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Concept of the dictionary 1

• One-volume dictionary for wider public
– Sweden (2003), Finland (2007), etc.

• Multivolume academic dictionary:
– Latvia, Lithuania, etc.

• Seminars in 2007 (EE, FI, LV) and 2008 (EE):• Seminars in 2007 (EE, FI, LV) and 2008 (EE):
– one-volume dictionary that is based on earlier

research (some new research still needed – perhaps
for 30-40 % of names)

– intended mainly for wide audience but useful also for
linguists, historians, local researchers, ethnographs, 
etc.



Concept of the dictionary 2

• As much useful data for place names as possible:

– etymologies, historical name forms

– pronunciation (prosody, palatalization), local forms

– name variants, incl. in other languages– name variants, incl. in other languages

– use of interior or exterior cases

– administrative data, etc.

– sign names

– illustrations



Content

• Introduction, instructions

• General characterization of Estonian place 
names

• Name articles A-Ü• Name articles A-Ü

• Index of names (cross-references)

• Bibliography

• Maps



Article content

• Name (spelling and pronunciation + local cases)
– in the case of historical names reconstructed name form as the main 

headword

• Feature type (populated place, natural feature, etc.)
• Historical parish and current municipality
• Oldest recordings of the name, brief sketch on the history of the 

localitylocality
• Possible etymologies
• Other names of the locality + brief explanations if possible
• Folk etymology and folk tales, legends connected to the locality
• (Illustrations)
• References to similar names
• Author of the article
• List of used sources (monographs, articles, archives)



Example

• Valtu [`valtu] <`Valtu e -sse> – village and a former manor in Rapla county, 
municipality of Rapla (Rap), until 1977 Valtu asund. ● Village was established in
the 1920’s on the lands of Valtu manor. The name is derived from the manor’s
German name Waldau that was given by the manor owner in 1816 following the
contemporary name fashion (G. Wald ‘forest’ + Au that usually denotes riverside
meadows). Kettunen attributes the name falsely to a personal name Valitu
‘chosen’, but the arbitrary name change is also confirmed by local folk tales (see 
below). The earlier name of the manor and village was Kosu or Kotsu (German below). The earlier name of the manor and village was Kosu or Kotsu (German 
Kotz, 1732 Kosso mois) that is derived from the words koda ‘home’ and ase ‘seat’, 
the name was mentioned already ca. 1241 in LCD (Kotoaassen). The village (1412 
Koettes) is mentioned still in the 15th century, later only the manor remains. ¤ (A 
folk tale abouth the count in Valtu manor who reconstructed the manor and 
wished to have a new name for it. He asked all peasants on the road about the
name. The one who proposed Valtu was rewarded by a silver coin, the others were
lashed. So the name Valtu was born.) Cf. Kodasema, Kodesma. – PP, EKM
Bfl: I, 111; BHO: 641; EAA: 30.1.3397; EO: 250; Joh LCD: 453; KM ERA: II 225, 128/9 
(11) - 1939; LCD: 42r; Thor-Helle 1732



Choice of names

• Altogether ca. 6000 articles:
– all official populated places (4200)

• + selected “unofficial” populated places

– names of administrative units (municipalities, parishes)
• including some historical units (Sakala, Ugandi, Valgatabalve etc.)

– names of most important natural features (ca. 1000):– names of most important natural features (ca. 1000):
• lakes, rivers, islands, hills, mires, etc.

– names of cultural importance
– onomastically interesting names (very few )
– small selection of Estonian names from outside Estonia, 

notably from the language exclaves (Leivu, Lutsi)



Project data

• Two formally independent applications:
– Institute of the Estonian Language

• overall management of the project + toponyms of N, C and 
W Estonia

– Võru Institute
• toponyms of south-eastern Estonia• toponyms of south-eastern Estonia

• Funding approved by the Ministry of Education
and Science for the years 2009–2013, extended
to 2015
– covers the expenses of two researchers + seminars
– outside authors have small honoraria



Resources: databases

• Place Names Database of the Institute of the
Estonian Language (KNAB)
– 44,000 named features (111,00 name variants)

– linked to map server of the Land Board

• Place Names Database of Historical Võrumaa • Place Names Database of Historical Võrumaa 
(AVKA)
– 24,000 named features

– linked to map server of the Land Board

• National Place Names Register
– maintained by the Land Board







Resources: card indexes

• Place names card index at the Institute of the
Estonian Language
– 540,615 cards arranged by parish and alphabetically

– names gathered on field trips since 1920’s

– data on local name usage: pronunciation, use of– data on local name usage: pronunciation, use of
locative cases, descriptions of the place, text samples, 
collection data

– scanned and put online for browsing

• Other data in manuscripts
– Endel Varep’s collection of data on populated places











Resources: archives

• Estonian National Archive:
– Church records

– “Soul revision lists”

– Wackenbuchs– Wackenbuchs

– Lists of residents

– Historical maps

• Many documents available online through
Saaga:
– http://www.ra.ee/dgs/explorer.php





Resources: books, articles, etc.

• Many books and articles available online:

– Google, academic libraries in Tartu and Tallinn

• Collection of works at the Place Names 
Dictionary websiteDictionary website

– restricted to project members





Team

• Institute of the Estonian Language:
– Marja Kallasmaa, Peeter Päll, Valdek Pall

• Võru Institute
– Evar Saar, Mariko Faster

• Estonian Literary Musem
– Working Group on Local History at the Est. Folklore Archives– Working Group on Local History at the Est. Folklore Archives

• Voluntary authors from other institutions
– Enn Ernits, Marje Joalaid, Arvis Kiristaja
– Marianne Blomqvist (Swedish names), Anželika Šteingolde

(Russian names)

• Project working group, including representatives of
– National Archive, University of Tartu, Place Names Board, 

Mother Tongue Society



Technical solution

• EELex, the environment for compiling 
dictionaries at the Institute of the Estonian 
Language

– simultaneous compilation of articles online– simultaneous compilation of articles online

– articles are XML-structured with automatic 
formatting

– logging of changes

– standard lists of variables (labels, bibliographic 
entries)







Schedule and progress

• Funding for 2009-2013, extension 2014–2015
• 2009

– discussion of the main principles
– agreeing on the article structure
– preparing the list of names
– allocation of articles to authors– allocation of articles to authors
– compilation of sample articles

• Since 2010
– compilation of articles

• Since 2014
– editing the articles, compiling annexes

• Publication: early 2016



Compilation of articles (2011-11-21)

(Being) compiled

Not compiled



Compilation of articles (2012-11-19)

(Being) compiled

Not compiled



Compilation of articles (2013-11-17)

(Being) compiled

Not compiled



Compilation of articles (2015-04-27)

(Being) compiled(Being) compiled

Not compiled













Statistics (April 2015)

• Overall quantity:

– 6,203 articles

• Compiled 2015-05-27:

– 6,159 articles (99.3 % of the overall quantity)– 6,159 articles (99.3 % of the overall quantity)

– 2,359 pages of text (1,800 characters/page)

• Not compiled yet: 44 articles (+ est. 173 Seto)

• 1st circle of editing passed: 87.6 % of articles



Dictionary size (estimate)

• Main text without illustrations:
– larger size 195x297 ca 750 pages

– smaller size 165x235 ca 1000 pages

• More sizeable annexes:
– index of variants

– introductory text, glossary, table of administrative
units

– maps

• Parallel web version envisaged (beta version
ready)


