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During the Stalin Era, urban plans were always under surveillance. The NKVD made sure that no accurate maps were published, forcing the architects to cooperate with the policy of secrecy. The fear of spies led to a paranoiac way to think of the Soviet territory, even sending some architects to Gulag camps. During WWII, this also impacted reconstruction plans, as the majestic projects for Stalingrad or Minsk for instance hide important elements of these cities. Secret towns were also created after the war, as perfect examples of secrecy disseminated across the country.

The Soviet Unionespecially during the Stalin Erasaw spies everywhere. Consequently, for Soviet citizens or foreigners it was very difficult to travel across the country without a set of special authorizations ; taking pictures was also strictly controlled. A photography of a bridge could send you to Siberia in those times ! Meanwhile, as ideology was trying to change the world, Stalin and his team begun to rebuild the largest Russian towns, especially Moscow, Leningrad, Stalingrad, Minsk, Baku, Kiev…. However, the plans published of these large urban achievements were seldom accurate. To the contrary, these documents were usually carefully reworked, so no one could really use them. Who knows ? A Trotsky spy could be hidden behind a German architect, for instance. Maps, urban plans, and architectural drawings were subsequently often modified, in order to mislead people… So, while studying architecture and urbanism in the former USSR, one has to be very careful. For instance, after visiting Stalingrad (now Volgograd), I was flabbergasted by the lack of topographical accuracy of the articles I'd read previously on the town reconstruction1 . During my field research in situ, I understood how the authors of these publications had been misled by false or inaccurate archives in Moscow. Therefore the first rule is not to believe firmly the surviving architectural documents (as many were destroyedperhaps intentionallyor still efficiently stored in planning institutes). The second rule could be trying to understand what exactly the Soviet rulers chose to hide. And why ? Why such efforts to hide urban plans ? Did the motivations for concealment change over time ? Did political changes change the practice of concealment ? Especially as the Russians are still the first victims of this policy, which doesn't help them to understand even today their own towns and history. And finally : what strategies are available to the historian interested in studying these cities ?

Rebuilding towns… and lying with architecture

Apparently, this process began at the end of the 1930s. Before that, when Vladmir Semionov designed the new general plan for Moscow in 1935, he produced very fine large drawingswhich could be read easily, showing with accuracy how the city would be partly rebuilt. However, very soon, the Stalinist purges changed times : sabotage and spies were seen everywhere, more than previously. Architects too had to adapt to this invasive paranoia. Therefore the general plans designed during the war and very shortly after it for reconstructing the damaged soviet towns used different graphic methods.

In 1943, the large competition for the reconstruction of Stalingrad led to impressive drawings, which are to be understood as patriotic fantasies showing an ideal city, where everything would be designed in order to celebrate the Russian victory over the nazi invaders2 . Alekseï Chtchoussev (1873-1949), Georgi Goltz (1893-1946), Boris Iofan (1891-1976), Vladimir Krinski (1890-1971), Andreï Burov (1900-1957), Karo Alabian (1897-1959) projects all thought a new symbolic Stalingrad. Chtchoussev and Iofan were trained before the Revolution (Chtchoussev even designed several orthodox churches for the imperial family), but Goltz, Krinski, Burov and Alabian were the product of the new soviet pedagogy in architecture during the 1920s. Despite these artistic differences, all understood what was expected from them : plans which would express emphatically the Soviet triumph in Stalingrad. Consequently, their drawings were conceived to impress ; , but actually gave very few indications about how such a town would function indeed.

Chtchoussev mixed memories of Roman triumphal arches with the Venice campanile, and with the Russian neo-classicism of the end of XVIII° century and beginning of the XIX° century. This was one of the first uses of the new "1812 style", describing the patriotic reconstruction of Moscow after the defeat of the French Napoleonic army. Of course, this stylistic choice was far from innocent, linking the resistance of Russia against all invaders. The former constructivist Krinski also paid homage to Roman triumphal arks. In a more imperialistic way, Goltz even designed a real Soviet forum, like a reborn Roman Empire in Stalinist Russia… In a more unexpected way, the same Goltz quoted the Egyptian temples for a large war memorial dominating the Volga river. Burov also used an Egyptian source for a surrealistic war memorial, using both elements of the Gizeh pyramids and those of pre-Columbian America ! The winning project by Karo Alabian was partly realized during the 1940s and 1950s : it used a lot of optical tricks, helping to emphasize the place, and sometimes quoting quite unexpected references, like the esplanade at St Peter's basilica in Roma, or French formal gardens of the XVII° century. Again, historic references were chosen for their majesty, and put at the service of the proletarian USSR.

In a more imaginative way, Alabian designed a large stair, linking the plateau to the Volga River. This stair was derived from the Orangerie stairs at the Versailles palace. This symbol of the French monarchy was also used in the XVIII° for the Odessa stairs. These stairs were used by the cineaste Sergueï Eisenstein (1898Eisenstein ( -1948) ) for one of his most impressive sequences in his movie Battleship Potemkin (1925). With this sequence of the shooting on the stairs, and the baby carriage rolling down the steps, Eisenstein created one of the everlasting symbols of the revolutionary spirit. In designing this colossal stairway of Stalingrad, Alabian put the city in the historic lineage of the revolution, expressing the resistance of Russians against oppression. If at first this architectural facility found its inspiration in a monarchic monument, the memory of the Eisenstein movie transformed its meaning as a place celebrating the USSR victory 3 . However, despite the symbolic importance of Stalingrad as rebuilt by Alabian with great trouble during the 1940s and 1950s, no accurate plan was ever published in the Soviet specialized press. Maybe this was because other architects utterly disliked Alabian's work ? Strangely enough, other well-known Stalinist architects, like Lev Roudnev (1885-1956) didn't hesitate to attack Alabian, trying to steal from him the direction of Stalingrad's reconstruction. Between Alabian, the first secretary of the Soviet Union of Architects (thus, having direct access to Stalin), and Roudnev (who was also close to Stalin, as the dictator chose him for building the large Lomonossov University in Moscow, and the Palace of Culture in Warsaw), the fight was fierce circa 1950. However, they both lost their small architectural war, as neither was able to rebuild the city as they previously expected to do. Meanwhile, the lack of information on the actual plans transformed Stalingrad in a strange urban ghost. If the memory of the battle is always carefully remembered, the actual rebuilt town is still very poorly known. This process went even farther with other projects of reconstruction, like the one designed in However, no accurate plan of the Minsk Genplan was ever published. Only schematic drawings are available. Was it done on purpose ? Probably yes. These documents can help one understand the general conception of the city, but without indications of the actual topography, it's far from enough for correctly reading the city history. Besides, these documents without scale don't help one understand the exact size of the new post-war Minsk. Moreover, each part of Minsk was studied separately by a different team of architects, who only partly knew what their colleagues were doing. This too led to the impossibility of reading the city's history through visual documents, as the existing architectural drawings lack a coherent logic at the city scale. Besides, these projects were often not realized, or largely modifiedin order to build something more modest. As often, the distance between the impressive Stalinist projects and the economic reality of reconstruction had an impact on the final face of the Minsk reconstruction. At Minskas in other capitals of Soviet Republicsthe projects have to be studied and compared to what was built finally. The architectural documents (plans or drawings) are here not the best way to understand these towns' history : ghosts of the Stalin Era hide many things behind the façades.

Secret towns : the power of hidden places

If for the large towns like Stalingrad, Minsk, and Kiev, the reconstruction subtly hides (or shows) the political intent, for the secret towns the story was even worse. Firstly, secret towns (where one could not enter without authorization from Moscow)built for military or scientific research -didn't even get a name, christened in documents with numbers. The same was true for the Gulag camps, like Vorkuta (something that later aroused administrative problems during the 1950s and 1960s, when those camps had to be adapted as normal towns)5 .

Vorkuta was indeed a special case, as it's where the architect Viatcheslav Oltarjevski was sent to deportation in 1937, after being accused of sabotage on the VDNKh exhibition center in Moscow. Trained before the revolution, Oltarjevski had a strange destiny. In 1924 he settled in USA, where he spent ten years, working for instance with Harvey Wiley Corbett in New York, collaborating in the design of the Metropolitan Life skyscraper. Oltarjevski also worked with William van Alen (1883Alen ( -1954) ) to the construction of the Chrysler building. This experience made of Oltarjevski a specialist on American architecture, and his knowledge was seen as extremely useful when he came back in the USSR. It certainly helped him to become in 1935 the chief architect of the VDNKh, the park for agricultural exhibitions in Moscow 6 . However, in 1938, his chief, Mikhaïl Tchernov, the Commissar for Agriculture, was arrested, accused of sabotage, and shot immediately after his trial. Tchernov's tragic destiny also provoked a typical Stalinist chain reaction, where his team was also arrested, blamed for an imaginary anti-Soviet conspiracy. Oltarjevski was also sent to the NKVD, and accused of being an American spy. Surprisingly, the judges didn't choose to execute him, sentencing him only for ten years of camp. The architect's works at the VDNKh were destroyed, soon replaced by buildings less Art-Deco, more classical.

Meanwhile, Oltarjevski arrived in Siberia at the end of 1938, in the Vorkuta camp. At this period, the exploitation of the local coal basin was growing quickly. The arrival of hundreds of people in this harsh climate forced the camp authority to find fast solutions for housing some free citizens, and mostly prisoners. Consequently, the arrival of an experienced architect was seen by the camp director as a chance serving his agenda. Building on the permafrost indeed needed special technical skills ; if Oltarjevski wasn't prepared for that, he soon adapted in order to work in more decent conditions than the ordinary prisoners.

The projects Oltarjevski designed for Vorkuta the mark of his interest in the reconstructed historic town of Williamsburg (Virginia, USA). This was an interest he nourished for years, as he had published in 1935 in the review Arkhitektura za rubejom (Architecture in foreign countries) an article on how the Americans rebuilt during the 1920s and 1930s this part of their colonial heritage. For Vorkuta, the architect tried to mix memories of Williamsburg with quotes of the Russian neo-classicism of the turn of XVIII° and XIX° centuries. If few of his plans were actually implemented, he was the first who managed to foresee how the Gulag camp could become a true city in the future.

Vorkuta finally obtained the status of city in 1943. Oltarjevski was liberated the same year ; so he could not actually collaborate in the construction of the first buildings of the new town. His drawings for Vorkuta are now in the MUAR archives in Moscow, and are not yet published. Despite the very impressive research done by Alan Barenberg on Vorkuta, the Oltarjevski drawings are still awaiting acknowledgment as a rare attempt to change a concentration camp into a real town, with public services. In Vorkuta itself today, few buildings still visibly reflect this strange turn of history.

After the war, the logic was different. First of all, in 1944 Stalin authorized Beria to take the direction of the Soviet atomic program 7 . Under the efficient and merciful Beria, nine closed citiesimmediately nicknamed Atomgradswere created from 1946, like Arzamas-16 (now Sarov) or Sverdlovsk-44 (now Novouralsk). These two towns were used for weapons design and research, and the second one was specially dedicated to uranium enrichment. Towns like Zlatoust-36 (now Tryokhgorny) and Penza-19 (now Zarechny) were built later, in 1952 and 1955, as special places for warhead assembly. Even if the Soviet Union collapsed more than twenty years ago, these cities are still legally closed to foreign visitors, or can be visited only with special permitsof course, far from easy to obtain. The top military priority of these towns explains easily the care with which the Russians organized the secrecy. No plan was of course published of these places, and even the descriptions in Andreï Sakharov's Memoirs don't help readers understand if it's only military camps or new towns rising from the woods. According to Sakharov, it was a mix between the two, leading to a very boring life, where almost nothing was possible to do outside the working offices and laboratories8 . Anyway, besides the patriotic and scientific commitment for achieving the Soviet Bomb, under the very impatient Beria, there was no time for leisure ! Accordingly, these towns were probably designed quite like military camps. Was the architect and engineer Leonid Poliakov (1906Poliakov ( -1965) ) involved ?

During the 1940s Poliakov was partly in charge of the design of the Volga-Don Canalso he was already a man enjoying the NKVD's "confidence". During the war his abilities were used to speedily build military factories near the front line. His efficiency also won him the favor of the Red Army, of which he became in 1947 Chief Architect for the Ministry of Military Constructions. Between involvement in the war industry and cooperation with the Gulag camps, Poliakov was a technician with dangerous liaisons. If his work for the Moscow Stalinist skyscraper of the Leningradskaïa is better known, his activity for the Red Army and the NKVD is still arousing a lot of unresolved questions 9 . In the same way, the destalinization brings several questions about the continuation of concealment. Apparently, nothing changed seriously after the death of the dictator. If his successor, Nikita Khrouchtchev, denounced Stalin's hubris and crimes, he didn't begun transparency on urban topics. To the contrary, nothing changed at all : concealment was still the rule, and its practice went unchanged during the 1950s till the 1980s. Both Khrouchtchev, Brejnev, Andropov, and Tchernenko were always faithful to the Soviet tradition of secrecy. Even Gorbatchev, despite his so-called Perestroika and Glasnost (reconstruction and transparency, in Russian), didn't take the risk to face directly the Siloviki (Army and KGB clans) by introducing some sort of end to the concealment tradition. The law for protecting the strategic assets of the USSR remained valid till the fall of the regime, preventing any serious attempt to publish accurate documents on Soviet towns and facilities. This policy of scientific towns was continued under Khrouchtchev's rule, but with different means and goals. The largest one was Akademgorodok, built in 1957 in a forest near Novossibirsk. It was designed by a team of engineers from the VNIPIET, the All-Russian Scientific Research And Design Institute of Energy Technology. Founded in 1933, this Institute was based in Leningrad, and later specialized in the erection of atomic power stations. Among their works : the infamous Tchernobyl… The Akademgorodok project was led by the mathematician Mikhaïl Laurentiev, who made sure the whole was first of all efficient. Priority was given to chemistry, physics, mathematics, biology, and geology. Despite being used for strategic purpose, Akademgorodok remained a place where scientists could work in relative freedom ; it was even nicknamed "Silicon Taïga". Most of the buildings are efficient facilities, typical of an engineering style, but are lacking the quality of a real architectural signature. Of course architecture wasn't the priority hereefficiency was the key word. If the KGB was watching with great care what happened in Akademgorodok, the place was not under direct military rule, and was never classified as a closed town. However, while a number of pictures was published of this large Soviet achievement, the history of the design is still unclear today, and it awaits detailed research.

Several other academic towns were created during the 1950s/1960s. One of the biggest, Zelenograd, was situated 30 km at the North of Moscow. It was planned in 1963 in order to serve as a center of research for electronics. The general plan of the town was designed by architect Igor Rozhin (1908Rozhin ( -2005)), and some of the most important buildings (like the Computer and Electronic Center) was built by Igor Pokrovski (1926Pokrovski ( -2002)). Rozhin cooperated to the reconstruction of Stalingrad, and to the construction of the Warsaw Palace of Culture ; he also received a Stalin Prize. The younger Pokrovski was part of this generation trained under the Stalin Era, but more curious about international modernity. Fortunately for him, under Khrouchtchev he was able to study the works by Le Corbusier in France or Oscar Niemeyer (1907Niemeyer ( -2012) ) in Brazil10 . Rozhin adapted himself to the second Soviet modernity -Pokrovski was one of the best architects modernizing the USSR. Like Akademgorok, Zelenograd wasn't a closed town, but was under the close surveillance of the KGB. It's only recently that the town was studied carefully by architects like Felix Novikov (1927-)who worked with Pokrovski in 1957 at the Moscow Palace of Pioneers and by scholars like Olga Kazakova. Slowly, Zelenograd is now entering in the full light.

The case of the Baikonur space base is far different. Even more strategic, the base was very carefully hidden, so no one could ever guess where it is. The name was chosen of a small village and river in the Kazakh steppesbut the real cosmodrome was actually built several hundreds of kilometers from Baikonur11 . This very imaginative solution, combined with the absence of accurate maps of the region, helped to effectively hide the spatial facility for a while. However, with the growing cooperation in space exploration begun in the 1970s, Baikonur stopped quite soon being a real secret. If there was never a plan published of the cosmodrome, many photographers came to see it, and especially the places where the cosmonauts lived. Hidden places are creating a strange collective fascination : the more you try to hide it them, the more people wish and want to discover them.

Conclusion

This sense of concealment remained a deep-rooted habit till the end of the USSR. Even today, in former closed towns, it's very hard to gain access to archives, as the culture of secrecy is still well embedded in Russian administrations. So, in the former Soviet Union, when you study a town, you have to be very careful in front of each document. Sometimes you can guess the method used for concealing strategic informationsbut in most cases, you have indeed no idea at all where the trick is. The art of deception has been pushed to perfection.

If in Moscow several institutes of research were hidden behind false names, or behind the façades of other buildings, even in large towns like Stalingrad and Minsk the secrecy worked efficiently. No accurate plan was available of these cities during the USSR's existence. As a key industrial center, Stalingrad had to be protected from too curious eyes ; as a key military center (because of the close frontier with Poland) the exact number of military facilities in Minsk had to be carefully disguised behind false uses. Here too, the sense of the false was used brilliantly.

But the secret towns succeeded far more in this policy. At first built for joint military and scientific purposes, it was impossible to find them on any map till the 1990s. Even today, many of these towns (despite not being "closed" anymore, and not devoted anymore to sole military functions) require a special permit to be visited. Secrecy is like a cancer : you can't get rid of it so easily. These specificities of the Russian world finally add to the interest of the study of Stalinist cities. Each document can lead to an exciting, never-ending investigation.
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