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ABSTRACT: The article discusses recent changes to the urban linguistic landscape that were instigated by the spread
of the coronavirus infection and expedient public code introduced by city authorities to regulate life in the pandemic-stricken
megalopolis. It focuses on relevant signs and images as new entities of the multimodal dialog between the city and its residents.
While before 2019 city signs were elements of the city navigation system, the pandemic realities changed their status and role
in urban linguistic landscape. The study is based on a dataset of visual records collected across Moscow’s public locations
over the years 2020 through 2022. Empirical data are analyzed for their function, language form, and multimodal components.
The results suggest that city signs conveying COVID-related messages to city residents perform four major functions: they
warn about the virus and health risks, prescribe certain behavioral patterns, motivate to fight the pandemic, and inform about
safety measures undertaken by city facilities and businesses. The functional specificity of city signs tends to determine their
verbal and non-verbal representation. The study also explores the interplay of visual and verbal components in COVID-
affected urban communication and offers insights into new discourse strategies adhered to by the megalopolis when interacting
with different social groups in key pandemic moments.
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1. Introduction

COVID-19 has dominated the global agenda for over two years, boosting an incredible amount of
research across all fields and disciplines. Scholars are studying its impact on all vital spheres of human
activity, such as healthcare, economy, industry, energy, transport, education, etc. While the pandemic’s
effect on life sustenance systems is obvious and holds a major international spotlight, its aftermath to less
apparent domains, including language, culture and communications, seems largely underresearched, which
should be treated as a scholarly oversight since language and communication practices are extremely
sensitive to emerging social phenomena. Big data analysis systems and digital research methods allow using
language facts and data to examine emerging sociocultural developments on the basis of their verbal
representations.

This study seeks to fill in this research gap and address the coronavirus-associated crisis drawing on
language and social interaction data. Specifically, the paper focuses on urban communication understood as
interaction between a megalopolis and its residents. Its goals include analyzing multimodal messages
conveying COVID-19 relevant information and investigating discourse strategies employed by municipal
authorities to control compliance with new coronavirus-inflicted city rules.

A considerable amount of literature related to language use under the pandemic circumstances has
been published over the past two years. Across languages attempts have been made to track coronavirus-
associated language changes, specifically, emergence of neologisms and naming strategies (Cappuzzo, 2020;
Lei et al., 2021), political and social aspects of pandemic language (Mocini, 2020; Ostanina, 2021; Belova
& Georgieva, 2021). A number of studies focused on confrontation-related language used by pro- and anti-
vaccination speakers (Coltman-Patel et al., 2022) and pandemic narratives (Sardi, 2022). However, despite
a variety of language- and communication-related issues raised and discussed in recent literature, there is
one perspective that has not been looked into by researchers. The urban discourse perspective of the
pandemic-driven language change has not yet gained the scholarly attention that it merits while one cannot
deny that city life, navigation and communication patterns have seen drastic changes since the first days of
the pandemic and introduction of restrictive measures.

Recent developments both in Europe and all over the world have heightened the need for effective
communication between citizens and local authorities as regulators are looking for efficient solutions to stop
the pandemic and relief its aftermath. This need is especially urgent in metropolitan areas with high
population densities. Despite all measures and efforts to stop the spread of COVID-19 and provide quick
medical aid, numbers of cases remain high. Under such circumstances residents’ attitude becomes one of the
key factors determining responsible behavior.

The present study is designed as a first starting point towards exploring coronavirus-driven changes
to discourse practices and communication patterns in various linguacultural communities, specifically
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focusing on integration and interaction of verbal and visual elements within the city-to-resident
communication system. Thus, it has a two-fold objective. First, the article aims at tracing the development
of new coronavirus-affected urban discourse practices relying both on visual and verbal representation of
the message being communicated. Second, it examines the interplay between verbal signs and images as
elements of non-verbal sign systems in conveying different meanings under various sociocultural and
contextual conditions. The research urgency follows from the need to explore how the pandemic is affecting
urban communication and what consequences the aftermath may have for the post-COVID future the world
is stepping into. It is also important to capture the moment, archive and analyze visual and text data reflecting
the metropolitan struggle against the coronavirus within the city-to-resident communication system while
putting emphasis on the language and its role in ensuring public safety. A special emphasis in this study is
placed on visual images and their contribution to shaping the multimodal dialog between the city’s
authorities and the urban community.

2. Linguistic Landscape and Pandemic Language

It is obvious that the city reflects political and social changes, and the COVID-19 pandemic serves
a formidable example. In academic fields linguistic landscape has gained a surge of interest from the 1970s
onwards. This paradigm is now “somewhere at the junction of sociolinguistics, sociology, social psychology,
geography, and media studies” (Sebba, 2010, p. 73) with the focus on public signage in urban environments.
Laundry and Bourhis proposed the following definition of linguistic landscape: “the language of public road
signs, advertising billboards, street names, place names, commercial shop signs, and public signs on
government buildings combines to form the linguistic landscape of a given territory, region, or urban
agglomeration (Laundry & Bourhis, 1997, p. 25). Since then, the term expanded and integrated various
theoretical and epistemological standpoints coupled with new methods and approaches. As a result,
explorations of linguistic landscape deal with the language representation in public places and individuals’
interactions with different signs (Mensel, et al., 2016). Research suggests that sign positioning is not random
and relates to social context and practices, for instance, signs can be informational markers providing
important information, they can convey emblematic significance or contribute to the public space symbolic
construction (Marshall, 2021). All textual elements, including signs and inscriptions, are part of a complex
urban communicative system conveying messages to city residents via different channels (Leontovich, 2019).
Urban discourse studies are a promising field of research as human civilization is becoming increasingly
urbanistic and various ethnic, social and cultural communities co-existing within city boundaries need mutual
understanding and the ability to be easily controlled by municipal authorities. Scholars examine the specifics
of urban discourse and city-to-resident communication in different parts of the planet (Abdul & Yu, 2020;
Loeb, 2022), investigate how the urban discourse reflects collective memory and conveys commemorative
messages (Venturini, 2013) and analyze its samples in media (Kokkonen & Ryzhkova, 2021). A new avenue
of urban discourse studies focuses on the COVID-19 effects on public spaces (Honey-Rosés et al. 2020) and
the reflection of the pandemic in multicultural linguistic landscapes (Miiller, 2020; Kusse, 2020). This study
is designed to continue the trend by addressing the pandemic language of the Russian capital that emerged
in 2019 as the first coronavirus restrictions were imposed and continued into 2022 when there appear new
reports about growing numbers of cases.

With the COVID-19 outbreak, new restrictions and pandemic-related signs have flooded public
space. Recent studies have found that these signs depend on the context which makes them intelligible. For
instance, after a few months of the pandemic, just the image of a mask is enough to oblige wearing it. What
is more, linguistic landscape can be regarded as a dynamic domain as it comprises all forms of dealing with
the pandemic from the standardized official clichés to creative signs and pictures (Kusse, 2020). In
(Miiller, 2020) pandemic signs are classified into two categories: “business” (concerning commercial
activities) and “behavior” (regulating the passers’-by behavior). Possible reasons for the restrictions were
also identified: “Authorities” (reference to the local and regional orders); “Care/Protection” (health
concerns); “Current Situation” (without further details); “Epidemic” (informing about the COVID-19
pandemic or the virus); “Technical reasons” (Ibid.).Latest studies related to COVID-19 pandemic signs
highlight that they have dramatically changed people’s perception of the city image, the way we live and
behave. As (Nugraha & Haq, 2021) point out, the deadly disease provoked mixed responses among people
from fear to stigma attached to those infected. Analysis of the World Health Organisation posters aimed to
eradicate COVID-19-associated social stigma and discrimination led the scholars to conclusion that health
campaign posters can be seen as a powerful tool of communication to inform and persuade, spread knowledge
and appeal to people’s awareness due to a symbiotic effect of verbal and non-verbal messages. ldeas of
cooperation and positive mindset are successfully promoted through such posters.
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Another research on semiotic-discourse analysis of COVID-19 posters defined three basic types of
signs and their functions against the pandemic: instructional — to provide people with guidelines to avoid
infection (social distancing, washing face and hands, wearing masks, etc.); motivational — to urge citizens to
follow the health recommendations; ironical — to address attention to the need of reasonable steps to curb
the spread of the disease (Kadim & Abbas, 2022). Apart from that, as the pandemic progressed, there were
attempts to instil a positive message about mask-wearing and other major adjustments to normal behaviour
citizens were obliged to make. A. Smith and M. Higgins identified a shift towards a reunited collective voice
in government public health posters, claiming shared experience and responsibility during the pandemic.
The call for collective effort is emphasized through the first-person plural pronoun “we” and possessive
pronoun “our”, the present continuous tense links to the need of ongoing process of compliance (Smith &
Higgins, 2022). Overall, the message of COVID-19 signs is straightforward and clear, it reinforces the idea
of mutual altruism and greater engagement to win together against the common enemy. It is worth
considering that city signs, posters, banners, etc., can be regarded as the easiest and cost-effective way to
deliver a message to the general public. When it comes to health-related issues, they are proved to bring
improvements in health practices, to raise awareness and change behavior patterns (Gobind, 2014). As
regards the language response to the threat specifically, in (Kotelnikova & Leontovich, 2020) crucial
similarities and differences in Chinese and Russian urban media discourse are revealed. Both countries urge
citizens to wear masks and gloves, wash hands regularly and follow the guidelines via social advertising.
According to the study, the Russian social anti-coronavirus campaign adheres to stylistically neutral way of
delivering information, while in China appeals are more emotionally targeted at each and every that indicates
a high level of social responsibility. The metaphor of war is widespread in Chinese discourse, the pandemic
is portrayed as the common enemy, there are battlefields and the front line (hospitals), heroes (the medical
profession), the idea of national resistance is imposed. In general, communication related to COVID-19 in
China is institutionalised, consistent and unified. In Russia, on the contrary, it is rather individualized,
diversified and multi-faceted. What is more, coronavirus led to new words and phrases, usually ironic ones,
especially in the Russian language. This trend can be perceived as a coping mechanism with fear and threat
(Ibid.). Moving on now to consider other ways to overcome psychological consequences of the COVID-19
trauma, Todorova and Padareva-llieva examined nostalgia as a strategy for managing stress in social media
(Todorova & Padareva-llieva, 2021). The lack of physical contact and social experiences challenged people
and provoked anxiety, depression, inability to perform mundane tasks. The communication during the
pandemic became mostly virtual and social media served as a medium to unite people and save them from
isolation. The researchers grouped the posts found on networking websites into four categories concerning
historical memories, personal memories, literary reminiscences and nostalgic games. Instead of focusing on
the negative side, people indulged in warm memories, sought salvation in examples of famous people and
writers who survived the hardships and passed their wisdom which gives hope (Todorova & Padareva-llieva,
2021).When analyzing gender specifics of emotional expression in social networks during the COVID-19
crisis, Katermina and llmaz-Ledeneva found that gender stereotypes concerning men’s and women’s
emotional reaction to the pandemic are erased. The most frequent ways of expressing an attitude to the
coronavirus, both in men and women, turned out to be emoji emoticons, capitalization, the use of invective
vocabulary and intensifiers (Katermina & llmaz-Ledeneva, 2021). Apart from being a dynamic tool to
promote community, social media encourages the spread of unreliable information. A number of methods to
spot, detect and neutralize fake news were proposed (see (Mavrodieva, 2020)). It is clear that misinformation
might spread panic in people, which has to be prevented. Since the COVID-19 pandemic is a
multidimensional crisis, it is studied from different perspectives in social sciences. The language cannot
detach itself from the changes the society faces. Recent findings support the idea that analyzing messages,
for instance, in terms of speech strategies, rhetorical devices, new expressions and words (Dacheva, 2022;
Paudel & Williamson, 2021; Al-Salman & Haider, 2021) in the context of the pandemic helps identify
mechanisms of shaping socially approved behavior under the circumstances that require solidarity, mutual
understanding and support. This paper seeks to further investigate coronavirus-affected urban discourse
and bring to light its multimodal dimension highlighting the interaction between verbal and visual
components of the linguistic landscape changed by the pandemic.

3. Dataset and methodology

With the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak entering the life of nearly every human being and imposing
significant risk to wellbeing and health, authorities made major efforts to curb the spread of the disease. The
pandemic was especially hard on large cities with multi-million populations, one of the problems requiring
immediate control on the part of the city authorities being communication with residents and providing them
with all relevant information. Human crowds lacking proper instructions on what to do and how to behave
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could become a catastrophe for any megalopolis under the threat of the pandemic. In different countries this
emergency situation was approached from different angles. While some cities resorted to direct messaging
with residents and other methods, Moscow relied largely on the system of city signs that create a semiotically
marked urban space (Avanesov, 2016). The Government of Moscow opened a COVID-19 Information
Centre that provides credible information on the spread of coronavirus and outlines measures necessary to
combat the infection. The city authorities can reach out to residents via different channels — reduced but not
limited to — TV and radio programs, newspapers and city information signs. City signs inform residents,
signal of restrictions, regulate traffic users and provide guidance. Amid the COVID-19 pandemic the city
was overwhelmed with signs reminding to wear face masks and gloves, keep social distancing, stay at home,
get vaccinated, etc. The megalopolis attuned to the new rules and restrictions imposed by the authorities and
used signs to regulate the behavior of its dwellers. As the world is in its third year of living under restrictions,
new visual and verbal elements seem to become inextricably integrated into metropolitan linguistic
landscapes. The study draws on a variety of empirical data collected by the authors in Moscow’s public
locations, including transport, shopping malls, theatres, museums, etc. The collected data amounts to over
five hundred items, each presenting a unique pandemic-inspired sign or poster.

The data-collecting procedure was based on the field-study approach, specifically, on the method of
on-site direct observation. In the planning stage, a list of relevant city locations was compiled. To make sure
the list was a representative one, locations related to all social spheres of city life were included. The
following locations were covered: transport (metro, buses, city trains), public health (hospitals, clinics),
education (schools, universities), culture (theatres, movie theatres, museums, libraries), social infrastructure
(shopping malls, supermarkets, markets, streets). Geographically, the on-site observation was conducted in
Moscow’s downtown area (within the Sadovoe koltso location) and the south-western districts. In the on-
site stage, relevant signs were photographed and registered in the research database. To be included into the
empirical database, an item was examined in accordance with a set of criteria that would allow assessing its
relevance to the study. They are as follows: 1) an item under consideration is located in a public place within
the administrative borders of Moscow; 2) an item under consideration is a multimodal urban text featuring
both the visual and the textual components; 3) an item under consideration conveys a message explicitly
related to the COVID-19 pandemic by either referring to it directly or by means of associations that are
clearly understood to all native Russian speakers. If an item did not meet any of the criteria above, it was not
considered in this study. It should also be pointed out that in many cases identical signs were registered in
different locations, for instance, in schools or in shopping malls. In this case, the were considered as one
occurrence, not multiple ones. Therefore, the empirical database includes over five hundred unique items.
The final stage of the research included data analysis that focused mostly on the communicative, linguistic,
and multimodal features of city signs. As stated in the introduction, this study is designed as a first step of a
larger project devoted to investigation of changes in the urban discourse that were inspired, driven or
imposed by the pandemic. The main goal of the primary step was to examine empirical data and identify
possible avenues for future research.

Images are known to be context-sensitive and context-embedded (Chernyavskaya 2021), so visual
records may provide important information on the sociocultural context of the newly emerging coronavirus-
affected urban discourse. Imagery is a reliable resource of meaning making and transferring which gains
even more power in combination with verbal elements. The main research question raised in this study is
how visual images embedded in text shape our perception of the message produced by communicators to the
COVID-driven urban dialog.

4. Results and discussion

All of the signs, posters, and stickers included into the research database were analyzed according
to a number of relevant parameters which include their communicative function, language features, and
visual elements. The complex of factors taken into account in the course of the analysis allowed contouring
a COVID-era model of the city’s interaction with its residents in public locations.

Functionally, four types of signs can be differentiated, each one communicating a different message
to city residents: explanatory signs, prescriptive signs, motivational signs, and assuring signs. The
explanatory, prescriptive, and motivational types are contrasted to assuring signs in the way of addressee —
addresser orientation. While explanations, prescriptions, and motivations focus on the addressee as the
subject required, advised or requested to follow a specific behavioral pattern, assuring signs focus on the
addresser as the subject performing certain actions to provide for the addressee’s safety. Cf. He puckyii,
npugeitics! 3adviguusocmo 6 80 1em — 3mo 803moicHO, 6 20 — 3mo HeHopmanvHo. 33% nayueHmos nocie
COVID-19 cmpaoaiom om mepsno-ncuxuueckux paccmpoiicme. Don’t risk, get vaccinated! Forgetting
things is okay for an eighty-year-old, but it’s not okay if you are twenty. 33% of patients suffer from
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neuropsychic disorders. vs Conpomugnenue 6030yxa. Mul yeemuuunu 6030yxooomen Ha 30%, umobw
CHU3UMb Mmemnvl pacnpocmpanenust koponasupyca. Air resistance. We increased air change by 30% for
lower risks of coronavirus spreading. In terms of language means, this opposition is marked by the use of
imperative sentences in explanatory, prescriptive, and motivational signs as contrasted to statements in
assuring signs. This contrast is also accentuated with address forms, often informal ones that are commonly
used by friends, family, and peers and are not quite expected in official discourse. This choice of the informal
second-person pronoun and imperative forms suggests a shorter distance between the city authorities and
residents and changes the communication mode from official to informal.

Explanatory signs focus on conveying information about the new infection and informing city
dwellers about possible symptoms, risks, dangers, and measures that can help prevent spreading the virus
(vaccination being one recommended solution). Examples of such signs include the following items: Kax
secmu cebsi nocie sakyurayuy om Hoeoll koponasupycrou ungexyuu. \What to do after getting vaccinated,
OcHosnvie paznudust medicoy cumnmomamu COVID-19, OPBH u epunna. How to differentiate symptoms of
COVID-19, respiratory viruses, and flu. Hducmpyxyus: Kax nonyuums QR-k00 nocre eaxyunayuu.
Instruction: How to get a QR-code after getting vaccinated.

Prescriptive signs are of different nature. They are not designed to inform city residents about the
new virus or make things clear but rather impose a certain model of behavior in public places. Specifically,
they regulate the coronavirus regime and prescribe wearing masks, gloves, keeping social distance, and using
QR-codes to be allowed into some public locations. Here two ways of presenting prescriptions can be
differentiated: top-down and bottom-down. Top-down signs refer to official sources as a reason for
introducing restrictions. For instance, the following sign appeared on the doors of a Moscow cafe:
Yeaoicaemvie cocmu! B ceasu ¢ ykazom Mapa Mockevt om 22 uwna 2021 2. Ne 35-YM «O enecenuu
usmenenuti 8 ykaz Mapa Mockevt om 8 urons 2020 2ooa Ne 68-Y My, kogetinsa obcnysxcusaem nocemumeneti
monvko na suiroc! Dear guests, in accordance with the order Ne 35-UM as of 22 June, 2021 “On changes
into Mayor’s decree #68-UM as of 8 June, 2020 ” issued by the Moscow Mayor, the café is open for take
away only. Bottom-down signs are more typical in a retail environment. Although they are prescriptive in
nature, that is, their main purpose is directive, their command-like message is presented in a more neutral
and relaxing way, often with a hint of humor, to make people feel more comfortable under restrictions:
Hoorcanyiicma, nadenv macky! Omo nomoscem noddepaicusams be3onacHocms 8 mazazure. Kpymo — 6vims
odobpee! Cnacubo! Please, put on your mask! This will make the shop a safer place. It is cool to be kind!
Thank you!

When top-down and bottom-down signs refer to decrees and legislative acts, they push the idea that
the restrictions are not biased, and citizens should simply comply with the law.

Motivational signs are used not just to inform city residents but also encourage them take certain
actions. The most frequent type in this category are signs promoting vaccination. They often come in the
form of a detailed explanation providing arguments to get vaccinated. For example: COVID-19 sce ewe ¢
eopode! Puck 3apazumvcs no-npedchemy ocmaemcs. Ilpumume 636euiennoe peuienue — coenaime
npususxy! Baxyuna bezonacna, becniamna, ocobenno saxcna 0as moodeti 60+.COVID-19 is still in the city!
There still a risk to get infected. Make the right decision — get vaccinated! The vaccine is safe, free, and
especially important for people over 60. Hecmomps na cusmue ozpanuyenuti 8 Mockee, puck 3apasumscsi
KopoHasupycom coxpanaemcs. Ocobenno onacua 601e3nb 014 model cmapuie 60 1em — 8 smom gospacme
ona msxcenee nepenocumcs u yaue evisvieaem ocroxcrenus. Although restrictions are no longer in effect
in Moscow, there is still a risk to get infected with coronavirus. It is especially dangerous for people over 60
who suffer from heavy symptoms and complications. The appeal to get vaccinated is often accompanied by
arguments demonstrating how one’s everyday life may change for worse should one contract the virus: He
puckyii, npugeticst! Oceuxu 6 nocmenu 8 HOACUIOM 803pacme npocmumenvivl. B monodom neuanvhvi. B 5-6
pasz ysenuuusaemcest puck spekmuavrou oucynxyuu nocie COVID-19. Don 't risk, get vaccinated! An old
man failing in bed evokes sympathy. A young man failing in bed evokes sadness. COVID-19 increases the
risk of erectile dysfunction by 5-6 times. Geographically, vaccination-supporting signs can be found in all
city locations, which makes them similar to prescriptions.

An interesting variety of motivational signs are those focusing on specific professional or social
groups. For instance, when Moscow hospitals could not cope with numbers of patients infected with COVID-
19, city authorities initiated the construction of new coronavirus facilities in the district of Kommunarka.
The coronavirus medical center was ready to open doors for new patients just months after the decision was
made, construction workers spending days and nights on the site. The construction site featured a number of
motivational signs calling on the construction workers for joined efforts and intense labor to fight the virus:
Cmpoumens! Ham myaxcen smom yenmp! Construction worker! We need this medical center! Yceman u
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onycmun pyku? Ycemynu mecmo nacmoswum 6otiyam! Tired and depressed? Make way for real fighters!
Cmpoumenu! Cuem udem na mumymst! Construction workers! Every minute counts. Explanatory,
prescriptive, motivational, and assuring signs differ functionally, which results in their location relations.
While prescriptive signs are omnipresent and can be found at the entrance of any public facility be it a school,
a bus, or a supermarket, explanatory, assuring, and motivational signs are more location-sensitive.
Explanatory signs are typical at clinics with health tips and guidelines to follow but can also be found in
other public locations, including schools, universities, public transport, shopping malls, and public WCs:
Kozoa u 3auem nocums macxu? When and why should you be wearing a mask? Pexomenoayuu no
npogunaxmuxe nogou xoponasupycnou ungexyuu COVID-19 ¢ xunomeampax. Recommendations on
preventive measures against COVID-19 in movie theaters. Their purpose is to make people aware of health
risks and offer basic recommendations on staying safe.

General motivational signs are more common in clinics and on public transport while signs designed
for specific social or professional groups can be found in less expected locations, like work places or
apartment buildings: ZJopocue 6abywxu u oedywxu naueco noovesoa! B nawem 2opode xoponasupyc.
Onacnee gce2o oH 01 NONHCUNLIX Jt00ell. 1103momy Mbl 0YeHb NPOCUM 8AC: He XO0ume 8 IHOHble Mecma U
nobyobme noxa doma. A mol, sawu coceou, nozabomumcs o éac! Dear Grandmas and Grandpas living in
our apartment building! The number of COVID-19 cases in our city is growing. It is very dangerous for
senior citizens, that’s why we ask that you stay home and keep away from public places. We are your
neighbors who are willing to take care of you in this time.

Assuring signs are used mostly by businesses interested in attracting customers and making them
feel safe inside. Cafes, restaurants, shops, and supermarkets are most common in this category of city places.
For instance, the following sign was featured by one of Moscow Fix Price stores: Vsaowcaemvie noxynamenu!
s saweeco yoobcmsa u 6esonachocmu cemolo mazazunoe FiX Price npumsmer caedyowue mepol:
Pezynapno nposooumces oezunghexyus nogepxnocmeti, /s cokpauwjeHus ouepeoeli OmKpblmuvl 6ce KACChl,
Veenuuenvr nocmasxu moeapoes nepeoﬁ He06x00wvtocmu, moeapuvl pacnojlOdCernsbl 6 aocmyngzx mecmax,
Ilepconan escedHe6HO npoOXooum npoOBEPKU HA HAIUYUe NPUSHAKO8 6UpycHuix 3abonesanuu. Dear
customers! Fix Price shops are undertaking the following measures for your convenience and safety: All
surfaces are regularly disinfected; All checkout points are open to avoid long queues; Essential goods are
now available in larger quantities and convenient locations in stores; Staff are tested for COVID-19 on daily
basis. The functional varieties of city signs are also different in terms of chronological motivation. The first
to appear in Moscow were explanatory and prescriptive signs. The first case of COVID-19 was registered in
the Russian capital in March 2020. As the situation got worse, in April and early May 2020 the country lived
under serious restrictions. That was period when the new virus caused panic or negligence due to the lack of
research data and observation reports. The reaction on the part of Moscow’s municipal authorities was
immediate, and the city’s public places turned into an advertisement board. The assuring signs followed as
the restrictions were partially lifted and a number of places were allowed to return to work providing that
they can guarantee safety. Finally, the motivational signs became part of the urban information system with
the introduction of vaccination in December 2020. By the end of the year 2022, most signs are still in place.
Although all of the quarantine measures are no longer effective, public locations prefer not to get rid of the
assuring, motivational and explanatory signs as a way of preventive action. Most prescriptive signs, however,
had to go as the message they conveyed was no longer relevant.

In terms of language and structure, the four types of COVID-19 signs registered in the database
display the following regular features:

Prescriptive signs are imperatives starting with address forms, such as /fopozue cocmu. Dear guests;
Veasicaemvle nocemumenu! Dear customers! Their text commonly includes references to government
decrees along with the Federal Service for Surveillance on Consumer Rights Protection and Human
Wellbeing and World Health Organization (WHO) recommendations that are meant to make them sound
less dogmatic but still obligatory. Explanatory signs are statements or narratives offering detailed
information on coronavirus and preventive measures. They stand out among other types due to the abundance
of medical terms and lengthy descriptions. Common formats include question-answer series, step-by-step
instructions and narratives. Cf. Kaxas eaxyuna npomue COVID-19 nyuwe ece2o nooxooum ons mensn? Bee
sakyumvl, 3apezucmpuposanuvie 6 Poccuu, s¢ppexmuenvt u 6esonacnwvi. What COVID-19 vaccine is best for
me? All vaccines registered in Russia are safe and effective. — Baxyunayust — camwiti naoedicnoiii cnocod
3awyumums 6ac om midHce/loco0 medeHus Koponasupyca u Heo6pamuMblx nocreocmeuil. Jloou noxcuno2o
eo3pacma nepeHocsm 6aKyuHayuro Jiecko, b6e3 noboymwvix aqbqbekmoe. Omo cesazano ¢ ocobernocmamu
UMMYHHOU peaxkyuu op2anusma 8 eauiem soszpacme. Vaccination is the most reliable way to protect you
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against heavy cases of coronavirus and its irreversible consequences. People of older age go through
vaccination without any side effects. This is due to specifics of the body’s immune reaction in your age.

Motivational signs are argumentative in nature. They also feature address forms and appeals both
implicit and explicit. What contrasts them form prescriptive signs in terms of address forms and imperatives
is the informal style. While prescriptive signs stick to the official discourse, motivational signs are much
more informal, displaying informal imperative forms and the general tone of the message. On the one hand,
this effect serves to shortening the distance between the city authorities and residents and thus creating the
atmosphere of trust, while on the other, the choice could also be suggestive of the target audience of
motivational signs. While prescriptive signs are universal and oriented on all types of addressees, the
message of motivational signs suggests that the target audience are young residents. Cf. prescriptive: Xooume
no oonomy. Cobmooaume oucmanyuio. Do not approach other passengers. Keep distance. — motivational:
Baxyunupytics u coxpanu acusnw. Get vaccinated and save your life. Assuring signs differ from the other
three types in representing active subjects. While prescriptive, explanatory and motivational signs use second
person plural pronouns and appropriate verb forms, assuring signs tend to prefer first person plural
accentuating what the collective addresser is doing rather than what the addressee, both individual and
collective, should do. Cf. Jopoeue cocmu! Ipunumas 6o enumanue auty 06ECROKOEHHOCMb U3-30
pacnpocmpanenusi koponasupyca COVID-19, xomum 3asepums sac 6 mom, umo awia 6e30nACHOCMb U
300p06b€ — OCHOBHOI npuopumem Ol Haule2o 20CMUHUYHO20 Komnaekca. B ceasu co ecnwiukoul
3a601e8aHUA Mbl NPUHATU PAO OONOJHUMENbHBIX Mep 018 KomgopmHozo npebvieanus. Dear customers,
taking into account you concern due to the spread of COVID-19, we would like to reassure you that your
safety and health is our top priority. Due to the virus outbreak we had to take additional measures for you
to have a lovely stay.

Strict limitations contained in the sign texts tend to be neutralized by their non-conventional and
often humorous form. Humorous effect can be created by means of allusion as, for example, in the slogan
alluding to Balabanov’s famous crime drama Bbpat 2 (Brother 2): B uem cuna, meobpam? — B eaxyune! What
makes you powerful, doc? — The vaccine! The slogan is based on the word play: the original question B ueum
cuna, opam? is transformed into B uem cuna, meobpam? (meoopam stands for male nurse in Russian, being
an acronym for meouyunckuii 6pam ‘medical brother’). In the original movie the protagonist offers a
different answer: Cuza ¢ npasoe. Power comes from truth. Another example of a humorous sign
demonstrates the use of oxymoron: IToxasicu ceoe auyo. Haoeno macky. Show your face. Put on a mask. City
authorities rely both on verbal and non-verbal components of city signs when conveying COVID-related
messages to city residents in public places within the urban area. The records collected for this research in
different locations across Moscow, including shops, cafes, restaurants, schools, transport, and other city
facilities, demonstrate a number of recurrent trends:

Prescriptive signs tend to depend mostly on the verbal component, focusing on the textual message
referring to legal regulations issued by the state government or city authorities. The visual component is
optional for this category of signs. However, if it accompanies the textual message, it is most likely to be a
symbol indicating a ban on entrance without a mask or gloves. The most obvious choice in this category is
a red line crossing out a word representing the item under ban or an explanatory mark as an indicator of
important information meant to draw immediate attention. It cannot go unnoticed that the choice of color is
also symbolic. While all restricted items are accompanied by red symbols, items and practices that are
allowed and encouraged feature green symbol. The opposition red (banned) vs green (allowed), which is
common for the Russian culture in general, is also represented in COVID-19 imagery.

Explanatory signs are more dependent on images when it comes to communicating relevant
information. As this type of signs often offer facts about the virus or provide step-by-step instructions,
structurally they present information as a collection of small textual items, each supplied with an illustrative
image. In this case visual components correlate with text sections within the sign. Images feature mostly
non-human objects, such as, gloves, masks, coronavirus samples, antiseptics, etc. Human body can also be
presented not as a whole, but in parts. For instance, an image of hands can be used to illustrate the appeal to
wash hands more often. This type of signs may also feature graphic elements (schemes, graphs, etc.) when
presenting medical facts or instructions and may often look minimalistic presenting only the bare minimum
of imagery required to convey the idea.

A similar trend can be observed with assuring signs. Unlike explanatory signs, they do not offer
instructions or specifications, focusing mostly on preventive measures. However, both types resort to images
of non-human objects correlating with specific actions. As assuring signs are pragmatically oriented on
creating an image of a safe and attractive place, featured visual elements are usually of positive nature,
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invoking pleasant associations. Images of humans are quite common as well, the most wide-spread variety
featuring a smiling face of an employee or a client.

Motivating signs are different from the three types described above in the way they employ the
visual component. A picture featured by a motivating sign is never a symbolic representation of an object.
In most cases it is a ‘genre image’ presenting a visual narrative which is in line with the verbal part. For
instance, the motivating signs targeted at construction workers who were building a coronavirus medical
facility in the district of Kommunarka were slogans printed against images of Sergey Sobyanin, the mayor
of Moscow, and city residents waiting for the hospital to be ready for new patients as soon as possible.
Another illustration could be the sign in the metro reading Omnpasvme nanuunvie na kapawmun. Ilnamume
3a npoe3d beckonmaxmuo. Send your cash on quarantine. Use contactless payments. The textual message
is supported by an image of a passenger holding his mobile device over a reader at a metro terminal and a
metro staff member giving him an approving smile. Thus, research results suggest that city authorities resort
to different strategies in communicating messages to city residents. The information meant for city residents
is transmitted via a number of channels, city signs being a simple and convenient way of conveying the
information one wants. Messages are encoded both textually and visually. On the linguistic level, there are
a number of features typical for the functional varieties of signs under discussion. Syntactically, urban texts
can be expressed by a variety of structures, from elliptical sentences, to questions, statements, and complex
sentences. Morphological aspects are related mostly to the use of formal and informal pronouns for the
second person singular. On the lexical level two types of lexical units stand out: neologisms like COVID-19
that entered the language in just days, and COVID-19-related medical terms. As for the visual encoding,
there are a number of patterns that show regular occurrences. One is related to the use of color. Red is
recurrently associated with danger and therefore is widely used on explanatory and prescriptive signs while
green is viewed as a symbol of good and often stands for the right choice, safe decisions, etc. In addition to
color, a number of objects appear on city signs more often than others, the most frequent items being masks
and sanitizers. Another recurrent image is that of keeping a 1.5-meter distance, usually indicated with an
arrow.

A direct correlation can be established between some visual and textual elements. The most common
are as follows: 1. Individual protection items along with green graphic elements are featured along
imperative forms in prescriptive signs. 2. Official documents printed on signs are not complete and may
come without any visual support. 3. Many images are self-sufficient, that is, can be seen and interpreted
correctly without any supportive texts.Depending on the type of message being conveyed, a more formal or
more informal approach can be used. Prescriptive signs are examples of the formal approach employed in
situations requiring strict control. The formal nature of prescriptive signs manifests itself both in their
linguistic form and avoidance of the visual component. Explanatory, motivational, and assuring signs
represent a more relaxed strategy that allows using less formal and funny images, informal talk and stylistic
figures. What is obvious about the COVID-affected urban communication is that the pandemic left a deep
imprint on city discourse practices stimulating the development of new forms of contactless mass
communication in megalopolises.

5. Conclusion

As the world is stepping in its post-COVID future, scholars explore the aftermath of the pandemic
in various aspects of our lives. While some effects caused by coronavirus are still to be discovered and
analyzed, there are spheres that underwent immediate changes. Linguistic landscapes proved to be extremely
sensitive to new pandemic realities, reflecting all stages of fighting against the life-threatening virus.
However, linguistic landscapes should not be perceived as standalone dynamic formations as they are
incorporated into a larger system of urban communication that includes all parties to public interaction in
metropolitan areas, specifically, city authorities, businesses, and residents. Those parties exchange important
contactless messages regulating their cooperation in public facilities. The form and structure of such
messages are in line with their pragmatic function and the target addressee. Our observations indicate that
there is a direct correlation with the functional type of the message transmitted via a city sign in Moscow
and its verbal and non-verbal implementation. The research suggests that city signs in the Russian capital
systematically promote the official COVID-19 narrative.

The present study shares results on one aspect of the emerging pandemic language which is likely
to remain in the focus of linguistics in the coming years as the effects of the life-changing situation are yet
to be processed and described. It is a contribution to the developing field of urban language studies that
explores, among other things, the linguistic landscape in its connection with the extralinguistic environment.
Further research in this direction could help identify other significant factors shaping pandemic-affected
urban communication in various political, social, cultural, and linguistic contexts.
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