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Abstract
This paper describes and interprets, from a landscape architecture perspective,
what Soviet 1960s and 1970s residential neighbourhoods (micro-districts) are,
and what ideas are still present in them to this day. By describing the topic with
the help of a literature review and a single complex dynamic case study, material
was collected for an interpretation based on hermeneutical ideas.
The literature review reveals that few authors have written about the
landscape architecture of residential neighbourhoods in the Soviet Union but
more so about the urban planning and buildings.
The case study suggests that micro-districts have many valuable qualities,
quantitatively speaking, when it comes to public space and green areas but that
the detailing is often lacking.
While trying to interpret the literature and the case study site, it became clear
that there are many correlations and that interpretation based on hermeneutical
theory is useful and well worth exploring as a method.
This work is interesting as many micro-districts will be refurbished or
demolished in the upcoming years; a thorough understanding of landscape
architecture is essential in order to take advantage of existing structures and
features of the micro-districts. The paper concludes by considering some
implications for the future.

Sammandrag
Den här uppsatsen beskriver och tolkar, från ett landskapsarkitekturperspektiv,
vad sovjetiska 1960- och 1970-tals bostadsområden (mikrodistrikt) är och vilka
idéer som är synliga i dem till dags dato. Med hjälp av en litteraturöversikt och
en komplex dynamisk fallstudie samlades material för en tolkning baserad på
hermeneutiska idéer.
Litteraturöversikten visar att få författare har skrivit om sovjetiska
bostadsområdens landskapsarkitektur, men desto mer om stadsplanering och
byggnadsarkitektur
Fallstudien indikerar att mikrodistrikt har många värdefulla kvaliteter,
kvantitativt sett, när det gäller publika platser och grönområden men att
detaljeringen ofta är bristande.
I tolkningen av litteraturen och fallstudieplatsen blev det tydligt att det finns
många korrelationer och att tolkning baserad på hermeneutisk teori är användbar
och väl värd att utforska som metod.
Det här arbetet är intressant eftersom många mikrodistrikt kommer att
renoveras eller rivas under de kommande åren; en grundlig förståelse för
landskapsarkitekturen är avgörande för att kunna dra nytta av befintliga
strukturer och funktioner i mikroområdena. Uppsatsen avslutas med att överväga
några framtida implikationer.
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Introduction

Lack of residential quarters was a big issue in many parts of the urbanising world
in the first half of the 20th century, and the Soviet Union, officially the Union of
Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), was no exception - small living spaces and
low standards were common (Shaw 1978, pp.186-187). Industrial techniques
were used to solve these problems. Modernistic principles in architecture
emerging in the 1920s and 1930s guided the process (Simons 1972, p.25). The
general concept for planning and organisation of residential neighbourhoods in
the Soviet Union was called micro-district (mikrorayon in Russian) (Rainer et
Wilson 1979, p.60; Simons 1972, p.25). A micro-district is a Soviet urban design
concept without a formal administrative status, and it is similar to the Western
European “Superblock” (Ruble, 1990, pp. 71, 291). In the Soviet Union, it
describes a residential area with apartment buildings that are five stories or
higher, and services and facilities that are viewed by the Government as needed
daily such as schools, convenience stores, sports grounds and gardens (Simons,
1974, pp. 26–30). These services and facilities are located no farther than 500 m
away from any apartment in the micro-district though the development rate was
slow and people had to wait a long time before the services arrived (Gentile &
Sjöberg, 2006, p. 706). Boulevards where all kinds of traffic operate typically
enclose micro-districts. Inside the neighbourhood, traffic is usually restricted to
delivery services, pedestrians and bicyclists and the soft-scape dominate the
landscaping. Micro-districts were planned to have 3000-12000 inhabitants and to
cover 20-50 ha of land (Naumov, Makhrovskaya, & Ivanova, 1963, p. 29; Shaw,
1978, p. 191). In practice, they have 10000-20000 inhabitants and cover 30-50 ha
of land (Ignatieva, Konechnaya, & Stewart, 2011, p. 437).
Between 1965 and 1973, close to 400,000 individual apartments were built in
Leningrad alone (Shaw 1978, p.189). All residential areas have some form of
landscaping and even though the building of residential areas in the Soviet Union
were built on a tremendous scale, researchers have written very little about it.
This paper describes what micro-districts are from a landscape architecture
perspective by using a literature review and a case study examination of one that
was built during the peak years in the city of Leningrad, which was re-named
Saint Petersburg in 1991. For clarity in this paper, when referring to historic
activities and building interventions prior to 1991, the name “Leningrad” will be
used. When describing site conditions post 1991, the name “Saint Petersburg”
will be used. For this case study, a residential neighbourhood in the Kalininsky
district (Rayon) was chosen as an area of interest - “Grahdansky 17-17a”.
In order to make sense out of the fragmented data collected during the
literature review and case study, a hermeneutical method for interpretation
according to the theory of Gadamer (1960), Corner (1991) and Deming and
Swaffield (2011) was used.

Purpose
The purpose of this paper, from a landscape architecture perspective, is to explain
what Soviet 1960s and 1970s micro-districts are and to interpret the meaning of
them in the light of the political and historical context.
These topics are of interest to landscape architects, physical planners and
architects alike. It is a relevant topic as there will be a future need to deal with the
refurbishment, rebuilding and demolition of vast mass housing areas from the
1960s and 1970s - both in the formal Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact countries as
2021-03-26
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well as other nations of the world where programmes for mass housing have been
prevalent.
Objectives and aims
To describe the current knowledge about Soviet-era micro-districts with a
focus on landscape architecture.
To map, describe and classify a case study area in Saint Petersburg, Russia,
from a landscape architecture perspective.
To interpret how the preceding political discourse, historical context and
building codes still affect the case study area in present Saint Petersburg.

Theories & Methods
The research in this paper use three methods, and two of them have a substantial
amount of theory behind them – the case study and the hermeneutical
interpretations. Therefore these two sections contain theory in addition to the
description of the method. The methods are presented in the following order:
Literature review, Case study and Hermeneutical interpretations.

Literature review
The purpose of the literature review was to give a background and context to the
thesis, synthesise existing literature and identify gaps in the knowledge of the
landscape architecture of micro-districts in the Soviet Union. It is written
according to guidelines found in Groat & Wang (2013, pp. 141-169).
Terms were choosen and added cumulatively during the research because they
were interpreted as important to the theme of micro-district as they recurred. The
most important being: Khrushchevka, Mircro-district, Mikrorayon, Soviet
landscape architecture, Soviet mass housing, USSR housing, USSR landscape
architecture. The databases searched were: Libris (Swedish royal library), Primo
(Database of scientific articles at the Swedish University for Agricultural
Sciences), Google schoolar, Google books, Google and Epsilon (Student works,
articles, reports and theses from the Swedish University for Agricultural
Sciences).
The review focuses on the historical, political, social and cultural context of
micro-districts in the Soviet Union with a focus on landscape architecture and
Leningrad, which is the location of the case study area. In addition to interpreting
the context, the review addresses the following questions: What are microdistricts? When and where were micro-districts built? Who was involved in the
planning, design and construction? Why were micro-districts built?

Case study
In order to exemplify and gather real-world data, a case study site in Saint
Petersburg was chosen and studied. Here follow the theory behind the case study,
a definition and timeline as well as an explanation of analysis’ made.
Theory - Case study as a method for Landscape Architecture

Landscape architecture is a complex applied discipline that involves interaction
with both human and biophysical relationships. Deming and Swaffield (2011, p.
80) use three sources for case studies (Francis, 2001; Gerring, 2007; Yin, 2005)
which they say states that “in situations where the subject of research is complex
and involves the interaction of both human and biophysical relationships, many
6
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applied disciplines adopt a case-study strategy” (Deming & Swaffield, 2013, p.
80). That reality is easy to relate to residential neighbourhoods which, at least
from a landscape architecture perspective, are complex and involve human and
biophysical relationships. It is also noted by Deming and Swaffield (2011, p. 80)
that case studies are particularly useful “when there are no clear boundaries
between the focus of research and the context”. A crucial landscape architect to
the theory of case studies is Mark Francis (2001) who, on behalf of the landscape
architect foundation, wrote an article on the subject by the turn of the century.
Francis concludes that case studies have a long history in the profession but
sometimes go by other names such as project documentation and dissemination
(Francis, 2001, pp. 18–19). Francis notes a need for more case studies of
everyday landscape architecture because it is limiting to the professions that the
number of known case studies are too few (Francis, 2001, p. 18).
Definition & timeline
This case study, following Gerring’s description (2008, p. 27), is a single-case
study that is both synchronic (spatial variation within the case) and diachronic
(temporal variation, i.e. there were several site visits). Deming & Swaffield
(2011, p. 82) call this a “dynamic case” based on Gerring's classification.
The field-study was performed between April 20 and May 3 2013 with a
follow-up visit in June 2016. The study area in the Kalininsky district was
investigated in a semi-structured way (walked through systematically with map,
pencil and camera in hand, but without a set programme).
Choice of an area of interest
The micro-district concept is visible in the general plan for Leningrad (1966),
and construction speed was at a peak during the years 1965-1973, when the city
built almost 400,000 apartments (Shaw, 1978, p. 189). From this information, it
was concluded that the concept of micro-districts would probably be readily
visible in areas constructed during the latter half of the 1960s. A residential
neighbourhood in the Kalininsky district fulfilled that criteria - “Grahdansky 1717a”, which is located in Grazhadansky kvartal. The area is located and delimited
by the streets “Severnyy Avenue” to the north, “Karpinskogo street” to the east,
“Prospekt Nauki” to the south and “Sof’i Kovalevskoy Street” to the west (see
figure 3).
Iconography and land use
An analytical diagram of 6 compositional elements, based on Turner (2011, p.4),
of the main elements of landscape architecture was made as an iconographic
analysis of the case study area.
They are as follows: (1) Landform, (2) Water, (3) Vertical structures (e.g.
buildings), (4) Horizontal structures (a difference is made between horizontal
structures for soft and hard mobility), (5) Vegetation (low and high vegetation)
and (6) Orientation (Turner 2011, p.4).

2021-03-26
John Lööf Green

7

Inductive
Objective Description
Constructive Classification
Subjective Engaged action

Reflexive

Deductive

Modelling

Experimentation

Interpretation

Evaluation & diagnosis

Design Projection

Logical Systems

Table 1. A classification of research strategies with strategies marked in red and the main strategy,
interpretation, in bold and red.. After Swaffield & Deming (2011, p. 37)

Typology investigation
This part of the field-study tried to identify typologies of green areas based on
Soviet standards for urban construction. The inventory was done in-situ together
with a map of the area (Leningrad City Council, 1988).

Hermeneutical interpretations
Theory of interpretation - Hermeneutics

During the first field visit, it became apparent to the author that it would be a
challenging task to look for meaning in what at first seemed to be great masses of
almost wild vegetation, broken asphalt, muddy paths, skewed pieces of concrete
and decorative features of entrance green that were looked after by tenants. Can it
mean anything more than a combined lack of organisation, funds and planning?
Landscape architecture is an object produced by humans and requires
interpretation if the goal is to describe its meaning. The Hermeneutics of
Gadamer (1960) was adopted and elaborated upon by Landscape Architect James
Corner (1991) and serves as the theoretical base for this thesis. Corner (1991,
p.132) argues that hermeneutic interpretation cannot be bound by rules or strict
methods as it involves reflection. Interpreters are “not passive observers, but
bring with themselves certain ideas and knowledge that necessarily enter into the
interpretation (i.e., an inevitable prejudice or bias)”. In a scientific model for
landscape architecture developed by Swaffield & Deming (2011, p. 37)
interpretation is “reflexive” (something that oscillates between an inductive and
deductive approach) and “constructive” (something that oscillates between a
subjectivist and objectivist view epistemologically speaking). In the reflexive
approach, the researcher shifts focus back and forth between theory and empirical
data. Pragmatical philosopher Charles Pierce calls this ‘abduction’, which
German Landscape Architect Sören Schöbel (2006, p. 39) notes in his thinking
about qualitative research in the urban open space setting: “Deduction proves that
something must be; Induction shows that something actually is operative;
Abduction merely suggests that something may be.”
Epistemologically speaking, interpretation is neither subjective nor objective
but constructive (Swaffield & Deming, 2011). It means that the interaction
between the researcher and a physical site creates knowledge; that being said
may knowledge exist independently but cannot be investigated without being
shaped by the cultural context in which the investigation takes place.
Interpretation takes place in the middle between inductive and deductive
methods, and between a subjective and objective way of looking at knowledge
(see Table 1).
To conclude, Deming and Swaffield (2011, p. 129) suggest that interpretative
strategies are well suited to:
• “investigating landscape issues that involve communities or social
interrelationships

8
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•
•
•
•

making sense of the way people represent, write, or talk about landscape
and the values they express
investigating situations where the historical evidence is incomplete,
fragmented, or contested
undertaking research where the relationships between evidence and
theoretical understandings are not well understood
opening up lines of inquiry that have previously been overlooked”
- Deming and Swaffield (2011, p. 129)

Application to this thesis
In order to make sense of how the literature review and case study fit together
and inform each other, an interpretative strategy was used. It was chosen as a
method to support the effort to make sense of the historical and political context
as well as to interpret the values that the built form of micro-districts express.
Micro-districts are not a well-researched theme, especially from a landscape
architecture perspective; the historical evidence is incomplete and fragmented.
Lastly, the relationships between evidence, the landscaping, and the theoretical
understanding were not well documented in the literature. In order to be able to
make sense of what values micro-districts represent, how the political ideas of
the time fit with the built environment and putting all the fragments of data
together both the literature and the case study was treated as text. Corner (1991,
p. 129), a landscape architect that is known for the New York Highline, thinks
that the landscape is “a text that is open to interpretation”. He continues to note
that landscape is a phenomenon that always has a place in space, time and
tradition, something that makes it highly “situated”. So the literature review and
the case study are both treated as text, and they inform each other through
interpretation (see figure 1). The whole is interpreted into a synthesis which
together with the literature review and case study form the results which are then
discussed in the discussion section.

Results

The results section answers the following questions: What is the current
knowledge about Soviet 1960s and -70s micro-districts, their history and political
context, from a landscape architecture perspective? How can the landscape
architecture of a micro-district in present Saint Petersburg look like, and how can
the different parts be described and classified? How can the political discourse,
historical context and a contemporary micro-district in Saint Petersburg be
interpreted in order to let the fragments of data form a coherent whole? The
results are presented in the same order as in the section “Theories & Methods”:
Literature review, Case study, Hermeneutical interpretations.

Figure 1. A scheme of how the methods relate to each other. Literature review and case study
inform each other through interpretation and the final result is synthesised. Altogether these
form the Results which lead to the Discussion.
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Literature review
WWII caused the city of Leningrad severe damage. The Central Committee of
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union concluded the situation in 1957:
Huge damage to the housing stock was caused by the war and […]about 70 million
square meters of living space has been destroyed, over 25 million people have completely
lost their homes. [Authors translation](The Central Committee of the Communist Party of
the Soviet Union and the Council of Ministers of the USSR, 1957, p. 1)

Leningrad was not as devastated as Kiev or Warsaw in the war, but conditions
were poor following the German siege of the city lasting close to 900 days.
Probably more than one million civilians died, the leading cause being starvation.
The city became depopulated as many others had evacuated or escaped the city
during the war. Despite all the victims of war, lack of living space became an
acute problem for Leningrad as urbanisation accelerated after WWII. The rather
grandiose and costly style of the Stalin years could not respond to the needs of
ordinary people after the war.
After the death of Stalin in March 1953, a power struggle emerged inside the
communist party. Nikita Khrushchev ended up being “First Secretary of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union”. Today the deportations, torture and other
menaces of the Stalin-era are well-known, and Khrushchev was the first member
of the party to criticise Stalin-era policy openly. What is less known is that he did
so in a policy speech to the All-Union Conference of Builders and Architects.
Khrushchev is not criticising Stalin openly but blames the architects instead, even
though they were working according to the policy of the era: “The modern
apartment house must not be transformed by architectural design into a replica of
a church or a museum. This affords the residents no comfort, and only
complicates the utilization of the building and raises its cost. “ (Khrushchev,
1993, p. 168)
The speech is, in a sense, the starting point for the micro-districts (mikrorayoni
in Russian). Following the All-Union Conference of Builders and Architects in
1954, two important decisions were taken the following year by the central
committee and council of ministers (Simons, 1974, p. 18). The intent was to
lower the costs of construction, increase the industrialised building, strip
unnecessary ornaments and increase the quality of buildings. From a residential
neighbourhood perspective, this meant the rapid development of cheap and
functional living space for everyone. Eventually, Soviet society realised the idea
on a grand scale. The city of Leningrad built close to 400,000 individual
apartments between 1965 and 1973 (Shaw, 1978, p. 189). Already in 1962,
American researchers could note that “The planners’ attack on urban problems
has recently focused on two programs: design of residential areas as largely selfcontained micro-districts, and the reduction of centre-city concentration via the
satellite city.”(Osborn & Reiner, 1962, p. 239).
Modular concrete replaced cast concrete as the main component in house
construction, and all of the apartments consisted of just a few house types
replicated over and over again. There were also standardised ways of
constructing schools, kindergartens and other facilities. The landscaping also
reflected the same idea, which lived up to the industrial standards and
requirements of speed and economic efficiency. According to Ignatieva et al.
(2011, p. 438), governmental organisations should have provided landscaping,
but in reality, they only did so around streets, schools, kindergartens and public
parks. The trend was to use fast-growing species like Acer negundo and hybrids
10
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of Populus. There was a “poplar boom” with trees being planted in masses by
both residents and officials. Around buildings, residents themselves often planted
the vegetation which, according to Ignatieva et al. (2011, p. 439), has resulted in
a more species-rich composition there. Ignatieva and Konechnaya (2004, p.174)
found that the suburbs are more biodiverse than the centre of Saint Petersburg.
During the 1950s and into the 1960s, housing was built in monotonous blocks
of 5-story buildings (Simons, 1974, p. 26). However, according to Simons (1974,
p. 27), experiments with free-standing buildings joined together by green areas
were made in Novye Cheryomushki, Moscow and Akademgorodok in
Novosibirsk. Later in the 1960s high-rise buildings, low school-houses create
topographical variation among the buildings, and everything is built around large
areas of recreational green that pull the buildings into a coherent whole (Simons,
1974, pp. 28–29). Still, the vast masses of fast-growing trees made a quite
uniform impression together with the standardised architecture (Ignatieva et al.,
2011, p. 438).

Case study
The site for the case study is located in the Kalininsky district, kvartal
“Grazhdansky 17-17A” (see figure 2 for location in the city and figure 3 for an
illustrative plan.
Iconography
The micro-district studied is almost square-shaped, rectilinear in structure and
encapsulates a design where form follows function. Roads are for driving, paths
are for walking, schools are placed towards the middle within walking distance
from any apartment, sports grounds are for sports, playgrounds have playground
tools, and the detailing is kept to a minimum. Parking spaces are lacking as there
was no function for parking cars intended and the roads inside the residential
neighbourhood are too narrow to park along.

Figure 2. A map of Saint Petersburg that shows the location of the case study area in the
Kalininsky district. The city is located on lat. 60°N where the river Neva flows into the
Baltic sea. Map data©2019 Google 2021-03-26
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Severnyy Prospekt

Ulitsa Karpinskogo

Ulitsa Sof’i Kovalevskoy

5 3
6
4

2

1

Prospekt Nauki

Figure 3 (top). An iconographic analysis according
to Turner (2011) with the approxiamte locations of
typologies marked with their respective typology
number 1-6 (figures 5-10). Source: own work based
on cartographic material from Leningrad City Council
(1988), the tree cover was updated with imagery from
Google Maps 2019.
Figure 4 (right). With the iconographic analysis as a
base, a land use analysis was made. It is clear both on
ground and from above that the micro-district has a
12 great amount of green.

A brief land use survey was performed in conjunction with the iconographic
analysis according to Turner (2011, p. 4). An estimated 62% of the area consists
of softscape given that 50% of the soft mobility and activity areas are softscapes.
The remaining 38% is then hardscape – the ratio green to grey is approximately
1.6.
Typologies
The basic types of landscaping found in the area of interest were: (1) Boulevards,
(2) Larger recreational areas (3) Palisadniks and green barriers, (4) Dvor
(Courtyards) (5) Schoolyards and Sports fields, and (6) Walkways. Example of
each type can be found in Figure 2. These types were identified in the field and
interpreted through a combination of the past time building code, SNiP
(Stroitel'nye normy i pravila in Russian), professional literature and dialogue
with current professionals. In the building code, four documents that treat the
planning and building of populated areas (USSR Gostroy, 1968), residential
housing (USSR Gostroy, 1963a), roads, squares (USSR Gostroy, 1963b) and
landscaping(USSR Gostroy, 1968), were used. From the professional literature,
the following works were consulted: USSR Academy of Architecture (1954),
Naumov et al. (1963), Rubtsov & Laptev (1968), Shkvarikov (1971) and Rubtsov
(1973).
The full classification system in Soviet planning is more detailed than the
typologies mentioned in this paper, but the six types observed in the field are the
most relevant ones to this area.
Here follows a short description of each kind of type:
(1) Boulevards
The Boulevards are the places where almost all traffic runs: cars, buses,
trolleybuses, trams, pedestrians and a few bicyclists. Most services are located
along the boulevards, and sometimes the buildings have active ground floors.
The pedestrian areas are broad, and most detailing is made out of standard
concrete elements. The allées are most often in one row, the exception here being
the southern one with Ulmus laevis. The buildings along the southern boulevard,
"Prospekt Nauki” have active ground floors with entrances towards the street.
There are four allées of trees around the area with U. laevis in the south, Betula
pendula in the west, Acer negundo in the north and Tilia cordata in the east.
(2) Larger recreational areas
The larger recreational areas inside the neighbourhood provide larger expanses of
green. Within these areas, there were both types: with and without a dense crown
cover. The vegetation looked more or less spontaneous, and there were visible
traces of both formal and informal plantings of new trees. Paths are constructed
of asphalt, gravel and compacted soil, and they are both formal and informal in
design. The recreational areas are large and spacious and seem to be of a scale
appropriate for a neighbourhood of this size.
(3) Entrenace green (palisadnik) and protective barriers
Entrance green (palisadnik in Russian) are plantations just outside the buildings
and entrances. Here it is more common with lower shrubs, cut hedges and
perennials, leeks and summer flowers. Most often the area has a crown cover as
well. It is possible to make a distinction between entrenace green by entrances
and at the back of a building. By the entrances, the level of detail and attention is
regularly of a significantly higher level. Many buildings neighbouring the big
roads around the micro-district keep a 10 m wide green barrier between the
2021-03-26
John Lööf Green

13

apartment buildings and civic infrastructure. These will here be considered as a
wider and wilder case of the entrance green. They are mostly located on the
backside of a building.
(4) Courtyards (Dvor)
Dvor is the Russian term for a courtyard. In the micro-districts, they come in
several different forms: with or without playgrounds, with or without a dense
crown cover, with or without shrubs et cetera. All inner courtyards share features
as there are no roads, and sometimes not even paths passing through them; they
are indeed a shared space which feels more private due to their scale and
placement. These are the only outdoor areas with a real private feeling to them.
In the other cases, the only elements that were perceived as really private during
the field trip were the benches which often are placed in direct conjunction with
the facades, e.g. beside entrances or with views over sports fields and parks.
(5) Schoolyards and Sports fields
From an aesthetic and functional point of view, schoolyards and sports fields are
two quite similar types of open space with very different forms of regulation and
building norms. The two main features are trees planted in a line along the
border, especially fast-growing ones, and most shrubs are trimmed regularly,
even species such as Cornus alba. During the field trip, both schoolyards and
sports fields were frequently in use. At first, there seemed to be excessive users,
but during subsequent visits, the number of people using the amenities seemed to
have a right balance compared to the population. The schoolyards are quite large
in comparison to the size of the schools and are typically fenced off from the
surroundings.
(6) Walkways
There are several planned walkways inside the neighbourhood which are not
intended for anything else than pedestrian traffic and bicycles. These typically
run through the open recreational areas crossing the micro-district in two
directions.

Synthesis – Hermeneutical interpretations
History and context – Micro-districts as urban planning

Micro-districts were formed under the influence of two contemporary but
different schools of thought:
1. Socialist revolution and ideology in the Soviet Union from the 1920s to
the 1950s (Simons, 1974, pp. 1–11).
2. The international style of modernism of the 1920s and 1930s. (Ruble,
1990, p. 71)
Louis Sullivan (1896, p. 408) coined the term “form ever follows function” in an
essay on the aesthetics of office buildings. It was later popularised as “form
follows function” among architects of the international style of modernism. The
style was first defined by Hitchcock and Johnson in 1932 in an exhibition
catalogue at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, and one of the defining
principles for the style is “the elimination of any kind of ornament” (Museum of
Modern Art (New York), 1932, p. 15)
In an essay from 1908 Adolf Loos, a European forerunner to the International
Style, praises the new idea in his essay “Ornament and Crime”: “Look, that’s
really the greatness of our time, that it is unable to produce new ornaments”
[Authors translation] (Loos, 1962, p. 278). All these ideas about ornaments are
relatable to Khrushchev’s defining speech earlier referred to in this paper where
he states that: “Certain architects have been carried away with putting spires on
14
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Figure 5. (1) Boulevard (a) The boulevard area has the visibly highest grey to green ratio in the whole micro-district.
(b) A double tree-line and active ground floors are characteristic for the southern boulevard.

b
a

b

Figure 6. (2) Large recreational area (a) The recreational areas are characterised by their variation: formal and
informal paths, crown cover and open areas. (b) Inhabitants have formed their own networks for soft mobility
through the recreational areas. The woody plants stands were mixed but dominated by fast growing species of
Acer, Betula and Popolus.

b

aa

b

Figure 7. (3) Palisadnik (a) A typical palisadnik with a single tree row and shrubs. (b) Given the rustic quality of
the trees and the somewhat arbitrary species mix the line of trees is probably a result of a common planting day.
The decorative shrubs and other decorative plants have been added by tenants at a later stage, given their great
diversity and ornamental value that never was part of the original plans.
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Figure 8. (4) Dvor (a) A Dvor between two backsides of typical 5-story buildings. (b) There are many smaller spaces created with groups of trees and larger shrubs of, e.g. Cornus alba. Note the fast growing trees of Populus in the
middle.

b
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Figure 9. (5) Sports fields and Schoolyards (a) A sports field inside the neighbourhood. (b) It was frequently used
during the field study. Notice that the path from the photo is not visible in the plan illustration as it is an informal
path and the plan illustration (9a) is based on a formal map from the city government of Saint Petersburg (1988).
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Figure 10. (6) Walkways (a) A walkway through a larger recreational area running across the neighbourhood. (b)
Interesting is to note the high water table, which is natural for Saint Petersburg. The driving tracks were probably
made from current construction works with central heating.

buildings, with the result that such buildings resemble churches. Do you like the
silhouette of a church?” (Khrushchev, 1993, p. 168).
These architectural ideas are visible in the landscaping of micro-districts, even
though the principles were never defined as precisely for landscaping. There is a
complete lack of detailing even in the entrance green, which usually is the place
for the highest density of ornament as most people pass by entrances. In the
studied micro-district the lack of detailing showed itself both as a non-presence
(see Figure 7, Palisadnik) and as a presence: inhabitants themselves created in
many places their detailed entrance green out of whatever was available such as
old car tyres and wooden pallets and planted them with Primula, Viola and many
other decorative genuses.
If ornaments were unfashionable, then science was in vogue – design was
mainly influenced by abstract analysis design “became characterised by
analytically clean lines, freedom from ornament, simple colours, new technology
and geometrical elegance” (Turner 2011, p.354). There is an apparent abstraction
in the layout of the whole micro-district as rectilinear angles, rectangles and
squares are part of the underlying pattern (Figure 3), this abstract form that
doesn’t follow the landscape at all and is relatable to how Turner (2014, Chapter
7, Paragraph 4) describes the idea of science-based design: “If nature is best
understood through scientific analysis, then gardens should be based on the
principles of abstraction.”
One of the modern abstract styles is called the International style (Turner
2011, p.369). According to Turner (2011, p.370) the international style borrows
from abstract art and its geometrical shapes. The international style in a Soviet
package was made in the work of the constructivists (Simons 1974, p.3). The
constructivists are especially interesting in the context of later micro-districts
because, according to Simons (1974, p.3), in the late 1920s they drew up and
constructed the first residential areas in the USSR where dwellings were not
traditionally only placed along a street, but also placed in a free manner in the
residential area with green spaces in between (Simons, 1974, p. 3), something
that is clearly visible in the structure of the case study (Figure 2). The famous
constructivist Vesnin brothers drew a new part of the city of Zaporozh'e and
named it Sotsgorod (a combination of words meaning socialist city in Russian
(authors interpretation)). It was a built close to the construction in the river
Dnieper of what was, at that time, the world’s biggest hydroelectric power plant.
Constructivism as an ideal was perhaps expressed in architecture more than in
landscaping; the outdoors were beautified with lawns, decorative bushes such as
lilac and sometimes roses. The ideals of the 19th century were repackaged in a
modern abstract style with geometry and function as organising principles. From
a Soviet perspective, the most critical constructivist contribution to architecture
was quite surely not the aesthetics of the buildings but the layout of towns,
residential and green recreational areas – it here that we find the “classic”
concept of a micro-district for the first time. The overall architectural
development, of course, influenced constructivism in European architecture, but
eventually, new ideas were generated as well when it came to the social aspects
of everyday life in places such as residential areas, clubs, shared facilities,
kindergartens, schools and culture centres (Simons, 1974, p. 3). This was also the
time when the first general city plans were made when new towns were built; the
first plan for Moscow was finished in 1935. The most significant feature was the
separation of residential and industrial areas by a green belt within or around the
city, something that is repeated in the green barriers between buildings and
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streets that go by the name “Palisadnik” when located by an entrance. The idea of
a green belt was incorporated in the first plan for Moscow in 1935 (Simons,
1974, p. 43). The first and foremost idea of the green belt was to separate
residential and industrial areas in order to safeguard the population from
industrial pollution of all sorts. Even though most landscaping seems to have
been rather robust, it was probably important to point out that the new society
was a society that benefitted everyone, not just a few rich. The famous writer
Alexander Fadeyev wrote expressively about the new Gorky Park of Culture and
Rest of Moscow built in 1928:
The place, where in Russia before the revolution there was a filthy rubbish heap, has
been transformed to a splendid flower garden, in which millions of people find joy and
happiness. Is this not a symbolic image characterizing our great fatherland, its
remarkable journey from the rotting rubbish of tsardom to the radiant heights of
socialism? (Hayden, 2005, p. 231)

The lack of detailing in the landscaping as well as the significant quantities of
greenery found in abundance everywhere are maybe the most concrete sign of the
Soviet state ideology in this programme for mass production of residential
neighbourhoods. According to Stites (1989, pp. 197–201) in the 1920s there were
already debates about whether something was revolutionary/communist, with the
meaning of modern, full spirited, humane, rational and healthy, or bourgeois,
(meshchanskiy in Russian), which could mean narrow-minded, cramped in spirit
or “petty-bourgeois”. According to the Big Soviet encyclopaedia, the term can
mean things such as: “characterised by selfishness and individualism, greed,
political apathy, lack of ideas et cetera” (Prochorov, 1978) (author's translation).
As more or less all of the outdoor environment in the city was public in the
Soviet Union, decorative elements may have been considered ‘meshchanstvo’something superfluous one does for one’s own enjoyment. Still, it can be noted
that the Stalin era was superfluous in the detailing of, e.g. facades and metro
stations – but these were stages for public life, not places for private enjoyment.
While walking around the micro-district it was possible to observe plantings and
flower beds that were informal in style and most possibly looked after by tenants
(figure 11). The entrance green is visible and can be enjoyed by anyone, still it’s
an interesting question whether early spring flowers could have been perceived
as meshchanstvo or not.
After the field study, it became quite clear to the author that there is an
industrial logic to the use of vegetation in typologies and the choice of species.
Fast-growing hybrids of Populus sp. do have something in common with
houses made of prefabricated concrete modules: they are fast, cheap and
standardised (such as hybrids often planted with regular intervals). It should
though be noted that there was a great need of making the city green again after
WWII. Mass plantations of Betula pendula and Acer sp. that originate from the
forest have a similar logic even though the look is more organic and disordered.
It creates much greenery in a short time. It seems as if it is the biomass which
was valued rather than the details of the plantations. Moreover, the biomass of
woody plants does improve air quality, provides a more pleasing acoustic
environment, provides shade, and contributes to biological diversity. These are
simple, robust qualities that are accessible to all people, therefore do not suggest
values that are decorative or picturesque: no petty-bourgeois minded values, no
meshchanstvo.
When working with micro-districts, the author had a quite clear notion of Rem
Koolhaas’ the “Generic City”. In many senses, his description of the typical
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skyscraper city of Asia resembles the sensibilities of the micro-districts of Saint
Petersburg. Especially they share the feature of being a general structure that
exists because it is needed. The generic city is:
[…] nothing but a reflection of present need and present ability. It is the city without
history. It is big enough for everybody. It is easy. It does not need maintenance. If it gets
too small it just expands. If it gets old it just self-destructs and renews. It is equally
exciting – or unexciting – everywhere. (Koolhaas, Mau, Sigler, & Werlemann, 1995, pp.
1249–1250)

This is equally true no matter whether one is looking at the urban structure, the
buildings or the greenery of a micro-district. The micro-districts were built as a
response to an urgent need with the objective of building a new ideal society
based on science. In the words of the Central Committee, this means that:
In a country of socialism, where power belongs to the working people, raising the
standard of living and welfare of the people is one of the most important tasks. For the
Communist Party and the Soviet Government, there is no higher goal than caring for the
welfare and happiness of the people, for improving the conditions of their lives. [Authors
translation] (The Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and the
Council of Ministers of the USSR, 1957, p. 1)

What is not stated here is that improving conditions initially meant quantitative
aspects rather than qualitative aspects. Subjective qualities are more difficult to
understand and describe in terms of rationality and efficiency, and has been
ignored if they cannot be scientifically proven. The global trend of residential
housing being mainly an economic function seems to have become the trend in
contemporary Russia as well.

Figure 11. Entrance green where the tenants most probably have made the planting and
the design. Green for all or private enjoyment? Unneccessary ornaments? Meshchanstvo?

Discussion
The literature review reveals that few authors have written about the landscape
architecture of residential neighbourhoods in the Soviet Union but more so about
the urban planning and buildings. The case study suggests that a micro-districts
quantitatively speaking can have many valuable qualities when it comes to public
space and green areas but that the detailing is often lacking.
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While trying to interpret the literature and the case study site, it became clear
that there are many correlations between historical ideas and present-day site
conditions. By using a hermeneutical approach to this study of landscape
architecture, a micro-district reveals a more significant expression of post-war
Soviet societal values than it seems to do at first glance.
Comments of results
The literature review describes, with the help of multiple sources, the “who,”
“what,” “where,” when,” and “why” of micro-districts. The “how” less so,
because there seems to exist quite a meagre literature about the landscape
architecture of micro-districts out there. The best literature on the “how” is
written in Russian and is harder to find. The building codes contained much
information but less detailed information than expected. Put together with the
professional literature; a more precise picture emerged from the building code. It
seems like much information is the knowledge that belongs to the profession, and
that design was not always as standardised as it first seems. The materials and
scale are standardised, but, for instance, the “cross” of green-space in the centre
of the case study area was unique when compared to other micro-districts in
Saint Petersburg. The results from the literature review are more or less
consistent with the other available material. What was lacking earlier was a
“whole” picture that starts with policy and planning and that ends with detailing
and current living conditions, and here the picture is still not entirely clear.
Even less clear is the question of the future potential for these residential
neighbourhoods; should any or all be demolished? Are there inherent qualities
that should be safeguarded for the future? What is relevant to the current
inhabitants, do they differ from potential new dwellers?
It became apparent in the iconological analysis how much vegetation present
in the micro-district studied that is consistent with the floral investigation found
in the literature review (Ignatieva & Konechnaya, 2004; Ignatieva et al, 2011).
Micro-districts seem to have both significant quantities of green and a large
number of species present.
From the start, it was expected that it would be easier to find typologies in the
literature that corresponded to what could be observed in the field. Microdistricts were, after all, built on the principles of standardisation and rationaleconomical construction.
During the interpretation phase, it became evident that there are connections
between the landscaping, the buildings and political ideas and context behind the
micro-districts. It is useful to be able to put many different pieces of information
together to a coherent whole, especially when the current data is quite
fragmented. What was a very confusing puzzle from the start, became more and
more a coherent whole during the research process and especially during the
interpretation itself. More pieces can, of course, be added to the never-ending
process of interpreting the data.
Weaknesses and discrepancies
During the literature review, much sociological research on housing in the Soviet
Union was found. That research could be added to future interpretations together
with data that describes the times and the political context. A reading of more
Russian language literature would cover uncovered themes, data and information.
A combined study of the housing and landscaping would help as most of the
written material that exists is written about housing or urban planning.
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The case study, as well as the literature review, would gain something from more
primary sources about the case study area in the Kalininsky district. Construction
documents in section and plan would have provided valuable information as well.
The field study was conducted during the late spring only. This limitation
probably affected how the area was perceived in terms of use and social function.
The investigation would have been enriched if more seasonal information was
available, a more informed survey would better serve as background information
for architects working with micro-districts.
Francis notes several limitations to case studies; several apply well to this
paper. The most relevant concern is that stakeholders might be unwilling to
provide frank information about their projects (Francis, 2001, p. 18). As the
project is almost too old to interview original stakeholders, this conclusion is still
valid for the literature which often overlooked problems, probably often because
the micro-districts were very recent projects when much was written in the
1970s. Francis also notes this a limitation to the method, sometimes a decade or
more is needed before proper evaluation can be done (Francis, 2001, p. 18). Later
in the 1990s, a lot of more critical works were written, but they focused on, e.g.
policy, economics and housing areas in the former Warsaw Pact.
More cases are needed in order to be able to draw more general conclusions. It
is also of great interest to compare different cities and regions to one another.
Several sources in the literature suggested that the micro-districts of Moscow and
Leningrad have higher qualities and had more funds spent than similar areas in
smaller cities and provincial regions.
It became apparent during the research that a hermeneutical interpretation has
limitations. It produces results that vary greatly depending on who is writing the
paper because interpretation is a reflexive process that oscillates between the
subjective and objective, and the perspectives inform each other.
During the work with this thesis, the biggest weakness of the interpretation
method was that it is very time-consuming. Many hours can be spent reading,
quoting, looking and thinking without any results guaranteed. That being said,
the method has particular value for creating deeply insightful research and is
highly suitable for some studies where nuanced cultural information is required
within the professional field of landscape architecture.
Interpretation of results
The lack of landscape architecture perspectives in the literature review was
unexpected at first. After some reflection, this absence may be attributable to the
relative youth of the profession. The world’s first school of landscape
architecture established at Harvard University is just a little more than 100 years
old. The latest and often-cited text on methods in landscape architecture (Deming
and Swaffield 2011) suggests that the serious theoretical scholars contributing to
methodological debate within the profession is a rather new phenomenon
compared to, e.g. architecture. Considering that the years looked into in this
paper take part between 1920-1970, it is understandable that little has been
written about the topic that is specific to landscape architecture.
The rectilinear, abstract, patterns of the micro-district surveyed corresponded
to the idea of rational scientific analysis and abstraction better than expected.
Even the ideals of mono-functionality were evident in the typologies investigated
and classified, the detailing of courtyards (dvor) or entrance green could be
improved with design as well as the multi-functionality.The author’s capacities
and limitations have influenced the scope of interpretation. With another
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background and knowledge-base, other literature would have been found, other
lines of investigation would have been pursued, and other perspectives brought to
the interpretative table. Some of these are language skills, cultural background
and previous training. Would the author have been born and educated in a
Russian-speaking country the choice of literature and previous experience would
have differed, the focus would have been another. In further research involving
an unfamiliar cultural context, it seems wise to choose to co-operate with several
authors in order the triangulate better while interpreting the data.
Further research
More archival work looking for original data from the planning and construction
process of micro-districts could be performed. During the literature review the
author found evidence of a discussion going on in between the 1950s and 80s that
would significantly inform the topic of the landscape architecture of microdistricts if made available and summarised.
Further research into the positive qualities of micro-districts from a landscape
architecture perspective would lay a good foundation for future refurbishments of
the buildings and the landscaping. Such research could be based on observational
studies as well as focus group interviews with residents. This thesis could be used
as a basic model to describe the landscaping.
More work could be put into interviews with stakeholders from the planning
and construction phase, given that they still are alive. It is known to the author
that there is at least more documentation about the city planning and the 1966
plan for Leningrad to be read and interpreted. Comparisons of sociological
studies of micro-districts in the USSR would be useful for further research.

Conclusion
This paper provides new original research in English about landscape
architecture in residential neighbourhoods in the Soviet Union. It has described a
micro-district in Saint Petersburg, Russia, that most probably not has been
studied earlier. Interpretation based on hermeneutical theory is useful and well
worth exploring as a method for writing histographies in landscape architecture
and combines well with iconological analysis. Little has been written about the
landscape architecture of micro-districts specifically but also about landscape
architecture in the Soviet Union in general. There are significant quantities of
green in the micro-district landscaping, but the quality could be developed
further. This relationship seems to have its base in the political ideas present
when the residential neighbourhoods initially were planned. Investigations into
everyday landscape architecture are scientifically justified as it has been pointed
out as lacking knowledge within the profession. There is much future work to
pursue, as industrialised building in the Soviet Union probably could be
considered the biggest construction project that has ever been undertaken in
history. This thesis seeks to contribute to a body of work that might inform
landscape architecture and urban planning professionals as they consider
adaptive changes to micro-districts, and future shifts in the overall residential
landscape architecture of the Soviet Union.
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