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Why is the North Sea West of Us?:      
Principles behind the Naming of Seas* 

Peder Gammeltoft

Associate Professor, Department of Nordic Research, University of Copenhagen, Denmark

Abstract

This article focuses on the motivations behind sea-naming, by means of examples 
from Europe but also elsewhere. Why do certain sea names become dominant 
while others retract into local forms or simply die out? The article takes us back 
in time to the early days of map-making and, indeed, earlier. Occurrences of sea 
names such as the North Sea are examined and analysed to see how they spread 
from an original one-language form to exist in multiple languages, and analyses 
them from a linguistic, geographic and nautical perspective.

It is found that Seas or bodies of water in stretches of sea are named accord-
ing to six main principles. Many sea-names are formally secondary names whose 
speci�c element is the name of: a) a nearby settlement name; b) a nearby island or 
c) a nearby country or region. In addition, a sea-name may be a formally primary 
name named from: d) a directional perspective, e) its appearance or f) containing 
the name of an explorer or a commemorated person as its speci�c
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NAME DERIVED FROM A SETTLEMENT NAME

A very common naming motive is where a body of water�usually a bay, fjord, 
sound or strait�close to land is named after a settlement on the adjacent land. 
Examples abound, from Denmark Kłge Bugt, Faxe Bugt (see Figure 1) and Vejle 
Fjord (Figure 2) are �ne examples of bays which take their name from the main 
settlement in the bay or fjord area. Internationally, we have the Sea of Azov (Figure 
3) between Crimea and the Southern Russian Rostov Oblast and Loch Eriboll in 
Northern Scotland (Figure 4).4

Although it would be natural to assume that the settlement is used to name 
the water feature would be situated on the waterfront, this is often far from the 
case. In the examples stated above, only the towns of Kłge and Vejle are situated 
by the body of water named from them. In the case of Sea of Azov, Loch Eriboll 
and Faxe Bugt, the geographical names they take their name from are situated 

4 Of other name in this category may be mentioned: Adriatic Sea, Bristol Channel, Gulf of Aden, Gulf of 
Aqaba, Gulf of Riga, Gulf of Suez, Makassar Strait, Sea of Azov, Sea of Okhotsk and the Singapore Strait�all 
from the publication Limits of Oceans and Seas (1953) of the International Hydrographic Organization 
(IHO).

Figure 1. Køge Bugt and Faxe Bugt
Map data ' 2015 Google
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Figure 2. Vejle Fjord

Figure 3. Sea of Azov

Figure 4. Loch Eriboll

Map data ' 2015 Google

Map data ' 2015 Google

Map data ' 2015 Google
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some distance inland, albeit with Azov placed on the Don running via the Tagan-
rog Bay into the Sea of Azov. 

The naming motive thus does not seem to be owing to the situation of the 
geographical name in direct relation to the named body of water, but rather the 
most important place in the vicinity of the body of water. 

NAME DERIVED FROM AN ISLAND-NAME

Another rather common naming motive is to name bays or seas after the name 
of the island which delimits (part of) the extent of the water feature. Such an ex-
ample can be seen in the Danish Sejerł Bugt (Figure 5), where the island of Sejerł 
comprises a nice delimitation for the bay itself. Even more visible is this naming 
motive if the naming focus is a group of islands, such as the Balearic Islands and 
the Andaman Islands�almost enclosing the Balearic Sea and Andaman Sea5 (Figures 
6 and 7) on the sea side in the same way as terrain does it on the land side.6

The named island does not always act as a delimiter. Sometimes the naming 
motive seems to be a direct relation to the water feature only, as in the case of the 
island of Hanö being the naming motive for Hanöbukten (Figure 8) in southern 

5 According to the Limits of Oceans and Seas (1953), The Andaman Sea is termed Andaman or Burma Sea.

6 Other examples from this naming category from Limits of Oceans and Seas (1953): The Balearic Sea, Bali 
Sea, Banda Sea, Celebes Sea, Ceram Sea, Flores Sea, Halamahera Sea, Java Sea, Laccadive Sea, Savu Sea, 
Solomon Sea and the Timor Sea.

Figure 5. Sejerø Bugt Map data ' 2015 Google
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Figure 6. The Balearic Sea

Figure 7. The Andaman Sea

Map data ' 2015 Google

Map data ' 2015 Google






























