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Abstract: The study looks at historical and onomastic aspects of ship names. The 
paper presents an overview of similar and different tendencies in Russian ship 
naming in the 19th century and after the revolutionary changes at the beginning 
of the 20th century. This study is based on the material taken from newspapers 
and books of those times containing names of ships and is concerned with the 
influence that social and cultural factors had on giving ship names.
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Introduction
Ship names have been the center of people’s attention for a long period. In 

ancient times people believed in the magical power of ship names, and sometimes 
people personified ships. Hall (1999: 305) stated that “Tertullian compared the place 
of worship with the ship”. Behind this symbolism, the ship has a separate image with 
national and social backgrounds. Ship names are supposedly largely connected with 
the history and traditions   of the countries. Ship names used words from common 
world backgrounds and sources specific to certain nations, which is characteristic for 
most European countries. 

The English linguist Gardiner (1957: 50) stated that “all ships and boats receive 
proper names of their own on account of the commercial and other interest which they 
possess for their owners, though not necessarily for the community at large”, whereas 
Ainiala et al. (2012: 251) point out that ship names have both the function of personi-
fication and a commercial function. Historians seem to have always been interested 
in the history of national fleets in different epochs (Bachman 2016; Demchak 2016; 
Grinëv 2015; Raymond 2010). There are some researches into ship names from lin-
guistic and onomastic standpoints. For example, Schybergson (2009) focused on the 
names of the Finnish merchant vessels during the period from the first part of the nine-
teenth century until the first part of the twentieth century. Cacia (2014) examined the 
names given to the classes of ships in service with the Italian navy, and Jones (2015) 
investigated the names of English ships in relation to diachronic aspects. Kivileva 
(2017) researched the process of the nomination of military equipment units by refer-
ring to American and British ship names. Although linguists, onomasticians and histo-
rians call attention to ship names, there are still new sides of these lexical units, such as 
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the social and ideological significance of this kind of proper names, that is researching 
ship names from the viewpoint of socio-onomastics.

The study of socio-onomastics is a part of a much more general area of linguis-
tics, the field of sociolinguistics. According to Hudson (1996: 1), sociolinguistics is 
“the study of language in relation to society”. It should be noted that socio-onomastics 
is a new branch of onomastics “studying names from a sociolinguistic point of view” 
(ICOS List of Key Onomastic Terms). In this paper, we are interested in some aspects 
of socio-onomastics and sociolinguistics, that is, ship naming in relation to different 
political models of the society. 

Socio-onomastic studies are focused on examining different types of proper 
names in connection with diachronic and synchronic aspects of society. In short, 
socio-onomastics can be defined as the sociolinguistic study of names (Ainiala 2016: 
413). In the broad sense, socio-onomastics can be defined as “the science of how the 
usage of names in a society varies according to extra-onomastic factors in society such 
as social, cultural and material factors” (Akselberg 2012: 108). As Ainiala (2016: 
414) remarked, the term socio-onomastics was first used by Hans Walther and in other 
Eastern German scholars’ researches within the framework of Marxist linguistics. 
Later, Gunnstein Akselberg (2012: 114) based his thinking on the interdisciplinary 
connection between onomastics and sociolinguistics, arguing that “socioonomastics 
focuses on the use of names and the needs of the people in a particular context in which 
this usage takes place”. Because of the lack of socio-onomastic approach to ship names 
until now, we will try to fill this gap.

The sources for 19th-century ship names were lists of ships in the local newspa-
per Odesskiy Vestnik, in the sections Commerce. Navigation, Local News, and some docu-
ments published in books; the sources for 20th-century ship names were documentary 
books presenting the era of the former USSR. The aim of our research is to define the 
cultural and symbolic identity of ship names in the different cultures and ages on the 
territory of the same state. Moreover, special attention has been given to the typology 
of ship names in the material under investigation. Of the 1400 ship names which make 
up the corpus, 700 items are from the 19th century, while 700 are from the 20th cen-
tury. Since there are certain distinctions between the naming of merchant ships and 
warships, only names of merchant ships were taken into consideration in this study. 

Sociocultural context of ship names in the 19th century
The 19th century occupies a special place in the history of Europe. It was the 

period of revolutions and wars. At the same time, language was often used as a tool of 
power and propaganda. Therefore, one of the main purposes of state languages at that 
time was to consolidate the people of the state around the representatives of authority 
and reinforce the ideological impact. Ship names illustrate the general trend in that 
historical age.

The problem of the connection between language and culture or politics has 
been raised by linguists and philosophers since ancient times. The ancient Greek 
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philosopher Plato (1994: 473) wrote that “each political system, as well as different 
beings, has its own special language: one is for democracy, another one is for the oli-
garchy, and another one is for the monarchy”. Many scholars noted that a characteristic 
feature of any government is the use of language as a means of shaping the way of think-
ing of the society. Bally (2003: 161) wrote that “language is a part of social life”. Proper 
names as a part of language and as a cultural and social phenomenon cannot function 
outside the rules of a certain society. This explains why the introduction of particular 
standards in naming ships occurs in a society under the influence of different social and 
political systems. This paper hypothesizes that ship naming depends on the political 
system of the state, its cultural and social priorities.

It must be noted that we observe the process of transonymization in ship nam-
ing, more precisely, the use of anthroponyms, theonyms, toponyms, etc. as ship 
names. Moreover, there are some cases of onymization in ship names. According to 
Buchko and Tkachova (2012: 182), transonymization is the “transfer of onyms from 
one rank to another”, and onymization is the “transfer of a linguistic unit (including 
common nouns, adjectives, verbs, interjections, phrases, etc.) to the class of proper 
names” (ICOS List of Key Onomastic Terms). During the reign of Russian emperors and 
empresses, many ships were named after them and members of the reigning family or 
past dynasties, for example, Emperor Nicholas I, Empress Alexandra, Prince Sviatoslav, 
Riuryk. As a matter of fact, Riuryk was the founder of the Rurik dynasty (Encyclopedia 
of the History of Ukraine), who ruled the Kyiv Rus’ in the 9th century, and Grand Prince 
of Kyiv Sviatoslav was Rurik’s grandson (Encyclopedia of the History of Ukraine). When 
choosing a name for a ship, the cultural background, and religious and social affiliation 
of the person were taken into account in the 19th century. 

Ship names in the 19th century can be divided into several subcategories: 
1) anthroponyms; 2) saints’ names; 3) mythological names; 4) theonyms (names 
of gods); 5) toponyms; 6) appellatives. These subcategories can be distinguished 
through the lens of social and cultural identity. For instance, among anthrop-
onyms, there are names of reigning figures and names of the nobility (Alexander 
III, Alexander the Heir, Baron von Stieglitz, Countess Lovich, Count Vitt, Countess 
Vorontsova, Count de Langeron, etc.), names of famous military figures and naval 
officers (Admiral Greig , General Gurko, Lieutenant Malygin), names of historical 
heroes (Peresvet, Oslyabya), mayors (Maraslis), or writers (Pushkin, Count Tolstoy). 
However, it is worth mentioning that figures after whom ships were named were 
only representatives of the nobility, regardless of their nationality, which indi-
cates the privileges of the elite in the society of the 19th century. For example, 
Countess Lovich was a Polish nobleman, Count de Langeron was a French nobleman, 
Grigorios Maraslis (1878–1895) was the long-time mayor of Odessa of Greek ori-
gin. According to Cacia (2014: 492), there is the tendency to use transonymization 
in ship names, “thus making a name more self-commemorative or self-celebratory”. 
Indeed, it can also be proved by our research that anthroponyms have become ship 
names. At the same time, it is a well-known fact in the history of mankind that the 
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repetition of certain words and phrases is one of the main methods of impact that 
can be applied successfully in the ideological life of any state.

The practice of naming ships in honor of angels, apostles, and saints was wide-
spread in most Christian countries in the 19th century. It can be explained by the fact 
that there was an alliance between church and state in most countries. The use of saints’ 
names recreates the picture of a time when Christianity was one of the main faiths and 
the most widespread one in Europe. That is why it was observed that the same saints’ 
names or names of Biblical characters recur in ship names pertaining to various lan-
guages, and it can be assumed that this is a sign of their cross-cultural, universal value. 
For example, the ship name Archangel Michael was observed in the case of Austrian, 
English, and Russian ships. Such uses can be explained by the fact that Christians of 
different confessions thought that God often sent Archangel Michael to help people 
who faced urgent needs during a crisis. It must be mentioned that historian Grinëv 
(2015: 201) explains Christian ship names by the fact that, “In the opinion of super-
stitious sailors, by naming their ship in honor of this or that saint they received his 
protection for it”. Many European countries named their ships in honor of John the 
Apostle, Paul the Apostle, Saint Nicholas, Saint Andrew, Saint Spiridon, the Mother of God, 
etc. It proved the strong position of Christianity at that period. At the same time, we 
support the statement of Grinëv (2015: 204), according to which “By the beginning 
of the nineteenth century ‘church’ names of frigates and especially smaller naval ships 
such as three-masted sloops, corvettes, and brigs, became a rarity, and ‘pagan’ names of 
the ancient Greek gods became more fashionable”. We found that the subcategory of 
saints’ names comes second in terms of frequency in the material under investigation, 
but as we will see in what follows, the number of mythological names and names of 
gods was bigger than that of saints’ names.

The presence of proper names from Greek and Roman mythology stands out. 
Mythological names in ship names are representative of an era when Greek and Roman 
mythology had been geographically widespread. Antiquity played a significant role 
in the culture of European countries. It was the universal tendency to name ships in 
honor of mythological heroes and Greek and Roman gods, which is why proper names 
from mythology could be seen in many European ships. People endowed ships with 
the traits of mythological characters such as Achilles, Jason, Penelope, Telemachus. For 
example, Telemachus is a figure in Greek mythology, the son of Odysseus and Penelope, 
and a central character in Homer’s Odyssey. Upon analyzing the typology of Italian 
names of ships, the Italian researcher Cacia (2014: 488) singled out the mythological 
and astronomical names in one group and noticed they come in third place by fre-
quency. We have almost the same results; mythological names in Russian ship names 
occupy the third place. 

As we have already pointed out, it was the general trend in most European coun-
tries to name ships in honor of mythological heroes from Greek and Roman mythol-
ogy, but there are some ship names that were inspired by heroes of national myths. It 
must be underlined that most mythological names in Russian ship names belong to 
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Greek and Roman mythology, and only a few names are from Slavic mythology – for 
example, Svyatogor. Svyatogor was a mythical knight. The origin of the name Svyatogor 
is a derivation from the words ‘the sacred mountain’. According to the epic, Svyatogor 
was a giant who lived in the mountains. In the dissertation by the Finnish scholar 
Schybergson (2009: 85), it was stated that 67% of the Finnish merchant ships bore 
names referring to mythological heroes from Greek and Roman mythology, and 23% 
of the ship names contained onyms from Finnish mythology. 

It goes without saying that the names of gods were valuable for primitive men, 
they served as a means of defense and instilled fear in enemies. In any country they 
may be found, theonyms reflect the cultural and historical background and function as 
a conveyor of religious knowledge. By naming a ship in honor of gods, people thought 
that these gods would give the ship a part of their power: for example, Poseidon, Mercury, 
Perun, Neptun Borisfen, Veles. In our corpus, there are names of gods from Greek and 
Roman mythology and ones from Slavic mythology. For example, Veles was a major 
Slavic god of the earth, waters, and the underworld; Perun was the most important god 
of the sky, thunder, lightning, storms, rains, and wars. It can be suggested that names 
of gods used as ship names strengthened people’s opinions in the power and eternity 
of royal authority.

It is not surprising that toponyms and appellatives in ship names make up the 
smallest subcategories in the analyzed historical period, because they do not carry such 
emotional load as the above-mentioned onyms. For example, there are ship names 
containing the toponyms Berdyansk, Odessa, Ochakov, Taganrog, and the appellatives 
The Kind Brothers, Three Brothers, Genius.

Thus, in the 19th century, we identified the following subcategories among ship 
names: 1) anthroponyms; 2) saints’ names; 3) mythological names; 4) theonyms; 5) 
toponyms; 6) appellatives. The most used ones are anthroponyms (248), the second 
place is occupied by names of saints (155), mythological names (148) come in third, 
and theonyms (78) come in fourth, which can be explained by the mythological think-
ing of the 19th century when the name of a ship was personified and associated with 
the fate of that ship. Toponyms (42) and appellatives (29) are represented in a small 
number of ship names, mainly ensuring the diversity of this onomastic category. 

Revolutionary changes in ship names in the 20th century
The fall of the Russian Empire and the emergence of the Soviet Union caused 

subsequent changes in the social and political organization of the state, and the spread 
of the Communist ideology led to significant changes in the scientific and cultural life 
of the society. In the postrevolutionary 20th century, the Communist government 
established a period when media, literature, philosophy, linguistics, even religion were 
influenced by ideological innovations. It is a well-known fact that the new power ideol-
ogy after the 1917 revolution in Russia was not supported by the majority of the coun-
try’s population, that is why one of the main tasks of the new authorities at that time 
was to carry out the ideological shaping of different levels of the population. At the 
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same time, the mass media, literature, and science were considered by the representa-
tives of the ruling party as the main means of forming a new worldview. 

To turn ship names into ideological weapons, it was necessary to rename them. 
On the one hand, the main task of the revolution ideologists was agitation and propa-
ganda of the new ideas and values, that is, influencing both members of the Communist 
party, and the general public. On the other hand, all proper names associated with 
the old history, culture, and representatives of the monarchy were eliminated. As 
the Russian Orthodoxy opposed the Socialist revolution, any hints to religion were 
removed from ship names. Not only the names of emperors and nobles, but even the 
names of mythological heroes were changed. For example, the icebreaker Svyatogor, 
named after the hero of the Slavic mythology, was renamed Krasin, after one of the first 
Soviet diplomats, while cruiser Svetlana was renamed Profintern. One of the language 
tools of the new Communist power was the creation of new words, such as profintern 
(‘professional international’), komintern (‘Communist international’), rabfac (‘the fac-
ulty for workers’), revcom (‘revolutionary committee’), etc. 

In our investigation, ship names can be divided into three subcategories of proper 
or common names: 1) anthroponyms; 2) toponyms; 3) appellatives. In the 19th and 
20th centuries, anthroponyms have the highest frequency of use in comparison with 
other kinds of proper names, which determines one of the most important roles of 
anthroponyms in society. The latent effect of new ship names is not realized by the 
listener or reader; it was imperceptible to them. The anthroponyms that were used in 
names of ships after the 1917 revolution were roughly divided into 4 subgroups: 1) 
names of the leaders of the state, party, and revolutionary leaders; 2) heroes of the 
revolution and the Civil War; 3) names of revolutionary writers, poets, and artists; 4) 
names of the revolutionary and Communist leaders, revolutionary writers and poets 
from other countries.

Voloshinov (1993: 64) stated that “the word is always full of ideological or vital 
content and meaning”, and new ship names confirm that statement. Let us consider 
the following examples of renamed ships: Bahirov, V.  I.  Lenin, Lenin, Ilyich, Grigoriy 
Zinoviev, Joseph Stalin. The presence of the first subgroup can be explained by the fact 
that these proper names were used primarily for the popularization of the new leaders, 
mainly of V. I. Lenin and J. Stalin, the leaders of the new country. People seem to learn 
and remember often repeated new names and surnames. Not only the newly coined 
terms, referring to the revolution, such as komsomolets, bolshevik, profintern, etc., but 
also the names of new leaders of the country were employed. It must be added that 
many cities, towns, and streets were renamed after the 1917 Socialist revolution. For 
example, following the revolution in Odesa the streets Karl Marx Street, October revolu-
tion Square, Rosa Luxemburg Street, etc. appeared. The same process took place in the 
change of anthroponyms. Selishchev (2003: 190), as a witness of language changes of 
that time, stated the following:

As a result of the desire to break the connection with the past, there was a desire to give 
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newborns not traditional, but new names. These names are derived from the names and 
surnames of revolutionary figures, from the names of revolutionary phenomena and 
different aspects of the life of revolutionary society, from the names of natural phenom-
ena, or inspired by the names of ancient deities. Ancient Russian names or imitations of 
them were recommended. Here are some examples: names consisting of “Vlad. I. Len.” 
are widespread, V. I. Len., Vlad. Len., Lenin. They are given to boys and girls – Vladilen, 
Vilen, Vilena, Vladlen, Ninel (to read from the end).

The linguist and philosopher W. von Humboldt (2001: 68) noted that a “people’s 
language is their spirit, and a people’s spirit is their language”. As it has been shown, 
revolutionary changes occurred not only in economic, social, and political life, but also 
in language, namely in anthroponyms, toponyms, ship names, etc. Thus, the proper 
names of the postrevolutionary period functioned as a means of spreading ideological 
stereotypes in certain groups of proper names.

The participants in the revolution considered themselves to be the heralds of a 
new era, which overcame myths and religion. Saints’ names, mythological names, the-
onyms were eliminated from ship names in that historical period. They were replaced 
with the names of heroes of the Revolutions and the Civil War, for example, Chapaev, 
Felix Dzerzhinskiy, Partisan Zheleznyak, Frunze. The creation of the new Soviet litera-
ture was connected with the emergence of new writers and artists; therefore, some 
ships were named after writers, artists, and poets. For example, Maxim Gor’kiy, Vladimir 
Mayakovsky, Nikolay Ostrovsky. It appears that writers’ names were used to indicate that 
people of culture were supported by the Soviet power. The symbolic meaning of the 
last group of anthroponyms is much the same as the third group. Naming ships after 
Communist leaders from other countries aimed to stress that communist ideas were 
common all over the world and were supported by a large number of people: for exam-
ple, Henri Barbusse, Paul Vaillant-Couturier, Sun Yat-sen, Rosa Luxemburg, Marat. 

Toponyms were the smallest group in the 20th century and that was because 
some parts of the country were still at war, and new borders were yet to be determined: 
for example, Krasnyi Kavkaz (Red Caucasus).

New phenomena in a revolutionary era led to the appearance of new lexical units, 
and as a result of onymization, it led to the emergence of new ship names, for example, 
October Revolution, Bol’shevik, Tovarishch (Comrade), Paris Commune. The ideologists 
of the new power knew that one of the tools of influencing the public consciousness 
was the creation of new words. Jones (2015: 657) stated that “the French Revolution 
led to similar wholesale name-changes, the Royal Louis becoming the Républicain, the 
Dauphin Royal – the Sans-culotte (nickname denoting an extreme republican), and one 
of the revolutionary government’s new warships was named the Droits de l’Homme 
(Rights of Man)”.

One of the ways to make new words was building a new word out of several 
ones, as partisans of the revolution strove for brevity – they sought to avoid making 
lengthy descriptions of a subject or action and express the reality using only a few 
words. Therefore, each new word looked like a single lexical item, although it consisted 
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of a phrase: Komintern, Oktyabrina, Komsomolets, Profintern. For example, Komintern 
should be decoded as ‘Communist International’ (Selishchev 2003: 161). Indeed, 
ship names containing such words did not display much educational and cultural 
value, but they had emotional expressiveness for those who understood the meaning 
of the new words.

Thus, the dogmas of communist ideology were spread through symbols such as 
ship names. Through the selection of ship names, a new kind of mythological reality 
emerged: instead of 19th-century saints’ names, in the 20th century people used the 
names of the heroes of the Revolution and Civil War; instead of theonyms, the names 
of the leaders of the state, party and revolutionary leaders were preferred; instead of 
mythological heroes, there were the names of military leaders. During this investiga-
tion, we discovered that the most common ship names in the 20th century consisted 
of anthroponyms (512), whereas appellative-based ship names (162) came in second. 
Toponyms (26) were represented in an insignificant number of ship names, just like in 
the 19th century. Anthroponyms have the highest frequency of use in comparison with 
other kinds of onyms, which determines their role in any framework of the society. 

Conclusions
In a definite historical period, every nation has its own onymic tendencies, 

including as regards ship names, which, to some extent, create the cultural codes of 
certain nations and serve as symbols in people’s consciousness. Using ship names as a 
means of expressing the ideological principles of a state is particularly relevant during 
times of social changes. Creating an impact on the consciousness of the members of a 
society can be achieved by means of ship names.

In our paper, we considered ship names in different social systems and different 
eras based on the example of one state, and we have come to some conclusions. Firstly, 
in the 19th and the 20th centuries, there were some standards in the names of ships, 
according to rules established by the existing power. Secondly, the revolution of 1917 
changed the semantic content of the onymic stock of the 19th century. The renaming 
of ships after the revolution changed the system of values that had served as a guideline 
for the social life before it. We can observe a decrease in the diversity of ship names 
in the 20th century in contrast to the ship names of the previous century. This can be 
explained by the elimination of names connected with the old power, with religious 
and mythological terminology, and all the names which could be associated with the 
capitalist political system. It proves that ship names like any other proper names can 
reflect social changes, political and historical events significant for the state. If people 
in the 19th century lived in a reality full of Christian and mythological characters, 
20th-century people removed those proper names from their vocabulary. Thirdly, the 
cultural and social backgrounds in the analyzed ages were based on different myths, 
characters, and faiths, and on different proper names. Many proper names were erased 
in the postrevolutionary society. 

The data adduced here make up only a small part of the whole stock of ship names 
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collected for the periods analyzed, but they are significant indications of the involve-
ment of ship names in the social and cultural dimensions of language. In conclusion, 
it may be stated that this study fills certain gaps in the research of proper names from 
a socio-onomastics standpoint, and comparing proper names in different eras and dif-
ferent countries could arguably be useful and challenging for onomasticians and his-
torians alike. 
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