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1/ A Project 160 Years in the Making
Began in 1859 by Léopold Delisle, the Dictionnaire topographique 
brings together over a million old toponyms. Each place name (phy-
sical geography, historical geography, inhabited locations) has a type 
(farm, hamlet, mill, etc.), is situated within modern-day France, and is 
provided with its dated and referenced written forms used across the 
centuries.
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The Dictionnaire topographique is one of the foremost resources 
for historians and toponymists: it details close to 450,000 places 
and orders more than a million confirmed, dated, and referenced 
place names across France. In 2009, CTHS began digitalizing the 
volumes. A web application offers a standardized access to the 
data via a public API that includes a search engine, which links the 
data with the official geographic code (INSEE) to localize the topo-
nyms. The goal is to facilitate the reuse of this essential resource 
while also allowing for researchers to correct and enrich the exis-
ting content via an interface. 

After a promising start–19 dictionaries were published between 1861 
and 1884–progress slowed, with only 37 volumes being ultimately pu-
blished by 2008. Our project seeks to continue this initiative.

2/ Data Acquisition and Enrichment
The digitalization began in 2008, with the help of several institutional 
partners: the CTHS, the Archives nationales, the Université de Bour-
gogne (UMR ARTeHIS, MSH, and IUT du Creusot), the ENC, the SIAF, 
and various departmental archives. 

The digitalization of all published volumes allowed us to understand 
the territories outlined by each dictionnaire, as well as to quantify the 
number of places and place names located in each department. 
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Research. The unified index allows users to identify a place and to 
track the distribution of certain types of place names. This opens mul-
tiple research possibilities, such as charting the density and the spatial 
distribution of destroyed places or of certain toponyms, for example 
those including the word  “chateau,” “châtel,” “castel,” or “mill” as below.

4/ An API for Sharing Data
Access to Data. The data are stored in a rela-
tional database. A consultation API is defined 
to build an interface for research, consulta-
tion, and geolocalization, as well as to put in 
place standard mechanisms of sharing data.

JSON:API facilitates interoperability with exterior services and stan-
dardizes access to resources:

• Unique resource: retrieve data concerning a place 
https://dicotopo.cths.fr/api/1.0/placenames/DT02-01486

• Related resources: retrieve all locations in paginated results 
https://dicotopo.cths.fr/api/1.0/placenames/DT02-01486/old-labels

• And more: collections and composite documents 

Documentation. The functionalities of the API are described in a 
JSON:API response format: /api/1.0?capabilities

A presentation layer allows the generation of an HTML version, rea-
dable online: https://dicotopo.cths.fr/documentation

It describes: 

• Each available field and relations between resources.

• The parameters of the research (search, filter, sort, pagination…).

• Use cases and example queries provided for each resource. 

Serialization and Data Export. In order to encourage the reuse of data 
and their integration into other databases, the exports are available in 
JSON:API and Linked Places. The latter option enables the integration 
of the data in the World-Historical Gazetteer or Peripleo. 

We are open to suggestions for other export formats. 

5/ A Public Search Service 
Elasticsearch 6.6 is integrated into the API of DicoTopo. 
It is possible to run searches through this powerful 
engine using multiple research criteria: 

• Logic operators: 
https://dicotopo.cths.fr/api/1.0/search?query=label:(clacy OR blacy)

• Regular expressions: 
https://dicotopo.cths.fr/api/1.0/search?query=label:/(B|C)lacy/

• Fuzzy matching: 
https://dicotopo.cths.fr/api/1.0/search?query=label:clacy~

• Terms aggregation: 
https://dicotopo.cths.fr/api/1.0/search?query=label:clacy~&-
groupby[doc-type]=placename&groupby[field]=placename-id.keyword

The API is accessible via HTTP GET, which allows for the saving and 
sharing of a search request. 
Thus, it is easy for a third-party to build upon this service, for example 
the identification of old place names. 

Development Roadmap 
• Continual improvement of data

• Integration of new datasets (to improve geographic coverage)

• Improvement of linking to INSEE database

• Improvement of research functionality: filters by date, feature 
types, and geographic neighborhood

• Opening the written application and definition of suitable worflow

3/ A Web Application for Researchers

Label and type  
commune Referencing. Each place is identified with a permalink which is 

useful for the identification and disambiguation of cited places, 
for example in a scholarly edition. In lieu of traditional philologi-
cal notes, we propose using this permalink, which will enable the 
compilation of all the documentation related to a given place.

Location 
abbreviated “Canton de Laon”

Commentary 

Former names 
Toponym, date
 (reference). —

37 Departments

1 079 545 Place Names 

442 532 Unequally 
Distributed Places

Selection of Map Layers

Search BarLinks (GeoNames, Wikidata…) Exports API Documentation 

Research Parameter 

Acquisition. The formal and rigorous structure of the articles, which 
have been observed since the beginnings of the printed project, facili-
tated the acquisition of the text and its XML structuring. 

Enrichment. 75% of locations were linked with the dataset from INSEE, 
which allows for geolocalization and the cross-referencing of places in 
the same commune, as well as aiding the linking of the data into other 
databases (GeoNames and Wikipedia).

Developing the Dataset Further. Several important pathways are open: 
the standardization of place types, bibliographic references, and dates. 

query=’*moulin* OR *molendin*’: (1) Large-scale distribution of places where one of the toponyms includes a mill (moulin in French, molendinum in Latin) and (2) 
precise geolocation of one of the places found: “Le Moulin Brûlé.”
Warning: Incomplete territorial coverage, along with the unequal distribution of place names represent a significant challenge. It is difficult to interpret results on a national 
level, even if studies on a more local level are less problematic.
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