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My six-month long research at the Strelka Insti-
tute in Moscow was dedicated to preservation of 
mass produced residential architecture of the late 
modernism. In the mid-twentieth century, thanks 
to industrialization and modernization, a massive 
construction of large residential blocks started. 
Not only in Russia, but in the whole world, houses, 
general spatial layouts, plans of districts started 
following the same architectural and urban planning 
principles and, as a result, became very similar. 
Cities have been rapidly growing, augmented with 
zones of new architectural landscape of a very ge-
neric nature. Now, when this architecture reaches 
the threshold of 50 years, there arises a question 
whether it deserves to be preserved. If yes, then 
in what situations? This new architecture needs a 
new approach to preservation—the old methods fo-
cused on preserving uniqueness tend to fail in 
these new circumstances.

From the very beginning, I had an assumption that 
the intangible values (the existing culture) may 
combine with the visible shell (architecture as 
such) and create a nice blend providing us with a 
sufficient  reason  for  its  preservation.

The architecture of the late modernism is very in-
teresting for architects, yet underestimated by the 
general public. Because of its repetitive nature 

and crude esthetics it is often found boring, ugly 
or simply uninteresting. Could the cultural content 
influence  the  architectural  surroundings  and  make  
them more attractive to the common people? Would 
mating cultural content with architecture repre-
senting it make the latter more valuable?

During my investigation, I have visited several 
neighborhoods of Moscow, where architecture was not 
enough to attract attention, but where there is a 
potential of architecture and its intangible con-
tent reinforcing each other. In the case of Rus-
sia, it was mostly the literati and poets who would 
create this kind of added value. At the end, I 
decided to take a closer look at Belyayevo—a typi-
cal residential block (lit. “sleeping district”) in 
the south of Moscow, which happened to be the home 
to many artists representing the movement of Mos-
cow Conceptualism. It was tempting to take a closer 
look at a place displaying such a contrast between 
a generic architectural appearance (the crude outer 
“shell”) and sophisticated artistic content.

I am a foreigner and an architect. During the re-
search, I always looked at both Russia and the 
sphere of art from the standpoint of an outsider. 
And, once I have chosen this topic of research, I 
was immediately confronted with Russian reality, 
culture, art and language.

Introduction
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In order to fully understand the object of my in-
vestigation, I needed help from all imaginable 
quarters. Researching the connection between late 
modernist architecture in the USSR and the Moscow 
Conceptualism requires seeing the big picture—being 
aware of historical and cultural conditions, being 
familiar with local art, understanding Soviet and 
Russian architecture.

Meetings with local architects were useful for 
understanding both an architect’s position in the 
Russia of today and the conditions of his/her work 
in the times of the USSR. It also helped me com-
prehend the complexity of the Soviet architectural 
heritage. Experts in the sphere of art and culture 
enabled me to penetrate into the world of Moscow 
Conceptualism and understand what lay behind this 
art. Finally, my Russian friends introduced me to 
their culture, acquainted me with their everyday 
life. They advised me on which movies to see, what 
exhibitions to visit or what literature to read. It 
had also required a great effort on my part: I had 
to learn Russian.

After collecting and analyzing this huge amount of 
information, I became sure that the initial assump-
tion was right: there is a bilateral connection 
between modernist architecture and conceptual art. 
The architectural environment considered unattract-
ive and even hostile actually turned out to be a 
cornucopia of ideas for art. The artists, on the 
other hand, did a lot to reassess the modern archi-
tecture when it was in total cultural neglect. The 
creation of this booklet—which is an attempt to ap-
ply for the inclusion of Belyayevo into the UNESCO 
World Heritage List on the basis of the assumption 
that the value of the place resides in the blend-
ing  of  architecture,  art  and  something  less  defin-
able but still important—was the setting of a new 
course. The fact that it had never been done before 
was a real challenge. The “Application for a Mix-
ture of Tangible and Intangible Values” does not 
exist; those two types of values were always under-
stood by the UNESCO as two separate things. This 
book is my attempt to adjust the existing UNESCO 
World Heritage application to the new situation 
when they interact and blend with one another.
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Belyayevo is a big residential district in the 
south-western part of Moscow. It is located between 
the third and the fourth communication ring, about 
15km from the city center. It is connected with the 
central zone of Moscow by subway, and two impor-
tant roads (Leninskiy Prospect and Profsoyuznaya 
Street).

Belyayevo covers the area of about 400 hectars, 
residential area is the dominating function. Major-
ity of the area is constructed with buildings from 
the original project from the sixties. Later on, 
many buildings were added. Those additions can be 
divided into two groups: the ones from the times of 
the USSR, and those which were constructed after 
its fall. Because of totally different social and 
economic conditions before and after Perestroika[1], 
their typologies vary.

2.a Description of Property

Basic information

Above: Belyayevo on a scheme 
by Yakov Belopolski

Opposite page: situation of the 
district on the Moscow General 
Plan, 1971

[1] Perestroika (literally: “Reconstructing”) – a political movement within the Communist Party of the 
USSR, being an attempt to reconstruct the Soviet economic and political system. It led to the dissolution 
of the USSR and the end of the Cold War
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This and opposite page: drawings of plans and facades of the most popular series in Belyayevo
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All this is not necessary for the Soviet people. 
Prohibit! Prohibit everything! Stop this disgrace! 
I am ordering you!
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Khrushchev, being such a big follower of the modern 
architecture, paradoxically appeared at the same 
moment to be the biggest opponent of progressive 
art.  And  analogically  to  his  influence  on  Soviet  
architecture, Khrushchev’s decisions had also a 
gigantic  influence  on  art.  On  the  1  of  December  1962  
Khrushchev visited the “New Reality” exhibition in 
the Manezh exhibition hall. Being unprepared for 
reception of abstract art, he criticized the work 
of artists using abusive language. As a consequence 
of this event a campaign against formalism and 
abstraction started, heralding the end of the so 
called “thaw” in art. Since then, artists, who did 
not obey the rules of socialist realism, were not 
allowed  to  exhibit  in  the  official  state  galleries.

This prohibition resulted with consolidation of the 
unofficial  art.  This  underground  movement  became  
strong to that extent, that it even created its own 
internal  organization  modeled  on  the  official  one:  
unofficial  artists  had  their  hierarchy,  archives,  
way of publication (the samizdat – handmade books), 
and even own ways of exhibiting.

Khrushchev and art

Opposite page Nikita Khrush-
chev at the “New Reality” Exhi-
bition at the Manezh, 1962

Right: one of Dmitri Prigov’s 
“samizdat”: “Literary portraits 
of the contemporaries”, 1983
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The  most  important  of  the  unofficial  exhibitions  
happened on September 15, 1974. Two underground 
artists Evgeny Rukhin[16] and Oscar Rabin[17] decided 
to organize an open-air exhibition in one of Be-
lyayevo’s wastelands. This act of disobedience was 
immediately punished by the authorities: the exhi-
bition was destroyed by the militia (police) – us-
ing bulldozers and water cannons. Due to the pres-
ence of Western journalists the destruction of the 
exhibition instantly became an event. A very strong 
image of bulldozers crushing pieces of art was 
broadcasted worldwide, immediately created a bad 
image of the USSR abroad and therefore forced the 
Soviet authorities to make concessions towards the 
artists.  The  next  unofficial  open-air  exhibition  in  
Izmailovo, which took place two weeks after the one 
in Belyayevo, was already accepted by the govern-
ment. The other “thaw” in art began.

The participants of the exhibition mentioned, that 
the empty wasteland was chosen to prevent the au-
thorities from closing the exhibition down using a 
typical  “traffic  obstruction”  excuse.  Belyayevo  it-

self was chosen instead of other possible districts 
simply because of logistical reasons. Yet it would 
be too bold to state that this event happened ex-
actly in Belyayevo totally by chance. At that time 
it was inhabited by very many promising artists, it 
was buzzing with artistic activity. Dmitri Prigov, 
Belayevo’s most famous inhabitant, mentions those 
who lived there, and who later left.

The “Bulldozer Exhibition”

[16] Evgeniy Rukhin (1943, Saratov – 1976, Leningrad) – Russian painter, representing non-art

[17] Oskar Rabin (born 1928, Moscow) – Russian painter, founder of an informal group “Lianozovo” – 
an association of postavangardists. His works are part of a collection of i.e. Tretyakov Gallery in Moscow, 
State Russian Museum in St. Petersburg

* Dmitri Prigov, “Belyayevo 99 and Forever”

“Here they are – Averintsev until he moved out to Vienna, Groys, 
until he moved to Cologne, Parschikov, till he moved to the very 
same Cologne, Erofeev, till he moved to Plyushchikha Street. Popov 
also moved. And Yankilevsky, but to Paris. And Rostropovich, and 
Rushdie. But still there are Kibirov and Sorokin. But Kabakov with 
Bulatov moved out. But still there are Insaytbatallo and Staynlo-
mato. But Schnittke, Pärt and Konchelli moved out.”*
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The movement of Moscow Conceptualism which would 
form itself parallel to all above mentioned events, 
seems to have many features in common with the ar-
chitecture of those times. Being an architect, not 
an art historian, I might be very simplistic in my 
interpretations, though I will try to name a few 
features  which  I  find  crucial.

Moscow Conceptualism, having developed in the con-
ditions of socialist economy, was absolutely de-
prived of any commercial meaning. The Western art-
ists would always be confronted with the commercial 
reality, whereas the Soviet artists did not even 
have such a chance. The architecture after Khrush-
chev’s Manifesto seems to follow the same logics. 
Buildings  and  flats  are  minimalistic,  deprived  of  
any  excessive  values,  simply  fulfilling  their  prior  
function. The real value is somewhere else – in the 
common buildings like houses of culture, cinemas.

Moscow Conceptualists would use any language to 
tell their stories. They would write, draw, per-
form; they were not afraid of videos, internet. 
When writing, they would use both high and low lan-
guage  –  finding  them  equally  appropriate,  not  being  
afraid of any type of it. Therefore they would also 
not be afraid to investigate the modernist archi-
tecture  –  created  with  very  raw  and  difficult  archi-
tectural language.

The rough esthetics of Khrushchev’s buildings, de-
prived of any unnecessary elements also could be 
linked with the esthetics of conceptual art. This 
art is directed to tell the message, to represent 
the concept – not to represent beauty understood in 
the  superficial  way.

Moscow Conceptualism

Above: artists in Belyayevo during the Bulldozer Exhibition, 1974. From the right: M. Tupitsyna,   
V. Nemukhin, V. Tupitsyn, S. Bordachev
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To prove that there is a connection between the new 
typology of space where the Moscow conceptualists 
happened to live and the art they have been creat-
ing, one has to take a closer look at the main fea-
tures of the conceptual art. Although Conceptual-
ism was very diverse, it is possible to distinguish 
some certain features which are common for many 
artists. They easily may be related to the features 
of the Rayon.

I would assume the emptiness  of  the  Rayon  was  influ-
ential on the work of many artists. The “Collective 
Actions”[18] group was using the emptiness of the 
suburbia as an integral element of their perfor-
mances.

Dmitri Prigov was referring to the emptiness of Be-
lyayevo. When reading through the verses of the fa-
mous poem about the Militiaman, one can imagine him 
somewhere in the Rayon, trapped between its endless 
space and the sky.

Finally, Prigov was calling the district his Duchy. 
Prigov was inspired by the spaciousness of his own 
neighborhood. The wastelands between buildings he 
was calling his realms, and himself – the duke. 
This I understand as a form of appropriation of 
space.

Justification for inscription: art-itecture

“Workers of Moscow! We will show 
an example of the communist work at 
volunteer cleaning on April 18, 1981!”

“I do not complain about anything 
and I almost like it here, although 
I have never been here before and 
know nothing about this place”

[18] “Collective Actions” Group – (founded 1976 by Andrey Monastyrsky) a group of Moscow artists, 
one of the key formations for the Moscow Conceptualism.
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Duchy of Prigov

This page: Space of Belyayevo 
in the seventies – Duchy of 
Prigov?

Opposite page: Absurd of text 
on the banner created by the 
artists versus absurd of the 
official propaganda
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The conceptual artists also seem to have been fas-
cinated with the modernist rationality. Geometry 
and digits many times constitute the language of 
their works. Numbers, repetition of the same ac-
tion certain number of times is a common element of 
Collective Actions’ performances. Monastyrsky’s[19] 
Elementary Poetry is full of numbers, graphs and 
diagrams – as if it was written not on poetry but 
on physics.

Newspapers, being a logical and hierarchical dis-
tribution of information, were often used by Prigov 
as a background of his graphics.

Left: fragment of Andrey Mo-
nastyrsky’s “Elementary Poetry” 
versus a part of the original 
sketches of Belyayevo by Yakov 
Belopolski

Opposite side: poem by 
Dmitri Prigov “Apotheosis of a 
Policeman”. Translation Stuart 
Norgate

[19] Andrey Monastyrsky (born 1949 near Murmansk, USSR) – poet, artist, writer, one of the founders 
of the Moscow Conceptualism. Winner of Andrei Bely Prize in 2003 in the category for outstanding 
contribution to the development of Russian literature; In 2008  the winner of the prize “Companion”; 
Laureate of “Innovation” in 2009 in the category of “Theory of Art”; his art was shown on many 
exhibitions both in Russia and abroad
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Apotheosis of a Policeman (1978)

When a Policeman stands here at his post
An expanse opens up for him as far as Vnukovo
To the West and the East looks the Pliceman
And the void behind them opens up
And the centre, where the Pliceman stands
From everywhere a sight of him opens up
From everywhere can be seen the Policeman
From the East can be seen the Policeman
And from the South can be seen the Policeman
Also from the sea can be seen the Policeman
Also from the sky can be seen the Policeman
Also from under the earth…

But he isn’t hiding, is he

АПОФЕОЗ  МИЛИЦАНЕРА  (1978)

Когда  здесь  на  посту  стоит  Милицанер  
Ему  до  Внуково  простор  весь  открывается  
На  Запад  и  Восток  глядит  Милицанер  
И  пустота  за  ними  открывается  
И  центр,  где  стоит  Милицанер  —  
Взляд  на  него  отвсюду  открывается  
Отвсюду  виден  Милиционер  
С  Востока  виден  Милиционер  
И  с  Юга  виден  Милиционер  
И  с  моря  виден  Милиционер  
И  с  неба  виден  Милиционер  
И  с-под  земли...  
                                      да  он  и  не  скрывается
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Annex: how to preserve Belyayevo

Case of Belyayevo differs from the previous 
cases of preservation. We are not going to 
protect it because of the unique value of 
the architecture itself, but because of the 
existence of a valuable intangible component. 
It is a totally new situation, which needs a 
totally new approach.

Nowadays we already have a set of standard 
rules and patterns connected to the 
question of preservation in the traditional 
understanding. There is a set of universal 
rules, which we follow to preserve 
architecture – also in case of inscription to 
the UNESCO list of the World Heritage.

Protection of architecture because of 
existence of an intangible component is a 
totally different kind of phenomenon; there 
are not any patterns to follow. The immaterial 
cultural heritage cannot be treated the same 
as tangible architectural legacy. Culture 
cannot be counted, measured; there are no 
strict typologies. Therefore, each of such 

cases should be examined individually; each of 
them needs their own strategy of preservation 
appropriate for the given location, type of 
cultural heritage, history, etc.

The value of Belyayevo is supported by 
the existence of Moscow Conceptualism. As 
mentioned before, the connection between this 
art and architecture is complex. On one hand 
the  architecture  was  influencing  the  artists.  
On the other hand, the artistic activity was 
definitely  an  added  value  to  architecture.

That is why I think the strategy of 
preservation should also be dual. On one 
hand the conceptual art should be used 
as an indicator of what is interesting in 
Belyayevo’s architecture. Based on that, a 
strategy of preserving architecture should be 
established. On the other hand, the cultural 
layer in Belyayevo, being so important, 
should not only support the preservation 
of architecture, but also be the object of 
preservation itself.
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As said before, the intangible heritage cannot be 
only an indicator of what is worth preserving – si-
multaneously it ought to be the object of preser-
vation itself. It is impossible (and I think also 
pointless) to make any attempts to recreate the 
culture which existed in Belyayevo several doz-
ens of years ago. But it should be an aim to cre-
ate conditions for the new cultural activities to 
emerge, and therefore to save the brand of Be-
lyayevo  being  a  district  filled  with  culture.

I propose to rebrand Belyayevo, using the name 
“Duchy of Prigov”. The neighborhood should still be 
called Belyayevo, Duchy of Prigov should refer only 
to the intangible cultural activity happening par-
allel to the every-day life.

There is already a big potential to support the 
development of culture. Belyayevo has its rich his-
tory and its legend of a cultural neighborhood. 
Potentially, there are places which can be used for 
cultural activity: two exhibition spaces (Belyayevo 
Art Gallery and the Bulldozer Square), a theatre 
(Vityaz)  and  a  museum  (Prigov’s  flat).  There  are  
also two amazing public spaces which might be used 
for any kind of events – the park around the pond 

and the orchard. There are also people, who know 
Belyayevo and could be interesting in doing some-
thing for it.

I  propose  to  (re)fill  the  above  mentioned  places  
with possibly diverse and fresh artistic activity. 
As mentioned before, the Bulldozer Square can be 
used for example during the Moscow Biennale. Be-
lyayevo Art Gallery which in the last years mutated 
into something similar to a local house of culture 
should be given back to contemporary artists. The 
cinema Vityaz could go back to its tradition of 
playing non-mainstream movies – maybe with a help 
of a well-deserved institution like for example 
Kino-Muzey[27], with experience in running cinemas. 
All those various activities should in my opinion 
be gathered under one name – Duchy of Prigov.

Duchy  of  Prigov  should  definitely  not  be  an  insti-
tution – it ought to be not more than a wisely 
promoted brand, which would attract both the art-
ists and the spectators. Those few possibilities of 
artistic activity, which I have mentioned are just 
examples  –  Moscow  is  filled  with  artistic  life.  I  
have no doubts that Belyayevo could quickly become 
home for some part of it.

Duchy of Prigov

[27] Kino-Muzey (founded 1992) – is a non-profit, educational and cultural organization; is not only 
playing masterpieces of Russian and foreign cinematography, it also collects, classifies and describes the 
movie materials on history or film culture


