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temporary rural social studies® The valuable work expedited by the Placenames
Commission with its associated journal Dinnseanchais, has largely been ignored by
geographers, and few articles have been published in spite of the availability of the
raw material. Strangely, the geographical analysis of placenames has been most
vigorously pursued in North America and research has been published in all of the
major geographical journals there. In addition, a journal entitled Names has been
in press since the early fifties. France is another country where geographers have
displayed a keen interest in placename research; there the main emphasis has been
focused upon settlement terms.

A number of major themes of geographic placename analysis is evident. There
are studies which are concerned funda mentally with the evolution of regional cultural
landscapes.® In such studies attention is heamed upon the distribution of specialized
terms, such as those referring to settlements which would indicate the general process
of moulding the landscape for the service of man.

Another theme is constituted by topical studies which are riveted upon particular
types of names, for example, types of enclosure or agrarian techniques and crops
which would provide a picture of former limits of, and methods of, land utilization.®

In addition, a similar line of investigation is constituted by placing stress on the
distribution of easily identifiable generic placenames so as to clarify the former extent
of areas occupied by particular cultural groups, for example, Basque placenames in
Spain or France, or, Arabic placenames in Iberia.® More specialized studies have
employed placenames to gauge the relationship between colonist and colonizer in
certain areas.” All of these approaches can be applied to large areas, such as regions,
through accuracy may diminish as scale increases.

Every area in Europe which has heen and still is occupied by man has been
bestowed with a countless series of placenames. A numher of major classes of place-
names in these contexts may be isolated on the basis of their functions and inter-
relationships. There are, official placenames, that is, placenames which have heen
institutionalized by the State from the existing name reserve. All the placenames,
for example, which appear on official maps, deeds and other documents are membhers
of this class. In Ireland, townland names are an especially numerous group of this
class. Their main function is simply to distinguish one location from another, for
hoth external and internal interests. Most of these names are toponyms. Another
class of placenames are those which identify large sectors of townlands and these
pames may or may not he known to the outside world. Rarely are the tertitories

3 See, for example, T. Jones Hughes, “Town and Baile in Irish Placenames”, Irish Geographical
Studlies (edited by R. E. Glasscock and N. Stephens), Belfast 1970,

¢ G. Whittington and J. A. Soulsby, “A Preliminary Report on and Investigation in Pit Place-
names”, Scoftish Geographical Magazine, 84 (1968), 117-124.

8 R, C. West, “The term ‘Bayou’ in the United States: A Study in the Geography of Placenames’’,
Annals Assoc. Amer. Geogrs., 44 (1954), 63-74.

* H. Lautensach, “Uber die topographischen Namen arabishen Ursprings in Spanien und in
Portugal”, Die Erde, 1954, pp. 219-248. Also W. Zelinsky, “Some Problems in the Distribution of

Generic Terns in the Placenames of the North Eastern United States™, Annals Assoc. Amer. Geogrs.,
45 (1955), 319-349.

T D. E. Sopher, *“Arabic Place Names in Spain”’, Names, 3 (1955), 5-13.
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dﬁignated by these names precisely defined on maps. Finally, there are those names
which have been created and maintained to serve local needs alone, and such names
are unknown to the world at large. These kinds of names may be termed corporate
placenames, as they are only in use amongst a distinct and localised group of people.

It is this final category of placenames which offers the geographer a virtually
untapped source for the study of the contemporary and former organization of the
cultural landscape. They also offer the opportunity of clarifying current relationship
between distinctive groups and their habitat. Such placenames, as well as the people
who use them, are highly defined territorially. In Ireland the townland is the primary
areal setting for such placenames. Too often in the past placenames recognised in the
literature as belonging to such contexts were disregarded; their frequent categoriza-
tion as minor placenames symbolized their relegation as sterile sources, unworthy of
gerious attention.

The analysis of corporate placenames may be usefully conducted by scrutinizing
them in terms of their origin, form, function, and distribution as a group. Such an
investigation must make a generous field-work commitment as it is in this milieu
that these placenames thrive. It should be feasible in an area which is rich in such
placenames to establish their present role, and it should also be possible to establish
the nature and rate of change in the cultural landscape, besides isolating modification
in social organization and orientation. Difficulties abound in such a procedure, not
least in arriving at a satisfactory operational definition of corporate placenames.
Usage and awareness of such placenames are the fundamental parameters necessary
for definition, as well as the fact that certain placenames will denote group location
relationships. The geographical study of corporate placenames requires that each
individual placename must be reckoned with in terms of its membership of a group,
just as every individual who is familiar with each name is also a membher of a special

oup.
grUnder each of the above headings (origin, form, function and distribution), a numher
of research problems are isolated, and, following this, a series of research procedures
are suggested in an attempt to resolve some of the problems.

Regarding origin, a range of questions require clarification, for example, that of
identifying the special attributes of the bestower of placenames, What are the factors
which govern the naming of certain features and, conversely, why others are
apparently not given names? There is also the problem of identifying the manner of
exactly how placenames become accepted among a group of people and thereby
gain their currency.

Regional and local variations, in terms of generic placenames, should facilitate the
estimation of the nature of inputs by different cultural groups into the making of
distinctive cultural landscapes, and, perhaps, also provide some indication of the
kind of acculturation which may have occurred between different groups in certain
areas.

For the geographer function is perhaps the most challenging aspect of corporate
placename analysis, for example, what roles do placenames presently discharge?
How far and to what degree does function of a placename determine its life span?
Or alternatively, in what manner does place function underwrite the currency and
maintenance of a particular placename? Does a change in place function result in
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the creation of a new placename? A crux in this respect is that both placenames and
the places associated with them may possess several different functions. Another
area which requires attention concerns the isolation of the processes which engender
the obsolescence of placenames and ultimately brings about their death.

Finally, a series of research procedures may be invoked in the study of placename
distribution and density. Such an approach could involve placing emphasis upon
individual names, special categories of names, or, indeed, the entire body of place-
names littered over a particular territory. Studies of this kind ought to aid in revealing
the dynamic nature of the group place relationship. Density analysis should clarify
the factors responsible for the internal variation of place usage, or alternatively, its
avoidance. There remains also the task of devising a system of placename classification
so as to facilitate pursuit of some of these objectives. The making of such a taxonomy
will depend upon the objectives of the study envisaged. Potentially, it could be founded
upon any of the four main approaches or various combinations of them.

Live placenames offer enormous possibilities for behavioural research, the only
major handicap associated with them as sources being that a generous commitment
to feld-work is essential. Moreover, it is quite unlikely that the placenames alone will
convey adequate detail to the researcher in his efforts to piece together and arrive
at a satisfactory explanation regarding their pedigree and role. For a full explanation
all available evidence is potentially relevant, whether garnered from the archive or
the field.

Each placename is created and bestowed by a ‘“namer”, but obviously such an
individual must possess some special attributes if his creations are going to be accepted.
Every member of a rural community is a potential “namer” and everybody in such
groups participates in the naming process. However, it would appear that some
people in certain Irish rural communities have attained special status by common
assent within the group. This kind of rank has been attained by them through an
acknowledgment of their peculiar skills and dexterity as story-tellers, or their pro-
ficiency as mediums interpreting the relationship between placenames, places and
people. Such people, invariably men, vaunt their special expertise concerning the
pedigree and origins of placenames in heated discussions, in their own homes, as
cuartaiocht held locally or even in public houses. In rural Irish-speaking West Mayo,
as, indeed, through the remainder of Irish-speaking Ireland, such boisterous dis-
cussions are commonplace between the acknowledged experts, each one of j\whom
is listened to eagerly by audiences of all ages and sexes, and, generally, the most
plausible and persuasive agreement holds the day. It is more than likely that such
people are believed to possess the ability to originate new placenames, even in areas
which are already relatively densely named. In Kilgalligan, Co. Mayo, as a consequence
of subsequent investigation it was only possible to identify the namer of less than a
half dozen names out of a total of more than 800.% In each case, it turned out to be
one of the primary informants.

In other cases the identification of the ‘“‘namer” may be more easily traced,

¢S. O Cathdin and P. O’Flanagan, The Living Landscape: Kilgalligan, Erris, Co. Mayo, Dublin
1975.
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especially when additional information is available. Placenames which refer to past
incidents are a case in point. One difficulty which must be initiall)( resolved is to
attempt to establish whether the placenames refer to authentic or fictitious events or
incidents. At the outset ficticious event names would have to be omitted from the
reckoning. Authentic events would have to be witnessed by one or more of the
jnhabitants. The places where such events are believed to have occurred are christened
with a name so as to crystalize the events by anchoring them to a place and thereby
institutionalising them as landmarks. The role of the witnesses is crucial in this respect
as they act as midwives for the birth of the names. The practice of nicknaming seems
in certain respects to be an analogous device, as people are distinguishable from
others in their families by being labelled with names and making them “landmarks”
in a group. Serious problems are encountered in an attempt to isolate the namers of

hysical features or elements of the supernatural landscape. These kinds of difficulties
mainly stem from the age of these names and also from the general absence of supple-
mentary data referring to the origin of these names.

Allied to the foregoing discussion is the assessment of the mechanisms responsible
for determining how a newly coined placename became current within a community.
Any tightly knit group of people who remain tied to townland contexts in Ireland
collectively discharge a vital role as they act as filters which govern the acceptance,
or even the rejection, of a newly born name. The nature of the groups social and
economic organization may also influence the manner and speed in which a new
name becomescurrent. In this respect the number and duration of face-to-facecontacts
amongst the group is significant, as it is, after all, the normal way through which
information is exchanged, and an evaluation of this can only be accomplished by
painstaking observation in the field.

In most of the barony of Erris, Co. Mayo, and in some other parts of rural Ireland,
the process of information diffusion is rapidly accelerated by the fact that every
house is within shouting distance of its nearest neighbour.? Throughout each day,
married women are particularly involved in these shouting exercises, during which
news is swiftly diffused. Daily trips to local wells, by women and children alike, the
daily tending of stock and their housing in the evening, as well as the search for
vagrant youngsters at nightfall, offer various opportunities for these contacts. The
menfolk meetin fields, on the roads, in the course of their weekly visits to church or to
collect the dole, and also in frequent and sometimes extended visits to the public
house. It would appear that through such contacts names become accepted and
subsequently used. It is also likely that the naming process is accelerated in an area
of clustered, rather than dispersed, settlement, where more frequent daily interaction
is likely to take place between the inhabitants.

Are placenames being created in the same manner in areas where isolated settle-
ments dominate the local scene? What about the situation in areas where depopula-
tion is rampant? Are new placenames being born in such circumstances? Are as
many corporate placenames being coined in English-speaking sectors of rural Ireland,

° P. Flatres, “Hamlet and Village”, in Man and His Habitat, Essays presented to Emyr Estyn Evans
(edited by R. H. Buchanan, Emrys Jones and D. McCourt), London 1971.

65












	NMAJ_cover
	NMAJ_p60-61
	NMAJ_p62_63
	NMAJ_p64_65
	NMAJ_p66_67
	NMAJ_p68_69
	NMAJ_p70_71



