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“Romanian” and “Bulgarian” street names1
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Abstract: The paper discusses some names of the Russian urban space, mainly 
street names, referring to the ethnonyms Romanian and for comparison Bulgarian, 
as well as to the names of the capitals of these countries and certain geographical 
objects, e.g., улица Румынская ‘Romanian street’ (the city of Astrakhan), 
Болгарский городок ‘Bulgarian town’ (a district in the city of Novokujbyshevsk), 
Софийский переулок ‘Sophia lane’ (the city of Shimanovsk), shopping center 
“Bucharest” (Moscow). The appearance of such names in the Russian onomasticon 
reflects the historical relations between Russia and the mentioned Balkan peoples, 
their common political history in the 20th century and, in a broader sense, the 
ways of manifestation of multiculturalism, not related to the global westernization 
of modern culture.
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policy.
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1. Introduction

Urbanonymics refers to a set of proper names denoting various urban sites – 
streets, squares, boulevards, parks, historical and residential buildings, etc. The largest 
part of such names are hodonyms that is, street names2. In this article we consider a 
particular case of the manifestation of references to other ethnic cultures in the sys-
tem of Russian hodonyms and the presence of other categories of proper names in the 
urban onymic landscape. More specifically, we analyze names referring to Romania 
and to the capital of this country, Bucharest. For comparison, to emphasize a certain 
kind of typicality of such references, we also take into consideration names with similar 
motivation referring to Bulgaria, as well as some other examples.

1 This study was funded by the Russian Foundation for Basic Research, the research project 
№ 18-012-00586.

2 About the term urbanonym, and the incomplete coincidence of the concept of the term 
hodonym in Russian and, more broadly, Slavic onomastic tradition, on the one hand, and West-
European tradition, on the other hand, see Razumov and Goryaev (2019). In this article, it is 
important that we include the names of areas and some company names, locally recorded in the 
urban onymic landscape, in the concept of urbanonymy.
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It should be said in advance that, as in many other languages, Russian hodonyms 
were originally formed historically, and only later were popular names put on the offi-
cial maps of Russian cities. Names specifically created and administratively approved 
began to appear only at the end of the 19th century (see more in Razumov 2019).

As regards the creation of an informal street name in local citizens’ language use, 
it would appear that the reference to an ethnonym can occur only when there is a ter-
ritory of permanent compact residence of the corresponding national minority in the 
settlement. This seems unlikely in relation to the Romanian minority in the territory 
of modern Russia, as the two peoples do not even have a common border. Thus, the 
“Romanian” names of urban sites are, in most cases, the result of a conscious language 
policy (sporadic exceptions are possible, we will talk about them below). In this regard, 
the hodonymic context is indicative for names such as Romanian street or Romanian 
lane3. These names are often recorded in the system of hodonyms in relation to other 
Balkan countries; in particular, we will trace the relationship between the “Romanian” 
and “Bulgarian” urbanonyms.

2. “Romanian” street names in modern Russia
We start analyzing the material with the following example: 

(1) Romanian street in the city of Maloyaroslavets. 

Maloyaroslavets is a small town about a hundred kilometers away from Moscow. 
This is the only example of the single existence of a “Romanian” street which is not sup-
ported by other ethnic or regional references, not only to the Balkan, but also to some 
other national culture. The only street in Maloyaroslavets that has at least some ethnic 
character except Romanian is Russian ‘Rossyjskaya’ street. An adjective referring not to 
the ethno-cultural, but to the political sphere is chosen for the name4.

The following example is more systematic in the toponymic context:

(2) Romanian lane in the city of Tomsk.

In this large Siberian city, very far from Romania, Romanian lane smoothly turns 
into Polish street. The history of the large Polish Diaspora in Tomsk spans more than 
century. However, the name of the street in a remote area of the city is not connected 
with the historical place of the compact residence of persons of Polish ethnicity. Thus, 
the two names express a common motivation: it is an instance of commemorative 
name-giving in honor of friendly peoples.

3 In this article we abstract from grammar. We only note that in the Russian language the 
ethnonym is expressed by an adjective which agrees with the word street.

4 It should be mentioned that in the Russian language there are two adjectives meaning 
‘Russian’. Russkij is a derivative from the ethnonym, and Rossijskij is a derivative from the name 
of the state. The second adjective is used in the example above.
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In the following example, the Romanian names form their own microsystem:

(3) ‘Romanian Lane’ street;
(4) 2nd Romanian lane (both examples are in the city of Kaliningrad).

Kaliningrad, former Konigsberg, is a city that became part of Russia following 
WWII, the center of the Russian exclave on the Baltic Sea. The streets are in one of 
the suburban villages of the municipality. The oxymoronic form of the first name is 
explained, presumably, by the fact that initially there were two Romanian lanes, distin-
guished by a sequence number, but the first of them, for a number of administrative 
reasons, received the status of a street.

In principle, the microsystem consisting of a street and an adjacent lane with the 
same name is quite typical, and our material contains other appropriate examples:

(5) Romanian street;
(6) Romanian lane in the village of Rastopulovka, Astrakhan region.

This village is located on the bank of the Volga, in the lower reaches of the river, 
close to the Caspian Sea and neighbouring the suburbs of the large city of Astrakhan. 
There are no other ethnic hodonyms in the village, there is only Rossyjskaya street. It is 
interesting to note that this village is predominantly Muslim, and a mosque is located 
at the intersection of Romanian street and Romanian lane. That is, this name has no 
historical connection at all with the real ethnic culture of the Romanians.

It is interesting that a similar example can also be found in the city of Astrakhan:

(7) Romanian street in the city of Astrakhan.

The motives for the emer-
gence of this name and similar ones 
become clear when we consider 
that in Astrakhan, next to Romanian 
street, there is Cuban street and 
Prague street (see Figure 1) Thus, the 
names refer to the idea of interna-
tional friendship of peoples united 
by socialist development.

In general, the Astrakhan 
region is “the most Romanian” in 
Russia. In one of the villages in the 
suburbs of the city of Astrakhan, 
there is also

(8) Bucharest street.

Figure 1. A part of the city of Astrakhan 
from Yandex.ru map service: 1. Romanian 

str., 2. Cuba str., 3. Prague str. 
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The urbanonymic context (Figure 2) shall be taken into account: three parallel 
streets, the systematic connection of which is emphasized by phonetic similarity.

Figure 2. A part of Astrakhan from Yandex.ru map service: 
1. Budapest str., 2. Bucharest str., 3. Balkan str. 

In addition to this city, St. Petersburg also records several occurrences of Bucharest 
street. In the second half of the twentieth century,

(9) Bucharest street and
(10) Malaya ‘small’ Bucharest street 

appear in newly developed areas. Bucharest street is one of the largest and most 
important streets in the transport system of St. Petersburg. Malaya Bucharest street runs 
parallel to it, it is much shorter, a feature which is reflected in its name.

3. “Bulgarian” street names in comparison with “Romanian” ones
There are 11 occurrences of Russian street names of the type Bulgarian street or 

Bukgarian lane. It is interesting to note that Bulgarian streets do not form microsys-
tems consisting of a street and the lane located nearby with the same name. At the 
same time, they do not coincide geographically with the “Romanian” names, although 
there is a certain correlation. For example, in St. Petersburg (then Leningrad), Plovdiv 
street appeared in 1984 in honor of the Bulgarian sister city (Gorbachevich and Hablo 
2002: 195; we will mention other streets in St. Petersburg below)5. Geographically, 

5 However, the tradition to name streets in honor of cities of the socialist countries was 
consistently embodied in Leningrad.



Oliviu Felecan, Alina Bugheşiu (eds.), PROCEEDINGS OF ICONN 5 (2019)  •  459

“Bulgarian” street names are represented in a wider area: while “Romanian” streets are 
located only in the European part of Russia, to the Volga river, “Bulgarian” ones go fur-
ther to the East. For example, there is a Bulgarian lane in Yekaterinburg, a city located 
on the geographical border between Europe and Asia. Moreover, in the Khabarovsk 
territory, a region on the Pacific coast of Russia, in the city of Birobizdan, there is 
another Bulgarian lane, and it faces the Korean street.

The interpretation of Russian names such as Sofia street and Sofia lane implies 
some difficulty. At the moment, there are more than 70 such names, but we are only 
about 10 percent sure that they refer to the capital of Bulgaria. The fact is that the name, 
which sounds like Sofijskaya ulitsa ‘Sofia street’ in the vast majority of cases, refers to 
one of the churches bearing the name St. Sophia, which either used to exist or still do6. 
The popularity of such churches in Russia is explained by a number of religious and 
political factors; it is enough to mention that the main church of the Byzantine Empire, 
which became the prototype for later Orthodox States, was St. Sophia Church.

However, we know for sure that at least in 10 percent of the cases the name Sofia 
street was given in honor of the capital of Bulgaria. This applies to the streets in the new 
areas of postwar development of the Soviet era. A whole quarter of “Balkan” streets 
exists in St. Petersburg (Figure 3). Sofia street and two Bucharest streets run parallel 
and support the general “Balkan” motivation of the hodonymic system of this area of 
the city7.

Figure 3. An area of St. Petersburg from Yandex.ru map service: 1. Bucharest str., 2. Dimitrov 
str., 3. Sofia str., 4. Malaya Bucharest str., 5. Danube Avenue, 6. Danube underground station.

6 The remark “used to exist” refers to the time of the domination of atheistic ideology, 
which implied the persecution of the church and the destruction of churches.

7 It is worth mentioning that Georgi Dimitrov, after whom one of these streets is named, 
was a Bulgarian politician, the leader of the country until 1949.
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Just as in the case of “Romanian” street names, “Bulgarian” ones appear on the 
maps of Russian cities in the postwar period and, in general, reflect the formation of a 
new political reality – the emergence of a bloc of socialist states linked by political and 
economic relations. Thus, the foreign policy of the former Soviet Union was reflected 
in the internal language policy and led to the emergence of street names in honor of 
fraternal peoples at that time. In this regard, a fragment of the map of Prigorodnyj, a 
“suburban” village within the city of Krasnodar (Figure 4), shows that three “Balkan” 
streets coexist with Victory street (in the Russian public consciousness, Victory, with-
out additional definitions, refers to the victory in the Great Patriotic War, that is, the 
Russian part of WWII).

Figure 4. A fragment from Yandex.ru map service: 1. Sofia 
str., 2. Bulgarian str., 3. Victory str., 4. Serbian str. 

However, some “Bulgarian” street names appear earlier, and some of them 
emerge later than “Romanian” ones, which reflects a slightly different role of Bulgaria 
and Romania in the culture of Russia. We believe that two Bulgarian streets and a Sofia 
street in certain villages, and two Bulgarian lanes in small towns reflect earlier historical 
events, more precisely, the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–1878, waged in the Balkans. 
One street and both lanes are located in settlements in traditional Cossack regions 
(Orenburg region, Stavropol territory and Rostov region), and Cossack units were 
indispensable participants in the wars. Another street is located in one of the villages 
of the Penza region, and it is known that the Penza infantry regiment especially distin-
guished itself in the above-mentioned war (Velichko et al. 1915: 338).

There is also an interesting case of the modern, post-Soviet emergence of Sofia 
street. In the villa community within the city of Orenburg, built in the 1990s, a number 
of streets are named after European cities. In addition to Sofia street, there are Belgrade, 
Bratislava, Geneva, Ljubljana, Milan, Prague, Rome streets and Vienna Boulevard. Most 
names refer to the South Slavic capitals and the largest tourist centers in Europe, which, 
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as we assume, reflects the onomastic taste8 and tourist consumption of the inhabitants 
of the village, senior managers of the regional branch of Gazprom Corporation.

4. Names of other city sites
The presence of Romanian and Bulgarian names in Russian urban linguistic land-

scape is not limited to hodonymics, i.e. route names (ICOS 2019: 3), but it sporadi-
cally manifests itself in other categories of urban proper names. These are the names of 
the city neighborhoods, which are designated by the term urban choronym in Russian 
onomastic tradition, the “proper name of a part of the city’s territory, including a dis-
trict, a quarter, a park” (Podolskaya 1988: 146, orig. Russian). The Romanian theme is 
present in the name:

(11) Romanian polygon. 

In the city of Astrakhan (given the number of above-mentioned examples associ-
ated with Astrakhan and the surrounding area, we can say that Astrakhan is the most 
“Romanian” city in Russia), it is an informal name of the area consisting of houses 
designed by Romanian architects. The name, albeit unofficial, is partly supported 
by the city map: it is the name of a bus stop. The same can be stated about the name 
Bulgarian town found in the urbanonymy of two Russian cities – Rostov-on-Don and 
Novokuybyshevsk. The names appear as unofficial ones and denote the places of resi-
dence of Bulgarian builders involved in the construction in Russia. In the first case it is 
the unofficial name of the neighborhood, and in the second case it is the official name 
of the quarter, that can be found on maps and in documents9. 

Another name refers to a different subcategory of city names:

(12) Bucharest (shopping center in Moscow).

It should be noted that the names of shopping centers are traditionally referred 
to the category of commercial names. In this case, we rely on the concept advanced 
by R. Kozlov, who considers such sites bearing a proper name comprehensively as “a 
business company on the one hand […], and a site of urban space, on the other hand” 
(Kozlov 2000: 6, orig. Russian), and even suggests for them a special term, “ergourb-
onym” (Ibidem). It is important to emphasize that such names can perform an appella-
tive function, for example, in examples such as “Let us meet in front of Bucharest”, and 
thus introduce the “Romanian” theme in the speech of townspeople.

In Soviet times, it was a typical language policy to assign a proper name to a 
large shopping center in Moscow in honor of the capitals of socialist states. So far, the 

8 “Onomastic taste is the society’s idea of what an ideal proper name should look like” 
(Razumov 2014: 115, orig. Russian).

9 This can be seen in the electronic database “Inventory of addresses of the Russian 
Federation” (https://kladr-rf.ru/63/000/003/000/0301, accessed August 1, 2019).
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names of Moscow shopping centers mention Belgrade, Berlin, Budapest, Prague, Sofia, 
Warsaw and, as we can see in the example, Bucharest. However, we found another case 
of the name of the Romanian capital occurring in the field of commercial onomastics:

(13) Bucharest (beer restaurant / bar / liquor store).

There are several different kinds of pubs called Bucharest in the Russian cities of 
Bataysk, Elista, Syzran, and in Rostov-on-Don there is an entire network of beer shops 
under the general brand Bucharest. This is a manifestation of the current trend in the 
field of commercial onomastics, impossible in Soviet times. In this case, we notice the 
result of a language game, because the Russian pronunciation [buhar’е́st] is consonant 
with the construction verb [buhа́t’] meaning ‘regularly drink alcoholic beverages to the 
extreme degree of intoxication’ (our definition). Thus, the name of the pub Bucharest is 
motivated phonetically or by folk etymology.

5. Conclusion
In most cases, “Romanian” and “Bulgarian” names in the Russian urban onomas-

ticon are part of a broader trend: to give names after Balkan countries, cities, capitals, 
and even more broadly – in honor of the countries of the Eastern bloc. Official urban 
names, and particularly street names, reflect the prevailing ideology and are a part of 
the language policy. In our case, it is the ideologemes friendship of peoples and unity 
of socialist countries. Naturally, language policy changes10 along with the change of the 
state system, economic structure and ideological regime. Names like Romanian str. and 
Bulgarian str. are unlikely to appear widely in the modern world. They represent a “van-
ishing scenery” and an onomastic monument of their era.
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