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Abstract. The article examines the problem of improving housing conditions for Soviet citizens
in the 1920s-1930s. The authors note that after the Bolsheviks came to power, immediate
attempts were made to improve the living conditions of the working people. Initially, however,
the authorities were forced to limit themselves to relocating workers into the apartments of
the bourgeoisie. The emergence of communal apartments (kommunalki) led not so much to
the improvement in the lives of the masses, but rather to the establishment of social justice in
its Bolshevik understanding. The new government was only able to begin creating new housing
stock after the end of the Civil War and the rollout of the New Economic Policy. The article
examines plans for building garden-cities. Relocating workers from the overpopulated center
to green cottage settlements could have improved the quality of life, but the implementation of
this idea was a financially unfeasible task. The article presents designs for house-communes,
through which it was intended to reshape the daily life of Soviet people, but which had little in
common with the traditional idea of comfortable housing. The article addresses the influence of
politics, economic priorities, and ideology on the development and implementation of housing
projects for the working population. The authors conclude that in discussions about improving
the living conditions of the masses, the issue of comfort was at best secondary. Architects were
primarily concerned with how to economically address the housing shortage and design new
types of dwellings that would contribute to Soviet ideals of social transformation based on
collectivist principles. Central to architectural debates were questions of rationalizing the use of
living space, hygiene, restructuring everyday life, and aligning housing with modern standards,
including references to Western achievements in architecture. The article emphasizes that with
the onset of industrialization, resources were directed toward the creation of heavy industry,
while funding for housing construction was reduced to a minimum. The majority of Soviet
citizens lived in cramped conditions in barracks, dormitories, and communal apartments,
where the notion of comfort was not considered at all. Truly comfortable living conditions were
reserved for the Soviet elites. The article demonstrates that in the case of “houses for officials”
and foreign specialists, architects largely abandoned innovative ideas and designed projects that
reflected notions of bourgeois prosperity. Housing for the elite was to be spacious, of reasonable
layout, bright, well-ventilated, and finished with natural materials. It is indicative that Soviet
architects included quarters where servants would live. Examples of Soviet comfortable housing
include the Narkomfin Building, the House on the Embankment, and cottage developments in
socialist cities and settlements.

Keywords: USSR; housing; Soviet architecture; garden city, communal house; socialist city;
comfort; urbanization

For citation: Shabasova M., Menkouskia V. The Ideas of Comfort in the Soviet Architectural
Discourses of the 1920s-1930s. Gumilyov Journal of History. 2026. Vol.155, no.2, pp.65-77.
https://doi.org/10.32523/3080-129X-2026-155-2-65-77

© M. Shabasova, V. Menkouskia, 2026


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3417-4589
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7916-2517
https://doi.org/10.32523/3080-129X-2026-155-2-65-77
https://doi.org/10.32523/3080-129X-2026-155-2-65-77
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.en

M. Shabasova, V. Menkouski

KoMmopTThl KypacTbhipy: 1920-1930 K. KEHECTiK apXUTEeKTYpPaJlblK,
AUCKypCTap

M. Illa6acoBa?, B. MeHbKOBCKHI?
‘Geaapyco memaekemmik yHueepcumemi, MuHck, beaapyco

Anparna. Makasnaza 1920-1930 xbligapbl KeHec a3aMaTTapbIHbIH, TYPFBIH YU KaFJalblH XKaKcapTy
MaceJieci KapacThIpbLIaibl. ABTOpJIap 60JIbIIEBUKTED OUJIIKKE KeJIreHHEH KeliH eHO6eKIli XaJbIKThIH,
TYPFbIH YU KafJalblH KaKcapTy OaFbITbIHJA Jepey 9peKeTTep *KacajJfaHblH aTan eTeji. Anaizaa
b6acTankbl Ke3eHJe OWJIK KYMBICIIbLIAPAbBI OypiKya3usiHbIH, M9TepJepiHe KoeIlipyMeH LIeKTesyre
MaxOyp 60/14bl. KOMMyHanAbIK naTepaep/iH naifja 60Jybl XaJablKThIH TYPMBbICBIH KaKCcapTy[aH repi
9JIeyMeTTiK 9Ji/NeTTNIKTI 60/IbIIEBUKTIK TYCiHiIKIIeH OpHaTyfa GarbITTajjbl. XKaHa OUIiK TypFbIH
V¥ KOpBIH Kypyfa TeK A3zaMmar cofbicbl askraJjblm, KIC OGacTasfaHHaH KeHiH FaHa Kipice asabl.
Makanaza "Kasnanap-6akrap"” cajy kocnapJsapbl KapacTblpbliaa/ibl. JKyMbICIIbLIAPAbI XaJbIK ThIFbI3
OpHaJIaCKaH OPTaJIbIKTAH Kachll KOTTEMK/AIK KOHbICTAapFa KeIUipy KaJlaJblKTapZblH eMip camacblH
HIBIHBIMEH KaKcapTa anap e, 6ipak O0yJ u/iesiHbI XKy3€ere acblpy Kap:KbLIbIK TYPFbIJaH MyMKIiH eMec
elli. Makasiaza KeHeCTiK aflaMHbIH, TYPMbICBIH KalTa KypyFa OGafFbITTaJfaH "yijep-koMMyHasap"
»ko6asiapbl TaJAaHajibl, ajaiijila osap/blH ASCTYPJi KOJIalbl TYPFbIH YU YFbIMbIMEH a3 GalJiaHbICHI
6osiraHbl KepceTiseni. TypFbIH YH KYPbLIBICHI )K00aapbiH 93ipJey MeH Ky3ere acblpy/ia casiCaTThIH,
3KOHOMHKAJIBIK, 6aCbIMABIKTAP/bIH K9HE HAEOJOTHUSHBIH bIKIAJbIHA epeKIle Ha3ap ayAapbLiajbl.
ABToOpJ1ap XaJbIKTbIH TYPFbIH YH KaFJailblH KaKcapTy MaceJseciH TaJaKbLIayAa KOJalabLIbIK GaKTOpbI
eH KaKChIKaFaaiaa eKiHIIi Ke3eKTe TypFaHbIH aTal o6Te/i. ApXUTEKTOPJIap/Abl TYPFbIH YH TAMIIbLIBIFbIH
yHeM/i lLlellly >KoHe KOFaM/lbl KOJIJIEKTUBHUCTIK Heri3fe KahTa Kypyfa bIKNaJj eTeTiH *kaHa TUINTeri
TYPFbIH VUi >kacay Kebipek Hasap ayJapTThl. ApXUTEKTYpasblK JUCKYPCTapAblH OpPTaJbIFbIHAA
TYPFbIH KeHICTIKTI panydoHann3anus/iay, TMrMeHa, TYPMbICTbl KalTa YUBIMAACTBIPY, TYPFbIH YHAIH
3aMaHayd CTaHJapTTapfa COUMKECTIri Macesiesiepi TYpAbl, COHbIMEH KaTap baTbiC apXUTeKTypachl
MeH /[W3alHBbIHBIH JKeTiCTikTepiHe Jle Haszap ayJapbuiAbl. WHAyCTpUsIaHABIPY 6GacTaJFaHHAH
KeWiH OGapJibIK Kap»Kbl ayblp 6HEPKICINTI JaMbITyFa OaFbITTaJbIN, TYPFbIH Yl KYPbLIbICbIHA Kap>Kbl
Gesinyi MUHUMYMFa JleliH KbICKap/bl. KeHec a3zaMaTTapbIHbIH, 6achbiM 0eJiiri y3ak buLigap GOMbI
GapakTapja, »KaTaKxaHaJjlap/la, KOMMYHaJ/IbIK TIaTepJepe TYpAbl, MyHJla KOJIAWJbLIBIK MaceJieci
Myage KodbliMaabl. lIbIH MoHiHJe KoJialjbl TYPFbIH YH KaFAaliapbl KeHECTiK 3JuTa VIUiH FaHa
KapacTelpbliAbl. "Bacluibliapra apHaafad yiaep" MeH LieTe/ ik MaMaHZapFa apHaJiFaH »obajtapza
apxuTeKTopJap KebiHe :KaHalIbLI U/ esapaH 6ac TapThll, OypKya3UsJIbIK TYPMbICKA TOH KeH, XapbIK,
JlypbIC KOCHapJiaHFaH, TAOUFU MaTepuaJapMeH dpJIeHTeH YusepAi xkob6anaabsl. MyHal yiiepae
KbI3METILJIEpTe apHaJIFaH GesiMesiep e KapacToipbliabl. UHQpaKypbLIbIM 3JIeMEHTTepi peTiHje
acxaHaJsap, Kip »KyaTblH opblHJap, 6anabakianap 6osabl. KeHecTik KoJalabl TYpFbIH YH yJriiepi
petinge Hapkomoun yii, HabGepexxHasmaFbl YH, COHJAAW-aK COIKAJajap MeH COIKOHBICTapaFbl
KOTTEK/IK KYpPbIIBbICTap KapacThIpbLIaJbl.

Tyiin ce3pep: KCPO; TypfblH YH; KeHeCTiK apxXUTeKTypa; Kaja-6aK; YHW-KOMMYHa; COLKaJa;
KOJIAMJIbLIBIK; ypOaHU3alUs
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KoHcTpyrupoBaHue KOMPOPTA: COBETCKHE AaPXUTEKTYPHBbIE AUCKYPCbhI
1920-x-1930-xrr.

M. Illa6acoBa? B. MeHbKOBCKHI?
“besopycckull eocydapcmeeHHblil yHugepcumem, MuHck, beaapyco

AHHOTanus. B cTaTbe uccieyeTcs npobseMa yaydileHUs XKUIUIHBIX YCJIOBUNM COBETCKUX MPAXK/IaH B
1920-e-1930-e rr. ABTOpBI OTMEYAIOT, YTO NOCJIe MPUX0Aa OOJIbIIEBUKOB K BJIACTH ObLJIM HEME/JIEHHO
NpeANPUHAThl MONBITKH YAYYIIEHUS >XUJIUIHBIX YCJOBUM Tpyaamuxca. OHaKO MepBOHAYATBHO
BJIACTH ObLIM BBIHYKJ€HbI OTPAaHUYHUThCS IlepeceieHHeM paboyux B KBApTHUPbI 6ypikya3uu. [losiBiieHre
KOMMYHaJIOK MPUBEJIO HE CTOJIBKO K YJIYYIIEHUIO »KU3HU HAaPO/JHBIX MacC, CKOJbKO K YCTaHOBJIEHUIO
COLIMAJIbHOM CpaBeJINBOCTH B ee 60JIbIIEBUCTCKOM MOHUMaHUU. K co3ianuto xuioro poHaa HoBas
BJIACTb CMOIJIa NPUCTYNUTH TOJBKO 10 Mepe OKOH4YaHUA ['paxkiaHCKOM BOMHBI M pa3BepThiBaHusa HIlla.
PaccMaTpuBaloTCs JIaHbl CTPOUTENLCTBA FOPOA0B-Ca/10B. [lepecesieHre paboyrx U3 NepeHaceJeHHOT0
LIeHTpa B 3eJieHble KOTTeKHbIE MOCEJKH JeCTBUTENIbHO MOIJIO YAYYIIUTh KaueCTBO »KU3HU FOPOKaH,
O/IHAKO peasiu3aliys 3TOW WJeu mpeJcTaBJsia co60il GUHAHCOBO HEBBINOJIHUMYIO 3aJlauy. B cTaTbe
NpeAcTaB/ieHbl MPOEKTHI JOMOB-KOMMYH, MOCPEJCTBOM KOTOPBIX MpeJnoJarajocb NepecTPOUTh
OBIT COBETCKOrO 4YesIoBeKa, HO KOTOpble UMeJHd MaJio OOLero ¢ TpaAWULMOHHBIM MpeJCcTaBJIeHUEM
006 yZI0OHOM >KHUJibe. YiessieTcsl BHUMaHUEe BJIMSHUIO TOJUTHUKH, 3IKOHOMHUYECKUX NMPUOPUTETOB U
U/I€0JIOTUMA Ha pa3pabOTKy M peaju3alyi0 MPOEKTOB MO CTPOUTENbCTBY KUJbf [JIsl TPYASIIMXCS.
ABTOpBI NPUXOAAT K BBIBOJAY, UTO NMPHU 0OCYyKJEeHHUU BOIpoca 00 yAy4YIIEHUU KUJIUUIHBIX YCA0BUH
HapO/HBIX MACC BOMPOC 006 y106CTBE KUJIbsI ObLJI B JIYYIlIEM CAy4ae BTOPOCTENeHHBIM. ApXUTEKTOPOB
CKOopee MHTEepecoBaso, KaK MOXXHO 3KOHOMHYHO PEeUIMTb NpobieMy AeduLuTa KUJMAbSI U CO3[ATh
HOBBIN THII XKUJIBIX IOMEIIEHUN, KOTOPbIN CIIOCOGCTBOBAJ ObI COBETCKUM HJieasiaM TpaHcpopManuu
oblecTBA Ha KOJJIEKTHUBHUCTCKUX HadaslaX. B IleHTpe apXUTEKTYPHBIX [UCKYCCUU OKa3bIBATHCH
BOIIPOCHI paljOHATIU3AIMU UCTI0JIb30BaHUS XKUJI0TO MPOCTPAHCTBA, TUTHEHBI, IePeyCTPOMCTBA ObITA,
COOTBETCTBHS KUJbSl COBpEMEHHBIM CTaHJlapTaM, B TOM UYHMCJIE C OIVIIAKOM Ha 3ana/iHble JOCTUKEHHUS
B 00/1aCTH apXUTEKTYpPhbl U AU3alHa. B cTaThe mojuepKkuBaeTCs, YTO C HAa4YaJI0M UHAYCTPUATU3ALUU
BCe CpejcTBa ObLIM HalpaBJieHbl Ha CO3JaHHUe TsKeJOM NMPOMBILLJIEHHOCTH, a GUHAHCUPOBaHUE
*KUJIMLHOTO CTPOUTENBCTBA CBEJIOCh K MUHUMYMY. JloJirMe roibl OCHOBHAsl Macca COBETCKUX TpaxJaH
NpO’KMBaJia B BeCbMa CTECHEHHbIX YCIOBUSAX B 6apaKax, 001eKUTHUAX, KOMMYHaJbHbIX KBAPTHUPAX, T/le
BOIPOC 0 KoMdopTe B MPUHIIMIIE He CTaBUJICS. JleCTBUTETbHO KOMPOPTHBIE YCIOBUS MPOXKUBAHMUS
npeAycMaTpPUBAJIUCD JJ1s1 COBETCKUX 3JIUT. B cTaThe NOKa3aHo, YTO B C/ay4ae "JOMOB /Jisl HAYaJlbHUKOB"
Y MIHOCTPAHHBIX CMIEUAJIUCTOB apXUTEKTOPHI IPEUMYILECTBEHHO OTKA3bIBaJIUCh OT HOBATOPCKUX U/l EN
Y CO3/iaBaJlu MPOEKThI, KOTOPbIE COOTBETCTBOBAJIN MpPEJCTABJEHUAM O OypPKya3HOM 6J1ar0noJIy4YUH.
Kunbe s 3/UTHI JO/HKHO ObLJIO ObITh MPOCTOPHBIM, Pa3yMHOW NJIAHUPOBKH, CBETJIBIM, XOPOILIO
NpPOBETPUBAEMBIM, OTAEJaHHbIM HaTypaJbHbIMU MaTepuasaMu. [lokazaTe/sbHO, YTO COBETCKUE
apXUTEKTOPHI NMpeJycMaTpPUBaJM MOMELIeHHUs, TIJle NpoXUBajaa Obl NMpuUCAyra. JJeMeHTaMHd TaKoH
MHOPACTPYKTYpPbl ObLIM CTOJIOBbIE, NpadyeyHble, AeTCKHUe cajibl. B KadyecTBe 06pa3lOB COBETCKOIO
koMdopTabesbHOrO0 XKUJAbsl paccMaTpuBatoTcs "Jlom Hapkomouna" u "Jlom Ha HabepexxHOU", a TakxkKe
KOTTe/>KHasl 3aCTPOMKA B COL[FOPO/AX U COLTIOCEJIKAX.

KitoueBbie csioBa: CCCP; »kuiibe; cCOBETCKast apXUTEKTYpPa; TOPOA-Caj; OM-KOMMYHa; COIL[ropo/i; KoM(OpT;
ypbaHu3a1us
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Introduction

After coming to power in 1917, the Bolsheviks immediately turned their attention to
improving the housing conditions of the working masses. These conditions, inherited from tsarist
Russia, were indeed deplorable. Workers in large cities lived in overcrowded basements, semi-
basements, barracks, and modest dwellings on factory outskirts. Before the First World War,
Moscow had 327,000 residents living in lodging houses, while in St. Petersburg in 1912, there
were 150,000 destitute individuals renting corners in shared apartments (Orlov 2014: 78).

Following the Revolution, the Bolsheviks - being neither the largest nor the most popular
party in the country - sought first to consolidate and expand their social base by demonstrating
zeal in the immediate improvement of the living conditions of the working people, those
disadvantaged and oppressed under the old regime. Among the priority issues was housing.
Improving housing quality and eliminating this crucial aspect of social inequality could
win sympathy for the new government among the urban population. Resolving the housing
problem outright was, of course, impossible. In the context of revolutionary upheaval, economic
decline, and civil war, new construction was out of the question; thus, the initial focus was on
redistributing the existing housing stock. The essence of housing policy, openly class-based in
character, was to curtail the privileges of former elites and resettle workers from basements
into the bourgeoisie’s well-appointed apartments.

The starting point of Soviet housing redistribution is often associated with Lenin’s statement
that a “rich apartment” was “any apartment in which the number of rooms equaled or exceeded
the number of residents living in it” (Lebina 1999: 179). This gave impetus to the relocation
of workers from the outskirts to the city center. In some cases, vacant housing was occupied
(Lebina 1999: 179), while in others, apartment owners were forced to make room. Initially,
owners were asked to find tenants themselves, a process known as self-consolidation. If they
failed, the authorities would assign strangers to live in their apartments.

The once “rich apartments,” converted into communal flats, gradually lost any resemblance
not only to comfortable housing but even to basic civilized living. Workers relocated from slums
had no idea how to adapt to aristocratic conditions. Into the shared space, they brought their
own notions of convenience and hygiene. Unsanitary conditions soon prevailed, expensive
interiors deteriorated, plasterwork crumbled, and heating was provided by makeshift stoves.

For decades, communal flats became a defining reality of Soviet and post-Soviet cities - a
symbol of discomfort, disregard for personal space, endless quarrels, and everyday stress.

As the situation in the country stabilized, Soviet authorities faced the need to create a new
housing stock. Architects were tasked with designing dwellings that would serve not only
as places to live, but also as manifestos of modernity and foundations for shaping the Soviet
individual and society.

Methodology of the Study

The theoretical foundation of the article is modernization theory, since Soviet housing policy
was implemented against the backdrop of the USSR’s modernization and was shaped by the
specific features and turning points of modernization processes. Housing design was also closely
linked to ideas about the necessity of social transformation and the creation of a new Soviet
society. Architects, at least episodically, sought not merely to meet the needs of the population
but to design genuinely innovative housing in both architectural and functional terms.
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The methodological basis of the study rests on the principles of objectivity and historicism,
combined with a value-oriented approach. The authors employed a systemic approach, aiming
to demonstrate the influence of political and economic factors, Soviet ideology, utopian social
projects, and contemporary architectural trends on the design and construction of housing in
the USSR during the 1920s-1930s. The historical-genetic method was also applied, enabling the
tracing and explanation of the emergence of particular views on what Soviet housing should look
like, the transformation of values underlying design, and the evolution of state priorities that
defined housing policy. The historical-comparative method made it possible to contrast different
conceptions of acceptable living conditions for ordinary workers and for the Soviet elites.

The study further employs a contextual method, through which Soviet housing architecture
is analyzed within its socio-economic and political framework. This method also highlights the
connections between Soviet architecture and certain aspects of Western architectural thought.
Soviet architects did not develop their projects in isolation: they were influenced by demands
from both society and the state. Moreover, after the Revolution, Soviet architects-maintained ties
with architectural thought in Western countries. They traveled abroad on official assignments,
studied the works of foreign colleagues, and participated in international exhibitions. In turn,
Western architects were admitted to Soviet architectural competitions and invited to work in
the USSR.

Discussion and Results

Atthe beginning of the twentieth century, the ideas of Ebenezer Howard'’s garden city enjoyed
great popularity in Russia. The essence of the concept was that those in need of housing would
form cooperatives, whose members contributed certain sums toward the purchase of land and
the construction of individual family houses. The remaining amount was provided by a bank at a
low interest rate. By repaying the loan, cooperative members became homeowners. The garden
city was intended to combine the best features of both city and countryside. Located on the
outskirts of a metropolis, it represented a cottage settlement with all necessary infrastructure.
Around the well-maintained houses, residents had plots of land where they could cultivate
gardens and plant orchards.

In the early years of Soviet power, it was assumed that garden cities would become the
foundation for solving the housing problem, and that small houses would be the primary
form of housing for Soviet workers. The initiators of such settlements were not only housing
cooperatives but also government departments (commissariats) and municipal authorities
(Meerovich et al. 2019: 21). A number of Soviet architects (G.B. Barkhin, V.N. Markovnikov,
M.G. Dikansky, among others) believed in low-rise construction (Yakovleva 2018: 784). Several
settlements were built, the most famous being Moscow’s Sokol, Dukstroy, and the settlement
near the Krasny Bogatyr factory.

The garden city was designed to include cottages of various types, both single-family and
multi-apartment (2-4 units). [t was assumed that, given the country’s overall situation, cottages
should be built cheaply and with minimal amenities (Yakovleva 2018: 785). Nevertheless,
providing Soviet citizens with even simple individual houses proved an impossible task for a
country devastated by revolution and war. The housing standards developed by the People’s
Commissariat of Labor and the People’s Commissariat of Health, though not always observed,
were still too generous. A small worker’s apartment was supposed to include two rooms, a
kitchen, a bathroom, and an entrance hall. A medium-sized family apartment of 61-66 m?*
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consisted of a kitchen-dining room, two bedrooms, a vestibule, a pantry, and a bathroom. A
multi-family apartment was expected to have a kitchen, a separate dining room, two bedrooms,
an entrance hall, and a bathroom (Yakovleva 2018: 784). Architects also considered the future
improvement of cottages and the everyday life of their residents. For example, V.N. Markovnikov
envisioned abandoning the traditional Russian stove in favor of modern heating systems,
rationalizing kitchen design, and incorporating the latest technical innovations in future
construction (Markovnikov 1928: 106).

[t cannot be said that comfort was the central narrative in discussions and designs of garden
settlements. The focus was rather on reducing social tension and the severity of the housing
problem, on economical construction, and on the social aspects of such resettlement. However,
in the historical context - and especially compared to the housing situation during the era of
industrialization - the ideas of cottage settlements appear as an extraordinary concern by the
authorities for their citizens. From the mid-1920s, garden settlements began to give way to
departmental settlements, where housing was built by the state, and the right to occupy living
space was directly tied to employment in the Soviet national economy.

Another striking phenomenon of Soviet housing thought in the 1920s was the communal
house (dom-kommuna), which had a rather tenuous relationship to notions of comfortable living.
Here, the emphasis was on transforming Soviet everyday life from individualist foundations
to collective ones. Communal houses were intended to facilitate the creation of Soviet society.
The general idea was to reduce personal space and expand communal space. Residents of
such houses were expected to eat in common dining halls, spend leisure time in libraries or
recreation rooms, and place their children in shared nurseries and kindergartens. The most
radical projects reduced the living unit to a sleeping cabin (Milyutin 1930: 40) or, for example,
envisioned a common dormitory with the possibility of privacy for married couples in special
“double bedrooms” (Lebina 1999: 169). A more balanced approach proposed using the living
unit for sleeping, studying, individual activities, and storage (Milyutin 1930: 40). Throughout
the 1920s, communal houses were the subject of debate, as such a radical restructuring of
everyday life seemed excessive to many. They never became a mass phenomenon, and by the
early 1930s, communal houses were abandoned as a utopian idea.

With the onset of industrialization and the expansion of industrial construction, the
urban population grew rapidly. Around industrial facilities, socialist cities (sotsgoroda) and
socialist settlements (sotsposelki) emerged, raising the urgent question of providing housing
for vast numbers of people. In the 1920s, Soviet authorities and architects looked to German
experience, particularly to standardized workers’ settlements, which embodied key principles
such as maximum economy, standardization, rationality, technological efficiency, and the fastest
possible pace of design and construction (Konysheva et al. 2011: 231). German projects were
attractive because they eliminated “overcrowding, unsanitary conditions, excessive density, and
high land rents of existing cities; they ensured the decentralization of cities and offered ‘brilliant
prospects... for improving health and physical development... and relocating the permanent
residence of inhabitants and their families beyond the congested urban core’ (Konysheva et al.
2011:231).

In 1930, German architect Ernst May arrived in the USSR to implement the principles of
German standardized construction as quickly as possible. He and his team developed plans for
a dozen socialist cities, including Avtostroy, Magnitogorsk, Stalingrad, Kuznetsk, Nizhny Tagil,
and others. Very soon, however, it became clear that the state lacked the resources to build even
moderately high-quality housing. “May’s architects were forced to design housing not only from
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brick and concrete panels (following May’s Frankfurt prototypes) but also from cheap local
materials such as wood and clay. One-story houses with wooden frames, boarded walls filled
with clay, shavings, or peat for insulation differed little from ordinary barracks built by workers
or prisoners themselves without architects’ involvement” (Khmelnitsky 2008).

The Germans were disappointed but still tried to adapt to Soviet realities. In 1932, May’s
associate W. Schwagenscheidt wrote: “In recent months... behind closed doors I developed a
proposal for a new type of socialist city, which naturally runs counter to the Party line. Based
on real life in developing regions, I say, the Soviet Union will long be able to build only primitive
barracks. Available materials and resources must be used for industrial construction. The people
inhabiting socialist cities are at a very low cultural level; they do not understand (though it is
assumed they will build multi-story houses) how to live in such houses. One-story construction
from local materials is the right path” (Wolters 2007).

Schwagenscheidt was mistaken about the Soviet government’s attitude toward barracks: for
many years, they became an integral part of urban life. Moreover, in the 1930s, the state, which
otherwise strictly controlled construction and housing distribution, partially withdrew from
solving the housing problem, leaving the population to fend for itself. In new industrial cities,
self-built housing and dugouts appeared, tolerated by local authorities. Needless to say, Soviet
realities of the 1930s had nothing in common with comfortable living conditions.

Industrial construction and military priorities were paramount. From the second half of the
1920s, the construction of new towns and workers’ settlements at enterprises was classified as
“industrial” and incorporated into the production and financial plans of sectoral commissariats.
Civil housing and public utilities were assigned a secondary role (Meerovich et al. 2006: 96).
Funding for housing construction was therefore carried out on a residual basis.

Conceptions of comfort for ordinary workers and for the Soviet elite - party and state
officials, managers, and highly qualified specialists of industrial enterprises, security service
leadership, and loyal intelligentsia - differed dramatically. The upper strata of Soviet society were
provided with housing unimaginable to the average citizen. The living conditions of officials and
those close to power were not openly discussed. Unlike the propagandistic promotion of mass
housing and the modern everyday life of workers and employees, projects for elite settlements
and high-comfort housing were scarcely publicized. When they were mentioned, it was never
acknowledged that such housing was reserved for the few. For example, architect A.S. Urban,
presenting in the 1930s a project for a luxurious 107.5 m? apartment, did not fail to reference “the
growth of the general welfare of the working people” and “the new socialist person” who would
live in modern, comfortable conditions (Urban 1936). Even in subsequent decades, architectural
researchers referred to housing intended for the privileged stratum as “workers’ housing.”

Ideas about what constituted “housing for officials” were shaped not so much by social
experiments aimed at creating fundamentally new dwellings to foster a new type of personality,
but by ordinary, practical notions of good living conditions. Such housing was expected to be a
spacious apartment for a family, with ample light and air, or a detached house with extensive
grounds. Careful planning, all modern amenities, and high-quality construction and finishing
materials were assumed.

The stratification of housing conditions between ordinary citizens and officials emerged
immediately after the Revolution. For temporary accommodation of new leaders, elite hotels such
as Astoria and Evropeyskaya in Petrograd, or National and Metropol in Moscow, were converted
into so-called Houses of Soviets. For example, in the Second House of Soviets, located in the
Evropeyskaya hotel, rooms could be occupied by members of the All-Russian Central Executive
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Committee, the Central Committee of the RCP, provincial committees, regional bureaus of the
Central Committee, provincial executive committees, heads of departments and their deputies,
members of departmental boards, Cheka and Air Defense staff, district committees of the RCP(b)
and district soviets, and high-ranking officials on assignment. In exceptional cases, a room could
be granted to a particularly valuable specialist, but overall, such housing was intended for the
ruling elite. Beyond the privilege of residing in a hotel of Astoria’s caliber, tenants could also
count on a certain level of everyday comfort. In particular, the Houses of Soviets had communal
dining halls and kitchens, allowing residents to devote themselves fully to state and party affairs
without distraction from domestic concerns (Lebina 1999: 161).

For the resettlement of responsible Party officials, mansions of the old nobility were also used,
such as the houses of Count Sheremetev and Prince Kurakin in Moscow. Part of the Bolshevik
leadership lived in buildings within the Kremlin itself (Ovsyannikova et al. 2014: 102).

This well-appointed housing stock was clearly insufficient, and subsequently, new housing
for the chosen few began to be constructed. A prime example of such a “house for officials” is
the famous Narkomfin Building. Designed by architects M.Ya. Ginzburg, I.F. Milinis, and engineer
S.L. Prokhorov, built between 1928 and 1930, it is best known for its constructivist architecture
and innovative ideas in organizing living space and everyday life. Yet it should not be forgotten
that the apartments in the Narkomfin Building were intended for employees of the People’s
Commissariat of Finance of the USSR, including its highest-ranking officials. Ginzburg’s views
on what Soviet housing should be were set out in his theoretical work Housing. The creator
of the Narkomfin Building acknowledged the strengths of contemporary Western European
housing construction and the general level of housing culture, manifested in attention to detail,
quality building materials, and diverse furnishings (Ginzburg 1934: 40). As often happened
when Soviet authors needed to speak favorably of Western achievements, Ginzburg noted
that capitalism had prepared the ground for industrialized construction, but that the internal
contradictions of the capitalist system would prevent it from reaching the heights attainable
under socialism (Ginzburg 1934: 42).

Ginzburg classified his residential project as a “transitional” type of housing. He disapproved
of communal houses, believing that premature total collectivization of everyday life would
discredit the very idea of reformatting society on collectivist foundations. The architect argued
that it was necessary to create “a series of elements stimulating the transition to a higher form
of social and everyday organization, but not decreeing this transition” (Ginzburg 1934: 68).
According to Ginzburg, the residential units were designed for families and were to include all
amenities, including a kitchen and bathroom, albeit in simplified form. Even if small apartments
replaced kitchens with niches and bathtubs with showers, the unit was self-sufficient for
comfortable, isolated living. The apartment sizes far exceeded the wildest dreams of ordinary
Muscovites. The smallest unit type F, intended for one person or childless couples, had an area of
27,30, or 31 m? (Ginzburg 1934: 72). The largest units type K, three-room apartments, reached
a remarkable 78 m?.

The project envisioned greater involvement of residents in collective life than before. A
communal block connected by a heated passage to the residential building was planned, to
house a gymnasium, kitchen, dining hall with recreation rooms, and a rooftop summer dining
area. A separate children’s home was to be built, along with a service yard with laundry and
other domestic facilities. Not all of these plans were realized: the dining hall never opened,
and the nursery was located not in a separate annex but in the communal block (Ginzburg
1934: 82). By the 1980s, the Narkomfin Building was in disrepair but was saved thanks to the
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efforts of Ginzburg’s grandson, contemporary Russian architect Alexey Vladimirovich Ginzburg.
Restorers claimed to have recreated the original layout, interiors, and finishes. Today the building
impresses with its beauty, harmony, and thoughtful design. The rooms are literally flooded with
light. It is reported that after the reconstruction completed in 2020, all apartments were sold
(Online tour of the Narkomfin Building). Evidently, the comfort envisioned for residents of the
1930s proved equally appealing to modern people.

The Narkomfin Building was not only housing for the elite but also the realization of a bold
modern architectural project, an experiment in new social and everyday organization, and a
reflection of certain ideals of the era. Later in the 1930s, “houses for officials” no longer bore
pronounced innovative features and instead corresponded to notions of bourgeois lifestyle and
prosperity. A striking example is the House on the Embankment (the First Residential Building
of the Council of People’s Commissars), designed by B.M. lofan. It became an emblem of the
era and a witness both to the rise of its residents and to their tragic downfall during Stalinist
repressions. Apartments, with areas reaching 200 m? and up to seven rooms, were intended
for Soviet intelligentsia, high-ranking officials, and generals. Among its residents were Stalin’s
children Svetlana Alliluyeva and Vasily Stalin, Alexey Stakhanov, and L.P. Beria. Ceilings were
decorated with murals, floors with oak parquet, and bathrooms had windows. Residents
were provided with luxurious furniture and high-quality household items. Apartments were
equipped with all necessary appliances and even garbage chutes. Many included a maid’s room.
The building offered extensive services: a club, the Udarnik cinema (the first designed for sound
films), a department store, nursery, kindergarten, clinic, solarium, library, laundry, post office,
and even tennis courts (Ovsyannikova et al. 2014: 102-103).

Although the Narkomfin Building and the House on the Embankment were contemporaries,
they reflect different epochs. The Narkomfin Building marked a farewell to the avant-garde
experimentation of the 1920s and a kind of constructivist austerity. The Sovnarkom House
signaled the step into the 1930s, with its opulent style, heavy luxury, and widening gap between
the upper and lower strata of Soviet society.

Another example of elite housing is the House on Mokhovaya Street for employees of the
Moscow Soviet, designed by 1.V. Zholtovsky and built between 1932 and 1934. Its costly design
was evident from the neoclassical facade. The building served as residential housing only briefly
before being converted into the U.S. Embassy.

When designing high-comfort apartments, architects did not limit their imagination. A rare
example of a candid description of elite housing is found in architect A.S. Urban’s article, where
he outlined his vision of modern Soviet housing. In a 4%-room apartment, there was to be a
living room, study, bedroom, children’s room, and maid’s room. The entrance hall was to contain
a table with a telephone and two armchairs. The apartment was also to include a heated loggia
with a winter garden, oak doors in carved frames, and a children’s room with a bay window
(Urban 1936).

Elite housing could take the form not only of apartments in individual buildings but also of
cottage settlements that appeared in socialist cities or settlements around enterprises built
during industrialization. The contrast in housing standards between different social groups
was striking. Workers and managers lived not only in different buildings but also in different
parts of the settlement, spatially separated from one another. Settlements were typically
divided into three categories of housing. Housing for top officials consisted of compact, isolated
neighborhoods of detached or semi-detached houses. Lower-ranking officials and skilled
specialists lived in sectional 3-5-story stone buildings or two-story wooden houses. The
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majority lived in barracks, dormitories, and hostels.

Cottage developments existed in Orsk, Sverdlovsk, Kamensk-Uralsky, at DneproGES, in
Chelyabinsk, and in Avtostroy near the Nizhny Novgorod (Gorky) automobile plant, among
others. The most famous cottage settlement, a garden suburb, was Magnitogorsk’s Berezki, where
the leadership of the Magnitogorsk Metallurgical Combine, NKVD officials, and highly qualified
foreign specialists resided. Initially called “Amerikanka,” it was built to house specialists from
the American firm McKee. After their departure, the houses were fully transferred to the local
elite. While builders and workers of the plant survived in barracks and dugouts, managers lived
in separate well-appointed houses designed for single families. The amenities of these cottages
fully corresponded to Western standards of comfort. In 1930-1931, about 1,500 people lived in
Berezki, no more than 2% of the city’s population. The director of the Magnitogorsk plant, A.P.
Zavenyagin, enjoyed privileges that could be considered truly regal at the time. His three-story
mansion had 14 rooms, including a billiard room, children’s playroom, music salon, and study.
Behind the house was a deer reserve, and in front a garden (Meerovich 2016).

In the socialist city of Kamensk-Uralsky, built around the Ural Aluminum Plant, the cottage
settlement consisted of two-story sectional houses designed for two families. Apartments
included rooms for domestic workers and balconies on the second floor. The housing was
equipped with all necessary engineering and technical facilities as well as built-in wardrobes.
The neighborhood was landscaped with pedestrian paths, flowerbeds, small architectural forms
in front of the main facades, and croquet courts behind the houses. In the public recreation zone,
there were volleyball courts, gazebos, and hammocks. Notably, outsiders had no opportunity
to enjoy this oasis amid the harsh realities of the socialist city alongside the residents: the
settlement was fenced and guarded around the clock by paramilitary security (Gavrilova 2011).
The settlement for foreign specialists and managers of the automobile plant in the socialist city
of Avtostroy in Gorky was likewise surrounded by barbed wire.

The proclaimed equality of the workers of the Soviet state found no reflection in everyday
practices and was clearly manifested in the housing sphere. Throughout the 1920s-1930s,
the contrast between the housing conditions of ordinary citizens and privileged groups only
intensified. The layout, amenities, and technical equipment of “houses for officials” increasingly
acquired a classical bourgeois appearance, and the comfort of elite housing grew into outright
luxury. In the 1930s, the idea of relieving Soviet citizens of domestic concerns was transferred
into the notion of equipping elite houses with auxiliary services such as dining halls, communal
kitchens, nurseries, and so forth. In the House on the Embankment, for example, luxurious
apartments had tiny kitchens of 4-6 m?, since it was assumed that residents would primarily
eat outside their homes. In this case, the goal was not collectivization of everyday life but rather
concern for the convenience of the residents.

Conclusion

In the 1920s-1930s, the housing question remained one of the most acute social problems
in the Soviet Union. The shortage of housing for the urban population was inherited by the
Bolsheviks from tsarist Russia, where workers were forced to live in barracks, dormitories, or
rent corners in shared apartments. Initially, the improvement of conditions for those whom
the Bolsheviks considered their social base occurred through the redistribution of the existing
housing stock. However, as the situation in the country stabilized, construction of Soviet
housing began. The main task was to provide workers with decent living conditions, with the

74 2026 GUMILYOV JOURNAL OF HISTORY
T.155.No.2. ISSN: 3080-129X. eISSN: 3080-6860



The Ideas of Comfort in the Soviet Architectural Discourses of the 1920s-1930s

expectation that new housing would be economical, rationally organized, hygienic, and aligned
with contemporary architectural and design trends. Through the organization of everyday life,
housing was also expected to contribute to the formation of the new Soviet person and society.
Considerations of comfort played only a secondary role. Examples of projects from the 1920s
include garden cities and communal houses.

With the onset of industrialization, the state’s priority became the rapid creation of heavy
industry, and ordinary workers, virtually abandoned to their fate, were forced to crowd into
overpopulated apartments, barracks, dormitories, and dugouts. The new houses built for
workers and employees were maximally simplified, turning modest projects into miserable
ones. In the 1930s, the issue was survival rather than comfort for the masses.

The history of Soviet housing is a history of inequality under the declared goal of creating a
classless society of equals. The Soviet government began by attempting, after the Revolution,
to erase differences in living standards between classes, including resettling workers from
slums into “rich apartments.” Yet immediately, a new stratification appeared among those loyal
to Soviet power. While workers and minor employees crowded into communal apartments,
those holding high positions in Soviet institutions received individual housing of substantial
size. A narrow stratum of Soviet leaders moved into buildings in the Kremlin and expensive
pre-revolutionary hotels. By the 1930s, it became even more evident that the authorities held
different notions of comfort and prosperity for the masses and the elites. For officials, industrial
managers, the upper intelligentsia, figures embodying Soviet achievements (famous pilots,
Stakhanovites, etc.), and foreign specialists, housing was built to a standard of comfort that
remains comprehensible to modern people. “Houses for officials” were distinguished by large
areas, thoughtful layouts, technical equipment, and infrastructure that eased everyday life. And,
of course, apartments and houses for the chosen few, designed for individual families, ensured
complete isolation from any outside interference.

Thus, in the period under consideration, when the authorities did attempt to address the
housing problem, they primarily sought to provide citizens with at least minimally decent living
space and, in principle, to resettle people somehow and somewhere. In designing mass housing
for workers, discussions focused mainly on sanitary norms, rational use of living space, and
alignment with idealized notions of what Soviet everyday life should be. Comfortable living
conditions became an exclusive privilege available only to a narrow group of the Soviet elite.
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