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From Voices to Forms: 
Collecting, Researching and Systematizing 

Geographical Names at the Latvian Language Institute



Structure of the presentation

• The Landscape of Latvian Place Names
• Collection of Place Names
• Research on Place Names
• Systematization of Place Names



Place Names of Latvia



Card Index of Latvian Place Names of the Latvian
Language Institute, UL

940 000 place names



Place names of one civil parish of Latvia in 1970s

Meadow names

Forest names

Field names
Swamp names

Pond, lake names
River, rivulet names

Hill names Valley names

Homestead names

Source: Dambe V. Darbu izlase. Rīga: LU Latviešu valodas institūts, 2012, 27.–71. lpp.



Livonian Rhymed Chronicle, 13th century

After that lies another land,
who are called the Letts.
This pagan people has peculiar customs:
they do not readily live together,
but build separately in many forests.



Mazā kolka ‘Little kolka’, hollow

Lielā kolka ‘Big kolka’, hollow

Bišu dārzs ‘Bee garden’, apiary

Bērzlauka grava ‘Birch field ravine’   

Bērzlauks ‘Birch field’

Paleja ‘Riverside valley’

Avotleja ‘Spring valley’, valley

Avotlejas pakalne ‘Spring foothill’

Ceļvieta ‘Roadside Place’, riverbank

Birznieku leja ‘Birznieki valley’

Ziediņu leja ‘Ziediņi valley’, valley

Smirdošstrauts ‘Stinking brook’

Matkules kapi ‘Matkule cemetery’

Kapu leja ‘Cemetery valley’

Kapu dīķis ‘Cemetery pond’

Apaļais līcis ‘Round bay’

Ziediņpļava ‘Ziediņi meadow’

Ziediņdzelme // Cūkdzelme ‘Ziediņi deep’

Place names around homestead «Ziediņi» in Matkule

Pils leja‘Castle valley’

Buses pilskalns ‘Buses hillfort’

Zaļumrusums ‘Zaļumi outcrop’

Ziediņu siltumnīcas ‘Ziediņi greenhouses’



Collection



Local form of the place name

Additional information

Form in written source

Place name card

Recorder and year of recording

Standard language form of place name / 
location



August Bielenstein (1826–1907) and his place names card



Jānis Endzelīns’ call to collect and submit place names (1911)

Place names themselves could be collected, for
example, by school pupils and students in their
own regions during the holidays and submitted
to the Scientific Commission. In this way, those
students who apply to the Commission for
financial support could demonstrate their
interest in national matters (which, as far as I
know, is a requirement when such support is
granted). To award public funds to those who
are indifferent to Latvian identity means that the
money once granted will not be recovered and
that the number of careerists will increase. But
that runs counter to Latvian interests!



Questionnaire 
on Place Names
1930s



Crowdsourcing tool for collectin place names of Latvia



vietvardi.lu.lv



Use of the Results of the Place-Name Collection 
Campaign

Latvijas vietvārdu vārdnīca. Saba –Sēža. Rīga: LU Latviešu valodas institūts, 2017

Latvijas vietvārdu vārdnīca. Saba
–Sēža. R

īga: LU
 Latviešu valodas institūts, 2017





Place names of LLI in crowdsourcing tool



Research



Main Research Areas in Latvian Toponymy
• Place-Name Lexicography
• Etymology and Origin of Place Names
• Dialectological and Areal Aspects
• Historical Development of Place Names
• Structure and Formation of Place Names
• Semantics and Motivation of Place Names
• Sociolinguistic and Cultural Aspects
• Standardization and Usage of Place Names
• Digital Humanities Approaches in Toponymy
• Citizen Science Approaches in Toponymy



Tribes in the Territory of Latvia in the 12th Century (A. Vasks)

Attēls: https://laaj.org.au/informacija/latvija/latvijas-vesture/

Curonians

Livonians

Semigallians
Selonians

Latgalians



Curonian
subdialect of 
Central 
dialect

Livonian
dialect

Semigallian 
subdialect of 
Central 
dialect

Selonian 
subdialect of 
Hogh 
Latvian 
dialect

High 
Latvian 
Dialect

Latvian Dialects: Livonian, Central, High Latvian



Saules ‘Hill of the Sun’

Saulis kolns
in Gaigalava

Sauls kalns
in Alsunga

Saules kalns
in Koknese



Source: Trumpa, Anta. 



Sēņu pļava ‘Mushroom meadow’

Sieņu pļova
in Mērdzene

Sēņ pļāv
in Lauciene



Standartized             Local                   Standard language

Lielais Peisaiņs              Lelӯs Peisaiņs Lielais Pīsāns
Vorkaļu ezers Vuorkaļu azars Varkaļu ezers
Vorslovu ezers Vuorslovu azars Vārslavu ezers



Systematization
(Dictionary of Latvian Place Names)



Dictionary of Latvian Place Names



Place-Name Omissions in 
the Dictionary

(u. c. = etc.
u. d. c. = and many others)



Preparation of the Dictionary of Latvian Place names, volume S2: 
Sgajevski‒Slotukalns

2019 2020 2021

Manuskripta 
rakstīšana

Additional Data Collection

Entry of Additions

Preparation of the 
Technical 

Description

Preparation of the 
Linguistic Description

Initial Editing of the Manuscript



Rubene †c Ķieģeļos (pēc 1704. g. ciema 
vietā Rubenes- muiža, ko ieguvis Kegels, 
nosaucis par Kegeļa mu, tagad Ķiegeļu-, 
te arī Rubenes- baznīca [1978], Rubenes-
kapsēta // Annas- Kalna-, atklāta 1773. 
g., pirmā apglabāta Blukuža Anna, 
Rubenes- pilskalns Brinķu sila Z galā pie 
Vaidavas ez) p KB (“ ” vc Kocēnos Lģia 
2011 [lc., of. nos., 424 iedz., Latc 2007, 
373, 636], te arī Rubenes- internāts mā 
1978 [= – skuola mā 1975?], “Rubenes-
[muiža]”, v. “Papendorf- Pastorat”, 
Konv. XIV 28067)

† – vanished village

Space – the place name is not a 
compound

«also found here» – place 
names of the same root found 
in this parish will be presented Square brackets – the 

same form of the name 
[Rubene] in other 

sources”

Bracket – additional
information begins

A non-italic letter – uncertainty 
about the correctness of the 

sound

p – unknown source

The initials of the collector who 
obtained the above-mentioned 

information

Square brackets – the
same information eas
found in other sources

A dash – previously mentioned 
form [Rubenes-]

The complexity of reading the Dictionary of Latvian Place Names

Quotation marks –
published source



Card of 
Latvian Language Institute Card Index

Sinners section, clearing
in Dignāja

In the past, forest sections were sold for clearing. 
Borders of the territory for every owner were
marked with poles. Once a landowner purchased
forest section for clearing, but made a deal with a 
workman to expand the territory by moving the
poles further. This act was discovered and the two
violators were brought to court. The event
described here served as an origin for the name. 

1961



≈ 300 000 place names


