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ABSTRACT
Mass housing across the former Soviet Union is in varying states of disrepair, 

having lasted much longer than it was expected to when built in the 1960s. Treatment 
of the buildings varies greatly depending on context, as some are replaced, others 
are renovated, and many are neglected. But in most places, residents own their 
apartment units, having obtained them at a minimal cost following the collapse 
of the USSR. While this leaves many apartment owners responsible for common 
amenities that they don’t have the means or incentives to maintain, it also puts them 
in a position to leverage the latent value of the Soviet structures they live in. 

Current trends do not take full advantage of these circumstances, and it is often 
external developers who manage to profit from the land value of Soviet housing, 
leaving residents with inadequate compensation. No matter what happens to the 
buildings, the legacy of mass housing is deeply entrenched and will continue to shape 
the built environment for generations to come. We argue that it is essential to keep 
the original structures — with modifications and updates — to create agency for 
residents in how this legacy is carried into the future. 

This thesis demonstrates three scenarios in which residents of the same type 
of prefabricated modernist housing — in sites spread across the former Soviet 
territory — collectively leverage their apartments to create renovations that serve 
their common interests. Using contemporary mass timber construction technology 
and taking full advantage of local real estate markets, residents can self-organize to 
improve their living spaces.
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COLLABORATIONS
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If we’re to take one thing from this thesis, it might 
be the idea that our environment is not built in 
isolation from its context. This project would not 
exist without the guidance, ideas, and help we 
received from a wide range of practitioners, experts 
and friends located both within and outside of 
former Soviet countries.

Ana Miljački, thank you for introducing us to 
the collective architecture practices of former 
Yugloslavia through the Belgrade studio we 
were both part of at MIT in the spring of 2019. 
You sparked our interest in the preservation of 
communist mass housing and opened up a new 
part of the world to both of us. We are grateful 
that you stayed with us as we built some of those 
first inclinations into our thesis topic over the 
past two years, and we look forward to continued 
collaborations with you. 

Susanne Schindler, thank you for helping 
us tie together the loose threads that so often 
cropped up in our process. Your guidance and 
consistent feedback helped us develop and 
hold onto a strong position, which we might 
otherwise have lost sight of. 

Kairos Shen, thank you for your pragmatism, 
and making us look more closely at the different 
scales of collectives and partnerships that would 
be required to achieve our interventions. 

Committee
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Marc Simmons, thank you for emphasizing 
the importance of making a nuanced argument 
about the preservation of Soviet buildings, and 
for sharing your expertise on what it might 
actually be like to work with them.

 
Maya Shopova, thank you for inviting us to the 
workshop you organized along the Transsiberian 
railway in the summer of 2019. Without you, 
we would have never conducted the research on 
Soviet mass housing that led to this thesis.

Katya Zabrovzki and Elizabeth A. Wood, 
we are thankful for the generous support of 
the MIT-Russia program that covered the costs 
of our time in Russia. Katya, thank you for 
navigating swaths of administrative complexity 
on our behalf. Elizabeth, thank you providing us 
with a crash course in Russian history and Soviet 
urbanism before we left for Russia.

To the team at APEX Project Bureau in 
Moscow, thank you for welcoming us for two 
months and for letting us use one of your 
meeting rooms as our Moscow base.

Alexander Mamaev, thank you for starting 
a partnership between APEX and MIT and 
for providing us with resources to pursue our 
research from within your firm.

On the Ground
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Katya Krugalova, our time in Russia would 
have been pointless had we not met you. Thank 
you for making sure that we had all we needed 
within and outside of APEX, and for taking 
charge of our basic education in what Russia is 
today. 
 
Sofia Pershinova, we cannot thank you 
enough for your tireless administrative 
support throughout our stay in Russia, from 
organizing interviews with experts and planning 
construction site visits, to providing translations 
of documents we could not understand despite 
our 45-minute crash course in Russian at MIT.

Denis Vodovin, Dmitriy Klimov, Evgeniy 
Anikin and Katya Kartyshova, we learned 
more about contemporary prefabricated 
construction in Russia by speaking with you than 
we could ever have read in books. Many thanks 
for helping us discover Moscow outside of the 
office, and for always making us feel welcome.

Alla Zibrova, thank you for your eagerness 
to support our research and our explorations 
of Moscow. You gave us insights into your 
profession that we would not otherwise have 
understood, and used your knowledge of our 
context to make us feel all the more at home. 
Your support in verifying our cost estimates at 
the last minute was hugely helpful.
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Vitaliy Afonin, thank you for your spirited 
recommendations of the specific projects and 
ideas we might be interested in, and for your 
technical support near the end of the project.

Valeria and Katya Isaenko, we will always 
remember the kindness you showed us. Thank 
you for the countless afternoons you both spent 
showing us around neighborhoods from different 
eras in Moscow. Thanks to you, we got a feel 
for the politics that dictate the preservation and 
demolition of buildings in Russia. As students, 
it is simple to study and observe buildings 
from the outside, but often much harder to get 
to know about the lives and experiences that 
play out within them. We will never forget the 
late afternoon we spent at the Isaenko family’s 
apartment eating cake, drinking tea, looking at 
Katya’s drawings, and enjoying time in one of the 
very buildings we were working on.

Ilya Itievsky and Sergey Semenov, thank you 
for walking us through the process of assessing 
which buildings get to remain and which must 
be demolished in the framework of Moscow’s 
ongoing urban renewal.

Olga Isaeva, Romea Muryń, Anastasia 
Vasileva, Ivana Simic and Francisco Lobo, 
thank you for taking us to places we might 
never have visited otherwise, which have since 
become crucial in our understanding of Soviet 
construction. 
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Ruslan Mannapov, thank you for giving us 
insight into the energy and inventiveness of the 
new generation of Russian architects. We are still 
impressed by the student work you showed us at 
the TIArch program at Kazan State University of 
Architecture and Building Construction.

Xenia Adjoubei, thanks to you and your team 
of craftsmen at the Nikola Lenivets land art park 
for letting us discover your creative approach to 
reinvigorating the Russian countryside. 

Pavel Kuznetsov, thank you for giving us a 
tour of the Melnikov House in Moscow and 
for showing us an alternative approach to 
architecture under communism.

Antoine Picon, thank you for your class at 
Harvard, which made us aware of the lineage 
of construction projects that paved the way 
for Soviet mass housing, and for giving us the 
opportunity to write up an academic analysis of 
our topic.

Philipp Meuser and Dimitrij Zadorin, the 
book you wrote together has been crucial to our 
understanding of Soviet mass housing. Thank 
you for speaking with us and for your incredible 
work in making Soviet material accessible and 
engaging to foreigners like us.

Research
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Igor Stas and Nikita Silin, thank you for 
answering our cold call when we were trying 
to get some local perspective about our site in 
Surgut. 

Kimberly Zarecor, Charissa Terranova, 
Christina Crawford, thank you for talking us 
through how your respective academic pursuits 
have brought to light new questions about mass 
housing.

Adam Tanaka, thank you for providing 
your American perspective on the cooperative 
ownership systems we explored in our thesis.

Nikolay Erofeev, thank you very much for 
sharing archival material about the 1-467 
building series we decided to work on.

Peter Lazovskis, thank you for serving as our 
local guide to Riga, albeit remotely. Your thesis 
and the resources you shared with helped us feel 
grounded on our Latvian site.

Anastasiya Ponomaryova and Iegor 
Vlasenko, thank you for telling us about 
the deployment and evolution of Soviet mass 
housing in Ukraine. While we did not end 
up locating one of our sites in Kiev, the urban 
projects you described inspired new ideas for our 
thesis.
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Suzanne Harris-Brandts, thank you for the 
many bibliographical references you shared with 
us right at the beginning of the research phase of 
our thesis.

Brent Ryan, thank you for the connections you 
made for us in Ukraine and the US as we were 
trying to gain access to local sources.

Carlo Carbone, thank you for answering our 
technical questions about the construction of the 
1-467 housing series. You clarified points we’d 
been looking into for months, and your openness 
and optimism helped bolster our interest in 
renovating existing structures.

Adriana Pablos Llona, it was wonderful to 
work on parallel projects at parallel universities. 
Thank you for reminding us of the values we 
should not let go of in our work. We look 
forward to continued discussions about the 
adaptation of European mass housing with you.

Marija Blagojević, we are grateful for your 
guidance over the past year on our thesis. Since 
the first time we discussed our idea on a hike 
in a forest in Switzerland, you have offered 
us unparalleled strategic advice on how to 
implement our proposals. Thank you for a year 
of mentorship, and for sharing your unique 
knowledge of architectural design, urban 
planning, and real estate development.

Production
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Daisy Zhang, we are thankful for your 
extraordinarily diligent photo sessions over the 
final days of our thesis. Thank you for patiently 
letting us finish last minute touches on the 
models before you could take pictures of them, 
and for laboriously turning paper, cardboard and 
wood assemblies into hundreds of beautifully 
edited images that could speak to our project.

Tim Cousin, thank you for the continuous 
design consulting and moral support you 
provided by staying in studio during the final 
weeks of our thesis. In particular, we are grateful 
for the vernacular touch you brought to our 
models through the intricate 1:50 and 1:200 
balconies you created while in the midst of your 
own final deadlines.

Olivier Faber, thank you for putting together 
our 1:50 kitchen elements — by far the most 
complex pieces of our models — with your 
legendary precision. They gave life to our spaces 
and we are particularly grateful that you found 
the energy to help us even while recovering from 
Covid.

Carol-Anne Rodrigues, thank you for devoting 
the days immediately after your studio review to 
assembling intricate 1:50 pieces of furniture and 
windows. We would have never reached the level 
of model finishes we wanted without your help.
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Jonathon Brearley, thank you for envisioning 
and designing the lovely entourage figures you 
placed over our stop-motions. Our models came 
to life with your people going about their days 
within them. The thesis would have felt a lot less 
human without your contribution.

Zhicheng Xu, thank you for taking over our 
plans and giving them a layer of inhabitation. 
Your work was critical to help us convey the 
human presence we envisioned with our 
proposals.

Takayoshi Goto, Nina Guyot, Clara Copiglia 
and Eva Raffin, thank you for being our 
architecture thesis counterparts in Switzerland 
and for providing continual support throughout 
our final year of architecture school.

Louis de Saint-Affrique, thank you for taking 
the time to think through our reflections with 
us and for supporting our process since we first 
started to think about working in Russia.

Cynthia Stewart, thank you for helping us 
through the complicated administrative process 
of putting together a thesis, and for the years of 
support, coffee beans, and answered questions 
at MIT. Finally, thanks for catching a small but 
critical typo on our first attempt to submit this 
thesis. 
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BEN HOYLEEYTAN LEVI





PRELUDE

YOUR APARTMENT

STILL STANDING



You have an apartment.



It’s 45 square meters 
and is made of concrete.





It’s been here since the 
1960s, though it wasn’t 
designed to last so long. 





The insulation is bad, you 
can hear the neighbors, 

and it’s pretty cramped.



The stairwell is falling apart and 
hasn’t been cleaned in years.







But the building is only 
five stories tall, as are 

the rest in the district.



And there’s a lot of green space.







You’ve had family living in 
this apartment for years.
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You are in any of thousands 
of places, because you’re in a 
standardized apartment building 
from the 1-467 series that was 
built across giant swaths of the 
former Soviet Union.
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INTRODUCTION

YOUR APARTMENT

STILL STANDING



Primorksy district of St. Petersburg. 
Source: Egor Rogalev, 2014
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Mass housing across the world 
— most of it built in the second 
half of the 20th century — 
is still home to millions of 
people. Treatment of these 
buildings varies greatly 
depending on context, and 
residents often have limited 
options about what they can 
do with their apartments.
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Eytan

Ben

Alla

Liza

Denis

Michael

A gathering with friends who helped 
us get to know Moscow, 2019

Aleksey
Sandra

Ziyu

Akhror

Katya Evgeniy

Katya

42



The two of us learned about 
these buildings when we 
got funding through MIT to 
spend a summer in Russia 
in 2019. We were hosted 
by a local architecture firm, 
which supported us as we 
explored Soviet housing.
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Eytan on the balcony of a Soviet-era apartment in Moscow
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We visited housing districts 
in cities across Russia, the 
Baltics and the Caucasus.
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Our stern ID cards for the Russian State Library in Moscow
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And while living in Moscow we 
spent time learning about these 
buildings in archives, through 
interviews, and thanks to tours 
from friends and colleagues.
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A view from our colleague’s Khrushchev-era
apartment in Moscow
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We had tea and cake at a family 
home at the top floor of one of 
the buildings, and were given a 
presentation by the consulting 
company that is organizing their 
widespread demolition. 
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A Soviet era house-building factory we visited, still in use by 
contemporary developers. Source: Eytan Levi, 2019
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We became starkly aware of how 
different they are from what we 
know, but were lucky enough 
to be able to see them through 
the culture and people that they 
have come to shape.
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The childhood district of a friend we visited 
in Kazan. Source: Ben Hoyle, 2019
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Some residents cherish them 
while others are eager to have 
them destroyed; in some places 
they’ve been wiped out, while 
elsewhere they are ubiquitous.
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While we were in Russia, and in 
the time since, we’ve relied on 
the expertise and generosity 
of many people who have 
directed and shaped how we 
think about the buildings.

Xenia Adjoubei
Nikola Lenivets

Ruslan Mannapov
TIArch

Elizabeth Wood
MIT-Russia

Alexander Mamaev
Apex

Valeria Isaenko
Apex

Katya Isaenko
Translations

Ilya Kievsky
City Development

Sergey Semenov
City Development

Katya Krugalova
Apex

Alla Zibrova
Apex

Sofia Pershikova
Apex

Denis Vdovin
Apex
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U. of Edinburgh

Anna Dobrova
Kiev
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Oxford U.

Lucas Stanek
Princeton

Clayton Strange
Harvard GSD

Sofia Dyak
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Olga Isaeva
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Vitaliy Afonin
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A Soviet housing district in Moscow. Source: Ben Hoyle, 2019
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Through all of this, it has 
become clear to us that no 
matter what happens to Soviet 
mass housing, its legacy is deeply 
entrenched and will continue to 
shape the built environment for 
generations to come.
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A St. Petersburg apartment building. Source: Hoyle, 2019

58



We argue that it is essential to 
keep the original buildings — 
with modifications and updates 
— to create agency for residents 
in how this legacy is carried into 
the future.
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Tatyana Chaynikova in her Soviet-era apartment. 
Source: Max Avdeev, The Washington Post, 2017
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We’ll talk about three scenarios 
in which residents of the 
same type of prefabricated 
modernist housing — in sites 
spread across the former Soviet 
territory — collectively leverage 
their apartments to create 
renovations that serve their 
common interests.

61



Apartment extensions in Vorkuta.
Source: Anton Obolensky, 2007
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Our work is a contribution to the 
decades-long history of Soviet 
housing renovation, which has 
shaped and differentiated what 
were once identical structures. 

With this in mind, we draw from 
both the history of the buildings 
as much as their current, varied 
circumstances, suggesting 
contextualized ways that 
the massive system of Soviet 
housing can be carried forward.
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“It’s easy to build cheap and quickly!”  
Source: Tishkin Valentin Pavlovich, 1950s
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But first, what exactly are 
these buildings? They have a 
nickname: Khrushchovki, derived 
from Nikita Khruschev, the 
Soviet leader who succeeded 
Stalin, and in 1958 declared that 
all Soviet families, many of them 
living in slums and communal 
homes at the time, would be 
given an apartment of their own.
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Map of Soviet Industry. Source: Archival Soviet document
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His program was wildly 
ambitious, and its core tenet 
was to introduce the widespread 
industrialization of housing 
construction. Its effect remains 
unparalleled in its scale and 
impact. Between 1960 and 1975, 
1.55 billion square meters of new 
housing were constructed, and 2 
out of every 3 inhabitants of the 
USSR were rehoused.
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But how did they do it? The 
cutting edge technology at 
the time was prefabricated 
panel housing, which used 
large concrete panels that 
were prefabricated in 
factories, then driven to site 
and assembled with cranes.







This type of building was 
designed in parallel with the 

systems that produced it, and 
both were ruthlessly optimized 

for efficiency and cost.



Rather than designing buildings, 
architects designed building 
series, which were effectively 
product lines. These were each 
developed, tested, refined, and 
only then constructed at an 
enormous scale.







The type of building we will 
focus on is called a 1-467, which 
was built in the thousands 
across the USSR. This series is 
unique for its use of half-story 
tall facade panels, which can be 
removed without compromising 
the building structure.





It consists of four apartment 
types which are 45 square 
meters on average.



But today, a significant portion 
of the people living in these 
structures are confronted with 
urgent problems related to the 
decay of their living spaces.
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Lacking thermal insulation

No sound insulation
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Nice views

Cramped spaces

There are no standard solutions, 
and for the most part residents 
are either left to carry out their 
own renovations, which are 
inefficient and have a limited 
scope, or they depend on 
sweeping renewal programs, 
which give them few choices and 
fail to account for the value of 
their current apartments.
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We suggest a series of 
alternatives, in which residents, 
builders and developers work 
with local stakeholders to 
achieve localized solutions that 
improve the living spaces of 
residents. 

We strive to help people see 
what they already have and 
to catalyze the partnerships 
and collaborations that 
they’ll need...



We strive to help people see 
what they already have and 
to catalyze the partnerships 
and collaborations that 
they’ll need...

...to carry out their 
own renovations.
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SURGUT



SURGUT

You’re in Surgut, Siberia. 



It was a minor town until the 
1960s, when oil was found 
in the region and it swiftly 
expanded into a regional 
metropolis. Today, almost 
400,000 people live here.



Surgut, 
Russia

USSR

Source: Google Street View



Many buildings here 
are of the 1-467 series. 



Source: Google Street View



They’re in bad shape.



Source: Google Street View



They were built, along with 
many other buildings in the 
city, by the same companies 
that were founded to 
construct infrastructure for 
oil extraction in the region.



Source: Yandex Maps



But even back then, the 1-467 
design was out of place here. 
The average annual temperature 
is below freezing, yet they still 
built apartments with balconies 
and bad insulation.



Source: Google Street View



You

Oilfield infrastructure 

The buildings were clearly 
designed for warmer 
places than Surgut.



Source: Google Earth

10km

The factory that built 
your apartment

SURGUT, RUSSIA



You, like all of your 
neighbors, live in a 
modified apartment. 





Years ago, your dad 
hired a friend to build 
walls around the 
balcony, so that he 
and your mom could 
use it for their plants.





These days there 
aren’t any more plants, 
but you appreciate the 
extra space to store 
your shoes.





People have always 
changed these 
apartments, and 
doing so became all 
the more common 
after the USSR came 
apart in the 1990s.







Your grandparents moved in 
soon after the building was 

built in the 60s, and lived 
here rent-free. When it went 

up for sale in the 1990s as 
everything was privatized, 
they bought it for nothing.



Parcel 86: 10: 0101005: 3308
0.6795 ha - Individual Owner

Parcel 86: 011005: 332
0.171 ha - Individual Owner

Parcel 86: 011005: 54
0.091 ha - Individual Owner
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Parcel 86: 10: 0101005: 3231
0.5678 ha - Individual Owner

Parcel 86: 10: 0101005: 3356
0.6822 ha - Individual Owner

This didn’t change much at the 
time, but it was important. 
Basically overnight, they 
moved from a world in which 
the state owned and managed 
everything, to one in which 
things were more fragmented. 
All of a sudden, they owned 
the apartment, along with a 
share of the stairwell and roof, 
and had some stake in the land.

Parcel 86: 10: 0101005: 3277
0.7012 ha - Individual Owner



Parcel 86: 10: 0101005: 3277
0.7012 ha - Individual Owner

Parcel 86: 10: 0101005: 45
0.7914 ha - Individual Owner

Parcel 86: 10: 0101005: 76
0.3425 ha - Individual Owner

Parcel 86: 10: 0101005: 98
1.261 ha - Individual Owner
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Custom balcony enclosures

By the time you inherited the 
apartment, having a deed made 
a big difference — whatever 
you invested made the unit 
more valuable on the market. 



Some partition walls removed

New fixtures in the bathroom

You could sell it if you wanted 
to and go buy something else. It 

was an asset. Your grandparents 
had never seen it this way.

115



Deteriorating facade joints

At the same time the shift in 
ownership left public space and 
common property in the hands 
of people who didn’t have the 
means or interest to maintain 
it. Your grandparents never saw 
much of a difference between 
their apartment and what was 
around it. Workers from the 
city tended to all the greenery. 



Unmaintained common spaces

Same 45m2 of living space

But since the 1990s everyone 
has just focused on their own 
apartments. Unsurprisingly, 
this means that the stairwell 
is falling apart, nobody takes 
responsibility for problems 
with the walls and roof, and 
all the greenery is overgrown.





Imagine if you could use the 
fact of your ownership to 

navigate improvements to 
all of your common goods. 



Surgut has the 4th highest 
salaries and real estate 
prices in Russia, and there 
are ways to do more.









RIGA



RIGA

You’re in Riga, Latvia, 
surrounded by 1-467 
residential buildings.



Albeit 2,700 km to 
the west of Surgut.



Riga, Latvia

USSR

Source: Google Street View



You grew up here, in the 
Kengarags neighborhood. 
The buildings and the district 
were all designed and built as 
part of a master plan, with 
schools, trees, and parks that 
date back to Soviet times. 



Source: Google Street View





Source: Google Street View

But even though the district 
came from the same designs 

used for countless others 
across the former USSR, the 

country took a very different 
path post-collapse than most 
of the other Soviet republics. 



Your parents, with you on 
their shoulders, joined hands 
alongside two million other 
people in 1989 in a protest 
across the Baltic states 
that eventually gave way to 
Latvian independence. 



A segment of the two million 
person long Baltic Way protest. 

Source: Aivars Liepins, 1989.



When you were in school, 
Latvia joined the EU, and at 
some point after university you 
traded in all your Lats for Euros. 

You



10km

You

Path of the Baltic Way 
through Riga in 1989

RIGA, LATVIA

Source: Google Earth
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Since then your parents have 
moved to the countryside, 
leaving you the apartment.
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8.135 ha - City Property

Private
Public





It’s in a good location but 
it barely keeps out the cold 
and is too small for a family.



New facade insulation

New balconies



New double pane windows

There is EU money available 
to invest in new insulation 
for Latvian buildings. 



But when the idea of tapping 
into these funds has come up 
with your neighbors, nobody 
can agree whether it would be 
worthwhile, so your building, 
like all but a handful in the 
district, has remained as it is.



Same cramped floor plan





Imagine if you had more 
say over the renovation, 

and could get more out of 
it than a layer of insulation. 





If the project could appeal to 
more people, then you’d be able 

to get more out of it together.







MOSCOW



MOSCOW

You, finally, are in Zelenograd.



It’s a satellite district of Moscow 
about 50 km from the center.



USSR

Moscow, 
Russia

Source: Google Street View





This whole area was planned 
and built in the 1960s, when the 

city wanted somewhere new to 
house its growing population.

Source: Google Street View



They were also planning to 
build factories in the area, but 
this never happened, so you 
all commute to jobs downtown 
in overcrowded trains.



Source: Google Street View



The one factory they did 
build was to make concrete 
parts for buildings. 



Source: Google Street View



You

The factory that built 
your apartment

This happened everywhere in 
the USSR, where hundreds of 
prefabricated concrete facilities 
were built to make building 
elements for thousands of 
apartments across the country.



10km

MOSCOW, RUSSIA

Source: Google Earth





But, like so much else, these 
factories were privatized 

in the 1990s, and in many 
cases sold to companies that 
are now the most prominent 
housing developers in Russia.



Slated for demolition under 
Moscow’s reconstruction 
program
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Parcel 77: 10: 0006006: 2546

0.21  ha - Individual Owner

Parcel 77: 10: 0006006: 5

1.1  ha  - Individual Owner

In Moscow, these 
developers have partnered 
with the city government to 
execute the largest urban 
renewal program in Europe. 
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The panels are typically 
broken into rubble

They demolish apartments like 
yours, and replace them with 
tall buildings that they fabricate 
cheaply with outdated, Soviet-
era production facilities. 



Widespread demolition 
is underway

They claim that they won’t 
demolish a building unless 

60% of residents agree to be 
relocated, but you’ve heard 

otherwise from more friends 
than you can count. Some 

powerful people want these 
buildings to come down, and 

they’re making it happen.



The big problem is that the 
towers that replace them are 
too tall. It’s depressing to walk 
around them, and the metros, 
schools and infrastructure 
in their neighborhoods end 
up overloaded by all the new 
residents.
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New structures profitably 
densify the same land
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You don’t like what this is 
doing to the city, but what it 
shows you is that developers 
can make a lot of money off 
of buildings like yours. 







They claim that you’ll get an 
upgraded apartment if you 

agree to move, but we believe 
there are better alternatives 

in which you stay put.









We think you should see your 
apartment as a starting point, 
rather than an asset that can 

be traded and replaced.





By leveraging different parts 
of it, you can take a more 
active role in how the city 

gets shaped around you.





PROPOSALS

YOUR APARTMENT

STILL STANDING



SURGUT



SURGUT

In Surgut, you want more space 
and a warmer apartment, but 

you can’t afford it.



Feels the cold through 
the wall

Even the neighbors who do put 
money into their apartments 
don’t get much out of it, since 
they can’t fix the problems 
with the facade and roof.

Pricing out new toilets but doesn’t think
it’s worth redoing the bathroom



Feels the cold through 
the wall

Pricing out new toilets but doesn’t think
it’s worth redoing the bathroom

Still fixing up a botched attempt to merge the 
kitchen and living room

Wants new windows



But the land you’re sitting on is 
worth a lot, given its location 
and the number of people 
moving to the area. So our 
idea is that you join together 
with residents on one side of 
the building, sidestepping the 
staunchly opposed handful of 
people to the other side, who 
don’t want to be bothered by 
a renovation.



60 apartments





Together you decide to 
build new apartments 
next to your building. 





The design makes use 
of the original structure 
by first removing some 

existing facade panels...





...then building new units 
onto current stairwells.





By selling these off, you can 
finance the new construction, 

as well as renovations to 
existing apartments and the 

construction of new common 
spaces. Since these benefits 

would come at no cost to 
residents, most of them opt in. 

Together, you form a housing 
cooperative, and you join the 

board that directs the project.





The towers fit 22 
new apartments.



New commercial space at 
ground level

They’re made with cross 
laminated timber panels, which 
use Siberian lumber and are 
fabricated in a new facility that 
ships to site via the Ob river.



New commercial space at 
ground level

Common space at 
building roof

Circulation extends from 
existing stairwell



Resident cooperative
DeveloperResidents

CLT Plant 
Contractor

DWELL ORGANIZE

BUILD DESIGN

Still Standing

SURGUT
RENOVATION
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Resident cooperative
Developer

ORGANIZE

DESIGN

Still Standing

SURGUT
RENOVATION

You get a developer to price 
out the new design. They source 
bids from different contractors, 

which you cite when getting a 
loan from Verbank.

Surgut City Government

Verbank
European Bank for 
Development and 

Reconstruction

FINANCE

PLAN
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60 existing apartments to renovate

Average apartment size = 45 m2

Total area to renovate = 2 700 m2

Overall renovation cost = 782 000 €



Price / m2 of a new apartment = 1 041 €

Price of a 60 m2 apartment = 62 460 €

Renovation is cost-free  
with 22 new apartments

Overall construction cost = 653 037 €

Cost to residents = 0 €

The European Bank 
for Development and 

Reconstruction gives your 
cooperative a loan, as part 

of a 6 million euro contract 
they’ve signed for housing 

improvements in the area. You 
petition the city of Surgut for a 
more flexible zoning ordinance 

to build taller on your plot, 
which they grant you under 

the logic that others might do 
the same and slowly improve 

housing across the city.



The interior floor plan is reconfigured 
to make best use of the new space by 
the stairwell

Your unit gets a new bedroom in 
the tower, which compensates 
for the extra disturbance you 
put up with by having the new 
construction under your nose.



Apartments next to the tower 
get a new room

The bathroom is moved 
and renovated



The new tower connects to the 
existing stairwell

The entire stairwell gets access 
to a new elevator

Your cooperative sells off the 
new units for slightly below 
market rate, and you vet the 
applicants for people who 
would fit in with the group.



New apartment units in the tower are 
larger than those in current building

New units have two 
bedrooms

207



It’s cold here, but residents still 
want a place to sit outside
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Enclosed common areas usable 
year round

A sauna, a gym and a bar can 
help warm people up on their 
way outside

The whole cooperative has 
access to common spaces on 
the roof of the new tower. It 

has a big common room, along 
with a bar, some exercise 

equipment and a sauna that 
connect to a terrace, kept 

warm in winter with fire pits.
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The CLT construction process 
comes together quickly, and 
you end up with your new 
apartment before long.





A neighbor on the bottom 
floor ends up buying one of 
the new units.

















RIGA



RIGA

In Riga, despite the advantages 
of getting an EU-funded 

facade renovation, it doesn’t 
seem worth the bother, let 

alone the money of your own 
you’d need to put into it.



Anything to get rid of the 
management company

Needs a third bedroom

Vacant since 2017

You, like most people in your 
building, aren’t willing to put 
up with much if all you’d end 
up with is more insulation.



Wants to sell but 
can’t find buyers

The apartment is fine. 
Crime is the issue.

Would have been 
happy with insulation



120 apartments



120 apartments

But EU money is a unique 
resource, and we think you 

could be more strategic 
in how you make use of 

it by accommodating the 
varied interests of the 120 
residents of your building. 



Instead of funding the entirety 
of a project, we think EU 
subsidies should go towards 
a baseline renovation for all 
apartments that include more 
space along with increased 
building performance. 





Residents would still need to 
contribute some of their own 
money, via subsidized loans.











But unlike insulation-based 
renovations, the additional 
space would increase their 

property value proportionally 
with their investment.













Those with more available 
to spend could invest it in 
facade panels with larger 

windows and a balcony. 



Customizable facade panels

The facade is not structural, 
and is built with CLT panels 
sourced from a new facility 
on the outskirts of town. This 
means that down the line 
you can easily swap out your 
facade panel for one with a 
different configuration of 
windows and balconies. 



New roofing 
and insulation



Building Association

Residents
Airbnb Guests

CLT Plant 
Contractor

DWELL ORGANIZE

BUILD DESIGN

Still Standing
Latvian Association of 
Landscape Architects

RIGA
RENOVATION
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Building Association

ORGANIZE

DESIGN

Still Standing
Latvian Association of 
Landscape Architects

RIGA
RENOVATION

Your building association starts 
the project by combining  

the two plots of land that your 
building spans, and electing a 

new management team for  
the project.

Riga City Government
Latvian National 

Government

Altum
The European Union

FINANCE

PLAN



Residents choose window 
and balcony size on their 
facade panels

The City of Riga makes 
additional financing available to 
pay for setup costs at the CLT 
factory, encouraging the use of 
the more sustainable material, 
which it hopes others will use in 
subsequent renovations. 



Cross Laminated Timber 
elements could easily be 
reproduced for other building 
renovations

They also pay the Latvian 
Association of Landscape 

Architects to organize design 
charettes for a redesign of 

the garden space on your 
newly combined plot.



120 existing apartments to renovate

Average apartment size = 45 m2

Total area to renovate = 5 400 m2

Overall renovation cost = 1 243 400 €



Subsidies = 600 000 €

Cost to residents = 5 300 €

The population of the city is 
shrinking, and there are two 

units in your building that have 
been on the market for months. 
Your building association gets a 
loan to buy them both, which it 

will pay off in part by renting out 
one of them on Airbnb. 



One apartment is converted into common spaces 
for the whole building



One apartment is converted into common spaces 
for the whole building

One apartment is split into 
two guest suites, for rental 
income and residents’ visitors

You convert the other into a 
common space — which you 
use for group meetings and 

events. When the first is not 
used for rentals, residents 
can book it by the night to 

put up their own visitors.





You coordinate with an older 
couple you know two stories 

up to swap apartments during 
construction. They have more 

space than they need, which you 
could use with your two kids. 



In exchange, you pay them 
the difference in apartment 
values, which they spend 
on large windows and a 
balcony in their new unit.





















MOSCOW



MOSCOW

In Moscow, you see new 
towers going up all around 
you, and can’t believe how 

bad things have gotten in 
your own building. 



Refuses to move to 
another building

There are cracks in all the 
concrete and the facade is 
falling apart. You’ve wanted 
to invest in a new kitchen, but 
haven’t been able to justify 
it since nobody would buy 
your unit off you given the 
sorry state of the rest of the 
building. Over the years you’ve 
gotten to know the people who 
live in the 14 other apartments 
on your stairwell quite well.



Refuses to move to 
another building

Still better than a 
collective apartment

Everything is ok except for 
the kitchen

Resents being held 
responsible for the leaky roof



We suggest that as a group 
you could form a cooperative 
and make significant changes 
to your building.



15 apartments





Here is a design where you 
only renovate the building 

around your stairwell. 







Each apartment gets more floor 
space in a thickened facade...







...which supports two floors of 
additional units at the top of the 
building.







The renovation is cost-neutral 
for you and your fellow 
members, since you pay for 
everything by reselling the new 
units.

Extensions to existing



Extensions to existing

New units

Shared roof space



Building CooperativeResidents

CLT Plant 
Contractor

DWELL ORGANIZE

BUILD DESIGN

Still Standing

MOSCOW 
RENOVATION

You use CLT panels from a 
factory in the region that’s 
already supplying parts to a new 
construction site downtown.



Building Cooperative

ORGANIZE

DESIGN

Still Standing

MOSCOW 
RENOVATION

Moscow City 
Government

VTB Group

FINANCE

PLAN
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15 existing apartments to renovate

Average apartment size = 45 m2

Total area to renovate = 675 m2 

Overall renovation cost = 214 000 €



Price / m2 of a new apartment = 1 150 € 

Price of a 90 m2 apartment = 103 500 € 

Renovation is cost-free with 4 new apartments

Overall construction cost = 270 000 €

Cost to residents = 0 €

To make it happen, you 
work with the city’s planning 
office, which is quick to give 

you authorizations since it 
wants to promote some small 

scale alternatives in parallel 
with the mass reconstruction 

going on across the city.



New balcony space

You sell the four new units on 
the roof to candidates via an 
application process, since you 
want them to fit in with the 
group. 



Interior extensions to 
existing units
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Facade extensions below 
support the new apartments’ 
structure

The new units are 
larger, and fill a gap 
in the market, which 
is saturated with 
smaller apartments.



New two-bedroom unit

Elevator access through an 
extension to the existing 
stairwell
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Seating for group screenings 
and events

In addition to your own 
renovations, all of you 
get access to the new 
rooftop and an elevator.



Fire pits make the new 
terrace usable in cool 
weather

Basic amenities for 
outdoor cooking

















These proposals are all very 
specific to where you are, 

and couldn’t be identically 
replicated elsewhere. 





But we hope that by going 
through the process, you can 
inspire others to investigate 
how they might adapt your 

approach to a renovation to 
their circumstances.



Many people live in buildings 
like yours, albeit with 
variations and peculiarities.







We have not designed for the 
urban space you live in, because 

there are already people working 
to improve and restore it. 





Your buildings, however, have 
too often been dismissed, 

despite their presence and 
significance. This is why they’ve 

been the focus of our work.





We think that the Soviet housing 
that still stands is an indication 

of common conditions across 
wildly different contexts.



 No two buildings and no two 
residents are the same, and 
no solution will serve them all. 







But they can learn from 
each other, and more 

importantly, accomplish 
more by grouping together.



Soviet housing was a 
godsend for many families 
when it was first built.





Today, living standards have 
gone up, while the quality of 
the housing has deteriorated. 
But these changing needs are 
an opportunity to rebuild 
and renovate, rather than a 
call to start anew.







The walls can move out, the 
roof can go up, residents can 

reconfigure. Life in the buildings 
can carry them forward.





BACKGROUND

THREE OF SEVENSTILL STANDING

BEN HOYLEEYTAN LEVI



Of all the construction programs carried out globally 
during the 20th century, the Soviet drive to address its domestic 
housing shortage through prefabricated construction and 
separate dwelling units is by far the most ambitious in terms of 
output: between 1960 and 1975, 1.55 billion square meters of 
new housing were erected, and 2 out of every 3 inhabitants in 
the USSR were rehoused.1 Despite its scope, the buildings were 
often low quality, and the program did not manage to rehouse 
the entire population.2 In the time since the dissolution of the 
USSR, the Soviet approach to mass housing construction has 
been perpetuated and adapted. To this day, mass housing is still 
troubled by issues of material decay, financing and governance. 
New civic initiatives are required to improve the lives of the 
countless post-Soviet citizens who live in these structures.

1.   Bater, James H. The 
Soviet City: Ideal and 

Reality. Explorations in 
Urban Analysis. London: E. 

Arnold, 1980. 102.

2.   Varga-Harris, 
Christine. Stories of 

House and Home: Soviet 
Apartment Life during the 
Khrushchev Years. Ithaca ; 
London: Cornell University 

Press, 2015. 219.
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INTRODUCTION
The 1917 Bolshevik revolution triggered a rural exodus 

across the Russian Soviet Republic, which eventually 
spread to the entire USSR. All private housing was taken 
over by municipal Soviets in August 1918, and the Russian 
government subdivided these spaces for use by multiple 
families, which would each be given a room.3 A 1922 decree 
stated that each person in the USSR should have nine 
square meters of living space, though this was not widely 
maintained.4 Constructivist architects also led experiments 
in collective living through the 1920s. The 1933 approval 
of Boris Iofan’s Palace of the Soviets marked the rise of 
Socialist Classicism under Stalin. The Soviet economy 
at the time was focused on industrialization, but several 
monumental projects - from the Seven Sisters high-rise 
towers in Moscow to ornate 9-story residential buildings 
– were also erected across Soviet cities. Although the state 
built 350 million square meters of housing between 1918 
and 1950,5 by mid-century the average amount of living 
space per inhabitant was below four square meters, not 
even half of the 1922 sanitary minimum.6 By the time 
Stalin died in 1953, the state of housing across the country 
was appalling.

Though marginalized by state-sponsored Classicism, 
architects like Konstantin Melnikov had conducted 
experiments in prefabrication and construction optimization 
in the USSR since the 1917 revolutions.7 But this mentality, 
albeit divorced from its early proponents, took center 
stage during the 1954 All-Union Conference of Builders. 
Nikita Khrushchev, Stalin’s successor and a former metal 
worker, lamented the superfluous architectural detailing 
favored during the previous decades, and pushed instead 
for the industrialization of housing construction. In order 
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Arnold, 1980. 98
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6.   Sosnovy, Timothy. The 
Housing Problem in the 
Soviet Union. New York: 
Research Program on the 
U.S.S.R., 1954. 269

7.   Davies, Robert 
William, R. W. Davies, 
Mark Harrison, and S. 
G. Wheatcroft. The 
Economic Transformation 
of the Soviet Union, 
1913-1945. Cambridge 
University Press, 1994. 
48-56.

321



to minimize the use of timber and steel, which were in 
short supply, he outlined a program that would rely heavily 
on reinforced concrete. Buildings, along with the districts 
they constituted and the systems that produced them, 
were to be optimized for efficiency and cost, which would 
effectively eliminate the possibility of aesthetic expression 
in their architecture. By making these changes, Khrushchev 
claimed he could provide each Soviet family with their own, 
separate apartment.  He set off the program by launching 
the construction of 402 new factories and 200 open-air 
yards across Soviet republics, which would be devoted to 
pre-cast concrete panel manufacturing.8 

In the wake of this speech, the Academy of Architecture 
became the Academy of Construction and Architecture, 
signifying how the profession became purely technical.9 
The construction industry was reorganized to conform to 
norms of the manufacturing sector. It was directed and 
financed by the Communist leadership, with design as a 
small aspect managed by the Academy of Construction and 
Architecture.10 

CONSTRUCTION
The Soviet Mass Housing Project

Khrushchev’s call for standardized processes in housing 
construction needs to be seen in the broader context of the 
centrally planned Soviet economy. Outputs were decided 
by the state and executed by its subsidiaries, rather than 
determined by demand and profitability.11 Every actor in 
the construction industry was given specific instructions 
about what production process to use and how much to 
build. The system “derived production rates from available 
resources rather than from demand, and often resulted 
in consumer shortages.”12 In addition to its ideological 
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underpinning, the planned economy was based on the 
Soviet interest in maximizing how it used its resources. 
A privately-owned company would have little reason to 
operate a dam in remote Siberia, but such operations could 
be easily justified in the context of a planned economy that 
was designed to make as much use of a vast territory as 
possible. 

The colonization of the Russian Far East and Central 
Asia started during the Imperial Era and became most 
widespread with Stalin’s gulag. The majority of Siberian 
cities and factory towns were created as labor colonies and 
gulag camps where millions of deported Soviet citizens were 
forced to work.13 When Khrushchev dismantled the gulag 
system, he replaced forced laborers by attracting workers 
with social and financial perks, known as the Northern 
Benefits, which are still in place today.14

As in the rest of the planned economy, Soviet mass 
housing production gave every actor in its supply chain a 
clearly defined role.15 Gosstroi, the federal State Committee 
for Construction located in Moscow and founded in 
1950, was charged with managing the strategy for mass 
housing production and issued guidelines. Regional design 
institutes (ZNIEEPs) could make small  changes to federal 
directives to suit their context. They often did this with 
minor modifications to the design of balconies, circulation 
and ornament. Building factories then manufactured each 
standardized design as a kit of parts. They were called 
Domostroitel’nyi kombinat (DSKs) in urban areas and 
Sel’skiy stroitel’nyi kombinat (SSKs) in rural settings.  The 
role of architects as designers continued to decline, and in 
1964 the Academy of Construction and Architecture was 
dissolved, and replaced by a department of the Academy 
of Sciences of the USSR. We can attribute this shift in part 
to the technology used for prefabrication. The Gosstroi 
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purchased a license for the French Camus system for 
prefabricated panel housing, which served as the basis for 
its subsequent mass housing designs.16 In France, where 
the Camus system was originally used, “...house building 
[...] became a market dominated by very large firms, whose 
rationale for entering the market lay in their ability to 
capitalize the prefabrication plants, and whose continued 
presence in the sector relied upon an endless succession of 
new sites and housing schemes to receive the products of 
their factories.”17  Evidently, these changes were transposed 
to the Soviet context when they imported the technology 
from France.18

Soviet mass housing can be broken down into three 
generations of housing series. The first was developed under 
Khrushchev between 1958 and 1963. The second one 
spanned from 1963 to 1971, and the third one from 1971 
to 1985. The design of a fourth generation was started in 
1985, but it was not implemented until after the collapse 
of the USSR.19 It is challenging to summarize the trends 
that dominated each generation of Soviet mass housing, 
but in general terms the earlier designs embraced the 
industrial aspect of precast concrete in a very literal sense, 
using straight-forward rectangular building footprints 
and minimal complexity for building details. Later series 
developed more intricate apartment layouts, improved 
joints between precast elements, and some attempts to 
add ornamentation to the facades. Housing series from 
the first generation, such as the 1958 I-464, which became 
the most widespread of all series, typically had five stories, 
80 households, and 185 residents.20 They were informally 
referred to as khrushcheby in Russian, a porte-manteau for 
Khrushchev and slum. The average new building in 1963 
was 5.1 stories tall, and by 1971 it grew to 7.8 stories.21 
The diversity of climate and terrain across the USSR called 
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for local adaptations to centrally designed housing series. 
These were carried out by five regional design institutes: 
TbilZNIEEP was in charge of the Caucasus, KievZNIEEP 
of southern Europe, LenZNIEEP of northern Europe, 
SibZNIEEP of Siberia, and TashZNIEEP of Central 
Asia.22 The I-464 series was seen as widely versatile, and 
in addition to being adapted for Soviet climates, it was 
exported to socialist nations outside of the USSR, such 
as Cuba and Chile.23 Variations to the standard designs 
were typically limited to the facade, which was modified 
for increased ventilation or insulation, depending on local 
climate.24 In the extreme northern climates of cities like 
Norilsk or Yakutsk, standardized buildings were elevated 
on posts a half-story tall. This was necessary to prevent heat 
from the ground floor apartment from melting the frozen 
ground, which held the building foundations in place by 
friction alone.25 Seismic risk was another big factor in 
mass housing design, especially after the 1966 Tashkent 
earthquake that destroyed 3 million square meters of the 
city’s traditional brick and clay residential buildings, but 
left most its khrushchovki untouched.26 Following the 
disaster, Tashkent was rebuilt in line with the principles 
of Soviet urbanism. In the process, TashZNIEEP became 
the USSR’s leading facility for research into earthquake-
resistant buildings. To garner local support and appear more 
inclusive, regional specialists designed buildings outside of 
the European parts of the USSR with mosaics inspired by 
traditional Islamic motifs.27 

While originally implemented to address material 
shortages of the 1950s, the use of precast concrete in housing 
construction persisted, with minor changes, through the 
collapse of the USSR in the 1990s.
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Panel Construction in Post-Soviet Countries

The dissolution of the USSR took place at different 
speeds across the Soviet Republics. Remote parts of the 
immense Soviet territory became all the more isolated as 
new states with market economies took over, which lacked 
the means and interest to provide the guaranteed resources 
available under the USSR.28 Housing in the Soviet Union 
had always been considered a social good that, in theory, 
was made available to all citizens.29 Article 44 of the 1977 
Constitution affirmed it as a right “[...] ensured by the 
development and upkeep of the state and socially owned 
housing; and by assistance for cooperative and individual 
house building; by fair distribution, under public control, 
of the housing that becomes available through fulfillment 
of the program of building well-appointed dwellings, and 
by low rents and low charges for utility services.” In 1984, 
75% of all urban housing units in Russia was owned by the 
state.30 Back then, urban housing was primarily financed by 
the government, and Soviet families did not have to make 
any upfront payments for their homes. Rent was minimal, 
with the average Moscow family only spending 3% of its 
monthly budget on housing.31

Like most economic sectors of the Soviet Union, 
housing was subject to the massive wave of privatization 
that swept the nation after the 1990.32 Newly created 
states could no longer afford to maintain their affordable 
housing stock, and selling them deferred responsibility 
to individuals or private companies. Residents were often 
able to buy the apartments they had been allocated during 
the Soviet era for a minimal amount of money. This took 
place after failed attempts in the 1980s to sell apartments 
to residents at their assessed value, which was far beyond 
anyone’s budget.33
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The USSR never succeeded in its goal to provide each 
family with its own apartment. In the late 1980s, 20% of 
people in cities still lived in communal housing. This was 
often due to a shortage of prefabricated housing. Although 
more than 2 million apartments were built each year since 
the mid-1960s, this was never enough to meet the demand 
for housing.34 In some cases, people voluntarily stayed in 
their communal apartments, having established strong 
connections to their community of flatmates and their 
location.35 As the state sold off its housing stock, eventually 
leading to 86% of Russian housing being privately owned 
2020,36 it also privatized the construction industry. The 
industrial production of affordable housing – which had 
always been significantly state-financed – gave way to 
for-profit residential real estate development. This new 
model became solely focused on building housing in areas 
that promised the highest economic returns.37

The widespread use of prefabricated panel construction 
has largely been eplaced by cast-in-place monolithic 
structures. Developers now favor architecture that is unique 
and has visual appeal so as to that maximize the financial value 
of each development. Rather than minimizing the need for 
costly skilled labor through kit-of-parts construction, they 
support the use of sturdier structures that they build on site 
across Russia, depending in large part on low-wage Central 
Asian workers. Nonetheless, they still manage to profit 
from Soviet-era concrete panel facilities, by using precast 
elements – albeit with more variation – for the facades of 
their cast-in-place buildings.38 The current state of formal 
residential development across former Soviet republics is 
relatively aligned with other countries in Asia and Africa 
that build with concrete today. While the structure and 
mechanical equipments of new apartments have been 
improved over the 30 years since the fall of the USSR, the 
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design of urban spaces and social amenities, which had been 
foregrounded under the Soviet Union, is often neglected, 
and existing infrastructure is strained.

CHALLENGES
Problems with Standardization in the USSR

Despite their deficiencies, the succession of Soviet 
administrations in charge of construction were aware of the 
problems with their prefabricated mass housing programs. 
“Soviet architects, government officials, and citizens are 
the harshest critics of Soviet housing construction.”39 A 
local official in Bratsk, Siberia lamented that “The city 
was built up in a monotonous, architecturally inexpressive 
way.”40 In addition to their bland appearance, standardized 
designs failed to account for the requirements of elderly 
or disabled Soviet citizens.41 Sound carried across the 
buildings, and they had persistent problems with insulation 
and waterproofing. Addressing these problems would have 
required additional steps in the construction process, as well 
a significant increase in quality control, both of which were 
too costly.42 In general, the lack of investment in research 
and technology during the late Soviet-period precluded 
high-quality precast the development of concrete elements 
and construction optimization.43 There was no need to 
innovate, since there was a constant demand for housing, 
and residents had no power to contest what they were 
offered.44 Instead, residents made informal modifications 
to their units, by enclosing their balconies and conducting 
interior renovations. These were not discouraged by the 
government, and there was a tacit understanding that 
Soviet inhabitants were responsible for furnishing their 
own apartments with whatever they could find.45
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income on housing - as it was highly subsidized by the state 
from construction to maintenance - but they had to pay 
marginally higher prices for other consumer goods – such 
as clothing or food – than they would have in countries 
with a free market.46 As outlined by Henry Morton, while 
housing is controlled by price in countries with private 
homeownership, capital was not the metric governing 
housing distribution in socialist countries like the USSR. 
Instead, bureaucrat-run allocations dictated who got to live 
where, and regular citizens had little to say in the process. 
In both the US and Russia, waiting lists for state housing 
existed, and families often had to wait years before they 
could get their own separate apartment.47 In both systems, 
there were (and still are) strategies to increase chances to 
receive a new dwelling, through bribes, but also through 
exchanges of similar housing units between two families.48 
In the USSR, housing allocations were also greatly affected 
by the type of employer a family member was working for. 
For instance, as ministries directly controlled prefabricated 
housing production and had a larger share of their budget 
devoted to housing employees than municipalities, workers 
in heavy industry plants owned by a powerful ministry had 
20 times higher chances of receiving new housing than 
workers in light industries or in local municipalities who 
relied on meagre city resources.49 The propiska, a residency 
permit inherited from Imperial Russia, formed one last 
facet to take into account in the deficient administration 
of Soviet housing allocation. Rural populations were 
prevented from moving into urban areas, thus ensuring a 
relative control of the demand of state-built housing in the 
most saturated areas.50 The rigidity of Soviet mass housing 
engendered a wide array of problems, which for the most 
part have persisted and been amplified through the current 
period. 
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Problems in the Neo-Liberal Era

The first generations of khrushchovki were conceived 
as a temporary fix to the post-Stalin housing shortage. 
They were not intended to last more than 25 years, but 
many are still standing today, in varying levels of disrepair. 
They are often studied at an urban level, since Soviet 
standardized design encompassed a spectrum of scales that 
ranged from the mikrorayon – “the basic building block in 
Soviet town planning in the post-war period”51 to pieces 
of furniture.52 Mikrorayons housed around 10,000 people 
and were designed to accommodate their basic needs in a 
radius of 300-400 meters.53 When mikrorayons were first 
under construction, residents would often move into their 
buildings before landscaping around buildings had been 
completed.54 In the time since, much of that green spaces 
has become overgrown, making for some remarkably 
lush spaces amid the modernist blocks. As in most 
contemporary developments, today’s residential blocks 
do not feature many new amenities beyond the buildings 
themselves. Across the suburbs of Russian cities, unfinished 
sidewalks and temporary electric poles highlight the lack 
of cooperation between the private and public sectors 
in infrastructural development. Now that post-Soviet 
governments are diverting resources away from maintaining 
the built environment, residents have become dependent 
on the capacity of private developers to coordinate with 
the public sector for improvements. This takes place in an 
environment with fewer constraints and guidelines than 
were in place in the Soviet Union.55

The constitution of the Russian Federation recognizes 
housing as a right and goes as far as stating that low-income 
citizens should not have to pay for a home.56 However, 
unlike the Soviet state, which was directly involved in the 
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provision of housing, today’s Russian government has neither 
the infrastructure nor the resources to direct residential 
construction. Instead, private real estate developers are 
responsible for the majority of new housing. They make 
use of Soviet era factories to bolster their production with 
minimal investment. PIK Group, which is currently the 
largest residential real estate developer in Russia, took over 
the DSK-2 and DSK-3 plants near Moscow in the early 
2000s. It uses these in the production of 1 million square 
meters of concrete panel housing per year.57

Shared-equity construction development raises another 
issue surrounding the housing industry in post-Soviet 
countries. As real estate developers generally cannot rely 
on government funding for their projects and need to 
operate with limited borrowed funds, some seek payment 
from individual homeowners before construction starts. 
This is common all over the world, but a lacking regulatory 
environment in Russia prior to 2019 made it all the more 
widespread. In the years before, the bankruptcy of several 
major developers, such as SU-155 and Urban Group, 
defrauded thousands of homebuyers annually.58 More 
recent regulations require that buyers use escrow accounts 
to ensure the safety of transactions. While this might 
improve the financial security of real estate development, 
the President of the Russian Institute for Urban Economics 
has noted that Russian banks will not have enough cash 
to support developers before buildings are completed.59 
Even though the use of precast concrete panels is more 
limited than it was in the USSR, problems endemic to 
industries that require large capital investments, such as 
precast concrete construction, have been transposed from 
the Soviet era to our days.
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AFTERMATH
The Unequal Value of Location

This paper will now explore the state of existing mass 
housing in post-Soviet countries, outline the challenges raised 
by their preservation, and formulate strategies to increase the 
resilience of Soviet-era residential buildings. Since the fall of 
communism, different urban renewal programs have taken 
place in Moscow. In 1999, the Moscow City Government 
launched a program called “Comprehensive reconstruction 
of the areas of five-storied apartment buildings built during 
the first period of industrial housing construction.”60 This 
was the first attempt to demolish deteriorating Soviet 
prefabricated apartment buildings and replace them with 
new structures. Out of the 20 million square meters of 
housing that had been identified for demolition, 12 million 
square meters were eventually demolished under the 
program.61 A second wave of demolition started in 2017 
when Sergey Sobyanin, the Mayor of Moscow, pushed 
to demolish five-story khrushchovki and relocate their 
inhabitants into new buildings. This initiative was to be the 
most ambitious urban renewal project in Europe, targeting 
1.6 million people in 8,000 buildings.62 The criteria that 
qualified a building for demolition included a pre-1968 
construction date, the use of prefabricated standardized 
elements, and a maximum of 5 stories. Between May and 
June of 2017, apartment owners and tenants could vote 
for their building’s inclusion in the demolition program, 
and only the buildings that garnered over two thirds of 
votes in favor of demolition were considered by the city.63 
By August 2017, over 5,000 buildings opted in, according 
to the Moscow City Government. While the plan to 
provide Moscow citizens with new housing could offer 
improvements to their quality of life, several voices have 
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denounced the demolition and rebuilding of Moscow as a 
way to fuel the Russian construction industry, which would 
in turn support Mayor Sobyanin and his close ally President 
Putin.64 Other concerns have emerged regarding the 
enormous cost of the urban renewal operation – estimates 
range from $70 to $100 billion – which critics have called 
too steep for the city of Moscow, or even for the Kremlin. 
In parallel, other countries have sought to demolish swaths 
of their housing stock. Germany for instance destroyed 
several thousand plattenbauten in the early 2000s.65 

 Nonetheless, demolition and reconstruction are not the 
only way to deal with damaged buildings. Francis Rambert 
frames the problem around what buildings still contain, 
arguing that “rchitectural layers are memory strata. […] To 
transform buildings is to refuse the erasure of the memories 
they hold.”66 Most cities in post-Soviet countries don’t have 
the financial means to renovate their aging building stock, 
let alone rebuild it. Should the transformation of urban 
fabric be successfully implemented in Moscow through 
demolition and reconstruction, it would still be out of 
reach for any other city in the post-Soviet sphere, where 
mikrorayons constitute 80% of urban areas.67 

Single-industry cities known as monogorody, were 
common in Soviet planning, especially as a tool to extract 
resources in remote locations. Between 1989 and 1997, 
Russia’s Far North lost 10% of its population as monogorody 
struggled to adapt without a planned economy.68 The 
combined effects of population decline and global warming 
have led to the acute deterioration of housing stock in 
shrinking northern cities built over permafrost. The stability 
of structures built on permafrost is put at serious risk with 
the warming climate, and the load bearing capacity of the 
ground in Norilsk, a Russian city in the Arctic Circle, is 
predicted to decline by 40% before 2060, which would 
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have disastrous consequences.69 Similar situations could 
soon emerge in other locations around the former USSR. 

As we have seen, most places that need to renovate 
their Soviet housing stock lack the financing to do so, but 
continued neglect will only create more dire circumstances. 
This is a serious problem, and in the words of Jean-Pierre 
Dupuy, a first step might be to acknowledge the scale of the 
catastrophe before it strikes.70 

The Role of Designers

Despite the grim state of Soviet mass housing, there 
is still one question that has not yet been raised in this 
paper. Since the very beginning of standardized housing 
construction in the USSR, architects have been highly 
restricted in how they can innovate with design.71 Today, 
architects of new residential developments – in Moscow and 
throughout post-Soviet states – still work in a framework 
with little room for creativity, as they continue to employ 
standardized building elements and copy building sections 
across projects. What could be another role for designers in 
this setting? 

In an era of urban renewal and real estate speculation, 
the question becomes: is there a role for architects as mass 
housing designers? The problem is not new. Post-war 
Western European architects faced a similar challenge, 
finding theirs to be “a profession compromised by the 
cynicism with which it had endorsed the policy of grands 
ensembles and of private real estate development...”72 

Of course, architects can drive the renovation of mass 
housing, as they would in any renovation project. Such 
projects can be found across the globe. But the discipline, 
which has been complicit in many of the failures of mass 
housing, can also learn from how people currently use these 
buildings, and begin to do more.
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Lessons from the past can also help upend our 
understanding of the status quo. During the peak of 
standardized construction in the Soviet Union, there were 
cooperative groups that built their own housing, given the 
endless waiting lists for units from the state. In 1962 – 
the same year as the Cuban Missile Crisis – cooperative 
homeownership became legal in the USSR and state loans 
could cover up to 40% of construction costs. Housing 
cooperatives accounted for up to 11% of the new units 
built in 1973 in Moscow, where they could each have up to 
60 members and were known to build at a higher quality 
than government-managed projects.73 The topic of Soviet 
housing cooperatives in the era of standardized construction 
deserves its own paper. Nonetheless, it offers a powerful 
indication that within standardized systems, there is room 
for architectural alternatives that are neither conventional 
nor exceptional.

CONCLUSION
The Soviet mass housing project is remarkable in how 

it gave a substantial portion of the population access to 
housing. Since the 1990s, the techniques and infrastructure 
developed under the USSR have been perpetuated by 
contemporary actors who profit off of them. To this 
day, issues of decay, financing and governance continue 
to plague mass housing and can only be remedied with 
coordinated efforts. Jean-Louis Cohen writes that “along 
with the representation of powers – political or economic 
– architecture shapes the daily framework of social policies. 
Giving it a spatial and aesthetic quality is not contradictory 
with the qualities of use that it must have, and it is precisely 
in the poetic transposition of uses that it gives the best of 
itself today, fully participating in politics.”74 As designers, 
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where do we start such a new project for architecture, and 
with what material? Recent studies of Soviet mass housing 
have tended to focus on urbanism, but investigations into 
the lived experiences that depend on the buildings that still 
stand call for more attention. Additionally, while there is 
abundant literature on periods before and after the collapse 
of the USSR, the continuity between them enabled by 
buildings, architecture and infrastructure is not sufficiently 
understood. As observed by Tom Avermaete: “If, in the 
pre-war period, the studio had been the point of departure 
for the ‘master-architect,’ in the post-war period the 
everyday reality of the terrain became the starting point for 
the ‘architect-ethnologist.’”75 It is now time for designers to 
shape the built environment by way of new social and civic 
systems, working as organizers as much as architects to 
advance new ideas of how to bring what we have forward.

75.   Nägeli, Walter, 
Niloufar Tajeri, and James 

Roderick O’Donovan. 
Small Interventions: New 

Ways of Living in Post-
War Modernism. Basel, 

Switzerland: Birkhäuser, 
2016. 30.

336



337





PHOTO  
ARCHIVE

FOUR OF SEVENSTILL STANDING

BEN HOYLEEYTAN LEVI



KAZAKH SSR

LITHUANIAN
SSR

LATVIAN
SSR ESTONIAN

SSR

MOLDAVIAN
SSR

UKRAINIAN
SSR

BELORUSSIAN
SSR

GEORGIAN SSR

ARMENIAN SSR

AZERBAIJAN SSR

TURKMEN
SSR

UZBEK
SSR

TAJIK
SSR

KIRGHIZ SSR

358 359 411

417 420 421

424 453

395 396

450

397 403 410

412 413

405 406 428

429 430 431

437 446

447 448 449

419

356 357 373

384 387 409

377

414 376

407

402 404

452 458

352

444

351 355

400

RUSSIAN SFSR

All photos from Moscow 
are not shown in this map

440

441

340



KIRGHIZ SSR

427

RUSSIAN SFSR

390 391 416

MAP OF PHOTOS

341





CONSTRUCTION

PHOTO ARCHIVE

STILL STANDING



Crane assembly of a khrushchovka. Source: Photo Archives, 
Shchusev State Museum of Architecture. Moscow, 2019



Khrushchev giving a speech. 
Moscow, 1953. Source: unknown
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Microrayon construction. Source: Photo Archives, 
Shchusev State Museum of Architecture. Moscow, 2019
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Interior finishes. Source: Photo Archives, 
Shchusev State Museum of Architecture. Moscow, 2019



Panel assembly. Source: Photo Archives, 
Shchusev State Museum of Architecture. Moscow, 2019
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Prefabricated stair system. Source: Photo Archives, 
Shchusev State Museum of Architecture. Moscow, 2019
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Space travel mural on 
a 1984 Khrushchovka. 
Tashkent, Uzbekistan. 
Source: Philipp Meuser
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1988 Avicenna mosaic 
by Rakhnayev, Ilyayev, 
and Grigorov. Dushanbe, 
Tajikistan. Source: 
Roberto Conte
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Inhabited khrushchovka. 
Tashkent, Uzbekistan. 
Source: Nathan Lopez
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Buildings inhabited by workers from a tractor factory 
under construction. Kamaz, Tatarstan, Russia. 

Source: Henri Cartier-Bresson, 1973
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Playground and construction site. Kamaz, Tatarstan, Russia. 
Source: Henri Cartier-Bresson, 1973
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Construction site on Vassilievsky Island. Leningrad, Russia. 
Source: Henri Cartier-Bresson, 1973
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Junkyard and buildings. Leningrad, Russia.
Source: Henri Cartier-Bresson, 1973
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Panel assembly. Source: Photo Archives, 
Shchusev State Museum of Architecture. Moscow, 2019
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Prefabricated concrete factory. Source: Photo Archives, 
Shchusev State Museum of Architecture. Moscow, 2019
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DSK-2 factory. Moscow, Russia. Source: Eytan Levi, 2019
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DSK-2 factory. Moscow, Russia. Source: Eytan Levi, 2019



DSK-2 factory.
Moscow, Russia. 
Source: Eytan Levi, 2019
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Residential buildings. Location unknown.
Source: Marco Citron, 2007
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Residential buildings. Location unknown.
Source: Marco Citron, 2007

367





Newly-built microrayon. 
Source: Photo Archives, 
Shchusev State Museum 

of Architecture. 
Moscow, 2019
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Inhabited microrayon. Source: Photo Archives,
Shchusev State Museum of Architecture. Moscow, 2019
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Officer’s wedding. Naberezhyne Chelny, Tatarstan, Russia. 
Source: Henri Cartier-Bresson, 1973
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Tushino area. Moscow, Russia. 
Source: Henri Cartier-Bresson, 1972
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Tushino area. Moscow, Russia. 
Source: Henri Cartier-Bresson, 1972
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Worker’s town. Yekaterinburg, Russia. Source: Photo Archives,
Shchusev State Museum of Architecture. Moscow, 2019
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Newly-built 3-story residential buildings. Samara, Russia. 
Source: Lena Tsibizova, 2018
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Moscow family in a prefabricated apartment, 1991. 
Source: Dyranda Prevost



Elevations at several scales. Source: Photo Archives,
Shchusev State Museum of Architecture. Moscow, 2019

379



Interior of a Moscow apartment in 1991. 
Source: Dyranda Prevost
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Kitchen in a prefabricated apartment, 1991. 
Source: Dyranda Prevost
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Apartment in 
Moscow, 1991 

Source: Dyranda Prevost
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Courtyard in 
Aviastroitel’nyy Rayon. 
Kazan, Russia. 
Source: Ben Hoyle, 2019
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Balcony enclosure. Moscow, Russia.
Source: Ben Hoyle, 2019



Staircase in Aviastroitel’nyy Rayon. Kazan, Russia 
Source: Ben Hoyle, 2019
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Children walking 
in the snow among 

prefabricated 
residential buildings. 

Exact location unknown, 
Siberia, Russia. 

Photo: Vil Ravilov
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Block 17. Norilsk, Russia.
Source: Christophe Jacrot, 2018
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Elevated housing block to avoid permafrost melting. 
Norilsk, Russia. Source: Christophe Jacrot, 2018
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Abandoned and 
occupied residential 
buildings. Kiro, Russia. 
Source: Mikhail 
Lebedev, 2019
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School in a residential 
district. Murmansk, 

Russia. Source: Mikhail 
Lebedev, 2019
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Suburbs at night. Murmansk, Russia. 
Source: Mikhail Lebedev, 2019
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People ice-skating at night. Arkhangelsk, Russia.
Source: Egor Rogalev
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Ramenki district at 
night. Moscow, Russia. 

Source: Teo Konukhov
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1970s residential 
building. Chkalovsk, 
Tajikistan. Source: 
Stefano Perego
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Festival on the main square. Krasnouralsk, Russia.
Source: Christine Armbruster, 2016
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Wooden and concrete residential buildings. 
Arkhangelsk, Russia. Source:  Egor Rogalev
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Metallurgist Day. Krasnouralsk, Russia 
Source:  Christine Armbruster, 2016
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Playground in an atomic city. Zaporizhia, Ukraine.
Source:  Giulia Mangione, 2012
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Residential buildings in an atomic city. Zaporizhia, Ukraine.
Source:  Giulia Mangione, 2012
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Women scrubbing a carpet in the sun. Kizel, Russia. 
Source:  Christine Armbruster, 2016



A khrushchovka at dusk. Unknown location. Source: Unknown
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Corn building. Samara, Russia. Source: Arseniy Kotov, 2018
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The infinite landscape right next to the city. 
Arkhangelsk, Russia. Source: Egor Rogalev
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Man running in the snow in Kupchino. 
St Petersburg, Russia. Source: Alexander Bondar, 2014

411



Teenagers playing among residential buildings. 
Narva, Estonia. Source: Kirill Iserlis, 1990s
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Teenagers posing in front of residential buildings. 
Narva, Estonia. Source: Kirill Iserlis, 1990s
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Reactors and residential 
buildings. Samara, 
Russia. Source: Arseniy 
Kotov, 2018
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During the winter up in the Russian Arctic,
there are only a few hours of sunlight everyday. 
Norilsk, Russia. Source: Christophe Jacrot, 2018
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Overview of the Primorksy residential district. 
St Petersburg, Russia. Source: Egor Rogalev, 2014
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11th microdistrict. 
Dzerzhinsk, Russia. 

Source: Arseniy 
Kotov, 2018
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Track class among new residential developments in 
Primorksy. St Petersburg, Russia. Source: Egor Rogalev, 2014
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Dirt mound in Primorksy. St Petersburg, Russia.
Source: Egor Rogalev, 2014
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Living in the wilderness. 
Moscow, Russia. 

Source: Dmitry 
Lookianov, 013-2015
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Snowfall in Primorksy. 
St Petersburg, Russia. 
Source: Egor 
Rogalev, 2014
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Different housing types 
near the mine pit. 

Mirny, Russia. 
Source: Anton Klimov 
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Khrushchev-era building. Kiev, Ukraine.
Source: Erik Messori, 2019
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Khrushchev-era building. Kiev, Ukraine.
Source: Erik Messori, 2019
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Khrushchev-era building. Kiev, Ukraine.
Source: Erik Messori, 2019

430



Khrushchev-era building. Kiev, Ukraine.
Source: Erik Messori, 2019
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Renovated interior. 
Moscow, Russia. Source: 
Alexey Nikolayev, 2017
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Non-maintained lands. Vorkuta, Russia. 
Source: Alisa Oleva, 2016
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Joints of a prefabricated building. Vorkuta, Russia. 
Source: Alisa Oleva, 2016
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Demolished 
khrushchovka in 2017. 

Moscow, Russia. Source: 
Andrei Makhonin, TASS
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Hervé Biele, house made out of reclaimed panels.
Berlin, Germany. Source: Hervé Biele, 2002
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Lacaton & Vassal, Grand Parc renovation. 
Bordeaux, France. Source: Philippe Ruault, 2016
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Khrushchev-era 
building. Moscow, 

Russia. Source: Ben 
Hoyle, 2019
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The 1986 Aul housing complex by B. Voronin, L. Andreyeva, 
Y. Ratushny, V. Lepeshov, and V. Vi. Almaty, Kazakhstan. 

Source: Roberto Conte
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Khrushchev-era building. Moscow, Russia.
Source: Eytan Levi, 2019



Residential buildings. Vorkuta, Russia. 
Source: Alisa Oleva, 2016
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Residential buildings. Vorkuta, Russia. 
Source: Alisa Oleva, 2016
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Residential buildings. Vorkuta, Russia. 
Source: Alisa Oleva, 2016
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Unfinished residential buildings. Vorkuta, Russia. 
Source: Alisa Oleva, 2016
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Landscape of residential 
buildings. Nikel, Russia. 
Source: Mikhail Lebedev, 
2019
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Khrushchovki. Novosibirsk, Russia. Source: Ed Park, 2013
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Facade maintenance in Kupchino. St Petersburg, Russia. 
Source: Alexander Bondar, 2013
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Khrushchev-era 
building. Moscow, 
Russia. Source: Eytan 
Levi, 2019
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Demolished 
Khrushchevka in 

Belyayevo. Moscow, 
Russia. Source: Max 

Avdeev, 2017
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Prefabricated panels on a residential building. 
Novosibirsk, Russia. Source: Ed Park, 2013



A khrushchovka undergoing demolition in 2008. 
Moscow, Russia. Source: Sidik iz PTU
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INTRODUCTION

What follows is a play we wrote after the 
first year we spent studying Soviet mass hous-
ing. The project started in May of 2019, when 
Ben flew to Irkutsk, and alongside friends and 
colleagues began a trip towards Moscow on the 
Transsiberian railway. Eytan joined soon after-
wards, when the group had reached Kazan, and 
he and Ben spent the subsequent two and a half 
months in Russia, the Caucasus, and the Bal-
tics. 

We wrote this play in order to revisit what 
we learned in the wake of that trip, and in an 
attempt to put the many voices, perspectives 
and places we encountered into conversation 
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INTRODUCTION

with one another. The form of a play allows us 
to present a significant amount of information, 
but does not require a neutral academic tone. 
We found that in conceiving of characters and 
situating them on stage sets, we were able to 
present voices that were not our own while tak-
ing some responsibility for them. In doing so, 
we sought to position our design work in rela-
tionship with its different contexts.
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STILL STANDING

SCENE 1

Moscow, USSR. 1963. The grounds of DSK-2, 
an industrial center built in the early 1960s to de-
sign and manufacture prefabricated apartments. 
Outside the window is a junkyard, surrounded 
by metal-clad factory buildings. Along the fence 
sit dozens of prefabricated panels, waiting to be 
shipped to construction sites within the allowable 
radius of the factory. Four draftsmen hunch over 
tables in a well-lit office. Alexander finishes look-
ing at someone’s drawing, and comes behind Pavel.
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ACT 1, SCENE 1

Alexander, loudly.
Mr. Volkov! I was unaware that we were de-

signing railings for an altarpiece!
Pavel, who did not see him appear, freezes. He 

digs his pencil into the corner of the sheet and ner-
vously turns around.

Pavel
Mr. Kozlov. I was just — 

Alexander, abruptly.
You were just not doing what you were sup-

posed to do, Mr. Volkov! Distracted from the 
expectations of the task you have been assigned. 
This would not be the first time.

Pavel
It’s just that … it’s hard for me to imagine 

any of these details, (he points at a pile of red-
marked drawings on the table) getting built any-
where. They’re so stark that I — 

Alexander
Stark? Stark! (To the audience.) He finds 

Khruschovki details stark! Absurd, absolutely 
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STILL STANDING

absurd. (Sternly.) Pavel, you have been charged 
by the State with a mission. To contribute to 
the housing of millions of our fellow citizens. 
Today many still live in slums, and the USSR 
has mobilized its resources, its manpower and 
some of its greatest minds to give them a de-
cent place to live. There is absolutely no time 
for delay, and I have no tolerance for ego.

Pavel 
Yes, I understand. But since my years as a 

student I have aspired to continue in the great 
Stalinist style. I was a student of Gelfreykh, and 
awarded highest marks in my class at universi-
ty. But after being assigned this position, I find 
that I no longer know what architecture is. We 
design these buildings as machines, but leave no 
room in them for expression or identity. How 
can the State present itself on blank, functional 
surfaces? We hardly distinguish structures built 
in Baku from those in Murmansk, and these 
buildings do little to represent the great Soviet 
ideal.
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ACT 1, SCENE 1

Alexander, furious.
Useless! I should report your behavior to my 

supervisor. There is no time for such grandios-
ity in the modern age. It is precisely thanks to 
what you call “stark” design that we are able 
to extract nickel in Norilsk and produce cot-
ton in the Kirghiz SSR. Without industrialized 
housing production, we could never inhab-
it the treacherous climates and open expanses 
that make up the Soviet Union. As architects, 
it is our role to create livable spaces that can 
be deployed across our territory, so that what 
needs to happen somewhere can happen there. 
(Composing himself.) Get back to your drawing 
board. I want the new set of balcony details by 
the end of the week. Whether you like it or not, 
these buildings will be built, and this office will 
ensure that they are designed to be as efficient 
as possible.

Pavel stares at his desk, and Alexander moves to 
the next draftsman. Everyone is silent.
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SCENE 2

A park in a peripheral housing district of Mos-
cow. June, 2019. Irina is in her early 50s and is 
a historic preservation specialist at the large Mos-
cow architecture firm where Ben and Eytan are 
interns. She does not speak English but wants to 
teach them about mass housing in Moscow. This 
weekend she has invited Eytan and Ben on a walk-
ing tour of several microrayons, bringing Polina, 
her teenage daughter, as a translator.

Irina
…
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ACT 1, SCENE 2

Polina 
She says this type of residential building is 

called a malsimeka. They were built in con-
junction with factories in the 1950s to house 
workers and their families. Each apartment has 
a single bedroom, a bathroom and a kitchen. 
From here, people would take the metro one 
stop to get to nearby lumber and car factories. 
Malsimeki are rare in Moscow these days, be-
cause most have been destroyed.

Irina 
…

Polina
She says this building is slated for demoli-

tion in the next few weeks. The buildings they’ll 
construct in its place will be taller, with less ur-
ban space. This gives developers the added in-
centive to invest in the area, because they will 
be able to sell more apartments.

Irina
…
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Polina
She says the people in this building will move 

directly into a new tower nearby, which likely 
replaced some other Khrushchovki. So there is 
no need for temporary housing. People are sim-
ply moved, their building destroyed, and new, 
more lucrative apartments put in their place. 

Irina
…

Polina
She says that while the apartments in the 

new buildings will be more spacious, they will 
be disconnected from their urban context, as is 
the case with most of the recent housing around 
the city.

Irina, satisfied, begins to walk, as Ben and Ey-
tan scribble notes and scurry to keep up.

Ben
The trees are much denser than I’d expected. 

This is a nice park. Will they keep any of it?
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ACT 1, SCENE 2

Polina
…

Irina
…

Polina
She says no, that the new buildings will come 

with new landscaping and room for cars. But 
that the trees you see here actually predate the 
buildings. Before, this was all forest.

They walk for a few more minutes and get to a 
car, where Ben, Eytan and Polina squeeze in the 
back, and Irina’s husband drives them to another 
district. Ben and Eytan are disoriented, unsure of 
what has been planned for them. 

Irina, pointing from the front seat. 
…

Polina
She says these towers, west of the city, are 

desirable, because there are trees and it’s clean. 
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Irina
…

Polina 
And those towers there are new and vacant, 

only finished a few weeks ago. They’re “com-
fort class,” which you can tell by the way the 
air conditioners are clumped together in that 
grated balcony. In higher-end “business class” 
developments the air conditioners are more 
concealed. Soon, people from a nearby Khrush-
chovka will be moving in.

They are quiet for the rest of the drive, each 
looking at the sky out of the window. They get out 
in a half-empty parking lot, surrounded by grass 
and tall, colorful buildings. They start walking 
along a tiled pathway.

Irina
…

Polina
She says this is one of the more successful 
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ACT 1, SCENE 2

new developments. Projects of the past few 
years have often taken up all available urban 
space with parking, but here the parking is at a 
slight remove. The pond over there is all artifi-
cial.

Eytan, his face covered, lags behind the group.

Ben, to Eytan. 
Are you ok?

Eytan, removing his hands from his face, re-
veals a torrential nosebleed. A flurried exchange 
of tissues and water bottles ensues, as Irina, not 
noticing the commotion, starts to describe the next 
building.

Irina
…

Polina
This tower has 162 new flats, which is 

enough room to house people from two nearby 
Khrushchovki.
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Irina
…

Polina
She said that’s all for today.

Irina
Would you like to join us for tea?

Eytan, discreetly adjusting tissues in his nose.
Yes! We would be delighted.

Polina
Good. We will stop at the grocery store first 

to buy food. A local specialty, you will see. 
Called a Moskva Hotel cake.

At Irina and Polina’s apartment. One of the 
balconies has been enclosed with a wood structure 
and narrow windows. This creates a nook where 
the family stores their shoes and grows herbs. Eytan 
and Ben sit with the family and drink tea in the 
living room, which Irina and her husband con-
vert into their bedroom every night. The building 
is a Khruschovka, and the family lives on the top 
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ACT 1, SCENE 2

floor. The neighboring Khruschovki can be seen 
in the evening light out of the window, but the 
ground is obscured by a canopy of trees.

Polina shows Eytan and Ben some drawings, 
which she has been making to prepare for her ar-
chitecture school entrance examinations. Most are 
studies of the plaster busts that are tucked in vari-
ous corners of the room. 

Eytan, holding a drawing of Socrates.
Polina, this is very impressive!

Katya
Thank you. As I tell my mother, I am prepar-

ing to become the next Zaha Hadid.
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SCENE 3

Moscow. December 7, 1954. A conference hall, 
filled with hundreds of attendees. In the distance 
stands Nikita Khrushchev, who is about to address 
the All-Union Conference of Builders, Architects, 
and Building Industry Workers. In the foreground 
are three architects, Konstantin the nostalgic Con-
structivist, Stepan the defiant Stalinist, and  and 
Kirill the enthusiastic Khruschevist.

Stepan sees what the construction methods pro-
posed by Khrushchev will mean. He knows that 
great buildings of the Salinist period were made 
of stone, took the labor of thousands, and each 
contributed to the grandeur of the state. He knows 
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that this is not possible with prefabrication. That 
what he has seen of concrete panel structures from 
the French Camus system is too new, too experi-
mental, and will certainly not convey Soviet ide-
als. 

Kirill lives well and has a good job with the 
state. He is intimately familiar with the details 
of the housing crisis. He has seen collective slums, 
and is aware of how untenable living conditions 
are for millions of people across the republics. He 
knows that beacons of Soviet architecture produced 
since the 1920s are not providing nearly enough 
housing, and that the radical shift of priorities 
that Khrushchev is articulating are essential for 
the future of communism.

Konstantin is older, quieter. He endured the 
Stalinist period, making sacrifices along the way. 
He hearkens back to earlier days of the USSR, to 
the experiments of collectivism in the 1920s, and 
wonders what those might mean in the context of 
this new generation of buildings.
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Khruschev 
…Our builders know that until recently 

there was debate over which of two paths we 
should take in construction – the use of prefab-
ricated structures or monolithic concrete. We 
shall not name names or reproach those work-
ers who tried to direct our construction indus-
try towards use of monolithic concrete. I be-
lieve these comrades now realize for themselves 
that the position they adopted was wrong. 
Now, though, it’s clear to everyone, it seems, 
that we must proceed along the more progres-
sive path – the path of using prefabricated rein-
forced-concrete structures and parts. 

Applause

Kirill, to his peers. 
This technology has existed for years. But fi-

nally, with the might of the USSR behind it, 
we will be able to upend the industry and move 
towards a brighter communist future. 
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Khruschev
What are the consequences of using cast-in-

place concrete in construction? Dirtier build-
ing sites. The use of wasteful formwork. The 
unnecessary expenditure of iron. The loss of 
concrete. And what are the effects of using pre-
fabricated parts? It will allow us to construct 
buildings using factory construction methods. 

Applause.

Konstantin
He proposes structures of cardboard. They 

will not be buildings at all, just shells, skeletons. 
Imagine the immense capabilities of the men in 
this room, and how they are to be squandered 
by Khrushchev’s misguided vision. Architecture 
is a craft, an art, and he proposes we reduce it 
to a stop on an assembly line.

Khruschev
Certain architects have a passion for add-

ing spires to the tops of buildings, which gives 
this architecture an ecclesiastical appearance. 
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Do you like the silhouette of churches? I don’t 
want to argue about tastes, but for residential 
buildings such an appearance is unnecessary. 
It’s wrong to use architectural decoration to 
turn a modern residential building into some-
thing resembling a church or museum. This 
produces no extra convenience for residents 
and merely makes exploitation of the building 
more expensive … what people need is apart-
ments. They don’t have time to gaze admiringly 
at silhouettes; they need houses to live in!

Shouts, applause

Khruschev
In his designs for houses on Lyusinovskaya 

ulitsa, Architect Zakharov decided to put sculp-
tures at the corners of his buildings, from the 
8th floor upwards. On the top floor he sliced 
off the corners to make room for windows, out-
side which, on the windowsills, sculptures were 
supposed to stand. A five-wall room with an 
angled window is inconvenient for living in, 
not to mention the fact that the residents of 
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this room must spend their entire lives staring 
at the back of a sculpture. Of course, it’s not 
particularly pleasant to live in a room like this. 
It’s good, then, that these houses were never 
built and that comrade Zakharov was restrained 
from his art.

Stepan
This is insultingly reductive. He speaks as 

though he knows of architecture, when noth-
ing could be farther from the truth.

Kirill
Get out of your little world, Stepan. We have 

housing crisis, with lives on the line, and the 
monumentality of Stalinist buildings only ex-
acerbated the problem.

Konstantin, mumbling.
We’ve had this problem since well before 

Stalin.

Kirill
This time it’s different. Listen to the man.

485



STILL STANDING

Khruschev
A common feature of construction in this 

country is wastage of resources, and for this a 
large part of the blame rests with the many ar-
chitects who use superfluous architectural de-
tails to decorate buildings built to one-off de-
signs. Such architects are a stumbling block in 
the way of industrializing construction. In or-
der to build quickly and successfully, we must 
use standard designs in our building, but this 
is evidently not to the taste of certain archi-
tects … If an architect wants to be in step with 
life, he must know and be able to employ not 
only architectural forms, ornaments, and vari-
ous decorative elements, but also new progres-
sive materials, reinforced-concrete structures 
and parts, and, above all, must be an expert in 
cost-saving in construction.

Stepan
I fear for the future of architecture of this 

nation.
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Konstantin
We’ve tried these ideas before; they did not 

work.

Khruschev
Comrades, I shall bring my speech to a close 

by expressing my confidence that builders, ar-
chitects, engineers, workers in the construc-
tion-materials industry and in manufacture 
of machinery for construction and roads, and 
employees of design and research organisations 
will carry out with honor the tasks laid upon 
them by the Party and the Government; will 
improve still further the level, pace, and quality 
of construction in our country; will accelerate 
the bringing in of factories, mines, power sta-
tions, and manufactures; and will build resi-
dences, schools, and hospitals better and more 
beautifully. Goodbye until we meet again at the 
next conference of builders. I wish you contin-
ued success, comrades!

Applause and a standing ovation.
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Kirill, to his peers, over the noise.
Like it or not, this is the future of architec-

ture. And to my mind it is the only just way to 
move forward. 
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Moscow. July, 2019. A conference room on the 
third floor of an office building from the 1990s. 
Karol, Yulia, Nikolai, Pavel and Leonid are five 
of the 30 people who work there. Irina, Sofya, Ey-
tan and Ben are visiting. Karol is at the head of 
the table with a screen projected behind him and 
a laptop in front of him. Ben and Eytan sit in 
front of paper cups of water and booklets of the 
report produced by the agency.

Karol, to Ben and Eytan. 
Gentlemen, thank you for joining us here 

today. Irina and I used to work together for 
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many years, and she told me of two students 
from MIT working on a project about housing 
in our city. We are glad to have you here and 
will tell you about some of the work we’ve been 
doing. 

Karol turns to Irina

Karol, to Irina.
…

Irina
…

Karol
Very good. You’ve met my colleagues here, 

and I invite them to add anything to the pre-
sentation 

Pavel and Leonid nod, Nikolai looks at his 
screen

Karol
To begin with, as you are aware, we are a con-

sulting agency that has been hired by the city 
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of Moscow to plan the city’s housing renewal 
program. We are not charged with implemen-
tation, but instead are helping to coordinate 
how everything will happen. The specific prob-
lem in Moscow is the large number of build-
ings from the 1950s and 60s which don’t have 
the necessary infrastructure to function today. 
Mayor Sobyanin launched the housing reloca-
tion program to address the situation in 2017, 
and one million residents from all districts of 
Moscow have signed up. His plan will be car-
ried out over the coming 15 years. The process 
is as follows: first, we determine the buildings 
to be demolished based on the proportion of 
residents who have signed up for the program. 
Next, we determine how many people the dis-
trict will ultimately house, and based on that 
we plan for its future. In some cases, all exist-
ing buildings will be demolished and the dis-
trict will be rebuilt from scratch. In others, new 
buildings will be spread throughout the area, so 
that there is no need for demolition. Finally, we 
gather this information into a series of reports, 
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which we present to residents. We survey their 
opinions and adapt the proposals accordingly, 
so as to maintain as democratic a process pos-
sible.

Yulia
All of this takes a lot of paperwork. We’ve 

created 40 new laws since it began, and are in 
direct contact with the highest levels of govern-
ment.

Karol
That’s right. And the program is already well 

underway. 78 buildings have been completed, 
43 are fully inhabited, and almost 300 more 
are under construction. In one district, we de-
molished 69 buildings and fit their residents 
into 38 new buildings. The residents are given 
free moving services, and have the opportunity 
to upgrade the size of their apartment in the 
transition process. They get 30% more than the 
value of their original flat, plus 10% due to bet-
ter location and services.

492



ACT 1, SCENE 4

Yulia
We carefully regulate the process of moving 

residents from one location to another. (Yulia 
searches on her computer for a webpage, and pulls 
it onto the projector screen.) This is a schemat-
ic drawing of current resident approval. The 
green squares indicate buildings where people 
have already moved out, and the red squares 
are for buildings where there are residents who 
don’t want to leave. In the latter case, a resi-
dent believes that the apartment they’re being 
offered is not commensurate to the one being 
destroyed. In these cases the court must weigh 
in, and the building can’t be demolished until 
the case is resolved. A court case doesn’t mean 
that the apartment will be kept. If the resident 
wins, it just means they will have to wait until 
they are offered a more suitable flat. That said, 
the vast majority of residents willingly leave.

Yulia flips through several other charts and dia-
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grams, citing numbers that Ben and Eytan do not 
manage to note down and do not understand. 

Ben
Could you tell us more about how you de-

cide whether or not a given building will be 
destroyed?

Karol
We do not demolish a building if it is too 

recent, or if fewer than 70% of residents opt to 
move. There’s nothing we can do if fewer than 
70% of people are on board.

A woman hesitantly approaches with a trey of 
tea. Ben and Eytan, surprised, shift their note-
books and papers aside to make way for her to 
place the cups in front of them, and nod effusively 
as she walks away.

Eytan
Could you tell us more about how the pro-

gram is financed?
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Karol
Yes, of course. We do not rely on investments 

from developers, which can be somewhat unre-
liable. Instead we have a budget from the gov-
ernment. This requires us to have an extremely 
clear understanding of how old buildings will 
be demolished, how new ones will be built, how 
to negotiate with residents, and swaths of other 
considerations. Our office made these calcula-
tions in order to prepare a budget for the Pres-
ident, which he approved. In this regard, what 
we’re doing here is actually very new. We were 
unable to get advice from the outside world, be-
cause in other places people tend to depend on 
investor money for this kind of project, rather 
than an allotted budget.

Eytan
If the state budget covers most of the cost, 

what money do investors put forward, and 
what risk do they incur? 

Karol
There’s no risk for them at all: they’re just 
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making buildings. There’s actually a new state 
developer that will manage all of the funds. If 
we had worked with commercial developers all 
over the city there would’ve been way too many 
people to oversee. This is a social project for the 
most part. And the city gave an enormous loan 
which it is determined to get back.

Eytan
Do you see this as a single wave of renova-

tions, or is it one of many to come? 

Yulia
This process will almost certainly last longer 

than 15 years — more like 25. It will depend 
in large part on budgetary and legal changes. 
What we’re working on now is actually the sec-
ond wave of housing redevelopment — the first 
was 20 years ago and also demolished many 
five-story buildings. 

Karol
This program is quite innovative in how ex-

tensively we are using data — if it is successful, 
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and we receive sufficient funding, our intention 
will be to implement similar programs in other 
parts of the country. 

Yulia
In Europe there are precedents for this kind 

of process, but there it takes much longer. There 
are up to 10 years of negotiations with residents 
before buildings can be demolished.

Ben
What construction technology are you using 

for the new buildings you propose?

Karol
The developer and architect have the final 

say about which construction system they will 
use, but we offer a recommendation, and in the 
majority of cases we suggest using a monolithic 
structure. That is, a structure cast in place and 
filled with a facade and flooring. The alternative 
is panel buildings, where prefabricated panels 
serve as the structure as well as the facade, but 
these have several problems. They are restricted 
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in how far they can span, they require a much 
larger construction zone, and their structures 
are inflexible. For our own part we strive to 
make data-driven decisions, but developers will 
often have other considerations in mind when 
choosing how to build.

Yulia
There’s also a lot of planning for things that 

won’t immediately be built. For hospitals and 
schools that will eventually come. And with 
every building we are extremely careful about 
sunlight access. If new structures block too 
much of the sun going into an adjacent apart-
ment, then we need to offer the people in that 
apartment new housing too.

Irina
…

Sofya
She says we’ve taken enough of their time.
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Ben
Yes, thank you for all the information. This 

has been incredibly useful.

Karol
Yes, of course. Keep those books we gave 

you. At some point you let us know and we can 
come give a presentation at MIT!
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SCENE 5

Yakut Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic. 
August, 1954. Three Soviet geologists, Ekateri-
na, Viktor and Yuri came here on a state-funded 
expedition, and against all odds they have found 
what they were looking for. A rhythm of heavy 
machinery is audible in the background, punctu-
ated by blasts. 

Ekaterina sits in the camp. She reading out 
loud as she writes.

Ekaterina
… kimberlite comes in what is known as a 

pipe. Large, underground formations that re-
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sult from magma bursting up through 450 ki-
lometers of the earth’s crust. It is precisely be-
cause kimberlite formed so far below ground 
that it is likely to contain diamonds. And here, 
in Mir, we have found a significant amount of 
kimberlite.

Yuri enters

Yuri
The dynamite is being prepared for tomor-

row morning. With a few more blasts we should 
be able to survey the extents of the repository. 
There is no doubt that we have found some-
thing, Katya. The question is whether or not 
there is enough of it to justify an investment in 
heavier equipment. 

Ekaterina
So it is. At this point we must trust our in-

tuition. And Viktor’s analysis certainly gives us 
reason to be hopeful. 
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Yuri
It does. I can’t imagine this not being a suc-

cess, not when we feel this close, and have trav-
eled so far.

Ekaterina
I’ve been writing, trying to communicate 

the gravity of our finding to my son. But this 
morning as I looked over the site, away from 
the workers and machinery, I had the most un-
canny feeling that over the course of this en-
tire expedition we have in fact never moved. 
That we are where we began as soon as we lost 
sight of the last building, the last road. We have 
been thinking about the ground, Yuri, to the 
point where I can no longer see anything else. 
Soon the snow will return, and the temperature 
will drop, and everything will turn to ice. The 
ground and the sky will close in on each other, 
leaving nothing at the surface. In such condi-
tions I can hardly imagine there being room for 
people here.
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Yuri
But if there is really kimberlite beneath us, 

there will be many people who will come to 
mine it. A city will rise from this ground, Katya. 
And the ground will give way. It will take jet en-
gines to melt the ice, and structures piled above 
the ground to resist it. But we have these tools, 
and there will be a city here.

Ekaterina
With the temperatures in winter, even the 

steel of jet engines might freeze and shatter. The 
oil of cars will harden and crack. There is no 
place here for anything human or man-made.

Yuri
There will always be more people, Katya. If 

there are diamonds, they will come in the hun-
dreds of thousands. Every person will be re-
placeable, and no matter how hard the ground 
and how oppressive the weather, they will push 
through. The landscape will be transformed, 
and it will be a place where people come to 
work and spend their lives.
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SCENE 1

A suburb of Paris. December 8, 2015. In the 
men’s bathroom of a conference center where the 
United Nations Climate Change Conference 
(COP21) is underway. Sergei and Olof catch 
sight of each other in the mirror as they wash their 
hands. Sergei lunges over, grinning wildly, and 
slaps Olof on the back with a soaking wet hand. 

Sergei
Olof! You old fart. I’ve been wondering 

where you’ve been through all of this.
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Olof
Hiding from the Russians, of course.

Sergei
Ha! Very good. Nothing’s changed then. We 

taught you well! You know I was just on the 
phone with Professor Sokolov, from the Po-
litekhnicheskiy, you remember? Can you be-
lieve it, still alive! And still at work, no less! I’m 
sure you knew him. You weren’t in Petersburg 
long but any student who passed through was 
sure to hear of Professor Sokolov.

Olof
Of  course! Still alive, eh? I remember him. 

A final essay I had written, despite all my ef-
forts to learn Russian, all those hours with that 
damned dictionary… well, I’ll just say he was 
dissatisfied, and was eager to let me know it.

Sergei
Yes, exactly right, that’s him. I called for his 

technical opinion, on a matter of administra-
tion — nothing to do with myself. And when I 
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hung up I felt like I was 21 and had just failed 
an assignment. 

Olof
Ha! Yes. But enough about Sokolov. Tell me 

Sergei, great Russian delegate, what—

A small line has formed form behind the bath-
room sinks. A bearded man clears his throat.

Olof
Oh. Excuse us. Not the grandest of locations 

for such a reunion, is it! Let’s take a walk.

Olof opens the bathroom door with his elbow 
and holds it for Sergei. He shakes out his hands 
and the two start walking down the hallway into 
a large space, where they stand among a chatter-
ing crowd of politicians and administrators.

Olof
Anyway. I’m eager to hear. I haven’t seen you 

since you started this position, and Russians 
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have a certain reputation at these COP confer-
ences.

Sergei
Indeed we do! New Delhi in 2002, when we 

said we needed more time to think over our 
decision! Needless to say, I’ve been advised to 
avoid such a position this year. But we have a 
big responsibility, as you well know. And it’s 
ultimately our decision about what this whole 
climate story means for Russia. (Lowering his 
voice.) But let me tell you, just between us, that 
I hear something is in the works.

Olof
Oh?

Sergei
Well, perhaps it’s on my mind because I’ve 

only just learned about it. But in the next 
few years, by 2017 at the latest, Moscow will 
be changing… You know our housing, our 
Khrushchovki?
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Olof
Certainly. We had an equivalent project in 

Sweden through the 60s and 70s, the Million 
Program. The Social Democratic Party built 
over one millions new apartments. It was the 
most ambitious building program in the world 
per— 

Sergei
Well, as you might know then, our Khrush-

chovki, they have some problems. A little 
leaky, for one. Well, you know! The reason we 
took you on in Petersburg after all was that a 
Swede knows something about the cold! Ha! 
Anyway. It turns out that our power plants 
burn through a lot of gas making heat that 
gets pumped straight through the windows of 
those damned cardboard boxes (Sergei sticks his 
arm towards the window and makes a whooshing 
sound to demonstrate heat leaving the buildings.) 
Well. That’s about to change. Word has it that 
we’re about to see the largest transformation of 
housing since the junk was thrown together in 
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the first place. They’re going to tear it all down! 
And in its place, just you imagine, the most 
modern, comfortable towers. Some of them of 
the highest quality! But it’s also for the people, 
you see. Lots of good, cheap housing! And the 
best part is that the developers can’t get enough 
— they’re eager to get these contracts as soon 
as they come out. A win-win, without a doubt! 
And in the process, energy savings you wouldn’t 
believe! Certainly good for my agenda. So, it’s 
not my place to mention it here and now, but 
during the discussions you might notice a smile 
on my face, and this will be the reason.
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SCENE 2

Rusanivka, Ukraine. 1974. A residential dis-
trict built in the 1960s on a man-made island east 
of the Dniepr River in Kiev. Igor, Viktor, Pavel, 
Illya are gardeners. They stand in the grass to the 
side of Rusanivs’kyi Boulevard, the island’s green 
artery, during a crisp fall morning in 1972. Igor 
and Viktor rake the brown leaves while the others 
pile them into wheelbarrows.

Igor
This winter will be cold.

Viktor
What makes you say so?
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Igor
It’s only September, and even with the sun 

out it’s still freezing.

They keep raking, slowly revealing grass be-
neath the leaves. Igor pauses his work and looks 
out through the trees.

Igor
Do you know why there are so few cars on 

Rusanivka?

The others are silent.

Igor
When they built it, the island, they thought 

they’d replace cars with buses and water trans-
portation, connecting the island directly with 
Kiev. 

More silence. Igor resumes his work. The build-
ings around them grow brighter as the morning 
goes on. The different balcony enclosures that have 
appeared over the past ten years inflect the ho-
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mogeneous concrete facades. Two families appear 
along a nearby path, with children squealing in 
delight as they jump into the leaves.

Igor
Where I grew up we had nothing but trees 

and leaves. Far larger than those around here, 
and spreading into thick stretches of forest. 
But I never enjoyed that landscape in the way 
that that people here seem to enjoy these parks. 
Maybe it’s the concrete towers that make the 
trees such a novelty, something to be cherished. 
Or maybe it’s that only a few years ago there 
was a river gushing by right where we stand.

Viktor looks up at the children playing.

Viktor
With my wife I live in a building by the 

bridge. You’ve seen the one, down over there. 
It is a small space; and if this winter is cold, my 
flat will be too. But we did everything we could 
to get housing here. We kept in top standing at 
our previous jobs, and used any connections we 
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could. My wife, she didn’t care about the apart-
ment, she cared where it was. These parks, these 
trees, they mean something for her. I guess this 
is why we stay together. What makes her happy 
also keeps me employed.

515



STILL STANDING

SCENE 3

Aviastroitel’nyy Rayon, Kazan, Republic of Ta-
tarstan. May 2019. Ramil, Lada, Eytan and Ben 
stand in a stairwell. Ramil knows the people who 
live in the apartment building where he grew up, 
and so they buzzed him in when he said he want-
ed to show some people around. The walls, painted 
blue on the bottom and white on top, are covered 
in black marks. There is a view to smaller houses 
and smoke stacks out of a hazy window. 

Ramil
It’s been good to be back honestly. I’d missed 

Kazan.
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Lada
Thanks for showing us around. I wasn’t sure 

we’d be able to get inside and I know it means a 
lot to the students to see what it’s like here.

Ramil
Yeah well it’s good that you’re all interested. 

People don’t know what’s going on here but it’s 
important, and is still changing, even since I’ve 
been away.

Eytan
Is the building very different from when you 

grew up here?

Ramil
It looks worse now but it wasn’t much bet-

ter back then. I always remember there being 
graffiti on the walls out here, dirt on the floors, 
parts of the railing being bent. The place has al-
ways been falling apart in some way or another. 
I guess there are things that seem new to me, 
maybe something about how small it is, some-
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thing like that. But I tell you the smell is the 
same as it’s always been. A little damp, smoky. 

Ben
I was noticing that too. It’s hard to imagine 

how sunny and warm it is outside with the air 
in here. 

Ramil
I remember once, when I was still pretty 

young, I went to one of the other stairwells in 
the building. Same building, same exact con-
crete stairs, but it felt like a different universe. 
Less graffiti on the walls but more scratches, 
different color paint, everyone had mats out-
side their doors. A few days later I made my 
way into another stairwell and again — same 
parts but completely different. It was hard to 
imagine. These buildings I’d been around my 
whole life. I knew people who lived in differ-
ent parts of them, but we didn’t go to other 
people’s apartments much, and I assumed that 
they all looked and felt the same on the inside. 
Maybe that’s why I was so surprised. But ever 
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since then I can’t see it any other way. That even 
though these buildings look the same they have 
lots of different things going on inside of them. 
I mean you’ve all seen the balconies people add 
on. The one over there, it’s made with some 
plastic shit, but just above it they’ve got some 
windows with wood or something. People do 
that everywhere, but what you don’t know from 
the outside is that those balconies are just the 
tip of the iceberg. You go inside and it’s a dif-
ferent world. Same buildings, different worlds!

Lada
In St. Petersburg there’s a tradition of stair-

wells at the entry too. It comes from before the 
revolution, and we call them paradnaya.

Ramil
Right! Only in St. Petersburg. They hold 

onto that word. It’s because the paradnaya was 
the front entrance, different from the one out 
back where servants came in. In the rest of Rus-
sia this is called a pod-yezd, the entrance to an 
apartment block. 
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Ben
What are these tubes here in the corner?

Ramil
Those? For trash. You take your trash out and 

put it in there. Or you’re supposed to, I don’t 
think they work anymore.

Ben
And what’s this we can see out back? These 

smaller houses? 

Ramil
Yeah, other people live there, they’re just 

houses. That was a big factory but it’s been 
closed for many years. We can walk over there 
later if you like. But before we leave the block 
I was going to mention that I’ve been planning 
a kind of event here since I got back. A fes-
tival for this part of the district. I’m thinking 
of hosting it right in the courtyard. I’ve been 
talking to musicians and vendors. People are 
very interested.

520



ACT 2, SCENE 3

Eytan
Has there ever been something like that here 

before?

Ramil
No, not in the way I’m picturing. But it will 

be useful, for visibility. We need to think of 
better ways to use all this space.
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SCENE 4

Moscow. 1958. Fifty meters above ground in 
the cabin of a crane, overlooking the construc-
tion site of the city’s first microrayon. Yevgeni, the 
crane operator, faces away from the audience, and 
the view through his window is projected onto a 
screen upstage. To Yevgeni’s right is a little sam-
ovar used to make tea, and to his left are several 
magazines piled on top of each other. A photo sits 
on the dashboard.

Yevgeni
Just a little more, yes. Right over there. No! 
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Shit. No. Not quite. Ok. Yes, yes, you’ve got it. 
Ok, yes, ok. Ok. Very good.

Distant shouts, barely audible.

Yevgeni
What are they on about? Oh I see. Oh. Let’s 

just… yes. Alright. That should do it.

Yevgeni pulls two levers, jogging the cabin 
backwards as he hoists something upwards. This 
was the last panel of the second floor. He waits. 
It will be another 40 minutes or so before they’re 
ready to begin the next level, but he is not inclined 
to climb back down. He has a small towel draped 
over his chair, which he takes off and puts on his 
sweaty forehead.

Yevgeni
Hmm… hmm... hmm… We’re a slow to-

day. Too slow. Again! Is it my fault? No, cer-
tainly not. No, it’s the flooring team. The joints 
on the floor panels never seem to quite fit, and 
I always have to wait longer than I should need 
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to before bringing them the next panel. Clear-
ly, it is not my fault. 

Distant shouts, barely audible.

Yevgeni
But we’re not far now. It’s only two weeks 

from now, in two weeks there will be the cere-
mony. People will come with their belongings 
packed up. And many others will be here to 
watch. We are pioneers! We have done some-
thing remarkable. From this very spot I have 
helped build three buildings. Just one crane, in 
one spot, for three great buildings! Symbols of 
the future!

A gust of wind jostles the cabin.

Yevgeni
I can imagine future crane operators. There 

will be many. But to think, I was among the 
first! I have lifted Soviet panels, and I have 
moved them into a building. This building may 
be temporary, and even more advanced struc-
tures will someday take its place. But I know 
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that it will last. I know that it will be kept, as a 
testament to our success, as a memory of where 
this great new era of the USSR first lifted off 
the ground ... But what if it never gets off the 
ground? What if we don’t finish construction 
on time? We are behind. The plans said that we 
would be able to complete the third floor by 
this afternoon, but that wasn’t the case in the 
previous buildings, and it would take a miracle 
to get there today. Shit! I might be held respon-
sible. 

He looks nervously at the half completed struc-
ture below him.

Yevgeni
The others, down there, will be talking about 

it now. “Yevgeni,” they will say, “in his crane he 
thinks he can control everything. But it is his 
fault that we are delayed!” When the inspector 
comes, they will defend themselves, and they 
will point their accusing fingers at me. I will 
see their damned little fingers pointing at me 
and I will say no! It was the floor joints! And I 
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will tear off their stubby little fingers with one 
swoop of the hook!

Shouts, a radio buzz.

Yevgeni
Ah! Off again. Off again. Ok.

He turns a wheel and pulls a lever, the crane 
squealing beneath him.
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Moscow. A summer morning in June, 2019. At 
the DSK-2 panel factory, set in a lush forest to the 
southwest of the city center. A group of employees 
from a prominent local architecture firm is given 
a tour of the facility. They all wear hard hats, and 
their sleek outfits contrast with the dusty t-shirts 
of the workers around them. They stand in a mas-
sive industrial hall where concrete panels are cast. 
Loud noises surround them, and light from the 
windows cuts through thick clouds of dust.

Factory manager
…
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Daria
He says that this factory was built in the 

1950s, and served as a design, testing and pro-
duction center for the early Khrushovki mod-
els.

Factory manager
…

Daria
The first step is to make those silicone sheets, 

and they do that using this mold over here. 
They heap them together in that pile for use at 
the next station.

The group shuffles forward

Factory manager, pointing.
…

Daria 
Here they lay the silicone sheets into the 

formwork for the panel. Workers then cover 
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the silicone sheets with tiles, using these ridges 
as guides to keep everything aligned.

The worker who has been pointed at glances 
up, but doesn’t seem to notice the group of outsid-
ers and continues to lay tiles.

Daria
Next they lay rebar across the formwork. The 

small circular elements suspend the steel from 
the tiles, and the workers use a combination 
of different rod thicknesses to ensure tensile 
strength.

The manager continues to speak, but Daria has 
stopped translating. Workers start to place chunks 
of foam on the assembly, then add more rebar on 
top of it.

Factory manager
…

The group moves farther into the hall, and a 
gantry train operated by a woman in a bright pink 
t-shirt swings an enormous beam startlingly close 
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overhead. Ben coughs, but is unsure if he had to, 
or if it just seemed like he should given the cloud 
of dust that surrounds him.

Factory manager
…

Daria
Next they use this machine to pour the con-

crete.

A large tub rolls on a track over the rebar-filled 
formwork. A worker climbs up and hits a button. 
A flap opens and wet concrete splashes out. He 
moves the tub back and forth over the formwork, 
dribbling concrete out at different points.

Factory manager
…

Daria
After that, to accelerate the casting process, 

they put the formwork into a sort of oven, 
which is up ahead. They are left there for 24 
hours, then removed and another formwork 
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goes in. They keep the assembly line operation-
al as continuously as possible, with workers 
taking shifts at all hours.

Factory manager
…?

Daria
He is asking if you have any questions.

Ben
Well, please thank him for the tour. It seems, 

based on our research, that the prefabrication 
panel process hasn’t changed much since the 
Soviet era. Is that the case?

Daria, she turns to the factory manager and 
translates.

…

Factory manager
…

Daria, embarrassed.
He says that it was a very bad system under 
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the Soviet era. The manufacturing standards of 
the factory have greatly increased since PIK, 
the developer, purchased it and updated the in-
frastructure. 

Ben, sheepishly.
Yes, of course. 

Eytan
Could you ask him a little more about the 

relationship they have with PIK?

Daria, to the factory manager.
…

Factory manager, shortly.
…

Daria
He says that PIK has acquired the factory, 

that there is nothing else to know, and that we 
should keep moving.

The factory manager nods and start walking 
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away. The rest of the group follows him. Daria 
joins them, as Ben and Eytan remain behind.

Eytan
Ben. What?

Ben, knowingly
When the USSR collapsed, the prefabricat-

ed concrete panel factories went on the market. 
Some people bought them up for nothing, and 
are now among the largest developers in Rus-
sia. It’s clearly what PIK did. And even though 
people at the office have explained all the lim-
itations of prefab panels, they still spec them, 
and this factory is still churning them out. PIK 
has the infrastructure, meaning it costs them 
very little to produce more panels, as long 
as they don’t need to upgrade their factories. 
(Increasingly caught up in his insight.) But just 
when the demand for panels starts to wane, 
this massive redevelopment scheme pops out of 
some government agency, and all of a sudden 
the Khrushchovki are coming down, and shiny, 
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panel-built towers spring from the rubble — 
the factory churns on!

Eytan
Sure, all of this is happening because it’s ex-

tremely profitable to some handful of oligarchs. 
But I think there’s probably a bit more to it 
than you think.

Ben coughs, turns around, and starts walking 
to catch up with the group.
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SCENE 1

Yunusabad district, Tashkent, Uzbek Soviet 
Socialist Republic. 1970. The city is still reeling 
from the devastation wrought by the 1966 earth-
quake, which destroyed much of the urban fabric 
and prompted extensive reconstruction in the So-
viet style. 

The living room of a new Khrushchovka, where 
a family is still unpacking. The room opens onto a 
small balcony, protected from the harsh sun. Four 
family members: two young parents, a 12 year-
old girl, and a 9 year-old boy. Their packed be-
longings are still scattered across the small apart-
ment’s floor. The walls are empty. On the couch is 
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a picture frame, turned away from the audience. 
The mother is in the living room and the father 
emerges from the dark hallway. The children are 
offstage.

Mother, holding the frame and placing it on 
the wall.

Sevgilim, what do you think of having this 
one like this over the couch?

Father
Yes, that’s fine.

She turns around, opens a trunk, and takes out 
nails and a small hammer.

Mother, holding the hammer and the nails.
I will hang it.

Father
Please do.
 
She holds the nail on the wall and starts ham-

mering, causing some gypsum to crumble off.
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Mother, looking at the small pile of dust she’s 
created on the floor.

I guess that’s how it is with these buildings. 
Easy come, easy go.

She puts down the hammer and places the 
frame over the nail. The audience sees a picture of 
old relatives posing in traditional garments, prob-
ably taken before the Soviet era.

Mother
There we have it! And the walls are still stand-

ing.

Father
Well done sevgilim! Your grandparents 

would be proud to know that they occupy such 
a prominent place in our house.

They smile, trying to get closer to each other but 
finding nowhere to put there feet between all the 
things strewn on the floor. The boy and the girl 
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march into the living room, nimbly crossing the 
mess below them.

Girl, seeing the frame on the wall. 
Mom! (She points.) You can’t put that there!

Mother
Why not?

Girl
It’s anti-communist!

Mother
What are you on about?

Girl and Boy, at the same time, loudly.
“Pioneer, to fight for the cause of the Com-

munist Party of the Soviet Union, be prepared!”

Mother, to her husband.
I think we’ve lost them. Children, you are 

speaking nonsense.

Girl
We cannot put a picture like that in the mid-

dle of the house! That’s from wretched times 
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before communism! Look around you (She ges-
tures around the room.) We did not move to this 
modern building to remain stuck in our previ-
ous ways.

Father
We did not move here by choice sevgilim, 

we were given the flat because our old house 
was destroyed 4 years ago in the earthquake.

Mother
Don’t you remember the courtyard we had in 

the middle of our old house? Don’t you remem-
ber the four elm trees, and the cool breeze over 
the pond where you and your brother would 
spend your days? All of it was lost. But in this 
family we will remember that house, and we 
will cherish the time we spent there.

The girl mumbles

Mother
We are here because we have no other op-

tions available to us. This apartment is a box, 
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and life here will be more difficult, though we 
are already doing our best to make it a home.

Father
And we’ll see what you have to say once you 

feel the summer heat in a ‘modern’ room like 
this. This was a building designed for Moscow, 
for Siberia! It has no place here, and yet it is 
what we have.
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SCENE 2

A shared apartment in Moscow, 1985. Tatya-
na sits in her armchair. Albina, her daughter, is 
on a stool next to her. Vera, an Australian photog-
rapher, has just taken several images of her at a 
table next to photos of her family, and now walks 
around the apartment taking shots of the different 
rooms. Vera sits across from Tatyana with a pad of 
paper.

Vera 
You said that your daughter cares for you, 

but she doesn’t live in this building, does she?
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Tatyana
No. I have a room here to myself, and share 

the flat with Maxim and Galina, and the little 
one. They have two rooms, and I have one.

Vera
So where does your daughter live?

Albina
I’m on the other side of the city with my 

husband, in a microrayon. I come here after I 
finish my work to cook.

Vera
Tatyana, Could you tell me about how you 

ended up living here? 

Tatyana
I haven’t been here long, only a few years. 

When I was young I lived in another city. We 
had lots of space — two apartments combined 
together. We would often travel to Paris, and 
even went skiing in Finland. In 1917 we tried 
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to leave Russia. We had no other choice. But 
my father died along the way, so we ended up 
staying in Russia. Our belongings were con-
fiscated and our family made do as best as we 
could living in one of our dachas.

Vera
And how did you come to Moscow?

Tatyana
I came here to work at the Academy of Sci-

ence after studying in Batoumi, and in 1929 
married my husband. Our daughter was born 
in 1930, then in 1937 her father was deemed 
an enemy of the people and shot. I was impris-
oned for being his wife, then sent to the gulag, 
where I was kept for 10 years. I made my own 
clothing, slept in a barracks, and subsisted on 
thin soup with grain and potatoes. Every three 
months my mother and my daughter were al-
lowed to send a package of food, no more than 
8kg.

Long silence
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Vera
And you decided to come back to Moscow 

after being released from the gulag?

Tatyana
Yes. I had to be with my mother and my 

daughter. Because my mother and I were wid-
ows, it was complicated for us to get our own 
apartment. But in 1960, Albina got married, 
and we lived with her and her husband. They 
had been allocated a very small one-bedroom 
apartment in a microrayon. When my mother 
passed away, in 1965, I moved back to the city, 
as Albina and Igor needed space for their first 
child. I’ve been living in communal apartments 
since then. I prefer to live in a communal apart-
ment, a large one like this, in a central Mos-
cow district. In the microrayon where we were, 
everyone was left more on their own. Here, it 
works better for me.
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SCENE 3

A former monogorod in Southern Siberia, 
about 500 kilometers away from the closest train 
station in Novosibirsk. Late summer, 2020. A 
Khrushchovka stands at the edge of the wilderness. 
A few windows light up as the sun sets. On the 
third floor, a window is open. Inside, a kitchen, 
and a couple sitting at the dinner table.

Grigori and Yevgeniya. Grigori works at the lo-
cal metal processing factory. He is in his late 20s. 
Yevgeniya is the same age. They have known each 
other since they were in school, although their fam-
ilies did not like each other and never approved of 
their marriage. 
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Soup plates remain on the table with a sprig 
of dill between them. A small lamp to the side 
illuminates the two characters, but the rest of the 
small kitchen is dark. We hear trees rustling in the 
wind.

Yevgeniya, languidly.
Lyubimyy, would you like some more of this 

soup? The beetroots are from the neighbor’s 
garden.

Grigori
No, thank you milaya.

Yevgeniya
You don’t seem very happy tonight my Gri-

sha.

Grigori, after a pause. 
No… Zhenya. They’re going to close the 

mill.

Yevgeniya, taken aback.
Who told you?
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Grigori
They haven’t announced it officially, but An-

ton came to see me at the end of my shift and 
explained what has happened. The company 
determined that it costs them more to trans-
port the goods between here and Novosibirsk 
than it is able to earn in sales.

Yevgeniya 
I can’t believe it. And what will happen to 

us? And to this? 

At her gesture, the apartment becomes more lit. 
We see how decorations have been used to cover 
cracks in the wall. Plastic sheets cover a back win-
dow, and rags are wrapped around the kitchen 
faucet.

Grigori, mumbling.
I don’t know milaya … I don’t know.

Yevgeniya, straightening her back and staring 
at Gregori.

Gregori, we should never have stayed. (She 
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points at the ceiling.) You say you like the quiet 
we’ve had since the neighbors left. That their 
footsteps kept you up at night, and their dirty 
boots ruined the stair well. But they didn’t leave 
to make you happy, Gregori. They got out while 
they could and went to the city. The saved their 
money rather than spending it on pots and cur-
tains and a new television, so that they could 
leave when they had the chance. 

Grigori
You think I wanted curtains? Those curtains 

were for you! And the—  

Yevgeniya
You said this was stable. You said that here 

we were comfortable. But look at all this mess! 
I’m suffocating in here Gregori. I’d prefer to 
live in a hostel in Yekaterinburg, or even back 
with my parents. But now they won’t take me 
in, and there will be nobody to buy this apart-
ment. Without that money, we can’t even af-
ford a hostel, let alone the tickets out of here.
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SCENE 4

The stage is split in half. At stage right is Ben’s 
bedroom: located on the ground floor of a blue tri-
ple-decker, it has a double bed, a wooden desk, an 
IKEA book shelf, and a dark cupboard. The bal-
conies of other triple-deckers can be seen through 
the window. At stage left is Eytan’s bedroom: locat-
ed on the third floor of a red triple-decker, it has 
two windows that look over trees, with cream-col-
ored walls, a black desk, a single bed, and several 
plants. Eytan is seated, facing a laptop.

At two minutes to the hour, They join the call. 
They is an amalgamation of experts and research-
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ers that Ben and Eytan have been talking to since 
their research started a year previously. 

They are in a long room, with windows to the 
left above a low bookshelf. They wear large black 
headphones. They are in a swiveling desk chair, 
with their camera placed slightly above them. 
They are at their kitchen table, backlit, with a 
few cupboards visible behind them. They are in 
a clean, white room, which seems to be an office, 
but is likely a bedroom where the bed is out of 
view. They have a virtual background, an image 
of a bookshelf, which is surprisingly convincing, 
except around their hair, where what is actually 
behind them can be seen in small clumps.

Eytan
Hello!

Them
Hey Eytan.

553



STILL STANDING

Eytan
Thanks for taking the time to talk with us. 

We’ve been meaning to reach out.

Them
Yes, sure, happy to talk.

Eytan
Well we explained briefly in in our email, 

but — 

At two minutes past the hour, Ben enters his 
bedroom, turns on the light, sits at his desk, opens 
his laptop, and joins the call. The camera is still 
moving as he picks up, and once settled it is ori-
ented towards the ceiling, with his face visible in 
the bottom of the frame.

Ben
Hello!

Eytan
Hi Ben.
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Them
Hello, nice to meet you. So I have a few 

thoughts on your project, following up on what 
you said in your email. They’re mostly regard-
ing how you might start to think about agency 
at a different architectural scale. How geogra-
phy and significant climate data might start to 
inflect the designs of the buildings today, to a 
more significant degree than was possible even 
a few decades ago.

Ben
Right — we’re interested in this idea of how 

the same building was constructed in so many 
different places, and what that represents today.

Them
You know, the Soviet Union was divided into 

climactic zones, there were 7 of them or some-
thing, and the buildings were designed accord-
ing to those blocks. It’s kind of like today in 
China, where mass housing is actually spaced 
according to its latitude. And whether or not a 
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building gets heating is determined by whether 
it’s above or below the Yangtze.

The video flickers.

Them
Ok — how about you catalog all of the ma-

terials on the site — not just the panels them-
selves, but everything that’s there. How do you 
talk about what is still in use, versus what is 
toxic? 

A child appears in the frame, and They leave 
briefly, saying something about a playground.

Them
Sorry about that. So. There’s this idea that as 

architects we should make all materials work 
together. We have an affinity for a top-down 
approach that puts everything under our con-
trol. But at scale of the city, we’re much more 
comfortable with misalignment and tecton-
ic diversity. I’d argue that that’s an arbitrary 
distinction. An important thing with cities is 
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shaping and structuring diversity, just as there’s 
a lot of room at the scale of buildings to under-
stand how things change and are adapted over 
time. All this to say that there are very interest-
ing material consequences to the thinking you 
guys are doing socially and politically. I’d push 
you towards using them as design outcomes, to 
see the overlap between that social and material 
agency.

Eytan
Great, yeah. Do you have any other prec-

edents we can look to, when thinking about 
these questions of scale, materials…

Them
Have you heard of Operation Breakthrough?

Eytan
No, what is it?

Them
It was a pilot program in the US, from the 

Department of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment. It took place around the same time. 
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The thing to “break through” was the challenge 
of mass housing in the US. The way it ended 
up happening is that all these aerospace com-
panies came up with mass housing systems. It 
was really unsuccessful, but all the documenta-
tion remains. And everything was designed in 
anticipation of mass production, so they were 
thinking in terms of automation and computa-
tion, even though they didn’t have the tools we 
associate with that kind of process today. But 
conceptually it had a lot in common with the 
way we think of parametric design now. 

The video on screen freezes for a few seconds. 
Eytan stretches and Ben hastily puts on socks. The 
video comes back on.

Them
I think you should talk about how different 

political economies came to bear on buildings 
in each of these contexts. Which is to say, how 
cultures and nations promote ideas about own-
ership, and how that affects their housing strat-
egy. In the UK and US, political economy has 
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always been about ownership, as is the case in 
Russia today. But in Russia it’s the result of a 
transition from a completely different mental-
ity, and you should see how that shift shaped 
renovations in the past and today.

Ben
Ok, yeah. But where do we fit architecture, 

at the scale of a building, into that kind of dis-
cussion?

Them
You need to think about more than just the 

buildings and how you can renovate them — 
architecture itself can’t speak as you need it to.

Eytan
What do you mean?

Them
Housing was a major component of a neo-

liberal transition that people in these countries 
have embraced. You need to think at that scale 
and on those terms.
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Another connection issue. Ben sighs dramati-
cally and sends Eytan a text message. Eytan pours 
himself more tea and looks out of the window. The 
video comes back on.

Them
I think it’s important to go forward from a 

strong assertion that architecture matters. May-
be a smart developer will decide to take your 
proposal on. And at that point wealth and pol-
itics are shaped by the architecture.

Eytan
That’d be something.

Them
If your ultimate goal is to work on the prob-

lem at an architectural scale, then you really 
need a lot of plans as a springboard for your 
proposal. With your hands on those then you’re 
working through the language of architecture, 
and it doesn’t matter as much that you don’t 
speak Russian.
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Eytan
We’re thinking of reaching out to a lot of 

our contacts in Russia, as well as architecture 
students in places we didn’t visit. We thought 
we might be able to ask for their help in collect-
ing documentation, and getting first hand ac-
counts. So that we can really start digging into 
the details. And on the — 

Eytan keeps speaking, but is inaudible. Ben 
wave his hands at the camera to explain, and Ey-
tan scrambles to plug in his headphones.

Eytan
Sorry! Sorry about that. I think my head-

phones ran out of battery. I was just about to 
say that — 

Them
Look. You’re not going to deconstruct a 

Khrushchovka and realize that there’s some 
new way to attach cool things onto it. Funda-
mentally it will still just be a panelized facade, 
and there’s not much more to it.
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Ben
Huh, ok. We have been concerned about get-

ting too specific with the Khrushchovka, since 
we want to get into issues that are have broader 
relevance.

Them
Sometimes I feel like there are only so many 

architectural questions, and if you pose them 
simply enough you can move your idea from a 
single site outwards.

Ben
Yeah, ok. I like that.

Them
In the case of Soviet housing, maybe it’s not 

the individual building that’s beautiful, but the 
idea of it. The network it is part of. It’s knowing 
that nobody needs to walk farther than X min-
utes to get to the nearest store, or tram stop. 
Everything is scaled and networked so that you 
always understand that you’re in a node of a 
larger system. It’s not that you can’t work at the 
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scale of a single building, but to make this a 
thesis project you need to develop an analyti-
cal language that works when very zoomed out. 
You need to telescope across scales in order to 
make a compelling project.

A glitch, and the video freezes again.

Them
Relax a little bit, and don’t let the normative 

nature of our profession stifle you.

Lights off.
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SCENE 5

Norilsk, north of the Arctic circle. 2pm on a 
winter day in 1981. It is pitch black outside. 
Vladimir and Alexsei are two workers at the local 
nickel mine. Vladimir is a veteran technician in 
his late 50s, and Alexsei is a miner in his mid-
20s. They just finished their shift and are on the 
bus that takes them back from the mine to the city. 
It is so cold outside that the condensation on the 
windows has frozen into sheets of ice, obscuring 
the exterior. The bus is part of a convoy of a dozen 
others. If one breaks down, passengers can quickly 
enter another, because without heat from the en-
gine, death would be certain.
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Alexsei hits at the sheet of ice on the window. 
His knuckles burn from contact with the extreme 
cold.

Vladimir
Stop with your pounding. There’s nothing to 

see out there anyway.
 
Alexsei stops and holds his knuckles in his right 

hand. He glances at Vladimir dispassionately. But 
then looks back at him.

Alexsei
I’ve seen you before. Not many people your 

age around here. How long have you lived here? 

Vladimir
Ha! I’m not so old as you might think. We 

were sent here with my wife in 1950, when it 
was still the gulag. So it’s been 33 years, maybe 
34.

Alexsei, visibly disturbed.
Why would you stay here for so long?
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Vladimir
We lost everything we had back in Ukraine. 

And out here it’s not that bad. The pay is good. 
(He coughs.) You get used to the weather after a 
few years. Most people keep their distance from 
this kind of place, and I like it that way.

Alexsei
I can’t believe anyone would decide to stay 

that long of their own free will.

Vladimir sighs.

Vladimir
You talk too much. The new ones always talk 

too much. 

Alexsei goes on, speaking while looking at his 
knees.

Alexsei
I moved here in the summer. I had been 

working at the Volzhsky Avtomobilny Zavod 
in Togliatti. After the strike last May, I decided 
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to leave. I had heard about the higher wages 
here in Norilsk, and so I came.

Vladimir, surprised.
They accepted a car worker in Norilsk?

A man behind them chuckles

Vladimir
You people from the continent, you always 

think this is just another mine. The same job 
as any other. And then you come, and you re-
alize that this place is hell. Do you know why 
all the buildings in Norilsk are raised from the 
ground?

Alexsei
No.

Vladimir
It’s because in hell you can’t live on the 

ground. This city is built on permafrost. For 
every new building they had to dig deep below 
the ice to pour concrete piles. Otherwise even 
the sturdiest building would crumble into the 
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ice. There’s also an air gap below all the build-
ings, so that heat from the inside doesn’t melt 
the ice. Because if the ice melted? 

Alexsei
The city would collapse.

Vladimir
It would collapse, that’s right. You’re starting 

to get the idea.
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SCENE 1

Jižní Město, Czech Republic. Summer, 2017. 
This is the largest housing estate in the country, 
built in the 1970s to accommodate 80,000 peo-
ple. It is lush and open, especially compared with 
the center of Prague. A young couple is looking to 
move into the area to with their newborn, and 
they are touring several apartments together with 
a real estate agent. They just got off the elevator 
and have entered a two-bedroom apartment in a 
panelized building.

The sun shines directly into the room, leaving 
a bright square on the floor. The real estate agent 
walks to the middle of the living room. The wife 
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is walking around. The husband is facing the real 
estate agent. 

Agent
A fantastic space. Two bedrooms, abundant 

light, and a view stright onto Jižní Město’s cen-
tral park in the South. You might also— 

Wife, abruptly.
Excuse me, but you’ve told us exactly the 

same thing in the past four apartments.

Agent
Well, they all look the same. Equally won-

derful options!

Husband
Don’t you have anything more distinct? 

Something with a little character?

Agent
You’re the ones who said you wanted to move 

to Jižní Město. What else did you expect to find 
here?
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Wife
We want to be here for the nature, so our 

kids can play in the park. But none of the 
apartments you’ve shown us are as open as we’d 
imagined. Our flat in Prague is tiny, not much 
more than a student dormitory, but it still feels 
more bucolic than what you’ve shown us today.

The real estate agent sighs.

Agent
Look, nobody’s forcing you to move here. 

And I know it’s hard to for some people appre-
ciate this kind of architecture when you’re more 
familiar with traditional buildings. But let me 
make the case for the area one more time, be-
cause I know there’s something more than the 
park that prompted you to call my office in the 
first place. As you know, the district used to 
be very isolated from the city center, operating 
as a sort of enclave and with a reputation for 
being somewhat dangerous. But things have 
changed, and many young families just like 
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you have been attracted to the area by the open 
space, the outdoor amenities, and the atmo-
sphere. Restaurants have been opening all over, 
and there’s even a microbrewery, Jihomestsky 
pivovar, which opened last year in the plinth of 
one of these buildings.

Husband 
That’s all well and good, but we’d still be 

spending most of our time in this apartment. 

Agent
And it’s a perfectly pleasant apartment. It 

doesn’t need to be unique for you to make a 
life in it. Besides, all signs show that the area 
will only improve in the coming years. It had 
seemed impossible 10 years ago when I was sell-
ing flats closer to the center, but I’ve staked my 
career on the future of this area, and I’ve only 
gotten more confident in that decision.
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Gdańsk, Poland. April 2007. A drab room 
with no furniture and a small window that looks 
over a park. Two men in suits enter with hardhats 
under their arms. Jean, the first, is a tall Euro-
pean Union representative, with slumped posture 
that indicates his sense of being too large for the 
space. Aleksander, the second, is a local architect, 
and seems not to notice the space, fascinated as he 
is by various corners and details.

Aleksander
And over here you’ll see what I mentioned 

earlier, regarding the window joint. The original 
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windows—impossible. Of course single-paned, 
connected to the panels in the factory, and with 
these early series that meant lots of room for 
error. Might as well have built it in your back 
yard. Very little consistency.

Jean
Mhmm, sure.

Aleksander
And the thermal imagery of the facade — it’s 

in the report — completely predictable on the 
one hand: gaping red lines across each panel. 
Goodbye heat! No need for you in here! But 
some unexpected results too. In some places, 
the grout used to fill the space between panels 
actually wrapped around the foam insulation 
joint, such that right there, where there was 
supposed to be some modicum of thermal re-
sistance, you actually had the biggest leak! Pre-
dictable, I suppose. But fascinating to see all 
the details clearly.
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Jean
Predictable, yes.

Aleksander 
But you’d hardly believe it now, eh? What 

this all used to be? The new insulation is quite 
simple in principle, just a new jacket for the 
building. But there’s a reason our technicians 
spent all those months preparing before con-
struction began! Every possible thermal bridge 
checked, tested and accounted for. In a renova-
tion no less, where you never quite know what 
you’ll be getting.

Jean
Yes we saw the report. It seems you were 

quite thorough. And we’ll look forward to the 
post-occupancy results. But this room, it’s a lit-
tle conservative on space, wouldn’t you say? I 
had seen the floor plans, but being here one has 
the impression that some extra square meters 
got lost in the construction process.
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Aleksander
Well. As you know, this program is a facade 

retrofit and a refurbishment of interior finish-
es. These panels are all structural, and it would 
have been expensive to move any interior walls.

Jean
Yes, yes, of course. But numbers aside this 

does not seem to evoke the significant EU re-
sources that it has consumed.

Aleksander
Our task was not one of representation, Mr. 

Folon. It was one of building performance and 
inhabitability. 

Jean
Naturally, yes.

Aleksander
And I might add a note from personal expe-

rience. I was raised in a building quite like this 
one, only a few blocks away. We moved there 
when I was young, and by comparison to my 
parent’s previous housing it was a drastic im-
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provement. Solid walls, no breeze, and a place 
to themselves.

Jean
But expectations today are higher. The mod-

ern family requires more space to be comfort-
able, and despite its affordability and function-
ality I have to admit my disappointment that 
this is the best we have to offer.

Aleksander
Let me continue. For my parents, space was 

also insufficient. We were four children and I 
can’t picture a moment in that apartment where 
I couldn’t hear or see someone else in the family. 
On top of each other! We lived on top of each 
other. And yet we felt some pride about our 
apartment. As you have noticed, this area has 
lovely parks. We would walk around them with 
my father and he would point at the buildings, 
telling us that just a few years ago, nothing was 
there. This was just trees and grass. And then, 
all at once: buildings! Our apartment, and that 
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of our neighbors. A decent place to live. There 
were problems, but he would remind us of the 
significance of what this housing represented. 
Today, many of us still remember this. And I 
think that what we have done here, which was 
the minimum necessary to plant these build-
ings back on the ground, is a tribute of sorts to 
that legacy. We needn’t build new structures, or 
to drastically change everything, because we are 
aware of what these buildings come from, what 
they represent.

Jean
Curious perspective, Mr. Wójcik. I suppose 

I see what you mean, with this nostalgia. I just 
hope that others share in your… memory. Be-
cause for the outsider there is something left to 
be desired here. And I’m not sure thoughts of 
some early technological innovation would be 
enough to convince me otherwise.
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Paris, France. Spring 2021. Lacaton Vassal’s 
office near the Canal Saint-Martin in Paris. The 
practice is located on the ground floor of a lush 
courtyard, behind a stone wall covered with ivy. 
The room is bright and filled with plants. A table 
is covered with sheets of tracing paper and a book-
let of paint samples. Architectural models cover the 
walls. A half-dozen young architects are working 
on their computers, and two others speak on the 
phone. In the back, a couple sits across from each 
other.

Anne Lacaton has short, grey hair. Jean-
Philippe Vassal is a year older, and taller than her, 
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with short dark hair. Each reads through a copy of 
a report, as Anne taps her fingers on the table. A 
phone rings and Anne picks it up.

Anne
Allo?

Sergei
Hello, I’m looking to speak with Mrs. Vas-

sal?

Anne
Oh, euh. This is Anne Lacaton.

Sergei
Yes, excuse me. Good day Mrs. Laca-

ton. Pleased to meet you. My name is Sergei 
Kuznetsov and I’m calling from the Urban 
Planning department of the city of Yekaterin-
burg in Russia.

Anne 
Oh, hello. I had been told of your previous 

call. How can I help you?
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Sergei
Yes, precisely. I have been eager to speak with 

you. As I’m sure you are aware, you have quite 
a reputation, and even here in Siberia, where 
students and architects are brimming with ex-
citement about your work!

Anne
Oh. That’s nice to hear.

Sergei
Yes, well. I am getting in touch with you re-

garding my city. Are you familiar with Yekater-
inburg? Did you know it is the fourth largest 
city in all of Russia? Well, I suspect you have 
heard from many people in other great cities…

Anne 
Our work is mostly in France.

Sergei
Yes, of course. I am calling in regards to the 

housing stock that we have here in Yekaterin-
bourg. Like elsewhere in Russia, and many other 
places too, many of our residents live in prefab-
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ricated concrete structures from the 1950s and 
60s, known of here as Khrushchovki. Perhaps 
you have heard of this kind of architecture?

Anne
Yes, of course.

Sergei 
Of course! Well, then perhaps you see where 

I am going! The residents of ours currently liv-
ing in these structures find them to be substan-
dard, in many ways. In the winter retain very 
little heat, which is unpleasant for residents 
and costs the city a fortune. People have adapt-
ed the buildings for their needs over the years, 
but there is only so much they can do without 
professional services. And you may have heard 
that in Moscow, which I might add sucks sig-
nificant funding from cities like mine, well, in 
Moscow there is currently a large plan to de-
molish and replace these structures. As I’m sure 
you are aware, this is a costly undertaking. And 
in smaller cities like my own, significant as they 
may be, we do not have the financial resources 
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to make such significant changes. And it is just 
for this reason that we have been so taken with 
your work! We are aware of a project of yours 
in particular, a tower, the Bois-le-Prêtre.

Anne
Yes, Bois-le-Prêtre. People always seem to re-

fer to this project, though we have made many 
other buildings since.

Sergei
Yes, well, we think that such an approach 

would be a fantastic way to address the housing 
problem in our city. We know that there was 
a possibility of the building you renovated in 
Paris, this Bois-le-Prêtre, of it being torn down, 
and that you were able to save it, and make ex-
cellent apartments for residents, at a fraction 
of the cost of a new structure. Furthermore, 
I noted that in the images of the project — I 
might add, as an architect by training myself, 
I find these wonderful! — well in the imag-
es, you see that people kept their apartments 
just as they were! Same wallpaper, same couch, 
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even! All the same, just extra space, and what 
beautiful extra space. Several meters, if I’m not 
mistaken, added to each apartment, by extend-
ing straight out. A brilliant idea. And with such 
simple materials! Nothing too fancy! Incredible 
work. Needless to say, since learning of your 
project, and working on the problem of hous-
ing in this city, I have been wanting to ask for 
your services. A consultation to begin with, but 
we might eventually be interested in hiring you 
as architects for the project.

Anne 
Yes, I see. Since it’s completion we have re-

ceived other such requests. You may know of 
our work on a similar project in Bordeaux. But 
in response to these requests I prefer to begin 
with some further context, information which 
has not been fully conveyed in the images cir-
culated of Bois-le-Prêtre.

Jean-Phillippe nods slowly, though he has not 
taken his eyes from the report.
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Anne
The core belief behind that building was that 

residents have the capacity to participate in the 
construction of their space, and to be part of 
the process. 

Sergei
Yes, a wonderful idea

Anne 
It is. But putting it into action requires a 

clear channel of communication with residents. 
Here in France, we put tremendous effort into 
the administrative side of the project, and had 
many conversations with people in the build-
ing. Ultimately, much of the invention and de-
sign happened through paperwork and in dis-
cussions. To be honest with you, working with 
residents to the extent that we did could be ar-
duous. I certainly do not mean to disparage the 
project, but I hope to contextualize some of its 
acclaim, and remind those interested in repli-
cating it that it was not a purely technical solu-
tion, and that it involved a process that is be-
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yond the scope of what is typically considered 
in our fields. When approaching this problem 
in the Soviet Union, there is an inclination to 
seek solutions that might be applicable to large 
swaths of buildings. To those of an entire city, 
for instance. And what I hope to convey is that 
our project’s success, while ostensibly grounded 
in its simple materials and the generic nature 
of the structure it updated, was in fact based in 
residents, and on what they were able to bring 
to the renovation. This was not just a matter of 
holding a few interviews, but was an inversion 
of many aspects of the traditional design pro-
cess. And so as you consider what this project 
might look like in your city, I encourage you to 
do so via those who live there now.
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Tbilisi, Georgia. Summer of 2005. The Gldani 
III Micro-District is a cluster of concrete build-
ings, which are completely unlike the traditional 
structures of the old city. We see a market stall at 
the ground floor of a Khrushchevka, where a ven-
dor sells vegetables and flowers. It’s hot, and the 
sight of a blond head in this residential district is 
unusual.

Katie, a PhD student at MIT, is conducting 
research for her work on housing in Eastern Eu-
rope countries. Today, she is meeting with Tamara 
Rusudani, a local activist specialized in the pres-
ervation of Georgia’s Soviet architectural heritage. 
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Katie is visibly lost. She walks across stage, then 
retraces her steps and stands uncertainly in front 
of the seller.

Katie, to the street seller, in hesitant Georgian. 
Gamarjoba … is …?

Seller, abruptly.
What?

Katie, in hesitant Georgian.
Is… this… *shit* … Gldani… (She raises 

three fingers.) … microrayon?

Seller
Da! 

After a pause he smiles, amused by the unusual 
presence she brings to the district. He gestures to 
the vegetables in his stand but Katie shakes her 
hand as she glances nervously around her.

Tamara enters, and quickly walks to Katie, 
whose back is turned and does not see her
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Tamara
Katie!

Katie, turning around. 
Tamara! You’re here! I thought I’d gotten lost.

Tamara.
No, this is it. I’m so glad to finally meet you 

in person. After all those emails and calls.

Seller, to Tamara. 
Who is she? 

Tamara, rudely.
A researcher!

Seller
Ah!

Katie
What did he ask?

Tamara
He asked who you are.
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Katie
Tamara, I’ve mentioned my plans to inter-

view locals, and— 

Tamara
Absolutely, we’re on our way to meet some 

in this building!

Katie
Well, I would actually love to interview him. 

Would you be able to ask him?

Tamara, puzzled.
Him?

Katie
Yeah.

Tamara, to the seller.
Batono, the researcher would like to talk to 

you.

Seller
Me? Why? She said she doesn’t want vegeta-

bles
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Katie, to Tamara.
Can you tell him that I study the preserva-

tion of Soviet buildings.  

Tamara, to the seller.
She’s from America. She studies the Khrush-

ovki. She wants to talk to you about them.

Seller
The microrayon? She must be lost! The ar-

chitecture of this city is in the center. Show her 
the churches, show her the old houses.

Tamara
No, no. She has seen those and she wants to 

know about these. She sees that they are in dis-
repair and wants to learn about how to improve 
them, and keep their integrity.

Seller
I see. Hm. (He looks at Katie, who smiles and 

nods at him.) Just imagine someone gives you a 
cardboard box and says, here, live in this. What 
do you do? At first you look for something else. 
But when there is nothing else, and nowhere 
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else to go, you start to adapt. You put out your 
market stall, you save money. You find a build-
er who will hang an extra room from the wall 
of your living room so that it can give you chil-
dren a place to sleep. But there’s no integrity to 
the cardboard box. Nothing to keep. 

 A man in another stall shouts something at the 
Seller, which he dismisses with a wave of his hand.

Seller
These days they talk of the problems of the 

Khrushchovki. Say say that they must be torn 
down and replaced. They say the new buildings 
will be modern. And with that they expect we 
will be satisfied with a new version of the very 
same cardboard box we started with all those 
years ago. Complete injustice! I have made my 
life with what was given to me, and I don’t need 
architects to tell me what I need or Americans 
to tell me what I had.

Tamara looks at the vegetables as Katie waits 
for her translation.
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Somerville, USA. Spring 2020. The same two-
roomed stage set as in Act 3 Scene 4.

Ben is seated upright as Eytan shuffles around 
on his swivel chair, trying to steady it from rolling 
down the sloped floor.

Ben
Ok so what is this part supposed to be about?

Eytan
There’s still a lot missing… This part’s on 

how we’ve been collaborating, the collabora-
tion devices…
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Ben
Right, but we wanted there to be some big-

ger articulation of where we stand, right?

Eytan
Yes. So we talk about why we chose the top-

ic, and where we’re coming from.

Ben
Ok. Eytan, why did you choose this topic 

and where are you coming from?

Eytan
Ah. Ha. (In higher-pitched voice, with eye-

brows raised.) It all started in spring 2019 in 
a design studio where we studied Yugoslavian 
housing in Belgrade. We worked as part of a 
larger collective, and got to know each other 
better…

Ben, continuing.
We then had the opportunity through MIS-

TI to spend two and a half months of the fol-
lowing summer in and around Russia. While 
there, we were taken on as researchers within a 
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large Moscow architecture firm with 600 em-
ployees. We were two of the three foreigners at 
the office, and the rest were Russian. 

Eytan
Ben, are we missing the point?

Ben
Yes. What is the point of this?

Eytan
Stance, tone, why we’re bothering.

Ben
Right. Honesty. Let’s speak honestly.

Eytan
Ok. For me it’s about the material. That this 

housing program mobilized concrete and sup-
plies in a way that was completely unprecedent-
ed, and today, these buildings sit on the land-
scape. Forgotten, neglected. There’s something 
for me in the fact of all that stuff! That we can’t 
just think of them as a mixup that can be swept 
away. That there is still a pressing need for hous-
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ing and this is what is there today, so we have to 
do something with it. And that as designers, we 
need to articulate a position about how to take 
on the problem.

Ben
I’ve never really understood what you mean 

by the position part.

Eytan
It’s that we need to articulate what scope of 

the problem we’re taking on. We could do a 
whole project on the gardeners who care for 
these buildings, or the best way to reuse con-
crete rubble from demolished buildings. What 
components of the problem are we choosing to 
take on, why only those pieces, and how do we 
respond to them? That’s what I mean by posi-
tion. And our ambition is to have a position 
that is relevant to the discipline but can stand 
outside of it. 

Ben
Right.
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Eytan
With the Khrushchovki in particular, there’s 

this indelible mark across every city, which 
is the result of a political idea, and to which 
contemporary politics must now respond. The 
Khrushchovki are a kind of mediator, between 
the historic and the contemporary, and the po-
litical and the physical. All interventions on 
these buildings fit within that dynamic.

Ben
Unhuh.

Eytan
So what’s our role in it? We don’t speak the 

language, we only heard about these buildings 
for the first time a year ago, and there are many 
other architecture students who have intimate 
familiarity with the context and are better posi-
tioned to actually turn this kind of work into a 
practical reality.

Ben
Right. That’s the big question. There was that 
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phase where we thought about switching the 
topic to France. We know the context so much 
better and would have had access to more peo-
ple and information since we speak French. But 
in considering that switch, and through our ar-
guments about it with each other, we settled 
back on Soviet context. For one, we actually 
have accumulated a lot of valuable knowledge 
about it since last spring.

Eytan
It’s also that in France there was never the 

egalitarian ideal of the Soviet project, or if there 
was it didn’t last long. Whereas in the USSR the 
housing was aligned, despite its perverse imple-
mentation, with an extremely idealistic set of 
ambitions. I think that’s what makes it interest-
ing. The social aspect of the project and its rad-
ical technological and infrastructural side. And 
seeing how a single idea played out across the 
vast territory of the USSR. None of this is true 
of France, where the scale is much smaller, and 
each project was significantly more individuat-
ed from the outset. 
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Ben
Right. Now on the joint thesis part. Why are 

we not doing this alone?

Eytan
Because in what world do architects work in 

total autonomy?

Ben
Agreed. I guess it’s basically that. And that 

we have fun working as a team. We want to 
enjoy our work, and don’t think it’s quality or 
depth is compromised as a result of our col-
laboration. And we have faith in our ability to 
produce something as a team that neither of 
use would be able to do alone.

Eytan
The collaboration has also been a place to 

experiment with ways of working together. 
Like that’s become part of the subject of the 
thesis. And I’ve really enjoyed figuring out how 
to write together, making up games to generate 
ideas, figuring out how to organize everything.
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Ben
And for now at least we have a good balance 

of time spent arguing and frustrated with each 
other and time spent doing things and having 
fun. The former will always be there in a collab-
oration and I think we manage it well.

Eytan
Sure Ben, good for you.

Ben laughs, or winces.

Eytan
Ok. Interview questions. Ben, where do you 

see yourself after this thesis?

Ben
The best I can come up with for now: Op-

tion one — I get hired by a large corporate 
structure, a machine that operates smoothly, 
that does something that seems important but 
which is not strictly part of my world. I’d be a 
fly on the wall, like when we were at APEX in 
Moscow, and would learn from people there, 
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try to figure out how they operate and to what 
end. My skill set would offer something differ-
ent to the company. They’d let me function as 
a kind of black box, an alien in their midst that 
would sporadically produce things that were 
somehow useful, such that they didn’t feel the 
need to interfere. So that’s option one. A tem-
porary setup that might give me some insight 
into a different world. I could also picture my-
self finding an architect who does work I like, 
who has a direction I can buy onto, and who I 
would happily work under and learn from. The 
thought of going off on my own and designing 
some relative’s house from scratch, on the oth-
er hand, really doesn’t appeal to me. Ok. your 
turn.

Eytan
What’s the question?

Ben
What do you want to do after MIT? I know 

you have the catchphrase version, so let’s start 
with that.
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Eytan
What’s the catchphrase version?

Ben
“I want to work with friends”

Eytan
I do say that a lot. It’s been an easy fallback 

answer for years, but now I need to actual-
ly start thinking about how it could happen. 
That’s why I’m doing this DesignX thing. So 
there will be the infrastructure in place to ac-
tually work with friends after I graduate. But 
just like you I’m also interested in what you 
can learn from big corporations. So I might go 
back to them. Not necessarily the kind of large 
architecture firm I worked at before MIT, but 
maybe some company that is not design-driv-
en, and developing some expertise there.

Ben
Mmmh.
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Eytan
Do you think you’ll end up working in aca-

demia?

Ben
No.

Eytan
Why not?

Ben
I mean, not for now. I still don’t know where 

I stand in this discipline, like what my motives 
and passions are. And I couldn’t teach effective-
ly or earnestly without that, without my feet on 
some more stable ground. What about you?

Eytan
I like teaching. But I think I would feel more 

comfortable learning more things to teach be-
fore coming back to teach them. The other is-
sue with teaching is that it feels very hard to 
dissociate it, at least in the US, from research. 
And I don’t think I like research, at least not in 
a formalized academic sense. Where you need 
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to write lots of papers and such. That’s not what 
thrills me in life.

Ben
What do you want to get out of this thesis 

project?

Eytan
What’s important to me is that we not de-

sign a building that could have been done in 
any studio, but at the same time not make this 
thesis totally detached, only about a grid or de-
sign guidelines that are too abstract to engage 
with real buildings or real people. So far I think 
we’ve managed to fit between them. 

I think I also want to do something relevant 
with this thesis. I don’t feel like we should be 
completely free from reality. I want to take the 
buildings we’re talking about seriously. They’re 
decaying, being torn down. All this is happen-
ing, and is affecting millions of people. And yet 
so many contemporary designers are working 
with new materials, from scratch. I really be-
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lieve that at some point in our lives we’re go-
ing to need to face up to all this existing mat-
ter, that has already been used in buildings. To 
work with it, and think through all of its com-
plexities. Maybe that’s how we should be de-
signing. Working with the existing, rather then 
designing radical ideas that feel more and more 
disconnected from the world we live in. Much 
as I’d have loved to, doing something more 
free feels kind of irresponsible, and I think we 
should have a sense of responsibility in this pro-
fession. A lot is at stake with the Khurshchev-
ki. There’s such a long history of catastrophic 
disconnects between a political ambitions and 
material problems. So our responsibility is to 
make sure the failure isn’t as drastic this time, 
when the structure gets renovated.

Ben
That’s our thesis!

Eytan and Ben exit.
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Throughout our thesis process, we would 
sometimes be told that our work was too rational 
and not sufficiently speculative or imaginative. In 
response, we would like to restate our position.

We are very conscious of the limitations 
architecture students face once they graduate. 
Throughout our collaboration on this thesis, we 
have been deliberate in orienting our project 
so as to prepare ourselves to work with those 
limitations once we leave the academic bubble. 
As a result, it was never of interest for us to 
design a speculative thesis project that would be 
out of touch with any reality in which we might 
someday operate.

Our choice to work on Soviet mass housing is a 
function of this mentality. They are deteriorating 
buildings sited in places with few financial 
resources, so a design with any claim to reality 
would require close attention the reality of the 
problem.

Finally, our thesis benefited from the added 
dimension of real estate development. Having to 
understand the chain of stakeholders we would 
need to engage with and assessing how many 
residential units would need to be added to pay 
for our renovations was a useful constraint. It 
allowed us to make informed decisions about 
how to size our proposals, thereby freeing us up 
to invest in other dimensions of the project.

On Reality
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At the beginning of our thesis, we spoke with 
many experts on the topic of Soviet housing. A 
significant number think about mass housing 
as integrated urban design projects: systems 
more than things; districts more than buildings; 
political economy more than architecture. They 
would encourage us to think about the buildings 
similarly. 

While we understand the context and goals of 
this approach, our intentions are to improve 
the lives of residents in mass housing. Doing 
so requires a different perspective, which 
foregrounds the building, its materiality, and its 
specific qualities.

We recognize that infrastructural, district-level 
changes are crucial for any improvement in a 
mass housing district, but we are convinced that 
these alone are not sufficient. Work at the level 
of each building is also necessary, with close 
attention to how they are owned and managed 
and the resources they have available. These 
attributes are tactical. They can be leveraged and 
reconfigured to produce highly specific outcomes 
for a given building.

Over the course of our work, we also considered 
how people group together, interact and 
organize. We designed projects based on what 
would be possible if differently sized collectives, 
in concert with different configurations of 
stakeholders, took action.

On Scale
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Since the beginning of our project we have asked, 
and been asked, why we would want to preserve 
deteriorating, 1960s-era buildings. Why not 
demolish them and building something nicer? 
The concrete they are made of is crumbling, 
and many residents would be happy to see their 
property destroyed if they could get a similar 
apartment in a newly-built structure.

We are very much aware of the cultural baggage 
of Soviet-era architecture in today’s post-Soviet 
societies, as well as the urgency of giving their 
residents better living spaces. However, the way 
we see the buildings, their history, and how they 
figure relative to contemporary issues, calls for a 
more nuanced approach than demolishing them 
to fabricate a tabula rasa.

For one, today’s Soviet mass housing has 
attributes that we think are worth keeping. 
Microrayons were conceived as the communist 
answer to the modernist tower in the park 
concept, and included the careful design of green 
space. Over the decades, these green spaces have 
continued to grow, and many buildings are now 
surrounded by lush trees that distract from their 
deteriorating concrete facades. This is especially 
true in districts built with the early generations 
of Soviet housing, which were never taller than 5 
stories. 

Second, there are clear ecological reasons to keep 
the buildings. We believe that new construction 

On Keeping 
the Buildings
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will only become more difficult to justify as 
the climate crisis continues to expand into 
all domains of life. The current discipline of 
architecture will struggle with this, and we think 
it needs to be reoriented in such a way that it can 
reconcile the process of acting with the process 
of preserving. Today, these two notions are too 
much at odds.

Lastly, there is pragmatism in our call for the 
preservation and tactical upgrading of the 
buildings. Although some of them, like the one 
we worked on in Zelenograd, might be razed 
in a bout of urban renewal, these are wholly 
exceptional in having land values and political 
circumstances that would motivate such a 
process. The reality is that most places in the 
post-Soviet world lack resources to upgrade, let 
alone fully rebuild, their residential building 
stock.

Assuming then that the buildings will persist, 
we argue that residents have nothing to lose 
and a lot to gain by embracing the apartments 
they have. The Soviet provision of housing for 
all residents was a drastic and unprecedented 
undertaking, motivated by the ideals of a socialist 
system. We believe that the relationship between 
a resident and their apartment can be leveraged, 
expanded, and foregrounded in such a way that 
can serve their long-term interests.
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We have been hearing a lot about care in 
architecture lately. In student projects, faculty 
research, symposium titles, and podcast episodes. 
We appreciate how it foregrounds previously 
unrecognized labor in the discipline. But through 
its widespread usage, we have started to lose 
sight of what it means for us, and therefore feel 
compelled to define how we envision care in our 
thesis and future work.

We spent a large part of our thesis learning 
about existing buildings in locations scattered 
across Eastern Europe and Siberia. We visited 
some of these places in person, and saw many 
more through flyovers in Google Maps. We read 
papers about the buildings and made friends with 
people who live in them.

This process was easy, driven as it was by our 
own curiosity. The challenge was in figuring out 
how to convey our findings in such a way that 
would be relatable to those who grew up in these 
buildings and accessible to those who have never 
heard of them.

What did we want to communicate, and how?

For us, the work of understanding and 
representing the current context is as important, 
if not more so, than the act of envisioning an 
alternative future. We chose representational 
mediums – paper models and line drawings – 
with which we felt we could convey details of 

On Care
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the buildings as well as what they feel like. The 
models are based on original drawings, photos 
and careful research, and they represent the 
buildings in a way that we have not previously 
seen. Making them helped us picture alternative 
futures for the buildings. We hope that they 
might inspire similar responses from people who 
see our work. This is what we consider to be 
care for the architecture: attention to its detail, 
grounded in a will to learn from it. 

As we are about to graduate, we hold this 
technique closely. Our work as designers should 
involve helping people see what they already 
know, so that they can imagine other things 
it might become. We can lay the groundwork 
for creative thinking. At the very least, this can 
let others see how we came up with our ideas. 
Beyond that, it might help them develop new 
ideas of their own.
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As students, we both wondered what kind 
of design was worth spending time on. We 
recognize that architecture alone cannot solve 
many global issues. Nonetheless, we believe 
that design, coupled with other disciplines, can 
produce ideas that permeate the cultural and 
political perception of a problem, and eventually 
shape its solution. In this, it can create access to 
alternatives that might not otherwise occur to 
people. It can undo expectations.

The challenge is that such an inclination can 
tend towards work in the purely imaginary. For 
us, design is most compelling when paired with 
other ways of thinking that are more grounded in 
reality – such as real estate development, as in the 
case of this thesis.

In thinking through bottom-up renovations 
led by housing cooperatives for this thesis, we 
tried to demonstrate a framework for design 
that is both specific and participatory, while also 
expansive and imaginative. In our future work 
we hope to continue finding space for new ideas 
within the intricacies of real-world problems.

On Design
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The question that we were asked most frequently as 
we wrapped up the project is what we’ll do with it 
next. We respond with a few other questions and 
musings, addressed to our future selves rereading this 
in the months and years to come:

Eytan to Ben:

We’ve thought of so many thesis topics and 
directions while working together, and we’ve 
somehow agreed that the renovation of Soviet 
mass housing was the most important idea for 
us to explore during our MArch. Given the 
spread of the housing stock we studied, we know 
that very little will change for its residents in 
the years to come. So what are the next steps 
for us, if you still believe - like me - that this is 
a project worth pursuing? Who do we talk to 
and what do we need to produce to contribute 
to the improvement of Soviet mass housing? I 
am convinced that the design and development 
ideas we’ve had in this thesis should not vanish 
into thin air as we graduate from MIT, and I 
look forward to turning these conversations and 
documents into what we think should happen in 
the architecture field over the upcoming decades.

Ben to Eytan:

You’ve always been drawn to working on 
disheveled modernist housing. We found some 
reasons to do so in this thesis, but I wonder if 
there are others, beyond the claims and theories 

On What’s 
Next
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that we came to. What is is that draws you to this 
problem? I think that if you keep digging into 
your inclination in the years to come, you might 
find different answers than those we came up 
with for this project. I trust your instinct, and I 
think it has even more to offer than we’ve already 
found.

But we did find a position through this work, 
and I want to reiterate some version of the 
questions that we did manage to come to: Can 
we use buildings as an excuse, a starting point: 
weighty objects that people can rally around 
and accomplish things through? How do we 
make sure that our designs are always expanding 
on what exists rather than trying to rewrite it? 
How can you work on a specific building, with 
attention to its unique circumstances, in a way 
that has ramifications for many others?
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Eytan to Ben:

Do you remember that evening three years ago at 
the Media Lab when you convinced me to come 
to MIT for graduate school? You were nearing 
the end of your first year of architecture school, 
and I had just gotten accepted into the MArch 
program. Who would have known that we would 
end up working together on our thesis?

As I look back on our collaboration, I would 
like to formalize in one place all the things we 
have done together before and during our joint 
thesis. During my first semester at MIT, we 
escaped studio for one afternoon and took a boat 
to the ICA Watershed in East Boston, and we 
learned how to fly a drone in Baja California, 
Mexico. A few months later, we overlapped at a 
lecture in Shanghai, China, and grabbed dinner 
together. We then took Ana Miljački’s studio in 
Belgrade, Serbia, in which we worked together 
on reshuffling the layout of the space we were 
working it, and where we also researched the 
political and financial implications of Belgrade’s 
old station demolition. We also became 
co-presidents of the MIT Architecture Student 
Council, where we learned to plan and execute 
real projects with each other. At the end of that 
semester, you flew to Irkutsk, Siberia, and I 
intercepted you in Kazan, Tatarstan, where you 
had arrived with the Transsiberrian train thanks 
to a workshop co-organized by Maya Shopova 

Notes to  
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for which we ended up building a floppy table 
out of reclaimed steel grids at Nikola Lenivets 
near the Belorussian border. We spent the next 
two months in Moscow, where we researched 
on the demolition of prefabricated Soviet mass 
housing at APEX Project Bureau. At the end 
of our summer in the East, we flew to the 
Caucasus and spent a few unforgettable days in 
Georgia. You then took a gap semester in Paris 
while I returned to Boston, and we met again 
in Cartagena, Colombia, where we worked on a 
school project for a few week, and most notably 
decided to work on our thesis jointly. We would 
wake up at 6am every morning to discuss ideas 
for a few hours, and when we returned to Boston 
the following semester we knew we would pursue 
our work in the former Soviet Union through 
our thesis. The covid-19 pandemic happened, 
we launched a radio station for the MIT 
Architecture community, you moved to Kenya, 
and I traveled back and forth between Boston 
and Paris, where you joined me for two weeks at 
the beginning of our thesis semester. Eventually, 
we were able to spend the final weeks of our work 
on Still Standing together in New England, first 
on campus in Boston, and then in Phippsburg, 
ME, where we are wrapping up this thesis from.

I could not have dreamed of a better collaborator 
for this joint thesis. The rigor you instilled in all 
our processes, from the use of paragraph styles in 
InDesign to the discovery of DropBox Paper as a 

622



way to work together, has triggered fundamental 
changes in the way I operate on a computer 
screen. More importantly, I cannot thank you 
enough for your open-mindedness to unforeseen 
changes and experimental ideas, every second of 
all our in-person and virtual encounters. We’re 
finished, and the real work starts now. Below, 
you’ll find a few open-ended points that I’d like 
both of us to keep in mind in the years to come.

The two side projects we’ve launched over the 
past year, in Paris and Nairobi respectively, 
make me hopeful that we can bring the notions 
we came to in our thesis to the real world. 
I’m curious to see how and if we manage, as 
architects, to have a voice in decision-making 
processes, and if we actually end up working with 
users, residents, and public administrations. We 
might eventually do something else, but I would 
have many regrets if we were not exploring an 
alternative to traditional career pathways in the 
architecture industry, after all this work.

I’m not the type of person that forgets the people 
they once were close with. I will definitely keep 
you posted with what goes on in my life, and I 
hope that you will do the same. We’ve developed 
countless common workflows over the past three 
years, and it would be a pity not to reactivate 
them someday to work on something together.

There are obviously a few elements of our thesis 
that we’ve overlooked, either because of time, 
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because we were working remotely, or because 
we did not know how to solve them. Beyond our 
claims that we will keep exploring them, I hope 
that we will actually do the work we call for.

Cheers, 
Eytan

Ben to Eytan:

I think the first thing we built together was a 
curtain. It had nice red stitching and we hung it 
in a squigly line, but in the end it was something 
of a pretext for working together.

I think that all of our subsequent projects 
followed from a similar mindset: we enjoy 
collaborating, and we find reasons to do so. This 
often seems to happen on its own, with things 
we’d like to work on just appearing before us.

But I’m aware that it’s not so simple, and that 
the sense of ease, freedom, and intermingling 
creativity that I cherish in our collaborations is in 
large part thanks to you.

For one you have a remarkable ability to find 
pleasure and interest in basically anything you 
spend time on. Such an approach to work 
had barely even occurred to me before getting 
to know you (you’re all too familiar with the 
perverse pleasure I take in languishing through 
challenges). On top of that, you’re very generous 
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with people you care about: you will never shy 
away from helping, consulting, sharing and 
supporting. The combination of these traits 
makes for the kind of openness that I greatly 
admire in you. It’s as though you can open up 
your brain to the world and let the people and 
places around you permeate and inspire your 
thinking, without ever losing sight of yourself, 
your interests, and how you relate to others. 
From my perspective, this is a very courageous 
way of being, and it’s been a thrill to get swept 
up in it over the course of this project.

Now, at this brief pause in our ongoing string of 
collaborations, I have a distinct feeling that I can 
see myself differently through our friendship and 
work together. Our differences have fused into a 
unique dynamic, and through all of our giggling, 
bickering, exploring and brainstorming you’ve 
come to shape how I think, how I see things, and 
how I look forward. 

Thank you for taking me along, and always 
pushing for the extra mile no matter how 
stubbornly I argued for the easier solution. 
Thanks for the hundreds of emails you sent for 
both of us, the details you poured time into, and 
the patience you consistently managed to conjure 
up. You’re a remarkable friend and I’m lucky to 
have gone through this process with you.

A big hug and kiss, 
Ben
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Research Questions 

Throughout this thesis, we became interested by the two 
following financial questions.

1. How much would the renovations we propose cost, and 
how could they be cost-neutral for the current residents? 
 
2. How much profit would developers lose should a building 
be improved as opposed to demolished and rebuilt?

Methodology 

Through Russian and Latvian websites that listed 
apartments around our three sites, we were able to 
understand the real estate value of the 1-467 buildings we 
were looking at for our thesis.

We also found data about the cost of construction and 
demolition in each of our three sites, which allowed us to 
assess the cost of our renovations.

Using the aforementioned information, we determined 
how many new residential units would need to be added to 
achieve cost-neutral renovations for current residents.

The second research question we had identified eventually 
came across as less relevant for the part of the research 
we wanted to cover with our thesis, but we are convinced 
that it would have to be investigated further should the 
proposals be implemented somewhere.



Prices of Soviet-era apartments

Riga
Average price/m2 = 856 €

Zelenograd
Average price/m2 = 1 757 €

Surgut
Average price/m2 = 1 070 €

Sources: cian.ru and mm.lv
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Prices of newly-built apartments

Riga
Average price/m2 = 1 437 €

Zelenograd
Average price/m2 = 1 152 €

Surgut
Average price/m2 = 1 043 €

Sources: cian.ru and mm.lv



Construction and demolition cost assumptions

Cross Laminated Timber
Construction price/m2 = 350-390 €

Concrete panel facade
Demolition price/m2 = 10-11 €

Sources: Latio 2019 Commercial Property Report; Triumph SK Demolition estimates; 
Alexander Pavlyukovskiy, 2012, Using of Cross Laminated Timber in Russia; Statista, 
Average housing construction cost in the Siberian federal district of Russia in 2018; 
Swedbank calculator of building costs.



New apartments to balance renovation costs

Riga
0 new apartment: EU subsidies + resident contributions

Zelenograd
4 new apartments: cost-free renovation

Surgut
22 new apartment: cost-free renovation

Required number of new apartments = 
(overall facade demolition cost * % of facade to demolish)
+ number of apartments to renovate * (cost of renovation /
m2 * average area of existing apartment + average additional 
depth * average length of extended facade *  miscellaneous 
construction costs)) * (1 + investor profit) / (average area 
of new apartment * (resale value of new apartment - CLT 
construction cost / m2 * (1 + miscellaneous construction 
costs) * (1 + investor profit)))
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