians 24,600

Croats 21,800

Serbs 11,600

Poles 7,400

Ruthenians/Rusyns 7,100

Greeks 6,200

Bulgarians 6,100

Armenians 4,200

Slovenes 4,000



5. Ethnic minorities within Hungary
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Ethnicity and language use
• not the same

• E.g. the German community
• More than 142,500 identify as German
• About 28,500 report German as their mother tongue
• About 66,500 use German at home

https://www.google.com/maps/d/viewer?mid=1rIHCzcsKgpy4tIzAOnScV-yanZEjhFJQ&femb=1&ll=47.11230659506349%2C19.500365250000016&z=7
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Bilingualism in the studied areas 

•  Not always stable

• Knowing the state language is usually necessary to 
participate fully in society

• Minority languages may gradually recede into family and 
informal settings

• In some communities, language shift is advanced

• This affects place-name use and place-name knowledge

• Globalization adds further pressure



6. Bilingualism and bilingual use of proper names

• The nature of bilingualism
• One language often functions as the matrix language

• Both languages can influence one another
• Contact and interference affect place-name use
• Bilingual communities develop distinctive toponymic 

systems



Relationships between names

• No formal relationship, only a shared referent

• Hung. Réce-puszta ʻduck plain’ ~ Ger. Kuh-Graben ʻCow’ Ditch

• Borrowing with phonetic adaptation

• Ger. Hákəbus ~ Hung. Hakebus

• Partial correspondence

• Hung. Bence-árok ʻditch’ ~ Croat. Bencin hendek ʻditch’ 

• Calque or loan translation

• Hung. Fehér-gödrök ʻwhite pits’ ~ Croat. Biela jama 

• A common noun transferred into the other language and 
used as a proper name

• Hung. gödör ʻpit’ > Croat. gudura ʻpit’ 

Bilingual place-name competence



Toponymic policy

• Beyond Hungary’s border: 
• Hungarian-language signage is generally subject to 

population thresholds

• In Hungary:
• no threshold
• geographical names should be entered in the Gazetteer of 

Geographical Names in Hungary
• relatively few communities make use of the option of 

displaying minority-language names



7. Place-name use in different settings

• Hungarian minority beyond Hungary
In settlements with a Hungarian majority:
• microtoponyms tend to be in Hungarian
• more distant, larger-scale places are more often known by 

their state-language names
In settlements where the Hungarian population is small
• the state language has an even greater influence on the 

local toponymic system 



7. Place-name use in different settings

• ethnic minorities within Hungary



Bilingual toponymic corpora

• Most settlement corpora are bilingual in nature
• The two name stocks are organically intertwined

• For analysis, we nevertheless treat them as two systems

Separating the two systems

• Frequency in the language of collection
• Informants' opinions

„Ez Éva-kő, de szlovákul nem Éva-kő, hanem Jevi/kameny, aszt jelenti, 
hogy bal oldali kő.” 
‘This is [Hun.] Éva-kő ['Éva's stone'], but in Slovak it's not Éva-kő, it's Jeví
kameň, which means 'the stone on the left side.'’

• Transparency of the name to speakers
• Phonetic features
• Structure of the name
• Recent sources on linguistic affiliation



Collection procedures

• differ between areas beyond Hungary's borders and areas within 
Hungary – practical reasons

• Beyond Hungary's borders:

• Hungarian names

• Borrowed names are also included

• Their linguistic origin and etymology must be clarified

• Historical names 

• Collection within Hungary

• in all minority languages

• Specialists in the relevant languages are involved

• The aim is to collect the complete corpus

• Separate interviews are carried out in the two languages

• Separate dictionaries and eventually a joint dictionary



Phonetic transcription

• Current names are recorded as accurately as possible

• Pronunciation is included through phonetic transcription

• Hungarian names: the transcription system developed in 
Hungarian dialectology

Bilingual transcription problems
• E.g. Croatian names 

• Standardized name 

• Hungarian dialectological transcription + Croatian stress patterns 

• Simplified Croatian dialectological transcription



8. Current progress

Beyond Hungary's borders

• Toponym corpora of 42 settlements published in print

• Intensive work in around 50 additional settlements

Within Hungary

• Intensive work currently focuses on Croatian

• Collection is needed in about 45–50 settlements

• Fieldwork completed in 21 settlements

• Other minority languages: only scattered collections so far



9. Closing remarks

• The project is enormous
• It is also urgent
• Place-name knowledge is receding even in monolingual 

areas
• The process is stronger in bilingual and minority-language 

settings
• Language shift contributes to this decline
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Thank you
For your attention.
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