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Some Notes on Central Asian Turkic Place Names

By

Gunnar Jarring

Very little has been written and published about the place names of the
Turkic-speaking areas of Central Asia. The most comprehensive study was
undertaken by A. voN LE CoqQ (1922, pp. 89-123). Later on G. RAQUETTE
(1928, pp. 146-157) published an article in Swedish on the subject. To my
knowledge no further studies of the place names of this area have ever been
made, although references to and explanations of particular names are to be
found in different works of a geographical, ethnological or linguistic character
dealing with the area. I would like to mention in this connection P. PELLIOT,
(1959) whose work is of immense importance for not only the history of Central
Asia in general but also for the historical study of its place names, although
mainly for the names of the more ancient, non-Turkic periods.

All those who have had the favour of working with SVEN HEDIN know that
he had intended publishing a comprehensive list of all the geographical names
which were to appear in the series of publications on his last expedition to
Central Asia (cf. HAACK 1941, p. 6, and HEDIN 1942, p. 318). I myself had under-
taken to standardize the Turkic names and Dr. UNkKriG the Mongolian,
Chinese, and Tibetan names, later on in collaboration with K. GRoNBECH. My
part in this undertaking was, however, limited to the names of the first leaf of
the Central Asia Atlas, through circumstances which I could not foresee when
the work on the nomenclature-of maps was planned—Ilong before the Second
World War. As Haack rightly says (l.c.) the task of normalizing the place
names was, and is, an almost insoluble operation, primarily because of the
immense geographical area covered and because of the many dialects and
languages spoken there, which are to this day very inadequately known and
studied.

I am very happy to have been invited to pay my respects to my old friend
ERIK NORIN by setting down on paper a few remarks—I would prefer to call
them stray notes, or reflections—on the geographical names of Central Asia.
My remarks will deal with both the methodological aspect and with the linguistic
aspect. In the latter case I have chosen a specific type of names: the “full
sentence’’ place names, which I will try to analyze, at least preliminarily.

Most of the geographical names of Central Asia were originally recorded by
European travellers or scientists who lacked even a rudimentary knowledge of
the language or languages in question. Marco PoLo could serve as a good
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example. PELLIOT’s Notes (1939) may be considered as the outstanding example
of all the detective work which hundreds of years later has to be undertaken in
order to unveil the secrets of the geographical nomenclature of Asia of those
days. Even when, later on, a European explorer had the help of a native inter-
preter 1t 1s not at all safe to assume that the geographical names were recorded
properly. First of all there were very few, it any, interpreters to be had, who,
having a thorough knowledge of the language, would like to endure the hard-
ships of the travels in deserts and mountains. 'T'he interpreters who were willing
to accompany the explorers were mostly second-rate and more of value for
oral translation than tor recording geographical names. STEIN, who is certainly
one of the travellers who had more than a scanty knowledge of the spoken
language of Chinese Central Asia, found the difficulties great and invokes
caution as to the names recorded: “‘It has not always been possible in the in-
dependent surveys by assistants to eliminate mistakes due to imperfect hearing,
inadequate training in phonetic spelling, or occasional misapprehension of a
language with which they could acquire but a limited colloquial familiarity”
(STEIN 1923, p. 61). It should be added that many travellers and explorers
who have recorded geographical names in this area have been under the
influence of the phonetics of their own language, an influence which often is
perceptible 1n their recording of the names. Thus a Swede who has never had
training 1n phonetics would often confuse o and u (Swedish having 4 for o,
and u being pronounced like the front vowel #1) and, e.g., record tuz ‘salt’ as
toz; a Swede from Southern Sweden would probably be influenced by the r
grasseyé of his dialect, which i1s very close to the y of Turkic dialects, and
consequently write down yavya ‘disturbance’ as ravra. Another rather common
inadvertence occurs 1n the case of y, sometimes spelt ki and sometimes ¢/, in
the latter case representing the phonetic value of ¢. Any scholar who intends
to base a study of Central Asian place names on the existing supply of topo-
nymical material should, if I may be allowed to give a piece of advice, ascertain
the nationality of the recorder of the geographical names in question before-
hand and even try to find out if he speaks or spoke some special dialect of his
country. This might help to clarify some of the puzzles he will anyhow en-

counter. I repeat that this, of course, applies to the traveller-recorder without
a previous phonetic training.

SHIPTON 1n one of his works (1951, p. 102) says:

The literal meaning of “Muztagh Ata’ is “Ice-mountain Father’’. It is said that the
mountain received its name 1n the following way. When SveN HEDIN asked one of the
Kirghiz nomads in the district what it was called, he received the polite reply: “It is
called ‘Muztagh’, Father”. I was told this by one of the former Swedish missionaties
in Kashgar, who may have got it either from HEDIN himself or from a member of one

' For the phonetic rendering of the Turki or Turkic words or phrases occurring in this

article I am following the system used by me in my ‘““‘Studien zu einer osttiirkischen Lautlehre”
(Lund 1933) and my other publications of a later date.



CENTRAL ASTAN TURKIC PLACE NAMES 409

m:u—_nmm,- :

of his later expeditions. I cannot vouch for the story, and I am not even sure whether
it was SVEN HEDIN who was originally responsible tor the adoption of the name. However,
it is not an mprobable explanation of the fact that no inhabitant of Sinkiang with
whom I have discussed the matter has ever heard of the name Muztagh Ata. On the
other hand, every ice-mountain or range of mountains that I have approached in
South Sinkiang 1s known to the people in its vicinity as Muztagh.

In 1929 I heard the same story in Kashgar about the name Muztagh Ata.
It was said by those who had lived long enough in Kashgar or Yarkand to have
met HEDIN during his early travels in Chinese Central Asia that he was called
ata ‘tather’ by the caravan people because of his impressive manners and his
generosity.

There seems to be no doubt that HepIN was the one who gave the peak its
name (1399, p. 217) or at least he appears to be the introducer of the name into
geographical literature. Before that it was only one of the many muztay ‘ice-
mountain, glacier’ which are to be found everywhere in the area. It probably
1s, to take an example, the same “precipitous peak’ which SHAw (1871, p. 312)
once registered under the name Moostagh. Later on (op. cit., p. 419) he men-
tions the great peak near Yangi Hissar which is called by him Taghalma
Mooztagh, and he adds ““They know plenty of local names but have no general
name for any range.”’

Assuming that HEDIN was given the honorific title of ata by the caravan men
or the local people in the places he passed through, it is plausible that the
name would be a combination of muztay + ata meaning “Ice-mountain,
father!”. If this 1s so, we may next assume that Hedin had asked the people
present when he saw for the first time “‘the loftiest mountain of the Pamirs,
towering up to the height of 25,600 feet” (HEDIN, op. cit., p. 217) what its
name was 1In, e.g., this way: bu tayniy 2t ne dur? “What is the name of this
mountain:”’ He then could either have got the reply muztayata dur ‘It is Muz-
tagh Ata’, which would be the most likely way for a Turk or Kirghiz to reply,
using and repeating the dur of the original question, or they could have replied
muztay, ata! ‘It 1s 1ce-mountain, father!’, omitting the dur. It is evident from
HEDIN's own translation “Father of the Ice Mountains” (HEDIN 1899, p. 217)
that he himself never thcught of his honorary title—perhaps unknown to him
—of ata ‘father’ being involved. Assuming this it remains only musztayata dur.
From the linguistic point of view muztayata is a questionable composition.
The result of a translation of “‘father of the ice-mountains’ into Turki would
be muztayniy atasi or muztaylerniy atasi, not muztayata. It is, however, pos-
sible that Hedin—if we continue with this hypothetical exercise—got another
reply to his question, viz. muztay atajdur ‘they call it ice-mountain’ = ‘they call
it Muztagh’. There is in Turki a verb atamaq which in these circumstances
could have been used, especially in polite speech. Possibly, HEDIN, who other-
wise had a good knowledge of Turki for practical purposes, may have over-

looked it or even never heard it mentioned. Or he was impressed to such a
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degree by the lofty sight of the Muztagh that his sense of the majestic and
lyric embodied in the snow-clad peak in front of him made him devise a name
which now, perhaps, will forever remain on the maps of Southern Sinkiang.
Its origin will—likewise probably forever—remain slightly obscure.

I have chosen Muztagh Ata as an example of the many pitfalls there may be
in Central Asian place names. As I have said before, most of the Central Asian
Turki names have been recorded by people without previous phonetic or
linguistic training. Many of them may have travelled alone through unmapped
country 1n the company of a few natives and with a meager knowledge of the
language consisting mainly of certain standard phrases like bu jerniy ati neme?
"What 1s the name of this place?’ The reply to this question from a tired caravan
man towards the end of a long day may have been dapdur. A locality then easily
got the name Dangdur meaning *“This is a rest-house” on the map. The caravan
man had only one thing in mind: the rest-house where they had alighted and
where there was fodder to be had for his horses and something to eat and drink
for himself, and shelter for the night.

‘There are many accidental circumstances we have to take into consideration
when we study the nomenclature of Central Asia. It is evident that many times
names have been recorded in an unsatisfactory manner from the linguistic point
of view. But there is another source of deficiencies. It certainly has happened
many a time that the inhabitants of a locality intentionally have given a wrong
name to a stranger, maybe 1n the fear that a visit from a foreigner might lead
to visits from others, or from tax collectors, or that it might mean enlistment of
soldiers—to take a few examples. Sometimes the inhabitants of a locality may
have played practical jokes on the visitor by giving him as the name of their
place sekiz terek ‘Eight poplars’ when in reality it was foquz terck ‘Nine poplars’.

What VAMBERY (1891, pp. 263-264) says of Russian Turkestan about the
suspicion and the reserve of Central Asian Turks when they meet strangers,
and especially Europeans, and in addition non-Moslems—suspicion and
reserve which play a role i1n all the difficulties in obtaining the correct names
of localities—certainly holds good for every part of Central Asia. It existed a
long time after VAMBERY travelled in those parts of the world, and I would
not exclude its existence even today in remote parts of Inner Asia and elsewhere
in the world. This reluctance to part with information about place names or
folklore, manners and customs, etc., is something which every field worker
will have to cope with, not only in Central Asia but everywhere in the still
existing primitive parts of the world.

Speaking of suspicion and unwillingness to part with information or generally
to cooperate, I feel sure that many of those who have travelled or done field
work 1in far-oft areas of Central Asia for the purpose of scientific, linguistic or
ethnological research have met with the question “What are you going to do
with all that you learn from us?” or “Who can be interested in the name
of such a small village as ours?”’ or “Why do you want to know the name of
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that river? There i1s no water in it now anyhow, so 1t 18 worthless.” I am con-
vinced that there must be tales told to this day 1n small villages and hamlets
along the caravan roads in the mountains and deserts in Central Asia about
the strange behaviour and inquisitiveness ot such men as NoriN, EDIN, or
AMBOLT, muxed with respect for their wisdom and intelligence. We have in
the literature on Central Asia one instance which illustrates this side of the
explorer’s activities. H. BELLEwW, the well-known traveller and physician of
Afghanistan fame, relates in one of his books (1874, p. 153 et seq.) the philo-
sophy of the Afghans as to the European travellers in their country. It is a
picture of admiration for their abilities which is quite entertaining and amusing:

The Saggid (an Afghan Commissioner) ... found me (Dr. Bellew) busily penning
notes, and jocularly remarked, “I know you people always write down everything you
see and hear, and afterwards publish 1t to the woild. Now pray, Doctor Sahib, what
have you been writing about me?”’ This was an unexpectedly home question, but,
following 1in his own merry mood, I evaded a direct reply by the remark that his observa-
tion was quite correct; that as a nation we were given to writing, and that with some
of us the habit exceeded the bounds of moderation and utility, and was then called a
cacoethes scribendi. ‘“Very likely, very likely”, interposed the Saggid, ““no doubt you
people write a great deal more than 1s of any earthly use, but the habit is not without
1its merits. Now you will doubtless have wiitten down all about the country you have
come through, and will know 1t better than its own inhabitants.” I here observed that,
with the most careful and leisurely inquiries, we could hardly expect to attain to such
perfection. ‘““Nay, but you do”’, said the Saggid, ‘‘you go riding along and come to a
village. T'o the first man you meet in it you say, ‘What’s the name of this village?’ He
tells you, and then you say ‘What do you call that hill?’ and he gives you its name.
Out comes your notebook, and down go the names, and by and by all the world knows
that there 1s such a hill near such a village, a fact nobody else in the country is aware
of except the inhabitants of the actual locality.

And then follows the admiration for the clever exactitude of the European
traveller ending 1n a note on the utter uselessness of the intellectual efforts of
the European explorer:

The Saggid was as much amused by this telling argumentum ad hominem as we were,
and added, ‘“‘Now, by way of illustration, I will tell you what occurred to me many
years ago, when, as a young man, I went to Bangalore with a batch of horses for sale.
An English officer who spoke Persian asked me one day about my country, and when
I told him the name of my village, he turned i1t up in his map, and said, ‘Yes, I see.
There 1s a place near it called Ganda China.” ‘No’, said I, ‘there is no such place near
it, nor even in the country’. “T'here must be’, maintained he. Well, considering I knew
my own country best, I thought it useless arguing the point, so remained silent, allowing
him to have his own way. When I returned home and recounted my adventures in the
Deccan, amongst others I mentioned this circumstance, with no very flattering allusion
to the English officer’s obstinacy. ‘You are wrong, Shah Sahib’ (the respectful title by
which Saggids are addressed), said two or three voices. ‘Ganda China is the briny bog
at the further end of the hollow behind our hill’. ‘Well’, said I, ‘I never knew that
before’. So the English officer, you see, knew what I did not know of my native place.”

I will not exclude that the ignorance of the Shah Sahib partly was due to
the object of the conversation being such an unworthy place as a ‘briny bog’.
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Anyhow, I can find no better illustration of the psychological background of
the recording of place names—although only one phase of it.

With this I end my remarks of the more methodological character and turn
to the linguistic aspect of the names. 1 here keep mainly to the Turki-speaking
parts of Sinkiang, or Eastern Turkestan, a name which I continue to use con-
currently with its Chinese equivalent.

The place names of Eastern Turkestan can be divided into two different
main groups which are easily detected by a linguist with some traming 1in
Thurki and Turkic languages.

First of all we have the names which originate in the pre-Turkish period.
Many of these are certainly of great antiquity and date back to the different
civilisations which were in existence along the caravan roads or, to use the more
historic name, “the Silk roads”. Place names of this type are, e.g., Kashgar,
Khotan (the different interpretations of which are to be found in PELLIOT
1959), Guma, Bora or Mokuila. Sometimes they may appear to be of Turkic
origin. Thus 1t 1s tempting to derive the first syllable of Kashgar from Turkic
gas ‘nephnite’. It is, however, unlikely. In this group we have to put all the
place names which cannot be explained with the help of our present knowledge
of the Turkic languages of Central Asia, living or extinct. As 1 have said above,
some of the names belonging to this group may appear to be of Turkic origin;
so special care has to be taken when grouping them. As a general observation
it can be said that very little has been done to this day in interpreting these
names. I can only refer once more to PeLLIOT’s ‘“Notes on Marco Polo”,
which 1s the best book of reference we possess.

The second large group consists of those names which are clearly of Turkish
origin like Qizil ‘Red’, Qizil-su ‘Red river’, Ag-su ‘White river’, Topa-dawan
“The dusty pass’, Toghraq ‘The poplar’, Ordeklik ‘Duck-place’ etc. etc.
Within this group we have furthermore a very common type of names con-
structed with ba:za:r ~ baza:r ‘bazaar’, a:ba:d ~ aba:d ~ abat ~ awat ‘cultiva-
tion, inhabited place’ or hissa:r ‘fortress’, to give a few typical examples. Thus
Charshamba-bazar ‘Wednesday market’, Faizabad ‘Abundant cultivation’ and
Yangi Hissar ‘New fortress’. '

It 1s very ditficult and will remain very difficult to establish the antiquity of
these purely T'urki names. It will be possible in some cases with the help of
existing historical sources to establish for how long a certain name has been
in use or at least to establish that it was already in use during such and such
an epoch. But the majority of the names will leave us in uncertainty. We
may, however, assume that names of the first category (Qizil, etc.) may represent
older strata than names of the latter type (Charshamba-bazar). New place
names will, of course, always appear, everywhere in the world. In Turkestan
names, e.g., on -a:ba:d belong to the most frequent innovations. They are
made when somebody begins the cultivation of a new place in the desert with
the help of irrigation. The cultivator’s name may be Hassan: the name of the






