An Exploration of the Urban Linguistic Landscape of Batumi:
The Case of Luka Asatiani Street

Karina Vamling (Malma)

The linguistic landscape is formed by the multitude of linguistic signs present in the public
space. Researchers have adopted different approaches to the use of the concept “linguistic
landscape”.! A widely used definition of the notion of linguistic landscape proposed by
Rodrigue Landry and Richard Bourhis is:?

The language of public road signs, advertising billboards, street names, place names,
commercial shop signs, and public signs on government buildings combine to form
the linguistic landscape of a given territory, region, or urban agglomeration.

The approach to the linguistic landscape in this study is wider than the definition above, as it
includes all signs ranging from official and commercial signs to private notes, signs, and
graffiti. Thus, it reflects both official and professional as well as private (written) language use
and language choices in the public space of the community. Furthermore, Landry and Bourhis
point at the important symbolic function of the linguistic landscape, involving a competition
for visibility among languages: “The share of visibility allocated to rival languages on private
and government signs can be seen as a product of competing forces exerted by dominant and

subordinate language groups inhabiting a given territory”.?

The Georgian language has a long history of competition with Russian in Georgia. The 19"
century was characterised by Russification, but in the latter part of the century there was a
strong movement under the writer Ilia Chavchavadze to spread and strengthen the Georgian
language.* Extensive language reforms were carried out after the Russian revolution, during
Georgia's brief period of independence, to develop the status of Georgian as a state language,®
which were met with setbacks following the Bolshevik invasion in 1921.

After increasing Russification during the Soviet era, the struggle for the status and use of the
Georgian language again became an important part of the independence movement in the last
years of the Soviet era.® A noticeable feature in the early period was the change of street signs.
The Soviet Georgian-Russian signs (cf. Fig. 1)” were gradually replaced by Georgian-English
or Georgian monolingual signs (cf. Figures 2 and 3), reflecting the changes in the country’s
language policy. The consolidation of Georgian as a state language continued in the post-Soviet
period, along with the promotion of English as the first foreign language, at the expense of
Russian.®

! For a discussion of definitions, see Brito 2016; Gorter & Cenoz 2023; Grzech & Dohle 2018.
2 Landry & Bourhis 1997: 25.

3 Landry & Bourhis 1997: 29.

4 Tabidze 1999.

5> Manjgaladze & Chanishvili 2021.

& Vamling 1990.

" All images are by the author.

8 Gabunia & Gochitashvili (2020).
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i Fig. 2: Early post-Soviet period: old Georgian-Russian
street signs being replaced

Fig. 1: Bank office in Soviet Georgia, end of the 1980s. Signs e - : . .
with parallel texts in Georgian and Russian Fig. 3: Current bilingual Georgian-English street sign

In the last post-Soviet decades, the use of Russian in Georgia decreased, with a considerable
outmigration of Russians from Georgia. However, with the tourist boom in recent years and the
high increase in the number of speakers of Russian in Georgia following February 2022,° it is
to be expected that this development will have an impact on the language situation in Georgia,*°
both from a short-term and long-term perspective.

The present study sets out to explore patterns of multilinguality in a case study based on
fieldwork and aims at detecting tendencies in the domains of language use in the public space.
The aim is to find out which languages are used and which languages dominate on mono-, bi-,
and trilingual signs. Are there any observable tendencies with respect to the choice of
language(s) in certain discourses? Do signs used in official top-down communication show any
particular characteristics? In which contexts do signs involving Russian occur, and are there
any observable patterns?

1. Case study

For practical reasons, the research site for data collection has to be limited; a neighbourhood, a
region, a shopping mall, a market, an airport, a street, etc. could be chosen. The present study
is a case study of one street, which means that the research site is limited by the boundaries of
the street. Such a limitation of investigating signs in one street is not unique; it has been done
by, for instance, Yehudit Rosenbaum and colleagues.*

The research site has not been chosen randomly, but it goes without saying that it may not claim
representativity of the linguistic landscape of the city as a whole. The street chosen starts in the
most prestigious part of the city by the seaside boulevard, passes the 19"-century City Hall,

9 Alibegashvili & Tetradze 2023.
10 Tsaava 2023.
11 Rosenbaum et al. 1977.
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crosses several major streets, and ends in a predominantly residential area closer to the hills.
Luka Asatiani Street, named after the city’s first mayor, is one of the older streets in central
Batumi. In Soviet times, this was Japaridze Street, and during the 19" century, it was named
Sheremetiev Street.'? It is located in the mid-central part of the city, with the oldest part of the
city at the harbour to the north and the newest commercial and residential neighbourhoods to
the south. Proximity to the Black Sea coast and the beach can be seen as a measure of how
prestigious the location is, among other things, in terms of property prices.

2. Fieldwork and data collection

The character of Luka Asatiani Street differs markedly from one end to the other. For that
reason, prior to the data collection, the street was divided into four sections (marked in colour
on the map, Fig. 4), where it was expected to see different tendencies in the distribution of
languages: (1) section from the seaside boulevard to the City Hall, which is the oldest and most
prestigious part; (2) section from the City Hall to the central Chavchavadze Avenue; (3) section
from Chavchavadze Avenue to Giorgi Brtskinvale (6@§qobgoeng) Street, featuring several
new and expensive buildings; (4) section closer to the hills with mainly residential buildings.
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Fig. 4: Luka Asatiani Street, divided into four sections Fig. 5: Photo shot and geotagging in Old Batumi

In this field study, conducted in the spring of 2023, | set out to compile a complete inventory
of all signs along the entire Luka Asatiani Street, i.e., all signs ranging from official and
commercial signs to private notes, signs, and graffiti. Different approaches are found in the

12 Uzunadze et al. 2013.
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linguistic landscape research literature to defining the unit of analysis, as discussed at length by
Gorter and Cenoz.'® The definition by Backhaus is widely used: “any piece of text with a
spatially definable frame”.* All signs were photographed and geotagged with an iPhone (cf.
Fig. 5) for exact position, capturing over 400 textual units along the street.

In this study, the same weight is given to big signs and small stickers, meaning that all signs
are equal when discussing the languages used. Another question in the data collection is how
to handle the issue of repetition. This applies, for instance, to signs with the name of the street
and commercial stickers. These were counted only once. Furthermore, moving signs could also
pose a problem, whether they should be included or not. Parked cars with text on them were
included, as they are likely to have a connection to the neighbourhood.

3. Systematisation of data and categories of analysis

As | am interested in a broad range of textual signs, a comprehensive set of categories is needed
in order to systematise the types and features of signs. A useful point of departure is the
taxonomy proposed in the online Lingscape project. For the purposes of this field study, not all
categories have been considered relevant. The categories used are listed below. | have made
some modifications.

(1) An overarching division is seen in messages that are directed, on the one hand, top-down,
I.e., from institutions and official administration to the public, and on the other hand, bottom-
up, which are communicated by commercial and private actors.

(2) The linguality of the sign refers to the number of languages involved: mono-, bi- or
trilingual. More languages could be involved, but that has not been the case here.

(3) The domain, or discourse, is an important parameter. Based on Lingscape, the following
categories were used: Artistic, Commemorative, Commercial, Expressive, Informatory,
Infrastructural, Political, Regulatory, Subcultural, Technical, and Other.

Under one of the discourses, Commercial, | found it useful to add subdomains such as Eating,
Real estate, Hiring of apartments, Money/Banking, Clothes, Private services, Building
technology services, Education and courses, Culture, Technology, Security, Transportation,
Medicine and cosmetics.

(4) A further parameter refers to how the languages in a multilingual sign are distributed. Is the
multilingual text given in one language with full information (duplicated) in the other, or
with only fragments having been translated into the other language(s), fragmentary?

(5) The sign may appear in many different forms: graffiti, mural, neon signs, plaque, poster,
stand, display panel, sticker, street signs, wall signs, signs on windows, handwritten notes,
etc.

(6) In some cases, the signs occur in layers (new on top of old ones).
(7) Texts on the signs are represented in different scripts, such as Georgian, Cyrillic, and Latin.

An Excel database was set up to systematise the textual units according to the parameters
outlined above, which allowed for a study of the relative frequency of the values of these
parameters. Despite the rather limited number of signs or textual units (423), the results will in

13 Gorter & Cenoz 2023.
14 Backhaus 2007: 66.
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most cases be presented in percentage. The first part of this study is thus quantitative, but some
further qualitative observations are also included.

4. Results
4.1 Linguality

The linguality parameter is one of the most interesting ones, as it concerns the number of
languages used (cf. Fig. 6). In general, only a few signs are trilingual — not more than 5%. Most
signs are actually monolingual (53%), and a large proportion are bilingual signs.

5%

Fig. 6: Mono- (53%), bi- (42%) and trilingual signs (5%)

A closer look at the monolingual signs (cf. Fig. 7) reveals that two-thirds of the monolingual
signs are in Georgian, followed by English (32%). There are very few monolingual texts in
Russian (and marginally two signs in German).

geo, turk__ B 80, Ukl 4yrk, eng
0% 0% N\ %

eng, russ -
3%

ukr, russ
1%

geo, russ_—
12%

geo, eng
82%

H Georgian mEnglish m Russian German

Fig. 7: Languages of monolingual signs Fig. 8: Languages represented on bilingual signs
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Turning to the bilingual signs (cf. Fig. 8), Georgian and English make up the main proportion
(63%). Bilingual signs involving Russian amount to 15% (with 12% Georgian-Russian and 3%
English-Russian signs). Other minor language combinations are French-English, Georgian-
Ukrainian, Turkish-English, and Ukrainian-Russian.

Finally, we turn to the trilingual signs, which amount to only 5% of the total. All trilingual signs
are commercial ones, except for one (cf. Fig. 9). All trilingual signs are in Georgian, English,
and Russian, except for one that is in English, Georgian, and Turkish.
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Fig. 9: Example of a trilingual sign Fig. 10: Bilingual sign in Georgian and fragmentary translation into English

4.2 Distribution of languages on multilingual signs

It is more often the case that the information given in one language is duplicated in the other
language(s) than that only fragments are translated into the other language(s). The bilingual
sign in Fig. 10 shows a fragmentary distribution of the two languages. The main language is
Georgian, with only certain parts of the text having been translated into English (with several
mistakes).

4.3 Forms of signs, layers of signs

The largest proportion of signs are wall signs, followed by stickers, signs on windows, and
graffiti. Signs in layers, where new signs have been pasted on top of old ones, occur quite rarely.

4.4 Directionality of communication

When we look at signs that represent top-down communication, i.e., from institutions and
official administration to the public, and, on the other hand, bottom-up communication, we see
that the top-down signs account for only 10%. A number of these signs are monolingual in
Georgian, such as memorial plaques (cf. Fig. 11), or bilingual in Georgian-English, such as
road signs (cf. Fig. 3 above). A couple of interesting cases occur with Georgian and Russian,
but appear to be old signs from the Soviet period with official institutions (cf. Fig. 12).
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Fig. 11: Monolingual memorial plaque Fig. 12: Old Georgian-Russian signs

4.5 Domains and language choices

A large proportion of the signs are commercial (over 60%). Not surprisingly, the majority of
the commercial signs are in the domain of eating and food (cf. Fig. 13). The second largest
group of commercial services is in the domain of medicine and cosmetics (cf. Fig. 14), followed
by the two domains of banking and financial services (cf. Fig. 15), and building technology
services (cf. Fig. 16). It has not been possible to identify domains where the use of Russian is
more common than in others; it occurs on signs in a broad spectrum of commercial services.
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Fig. 14: Domain of medicine and cosmetics
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i 85
Fig. 15: Domain of banking and financial services

4.6 Russian language on signs: spatial distribution
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Fig. 16: Domain of building technology services

Russian is clearly a much smaller language compared to English. Only 14% of the signs involve
Russian in some constellations. Here, it is interesting to see that signs where Russian occurs are
found in sections 1-3 of the street and almost not at all in the fourth section. This is clearly seen
when we look at a map where these geotagged photos have been plotted onto a street map.
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Russian text along Luka Asatiani Street

 gsecosagss Y i
b H
Batumi Boulevard i i
B30280b )m3BO |
o g §
' Q ;
SEA SIDE ZONE % g
Europe Square % g
230m30b o % E
S Beagosbo >
% o
Y )
Ry ok Q coaura Argo Cable Car
B0 S 1533353000 355 SEBM
K

Batumi Batumi Plaza
33000980 bicmmio s

[}

Doqa Q Batumi Archaelogical
% museum

S5 dsorodod Demetre
P SBFIMEIROMEHO Tavdadebuli 50/52
ey Booking.com - Hotels
Pirosmani O
BOHNLIG “‘;\“5‘ \'Luka Asatiani Street
3 Khozre ' eu*
vanidze's clinic oSt 4
brbM3360d0b aae® % N
dmoBogs oo ® W°
ri 9 Q oo Gues
« w‘”“w st Sokhu
o 1
£ o
a w“’ns‘ &
v 4
Portal
3mOHBIm0
gagrationt st
Nova Batumi
Maxima o 6m3s s0rmdo \
83000,
e sgo08> 5
gog® %, Hotel !
o A= %, b MEEM b
Ol %
p Ice skating rink @) “** 3 \
% Y0BOEmab babsbemy 3
% Google

Fig. 18: Luka Asatiani Street with division into four
sections



Digital Kartvelology 2, 2023

The map showing the four sections of the street is repeated here for reference (Fig. 18). In the
fourth section (farther from the seaside; dark green on the map), only four signs occur involving
Russian text, and two of them are on parked cars.

4.7 Language and scripts

Finally, I would like to discuss some instances where Russian occurs in nonstandard, Latinised
forms. The first case is a café with the name Slivki (cf. Fig. 19), which means ‘cream’ in
Russian. The form is incomprehensible to a person who does not know Russian, and it does not
give any associations about the type of establishment. The name Slivki is flanked on each side
by the two forms Coffee and gsgo ‘coffee’ (in Georgian script), informing bypassers that this
is a café. The Latinised Russian name Slivki clearly signals that the café has some sort of
Russian connection, but in a more discrete way than if it had been written in Cyrillic script.

-y

R

Fig. 20: Russian text on glass window Fig. 21: Beauty salon Soul Dusha

Another case of Latinised forms is the beauty studio called Soul Dusha — ta samaya beauty
Studiya (cf. Fig. 21), showing an even more complex example of alternations between
languages and scripts. The Latinised Russian form Dusha is preceded by its translation, Soul,
which is also part of the name. The size of the English word Soul is much bigger than Dusha,
indicating that this is the main part of the name. The text continues with the Latinised Russian
phrase ta samaya ‘the very’, followed by English beauty and Latinised Russian Studia
(alternating with Studiya), ‘studio’. The information about opening hours is given in Georgian
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(in Georgian script) and below in Russian (in Cyrillic), indicating that the studio is addressing
Georgian and Russian-speaking customers. On both sides of the entrance, big windows
reaching down to the street level, the text in Russian reads Omo ne dgepw “This is not a door’
and, on the other side, 4 smo mooice ne dsepwv ‘And this is not a door either’ (cf. Fig. 20).

In the Georgian-English bilingual signs below, English appears to be the main language: the
name of the kindergarten Minion kids is written in Georgian script, dobomb Jowl (cf. Fig. 22).
Another example is the shop wgoeno (Daily). In the same way, the Georgian form of the name
gerobogs 3g9enlo / Clinic Health (cf. Fig. 23) is given in the Georgian script as the main form,
based on the English word ‘health’ with the Georgian nominative case ending -i added.

Fig. 22: Kindergarten 3060m6 Jogls Minion kids Fig. 23: gemobogs dgelo Clinic Health

5. Concluding remarks

On the basis of this case study, several observations may be made regarding language use in
the public space:

e The Georgian language dominates in monolingual textual units, followed by a substantial
use of English.

e Bilingual texts are to a large extent written in Georgian and English, thus adhering to the
official language policy prescribing the use of English in parallel to Georgian.

e Almost all trilingual signs are commercial and are written in the languages Georgian,
English, and Russian.

e Signs involving Russian are rarely monolingual and are restricted to bottom-up messages,
mostly of commercial character.

e The use of Russian is overall rather limited, and along Luka Asatiani Street, it appears to
be concentrated in certain neighbourhoods.

As mentioned earlier, this case study has its limitations in that it reflects the language situation
along only one street, which is a line of research that has been pursued in other comparable
investigations. Further studies could be conducted of the linguistic landscape along other streets
in the city in order to receive more comparable data. For instance, preliminary observations of
streets in Old Batumi show that such languages as Turkish and Arabic are more frequent there
than on Luka Asatiani Street. Many signs follow the official language policy for bilingual signs,
but many also fall outside these rules and are composed on the basis of individual

79



Digital Kartvelology 2, 2023

communicative initiatives, for instance, using nonstandard scripts. In order to understand the
language choices in such cases, it would be important to investigate the attitudes and strategies
behind how these signs are shaped. Another issue to take into consideration is the temporal
aspect. The linguistic landscape of a street could shift quite swiftly. If research is conducted on
the same site at certain intervals, this would give the possibility of following how the dynamic
linguistic landscape is changing and developing over time.
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