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German Historical Institute Moscow, 18 April 2018 
Conference “Transformations of the Urban. Global Perspectives on the History of 
Industrial Cities” 
 
Lewis Siegelbaum 
Transformations of the Urban. Soviet Industrial Cities 
 
ABSTRACT 
The paper was presented as a keynote at the 
Conference “Transformations of the Urban. Global 
Perspectives on the History of Industrial Cities“, which 
took place in the German Historical Institute in 
Moscow on 18-20 April 2018.  
The author determines the main features of industrial 
cities in the Soviet Union and in other Soviet bloc 
countries, situating them both temporally and 
functionally and argues that major Second World 
cities were more likely to be industrial than those of 
the First World. In focus are the steel towns, the auto 
towns, the closed military-industrial and resource-
extractive cities (time period 1920s - 1980s). All would 
not exist without the industries they served. 
Concerning the type of town planning from Vilnius to 
Tashkent, and from Ul’ianovsk to Vladivostok leads to 
an insight into Soviet modernity. Living in these cities 
heightened the responsibilities of Soviet citizens but 
also enabled them to live a version of the Soviet 
dream. However, these very cities proved especially 
vulnerable to environmental degradation and in case 
of Chernobyl a catastrophic industrial accident. 
 
ZUSAMMENFASSUNG 
Der Vortrag wurde als Keynote auf der Konferenz 
“Transformations of the Urban. Global Perspectives 
on the History of Industrial Cities“ präsentiert, die am 
18.-20. April 2018 am Deutschen Historischen Institut 
in Moskau stattfand.  
Der Autor erarbeitet die Hauptmerkmale von 
Industriestädten in der Sowjetunion und in den 
anderen Ländern des Ostblocks, indem er sie sowohl 
im zeitlichen als auch in ihrem funktionellen Kontext 
untersucht und vertritt die These, dass die meisten 
Städte der Zweiten Welt viel stärker industrialisiert 
gewesen seien als jene der Ersten Welt. Im Fokus 
stehen Stahl- und Autostädte, geschlossene 
Militärindustriestädte und Rohstoffindustriestädte von 
den 1920er bis in die 1980er Jahre, deren Existenz 
sämtlich auf den Industrien beruhte, die in ihnen 
betrieben wurden. Die Auseinandersetzung mit der 

Planung der Industriestädte – von Vilnius bis 
Taschkent und von Ul'janowsk bis Wladiwostok – 
gewährt Einblick in die sowjetische Moderne. Das 
Leben in diesen Städten war für Sowjetbürger mit 
besonderen Verantwortlichkeiten verbunden, 
ermöglichte ihnen aber auch, eine Version des 
sowjetischen Traums zu leben. Doch gerade diese 
Städte erwiesen sich als besonders anfällig für 
Umweltzerstörung und, im Falle von Tschernobyl, für 
einen katastrophalen Industrieunfall. 
 
РЕЗЮМЕ 
Вступительный доклад был представлен на 
конференции «Трансформации городского 
пространства. Глобальные перспективы в истории 
промышленных городов», которая проходила в 
Германском историческом институте в Москве с 
18-го по 20-е апреля 2018 г. 
Автор определяет основные признаки 
промышленных городов Советского Союза и 
других стран Восточного блока, изучая их во 
временном и функциональном контексте, и 
утверждает, что большинство городов стран 
второго мира являются в большей степени 
промышленными, нежели города стран первого 
мира. В центре внимания металлургические и 
автомобилестроительные города, закрытые 
военно-промышленные (ЗАТО) и 
ресурсодобывающие города с 1920-х по 1980-е 
годы, само существование которых было бы 
невозможным без наличия в них того или иного 
вида промышленности. Рассматривая тип 
градопланирования от Вильнюса до Ташкента и от 
Ульяновска до Владивостока, можно получить 
представление о советской модерности. Жизнь в 
этих городах повышала ответственность советских 
граждан, но в тоже время давала возможность 
жить в своего рода версии советской мечты. 
Однако именно эти города оказались наиболее 
подвержены разрушению окружающей среды, а в 
случае с Чернобылем промышленной катастрофе. 
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Sometime during the half-century of my fascination with all things Soviet, somewhere, 

either in Moscow’s Lenin library or the archives, or maybe someone’s apartment 

kitchen, I came across a slogan that has stuck with me: “Soviet smoke – the best smoke 

in the world!” The trouble is I have not been able to retrieve the citation. I therefore don’t 

know if this was an artifact of Stalin-era industrialization when the state set itself and its 

citizens the task of catching up to and surpassing the advanced capitalist countries in 

the major indices of industrial development, or on the contrary, some later, say 

Khrushchev- or Brezhnev-era dissident sarcasm intended to evoke guffaws. It is even 

possible that I invented it. 

Fortunately, I found a substitute. I have not been able to track down the year this poster 

went into production or its author, but it is safe to assume it dates from the 1930s. The 

message is close to if not identical with the boastful one I recall. In this talk on Soviet 

industrial cities, I want to consider both sides of smoke from chimneys being the breath 

of Soviet Russia: its stirring and its pathetic qualities. Stirring in that there was a time 

when it was assumed that by taking hold of the forces of industrial might the workers’ 

state would be able to out-produce capitalist societies and therefore become a beacon 

to workers of the world; pathetic in that breathing smoke (dykhanie dyma) is not very 

healthy. Smoke from steel, non-ferrous metallurgical, chemical, and nuclear power 

plants contains carcinogenic residues of the substances being processed and refined. 

Not for nothing are five of the ten places in the world deemed by the Blacksmith Institute 

in 2007 the most polluted on earth located in former Soviet republics.1 

                                                        
1 See “The World’s Worst Polluted Places: The Top Ten of the Dirty Thirty” – a project of the Blacksmith’s 
Institute, September 2007 at 
www.worstpolluted.org/reports/file/2007%20Report%20updated%202009.pdf (accessed December 24, 
2017) 

http://www.worstpolluted.org/reports/file/2007%20Report%20updated%202009.pdf
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Poster “Dym trub – dykhanie Sovetskoĭ Rossii” 
(“Smoke of chimneys is the breath of Soviet 
Russia”) Author unknown, 1917-1921 
https://www.pinterest.ru/pin/162833342752906699/?lp=true  

In this talk, I want to present a typology of industrial cities in the Soviet Union and to a 

lesser extent in other Soviet bloc countries. I will situate these cities both temporally and 

functionally. I then will suggest some of the legacies of these cities, not just brownfields 

or other polluted sites, but features with more positive connotations, indeed, features 

that compare favorably with their post-Communist histories. First, though, a word about 

what I mean by an industrial city.  The urban geographers Sonia Hirt and Kiril Stanilov 

have noted that, “the philosophy of communist urbanization postulated that cities were 

needed to aid the process of industrial production rather than the other way around.”2 

The implication is that if a city wasn’t industrial, it wasn’t needed. And it is true that the 

proportion of urban land devoted to industry was considerably greater in major cities of 

the Eastern Bloc countries than in Western Europe, typically between a quarter and a 

                                                        
2 Sonia Hirt, Kiril Stanilov: Twenty Years of Transition: The Evolution of Urban Planning in Eastern Europe 
and the Former Soviet Union, 1989-2009. Nairobi 2009, p. 14. 

https://www.pinterest.ru/pin/162833342752906699/?lp=true
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third of their territories, but in the case of St. Petersburg/Leningrad an astonishing 44 

percent as compared to Moscow’s 32 percent but in the case of Paris only five percent.3 

So, I think it would be correct to say that major Second World cities were more likely to 

be industrial than those of the First World. But aside from the proportion of land devoted 

to industry or the percentage of urban residents employed in industry, what also 

distinguished the Second World was the number of cities created or significantly 

expanded to accommodate a particular industrial plant. These are the cities I would like 

to focus your attention on – the steel towns starting with Magnitogorsk in the late 1920s; 

the auto towns starting with Nizhni-Novgorod’s Auto factory district in the early 1930s; 

the closed cities beginning with Ozersk (otherwise known as Cheliabinsk-40) in 1943 

that was dedicated to producing plutonium; and the cities built to accommodate nuclear 

power plant workers during the 1970s and ‘80s. All would not exist without the industries 

they served. All merit closer attention. 

Steel Towns 

The prototypical steel town was Magnitogorsk, the famed Magnetic Mountain first made 

known to the outside world by the Dutch filmmaker Joris Ivens in his 1932 movie “Song 

of Heroes,” and then by the American John Scott who worked there as a welder later in 

the 1930s. Stephen Kotkin’s 1995 monograph Magnetic Mountain used the town’s 

conception, construction, and habitation as a synecdoche for “Stalinism as a 

civilization.”4 Among the many things that could be said about Magnitogorsk I will single 

out three: 

First, although celebrated as a modern, industrial city built on rationalist, garden-city 

lines, Magnitogorsk was not built by industrial means but rather by horse and cart, and a 

great deal of human brawn.  Here, to provide a contrast, I want to cite Eli Rubin’s recent 

monograph, Amnesiopolis, a fascinating account of Marzahn, the massive East German 

housing estate built in the 1980s northeast of Berlin, the largest construction project in 

Europe at the time. Rubin emphasizes that the innovativeness of the 

Wohnungsbauserie (or WBS-70) “system” used to build Marzahn was precisely that it 
                                                        
3 Ibid., pp. 65-66. 
4 John Scott: Behind the Urals: An American Worker in Russia’s City of Steel. Bloomington 1989 (1942); 
Stephen Kotkin: Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization. Berkeley 1995. 
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was a system, one based on industrial methods of design with materials produced 

industrially. This systems approach to building new cities and new extensions of pre-

existing cities was part of a trend that swept East-Central and southeastern Europe from 

Gdansk to Belgrade no less than the Soviet Union itself during the 1960s-80s.5 Put 

another way, if Magnitogorsk was an industrial city built largely by non-industrial means, 

then Marzahn and other WB-70 settlements were non-industrial cities built industrially. 

Second, like other cities imagined and built in the 1920s and ‘30s, Magnitogorsk was 

to be a “socialist city.”6 Initially, in the 1920s, imaginings of the future socialist city were 

strongly influenced by disurbanist thinking among architects and town planners. Unlike 

their capitalist predecessors, socialist cities would contain neither dense concentrations 

of slum dwellings nor skyscrapers, but rather be of low-density and horizontal design 

with plenty of green spaces – linear cities, they were called, agro-industrial settlements, 

according to more radical proponents.7 But the “socialist city” label proved all too 

felixible – by the time Magnitogorsk’s residential quarters were erected, it bore only the 

faintest resemblance to what architects envisioned, or indeed, what socialism might 

have meant to an earlier generation. Its berezka district where the steel plant’s 

managerial and party elite resided looked for all the world like a wealthy suburb of a city 

in a capitalist society. To John Scott, the dwellings for workers looked “like military 

barracks,” embodying a form of socialism we might call barracks-socialism.8 And Scott 

did not even mention the self-contained Special Labor Settlement on the eastern fringes 

of the town, which accommodated behind barbed wire as many as 30,000 peasants 

deported from their home villages for being kulaks.9 

                                                        
5 Eli Rubin: Amnesiopolis, Modernity, Space, and Memory in East Germany. Oxford 2016, pp. 34-36, 68-69. On 
New Belgrade, see chapter 3 of Brigitte Le Normand: Designing Tito’s Capital: Urban Planning, Modernism 
and Socialism. Pittsburgh 2014. See also V. Shkvarikov, V. Belousov: Planirovka i zastroika gorodov Iugoslavii, 
in: Arkhitektura SSSR, no. 11 (1965), pp. 48-54. 
6 See N. A. Miliutin: Sotsgorod: The Problem of Building Socialist Cities. Cambridge 1974. 
7 For two foundational works, see Anatole Kopp: Town and Revolution: Soviet Architecture and City Planning, 
1917-1935. New York 1970; S. Frederick Starr: Visionary Town Planning during the Cultural Revolution, in: 
Sheila Fitzpatrick (ed.): Cultural Revolution in Russia, 1928-1931. Bloomington 1978, pp. 207-240. See also 
Anna Bokov: A Tale of Sotzgorod: From Flying, Dynamic, and Green to a Byproduct of Soviet Industrialization, 
paper presented at Second World Urbanity Conference, Washington, D.C., April 11, 2014. 
8 Scott: Behind the Urals, pp. 209-210. 
9 Kotkin: Magnetic Mountain, p. 133. 
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Book cover 
N.A. Miliutin: SOTSGOROD. The Problem of 
building socialist cities, 1975 
(own photo) 

Third, just as Gary, Indiana had paved the way for Magnitogorsk, so Magnitogorsk 

eventually paved the way for other steel towns erected in the Soviet bloc during the late 

1940s and early 1950s. Nowa Huta (the New Steel Mill) outside Cracow and the subject 

of a fascinating book by Katherine Lebow, Dimitrovgrad in southeastern Bulgaria, and 

Dunaújváros in Hungary, originally known as Sztálinváros when founded in1952, are the 

best-known.10 Communist authorities dubbed these too as “socialist cities.” The 

equation of steel with Stalin and both with socialism seemed irresistible, although the 

inclusion of Stalin would not last more than a few years after his death in 1953. 

Auto Towns 

If Magnitogorsk represented the Soviet answer to the American steel town of Gary, 

Indiana, then its answer to Detroit was another socialist city, this one on the Oka River, 

a tributary of the mighty Volga. There, in the early 1930s, arose a brand-new auto plant 

known as GAZ (the Gor’kii Automobile Plant), the largest in Europe, and the Auto 

Factory District that extended the city of Gor’kii, formerly Nizhny-Novgorod, southward, 

occupying 28 square kilometers.  Families, many of them straight from the rapidly 

collectivizing countryside, moved into one of the standardized apartments with 

                                                        
10 Katherine Lebow: Unfinished Utopia: Nowa Huta, Stalinism, and Polish Society, 1949-56. Ithaca 2013; 
Sándor Horváth: Everyday Life in the First Hungarian Socialist City, in: International Labor and Working-Class 
History, no. 68 (2005), pp. 24-46. 
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communal living space, but not, at first, running water. Remarkably durable, most of 

these structures were still “standing and useful” in the 1990s when visited by the son of 

one of the American engineers who oversaw the entire project. Like Magnitogorsk, 

Gor’kii’s Auto Factory District was a product of its time – a time full of haste and waste; 

grandiose, indeed, impossible-to-fulfill targets; fantastical claims of accomplishment; 

and when the dust settled years and years later, something resembling a functioning 

city.11 

During the years of GAZ’s construction and for a while after it started production, the 

Auto Factory District hosted contingents of foreigners. They ranged from hardy Finnish 

Americans recruited from Hoboken, New Jersey to the twenty engineers that the Austin 

Company of Cleveland, Ohio sent to supervise the project. Eventually, several hundred 

foreign engineers and skilled workers – about half from the United States – helped get 

production going. Some were sent by Ford, while others with industrial skills and 

socialist sympathies, went on their own initiative. Among them were the Reuther 

brothers, future leaders of the United Automobile Workers union, the UAW, and in 

Walter’s case, the AFL-CIO. They lived in the relatively privileged American Village 

(officially known as the Ruthenberg Commune after one of the founders of the American 

Communist Party) where they had special access to scarce goods and, like many of the 

foreign workers, had temporary Russian wives. 

Nearly four decades would pass before another auto town appeared in the Soviet 

Union. In the meantime, Soviet architecture and town planning had experienced if not a 

revolution then at least a watershed moment with the Khrushchev-inspired resolution 

passed by the party’s central committee in November 1955 condemning “excesses” in 

architectural design and construction.12 The resolution inaugurated a new era in building 

construction and design, one that would persist for the remainder of the Soviet period. 

In May 1966, the Soviet Minister of Automobile Production and Fiat’s general director 

signed a contract worth some $900 million to erect an auto plant somewhere on Soviet 

territory capable of mass producing cars “substantially similar to Fiat types currently in 

                                                        
11 Lewis H. Siegelbaum: Cars for Comrades: The Life of the Soviet Automobile. Ithaca 2008, pp. 37-50. See also 
Richard Cartwright Austin: Building Utopia: Erecting Russia’s First Modern City, 1930. Kent 2004, p. 106. 
12 For the resolution, see http://www.sovarch.ru/postanovlenie55/ (accessed December 27, 2017). 

http://www.sovarch.ru/postanovlenie55/
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production.” The somewhere turned out to be the Volga river town of Stavropol’, or as it 

had been renamed in 1964 to honor the deceased Italian Communist party leader, 

Togliatti. The Fiat-type car was the Zhiguli or as it was known abroad, the Lada. The 

town that arose adjacent to the factory in the 1970s became known as Avtograd, 

another Auto Factory District. It eventually would swell the population of Togliatti from 

about 300,000 to over 700,000. VAZ, the Volga Automobile Factory that turned out 

660,000 cars annually by the mid-1970s and over a million by the early 1980s, 

employed upwards of 120,000 workers.13 

Like Naberezhnye Chelny, the truck city built some 400 km to the north in the Tatar 

Autonomous Republic, the Auto Factory District of Togliatti was designed by Boris 

Rubanenko, director of Moscow’s Central Research and Design Institute for Residential 

Construction (TsNIIEP zhilishcha).  Rubanenko’s two general plans conformed to 

principles adopted at a meeting of the State Construction Administration (Gosstroi 

SSSR) and the Union of Architects in December 1964.14 These in turn relied heavily on 

the conventions of international modernism, the school of architecture and city planning 

associated with Le Corbusier and the principles he and his collaborators had laid down 

at an international modern architecture congress in 1933 and the Athens Charter 

published ten years later.15 Characteristically, Togliatti’s Avtograd and Naberezhnye 

Chelny exhibited a graduated (in Russian, stupenchataia) system of recursively built 

micro-districts consisting of residential tower blocks of varying sizes. Both dispensed 

with a city center; contained broad, linear avenues along which coursed cars, trucks and 

busses; integrated commercial and civic buildings with residential structures; and 

exhibited a mind-numbing faithfulness to geometrically regular shapes.16 

                                                        
13 See Siegelbaum: Cars for Comrades, chapter three. VAZ employed an historian (A. E. Stepanov) and a 
publicity manager (L. S. Pakhuta) to inform the world – or at least Soviet readers – about its achievements. 
For a post-Soviet history of the company undertaken by independent historians contracting with VAZ, see S. 
V. Zhuravlёv, M. R. Zezina, R. G. Pikhoia, A. K. Sokolov: AVTOVAZ mezhdu proshlym i budushchim, istoriia 
volzhskogo avtomobil’nogo zavoda, 1966-2005. Moscow 2006.  
14 See Printsipy postroeniia zhilogo raiona i mikroraiona, in: Arkhitektura SSSR, no. 1 (1965), pp. 1-15. 
15 For a lengthy and highly laudatory obituary of the Swiss-born Le Corbusier, see Arkhitektura SSSR, no. 12 
(1965), pp. 51-63. 
16 As one resident of Avtograd put it, “the lack of decorative forms and cozy corners deprived the city of an 
atmosphere of warmth and humanity.” See Siegelbaum: Cars for Comrades, p. 107. On Naberezhnye Chelny, 
see Esther Meier: On the Streets of a Truck-Building City: Naberezhnye Chelny in the Brezhnev Era, in: Lewis 
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Microdistricts 3, 3A, 3B, 6, 7, 8, and 11, Avtozavodskii district (Togliatti) 
(own photo) 

In terms of demography, both cities grew exponentially in the 1970s and ‘80s, mostly by 

attracting young people. With nearly 60 percent of the workforce at VAZ under the age 

of 30 as of March 1970 and tens of thousands of babies born every year, it is no wonder 

that the average age of the city’s population hovered around 26 throughout the decade. 

The relative youthfulness of the population plus the ready availability of rubles created a 

huge demand for alcohol. One historian uses the word “alarming” to describe the 

problem of alcoholism in Naberezhnye Chelny. After noting that in one year alone 

(1975) authorities removed 764 public transport drivers from their positions because 

they were not sober, she adds, “it is a good thing the streets were straight and wide.”17 

Before leaving these Soviet motor cities of the 1970s and ‘80s, I want to make a couple 

of connections pertinent to the themes of this conference. First, the cityscapes of these 

towns – rectilinear avenues bordered by high-rise apartment blocks constructed out of 

ferro-concrete panels and facing inward toward enclosed courtyards – represented the 

height of Soviet modern living, the aesthetic pinnacle of Soviet urban planning, and 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
H. Siegelbaum (ed.): The Socialist Car: Automobility in the Eastern Bloc. Ithaca 2011, pp. 105-123. See also 
Esther Meier: Breschnews Boomtown: Alltag und Mobilisierung in der Stadt der LKWs. Paderborn 2016. 
17 Meier: On the Streets of a Truck-Building City, p. 121. 
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therefore the diametric opposite of the decrepit hovels that many of its residents left to 

take up residence in these cities and jobs in the auto factories for which they were 

created. This, for better or for worse, was what Soviet modernity looked like, its 

materialization.18 Second, this type of town planning was eminently reproducible and 

indeed, the handiwork of the central research and design institutes for residential and 

town planning could be seen from Vilnius to Tashkent, and from Ul’ianovsk to 

Vladivostok, to mention just four of the many cities that accommodated millions of new 

residents.19 Touring any former Soviet bloc country, one is bound to come across 

similar if not identical constructions, now much the worse for wear. I don’t have 

information on whether Rubanenko and the Central Research and Design Institute 

played a role in exporting the model within the bloc, but I do know that the institute was 

heavily involved from the early 1960s in drafting a general plan for the modernization of 

Kabul, Afghanistan.20 

Finally, although previously I wrote that in the long term, Togliatti came to resemble 

Detroit in its “cultural bouleversement and economic and social dislocation,” neither 

Togliatti nor Naberezhnye Chelny has sunk to the level of dysfunctionality and 

deurbanization that Detroit experienced before its recent and still somewhat attenuated 

revival. That is at least partly because, I would argue, the architectural and social 

infrastructure of Soviet auto towns acted as a brake on the disintegrative forces of neo-

liberal economics. And yet, some of the best things about the scheme for the Auto 

Factory District – namely, its provision for ample parkland to enhance air quality, a 

reliable public transport system, and the relative egalitarianism of its housing stock – are 

                                                        
18 I take this from Lewis H. Siegelbaum: Modernity Unbound: Tol’iatti as a Soviet City of the Sixties, lecture at 
REESP, International Institute, University of Michigan, Sept. 8, 2010 at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o9KmTg4YRKw (accessed December 21, 2017). For the articulation of 
the principles of Soviet-style urban modernity, see L. Mikhailov, A. Popov: Problemy proektirovaniia 
general’nykh planov gorodov, in: Arkhitektura SSSR, no. 1 (1965), pp. 16-23. 
19 On Ul’ianovsk, see N. Baranov, Kompozitsiia tsentra goroda Ul’ianovska, in: Arkhitektura SSSR, no. 10 
(1965), pp. 16-23; on Tashkent (which had suffered a devastating earthquake in April 1966), see 
Arkhitektura SSSR, no. 10 (1966), pp. 12-15. 
20 Esther Beyer: Exporting Urbanism as a Soviet Development Tool: Soviet-Assisted Planning and Building 
Projects for Kabul in the 1960s, lecture at Garage 4th International Conference: a Long, Happy Life. Building 
and Thinking the Soviet City: 1956 to Now, October 30-31, 2015 at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pNT84GVrtKM (accessed December 21, 2017). Beyer describes the plan 
as “technically respectable and without frills.” The plan called for 70 percent of old Kabul to be torn down. See 
also O. Smirnova: General’nyi plan Kabula, in: Arkhitektura SSSR, no. 9 (1965), pp. 28-34. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o9KmTg4YRKw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pNT84GVrtKM
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being undermined as “cottages” for the nouveaux-riches increasingly encroach on the 

green belt separating the district from the rest of Togliatti and the surrounding region, 

the city’s population becomes ever-more dependent on car ownership, and courtyards 

and other public spaces fill up with uncollected refuse.21 

Closed military-industrial and resource-extractive cities 

If the Midwestern American city of Gary begat Magnitogorsk and the Auto Factory 

Districts of Nizhni-Novgorod and Togliatti were known as “Soviet Detroits,” then the 

Closed Administrative-Territorial Formations (ZATO) of the post-Second World War 

decades imitated another, less well-known American industrial town: Richland, in the 

state of Washington.  As Kate Brown explains in her tandem history of the world’s first 

two “plutopian cities,” Richland was built from 1943 onwards under the auspices of the 

DuPont Corporation and the Army Corps of Engineers to accommodate workers and 

employees at the Hanford plutonium plant. Brown describes Richland as a city of 

“cheap, mass-produced working-class housing that looked middle-class.” It joined Oak 

Ridge, Tennessee and Los Alamos, New Mexico as closed cities designed for and 

advancing the Nuclear Age. Closed to the American public, these cities did not succeed 

in sealing themselves off entirely from Soviet spies. Counterintuitively, the Soviet 

security regime imposed on Ozerk, its first nuclear city, as well as on all other ZATO 

towns, originated in the United States.22 

That regime involved the installation of a lot of barbed wire and elaborate techniques for 

disguising the location or even existence of these cities. These included a strictly 

enforced system of passes (propuski); the naming of the cities on maps and in 

documents according to the nearest regional center such as Cheliabinsk-40, Tomsk-7, 

Penza-19, Sverdlovsk-45 and so forth. It also included the extraction of promises from 

residents to refer to the location of their home as Cheliabinsk, Tomsk, Penza, etc.; and 

the ´designation of street addresses, schools, and bus routes with high numbers as if 

                                                        
21 Siegelbaum: Cars for Comrades, p. 123; Lewis H. Siegelbaum: Modernity Unbound: Tol’iatti as the New 
Soviet City Par Exellence, in: Edward Murphy, Najib B. Hourani (eds.): The Housing Question: Tensions, 
Continuities, and Contingencies in the Modern City. Surrey 2013, pp. 31-34. 
22 Kate Brown: Plutopia: Nuclear Families, Atomic Cities, and the Great Soviet and American Plutonium 
Disasters. Oxford 2013, pp. 3-6, 43, 99-102. 
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they were continuations of numbers used in the cities to which they were attached.23 

Most of these cities date from the 1950s, the same decade as when former Gulag 

settlements such as Bratsk, Noril’sk, Vorkuta, and Magadan were converted into cities 

that depended on recruiting technical specialists and manual laborers via financial and 

other incentives to expand upon mineral extraction or hydroelectric power generation.24 

As indicated by Saskia Geisler in her presentation to this conference, the formula could 

be adapted later to build brand new cities such as Kostomuksa, which was constructed 

in the Far North of the autonomous Soviet republic of Karelia in the 1970s with Finnish 

technical assistance to accommodate workers employed at an iron ore mine and their 

families. 

Residence in ZATO cities also came with bonuses or extra increments to wages to 

compensate for the security restrictions. In addition, the strategic significance of the 

ZATO cities was underscored by the provision of goods that were defitsitnye elsewhere 

in the country and also by the high quality of the educational institutions. Kate Brown 

reports that not long after Ozersk’s foundation as a ZATO town, alcohol “factored into 

the pay scale and was part of the health plan” for workers at the Maiak facility because 

“plant doctors believed that three substances, much loved and hard to obtain in Stalinist 

Russia, worked to cleanse radioactive isotopes from the body: chocolate, red meat, and 

vodka.”25 

 

 

 

                                                        
23 On closed cities, see Georgii Lappo, Pavel Polian: O vozniknovenii, osobennostiakh, i problemakh zakrytykh 
administrativno-territorial’nykh obrazovanii v Rossii, in: Sotsiologicheskie issledovaniia, no. 2 (1998); V. 
Tikhonov: Zakrytye goroda v otkrytom obshchestve. Moscow 1996. For documents and other information 
concerning the ZATO of Znamensk, a rocket-building facility in Astrakhan oblast, see 
http://znamensk.info/osobyi_riezhim_zato (accessed December 22, 2017).  
24 See Arkhitektura SSSR, no. 7 (1965), pp. 38-44 (Noril’sk); no. 4 (1966), pp. 15-24 (Bratsk). On the polar 
cities of the Far North and the “humanistic” turn that Leningrad-based architects took toward them in the 
1940s, see Ekaterina Kalemeneva: Severnyi klimat kak ‘vrag’ i kak resurs v sovetskikh urbanisticheskikh 
gorodov v 1940-kh godov, in: Vestnik Surgutskogo gosudarstvennogo pedagogicheskogo universiteta, no. 6 
(2017), pp. 89-95. For the so-called “northern increment” as an inducement to attract people to work in these 
cities, see Lewis H. Siegelbaum, Leslie Page Moch: Broad is My Native Land: Repertoires and Regimes of 
Migration in Russia’s Twentieth Century. Ithaca 2014, pp. 141-146. 
25 Brown: Plutopia, p. 159. 

http://znamensk.info/osobyi_riezhim_zato
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In the longer term, residents of these cities faced choosing their own poison. Many 

serving the extractive industries subjected themselves to increasingly heavy doses of air 

pollutants. Not for nothing did Noril’sk figure in the top ten of the world’s most polluted 

places. The world’s largest heavy metals smelting complex sends nearly 500 tons of 

copper and nickel oxides and two million tons of sulfur dioxide into the air annually. 

Particulates from sulfur dioxide as well as phenols and hydrogen sulfide were linked to a 

life expectancy level among factory workers in the city of ten years below the national 

average. Thanks to levels of mercury poisoning in the ground around Bratsk “said to be 

equal to half the total global production of mercury in 1992,” that city ranks among 

Blacksmith’s “dirty thirty.”26 Among ZATOs, radioactive waste represents the most 

serious threat to residents’ health. In Ozersk (Cheliabinsk-40), the explosion in 

September 1957 of an underground storage tank containing such waste produced a 

mushroom cloud of radioactive dust and smoke containing 18 million curies of 

radioactivity, or several hundred times the permitted dose. This turned out to be only the 

first of several accidental explosions in and around Maiak, the plutonium plant that 

served as one of the models for a new one near the sleepy Ukrainian town of 

Chernobyl.27 

                                                        
26 The World’s Worst Polluted Places, pp. 28-29, 56. 
27 Brown: Plutopia, pp. 231-235, 266. 

http://allaboutravelling.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/Norilsk-Russia.jpg
http://allaboutravelling.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/Norilsk-Russia.jpg
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Atomograds 

In contrast to the closed cities of the 1950s, the atomic cities built in the 1970s and ‘80s 

to house highly skilled technicians, scientists and workers employed at nuclear power 

facilities were open. Of course, access to the facilities themselves was severely 

restricted, but unlike in the ZATOs, neither the KGB nor the military governed the 

atomograds. In this respect and others that I will mention below, they resembled the 

naukograds – the science cities – such as Akademgorodok built outside Novosibirsk, or 

Dubna and Zelenograd both located in Moscow oblast and dedicated respectively to 

nuclear physics and electronics research. If one were to expand the meaning of industry 

to include scientific research, then all these cities of the post-Stalin era might be 

categorized as science, rather than atomic, cities. 

Plutopia, Kate Brown’s book, plays on the binary opposites of the good life (utopia) 

available to the residents of Ozerk and Richland thanks to the strategic significance of 

the Maiak and Hanford plutonium facilities, but also the dystopic consequences of 

letting the nuclear genie out of the bottle in an uncontrolled fashion as happened in 

1957 and several times thereafter.28 Anna Veronika Wendland employs the couplet of 

“utopia and disaster” in her habilitation project on Atomograds, which she describes as 

“situated at the interface of urban (social) history, technology studies, and 

environmental history.” For Wendland, utopia represents many things: “pioneer self-

perceptions, engineer's views on nature and technology, Soviet patriotism, nuclear 

proletarian pride, and utopian concepts connected with electricity, modern urban 

settings and allegedly ‘clean’ industrial working places.” She also posits a link with the 

past, a “reanimation,” as she puts it, of “sotsgorod Socialist industrial city planning and 

social engineering” whose main characteristics are “formal standardization, 

rationalization (or rather, rationality), transnational aesthetics, and specific designs of 

public space” emphasizing health, sports and socialist art.29 

                                                        
28 Eli Rubin similarly describes Marzahn as “a place that was at once both utopia and dystopia.” Rubin: 
Amnesiopolis, p. 152. 
29 Anna Veronika Wendland: Atomogrady. Nuclear Cities between Utopia and Disaster in East Central Europe 
1965-2011, at https://www.herder-institut.de/en/research-projects/individual-projects/atomogrady-
nuclear-cities-between-utopia-and-disaster-in-russia-ukraine-and-lithuania-1965-2011.html  (accessed 
December 24, 2017). Wendland also has contributed to a volume devoted to Sniechkus (today, Visaginas), the 

https://www.herder-institut.de/en/research-projects/individual-projects/atomogrady-nuclear-cities-between-utopia-and-disaster-in-russia-ukraine-and-lithuania-1965-2011.html
https://www.herder-institut.de/en/research-projects/individual-projects/atomogrady-nuclear-cities-between-utopia-and-disaster-in-russia-ukraine-and-lithuania-1965-2011.html
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Wendland studies ten such cities which, for reasons not quite clear to me, were situated 

exclusively in the western part of the Soviet Union and now are located in Ukraine, 

Russia, and Lithuania. The best-known and most notorious of them is Prypiat, founded 

in February 1970 as the ninth atomograd and given the status of a city in 1979.  The 

nuclear explosion and meltdown that occurred on April 26, 1986 at the nearby 

Chernobyl nuclear power station turned Prypiat, until then a comparatively prosperous 

city of nearly 50,000 people, into a ghost town. The average age of the population at the 

time of its evacuation was 26, the same as Togliatti a decade or so earlier.30 

Soviet auto towns compared themselves with Detroit and Ozersk owed its existence to 

Richland, but the inspiration for atomograds was purely Soviet. To be sure, before the 

world heard of Chernobyl, the most famous accident at a nuclear power facility had 

occurred in 1979 at Three Mile Island Reactor No. 2.  But Three Mile Island, which had 

gone on line five years earlier in 1974 (three years before Chernobyl), had not spawned 

an American atomic city. The employees and their families lived in towns and villages 

scattered throughout the region, the nearest being Middletown, Pennsylvania located 

some three miles to the north. Middletown, founded in the eighteenth century, had a 

population of some 11,000 in 1960, 9,000 in 1970 and 10,000 in 1980.31 

Conclusion 

Anna Wendland makes the point that the atomograds were part of “a Soviet 

transnational project, where nuclear specialists from all over the Soviet Union lived with 

people of rural origin from the hinterland, who still were connected to the surrounding 

agrarian society.”32 But as my analysis of industrial cities of the USSR has suggested, 

this was nothing new. From Magnitogorsk onward, people came from thousands of 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
atomogorod in Lithuania. See Felix Ackermann, Benjamin Cope, Siarhei Liubimau (eds.): Mapping Visaginas. 
Sources of Urbanity in a Former Mono-Functional Town. Vilnius 2016. 
30 See http://pripyat.com/pripyat-and-chernobyl/pripyat-v-tsifrakh.html. (accessed December 25, 2017). See 
also Serhii Plokhy: Chernobyl: History of a Tragedy. London 2018, pp. 33-38: “The new town was supposed to 
be an embodiment of socialism, with no private cottages allowed.” (p. 36) 
31 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middletown,_Dauphin_County,_Pennsylvania#cite_note-Census1960-13 
(accessed December 27, 2017). According to a report of the Nuclear Energy Institute from 2005, Three Mile 
Island Reactor No. 1 employed 532 people of whom 180 lived in Harrisburg, Hummelstown and Middletown, 
and the remaining 120 in various cities in adjacent Lancaster County. See NEI: Economic Benefits of Three 
Mile Island Unit 1: An Economic Impact Study of the Nuclear Energy Institute, Washington D.C. Nov. 2005. 
32 Wendland: Atomogrady. 

http://pripyat.com/pripyat-and-chernobyl/pripyat-v-tsifrakh.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middletown,_Dauphin_County,_Pennsylvania#cite_note-Census1960-13
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miles away crossing national boundaries to transform something or other – iron ore, 

metal, atoms – and in the process, transform themselves as well as Soviet society. At 

Togliatti, “one could meet dark-complexioned southerners and fair-haired inhabitants 

from the north,” wrote a Pravda correspondent in the late 1960s. “One could hear 

Russian, Tajik, Ukrainian, and Buriat….” But many also came from not so far away. Iurii 

Sapsai, an engineer, came from a nearby pig-raising state farm which he described as 

full of “dung and destitution” (navoz i nishcheta). He left to “begin a new life” in Togliatti 

just as it was to begin its new life as an automobile city.33 

New towns were something of a Soviet specialty. A retrospective survey published in 

1967 cited approximately 900 built since 1926, although only about a third of them could 

truly claim to be new as opposed to extensions or satellites of pre-existing cities.34  

Not all new cities were industrial cities, but the industrial ones better encapsulated what 

the Soviet Union was about. A popular saying from the 1930s expressed it as follows: “I 

build the factory, and the factory builds me.”  But, as I have argued here, not all 

industries required factories and in any case the process of transformation did not end 

with their construction but only began at that point. Living in the cities that served the 

steel and car factories, the nuclear reactors and mineral extractive industries, and the 

nuclear power stations heightened the responsibilities of Soviet citizens but also 

enabled them to live a version of the Soviet dream. Their access to decent 

accommodation, public transportation, and other goods and services unavailable or in 

such abundance elsewhere in the country thrust them into the future compared to the 

comparative deprivation and dullness of the Soviet present in which others lived. 

That future would not just be more “actually existing socialism,” the ideological 

catchphrase popularized throughout the Eastern Bloc countries during the 1970s and 

‘80s to refer to the present. Rather, it would be real communism, or at least “the 

approaching Communist society.” Ironically, though, these very cities proved especially 

vulnerable to environmental degradation and, in the case of one of the most recently 

                                                        
33 Siegelbaum: Cars for Comrades, p. 103. 
34 See V. Shkvarikov: Sovetskoe gradostroitel'stvo, in: Arkhitektura SSSR, no. 3 (1967), p. 4; and Siegelbaum: 
Modernity Unbound, p. 24. According to an article from 1966, some 200 had been built “in the past ten years.” 
Arkhitektura SSSR, no. 3 (1966), p. 13. 
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built, a catastrophic industrial accident. The meltdown at Chernobyl meant that the 

residents of Prypiat were living not so much in the future as on borrowed time. Even 

after the Soviet smoke had cleared, the city remained uninhabitable.  So, as this poster 

has it, “the smoke of chimneys may have been the breath of Soviet Russia,” but it 

certainly did not help the breathing of Soviet Russians, or Belorussians and Ukrainians. 

In the end, it turned out that, despite that saying that I may or may not have invented, 

Soviet smoke was not the best smoke in the world. It was just like any other smoke – 

sometimes pungent and sometimes odorless, sometimes turning sunsets brilliant and 

sometimes casting a pall over everything, sometimes harmless at least in the short run, 

but at other times lethal – lethal to the point that, like the Soviet Union itself, there was 

no long run. 

 


