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that it was caused not by theloss of a home, but precisely the opposite; it was a mass
homecoming. People were on the move because they had been allocated new homes
thanks to the intensive mass housing campaign. The fundamental changes in people’s
everyday environment and way of living were arguably more momentous for more
people than better-known political events such as Khrushchev’s ‘secret speech’ to the
Twentieth Party Congress in 1956, in which he denounced Stalin’s excesses.37 A new
revolution took place in Soviet daily life in the late 1950s, as Svetlana Boym notes,
‘consisting of resettlement out of communal apartments to outlying “micro-districts”
where people were able to live in separate, albeit state-owned apartments – many for
the first time in their lives’.38 As a result, the newly founded industrial design journal
Tekhnicheskaia estetika (Technical Aesthetics) declared, ‘The creation of the interior
of the contemporary urban apartment has become one of the most important state
problems’ (Figure 3).39 If, in the comfort of one’s new home, one opened a newspaper
or turned on the television (a rapidly expanding leisure pursuit and medium in terms
of airtime and number of sets in the early 1960s), one would get the impression that
the entire Soviet population was on the move, running around worrying about colour
schemes and the choice of wallpaper, furniture and lampshades.40

The new housing regions of the Khrushchev era were notorious for having sac-
rificed aesthetics to engineering, function and economy. One of Khrushchev’s first
decisive interventions, less than two years after Stalin’s death in 1953, had been to
denounce the extravagant, monumental style of Stalinist architecture and, seemingly
prompted by modernisers in the architectural profession, to declare ornament a crime
(or at least, a Stalinist excess).41 This implied a rapprochement with modernist prin-
ciples of design dictated by function, materials and mode of production. Architects
and engineers looked back to indigenous Constructivism and across the Iron Curtain
to recent international developments, in particular efforts to solve the housing shortage
throughout post-war Europe through system building and factory prefabrication.

The imperatives of thoroughgoing industrialisation, speed and economy of con-
struction, combined with still primitive technologies of prefabrication, required re-
thinking the requirements of dwelling: eliminating architectural ornament, reducing
the dimensions to a functional minimum, and minimising or eliminating auxiliary
spaces such as corridors.42 Standardisation was paramount: the use of a limited num-
ber of type plans, standard modules and unembellished elevations. As Russian design
historian Iurii Gerchuk describes the new flats:

‘Comfort’ was also conceived in very frugal terms. . . In the standardized housing designs accepted
and applied at the turn of the 1950s–60s, ceiling heights were reduced to 2.5 m. In the tiny, cramped
flats the space for auxiliary rooms was cut to the bare minimum. The size of the kitchen was
reduced from 7 to 4.5. sq m and it opened directly off the living room. The toilet was combined with
the bathroom. Convenience was sacrificed not only to save space but to simplify the construction
process.43

Functional and featureless, the new housing estates may not count today among
the monuments of world architecture, worthy of preservation orders or heritage status.
On the contrary, the new flats – known askhrushchevki (or worse,khrushcheby, a
contraction of ‘Khrushchev’ and ‘slum’) – are widely regarded as a shameful aspect of
the Soviet legacy, to be purged as quickly as growing prosperity allows.44 Yet, notwith-
standing the monotonous standardisation and minimum specifications of the new flats,



The Making of Cosy Homes in the Khrushchev Era 31

Figure 7: Model interior in the ‘contemporary style’ (from O. Baiar and R.
Blashkevich,Kvartira i ee ubranstvo, Moscow, 1962).

furniture that left as much free space as possible. Thus, ‘huge bedsteads on high
legs disappear from our lives along with patterned valances,’ for ‘everyone knows
that one doesn’t hang valances nowadays’. They were to be replaced by ‘convenient
divans and chairs that easily transform into beds without taking up a lot of space’.94

Others exhorted: ‘Contemporary furniture must be convenient to use, compact, light
and without carving or mouldings (scrolls, cornices), which are hard to wash and
clean’ (Figure 7). ‘Contemporary lamps must be simple, light, hygienic, modest and
elegant’.95 Functional zoning was recommended, applying the modernist principle of
spatial separation of functions in conditions where a single room had to serve multiple
purposes. But this could be achieved without blocking off areas and daylight with
solid partitions, by using differentiated colour schemes or light, open shelving units.
Voeikova recommended a light frame with vertical cords above a narrow trough for
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of memory had often been reduced to the portable and concealable form of a small
treasure box. But if any remaining material links with family history and repositories
of personal memories had survived after decades of upheavals, destruction and loss,
they were now to be cast away on the tide of progress, left behind in the move to the
radiant future. This was often a physical necessity in practice: old pieces of furniture
were too big to bring into the small flats. Their abandonment was also an imperative of
modernity, however, according to advice that exhorted those moving to new apartments
to do so unencumbered by the material trace of the past.100

There were mixed messages, however, concerning decorative touches in the apart-
ment. These related to the centrality of aesthetics in the vision of the communist
future. How to make the industrially prefabricated interior into a work of beauty and
self-actualisation? The importance of aesthetic education in the formation of the fully
rounded future citizen of communism was emphasised by philosophers and ideologues
in the Khrushchev era, informed by a return to Marx (especially his earlier writings),
and was written into the new Party Programme (‘the Communist Manifesto of the
present era’) ratified in 1961. All Soviet people should have the opportunity to develop
their aesthetic sensibilities and taste through access to art and aesthetic education.
Moreover, they should themselves become producers of aesthetic value.101

The domestic interior was potentially a key site for daily encounter with art and
for cultural activity. The household’s cultural level (rather than its wealth, as in the
past) was manifest, for example, through the presence of a piano or books.102 Unique
paintings might not be accessible for all, or even desirable in the modernist interior,
according to some aesthetic specialists, because of their dust-collecting frames and
spatial illusionism, which disrupted the flat plane of the wall. Judiciously chosen art
prints were advocated, however, especially those in which decorative, formal qualities
took precedence over naturalistic representation.103 Voeikova recommended calm tints
for walls on the grounds that these were easy on the eye, allowed one to use decorative
fabrics for curtains and soft furnishing, and made a good background for prints,
paintings, photographs and decorative elements. ‘In such a room a brightly patterned
rug or colourful decorative cushions on a divan will not look excessive, nor a vase in a
saturated colour or picture on the wall’.104 The choice, restrained deployment of such
objects in the interior created contemporary beauty and revealed aesthetic discernment,
and was quite distinct from mindless, eclectic, tasteless accumulation or vulgar display
of luxury.

Moreover, creating the beautiful, tasteful interior was in itself a form of aesthetic
production and not only of consumption.105 For, as two television viewers (a married
couple, both engineers) put it, writing in to the programme on homemaking mentioned
above: ‘everyone must become an artist in their home!’106 A specialist in the new
discipline of Technical Aesthetics indicated that, notwithstanding the value of rational-
isation and standardisation, there was a place for purely expressive, aesthetic gestures.
While advocating thoroughgoing standardisation of utilitarian routines and domestic
fittings, because this would combat the regressive influence of the nuclear household
and of any fetishistic tendencies that the increased availability of consumer goods
might foster, she forestalled possible objections that fitted furniture would prevent the
manifestation of individuality. For, the specialist asserted, the occupant’s individuality
would find full expression in theaesthetics of interior decoration.107
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or universal rejection of the new modernist style – and indeed of socialist modernity –
regardless of social class, ethnicity or personal dispositions. Alongside the negative
responses to the model interiors exhibited in 1961, there were many who welcomed the
new light and simple furniture, and who would simply be glad to have an opportunity
to buy any furniture whatever. The look of many of the apartments in the 1968 survey,
according to its author Elena Torshilova, conformed to the official aesthetic of the
contemporary style. And, asked ‘How isuiut achieved?’ 81 per cent of the informants
rehearsed its widely promoted principles: ‘through cleanliness’ and ‘a small number
of things’, ‘convenience’, ‘unity of style’ and ‘harmony of the whole ensemble of
the interior’.122 That small survey made no claims to be representative, however.
The informants, residents of an apartment block belonging to a Moscow research
institute, included an unrepresentatively large number of people with higher education
and doctorates. It is probable that take-up was highest among this, the same social
stratum as the specialists who promoted the cosmopolitan modernist contemporary
style, who were also more able to afford the new furniture. A much larger sample
than Torshilova’s or than the interview and visual data I have been able to gather
from some seventy households would be necessary to draw meaningful generalisations
concerning class, ethnic and urban–rural (first or second generation urban dwellers,
etc.) distinctions. The available evidence would suggest, however, that the effort to
propagate the contemporary style met with neither universal acceptance nor with
total rejection, but had a varied and mixed response. While take-up was limited by
factors from taste and habitus to price and shortage, and adoption of the approved
style in popular practices of homemaking and ideals of beauty anduiut was patchy
and selective, many interiors were hybrids of new and old: not an outright rejection
of the modern, but its accommodation and absorption/integration into an established
conception ofuiut.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored attempts in authoritative discourse to transcend the antithesis
of home comfort and communism, cosiness and socialist modernity, and to redefine
cosiness in ways that could be reconciled with the Enlightenment values of progress,
science and reason through a modernist aesthetics. To a large extent this discourse
was addressed to women, aiming to reform their notions of taste and delegitimate
traditional practices of homemaking. The hegemony of the state, as materialised in the
invasive effects of modern housing, is often seen as an assault on women’s domain
and dominance within the domestic sphere. Yet, while architects and planners set the
parameters of the new housing, and specialists sought to shape the ways in which
women made home in the new flats, they were dependent on individual householders
to materialise the norms of the contemporary aesthetic. Home and women’s practices
in it tested the jurisdiction of the state. The continued production of decorated cloths
and the use of textiles by women and girls in many homes are just two of the ways in
which advice on good taste and rational living was ignored in everyday practice.

How are we to interpret this? Is this a case of what anthropologists in other
contexts have described as resistance by female occupants who persist in traditional
practices and uses of space even when these have been designated ‘irrational’, or other-
wise denigrated or countered by ‘creative and sometimes subversive alternatives’?123
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