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“La participación como práctica de mediación…”  

En definitiva, la participación del máster, con otras asignaturas pendientes como la 
introducción de técnicas para implementar una mirada de género, la integración 
intercultural o incluso el diseño participado en formato virtual, constituye una suerte de 
almáciga, un repositorio de saberes que, expresado en forma de proyectos, se convierte en 
un ejercicio de reconocimiento mutuo entre futuros arquitectos de una carrera universitaria 
tambaleada por múltiples crisis y agentes protagonistas de núcleos rurales amenazados por 
el abandono. Ambos se necesitan mutuamente, ambos reconocen en el otro la necesidad 
de acoger la diferencia y de evitar la estandarización cultural entre lo rural y lo urbano.  

El mito del sur del Cáucaso: destino de vacaciones de los escritores 
durante el régimen soviético 
The Myth of  the Caucasian South: Holiday Destination of  the Writers 
during the Soviet Regime 
 
 
CHIARA SIMONCINI 
Università degli Studi di Firenze, chiara.simoncini@stud.unifi.it 
 
 
Abstract 
El Cáucaso, una región profundamente hermosa y fascinante, donde las altas montañas 
rodean un lago azul espejo, casi negro. A veces refleja el color oxidado de la toba roja 
porosa, una piedra que se utilizó en el monasterio armenio que se levanta sobre las rocas 
de lo que una vez fue una isla. 
En la pequeña península que domina el lago armenio de Sevan, subiendo al afloramiento 
rocoso más alto, se encuentra lo que una vez fue la casa de vacaciones para escritores, un 
lugar de búsqueda de inspiración, dedicado a una de las profesiones consideradas más 
estratégicas desde la perspectiva de la propaganda del régimen. Un balneario, como se 
definiría en la tradición occidental, o mejor llamado dom otdykha, teniendo en cuenta el tipo 
de control impuesto por el régimen soviético sobre el tiempo libre, que podría ofrecer un 
descanso culto, profundamente diferente al del conocido sanatorio proletario. 
 
Caucasus, a deeply beautiful and fascinating region where the high mountains surround a mirror blue, near 
black, lake. At times it reflects the rusty color of  the red porous tuff, a stone which was used in the 
Armenian monastery that stands on the rocks of  what was once an island. 
On the small peninsula overlooking the Armenian Lake of  Sevan, climbing upon the highest rocky outcrop, 
there is what was once the holiday home for writers, a place of  inspiration research, dedicated to one of  the 
professions considered most strategic from the perspective of  the regime’s propaganda. A resort, as it would 
be defined in the western tradition, or better called dom otdykha, bearing in mind the kind of  control 
enforced by the Soviet regime over the free time, which could offer a cultured rest, profoundly different from 
the well-known proletarian sanatorium.  
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“The Myth of  the Caucasian South…” 

Introduction 
The term ‘tourism’ still indicates an activity of  leisure and rest, but to understand the 
meaning it had in the USSR it becomes necessary to release those aspects connected to the 
Western meaning that so spontaneously come to mind.  
In fact, the soviet tourism indicates an energetic physical recreational activity in which a 
controlled leisure time and a new imposed daily ritual aimed to transform citizens into a 
modern industrial force through the regeneration and the rational rest.  
The counter-revolutionary implications of  leisure put the Soviet Union to face the need of  
an ideological revision to defuse the anti-socialist pitfalls of  traveling as freedom of  
movement and recreation intended as idleness, gradually defining a tourism that assumed 
more and more a fundamental role in the realization of  government policies.  
After the serious economic crisis, caused by the policy of  the ‘war communism’ in which 
the state had assumed total control over the means all production, communication, and 
exchange, during the years of  the Civil War 1918-1921, the beginning of  a new historical 
phase, with the Leninian proposal of  the NEP (Novaya Ekonomiceskaya Politika), saw 
outlining fort the first time a series of  decrees whose subject was the tourism, within the 
social Soviet republics. Regime policies thus began to define the tourist flow, frequently 
covered by ordinances that sought to increase its importance, having recognized its ability 
to be the cornerstone of  state politics as the skilled instrument of  ideological control.  
So, it is not surprising that the political strategy adopted after Stalin’s death in the period 
from the 1950s to 1960s under the new leadership of  Nikita Chrušcëv, first secretary of  
the Communist Party, focused particularly on the location of  cultural activities and tourist 
centers that became increasingly widespread within the territories of  the Soviet Union.  
However, it is necessary to define the contours of  what was the Soviet tourism introducing 
a distinction between what in Russian is called Turizm, paronym of  our word tourism, 
which considered traveling vigorous and uplifting activity, and that tourism of  proper rest, 
which took the medicalized expression of  rehabilitation. The common philosophy 
underlying the two types of  holidays was aimed at leaving no room for bourgeois idleness 
and unproductive entertainment, typical of  imperial Russia. The holiday was then a 
productive moment, both physically and culturally, due to the ever-present dimension of  
political activism and far from the typical inactivity of  the Western world holiday.  
In its second connotation, the Soviet holiday, obliged to the requirements of  the regime, 
makes it compulsory to further differentiate between those which were medical and 
curative centers, the sanitariums for proletarian workers (kurort) and those that were the 
holiday facilities (dom otdykha) intended for a type of  rest seized by a certain élite. 
This second category was in fact free from the curative aspect and reserved the attention 
that the regime paid to some representatives of  those activities and trades that were 
considered influential and strategic for the realization of  the image of  the Soviet regime, 
especially those associations of  creative workers, including writers, architects, and artists, 
which were created by the Stalinist decree of  1932.  
Soviet tourism thus became a fundamental ideological tool capable of  generating and 
allowing to rediscover that identity so strongly sought-after in that new society formed by 
peoples of  many different places, suggesting a strong attachment to the native land and is 
landscapes each time different.  
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“Turning to nature”1 was then one of  peculiar aspects of  the Soviet culture, although 
marked bay apparent intrinsic tensions (fig. 1). 
If  nature could in fact be antidote to the modern city and cure for the “diseased of  
civilization”2 in its ability to alienate man from urban life becoming refuge from the tight 
working rhythms of  the new socialist society, at the same time it was contradicted by that 
imperative of  transformation, rapid industrialization, and urbanization, which were 
fundamental pillars of  the Soviet socialist project.  
 

 
 
Figure 1: Unknown photographer, Photograph of  the entire complex on a foggy day on the lake, 1965 
(National Archive of  Armenia, Yerevan).  
 
                                                
1 Johanna Conterio Geisler, The Soviet Sanatorium: Medicine, Nature and Mass Culture in Sochi, 1917-1991 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2014), 1. 
2 Geisler, The Soviet Sanatorium…, 2. 
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Nature was therefore the solution to the evils of  the new socialist man. It is not surprising 
then that the idealized nature in its ‘wild’ meaning had become the object of  desire, close 
to that Neo-Romantic embrace already part of  the Soviet culture. Anyone should then 
dedicate and devote to nature as a source of  spiritual and cultural renewal of  the individual, 
which in a holistic conceptualization would then involve an improvement in physical health, 
recovering the energies and forces necessary to face the new working years to come.  
The romantic socialist approach consequently assumed a cultural function of  control of  
the new modern society, encouraging in everyone that emotional attachment to the 
irreplaceable homeland and, by extension, to the general Soviet project3. 
Therefore, landscapes narrated the economic triumphs of  the new regime, capable of  
bending nature according to it will demonstrating its infallibility ant at the same time 
rediscovering in it that feeling of  active participation in the construction of  the regime to 
which the new socialist man had to take part.  
Thus, among the most prestigious destinations, prerogative of  the nomenklatura, was the 
western shore of  Lake Sevan, chosen by the Soviet government for the construction of  
the holiday home for writers who, with a view to the construction of  the socialist project, 
carried out a very influential activity in the propaganda of  the regime itself.  
Following the shore of  the lake, a narrow isthmus of  land connected what was once an 
island to the north-west coast of  the Sevan (fig. 2). 
 

 
 
Figure 2: Hovik Charkhachyan, Photo of  the Sevan Island, 1920 ca. (Private Archive of  Hovik 
Charkhachyan). 

                                                
3 Geisler, The Soviet Sanatorium…, 14. 
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3 Geisler, The Soviet Sanatorium…, 14. 
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The survival of  the small atoll was compromised by the ferocious exploitation of  the lake’s 
waters during the Soviet period. What is now called the “Sevan problem”4 has, in fact, 
defined a completely different coastline over the course of  just over 70 years, turning the 
perched monastery island into a lake-washed peninsula.  
At the beginning of  1910, before the Soviets came to power, Armenian engineer Surgias 
Manasseryan saw the lake’s potential water supplies as a key resource for the Armenian 
economy. The elevation of  the basin to the fertile but arid Ararat Valley and the country’s 
limited energy resources were issues of  great debate for the engineers dedicated to 
exploring new methods of  intensive exploitation of  water, the largest natural resource in 
this territory. 
Considering the water balance, with the evaporation (800 mm/year) far exceeding the direct 
precipitation (360 mm/year), it seemed possible to use the water not just to irrigate, but 
also as an energy source for electricity supply, within a cascade hydro-electric system.  
The plan proposed in 1910 established lowering the water level by 50 m which would have 
reduced the evaporation by almost six times leading to a roughly totally dry lake, a small 
portion of which was left alive - just over 240 km2 with a volume of 5km3, compared to 
1416 km2 and 58 km3 of the large basin in the early 1900s. 
Manasseryan’s proposal, made explicit in his paper “The Evaporating Bilions and the 
Stagnation of Russian Capital”5, soon became an important Soviet project supported by 
the central authorities of Moscow and officially approved by the government of the Soviet 
Socialist Republic of Armenia.  
In 1933 excavation began starting with the riverbed of Hrazdan river, and later of the tunnel 
that was to pass about 40 m below the high-altitude lake. The 1949 inauguration, delayed 
due to the outbreak of World War II, was an important achievement of the Socialist era, 
which saw the level of the lake drastically decline at a speed of more than 1 m/year. The 
water was used in the irrigation process and exploited within a cascade system formed by 
numerous hydroelectric power station to produce about 500 million KWh of electricity6. 
By the end of  the 1950s the level of  the lake had dropped by 19-20 m and the area had 
shrunk to 1250 km2. The results of  the Soviet water exploitation, predicted by the NEP - 
new economic policy initiated in the spring of  1921 by Vladimir Ilic Lenin, turned out to 
be catastrophic. But only after the death of  J. V. Stalin in 1953 it became apparent what 
kind of  natural disaster was occurring.  
A Sevan Committee and ecosystem recovery program was established, based on raising 
water levels and transforming powerplants from hydroelectric to thermoelectric. In 1962 
the water level stabilized at 18 meters below the original altitude (fig. 3), making it essential 
that the lake’s water was protected and rationalized7. 
 
                                                
4 Araik Babayan, “Lake Sevan. Experience and Lessons Learned Brief”, in Iwlearn (website), 30th 
November 2010, accessed 22nd May 2021, https://iwlearn.net/resolveuid/6af5017fa3a56bc7 
b8428f71c100362e. 
5 Babayan, “Lake Sevan…”. 
6 Babayan, “Lake Sevan…”. 
7 Françoise Ardiller-Carras and Ashot Khoetsyan, “Lac Sevan (Arménie): des héritages soviétiques 
aux réalités d’aujourd’hui”, Bulletin de l'Association de géographes français 82, no. 2 (2005): 199-212. 
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Figure 3: Unknown photographer, Summer holiday on the Sevan Lake (Mediamax 2018), 1974 (Online 
Archive Mediamax). 
 
In the 1964 the construction of  a new tunnel was promoted to draw water from the Arpa 
River, diverting it to reinvigorate the lake. The engineering intervention soon begat to get 
damaged, hence a second operation led to construction of  another tunnel, this time 
connected to the Vorotan River, which saw no end to its construction until April 2004 due 
to the serious economic crisis caused by the break-up of  the Soviet Union and subsequent 
conflicts over control of  the territory of  Nagorno-Karabakh.  
The issue of  the lake and its waters, the exploitation of  which has revealed long tongues 
of  sand place of  summer tourism and at the same time a symbol of  socialist economic 
triumph, remains open.  
What better place then to celebrate the economic success of  the regime and what better 
landscape to dedicate to those writers who hat to align themselves with the unwritten norm 
of  a literature celebrating the success of  the Soviet Union?  
The Sevan with the slow pace of  the walks in the high mountains landscape brightened by 
the morning sun as narrated by Osip Mandel’štam, or on the thick layer of  snow on the 
shores of  the lake, well described that cultured rest intended for writers, whose House of  
Creativity became so connected to that nature surrounding it, encouraging the sentiment 
of  admiration that closely connected to ne new social man to that landscape designed and 
built by the Soviet Union.  
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Thus, the beauty of  the Caucasus, manipulated and modified in kine with the Neo-
Romantic Stalinist sentiment at the time, became an instrument of  control sustained by 
one of  the most strategic professions in terms of  propaganda of  the regime.  
The nature, described in its transformations, was therefore a system of  cultured landscapes 
to celebrate as a capable of  accompanying a healthy mind, a healthy body and consequently 
a whole series of  cultured behaviors, essential to the construction of  socialism itself 
Mens sana in corpore sano or in Russian “в Здоровый теле, здоровом дух (Zdorovyy dukh v 
zdorovom tele)”. 
The transformation of  the natural environment was part of  a larger project of  the Stalinist 
state. By eliminating and replacing swampy and uncultivated lands with cultivated and cared 
for landscapes it was in fact demonstrated the benefit of  socialist ruling over the territory. 
In in the early 1930s the domestication of  the landscape and its construction was 
emphasized, already in the late 1930s there was never any mention of  a cultivated nature, 
but of  a primordial and wild world devoid of  the influence of  the human hand and natural 
spectacle of  that “imperial sublime”8 that already belonged to the social culture. 
The new socialist man had to look at this new monumental and suggestive nature and at 
the same time be able to find benefit from the aesthetic and sublime pleasure deriving from 
it: architecture must be thought of  in such a way that anyone who rides of  walks around it 
can unwittingly look the place emphasized by its composition.  
Therefore, the architecture of  the dom for writers, articulated in its two distinct volumes, 
became a window offering a glance over that body of  water through its large openings, able 
to inspire those sublime feelings so sought after (fig. 4). 
The first volume of  the 1930s follows the line of  the mountain and the guidelines of  that 
early Armenian modernism, close to the experiments conducted during the Muscovite 
years by the two Armenian architects G. Kochar and M. Mazmanyan. It is divided into a 
series of  roof-terraces facing the opposite shore of  the lake placing of  colors and 
reflections, ad described in the writings of  those who visited the place.  
Numerous changes followed on this first volume, perhaps dictated by that sudden lowering 
of  the water level of  the lake which determined a new relation between the House of  
Creativity and the slope and made it necessary to posthumously add two more basal planes, 
trying to reach the inexorable descent of  water.  
The 1960s were years of  great transformations during which the glazed berceau beside the 
first volume also found its final form in that large new dining room extended to the waters 
of  the lake. It was a large terrace with an inclined flat roof, outcome of  the new architectural 
season of  the second Armenian modernism.  
Large openings were still present, as well as a new circular terrace embracing the whole 
panorama of  the lake. 
In a continuous exchange, nature entered in the architecture that merged with it, blurring 
the clear line between inside and outside, between room and landscape. The architecture 
with its balconies and terraces became indissolubly bounded to ne nature around.  
 

                                                
8 Katerina Clark, Moscow, the Fourth Rome: Stalinism, Cosmopolitanism and the Evolution of Soviet Culture 
1931-1941 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011), 180. 
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Figure 4: Unknown photographer, Photograph from the lake of  the first volume of  the 1930s and of  the 
monastic complex of  Sevanavank, 1950 (Archive Mikael Mazmanyan). 
 
A way of  living that already belonged to the vernacular Caucasian world, made up of  
gardens that like light wells reached the sky, or even balconies and verandas overlooking to 
be looked at. The spaces of  the Armenian residential architecture were of  a type capable 
of  living in the historical architectural inheritance and bridging to the Soviet period: as in 
the terraces of  the House of  Creativity which, following the line of  the slope down to the 
lake, became part of  the surrounding landscape and at the same time unconscious 
stopovers from which the visitor could contemplate the spectacle of  the nature 
surrounding it.  
A return to types and form and their analogy, their common matrix of  shapes, and idea of  
architecture that repeats itself, albeit layered and modified by experience. And so, we find 
a terrace protruding on the lake as a continuation of  the rooms built in the 1930s, and also 
a veranda in the large dining room that, despite being more protected, is still facing the 
surrounding mountain landscape. Spaces paraded and hidden through a series of  glances 
that follow and describe the way of  living of  the meridian Caucasus.  
Exterior and interior are continuously connected. The terrace, the veranda and the covered 
loggia become the extension of  the Armenian rural domestic landscape, belonging to the 
historical architectural inheritance to which the Soviet period overlapped.  
The architecture is a panoramic viewpoint or a simple window, offering those views, 
sometimes hidden sometimes displayed, that have always belonged to Armenian domestic 
life, embraced by its surrounding landscapes.  
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Therefore, there is no longer a clear division between inside and outside, but another space 
defined, space which Foucault would have called the place of  heteropia9. In a unique real 
place several incompatible spaces are juxtaposed, but as no boundaries are defined, they 
become a whole made of  many “A whole series of  places that are strangers to each other 
are realized in the same scene”10 
The windows and infrastructure are not simply designated to the aesthetic contemplation 
and perception, but have the intentionality to adhere to the project of  the greater Soviet 
Union. 
This is therefore the sublime nature of  the South, the object of  worship of  psycho-physical 
renewal of  the new socialist man: “People get to know the land, the waters, the sky, the 
plants and the robes; then they know the light of  the calm days, the light of  rains and 
thunderstorms; the colors of  the sunrises and sunset and know how, for each season, 
meadows change, and the harvests, the orchards, the woods and the paths, even the animals 
in the woods and the air. Eventually, they understand the meaning of  the landscape, which 
sometimes has a quick and even annoying motion, and some other is slow and sweet or in 
other ways”11 (fig. 5). 
The beauty of  this connection between architecture and nature was able to inspire a joyful 
feeling of  attachment to the native land and at the same time of  emotional participation in 
the idea of  building socialism and the general Soviet design.  
This was therefore the view intended for those writers who, especially after the renewed 
political climate established in the USSR in the late 1950s and the late 1960s, went on to 
define what in cinema was called the season of  the clean skies, or the thaw in literature. A 
new time aligned with the hopes of  the French philosopher J. P. Sartre who condemned 
“the line of  fire”12 that separate the two cultural realities, the Soviet and the Western, whose 
only survival could lie solely in their “conflicting unity”13.  If  in fact the objective of  the 
socialist state was the construction of  a society based upon a higher human plane, in other 
words capable of  expressing higher values, it could have only been realized eliminating the 
“defensive reflex of  the Soviet culture, which had almost become a reflection of  war, because 
if  culture is made by men for men, it must be demilitarized”14. 
Therefore, the partial democratization of  domestic policy followed by the light reduction 
of  international tension, had, albeit in its limited manifestations, a significant impact on the 
cultural environment of  the country. The iron curtain separating the Soviet Union from 
the West had been scratched, pointing out the need for interaction with the outside world. 
One after another, delegations of  intellectuals from different countries began to arrive in 
the USSR (fig. 6), promoting a series of  meeting which, although mainly of  
acknowledgement and letting contacts, were able to leave behind new paths of  thoughts. 
                                                
9 Marco Vegetti, “La macchina da cura. L’eterotopia ospedaliera di Foucalt”, in Utopiae finis? Percorsi 
tra utopismi e progetto, ed. Alessandro De Magistris and Aurora Scotti (Turin: Accademia University 
Press, 2018), 99-116. 
10 Michel Foucault, Utopias. Heterotrophies (Naples: Cronopio, 2006), 16. 
11 Ettore Sottsass, Per qualcuno può essere lo spazio (Milan: Adelphi, 2017), 35. 
12 Vieri Quilici, Architettura sovietica contemporanea (Bologna: Cappelli Editore, 1965), 23. 
13 Jean-Paul Sartre, “The Cold War and the Unity of Culture”, Rebirth (October 1962), 10. 
14 Jean-Paul Sartre, “Demilitarizing of Culture”, Rebirth (July 1962), 12. 
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Figure 5: Francois Dupuy, Analogic photograph of  the second volume of  the 60s. Armenia Lake Sevan, 2014 
ca. (Private Archive Dupuy Francois). 
 

 
 
Figure 6: Eduard Topchyan, Photograph of  J. P. Sartre's stay with his wife Simone de Beauvoir on Lake Sevan, 
1963 (Archive Alexander Topchyan). 
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Thus, many intellectual, guest of  the House of  Creativity on the lake, visited the landscapes 
of  the Soviet Armenia giving us some of  the most evocative descriptions of  that sublime 
nature of  the South, able to rediscover that feeling of  national identity of  that new reality 
that the Soviet Union was with its nine different time zones.
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