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THE AZOV URUMS: HISTORY, CULTURE, MIGRATION

The contemporary Urum community is available as part of the Greek 
population  clustered in 29 villages of Donetsk District as well as in one of the 
villages of Zaporizzhya District and in Mariupol. According to our calculations and 
to the All-Ukrainian Population Register of 2001, the number of the Azov Turkic 
Greeks amounts to 40.000 people.

The Urum language of the North Azov is split into four dialects which reflect 
complicated ethno-historical processes. With reference to the influence various 
language elements have on those dialects, they can be divided into the following 
types: the Kipchak-Polovets dialects spread in such villages as V. Novosilka, 
Starobesheve and Mangush, the Kipchak-Oguz dialects – in such villages as 
Staromlynivka, Bogatir and Ulakli, the Oguz-Kipchak dialects – Granitne, 
Starolaspa, Komar and Starognativka, and the Oguz dialects – spread in Mariupol 
and in Stary Krim1. The everyday language spoken by residents of each of those 
Urum villages has peculiarities of its own. The dialects used by the Turkic Greeks 
have preserved the lexical relicts. Therefore the researchers of the language and the 
ethnic history of Mariupol Greeks take a special interest in them.

The source is ethnographical field study carried out in the Azov Greek 
villages and the materials found in the national archives and museums in Ukraine 
and in Russia. 

The Turkic Greeks call themselves the Greeks. But it is Urum that is a more 
ancient endo-ethnonym, which is more applicable to them (it emerged in Asia 
Minor and became widely spread in the Crimea). It comes from such a term as 
Rum introduced by the Moslem Turks (the Seljuk) in order to name the residents of 
the Ottoman Empire who were Orthodox and spoke Greek2. The Turkic-speaking 
Greeks acquired such an exo-ethnonym as the Urums. In the long run, they even 
started calling themselves that way. In fact, the terms Urum and Rum are akin. 
Greek researchers assume that the etymology of these words comes from 
“Ρωµαίος” – ο κάτοικος της Βυζαντινής Αυτοκρατορίας 3. But in considering the 

1Гаркавець О. Н. Уруми Надазов’я: Iсторiя, мова, казки, пiснi, загадки, прислiв’я, писемнi 
пам’ятки. – Алма-Ата, 1999, p. 14.

2 Rum // Türk ansiklopedisi. – Cilt ХХVII. – Ankara, 1978, pp. 456–457.

3  Κανδηλάπτη Κ. Η. Διάλεκτος των  Ελλήνων της Μαριούπολης // Ελληνική Διεθνής Γλώσσα. 
Επιµέλεια του Ιωάννη Μ. Αρβανίτη, Γεωργίου Α. Παυλάκου. – 2002. – Τ. 5 (49), p. 500.

http://www.qypchaq.unesco.kz/Azovian_Urums.htm
http://www.qypchaq.unesco.kz/Azovian_Urums.htm
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phonological peculiarities of the Turkic language, namely the most typical 
features of the Turkic languages in terms of phonetics, one can find a 
synharmonism – lack of the sonorants “r”, “l”, “m” and “n” at the beginning of the 
word. 

The Turkish scientific literature emphasizes the fact that the exoethnonym 
urum ’lar comes from the Turkic Greeks who, at the time of the Byzantine Empire 
migrated, mainly from Anatolia, to the southern shore of the Crimea, where the 
Urums began to speak the southern dialect of the Crimean Tatars’ language4. But 
one must take into account that the ethnonym Urum was conferred on a number of 
mixed ethnic groups who nowadays live in various regions down the Black Sea 
and the Mediterranean Sea coasts, having a long history, though being immigrants 
from Asia Minor. Today the researchers carry out different strategies in the study of 
that ethnonym.

Today there are various ethnonyms meant to name the Urums: Urum – Greek; 
Urum Alhi – the Greek nation; Urumnuh – the Greeks, the Urums, the Greek 
population; Urumlar – is becoming Greek. In 2001, in the framework of the study 
of ethnic self-identity and contemporary lingual condition, we examined such 
villages as Mangush, Stary Krim, Staromlynivka (Kremenyovka) and Granitne 
(Karan). We interviewed 1234 residents of the aforementioned villages. As for our 
questionnaires, The Urums’ choices in considering the graph “Specify your 
nationality”looked as follows: Greek (72 per cent, the majority), occasionally 
Urum (19 per cent) and rarely Greek Tatar (9 per cent). According to our field 
study, the Urums call their language Urum dili or Urum tili.  

We do not have enough evidence to determine the time of the emergence or 
the formation of the Urum dialects. But in our view, in the Byzantine period of 
their ethnic history, the Greeks of Asia Minor and the Greeks of the Crimea spoke 
Greek. Creation of the Ottoman Empire brought about lingual assimilation of the 
Greeks of Asia Minor and their loss of mother tongue. Later, they switched to 
Turkic. The pre-Crimean period of the Urums’ history is obviously unknown – 
none of the existing versions is evidenced by any kind of source. We assume that 
the version of Mariupol Greeks’ split into the Turkic and the Hellenic Greeks had 
better be viewed from the early pre-Crimean period. The main version that today’s 
scientists get attributed to is that the Greeks’ split into two language groups 
occurred at the time of the medieval Crimea.  

As far as the Crimean period of the Urums’ ethnic history is concerned, the 
state of things remained the same with the creation of the Crimean Khanate. But 
the influence of the Turkic language became stronger, thus gradually squeezing out 
the Greek language as a tool of interethnic communication on the peninsula. After 
the South Crimea acceded to the Ottoman Empire, most of its population spoke 
Turkic. But the Urum writing, based on the Greek alphabet, became very widely 

4 Urum`lar // Türk ansiklopedisi. – Cilt ХХХІІІ. – Ankara, 1984, p. 99.
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spread in the aforementioned period. Today we have a variety of sources, such 
as translations of Christian texts5, student books on Greek and correspondence. 
The Greeks’ switch to Turkic was overwhelming both in the Crimean Khanate and 
all over the Ottoman Empire. An example of that switch is the folk lore of the 
nations of different ethno-confessional identity living together on the same 
territory in Asia Minor and in the Crimea. Thus a constituent part of the epic genre 
of the Urum folk lore is medieval Kipchak-Oguz massals (dastans) with 
transparent plots and singing monologs and dialogues. The Urums’ epic works 
evidence deep historical ties of the Urum language with other languages of the 
West-Hun merger of vernaculars: medieval massals (dastans) concerned with such 
heroes as Apshiche Garibe, Arzu and Gambere, Ter-oglu. Very popular with 
Mariupol Urums is the epic story of Ter-oglu, which for many centuries has been 
touring the Turkic-speaking nations. Neither the lingual distinctions nor the 
national cultures or religions obstructed the dissemination of that story on a huge 
areal, where it is known as “Ker-oglu” , “Ger-oglu” or “Kur-oglu”6. In spite of 
coincidence in the plot and similarity of the stories, the versions popular with 
different Turkic nations are all unique in terms of freshness and novelty. This epic 
is very much noteworthy as part of the Urum and the Tatar folk lore. It came to 
Turkey from the Crimean peninsula, which is evidenced by the research theses 
concerned with the Turkish folk lore7. The development of the Urum songs was 
affected by the Ottoman trend, which was widely spread in the medieval Crimea.

At the early stage of the Azov period (the late 18th – the 19th century) the 
Urums spoke their dialects, whereas the written language was performed by letters 
of the Greek alphabet. In the course of our study, we found a number of documents 
written in the Urum language. 

The Manuscript Department of the National V. Vernadsky Library of Ukraine 
holds a textbook titled as “Reading Gospels All the Year Around”, published in the 
early 19th century, written in the Urum language but in Greek letters8. The Urum 

5  Інститут рукописів. Національна бібліотека України ім. В. І. Вернадського (далі ІР 
НБУВ. – Ф. V. – Спр. 3641. – зв. 6. Поминальник Готської та Кафської митрополії у Криму, 
p. 5.

6 Каррыев Б. А. Эпические сказания о Кер-оглы у тюркоязычных народов. М., 1968, p. 5.

7  Образцы османского народного творчества. – М., 1916. – С. 39; Османские сказания и 
легенды // ЭО. М., 1912, № 86–87, p. 77.

8 ІР НБУВ. – Ф. V   – Спр. 3738, p. 191.
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language is rather frequent in the documents taken from the Greek Court of 
Mariupol as well as in Mariupol Regional Studies Museum9. They are written in 

Greek letters and date back to 1811, 1846 and 1874. Each one of those 
documents, though written in Greek letters, is primarily based on the Turkic lexis. 
There are also very many Greek and even Russian words there. Nevertheless we 
cannot say for sure what Turkic language (Turkic, Tatar or some other) was used, 
because we have no specialized research for this question to be answered. The 
attempts of understanding the available Urum texts were not very much successful.  

The Urum songs date back to the early 19th century. They are brought together 
in the so called Khartakhai’s collection – a collection of Urum texts written in 
Greek letters. Among many others is the song “Αχ χιзιµ χιзιµ!’’10, which remains 
most popular even nowadays. Moreover a similar song “Vai kurtsits, kurtsits” is 
popular even with the Rumei population. The both versions can be translated as 
“Oh, my baby girl”; the rhythm and the content are alike. 

It is noteworthy that the Urum language was considered sometimes as 
Turkish, sometimes as Tatar. In describing the household habits of Mariupol 
Greeks in 1874, A. Antorinov wrote the following: “…in some villages Greek is 
spoken, whereas other villages speak Turkish”11. In 1891 V. Gof, a public school 
teacher, said that the residents of Komar “speak Turkish”. But later he added that 
their language was a mixture of Turkish, Tatar and some other language12. G. 
Timoshevsky, Headmaster of Mariupol Alexander Lyceum, considers the Urum 
language purely Tatar. In his words, “those who speak the Tatar vernacular can 
neither speak nor understand Greek”13. A number of Urum texts aided by Russian 

9  Маріупольський краєзнавчий музей (далі МКМ). – Фонди. – Дело Мариупольского 
Греческого суда. – № 3503-Д. Приговор  сельского схода села Карань Мариупольского 
уезда о посылке двух депутатов в С-Петербург для выяснения “прав по воинской 
повинности”. – 7 декабря 1874 г.; № 6259-Д. Дело об отпуске леса из казенных 
Леонтьевых, Глухих и Дерезоватых буераков жителям Мариупольского греческого округа; 
№ 6271-Д. Жалоба поселян села Игнатьевка в МГС на смотрителя  Ивана Калцатина. 
Фрагмент. – 20–29 июля 1846, pp. 353–353.

10  Відділ рукописів Російської національної бібліотеки (далі ВР РНБ). – Ф. Греческие 
рукописи. – Греч. 805.  Песенник начала ХІХ в., p. 42.

11 Анторинов А. Домашний быт мариупольских греков, p. 46.

12Архів Інституту етнології та антропології Російської академії наук (далі ІЕА РАН. –  Ф.
22.  – Од. зб. 8, p. 1. 

13  Тимошевский Г. И. Переселение православних христиан из Крыма в Мариупольский 
уезд Азовской, ныне Екатеринославской губернии // Мариуполь и его окрестности. – 
Мариуполь, 1892, p. 38.
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transcription were published in the collection titled as “Mariupol and Its 
Vicinity”14. Still, they are not thoroughly studied by researchers. 

After the deportation, in the course of almost 150 years, despite having no 
national schools, the Urums managed to preserve their mother tongue. We made 
that conclusion on the basis of the survey of the national minorities among the 
Greek population conducted in the 1920s. The survey report emphasizes 
“Dominance of the mother tongue in everyday life”. According to it, Russian could 
be heard only in local government or at a local rally15. It was discovered that young 
people had a very good command of Russian, whereas Greek housewives’ Russian 
was much poorer. Urum writing was not even spoken about. But archives present 
evidence to Urum writing being practiced in villages: “As far as Urum writing is 
concerned, it did not exist; only a few people who were students of Greek schools 
5 years ago can write and read their mother tongue”16. In the 1920s Urum oral 
speech was widely used and was part and parcel of the Azov Turkic Greeks’ 
spiritual life. Especially popular were local singers and poets who remembered and 
performed folk lore, which had been transferred from generation to generation. 
Those were such stories as “Ashik-Gorib”, “Alim” and others. The villages 
enjoyed “Turkish-Tatar”    theater performances. However manifestations of 
preserved Greek traditional culture as well as works of art written in mother tongue 
were not encouraged by the government. An example is an excerpt from the 
“Report of the Supreme Soviet Executive Committee on the survey of the Greek 
population in Mariupol District”, which has it that “It is surprising but the local 
governments do not encourage manifestations of national cultures. Moreover, they 
sometimes obstruct their development, providing no assistance or even prohibiting 
Greek theater performances, etc.” It is also emphasized that through lack of Greek 
printed sources, mother tongue is being forgotten and elderly people keep songs 
and stories written in the late 19th  century in their notebooks”17. 

Since the mid 1920s the situation changed. The Soviet central government 
ordered the local governments to encourage and develop the Greek national 
culture. Emphasis was laid on dissemination of the Greek language among the 
Greek population. But unlike the Rumei dialects, which were taught at that time, 
the Urum dialects went beyond the scientists’ attention. As it was mentioned 

14 Мариуполь и его окрестности. – Приложение.

15  Центральний державний архів вищих органів України (далі ЦДАВО України). – 
Ф. 413. – Оп. 1. – Спр. 100, p. 61.

16 ЦДАВО України. – Ф. 413. – Оп. 1. – Спр. 483, p. 63.

17  Центральний державний архів вищих органів України (далі ЦДАВО України). – 
Ф. 413. – Оп. 1. – Спр. 100, p. 38.
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above, in 1925 N. Derzhavin, Director of Comparative Studies of Literatures 
and Languages of the West and the East for Leningrad State University, suggested 
sending expeditions in order to survey the Greek villages of Mariupol vicinity. For 
a short period of time, 12 expeditions were sent for the purpose of studying the 
language of the Hellenic Greeks18. But the paradox is that the study of the 
language of the Turkic Greeks was linked to comparing them to the language of the 
Crimean Tatars. Most probably, it was not on account of lack of researchers. It was 
through rejection of the Urum language due to the priorities of foreign policy.

No scientific description of the Urum language was made. But having 
compared a number of lexical units in such Urum villages as Mangush, St. Karan 
and St. Ignativka, the Supreme Soviet Executive Committee made a conclusion 
that “in the Turkic-Tatar language there is no great difference between separate 
villages”19. Now we do not know whether there were experts in the Turkic 
language among the Committee members. The thing is that Urum residents of 
those villages were asked to read the “Turkish-Tatar books”, which were very 
familiar to the readers. Then the Urum lexis was compared with the Crimean Tatar 
lexis, but on the basis of just one student book: “No doubt, the Turkish-Tatar 
villages speak one language. To what extent that language was similar to the 
language of the Crimean Tatars– the Committee compared it with language of the 
Crimean Tatars, using the “aid” on teaching the Crimean Tatar language (A. 
Odabash and I.S. Kaya, Crimizdat Publishers, 1924) and found almost full 
similarity – at least at the rate of 90 per cent. If the difference exists, it is too small 
and primarily lies in Mariupol Greek Tatars’ using the sound “h” instead of the 
sound “k”, typical of the Crimean Tatar language; girls living in Mariupol villages 
for example,  say “hyz” instead of the Crimean ”kyz”. There are quite a few words 
– one or two words among 30 or 40, that are not used here”20. The survey refers to 
the Urum language, which is not investigated to the greatest extent, as to Turkish-
Tatar, because there is “…much similarity of Mariupol Tatar language with the 
Turkish-Tatar language. The Greek Tatars of Mariupol speak almost fluently to the 
Turks when they call at their bakers’ and grocers’”. However there were very few 
reasons behind those conclusions because of lack of printed literature, which could 
serve as evidence. 

Thus, due to the Committee members, the Urums were forced to learn the 
Crimean Tatar language, which in no way appealed to them. Eventually, the 

18  Араджиони М. А. Греки Крыма и Приазовья: история изучения и историография 
этнической истории и культуры, pp. 24–29.

19 Центральний державний архів вищих органів України (далі ЦДАВО України). – 
Ф. 413. – Оп. 1. – Спр. 100, p. 33.

20 Ibid. 
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problem of the language of school instruction arose on the agenda. The 
national schools were ordered to use the Crimean Tatar language since the Urums 
had borrowed their language from the Crimean Turks and Tatars. As a result, in 
order to name the language of the Urum Greeks, such a term as “the Greek Tatar 
language” was introduced. The Turkic Greeks were named Greek Tatars 
respectively. The term “Greek Tatars” is used even nowadays. But in our view, it 
is artificial and it does not reflect the existing state of affairs.

Besides, the quality of the teaching staff was rather poor in the Urum schools. 
The teachers lacked competence. Some of them did not even have a good 
command of the language. To give you an idea, let us consider the situation one of 
the vicinities was once faced by. That situation was typical of other primary 
educational institutions as well. In 1926 – 1927, in the Urum villages of Stalino 
District there were 16 schools, where the total number of students equaled 2605   
(8 – 9 years old – 88,4 per cent; 8 – 11 years old – 86 per cent; 8 – 15 years old – 
62,7 per cent; 8–15 років – 62,7 %). The total number of teachers equaled 62; 
among them 41 per cent were non-Greek teachers, 29 were Urum and 6 were 
Rumei. One of the teachers was capable of teaching Hellenic Greek. This example 
evidences the fact that it was impossible to disseminate the Turkic language with 
the help of teachers, because most of them did not know the Urum language. 

In 1928 the new Turkic alphabet began being disseminated among the Turkic-
Tatar and the Greek-Tatar national minorities of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist 
Republic (the so called latinization)21. It is noteworthy that formation of the Urum 
literary language based on the new Turkic alphabet was of dull and unified 
character. The general trend of the national cultural policy as regards to the Turkic 
languages aimed to eliminate the Arabic borrowings and to introduce Russian and 
international words22. No doubt, the reforms introduced to the Urum language 
caused the spelling standards and the phonological constitution to be destroyed, 
which led to loss of many lexical units that had been accumulated with centuries 
passing by. 

To train teachers for the Urum schools, experts in the Crimean Tatar language 
(from the Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic of the Crimea) were invited. 
There was a supply of “recommended books in the Greek-Tatar language” as well. 
Those measures just aggravated the Turkic Greeks’ learning conditions, because 
the native speakers spoke four different dialects and because of some essential 
particularities of the Crimean Tatar language.

21ЦДАВО України. – Ф. 413. – Оп. 1. – Спр. 383, p. 21, 24. 

22  Изидинова С. Р. Современное состояние и проблемы изучения крымскотатарского 
языка. – Материалы по археологии, истории и этнографии Таврии. Симф., 1993. – Вып. 3, 
p. 202.
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The Urums could not understand the spelling dictionaries of the Crimean 
Tatar language purchased for the Urum schools23. In reading up for the classes of 
mother tongue, many of the students could not understand the meanings of the 
words when they were learning poems by heart24. Over all, the introduction of the 
uniform Turkic alphabet did not promote preservation of mother tongue. As for the 
researchers of the Urum dialects, it made their job really hard25. 

For the purpose of training teachers for local Greek-Tatar schools, summer 
courses were held, where lectures on history and culture were given. On graduation 
from comprehensive school, the Turkic Greeks were sent to the Crimean 
educational institutions for them to be able to go on for further education. In 1928 
– 1929, there were 12 primary and 4 comprehensive schools in the Urum villages, 
where there were 45 teachers and 2605 students. Later Professor O. Garkavets, a 
researcher of the Urum sayings, emphasized the negative effects of mindless 
introduction of the Crimean Tatar language to schools meant for the Azov Greeks, 
which resulted from lack of experts in the Turkic languages in the dialectological 
expeditions. The Urum speech was not very much similar to the Crimean Tatar 
language: Greek elements were still there. Therefore school instructions given in 
the Crimean Tatar language caused the Greek population to become indignant, 
because the language that was imposed on the Urum settlements performed neither 
the communicative nor the cognitive function. Nor did it perform the consolidating 
function, i.e. it did not help unite the Turkic Greeks who spoke different dialects. 

We would go so far as to lay an emphasis on the fact that the Urums were not 
unanimous in their attitudes to the introduction of the Crimean Tatar language. The 
older generation considered education based on the Crimean Tatar language to be 
too insufficient for their children to be able to rise in the world. Our field study 
holds evidence to the fact that some parents and their children favored education 
obtained from Russian schools, because the young people might have an 
opportunity of better communication by updating their competence and by entering 
into new professions. In fact, when in the early 1950s the national schools began 
being closed down, the Urum population did not feel really sorry26. 

The repressions of 1937 and the Nazi invasion added to the recession of the 
Urum language. The Greeks started to dispose of literature printed in their mother 
tongue in order to save their families from death. We found it out from V. Borota, 

23  Орфографический словарь крымскотатарского языка (для средней школы). – Симф., 
1936.

24 Зап. автором у 1998 році від А. Куркчи у с. Мангуш .

25 ЦДАВО України. – Ф. 413. – Оп. 1. – Спр.351, 461. 

26 Зап. автором у 2004 р. від Г. Гуртіна (1926 р. н.) у с. Мангуш .
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an Urum poet who was born in Starognativka. At the time of the interview, V. 
Borota told us about the fascists who came to his home village. At that time many 
valuable Urum books were burnt down. Our field study of 1990 – 2003 can testify 
to that. Thus far, we have not yet found any of the Urum books published in the 
prewar period in any of the Greek families. Most of the population has just a 
partial command of the Urum language of everyday use. Yet we have found signs 

of everyday Urum speech in such villages as Karan and Stary Krim with 
representatives of three generations [23, p. 98]: the older family members, born in 
the 1920s, speak Urum to each other; their children (born in the 1940s – 1950s) 
understand their parents with no problem, though it is really hard for them to 
express themselves, using a dialect; the younger generation (the 1970s – 1980s) 
can understand just a few utterances, using just a few separate words. According to 
other results of our field study, the Urum language is most widely used in such 
villages as Starobesheve and Starognativka, least widely used – in  Mangush. In 
Mariupol, founded by the Turkic Greeks, out of the  90 families interviewed, 70 do 
not speak Urum at all. In 8 families a dialect is used in the form of separate cliches, 
proverbs or expressions due to the older family members (such as grandmother or 
grandfather) brought from Urum villages for the purpose of care and maintenance.  

In 12 families the Urum language exists just in the form of a few specialized 
words related to their traditional culture . All this was caused by a number of 
external and internal factors. Today the language of the Turkic Greeks functions 
inside the family or can be heard at amateur folk concerts. The Azov Greeks’ 
writing is based on the Cyrilic alphabet, which became the basis for the Urum 
alphabet. However, even nowadays  neither high nor higher education based on the 
Urum language is accessible. Maybe, that is why even nowadays this language is 
far from being well preserved: the quality of its preservation on the Azov Sea coast 
is much lower than that of the  Rumei language. According to Philologist V. 
Kazarin, “the Urum language is disappearing – it is plain to see”27. Almost the 50-
year long ban on the Urum population caused the nation’s culture to suffer big 
losses.  In the Soviet times, the Urum language did not perform its social functions 
except one – speaking inside the family. As a result, its stylistics underwent 
recession and huge layers of words related to the traditional culture were lost for 
ever. 

For many years Urum fiction was not published. Only in the 1870s the Urums 
had an opportunity of getting familiarized with the legacies of Greek authors, such 
as V. Kior and V. Borota, who wrote their works in their mother tongue.

In the late 20th century, a brand new stage of the development of the Azov 
Greeks’ language began. The new socio-economic conditions provide incentives 

27 Казарин В. Язык – это философия мира // www.inforos.ru

http://www.inforos.ru
http://www.inforos.ru
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for the Azov Greeks to learn Modern Greek for the sake of further prospects. 
Therefore the researchers of the lingual processes are being faced by urgent 
problems of the study of the history of the Azov Greeks’ language. 
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