
It all started from very personal impression and then grew unexpectedly to something of public concern and worthy of discussion.
photo by Andrey Goncharov



It all started from very personal impression and then grew unexpectedly to something of public concern and worthy of discussion.

THE PALACES OF PIONEERS
 PRESERVATION THROUGH CHANGE

by Olga Khokhlova

STUDIO PRESERVATION NEXT 
PRESERVATION AS DESIGN

Director: Rem Koolhaas
Supervisors: Anastassia Smirnova, Nikita Tokarev



I would like to start from the bold statement that the study titled “The Palace of Pioneers” is not 

finished. In self-defense, I can say that it can’t be finished—not now, at least. We’ve just discovered 

a box full of issues to investigate which requires the collaboration of all parties involved. What is 

entirely clear is that the preservation of the Palace—we speak here about the preserving 

of buildings, landscape and activities—can be only achieved through changes. But the 

meaning of these changes needs to be made clear to everybody, and not be concealed in the inter-

ests of a certain individual.



25 February, 1956
Khrushchev denounced Stalin in 
his Secret Speech at the 20th Con-
gress of the Communist Party. He 
declared, “It is impermissible and 
foreign to the spirit of Marxism-
Leninism to elevate one person, 
to transform him into a superman 
possessing supernatural character-
istics akin to those of a god.”
The idea appeared to move the 
administrative and cultural centre 
of Moscow to the south-west.

1909 
initiation of the Scout Movement in 
Russia by the colonel Oleg Pantiukhov.
From 1919 the movement was perse-
cuted up to the full ban in 1923.

1921
Nadezhda Krupskaya (Lenin’s wife) 
came out for the creation of a children 
organization which will be “scout’s 
in the form and communistic in the 
content”.

21 January, 1924  
the day of Lenin’s death, the Pioneer Or-
ganization receives new name, and from 
1926 its official name becomes Lenin 
All-Union Pioneer Organization.

6 September, 1935 
first Palace of Pioneers in USSR 
opened in Kharkov. There also the 
first Soviet New Year with “Christ-
mas Tree” was celebrated.

29 June, 1936 
opening of the Moscow City House 
of Pioneers and Oktyabryat; the 
refurbishment of the former man-
sion was made by famous architects 
- Alabyan, Leonidov, Vlasov, artists 
- Favorskyi, Bruni and others under 
the personal guidance of Khrush-
chev.

19 May 1921 
consideres the official birthday of the Pioneer Organization.

1941-1945   
more than 15000 of pioneers 
earned the medal “For the Defence 
of Leningrad” and near 20000 - 
“For the Defence of Moscow”. 

4 November 1955 
Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party issued a decree 
“About elimination of unneces-
sary extravagance in architecture” 
where the ostentatious exuberant 
style was criticized.

1958
A competition was announced for the project of the Palace of 
Pioneers. Four teams participated, the winner became a group 
of young architects (Pokrovskyi, Novikov, Egerev, Kubasov, 
Palui, Khazhakian, Ionov) with a very modernist concept. 

29 October, 1958
in commemorating of the 40th 
anniversary of the VLKSM (Union 
of Communistic Youth) laying of 
the foundation stone of the Palace 
took place.

September 1961
the Palace of Pioneers was an-
nounced a high-velocity construc-
tion - more than 50000 of volun-
teers and nearly 300 enterprises 
participated in its building. Half of 
money were taken from the lottery 
of the 6th World Festival of Youth 
and Students in Moscow.

1 June 1962 
opening of the Palace took place.
Seeing round the building Khrush-
chev declared, “I think, it’s difficult 
to come to one opinion in the 
assessment of such building. Some-
body likes, somebody doesn’t. But 
I like your Palace, and I’m telling 
you my opinion!”

The main developments on the way to the appearence of the Palace of Pioneers on the Lenin Hills.



Our first visit to the Palace resulted in a culture shock for me, as I had never been to such a kind 
of place. It was amazing how it had functioned till our days, managed to combine some air of So-
viet mentality and kitsch, a great modernist construction and interiors slightly spoiled by several 
refurbishments, the spaciousness relaying a sense of vast countryside, the atmosphere of a space 
specifically intended for children and, of course, the children themselves—of different ages but 
invariably very up-to-date. For a newcomer that I was, it looked like a mess, but a very harmonized 
one. It became a captivating idea to find the clue which preserved the Palace to this day in such a 
condition as I witnessed then.

As I delved into the history of the pioneer organization and the Palace’s construction, three large 
themes emerged—Childhood, Architecture, Politics—whose interplay highlighted the dramatic 
story of the development of childhood as a concept in the USSR and Russia, of the attitude towards 
children, of the use of the notion “child” in the presentation of political ideas. It’s quite understand-
able that, creating new society, the ruling class used children as a picture of a future in which all 
their ideas will have come true. For children’s sake, the adults would be willing to endure any hard-
ships on the way of “socialist construction.”

All this resulted in representing childhood as an autonomous period of absolute happiness and 
joy, without any sorrows. Nevertheless, the reality of the adult world always cast a shadow on the 
playful innocence of the Soviet childhood. Analysis of Soviet literature and animated cartoons 
for children shows that they were full of grief and melancholy. “Soviet childhood was a (noble) 
impulse which was condemned to desecration,”1 according to the modern artist Pavel Pepperstein.

But this general feeling was not always uniform—we can trace a shift in the interest in childhood 
during the 20th century. Before the revolution of 1917 and during the first years of the Soviet State, 
there was a boom of sundry educational systems emerging everywhere, also the principles of the 
Pioneer Organization were established by Nadezhda Krupskaya (Lenin’s wife). Later, as Stalin’s 
personal power consolidated, the educational system—both formally and informally—became 
more uniform, and the Pioneer Organization became absorbed by school. The Child and espe-
cially the Pioneer became a medium of the snitching ideology during the process of collectiviza-
tion (Pavlik Morozov’s story presenting a dramatic proof of it). And, with the start of the Great 
Patriotic War (mostly known in the West as WWII), the Child’s role became that of the little hero 
who acts on a par with the adults—infiltrates enemy lines, kills Nazis, ferrets out the enemy’s plans. 
Logically, a pantheon of little heroes was formed after the war, analogous to that of adults heroes, 
their names and stories were entered in the Book of Honor of the Pioneer Organization.

Khrushchev’s coming to power brought a new political vector—the denunciation of Stalin cult, 
the rejection of architectural extravagances, and the trend towards standardized mass construc-
tion. Architecture and children became the evident tools for demonstrating the new ideological 
principles using something at once material and appealing to everyone’s finer feelings. Khrush-
chev’s famous statement, “The present generation of Soviet people will live under communism!” 
was perfectly realized in the construction of the new Palace of Pioneers on the Vorobyevy Gory 
(lit. “Sparrow Hills,” during the epoch in question: “Lenin Hills”). It was an attempt to create a 
perfect socialist environment at one stroke, to show vividly the future life of Soviet people. A lot 
of various factors came together in one place: the young architects who designed the Palace; its 
totally modernistic project; the help of Komsomol (the Communist League of Youth) with every-
thing needed—for example, foreign currency for buying goods that were scarce in the USSR; the 
beautiful location; the cumulative experience of teachers; the general feeling of enthusiasm and 
something new in the air. All this turned the construction into a great success. But, according to 
the art historian Viktoriya Lebedeva, the Palace— “one of the most popular constructions in Mos-
cow, a focus of the romantic strivings of art of those times; it was received with loving rapture by 
artists and critics—but quite quickly grew morally outdated.”2

1    “Concepts of Childhood”,  television program Gordon: Dialogues, 1 April, 2002, http://intellect-video.com/1401/Gordon-Kontsepty-detstva-online/
2        Lebedeva Viktoriya, Irina Lavrova, Igor Pchelnikov (Moscow: Sovetskiy khudozhnik, 1985). The translation of the citation is taken from Susan E. Reid, 
Khrushchev In Wonderland: the Pioneer Palace in Moscow’s Lenin Hills, 1962 (Pittsburg, PA: Center for Russian and East European Studies, University of 
Pittsburgh, 2002).



The cities where the Palaces of Pioneers were built upon the individual modernistic projects. 

The Palace of Pioneers on the Lenin Hills (today: the Palace of Children and Youth Creativity on the Vorobyevy Gory).

The Palaces of Pioneers before the period of Khrushchev’s Thaw (before the mid 1950s).

The standard buildings of the Palaces of Pioneers.

The unique buildings of the Palaces of Pioneers.



In spite of the wave of enthusiasm concerning the Palace of Pioneers, distrust and disillusion with 
regard to the state ideology grew, bringing closer the collapse of the USSR. And it is logical to as-
sume that the Palace—as a container (= the “shell”) of the Pioneer Organization—had to collapse 
together with the USSR. But its basic idea of taking care of children and encouraging their craving 
for discovery and knowledge saved it from disappearing. Looking back on the past through the 
perspective of years, we can say that this inherent quality always helped the Palace to digest the 
diverse changes in the mood of society.

What we see today is, to some extent, a repetition of situations that happened to the Palace in the 
past, but it’s happening under new conditions and with new people now. Today, Russia is on the 
way of modernization again, and the concept of childhood and educational system is subordinated 
to this process. It’s quite clear to all of us that quite a lot can be done in the light of president Med-
vedev’s recent statement: “Everything we do, we do for those whom we love most of all—for our 
children.” Making use of this slogan, some people might set about realizing their own vision of 
a happy childhood destroying everything in their path, including things worthy of preservation.

Unfortunately, such concerns that became evident in the process of our research started to be 
justified. The gossips about the privatization of the Palace under the pretense of reconstruction 
circulated more and more frequently. The former director of the Palace quit supposedly under 
constraint; someone said that the Palace would become “autonomous,” meaning that it would not 
receive money from the city budget and education would no longer be free; the Academy of Gym-
nastics of Irina Viner decided to place one of its branches in the building of the Palace; etc., etc. 
Such news about the Palace raised a wave of activities in its defense but, as Yuri Saprykin wrote in 
the Afisha magazine: “Even the most ardent defenders of the Palace can hardly say what exactly 
threatens it.” And then, ibidem: “We don’t know yet what the threat is, but we readily agree that it 
does exist.” Therefore, the urgency of exposing the issues bearing on the Palace of Pioneers is fully 
justified, and thus our research gains its immediate practical importance.

Today it seems that we are past the peak of anxiety—the new director of the Palace looks a re-
sponsible and sensible person, and the MosKomNasledie (the Moscow Committee of Heritage) 
initiated work on documenting the objects to be placed under protection at the Palace. However, 
it’s still not clear what the strategy of the Palace’s preservation will be. The fact that this is a case 
where preservation means change becomes more and more obvious. And we have a unique op-
portunity to make the preservation of the Palace a standard case to be followed, a perfect example 
of how to preserve and develop historic buildings. So, the task now is to break through the wall of 
public distrust in any changes made by the government, its officials and big business, and to find 
solutions for efficient collaboration. For the benefit of the continued activity of the “shell” (the 
Palace) and its “shellfish” (children), the Palace ought to be preserved, with the necessary changes 
taken into account.
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