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Abstract 
Helsinki, the capital city of Finland, is multicultural. 

writers and poets. The city is also the history of 
the people who lived here in the past and who visit 
every day. Russian is the most spoken foreign 
language in Helsinki. This article examines how 

language is Russian, experience this city and 

for them, and what emotions and associations 

Similarities and differences in the descriptions 
are discussed and explained. Peculiarities in the 

the Finnish and Russian speakers.

Introduction

To love or to hate a city, to understand 
its historical past and to penetrate 
its multicultural modern life is a 

task that can never be completed, and 
our different backgrounds lead us to 
verbalize it differently. The goal of this 

of Helsinki is similar or different among 
Russian-speaking residents and visitors of 

the perceptions of the city as expressed by 
tourist guides and shared by the Finns.

19th century in the period of autonomy, 

and so has a special appeal for the 
Russians. The city of Helsingfors (the 

the history of the adaptation of the Russian 
street names. Some places in Helsinki have 

them date back to the beginning of the 

the Russian Empire; others appeared later 

began our project by studying historical 
documents.
 The historical minority of Russian-
speakers has been recently joined by 
large groups of immigrants and tourists. 
Today, one per cent of the population of 
Finland are native speakers of Russian. 
The historical Russian-speaking minority 
comprises about 5,000 speakers, and their 
language differs from that of the so-called 

the proverbial nouveau riche in post-Soviet 

speakers of Russian live in the Helsinki 
metropolitan area. Russian speakers 
are a heterogeneous group consisting of 
people of different ethnic backgrounds 
and of different nationalities. Russian 
is the third most spoken language after 

has been analyzed by Klinge and Kolbe 

perspectives are presented by Poxljobkin 

of Helsinki among Russian-speaking 
tourists has changed since Soviet times, 

changes.
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members of the heterogeneous 

place-names and/or language biography. 

under the title My Helsinki
both Finnish- and Russian-speakers 

opinions expressed on Internet forums. 

places are perceived as familiar, cozy, 
important, interesting, appealing to the 

as miserable, foreign, belonging to 

should help us understand the process of 

An overview of the linguistic and 
demographic history of Helsinki
Looking back on the history of Helsinki, 

multicultural city. Established as a 

that Helsinki has 450 years of history, 
the present-day site of the city center is 

in the 17th century. The naval fortress 
constructed in the 18th century, 

transformed the place into an important 

Viapori
is Suomenlinna, the 
but 
name and is also used in Russian. After 

 
came under Russian command. These 
changes led to the introduction of 

that had to be learned by civil servants. 
Czar Alexander I of Russia moved the 
Finnish capital from Turku to Helsinki to 

 The period of autonomy is often 

elaborated their national and linguistic 
identity as they began to use the Finnish 

and schools. All the art forms began to 
prosper, and the masters of architecture, 
painting, music, and literature had close 

linguistically important that the Finnish-

speakers in 1890 and became the 

stadin slangi evolved on the basis of non-

role in the life of the city, even though 

entrepreneurs, merchants, and military 
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 Finland gained its independence 
in 1917 and both languages, Finnish 

The status of Russian deteriorated 

the enemy of the Finnish Republic. From 

predominantly Finnish-speaking people 
from the countryside to the cities of 

kept declining.

neighboring cities of Espoo, Kauniainen, 

and because they are able to form 

an electronic resource providing basic 
information about Finnish society and 

 Nearly one per cent of the total 

Russian as one of their home languages, 
and about the same number of Finnish- 

and Ingrians and their family members. 

launched in the early 1990s.
 The population of the city of Helsinki 

most populous municipality in Finland. 

 The largest 

 source 
giving Finnish statistics, accessed 19 

the population are native speakers of 

 Helsinki has 190 comprehensive 
schools, 41 upper secondary schools, and 

more than one language of instruction, 
and several languages are studied as 
target languages. Even at the pre-school 

offer a variety of linguistic programs. In 
schools, more than 50 home languages 
are taught as optional courses.

Research on immigration
 and toponymy

immigration means to adopt the routes 
taken by the locals,   to speak their 
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or strange people, and legends about the 

is totally different. They may come from 

Nevsky
recognize images of Tverskaya street in 
Mannerheimintie, the main thoroughfare 

and habits from the local people, and 

life in the city.

experience (a similar phenomenon of 

This is true for place-names too. Du Bois 

identity in immigrants. She mentions 
that spatial references such as river and 
street names have a commonsensical 
meaning that is important for bilinguals: 

partly mythological, and functionally 

geography and their rootedness in its 

even if their speech habits differ from 
those of the native inhabitants. Sharing 

local people is also important, and such 
occurrences accumulate throughout the 

spatiotemporal orientation to the city 

individual and linked to the toponymy.
 For all the immigrants places such as 

residence permit, the embassy of their 

national cuisine are culturally marked. 

for children describing their favorite 
places in Helsinki such landmarks are 

 Table 1 illustrates the methods of 

Helsinki during the time of autonomy; 

19th century maps of the city often also 

maps of the city appear mostly in Finnish 

speaking tourists, the street and place-
names are transliterated from Finnish.
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The street names in the history of 

Helsingfors 

Swedish Russian 1 (19th 

century) 

Russian 2 (1900) Russian 3 (1911) Finnish 

Främlingsgatan Muukalaiskatu 

Gengatan Oikokatu 
Högbergsgatan Korkeavuoren-

katu 

Berggatan Vuorikatu 
Villagatan Huvilakatu 
Brunnsgatan Kaivokatu 

Skillnadsgatan Erottajakatu 

Helsinki also bore Russian names. One 

named after the mother of Alexander I, 

museum of the city in order to restore 
its historical atmosphere, and one sign 
has survived since the time streets had 
triple inscriptions. The Russian history of 

of the Russian-speaking immigrants. As 

the traditional Russian street names and 
other place-names used by the historical 
Russian-speaking minority. One of 
our informants singled out  street, 

Russian on a street sign in Helsinki 
(

 The onomastic variations in the speech 

home city is discussed in Ainiala and 
Lappalainen ( role of place-
names in the sociolinguistic construction 
of immigrant youth identities in Ainiala 
and Halonen ( . Other studies examine 

turns out that these choices are connected 

The ethnomethodological and socio-

focuses on the use of urban place-
names in Helsinki in spoken Russian, 

place terms in Russian and Finnish. The 
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investigate the language and toponym 
usage of Russian speakers in Helsinki. 

recorded and transcribed. They make 
up approximately 40 hours of recording 

their attitudes to different languages, to 
their place of residence and its names.
 Immigrants as name-users is a special 
theme for research, because patterns of 

into the receiving society and thus 

Finnish soil. Obviously, Russian speakers 
mostly use the same place-names as 
other Helsinkians—predominantly 

various reasons, places are also named 

incorrectly. For example, meeting places 

to express stance, opinion of and feeling 
for the place itself, and certain name 

implications or interpretations of the 

toponymic landscape of all speakers, but 

speaking Helsinkians call by the names 

practices.

Russian from Finnish, even if these 
concepts already have appropriate 

are common nouns, although some place 
terms, such as a library, or an activity/
shopping/sports center, are used as 
proper nouns in speech, for example, 
“ kirjasto”

right in the center
from Russian to Finnish in the middle 
of his turn and produces the particle 

—then in Finnish—ihan. The place term 

correct grammatical case—keskustassa. 
For some reason, the speaker chooses the 
Finnish variant instead of the Russian 

, although the latter is also used 

speakers remember the signboards above 
the buildings or heard Finns mention the 

Russian.

Russify the pronunciation of Finnish 

misunderstandings. Thus, talking about 

…

in Finnish because she sort of perceives 
them as some other places, maybe not in 
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For a young bilingual, the Finnish 
variants are easier to recongize. She 

her parents feel more comfortable using 
Russian-colored pronunciation of these 

seond generation immigrants. 
 The referent of the name may be 

linguistic meaning of the place may also 

such puzzling names, for example, 

the name Kompas
refers to a spot in the central train 
station that is a popular meeting place. 
In the course of the conversation it 
turns out that one of the interlocutors, 
Tanja, mistakenly believed that the 
name referred to an old observatory 
located in the Kaivopuisto park: 

Kaivopuisto

Temppeliaukio

Helsinki. Russian speakers call it 

almost all Russian speakers, both tourists 

name, Finnish speakers do not have a 
corresponding informal version, and 

Church 
in the rock
say simply Church in the rock.

invented by their users. In Eastern 
Helsinki, in a large shopping center, 

that this is their meeting place, and they 
call it

of the informants speaks on the phone 
to his girlfriend in Finnish and uses the 
same name, , but in Finnish, kivi. 

menti takas se kiven luokse 
Itiksee ulkon siin on semmone kivi sellane 
kukka tiätsä”
to Itis, outside there is such a stone, sort 
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in interaction is recipient-oriented, and 
place descriptions are no exception. The 
meeting place is described in different 

friend.
 Another example comes from 
the Helsinki train station, one of the 
notable architectural spots in the city. 

statues called Lyhdynkantajat, “lantern 

statues are called Kivimiehet, the “Stone 

this meeting place:

e frightening guys?, that is, near the train 

used in several advertisements favorably 

 Young speakers of Russian use both 
Finnish and Russian slang names. 
Russian slang names are often derived 

–ik
as in Kaisik (for the Finnish Kaivopuisto
Espik (Esplanaadi Itik (Itäkeskus
Rautik (Rautatientori

account for their use of slang names by 
making it clear that those names are the 

in Russia, the normal onomastic slang 

other cases is –ka 

masculine variant may have appeared 

variant in –is (Rautis for Rautatientori, Itis 
for Itäkeskus

claim that such usage is much easier 

Russian. For the sake of convenience, some 
of our older informants change Finnish 

adapting them to Russian morphology 
they make them sound like native Russian 

and handy, the speakers add a humorous 
touch: Kontulovka (for Kontula Matveevka 
(for Matinkylä

Matti in Finnish and Matvej 
in Russian, so the etymology plays a role 

form in Russian is neuter, ending in –ovo, 

kehä 

says ‘kehä three, kehä one, kehä 

saying numbers in Russian, ‘near the kehä (+ 
kehä.  (+prepos. 

kehä 
are you on kehä 
keh
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sound right in Finland, the ring road of this 
Peter (the 

 kehä.
As mentioned earlier, the local identity of 
Helsinki Russians is constructed, among 
other things, through linguistic nuances 

speech are conventionalized among 
certain Russian-speaking immigrant 
groups (for example, among young 

to Finland and to its Russian community 

be misunderstood even if only its 
pronunciation deviates from the local 
norm. Immigrant Russian speakers hear 
names around them and learn them. 
They choose and use various versions of 
the same names creatively, differentiating 

purpose. For example, young people 

Finnish-speaking peers but often prefer 

Finnish speakers, Helsinki Russians also 

and Russians living in Russia. So, 
they say kirpushka for kirpputori

sometimes use kirputorij

perception of the linguistic landscape. 

Impressions and connections
For our contemporaries, most events of 

and tested. Every city should have its 
genius loci, understood here as an 

material milieu and shapes the image of 

multi-layered subjectivity of his texts 

 The Russian-speaking genius loci of 

Finland many times before the October 

of the country that had given him 
refuge.

It is so close to St. Petersburg, and this 
is a real European city. From the train 

left-hand side, there is a massive gray 

side, there is a severely styled National 

the houses have three or four storeys, 
it seems to be dark but, nevertheless, it 
makes an elegant and solid impression. 

no cornices and no ornaments; the 

they are often framed on all sides, etc. 
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The themes raised in this essay are 

speakers visiting Finland or living here 
permanently. First and foremost, it is 

beggars but also of the rich; secondly, it is 
appreciation of cleanliness and neatness. 

children, the elderly, and the disabled. 
Even the places mentioned by Kuprin 
have retained their importance for 
contemporary visitors: the central train 
station, the Finnish National Theater and 
the Ateneum (the museum of Finnish 

Russian visitors to Helsinki. The pseudo-

still makes the visitors dream of an ideal 
medieval city, although this image is 
misleading.
 In order to have a more detailed picture 
of the role of the city in the life of Russian 

competition on the subject of Helsinki, 
supported by the local Russian-language 

Spektr 

all submitted in Russian. Some of these 
contained impressions of tourists from 

composed by speakers of Russian living 

of the latter group differed, revealing 

analyzed Internet discussions to obtain 
further evidence of the impressions of 

articles about Helsinki in the Russian-
language media in Finland.

and the stages in its history that he has 

of his peers:

As a child, I visited the maritime capital 

my grandmother, my aunt, and my 
cousins lived here.

Having completed my high school 
studies at Tampereen yhteiskoulu, I 

to succeed at the second attempt. 

time, and one could hear and see the 

capital much more than today. After I 

but I came back to Helsinki at the end 
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become better and, especially in the 

more tourists from Russia. Today, the 
Russian language can be heard in the 

Yes, the former bilingual city has 
become a multilingual international 
city.

Esplanadi
its monuments. It is the heart and 
soul of the capital, especially on a 
spring evening one can experience 

summer, my favorite is the sea fortress 
of Suomenlinna
museum island Seurasaari 

City Orchestra in Finlandia Hall. One 
can notice that our student caps, once 

It means champagne, balloons, and 
spring music played by students. The 
second tradition belongs to the Day of 

Hietaniemi

I may say that I am a“stadin kundi” 

love the capital of Finland ... 

T.L., a 14-year-old bilingual boy from 

I live in Helsinki. Helsinki is a typical 
European city. Everything is clean, 
tidy, comfortable and peaceful, and 

live in Helsinki. It seems to me that the 
city is constructed especially for the 
habitation of many people. All of the 

in the same style.

district, Itäkeskus

department stores, and parks surround 
a big shopping center. It is interesting 
for us, teenagers. On the other hand, the 
center of Helsinki is a large labyrinth 

people are in a hurry. So I like it less. 
It still remains strange to me, and I am 

the center of St. Petersburg is more 
beautiful and old. But the suburbs of St. 

and messy. There is nothing like this 
in Helsinki. Of course, Helsinki has its 
imperfections. There is absolutely no 

Even Stockholm, another northern 

and Renaissance buildings and 
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nothing old has remained. But 

built not for tourists, but for the Finns, 
the inhabitants themselves, and to my 
mind, there is no better place to live.

So, the image of Helsinki is compared 
to other places familiar to the author. 

by adults to be the most important 
things about the city—historical and 

the adolescent. His experience of the 
Russian city of St. Petersburg makes 
him appreciate the calmness of Helsinki, 

a 15-year-old girl from a Finnish family 
studying Russian since kindergarten, 
composed this text:

me to go, it becomes a very happy day. 

Kamppi 
Center for shopping.

I go to the cinema at Tennispalatsi 
because this is my favorite theater. The 
auditoriums there are very big and the 
choice is very good. In Tennispalatsi 

to go to the shop to buy something 

can buy candies, ice-cream, popcorn, 

Tennispalatsi, it is very 
easy, you just buy your ticket and 
popcorn and that is all you have to do, 

lots of fun. Tennispalatsi is situated in 
the very center of the city, and this is 

there.

is very big and old and not so cold. It 
lies not so far from the city center and 

applaud me very loudly. This is the 

dream and make your dreams come 
true.

one of the most important hobbies among 

love their closest neighborhood and 

the Finnish youngsters appraised the 

Spektr. 

the children had not learnt about any of 
the other interesting things in the city 



Understanding Urban SpacesUnderstanding Urban Spaces

57

the children from the Russian-speaking 
families in Helsinki could console her. 
These texts depict cultural attitudes of 

to visit museums and architectural 

and avenues. Thus, the expectations of 
adults differ, and so do the texts produced 
by the children.
 The essays of the adults can be 

by visitors and those by inhabitants. 
The inhabitants tend to look for those 
aspects of Helsinki that are connected 

can justify their presence in this city, 
their immigration, and their sense of 

to its cultural heritage and contemporary 

in the community of Helsinkians and, 

contribution to the modern prosperity 

strolls, trips and excursions through the 

structure, past and present, and by living 

Novosti Helsinki 

life is commonplace, although many are 
disappointed by the lack of joyfulness in 

has not been learned at an early stage of 

observed gender-related differences in 

emphasize military monuments and 

is like the male protector they dreamed 

there, indeed, to feel safe does not 

received essays from speakers of Russian 
from different parts of Russia and the 

country they ever visited, and it ranks 
high as a tourist destination in Russia. 
On their road of discoveries some tourists 
tend to look for stereotypes and expect 

to see, for example, medieval fortresses 

they skip the modernity but enjoy the 
Jugend style. Another conception is the 

metropolises, by virtue of its Russian 
past inter alia. Alternatively, the visitors 

if the Bolshevik October Revolution 
had not happened. The places that 
visitors like in Helsinki are those tourist 

Suomenlinna 
Seurasaari (open air 
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.

are part of the city landscape and they 
capture the imagination of the visitors.

by its asymmetric name as The Finland 
 Russia Trade 

Road
brings Russian tourists to Helsinki: 
They come for shopping and for non-

industries such as sports, medicine, and 

of interest, or just to obtain a Schengen 

the Finnish embassy than in the embassy 

topics discussed on the Internet forums, 

Importantly, these consumption-related 
issues are hypocritically avoided in the 

of our competition, as these topics may 
be considered too petty or too arrogant.

and technology achieve a balance, he 

hi-tech, for example, meet here every 

Monocle 

as a surprise to us, almost all the young 

Finnish authors underscored the comfort 

and orderliness.
 For Russians, as for Finns, the city is 

Russians perceive the city as a mystery, 

comes as a big surprise for the Russians. 
The city embodies freedom and, for a 

about yourself and your feelings, to live 
making use of all your senses. For visitors 
from Russia and many other countries, 
Helsinki is unlike any other city in the 

it means to become a true Helsinkian. 

homeland? Does this mean that they are 
traitors, or just that they have found a 
place for honest and free people that they 

the meaning of culture and architecture 

participant in the competition, E.S. from 
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I am thankful to you, the magic city, 

love and real friendship. I thank 
you for making me appreciate every 

An anthropomorphic attitude to the city 

a very strong element of the relationship 

discourse.

The image of the city

dominating the harbor, although it 

replaces the previous “Daughter of the 

in many languages other than Finnish. 
The image-makers of Helsinki underscore 
that Helsinki is a northern city, enjoying 

islands, combining the old and the 

Helsinki Today 

 The series of Helsinki City Tourism 
brochures (Helsinki—Visitor’s Guide
underlines different features of the city 

Russian adjective modnyj 

of the city is most attractive to the Russian-

their millions, often just for shopping. For 
the Finnish people, it is important that 
Helsinki hosted the Summer Olympics 

recently, membership of the European 

and are dear to all Finns. For the Russian 
tourists, these achievements are markers 

far from the easiest part of the Earth 

the same country is the most important 

no symbolic domestication of any city 

 The brochure 24 hours in Helsinki 

recommends, among other things, a visit 
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to Kafe Moskova

popular nevertheless. Besides, Helsinki 
has several restaurants specializing in 

run by Finns, and a number of dishes 
are thought to be Russian, although they 
are not (for example, salted cucumbers 

Russian culture from Czarist and Soviet 
times has given to Helsinki.

special pleasure. To absorb the city, to 

and to sort out impressions of its sights 

partly an adventure. “Nearly every 
sense is in operation, and the image is a 

There is no such city.

around, the mirror of the Sanomatalo 
and the balls of light in the hands of 
the train station Atlantes. There are no 
Atlantes—their silhouettes fade in the 
granite. Here people do not look you 

treat an accidental touch like an electric 
discharge. The city is dissolved in an 
unrealistic manganese sunset, a sterile 

mirage of Scandinavia leaving you 

are fashionable clothes and, after all, 

happening?

Nothing.  

lives for itself, absorbed in itself, and 
concentrated on itself. It neither rejects 
nor pays attention to strangers, being 
matter-of-fact and polite. It hides, 
bringing the invisible mobile phone to 
the ear. This is teleportation through 

hold of the city itself.

of advertising photographs published 
by Time
celebrating its 450th anniversary then and 

of Culture. The photographs emphasize 
the feeling that the nature of Earth 

be genuinely sensed in a city that is 

us anything about the structure of the 
city, except that it is full of moisture and 

 Some essays submitted by Russian-
speaking residents of Finland and 

sensitivities and emotions. To illustrate 

by V.P., a Russian-speaker living in 
Helsinki:

This city smells like spring: the early 
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It rains, and the light drizzle hovering 

streets—evaporates and leaves traces 
of moisture on the cheek of a passer-

This city seems to hint that it is on its 

It belongs to nobody, it is ephemeral, 
mirrored in the rain spilled upon the 

of the daybreak dream disappeared 
the minute you opened your eyes. 

pedestrian crossings, as if telling each 

Three Cathedrals play the second part, 
and the bicyclists rushing along the 
roads echo them.

similarities in the image of the city created 

life experiences.
 The image of the city, changing 
only slightly over time, is presented 
in Finljandija

so on, this is solely because there is no 

Finljandija

same opinion is expressed by the Russian 
media.

Conclusion
In order to discuss the social environment 

into account not only the demographic 
constellation of the citizens and various 
urban aspects (including architecture, 

research exploring communication about 
places and, in particular, their names. 

derived mostly from socio-onomastics, 
ethnography, sociolinguistics, content 
analysis, and conversation analysis. 
 

visiting or living here. It is a European 

boasting proximity to nature (the sea, 

to capture its particular character. This 
study enhanced our understanding of 
the image of Helsinki for the speakers of 

vice versa.

the use of such names linguistically, 

slang terms used in Russia, and gave 
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their psychological and sociological 

also discussed: the names used in the 

toponymy, but they are still present in 
The 

through the use of markers of the 

a series of transformations. First, they 

Russian speakers adopt Finnish names 
in their original or slang form, or make 

apply Russian models to Finnish place-

urban culture, a clash of prejudices, and 
real-life stories. Different explanations 

use of urbanonyms in the speech of 
Russians in Helsinki.

the minds of its residents and tourists, 
and it contributes to the fusion of 
cultures. The Finnish sources try to 
present a visitor-friendly version of 
the Finnish understanding of history, 

language seek to facilitate a long-term 

surroundings by immigrants and guests. 

range from repugnance at their former 

favorable experiences. Their perceptions 
and prejudices clash and, as a result, they 
either seek emotional refuge in the past 
or comfort themselves saying that their 
dreams have come true, even though 
reality turned out to be a far cry from 
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of the symbols of the city

   
The Column of the Empress Alexandra

The Statue of Emperor Alexander II in 
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The former house of the Russian Seller 

store


