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Sochi as a status endicator.  
How the concept of tourism evolved  
from the Soviet to the present period 
Xenia Makarova

The economic, ideological and cultural characteristics of each 
period in time would dictate their own tourist requirements, 
standards, and, as a consequence, their own infrastructural 
solutions. Traces of this kind of tourist evolution can be clearly 
seen in Sochi. Sochi began developing back in the late 1800’s, but 
it saw what could be described as a real construction upsurge 
on these three occasions: the 1930’s (Stalin), from the 1960’s 
to the 1970’s (Khrushchev and Brezhnev), and at the present 
time, when preparations are in full swing for the 2014 Winter 
Olympic Games. 

Stage One 

The 1920’s and the 1930’s were a difficult period. The nation had  
to become involved in a speedy industrialization drive, its 
agricultural sector was collectivized by an order from on-high,  
and that led to food shortages and famine. Following the 1917 
revolution and an excruciating Civil War there was an entire 
stratum of tired and not quite healthy persons who had to be 
rehabilitated, something that amounted to a full-scale social 
problem. The public felt a need for more and better clinics and 
health resorts in addition to those that had been in use in the 
previous period. 

In 1926, the Government issued an order to organize Sochi-
Matsesta national health resort. 

The new Stalin project was on a really majestic scale.

On June 17, 1936, the Presidium of the USSR Central Executive 
Committee approved a planning scheme for a Sochi-Matsesta-
Hosta health-resort area measuring 15,000 hectares that was 
to stretch for 40 kilometers from the Mamaika river to the 
Kudepsta river. Its total planned capacity was 25,000 beds, 
which would require the construction of an additional 100 
sanatoria for 150 beds each.

Aside from developing the towns of Sochi and Hosta, the 
planning scheme envisaged that seven more populated 
localities should be organized. On the whole, an area of 850 
hectares had to be redeveloped to accommodate a population 
of 100,000. That would require the building of 420,000 square 
meters of housing and a ramified network of public and socio-
cultural establishments. (“Arhitektura Sochi”.) To compare: 
Karlovy Vary could receive, as early as 1911, 71,000 a year.

Matsesta, bathing building #4, (1940). Photo: anonymous



The German word Kurort can be translated as “a place for 
treatment.” Thus, the incipient Soviet tourism could be related 
precisely to health improvement. On top of that there were 
educational and indoctrination undertakings. The following 
is an excerpt from a 1937 report: “Listening to the guides and 
a special-purpose perusal of methodological papers covering 
each of the sights… revealed that individual guides tended to 
emasculate some political points. There was no link with the 
topical events in the life of our country; issues highlighting 
the heroism of both the Civil War and the postwar period were 
either hushed up or totally ignored.”

Exemplifying the health-improvement and educational 
establishments in question was the world’s first sanatorium 
for farmers, which was opened in 1925 at Emperor Nicholas II’s 
former Lyvadia residence. The sanatorium accommodated 300 
holiday-makers (predominantly crude land-tillers) and became 
one of the first health resorts for the working people.

Addressing a rally, a proletarian poet, Demyan Bedny, described 
that historic event as one of the wonders of the revolution, 
wonders that were “most indicative, most agitation-friendly, 
and most convincing.”

Aside from its mainline health-improvement, the sanatorium 
engaged in cultural and educational work. It wasn’t easy on 
the personnel: visiting peasants often had to be taught how to 
use the toilets or to behave. They were also invited to attend 
various circles where they were taught to read and write, play 
musical instruments, stage theatricals, sew and embroider, and 
so on. There were lectures delivered on agriculture, atheism, 
politics, and health-improvement. There were amateur shows 

performed by vacationers themselves and invited professional 
actors. Once a week, a portable motion-picture projector arrived 
to show movies. Six palatial rooms on the second floor housed 
a museum with some furniture, plates and dishes, equipment 
and accessories that used to belong to the last Czar. 

To some extent the contemporary stereotypes ended up firmly 
embedded. Sochi continued the Crimea’s “palatial” traditions. 
Today the Stalin-era South is associated with “palaces for the 
working people.”

In the Stalin-era architecture you could clearly read continuity: 
the new Soviet mythology was based on the classical Europe- 
an tradition. The environment dictated its terms, with 
proletarian vacationers beginning to involuntarily follow the 
“bourgeois ways.”

World’s first sanatorium for farmers in Lyvadia. Listening to a radio. Photo: Arkady Shayhet
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Among other things, the Stalin-era sanatoria automatically 
performed an immense educational function. The proletarians, 
unbeknown to themselves, perceived the forms of Greek and 
Roman classics. 

Following below is a still from Abraham Room’s film “A 
Stern Young Man” (1935) that serves as a good illustration of  
Stalin’s Renaissance: young YCL members are seated amid  
an eclectic environment: a Doryphoros statue and a bas-
relief with portraits of communist leaders. The young people 
heatedly discuss “Ready for Labor and Defense,” the national 
fitness program.

Stage Two

Nikita Khrushchev’s coming to power was marked by changes 
in Sochi’s cityscape. 

Addressing a 1954 national conference ( the All-Union Conference 
of Builders, Architects and Workers in Building Materials Industry, 
in Construction Machinery and Road Machine Building and 
in Design and Research Organizations), he criticized histori-
cism in architecture. Generally, his address boiled down  
to the following: we need many cheap prefab houses built to 
typical designs. 

Thus Khrushchev voiced, possibly without realizing it himself, 
the main principles of modern architecture, or modernism. 
It didn’t matter to him, however, what name the new style 
sported. The important thing for him was to build as much 
– and as cheap – as possible. Unlike Stalin, he either failed 
to comprehend the ideological meaning of architecture, or, 
which seems truer to fact, consciously destroyed it. (Dmitry 
Khmelnitsky, historian of architecture.)

Sochi saw the launching of multi-storey standard construc- 
tion projects.

By the year 1960, almost 500,000 vacationers a year enjoyed 
themselves at Sochi. In the early 1960’s, the local sanatoria 
became specialized in some or other medical aspect, something 
that made it possible to improve the quality of treatment.  The 
hotel industry began progressing as well. In the 1960’s and the 
1970’s there were commissioned the now popular hotels like 
Leningrad, Kuban, Sochi, Khosta, Magnolia, Caucasus, Horizon, 
Turquoise, and Surf. Somewhat later, Camellia, Sea-Gull, Pearl, 
Moscow, and Dagomys were added.

Still from Abraham Room’s film “A Stern Young Man” (1935)

Hotel “Moscow” (1976-1978). The postcard of that time



In this connection, one can also recall a phenomenon 
epitomized by the term khrushchevki. It was very cheap, 
low-quality housing that, nonetheless, made it possible for 
thousands of people to move from basements and communal 
apartments to their own flats with decent (and isolated!) 
sanitary conveniences.

A parallel is in order here with the typology of Khrushchevian 
hotels. Unlike the majority of the Stalin-era hotels that looked 
like communal flats inside, the new inns were to a much greater 
extent like present-day affairs (the rooms had toilets and bath-
tubs. (To compare: the 1937 report said that “the rooms in the 
tourist inns failed to meet the tourists’ grown requirements 
(insufficient equipment, crammed bedrooms, lack of well-
appointed toilets, showers, wash-rooms, and, as a consequence, 
an unsanitary environment).) The new hotels, on the contrary, 
were designed for classical pastimes on the beach. This means 
the health-resort’s functions became extended, for now it was 
intended for more than just therapy. 

The private sector was active as well, although its functioning 
failed to be covered by statistics.  Contemporaries recall that 
a vacation voucher was easier to come by in the 1960’s-1980’s 
than in the Stalin period, but still it was very difficult. For years 
people went south to rough it. Usually they rented a modest 
room with toilet facilities out in the yard.

At that time, sanatoria were cultural centers of sorts as 
well. There were movie shows on the premises and evening  
dancing parties. 

Sightseeing was a popular pastime but, as distinct from  
the Stalin period, it was rather culturally than ideologi- 
cally oriented. 

Brezhnev on the whole went on with Khrushchev’s course. 

The year 1967 saw the drafting of a second general plan for 
Sochi’s development; it spanned the period from 1967 to 1992. 
What proved possible to do was to establish a cluster of boarding-
houses at Adler (currently ZAO Health-Resort Association 
Adlerkurort), one of the biggest health-improvement complexes 
in this country. Different ministries and agencies built 
sanatoria, boarding-houses, and rest-homes.

In the late 1980’s, Sochi provided chances for recreation and 
medical treatment to five million people a year, including more 
than 200,000 foreigners (Nice, four millions.)

Stage Three

The situation at the health-resort changed dramatically in 
the early 1990’s, the reason being the political and economic 
transformations in the country. As dramatic an alteration 
affected the structure of health-care establishments; many 
changed owners.  Numerous trade-union sanatoria became joint-
stock companies. New owners controlled ministerial sanatoria, 
and some fresh health-centers sprang up. In the mid-1990’s, the 
number of vacationers that went to Sochi for rest and treatment 
was 300,000 a year; in 2000, the figure upped to 1,456,000. 

After perestroika, a new chapter in Sochi’s history was opened, 
with the cityscape immediately reacting to shifts on the 
national scale. 

Since many lost their jobs, letting rooms to summertime 
tourists became practically the only source for earnings for 
many thousand Sochi residents. This spurred on a mass-scale 
housing construction in the private sector. 

There was no general plan as yet (the plan was approved on July 
14, 2009). Thus, “for a number of years, the city had no general 
plan for its development, something that led to a chaotic 
construction in Sochi and to an inexpedient building of high-
rises along the coast.” (A. Pakhomov, Rossiyskaya business 
gazeta.) Private individuals and building companies privatized 
and redeemed land plots and built whatever they wanted in 
keeping with their preferences. Moreover, in the chaos of the 
1990’s and the 2000’s, those elemental land relations were in no 
way regulated. (Things went as far as self-willed land seizure.) 
While in the Soviet period the construction was strictly 
controlled from above, perestroika ushered in the long-awaited 
time when everyone was able to do whatever he wished. 

Sochi chaotic construction. Photo: “Privet Sochi”  

Sochi chaotic construction. Hotel window view. Photo: Daria Syuzeva  



In the 1990’s and the 2000’s , a period of primitive accumulation 
of capital in architecture began, with post-modernist quotation 
of different styles and forms both from above and from below.

In parallel with the private sector, middle and big hotel business 
developed vigorously in Sochi.  A fairly big number of new hotels 
sprung up starting in 2000, mostly small private inns sitting 
both on the coast and in Krasnaya  Polyana, the mountain ski 
resort. Some Soviet-era hotels and sanatoria are being overhauled 
as well.  But in keeping with a study of the hotel market in 
Sochi, the majority of currently existing hotels and other tourist 
establishments fall short of the modern requirements and are 
incapable of meeting a potentially grown demand. 

Currently a room at a mid-level hotel (Pearl) is at least $100 a 
day.  A high-level hotel (like Grand Hotel Polyana) charges at 
least $200 a day.

 
While before perestroika Sochi had no rivals, the market economy 
gave people a free choice. Higher demands came to be placed on 
servicing, and defects of Sochi’s entertainment infrastructure 
came to the surface. 

Turkey has emerged as the main rival to Sochi, differing favorably 
in terms of service and low prices (a seven-day tour with three-
star accommodation, all included, with two-way air tickets can 
be bought for $200, cheaptrip.ru).

For today, Turkey tops the list of outbound Russian tourism (nearly 
three million a year, Rosstat). After the Germans, Russians are 
the most frequent sight out there. 

As distinct from Sochi that was artificially filled by the Soviet 
distribution system and enjoyed lavish subsidies, the Turkish 
tourist business was originally orientated to Europe and 
developed in a market competitive environment. 

The Turks do all they can to attract the potential customer.   
In 2010, they abolished the visas for Russian citizens. Russian 
tourist firms are in close cooperation with the Turkish side. The 
tour-operators themselves would often order chartered flights, 
thereby managing to considerably reduce their prices. 

Lyudmila Sysoikina, head, tourist firm Solvex, says this about 
Sochi’s future: “Currently, an all-inclusive trip to Turkey carries 
the same price as a Sochi-Krasnoyarsk air travel for one person. 
This means that the cost of one air ticket inside Russia is equal to 
a foreign trip…

“Sochi can be considered on two levels, hypothetically and as 
is. Hypothetically, it is an ideal health-resort. It can offer good 
climate, séances of treatment, a combination of mountains and 
the sea, or what the Russian health-resort science is based on. 
Add to this the sports: mountain skis, extreme sports, children’s 
sports, and the like. But all of these are shreds, if there is no single 
concept that might merge all these advantages.  And there is 
none. Can we call Sochi a full-blown health-resort, if it is openly 
described as a place for the rich?”

Launched in 2009, the Olympic construction project caused a 
noticeable deterioration in the ecological situation. To quote A.N. 
Lutsyk, Chairman, Sochi City Assembly, “Starting from 2008, the 
tourist flow to this city declines by 15% a year.”

Russia’s Black Sea coast, however, is still the most popular 
direction for Russian tourists (10% a year, Rostourism).

During the 20th century, the concept of “tourism” and Sochi 
developed in parallel. Originally tourism was about health-
improvement. With Khrushchev’s coming to power, the city 
development veered towards tourist multi-functionality. 
Currently its original city-forming balneological vector no longer 
plays the key role. The main effort is directed at developing the 
infrastructure for the 2014 Winter Olympics.

At each epoch, tourism had its own functions and commanded  
a different perception in the public. The history of Russian 
tourism reveals a clear cyclical pattern. 

 ‒ After the 1917 revolution, the Government in all ways 
supported the new ideology, thus helping to democratize the 
tourist and medical sphere.

 ‒ After Stalin’s takeover, the health-resort sphere grew more  
elite-oriented.

 ‒ The vigorous construction drive in Khrushchev and Brezhnev 
periods made the health-resort more accessible for the Soviet 
middle class.

 ‒ And, finally, today it grows progressively less accessible for 
the masses in connection with its highly priced hotel services. 
Thus, there is again a rising vertical trend. 

Grand Hotel Polyana. Photo: ug-otdyh.ru  

Grand Hotel Polyana, interior. Photo: grandhotelpolyana.ru
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