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Chinese Directionai and Locational Place Names

Semantic classifications of Chinese place names distinguish two important classes
of toponyms called “directional place names, fangwei diming  AY 2 %2 7 and
“locational place names, weizhi diming £& % #£ % .” No general treatment of such
names seems to be necessary since they are familiar in European cultures. In short,
the semantic function of such toponyms is to denote the place concerned by indicat-
ing its position in reference to other topographic objects, 1.e. neighbourimg moun-
tains, rivers etc. or nearby towns, counties, and villages which serve as landmarks or,
in a broad sense, as “points of orientation.” ' '

Chinese dircctional and locational place names are still incompletely explored.
There are several short reference notes and articles, mainly by Chinese authors, but
they deal only with sections of the subject, without any synthesis or even an attempt
at 1t.

The purpose of this paper is to treat in some detail these two classes of toponyms,
especially those names which refer to mountains, shan (s and waters, shui K , i.e.
rivers, lakes and scas, as to their “points of oricntation.” Such a limitation of the
inquiry is due to the fact that geographical names refcr most frequently to mountains
and waters as typical landmarks.

The paper will discuss 222 toponyms. They have been selected, as being either
directional or locational, from the research material consisting ol 1991 names (ot all
semantic types) of the contemporary Chinese administrative divisions, 1.e. names of
20 provinces, 1733 counties, and 238 municipalities and cities. This research material
takes no account of names {rom the arca of two provinces (Qinghat and Tarwan) and
of five autonomous regions (Inner Mongolia, Tibet, Guangxi, Ningxia and Xinjiang).
The names explored belong mainly to the toponomastic region of the Chinese
language, while the names discarded belong to the toponomastic regions of other
languages (Mongolian, Tibetan, Zhuang, Hui, Uygur and Manchurian). Such a
limitation of the research material cannot even exclude all non-Chinese names since
the administrative division of China only approximately corresponds to the division
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Ito toponomastic regions. The research material can be considered exhaustive and
representative for the Chinese names of the administrative units of the People’s
Republic of China in 1986. Thus, the directional and locational names discussed in
the paper make 11.1% of all the Chinese names explored.

An examination ol the structure of the directional and locational names of the
contemporary Chinese administrative units reveals a certain pattern. The names
consist of two parts: a qualifying part and an identifying part.

An 1dentifying part is constituted by a name of a unit of the administrative division
of China, 1.e. a province, Sheng% ; a county, xian H ., municipality or a city, shi 47 .

An 1dentifying part always consists of one word (one syllable) and is placed as the
last element of the wholc name. Sometimes, as it happens in everyday use of place
names, the identitying part is omitted, e.g., one may say “Hebei”, not “the Hebei
Province”, etc.

A qualitying part in most cases consists of two elements, both of them monosyl-
labic units. One of these two elements refers to a mountain (water) as to “a point of
orientation.” There are four possible different relations between this element of the
qualifying part and the mountain (the water) it refers to:

1. the element is identical with the proper name of the mountain (the water),
which happens when the latter is also a monosyllabic word (most cases);

2. the clement is 1dentical only with a part of the proper name of the mountain
(the water), if the latter consists of two or more syllables;

3. the element is constituted by a common noun “a mountain” (“water™) or it can
also be considered as a short form of the singular description “this mountain” (“this
water’);

4. the element is constituted by one word description specifying a characteristic
[eature of a mountain (water).

The second element of a qualifying part of a toponym is always an appropriate
directional or locational term. These terms will be presented further on. They are
regarded to be determinants of classifying the names as either directional or loca-
tional ones and of dividing these two classes of names into small groups.

An order of elements forming qualitying parts is, in general, fixed for the
particular group of toponyms. For most cases the element referring to a mountain
(water) as to “a point of orientation” comes first, whereas the directional or loca-
tional term is the second. '

An analysis of the structure proves that the directional and locational place names
originated as a kind of a singular description which can be formulated as “a province
(a county, a city) situated in a given direction (localisation) in reference to a given
mountain (water).”

Examination of the research material reveals that the directional and locational
place names appeared at the very beginnnig of the Chinese naming system and the
tradition of this kind of naming is still alive and unchanged. Among the names of the
contemporary Chinese administrative units (or rather their qualifying parts) one can
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find those which originated under the Zhou Dynasty (1122-256 B.C.) as well as those
which have been established recently. Each example of the toponyms presented in
this paper 1s tollowed by an approximate date of its origin or rather the origin of its
qualitying part (1in parentheses). |

Directional Place Names (112 cases)

The directional place names presented here denote a province (a county, a city)
by indicating the direction of its position in reference to a mountain (water).

Such names in their qualifying parts comprise some special elements, called
directional terms. These are mainly the names of the four cardinal points (compass
bearings), sizhi M % , but also their toponomastic equivalents. The directional terms
being the names of the four cardinal points can be called “clear” or “explicit.” Their
toponomastic equivalents can be regarded as “hidden™ or “implicit” directional
terms.

While examining the names of the contemporary Chinese administrative divi-
sions one can {ind the following “clear” and “hidden’ directional terms and forma-
tions of toponyms which comprise such terms as their determinants:

1. “clear* directional terms and names:
dong . , the east;

e.g.: the Hengdong County 487 % B | the Hunan Province, (1966), “cast
of the Heng Mountains 187 L0 —5 cases:; |
the Guidong County & % B , the Hunan Province, (the Song
Dynasty 960-1279), “east of the Gui River & 7% ” — 2 cases;

x1 ™ , the west:

e.g.: the Yuexi County & & & |, the Anhui Province, (1936), “west of the
Qilanyue Mountains 5@2 Eq B 3 cases |
the Fenxi County 34 iff B  the Shanxi Province, (the Northern Q1
Dynasty 550-589), “west of the Fen River 377 7 7 — 5 cases;

nan ffé , the south:;

e.g.: the Hengnan County {87 % B  the Hunan Province, (1952), “south
of the Heng Mountains 48T . 7, — 3 cases
the Luonan County’% % % , the Shaanxi Province, (the Sui Dynasty
589-618), “south of the Luo River3% 4¢ ” — 14 cases;

bei A€ | the north:

e.g.: the Luobel County 2 4t & | the Heillongjiang Prov. (1912), “north
of the Tuoluo Mountain ¥ # 4, ", the Jiangbei County 3T dv. &
the Sichuan Province, (the Qing Dynasty 1644—1912), “north of the
Jialing River f—,, Pe 3T 7 —35 Cascs:

2. “hidden“ directional terms and names:
yang P8 | lit. “bright”, the south of a mountain and the north of water, as those sides
which receive the sun;
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c.g: the Hengyang County 487 P8 & | the Hubei Province, (the Tang
Dynasty 618-906), “south of the Heng Mountains 447 o 7 — 17
cases;
the Gaoyang County ;% P8 & | the Hebei Province, (the Zhou Dyna-
sty 1122-256 B.C.), “north of Gao River % 3% ” — 49 cases;
yin PR |, lit. “shady”, “dark’; the north of a mountain and the south of a river, as those
sides which remain in shade;
e.g.: the Mengyin County ‘& PR 2 | the Shandong Province, (the Han
dynasty 206 B.C.-220 A.D.), “north of the Meng Mountain & /.
— 3 cases:;
the Huaiyin County3{£ PR 8 | the Jiangsu Province, (the Qin Dynasty
221-207 B.C.), “south of the Huai River 3£ 37 7 — 5 cases.

There are also some “hidden” directional terms which occasionally occur or
occurred in the past in the field of Chinese geographical names, but unfortunately
names comprising such terms are absent in the research matenal for this paper.
Nevertheless, these terms deserve mentioning:
chaoyang eF) 84 , lit. “facing the sun”; the eastern slope of a mountain; the cast;
xiyang% £8 , lit. “the setting sun”; the west as that side of a mountain which receives

the atternoon sun;
gian By , lit. “the front of”; “in front of”’; the south of a mountain;
hiou J5 | lit. “the back of™"; “behind”; the north of a mountain;
zuo K, lit. “the left side”; the east;
you % , lit. “the right side”; the west.

While ending the presentation of Chinese directional terms it is worth emphasiz-
ing the dominant role of the “hidden”directional term yang. The toponyms compris-
ing yang make about 59% of the directional names analysed.

Locational Place Nﬁﬁes (110 cases)

The locational place names discussed here denote a province (a county, a city)
by indicating its position in reference to a mountain (water).

Such names in their qualifying parts comprise some specific words ot location,
called locational terms. The locational terms, and analogically the locational names,
can be divided into several groups. A type of localisation indicated by a locational
term serves as a classification criterion:

1. localisation near water (a mountain)
lin |y , to face; to overlook; near to;

e.g.: the Linru County |§ Y& & , the Henan Province, (1913), “near the
Ru River g sk 7"— 20 cases;
the Linqu County ! F9 2 the Shandong Province, (the Han Dynas-
ty), “near the Qu Mountain 8% ~ — 2 cases;
Wang @ . to face; to look towards;
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e.g.: the Wangjiang County % ;T & | the Hebei Province, (the Sui Dynas-
ty), "near the Chang Jiang (River) ¢ 7 7
the Wangdu County 4 %P g  the Hebei Province, (the Zhou Dyna-
sty), “near the Gu (Du) Mountain 3\ {%#£) 4 7
yvan g , to tollow; to go along; to coast; along; by:;
¢.g.: the Yanhe County 33 39 B, the Guizhou Province, (the Yuan
Dynasty 1280-1368), “near the Wu River # 31 ”;
i, to be close to; border on:
c.g.: the Binhai County £ g E . the Jiangsu Province, (the Qin Dynas-
ly), “close to the Yellow Sea % &~ — 2 cases;
2. localisation on a river bank or seashore
pu s, a bank of a river; _
e.g.: the Zhangpu County {3 & , the Fujian Province, (the Tang
Dynasty 618-906), “on the bank of the Zhang River ;& 7k ” — 5
cases;
gao 8 , a bank of a river; ' '
e.g.: the Langao County g 2 H | the Shanxi Province, (1917), “on the
bank of the Lan River g 19 ”;
DI 3;&? , @ bank; a brink; a shore; a beach:
c.g.: the Huaibin County 44 1'% 2 , the Henan Province, (1952), “on the
bank of the Huai River 34 35 7 — 2 cases;
5. localisation at the place where rivers have their sources:
vian yJg. , a spring; a source; a beginning;
e.g.: the Qinyuan County 4~ 3% E , the Shanxi Province, (the Northern
Wel Dynasty 368-534), “at the source of the Qin River 14~ 7y ~ —
18 cases;
yuan f&_, a source; a beginning;
e.g.: the Qingyuan County }Z J% E | the Liaoning Province, (1930), “at
the source of the Qing River3% 33 ” — 2 cases;
4. localisation at the upper reaches of a river
shang t , upper; up; upwards;
¢.g.: the Yingshang County ¥4 + & |, the Anhui Province, (the Sui Dynas-
ty), “at the upper reaches of the Ying River ¢z 2 ” — 3 cases;
5. localisation at the middle reaches of a river
zhong @ | a middle; a centre;
c.g.: the Zizhong County’% ¢ g , the Sichuan Province, (the Han Dynas-
ty), “at the middle reaches of the Zi River 3§ s« 7 — 5 cases;
0. localisation at the lower reaches of a river, in place where it falls into another
1ver, a lake or a sea
men |7/, an entrance; a gate;

bin
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c¢.g.: the Haimen County 3§ '] § . the Jiangsu Province, (The Posterior
Zhou Dynasty 951-960), “in place where Chang Jiang ¢ 11 falls into
the Eastern Sea #. 8 7 — 4 cases;
kou ¢ , an opening; a mouth of a river;
e.g.: the Hukou Countyy#f a § , the Jiangxi Province, (the Tang Dynas-
ty), “in place where Chang Jiang falls into the Poyang Lake %8 86 ;45
" — 7 cases; '
/. localisation at the confluence of the tributaries
he 7Z , Lo join;
¢.g.: the Hejiang County & 3, B, the Sichuan Province, (the Northern
Zhou Dynasty 557-581), “at the contluence of the Tuo Riveryy 1
and Chang Jiang & T "— 5 cascs;
hut C , to gather mto one place; waters converging to one spot;
c.g.: the Nanhui County & C & the Shanghai Municipality, (the Ming
Dynasty 1368-1644), “at the place where the Southern, nan g , flow
of the tidewater joins the Qiantang River £¥ £ 1.7
tun &, to collect; to assemble;
c.g.: the Tunxi City @%g, the Anhu1 Province, (1949), “at the con-
fluence of the rivulets,xi v , i.c. the Xin'an River % ‘¢ ;T , the Heng
River 4% 31 and the Yucun River %, 4237 7
hwil 7, to assemble; to join; to meet;
¢.g.: the Huitong County4 7 § . the Henan Provinee, (the Song Dynas-
ty), “at the conflucnce of the Hong River 3% 7 | the QuRiversg 3+ |
the Tan Riverig % , the Lang River 4 i1 and the Yuan River
7 3T, the word rong 5 means “together™, it is not “a point of
orientation”, but the result of the action of assembling; 2 cascs;
jlao 7z, to join; to Intercourse;
c.g.: the Jiaohe County 7 3% B | the Hebei Province, (the Jin Dynasty
265-317), “at the confluence of the Hu Tuo (River) /% 3% and the
Zhang River 1% ;7 — 2 cases:
The same localisation can also be indicated by the use of numerals which replace
either a locational term or “a point of orientation™:
¢.g.: the Shuangliu County 2z :z g , the Sichuan Province, (the Han
Dynasty), "at the contluence of two, shuang 2z , tributaries, /iv v%
1.e. the Min River 4% ;7 and the Wen River g 7k 7 — 8 cases;
the Sihui County 17 4 8, the Guangdong Province, (the Qin

Dynasty), “at the confluence of four, si® | tributaries — only two are
known — the Sui River #% 31 and the Bei River 4t 31 ™.
8. localisation at the bend of a river (a mountain)
gu 88 | a bend;
e.g.: the Hequ County 3 # & | the Shanxi Province, (the Jin Dynasty).

“at the bend ol the Yellow River, Huang He B 39 " — 2 cases;
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Z/10U %% , a bend of a mountain:
-4i &, | abend of a river:

The last two terms are now practically disused, cf. point 3 below.

9. localisation between two mountains or rivers
zhong® | in the middle; between; among:;

c.g.: the Hanzhong County3X ¥ & | the Shanxi Province, (the Qin Dynas-
ty) “between the Han River :X 7 and the Han Mountain X i ™
an 18] , between; among;
c.g.: the Hejian County 37 18, 8 | the Hebei Province, (the Northern
Wei Dynasty). “situated among rivers”.

There are 12 toponyms which deserve special treatment. The qualifying parts of
these place names consist only of dircctional or locational terms without any element
referring to a mountain (water) as “a point of orientation’.

These toponyms can be regarded as:

1. clearly directional
e.g.: the Nanyang County & ## 3, the Henan Province, (the Qin Dynas-
ty), “south of the Funiu Mountain /£ # dx andnorth of the Han
River iA 4 7 — 5 cases:;
2. mixed directional-locational
e.g.: the Quyang County & P8 & | the Hebei Province, (the Zhou
Dynasty), “south of the bend of the Taihang Mountains < 47 4~
— 3 cases;
5. clearly locational fo =
c.g.: the Zhouzhi County, untill 1964 J*Eg & % since 1964 % % B , the
Shanxt Province, (the Han Dynasty), “north of the bend of the
<

%inling Mountains & 4% and south of the bend of the Wei River

.

- L

7l — 4 cases.

The long existence ol the majority of Chinese directional and locational names
has resulted in some deformations of their semantic clarity and in violations of what
can be called “the correspondence between the name and reality”.

The blurrings of semantic clarity were caused by changes of the characters used
tor writing down the names. The reasons for such changes could be different. The
most common were: the phenomenon of the personal name taboo Land the tendency
to the stmplification of Chinese characters.

The phenomenon of the personal name taboo appeared in China at the time of
the Zhou Dynasty and was done away with by the Revolution of 1911. Characters
used for writing down the sacred personal names (especially those of the emperors
and members of their families) were avoided and if these particular characters had

! For further information on this subject see: 1. Katuzynska, The Taboo and
Chinese Geographical Names, “Orientalia Varsoviensia”, 3, 1990, pp. 17-35.
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been used tor any other proper names or words, they had to be substituted by other
characters. It was within the emperor’s authority to decide which names were to be
changed (as usual, the names known throughout the country, among others the
names of the administrative divisions). So it happened that out of many names which
in thewr written torm had a taboo character, only some were changed while others
remained in the original form. For example, under the Han Dynasty the Zhaoyang
County 8 P8 8 was established since it was located “north of the Zhaoling River
o7 B a7, during the reign of the emperor Wu (266-290) of the Jin Dynasty the
name of the county was changed into Shaoyang 2P B8 | as the personal name of the
emperor’s father was Zhao B . Thus, there are now the Shaoyang County 4P $9 g ,}
the Hunan Province, and the Zhaoling River Ay PR 7 asits “point of oricntation”.

In present-day China there 1s a strong tendency towards the simplification of
Chinese characters, especially those in everyday use (as the characters lor the names
of the administrative units). Among place names there are plenty of toponyms
preserving, in their written form, characters which are rarely used or used only in the
field of geographical names, the so-called shengpizi %% . In many cases such
characters are now substituted by others used tor homophonous or necarly
homophonous words. This kind of substitution preserves the original sound of the
toponym but blurs its etymological clarity and results i a ditferent lorm ol writing
down that name. For cxample, during the Northern Zhou Dynasty (557-581) the
Qianyang County (¥ #9 5. was established since it was situated “south of the Qian
Mountain ¥ & 7. In 1964, in order to eliminate the character gian ¥ | used only
in the geographical naming, thc namc of the county was changed mto Qianyang
4 4 ,,wh.enqimﬁ' means “athousand; many”. The etymological clarity of the name
of the Qianyang County (the Shanxi Province) has been blurred.

While examining the correspondence between the name and the actual position
(localisation) of the arca denoted, one may conclude that in many cases such a
correspondence does not exist, for example the name ol the Liaoyang County
e g (the Liaoning Province) suggests that the county is situated “north of the
Liao River L AKX 7, butin fact it is located east of that river. Under the Han Dynasty
when the name Liaoyang was used for the first time to denote a county, the name
had its justification in real geographical conditions of the area. Now, altter two
thousand years of frequent changes of the Chinese administrative divisions the name
does not correspond to the real geographical position of the county 1t denotes.

It happens that in order to preserve the correspondence between the name and
the actual area denoted, the name of a county 1s changed according to a new position
or localisation of a county arca. For example, during the Sui Dynasty the Runan
County % % 8 was established, since it was situated “south of the Ru River Y& ¢ .
In 1913 the name of the county was changed into Ruyang:% P8, “north of the Ru
River”, because that was its actual position (the Henan Province).

While ending the presentation of the Chinese directional and locational place
names referring to mountains (waters) as their “points of orientation”, 1t must be
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zdded that beside the toponyms analysed in this paper there are also about 200 names
1 which the words called here the directional or locational terms occur. They are
mainly used to indicate a direction or localisation of places in reterence to other
“points of orientation” and sometimes lor different purposes.

In some cases the toponyms really appear to be directional or locational ones,

~ut in fact they are not. For example, the name of the Pingyang County ¥ $8 § | the
Zhejiang Province, 1s not connected with the geographical position ot the county
srea, but with the name of the Pingyang Mountain ¥ B# di. So it cannot be

"-._..

varded as directional, but as a place name derived from the name of a mountain.
All that proves once again that the correct interpretation of toponyms 18 possible

snly on the basis of a great amount of vertlied data.
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