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As geospatial objects, placenames evolve with other aspects and attributes of the places they name and can be displaced, enlarged, partitioned, assembled, transplanted, and even translated from a distant external viewpoint. All those circumstances imply centrality, scale hierarchy, direction, orientation, and relative disposition. For natural or political reasons, that concerns different results on endonyms or exonyms as the direction and orientation are currently expressed by attributes in compound names, more frequently as prefixes in many Indo-European languages. Although the expression of such geospatial relations is linguistics, most toponyms are determined by the geographical features they refer to, and their relative composition is detailed and explained (or not, in confusing situation) by looking at the map, the most powerful geo-cartographic instrument.

If the case is about elevation in valleys or mountainous parts of a region, terms like upper-, mid-, and lower-/neder- are empirical qualities added to the specific denomination of this piece of land; that is more in use for counties, provinces or small regions, like Upper-/Nagorno-Karabakh, no for countries but the Nederland (NL) and former Haute-Volta (FR) today Burkina Faso. 
Relative distance from a powerful center like Ancient Rome was expressed by Latin cis-/cit- (nearer) in opposition to extra-/trans-/ult- (farther, toward other side, the last), or relative size or importance by major- versus minor-; inner- and outer- work the same. Among the rare recent cases are ambiguous or autonomous quasi-states like the West Bank/Cisjordania (ES), Inner Mongolia, Ciskei and Transkei (XH) bantustans, or Transnistria (RO, RU = Приднестровье).

Still today, that may be combined with cardinal directions to call indefinite regions without a specific name like: Near-East/Proche-Orient (FR), Midwest, Far-North/Grand-Nord (FR), Deep-South (!), Extremadura (ES), Extrême-Orient (FR), Nordeste (PT), or the Northwest Passage. Centrality can move from a self-reflexive dominant realm (e.g., from the “civilized” Western Europe, from the Chinese “Middle Kingdom/Empire” or Zhōngguó (ZH) as its official name) to descriptive specific of spaces within most important or vague regions, without being at their very core: e.g., Central Asia, République Centrafricaine or currently Centrafrique (FR).
Confusion may arise where a cardinal orientation is given within a name respective to a place: the southern (part of) North Dakota is not the same place as at the South (outside) of North Dakota. An orientation generic may be traditionally joined, before or after, to a feature generic term to form a specific as in many Chinese toponyms, like half of the PRC’s province names (e.g., Hebei, Hunan, Shanxi, Guangdong (ZH); suffixes for North, South, West, and East, respectively). 

Also, generic terms may express nuances in feature composition, relative size or disposition, like bay and gulf, the latter being generally larger (not every where… some seas are still called: Hudson Bay or Bay of Bengal) and a kind of estuary bearing the specific name of the river or a city at its mouth. Note that three terms used for different dispositions and forms of archipelago in Japanese: guntō, rettō and shotō (JP). All these relative situations are simple and easy examples of direction, disposition, and orientation appearing in vernacular placenames since millennia. From a methodological perspective, more interesting are situations inherited since the Age of Discovery.

Instead of claiming for an encompassing toponymic theory or set of norms, one must talk of denominative trends that can set light on some problems about exonyms or xenonyms, and provide positive arguments to settle them, based on geospatial relations rather than linguistic etymology or administrative exclusivity. First, European explorers, conquerors, and colonists imported city, province, or country names from the Old Continent toward their fringes (as Russia in Siberia) or into the New Worlds, then both, by adding this very quality of novelty: Nueva Granada (ES), Nova Scotia (LA, EN), New Dehli (EN+HI), Nova Guiné (PT), Terre-Neuve (FR), Novaya Zemlia (RU = Но́вая Земля́), New South Wales (EN). That was a vast mean of diffusion for European toponyms, along direction lines that do not necessarily mark temporality – since direct succession from the old to the new places were hardly evident, save at the level of their colonial power and language of origins – but a dynamic expansion and evolution in geographical organisation of settlements and territories. For instance, La Nouvelle-Orléans (FR), Nieuw Amsterdam (NL) and Neupommern (DE) became under the British (EN): New Orleans, New York and New Britain, respectively.  Of course, some places were requalified as old, due to its origin of some new ones (e.g. in former Yugoslavia, Gradiška (BS, SR), Nova Gradiška and Stara Gradiška (HR)). Direction has even been used to coin a new continent and country name: Australia (LA).
A second mean of diffusion has been to replicate a placename in another region and then add a qualifying that indicates this specific implantation to the original placename: Bosanska Gradiška (in Bosnia, BS), Freiburg im Breisgau (in Baden-Württemberg, DE), Aix-en-Provence (FR). Where compound toponyms appear in multiple languages, they can reveal historical layers of diverse people settlements in this area, refer to the past or present territorial organisation, and even indicate expansion and its direction of those when related to other ones. San Miguel de Tucumán (ES+QU) is the colonial city founded by Spaniards on a site whose name (probably in Quechua language) was transliterated as Tucumán, an originally vast but today smaller province of Argentina. Many municipalities in Southern Québec and Eastern Canada, like Saint-Ambroise-de-Kildare (FR+EN), grew in 19th Century as French-speaking Roman Catholic parishes within planned townships drawn by surveyors and named by authorities with reference to British Island places.
Third, few larger waterbodies bear cardinal direction on their name, as: Noordzee (NL), Ostsee (DE)/Baltic Sea, Bassin Levantin (FR) (eastern Mediterranean Sea), East and South [China] Seas (ZH = Dong Hai and Nán Hai, respectively), or so-called Southern Ocean (EN). In colonial times, the South Sea or Mar del Sur (ES) was current name of the Pacific Ocean as seen from due South of the Isthmus of Panamá, what was later extended westward to the Pacific islands. One said before that such kinds of direction are relevant from some centrality: geographical, political, or cultural. 
Fourth, from these examples, an orientation argument may be stated for maritime naming. The rationale for North Sea or Noordzee (NL) (at the East of Great Britain, West of Denmark, South of Norway), formerly Mare Germanicum (LA), is not by far the North direction from the whole Europe, but the sea to sail through North of the Channel/la Manche (FR) and the main rivers Seine, Thames, Meuse, Rhine and Elbe. Most of these maritime names indicate the destination from some center origin where they were given: a land (Norway), a people (Baltic), a shore (Persian), a coast (Labrador), the end of a bay or gulf (Bengal), an island (Java), a peninsula (Korea), an archipelago (the Philippines), an isthmus (Panamá), an ancient kingdom (Bóhǎi), an ancient people (Tyrrhenian = Etruscan), an empire (Japan), or just the other side of a strait (Mozambique). Note that for a same sea or gulf, dependent to the language and geographical perspective, the specific may be a name or an adjective and the generic may differ with little correspondence, if any: Bay of Biscay (EN) is the Golfe de Gascogne (FR) with respect to its eastern shore and the Mar Cantábrico (ES) on its southern one.
Finally, one can trace orientation of cultural, political, or commercial influences in transmission or diffusion of groups of similar and stable exonyms along geographical trajectories over centuries, running from places to places toward farther countries, while local endonyms evolved to present, and sometimes quite new, placenames of these good old places. For simple example, Cologne (FR) appeared as the normal phonetic adaptation of Roman Colonia Claudia Ara Agrippinensium (LA) in Franconia, during the Middle Ages long time before the city name evolved by German-speaking inhabitants from Coellen, Cölln and Cöln to present name Köln (DE). Variants of Colonia are still wide spread among Latin languages, but Cologne was heard by the British from the French and kept it up to the end of the 20th Century, when the politically-correct chase on exonyms started.
In conclusion, city, land and sea toponyms are not just denomination of a local place in determined language, decided by authorities for political reasons, but also stable markers of the evolution of people language and culture, on the site and far abroad, following multiple trends and trajectories. For sure etymology, and the search for the deep meaning and ontological sense of many significant generics among actual specifics, remains of high importance to read geographical organisation, historical evolution, and economic relations of the area where they occur. Prefixes, suffixes, qualifying adjectives, compound generics, and cardinal directions can also reveal past trends and actual traces of linguistic layers, people settlement, and territorial organisation, at least partly. These toponyms may change or be maintained locally, but their form in the neighbouring and foreign regions can be astonishingly stable as exonyms, or following a different evolution. Cartography stands as the best instrument for such exploration and representation of travelling toponyms in their diffusion, expansion, direction, disposition, and orientation on the international scene. Linguistics can surely help, but recall that toponyms are attributes of geographical features and entities.
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