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Introduction 
 

    The transnational history of the Soviet Union often goes against everything we know 

as citizens of the post-Soviet world. We are used to imagining the Iron Curtain as an 

impermeable obstacle and any meaningful connection between the Soviet Union and the rest 

of the world as clandestine, unofficial, and potentially subversive. But it was not always the 

case.  

I wish to open my thesis with a short dramatic exposition from the memoir of one of 

the protagonists of my thesis, the Soviet architect Felix Novikov: 

 
Soon [after the speech against the extravagances in architecture in 1953] the architectural 

bosses went abroad in search for examples worthy of emulation. The head of the Union of architects 

of the USSR, Pavel Abrosimov,1 left for Italy, Aleksandr Vlasov went to the US, Iosif Loveĭko who, 

in his absence became the chief architect of Moscow, left for France. After, each of them gave a talk 

about his impressions to the colleagues in the overcrowded lecture hall of the Central House of 

Architects. A year after the “historical” (without irony) speech the Party and government decree “On 

the elimination of extravagances in housing design and construction” appeared […] in the text of this 

document were such lines: “Obligate (the list of responsible organizations followed )… to be more 

daring in assimilation of the best achievements… of foreign construction.” The true “reconstruction” 

resulted in architecture that I call Soviet modernism started from this moment.”2 
 

In the late 1950s, architecture together with mass housing became an important part of 

Khrushchev’s program of modernization and the renewal of the Soviet project. Soviet 

postwar modernist architecture was a result of larger political decisions and became an 

intrinsic part of Cold War culture. Distinctly aspiring towards contemporary Western 

modernism, it was at the very center of difficult compromises, misunderstandings, political 

restrictions, technical limitations, international diplomacy, travels, ideology, and utopian 

dreams. The interpretation of Soviet postwar modernism changed significantly throughout 

the decades: from its devaluation by its own creators in the Soviet period through neglect and 

silent dissatisfaction towards the rise of interest and praise in the 2010s.  

It is striking that Soviet postwar modernism only became popular in Russia after 

interest in Soviet postwar heritage had formed in Europe. The Soviet architecture of the 

Khrushchev and Brezhnev eras, neglected and forgotten for many decades, started to gain 

popularity in the middle of the 2000s. One of the most early and well-known examples of this 

trend was a series of photos of Soviet buildings from the 1960s-1980s, taken by a French 

photographer, Frederic Chaubin, during his travels across the post-Soviet space. The series, 

shown in a number in exhibitions worldwide from 2006, was finally published as a Taschen 

album 

                                                 
1 Here and later on Romanisation is made accordingly to the Library of Congress (LOC) system, except 

of the names traditionally written differently or having another transliteration approved by the author. 

For example, not Grois but Groys  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ALA-LC_romanization_for_Russian  
2 Vladimir Belogolovskiĭ and Aleksandr Riabushin, Feliks Novikov (Moscow, Tatlin, 2009), 27.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ALA-LC_romanization_for_Russian
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with the catchy title CCCP: Cosmic Communist Constructions Photographed.3 The 

book was very popular and marked the beginning of public interest in Soviet architecture of 

the post-Stalin period. A number of publications and projects followed, the biggest of these 

was the exhibition Soviet Modernism 1955–1991. Unknown Stories, organized by the 

Architekturcentrum in Vienna in 2013.4 It also included an oral history project and research 

into the architecture and housing of Soviet non-Russian republics.  

The interest in Soviet modernism was largely supported in Russia, especially by new 

Moscow-based architectural and design institutions, the most important of these being the 

Strelka Institute of Media and Design which opened in 2009. I should add that my initial 

research interest in this period was also related to this strong trend in the re-evaluation and 

valorization of the built environment of the post-Stalin era. However, the joy of seeing history 

of art in the making soon gave place to skepticism: the interpretations of this architecture 

were controversial and highly political. Chaubin’s vision of Soviet brutalism as a gimmick 

from a “decaying”5 Soviet Union situated in an apocalyptic post-Soviet landscape were 

placed next to patriotic statements on “the uniqueness and originality of thought that pervaded 

Soviet architecture of the twentieth century”.6  

It was striking that even the local supporters of this post-Stalin architecture viewed it 

through the lens of the foreign experience of dealing with the twentieth century heritage and 

of Western (especially American) approaches to architecture and urbanism. It thus seems that 

post-Soviet architectural specialists and urbanists still do not possess their own local optics 

and language to interpret and give value to late Soviet architecture. In Russian contemporary 

popular culture the late Soviet mass housing has a very distinctive and sometimes cult image 

of “dismaland”.7 So, in local cultural interpretation, this part of the built heritage is far from 

being appreciated.  

 In the late 1950s, Soviet architects and builders also were very concerned about 

Western concepts of architecture, housing and urbanism. After Stalin’s death in 1953, the 

new Party leader Nikita Khrushchev abolished the neoclassical style of Stalinist architecture 

and forced architects and builders to create a new style “according to the best foreign 

achievements”.8 Thus, Soviet specialists were obliged to introduce Western forms and 

technologies into their practice. Moreover, they faced the challenge of incorporating these 

new forms into the Soviet aesthetic system of Socialist realism. After almost twenty years of 

official Cold War isolation, Soviet architects began to reform their links with the international 

professional community: they participated in international congresses, competitions, and 

visited foreign countries on professional missions.   

                                                 
3 Frédéric Chaubin, CCCP: Cosmic Communist Constructions Photographed (Köln: Taschen, 2011). 
4 Soviet Modernism 1955 – 1991. Unknown Stories, Architekturcentrum Wien, 08 November 2012 - 25 

February 2013. URL: http://www.azw.at/event.php?event_id=1203&lang_id=en. 
5Chaubin, “Introduction” in CCCP (Köln: Taschen, 2011) 

URL:http://www.taschen.com/pages/en/catalogue/photography/all/05744/facts.frederic_chaubin_cosmi

c_communist_constructions_photographed.htm. 
6 From the statement of Feliks Novikov, Soviet Modernism, 1955-1985. (Yekaterinburg: Tatlin 

Publishers, 2010). URL:http://www.curatorialproject.com/goingpublic/sovietmodernismmoscow.html  
7 In 2018, for example, a Russian game team released a computer game called “Winter.” It has a panel 

housing neighborhood as an exposition and the main feature of the game is that you cannot do almost 

anything. Basically, it is dark, it snows, and nothing happens. Mass-media called the game “a simulator 

of life in Russia.” Scrolling through reviews of the game one can read awes from foreign gamers (“An 

embrace of gorgeous melancholy, felt in the bones like the chill of the cold”) and disapproval from 

Russian ones (“@#$%, I live here!”). URL: a teaser on youtube https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m-

YhXBvg0j4. Date of the last access: 05.11.2019 
8 The decree “Against extravagances in housing design and construction,” 4 November 1955 in Pravda, 

10 November 1955. 

http://www.azw.at/event.php?event_id=1203&lang_id=en
http://www.taschen.com/pages/en/catalogue/photography/all/05744/facts.frederic_chaubin_cosmic_communist_constructions_photographed.htm
http://www.taschen.com/pages/en/catalogue/photography/all/05744/facts.frederic_chaubin_cosmic_communist_constructions_photographed.htm
http://www.curatorialproject.com/goingpublic/sovietmodernismmoscow.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m-YhXBvg0j4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m-YhXBvg0j4
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At the same time, Khrushchev’s project of the “Thaw” and the proclaimed revitalization 

of the Communist foundational principles triggered an interest in Soviet architecture from the 

other side of the Iron Curtain, mostly amongst left-engaged architectural professionals. The 

unprecedented mass housing campaign, the turn towards Westernized architectural styles, 

and, finally, the technological achievements of the USSR proved by the atomic bomb and 

Sputnik, contributed to increased curiosity in Soviet architecture and construction among 

professionals and the wider public in Europe and the US. Thus, during the Thaw and early 

Brezhnev era, Soviet architecture was reinvented both inside the country and abroad, taking 

on new forms, new meanings, and a new position in the world.  

 

Problematics and framework  
 

The paradox of this new situation stemmed from the contradictory aspirations and interests 

on both sides of the Iron Curtain. The main aspiration of Soviet architects was to become as 

similar to their Western counterparts as they could. For them, as for the whole Khrushchev 

modernism project, it also meant catching up with the era, reintroducing themselves to the 

international community, and making as great an impression as possible. However, this 

international, and especially European, community had been largely interested in left-wing 

architectural ideas since soon after the Second World War. The post-war housing crisis 

brought the necessity of social mass housing to the agenda of most European countries and 

even the US, with the hope that somehow architecture could ameliorate social problems. 

Thus, Western architects and architectural theorists looked to the USSR seeking answers as 

to how to create truly socially-oriented architecture. From the other side of the Iron Curtain, 

Soviet architects were mostly interested in the aesthetics of Western architecture. The social 

problems of the USSR were to be addressed through political means, not through architecture.    

In my thesis I make this paradox visible and try to understand how the early post-Stalin 

architecture was seen from abroad and presented from within. I also address how architecture-

related specialists (architects, historians and theoreticians of architecture) from the two sides 

of the Iron Curtain constructed images of “Soviet” and “Western” architecture in a new 

situation of a relatively open and close contact.  

The argument of my study is that both Soviet and Western architects reinterpreted the 

information received from the opposite side in their own terms and according to their own 

goals and, as a consequence, their understanding of each other was quite limited. In 

transnational studies we quite often talk about translation. However, translation requires a 

will to understand both the message and the sender. In this case, I argue, the message was 

taken out of context and lost its connection with the sender. On both sides of the Iron Curtain 

the architects and architectural specialists expected to receive something vitally important 

from the other side. But, unfortunately, the other side rarely understood the importance of the 

inquiry.  

In my work I problematize the idea of any intrinsical or natural meaning of architectural 

form as, actually, of any other complex art form. Meanings and interpretations depend on the 

context, ideology, knowledge and goals of the interpreter or, in my case, translator. Initially, 

my research was started as a quest against common places existing in contemporary 

perception of Soviet architecture as isolated and developing apart from the international 

architectural tendencies. I believe, in my work I manage to show complexity and deep 

interconnectedness of Soviet architecture and the world architectural process. For the same 

reasons I analyze discourse and knowledge about architecture but not buildings themselves. 

Comparing forms of Soviet and foreign buildings of the chosen period would have been 

nothing but the creation of another interpretative layer from my own contemporary context. 
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Quite the opposite, I want to understand what could Soviet architects actually know about 

foreign architecture, what did they see, what did they read, what kind of discourse surrounded 

them i.e. my aim was to reconstruct the context, the substrate from which interpretations 

condense. Also, in my opinion, formal analysis often creates ahistorical interpretations. For 

example, it was said in criticism to Aby Warburg’s thesis on Botticelli that “the sum of the 

author’s knowledge considerably exceeds these that a Renaissance painter could have had.”9 

Thus, in my work I do not compare or analyze building forms. The only formal analysis I 

undertake is one of architectural photographs that are representations of building forms taken 

during the studied historical period.  

I also argue that during the post-Stalin era the Iron Curtain functioned not as a barrier 

but as a filter with the help of cultural mediators and go-between on both sides. For more than 

a decade after Stalin’s death the Soviets received astonishing volumes of information about 

the West in many domains. This information was centralized and censured, but it was 

available, being accessible in libraries and discussed in the mass-media. This was also true 

for architecture. To the contrary, Western architects and architectural specialists did not have 

centralized channels to receive information from the Soviet Union. Thus, the Soviet filter let 

information permeate the Union’s borders, but was not able to disseminate similar 

information abroad. The Europeans relied on a few people who studied the Soviet Union, 

traveled there, made friendships, stubbornly collected data, and dedicated their life and work 

to the Union. However, they also interpreted and appropriated information from the other 

side of the Iron Curtain to match their own context, rather than embracing the other side’s 

reality or ideological message. These studies tell us more about the receiving side than about 

the Soviet Union.  

In my study I focus on both narrow biographical case studies and the larger social, 

political, economic, and cultural conditions of the era. I study narratives and the people who 

produced these narratives, their careers, the networks they created, and the ways in which 

they penetrated the other side of the Iron Curtain. Initially, I intended to focus on the 

timeframe of the late 1950s-1960s because this was a formative period for the new post-

Stalinist architecture. However, in the 1960s there were very few publications on Soviet 

architecture abroad and it was only from the beginning of the 1970s when the study of Soviet 

architecture developed from a small constellation of books and articles on an unfashionable 

topic into a field of research. For this reason, I enlarged the time frame of my research up to 

the late 1970s in order to make the “Western” part more substantial.  

Speaking of the geography of the study, on the Western side I focused mostly on France 

but also talk about Italy and the United Kingdom. The choice of the countries is explained by 

the documentary material: France and Italy were the countries with the most publications on 

Soviet architecture during the studied period. These countries, especially France, also had a 

long history of close cultural relations with Russia. Within the Soviet Union I studied 

Moscow and Leningrad. I am well aware of the role the various Soviet Republics played in 

the transmission and translation of Western ideas and goods but my aim is to study master 

narratives that come from the very heart of the Soviet Union.    

My research contributes to the fields of Soviet studies and Cold War studies. In Soviet 

studies, the post-Stalin era is still a developing field of research, and the Brezhnev period in 

particular. Unlike mass housing, the Soviet architecture of this period is still understudied. 

Maybe because architecture by its nature lies in-between art and engineering, it falls into the 

gap between cultural history and history of technology and always requires a 

multidisciplinary approach. In Cold War studies the study of transfers through the Iron 

                                                 
9 Ilia Doronchenkov, “Aby Warburg: Saturn i Fortuna” (“Aby Warburg: Saturn and Fortuna”) 

in Aby Warburg, Velikoe pereselenie obrazov (Saint-Petersburg, 2008) (Aby Warburg, The Great 

Migration of Images): 13. 
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Curtain and their networks is rising not only because it contributes to the paradigm of 

decentered world but also because of its political message in the contemporary world that, 

since 2014, is still balancing on the edge of the New Cold War.  

 

Methodology 
 

Appearing in the 1980s together with global history, transnational history is a means of 

seeing the world as complex and interconnected, and unlimited by national and cultural 

borders. Of course, the popularity of this approach is related to globalization, the 

intensification of European integration, and the development of new forms of communication 

and transportation. Together, these processes have made national and cultural borders relative 

and apparently transparent. The transnational approach is also related to theories of histoire 

croisée and entangled histories which, despite claims of difference,10 can all be united under 

the wider umbrella of transnational history. 

 For my research, the history of cultural transfers conceptualized by the French historian 

Michel Espagne11 in the 1980s is of particular interest. Espagne specialized in the circulation 

of translations between France and Germany, and he underlined the fact that in the process 

of translation and circulation in another cultural context, texts change their meanings and are 

re-appropriated, re-defined, and reassesed. When the history of transfers is understood as the 

history of the circulation of technology, knowledge, and objects, it is crucial to remember 

their cultural and subjective sides. Borrowed technologies need not only be considered as 

infrastracture and operating manuals, but also as practical skills and pragmatic operational 

knowledge that can be transferred only in the experience of common work. Thus, the history 

of transfers is not only the history of a displaced object, but also the social history of practices. 

 The history of transfers has a strong ideological potential, and it is often used to support 

superiory/inferiority claims. This occurred in Soviet history when foreign inventions were 

often declared as Russian developments or appropriated in some other way. For instance, the 

famous discussion on the invention of radio: was it Marconi or the Russian researcher Popov? 

The Soviet borrowings from the West are often considered as proof of the country’s 

backwardness. However, the spread of the transnational approach is leading to an 

understanding of the all-encompassing interconnectedness of countries and is diminishing the 

one-sided ideological interpretations of transfers. The latter is partly a remnant of the Cold 

War race for superiority.   

Besides the issues of otherness, Sovietness and Westernness, I deal with the issue of 

similarities in the development of architecture in the USSR and in Europe. The postwar 

housing shortage, the evolution of the welfare state, mass housing programs, the crisis of 

architectural professions in the 1960s, the development of building technologies and 

standardization, and the last burst of utopian thinking – none of these features can be 

explained only by transfers or borrowings and this indicates a close similarity between the 

intrinsic development of architecture and construction in the USSR and Europe. We may thus 

admit the existence of a common context of development, a Zeitgeist, the postwar modern 

condition. 

                                                 
10 Michael Werner, Bénédicte Zimmermann, “Penser l'histoire croisée : entre empirie et 

réflexivité,” Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales 1, (2003): 7-36 
11 Michel Espagne, Michael  Werner, “La construction d’une référence culturelle allemande en France: 

genèse et histoire (1750-1914),” Annales: Économies, Sociétés, Civilisations, no. 4 (July–August 1987) : 

969-992. Michel Espagne, “La notion de transfert culturel,” Revue Sciences/Lettres [En ligne], 1, 2013. 

URL : http://rsl.revues.org/219 

http://rsl.revues.org/219
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Concerning the material part of my study, I do not assume that there is any intrinsic 

meaning in architectural form. That is to say, meanings do not emerge spontaneously from a 

certain constellation of angles, walls, materials, and colors. Quite the reverse: they are 

culturally defined and are the products of a permanent process of struggle, competition, and 

reinterpretation. The modernist architectural form develops its meaning from its surroundings 

and from the perception of an interpreter of its context.  

In the 1990s, Jonathan Culler, a specialist in semiotics and literary studies, 

problematized the notion of context. He suggested that context is traditionally and intuitively 

perceived as the stable and objective environment of an event, and he also suggests that this 

perception is deceptive. In Culler’s words, “the context is not given but produced; what 

belongs to a context is determined by interpretive strategies; a context is just as much in need 

of elucidation as events; and the meaning of a context is determined by event”.12 Culler 

proposes using the terms “frame” or “framing” to understand how the meanings of events 

and acts “are constituted (framed) by various discursive practices, institutional arrangements, 

systems of values, semiotic mechanisms.”13 From this perspective, the simple context of the 

Cold War does not add much to our understanding of acts and events. Only a comprehensive 

study of what the Cold War meant for different actors in different moments enables us to gain 

a closer understanding of the past.14 Referring to Norman Bryson’s interpretation of Culler’s 

ideas, the historian of East European art Piotr Piotrowski concludes that: 

 
Although observed forms may sometimes be similar, our ‘framing’ will give them distinct 

meaning. We should therefore focus more on the frame than the idiom. Perhaps, the art of the entire 

world, or at least of the East and the West, speaks with a similar language. However, it says something 

quite different within ‘our’ frame.15 

 

The meanings of architectural forms are thus not neutral, just as they are not natural. 

Given that we cannot escape architecture as environment and too often do not have any 

influence on the specificity of architectural practice as it is dependent on governments and 

elites, it is clear that it is a highly politicized phenomenon. This is especially true in the case 

of the Soviet Union, where the predominant part of construction has always been state-

controlled and funded.16  

 

Soviet Architecture as a Field of Historical Inquiry 
 

As Hans Belting points out, the current vulgate of art history was created during the 

heyday of modernism, up to the Second World War.17 Belting also specifies that art history 

became closely associated with the modernist movement in the twentieth century. Right after 

the Second World War, Clement Greenberg introduced his notion of the immanence of 

abstraction, making modernism the last step in the ‘natural’ evolution of art. Therefore, the 

                                                 
12 Jonathan Culler, Framing the Sign: Criticism and its Institutions (Norman, OK: University of 

Oklahoma Press, 1988), XIV. 
13 Culler, Framing, XIV.  
14 From my point of view, a good example of this approach in art history is Michael Baxandall’s study 

of the fifteenth century Italian painting, Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth 

Century Italy; a Primer in the Social History of Pictorial Style (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972). 
15 Piotr Piotrowski, In the shadow of Yalta: art and the avant-garde in Eastern Europe, 1945-1989 

(London: Reaktion, 2009). 
16 On private construction in the USSR see Mark Smith, Property of Communists: The Urban Housing 

Program from Stalin to Khrushchev (DeKalb, IL: University of Northern Illinois Press, 2010).  
17 Hans Belting, Art History after Modernism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 167. 
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crisis of modernism turned out to be a crisis of art history, which had lost its unifying logical 

narrative. The historical narrative of Soviet architecture (as we now know it) was generally 

written after this crisis began. Thus, it is only partly embedded within the canon of Western 

art history. Moreover, some periods of Soviet architecture, namely the Stalinist neoclassical 

era, are much better situated in social or comparative history than in the field of art history.  

According to the succession of architectural styles, Soviet architecture is traditionally 

divided into three periods: the avant-garde period of the 1920s, the Stalinist neoclassical 

period (from the mid-1930s-1950s), and post-Stalinist modernism (from the mid-1950s until 

the demise of the Soviet Union). Scholarship dedicated to each of these periods has very 

different topics and problematics, and any kind of unified narrative of Soviet architectural 

history is virtually non-existent. Until recently, students of the first two periods emphasized 

the ruptures and discontinuity in the development in Soviet architecture. However, recent 

research tends to consider Soviet architecture as relatively coherent and continuous in its 

historical development. The tendency to look for continuities instead of ruptures is not 

specific to the field but is a larger historiographical trend.  

Soviet avant-garde architecture is perhaps the only period of Soviet architecture that is 

strongly incorporated into the Western narrative of architectural history. As Catherine Cooke 

points out,18 the Soviet avant-garde was not considered as part of Western modernism until 

1979 when the Italian architectural historians Manfredo Tafuri and Francesco dal Co 

published their book Modern Architecture.19 This work was followed by the canonical 

Modern Architecture: A Critical History (1980) by Kenneth Frampton,20 who also treated the 

Soviet avant-garde as a part of the modern movement. Nowadays, this point of view seems 

to be widely accepted. It is important to note that connections between Soviet architects and 

their Western colleagues in the 1920s, as well as the experience of Western architects and 

engineers working in the USSR during the same period and later, were some of the most 

popular research topics for historians of architecture. Not only were Le Corbusier’s 

unfortunate commission in Moscow,21 and friendships between Soviet constructivists and 

Bauhaus proponents widely studied, but also the everyday life and working conditions of 

German and Dutch architects in Magnitogorsk22 and Siberia.23 One reason for this focus on 

the international dimension of the 1920s in the USSR is likely to be the contrast with the 

Stalin era.  

Another feature of the scholarship on this period is the attention paid to the discourse 

of social change through architecture. This is expressed in French through the beautiful 

                                                 
18 Catherine Cooke, Russian Avant-Garde: Theories of Art, Architecture, and the City (London: 

Academy Editions, 1995), 148.  
19 Manfredo Tafuri, Modern Architecture, History of World Architecture (New York: H. N. Abrams, 

1979). 
20 Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History, 4th ed, World of Art (London ; New 

York, N.Y: Thames & Hudson, 2007). 
21 Jean-Louis Cohen, Le Corbusier and the Mystique of the USSR: Theories and Projects for Moscow, 

1928-1936 (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1992); Frederick Starr. "Le Corbusier and the 

USSR: New Documentation," Cahiers du Monde Russe, 21-2, (1980): 209–221. 
22 Elena Konisheva, Mark Meerovich. Ernst May i proektirovanie socgorodov v godi pervikh piatiletok 

na primere Magnitogorska (Ernst May and the planning of socialistic cities during the first five-year 

plans with the example of the city of Magnitogorsk) (Moskva: Lenand, 2012); Mark Meerovich, Dmitrii 

Khmelnitskii. “Rol inostrannikh arkhitektorov v stanovlenii sovetskoi industrializacii” (“The role of 

foreign architects in Soviet industrialisation”) in Prostranstvennaia ekonomika, № 4 (04). (2005): 131 – 

149;  Mark Meerovich. “Inostrannie arkhitektori v stalinskov SSSR” (“Foreign architects in the USSR 

under Stalin”), Proekt Baikal № 24, (2010): 120-126. 
23 On Dutch architects in Kemerovo see:    

http://www.culturalheritageconnections.org/wiki/Architectural_Heritage_in_Siberia:_Kemerovo_Proje

ct  

http://www.persee.fr/web/revues/home/prescript/article/cmr_0008-0160_1980_num_21_2_1388
http://www.persee.fr/web/revues/home/prescript/article/cmr_0008-0160_1980_num_21_2_1388
http://www.culturalheritageconnections.org/wiki/Architectural_Heritage_in_Siberia:_Kemerovo_Project
http://www.culturalheritageconnections.org/wiki/Architectural_Heritage_in_Siberia:_Kemerovo_Project
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phrase: changer la vie, changer la ville. Soviet avant-garde architects are also highly praised 

for their originality and the quality of their oeuvre (although this is not very vast) and theories. 

This praise led to the wide publication of monographs on avant-garde Soviet architects and 

artists, both the most famous and those of the second-order.24 Although the scholarships on 

both the Soviet avant-garde and Stalinist architecture reflect the general pattern of art history 

– writing about people (and groups), styles and objects (buildings in our case) – the Soviet 

avant-garde seems to be described more in terms of creativity than social history.  

One of the most debatable issues in Soviet art history is the transition from the avant-

garde 1920s to the Stalinist neoclassical period. Two narratives are opposed in the field, one 

emphasizing structural forces and the other proposing personal agency. As a structuralist, 

Vladimir Paperny formulated a binary opposition between the so-called Cultures One and 

Two, which designated a free, poetic, horizontal and liquid avant-garde as opposed to a 

hierarchized, epic, vertical and solid Stalinist culture.25 Paperny forwarded the notion of a 

general cyclic law of cultural and social development to explain the development between 

the two movements. This image of an anonymous elemental movement of culture was 

challenged by Dmitriĭ Khmelnitskiĭ’s theory of Stalin’s personal involvement in 

architecture.26 The picture of Stalin as an almighty and all-controlling leader is fairly common 

in Russian contemporary thinking, however, Khmelnitskiĭ was the first scholar to support this 

claim with serious academic archival research.  

These two views represent two visions of cultural change driven by inner natural laws 

or by social causes, people or groups. We will see that the latter position dominates among 

explanations of the change from Stalinist neoclassicism to Soviet modernism in the 1950s: 

this change is a question of either Khrushchev’s will or intrigues set up by the architectural 

elites. Between explanations of the 1930s change in architectural style, there is Anatole 

Kopp’s interpretation of Stalin’s neoclassicism as a style desired and required by the new 

party elites,27 and Catherine Cooke’s suggestion that avant-garde architecture and urbanism 

showed themselves as incapable of coping with large scale projects, i.e. they were 

methodologically incompatible with the Stalinist project.28 Kenneth Frampton makes the 

point that the avant-garde’s “appeal to an international socialist culture was clearly 

antithetical to Soviet policy after 1925, when Stalin announced the decision to ‘build 

socialism in one country’”.29  

In the 1980s, the Russian émigré Boris Groys proposed an unusual reading of Soviet 

art that stands apart from all others.30 He goes beyond artistic styles and sees Stalinist art as 

a natural result of avant-garde philosophy, as its logical conclusion and as the full realization 

of the avant-garde program. The ultimate goal of the avant-garde movement was to transform 

life by means of an aesthetical-political project, which came to life under Stalin. It is 

important to note that specialists of the avant-garde tend to represent the interchange of styles 

as a rupture, a tragedy of the ‘betrayed’ or ‘interrupted’ modernism, while their colleagues 

                                                 
24 See, for example, S. Frederick Starr, Melnikov: Solo Architect in a Mass Society (Princeton, N.J: 

Princeton University Press, 1978) or the book series Tvortsi Avangarda (Creators of the Avant-garde) 

by Project Media publishing house in Russia.  
25 Vladimir Paperny, Architecture in the Age of Stalin: Culture Two (Cambridge [u.a.]: Cambridge Univ. 

Press, 2002), originally published in Russian in 1985 by Ardis publishing house in Ann Arbor, US.  
26 Dmitriĭ Khmelnitskiĭ, Zodchii Stalin (Builder Stalin) (Moscow: New Literary Review, 2007). 
27 Anatole Kopp, Town and Revolution; Soviet Architecture and City Planning, 1917-1935 (New York: 

G. Braziller, 1970). 
28 Cooke, Russian Avant-Garde, 200.  
29 Frampton, Modern architecture, 177. 
30 Boris Groys, Utopia i Obmen (Utopia and Exchange) (Moscow: Znak, 1993), first published in in 

German in 1987. 
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working on the Stalinist era see greater continuity between the two and underline the 

persistence of classicist (or eclectic, art deco) constructions during the 1920s.31  

At the end of the 1980s, Boris Groys pointed out that studies on Stalinist art were not 

only limited, but also hard to carry out because of the distortions introduced by the process 

of destalinization. During the post-Stalin era Stalinist art was destroyed, hidden in museum 

storerooms, dramatically reinterpreted, or simply forgotten.32 I have never heard about post-

1953 demolitions of Stalinist buildings, but it is true that some of these buildings were 

stripped of their décor and columns while under construction at this time. It is also the case 

that Stalinist architecture was deprived of its artistic quality for a long time. Even now, 

Stalinist architecture tends to be discussed as an architecture of propaganda33 or in the 

framework of debates on relations between artists and power.  

 The comparative narrative on so-called ‘totalitarian art’ is one of the strongest in works 

on the Stalinist period. However, it seems that any socio-political comparisons of the 

‘totalitarian’ trio – the USSR, Germany, and Italy – predetermine and distort the analysis of 

this kind of art. Historians interested in politics follow the triad,34 while scholars interested 

in formal analysis highlight that neo-classical architecture was also widespread in Europe and 

very popular in the US in the interwar period. Following Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Kenneth 

Frampton calls this trend the “New Tradition” and considers the US as the fourth center of 

this tendency along with the USSR, Germany and Italy.35 Groys makes the same point, 

drawing parallels between Stalinist and French neoclassical art, American regionalist 

painting, Hollywood movies, and so forth.36  

Apart from the ‘totalitarian’ parallelism, the Stalinist Soviet Union was traditionally 

represented as isolated from the rest of the world, self-sufficient, and ideologically hostile to 

its surroundings. However, this perception has been disproved by recent scholarship. In her 

persuasive study Moscow the Fourth Rome,37 Katerina Clark shows the cosmopolitan 

aspirations and strong foreign element in Stalinist culture and claims that before the war 

“Soviet cultural leadership was a distinct possibility throughout the transatlantic intellectual 

world”.38 Clark’s concept of the Great Appropriation (which is very similar to Groys’ 

‘cultural archive’) proves to be true in the field of architecture. Not only did members of the 

Soviet architectural elite travel abroad in order to collect the best achievements of world 

heritage and to use them in Soviet practice, but building technologies, especially American 

ones, were also introduced into the USSR, often by foreign specialists. 39 For a while, right 

after the end of the Second World War, the US was openly considered as a model of building 

technologies, urbanism and mass housing, although the launch of the Cold War put an end to 

any open acknowledgement of Western achievements.40  

                                                 
31 See, for example, Alexei Tarkhanov, Sergei Kavtaradze, Stalinist Architecture (London: Laurence 

King, 1992). 
32 Groys, Utopia, 13-14 
33 For a recent example see Rowan Moore, Why We Build (London: Picador, 2013), 80-87. 
34 Although Igor Golomstock, for example, adds here People’s Republic of China, see Igor Golomstock, 

Totalitarian Art (Moscow: Gallart, 1994).  
35 Frampton, Modern architecture, 210-233. 
36 Groys, Utopia I Obmen, 1993, 16. 
37 Katerina Clark, Moscow the Fourth Rome: Stalinism, Cosmopolitanism, and the Evolution of Soviet 

Culture, 1931-1941 (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2011). 
38 Clark, Moscow, 27.  
39 See, for example, I. Kasianenko, “Ispolzovanie amerikanskogo opita v period stanovlenia sovetskogo 

promishlennogo zodchestva (sotrudnichestvo s firmoi Alberta Kana)” (“The use of American experience 

during the early years of Soviet industrial architecture (collaboration with Albert Kahn’s bureau”) in 

Vzaimodeistvie kultur SSSR i SShA (USSR and USA: interaction of cultures) (Moscow, 1987), 111–121. 
40 Richard Anderson, “US/USSR: Architecture and War,” Grey Room, 34, (Winter 2009): 80-103. 
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However, the transnational history of Soviet architecture seems to be diffused. At the 

moment, I can cite only two examples of this kind of transnational history being applied to 

more than one case study. These studies are a pioneering survey article by the Russian art 

historian Anna Bronovitskaĭa41 and a series of studies by the French art historian Fabien 

Bellat.42 The latter published on the French, Italian and American connections of Soviet 

architects, focusing on visits and travels; the former made a chronological survey of the most 

important international events in the history of Soviet architecture. However illuminating, 

these works are oriented more towards facts and events than on any conceptualization of the 

Western impact in Soviet architecture. Moreover, neither of them deals specifically with the 

post-Stalinist period. To sum up, the transnational history of Soviet architecture still remains 

to be written.  

 

Transnational Aspects of Cold War Studies   
 

In my work, the transnational aspect of post-Stalinist architectural history is framed by 

the Cold War divide. Design and housing were an important part of the Cold War ideological 

struggle for hearts and minds and a sign of a nascent consumption society. Greg Castillo 

usefully notices that “A non-partisan historiography of the cultural Cold War would map its 

dynamics not in terms of a struggle between East and West, but as a conflict involving two 

presumptive Wests, each the strategic invention of a postwar superpower and its client 

states”.43 Indeed, culture on both sides of the Iron Curtain often shared the same origins and 

aspired to the same European provenance. After Khrushchev came to power, the shared 

aesthetic of the International style modernism in the Soviet Union and abroad became easily 

visible. 

In his recent research on the Cold War “on the home front,” the American historian 

Greg Castillo demonstrates another dimension of the Soviet-American struggle.44 He studies 

housing architecture and design in divided Germany showing how these domains became an 

ideological battlefield. Castillo sees as agents of Americanization not only in American 

exhibitions and literature but also in the consumerist ideology that socialist propaganda was 

unable to fully deny and had to learn to appropriate. Examining exhibitions of household 

appliances and design in East and West Germany, Castillo demonstrates how two ideologies, 

socialist and capitalist, fought for “hearts and minds” of those who valued the comfort of their 

homes and the modernity of their interiors.  

Another Cold War legacy is the idea of the impenetrable Iron Curtain dividing the 

Western capitalist world and the Soviet socialist realm. For a long time, the metaphor of the 

Iron Curtain was taken for granted and implicitly introduced the idea of the East-West divide 

as solid, impenetrable, impassable, and dreadful. Although studies of transfers through the 

Iron Curtain had existed before, the reconceptualization of the notion of a seamless Iron 

Curtain to a perforated Iron Curtain started in the mid-2000s. The concept of the Nylon 

Curtain offered by Gyorgy Peteri wittily refers to David Riesman’s The Nylon War (1951), a 

piece of fiction describing an American bombardment of the USSR with consumer goods. As 

                                                 
41 Anna Bronovitskaia, “Sni o chem-to dalnem: sovetskaia arkhitektura I zapad ot “ottepeli” do 

perestroiki” (“Dreams about something distant”), Proekt Rossia,  № 4,(2004): 89-100. 
42 Fabien Bellat, France-URSS: Regards sur l’architecture (1931-1958), PhD thesis in Art History, 

Université Paris X (2007); Fabien Bellat, Amériques-URSS: architectures du défi ([Paris]: Chaudun, 

2014); Fabien Bellat, “L’Italie des architectes soviétiques,” Histoire de l’art, Paris, (octobre 2010). 
43 Greg Castillo, “East as True West: Redeeming Bourgeois Culture, from Socialist Realism to Ostalgie,” 

Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 9, no. 4 (2008): 750.  
44 Greg Castillo, Cold war on the Home Front: the Soft Power of Midcentury Design (University of 

Minnesota Press, 2011). 
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a result, the adjective “nylon” simultaneously underlines the permeable and “osmotic” 

characteristics of the Soviet-West divide and articulates that these tendencies were “about 

culture, goods, and services”,45 not about big politics. It is worth pointing out the fact that 

already eight years before, the American scholar of the cultural Cold War Walter Hixson 

claimed that the Iron Curtain was not impermeable and underlined the fact that this metaphor 

was crucial for understanding the historical period because attempts of ‘the West’ to go 

beyond Soviet barriers were central for Cold War history.46  

Gyorgy Peteri also points out the schizophrenic attitude of the Soviet ruling elites 

towards the position of the Soviet Union in the world. On the one hand, the USSR was a 

supposedly realized utopia; on the other, the economic and technological backwardness of 

the country was undeniable. Thus, the international aspirations of the USSR served 

simultaneously the ideological goal of spreading the attractiveness of the communist utopia 

and the pragmatic goal of ‘catching up and overtaking’. In his illuminating study 

“Showcasing the Great Experiment”, Michael David-Fox showed how the attitude of Soviets 

changed from “what should we learn from foreigners” to “what should foreigners learn in the 

USSR” and called it the Stalinist superiority complex. Tracing the history of Soviet-Western 

encounters from the 1920s to destalinization, David-Fox finally defines the Iron Curtain as a 

“semipermeable membrane” and claims that “the image of the West… played a fundamental 

role in the domestic order of communist societies even at the height of Stalinist 

isolationism”.47 

The situation was different in the sphere of technical and industrial transfers. 

Professional exchanges and the purchase of foreign industrial equipment significantly 

dropped in numbers even though did not stop fully since the late 1930s. They developed and 

augmented during the Khrushchev Thaw. As underlined by the Finnish historian Sari Autio-

Sarasmo,48 transfers in these fields went beyond the mere exchange of material objects. The 

countries also shared knowledge and skills that the Soviet specialists learnt during foreign 

trips or from their foreign colleagues invited to the USSR. Technological and industrial 

transfers were recognized as strategically important. They normally were initiated and largely 

supported at the highest levels of Soviet bureaucracy. I suggest that industrial and 

architectural transfers functioned in a similar way: they were organized from above, inclined 

towards direct imitation, and were intended to help catch up with the rest of the world. This 

unification is one of the aspects of the industrialization of housing architecture that happened 

very quickly in the early post-Stalin era. Architecture as an aesthetic and creative practice 

lost it importance and was replaced by building industry. One can see this process in the 

changing titles of institutions and unions where “architecture” was replaced by “building”, in 

the diminishing authority of the architectural profession, and in the astonishing production of 

industrial housing.          

                                                 
45 Gyorgy Péteri, “Introduction: Nylon Curtain - Transnational and Transsystemic Tendencies in the 

Cultural Life of State Socialist Russia and East-Central Europe,” Slavonica, vol. 10, № 2 (November 

2004): 115. 
46 Walter Hixson, Parting the Curtain: Propaganda, Culture, and the Cold War, 1945-61 (New York: St. 

Martin's Press, 1997): X. 
47 Michael David-Fox, “The Iron Curtain as Semipermeable Membrain: Origins and Demise of the 

Stalinist Superiority Complex” in Babiracki, Patryk, Kenyon Zimmer, and Michael David-Fox, eds. Cold 

War Crossings: International Travel and Exchange across the Soviet Bloc, 1940s-1960s. First edition. 

Walter Prescott Webb Memorial Lectures, number forty-five. (College Station: Published for the 

University of Texas at Arlington by Texas A&M University Press, 2014): 18.  
48 Sari Autio-Sarasmo, “Khrushchev and the Challenge of Technological Progress” in Khrushchev in the 

Kremlin. Policy and Government in the Soviet Union. 1953 – 1964 (New York: Routledge): 133-149. 
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Russia and the West 
 

The issue of Russia's cultural self-identification with Europe, Asia or a certain peculiar 

‘third way’ has profound roots in the country's history. The deep internal split in Russian self-

identification started with the reforms of Peter the Great in the eighteenth century, went 

through the Slavophiles and Westernizers’ disputes of the nineteenth century, took sharp turns 

during Soviet history, and remains unresolved in the face of a looming new Cold War. 

However, it is not only Russians who have struggled with the problem of who they are and 

where they belong; this issue has also preoccupied the Europeans and Americans who tried 

to understand their powerful and sometimes unpredictable neighbor. Although for some time 

the East and the West seem to be unquestionable categories, recent scholarship has adopted 

a relativist view of cultures as multifaceted, interrelated, and penetrated by foreign, 

intercultural, transcultural and cross-cultural elements. Thus, it is not the antagonism of 

cultures that is the focus of contemporary studies, but their coexistence, encounters and 

mutual enrichment. In relation to the Soviet studies in this field, Michael David-Fox has even 

suggested that transnational history might be “an impulse beyond the current impasse over 

modernity in the Russian field”.49  

The issue of the images of the West and Russia/the Soviet Union – their construction, 

essence and effects – extends far beyond the Cold War period. Since the Petrine era, Europe 

has become Russia’s Other, an imagined entity that was either the ideal to which to aspire or 

the evil to cast out. Since Europe has never really existed as a unified homogenous space, the 

image of Russia abroad is much harder to define. Europe’s Russia was multiple, different in 

different countries. Although adopting a rather strange idea of the Soviet Union as a 

destructive aberration of the true Russian, Martin Malia usefully notices that “Russia has at 

different times been demonized or divinized by Western opinion less because of her real role 

in Europe than because of the fears and frustrations, or the hopes and aspirations, generated 

within European society by its own domestic problems” in L’occident et l’énigme russe.50 

The European view on Russia may also be considered in the frame of Said’s orientalism, as 

the creation of a semi-Asian mysterious counterpart, an obscure land of irrational 

barbarians.51  

However, for Russia, Europe’s image was a crucial part of self-identification. Whether 

we consider bold psychoanalytical theories or more reserved ideas of anthropology and 

symbolic geography, having a counterpart is an indispensable condition of identity 

construction.  

Considering the East-West divide, Gyorgy Peteri refers to symbolic geographies that 

“reveal how human agents, in particular historical and cultural context, define themselves by 

locating themselves spatially as well as temporally”, 52 how they draw a line between outside 

and within, them and us. Relying on the ideas from psychoanalysis, the Russian-Canadian 

scholar Alexey Golubev considers the imagined West as the consolidating Other for the 

                                                 
49 David-Fox, “Multiple Modernities,” 551. 
50 Martin Malia, L’occident et l’énigme russe: Du cavalier de bronze au mausolée de Lénine (Paris: 

Seuil, 2003): 8.  
51 In Fulton speech Churchill called Communists “a growing challenge and peril to Christian 

civilization”.  
52 György Peteri, “Introduction: The Oblique Coordinate System of Modern Identity” in Péteri, György, 

ed. Imagining the West in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. Pitt Series in Russian and East European 

Studies. (Pittsburgh, Pa: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010), 6.  



 13 

Soviet Union.53 According to him, for a Soviet person the imaginary ‘abroad’ takes the place 

of an external gaze under whose attentive eye the Soviet collective body (society) is 

constructed. Whether this gaze is truly present or not is irrelevant, the important point is its 

capacity to assemble, transform and evaluate that which exists in the minds of those subjected 

to the gaze.  

The novelty of Golubev’s approach lies in the expansion of the Western gaze over the 

situations of immediate face-to-face interactions between the Soviet Union and the West54. 

The idea of the consolidating West as Russia’s mirroring Other has already been applied to 

the Russian history of the eighteenth century by the art historian Marcus Levitt. His ideas 

were largely debated and divided academia into admirers and harsh critics.55 Returning to 

Soviet history, Michael David-Fox has claimed that at least for the Stalinist period the 

Western gaze was much less important than internal propaganda. However, it may be true 

that for the post-Stalin period that was characterized by obtrusive Cold War propaganda, all-

penetrating comparison and competition with the West, personal experiences and rumors 

about zagranitsa, growing knowledge, growing illusions, and growing frustration, the West 

as an imaginary entity could play a role in a Soviet person’s construction of self.   

The imaginary West is an insightful concept proposed by Alexey Yurchak in his 

anthropological book Everything was forever until it was no more: the Last Soviet 

Generation.56 Similarly to Vail and Genis who stated that “the [Soviet] 1960s did not know 

America but believed in it”,57 Yurchak underlines how the lack of experience of traveling 

abroad or contacts with foreigners created a phantasmal image of the West, a Soviet popular 

bricolage of miscellaneous accessible information. The issue with the imaginary West 

concept is that Yurchak presents it as an implicitly positive construction, in which the West 

represents a better place to be. However, at least in the 1960s, when the Soviet Union kept 

fragile equality (if not sometimes supremacy) with Europe and the US, the West (however 

imaginary) could have been assessed in different ways. Nevertheless, Yurchak’s personal 

attitude notwithstanding, we can employ a more neutral concept of the imaginary West which 

describes not the assessment but the mode of construction of the imaginary.  

 The discussion of Soviet citizens’ attitudes towards the West is one of the most heated 

in Soviet studies. For a long time, most cultural historians agreed that Soviet citizens were 

already attracted by Western goods and the Western way of life from the beginning of the 

Cold War. It was their knowledge about a better life abroad which eroded the USSR from 

                                                 
53 Alexey Golubev, “Zapadnyi nabliudatel’ i zapadnyi vzgliad v affektivnom menedzhmente sovetskoi 

sub’iektivnosti [The Western Observer and the Western Gaze in the Affective Management of Soviet 

Subjectivity],” in Anatoly Pinsky, ed., Posle Stalina: Pozdnesovetskaia sub’iektivnost’ [After Stalin: 

Late Soviet Subjectivities] (St.Petersburg: European University at St. Petersburg Press, 2018), 219–

253. 
54 The show-off (even stagey) aspect of the Soviet visits abroad, their meticulous preparation, and the 

experience of Soviet tourists are well known and have been described by Ann Gorsuch and Donald 

Raleigh. See Anne Gorsuch, All This Is Your World: Soviet Tourism at Home and Abroad After Stalin 

(Oxford University Press, 2011); Anne Gorsuch, “Vistuplenie na mezhdunarodnoi stsene: sovetskie 

turisti khrushevskoi epokhi na kapitalisticheskom zapade” (“Appearance on the international stage: 

Soviet tourists of the Khrushchev era in the capitalist West”), Antropological Forum, 13 (2013): 359-

388; Donald Raleigh, ‘"On the Other Side of the Wall, Things Are Even Better." Travel and the Opening 

of the Soviet Union: The Oral Evidence’, Ab Imperio, № 4, (2012): 373-399. 
55 Natalia Mazur, “Isslodovania russkoi visualnoi kulturi XVIII veka na randez-vous s Lakanom: stadia 

zerkala? Review on Markus Levitt, The Visual Dominant in Eighteenth-century Russia (DeKalb: 

Northern. Illinois University Press, 2011),” Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 129, (5/2014)   

URL: http://www.nlobooks.ru/node/5469   
56 Alexei Yurchak, Everything was Forever, Until it was No More: The Last Soviet Generation (Princeton 

University Press, 2006). 
57 Petr Vail, Alexander Genis, Mir sovietskogo cheloveka (The Soviet person’s world), (Moscow: Novoe 

Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 2001): 64. 

http://www.nlobooks.ru/node/5469
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within and which was one of the causes of the Soviet Union’s demise.58 However, as more 

in-depth studies of Soviet subjectivity appear, this point of view becomes largely debatable, 

especially for the late 1950s-1960s. With the example of the American National Exhibition 

(ANE) held in Moscow in 1959, the British historian Susan Reid shows that the post-Cold 

War perspective has largely distorted the scholarship on the issue. Since the US won the Cold 

War by default after the disintegration of the Soviet system, some contemporary researchers 

construct their narratives in a teleological way and see signs of the collapse from the 

beginning of Soviet history. Reid points out that a close analysis of Soviet citizens’ reactions 

to the ANE reveals a more complex image. The late 1950s to late 1960s was a period of 

achievement and belief. Fast technical and economic developments, relative liberalization of 

the Soviet system, increasing standards of living, destalinization, and the new generation’s 

romanticism, likely made Soviet people proud and optimistic about their country rather than 

skeptical of it. Thus, this was a unique period of fragile balance in which people from the 

both sides of the Iron Curtain were getting to know each other anew.  

The same applies to architects, Soviet and Western, who finally had an opportunity to 

exchange experiences, ideas, and problems if not freely, then at least through more 

sustainable communication. Unfortunately, it must be noted that there is a very little research 

on the transnational aspect of the post-Stalinist Soviet architecture. By contrast, the 

scholarship on earlier periods provides ample data on foreign architects and engineers 

working in the USSR: on contacts, travels, and inspirations. Even the origins of the 

international modernism as a style are still blurry. Currently, researchers mostly agree that 

Khrushchev did not choose modernism as a new style by himself, and that his main interest 

laid in economies of construction and the symbolic rupture with the Stalinist period. Soviet 

architects also had another option, i.e. the Soviet revolutionary avant-garde heritage, that was 

rather forgotten until the mid-1960s. As John Bowlt and Dmitri Sarab’yanov remarked, at 

that time it was easier for foreign researchers to get access to documents on Russian avant-

garde than it was for Soviet citizens.59 The largely accepted hypothesis of the Soviet art 

historian Selim Khan-Magomedov60 explains the choice of the new architectural style by the 

fact that Soviet architectural elites did not want to go back to revolutionary constructivism 

and thus chose Western modernism as a model. Although this hypothesis does not have any 

archival (or oral history) proof, it seems to fit the Soviet logic. 

Generally speaking, post-Stalinist architecture is approached through case studies and 

lacks generalizations. The Russian architectural historian Anna Bronovitskaya works on the 

history of VDNKh (Exhibition of Achievements of the People's Economy in Moscow) and 

underlines its architectural reconstruction according to the Western modernist models.61 

Another Russian historian of architecture, Daria Bocharnikova, described the international 

roots of one of the most remarkable late Soviet utopian architectural projects made in the 

                                                 
58 See, for example, Hixson, Parting the Curtain. A similar, but more balanced view offers David-Fox 

in his article “The Iron Curtain as Semipermeable Membrane: Origins and Demise of the Stalinist 

Superiority Complex” in Patryk Babiracki, Kenyon Zimmer, and Michael David-Fox, eds., Cold War 

Crossings: International Travel and Exchange across the Soviet Bloc, 1940s-1960s, First edition, Walter 

Prescott Webb Memorial Lectures, number forty-five (College Station: Published for the University of 

Texas at Arlington by Texas A&M University Press, 2014), 14-40.  
59 John E. Bowlt, Dmitriĭ Sarabianov, “Keepers of the Flame: An Exchange on Art and Western Cultural 

Influences in the USSR after World War II,” Journal of Cold War Studies, 4, 1, (2002): 82. 
60Selim Khan-Magomedov, “Khrushevskii utilitarism: plusi i minusi” (“Khrushchev’s utilitarianism: 

advantages and pitfalls”) in Estetika ottepeli: novoe v arkhitekture, iskusstve, culture (Thaw’s aesthetics: 
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61 Anna Bronovitskaia, “’Ottepel’ I kholodaia voina: vistavochnie pavilion kak eksperimentalnaia 

ploshadka novoi arkhitekturi” (“Thaw and Cold War: exhibition pavilion as an experimental space for 

new architecture”) in Estetika ‘ottepeli’: novoe v arkhitekture, iskusstve, kulture (Thaw’s aesthetics: 

Novelties in architecture, art, and culture) (Moskva: ROSSPEN, 2013), 217-232. 
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1950s-1960s, the NER.62 The French art historian Fabien Bellat made a meticulous 

investigation of the French presence in Soviet architecture including the International 

Congress of Architects held in Moscow in 1958.63 He also studied travels of Soviet architects 

in the US and in Italy. Since there is so little research into Soviet material, scholars must 

direct their attention and look for guidance in adjacent fields like the history of Eastern Bloc 

architecture where the illuminating work of Greg Castillo on architecture as soft power,64 and 

David Crowley’s works on Polish architecture and East European design,65 can be found. 

Another source of inspiration is the literature on Soviet society of consumption that develops 

quickly and also involves the issue of East-West divide. 

 

Structure 
 

My thesis starts with a short overview of the architectural connections between the 

Soviet Union and different foreign countries up to the post-Stalin era. I also expand on the 

argument of my thesis which is, in a nutshell, a story of two architectural worlds, a Soviet 

one and one of the post-WWII European modernism, that had difficulties upon initial meeting 

and which could not find a common language. The problem was not Soviet isolation but the 

dramatically different ideas and expectations of architecture held by these two worlds.   

The general structure of my work follows different subjects important to understanding 

of the knowledge transfers in the field of architecture between the Soviet Union and Western 

countries. The chronology of the overall narrative is preserved, however, some of the chapters 

like the biographical part on Anatole Kopp might cover a larger period or overlap with earlier 

chapters.        

The first chapter of the thesis is dedicated to Soviet architecture’s connections and 

knowledge about the West. In the first chapter, I describe the critical years of post-Stalin 

architecture when the Stalin Empire style was superseded by mass housing built under 

Khrushchev. Here I show that the urge to study Western architecture came from the Party. 

The architectural leaders then integrated it into their profession and incorporated it into the 

educational system. This was not easy and they faced some opposition, but by the end of the 

1950s Soviet architects were up to date with contemporary architectural trends.  

The second chapter deals with foreign guests coming to the Soviet Union. The main 

focus here is on two events: the International Architectural Congress held in Moscow in 1958 

and the American exhibition Architecture USA held in Leningrad, Moscow, and Minsk in 

1965. Here I analyze the goal of the Soviet architectural professionals in their contacts with 

foreign professionals: how did they try to become a part of the international architectural 

community and how were they seen by foreign colleagues?  

The focus of the third chapter is how and what kind of knowledge the Soviet 

architectural specialists were able to translate abroad. Here I show how difficult it was in a 

centralized and heavily bureaucratized country to send professional information abroad even 

if this was an official and state-controlled process. I also analyze the visual language of Soviet 

architectural photography as photography became the main way of presenting architecture in 

                                                 
62 Daria Bocharnikova, Inventing Socialist Modern, PhD thesis, European University Institute (2014), 

157-257. 
63Bellat, France-URSS; Bellat, Amériques-URSS; Bellat, “L’Italie des architectes soviétiques”. 
64 Castillo, Cold war on the Home Front. 
65 David Crowley, “Paris or Moscow? Warsaw Architects and the Image of the Modern City in the 1950s” 

in Péteri, György, ed. Imagining the West in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. Pitt Series in Russian 

and East European Studies (Pittsburgh, Pa: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010): 105-131. 
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the twentieth century. The question at the heart of this chapter is how much information was 

available to Western architects and to what extent could they understand it?  

The fourth chapter tells the story of Anatole Kopp, a French art historian who studied 

Soviet architecture. I show how his writings on Soviet architecture were influenced by his 

political views and the crisis of the architectural profession in France during the 1960s. 

During this decade, Kopp argued that the social project of the Soviet avant-garde of the 1920s 

could be viewed as a solution for the French housing crisis. However, by 1972 he became 

disillusioned with the possibility of this social project in both the USSR and in France. 

The last chapter of the dissertation considers the heritage of the Soviet avant-garde as 

perceived and studied in France and Italy. In the 1960s-1970s the Russian avant-garde was a 

great discovery for European art history. It was popular and acclaimed in the West in the 

1960s. However, I demonstrate that this admiration quickly faded into disenchantment and 

political critique.  

 

Sources 
 

The sources for this study were collected from across Europe. I tried to put together 

puzzles of human connections, life stories, careers, friendships, influences; to sew together 

the fine threads of travels and events started somewhere in Paris or London and which ended 

up in Moscow or Leningrad and vice versa. Many of these threads led me nowhere. I spent a 

week in the archives of the Triennale di Milano only to discover that the appearance of the 

supposedly famous Soviet architectural group NER at the international exhibition, which 

formed the basis of my colleague Daria Bocharnikova’s PhD,66 went absolutely unnoticed. 

NER went to Milan in 1968 and the Triennale’s occupation stole the light from the Soviet 

architects. This was certainly not the only dead-end I encountered.      

   My sources were collected mostly in Russia, France, Great Britain, and Italy. I used 

five main types of sources: 

- Documents and photographs from state and personal archives 

- Published architectural books of the time 

- Architectural magazines of the time 

- Interviews with architects 

- Modern secondary literature such as memoirs and interviews 

The most important base for my thesis is the archive of the Soviet Union of Architects 

held in the Russian State Archive of Literature and Arts (RGALI) in Moscow. In the RGALI 

I also used the archives of the Soviet Ministry of Culture and the Moscow Union of 

Architects. I also used the State Archive of the Russian Federation (GARF) and the Central 

State Archive of : literature and Arts in Saint-Petersburg (TsGALI SPb). Among the Russian 

archives I also consulted the photographic collections of the Shchusev Museum in Moscow, 

and the Russian State Archive of Economics (RGAE). To trace Anatole Kopp’s story, I used 

his personal collection in the Centre d’archives d’architecture du XXe siècle in Paris. Here, I 

also worked in the National Archives of France, Cité de l’Architecture, the Centre Pompidou 

archives, and the Kandinsky Library of the Centre Pompidou. The last chapter of the thesis 

puts together Italian, British, and some French archives and libraries. Concerning libraries, 

to name but a few, I used collections from the Russian State library in Moscow, the National 

Library of Russia in Saint-Petersburg, the British Library, the library of the architectural 

department of the University of Florence and, of course, I intensively used international loans 

and resources from the EUI library.  

                                                 
66 Bocharnikova, Inventing Socialist Modern. 
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In my work I widely use ego-documents, mostly memoirs and some interviews. I am 

well aware of the dangers of this kind of source. They are subjective, often judgmental, and 

they cannot be in any case a source for facts or numbers. However, ego-documents have an 

important advantage: they allow us to hear the “voice” of people living at the time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One. Learning to Know Western Architecture 
 

Khrushchev’s “revolution” in architecture, both unexpected and brusque, generated 

confusion among Soviet architects. The shift in attitude towards Western architecture, which 

was an important part of the new politics, was a result of this decision from above, not an 

outcome of the internal development of the Soviet architectural field. Soviet architects were 

unprepared to enter the international professional stage. They needed to learn what Western 

architecture was at the time: how it functioned; who the leading figures were; which 

techniques, styles, and building types were topical, etc. What the Soviet architects needed 

was what Soviet burocratese calls likbez 67 – a campaign against illiteracy – with regard to 

foreign architecture.  

                                                 
67 Likbez is a Soviet abbreviation for “liquidation of illiteracy.”  
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The goal of this chapter is twofold. First of all, it describes the discovery of Western 

architecture by Soviet architects. In this chapter I give a brief overview of the organized, 

individual, formal, and informal practices of receiving information about Western 

architecture; the ways of reading and processing this information; and some of the first post-

Stalin publications and translations on Western architecture. Second, this chapter presents 

hypotheses about the impact of this new knowledge on the Soviet architectural profession 

and how the access to and the distribution of this knowledge reflected, supported, and 

changed the socio-professional structure of Soviet architecture.  

One the one hand, owing to the effort made by the Union of architects, within a few 

years Western architecture had become part of the general professional culture of Soviet 

architects: publications, translations, lectures, and reports on Western architecture became 

numerous and easily accessible. On the other hand, only a limited number of Soviet architects 

went abroad regularly, and most of these people belonged to the upper strata of Soviet 

architecture (in this case I withhold from using the world “elite” as I consider it to be too 

strong). At the same time, this process created a new niche and a new source of cultural and 

social capital mostly for Soviet architectural theorists: that of the history and theory of foreign 

architecture. Surprisingly, late Soviet writings on Western architecture contain little anti-

capitalist ideology and still provide valuable, dense, and interesting reading even today. 

Taking this into consideration, it is even more surprising that the example of elaborated and 

diverse Western theories of architecture seems to have not influenced Soviet architectural 

writings and Soviet architectural theorists did not produce any substantial theory (even 

secondary). This paradox is related to one of the main questions of my research, that is, what 

kind of a project was post-Stalinist architecture? Did it succeed as a project of architectural 

modernity? Even the neoclassical Stalinist architecture self-fulfilled as a style and project: it 

has its own clear ideology, canon, famous architects, and iconic buildings. However, the post-

Stalinist modernist architecture crumbles away when one tries to analyze it as a style. There 

is no clear idea behind it; the representative buildings are very few (although there are some 

gimmicks and symbolic building),68 the architects’ names have also been forgotten.  

From my perspective, I consider the interruption of semiosis in Soviet architecture as a 

part of the answer. The gap between forms and meanings, images and words, is clearly seen 

in Soviet practices of production and the consumption of information on Western 

architecture. What is even more surprising is that neither the above-mentioned original 

literature on Western architecture nor Soviet realist theory contributed to the creation of any 

substantial self-reflection on late Soviet architecture.69 The latter remained unspoken and 

therefore invisible.     

Translation plays a significant role in this part of the thesis. As Eleonory Gilburd noted 

in her illuminating study on Soviet reception of Western culture in the post-Stalin era, 

domestication and appropriation were fundamental for Russian and Soviet translation 

traditions.70 Gilburd also points out that translations created in cultural constellations where 

artists and artifacts of different Western traditions were put together in alliances unimaginable 

for the original culture’s native carriers.71       

                                                 
68 A good example of exotisation of the late Socialist architecture is Frédéric Chaubin, CCCP: Cosmic 

Communist Constructions Photographed (Köln: Taschen, 2011). 
69 On the problem of the lack of theory in Stalinist architecture Vadim Bass. “The Discourse of Form as 

the Last Refuge of the Soviet Architect,” Novoe Literturnoe Obozrenie, № 137 (1/2016) - URL: 

http://www.nlobooks.ru/node/6998#sthash.4jQ5YvIN.dpuf . 
70 Eleonory Gilburd, To See Paris and Die: The Soviet Lives of Western Culture (Harvard University 

Press, 2018): 9.   
71 Gilburd, To See, 11. “Thaw culture fused together incompatible forms of aesthetic expression, as 

well as artists who are traditionally seen as poles apart. Pablo Picasso and Rockwell Kent, Ernest 

http://www.nlobooks.ru/node/6998#sthash.4jQ5YvIN.dpuf
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In order to give a broad picture of the introduction of Western architecture into the 

Soviet architectural field, I will give an overview of the different sources of information on 

the West available to Soviet architects, the practices of production and the perception of this 

information, and the social and professional particularities regarding access to and the use of 

such knowledge. First, I will show how architectural organizations tried to solve the problem 

of their members’ ignorance about Western architecture through giving public lectures, 

seminars, and access to foreign literature. In this section I will pay special attention to 

materials on foreign professional culture that demonstrate the Soviet interest in understanding 

their Western colleagues and their ways of working. Second, I will provide an overview of 

literature on Western architecture translated into Russian or available in the original language 

in the late 1950s to early 1960s, paying attention to the issues of choice, censorship and ways 

of reading. Third, I will consider original Soviet publications on Western architecture as a 

specific genre within architectural writings. In the conclusion to the chapter, I will reflect on 

the influence that this enlargement of professional horizons had on the mindset and 

professional practices of Soviet architects. 

 

International connections of Soviet architects  
 

By the mid-1950s, Soviet architecture had already experienced different periods of 

openness and closure to the Western world. During the interwar era Soviet architecture was 

well connected and paralleled many of the developments in European and American 

architecture. Even though the early Stalin years were marked by a drastic stylistic change, the 

international connections of pre-war Soviet architecture were not abruptly interrupted but 

rather steadily diminished during the 1930s. Finally, after the burst of openness in the late 

war years and immediately thereafter, the Iron Curtain shut off Soviet architects from their 

peers across the globe. In this way, the return of Soviet architecture to the international 

professional community occurred after a short period of hostile isolation in the early Cold 

War years which had been preceded by a long period of gradual alienation in the pre-war 

Stalinist period.  

The international history of early Soviet architecture (also often called Soviet avant-

garde architecture)  is well known and highly documented.  In the 1920s Soviet architects held 

tight connections with the German Bauhaus movement, French modernist colleagues, and 

many others. Information on Soviet architecture circulated abroad, and the most important 

Soviet architectural magazine Sovremennaia Arkhitektura  (Modern Architecture) published 

articles in three languages and was reputed in Europe. Soviet architects travelled abroad and 

their foreign colleagues visited, lived, and worked in the Soviet Union. The most well-known 

example of collaboration of foreign architects with the USSR is the infamous story of 

Tsentrosoĭuz building (1928-1936) in Moscow, designed by Le Corbusier but finished 

without his supervision by the Soviet architect Nikolaĭ Kolli.72 Although Le Corbusier 

renounced his involvement in the building, it is nonetheless a beautiful example of the 

modernist style located in the city center of Moscow. Less known, but no less telling, are the 

stories of Ernst May, a German architect and urban planner, who worked with his German 

team on the master plan of the city of Magnitogorsk;73 the Dutch architects who worked in 

                                                 
Hemingway and Erich Maria Remarque—they are rarely placed in the same aesthetic context in the 

West, but in the Soviet Union they coexisted and became interdependent.” 
72 Jean-Louis Cohen, Le Corbusier and the Mystique of the USSR, Theories and Projects for Moscow, 

1928—1936 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992). 
73 On German specialists in Magnitogorsk see Konisheva, Meerovich. Ernst Mai. Also see the memoirs 

of Rudolf Wolters, written in 1932 after his journey to the USSR, published with an introduction by 
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Siberia;74 and André Lurçat, the French communist architect and Le Corbusier’s main rival, 

who lived in the Soviet Union in the early 1930s.75 The Soviet architecture of the 1920s was 

truly international and, moreover, it was in the avant-garde of international architectural 

development.  

 

 
Fig. 1. Le Corbusier in Moscow, 1931.  

Source: http://corbusier.totalarch.com/ussr  

 

 

 

 
Fig. 2. Tsentrosoiuz building, architect Nikolaĭ Kolli, after the design of Le Corbusier, 

Moscow, 1928-1936. Source: https://archspeech.com/article/zdanie-centrosoyuza-

edinstvennaya-moskovskaya-postroyka-le-korbyuz-e 

 

However, the early 1930s brought dramatic changes to the Soviet architectural realm. 

The style of Soviet architecture changed sharply from modernism to neoclassicism and the 

international connections with modernist architects and centers of the architectural profession 

                                                 
Dmitriĭ Khmelnitskiĭ: Rudolf Wolters, Spetsialist v Sibiri (Professional in Siberia) (Moscow: Svin’in i 

sinovia, 2010). 
74 On the Dutch architect Johannes van Loghem in Kemerovo see G. Shulpiakov “Sibirskiĭ gollandets” 

(“Siberian Dutchman”), Novaia Iunost, 2011, № 4 (103), URL: 

http://magazines.russ.ru/nov_yun/2011/4/sh3.html Дата обращения: 26.02.2014. 
75 Jean-Louis Cohen, André Lurçat (1894-1970) : l'autocritique d'un moderne, (IFA, 1995). 

http://corbusier.totalarch.com/ussr
http://magazines.russ.ru/nov_yun/2011/4/sh3.html
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(like Bauhaus) that proliferated in the 1920s became irrelevant. Modernism was defamed as 

formalist, bourgeois and capitalist, and avant-garde architects were obliged to either work in 

the neoclassical style or leave professional practice (this happened to Konstantin Melnikov76 

and Ivan Leonidov). The reasons for this shift have been heatedly debated by historians. 

Anatole Kopp claimed it reflected the artistic tastes of the new Soviet elite;77 Vladimir 

Paperny saw the shift to neoclassicism as the implementation of the cyclical cultural 

processes,78 Dmitriĭ Khmelnitskiĭ interpreted it as the personal will of Stalin, then the new 

party chief.79  

 

 
Fig. 3. Skyscraper on Kotel’nicheskaia quay, architect Dmitrii Chechulin, Moscow, 

1938-52. Source: https://theins.ru/news/25781 

 

Nevertheless, the 1930s did not bring international isolation and international 

connections truly flourished in the realm of construction. The Soviet Union bought building 

equipment and technology, invited specialists in industrial construction to the USSR, and sent 

Soviet specialists on training abroad, mostly to the US. 80  However, by the late 1930s, this 

process ground to a halt, not only for ideological but also for economic reasons. The Soviet 

Union had achieved a certain level of industrial development, and foreign equipment and 

knowledge became less urgently needed (as well as being very expensive).  

What is more, Soviet architecture of the 1930s was conceived of as international. This 

is clear from a number of examples. Many foreign architects, mostly communists and fellow 

travelers, were invited to the first Congress of Soviet Architects held in 1937. The most 

honored guest from abroad was the American architect Frank Lloyd Wright – one of the icons 

of architecture of the twentieth century.81 It must be noted that Wright was neither communist 

nor leftist. His worldviews were very original and may be characterized as elemental 

                                                 
76 I transliterate the names with the LOC system except of those that already have a stable way of spelling 

in English like Melnikov (instead of Mel’nikov according to the LOC system). 
77 Anatole Kopp, L’architecture de la periode stalinenne (Presse Universitaire de Grenoble, ENSBA, 

1985). 
78 Vladimir Paperny, Architecture in the Age of Stalin: Culture Two (Cambridge [u.a.]: Cambridge Univ. 

Press, 2002), originally published in Russian in 1985 by Ardis publishing house in Ann Arbor, US. 
79 Dmitriĭ Khmelnitskĭ, Zodchiĭ (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2007). 
80 I. Kas’ianenko, “Ispolzovanie amerikanskogo opyta” (“The use of American experience”) in 

Vzaimodeistvie kultur SSSR i SShA (USSR and USA: interaction of cultures) (Moscow, 1987): 111–

121.; B. Shpotov, Zapadnie istochniki idustrializatsii SSSR (konets 1920-1930e gg.) (Western sources 

of the USSR industrialisation in the late 1920s-1930s), URL: 

http://www.hse.ru/data/792/648/1237/guvshe.pdf Дата обращения: 26.02.2014. 
81 Johnson D.L. “Frank Lloyd Wright in Moscow: June 1937,” Journal of the Society of Architectural 

Historians, Vol. 46, No. 1 (Mar., 1987): 65-79. 

http://www.hse.ru/data/792/648/1237/guvshe.pdf
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communitarism.  It is striking that, even in the late 1930s, symbolic legitimation from abroad 

was perceived as important for Stalinist society. In Soviet studies, Boris Groys,82 followed 

by Katerina Clark,83 were the first to object the naïve perception of Stalinism as 

internationally isolated and revealed its universal aspirations and worldwide cultural 

ambitions.      

Further evidence of this early Stalinist interest in the West is the publication of the 

magazine Architecture Abroad between 1934 and 1937 by the All-Union Academy of 

Architecture. One of its editors, Lazar’ Rempel’ writes in his memoirs: “The drive to study 

foreign practice appeared in 1935-1936. The magazine Architecture Abroad was founded. 

[…] The Academy of Architecture wanted to publish a book series on the twentieth century 

architecture in the West. To begin with, a meeting with foreign architects working in the 

USSR was organized (1935). They were mostly progressive architects from Bauhaus and 

Gippius’ [Groppius?-my remark] school, scattered by the fascists. Taking part in the meeting 

were professor Ludwig and Kuznetsov, professor Gunter, professor Hannes Meier, Hans 

Schmidt, Salbert, Nesesis and others. But I don’t remember any practical outcomes of this 

meeting”.84 Rempel’ also published a book on contemporary Italian architecture in 1935.85  

 

 
 

Fig. 4. Architektura za rubezhom magazine, n2, 1936.  

Source: https://tatlin.ru/lib/architectura_za_rubezom_2_1936 

 

It must also be noted that the passage towards neoclassicism did not isolate Soviet 

architecture from the rest of the world. In fact, the same development occurred in 

approximately the same period in Germany and Italy, where different variations of the 

neoclassical style became the official state image. A similar interest in historical styles, such 

as gothic, can been seen in the US from the late nineteenth century. In Europe, especially in 

France, neoclassicism was still influential during the interwar period. The tastes of private 

and public clients were conservative and did not change as rapidly as the latest modernist 

                                                 
82 Boris Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism: Avant-Garde, Aesthetic Dictatorship, and Beyond (Princeton, 

N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1992). 
83 Katerina Clark, Moscow the Fourth Rome: Stalinism, Cosmopolitanism, and the Evolution of Soviet 

Culture, 1931-1941 (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2011). 
84 Lazar’ Rempel’, Moi sovremenniki (My contemporaries) (Tashkent, 1992): 80. 
85 Lazar’ Rempel’, Arkhitektura poslevoennoĭ Italii (Architecture of the postwar Italy)  (Moscow: the 

All-Union Academy of architecture publishing house, 1935). 
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fashions, so old-time Palladianism was respected and popular.86 The distorted image of the 

interwar years’ architecture portraying this period as the reign of Bauhaus and modern 

movement may be explained, firstly, by the narratives of art historians and professionals who 

are not interested in common architecture, but rather in the story of artistic progress, and 

secondly, by the shadow that fell on neoclassical architecture after the Second World War. 

During the war Soviet architects actively learned from the experiences of their 

American colleagues in the realm of light prefabricated housing. It was a short period of open 

acknowledgment of American superiority in the field of housing construction.87 However, 

the Cold War declaration and the inner politics of zdanovshchina soon abolished the 

possibility to openly talk, write, or request information on foreign architecture. In 1949 

several Soviet architects, including Boris Iofan and Karo Alabian, were accused of copying 

foreign, namely American, architecture and being cosmopolitan (which in this period was 

almost equal to being accused of espionage).  

Thus, in the late Stalin era Soviet architecture became more internationally isolated 

than ever and, what is more, it veered away from the international pattern of development. 

After the war, while Euro-American architecture inclined towards modernism, in the Stalinist 

USSR neoclassicism (and even neogothic) reigned supreme. Consequently, for Soviet 

architecture, Khrushchev’s stylistic shift was not only unexpected but also traumatic in the 

sense that it required regaining international connections, skills, and knowledge that had been 

banned and therefore lost during the previous years.  

 

Early architectural likbez: professional culture  
 

It is hard to measure to what extent the knowledge of Western architecture was lost in 

the Soviet Union during the Stalin years, but it is clear that it was not sufficient to rebuild 

Soviet architecture according to the latest Western fashions. The return of Western 

architecture to the professional horizon of Soviet architects was initiated from above and 

implemented through architectural organizations. The Union of Architects and its local 

branches became the main source of information and, moreover, the initiator of the new 

professional practice of being informed of the development of contemporary foreign 

architecture.  

The change in the professional culture of Soviet architects must be noted in the first 

place. Under professional culture I understand values, rules, habits, and standards, spoken 

and unspoken, that regulate the professional practice and life of the community and are 

transmitted inside the profession through education and work. For example, the 

understanding of what a commission is will be very different for a Western architect used to 

working with private clients and a Soviet one working for the state. Alternatively, the 

professional values of an architect educated in an Academy of Fine Arts will be very different 

from those of an alumnus of a school of building engineers. Obviously, the division between 

professional culture and professional practice not strict, and professional culture is a 

necessary part of building practice and vice versa. However, I find it useful to distinguish 

                                                 
86 See, for example, on the “ideal” house of the interwar period and the denial of modernism: Monique 

Eleb, “Modernity and modernization in postwar France: the third type of house,” The Journal of 

Architecture, 9:4 (2004): 495-514. 
87 Richard Anderson, “USA/USSR: Architecture and War”, Grey Room, 34, Winter 2009: 80-103. 

Several books on American construction were published in 1944-45 by the Soviet architectural theorist 

Roman Khiger (Practice of housing construction in the US series: Low-rise houses in the US, 1944; 

Settlement’s planning in the US, 1944; Small apartments complexes, 1945).  
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between the two, especially because professional culture is rarely an object of articulation 

and explicit transmission.  

I have already pointed out in chapter one that a stylistic shift, such as that which 

occurred in the mid-1950s in the USSR, required a profound change in aesthetic guidelines. 

What is more, new skills and habits were required – those of reading and understanding 

foreign literature. In the dawn of Khrushchev’s architectural “perestroika”, the Leningrad 

section of the Union of Soviet Architects (LOSSA) launched a project of monthly lectures on 

foreign architecture. The president of LOSSA, A.I. Kniazev, described it thus: 

 
We decided to organize in LOSSA monthly digest reports on foreign practice based on written 

sources. […] The reports planned will not exhaustively cover one or another question. From the very 

announcement of today’s lecture, it must be clear that it is not possible to wholly cover such a wide 

scope of questions, even with breaks, as we intend to do today. These lectures are structured 

accordingly to a horizontal principle and do not go in-depth into the subject, and they are offered in 

order to make the use of foreign literature easier and to develop a taste [to it] (my italic). In addition 

to these lectures we will have precise translations of materials on the subjects mentioned by the 

lecturer.88  

 

      Here, the educational goal of these lectures was explicitly announced. The lecturer, 

Alexandra Khristiani, was an English linguist who had married the architect Viktor Ass 

before the Second World War. In this way, through family connections and life 

circumstances, and without any architectural education, she became a translator, lecturer, and 

even published a book on architecture that I will discuss later. In this lecture, Khristiani was 

taking mostly about Le Corbusier’s oeuvre and about the new cities in Great Britain and 

Sweden, but she also put emphasis on the recent architectural press. Towards the end of her 

lecture she said that it was time to “turn to lyrics and to introduce you to what the theoreticians 

and the prominent figures of foreign architecture write on contemporary architecture in 

general and on Soviet architecture.”89 Unfortunately, the criticism of Soviet architecture she 

had to offer was very short – a single quotation from a certain “Mėdzh” (probably, the British 

architect James Madge) who called Soviet architecture’s forms “grandiose and hollow.” 

However, the attention to the foreign press and foreign criticism is telling. At the very end of 

the talk Khristiani was asked by one of the listeners to give the titles of the magazines from  

which she sourced her information. She promised to “give the precise information with the 

pages etc., with indication of all the sources, all the subjects, even the smallest ones, five 

minutes after the end of this talk… give this information in the architectural office so as not 

to lose time on it now.”90  

This early example shows the learning process of the new intellectual field of 

architecture. These kind of lectures not only provided information on foreign architecture but 

also introduced sources from which more information could be gathered. I suggest that these 

lectures may have been a sort of “map” that could help architects to orient themselves in the 

unexplored sea of literature on foreign architecture. Unfortunately, the archives do not 

contain documents on any other lecture given by Khristiani in LOSSA. There is always a 

possibility of archival incompleteness, but I tend to think that the initiative was not fully 

                                                 
88 Central archive of literature and arts of St Petersburg (TsGALI SPb). Fund 341, Leningrad branch of 

the Union of Soviet architects (LOSSA), opis’ 1, delo 415. “Informatsionnoe soobtshenie po 
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implemented. One of the reasons for this may be that in this period Khristiani had already 

moved to Moscow and it was not very convenient to invite a lecturer from another city.  

According to the recollections of her son, the Soviet-Russian architect Evgeniĭ Ass, 

Alexandra Khristiani made the translation of foreign architecture into her profession. She 

prepared digests on foreign architecture for “important architectural superiors”.91 In parallel, 

she organized regular seminars on foreign architecture in the House of Architects. Ass points 

out that these seminars were very popular because “the amount of largely available 

information was critically small”.92 I presume that under “largely available” he meant 

literature in Russian language (I will show below that the amount of available literature in 

foreign languages was quite large). Later, in the 1970s, Evgeniĭ Ass himself continued in the 

family tradition, giving lectures on foreign architecture in the same House of Architects and 

writing a small column on foreign architecture in the Architecture of USSR magazine.93  

Continuing the subject of professional culture, I would like to point out that foreign 

professional culture became a part of the early “campaign against illiteracy” regarding 

Western architecture and foreign building practice. As I have mentioned, professional culture 

is rarely articulated. More surprising is the attempt on the Soviet side to formulate and 

understand the professional culture of its Western counterparts.  

The hierarchy of the professional community that is at the same time the reflection of 

the professional values is an important part of professional culture. In the archive of the Union 

of the Architects of the USSR I found an intriguing document that represents an attempt to 

understand who-is-who in the West. It is a list of “outstanding architects of foreign countries” 

with the addresses on four pages, dated 1958.94 The provenance of this document is unknown, 

and from today’s perspective the choice of names in the list is not obvious. For example, it 

contains 11 names from Switzerland (none of whom I have ever heard about) and only one 

name – Alvar Aalto – from Finland, which is curious considering that there were many 

interesting architects in Finland during these years. The number of typos in the list is also 

striking. For example, “Harvard”, which in traditional Russian translation is written as 

“Garvard”, was written as “Khervert”. The list gives the impression of being written either 

from dictation (as evidenced by typos like “Diusedorf” instead of Düsseldorf) or that the 

names and the addresses were picked up from different sources. It includes the variant 

spellings of “Cambridge” and “Cambridgech”, the Russified names of Italian cities, and the 

transliteration of the Italian “Firenze” as “Firentse” (the correct name in Russian would be 

“Florentsia”) next to the name of Giovanni Michelucci. However, the goal of this list seems 

to be clear. It was not only a list of people to know, but also a list of colleagues to be in 

contact with. Judging from the archival documentation of the Union of the Architects of the 

USSR, it was not uncommon in this era to send letters requesting information or a meeting to 

colleagues without knowing each other personally.  

One of the early introductions to Western professional culture can be found in  

Khristiani’s book The Recent Architecture of the USA. 1945-1960 published in 1963 by the 
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Research Institute of Theory and History of Architecture and Gosstroiizdat.95 This book pays 

close attention to the professional culture of American architects. The author provides the 

reader with information on architectural education, architectural unions, and organizational 

principles of architectural bureaus in the United States. Khristiani points out numerous 

differences in the architectural profession between the Soviet Union and the United States, 

even regarding such minutiae as the differences in their forms of blueprints. At the end of the 

book, there are short biographies of sixteen “leading American architects” (including Louis 

Khan, Mies van der Rohe, and Frank Lloyd Wright) and information on four of “the most 

known architectural bureaus” (including SOM). The bibliography of The Recent Architecture 

of the US is also intriguing. It includes 29 books and 16 magazine titles in English as well as 

references to materials of the International Architectural Association and books on American 

history. Many of these books are canon texts now and many of the magazines were and are 

still important in architectural community (like Architectural Forum and Architecture 

d’aujourd’hui). Thus, The Recent Architecture of the USA was at the same time an 

introduction to the professional culture of American architects and a guide to names and 

literature on the subject.  

 

 
 

Fig. 5. Alexandra Khristiani, The Recent Architecture of the USA (Moscow: 

Gosstroiizdat, 1963).  

Source: http://books.totalarch.com/newest_architecture_usa_1945_1960  

 

 In this section I emphasized the changes in Soviet architectural culture and its 

receptiveness to foreign architectural culture for several reasons. First, the articulation and 

open transmission of professional culture is a rare phenomenon as it is normally transmitted 

orally and informally. Second, these moments of explicit attention to foreign professional 

culture in Soviet architecture were not numerous and they disappear completely by the 1960s. 

This stands in contrast to the amount of information on foreign building practice that grew 

exponentially in the decades after 1954/55. This indicates that foreign professional culture 

became better known thanks to personal contacts, literature, and other sources of knowledge. 

Third, it is crucial to underline the point that is constantly overlooked by scholars of Soviet 

culture: the Soviet cultural sphere, and architecture in this particular case, was organized 

differently from its European and American counterparts. Any immediate understanding 

between Soviet and Western colleagues was not possible not only because of divergent 

aesthetic guidelines and backward Soviet technology (in architecture especially), but also 
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because of different principles of work, professional culture, everyday working practices, 

education, etc. Moreover, the centralized diffusion of this knowledge, from my point of view, 

meant that Soviet architects were supposed to live in the professional world shared with 

foreign colleagues – to meet them, to work together, and to understand them better.   

 

 

Images and their meanings: Western magazines 
 

One of the specifics of the architectural profession is the difference between magazines 

and books. All recent information – buildings, projects, calls, innovations, and drawings – 

are published in magazines, and it is crucial to follow them in order to be up to date. Books 

are still meaningful, but they rather reveal the already solidified state of the art than reflect 

the ever-changing flow of architectural development. In this section I will discuss the access 

to, modes of readings of, and the censorship of Western magazines and books on architecture 

from the mid-1950s until the early 1960s.  

The changes in the accessibility of foreign literature on architecture can be traced in 

detail through the example of the students of the Moscow and Leningrad architectural 

schools. The easier access to Western architectural literature became a big novelty in the life 

of Soviet architectural students in the late 1950s. The compilation of recollections of Moscow 

Architectural Institute’s alumni, published by the institute in the 2000s, gives a nice example 

– most of the students of the 1950s-60s recall Western architectural magazines and books, 

first trips abroad, and the new Westernized style of Soviet architecture. For many of them the 

first step towards the West was the opportunity to read Western architectural literature and 

press.  

Even during the Stalin era, central Soviet libraries and architectural school libraries 

received Western press and literature on architecture, however access to them was limited. 

For instance, in the Academy of Fine Arts in Leningrad foreign literature was accessible for 

faculty and doctoral students, but not for undergraduates. By the end of the 1950s, access to 

Western materials at the Academy of Fine Arts was opened for students in their last year of 

education, and to students from the fourth year at the Moscow Architectural Institute 

(thereafter: MAI). 2 By the mid-1960s these books and magazines became free for all students 

to access.  

However, different informal practices of access to foreign materials also existed. 

Aleksandr Velikanov, a former MAI student (1955-1961), describes an original way of 

avoiding the restrictions with a war-like metaphor: in order to access spetskhran (i.e. a place 

where materials with limited access where stored) he and his friends used “tactics of ‘total’ 

courting” the young librarians”. 96 Andreĭ Gozak, MAI student in 1953-1959, describes his 

library practices this way: “Books were few, and the best ones were stored in spetskhran with 

legendary Vera Fedorovna who, helped by the photo laboratory, were reproducing them and 

making albums. [Those albums] were given to students, in order to preserve the originals.”97  

From the late 1950s most Soviet architects received access to Western architectural 

magazines, but the question is how they read them. From the applications for travels abroad, 

it is clear that most of Soviet architects did not speak foreign languages. Even when they state 

that they do, it is impossible to assess whether they had a level of language skills which would 

allow them to communicate with foreigners. During travel this problem could be solved with 
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the help of a guide or an interpreter, but this was not the case with foreign literature. I suggest 

that the main practice of working was not reading, but rather looking at pictures and drawings. 

Moreover, the architect A. Kudriavtsev claimed that this pattern also applied to Russian 

publications on contemporary architecture: “At the time architects usually rejected analytical 

part of books on recent, contemporary architecture, only the pictures were perceived, because 

the texts a priori contained criticism of capitalist countries’ experience”.98  The architect 

Evgeniĭ Ass, the son of Alexandra Khristiani, explains his decision in 1972 to organize 

seminars on foreign architecture in this way: 
From my childhood I used the library of the Union of Architects in Moscow which was 

incredibly rich (for a Soviet one). And many young architects also used it, but, due to their 

circumstances, only few of them could read English. And I could, and that is why it seemed important 

to me to comment on the pictures that were attractive to the people of my generation. Because the 

intellectual content of architecture often fell out of attention of the architects looking at these 

magazines.99  

 

Thus, the original meaning of Western architecture did not penetrate through the 

barriers of language and Soviet censorship. So, what kind of meaning was given to Western 

architecture by Soviet readers (gazers)? What kind of signifier was given to the signified of 

the form? Assigning meaning to architectural form is not inevitable, compulsory, or 

necessary. Some people do it, some people do not. For an architect, like for any other artist, 

it is possible to just enjoy form, play with it, change it, without any sophisticated reflection. 

However, as I have already mentioned, my thesis deals with this upper stratum of Soviet 

architects who were supposed to produce meanings, and not with the architects working in 

small state bureaus who, probably, did not deal about concepts at all. One of the goals of my 

thesis is to understand the meaning and the significance of Western architecture for Soviet 

professionals in different perspectives. Alternatively, my goal may be to analyze the absence 

of meaning behind the form as a feature of Soviet architectural culture as opposed to Western 

culture. 

Another, meaning-oriented approach to Western architectural literature was also 

possible. There were individuals who would try to decipher the original meanings of Western 

architecture. Gennadiĭ Khozatskiĭ, a doctoral student in the Academy of Fine Arts in the late 

1950s, describes his work thus: 
By the way, at the time I used the help of one man... One painter. […] With his mother, he was 

in occupation and ended up in England. There he graduated from an architectural college, or 

something like that, was carried away by Russian literature and decided to go back to Russia. His 

mother got married and stayed there [in Great Britain], but he moved in Russia. Here we met each 

other. We went to the library together, and he translated what I was interested in. When I was in 

graduate school, I had other two translators. My girlfriend and someone else. I gave them what 

interested me, I have loads of translations. They translated, I read. 100 

 

Most likely, this way of reading Western literature on architecture was exceptional, but 

it is illuminating as an example of how individuals could receive information without foreign 

language skills.  

Those who did not possess the resources or interest to read original Western 

publications could use Soviet translations. From 1961 onwards, translations of several foreign 
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magazines on architecture and construction were published: Architecture d’aujourd’hui 

(France) (“Sovremennaia arkhitektura” in Russian), Civil Construction (United States), 

Industrial construction (FRG), Construction materials (Great Britain). Among the four, only 

Architecture d’aujourd’hui (hereafter: AA) was a well-known influential review, the others 

were technical publications. During the interwar period, AA played an important role in 

making modernism a leading world style and it remained one of the most reputed architectural 

editions in the world after the Second World War.  

 
Fig. 6. L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui/Sovremennaia arkhitektura, 1963.  

Source: https://www.livelib.ru/book/1001234795-zhurnal-sovremennaya-arhitektura-

1963-god-komplekt-iz-6-vypuskov   

 

Foreign magazines were published in the Soviet Union in Russian and with significant 

editorial revisions. AA suffered the most from Soviet censorship. For instance, in one of the 

issues of AA from the year 1964 an article on Soviet constructivism was eliminated and 

replaced with one addressing Western misinterpretations of the Soviet avant-garde.101  Soviet 

prefaces and comments were regularly added. Not all of the additions were ideological; some 

had professional meaning too. Thus, the Russian issue of AA on American architecture had 

a preface that not only indicated the ideological mistakes of capitalist architecture but also 

made professional comments, for example, on the strong influence of Siegfried Giedeon’s 

Space, Time, and Architecture (1941) on the historical narrative of American architecture.102  

The content of the issues was also severely cut: articles on religious buildings, architectural 

organizations, abstract art, book reviews, and theoretical texts were often removed.  

 These numerous revisions were criticized even within the Union of Architects of the 

USSR. In 1965 A.A. Strigalev presented the Union of Architects with his report on the 

Russian translation of AA and noted that the magazine “is considered by the Russian editors 

as a source of scientific and technical information, that does not correspond fundamentally 

with the problematic and nature of AA, and pushed the Russian editors towards redactions, 

remaking etc.”103  Moreover, Soviet publishers had “a practice of changing the meaning of 

translated texts and of retouching pictures that would change their character (removal of 

abstract art oeuvre from buildings).”104  This practice was considered by Strigalev as 

                                                 
101 Zhorzh Kandilis, “1918-1920. Geroicheskiĭ period v arkhitekture SSSR” (“1918-1920. Heroic period 

in the architecture of the USSR”), Sovremennaia arkhitektura (original title Architecture d’aujourd’hui), 

№№ 3-4, (1964): 21. 
102 The preface to the Soviet edition, Sovremennaia arkhitektura (original title Architecture 

d’aujourd’hui), № 6, (1965): 2. 
103 RGALI, f. 674 (SA SSSR), opis’ 5, delo 2772, Anatoliĭ Strigalev, “Kharakteristika frantsuzskogo 

zhurnala ‘Arkhitektura segodnia’” (“Characteristics to the French magazine ‘Architecture today’”): 30. 
104 RGALI, f. 674 (SA SSSR), opis’ 5, delo 2772, Strigalev, “Kharakteristika”, 30. 

https://www.livelib.ru/book/1001234795-zhurnal-sovremennaya-arhitektura-1963-god-komplekt-iz-6-vypuskov
https://www.livelib.ru/book/1001234795-zhurnal-sovremennaya-arhitektura-1963-god-komplekt-iz-6-vypuskov


 30 

“nonsensical and uncivilized.” 105 He was very displeased with these revisions and underlined, 

that because of them “even for internal use, for work of research organizations, there is not 

any copy of a full translation of the magazine. It does not give any possibility to fully 

understand the nature of Western architectural development, thoroughly evaluate tendencies 

and controversies of this development, does not give a possibility to earnestly and responsibly 

comment on the Russian edition of ‘Sovremennaia arkhitektura’.”106  

Thus, Russian translations changed the textual meanings and even visual forms 

(through retouching) presented in AA magazine. Apparently, the editors eliminated and 

changed materials that they considered useless (like book reviews, architectural union reports 

etc.) or dangerous (like abstract art or ideologically “alien” articles). However, it seems that 

AA was nonetheless popular among Soviet architects. For instance, Mikhailo Budilovskiĭ, an 

architect from Kiev, remembers that: “At the time, in France a magazine Architecture 

d’aujourd’hui was being published, and it was republished in the Soviet Union under the title 

Sovremennaia arkhitektura. At the times, the USSR did not yet participate in the international 

publishing convention, and the magazine was, de facto, republished illegally. The information 

from [this magazine] helped us a lot to master contemporary styles.”107 The director of the 

MARKHI (MAI) museum Liudmila Ivanova-Vēn told me that in the late 1960s, when she 

studied architecture at MAI, they called AA “zhurdui” and had this magazine as a bed-side 

book. 

In addition to the most straightforward ways of receiving information on architecture, 

namely borrowing a book from a library or buying it, there were other ways to access this 

information. Very often architecture is a family profession, and thus a young architect could 

have access to Western literature at home, at a parent’s studio, or hear about it at from elders 

etc. Ilia Lezhava recalls that he had “at home old magazines from the 1920s-30s. Mostly 

Soviet Architecture, some French and German ones.”108  Moreover, in architectural school 

vertical communication is normally well developed due to team work in studios, and this 

allows younger students to informally receive knowledge from older students or professors. 

Young professionals could receive information and access to foreign literature by working in 

studios with renowned architects. In his memoirs, Andreĭ Gozak also mentions second-hand 

bookshops where it was possible to find old foreign architectural literature. 109 The American 

architectural theorist Vincent Scully, who visited Leningrad in 1965 together with the 

architect Louis Kahn, remembers that they each bought in a Leningradian antiquarian 

bookstore “a fine copy of Auguste Choisy’s Histoire de l’architecture (1899).”110 This story 

shows how common the practice of buying second-hand books was, if even two foreigners 

could stumble across a second-hand bookstore and buy something valuable.  

In this section I have showed that Soviet architects possessed a vast amount of 

knowledge about foreign architecture and had many different ways to acquiring it. 

Nonetheless, foreign sources of information were limited by both Soviet publishers and 

language barriers. They frequently lost their textual elements, their integrity of meaning, and 

were transformed into sources of visual information open to interpretation by Soviet 
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professionals. Thus, architecture was deprived of its original sense and was transformed into 

a drawing or a picture. It is important to note that modernist architecture is per se ideological. 

The 1960s in Europe and the United States were “the new 1920s” – the time of the revival of 

ideology in architecture. The origins of postmodernism, brutalism, and vivid discussions on 

the nature and future of architecture all stemmed from the 1960s. However, ideological 

narratives of Western architecture penetrated the Iron Curtain slowly and in reduced form. 

For instance, discussions and publications on postmodernism in architecture were widespread 

in the USSR in the 1980s, i.e. 15-20 years later than in the United States and Europe. 111 All 

in all, from the other side of the Iron Curtain, Soviet architects received forms that they tried 

to recode and interpret in terms of socialist architecture, imbuing these forms with their own 

meaning without knowing their initial significance.   

 

Business trips and architectural tourism in the late 1950s-early 1960s 
 

The aim of this section is to introduce the general context of foreign travel undertaken 

by Soviet architects. I do not aim to construct an objective overview of this issue here. My 

thesis is focused on the architectural establishment and the central unions of architects based 

in Moscow and Leningrad. Without a decentralized study including archives of other cities 

and, of course, republics it is impossible to understand the real numbers of Soviet architects 

traveled abroad in the early post-Stalin era. However, central archives can give an idea of the 

numbers and of the process. One must keep in mind that, firstly, every professional that 

traveled abroad brought back not only his personal impressions but also books and magazines 

that were later shared, sometimes officially during the meetings in the unions and 

architectural organizations and, most probably, unofficially between friends and colleagues. 

Thus, every traveler matters here. Secondly, the late 1950s-1960s were not yet the time of 

mass tourism. Tourism as a widespread leisure practice was on the rise in the Soviet Union, 

however, travel was still a privilege.     

The archives of the Union of Architects of the USSR do not contain statistics on the 

number of architects going abroad. It is highly possible that these numbers did not exist at 

all. Analyzing the available data is challenging for a number of reasons: first, documents on 

the number of architects going abroad are irregular and fragmentary; second, archives contain 

plans of departures but rarely post hoc numbers of people who had gone abroad; third, from 

the preserved lists it is not always clear whether they are lists of departing individuals or of 

candidates; fourth, it is also unclear how the data on different types of travels (the general 

number of people who left, tourist trips, and business trips) correlate and whether their 

information overlaps. 

However, from the available data it is possible to understand the approximate number 

of the Soviet architects going abroad, and it is evident that this number was modest. Thus, 

according to the plan of the State commission on cultural connections (SCCC), in 1964 only 

257 members of the Union of Architects were supposed to go on tourist trips abroad (in this 

case abroad means the whole world excluding socialist bloc, but including Iran, Afghanistan 

etc.).112  In terms of numbers of tourists the Union of Architects was in the fourth place among 
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all cultural unions. The Union of Soviet Writers was in first place (541 tourists), the Union 

of Sport Societies and Organizations came in second (365 tourists), and the Union of Soviet 

Journalists came third (320 tourists). In this year the Union of Sport Societies sent 200 tourists 

to Japan and 150 to Austria (for the summer Olympic games in Tokyo and the winter games 

in Innsbruck), thus its mode of functioning differed dramatically to the other unions.  

It is also interesting to notice that from the Union of Filmmakers only 145 tourists were 

supposed to go abroad, which does not correspond to the high intensity of communication 

with foreign colleagues involved in the Soviet film industry in the 1960s. It suggests that 

other forms of travel were more relevant for filmmakers, such as business trips. According to 

other documents, in the same year 180 Soviet architects were supposed to visit socialist 

countries.113  Thus, altogether, 437 members of the Union of Architects were supposed to go 

outside the Soviet Union. The Moscow branch of the Union of Architects gives the following 

numbers: between 1961 and 1967, 1429 Soviet architects went on “foreign tours” (most likely 

meaning the world excluding the socialist bloc), with the yearly number rising from 125 to 

285 over this period.114  

It is worth tracing, from the same above-mentioned statistics, which countries Soviet 

architects visited most often: Finland (329 tourists), Great Britain (168 tourists), and Italy 

(121 tourists).115 The leading position of Finland may be explained by developed diplomatic 

and economic connections, and by the reduced cost of travel. The third place of Italy is also 

easily understandable – Italy’s historic architecture did not lose its appeal for architects with 

the rise of modernist style. However, the second place of Great Britain is less obvious. It may 

be related to a certain “Anglomania” among the Soviet intelligentsia 116 but might also be 

explained by economic or political reasons that are yet to be discovered. The difference in 

numbers between the first and second place (329 and 168) is also striking. 

The number of Soviet architects traveling abroad was modest. Moreover, from the lists 

of people departing abroad, one pattern is evident: most had already been abroad. Some name, 

like the members of the Barkhin architectural dynasty, recur frequently in the departure lists 

in the Union of Architects archive. Thus, it seems that there existed a group of architects, 

usually in high positions in the profession, who were regularly going abroad as tourists and, 

most likely, these same people were delegates at conferences and went on business trips.  

   It must be noted that the infamous rule stating that a Soviet citizen first travel to a 

socialist country before visiting a capitalist one, did not apply to architects. In the lists of the 

Union of Architects, there were individuals whose first encounters abroad were in capitalist 

countries like the United Kingdom and France. Moreover, although most of the tourists were 

members or candidates for membership of the Party, it was possible for a non-member (and 

non-candidate) to go to capitalist countries without going to the socialist bloc first. 

Soviet architects had different opportunities to go abroad. Besides business trips, 

exchanges, and delegations, they could participate in tourist trips organized by the Union of 

Architects. The latter option was different in that tourists paid for their trips themselves, 

whereas delegates and people on business trips did not pay for their travel and received small 

allowances. The cost of tourist trips differed according to the country, and was sometimes 
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quite high. Groups were often big (20-30 people), but occasionally the Union of Architects 

cancelled trips due to a lack of participants. All the travel documents had to be collected and 

given to Inturist, the state monopolist travel agency, more than a month before the departure, 

and in the case of cancellation due to a lack of participants “the Union of Architects restitutes 

all the factual losses, bore by Inturist due to the late departure of a group (non-registered 

documents, visas etc.), cancellation and lack of participants in a group, that result in Inturist’s 

obligation to pay forfeit to foreign firms”. 117  

Even smaller numbers of architects embarked on business trips abroad: 41 people in 

1967, 28 in 1969, and 30 in 1970.118  Again, it is unclear which kinds of institutionalized trips 

were counted here (bilateral exchanges, delegations, conferences etc.), but the range of 

numbers is clear – two or three dozen of the same people travelled per year, usually 

individuals from the central architectural elite. For instance, I reconstructed the foreign trips 

of one of the most prominent architects of Khrushchev era, Mikhail Posokhin.119  Between 

1954-1965 he was went abroad 1-4 times a year, and sometimes for up to one month: 1954 – 

Czechoslovakia; 1956 – Paris; 1957 – Greece; 1958 – a cruise on the Danube; 1959 – a trip 

to French resorts (Posokhin worked on the Pitsunda resort at that time), and Paris, 

Amsterdam, and Copenhagen; 1960 – the FRG, the United States; 1961 – Italy and London; 

1962 – Italy, Brazil, Mexico, and Cuba; 1963 – Italy for one month; 1965 – the United States.  

Besides the professional goals stated openly in travelling programs, Soviet architects 

also had a hidden agenda, that is industrial and technological transfers, and a mission to 

represent their country abroad.120  The creation of a good image of the Soviet Union included 

being polite, neat, ideologically correct, and generous. In the report on the travel in the FRG 

in 1957 the head of the delegation writes: “It is appropriate to say that our delegation set itself 

the task of giving a present to every person we met while working in Western Germany.” 121 

This task was so important that each member of the delegation spent 500 rubles on gifts, 

which was the allowance given by Gosstroĭ for this expense. Soviet architects carried books, 

cigarettes, badges, and “each member of the delegation had one and a half to two kilograms 

of sweets.”122 Small presents were even given to maids in the hotels where the Soviet 

delegation stayed. Six years later the situation had not greatly changed. In 1963, the vice-

director of the human resources and foreign connections section of Gosgrazhdanstroĭ, 

requested thirty tins of caviar, eight bottles of Armenian cognac, and twelve bottles of vodka 

for the Soviet delegation to give as presents to “foreign firms and delegations.”123 
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Returning to the 1957 report, it is striking that, besides books and prospectuses, Soviet 

architects brought back numerous samples including a hospital bed, school desks, school 

boards, and even a crane. The archive of the Section of Foreign Connections of Gosstroĭ 

contains evidence on expertise of samples of different building materials with reports on their 

necessity for the production in the USSR. The questionnaires for the specialists going abroad 

also included questions on whether the foreign technologies in question were patented. The 

secret form from a research report on foreign building samples includes questions regarding 

whether it would be possible to produce local copies, whether serial production of the product 

was possible, and whether this would be economically beneficial for the state.124  

I have given an overview of the foreign travels of Soviet architects in the late 1950s-

1960s. Even though the number of architects going abroad was small, their experience 

affected the professional culture in general and enriched their personal experience. The Soviet 

architects who had the possibility (or even a habit) to go abroad were few and belonged to 

the upper strata of the profession. However, it was this elite that defined the professional 

culture and produced its meanings.  

Writings on Western architecture as a genre 
 

In 1926, in his Moscow Diary the young Walter Benjamin wrote: “One could say that 

Russia’s ignorance of the rest of the world is very much like chervonets [ten rubles]: money 

that is very valuable in Russia but not recognized as currency abroad.”125 That is to say, in 

the Soviet Union knowledge of the West could become cultural capital because of its 

information deficit. Unfortunately, the economy of cultural deficit has not yet been an object 

of inquiry in Soviet studies, even though it is still present in Russia. In the late Soviet Union, 

the theory and history of foreign architecture was a field in its own right. This specialization 

is not surprising, however, the cultural and symbolic capital that the knowledge of foreign 

architecture could accumulate is striking.  

In this section I will discuss two Soviet authors who specialized in foreign architecture: 

Andrey Gozak (1936-2012) and Andrey Ikonnikov (1926-2001). Both are widely known and 

acclaimed as architectural specialists and writers. However, Andrey Ikonnikov had an 

illustrious career and was a part of the architectural establishment, whereas Andrey Gozak 

was an average practicing architect. With a difference of just ten years, they belong to very 

different generations: Ikonnikov graduated from the Academy of Architecture in Leningrad 

in 1950 at the start of the Cold War, and Gozak graduated from MARKHI in 1959 as a witness 

and offspring of the changes that I described earlier.  

The two knew each other but were not friends. Ikonnikov was one of the supervisors of 

Gozak’s doctoral thesis in 1970-71. The latter states the following in his memoirs:  

 
Not to finish with my doctoral years, I say that my thesis supervisor was Andreĭ 

Vladimirovich Ikonnikov. When he was a simple docent at the Repin Institute in Leningrad where 

he lived then, our relationship was absolutely normal. But later, when he rose in position (in 1967 he 
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was invited to become a head of the Research institute of theory and history of architecture), he 

became a victim of his position and lost many simple human qualities.126 

 

Gozak also writes that even later, in 1978, his former thesis supervisor did not support 

his second book on the Finnish architect Alvar Aalto. Ikonnikov’s report on the book 

concluded with the statement that “Aalto was one hundred percent a practicing architect and 

his few observations on architecture can hardly be of interest for Soviet readers.”127  

It is hard to say whether it was professional criticism or professional rivalry: in 1967 

Ikonnikov published a book on the architecture of Helsinki128 and before, in the early 1960s, 

was responsible for the Nordic countries in the voluminous Universal History of Architecture 

published by NIITIA. As the Soviet architect Felix Novikov recalls in his memoirs, Andrey 

Ikonnikov and his colleague, the architectural historian Alexander Riabushin, “were 

considered in the era the most severe critics.”129   

Alexey Yurchak’s concept of the Imaginary West addressed things that were hard to 

get hold of but which were easy to consume. Even in the 1980s, the period Yurchak discusses, 

it was relatively difficult and risky to buy a Talking Heads record on the black market from 

a fartsovshik or to borrow a rare Soviet translation of a foreign author from a friend. In the 

first case one invested more money and took greater risk, and in the second, one invested 

more time and needed a wide social network. 

In the case of our architectural specialists one should have had not only access to the 

information which was relatively easy since professionals were affiliated with architectural 

institutions but also skills to understand and decipher the information obtained. But how 

could they understand architecture without knowing its social and urban context? How were 

they supposed to understand its form and plasticity without the relevant cultural and artistic 

references? This information was much harder to source than the music of Talking Heads. 

Andrey Ikonnikov was an alumnus of the Academy of Architecture in Leningrad. He 

studied architecture and architectural history and was a student of Igor Fomin, the son of Ivan 

Fomin, one of the most famous Soviet architects-classicists. In 1954 Ikonnikov defended a 

doctoral thesis on town planning in the Russian architectural tradition. A member of the Party 

and the Union of the Soviet Architects since 1951, Ikonnikov was actively involved in 

administrative, pedagogical, and publishing architectural activities. He was a member of the 

boards of, first, the Leningrad section of the Union of Soviet Architects and, later, the 

Moscow branch; he taught architecture since his doctoral years; was an editor of the 

magazines Decorative Art of the USSR and New Foreign Books; edited numerous collective 

publications; and was a prolific author himself.130 At the height of his career, in 1966-74 

Ikonnikov was a director of the Central Research Institute of Theory, History and Perspective 

Problems of Soviet Architecture (TsNIITIA). Later, he fell into disgrace and his official 

career ended, but he kept publishing and teaching during the late Soviet and the post-Soviet 

era until his death in 2005.    

Ikonnikov was a person of an exceptional knowledge and wide interests. In the doctoral 

school, he studied Russian national architecture but took an interest in Western architecture, 

perhaps after his first foreign travels in Finland and Great Britain as part of the Antifascist 

Youth Association. Later, he became a specialist in architectural composition, theory of 

architecture, and also studied Soviet avant-garde when it became possible. It seems that for 

Ikonnikov contemporary Western architecture was an intrinsic part of everything novel, 
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interesting and progressive that he intended to introduce into the architectural life of the 

Soviet Union. When he became the director of TsNIITIA, he opened a sector of sociological 

research of architecture and three experimental departments whose aim was to study the 

future of architecture.131  

His first book, published in 1958, was dedicated to the architecture of Great Britain,132 

which he visited in 1954. The same year, according to one of his pupils, Yuriĭ Kurbatov, 

Ikonnikov taught the first course on contemporary foreign architecture at the Academy of 

Architecture as a part of the preparations for the International Conference of Architectural 

Students held in Leningrad in July of the same year.133  

In the 1960s he published two books on Finland: Helsinki and New Architecture of 

Finland.134 In 1976 Ikonnikov published his first large overview of Western architecture, the 

volume Main Tendencies of Capitalist Architecture.135 After this he wrote a few similar books 

on foreign contemporary architecture,136 and proceeded with publications by country 

(Sweden,137 USA138).  Ikonnikov was a prolific author and it is hard to overestimate his 

knowledge and erudition. In his writings he not only wisely merged information and the 

acknowledgement of Western achievements with obligatory criticism but also built his own 

vision of architectural form in which Socialist and Western styles united in a noncontradictory 

albeit quite theoretical construction.    

It seems that Ikonnikov entered the Soviet architectural establishment due to his own 

hard work and his exceptional knowledge of the West. This is how Selim Khan-Magomedov, 

already an established scholar at the time, tells the story of their acquaintance:  

 
In the early 1960s at the department of the contemporary foreign architecture of TsNIITIA we 

were preparing to publish a volume of the Universal History of Architecture series dedicated to the 

architecture of capitalist Europe. At the very last moment the work on one of the chapters was 

sabotaged. Colleagues from the department told me that there was an architect in Leningrad, 

Ikonnikov, who already wrote for us two chapters, on Sweden and Finland. Try to call him. I called, 

and he asked only when and how long [the text should be]. Two weeks later he came [to Moscow] and 

brought with him a chapter on Norwegian architecture no one here knew anything about.139 

 

One of Ikonnikov’s students wrote that “his books introduced us to the contemporary 

context.”140 Another of Ikonnikov’s students showed that this context was not only of 

architecture but of culture at large. Writing about his lectures on architectural composition at 

Moscow State University in 1973-74, the art historian Irina Terekhova recalls that:  
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The avalanche of information (Kurokawa, Tange, metabolism, Smithsons and the new 

brutalism, architecture of Italy and Germany of the 1930s, and so on) immersed us into the depths of 

architectural profession and the process of creative work. Often he started his lectures with the matter, 

laying too far from architecture as it seemed to us then: with symbolism of numbers in Thomas Mann’s 

novel Iosif and his Brothers, with Zen Buddhism, with Saigyo’s Collection of a Mountain Home, with 

Basho’s poetry, with contemporary European philosophy.” 141 

 

Ikonnikov not only provided his students with important knowledge on Western 

architecture, he also inserted it into a different cultural context. This was, perhaps, the hardest 

part for any young Soviet Westernist. Finding books and magazines was not too difficult, but 

knowing what to search for and how to navigate through it was a challenge. One needed 

guidance, and the guides were few. Andreĭ Ikonnikov provided his students not only with his 

own translations but also with guidance on how to orientate themselves in the unknown world 

of contemporary Western architecture:    

 
 The body of literature Andreĭ Vladimirovich [Ikonnikov] recommended to study included 

books well known abroad but not yet translated in Russian. Ikonnikov’s doctoral students had an 

opportunity to use his own translations  and, what was even more valuable, his own comments — his 

analysis of the authors’ positions on the different aspects of the research. Thus he kind of gave a grid 

of the most important point for a following independent study.142 

 

  A very different character, Andrey Gozak had never been part of the Soviet 

architectural establishment. A MARKHI alumnus, he was a practicing architect, painter, 

editor of the Architecture USSR magazine, and a dedicated traveler. According to his 

memoirs, he was in touch with some of the foreign architects of his time, including Alvar 

Aalto and Aldo van Eyck, and he personally knew the protagonists of other chapters of this 

research, including the historians and scholars of Soviet architecture Anatole Kopp and 

Catherine Cook.  

Describing his student years at MARKHI, Gozak writes that “the library gave me so 

much [knowledge], much more than, no offence, my university professors”.143 He traveled 

abroad for the first time in 1961 at the age of 25. Contrary to what we know about how the 

system worked, Gozak’s first trip was to capitalist London. Two years later, in 1963, he went 

to Finland with a tourist group of other architects. Other travels followed until the late 1970s 

when he became restricted from leaving the country – neviezdnoĭ. Gozak believed that the 

whole department of theory and history of artistic design at the All-Union Research Institute 

of Technical Aesthetics (VNIITE) where he worked was under surveillance:  

 
The cozy atmosphere and independence of our seminars soon ended. The whole department 

went under surveillance. The likely reason was the escape of Slava Ovsiannikov, a young architect, 

who had just started his work here after the institute bench. When being in London, the touristic group 

of the VNIITE employees did not find him in the bus on the way to the airport on the leaving day. But 

maybe the surveillance started earlier...144  

    

                                                 
141 Andreĭ Vliadimirovch Ikonnikov. Polveka, 121 . I. Terekova, the author of the quotation, in 1973-74 

was Ikonnikov’s student at the history department of the Moscow state university, the chair of theory 

and history of arts.   
142 Andreĭ Vliadimirovich Ikonnikov. Polveka, 139. Iu. Tuptalov, the author of the quotation, was a 

doctoral student and later worked in VNIITE. 
143 Gozak, Tsennosti zhizni. 111.  
144 Gozak, Tsennosti zhizni, 141-142 



 38 

 Whatever was the true reason, in 1979 Gozak was denied permission to visit Finland 

and could not travel until 1987. In his memoirs he describes why he was so puzzled and 

frustrated by this ban. Gozak had been invited to the First International Architectural 

Symposium in honor of Alvaar Alto held in Helsinki in August 1979. Initially, he received 

permission to go. However, the day before leaving, after the tickets had been bought and his 

report for the symposium had been written and translated into English, he received a call. An 

official from the State Committee of Science and Technology that controlled the research 

institute where Gozak worked told him could not go. The Finns were told that Gozak was 

sick. 

Before these misfortunes the young Andrey Gozak entered the doctoral school of 

NIITIA in 1966. He worked in the department of foreign architecture that he describes as 

follows: 

 
Its [department] core was formed by a group of well-educated women who mastered foreign 

languages, read a lot of Western architectural literature, and on this basis quite cleverly wrote about 

this architecture, sometimes harshly critical, without seeing anything in reality. It was admirable and 

disturbing and the same time. Already working on my first article about Revel for the Western 

Architecture collection, I promised myself to write only about architecture I seen with my proper eyes. 

And, it seems, this promise I kept.145 

 

It seems that his choice of contemporary Finnish architecture was influenced by his 

travels, during which Gozak not only took an interest in Finnish architecture but also 

established some personal connections.146 He writes that he had “great help” from “personal 

connections, the Friendship Society USSR-Finland, the Museum of Finnish Architecture in 

Helsinki, the Finnish Embassy in Moscow.”147 Gozak successfully defended his doctoral 

thesis on the link between architecture and landscape in the architecture of Nordic countries 

(Finland, Sweden, Norway). He also organized a series of exhibitions on Finnish architecture 

in Moscow and other cities, published many articles, and was a contributor and a book 

designer of the series Architecture of the West. In 1976 he published his first book on Aalto, 

followed by a second two years later. 

Gozak personally knew Aalto and other Finnish and European architects. It seems 

striking now that an unknown Soviet architect, a young student who had not yet published 

anything, could establish connections of this kind. Gozak was not an exception. For example, 

the young NER group of MARKHI alumni attracted the attention of the renowned Italian 

architect Giancarlo di Carlo who invited them to the Triennale di Milano and helped with the 

translation and publication of their work on the future of socialist cities. Most probably, this 

approachability of foreign stars of the profession was rooted in their personal interest in the 

Soviet Union. It might also be the case that they felt obliged to support colleagues living in a 

climate of scarcity, above all scarcity of information. Aalto, for instance, had visited 

Leningrad in 1962, and had an idea of the realities of Soviet life.148 
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Gozak met Aalto in 1974 in Finland where they exchanged postal addresses. According 

to Gozak’s memoirs, Aalto sent him publications on his new buildings, projects, and articles. 

Sometimes he also sent short letters with his thoughts on architecture with sketches and funny 

drawings. “Every New year he [Aalto] sent greetings and a drawing of a hand with a life line 

on which he chose where architecture would go. He preferred complex and expressive 

architecture, and it is hard to imagine that it was built by a man of very calm and reserved 

character.”149 

Gozak’s wide social network (Aalto, Cook, Kopp, and others) shows how few people 

linked Soviet and Western architecture and how important personal connections were for both 

sides. Ikonnikov also took advantage of a wide social network. For example, in the 1960s he 

corresponded with Roberto Venturi, one of the first American postmodernist architects.  

      The short overview given in here aims at showing the specificity, relevance and 

nature of the social and cultural capital generated by knowledge on Western architecture. 

Cultural deficit was not only about knowing or visiting, it was also about social and 

communicational ability to guide others, including being an in-between for foreign colleagues 

seeking to find their way into the world of Soviet architecture.     

Conclusion 
 

In 1967, the fiftieth anniversary of the October Revolution, the famous American 

architectural critic Ada Louise Huxtable visited the Soviet Union and wrote an essay for the 

New York Times’ collection “The Soviet Union: The Fifty Years”. This is her opinion on the 

situation of Soviet architects: 

 
At the top level, the architect in the Soviet Union is increasingly privileged today. He is 

traveling more widely and developing more international references; the itinerary is no longer to the 

East European countries and back. He is enthusiastic and understanding about what he sees in other 

parts of the world. On the student level, there is now liberal access in architectural libraries to a 

complete range of professional periodicals, including those from the United States, although stock in 

architectural bookstores, even in large cities, is pathetic. Since the Soviet culture and esthetic are still 

developing, some of the more far-out Western efforts have little meaning in the Soviet context. But it 

is quite obvious that the process of learning and assimilation, as in every other field, is going on at a 

steady rate. Interpretations that are limited or naïve are owing to a natural cultural lag between a 

country that began its industrialization fifty years ago and major countries that were already 

sophisticated industrial powers at that time.150  

 

Regardless of the fact that Huxtable saw the development of the Soviet Union through 

the lens of modernization theory, she gave a realistic picture of Soviet architecture in the 

1960s. Above all, she was right to begin “at the top level”. This chapter reveals that the 

majority of Soviet architects did not enjoy the freedom of “travelling widely and developing 

more international references”. However, it was not only the bureaucratic Soviet elite who 

were able to travel, but a larger group including the upper stratum of the Soviet architectural 

profession. These were architects mostly from Moscow and Leningrad, affiliated with central 

organizations, educational institutions, and research centers – people with wide connections, 

and with established cultural, symbolic, and social capital.  

At the same time, the organized likbez in foreign architecture was aimed at the Soviet 

architectural community in general, seeking to expand and popularize the knowledge of 

                                                 
149 Gozak, Tsennosti zhizni,150. 
150 Ada Louise Huxtable, “Building the Soviet Society: Housing and Planning” in The Soviet Union: 

The Fifty Years (NY, 1967), 273. 

 



 40 

foreign architecture. The combination of general “literacy” in foreign architecture and the 

small number of professionals who had the possibility to develop and actualize this 

knowledge, led to two important consequences. First, it made information on foreign 

architecture a specific type of cultural capital and made it recognizably valuable. This type 

of cultural capital was relevant for the architectural intelligentsia who had the time, 

intellectual interest, and language skills (resources) to master foreign architecture. It is 

doubtful that the architectural bureaucratic elite could spend many resources on reading Le 

Corbusier. Second, the general literacy in foreign architecture (especially in professional 

culture) was necessary to create a common professional space which would include Soviet 

architects into the international professional community. This, together with the habit of 

reading or at least looking through literature on foreign architecture, led to significant changes 

in the professional culture (professional ethos) of Soviet architects.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two. Receiving Guests: Western Architects in the USSR  
 

The goal of this chapter is to demonstrate the porousness of the Iron Curtain to 

architectural information from the West. With two case studies of international architectural 

events held in the Soviet Union in the late 1950s-mid-1960s I aim to show that after the Thaw 

Soviet architecture became a vibrant part of the international architectural community and 

was highly influenced by modern Western architecture.  

The first event was the Congress of the International Union of Architects (UIA), held 

in Moscow in 1958, a year after the International Youth Festival and a year before the 

American exhibition in Sokolniki. The second event was the exhibition Modern Architecture 

USA that was shown in three Soviet cities — Leningrad, Moscow, and Minsk — in 1965. 

This exhibition was organized in the frame of the bilateral agreement of cultural exchanges 

between the USSR and the United States. It was an exhibition of modernist architecture 

accompanied by some famous American architects and architectural theorists who gave 

lectures to Soviet colleagues. Both events were opportunities to showcase new Soviet post-

Stalin architecture and a way to acquire knowledge and establish professional contacts. What 

is more, they provided the opportunity for a larger group of Soviet architects to meet their 

Western colleagues, to receive a living experience of communication with foreigners, to make 

the “imaginary West” a bit more real.    

In the previous chapter I provided a short overview of Soviet architects’ interactions 

with foreign colleagues in the period after the October Revolution. This overview showed 

that even at the time of strict isolation in the late 1940s-early 1950s, communication between 

Soviet and Western architects was never fully interrupted. However, the question remains as 

to what extent this communication affected Soviet architecture. I argue that from the early 

1930s to the Thaw Soviet architects’ interactions with the West had very little impact on their 
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practice and discourse. Only after Stalin’s death did Western experience began to matter for 

Soviet practice. 

The importance of the events discussed in this chapter goes well beyond the field of 

architecture. Both the Congress and the exhibition were meaningful for Soviet foreign politics 

and propaganda, perhaps the exhibition even more than the Congress. The International 

Union of Architects was a Soviet-friendly organization from its inception, mostly because its 

secretary general French Pierre Vago was interested in the USSR’s participation in the 

organization. Later on, one of the Soviet architectural officials would become a vice-president 

(1967-69) and then a president of the IUA in 1972-75. However, the Architecture USA 

exhibition was different. The Soviet and American exhibitions organized as part of the 

bilateral cultural exchange agreements since 1957 were clearly considered from the both sides 

as propaganda tools.  

The subject of propaganda and cultural infiltration is unavoidable when discussing the 

Cold War. In my case I consider propaganda and propaganda awareness as one of the Iron 

Curtain’s filters. On the one hand, the Soviet Union had to let some foreign propaganda into 

the country in order to be able to spread Soviet propaganda abroad. On the other hand, as I 

show in the case of the exhibition Architecture USA, Soviet citizens were able to recognize 

propaganda when they saw it. Thus, at least some groups of Soviet citizens were well aware 

of the propaganda battle going between their country and the Western world and double-

filtered information incoming from the other side of the Iron Curtain.  

that information coming through the Iron Curtain was sorted and well prepared by the 

issuing country in order to present themselves favorably. It is less evident that it was second-

filtered by the receiving party who was likely to know the principles of the issuing filtration. 

Neutral parties, like architects, looked for the professional information they needed. The 

professional propagandists looked for the weaknesses and pitfalls of foreign propaganda. 

Ordinary Soviet citizens were attracted by the otherness of the West and became increasingly 

capable of deciphering propaganda messages with every decade of the late Soviet era.   

The International Union of Architects 
 

The International Union of Architects,151 a non-governmental organization that still 

exists today, was founded in 1948 in Lausanne. In the post-war world the Union was supposed 

to be an architectural organization beyond any politics which aimed to help improve global 

living conditions. The idea of architecture’s humanistic role in society was especially topical 

in the aftermath of World War II. European countries laid in ruins and housing shortages were 

more severe than ever before. In this catastrophic situation, architecture as a creative 

demiurgic force had to be politically neutral and, ideally, bring peace and social justice. 

From the beginning, IUA had a strong French inclination. It was created and led for 

many years by its secretary general, Pierre Vago, and had its headquarters in Paris. As a 

founding father, Vago controlled and regulated the organization until 1969. I do not possess 

any clear evidence on Vago’s political engagement with communism or socialism, but it 

seems that he was more than sympathetically disposed towards the Soviet Union.   

The IUA had two preceding organizations: the CPIA (Comité Permanent International 

des Architectes), and the famous CIAM (the International Congresses of Modern 

Architecture). The CPIA was founded in 1864 by the Central Society of French Architects, 

had its quarters in Paris, and was long-lived (almost sixty years) but not well-known. The 

CIAM, by contrast, had a short history, but played an essential role in the making of 

modernist architecture. It was founded in 1928 and lasted until 1959 when its own members 
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recognized its obsolescence and the organization was dissolved. Unlike CIAM which was a 

community of individuals with constantly shifting leadership, the CPIA was a much more 

bureaucratic organization. The IUA seems to have inherited the CPIA’s rigor more than 

CIAM’s freedom of thought.  

In the early 1930s, Pierre Vago had already initiated another international initiative — 

the International Reunion of Architects (Réunions internationales des architectes) on the 

basis of the French architectural magazine L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui. As he himself 

states in the book dedicated to the IUA’s history, the International Reunion was born out of 

a trip of European architects to the USSR (Moscow, Leningrad, and Kharkov), organized by 

the Architecture d’aujourd’hui magazine in 1932. Inspired by the success of this initiative, 

Vago writes, “it was decided to continue the experience of free exchange of ideas and 

practices between the people animated by the common ideal of progress, beyond any 

political or doctrinal biases”.152 The activity of the International Reunion of Architects was 

interrupted by the war, but already in 1945 Vago started working on a new organization.  

Supported by the influential Royal Institute of British Architects, Vago succeeded in 

his new enterprise in London in 1946: the CPIA and the International Reunion were officially 

dissolved and the new organism, the International Union of Architects, was created. The 

CIAM members, also invited to the inaugural meeting in London, preferred to keep their 

independence from the new organization, which only underlines the critical difference 

between the institutions. CIAM was a creative community of modernist architects while the 

IUA quickly grew into a huge international body for all kinds of architectural specialists 

working in any styles and addressing questions which were not purely creative. It is worth 

mentioning that many of the CIAM members were famous architects (Le Corbusier, Sigfried 

Giedion, Alvar Aalto, Alison and Peter Smithson; Team 10 was born from the tenth CIAM) 

but going through the lists of the IUA functionaries and active members one would not find 

many famous names.  

The first president of the IUA was Sir Patrick Abercrombie, the well-known British 

urbanist, and this choice is also telling on the overall nature of the organization. Born in 1879, 

Abercrombie is famous for his post-Second World War city plan of London. Being one of 

the most important British town planners of the era, Abercrombie’s approach was 

conservative and anchored in early twentieth-century attitudes. Another important figure for 

the Pierre Vago was the French architect August Perret (1874-1954), his teacher. In the 

1910s-20s Perret produced innovative work in concrete and quickly became a proponent of 

the art-deco style. In the aftermath of the Second World War, he was responsible for the 

reconstruction of Le Havre city center which, in 2005, was recognized by UNESCO as a 

world heritage site. Thus, both figures, Abercrombie and Perret, one directly linked to the 

IUA and the other indirectly, belonged to the European architectural establishment and were 

innovators of the beginning of the twentieth century. Compared to Le Corbusier, who, born 

in 1887, belonged to the same generation but would not stop to experiment until his death in 

1965, Abercrombie and Perret were quite conservative. Here, again, lies the striking 

difference between CIAM, founded by Le Corbusier, and the IUA.  

The first meeting of the IUA working group was held in 1947 in Brussels, the same 

year the Soviet Union agreed to join the union. Vago stresses that for him it was crucial for 

the USSR to join the organization. The communication with Soviet colleagues went through 

the Bulgarian architect Luben Tonev and the Polish communist architect Helena Syrkus. 

Vago himself, as he remembers, “After organizing the reunion of 1932 and supporting since 

then good relations with the Soviet architects, I must have had some credibility. The Union 

of the Soviet architect’s final affiliation was the result of an informal meeting between me 
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and the first secretary of the Soviet embassy in Brussels organized by the architect Iofan.”153  

From the beginning, Vago organized the IUA’s inner structure in a politically neutral 

way. Thus, the first three vice-presidents chosen in 1948 were Swiss, American, and Soviet. 

Throughout his mandate as secretary general, Vago sought to keep this balance, giving equal 

representation to Europeans, Americans, Soviets, Eastern Bloc participants, and to give as 

great a voice as he could to members from Africa and Asia. By virtue of Vago’s 

organizational talent, the support for reputed architectural organizations such as RIBA, and 

the urgent need for cooperation in the field of architecture for post-war reconstruction, the 

IUA grew quickly and started working closely with major organizations such as UNESCO 

soon after its first congress. The IUA also had a number of working groups and commissions 

on different issues that had their meetings between the main congresses held every two or 

three years. The Soviet architectural specialists participated in most of these thematic groups.  

The IUA statute, composed and adopted in 1948 during the first official congress, 

proves its founders’ best intentions to promote and support the architectural profession and 

practice. The statute starts with the organization’s goals: “The IUA has its goal to unite the 

architects of the world on the democratic basis, to reinforce friendly, intellectual, creative and 

professional links between the architects of all the countries, schools, training, and 

movements; to develop progressive ideas in the field of architecture and town planning, and 

to put them into practice for the public benefit.”154  

As well as these general goals, the IUA saw its duty as the promotion of the architectural 

profession and its prestige at large. It is hard to say whether as early as 1948 Pierre Vago felt 

the looming crisis of the architectural profession in the face of mass housing or whether it 

was professional pride. Within a decade, the status of the architectural profession had become 

a widely discussed issue. The IUA statute also included a slightly naive “Rights and 

responsibilities of an architect”155 that stated, for example, that an architect “should avoid 

advertisement and under any circumstances bring in its work mercenary spirit.”156 No matter 

how idealistic and unrealistic it might sound today, the document was written very much in 

the spirit of the post-war humanism and the urge to rebuild the damaged world.  

In 1955, at the fifth Congress in the Hague, the Soviet architect and one of the IUA’s 

then vice-presidents Arkadii Mordvinov suggested hosting the next congress in Moscow.157 

His suggestion was supported by the IUA’s board. However, the events of 1956 in Budapest 

obstructed the organization of the sixth congress. This was politely articulated in the IUA 

board’s session conclusion: “The board acknowledged that the international events in 

question independently of the architects’ will affected the preparation for the Congress of the 

August 1957. Its preparation slowed down critically and, in some cases, even stopped. Serious 

technical issues arose and it is unclear whether they could be fixed by the end of this summer 

period”.158  

This statement shows the seriousness of the IUA’s intentions to stay away from politics, 

as was formulated in its regulations.159 However, the Soviet archives tell a different story:  
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…in regard to the Hungarian events, a few national sections (the Scandinavian one, uniting 

Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden, and the Dutch and the Swiss ones) argued against the next 

congresses’ holding in Moscow. The IUA president, the architect Tschumi (Switzerland), sent out a 

letter to all the national section asking everyone to express their opinion and himself opted for the 

congress holding in Moscow. Excluding the sections mentioned above, the twenty answers received 

opted for the congress holding in Moscow. But since the correspondence took a long time, the 

executive committee decided to move the congress to 1958. This decision was confirmed on the IUA 

Assembly in Paris in September 1957.160 

 

In this case the IUA almost succeeded in its inner apolitical ideology. However, it was 

not the first time the Soviet Union caused trouble for the organization. The USSR used the 

IUA as a platform for political declarations. Thus, together with the Eastern Bloc countries, 

the Soviet Union did not participate in the second IUA congress in 1951 in Rabat, Algeria. 

According to Pierre Vago’s memoir, Warsaw was chosen for the second congress, but at some 

point the Polish members declared that they could not accept the presence of the Yugoslav 

delegation, and the congress was moved to Rabat.161 According to the archives of the Union 

of Soviet Architects, however, the Soviet and the Eastern Bloc delegations ignored the 

congress because most of the IUA board refused to sign the Stockholm Appeal for the ban of 

nuclear weapons due to the proclaimed political neutrality of the organization. In his 

memoirs, Vago himself dates the Stockholm appeal incident to the Moscow congress that is 

rather unlikely because the Stockholm appeal was issued in 1950, eight years before the 

Moscow congress.  On multiple occasions the neutrality of the Union clashed with the 

engagements of its member countries. 

By 1958, the International Union of Architects was still a new but already influential 

and large organization. It managed to unite the most different and even hostile countries. For 

the Soviet participants it was a unique opportunity to enter the international professional 

community, to make connections, to exchange experiences, and to promote Soviet 

architecture in front of a large foreign audience. 

 

The Fifth IUA Congress in Moscow, 1958 
 

 “The fifth IUA congress in Moscow in July 1958 was one of the most remarkable for 

the importance of its themes, the number of participants (about 1400 from 44 countries), for 

fruitful discussions and the valuable decisions. To all this, it must be added the good 

preparation and organization, as well as the friendly atmosphere, professional and moral 

enrichment received by the participants. Finally, the congress had an impact on the world 

level in this period of the general thaw anticipation”,162 — recalls the Bulgarian architect 

Luben Tonev, one of the oldest members of the IUA.  

As Tonev rightly states, it was the height of the Thaw and the expectations were high. 

The fifth IUA congress in Moscow was large. According to the Soviet sources there were 

1478 participants from 51 countries. From the capitalist countries came 856 participants, 339 

from the Eastern Bloc, 301 from the USSR, and two official representatives of the UN and 

UNESCO.163  
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It might sound a huge crowd of foreigners for Moscow not long after Stalin’s era, but 

not the next year after the International youth festival. In 1957 around 30,000 youngsters from 

across the world came to Moscow to celebrate friendship, peace, and youth. In comparison, 

1,500 architects were quite small. The IUA congress in Moscow stands between two 

cornerstone events in the international life of the Soviet capital: The Youth festival in 1957 

and the American exhibition in 1959. Both of them had an impact on Soviet society and form 

the general context for my research. 

The Moscow congress opened on 21 July 1958 and lasted for a week. The main venue 

for the congress was the recently built main building of the Moscow State University of the 

Sparrow Hills. On the one hand, the choice was understandable: finished in 1953, the MSU 

building was spacious, monumental, surrounded by greenery, and very impressive. On the 

other hand, there was an evident contradiction: The Soviets placed the Congress into the 

neoclassicist building, one of the famous seven Stalinist skyscrapers built in Moscow after 

the war, but at the same time during the congress this very architecture was criticized by the 

Soviet architects themselves. Moreover, from the grandiose MGU building foreign architects 

were given guided tours of Cheremushki, the brand-new mass-housing quarter near to the 

MGU skyscraper. In this way, the internal conflict of Soviet architecture was presented to the 

foreign architects in its material form.  

  In addition to the main official programs of the conference, the participants were 

offered a range of guided tours and unofficial meetings. Three big hotels in Moscow were 

fully given to host the congress’ delegates. A participant from Leningrad describes his 

experience: “The biggest hotel Ukraina on the Drogomilovskaia quay, the skyscraper, was 

the main headquarter and the center where the main delegations were hosted. Our delegation 

from Leningrad also lived in this hotel. The whole hotel was occupied by the congress’ 

delegates, it was some kind of a human beehive, of different tribes, of different languages; 

where for almost twenty-four hours a day chats, meetings, discussions blazed; where in the 

vast dining rooms, sitting on the tables with pennants of forty four countries the delegates 

had lunch, breakfast, and dinner. Where they exchanged impressions of visits, guided tours, 

morning and lunchtime sessions meetings. It was all very festive, stately, and looked like a 

happy, cheerful, and friendly festival.”164  

The atmosphere seems to have favored informal communication. However, knowing 

how few Soviet architects knew foreign languages, it would be realistic to suggest that 

informal chats between the Soviet and foreign participants were not always possible. The 

archival documentation related to the congress’ preparation states: “The Union of Architects 

of the USSR found in Moscow 72 architects knowing foreign languages at different levels. It 

is necessary to choose among them those who are able to perform their duty without an 

interpreter and instruct them.”165 It was a relatively small number considering the size of 

Moscow. Furthermore, the Soviet architectural elites and architectural functionaries who 

participated in the IUA activity did not know foreign languages either. Among Aradii 

Mordvinov (the IUA vice-president 1953-57), Pavel Abrosimov, Viacheslav Shkvarikov, 

                                                 
architects and its Moscow branch dedicated to the discussion of the K.I. Trapeznikov’s report 

‘Summary of the Fifth IUA Congress’. Trapeznikov’s report attached. 21 January 1959”): 4.  

  
164 TsGALI SPb, f. 341 (LOSSA), op. 1, d. 505, “Stenograficheskiĭ otchet sobrania arkhitektorov s 

soobtsheniem uchastnikov Leningradskoĭ delegatsii ob itogakh 5 mezhdunarodnogo congressa 

arkhitektorov, 3 oktiabria 1958” (“Verbatim of the architects’ meeting with a report of the Leningrad 

delegation on the results of the fifth international congress of architects, 3 October 1958”): 7-8. 
165 RGALI, f. 674 (SA SSSR), op. 3, d. 386, “Spravka o khode podgotovki k 5 kongressu MSA” 

(“Information about the preparations for the Fifth IUA Congress”): 76. 



 46 

Nikolay Baranov, and Karo Alabian, only Shkvarikov “knew little German”.166 Thus 

communication with foreign colleagues during the congress was only possible with the help 

of either Inturist interpreters or one of the 72 architects mentioned above.  

The role of Inturist guides and interpreters as controls and censors and their vital 

reporting function for the KGB are well-known and studied in current historiography.167 It is 

likely that their contemporaries knew about this as well, and any communication via Inturist 

staff would be as official as a congress speech. Before the congress the Union of Soviet 

Architects asked the Ministry of Culture’s Department of the Military and Governmental 

Secret Security to provide the congress with a censor. “…The Union board asks you to 

provide a special censor to control before the publication the transcripts of the Fifth IUA 

congress participants’ speeches and the text of the everyday information bulletin that would 

be published every day. The censor would be work between the nineteenth and twenty-

seventh of July in the MGU building where a special room would be provided to him from 

the premises given to the committee secretariat.” 168 

Two exhibitions were dedicated to the IUA congress: one on the international 

developments of town planning and urbanism in the MGU building, and the second in 

Manezh exhibition center dedicated to the town planning of Moscow prepared by the Moscow 

Architectural Institute (MARKHI). In addition, the fifth congress in Moscow included an 

exhibition of architectural books and periodicals, the projection of architectural 

documentaries, and it was preceded by the international summer school for young architects 

in Leningrad.  

The main theme of the congress was “Construction and Reconstruction of the Cities, 

1945-1957”, a crucial subject for the post-war world. However, for the Soviets, it was more 

important to introduce their foreign colleagues to the inner architectural “reconstruction” and 

reorganization started in 1954. The Soviet architects not only wanted to show the international 

professional milieu their new style but they also sought to receive feedback and to establish 

possible working connections. It is important to mention that the Soviet Union would later 

build extensively in the global south,169 thus the congress was also an opportunity to promote 

Soviet architecture’s developments and building techniques. 

 

French Provocation or How to Talk to Foreigners 
 

During the congress the Soviet architectural officials had the crucial task of presenting 

Soviet architecture for the first time in situ to a large number of foreign specialists. This task 

was complicated by the need to explain and justify the shift from Stalinist neoclassicism to 

Khrushchev’s modernism. The difficulty was telling the story without devaluing Stalinist 

architecture and thus the Stalinist period itself in front of the foreign architectural 

establishment. It was not an easy exercise, and, together with foreign participants’ questions 

and remarks, it caused a lively discussion inside the Union of the Soviet Architects. 

Political relations with the Socialist Bloc countries were also at stake at the congress. 

During the preparatory discussion of the Soviet talks, the architect Alexander Vlasov made a 
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remark that “in the West they like to talk about how the Soviet Union dominate in the speeches 

and mistreat the Eastern bloc countries. That is why we should make our speeches more 

flexible. For example, why could not we start with Poland when speaking about regional 

planning. This way, in one case we are in the beginning, in another the foreigners should be 

in the beginning.”170 The preoccupation with the correct image of the Soviet Union’s relations 

with the Eastern Blok countries seems to be of utmost importance for the Soviets.  

Overall, the Congress went smoothly. However, one unexpected event troubled the 

Soviets and instigated a discussion within the Union that lasted long after the Congress. The 

young French architect Michel Marot addressed the Congress with a speech against the 

Stalinist architecture that he wrote together with his French colleagues: 

 
Many of us came to Moscow not only to participate in the congress but also to find out more 

about Moscow and its inhabitants. Leaving behind the function of this city, let us share our first 

impression on its architectural side since very often, without any comments or explanations, this 

impression can either attract or repulse.  

Looking around it [Moscow] we recall other capitals of the world and other big cities deserving 

to be capitals because of their beauty. We were very impressed by the monumentality of Moscow 

skyline. We appreciated the vertical aspect of its seven high-rises, even though their form is obsolete 

and the style is monotonous. We do not understand the symbolism behind this construction but we 

appreciate that the skyline of the city which in many cases is accidental or depends on the topography 

here is a result of a conscious decision. This monumentality suggests commitment in the future, and 

we are interested to see where it will lead.   

We only wanted to ask those responsible for it, how these extravagances might be united with 

the existing technology of urban planning and architecture, how to reconcile it with the wills of the 

citizens of this city-monument that rather impresses than creates humanistic conditions for the life of 

its inhabitants. 

Is it possible in this capital to reconcile two principles: monumentality and the growing 

mechanization that is monumental by itself?171 

 

This speech provoked strong feelings among Soviet architects. However, a French 

historian of architecture Fabien Bellat interviewed Marot in 2004 just to find out nothing but 

juvenile careless attitude behind this speech: “pressed to agitate the atmosphere by Pierre 

Vago, who found the congress boring, the young architects Marot, Claude Parent, Olivier-

Clément Cacoub wrote together this speech that resumed their impressions.”172 

Another French architect Pierre Sirvin follows his young colleague confirming that 

“until now we were a bit upset, I must admit, by the calm atmosphere of the congress” but 

later “we all, French architects, were touched by the way our colleagues, Soviet architects, 

responded to the critique we formulated, We are very happy to see that the fraternity of 

architects can withstand criticism.”173 So, what was the Soviet response? 

It was twofold. Firstly, Karo Alabian, a Soviet architect and one of the highest 

functionaries, calmly replied that this kind of architecture was already subject to criticism 

amongst Soviet architects. Secondly, the architect K.A. Ivanov gave a bolder reply that hinted 

at a future unification of Soviet and Western architecture. Unfortunately, I was not able to 

trace who exactly was this K.A. Ivanov and what became of him. In the later discussion within 
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the Union of Soviet Architects, both individuals were reproached for their comments, 

however, their actions initiated an important discussion on how to respond to foreign criticism 

of Soviet reality. 

Anyone who takes the time to read Soviet communications with foreign counterparts 

will be surprised to see Soviet speech balancing between self-praise and self-excuse. The 

latter is not exactly what one would expect from one of the Cold War superpowers known for 

its tireless propaganda. In the case in question, Soviet architects in the Union were highly 

preoccupied with the excuses made in front of their Western colleagues. They blamed Ivanov 

for “severe theoretical mistakes of the principal importance” and “political absurdity”:174  

 
He confused goals and aims of our socialist urban planning with those of construction and 

architecture in capitalist countries. He came to a conclusion on the general direction of architecture 

of both socialist and capitalist countries and to a conclusion on the necessity to create a united global 

contemporary style. This erroneous thesis of K. Ivanov has deep “theoretical” root of revisionist 

nature.175 

 

This criticism is understandable given the overall Soviet policy of distancing the USSR 

from all things “capitalist”. Alabian’s speech opened a Pandora’s box of a very different kind. 

K.I. Trapeznikov, a member of the Union who made a report on the Congress’ results, 

characterized Alabian’s speech as “polite and evasive”176 but later admitted that: 

 
…personally, I did not like much the replies our comrades gave during the congress. Personally, 

I think K.S. Alabian gave an answer in correct and generally right way. Unfortunately, his declaration 

was too excusatory. But not only we make mistakes and have imperfections. They are not few abroad. 

And, moreover, our mistakes are not the results of decay but of the search for new ways of 

development of Soviet architecture. We have not only imperfections but also great achievements.177 

 

  This remark seems to resume the general dissatisfaction with the post-1954 internal 

narrative on Soviet architecture. The architects present at the Congress in 1958 were the same 

individuals who had praised the construction of the Stalinist skyscrapers less than a decade 

earlier. They knew they had to change. In 1958 it was already clear that the Party line on 

architecture would not return to neo-classicism. The first mass-housing neighborhood 

Cheremushki was already built in Moscow and further prefabricated constructions were under 

development. Architects knew they had to change their minds. However, it is one thing to 

admit mistakes inside the professional milieu. It is quite another to do so on the world stage, 

especially in front of the recent victors of the Second World War. 

    During the discussion following the Congress report, most of the speakers supported 

Trapeznikov, though some were less diplomatic in their reflections. N.M. Kuznetsov gave a 

bitter summary of the Congress: 

 
I also think that maybe Soviet architects did not show themselves on the congress as an avant-

garde force. Why were our architects shy and did not lead the discussions? We should not have been 

shy but took up the reins in an organized way. We allowed a group of French, British and Americans 
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(the latter even less) to start criticizing everything we created and create in a very disrespectful 

manner. And we sort of apologized for what we created.      

Many of us tend to think that if a British architect said something, it is right. And many admired 

speeches of foreign architects during the congress, but, if considered seriously, these speeches had 

much negative. Our goal is to look at this material from the Soviet architecture point of view, to 

evaluate their practice and our practice. When it is done, we will see that our work is not that black. 

We often denigrate ourselves, make internecine talks. And denigrate what is not to be denigrated.178 

 

Ia.T. Kravchuk’s complaint suggested that the Soviets could not freely reply to the 

criticism and could not themselves criticize their guests. He asked the general committee of 

the Academy of Architecture whether it would have been possible to criticize more foreign 

architecture during the Congress and received the following reply: “I was told that since the 

congress is held in Moscow, we cannot forget this. They can interpret it as if we are not 

hospitable. We cannot start such an altercation. This is why a number of our speeches were 

softened from this point of view. Apparently, it was right from the tactical and political points 

of view, it could not be differently.”179 

Some of the speakers invited others to remember that the same criticism had already 

been made from within and that the problems had been overcome. However, the same 

statements and criticism made from the inside were less painful than a short speech about 

Stalinist “cakes” made by a young French architect.  

The Union’s discussion of the Congress report is a rare document that openly shows 

dissent and confrontations among the Union’s members. At some point the speakers start to 

quarrel. They call each other “revisionists”, they ask for evidence, accuse each other, recall 

past injustices and feuds, and implicate personal relationships. By the end of the document, 

the text is full of strikethroughs and handwritten notes. Clearly, the 1958 Congress uncovered 

resentments that were difficult to reconcile.        

 

Feedback and Comments    
 

While the Congress left the Soviet architects mired in disputes, their foreign colleagues 

departed with generally positive reflections. In the foreign press publications analyzed by the 

Soviets, they found their Western colleagues to be pleased with level of organization and 

discussion. However, the good organization of the congress was undermined by the poor 

organization typical of Inturist, who were responsible for the travel and accommodation of 

foreign guests. Even K.I. Trapeznikov sarcastically called Inturist “infamous for its slowness 

and bad system of service” in his report on the Congress.180 He also gave an extensive 

quotation from a British participant, the vice-chief architect of the ministry of education Clive 

Burr. Even though Burr did speak Russian and was more at ease in Moscow, his impressions 

of Inturist were highly critical:  

 
The congress as such, the exhibition etc., were really well organized and we can only 

congratulate Russian architects with their achievements in this domain. However, all the rest, i.e. the 

living, transportation, housing, tours, visits, currency exchange, information etc. were in the 

responsibility of Inturist. No one who never dealt with this organization cannot even imagine the level 
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of its incompetence. Even though Inturist is the only agency for all tourists, both foreign and Soviet 

inside the country, this organization does not deserve any trust. It is so ignorant and incompetents that 

it hardly could organize a cup of tea in a Sunday school... 

The only consolation might be cheerful and easy-going cordiality of its employees (half of them 

work during the holidays) who charmingly smile when realize that the train they had to book tickets 

for you in is full and they say: “so, you have to wait until tomorrow evening”. But how to be with the 

change to the plain to London, and my visa will be overdue!... Damn.181 

 

Thus, the incompetent but cheerful Inturist employees managed to make even a British 

architect lose his temper.182  

While Burr was satisfied with everything except Inturist, the above-mentioned French 

Marot was also dissatisfied with the quality of translations: “Despite the value of the speeches 

made during the three days of the congress’ work, it was hard to appreciate them without 

reading the texts because they were very long, and also because of monotonous and overlong 

translation sending to sleep.”183  

The vivid interest of the Soviets in foreign architecture was noted and appreciated, 

though not without some surprise. The same Clive Burr, quoted in the report in the Union of 

Soviet Architects, wrote: 

 
Twenty-five years reactionary academism together with gigantomania in urban planning 

reigned in architectural though of the USSR. Contemporary architecture of the West was considered 

fruitless, baseless, shallow and [?]. But now in the Soviet Union Western architecture is studied, 

especially in research institutes of the Academy of construction and architecture of the USS. A range 

of contemporary projects, especially in urban and housing quarters planning, and the projects of 

apartment planning and furniture for mass consumption is indeed directly based on Western design.184  

 

Another article quoted in Trapeznikov’s report, “Architectural Design” said that 

participants of the Congress “were extremely happy with the quality of the works of the 

students who study everything going on in the West and aspire to create the best results 

(would the Soviet architect impress us one day like their Sputnik did?)”185 Quite a statement. 

It sounds more than bold, however, proves the general thrill around everything Soviet during 

the early post-Stalin era. The USSR was a new opening world, letting in a few people through 

the Iron Curtain who would come back with little information and great expectations.  
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It is also true that the agenda of Soviet architecture of the time was very relevant for 

the rest of the world: how to deal with mass housing? What is the new architectural style after 

modernism? How can truly humanistic architecture be built? What is the duty of architects 

towards the people? At the time of the Congress, Soviet architecture gave the impression of 

rapid development from old Stalinist palazzos towards brilliantly modern and innovative 

housing. It all happened not without inaccuracies and mistakes but really fast-forward with 

the speed other countries could not actually afford for many reasons. The problem of 

“showcasing the Great Experiment”, as described by Michael David Fox, was that the 

expectations of the rest of the world were so high that the Soviet Union had to live with the 

burden of having to achieve not only its own promises but also the utopian hopes and beliefs 

of others.  

    Architecture USA: Propaganda or Cultural Transfer? 
 

In 1965 the Soviet Union hosted the travelling exhibition Architecture USA. If, during 

the UIA Congress the general task was to convince foreign colleagues of the greatness and 

progress of Soviet architecture, here the goal was to not be convinced by the superiority of 

West. Now the biggest enemy came to the USSR to show the most modern architecture in 

the Cold War world. In the following sections I will discuss the reception and impact of the 

exhibition.     

 During the Cold War exhibitions were a popular tool of ideological struggle. 

International exhibitions as a space for competition have a long story starting in in the World 

Fairs of the nineteenth century. The United States began organizing traveling exhibitions in 

Western and Eastern Europe directly after the end of Second World War. The American 

historian Greg Castillo suggest that the exhibitions were an important part of the American 

postwar “soft power.” 186 In the 1950s soft power became the main principle of the United 

States propaganda. Before that the United States supported aggressive anticommunist 

propaganda, heavily relying on radio. However, not only the channels and style of 

propaganda changed during this period but also the messages themselves. Instead of the ideal 

of democracy, American propaganda started talking about consumer goods and wealth. “We 

thought our revelation was ‘democracy changing the world’ but in reality it was ‘abundance 

changing the world’”, wrote the American researcher David Potter in 1954 in The People of 

Plenty: Economic Abundance and the American Character.187 For the United States, the idea 

of the common good became entangled with material possession, while for the Soviets it 

remained associated with justice and equality.   

By the end of the 1950s consumer goods were the main weapon of American 

propaganda. Exhibitions were a convenient tool in such an approach: more informative than 

objects, but more material than books.    

 Architecture USA was not the first American exhibition on architecture and 

construction held in the USSR. On 15 May 1945, right after the German capitulation, the 

House of Architects in Moscow opened the exhibition Fast Constructions in the USA. It 

presented pictures of prefabricated houses, descriptions of heating and sanitary installations, 

material samples, and even some ideas on radical reforms of housing construction after the 

end of the war.188 This exhibition was a part of the home exhibit US Housing in War and 

Peace made by the Museum of Modern Art in New York. The Soviet brochure of the All-
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Union Society for Cultural Connections valued the exhibition very highly.189 Unfortunately, 

with the beginning of the Cold War and the struggle against cosmopolitism, exchanges of this 

kind became impossible for almost a decade until the end of the 1950s. 

The new era of exchanges between the United States and the Soviet Union commenced 

in 1957 with the Lacy-Zarubin agreement on cultural exchange between the two countries. It 

included the exchange of radio and tv-broadcasting; documentary and fiction movies; 

university and professional exchanges; exchanges of sportsmen; a special exchange program 

for the youth; and direct flights between Moscow and New York. The agreement openly 

declared that in the exchange materials it was forbidden to mention or discuss politics. Every 

two years the agreement was to be revised and detailed exchange plans were to be arranged, 

negotiated, and signed by both sides.  

Reciprocal exhibitions were also a part of the Lacy-Zarubin general agreement. The 

first was the famous American National Exhibition in Sokol’niki (ANE) and the much less 

known Soviet Exhibition of the Achievements in Science, Engineering, and Culture in New 

York. It has to be noted that even though the cultural exchange agreement was to be 

renegotiated every two years, its main tenets stayed unchanged. Thus, despite the lack of 

success of the Soviet exhibition in the United States, exhibitions could not be removed from 

the agreement. It might have put under the threat other sections like technical or scientific 

exchanges that were very important or artistic exchanges that were much more efficient as 

propaganda than Soviet exhibitions.  

On the American side exhibitions were curated by the United States Information 

Agency (USIA). This organization was created in 1953 with four departments: 

radiobroadcasting, libraries and exhibitions, press, and cinema. After 1961 the department of 

libraries also included exchange programs, including the Fulbright program. On the Soviet 

side the exhibition’s exchange was under the jurisdiction of the All-Union Chamber of 

Commerce (Vsesoiuznaia torgovaia palata, VTP) formed in 1932.190 Together with other 

ministries and committees, the VTP organized foreign exhibitions in the USSR and Soviet 

exhibitions abroad. It was also responsible for licensing foreign inventions and trademarks in 

the USSR and vice versa. 

When the American National Exhibition opened in 1959 it included a section on 

housing and design. It was a pavilion representing a “typical” American house where a 

“typical” American housewife cooked a pudding and used household appliances in a 

“typical” kitchen. It was in front of this kitchen where the famous “kitchen debate” of Nikita 

Khrushchev and then American vice-president Richard Nixon took place. Even though during 

the debate Khrushchev insisted on the uselessness of many of decorative objects featured in 

the kitchen, it is clear that a Soviet citizen, especially a housewife using a communal kitchen, 

would have found the kitchen rather appealing.  

The exhibition Architecture USA was organized in the frame of the mutual US-USSR 

agreement on exchanges for 1964-65. During this period seven American exhibitions were 

already shown in different cities of the Soviet Union: AND (1959, Moscow), Plastics USA 

(1961, Kyiv, Moscow, Tbilisi), Transportation USA (1961, Volgograd, Kharkov), Medicine 

USA (1962, Moscow, Kyiv, Leningrad), Technical Books USA (1963, Moscow, Leningrad), 

American Graphics (1963-64, Alma-Ata, Moscow, Erevan, Leningrad), Communication 

USA (1964-65, Leningrad, Kyiv, Moscow). 

The Exhibition Architecture USA: From MoMA to the USSR 
 

                                                 
189 Anderson, “USA/USSR: Architecture and War,” 89. 
190 In 1972  it changed the title to the Chamber of commerce and industry of the USSR, Torgovo-

promishlennaia palata SSSR.  



 53 

Architecture USA was shown in three Soviet cities: in Leningrad (25 May-26 June, 

Research museum of the Academy of Fine Arts), Minsk (24 July-24 August, Belorussian 

state opera theater), Moscow (18 September-19 October, exhibition hall in Luzhniki). 

 I posit that the exhibition Architecture USA that traveled to the Soviet Union was made 

on the basis of another exhibition, called Modern Architecture USA and opened on 19 May 

1965 at MoMA, New York. The two were curated by the same person, Arthur Drexler, 

director of the department of architecture and design at MoMA. I compared brochures, 

reviews in American press, pictures media releases, and they prove that there was some 

overlap in objects and the exhibition design which comprised lightboxes on low platforms. 

 

 
 

MoMA has a long story of travelling exhibitions, including those made in collaboration 

with USIA. The museum started sending its exhibitions abroad in 1938 and in 1952 it formed 

a special department of international programs. MoMA was among the organizers of the ANE 

exhibition in Sokol’niki in 1959. Concerning architecture, in 1953 MoMA made an exhibit 

Built in USA: Postwar Architecture curated by Arthur Drexler and Henry Russell Hitchcock. 

It was on display in New York and then “adapted” for exhibition abroad in Latin America 

and Europe, where traveled until 1960. In this case, USIA commissioned Italian, Polish, and 

Romanian versions of the exhibition. I can suggest that Architecture USA followed a similar 

pattern, and that the Soviet exhibit was an adaptation of the original American one. However, 

Architecture USA is not included in the list of foreign MoMA exhibitions.191  
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According to the pictures published in the press and found in the archives, the display 

consisted of large lightboxes with architectural pictures.192 It is not clear whether slides or 

short movies were shown. I also did not find any information on the professional 

documentation, blueprints or building models presented on the display.   

An important part of the exhibition was literature. Every visitor received a colorful 

brochure with an introductory article written by the curator Arthur Drexler and with color 

pictures of the very modern American architecture organized by functional types: industrial 

buildings, educational buildings, hospitals, churches, etc. On the first page of the brochure 

there was a short address by president Lyndon B. Johnson to the Soviet people. At the very 

end of the brochure six pages additional pages on American housing were glued in.       

Professional literature on architecture and construction was also presented at the 

exhibition. After it ended, this was presented to the Soviets as a gift: 551 books with the 

overall value of $4,000.193 The Americans suggested that these books should be sent to 

professional architectural organizations, but according to the VTP they all were given to the 

Central Research Library on architecture and construction in Moscow.  

Another important ingredient of any USIA exhibition was the use of guides. For Soviet 

displays, USIA chose Russian-speaking guides with some knowledge on the subject of the 

exhibition.194 Their job description included not only informing visitors on the themes related 

to the exhibition but also answering any possible questions on American life. Thomas 

Tolvaisas, an American historian, considers guides as both the main carriers of propaganda 

and an important channel of receiving information on the USSR and its citizens’ interests. In 

his opinion, conversations with American guides and meeting them at the exhibitions or in 

informal situations had a great pro-American influence on Soviet people. Tolvaisas also 

underlines that informal conversations with visitors and the questions they asked guides were 

a valuable source of information for American propagandists.      

The exhibition organizers from the Soviet side were well aware of the role of the guides. 

In the case of Architecture USA in Leningrad, the organizers were afraid of the guides’ 

possible contacts with the students of the Academy of Beaux-Art where the exhibition was 

held. It was also not far away from the Leningrad State University. During the Soviet 

propagandists’ meeting a week before the opening, it was suggested to “fetter” guides in their 

free days by imposing a cultural program on them in order to “channel their attention in the 

direction we need and to not let them to slouch freely in the city.”195  

Some conflicts arose from the guides’ activity. When Architecture USA was in Minsk, 

its guide George Nipanich, a Polish émigré, was arrested and questioned under the pretext 

that someone saw him on the streets and recognized as a former fascist intelligence member. 

He was let out without any consequences. The head of the American mission in the USSR 

issued an official note and denied the accusations. The situation made headlines in the 

American press.196 We do not know Nipanich’s fate but it was not the only conflict 
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surrounding American exhibitions in the Soviet Union. In 1965, Maxwell, a guide at the 

exhibition Communication USA, informed the American embassy that he was approached by 

KGB agents.197 The Soviets also protested against American guides discussing political 

subjects with visitors, arranging informal meetings, and distributing literature. Thus, at 

Communication USA guides gave visitors Walt Rostow’s book The Stages of Economic 

Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto.198 The Americans were, in turn, unhappy with the 

Soviets limiting their freedom of movement. 

Even though the guides were supposed to be related to architecture, the above-

mentioned Nipanich, for instance, was a draftsman, some famous American architects were 

also invited to accompany the exhibition and to give talks to Soviet colleagues. Louis Kahn 

and Vincent Scully visited Leningrad. Victor Lundy and William Dunlap (initially Charles 

Eams wanted to come) went to Minsk. Paul Rudolph and Robert Venturi were invited to 

Moscow. They all were supposed to attend meetings with Soviet architects, give lectures, and 

be present at the exhibition. In the Moscow and St Petersburg archives there are records of 

lectures given by Kahn, Scully, and Rudolph. It is possible that Robert Venturi came but did 

not give a lecture, as the archives do not give any leads on this subject.     

The exhibition Architecture USA was important not only as a way to see recent 

American architecture, receive information, and read professional books, it was also a 

meeting space for professionals from two very different countries and two very different 

worlds. Here the Soviet architects met face to face with the world-famous colleagues whom 

they knew from the foreign architectural magazines. They were not anonymous “American 

architects”, they were the acknowledged masters of contemporary architecture.    

 One of the Soviet architects who attended this exhibition in Leningrad shared his 

recollections with me. In 1965 Genrikh Khozatskii was 34. 199 He graduated from the 

Academy of Fine Arts in 1955 and entered doctoral school where wrote a thesis on the subject 

of color in modern architecture. By 1965 he was already well-acquainted with American 

architecture and for him the exhibition was no revelation. Here I would like to quote Felix 

Novikov on another exhibition, Architecture FRG: “We would have had a completely 

different reaction, if it was shown eight-ten years before.”200 However, for Khozatskii the 

most striking part of the exhibition was the presence of Louis Kahn and the books in English. 

“The most amazing thing for me was the presence of Louis Kahn, this great man”. He 

remembered that Kahn led a guided tour of the exhibition.  

In her article dedicated to foreign influences in Soviet architecture, Anna Bronovitskaia 

writes of Architecture USA that: “Lectures [by American architects] packed the lecture halls, 

and those who attended them the feeling that they were seeing American stars live. To 

understand their speeches in translation and in the wired atmosphere of the ‘event’ was hard. 

After the exhibition, Rudolph and Kahn became cultural heroes of Soviet architects.” 201 In 

her article Bronovitskaia relies upon interviews with the Moscow architects Ilia Lezhava, 

Aleksander Kudriavtsev, Andrei Gozak, and Evgenii Ass. They all were young at the time, 

and their memoirs feature in other parts of this thesis. 

                                                 
1 September 1965: 10; N. Robertson, “U.S. Guide Denies Soviet’s Allegations That He Was Nazi 

Spy,” NYT, 2 September 1965:  
197 GARF, f. R9518, op. 1, d. 378, “Vipiska iz zapisi besedi s sovetnikom posolstva SShA, 19 ianvaria 

1965” (“An excerpt from a verbatim from a conversation with the counselor of the USA Embassy, 19 

January 1965”): 59.  
198 GARF, f. R9518, op. 1, d. 378, “Spravka o khode vistavki ‘Sredstva sviazi SShA v Moskve’” 

(“Information on the exhibition ‘Communication USA’ in Moscow”): 12.  
199 An interview with Genrikh Khozatskii, personal archive of the author, 20.09.2013. 
200 Felix Novikov, “Put’ zodchestva” (“The way of a builder”), Novii mir, № 9, 1967. Republished in 

Felix Novikov, Delo zhizni (“The life’s work”), (Yekaterinburg: Tatlin, 2010): 48. 
201 Bronovitskaia, “Sni o chem-to dalnem” (“Dreams on something distant”). 



 56 

The architects and one architectural critic, Vincent Scully, who came to Moscow and 

Leningrad in 1965 were famous – they had graduated from Harvard, taught at Yale, had 

personal exhibitions, and articles and books were written about them. Moreover, they knew 

each other, collaborated with each other, and most probably were invited by Arthur Drexler, 

the curator of Architecture USA. Some of them also visited other cities in the Soviet Union. 

Kahn writes in an article from the 1980s that before the opening of Architecture USA in 

Leningrad, he was in the Caucasus and Central Asia. Other architects expressed their 

travelling preferences but I do not have evidence regarding whether they were fulfilled. In a 

note by the head of the State Department’s bureau responsible for the USSR and Eastern 

Europe it was written that Kahn intended to visit Moscow, Leningrad, Minsk, Volgograd, 

Irkutsk; Scully requested to see Moscow, Leningrad, Tashkent, Tbilisi, and Kyiv. 202 Other 

American architects also had travel lists.   

 

How to Deal with American Propaganda? 
 

The Soviet officials perceived Architecture USA as a propagandistic event and were 

prepared to react accordingly. A transcript of the Soviet propagandists’ meeting organized in 

Leningrad203 a week before the opening perfectly shows the dangers the Soviets saw in the 

exhibition. Soviet propagandists were well aware that “Americans would not propagate 

architecture but rather their quality of life, wages, family budget etc.”204. The meeting was 

intended to prepare counterpropaganda measures: to give information and to prepare Soviet 

propagandists to work on the exhibition. The representative of the State Committee of 

Foreign Cultural Connections (GKKZ) and a director of the exhibition from the Soviet side 

had to introduce local propagandists to the context of the event. The vice-chief architect of 

Leningrad and a lecturer in American studies working in the State University of Leningrad 

were supposed to give information to fight American propaganda with facts. Armed with this 

knowledge the counterpropagandists had to enter into discussions with American guides and 

talk with the Soviet visitors at the exhibition.    

The representative of the State Committee on Cultural Connections, I.I. Mironov 

explained the choice of the exhibition’s theme thus: “during the negotiations we insist on 

realization in the USSR of exhibitions that might have some interest for our specialists, that 

we could learn something from the American experience and apply it to our practice.”205 At 

the same time he noticed at the end of the meeting that “very likely, we have never yet faced 

the challenges we will face in the organization and work pf this exhibition” 206 because no 

one previous display had such potential to propagandize the American way of life.    

Architecture USA had many reviews in the Soviet press. In the Leningradskaia Pravda 

alone, three long pieces and a couple of short articles on the event were published. The pieces 

in this and other papers demonstrate the high level of knowledge of their authors regarding 

American architecture and life. For instance, an unknown author of the article “On the 
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goda” (“Dictophone record of a propagandists’ meeting, 21 May 1965”): 60. 
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Outskirts of Heaven” 207 appealed to a book by the American urbanist Peter Black published 

in 1964 and not yet translated in Russian. The architecture candidate V. Muravev relied upon 

his personal experience of a recent trip to the United States in in his article for Construction 

Worker.208 At the heart of the criticism of the exhibition were claims that it did not show the 

real state of the housing in the United States and presented only the showcase architecture. 

Accordingly, some of the articles gave data on the United States housing crisis and graphic 

descriptions of American ghettos.   

The official reaction of the Soviet side was clear and predictable. But how did the Soviet 

citizens perceive the exhibition? The issue of perception is tricky in the realms of propaganda. 

In her article “Who will beat whom?” the British researcher Susan Reid points out that we 

cannot unambiguously interpret archival data we have, especially visitor books. It is true that 

many of the comments in these books might had been made by the Soviet propagandists. In 

the case of Architecture USA they received instructions not only to leave “comprehensive and 

calm critiques” in the visitor book ,209 but also “to control the book so we have an idea who 

and what writes in it.” 210 Referring to visitor books, Reid thinks that existing comments, both 

negative and positive, left by ordinary citizens or by propagandists, give us information on 

what kind of reactions, discourses, and narratives existed. We cannot say what was the master 

narrative among the ordinary citizens but we can have an overview of existing opinions. Reid 

also points out the decontextualization made by some of the hard believers in the 

unquestionable attractiveness of all things American for Soviet citizens. She claims that this 

kind of view belongs to the post-Soviet era when we went through the demise of the Union. 

In the late 1950s, she argues, the Soviet Union was a technologically advanced country that 

sent Sputnik into space. It had a strong position not only in the international political arena 

but also in the eyes of its own citizens.      

Writing on the perception of the West in the late USSR, Alexey Yurchak indicates the 

duality in the evaluation of foreign culture. Internationalism was a positive phenomenon, but 

cosmopolitanism was a negative one. The difference between the two was arbitrary. Some 

cultural phenomena were negative and positive at the same time. For instance, jazz was a 

good thing because it was music of slaves, but it was bad because it had been appropriated 

by the American bourgeoisie. Both points of view simultaneously coexisted in the official 

Soviet discourse.211 The unquestioned was only that the United States was for the Soviets the 

ideal of a foreign country, the most distant, the most inaccessible. Vail and Genis wrote: “the 

1960s did not know the United States but believed in them.” 212 

Architecture USA was incredibly popular among Soviet citizens. It seems that ordinary 

people were attracted by the very term “American exhibition” which indicated something 

rare, repressed, and difficult to access in everyday life. It is hard to imagine that architecture 

could attract so much attention. Of course, small gifts like the brochure and also colorful pins 

given to all visitors were very appealing. According to an informal estimation by a VTP 
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representative at the exhibition, in Leningrad alone it was visited by 225,000 people, 213 i.e. 

7,500 people per day. However, another American exhibition, Communication USA, held the 

year before, was visited by 370,000 people in one month. Thus, a technical exhibition 

attracted even more attention than Architecture USA. 

 A detailed description of Architecture USA can be found in the diaristic fiction of 

Vladimir Soloukhin, a middlebrow Soviet writer, Letters from the Russian museum. 214 In a 

few paragraphs he describes the event, in which he discusses it as propaganda and does not 

comment on the architecture. First, the writer tells us, the city of Leningrad was covered with 

posters: “Red-hot lines and blue stars shout from all the poster pillars and call to stop, to read, 

and to leave all your duties to reply to the appeal.” 215 The author himself resisted for two 

days but finally surrendered: “For two days I looked at these red lines and blue dots. On the 

third day I decided to get off the trolleybus and read.” 216 With the help of a friend and artist, 

Soloukhin got a pass that let him to visit the exhibition, bypassing the five-hour queue. Then 

the author describes the multicolored brochure, pins, nice American guides whom “eight 

hours per day, from eleven to seven fervently propagate the architectural mastery of the USA 

and, along with that, the American way of life, American worldview.” 217 The narrative ends 

with two conclusions. First, Soloukhin points out that this exhibition had to become the model 

of quality propaganda for the Soviets: “I just want to say: this is how we should propagate 

our art, this is how we should propagate everything we do.” 218 Second, he is convinced that 

American propaganda does not work for Soviet citizens. “Most of the visitors leave shrugging 

their shoulders” and “They will not propagate the citizens of Leningrad, these charming 

young men and women, but how well done!”.219 He finishes the story with an authorization 

for American propagandists to pursue their ineffective work: “Let them.” This short story is 

striking because the author presents himself in the position of a propaganda addressee judging 

its efficiency. He is well aware of the ideological role of the exhibition and approaches it not 

naively but from the point of view of a propaganda expert.   

Soloukhin’s perception of Architecture USA is useful to have in mind as another option 

in the variety of discourses and narratives surrounding American exhibitions. However, it is 

true that in the archives, memoirs, and recollections we often meet the same names and get 

to know points of view produced by people with similar social positions. With regards to 

architects, we rarely find out the opinions of those who did not make it into the architectural 

establishment or elites. Nevertheless, it seems that in the case of Architecture USA the most 

important aspect for Soviet architects was the possibility to see the American stars of the 

profession many of whom were known through foreign magazines. In addition, the illustrated 

brochure for the exhibition was a ready and up-to-date guide to contemporary American 

architecture. Finally, emotionally and psychologically, such an exhibition was far more 

impressive than any pictures in foreign magazines.  

 

Conclusion  
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In this chapter I have analyzed two important cases of interaction with foreign architects 

by Soviet architects in the USSR. Some of these interactions were greatly desired, like the 

Congress, while others were only tolerated like the Architecture USA exhibition. The 

centralized organization of the Soviet Union gave quite a few possibilities for architects to 

meet and interact with foreign colleagues. It seems that it was not the case with the rest of the 

country but this question is out of scope of this particular research.  

It is obviously not possible to make any generalization and extrapolation on the 

impression, influence or attitudes of Soviet architects towards foreign colleagues and foreign 

architecture. Reactions like frustration at the criticism of French colleagues, or awe at the 

meeting of a famous American architect are very normal and might as well belong to any 

other contemporary professional. However, it is important to know that the establishment of 

the architectural profession and young specialists had an opportunity to meet their Western 

colleagues face to face, to have a conversation, and sometimes even have serious debates.  

Coming back to the model of the permeable Iron Curtain, in the previous two parts (on 

information and on receiving guests) I intended to show how much it was supported by the 

government but still not easy during the early post-Stalin era. Developing this permeability 

metaphor, I argue that it was not an incoming deluge, but rather a whirlpool greedily 

swallowing up any knowledge and any possibility for cultural exchange just to patch up the 

gasping void on the place of the Western Other.  
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Chapter Three. Presenting Soviet Architecture Abroad 
 

In this chapter I will discuss the system through which Soviet correspondents prepared 

articles for foreign magazines. I state that this system had huge limitations because of the 

insufficient number of people allowed to publish in foreign magazines and the high degree of 

centralization. I will then describe the issues of L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui magazine 

dedicated to Soviet architecture. These issues were prepared by the Soviets and I consider it 

as an example of Soviet self-presentation abroad. Following on from this, I will pay attention 

to the specificity of Soviet architectural photography with the example of L’Architecture 

d’aujourd’hui. There is a significant difference between the Soviet and Western architectural 

photography in the magazine and I suggest that the Soviet photography would not have been 

attractive for Western readers. In the conclusion I address the difficulties the Soviets faced 

when presenting architecture abroad and I argue that they were unsuccessful in this endeavor 

for a number of cultural and organizational reasons.   

The relationship between architecture and the ruling political ideology became a topic 

of discussion after the Second World War. Neoclassical architecture was closely associated 

with fascism, and the modernist style became its main and the most common opposition. For 

the Soviet Union in this period, the idea that a certain type of political ideology produces a 

certain type of architecture was harmful for two reasons: first, the close association of 

neoclassicism with fascist Italy and Nazi Germany made Stalinist neoclassical architecture 

another indicator of Soviet dictatorship; second, the direct link between political ideology 

and architecture implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) supposed that a socialist country must 

have produced its own specific type of architecture, unlike any other, that did not happen. 

Later in this chapter and in the chapter dedicated to the Western interpretation of Soviet 

architecture I will show that the two above-mentioned points were a source of harsh criticism 

of Soviet architecture from French and Italian architectural writers. Although there was no 

unanimous consent on the issue among Soviet architects and theorists of architecture, most 

promoted the idea that there is no direct link between architectural form and ideology.  

Another architectural ideology, important for understanding the architecture of the post-

war era, was the relationship between social life and the built environment. Articulated 

through Ebenezer Howard’s garden cities in the late nineteenth century and then by the 

members of the modern movement including the Soviet avant-garde architects, this idea 

proclaimed a direct link between architecture and human nature: people would have better 

lives, both physically and socially, in improved, progressive, and scientifically designed 

buildings. The criticism of modernist architecture increased in the late 1960s when it was 

found guilty of the ghettoization of French suburbs and the American housing project Pruitt-

Igoe. The anti-modernist critique operated within the same belief that buildings heavily affect 

human wellbeing, and social and cultural life. However, from the Marxist point of view, the 

built environment could not have a direct effect on human nature and social life because of 

the primacy of relations of production. Thus, the Soviets were outside of this modernist 
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ideological paradigm because of Marxist-Leninist dogmatism. 

 

The system of correspondents  
 

The dissemination of information on Soviet architecture abroad was one of the tasks of 

the Union of Soviet Architects (known after 1955 as the Union of Architects of the USSR). 

Within the Union, it was the responsibility of both the international section and the section 

of press and propaganda. The propaganda measures undertaken included sending literature 

and photographs abroad, and the organization of exhibitions and lectures. However, the 

archives indicate that these activities were considered insufficient by members of the Union. 

The main problem was the slow and complicated dissemination of information to the West 

caused by centralization. In addition, financial difficulties and the lack of people able to 

produce publications on architecture in foreign languages were barriers to this process. It 

seems that due to these complications or, maybe, a certain inertia, Soviet architects 

themselves were also not very enthusiastic about preparing articles for foreign magazines.     

The idea of Soviet architecture propaganda abroad is not specific to the Thaw. As early 

as 1953, S.E. Chernishev, the administrative secretary of the Union of Soviet Architects, 

complained about the difficulties related to sending information on Soviet architecture abroad 

in a report called “On the Union’s activity in Soviet architecture’s propaganda abroad”: 

 
However, publications on Soviet architecture rarely appeared in foreign magazines. The 

Union of Soviet Architects was keeping in touch with the editors of foreign magazines only 

through VOKS and Sovinformburo. Formerly, these organizations systematically sent articles of 

Soviet architects and art theorists in different countries of Europe and America and controlled 

their publication. Now VOKS stopped completely this activity, and Sovinformburo payed very 

little attention to sending information on our architectural and construction practice to the foreign 

journals and magazines. […] It is also improper that in the USSR the books on architecture on 

foreign languages was not published at all. The export of Soviet books and press on architecture 

to the foreign countries was badly organized. Thus, “International Book” sent around 3 700 

exemplars of the first issue of the Union of Soviet architects’ collection “Soviet architecture” in 

the countries of people’s democracy, but almost did not send around the following issues, 

however, the demand for them existed. The members of foreign delegations arriving to the USSR 

expressed their surprise that they could not buy Soviet architectural publications in their countries. 

For example, the assistant of the head of the Rumanian delegation, Liudovik David, being in the 

USSR this summer, pointed out that “International Book” often do not fulfil the orders of 

Rumanian architectural organization and architects on Soviet architectural publications. 220  

 

Nevertheless, the numbers Chernishev cites in the same text are striking. In 1953 three 

foreign delegation of architects visited the Soviet Union, from Poland, Great Britain, and 

Rumania. The Polish delegation were given 295 books and 370 photographs, the British were 

given 188 and 660, and the Rumanians received 307 and 1123.221 It is hard to imagine how a 

delegation of 10 people carried this number of books back to their country. Even if the 

“books” were mostly brochures or pocket editions, 200-300 is enough to build a small 

specialized library on Soviet architecture. Likewise, a selection of 370-1123 pictures is a 

significant photo collection. 
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The practice of literature exchange was common at the time. For example, in 1956 the 

chief planner of the city of Glasgow sent the Union of Soviet Architects “a box” of books 

through the friendship society Scotland-USSR.222 The surprising part of Chernishev’s report 

is that these books and pictures were given so often and to each delegation (it must have been 

quite expensive). The quality of these materials and their further usage by the recipients are 

unclear. As the books were in Russian, for many delegations, such as the British (for the 

Rumanian one maybe too), they served merely as illustrations.  

Chernishev’s report pointed out that literature on Soviet architecture was also sent to 

China, Sweden, Poland, and Finland, but “the Union did not send literature to foreign 

countries systematically because of the lack of funds”.223  

In spite of the hundreds of books given to foreign delegations, the Soviets saw “the 

largest possibilities for propaganda”224 in publications for foreign magazines. In the 1960s, 

the Union of the Architects tried to address this through the creation of a system of responsible 

correspondents. One or two members of the Union were charged with the task of contacting 

and sending publications to specific magazines in foreign countries. The countries with which 

the Union of Architects had correspondents in the 1960s were Greece, Hungary, Bulgaria, 

GDR, Norway, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Rumania, Great Britain, Finland, 

France, DDR, Sweden, Canada and the United States (one correspondent for both), Mexico, 

Brazil, Cuba, Japan, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Belgium, United Arab Republic, and 

Italy.225  Normally, there were one or two magazines in each country with which the Soviets 

established relations. For some countries the titles of the journals were not specified 

indicating that the Soviet correspondents were probably responsible for any kind of contact 

with this country. Among the correspondents there are known architectural theorists and 

writers such as Andrei Ikonnikov (Great Britain and Finland), Yuii Yaralov (Hungary), 

Alexander Riabushin (Bulgaria), Oleg Shvidkovskii (France), Anatolii Strigalev (Mexico), 

and Alexei Gutnov (Italy). According to this list, the most developed connection the Union 

had was with France: two magazines, Architecture d’aujourd’hui and L'Architecture 

française, had two responsible correspondents: Oleg Shvidkovskii and Zhan Rozenbaum. All 

the other countries had only one correspondent each.    

There were three mediators between the Soviet and Western architectural worlds. 

Andrei Ikonnikov (1926-2001) was one of the most known and influential architectural 

theorists in the USSR. He made his early career by writing on foreign architecture: his first 

book, Modern British Architecture, was published in 1958 and followed by Modern Foreign 

Architecture (1960), London (1962), Helsinki (1967), etc. Another focus of Ikonnikov’s 

attention in the 1960s was Western futuristic architecture, a very fashionable topic at the time. 

An alumnus of the Academy of Fine Arts in Leningrad, Ikonnikov moved to Moscow and 

became the director of the Central Research Institute of the History and Theory of 

Architecture in 1966.  

Alexei Gutnov, the correspondent responsible for Italy, is less known but is a significant 
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name among architectural professionals. He was the leader of the NER group of young 

Muscovite architects. On his trip to Italy in the early 1960s he met the Italian architect 

Giancarlo De Carlo (1919-2005). Apparently, some kind of mutual interest and friendship 

arose from this meeting and De Carlo invited NER to participate in the Triennale di Milano 

he curated in 1968. Even though the Soviet Union officially refused to participate in 

Triennial, Gutnov and the NER group took part anyway. Moreover, the book NER: The New 

Element of Settlement was published in Italian the same year.  Thus, if Ikonnikov might be 

called a cultural broker who transferred information from the West to the USSR, Gutnov can 

be considered as a go-between who established personal connections and acted from the both 

sides of the Iron Curtain.  

Oleg Shvidkovskii was the key figure in relations between Soviet and French architects. 

He was a good friend with the French architect and architectural historian Anatole Kopp, who 

played an integral role in the spread of Soviet architectural knowledge not only in France but 

worldwide. Together with Kopp, he worked on the Soviet issue of Architecture d’aujourd’hui 

published in 1970. In the 1960s Shvidkovskii was the vice-director of the Institute of Art 

History in Moscow. He also was a specialist in Czech architecture and published some books 

on the topic. He also specialized in Western critique of Soviet architecture.  

It was not only the French AA that was eager to find out more about Soviet architecture. 

In 1964 the editor of the Swiss magazine Architecture: Formes + Fonctions wrote to the 

young Soviet architect A. Karvovskii asking him to become the magazine’s correspondent. 

Karvovskii was about twenty-five and had graduated from the Moscow architectural institute 

in 1963. The editor of Architecture: Formes + Fonctions had met Karvovskii in Moscow six 

years before, at the Congress of the International Union of Architects, where the young 

architect worked as a translator. After receiving this offer, Karvovskii asked for permission 

from the Union of Architects and underlined that he was willing to work with the Swiss 

magazine but only to collect and translate information, not to write analytical articles.226 

However, in the later archival documents it is clear that he published his own writings on 

Soviet architecture in this magazine.  

Karvovskii’s case shows that not only the Soviets initiated contacts but also Western 

journals that were seeking information on Soviet architecture. Furthermore, it provides us 

with an understanding of how the correspondent system worked. Western actors could contact 

the Union, but they could also contact the people they knew personally. It seems that personal 

contacts, and the existence of someone willing to invest their time and effort in this exchange, 

were crucial to fruitful collaborations with Soviet architects. This way of working was 

beneficial for both sides in many ways. In 1966, Anatole Kopp asked P. Bushuev, the head 

of the International Relations Department of the Union of Architects, to help his mother, 

Elene Kopp, to find a place in a good hotel when she was visiting Moscow.227 It is unclear 

whether the request was addressed, but Bushuev sent a request to Inturist asking them to 

assign Kopp’s mother a place in the Metropol or Nazional – the best Muscovite hotels – 

“considering the personal demand of mister Kopp and the age of his mother (78)”.228 

It is hard to estimate the productivity of the correspondent system. However, judging 

from the rare archival evidence on this subject, Soviet correspondents did their job quite well. 

Thus, between 1964 and 1967 Soviet authors published seventeen “information briefs” on 

Soviet architecture in Architecture d’aujourd’hui (five long and twelve short pieces).229 In a 
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Union of Architects’ report dated 1967 there is a list of thirty-seven articles sent to and 

published in the foreign press: eight articles in Architecture of Czechoslovakia, one in Domun 

magazine (Czechoslovakia), one in Czechoslovak Architect, two in Deutsche Architectur 

(GDR), one in Sonntag magazine (GDR), one in Architecture magazine (Poland), one in 

Architecture d’aujourd’hui (France), four in Architecture Française (France), three in 

Architecture: Formes + Fonctions (Switzerland), one in Architectural Design (Great Britain), 

five in Kindai Kenchiku (Japan), and nine give to the Press agency Novosti.230 However, only 

fourteen of these were published in Western journals outside of the socialist zone of influence, 

and not all years might have been as prolific as 1967, which was the fiftieth anniversary of 

October Revolution.  

Even though it seems that the year 1967 was quite efficient in the sense of foreign 

publications, the next year, on a reunion consecrated to the issue of foreign publications, most 

of the participants were very critical.231 Although they included books and publications on 

Soviet architecture abroad, such as the books of Anatole Kopp and Vittorio De Feo, 

publications in the Italian magazine Casabella, and articles in German, Czechoslovak, and 

Polish magazines, it was not enough. G.B. Borisovskii stated that: 
 

.. often and regularly, insistently, people from the magazines communicate with us, willing to 

cooperate. And these connections, very interesting for us, we maintain only from time to time and 

create infamous scandal stories, when we miss deadlines with materials for a magazine etc. It happens 

because of our personal delays and carelessness.232   

 

Another participant of the collaboration, V.N. Belousov, told his story: 

 
I was in Great Britain. Representatives of a very popular magazine approached me asking to 

write an article. When I asked what is of interest for them, I received the answer: write whatever you 

want – on housing construction, on urbanism. Then I replied that I will go back home and write. And 

they said: no, we already have an experience of these kinds of promises, [they do not] end up with 

anything. And for two nights I was sitting and writing an article. And when I was back in Moscow, I 

had already had this magazine’s issue on my desk.233 

 

  Judging by this story, the information exchange with the West had become less 

centralized and less controlled by the late 1960s. Apparently, Belousov was allowed to give 

a British magazine an article unchecked by the authorities. The situation might have been 

different for a young author or a less well-known architectural writer. Nonetheless, it is clear 

that the process of publication in the Western press had become much shorter and easier.  

 Thus, the demand on information about Soviet architecture existed, and the whole 

process of publication abroad became less troublesome by the 1960s. However, the Soviets 

were unable to satisfy the Western demand for literature. It was the result numerous reasons, 

but the lack of people capable or allowed to write about architecture for foreign audiences 

was a crucial underlying factor. Checking the list of publications from 1967, we see the same 

correspondent names: Shvidkovskii, Belousov, Yaralov, Ikonnikov, Karvovskii. Knowing 

                                                 
(“Verbatim of a meeting of the department together with the printing commission ща еру Union of 

architect of the USSR on еру coverage of Soviet architecture in foreign press, 27 April 1968”).  
230 RGALI, f. 674 (SA SSSR), op. 5, d. 2780, “Perechen’ statei I monografii otpravlennikh v zarubeznie 

arkhitekturnie izdania v 1967” (“List of articles and books sent to foreign architectural editions in 1967”). 
231 RGALI, f. 2466 (MOSSA), op. 4, d. 550, “Stenogramma sovetshania sektsii sovmestno s komissiei 

pechati SA SSSR ob osvetshenii v zarubezhnoi pechati opita sovetskoi arkhitektury, 27 aprelia 1968” 

(“Verbatim of a meeting of the department together with the printing commission ща еру Union of 

architect of the USSR on еру coverage of Soviet architecture in foreign press, 27 April 1968”). 
232 RGALI, f. 2466 (MOSSA), op. 4, d. 550, “Stenogramma sovetshania (“Verbatim of a meeting”): 8.  
233 RGALI, f. 2466 (MOSSA), op. 4, d. 550, “Stenogramma sovetshania” (“Verbatim of a meeting”): 38.  



 65 

that many of them, like Shvidkovskii and Ikonnikov, also had important administrative 

positions and published widely inside the Soviet Union, it becomes evident that they did not 

have much time for extra work. In addition, not all architectural writers could, like Belousov, 

write an article in two nights. It is also unclear in which language they were writing. Even if 

some of them, like Karvovskii, were able to translate and write in foreign languages, most of 

them were writing in Russian only. Even Shvidkovskii, who was supposed to know Czech 

and French very well, corresponded with Kopp in Russian only, and in one of his late letters 

he wrote to him: “Many thanks for a big and detailed letter. Mitya (his son, Dmitrii 

Shvidkovskii - OY) translated it for me easily”.234 Thus, the publication process took still 

longer because of translation.  

  

L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui: Architecture Soviétique 
 

This subsection aims to analyze the thematic issue of the French architectural magazine 

L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui (AA) dedicated to Soviet architecture.235 It was published in 

January 1970. I will focus on how the Soviets presented their contemporary architecture 

abroad and how this was framed by French editors. Unfortunately, the editorial archives of 

the issue are not preserved (the editorial archive of AA is held in Paris, in the Centre 

d'Archives d'Architecture du XXe Siècle) and from the Soviet side there is only limited 

correspondence between the Union of Architects of the USSR and AA in the archive of the 

Union of Architects. Thus, this section is mostly based on textual and visual analysis of the 

magazine. 

Established in 1930, L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui was one of the most influential 

architectural magazines of the twentieth century. It made a significant contribution to the 

development of modernist architecture. Its founder and chief-editor, André Bloc (1896 – 

1966), was an architect, sculptor, and painter. He turned to architecture in the early 1920s, 

after his first encounters with Le Corbusier. Until his death, Bloc remained a devoted 

modernist and avant-gardist which greatly affected the editorial policy of AA. Bloc also 

founded a few other journals, none of which reached the fame of L’Architecture 

d’aujourd’hui.  

Another important figure for the development of AA magazine was Pierre Vago (1910-

2002). A French architect with Hungarian roots, Vago was AA’s chief editor before the 

Second World War and stayed on the editorial board until his late years. It was Vago who 

initiated numerous AA’s activities beyond publishing, among which was the first organized 

trip of French architects to the USSR in 1932.236 In the late 1930s, Vago founded the 

organization called the International Reunion of Architects (les Réunions Internationales des 

Architectes) that was transformed into the International Union of Architects (UIA, Union 

International des Architect) in 1948 where Vago was the general secretary for many years. I 

do not have any evidence of Pierre Vago’s political views. Most probably he was neither a 

communist nor a leftist, but still had a good relationship with the Soviet Union. As a general 

secretary of UIA, Vago worked closely with Soviet members of the Union, especially Grigoriĭ 

Orlov, who was the vice-president and the president of the UIA in the late 1960s-early 1970s. 

Vago also visited the Soviet Union at least twice after Stalin’s death: in 1958 for the Congress 

of the International Union of Architects in Moscow and in 1968 for the celebration of the 

                                                 
234 Centre d'archives d'architecture du XX siècle (Paris, France), IFA, 225 Kopp, “A letter from Oleg 

Shvidkovskii to Anatole Kopp“, 23 July 1987.  
235 Archiecture D’aujourd’hui: Architecture Soviétique, vol. 147 (Paris, 1969) (hereafter: AA AS). 
236 Gilles Ragot, “Pierre Vago et Les Débuts de «l’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui» 1930-1940,” Revue de 

l’Art 89, no. 1 (1990): 77–81. 
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Centenary of Architectural Organizations in Russia.237 It seems that not only he, but the entire 

editorial board of AA was well disposed towards the Soviet Union.  

The initiative for the collaboration with the Union of Architects of the USSR came from 

the French side. It was Marguerite Bloc, André Bloc’s wife and the magazine’s director after 

Bloc’s death, who suggested making an issue on Soviet architecture in a letter to Oleg 

Shvidkovskii in 1968.238 It was not a commercial enterprise but rather a gesture of friendship 

from AA’s editors.  

The thematic issue on Soviet architecture took about two years to prepare. It was 

published in winter 1969-70 (December 1969 - January 1970) and was fully dedicated to 

Soviet architecture with only a few articles on other subjects. The editorial on the first page 

says: “The Union of Architects of the USSR was very kind to guide our research and to help 

us to reassemble and to select the materials presented in this issue”.239 It is unclear to what 

extent the AA editors were active in the process of “selection” and to what extent they 

influenced the choice of buildings presented in the issue. In any case, this selection was 

sanctioned from the Soviet side, meaning that this image of Soviet architecture, whether 

compromised or imposed, should be considered as officially approved for presentation in the 

West. The editorial in the Russian translation of this issue says: 

 
According to the will of the editors, the amount of material sent to France exceeded the size 

of one issue. Thus, naturally, a number of articles, pictures, and drawings, such as Ostankino TV 

tower, housing complex for the Far North, village houses, restoration works, were not included. 

Nevertheless, regretting these unpublished materials, we shall do justice to French colleagues who 

chose the material with proper qualification, benevolently, with an apparent will to present Soviet 

architecture in the most broad and exact way.240  

 

The content of the AA issue on Soviet architecture (hereafter: AA AS) can be divided 

in three parts: the presentation of buildings (the longest section), the analytical articles by 

Soviet authors, and the editorial and accompanying images (French content).  

However, the structure of the issue and its narrative, is constructed in a very complex 

(if not haphazard) way. The first thing to note is that AA contains considerable numbers of 

advertisements. The first fifteen pages of the magazine are dedicated to advertisements 

(building materials, furniture, etc.) which follow the front cover with the title “Architecture 

Soviétique” and flags of all the republics of the USSR. After the advertisements the reader 

sees the editorial page with the names of the editors and directors, after which comes an 

analytical Soviet article and building presentations. One third of the way into the magazine, 

a second title page with the title “Architecture Soviétique” appears, as well as the table of 

contents, and a picture of Lenin’s statue in front of a classicist building. This is followed by 

Soviet content. The French editorial article appears only at the very end of the issue as a 

closing word. 

 

                                                 
237 RGALI, f. 674 (SA SSSR), op. 5, d. 2068, “Priglashenia, programma i perepiska, 1968” (“Invitations, 

program, and correspondence, 1968”). 
238 RGALI, f. 674 (SA SSSR), op. 5, d. 2120, “Perepiska s otdel’nimi zarubezhnimi arkhitektorami i 

obshestvami po voprosam arkhitekturnoi deiatel’nosti s prilozheniami statei, 1968” (“Correspondence 

with foreith architects and societies on the issue of architectural practice with articles attached, 1968”): 

67, 94.  
239 AA AS, 2.  
240 “Sovremennaia arkhitektura, perevod s frantsuzskogo” (“Contemporary architecture, translation 

from French of the L’Architecture D’aujourd’hui). Vol. 1, 1970: 4.  
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Fig. 7. Architecture d’aujourd'hui, Issue : Architecture Soviétique, vol. 147, 1970. First 

cover; Second cover. Photo of the author. 

 

In order to understand the specificity of the Soviet issue, I compared it with the AA 

issues on US architecture (1965) and Spanish architecture (1970). The non-linear structure 

(cover-content-second cover-content) and the focus on contemporary buildings are typical 

for all the three. The historical narrative is present in all three issues, but it seems that in the 

Soviet case history is problematized and understood as more distant in time. In the cases of 

Spain and the US it is mostly nineteenth-century architecture that is discussed, but in the 

Soviet issue references are made not only to imperial times, but also to Russian medieval 

wood architecture and the work of Andrei Rublev. It is also worth noting that all the 

traditional AA rubrics like news and bibliography were removed from the Soviet issue, with 

the minor exception of one obituary at the beginning and a page of advertisement and news 

at the end. 

The visual narrative of the magazine is incoherent and interrupted abruptly at least 

twice: first, when after the modernist buildings of the introductory part and the second cover 

come the pictures of Smolniĭ institute, the General Staff building arch and a mosque; second, 

when pictures of old Russian wooden architecture appear in the middle of modernist content 

without any introduction or note. These insertions give the impression of an unfinished or 

undefined general narrative. It appears as though no one knew how best to present Soviet 

architecture, so, in addition to the general Soviet narrative of scientific architecture and 

futurist projects, additional decontextualized information was given without any 

interpretation. Thus, the biggest difference of the Soviet issue compared to other AA issues 

is its incoherence and isolation from the world context because they cut most of the regular 

rubrics of the magazine.  

Regarding the buildings presented in the Soviet issue, it is fascinating that they embody 

the aesthetic of middle-brow international modernism, not only stylistically, but also in 

building types. The Soviets presented hotels, cafés, and public buildings that could be built 

anywhere in the “capitalist world.” Of course, some essentially Soviet building types were 

presented, like a palace of pioneers, but the majority of the issue consisted of universal, 

globalized, and strikingly ordinary buildings. Overall, the issue presented five hotels, six 

different “palaces” (palaces of pioneers, palaces of sport etc.), six memorials to the Second 

World War (the Great Patriotic War, as it is called in Russia), four new towns, six urbanism 

projects (neighborhoods and redevelopment), two museums, two administrative buildings, 
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two cinemas, one café, different kinds of public buildings (a planetarium, a sport complex, a 

flower pavilion, a furniture shop), and only three residential buildings.  

Two distinct clusters are evident: monuments and new towns. They are grouped 

together, whereas all the other buildings are randomly ordered. I presume that displaying 

Second World War monuments was important for Soviet self-presentation, while the new 

towns were more interesting for the French because of the numerous similar projects of 

“villes nouvelles” (new towns) built in France in the 1960s. Generally speaking, among the 

building and urban operations presented the most famous were New Arbat and the Comecon 

building (both in Moscow), the MIET university in Zelenograd, and hotels in Crimea. Some 

of the buildings and projects had not been yet built, for example, the youth camp Skalnii in 

Crimea. Nevertheless, they were presented as if they existed, with a realistic description, 

abundant graphics, drawings, and models.  

It should be underlined that the building descriptions given in the Soviet issue of AA 

are very dry and technical. They enumerate stores, cubic meters, and measurements. Only a 

few of the buildings, like the MIET University, had more descriptive captions, which 

included volume, light, and the artistic quality of the building.241 Compared with the texts 

given in the American issue of AA, the Soviet texts are unusually bland. This comparison 

indicates that the Soviets lacked a descriptive language for such architectural publications.  

 

 
Fig. 8. AA AS, pages. Photo of the author.  

 

The Soviet theoretical texts on architecture presented in this issue echo this issue of 

language. Four of the five theoretical texts deal with future/prospective architecture and urban 

planning. Surprisingly for the futuristic genre, these texts are monotonous and rather tedious. 

They lack any feeling of sincere excitement about the future. The texts by Andrei Ikonnikov, 

Georgii Gradov, the NER group, and Natan Osterman present the vision of scientific (or 

quasi-scientific?) planned architecture. There is no place for poetry, fantasy, or art and the 

future of Soviet architecture is presented very seriously, with technical language and lots of 

numbers. However, even though all the four texts share the same basic features, the NER and 

Osterman’s texts are more original. The NER group is more creative and more oriented 

                                                 
241 About MIET building: La composition revêt un caractère romantique souligné par l’implantation libre 

des volumes dont elle est consitiuée, eux-même enrichis par la plastique des façades et la silhouette des 

bâtiments.  
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towards the West, especially noting their inspiration by the works of the Italo-American 

architect Paolo Soleri, as was indicated to me by Ilia Lezhava, one of the group’s founders. 

Not surprisingly, they are the only ones in the issue who use impressive biomorphic and 

modern visuals (models and graphics). By contrast, Natan Osterman takes his inspiration 

from the Soviet avant-garde of the 1920s in his construction of a contemporary commune. 

He is the only writer who openly cites Western urbanists (N. Anderson, Abercrombie, Perry, 

Ray) in his texts and criticizes the modernist vision of urban problems as intrinsic to building 

forms and unrelated to socio-economic and political system: 

 
It must be noted that the Soviet research on housing and city do not consider the argument 

cherished by American sociologists according to which global industrialization and urbanization are 

the driving force of the making equal all the conditions of social life. The extension of this theory to 

the city and its environment leads to an attempt to reduce social problems and contradictions of 

bourgeois society to the controversies proper to cities and to research on the means of individual’s 

and housing adaptation to the “spontaneous processes of the world civilization.”242 

 

Here, he promotes the Marxist idea that only changes in society can resolve urban 

problems. On this point, contemporary urbanists and even some of the urbanists of the 1970s, 

would agree. Osterman is the only writer who considers the economic aspects of building as 

worth mentioning. Moreover, the general tone of his text is simpler and more accessible, 

being less dominated by Soviet bureaucratese. The NER group and Natan Osterman represent 

the best of two generations: the young offspring of the Thaw and the old master who went 

through all the periods of Soviet architecture but kept his beliefs and creative passion.  

Returning to scientific future/prospective architecture and urbanism, it must be noted 

that there was not anything particularly wrong about the Soviet approach from the point of 

view of world architecture development. It was just slightly outdated and conservative. Even 

having some very correct ideas, it was rather average. For example, both Ikonnikov and 

Gradov saw potential of high-rise buildings surrounded by nature: “The built surface will 

take no more than 8-10%, the rest will be reserved to nature.”243 In Gradov’s proposal a town 

of 120,000 inhabitants would consist of 20 buildings of 90 stories each. 

I would like to point out the visual discontinuity between the Soviet narrative and the 

French visual narrative. Only five photographs in the issue were taken by the French 

photographer Gilles Ehrmann. Neither of them presents modern Soviet architecture, instead 

depicting either old buildings or people. The first, and most striking photograph, is on the 

second cover and shows the statue of Lenin in front of the classicist Smolny palace in 

Leningrad. I interpret this juxtaposition as a statement about the nature of the Soviet Union 

made by the French editors: the imperial past is being appropriated but not obliterated by the 

Soviet present. Other French pictures show GUM (a large shop in the city-center of Moscow, 

art nouveau architecture), a church, and Soviet people (a crowd, a few portraits). It seems that 

it was important for the French editors to link the Soviet present with pre-revolutionary past 

and to give a human face to Soviet architecture and the Soviet Union in general.  

 

                                                 
242 AA AS, 95. 
243 AA AS, XV.   
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Fig. 9. Ehrmann’s pictures, AA AS. Photo of the author. 

 

 

 
Fig. 10. Russian wooden architecture, AA AS. Photo of the author. 

 

This discontinuous historical narrative demonstrated a certain orientalism that was 

present in France and, probably, in other Western countries. Contrary to the impression that 

Soviets wanted to convey of “the new Soviet man” and the novelty all-things Soviet, the 

editors presented a Soviet Union that was deeply entangled with “old Russia”. The 

photographs of historical buildings in the AA issue on Soviet architecture demonstrated this 

understanding that the USSR was inconceivable as separate from its past and, moreover, 

conveyed a past and present which was exotic (wooden churches, Andrei Rublev).  



 71 

  
Fig. 11. Ehrmann’s picture, AA AS. Photo of the author. 

In addition to the image of scientific prospective architecture, the Soviets presented 

their narrative of the history of Soviet architecture in the article “Algorithme de 

l’architecture”.244 I will analyze it against the historical narrative presented in the AA editorial 

article that closes the issue. “Algorithme de l’architecture” is situated right after the second 

editorial page and before the main body of the issue presenting Soviet buildings. Thus, this 

article is supposed to be the main historical and theoretical introduction to the Soviet 

architecture and I would consider it as the editorial from the Soviet side. Compared to the 

other AA national issues mentioned above, the structure is similar and all contain a central 

historic-theoretical article after the second cover. “Algorithme de l’architecture” is signed by 

two authors, Georgii Orlov (1901-1985) and Oleg Shvidkovskii (1925-?). Orlov was an active 

member of the International Union of Architects and Shvidkovskii was the vice-director of 

the Research Institute of Art Studies (VNII Iskusstvoznaniya) and, as one of the MARKHI 

professors revealed to me, was a well-known “Westernizer”.  

As is clear from the title, “Algorithm of architecture”, the article translates the idea of 

scientific architecture, based on some kind of a rational formula or a method. In the 

introduction to the article, Orlov and Shvidkovskii underline the moving nature of modernity 

and insert Soviet architecture in the avant-garde of this movement. They state that there are 

only two ways to cooperate with the dynamism of modern development: to gain upon, “try 

to keep up with the time and face the necessity”,245 or overtake this dynamism with a scientific 

approach. Of course, Soviet architecture follows the second way, which is: 

 
…to look for landmarks, the main links in the chain of interdependent phenomena that would 

allow to range with the events, to effectively accumulate social, economic, technical and aesthetic 

                                                 
244 Georgii Orlov and Oleg Shvidkovskii, “Algorithme de l’architecture” in AA AS, vol. 147 (Paris, 

1969): 4-6.  
245 Orlov, Shvidkovskii, “Algorithme”, 4. 
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information, and on this basis to develop the algorithm of architecture – a rational system of actions, 

to engage actively with life, to from our environment the way it could satisfy the whole society and 

each individual in particular. 246 

 

The second part of the article presents the historical narrative of Soviet architecture. 

Two features of this narrative should be underlined from the beginning: praise and pride of 

the 1920’s avant-garde and an attempt to present the history of Soviet architecture as unified 

and integral, to justify Stalinist architecture as a logical step of Soviet architectural 

development. By 1970, the Soviet avant-garde architecture of the 1920s had already become 

a part of the modern movement’s genealogy and gained recognition overseas as well as inside 

the Soviet Union. The article abounds with Soviet avant-garde panegyrics: it “anticipated for 

twenty years the development of similar types of habitat in other countries”; “the creative and 

theoretical results of the work of Soviet architects of the 1920s are well known”247; “the 

importance of Soviet architecture was pointed out many times by Le Corbusier, Gropius, 

Lurçat, Niemeyer, and other architects of the first rank”.248  It is evident that the “myth of 

Soviet constructivism” was already present in the Soviet architectural discourse, even though 

Soviet architectural writers sometimes complained about the overestimation of this period by 

Western historians. In the foreword to the Soviet translation of this AA issue, V. Belousov 

says that “justified interest towards the period of a formation period of Soviet architecture is, 

unfortunately, often used to “prove” that a period of decline occurred after the proliferation 

of architecture in post-revolutionary period which is still persistent until now”. 249  

The justification of Stalinist architecture was a more complicated (probably the most 

complicated) issue for Soviet architectural writers. In “Algorithm de l’architecture” the 

authors try to demonstrate that “the architectural work of Soviet architects did not interrupt 

for a single day”250 and blame those who “see in this period first of all its external side, 

architectural ornateness, classicistic urbanism”.251 According to Orlov and Shvidkovskii, 

Soviet architecture of the 1930s-50s (they do not call it Stalinist, nor is there any mention of 

Stalin in the text) was the practical implementation of the ideas of the 1920s: “many rational 

solutions found in the 1920s were realized in the 1930s-40s even if in different architectural 

forms”.252 Moreover, the article underlines that many new towns and villages were built 

during this period, that the industrial base of the country was formed, and that the new 

building types, born out of the revolution, proliferated. However, it is also stated that “the 

construction of mass housing complexes”253 took place, which some contemporary 

researchers would doubt.254 All in all, it is unclear whether this unifying narrative that 

presents the history of Soviet architecture without disruptions is an attempt to present it 

logically abroad or is the result of a certain “re-stalinization” of Soviet society that occurred 

during the Brezhnev era.  

The two features of the article discussed above (the important of the Soviet avant-garde 

and the wholeness of Soviet architectural history) are clearly ideological. The first shows 

                                                 
246 Orlov, Shvidkovskii, “Algorithme,” 4. 
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250 Orlov, Shvidkovskii, “Algorithme”, 5. 
251 Orlov, Shvidkovskii, “Algorithme”, 5. 
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254 See Mark Meerovich, Nakazanie zhilishchem: zhilishchnai︠a ︡politika v SSSR kak sredstvo 

upravlenii︠a︡ liu︡dʹmi, 1917-1937 (Punishment by housing : Housing politics in the USSR as a mean of 

governing people), (Moskva: ROSSPĖN, 2008). 
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Soviet architecture’s achievements and world fame; the second denies the critique of Stalinist 

architecture and incorporates it back into the historical narrative of Soviet architecture. 

Nevertheless, there is another, less visible ideological narrative in “Algorithm of 

architecture.” It is the primacy of social idea over form. The historical section of the article 

starts with a brief discussion of the pre-revolutionary architecture of the early nineteenth 

century, which is judged poorly not because of its form which is described as “original and 

often brilliant replica of Vienna Secession”,255 but because of the lack of any social idea 

behind it. This architecture, according to Orlov and Shvidkovskii, was based on “literary 

principle”, was an “architectural formalist fantasy” detached from life, and “full of 

individualistic spirit”.256 Thus, the problem of this architecture does not lie in its form, but in 

its content. The same idea expands through the paragraphs on avant-garde and Stalinist 

architecture: there is no discussion of form (except the above-mentioned complaint that the 

architecture of the 1930-40s is judged only for its form) and the entire text focuses on the 

social benefits of the new Soviet architecture. 

This approach enables the very different periods and styles of Soviet architecture 

throughout history to be unified by their underlying social/socialist/communist ideas. 

Moreover, it also takes some Western criticism off the table. For example, already in 1962, 

the Italian architectural historian Vieri Quilici blamed socialist architecture for adopting 

capitalist international styles as a model during the Thaw.257 

The explanatory model “this architecture is socialist because there is a social idea 

behind it, and there is always a social idea behind it because it was made in the USSR” is 

close to a very common Soviet loop/tautology “it is socialist because it is happening in the 

USSR.” It is hard to judge to what extent this architectural idealism was sincere and to what 

extent it was a cover-up for Western criticism to which Soviet authors did not have answers. 

It is, however, clear that this approach resolves the contradictions in Soviet architectural 

history. It is not hard to assume that Oleg Shvidkovskii, who was the director of the 

Commission of Press and Propaganda of the Union of Architects of the USSR and had wide 

connections abroad, knew all the Western criticism of Soviet contemporary architecture. 

While I do not have evidence from this period, ten years later, in a long text called “Soviet 

architecture seen by bourgeois art studies,” he demonstrated his expert knowledge of Western 

writings on Soviet architecture.258  

The section of “Algorithm de l’architecture” dealing with contemporary Soviet 

architecture lacks any central idea. On the one hand, a traditional Soviet narrative on mass 

housing is presented: huge numbers of square meters are built every year, “radical” solutions 

are presented for social problems, industrialization, standardization. On the other hand, the 

authors admit that the mass housing built before the mid-1960s was uninteresting (but this 

had been overcome, “one immediately sees the individual character of creative groups and 

artistic manner of some of architects working closely with the builders. For example, this is 

true for the works of I. Belopolskii, M. Posokhine, I. Pokrovskii, E. Stamo, and many 

others”259), underline the importance of aesthetics for the “development of personality”,260 

and praise individual creativity (“the rules and theoretic preconditions that lead the resolution 

of all architectural problems must be flexible and various enough to give place to free 
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research, to the art of the maître, to the manifestation of individuality”261). Finally, the authors 

underline the importance of historical continuity and contextualization in architecture, and 

dedicate a long passage to the synthesis of arts. Overall, there is not that much about form but 

a great deal regarding ideas and creative abilities. I would characterize this section of the 

article as a mix of official Soviet rhetoric on mass housing and the author’s personal views 

on architecture. The closing paragraph of the text is also worth noting:  

 
Everything is related. Nothing can be taken out. In order to find the right answer, one must 

analyze the whole system of causes and effects and to add the artistic inspiration to mathematics. This 

is how the algorithm of architecture is made. This is what is the difficulty and the charge of the 

architectural creation.262 

 

All things considered, it seems that the word “algorithm” in the article’s title is almost 

ironic, because the creativity and freedom of the artist-architect is as important as technology, 

planning, and other predictable variables. However, this apparent oxymoron of creative 

rationality might reflect the romanticized interpretation of cybernetics that was very popular 

in the USSR at the era.  

The French editorial article which closes the issue gives the only French commentary 

on Soviet architecture and also presents a historical narrative. This text, called “Pourquoi des 

conclusions” (108-109),263 does not provide us with the names of its authors, but is merely 

signed “L’AA”. I suggest that its author or one of its authors was Anatole Kopp. The 

sophisticated quotations from a 1920s text included in the editorial indicate his authorship. 

This reference would not have been known to the general public and Kopp was the only 

French specialist in Soviet architecture in this period. In addition, some of the key ideas in 

the article (USSR as a “model” or experimental society; “other” architecture; link between 

social structure and architecture) can be found in Kopp’s Town and Revolution (1967). 

Finally, Kopp was involved in the issue’s preparation: Osterman’s article has a foreword by 

Kopp and the editorial says: “We are as well very thankful to Anatole Kopp who followed 

our work and gave us his precious advice”.264 Moreover, while the general tone of the article 

is benevolent towards Soviet architecture, there is a certain sense of frustration that expresses 

itself in numerous questions, critical suggestions, and the absence of judgment of Soviet 

architecture. This attitude would be very likely for Anatole Kopp whose views on Soviet 

society shifted from excitement in the mid-1960s (the first edition of Town and Revolution, 

1967265) to disillusionment in 1972 (the preface to the second edition of Town and 

Revolution266).  

The historical narrative presented in “Pourquoi des conclusions” is very different from 

the one conveyed by Orlov and Shvidkovskii. However, both articles share an important 

feature, that of an idealistic approach to architecture and attention to the concept of socialism. 

The author of “Pourquoi des conclusions” divides Soviet/Russian history into four parts: 

before the Revolution (“Did you see Andrei Rublev?”), the 1920s (“Did you read 

Mayakovsky?”), the 1930s-1950s (“Do you want to live in a palace?”), and the current day 

(“And now?”). It is striking that the first two periods are personified by Andrei Rublev and 

Mayakovsky who belong to other arts or perhaps even general culture. The movie Andrei 

Rublev was released in France in 1969, so this reference would have been topical, and some 
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of Mayakovsky’s oeuvres were translated in French from 1949. Again, there is no mention of 

Stalin which might be some political convention.  

Structurally, the historical narrative of “Pourquoi des conclusions” is the opposite of 

the Soviet central article: the history of Soviet architecture is described as fragmented and 

characterized by ruptures. The periods are presented as follows: the backward tsarist Russia, 

“an economically and culturally backward country ruined by foreign and civil wars”267; the 

revolutionary 1920s with the idea of a “social condenser”; 1932-1955 with “the ancient 

architectural vocabulary that is again in favor”; and the contemporary Khrushchev period. 

This narrative is much closer to today’s perception of Soviet architectural history: the glorious 

1920s; infamous 1930s-40s; and mediocre late socialist architecture. All the periods are 

marked politically and there are breaks between them.   

The implied articulated criticism of the French article lies in the claim that the Soviet 

Union should have had produced “different” architecture but did not succeed in this goal 

(compare to Quilici’s criticism cited above). The author of “Pourquoi des conclusions” says 

that the Soviet avant-garde was popular in the world because “in these modest examples they 

saw premised of a different architecture, different from what the developers, clients, and the 

established society imposed on them”268. In a very short passage about Stalinist architecture, 

the author wonders why there was a return to classicist architecture:  
 

Concession to the bad taste of those whose influence the signatories of the text above doubted? 

The will to link themselves to the historical past and to culture? An attempt to hide the reality under 

the name of realism? If architecture, urbanism, and environment are indeed the image that the society 

itself, of which society is this the image?269 

 

Furthermore, when discussing contemporary Soviet architecture, the authors highlights 

its similarity with contemporary Western architecture (“the so-called ‘modernist’ forms of the 

1920s and 1930s are largely used here and abroad”270) and asks almost the same question 

again: “Maybe it is after all natural that to a certain level of technical development 

corresponds a certain architectural language. However, the history abounds with examples 

showing that in certain times it is the dominant groups’ ideology that defines architecture; 

technology being only a tool”.271  

In short: if architecture is the product of society then socialist society must produce a 

different ‘socialist’ architecture. However, as Soviet architecture is the same as Western 

architecture, can this mean that its society is truly socialist? There is a strong ideology of high 

modernism behind this article. The idea that new built environment can change the nature of 

living and human beings themselves, as expressed in the French proverb “changer la ville, 

changer la vie”, was still powerful in France even after the Second World War and is in tune 

with the constructivist ideas regarding communal housing. However, this idea of a linear 

relationship between housing and society became obsolete in the 1960s. Going back to 

“Pourquoi des conclusions” it must be noted that its author expresses a very strict and old-

fashioned modernist position saying that the 1920s were the only period of good architecture. 

This is another reason why I suspect Anatole Kopp to be the author of the article. In his late 

writings Kopp showed a deep attachment to high modernist ideals and a strong resentment 

towards new architectural trends.  

Comparing the two historical narratives, it is apparent that they are logically opposite. 

                                                 
267 AA AS, “Pourquoi des conclutions?”, 108. 
268 AA AS, “Pourquoi des conclutions?”, 109. 
269 AA AS, “Pourquoi des conclutions?”, 108. 
270 AA AS, “Pourquoi des conclutions?”, 108. 
271 AA AS, “Pourquoi des conclutions?”, 108. 
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The Soviet narrative suggests that as long as the underlying idea is good, any form works. 

Naturally, the Soviet idea is always a good idea. The AA’s modernist narrative is more 

hesitant. It claims that a new idea must produce a new form – if there is no new form, the idea 

cannot be new and, therefore, the society which produced the form is the same old bourgeois 

society. Thus, the Soviet logic defers entirely to ideas while the AA logic looks to form. The 

modernist narrative requires proof through form: if the society is built according to the idea, 

the form should be new; but if the form is still traditional, the society is the same. It is a loop 

that the modernist thinking could not overcome. Going back to the Soviet narrative, it might 

be noted that although it resolves historical contradictions nicely, it does not give any basis 

for aesthetic judgment. Thus, it is a construction for justification, not for choice. It suits 

presentational purposes (like the French journal) but is useless as a working tool of 

professional selection inside the society. For this reason, it is likely that the Soviet narrative 

was used as rhetoric to disguise the lack of reflection and theory behind Soviet architecture.   

It is important to note that neither the Soviet nor French ideological narratives are from 

the avant-garde of 1970s architectural thought. The Soviet narrative is clumsy and 

instrumental; the French one is extracted from the 1920s and does not correspond to the 

reality of the era.  

 

Architectural photography: AA AS case 
 

The modern architectural drawing is interesting,  

the photograph is magnificent,  

the building is an unfortunate but necessary stage between the two. 

 

H.S. Goodart-Rendel, 1930s 

 

Recently, when in Moscow, I had a phone conversation with the seventy-year-old 

architectural photographer, Igor Churakov. When I explained the aim of my work to him and 

the kind of questions I would like to discuss, he said: “Soviet architectural photography was 

different? Do you mean it was bad? Probably, not the photography but the architecture was 

bad?” This kind of defensive reaction seems to be very natural for someone who had spent 

twenty years of his life taking pictures of buildings and whose father had been doing the same 

for an even longer time. However, it raises the important issue of the relation between the 

representation and the represented object, in my case – between photography and 

architecture. 

In this section I would like to outline some ideas on Soviet architectural photography 

by comparing pictures from the Soviet issue of Architecture d’aujourd’hui (AA AS) to 

pictures in other issues of the magazine (American architecture (1965),272 and Spanish 

architecture (1970)),273 in order to demonstrate how Soviet architectural photographs were 

different from the Western canon, and to hypothesize on the possible reception of these 

pictures abroad. 

The dominant trend in architectural photography for the most part of the twentieth 

century was modernist photography. It appeared as a part of the larger movement of modernist 

avant-garde photography that used photomontage, unexpected angles, framing, and high 

                                                 
272 Archiecture D’aujourd’hui: USA 65 (thereafter: AA USA’65), vol. 122 (Paris, 1965). 
273 Architecture D’aujourd’hui: Espagne, Madrid, Barcelone (thereafter: AA Espagne), vol. 149 (Paris, 

1970). 
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contrast.274 In the 1920s, photography finally recognized itself as independent from painting 

and started exploring its own abilities and features as a media. This movement towards 

emancipation from painting and the rise of experimental thinking in photography is closely 

associated with the Neues Sehen, the New Vision movement. It originated from Bauhaus 

visual research and was in close relation to the Russian avant-garde, such as Rodchenko.  

 

 
Fig. 12. Alexander Rodchenko, Stairs. 1930.  

Source: https://thecity.m24.ru/articles/1750  

 

                                                 
274 On the history of architectural photography see Robert Elwall, Building with Light. The Intenational 

History of Architectural Photography (London, NY: Merrell Publishers, 2004); David Campany, 

“Architecture as Photography: document, publicity, commentary, art” in Alona Pardo et al., eds., 

Photography and Architecture in the Modern Age (London : Munich ; New York: Barbican Art 

Gallery ; Prestel, 2014); Adrian Boddy, “Constructive Images: The Nexus Between Architecture and 

Photography,” n.d., http://www.adrianboddy.com/2015/10/27/constructive-images-the-nexus-between-

architecture-and-photography/. 

 

 

 

https://thecity.m24.ru/articles/1750
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Fig. 13. Lyonel Feininger, Bauhaus. 1929.  

Source: https://www.harvardartmuseums.org/publications/special-collections/lyonel-

feininger-photographs?group=Lyonel+Feininger%3A+Photographs  

 

The main interests of modernist architectural photography are surface, rhythm, 

dynamic, details, angles, and shadows. The photograph would rely on synecdoche, in which 

a fragment of a wall, or another detail would represent the whole building. Modernist 

architectural photography typically uses non-natural angles: close-up, bird’s eye view, and 

worm’s eye view. It is largely admitted that modernist architecture was drawn and planned 

(and photographed) as though seen from above, from a plane or a helicopter. However, it is 

rarely admitted that most of the other conventional iconographies of modernist architecture 

(close-ups and worm’s eye view) also do not show human-scale perspective. There is, of 

course, the larger question of whether a camera can truly capture what a human eye sees, but 

nonetheless, there is no doubt that modernist photography is as far from the human perception 

of a building as possible. It is geometric, flat, and mostly black and white. Robert Elwall 

points out the close connection between modernist architecture and modernist photography, 

stating their mutual co-production and co-creation.  

https://www.harvardartmuseums.org/publications/special-collections/lyonel-feininger-photographs?group=Lyonel+Feininger%3A+Photographs
https://www.harvardartmuseums.org/publications/special-collections/lyonel-feininger-photographs?group=Lyonel+Feininger%3A+Photographs
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 Fig. 14. Page from ‘Photographic Studies’ by Walker Evans, The Architectural 

Record, September 1930. Taken from David Company, ‘Architecture as Photography: 

document, publicity, commentary, art’ in Constructing Worlds: Photography and 

Architecture in the Modern Age (London: Prestel, 2014).  

 

 
Fig. 15. Bill Hedrich, Falling Water (Frank Lloyd Wright, architect). 1937. 

Source: https://fineartamerica.com/featured/wright-fallingwater-granger.html  

 

In his illuminating study of architectural photography, Elwall indicates that with the 

end of the “new vision” period at the conclusion of the Second World War, modernist 

photography did not disappear but rather dissolved into and mixed with other styles of 

architecture photography. Elwall expands:  

 

...architectural photography became a less cohesive, more protean genre. Whereas in 

the nineteenth century it had tended to meld into topography, now it was just as likely to 

dissolve at one extreme into lifestyle and at the other into treatment of the environment, the 

https://fineartamerica.com/featured/wright-fallingwater-granger.html
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space between and around buildings or what in contemporary parlance was dubbed 

’townscape’.275  

 

Moreover, between 1945-1975 architectural photography became more artistic and, 

because of this it stayed faithful to the black and white format in spite of the development of 

color photography technologies. Even today, black and white pictures are commonly 

considered to be more creative and artistic. Overall, the period of the Soviet issue of AA is 

considered by Elwall to be a time of more diversified continuity of modernist period in 

architectural photography.  

 

 
Fig. 16. Postwar modernist architectural photography: Lucien Hervé, Chandigarh, 

1955; Ezra Stoller, General Motors Technical Station, 1959; Harry Sowden, Sydney Opera 

House, 1971. Collage of the author.  

 

 
Fig. 17. New trends: color, art, urban malaise. Julius Shulman, 1958; Lewis Baltz, 1974; 

Patrick Ward, Manplan series, 1969. 

 

There were not many famous architectural photographers in the Soviet Union. 

Unfortunately, there is no literature or research on the subject of Soviet architectural 

                                                 
275 Elwall, Building with Light, 156.  
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photography.276 My current understanding of the field is based on my visual analysis and 

conversations with Maria Rogozina,277 an archivist and curator at the State Museum of 

Architecture named after Shchusev (in Russian often called MUAR - MUseum of 

ARchitecture). Rogozina explained to me that in Soviet Moscow an architectural 

photographer could collaborate with three institutions: The Union of Architects, MUAR, and 

the House of Architects. Quite often, photographers had an official link with one institution 

but sold negatives to the others too. In the early 1970s MUAR ran out of money and stopped 

buying pictures. However, the museum possesses the collection of the House of Architects 

from the period of 1970-1980s, which was given as a gift in the 1980s.  

 

 
Fig. 18. Naum Granovskii, Mossovet. 1950s. Source: https://archi.ru/events/2979  

 

                                                 
276 On Soviet photography of the Thaw and later see Susan Reid, “Photography in the Thaw”, Art 

Journal, Vol. 53. №2. 1994: 33-39; Elena Barkhatova, “Soviet Policy on Photography” in D. Neumaier 

(General ed.) Beyond memory: Soviet nonconformist photography and photo-related works of art, 

(New Brunswick (NJ) and London: The Jane Voorhees Zimmerli Art Museum and Rutgers University 

Press 2004), 47-65; Jessica Marie Werneke,  The Boundaries of Art: Soviet Photography from 1956 to 

1970, Ph.D. The University of Texas at Austin, 2015;. 
277 Rogozina is also the author of the introductory chapter in Moskva: rekonstrukt︠s︡ii︠a︡ v fotografii︠a︡kh 

1850-2000 (Moskva: Moskovskiĭ dom fotografii, 2000). 
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Fig. 19. Naum Granovskii. Pavilion “North Caucasus”, VDNKh, Moscow. 1960s.  

Source: http://os.colta.ru/photogallery/15749/186200/  

 

Rogozina also provided me with a list of photographers who worked for the House of 

Architects in the 1970s. From these two dozen people, only a few specialized in architecture. 

The rest, whom Rogozina referred to as “photojournalists,” photographed different subjects. 

Among the few architectural photographers were Alexei Alexandrov; Mikhail Churakov and 

his son Igor Churakov; and B. and L. Tolbak. The Churakovs and Alexandrov worked for the 

House of Architects through an organization called Industrial-experimental shops (PEM, 

proizvodstvenno-eksperimental’nie masterskie) which was a part of the Academy of 

Architecture before being moved to the control of Gosstroi in 1963 when the Academy closed.  

I showed the Soviet issue of AA to Maria Rogozina who suggested that Alexei 

Alexandrov might be the photographer of two pictures (wooden Russian architecture). She 

could not recognize the photographers from the other images and added: “they are not from 

our collection.” 

 

 
Fig. 20. Alexei Alexandrov, Moscow. 1961.  

Source: https://www.architime.ru/competition/2016/exhibition170216ma.htm  

http://os.colta.ru/photogallery/15749/186200/
https://www.architime.ru/competition/2016/exhibition170216ma.htm
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The Soviet issue of AA contains numerous pictures, most of which were given to the 

French editors by the Soviets. Unfortunately, due to the lack of the archives I do not know 

the full range of pictures from which the French editors chose the images for the magazine. 

Moreover, the names of Soviet photographers were not indicated in the issue. This anonymity 

is telling and gives us an idea about the status of an architectural photographer in the Soviet 

Union. The photo credit of a French photographer is included on the editorial page of the 

issue, whereas the Soviet pictures are just “provided by the Union of Architects of the 

USSR”.278 It is hard to judge to what extent these pictures are typical for Soviet architectural 

photography. Anyway, they were shot in the Soviet Union and presented to international 

public, they played their role as mediums of Soviet architecture, and they were picked up by 

the Union of architect to represent it.  

After analyzing the body of Soviet pictures in the AA issue, we can identify some 

general trends: most of the photographs are long distance shots or middle-distance shots, but 

there are very few close-ups; the shots are mostly frontal, there are also distance shots taken 

slightly from above or from below, but the angle is not extreme; the pictures are black and 

white only, but with low contrast. There are also striking exceptions from this general trend 

that I will discuss further. All in all, the Soviet pictures in AA AS tend to imitate elevation. In 

addition, there is also a certain romanticism in the Soviet photographs from this issue. Those 

of them that I would call “artistic“ and some others show poetic solitude of figures and blurred 

landscapes.  

Using Elwall’s periodization of the development of architectural photography, the issue 

contains a conservative and early form of architectural photographic representation. I would 

suggest that the prevalence of elevation-style photographs testifies to the limited development 

of Soviet architectural photography as a genre. The fact that graphics and models are very 

present in the Soviet issue, which, as I will demonstrate later, was not typical for this 

magazine at the time, seems to confirm the idea that Soviet architectural photography was 

not very advanced and was not the most important medium of architectural representation.  

 

 
Fig. 21. Elevation-like pictures, AA SA. Collage of the author.  

 

 

                                                 
278 AA AS, 2. 
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Fig. 22. Romantic pictures, AA AS. Collage of the author.  

 

A few Soviet pictures in AA AS are unusual within the general photo narrative. Take, 

for instance, the photographs of the Tsiolkovskii Museum of Cosmonautics built in Kaluga 

(180 km from Moscow) in 1967 (1961-1967) by architects B. Barkhin, E. Kireev, N. Orlova, 

V. Strogii, K. Fomin. The building itself has very interesting modernist forms. It combines a 

large rectangular form, a vertical ellipse (apparently imitating a rocket), diagonal entrance 

ramps, a curtain wall, and a corrugated stone facade. Three spreads are dedicated to this 

building in the issue (pages 26-31).  

 

 

 
Fig. 23. AA AS. Pp. 26-27. Photo of the author. 
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Fig. 24. AA AS. Pp. 28-29, 30-31. Photo of the author.  

 

I am particularly interested in three pictures. The photograph on page 28 is a vertical 

middle distance shot of a side of the building. The three planes (the roof, the wall, and the 

ramp with the sidewalk) are depicted in perspective, stretching out to the black horizon of a 

forest and the dark sky. The picture is geometrical and full of the interplay of shadows, 

surfaces, and lines. When I showed this image to Rogozina from MUAR, she said that the 

photographer apparently had in mind Le Corbusier’s Ronchamp chapel, which is one of the 

icons of modernist architecture.  

 

 
Fig. 25. AA AS, p. 28; Ronchamp chapel, modern picture. Collage of the author.  

 

The second picture, on page 29, is a horizontal shot, also middle distance, that pays 

great attention to the relation of lines and surfaces of the building. This photograph is very 

graphic and focuses on the interaction between the verticals of the facade, the horizontals of 

stairs and the roof, and the curve of the vertical ellipse of the planetarium. The half-moon 

shadow on the ellipse form is caught very elegantly, but, at the same time, the stairs are 

crooked, the planetarium roof is cut, and the general framing of the picture is not satisfactory.  
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Fig. 26. AA AS, p. 29. Photo of the author.  

 

The third picture is situated on page 31. It depicts a rectangular aperture (it is not clear 

whether it is an arch or a door) through which are seen a part of a ramp, a sidewall, a roof, 

and a building volume in front. The picture is similarly geometrical, but this geometry is not 

articulated. The photograph is greyscale and not in high contrast; it is overladen with surfaces 

and angles to the extent that it loses any center of visual narration. Looking at this picture, 

Maria Rogozina commented, a bit harshly, that the author wanted to make a modernist picture 

but did not know how.  

 

 
Fig. 27. Lucien Hervé, Ronchamp chapel, 1954; AA, p. 31. Collage of the author.  

 

These pictures are much closer to the modernist canon and are very different from the 

frontal elevation-style Soviet photographs that dominate the issue. I also would like to point 

out that in addition to these awkward, badly framed, grey pictures, there are many small 
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photographs in a more conventional Soviet style which feature on the opening pages 

dedicated to Tsiolkovskii museum. However, the French editors had chosen the “strange” 

grey pictures and not the conventional more contrast one. I presume this was because the 

former was more aesthetically interesting and closer to the Western canon. 

The pictures of the neighborhood in Tashkent (pp. 56-57) are intriguing because while 

the buildings themselves are very modernist, the photographs of them are very conventional.  

 
Fig. 28. AA AS. P. 57. Photo of the author.  

 

 Another modernist picture is found on page 65. It is a housing block in Moscow with 

a dynamic, repetitive pattern on the facade comprised of balconies. The balconies are of 

unusual shape and, shot from the bottom, remind stars. This picture articulates the widespread 

modernist interpretation of facades as patterns.  
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Fig. 29. AA AS, p. 65; Ezra Stoller, Miami hotel, 1957. Collage of the author.  

 

A photograph of the Mius-front monument in Lugansk on page 92 is apparently an 

attempt to “spread out” an angle of a building. Unfortunately, and perhaps more due to the 

technical reasons than due to a lack of skill, the framing cut the construction in such a brutal 

way that the whole picture looks very rough.  

 
Fig. 30. AA AS, p. 92. Photo of the author.  
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Chapter Four. Anatole Kopp: Enchanted by the Soviet Experiment279  
 

It is true that most of the first Western scholars of Soviet architecture and art either had 

Russian origins. Being both a Russian émigré and communist (in his younger years), Anatole 

Kopp, however, shows the third path that might lead an architect towards interest to Russia 

which is modernist romanticism. During the deep crisis that struck Western modernism in the 

post-war period, Kopp saw the Soviet Union as the last oasis of an uncorrupted Enlightenment 

project, where it was still possible to build (or recreate from the memories of the 1920s) 

architecture of equality, harmony, and reason.   

Anatole Kopp’s life is simultaneously both typical and unique. On the one hand, his 

involvement with the French Communist party, his participation in social housing projects, 

and his interest in the Soviet Union and post-1968 disillusionment, were quite representative 

of a French leftist architect in the 1960s. However, his family background, his international 

activities, personal connections and friendship with Soviet architects, make him an ideal case 

for my research. The son of Jews from Odessa, born in Saint Petersburg, raised in Paris, and 

educated in the United States, Kopp was a truly transnational person. Mastering four 

languages, working as an architect in France and Algeria, and collaborating with different 

research institutions in France, Germany, the United States, Great Britain, and the USSR, he 

seems to perfectly fit our contemporary understanding of a nomadic scholar. He came to the 

Soviet Union for the first time in 1955, after which he kept close connections with the Union 

of Soviet Architects and some of his Soviet colleagues. Kopp even tried to defend a doctoral 

thesis in the Institute of Art History in Moscow but did not succeed.280 None of the Western 

scholars studying Soviet architecture whom I came across in my research were even close to 

that level of connection and familiarity with the Soviet Union.  

With the case of Kopp’s involvement with Soviet architecture I intend to show how the 

interest towards the Soviet Union was inscribed into the trajectory of the European left in the 

1960s. During Khrushchev’s Thaw when it became possible to come to the USSR and when 

more information about the country became available abroad, European communists were 

the first to come and to promote the new openness of the formerly alienated Soviet Union. 

With the nation’s growing accessibility and the success of the Russian space program 

(Sputnik in 1958 and Gagarin’s flight in 1961) foreign interest in the Soviet Union expanded 

far beyond left circles. I believe that this general curiosity made it possible for research on 

Soviet architecture to take place abroad, resulting in the wide publication of books by Anatole 

Kopp and others. Even though written about a field of art, which architecture certainly is, the 

1960s’ texts on Soviet architecture tend to make political and not aesthetic claims. Anatole 

Kopp, together with his Italian and British colleagues, tried to answer several crucial 

questions: is Soviet architecture truly socialist? What does it mean? How is it different from 

capitalist architecture?  

In the 1960s Anatole Kopp’s reply to these questions was quite optimistic. He believed 

that the post-Stalin renewal of Soviet architecture would lead to the creation of a new 

architecture of equality. Certainly, his personal experience as an architect, the crisis of the 

architectural profession in France, and the large social housing programs in France and across 

Europe, all influenced his vision. From his point of view, France had to learn from the Soviet 

experience in order to resolve its own housing crisis. However, already in 1972, Kopp became 

                                                 
279 Partly published in Yakushenko, Olga (2016) ‘Anatole Kopp’s Town and Revolution as History and 

a Manifesto: Reactualization of Russian Constructivism in the West in the 1960s,’ Journal of Art 

Historiography, № 14, June 2016. 
280 For the detailed biography see Anne Raymond, Anatole Kopp 1915-1990 (DEA en Histoire de l’art, 

Université Paris-I Panthéon-Sorbonne, 1992, Paris). 
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disillusioned with the Soviet architectural project, writing in the preface to the new edition of 

his 1967 book: [I want to]“rectify some of the conclusions I formulated in 1967 and which, 

in the light of the last few years, now seem over-optimistic to me, even contestable.”281 

A French Architect Discovers the Soviet Union 
 

The decade from the mid-1950s to the mid-1960s was a rather unique period of mutual 

acceptance and vivid interest between Soviet and Western architects, and a period of  active 

two-way exchange. It is not surprising that it was precisely during this period that Anatole 

Kopp visited the USSR for the first time and wrote his first book on Soviet avant-garde 

architecture. 

Kopp’s family left Russia soon after the October Revolution and stayed for some time 

in Germany before settling in Paris in 1923,  when young Anatole was only eight years old. 

After studying in the Lyceum Buffon and the famous Lyceum Louis le Grand, he entered the 

Special School of Architecture (École spéciale d’architecture, ESA) where he studied until 

his departure to Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in 1938. In 1940, before 

finishing his course in architecture, Kopp went back to France to join the army. Quite soon 

after, he was imprisoned and put in the military prisoners’ camp in Drancy. He escaped the 

camp and went back to the US through Nice in December 1941. During the next two years 

he finished his master’s course in architecture at MIT, was given internships in different 

architectural offices, and even taught in Black Mountain College. In 1943, he joined the 

United States army and worked as a translator for prisoners of war thanks to his knowledge 

of four languages (Russian, German, French and English). His military career ended in 1944 

when he was injured by a mine after going back to France with American troops during the 

Normandy landings. After the war, Kopp collaborated with different architectural agencies 

before founding his own with his friend Petr Chazanov in 1957, one year after his first trip to 

the USSR. 

 

 
Fig. 31. Young Anatole Kopp.  

Source:https://blackmountaincollegeproject.org/Biographies/KOPP%20anatole%20BIO/KOP

                                                 
281 Second edition: Anatole Kopp, Ville et révolution: architecture et urbanisme soviétiques des années 

vingt (Anthropos, 1972), 15-16. 
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P%20anatole%20BIO.htm   

 

Kopp became a member of the French Communist Party when he was a student at the 

school of architecture, most probably in 1936. After the war he worked as a designer for 

different exhibitions organized by the PCF, for example, the exhibition for the 

commemoration of 80 years of the Commune of Paris in 1951. As the Brazilian historian of 

architecture Anat Falbel mentions, his engagement with communism was so intense that he 

even had trouble with the Order of Architects because of his militant outlook.282 

     Falbel points out that already in his early writings (not so numerous), Kopp was 

interested in Soviet architecture, although he also published on American urbanism and 

general issues. I presume that the trip to the USSR in 1956 was a turning point for his 

academic career. The visit was organized by the Association of Friendship France-URSS, 

one of many bilateral associations of sympathizers of the Soviet Union across the globe. The 

French association was created in 1945 with the goal of encouraging and reinforcing mutual 

understanding and cooperation between the two countries. In its founding statement, the 

Association was proclaimed as apolitical: “[the organization] places itself outside any 

political groups. It addresses all French people whatever their political convictions or 

religious beliefs”. 283 At some point, this statement was true because one of the main activities 

of the Association was the organization of tourist trips to the USSR. From 1955, 

approximately 15,000 French citizens per year used the services of the Association France-

URSS to visit the Soviet Union. 284 

The trips for architects were organized on the bilateral basis that was fundamental to 

Soviet-Western exchanges. This meant that five French architects went to the USSR and five 

of their Soviet colleagues visited France the next year, in April 1957. The same reciprocity 

was applied, for example, to Soviet-American exchanges. In reality, this arrangement gave 

room for negotiations on both sides: if the Soviets wanted to visit some strategic areas in the 

United States, for example, they had to let Americans enter some closed places in the Soviet 

Union in exchange. It worked in a similar way in France, though perhaps with less tension in 

the negotiations. Another important point was that the receiving country paid all the expenses. 

I presume that this was crucial for the Soviet side, since it did not have any currency. The trip 

of the five French architects mentioned above was thus organized on the initiative of the 

president of the Association France-URSS, General Ernest Petit, who visited the Union of 

Soviet Architects during his stay in Moscow and suggested that this kind of exchange could 

be useful.285 There were no big names amongst the five French architects who visited the 

USSR in 1956. These architects may have been members of the Communist Party but, in 

general, this was not a rule for professional exchanges. Moreover, most of them were middle 

ranking bureaucrats employed in ministries and administrative departments.  

At the time, Kopp, already in his forties, had not done much building and can be 

considered as a novice architect. In relation to his participation in the trip to the Soviet Union, 

it must be noted that he was very close to both the PCF and the Association France-URSS 

and, of practical importance, he spoke Russian and, together with a professional interpreter 

from the Soviet side, translated for the French delegation. Kopp’s desire to go to the Soviet 

Union was also for personal reasons – he was looking for his Russian kin. At the very end of 

                                                 
282 Anat Falbel, “Anatole Kopp (1915-1990): the Engaged Architect and the Concept of Modern 

Architecture” in International DOCOMOMO Conference, The Challenge of Change: Dealing with the 

Legacy of the Modern Movement (Amsterdam: IOS Press, 2008), 43-48. 
283 Archives Nationales de Pierrefitte-sur-Seine, Association France-URSS, 88 AS, Inventory, 

Introduction, 1.  
284 Archives Nationales, Association France-URSS, 88 AS, Inventory, Introduction, 2. 
285 RGALI), f. 674 (SA SSSR), op. 3, d. 1353-1, 31. 
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the trip, in Moscow, he succeeded in this search: his colleague Guy Pison wrote in the report: 

“… Kopp, who was looking for his kin during the stay in Moscow, found his blushing little 

cousin who accompanied us to the train station”.286  

Although Kopp published an article about Soviet architecture after this trip, it was short 

and mostly professional. 287 The more personal testimony of another member of the French 

group, Guy Pison, seems to be more helpful in understanding the general impression that the 

French architects had of the USSR.288 Pison’s text is quite long (47 pages) and is written as a 

literary travelogue, not a professional report. It contains detailed information on everyday life 

in the Soviet Union (borscht, communal apartments, trains), short stories about the trip, and 

descriptions of Soviet people. At the beginning of the text, Pison states that his goal in writing 

was “to open a corner of a curtain without pretending to give a full image of what the Soviet 

Union is forty years after the Revolution of 1917”. 289 It seems that this approach was quite 

typical for the era given that the Soviet Union was still an unknown land behind the Iron 

Curtain. People were interested in the simplest things about the Soviets: what do they look 

like? What do they eat? Who are they?  

During the three weeks of their journey in the Soviet Union, the French architects 

visited Moscow, Leningrad, Sochi, Erivan and Stalingrad. This itinerary was fairly typical of 

the long professional trips of foreign architects and planners in the USSR. Normally, they 

visited Moscow and Leningrad, Sochi and, from the mid-1960s, new-built resorts on the 

Black Sea (Pitsunda or Artek), Caucasus (Armenia or Georgia), and, following this, Tashkent, 

after the city was completely rebuilt following its ruin by the earthquake of 1966. However, 

the itinerary of this particular trip was very flexible – the architects were free to express their 

preferences. For example, Pison himself was interested in sovkhozes and kolkhozes; hence, 

he had an opportunity to visit them in the Moscow region. According to Pison, Kopp was 

mostly interested in “the profession, role and function of architects and how they work”. 290 

The focus on the social function of architecture and the role of an architect as an actor of 

social change was a leading feature of Kopp’s writing and his building projects, as I will show 

later on.  

Strange as it may seem, in his travelogue Pison insisted several times on the 

cosmopolitan character of Moscow and he noted how many foreigners they met in the Soviet 

Union. For instance, on Lake Ritsa, in Abkhazia, the French architects came across “four 

American students traveling in Russia in a jeep”. 291 This contradicted the clichés regarding 

the isolation of the Soviet Union and impressed Pison. Similarly, he noted some other signs 

of civilization, such as clean streets or Soviet citizens speaking foreign languages. Of course, 

the lack of cars, the long queues in half-empty shops, and the old-fashioned outfits also 

attracted his attention, but the general tone of the text was very positive.  

Returning to professional issues, the French architects noted two main points regarding 

Soviet architectural practice. First, they were impressed by the development of prefabrication 

and industrialization in house building. In his article in La construction moderne magazine 

Anatole Kopp says: “Even if the quality of final product often leaves much to be desired, it 

must be noted that, instead, the equipment and organization of these [house-building] plants 
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represent something unknown in France”. 292 By contrast, the French architects largely 

disapproved of the artistic quality of the Soviet architecture. During the trip, Pison described 

the neo-classic Stalinist architecture as “without any interest”, although he elaborated on this 

issue for the last day conference. In his speech given to Leningradian architects, he claimed 

that Stalinist architecture should be criticized for its expense, its potentially harmful aesthetic 

influence on proletarian morale, and, not surprisingly, because the neoclassic style was now 

obsolete and did not fit the social and technological conditions of the society. Pison called 

Soviet neoclassic buildings made of ferroconcrete and prefabricated details a pastiche, 

“dissected and mummified”. 293 This type of critique would, in fact, go on to become fairly 

typical of foreign architects’ assessments of Soviet architecture. At the Congress of the 

International Union of Architects held in Moscow in 1958, for example, the French delegation 

attacked the Stalinist buildings in Moscow in similar terms. 294 Ten years later, in 1967, the 

American architectural critic Ada Louise Huxtable wrote in her essay for the New York Times 

that the house-building industry in the USSR was one of the most advanced in the world but 

that Soviet architecture itself was mediocre and uninteresting. 295 Nevertheless, at least for the 

main protagonist of this text, Anatole Kopp, the Soviet architecture of the mid-1960s was 

promising, although already in the early 1970s he was disenchanted by it. 

The Soviet architectural system seen by the French delegation in 1956 was in the midst 

of change. Kopp says that although he and his colleagues were “astonished and surprised” 296 

by the Stalinist neoclassic style, “it must be noted that this formalist mistake was 

overcome”. 297 In a similar way, Pison noted some Soviet architectural projects with “a 

plasticity close to ours”298 and the fact that a group of young Soviet architects present at his 

speech in Leningrad welcomed his critique and, after his talk, approached the French 

delegation in order to share “their enthusiasm about the new architecture liberated from this 

pompous formalism”. 299 Things changed fast and only three years later, in 1959, in his report 

for UNESCO, 300 Kopp pointed out that contemporary Soviet architecture was based on the 

same principles as the Western architecture and that “both sides could profit from cultural 

exchanges”. 301 

It would seem that the 1956 trip played a decisive role in Kopp’s career. Already in 

1959, he gave a talk to UNESCO as an expert in Soviet architecture and a decade after his 

first visit to the USSR, Town and Revolution appeared, his first and, most probably, his best 

book on the history of Soviet architecture. I suppose that the particularity of the historical 

period when Kopp first came to the Soviet Union considerably affected his attitude towards 

Soviet architecture. The end of the 1950s marked a sharp transition in many spheres of Soviet 

life. Thus, Kopp understood Soviet society as very dynamic, aspiring to be modern, willing 

to learn from other countries – and doing so very fast and successfully. The charm of a 

powerful country in a phase of renewal, opening (however selectively) its borders to 

foreigners, may also be one of the explanations for the rise in interest in the USSR and its 
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history during the Thaw and the early Brezhnev era. 

French Architectural Crisis of the 1960s 
 

In my research, amongst other goals, I aim to understand how and why contemporary 

Western narratives on Soviet architecture shaped the way in which we know them now. In 

the case of Anatole Kopp, the background to his books on Soviet architecture is very clear. 

In this section, I will show how the narrative on the Soviet social architectural utopia of the 

1920s that he presented in his first book can be explained by his political views and his 

architectural practice in Algeria, but also by the crisis that struck the French architectural 

profession in the 1960s.   

 Town and Revolution was published in 1967, having been conceived and written by 

Kopp in the mid-1960s. The book was a big success. Favorably reviewed in the professional, 

left, and general press, it was translated into English in 1970 and Italian in 1972.  According 

to Anne Raymond there are also Spanish, Japanese and Greek translations, but I have not 

found them yet. As I stated in the previous section, for Soviet architecture (as well as for the 

whole of Soviet society) the late 1950s-early 1960s were a time of renewal and hope. In 

France, the situation was different. On one hand, the so-called Glorious Thirty Years were on 

the rise: the national economy had increased dramatically; the society of consumption was 

nascent; the country achieved prosperity and well-being after the devastation of the war and 

pre-war stagnation. On the other, the cultural and social contradictions that led to the May 

Revolution in 1968 had already become apparent.  

For French architecture, two processes were important in the 1960s: the social housing 

boom and the obsolete system of architectural education. Both phenomena appeared long 

before the 1960s but became critical only during this period. The housing crisis in France 

worsened during the first half of the twentieth century and became untenable after the end of 

the Second World War. The large mass housing campaign started in the mid-1950s on both 

a local and a national scale. The main goal of this was to build as much housing as possible 

at the lowest price, so, not surprisingly, artistic quality (if not the quality in general) was fairly 

unimportant. Moreover, new skills were required from architects: not only technical ones 

related to new construction technologies, prefabrication and standardization, but also more 

sophisticated knowledge in urbanism and planning. New neighborhoods, les grands 

ensembles (literally – big ensembles, large housing complexes), were often bigger than 

French architects were used to planning and, moreover, their prospective inhabitants 

belonged to social categories 302 whose needs had never taken into consideration before. Thus, 

the skills required by the postwar building practice as well as its problems and goals were 

very different from those before the war, and the body of architects and the system of 

architectural education in France were not ready to meet these requirements. 

    Surprisingly, until the late 1960s, French architectural education maintained the 

same Beaux-Arts system originating from the seventeenth century. The Higher National 

School of Fine Arts (École Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts, ENSBA) and its regional 

branches dominated the education of architects. The only institutional alternative to the 

ENSBA was the Special School of Architecture, opened in the late nineteenth century with 

the idea of creating a viable alternative to the Beaux-Arts monopoly. At the same time, the 

old-fashioned way of becoming an architect – through apprenticeship without years of study 

– was also still possible at the time. It is interesting that many of the French (or France-based 
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like Le Corbusier) architects of the interwar generation did not study at the Beaux-Arts. From 

today’s perspective, we may imagine that architecture in France was very progressive given 

that Le Corbusier is the most important name in French architecture of the twentieth century, 

but this was not the case. In reality, French architecture was technically and stylistically old-

fashioned and drawn according to nineteenth-century models. Indeed, until the mid-1960s Le 

Corbusier was a persona non grata in the Beaux-Arts – his ideas were disapproved of and 

rejected, and he was the target of nationalist mockery.     

All in all, although the Beaux-Arts was not the only way to become an architect, it was 

the easiest and the most prestigious way to do so, as well as being the fastest way of entering 

the elite of the profession. As a result of the obsolete model of training architects, and the 

lack of transparency regarding the criteria for entrance examinations and the evaluation of 

student work, the School finally exploded in the 1960s for the same reasons that led the 

University of Paris to the May Revolution: the dramatic rise in the number of students. 

However, it must be noted that although the French youth at the time was mostly leftist, not 

many students of the Beaux-Arts were politically engaged and those who were tended to align 

with Trotskyism and Maoism rather than communism. 303 In general, the communist ideology 

was important for the interwar generation of French intellectuals and was rather unpopular 

amongst the postwar generation of so-called baby-boomers. Rebel students from Nanterre, 

rue d’Ulm and the Beaux-Arts shared the same will to change the society that they found 

static and inert. For young architects, one of the old ideologies against which they were 

fighting was that of interwar modernism. In his detailed study Les Architectes et Mai 68, 

Jean-Louis Violeau points out that: “in fact, it seemed as if the epoch did not believe in 

tradition any longer, it was the ‘modernist’ tradition and its ideals in which it did not believe 

anymore”.304  

In many respects the French Beaux-Arts was similar to the Soviet architectural 

education system. This is not surprising, because the Russian artistic education was 

constructed along the lines of the French model in the eighteenth century. Both were 

centralized, focused on the “artistic” qualities of architecture, were not very transparent, and 

very hostile to any new tendencies. Below is a long citation from Violeau on the 

backwardness of the Beaux-Arts courses and French architecture in general: 

 
The silence of this bibliographical list about the foreign references is total: there is no word on 

Louis Kahn, neither on the recent works of Christian Norberg-Schulz. Panofsky is translated only the 

same year, 1967. […] Venturi is yet unknown and only particular circles, namely the atelier Collegial, 

are translating “Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture” (that, together with “Architecture of 

the City” will become the new treatise for the whole generation) for their own sake.  Kevin Lynch 

and Christopher Alexander are mentioned only in “Melpomène”, a student’s magazine, or in the two 

editions of the “Golden Book” of the Grande Masse (September 1966 and December 1967). Silence 

about Muratori, about Tafuri, - except of the precedent issue of “Melpomene” – about Argan and 

about Benevolo. “The architecture of the city” of Aldo Rossi and “The Territory of the Architect” of 

Vittorio Gregotti will not be translated before the early 1980s even if they were published the recent 

year, 1966, in Italy. 305 

 

And, moreover: 

 
..the Lechnerowicz rapport admitted the “incredible lack of editions in architecture”: “there is 

no one magazine comparable to big Anglo-Saxon, Italian or German magazines, any unified history 

of the contemporary architecture adequate to the subject does not exist now in France”… “the big 
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foreign classics stay non translated for decades and a large part of the existing documentation in 

French goes from Switzerland or Belgium. 306 

 

This description sounds very similar to the Soviet situation before the early 1960s: no 

translations, no mention of the latest foreign trends in educational programs, and no decent 

architectural magazines. Even the practice of translating literature “for themselves” is 

comparable to the Soviet context. One Leningradian architect who was in his thirties in the 

1960s told me in a personal conversation that at the time he had two friends who translated 

books and articles for him so that he would understand what was important within the 

discipline (and that he still had these translations at his atelier).307 Thus, the Soviet situation 

was not unique in its limitations. Even France at the beginning of the 1960s was 

architecturally provincial, while the trendsetters in architecture came from the United States, 

Great Britain and Italy.  

Returning to Anatole Kopp, I did not find any mention of his active participation in the 

May 1968 events, presumably because he was occupied by his work in Algeria. Nevertheless, 

already after the reform of the French architectural education, he started to teach, first, at the 

ESA (1969-1973) and, from 1973 and until his death in 1990, he was a professor at the 

University Paris-VIII Vincennes, the cradle of the May 68 movement and one of the most 

progressive French universities at the time.  

Kopp’s personal approach to architecture is very clear from his work in Algeria in the 

early 1960s. His housing projects in Alger and Oran are an example of the realization of 

political ideas in architectural practice. In 1962 Kopp and his colleague Pierre Chazanoff 

were charged with reconstructing two large shantytowns, Oued Ouchayah in Alger and Les 

Planteurs in Oran. In Oued Ouchayah, the former inhabitants of the demolished slums were 

hired as construction workers. In this way, these people, most of whom were very poor and 

unemployed, not only had the opportunity to build their future homes themselves but also had  

paid employment. However, this humanistic approach only became possible because of the 

vernacular techniques used by Kopp and Chazanoff. It was not possible to entrust highly 

industrialized construction to unskilled workers, but the idea of the two French architects was 

to build using local materials, local building techniques, and local architectural forms. In an 

article written in 1965, 308 Kopp and Chazanoff expressed their belief that architecture can and 

must participate in the creation of a better socialist society. Although in his earliest writings 

Kopp had criticized the blind belief in architecture’s capacity to change society and people 

just by the power of building form, he was now persuaded that architecture could contribute 

greatly to the building of a new social organization of human life.  

What Town, What Revolution? 
 

In Town and Revolution Kopp elaborated his socialist ideas. It was an attempt to answer 

the professional and social crisis of the French 1960s from his own communist convictions, 

lived experience from travelling in the USSR, and architectural practice. At this time, he 

seems to have believed in leftist militant architecture that could help to build a better world.  
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Fig. 32. Anatole Kopp, Town and Revolution.  

Source: https://www.catawiki.com/l/12129093-anatole-kopp-town-and-revolution-soviet-

architecture-and-city-planning-1917-1935-1970 

 

Highlighting that Soviet avant-garde architecture had been forgotten in the West and 

almost nothing had been published on the issue, Kopp made a bold statement that “[Soviet 

avant-garde architecture] deserves to be known and to find its place in the history of world 

architecture which it is one of sources and not the smallest one as we will see.”309 Thus, he 

was not writing about a little known national branch of the modern movement. Instead, he 

proposed an entire reconsideration of the genealogy of the modern movement. His point was 

that the extreme revolutionary art of the Soviet avant-garde heavily affected their European 

colleagues, especially those in France and Germany. Not only the development of art but also 

the October Revolution and the radical changes that it provoked, made architects think on a 

bigger scale and to dare that one day utopia may come true. Kopp’s favorite quotation from 

Le Corbusier – “yesterday’s utopia is today’s reality” – reveals this spirit of audacious hope. 

It should be noted that the idea of the deep influence of Soviet avant-garde architecture on 

the European modern movement became widely accepted. Already in 1980, Kenneth 

Frampton in his classic Modern Architecture: A Critical History, 310 not only included two 

chapters on Soviet architecture (the avant-garde and Stalinist era) but also pointed out the 

influence of Soviet constructivism on Alvar Aalto.  

It is important to note that early writings on the Soviet avant-garde paid great attention 

to the international contacts of Soviet architects and the presence of foreign architects and 

engineers in the USSR. In Town and Revolution, Kopp included a chapter on foreign 

architects and in the 1980s he conducted research on German and American construction 

specialists in the USSR. In the late 1960s, Italian historians from the University Institute of 

Venice worked on the foreign architects in the Soviet Union and on the influence of Soviet 

architecture on the European architectural scene. On the one hand, it is likely that sources for 

this kind of study were more accessible than Soviet ones; on the other, it is always easier to 

explore a new field through a well-researched one. 

According to Kopp, the architectural project of the 1920s had not been realized because 
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of the economic, technological and cultural backwardness of the country. Good quality 

constructivist buildings could not have been built due to the lack of materials and 

technologies, and people were not ready for the new aesthetics (the latter also explains the 

turn towards neoclassic architecture in the 1930s). However, as Kopp points out in the 

conclusion, by the 1960s the USSR had accumulated the necessary amount of knowledge, 

wealth, and education to finally build the new architecture. Kopp cited examples of the New 

Element of Settlement (NER) 311 and the House of the New Way of Life by Natan Osterman 312 

(1965-1969) as proof of this renewal and the important future of contemporary Soviet 

architecture. In his view: “these experiences prove the permanence of the idea of the way of 

life transformation in the materialization of which architects must play a crucial role.” 313 

Kopp ends his book with the statement that the only true role of architect (not only Soviet) is 

to build “a social habitat and society itself”. 314 

However, in Italy at this time the general attitude toward Soviet architecture was far 

more critical. Whereas Anatole Kopp optimistically looked for new left architecture from the 

Soviet Union, Italian architectural critics reasonably asked why the new Soviet buildings 

were so similar to the headquarters of capitalist giants in the United States and worldwide. 

For example, the most prolific Italian architectural writer specializing on the USSR, Vieri 

Quilici, wrote quite harshly in his Architettura Sovietica (1965):315 “It is symptomatic the 

Western architects who provoke the most interest in the USSR are not these who take the 

position of struggle and critic in relation to society and official culture of their countries but 

rather those who do not determine anymore development and strength.”316 

Quilici criticizes Western architecture in a similar way to Kopp: 

 
In the West we witness the draining of functionalism understood in the very direct and limited 

sense: the neocapitalist from the rationalism society instumentalised the function, without taking its 

ideological content […]. The so-called International Style is only a shadow of the architecture that, as 

the modern movement trusted in the beginning, could identify solutions for a series of social 

contradictions.317  

  

However, Quilici did not share Kopp’s belief in the radiant future of leftist architecture. 

In 1965, Quilici saw Soviet architecture as “in between a certain return to constructivism 

(justified when we think about Soviet history but anyway anachronistic), the permanence of 

the academia that could not automatically end up with Stalinism, and a mechanical and 

acritical imitation of worn-out forms of Western design,”318 with a visible inclination towards 

the latter.  

At the same time, in Architettura Sovietica he makes multiple remarks on the Soviet 

architects’ lack of visual culture.319 This idea that the Soviets were only learning modern 

architecture can also be found in Kopp’s writing and was most clearly manifested in an essay 

by the American architectural critic Ada Louis Huxtable, who wrote in her essay for the New 

York Times about “a natural cultural lag between a country that began its industrialization 
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fifty years ago and major countries that were already sophisticated industrial powers at that 

time.”320 On the one hand, it seems to be an echo of the modernization theory popular at the 

time, but on the other it was an objective depiction of Soviet architecture in the late 1950s-

1960s — a learning process launched by Khrushchev’s connections with the West.  

The oppositional views of Quilici and Kopp on the same process of rapprochement 

might be explained by not only their individual attitudes, but also through differences in the 

French and Italian architectural climates and leftist movements.  

It is clear that Kopp saw the solution to the professional crisis of French architecture in 

Soviet architecture. However, this belief did not last for long. Already in 1972, he wrote in a 

bitter preface to the second edition of Town and Revolution that he had overestimated the 

potential of Soviet architecture. Sadly, he became disillusioned with not only Soviet 

architecture but also with postwar modernism in general. In this preface he reproduced the 

discourse of a betrayed modernism:  
 

But their [interwar modernists] success was small and in millions of cubic meters built during 

this period we will only rarely recognize their mark, we will never see any systematic application of 

the solutions they proposed. Their success, however relative, came later, from the 1950s, and was only 

apparent. From the ideologies of the modern architecture of the 1920s and 1930s, only some urban 

planning receipts was borrowed, the architectural language was copied, and, stripping the 

functionalism of its real content, only exterior forms was adopted, considered as a more proper 

decoration to the contemporary reality but decoration anyway. It is this recuperation of exterior forms 

of functionalism and its global failure that let us think that the epoch ends today: the epoch that opened 

in XIX century and that found its theorists in the 1920s and 1930s.321 

 

For Kopp, the gap between the aesthetic of modernism and its social program was vast. 

Much later, in the 1980s, he would write a book called When the Modern was not a style but 

a reason,322 in which he would elaborate on several social projects of Soviet constructivists, 

Bauhaus (including Bauhaus members in exile in the United States and Palestine), Le 

Corbusier, and the American New Deal. In this work he would debate the subject of a 

“betrayed”, “spoiled”, or “lost” modernism. It should be pointed out that in the 1950s-1960s, 

the relationship between style and the social project of architecture was an issue not only for 

communist militant architects like Kopp but for many.  

      Concerning the Soviet architecture of the 1960s, Kopp points out the unfortunate 

destiny of Osterman’s House for the New Life and adds that “concerning other experiences 

of the same type that should have been done, we do not hear about them in the professional 

press and all make us think that, like the House for the New Life, these experiences are dead 

before even being born.”323 His explanation of its failure was in perfect harmony with the 

book’s general idea: new architecture needs a new society. Hence, it was put forward that the 

new architecture in the USSR had failed because no real “popular, utopian, fraternal and 

collectivist”324 socialism had been built. This disillusionment is easily understandable given 

that Kopp was writing after the Prague spring and May 1968 in France.  

From the French side, the disillusionment was here as well. The humanistic project of 

social housing in France was over by the early 1970s. In March 1973, the notorious circular 

“Guichard” appeared and by May of the same year the construction of about forty planned 

grands ensembles were cancelled. “Guichard”, together with a few preceding 

intergovernmental circulars dated from 1971, articulated the link between the built form of 
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habitat and the so-called “urban malaise” in which French suburbs had become stuck in the 

late 1960s. 325 Soon after construction, large housing complexes became spaces of this 

“malaise” – a malaise that preceded ghettoization and pauperization. Vast and monotonous, 

lacking in urban diversity, most of the grands ensembles were sad places in the middle of 

nowhere.326 Social heterogeneity,  the ideal of French social policies in so many spheres, was 

not achieved: the middle-class tenants who had first settled there left as fast as possible and 

managing companies replaced them with large, unemployed families and poor immigrants 

because no one else wanted to live there and because the state paid for them; the prosperous 

post-war years were over; and the social housing conceived for large social groups became 

ghettos for economic and cultural outcasts.  

However, this disillusionment with mass social housing was not a unique French 

phenomenon. It was shared by other European countries and, moreover, the United States, 

the most famous manifestation of which was in Saint Louis, Missouri. The low-income 

housing complex Pruitt-Igoe built in the mid-1950s became such a dangerous and 

unmanageable place that it was demolished in 1972. The prophet of postmodernism, Charles 

Jencks, wrote in 1984 that the demolition of Pruitt-Igoe was the last day of modernism.327 He 

was not the first to see proof of modernism’s failings in the social housing crisis. For Kopp, 

who was a devoted modernist and a believer in the social role of architecture, these 

accusations were a catastrophe. From the 1970s, he tried to defend modernism from attacks 

that it was exposed to proclaiming that the interwar socially oriented modernism was 

“spoiled” and falsely interpreted after the Second World War. For him, the postwar 

international style was just an imitation of true interwar modernism, which only followed the 

modernist aesthetics and not its social project.      

Anatole Kopp was not a historian and history did not interest him per se. He was an 

architect, theorist, and militant looking to the past for solutions to contemporary problems. 

He found them in the USSR of the 1920s, and he was not the only one to be charmed by the 

Soviet revolutionary avant-garde. However, more important for my study was his belief in 

the revival of the new architecture in the Soviet Union of the 1960s.  

The Cold War Network  
 

Looking through Anatole Kopp’s personal archive held in Paris, I was amazed by his 

wide network of colleagues and collaborators and the frequency of their correspondence. He 

worked in France and in the United States; had professional relations with Soviet, German, 

and British colleagues; and traveled and published widely in different languages. For my 

research, it is important that Kopp was not only a French scholar connected with the Soviet 

Union, but also an international figure connected to different centers of Soviet scholarship in 

the West. The study of Kopp’s case enables us to trace the international network of scholars 

interested in Soviet architecture in the 1960s and their ways of communicating with Soviet 

colleagues.  

Judging from Kopp’s personal archive and the archive of Soviet Union of Architects, 

Kopp had good relations with many Soviet architects and returned to the Soviet Union a few 

times after the first trip in 1956. He also was a mediator between Soviet and French architects, 

promoting Soviet architecture in France and helping Soviet colleagues in their trips.    

                                                 
325 See Isabelle Backouche, Histoire urbaine. Définition, méthodes et chantiers, vol. 2: Analyser le 

changement urbain. Les abords des monuments historiques en France (1943-1979), (Habilitation à 

diriger des recherches, Université Paris-I Panthéon-Sorbonne, 2011), 309. 
326 The classic artistic description of the (sub)urban malaise is Jean-Luc Godard’s movie “Two or Three 

Things I Know About Her”, made in 1967. 
327 Charles Jencks, The Language of Post-Modern Architecture (New York: Rizzoli), 9. 
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In the 1970s Kopp tried to defend the translated version of his French PhD thesis in the 

USSR in order to obtain the rank of a doctor in art history. He was likely inspired by the 

French theorist of cinema, Georges Sadoul, who received his PhD from the Institute of Art 

History of the Soviet Academy of Science in 1956. 328 The full text of the dissertation in 

Russian conserved in the private archive of the architect is dated 1976. It was sent to Moscow, 

and Kopp made an official request for the defense. With his Soviet friend, Oleg Shvidkovsky, 

who worked at the Institute of Art History, they even chose the jury for the defense but it 

ultimately never took place. In the absence of any archival evidence, I believe that in 1976, 

Brezhnev’s “frost” made defenses for foreigners more difficult than they had been in 1956, 

at the height of the Khrushchev’s Thaw. It is also still unclear why Kopp aspired to hold a 

Soviet PhD. Was it pure vanity or did he presume that it would be easier for him to work in 

the USSR with a Soviet degree? Additionally, considering that it was supported by 

Shvidkovsky, did the initiative come from the Soviet side? 

 Oleg Shvidkovsky from the Institute of Art History was Kopp’s main counterpart in 

the Soviet Union. Until the 1980s they had a very close relationship, exchanging letters about 

family affairs and future plans. 329 In the acknowledgments to his first book, Kopp did not 

mention Shvidkovsky, as he did in his later publications. I suggest that they met in the late 

1960s when Shvidkovsky became a correspondent of the French magazine Architecture 

d’aujourd’hui.  As the Soviet correspondent for France, Shvidkovsky was also responsible 

for organization of Soviet-French Days of Architecture and Planning in 1968 and for the 

preparation of the AA issue dedicated to the Soviet architecture (1970). As the foremost 

French specialist in Soviet architecture at the time, Kopp actively participated in all activities 

related to the subject and it was not surprising that he knew Shvidkovsky.  

Another friend was Catherine Cooke, the British historian of Soviet avant-garde 

architecture. Her interest in Soviet architecture was purely academic and was not related to 

either her family or to her political views. As an architecture student in Cambridge, she 

became interested in the urban planning theories of the Soviet avant-garde and tried to verify 

their feasibility. After graduating and a few years of architectural practice, she returned to 

Cambridge to write a PhD on Soviet town planning. Kopp reviewed her thesis, which she 

defended in 1974 in Cambridge. In one of his texts, Kopp noted that they met in 1968, so this 

would have been when she started her PhD. 330 It is also possible that Kopp introduced Cooke 

to Shvidkovsky because in the late 1980s they knew each other. In one of her letters to Kopp 

dated 1988, Cooke asked Kopp to ask Mitya, the son of Oleg Shvidkovsky, whether he needed 

any literature that she could bring or send him from Great Britain.331 This kind of relationship 

amongst foreign researchers working on Soviet topics and Soviet researchers are not 

surprising.  

Based on the archives of the Union of Soviet Architects, there were two main ways to 

obtain information about Soviet architecture. The first, formal method was to request it 

through the Soviet embassies or to send a letter to the Union of Soviet Architects. These 

requests were normally answered but with no guarantee of receiving the requested 

information. The second way to gain information on Soviet architecture for a foreign 

specialist was to write directly to an acquaintance from the Union or a Soviet architect. These 

                                                 
328 Actually, during his first trip to the USSR, Kopp met Sadoul in Sochi the very year when the latter 

received his Soviet degree. 
329 In one of interviews a younger friend of Kopp, Jean-Louis Cohen, says that Oleg Shvidkovsky was 

Kopp’s cousin. http://archvestnik.ru/ru/magazine/av-1-100-2008/avangard-kotoryi-poteryali-i-nashli-

beseda-s-zhanom-lui-koenom  
330  CAA du XX siècle, IFA 225//1, ‘Thèse sur Archi année vingt, non soutenu à Moscou pour diverses 

raisons soviétiques’, 1976, 2. 
331 CAA du XX siècle, IFA 225, Kopp 225 3, 1988. 

http://archvestnik.ru/ru/magazine/av-1-100-2008/avangard-kotoryi-poteryali-i-nashli-beseda-s-zhanom-lui-koenom
http://archvestnik.ru/ru/magazine/av-1-100-2008/avangard-kotoryi-poteryali-i-nashli-beseda-s-zhanom-lui-koenom


 102 

connections may have been very superficial, for example, a brief meeting during an 

international event (often this would be one of Congresses of the International Union of 

Architects that the Soviets regularly attended) or a friend of a friend based in the USSR. There 

are also even more striking cases. For example, in 1964 the editor of the Swiss magazine, 

Architecture Formes + Fonctions, asked the young Soviet architect A. Karvovskyi to become 

their correspondent in the USSR, which he did with the consent of the Union of Soviet 

Architects. 332 Karvovskyi was a former student, who had graduated from the Moscow 

Architectural Institute in 1963. There was nothing remarkable about him except for the fact 

that he worked as a translator during the Congress of the International Union of Architects in 

1958 in Moscow. During this event he must have made some foreign friends who 

recommended him to the Swiss magazine’s editor.  

The more informal form of connection was more efficient although did not always 

work, as evidenced by Kopp’s failure to obtain a Soviet PhD in art history. However, in the 

situation of a permanent lack of information, this informal mode might have been the only 

one that truly worked. Foreign and Soviet colleagues exchanged articles and books, requested 

what they needed, and asked for help. For instance, in the 1980s, the constructivist architect 

Roman Khiger, whom Kopp cited many times in his writings, sent a letter with his recent 

publications and a list of his works to Kopp with a note that if the latter ever needed any of 

Khiger’s books, he should just ask and they would be sent to him. 49 It must be noted that the 

two were not acquainted but apparently Khiger had heard about Kopp from other colleagues. 

Although Kopp published an article on problems in contemporary French architecture 

in the Soviet architecture magazine and some of his articles were translated from French (but 

not published), none of his books on Soviet architecture were translated or published in the 

USSR. Since he was in touch with many Soviet architects and he translated his thesis into 

Russian, I presume that his texts were known in the USSR, but I have not found any mention 

or comments on them. Knowing that French (as well as German) was more commonly known 

in the Soviet Union amongst the older generation of architects than English, it is also very 

likely that some of the Soviet architects could read Kopp’s texts in their original version.  

After the publication of Architecture of the Stalin Era in 1978, Kopp remained a 

renowned specialist on Soviet architecture, although he was drifting towards other subjects. 

He returned to the study of the architecture and housing programs of the New Deal era in the 

United States that he had explored during his years at MIT. His last book was a fascinating 

comparative study of the social project of modernism in the USSR, Germany, France, the 

United States, and Palestine. 333 Another topic, to which he turned in his later years, was the 

work of foreign specialists in the USSR in the 1920s. For his transnational research, Kopp 

received two grants from the Kennan Institute and the Graham Foundation for Fine Arts. It 

seems that in his late works he united his broad knowledge and varied interests, and, above 

all, his admiration for modernism and his belief in the social role of architecture. 

Taking into consideration the lack of personal correspondence in Kopp’s archive in 

Paris, 334 it is hard to establish the real size of his professional and/or personal network. 

However, from different indirect sources it is clear that he had wide connections in the USSR 

and abroad and that these connections and his understanding of how the Cold War world 

worked enabled him to become an efficient and renowned scholar. Friends and family in the 

USSR made his stay there easier and he used his connections to help younger scholars like 

Catherine Cooke and Jean-Louis Cohen. Despite his network in the Soviet Union, he could 

not work in Soviet archives, but as many witnesses of the early periods of Soviet architecture 

were still alive, Kopp met with them to conduct interviews, some of which were published in 

                                                 
332 RGALI, F. 674 (SA SSSR), op. 5, d. 1399, 12-13. 
333 Anatole Kopp, Quand le “Moderne” n’était pas un style mais une cause. 
334 There are only few letters from the 1970s and 1980s. 
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his book on Stalinist architecture. 

Kopp did not miss any opportunity to enlarge and support his research on Soviet 

architecture. He received grants from the French government and from American 

foundations, taking advantage of the latter’s Cold War anxieties and the former’s more 

friendly and professional interest in the Soviet Union. From this perspective, the Cold War 

not only put obstacles in researcher’s way but also provided opportunities. In this sense, the 

more topical the Cold War conflict was, the more opportunities existed. In the introduction to 

his compilation of Soviet texts on architecture from the 1920s, Kopp made a sarcastic remark 

on the difference between the countries: “Many of them [American scholars] could have 

prolonged stays in the USSR although most European researchers pay for their trips as well 

as their microfilms themselves”. 335 Even now many of my colleagues would subscribe to this 

opinion.  

In contemporary historiography research on the history of American Soviet studies 

exists but, unfortunately, our knowledge of the history of Soviet studies in Europe is rather 

limited. I believe that the case of Anatole Kopp is fairly representative here. He collected 

many different social and institutional resources, and collaborated with colleagues and 

institutions in different countries and with different ideological backgrounds. I see him as a 

good example of a researcher working in a difficult field using deconcentration of efforts and 

the enlargement of networks as his main tools.   

Conclusion 
 

The case of Anatole Kopp shows how art history is linked to politics and ideology. It 

also demonstrates how our contemporary perception of the past is distorted by post-Cold War 

lenses. Today it is a common point that the Soviets learned a lot from the West (they did) but 

any statement about the reciprocity of exchange and the professional interest in Soviet 

developments from the West is still rare. I focus my research on the late 1950s-1960s, the 

peak of mutual openness and the belief in the radiant future of the USSR inside and outside 

the country. Kopp considered the Soviet Union as a sort of a laboratory, an experimental site 

for the socially oriented architecture in which he believed. To be sure, he was a communist 

and his political views affected his architectural writings. However, he had many professional 

reasons to sympathize with the Soviet post-Stalinist approach to architecture and housing, 

and to invite his colleagues to learn from the Soviet Union in these fields. The main novelty 

of Kopp’s approach (and the important service he gave to Soviet architecture) consists of his 

incorporation of the Soviet avant-garde of the 1920s into the general historiography of the 

international modern movement. For him, Soviet architecture was not a gimmick or an 

ideology, nor was it a precious relic from the past. He considered it as a working method that 

failed for very precise economic, political and cultural reasons, but he also believed that it 

could be reconsidered and applied anew.  

Kopp’s belief in Soviet architecture equaled his belief in modernism as a social project 

of better life for all.  Although he lost all hope in the realization of the social principles of 

modernism in practice by the 1970s, he was still a devoted defender of modernism and an 

opponent of postmodernism. France and the Soviet Union, architectural theory and practice, 

welfare state efforts in housing policies, internal Soviet affairs and international politics all 

melted together in Kopp’s biography and oeuvre and render his story a fascinating testimony 

of his time.  

 

                                                 
335 Anatole Kopp, Architecture et mode de vie. Textes des années vingt en URSS (Grenoble: Presses 

universitaires de Grenoble, 1979), 24. 
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Chapter Five. Problematic Heritage of the Soviet Avant-Garde  
 

Less than thirty years separated the end of the Soviet avant-garde and its revival in the 

1960s. Architectural legends like Melnikov and Leonidov were still alive when their legacy 

was semi-officially revitalized. They had not built anything since the early 1930s, yet they 

remained as symbols of the past era of the Soviet revolutionary avant-garde. And many others 

were still there and, more importantly, exercised architectural profession, taught, built; all of 

them converted to the new Stalinist style with different levels of success. Hence, we might 

ask whether avant-garde ever really ended. The continuity between the 1920s and the 1960s 

might be found in inner, less evident for an outsider, machinery of the field. Thus, Vadim 

Bass in his recent article336 shows how the legacy of VKhUTEMAS kept being a part of 

Soviet architectural education and theory without interruptions from the mid-1920s through 

the Stalin era until the present day. Moreover, going from the ground level of professional 

inner live to the metastructure, in his Gesamtkunstwerk Stalin, Boris Groys337 argued that 

Stalinist culture was, in fact, the acme of Soviet avant-garde.  

My research focuses on the interactions between Soviet and Western architecture, 

                                                 
336 Bass, “The Discourse of Form as the Last Refuge of the Soviet Architect.” 
337 Boris Groys, Gesamtkunstwerk Stalin, (Moscow: Khudozhestvennii Zurnal, 2003).  
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consequently, in this part I will show why and how the Soviet avant-garde became an 

important part of the Western and global history of twentieth-century modernism and how 

this foreign image differed from what the Soviets themselves wrote or were allowed to write 

about their own architectural history. Thus, I do not study the avant-garde per se but rather 

its contemporary usage and interpretation in the 1960s. The actual history of the 1920s and 

the establishment of “right” or “wrong” interpretations are outside of my scope of research. 

Moreover, I am trying to expand my vision to a larger picture of Soviet architecture’s relations 

with history. From my point of view, the avant-garde returned clashed with the early Soviet 

postmodernism manifested in disintegration of grand narratives and historical inheritance.  

In this section, I focus primarily on texts, both published and unpublished. I do not 

underestimate the importance of the unofficial oral transmission of knowledge and 

professional culture in the Soviet case. Precisely this unofficial heritage made the return of 

the avant-garde in the 1960s easier and quicker. Likewise, I am aware of the general 

asymmetry in Soviet and Western forms of transmission, presentation, and discussion of 

knowledge. The omnipresent (at least in the mind of the writer) Soviet censorship and the art 

of reading between the lines must not be forgotten. In this way, Soviet writing reveals more 

about the society it is produced in and its restrictions than about the personality of the writer. 

Following Derrida and his famous “there is nothing outside the text” (il n'y a pas de hors-

texte),338 I would say that in the Soviet case a text is a knot of multiple conventions, 

restrictions, rules, fears, contingencies, and slips. All of them reveal themselves in the text 

and give the opportunity to widen the perspective from the narrow field of the text to the large 

picture of society. It is equally true for any society and type of writing, but is especially 

problematic in the case of the USSR when the unsaid is the same important as the spoken.  

Here I touch upon the question of Soviet subjectivity, the Pandora’s box of trust and 

suspicion opened by Stephen Kotkin in his Magnetic Mountain.339 Should we trust the written 

and the spoken word? Or should we consider Soviet citizens as “speaking Bolshevik” i.e. 

hiding their true thoughts and wills and mimicking the language and ideology of power? 

When Kotkin opts for the double game, his main opponents, the historians Jochen Hellbeck 

and Igal Halfin,340 accuse him of a dehistorization of Soviet subjectivity and imposing 

neoliberal values on Soviet citizens living under Stalinism. Studying ego-documents of the 

early post-revolutionary period, both scholars insist on the existence of a specific mindset 

and a different way of thinking and feeling that differs from ours. They consequently see 

Soviet ego-documents as sincere and revealing of Soviet mentality.  

The approach adopted in my research is located between these two different readings. 

First of all, my historical subjects are post-Stalin or even post-cult of personality criticism, 

thus, they are closer to us not only temporarily (the 1960s seem to be easier to grasp than the 

1920s) but also in their knowledge about their past and the political narrative interpreting this 

knowledge. However, this post-Stalinist situation of relative liberalization and the call for the 

purification of socialism gave many Soviet citizens, architectural specialists included, new 

hopes and belief in the ideal of revolution. Thus, they are at the same time critical and full of 

hope. So, I interpret my architectural specialists as somewhere in between: trying to find a 

way to make sense of architecture within the strict Soviet system.  

Western texts on the Soviet avant-garde followed their own frames and restrictions: 

started as political and heading toward neutral (“objective”) art history after 1968, they reveal 

                                                 
338 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology (Baltimore & London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997 
339 Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization (University of California Press, 

Angeles, and London,1995). Berkeley, Los  
340 Igal Halfin, Jochen Hellbeck, “Rethinking the Stalinist Subject: Stephen Kotkin’s “Magnetic 

Mountain” and the State of Soviet Historical Studies,” Jahrbucher fur Geschichte Osteuropas, n. 44 

(1996): 456-463. 



 106 

the depoliticization of late modernist and post-modernist architecture and the general crisis 

of the left in Europe. Moreover, Western writers used the Soviet avant-garde to build a more 

solid narrative of their own history, in which the history of modernism was illuminated by 

revolution and utopian thought. Soviet avant-garde architecture emerged and was perceived 

as the only pure and intact example of transcendental architecture made for social good, 

beauty, and technological advances.  

I juxtapose the stories of the Soviet avant-garde written on the both sides of the Iron 

Curtain in order to show the different genealogies presented and the different ways of 

narrating the history of architecture. However, there is a striking similarity between them: in 

the USSR and abroad, the history of architecture was used to make political claims and to 

support a certain ideology beyond architecture. I also claim that the close analysis of Soviet 

architectural writing on the avant-garde period shows the difficulty that Soviet society had 

with writing its own history and the postmodern moment of having no history and no future.  

 

Excavations: The Return of Soviet Constructivism  
 

Khrushchev’s Thaw brought not only liberalization and new opportunities but also the 

reappraisal of the revolutionary period and Leninist spirit. The idea was to forget the crimes 

of the Stalinist period and to purify socialism in the original spirit of the Revolution. The 

rehabilitation of the avant-garde in the USSR was an unsteady process which unfolded 

differently across society. In the realm of architecture, the rehabilitation of constructivism 

played first of all an ideological role and was supposed to justify the new turn towards 

modernism. The problem of the genealogy of Khrushchev’s modernist architecture and its 

distinction from the West that appears in professional narratives of the era reveals the political 

difficulties of late Soviet architecture. How was it possibly to be contemporary but stay 

Soviet? How could architecture remain Soviet yet become internationally acceptable? How 

could the history of Soviet architecture be written within the boundaries of socialist realism 

but after the demise of the Stalinist autarky?  

The post-Stalinist turn toward a new architecture arose from a double impetus: to save 

money and to modernize architecture. The first move towards architectural modernity 

consisted of looking to the West, understanding its contemporary style, and attempting to 

copy, reinterpret, remake, and adjust it to Soviet society. There was not any mention of the 

return to the architecture of the 1920s in the earliest debates about change. However, 

constructivism appeared in professional architectural discourse as early as 1960-62 as a 

solution to the problem of distinction between Soviet and Western architecture. The 

American scholar Stephen Bittner in his The Many Lives of the Khrushchev’s Thaw 

documents this process in the archives of the Moscow Union of Soviet Architects. He traces 

the first documented links between the new Soviet architecture and the legacy of the 1920s 

to 1962. He summarizes the different factors and underlines that “the process of re-imagining 

the past was informed by a host of different phenomena which intersected at MOSA during 

the early 1960s: the quality control problems which plagued tipovoe proektirovanie341 and 

the subsequent switch to tipizatsiia342; the heightened Cold War tensions and the related 

attempt to distinguish Soviet architecture from its Western counterparts; and most 

importantly, the adoption of Khrushchev’s new Party Program and its radically utopian ‘new 

life’ agenda.”343 

                                                 
341 Standard design.  
342 Standardisation.  
343 Stephen Bittner, “Remembering the Avant-Garde: Moscow Architects and the “Rehabilitation” of 

Constructivism, 1961-1964,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History, Volume 2, 
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The idea of the inheritance between the 1920s and the 1960s not only provided a 

suitable answer to the tricky question of why Soviet architecture copied Western modernism, 

but also made it possible to assert the independence and superiority of Soviet architecture 

over Western architecture since the Revolution. Inside the Moscow Union of Soviet 

Architects (MOSA), the decisive dispute over constructivism occurred in 1964 when a paper 

“On Some of the Problems of Constructivism” by the young Khan-Magomedov was 

discussed. Stephen Bittner analyses this two-day long discussion in detail, showing that 

constructivism was finally openly accepted by the professional community, though not 

without some resistance. The architect Gradov – the same Gradov who sent a letter to the 

Central Party Committee denunciating Stalinist architecture – even said of constructivism 

that “it was rehabilitated ten years ago at the All-Union Convention” (572). At the higher 

levels of architectural bureaucracy and even at Party level, there never were any responses to 

these debates. Constructivism was tacitly condoned and the Soviet scholarship on the 

architectural 1920s grew steadily.  

Bittner traces the “coming out” of constructivism within the Moscow Union of 

Architects in an illuminating way. However, he does not take into consideration the fact that 

as early as 1963 the Soviet architectural historian Vigdaria Khazanova (1924-2004) published 

a compilation of texts and documents on the architectural avant-garde modestly called From 

the history of Soviet architecture: Documents and materials, 1917-1925.344 This book was 

published by the Institute of Art history of the Soviet Academy of Science, which was one of 

the highest and the most conservative bastions of the Soviet cultural hierarchy. Two years 

later, in 1965, Khazanova defended her PhD thesis on 1920s architecture with a similar title 

— “From the history of Soviet architecture of the first post-revolutionary years: Civil 

architecture of RSFSR, 1917-1925” at the same Institute of Art History in Moscow. Taking 

into consideration Khazanova’s activity, I would trace the rehabilitation of constructivism to 

the very beginning of the 1960s at least (since the publishing process together with the 

collecting and editing definitely took a couple of years). Moreover, the very fact that she was 

able to defend her thesis on the Soviet architectural avant-garde indicates the political 

legitimacy of the topic. 

Khazanova herself345 traces the first signs of the constructivist turn in architectural 

discourse to 1958, when the volume Construction in the USSR, 1917-1975 was published.346 

In her opinion, it was the first book giving some justice to the 1920s. She also indicates other 

publications which recover the early years of Soviet architecture: the XI volume of the 

History of Russian Art (1957); History of Soviet Architecture (1962); the II volume of World 

History of Architecture (1963).347 However, she claims that “the very character of these 

publications and the lack of a number of important materials did not allow the authors to 

show the Soviet architecture of 1917-1925 with a due completeness. In some extent the still 

existing undervaluation of this period for the following development of the Soviet 

                                                 
Number3, Summer 2001 (New Series): 575. 
344 Vigdaria Khazanova, Iz istorii sovetskoi arkhitekturi. Dokumenti i materiali. 1917-1925 (From the 
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345 Vigdaria Khazanova, “Zakluchenie” (“Conclusion”), Sovetskaia arkhitektura pervoi piatiletki. 

Problemi goroda budutshego (Soviet architecture of the first five-year plan. The problem of future cities), 

(Moscow, 1980).   
346 Stroitel’stvo v SSSR. 1917-19175 (Construction in the USSR, 1917-1975), (Moscow: Gosstroiizdat, 
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347 Vigdaria Khazanova, “Iz istorii sovetskoi arkhitekturi pervikh poslerevolutsionnikh let. 
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architecture played its role.”348 

The authors of the voluminous Construction in the USSR 1917-1957 do not analyze in 

detail the early period of Soviet architecture. They mostly focus on building sizes, concrete 

techniques, and building plans. The well-known Georgiy Gradov commented on the 

drawbacks of the constructivism: “One of the core mistakes of the first period consisted in 

nihilistic denial of the world and national architectural heritage. It related not only to artistic 

qualities but also practical experience of functional organization of buildings was declared 

useless, progressive constructive traditions were denied. This was one of the reasons why the 

artistic direction of architecture changed.”349 This quote is remarkable because Gradov 

implicitly links Stalinist and Khrushchev’s turns in architecture: the first was about world 

cultural heritage (classical architecture), the second linked Soviet architecture with 

contemporary Western architectural practices – progressive and functional.   

Even though Khazanova herself sees the beginning of the constructivist rehabilitation 

to the year 1958, this reassessment does not prove Bittner’s account wrong. Khazanova was 

an art historian, not an architect. It is highly possible that a time gap existed between the 

rehabilitation of constructivism in art history and in architecture, most probably because the 

architects (and Bittner shows it perfectly) had to link constructivism with current architectural 

trends. Art historians did not face this task. Moreover, Khazanova’s first publication was a 

compilation of documents, not an analytical piece of writing, so it was easier to defend as 

historical material.  

Together with Khan-Magomedov (whose paper provoked many debates in 1962), 

Khazanova became the main specialist on Soviet 1920s architecture. However, the next 

Soviet book on this subject – Khazanova’s volume based on her dissertation –  appeared only 

seven years later, in 1970. A number of articles were published during the 1960s and 

Khazanova herself points out that even by the 1980s the bibliography on the Soviet avant-

garde consisted mostly of magazine publications and edited volumes, including publications 

in non-architectural magazines like Decorative Art and Technical Aesthetics.  

There is an opinion that the return to constructivism happened as a logical rollback after 

the Stalin’s death. It was as though twenty years of neoclassicism suddenly disappeared as 

both young and old fixated on the architecture of the 1920s. The main supporting point of 

this vision of the 1960s is the living memory of constructivism among the generation of 

Stalinist architects. Even though I strongly disagree with this perspective, the point makes 

sense – the new generation came to the Soviet architecture at the time of modernism return, 

not before it, thus they did not make the change, they were made by it. However, in one of 

Khazanova’s book, published in 1980, I found a bitter comment on the state of constructivist 

memory:  

 
Generations of architects and art historians, building engineers, grew up without knowing 

anything about a brilliant takeoff of the architectural thinking in the USSR in the first post-

revolutionary years and in the years of the First Five-years plan […] Only the names of the most 

prominent masters of Soviet architecture were known – A. Tshusev, I. Zholtovskii, V. Tshuko, I. 

Fomin, A. Tamanian, Vesnin brothers. But even in the professional milieu not everyone knew that the 

yet unknown masters are still living next to them, masters like V. Tatlin, I. Leonidov, K. Melnikov.350 

 

Remarkably, Khazanova links the return of the architectural avant-garde not only with 
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emerging mass housing and problems of standardization, but also with the rising importance 

of architectural prospective planning and futurism. The connections she sees here are not 

causal: the need for forecast raised interest in the 1920, or, vice versa, the 1920s’ 

reconsideration boosted forecasts. These two phenomena are parallel and reinforce each 

other: “…the new stage of forecast making started after many years of oblivion. It [forecast] 

becomes a profession mastered by only a few.”351 The popularity of prospective planning in 

the 1960s that I will touch upon later in this chapter is one of the most distinctive traits of 

post-Stalinist architecture. On the one hand, it indeed explains by standardization and mass 

housing construction of millions of buildings per year that required strict quantification and 

planning. On the other hand, another kind of prospective design was widespread in the 1960s 

– futuristic planning, a kind of architectural daydreaming about the future of Soviet cities. 

Many of these designs, such as the NER group project, were quite compelling and visually 

striking. 

 

 

 
Fig. 33. NER group. A circular settlement.  

Source: http://tehne.com/event/koncepty/e-gutnov-i-g-lezhava-nekotorye-predposylki-

formirovaniya-perspektivnoy-sistemy-rasseleniya-1973 

 

It is important to underline the difference between the rehabilitation of the avant-garde 

in architecture and the situation in other visual arts, painting first of all. Russian avant-garde 

painting of the 1920s is now famous and praised worldwide. However, this legacy became 

officially accepted in the USSR only in the late 1970s-early 1980s. The architectural avant-

garde of the 1920s, by contrast, was reintroduced into the official cultural discourse already 

by the mid-1960s. On the grounds of this observation, Stephen Bittner questions the largely 

accepted periodization of the Thaw and calls for a reconsideration of its application in 

different cultural spheres. 

The belatedness of the avant-garde’s rehabilitation in painting is related to the state ban 

on abstract painting that was forgotten during the Thaw but reinstalled and strengthened after 

the famous MOSKh exhibition in 1962.352 The new generation of painters, especially those 

going underground, had their chance to get acquainted with art of the 1920s through unofficial 

channels, mostly friendship with old painters and their families, collectors (like Georgii 

Kostaki who started his collection in the late 1950s), and museum conservators. In this case, 
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I agree with the importance of living memory, first of all due to specifics of the art field. 

Unlike architecture, painting is a solitary performance and, unlike architecture, it can be 

exercised in secret. Soviet scholarship on the avant-garde developed slowly but by the end of 

the 1970s a circle of scholars, and even a school of Soviet avant-garde studies, had been 

formed (including scholars like Dmitriy Sarabianov, Evgenii Kovtun, Gleb Pospelov, Larisa 

Zhadova).  

The interest from the West increased in the mid-1960s with the first book by Camilla 

Gray-Prokofieva and a string of exhibitions opened in the late 1960s-early 1970s across the 

Western world. After the famous Paris-Moscou exhibition in the Centre Pompidou in 1979, 

it became evident that even the Soviet officials finally recognized avant-garde paintings as a 

part of the country’s heritage and a convertible cultural currency. 

It must be also mentioned that post-Thaw art photography was heavily impacted by 

Rodchenko and avant-garde aesthetics in general. The British scholar Susan Reid notes that 

in the 1960s “some photographers also began to revive the formal adventurousness of the late 

1920s, exploring the expressive potential of acute, surprising camera angles, cropping, 

dynamic rhythms, and dramatic and sometimes defamiliarizing use of light and shade.”353 

She also points out that in 1961 the first post-war Rodchenko exhibition opened and his 

legacy became a legitimate part of Soviet photographic heritage. Thus, photography, like 

architecture, could rediscover the 1920s legacy relatively easily. 

During and after the Thaw, different art fields experienced the avant-garde revival in 

different forms and at different paces. Some, like photography, were openly inspired by the 

1920s; others, like painting, craved for this inspiration but hid it; yet others, like literature, 

did not look back to the 1920s to any great extent. In architecture, the avant-garde was not 

only rehabilitated by the mid-1960s, but it also became an argument in defense of the Soviet 

roots of the new post-Stalin architecture. In this way it reserved its place in official discourse. 

Paradoxically, the abstract painting of the 1920s was still disapproved, but constructivist 

architecture was already a part of the Soviet heritage. Stephen Bittner notes that “styles 

typical of the Stalin period disappeared almost completely from architects’ working repertoire 

in the years after 1953”354 and that “at the same time that modernism was under attack in the 

graphic arts… Moscow architects spoke openly about the ‘rehabilitation’ of Constructivism, 

and looked enthusiastically at the experiments of the 1920s and early 1930s in search of 

inspiration.”355  

Even though the position of architectural constructivism in the 1960s might not have 

been as prominent as Bittner argues, I support his conclusions regarding the reconsideration 

of the Thaw’s periodization. It seems to me that the prolonged ban of abstract painting in the 

early 1960s overshadowed the larger picture of the Soviet cultural field. Following the 

architectural developments, the Thaw understood as a period of liberalization and a splash of 

creativity lasted until the late 1960s. For this decade, the legacy of constructivism was a 

topical and usable memory that inspired the architectural imagination. This situation is in 

stark contrast to the ban on abstract painting. Similarly, the Thaw did not change much for 

academic music and composers had to wait until the early 1970s to get free access to 

contemporary music.356 Consequently, instead of making any overarching conclusions 

regarding the dynamics of the arts in this period, I argue that closer scrutiny of each individual 

cultural field is necessary.  

For my research it is crucial that Soviet constructivism becomes an argument in the 
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“sovietization” of modernist architecture in the post-Stalin discourse. From a technical point 

of view, constructivism could not influence mass housing from the 1960s onwards because it 

was not only outdated but was, in essence, paper architecture. Even though some of the legacy 

of the 1920s lasted throughout the Stalinist period, such as architectural propaedeutics,357 

principles of mass housing and standardization were taken from the West by Soviet architects. 

Per contra, as ideology and a source of inspiration, it had sway over Soviet architecture and 

art history.    

Read from this perspective, the return of constructivism to Soviet architectural 

discourse becomes a political act of Soviet nationalism and the re-appropriation of 

international movement architecture seeking to establish original Soviet primacy in this field. 

Thus, it fits into Khrushchev’s race “catch up and overtake” the West and especially the 

United States. In this dialogue with the West the legacy of constructivism becomes a self-

justification and self-interpretation of post-Stalinist Soviet modernism. The history-writing 

in architecture as well as Soviet theories of architecture is inherently political since it attempts 

to organize the Soviet past in rational and teleological way leading from the October 

Revolution to Khrushchev’s modernity. 

 

 Western Reception: From a Gimmick to a Prodigy   
 

Rem Koolhaas, one of the most prominent starchitects of today, likes to remind us that 

it was Soviet constructivism that inspired him to become an architect. In his early twenties, 

as a journalist and a screenwriter, Koolhaas was mesmerized by the drawings of Ivan 

Leonidov and decided to write a book about him. The book came out seventeen years after 

Koolhaas’ first trip to Moscow in 1965, but even nowadays the architect cannot cease praising 

Soviet avant-garde for its creative abilities.358 Koolhaas was not the only one in his generation 

to be impressed by the Soviet architecture of the 1920s. Thanks to the newly opened Soviet 

“continent” under Khrushchev, Western interest in constructivism soon grew into a small but 

legitimate field of Western art history.     
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Fig. 34. Zaha Hadid, Malevich’s Tektonik, 1977.  

Source: https://archi.ru/russia/image_large.html?id=210908  

 

In the 1960s, two somehow contradictory dispositions were widespread in Western 

architectural discourse: writing the history of the modern movement, and general 

disillusionment with modernism. These lines of thoughts are not completely opposed. The 

general approach was to look back to the origins of modernism, to trace its development up 

to the American skyscrapers of the 1960s, and to show the corruption and distortion of the 

initial impetus of this artistic and ideological movement. Postmodernism was already on the 

rise, and the feeling of modernism’s obsolescence and banality penetrated architectural texts 

of the era. However, the Soviet architectural avant-garde of the 1920s managed to shake the 

Western architectural community and, on the one hand, to change the genealogy of the 

modernist movement, and on the other, to reinforce the thesis of the humanitarian origins of 

modernist ideals corrupted through the decades.   

As the American historian Frederick Starr astutely noticed in the preface to his 

Melnikov: Solo Architect in the Mass Society (1978),359  the study of the Soviet avant-garde 

started as a gimmick – a curiosity about one more blank space on the world map of modern 

movement. However, as Starr proceeds, “With the publication of each new plan or drawing, 

with the reappearance in print of each long-forgotten polemic, it has become increasingly 

difficult to maintain, as was done formerly, that the architecture of Russia after 1917 was 

merely some mutant of the French and German school. For if it was, the child was in many 

respects more vigorous than the parent.”360 Starr compares the Soviet architectural milieu 

with isolated individual architects working in Europe and with Bauhaus, saying that “the main 

Soviet school for the teaching of modern architecture, the Higher Artistic and Technical 

Workshops (Vkhutemas) in Moscow, was bursting with hundreds of students at a time when 

the Bauhaus could boast only of its dozens.”361 In his words, the 1920s in the Soviet Union 

were the Golden Age of modernist architecture, defined by a freedom of creativity, 

camaraderie, experiments, debates, and the acknowledgement of the political and social 

importance of architecture. Starr was not the only person who located the modernist Golden 

Age in the Soviet 1920s, but rather belonged to the second wave of constructivist idealization. 

The pioneers, like those mentioned in the previous chapter, yearned for a political utopia. 

Starr, and those after him, dreamed of the Eden of creativity.  

It was the general disillusionment in European and American modernism that made 

                                                 
359 Frederick Starr, Melnikov. Solo Architect in a Mass Society, (Princeton University Press, 1978).  
360 Starr, Melnikov, 2. 
361 Starr, Melnikov, 5. 

https://archi.ru/russia/image_large.html?id=210908


 113 

Soviet constructivism so popular and influential. Somehow, this short period of architectural 

experiment became a bygone heterotopia that had place in very particular circumstances of 

the Russian revolution. It seems relevant that a strong link between Soviet and Western 

modernisms gave the latter a nice touch of a humanistic social project for the good of the 

people. In the aftermath of the Second World War it was important to forget about the dark 

side of modernism and to present it as an inherently good-natured enterprise, even though 

most of the leaders of Western modern movement never cared about “social condensers” 

(except, maybe, for the French communist Andre Lurcat).  

The most known Soviet architects from the 1920s, Melnikov, Leonidov or Ladovskyi, 

were not socially oriented as well, for that matter they were no different from many of their 

Western colleagues. Playing on Protagorus’ axiom that “man is the measure of all things”, 

Ladovskyi’s famous aphorism proceeds that “Man is the measure of all tailors, the measure 

of architecture is the architecture itself”. Even the bourgeois Le Corbusier would disagree 

with this statement which goes against his Modular system positioning the human scale in 

the center of architectural measurements.   

In 1964, the Soviet translators and editors of the French magazine Architecture 

d’aujourd’hui (analyzed in chapter three) excluded an article on Soviet constructivism written 

by the French architect George Candilis from the issue. They replaced his text with a short 

note stating that “Candilis, apparently, is simply unfamiliar with what he carelessly judges. 

The Soviet architects of that period, whom, it would seem, he extols …are simply unknown 

to him: he impersonally identifies the “Russian architects of the years 1920–1927” in a long 

list of names of architects of the 20th century.”362 Although biased, the Soviet editors’ was 

not unwarranted: until the late 1960s there was very little information on Soviet 

constructivism available in the West, most of which was taken from old architectural 

magazines.  

In the years immediately following the Second World War, Soviet constructivism was 

only briefly mentioned in the general volumes on the history of architecture. For example, 

Bruno Zevi in his seminal Storia dell’architettura moderna (1950)363 included a chapter on 

Soviet architecture in the section on the crisis of modern architecture (“La crisi del 

razionalismo architettonico in Europa”). He compressed two periods of Soviet architecture 

— constructivist and Stalinist — into one short chapter underlining the moment of the crisis 

and failure of rationalist architecture in the USSR. Other chapters in this section of the book 

were called: “Nazi delirium”, “French decadence”, and “Fascist corruption”. It is clear that 

Zevi’s main interest in Soviet architecture was its so-called totalitarian nature, which inserted 

it into the context of Nazi German and Fascist Italian historicizing eclecticism.  

According to Zevi, Soviet architecture “lost the biggest opportunity of the last half 

century”364 — in 1950 he did not yet see Soviet avant-garde architecture as an event, but only 

as an unfulfilled possibility. Moreover, the reason for the victory of neoclassicism in the 

USSR was not nationalism, as in Germany or Italy, but “the ignorance of art” that led to a 

“conformist and cowardly mentality.”365 This interpretation is quite far from anything that 

would be written about Soviet architecture from the 1960s onwards. Thus, Zevi denied the 

later popular vision of the early Soviet period as a burst of creativity cut short by the 

totalitarian turn of Stalinism. However, it must be taken into consideration that Zevi had a 

peculiar vision of the development of twentieth-century architecture and was a champion of 

organic architecture, a notion introduced by Frank Lloyd Wright. Like many others before 
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the mid-1960s (and even after), Zevi judges Soviet architecture mostly from an ideological 

point of view.  cites Lenin, makes parallels with linguistics, and his knowledge of the 1920s’ 

architecture is apparently scarce. This is not surprising, knowing that at this era foreign 

scholars mostly used old magazines (Soviet but not only), rare translations, and Western 

testimonies to write about Soviet architecture.  

However, it is already an achievement that Zevi even mentioned Soviet constructivism. 

In his influential Space, Time and Architecture first published in 1941, the architectural 

historian and critic Siegfried Gideon completely ignored Soviet architecture. The only Soviet 

persona mentioned is Malevich (Malewitsch in Gideon’s transliteration). In Gideon’s 

interpretation, Malevich was only a follower of French cubists: “Two years after the 

exhibition of cubists in the Salon des Indépendants, they appeared in Russia an abstract-art 

movement, fostered by Kasimir Malewitsch…”.366  Now it would be impossible to write the 

history of modernist art and architecture without the introduction into the Soviet 

constructivism and abstract painting. However, before the mid-1960s this was rather typical. 

The first research-based Western work on the post-war Soviet avant-garde is Camilla 

Gray’s The Great Experiment: Russian Art, 1863-1922 (1962).367 This volume presented a 

wide overview of Russian and Soviet art and architecture from the first post-revolutionary 

years. Camilla Gray-Prokofiev (1936-1971) was not an art historian. She was an aspiring 

young British ballerina who went to Moscow in 1955 to study at the Bolshoi theatre, but 

returned to Great Britain after being unsuccessful in her performing career. Interested in early 

Soviet art, she enthusiastically collected information and built network. Her research was a 

tremendous success and she became one of the first specialists in the Soviet avant-garde in 

the West.  

 

 
Fig. 35. Camilla Gray, The Russian Experiment in Art: 1863-1922, revised edition, 1986. 

Source: https://thamesandhudson.com.au/product/the-russian-experiment-in-art-1863-

1922/  

 

The British scholar Robin Millner-Gulland, a specialist in Russian art and literature, 
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points out in his article about Gray in the Encyclopedia of the Russian Avant-Garde368 that 

the initial interest of Gray started with the figures of Malevich, El Lissitsky, and Tatlin. 

According to Millner-Gulland, due to support of Alfred Barr369 and her own incredible 

enthusiasm, Gray managed to meet many of the Russian émigré artists, especially those living 

in Paris; studied collections in the United States; and made connections with Soviet scholars 

and collectors like Dmitry Sarabianov and Georgy Kostaki when she visited Moscow in 1960. 

It is, however, surprising that there is not much written about Camilla Gray. Her story is not 

only remarkable for students of Soviet culture but has the romanticism and heroism common 

to many tropes about the Cold War. Gray met Oleg Prokofiev, the first son of Sergei Prokofiev, 

in Moscow in 1960 and fell in love. She could not return to the USSR until 1969 when they 

finally married, but only three years later she prematurely died of hepatitis. On the Russian 

side there is a conspiracy theory regarding Gray’s success. Her support from Alfred Barr and 

her friendship with the Russian art broker John Stuart370 who was linked with one of the 

Cambridge Five (Anthony Blunt, an art historian and Soviet spy) raised suspicions that it was 

not only her enthusiasm that helped this twenty-six year woman with no higher education to 

collect materials for a groundbreaking book on the Soviet avant-garde.371  

The Great Experiment was a tremendous success. Even within the USSR it was 

accepted as a respectable work. In 1980, the art historian G. Yu. Sternin wrote: 

  
There is one important and very simple reason for this book’s exceptional popularity in the 

1960s among the Western specialists. For the quantity of the new material and the well published 

reproductions this volume had no competitors in the whole foreign historiography of a long period of 

Russian visual art – from the Mamontov circle to Tatlin and Lissitskii. The book was deeply 

influenced by the fact that its author worked in Soviet museums and archives and this way go 

acquainted with the material firsthand.372 

 

Sternin grasped the main problem in Western scholarship on early Soviet art: the lack 

of information about the USSR. This absence, I believe, explains the frequent usage of 

political and literary references in early Western writings on Soviet avant-garde architecture, 

such as quotations from Lenin and Trotsky, Mayakovsky poems, and paintings and stills from 

Eisenstein movies. It was an attempt to reconstruct the Soviet context in spite of significant 

knowledge gaps. A good example of a publication of this kind is the issue of the Italian 

magazine Casabella Continuità dedicated to Soviet architecture and published the same year 

as Gray’s book (a year before Vittorio de Feo’s URSS, that came out in 1963). 
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Fig. 36. Casabella Continuità. Numero dedicato all’URSS. 1962.  

Source:http://www.casadellarchitettura.eu/index.php?do=arch_riviste&idRiviste=33&

nameRiviste=CASABELLA%20-%20CONTINUITA%27 

 

Here the chief editor Ernesto Nathan Rogers writes that “even today the documents of 

Constructivist architecture whether they have historical meaning or not has profound impact 

on the art sphere: we should study how to see these projects anew.”373 In the second paragraph 

he calls Soviet constructivists prophets. Further in the issue there is a long article by Guido 

Canella on the 1920s in general, the main idea of which was “the anticipation” of both Soviet 

architecture and its history. Canella’s article is a very general introduction into early Soviet 

architecture, art, economics, and industrialization. He says that at the moment there is enough 

data to build a chronicle of Soviet architecture but not enough to write its history. Casabella 

did exactly that: they dedicated 10 pages to an arbitrarily assembled chronicle of cultural life 

in the USSR from 1897 to 1961 with quotations from Lenin, Malevich, Trotsky, Stalin, 

constructivist manifestoes, and Khrushchev. All in all, the issue gives an introduction to early 

Soviet history but does not explain why the Soviet architects were prophets as Rogers had so 

claimed. What exactly did they anticipate? The zeitgeist was to admire the USSR in many 

spheres, including architecture, but there was still so little known about it. 

I would draw a parallel between such Western publications and the Soviet likbez on 

Western architecture discussed in the first chapter. If not completely symmetrical, the 

situation was at least very similar: the Soviet specialists did not know much about the 

contemporary developments of Western architecture, nor did their Western colleagues, 

including individuals like Kopp or Italian architects, hold any substantial information about 

Soviet architecture. However, in fairness to the Western architectural specialists, the Soviet 

constructivism of the 1920s was not well known inside the USSR either, so, the likbez in this 

field was needed on the both sides of the Iron Curtain.  

The wave of publications on Soviet constructivism in different languages (French, 

Italian, English) marked the moment of introduction of the Soviet avant-garde to architectural 

specialists. The next step was its introduction to the public at large. 
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The Art in Revolution Exhibition, London, 1971 
 

“Notes on the lost avant-garde”, “The revolution that failed” —were the titles of articles 

published about the 1971 exhibition of 1920s Soviet art at the Hayward Gallery, London. 

This exhibition was one of a series of events dedicated to the Soviet avant-garde organized 

in Europe and in the Unites States. The wave rose in the late 1960s and formed the image of 

the Soviet avant-garde in the Western art discourse.  

The London exhibition Art in Revolution is especially important for a number of 

reasons. Above all, I see it as a nexus of the 1960s’ interpretation and awe of the Soviet avant-

garde. Although Art in Revolution only opened in 1971, it was conceived in the 1960s and its 

spirit still belongs to the politics of the previous decade. Some of the most active champions 

of early Soviet art and architecture were among organizers of the exhibition: Camilla Gray 

wrote the introduction to the catalogue; Anatole Kopp gave a talk in a colloquium associated 

with the event; Oleg Shvidkovskii was the organizer from the Soviet side and also contributed 

to the catalogue and the colloquium. The catalogue and the colloquium contributions tell a 

three-part story of Soviet avant-garde architecture: the tale of the lost and found treasure that 

inspired so many European architects and is still amazing up until now; the tragedy of the 

lost avant-garde (spoiled modernism); and a political fable of an invigorating revolution.  

  
Fig. 37. The catalogue of the exhibition. Photo of the author.  
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Fig. 38. Private view card for the Art in Revolution exhibition.  

Source:https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/private-view-card-for-art-in-

revolution-soviet-art-and-design-after-1917-hayward-gallery-hayward-

gallery/3QEAb20hFGpPNA 

 

The documentation for the Art in Revolution exhibition is striking to work with since 

later in the 1970s the Architectural Association School in London would become the center 

of the Soviet avant-garde’s preaching. Its star alumni Zaha Hadid and Rem Koolhaas were 

openly inspired by and widely spread the message of the greatness of early Soviet art and 

architecture. Earlier in this chapter I introduced the Zaha Hadid’s diploma work inspired by 

Kasimir Malevich’s “arkhitektons”.  

The Art in Revolution exhibition was organized by the Great Britain Arts council and 

the Soviet ministry of culture. In the catalogue it is mentioned that the idea for the exhibition 

arose long before, but the agreement with the Soviet ministry of culture was made only late 

in 1970.374 By March the following year, Art in Revolution opened. 

The exhibition was designed to present a general overview of early Soviet art. As 

Camilla Gray stated in the introduction to the catalogue, the goal of the exhibition was to 

show the diversity of 1920s Soviet art. All artistic fields were present: painting, architecture, 

cinema, theatre, posters, etc. The Great Britain Arts Council commissioned a documentary 

on the early Soviet era that was permanently projected in one of the exhibition’s rooms. At 

the time of the exhibition, there was also a festival of 1920s Soviet film. Altogether, it was a 

large and powerful introduction to early Soviet culture. 

Architecture was at the very center of the exhibition and the catalogue. A section on 

post-1930s development of Soviet art and architecture was included in the display, which, in 

Camilla Gray’s words, demonstrated “that Soviet architecture has recently developed quite 

remarkably and that this development is international in character.”375  

The first important message of Art in Revolution was the discovery of Soviet 

Constructivism by the Western audience. In the introduction to the catalogue Camilla Gray 

pointed out how little information was available and how wrong Western understandings of 

the Soviet avant-garde sometimes were. However, if for the Soviets to acquire knowledge on 

Western architecture was a move forward to something new, for the West the recognition of 

the early Soviet architecture was the act of recreation of its own art genealogy. 

In this sense, the most striking document is Kenneth Frampton’s text Notes on a Lost 

Avant-garde that was first published in 1968 and then reproduced in an edited version in the 

Art in Revolution catalogue. Frampton (born 1930) is one of the most influential historians of 

twentieth-century architecture. His Modern Architecture: A Critical History, first published 

in 1980, is still a widely read introduction to the history of contemporary architecture.376 

Soviet Constructivism, and especially the legacy of El Lissitzky, was within Frampton’s 

spheres of interest. In the late 1960s he published a few articles on Soviet architecture and on 

Soviet urbanism, and gave lectures on the subject after he moved from London to the United 

States. At the time of the exhibition he was already an established scholar at Princeton 

University.  

Notes on a Lost Avant-garde was a long tribute to early Soviet architecture with brief 

remarks on the Western modern architects who created similar works. In most of cases, 

Frampton did not indicate the existence of direct influence between practitioners, but rather 

set out the key points of similarity. Thus, he wrote: “Various elements in his work [Vesnin] 
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suggest in turn Wachsman, Le Ricolais, Buckminster Fuller, Friedman, Otto, Price and even 

Malcolmson.”377 About El Lissitzkyi’s 1925 “Wokenbugel” project: “This is an avant-garde 

project even by today’s standards where the past decade has seen proposals for similar 

structures by Kenzo Tange and Yona Friedman.”378 A remark on Tatlin’s tower: “The 

importance of Tatlin’s tower has now been generally acknowledged by architectural 

historians, yet even today few are willing to recognize the extent to which it crystallized a 

new consciousness which was to function as a continuous line of though, sometimes covert, 

in the development of European architecture between the two world wars.”379Thus, Frampton 

very elegantly inserts Soviet Constructivism into the genealogy of modernist architecture but 

avoids a conversation on mutual influence.  

Unlike Frampton, the Soviet authors who contributed to the exhibition catalogue, 

Shvidkovskii and Khan-Magomedov, openly and emphatically stated the influence of the 

early Soviet architecture on the West both in the 1920s and later. Shvidkovskii writes that the 

ideas of Ladovskii “reappeared in recent times in the work of Doxiadis and others”, on 

housing principles: “which reappear in the work of Le Corbusier and in that of various Czech 

and Polish architects.”380 Khan-Magomedov on Leonidov: “his influence was felt all over the 

world.”381  Both Soviet articles from the catalogue follow the same narrative pattern: the non-

existence of Russian architecture (Khan-Magomedov calls it “an awkward heritage” ); the 

revolutionary impulse; the groups (rationalists, constructivists); and the change of style in the 

1930s. In Shvidkovskii’s article it is remarkable that after he explains this turn by the need to 

give some understandable beauty to the people (“Abstract art meant little to the people”382, 

16), he makes a direct link between Stalinist neoclassicism and the Second World War saying: 

“The thirties and forties saw a popularization of culture and the expression of a patriotism 

from which the world benefited in the fight against fascism.”383 In my experience, this is the 

only example of a pro-neoclassical argument in Soviet architectural texts of this period. 

The narrative of the lost avant-garde reached its apogee in Anatole Kopp’s intervention 

during the colloquium at the Royal Institute of British Architects held on 9 March of the same 

year.. I quote from the summary of his intervention published in RIBA Journal: 

 
If the constructivists had been helped instead of being stopped, if the ‘representatives sitting in 

the front rows’ had thought less of themselves and more about those they were supposed to represent, 

if the cultural revolution had not been stopped in the 1930s but had been broadened, then perhaps the 

experiences of the 1920s would not have been completely lost for years. Perhaps the social 

experiments, the early communes, the idea of the reconstruction of the way of life, would have given 

their specific color to a future of which today’s reality in Russia reminds us little. And perhaps the 

foundations of a new society in a new environment would then have been laid in some experimental 

areas at least, with the help of those architects and planners (e.g. The Vesnin brothers, Ginzburg, 

Melnikov, Leonidov) who believed in the new world to come and sacrificed for it their careers, their 

energy, and sometimes their lives.384  
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It is hard to underestimate the dramatic quality of this piece. Kopp goes further than 

any of the Western or Soviet scholars in asking what kind of future we could have had. It is 

a French communist asking what could have happened if Stalin did not come to power in the 

Soviet Union.  

The rest of the colloquium’s participants shared Frampton’s mindset without going into 

too much abstraction. The discourse on the lost modernism that was already common in 

conversations about European modern movement was reinforced in the Soviet case by the 

idea of the failed revolution — not only architectural, but also political, social, socialist 

revolution. It is worth mentioning that the Art in Revolution exhibition and colloquium were 

post-1968 events of the double bitter aftertaste: failed Western youth’s rebellions and the 

Prague spring massacre. One person who addressed this political issue in a very 

straightforward manner was Charles Jencks.  

Charles Jencks, an American architectural theorist of postmodernism, was invited to 

the colloquium to replace Kenneth Frampton who could not come from the States. In 1971 

Jencks was a lecturer at the AA’s department of arts and history, and he had received his PhD 

only a year earlier from University College London, where he studied under Reyner Banham. 

Jencks’ talk was entitled “Libertarian and authoritarian views of revolution” and it, according 

to the introductory note in the RIBA Journal, “brought a little confusion into the 

proceedings”.385 For Jencks, constructivism was a pretext through which to express his 

political position. He started with a statement that “constructivism developed out of a 

libertarian strain rather than an authoritarian one”.386 Later, he talked about libertarian and 

authoritarian sides in Marxist and Bolshevik politics, stressing that the “authoritarian” Marx 

and Lenin inclined towards realism in art. Jencks ends his intervention with the May 1968 

revolution and says:  

 
This is the libertarian tradition of revolution, stemming from Rousseau, Immanuel Kant, the 

linguists von Humboldt and Noam Chomsky, and the libertarian Marxist Rosa Luxemburg. Whether 

it can be successful in the long run and bring off a pluralistic social revolution remains an open 

question, but we have seen how the authoritarian tradition works: it doesn’t.387  

 

This is not a statement on constructivist architecture but rather a political attack on the 

Soviet Union. Surprisingly, here Jencks is close to Kopp in his belief that some kind of 

revolution is still possible.  

The final debate of the colloquium (whether inspired by Jencks or not) turned to the 

question of the end of constructivism and Soviet revolutionary politics in general. One of the 

interventions seems especially illustrative of the crisis of the European left. Malcolm 

MacEven, a Scottish conservationist, communist, and the editor of the RIBA Journal, being 

in his early sixties, made a strikingly personal statement:  

 
...[he] felt that no one had really conveyed the sense of vitality of the Russian revolution, which 

was very real when he became interested in politics in the 1930s. People could not understand why 

he and others had joined the communist party. […] He spoke of the advance that had been made in 

Russia in the short period after the revolution, in literacy, female emancipation, and public health. 

Even so, he thought communism had taken the wrong direction […] Though he agreed with 

Shvidkovskii that constructivism did not meet the aesthetic needs of the ordinary people, he doubted 
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whether the simple workers wanted Corinthian columns.388  

 

 

The documentary made for the exhibition by the British director Lutz Becker was not 

very political.389 I would describe its plot as a backward country experiences a revolutionary 

splash of creativity that cannot be supported because of the needs of industrialization. The 

director, Lutz Becker, specialized in political and art documentaries:390 he had already made 

two films on the Soviet Union: The First Years of the Soviet Union (1971) and Malevich 

Suprematism (1971). Art in Revolution was commissioned and sponsored by the Arts Council 

of Great Britain, one of the organizers of the exhibition itself. The movie, about 18 minutes 

long, comprises Soviet chronicles and newsreels cut together with added commentary. It 

starts with the devastation of the First World War and the events of 1917, and goes through 

the civil war to the late 1920s showing peasants, Bolsheviks, propaganda trains, ROSTA 

windows, etc.  

The first third of the movie is dedicated to history, while the rest focuses on the 

development of arts in the early Soviet period. The overview is large and architecture is not 

the central subject. Theater, poetry, architecture, cinema; Meуerhold, Mayakovsky, Tatlin, El 

Lissitzky, Rodchenko all feature. The architects Melnikov and Leonidov were emphatically 

mentioned, and Melnikov’s house in Moscow built in 1927 was called “a life-size extension 

of the experiments in light and space conducted in VKhUTEMAS laboratories” (15:10). The 

film ends with a large panorama of the industrial landscape with factory chimneys and the 

narrator saying: “The inauguration of Stalin’s first five-year plan in 1928 signaled the end of 

experiment in the arts. Productivity became the key word. Development of natural resources 

assumed first priority” (16:26). The stills of DneproGES, whitewater, working machines, 

metal workers, heroic music getting faster and faster… As an overview of the post-

revolutionary culture this documentary works absolutely fine and is interesting to watch even 

now. The idea that it was not the totalitarian politics but the economic situation that brought 

Soviet avant-garde to the end is largely neglected today, but at the time it was a part of the 

discourse. In his book on Stalinist architecture, Kopp also provides a socio-economic 

explanation.        

The close reading of the texts (including visual text) around the Art in Revolution 

exhibition indicates the topicality of and political interest in Soviet art of the 1920s that was 

still very little known in the West. It is striking that such prominent architectural scholars as 

Frampton, Jencks and Benham (who showed up to the colloquium), were involved in the 

catalogue and the events around the exhibition. Today their names are not associated with the 

study of Soviet architecture, but at that moment constructivism was such a major topic that 

they participated in its development. The discourse surrounding the exhibition is political but 

with two nuances: there is no hope for a revival of the avant-garde and the revolution that 

failed is not only the Russian Revolution, but the revolutionary idea in general. Again, I stress 

that the political and ideological interpretation of the Russian avant-garde in the West was 

seen not only in the frame of Soviet-Western relations but also in the discourse of larger, 

mostly European trends in the understanding and interpretation of modernism and the current 

political situation. 
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Paris-Moscou Exhibition, 1979 
 

The Soviet-French exhibition Paris-Moscou held in 1979 in the Centre George 

Pompidou in Paris was a symbolic event that marked the ultimate inclusion of the Soviet 

avant-garde in the history of Western art. What makes the exhibition so emblematic is not the 

acknowledgement of the Soviet avant-garde influence on French art but the fact that Paris-

Moscou was the third in a series of three exhibitions: Paris-New York (1977), Paris-Berlin 

(1978), and Paris-Moscou (1979). Thus, as one of the series and not a unique event, Paris-

Moscou was not an orientalist or novelty study, but rather presented Moscow as an equal 

among the other Western cultural centers of New York and Berlin.  

Although the date of the exhibition is beyond my basic scope of research (which stops 

at the early 1970s), this exhibition represents the height of Western interest in the Soviet 

avant-garde. In the 1960s Western interest in early Soviet art was driven by political reasons, 

curiosity, and orientalism. The Paris-Moscou exhibition, by contrast, marked the moment 

when the Soviet avant-garde became an integral and equal part of Western art history. This 

event is also important because it was a large-scale exhibition visited by thousands of visitors 

and because it was reprised in the exhibition Moscou-Paris at the Pushkin museum in 

Moscow in 1981.  

The Centre Pompidou in Paris opened in 1977. The ambitious series of three inaugural 

exhibitions was intended to make a name for the new gallery. Initially, the idea was to make 

and juxtapose two exhibitions — Paris-New York and Paris-Berlin-Moscou — to show West-

East opposition. However, this project never came to light.  

    

 
Fig. 39. Vue de l’exposition « Paris-Moscou », du 31 mai au 05 novembre 1979 au 

Centre Pompidou. Bibliothèque Kandinsky, Archives MNAM-CCI.  Photographe : Jacques 

Faujour. 
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Fig. 40. Paris-Moscou, 1979. Archives MNAM, photographie de Jacques Faujour. 

Allée centrale avec kiosque de propagande. 

 

The founding director of the Centre Pompidou museum, Pontus Hultén, had the idea of 

exhibiting Russian art of the early twentieth century after his trip to Moscow where he visited 

the store-rooms of the Pushkin museum.391  

I did not I find formal explanations in either French or Russian archives of why the 

Paris-Berlin-Moscou 1900-1930 idea was abandoned. In a recent article dedicated to the fifty 

years after the exhibition, the author quotes one of the Soviet curators saying that “in the era 

when Berlin was divided between the West and the East, it would be administratively 

impossible to realize such a project. This is why Soviet curators understanding the burden of 

the socialist bureaucracy insisted to exclude Berlin from the project. This way they 

demonstrated the true will to realize a joint project with the Pompidou Centre.”392 This 

rationale is not entirely convincing, and the same question would be asked many times by the 

French press.  

 In February 1978 the representative of the Soviet Ministry of Culture in Moscow, 

Khalturin A.G and the director of the Centre Pompidou signed an agreement on the 

organization of a joint exhibition that would show cultural ties, mutual influence, original 

developments of the art of both countries, and would objectively show the proportion of 

different art movements and equally show the developments of the arts of both countries. All 

the exhibited objects would be included in the exhibition only with the consent of both 

parties.393 According to this agreement, both parties had to exchange lists of the works they 

wanted to include into the exhibition in April 1979 and two additional organizational 
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meetings had to be organized in June and September, one in Paris, the other in Moscow. Thus, 

the long and painful process of negotiations, delays, and unfulfilled promises started.  

It seems that the Soviets did not really want to display what the French side wanted to 

see. An additional problem was the reluctance of Soviet museums to send any of their 

treasures abroad, such as important works of French impressionism and postimpressionism. 

During the preparation period, the French sent notes to Moscow pointing out systematic 

delays and drawing attention to missing exhibition objects and preparation materials. 

Concerning architecture, for example, the French side complained of the absence of such 

topics as: 

  “Romantic and utopian architecture” of 1917-1924, works of Ladovskii, 

Fridman, Krinskii, Rodchenko, Chernikhov, and others; 

 VKhUTEMAS architects and especially plans of Ladovskii and Krinskii 

workshops; 

 Urban planning, especially prospective planning of Moscow; 

 The urbanists-desurbanists discussion.394 

It is clear that the French side knew precisely what to ask for. They invited Jean Louis 

Cohen, the pupil of Anatole Kopp, as a consultant for the architectural part of the exhibition. 

They had to know what to request otherwise they would receive nothing.  

The most alarming situation was with the exhibition catalogue. As late as March 1979, 

in his conversation with a Soviet representative in Paris, Pontus Hultén underlined that the 

final approval of the catalogue was delayed multiple times due to the repeated postponed 

arrival of the Soviet Ministry of Culture’s delegation in Paris. He also pointed out at “the 

absence of a significant part of photographic material on the subject of architecture, design, 

urban planning, agitational propaganda and others, that might delay the catalogue publication 

which has to be ready on the opening day.” 395 The opening was only three months later, in 

May 1979.   

However fraught the preparation was, the Paris-Moscou exhibition opened as planned 

on 31 May 1979. The opening was marred by Soviet dissident activity: two groups, Glezer-

Shemiakin and The Committee for the Olympics-80 boycott, distributed their leaflets calling 

for the boycott of the exhibition. The Soviet representatives immediately requested action 

from the Soviet side, and the activists were forced to leave the exhibition.396 However, it was 

not the last dissident activity around Paris-Moscou and, as I will show, the political aspect 

became prevalent in public discourse around the exhibition.  

During the exhibition, a number of acclaimed Soviet specialists in art and architecture 

like Sarabianov, Shvidovskii, Irina Antonova and others gave talks and lectures to the visitors. 

In her report, Irina Antonova who was in Paris for almost a month (8-28 September 1979) 

writes that she gave a lecture on nineteenth and twentieth century French art in Soviet 

collections and had about 40 private discussions with visitors. Apparently, she worked as an 

exhibition guide. Antonova also received a copy of the exhibition report made by the 

Pompidou center, and she gave this summary:  
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“66,68% of the respondents liked the exhibition very much; 27,92% liked and 1,30% disliked 

it. 3,90% of the respondents left the exhibition puzzled. The most frequent critic was “it’s a labyrinth 

with no logical order” and that there are a way too much exhibition objects. The main interests of the 

visitors attracted painting (45%), especially Russian and Soviet, and the Agitprop art (18,2%). 83% 

of the visitors read information and 45% watched short films and audiovisual materials. The most 

often they mention filmstrips on Matisse and on Tatlin. The main impression of the exhibition is “the 

image of the era” and the Russian painting.”397  

 

These statistics tell us little about the types of painting that visitors liked, or what kind 

of new information they received. However, the difficult navigation of the exhibition and the 

interest in Agitprop are striking factors. The latter may be explained by the location of the 

Agitprop room, which was next to a reconstructed Tatlin tower.  

According to the Soviet reports, Paris-Moscou attracted 5,000-5,500 visitors per day in 

its first week. It was definitely a success and the press was generally positive about the 

exhibition. The New York Times wrote about the “second discovery of the Russian avant-

garde”.398 However, in 1979 the political discourse on the Soviet Union clearly dominated 

over the discourse on the utopian avantgarde. The French press was much more preoccupied 

with Soviet totalitarianism than with the qualities of Soviet art. The activism of the Soviet 

immigrant dissidents at the exhibition also supported this anti-Soviet feeling, even though it 

had nothing to do with the art. The art, it seems, could not be separated from its Soviet 

curators.  

 

Political discourse around Paris-Moscou 1979 
 

The Paris-Moscou exhibition triggered a number of anti-Soviet publications in the 

French press and gave the Soviet dissident community in Paris a reason to organize a series 

of events and discussions around the suppression of freedom in the arts in the Soviet Union. 

It is clear that the Soviet dissident community played a great role in the deterioration of the 

Soviet Union’s public image. By the late 1970s, more than ten years after 1968, the crisis of 

the European left was unquestioned, the thirty years of French economic growth were over, 

Margaret Thatcher had become prime minister, and the Soviet Union had lost both its trust 

and appeal. Moreover, it seems that the so-called third wave of Soviet emigration that started 

in 1970 generated a relatively large and dedicated anti-Soviet lobby in the West. It was 

especially powerful and trustworthy because it was built by former Soviet citizens who 

revealed testimonies and facts unknown to the Western public.  

First of all, the French press questioned the opportunistic nature of this exhibition. It 

required not only great effort but also political connivance from the French side. Second, the 

historical and political omissions did not pass unnoticed. The total absence of the name of 

Trotsky in the informational materials of the exhibition, the murky fate of Mandelstam, and 

other difficult histories were questioned and discussed.  

In an extensive editorial following the opening of the exhibition, Le Monde accused the 

curators of deliberately trying to entangle and embarrass the visitors with a hectic and 

unhistorical narrative: 

 
The visitor herself should restore what is hidden from her systematically: social and historical 

context in which existed the object presented to us. Because it is difficult to understand what is going 
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on for a non-initiated: the presentation is not chronological, tendencies and groups are not made 

visible, some of the artists appear and disappear due to the circumstances not mentioned to us. The 

catalogue is very thick, made together by the French and the Soviets, is more complete than the 

exhibition but suffer from the same type of omissions: all the minutia are here but the essentials are 

often forgotten.399 

 

Even though Le Monde underlined that for unknowledgeable visitor the errors of Paris-

Moscou would not be obvious, in general, it appears that the level of knowledge of its authors 

on the history and the presence of the Soviet Union was quite good. For example, in 

September 1979 the daily magazine Le Matin published an article dedicated to the story of 

Georgii Mikhailov, the Soviet collector of dissident art who was arrested and incarcerated for 

four years for illegal trade. The article asked a political question: why was Soviet art of the 

1920s on display in Paris when Soviet people went to jail for the ownership of contemporary 

art?400   

Another magazine, Liberation, was very straightforward regarding the political 

implications of the exhibition. In an article with the telling title “Lubrifiant. L’actualité 

controversée d’un interlude culturelle. Beaubourg, ‘Moscou-Paris: 1900-1930;” they accused 

the French government of attempting to gain the USSR’s favor through cultural treason in 

exchange for economic benefits. The Soviets, in turn, “fabricated a cultural rent income today 

with the works of the damned artists of the past.”401 Liberation also claimed the window 

dressing nature of the exhibition, underlining how works of the Soviet avant-gardists were 

impossible to see in the Soviet Union itself and could be viewed outside of the country in 

order to improve its international image. 

Most probably, this information came to the French press through the Soviet dissident 

circles in Paris. For the dissidents, the Paris-Moscou exhibition was an important opportunity 

to draw attention to the repression of artists throughout Soviet history. The subject of this 

conversation was not the artistic quality of the exhibited works or the ideas behind them, but 

rather the conditions of artists and the dangers of being an artist in the Soviet Union.  

The dissident groups in Paris organized a series of events around the Paris-Moscou 

exhibition, the most important of which was the colloquium “Communist Culture and Power” 

at the Sorbonne. However, their most spectacular intervention was the so-called “second 

coffin of Malevich”.  

The Communist Culture and Power Colloquium was held at the Sorbonne on 5-6 June 

1979, less than a week after the opening of the Paris-Moscou exhibition. The materials of the 

colloquium were collected and published in a special issue of Recherches,402 one of the most 

influential French intellectual magazines. The authors of the issue included both Soviet 

émigré dissidents like Natasha Duzheva, Igor Golomstock, Natalia Gorbanevskaia, Efim 

Etkind, Alexander Piatigorskу, and French intellectuals like Alain Besançon, François 

Champarnaud, Guy Scarpetta and Anatole Kopp.  

The introductory article by Natasha Duzheva and Thierry Wolton, a French communist 

journalist and essayist, brought up two important issues: why did the French allow so many 

lies and distortions in the exhibition, and why did the Europeans remain enchanted by the 

USSR even though they knew about its repressive policies? They claim the latter as the main 

point of the colloquium: 
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Worried that such propaganda event could have been realized in France, the participants of the 

colloquium also wanted to understand why, despite all the facts, communist ideology was still so 

attractive for Western minds. Finally, they wanted also witness on cultural repressions that did not 

stop with the Stalin’s busts destruction and to give honor to those who risking their freedom and 

sometimes their lives continue the tradition of cultural resistance inside the Soviet bloc.403 

 

Duzheva and Wolton put art and politics together, talking about the “fascination of the 

Soviet”. It seems that this attitude clearly shows the imbalance of this period: before, Soviet 

art had been taken out of the context and seen as pure art, but now it was so deeply embedded 

in its context that it was not possible to question its artistic value.  

The speeches of the Soviet dissidents collected in the issue mainly combine testimonies 

of their lives back in the Soviet Union with their perceptions of the exhibition. Thus, Efim 

Etkind, a Soviet philologist deported from the country in 1974, started his article with a 

following testimony: 

 
I lived almost all my life, fifty-six years, in the Soviet Union and despite all my interest in 

visual art, despite the fact that my brother, Marc Etkind, was a specialist in modern Russian art, I 

never had an occasion (neither a possibility) to see what Beaubourg presents to me today. It concerns 

both masters like Tatlin, Kandinsky, Filonov, Zadkine, Koulbine, Arkhipenko, Chternberg, and most 

of the paintings of Larionov, Malevich, Pavel Kouznetsov, Altman, Serebriakova, Goncharova.404 

 

      He also analyzed the narrative of the Paris-Moscou exhibition and tried to imagine 

what an average French citizen visiting it might understand. According to Etkind, an average 

visitor, ignorant of Soviet history and politics, would get an image of a country where a 

revolution had engendered the arts, and that the avant-garde was not banned but had evolved 

into Socialistic realism. What probably troubled Etkind the most, was that this visitor might 

have had the impression that artistic pluralism existed in the USSR.  

In his text, Igor Golomstock, a historian of art and a specialist in Soviet art, also 

deconstructed the misrepresentations of the relationship between politics and art in the 1920s. 

His general point, that he would later expand on in his work on totalitarian art in transnational 

perspective, is that form follows politics: the changes in artistic creation indicate ideological 

shifts. He would later explain it with the dyad of classicist art and totalitarian rule. In addition, 

it was upsetting and almost insulting for Golomstock that the Paris-Moscou exhibition had 

showed a non-existent evolution of avant-gardist painters into realism. The “Russian avant-

garde was not exhausted,” he wrote. “To the contrary, its development was artificially 

interrupted.”405   

Not all the colloquium participants were so passionately critical. Anatole Kopp was at 

this point disillusioned by the Soviet project. At the beginning of his talk he stated that the 

exhibition had obvious informational gaps and that the given colloquium was intended to fill 

them. Accordingly, he dedicated his text explaining the social ideas behind the Soviet avant-

garde architecture of the 1920s. Kopp also explained the absence of this information in the 

Paris-Moscou exhibition by reference to the current social situation in the USSR: 

 
It is not surprising that this aspect is absent in the Beaubourg’s display. The difference is too 

big between the social project of the 1920s and the reality of Soviet society of our times. To remind 

of this project today would be an affirmation of failure for the governors of the USSR. There was only 

                                                 
403 “Culture et pouvoir communiste. L’autre face de Paris-Moscou, ” 12. 
404 Efim Etkind, “Culture et anti culture sovietique” in “Culture et pouvoir communiste. L’autre face de 

Paris-Moscou, ” 24. 
405 Igor Golomshtok, ‘L’avant-garde, le « realisme socialiste » et le socialisme reel’ in “Culture et 

pouvoir communiste. L’autre face de Paris-Moscou, ” P45 
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one solution to avoid it: leave the exhibition to stay on the level of forms, the one of friendly stylistic 

confrontation between French and Russian avant-garde. This is what was done and this is what we 

can see in Beaubourg in the sections of architecture, urban planning, and design.406       

 

The last part of the colloquium collection was entitled “USSR and us”407 and consisted 

of texts analyzing the current political situation in France. The authors of this section were 

left-wing and for them the late 1970s were a period of harsh internal debates and ongoing 

disillusionment. The text of the cultural critic Guy Scarpetta, who specialized in Brecht at the 

time, outlines the essence of the issue.  

The issue was frustration, broken trust, and the feeling of being fooled for such a long 

time. Scarpetta, then aged thirty-four, writes about his own experience of being a young 

intellectual enchanted by the left ideas in post-1968 Paris: 

 
It is evident that the Paris-Moscou exhibition presents a falsified, manipulated, and wrong 

vision of modern art history. And Alain Besançon here perfectly disclosed this mythology reinstating 

the truth a bit. But I would say that the real problem is to know why this fake vision can captivate. 

Why are we so few to react? Why did a certain number of art critics in French press accept Paris-

Moscou without saying anything? Shortly, why do French intellectuals seem finally to be ready to 

accept all this?408       

 

He then described how from the absolute ignorance about early Soviet art in the late 

1960s, French intellectuals had received increasing numbers of translations that made great 

impressions: 

  
It was the discovery and publication by Tel Quel of the major texts of Russian formalism 

accompanying the fashion of linguistics and the come-back of semiology. It was a text of Pierre Daix 

on futurists in Les Lettres Françaises that posed the question: and what is we missed Russian 

literature? It was the publication in Cahiers du Cinéma of the great theoretical texts of Eisenstein, the 

escalation of discussions on film editing (the subject of the first issue of the Change magazine). It was 

the rediscovery of Dziga Vertov who even gave his name to the group of activist film-makers among 

whose members was Jean-Luc Godard. It was, in the fine arts milieu, the promotion of Malevich under 

the name of the “great ancestor” of American abstract painting that made from his a kind of symbolical 

father of Barnett Newman and Ad Reinhardt.    

 

Thus, according to Scarpetta all this artistic creation supported the idea so dear to the 

1968 generation, that of “les soixant-huitard” – the ideas that contemporary art is naturally 

linked to revolution and socialism. However, Scarpetta proceeds to claim that the translations 

were limited and self-censored, the movies were taken out of the context, and the mythology 

of the Soviet avant-garde was first of all based on the contemporary French situation: 

 
The mythology that laid less on the strict study of this period in all its complexity, 

contradictions, dead ends, and illusions, and more on a whole series of biases and common places that 

responded first of all to our situation of post-1968 intellectuals.  

 

Furthermore, Scarpetta makes a claim against the innocence of the avant-garde. It was 

not Stalinism that killed it, but the avant-garde itself, which contained a seed of future 

totalitarianism. This idea would be expanded by Boris Goys in his Gesamtkunstwerk Stalin. 

                                                 
406 Anatole Kopp, ‘Le Batisseur trahi’ in “Culture et pouvoir communiste. L’autre face de Paris-

Moscou,” 116. 
407 L’URSS et nous. 
408 Guy Scarpetta, ‘De la mythologie « d’avant-garde » comme chloroforme’ in “Culture et pouvoir 

communiste. L’autre face de Paris-Moscou, ” 129. 
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Well before Goys, Scarpetta analyzed the Soviet avant-garde through what he calls a triple 

totalitarian subordination: subordination of ethics to politics; of thinking to strategy; and of 

art to pedagogy.409 He finishes his text by claiming that French intellectuals were 

“chloroformed” by the myth of avant-garde.  

However original and prophetic Scarpetta’s ideas were, it is his disillusionment and 

even hostility towards the Soviet avant-garde that is most important for this study. Perhaps 

for him, like countless others, the Soviet avant-garde had become a symbol of all the broken 

promises of communism. Although an extreme view, Scarpetta’s argument was indicative of 

the spectrum of anti-Soviet feeling of the period.    

The cortège of Soviet émigrés and French intellectuals alongside the fake coffin of 

Malevich took place the day after the colloquium at the Sorbonne. Apparently, most of the 

colloquium attendees joined the performance. As the Soviet émigré painter Igor Shelkovskyi 

recalled, Natalia Duzheva, a Soviet émigré who worked for the Russkaya Misl’ magazine, 

was responsible for both the colloquium and performance organization.   

Igor Shelkovskii, one of those who made Malevich’s coffin, told the story of the 

performance as follows:          

 
Finally, it was decided to make the manifestation in front of the exhibition, in front of 

Beaubourg. They [the organizers] searched for artists from the Socialist bloc, found two Poles, a 

couple with the name Cieslar. The latter, in their turn, called me as a Russian émigré. We discussed 

what we could do. They had an idea that we could make a coffin and write on it “here lays Russian 

avant-garde.” I thought about it and said that if we make a coffin, let it be a beautiful coffin. Malevich 

had a very beautiful one. We were given some money for the materials, we bought wood, bought 

paint, found pictures of Malevich’s funerals, pictures of his coffin. 410 

 

On 7 June, a week after the Paris-Moscou opening, about fifty Soviet dissidents and 

French activists, artists, and intellectuals carried a multicolored coffin to the square in front 

of the Center Pompidou. They also had a big poster with the words: “Here lays the Russian 

avant-garde killed by Soviet socialism”.411   

 

 
                                                 
409 Scarpetta, ‘De la mythologie « d’avant-garde » comme chloroforme’ in “Culture et pouvoir 

communiste. L’autre face de Paris-Moscou, ”135. 
410 “Three coffins of Malevich: Remembering the legendary exhibition Paris-Moscou, Moskva-Parizh,” 

Svoboda, 8 November 2009. URL:  https://www.svoboda.org/a/1873567.html.  
411 Ci gît l’avant-garde russe assassinée par le socialisme soviétique. 

https://www.svoboda.org/a/1873567.html
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Fig. 41. Manifestation with Malevich’s coffin. 
Source of the pictures: https://artsetmontagnes.com/2018/03/02/le-cercueil-de-malevitch-1979/  

 

 The group walked through the square, entered the Centre Pompidou building and, 

without resistance, carried the coffin to the third floor where the exhibition was held and put 

it in front of the reconstructed Tatlin tower. According to Shelkovskii, they did not have any 

initial plan to enter the exhibition, it all happened as an improvisation. The fact that no-one 

from the museum stopped them is also telling. Most probably, the museum employees were 

well aware of the political controversies surrounding the exhibition and were not prepared to 

intervene. Thus, ironically, the contemporary art of anti-Soviet artists banned from their own 

country entered the official Soviet exhibition. 

The story of the Paris-Moscou exhibition marked the moment when the Soviet avant-

garde became an unquestionable part of the history of Western art and, at the same time, when 

Soviet officials accepted it and started to use it as tool in cultural diplomacy. At that same 

moment, as Scarpetta showed us, the left intellectuals in Paris stopped worshipping the avant-

garde and began to critique it. The story of the exhibition does not stop here. Two years later, 

the exhibition Moscou-Paris would open at the Pushkin museum in Moscow and reveal the 

Soviet avant-garde to Soviet citizens, the majority of whom had never had the opportunity to 

see such works before. This story, however, goes well beyond of the scope of the given 

research.      

 

Conclusion 
 

This chapter closes the story of the post-Stalin changes in Soviet architecture and 

presents a paradox. The Soviet avant-garde, an important part of Soviet architectural history, 

is interpreted and used politically both in the Soviet Union and abroad. However, the 

historical narrative of Soviet architecture presents itself as autonomous and, therefore, 

apolitical. But how can this be? From my point of view, there is no paradox in the autonomy 

of the historical narrative and the political interpretation of its parts. Referring, again, to 

Lyotard, I see it as a case of a grand narrative’s crisis. The historical narrative is problematic 

to build, it lacks teleology, has no goal, and no political statement. However, its parts, when 

separated, can be used instrumentally to fulfill certain ideological tasks.  

Another, more sophisticated paradox still persists in the West: modernist architecture, 

whose raison d’être used to be progress and technology, lost its legitimacy when technocratic 

digital society was established. Postmodernist architecture had the freedom of being 

contemporary without being modern. It uses any style and technology, embracing bricolage 

and irony. Soviet architects never had such an opportunity given that the very idea of 

communism was built on the premise of unstoppable progress. As I showed in the final part 

of the chapter, Soviet architectural writers tried to replace the cult of technology with the 

praise of science as a much larger category. Marxism is a science, cybernetics is a science, 

sociology is a science, building engineering is a science, architecture is a science, and so 

forth. Western difficulties with architectural technologies consisted in the replacement of 

technology as a tool and object, with an invisible digital process, micro-technologies, and 

information technologies. The Soviet Union participated in the “computer race” as well, but 

data processing machines were less “real” for Soviet citizens than for Americans due to the 

secrecy that cloaked their development. This is why information technology was replaced 

with an elusive and all-embracing science. For Soviet society, the confrontation of “physics 

and lyrics,” however theoretical it might have been, was more understandable than the 

possible impact of information technologies on their everyday life.  

https://artsetmontagnes.com/2018/03/02/le-cercueil-de-malevitch-1979/
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In the architectural field, the feeling that Pamella Lee called “chronofobia,” expressed 

itself in architectural dystopias. For Soviet architects the question “what is next?” was of the 

utmost importance since progress was unstoppable in the field of Soviet cosmology. 

However, their future could not be dystopian for ideological reasons, neither they had a brand-

new image of the radiant future. Surprisingly, the most appealing Soviet utopia was created 

by the Soviet avant-garde architects, and the 1960s generation could not create anything of 

comparable attraction and ingenuity. The next functional historical narrative of Soviet 

architecture was written in the 1980s by Vladimir Paperny and was based on the opposition 

of the avant-garde and Stalinist architecture as culture one and culture two. Paperny’s scheme 

is still very popular; however, it does not take into consideration the post-Stalin era. 

Moreover, until now, almost thirty years after the demise of the USSR, the history of Soviet 

architecture has been constructed as a binary opposition of the avant-garde and the Stalinist/ 

post-Stalin era.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION to the thesis 
 

This work has proceeded through more than twenty years of the post-Stalin era. It started 

with the decree against the excesses in architecture and showed how the likbez in foreign 

contemporary architecture was imposed on the Soviet architects from above. It followed 

through the 1960s telling the story of mutual perception, interpretation, interest, and 

disillusionment. It stops in the late 1970s with the full disenchantment with the Soviet Union 

as it was and the return to the legacy of the Russian avant-garde. On the other side of the Iron 

Curtain, in the Soviet Union itself, the interest in Western architecture persisted even though 

the stagnation period put an end to the hopes for a modernization of Soviet architecture.  

I see the impact of my thesis in current historiography as threefold: firstly, it clarifies 

and adds to the idea of circulation through the Iron Curtain; secondly, it shows the 

deterioration of the Soviet Union’s international image with the example of architecture. 

Finally, it contributes to the field of transnational studies and raises a question of translation 

as its integral part.  

I consider the Cold War studies as my primary field of research. When I started my PhD, 

I would not expect the political topicality of the Cold War and even of the East-West divide 

to become a part of geopolitical situation again. The very terms “Iron Curtain” and “Cold 

War” have come back to political debates after the Crimean crisis, the conflict between Russia 

and the European Union and the United States, and international economic sanctions. This re-
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enactment of the Cold War (or the so called “new Cold War”) metaphor demonstrate that the 

traumatic experience of the actual Cold War has not been overcome or understood or 

sufficiently conceptualized. I started my research in the early 2010th driven by my personal 

interests to the architectural history and defended my thesis in 2021 in the in the midst of the 

second wave of anti-Russian sanctions and a large diplomatic crisis in Russian international 

relations.    

The history of transfers posseses a big ideological potential, and it is often used to 

support superiory/inferiority claims. It is a well known phenomena of Soviet history when 

foreign inventions were declared Russian (whith radio invented not by Markoni but by a 

Russian researcher Popov, for example) or appropriated in other way. One of popular Soviet 

jokes mocked on this manner of Sovietisation of everything saying that the Soviet Union was 

the fatherland of elephants.412 The other way around, Russian/Soviet borrowings from the 

West is often considered as proof of the country’s backwardness. However, the spread of 

transnational approach, I hope, is leading to understanding of all-encompassing 

interconnectedness of countries and diminishing of one-sided ideological interpretation of 

transfers. The latter phenomenon is partly a leftover of the Cold War race for superiority.   

In my thesis I use the concept of imaginary West introduced by Alexei Yurchak in his 

anthropological study “Everything was forever until it was no more”. Yurchak addresses the 

question of the Soviet perception of the West and the self-determination of Soviet people in 

regard to abroad. He points out that before Perestroika, most Soviets were unable to go abroad 

and their image of the world outside the Soviet Union was constructed through the information 

and objects that were available, contradictory state propaganda and their own fantasies. The 

“West” as it was imagined by the Soviet people during the late Soviet era has never existed, 

in fact. Yurchak suggests that the permanent inner contradiction of the late Soviet state 

discourse was also applied to “abroad”. That is to say, there was nothing intrinsically wrong 

with listening to American music or reading French books in the opinion of the Soviet state, 

but all Western influences were subdivided into good and bad, and international and 

cosmopolitan. Yurchak provides us with the example of jazz, which was both good because 

of its origins in negro music and, at the same time, bad because it was appropriated and 

“spoiled” by American bourgeois mass culture. Interestingly, the lack of any clear and explicit 

criteria as to how to distinguish between the two, the good and the bad, meant that the 

decision-making process about these qualities was obscure and was not straightforward. 

However insightful I consider the concept of the imaginary West, though, it has 

significant limitations. Yurchak takes into account only the inner machinery of Soviet society, 

as if it was in fact isolated from the rest of the world, which was not actually the case. He also 

focuses on the consumption promoted by Western culture and goods with no interest in the 

encounters, intersections, and deeper influences from the two sides of the Iron Curtain. He 

states that during the late Soviet era the West became normalized in Soviet society and culture, 

and that there was no contradiction between being a devoted communist and listening to 

Western music, for example. In this part of his analysis, Yurchak describes Soviet society and 

Western culture and objects within it as if they were parallel and did not intersect, interact 

with, or influence each other.  

The issue of Soviet popular perception and attitudes towards the West is difficult to 

study - this is why this field is not well developed. There is a group of researchers working on 

Soviet tourism abroad, but they are mostly interested in the immediate reactions and behavior 

of Soviets during their trips. For my research, I find the theatrical and stagey aspects of 

behavior of Soviet tourists abroad, as noted by Anne Gorsuch,413 very illuminating and discus  

                                                 
412 СССР – родина слонов. 
413 See Anne Gorsuch, All This Is Your World: Soviet Tourism at Home and Abroad After Stalin, (Oxford 

University Press, 2011); Gorsuch, “"Выступление на международной сцене: советские туристы 
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it in the chapter dedicated to the Soviet architects’ business trips abroad as well as in the part 

dealing with the IUA congress in Moscow. The Russian-Canadian historian Alexey Golubev 

proposed a hypothesis that “the West” was a point of reference for Soviet people, “the Other”, 

in relation to which they identified themselves as “Soviet”. Although very broad and difficult 

to prove, this concept fits with the Russian tradition of self-measuring and self-defining in 

relation to Europe that is deeply rooted in the history of the country.414 In my view, the 

crossroads provided by this referential approach when it is placed together with the concept 

of the imaginary West may be fruitful to understand Weltanschauung and the ways in which 

Soviet people living in the post-Stalin era identified themselves. 

Going back to the problematics of the Iron Curtain as introduced in the recent 

historiography the central issue is its machinery. When describing the Iron Curtain as 

permeable, researchers often use the term “circulation”. However, this image might be 

misleading because it suggests the equal degree of movement in both directions. However, it 

is clear that the access to foreign information was unequal on the two sides of the Iron Curtain. 

The Soviets could get much more information about the West than their colleagues could 

receive about the Soviet Union for a number of reasons discussed in my thesis. Of course, 

inside the USSR there were also disparities. Those professionals living in Moscow and 

Leningrad, and possibly in other big cities too, could easily get hold of foreign magazines and 

books, and travel abroad, unlike their colleagues from the rest of the Union.  

This “circulation” was a complex process depending on numerous variables which 

changed over time and according to a sphere of connections. Thus, instead of the metaphor of 

“membrane” or the “curtain”, I prefer to speak of a filtering system or a process of filtering 

because the results were never guaranteed and variables quickly changed.       

I also suggest that from the both sides of the Iron Curtain the reasons behind this 

professional and cultural contacts were very different. Soviet architects had sufficient 

information and were interested in the state of Western architecture, but they could not 

implement these ideas in their work. Thus, this knowledge became a dead-weight. Khrushchev 

had found a different way for Soviet buildings to be modern: through prefabrication, panel 

housing, and mass construction. It soon became a point of disenchantment for both Soviet and 

Western professionals. French architectural specialists like Kopp had very little information 

on Soviet architecture and life in the USSR in general, but they had an idea that communism 

must have engendered a different kind of architecture. The realities of Khrushchev’s housing 

and the recent past of Stalinist skyscrapers were not what they were expecting. For a short 

period of time in the 1960s, there was hope for a new Soviet architecture. However, it was 

short-lived. By the early 1970s Western interests moved to the Soviet avant-garde and the 

distant past.   

It is logical that both sides they did not really see or understand each other in this 

process. They had different goals, different languages, and different visual codes. In 

translation studies it is common to talk about translation from one culture to another. In this 

case, I would rather use the term reinterpretation. Translation suggests a will and an ability to 

understand the initial message. Reinterpretation admits that the foreign message is used and 

incorporated into the receiving party’s situation.   

The irony is that the Soviets constructed the Imaginary West in search of something 

better, just as the West created the Imaginary Soviet. In architecture, they were both myths 

                                                 
хрущевской эпохи на капиталистическом” [“Performing on the International Stage: Soviet Tourism 

to Western Europe"]”, Антропологический форум [Antropologicheskii forum/Forum for Anthropology 

and Culture], vol. 13, (2010): 359-388. 
414 See, for example, Marcus C. Levitt, The Visual Dominant in Eighteenth-Century Russia, (Northern 

Illinois University Press, 2011). 
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created in response to very different problems, but built on similar frustration with the 

profession. 

One of the core metaphors of my research is translation. Looking at interactions of 

Soviet and Western architects, I wanted to understand how professionals belonging to 

different not interlinked professional cultures and professional worlds meet each other, 

perceive, understand, and reinterpret each other. It was not a dialogue, because the agents of 

the interaction do not have a common language, in many senses. Moreover, a dialogue implies 

a feedback, a reply, a reaction from the counterpart that, from my point of view, lacked in the 

interaction between Soviet and Western architecture in the 1950s-1960s. Speaking different 

languages, they did not seek for a feedback from the Other, excluded from their cultural realm. 

However, the metaphor of translation makes visible this lack of a common language and a 

need for mediation. I am talking not only about verbal translation of texts, but also about 

explanation and interpretation of forms, practices, and technologies. The transmission of ideas 

backing architecture is of big importance in my research, and I claim that most of the time 

Western meanings behind architecture were either lost, or changed in Soviet reception.  

The issue of multiple languages of translation also seems topical if not alarming in the 

historiography. From my point of view, historians of transfers too often consider the natural 

languages as the only carrier of meanings. Recently, material objects and technologies were 

introduced in this field, however, they are often, again, reduced to their verbal interpretations. 

In my research I underline the problematics of visual translation with the example of 

architectural photography which had different canons and culture in the Soviet Union and the 

late modernist Europe.      

My research is neither a comparison nor an any kind of “an influence” assessment either. 

My main interest is Soviet architecture as a professional sphere with its professional culture 

and ethos, its practice, its theory, its myth, and its ideology. I believe that my research 

perspective helps to obtain a certain degree of alienation from the Soviet material and, this 

way, to receive meaningful insights, to see Soviet architecture from a new, very different 

angle. I hope that the study of architecture’s translation gives me understanding not only of 

Soviet-Western connections per se, but of Soviet architecture by itself. Speaking about 

Western architecture and for the Western audience, Soviet architecture reveals, gives away 

important things about its own nature and its inner machinery.  

I find very useful the histoire croisée approach, developed on the basis of transfer theory 

by Werner and Zimmermann. Their article “Beyond Comparison: Histoire Croisée and the 

Challenge of Reflexivity”415 is one of the most impressive programmatic texts I have ever 

read and many of its insights I use in my research. Nevertheless, the very word “transfer” for 

me has an implicit connotation of a something whole transmitted, like a box. It is hard to 

imagine anything more far from my perception of my research object than this.  

The translation metaphor interpreted in the actor-network theory approach helps to show 

the dispersed nature of my research object. The actor-network theory is the approach that 

corresponds maybe the most with my understanding of the processes happened in Soviet 

architecture in the 1950s-1960s. Following Michel Callon’s article in “Mapping the Dynamics 

of Science and Technology”,416 my research can be inscribed in the triad actor-world – 

translation – actor-network.  

                                                 
415 Michael Werner and Benedicte Zimmermann, “Beyond Comparison: Histoire 

Croisee and the Challenge of Reflexivity,” History and Theory 45, no. 1 (February 

2006): 30–50. 
416 Michel Callon, “The Sociology of an Actor-Network: The Case of the Electric 

Vehicle” in Mapping the Dynamics of Science and Technology (London: Macmillan 

Press, 1986), 19-34. 
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In my case the actor-world is even larger than the VEL example chosen by Callon. From 

the Soviet side it includes architects, builders, materials, building techniques, research 

institutes, ministries, the head of the state himself, large public, translators, journalists, and 

artists. From the other side of the Iron Curtain, it engages also architects and builders, 

architectural writers and journalists, politicians and left activists, and, I presume, some part of 

public as well. In Callon’s case there is only one main spokesman. My situation is different: 

initially, Khrushchev himself and a few architects were the spokesmen of the turn to 

modernism, but soon after the role of spokesman and translator was delegated to institutions 

and, within these institutions, to even more actors.  

In addition to spokesmen, the translation process, according to Callon, has a strategy to 

make itself indispensable and the quality of displacement. From the beginning, two narratives 

translated indispensability of the turn towards Western modernism: socio-economical (Soviet 

people need affordable housing) and ideological (the new architecture will make the Soviets 

look modern). The process of displacement described by Callon includes movements of 

people, documents, materials, and money. In my research these movements occurred both 

within the country and abroad. Callon concludes: “In summary, to translate is to speak for, to 

be indispensable, and to displace.[…] Successful translation quickly makes us forget its 

history.”417  If the measurement of translation’s success is the dissolution of its history, I’m 

obviously working with a successful translation.   

 

 I started my thesis six years ago with the aim to challenge the common idea of late 

Soviet architecture as provincial, isolated, kept aloof from international trends. This stereotype 

is still present. Two years ago, I had an interview for a fellowship in an international research 

institution. The scholar who lead the interview reconfirmed with me twice whether my starting 

point was that Khrushchev legitimized exchanges with Western countries in the field of 

architecture. Cleary, she was quite skeptical about my argument and since I did not get the 

fellowship, I most probably did not convince her. Actually, I can see why. The master plot of 

Soviet history as seen for a non-specialist tells another story. One in which there is no place 

for Anatole Kopp and architectural trips abroad, no place for Soviet architects mastering 

contemporary international styles and, of course, no place for any recognition of and interests 

to Soviet architecture from their Western colleagues.   

The story I want to tell is hard to assemble. It consists of multiple pieces that do not 

necessarily match with each other. I spent four years in numerous archives in four countries 

and in most of them I found nothing or very little. Some of the materials I hoped for are lost 

like the archive of the International Union of Architects; some of them, I would put it in 

French, brillent par son absence like the archives of the Milan Triennial. For the NER group 

going to the Triennial was a big deal but the Soviet project was hardly noticed by public then 

and did not leave traces in the archives.    

I hope that a small part of this puzzle I collected in my thesis can show this previously 

unseen part of Soviet architectural history and contribute to a more nuanced and complex 

representation of transnational history of the Soviet society in the post-Stalin era.  
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List of the archives used 
 

Russia:  

State Archive of Russian Federation (GARF), Moscow 

 GARF, f. R9518 (State committee of the council of ministers on cultural 
connections with foreign countries, GKKS Sovmin) 

 

 

Russian State Archive of Literature and Arts (RGALI), Moscow  

 RGALI, f. 2329 (Ministry of Culture of the USSR, Minkult) 
 RGALI, f. 2548 (All-Union industrial-artistic center) 
 RGALI, F. 674 (Union of Soviet architects, SA SSSR) 
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 RGALI, f. 2465 (All-Union research institute of art history of the Ministry of 
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