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Soviet Mass Housing and its Ambiguous Legacy in Estonia
The desire of modern city planners to provide decent housing for all is democratic, egalitarian and is certainly noble minded. Although this aim was achieved in many countries, often it did not give rise to sustainable living environments. The resulting dull, uniformly planned cities have been widely criticised and, in some cases, the negative influence has been two-fold, for example when state housing policy uses new residential areas as a vehicle for colonisation.
Construction of housing immediately after the second world war in the Soviet Union under Stalin was unwieldy and slow because the buildings were mostly built by hand, and a lot of energy was expended on copious classical decoration. It was not until the so-called ‘thaw’ period under Khrushchev in the mid 1950s that the rapid transition to industrial construction methods and the free planning of new residential areas began. Architecture as an art of urban construction, which encouraged the generous spending of resources to create imposing ensembles, and to apply a profusion of decoration to each building, ignoring functional and economic considerations, was condemned as “excessive”.
The new age emphasised learning from the Western experience about how to use modern building materials and technologies, and how to adopt the rational principles of Modernist architecture, without which it would be impossible to “overtake the USA”; this official slogan served as an imperative in the Cold War era. The architect was now seen as an annoying person, who, by insisting on the appearance of the building, required non-standard solutions, non-available materials and quality in construction and was an impediment to fulfilling economic plans. Architects spent most of their energy by harmonising their projects with the builder, that is, by negotiating what the builder was able or willing to build, and by devising new solutions to replace non-existent materials with existing ones under conditions of total deficiency. By leafing through the periodicals of the time one gets the impression that designers of buildings and builders were like cats and dogs: one presented faulty documentation, which did not allow proper construction, and the other built such low-quality structures, that it was not possible to inhabit them. There is consensus about the quality of building materials, which was so low that one cannot expect any satisfying results. 
Designers, who were unanimously opposed to builders, were in two camps. The previously suppressed engineer was equal to the architect under the new conditions; it was not possible to achieve Communism by embellishing buildings with plaster decor; it was possible to do it by using prefabricated details devised by the engineer. As the architect was officially pictured as an incomplete engineer, this was a boost to the engineers' self-awareness and creative energy. The architects' warning that industrialisation might be economical but would result in a monotonously boring environment went unheeded.
In 1958 the first factory to produce room sized concrete panels was completed in Tashkent. It used système Camus technology of all load bearing walls bought from France and was the first of many such factories to be built throughout the Eastern Bloc. From the end of the 1950s until the beginning of the 1990s millions of apartments were built using this type of technology. 
Soviet rhetoric included the central notion of providing the population
with a place to live, and this was calculated in square metres per person (12m2). As a result of this, the most commonly built form of housing was apartment buildings. They were placed sparsely, because all land was owned by the state. The infrastructure in these new residential areas remained mostly undeveloped. Inevitably only schools and kindergartens were built among the apartment buildings, since all women, of course, went to work. Since the Eastern Bloc was not a consumer society, few shops, services and places for recreation were built, even fewer than in the historical town centres.
After a plan was adopted in Moscow to overcome apartment shortages, it was decided in Estonia in 1957 that this task should be fulfilled in 12 years. For this a huge number of apartments had to be built, one third of them in the capital city, Tallinn. 
As a starting point, the sandy dunes of Mustamäe were chosen; as infertile land this could not be used for agricultural purposes. An architectural competition to design this district of Tallinn was organised in 1958. At the end of 1959 Eesti Projekt produced an innovative plan, according to which the area would be divided into micro-rayons, instead of the usual perimetric planning. The micro-rayon in the Soviet Union generally contained about 6000-10,000 inhabitants, an idea borrowed by the Moscow central institute planners from Clarence Perry, an advocate of American garden cities, whose concept of a neighbourhood was related to the size of the school. The term ‘micro-rayon’, a French loan in Russian, and later, a Russian loan in Estonian, designates a residential area in which the inhabitants can, without having to cross any roads, perform all their daily activities, for example, go to the kindergarten or school, go shopping or eat, go to a savings bank or a post office, rest or play sports; they left the area either to go to work in an industrial zone or for better cultural entertainment in the central city. 
According to the new planning principle free-standing buildings did not line the streets but were oriented to points of weather. In reality, they were merely positioned at an angle to the streets in accordance with the new compositional principles, and in parallel lines behind each other as this was the easiest way for the crane to move. With the introduction of free plan the traditional hierarchical notions which defined space, such as a street and a courtyard, disappeared, to be replaced by a democratic notion of buildings standing equally freely amidst greenery. For Estonians, the progressive idea of free planning was hard to grasp: they had had no experience of five-to-seven-storey tenement buildings with their narrow and dark courtyards, a characteristic feature of big European industrial cities. The craving for the sun, fresh air and a view materialised in the new free plan principle, which allotted it all democratically to each apartment. The imposed free plan implemented in the Soviet Union in the late 1950s actually realised the utopian ideas of the leftist architects of the Weimar Republic and Le Corbusier, which, however, at that time were being revised in the West. 
According to the initial project for Mustamäe, four-to-five-storey buildings with some 14-storey towers would be built, with some one-to-two-storey row houses on the north side, because of the sinking surface there. But, as a result of rapid industrialisation and steady immigration of workers, the shortage of apartments was not alleviated, and the governmental pressure to erect more buildings continued. Thus no time or resources were spent on row houses designed to accommodate families with many children. Instead, according to the 1964 revised plan, the density in Mustamäe would be increased and 40 % of living space would be in nine-storey buildings, so instead of the initial plan of 60,000 inhabitants, the area actually accommodated 110,000.
It may seem unbelievable today that although each micro-district was planned to have a centre, only some of them were built. The architectural competition to design Mustamäe Civic Centre required a club, a cinema, a library, a dance hall, a restaurant and a cafeteria, in addition to a shopping centre. It would be difficult to imagine Tallinn without its Old Town, surrounded by a scrubland, but this is just how the district of Mustamäe has functioned for more than 40 years. 
Mustamäe was developed in the 1960s; in the 1970s Väike-Õismäe was built, and in the 1980s Lasnamäe was established. Although Väike-Õismäe and Lasnamäe were not surrounded by a glory of innovation, and the shortages and disadvantages of this type of imposed lifestyle were well-known from the experience of other countries, the new dormitory suburbs contained some new ideas of urban design. 
The leading Soviet Estonian town planners, Mart Port and Malle Meelak, designed the district of Väike-Õismäe in Tallinn as a circular city in 1968. The residential area for more than 40,000 inhabitants was not divided into micro-rayons, but was positioned around an artificial lake. In concentric circles the lakeside park contained kindergartens and schools, to be followed by towers and nine-storey apartment buildings in four-square blocks, with food shops inserted in between. They are encircled by a circular road, which removes transit transport from the immediate vicinity of residential buildings; beyond, there are five-storey prefabricated structures. There are no landmarks on this circular road, and even the locals find it difficult to get their bearings!
The district of Lasnamäe in Tallinn was established to the east of the central city to accommodate as many as 200,000 inhabitants. According to the master plan, this dormitory suburb would be divided into 11 large micro districts (with 12,000-18,000 inhabitants in each), which would be traversed by thoroughfares, a contrary idea to the diversion of traffic from residential areas. These thoroughfares, with their dense traffic, would be built in trenches, so that traffic and noise would be eliminated, and the activities of daily life in the micro- districts on the ground level would not be disturbed. The thoroughfares, cut into the limestone cliff, would give a pathos to the whole area. Regrettably, only one of the two planned thoroughfares has been built, and this only partly.
In Lasnamäe the micro-district civic centres were designed to be positioned near thoroughfares spanned by pedestrian bridges and near stops for public transport so that it would be convenient for the inhabitants to go about their daily activities on the way home from the city centre. Unfortunately, none of these centres were actually built, only a couple of supermarkets were erected. Around these would-be civic centres, single towers were inserted to be surrounded by mostly nine-storey prefabricated buildings. They are located on a high windy plateau and form enclosed courtyards with limited views. 
All in all, the Soviet dormitory suburbs are disproportionately large in comparison with the cities in whose vicinity they sprawl, their housing is uniform, their infrastructure weakly developed and as such they reflect perfectly the faulty and incompetent functioning of the Soviet system. 
Apartments in the Soviet Union belonged either to the state or the
workplace and some, though to a lesser extent to co-operatives. In the first
two instances the apartments cost the inhabitant virtually nothing but in
the latter they did. Consequently it was only viable to join a co-operative
if one belonged to that section of the community which had little chance of
getting a free apartment. An open housing market did not exist. According
to the typical scheme, factory X built an apartment building and the factory's trade union divided the apartments among the workers. Firstly, to the bosses who wanted a better apartment than the one they already had, then as a premium to exemplary workers, then to young people starting a home and finally to those on the factory's waiting list. The factory could also use the apartments as an attractive carrot to recruit new workers. For someone not working for a large enterprise, such as a teacher or a doctor they had to wait their turn in the general state/municipal waiting list but, due to corruption, they hardly progressed in the queue.
Estonia warmly greeted the development of new modern residential areas. During the course of the second world war the Soviet Union had occupied Estonia. In 1944, fearful of the communists, one tenth of the population escaped to the west, and justifiably so, because, from 1947-49, another tenth of the population was deported to Siberia. As a result of the war machine which had twice crossed Estonia, as well as the systematic bombing by Soviet aircraft, many of Estonia’s towns were in ruins. With the shortage of accommodation, which was intensified by rural people moving to the towns to escape collectivisation and the arrival of Russian immigrants, it was usual for many families to live in one apartment. 
At the beginning of Khrushchev’s ‘thaw’ period, the Estonians, having lost their freedom and having suffered in the atmosphere of Stalin's terror, were intensely depressed. Mass building of new apartments brought with it the hope of escaping a communal apartment in an old building which lacked modern conveniences to a new private apartment with hot water and central heating, and this signified at last some kind of positive change. When Tallinn's housing construction factory was completed in 1961, and trucks were seen driving along the streets loaded with room sized concrete panels with a central window, like components in a child's construction toy, it seemed that the popular catch phrase of the current rhetoric – “Revolution of Science and Technology” – was truly touching all people.
Unfortunately, a modern apartment in a new area was to remain merely a dream for many Estonians. 1960 to 1980 was a period of rapid industrialisation which required an ever increasing work force. This work force was recruited from across the Soviet Union. Immigration was intense, to the extent that in Estonia's capital Tallinn, before Soviet occupation Estonians had formed nearly 90% of the population and at the end of Soviet occupation in 1991, they formed less than half. The hordes of Russian speaking immigrants, who moved according to job offers which also provided housing, were relatively indifferent to where they landed. For them the Soviet empire was divided not according to culture but to climatic conditions. On settling in the Baltic region they no doubt perceived the advantages of the Protestant cultural context, though they did not express it in such terms, but simply enjoyed in the European way civilised surroundings and the living standard, which was higher than in the rest of the Soviet Union. In the years when West Germany or Sweden invited workers from Turkey or Yugoslavia, the newly arrived workers, having safely arrived in the “promised land”, tried humbly to blend in with the local culture. The situation in Estonia was the opposite. The Estonians had not invited the foreign workers but they were necessary for Moscow’s planned industrial development in Estonia. The arriving Russian-speaking workers did not consider the Estonian speaking community or culture to be worthy. Russification was not the aim of industrialisation, but from the viewpoint of the Soviet empire, it was a welcome bonus.
As many apartments as the housing construction factories managed to produce, more or less the same number of new immigrants arrived. The newcomers recruited by the factory got new apartments, they felt good and considered themselves superior to the locals. The Estonians, on the other hand, felt resentment towards the privileged immigrants, who immediately received apartments, while they had to wait patiently like second class citizens in their wooden slums for their turn on the waiting list. It is hardly surprising that under the conditions of Soviet occupation this situation increased social stress. 
However the new residential areas might initially appear to the person from the slums who finally gets an apartment there, thanks to the migrant dominated environment, the inadequacies of the modern city became acutely apparent and the ensuing disappointment here was more profound than elsewhere. It is no surprise that in the enthusiasm for postmodernist architecture, in the second half of the 1970s, Robert Venturi emerged as an idol in Estonian cultural circles and that everyone knew about the demolition in 1972 of the St. Louis apartment blocks. Just as much as the modern pre-fab city aided Moscow in its russification of Estonia, criticism of it was for the Estonians an important part of the anti soviet movement. During the “Singing Revolution” in the end of 1980s the campaign to close down the Tallinn housing construction factory was very intensive and one of the most popular rockhits of the period by Alo Mattiisen was called “Peatage Lasnamäe!” (Stop Lasnamäe!). 
During the past fifteen years of restored independence these residential areas of the Soviet period have often simply become dwelling places for the poor. Apartments are privatised by inhabitants but it is not easy to put the condominiums to work. To collaborate with neighbours and to act together for our apartment building is a new challenge for people coming from Soviet lethargy. Both Estonians and Russians who have become successful have moved out. Especially Lasnamäe has become the first stop for newcomers to Tallinn. Although Russian integration into the Estonian community has been the slowest in these areas of large pre-fab blocks of apartments, it is nonetheless gradually happening.
The Estonians, for whom the Soviet residential areas are a symbol of Russification, are unhappy that they are forced to live there and that the community does not possess powers that are able to replace these with more humane-scaled surroundings. So for Estonians the concept of the modern Soviet residential area is doubly discredited but for Russians it is not. Russians consider these areas to be fairly decent, because for them a far greater problem is Estonia's independence.
Appreciating the value of this architecture, which was a unique result of the two-fold problem of there being a considerable need and few opportunities, is difficult even for the Estonian members of Docomomo. On account of their massive size it is inconceivable that these areas could become treated as ‘monuments’ – but it is desirable, and should be possible, at least to maintain their architectural unity. Unfortunately in the 1990s, in the rebuilding and renovation of these buildings, insufficient attention has been directed towards this. But there is some hope, and my final slide shows three possible outcomes for similar 5-storey blocks: dereliction (most common in obsolete Soviet military or industrial towns, from which many Russians are emigrating to Tallinn); tolerance and adaptation by the existing inhabitants, very often older people; and active renovation for use by an upwardly-mobile younger generation.
