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Summary
In the exploration of commemorative names, researchers’ attention has focused increas-
ingly on the relationship between hodonyms and oikonyms, on the one hand, and history, 
geography, politics, ethnic, social, and cultural context, on the other. These significant 
aspects determine the authorities’ decision to (re)name public space. The aim of this study 
is to analyse hodonyms and oikonyms evocative of the Great Union of Romania of 1918, 
as well as their dissemination and occurrence in urban toponymic landscape.

The end of World War I redrew the borders of Europe and led to the appearance of new 
states, the independence of certain countries, and the unification of others. In this respect, 
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Romania was not an exception, as it joined the neighbouring countries in the reconfigu-
ration of the political map of the old continent. The unification of the country took place 
on 1 December 1918, a date which has been celebrated since 1990 as the National Day 
of Romania.

To compile the corpus used to investigate toponyms referring to the Great Union of 
1918 throughout Romania, the author consulted the mass media and online maps, as they 
mirror the current state of affairs the best. Precepts from socio-, psycho-, ethnolinguistics, 
geography and history make up the methodological framework of the research. One of the 
conclusions of the article is that the Unification of Transylvania with the Kingdom of Ro-
mania is the greatest achievement of the Romanian political elite. Therefore, it had all the 
odds to become the most frequently encountered commemorative name in Romanian pub-
lic space as a result of the major political changes of the twentieth century. The linguistic, 
geographical, religious or social motivation, related to the configuration of a place, loses 
prominence, as the centre of attention becomes the historical connection accepted by the 
majority of the population, local administration, and the ruling political class.

Keywords:  Oikonym, hodonym, public space, Great Union, commemorative name

Zusammenfassung

Rumänische Siedlungs- und Strassennamen in Erinnerung an die 
Vereinigung Siebenbürgens mit Rumänien
Bei Siedlungs- und Straßennamen mit Gedenkfunktion richtet sich die Aufmerksamkeit 
der Forschung immer mehr einerseits auf das wechselseitige Verhältnis von Hodony-
men und Oikonymen und andererseits auf ihren geschichtlichen, geographischen und 
politischen Hintergrund und ihren ethnischen, sozialen und kulturellen Kontext. Es sind 
dies auch die Faktoren, die Neu- und Umbenennungen von Siedlungen und Straßen be-
einflussen. Objekte dieser Studie sind Siedlungs- und Straßennamen, die sich auf die Ver-
einigung Siebenbürgens mit dem Königreich Rumänien am 1. Dezember 1918 beziehen, 
und deren Verbreitung in der urbanen Namenlandschaft.

Das Ende des Ersten Weltkriegs führte zu Grenzverschiebungen in Europa und dazu, 
dass neue Staaten entstanden und andere sich in ihrer Größe veränderten. Zu letzteren 
zählte Rumänien, das sich um seinen innerkarpatischen Teil sowie um die Bukowina und 
Bessarabien wesentlich vergrößerte. Die Vereinigung des innerkarpatischen Rumäniens, 
also Siebenbürgens im weiteren Sinn, mit dem „Alten Königreich“ wurde am 1. Dezember 
1918 vollzogen; ab 1990 wurde der 1. Dezember dann rumänischer Nationalfeiertag.

Die analysierte Sammlung der auf die Union Siebenbürgens mit Rumänien Bezug 
nehmenden Toponyme wurde auf der Grundlage von Bezeichnungen in Massenmedien 
und im Internet abrufbaren Stadtplänen erstellt, da diese am besten den aktuellen Stand 
widerspiegeln. Die Erkenntnisse der Sozio-, Psycho- und Ethnolinguistik sowie der Geo-
graphie und der Geschichtswissenschaften bilden die Grundlage der hier angewandten 
Methodologie. Eine der Schlussfolgerungen lautet, dass die Vereinigung Siebenbürgens 
mit dem Königreich Rumänien als die größte Errungenschaft der politischen Elite Ru-
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mäniens im 20. Jahrhundert gilt und infolgedessen alle Voraussetzungen dafür erfüllt, 
die Grundlage für die am häufigsten verwendeten Gedenknamen im öffentlichen Raum 
Rumäniens zu bilden. Motive sprachlicher, geographischer, religiöser oder sozialer Art, 
die sich auf das zu benennende Objekt beziehen, treten dabei in den Hintergrund. Aus-
schlaggebend für Namen mit Geschichtsbezug sind die Akzeptanz durch die Mehrheits-
bevölkerung sowie der Wille der örtlichen Verwaltung und der politischen Entschei-
dungsträger.

Schlagwörter:  Oikonym, Hodonym, Siedlungsname, Straßenname, öffentlicher Raum, 
Union Siebenbürgens mit Rumänien, Gedenkname

1 Theoretical outlook and methodology

In the last decades, an increasing number of linguists, geographers, historians and sociolo-
gists have turned their attention to hodonyms and oikonyms, and studied them on the the-
oretical level (Azaryahu 1996, pp. 311–330; Azaryahu 2011a, pp. 28–33; David 2011, 
pp. 214–228; Felecan 2013, pp. 143–151; Giraut and Houssay-Holzschuch 2016, pp. 
1–21; Golomidova 2018, pp. 36–61; Hagen 2011, pp. 23–27; Rose-Redwood, Alderman 
and Azaryahu 2010, pp. 453–470; Rusu 2020, in press), and from numerous applied per-
spectives, diachronically (Algeo 2015, pp. 220–232) and synchronically.

Although most studies are highly complex and therefore difficult to be put into a 
clear-cut category, some can be grouped according to the main topics: politics (Alder-
man 2003, pp. 163–173; Alderman and Inwood 2013, pp. 211–233; Basik 2019, pp. 
65–66; Brasher, Alderman and Subanthore 2020; Chloupek 2019b, pp. 25–35), rac-
ism (Berg and Kearns 1996, pp. 99–122), (post)colonialism (Atencio 2018; Casagran-
da 2013, pp. 291–302; Mamvura 2019, pp. 32–39; Mamvura 2020, in press; Njoh and 
Chie 2019, pp. 1109–1127), nationalism after interethnic and interreligious wars (Feld-
man 2005, pp. 649–662), post-Nazism (Azaryahu 2011b, pp. 483–492; Azaryahu 
2012a, pp. 385–400), post-communism (Chloupek 2019a, pp. 71–75; Crljenko 2012, 
pp. 230–241; David 2018, pp. 70–86; Felecan 2017a, pp. 78–87; Forest, Johnson and 
Till 2004, pp. 357–380), post-apartheid (Guyot and Seethal 2007, pp. 55–63; Neeth-
ling 2013, pp. 19–34), post-dictatorship (Capdepon 2020, pp. 100–130), cultural herit-
age (David 2013, pp. 53–60), religion (Felecan 2017b, pp. 611–621), feminism/gender 
equality (Novas Ferradás 2018, pp. 109–129; Walkowiak 2017, pp. 331–350), com-
merce and publicity (Madden 2010, pp. 187–207), tourism development and cultural 
conflict (Shoval 2013, pp. 612–626).

Studies can also be grouped according to places they examine: cities – such as Ber-
lin (Azaryahu 1997, pp. 479–493), Bucharest (Light 2004, pp. 154–172; Light, Nico-
lae and Suditu 2002, pp. 135–144; Light and Young 2014, pp. 668–685), Budapest 
(Palonen 2008), Kraków (Drozdzewski 2014, pp. 66–78), London (Algeo 1999, pp. 
205–214), Minsk (Basik and Rahautsou 2019, pp. 107–120), Moscow (Gill 2005, pp. 
480–503), New York (Algeo 1999, pp. 205–214; Allen 1993, pp. 219–227; Rose-Red-
wood 2008, pp. 431–452) –, regions (Felecan 2019, pp. 167–184; Nyström 2018, pp. 
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263–279), countries or nations (Azaryahu and Kook 2002, pp. 195–213; David 2012, pp. 
227–238; Gnatiuk 2018, pp. 119–136; Whelan 2011, pp. 7–12).

“Much of the scholarship has focused on place names in the context of nationalism 
and (post)colonialism and how political elites   public authorities within countries 
use the toponymic process – particularly commemorative street naming – to erase 
signs of earlier political and ideological regimes and to advance new notions of 
national identity and memory.” (Alderman and Inwood 2013, p. 212)

In Romania, as in all former communist countries, research into hodonymic and oikonymic 
public space has been carried out beginning with the post-1989 period by linguists, geogra-
phers, and historians. These specialists are Romanian and foreign, which has facilitated the 
recording of objective analyses revealing both the perspective of insiders, and the detached 
approach coming from the outside. In this respect, among the significant studies one can 
mention The History of Street-Name Changes in Transylvania (Bartos-Elekes 2016, pp. 
37–54), Tradiție și inovație în toponimie. Hodonimele [Tradition and innovation in topon-
ymy. Hodonyms] (Butnaru 2013, pp. 59–65), Toponimie geografică românească [Roma-
nian geographical toponymy] (Buza 2002), Toponimie românească [Romanian toponymy] 
(CreŢan 2000), Popular Responses to City-Text Changes: Street Naming and the Politics 
of Practicality in a Post-Socialist Martyr City (CreŢan and Matthews 2016, pp. 92–102), 
Politics of Street Names and the Reinvention of Local Heritage in the Contested Urban 
Space of Oradea (Erőss 2017, pp. 353–367), Hodonimie românească – între autohtonism 
și cosmopolitism [Romanian hodonymy – between autochthonism and cosmopolitanism] 
(Felecan 2013, pp. 318–328), Un veac de transformări oiconimice în România [A century 
of oikonymic changes in Romania] (Felecan 2016, pp. 439–453), The Great Union Reflect-
ed in Romanian Urban Toponymy (Felecan 2019c, pp. 105–116), Oiconime bănățene de 
origine maghiară [Hungarian oikonyms in the Banat] (FrăŢilă 2011, pp. 411–430), Shift-
ing Urban Namescapes: Street Name Politics and Toponymic Change in a Romanian(ised) 
City (Rusu 2020a, pp. 48–58), Political Patterning of Urban Namescapes and Post-Social-
ist Toponymic Change: A Quantitative Analysis of Three Romanian Cities (Rusu 2020b), 
The Change of Names in 20th Century Romanian Toponymy (Tomescu 2012, pp. 353–364), 
Straßennamen in Rumänien am Beispiel von Hermannstadt/Sibiu [Street names in Roma-
nia using the example of Hermannstadt/Sibiu] (Wochele 2015, pp. 151–168).

To compile the corpus used to investigate toponyms referring to the Great Union of 
1918 throughout Romania, the author consulted the mass media and online maps, as they 
mirror the current state of affairs the best. Precepts from socio-, psycho-, ethnolinguistics, 
geography and history make up the methodological framework of the research.

2 Historical and geographical premises

The year 1918 did not only bring about the end of World War I, but also the collapse of 
the German, Austro-Hungarian, and Ottoman empires. In Central Europe, these historical 
events affected the political world through the proclamation of the independence of certain 
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states (Poland and Czechoslovakia in October, Hungary in November), the transformation 
of states into republics (Germany, Austria, Czechoslovakia), and the unification of states 
(Romania, the State of Slovenes, Croats and Serbs). Some geographical effects ensued 
as well, as the borders were redrawn and subsequently sanctioned through the Treaty of 
Versailles.

Source: Wikimedia Commons (Greater Romania, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File: 
Greater_Romania.svg)

Figure 1:  Administrative map of Romania in 1930 (including historical regions and counties)

For the Kingdom of Romania, the year 1918 meant the twofold increase of state terri-
tory1) as a result of the unification of the mother country with all the areas inhabited by 
Romanian majority: Bessarabia in March, Bukovina in November, and Transylvania on 1 
December 1918.2) The unification of all Romanians derived from the “democratic exercise 
of the right to national self-determination of the majority population in Transylvania”, as 
Pop and Bolovan (2016, p. 382, originally Romanian) point out. The authors further note 
that the principle of national self-determination has also entailed that certain peoples of 
the former Austro-Hungarian Empire were “content with the situation created and cel-

1) 295,049 km2 as opposed to 138,000 km2 during the reign of Charles I of Romania (Karl of Hohenzollern-Sig-
maringen): 1881–1914.

2) De facto and de jure, the Banat was only taken over by the Romanian authorities in August 1919.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Greater_Romania.svg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Greater_Romania.svg
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ebrated their great joy, while others were utterly disappointed because they considered 
the outcome had been catastrophic or sheer national tragedies” (ibid., p. 387, originally 
Romanian), as dictated by their interests and sentiments.

For the Romanians, the Great Union is the major achievement subsequent to World 
War I, when Romania’s borders expanded considerably and there appeared the context for 
steady development. As proof of the importance of the establishment of the National Uni-
tary State of Romania, after freedom was regained in 1989 and democracy was reinstalled 
Romania chose the date of 1 December as its National Day.

The celebration of the centenary of the Great Union may be a reason to carry out a 
multidisciplinary analysis of the anniversary of a key event in the history of a state. By 
using tools of investigation specific to geography, history, and sociolinguistics, this study 
aims at examining names of thoroughfares and settlements related to the event celebrated 
on 1 December 1918. Ab initio a methodological delineation must be made between the 
Great Union and the Small Union, which took place in 1859 when the ruler Alexandru 
Ioan Cuza succeeded in unifying the Principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia under the 
name of Romania, as sanctioned in the Constitution adopted in 1866. In what follows, as 
a result of etymological research, the paper only discusses names related to the unification 
established on 1 December 1918.

Source: Wikimedia Commons (United Principalities (Romania), 1859–1878, https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Romania_1859-1878.png)

Figure 2:  United Principalities of Romania (1859–1878), in light grey
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3 Names of thoroughfares

Of all toponyms, hodonyms are the most unstable as they are subject to socio-political ar-
bitrariness and preferences of local authorities. According to Nicolae and Suditu (2008, 
p. 124, originally Romanian), “street names disseminate certain symbols and values. 
When they correspond to proper names, they allow” the display for all the inhabitants of 
the illustriousness of certain citizens and the promotion of values and symbols specific 
to the entire society. The idea of prestige is given more consideration than geographical, 
linguistic or social motivation. Nevertheless, historical motivation plays an essential role 
in the choice of hodonyms after the decisive moment of the establishment of the Nation-
al Unitary State of Romania. As noted by Rose-Redwood, Alderman and Azaryahu 
(2018, p. 5), “the renaming of streets and remaking of urban commemorative landscapes 
have long been key strategies that different political regimes have employed to legitimize 
spatial assertions of sovereign authority, ideological hegemony, and symbolic power”. 
However, one cannot infer that “street nomenclature was more than a passive artifact, but 
was rather a means of claiming a city’s landscape, symbolically and materially, and using 
the power of urban space to legitimize certain worldviews and identities” (ibid., p. 5), be-
cause in the case under investigation a major historical event is celebrated, along with the 
memory of the ancestors who achieved it.

3.1 Transparent hodonyms

The Unification is present in Romanian hodonymic landscape throughout the country 
in association with numerous appellatives: șosea [road], bulevard [boulevard, avenue], 
stradă [street], splai [riverbank], piață [square], cale [roadway], and alee [lane]. Dia-
chronically, the hodonyms analysed are not older than a century, except for some names 
in the Old Kingdom.3) The landmark for these names was the Union accomplished by 
Alexandru Ioan Cuza in 1859.

In general, by investigating online maps4) I could notice that in most cases the hodo-
nyms in question are found at the centre of settlements. They designate the main streets of 
a town (for instance, in Bacău, Baia Mare, Buzău, and Drobeta-Turnu Severin) or a sec-
ondary, shorter roadway, but one situated nearby administrative sites that are significant 
for the local community (city halls, prefectures, cathedrals, and the like): Arad, Brașov, 
Pitești, Sibiu, Satu Mare, Tulcea, Zalău. There are some cases in which the name is linked 
to a less prominent street: Alexandria, Râmnicu Vâlcea, Roman, Slatina, Vaslui, Zimnicea.

Piața Unirii [Union Square] is toponym enjoying the best geographical position in 
most Romanian urban settlements (Bistrița, Cluj-Napoca, Oradea, Slobozia, Timișoara), 
thereby showing the respect that authorities have for the century-old political event. In 

3) After winning its independence from the Ottoman Empire (1877), under the reign of King Charles I (born 
as Prince Karl of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen) the official name of the state was Kingdom of Romania (as of 
1881).

4) The research was carried out in the summer of the year when the centenary of the Great Union was celebrated.
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certain settlements, Union Square is central, but it does not identify the most important 
place of a town/city. An eloquent example in this respect is Târgu-Mureș.

Nevertheless, there are instances in which Piața Unirii [Union Square] does not refer 
to the event that happened a hundred years ago, but to the Small Union achieved by Alex-
andru Ioan Cuza. One comes across such examples in the cities that were involved in the 
1859 event, e.g., Bucharest (see B1 2018), Iași, and Focșani.

Piața 1 Decembrie (1918) [1 December (1918) Square] is found in Botoșani, Bu-
charest, Oradea, Ploiești, Reșița, Sibiu, and Turda. The year is sometimes left out of the 
hodonym, as it is believed that the importance of the date could not lead to any confusion, 
especially since it identifies the National Day of Romania as of 1990.

Șoseaua Unirii [Union Road] designates the main roadway in several small or medi-
um-size settlements – such as Balotești, Corbeanca, Moara Vlăsiei, and Orăștie –, which 
is why it may comprise the appellative șosea [road] or stradă [street]. As this hodonym 
identifies the main thoroughfare crossing a settlement, online maps are not consistent and 
record both appellatives, șosea and stradă, for the same toponym. The difference lies in 
the way one relates to the named object. To locals, the thoroughfare is a street, be it main 
or secondary, whereas to drivers/passengers/travellers it is a road that allows/facilitates 
crossing the settlement.

The name Splaiul Unirii [Union Riverbank] appears in Bucharest. It should not be 
mistaken for Bulevardul Unirii [Union Boulevard]: although both start from the homony-
mously named square, they go in opposite directions. Thus, the hodonym is semantically 
motivated – Romanian splai, splaiuri (neuter-gender noun), “1. the side of a body of wa-
ter, a raised, strengthened, and paved area; 2. a wide, richly planted thoroughfare on the 
bank of a body of water (within the confines of a settlement)” (MDA 2010, s.v., originally 
Romanian).

Bulevardul Unirii [Union Boulevard] only coexists with Bulevardul 1 Decembrie 
1918 [1 December 1918 Boulevard] in Bucharest. In agreement with the definition of the 
term bulevard [boulevard, avenue], the aforementioned names refer to “intensely used 
thoroughfares, usually lined with trees”. Nevertheless, in most settlements – Alba Iulia, 
Cluj-Napoca, Deva, Petroșani, Târgu-Mureș etc. – the name of one of the thoroughfares 
includes the appellative bulevard [boulevard, avenue], whereas the other designation com-
prises the appellative stradă [street], depending on the size and structure of the roads.

On the map of the capital city of Romania, one can also find Strada Unirii [Union 
Street] at the periphery. The homonymy of the determiner is solved by means of the deter-
mined element: boulevard, roadway, riverbank, street, lane, drive, and others.

The name Calea Unirii [Union Roadway] appears in the list of street names of the 
towns Craiova and Suceava. It designates main thoroughfares that ensure the connection 
between important roads (e.g., E79) and the town centres. The preference for cale [road-
way] instead of bulevard [boulevard, avenue] is perhaps related to the history of the town, 
since an old meaning of the noun cale is “thoroughfare used for entering a town, establish-
ing its connection with an important road”.

In Romanian oikonymic space, the appellative street is most commonly attached to the 
elements 1 Decembrie [1 December] and Unirii [(of the) Union] in urban and rural areas 
(Chiajna – Ilfov county, Costinești – Constanța county, Lăpușel – Maramureș county, Oc-
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na-Șugatag – Maramureș county, Recea – Maramureș county) in which local authorities 
decided on the names of the streets. In most situations the position of the named entities 
is central, in the vicinity of significant landmarks for the local community (the city hall, a 
cathedral/church etc.). Alba Iulia is an eloquent example in this respect. In Cluj-Napoca, 
for instance, Strada Unirii [Union Street] did not enjoy an ideal position in the past (in the 
neighbourhood Gheorgheni). Nevertheless, taking into consideration the extension and 
development of the city in the past decade (a mall, several faculties and students’ hostels, 
new residential neighbourhoods etc.), the city grew in importance.

Aleea Unirii [Union Lane] is found in Botoșani, Sibiu, Șelimbăr, and Târgu-Jiu. The 
name designates geographically central yet administratively unimportant thoroughfares. 
At the same time, the appellative can also be found in parks in certain settlements (e.g., 
Ploiești), in which the alleys are strictly meant for pedestrian use. By extrapolation, the 
name Unirii [(of the) Union] may be extended from a street, boulevard or roadway, to a 
neighbourhood (e.g., in Bucharest, Cernavodă, Reghin, Sighetu Marmației, Slatina, and 
Târgu-Mureș) or park (in Alba Iulia, Bucharest, and Olănești).

A different situation may be observed in settlements with Hungarian administration (Carei, 
Covasna, Miercurea Ciuc, and Sfântu Gheorghe), in which one cannot find names like 

Source: Map generated with Google Earth

Figure 3:  The settlements from which the hodonyms analysed in chapter 3 were selected
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Piața Unirii [Union Square], Strada/Bulevardul Unirii [Union Street/Boulevard], Strada 
1 Decembrie 1918 [1 December 1918 Street]. Hungarian local authorities in Transylvani-
an towns in which the Hungarian minority constitutes the majority are reluctant to name 
streets for the Great Union or the key figures that achieved it.5) The aforementioned author-
ities are still fixed on the idea that the Union was a “disaster, a great historical injustice, the 
tragedy of disproportionate loss” (Pop and Bolovan 2016, p. 387, originally Romanian). 
This thought has stayed with the Transylvanian minority ever since the end of World War 
I, when the Paris Peace Conference acknowledged “officially and internationally the union 
of Transylvania with the Romanian state”. “First and foremost, it was aimed at sanctioning 
a geopolitical reality based on the clear demographic majority of the Romanians in the ter-
ritories which decided on their statal belonging by means of plebiscite” (Pop and Bolovan 
2016, p. 382, originally Romanian). Thus, in the settlements with Hungarian administra-
tion, the absence of names celebrating the Great Union “plays a key role in the remaking of 
urban commemorative landscapes, and, as such, political regimes of varying stripes have 
enlisted street naming as a strategy of asserting sovereign authority, ideological hegemony, 
and symbolic power” (Rose-Redwood, Alderman and Azaryahu 2018, p. 2).

3.2 Opaque hodonyms

The class of opaque hodonyms includes street names derived from the names of figures 
that participated in the Great Union. Vasile Goldiș, Iuliu Hossu, Miron Cristea, Alexandru 
Vaida-Voevod, Aurel Lazăr, and Ștefan Cicio-Pop are some of the leaders of the Romani-
ans from Transylvania. They played a decisive role in the Great Union of 1918. However, 
most local inhabitants or travellers do not associate the hodonyms based on the names of 
the aforementioned figures with the individuals in question. Nevertheless, for one category 
of educated people (albeit not a large group), the obscurity is relative, as their solid general 
knowledge grants them the chance to decode correctly the meaning of street or settlement 
names. As one can notice, the list of those who have prepared and established the Unifi-
cation does not include any women; thus, there are no streets in present-day public space 
related to the Great Union and bearing women’s names. Although this situation could be 
construed as deeply gendered, it can be accounted for, on the one hand, by the position of 
women in Romanian society in the past century and, on the other, by their engagement in 
political life and the movement of national liberation. The only notable exception could 
be considered Queen Marie of Romania,6) who successfully negotiated the unification of 

5) “The governing authorities of city and state, of course, have long viewed the urban streetscape as a political 
technology of infrastructural power […], as a space in which to inscribe the ideologies of the ruling regime, 
and its vision of history, into the landscape of everyday life” (Rose-Redwood, Alderman and Azaryahu 
2018, p. 1).

6)  This study did not take into consideration the name in hodonymic context, as it is difficult to delineate the 
Queen’s diplomatic activity in 1918–1920 and her genealogy (granddaughter of Queen Victoria of the United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and of Alexander II, Emperor of Russia), on the one hand, 
from her favourable image in the country, on the other (she was called mother of the wounded due to her en-
gagement in World War I). 
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the country at the Paris Peace Conference, when the new political and territorial order in 
Europe was established.

Similarly, a street name such as Alba Iulia7) is less likely to trigger associations related 
to the Great Union than to the Transylvanian city itself, without any historical connota-
tions, along the lines of other thoroughfares bearing the names of other cities (Brașov, 
Bucharest, Constanța, Sibiu, and Timișoara, for instance). As Rose-Redwood, Alder-
man and Azaryahu (2018, p. 8) underline, “street names often become empty signifiers 
to many urban residents who use them as spatial identifiers on a daily basis but may not 
know, or care, who or what has been commemorated in a street name”.

Streets like Alexandru Vaida-Voevod (in Cluj-Napoca), Aurel Lazăr (Oradea), Iu-
liu Hossu (Bistrița, Cluj-Napoca, Mediaș, Oradea, Satu Mare), Miron Cristea (Bistrița, 
Bucharest, Timișoara), and Ștefan Cicio-Pop (Arad, Târgu-Mureș) may confuse people 
who wish to discover the activity of the well-known persons whose names they borrow: 
reputed politicians, cultural figures, and high dignitaries who had a significant contri-
bution to the fulfilment of the Unification of Transylvania with Romania. In the case 
of notable individuals, many street names comprise a determiner in addition to the un-
derlying anthroponym, e.g., patriarh [patriarch] or episcop/cardinal [bishop/cardinal], 
which may eliminate ambiguity. For example, Strada Cardinal Iuliu Hossu [Cardinal 
Iuliu Hossu Street], in Cluj-Napoca, Oradea, Satu Mare, and Târgu-Mureș is opaque 
to the people who do not know anything about the historical figure’s life. When the 
Proclamation of Unification was read, Iuliu Hossu was 33 years old and Bishop of the 
Greek-Catholic Eparchy of Cluj-Gherla. The title of cardinal was bestowed upon him in 
pectore in the year 1969.

Consequently, the apposition in the street name refers to the merits of the dignitary, 
not to his official quality at the time the Union was proclaimed. The same situation can be 
noted in the case of Miron Cristea, who was Bishop of Caransebeș in the year 1918 and 
only became the first Patriarch of the Romanian Orthodox Church in 1925. In Gheorgheni, 
Miercurea Ciuc, and Toplița (settlements in Harghita county, where Miron Cristea was 
born) the streets bearing his name do not include any title. However, in most settlements 
in the country Miron Cristea’s name is associated with an appellative: Episcop ([bishop], 
Caransebeș), Mitropolit ([metropolitan], Lazu – Constanța county), or Patriarh ([patri-
arch], Timișoara).

Another way to render names related to the Union opaque or ambiguous consists of 
the confusion between the Great Union (1918) and the Small Union (1859). To leave no 
room for interpretation as regards the event commemorated by means of a hodonym, cer-
tain local authorities chose explicit street names such as Bulevardul Marea Unire ([Great 
Union Boulevard], Galați), Strada Mare a Unirii ([Great Street of the Union], Focșani), 
as opposed, for instance, to Str. Unirea Principatelor ([Union of the Principalities Street], 
in Focșani and Rădăuți). Explicit names like those illustrated above explicate the meaning 
conveyed by means of the hodonyms.

7) This city hosted the Great National Assembly which proclaimed the Unification of Transylvania and the King-
dom of Romania. 



506 Oliviu Felecan 

4 Settlement names

In days of old the oikonym Unirea [the Union] did not exist in Romanian space (see 
Suciu 1967, 1968), as it is a commemorative name celebrating the Unification and does 
not bear any connection with the configuration of the place, nor with its geographical or 
social motivation. The appearance of settlement names inspired by the significant histor-
ical event at the beginning of the twentieth century pertains to the wider phenomenon of 
renaming human settlements. This action began when Romania gained its independence 
and the monarchy was established, but it intensified along with the modernisation and 
consolidation of the Romanian state (see Tomescu 2012, pp. 353–364; Felecan 2016, 
pp. 439–453). “(Re)writing of the toponymic landscape demonstrates the connections be-
tween cultural and political processes. In particular, it shows how power relations shape 
commemorative priorities and produce certain geographies of public memory” (Azarya-
hu 2011, p. 28).

4.1 Transparent oikonyms

The clearest settlement name in Romanian landscape is that which refers to the day when 
the Unification of Transylvania and the Kingdom of Romania took place. The oikonym 1 
Decembrie [1 December] designates a commune in Ilfov county. In the past this settlement 
bore several names which mirrored the political changes in Romania: Copăcenii de Sus 
([upper Copăceni], from Romanian copac [tree], at the end of the nineteenth century), 
Copăceni-Carada, Regele Ferdinand ([King Ferdinand], in 1931–1947), and 30 Decem-
brie ([30 December], 1968–1996). The choice of the name 1 Decembrie did not rely solely 
on the wish to avoid the homonymy with the neighbouring settlement (Copăceni) and the 
return to a name reminiscent of the monarchy, but also on the resemblance with the pre-
vious name: by changing the number, the proclamation of the republic8) is made to appear 
obsolete, and the date of the country’s unification is celebrated instead.

Renaming settlements by means of the smallest phonetic alteration is relatively old 
in Romania. The process is motivated linguistically, ethnically, religiously, and even eth-
ically: Caraorman < Kara-Orman, Enisala < Yeni-Sala (as a result of the Romaniani-
sation of the Turkish forms in which the two constituents appear as distinct elements), 
Făclia [the torch] < Facria, Florești < Flocești (from [pubic hair]) (see Felecan 2016, 
p. 439–453).

The most appropriate bearer of the name Unirea [the Union] in Romanian space is 
perhaps the settlement in Alba county. Various, multilingual names (see Suciu 1968 II, p. 
251) have been recorded for this settlement over time: Vințul de Sus [upper Vințul], Hun-
garian Felvinc, Aranyosvinc, German Oberwinz/Oberweinsdorf (Viile de Sus [upper vine-
yards]). Given the fact that in 1918 the Great National Assembly and the proclamation of 
the Unification were held in the city of Alba Iulia, the choice of the oikonym Unirea [‘the 

8) De iure, communist dictatorship began on 30 December 1947, when King Michael I of Romania was forced 
to abdicate, and the republic was proclaimed.
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Union’] for a neighbouring settlement may be motivated historically. On the one hand, 
Unirea is not merely a tag attached conventionally by the authorities to the settlement in 
the 1970s. On the other, the old name is not entirely lost in the oikonymic landscape of 
Alba county, but it survives in the name of the settlement Vințu de Jos [lower Vințu]. How-
ever, the motivation for the adverbial phrase de Jos [lower] in the oikonym disappears.

The commune Unirea in Călărași county received this name in the year 1964, when the 
Decree no. 799 was issued, “the most important official document regarding the admin-
istrative-territorial reorganization of the Romanian state under communism” (Felecan 
2017, p. 80). According to Moldovanu (1991, pp. LIV–LV) and Nicolae and Suditu 
(2008, pp. 223–228), Șocariciu, the previous name of the settlement, recorded since the 
end of the nineteenth century, was deemed indecent ethically and aesthetically as com-
pared to the oikonymic standards of the time (it was associated with a term that in Roma-
nian slang designates the male reproductive organ).

In the 1970s, the name of the settlement Risipiți (from Romanian a risipi [to waste], 
initially Cearâng), in Dolj county, was changed into Unirea [the Union] in agreement with 
social norms. According to the teacher who wrote the monograph of the commune, the 
current name is not related to the establishment of the National Unitary State of Romania: 
“Risipiți was considered a hilarious name, although other similar names were preserved. 
The rulers of the commune at the time decided that the initial name no longer represented 
reality and, since the lands were united, the commune should be called Unirea. An un-
fortunate choice, but the name survived. It is extremely expensive to try and change it” 
(Ungurenuș 2013, originally Romanian). Therefore, it could be considered a fake com-
memorative name, as its etymology refers to local history in an antonymic relationship 
with the former name.

There is a settlement named Unirea in Brăila county as well, a designation which was 
bestowed through Decree 799/1964. The settlement was founded in 1828 by a Turkish 
general9) and bore the deanthroponymic name Osmanu for more than a century. Never-
theless, the communist authorities considered the name was ethnically and religiously 
unsuitable in relation to the ethnic and confessional configuration of the commune, which 
mainly consisted of Orthodox Romanians.

The reverse situations were also recorded, in which the name Unirea was replaced by 
the will of most of the people or of the authorities. An example in this respect appears in 
Hunedoara county: after a local census, the inhabitants abandoned the oikonym Unirea in 
favour of an interwar name: General Berthelot ([General Berthelot], which before 1923 
was called Fărcădinul de Jos [lower Fărcădin], Hungarian Alsófarkadin, German Unter-
wolfsdorf, i.e., Romanian Lupenii de Jos [Lower Lupeni], from lup [Wolf]). On this occa-
sion, the prestige of the French general, who used to own a property in that area, weighed 
more in the choice of the current name (which had been abandoned in 1965). Another ex-
planation could be the fact that the locals associated the name Unirea with the communist 
regime. Wishing to erase the traces of the painful past, the inhabitants decided to return to 
a previous name with European connotation.

9) Although the region enjoyed internal autonomy, it was, at that time, tributary to the Ottoman Porte (the Otto-
man Empire). 
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Another example is recorded in Tulcea county, in which the settlement called Juri-
lovca (Russian Журиловка) was founded at the beginning of the nineteenth century by 
Lipovan Russians. The name Unirea was used officially only between the years 1983 and 
1996. The return to the old name reveals the locals’ attachment to origin and tradition,10) 
rather than their regard for a great act for the Romanian nation, but one that does not imply 
the same connotation for the Lipovans.11) According to a teacher from the settlement in 
question, the name Unirea was given by the communists because they could not translate 
or Romanianise the old name, as they did with other names in Dobruja (Romanian Dobro-
gea; see LaPunkt 2016): Baș Punar > Fântâna Mare [big well], Cucur-Ova > Ciucurova, 
Turkoy > Turcoaia (from [Turkish]).

The ephemeral nature of the last two Unirea oikonyms shows that they did not endure 
in the urban toponymic landscape of Romania due to their artificial nature and the lack 
of linguistic, historical, geographical, and socioeconomic motivation. Although imposed 
by the totalitarian political power, the two names of settlements in Hunedoara and Tulcea 
counties were uncharacteristic of the natural configuration of the areas. Thus, they did 
not become fixed in collective memory or administrative documents. Democracy, which 
was gained after 1989, and the people’s right to determine their fate led to the return to 
previous, motivated names.

A special situation was recorded in Constanța county,12) i.e., the unsuccessful attempt 
to impose the name Unirea for the settlement named 23 August. The initial name was 
Muslim (Turkish Büyük-Tatlıcak, Romanian Tatlageac/Tatlâgeac Mare [great Tatlageac/
Tatlâgeac]), but it was changed to Domnița Elena [Lady Elena] in the interwar period. This 
is an instance of replacement of an artificial name with another of the same kind, which “ig-
nores the motivation relationship between the linguistic sign and its referent (the designat-
ed settlement)” (Moldovanu 1991, p. LII, originally Romanian). The attempts to change 
the oikonym in 1994 and 1996 failed due to administrative and financial reasons which 
referred to the bureaucracy and inherent costs of such a process. Therefore, a controversial 
commemorative name like 23 August13) was favoured instead of the name Unirea, which 
cannot be suspected of having been tainted during communism. Vox populi, vox Dei … 
Azaryahu (1996, p. 312) confirms that “commemorations not only celebrate extraordinary 
moments of history, but are also instrumental in their reification. Their impact should also 
be measured by the way they affect rhythms of social life and settings of human activities”.

10) “Whenever the authorities put up the road sign with the name Unirea, the Lipovans would come at night, tear 
it, and put up another reading Jurilocva instead” (LaPunkt 2016, originally Romanian).

11) As noted by Rose-Redwood, Alderman and Azaryahu (2018, p. 1), “the urban streetscape is a space where 
different visions of the past collide in the present”.

12) Dobruja (Romanian Dobrogea) excelled in artificial, commemorative oikonyms. It was the first area in which 
authorities regulated the coinage of names of certain settlements after the independence was obtained (see 
Tomescu 2012, pp. 355–357; Felecan 2016, pp. 440–442). Nevertheless, the return to the initial, motivated 
name is not an exception. Other notable examples include the village Caugagia (Turkish Kavgaci), which 
bore the name Unirea for a certain period, just as Murighiol (Turkish Murî-Göl [the lake of ants] was called 
Independența [the Independence] in 1983–1996. 

13) On 23 August 1944 Romania turned against Nazi Germany and joined the Allies in the fight against the Axis 
powers. This decision ended World War II six months sooner. During the communist totalitarian regime, 23 
August was celebrated as the National Day of Romania, which tainted its present-day perception. 



 Romanian Oikonyms and Hodonyms Mirroring the Great Union of 1918 509

In Romanian oikonymic landscape, the name Unirea can also be observed in the case 
of two settlements which in time were embedded by the urban agglomerations in their 
vicinity. Upon becoming a municipality (in 1979), Bistrița incorporated the neighbouring 
village, called Aldorf < Waldorf, as it had been founded by the Saxons (see Suciu 1968 II, 
p. 219). Nowadays, although the road sign with the toponym Unirea is preserved, the set-
tlement is considered a neighbourhood of the aforementioned Transylvanian municipality. 
The name Unirea was given arbitrarily by the local administration in 1959, and it did not 
bear any historical connection with the settlement. Nonetheless, after the Saxons returned 
to Germany, the name remained in the collective memory. The substitution of a German 
name with a Romanian one can be construed from an ethnic perspective: “Essentially, the 
message conveyed by the authorities was that ethnic differences were not important in the 
socialist society, as people were united by a shared political ideal” (Felecan 2017a, p. 82).

In Moldova, Vrancea county, there existed the village Unirea, which bore this name 
only for four years. Before 1964 the village was called Pǎțești, and beginning with 1968 it 
was administered by the town Odobești, situated it its nearby vicinity and famous for the 
high-quality vineyards and wines. Despite being linguistically motivated, the name Pǎțești 
(< verb a pǎți [to happen] + suffix -ești, frequent in Romanian oikonymy) was not approved 
by the communist regime, which preferred “a performative enactment of sovereign author-

Source:  Map generated with Google Earth

Figure 4:  The settlements mentioned in chapter 4, most of which are evocative of the 
Great Union
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ity over the spatial organization of cities” (Azaryahu, Rose-Redwood and Alderman 
2018, p. 309). As if predestined, the ephemeral nature of the oikonym is related precisely to 
the disappearance of the village as a result of its unification with the neighbouring town, a 
common practice in the development of urban entities in every geographical space.

4.2 Opaque oikonyms14)

The only settlement that can be listed under this headline was “baptised” for a key figure 
of the Great Union. The village called Mocirla [bog] in Arad county was renamed Vasile 
Goldiș, as it was the birthplace of the one who, during the Great National Assembly on 1 
December 1918, delivered a speech about the imminent division of the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire and the necessity of the unification of Transylvania and Romania.

The name of Alexandru Vaida-Voevod also occurs in Romanian interwar oikonymy, in 
the new designation of the village Poiana [meadow] in Gugești commune, Vrancea county. 
Due to the Transylvanian intellectual’s right-wing sympathy and his closeness to Marshal 
Ion Antonescu,15) the use of his name as an oikonym, in the aforementioned case and in 
other similar situations, was eliminated immediately after 1945, when Vaida-Voevod was 
arrested by the communist authorities.

5 Conclusions

The end of World War I redrew the borders of Europe and led to the appearance of new 
states, the independence of certain countries, and the unification of others. In this respect, 
Romania was not an exception, as it joined the neighbouring countries in the reconfigura-
tion of the political map of the old continent.

The unification of Transylvania with the Kingdom of Romania, which took place on 1 
December 1918, is the greatest accomplishment of the Romanian political elite. Thus, it 
became the perfect candidate for the position of the most frequent commemorative name 
in Romanian public space in the wake of the major political transformations of the twen-
tieth century.

Hodonyms reminiscent of the Great Union are formed with almost all the categori-
al appellatives in Romanian public space (șosea [road], bulevard [boulevard, avenue], 
stradă [street], splai [riverbank], piață [square], cale [roadway], and alee [lane]). They 
can be found in most settlements throughout the country, except in those governed by the 

14) The paper does not take into consideration former oikonyms such as Regele Ferdinand [King Ferdinand] and 
Regina Maria [Queen Marie], which were based on the names of the monarchs who were ruling when the Uni-
fication was achieved. (The King’s byname was Întregitorul [the Unifier].) In the interwar period, settlement 
names inspired by the first names of members of the royal family could be found throughout the country. Thus, 
it would be exaggerated to claim that they are exclusively connected with the Great Union. 

15) He led Romania de facto during most of World War II. His figure remains controversial throughout history, as 
he is considered, on the one hand, a patriot and a man of great integrity who fought for the country’s unifica-
tion and, on the other, a war criminal with anti-Semitic views.
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Hungarian minority (especially in Harghita and Covasna counties). This is not a fashion 
determined by political, administrative, social or ethnic influences, but the result of em-
bracing the commemoration of the 1918 event, as shown by the central position of the 
thoroughfares thus named. In this context, hodonyms are always defined by transparency, 
because they evoke symbols of the fight for national unity, from the generic term and the 
date when the unification was achieved to the figures who contributed to the materialisa-
tion of the Romanians’ century-old ideal. From the perspective of the majority population, 
the Unification is associated with prestige and national fulfilment, to the same extent to 
which it is met with irritation by the Hungarian minority. In settlements ran by mayors 
pertaining to other national minorities (e.g., Sibiu), the issue of avoiding hodonyms evok-
ing the Great Union does not exist, since no other minority feels hurt or disadvantaged 
from this viewpoint. “The act of street naming is one of the primary means of historicizing 
space and spatializing history” (Azaryahu, Rose-Redwood and Alderman 2018, p 309).

As regards oikonyms, the most frequent ones are recorded outside the Carpathian arch 
and date from the 1960s. The settlements which were given the name Unirea [the Union] 
at the beginning of the 1980s – against the background of the intensification of nation-
al communism as practised by Ceaușescu’s regime – returned to their old names in the 
mid-1990s, thereby confirming the short life of certain arbitrary designations. The forced 
synchronisation with history by disregarding onomastic continuity is bound to fail in de-
mocracy, when people can decide their own fate by means of referendum. This is how one 
can account for the instability of certain commemorative settlement names:

“When used to designate settlements, the stability of place names is a prerequisite 
for their basic function in communication – i.e. to name a place. Commemorative 
names are connected and influenced by reality outside the relationship between 
the named geographical objects and their names. For this reason, commemorative 
names are frequently changed; ideologically ‘outdated’ names are substituted by 
new place names, very often their original forms, which display no features of com-
memoration and could be considered neutral” (David 2011, pp. 219–220).

In European context evoking events that are decisive for a nation, such as independence or 
state unification, is a common naming practice in public space. From this viewpoint, Ro-
mania behaves like other countries. Although commemorative hodonyms and oikonyms 
are not related to the configuration of the places named, to their geographical, linguistic, 
social or religious motivation, a relatively recent historical link is established. Despite its 
novelty, this link is sanctioned by the political class, local administration and, last but not 
least, by most of the population, and it appears in national symbols. The attitude towards 
this type of names differs depending on the connotation of the event: to the Hungarians the 
Great Union is associated with the end of Great Hungary and the loss of their dominant 
position in Central Europe;16) to the Romanians, Saxons, and other nations, the same his-

16) The Treaty of Trianon of 4 June 1920 sanctioned that Hungary lose 67.8 percent of its territory and 59 percent 
of population. This explains the resentment of the Hungarian administration in Transylvania towards the date 
of 1 December 1918 and the people that contributed to the achievement of the Great Union. 
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torical event appears providential, as it fulfils the secular dream of national self-determina-
tion. The number and importance of hodonyms and oikonyms indicative of the unification 
of the country proves the struggle for national justice and the role of commemorative 
names in contemporary landscape and streetscape.
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