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colleague Stanislav Kornev knows that of Moscow’s 180 
rivers, approximately 160 run underground. Similarly, 
167 of the 182 Moscow metro stations are located 
underground, of which 74 are deep (>30m) stations and 93 
are low-depth. The private company Deluxe Bunker claims 
that there are more than 7000 bunkers scattered all over 
Moscow. According to the US Department of Defense, 
the mysterious Metro2 maintains a deep underground 
connection from the Kremlin to strategic military outposts 
in various ways.

The Moscow metro map deliberately shows much less than 
what’s going on underground. Much larger than the public 
transport network is a vast labyrinth of tunnels, sewage 
pipes, bomb shelters, secret metro lines, and covered 
rivers. Most of this remains hidden from the public, but 
a community of so-called “diggers” actively explores the 
underground territory of Moscow. According to Daniil 
Davydov, a digger with fifteen years of underground 
experience, ‘what we are able to see is only ten percent of 
the infrastructure that is present underground’. His digger 

It is hard to imagine Moscow without underground infrastructure. Globally 
recognized for having one of the most elaborate and aesthetic metro networks, 
Moscow’s underground world actually reaches far beyond this: underneath the 
Russian capital a partly invisible complex system of rivers, secret metro lines, 
tunnels and bunkers has been created to regulate, support and complement life 
on the surface. Although many are told (and often believe) that sophisticated 
underground constructions solved logistic problems, the choice to go 
underground was more often than not prompted by predictions of danger and 
fear of disaster. As a result, an increasing number of artefacts in the urban fabric 
can be considered a form of petrified anxiety: a fearful response to apocalyptic 
predictions about the city’s future.
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RIVERS
Today, water surfaces seem to play a limited role of 
importance in Moscow. As an artery, Moskva river crawls 
through the urban landscape. Together with ancient Yauza 
river east from the Kremlin, these are the most prominent 
waterways in the city. Relatively few smaller rivers, lakes, 
and artificial ponts can be found scattered over Moscow’s 
territory. In such a swampy area, however, one would 
expect more streams. 

Certainly, rivers were essential in the early years of 
Moscow’s urban development. An accurate map from the 
17th century displays how the fortification of the Kremlin 
was surrounded by water. The settlement ‘Kremlenagrad’ 
appears to be a hilly island encircled by two fluvii: Moskva 
and Neglina. As such, the fort city Moscow (‘castellum 
urbis moskvae’) was constructed on a rather strategic 
location.

The unpredictable nature of river Neglinnaya pushed 
urban expansion eastwards, since its westbank would 
often be flooded. As such, the fertile soil was only used 
for improvised agricultural purposes. Houses were mainly 
built within a walled city ‘Kitai Gorod’ in eastern direction, 
separated from the Kremlin by present-day Red Square, 
which commonly functioned as a market place. The map 
also reveals Lobnoye Mesto, or ‘Place of Skulls’, that was 
used for decrees (ukazes) from Tsars and other religious 
or ceremonial addresses. After a bifurcation, a part of the 
Neglinnaya river flowed along the Red Square. 
Taking a closer look at maps of Moscow from 1796 and 

1838, it is shown how the Kremlin’s triangular island lost 
two from three surrounding waterways and thus became 
part of the mainland on the northbank of Moskva river. 
In the 18th century, the nobility moved to Moscow and 
started to build houses on Neglinnaya’s westbank. Initially, 
as a response to predictable seasonal distress, an open 
canal was constructed to prevent the area from future 
floods. After the fire and destruction of Moscow in 1812, 
however, the once clear water of Neglinnaya became 
strongly polluted. Hence, an underground construction 
was installed between 1817 and 1819 and a new street 
(Neglinnaya Ulitsa) appeared on top of it. 

Simultaneously, a new island in the Moskva river emerged. 
The disappearance of Neglinnaya may well be connected 
to plans for the construction of the Vodootvodny Canal, a 
new parallel stream along Moskva river, creating Bolotnaya 
Island or ‘Balchug’. In 1775, such plan is said to be 
developed by Matvey Kazakov, architect under Catherine 
the Great, who also proposed to flood unhabited farmland 
permanently in order to control future water level 
fluctuations. 

The plan was executed in the beginning of the 19th 
century and, like other underground constructions, was 
instigated by the threat of nature, especially unpredictable 
rivers. The Neglinnaya River remains a prime example 
of such an effort. It is part of a larger network of 
approximately 160 underground rivers that each help to 
prevent negative effects of extreme weather. 
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Over the last two centuries, however, the underground 
tunnel system could not avoid that
water still caused severe problems in Moscow. In 1908, for 
instance, the great flood overstretched its capacity by far. 
As most underground rivers and drainage channels ended 
up in Moskva river, the system was overloaded and 16 
square kilometer of the city was flooded. The Neglinnaya 
river also flooded occasionally, at least in 1949 and 1965, 
which prompted constructions of a wider underground 
canal in the 1970s. The new route was paved with series of 
concrete panels, while parts of the old brick tunnels that 
remain unused may still function as additional emergency 
space for water storage. Recently, at the point where 
Neglinnaya disects, a device was installed to regulate 
fluctuations of the water level and to dam a widespread 
fear for future flooding.

GOING UNDERGROUND

It is not the best season to go underground, Stanislav 
Kornev explains, since showers in summer can occur rather 
sudden and cause an immediate rise of the water level in 
underground waterways. ‘It can be really dangerous as 
there is a limited number of exits.’ That day in early June, 
however, the weather forecast was positive enough to 
arrange a meeting. We met underground, in the middle 
of Tsvetnoy Boulevard’s platform, and went overground 
to walk for a few minutes in northern direction, along 
Olimpiyskiy Prospekt.

In a quiet part of the park, we occupy a bench to dress up 
for the occasion, including extended rubber boots, gloves, 
and head light. People strolling through the park notice 
our transformation, but seem not very much surprised or 
interested in our activity. ‘It would be good not to attract 
too much attention’, digger Kornev says, ‘people become 
suspicious sometimes and are afraid that I am a terrorist or 
something’. 

Only five meters away, what seems like an ordinary sewer 
lid appears to be our entrance to a new world. And within 
a few seconds, we stand with our feet in the Neglinnaya 
river. As the lid is put back in place, we find ourselves 
in a separate world, an underworld that is dark, chilly, 
and quiet. Somehow, I did not expect the water to flow, 
as rivers do. Underground, we hear the sound of water 
running to the Kremlin ending in two different locations 
in Moskva river. We follow the river.

Kornev, a 22-year old digger, has a lot of underground 
experience. He tells us that he visited 112 underground 
rivers in Moscow. When I ask whether it is illegal to visit 
underground spaces, Kornev explains that it is technically 
allowed as long as you did not lift a lid, but once 
underground this seems hard to prove. In general, he rarely 
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Schematic representa-
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meets other people underground. ‘Sometimes you meet 
construction workers, who know about diggers and do not 
really care what we are doing.’ The police is allegedly not 
interested in controling underground spaces, except for 
special objects and selected properties.

We roam through a labyrinth of tubes, persistently refered 
to as ‘collectors’ by our guide. Between the concrete walls 
of the 70s and the old brick stone tubes, there is some 
height difference which creates a small waterfall. With 
a rope we manage to go down and continue our journey. 
I notice how plastic bags are accumulated in places that 
obstruct the water, for instance around metal stairs leading 
to the world above. ‘This shows the height of the water 
after heavy rain.’ Kornev explains how other rivers, like 
Kapelka and Naprudnaya, feed the Neglinnaya river. 

In daily life, Kornev is a student in railway economics. 
Why did he start going underground? ‘It’s just fascinating’. 
He even celebrated his birthday once underground. It was 
in February, a good time of the year to be underground, 
as it remains relatively warm. ‘A few years ago ‘digging’ 
was a trend in Moscow and many former diggers are now 
‘rooftopping’ - a new trend to take wicked pictures from 
high buildings - but I still like to go underground.’ 
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METRO
Going underground as a solution for jammed traffic was 
already proposed around 1900, but the Moscow authorities 
feared that increased mobility would affect the prices of 
their private property in the center of the city. The early 
plans for underground railways are said to be dismissed 
as officials predicted it would change the urban sprawl. 
Only in 1931 a decision was taken ‘to start immediately 

[with] the development of a project for underground 
railways to provide adequate and cheap transport for 
the public’. On September 23 a new State Committee 
(Metrostroy) was installed and the project started. In 1933 
the government of the Soviet Union approved a rather 
ambitious and comprehensive plan for 10 lines with a total 
length of 80 kilometers. Only after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, the 10th line of Moscow’s metro system was 
constructed in 1995. Perhaps it was because a geological 
survey concluded, ‘Nowhere in the world had designers 
encountered such an adverse variety of soil’.

Before the metro was introduced, Khrushchev recalls in 
his memoirs that the city grew rapidly while facilities 
lagged behind: ‘the streets weren’t well laid out, there 
was an insufficient sewage system, the sidewalks were 
mainly cobblestone and not even cobblestone everywhere.’ 
He muses that it remains ‘a terrible thing to recall even 
today, but that’s exactly how it was.’ While flocks of 
early automobiles and late droshkies started to conquer 
Moscow’s narrow streets in the beginning of the 20th 
century, the transportation system was mainly horse-

drawn and existing infrastructure was unable to cope with 
this influx of traffic. After the introduction of the USSR, 
Muscovites became more mobile with average number 
of 145 trips per capita in 1913 compared to 328 in 1929, 
according to Abakumov. Therefore, infrastructure solutions 
were proposed in response to predictions about mobility, 
modernization and in order to “keep up” with advances in 
technology.

Interestingly, Paperny notes how the history of the 
Moscow Metro was being written simultaneously with 
its construction, because only five weeks after the official 
opening a lavishly printed book entitled Kak my stroili 
metro (‘How we built the metro’) appeared. Furthermore, 
Y. Abakumov wrote a booklet about the Moscow Metro 
for an exhibition in New York in 1939, expanding 
Moscow’s legacy beyond the borders of the USSR. It gives 
a brief history of the construction process in the style of 

a traditional fairytale, mixed with inevitable elements of 
Soviet propaganda. Summing up some great achievements, 
nothing is mentioned about the military aspects. In 
hindsight, however, as war engineer Utkin explained at the 
First Congress of Soviet Architects in 1937, it appeared 
that ‘all the grandiose activities for the reconstruction of 
Moscow, begun in 1931, were in essence the fulfillments of 
military demands.’

Furthermore, the depth of metro stations allowed these 
spaces to be used as air-raid shelters during World War 
II. As such, Moscow metro was built not only as public 
transport. In Khrushchev’s memoirs, Stalin decided 
to choose the deeper and more expensive version of 
the metro, explicitly anticipating a future war. In 1941, 
metro stations were actually used as air-raid shelters. The 
Council of Ministers moved its offices to the platforms 
of Mayakovskaya, where Stalin held public speeches on 
several occasions. 
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Moscow’s Mayakovskaya 
station in war and peace.
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Underground space near Solyanka, Moscow. Photo by anonymous digger.

power in Russia, chances are Moscow’s underground 
secrets will not see daylight anytime soon. Nevertheless, 
architects from team Amplify Moscow in the context of 
Archiprix 2013 predicted an interesting and provocative 
development. For 2014, they proposed a new holiday 
called Switch Day, which is planned on May 10, the day 
after Victory Day. On this date, citizens are supposed to go 
underground, while the army and officials are welcomed in 
public places. Practical issues aside, the speculative design 
of such project once again emphasizes how much can still 
be hidden underground. In Israel, a similar day opening 
up military premises already exists and has been proven 
successful. Indeed, temporary access may be a realistic first 
step in specific cases, which could lead to an even more 
dynamic life underground in Moscow too. 

While underground spaces are often products of fear, 
one could argue they do not need to permanently remind 
residents about ‘the unlikely event of an accident’. The 
bombings in Moscow metro have damaged the feeling of 
security in underground spaces. It is a weird paradox that 
the metro stations that can transform into shelters have 
transformed from zones of safety to territories of perceived 
threat. Simultaneously, some of Moscow’s derilict 
underground areas have been sanitised and former bunkers 
may currently function as carwash, gym, or karaoke bar. 
Elsewhere, underground parks, farms, and data safes are 
being developed. The question remains how Moscow can 
sustain underground spaces and mediate between hope 
and fear.

Having only discussed three basic types of underground 
spaces, it should not be forgotten that Moscow’s 
underworld is assumably much larger than this. The few 
examples show that there is much more than meets the 
eye. Perhaps the library of Ivan the terrible is still hidden 
underground. And the ancient tunnel network underneath 
the Kremlin may not be completely destroyed during years 
of Soviet regime. Most likely, the utterly secretive Soviet 
tradition has prepared more underground surprises, like 
the supposed Ramenki emergency bunker, that according 
to rumors can host 15,000 people for 30 years. It could 
be that while the Palace of the Soviets was never realised 
partly because its instable soil and tunnel systems, there 
may still be an underground palace. As suggested by Time 
Magazine in 1992, a former KGB-officer leaked to a 
Russian newspaper about the existence of an underground 
city of about 500 acres, that included movie theaters and 
other entertainment. It remains difficult to determine 
where Soviet paranoia stops and Russian conspiracy 
theories begin. While most predictions try to bridge a 
chronological gap, Moscow’s underworld displays how 
predictions can have a geographical dimension too. Even 
to the extent that the main question asked is whether 
people believe it exists or not. This links back to the debate 
whether there is afterlife or not. After all, the traditional 
meaning of an underworld as a parallel and partly 
unknown world still applies, which can be both fascinating 
and scary.

With a former KGB-officer having relatively absolute 

Idea for an underground mushroom farm designed by 
Fletcher Priest (2011)


