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URBAN NAMES AND ETYMOLOGICAL 
REINTERPRETATION

Etymological reinterpretation, less aptly referred to as folk etymology, is a cognitive 
process by which less familiar (”weak”) lexical units are ‒ on various levels of con­
sciousness ‒ reassigned to other semantic, syntactic or inflectional categories under 
the influence of “stronger” words or patterns, more familiar to language users. This 
phenomenon can be observed not only in common nouns but also among proper 
names, though the latter are less often subjected to scholarly analysis in that respect. 
Moreover, while there exist studies of folk etymology in settlement names and micro­
toponyms, usually analysing legends of how names of towns, villages or landscape 
features originated, not as much attention has been so far devoted to this phenomenon 
in relation to urban naming in Poland. This article studies the etymological reinterpre­
tation of Polish urban names (mostly those of streets). Drawing on Witold Cienkow­
ski’s 1972 classic model of classifying the phenomena of folk etymology, it offers its 
adaptation to fit the specificity of hodonyms by replacing the category of meaning 
with that of motivation and by the inclusion of inflection as an additional factor. The 
proposed classification is illustrated with examples from Polish cities.
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Introduction: folk etymology and etymological reinterpretation
The notion of folk etymology, not only easily recognised in the academia but 

also present in lay parlance, nevertheless has a serious drawback of folk connota­
tions, in Polish linguistics also matched by the connotations of its Polish-language 
equivalent, etymologia ludowa. In both cases there is an implied link with folk­
lore, with naive, uneducated village dwellers, and the air of scholarly superiority 
(for the same thoughts in relation to its German cognate, see Michel et al., 2007, 
pp. 37‒38). This is especially visible in the case of Polish linguistics, with its tradi­
tionally strong prescriptive-normative leanings. However, these connotations feature 
heavily in several other languages too, due to the fact that in many of them the term 
is a calque of the German Volksetymologie ‒ the term traceable to a 19th-century 
scholar Ernst Wilhelm Förstemann. This ‘folk’ or ‘popular, non-expert’ aspect of 
the phenomenon permeates terminology in other Germanic languages (Dutch volk­
setymologie, Afrikaans volksetimologie, Norwegian bokmål and Danish folkeetymo­
logi, Swedish folketymologi), but also in Romance (French étymologie populaire, 
Portuguese and Catalan etimologia popular, Italian etimologia popolare), or Slavic 
ones (Czech lidová etymologie, Russian народная этимология). Irrespective of 
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the fact whether the term indeed channels scholarly thinking about this phenom­
enon (in a rather strong version of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis), its descriptions 
in many languages do contain such value-laden descriptors as “pseudoscientific”, 
“erroneous” or “false”.

However, the cognitive perspective encourages one to perceive this phenome­
non as a perfectly natural product of the human mind grappling with hitherto un­
known, incomprehensible and unsegmentable linguistic material, and trying hard 
to make the most of it. The sociolinguistic context in which to study folk etymol­
ogy in Polish urban naming of today is rather distant from medieval fantasies of 
illiterate folk. Viewed that way, the topic calls, rather, for the use of such value- 
-neutral terms as analogy, etymological reinterpretation, or paronymic attraction. 
As Winters (2020, p. 120) notes, in a situation like folk etymology “human beings 
are making decisions about meaning at varying levels of consciousness. When 
these forms attract the attention of language users for some reason, they may be 
(re)assigned to another semantic set through comparison with others which are ‒ 
for the moment ‒ more stable. This cognitive activity occurs in individuals as they 
interact with language, producing and perceiving it, and also has repercussions for 
entire speech communities as new variants are adopted and become true changes.” 
A similar stance was taken by M. Rutkiewicz-Hanczewska: “[Onymic] interpre­
tation takes place at the mental level, in the minds of individuals. It can be simple 
(semantic interpretation) or complex (complex interpretation). The first type of 
transformations is limited to the semantic level of appellatives motivating proper 
names […] Complex transformations are revealed on the syntactic, lexical and 
inflectional planes.” (Rutkiewicz-Hanczewska, 2012, p. 360).1

In analysing etymological reinterpretation in proper names, it also appears 
necessary to justify the choice of urban naming, and this necessity encourages two 
questions. First, one would have to explain why to consider only a particular sub­
set of proper names, instead of the whole spectrum; second, if only one subset is 
to be analysed, then why exactly that particular subset: is it the most prototypical 
reinterpretation-wise, or perhaps especially prone to folk etymologising?

In reply to the first query, feasibility might be invoked (it is not possible with­
in the confines of one article to analyse all the proper names), but also the fact ‒ 
noted by some researchers struggling with an all-encompassing definition of proper 
names ‒ that these names are by nature a heterogeneous bunch, with occasional 
bigger differences between particular subcategories than between some non- 
prototypical subcategories of proper names and some groups of appellatives 
(even though the latter relation involves the crossing of the fuzzy appellativa ‒ 
nomina propria boundary).

1	 Translations of Polish literature are by the present author.
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The answer to the second question certainly requires more adroitness. From 
the point of view of their etymological (as well as motivational, semantic, inflec­
tional…) transparency, urban names do vary, but it is rather hard to say whether 
the number of occurrences of folk etymology among them is higher than in other 
classes of proper names. Some urban names, especially street names are palimp­
sests, a distorted carryover of historical, even medieval naming that today baffles 
the laymen and the experts alike, as in the case of ul. Włodarzewska in Warsaw 
(Handke, 1998, p. 316)2, or of districts Dziesiąta and Ponigwoda in Lublin (Buczyński, 
1962, pp. 266‒267). By contrast, other urban names, although recent bestowals, 
may raise doubts as to which toponyms, e.g. ul. Kłońska ‘Kłońsko Street’ in Poznań 
(Walkowiak, 2019, p. 89), ul. Bohaterów Kragujewca in Bydgoszcz3), which per­
sonages (ul. Godebskiego ‘Godebski Street’ in Warsaw4) or which events (Skwer 
Latających Babć z Plusem ‘Garden Square of Flying Grandmas with a Plus’5 in 
Łódź) they commemorate. All this opacity and semi-opacity, present in varying 
degrees in such onyms, exposes many urban names to misunderstanding and re­
interpretation on various levels of cognitive analysis.

Categories in Cienkowski’s reinterpretation model
It is noteworthy that such a cognitive approach was already proposed in Polish 

linguistics exactly half a century ago, long before the advent of cognitivism. Its 
author, Polish linguist Witold Cienkowski (1926‒1993), remains to this day un­
surpassed in his most comprehensive analysis of the topic in Poland (Cienkowski, 
1972). One cannot imagine a Polish scholarly paper on folk etymology that does not 
reference him; whether his tenets are applied in practice by those who cite him is 
of course another matter. Regrettably, it seems that his ideas never gained wider 
international recognition. For one thing, he wrote his seminal work in Polish; for 
another, he did so in Communist times, when scholarly give-and-take between Po­
land and other countries was generally restricted (it is all the more impressive that 
his bibliography is so large and so multilingual, given the circumstances). Even 
today his book is not available online in digitized format, which obviously limits its 

2	 See also: https://ulicetwojegomiasta.pl/ulica/wlodarzewska.
3	 Named after Kragujevac in Serbia, which is Bydgoszcz’s partner city.
4	 There were two potential street namesakes called Cyprian Godebski, a poet and Napoleonic 

soldier (1765‒1809) and his grandson. (Który Godebski…, 2022).
5	 „Flying Grandmas with a Plus” is a group of 60+ ladies, active in Łódź since 2009 (with one 

gentleman ‒ the ‘Plus’ in the name ‒ who joined the group in 2013), engaged in voluntary 
work, such as writing books for children and staging performances for them in children’s hos­
pitals, orphanages and kindergartens (Skwer…, 2022).
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outreach. All these factors prevented his output from being properly appreciated 
abroad, beyond perhaps a narrow circle of Slavicists.

Cienkowski published his book at the time when structuralism reigned supre­
me in Polish linguistics. It is therefore not surprising that his categories of folk- 
etymological phenomena are inherently structuralist, and assigning examples to 
particular categories was dictated by combinations of binary features. His analysis 
focused on common nouns, with very few examples drawn from among proper 
names (and only as “strong words”, see below, e.g. Samson, Piłat ‘[Pontius] Pilate’, 
or Goliat ‘Goliath’), but the reason for this appears to be an extremely modest 
percentage of proper names in his data rather than any sharp appellativa ‒ propria 
demarcation line that in his opinion would preclude the inclusion in his model of 
proper names. In fact, the cognitive processes involved in etymological reinterpre­
tation of newly encountered proper names seem very similar to those operative in 
the case of newly encountered appellatives.

Cienkowski’s approach enhances the importance of synchrony: “from the func­
tional, systemic point of view, what is more important is not the real etymology 
of a word but its relational (associative) etymology, based on the etymological rela­
tionships felt contemporarily within a particular system” (Cienkowski 1972, p. 16). 
His assumptions (Cienkowski 1972, pp. 18‒19) are as follows:

▪	� in the system of language there are words perceived by language users as 
partly or completely opaque and therefore etymologically isolated, referred 
to as weak words;

•	� those words may be attracted in the system by strong words that are better 
integrated with the rest of the lexis;

▪	� the above attraction may be manifested as secondary relations of a weak word 
with the rest of the lexis, known as folk etymology / paronymic attraction;

▪	� the main basis for such attraction is phonetic similarity between the weak 
word and the strong word, while their semantic proximity or indeed any log­
ical connection is not mandatory;

▪	� this attraction may be accompanied by a change in the shape of the weak 
word, by a change in its meaning, and/or by (partial or complete) etymological 
reinterpretation.

The last of these assumptions leads to his identification of the following types 
of etymological reinterpretation:

1.	� one accompanied by a change of both the shape of the weak word and of its 
meaning;

2.	 one accompanied by a change of its shape only, with subtypes:
▪	� 2a ‒ the weak word is transformed;
▪	� 2b ‒ the weak word is completely replaced with the strong one;
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3.	� one accompanied by a change of its meaning only (with the shape of the word 
intact);

4.	� stand-alone etymological reinterpretation (i.e. not accompanied by any change 
in the shape or meaning of the weak word), with subtypes:

▪	� 4 ‒ etymological reinterpretation proper ‒ directly observable (while the other 
subtypes are observable only indirectly);

▪	� 4a ‒ etymological reinterpretation reflected in spelling;
▪	� 4b ‒ etymological reinterpretation reflected in analogous formations;
▪	� 4c ‒ etymological reinterpretation reflected in an incorrect translation;
▪	� 4d ‒ etymological reinterpretation reflected in incorrect inflectional forms.

As Cienkowski notes, types 1 and 2 yield most easily to observation, and are 
also the ones most commonly met. However, Cienkowski’s classification is prob­
ably not the best fit for urban names that are the topic of this article; still, adapting 
it to the needs of proper names seems possible, as long as we keep in mind the 
relative uselessness for our purposes of the category of meaning, which is better 
replaced with motivation. By contrast, inflection, only included by Cienkowski in 
the marginal subcategory 4d, plays a much more prominent role in folk-etymolo­
gised urban names. For the same reason, other models of folk etymology mentioned 
by Cienkowski (1972: 63‒64), proposed by foreign researchers, are not applicable 
either, since neither was created with a Slavic (i.e. inflected) language in mind.

On the other hand, meaning does not play such an important role ‒ not only 
because the term “motivation” is for obvious reasons preferable in onomastics, 
but most of all because semantic meaning is not at all necessary for onyms to be 
recognised as such and to be successfully used in context. It could be said, in a sort 
of mental shorthand, that however much empty space is left in Polish onomastics 
by meaning, is taken over by inflection. To put it differently, the Polish user may 
recognise a proper name and may have a clear idea about how to use it in context 
(that is, how to subject it to inflection) even without assigning any motivation or 
semantic meaning to it.

A model for reinterpretation of urban names
The main parameters in Cienkowski’s model are the change in the shape of the 

word (present + or absent -) and the change in its meaning (present + or absent -). 
All the four categories result from a combination of these parameters (+/+, +/-, 
-/+ and -/-); what all his categories share is the existence of etymological reinter­
pretation. In our model for urban names, equally structuralist in spirit (at least as 
reflected in binary oppositions), we will extend the list of parameters to three (to 
include change in word shape, change in inflection, and change in motivation), 
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giving proper recognition to inflection as mentioned above. This will yield 8 theo­
retically possible combinations (+/+/+, +/+/-, +/-/+, +/-/-; -/+/+, -/+/-, -/-/+, -/-/-).

However, three of these combinations turn out to be unsupported by onymic 
data: +/+/-, +/-/- and -/-/-; what is more, a well-considered grouping of the remain­
ing five will let us emphasise the difference between diachronic and synchronic 
etymological reinterpretation. The non-existence of the first two combinations 
means simply that a change in the shape of a word must be accompanied by a change 
in its motivation, while a change in inflection may be either additionally present, 
or absent. This leaves only two combinations (out of the theoretically four possi­
ble) in which a change in the shape of a word took place. What further connects 
these two remaining combinations is also their grounding in diachrony, as discus­
sed below.

In the case of the third combination unsupported by examples (-/-/-, i.e. no 
change of any parameter), it is rather obvious that with no change at all, there 
is no evidence of reinterpretation either. However, the other three combinations 
(categories 3, 4, 5 in the table that follows) with their common denominator of no 
change in the graphic shape of the onym (in the nominative), are those that are the 
most abundantly exemplified. Little wonder that they reflect the synchronic per­
spective, because it is not so easy for contemporary, not only fully literate but often 
quite well-educated city dwellers, to distort urban names, whereas confusion as to 
their declension patterns or motivation is a totally different matter. This appears 
especially true when one considers that the written form of these names is displayed 
everywhere in the cityscape today, which was not the case in the early modern 
period, when street names were used mostly orally and were hardly ever officially 
codified. The table that follows presents the five categories with their exemplification 
(square brackets mark non-codified names).

Let us first discuss categories 1 and 2. The changes may be diachronic, having 
occurred at the time when the written shape of a name was not as important as 
today. Thus the Warsaw street Dynasy owes its contemporary name to the name of 
the 18th century owner of the plot of land in the area, Karl Heinrich Nikolaus Otto, 
Prince de Nassau-Siegen. The scarp at the bank of the Vistula river came to be known 
first as Wzgórza Denassowskie [‘Denassowskie hills’], later as Góry de Nassau 
[‘de Nassau mountains’] or Góry Dynasowskie, and finally as Dynasy; it is the 
last form that in the 20th c. gave its name to the newly marked-out street (Handke, 
1998, p. 86). The story is somewhat similar in the case of the Warsaw street name 
Agrykola, motivated by the surname of Karol Ludwik Agricola, 18th c. builder who 
marked out this street. First called Droga Agricoli [‘the road of Agricola’], later 
Agrikola, ultimately the name became fixed as Agrykola (Handke, 1998, p. 58). 
The street name Dynasy is today fully grammatically adapted to the Polish system 
and inflected as a plural noun: gen. Dynasów, loc. (na) Dynasach, etc., whereas 
the street name Agrykola, also fully integrated, is today inflected as a singular femi­
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nine noun, e.g. loc. (na) Agrykoli. These names are today “empty labels”, seman­
tically/etymologically opaque to the layman, so a change in motivation would in 
their case amount to the loss of motivation.

Table 1: A model for reinterpretation of urban names

Number 
of category

A change in
Examples ‒ the product 

of reinterpretation PerspectiveGraphic 
shape Inflection Motivation

1 + + +
Dynasy, Agrykola, Bosa, [Ostry 
Róg], [Plac Cięty], [Mateczne], 
[Płaskowicka], [Surowiecka]

Diachronic 
or 

[informal]
2 + ‒ + Grochowe Łąki, Kurczaki, 

[Fredrygo]

3 ‒ + +

[Rosołu], Strugarka, Bernatka, 
Serafitek, Koletek, Żwirki, Kajki, 
Chudoby, Matejki, Stawki, Freta, 

Huloki, Komarowa, Strusia, Dzika, 
Żurawia, Kaponiera; Dworcowa, etc.

Synchronic

4 ‒ + ‒ Gołębia, Pawia, Cietrzewia, 
Karpia, Rysia, Ruska

5 ‒ ‒ + Róży Wiatrów, Muranów, 
Poniedziałkowy Dół, Ofiar Firleja

Not so with the next example of category 1, ulica Bosa [‘barefoot street’] in 
Poznań < Bossestrasse < Robert Bosse, pre-WW1 Prussian minister for education, 
or with an instance of category 2, the Poznań street Grochowe Łąki [‘pea meadows’ 
< groch ‘pea’], originally Groffowe Łąki after Jan Groff, the 16th c. owner of the 
meadows in the area. In both cases a change in motivation took place ‒ via adide­
ation from a German personal name, which cannot have been sufficiently known 
to the Polish users, to a familiar plant name or common adjective. By a similar 
mechanism, though within the same language, street name Kurczaki [‘chicken’] in 
Łódź resulted from reinterpretation of Karczoki ‘a clearing in a forest’ < karczować 
‘to ‘clear a forest (to make room for crops)’.

The above examples are official street names in which diachronic changes are 
reflected. However, some more recent changes of this type are informal and rather 
unlikely to be codified: in Poznań, ulica (Jana) Ostroroga in Poznań > *Ostry Róg 
[‘sharp corner’] and Ziethenstrasse [< Joachim Ziethen] > *Plac Cięty [‘cut square’] 
(Oses, Kaczmarek, n.d.); in Cracow Rondo Antoniego Matecznego > *Rondo Ma­
teczne; in Warsaw ulica Filipiny Płaskowickiej > *ulica Płaskowicka and ulica 
Wawrzyńca Surowieckiego > *ulica Surowiecka (Surowiecka…, n.d.). In each case 
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the original name commemorates a person, while the product of reinterpretation 
might be an appellative or an onym completely devoid of semantic meaning. The last 
instance of uncodified reinterpretation comes from category 2: the folk-etymolo­
gised form *Fredrygo, derived as an alleged genitive from (ulica) Fredry < nom. 
(Aleksander) Fredro, reinterpreted as the genitive of the surname, modelled on 
genitives of more prototypical adjectival surnames, such as (nom.) Kowalski > (gen.) 
Kowalskiego.

Category 3 is amply represented in Polish urban names. From the point of view 
of motivation alone, two subcategories may be identified (note that these subcat­
egories will be the same for category 5 ‒ but not for category 4, where there is no 
change in motivation):

▪	� 3a ‒ one motivation replaced with another: personal name with an appel­
lative (Rosołu, Żwirki, Chudoby, Komarowa, Strugarka), appellative with 
a personal name (Dworcowa and similar names), or appellative with anoth­
er appellative of a different declension pattern (Stawki, Żurawia);

▪	� 3b ‒ loss of motivation: Freta, Kaponiera, Bernatka, Huloki, Matejki, Kajki, 
Serafitek, Koletek.

It should be stressed that lack of motivation is not likely as a point of departure ‒ 
therefore “acquisition of motivation” has not been listed as a subcategory.

Intersecting the above division, the following subcategories may be distinguished 
from the point of view of declension:

▪	� genitive Sg of a masc. surname ending (in the nom.) with -a, -o ‒ reinter­
preted as nominative Pl: Żwirki, Chudoby, Matejki, Kajki

▪	� genitive Sg of a masc. surname reinterpreted as fem. nominative Sg: Stru­
garka, Bernatka

▪	� fem. genitive Pl noun reinterpreted as masc. nominative Sg: Serafitek, Koletek
▪	� fem. nominative Sg noun reinterpreted as masc. genitive Sg: Freta, Kaponiera
▪	� fem. nominative Sg adjective reinterpreted as genitive Sg of a masc. surname: 

Dworcowa
▪	� masc. genitive Sg reinterpreted as fem. nominative Sg adjective: Komarowa, 

Żurawia, Dzika
▪	� nominative Pl noun reinterpreted as genitive Sg: Stawki, Huloki
▪	� same grammatical form (masc. gen. Sg), different declension pattern: Rosołu

Let us focus on the first subcategory, illustrated in Warsaw by street name Żwir­
ki i Wigury, which commemorates two Polish sport pilots: Franciszek Żwirko and 
Stanisław Wigura. It was first shortened to Żwirki (gen. Sg of the surname, which 
is typical of Polish street names that commemorate people) and then reinterpreted 
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as nom. Pl of the noun żwirek ‘gravel’, as evidenced indirectly in oblique cases 
(e.g. loc. *na Żwirkach).

The same mechanism is responsible for the reinterpretation of the street name 
Kajki (gen. Sg of a surname; Michał Kajka ‒ Mazurian poet and Polish activist), 
reinterpreted as nom. Pl of a non-existent noun *kajka (loc. *na Kajkach), and of 
other structurally similar names: Chudoby (Stanisław Chudoba, socialist activist), 
Matejki (Jan Matejko, Polish 19th-century painter). It is possible that the plural 
forms are reinforced by the well-established street name Piaski (‘sands’, the name 
that appears, alone or modified, in over a hundred street names in Poland), and 
that the chain of associations, ordered from strongest to weakest word, might have 
been the following:

▪	� Piaski > Żwirki (semantic-structural similarity) > Kajki, Chudoby, Matejki 
(structural similarity)

The opposite situation obtains for the Warsaw street name Freta, completely 
obscure to the layman today. The name, motivated by an obsolete appellative freta 
< medieval Latin freth(a) ‘pasture’ (Handke, 1998, p. 93), was reinterpreted struc­
turally as gen. Sg from a commemorated, non-existent surname *Fret. This is evi­
denced indirectly in oblique cases (loc. *na Freta instead of na Frecie), as may be 
seen in the names of the following institutions: Dom Aukcyjny „Galeria na Freta” 
[auction house], Restauracja „Feta na Freta” [restaurant], „u Dominikanów na 
Freta” [blackfriars’ church group], Centrum Szkoleniowe „Szkolenia na Freta” 
[conference rooms for rent], Antykwariat na Freta [second-hand bookshop].

The same mechanism is responsible for reinterpretation of the street name 
ul. Huloki in Żory (Silesia6), etymologically nom. Pl, reinterpreted as gen. Sg from 
the noun *Huloka ‘reveller’, or from the non-existent same-sounding surname (per­
haps also due to the influence of the real surname Hulok, which appears in Sile­
sia). In Poznań, similarly, the name Rondo Kaponiera [‘Caponier Roundabout’], 
after a defensive structure in 19th c. Prussian fortifications whose remnants can 
still be seen today under ground level, tends to be reinterpreted as commemorating 
a male called *Kaponier.

The names ul. Serafitek in Poznań and ul. Koletek in Cracow are derived etymo­
logically from the name of the female religious orders Serafitki (the Daughters of 
the Sorrowful Mother of God) and Koletki (a monastic religious order for women 
in the Franciscan tradition, active only in Poland). They are reinterpreted as masc. 

6	 The name has Silesian features, possibly deriving from the verb huloć (in standard Polish hulać) 
‘to revel, to have a good time, to have fun’. The place from which street name is derived was 
once muddy meadows on the outskirts of the town where children used to go ice-skating or 
sledging in winter (Grymel, 2022).
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nom. Sg, without attributing any semantic meaning to the onym that is the product 
of the reinterpretation. Consequently, the inflection differs from the correct one:

Table 2: Inflection Serafitek, Koletek

Case Name as noun in gen. Pl Name reinterpreted as noun in nom. Sg
Nom. (ul.) Serafitek, Koletek
Gen.

ul. Serafitek, Koletek

*Serafitka, *Koletka
Dat. *Serafitkowi, *Koletkowi
Acc. *Serafitek, *Koletek
Instr. *Serafitkiem, *Koletkiem
Loc. *Serafitku, *Koletku

Another subcategory includes the onyms Kładka Ojca Bernatka [‘Father (Lae­
tus) Bernatek Footbridge’] in Cracow and ul. Strugarka in Poznań. The former 
onym, whose namesake was a 19th c. monk, was reinterpreted, rendering a seman­
tically meaningless *Bernatka, understood and inflected as a feminine noun. The 
latter street owes its name to the regional writer and journalist Stanisław Strugarek. 
What distinguishes the latter example from the previous one is the concomitant 
association of the structurally reinterpreted name with the appellative strugarka 
‘planer (a type of metalworking machine tool)’:

Table 3: Inflection Strugarka

Case Name as noun in gen. Sg Name reinterpreted as noun in fem. nom. Sg
Nom. (ul.) Strugarka “strong” appellative
Gen.

ul. Strugarka

*Strugarki strugarki
Dat. *Strugarce strugarce
Acc. *Strugarkę strugarkę
Instr. *Strugarką strugarką
Loc. *Strugarce strugarkę

The common denominator of the street names Komarowa (in the years 1967‒1992 
in Warsaw), Żurawia in Poznań and Dzika (about 70 occurrences in Poland) is their 
seemingly adjectival form, though in fact they are structurally ‒ with various de­
grees of certainty ‒ genitives of nouns. In the case of the first one, the namesake 
was Soviet cosmonaut Vladimir Mikhaylovich Komarov (Polish spelling Koma­
row), while reinterpretation linked the name with the Polish appellative komar 
‘mosquito’, yielding ‘Mosquito Street’. Interestingly, the opposite direction of 
reinterpretation ‒ with the adjectival form (ulica) Dworcowa ‘Railway Street’ 
(dworzec ‘railway station’) mistakenly reinterpreted as a genitive of a real Russian 
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surname Dworcow, thus reinterpreting the street name as allegedly commemorat­
ing a Russian scientist (Sikora, 2016) ‒ became the butt of many jokes. The street 
Żurawia, commonly understood to be adjectival and motivated by a bird name 
(żuraw ‘common crane’), in fact is nominal (in the genitive) and owes its name to 
a crane (machine) that once used to stand in the area (Padalak, 1998, p. 661). The 
most ambiguous is the name ulica Dzika, which may be construed either as adjec­
tival ‘Wild Street’ < dzika ‘wild (fem.)’, or as ‘Street of the Wild Boar’ < dzik ‘wild 
boar’, with a noun in the genitive. This uncertainty alone proves how far potential 
etymological reinterpretation may be from the name “perverted in form or meaning” 
or being subject to “verbal corruption”, to use Palmer’s wording (Palmer, 1882).

The last declensional subcategory of category 3 is exemplified by ulica (Jana) 
Rosoła in Warsaw, named in 1975 for a socialist activist Jan Rosół, whose surname ‒ 
in contexts when no given name was used ‒ must have triggered associations with 
the appellative rosół ‘broth’, inflected using the appellative genitive ending -u: 
ulica Rosołu ‘Broth Street’.

Category 4 provides the next set of confusing examples raising doubts if a street 
name is ‒ structurally ‒ a noun in gen. Sg, or an adjective derived from that noun: 
ul. Gołębia [‘Pigeon Street’], ul. Pawia [‘Peacock Street’], ul. Cietrzewia [‘Black 
Grouse Street’], ul. Karpia [‘Carp Street’], ul. Rysia [‘Lynx Street’], ul. Ruska 
[‘Ruthenian Street’], ul. Strusia [‘Ostrich Street’]. In the first six examples the 
decision, impossible to make on the basis of the nominative alone, has a bearing 
only on the oblique cases: for a name in the form of a noun in gen. Sg, all oblique 
cases will have the same form as the nominative, while an adjective will be inflected 
for case, as the following table shows:

Table 4: Inflection Gołębia, Pawia, Cietrzewia, Karpia, Rysia, Ruska

Case Name as noun in gen. Sg Name as adjective

Nom. ul. Gołębia, Pawia, Cietrzewia, Karpia, Rysia, Ruska

Gen., Dat., 
Loc.

ul. Gołębia, Pawia, 
Cietrzewia, Karpia, 
Rysia, Ruska

ul. Gołębiej, Pawiej, Cietrzewiej, Karpiej, Rysiej, 
Ruskiej

Acc., Instr. ul. Gołębią, Pawią, Cietrzewią, Karpią, Rysią, Ruską

The situation is more complicated, however, in the case of the name ul. Strusia 
(jointly 45 occurrences in Poland). Among these, three streets (in Warsaw, Cracow 
and Poznań) commemorate not struś [‘ostrich’] but Józef Struś, a Renaissance 
professor of medicine, and one (in Wyszków) ‒ Tadeusz Struś, a major of the Home 
Army during WW2. In these cases reinterpretation assigns the name to category 3 
(different inflection and motivation). However, in the case of the remaining 41 
streets named just Strusia (without given name) it is not immediately obvious if the 
street name simply refers to a bird (and then should probably follow adjectival 
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declination in oblique cases), or commemorates a person by the surname of Struś 
(with the genitive form Strusia for all cases).

The last, fifth inflectional category differs from those already discussed since 
no change of form indicates reinterpretation, which may only be inferred from the 
comments of language users, for instance on Internet forums or in the media. Thus 
the name ulica Róży Wiatrów ‘Compass Rose Street’ may be perceived as com­
memorating a woman called Róża (‘Rose’) by the surname Wiatrów; Muranów 
(a district of Warsaw), name motivated by the Italian town of Murano near Venice, 
may be construed as related to the words murować ‘to lay bricks’, murarz ‘brick­
layer’, since the area was heavily bombed in WW2 and had to be rebuilt; Ponie­
działkowy Dół, name of street transferred from an erstwhile gully (dół) belonging 
to a person surnamed Poniedziałek, synchronically evokes associations with Mon­
day blues (poniedziałek ‘Monday’, dół ‘blues’); finally street name ulica Ofiar 
Firleja ‘Victims of Firley Street’ invites questions about who or what Firley was 
(in fact, Firlej is part of the city of Radom in east-central Poland, where during WW2 
mass executions took place).

Conclusions
This article centred around the phenomenon of etymological reinterpretation 

as a consequence of the cognitive activity of the human mind when confronted 
with enigmatic and confusing onymic data. The onyms in question might be for­
eign and therefore not easily recognisable to the recipient, or obliterated over the 
course of centuries; unknown (in the case of obscure surnames of commemorated 
personages), or not very fortunately worded.

The re-creation of some of these onyms to fit the lexical expectations of the 
recipients of the message (or language users) may at the same time be the fulfill­
ment of the need to segment the reality of the city-text into manageable units, 
above the level of streets but beneath that of city districts. Thus it is possible that 
Matejki, Stawki, Kajki or Żwirki, treated as plural onyms, are perhaps understood 
as names of parts of a city around the eponymous streets, which therefore increases 
the productivity of the pattern because it fills a communicative gap. This possibil­
ity has yet to be researched. A promising line of exploration might also consist in 
trying to link the above inflectional neologisms with a sense of local urban identity 
in search of an in-group term.

In terms of its methodology, this research combines some elements of structural 
framework with the underlying cognitive way of explaining the observed phenom­
ena. In particular, the concept of folk etymology, in the sense of etiological myths, 
or of legends taught in primary schools and told to tourists, is rejected as little 
helpful in analysing the reading of contemporary urban space. Therefore also gath­
ering data relies on modern media rather than on traditional ethnographic research.
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The urban names that were used as exemplification of certain categories of ety­
mological reinterpretation vary along diverse dimensions: semantic, inflectional 
and motivational. Especially the parameter of inflection gives many possible com­
binations. Interestingly, full semantic transparency does not appear mandatory for 
language users, who often seem satisfied merely with inflectional transparency, 
even though the neologisms that result from reinterpretation are just meaningless 
labels.
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URBANONYMA A ETYMOLOGICKÁ REINTERPRETACE
Etymologická reinterpretace, méně výstižně též zvaná lidová etymologie, je kognitiv­
ní proces, při kterém jsou méně známé („slabé“) lexikální jednotky vlivem „silných“ 
slov nebo vzorců, které jsou jazykovým uživatelům známější, (nově) přiřazovány ‒ 
na různých úrovních vědomí ‒ k jiným sémantickým, syntaktickým nebo flektivním 
kategoriím. Tento jev lze pozorovat nejen u apelativ, ale i u proprií, i když propria jsou 
jsou z tohoto hlediska mnohem méně zkoumána. Existují studie lidové etymologie 
u oikonym a mikrotoponym, které obvykle analyzují legendy o tom, jak jména měst, 
vesnic či krajinných prvků vznikla, mnohem méně pozornosti je však věnováno tomu­
to jevu u názvů míst městského prostoru v Polsku. Tento článek se zabývá etymolo­
gickou reinterpretací polských urbanonym (především názvů ulic). Analýza vychází 
z modelu pro klasifikaci projevů lidové etymologie, který představil Witold Cienkow­
ski v roce 1972. Tento model je možné přizpůsobit specifikům hodonym tak, že je kate­
gorie významu nahrazena motivací a jako další kategorie je přidána flexe. Navržená 
klasifikace je ilustrována na příkladech z polských měst.
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