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�A���NG VI�N�US
TRANS�TIO�S �F P�ST-
�OCIA��ST UR�AN SPA�E�

Felix Ackermann, Benjamin Cope & Miodrag Kuč

This book is the first volume documenting an 
ongoing research on participatory approaches 
towards urban spaces in changing societies. 
It pursues a tenet of the Laboratory of Critical 
Urbanism that the contemporary moment is 
one marked by an ongoing reconfiguration of 
the local, regional, national and global scales  
at which societies are organised. In this context, 
urbanism, or the practices shaping the every-
day life of cities, is no longer primarily an effect 
of decisions made by state run planning bodies, 
but rather is a dynamic and heterogeneous  
process that needs to be critically rethought 
from various angles. It is on the basis of an 
analysis of the changing context in which cities 
function that this research project frames the 
question of inhabitant participation. Firstly, the 
project asks how this changed context produces 
new barriers to, and possibilities of, social in-
clusion. Secondly, it aims to explore how, in this 
context, academic research can serve to facil-
itate the inclusion of citizens in the processes 
of transforming urban spaces. And finally, it 
also seeks to develop methods to include these 
citizens into the research design not as objects, 
but as subjects.

The project argues that the changed modalities 
in which spaces function are especially visible 
and emerge in a specific form in the cities of 
Eastern Europe. Here, for more than four dec-
ades the state played a particularly central 
role in shaping urban spaces in line with Soviet 
ideology. Up until 1991 private ownership was 
abandoned, so it was not just the forms and 

significance of public spaces that were framed 
by state decisions. The transformation of polit-
ical system that occurred after independence 
led to the exposure of built environments and 
everyday practices inherited from the Soviet 
Union to a multifarious and multi-scalar patch-
work of modes of owning, defining, valuing, 
managing, regulating, enacting, contesting and 
neglecting land and its uses. In this context, we 
understand mapping as the activity of develop-
ing a methodology to investigate and document 
how everyday urban life is constituted in this 
post-socialist context. A critical reflection on 
mapping also serves as a tool for testing the 
potential and limitations of academic work to 
both analyse and intervene in this context. This 
means that the creation of visualised maps was 
not the core aim, but that the making of a map 
forms a part of the conceptualisation process.

A particular aim of the mapping book series is 
to address the Russian speaking communities 
 in the Baltics, seen by outside observers as a 
group whose potential social exclusion implies 
a threatening undercurrent of geo-political 
destabilisation. While under the Soviet Union, 
Russian formed a privileged node in the Soviet 
state’s political project of a union of nations 
advancing on the path towards a common com-
munist future, in an independent Lithuania this 
cultural marker has a different significance. 
The aim of our project is not however to ana-
lyse this in political terms, but to explore how 
the urban spaces in which groups of Russian 
speakers live are currently produced through  
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munication – particularly among those who 
were born before 1991. In the wooden part of 
Šnipiškės, on the other hand, matters are the 
other way around: Russian is the dominant 
language for many, while Lithuanian is on the 
rise among younger inhabitants. While both 
languages are present in the everyday sphere, 
it is Russian that rather serves as the lingua 
franca in this part of the city, while Lithuanian 
is spoken at least by everybody who was born 
after 1991.

While Šnipiškės and Lazdynai look and function 
quite differently, we decided in both cases not 
to distinguish the ethnic, national or religious 
identities of inhabitants. In so doing, we wish to  
highlight that the question of the participation  
of inhabitants in the transformation of both  
districts is not to be misunderstood as a par-
ticular problem of Russian speakers. Among 
the reasons for this is the fact that, in Lithuania, 
the vague and rather diverse group of Russian 
speakers are in almost all cases Lithuanian 
citizens and are politically included to a very 
large degree into the society. This does not 
mean that there are no cases of exclusion from 
society and public life due to forms of Russian 
cultural identity. However, in both districts we 
do not find a clear line of division between a 
Lithuanian and Russian speaking population, 
but rather situational uses of both languages 
depending on the social context, which might 
be influenced by geographical descent, age  
or social background, with no strict rule as to  
the impact of these factors. A particular socio- 

a reconfiguration of spatial scales. The argu-
ment for so doing is that only on the basis of a 
better understanding of the modalities through 
which social inclusion and exclusion in Baltic 
cities are today generated can an assessment 
of their impact on the Russian speaking popu-
lation be made. It is therefore our aim to ex plore 
the position of Russian speaking populations 
by way of an analysis of the everyday processes 
through which urban life is today produced. In 
order to prevent methodological nationalism 
and the essentialisation of ethnic identities,  
we decided in this first volume deliberately not  
to focus on a Russian speaking group, but to  
instead explore methodologies of mapping in 
participatory fieldwork in two very different dis-
tricts of Vilnius, whose populations and built  
environments were in different ways jeo-
pardised in the course of socio-geographical 
transformations after socialism. This decision 
has a number of justifications, which will be 
extrapolated further in the argument made  
by this book. Among the most pressing is that 
we look into two districts of Vilnius, Lazdynai 
and Šnipiškės, as rather particular, but at 
the same time typical parts of the Lithuanian 
capital. Among the particularities of Lazdynai, 
built in the late 1960s, early 70s, is that Russian 
language speakers live in this district among 
Lithuanian speakers and are separated neither  
in terms of spatial segregation inside the dis-
trict nor in terms of symbolic segregation in 
the public sphere. While Lithuanian is today the 
dominant means of communication in public,  
Russian is still part of everyday life com 

of their built environments are still comprised 
of infrastructure constructed to form the hab-
itats of urban life under very different social 
paradigms. Thus, in Vilnius, if you look beyond 
the city’s increasingly tourist visited UNESCO 
heritage centre, you encounter districts such 
as Šnipiškės, where early 20th century wooden 
housing sits back-to-back with post-modernist 
skyscrapers, or Lazdynai, where an acclaimed 
socialist modernist sleeping district now strug-
gles to function in new configurations. The texts 
in both the introductory theoretical section, as 
well as those documenting empirical research 
projects in the two districts, raise a wide range 
of questions that emerge as these habitats 
confront a new context.

Lazdynai was initially planned as a modernist 
sleeping district, in other words, as a place of 
leisure and rest after the day of labour within 
the socialist regime of production. It was both 
an exemplary sleeping district and equally, as 
discussed in the Lazdynai section of this book, 
in different ways exceptional, establishing a 
new quality of Soviet residential area. The re-
gimes of work, rest and play that the district 
exists in are now very different, meaning that 
the district no longer functions as orginially 
envisaged.

Šnipiškės, on the other hand, is a historical 
suburb in the north of Vilnius. Until World War 
II, it used to be a rather poor living district for 
Jewish and Polish workers and craftsmen. 
While Jews were murdered in the Holocaust, 

spatial outcome is the production of places, 
where local forms of vernacular languages are 
mixed on an everyday basis. This made some 
parts of Lazdynai an overlapping public space, 
where both Lithuanian and Russian have been 
spoken by two generations of inhabitants in 
shifting constellations. In Šnipiškės, Lithuanian 
is less present and a Slavonic vernacluar based 
on Belarusian grammar and syntax combined 
with Russian and some influences from Polish 
is an everyday phenomenon. The decision not 
to separate any language or ethnic group for 
the analysis in this volume is grounded in the 
underlying assumption that the changing pat-
terns of participation in the processes of the 
making of spaces and exclusion affecting these 
two districts is a more general issue which 
needs to be addressed to all citizens, without a 
particular focus e.g. on Russian speakers. In a 
second volume, we will turn towards Visaginas, 
an almost fully Russian speaking city in the 
East of Lithuania, which was built only in the 
late 1970s аs a satellite of the Ignalina Nuclear 
Power Plant. 

This volume on Vilnius contextualises the pro-
ject within the specific dilemmas of the urban 
spaces in North-Eastern Europe, by perform-
ing an intensive project of critical mapping 25 
years after the fall of communism in Central 
and Eastern Europe. Radical changes have oc-
curred in the meantime both in the social prac-
tices and urban forms of cities in this region. At 
the same time, however, the life of these cities 
is also shaped by the fact that large sections 
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of relations between built environments and 
social forms? The mapping of these two dis-
tricts, thus, aimed to build a fuller picture of the 
processes involved in post-socialist urbanism. 

An important stage for this research was a 
winter school, »Mapping Post-Socialist Urban 
Spaces in Vilnius«, organised by the European 
Humanities University’s Laboratory of Critical 
Urbanism and Lithuanian partners, such as 
Archfondas and Laimikis. The Laboratory works 
under the principle that new interdisciplinary 
configurations of academic thought and prac-
tical intervention are necessary for a fuller 
understanding of the diversity and complexity 
of emergent socio-spatial forms. This is par-
ticularly so in the case of the regions, cities 
and rural areas of Central and Eastern Europe, 
where hybrid and often paradoxical spatial par-
adigms and social processes can be observed. 
In particular, the Laboratory works to explore 
built environments in their complex and uneven 
interactions with the international movement 
and regulation of people, ideas, goods and 
money characteristic of contempo rary capital-
ism. Through developing a range of research 
and intervention projects the Laboratory of 
Critical Urbanism works in collaboration and 
overlap with the Critical Urban Studies track 
within the Cultural Studies MA programme at 
European Humanities University. The aim is 
to construct a repertoire of working methods 
enabling both the better understanding of 
socio- spatial forms, on local and comparative 
international levels, and the development of 

most Poles were forced to leave Vilnius after 
the city was re-annexed by the Soviet Union in 
1944. On the location of the remaining houses, 
Soviet urban planners envisioned a new city 
centre. This was in fact erected only after the 
fall of the Soviet Union, when a new municipality 
building and business skyscrapers were con-
structed next to the wooden part of Šnipiškės. 
Because of privatisation, land speculation and 
an ongoing uncertainty in regard to the future 
development of the district, many post-war 
inhabitants of the district still remain in their 
wooden houses and do not intend to give up 
their newly central location.

The aim of the project was to explore how to-
day’s social practices in these two districts are 
related to the material infrastructures and  
local historical perceptions of each of the two 
very different case districts. In particular, we 
were interested to explore how the everyday 
practices of these districts, each in their own 
way a distinctive element of Vilnius’ late social-
ist form, emerge in relation to the changed 
structural framework of today’s international 
context. While Lazdynai is a perfect example of 
a newly built environment, Šnipiškės is rather 
an example of a non-built Soviet environment. 
What new threats of exclusion and chances for 
participation emerge in these two districts in a 
context in which urbanism is no longer primari-
ly shaped by the agendas of the nation state? 
Do the shortcomings of the Soviet state in 
stamping its ideological mark on spaces of 
Lithuania’s capital offer lessons for the future 
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tion, scholars from different academic back-
grounds give a theoretical account of issues 
relevant to thinking about mapping in the 
par ticular context of post-socialist spaces. In 
the main two sections, students describe and 
analyse their approaches to mapping Lazdynai 
and Šnipiškės. And in a final part, we rethink 
the main insights, give an account of how to use 
mapping as a technique of international trans-
disciplinary group work and name open issues. 

In the book’s opening text, Felix Ackermann, 
Benjamin Cope and Miodrag Kuč offer their  
account of mapping as a conceptual and prac-
tical tool of situated social research. In the  
following chapter, Siarhei Liubimau questions 
the heuristic value of the term post-socialism  
and elaborates on what it means to use post- 
socialism as an analytical optic for social re-
search. Further, Dalia Čiupalaitė analyses im-
ages promoting new housing estates in Vilnius 
to formulate answers as to what constitutes 
post-socialist spaces. In so doing, she reveals 
how these new housing estates suggest both 
a cleavage with, and a continuation of, social-
ist-modernist modes of thinking about the city. 
Indrė Ruseckaitė, for her part, focuses on the 
role of narratives in establishing value in archi-
tecture. In particular, she explores the dearth 
or difficulties of narratives when it comes to 
post-socialist modernist districts, with special 
reference to Lazdynai and the later socialist 
modernist districts constructed in Vilnius in its 
wake. Tomas Grunskis, meanwhile, takes issue 
with the question of participation, exploring and 

specific conditions of two districts of today’s 
Vilnius. What can experimental mapping show 
us about how social relations are constructed 
in post-socialist spaces? What role can map-
ping play in enabling a fuller understanding  
of the issues involved in social inclusion and 
exclusion in today’s Lithuanian capital? In so 
doing, the project engaged with the potential 
and problems of mapping at a time when the 
spread of digital technologies is multiplying 
both the quantity and range of maps being pro-
duced. The final product of the students’ work 
was thus an experimental mapping project of 
one aspect of the life of either of the two case 
study districts. The students first presented 
these in an open meeting in each of the districts 
and then further worked on their ideas for this 
publication. A further important step in the pro-
cess of moving from the initial fieldwork to the 
publication of this book was a collaboration with 
students from the Kunsthochschule Berlin 
Weißensee. These students worked to design 
and illustrate the book, and significantly re-
worked the original maps to fit the publication ś 
overall concept and form. Thus, the maps in-
cluded in this volume are a composite product 
of successive stages of work on a path from 
research to publication.

This volume brings together the maps created 
with an analysis of their political, social and 
academic contexts. Thus, the book presents an 
exploration both of the process of mapping and 
the material about Vilnius uncovered through  
the mapping projects. In an introductory sec-

maps inset into this publication and the articles 
that accompany them.
 
In grounding our questioning of mapping, the 
next step was to specify the context in which we 
are working. As a starting point, we organised 
an intensive introduction into the urban space of 
 Vilnius and surrounding debates over whether 
it still makes sense to frame it as post-social-
ist. This issue is further explored in Siarhei 
Liubimau’s article in this volume. Our explo-
ration of Lazdynai and Šnipiškės included in-
depth walks though both districts led by Indrė 
Ruseckaitė from Archfondas and Jekaterina 
Lavrinec from Laimikis, lectures presenting the 
main questions posed by each district and visits 
to key locations, such as the TV Tower that ris-
es above Lazdynai, or the retro-futuristic late 
Soviet Planetarium and multi-language milieu 
of the outdoor Calvary Market in Šnipiškės. 
Afterwards we split into two fieldwork groups, 
each using different approaches to mapping 
in these two districts of the Lithuanian capital. 
Thus, by the end of our first stage of work, we 
had one group focusing on the continued exist-
ence of pre-socialist urban forms in Šnipiškės 
and another examining the new contexts fram-
ing socialist architectural forms in Lazdynai. 
Over the course of a second stage, work contin-
ued in small interdisciplinary research groups, 
each of which developed a mapping project of 
their own. 

The research thus involved a wide-ranging ex-
ploration of what it means to do mapping in the 

proposals for alternative models of spatial ex-
perience or organisation.

The Mapping Vilnius project, that brought to-
gether a group of German, Belarusian, Lithua-
nian, Czech and Estonian participants from 
disciplines ranging from architecture to urban 
studies, cultural geography and anthropology 
in an intensive programme of theoretical and 
empirical research, was just such a project. 
The aim of »Mapping Post-Socialist Urban 
Spaces« was to investigate two case studies 
in Vilnius, as a way of broadening the under-
standing of these districts and the potentials of  
academic work in relation to them. In develop-
ing our modes of mapping, we stressed that we  
do not have ready answers – the question of how  
to map these spaces is one that we are working 
on ourselves, and we invited students to join 
us in exploring ideas through empirical work. 
During an introductory part, we addressed the 
idea of the recent proliferation of modalities 
and media of mapping as both a challenge and 
an opportunity for navigating and representing 
spatial dimensions of social realities. In par-
ticular, we addressed the issues of the blurring 
of what counts as a map, the impact of digital 
mapping technologies on the measurement 
and representation of spatial data and the so-
cial critique of maps as ideological/power  
constructs, encouraging that experimenting 
with the tools and forms of mapping can con-
stitute an integral part of research. These ideas 
are further developed in the book’s opening 
chapter, while the results are shown in the five 
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Maximilian Hellriegel and Lennart Wesiolek, 
which explores a number of vernacular terms 
used to designate all or parts of Šnipiškės. By 
digging into the stories behind these various 
terms, the authors explore the role of popular 
narratives in creating the meaning of spaces 
and also consider how local insights challenge 
the terminology and boundary divisions used 
on official maps. By working with sound re-
cordings, the group also investigates how dig-
ital technologies can expand the possibilities 
of mapping and thus change the paradigms 
through which we relate to particular spaces.

In the final section, we reflect on the outcomes 
of this project and suggest some routes for 
further work. In a final text, Felix Ackermann 
foregrounds the role of translation, both be-
tween cultural contexts and disciplinary para-
digms, as a key part of this project, understood 
as an example of the internationalisation of 
higher education. In so-doing, he analyses the 
dynamics of cooperation between participants 
in an intense multi-disciplinary environment, 
but also reflects on certain asymmetries that 
emerged between the different groups of par-
ticipants. In their reflective text, Benjamin Cope 
and Miodrag Kuč consider the new horizons 
and obstacles emerging after using mapping 
as a core element in a number of recent re-
search and activist projects in various spaces 
of Lithuania and other locations in Central and 
Eastern Europe. Their aim is to prompt further 
reflection in elaborating what still is an emer-
gent paradigm.

The final Lazdynai text, by Elisa Gerbsch, 
Justas Juzėnas and Benjamin Cope, explores 
the socialist/post-socialist transformation of 
Lazdynai through the optic of leisure. What role 
did leisure play in Lazdynai’s past as an exem-
plary socialist modernist district, what role 
does it play today in an age of the rise of the 
leisure economy, and what roles might it play in 
scenarios for the district’s future?

The third section devoted to Šnipiškės is intro-
duced by Kamilė Užpalytė’s historical examina-
tion of changes in the district through time. In 
so doing, the author indicates points of trans-
formation and points of continuity in the dis-
trict’s history. Alina Jablonskaya, meanwhile, 
focuses on the key issue of housing privati-
sation in Vilnius as a means of understanding 
the dynamics of Šnipiškės. Through interviews 
with both inhabitants and developers, she 
questions a simplistic division of post-socialist 
societies into winners and losers, arguing that 
the subjective perspectives of inhabitants are 
more nuanced and must be taken into account. 
Clemens Weise and Gerda Vaitkevičiūtė, in 
their text, explore the key issue of heritage 
in Šnipiškės. The city has plans to preserve a 
part of the wooden housing of the so-called 
Shanghai part of Šnipiškės, but on what ba-
sis do they attribute a particular space with 
heritage value and how does this relate to the 
issues confronted by residents in their every-
day lives? The question of names is further 
developed in the final text in the Šnipiškės sec-
tion, by Kotryna Valiukevičiūtė, Yagmur Koreli, 

critiquing why it has become an emergent, even 
dominant paradigm in architecture, and com-
menting on its appearances in the Lithuanian 
context. In the final text of the introductory 
section, Felix Ackermann examines issues in-
volved in reading maps as evidence of historical 
perceptions, with special reference to one of 
the first maps of Vilnius, the 1579 Braun map 
of Vilna.

The second and third sections of the book, on 
Lazdynai and Šnipiškės respectively, are devot-
ed to texts deepening the contexts and describ-
ing the processes represented by the maps  
included in this volume. After a collective intro-
ductory text on the architectural history of 
Lazdynai, Aliaksandra Smirnova, and Tomáš 
Samec explore how the transition from social-
ism to post-socialism in Lazdynai can be under-
stood as, and analysed through, changing 
modes of accessibility. For the authors, not only 
have the hilly landscape and an ageing popu-
lation brought a new urgency to problems of 
physical accessibility, but post-socialism in  
the district is also marked by new barriers to 
informational and symbolic access. Philip Boos, 
Inga Freimane, Andrei Karpeka, Anu Kägu and 
Miglė Paužaitė, meanwhile, perform a multi-
faceted analysis of the top-down and »bottle -
up« organisation of trash transformations in 
today’s Lazdynai. Their historical optic, from 
socialism to post-, enables them to see differ-
ences in understandings of the functions and 
meanings of trash as evidence of wider changes 
in the relations between humans and nature. 
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F�VE �I�ENS�ON�
�F MA���NG

Felix Ackermann, Benjamin Cope & Miodrag Kuč

At the Laboratory of Critical Urbanism, we ex-
plore mapping as a tool for developing new 
connections between concepts and empirical 
data in the performing of social research and 
representing of its results. The experimental 
nature of this work is intensified by the fact  
that the small research teams performing the 
mapping projects are usually both international 
and interdisciplinary, composed of a mix of  
architects, geographers, anthropologists, cul-
tural theorists, designers, sociologists, etc.. 
Project participants have different disciplinary 
and cultural perspectives on the role, nature 
and purpose of mapping. The answers to »what 
is mapping?« are not pre-programmed in ad-
vance: rather the winter school mapping two 
districts of Vilnius, Lazdynai and Šnipiškės,  
and the resulting texts and maps that form the 
basis of this publication constitute part of an 
ongoing project of experimenting with and re-
flecting on the possibilities of mapping as a 
spatially critical methodology in the contempo-
rary social sciences. We therefore understand 
the discussions, disputes and negotiations that 
arise, and that arose during the school, as an 
important part of this ongoing learning process. 
The »Five Dimensions of Mapping« set out be-
low are not precepts of how to map, but rather 
present fields of enquiry which frame the direc-
tions in which we see mapping developing. 
 
I. Mapping as process
By terming the first dimension, »mapping as 
process« our aim is to emphasise the process 
of mapping over the object, map. For us, map-

ping is a term that refers not so much to the 
producing of a map, as to a wider, more multi-
farious, critically informed process of investi-
gation into how spaces are produced (a part of 
which may include making a map). By drawing 
attention to mapping as process, it is our in-
tention to place our work in the context of the 
complex, and for us key, question of contempo-
rary social and cultural sciences: how do social 
relations produce particular spaces and what 
role do particular spaces play in the production 
of social relations? This question is intimately 
linked to that of post-socialism since it was the 
fall of state socialism in Eastern Europe that 
led Francis Fukuyama to wonder whether we 
had not reached the end of history, constituted 
by liberal, market oriented democracies as the 
optimum mode of socio-political organisation 
(1989). As a counter-proposition, however, Neil 
Smith proposed that the end of history might 
signal the beginning of geography, in that the 
absence of a bi-polar geopolitical framework 
might open up new possibilities for analysing 
what actually makes spaces different (Smith, 
1990; p. X). Such concepts as a »spatial turn« 
in the social sciences (Soja, 1989), »glocalisa-
tion« (Swyngedouw, 2004), a global sense of 
place (Massey, 1994), friction (Tsing, 2005) or 
»uneven spatial development« (Brenner, 2009) 
all constitute tools developed for analysing 
a contemporary world in which processes of 
globalisation have gone hand-in-hand with a 
production of diverse socio-economic-politi-
cal-cultural configurations across a range of 
spatial scales. The difficulty of making sense 
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duced and the diversity of perspectives through 
which they are mapped. The second is that 
mapping seeks to provide a fuller foundation 
for the problematic question of whether these 
spaces can be referred to as post-socialist. The 
debates about what was socialism in Eastern 
Europe and what comes after it (Verdery, 1996), 
about whether the social forms that have fol-
lowed it are somehow distinct and, if so, what 
they should be called, are manifold (Stenning 
and Hörschelman, 2008; Forrester, Gapova, 
Zaborowska, 2004). Certainly, as well as points 
of resemblance across the built environments 
and social practices of post-socialist cities, 
there is also a great diversity between the expe-
riences of former socialist countries, between 
different types and sizes of cities, and as we 
show in this book, between districts within cit-
ies. Indeed, our decision in this project to work 
on two quite different districts of Vilnius was 
to focus attention on the level of the district as 
also having a key influence in shaping post- 
socialist socio-spatial forms.

In underlining mapping as process, we wish to 
position our approach as an experiment seek-
ing to develop a spatially oriented methodology 
to social research by working at the conceptual 
and empirical intersections of a range of disci-
plines. 

II. Mapping as technique 
Having stressed above our multi-disciplinary 
approach to what constitutes mapping, it is 
nonetheless also important to recognise that 

of the local within a global horizon, or of what 
Henri Lefebvre referred to as the »production 
of space«, is an ongoing political and academic 
challenge (Lefebvre, 1991).
 
In this context, Henri Lefebvre’s rhetorical 
question, cited by Neil Brenner, is a powerful 
inspiration for our work: »How many maps (…) 
might be needed to deal exhaustively with a  
given space, to code and decode all its meanings 
and contents? It is doubtful whether a finite 
number can ever be given in answer to this sort 
of question« (Brenner, 2009, p. 33; Lefebvre, 
1991, p. 85). In this statement, Lefebvre posits 
that any given space is comprised of a poten-
tially infinite number of social relations. Despite 
the impossibility of mapping all these relations, 
there is nonetheless in Lefebvre’s injunction a 
sense that it is only by increasing the number of 
mappings that we can attempt to more fully 
understand a given space and how it functions. 
In light of these reflections, we see mapping as 
a process of exploring the diversity of the social 
relations and meanings of a given space, of 
tracking the spatial distribution of social rela-
tions and of seeking to understand how the 
phenomena observed relate to other spatial 
scales.

In this light, mapping post-socialist spaces has 
two important aspects. The first is that in the 
international configuration of the academic 
production of critical geography or urban stud-
ies, post-socialist cities are under-mapped, 
both in the sense of the number of maps pro-

2009). This opening of the field of mapping also 
poses the question as to the value or reliability 
of maps, especially under an ever-increasing 
pressure of speed to be up-to-date (in crisis 
management) or to meet imposed time-frames 
(e.g. for the next issue of a political magazine), 
and thus of the techniques required or useful  
to make good maps in this widened field. On  
the other hand, the rise of geo-informational 
mapping technologies and the consequent 
questions of who gathers and holds what spa-
tial information and for what purposes has also 
promoted thinking about how to produce maps 
that counter this tendency: through playful, 
low-tech, idiosyncratic, artistic or ephemeral 
mapping projects that seek to map otherwise 
or challenge what counts as a map (Crampton 
and Krygier, 2005). It should also be noted that 
both the history of mapping and the ways in 
which mapping practices are currently chang-
ing vary significantly in different places, and 
that these issues deserve further research in 
post-socialist spaces (see, for example, 
Ackermann 2011).

What is certain is that in the field of changing 
understandings and roles of data, mapping 
emerges as a crucial element in reflecting on 
and moving between data and its transforma-
tion into representations or arguments. In 
working in such a context, the techniques and 
methodologies of map-making become a very 
significant question, and it is our understanding 
that a good place to start is through a reflection 
on the various aspects involved in making a 

the current moment is one where techniques  
of map-making are undergoing significant 
up heaval. Advances in technologies both of 
the recording and processing of data, and in 
the production of maps mean that questions 
of what is a map, what can and what should 
not be mapped, the ways in which maps can 
be made and their roles in organising the 
everyday life of spaces are a heated field of ac-
ademic discussion, practical experimentation, 
business competition and political struggle 
(Latour and Hermant, 1998; Dodge, Kitchin, 
Perkins, 2009). Data for maps can now be 
tracked at previously unthinkable micro- and 
mega-scales (Jazairy, 2011), in previously un-
thinkable volumes (Kitchin, 2014) and at pre-
viously unthinkable speeds, for example being 
transferred into cartographic representations 
in real-time through the technologies often 
referred to as »smart cities« (Kitchin, 2013, see 
also the research project led by Kitchin »The 
Programmable City«).

This situation has had powerful repercussions 
for both the professional skills and trade of 
map-making, and the place of mapping within 
wider disciplinary, business and political con-
figurations. On the one hand, map-making is no 
longer the preserve of expert institutions linked 
to state power, such as the UK’s Ordnance 
Survey, nor of the disciplinary training of geo-
graphers – indeed the field of open-source or 
crowd-mapping gains its power precisely in 
collectively sourcing geo-spatial information 
from a wide range of participants (Crampton, 
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data. The ability of the concept and the data to 
work together to tell a compelling, enlightening 
and convincing story about a space is the co-
efficient of success.

2. data (-base) – what data is needed and how 
can it be found
Data refers to the information gathered during 
fieldwork that will form the basis of the map. 
What counts as data is an open question and 
will be decided by the concept. However, it is 
data that provides the grounding for the argu-
ment that the map makes. Thus, data must be 
found in sufficient quantity and quality, given 
the time parameters established by workshops 
and summer schools, to convince that the argu-
ment made by the map is grounded. 

The question of the relationship between data 
and spaces also poses the question of who 
produces the data. For while it is the incom-
ing specialist who records the information, it 
is often locals who produce the information 
through their conversations, insights or every-
day practices. Thus, despite the sensitivity and 
good intentions of mappers, one might pose 
the question of whether such a model can 
go beyond exploitative modes of mapmaking 
(Latour, 1986). To challenge this model, a vari-
ety of participatory models have been worked 
through, from open street map to engaging lo-
cals in constructing maps, in order to attempt 
to make the creating of the map a communal 
project.

map. Amongst these, we suggest to consider 
the following features in developing mapping 
projects:

1. concept – what it is interesting to map
Given the multi-dimensional and dynamic na-
ture of the world postulated above, the role of 
the concept is fundamental to mapping. It is 
the concept that determines how a route can be 
traced through the dizzying plenitude of phe-
nomena that can be observed in any space and 
the relations out of which the space is formed. 
There is no simple methodology for developing  
a concept. The quest for a concept involves both 
fieldwork, background research and theoretical 
exploration, and the experience, personality 
and interests of the researcher or research 
group. In other words, it is a process of connect-
ing ideas and data to tell the story of a space. 

The concept obviously develops in tight connec-
tion with the data discovered during fieldwork, 
and these two elements of map-making con-
stantly impact on one another. What is sought 
for in the field will depend on the idea to be 
mapped, just as the idea being mapped will be  
decided and refined depending on what is found  
in the field. Surprising and apparently micro- 
data found during a forensic combing of the 
field can open up new avenues for the concep-
tual frame of a project. There is no pre- defined 
template for a good concept and data: a humor-
ous idea and apparently insignificant or un-
sound data can form the basis of as successful 
a mapping project as heavy theory and/or big 

geometrical or conceptual framework of the 
map proposes a relation to the world. However, 
critical mapping also poses the question of the 
measure (Lefebvre, 2004), of what are the prin-
ciples through which one piece of information 
is related to another. In other words, the pro-
cess through which pieces of information are 
put into relation is qualitative, it is a question of 
deciding how these pieces of information relate 
and why, and what role this relation plays in the 
construction of space. 

5. scale – how multiple time-space relations 
can be synchronised
The question of scale is a key question for criti-
cal mapping: how is any given space composed 
through a multiplicity of scalar relations? This 
poses a problem for mapping: what kinds of ex-
perimentation with the traditional two-dimen-
sional projection of a map are needed to try to 
illustrate this multi-scalarity? 

Here digital technologies clearly help as they 
allow documents to be magnified and complex 
pieces of information to be stored at micro lev-
els: thus enabling a mapping document to be 
genuinely multi-scalar. However, digital map-
ping technologies also ask the question of how 
the storage and presentation of information is 
conditioned by what the codes and hardware of 
the technology itself make possible: how does 
the multi-scalarity of technology relate to the 
multi-scalarity of the world? Might, therefore, 
deliberately low-tech mapping strategies also 
not enable something valuable to be shown 

3. selectivity – what needs to be ignored
Not believing in the Google fallacy that every-
thing can be shown, but believing everything to 
be of consequence and that dissimilarity can be 
a good reason for connecting diverse items of 
information, the question of what to leave out 
and on what principles, in other words of selec-
tivity, becomes an important working principle. 
It is important both in terms of refining the 
connection between data and concept, and also 
in ensuring that a mapping project can be a 
completable work. In an open and transforming 
world, how can individual projects achieve clo-
sure? In this ambition, foregrounding selectivi-
ty, or what to leave out, as an active principle is 
an important feature of map-making.

4. organisation – how distinct items of data 
can be structured and related to one another
The question of organisation is that of how to 
relate the three elements above: concept, data 
and selectivity. This is a complex issue as data 
can be of very different types and what connects 
one element to another is not obvious until 
defined by the mapping project itself: the re-
lations can be those of dissonance as much as 
those of consonance or similarity, or cause and 
effect. In this sense, mapping can be described 
as the creative connection of diverse items of 
data of different sorts.

Here we encounter the question of the relations 
between qualitative and quantitative data. Maps 
always involve a quantification of data in that 
they place data in a spatial relation, since the 

↘ Photo © Eric Pawlitzky
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The above list of aspects of mapping technique 
relevant to critical mapping is rather cursory, 
and the role that technical expertise and prac-
tices of various sorts can play in generating 
new understandings and uses of mapping is a 
field in need of further research. Indeed, the 
conflicts and discussions during the winter 
school made it clear that anthropologists, geo-
graphers and architects have different empha-
ses and understandings of what is constituted 
by mapping and how it should be carried out. We  
see these discussions as a productive field of 
investigation for contemporary social sciences.

III. Mapping as source
Reading, interpreting and navigating with maps, 
 plans and models are a vital part of the process 
of experiencing and learning about spaces and 
how they have changed over time (see Felix 
Ackermann »Historical Mapping« in this vol-
ume; November, Camacho-Hübner and Latour, 
2010; Brotton, 2012). For Latour (1986), maps 
count as mobile immobiles, stationary objects 
whose circulation enables us to interact with 
the evolving heterogeneity of the world. They 
are thus inherently comparative: we compare 
maps with our perceptions of spaces, maps 
from different historical periods with what 
might be found today, and maps from different 
sources, such as various administrative, tour-
ist, urban-planning or activist instances, with 
what we perceive and experience when being in 
spaces. In addition, our perceptions of spaces 
might be compared with how other inhabitants 
of or visitors to a space might perceive or depict 

about the changing place of the human in rela-
tion to technological change?

6. iconography – modes of representation of 
data
The question of iconography builds from the 
re flections above: what happens when data col-
lected about spaces is transformed into the  
visual iconography of maps? Or how can deci-
sions about the visual form of a map help in 
con veying the story about a space that a map 
wishes to tell. This involves work with the tradi-
tions of the craft of map-making, experiments 
with the possibilities opened up by GIS and ar-
tistic explorations of visual form in the creation 
and expression of meaning. This experimenta-
tion with the form of mapping opens up the 
question of what the limits of a map are, what 
counts as a map and how maps convey meaning. 

7. key – what instructions are needed to 
make a map readable
In traditional mapping, the key is the term used 
for the part of a map where the maker explains 
what the icons and symbols used in the map 
de signate. In terms of critical mapping this may 
be understood literally as an explanation or as 
a short text introducing the frame in which the 
map is to be read or providing additional infor-
mation making the reading of the map easier or 
richer. Making a map involves reflecting on re-
lations between graphic representation and 
narrative, and on how the inherent heterogene-
ity of a map might be organised to enable real 
world use.

parative map analysis inevitably leads to the 
limits of maps and the search for other ways of 
investigating and recording the experience of 
spaces.

In the two districts we worked in, historical 
maps urban plans and architectural drawings 
had different values and functions. The so-
cialist modernist sleeping district of Lazdynai 
was both a new stage in the urban planning of 
Vilnius, the beginning of the city’s post-war ex-
tension along its western side, and represented. 
a new twist on what urban planning could mean: 
 bringing socialist modernist residential design 
into a close relation with uneven topography 
and natural features. Thus, Lazdynai consti-
tutes a threshold moment in the relations  
bet ween representing ideas on paper and their 
realisation in space. In this case, maps and 
plans constituted steps in the passage from 
the architects’ ideas to their realisation as built 
environment, with all the phases of discussion, 
persuasion and compromise involved in be-
tween. The different versions of the plan pro-
duced through time and the fact that the plan 
was never fully realised therefore provide valu-
able evidence for understanding the processes 
through which the district emerged. 

In Šnipiškės, the relation to urban planning is 
perhaps the reverse: that historically the dis-
trict’s peripheral status (outside the city walls, 
on the other side of the river) means that it has 
been off the map, or at least deformed or mal-
treated by map-makers. In this situation, infor-

spaces through mental mapping. Thus, maps 
function as a vital source material for exploring 
the diversity of the socio- spatial environment. 
In this sense, mobile geo-spatial applications 
or digital mapping technologies do not signifi-
cantly differ from paper maps: they simply show 
us a greater range of the diverse information of 
which our socio-spatial environment is compo-
sed (November, Camacho-Hübner and Latour, 
2010).

In the various stages of a mapping project, a 
range of maps from different sources can play 
a variety of roles in providing participants with 
information about the spaces they are working 
in, enabling the development of a comparative 
view into the spaces that lead to the decision  
as to what is interesting or important to map. 
Also a key extension of the work with maps are 
spatial encounters which would create various  
mental maps depicting the spaces being dealt 
with from different perspectives: from moving 
through a district to be explored on foot, to 
viewing the territory from a changed perspec-
tive (in the case of our winter school these in-
cluded the bird’s eye quasi-map view of a TV  
Tower and the opposite gazing outwards into 
the maps of outer space produced by the late 
Soviet-era planetarium in Šnipiškės), thus 
demonstrating that different historical periods 
produce different audio-visual codes for repre-
senting spaces (cf. Dorrian, 2009). These expe-
riences can be supplemented by comparative 
map-work, participant observation, interviews, 
photographic and sound recordings. Thus, com - 
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the disembodied eye of the dominant patriar-
chal system is an aspect critiqued by feminist 
scholars (Haraway, 1988), while ecological 
mappers confront the ways in which mapping 
can simplify territories into either natural or 
urban spaces when the processes of human/
non-human interaction tend to be much more 
complex (Harris and Hazen, 2009). While digi- 
tal mapping extends the field of what can be 
considered mapping and who can take part,  
one might argue that the power relations in-
herent in the ability to produce and process 
geo- spatial data not only produce urban inhab-
itants increasingly alienated from their spatial 
environments by their reliance on digital tech-
nologies (Kuč, 2014), but also constitute a key 
element in potentially very dangerous hierar-
chies of power (Graham, 2009).

In our mapping practice, we try to extend the 
field of what is mapped and how, seeing both 
the form and content of mapping as a mode 
of social critique. However, this work is one in 
which power relations are also implicit. A set-
ting such as a winter school, through its inter-
national structure of funding, enables young 
scholars to do fieldwork in districts where  
inhabitants encounter different possibilities 
and obstacles within an emergent configuration 
of post-socialist relations. Notwithstanding 
our critical approach and our theoretical pre-
suppositions about potential ways to address 
the asymmetry of such relations, they remain 
asymmetrical in many regards: the epistemo-
logical framework, knowledge base, capabilities 

mation about the past of Šnipiškės is provided 
by a wide range of legal, market, personal and 
administrative documents rather than by urban 
plans. The uncertainty of the district’s future, 
meanwhile, hangs over the dilemma as to what 
will be the vital criteria in sketching the plan for 
the district’s development.

In addition, base maps of the physical layout  
of the explored spaces played an important role 
in the mapping process, enabling orientation 
in space and the recording of the locations of 
observed phenomena. However, such maps 
are neither a precondition nor the core of the 
mapped empirical data.

IV. Mapping as critique
In implementing the thought of deconstruction 
with regard to maps, the work of J.B. Hartley 
(1989) brought to the discipline of geography a 
clear statement that mapping was not a neutral 
exercise, but rather one infused with relations 
of power. However, it has long been clear that 
mapping is not just an ideological, but also a 
practical tool for gaining control over territories 
inhabited by others (Pickles, 2004). The ques-
tions of who maps, what they map, how they 
map and what the information thus represented 
is then used for, as well as those of what hap-
pens to the subjects who become the objects of 
mapping, is of the highest political importance 
(Crampton, 2001). The explorations made pos-
sible by mapping and the violence of the colonial 
system are two sides of a single mapping coin. 
Similarly, the ways in which maps reproduce 
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maps of the same space or issue which, through 
differing techniques, approaches or under-
standings of the issue, all offer a different view 
of the subject. Understanding a map as consti-
tuting an argument about the world, as saying 
this is a way of seeing the world that needs 
 to be heard, implies for Krygier and Wood a  
relationship of responsibility between the map- 
maker and the proposition being made by the 
map, for mapping practices are productive of 
real word effects. It is the importance of map-
ping as a tool for making arguments that has 
led to the rapid growth of geo-visualisation as 
a field of academic study and business applica-
tions (Dodge, McDerby and Turner, 2008).

This element of map-making as organising, 
expressing and communicating an argument 
about spaces is an important part of our pro-
cess oriented understanding of mapping. The 
product of the winter school aimed to be the 
realisation and public presentation of maps in  
the hope that the arguments made could pro-
duce changes in the world. Therefore, we see in 
mapping both a necessity to organise empirical 
information in a conceptual way, but also to 
combine this with skills in the visualisation of 
data and work on how the maps might be used 
further. Mapping is not just a metaphor for a 
process to address the spatial dimension of 
knowledge production: it is also implies the 
 issue of how the information thus uncovered 
might be used further. Working with the design 
 of maps and developing strategies for post- 
production, or in other words the phases of work  

(such as language skills), and experiences of 
mobility and temporality – are all very different 
in the case of local inhabitants, than they are in 
the case of participants and tutors from a num-
ber of quite different countries (e.g. Germany, 
Belarus, Lithuania, UK, etc.). The question of 
how to make maps to speak of a wider range 
of experiences of spaces, and thus to offer a 
richer understanding of how they function from 
a more diverse spectrum of perspectives, is 
not to be divorced from ethical questions of 
the positions of mapper and mapped, and the 
role of mapping and academia within changing 
social relations (Dalton and Mason-Deese, 
2012). Is the mapper free from the socio-spatial 
relations he/she depicts through mapping? In 
what ways do those who suffer the violences of 
socio-economic systems find ways to express 
agency in the spaces in which they live? Here 
the work of anthropology is vital in enabling a 
critique of the mapping subject and questioning 
a fetishisation of maps in modern society, but 
also in seeking for ways to understand how 
those who are mapped themselves make ways 
to represent their worlds and their places in 
them (Tsing, 1993).

V. Mapping as product 
In the light of the discussions currently under-
way about mapping, some of which we have 
sketched out above, Krygier and Wood (2011) 
argue in words, images and comic strip form 
that maps are not representations of the world,  
but propositions about the world. As Krygier 
and Wood demonstrate, there may be many 
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Siarhei Liubimau

WH� MA� ���T-
�O�IAL�ST S�ACE�? 

This short essay is needed in the context of this  
volume to frame and problematise the matters  
that we were aiming to map. Vilnius was chosen  
for empirical field study not just as an arena 
for trying different approaches to ethnographic 
work and visualising the results of this work 
in the form of maps. The idea was to see how 
such visualisations would nuance and compli-
cate our understanding of current regimes of 
relations between historical layers of the city, 
formed over the course of the last 70 years and 
beyond. Ethnographic work was supposed to 
identify and explain through which actions, val-
ues, norms and built environments this regime 
of relations is currently being enacted. Thus, 
in the following paragraphs, I will try to explain 
in which senses it is justifiable and fruitful to 
call this regime ›post-socialist‹. The urgency 
behind this essay stems from the fact that the 
idea to call Vilnius a post-socialist space was 
challenged during the course of the project 
in two ways. Firstly, an argument was made 
that the transformations that have taken place 
in Lithuania from the 1990s are universally 
neoliberal, and that it does not make sense to 
interpret them within a horizon of the socialist 
past. The second challenge was to question 
whether it is valid to consider the social process 
and political regime of the Lithuanian SSR as 
truly socialist.

In its conventional use, post-socialism is a term 
primarily deployed in discussions concerning  
temporal and not spatial issues. It is often used 
to depict a moment in a process of change of  

poli tical culture. Used in this way, post- socia-
lism designates a normative understanding  
of a historical situation that instrumentally 
serves as a horizon for the further modernisa-
tion of institutions, norms and values.1 As a  
result, specifically urban post-socialist or post- 
communist transformations are often looked 
for and identified in patterns of land-use that 
appeared after 1989 in formerly socialist or 
communist societies, due to transformations 
towards democracy and a market economy.2 
Examples of such land use patterns are sub-
urban sprawl, gentrification or the emergence 
of gated communities. This is still primarily 
a temporal rather than a spatial approach to 
framing changes in former socialist countries. 
And it is this temporal approach to framing the 
question of post-socialism that was subjected 
to critique during the Mapping Post-Socialist 
Spaces project, as mentioned above.

An approach dealing with the impact that so-
cialist and communist regimes in Central and 
Eastern Europe have had on cities in spatial 
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3 Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say the Soviet 
reading of Marx that resulted in various development programs, 
including spatial planning.

terms would be to conceptualise socialism as 
a scalar set-up. The historical reconstruction 
of this scalar set-up and tracing its ongoing 
reconfiguration can fruitfully enrich the under-
standing of this type of city via ethnographic 
studies that result in maps. In regard to geo-
graphical theory, the conceptualisation of so-
cialism as a scalar set-up would be founded on 
a large number of studies of how post-World 
War II bounded societies were, starting from 
the late 1970s, transformed due to changing 
border regimes and the acceleration of the in-
ternational mobility of production and services. 
Such studies come to widespread agreement 
that the erosion of the ›container‹ format of the 
nation-state is the key characteristic of geo-
graphy under globalisation. To put this without 
adhering to metaphors means that, in this new 
situation, the centrality of the national scale 
in a broader scalar hierarchy becomes chal-
lenged by the growing prominence of urban and 
regional scales in terms of international rela-
tions of accumulation and power. From such an 
angle, post-socialism in terms of space-society 
relations is a category delineating possible 
trajectories of the de- and re-centralisation of 
scales of power, production, services, informa-
tion, etc., in formerly communist and socialist 
societies. 

What then are the abstract categories through 
which it makes sense to interpret the socialist 
urban scale? In terms of city form, it is often 
problematic to distinguish a socialist approach 
from an international modernist one. An impor-

tant point of departure for a better understand-
ing of the socialist scalar set-up is Marx’s idea 
of the mechanical relations between different 
units of society and hence between different 
processes within society.3 The most common 
example of how Marx builds arguments based 
on this conception of relations is his theory of 
base-superstructure relations. In this binary, 
the base, or the basic industry and ownership 
relations it supposes, is directly expressed in 
the superstructure, or the arts, religion, law 
and other non-›material‹ domains of life. Both 
are seen as unproblematic contained bricks, 
where the latter fully expresses the former. It 
would be of course valid to pose a question as 
to what extent this is specifically Marx’s idea, 
and not simply a worldview characteristic of any 
society dominated by industrial production. As 
commentators put it, it is one of the elements 
of Hegel’s systematic thinking that came to 
form a key component in Marx’s system. If we 
look for this principle on the urban scale, we 
may quickly identify a widely acknowledged 
modernist principle of place and function ex-
pressing each other. In other words, such a 
principle supposes a coincidence of one idea, 
one place, one function, one activity and one 
identity. Criticising the Hegelian elements of 
Marx’s system, Louis Althusser calls this mode 
of explaining the relations between different 
units and processes »expressive causality.« 
For in this explanatory tradition, parts of the 
whole absolutely express the idea of the whole. 
Certainly, the Soviet Union was not the only 
modern society where this principle was used. 

Yet close adherence to Marxist theory made 
Soviet society its most committed and longest 
lasting laboratory.

Hence, socialist cities are ones that merely  
express the state ethos and state scale re-dis-
tribution models. In such a model, cities are 
different primarily in quantitative terms, rather 
than in qualitative terms. For instance, Bela-
rusian cities have for at least the last ten years 
been repeatedly characterised as having the 
appearance of a ›museum of socialism‹, even 
though Belarus has been far from most of the 
commonly imagined features of Soviet social-
ism, such as a deficit economy, a specific semi-
otics of ideology, etc. But still this intuitive com-
parison is valid and informative, for it grasps 
expressive causality as the basic principle of 
Belarusian social processes (most commonly 
referred to as the ›power vertical‹) and of space - 
society relations (the coincidence of one idea, 
one place, one function, one activity and one 
identity). Another issue is that in Belarus, as in 
most societies of the post-socialist region, ur-
ban history has been shorter and more brutally 
interrupted in comparison with other European 
regions. Hence, the socialist layer here is sim-
ply larger and includes in itself more features 
inherent in contemporary urban systems. In 
this respect, the fall of socialism and the change 
of regime of social life was not a rapid event. 
Already from the 1960s onwards, we could wit-
ness a crisis of socialism based on the logic of 
expressive causality. We can argue this by re-
ferring to a symbolic revolution which resulted 

from the boom of universal literacy and meant 
less controlled production, a growth of contes-
tation and an application of diverse meanings to 
social reality. Another way to argue this would 
be to refer to the accelerated processes of the 
privatisation of the life-world, which was firstly 
technological, functional and symbolic, rather 
than being an economic process. It implied 
more privacy through such infrastructures and 
communication technologies, as housing, land-
line phones, allotment gardens, garages, etc. 

Having this in mind, it would be possible to 
generalise that the major intrigue of studying  a 
post-socialist city is identifying and explaining 
how re-distribution models inherited from  
socialism in the form of institutions and infra-
structures change. While a conceptual sum-
mary of such studies is usually that re-distri-
bution models do not express any holistic plan 
any more, I would rather argue that they are 
determined structurally by conditions more 
complex than the scale of the nation state. It 
has also been frequently noted and discussed 
that one of the most popular discourses on 
post-socialist cities is the discourse of chaos. 
Urban planners, especially of an older gen-
eration, often complain that they do not have 
power and that cities are literally not planned 
any more. Social and economic geographers 
would interpret this situation as a loosening 

↘ Photo © Eric Pawlitzky
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of scalar hierarchy. From a city’s perspective, 
it means that urban governance acquires both 
more say and more responsibilities, and this 
soon becomes visible in a unit’s economic per-
formance and visual appearance. Generally, 
cities express a broader state agenda to a lesser 
extent, and hence we cannot look at urban 
units through the lens of expressive causality 
as Soviet Marxists did. From this perspective, 
any sociology of post-socialist space-society 
relations is a sociology of de-synchronisation 
practices.4 It can involve identifying the points 
where different functions and practices of ur-
banity do not express and are not expressed, 
but articulate and are articulated. As opposed 
to expression, articulation presupposes distor-
tion and empirically is often depicted as going 
beyond functionalism. A sociological approach 
to post-socialist space involves also the identi-
fication and interpretation of mono-functions 
of places and mono-functional spatial projects 
whose roles are dwindling. While the socialist 
layer or pocket of a city is one whose built en-
vironment is doomed to stay mono-functional 
or to retain its original function, which does not 
express anything anymore. 

4 See also Мilerius, Nerijus (2008) Синхронизация и 
десинхронизация настоящего и прошлого на советском и 
постсоветском пространствах. In: PS Ландшафты: Оптики 
городских исследований. Vilnius: EHU Press, 37-63.



Mapping Vilnius
Introduction
39

1 For example, Hirt (2012) considers debates about the 
simi larities and differences between modern and socialist, post-
modern and post-socialist cities; Diener and Hagen (2013) deal 
with the reconstruction of memory narratives in post- socialist 
cities; while numerous empirical articles present data on the 
»transformation of the post-socialist city« from various cities of 
the region in terms of residential differentiation, gentrification, 
changes of spaces, functional transformations, but also of more 
in depth transformation of meanings of home (see Fehervary, 
2011, etc).

��AGES �F A
(�OST-S�CIAL��T) 
��TY BE�O�� 
��CIAL�ST �PACES

Spaces produced during state socialism are 
faced with transformation in changed political, 
economic and cultural conditions, which are all 
interconnected and bear upon one another. 
Such physical sites as housing estates, public 
and institutional spaces or spaces for collective 
leisure were produced as sites of socialist so-
cial spaces. They were filled with particular 
spa tial practices, or ways of life, in accordance 
with the space of a socialist society. Such prac-
tices are constituted by particular relations of 
production and reproduction, forms of dwelling, 
socialising and living in the city. For this reason, 
these spaces, together with those produced 
earlier but modified in terms of their social 
meaning and forms of spatial practices during 
state socialism, today constitute the key loca-
tions where we strive to grasp the consequenc-
es of the social change from one society to an-
other. 

There is a broad discussion, ongoing since the 
70s and continuing until today, concerning the 
question of whether state socialism produced 
its own space (for example, Lefebvre, 1991 [197 
]; Szelenyi, 1996; Häussermann, 1996; Harloe, 
1996; Bodnar, 2001; Hirt, 2012, etc.). This in 
turn has led to questions as to whether the con -
cept of post-socialism has any heuristic value 
(see the discussion in Humphrey, 2004). Never-
theless, over recent years research projects, 
articles and books concerning post- socialist 
spaces continue to emerge in great amounts.1 
After two decades of coping with this changed 
situation, now there is a possibility to reflect 

upon what has changed, or how the process of 
transformation can be analytically understood. 
Has the ›new‹ society created a new space? 
What are the relationships between this space 
and the socialist one?

In order to answer this question we need not 
only to analyse the transformation of socialist 
spaces (especially not only in terms of the ma-
teriality of these spaces, of their prefabricated 
buildings or modernist architecture, etc.), but 
also to explore what new space is being created 
in this (post-socialist?) society. For this reason, 
in this text I suggest to think not so much about 
the spaces of the past, but rather to look into 
the spaces of the future, in other words at the 
images of the city that are created today in and 
about a city that previously belonged to the 
space of state socialism. 

Further, I explain the general rationale for study -
i ng the images of a city, for using these as a 
source for understanding the meanings invoked 
by housing and describe the methodology of 
this approach, before finally shortly presenting 

Dalia Čiupalaitė
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2 Think, for example, of modern utopias directed against the  
historical city or environmentalist utopias, green cities and high -
line ideas directed against the industrial city, tactical and partic-
ipatory ideas directed against the modernist vision of the city, etc.

some findings about the images of the post-so-
cialist city embedded in new housing projects.

Why the images of a city? 
»(…) Every urban reality, every monumentality, 
every project bears with it an utopia: the often 
outsized hope of controlling time, of enduring, 
of becoming eternal, of imposing a manner of 
living (that of the dominant group) on all of so-
ciety« (Lefebvre, 2014: 88). Every historical pe-
riod is connected with its own vision or image of 
the city. This vision, a utopia of a more perfect 
and out there place, is directed to the future, 
but its heuristic value lies in that it is a com-
ment on the present. This utopia or vision of the 
city suggests or expresses needs for improve-
ment according to what is perceived as (un)de-
sirable in present conditions, what aspects of 
the city should be eliminated as unwanted and 
how the current situation should be changed.2 

This connection of the present to the past and 
its redirection to the future gains an interesting 
angle in the urbanity of (in terms of temporal 
sequence) post-socialist societies. In these 
spaces, the utopia or image of the city becomes 
an entanglement of the (socialist) past, the 
present (bearing the legacy of a socialist space) 
and the future (the imagined, transformed city). 
In this light, the image of the city becomes a 
fertile ground on which to search for the mean-
ings of post-socialist space.

These utopian visions that permeate the histo-
rical realities of the city can be understood  

in terms of what Henri Lefebvre calls repre - 
sen tations of space. Space, following Lefebvre 
(1991), should be understood as a normative 
site of social relationships, putting the empha-
sis not (only, or first of all, although it does re-
main important) on geographical location, but 
on how ideas in space and of space, in rela tion 
to its physical dimension, constitute ways of 
moving, living and establishing sub jectivities, 
and additionally do so in such a way that these 
appear natural and objective. Representations 
of space, or discourses about space, are one  
of the three moments of space that Lefebvre 
(1991: 33) distinguishes, alongside spatial 
prac tices (or perceived spaces, the spatial com-  
petence of a particular society) and represen-
tational spaces (or lived spaces filled with mean- 
 ing in everyday life, appropriated spa ces or  
discourses in space). Representations of space 
are the visions of the city drawn by planners, 
government and architects, in other words by 
those that impose their vision of a space on its 
users, similar to what de Certeau (1988: 92) 
would call voyeurs. The images of the city or 
representations of space that constitute an  
urban utopia, designating the direction of a 
city’s development in relation to the perceived 
legacy of the past, are not real spaces. How ever, 
by depicting a vision of a desired space, they 
bear on the construction of the real. Foucault’s 
(2008: 17) conceptualisation of utopias helps 
explain their connection to the reality of cities.

Utopias are places that have »no real place«, 
they are the imposition of a more perfect reality 

onto reality: »it is society itself perfected.« And 
this perfection has a direction against and for 
something. Represen tations of space are never 
total and unified. There are always different, 
often conflicting and contested visions of the 
city. The visions of the city provided by the  
dominant groups of society are contested at a 
micro- level, in the real lived appropriations of 
space by citizens, passers-by, inhabitants, etc. 
Also, representations of space do not neces-
sarily translate directly into the ordered spatial 
practices of citizens, into their real experiences 
of living in a place. However, these images or 
visions of the city are important as a site of ana-
lysis, because they constitute a benchmark  
according to which real places are evaluated. 
They offer insight into how the prevailing values 
of a dominant group in society are articulated, 
and thus come to have a wider resonance as 
new norms of city living. In this way, by allowing 
one to grasp the ways in which the previous con-
ditions of the city are reappraised, they consti-
tute an object of enquiry in the search for a post- 
socialist space, as a space produced in relation 
to the one that existed earlier. Thus, they add a 
new dimension to the answers to the question 
of how the experience of socialism is bearing 
upon the conditions of city life today. However, 
these images are not necessarily clearly for-
mulated, and thus need analysis to reveal their 
significant features.

These images depict what should be wished for 
as a good (normal) life in the city and how this 
should be brought about, and thus influence 

the perception of the real (for example, they 
bear upon the decision as to what kind of an 
apartment is desirable, in what way and where 
to acquire it, what to wish for in the surround-
ings and in terms of neighbours, and how to 
evaluate one’s present conditions). As Rodwin 
and Hollister (1984: 3) help explain, the »sym-
bolic realm of urban images and themes (…)  
too frequently (…) is treated as a backdrop, 
whereas it deeply influences the plot and char-
acterization.« Or, as Gasior-Niemiec et. al. 
(2009: 247) state, »ceasing to be perceived as 
an objective and/or solidly material category 
that functions as a container for social life, 
space can be seen as invented and imagined 
in many different ways that are reflected, for 
instance, in the par ticular regimes of its re-
gionalisation, narratives through which spatial 
configurations are reproduced, in artefacts 
and signs purposefully implanted in space as 
meaning articulations of sorts. Analyses and 
interpretations of the regimes of regionalisation 
of space are thus likely to reveal which criteria 
are claimed at a particular historical moment 
to be politically and socially valid as justifica-
tions to maintain/change spatial cleavages, and 
divides.« Which locations of the contemporary 
city should one investigate when trying to map 
post-socialist space? 
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3 I do not claim that new housing estates constitute the 
quint essential post-socialist space. However, as the change from 
dwelling to habitation and from city as oeuvre towards city as 
sorted and functionalised spaces is, according to Lefebvre (1991, 
1996), inherent to the production of modern (and also socialist) 
space, it is meaningful to explore them as a means of uncov- 
ering what is being suggested about habitation in the city after 
socialism.

There are different places to look for these  
images of the city, and different narratives to 
be explored. Such narratives can be produced 
by urban theories (the paradigm of the green 
city, for example) or by the plans of municipal-
ities, by architects, urban developers, social 
scientists (think of Richard Florida (2004), for 
example, and the creative city), urban develop-
ment projects, etc. As an exemplary place to 
look for the cultural notions of what constitutes 
a good city and how to live in it in post-socialist 
circum stances, I suggest to explore the images 
of the city that are implicated in new housing 
projects. Housing projects, or housing in gen-
eral, or even further – the idea of house and 
home, express social values: they incarnate 
general ideas about society and how to live in it. 
The idea of home, as Dovey (1999: 139) puts it, 
is »at once the most primary of spatial mean-
ings and ideologies.« And, since modern hous-
ing estates, and the spatial practices stemming 
from them, are a quintessentially modern (and 
in this way also socialist) space, it makes sense 
to look for images of post-socialist cities in new 
housing estates.3

Modern housing estates were based on a par-
tic ular utopian vision; so are those built today. 
How ever, these visions have undergone a 
signifi cant shift. Grasping this shift enhances 
the knowledge of the changes of space after 
socialism. Modern housing estates, as the most 
obvious place to look for changes in spatial 
configurations under the altered economic,  
political and cultural circumstances of today, 

depict only one side of the story: analysing nar-
ratives about new housing estates allows one 
to assess trans formations in the idea of the city 
as much as does analysing the changed cir-
cumstances in modern housing estates. In this 
case, however, the focus is not on modes of 
coping in already existing spaces that are 
struggling to survive (for example, Stenning et. 
al. 2010), but on the drawing of new plans that 
are directed against the legacy of the past. What 
these narratives (in the form of texts and visual 
images, and also spatial plans) reveal is the 
idea of ideal place, an ideal vision of the new 
city. The analysis of new housing estates ena-
bles the grasping of the logic of urban transfor-
mation through several aspects. Analysing for 
what, and against what, the new vision of the 
city is directed opens an understanding of atti-
tudes towards socialist city spaces, of what is 
missing in them to enable living according to 
the new visions of how to live in the city, and thus 
creates a new optic for discussing the issue of 
post-socialism. Analysis of the architecture 
and spatial planning of new housing estates, in 
its turn, also reveals connections and breaks 
with the former urban logic. 

Housing projects as narratives 
I analyse new housing projects as narratives 
or discourses about space. My analysis relies 
on written and visual stories in commercials, 
descriptions of projects, newspaper articles 
and site plans, using these as a basis for recon-
structing the vision of life in these estates. In 
this way, I address space as it is conceptualised 

by Lefebvre, that is as a socio-spatial site of 
social relations of production and reproduction. 
What do these narratives or discourses about 
space include? They include a number of issues, 
as the afore-mentioned vision of what is a good 
city is expressed through suggested social val-
ues and spatial practices. They express ideas 
about urban spaces: a) about how to perceive 
the old urban spaces and to build new ones; 
and b) about the configuration of public and 
pri vate in the city. This latter opposition is fur-
ther elaborated through the notions of what 
is ›home‹, and what is its relationship to the 
›city‹, of how the dialectics of outside and inside 
(as defined by Richard Sennett (1990) to refer 
respectively to the open interconnected space 
of the city and the exclusive space of home) are 
constituted and of what it means to dwell.

Discourse analysis was used to analyse how 
language and images are used to construct 
specific views that provide an account of the  
social world. Language and images are not 
neutral depictions of reality, but means of its  
construction. However, I do not intend to dwell 
here on the specifics of the analysis of language, 
 but rather to analyse descriptions of a particu-
lar space in relation to other spaces. What are 
the activities and relationships that should take 
place in this space? What kind of people should 
be present in it? How is this space attributed 
with signification? What does it express? This 
kind of analysis is based on an understanding 
of the impact of discourse on space as a pro-
cess whereby institutions, norms, subjectivities 

and social practices become constituted as 
natural. The projects or projections of the new 
housing estates in this case are analysed not 
as structures bearing the truth, but as projects 
projecting the future, that is as a normative 
suggestion of how people should actually live, 
what they should value, and what they should 
find an appropriate or good way of living in  
the city. The analysis of housing estates as 
narra tives does not unearth the answer to the 
question of what is a good home, but raises the 
question of what (dominant) image of a good 
home is being constituted in the post-socialist 
city and how this is being accomplished. 

This approach, to assess housing estates as a 
space (in a Lefebvrian sense) constituted in the 
form of narratives, is suggested because of the 
particular way in which housing estates are 
presented. That is, not as objects, not as flats 
or houses (as locations or places to live in, or  
to be appropriated), but through a particular  
description of habitation as a process which is  
presented as such (that is, as process) in a 
par ticular moment. These narratives and the 
realities of life in a post-socialist city, and in-
deed in these particular housing estates, may 
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4  This lack of a match is a field for further research. 
Commenting on the study L’Habitat pavillioniaire, Lefebvre (2003) 
suggested that what is expected from the life offered by habita-
tion is nothing less than happiness. This happiness is depicted 
as a final product to be bought together with a flat or house. 
However, dwelling is an active process in the environment, which 
is always in transformation. For this reason, dwelling as a final 
product cannot be acquired together with an apartment. This is 
also the case for the community, friendly neighbours or beautiful 
nature marketed together with an apartment: developing com-
munity, maintaining friendly relationships with neighbours and 
the upkeep of surroundings are also processes. My research of 
media messages suggests that this distinction between expec-
tations (dwelling as product) and reality (dwelling as process) is 
frequently elided.

5 Articles in this volume sometimes also explore representa-
tions of space, for example, the discursive construction of nature 
or images of Lazdynai during socialism.

6 There are of course multiple discourses about space. But 
I want to explicate the one promoted by real estate developers, 
which is supposed to appeal to the tastes of those who need, 
want and can buy an apartment/house.

not match4, but the suggestion, vision or utopia 
nonetheless expresses the dominant social 
values which are supposed to be translated into 
spatial practices. 

My approach shares with the mapping post- 
socialist spaces in Vilnius project the search for 
post-socialist spaces and an attempt to grasp 
what is post-socialist, if anything, about the 
space of the contemporary city. However, it dif-
fers from that of the winter school in some  
significant respects. First, in the choice of the 
site of analysis and, second, in the methodo-
logical approach. The papers in this volume 
explore changes in objects, places and prac-
tices in already existing spaces that are ex-
periencing change. They do that by analysing 
narratives or discourses in space, and employ 
the methods of observation and interviewing.5 
I therefore expand this analysis both from the 
spaces of the past to the spaces of the future, 
and through an analysis of narratives and dis-
courses about space: by pursuing the textual 
and visual analysis of the discourse generated 
by real estate developers and the media about 
life in the new housing estates aimed at the 
new middle class.6 Both my perspective and 
those used by others in this volume aim at the 
analysis of the present, only from different per-
spectives. Thus, my research complements the 
overall approach taken by the project of map-
ping post-socialist spaces in Vilnius and shows 
wider possibilities for analysing issues of (the 
production of) urban space.

New housing projects as a post-socialist 
space
The data for the PhD research on which this 
article is based was constituted from the 
following sources: a) advertising messages 
con taining textual and visual descriptions of 
housing developments; b) the spatial charac-
teristics of planned or built housing develop-
ments, such as floor plan, architectural style, 
directions of windows, presence or absence of 
fences and geo graphical location in the city; c) 
and third, media messages about new housing 
developments. 

I started this research without a prior hypoth-
esis about housing developments as a site of 
post-socialist space or as the site of a post-so-
cialist production of space. What interested 
me was the appearance of new housing in a 
city dominated by socialist housing stock, and 
the question of for which types of inhabitants 
this new housing was intended. While trying to 
understand these spaces in connection with 
broader questions about urban diversity at a 
time when the socialist socio-spatial structure 
is changing into something new, I found that 
the image of an ideal dwelling in a post-social-
ist city was largely comprised of the notions of 
the wrongs of dwelling in the socialist city. The 
analysis of materials describing life in the new 
housing estates reveals how the perception of 
aspects of socialist space that are conceived 
as unwanted, and state socialism in general, 
defines and prescribes space in the present. 
However, the conclusions from my research are 

that the relation of the space in post-socialism 
to socialism is in fact twofold: it is a paradigm 
of breakage and continuity. For despite the 
promotional images, the new forms of hous-
ing reproduce the forms of earlier modes of 
planning as unrecognised, unconscious or 
habitualised ways of building a city. This can be 
seen in terms of the plans of housing estates, 
which include such features as the elimination 
of the street, monofunctionality, a similarity of 
architectural language, the conception of what 
constitutes a flat (separated functions in des-
ignated locations) and for whom (the nuclear 
family) it is being constructed. This continuity 
with the normative space of state socialism is 
not reflected upon (bearing in mind that these 
particular features are the very features often 
cited as the conditions of failure of modern 
housing estates), and is even enhanced in the 
design of housing estates whose promotional 
images are directed against state socialism. 

The housing estates I analysed can be roughly 
classified into three types: a) private homes and 
cottages, b) low-rise housing (up to 5 floors), 
and c) high-rise housing. The housing devel-
opments are geographically located according 
to a class structure expressed in the marketed 
›quality‹ of the housing, its floor plan and pric-
es. These three types of housing can thus also 
be further divided by price (and together with 
price, a particular location in the city). Although 
the nuances of the images connected to living 
in such estates can also be traced, all these 
types reproduce a general ideology about the 

city and home in post-socialist circumstances. 
The dominant aspect of the image of post- 
socialist space is privatism (explored also by 
Sonia Hirt (2012)). Private space is connected 
with visions of home, including not just an 
apartment, but a gamut of ideas covering the 
whole space within a housing estate, spatial 
practices and relationships with the city, its 
other inhabitants and neighbours. This notion 
is discursively constructed through the use of 
descriptions of nature, safety, exclusivity, family 
and functionalised spaces. The most obvious 
breaking points with regard to the previous 
space are the opposition to collectivity, to the 
impossibility to control one’s own environment, 
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to an inability to control (or at least ›know‹) who 
your neighbours are and to the experience of 
diversity. These features are opposed through 
an emphasis on private space and exclusion, 
and also on social homogeneity. A ›like-mind-
ed‹ community is discursively constructed as a 
key feature of the new housing estates. 

A paradoxical continuity with modernist space 
is constituted by the loss of continuity. That is, 
by the loss of the historicity of the city, of layers 
of memory, of a connection with urban texture. 
Instead, emphasis is placed on discursively 
constructing the new spaces as better, and 
creating a physical rupture with the texture of 
the city. The site plans express a functionali-
sation of life, with ›proper‹ places marked for 
assigned activities. The possibility to control 
space is expressed through the spatial closure 
and separation of the estate from the city, thus 
hindering the possibility of encounter. The  
discourse of the new and building away the  
previous city, together with the elimination of 
time (the housing estate as a final product,  
as a social space in all its aspects) is contradic-
torily related to the ideas and practices consti-
tuting modern space. It constitutes a continuity, 
because modernism was about withering away 
the historical city, but it also incarnates a break 
in terms of withering away what was before 
the now. The spatial plans and architectural 
qualities of the new developments mark strong 
continuities with modernist space, such as for 
example, in the elimination of the street, the 
avoidance of encounters, the separation of 

functions, the designation of a space for each 
function and the limiting of possibilities for 
the appropriation of space (in many housing 
estates, how everything has to be arranged is 
strictly described, with inhabitants unable, for 
example, to change the colour of their houses 
or implement different rearrangements of 
space. This is in order to keep the space ›co-
herent‹.). 

The notions of home and the city are discur-
sively constituted in an oppositional relation, 
connected through a series of dialectics:  
inside – outside, controllable – uncontrollable, 
clean – dirty, private – public, safety and privacy 
– danger, leisure – work, family and community 
– anonymous and chaotic city space, identity – 
difference. Both the discursively constructed 
notion of Home and the actual houses are con-
structed as separated from the city. The city is 
a necessary component of this dialectic. It is 
either presented as a noisy, dirty, insecure and 
uncontrollable space, or there is a discursive 
limitation of the notion of the city as a space 
for enjoyment and consumption. In this way, 
the city is divided into discursively constructed 
spaces: that of a physical proximity to the city 
centre promoted as a space for consumption, 
and the rest of the city as an abstract, danger-
ous, loud, dirty, uncontrollable space. 

Images of home are filled with images of na-
ture. Nature, discursively acquiring a range of 
functions (those of health, cleanliness, a natu-
ral boundary, exclusive consumption, leisure, 

and an aesthetics of »everything’s nice«), is 
crucial for good living in a (post-socialist) city. 
These natural domestic spaces are defined by 
the domination of the private over the public, 
creating housing estates as islands in the city 
surrounded by growing insecurity. Emphasis 
is put on safety and privacy, which is connect-
ed with notions of social homogeneity and the 
eli mination of unexpected encounters. The 
space of home is symbolically and physically 
stretched from the flat to the boundaries of the 
whole housing estate, in this way also stretch-
ing the notion of privacy or ›inside‹. Community, 
safety and the control of appropriated space is 
advertised as a finished product to be acquired 
through purchase. 

Advertisements emphasise the aesthetics of 
»everything’s nice« (Low 2006), a visual spa-
tial order which in the post-socialist context 
acquires a slightly different layer than in the 
analysis by Setha Low. Low emphasises that 
the assertion of everything’s nice is a class 
perspective, what Bourdieu (1996) would call a 
social judgement of taste. In the post-socialist 
city, this discourse implies something different. 
It is more closely associated with the concepts 
of newness (in contradistinction to everything 
which is old, with the exception of that which 
is defined as heritage) and of order. Cultures of 
taste act as markers of division, but in terms 
of the housing estates that are being built in 
Vilnius, the same culture of taste is present 
in all types of estates, only implemented in 
different amounts. Inside as a space without 

conflict is presented as a fully integrated space. 
Inhabitants are separated according to prices 
of flats/houses, but the same values are sug-
gested for every strata. And every strata is im-
agined in the same way: mostly as young fam-
ilies. The same standardised life is proposed 
for everyone, only in different qualities and 
amounts (of flowers, for example, or thinness/
thickness of the walls). 

So the principles of modernist space continue 
their implicit power to arrange spaces, but 
only in terms of form, not of social content. 
The continuity with modern space can be seen 
as considering the city as a problem needing 
to be solved and translating this need into 
questions of housing; separating housing from 
the city as space of work and consumption; 
the separation of the city and home, work and 
recreation, passers-by and inhabitant; the 
elimination of the street as a public space and 
reducing it to the function of transportation or 
circulation. Human needs continue to be de-
fined in terms of production, reproduction and 
recreation, whilst the spaces of habitation are 
depicted as islands of nature within the city. 
The breaking points with modernist space are 
clearly visible in the emphasis on homogene-
ous community. Diversity is defined in negative 
terms or minimised into aesthetic aspects of 
the built environment (a number of colours) or 
several categories of inhabitants (families with 
young children and elderly couples). Privacy 
is suggested as the main value in a housing 
estate, depicted as the possibility to control 
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the environment, create safety for children 
and diminish the possibilities of encounters 
with strangers. Living in the city as in nature is 
discursively produced as privacy, homogeneity, 
and a space of recreation and reproduction 
without conflict. In this way, the presentations 
of housing estates as representations of space 
suggest an image of the city as a dangerous 
space, and connect a good life with the absence 
of the city – living in nature in a gemeinschaft 
type settlement. These images are connected 
with negative attitudes towards diversity, and 
lack of diversity is associated with the possibil-
ity of order and control. Thus, through the anal-
ysis of the images and narratives of the new 
housing estates, we see post-socialist space as 
emerging as a more complex relation of con-
tinuity and rupture with socialist spaces than 
might at first sight be imagined.
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1 For instance: the »Modernism.Lt. Influences, Ideologies, 
Heritage« talk series was supplemented by an excursion to 
the most famous modernist architecture objects in Vilnius city 
center: »Non-Collaboration – On Sculpture Show-offs« was sup-
plemented by an excursion »How do great sculptures emerge?«; 
and a tour around Vilnius museums was organised during the 
»Show-off Architecture« talk series: http://www.archfondas.lt/.

AR�H�TE�TURAL �ARRAT��E� 
ON SLEEP�NG VIL��U�

Indrė Ruseckaitė

The city tours guided by the Architecture [ex-
cursion] Fund have become a regular activity 
which complements the Architecture Fund’s 
talk series by showing the discussed objects 
and situations on a 1:1 scale.1 In 2011, dur-
ing the talk series called »The City. Breaking 
Points«, the Architecture [excursion] Fund 
presented a tour around non-touristic Vilnius – 
that is to say, around the eight modernist mass 
housing residential areas gathered along both 
sides of Laisvės (formerly Kosmonautų) Avenue 
(Fig. 1). The reaction to this idea coincided with 
the usual range of opinions concerning mass 
housing residential areas. The value of these 
areas is understood differently by those who 
maintain a kind of nostalgia for them and by 
critically disposed authors, by architects, by 
current residents and by academic researchers 
or artists, by those who have always lived in the 
Old Town and by foreign tourists searching for 
the exotica of a post-socialist city. For some, 
these residential areas seem as troubled as 
Chernobyl. For others, they evoke nostalgic 
childhood memories and, of course, there are 
also people for whom residential mass housing 
is a canvas for creation. It is obvious that all 
these different reactions revolve around one 
important question – how do post-socialist 
urban mega-structures now act in a changed 
political and economic environment, and thus 
what are their future scenarios, combining the 
former potential of the past with today’s ever 
changing conditions?

This big question could be divided into many 
small questions – coming back to the city tour, 
participants mostly asked what could be shown 
and what stories could be told about these 
post-socialist urban spaces in Vilnius overload-
ed with generic architecture? The main chal-
lenge was that the excursion should discuss 
the architecture of these residential areas. 
It is common that conventional architectural 
heritage is the main focus in didactic city tours. 
Talking about sleeping districts, however, we 
found ourselves in a dramatic situation – the 
residential areas built later than Lazdynai have 
not been designated as cultural heritage. So 
it is almost impossible to equate them to the 
celebrated Lazdynai district or discuss them 
in terms of heritage. This shows the drama of 
mass housing residential areas – there is noth-
ing of exceptional value, but at the same time 
they are not completely hopeless. Actually, it is 
hard to evaluate them because of the current 
evaluating system. So the purpose of this city 
tour was to discuss the ›breaking point‹ when 
talking about architectural heritage: what can 
be called ›valuable‹, and what non-conven-
tional methods exist to discover hidden value. 
In the following pages, I would like to discuss 
the possible value of Soviet sleeping districts. 
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I raise this question in the context of the res-
idential areas along the former Kosmonautų 
prospektas, where Lazdynai, due to its ac-
knowledged architectural values which set a 
standard for the housing projects that followed, 
constitutes an exception. In so doing, I draw 
on and combine the theses of Kuba Snopek 
and Ernestas Parulskis, which were presented 
in texts concerning mass housing residential 
areas – Lazdynai in Vilnius and Belyayevo in 
Moscow, respectively. In his book, Belyayevo 
Forever (Snopek, 2013), Kuba Snopek asks 
»how would we go about preserving buildings 
that are utterly generic if preservation is ordi-
narily reserved for architecture that is unique?« 
and applies this question to the whole micro-
rayon of Belyayevo, testing the values of a mass 
housing residential area by using the UNESCO 
World Heritage nomination form. During the 
interview, »Preserving the Generic« (Snopek, 
2014), Snopek states: »If there are intangible, 
immaterial, non-architectural values that actu-
ally reinforce the (generic – I.R.) architecture, it 
can be more valuable.« 

The second thesis I would like to apply is to be  
found in a text of Ernestas Parulskis, Com-
memorative Plaques in Lazdynai: »(…) a value 
– any value – is created by narrative. The older 
and more conventional the story is, the clearer 
and more acceptable is its value. A new nar-
rative initiates a to-be-value of an object (…)« 
(Parulskis, 2013). In terms of architecture – one 
of the oldest and most conventional narratives 
is that of the architects who design these dis-

tricts. The architects explain their decisions, 
talk about their creative process, influences  
and ideologies: in other words, from the very  
beginning, they foreground the role of a non- 
anonymous creator. Assuming that ›verbal 
folklore‹ is a part of contemporary intangible 
heritage, these architectural narratives may be 
considered an initial source of ›urban legend‹, 
and treated in terms similar to the famous 
legend about the founding of Vilnius in which 
Gediminas dreams of a howling wolf on a hill. 
Linking all these thoughts, it is evident that an 
integral part of intangible values is produced 
by the architectural narrative. This narrative 
can also be very individual – because despite 
their mega-scale character, these districts 
were designed by a person. On the other hand, 
conventional values are also coded in these 
architectural narratives, i.e. mention is often 
made of what common values lay behind the 
creation process. Thus, if‚ a narrative that initi-
ates some ›to-be-value‹ also, in itself, contains 
hints about value – then this makes it doubly 
valuable. 

Architectural narratives about the success of 
Lazdynai
Much has been written, also in this book, about  
the famous Lazdynai district – about the pro-
cesses of its design and building which even-
tually led to the Lenin Prize in 1974. Here, I 
would like to emphasise the values which were 
stressed in the narratives of the architects and 
in the published texts of 1974. The keywords 
of these narratives were: terrain, greenery, 

inno vative, spacious, Vilnius-like, human scale. 
There is a photo of the 70s showing an iron-
ic panorama of Vilnius, with the medieval 
Gediminas Castle set against a background 
of the Žirmūnai mass housing district. This 
image perfectly indicates the direction of the 
city representation of those days. The authors 
of Lazdynai – architects Vytautas Edmundas 
Čekanauskas and Vytautas Brėdikis precisely 
explain this tendency in the movie Lazdynai. 
Architektų gatvė (Lazdynai. Architects’ Street):

» –Vilnius is considered to be a teacher to the 
architects of Lazdynai. So what urban traditions 
of old Vilnius influenced you the most? – Cities, 
as well as people, have their biographies,  
and from the biography of Vilnius we draw our  
strength. While designing the new city we 
looked at that biography. I think the main fea-
ture of the Vilnius biography is a human scale. 
The scale of height, a scale in accordance with 
a human being. We tried to transform it to the 
new – socialist – scale, but following the old, 
human scale. That was the basis of Lazdynai 
design. (…) We learned from Vilnius Old Town.«

The hard-to-define term ›human scale‹ be-
came an aspiration not only for the architects of 
those days, it is also mentioned in the context 
of the district’s values as a cultural heritage 
object, as for instance when talking about open 
spaces: »various types of groups of residential 
houses together with the terrain and green 
areas form open spaces, and that is done by 
evaluating the proportion of space, underlin-

ing functional and visual connectivity with the 
surrounding environment, and not losing the 
measure of the human scale« (Kultūros verty-
bių registras).

The fact that Lazdynai authors reference ›the 
biography of Vilnius‹ and features of the old 
town was abundantly mentioned in various 
Lazdynai media presentations. »The structure 
of the Lazdynai district is formed by dividing 
residential blocks into streets and pedestrian 
zones, using the same model as in Vilnius old 
town. So, different parts of the city actually 
have similar proportions which is very impor-
tant when forming new districts« (Šešelgis, 
1974). »A lot of people called Lazdynai inimita-
ble, having a Vilnius-like character. If we do not 
look for direct similarities, there are lots of fea-
tures paraphrased from Vilnius Old Town: the 
skyline, a merging of interior spaces, a variety 
of perspectives, vertical dominants, cosy court-
yards, the easy-to-notice motif of Old Town 
gateways used in the joints between houses« 
(Balčiūnas, Vanagas, 1983). »The authors man-
aged to modify some important elements of 
Vilnius Old Town’s spatial and compositional 
features with great creativity, while working in 
completely different surroundings, in a differ-
ent urban and natural context. Because of this, 
the Lazdynai district is treated as having a very 
Vilnius-like spirit« (Miškinis, 1991). The broad 
term ›Vilnius-like‹, or paraphrasing the histori-
cal town in the socialist city, eventually became 
a keynote for every architect designing mass 
housing areas in Soviet Lithuania. This notion 
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could serve as justification for the installation 
of alien forms into the city. Architects, in some 
way or another, had to ›explain‹ their designs 
and sources of inspiration – and it seems that 
a contextualist approach was the most accept-
able to them.

This argumentation can be understood as the 
intentional creation of a primal narrative for 
these tabula rasa areas, where urban struc-
tures were erected lightning fast and into which 
tens of thousands of new residents were forced 
to move. Maybe architects hoped that these 
narratives could generate additional value, or 
at least give a proper start for a place with no 
history, and that greater resonance could be 
achieved by referencing more complex histor-
ical layers? Very similar narratives about old 
town paraphrases were continuously used in 
architects’ design ›explanations‹ over the two 
decades after Lazdynai was erected. They were 
adapted to different scales – starting with the 
macro scale, when talking about principles of 
urban planning, and going to the micro, i.e. the 
patterns of decorative walls, interpreted as folk 
fabric patterns (Maknienė, 2011).

In 1967, the Vilnius master plan was modified, 
with new socialist sleeping Vilnius to be created 
in the north-west part of the city. Consequently, 
eight districts – Lazdynai, Karoliniškės with 
Pilaitė behind it, Viršuliškės, Justiniškės, Šešk-
inė, Pašilaičiai and Fabijoniškės– were to be 
formed along Kosmonautų (now – Laisvės) 
Avenue. In this constellation, every district was 

designed as a structurally independent unit, 
surrounded by natural breaks (i.e. wooded ar-
eas), in order to try to make the design as orig-
inal as possible: »it continued, in a way, the old 
structure of the capital city: the historical dis-
tricts of Vilnius (…) were also divided by natural 
infixes« (Vanagas, 1983). In fact, mention could 
be made of many examples from the 40s to 
the 60s, where satellite cities or districts were 
similarly connected to a city by a highway. The 
Copenhagen of 1947, for instance, is famous for 
its so-called ›Fingers‹, where green belts are 
interspersed between housing and enclaves or 
islands of housing and other functions are typ-
ical. The same system was used for Stockholm 
in the ›Pearl Necklace‹ structure of the city 
developed in the 50s and 60s (Caldenby, 2013). 
But, in the case of Vilnius, this common and 
popular scheme is explained as ›distinctive‹, 
as something which extends the logic of the 
Vilnius Old Town. The ›Vilnius-like‹ narrative 
is first created on a macro-scale, and then is 
gradually imbued into more specific spatial 
and structural similarities between Vilnius old 
town and the new districts: the ever changing 
perspectives and skyline, the modules of spa-
tial channels, dominant landmarks, the scale 
of the courtyards and the gateway-like joins 
between buildings. Architectural narratives 
about post-Lazdynai housing areas tended to 
increasingly be filled with such iconic images 
of the historical town, e.g. architectural hills, 
city gate, defensive wall, perimetrical-closed 
courtyards.

↘ Fig. 1: Sleeping districts along Laisvės Prospektas (built in 60s–90s). Scheme: Indrė Ruseckaitė, 2014.

↘ Fig. 2: Adaptation of the concept of the ›Old Town Hills‹ in the 
socialist city. Above: the right bank of Neris (arch. Algimantas 
Nasvytis, 1976 (Mačiulis, 2007), Lazdynai (arch. Vytautas Edmun-
das Čekanauskas and Vytautas Brėdikis, 1967 (Vytautas Brėdikis 
archive). Below: Karoliniškės (arch. Kazimieras Balėnas, 1970 
(Balėnas, 1970), Šeškinė, the mix of concepts of the City Gates 
and Old Town Hills (arch. Arnas Dineika, Danas Ruseckas et al., 
1977 (Danas Ruseckas archive).
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form cosy, enclosed courtyards »as in Vilnius 
city centre« (Balėnas, 1970) through the use of 
standard block housing. In Pilaitė (architects 
Algimantas Bražinskas, Augis Gučas, Antanas 
Laurinavičius, 1988), a genuine perimetrically 
enclosed block, which can be entered through 
arched gates, was implemented. In Justiniškės 
(architects Vytautas Balčiūnas, Mindaugas 
Adomaitis, Sigitas Čereškevičius, 1982) and the 
Pašilaičiai 4th microrayon (architects Danas 
Ruseckas, Aida Lėckienė, 1986), ideologically 
dangerous allusions to ›private land‹ emerge 
as ground floor residents have small fenced 
gardens which could be entered directly from 
their apartments (Fig. 3).

Preserving the peaceful and quiet neighbour-
hoods of the early 70s has become an increas-
ing challenge, given the growing number of pri - 
vate vehicles and the intensification of public 
transport along major city arteries. Near the 
busiest streets of Vilnius, houses of a new typo - 
logy, called Screen Houses, are being con-
structed. The first housing block of this kind 
was built in the Justiniškės district (architect 
Danas Ruseckas). Although the name ›screen‹ 
is used primarily to refer to media or technical  
devices, in a collage image presenting this  
building innovation connotations of a defensive 
wall are used: in the background we see a 
screen house, in the foreground – The Battle of 
Grunwald (Fig. 4).

Visitors arriving to Vilnius on the Kaunas, 
Sudervė, Ukmergė or Riga highways inevita-

bly pass through this constellation of mass 
residential areas – because of this an ›access 
to the city‹ image was created by borrowing 
the idea of the City Gate. The tower blocks of 
Lazdynai, being the first to mark the forth-
coming city when driving from Kaunas, have 
become an important city icon. In achieving 
this, Čekanauskas had much to negotiate 
with the government: he, personally, wanted 
standard high-rise apartment blocks not to be 
built in designated areas and instead proposed 
16-storey tower blocks, exclusively designed 
for Lazdynai (architect Česlovas Mazūras, 
1978–1982), which would announce a modern 
and innovative city from afar (Brėdikis, 2011). 
Till the very end of the 80s, when the area 
around Ukmergės Street started to develop, 
the district of Šeškinė (architect Kazimieras 
Balėnas, 1975) marked the beginning of Vilnius. 
The architects endeavoured to create the effect 
of a City Gate, by constructing a multifunctional 
urban hill concentrated along both sides of 
the street (Ruseckas, 2008). The Vilnius City 
Gate is a mass of five 16-storey tower blocks 
(architects Bronius Krūminis, Danas Ruseckas) 
standing near the Šeškinė shopping centre. A 
massive Vilnius sign is still present on the roof 
of one of the tower blocks. On the roof of the 
other, a clock was installed – to indicate exact 
place and time.

In continuing with the tower block subject, it 
is necessary to mention that cast-in-situ rein-
forced concrete technology started to be devel-
oped in Vilnius in the 70s. Therefore, the need 

Architectural narratives about ›the Other‹ 
districts
Architectural hills was one of the most resilient 
architectural concepts in soviet Vilnius. This 
was seen not as a universal tool for creating 
a composition, but rather as an adaptation of 
the hilly townscape of old Vilnius. »(…) As we 
researched the Old Town’s dominant landmarks 
(church towers and belfries), we noticed the 
regularities of the skyline. At first, we thought 
that the dominants stand in a quite chaotic man-
ner but, as we went deeper into the subject, 
we saw (from Bekešo Hill) the great wave of 
architecture. We realised that the architectural 
hills are an echo of the natural ones surround-
ing Vilnius« (Nasvytis, 2002). The Old Town’s 
architectural hills were quick to spread: even 
the height regulations for the administrative 
and commercial centre on the right bank of the 
Neris were based on this concept (Mačiulis, 
2005). The authors of socialist mass housing 
districts also mention it as a source of inspira-
tion. Architectural hills emerged as the princi-
pal idea in Karoliniškės (architect Kazimieras 
Balėnas, 1970), the district that is the closest 
neighbour of Lazdynai. The Karoliniškės dis-
trict was built on the completely flat plateau 
bet ween the valleys of the Neris and the Sud-
ervėlė. So the aim was to »put a peak on this 
highland using housing blocks of various 
height« (Balėnas, 1970), and the tip-top of the 
district had to be the Vilnius TV tower. In this 
district, the 1-464-LI series housing project was 
improved (Bronius Krūminis group, 1967) and 
therefore five to nine storey housing block units 

could form recurring hills all through the area. 
Architects Kazimieras and Genovaitė Balėnas 
also recall architectural hills while talking about 
Pašilaičiai, which they designed in 1985: circu-
lar streets surrounded the 1st-3rd microray-
ons, whose skyline, because of the 120V series 
three to twelve storey houses, gradually grows 
higher towards the microrayons’ centres (Fig. 2).

The urban structure of residential areas was 
slowly changing, and eventually a tendency of 
closed spaces – especially in inner courtyards 
of housing blocks – emerged. In this regard, 
architects also had their own explanations 
based on features of the historical city. In the 
case of Karoliniškės, it was expected that 
modified houses of the 1-464-LI series »will 
help to create semi-enclosed spaces, remi-
niscent of the scale of the city centre with its 
distinctive courtyards, and this constellation 
of yard-like areas will help to avoid artificial 
drafts«(Balėnas, 1970). The public space of 
the Šeškinė shopping centre was also formed 
by re-interpreting the form and appearance of 
the Old Town (architects Gediminas Baravykas, 
Kęstutis Pempė, Gytis Ramunis et al., 1985). 
Here, low red brick buildings are gathered 
around a semi-enclosed square: »(…) pedes-
trian paths from all over the microrayon lead 
to it, in a way reminiscent of the space of the 
Old Town, and in constructing the structure of 
the shopping centre, the structure of the Old 
Town with its many small boutiques was fol-
lowed« (Drėmaitė et al, 2012). The Fabijoniškės 
master-plan was also based on the idea to 
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PašilaičiaiKaroliniškės

PilaitėFabijoniškės

↘ Fig 3: Semi-closed blocks: Karoliniškės (photo: Regina 
Bučiūnienė, 1978), Fabijoniškės, Pašilaičiai (photo: Danas 
Ruseckas, 1988), Fabijoniškės, Pilaitė

↘ Fig 4: Visualisation of the Defensive Wall or Screen Building in 
Justiniškės by arch. Danas Ruseckas, 1978.

for services provided by The Vilnius Combine of 
Housing Construction was minimised. Housing 
blocks were produced on site – thanks to cast-
in-situ concrete – and the possibilities of liquid 
stone enabled free play with architectural form. 
In its very name we can see that this technol-
ogy stands against the concept of monolithic 
towers. The first apartment blocks built using 
this technology, referred to by locals as ›The 
Rockets‹, stand in Lazdynai. Their construc-
tion started only in 1978, because the new 
technology needed some time for testing and 
development. Later, a unique type of monolithic 
housing block was designed for every district. 
Here we can go back to the Lazdynai architec-
tural narratives and to the conventional, value 
defining keyword, innovative: a term which 
would be almost non-existent in the standard 
architecture of the period, situated somewhere 
between Utopia and The Combine of Housing 
Construction. For example, each new district is 
unique in the local context – every new district 
has an innovative design completely different 
from that of its neighbours. This does not, 
however, mean that it would be nominated for 
another All-Union Prize.

It is evident that architects could have ex-
plained the unique character of each district’s 
construction, the ›identity‹ of each area, with-
out mentioning ›the Old Town narrative.‹ I would 
describe this rather as a constructed system 
of identity signs created individually for each 
area. Like the ›Vilnius-like‹ narratives, this can 
be seen from macro- to micro-scales. First of 

all, we can identify an urban pattern for a whole 
area and its cluster of buildings that is (not) a 
mechanical repetition of a plan. Because of 
this pattern, one can identify individual areas 
as particular structural segments in the wider 
city plan. Another set of attributes are the atyp-
ical buildings (multiplied later in other cities 
of Lithuania or the USSR) designed especially 
for every district. Here, an important role is 
given to public and commercial buildings, as 
well as to the design features of monolithic 
housing blocks already mentioned. These act 
as inter-district spatial landmarks that show 
the boundaries between one and another dis-
trict while looking from a distance, and are 
important landmarks while moving through 
districts’ inner spaces. In micro-scale – we 
might point to the fine architectural features 
or architectural patterns of balconies (for in-
stance: grids of crosses covering the stairwells 
or coloured ceramic pixels on the balconies 
in Karoliniškės), firewalls (sculptural reliefs 
in Viršuliškės, Justiniškės, etc.), details in the 
buildings (for instance: biomorphs in Pilaitė), 
the joins between buildings (like the postmod-
ernist arcs in Pašilaičiai and Pilaitė, or alcoves 
in Viršuliškės). These small variations of de-
tails should help identify and discern particular 
areas one from another, and distance them 
from repetitiveness (Fig. 5).

The curse of ›the Others‹?
The generic and un-identifiable character of 
sleeping districts was presented in its most 
ironic form in the Soviet movie, The Irony of Fate 

Karoliniškės

Pašilaičiai
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↘ Pašilaičiai

↘ Pilaitė

↘ Virsuliškės

↘ Justiniškės

↘ Fig 5. Identity signs of sleeping districts. Photos and schemes: Indrė Ruseckaitė, 2012.
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or After Banya (1975). It is precisely these fea-
tures that are the major cause of the failure of 
the project of »A flat for every family«, as well 
as the reason for a number of vanished archi-
tectural narratives. The Lenin Architecture and 
Urban Design Prize for Lazdynai (1974) leaves 
a number of unanswered questions about the 
success of this district, such as: when did it 
become clear that Lazdynai is the winner – 
during the process of design / construction or 
right after it was opened? This question arises 
when comparing the possibilities the authors 
of Lazdynai had to those that the architects 
of the other districts were condemned not to 
get. Is it true that even at the stage of design 
it became clear that Lazdynai was chosen to 
become the strategic arena for exposing the 
maximum achievements of Soviet urbanism? 
This circumstance would then have determined 
the implementation of all the complex archi-
tectural and urban solutions which otherwise 
would have remained just sketches were it 
not for the support of the government and the 
engagement of the construction sector in the 
development of this one single area? Or, on the 
other hand, maybe the highest possible award 
was designated post factum – after all the ne-
gotiations needed between the architects and 
all the decision-making and executive parties 
involved in order to bring the authors’ idea to 
fruition? In any case, this unanswered question 
cannot deny the fact that none of the other dis-
tricts were able to achieve the precedent set by 
Lazdynai’s success. The most serious challeng-
es had to be faced by Karoliniškės – the neigh-

bour district that began to be built right in the 
peak of Lazdynai’s glory in the mid 70s. A wish 
»to design other districts as good as Lazdynai, 
or even better« should then have sounded like 
a real challenge, which eventually after several 
years it would prove impossible to rise to.

»Who has not heard the critique of Karoliniškės 
– a new residential district that emerged in the 
shadow of Lazdynai? (…) it is certainly unenvi-
able to be born after Lazdynai, whatever baby 
it is. But much more important is the fact that 
Karoliniškės definitely cannot make a positive 
impression« (Budrys, 1976). Even before the 
completion of the Karoliniškės district, the 
question »what is the reason for its failure?« 
had begun to be raised publicly. A few reasons 
may be offered, which correspond point by 
point to the keywords of Lazdynai – terrain, 
spaciousness, novelties, originality – but un-
fortunately only in an opposite, negative sense. 
Although the area of Karoliniškės is surround-
ed by the striking terrain formed by the rivers 
Neris and Sudervelė, the chosen site for possi-
ble construction is incredibly flat – a fact auto-
matically turning off one of the compositional 
parameters and, thus, the specific three- 
dimensional attributes of space. The next rea-
son for failure is the district’s spatial intricacy. 
The desired Old Town-like system of transition-
al inner courtyards in reality appeared to be a 
labyrinth leading through a series of identical 
semi-closed courtyards surrounded by ge-
neric housing blocks. Although the diversity of 
spaces increases when approaching the area’s 

↘ Karoliniškės

↘ Lazdynai
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sub-centres, orientation inside the district 
remains very complicated. Another failure can 
be put down to poor quality of implementa-
tion, and discrepancies between the project 
and its implementation. »The architecture of 
Karoliniškės demands a high-quality execution 
otherwise it can greatly suffer, and the district 
will lose the specific face which is expected by 
everyone – from designers to future residents« 
(Balėnas, 1970). However, the quality of con-
struction was low, and a lack of finances pre-
vented – as had also been the case in Lazdynai –  
erecting the planned multi-functional public  
centre of the district, thus enhancing its mono-
functional nature. And the last reason for fail-
ure is a too high, or to be precise, higher than 
in Lazdynai building density. The changing 
SNiPs (Construction Codes and Regulations / 
Строительные нормы и правила – СНиП) did 
not allow the repeating of the same spacious 
solutions as in Lazdynai, and in addition there 
were no pretexts for bypassing norms: the 
terrain provided no justification for manipulat-
ing prices, complexity, etc. In this way, all the 
architectural narratives or explanations of the 
architectural ideas were drowned out in a rising 
wave of critique of sleeping districts’ failures, 
where the sores of sleeping areas as faceless, 
alien, generic started to be exposed widely and 
fiercely (Balčiūnas, 1977). Simultaneously, the 
stories about new residential area projects 
and implementations start to dissolve in the 
media, eventually shrinking to the size of pri-
vate disputes between architects. The public 
then receive only brief fragmented messages 

about the development phases of Viršuliškės, 
Šeškinė, Justiniškės and Pašilaičiai, and some-
what more detailed information about solitary, 
distinguishable buildings in these districts. 
Thus, Lazdynai remains the most described 
and praised district in Vilnius.

The architectural narratives about ›the others‹ 
presented in the media of the late 70s were re-
placed by waves of rigorous criticism. Although 
reasonable, it also worked as an important 
actor in shaping the negative public attitude 
towards sleeping districts, which today still 
functions to reproduce diverse negative clichés 
about these areas. Undoubtedly, one can face 
this fact stoically, but only until considering the 
paradoxes of narrative value, so well-exposed 
in the case of Lazdynai. This forces a re-think-
ing of the weight and impact of the value creat-
ed by narrative. Architectural narratives, on the 
one hand, can be read as socialist propaganda 
or stories explaining the architect’s creative 
ego as a dictatorial one. On the other hand, 
these narratives eventually become an unques-
tionable truth in locals’ minds. For instance, 
residents of Lazdynai, when asked about the 
most valuable features of their district, auto-
matically repeat the same phrases about 
Lazdynai as are to be found in the publications, 
movies or interviews about the district made 
in the 70s (Janušauskaitė, 2013). This means 
that the definition of value by someone (in this 
case – the architect) becomes an integral part 
of local legend – the architectural narrative is 
accepted, adopted and eventually re-produced 

by locals as their own. This truly constitutes 
»initiating some to-be-value of an object«, es-
pecially when a genuine value does exist. In the 
case of Lazdynai, the value constructs a nar-
rative which is reinforced by the architectural 
narrative: the constant repetition of these two 
creates an even greater value. But what about 
›the others‹ – how could locals know that, al-
though minimal, symptoms of some inherent 
value do exist? This question arises without any 
intention to create an imaginary value which 
does not exist, but in thinking that any attribute 
of value ›in a land without history‹ can be of 
crucial importance for locals’ positive percep-
tion of their habitat, and therefore in initiating 
positive – and real – changes in these sleeping 
post-socialist urban spaces in Vilnius.
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a variety of perspectives.1 Some of the texts on 
the subject have manage to liberate themselves 
from the euphoria of prejudiced positivism and 
achieve a realistic approach to the topic. So far, 
the phenomenon of architectural activism as an 
overall paradigm has not reached ›the heights‹ 
of institutional and serious scientific research, 
but the subject is covered in quite a number of 
books and articles.2

Discussions on how to achieve something in 
architecture, and through architecture, with the 
use of the means and practices of architectural 
activism, very often equate to a panacea for 
the modernist architectural mentality: in other 
words, they constitute a new means to improve 

1 See: Icon (2009) November issue, »If You Want to Change 
Society, Don’t Build Anything«; Volume (2012) 30, »Privatize!«; 
Monu (2013) 18, »Communal Urbanism«; Pier Vittorio Aureli 
(2013) The Theology of Tabula Rasa: Walter Benjamin and Archi-
tecture in the Age of Precarity. Log 27.

2 See: Knight, Keith and Schwarzman, Mat (2009) Beginners 
Guide to Community Based Arts. Oakland CA: New Village Press; 
Borrup, Tom (2009) The Creative Community Builders Handbook. 
Saint Paul, Minnesota: Fieldstone Alliance; Miessen, Markus 
(2010) The Nightmare of Participation (Crossbench Praxis as a 
Mode of Criticality). New York: Sternberg Press; Lietuvos Dailė 
2000-2010: dešimt metų (2010) Vilnius: Šiuolaikinio meno centras; 
Michelkevičė, Lina (2014) Dalyvavimo praktikos Lietuvos šiuolai-
kiniame mene: analizės kriterijai ir vertinimo problema. Daktaro 
disertacija, Vilnius; Walwin, Jeni (2010) Searching for Art’s New 
Publics. Bristol UK/Chicago USA: Intellect; Billing, Johanna; Lind, 
Maria and Nilsson, Lars (2007) Taking The Matter into Common 
Hands. On Contemporary Art and Collaborative Practice. London: 
Black Dog Publishing; Le Feuvre, Lisa (2010) Failure. Documents 
of Contemporary Art. London: Whitechapel Gallery; Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press.

In this text, I will try to orient the reader in a 
phenomenon of contemporary architecture, 
also readily found in Lithuania: that of architec-
tural activism. The text is motivated by a num-
ber of projects and initiatives (to be reviewed 
later), which reveal the peculiarities of the 
phenomenon in Lithuania. This phenomenon 
is one that is new, important and still little crit-
icised in the Lithuanian cultural environment. 
To architecture, activism instils the features of 
a dynamic and socio-cultural phenomenon, a 
process that is in need of more detailed discus-
sion and examination. Cultural dynamism and 
sociality has not been, and still is not, the rule 
in Lithuania. Thus, what to make of this phe-
nomenon in Lithuania, where, like elsewhere 
(but, perhaps, more so than elsewhere) differ-
ent generations of architects understand their 
architectural activity and missions differently, 
and the gap between these understandings, 
especially in Lithuania, is very deep.

It is true that internationally, for some time al- 
ready, the subject of architectural activism 
has become rather popular. Quite a lot of texts 
have been written on this subject, but they 
have tended to describe Western rather than 
Lithuanian experiences. In general, a non-insti-
tutional tone and unscientific language, as well 
as countercultural imperatives and intonations 
are common when speaking about this phe-
nomenon. Icon, Volume, Monu, Log and other 
contemporary non-institutional architectural 
journals and research platforms have recently 
discussed architectural activism critically from 
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society. Actually, these approaches may rather 
constitute a way to improve architects, as soci-
ety does not need any treatment or salvation, at 
least not with the help of architecture (…) Such 
a messianic function was attributed to architec-
ture during post-war periods, when there was 
a special need for the restoration of destroyed 
environments. In such times, the need for ideas 
and architectural activities was especially ur-
gent, and this contributed to an overestimation 
of architects’ status in society. Their strong 
relations to mass construction and regenera-
tion programs on the state level strengthened 
their pose of prominence. Notwithstanding the 
gradual process of change of the socio-cultural 
situation and public expectations, this pose has 
retained its stability. In all times, the political 
engagement of architecture served to provide 
it with the features of high – elite (and very ex-
pensive) – art; and such art is, as a rule, asocial 
(sociality in this case being understood as being 
in close relation with society at large).

In the contemporary times of after-modernist 
criticism, when architecture has become a 
commodity and its cultural connotations have  
acquired the features of criticism and uncon-
ventionalism in relation to thinking and pro-
cesses, its position has essentially changed. 
Architects are no longer treated as an elite 
profession, and the boundaries of architecture 
itself have expanded well beyond its traditional 
notions. Sociality is one of the essential feat - 
ures of architecture in the 21st century: large-
scale projects (like those of the post-war era) 

may be realised only if they are clothed in the 
communication apparel of social (if not so-
cialist) welfare. However, the inner content of 
such an approach has essentially remained 
the same, as has its tasks: the improvement 
of the world and life with the help of modern-
ist means. In essence, therefore, not only the 
modernist language, but also the modernist 
approach has remained fundamentally un-
changed. As manifested by the experiences 
of recent ›bubbles‹, such a twist in commu-
nication strategies has been well used by real 
estate traders who have easily managed to 
mortgage the lives of members of the same 
social strata just by showing signs of a positive 
mood or ›good life‹, selling merely the image of 
architecture, rather than good architecture or a 
good environment for happy living.

Such a combination of architecture and social-
ity contributes to the annihilation of quality in 
architecture and radically changes (has radi-
cally changed) the views and mental images of 
urbanity, by easily bringing them into accord-
ance with the commercial capitalist pattern. 
So how can we interpret such a situation? It 
may be the case that negative preconceptions 
regarding such commercialism’s ability to 
achieve quality urban development and archi-
tecture have brought about the new form of 
architectural sociality manifested in activism. 
It may also be the case that together with a 
critical social approach and scepticism towards 
the prevailing contemporary socio-economical 
situation all over the globe, new generations 

of architects have inaugurated radically new 
thinking and attitudes in contemporary archi-
tecture, leading potentially to new future archi-
tectural praxes. It may also be, however, that 
the same phenomenon of activism is perceived 
in one way in the cultural discourse of Western 
Europe, where anti-globalist social criticism is 
considered normal, and quite differently in our 
post-communist context, where even a sense of 
community for a long time was associated with 
a sociopathology of one kind or another, or with 
political youth organisations, and in general 
was considered alien or even rejectable due to 
its connotations with communist romanticism. 
But at present, almost twenty years later, com-
munity has become a valuable discovery, and 
in some places is the equal to bulldozer power 
can become a tool to lay down the law by way of 
controlled democracy.

The controversies generated by the specific en-
vironment of post-communist reality and the 
peculiarities of its community activities appears 
interesting and exotic against the backdrop of 
the contemporary Western culture of ›success 
marketing‹. When discussing the phenomenon 
of activism, this context provides additional rel-
evance, charm and fashion. Our architectural 
activism looks stimulating and exotic to a West-
erner, as we try to match together things which, 
in normal society, are simply unmatchable: the 
post-communist modernist mentality of the 
socium with contemporary lifestyles and tradi-
tions of community life. Under normal con-
ditions these two poles of the magnet do not 

connect; but it is possible that the ambition to 
connect them, thus generating mental tensions 
in a changing post-communist society, is an 
object of interest. 

It is often the case that in applying for support 
for an artistic or social project, it is enough just  
to mention post-communist ›sleeping districts‹  
and social conflict in them, and it is very plau-
sible you will get ›the financing‹. Not a single 
element of the project you applied with, how-
ever, guarantees or even signals its quality 
or its contribution to research. Sometimes it 
appears that it is sufficient to ›stimulate‹ or 
›provoke‹ and the goal is already reached. What 
lies beyond this, and where it leads, most often 
remains an unanswered question, but (…) as 
widely known, contemporary culture is not sup-
posed to answer questions or be useful. It can 
exist and prosper per se. Too often such pro-
vocative stimulation just discloses the diseases 
of local communities and their symptoms, 
which are clear and known already, and only 
in very rare cases does it destroy social myths 
about a locality and community.

I may be wrong about this current fashion for 
projects tinged with post-Soviet nostalgia, but 
it can be easily checked, so I encourage my 
readers to do so. I will, therefore, in this text 
strenuously avoid the pseudo nostalgic roman-
ticisation of the communist past and attempt to 
look at it realistically and critically, in so far as 
the framework of the issue under discussion 
will allow me. I will try to explain what archi-



Mapping Vilnius
Introduction
72

Mapping Vilnius
Introduction
73

tectural activism is and review the fundamental 
issues of architectural sociability in an attempt 
to disclose the ›genes‹ of activism in it. 

Context of cultural activism
In contradistinction to the relatively safe »green - 
house« environment in Soviet design and plan-
ning institutes, an architect now exposed  
to conditions of capitalist competition must be  
active. In this context, the notion of sphere of 
influence no longer makes sense. Competi - 
tion only marginally varies according to socio- 
 cultural context, as the latter affects only 
changes in the forms of competition. The pro-
cesses and methods of architectural creation 
in a fiercely competitive environment differ 
markedly from those existing in commercially 
safe and assured conditions. In an intense-
ly competitive environment, passiveness is 
usually identified with stagnation and an inev-
itable finale of failure or disaster; and failure 
of course does not fit with the image of the 
contemporary architect (or most acutely of the 
contemporary businessman). In this capital-
ist environment of wild survival competition, 
typical business management principles and 
requirements, sales strategies and even tricks 
are also applied to architecture. To tell the 
truth, even many arts step-by-step are be-
coming competitive and businesslike, which 
does not necessarily equate to a lack of quality. 
Evidently, in such a context, it is logical that the 
concept of activism, as a manifestation of activ-
ity, has penetrated many spheres, among them 
architectural praxis, and infected them with the 

diseases of excessive usefulness and effective-
ness which usually do not imply quality.

In the case of architecture, individual activism 
as a principle of professionalism and creativity 
has long been a feature of the professional cul-
ture: however, this was not necessarily social 
in a contemporary sense. Therefore, the main 
element of the new context must be seen as 
sociality, because socially active (or responsi-
ble) architectural praxis is a novelty causing the 
gradual transformation of the methods, forms 
and even technologies of contemporary archi-
tectural creation by relating them with the soci-
um or community. So, a creative and active ar-
chitect is the contemporary genius type, which 
has replaced the former modernist – physician 
of society – and post-modern – critic of society 
- types. This transformation of the architect’s 
genius type is regular, and each period in ar-
chitecture history has its own characteristic 
universal ›benchmark‹ image of an architect in 
society; the fundamental provisions and prin-
ciples of architecture as profession, however, 
do not change so fast. The ›benchmark‹ image 
of the contemporary architect in society is the 
following: a creative and active problem solver, 
covering and connecting different spheres of 
artistic and technical creation and social activi-
ties, functioning on different social layers.

This benchmark of universal quality is a clear 
indicator of the condition of contemporary ar-
chitecture and stands in proof of the statement 
that in these times it is not enough just to make 

good architecture. It has not only to be sold and 
›lobbied‹, but also popularised, disseminated 
and introduced to society. This concept is not 
new; it was already understood by modernists 
in the first half of the 20th century. But then 
they did not realise that architecture must in-
teract directly with society and be created for 
it, with its participation and even through it. 
Such an approach eliminates the connotations 
between messianism and architectural activity 
and praxis, which were taken for granted in the 
times of modernism. Thus, in the 21st century, 
Arquitectonica socialis interdisciplinaris is its 
more or less real condition.

It is noteworthy that one of the cornerstones for 
the existence of the architect’s profession is the 
law of its internal renewal, the changing condi-
tions and requirements of which are moulded 
by society. If we look at architecture through 
history, we see both that the modes of archi-
tecture formation and its relations to society 
are in continual fluctuation. Today, we witness 
the emergence of a mode whereby architec-
ture can be formed with the informed help of 
a society or community, when the latter even 
takes part in the creative process. In the game 
of architectural activism, the socium needs to 
believe in the excellence of an architectural 
solution, as if it has made it itself. Looking from 
a broader historical perspective, in the wake of 
a number of waves of modernist criticism, the 
ideas of which are still digested in Lithuanian 
architecture criticism, it is possible to argue 
that architecture, both in its concepts and crea-

tive methods has been forced to undergo global 
change. The same is true of the image and po-
sition in society of the architect-genius – in the 
end they had to change, even though for some 
time, while the ideas of modern urbanism were 
subjected to criticism, its architects continued 
to be immune. Eventually, the architect mod-
ernist with all his advantages went from being 
a social protagonist to a complete social antag-
onist – a wrongdoer of society.

Thus, changes became inevitable, and so they 
came. In the last decade of the 20th century, 
the forms, methods and technologies of mod-
ern architecture changed. The architects’ turn 
towards society was inevitable, but not a single 
architect, not even the fiercest critic of mod-
ernism, has renounced the modernist values 
of architecture. We have remained modernists, 
however paradoxical this might sound. We all 
manage modernist form and content, and try to 
explain it to society otherwise than it was done 
by our predecessors. This may be the underly-
ing pretext for activism – to teach and enlighten 
society in forms and ways acceptable to it. My 
overall argument, therefore, is that the goal 
of architecture has not changed: simply the 
means and modes of its achievement.

It may look as if I am speaking of some global 
architectural sabotage or plot. There is no  
plot: there are just signs indicating that archi-
tectural activism is not a radical turn, but  
rather the reconstruction of architectural 
means through the attributes of emotionali-
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ty, social justice and informativeness. In the 
period of after-modernist criticism, asocial 
architecture is doomed and probably for good. 
Therefore, a contemporary architect works in 
an extremely broad field: as a public relations 
representative, as social worker, as creative 
problem settler, as business ideologist or even 
spiritual guru. The boundaries of architecture 
as a profession have broadened, a process in-
fluenced by brandification, success marketing 
and other similar things. This is evident in the 
ongoing processes of contemporary profes-
sional adaptation to changing global socio-cul-
tural conditions and the ›socialisation‹ of the 
architect’s profession. Activism is one such 
form of ›socialisation‹.

So, is activism really a new type of architect’s 
praxis? It is still hard to tell. Absolutely com-
mercial architectural praxis exists, and this is 
also termed architectural creation. Absolutely 
ideological architectural praxis exists – the 
marketing or construction of economically suc-
cessful images and research, as for example 
in the work of AMO and its other prototypes. 
Praxis which is both commercial and socially- 
oriented exists, at the same time oriented 
towards society and expecting commercial 
benefit, both appearing socially correct and 
enabling architectural realisation. I would 
term this the mimicry of architectural activ-
ism. Activism, it seems, can be a new form of 
architectural praxis characteristic to welfare 
societies in a socially-orientated environment 
and its signs, means, elements and subtypes 

can be found in many activities related to archi-
tecture. But there is another – radically critical 
– opinion about this phenomenon maintaining 
that activism is not productive, often imitation-
al, involving an artificially expanded circle of 
protagonists, eluding personal responsibility 
and aiming at scarcely achievable results. This 
approach is represented by Markus Miessen 
who lowers architectural activism from the 
skies of euphoric romanticism to the ground of 
realistic criticism.3

Types of activism
Reviewing the practices of architectural ac-
tivism, it is not difficult to notice their vectors 
of common logic. Any practice of activism is 
directed to changes: of a certain condition, sit-
uation, solution, attitude, etc. This change may 
be short- or long-term, more or less clearly 
expressed, but it is always easily recognisable 
in the motivations for architectural activism. 
A change of some kind is the common charac-
teristic of all practices of activism, while other 
qualities and objectives determine their means, 
character and results. Contemporary activism 
has many names and tackles problems of dif-
ferent scales, cultural fields and territories.  
My research covers more or less socially orien-
tated architectural practice. Different synony-
mous definitions are used to name it: commu-
nity based design, socially responsive design, 
participatory architecture, public interest 
architecture, etc. From a conceptual perspec-
tive, this practice is based on one important 
argument: professional architects understand 

3 See Markus Miessen (2006) Did Someone Say Participate?: 
An Atlas of Spatial Practice. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press; (2007) The 
Violence of Participation. New York: Sternberg Press; The Night-
mare of Participation (Crossbench Praxis as a Mode of Criticality). 
New York: Sternberg Press; (2012) The Space of Agonism. New 
York: Sternberg Press.

4 A simple piece of art often does not need to be explained by 
its author, but, at the beginning of the 21st century, contempo-
rary architecture has to be explained. 

architecture differently than it is perceived and 
understood by society.

Nowadays, this is an essential difference. While 
speaking about the same thing, each side of 
the architecture/public divide uses the defi-
nitions, language and discourses acceptable 
and understandable only to it. The result is 
obvious – an inability to communicate and mu-
tual tension. Society tends to reject any piece 
of architecture which cannot be understood 
or explained, or reconstructs the work’s idea-
tional content according to its own perceptual 
logic and judgement.4 Very often, one and the 
same piece of architecture is understood by 
many architects as high quality, but receives 
radically negative public evaluation (for exam-
ple, the building of the General Prosecutor‘s 
Office in Vilnius). Sometimes, on the contrary, 
architectural works praised by society receive 
fierce criticism from professional architects. 
It is possible that the practice of architectural 
activism, the processes and methods of which 
are directed towards society, attempts to over-
come this schism partially in order to soften 
this prevailing hostility. The practice of archi-
tectural activism chooses a simplified picturing 
of ideas and mode of speaking, so that the pub-
lic at large can understand its content as easily 
as possible (it is a pity, however, that too often 
such an approach does not seek communica-
tion, but conflict, thus guaranteeing exclusive 
attention to a speaker who uses the situation to 
draw attention to his/ her own person).

So, how can activism, its vectors and means 
of practice be defined? What are the signs and 
models of activism practices? As mentioned 
above, activism is architectural practice di-
rected towards society and/or community: (1) 
with the aim to achieve a certain architectural 
result with the participation of society or to 
adjust the socium’s approach to it; (2) with the 
aim to clarify public opinion on one or another 
problem, and later, in cooperation with society/
community, to find a common solution; and (3) 
with the aim to understand the lifestyles and 
anthropological peculiarities in a certain local-
ity and its community, which might explain the 
phenomenology of the locality and the mental 
toponymy of its socium. 

In this practice, process and result are of equal 
importance, and in some cases the process is 
more important than the result, because activ-
ism helps to stimulate a community‘s activities 
and mobilises it for certain common actions 
and/or goals. Often architects take part in this 
activity as social workers and their means of 
work are no longer architectural. They organize 
and provoke processes that seek primarily to 
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change the system in which a given problem is 
considered and approached, rather than focus 
on the appearance or image of the problem it-
self. These processes of public interaction have 
different forms of social participation and rep-
resentation. Depending on the task undertak-
en, on the scale of the problem and the sched-
ule of activism, appropriate tools for action are 
chosen, such as consistent and stable cultural 
activities with an organised focus; more or less 
organised educational activities in the commu-
nity; such forms of creative workshops which 
can attract local communities to participate 
in the creative or decision-making processes; 
mixed cultural activities and social provoca-
tions aiming at awakening the consciousness of 
the local community.

One of the models may be internal initiatives, 
when architects organise local communities or 
are members in them. In such cases, architects 
act more or less altruistically, seeking benefit 
for a community, or act by performing artistic 
research which is valuable for a specific locality 
or territory in an educational and social sense. 
It is possible in this form of activism that archi-
tects shape certain tasks for a locality and try 
to get the community involved. Another model 
is directive, when architects act as represent-
atives of some institutions and have to solve a 
certain problem or perform a task seeking for 
specific results. In this case, architects act as 
socially orientated creative workers, catalysts, 
seeking through their action the favour and 
approval of the community, or alternatively they 

attempt to clarify the approach of local com-
munities to a situation by provoking discussion. 
This case is more common for the institutional 
activities of municipalities and territory plan-
ning processes, where the participation of soci-
ety is obligatory and architects are forced to act 
socially. Problematic cases are those where the 
models – internal initiative and external direc-
tive – are mixed. Extreme actions can lead to 
conflict situations and social marginalisation. 
Thus, there is a risk that activist actions that 
are too extreme will be rejected by the society 
they are aimed at.

Regardless of the selected model, one of the 
essential preconditions for activism is the fact 
that contemporary society is miscellaneous, 
and the amount of information on it and its dis-
courses is very large. Therefore, it is impossible 
to evaluate everything, no matter what kind of 
goals, realistic or idealistic, the initiators of ac-
tivism formulate: but such goals cannot be too 
abstract. Today we can easily distinguish the 
following types and vectors related to architec-
tural activism and its means:
 
according to the model – initiative/ directive; 

according to the goal – idealistic/ realistic; 

according to the type of activities – formal/
informal; 

according to the level of social participation (i.e. 
how much society is involved in the processes). 

5 The question is whether the battle For Lithuania Without 
Quotation Marks has lived up to expectations. The answer is cer-
tainly not. A new architectural competition for designing a new 
modern art centre in place of the former Lietuva cinema held 
this year not only disclosed the contradictions between activism 
and socio-economic reality, but also revealed the positions of 
members of the architects’ community (if such a thing exists in 
Lithuania) in respect to the former events, which were concealed 
at the time of fighting For Lithuania Without Quotation Marks. 
Today, it seems architects have betrayed the part of society 
which fought not only for the public and cultural functions of this 
location, but also for it as an architectural object, albeit one of 
›socialist heritage‹. In the competition, most participants, willing 
to get a good design commission, designed visions involving the 
demolition and destruction of the Lietuva cinema, opposed by 
a major part of society. It thus appears that the experience and 
results of this activism movement have not been learned and 
were just a nice social game. Following a few years of silence, 
the financial bulldozer has run over the transparent consciences 
of architects. 

6 The issue of reduced authorship is interesting per se. In 
very rare cases, a social process or project may be considered 
fully an author’s work. Large scale processes and projects, 
such as revolutions, have no authors. They have associates, 
groups or personalities related to these phenomena. When an 
object becomes a cultural phenomenon, it often ceases to be an 
author’s work. Is it not the case that, when architecture becomes 
a cultural phenomenon, it, on the one hand, loses its former 
authority and, on the other, is deprived of the need for an author 
and its qualities as a piece of architecture?

Architectural activism receives a lot of crit-
icism, and questions that can hardly be an-
swered are asked, such as: what are the results 
of activism?; what social and economic benefits 
do they bring?; who is responsible for failures 
and social responses different from those ex-
pected? Activism practices also can only with 
difficulty answer the question: what financing 
is possible? Because the results of activism 
depend directly on the consistency and stability 
of the initiative and its source of financing. 

Another type of activism exists – activism as a 
form of social resistance. In Lithuania, so far, 
this form of activism seems the most efficient, 
because it fights not for something, but against 
something, and enables the participating 
groups or communities to rally and unite. The 
examples of this type of community activism 
are abundant in Lithuania and elsewhere, and 
it is important to admit that their participants 
have achieved a lot. The brightest example, 
which almost turned into an art project, is the 
movement For Lithuania Without Quotation 
Marks, the movement to defend the Lietuva 
(Lithuania) cinema building in Vilnius, in which 
a lot of architects took part. This movement 
became a real phenomenon of activism that 
revealed the ambiguities and conflicts of un-
derstanding public interest, initiated some 
corrections to urban planning on the legislation 
level and legitimised the necessity of public 
participation in this process. The case became 
a precedent and example whose propositional 
side still seems attractive and relevant to-

day, even if the outcome (the fallout to those 
involved) definitely does not.5 This precedent 
has also become a clear example of what can 
be achieved by a community through collec-
tive action. On the basis of this example, an 
interesting question may be asked: »What 
is the relationship between authorship and 
activism?«, or »To what degree is individual 
authorship possible in activism?«6 In many 
cases, authorship remains unnamed, because 
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↘ Fig 1: Typological matrix of architectural activism

only the title of a project or the declaration of a 
problem goes to the public. The situation with 
the initiative, For Lithuania Without Quotation 
Marks, is interesting because this project has 
a few authors and a number of aggrieved par-
ties. Whatever the pros and cons, activism is a 
collective challenge and a collective creative 
act. In this and many other cases, the assertion 
of authorship reduces the significance of the 
process of activism, as it is then deprived of its 
idealistic background and creates the impres-
sion of being staged. The larger the problem, 
the less the amount of individualism and au-
thorship that can be involved, as a small group 
of activists cannot cover huge social problems 
(e.g. on a city level).

The mechanisms of architectural activism 
are related to non-architectural things – they 
are neither things (objects), nor systems, but 
more likely processes. Usually, the conven-
tional notion of architecture does not cover 
processes. The latter came into the sphere of 
interest of architecture just recently, and so far 
they fall within the boundaries of architectur-
al experiment (protogenetic, morphogenetic 
and self-organised processing technology). 
Architects and architecture are still in a clear 
relationship with stable structures of things or 
their systems. There is very little of such clear 
relationships, or even none at all, in activism, 
because society is dynamic and processes have 
social components. With this change of think-
ing and of the creative work algorithm, radically 
new results are achieved, without even speak-

ing of their impact on such questions as form, 
method or technology, which tend to be treated 
as stable structures. In the case of architectural 
activism, each element is dynamic and the out-
come of activities cannot be forecast. Probably 
this feature scares institutions and architects 
away from activism activities, which in essence 
are related to the logic of experiment and not 
orientated so much towards efficiency. Well-
established systems can be changed by way 
of revolution or evolution. In the latter case, 
the process is of a gradual replacement of ele-
ments, which may be non-static, into systems 
and integrating them into a social dimension, 
as society and community, often are not static. 
Thus, systems may be turned into processes. 

The development of architectural activism
Such a close relationship between activism 
and the arts and architecture is not a new thing 
per se, it is its particular modality that it is 
important to understand. The media and other 
contemporary arts by the end of the 20th, be-
ginning of the 21st century, in one or another 
form are all related to the socium, i.e. they are 
social. Only the expression and forms of the 
relationship differ. More or less all the contem-
porary arts, having escaped the framework 
of pure visuality and turned towards the so-
cium, are sometimes provocative, sometimes 
educational, but always socially active. The 
genesis of social art, however, is much older: 
the shape of activism as we know it was formed 
in the mid 20th century, with Fluxus and other 
socially provocative praxes. This trend reached 
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the boundaries of architecture by the very end 
of the 20th century, and prior to 2005-07 the 
phenomenon had become a global tendency, 
manifested all over the world by similar means 
and in similar ways. By about 2009, the practice 
of activism had already acquired a more or less 
clear methodological framework and typical 
praxis mechanisms. Even a number of publi-
cations for the implementation of such activi-
ties appeared. Simultaneously, before 2010, a 
theory of social art was developed, functioning 
independently, and manifest in all spheres of 
art constituting a legitimate cultural phenome-
non. We can easily find clear references to such 
tendencies in Lithuania too (see the publication 
on the occasion of the 15th anniversary of the 
Contemporary Art Center, in which we can find 
the names of some architects). 

In general, the new trends of architectural ac-
tivism can be explained by a few causes – one 
is the economic crisis of 2007 and the subse-
quent recession, which touched more or less 
the entire Western world.7 The fact probably 
is that architectural activities grind to a halt 
with recession. In Europe, around 2008-09 the 
only economically favourable environments for 
architecture were to be found in London due 
to its planned Olympic Games, Scandinavian 
countries and the major financial nodes of 
Central Europe: Switzerland, Germany and 
Luxembourg. Under such circumstances, 
architectural activities and professional orien-
tations had to be corrected, and this correction 
was at least twofold. On the one hand, archi-

tects started participating in the financing and 
competition projects of European funds (public 
procurement) fed by infrastructure and other 
financial projects in Europe: in other words, 
architecture became more related to construc-
tion. On the other, social activities enabled a 
bridging of the wide open gaps in architects’ 
relations with society. The primary change, 
however, was wrought by the financial crisis in 
which a number of architects lost their jobs and 
were forced to realise their intellectual poten-
tial in other areas, with architectural activism 
being one of them. Under such circumstances, 
it seems architects’ means have drastically 
changed, and thinking »what can we do or de-
sign to improve the world« has been replaced 
by thinking »what can we actually do, so the 
world can change.« Such changed thinking may 
be an expression of the new relationship of the 
architect’s profession with reality – they have 
been forced »to face reality« – or, in a sense, 
undergo a transformation from an illusory 
world to reality (…) It seems many have realised 
that just because you picture a happy society or 
community in your project does not mean it will 
become such and the environment (the more 
so the world) will not as a result necessarily 
change, that the happiness and well-being of 
visualisation is virtual or synthetic and, finally, 
that the meaning and purpose of architecture is 
much more realistic. So far, it is difficult to say 
what the true answer is, but architectural crit-
icism in such a vein could be found quite often 
in the architectural press for at least a decade 
from 2000-03.

7 For a critique of activism as preserving the prevailing 
destructive social conditions, see Aureli, Pier Vittorio (2013) The 
Theology of tabula rasa: Walter Benjamin and architecture in the 
age of precarity. Log 27.

8 See: Boyd White, Iain (1982) Bruno Taut and the Architecture 
of Activism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Available 
at: https://doubleoperative.files.wordpress.com/2009/12/whythe-
iain-boyd-bruno-taut-and-the-architecture-of-activism.pdf 
(accessed 12 April 2016).

I have to remind that there are not so many ex-
amples of activism in the architecture history of 
the 20th century, but they are very significant. 
At the outset of modern architecture, socially 
active and meaningful architectural activity 
was not very popular. One of the brightest ex-
amples was Bruno Taut’s Glassen Ketle during 
WWI, and his activities directed towards the 
architects’ community in Germany. This was 
not a radical movement, but its outcome was 
radically new – it gave birth to an interesting 
new trend of utopian architecture, biomorphic 
architecture, the preconditions and ideological 
background of which were influenced by Bruno 
Taut’s activities.8 Moreover, this activism prac-
tice engendered new preconditions for speak-
ing and thinking about architecture otherwise 
than before, by proving that it had greater 
socio-cultural significance and showing the 
possibility of a different relationship between 
architecture and society: that architecture as 
a field of art and science may be more sen-
sitive to the socio-cultural situation and can 
even form utopian images for the society of 
the immediate future. Such was the environ-
ment in which the aforementioned German 
Expressionism and Biomorphism, in which 
Finsterlin and Mendelsohn’s Einstein Tower 
and other significant ideas and buildings, ap-
peared.

Another important example of architectur-
al activism in this context was the radical 
architecture movement of the 1960-70s. Its 
representatives first of all reacted to the ex-

isting socio-cultural situation and condition of 
architecture, by expressing criticism of both 
of them and using a transformed architectural 
language for such critical pronouncements. 
Here again, we see a case when criticism was 
not perceived as addressed to architecture, 
but rather was treated as a marginal activity 
not looked upon seriously by the conventional 
architectural community. But, in time, this 
movement grew into a serious criticism of 
modernism which allowed for the appearance 
of new paradigms of reflecting on and creating 
architecture. 

As mentioned before, Lithuania has also wit-
nessed cases of activism. One such example, 
today already referred to as history, was the 
Kultflux platform. Upon the initiative of a group 
of artists and architects, a project for creative 
activity was prepared with the aim to draw pub-
lic attention to the asocial condition of the River 
Neris embankment in the centre of Vilnius. 
The project led to a temporary Kultflux pavil-
ion being built on the foundation of a former 
quay on the river, which soon became an active 
centre of alternative youth culture in the city. It 
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hosted educational and cultural events, such 
as discussions, lectures, exhibitions, concerts, 
etc., many of which were based on volunteering 
and non-commercial initiatives. This cultural 
pavilion became an open social space for differ-
ent cultural initiatives, often ones rejected by 
conventional cultural institutions. A part of its 
events were related to architectural education 
and alternative aspects of contemporary archi-
tectural culture. 

Another platform of architectural activism 
has, for some time already, been constituted 
by the activities of the Architektūros Fondas 
(Architecture Fund). Much of its activities are 
also based on volunteering, while institutional 
support is provided to particular projects. The 
Architecture Fund is a self-organised, dynamic 
structure and a good environment for different 
independent educational initiatives. These in-
itiatives have had and still have a tremendous 
social influence and a mission to enlighten so-
ciety about architecture on an extremely broad 
scale. I would go as far as to say that this plat-
form, so far, is the brightest cultural phenom-
enon in Lithuanian architecture with already 
noticeable results. The Architecture Fund also 
encompasses excursions, children’s activities, 
publications, talks and other educational ac-
tivities, and at present is a real phenomenon of 
alternative education.9

Besides these remarkable examples, some 
others are also noteworthy as important and 
interesting, but a little different in their typolo-

gies. For while the aforementioned two have, or 
had, some features of an institution–organiza-
tion, other, smaller ones, should be considered 
as micro-initiatives. Examples of these would 
include Beepart, K-lab, Laimikis.lt, Vietos.org 
and Šančių kioskas. These all have different 
programs, goals and action principles, and are 
different in their locations and tools. Some of 
them are purely architectural, others inter-
disciplinary, but in all cases their activities are 
directed towards the community and architects 
take part in them. Their external communica-
tion is also different. For example, for Beepart 
(as was also the case for Kultfux) an archi-
tectural object is important and is treated as 
a communication instrument. In other cases, 
self-organising, synoptic activities or just the 
creation of an environment for activities con-
stitute the distinguishing features. All these 
projects are non-commercial initiatives, more 
or less based on project activities, receiving 
financing from various allocation mechanisms 
and institutions.

Apart from these more clearly visible initia-
tives, there are also a number of efforts to raise 
problems of different scales with the help of 
pro-active architectural activities. With the aim 
to test development opportunities and pro-
grams for public spaces, and other important 
urban locations, creative workshops have not 
infrequently been organized by Vilnius, Kaunas, 
Šiauliai and Klaipėda municipalities. In such 
cases, architects act as creative workers and 
the role of the disseminator and implementer 9 See more at: www.archfondas.lt.

of social communication is taken by the or-
ganisers. The truth is that often it is difficult to 
evaluate and summarise the results of such in-
itiatives, especially in cases where society does 
not take any part in their evaluation. These ex-
amples illustrate the so-called ›directive‹ mod-
el of activism, organised by an institution. 

Instead of conclusions 
Nowadays architectural activism is still difficult 
to define, because of the novelty of such expe-
riences and the continuing development of ac-
tivism practices. However, we can categorise it 
as dynamically developing, producing the most 
progressive technologies and ideologies, and 
as an often used part of, or a tool of, real archi-
tectural praxis. A uniform understanding of the 
conceptual foundations and tools of architec-
tural activism has not yet been formed, because 
the instruments for activities are selected 
individually, for each particular case. Generally 
speaking, architectural activism, both locally 
and globally, is manifested as interdisciplinary 
activity directed towards society and its char-
acter is often determined by the relationship 
between its object and subject. An important el-
ement of activism, although one rarely analyzed 
and discussed, is the values declared and em-
bodied by one or other instance of activist prac-
tice and their relationship with representatives 
of the architect’s profession. Finally, one of the 
most positive aspects of activism is the gradual 
deconstruction of the negative paradigm of ar-
chitectural asociality. The Arquitectonica socialis 
interdisciplinaris is becoming a reality. 
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Felix Ackermann

H�STOR�CA� MA��ING 
READING �A�� AS H�STORICA� 
S�UR�E� 

Mapping is conceived in this project as a pro-
cess of enquiry into what constitutes spaces. 
Thus, maps are not so much seen as the out-
come of this process, but rather as the fixation 
of a certain stage of knowledge production 
which is visually represented. In this text, I pro-
pose to build on this understanding of mapping 
as a process by investigating maps as histori-
cal sources of knowledge about certain spatial 
imaginations and considering their esthetical 
representations in terms of changing modes of 
knowledge production. I am particularly inter-
ested in the production dimension, including 
the technological, economic, social and polit-
ical aspects of changing regimes of mapping 
in past times. A second part of this text will 
analyse one of the first visual imaginations of 
Vilna. 

This question of how Šnipiškės or Sznipiszki, 
alias Shnipishok, is visually represented pro-
vides a broader frame for the understanding 
of the functioning of the place today: I under-
stand the imagination of Vilna as a double 
relationship between centre and periphery. A 
particularly interesting research question is 
the exploration of the relationship between the 
medieval city and its Šnipiškės suburb as an 
internal peripherality: this district, which was 
outside the city wall and until the 20th century 
developed less dynamically than other parts, 
shifted in the imagination over the centuries. 
Vilna occurred on maps rather as part of the 
Central European borderlands, perceived 
by map-makers in the West as peripheral 

parts of Europe. As will be shown, the his-
torical position of the cartographer has been 
primarily that of representing a perspective 
from outside: of highlighting some specifics of 
place in a panoramic view of European towns. 
Beginning from the 16th century, Vilna was 
imagined as peripheral vis-à-vis those centres 
where the development of printing techniques, 
and also the accumulation of the economic and 
social capital of those who paid for the maps, 
made the creation of images of cities like Vilna 
and Hrodna more likely. 

This asymmetrical relationship between the 
urban space to be mapped and the other urban 
locations from where those maps were made 
changed over time. On the one hand, in the 
17th and 18th centuries more maps ware made 
for specific local purposes by cartographers 
within the Lithuanian-Polish Commonwealth: 
in these maps, urban planning, building and 
to a very limited degree also the self-rep-
resentation of the Lithuanian nobility were at 
stake. On the other hand, the initial asymmetry 
was further deepened in a colonial context 
after the partition of the Lithuanian-Polish 
Commonwealth in the late 18th century: now 
it was the Tsarist authorities who mapped the 
governmental town of Vilna as the centre of 
the so-called North Western Lands, in order to 
control the economic and social development 
of its provincial centre. Thus, in the course of 
the 19th century, when a phase of accelerated 
technical progress arrived rather late in Vilna, 
the imaginations of the city became part of 
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↘ Vilna mapped by Georg Braun and Franz Hogenberg in 1579
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an internal colonial projection of the Russian 
Empire. But, after failed attempts to overcome 
Tsarist power in 1830/31 and 1863/64 from 
within the regional Lithuanian-Polish aristoc-
racy, new national movements started to mo-
bilise broader masses and claim Vilna as their 
historical capital. Although the city was handed 
over from Russian to German power during 
WWI, and captured by Polish troops in its af-
termath, imaginations of Vilna as a Lithuanian, 
Jewish and also Belarusian cultural capital 
came to be visualised in subsequent maps. 

These projections of newly emerging nation-
al movements could be seen as attempts to 
oppose the city’s peripherality in regard to the 
centres in St. Petersburg, Berlin and partly 
also Warsaw, and to make Vilna the very centre 
of their future visions. When representatives of 
the Lithuanian state came to Vilnius in autumn 
1939, they implemented a readymade plan for 
how to rename streets. The plan already exist-
ed as a colourful map. It was an iconic part of 
the Lithuanian projection in the interwar peri-
od of Vilnius as ancient capital, while Kaunas 
was conceptualised as temporary capital and 
Vilna was under Polish rule. The Soviet and 
German occupation regimes that followed 
during WWII had to choose how to stick to 
one of those many layers of meanings. They 
would implement their own vision of how to 
rename relevant places, but leave the general 
frame of orientation basically intact, because 
printed maps had somehow to coincide with 
the mental maps of inhabitants. On the other 

hand, the new political regime of the independ-
ent Lithuanian state after 1991 was able to 
introduce a new network of meanings into the 
urban space.

Generally, however, in the 20th century the 
main way of mapping the city for local purpos-
es has remained surprisingly similar: with a 
strong focus around the St. George (alias Adam 
Mickiewicz, Lenin and Gediminas) Prospect, 
the maps were broadened first to the south 
of the train station and, after WWII, by stages 
to the north, where starting in the 1960s new 
Soviet housing districts were established. Due 
to the new urban structure, the divide between 
old Vilna and new Vilna became relevant for 
mapmaking: the core of the medieval city start-
ed to be promoted as the Town and represented 
on separate maps for tourism and commerce, 
while the whole of Vilna became respectively 
so large that it was now to be represented only 
schematically, as on public transport maps 
or on maps for car drivers. With the change 
from socialist to capitalist political regimes, a 
change also occurred in the main second lan-
guage of maps used in addition to Lithuanian: 
Russian was replaced by English. Tourist in-
formation, meanwhile, provides leaflets and 
small scale maps for various groups in various 
languages: a special Orthodox-Christian tourist 
path is printed predominantly in Russian and a 
protestant guide in German, while the heritage 
of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania is published in 
various languages including Polish, as is the 
case for a map of Jewish Vilna.

1 Pickles, John (2004) A History of Spaces– Cartographic 
Reason, Mapping and the Geo-Coded World. New York: Routledge.

2 Karl Schlögel (2003) Im Raume lesen wir die Zeit: Über 
Zivilisationsgeschichte. München: Carl Hanser Verlag.

This short story of political changes in which 
mapping became a meaningful tool provides 
some arguments for why historical maps may 
serve as source for a better understanding of 
the link between political, social and cultural 
history. Maps are representations of imagina-
tions which put the urban space of Vilna in a 
very specific political context. But, at the same 
time, they were produced in a specific econom-
ic environment, in which the issue of who is 
empowered to map is a core question in regard 
to material, social and cultural capital. The 
latter had a strong impact on how maps were 
designed and which conventions they follow. 

A short manual to reading historical maps
As with all historical sources, the questions 
we ask in regard to our research are an im-
portant starting point and a reflective way of 
putting them is at the key of the competences 
of trained historians. But this does not mean 
that a non-trained person cannot start from 
asking very basic questions of a rather descrip-
tive character: 1) When and where a map was 
created?; 2) Who provided the content?; 3) Who 
drew the map?; 4) How was the map designed?; 
5) Which categories are differentiated in the 
key / design?; 6) What is the scale of the map?; 
7) How was the map printed?; And finally: 8) In 
which context was the map produced? Not all 
these questions are easy to answer, because in 
the history of their interpretation, maps are of-
ten detached from their context of origin – often 
even in a physical way, by cutting maps as more 
valuable images out of books or whole atlas 

projects, in order to create a higher profit by 
selling them separately.

As a consequence, during a first survey we find 
quite a few freely available historical maps of 
many Central European spots – even in loose 
online collections, but in the best case these 
would appear with information about their 
author and year of publication. In order to an-
swer most of the questions above, we should 
know more about the volume in which the map 
appeared first. And in order to contextualise 
this volume, we need some basic information 
about the historical period and the economic, 
political and cultural constellations in which 
a certain place became a relevant object of 
mapping. Behind this point is the rather im-
portant assumption that if in history a map was 
created this meant, firstly, that a certain set 
of meanings was attached to the place and, 
secondly, that the place was iconographically 
conquered by the process of mapping itself.1 
This means that we should not be misguided by 
the simplicity of the questions above – there is 
no simple way of reading mapping as a mono-
dimensional story of illustrating or mirroring 
a space.2 The story of mapping is a more com-
plicated, twisted means of creating imaginary 
spaces and, in so doing, of also claiming 
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ownership: by depicting selected spatial infor-
mation through a specific combination of map 
technologies and aesthetics, a map asserts a 
particular set of values.3

In order to go further in the understanding of 
the subtle play between the practiced sub-
jectivity and imagined objectivity of maps, we 
should ask a second layer of questions: A) Why 
was the map produced?; B) Who was the com-
missioner of the map?; C) Who was the target 
group as reader of the map?; D) Which under-
lying assumptions does the choice of main cat-
egories show?; E) Into which framework does 
the scale of the map put the mapped space?; F) 
What was needed in order to produce the map?; 
G) What was the business model which made 
the production of the map possible?; H) Which 
political circumstances provided the means 
to produce the knowledge represented in the 
map?; I) What is the main message of the map 
in the interpretation of the cartographer?; J) 
What is not represented in the map?; K) Which 
further lessons can we draw from it today?

These questions do not represent a strict cat-
alogue, but rather provide an example of how 
one could proceed in asking more general 
questions. It is important to make a distinc-
tion between the descriptive dimension of 
reading historical maps and the interpretative 
part – as in classical source analysis taught 
at history departments. The line between the 
two is rather thin, because in any reading we 
already use a broad basis of knowledge and 

follow arguments that we have wholeheartedly 
internalised ourselves. We project into maps 
a broad range of meanings and a priori inter-
pretations – without which they would remain 
rather meaningless in our present context. It 
is, therefore, even more necessary to add some 
space for a third layer of analysis, in which we 
reflect upon the sources of our own knowledge 
and try to be very precise in limiting the scope 
of our interpretations. Here, geographers and 
historians follow a different logic: while ge-
ographers provide a clearer frame of how to 
interpret certain physical categories, historians 
would prioritise the limitation of interpreta-
tions in trying to focus on the question of what 
the map may have meant at the time when it 
was produced. In my understanding, cultural 
studies grounded in post-structuralist theory 
add another dimension in trying to reflect upon 
a longer history of perceptions in which this 
meaning was conveyed and challenge the no-
tion of the representation of reality. Regardless 
of the tradition of inquiry, the differentiation 
between the context of a map’s emergence and 
the context in which interpretations later occur, 
is a core technique which enables us to look at 
one map with different eyes.

At the margins? The 1579 Braun map of Vilna 
For an introductory interpretation of a histor-
ical map of Vilna, I have chosen the famous 
Georg Braun map of 1581 because, since its 
publication in the third volume of the larger 
Civitates orbis terrarum project, it has had a 
strong impact on the imagination of Vilna and 

3 Harley, J B (1989) Deconstructing the map. Cartographica 
26(2): 1-20.

4 For a digitalised version of the whole Civitates orbis ter-
rarum project, see: http://historic-cities.huji.ac.il/mapmakers/
braun_hogenberg.html (accessed 12 April 2016).

5 For a reprint, see: Füssel, Stephan and Koolhaas, Rem; 
Historisches Museum Frankfurt am Main (2008) Braun, Georg 
and Hogenberg, Franz: Civitates orbis terrarum (Städte der Welt). 
363 Kupferstiche mit 564 Stadtansichten neu herausgegeben und 
kommentiert. Nach einem Original des Historischen Museums 
Frankfurt. Köln: Taschen.

6 There is some uncertainty about the actual date of produc-
tion of the map: often 1579 is quoted, although the third volume 
of the atlas was published only in 1581: Drema, Vladas (2013) 
Dingęs Vilnius (Lost Vilnius). Vilnius: Versus aureus, p. 31.

its historical space. It has not only been fre-
quently reprinted, but is still today one of the 
few detailed accounts of the Lithuanian capital 
in early modern times. It is virtually impossible 
to find an illustrated history of Lithuania which 
does not include some details or a full picture 
of the map. Moreover, it offers the first detailed 
account of the district on the right bank of the 
Neris River, today known as Šnipiškės.

The Civitates orbis terrarum atlas was edited by 
Georg Braun and Franz Hogenberg from 1572 
onwards.4 The atlas turned out to be a lifetime 
project of the Catholic scribe Georg Braun, who 
was the only person from the initial team to live 
until the final, sixth volume was published in 
1617. Braun did the major part of his work as 
a priest at St. Mariengraden in Cologne. While 
the Lithuanian town of Hrodna – located 250 km 
to the southwest of Vilna – was already includ-
ed in the second volume first printed in 1575,5 
the first coloured Vilna map was produced 
probably starting from 1579 and was published 
in the third volume of Civitates orbis terrarum 
in 1581.6

The atlas was a compilation of the knowledge 
accessible and stored in different libraries of 
that time. Its aim was to represent all the ma-
jor cities of the inhabited world, which included 
300 towns chosen in Europe, Asia and Africa. 
Braun himself reviewed various sources and 
wrote annotations in Latin to the presented 
maps. Actually, he acted mainly as an editor, 
staying in touch with the various contributors 

of both maps and information. Among his tasks 
was to provide the outline of the cities covered 
in the atlas and to write the textual descriptions. 

The most important collaborator among the 
almost hundred people Braun was in touch with 
was Franz Hogenberg, a Flemish artist and 
map drawer. The artistic tone of the atlas was 
also shaped by other Flemish masters, such 
as the painter Joris Hoefnagel from Antwerp, 
and later his son. The Vilna map of 1581 was 
probably engraved by Franz Hogenberg on the 
basis of images created by other anonymous 
collaborators, who chose the most important 
buildings, and mapped the old town of Vilna, 
the city wall and the city’s outskirts. 

The map created by Hogenberg was printed 
from engraved metal plates, with the colour 
applied to the surface by hand. This allowed 
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the Dutch masters to use a wide range of col-
our and to create a previously unknown bright 
image of the urban space of 16th century 
Vilna. Technologically, this process was still 
based on a large amount of hand work. The 
comparatively large numbers of copies issued 
in Latin, German, French, Italian and English 
show that this commercial success story was 
enabled partially by the new printing technolo-
gy introduced by Guttenberg earlier in the 16th 
 century. Without the letter print of the annota-
tions written by Georg Braun, it would scarcely 
be possible to print hundreds of copies within a 
few years.

The idea to create a general overview of visual 
and textual knowledge about cities indicates a 
broader development in the humanities of that 
time. In the composition of his enormous atlas, 
Georg Braun was most prominently influenced 
by the Theatrum Orbis Terrarum project by 
Abraham Ortelius. Ortelius had already pub-
lished his compendium of knowledge in 1570 
based on similar principles: he used a variety 
of sources, provided illustrations and tried 
to provide a more generalised picture of the 
world as known at the time. As was true also 
of Ortelius, Braun did not claim any particular 
first hand insight in regard to all the cities his 
atlas covered, but rather acted as an editor 
whose role was to collect and structure know-
ledge, and to choose and decide what was rele-
vant and what not, without ever seeing most of 
the cities.7

The idea to represent the whole known world 
can be seen in a longer 16th century continuity. 
Scholars have traced a similarly strong im-
pact of an earlier project: Sebastian Münster’s 
Cosmographia – a then relatively recent attempt 
to collect knowledge based on a variety of 
sources, first issued in 1550 and renewed in the 
early 1570s. As in the case of the Cosmographia 
and the Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, there was 
no single commissioner of the Civitates orbis 
terrarum. It was rather a private enterprise 
driven by the curiosity and energy of the editor 
and his team. Economically, it was enabled on 
the one hand by the already existing income of 
the acting editor and by private capital provided 
by the publishing house for the cost intensive 
production of a larger number of copies. The 
production numbers followed a clearly com-
mercial logic. The high numbers of copies 
produced during the decades after the first vol-
ume was published are evidence of an intense 
demand in Western Europe for illustrated, high 
price representations of the world. An impor-
tant factor for this success story seems to be 
that both the Theatrum and the Civitates orbis 
terrarum were, for their day, what we would 
describe today as highly innovative in both their 
concept and technique. This would have been 
attractive to the few aristocrats and burghers 
of the time who were able to afford their own 
library. We can assume that the full six volume 
edition of the atlases was not only a compendi-
um of visual knowledge, but also a luxury item 
of self-representation for those who collected 
them.

7 Braun, Georg and Hogenberg, Franz (eds) (1965) Old Euro-
pean Cities: 16th Century City Maps and Texts. With a description 
of early map-making techniques by Ruthardt Oehme. London: 
Thames and Hudson.

8 Valickienė, Bronė (ed.) (2007) Lietuvos Didžiosios Kuni-
gaikštystės valdovų rūmai ir jų atkūrimas europinės patirties 
kontekste: tarptautinės mokslinės konferencijos medžiaga, 2006 m. 
spalio 11–12 d. Vilnius, p. 31.

9 Drema, Vladas (2013) Dingęs Vilnius (Lost Vilnius). Vilnius: 
Versus aureus, p. 31.

10 A high quality digitalisation by Heidelberg University can 
be found at: http://digi.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/diglit/braun1593ga 
(accessed 12 April 2016).

The key to the best known copy of the Vilna map  
was in German. It contained a list of the sup-
posedly most relevant buildings of the city: the 
Higher Castle, the Castle, the Royal Palace, 
St. Barbara’s Church, the Treasurer’s House, 
the Royal Horse Stables, a German house, a 
Muscovite house, the most important monas-
teries, a hospital and several burgher houses.8 

The categories of the key show the central role 
of the castle and the royal family – in this case 
of the Grand Dukes of Lithuania. Furthermore, 
the Catholic institutions were clearly just as 
important: churches, monasteries and a hospi-
tal take up the most space in the description. 
Only one other denomination is mentioned in 
the key explicitly: a Roman-orthodox Uniate 
church, while further Russian-Orthodox church  
es are recognisable in the map by the different 
shape of their crosses. The third category in 
the key is dedicated to the presence of wealth-
ier merchants and craftsmen: some of the 
infrastructure of guilds and, most importantly, 
the few brick houses in Castle, St. John’s and 
German Streets show their impact in the city 
beneath the castle.9

Additionally, the frame of the print constitutes 
an illustration of Lithuanian aristocrats, de-
picting their clothes as ethnographic artefacts. 
In the introduction to the first volume, Georg 
Braun explains that these images were not just 
produced for aesthetic and ethnographic pur-
poses, but to serve a political goal. They were 
aimed to counter a perceived Muslim threat 
from the East and to prevent Tatars from using 

the maps for military purposes by illustrating 
human beings on the maps’ surfaces.

Seen from a bird’s-eye perspective, the map 
is a three-dimensional image of the city of 
Vilna projected onto a two-dimensional plate.10 
This enabled the drawer to show a surpris-
ingly concise picture of the central streets of 
Vilna, schematically indicating how houses 
were related to each other. Additionally, the 
perspective puts the city within the walls in a 
broader frame of the outer landscape – the 
specific environment of Vilna is visible: the hills 
to the East and the South, the smaller Vilnelė 
River to the north-east of the castle. And most 
important: we even see a rather clear picture 
of where and how suburbs and villages outside 
the city wall had already developed in the 16th 
century. Lukiškės, Antakalnis, Rasos and also 
Šnipiškės are not mentioned by name on the 
map, but the settlements, with their various 
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wooden houses, are well illustrated. This visual 
representation offers evidence that there were 
few brick houses in mid 16th century Vilna and 
that they were located only among the most 
central streets of the city. Most houses – both 
within and outside the city walls – were wooden 
huts. This fact is interpreted in the subsequent 
text by Georg Braun in a rather colonial per-
spective. The text provides not only a broad 
range of ethnographic data about everyday life 
in Vilna, but also a deeper understanding of the 
Western perception of this city in the context of 
the whole atlas project.11 Without ever having 
been to Vilna, Braun described the city as a very 
poor and rather uncivilised place in the follow-
ing words:

»Vilna is a large, densely populated city, centre 
of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania and the dio-
cese. Called Wilenszki, by the local population, 
but die Wilde by the Germans, it takes its name 
from the local river, which starts in Lithuania 
and, then, by joining the river of Niemen, reach-
es Mare Prutenicum (the Prussian Sea). The 
city is surrounded by a brick wall with several 
gates that are never closed. (…) 

Most houses are wooden, small and low, with-
out bedrooms and kitchens (often, without 
barns, although many residents keep farm 
animals), built sporadically in a chaotic fashion. 
Yet some streets, such as German and Castle 
Streets, are lined with beautiful stone houses, 
built by foreigners who come here on business. 
Vilna has two royal palaces: one of them is 

large and beautiful, with many chambers: the 
other one with towers is built on the hill. The 
churches are mostly brick, but there are also 
some wooden ones. Different confessions have 
their own houses of worship. Renowned for its 
kilned brick architecture, the Bernadine mon-
astery is most elegant.

The Ruthenian Hall, where goods from Moscow,  
such as finest furs of wolf, white fox, marten 
sable, ermine, leopard and other beasts are 
displayed, is also fascinating. There are numer-
ous fountains in the streets for the residents to 
use, but they are all connected to a spring near 
the German Gate. There are many extramural 
settlements, like in all well- designed cities, 
each with its own name. One of them, engulfed 
by the Vilna River, stands out from the rest be-
cause of its poverty. Since there are no streets, 
tiny houses are built without any system, as if 
by magic or chance, guided only by the wish-
es of its barbarian residents. Anyone who 
desires can bring a few pine planks and build 
a primitive hut. Beyond the gate of the royal 
palace, King Sigismund Augustus constructed 
a wooden hunting lodge to escape the hassle 
and troubles of city life. The grounds of the 
lodge contain a copse with a vivarium for var-
ious expensive beasts. The residents of Vilna, 
especially those living in suburban hovels, are 
uneducated, sluggish, lazy, idle and subser-
vient, with no knowledge or liking of arts and 
sciences. They are true slaves of their masters, 
without a desire for freedom. Surprisingly, they 
are very much pleased with their miserable 

11 Bruhn, Wolfgang (1938) Alte deutsche Städtebilder: 24 
farbige Blätter nach Georg Braun und Franz Hogenberg. Leipzig: 
Johannes Asmus Verlag.

existence and show love and obedience only to 
those masters who scold and beat them merci-
lessly. Meanwhile, they usually run away from 
those masters who treat them well. 

Locals make no grape wine, but love to drink. 
They drink mead and beer, and have a great 
liking for warm wine, and eat onions and gar-
lic. Their houses are always full of smoke, 
because they are built without chimneys. As a 
result, people turn blind. Nowhere in the world 
are there so many blind people as here. Their 
homes are free of any decorations or expensive 
utensils. Parents together with their children, 
cattle, and beasts live together in a dirty hovel. 
The wife of the master of the house, who has 
just given birth, lies nearby on a hard bench, 
and on the third and fourth day after labour, 
resumes her domestic duties and outside work. 
In the entire city, nobody has a bed, and if that is 
not enough, sleeping softly is considered to be 
a sin. There are plenty of wealthy people who 
sleep on benches, covered only in bearskin. The 
life of the aristocrats is not much better, only 
that they wear fancier clothes embroidered in 
gold and silver. The wealthy burghers, too, hap-
pily dress their wives attractively, while country 
folk always wear simple clothes of the same 
cut and colour. (…)

The Tatars live mostly in the suburbs. They 
tend land or work as coachmen and porters: 
in winter, they help local merchants to trans-
port goods throughout the countryside. (…) 
In general, it is possible to travel to and from 

this city only in winter, since Lithuania is com-
pletely surrounded by swamps and woods. The 
insufferable roads leading to the city become 
passable only after the lakes and marshes 
are covered by ice. Local pack animals are like 
their owners: strong and brutal. (…)

The townspeople observe strange religious 
customs. They piously attend every sermon, 
intensely following every gesture of the priest, 
such as the raising of a chalice or consecrating 
of sacraments, full of admiration. They pray 
obsessively with pounding on their chest and 
faces. Those who had illicitly copulated or 
debauched themselves the previous night do 
not come inside the church, but remorsefully 
stay outside the doors eagerly staring at the 
priest attending the mass. This custom is so 
widespread that it is very easy to spot every 
errant youth and sinful maiden in town. (…) 
When death finally releases them from their 
miserable servitude (…) they are buried in good 
clothes and with money for the afterlife journey. 
The dead also carry letters from their relatives 
or dear friends, addressed and written to Saint 
Peter, so that he – being the gatekeeper of 
Paradise – would let the deceased into Heaven. 
This and other superstitious customs are so 
pervasive that even those who still reject the 
Christian faith follow them unquestioningly. 
One can never forget that in the past, locals 
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worshiped snakes, sun, thunder and fire as 
their gods.12

This text – originally written in Latin and rarely 
fully translated into any local language – pro-
vides a very dense contextualisation of the 
map itself. It turns out that, for Braun, Vilna as 
the capital clearly illustrates the whole Grand 
Duchy of Lithuania in the atlas project. In his 
description, Braun underlines the perceived 
backwardness of the city in comparison to what 
he knew and felt as normal, well designed, 
civilied etc. In the map, this is mostly shown 
as a rather chaotic setting of wooden houses 
all over the inner part of the city. The outcome 
is an interesting cartographic effect: in order 
to show that the streets built by foreign mer-
chants – many of them from German or Dutch 
speaking lands – were built in a more regular 
manner, they are represented on the map as 
much more perpendicular, well-planned and 
symmetrical than they in fact were. This makes 
it for readers of the map, even today, somewhat 
difficult to get an immediate orientation. Some 
streets, such as St. John’s and German Streets, 
are represented as fully parallel even though 
they never have been. 

Of course the Braun map of 1581 is not a 1:1 
cartographic representation of the city, but 
rather an imaginary depiction by Western 
cartographers of the time. Nevertheless, it 
contains a wide variety of information that we 
are able to verify, such as the location of gates 
and the most important brick buildings. This 

does not preclude small mistakes, oversimpli-
fications and some issues which we may best 
characterise as uncertainties. These were the 
result of the collaboration of various people 
on different stages of the map production, and 
also the fact that the final map was produced in 
Cologne by artists and craftsmen who had nev-
er seen Vilna themselves. Given this multiple 
division of the workforce and the distribution of 
knowledge over large distances, the map needs 
to be understood in the context of the late 16th 
century as rather precise and in terms of its 
aesthetic values as extraordinarily up-to-date. 

Among the rather blurred details of the map 
is the representation of the right bank of die 
Wilde, as the Neris River is termed in German 
on the map. While some parts of Užiupis on 
the right bank of the Vilnelė seem to be shown 
on the map and also mentioned in the text as 
one of the poorest parts of the city, the histor-
ical name for »Over the Water«, alias Užiupis 
in Lithuanian and Zarzecze in Polish, is given 
for a place east of Šnipiškės – probably a place 
known until the 19th century as Žvejai – a typi-
cal historical fishermen’s village next to the riv-
er, as was to be found in most medieval cities in 
this region.13 The existence of wooden houses, 
a church and a wooden bridge vis-à-vis the cas-
tle is clearly visualized as well as a lively water 
transport connecting both banks of the river. 
The most convincing explanation for »Over the 
Water« being shown on the right bank of the 
Neris is the relative ›inaccuracy‹ of the map. 
Most probably due to a loss of information in 

12 Translated by Laimonas Briedis after Jurginis, Juozas and 
Šidlauskas, Algirdas (1983) Kraštas ir žmonės. Vilnius, 78–79. 
Translation in Briedis, Laimonas (2009) City of Strangers. Buda-
pest: Central European University Press, 49–51.

13 Vladas Drėma on Sznipiszki in Drėma, Vladas (2013 ) 
Dingęs Vilnius (Lost Vilnius). Vilnius: Versus aureus, 408–411. 
There is an additional hypothesis that the church in Žvejai was 
destroyed later, p. 412.

the communication between the map makers 
on the spot and Braun’s team in Cologne, the 
representation of the smaller Vilnelė River to 
the east of the castle is rather inaccurate and, 
as a result, the historical suburb of »Over the 
Water« was put by the cartographer in an al-
most empty spot on the map on the right bank 
of the Neris opposite the castle. As a result, 
it looks almost as today we would imagine 
Sznipiszki, which, in its turn, is visible only as a 
few houses next to the historical predecessor of 
the Green Bridge. Thus, we have a rather pre-
cise picture of Užiupis in an unexpected place 
and only a loose depiction of Sznipiszki. But we 
clearly see that both were fully wooden.

Why is this relevant for the study of Sznipiszki 
in the 21st century? Because, the impressive 
Braun & Hogenberg map of 1581 shows that, 
from a Western perspective, Vilna itself was a 
central spot worthy of being mapped in the very 
periphery of Europe. And in this periphery, the 
Old Town with a compound consisting of the 
castle, palaces and main church of the Grand 
Dukes of Lithuania is placed in the very centre 
of the city within the medieval city wall. If we 
look at the city wall as a marker of centrality 
in regard to early modern Vilna, the suburbs 
are clearly located at the very periphery. Due 
to the church, »Over the Water« is better visi-
ble and Sznipiszki almost invisible because of 
its imagined peripherality vis-à-vis the city of 
Vilna. This relationship changed dramatically in 
the second half of the 20th century and shifted 
finally in the very beginning of the 21st century, 

when this particular district at the north of the 
Green Bridge became a centre for commerce 
and public administration. 

Concluding, I wish to stress that this first very 
detailed image of Vilna was not produced for or 
by the inhabitants of Vilna. It needs to be under-
stood in the framework of a growing interest 
in self-representation by German, Dutch and 
other West-European mappers who were inter-
ested in a representation of the world known at 
their time. The complex process of the map’s 
production as part of a larger mapping project 
shows how the process of abstraction and a 
certain simplification took place in depicting a 
complex net of geographical, cultural and even 
political meanings. The outcome of this com-
mercial mapping project is a representation of 
Vilna which puts the city in a strongly European 
context and also stresses the peripherality 
of the city within the imagined Europe of that 
time. Ironically, it makes the historical core of 
Vilna look more regular than it actually was. 
On the other hand, the map also stresses the 
large amount of wooden buildings both with-
in and outside the city wall. In this sense, the 

↘ A suburb with a church on the right bank vis-à-vis the castle
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map raises two issues still very pertinent for 
our current mapping projects. Firstly, the map 
should be read as part of a wider know ledge-
making process, itself closely intertwined with 
ongoing social, cultural, economic and scien-
tific transformations. Second, a serious ques-
tion or doubt emerges as to the relationship 
between the graphic form of the map and the 
everyday experience of the city as perceived by 
its inhabitants. As a result, we need to critically 
reflect upon the position of the person commis-
sioning and drawing the map.

Thus, the Braun map of 1579 not only presents 
a very idealized version of the street network. It 
also gives an idea of how the living conditions 
within and outside the city walls were actually 
rather similar. We find brick houses only along 
the central Castle and German Streets. Most 
other private houses are wooden and we see 
a clear picture of the historical suburbs, such 
as Łukiszki or Rasos, as suburban settlements 
which follow largely rural patterns. Most build-
ings in Vilna and its suburbs are wooden at 
that time. And Sznipiszki is depicted as such a 
settlement. It is located on the very periphery 
of the map. Due to the already existing bridge 
and the several boats commuting between both 
river banks, it seems that already in the 16th 
century Sznipiszki was, on the one hand, out-
side the very centre, but also closely related to 
the development of the city of Vilna.
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1 This collective introduction was compiled on the basis of  
ideas and information provided by members of all 3 groups work 
 ing on Lazdynai, in particular by Vaiva Andriušytė, Justas Juzėnas 
and Miglė Paužaitė, woven together and edited by Benjamin Cope.

�AZD��A� – AR�H�TECTURAL 
INTR�DUCT�O� AND H�STORI�AL 
BA�KGR�UN�1 

Why should Lazdynai, a socialist modernist 
district for 40,000 residents completed in  
1973, be a focus for a project of mapping »post  
-socialist« spaces in Vilnius? At first glance, 
this might seem obvious. For the fact that in 
1974 Lazdynai became the first housing district 
to be awarded the All Soviet Lenin Prize for 
Architecture, a distinction frequently referred 
to by residents of the district and historians  
of architecture alike, seems to officially stamp  
Lazdynai as an exemplary incarnation of the 
values of socialist urbanisation. For those mov-
ing into the district in the early 70s, Lazdynai 
was the embodiment of a new, modern, social-
ist lifestyle and a subject of prestige, as rep-
resented in the short film Lazdynai. Architectų 
gatvė (Imbrasas, 1973). With the fall of the 
Soviet Union, however, Lazdynai found itself con 
-ronted with a very different socio-urban logic. 
Mapping post-socialist spaces in Lazdynai, 
therefore, would appear to be a case simply 
of tracking what has happened to this prize 
socialist housing district since system trans-
formation and why. However, a closer look 
at the architectural history of Lazdynai and 
its place in the urban development of Vilnius 
suggests that the relations between socialist 
and post-socialist, and Lazdynai’s place in this 
configuration, are more complex than it might 
at first seem.

Firstly, through its rural sounding name, Laz-
dy nai, or Hazel Trees, retains a memory of its 
pre-socialist history, as the name refers to that 
of the Polish-speaking village, Leszczyniaki, 

on the site of which the new district was built. 
Although today there are no visible traces of 
this pre-socialist history in the district, both  
nature and a multi-lingual component remain 
significant features of the district’s contem-
porary composition. It is important to reinstate 
temporality also into the history of social-
ist-modernist Lazdynai. The district was built 
after two different initial plans, a first from 
1962 and a second from 1967, and after the 
non- construction of a first planned district, 
Burbiškės, which was to have been in the south 
of Vilnius. Additionally, the district was opened 
prior to the completion of the bridge taking 
Laisvės Prospektas (formerly Kosmonautų) 
across the Neris River to the city centre. Thus, 
the great majority of the early residents of 
Lazdynai who worked in the city had to take 
public transport on a loop north around the 
Žvėrynas district to get to their places of work. 
In addition, as Viltė Janušauskaitė related at 
a lecture based on her ethnographic research 
in the district, a major impression of the first 
inhabitants was the mud they had to wade 
through to get to and from home during the 
ongoing construction (Janušauskaitė, 2013). 
Moreover, the so-called ›rockets‹, or 16 story 
buildings, or the television tower, which con-
stitute the district’s vertical dominants today, 
were built only in the 1980s. Thus, it is impor-
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tant to remember that the experience of every-
day life in the district was something that also 
evolved through time under socialism.

Although Lazdynai was in fact the second large 
scale socialist modernist housing district to be 
built in Vilnius, its construction on a spacious 
terrace towards the top of the slope about fifty 
feet above the Neris River on its western side 
did mark a new phase in the city’s develop-
ment. The district was to be the first in a line 
of eight socialist block housing districts, which 
would be built in a line along Kosmonautų 
Avenue stretching north from Lazdynai, that 
we might refer to as the socialist modernist 
city. Constructed by assembling prefabricated 
blocks, these districts would embody a new, 
socialist city of Vilnius in contradistinction 
to the Vilnius Old Town, but also in symbolic 
relation with it. These two aspects, of being 
something new, yet intimately connected with 
the unique feel and traditions of Vilnius, were 
underlined as important in Lazdynai by its chief 
architects Vytautas Čekanauskas and Vytautas 
Brėdikis (Imbrasas, 1973) and publications of 
the period.2 Thus, rather than being seen sim-
ply as a socialist modernist district, perhaps it 
could also be possible to interpret Lazdynai as  
a local version of socialist modernism, or even 
as the latest expression of a long term continu-
um of Vilnius architectural history?

Even if we take the built form of the district, can  
we assume that Lazdynai represents a mode of  
urbanism that was distinctly socialist? Marija 

Drėmaitė and Vaidas Petrulis (2013) question 
whether the mere existence of prefabricated  
assembled structures in a city is enough to con-
stitute a qualitatively distinct Soviet Planning. 
In their opinion, the contrary is true. Such 
housing districts are an inherent part of mod-
ern urbanism, just with specific mutations: 
»Earlier we thought that such all-looking-
alike housing estates stretched from Vilnius 
to Vladivostok, but now the horizons have 
broadened, and we can see the same things 
stretching from the Atlantic to the Pacific« 
(Drėmaitė/Petrulis, 2013, online). Drėmaitė 
and Petrulis argue that it was principally for 
economic reasons that mass fabricated hous-
ing districts were valued in the period of the 
reconfiguration and resurgence of industrial 
cities after the Second World War. On both 
western and eastern sides of the Iron Curtain, 
there was a need for a lot of cheap and quickly 
constructed accommodation. These authors 
also claim that not just the economic ration-
ale, but also the ideological message of such 
developments had more in common than it 
inaugurated distinctions: »the ideological as-
pect looked similar: social equality, team or 
community spirit were all emphasized on both 
sides of the Iron Curtain« (Drėmaitė/ Petrulis, 
2013, online). Thus, even in the aspects that 
mark Lazdynai as most strongly emblematic of 
socialist urbanism, we might pause to wonder 
whether this was not rather a particular twist 
on the story of modernist urbanism. Perhaps 
the optic in mapping Lazdynai should be that of 
it primarily as a post-modernist district in the 

2  See: Gibavicius Rimtatas and Čekanauskas, Vytautas: 
Vilniaus Architektura. Vaga: Vilnius 1978, over Pages 2-9 present 
a number of double page spreads with images of the old town on 
the left and a picture of Lazdynai on the right, thus underlining 
the idea that the old town and the new district are in symbiosis.

3  The processes and narratives through which Soviet mod-
ernist architecture are reappraised in Lithuania, as well as in 
other former socialist countries of Eastern Europe, are complex 
and worthy of further research that is beyond the scope of this 
paper. As both a reflection on, and a participant in this process, 
see the edition of the Archfondas lecture and publication series, 
»Modernism: Between Nostalgia and Criticism«, available at: 
http://www.archfondas.lt/leidiniu/en/alf-02/modernism-be-
tween-nostalgia-and-criticism (accessed 13 April 2016).

particular conditions of the Lithuanian SSR, 
rather than of post-socialism.

Other narratives assert a regional distinctness 
to the district’s identity. These argue that dur-
ing the transition from Stalinist architecture 
to modernism in 1959-1969, young architects 
of the generation of Vytautas Čekanauskas, 
Vytautas Brėdikis and the brothers Nasvyciai 
drew inspiration from modern  architectural 
sources and national identity. Despite its status 
as an outstanding socialist modernist district, 
therefore, contemporary architectural his-
torians argue for a palpable Nordic impact 
on Lazdynai (Drėmaitė, 2013; Drėmaitė and 
Petrulis, 2013). This was the first time a pre-
fabricated large-block district was integrated 
into the landscape of a hilly pine forest, and 
where a »neighbourhood unit« planning ba-
sis was scrupulously implemented. Drėmaitė 
cites project author, Vytautas Čekanauskas, 
as declaring influences that include Taipola 
in Finland, Vallingby and Farsta in Sweden, as 
well as the English Roehampton and French Le 
Mirail (Dremaite, 2010). Although it was never 
built Burbiškės, the first modern residential 
housing district planned for 30,000 inhabitants 
in the south of Vilnius, also project played a 
significant role in the development of modern 
Lithuanian residential urban planning history. 
However, in the retrospective narration of the 
Lithuanian architects, it is especially Nordic 
regionalism that became an acceptable mod-
el for the architects’ goal to create a modern 
Lithuanian architecture.3

Mid 20th century Swedish and Finnish mod-
ernism has become renowned in architectural 
circles for exceptional relations between build-
ings and nature, between exterior and interior 
and for the use of natural materials and natural 
lighting. Such natural features are ascribed 
with social and cultural explanations, through 
the predominant role played by Scandinavian 
architects from the early 1930s in social hous-
ing, and community centred design and de-
velopment programs. Swedish and Finnish 
architecture is therefore characterized as being 
meant for people, rather than architects, and 
a constitutive feature in creating a distinctly 
Scandinavian architecture – an awareness of a 
variety of contexts – is seen as having socio-  
cultural roots. This has led to Nordic modern-
ism receiving widespread recognition as a 
regional reinterpretation of international func - 
tionalism. The main features of this archi-
tecture can be diagnosed as a foregrounding 
of experience and practical knowledge, local 
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crafts and an adaptation to the natural envi-
ronment and terrain. The dynamic changes in 
building typologies that came after 1954 should 
be seen not so much as an architectural, as 
a constructional reform: in other words, they 
emerged when the tendencies discussed above 
could be produced on a greater scale through 
accelerated modes of construction.

In looking more carefully at the layout of Laz-
dynai, it is interesting to situate it in a context 
of different fields of ideas: those of various 
modernist districts, ideas of Scandinavian 
architecture, Soviet urban planning and the 
dictates of Khrushchev era rapid urbanisation. 
Lazdynai, as is the case of the Stockholm sub-
urbs, was only one part of the general plan of 
Vilnius city development, based on extending 
the city through a new main traffic highway – 
Kosmonautų Avenue. In accordance with the 
principles of new urbanism, this highway was 
bored, forming a sharp valley in the midst of the 
district and thus isolating the housing on either 
side from the noise of traffic. On both sides of 
this thoroughfare, internal communication was 
planned through ancillary streets, with access 
roads to house courtyards and alleys. Indeed, 
there were only three streets in Lazdynai, with 
internal traffic circulation kept very low. The cir-
cular Achitektų Street connected the residen-
tial housing of the district in a loop around its 
uneven topography. Within it, the district was 
intersected by pedestrian pathways and alleys 
that provided access to four neighbourhood 
centres, with their commercial, social welfare, 

culture and leisure buildings, and to the play 
areas, sports facilities, open spaces and wood-
ed hillsides situated between the residential 
buildings.

When walking round Lazdynai today, it is pos-
sible to feel that the district is indeed well 
planned according to a genuinely socialist 
model. Or perhaps this might be interpreted 
as the influence of Scandinavian community 
planning in the emphasis on evenness of ac-
cess to four district sub-centres that are also 
characterised by a diversity of architectural 
features. However, this impression of a har-
monious structure overlooks the fact that the 
district was also to have a crowning feature: 
a massive public, cultural and commercial 
centre clearly visible on the general plan and 
models for Lazdynai that was to hang above 
the Kosmonautų highway and connect the two 
halves of the district. However, the realization 
of this centre was postponed to the end of the 
work and when the time came, as Brėdikis 
informed in a recent interview, there was no 
money left for the realisation of such an am-
bitious structure and the technical specifica-
tions were deemed too complex. So only a few 
elements of the whole project, the Lazdynai 
Cinema (Architect C. Mazuras), Olympic-sized 
swimming pool (Architect E. Stasiulis) and a 
clinic, were built. It seems extraordinary to im-
agine that this exemplary socialist modernist 
district, recipient of the Lenin Award, in fact 
lacked its central feature! One wonders what 
difference this huge, hanging, multi-functional 
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centre might have made to the district today. 
This absence of a central feature reminds us 
that the district was indeed a Soviet one, born 
out of the pressures of the Soviet economic 
system, and not simply the incarnation of a 
Scandinavian dream.

Although the architects had to design accord-
ing to a typical model, they had ambitions to 
avoid monotony in building types, and to use 
sculpture and urban design elements to create 
markedly individual sites around the district. 
This idea to improve the design of residential 
house series and adapt them to the lay-out of 
a complex terrain had already been raised by 
Brėdikis and Čekanauskas for the Burbiškės 
project, in the frame of which architects and ur-
ban planners had in collaboration made initial 
experimental projects. But the 5, 9 and 12 floor, 
large-panel prefabricated residential house 
series were designed and approved only in 
Lazdynai. Here, an important and multifarious 
role was played by Brėdikis and Čekanauskas 
and the rest of the team: Vincentas Šileika - 
chief builder of the Vilnius Housing Factory; 
Algimantas Kleinotas - chief engineer of the 
same factory; Vytautas Balčiūnas - chief archi-
tect of the Urban Construction Design Institute; 
and Gediminas Valiuškis - chief architect of 
Vilnius. For it was not just their work in design-
ing technical innovation, but equally their suc-
cess in negotiating with politicians and the fac-
tories producing pre-fabricated elements that 
enabled Lazdynai to become a site of greater 
architectural diversity, and thus to interact 

more fully with the topography, than was habit-
ually the case for socialist block housing. The 
feature of terraced or angled five-storey panel 
blocks serves in Lazdynai. Architectų gatvė as 
a graphic illustration of the collaboration be-
tween architects and factories, and remains a 
strong element of the district. Another instance 
of this architectural innovation is a new type of 
terraced school, whose composition and mate-
rials can be seen as revealing some of the fea-
tures of Nordic influence discussed above. The 
school’s combination of reinforced concrete 
and red brick, interior brick walls, open and 
bright coloured construction and a wide central 
staircase were important architectural innova-
tions within its Soviet context. Equally, amongst 
the district’s architectural innovations, we 
should include the fountains and sculptures to 
be found at the neighbourhood sub-centres.

In Lazdynai, we do not find the social diver-
sity of Scandinavian residential programmes, 
where types of housing were clearly defined 
for particular sectors of the population: flats in 
multi-storey buildings for small families, flats 
in three-storey buildings for families, semi- 
detached and detached houses for big families. 
In Lazdynai, houses were designed only to four 
standard type flats of 1-4 rooms. However, the 
architects paid attention to improving the ex-
terior of flats, for example, loggias instead of 
balconies, and to interior plans, decreased the 
number of transitional rooms and, as in many 
other Soviet large scale productions, separat-
ing bathrooms from lavatories. The first blocks 

to arise were the 5 and 9 floor houses which 
were composed and adapted in relation to the 
terrain’s relief. The first 12 floor houses, on 
the other hand, were built in 1969 as vertical 
volumetric accents. These were introduced just 
for aesthetic reasons, as they were not cost-ef-
fective. The 16 floor houses were built later and 
completed the diversity of the district’s skyline. 

Thus, on the one hand, Lazdynai can be seen 
as a new stage in the creation of Vilnius as a 
socialist modernist city: a new quality of the 
architectural realisation of the egalitarian 
ambitions of Soviet urbanism. On the other, 
Drėmaitė and Petrulis argue that for many 
residents at the time, the district represented 
something quite different: »In Soviet times 
Lazdynai used to symbolize for many the spirit  
of western modernism and a chance for bet-
ter housing architecture« (Drėmaitė/Petrulis, 
2013, online). Were the architects primarily 
motivated by the desire to realise architec-
tural ideas and resident comfort, as might be 
suggested by the smaller residential complex 
for composers, Kompozitoriu Sajunga, that 
Brėdikis and Čekanauskas projected for a 
cosy, artistic existence in Žvėrynas, rather 
than projecting new modes of collective life as 
promised by socialist urbanism? To what extent 
is Lazdynai the fruit of extending dynamics 
inherent in socialist urbanism or is it, on the 
contrary, evidence of how architects heroically 
battled to achieve new freedoms within the 
restrictive constraints of the Soviet power ver-
tical? Paradoxically therefore, while on the one 

hand, we might see Lazdynai as an outstanding 
example of socialist modernism, on the other, 
we might also see it as forming an exemplary 
exception to the growing criticism of Soviet 
mass construction monotony. At the time, it 
demonstrated that in Soviet standardized con-
struction conditions it is possible to achieve 
architectural diversity, and thus presented an 
optimistic future of massive residential build-
ing construction. Today, the promise of this 
optimistic future looks rather different.

This introduction by way of the important senses 
in which Lazdynai both is and is not a quintes-
sentially socialist modernist sleeping district 
sets a frame to the question that was of prin-
cipal interest to our project of mapping post- 
socialist spaces in Vilnius. How does Lazdynai 
function in the socio-spatial formation that has 
emerged following system transformation in 
Eastern Europe, often referred to as ›post-so-
cialism‹, and what does this system look like 
if we take Lazdynai as the starting point for its 
analysis? What should be clear from the above 
history is that the analysis of the district’s 
transformation cannot simply be one of binary 
oppositions. It is not only the district that has 
changed, but rather the whole optic in which 
the district functions that has undergone pro-
found evolution. The three groups that worked 
on Lazdynai explored these questions by map-
ping the district through the perspectives of ac-
cess, trash and leisure. All three perspectives 
open up both a retrospective rethinking of what 
socialist modernism might have meant in the 
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case of Lazdynai and an investigation of how 
the district today functions in a dramatically 
changed socio-spatial configuration. What can 
we learn about social transformations under-
way in Lazdynai by mapping the district from 
the perspectives of access, trash and leisure, 
and how might such a mapping open up pos-
sibilities for imagining and telling the story of 
the district, and more widely of post-socialism, 
differently? These questions will be explored in 
the next three chapters.
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equality in socialist urbanism, see Smith, 1996. We do not wish to 
assert that there was no care for the disabled in socialist society 
(see McCagg and Siegelbaum, 1989): our point is rather that the 
quantitative bases of urban planning under socialism imply a 
homogenous population. In exploring disability in Eastern Europe 
after socialism, Rassel and Iarskaia-Smirnova (2014) cite the 
paradox that post-socialism has seen both a rise of the recog-
nition of disabled rights and a neo-liberal retrenchment of the 
welfare state. It is the new paradigm of exclusions and inclusions 
emerging in a socialist modernist district after socialism that we 
seek to investigate.

Tomáš Samec & Aliaksandra Smirnova

REFRA��NG AC�ES�IB�LITY: 
�A�P�NG PHYSICA�,
�NF�RMAT��NAL AND S�M��L�C 
A�CE�S T� PUB��C SPACE I� 
LAZDYNA� 

1. Introduction1

Equality of spatial access was one of the dic-
tates of socialist modernist urban planning: 
there was to be an appropriate number of 
square metres per citizen, and the incidence 
of shops, schools and clinics per number of 
inhabitants was dictated in quantitative terms 
(Smith, 1996). Lazdynai with its criss-crossing 
paths, evenly spatially distributed sub-centres, 
and large number of welfare functions clear-
ly was designed not just from the bird’s- eye 
perspective of architects, but also to meet the 
›people’s needs‹. However, this supposedly 
equalized access overlooked particular social 
groups, such as disabled people, mothers with 
young kids and elderly people. While this was  
in one sense a practical issue, that when Laz-
dynai opened in the 1970s its new apartments 
were aimed principally at young families, in 
another it betrays a limit to the socialist egal-
itarian project. Put in a perhaps oversimplified 
nutshell, one might describe the transforma-
tion as follows: socialist modernist urbanism 
aimed at equality of access, but in (at least in 
part) achieving this ignored the diversity of 
social groups.2 Urbanism after socialism, on 
the other hand, is marked by emergent forms 
of socio-spatial differentiation (Gentile et al., 
2012) or even expulsions (Sassen, 2014), but 
at the same time by the incorporation into the 
built environment of projects for the inclusion 
of diverse excluded groups, (e.g. equipping 
buildings with facilities for the disabled, moth-
ers with children, etc.) In terms of accessibi   lity, 
therefore, the transition from socialism to  

post- socialism might be identified as that of 
accessibility becoming less equal and more 
diversified.

It was to explore this change of paradigm that 
during the field research and mapping process, 
our group dealt with the issue of the accessi-
bility of the public sphere, understood both in 
terms of space and discourses, for the people 
of Lazdynai. We chose the issue of accessibility 
as a conceptual frame, because we felt that the 
possibilities to access certain places and spe-
cific discourses had a strong influence on the 
everyday lives of people in the district. Being 
able to grasp the ›normal‹, ›practical‹ problems 
of people also enables us to open up a wider 
historical and political perspective on this is-
sue. Thus, by mapping how people in Lazdynai 
today experience accessibility, we can track 
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not just what has changed in Lazdynai in the 
post-socialist period, but also get a bottom-up 
perspective on how a changing configuration 
of accessibility is part of what constitutes post- 
socialism as such.

In this text, we present findings from our field 
study and put them in a broader academic 
framework to suggest that the process of 
reaching from private to public is a deeply polit-
ical issue, which involves an ongoing and con-
tinually evolving struggle about the respective 
responsibilities of certain groups and actors 
(people, families, communities, government, 
global entities) (Harvey, 1987: 265). We see the 
problem of accessibility as rooted in a broader 
discussion about the essence of place/space 
and the construction of home through the 
discursive acts of labelling certain situations, 
places or processes as private or public (see 
Gal, 2005). In other words, in the process of 
making a certain place a home (apartment, 
neighbourhood or city) understanding space in 
the sense of its publicity or privateness matters. 
 
We also argue that this political contestation 
or never-ending re-definition of situations 
is achieved through certain tools: emotions, 
imaginations and symbolic boundaries. These 
were transmitted to us through people’s nar-
ratives, which we then compared with our 
perceptions of the terrain. In examining this 
information, we developed an approach to the 
idea of the accessibility of the public sphere as 
categorised into three dimensions: physical, 

informational and symbolic accessibility. By 
deploying this categorization, we are able to 
combine the visual and material aspects of the 
topic (e.g. particular places in Lazdynai) with the 
meanings ascribed to these objects by people.

Accessibility as a concept is primarily under-
stood in its physical dimension. That is, the 
ability to reach certain places, objects or ser-
vices by using city infrastructure (roads, pave-
ments, public transport) (Wachs and Kumagai, 
1973; Kavaraztis, 2004). Even David Harvey’s 
reconceptualization of Henri Lefebvre’s modes 
of the production and consumption of space 
does not entirely move beyond this idea of ac-
cessibility, although he does provide us with 
hints of other dimensions in which the term 
might be understood (Harvey, 1987: 266–269). 
In this paper, we suggest a more complex un-
derstanding of accessibility as the ability to 
reach the public sphere in general. This nec-
essarily incorporates the physical dimension, 
but also extends to the ability to obtain relevant 
information (in terms of media, the internet 
and local networks) and the ability to express 
one’s opinion in relevant public forums (again 
this could be local media, internet forums and 
social networks, or just neighbours or friends), 
which we define as informational accessibility. 
The third dimension of accessibility is a sym-
bolic one, which is closely related to a process 
of the ascription of certain meanings and fea-
tures to certain places or practices, and thus 
creating either a symbolic boundary or a sym-
bolic ›invitation‹ for particular social groups.

3 The example mentioned by Farrington is the one-parent 
low-income family having difficulties to access services, while 
managing opening hours and children’s school schedules (Far-
rington 2007: 321).

Although the concept of symbolic accessibil-
ity has been used by several authors (Lai and 
Graefe, 1999: 58; Gómez, 2008: 73, 80), the defi-
nitions offered of the concept vary and are rath-
er vague. Stephen Carr, meanwhile, suggests a 
similar division of different kinds of accessibil-
ity to the one we use, proposing physical, visual 
and symbolic dimensions (Carr 1992: 149–150). 
Whereas his conceptualisation is used in the 
context of accessing certain ›public‹ spaces in 
cities (such as shopping centres in NYC), we 
argue that we should adapt our conceptual-
ization of accessibility to cover more broadly 
the process of reaching the public domain as 
such. We understand symbolic accessibility as 
a concept which refers to places or objects that 
are physically accessible and that people know 
about (i.e. informational accessibility is high), 
but that they would or would not go to or use, 
because they know that these places or objects 
are or are not ›suitable for them‹. It is in this 
way that symbolic boundaries around certain 
places or objects are created or dismantled, 
with a concomitant lowering or raising of the 
level of accessibility. 

The narrative of the construction of Lazdynai 
can be characterised as the story of a new, 
progressive district providing better and more 
appropriate living conditions for socialist men 
and women. However, as the evidence we are 
going to present in this text suggests, this is 
now far from being a non-problematic tale. In 
other words, what might had been perceived 
as accessible in the official socialist under-

standing can be seen as non-functional in a 
post-socialist context. What has happened in 
this evolution, and how do understandings of, 
and barriers to, accessibility relate to changing 
configurations of social injustice? The ques-
tions involved in understanding more fully 
how obstacles to access compound problems 
of poverty and social exclusion through other 
structural spatial effects, which involve mobili-
ty but also other modes of accessibility, has led 
to accessibility becoming a concern of policy 
goals (Farrington, 2007: 320–323).3 Research 
and analysis of different kinds and modes of 
accessibility is needed to practically deal with 
potential social exclusion and poverty. What our 
research in Lazdynai attempts to show is how 
the emergence of post-socialism is intertwined 
with new understandings of and obstacles to 
accessibility, and that addressing these should 
be a key research and political goal both to bet-
ter understand the post-socialist condition and 
combat social exclusion.
 
The significance of the questions we are deal-
ing with in our text lay on several levels. On the 
level of the people of Lazdynai, it may be useful 
to unmask certain practices as political in the 
sense that certain strategies are deployed to 
reach particular goals. If local people are aware 
of this, they may raise their voices more con-
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as elder people, mothers with young children 
and disabled people, and other individuals  
potentially at risk of lower levels of accessibili-
ty. With the ageing of its infrastructure and  
its population, this district of calculated equal-
ity of access has become marked by emerging 
configurations of unequal access. How do  
these impact on citizens understandings and 
experiences of place? How can mapping these 
better enable us to understand the district?

The following chapter will lay down the the-
oretical base for our understanding of how 
Lazdynai in particular and places in general 
are socially constructed. It presents our the-
oretical starting point, which is the idea that 
places are not static, but rather processes, 
constantly recreated by people’s practices and 
the ascription of meaning to them through the 
usage of symbolic boundaries, emotions and 
narrative tropes. For us, it is crucial to explore 
how these practices and imaginings also have a 
political dimension. This section thus presents 
a theoretical framework enabling us to put the 
understanding of Lazdynai as a special district 
in a broader discussion of public spaces and 
place production. 

2.a. Construction and production of home, 
place and space
Concepts like home, place, space and time 
way too often seem natural, certain and tak-
en-for-granted. We live a dynamic life between 
places, moving around and often coming back 
home. However, some authors have problema-

sciously and avoid being ›pulled by their noses‹. 
For the government or municipality, it may be 
useful to observe which issues are significant 
for local people and what might be improved 
in terms of using shared or public space. From 
the academic point of view, we contribute to 
the discussion on the idea of places as complex 
realities constructed using different strategies 
which employ both so-called ›rational‹ and 
›irrational‹ practices: of critical evaluation, 
emotion and imagination respectively, and of 
how mapping can be understood and deployed 
as a technique for researching and represent-
ing these. It is our conviction that mapping the 
social fabric of a district requires attention to 
both rational and irrational processes, raising 
questions of both the fieldwork of gathering 
data for maps and the process of illustrating 
these results in map form. How can maps ex-
press the complex strategies through which 
inhabitants construct their understandings and 
experiences of place?

2. Theoretical and conceptual background
For most people, going to shop or to hang out  
in the summer sun is a most obvious and mat-
ter-of-course practice, but for some people 
it may be a journey they plan hours ahead in 
order to avoid dangerous ramps or stairs. For 
some people, it is easy to go anywhere, because  
they do not feel that going to a swimming pool 
is only for some sorts of people, but for some 
it might be the reason to not go to swim. The 
ability to access the public sphere in Lazdynai 
differs greatly among different groups, such  

4 Lazdynai won the the Lenin Prize, the U.S.S.R.´s highest 
award for architecture, in 1974. See: http://jammingunderused-
socialisttreasures.wordpress.com/2013/03/24/just-locations_in-
troducing-lazdynai/ (accessed 20 July 2016).

This process of place creation through ascrib-
ing certain qualities and meanings is not an 
apolitical process, as pointed out by Zsusza 
Gille and Seán Ó Riain (Gille and Ó Riain, 2002: 
277-279), for the political dimension is deeply 
connected to the symbolic domain of how plac-
es are imagined. Certain images are under-
standable only on a certain scale (family, local, 
nation, global), and thus in political struggles 
about particular issues it is crucial to be able 
to grasp the images which are suitable for 
appropriate scales (ibid. 283–285). A perfect 
example of this in terms of Lazdynai may be the 
imagination of the »Lenin Prize«, the somehow 
›mysterious‹ and rather prestigious former 
Soviet Union’s award for great accomplish-
ments in architecture.4 The significance of this 
award is understood differently by Lazdynai lo-
cals: even though others may understand what 
the prize was awarded for, they do not feel the 
meaning of the prize as experienced by locals 
(as a symbol of pride). Arguing for Lazdynai’s 
value in terms of its environmental or natural 
qualities, on the other hand, are more easily 
understandable on a global level. So different 
imaginations of place also vary in their effi-
ciency in political struggle in a local context. 
From the point of view of our research, we may 
ask questions as to what extent people use the 
connotations of the Lenin Prize or the district’s 

tized these notions and uncovered the fact that 
they are also socially constructed: in order to 
make these concepts meaningful, they have to 
be understood and interpreted by people using 
shared cultural understandings.

From the theoretical point of view, for us the 
key assumption is that which is described in 
the works of Doreen Massey (1994) and Gupta 
and Fergusson (1992) wherein places are de-
fined not as concrete, physical substances in 
three-dimensional space, but as dynamic pro-
cesses. Massey proposes the idea that places 
are, in a certain sense, similar to texts (Massey 
1994: 7). Place itself has no intrinsic meaning 
and this is acquired only when ›readers‹ (peo-
ple, networks of people) ascribe them certain 
values and characteristics which are based 
on their knowledge and the networks of rela-
tions between them. We may say that Lazdynai 
would just be a random place with things made 
from concrete, trees, grass and metal with-
out the people who give meaning to certain 
configurations of these physical elements. 
Gupta and Fergusson show the significance 
of imaginations in the construction of certain 
places through the image of ›homeland‹ which, 
according to them, is a strong symbolic tool 
for dealing with place, in other words of space 
management (Gupta and Fergusson, 1992: 
10–12). These theoretical notions are impor - 
tant for understanding how symbolic accessi-
bility is dynamically constructed in the context 
of Lazdynai. 
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everyday life and life career (Haukanes, 2003). 
Particular ideals and cultural norms became 
essential for (young) people when choosing 
where they want to belong and influence their 
construction of private and public domains, 
while setting certain boundaries. As an exam-
ple, the imagination of a rural idyll (that is safe 
and healthy because of the omnipresence of 
nature) blends with the conformist image of a 
nice family house (ibid. 205–207). Certain imag-
es (e.g. ›nature‹) are so strong that they affect 
people’s behaviour, evoke emotion and guide 
their understandings of how to manage private 
or public space. 

Speaking about private and public reveals a 
strong duality regarding our understanding of 
place and space. Susan Gal (2005) shows that 
this duality is not so much a physical distinc-
tion, but more resembles a language game and 
a prevailing mode of both lay and expert think-
ing about reality. Nevertheless, even though 
the idea of private places and public space may 
be a product of language ideologies, it does not 
follow that this distinction loses its significance 
in time-space discourse. In other words, we 
may know that the division of processes, sit-
uations, places, emotions and people into the 
categories ›private‹ and ›public‹ is not natural, 
but we still do it because for many people these 
categories nonetheless are important for un-
derstanding and acting in the real world. These 
concepts create certain cultural understand-
ings which cause enduring cognitive barriers 
that affect people’s behaviour.

close relationship to nature on an everyday 
basis, on the micro-level of their experience, or 
to what extent they can use these while think-
ing about the systemic or macro level of their 
experience.

Peter Taylor also deals with the issue of the 
political management of place/space, which 
he sees as the two sides of the political/power 
management of domains of living, with place 
being seen as enabling and space limiting 
(Taylor, 1999: 9–14). For Taylor, the place/space 
production dichotomy is also connected to the 
process of modernity and to the issue of (onto-
logical) safety: thus, the households and state 
spaces of modernity are opposed to homes, 
homelands, places created in order that people 
could feel safe in an uncertain, dynamic world. 
Within this paradigm Taylor demonstrates how 
certain modes of housing (e.g. suburbia in the 
US) become infused with shared cultural im-
aginations as a representation of people’s suc-
cess (ibid 20–23). This shows that the political 
process of making certain places and ascribing 
certain definitions to them may be crucial for 
people’s understandings and thus to their 
everyday life. In terms of our particular case, 
if the Lazdynai sleeping district is described in 
contemporary discourse as obsolete, outdated 
and socialist, people may: a) react and try to 
subversively contest this definition, or b) con-
form and accept this definition of the situation 
and thus act differently. Imaginations and a 
certain ethos are also important for young peo-
ple when deciding how to deal with their future 

matching its imagined ideal. In both senses, we 
can see the Lenin Prize as laying the ground for 
certain behaviour by functioning as a means to 
articulate complex social emotions.

Dealing with emotion seems quite interesting in 
the context of the ways our informants related 
to Lazdynai and the emotions they connected to 
the issue of home production (Fehervary, 2011) 
From the perspective of psychology or economy, 
emotions may be seen as individualistic and 
irrational, but several authors have presented 
another view on these complex issues, building 
a symbolic interactionist perspective (Shott, 
1979). In this approach, emotions are seen more 
like cultural prescriptions and typifications 
for modes of behaviour in certain situations 
(Hochschild, 1975). In another words, we know 
when (in what situations), we are supposed to 
feel and express joy or sadness, pride or shame. 
From the analytical point of view, we may and 
should make a distinction between feelings 
(less articulated) and emotions (articulated 
and discursively circulated) (Burkitt, 2002: 
469). Emotions of guilt, shame and/or anger 
with ourselves are also connected to the ability 
which Ian Burkitt describes to »(…) live up to 
one of the ideals that rank highly in our order 
of concerns« (ibid. 463), and thus these emo-
tions serve as a tool for social control through 
self-regulation (Goffman, 1959; Sayer, 2005: 
953–956; Sheikh, 2010). 

Here we may ask how this impacts on the issue 
of the political or lay people’s management 

2.b. Emotions and symbolic boundaries
For the social construction of private and public 
spheres, domains or spaces are used cultur-
al tools which may, on first sight, be far from 
what we might regard as rational in a strictly 
economical sense. From the conceptual point 
of view, not only what we imagine, but also an-
other symbolical mode of reference, narrative 
tropes, intertwine in the process of place con-
struction and the understanding of the private/
public divide. Tropes are symbolic references 
which provoke particular understandings of 
a situation (the use of specific metaphors, 
cultural shared stories, etc.) or emotions (e.g. 
fear, uncertainty), and thus enable a certain 
political management of an issue. We might 
cite the trope of financial crisis as a good one 
to represent this idea (Knight, 2013: 148–149, 
153). Tropes are useful because they enable us 
to better understand how our everyday reality 
is connected to big processes on macro-his-
torical and global scales. In the context of 
Lazdynai, the afore-mentioned Lenin Prize is 
the best example of a narrative trope occurring 
in the accounts of inhabitants. People living in 
Lazdynai use the reference to the Lenin Prize as 
something which they think is commonly under-
standable (most certainly amongst each other, 
and most likely also for strangers). As narrative 
trope, it refers to a shared history of pride in the 
district’s outstanding urbanist quality, but at the 
same time also as a representation of a fallen 
ideal. In other words, it is a representation of 
sentiment towards the complex set of changes 
which have led to the space of Lazdynai not 
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and construction of private/public space? If we  
accept the idea that emotions are more prod-
ucts of shared cultural understanding, of how 
›things should be done‹ (we may call them 
social ›norms‹), rather than products of neu-
rological reactions, we may observe a strong 
influence of emotional discourses on people’s 
actions, especially in connection with the social 
construction of home – their ultimate private 
space (Christie, Smith, Munro, 2008: 2301-
2308). We might wonder whether feeling rules 
(social prescriptions, what we are supposed 
to feel in a certain situational context) (Shott, 
1979: 1319) are applied also in the politics of 
belonging and of place-making. To put it blunt-
ly: to what extent are the emotions expressed 
in the Lazdynai community and neighbourhood 
a result of the neo-liberal emotional/moral 
discourse of self-respect emphasising self-in-
dependence? In this light, the circulation of 
pride and shame among the people of Lazdynai 
is essential for them in order to make sense of 
living in this particular location at this particu-
lar time. 

It is exactly this imagined specificity and par-
ticularity of place which it is interesting to deal 
with. Pride and shame play a key role in the 
process of creating symbolic boundaries (Sayer, 
2005). These function as discursively created 
differences which divide ›us‹ from ›them‹ and 
are deeply rooted in culturally maintained cog-
nitive dualities (Gupta and Fergusson, 1992: 
14). Through the process of the naturalization 
and normalization of certain differences, par-

ticular social inequalities are created, sus-
tained and reified (Harris, 2000). These symbolic 
boundaries, which draw their strength from 
emotional discourses of pride and shame, are 
able to constitute a morally obligatory force, not 
only differentiating between ›us‹ and ›them‹, 
but also creating a moral symbolic boundary of 
›us‹ = ›good‹ and ›them‹ = ›bad‹ (Sayer, 2005: 
952–953). In practice, symbolic boundaries may 
serve on different scales, dividing communities, 
social and ethnic groups from one another. For 
us, these concepts are analytically valuable, 
because they are also deeply connected to 
the materiality of homes in the socialist and 
post-socialist context (Fehervary, 2011). People 
construct symbolic boundaries according to 
their emotions of pride/shame, their moral 
understandings of their situation and their per-
ceptions and experience of the materiality/aes-
thetics of certain objects. In the specific context 
of Lazdynai, symbolic boundaries may serve 
such purposes as community building devices 
differentiating ›us‹ (people of Lazdynai) against 
›others‹ (politicians, people from new out-of-
town suburbs, etc.). Moreover, the process 
of differentiation may also take place among 
groups within district, e. g. mothers with young 
children ›against‹ sportsmen, in the case of the 
swimming pool. If we take this the other way 
round, the fact that certain symbolic bound-
aries are constructed also indicates the po-
tentially interesting and delicate matter of the 
culturally shared ideals of how private/public 
space should look. Thus, identifying and map-
ping how these boundaries emerge can enable 

us to describe more general phenomena (i.e. 
the ideals of private/public space for people).

2.c. Narratives and accessibility
While dealing with the social dimension of 
emotions, we need to present how we can con 
ceptually and then analytically grasp them. In 
this case, we adopt the approach of analys-
ing emotions as evaluative judgements and 
in order to do so we refer to the analysis of 
narrative as a genre of communication. For, as 
William Labov in his classic work has shown, 
narratives inherently contain an evaluative 
element (Labov, 1972). The evaluative aspect 
of narrative is deeply embedded in moral un-
derstandings of situations and the idea how 
to live a ›good life‹ (Ezzy, 1998: 249; Atkinson 
and Delamont, 2006: 165; Spector-Mersel 
2010, 208) In a way quite similar to the idea 
that places are like texts (that they do not have 
meaning themselves, but meanings are as-
cribed to them), the interactional perspective 
on narratives emphasizes the importance of 
the sense-making project between the narra-
tor and audience (De Fina, 2009: 246). These 
remarks have profound methodological and 
analytical impacts for our work. We cannot 
really speak about Lazdynai itself and uncover 
some hidden truth, but should be aware that 
while hearing certain stories about Lazdynai 
past and present, we also combine them with 
our pre-understandings of the situation, and 
through this process we create our interpreta-
tion of reality.

For Paul Ricoeur, narrative as a genre and mode  
of communication is essential to give mean-
ing to another key coordinate of everyday life 
– time. Through telling stories in a narrative 
fashion, we are able to understand time and the  
dynamics of time/space (Ricoeur, 1984). As  
a genre of communication, narratives also  
serve as a tool to ›travel‹ in-between different  
domains and serve to bridge the dualities bet  
ween everyday life and ›big stories‹ i.e. biogra-
phy and history (Mills, 2000); or between inner 
narratives and culturally shared stories and 
events (Häninnen, 2004). The genre of narra-
tive thus enables us to generate data about 
Lazdynai past (i.e. socialism) and present (i.e. 
post-socialism). Hearing and analysing people’s  
stories gives us a chance to understand the con-
text of Lazdynai both from the perspective of 
everyday life and from a structural perspective. 

In these terms, narratives provide us with one 
of the most promising datasets for studying 
the issues of how people are able to reach from 
their private places into the public sphere. To  
recall our definitions, we call this ability, which 
we see as a process, accessibility. In order to  
follow our conceptual logic, we divide acces-
sibility into three dimensions, which may and 
indeed usually occur together: physical, in-
formational and symbolic accessibility. These 
three modes we define as: 

1. physical accessibility deals with the issues of 
being able to reach from point A to point B; 
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2. informational accessibility deals with the 
issue of how to get valuable information and be 
able to communicate opinions into the public 
discourse;

3. symbolic accessibility deals with the issue of 
creating or dismantling symbolic boundaries to 
the resources behind them. 

Although we may divide them conceptually and 
analytically, they are a representation of one 
phenomena which is the process of how people 
access the public sphere.5 They may access 
it bodily (by going to public places), mentally 
(having information about public issues) and 
by the feeling of belonging or not to a certain 
place. These features are necessary in the pro-
cess of creating certain places: without people 
who would access them in this fashion, it would 
make no sense to talk about specific streets, 
clubs or squares. The meanings of spaces are 
created in the processes through which people 
access them and communicate the mean-
ings ascribed to them amongst other people 
(Massey, 1994).

3. Methodology 

3.a. Mapping
During the initial phase of our field research, 
we investigated the district of Lazdynai, wan-
dering the streets and observing the environ-
ment in search of an idea. We quickly noted that 
elderly people might have a problem to move 
around the district without obstacles. After 

further consideration, we added mothers with 
pushchairs and disabled people, as groups with 
a similar problem to negotiate the stairs and 
pavements which are in poor condition. This 
observation was the start of the mapping pro-
cess, and constituted the basic framework of 
our fieldwork. In this sense, we sought to align 
our theoretical perception of place as process, 
with an understanding of maps not as objects 
of secure ontological status, but rather of map-
ping as a practice whereby understandings of 
the world are proposed and disputed (Krygier 
and Wood, 2009). Mapping in this understand-
ing is not just a recording of information, but an 
interpretation of reality by a person or group 
based on their experience of terrain. Thus, it 
involves a twin process of going to the ›field‹ to 
collect impressions and data, and an attempt 
to represent the collected data through a pro-
cess of the interpretation of the reality found. 
Therefore, while the data collecting process 
is the base of the mapping process, it is also 
grounded in analytical and conceptual work.

The challenge we were facing was how to find 
a way of representing space as more than just 
a physical entity, or in terms of physical acces-
sibility, but also to include the role of the infor-
mation, emotions and narratives with which 
people construct their understandings and 
everyday experiences of space, as described in 
the section above. This is, of course, a rather 
complex issue, because the different modal-
ities through which people understand their 
access to space run counter to the understand-

5 Which may be understood as a real or virtual place or 
space, where people may share ideas, information, symbols and 
physical presence with each other under conditions that are 
supposed to be (more or less) the same for everybody.

ing of a map’s purpose, which is precisely to 
render the space presented equally accessible 
to all viewers. Our map is therefore an attempt 
to fix or illustrate the physical, informational 
and symbolic elements involved in relations 
to space. As such it partakes of the dilemmas 
that Kitchin, Perkins and Dodge sees as key to 
contemporary cartography: »Maps are of-the-
moment (…) mapping is a process of constant 
re-territorialisation. As such, maps are transi-
tory and fleeting, being contingent, relational 
and context-dependent. Maps are practices  
– they are always mappings (…)« (Kitchin, 
Perkins and Dodge, 2009: 8). In making the 
map, we made particular strategic decisions 
which transform the result into a proposition 
about the reality we discovered, albeit one that 
can inevitably be disputed by another point of 
view (Kitchin, Perkins and Dodge, 2009: 2), that 
seeks to provide an innovative perspective on 
an issue of importance for the local community 
and shed light on practices and processes that 
might otherwise have been hidden. This is the 
case of the accessibility issue, which without 
our mapping would be more or less ›invisible‹, 
even though not unspoken of by local people. 
The role of maps is thus to raise questions, 
bring new perspectives on problems and show 
reality in new contexts and connections.

For us, therefore mapping serves as a method-
ology to bring to light issues of accessibility in 
the transformation from socialist to post-so-
cialist realities. The key stages of our mapping 
method may be described as follows:

I. First, we used as a resource a traditional 
2-dimensional map that gave general geo-
graphical and morphological information.

II. Then we went to the terrain to get a first 
impression of the place and note relevant phe-
nomenon observed.

III. After this, we made more focussed field 
research: the goal was to collect relevant infor-
mation (data based on locals’ opinions and our 
own perceptions about accessibility). This stage 
involved both short and narrative interviews, 
participant observation and a »guided tour«.

IV. Back to the ›office‹: in order to examine and 
structure the collected data, and exclude un-
necessary information. During this stage, the 
rethinking of the collected data was essential. 

V. How to connect fieldwork data with map: we 
thought about how to convert a traditional map 
into a multi-dimensional critical projection of 
the interpreted reality.

VI. To achieve this, we proposed that there are 
three dimensions to the investigated space: 
time (a transition from socialist to post-social-
ist reality), place (physical characteristics of 
the study case, such as the decline of elements 
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that enable physical accessibility) and nar-
ratives (residents’ perceptions regarding the 
accessibility issue).

VII. Therefore, the question was how to visual-
ise parameters that we cannot measure pre-
cisely, such as time and narratives? How can 
we project them in a two-dimensional map, 
in which we can easily observe only physical 
characteristics of place, such as buildings, 
topography, etc.? We chose the ›zoom in/out‹ 
method, which may be described as composed 
of several layers: 

1. the bottom layer – a schematic map of the 
Lazdynai district, with roads, buildings, etc.; 

2. a layer of the schematic expression of dif-
ferent kinds of accessibility and problems with 
accessibility; 

3. photos which compare past and present;

4. textual explanations of relevant concepts, 
processes and practices.

The map itself thus contains several different 
elements and classes of objects: a traditional, 
schematic map, photos, icons and text, in order 
to provoke a new reading and interpretation 
of the observed phenomena, conceptualised 
under the rubric of changes in accessibility un-
derstood in different forms.

3.b. Fieldwork
This section describes how we dealt with an 
important part of the mapping process, data 
collection through fieldwork. First we present 
our dataset and then we elaborate the different 
methods used, especially our »guided tour«. 
The following table shows a list of the mate-
rial we collected during the field research in 
Lazdynai.

As additional material to our fieldwork we in-
tegrated a film from 1973, Lazdynai. Architektų 
gatvė, the name of the circular street in Laz-
dynai. It shows the formation process of the 
district, filmed from the perspective of its cre-
ators - the architects. We compared the depic-
tion of ›happy socialist people‹ living in a new, 
modern district, i. e. the film's representation 
of the socialist past, with the perception of 
inhabitants today. Focusing on the transforma-
tion of public spaces from socialist times till 
today was the core of our work, with the main 
focus being on the material conditions of public 
paths, including stairs, ramps and pavements. 
But how do inhabitants themselves think about 
their shared public space? How do they use it 
nowadays? 

3.b.i. Participant observation and »guided 
tour«
As an element of the qualitative research, par-
ticipant observation is regarded as a very open 
methodology. It is defined as »a method which 
involves living and/or working within particular 
communities in order to understand how they 

Table 1: Dataset

Description of
interview

Old woman in super-
market

Woman in wheelchair

Two mothers with 
pushchair

Young mother with 
child

Old man sitting on 
bench 

Old woman in front of 
hospital

Mothers with chil-
dren at playground

Mayor of Lazdynai

Location of interview 

supermarket in north 
of Lazdynai

supermarket in north 
of Lazdynai; woman's 
apartment 

Erfurto gatve -
street in Lazdynai

»sheep« playground 
in north of Lazdynai

near bus stop 
»Lazdynai«

in front of hospital in 
Lazdynai; in hospital.

playground in 
Lazynai 

Lazdynai seniunija

Number 
of inter-
views

1

2

1

1

1

2

1

1

Material created 
(e.g. audio recording, 
photo)

guided tour, photos

photos, guided tour, 
audio recording, 
notes

video recording

audio recording, pho-
tos, notes

video recording, 
notes 

photos

notes

notes

Abbre-
viation

Intv. 1

Intv. 2

Intv. 3

Intv. 4

Intv. 5

Intv. 6

Intv. 7

Intv. 8
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work from the inside« (Cook, 2005: 167). We did 
not aspire to long-term participant observation 
in a strict ethnographical sense, with regard to 
our time limit, but we tried to be as ›participa-
tory‹ as we could.

The process of dealing with the field might be  
divided into three steps: The first step is char-
acterized by accessing the specific site. It is 
an important part of the researcher’s work to 
note that they too must overcome physical, in-
formational or symbolic boundaries. First, we 
had to travel hundreds of kilometres to get to 
Lazdynai, then we had to find enough informa-
tion about the district’s historical and present 
contexts, and then, finally in the field, we had to 
deal with the least visible, but nonetheless very 
significant barrier: the symbolic one. We had 
to built up trust with our informants, striving to 
lower the distance between us (as ›weird alien 
researchers‹ ) and them (›locals‹). This issue 
was particularly interesting, because most of 
the time we did not achieve really deep rela-
tions in the field (we looked probably a little bit 
suspicious). But on some occasions, we were 
able to achieve more ›local‹ and deeper reflec-
tion about Lazdynai. As an example, we might 
mention one informant – a woman sitting in a 
wheelchair. This contact, the first we had as a 
group, was a good experience and motivated 
us to start the field research, because we were 
able to accomplish what we called a »guided 
tour« with our informant, described in more 
detail in the next paragraphs.

During our research, the focus was not only on 
the people we contacted, but also on the role 
we performed as researchers. In Gold (1958), 
participant observation can be divided into 
different types (Reuber and Pfaffenbach, 2005: 
124). The first mode of observing we chose was 
the role of the outside observer. We were not 
integrated and showed only a low interaction 
with people. The result of this work is shown 
in some video recordings of typical everyday 
scenes of Lazdynai streets, with an emphasis 
on the use of stairs and ramps. The second 
mode of observing during our field research 
was that of a participating observer. This role 
is characterised by a high level of integration 
and a visible role of the observer (Reuber and 
Pfaffenbach 2005: 124). With the intention to 
demonstrate the difficulties in moving through 
Lazdynai for elder or disabled people, we 
recorded two »guided tours«, which are also 
shown on our map of Lazdynai (see spot# 1).
 
For the first guided tour, we accompanied an 
old woman who we got into contact with in  
front of the supermarket to her home (Intv. 1). 
During our way to her apartment, we asked 
her some questions concerning the field re-
search. At the same time, we recorded her 
journey as a kind of subjective tracking shot. 
This participant observation was made sponta-
neously, without any structure or plan. At the 
beginning, we informed the old woman clearly 
about our position as students investigating the 
pavement, stairs and ramps in Lazdynai, but 
she had no idea of the intention of our field re-

↘ Guided tour with an old woman (Intv. 1)

search. With this video contribution, we wanted 
to illustrate the major problem that exists in the 
district for elder people to move without help.

For the second guided tour, we conducted a 
qualitative interview with a woman sitting in 
a wheelchair (Intv. 2), our first contact, with 
a recorded, subjective tracking shot. We first 
visited her at home for an interview, and then 
had the possibility to go for a walk with her 
through Lazdynai. For all of us, it was the first 
experience to accompany someone in a wheel-
chair from point A to B. Unable to move with 
the wheelchair alone, she relied on our help. 
So, in this case as well, we used a mixed type 
of observation. On the one hand, we tried to 
get familiar with the situation by putting our-
selves into her situation as far as possible and 
by talking to her during the walk through the 
district. On the other hand, we took the role of 
the scientific observer because we explained to 
her the reason and the content of our research 
in Lazdynai. As we recorded a video during our 
walk, we became visible as non-integrated par-
ticipants. In order to manage the parallel im-
plementation of these two types of observation, 
we had to split the group. On this occasion, the 
observation was more planned and structured. 
The method of the »guided tour« recalls an-
other kind of participatory research, where re-
searchers are taken by informants somewhere 
in order to experience their lived realities. But 
the major difference in the »guided tour« is 
the element of action or interaction between 
researcher, informant and field. This syner-

gistic effect allows a more precise capture of 
the experience and enriches the analysis and 
interpretation of data. Such a method could be 
used in similar contexts: for urban planners, 
architects and the like. For them, it might be 
much more useful when designing public space 
to experience this joint venture of involved (per-
son in wheelchair) and uninvolved (researcher 
or expert) person in order to better understand 
the needs of all kinds of people.

4. Findings: explanation of the spots
In order to illustrate our ideas about acces-
sibility in Lazdynai, we chose four different 
spots in the district. Each of them is related in 
a particular way to the conceptualisations of 
accessibility established in the theoretical part: 
to physical, informational and symbolic acces-
sibility. However, it is impossible to define only 
one accessibility type in a given spot: in each 
spot, we can find a mix of the analysed acces-
sibility categories. In other words, in any of the 
selected locations we are dealing with crosso-
vers of accessibility forms that can be put in a 
sequential order.

In general, we present the accessibility issue 
as the following consecutive chain: physical 
accessibility – informational accessibility – 
symbolic accessibility. Physical accessibility 
deals with the issue of getting from point A to 
point B. Due to such issues as bad pavement 
and the general decay of material infrastruc-
ture, obstacles to physical accessibility can be 
observed which in turn provoke problems of 

↘ Guided tour with woman in wheelchair (Intv. 2)
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mobility within the district. The level of physical 
accessibility and mobility is closely related to 
the informational accessibility category. Due 
to the impossibility of easy access from point A 
(private place) to point B (public places/space), 
such ordinary actions as meetings with other 
people turn into a problem, especially when 
certain groups of people, such as disabled and 
elderly persons, mothers with small kids, etc., 
are concerned. The lack of information and 
communication between residents generates 
overly objective and in some cases imaginary 
symbolic boundaries. These may be mostly 
identified in the stance towards certain places 
or practices as »not being suitable for us«. 
Therefore, physical characteristics in some 
sense determine residents’ behaviour. In other 
words, the apparently simple issue of physical 
accessibility could be connected with the more 
complex phenomenon of informational and 
symbolic accessibility, and even be a cause 
of their production. This is not to say that the 
creation of symbolic boundaries (certain places 
being regarded as ›no-go-areas‹, for example) 
is not a far more subtle process than simply 
depending on the physical dimension of reality 
alone. However, it is the combination and inter-
action of those mixes of accessiblities in their 
current form, which generate the identities of  
people living in Lazdynai today. In order to  
illustrate the crossovers within the accessibility 
issues we will present the spots that were in-
vestigated during the fieldwork.

a. Pavements - stairs - ramps
The first spot is represented by an area locat-
ed close to Architektų gatvė, which includes 
a residential zone and a square with a super-
market. This spot was selected because of a 
large amount of stairs and ramps that can act 
as an accessibility border for certain groups of 
Lazdynai residents. For this reason, physical 
accessibility here is an especially problematic 
issue. Nevertheless, there is also a mix of ac-
cessibility types in this spot, such as physical 
accessibility + informational boundaries.

b. Playgrounds
The playgrounds were treated as a spot where 
access to information plays a key role and thus 
can be interpreted as an intersection of infor-
mational and physical accessibility. Mothers 
often gather here to chat or just spend time 
with children, but sometimes due to a lack of 
good infrastructure the playgrounds are not 
used as much as they could be.

c. Fountain
The third spot is the area of an abandoned 
foun tain which used to be a symbol of the Laz-
dynai district. In this case, in the same way as 
in the second spot, the area was investigated 
in terms of informational accessibility that 
possibly creates symbolic boundaries in terms 
of usage of public space. People no longer use 
this place as a meeting point, thus the place 
becomes just a point to pass by, thus reifying its 
partial abandonment, and by extension that of 
the district that it used to symbolise. ↘ public space in Lazdynai – fountain in the south of Lazdynai, stairs and a playground 
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d. Swimming pool
The last spot represents a crossing point for 
all three maps created in the Lazdynai district. 
In the swimming pool spot, we can observe all 
three accessibility categories: physical, infor-
mational and symbolic. 

4.a. Spot 1: Pavements - stairs – ramps
As we pointed out previously, the first selected 
area represents primarily a case of problem-
atic physical accessibility. Because of the 
complex topography of the Lazdynai district, it 
possesses a lot of stairs and ramps which are 
today in bad condition. This creates difficulties 
in moving around the district for certain groups 
of Lazdynai’s inhabitants. Among them are 
retired persons, disabled people and mothers 
with small children who have to use baby car-
riages. To analyse this problem, we performed 
two guided tours which helped us observe 
and afterwards compare our perception of 
the physical accessibility issue and how it is 
experienced and evaluated by informers. This 
spot is thus an example of a wider issue in a 
condition of an ageing population in Lazdynai: 
according to data for 2011 provided to us by the 
Seniūnija, 26% of Lazdynai’s inhabitants are 
60 years or older. In this case, the physical ob-
solescence of structures that are theoretically 
supposed to help in moving around the district 
leads to an opposite dysfunctional character of 
these elements. 

The bad condition of the pavement, stairs and 
ramps is not the only reason for its transfor-

mation into a boundary. Even initially, it was 
not designed in an appropriate way. As we 
noticed during our observation of the district, 
there are no ramps which have a proper incli-
nation angle. Therefore, we can conclude that 
from the very beginning, in the moment of the 
district’s design and planning, the micro-scale 
or the user scale was not considered as an 
important point in the urban planning. The 
problem of physical accessibility illustrates a 
difference between top-down planning from a 
macro scale perspective in socialist times and 
the reality of the everyday life of residents of 
Lazdynai that we can observe in the present.

As we have mentioned above, there is a con-
nection between accessibility types. In the 
stairs-ramps-pavements case, we can say 
that the difficulties in reaching from private to 
public provoked by the lack, improper design 
or bad condition of pedestrian infrastructure 
generates problems in getting in contact with 
other people and exchanging information. This 
issue may increase the risk of closing public 
space, creating isolated and ›individualistical-
ly‹ oriented sleeping districts and residential 
blocks. On the other hand, the difficulties in 
moving around the district, the unpleasant 
view and dysfunctionality of the pavement, 
ramps and stairs may provoke community 
formation. The discontent of residents with 
the current situation can be a motive for them 
to gather in order to influence change. In this 
case, a symbolic boundary is created that 
separates the residents of Lazdynai from its 

administration, thus creating two categories 
– ›us‹ (residents) and ›them‹ (administration). 
Thus, in seeking to deal with this issue, a di-
alogue between ›us‹ and ›them‹ should also 
be arranged. Other wise, the lack of access to 
information creates a boundary between resi-
dents and administration, as we can currently 
observe. 

4.b. Spot 2: Playgrounds
The second spot we selected represents the 
playgrounds which played an important role in 
the formation of the district in socialist times. 
As we understood from the interview with the 
Seniūne of Lazdynai, there are roughly 150 
playgrounds in the whole district. According to 
statistics, there are 3 047 children of age 9 or 
younger in the district. In this case we have 20 
children per playground, which may be con-
sidered very generous in terms of access. The 
current disproportion between playgrounds 
and the population of the district shows that in 
the time of its planning and constructing there 
were many more children in Lazdynai, but also 
that providing ease of access to play  areas 
was a key part of the urban infrastructure. 
Nowadays, as demonstrated in the description 
of the first spot, we witness the ageing of the 
district. Therefore, it may be the quality and 
diversity of playgrounds rather than quantity, 
which may actually increase their accessibil-
ity. In other words, the district administration 
might try to repair a certain proportion and 
make the rest into playgrounds for retired peo-
ple, for example. 

The playgrounds of Lazdynai may today be 
divided into three groups: abandoned play-
grounds, new ones and renovated ones. The 
challenge was to compare our evaluation of the 
place as strangers with informants’ opinions 
about the condition of these urban elements 
that they use on an everyday basis. Therefore, 
we based our evaluation on short dialogues 
with mothers that we met in the playgrounds 
and in the interview mentioned above with the 
Seniūne of the district.

As a result, we can say that our first impres-
sions and expectations with regard to the 
playgrounds and residents’ evaluations did not 
coincide. As we could understand from inter-
views, there is no lack of the playgrounds that 
they could use. Regarding the condition of the 
playgrounds, as an example we might cite the 
opinion of one informant who mentioned that 
there is a huge variety of playgrounds, from old 
ones to those renovated or newly constructed. 
She praised this variety and possibility of mul-
tiple opportunities for children, because they 
are able to choose by themselves in which of 
them they would like to stay and play. Thus, a 
possible conclusion could be that playgrounds 
do show a transition from socialist to post-so-
cialist development, but do not present a prob-
lematic spot in terms of the symbolic acces-
sibility issue. The playgrounds in the account 
were regarded as usable and a place where it 
is ›normal‹ and ›comfortable‹ to go and spend 
time. At the same time, a lot of mothers men-
tioned that they do not explore new or alter-
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native playgrounds. Although this may have as 
much to do with the poor conditions of pave-
ments than of playgrounds, it perhaps also 
indicates that none of the playground areas are 
able to stand out as attractors for users to visit.

As a conclusion, we can say that the questions 
of accessibility around playgrounds emerge 
primarily through the excessive number of 
playgrounds in relation to the district’s ageing 
population. Rather than faults in the play-
grounds per se, it is rather the decrease in in-
tensity of their use that leads to a reduction in 
exchanges of information amongst inhabitants, 
and the lack of their relation to the overall pop-
ulation profile of the district that casts doubts 
on their symbolic value. Now playgrounds are 
not just used by children, but also by young 
people of the district as a place to hang out, 
thus they de facto become an expression of a 
transition from a well-thought and designed 
socialist district to the post-socialist reality of 
an ageing population and lack of public space 
for the young generation. We thus suggest 
to rethink the functionality of some of the 
playgrounds – some of them might work even 
when they are not repaired, but if they had bet-
ter infrastructure around them. Some of them 
might be reworked as place for retired people 
to gather and exercise physically. Some of the 
playgrounds might be remade in the shape 
of basketball, football or other fields with no 
barriers to using them (no fences etc.) In this 
way, the ethos of a post-socialist multifunc-
tional usage of public space may be fulfilled 

by enabling people to choose from a variety of 
possibilities. 

4.c. Spot 3: fountain
The third spot is the area around the fountain 
which was considered a symbol of the Lazdynai 
district at the time of its construction and in-
auguration. It is possible to find a huge amount 
of images of the fountain area made in the 
first years after the inauguration of the district 
showing happy residents of the new district, 
using it as a public space, as for example in 
the Lazdynai. Architektų gatvė film or different 
pictures and postcards of Lazdynai. Today, we 
can observe a transition of this function from 
the fountain area to the supermarket located 
nearby and, in some sense, to the hospital that 
has taken on the role of a meeting point for 
the elder generation of the district. In its turn, 
the fountain currently presents a desolate and 
abandoned urban monument.

To verify the lack of functionality of this place, 
we observed daily life near the fountain and 
noted that there are a lot of people that just 
pass the fountain by, or even try to avoid it. The 
monument itself does not function and is in bad 
condition. In this case, it cannot present an ur-
ban attraction that could appeal to inhabitants 
and make them stay longer. In this way, the 
fountain has converted from a meeting point to 
a passing-by or avoidance zone that does not 
awake any interest in residents. Even though, 
an attempt to increase time spent by people in 
the place was made by a group of architecture 

students who installed a red bench here (as they  
did in other points in Lazdynai6), from our ob-
servations this has not yet achieved its purpose.

In contrast, the bad physical condition and 
dysfunctionality of the fountain as a public 
space make it more attractive to graffiti (that is 
perceived by some residents as a symptom of 
insecurity) and trash (the fountain is used as a 
trash can). Here, we meet with the phenome-
non about the capacity of material degradation 
to provoke social problems by magnetizing 
disadvantaged social groups, called »broken 
windows« theory. Thus, we assume that the 
physical condition of the place might be an im-
portant component of its mode of utilisation by 
inhabitants and is thus closely connected to the 
symbolic dimension: rather than encouraging 
access, the fountain’s current lack of aesthetic 
criteria provides a depressing discouragement 
to access.

Another reason for the loss of interest in the 
fountain might be the already mentioned 
changes in age structure of the district and 
modification of the idea of leisure time. The 
ageing population suggests the possible trans-
formation of the meeting point for elder resi-
dents from the fountain to the nearby hospital. 
Based on our observation and short interviews, 
we can assume that the hospital performs as a 
multifunctional place, where a clearly utilitari-
an function meets the role of place to commu-
nicate and share with others. 

A further factor for changes is connected to the 
idea of public space in post-socialism in their 
intensified commercialisation. Today, a signifi-
cant number of public spaces have a consump-
tion character, whereas the fountain has only 
the function of a place for gathering without 
any ›sale appeal‹. Perhaps, it is for this reason 
also that the public space of the area has shift-
ed to the supermarket and a small market area 
situated in the fountain’s vicinity.

Thus, here we meet with a sequential chain of 
processes through which changes in symbolic 
accessibility in Lazdynai can be read. The phys-
ical deterioration of the fountain and its con-
comitant ceasing to function as a public space, 
the commercialization of this public place and 
the displacement of reasons for convening 
as a population ages come together to cause 
the once symbol of Lazdynai to be converted 
into passing-by area, a trash can and a place 
of graffiti. Thus, a well-designed public space 
is transformed into a barrier to accessibility 
from the symbolic perspective. In wider terms, 
the fountain case represents a typology for 
accessing public space not only to be encoun-
tered in Lazdynai, but in a lot of similar cases of 
post-socialist urban transformations.

4.d. Spot 4: Swimming Pool
The fourth spot is the swimming pool located 
on Erfurto gatvė. Despite its location in the 

6 See: http://www.karolinos.lt/projektai/kontaktinis_suoli-
ukas.html (accessed 25 July 2016).
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sleeping district, the swimming pool has a city-
wide significance: it is the only swimming pool 
with a 50 metre length in Vilnius. Within the 
present mapping project the spot has a quin-
tessential meaning, as it constitutes a crossing 
point of the three maps of Lazdynai: it can thus 
be considered as a point to realize a compara-
tive analysis between the three topics mapped 
in Lazdynai within the frame of the winter 
school, accessibility, leisure and practices deal-
ing with trash. 

As we learned from interviews, instead of being 
a place to meet, the swimming pool presents 
a symbolic boundary for certain inhabitants 
of the district. Some of the residents we in-
terviewed consider the swimming pool not as 
a place where they could go. Primarily, these 
were mothers with children, but when we at-
tended the swimming pool there was actually a 
group of schoolchildren there. But the mothers 
we talked to described their opinion about the 
swimming pool as that it was constructed as 
an Olympic sport complex for the sportsmen 
from ›outside‹, and that it is not for use by ›nor-
mal‹ people. To some extent, this sentiment 
can be supported by objective facts: there is no 
extra swimming pool for children and tickets 
are rather expensive, when going with a whole 
family (no family discounts). Thus, here we en-
counter a problem of physical access to the 
swimming pool for children.

However, this is not the main issue for this spot. 
We argue that the main accessibility problem 

that could be underlined in the case of the 
swimming pool is the existence of symbolic 
boundaries that restrict access for Lazdynai 
residents. We come to this conclusion through 
a perspective on the spot as a place where cit-
izens of Lazdynai could be able to spend free 
time. Nevertheless, due to the problems men-
tioned regarding physical access for small chil-
dren and a symbolic boundary resulting from 
expensive tickets, the swimming pool most 
likely does not play a significant role for leisure 
or as a public place in the district. 

At the same time, we can argue that some of the  
residents’ opinions regarding this issue do not 
reflect reality completely. From the information 
that we could find about the swimming pool and 
our own experiences, we can state that there 
swimming lessons for children do exist, but they 
are rather in the regime of sports’ training ses-
sions. This again shows us a certain contradic-
tion which may trigger a symbolic boundary for 
some residents. But from our experience it did 
also seem that a lot of visitors are frequent us-
ers with season tickets. The structure of people 
we observed at the pool was in fact rather di-
versified: professional divers being filmed while 
training, a group of soldiers being taken through 
their exercises, young ›hipsters‹, serious swim-
mers, pensioners, etc. For these ›regulars‹ it 
seems to be a place also of informational  
accessibility: many of them sat on the seats 
along the side of the pool drinking out of met-
al thermos flasks while pausing and chatting 
between swimming and sauna (banya) sessions.



Mapping Vilnius
Mapping Lazdynai
134

Mapping Vilnius
Mapping Lazdynai
135

In the context of our study on accessibility, the  
two small saunas next to the pool, where people 
sat on three rows of wooden benches sweat-
ing in close proximity in silence, merit special 
mention. While the temperature gauge meas-
ured 100°C, old and young, thin or strong, tat-
tooed and those wearing woolly hats to insulate 
their brain, all sat in close and variegated prox-
imity contrasting with barriers to access ob-
served elsewhere. As, the temperature raised 
to sky-high levels, so does the impression of 
having a chance to observe an ad-hoc social 
group sharing everyday sport or chill-out time. 
While not wishing to overstate the case, this ex-
ample did seem to indicate a sense in which an 
infrastructure of traditional cultural practices 
could stimulate access in a new socio-cultural 
context.

On the basis of the limited data we were able to 
gather, we cannot make over-reaching conclu-
sions, but we can say that the swimming pool 
emerges as a complex knot of contradictory 
issues of accessibility. For the swimming pool 
emerges as a place where various issues (lack 
of swimming infrastructure for children, price, 
etc.) close the space off to locals. Thus barriers 
to physical, informational and symbolic acces-
sibility mutually reinforce one another to mean 
that this landmark for collective leisure time in 
the district actually becomes a source of acces-
sibility deprivation. However, at the same time, 
we also witnessed in the diverse range of users 
and in the rhythms of proximity and relaxation 
provided by the saunas, ways in which this site 

did successfully enable access for a variety of 
groups. The challenges of satisfying the needs 
of an element of elite sports’ infrastructure on 
a national level and those of the local popula-
tion of Lazdynai are not easy to resolve and are 
especially relevant at a moment when plans 
are being considered for the refurbishment of 
the pool. We simply argue that in planning the 
shape of the future pool, the questions of how 
to assure accessibility of various types for vari-
ous groups is an important factor to consider.

5. Conclusion
As Lazdynai is a special place for its inhabit-
ants, so it became for us during our two weeks 
of field research on the issue of the accessibili-
ty of public space, which we conceptually divid-
ed into three dimensions: of physical, informa-
tional and symbolic accessibility. Theoretically, 
we draw inspiration from works dealing with 
the processuality of places and the social con-
struction of space, with symbolic boundaries 
and the roles of emotions in the process of their 
creation, and the conceptualisation of narrative 
as an important genre of human communi-
cation and understandings of reality. Through 
participation observation and several inter-
views (some of which were highly narratively 
structured) we attempted to compare data from 
informants’ narratives and our perceptions. In 
addition, we employed the innovative method 
of a »guided tour«, which enabled us to better 
understand the perspective and experience of 
informants who have greater difficulties with 
physical access. Working in this way as a group, 

we experienced accessibility difficulties our-
selves, reflected on them as we moved and also 
recording them through video. One of the ob-
stacles we had to deal with was also a language 
barrier as only one person from the group 
spoke Lithuanian and one spoke Russian. The 
guided tour method specifically seems very 
promising in delivering valid results, because 
it can be controlled by the researchers and 
yet is grounded in the everyday experience of 
informants. Thus, as opposed to traditional or 
GIS systems, this method opens up a possibility 
to map space from the micro perspective of 
users of the space, and thus could be extend-
ed to better understand the needs of other 
social groups facing accessibility challenges 
(mothers with young children, blind person, 
etc.). Reproduction of this method in the future 
would thus diversify mapping techniques as 
such. Our fieldwork in the present was com-
pared to the representation of Lazdynai in the 
past in the film Lazdynai. Architektų gatvė.

As a result, we chose four spots to repre-
sent different dimensions of accessibility: 1) 
pavements – ramps – stairs, 2) playgrounds, 
3) a fountain, and 4) the swimming pool. This 
selection was made in reference to inform-
ants’ accounts and our perceptions of the 
impor tance of particular nodes in Lazdynai. 
All of them represent certain problems with 
accessibility, rooted in the micro perspective of 
the everyday life of inhabitants of the district. 
These spots bring to light particular issues 
regarding accessibility which contribute to the 

formulation of an overall vision of Lazdynai as a 
place viewed by inhabitants as deserving both 
pride and criticism. Pride is reified in the tropes 
of the Lenin Prize and proximity to nature, 
while criticism is directed towards a lowering 
accessibility of the public domain. This is incar-
nated in growing physical difficulties to reach 
from spot A to spot B, an inability to receive 
information, communicate with friends or be 
able to express an opinion in public or political 
discourse. Feelings of insecurity and the cre-
ation of symbolic boundaries among groups 
of people in Lazdynai suggest that the issue of 
accessibility is not a neutral social phenomena, 
but one with political connotations. This idea is 
also supported by the fact that around the man-
agement of public space emerges a conflictual 
discourse of responsibility, over issues of who 
should take care of certain things or objects 
(e.g. playgrounds, swimming pools). 

This discourse of responsibility is being con-
structed on different scales on the level of 
individual, community, nation and global scale. 
Unfortunately, as the example of Lazdynai 
shows, it is usually people with lower ability to  
reach the public sphere whose needs are  
being marginalized. This perhaps becomes 
even more painful as the umbrella of choices in 
post-socialist conditions extends and modes of 
accessibility diversify. But not for all groups and 
individuals equally. On the other side, the sub-
versive contestation of dominant discourses 
of responsibilities suggest that the idea of top-
down, macro-micro planning is has limits be-
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yond which other conceptions are needed. The 
emotions of pride or shame experienced by 
people when referring to the spots are expres-
sive of their lived everyday realities, political 
definitions and potential struggles, and also of 
how they communicate their understandings 
of Lazdynai to strangers, to us as researchers. 
Emotions, experiences, ideas and symbols 
are all assembled by locals in their social con-
struction of space. 

Our research has tried to illustrate how post- 
socialism in Lazdynai emerges as a changing 
configuration of modes of accessibility, and the 
physical, narrative and emotional colours in 
which these are experienced and expressed. 
We suggest that developing truly inclusive 
space, both in material and discursive terms, 
should reflect the complex everyday experi-
ence of people affected by lower levels of abil-
ity to access the public sphere understood in 
the complex manner we have elaborated. As a 
step in this direction, we would like to suggest 
that the »guided tour« methodology could be 
applied more widely by architects and plan-
ners, and that more rigorous standards could 
be developed for applying this, which would 
enable more effective comparison between 
different sites. This methodology might be also 
reflected in the community planning and man-
agement of cities, by seeking to understand 
how physical, informational and symbolic 
accessibility might need to be considered in 
tandem in order to really bring those excluded 
into the process of decision making, through 

active investigation of the basis for their opin-
ions and experience. 
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Introduction1

Within present day agendas of environmental-
ism and sustainable development, the question 
of rubbish has acquired an unprecedented 
importance. Liberalized markets, on the other 
hand, demand the increased consumption of 
goods, resulting in more rubbish, a dynamic 
that has led some researchers to claim that to-
day we live in a »throwaway society« (Gregson 
et al., 2007). Examining how these processes 
of production, consumption and discarding of 
goods are unequally distributed across the  
globe (Yates and Gutberlet, 2011) has led to 
a proliferation of discussions concerning the 
relations between »the global« and »the lo-
cal«. Moreover, with the onset of the global 
ecological horizon has come an awareness that 
there is no global ›outside‹ to which waste can 
be dumped and that, as a consequence, this is 
a problem to be addressed both globally and 
locally. Our map of trash transformations in 
the Vilnius post-socialist ›sleeping district‹ of 
Lazdynai offers a visual representation of the 
variety of scales and issues involved in dealing 
with rubbish in one particular space.

The concept of sustainable development, de-
fined as »meeting the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs« (Smyth, 
2011: 77), is enshrined and enacted by the 
European Union (EU). According to a recent 
European Environmental Agency report, only 
a slight increase in recycling solid waste has 
been evident in Lithuania – from 2% in 2004 to 

5% in 2010. Such a trend is problematic given 
that Lithuania has to meet a 50% recycling 
target set by the European Union’s Waste 
Framework Directive by 2020. Reaching this 
goal, according to the report, is rendered dif-
ficult by low landfill tax and would »require 
an exceptional effort« (EEA, 2013: 6–7). But 
how are dictates of sustainability in fact locally 
operationalized, for example in Lazdynai? We 
would like to suggest that these issues have 
more complex historical and spatial roots than 
 the economic dominant indicated by the above- 
mentioned report.

The imperative of sustainable development 
coupled with the regulatory role of munici-
palities and freedoms of liberalized markets 
produces a system of relationships related to 
rubbish that is of a complexity almost beyond 
comprehension. The focus on rubbish as our 
object of study was to a great extent inspired by 
an encounter in the research field, with one of 
the street cleaners, or kiemsargis, of Lazdynai. 
The insights she shared about the district and 
her personal experience as a cleaner were very 
interesting and brought home to us the chal-
lenge of understanding how local practices re-
late to global concerns. How can such relations 
be mapped? What influence does the socialist 
past have on practices related to rubbish in 
present day Lazdynai? What can mapping as a 
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process of social research, relating informa-
tion to spaces and representing this relation in 
visual form, reveal about this particular local-
ity? In attempting to answer these questions, 
we propose using the term »trash transfor-
mations« to refer to the fact that rubbish, like 
»dirt« and »waste« is not a singular entity, but 
one that can emerge in a variety of forms (fluid 
or solid, material or immaterial, measurable 
or not) and whose varying definitions are key 
to setting the boundaries of our social world 
(Douglas, 1966). Also, the term »trash trans-
formations« is used here to underline that 
there are many different »cycles« or »routes« 
within which rubbish circulates, wherein, as 
described in urban political ecology (hereafter 
UPE; see Keil, 2003 for an overview), what was 
waste can potentially become a resource. Thus, 
rubbish is conceptualized as a situational and 
fluctuating entity within the locality of Lazdynai, 
and between the scales of the local and global.

Such conceptual distinctions influenced our 
approach to the question of mapping: under-
stood as the examination and visualisation of  
the social processes that occur in a given space. 
Given that our task was not just ›to capture‹ 
the dynamic processes related to rubbish in 
Lazdynai, but also to develop an understanding 
of how these processes have changed since 
the times of socialism, using conventional car-
tography brings substantial difficulties. Firstly, 
while shared standards and agreements about 
objective cartography exist and must hold va-
lidity, any map created represents an individual 

and simplified interpretation of reality on the 
part of its creator. Secondly, the question of 
scale and the resulting spatial coverage of a 
map is problematic, especially in the light of 
globalisation when geographically distant plac-
es ›grow together‹ and increasingly affect each 
other. Thirdly, and more important for the map-
ping of transformations, a map produces a fixed 
image of a space at a specific point in time.

In order to overcome these difficulties, we em-
ploy the theoretical framework of UPE that ad-
vocates a relational and synthetic understand-
ing of urban environments, while highlighting 
that urban landscapes are a product of specific 
geographic-historical processes (Swyngedouw 
and Heinen, 2003: 897, 908). Within this ap-
proach, places are understood not as bounded 
»containers« (Relph, 1976) of human activity 
functioning according to an internal logic, but 
as parts of a system of networks or flows that 
are interconnected and relational. To translate 
this approach onto a map, it was decided to 
sacrifice some of the standards of conventional 
cartography and subscribe to the notion of crit-
ical cartography that a map is a playful »propo-
sition« (Krygier and Wood, 2009: 198–9), rather 
than a finite way of knowing the world. 

Our international research group consisted of 
five participants, from the different academic 
backgrounds of architecture, anthropology, 
geography and urbanism, two of whom were 
local and one has lived in Vilnius for a long 
time. Thus, during fieldwork and the process 

of mapping, various methods and personalities 
were employed in data collection, analysis and 
design in the quest to find a way to investigate  
and represent the complex processes we wit-
nessed. As a result, we created a map and 
accompanying narrative presenting twelve em-
pirical spots organised into two lines. The first 
line addresses trash transformations in a top-
down or institutionalised perspective, while the 
second is concerned with local understandings 
and practices related to trash and constitutes 
a bottom-up, or what we called »a bottle-up 
approach«. For this name, we are thankful to 
residents of one house in Lazdynai who used 
plastic bottles placed bottom-up to create a 
beautiful garden beneath their windows, giving 
us an inspiration to view rubbish beyond con-
ventional perspectives.

By mapping trash transformations in Lazdynai, 
we try to visualise how different dimensions of 
trash (social, natural, political and economic) 
are spatially manifested and how these man-
ifestations have shifted with the change from 
the socialist to the post-socialist era. In order 
to do so, we start by presenting how nature was 
discursively constructed in the Soviet Union 
and question whether Lazdynai can be consid-
ered a typical embodiment of these percep-
tions. We then move through an examination 
of theories of rubbish or trash – used here as 
interchangeable umbrella terms for the distinct 
categories of »dirt« and »waste«. Thereafter, 
we examine the concept of sustainable devel-
opment which allows a reflection on how con-

ceptualisations of human–environment rela-
tions today are different than in socialist times. 
We then explain the methodologies of our field 
work and mapping, before in the last part of the 
article presenting our findings and describing 
in more detail the individual points on the two 
lines of our map. 

The article, thus, moves through two distinct 
stages. The first involves a wide-ranging ques-
tioning and contextualising of the methodo-
logical approach to analysing trash transfor-
mations in a post-socialist district. The second 
constitutes the textual extension of the empir-
ical mapping project carried out by our group 
in Lazdynai. In so doing, we seek to realise two 
broader aims: both to better understand how 
trash transformations play themselves out in 
the particular context of post-socialism, and to 
understand more fully what the post-socialist 
context can tell us about the changing relations 
between humans and their environments.

Socialism and the discursive production of 
nature 
In the contemporary world, dealing with trash, 
as part of the attempt to manage the human 
impact on nature, has often been viewed as 
a purely scientific endeavour. However, as 
numerous works on UPE demonstrate, the un-
derstanding of what nature is and how it should 
be treated is tightly connected with prevalent 
urban and social forms. The foundation upon 
which the theory of UPE is built is rooted in 
the examination of the urban environments 
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that »constitute the pivotal embodiment of 
capitalist or ›modern‹ social relations, and, by 
implication, of the wider (and often global) so-
cio-economic relations through which modern 
life is produced, in both a material and a cul-
tural sense« (Swyngedouw and Heynen, 2003: 
897–908). The critical stance of the discipline 
is directed towards uncovering these socioeco-
nomic relations which often produce unjust ef-
fects on the ground (Yates and Gutberlet, 2011) 
as part of the »glocalization« process (Keil, 
2003: 729). Within this approach, nature is con-
sidered not as a given and inactive background 
to human activity, but as discursively produced 
by society. 

While the application of UPE’s multi-scalar 
approach to Lazdynai constitutes one of the 
central aims of our research, there is one con-
ceptual problem. The main achievement of UPE 
is the deconstruction of the processes resulting 
from liberalised markets within globalisation. 
But how well can such an approach be applied 
to a place with a history of socialist rule? Given 
that »the social appropriation and transforma-
tion of nature produces historically specific so-
cial and physical natures« (Swyngedouw, 1996), 
considering the history of environmentalism 
in the Soviet Union should be an indispensable 
part of our project. Being culturally and polit-
ically embedded, is »socialist nature« differ-
ent from »capitalist nature«, and if so, how? 
What impact might these differences have on 
Lazdynai and relations to trash in the district 
nowadays?

The environmental history of the Soviet Union 
is in many senses distinct from its Western 
counterparts (Pryde, 1972: 2). The Marxist 
philosophical position on nature is expressed 
through the concept of dialectic materialism 
that, although it views nature as a distinct ex-
ternal reality, recognises the interdependence 
of humans and nature (Burns, 2010 [1939]: 
70). On the ground, however, a more radical 
approach of the exploitation of nature was often 
assumed, since the Soviet approach to conser-
vation was influenced by government owner-
ship of resources and the needs of the centrally 
planned economy (Weiner, 1988). Although 
recent trends in academia argue for a need to 
revisit the Soviet engagement with the environ-
ment, the widely held view of a Soviet ecocide 
is deeply entrenched in lay society, fuelled by 
such cataclysms as the Chernobyl disaster 
(Oldfield et al., 2002).

Revisionists, on the other hand, argue that 
environmental and conservation policy in the 
Soviet Union cannot be viewed as monolithic. 
For example, prior to the Bolsheviks taking 
power, environmental science in the Russian 
Empire was at the forefront of innovation, with 
such questions as the protection of forests  
addressed in periodicals such as Russkij 
Vestnik (Costlow, 2003: 96–7), Timiriazev’s 
lectures on plant physiology organised at the 
Moscow Polytechnic Museum and soil scien-
tists, such as Dokuchaev, trying to establish 
the causes of droughts in steppe environments 
(Brian, 2010: 675). What happened to this vi-

2 The People’s Commissariat of Agriculture and Education 
respectively.

3 Lysenkoism was official Soviet agriculture policy from 
the late 1920s to 1960s that rejected genetics in favour of 
alternative techniques reputed to greatly increase crop yield, 
while from 1953 Khrushchev’s Virgin Lands Campaign promised 
to spectacularly raise yield through the massive exploitation of 
previously uncultivated lands. Both were based on questionable 
justifications and proved to be of ambivalent success.

brant community of natural scientists during 
subsequent years?

Early revolutionary conservation initiatives were  
characterised by the institutional contradic-
tions between Narkomzem and Narkompros2, 
as exemplified in protracted discussions of 
whether or not a network of zapovedniki, nat-
ural protection areas, should be established 
as a baseline of nature, to which other natural 
areas could be compared (Weiner, 1988: 10–12). 
Later, the search for opportunities to enlarge 
agronomic output during the Stalin era put an 
end to earlier ambiguities by promoting a nar-
rowly utilitarian approach to nature, epitomised 
in the Great Stalin Plan for the Transformation 
of Nature initiated in 1948. However, here too, 
paradoxes remained as Stalin’s plan for na-
ture was characterised by a tension between 
romantic and Promethean desires, in other 
words between a hankering to restore natural 
landscapes on the one hand, and a belief in the 
technocratic means by which this restoration 
should be completed on the other (Brain, 2010: 
693). This subjugation of science to economic 
and resource based policy-making recurs in 
a variety of guises, such as Lysenkoism or 
Khrushchev’s Virgin Lands Campaign, leading 
to the accusation that the whole Soviet period 
was trapped in the heresy of technocratism 
(Weiner, 1988: 230).3 Ideologically, the iconic 
image of man’s mastery of nature is best rep-
resented by Gagarin’s flight to outer space, an 
event that constituted a potent demonstration 
of Soviet technological achievements and was 

skilfully employed by the communist party in the  
context of the Cold War (Maurer et al., 2011).

At the cusp of the Soviet Union’s collapse, a 
new configuration of the environment, one spe-
cifically characteristic to the Baltics (Agarin, 
2009; Auers, 2012; Rinkevičius, 2000; Sikk et 
al., 2009), arose. Emerging shortly after the 
Chernobyl accident, the 1980s anti-regime 
en vironmental movements, fuelled by the 
freedoms of perestroika and glasnost, aimed 
to disclose the ruthless exploitation of nature 
and the threats that such exploitation posed for 
human health by compiling the first publicly 
available environmental impact assessments 
in the region (Ostergen and Jacques, 2002: 
109). As argued by Leonardas Rinkevičius, in 
Lithuania the green movements also undertook 
other tasks, such as publicly communicating 
important messages of decentralisation and 
the independent management of the Republic. 
Thus, environmentally oriented mobilisation 
also played a considerable role in consolidating 
the national liberation movement (Rinkevičius, 
2000: 189). Images of apparently pristine pre- 
socialist nature spoilt by the years of Soviet  
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rule were evoked in a quite specific way, with 
the protection of nature portrayed as a national 
goal. It is thus difficult to say whether environ-
mental concerns or political sentiments were 
the main source of the popularity of these 
move ments. The reason for such unclearness  
is explored, for example, by Timofey Agarin’s  
(2009) article »Where Have All the Environment - 
alists Gone?«, which questions the reasons for 
a striking downward trend in the popularity of 
green parties in the Baltics after independence. 
The answer the author provides is that, after 
independence, economic development and the 
restructuring of the state went on to assume a 
more prominent position than environmental 
concerns. 

Nevertheless, it is possible to claim that the 
connection of national identity to pristine nature 
is still a prominent image, reinforced through 
such discourses as the historical longevity of  
paganism in Lithuania as part of the national  
historical master narrative (Strmiska, 2005).  
Given the importance of nature in the Lithuanian  
narrative, the lack of attention to green issues 
remains an enigma: our work seeks to investi-
gate this by examining the case of practices 
around trash in Lazdynai. How does the legacy 
of the socialist approach to nature play itself 
out in the context of approaches to waste in 
Lazdynai?

The nature of Lazdynai 
The residential district of Lazdynai, built be-
tween 1963 and 1973, was designed by a group 

of architects who are seen as forging a distinct 
national school of socialist modernist archi-
tecture which drew inspiration from Nordic 
neighbours, Finland in particular (Dremaitė, 
2013). The main principles of this school were 
»moderate and simple shapes, human scale, 
connection to nature, and respect for the exist-
ing built environment« (Vanagas, 1983: 5, quot-
ed from Dremaitė, 2013: 86; see also Baldin et 
al., 1987: 472). The fact that Lazdynai was built 
on woody and hilly terrain was thus both an im-
portant feature of the design of the district, and 
of the symbolic meanings with which it was in-
vested: in other words, the district’s relation to 
nature is part of the argumentation used to re-
claim it as a distinct regional style of architec-
ture. The sixteen-storey monolithic high-rises 
designed by Česlovas Mazūras, colloquially 
known as ›rockets‹, stand out as landmarks of 
the new Vilnius by dint of being constructed on 
the top of the hills between Architektų Street 
and Laisvės Avenue (Architecture [excursion] 
Fund, 2012). One of these buildings stands 
on the edge of the slope created by boring 
a passage through the hill as a route for the 
main highway, a feature which was designed to 
protect residents from street noise and adds 
a further sense of drama to the undulations of 
the district’s landscape. 

Whereas socialist planned districts or towns 
are often afflicted by monotony, the variety of 
architectural features and incorporation of sur-
rounding natural areas into the district’s plan 
made Lazdynai different. While initially it was 

intended that a large part of the neighbour-
ing forest should be cut down, chief architect 
Vytautas Čekanauskas drew attention to the 
planning of Helsinki and proposed to keep 
green areas as natural borders between built 
territories. Zigzag-shaped five-floor buildings 
were bent according to the line of slopes, and 
other innovative ideas included the construc-
tion of stepped, terraced or broken plan build-
ings, such as the housing blocks of the 1-464-
LI series adjusted to the hillsides, and the 
open-plan terraced Lazdynai Secondary School 
(Architecture [excursion] Fund, 2012). This first 
occasion in Lithuania’s history when large-pan-
el houses were built on slopes required cre-
ative solutions. Whereas building sites had 
previously been selected according to where 
cranes could comfortably access terrain, for 
homes built in Lazdynai builders had to disas-
semble cranes up to three times. Conscious of 
how one’s surrounding environment influences 
perception of self and drawing inspiration from 
the Old Town of Vilnius, the district was to be 
adjusted to the human scale: all pedestrian 
streets, viewlines and heights of buildings had 
to be captured in this relationship.

The first inhabitants moved to Lazdynai in 
1969. They were happy not only to have a new 
apartment, but also because the district was 
built in an area of outstanding natural beauty. 
Constructed amidst the hilly slopes above the 
west bank of the Neris River, the district was 
conveniently situated, had a calm atmosphere 
and all the amenities necessary for a comfort-

able life. Thus, when a sociological question-
naire was conducted in 1974 (Balčiūnas and 
Vanagas 1983), 91.5% of the district’s residents 
declared that, given the choice of which dis-
trict to live in, they would stay in Lazdynai. In 
evaluating the district’s main plusses, most 
people expressed their appreciation of the 
beautiful natural environment. Residents also 
stated that the architecture, the possibilities for 
recreation and the accommodation were very 
good. The results of this questionnaire were 
used to improve the design of other residential 
districts, indicating that Lazdynai was indeed 
viewed as an exemplary place. 

It is possible to claim that, from an architectur-
al point of view, Lazdynai represents a success-
ful blending of the built, natural and social en-
vironments, an achievement recognised when 
the district’s architects received the All-Soviet 
Lenin Prize for Architecture in 1974. In the light 
of the utilitarian approach to nature dominant 
during socialist times, it might seem paradox-
ical that it was for the assiduous application of 
architectural ideas, including the preservation 
of the natural terrain, that the architects were 
awarded the prize. Moreover, as mentioned, 
the Lazdynai project was crucial for asserting 
a regional school of architecture that had dis-
tinctly Lithuanian and Nordic, as well as Soviet 
features. Thus, despite the fact that the ›rocket‹ 
buildings dominate the natural skyline, we can 
argue that Lazdynai’s relation with nature sig-
nificantly complicates the view of the socialist 
engagement with the environment as merely 
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an ideologically based treatment of nature as 
resource and material base upon which omni-
potent humans build their society. In relation 
to this point, we would like to suggest the need 
for further research, unfortunately beyond the 
scope of this article, on how nature was treated 
in urban planning during socialist times.

So far, our exploration of the relation between 
the built environment and nature has focused 
on architectural ideas. However, the relations 
between Lazdynai’s architecture and its topo-
graphy constitute only one, and certainly not 
the largest, slice of the urban – natural cake. 
Rather, it can be considered as a topping, a  
visible part of a more complex blending. Maria  
Kaïka (2005) in her book City of Flows: Modernity,  
Nature, and the City analyses how the devel-
opment of sanitation in cities from the 19th 
century onwards is linked to changes in the 
production of nature. She suggests that a 
marked change occurs when a river no longer 
simply flows in its natural setting, but rather 
journeys from a dam or reservoir, i.e. a site of 
production, to a city and modern home where 
it is consumed by the opening of a tap. On this 
basis, the author argues that the natural, the 
urban and the domestic are not »separate 
entities« or autonomous »space envelopes«, 
but »hybrids, neither purely human nor purely 
natural« (2005: 6). For Kaika, cities should be 
understood as concatenations of flows: i.e. a 
coming together of natural, technological, and 
human capital inputs that gives an »output in 
the form of commodities or services which are 

central to the production and metabolism of 
urban space« (Kaïka, 2005: 7). We would like 
to transfer this relational view of the natural 
and urban to our case study in Lazdynai, espe-
cially as it allows us to view rubbish as part of 
these »networks of flows«. Indeed, we would 
like to argue that trash transformations have 
a particular place in this »network of flows«: 
they constitute the modalities through which 
the outputs of the production and metabolism 
of urban space come back into contact with the 
natural environment. In order to do so, we will 
first explore more closely what is understood 
by the term »rubbish«.

Rubbish – dirt or waste? 
What is rubbish? It is a material entity that at  
the same time is part of a dynamic system 
of the circulation of objects (Drackner, 2005; 
Hawkins 2001). More precisely, rubbish implies 
the passage of objects from circulation in so-
cial networks (as commodities) into those of 
nature (as pollution). However, proponents of 
actor-network theory, exploring the relations 
between humans and objects, have sensitised 
us to the idea that a rigid distinction between 
purely »social« and purely »natural« does not 
bear scrutiny (Haraway, 1985; Callon, 1987; 
Latour, 1988; Law and Hassard, 1999). For 
example, Bruno Latour’s (1988) seminal argu-
ment about the ways in which people interact 
with a mechanical door-closer postulates that 
nonhuman actors play formative, »disciplining« 
roles in shaping human behaviour and, thus, 
should be incorporated into the examination of 

social environments. In line with this assump-
tion, how does rubbish »discipline« humans? 
Given that we view rubbish not as a static or 
fixed category, but as a by-product of human 
activity that has many facets, we propose to 
focus on the value ascribed to rubbish by peo-
ple. As material culture scholars joke – what 
counts as rubbish depends on who is counting 
(Dracker, 2005: 175). So, how do we assess 
what »counts« as rubbish in Lazdynai? 

A central role in answering this question is 
played by the conceptual distinction between 
»dirt« and »waste«. The definition of dirt is 
derived from Mary Douglas’ (1966) book Purity 
and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution 
and Taboo where it is defined as matter out of 
place. Douglas argues that dirt is not a uni-
versal category: rather understandings of dirt 
serve as markers of symbolic boundaries both 
within and between different cultural groups. 
Dipesh Chakrabarty (1992) takes up this notion 
in discussing how the »problem« of dirt and 
chaos on Indian streets is viewed by two groups 
who want to modernise India – nationalists and 
imperialists. Both groups bewail the bazaar 
as a space of dirt and thus as a problem to be 
solved: imperialists perceive it as a location of 
political ferment and threat of disease, while 
nationalists see it as evidence of the weakness 
of the nation state. Chakrabarty argues that 
in so doing, both groups fail to understand the 
bazaar’s role as a space of multifaceted medi-
ations of inside and outside: as a space that is 
potentially dangerous and untamed, but also 

exciting, where different rules and worldviews 
contest. In a similar way, the desire to produce 
»clean« and disciplined subjects is central to 
Laporte’s (2000) History of Shit, which exam-
ines the role of dirt in the establishing of the 
European state through the »effort to colonise 
and control the social procedures of dirt identi-
fication« (Cooper, 2009: 3–6). 

However, whereas dirt is essentially »unregen-
erative«, when thought of as waste it becomes 
a conceivably productive instance: it is brought 
back to the realm of value (Cohen et al., 2005, 
quoted from Cooper, 2009: 3, authors’ empha-
sis). As John Scanlan (2005) argues in his book 
On Garbage, »waste« is a peculiarly European 
category which originally meant devastated 
lands from which no tax could be collected. 
In the 17th century, the meaning of the word 
changed to its modern context of signifying dis-
sipated value and unrealised productive forc-
es. According to the author, it was during the 
Enlightenment, with its aims of modernisation 
and the production of improved knowledge, that 
the binary between waste and value was sub-
stantially instigated. This definition of waste as 
an (unrealised) resource is taken up by UPE in 
its examination of how globalisation generates 
particular environmental problems in urban 
centres. For example, Julian Yates and Jutta 
Gutberlet’s (2011) analysis focuses on integrat-
ed organic waste management in Diadema, 
Brazil, discussing how the problems of uneven 
waste distribution and unequal access to food 
across the globe are addressed on the ground 
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through grassroots initiatives. One such initi-
ative is the link between catadores (informal 
recyclers) and community gardeners, with the 
former collecting organic waste from house-
holds to be recycled by the latter into compost 
used to grow vegetables that are later redis-
tributed among households. The authors argue 
that »while catadores and urban gardeners 
struggle with formal political negotiations, they 
are actively reconceiving urban environments: 
through their everyday practices of reclaiming 
and recirculating the value inherent in food 
waste, they are contributing to a more even 
distribution of environmental amenities and the 
resulting benefits« (Yates and Gutberlet, 2011: 
2120). 

For the present analysis, we use »rubbish« and 
»trash« as umbrella terms that encompass 
the meanings of both »dirt« and »waste« dis-
cussed above, for we think such an approach 
allows a more complex and holistic view on 
rubbish. However, we follow the above analyses 
in their suggestion that how trash is treated 
and perceived has a fluctuating and bordering 
role. In Lazdynai, for instance, we can witness 
a radical distinction between a natural, forest 
landscape treated as timeless and the built ar-
eas of Lazdynai indisputably marked as social-
ist. Thus, the materiality and meaning of trash 
in the two is very different. The management of 
rubbish is organised according to how spaces 
are defined, influencing by whom and how rub-
bish is dealt with. 

Take, for instance, the fallen branches of a tree.  
Depending on whether they are lying on the 
pavement of Architektų Street or in the adja-
cent forest, they are defined and organised 
differently, and thus can be part of completely 
different cycles of transformation, or »routes« 
or »flows« of rubbish. If lying on a pavement 
inside the district, they may get in people’s 
way, and thus be matter out of place, or »dirt«. 
However, they may also have strikingly differ-
ent connotations. For example, as Linda, one 
of the original inhabitants of Lazdynai who 
now works as a street cleaner said: for her, the 
fallen leaves and branches signify the passage 
of time, since she remembers how little these 
trees were when she moved to the newly built 
district (Linda, 25th Ferbuary 2014, Lazdynai). 
Were these fallen branches to be located in 
the forest, they would be managed by the state 
forestry authorities that collect burnable »rub-
bish« from woods and transfer it to local heat-
ing facilities where they become a resource or 
»waste«. However, would they be considered 
rubbish by an individual resident of the district 
strolling through Lazdynai forest, or would 
they be considered a »natural« part of the en-
vironment in their »proper« place? Extending 
this line of enquiry begs another question – 
how »natural« is a forest if it is continuously 
being managed and kept »clean« by people? 
Although we are unable to provide exhaustive 
answers to these questions, they point towards 
the necessity of exploring trash transforma-
tions in Lazdynai through the triptych of urban 
– natural – social practices. However, in seek-
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ing to understand the context in which these 
elements interweave we should first look at 
one more key concept in creating the contem-
porary epistemology of nature. 

The concept of sustainable development in a 
post-socialist context 
While the current situation of Lazdynai is tes-
timony to the shortcomings of the communist 
utopia, another idealist term is currently en-
joying a successful international career: that of 
sustainable development. Sustainable develop-
ment is usually defined following the formula-
tion expressed in the Brundtland Commision of 
1987 as »meeting the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future ge ne-
rations to meet their own needs« (Smyth, 2011: 
77). The concept is embedded in a »strength-
ening consensus that market logic and eco-
nomic growth are the best, if not only, means of  
saving nature and protecting the future of 
our planet« (Igoe, 2010: 376). Inherent in the 
understanding of sustainable development is 
the portrayal of nature as a scarce resource, 
wrapped in a language that almost palpably 
depicts an imminent and dramatic end of the 
world. Equally significant in the term’s success, 
however, is its implication that market logic and 
economic growth can be ecologically sustain-
able, if appropriately regulated. The success 
of sustainable development as a concept is 
important because it illustrates the construc-
tivist theory of international relations that ideas 
matter, and that they influence the policy of 
particular states as witnessed, for example, in 

the case of EU landfill regulations in Lithuania 
(NWMS, 2014). 

An outcome of the influence of the term, how-
ever, is the realisation that, in contemporary 
urban dominated societies, we are confronted 
by two epistemological »natures«: a real and a 
mediated one. The first »real« nature emerges 
through everyday direct encounters. Most of 
the objects around us are, to a greater or lesser 
extent, natural, and the majority of people know 
how to distinguish between different materials. 
Regardless of the level at which we think about 
it or not, in choosing whether to buy a wooden 
or a metal desk we reflect on the qualities of 
these fabrics, we recognise them. The idea of  
»imaginary« nature, on the other hand, is de-
veloped, for example, by Ulrich Beck (1996) 
who argues that the (potential) environmental 
crisis at the core of the sustainable develop-
ment paradigm is beyond the comprehension of 
an ordinary individual and is produced by com-
munities of elite experts. Given that this second 
nature is constructed by these communities as 
a concept, a norm, a recollection, a utopia, an 
alternative plan, it cannot be addressed outside 
the truth regimes, within which it acquires 
meaning (Beck, 1996: 4–5, see also Scoones, 
1999). The understanding of the destruction of 
nature is not universal: rather, it is highly inter-
woven in the modalities through which modern 
societies attempt to deal with the uncertainties 
they produce. Thus, despite their global rele-
vance, the debates about the environmental 
crisis are located within the confines of inter-

national organisations and reacted to differ-
ently by national legislations, causing Beck to 
rhetorically question: »What kind of truth it is 
(…) which ends on the border with France and is 
then regarded as pure illusion?« (ibid.).

A crucial role in constructing our understand-
ing of the environment (of »imaginary« nature) 
is played by the information technologies 
through which a particular vision of nature is 
transmitted (Brosius, 1999). The promotional 
films of international ecological organisations, 
for example, demonstrate how charitable do-
nations can fix problems in far away places, 
using marketing and film techniques to portray 
a unified vision of a messy and confusing world 
(Igoe, 2010). Such films create a connection 
with nature in ways similar to the logic under-
pinning recycling. While we are encouraged to 
recycle for sustainability, we are also incited 
to consume for economic development, thus 
producing more waste which we need to recy-
cle. Waste can be diagnosed as a characteristic 
product of modernity, but also as an instance 
through which modernity can be subjected to 
critical analysis (Cooper, 2009: 1). The discard-
ing of objects becomes problematic because of 
the extension and intensification of consump-
tion cycles: our »throwaway society« (Gregson 
et al., 2007) witnesses a replacement of an 
earlier emphasis on the durability of objects 
towards one on the convenience of disposing 
of objects with ease, and a logic of seriality and 
finite value (Hawkins, 2001: 9; see also Castree, 
2010; Lucas 2002). At the same time, paradox-

ically, a further characteristic of the contem-
porary moment is that the careless disposal of 
objects is also problematised.

The nub of the problem is that the phrase »sus-
tainable development« consists of two terms, 
sustainable and development, that are indeed 
difficult to reconcile. It is with the aim of at-
taining sustainability that, through practical 
arrangements organised at the level of the mu-
nicipality, people on the ground are encouraged 
to recycle as a way to get rid of their rubbish 
which is also supposed to contribute to saving 
the planet. The opportunity to have this choice 
is located in the yards of Lazdynai in playfully 
colourful recycling containers locally referred 
to as varpeliai or teletabiai (lt. in Lithuanian, 
›bells‹ or ›teletubbies‹). Does this convince 
people to recycle? And if so, why? 

Recycling is a relatively new phenomenon in  
Lithuania: the separation of rubbish only 
started in 2008. According to the National 
Waste Management Strategy 2014 – 2020, sol-
id municipal waste amounted to 1.37 million 
tonnes (including packaging) in 2011 (NWMS 
2014: §23). The majority, 75% of this waste, is 
landfilled, and only 23% is processed. These 
figures indicate that the re-utilisation of rub-
bish is slow to take root in Lithuania and that 
people do not actively recycle domestic waste. 
According to the interviews taken during field-
work, some people in Lazdynai recycle for 
purely economic reasons. For example, the 
owners of private houses do not have to pay 
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any money to the municipality for the collection 
of rubbish if they recycle their domestic waste 
(Seniūnija, 27 February 2014, Lazdynai). On the 
other hand, others mentioned recycling as an 
ethically correct disposal of rubbish that is do-
ing good for the planet. 

Disposing of rubbish is intimately linked not 
only to bodily practices related to cleanliness, 
but also to notions of morality where the act 
of recycling becomes crucial. Yet, the drive 
to recycling can also be seen as evidence of a 
»strong governmental impulse to discipline 
citizens’ relations with their own wastes« 
(Cooper, 2009: 2; see also Corbin, 1986; Hamlin, 
1998; Laporte, 2000; Otter, 2002; Joyce, 2003). 
In the context of the sustainable development 
paradigm, it is through recycling that a per-
son establishes and confirms her agency as a 
responsible inhabitant of the world, a concept 
which Drackner (2005) has termed the »inter-
nalization of blame.« This blame, according to 
the author, derives from the inability of urban 
dwellers to assess their direct behavioural im-
pact upon the environment, and thus recycling 
provides a link to nature through a particular 
moral economy. However, in light of the earlier 
discussion on nature, it is valid to ask which 
nature it links to – to the real or imaginary one?

In researching Lazdynai, we sought to track a 
range of trash-related issues in order to demon-
strate some of the factors involved in consti-
tuting how relations with nature emerge in this 
specific post-socialist district.

Research methodology: from derive to map
The research was accomplished in four steps. 
First, we had to define a research question  
appropriate to the district of Lazdynai. In order  
to be able to approach this task, we were pro-
vided with initial information on the history 
of Lazdynai through lectures, excursions and 
discussions. The second stage consisted of 
fieldwork during which the group defined its 
methodology, while keeping in mind the goal 
of having a map as its final product. During the 
third stage, the data obtained through field-
work was sorted, analysed, and visualised as a 
map presented at the end of the winter school. 
During the fourth and last stage, the present 
article was written and the map updated. 

Initially, the most appropriate method of in-
vestigating the psycho-geography of Lazdynai 
seemed to be short-term dérives, for which 
our team divided into two groups of 2-3 people. 
According to Guy Debord (1956), the synthesis 
of impressions from different groups makes it 
possible to reach more coherent results. This 
method helped us to get an overall impression 
of the district and to familiarise ourselves with 
its social life. It also helped us to investigate 
centres of attraction, or important places of 
the district, some of which were later integrat-
ed into the map. Overall, we did not view rub-
bish as a pressing issue for the district. More 
important for us were the attitudes involved in 
dealing with trash, and how these have or have 
not changed over time. In seeking information 
about the district, we therefore made citizen 

activity and practices connected to garbage the 
central axis to which we referred in narrowing 
down the number of spots for the map.

After the dérives, we continued our fieldwork  
through a combination of qualitative research  
methods: observations and interviews. Obser- 
vations were used to bring out the patterns of 
practices at locations important for garbage 
circulation. Prior to conducting observations 
at the individual spots, we created a list of 
information to be recorded. This information 
was planned to address various forms and 
manifestations of trash practices. The data 
recorded was to include: a) what materials in 
what amounts are present at specific locations; 
b) the infrastructure connected to garbage 
present at the spot, how does it work and what 
condition is it in; c) the social interactions 
visible at the spot and how they connect to gar-
bage transformation practices; d) the overall 
appearance of the spot, photo-documentation; 
e) the location of the spot in relation to the sur-
rounding natural and built environments. 

The information gathered in small groups 
sought to describe the character of trash pres-
ent at a spot and also the spot itself. The data 
was collected such that it could be arranged 
into a table in order to enable comparison 
across the spots. 

A similar approach was taken in relation to 
data gathered from interviews. Almost all our 
respondents willingly talked to us, and pro-

vided valuable reflections on local practices 
related to rubbish. Interviewees who have re-
sided in Lazdynai for long periods were able to 
comment on the differences between rubbish 
during Soviet times and nowadays. Sometimes 
interviews confirmed our hypotheses, however, 
they also provided new and unpredictable re-
sults. Overall, ten unstructured interviews of 
varying length were conducted. Our interloc-
utors included local inhabitants interviewed 
on the street, a swimming pool technician, a 
worker of the Eko Taškas (Eco Point) kiosk, a 
lady street cleaner, a representative of the local 
council, a member of a housing cooperative, 
representatives of the architectural company 
that designed recreational zones in the forest, 
and a representative of a residents’ associa-
tion campaigning against the bio-mass facility 
planned near the district. The interviews were 
conducted in Lithuanian, Russian, and on two 
occasions English. During interviews which 
were not recorded on dictaphone, notes were 
taken. To all the respondents the group pre-
sented itself as an international research team 
working in the field of urban studies. 

The collected data was then mapped through a 
process with three distinguishable parts. These 
focused on visualising the geographical setting, 
showing the small scale functions of locations 
in context and finally exemplifying the degree 
of formality (top-down and bottle-up) involved 
when dealing with trash. Not all the spots 
could be represented on the final map, and we 
therefore aimed for a selection of spots that 
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represented diverse aspects of trash transfor-
mations. Therefore, only the, in our view, most 
representative stories have been selected in 
order to produce a map that can be read as a 
playful, conceptual »proposition« (Krygier and 
Wood, 2009: 198–9) for mapping trash trans-
formations in Lazdynai. Overall, this resulted 
in picking twelve spots for the map: eight were 
located on the top-down and four on the bot-
tom-up section lines. 

The individual places picked for the final ver-
sion of the map all function according to a 
particular logic, and either have connotations 
of natural or human-built features. At times, 
these are not easily separable. In order to cre-
ate an overall pattern, the individual locations 
were connected within two lines, that we refer 
to as top-down and bottle-up approaches, each 
organised through a specific geographic and 
narrative order. By choosing to present narra-
tives over simplified quantitative data, we have 
jeopardized some of the visual clarity of the 
map. However, by doing so, we endeavoured to 
bring to the fore the small-scale perspectives 
of the localities themselves, and to show how 
multi-scalar, multi-modal transformative prac-
tices, such as those involving trash in Lazdynai, 
constitute a challenge to the calculation based 
practices of map-making. The textual aspect of 
the map was also designed to be legible to peo-
ple who might not be experts. Thus, we follow 
Crampton and Krygier’s (2006) call for critical 
cartography where not all knowledge can be 
»scientized«.

Mapping the trash transformations in 
Lazdynai
The macro perspective was mapped in the top- 
centre of the map. It gives an overview of the 
individual geographical locations divided into 
two coloured conceptual lines, blue or black. 
This bird’s eye view presents a schematic re-
presentation of Lazdynai, divided between 
natural features, such as the river, parks and 
woods, and urban infrastructure, such as roads 
and housing.

In order to understand our approach to map-
ping – what the individual locations along two 
lines and the spatial dimensions of the lines 
are trying to represent – it is necessary to dive 
a little deeper than traditional mapping tech-
niques. Our main goal in introducing small 
scale representations of locations was to in-
troduce detailed analyses of social phenomena 
within a view of the area being studied. This de-
gree of detail often used to be, and sometimes 
still is, missing in traditional bird’s eye per-
spectives. Especially in architectural and urban 
planning disciplines, it used to be common 
to think of and therefore map infrastructural 
elements through large-scale representa-
tions. This mapping perspective delivers good 
overviews of areas and makes infrastructural 
elements and their spatial connections within 
large compositions easily visible. At the same 
time, these views tend to represent built envi-
ronments technocratically, leaving out of sight 
detailed problems of social relevance which 
could only become visible through a closer look 

within the social milieu. While objects such as 
building or roads visibly ›fit together‹, people 
and their heterogeneous roles and possibilities 
within urban spaces seem rather invisible from 
such a distance.

The main part of the map production was the 
visualisation of the individual locations and 
their detailed descriptions along two lines 
marked along two imaginary cuts into the 
physical ground. This approach was thought 
not only to reveal both the diversity of socially 
relevant details of trash, but also to integrate 
topographical details of nature and society in 
order to better understand human-environ-
ment relations. Each of the single locations 
may stand alone. At the same time, they can 
be seen as interconnected with one another 
along two longer »stories of trash« - each with 
an individual plot. While the blue line on the 
map represents a focus on institutionalised 
affiliations with trash, the black line is a con-
nection of locations in which more small-scale 
and bottom-up perspectives are represented. 
Creating a more detailed and socially focused 
description of places also aimed to visualise 
processes of agency and introduce possibilities 
for counter-acting through »bottle-up« partici-
pation-oriented tactics against institutionalised 
top-down processes.

The description of locations on the blue line 
begins in the north-east of the district with the 
river, as a primarily natural habitat, represent-
ing the first location. It then follows a progres-

sion through locations in which human-envi-
ronment relations coincide and specific places 
of production or consumption become visible. 
The last station is the power plant, representing 
an intensive human influence within nature. 
Throughout its progression the blue line tries 
to exemplify different locations and their mean 
 ings, from an environmentally focused per- 
spec tive on how trash is managed. The first and 
last stops of the blue line also describe a con-
nection between Vilnius city and Lazdynai as a 
district on its periphery. For several centuries, 
Lazdynai has been affected by the flow of sew-
age downstream from Vilnius’ city centre, while 
the planned power plant is a structure of rele-
vance for the city’s future energy supply. Both 
these end points are today highly influenced by 
the wider politics of environmental protection 
and energy provision developed and regulated 
by the European Union.

While the black line contains half the locations 
of the blue line, it represents an opposite per-
spective on human-environment interactions 
concerning trash. Its perspective includes a 
focus on social interaction within human-envi-
ronment relations. The black line also demon-
strates approaches to trash that do not always 
comply with the definition of »unusable mate-
rial«. When materialistic values are challenged 
and contrasted with other uses of trash, the 
existence of specific power relations becomes 
evident. Such examples challenge the ways in 
which trash may be perceived, leading to alter-
native uses and the generation of new values.
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Eight spots along the blue line 
 
1. The river
The blue line begins with the river as a primari-
ly natural habitat, but also the key geographical 
feature that led to the situating of Vilnius in 
its current location. The Neris River passes 
through Vilnius city centre and flows down-
stream through the district of Lazdynai, estab-
lishing a natural border between the district 
and Vingis Park situated on the opposite bank. 
Over centuries the river has been shaping its 
bed into the countryside and therefore greatly 
affected the landscape’s topography that, as 
discussed above, influenced how the architec-
tural features of the district were constructed. 
Given the importance of the river both for the 
district and Vilnius, we decided to take the river 
as the first, conceptual stage-setting point of 
this line. 

The Neris should not be understood as a purely 
physical and natural setting, since the flow of 
water connecting different locales is a key part 
of the »metabolism of urban space« (Kaïka, 
2005: 7). The connectivity the Neris facilitates 
can be represented by two examples. On the 
one hand, it serves as a recreational site where 
people can swim, relax and interact with na-
ture. As researchers of the Neris basin have 
underlined, the importance of the river is in-
creasing nowadays because of its recreational 
value: »it has a very high potential due to a va-
riety of landscapes and attractive water sites« 
(Ščeponavičiūtė and Semėnienė, 2006: 5) that 

can be used for swimming, fishing, picnicking 
or camping in water-front areas. Developing 
this potential will require both improving the 
cleanliness of the water and the creation of 
new infrastructure for leisure along its banks. 
On the other hand, the river used to, and still 
serves as, a peripheral element of Vilnius’ sew-
age system.

The Neris not only connects and divides central 
and peripheral areas of the city, but also this 
natural element is influenced by consumption 
practices: not only the consumption of water, 
but also consumption through the use of wa-
ter as a location for leisure activities. It is also 
linked to trash practices in different respects, 
such as sewage, drainage waters from both 
the city and further upstream and littering by 
those who use its banks. Connecting the social 
and the natural, this first empirical spot raises 
a question of how the meaning of Lazdynai’s 
proximity to the river is dependent on chang-
ing modes of understanding, measuring and 
regulating pollution. It also sets the tone for a 
discussion of how »natural« the urban nature 
of Lazdynai is, which is further elaborated in 
the next spot – the forest. 
 
2. The forest
A strip of forest connects the River Neris to the 
residential district of Lazdynai. Situated on the 
slope above the river, the hilltop of the forest 
provides a beautiful panorama over the river, 
to Vingis Park on its other side, and even to the 
Old Town of Vilnius. The landscape of this place 

is dramatic and of historical value: it was here 
that settlements were created after the last ice 
sheets covering Lithuania moved northwards. 
The forest’s natural and recreational aspects 
set it apart from densely built and populated 
inner city areas, creating a sense of Lazdynai as 
a cosy, zoned »sleeping district.« 

When the district was built, although the for-
ested areas around Lazdynai were preserved, 
their status was not legally defined. Since 
independence, the forest was redefined by the 
Ministry of the Environment as a landscape 
reserve (lt. »kraštovaizdžio draustinis«; rus. 
»ландшафтный заповедник«). This status 
means that it is a location for both nature 
protection and social use. Because of this so-
cial function, it was decided to ›upgrade‹ the 
forest in order to make it more accessible for 
people. This process of upgrading included 
establishing an organised system of paths (for 
walking, skiing and cycling), building view-
points, introducing notice boards, etc. During 
fieldwork, representatives of the architectural 
firm that carried out this work told us that their 
design was mainly intended for local people, 
the forest’s most frequent visitors, and that 
paths were organised to match already existing 
routes (Rekreacinė Statyba, 26 February 2014, 
Vilnius). 

The forest is indeed valued by local residents. 
Almost all interviewees encountered in the 
district referred to it as the defining feature 
of the landscape, a beautiful place for leisure 

and a source of clean air – a natural treasure. 
However, standing on one of the viewpoints 
built in the forest, it occurred to us that al-
though the forest appears a natural area, the 
relationships between the social and natural 
environments of the district are here too in-
separably interwoven. This point illustrates 
how the social history of the place is writing 
itself into nature, which echoes Swyngedouw’s 
(1996, see also Swyngedouw and Heinen 2003: 
897, 908) synthetic understanding of nature as a 
result of specific geo-historical circumstances. 
This idea can be developed by considering the 
two natural areas divided by the River Neris: 
on the left side of the river, Vingis Park, on the 
right, Lazdynai forest. These two areas are both 
distinctly defined: one is an urban park used 
since the 16th century (Vilniaus Miesto Parkai 
website, 2014), and the other is a nationally pro-
tected landscape reserve. They were both only 
fully encompassed into the territory of Vilnius 
with the building of Lazdynai. According to their 
distinct statuses, the areas are differently per-
ceived and managed: for example, the park ap-
pears more ›cultivated‹ while the forest appears 
more ›wild‹. The management of rubbish in 
both areas is also differently organised: the for-
mer is looked after and cleaned by the munici-
pality, while the latter is under the responsibility 
of the Authority for Protected Areas. 

These two places also have distinct histories 
based on how they evolved under socialism, the 
full scope of which are unfortunately beyond 
that of this paper. However, in relation to the 
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forest, it is important to stress that this was 
rather an undefined wild area of which resi-
dents made improvised use and in which the 
nomenklatura built a guest residence that still 
obstructs walking routes between Lazdynai/
Karoliniškės and Žverynas. Crucially for us, 
under post-socialism the wilderness of the 
forest is being produced and modulated by an 
architectural company specialising in land-
scape design. Thus, in post-socialism, the ›wil-
derness‹ does not simply exist, it is valued and 
produced through new modes of design and 
management. So, »the forest« spot on our map 
illustrates how intricate and not always appar-
ent the history of people’s engagement with 
nature is, and how much the ›labels‹ that we as 
humans put on places influence how they are 
perceived and organised over long periods of 
time. These changes redefine our understand-
ing of what is wild or natural, and reconfigure 
human praxis and what is considered as trash 
in a given context.

3. The supermarket
So far, the topic of consumption, albeit central 
to our research, has not been dealt with in de-
tail. The supermarket provides an opportunity 
to rectify this. The supermarket symbolises 
a powerful actor in the district’s networks of 
consumption. While it is locally situated in Laz-
dynai, an important factor is its international 
connection to a global production chain. This 
connection is expressed in the import of goods 
according to a capitalist logic not primarily ori-
ented towards the needs of users, but towards 

the maximisation of profit. This results in over-
production. 

The fact that goods are not produced locally 
leads to a hazy understanding of where the 
goods come from, how they are produced, etc.  
The clarity of where used goods (rubbish) go 
is similarly blurred. The result is an increased 
indifference about materials and the ecological 
implications of their production and consump-
tion. Such dynamics are counter-acted by at-
taching values to materials to challenge their 
disposal. Since 2006, a 0.25 LTL (0.05€) deposit 
system for packaging was implemented, which 
resulted in a re-use rate of 85-90%. It is in-
tended to expand this recycling and strengthen 
its legal reinforcement on all major retailers 
(Ministry of Environment of the Republic of 
Lithuania, 2013). Thus, it is possible to claim 
that Lithuania is slowly redefining its rubbish 
as a resource, or in accordance with terms in-
troduced above, »waste« (Cooper, 2009: 3). 

This spot also illustrates the »internal« cycle 
of trash as the circulation of objects that are 
continuously defined and re-defined as useful 
material or rubbish according to their exchange 
value. This point can be illustrated with the 
example of the plastic bottles that are collected 
in Lazdynai by urban dwellers with low-to-no 
income. For example, empty plastic or glass 
bottles are thrown away by some residents 
because they are considered as rubbish or use-
less material, but are redefined by those who 
collect and deposit them in return for mone-

tary value as »waste«, or resource. Here, the 
supermarket exemplifies both a site of selling 
goods that may be later discarded and a site 
where materials could be brought for recycling. 
In some locations, these practices may even be 
so intensive that they turn into informal econ-
omies connected to trash, in the sense that 
they foster new networks of collectors working 
together and against each other (see the spot 
»Rubbish Mafia«).

4. The swimming pool
In 1979, the Vilnius Palace of Water Sports (lt. 
»Vandens Sporto Rūmai«) was built according 
to a design of architect Edmundas Stasiulis. 
Such a noble name for what was later re-
named Lazdynai Swimming Pool (lt. »Lazdynų 
Baseinas«) was assigned on account of the 
excellent facilities of the pool: the only 50 metre 
pool in the capital and the only 10 metre diving 
tower. Thirty-five years after its construction, 
the pool is still operational despite the fact that 
the building, short-term emergency works 
notwithstanding, has not been upgraded. Since 
2010, the overall building safety standards have 
been classified as an emergency for »it is tech-
nically and morally out of date« (Paulauskaitė, 
2014: 5, our emphasis). 

The problems with the swimming pool are 
multiple: it is not competitive among private-
ly-owned modern swimming pools, the facil-
ities are in bad need of repair, the ventilation 
system is not working properly and the roof is 
on the verge of collapse. Also, the building was 

not economically engineered – humidity affects 
the walls of the building which are unable to re-
tain heat and water pipes are old which causes 
water waste (ibid.). Given the scale of the prob-
lems, it has been decided that a reconstruction 
of the pool is not economically viable and that 
the building has to be demolished altogether. 
The plan is to construct a new 18 million euro 
›Multifunctional Lazdynai Health Centre‹ which 
would match the international standards of 
FINA, comprising two (25 and 50 metre) swim-
ming pools and host world-class swimming 
competitions (Vilniaus Miesto Savivaldybė web-
site, 2014b). 

The Lazdynai swimming pool is relevant in this 
study in at least two respects. On the one hand, 
it can be examined as a swimming pool in the 
sense of how flows of ›natural‹ resources, such 
as water or heat, are transformed through it 
both materially (the chemical composition of 
water) and socially (water as ›untamed‹, nat-
ural, dangerous to sanitized, clean, useable). 
It illustrates not only the invisible transforma-
tion of substances from ›natural‹ to ›social‹, 
but is also a part of the networks or flows that 
connect seemingly separate urban and natural 
settings through the »urbanization of nature« 
(Swyngedouw and Heynen, 2003: 900). 

From a second perspective, it can be examined 
as Soviet heritage, and pose a question as to 
how Soviet infrastructure is dealt with in pres-
ent day Lazdynai. For example, as indicated 
in the investment plan mentioned above, the 
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building is considered not only to be a source 
of wasteful practices unfit to the present sit-
uation, but also as morally tired. What is this 
›moral tiredness‹ and how is it manifested? 
In the light of such a definition, can Soviet 
heritage more broadly be considered as trash 
– something unwanted, not valued, not appeal-
ing? These are important questions not only 
for Lithuania, but also for post-socialist spac-
es more generally. At this point, we propose 
reading our colleagues’ work on heritage in 
Šnipiškės in the present volume that deals with 
this question more extensively. 

5. Linda´s place
Linda’s place refers to the clearly delineated 
but, to the uninitiated eye, not visibly bordered 
area in inner Lazdynai that Linda as a street 
cleaner is responsible for. During fieldwork, 
Linda showed us the boundaries of her territo-
ry, explained the nature of her work (sweeping 
leaves in the autumn and snow in the winter, 
the general upkeep of paths, etc.), and shared 
her personal insights on everyday encounters 
with rubbish in the district. The cleaning and 
upkeep of the city’s territory is generally under 
the responsibility of the Vilnius municipality 
that issues a competition for private companies 
to take part in. The company who wins is paid 
from taxes collected from residents. At the end 
of 2013, an interesting discussion took place 
over who is to organise the cleaning around 
blocks of flats – the municipality or local peo-
ple. It was decided to delegate this task directly 
to residents, but in July 2014 the decision was 

cancelled (Vilniaus Miesto Savivaldybė, 2014 a). 
Linda is one of around twenty employees of the 
company responsible for cleaning Lazdynai and 
thus is a part of what we have called the institu-
tional approach to rubbish.

Equally interesting is the link between the mac-
ro- and micro-scales of trash transformations 
that Linda’s place embodies. First of all, the 
interview with Linda demonstrated that a street 
cleaner’s everyday encounters with rubbish 
should not be viewed as merely occupational, 
since the street cleaner has a very specific 
experiential engagement with the district’s 
environment. Probably, no other resident has 
such detailed information about snow or falling 
leaves, as environmental conditions have a 
direct effect on the cleaner’s body through her 
work. Also, this spot can be used to illustrate 
how rubbish becomes ›socialised‹ on a person-
al and community level. Linda has been living in 
Lazdynai for decades and like many inhabitants 
of Lazdynai used to be employed at a Vilnius 
factory producing televisions and radios. After 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, many of these 
factories became bankrupt, so she took her 
present position as a cleaner in order to provide 
for herself. According to Linda, when working 
at the factory, her engagement with the district 
was »transitory«: walking to or from the bus 
stop when travelling to work, and spending only 
little time outside. Being outdoors most of the 
day now, she has become more aware of social 
networks, while being in touch with the materi-
al side of the district’s everyday life. Linda takes 

pride in the position she fills as a cleaning lady 
and care-taker of her neighbourhood, at times 
even assuming a didactic approach to rubbish. 
For example, while we were walking around 
her territory, she pointed to a heap of cigarette 
butts under one window and told us that she 
does not sweep them on purpose, so that the 
smokers would notice and stop throwing butts 
from their window. Thus, she exerts social con-
trol by assuming functions comparable to what 
Jane Jacobs (1961) described as »eyes on the 
street«.

Given the intimate and socially significant en - 
gagement with trash that Linda’s place rep-
resents, we would like to suggest that it is 
a hybrid example of how personal initiative 
interacts with institutionalised organisation of 
cleaning. In this sense, Linda could have been 
on either line. Her position is institutionally 
designed, but it is her personal approach to 
the job that is fundamental to both her experi-
ence and to the role of trash in practices at this 
micro- level of spaces around and between a 
number of buildings. 

6. Lazdynų Seniūnija
The Seniūnija, literally meaning the house of 
elders, represents the central administration  
point in the district of Lazdynai. During fieldwork, 
a representative of the Seniūnija explained how 
the web of actors related to rubbish works in 
the district. These actors include the Vilnius 
City Council that bears the main responsibility 
for managing rubbish: setting and applying 

sanitary regulations, reaching external envi-
ronmental targets, issuing licences for rubbish 
transportation, commissioning private compa-
nies for cleaning territories, etc. On the ground, 
the practical meeting of the city’s needs is 
accomplished by private companies. There 
are six of these companies in Vilnius, but the 
business is recently becoming monopolized by 
two leaders – »Ecoservisas« and »VSA Vilnius« 
(Seniūnija, 27 February 2014, Lazdynai). These, 
in turn, sub-commission smaller enterprises to 
manage separate issues.

In the district, cleaning works as follows: muni - 
cipal waste is managed by the company that 
holds the license for the transportation of 
rubbish from containers to the landfill site. 
Residents pay for these services according to 
a monthly bill, calculated by the square me-
tres of their living area: the larger the flat one 
occupies, the bigger the bill. On average in 
Lithuania, each person produces approximate-
ly 96 kg of rubbish per year and the monthly 
spending for household rubbish collection 
is between 2,5 and 5,5 million euros (NWMS, 
2014: § 82, 113). The collection of rubbish to 
be recycled, on the other hand, is conducted 
for free, since it brings profit to the operator. 
Despite the fact that recycling does not enjoy 
popularity among residents of the district, it is 
actively used by owners of private houses. This 
is due to the fact that owners of private houses 
can separate rubbish more carefully (compost 
food waste, recycle, burn some items, etc.), 
and have less waste than residents of blocks 
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of flats: thus, private house owners might not 
need the service of municipal waste collectors 
at all. The cleaning of the territory of the dis-
trict is also organised by separate companies 
depending on a differentiation into different 
categories: residential areas, roads, forests, 
parks, etc. (for example, see »The Forest«). 

Thus, the institutional management of rubbish 
in the district is a multi-scalar patchwork of 
different actors. Although the Seniūnija is not 
an official actor of this system, it basically 
serves as a coordinating body which delegates 
residents’ concerns to the private companies, 
or pressures them to accomplish their work 
better if there are problems. It thus embodies 
a plurality of trash relations characteristic of 
post-socialism. 

7. Hesburger
The fast food restaurant »Hesburger«, chosen 
for the map, is situated in the south-western 
outskirts of the district, at the intersection of 
the major highways encircling Lazdynai that 
serve as an entrance to the city. Given its loca-
tion, the restaurant is not easily accessible on 
foot, and therefore is principally designed for 
car owners who can pop in for a quick meal on 
their way to and from Vilnius. It serves food to 
be consumed ›on the go‹, and is thus similar to 
other fast food restaurant chains. Conceptually, 
it is also similar to »The Supermarket« dis-
cussed above, in the sense that while acting 
locally, it represents a globally connected actor 
for importing goods. 

However, while the supermarket was discussed 
as representing the connections between local 
and global, i.e. the external connections that it 
embodies, Hesburger is presented here mainly 
due to its internal logic of dealing with both 
food and waste according to what we term a 
»hyper-rationalisation of trash«. Given that it 
is a chain, the statutes of how food is prepared 
are carefully prescribed, and the customer can  
even view the amount of nutrition intake of vari-
ous meals or the composition of the oil in which 
food is deep-fried (Hesburger website 2014). A  
similarly strict order is applied to trash: the 
rubbish bins in which garbage is kept are locked 
so that – presumably – they cannot be emptied 
by ›scavengers‹, such as dumpster divers. 
During fieldwork, we visited the back of the res-
taurant, where large containers are electron-
ically supervised by CCTV cameras. Although 
we could not definitively determine whether the 
containers held rubbish or goods, their surveil-
lance points to the fact that all objects circulat-
ing within the chain, from ingredients to waste, 
are strictly ordered and controlled.

Another interesting aspect in relation to Hes-
burger is the company’s self-portrayal as en-
viro nmentally friendly, thus referring back to 
the ambivalence of sustainable development 
discussed above. The company’s website even 
has a separate section of »Hesburger and 
the environment«, in which the etalon of their 
approach is exemplified by the Hyvinkää Eco-
Restaurant in Finland, which uses renewable 
energy sources. This restaurant’s interior and 

exterior are equipped with energy-efficient 
lights, and it also includes a green roof »which 
filters pollutants and carbon dioxide from the 
air, and also functions as effective insulation« 
(Hesburger website, 2014). Many other environ-
mentally friendly steps are described, such as 
recycling oil used for deep-frying into biofuel, 
using biodegradable materials for packaging, 
etc. This illustrates how even once-to-use seri-
al objects can be portrayed as a solution to save 
the planet (Igoe, 2010: 376). 

8. The power plant
The power plant refers to the rubbish sorting 
and biomass burning facility, which at the time 
of the winter school in 2014 was being planned 
for construction in the vicinity of Lazdynai. We 
view it as a semi-fictitious location on the map 
since it was still in the planning phase. From 
the top-down perspective, the power plant 
seems to generate benefits for the local region 
in two ways. On the one hand, by converting 
biomass into energy (the plant was planned 
to process 250 thousand tonnes of waste) it 
offers an efficient way of supplying the region 
with power. Increased efficiency in energy pro-
duction aims to lower heating bills for inhabit-
ants, especially in winter making a noticeable 
difference to everyday lives. On the other, the 
power plant is a product of EU directives and 
regulations: overall, nine mechanical biological 
treatment facilities are planned in Lithuania in 
the near future (EEA, 2013). Environmental ef-
fectiveness standards set at the EU level open 
new possibilities within an international energy 

market: as a result, locally procured waste may 
undergo material conversion into power. 

The power plant also carries a threat of pollu-
tion to surrounding areas. Residents are afraid 
that polluted air will be blown back to Lazdynai 
by prevalent winds. While the municipal rub-
bish being brought to the facility can be con-
ceptualised as waste, i.e. a resource, resultant 
air pollution is more difficult to determine 
or measure, perhaps only through long term 
impact on residents’ health. The facility’s con-
struction is heatedly discussed by residents, 
who in the past suffered the »Senovė« burning 
facility processing chemical substances and 
polluting the air (Lietuvos Respublikos Seimas 
website, 2014). According to a representative 
of the local anti-power-plant campaign, most 
people in Lazdynai are unquestionably against 
the construction (Antanas, 26 February 2014, 
Lazdynai). The lack of transparency as to where 
the waste for the plant will be procured, which 
materials will be used and at what rate they 
will be burned increases feelings of insecurity. 
Whereas initially the company constructing 
the plant did not intend to conduct an environ-
mental assessment, at the beginning of June 
2014 the Lithuanian Highest Administrative 
Court agreed to the appeal of Lazdynai inhab-
itants to conduct such a study (Kauno Diena 
online, 2014).  In addition, the competition for 
who has the right to build the partly-EU funded 
plant has been marked by a series of scandals. 
Rubbish is not just local refuse, but part of a 
growing, international industry. 
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This is the last location on the blue line, stand-
ing in opposition to its beginning. The line 
starts in a natural environment and ends with a 
human built technological apparatus directed 
towards transforming trash to supply inhabit-
ants with energy. It marks a point where what 
might have seemed valueless local refuse has 
become big, inter-scalar business. The journey 
along the blue line thus reveals the complexity 
of the institutional frame in which trash trans-
formations today emerge in Lazdynai. But not 
all trash transformations are institutionally 
driven and it is this that we track in our second 
line.

Four spots along the black line

1. Pasakų parkas
Like the blue line, the black line also starts in a 
natural setting. Pasakų Parkas (Fairytale Park) 
is located between the districts of Lazdynai and 
Karoliniškės, with locals often using the park 
to walk from one to the other. The park was de-
signed in 1986 by architect Romualdas Jurgilis 
and opened in 1987. Its territory is comprised 
of a forest, within which recreational elements 
such as playgrounds and benches are situated. 
There are also a number of wooden sculptures 
in the park, and as the name suggests, it was 
primarily designed for children. Nowadays the 
park has lost its initial gloss, but is still used 
as a place where people of various ages spend 
time. The reason we mention it here is because 
the park allows us to ask how the conceptual-
ization of rubbish differs in different areas of 

the district. As a space of transition, Pasakų 
Parkas is both geographically and mentally set 
apart from inhabited spaces. We would like to 
suggest that this leads to a ›distancing‹ when it 
comes to littering practices or ›cleaning up af-
ter yourself‹ on the part of users of the park. 

Viewed in this way, the spot can be conceptu-
alised in contrast to »Lindas Place«, in which 
responsibility is actively taken by people who 
inhabit and use a space on a daily basis. In the 
park, trash related practices are more hidden. 
So, while trash in this area is also institutionally 
managed, its psycho-geography of conceal-
ment encourages a disregard of social norms 
of cleanliness/dirt. Here we confront rubbish as 
not just a material, but also a situational entity. 
As in the case of Lazdynai swimming pool, the 
perception of the park as socialist heritage may 
also play a role. Does the symbolic devaluation 
of Soviet leisure spaces encourage more care-
less behaviour and increased littering? 

2. The bottle garden
The second spot on the black line refers to a 
yard in Lazdynai where inhabitants have ar-
ranged a garden using brown plastic bottles 
turned upside down as a fencing material. This 
spot directs the focus towards alternative uses 
of trash materials, such as empty bottles, away 
from economic exchange. As described earlier, 
in 2006 the Lithuanian government introduced 
a small deposit value on recyclable materials, 
such as bottles in order to encourage recy-
cling practices and lower the volume of trash 
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(Ministry of Environment of the Republic of 
Lithuania, 2013). However, the monetary val-
ue attached to materials through a refunding 
system is not their only inherent value. When 
used in different ways than originally intended, 
objects can be ›out-cycled‹. By planting bottles 
into the architecture of small private gardens 
where they line flowerbeds in front of housing 
blocks, monetary value is superseded by an 
aesthetic one. In addition, biological trash, such 
as branches, was used to decorate the garden. 

These kind of propositions are not new and vari - 
ous artists, such as Tim Nobel and Sue Webster, 
Vik Muniz or Sarah-Jane van der Westhuizen 
among many, use trash as the material and 
subject of their work. Although of lesser artis-
tic value, the bottle gardens have a significant 
social potential: for neighbours who notice 
these interventions might subsequently start 
talking to one another. They might be interested 
in copying the idea, or spreading it by decorat-
ing public spaces collectively. Speaking semi-
otically, and in the light of the preceding spot, 
we would like to suggest that rubbish plays 
a significant role in communicating relation-
ships between humans and their environment 
– whereas more littered places can be concep-
tualised as places of neglect, use of rubbish as 
decoration signifies that people take care of the 
environment surrounding them. 

While used in this way, the economic value of 
the plastic bottles does not disappear, unless 
the bottles are destroyed or deformed and thus 

made ›unfit‹ to enter the cycle of trash trans-
formations again. Indeed, instances of reacti-
vating economic value occur, when individuals 
or groups steal the bottles in order to deposit 
them at the recycling point. 
 
3. The »rubbish mafia«
The »rubbish mafia« spot illustrates the phrase 
»what counts as rubbish depends on who is 
counting«, as it is focused on a group of home-
less people who collect rubbish in order to 
provide for their living by bringing it to recycling 
deposit points. The spot depicted here, does not 
designate a specific geographical location, but 
demonstrates a wider idea of how bottom-up 
practices related to trash enable small scale 
economic and social connections.

During our fieldwork, we noticed that homeless 
people living in Lazdynai collected different 
materials from dustbins – such as those con-
taining plastic or glass bottles which could be 
recycled, for example, at »Eko Taškas« (the 
next spot). For instance, on one occasion we 
witnessed a group of homeless people gath-
ered around a site, chatting and laughing. The 
same people also gathered in the same place 
on the following day. Thus, it became clear that 
they knew each other well, and perhaps even 
›work‹ together. This led to the assumption that 
the activity of the »rubbish mafia«, or »bottle 
hunters« as they are sometimes called, goes 
beyond economic incentives to include creating 
a particular kind of sociality. This sociality was 
itself rather exclusive – our attempts to talk to 

the group’s members proved fruitless. After 
Mary Douglas’ (1966), we see in this evidence 
of how those on the social margins use the 
reclaiming of the borders of what is waste and 
what exchangeable also as a means of defining 
their own communities.
 
4. Eko Taškas
The conception of waste as a resource, one of 
the pillars of the sustainable development dis-
course, is discussed here through the example 
of Eko Taškas. Eko Taškas (Eco Point) is a small 
kiosk near a supermarket that buys recyclable 
trash materials (glass bottles, PET packages, 
aluminium packages, paper) from the district’s 
inhabitants. As of April 2012, there were four-
teen of these collection points in Vilnius (Eko 
Taškas website, 2014). The collection point acts 
as an intermediary between individual consum-
ers from whom rubbish is bought and large 
companies to which the collected materials are 
sold. As an actor in an economically liberalised 
society, it plays a role in the institutional system 
of rubbish management. However, its impor-
tance for bottom-up recycling practices should 
not be underestimated. 

The importance of Eko Taškas is due to the fact 
that a great variety of recyclable materials (e.g. 
unused electronic appliances) can be sold here 
and that it is designed specifically for individual 
consumers depositing materials in small quan-
tities. It therefore creates an attractive possi-
bility for individuals not only to get rid of their 
domestic rubbish, but also to collect waste ma-

terials in public spaces. Such public collection 
opens an opportunity for local informal econo-
mies, as discussed in relation to the »rubbish 
mafia«. In some ways, such practices are a 
continuation of those present during socialism 
(glass collection points, cleaning streets dur-
ing school time or so-called saturdays (rus. 
»субботники«)), while in the dominance of their 
particular moral/economic logic they are com-
pletely novel.

Attaching monetary values to materials and 
buying them from residents increases eco-
logical awareness by stimulating recycling 
practices. Thus, Eko Taškas can be seen as a 
local actor strengthening such practices and 
enabling individuals to participate in environ-
mentally-friendly, more efficient ways of living. 
However, as discussed in the section on sus-
tainable development, a number of problems in 
suggesting recycling as ›more efficient‹ and  
›environmentally-friendly‹ remain. The first 
relates to the fact that market logics are em-
ployed in order to tackle problems inherent 
in this logic itself; the second relates to the 
question of what kind of nature it links up to – a 
»real« or »imaginary« one; and the third asks 
what kind of subjectivities such practices pro-
duce. What role do such practices play in how 
subjectivities have transformed from socialist 
to post-socialist times?

Conclusion: recycling socialism
Within the two week winter school Mapping 
Post-Socialist Urban Spaces in Vilnius, our goal 
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was to define the material, economic, spatial 
and political transformations of rubbish in 
Lazdynai and to visualise these transforma-
tions through critical mapping. Special atten-
tion was given to the chronological and political 
framework of »socialism« and »post-social-
ism«. On the final map, two perspectives on 
trash practices were developed: a »top-down« 
perspective focused on practices of more pow-
erful actors, and a »bottle-up« perspective 
highlighting less visible practices of local com-
munity members. The resulting map displays 
twelve spots selected and discussed through 
the theoretical frameworks of the production of 
nature in the Soviet Union, questions of how na-
ture was incorporated into the urban planning 
of the district, conceptual distinctions between 
»dirt« and »waste«, and the notion of sustain-
able development. Grounding the empirical 
observations in theory elucidated the particular 
logic according to which each place on the map 
operates, and enabled the twelve places to be 
interwoven as a story. The result facilitates a 
holistic understanding of the district as a mix of 
agency, environment and structural changes at 
a variety of spatial levels. In addition to exam-
ining the management of, and practices related 
to, trash within the district, »trash transforma-
tions« also opens a possibility of conceptualis-
ing Lazdynai in relation to »global« processes. 

The present research reveals an example of  
how a local transition from »socialist« to »post- 
socialist« is shaped in relation to globalisation. 
The distancing between sites of production and 

consumption (e.g. »The Supermarket« and 
»Hesburger«) not only increases the intan-
gibility of goods’ pre- and post-consumption 
histories, but also has a direct effect on how 
local economies are organized. While socialist 
economies tended to be managed centrally, 
post-socialist transformations involve the 
synchronising of different modes and logics 
in multiple locations, making them more diffi-
cult to map. This question of the complexity of 
actors involved in managing rubbish was dis-
cussed in relation to »Lazdynų seniūnija«. 

From an environmental perspective, the side- 
effects of the production and discarding of 
rubbish are regulated internationally, but their 
impacts are primarily felt locally, through the 
pollution of nature or health problems of local 
inhabitants. While only few residents ques-
tioned what effect local consumption of goods 
might have in their places of production, many 
were concerned about the construction of a 
nearby power plant (»The Power Plant«). It is 
therefore possible to claim that increased geo-
graphical distances lead to biased perceptions 
of local impacts, making it difficult to tackle 
problems globally. On the other hand, sever-
al times during the fieldwork, we also came 
across statements about the importance of 
raising more awareness concerning the glo-
bality of environmental threats. On the ground, 
the need to recycle is communicated by the 
presence of recycling containers and places 
such as »Eko Taškas«.

Air pollution or the contamination of the river 
does not stop at political borders between ›out-
side‹ and ›inside‹ (»The River«). Nevertheless, 
it is also necessary to note that the rhetoric of 
a borderless world can be skilfully employed 
by actors such as companies in the recycling 
business, for whom »waste« is not a problem, 
but a potentially lucrative material resource. 
This concern is tied to some of those examined 
above with regard to the paradigm of sustaina-
ble development. Wrapped in a rhetoric of ›do-
ing good for the planet‹ and aiming at fostering 
particular kinds of subjectivities, practices like 
recycling often tend to eliminate the side-effect 
(rubbish) rather than the root cause (over-con-
sumption). Accepted and promoted at the inter-
national level, as in EU environmental direc-
tives, the concept of sustainable development 
becomes politically legitimate, economically 
viable and socially normative, however, as seen 
through our two lines, the local outcomes can 
be variable.

In the context of Lazdynai, it is interesting to 
compare notions of recycling during socialist 
times and today. Were the socialist relations 
to nature and trash significantly different from 
other »non-socialist« places that underwent 
modernisation, wherein urban and industrial 
development were seen as motors of progress? 
The answer is uncertain. Although under so-
cialism nature was understood as a material 
resource upon which omnipotent humans built 
their society, the impact of human activity upon 
nature was often less invasive than nowadays. 

Individuals often had to recycle on their own 
in order to get by in the shortage economy, 
and less packaging was produced within less 
extended networks. It can therefore be argued 
that the socialist era engendered less waste, 
while intensively polluting through industrial 
production, landfill rubbish disposal and re-
source waste (»Swimming Pool«). 

In post-socialist Lazdynai, the boundaries of  
production have become blurred: not only does  
production often occur in distant spaces, with 
uncertain impacts, but realms which one might  
have assumed to be beyond production (e.g. 
waste and nature) turn out to be fields for com-
peting claims and counter-claims of value, use  
and danger, involving a variety of modes of 
measurement, regulation and everyday prac-
tice. Today, nature can be consumed not only in 
the form of food or other products, but places 
of leisure or residence in more ›green‹ and thus 
›better‹ districts have not just environmental, 
but also economic value (»The Forest«). In this 
light, Lazdynai itself becomes more ›recycla-
ble‹ in a post-socialist context than adjacent 
districts, such as Karoliniškės, that are less 
marked by the presence of nature. How can 
the infrastructure of Lazdynai be recycled as a 
space of ›harmonious‹ relations with nature? 
What are the potentials and problems of this? 
Are they physical, social, political, economic, or 
a mix of all of them?

Thus, last but not least, we arrive at an aspect 
not yet touched on: the question of how particu-
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lar human subjectivities can be »recycled« in 
post-socialist times – a term Sonja Luehrmann 
uses as »a metaphor for what people do with 
ways of thinking and acting that no longer quite 
work« (2005: 37). Our research has shown 
adaptations of socialist modes of thinking and 
acting of varying degrees of success (»Linda´s 
Place«) and failure (»The Rubbish Mafia«). 
This article argues that changes in recycling 
practices are an integral part of understanding 
post-socialism, but wonders what transforma-
tive potential socialist practices and subjectivi-
ties might have in this respect today? This is an 
area where we suggest further academic and 
activist research is needed.
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Linda (pseudonym), 25 February 2014, Lazdynai. Linda is a lo-
cal street cleaner of retirement age. During the interview, she 
showed us around the territory she is responsible for, and ex-
plained the nature of her work. The interview was held outdoors 
(unrecorded) and lasted about 40 minutes.

Rekreacinė Statyba, 26 February 2014, Vilnius. Interview was held 
with several representatives of the firm which is responsible for 
the project of making Lazdynai forest accessible to the public. 
During the interview, representatives described the nature of 
work conducted in the forest, and the guiding principles that were 
applied. Interview was held in their office and lasted one hour.

Antanas (pseudonym), 26 February 2014, Lazdynai. Antanas is 
a representative of the local public organization campaigning 
against the construction of the bio-mass burning facility near 
Gariūnai. During the interview Antanas explained how the pow-
er plant is perceived by the local community and the potential 

health hazards that polluted air causes. The interview was held in 
Lazdynų Seniūnija and lasted 40 minutes.

Lazdynų Seniūnija, 27 February 2014, Lazdynai. The interview was 
held with the representative of the Seniūnija (unrecorded) who 
explained how the management of rubbish is organized in the dis-
trict. The interview was held on site and lasted about half an hour.

1 This text was written on the basis of group work carried 
out by Elisa Gerbsch and Justas Juzėnas in the framework of 
the international winter school Mapping Post-Socialist Spaces in 
Vilnius.

2 In a lecture at the winter school, Viltė Janušauskaitė 
explained that early residents complained about the daily muddy 
commute to workplaces on the other side of the river. This is 
a useful reminder that everyday life can differ from planners’ 
visions.

3 During our fieldwork we came across a number of inhabit-
ants who owned their flats due to having worked in the radio and 
television factories, such as SIGMA, in which Vilnius specialized.

Justas Juzėnas, Elisa Gerbsch & Benjamin Cope

�A��ING THE 
�EI�URE�CAPE �F 
�AZDY�AI

1. Introduction1

This article explores Lazdynai through the lens 
of leisure by analysing a series of points that 
either in Soviet times or today form part of the 
district’s leisurescape. In so doing, it seeks to 
understand more fully the role that leisure has 
played and plays in the life of the district. The 
motivations for such an approach are twofold. 
Firstly, the article investigates what a focus on 
leisure can reveal about post-socialist tran-
sitions. Secondly, on this basis, the text also 
seeks to test how leisure might be used as a 
tool for creating future scenarios for Lazdynai. 

Lazdynai was projected and built as a residen-
tial district understood in a holistic manner. 
It was a district remote from places of work 
where a better quality of modern living space 
was composed in a contextual relationship  
with a picturesque landscape.2 In addition, the  
district was also provided with a dense and 
harmoniously planned infrastructure of insti-
tutions of social reproduction (such as kinder-
gartens, neighbourhood centres and shops) 
and leisure (such as a cinema, library, Olympic 
size swimming pool and restaurants). In this 
context, we interpret the all-Soviet Lenin Prize 
for architecture awarded to Lazdynai in 1974 as 
a sign of appreciation of the high quality of this 
district as a space for inhabitants to spend time 
outside the workplace.

Even at this stage of the analysis, however, we 
might pause for thought. The Soviet Union was 
a society built on the cult of industrial labour 

and in Lazdynai, as elsewhere, many flats 
were attributed according to place of labour, 
extending the role of work relationships beyond 
the workplace.3 In this context, it is enticing to 
speculate as to what Lazdynai, as an idealisa-
tion of a space of non-labour, meant in terms 
of ongoing debates about Soviet urbanism 
(Andrusz, Harloe and Szelényi, 1996; Wolfe, 
2011; Gentile, 2012). On the one hand, the pre-
valence of schools, kindergartens and play 
areas, and even the swimming pool or cinema 
in the district indicate a concern for collective 
social reproduction that might be easily equat-
ed with Soviet ideology. On the other, however, 
the famous Erfurto Club shot in lavish detail 
towards the end of the film Lazdynai. Architektų 
gatvė (Imbrasas, 1973), groups of underground 
garages or even the improved private hygiene 
of the »Vilnius bathrooms« indicate modes of 
leisure which do not fit so easily with a rheto-
ric of collective social improvement. To what 
extent was the everyday life of Lazdynai an 
embodiment of how Lithuanian architects had 
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succeeded in extending the limits of what was 
possible under Soviet urbanism? Or was it in-
dicative of ways in which life was becoming 
more focussed around leisure, and thus more 
consumption oriented and perhaps less easy 
to control? Considering Soviet era Lazdynai 
through the optic of leisure raises questions 
of how leisure should be understood in the 
con text of the dominant ideology of the path 
towards socialism or, on the contrary, of how 
leisure under socialism provided spaces of  
alternatives or resistance to dominant ideo-
logies (Crowley and Reid, 2002; Siegelbaum, 
2006; Nunan, 2011).4

The role played by leisure in cities and societies 
today is very different. Indeed, some theorists 
have gone as far as to argue that the difference 
between modern and post-modern societies  
is that the former were societies of work and the  
latter are societies of leisure (Featherstone,  
1990; Rojek, 2000). The growth in the impor-
tance of leisure has been accompanied by its 
ever-intensifying commodification, with the 
result that the boundaries of leisure and work 
become increasingly blurred (Rojek, 2010). In 
relation to cities, we can also witness a growth 
in the importance and ambivalence of leisure. 
The popular and controversial »creative cities« 
paradigm refers to a range of attempts to re-
brand the relationships between leisure and a 
city with the aim of marking a location as dis-
tinctive within a potentially global competitive 
economic environment (Laundry, 2000; Scott, 
2001; Florida, 2002; Harvey, 2002; Peck, 2005). 

The redefining of the relations between leisure 
and business is a key element in how the neo-
liberal paradigm is reconfiguring the nature of 
cities.

On the level of the city of Vilnius, we can ob-
serve a bifurcation of the role of leisure after 
state socialism. On the one hand, the leisure 
infrastructure of the city centre has become 
increasingly culturally and economically im-
portant, receiving recognition on a global scale 
as a UNESCO heritage site. In Lazdynai, mean-
while, the passage from prized socialist mod-
ernist residential district to post-socialism has 
been marked by a deterioration in the district’s 
leisure infrastructure, both in terms of the 
closing of key points and the becoming less vis-
ible or significant of others. But is this narrative 
of the decline of leisure in Lazdynai the full or 
only story? 5 

Our aim is to investigate Lazdynai from the per-
spective of leisure in order to get a fuller pic-
ture of how the district has functioned, does  
function and could function. What was the 
leisure infrastructure of Lazdynai during the 
Soviet period and how did citizens of this pe-
riod make use of it? Or, on the contrary, what 
alternative practices, or as De Certeau (1984) 
might call them tactics, were developed that 
were not necessarily included in the official 
vision of the district? In what ways has this in-
frastructure changed in the post-Soviet period: 
what elements have ceased to function and 
what new spaces and practices of leisure have 

4 See also the exhibition Free Time of photography of leisure 
during the People’s Republic of Poland: http://www.zacheta.art.
pl/en/wystawy/czas-wolny-fotografie (accessed 25 July 2016)

5 In a somewhat different vein, one wonders also what may 
be the long-term consequences of economic austerity, dominant 
in the aftermath of the 2008 crisis, on changing configurations of 
leisure and space in Vilnius.

emerged? What potential is there to use the ex-
isting know ledge about the past and present of 
leisure in Lazdynai as a tool for imagining and 
realising future paths of development for the 
district? Our research also has a wider horizon: 
what can our small scale research on leisure in 
Lazdynai tell us about the transformation from 
socialist to post-socialist as experienced from 
the perspective of inhabitants of this district?

Thus, in this article we explore the changing 
functioning of leisure in Lazdynai under condi-
tions of socialism and post-socialism through 
an examination of particular locations within 
the district that we observed in the course of 
our work at the winter school in 2014. We also 
see this work as a first step in elaborating a 
conceptual and practical framework for build-
ing a project on leisure in Lazdynai that we 
would like to develop further in collaboration 
with residents, a preliminary sketch of which 
we provide at the end of the article. The pres-
ent text strives to elaborate a methodology for 
working with leisure in the district, but also  
to predict problems. For instance, it may be 
that in the context of an intensifying commod-
ification of leisure it is important that certain 
leisure activities in Lazdynai exist as invisible 
or off the map. Respecting a diversity of ways 
of spending one’s free time, while seeking to 
exploit what people enjoy doing as a way of 
benefiting the community is a complex and del-
icate task, especially in a context when leisure 
itself is an increasingly important commodity 
causing new modes of socio-spatial division 

(Smith, 2002; Brown-Saracino, 2010). How can 
an analysis of the specific history of Lazdynai, 
as a former leisure district par excellence now 
playing a different function in a system where 
leisure is also understood and valued different-
ly, open up new optics for imagining the present 
and future of the district?

2. Socialist modernist Lazdynai: a district of 
leisure?
As discussed in the introduction to the Lazdynai 
section of this book, Lazdynai was projected 
and realised at the intersection of numerous 
theoretical and practical debates about the 
nature of the socialist modernist city: between 
Soviet and Scandinavian urban models, be-
tween social engineering and offering a better 
standard of habitation, between the creation 
of innovative building technologies and the 
limitations of political dictates. The ways in 
which leisure emerged in the district should 
therefore also not be seen monolithically. 
Rather, leisure in Lazdynai too emerges as a 
negotiation between the top-down demands of 
the Soviet state and ongoing debates about the 
rather complex relations of leisure and work 
in the modern city. It was produced as a mix of 
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the planning knowledge and sensitivities of the 
architects, the materials and techniques avail-
able to the Lithuanian construction industry 
of that time and the needs and desires of the 
district’s inhabitants. The anecdote of a conflict 
emerging in the working relationship between 
chief architects Vytautas Čekanauskas and 
Vytautas Brėdikis over the latter’s assertion of 
his right to fish in his time off against the need 
to hurry forward with work stressed by the 
former gives a hint to the conflicts we wish to 
cover in this article. 

Undeniably, Lazdynai initiated a new stage in 
the growth of Vilnius: situated on the high west 
bank of the River Neris, it was separated both 
from places of work and the central part of the 
city. Thus, Lazdynai embodied the principles 
of zoning urban life, where rest and recreation 
were planned in a space separated from that 
of labour and adjacent to sports and natural 
areas, in accordance with post-war Soviet ur-
banism’s specific engagement with the garden 
city and modernist inspirations (Scott, 2009). In 
Lazdynai, the circular Architektų gatvė, and the 
pedestrian walkways woven within it, enabled 
the planning of an infrastructure of open spac-
es between houses, of neighbourhood sub-cen-
tres with a variety of entertainment, social and 
retail functions, of schools and pre-schools,  
of playgrounds for children, sports facilities 
and of access to nature that was evenly distri-
buted throughout the district (see Drėmaitė/ 
Petrulis, 2013; and the text on accessibility in 
this publication).

The creation of a space of leisure in Lazdynai 
involved more than just rational distribution. 
The sense of the embeddedness, for example, 
of the architecture into the natural topography 
of the district is achieved through the architec-
tural and design innovation of new terraced and 
curved block housing. The district’s neighbour-
hood sub-centres were decorated with foun-
tains and sculptures which marked these pub-
lic spaces as spaces of culture or enjoyment. 
And the district’s leisure landmarks, such as 
the swimming pool or cinema in the centre, 
or the celebrated Erfurto Club in the southern 
neighbourhood sub-centre drew visitors not 
just from within the district, but from all over 
the city. The combined effect of these elements 
is presented both in compelling visual form 
and in discussion with the architects in the 
film Lazdynai. Architektų gatvė. In the film, the 
architects foreground a sensitivity to context 
and urbanity surprising in a socialist modernist 
district and insist on a symbolic relationship 
between the forms of Lazdynai and those of 
Vilnius’ city centre, citing the example of the 
fountain in front of the Erfurto Club. Thus, in 
the district’s socialist leisure infrastructure  
a tension is palpable between, on the one hand, 
rationality and even distribution and, on the 
other, inventiveness and attraction. 

What was the role of leisure in Soviet society, 
and in particular in Lazdynai? The question 
is indeed challenging. Leisure was bound up 
in the specific temporality of Soviet society’s 
building of communism, in which sacrifice and 

labour were required in the present in order  
to construct a better future, a time of leisure 
that was thus a mythical time deferred to an  
unspecified future (Clark, 1981). In these  
terms, Lazdynai can be seen both as part of  
the process and also as a representation of 
that mythical future, the incarnation of a so-
cialist modernist space for living. On the other 
hand, while in Soviet cities both private flats 
and public spaces were programmed as spaces 
of leisure with a function of producing good 
public citizens, the spaces and ways in which 
people found pleasure are not easily classifiable 
(Crowley and Reid, 2002). For example, the cir-
cular forms of below ground-level garages on 
the southern side of Lazdynai were at the same 
time a place of car storage, DIY and recreation 
(for men), but also spaces to which private 
rights of use were granted on the basis of one’s 
position in the social hierarchy. Likewise, the 
famous club, Erfurto, may have been a space 
of personal pleasure, but was also a place to 
which getting tickets required proper connec-
tions within the informal system of the distribu-
tion of deficit goods, called in Russian »blat«. 
Similarly if, under the paradigm of a shortage 
economy, free time was spent queuing at shops 
for products or at datchas outside the district 
should these also be included as part of the 
district’s leisure infrastructure? While Lazdynai 
represented a space of leisure, the question of 
what this leisure was and where it was experi-
enced brings to the surface a series of issues 
about the everyday practices of the district in 
socialist times.

Moreover, the concentration of recreational 
facilities such as the swimming pool, hospital 
and cinema, to be found at the centre of the 
district are in fact only a fragment of a massive 
central structure, housing trade and cultural 
functions which was to bridge the two sides 
of Lazdynai across Kosmonautų prospektas 
(today Laisvės prospektas). The reason for 
this centre never to be built was a shortage of 
funds (Interview with Vytautas Brėdikas, 2014). 
Had the construction of this centre been pos-
sible, it would have had a major impact on the 
distribution and character of leisure practices 
in the district. For such a massive centralised 
structure contradicts the harmonious distri-
bution of leisure spaces that seems today to be 
an essential characteristic of the district. One 
wonders too what impact such an epic leisure 
centre might have had on the fate of Lazdynai in 
the post-socialist era.

3. The post-socialist leisurescape of a sleep-
ing district
Given that the transition to post-socialism has  
been marked by a rise of the importance of 
leisure for urban economies, the decline in 
Laz dynai’s leisure infrastructure is painful to 
note: the Erfurto Club is no more, the cinema 
has shut down, the swimming pool is threat-
ened by collapse and many of the cosmic-style 
playgrounds and the sports facilities are in a 
state of disrepair. Indeed, from the perspective 
of Lazdynai, post-socialist urbanism could be 
defined as a re-concentration of leisure in the 
city centre and road-oriented outlying shop-
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ping centres, while the previous ambitions of 
an even urban distribution of leisure are left 
to rust. Added to this are problems caused by 
the fact that both the infrastructure and the 
population of Lazdynai are ageing, thus the so-
cial and leisure needs of inhabitants are rather 
different from the couples with young children 
for whom the district was projected more than 
40 years ago.

While it is tempting to write off the causes and 
logic of a demise of leisure in Lazdynai sim-
ply as historically determined, we propose to 
question this narrative. Is this first impression 
the whole story of post-socialist leisure in 
Lazdynai? For example, Lazdynai today hosts 
an extraordinary number of playgrounds, with 
a wide range of functions from intriguing »do 
it yourself« (D.I.Y.) playgrounds, cosmic play-
grounds from Soviet times, a multi-use newly 
built playground, a skate park and a dog play-
ground. Thus, in quantitative terms there are 
more playgrounds today than in Soviet times. 
However, both their everyday use and their 
symbolic role in creating the image of the dis-
trict are no longer the same. On the one hand, 
the cosmic forms and disrepair of Soviet era 
playgrounds today are often perceived primar-
ily as a rather disturbing element of the land-
scape. On the other, the newer play equipment 
strikes primarily through its uniformity and in-
ability to provoke the imagination. In this typol-
ogy of playgrounds, therefore, we can chart the 
transition from a dense, uniform, well-planned 
leisure space of Soviet times to a diverse, ide-

ologically charged and not always appealing or 
functional element of the common space of a 
district, one of whose key characteristics is an 
ageing population. It was for this reason, and 
on account of the ubiquity of playgrounds in the 
district, that we used a visual representation 
of playground types as an icon of our temporal 
change in our mapping project.

The playgrounds also seemed important as the  
interpretation of them can change if seen in 
a wider context. While the physical condition 
of the playgrounds is in many cases problem-
atic, the existence of a large number of open 
play areas between buildings in an age of the 
increasing bordering and commodification of 
play spaces for children can also be seen as 
an asset. The playgrounds therefore constitute 
an example of how we wish to examine the 
temporal changes of leisure infrastructure and 
practices in Lazdynai as a way of posing a ques-
tion as to how leisure, place and work were, 
are and could be connected in the district. Is 
the apparent demise of Lazdynai’s leisure her-
itage an objective fact, or the product of a lack 
of attention? Can telling the story of Lazdynai 
otherwise make a difference? Has the appar-
ent decline of the district’s infrastructure led 
to a disappearance of leisure from the district 
or have new places and modes of recreation 
emerged in their place? By tracking the past 
and present of leisure places in Lazdynai, it 
is also our intention to promote a discussion 
about alternatives for developing the leisure 
infrastructure of Lazdynai in the future, and 

to continue the questioning of the relations 
between inhabitants and place begun by the 
project Vietos (see website, vietos.org).

In so doing, we also consider how the growth 
of leisure as industry has unsettled the re-
lationship between places and practices of 
work, and places and practices of rest. Even 
under socialism, the districts that were built 
stretching up north along Kosmonautų pros-
pektas from Lazdynai did not preserve the 
radical separation of work and space of living 
and recreation embodied in Lazdynai. In the 
new configurations of flexible labour, leisure 
as industry and inhabitant participation as an 
actively encouraged element of the planning 
process (see Grunskis in this volume), perhaps 
there is a potential to be uncovered in the built 
environment of Lazdynai by exploring the dis-
trict through the optic of leisure. 

4. Methodologies
In making our decision to work on the space  
of Lazdynai, we were greatly inspired by a 
topog raphical and conceptual tour with local  
architect Indrė Ruseckaitė through the diver sity 
of the space of the Lazdynai district. Followi-
ng a Situationist city exploration idea, we then 
experienced the district by ourselves, using 
the derive method of drifting through the built 
environment (Debord, 1958). For us, it was 
especially interesting to see the district from 
the perspective of the points of vision that 
emerge as you use and walk through it. The 
feeling of precisely planned viewpoints, alleys 

and pedestrian paths on a human scale made 
a striking impression. Our pre-trip knowledge 
of places and spaces changed in many ways 
while observing buildings, everyday practices 
and experimental attempts to create new links 
between them. For example, balconies in the 
main wide alley, planned for Soviet parades, are 
now used for common activities, such as drying 
clothes or the attaching of TV antenna and sat-
ellites. There are many entrances to first floor 
apartments that are not made by professionals, 
but are owner-created add-ons. Likewise, we 
noted that home-made boxes for pets are often 
installed on the ground-floor of multi-story 
houses. In a terrace on the higher side of the 
district, we found a recently built dog play-
ground and were also struck by the new sport 
facilities in Pasakų parkas and how intensively 
old people use them. Overall, we felt that the 
district was not lacking vitality, but rather that 
it worked in ways other than those foreseen by 
the district’s planners. It was just the extensive 
and still preserved green areas and the locals, 
still proud of the district, reminding us of the 
Lenin Prize winning neighbourhood of 1974. 

In searching for more information, we com-
pared old and new plans, and our attention was 
drawn to the missing leisure centre, sketched 
by architect Česlovas Mazūras in the first stage 
of planning in 1971 and proposed as a link 
between the upper and lower terraces of the 
district. The strong presence of its absence 
as a void redirects the attention on the spatial 
distribution of sub-centres and the leisure in-
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frastructure throughout the district. Through a 
comparative study of maps we were able to pick 
out a number of spots, such as the Lazdynai 
pool, a church and the former cinema, all of 
which today exist on the site of the missing 
centre. The study of plans also drew our atten-
tion to the important role of sub-centres. The 
Erfurto Club at the southern sub-centre, with 
its own representative square, had at the time 
of its construction been a high profile leisure 
institution for the whole the Lithuanian capi-
tal. Nowadays the building of the former club 
is recognized only as a supermarket, with its 
square in decay. Also the study of maps drew 
our attention to the interesting site of a circular 
group of underground garages, inscribed into 
a slope on the lower terrain of the district, the 
layout of the district’s parks and the library.

After finding examples of such spots on maps, 
we returned to the field for exploration. Our 
group benefited from the different approaches 
and personalities of architects and a geog-
rapher, as well as the capacity to communi-
cate and search for information in German, 
Lithuanian and Russian. The presence of a 
local proved helpful while taking interviews 
from residents and surfing the internet for in-
formation. Although these cultural, personality 
and disciplinary differences could be a source 
of richness, they equally create a potential for 
conflicts that are not always easy to resolve. 
During our research, we conducted a number 
of interviews, each of which was recorded dig-
itally, translated and contributed to our further 

fieldwork. Surprisingly, every interviewee was 
willing to give us information, and the infor-
mation that locals shared was detailed and 
easily understood. Asking people about places 
from historical, personal and emotional per-
spectives led us to gather unique information. 
Taking narrative interviews provided us with 
more genuine insights than collecting informa-
tion online, but both sources were useful for 
expanding our knowledge. We also sought in-
formation in the Lazdynai library, an institution 
which has existed from the very founding of the 
district. The library is housed in two first floor 
apartments and the staff who work there have 
a strong connection with what goes on in the 
district and with their customers. We found this 
place an interesting example of a continuity of 
leisure through times of change.

In the end we selected 12 locations that for us 
seemed significant as leisure hotspots in Laz-
dynai that we discuss in more detail beneath. 
We are conscious that this is a subjective choice 
made as a product of research made over an in-
tensive but short period. Hence, we offer them 
as an initial proposition for issues to be further 
explored in working with leisure in Lazdynai.

5. Leisure Hotspots in Lazdynai
As a result of the didactic tours through the 
sleeping district, the taking of interviews, mak-
ing photos and recording characteristic sounds, 
we came up with 12 significant leisure hotspots 
in Lazdynai. These are: 

- the underground garages in the south of the   
  district,
- the Olympic-size swimming pool,
- the district library,
- the former Erfurto Club,
- Kavinė Klassika,
- the former cinema,
- Parkasų Parkas,
- a DIY community playground,
- a dog playground,
- Hasa Pizza Kebab,
- a skatepark,
- the viewpoint in the north of the district.

These locations on the leisure landscape are 
hotspots not so much because they are fre-
quented and crowded with people, but because 
at these points leisure is a narrator of the  
transition from socialism to post-socialism.  
In other words, the changing functions at these 
points of the Lazdynai leisurescape indicate 
transformations in relations between urban 
planning, socio-spatial change and what hu-
mans do in their free time. By exploring these 
points in more detail, we tried to find out how 
they had changed from socialism to post-so-
cialism and what this might mean for our un-
derstanding of Lazdynai.

On the map, we chart a route through these 
twelve spots. It starts at the southern, lower 
side of the district and moves up towards the 
higher north-east side. In so doing, we make a 
path from the hidden or intimate micro-scale 
leisure point of the underground garages 

through the compelling topography of the dis-
trict to the extroversive point of the viewing 
area that overlooks the River Neris towards the 
city centre. As we are interested in how these 
leisure spots connect with the district around 
them, it is important that our map itself is also 
a proposition for a leisure activity: for a walk 
discovering the different layers of leisure and 
place in Lazdynai.

In terms of this article, we focus on five of the 
twelve points to illustrate in more detail the 
issues raised by these particular leisure spots. 
In addition to the garages and the viewpoint, we 
add the once famous Erfurto Club and the still 
well-known, mixed use but also dilapidated 
space of the Olympic-size swimming pool. At 
the centre of our walk is Kavinė Klasika, a place 
where we not only had fun during our research, 
but which for us also illustrates a range of is-
sues associated with the transitions of leisure 
in Lazdynai.

Garages
The garages in the very south of the district, de - 
signed by A. Bražinskas, have a unique under-
ground form. They were projected to respond  
to a practical need in an area of uneven topog-
raphy. The goal was to provide the requisite 
number of car storage spaces per housing 
occupant in the required proximity to place of 
residence. The solution was to build a number 
of circular underground garage-areas, in each 
of which 20 garages are gathered around a 
central open space to which access is provided 
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by a ramp downwards from ground level. For us 
they constitute the best example of a more or 
less hidden leisure time spot in Lazdynai. One 
used as such in socialist times and still used 
today. And one that, with its intriguing architec-
tural form, offers a potential for further use in 
the future. 

Although built for a functional purpose, in so-  
cia lism the garages served as an informal 
social space used mostly by males for various 
leisure activities: DIY car repair, male sociality 
or drinking vodka with friends. Even, as we 
discovered during our fieldwork, some of the 
garages are used for enjoying leisure time in a 
self-made sauna (banya). It seems that during 
socialist times this off-time space developed a  
particularly strong and private community 
through an adjacency of everyday activities, 
and that this to some extent still lives on. This 
 example can be seen as indicating how impor-
tant informal spaces of leisure were in building 
a sense of community relations in locations out-
side domestic or official spaces.

Nowadays, the rise of private car ownership 
parking is a serious issue in socialist-era 
housing estates. You can hardly find a vacant 
garage in Lazdynai. If there is by chance any 
possibility to buy an old garage or to build a 
new one, the price averages at around 3,500 
euro. The ownership of every lot, of an average 
of 17 to 19 square meters, is strictly organized. 
But in comparison with socialist times, the use 
of leisure spaces has changed. Nowadays, the 

garages tend to provide a space to pursue dif-
ferent mini-commercial activities, such as car 
repairs. Thus, in this spot we have an interest-
ing example of how a particular architectural 
form and a combination of concealment and 
adjacency have provided spaces for uses other 
than those for which they were designed. In 
the garages, we can witness both continuity 
and change in practices and functions of DIY, 
modes of work and free time communities. 

Erfurto Club
The name Erfurto Club and Erfurto gatvė 
stemmed from a twinning partnership existing  
since 1972 and renewed in 1990 between Vilnius  
and Erfurt, a town then in the German Demo-
cratic Republic. The first joint venture occurred 
through a production related innovation also 
associated with a change in leisure paradigms: 
Vilnius engineers helped to develop a new  
assembly line production of bathrooms for pre-  
fabricated houses in Germany. This assembly 
line was henceforth called ›Vilnius‹ and pro-
duced bathrooms for thousands of German 
flats in prefabricated panel houses, connecting 
Vilnius and Erfurt through new private social-
ist-modernist domestic spaces of washing.

Although of a very different ilk, the Erfurto Club 
which was to be found at the southernmost 
neighbourhood sub-centre of Lazdynai also 
represented a reconfiguration of pleasure and 
intimacy on the landscape of Vilnius, one that 
fits awkwardly with the dominant paradigms 
of Soviet urbanism. The Erfurto Club was the 

first of three main clubs in all Vilnius and thus 
an attractor which drew visitors to the sleep-
ing district from all over the city. This club and 
restaurant complex combined dancing, music, 
cabaret and theatre events and in the film 
Lazdynai. Architektų gatvė is shot in a luxurious, 
seductive detail of modern glamour. Such was 
the popularity of the club that legends circu-
late about how difficult it was to obtain tickets, 
unless you knew who and how to bribe. Thus, 
Erfurto Club seems to represent a conjunction 
of pleasure and leisure that could have intrigu-
ing stories to tell of the everyday praxes of so-
cialist urbanism in Lazdynai.

However, in the present space of the district no 
trace of the club remains and it is also difficult 
to find historical information about this former 
leisure hotspot. The place of the club is now  
occupied by a supermarket and the square with  
the fountain alongside it now stands in a state 
of disrepair (see also text on Accessibility). When  
we asked young people on the site about the 
former club, we rarely came across anyone who 
had heard of it. Older people referred to the 
Erfurto Club with affectionate nostalgia and 
it seems that it is on this anecdotal level that 
information about the club today can primarily 
be found. 

In the case of the Erfurto Club, in the transition  
from socialism to post-socialism we can ob- 
 serve not just the disappearance of an outstand- 
 ing landmark of the Lazdynai leisurescape, but 
also the erasure of the history of this place. 

We would therefore suggest that it could be an 
important work of oral history to collect stories 
and artefacts about the history of the Erfurto 
Club, both to give a fuller vision of what life in 
Lazdynai was like under socialism and to re-
turn to the district this part of its personal and 
recent history. 

Kavinė Klasika
Kavinė Klasika (Classic Café) is to be found on  
the site of a former bar at the westernmost 
neighbourhood sub-centre, situated on Erfurto 
gatvė in the vicinity of the local council office, 
the Seniūnija. In the period since the transition 
from socialism to post-socialism, the site was 
first a huge restaurant called Papartis (two 
floors with a beer bar downstairs and restau-
rant upstairs), then successively a disco/club 
and a Chinese restaurant, before emerging in 
its current form: Kavinė Klasika. Klasika is a 
spacious first floor restaurant which serves 
tasty, traditional Lithuanian food primarily  
for organised events. Another part of the former  
Papartis on the first floor is today a second- 
hand clothes store. The ground floor is now a 
branch of a pizza chain.

The woman in charge of Klasika is a charis-
matic long-term local resident of Lazdynai, 
whose contact with the place goes back at least 
as far as her son having his wedding party at 
Papartis. She has been running Klasika for two 
years and previously had managed the café that 
operates under the district’s swimming pool. 
The restaurant’s main business is local cere-
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monial events (christenings, birthdays, etc.) for 
mixed Lithuanian, Polish and Russian speaking 
groups, with the staff comfortable in all these 
languages, but with different bands playing dif-
ferent music (Lithuanian or a mix of Polish and 
Russian) for different communities.

Occupying quite a sizeable space in a central 
spot next to the Seniunija of Lazdynai and open 
for every kind of occasion or guest, but rather 
hidden in its first floor location, for us Kavinė 
Klasika became a connecting point between 
various kinds of invisibility and openness in the 
free time infrastructure of the district. Klasika is  
not really visible from the street, but at the same  
time is open to communities of every sort of age,  
gender, language group or social status. How-
ever, the place is used not so much as a space of 
everyday leisure, but for the ceremonial events 
of small scale community and family life.

Kavinė Klasika illustrates how difficult it is for 
an element of the leisure economy to survive 
within a sleeping district planned in a period 
that followed a different logic of celebration 
and consumption. The leisure practices which 
are still today an important element in the life 
of the community are focussed around rituals, 
and take place in a restaurant scarcely visible 
to those who do not know of its existence. We 
greatly enjoyed our meals, evenings and chats 
here, but felt that the relative invisibility of the 
place from the outside was indicative of a dis-
connection between leisure and Lazdynai that 
stands in opposition to the planned unity of the 

socialist district. Although the adaptability and 
flexibility demonstrated by the café can be seen 
as an example of success in the continuation of 
leisure in Lazdynai, the state of the restaurant 
is precarious. Are there other ways of telling 
the story of leisure in Lazdynai, and Klasika’s 
place in it, and what impact might these have 
on the future of the restaurant?

Swimming pool
Like the Erfurto Club, the swimming pool, the 
only Olympic-sized pool in Vilnius, was a crucial 
part of the well-equipped leisure structure of 
the district which drew visitors from other parts 
of the city. Whereas most of the spots men-
tioned in our map have changed in the transi-
tion from the Soviet to the post-socialist period, 
the swimming pool of Lazdynai, built in 1979, 
seems a relict of the district’s planned origins. 
In the socialist period, it was part of the Soviet 
citizen health infrastructure and also a centre 
for professional training regimes for potential 
athletes which, as one of our lecturers who 
turned out to be a former swimmer informed 
us, could be highly intensive. In addition, the 
swimming complex also encompasses a diving 
training area, public seating galleries, a sauna, 
and is host to a café on the ground floor and a 
restaurant and disco in the basement. 

Today, the swimming pool is in severe disrepair, 
with beams from the roof in a state of seem-
ingly imminent collapse. In winter, questions 
of efficient water heating are also obvious as 
the pool’s high windows are left open to allow 

steam to escape causing an impressive set of  
icicles to accumulate outside the window. How-
ever, the pool hosts a mix of usages. While we 
were there, athletes used the seating areas to 
train high leg-lift running, while divers and sol-
diers were schooled in different sections of the 
pool. Alongside, the pool was also being used 
by members of the public of different genera-
tions, some of whom were also making active 
use of the sauna or simply resting and relaxing 
on the seating provided between activities. 

Given the serious problems of the building’s 
infrastructure and the elevated cost of recon-
struction, there are plans to demolish it and 
build a new swimming complex. The financing 
of the project to build a new pool in Lazdynai is 
projected to cost 18.9 million euro with planned 
finance from the Vilnius City Municipality and 
EU structural development funds. The plan in-
cludes two swimming pools, and a seating ca-
pacity of 1000 for the 50 metre and 200 for the 
25 metre swimming pool. Also a parking area 
for 200-400 cars is planned, which might addi-
tionally help stop parking places encroaching 
on public leisure space.

The questions raised by such an investment 
are those of how it will impact on the historical 
fabric of Lazdynai, whether the new invest-
ment will be able to develop inter-generational 
mixed usage patterns and how such a large 
investment will look from the perspective of the 
residents of a district confronting widespread 
difficulties of ageing infrastructure. Through 

interviews with locals, we got the feeling that 
Lazdynai needs a new spatial and symbolic 
centre as a focus of activities, and as a future 
oriented flagship in the district. To build a new, 
bigger and more modern swimming pool is one 
possibility to bring people together through a 
leisure space for all residents and also visitors 
from outside. However, the challenges of how 
to unite the different social, economic, political 
and architectural pressures on such a project 
in Lazdynai today are indeed daunting.

Panoramic viewpoint
The viewpoint in the north-east of Lazdynai, 
surrounded by a forest reserve and looking out 
across the River Neris towards the city centre, 
is the final and most extroversive spot of our 
leisure route through the district. It therefore 
stands in diametrical opposition to the en-
closed and underground garage spaces with 
which we started. The viewpoint is extroversive 
in two senses. On the one hand, it opens out 
onto a unique view of the city and of Lazdynai’s 
position in relation to the dramatic topography 
of Vilnius. On the other, despite recent modest 
renovations, it remains open to anyone wanting 
to walk in the natural spaces in which Lazdynai 
is embedded: residents, their animal com-
panions and visitors alike. These twin factors, 
using the landscape as a point of attraction and 
free access, mean that this is a point where the 
atmosphere of an outstanding socialist free 
time district can still be felt. Thus, for us it is 
appropriate to use the viewpoint as the final lo-
cation to raise the question of what role leisure 
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plays and can play in the present and future of 
the district.

The viewpoint is not a leisure space in the same  
way as the others mentioned above, as it is a  
point that forms part of wider practices: walk-
ing in the landscape park to the north of the 
district, hanging out, walking dogs in the 
district’s open spaces, a point in urban explo-
rations, etc. It constitutes a largely unappropri-
ated space, whose functions are closely con-
nected to the practices and lifestyles of those 
that live around and visit it. Interestingly, it was 
mentioned to us that the viewpoint today is 
also the best place to listen for free to concerts 
happening across the river in the amphitheatre 
in Vingis Parkas. For this reason, it also serves 
in our analysis as a symbol of a wider question 
of how inhabitants make use of locations in 
the district to spend their free time in ways 
not foreseen by planners, and not at first sight 
visible to outside observers. In what ways is the 
space of Lazdynai today used by its inhabitants 
as a place to spend free time, and how does the 
specific spatial layout of the neighbourhood 
favour particular practices of leisure? What 
values or potential conflicts might emerge from 
the district’s configuration of leisure practices? 
And how does the patchwork of leisure activi-
ties specific to Lazdynai relate to the district’s 
position in a wider configuration of leisure 
infrastructures within Vilnius and beyond? 
These issues clearly require further research. 
It is important for us at this juncture simply to 
notice that they are woven in a delicate web of 

questions regarding redefinitions of the value 
of leisure in its relation to spaces, and of how 
leisure practices are shaped, enabled and lim-
ited by particular spatial contexts.

6. Mapping the post-socialist leisurescape in 
Lazdynai
From the beginning, we were seeking to map 
the leisure landscape of Lazdynai. In other 
words, we were attempting to better under-
stand the place of leisure in the district, and 
to analyse the relationship between leisure 
institutions or practices and the spatial con-
figurations in which they occur. The map that 
we present here is a first representation of our 
results, and a stage in a mapping project that 
we would like to open out further.

In our map we decided to show the twelve Laz-
dynai leisure spots mentioned earlier first from 
a bird’s-eye view, so that the reader gets an 
overall impression of the structure and spatial 
layout of the district. In order to accentuate the 
way in which leisure activities are intercon-
nected with the spaces in which they happen, 
the icons of the twelve leisure spots are de-
picted on a topographical section of Lazdynai, 
arranged from the introverted garages at the 
bottom up to the view out across the Neris. 
For the final presentation it was necessary to 
keep the information compact, and this is why 
we examined just the five spare-time places 
mentioned above in more detail. Our map 
aimed to provide a wider variety of information 
about the spots of the Lazdynai leisurescape, 

believing that spare time activities are precisely 
those where participants relate to places in a 
diverse range of ways.6 Therefore, we included 
fragments of material from interviews with 
inhabitants, information from experts and di-
dactical tours, sound recordings, photographs 
and observations into our final presentation. 
In organising the information for our map, we 
formed categories, such as: characteristics, 
comparison of socialism and post-socialism, 
panorama, additional information, soundscape, 
particularities/details or virtual community, of 
which we picked at least three for every spot. To 
the map, we added playground icons as a sym-
bol of the transformation of the leisurescape 
in Lazdynai, with the icon of the cosmic rocket 
playground representing socialist times, and 
the intergenerational sport equipment located 
in a playground in Pasakų parkas standing for 
post-socialist times.

It is our idea that the information gathered and 
presented here could be conceived as a first 
stage of a potential community mapping project 
of leisure in Lazdynai. What we envisage is that 
a leisure mapping project could form a basis 
for interacting with residents of the district in 
order to gather information, stories and images 
of how free time was spent in Lazdynai under 
socialism, how and where it is spent now and 
what changes to the district could be  imple-
mented to enable new forms of leisure. This 
could be done on the one hand offline, building 
on initiatives such as the propositions for lei-
sure activities suggested at a meeting held in 

late 2014 at the Seniunija, in which residents 
discussed their ideas and needs for the district 
with architects. On the other hand, we suggest 
this could be combined with interacting with 
residents online by developing the mapping pro- 
 ject we initiated here into an interactive website.

The idea for this would be to make a map in a 
two-dimensional mode, where users would be 
able to click on a particular location or icon and 
access further multi-media information gath-
ered about the point. The data would be divided 
into that concerning socialist era leisure and 
that concerning today. For both past and pres-
ent leisure, we envisage the map could include: 
introductory descriptive paragraphs, photo-
graphs, narratives, soundscapes, and possibly 
interactive hyperlinks to further sources of 
information. On the current map, we have pre-
sented how this could look for 5 selected spots, 
but for the full version of the interactive map 
we would propose to add such information for 
all the spots. The site would be designed to en-
able inhabitants to add their own images, sto-
ries and sounds about each of these sites, as 
well as to mark other points on the map which 
for them are important leisure sites in the dis-
trict. Such information could be easily uploaded 
into a map and marked as a dot in its location 
in Lazdynai. We would also like to make it pos-
sible for users who upload a number of spots 

6 For an exploration of place as not just a physical entity, but 
as a complex set of interpretive, emotional, imaginative, identifi-
cations, see Doreen Massey (1984).
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↘ Fig. 3: Visualisation for mobile interface: garages (auth. Justas Juzėnas)

to be able to create their own leisure routes 
through Lazdynai which could be visible on the 
map and thus followed by others. 

This project would explore the possibilities that 
new technologies open up for including inhab-
itants in creative engagements with space. This 
we see involving experimenting with the con-
nections between an interactive website and 
computer game formats, and looking to devel-
op an application that would enable inhabitants 
to create and upload images of how they could 
imagine particular spaces looking. Thus, an 
app could be created that enables the visual-
isation of how the place where one is standing 
might be transformed: so that by just taking 
picture of a place, a solution would pop up. In 
so doing, we would also seek to make available 
tools for inhabitants to imagine and visualise 
their own solutions for spaces. 

In looking to explore the potential for digital tech  
nologies to reconnect people, place and lei-
sure, we are also conscious of the limits of 
such technologies, especially in a district such 
as Lazdynai where a significant part of the 
population are seniors. However, during our 
research we did also note that younger inhabit-
ants of Lazdynai are active discussing a variety 
of local issues on social networks: even garage 
owners had an online community presence. It 
is therefore important that the development 
of the web platform be accompanied by the 
organising of discussions and workshops with 
residents, planning workshops in the Seniūnija 

and schools, and collaboration with architecture 
departments. In this way, inhabitants could 
be engaged in the processes of gathering in-
formation about the district, of imagining and 
creating propositions for change, and also 
in negotiating the processes of what can and 
cannot be done in seeking to revitalise leisure 
spaces in Lazdynai.

In contemplating how to develop this project, 
hypothetical problems emerge which require 
further consideration. Firstly, there is the ques-
tion of how to engage inhabitants in a collective 
project. In the Lazdynai neighbourhood, we are 
lucky to be able to draw on the work of such 
projects as Archfondas, K-Lab and Vietas.org, 
and active neighbourhood groups functioning 
around the Seniūnija. The success of the pro-
ject would depend on finding ways to collab-
orate with committed individuals and groups, 
while also seeking to engage diverse sections 
of the community. This would be a difficult, 
long-term, multi-dimensional task with an un-
certain outcome.

A further question is how to avoid a focus on  
leisure in Lazdynai coming to serve as a tool 
for leisure-driven commercialisation or the 
promotion of normative modes of leisure over 
more marginal, class-specific or socially con-
testatory free-time activities. The dangers 
here are multiple. Firstly, by promoting leisure 
in Lazdynai, rather than fulfilling our aim of 
achieving a more just distribution of leisure 
spaces within Vilnius, we risk reinforcing in-
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↘ Fig. 4: Visualisation for mobile interface: cafe Klasika (auth. Justas Juzėnas) ↘ Fig. 5: Visualisation for mobile interface: interactive possibilities (auth. Justas Juzėnas)
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ter-district competition (Harvey, 1989). Can this 
be avoided? Could it be possible to explore lei-
sure say in both Lazdynai and the neighbouring 
district of Karoliniškės, and retain the kind of 
narrative we have tried to establish in this ar-
ticle and enjoy successful cooperation with the 
local authorities? Another issue is that some 
forms of leisure practice, for instance drinking 
beer in the woods of Lazdynai, may rely for 
their existence on not being visible. Also, a res-
taurant in Lazydnai may have cheap food and 
a fun aura precisely for seeming off the map 
of the usual places where leisure is enjoyed in 
Vilnius. Attempting to put such places on the 
map therefore risks dissipating the qualities for 
which they were appreciated in the first place. 
It also risks leisure itself emerging as a mode 
through which social inequality is enacted and 
reinforced through the process of gentrification 
(Brown-Saracino, 2010).

Other practical questions emerge involving 
language. In transforming a project that grew 
in English as part of an international winter 
school into a longer term project interacting 
with the local community, there is a need to 
translate the project into Lithuanian. However, 
Russian and Polish language speaking groups 
are also an important segment of the various 
communities of Lazdynai and, while language 
may not be decisive, it may be a factor in how  
people choose to spend their free time. Creating 
an open multi-language platform also requires 
labour power and financing to work on a project 
that may require volunteer efforts of teachers 

and students in the short-term, while perhaps 
offering both modes of work and potential val-
ue for the community in the longer term. Trying 
to negotiate the configuration of time and effort 
needed, of potential social and political benefits 
and partisan interests, of investment required 
and potential financial revenue are all issues 
that would need to be confronted in seeking to 
develop the connections between leisure and 
place in Lazdynai.

7. Conclusion
The mapping of the past and present of leisure 
in Lazdynai presented here could serve as a 
potential first step in a wider project. In devel-
oping this idea, we argue that leisure offers an 
optic that could be a valuable analytical and 
activist tool for better understanding Lazdynai’s 
socialist past, diversifying perspectives on 
its present and for creating scenarios for its 
future. The overall transition of Lazdynai can 
be characterised as that from the outstand-
ing leisure district of the socialist period to the 
role of a peripheral space in a post-socialist 
city where leisure is increasingly commercial-
ised and concentrated on the city centre and 
shopping malls, or within domestic spaces and 
around computers. Within this overarching 
narrative, we both question what leisure in 
Lazdynai in socialist times may have meant and 
argue that leisure is still an important feature 
of the everyday practices of the district, but 
that the places and modes of visibility of these 
have changed and require further investigation. 
Mapping leisure in Lazdynai seeks to discover 

the spatial distribution of leisure practices in 
the district and, by going deeper into their sto-
ries, to understand the role that these leisure 
hotspots play in creating the space and aura 
of the neighbourhood. Our argument is that 
leisure is profoundly spatial, that it needs to be 
mapped, and that understanding what a given 
space is must include an exploration of the 
spatial dimensions of its spare time places and 
practices.

The questions that emerge from this are man-
ifold. If leisure in socialist Lazdynai included 
both collective work planting flowers in free 
time (subbotniki), as well as the exclusive pleas-
ures of cabaret reviews in the Erfurto Club, what  
does this mean for conceptualisations of the 
everyday life of socialist Lazdynai and the place 
of leisure in it? Similarly, if leisure practices  
in spaces such as the garages, Kavinė Klasika 
or the viewpoint over the Neris are still an 
active part of the district’s life, what do their 
modes of visibility and invisibility say about 
Lazdynai, and the modes of individual and 
collective practices that people today enjoy in 
their free time? And if, from the perspective of 
Lazdynai, the transition to post-socialism looks 
like a less just distribution of leisure infrastruc-
ture, then what potential is there for academia, 
state authorities, inhabitants and private ini-
tiatives to produce other configurations of re-
lations between leisure and spaces that might 
be more just and attractive for inhabitants and 
visitors?

The focus on leisure in Lazdynai opens up ideas 
for a project aiming to engender change by fo-
cussing on the positive features of the district’s 
socialist heritage and contemporary experi-
ence. However, as noted in the methodology 
section such a project also faces potential pit-
falls. The changing role of leisure in cities and 
the ways in which schemes for place improve-
ment can end up reinforcing social and spatial 
injustice are well documented. In thinking 
about how such a project might be developed, 
we do not underestimate the challenges, but 
argue that seeking to work with the community 
to better map the past and present of leisure 
practices is a good basis for preparing the 
ground for future developments in the district.

What in the end is leisure and what is its place 
and potential for producing spaces in the con-
temporary, perhaps post-modern moment? 
The utopian projects of modernist separation 
of spaces of work and those of recreation, of 
which Lazdynai was an example, have met their 
limits. But in an age where leisure itself has 
become a potentially ubiquitous mode of work 
and adding value (Rojek, 2010) and where the 
relations of production have expanded to global 
supply chains (Tsing, 2009), what possibilities 
exist for reconnecting place and leisure in ways 
that do not generate local or international 
forms of incipient class inequality (Krivy and 
Kaminer, 2013; Macleod and Mcfarlane, 2014)? 
The issues we would like to further explore 
resonate with those raised by Henri Lefebvre 
of how place, production and people, or what 
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Lefebvre calls the everyday, can be brought 
together in order to create an urbanity adequate 
to the potential for humans to enjoy living to-
gether (Lefebvre, 1984). Mapping leisure in 
Lazdynai opens up questions about the rela-
tions between planning, pleasure and commu-
nity in this district’s specific context.
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A SHORT H��T�RY 
�F EVERY�AY �IFE IN 
KALVAR�JŲ �TREET I�
THE 20TH �E�TUR�

As is the case for every other city founded in 
medieval times, Vilnius should not be under-
stood separately from the development of its 
historical suburbs. In Vilnius, among these are: 
Užupis, Žvėrynas, Lukiškės and Šnipiškės. To 
this day, most of them are not yet part of the 
wider story of Vilnius. But their histories are 
reflected in fiction, memoirs, street names and 
other historical forms, such as architecture, 
leading to each attaining certain socio-cultural 
connotations (for example, Užupis as an inde-
pendent art republic). In this context, Šnipiškės 
today remains the least explored part of the out-
skirts of historical Vilna. This text is an attempt 
to start the drawing of a sociotopography of the  
suburb on the eve of World War II, an event which 
dramatically changed Šnipiškės’ social situation  
and urban landscape, and at the same time 
caused a certain preservation or even petrifac-
tion of its suburban elements (Jogėla, 2008).1 

There are different versions concerning the 
origin of the name Šnipiškės. According to 
Teodoras Narbutas, during the times of the 
Grand Duke of Lithuania Vytautas (1392–1430), 
in these lands used to live a merchant called 
Snipis who was awarded by the Grand Duke 
with the lands on the right bank of the Neris. 
Vladas Drėma has claimed that from 1441 the 
suburb belonged to the jurisdiction of Radvilos’ 
noblemen. It was exactly in this place where the 
formation of Šnipiškės began. Yet the name of 
Šnipiškės as a settlement appears on maps in 
written form in documents only from the sec-
ond half of the XVIth century. The first mention 

of the name Šnipiškės is found in the 1536 priv-
ilege of Sigismund I the Old, which obliged his 
noble subordinate Ulrich Hosius to build a first 
masonry bridge across the Neris River (Drėma, 
2013: 408–409).2

Beyond Vilnius, the settlement on the right bank  
of the Neris became famous for its large and  
good clay layers, which encouraged local inhabi-  
tants to build brickyards and to make bricks, 
tiles, and tiling business here (Čaplinskas, 
2010: 61).3 In one of the oldest streets – today 
Ukmergės – mainly potters, glaziers and other 
craftsmen, most of them Jews, started to settle 
here during the XVI – XVIIth centuries (Meilius, 
2014).4 At the end of the XVIIIth century, the 
territory of Vilnius city was extended almost 
three times over. This expansion made the 
the settlement of Šnipiškės an official part of 
the city of Vilna (Čaplinskas, 2010: 326).5 More 
widespread modernisation arrived in Vilnius in 
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the late XIXth century. During this time, inten-
sive building around the main Šnipiškės streets 
Kalvarijų and Ukmergės followed that taking 
place in the city centre.6 It was at this time  
that the industrialisation process brought 
changes to urban space all over Vilnius. In the 
beginning of the XXth century, it was precisely 
in Šnipiškės where citizens erected the first 
power-station, which helped to develop local 
industry and provided electricity to the main 
streets of Vilnius.
 
During the interwar period, while Lithuania be-
came an independent state, its former capital, 
Vilnius, became part of the Polish Republic. In 
this new frame, a policy of Polinisation was be-
gun: the Lithuanian teachers’ seminary and 42 
primary schools were closed, and the percep-
tion of national belonging became even more 
meaningful than before WWI (Stravinskienė, 
2005: 15).7 The interwar city of Wilno was 
shaped mainly by Polish and Yiddish speaking 
inhabitants. In 1939, Lithuania signed a treaty  
with the Soviet Union, according to which Vilnius  
and its outskirts became part of the Republic 
of Lithuania. When Lithuanian officials entered 
the city, Vilnius at that time had approx imately 
209,000 inhabitants of which, according to the  
first Lithuanian census, the largest group 
con sisted of Poles – 82,457 – 39.37%; Jews 
comprised a similar share of the population 
– 71,545 – 34.16%; Lithuanians – 40,276 – 
19.23%, Belarusians – 3,917 – 1.87%; Russians 
– 5,487 – 2.62%; others – 5,760 – 2.73%.8

We can get a more precise picture for Kalvariju 
Street based on an analysis of archival mate-
rial, which helps to locate most of the names 
of owners of Vilnius houses and their tenants. 
With some level of generalisation in the inter-
pretation of these names, it is at least possible 
to trace information at a micro-level and look at 
this detailed level into one of the main streets 
of Šnipiškės, Kalvarijų Street, and the inhabit-
ants who lived here at the very beginning of the 
1940s. Even if not every owner sent back the 
obligatory reports to the new Lithuanian gov-
ernment and assuming that not everybody who 
sent it gave accurate information, still the avail-
able data provides some material for a social 
map of the street. From the obligatory reports 
about the rent-roll sent by house owners to the 
municipality of the city, it is possible to trace 25 
reports of owners of houses on Kalvarijų Street. 
Out of this 25, 12 seem to have been Polish, 
while the owners of 10 houses had Jewish sur-
names, one owner had a Lithuanian surname, 
and another might be interpreted as a Russian 
name. In addition, one more house belonged 
to a public charity association. In total, 1170 
inhabitants lived in these houses. About 650 of 
them had Polish first and surnames, 380 were 
clearly Jewish and 100 probably Lithuanian, 
with 36 others.9

All these numbers are based on the linguistic 
principle of identification, and are not to be 
mistaken as evidence of ethnic or national 
identities. This is particularly the case when 
we try to trace the number of Lithuanians, 

↘ Šnipiškės 1904

6 Available at: http://kvr.kpd.lt/heritage/Pages/KVRDetail.
aspx?lang=lt&MC=12599 (accessed 21 June 2014).

7 Stravinskienė, Vitalija. (2005) Lietuvos lenkų teritorinis 
pasiskirstymas ir skaičiaus kaita (1944 m. antrasis pusmetis – 
1947 metai). Lituanistika 6(4): 15.

8 Cenus data from 1.1.1940, Gyventojų skaičius ir gatvių 
pakeitimai 1940 m. sausio 1 d. LCVA.f.415. ap.4.b.6, 4.

9 Ownership of houses and payments made by tenants: 
Namų savininkų pranešimai apie gyventojų buto mokesčius 1940 
m. sausio 1 d. LCVA.f.415.ap.4.b.77, 865–980.

10 Namų savininkų pranešimai apie gyventojų buto mokesčius 
1940 m. sausio 1 d. LCVA.f.415.ap.4.b.77, 865–980.

11 Viešbučių, nakvynės namų sąrašai, miesto halėje prekiauti 
leidimai 1940 m. sausio 1 d. LCVA.f.415.ap.4.b.62, 13.

12 Čaplinskas, Rimvydas Antanas (2000) Vilniaus gatvės: (Vilni-
us Streets): istorija, vardynas, žemėlapiai. Vilnius: Charibdė, 179.

because Polish owners often misspelled their 
surnames, or may have chosen Polish nation-
ality over time. In general, we have to read and 
interpret census data with great care, because 
a surname itself does not give a clear account 
of a person’s self-identification.10 While the 
exact numbers of Lithuanians and non Polish 
Slavs will remain an issue of political dispute, 
I will nonetheless read the statistics according 
to the names given. Thus, I interpret Slavonic 
names with Polish forenames as Polish, pre-
sume Jewish names and typical forenames 
such as Malka ir Chaim to be Jewish, and read 
Baltic names with Lithuanian forenames as 
Lithuanian. The outcome fits with the gener-
al assumption that in Vilnius, until the eve of 
WWII, Poles and Jews were the largest ethnic 
groups – both of them together providing more 
than two thirds of the overall population. This 
was the case not only in the city, but also in 
Kalvariju Street – the main street of Šnipiškės. 

Even if Šnipiškės had been part of Vilnius for 
quite a while, up to the eve of WWII it remained 
primarily a suburb, providing housing to work-
ers, craftsmen and poor inhabitants. There 
were almost no hotels here, because most of 
the infrastructure for incomers was located on 
the left bank city centre. Tired travellers who 
stayed in Šnipiškės for the night used simple 
taverns, mostly located at the end of Kalvarijų  
Street: Mykolas Gudanas had a tavern at Kalva- 
 rijų Street 87, another run by Mayer Lichten-
shtein was located at Kalvarijų Street 106.11 The 
street gives an idea of how Šnipiškės marketed 

itself as a kind of borderland within the city. 
You can easily trace this through the real estate 
market. If a person wanted to rent a 4–7 room 
flat at the beginning of Kalvarijų Street, he/
she had to pay 100–150 Litas per month. Only 
government officials, merchants and owners 
of shops and individual houses were able to 
pay for this luxury. If we pass through Kalvarijų 
Street further from the Green Bridge and St. 
Archangel Rapol Church to the north in the 
direction of the Church of the Finding of the 
Holy Cross in Kalvarija (after which the street 
was initially named), the cost of rent declined 
markedly (Čaplinskas, 2009: 179).12 A simple 
worker, unemployed or old inhabitant of Vilnius 
could find a room or two at the end of the street 

↘ Šnipiškės 1916
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for 5–30 Litas. Individuals who had to make a 
living from just a minimum wage composed the 
majority of the inhabitants here. These were 
mostly workers who often changed jobs and 
certain craftsmen, such as tailors, cobblers, 
bakers, carpenters and smiths. Yet, a few mer-
chants and small shop owners used to live at 
this end of the street too, because it was more 
comfortable for them to run their businesses 
from there. 

The Soviet and German occupation of Vilnius 
triggered a series of violent events, includ-
ing the Shoah and the expulsion of the ethnic 
Poles. As a result of WWII, most of the old 
inhabitants of Šnipiškės were either dead or 
expelled. Almost all the Lithuanian Jewry was 
killed through the Holocaust, and in Vilnius 
after the war just a few Litvaks were left from 
the old and large Jewish community. Most of 
those who did survive emigrated to the West 
or Israel/Palestine before 1940. When Soviet 
Lithuania and the socialist government in 
Poland signed a treaty »to repatriate« their 
national minorities, in the three years following 
1944 more than 85,000 inhabitants of Vilnius, 
under pressure from the Soviet regime, de-
cided to leave for Poland (Stravinskienė, 2005: 
21).13 On the other hand, because of a changing 
post-war social and economic situation, many 
ethnic Poles, Russians and Belarusians moved 
to Vilnius from surrounding areas. These 
new comers were among the new workforce 
which was needed to rebuild the city and to 
develop new Soviet industries. According to 

Soviet militia data from 1951, 33.3% of the in-
habitants of Vilnius were then Russians, 30.8% 
- Lithuanians and 7.0% - Belarusians, while 
the number of Poles after »repatriation« had 
fallen by a third to 21.1% and, due to the Shoah 
the number of Jews in Vilnius had fallen more 
than 10 times over to 3.1%. During later post-
war decades, the number of ethnic Lithuanians 
among those who moved to the capital of Soviet 
Lithuania from villages and former shtetls 
grew constantly: from 1952–1957 this figure 
stood at 60%, in 1963–1965 73%, and in 1971–
1975 82% (Gaučas, 1981: 73–75).14

The new Soviet Lithuanian government started 
the Sovietisation of Vilnius already in 1940 and 
continued this process in 1944. While during 
Stalin’s realm urban planning focussed on 
the development of new representative public 
spaces in the old and new towns on the left 
bank, after his death the focus shifted to the 
building of new industry districts and hous- 
ing areas – so called microrayons – outside  
the old city centre. The new thinking about  
Vilnius included also the idea to create a new 
socialist city centre, which would become a 
new symbol of the Soviet Lithuanian capital. 
Soviet urban planners saw Gediminas Avenue 
(then Lenin Avenue) and Kalvarijų Street 
(then F. Dzerzhinsky Street) as the main new 
axes of Vilnius (Čaplinskas, 2000: 179).15 In 
the crossroad of these roads was located I. 
Chernyakhovsky Square (now V. Kudirkos), 
which together with Dzerzhinsky (Green) 
Bridge and the Neris River banks became the 

↘ Šnipiškės 1940

13 Stravinskienė, Vitalija (2005) Lietuvos lenkų teritorinis pa-
siskirstymas ir skaičiaus kaita (1944 m. antrasis pusmetis – 1947 
metai). Lituanistika 6(4): 21. 

14 Gaučas, Petras and Karalienė, Arijona (1981) Dabartinės 
Vilniaus gyventojų nacionalinės sudėties kitimo tendencijos. 
Geografija 17: 124-145.

15 Čaplinskas, Rimvydas Antanas (2000) Vilniaus gatvės: 
istorija, vardynas, žemėlapiai. Vilnius: Charibdė, 179

16 Drėmaitė, Marija (2012) Architektūra sovietinėje Lietuvoje. 
Vilnius: Vilniaus dailės akademijos leidyklą, 37.

17 Cibas, Albertas (1964) Kaip ateityje atrodys naujasis Vil-
niaus miesto centras? Statyba ir architektūra 11: 18.

first representative urban ensemble of Soviet 
Vilnius (Drėmaitė, 2012: 37).16

This, however, was not the end of the search-
ing for a socialist centre of Vilnius. The winner 
of the public competition »Vilnius city centre 
planning and building« announced in 1964 pro-
posed to expand Vilnius to the south-west side 
and build a new city centre on the right bank of 
the Neris, and hence to reshape the territory of 
old Šnipiškės dramatically (Cibas, 1964: 18).17 

From a Soviet urban planner’s point of view, it 
was a perfect place for the further development 
of the city and hence for a new centre. It was 
near the old city centre and in their percep-
tion there were no old, historically important 
masonry buildings: the wooden architecture 
of ordinary urban dwellers did not count as 
such and was easy to destroy. Hence, the new 
socialist city centre with the city administration 
building, shops and a sports’ complex started 
to be developed in the 1970s. Close to this new 
centre, prefabricated Soviet social housing 
started being built. Near this construction site, 
the remaining section of the old wooden part of 
Šnipiškės, alias Shnipishok, shrank to the con-
fines of the small quarter of the present day, 
bordered by Žalgirio, Geležinio vilko, Krokuvos 
and Kalvarijų Streets, peopled by a few pre-war 
inhabitants and a greater number of dwellers 
who moved in during and right after WWII. 

Despite the political, economic, social and ur-
ban changes which affected Šnipiškės, the 
oldest part of it – the remaining segment of the 

wooden core has kept many features common 
to interwar Wilno and Sznipiszkiės. It has main-
tained a rather suburban look featuring wood-
en houses, outside toilets, water hydrants, 
cobbled streets, larders and a system of yards. 
When Soviet mass block buildings started to 
rise, the pre-war elements of the Old Town and 
former suburbs slowly started to vanish all over 
Vilnius. As a result, in Šnipiškės they started to 
be perceived as characteristic of this particu-
lar part of Vilnius. Over time, the Dzerzhinsky 
Bridge – generally known as the Green Bridge 
– turned into an urban landmark. It functioned 
as an important connection between the old 
city centre and its former suburb. But at the 
same time, it acted as a symbol that prevented 
Dzerzhinsky Street inhabitants from perceiv-
ing themselves as full-scale urban dwellers. 
According to the writer Eugenijus Ališanka, who  
lived in Soviet era Dzerzhinsky Street from the  
days when he was a little boy: »If you are born 

↘ Šnipiškės 1944
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in Kalvarijų street, it means that you do not have  
the status of a true citizen of Vilnius. (…) The 
true citizens are those who live in Antakalnis, 
Žvėrynas and of course those who live in the 
Old Town. The inhabitant of Kalvarijų Street is 
not a citizen of Vilnius. I even say – I go to the 
city« (Ališanka, 2012: 12).18 

Given all the changes, there is a significant 
element of continuity to the social structure of 
Kalvarijų Street. Before WWII, Kalvarijų Street 
was predominantly a street of workers. After 
the war, this was equally the case. When the 
industrialization process started all over Soviet 
Lithuania, new factories began to be built in 
the outskirts of Vilnius. Following this path, 
Šnipiškės slowly became an industrial centre. 
Fuel equipment, machine and counting ma-
chine factories were built, large scale chemical 
cleaning and textile colouring facilities were 
constructed and, alongside the toy factory 
»Unity«, a second industrial bakery »The Bread 
of Vilnius« was erected.19 Many workers from 
Dzerzhinsky Street were employed and worked 
in these factories. However, in contrast to the 
interwar period, most workers now were no 
longer part-time workers. Most of them be-
came specialised workers – among them me-
chanics, millers and electricians.

After the war, these newcomers to Kalvarijų 
Street, as was also the case for other inhab-
itants of Vilnius, suffered from a lack of basic 
food products. In order to get access to these, 
they revitalised the vegetable growing and 

stock raising practises which were common 
in the interwar period in semi-rural suburban 
parts of the town. Wherever it was possible, 
urban dwellers cultivated potatoes, tomatoes, 
cucumbers, lettuce and apple trees, and they 
bred pigs and chickens (Užpalytė, 2012: 22).20 

According to Ališanka: »Many inhabitants of 
Dzerzhinsky Street had their garden a bit away 
from the street, at least a few beds« (Ališanka, 
2012: 8).21 The former factory worker remem-
bers: »They bred pigs, because after the war 
there was no meat. Sausages were smoked in 
chimneys. Up to this day, it is possible to see 
the hooks on which we used to hang sausag-
es.«22 There were a lot of products which were 
harder to make in the home; on the other hand, 
there were surplus products which could be 
exchanged for necessary things. Such kind of 
products were easy to find, buy or sell at the 
collective market – known today as Kalvarijų 
turgus.23 In the post-war period, it was mostly 
horses, second hand agricultural equipment 
and antiques that were sold here. Later, it 
turned mainly into a food market, although 
everyday products were sold too. It was open 
everyday, except Mondays and national hol-
idays, which in Soviet times were The Great 
Revolution Day on 7th November, International 
Workers Day on 1st May and Victory Day on 9th 
May (Ališanka, 2012: 10).24 It was only when 
living conditions started to improve that these 
vegetable-growing and stock-raising practises 
began to retreat from the capital. However, they 
linger on in the old wooden suburbs, such as 
Žvėrynas, Užupis and Šnipiškės.

↘ Šnipiškės 1969

18 Ališanka, Eugenijus (2012) Gatvė tarp dviejų bažnyčių. Vilni-
us: Tyto alba, 12.

19 Seni Vilniaus adresai. Available at: http://vilnius21.lt/se-
niadresai.php?c=61&t=fabrikai ir http://vilnius21.lt/seniadresai.
php?c=60&t=gamyklos (accessed 21 June 2014).

20 Užpalytė, Kamilė (2012) Vilnietiška Vilniaus miesto samprata. 
Vilnius: Vilniaus universitetas, 22.

21 Ališanka, Eugenijus (2012) Gatvė tarp dviejų bažnyčių. Vilni-
us: Tyto alba, 8.

22 Interview with a female inhabitant of the district, who in the 
1970s used to work in a nearby factory, taken on 22 May 2014 in 
Vilnius.

23 Seni Vilniaus adresai. Available at: http://vilnius21.lt/
seniadresai.php?c=99&t=turgavietes (accessed 21 June 2014)

24 Ališanka, Eugenijus (2012) Gatvė tarp dviejų bažnyčių. Vilni-
us: Tyto alba, 10.

25 Interview with a female inhabitant of the district, who in the 
1970s used to work in a nearby factory, taken on 22 May 2014 in 
Vilnius.

As in the interwar period, Kalvarijų Street re-
mained a multicultural place. Most of the old  
inhabitants were replaced by newcomers from  
rural parts of the Lithuanian Soviet Socialist 
Republic and migrations from all over the Soviet 
Union. Among them were many Lithuanians, 
Poles, Russians, Jews and others. Although 
Vilnius remained a multicultural city, after the 
war it became much more Lithuanian, while 
the national composition of the streets in the 
wooden part remained mixed for many dec-
ades. During the second half of the XXth centu-
ry, Šnipiškės saw two major migration waves. 
Firstly, the old inhabitants were replaced by 
newcomers in the course and aftermath of 
WWII. Later, some others had a chance to em-
igrate to the West or to start living in modern 
housing sites. It was only later that in some 
houses Roma families were settled by the Soviet 
authorities. 

What was common for these Šnipiškės dwellers 
of very different descent? Not only belonging to 
the working class, but also the celebrations and 
solidarity of the neighbourhood which at that 
time were much more typical for a village than 
a city. Confessional celebrations were formal-
ly forbidden in Soviet times, but in the closed 
yards of Šnipiškės they were still celebrated. 
Sometimes neighbours, regardless of whether 
they perceived themselves as Lithuanians, 
Poles, Russians or Jews, gathered in one place 
and celebrated together despite their differ-
ences of religion. An ex-factory worker remem-
bers: »Everybody got on well. If it was around 

Easter, then Poles and Lithuanians prepared 
the tables, if it was Passover for Jews, they did 
the same. Everybody came with something and 
celebrated.«25 On the other hand, the official 
Soviet holidays were for all citizens of Vilnius, 
especially for workers. According to Ališanka, 
The Day of the Great Revolution and the First of 
May were real holidays in Dzerzhinsky Street 
– celebrated by many dwellers of Šnipiškės to-
gether. The workers gathered near the fuel  
equipment factory and started to parade through  
all the streets to the Old Town across the Green  
Bridge with red flags and portraits of Com-

↘ Šnipiškės 1974
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↘ Šnipiškės 1935

↘ Šnipiškės 1991

munist Party Politbureau members (Ališanka, 
2012: 9–10).26

Outlook
During or after WWII, Šnipiškės lost many of 
its inhabitants and their wooden houses, and 
slowly started to become a new centre of the 
Lithuanian capital. Yet, because of various cir-
cumstances, it did keep some of its old, inter-
war features more characteristic of a suburban 
settlement with many rural features. This is 
testified to by Šnipiškės’ social and economic 
situation which, on a micro level, can be seen 
through the developments of Kalvarijų Street. 
Even after Vilnius’ post-war development and 
territorial expansion, Kalvarijų Street and the 
wooden part of Šnipiškės have still kept their 
interwar suburban settlement housing and a 
large degree of their social structure. Although 
the ethnic composition of the inhabitants has 
changed drastically, it still remains a multicul-
tural place. In the view of many dwellers, the 
district has also preserved some of its subur-
ban mentality: of fluency, confidence and pru-
dence. As was shown in this paper, the district’s 
main social characteristic – of being a neigh-
bourhood for workers and craftsman did not 
change overnight. While most craftsman were 
either murdered or expelled as a consequence 
of WWII, workers remained an important social 
group in Šnipiškės until the very beginning 
of the 1990s, when Lithuania in general, and 
Vilnius in particular, became deindustrialised. 

26 Ališanka, Eugenijus (2012) Gatvė tarp dviejų bažnyčių. Vilni-
us: Tyto alba, 9–10.
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Alina Jablonskaya

H�US��G �I�TR�BUTION 
AN� THE PER�E�T��N
�F GENTR�FI�ATI�� IN 
ŠN�PIŠKĖ�

This article discusses the gentrification pro-
cess in the former suburban settlement of 
Vilnius known as Šnipiškės in the context of the 
social, political, economic and cultural chang-
es under way since Lithuania’s independence 
from the Soviet Union in 1991.1 In general, 
the urban development policy of the last two 
decades can be characterised as liberal and 
pro-development, with a preference for private 
initiatives and a very flexible approach to devel-
opment initiatives. However, a question arises 
as to whether such a development approach, 
aiming for quick renewal, modernisation and 
attracting investors, is not in conflict with crite-
ria of sustainable development, particularly for 
the purpose of this article viewed in its social 
and cultural dimensions. Šnipiškės today is a 
district that the municipality is actively trying 
to re-develop as the new Central Business 
District (CBD) of the city. In this context, the 
main question of this paper is how architec-
tural landscape and housing are formed and 
restructured in Šnipiškės within an overall con-
text of gentrification?

To investigate this question, the paper starts 
from an exploration of the Lithuanian specif-
ics of the restructuring of Soviet housing and 
related migration processes in the 1990s. As 
a result of this restructuring, a vast amount of 
housing suddenly became available in the his-
toric centre and periphery of Vilnius, both for 
those who already lived there and for the free 
market. In this context, Šnipiškės is explored as 
an example of how the architectural landscape 

of Vilnius, which includes pre-socialist and 
socialist elements, today is rapidly changing. 
What values are invested in a district which 
exists under the shadow of the freshly erected 
skyscrapers that constitute an essential attrib-
ute of the city for Western civilisation, signifying 
a unified global space, the power of capital and 
commercial prosperity? This vision is one that 
has become dominant for municipal, business 
and political actors in Vilnius. For residents of 
former Soviet cities, such architecture repre-
sents an economic imperative and an example 
of how »the form of our landscapes is deter-
mined by the relationship with the West.« It is 
a symbolic demonstration of our »subordinate 
position in the new cultural economy« (Tunnard 
and Reed, 1956: 19) In seeking to go beyond this 
simplifying binary, I will focus on the history of 
Šnipiškės, on its specifics as place, and on the 
relationships between its physical and social 
parameters.

In this paper, I look at architecture as a store-
house of the meaning of past social forms, 
but also itself as an active component in 
conditioning contemporary modes of social 
relations. This is why the main question of the 
chapter – the question of emergent forms of 
housing distribution – cannot be seen without 
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an investigation of local residents’ attitudes. 
The main parameters of urban development are 
marked out by local politicians, administrators, 
planning professionals and developers, with 
less participation and an undervalued role of 
other partners (citizens, NGOs, etc.) What my 
research demonstrates is that how residents 
perceive, understand and experience the space 
in which they live plays a crucial role in the on-
going process of housing restructuring in the 
context of gentrification. Thus, this article is 
based on empirical qualitative research in the 
settings under investigation that seeks to verify 
and deepen information about how inhabit-
ants and other actors (municipality officials, 
investors) contribute to the changing shape of 
Šnipiškės, by discussing with them changes 
and development projects in the district, and 
their attitudes towards them. In particular, I try 
to present the local’s position in the context of 
today’s Šnipiškės: their interests, social posi-
tions, notional frames, and the problems of the 
marginalisation and ghettoisation of Shanghai. 
In so doing, I seek to understand who forms the 
community in the district, and indeed, to ask 
whether a community exists at all.

Through this research, I endeavour to take on 
a tendency in the literature to characterise the 
post-socialist paradigm in terms of »winners« 
and »losers« (Sampson, 2008: 220). In the pa-
per, I show how this dichotomy plays itself out 
in the context of new forms of district organi-
sation and a gradual rise in land costs. Yet, the 
main goal of the chapter is to go beyond this 

material base and open up a more complex 
view of how architectural space and housing 
are being formed and restructured in Šnipiškės 
within gentrification (Smith, 1987; Slater, 2006).  
In thinking about the developments of Šnipiškės, 
it is important to situate it in a particular time 
and place: in other words, this specific district 
in central Vilnius can be seen as a rather typical 
case of tendencies in post-socialist urbanism in 
Eastern Europe. To precisely contextualise the 
social, cultural and economic dimensions of my 
subject and its discursive specifics, I refer par-
ticularly to the analyses by Ingo Schröder and 
Dovilė Krupickaitė, and to information provided 
by the International Organisation of Migrants in 
Vilnius (Schröder, 2008; Krupickaitė, 2010). To 
understand the ongoing situation on the mar-
ket, I analysed the data of private real estate 
agencies and carried out interviews with estate 
agency workers and housing investors. Further 
information about the central district of Vilnius 
can be found in the work of several Lithuanian 
authors, such as Dovilė Krupickaitė and Dalia 
Čiupailaitė (Krupickaitė, 2010; Čiupailaitė, 2014). 

The specifics of changing market situations 
and gentrification processes create a situa-
tion wherein residents change their visions of 
such questions as: the restructuring of their 
district, the implementation of redevelopment 
plans, place of living, neighbours, politics, 
future expectations and even themselves. In 
this article, residents’ attitudes will be studied 
through comprehensive interviews carried 
out in the analysed settings. The outcomes of 

these interviews are set in the wider context of 
investigations of the situation of post-socialist 
transition, of its »winners« and »losers«, made 
by such authors as Monika Murzyn, Neringa 
Klumbytė and Steven Sampson and (Murzyn, 
2006; Klumbytė, 2008; Sampson, 2008). »Win-
ners« are seen as those who have been able to 
»profit from the political and economic tran-
sition by appropriating or transforming their 
land, social networks, and even themselves 
into valuable commodities in a world charac-
terized by the presence of the EU and globali-
zation« (Klumbytė, 2008: 36). The »losers«, 
meanwhile, are depicted as those who have 
been unable to adjust due to their social and 
class situation, having failed to understand the 
new requirements of post-transition society 
(Sampson, 2008: 220).

Gentrification has changed the architectural  
space and formed new socio-economic condi-
tions for housing distribution in the Šnipiškės 
district. The question is: can we describe these  
as a complex outcome of an everyday heritage- 
making process, bearing in mind all the obsta-
cles of a not so smooth post-socialist transition, 
or should the specific context of Šnipiškės 
rather be understood as a representation of 
the past that has to be transformed within the 
process of general urban renewal? This di-
lemma is mirrored in the way that the current 
situation in the Šnipiškės district can be seen 
as a phenomenon of a simultaneous decrease 
and increase of diversity. On the one hand, the 
building of skyscrapers signifies the unification 

of the city into the global sphere of capitalist 
urbanism: on another level, however, these 
new buildings add a further layer of diversity 
of housing forms and spaces in Šnipiškės. This 
dissonance of potential interpretations illus-
trates how the contemporary moment brings 
to the fore the question of the meaning of the 
transformations under way and their implica-
tions for different city actors. 

While the values attributed to Šnipiškės in 
Soviet times appear less ambiguous, it is im-
portant also to note the role played by Soviet 
urbanism in shaping the district as it is today. 
During the Soviet period, the vacant wooden 
houses of Šnipiškės were used by the state 
as a reserve of temporary housing until new 
apartment complexes could be built. The hous-
es were redistributed to settle a large number 
of people that came from the rural areas of 
Lithuania and other parts of the Soviet Union 
to provide a labour force for a rapidly indus-
trialising city (Fig. 1). Additionally, the Soviet 
Union brought development to the northern 
part of the district, where Soviet functionalist 
apartment blocks were erected. And in the 
1980s, a new Soviet city centre was developed 
on the southern side of the district, closest to 
the Neris River. Wooden houses from the late 
19th and early 20th centuries were replaced 
by the 22-storey Hotel »Lietuva«, a new plan-
etarium and the largest department store of 
Soviet Vilnius. But in-between these two edges 
of modernisation, streets of wooden housing 
remained in place.
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↘ Fig. 1: Northern part of Šnipiškes and Soviet Housing

A new stage of architectural intervention start-
ed in 2002, with the construction of a business 
centre, city hall, and the Europa shopping cen-
tre and Holiday Inn hotel. This new phase both 
changed the architectural functions within the 
district and transformed the district’s place 
within the morphological structure of the city 
as a whole. These new buildings bring a sym-
bolic content appropriate for capitalist ideology 
and change the attitude towards the district 
as a social unit of the city, as well as, in their 
turn, also acting as a catalyst for further trans-
formations to the urban landscape. It is in the 
light of the new skyscraper city that emerged 
a situation in which the wooden housing of this 
district is put into a structural conflict over the 
interests, values and principles of the organi-
sation of modern life. The growing perception 
of globalisation as a driving force of change is 
made visible in architectural form, an impact of 
which is to radically change the existing view on 
Šnipiškės. In this case, we witness one of the 
typical paradoxes of globalisation: that it brings 
a process of architectural and urban unification 
whose features are repeated constantly from 
space to space, but whose particular impact 
depends on the dominant spatial, cultural, men-
tal and social characteristics in the districts in 
which they occur.

To understand what gentrification means in 
any given case, it is not simply enough to look 
at the top-down logic of the market; rather, 
spaces must also be understood in their every-
day social complexity. How, for example, does 

Šnipiškės look if we investigate the ongoing 
developments of the social and built environ-
ment through their impact on issues of social 
welfare, most frequently associated with a 
gender dimension? In Šnipiškės, as in Soviet 
times, there are today no hospitals, maternity 
hospitals, or even private clinics. There are 
just a few dentists, and the first pharmacy was 
built only in the beginning of the 2000s. From 
Konstitucijos Avenue to the end of Shanghai, 
there is only one kindergarten and no school. 
Walking on the street at night is rendered 
problematic, especially for girls and women, 
by the absence of public lighting within parts of 
Shanghai. The nearest commercial shops from 
Shanghai area located 10 minutes away: in the 
Europa shopping mall and on Žemaitės Street. 
The roads are not all paved, so especially in au-
tumn, winter and spring carrying shopping can 
be difficult. In a typical Šnipiškės family, it is 
women who are also responsible for disposing 
of waste, an activity made problematic by the 
lack of trash containers in Shanghai. Only in the 
last few years has activist support led to sever-
al new containers being established.

Thus, the context in Šnipiškės is formed not 
just by the quickly worsening conditions of 
the wooden houses and their relations to the 
skyscrapers of the new global urban order, 
but also by the social infrastructure and the 
everyday outlooks, practices and narratives 
of inhabitants. These have combined to form 
the situation in which the district has become 
gentrified. And, thus, for the municipality and 



Mapping Vilnius
Mapping Šnipiškės
217

Mapping Vilnius
Mapping Šnipiškės
216

private investors has appeared the possibility to 
acquire a large quantity of lots in the very cen-
tre of Vilnius which can then be valued and sold 
for a high price. Prices for housing in the south-
ern part of the district are comparable with 
prices in gentrified Užupis - 1200-1600€/m2 on 
average, and along Konstitucijos Avenue and in 
the new blocks even higher - 1700-2200€/m2. 
For an analysis of the relation between prices 
and location, I have prepared a map based on 
the data of Lithuanian real estate agencies (Fig. 
2). For the map, I have specially chosen only 
new buildings to make visible the price differ-
entiation in objects of the same status located 
in the southern part of the district аt different 
distances from Shanghai and the gentrified 
parts of the district. The map shows how, in 
the context of gentrification, location within the 
district increases the price for housing. Thus, 
housing in a new block (2014 year of building) 
on Geidračių Street is valued at 1361€/m2, 
while housing of the same status (from 2013) 
a few hundred meters further on the left side 
of Žalgirio Street costs 1729€/m2. The price 
difference, as investors and real estate workers 
explain, is due to remoteness from Shanghai 
and proximity to better infrastructure (Žalgirio 
Street is seen as a better road than Geidračių 
Street, stores there are closer, the surround-
ings are safer) (Interview with Mantas U., 2014). 
This negative impact of Shanghai on accommo-
dation value occurs despite the fact that part of 
the Shanghai area is protected historical and 
cultural heritage. 

For residents, in their turn, gentrification sig-
nals the possibility to sell their lots for a high 
price and buy flats, cars, etc., but also to accept 
relocation in districts beyond the city centre. In 
this situation, they lose their location and lot, in 
return for just a flat without land. On the other 
hand, this flat will be equipped with utilities, 
and acquiring it will enable residents to resolve 
problems with commodities and infrastructure, 
and to achieve the possibility of a rise in their 
social status - to change their ghetto lifestyle. 

In this article, I therefore seek to explore both  
the legal and economic transformations form-
ing the specific context of gentrification in 
Šnipiškės, and also to analyse in a balanced 
and in-depth manner the attitudes of local res-
idents to on-going economic, social and spatial 
changes in their district. The argument devel-
oped here is that both sides of such an inves-
tigation are necessary to provide a meaningful 
analysis of what gentrification really means in 
the context of this specific post-socialist urban 
space.

The role of legal and economic changes in 
housing stock distribution 
Housing development policy during socialist 
times was aimed at the creation of a homoge-
neous integrated type of city characterised by 
class equality and social homogeneity. After 
the Declaration of Independence in 1991, this 
process came to a halt and new capitalist ad-
justments in housing development policy be-
gan. In this section, I examine the mechanisms 
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↘ Fig. 2: Price dynamics for new housing in Šnipiškes (2013-2014) according to the data of Oberhouse and aruodas.lt.
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through which this happened in order to better 
understand the framework in which socio-spa-
tial change in Šnipiškes is today happening.

The first element of this process was that a 
large quantity of the housing stock was trans-
ferred from national government ownership to 
municipalities. This manoeuvre allowed central 
government to take reform-oriented action 
that at the same time would not involve any 
increase in costs to the national budget. Also, 
local control seemed more efficient in terms of 
matching consumer housing needs with ser-
vices. In 1991, the Vilnius municipality started 
the rapid privatisation of former state-owned 
and municipality-owned housing. According to 
the Entrust Report, up to 98% of the housing in 
Vilnius had been privatised by the mid-1990s 
(Entrust Report, 2003: 11). »Everybody went 
through this. Without privatisation you couldn’t 
be sure of your future,« said Alma, a resident 
of Šnipiškes (Interview with Alma, 2014). But 
while privatisation formed the overarching con-
text, it was not a simple or entirely successful 
process, as municipalities did not always know 
what to do with the property they now found 
themselves in possession of. In the case of 
Vilnius, although they have tried, and are still 
trying, to sell housing units at a low price to 
attract private would-be owners to buy them, a 
considerable number of units still remain with-
out owners.

For while private ownership of housing may 
seem like an unproblematic natural right, it 

is in fact the subject of a complex legal enter-
prise. The privatisation process in Lithuania is 
legally regulated by several laws: the Law on 
the Primary Privatisation of State Property; 
the Law on the Privatisation of the Property 
of Agricultural Enterprises; the Law on the 
Privatisation of Apartments; the Law on the 
Restitution of Property Subject to pre-World 
War 2 Ownership Rights (Republic of Lithuania 
Law on Land,1994; Republic of Lithuania Law  
on the Procedure and Conditions of the Res-
toration of the Rights of Ownership to Existing 
Real Estate, 1991). Common joint ownership 
(in Lithuanian jungtinė bendrosios nuosavybės 
teisė) allows individual citizens to share undi-
vided rights on a land parcel as a whole, a law 
which would seem of relevance for collective 
housing. Any change of common ownership 
requires the agreement of all the owners in or-
der to sell, exchange or dispose of the property, 
or to lease or mortgage it. However, although 
there are no limits in the law about the number 
of citizens who may join together in common 
ownership, in reality the number will be small, 
and appears in practice to be reserved for hus-
band and wife, or family members only. Indeed, 
the Lithuanian Department of Agriculture has  
stated that it will draft a decree limiting com-
mon ownership to no more than twelve citizens, 
thus closing off the possibility for residents  
of large apartment blocks to be able to acquire 
the land under their building (Republic of 
Lithuania Law on Land, 1994). Thus, we see 
that both legal design and practice provide a 
particular shape to the key question of what 

private ownership and use of land mean. These 
meanings are not universal, but shaped by 
cultural context, as revealed also by gender 
specifics of ownership rights. For, while the 
eligibility of female-headed households has 
started to be implemented, a real problem 
remains with couples in consensual unions, 
since, according to the law, restored property 
rights are given only to an owner and the mem-
bers of his/her family. Preferential eligibility 
criteria or quotas for poor, disadvantaged, and 
female-headed households also do not exist. 

What impact does this legal context have in 
the case of Šnipiškes? After World War II, the 
district was seriously depopulated and houses 
were redistributed to accommodate the large 
number of people who migrated to the city 
from rural areas. After independence, these 
inhabitants, or their descendants, had the pos-
sibility to acquire the ownership, or a share of 
the common ownership, of the plots of the pre-
viously Polish or Jewish houses in which they 
grew up. Many of the residents of Šnipiškės 
established their ownership of the land, be-
cause they understood that, in their case, the 
real value is not the house, but the land. When 
in the 2000s, investors tried to buy some plots 
of land, they had to negotiate their interests 
with the land owners. The right of ownership 
brought a strengthening of social confidence 
in the future. At the same time, privatisation 
»legally enforced« socio-spatial diversity. In the 
Old Town, and other central districts such as 
Užupis, Šnipiškes and Žverynas, we can see a 

lot of pensioners who stayed in their dwellings, 
in spite of having to pay a lot for utilities, be-
cause they had spent all their lives there. New 
residents of these districts, meanwhile, usually 
have much higher incomes.

For these districts, the consequences of gentri-
fication in fact came prior to gentrification ac-
tually starting. Lithuania’s joining the European 
Union in 2004 accelerated foreign investment 
in real estate in Vilnius, particularly in housing 
in historic urban areas. The market reacted to 
the demands of newcomers: new expensive 
cafes and shops have opened in the Old Town, 
the prices for parking and house services 
have risen. The rise in housing prices can be 
explained by several factors: 1) An increase of 
foreign and local investment in the Old Town 
and units in the UNESCO World Heritage Site, 
and the growth of a middle-class of citizens 
who can now afford to pay more for housing. 2) 
The emergence of a modern banking system 
providing housing developers with opportuni-
ties that never existed in Lithuania before: a 
developer can finance as little as only 10% of 
the cost of a project from their own funds, bor-
rowing the remaining 90% from a bank with an 
obligation to pay back after the delivery of the 
said project. This financing scheme has given 
developers leverage that allowed them to push 
prices higher. 3) The development of additional 
infrastructure, including roads, the costs of 
which developers then include in the sale price 
of buildings (Tsenkova, 2006: 22).
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Regina, a 54 year old resident of the Old Town 
said: »The only way to survive here if you are 
not a businessman or don’t work for a foreign 
company is to rent out your flat to foreigners. 
That’s how I raised my son. We rented the flat 
on Šv. Mikolajaus Street out to foreigners and 
lived in Karoliniškes. (…) Now I live the same 
way. I have a small website, my son made it 
himself, and I rent out the same flat in the Old 
Town to tourists, that is my business. I have 
rented a room at an old woman’s apartment 
on Savanorių Avenue near Maxima, and earn 
just enough to pay the rent to my landlord and 
maintain my apartment in order. Sometimes I 
can buy myself some books or go to the cine-
ma« (Interview with Regina D., 2014).

On the one hand, privatisation became the first  
mark of gentrification, but on the other privati-
sation is a factor that holds back gentrification- 
driven changes. People who privatised their 
houses and land can stay there as long as they 
want to; and investors and the state have to 
wait until they become legally able to buy this 
land. Thus, private ownership empowered some  
people in their negotiations with the state by 
guaranteeing a degree of leverage to those who 
wanted to stay. Angela says: »If the house is 
ours by law, it is ours. Nobody can move people 
by force« (Interview with Angela, 2014). 

During the period of economic growth in the mid-  
2000s, many people in Šnipiškes found them-
selves in a situation where they could sell their 
housing profitably. But, at the same time, they 

faced a range of challenges: they did not trust 
the market and real estate agents, were not 
sure about the profitability of the price they 
asked for and, in some cases, could not solve 
problems related to common ownership with 
neighbours. Alma wanted to sell her part: »I 
always wanted to move out, to live in a modern 
apartment, but my neighbours refused (to sell 
– A.J.), the crisis came and nobody wanted to 
offer big money anymore,« she said (Interview 
with Alma, 2014). 

Before the crisis, the struggle for land was in-
tensified by painful acts of vandalism: several 
abandoned wooden houses were burnt in 2007, 
at a time of an increase in crime. Today, there 
are no such cases anymore. »In Soviet times, 
when even 20 people could live in the same 
house, they could be moved out to somewhere 
they did not want to go to. But now they are not 
evicted. They are all private owners. Therefore, 
they can only be bought. It is purely their deal 
to decide whether they will sell or not. (…) In 
Vilnius, the concept of private property is high-
ly respected. This is a right that nobody can 
deprive you of. I do not know what you need to 
do to be deprived of your property, to owe a lot 
of money to the state perhaps, and even then 
only through terrible court processes can you 
be deprived,« assures Natalia (Interview with 
Natalia, 2014).

The crisis of 2008 partly stopped the gentrifica-
tion process in Šnipiškes, and the economic 
›war‹ for land in the very centre of the city. »The 

people would have been rich already, had the 
crisis not happened in 2008-2009. Construction 
and development has stopped. (…) I personally 
didn’t like it when the construction of this arch 
near our house stopped. It still stands there 
unfinished,« says Natalia, resident of Lvovo 
Street. (Interview with Natalia, 2014). Over the 
past 8 years, houses prices have risen three-
fold. In 2006, a house would cost 350.000 litas 
(90.000 euro), and now the price has reached 
1 million litas (290.000 Euro) or even more, 
depending on the type of building and its con-
dition. »The same house stood in our yard on 
Lvovo Street. And his owner had been bargain-
ing for a long time to sell it. He wanted to sell it 
for a million litas, plus a share of the company. 
But was persuaded to sell it for just a million 
without a share of the company« (Interview 
with Natalia, 2014). Now the housing market is 
again strengthening, and the residents of the 
part of Šnipiškes comprised of wooden houses 
continue to live in a situation of temporality, 
waiting for forthcoming changes. We will an-
alyse their attitude to the restructuring of the 
district in the next section of this chapter. 

Housing sector reforms have undergone a 
transition from a centrally-managed to a mar-
ket-based economy. This has led to the crea-
tion of a mix of different types of housing and 
territories differentiated primarily according 
to economic criteria. Thus, the last 20 years 
of housing development in Lithuania can be 
characterised by a growth of spatial differen-
tiation and social polarisation resulting from 

the privatisation of the housing stock and the 
deteriorating condition of some housing and 
neighbourhoods in the absence of institutional 
mechanisms to provide maintenance. At the 
same time, privatisation and the right of own-
ership have formed the background for defend-
ing rights in the conflict over the value of land.

Local residents’ attitudes towards housing 
restructuring 
Šnipiškės is not only a district in transition, but 
also a district populated by transients. In Soviet 
times, many people from different countries 
of the Union took up residence there, in the 
former houses of Jewish and Polish families. 
People were told they would live there tempo-
rarily and, indeed, some families were given 
apartments elsewhere and left after a time; 
many, however, still live there. Residents of the 
private houses who did remain were able to ex-
pand their living space by appropriating vacant 
rooms as their families grew larger. If this was 
still not enough, then people might improvise 
and build their own ›extensions‹ (Fig. 3). 

The common sensation that the residents of 
both the new and old parts of the district have 
experienced throughout their lives is that of  
uncertainty and of a sense of temporality, 
caused by waiting. In Soviet times, they were 
waiting to move to apartment blocks; now, the 
owners of wooden houses are waiting either 
for a profitable offer from potential buyers or 
for some moves from the municipality. Jonas 
describes the situation as follows: »There, they 
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↘ Fig. 3: Expansion of living space by building ›appendixes‹ to houses

have made everything clear and beautiful, the 
avenue has become so broad, there wasn’t 
anything like this before - everything is illumi-
nated. But here, at the end of Kalvarijų Street, 
we live as we lived before. We are constantly 
told that everything here will be demolished, 
but nobody does it. People were waiting, they 
didn’t repair their houses, they didn’t even buy 
furniture« (Interview with Jonas, 2014).

Residents of Konstitucijos Avenue wait for the 
end of the building process and the renewal  
of the, from their point of view, ›criminal‹ Shang- 
hai part of the district. Natalia said: »All in all, 
living in the district for me is living with the 
prospect of its modernisation, with the build-
ing of all communications and infrastructure. 
(…) What should be changed in the district? 
Remove old Šnipiškes« (Interview with Natalia, 
2014). Because of the fact that her son was 
robbed in Shanghai, Natalia describes herself 
as a supporter of gentrification. She links the 
changes and infrastructural improvements in 
the district directly with the relocation of the 
municipal government to Europe Square.

Investors, in their turn, are waiting for the land 
to become legally available on the market. 
Aleksandr, an investor from Belarus who im-
migrated to Lithuania several years ago, says: 
»I was interested in some projects on Kalvarijų 
and Žalgirio Streets. But the house on Kalvarijų 
Street always had some problems: one part of 
it was privatised, the owner died and his son, 
the successor, was somewhere abroad and 

didn’t want to make any decision. He was wait-
ing for the market to change« (Interview with 
Aleksandr, 2014).

Generally, the perception of the district has 
started to shift from a ›place of oblivion‹ to a 
place of construction and development. Within 
the changed framework of globalisation, the 
idea of renewal as а good thing is extremely 
popular in post-Soviet territories. In the context 
of long-term social problems, complete renew-
al, involving changes in the economic, social, 
and spatial spheres, is viewed by residents as 
a panacea in comparison with which talk about 
heritage conservation and authenticity makes 
little sense. The period of waiting can be ex-
perienced in different ways. On the one hand, 
the expectation and uncertainty paradigm is 
combined in the perception of Shanghai res-
idents with so-called retardation. Residents 
forecast a similar pace of development for the 
future: »Businessmen didn’t come to us, and 
they won’t move now; everything is getting old-
er here, and only the elderly remain. Business 
people will keep living near their shopping and  
business centres,« says Jonas (Interview with 
Jonas, 2014). At the same time, investors, 
agency workers and some residents of other 
districts believe that the situation will change 
soon: »I turned down that private house, but a 
 year ago I invested in two projects also on 
Kalvarijų Street. If it is possible to raise in-
dustrial buildings so quickly, it is absolutely 
possible to renew small houses on Kalvarijų 
Street. I don’t think that the current situation 
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will remain as it is for long,« says Aleksandr 
(Interview with Aleksandr). 

Despite imminent changes, some residents are 
trying to improve their living conditions, even 
if they still do not know whether they are going 
to stay or not. Alma says: »Now I have flowers 
around my house that I really love. I grow cu-
cumbers, and other vegetables. It is a pleasure 
for me and it is all from my garden. I wouldn’t 
be able to grow it all if I had a new house.« People  
repair fences and make flowerbeds. They were 
waiting to be moved, but now anyway profit from 
the ownership of land where they can grow 
flowers, vegetables, fruits and herbs. Another 
factor mentioned was the advantage of having a 
private heating system. »Heating by firewood is 
much cheaper, it costs approximately 500 litas 
(140 euro) per car of firewood. This is roughly 
the cost for the whole winter« (Interview with 
Alma, 2014). My previous house owner in Žvery-
nas was of the same opinion. But Jonas, for 
example, who had gas heating thinks different-
ly: »I actually live here [in Fabijoniškes] more 
cheaply: my staple products are cheaper [from 
the Norfa shop], and the heating as well. There, 
gas was expensive. You could try to economise, 
but then it was cold. And I have a problem with  
my joints, they’re painful when it’s cold. And 
here, it’s always warm, I pay 200 litas (60 euro) 
per month maximum for all services, and every-
thing is clean« (Interview with Jonas, 2014).

In Šnipiškės, house renovations have become 
a sensitive issue in the neighbourhood, with 

disputes emerging most often over questions 
of property and what neighbours are doing with 
it. Along with privatisation and the transfer 
of ownership of dwellings, the responsibility 
for the maintenance of shared spaces within 
and outside buildings immediately became 
problematic. Neither national or municipal au-
thorities, nor the new owners themselves want 
to accept responsibility. As a result, the con-
dition of many of the shared spaces in multi- 
family buildings has rapidly deteriorated. The 
Šnipiškes case demonstrates the worst side 
of this problem. The survey I carried out while 
working on my BA thesis showed that many 
local residents expect the municipality to help 
them with the maintenance of their houses, 
while municipality representatives respond that 
the houses have been privatised and that their 
owners should look after them themselves. The 
outcome of these modalities of neglect is to ag-
gravate a sharp contrast between deteriorating 
areas and rapidly renovated ones.

To mitigate this contrast, to eliminate the per-
ception of Shanghai residents as ›others‹, the 
urban design group laimikis.lt has, over a  
period of several years, been trying to organise 
community activities and movements (Laimikis.
lt). Together with local people, they create in-
itiatives for the development of public spaces 
and for community building. They created a 
Facebook page »Šnipiškečiai« that brings to-
gether online people of different backgrounds: 
activists, scholars, local inhabitants, volun-
teers, journalists, etc. Together, they have cre-

ated such initiatives as: Street Mosaic Route, 
the first Street Art gallery, the playground 
»Letters«, neighbours’ picnics and workshops, 
and guided tours around the neighbourhood.

These activities have »opened residents up« for 
further contacts, but there is still no local resi-
dents’ community where each of the residents 
would be able to have their interests represent-
ed. Jekaterina Lavrinec, the head of laimikis.lt, 
talks about the possibility of building a proper 
water supply to »Shanghai«: »If there were 
mediators, it would be possible. But there is no 
community. This is our goal. We are not work-
ing with the space so much, we are trying to 
unite the community, to make local residents 
understand that they are the local community 
and that they can make collective decisions«. 
In general, despite the existence of diverse 
opinions about the future of the district, I do not 
see the struggle as that of pro and contra the 
renewal process in Šnipiškes. I see the oppo-
sition as being between the feeling of passing 
or lost time and long term waiting. There are 
supporters of gentrification and supporters of 
the right for private property and land in the city 
centre. In my view, these two fields of interests 
do not contradict each other and can exist to-
gether despite their different understandings 
of well-being. As cities continue to evolve, the 
hard-to-define pros and cons of improving 
neighbourhoods will continue to be debated. 
The real problem is not that new people and 
money are flooding into city neighbourhoods, 
but that the poor do not benefit when they do, 

and that there is no dialogue between the dif-
ferent sides. 

Winners and losers in the context of the new 
forms of the district’s organisation
Viewing post-Soviet countries through the 
prism of social equity shows that the spatial se-
gregation of inhabitants, in terms of difference 
in socio-economic status, has increased after 
privatisation. One reason for this segregation 
has been the connection between housing 
stock distribution and socialist era networks of 
influence: the best housing was taken by those 
who had access to it, the former nomenclature. 
Another mechanism of segregation, mean-
while, appears in the specifics of the real estate 
market. »The real estate companies found peo-
ple who lived in the city centre and had debts 
for utilities or simply had very low income, 
and proposed that they move to flats located 
in cheaper districts: Karoliniškes, Lazdinai, 
Naujaninkai. They proposed to pay their debts 
in exchange for such a relocation. I was also 
proposed this. But I’m not stupid. Do you know 
how profitable it was for them?« said Regina 
(Interview with Regina, 2014).

Overall, the objective differences between rich  
and poor in the new Central and North-Eastern 
Europe have simply grown. But how should 
these new social divisions be understood: the  
»New poor - who are they?«, for instance, asks  
Elizabeth Cullen Dunn (Cullen Dunn, 2008: 225).  
Today, in scholarly articles, as well as in every-
day conversations, we can often see a straight-
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forward division of Eastern European popula-
tions into winners and losers. »It is obvious that 
some people have profited from the transfor-
mation while others have been disadvantaged,« 
- writes Ingo Schröder (Schröder, 2008: 12). 
»Transformation losers«, as Schröder calls 
them, constitute a new subclass, part of which 
used to be privileged under the socialist system 
(workers and farmers). The previous context 
of belonging to the working class has been re-
placed by private interests, and working-class 
identity has been dissipated into everyday life 
spaces, and the local relations of family and 
neighbourhood. Jonas says: »I used to work at 
a plant, the instrument making plant Vilma, if 
you know it. It was a huge plant. (…) It wasn’t 
just a place of work: we connected our lives with  
it, we could grow professionally there. We cre-
ated something new. Now people, as I see it, only  
work for money. Maybe I’m old, but I look at my  
daughter, she is very smart, I’m proud of her, 
but she and her friends just want money from 
work. But what’s the effort for, what is she doing 
on this computer? (…) I asked her: ›Do you like  
your job?‹ And do you know what she answered?  
›Of course not, I need the money, Dad‹. Now, 
I’m old, I am 64, and I raised my daughter to do 
work she doesn’t like. (…) In 1994, our plant 
went bankrupt, it was bought by other people. 
But it was the end. They hired new people, new 
managers. I retired voluntarily and started re-
pairing shoes« (Interview with Jonas).

The story of Jonas, a former resident of 
Šnipiškes, seems very usual for many 

Lithuanian workers. Social practices and roles 
have changed in response to rapid mobility,  
the dominant role of money and the new re-
quirements of post-transition society. This is 
why many post-socialist citizens demonstrate 
nostalgia for the socialist past. As Klumbytė 
points out, this nostalgia has little to do with 
the wonderful past, but a lot to do with the 
horrible present (Klumbytė, 2008: 31). For 
Klumbytė, nostalgia is not simply a reaction to 
economic deprivation and differences in status: 
rather, she interprets it as a more complex set 
of social practices and cultural tropes through 
which people reclaim personal dignity.

The »winners«, on the other hand, are those 
who have been able to profit from the political 
and economic transition by appropriating or 
transforming their land, social networks, and 
even themselves into valuable commodities in a 
world characterized by the presence of the EU 
and globalisation (Schröder, 2008: 12). »Win - 
ners« are Western-oriented: they are the new 
middle class formed on a background of con-
sumption, individualism and a general openness 
to new capitalist influences (Schröder, 2008: 
13). They understand that change is inevitable 
and have adjusted their view of land, materi-
al goods and their own capacities in order to 
succeed in the new environment. They possess 
economic rationality, due to which they may 
act loyally or positively with regard to existing 
cultural heritage, but always in the frame of 
private safety and comfort. »I agree, if it will be 
a modern, new small town, if it will be clean; 

with trees and cycle paths, and it will be pos-
sible to walk decently under cameras, like in 
the Old Town. Of course, it is possible to make 
your own Venice, with canals all over the place, 
but the financial rationale for the city would be 
questionable,« answered Natalia, when I asked 
her about the possibility to turn Shanghai into a 
new Skansen. 

The division into »losers« and »winners« does 
not work so straightforwardly in Šnipiškes. It 
would be a very rough approximation to say that 
»winners« here are represented by residents 
and workers on Europa Square, and »losers« 
- by residents of Shanghai. People like Jonas 
consider themselves genuine »winners.« Jonas 
has got what he always wanted. In his under-
standing, the main resource now is lifetime: 
»My wife told me about a woman that didn’t 
change anything, that didn’t even put on a fresh 
coat of paint from the time of her wedding. 
She was talking all the time about how she is 
going to move, but she has been living there 
for 40 years. And what now? What’s the reason 
to do so, when she is old? Thus, we live all our 
life in mud, waiting until the government does 
something. That’s why I am very pleased that I 
moved« (Interview with Jonas, 2014). 

In searching for a deeper understanding of the 
processes underway in Šnipiškes, it is impor-
tant to note that social stratification begins 
psychologically, with the creation of cognitive 
boundaries that allocate people to social cate-
gories. Before categorical inequality can be im-

plemented socially, categories must be created 
cognitively to classify people based on some set 
of ascribed characteristics. The roots of social 
stratification, thus, ultimately lie in the cogni-
tive construction of boundaries which we create 
ourselves to describe a strange ›other‹. People 
use schemas to evaluate themselves and the 
social roles, social groups, social events, and 
individuals that they encounter, a process 
known as social cognition. The categories into 
which they divide up the world may change over 
time and evolve with experience, but among 
mature human beings they always exist, and 
people always fall back on them when they 
interpret objects, events, people and situations 
(Massey, 2007: 8). 

Categories of inequality are reproduced through 
the development of everyday life practices and 
forms of knowledge that translate these cate-
gories of inequality into experiences, cultural 
forms and identities (Massey, 2007: 10). It is 
expressed in the practices of daily routines, 
the types of use of private territory, the places 
chosen for rest, attitudes toward property, etc. 
Thus, on the one hand, residents of Shanghai 
do their shopping at the local market more 
than at shopping centres, and use the space 
between their homes and that of the streets 
as a zone for recreation and socialisation. 
Residents of the new part of the district, on the 
other hand, make active use of the services of 
restaurants and shopping centres: »I’m com-
fortable here, near home, I rarely walk around 
the district outside Europa Square. Because it 
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is still not in adequate condition, it is slightly 
criminal (…) Well, no, we walk sometimes, 
when we need to, for business, but we simply 
pass through. It is not a place for leisurely 
strolls,« says Natalia. 

Nothing, and at the same time everything, in 
Shanghai constitutes a recreational area. As 
in a village, any courtyard adjacent to a house 
can become a public space here. On the one 
hand, this feature allows for the formation of 
strong social connections and constant interac-
tion within the community. On the other hand, 
it precludes the understanding of leisure as 
a change of lifestyle, as practices outside the 
space of routine, and as a result slows down 
the process of the formation of new social 
connections. Usually the ›change‹ of leisure is 
accompanied by certain rituals, for example, 
by wearing special clothes that constitute a 
symbolic message addressed to a wider public 
(evening dress, make-up, perfume, etc.). In 
Šnipiškes, recreation and everyday routine do 
not have such clearly marked boundaries.

The situation of living in dense conditions, 
sharing basic facilities and common space with 
neighbours of different ethnicities, professions 
and age groups, of knowing almost everything 
about their private lives is reminiscent of the 
communal apartments of Soviet times. What is 
interesting about the courtyards in Shanghai is 
that they are often used not only as an outdoor 
area, but also as a part of a house: people wash 
and dry clothes and bedding here in summer-

time, and store useless things (as on the balco-
nies in Soviet apartments). At the same time, 
these yards are also a playground for children 
of all families. The areas of wooden houses of 
Šnipiškes and a part of Žverynas are probably 
the last areas in the centre of Vilnius where 
children can spend their childhood outdoors, 
as they might in a village, without traffic, as-
phalt-coated playgrounds and instructions not 
to leave the area visible from apartment win-
dows (Fig. 4). 

All these practices and experiences construct 
the so-called local memory of previous neigh-
bours and the stories of their private lives: 
»There lived a man by the name of Vitia, or Vytas 
in the Lithuianian fashion, who was always 
bringing a new wife from somewhere. (…) The 
previous one would just disappear. Maybe they 
understood what a bad husband he was,« says 
Jonas about a neighbour (Interview with Jonas, 
2014). 

My observations made in the district show that 
new residents of Šnipiškes often communi-
cate only with people they know or the staff 
at a store, and in this case communication is 
generally friendly and informative. Shanghai 
residents begin to communicate freely with 
strangers as well. In my experience, the most 
common form of communication is a small 
request (asking what time it is or soliciting a 
cigarette). In the process of communication, 
they can give advice, »Don’t smoke šudas (rub-
bish)«, »Find a husband«, or share general ↘ Fig. 4: ›Оutdoor‹ chidlhood.
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remarks like, »Toks geras pavasaris«, »What a 
good spring«, which are more typical for com-
munication between people who are familiar 
with one another.

The changes underway in the district have 
open ed up new possibilities for identification: 
the residents of Shanghai could have changed 
their self-identification image from ›villager 
in the city‹ or ›resident of a Soviet district‹ to 
›inhabitant of the developing business centre 
of the capital‹. However, today we see that al-
though the attitude towards the district as an 
economic unit of the city has changed signifi-
cantly, this transformation of identification has 
not occurred.

Concluding, I would underline that the situa-
tion in Šnipiškes is not marked by strong class 
difference, but rather is the result of more 
thorough-going transitions in economics, law 
and social structure. It is not a situation of 
the passive behaviour or irresponsibility of a 
certain group of people, but of a mix of the indi-
vidual stories and situations of former workers 
who, as owners of objects of real-estate, have 
become deeply included in the economic game, 
while these owners themselves, and their life 
histories, are excluded from this game. It is a 
conversional situation in which a winner in fact 
can have neither prestige, nor money, and what 
might look like a winner, i.e. someone who has 
money, is obstructed by lack of legal right to the 
object he/she desires to acquire. But both sides 
spend the same resource – time: one side los-

ing imaginary life opportunities, but saving the 
style of life they used to live in, and the other 
losing business opportunities. 

In this context, it is important to understand 
what diversity means, and how to deal with 
these tendencies of its simultaneous increase 
and decrease in different cultural and social 
spheres. As I have shown, a presumed increase 
of diversity does not mean the breaking down 
of society into fully socially and economically 
separated groups, to which such labels as 
»winners« or »losers« can easily be attached. 
It is rather about seeing how the interaction 
of various aspects of our social and economic 
identities shapes our life options. A deeper 
understanding of these processes shows how 
inadequate it can be to trust that the situation 
of one set of people is a barometer against 
which to measure the well-being of society as 
a whole. Thus, a greater recognition of social 
diversity in terms of cultural and national iden-
tity, gender, profession and attitude to changes 
will reveal some of the conflicts within social 
groupings that were previously regarded as 
homogeneous (Аnderson, 1996: 7). Such a sit-
uation we see in Shanghai: the district is not as 
ghettoised, marginalised and criminalised as 
it is usually represented in the press or by citi-
zens that once had a bad experience on the ter-
ritory of the district. Likewise Žverynas, often 
regarded in the opposite way, is also, as I have 
indicated above, not as fully prosperous and 
socially homogeneous as it is often depicted.

Outlook

The understanding of what kind of city we are 
actually creating at the moment, through spa-
tial and social practices and changes, is crucial 
for the development of a vision of what kind 
of city we are moving towards. The period of 
transition, which Lithuania is still undergoing, 
is characterised by a constant restructuring of 
legal, social and spatial frames in which are 
formed situations of temporality, uncertainty 
and long-term waiting. This is why it seems 
highly problematic to distinguish one vision and 
path of development which could pretend to the 
title of the right one.

I see the specifics of gentrification in Vilnius as 
the main factors framing the problematic con-
text in Šnipiškes. The gentrification specifics 
are expressed in the rapid growth of housing 
prices, the sterilisation of public spaces, the 
liquidation of bohemian and night life places 
and the enhancing of the share of middle-class 
residents. The district is transforming in terms  
of capitalist ambitions and a new power discord.  
Many residents, meanwhile, note improvements 
in public transport and a decrease of criminal-
ity. The rise of the middle class, as well as of 
the so-called creative class, leads not only to 
the increase of the attractiveness of the district 
for investors and newcomers, but also to the 
strengthening of social and spatial contrasts, 
and thus to the emerging of new boundaries 
which find expression both perceptually and 
physically.

Housing sector reforms have led to the crea-
tion of a mix of different types of housing and 
territories distinguished mainly according to 
economic criteria. In this context, the privatisa-
tion process has played a key role. On the one 
hand, privatisation constitutes the first mark 
of gentrification, and has formed a background 
for it by strengthening social fragmentation in 
Šnipiškes and other districts in the city. At the 
same time, the right to ownership is the main 
factor that holds back gentrification driven 
changes. It has empowered the residents of the 
Shanghai area in negotiations with the state, by 
guaranteeing a degree of leverage to those who 
wanted to stay.

The restructuring process in Šnipiškes is di-
rectly connected with the process of the pres-
ervation of historic wooden houses, which is a 
challenge for Vilnius as the city does not have 
much experience in this field. Despite the fact 
that the wooden houses in Šnipiškes are an im-
portant component in the interpretation of the 
history of our cities, such problems as the re-
duction of governmental funding, the absence 
of community, economic non-profitability in a 
short-term perspective and certain specifics of 
the existing legislative framework do not allow 
the easy adaptation of old buildings to modern 
needs or facilitate the funding of costly resto-
rations.

The Šnipiškes district is a complicated and 
changing system of social relationships, and 
needs to be seen as such. A common sensation 
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that the residents of both new and old parts of 
the district have experienced throughout their 
lives is uncertainty and a sense of temporality 
caused by waiting for changes, a sensation 
which has found expression in their relation to 
property in different ways. The majority of ›old‹ 
residents owning land feel a strong connection 
with the place and are not willing to change lo-
cation despite various difficulties. Newcomers 
and investors, on the contrary, wait for changes 
and do not correlate the wooden housing of 
Shanghai with cultural value. In general, de-
spite the existence of diverse opinions about 
the future of the district, I do not see the strug-
gle as pro and contra the renewal process in 
Šnipiškes. Rather the dominant opposition is 
that between a feeling of passing or lost time, 
and long-term waiting. Amongst residents, 
there are supporters of gentrification and sup-
porters of their right for private property and 
land in the city centre. In my view, these two 
fields of interests do not contradict each other 
and can exist together despite their different 
understandings of well-being.

The post-socialist paradigm tends to classify 
people into »winners« and »losers«. But res-
idents of Shanghai who, despite the economic 
value of their land, equally value the large 
amount they have retained from Soviet commu-
nal and rural practices, and have not changed 
their model of self-identification, challenge an 
over-simplistic vision of this cleavage. Like - 
wise, the opinion of an ex-inhabitant who sees 
himself as a winner for the comforts and ad-

vantages offered by having moved out of the 
district, but laments his daughter’s lack of 
identification with her place of work, challeng-
es what might be understood as winning in the 
post-socialist context of gentrification. The 
challenge facing researchers, city authorities, 
activists, investors and inhabitants is that of 
how to incorporate different perceptions, nar-
ratives and stories into a future oriented vision 
for the district in the changed overall context 
of its role in Vilnius. A deeper understanding of 
the variations of evaluation of what is important 
in this district also enable a richer understand-
ing of how citizens attribute meaning to their 
lives in the context of on-going post-socialist 
transformations.
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1 This text is based on the joint group work of Aleksei 
Borisionok, Lara Dovifat, Valentin Domann, Gerda Vaitkevičiūtė 
and Clemens Weise in the framework of the International Winter 
School on Mapping Post-Socialist Urban Spaces in Vilnius.

Gerda Vaitkevičiūtė & Clemens Weise 

HER�TAGE AN� 
�ALUE I� ŠNI��ŠKĖ�
�HAT �� W�RTH PRE-
SERVING – A�D WH� 
�EF�NE� �T? 

Šnipiškės is a district full of contradictions, of 
plans once existing for different futures and 
of hints that none of these plans will ever be 
executed as a whole. Our work during the win-
ter school on Mapping Post-Socialist Urban 
Spaces in Vilnius, and in the map and the text of  
the current article that we have produced as a 
result, concentrated on investigating various 
aspects of life in the wooden part of Šnipiškės 
– commonly known as Shanghai.1 The uncer-
tainty about which particular future awaits 
the district, a continued neglect of its infra-
structure and built environment, as well as the 
mostly negative perception of it as pre-modern 
and obsolete, lead to the condition we find it 
in today: that of resembling a suburban settle-
ment with wooden houses interspersed with 
rural features, such as gardens, unpaved roads 
and disparate water sources which reveal the 
lack of sanitation and water supply to most of 
its houses. Yet the paradox is that this semi-ru-
ral settlement of wooden houses is to be found 
in the very centre of the Vilnius city business 
district, only a few dozen metres away from the 
recently erected skyscrapers and high-rise-
buildings of the new predominant power: the 
financial sector and the municipal authorities 
situated in Europe Square, which is also home 
to a shopping centre with a broad range of con-
sumption facilities. It is exactly this ambiguity 
and incoherence which makes this part of the 
town so unique and fascinating for outside ob-
servers like us, as a mixed group of foreign and 
Lithuanian students. It is also this that makes it 
necessary to critically address the mechanisms 

through which images are today ascribed to 
the area by inhabitants of Šnipiškės and other 
citizens of Vilnius that live and act around the 
neighbourhood, as well as by institutional ac-
tors such as the municipality, on both the city 
and district levels, to better understand the 
circumstances in which this place is in the pro-
cess of today being reshaped.

From a suburb to city-centre: the case of 
wooden Šnipiškės 
Historically, the district that is called »Shni-
pishok« in Yiddish (IAJGS, 2009) connoted a 
19th century ›suburban‹, predominantly Jewish 
community of mostly craftsmen, living not in 
the city, but just outside its borders. It there-
fore occupied the place of an intermediary 
between the urban and rural landscapes. With 
the German occupation of Vilnius during the 
Second World War, the district’s Jewish inhab-
itants were at first forced into two ghettos in the 
Old Town, before then being sent to concentra-
tion camps or for the most part being killed just 
outside the city. Most of the remaining Polish 
inhabitants were forced to leave the Soviet 
Union in the aftermath of the war, thus leaving 
the quarter bereft of the majority of its pre-
war inhabitants. As a result of genocide and 
deportation, the social knowledge about the 
district, and both the personal attachments and 
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the collective memory attached to Sznipiszki, 
as it is named in Polish, were eradicated. The 
subsequent inhabitants were those who moved 
still during the war, or right in its aftermath, to 
the vacant spaces of the predominantly wooden 
houses. Most of the newcomers were internal 
migrants from Vilnius and its outskirts, who 
made their way to Šnipiškės before the arrival 
of the first larger wave of ethnic Lithuanians 
coming to Vilnius as a result of the collectivi-
sation of agriculture and the modernisation of 
the city’s industrial infrastructure later in the 
1950s and 1960s. As a result, today’s inhab-
itants of Šnipiškės are often Russophone or, if 
they came originally from the rural outskirts of 
Vilnius, speak a regional vernacular mixed with 
Polish and Russian and are ironically perceived 
as old dwellers of Vilnius. 

With the rapid growth of the city during Soviet 
times and the development of public housing 
in numerous microrayons, the wooden area of 
Šnipiškės was also planned to be torn down  
in order to become a proper microrayon with 
new Soviet housing. The priority of the new  
planning, however, was directed further to the  
north-west of Vilnius along Kosmonautų 
Avenue, where a new microrayon was built in 
a rhythm of roughly one every five years. As a 
result of this Soviet approach to Vilnius’ urban 
planning, the district became more and more 
out-of-date with regard to the new Soviet living 
standards. It was in relation to the Soviet city 
that the district’s infrastructure began to be 
seen as discordantly pre-modern: during the 

60s and 70s the lack of individual water -con-
nections and a deteriorating infrastructure were 
already perceived as a sign of backwardness.

It was then also that the first plans for a new  
(high-rise) city centre, with an axis combining  
a wide range of public functions on the right  
bank of the River Neris, were implemented.  
The most visible sign of the new Soviet times  
and the attempt to move the city centre next  
to Šnipiškės, was the commencement of the 
construction of the Intourist Hotel Lietuva in  
1963. The construction works in the area bet-
ween the wooden part of Šnipiškės and the 
bank of the Neris went on until 1989, and in - 
cluded the building of the Museum of the 
October Revolution (today the National Art 
Gallery), a Central Shopping Mall (CUP) and a 
planetarium. Despite this remarkable shift of 
the public functions of Soviet Vilnius to the right 
bank of the river, the plans to redevelop the 
area directly adjacent to it on its northern side, 
in other words the wooden houses of Šnipiškės, 
into Soviet modernist apartment blocks were 
not realized prior to 1991. 

As a result, the wooden houses and the small 
scale land-use patterns around them prevailed 
until the very end of the Soviet Union, and after  
were further reinforced by the process of the 
privatisation of property following the founda-
tion of an independent Lithuanian state. Due to 
the sharp contrast between this former sub-
urb and the nearby city centre with its new city 
authority building and international business 

centre, Šnipiškės was perceived by many in-
habitants of Vilnius as an anachronism and a 
symbol of decay. At the same time, increasing 
private investment in the real estate sector 
in the area, linked to the development of the 
business quarter, added huge value to the land 
of the neglected part of the district commonly 
known as Shanghai. The plots of the remaining 
wooden houses became of more and more 
interest, and the question of how their future 
would be determined became an important 
stake for investors. 

Towards a discursive understanding of
heritage
In order to understand the role of heritage in 
Šnipiškės, we need firstly to define what we 
mean by heritage before going on in a second 
step to discuss the results of our inquiry in 
order to summarise what they mean for the 
inhabitants of Šnipiškės. 

The term heritage is semiotically related to in- 
heritance (patrimoine), a term derived from 
the social practice of passing on or respectively 
receiving the traditions, knowledge and assets 
of a family from one generation to the next – a 
metaphor used to describe the process of pass-
ing on valuable places and objects to future 
generations. Heritage is closely connected to 
our active understanding of a certain memory 
of the past, history and tradition, as it is pro-
jected onto material objects – in the case of 
Šnipiškės, this predominantly concerns build-
ings – which seem to constitute a window to the 

past in the present. It is therefore »(…) defined 
largely in terms of what we value or repudiate 
in the present or fear in the future« (Davis, 
2008: 33), instead of any intrinsic value that ex-
ists disparate from today’s world. 

Following the period of mid-20th century 
modernism and its rapid changes in the built 
environment, the experience of loss has led to 
the »emergence of memory as a crucial con-
cern in Western societies« (Harrison, 2013). 
Among the institutional results that emerged 
were the adoption of the Venice Charter of 1964 
by the United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) and the 
foundation of the International Council on 
Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) as an expert 
board for advising UNESCO. Shortly thereafter, 
the Convention concerning the Protection of 
the World Cultural and Natural Heritage was 
ratified in 1972. The Charter of Venice express-
es the general principles and standards for the 
preservation and restoration of monuments 
and buildings that are relevant to this day - it 
reflects the effort to respect the old in the 
world of the new, as Alois Riegl already framed 
it in 1903 (Lipp, 2005: 23). The 1972 Convention 
is an expression of the wish to protect espe-
cially important sites and monuments also on a 
global scale in the common interest of all peo-
ple. These statutes constitute the foundation 
for most heritage decisions around the world, 
but there are also intensive academic debates 
around the topic, as it evokes many questions in 
how we deal with the remnants of the past. 
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If we understand heritage related discourses 
as practical representations of values, it is 
important to keep in mind that, in this context, 
values are often seen as separated from strict 
economic or practical values (even though 
these are interrelated, of course: a listing can 
e.g. increase maintenance costs, restrict the 
owner in types of use or give financial incen-
tives depending on the relevant legislation). As 
Mason points out, heritage is valuable because 
it has »instrumental and symbolic functions« 
in society – meaning that »values are produced 
out of the interaction of an artefact and its con-
texts, they do not emanate from the artefact 
itself« (Mason, 2008: 100). There are a variety 
of criteria that can »make« an object an item of 
heritage with cultural significance, and there-
fore a multitude of value classification systems 
exist (Mason, 2008: 102). UNESCO defines the 
criteria for the selection of world heritage sites 
from historical, aesthetic, scientific, ethnolog-
ical and anthropological standpoints, with an 
emphasis placed on uniqueness and authen-
ticity. Other authorities like national heritage 
commissions, usually define their criteria simi-
larly. Even though such a categorisation makes 
a preservation (or listing) decision seem more 
objective, »all values attributed to heritage 
are political in that they are part of the power 
struggles and exertions that determine the fate 
of heritage« (Mason, 2008: 104). 

A further central aspect of heritage as dis-
course is the social production of legitimacy by 
defining what is socially accepted as heritage 

and what is not. This is related to the political 
nature of heritage. As Mason points out, there 
are usually insiders and outsiders to the deci-
sion-making process about a certain potential 
object of heritage: 

»Insiders are those who can participate in the 
process by right or might – actors with power, 
such as public officials, bureaucrats, policy 
makers, those who influence them, and (to an 
extant) conservation professionals and other 
experts invited into the process. Outsiders con-
stitute everyone else with a stake in the herit-
age in question but with little or no leverage on 
the process. In some instances, outsiders are 
actively excluded from the process; in other in-
stances, they have no knowledge of the process 
or lack fluency in the language of conservation 
and policy and perhaps even lack an inclination 
to participate.« (Mason, 2008: 112).

This issue is especially relevant as heritage can 
be used for a large variety of purposes: for eco-
nomic exploitation just as much as for the facil-
itation of education, for the creation of a »sense 
of common identity based on the past« or the 
legitimisation of particular cultural and social 
values (Smith, 2009). It is therefore logical that 
comparatively powerful members of society, 
who are in possession of high social, economic 
and cultural capital, would play a determining 
role in deciding about what is important, pres-
ervation-worthy heritage and what is not. 
However, there is a trend in the international 
practices of heritage towards more participa-

tion from within communities affected by herit-
age decisions and towards a more multifarious 
conveyance of heritage. Historically, this is part 
of the attempt to overcome the practice of col-
lecting items in a colonial setting and detaching 
artefacts from the communities who produced 
them. In a more recent understanding of herit-
age introduced by ICOMOS, therefore, a differ-
entiation is made between source communities 
and heritage communities. This is relevant in 
our context, because it means that those who 
claim a certain part of the built environment 
as their heritage do not have to be the original 
producers of these objects. In Šnipiškės, this is 
applicable because most of today’s inhabitants 
are not descendants of the families who built 
the houses. Most of the latter were murdered 
during the Holocaust or deported to Poland af-
ter the Second World War. Therefore, the ques-
tion of heritage in a wooden pre-war suburb of 
Vilnius has a double twist: on the one hand, it 
involves asking about the future of pre-industri-
al housing located right next to a post-industri-
al city’s new representative, administrative and 
business centre. On the other, it involves asking 
about the relationship of today’s inhabitants to 
the remains left behind by absent communities.

Another subject of debate among heritage ex-
perts relevant for the analysis of Šnipiškės is 
the increasing commodification of heritage 
(see Hewison, 1987; Smith, 2003). In this re-
gard, heritage as a prerequisite for tourism 
is perceived as a positive factor for economic 
growth and regional marketing. David Harvey 

notes that »the active production of places 
with special qualities becomes an important 
stake in spatial competition between localities, 
cities, regions and nations« (Harvey, 1990: 
295). Historical sites are therefore used as 
arguments and icons, representations of such 
»special qualities«, for the promotion of the 
city in order to secure a good ranking position 
in the international and inter-city competition 
for resources and capital. In this regard, Vilnius 
might be seen as a rather peripheral player 
on the world scale, but as a European capital 
of an EU state these mechanisms certainly 
play a role, at least in terms of the Baltics and 
Central-Eastern Europe.

Stoked by competitive commercial interests, 
we seem to have entered a state of a persis-
tent heri tage euphoria that probably also has 
roots in nostalgic feelings provoked by the ex-
perience of loss that is a characteristic of mo-
dernity, mentioned above. The resultant psy-
chic compensation has, according to Graeme 
Davis (2008: 33), led to a downright heritage 
boom. But how can the preservation of value in 
the past be distinguished from psychological 
over- compensation for the failings or losses of 
contemporary societies? The ever increasing 
number of world heritage sites, as well as na-
tional heritage listings, are also criticised from 
a different perspective: the inexorable exten-
sion of attempts to preserve the past may also 
inhibit the creation of new things in the pres-
ent, which might at some point in the future 
become heritage as well (Holtorf, 2008: 132). 
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Pressing from the edges: economic redevel-
opment
For the perception of Šnipiškės as a heritage 
site, the most pressing factor is the ongoing 
redevelopment (see Lavrinec, 2014b) which 
introduces new business and housing projects, 
starting from the main roads that encircle the 
district and that over the years have crept ever 
closer to the wooden part of the district. Many 
of the tiny pieces of land consist of either empty 
houses, remnants of garden plots or cleared 
brownfield sites with remains of former build-
ing structures. Today, they are situated right 
next to active construction sites with high-rise 
buildings and in immediate proximity to still in-
habited wooden houses. On other similar sites, 
especially those to the very north of the district, 
the redevelopment is concluded already, with 
massive building sites of new housing blocks 
maximising space for office and residential 
use. It is evident that the pressure to redevelop 
and intensify use of the remaining land today 
is enormous – in particular now that Lithuania 
seems to have recovered from the 2008 world 
financial crisis which hit the Baltic states with 
force. In our fieldwork at the spot, we found 
evidence that investors, both domestic and 
international, are strongly pushing towards the 
edges of wooden Šnipiškės in order to advance 
the production of new spaces.
 

A Lithuanian Skansen? Plans for the museal-
isation of Šnipiškės
This rapid change has not gone unnoticed by 

the Department of Cultural Heritage, and so 
considerations were begun to provide better 
protection for at least a part of the district and 
its ›beautiful houses‹ with carved windows, 
some of which are already listed as national 
heritage. The outcome of these efforts was a 
draft of a plan that would protect most of the 
buildings on Giedraičių Street, including a buff-
er zone around them, and particularly charac-
teristic elements, like the cobbled road leading 
to Kalvarijų Market. In connection with this, a 
rendering appeared showing little houses with 
tiled roofs embedded in a park, a representa-
tion which looked rather like any old post-mod-
ern suburb – a vision which seems not only 
wildly divorced from reality, but also grotesque-
ly smug and tacky. The design was entitled 
»proposed Skansen area« – a reference to the 
Swedish open air museum in Stockholm, which 
has become a role-model for theme-park-like 
museums composed of various kinds of tradi-
tional buildings that lay claim to some degree 
of authenticity. Examples of the spread of such 
outdoor museums are Rumšiškės in Lithuania, 
the Markowa Skansen in Poland or the Latvian 
Ethnographic Museum close to Riga. 

When these drafts of plans were made publicly 
available, inhabitants ridiculed them – on the 
one hand, due to the issues in the quarter that 
seem much more pressing and, on the other, 
due to a lack of understanding of how their 
quarter should suddenly be considered nation-
al heritage, when it has for long been an item 
of constant controversies about how either to 
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modernise or erase this ›blemish‹ in the very 
centre of Vilnius (Lavriniec, 2014). This issue 
shows the enormous gap between the city offi-
cals’ and the locals’ understanding of the place, 
and highlights the absence of understanding 
for the respective points of view. This result is 
not all that surprising, taking into account the 
lack of attempts at citizen participation or even 
public discussion.

Neglect and stigma: the perception of the 
wooden part of Šnipiškės
According to Jekaterina Lavriniec, a community 
manager and urban activist based in Šnipiškės, 
there is a high level of uncertainty for dwellers. 
This is due to the complicated situation of land 
and house tenure and the Sword of Damocles 
of the threat of eviction, as much as to the ex-
pected possibility of lucrative offers that might 
be an outcome of redevelopment, if it were 
actually to happen (Lavriniec, 2014). The result 
is, as Lavriniec told us during discussion at 
the winter school, an unwillingness amongst 
dwellers to invest in the dilapidated structure of 
the wooden houses. As a result, the long over-
due prospect of the modernisation of the area 
has not brought any clear vision of the future 
for today’s inhabitants. On the contrary, it has 
rather intensified the uncertainty with which 
they face the future. 

Today, the continued perception of the district 
as a run-down part of town not only reinforces 
the negative outside image of Shanghai still 
held by many inhabitants of Vilnius, but also 

plays a strong role in shaping the self-percep-
tion of the inhabitants of Shanghai themselves. 
From outside, the quarter is often perceived as 
a run-down, dangerous neighbourhood, simi-
lar to a slum, that is dominated by alcoholics, 
criminals and ›gypsies‹. Even though its pop-
ulation is in fact very heterogeneous, the stig-
matisation of the quarter and its inhabitants 
persists. In our perception, this creates the 
danger of further deprivation for the dwellers 
themselves as they might be actively excluded 
from social participation due to prejudice.2

 
Identification and value: self-perception and 
the victimisation trap
Our first impressions of visiting the district and 
at the beginning being guided like a distant 
tourist group were, to some of us outsiders, 
shocking. Our group thus fell into a classic case 
of place victimisation. However, it also soon be-
came clear that this impression, and in particu-
lar the bad image the district has within Vilnius, 
is part of the problem. What are the causes 
that have led to a situation where the wooden 
part of Šnipiškės to this day lacks the facilities 
associated with modern urban infrastructure? 
Is this why parts of the quarter appear as partly 
destroyed, sometimes even by arson, or aban-
doned? In seeking to go beyond our initial emo-
tional reaction, our group started to think about 
how people living in the district themselves 
feel. Do local inhabitants feel unsafe; do they 
feel as though they have no guarantees as to 
how long they will be able to stay? And how do 
people living in the part designated as a future 

2 On exclusion through prejudice, see Pierre Bourdieu (1999) 
The Weight of the World. Social Suffering in Contemporary Society. 
Cambridge, Polity Press. For further exploration of how process-
es of exclusion function in the case of Šnipiškės, see also the text 
on Shanghai LT in this volume.

Skansen feel? Do they feel safer because their 
houses are going to be incorporated in future 
urban redevelopment?

In particular, we sought to explore this ques-
tion by considering what value people who 
are not trained historians, artists, architects, 
urbanists or in any other way connected with 
the official process of defining value as a syn-
onym of heritage see in Šnipiškės? Our group 
decided to do research with an anthropological 
approach: asking people about the »Skansen« 
idea. The result of our interviews showed that 
inhabitants generally support the Skansen 
idea, but that they do not see an added value 
to the district if buildings are to be kept in the 
physical condition they exist in today. This re-
action is partly due to the issue that, in order to 
keep the planned Skansen area as a heritage 
site, heritage legislation prevents inhabitants 
of protected buildings from making changes to 
their property. Given the poor state of many of 
the buildings and the low value that many in-
habitants attach to their housing, the prospect 
of heritage legislation merely seems to add 
an extra barrier making the development of 
the district more unlikely. Accordingly, people 
see Skansen revitalisation as a beautiful yet 
utopian idea which needs the investment of an 
unrealistic amount of capital. 

On the basis of the insights of the literature on 
heritage discussed earlier, our group started 
to raise questions about what is valuable in the 
district. What is value? What makes heritage? 

As we wanted to get insight on the inhabitants’ 
answers to this question, we started doing re-
search with a more anthropological approach. 
We initiated our enquiry by asking people where 
Šnipiškės is and then requested them to map 
it on an official map of the district. While doing 
this we realised that this official name only 
reflects one side of how people see the district, 
and that it is in fact seen by its own inhabitants 
as multi-dimensional. During this research 
phase, we found that the area is being referred 
to from a variety of different perspectives: 
Šnipiškės, Skansen and also Shanghai. As a re-
sult, we obtained maps with different variations 
of place-names and different areas marked. We 
understood this as a practical exercise in bor-
der recognition. Some of the borders around 
the district are rather clear, such as the river 
to the south or a very busy street to the east. 
Other sides are more blurred and much less 
clear in people’s minds.

Furthering our research through interviews, 
we asked people what they knew about the 
project for the Skansen area (which is included 
in the Cultural Heritage Registry by the Vilnius 
municipality as a core heritage protection zone) 
and what value they see in it. The majority of 
those interviewed reacted to this question neg-
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atively, saying that they do not see any value in 
protecting areas in which quality of life is bad. 
However, after the first layer of sharp emotions, 
people went on to talk about the historical re-
lations interwoven in the place and some inter-
esting buildings from an architectural point of 
view. When asked, however, for places or build-
ings that are architecturally valuable or could 
be considered as »heritage«, most people we 
asked both from outside the quarter, and also 
its inhabitants as well, could not point to any 
specific place that fitted this description. This 
may be due to a reproduction of the outside 
image and the presumption that there cannot 
be anything valuable in a place that is seen as 
notorious. Possibly also the fact that few of the 
inhabitants have a connection rooting them 
to the district for longer than two generations 
also adds to a lack of identification with the 
quarter and attachment to the wooden houses. 
If someone had a (great-)grandfather who built 
the house, for example, the artisanal quality 
might be more appreciated. In this vein, our 
attention was particularly caught by the opin ion 
of someone currently working at the Cultural 
Heritage Department in the Cultural Ministry 
who claimed the same. He had a most negative 
opinion about the value of the Skansen territory 
and wooden Šnipiškės, even though he had 
been born and still lived there, and his family 
roots there reach back to the 1950s. He sees no 
value in it at all.

We realised that our first hypotheses and our 
readings of the urban structure of the district 

from maps were rather leading us in the wrong 
direction. Our team had considered borders 
and bridges as existing in the district in certain 
places but, after talking with people actually 
living in the district, we realised that the reality 
was rather contrary to how we had imagined it. 
Our academic and distant opinion, formed with-
out getting deeper into the real situation of the 
everyday life of those who lived in the district, 
now struck us as inaccurate. On further inves-
tigation, we came to realise that people can be 
seen as living in Šnipiškės rather comfortably, 
because many of them own a plot of land with 
a detached house on it, while at the same time 
living in the city centre. They experience a high 
suburban life quality – of a type admired by 
most citizens of Lithuania – while being locat-
ed right in the centre of the capital. And the 
glass skyscrapers do not seem to bother them 
at all. Many locals go shopping for food there 
on an everyday basis. For us, this observation 
seemed to be proof of the assumption that 
Vilnius as a city in fact achieves unity in diversity.

Thus, rather than seeing the key value of the 
district as lying in specific architectural forms, 
our research led us in other directions. The is-
sues mentioned more often were things like the 
district’s special atmosphere, its closeness to 
the city, the way of life in detached houses, etc., 
which could best be subsumed under the key-
word, urban configuration. And it is this that, in 
our opinion, indeed makes Šnipiškės special: 
the issue of a rather suburban settlement with 
its green gardens and picturesque appearance 

3 See the map of the future of the district at: http://www.
vilnius.lt/I/naudojimas.gif. The description of the Šnipiškės Skan-
sen heritage project can be found at: http://kvr.kpd.lt/heritage/
Pages/KVRDetail.aspx?lang=lt&MC=12599 (accessed 18 April 
2016).

in the middle of a dense, modern European city 
with all the amenities that come with it (con-
nections to public transport, proximity to shops 
and market). This is a quality that was an im-
plicit element in how many inhabitants talked 
of their life in the district, even if often it did not 
form an explicit component in what inhabitants 
saw as its value. For many, their problems (be 
they social or material) overshadowed any 
understanding of value to the everyday life in 
the district. Indeed, if your roof is leaky, your 
windows draughty, your sanitary facilities sub-
standard and your address notorious, it might 
be harder to articulate the positive aspects of 
the place you live in as value. 

The account of Asta, a woman in her mid 50s 
and a self-proclaimed dweller of Shanghai, 
illustrates this kind of paradox. She owns a 
part of a house in the centre of the district and 
would like to sell it. The value of her property 
is not that high though, since her plot is sur-
rounded by other inhabited houses rather than 
being situate at the edge of plots ready for 
redevelopment further to the north and south. 
She says that she would really like to move, but 
only to a detached house (that would mean to a 
suburb) as she can not imagine living in a block 
of flats. In other words, despite her depreci-
ation of her place of dwelling, she would like 
to live somewhere with a similar urban con-
figuration. It is questionable how realistic this 
expectation is and whether she could afford any 
similar place not too far from the city. 

Our vision for a further development of 
wooden Šnipiškės
One possible future for the district as envi-
sioned by the municipality is that the quarter 
around the heritage zone be fully redeveloped.3 

In this scenario, a small amount of wooden 
buildings would be conserved on Giedraičių 
Street, most probably in a musealised version 
in accordance with the Skansen approach, as 
a mode of development that would satisfy both 
the Department of Cultural Heritage and inves-
tors in surrounding plots. The non-obstructed 
view across the wooden rooftops (just like 
that across a park or river bank) could serve 
as an excellent selling point and thus make 
real-estate development even more profita-
ble. However, this approach also seems to be 
grounded in a logic of erasing this inner-city 
›blemish‹ and its problems.

The social problems of the quarter, such as, 
in some cases, poverty or alcoholism, will not 
go away with the eviction of the population. 
Instead, these problems will rather re-emerge 
in another place, but one that is maybe less 
visible, further from the city centre and public 
attention. Whether this scenario of an ongoing 
population exchange imposed by economic or 
political pressure on the house owners is in 
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fact going to be the future depends on a com-
bination of economic and political factors. 
Eco nomically, this will be the level of financial 
pressure and as a result a higher incentive to 
sell. Politically, it will depend on the level of the 
organisation of the community in fighting for 
its interests, and on the role and sensitivity of 
approach of the municipality and state depart-
ments. 

What then could be a hypothetical solution to 
the question of the future of the district? In 
our discussions, we formulated an approach in 
which the city administration would engage in  
a respectful dialogue with the inhabitants of 
wooden Šnipiškės, aiming to achieve some sort 
of middle ground. In our opinion, the inhabit-
ants of the deprived part of Šnipiškės should 
not have to be scared by the demonstrative 
power of construction sites emerging rapidly 
around all the edges of their quarter. Instead, 
they should be more directly involved in any 
plans that are being made for the quarter, so 
that they can feel a security that they will not 
at some point simply be evicted from their 
residence. After our fieldwork, we are also 
convinced that the Department of Cultural 
Heritage should engage in the promotion of 
the gentle restoration of historic buildings, by 
giving advice and also additionally providing 
funding: for example, to enable DIY-upgrading 
that does not destroy the district’s heritage 
fabric, such as installing plastic windows in 
polyurethane foam. A Lithuanian Monuments 
spokesperson articulated this change of 

mind-set as follows: »Perhaps we should pass 
from official prohibitions to financial support, 
encouragement, and advice on restoration 
efforts« (Filipavičienė, 2011: 23). Residents 
could also share in the cost of the desperately 
needed upgrade of technical infrastructure, if, 
for instance, they were granted a subsidised 
loan. Such a solution seems very far away 
from the current situation and it maybe even 
be politically undesired. However, residents 
might be able to move closer to it, if they are 
able to actively engage in claiming their homes 
as heritage in terms that are valuable to them, 
as much as those dominant in a wider public 
imagination associating heritage with historic 
meaning. From our research, we see this as 
being achievable through the assertion of the 
value of an interesting urban configuration for a 
European city, and thus an understanding of the 
value of the district as consisting of the entirety 
of its urban structure, rather than singular 
monuments or material historical artefacts. 

Post-socialism: reflections on our mapping 
fieldwork 
Our first approach during the winter school 
envisaged starting our project from an inter-
vention. In our initial perception of the place, 
we saw the district as dominated by the un-
usually abrupt borders between the wooden 
part of Šnipiškės and the new skyscraper city, 
and correlated this with observations that 
local dwellers feel unsafe and victimised. Our 
group discussed the idea for an intervention 
in Europe Square, the new central municipal 
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     Zalgirio g. 64
- single-storey symmetrical  
 farm house-type with
 central projection
- roof with three gables, attic  
 as garret
- veranda on first floor
- double panelled wood doors
- wooden box-type windows
- window frames decorated  
 with carvings

     Krokovus g. 43
- single-storey farmhouse  
 with unwaiscotted logs
- tiled roof with gable-end  
 onto street
- panelled wood door
- wooden box-type windows  
 with panelled shutters
- simple window frame
 moldings

     Daugėliškio g. 56
- single-storey farmhouse-  
 type, facade onto street
- wooden wainscotting
- wooden box-type windows  
 with panelled shutters
- simple window frame
 moldings

     Krokuvos g. 24
- single-storey log house  
 (farmhouse-type), tiled roof  
 with gable-end onto street
- panelled wood door
- wooden box-type windows  
 with panelled shutters
- simple window
 frame moldings

Proposed »Skansen« (open air museum) area and buffer zone

Example of wooden heritage beyond Skansen area

Site of recent demolition of wooden houses

Construction site
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and economic hub, using this as a way to make 
a connection between the commercial district 
and wooden Šnipiškės, emphasising repres-
sions carried out in the wooden part and the 
imminent danger from the further extension 
of the development wave. We wanted to collect 
artefacts and bring them to Europe Square, 
exhibiting them on existing concrete blocks in 
the most aesthetic way possible, thus creating 
a temporary open air museum. With this inter-
vention, we wanted to draw people’s attention 
to and question the situation of the wooden 
part of Šnipiškės, which is now included in the 
Heritage Registry.

Our research group had discussions with the  
Lithuanian sociologist Dalia Čiupailaitė, who 
advised us to get a broader and deeper image 
of wooden Šnipiškės, warning that provoca-
tive actions by relative outsiders in a symbolic 
space of Vilnius could unwittingly deepen 
rather than counter the sense of the district’s 
victimisation. Indeed, one of the great chal-
lenges that Šnipiškės has to confront is a 
twisted self-perception and a bad image, and 
in this context reflection on how to intervene in 
this process and restore agency to inhabitants 
becomes an important element in the work of 
research. Thus, we discussed an intervention 
whose aim was less the creation of attention. 
It was on this basis that we decided to ask 
people about the situation: we asked them to 
map the heritage part, called the Skansen, on a 
plain map of the district, and also to map what 
they saw as Šnipiškės as a whole. In doing so, 

we understood redrawing a map as a political 
act. In our discussions, we compared the act 
of mapping a place to that of opening a wound 
and found it important to consider how to close 
it, while leaving the smallest possible scar. 
We also see including the wooden district of 
Šnipiškės as a Skansen in the Cultural Heritage 
Registry of Lithuania as implying a range of 
political actions. As we already knew the offi-
cial version of the Skansen project produced by 
politicians and published on an official site, we 
asked people living in the Skansen area about 
what they know about the Skansen project in 
order to contrast their initial reactions with the 
official vision.4

The very short period of time during the winter 
school for getting acquainted with Šnipiškės 
and its political, economic and social circum-
stances led to a very dense and rich experience, 
but it also set strong limitations to our work – 
limitations for both the depth of our results and 
the extent of their impact. We would have liked 
to get a deeper understanding of the theoreti-
cal background to the problem we had to work 
on. Our feeling was that this knowledge was 
simply presumed in the design of the winter 
school fieldwork, and in many of the concomi-
tant discussions. In our case, the constellation 
of our group also proved problematic at times. 
While a full diagnosis of these difficulties are 
outside the scope of this paper, the fact that on 
several occasions our group reached its limits 
can probably be put down to a combination of 
various factors. In particular, we suffered a 

4 The description of the Šnipiškės Skansen heritage project 
can be found at: http://kvr.kpd.lt/heritage/Pages/KVRDetail.
aspx?lang=lt&MC=12599 (accessed 18 April 2016).

differing willingness to make compromises and 
a rather different understanding of active par-
ticipation in often long debates, sometimes on 
general principles and sometimes over minor 
details. We also experienced unequal capabili-
ties to make a certain point or aspect a leading 
thought for the whole discussion. 

We tried to come up with a map that reflects 
the different layers of meaning concerning the 
discourse about Snipiskes. While mapping, we 
gathered data and concentrated it on clouds 
of topics that people brought up during our 
anthropological research, such as aesthetics, 
politics, everyday life, social life and memories. 
With this map we would like to emphasise that 
there is no ›essential‹ heritage, whose value 
should be kept. The whole district is valuable 
because it is full of life, personal memories and 
objects which have a meaning for the inhabit-
ants. Value and heritage do not exist without 
the people who define them and therefore it is a 
terrain which can be contested and negotiated. 
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1 This text is based on the joint group work of Max Hellriegel, 
Yagmur Koreli, Kotryna Valiukevičiūte and Lennart Wiesiolek in 
the framework of the International Winter School on Mapping 
Post-Socialist Urban Spaces in Vilnius. 

Max Hellriegel, Yagmur Koreli, Kotryna Valiukevičiūtė & Lennart Wiesiolek

SHANGHAI, LT.
�AMING ��ACES,
�A��ING THE 
TOP���M�ES
OF A �I�TR��T 

1

SHANGHAI, LT? China? Lithuania? - The title 
suggests a mash-up of stark contrasts and 
geographically distant places. Nevertheless, 
it exists in just one place. It is a place which is 
made up by citizens of Vilnius, and which lives 
on as a story that is constantly changing and 
being retold in everyday life. In our research, 
we were interested in what such a multidimen-
sional place entails, what more stories can be 
told about it and what are the possible implica-
tions of these for the contemporary urban land-
scape. Our project explores the informal nam-
ing and perception of spaces in the context of 
a post-socialist city. As an international group 
of students with different backgrounds ranging 
from geography to urbanism and architecture, 
we conducted fieldwork in Šnipiškės, a district 
in Vilnius just north of the River Neris. The 
perspective of being strangers to the city was 
a challenge, but it also made us open for local 
perspectives that we tried to learn from. In the 
course of our two week research, we created 
a map that served partly as a product of our 
findings. But we used the map also as a tool in 
the process of interpretation and as means to 
communicate with others.

Through our focus on an ›unofficial‹ place (as 
it cannot be found on a map), in other words on 
an imagined place only distinguished through 
language and everyday practice, we explore the 
processes through which urban space is creat-
ed. The process of urban planning and building 
has always been a process based on imagina-
tions (Dmitrieva & Kliems, 2010: 8). Therefore, 

contesting place names for a district can give 
us insights about the underlying visions and 
power relations between the formal and infor-
mal that are in play during the process of social 
transition. If we talk about a setting as being 
post-socialist, we would like to stress that 
the term refers to a transition on many levels. 
It suggests both a continuity with the social-
ist-era, and also a ›break‹ and differentiation 
from it. It is concerned with the transition from 
one state to another, and thereby stresses the 
processual character of urban development. 
For instance, the term can indicate changes on 
an administrative level or of issues related to 
property and citizens’ rights (Stark & Bruszt, 
1998: 1), as well as those in relation to archi-
tecture, shopping malls and other symbolic 
meanings inscribed in the physical representa-
tions which form the new urban landscape. 
Characteristic is an approach that pays atten-
tion to the fragmentation and juxtaposition of 
the social and physical landscape, as can be 
found in Karl Schlögel’s approach to Eastern 
Europe from a traveler’s perspective. In his 
2005 essay, »Marjampole, or Europe’s Return 
from the Spirit of the Cities,« he notes: 

»Disintegration is a form of renewal, at least for 
a moment. There’s more to be said for clinging 
to the fragments, which are real, than to the 
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whole, which for now is just a promise.« Hence,  
the fragmentation of the cityscape corresponds 
with an inability to apply holistic concepts to 
the emergent social forms. Or, in the words of 
Dmietrieva & Kliems (2010): »Our grasp of the 
whole - in this case the post-socialist city - can 
be schematic at best. It is in this sense that we 
use the term post-socialist city less as a pre-
cise concept and more as a heuristic category 
(…).« In regards to city planning or heritage 
preservation, we can find many instances 
where the visions of socialist and post-socialist 
planning overlap or correspond with each oth-
er, while at the same time the latter is charac-
terised by the absence of the grasp of the whole 
that was such a central feature of the former. 
How does this change of conceptual frame play 
itself out when issues of property and citizen 
rights are at stake?

Generally, it can be said that the inherent com-
plexity of an increasingly fragmented »new 
reality« should yield a changed approach to 
urban research as well. A change of focus to-
wards the local point of view can be noted at 
the heart of Henri Lefèbvre’s approaches to 
analysing spaces. In this regard, Darieva and 
Kaschuba note:

»There is a remarkable diversity in local under-
standings of the cities’ geopolitical orientations 
and their images, ranging from the sense of 
being a European city, expressed by referring 
to pre-socialist and socialist modernist master 
plans, and simultaneously being ›marginalised‹ 

and ›Asian‹ by referring to preserved traditional 
urbanism in opposition to the Russian colonial 
center. This process of hybrid and ambivalent 
belongings is reflected in current physical form, 
surface designs, symbolic economies, local 
cultural interpretations and claims by users of 
public space« (2011: 11).

These »claims by users of public spaces«, in 
other words the voices and expressions of the 
people who inhabit the places and experience 
the changes first hand, are not often reflected 
in the research on post-socialist spaces. We 
therefore put our focus on gathering informa-
tion from inhabitants and other people who 
produce space locally. Our approach here was 
that of exploratory research with an inherent 
openness for the voices of the people and lim-
ited preconceptions as to what concerned the 
layout. 

In a way, our approach itself might be called 
»post-socialist« in the sense proposed by 
Catherine Alexander who writes, »the voices  
and the experiences of the people who lived 
in the cities and actively shaped their enviro-
nment were not heard until after 1991, while 
macro-politics and urban management were 
emphasised« (Darieva and Kaschuba, 2011: 
14). Our theme for a map of Šnipiškės de- 
veloped in the process of us speaking with 
 inhabitants or passers-by in public places, 
as we became fascinated by the informal 
naming of ›sub-districts‹ by locals, and also 
by officials making development plans for the 

area. Whereas toponymy, as the study of place 
names, is often utilised to reconstruct histori-
cal meanings inscribed in street names or oth-
er public symbols, there is little to be found on 
the contemporary informal and spontaneous 
toponymies of a post-socialist city.

Empirical mapping: methods and framework 
We see the issue of bottom-up toponymy in a  
broader framework, in which a common feature 
of post-socialist urbanism is the »ethno-na-
tionalisation of urban life and city imaginaries« 
(Darieva and Kaschuba, 2011: 16). Names like 
»Shanghai« were often explained to us as be-
ing derived from the notion of different ethnic 
groups who live in and shape a place, and the 
ways in which it is imagined. So the concept of 
place and names needs to be understood as 
fundamental to the problems of membership 
in a society and the ways in which communities 
are created. As a working hypothesis, we as-
sume that the various toponymies of Šnipiškės 
are not only place names, but evoke imagined 
spaces, as well as bringing notions of street 
level dynamics into a broader post-socialist 
discursive setting. 

Based on a theoretical lecture about the tech-
niques and content of critical mapping during 
the winter school (see »Five Dimensions of 
Mapping« in this publication), we agreed on 
working in continuous self-reflection on our 
own working process and our role as research-
ers in the district. We also decided to work in a 
participative framework, using a specific set of 

methods to involve local citizens actively in the 
research. Our main goal was to let locals ex-
plain the meanings they ascribed to the place, 
not to reproduce our point of view on the dis-
trict and draw our own map. The result of our 
mapping process aimed rather to give a voice 
to the citizens of Šnipiškės, and not in the first 
place to ourselves. We understand a map as an 
instrument of power and a visualisation of ›re-
ality‹, and are conscious of the need to be care-
ful about its possible impact on the perception 
of a district and its role in the city itself.

Because of these methodological challenges, 
it was inevitable that we should seek to work 
carefully together with residents, and to focus 
on their imagination of the place(s). The pro-
cess proved to be rather difficult, because we 
faced quite a number of serious limitations. 
The main limitation was the tough time-frame. 
The process of finding a topic, doing research 
on it and producing a map as a vehicle for our 
ideas was limited to two weeks. In relation to 
our ambition to go through a reflected process 
and produce something that can hint at the high 
complexity of the district, or more widely of 
the issue of post-socialism itself, this amount 
of time was by no means sufficient. A further 
limitation was our role as a group consisting 
mostly of foreigners. Only one of the four group 
members is based in Lithuania and has broader 
knowledge about Vilnius and Lithuania, as well 
as language skills in Lithuanian and Russian. 
For the rest of the group, it was the first time of 
being in Lithuania and we did not know a word 
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in Lithuanian before arriving. This made the in-
tended participative framework a rather chal-
lenging task. Reflecting on these challenges 
and discussing our first-hand impressions, we 
found that the non-locals amongst us mostly 
had a very limited understanding of the place, 
but one that, like those of many others more 
familiar with the district, already bore the mark 
of many associations and preconceptions. 
The challenge now was not to mix up our own 
various associations with the points of view of 
residents. 

We agreed that the fieldwork would be the 
most important part of our research. It should 
constitute the basis for all the following steps 
through to the creation of a final map. Because 
of the limited time we decided that we would 
only work in a qualitative way, which means 
that we would treat all residents of Šnipiškės 
and passers-by alike, as experts for their dis-
trict and put them on the same level as ›official‹ 
decision-makers, such as bureaucrats in the 
municipality. Our exploratory approach meant 
that we first went into the field and then derived 
a conceptual approach from our findings into 
local narratives about the district.

While walking through Šnipiškės and talking to 
people, we found out that a lot of local names 
existed for the district, or sub-divisions of it, 
and that they differed depending on who we 
were talking to and where he or she was living. 
People from Šnipiškės use different names 
than people who live outside the district and 

only pass through or work in the area. The 
most important and most frequently mentioned 
place name is Shanghai. This was the initial 
point for the whole project. After coming across 
this term, we continued to ask people from the 
neighborhood about other informal names like 
Shanghai. And we also asked them to explain 
what Shanghai is, where it is located and why 
it is called Shanghai. To learn more about the 
meaning of Shanghai we used semi-structured 
ethnographic interviews, meaning that we had 
some standardised questions, but were free to 
add further questions or engage in particular 
details that interested us. The interviews were 
short, often less than 5 minutes long, and were 
conducted in public or semi-public spaces 
with spontaneously chosen people. The only 
arranged interview we had was in the near-
by municipality office, where we interviewed 
a planner responsible for the future urban 
development of Šnipiškės. In our 18 short 
interviews involving different notions, explana-
tions, associations and comments, we found 
5 additional place names for various sub-divi-
sions of Šnipiškės: Shanghai, Europe, Bombay, 
Beverly Hills and Skansen. It was on the basis 
of these names that we formed our map. All 
the interviews were recorded together with a 
soundscape of the place where the interview 
was conducted. The interviews also included 
local micro stories about the place names from 
different points of view. 

After this research step, we analysed the in-
terviews and looked for ways to visualise the 2 See: https://soundcloud.com/shanghai_lt.

different place names. We sorted and edited 
quotes which helped to characterise the place 
and explain or reveal a particular connotation. 
Some interviews were made in English; others 
were translated into English from Lithuanian 
or Russian. It is obvious that at this stage of the 
work we were heavily involved in shaping the 
results through our own perspectives, terms 
and structures. The selected quotes were then 
used in the map, to link descriptions of the 
place names to the specific locations where 
they are actually used.

The final product of this mapping process is a 
free-form map – a visualisation of the area with 
its various names and associations, together 
with localised quotes. This multi-layered map 
includes information about the locations of 
the interviews, the various names referred to 
during each and the related associations of 
the given toponyms. The interview locations 
are linked to online extracts from interviews 
combined with soundscapes.2 This makes it 
possible for any reader with an internet con-
nection to ›subjectively‹ experience the in-
terviews and the sound of the place, and thus 
get a more vivid impression than through a 
common paper map. Central to the information 
visualised on the map are the localisations of 
the spots where the interviews were taken. The 
numbers inside the markers connect to the 
map’s key, where a list of the names of places 
where interviews were taken is listed: each 
number also links to a particular audio file. A 
QR-Code on the map gives a direct link to the 

sound files. Furthermore, the transcriptions 
of fragments of interviews are incorporated on 
the map within the outlines of the ›real‹ admin-
istrative boundaries of the often remote places 
to which the toponyms refer. In addition to this, 
the geographic distance between the named 
places and Šnipiškės is mapped. Underneath 
these distances, we put selected quotes that we 
found important to highlight key characteristics 
of our findings. After a final drawing phase, 
the map was presented at the nearby Energy 
and Technology Museum and on public notice-
boards in the so-called Shanghai area of the 
Šnipiškės district. In this way, we strove to ad-
dress both an audience from a more academic 
circle and the local residents of Shanghai, and 
thus reconnect the project directly with the area.

The meaning of five very different toponyms
The analysis of Beverly Hills, Skansen, Europe 
and Bombay as local toponyms of Šnipiškės is 
based upon the method of qualitative content 
analysis (QCA). It gives us the opportunity to 
extract information from texts – in our case 
quotes – and then analyse the information with-
out continuing to refer to the original quotes 
(Gläser & Laudel, 2009: 197). QCA is useful, 
since it requires only a rather small body of 
text and no prior hypothesis before the start 
of the fieldwork. Instead, it can provide rele-
vant categories after the collection of data and 
helps in building the thesis while working on it 
(Lamnek, 2005: 505–511).
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a) Shanghai
Through our fieldwork, Shanghai emerged both 
as a rather informal, but also as the most com-
mon name for the wooden part of Šnipiškės. 
It was thus the term we asked about most fre-
quently in interviews. In analysing the informa-
tion we obtained, our first step was to search 
for certain tags and arguments that were 
repeated and indicated the same content, and 
that could therefore be clustered. We estab-
lished four final categories, which best reflect-
ed the content of the quotes: # 1: Precarious 
Situation; # 2: Historical Layer; # 3: Shanghai is 
in China; # 4: Short Cuts. 

The first and most relevant category, 
›Precarious Situation‹, contains several social 
and structural dimensions that were constantly 
addressed, and which we again divided into 
three subsections: ›poverty‹, ›gypsies‹ and ›the 
future‹. All the quotes in the category ›pover-
ty‹, with the exception of one, were made by 
inhabitants of Shanghai. Other tags related to 
that of poverty were those of abandoned areas, 
the density of people registered in houses and 
drug related issues. One inhabitant postulated 
that the place should be destroyed, because he 
found it impossible to live there. A young girl 
did not see Shanghai as a local symptom, but 
as an expression of a worldwide urban prob-
lem that includes a racial dimension: »Like in 
America, for example. It’s almost the same. 
There are good districts, and then nearby black 
people and dangerous places.« We used this in-
terviewee’s quote for a second subcategory that 

addresses the temporal layer – the future of 
the area. She does not predict a good future for 
the area, except unless the government would 
start to intervene: »(…) like they are building 
that business centre, maybe it will become a 
better place.« Another inhabitant sees the only 
hope in intervention from outside, because 
without money and premises they are not able 
to move by themselves. The last subcategory 
of statements we have titled with the politically 
incorrect term ›Gypsies‹, because this is how 
local Romani people are commonly referred to 
in central Vilnius today.

The second category, the historical layer, in-
cludes the attempts of local citizens to give a 
historical explanation as to why the place is 
called Shanghai. The common sense is that 
the place is old and has been referred to as 
Shanghai for many years (»It was already called 
Shanghai during Soviet times.«) Only one per-
son referred to the original Chinese Shanghai 
as in the past being »some kind of bamboo 
styled slum« and connected this image with the 
poverty in the wooden district of Vilnius. And 
only one inhabitant of the Lithuanian Shanghai, 
an old Lady, noted the Jewish pre-war back-
ground of the area.

A third category are quotes from people 
whose first reaction to our questions was 
that Shanghai is a place exclusively existing 
in China. When asked further about the area 
nearby, the person usually understood what 
we were asking about. Outsiders who were not 

from Vilnius were obviously rather confused 
as to why we would search for Shanghai in the 
very center of the Lithuanian capital. It seems 
essential that one must be from Vilnius or have 
lived here long enough to know about this local 
name. Interestingly all answers by outsiders 
were given at the Europe Shopping Mall, situat-
ed just next to Shanghai. 

In the last category, we lumped together the 
›left-overs‹ we could not allocate well any-
where else. The quotes here are mainly ironic 
jokes made by people, when they did not know 
what to say, except for one quote that was 
involuntarily funny. A cashier at the Europe 
Shopping Mall localized Shanghai as the place 
»at the backside of Europe«. Even though this 
was meant as an indicator of direction, that 
to get to Shanghai you need to go behind the 
shopping mall, it also seemed like a metaphor 
for the first category, suggesting the precarious 
situation of Shanghai in relation to continen-
tal Europe. Another interesting quote that we 
gathered here came from an architect of the 
municipality, who was the only one to point out 
to us that the area is not really called Shanghai 
but Šnipiškės.

b) Bombay
We stumbled upon Bombay as a toponym right 
at the beginning of our research, while walking 
around in Shanghai and asking about the name 
of this part of Šnipiškės. In trying to explain 
Shanghai, an inhabitant told us about Bombay. 
Unfortunately, we did not record on the first day, 

because we were still collecting ideas and did 
not yet have a clear methodological track. But it 
was this comment that encouraged us to focus 
on toponyms. As we furthered our research, we 
tried to find out more about Bombay, but in this 
case information sources proved more scarce. 
Shanghai is an unofficial name, but it is a com-
mon one that is in broad local use, whereas 
Bombay, on the other hand, seems rather to 
be an artefact from the past. We only found two 
more quotes referring to Bombay: one from an 
inhabitant of Shanghai and the second from two 
elderly ladies at the Kalvarijų Market. The la-
dies in the end revealed their version of the sto-
ry behind the name, while the inhabitant merely 
told us that it comes from times when he was 
not yet even born. According to the ladies, once 
upon a time there were ›gangs‹ who divided 
Kalvarijų Street up between them into two 
parts, called Bombay and Broadway. Kalvarijų 
Street is one of the main roads that frame 
Shanghai. The other main streets that mark 
relevant borders are Žalgirio (referring to the 
defeat of the Teutonic Order near Tannenberg) 
and Konstitucijos Street. In working with the 
material we discovered, we tried to be careful 
with the clear drawing of boundaries of where 
Shanghai begins and ends. Since Shanghai is 
not an official term for the area, the question 
of its borders is primarily an issue of subjective 
perception.

In another interview, an inhabitant established 
a connection between the names given to 
the district and the perceived poverty in the 
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area stating: »Here Shanghai, there Bombay. 
Because of the poor people, water pumps and 
toilets outside.« This raises the question of 
what the images Bombay and Shanghai stand 
for and what aspects of the area are designated 
through their use. At the time when people in 
Šnipiškės and its vicinities started to come up 
with these toponyms, there must have existed 
a certain image of the places: for example, 
an exotic factor attached to the city’s poorer 
suburbs. If the intention had simply been to 
describe poverty, then references to other cit-
ies closer than places in India and China could 
have been used. For further research, it would 
be important to examine exactly when these 
toponyms became a shared feature, in order to 
describe the self-perception of the inhabitants. 
Why these names? To what extent did they seek 
to connote poverty, and to what extent other 
cultural characteristics? What did the cities of 
Bombay and Shanghai stand for in this local 
context? Also, it would be interesting to do re-
search on the ›gangs‹. Bombay and Broadway, 
as the names for two ends of one street, are 
highly diverse and very creative modes of the 
symbolic production of space.
 
c) Beverly Hills
Beverly Hills as a local typonym creates anoth-
er unexpected comparison between Shanghai 
and a remote place, this time serving to de-
scribe a problem of the area that arose with the 
privatisation of land after 1991. As mentioned 
earlier, since Soviet times there have been 
plans to expand the city centre to the other side 

of the Neris River, and thus into the district of 
Šnipiškės. After the fall of the Soviet Union, 
these plans have been seized on again and re-
sulted in the construction of high-rise buildings 
alongside Konstitucijos Street. However, the 
progress of this building project has stopped 
right next to Shanghai. From what we saw and 
experienced in Shanghai, the construction 
process encroaching on the district simply 
stagnated at some point. Meanwhile, another 
of our observations was that building activities 
seemed a pretty common and visible feature of 
the district. The conclusion we drew was one 
of an evident fragmentation of development. In 
Šnipiškės, we are confronted by a district with, 
on the one hand, hyper-modern high-rises and, 
on the other, unpaved streets, outside water 
wells and wooden houses that recall the urban 
forms of pre-war times.

The inevitable question we asked ourselves 
while walking around the district was why, over 
the period of the twenty years of independence, 
the municipality could not at least provide a 
sanitary system for the houses? We learned 
later that most inhabitants resisted selling 
their land to the municipality, preferring to 
demand high prices in order to keep the status 
quo or to seek to gain a greater profit from the 
land at a later stage. In this sense, the land was 
already conceived as being worth a fortune, 
with prices in the local imagination close to 
those of Beverly Hills, California. This was the 
version proposed by a cashier in the shopping 
mall to explain the link between Shanghai and 

3 for more information, see the official website: www.llbm.lt 
(accessed 11 April 2014).

Beverly Hills. Of course, we cannot validate this 
story, but for our argument it is not important 
if it is right or wrong. More relevant is that it 
reveals how somebody reads another dimen-
sion into the connotations of the wooden part 
of Šnipiškės. We understand Beverly Hills as a 
comparison which shows the other side of the 
coin of Šnipiškės imagined just as a dark place 
of poverty.
 
d) Skansen
We first encountered Skansen as a name for 
the central part of Šnipiškės on an online map 
issued by the Lithuanian company maps.lt. It 
is placed directly where the people we asked 
would usually localise Shanghai. Skansen 
is mostly known as the name of an outdoor -
museum in Stockholm, so we were curious 
about what references to Skansen would mean 
in the local context. Since we found it on a map 
and it was not referred to in our interviews, 
we decided to address the issue by visiting the 
nearby municipality. There, we interviewed a 
member of the city-planning council respon-
sible for the wooden part of Šnipiškės. Our 
interview-partner confirmed that the munici-
pality has been in the process of creating new 
plans for the district for 20 years, but that it 
had not succeeded in the implementation of 
any particular spatial solution. The name is 
indeed a reference to the Swedish museum and 
was chosen as a label for a plan to preserve a 
core of wooden houses in the district, and to 
add to them wooden architecture from all over 
Lithuania. The aim in so doing is to transform 

the district into a living outdoor-museum, 
including new cafés, hotels and other tourist 
features. The responsible architect himself 
does not, however, today think that even some 
of these plans will be implemented in the near 
future. Another parallel our interviewee drew 
was with Rumšiškės, a small nearby town 
between Vilnius and Kaunas where an ethno-
graphic outdoor museum was erected in the 
1960s.3 But the city planner also emphasized 
that neither of these names are used officially, 
which raises a question as to why Skansen as 
a name was then already implemented on a 
publicly used map. On the contrary to the topo-
nyms Shanghai, Bombay and Broadway, which 
come from inside the area, the name Skansen, 
as is also the case for Beverly Hills, describes 
an abstract concept for the future development 
of the area that comes primarily from outside. 
While Beverly Hills is only an allegory for the 
expectations that land-prices will further grow, 
Skansen is a targeted final situation that is rep-
resented in the name itself.
 
e) Europe
The last name we have detected – and not only 
in the name of the shopping mall – is Europe. 
But surprisingly, there were only two persons 
making any reference to Europe. The first quote 
came from an elderly lady, who also mentioned 
the Jewish past of pre-war Shanghai. Her state-
ment gives an idea of the isolation of the area: 



Mapping Vilnius
Mapping Šnipiškės
267

Mapping Vilnius
Mapping Šnipiškės
266

»Nobody does anything here. We don’t feel that  
we are in Europe. Everybody does what he 
wishes. If somebody tells the truth, his mouth 
is shut. So nobody tells the truth. You just sit 
quiet. I get my pension and I don’t care.« Even 
though the core message of this statement is 
not very clear, we got the point that Lithuania’s 
entrance into the European Union has not made 
any noteworthy change to the situation for in-
habitants of Shanghai. The second quote came 
from a trader at Kalvarijų Market who insisted 
that the wooden part of the district is actually 
named Europe and not Shanghai. Unfortunately 
we did not find out if he was referring to Europe 
Square, or the political or geographical entity 
of Europe.
 
Summarising our findings
When asked why the place is called Shanghai, 
most people connected the name with the pre-
carious social situation there. This connection 
was made by both inhabitants of Shanghai, as 
well as by outsiders. There were also traces 
of an anticipated ethno-nationalisation of the 
name. For instance, people who spoke about 
»Gypsies« implied a causal relationship with 
the name Shanghai: »Gypsies were living 
there some time ago (…) That’s why it is called 
Shanghai.« Even though the data we analysed 
is certainly not representative, we would con-
clude that bringing Shanghai, which is a social-
ly precarious area, into relation with Roma peo-
ple provides us with information about the role 
of stereotypes in the perception of Shanghai. 

The temporal layer of our investigation covered 
both the past and the future. Regarding the 
past, we received information from just one 
elderly lady about the fact that Jews once lived 
here and that they perished in the Shoah. The 
future, meanwhile, was pictured mostly nega-
tively. The dominant vision was of further stag-
nation with no real perspective, unless help is 
provided from outside, e.g. from the govern-
ment. Interestingly, there was almost no refer-
ence to the socialist period in our interviews, 
except for one comment that the area was al-
ready called Shanghai during Soviet times. 

As a conclusion, we would say that our map-
ping project does not fully explain the specifics 
of post-socialist urban space directly. For a full 
understanding of these specifics in the context 
of Šnipiškės, and in particular in the part re-
ferred to as Shanghai, more information about 
the particular local historical settings are nec-
essary. Our lack of a full view of the local con-
text was brought home to us when we learned 
that the business centre, which contains Europe  
Square, the shopping mall and various high-
rise buildings, was already planned in a differ-
ent form during Soviet times and not, as we had 
previously assumed, as a project of the 1990s. 
This detail is highly relevant, because, in this 
perspective, the new capitalist city centre may 
be understood as a continuity with the Soviet 
ideas established in a socialist planning system.

Because of the diversity of the answers we re-
ceived and the interpretations of the informal 
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names we explored, we would conclude that 
the references to the name and the narratives 
told by various people do not give one con-
crete answer to the question of why Shanghai 
became the most popular description of the 
wooden core of Šnipiškės. The answer is prob-
ably rooted somewhere in the micro-stories 
that are told in the district that are nearly im-
possible for outsiders to collect as a whole. 
Never theless, the few answers we got during 
interviews give us information about people’s 
impressions and perceptions of the district. 
Therefore, we would argue that these informal 
names can be seen as toponymic containers to 
be filled with personal imaginations. The differ-
ent explanations of the name Shanghai high-
light various aspects of the everyday practice of 
the area, in turn emphasising historical, social, 
problematic or prospective features. The use of  
other place names as comparison brought to the  
fore particular shades of the connotations a 
sso ciated with this really existing place, and 
mirror some or other of its attributes. Only two 
people among our experts did not know the area 
as Shanghai. This indicates that a name does 
not need to be official to be in common use, and 
that urban dwellers are well able to create their 
own meanings of the urban space they use on 
an everyday basis. This is also a good illustra-
tion of the fact that maps do not necessarily 
provide complete or final knowledge, nor do 
they represent a fixed state that never changes.

One particular finding is that the ›Gypsy‹ ste-
reotype was not mentioned inside Shang hai  

but in surrounding places, while the poverty 
 in the district was particularly underlined by 
inhabitants of Shanghai. A second finding is 
that everyone we encountered who did not 
understand which Shanghai we were referring 
to was situated in the bordering places of the 
Europe shopping mall and Kalvarijų Market. 
This can be traced back to the logic and func-
tion of these two specific spaces. A shopping 
mall, for instance, is not intended to be in  
close relation to its environment. It is com-
monly seen as a place for consumption which 
also addresses people from further away,  
who are just passing through and who are  
not necessarily very concerned about the  
surrounding district. This finding therefore 
contains possible ideas for further research  
and could further contribute to urban stu d -
ies into the fragmentation of post-socialist 
space.

Looking at the map retrospectively, it became 
quite obvious that for us the map was also a 
tool for orientation, in order for us not to lose 
track in the complexity of ideas and processes 
in the urban landscape, and to channel and 
visualise our own ideas about the many mean-
ings of Šnipiškės in the process. Mapping as 
process also helped us to re-evaluate our own 
workflow, while still struggling with missing 
links and premature concepts. We would there-
fore conclude that our mapping is best under-
stood as a qualitative method in exploratory 
research. The process of mapping is a way of 
collecting, organising and reducing data by ab-

straction, but it can also serve to visualise and 
structure rather complex realities.

A point of critique regarding the limitations of 
our work is that the map is not fully self-ex-
planatory and easily accessible for someone 
who does not speak English. Therefore, we are 
still wondering if we have really participated 
in a critical mapping project given the fact that 
our map is scarcely readable for an average 
inhabitant of Šnipiškės? According to the defi-
nition of Dalton and Mason-Deese4 our work 
can be assigned to counter-mapping, one of 
the many kinds of critical mapping. Dalton and 
Mason-Deese describe this as »any effort that 
fundamentally questions the assumptions or 
biases of cartographic conventions, that chal-
lenges predominant power effects of mapping, 
or that engages in mapping in ways that upset 
power relations« (Harris and Hazen, 2005: 
115; cited by Dalton and Mason-Deese, 2012: 
442). Examples for possible studies in critical 
mapping »(…) encounter weighty problems 
including conflicting priorities, how to practice 
community organisation, integrating mapping 
into larger movements and the limitations of 
Cartesian mapping in representing local geo-
graphic knowledge« (Hodgson and Schroeder, 
2002; Walker and Peters, 2001; cited by Dalton 
and Mason-Deese, 2012: 442). The last point is 
especially applicable to our work. A Cartesian 
map would have been easy to understand for 
most people, but it would not have been possi-
ble for us to represent the local toponymies on 
such a map. 

So, in this sense, our map has a critical com-
ponent, because it attempts to question the 
predominant reproductions of the official to-
ponymies of a certain place. What we did was 
very unlike the map we found on maps.lt, where 
the area of Shanghai is labelled as Skansen 
even before the plan has even been imple-
mented in reality. We, rather, tried to show the 
multidimensional view of local inhabitants as 
something imagined that can be subjectively 
perceived through audiovisual means. For the 
future, our mapping project could probably 
have a potential to engage in a more substan-
tial practice of community organisation and 
work together more closely with a larger va-
riety of locals. The frame of the winter school 
was simply too short and also our limitations 
as foreigners were difficult to overcome. In the 
end, our aim was to raise awareness or at least 
to inspire imaginations about contested and 
problematised places like Šnipiškės. 

4 Both are members of the Counter-Cartographies Collective 
(3Cs) at the Department of Geography, University of North Caroli-
na at Chapel Hill.
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�A�GUAGE, DIS��PLI�E
AN� PRA�T�CE
THE �HANCES AND LIMITATI�N� OF 
MULTI�I����LI�ARY GR�UP�OR� �N 
A TRANSNATIONAL �ETT��G

This text evaluates the experiences of inter-
national transdisciplinary project cooperation 
both from the perspective of the student partic-
ipants and the organisers of the winter school 
run by the Laboratory of Critical Urbanism in 
Vilnius in February 2014. Its research question 
relates to the more general observation of an 
accelerating internationalisation of higher ed-
ucation, bringing challenges to the modernist 
frames in which education in Europe today 
still tends to be organised (Kohn, 2008). Within 
Europe, education systems are organised in 
the frame of the nation state with its distinct 
education systems. Academia itself is strongly 
divided into subdivisions of knowledge pro-
duction, which call themselves disciplines. At 
the same time, both students and scholars of 
different disciplines become more and more 
mobile – both geographically and in terms of 
their disciplinary allocation. We encounter 
this constellation in our research and teaching 
work at the Laboratory of Critical Urbanism on 
an everyday basis. We use the study of Central- 
and Eastern European towns not only to gener-
ate knowledge about modes of, or participation 
in, urbanism, but also to translate between 
different discursive practices (Koskinen, 2008). 
In this sense, we are practitioners of the trans-
lational turn in cultural studies, which under-
lines the constant need of translation for in-
formed academic inquiry (Bachmann-Medick, 
2009: 2–16). 

In order to learn more about the limits of par-
ticipation both in urban planning and in inter-

national education, we would take this transla-
tory practice further (Tanaka, 2002). Therefore, 
this text uses ideas of applied humanities as a 
form of both empirical and conceptional work 
(Nikitina, 2009). The winter school is seen as a 
laboratory of knowledge production – not only 
about the town of Vilnius, but also about the 
ways in which young researchers from various 
cultural and disciplinary backgrounds interact 
in a small scale research project (Ackermann, 
2013: 51–60). A two week winter school is dif-
ferent in scope, depth and length from a full 
scale research project, but it creates a frame 
which forces participants to interact rather 
intensively and to learn from each other in 
order to make the empirical project groups 
work (Carbaugh, 2007: 167–182). The analysis 
in this text focuses on the problematic experi-
ences which occur during such an enterprise, 
rather than seeking to praise how wonderfully 
everything went. These problems are seen not 
as disturbing moments, but as a translatory 
interface – it is precisely at these problematic 
intersections, where our students and we learn 
most (Bassnett, 1998: 123–140).

Setting up a laboratory
The winter school was set up in Vilnius on be-
half of a small research unit of a Belarusian 
University in Lithuanian exile. The organisers 
themselves have different academic back-
grounds in Sociology, History and Cultural 
Studies. They are also themselves raised aca - 
demically in different cultures: Polish, Belarus-
ian, Serbian, German and British. For the 
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Laboratory of Critical Urbanism, the winter 
school is an opportunity to develop new meth-
ods of collaborative research together with 
Masters students and to more deeply explore 
some research priorities. This text discuss-
es the experience of group work in this very 
specific intercultural context (Ippolito, 2007). 
It asks in particular how academic research 
functions in a mixed group and what were 
the relevant dimensions for this experience 
(Sharan, 2010). It became clear that the design 
of a very short, intensive school of two weeks in 
the winter with the goal being for the students 
to map their work in one of the post-socialist 
districts of Vilnius pushed groups to the very 
edge. How did they deal with this artificially 
produced stress? And how to prepare for such 
group work in a similar setting in the future? 

Among the key factors setting the frame for 
the work in Vilnius was a quite uneven distri-
bution of German participants. This is due to 
the funding scheme of the German Academic 
Exchange Service, which enables the winter 
school to happen through individual grants for 
participants. For legal reasons, these grants 
are given to German citizens or other citizens 
studying in Germany. At the same time, their 
fees allowed us to include also Lithuanian and 
Belarusian participants into the school. As a 
result of this constellation, the German compo-
nent of the group was by far the largest. While 
10 participants came from Germany, 5 came 
from Belarus, 4 from Lithuania and one from 
Estonia and the Czech Republic. 

An even more constitutive element of our work 
was the decision to do urban studies through 
an intersection of different fields. Therefore, 
choosing participants from a large number of 
applicants, we tried to balance their studies 
and training backgrounds, experience and 
gender. Among the final participants were fu-
ture architects, urban planners, sociologists, 
human geographers and students in cultural 
studies. Some of them were in their late MA 
studies and some were writing a BA thesis in 
a similar field. We managed to balance gender 
relations and were eager to have the sample 
of Germans to be from different geographical 
spots, representing different biographies in-
cluding those of migrants. Because of the way 
we recruited, the German participants were 
indeed from a variety of geographical and dis-
ciplinary backgrounds, while the Lithuanian 
students were mostly trained as architects and 
the Belarusian participants were mostly tied 
to the cultural studies program at the Media 
Department of our university, although less 
than planned were they students from our 
Critical Urbanism programe. 

Multilayered experiences. Between inter-
cultural and interindividual strategies of 
cooperation
In the course of the two weeks of intensive work,  
the group working situation became a parti-
cular challenge for the participants, but not 
primarily because of the different cultural 
backgrounds of the other group members (Kim, 
2007). In the internal discussions, a final ses-

sion and an evaluation sheet, they described 
the principal challenge rather as that of how 
to communicate in a foreign language and how 
to catch up with discourses that framed ques-
tions in different ways (Connor, 2004: 291–304). 
In response to an anonymous questionnaire, 
participants mainly minimalised their experi-
ence as a representative of a certain academic 
culture, and instead made the point that they 
had learned to deal with different languages of 
academic expression and also different work-
ing styles (Strathern, 2000). One participant 
put it this way: »I did not experience intercul-
tural differences, or at least I wouldn’t affili-
ate the borders and problems we had in our 
group work to intercultural or gender issues.« 
Another stated: »intercultural differences were 
not at the core of our experience, but rather 
interpersonal ways of working together.« Only 
one person claimed that the existence of dif-
ferent backgrounds was the most problematic 
aspect of the whole winter school and also the 
least satisfying: »This was the most unpleasant 
experience of the project. I think it would be 
better to make groups from the same academic 
background and in the end to compare every re-  
sult and way of analysis. This way is ineffective.«

Other participants were less negative, but still 
rather outspoken about the existence of differ-
ences: »From day one, I realised that every per-
son in the group is from a different background 
and thinks about architecture differently, and 
somehow, not in a good way. That made me 
think to myself: listen more carefully to oth-

ers.« In general, the intercultural dimension 
of this experience was perceived to be rather 
interesting, but at times also difficult because 
of language problems and different academic 
backgrounds (Kramsch, 2001). »At the same 
time, the problems in the group were rather 
due to different knowledge about theory, gaps 
in understanding scientific work, and differ-
ent ways to discuss and to respect ideas and 
thoughts,« was how one participant summed 
up his experience. In some groups, misunder-
standings and a hardship to overcome some 
discursive gaps took participants beyond a cer-
tain comfort zone: »In our group, I did not really 
feel so much the intercultural differences, but 
rather the differences between our disciplines. 
Although the borders of each discipline over-
lap, I think the biggest problem was that none 
of us felt comfortable when crossing the bor-
ders of their discipline. Sometimes this meant 
that some members did not participate as 
actively as they could have, because the subject 
went too far from their individual interest or 
their field of study.«

In this sense, it turned out that a key issue for 
the groups was to find a common language: 
not in a linguistic sense, we all shared some 
degree of English, but in the sense of a shared 
practice in academic discourses (Coulby, 2006). 
One participant describes this challenge in the 
following terms: »We did not overcome prob-
lems, but had to find a way to make collective 
decisions.« Being able to contribute to this 
decision making process required several com-
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ponents. Firstly, very important were language 
skills – how well you are able to express your-
self. Thus, both knowledge, and perhaps even 
more importantly the ability to communicate 
it in English, were highly relevant dimensions. 
In the course of the school, it became visible 
that there is a certain tendency for participants 
from the West to be more fluent, because most  
of them had travelled more and had more exper  
ience of discussions in an anglophone environ-
ment (Lillis, 2007). On the other hand, there 
were no native speakers among the group: »The  
language barrier was sometimes evident, as  
no one amongst us was a native speaker of Eng-
lish. Not a big problem though,« was noted 
in one of the questionnaires. On the contrary, 
some issues did not occur on the surface as 
evidence of linguistic capability, but rather in 
terms of a readiness to speak up. This implies 
that the degree of active participation in group 
discussions was linked to the participants’ level 
of experience in formulating their own thoughts 
in English and sharing them in a working envi-
ronment. One take on these issues is revealed 
in the following comment: »that the intercul-
tural differences were not of any problem in 
our group. Some participant was shy to speak 
English, because of lack of experience. Or, may-  
be, this participant is just a shy person? I am  
not sure. I would say that the personal qualities 
of each member were much more important.«

Even if, in general, culture seemed not to be 
the major dimension shaping group work in the 
course of our school, it was nonetheless still 

mentioned as a relevant source of experience 
by some participants. One opinion noted that it 
was important not to start »essentialising cul-
tural differences, but at the same time to notice 
differences in cultural techniques: although I 
think the borders were not due to intercultural, 
but more personal differences. One major is-
sue for me was being able to rely on people in 
terms of punctuality and meeting locations.« 
This rather contradictory quote shows a will-
ingness of the participant to underscore the 
intercultural dimension of their experience. 
At the same time, binding personal reliability 
with punctuality is clearly a German cultural 
technique which emerges, post-factum, as a 
judgement of personality based on different 
cultural ways to frame time and different pat-
terns of making oral agreements. At the same 
time, the participant argues that presumptions 
of intercultural differences in the perception of 
a specific working situation should be not over-
estimated. 

It is interesting that, due to the strong percep-
tion of academic disciplines as the dividing 
line within the groups and the tendency to 
negate cultural differences, the existence of 
differences in the ways in which time is com-
modified were not perceived or named as such 
(Becher, 2001). This was partly an outcome of 
the design of the school, which mostly involved 
Germans being based in a central hotel, while 
Belarusian and Lithuanian participants mostly 
lived in their own apartments and were more 
bound to their everyday duties than incoming 

participants. »No problems with intercultural 
issues. Sometimes locals were less accessible, 
because they did not live in Ecotel,« pointed 
out one participant from Germany. In this token 
acknowledgement, we notice the perception of 
presence and availability to be a major issue in 
shaping the group work process. While German 
students, but also Belarusians and others, 
specially came to Vilnius and had to take two 
weeks off, they were present at the winter 
school non stop. Lithuanian participants living 
in Vilnius had other jobs alongside the winter 
school and lived at home. Thus, they had to di-
vide time more actively between their ongoing 
obligations and the school’s activities. A recur-
ring critical situation, which was described in 
particular by German participants, but not in 
intercultural terms, was a different way of com-
municating about time: sometimes a partici-
pant of Lithuanian background would not give 
prior notice that he or she will not show up, or 
come later. They in fact had obligations which 
made it much harder for them to participate, 
but they would not inform their German team 
members about this directly, but in a rather 
indirect way. Thus, making an appointment in 
Lithuania functions differently from how you 
would do it in Germany. 

Contrasting discursive practices and practi-
cal skills
We asked the participants to reflect on the is-
sues of the impact of disciplinary differences 
and cultural issues on their ongoing group 
work to fulfil the task of mapping a district of 

Vilnius after both one and two weeks. »The first 
thing to note would be different academic back-
grounds. It became clear that architects and 
social scientists have a slightly different picture 
of the world in a sense that different things are 
considered important and worth investigation. 
Perhaps, it is best explained by saying that the 
architects I worked with have a certain, objec-
tive, and material world around them, whereas 
I, as a social scientist, live in a bendy, uncertain 
and subjective world. While trying to under-
stand my colleagues’ point of view, I reaffirmed 
my own position though« is the quote from one 
participant reflecting upon the consequences 
of different trainings in architecture and the 
humanities. Another student referred in the 
same regard to language playing a major role, 
both conceptually and empirically, to shaping 
the group work in both Vilnius districts. For 
this, students saw it as most relevant that you 
are »able to articulate what you mean.« As a 
practical lesson learned in this regard, another 
participant points to the importance of »listen-
ing to people, instead of arguing that they are 
wrong.« 

As a specific effect of a setting in which Lith-
uanian participants were represented mainly 
by architects and the German side more by 
social scientists from different fields of the 
humanities, in some groups an asymmetry of 
discursively trained German participants and 
more practically oriented Lithuanians doing 
tasks as designers became obvious. One par-
ticipant criticised this outcome quite openly in 
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the following evaluation: »Architects were used 
as IT support.« Following this line of argument, 
it was also stated that: »Architects are not 
Graphic Designers – so there was a feeling that 
some graphic design practice was missing to 
make the maps more readable.« A more pos-
itive way of looking at this critical relationship 
between architects and humanities’ students 
is: »You can learn a lot and both sides need 
some more of the skills of the other,« and »I 
learned a lot from geographers and architects 
on working with maps, both technically and 
conceptually. And I enlarged my knowledge of 
theory and my sensibility in working with local 
communities.«

But the division of labour of different discursive 
strategies was not just a straight one of decon-
struction versus construction. As one partic-
ipant put it in the evaluation: »Different work 
flows developed and were maintained between 
different disciplines.« The modes and goals of 
project work were perceived as being highly 
different between the social sciences and hu-
manities participants, on the one hand, and the 
architects and urban planners, on the other. 
»It is very hard to find a common language, 
because sociologists, etc., are oriented towards 
meaning and text, while architects care more 
about visualisuation,« was how one participant 
summarised the situation. Another, put it this 
way: »Specific disciplines produce specific 
skills, and you can not transfer them within the 
group.« Thus, for the organisers an important 
outcome of the winter school is: we learnt that 

it is a must to introduce more common back-
ground in the very beginning in order to syn-
chronise different perspectives, but also to give 
a chance to understand the differences in how 
urban planners, geographers, sociologists and 
anthropologists work. And as one voice in the 
evaluation put it, we should »make sure that 
(we) find the equilibrium between discussions 
and producing.« 

Mapping vs. creating a map
As organisers of the winter school, we con-
ceived of mapping as both process and final 
product. But we did not spend enough time on 
clarifying in advance the relationship between 
these two elements – i.e. between the process 
and the final result. While for us the conceptual 
part of mapping, understood as an exploration 
of how to articulate ideas in a visual way, was 
quite important, for the group work the issue 
that we had defined a presentation of ready-
made maps as the compulsory final stage of the  
process turned out to be more relevant. This 
forced groups to focus on the final product and 
narrowed down the options along the way.  
This perception of the goal also played a strong 
role in shaping the groups’ approaches to de-
ciding on the joint strategies for the paths of 
their project work. It also strengthened the dis-
crepancy felt between discourse as part of the 
project work and the orientation on a final  
product as the result of the project. These di-
lemmas show a weakness of conceiving of 
mapping as process. On the one hand, a clearly 
defined medium for a final product which might 
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be described as map helps to focus or at least 
to narrow the range of methodological options 
available. On the other hand, it limits the poten-
tial for reflection on mapping to function as a 
working conceptual tool, because energy, time 
and thought will be more directed towards the 
end of the process. This means that mapping 
is not in the first place about maps, but rather 
about the way of gathering empirical material, 
of structuring it and of finding a conceptual way 
of analysing and visualising it.

In the course of the winter school, this moment  
of the cusp between ideas and product could 
nonetheless be productive of a critical relation-
ship: »The only critical moment I can talk about 
was the last, when the map was still not fin-
ished and we were running out of time and had 
to make fast decisions. We agreed on majority 
voting, which was a simple solution but not a 
satisfying one,« summarised one participant. 
Towards the end of the school, the balance 
between participants of different backgrounds 
changed. After a phase of discursive domina-
tion by social scientists, the trained architects 
took over: »Once the work shifted into the 
phase of working on the map, it was very hard 
for me to influence it somehow – the people 
working on the visualisation were just working 
in their graphic design computer programs 
and not taking the conceptual and textual di-
mension seriously.« At the same time, it turned 
out that the question of collaborative work 
was essential to get a result that could satisfy 
all participants: »It is important to focus on a 

joint task, arguing not about who is right, but 
about how to solve a particular problem, and 
everybody will contribute to this process; at the 
same, it is important to acknowledge difference 
and start thinking about the reasons for the 
differences.«

These were perceived by participants as an ef-
fect of different educations or work experience, 
rather than as an essentially intercultural dif-
ference. The »point of view was not so different, 
the main issues to agree on were: how we work 
in regard to the timeframe, the methodology  
of the group work, work divisions and clarifying 
the terminology we use while describing our 
ideas to each other,« summarised one of the 
participants. And in this stressful group work-
ing phase, it again became meaningful who was 
raised in which academic culture: »Sometimes 
it felt that we are saying the same things, but 
in a different vocabulary.« What we learned as 
organisers in this regard was the need to train 
communication within groups and to raise 
awareness of the described differences. The 
goal of such training would not be to overcome 
differences or to make all participants stick to 
one scheme of communication, but to raise the 
general understanding that these issues are 
relevant – even in a small group during a short 
term research project. As far as we did not  
prepare anything in advance, students had 
to learn most of these lessons without prior 
reflection. In the evaluation, this process was 
described in this way: »First I had to learn to 
adapt my language and to learn new phrases, 

but after some time I could collect new expe-
riences in the realisation of field research. We 
discussed a lot about different opportunities 
and learned to coordinate with each other.«

Working in invisible hierarchies
While the different academic and professional 
backgrounds, the challenge to find a common 
language and the tension between constant 
discussions and the need to act were actively 
addressed by all participants, there were also 
other less remarked on, but no less mean-
ingful aspects of group work. Among them, a 
noteworthy issue is the existence of different 
degrees of horizontal versus hierarchical re-
lations at various groups layers. While some 
participants were used to working in a horizon-
tally bound way, for others the lack of a clearly 
defined authority caused inconveniences. The 
emergence of new hierarchies could also be an 
issue, as one student put it in the evaluation: 
»You always have hidden hierarchies and e.g. a 
male domination, even if the context is a critical 
environment.« The same student proposed to 
plan more time and more flexibility in creating  
groups: »Tutors should support students with-
out using a higher authority (interrupting, 
taking more time to speak, not respecting the 
needs and wishes of participants, no aware-
ness if every participant is articulating her/
his opinion/wishes/thoughts and speaking 
in the same proportion.« In the case of the 
school, it became quite obvious that there was 
an assumption that, in this setting, academic 
teachers were supposed to do their work with-

out misusing their authority, in particular in 
group discussions and group work. The irony of 
this wish was that it was always articulated by 
German participants who were ready to dom-
inate their own group work in both discursive 
and political ways: taking a large share of the 
discussion time and pushing for decisions with-
in the group. While »some of the groups felt 
under pressure because of the strong partici-
pation of particular students,« other students 
complained about the lack of clear instructions 
of what to do. While this was most often not 
described as an open conflict, it indicates an 
important difference: the assumptions of some 
participants from Germany was that a school 
in critical urbanism would abolish all dimen-
sions of symbolical hierarchy and create an 
environment of cooperation between equal par-
ticipants. This assumption led to frustration, 
because in the Lithuanian context in which we 
are working, both teaching and also research 
are structured in a much more hierarchical 
way. As shown before, some Lithuanian partic-
ipants were bewildered by the constant discus-
sions initiated by participants raised in German 
academia about our roles, concepts and the 
political impact of our work.

My own work during the winter school was split 
between organisation, moderation, local exper-
tise and tutorship for one of the districts. The 
roles included rather different and sometimes 
mutually exclusive responsibilities (Otten, 2003: 
12–26). The most unexpected outcome for me 
was that, as one of those integrally involved in 
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structuring the winter school’s concept and 
who took responsibility for its overall process, 
in the course of the winter school I was openly 
attacked by some German students as being 
oppressive in my interactions with them. The 
most critical incident involved a project pro-
posing a Šnipiškės art intervention on a central 
square to make gentrification a public issue. 
My Lithuanian colleagues who worked as tutors 
with the project participants expressed their 
scepticism about the intervention at such an 
early stage in the course of the winter school 
and asked the students to find out more about 
the meaning of terms such as gentrification 
and heritage for the actual inhabitants. But in 
the group was a core of students who where 
convinced that both ethically and politically 
they do not have the right to use local inhab-
itants as sources and as legitimisation for 
their empirical work. Ironically, they were also 
among those who, in many situations, needed 
translation to interact with the inhabitants of 
Šnipiškės. This latter point was a further limi-
tation of our project design. We included plenty 
of participants who where not able to directly 
communicate with the dwellers of Šnipiškės 
and Lazdynai. As Vilnius is a multilingual town 
and translation is an everyday business here, 
we were ready to put some additional responsi-
bility on Lithuanian and Belarusian participants 
to act as situational translators.

But in the conflictual situation I am describing, 
language was not the core of the issue. It was 
an argument about the post-colonial context 

in which we organise the winter school with 
German funding, including German students 
and bringing them into a rather unknown con-
text. While I assume that it is legitimate to try to 
work in this context and that both my students 
and me have the right to ask both colleagues 
and inhabitants about their views, experiences 
and expectations, some German students were 
convinced that this would be a misuse of our 
positions as researchers. The only way out of 
this circular argument – we should not misuse 
our position as outsiders with German funding  
to use local persons to legitimise our own know-
ledge production – seemed to them to be an 
artistic research approach which would start 
from an intervention as an experimental way of 
gathering empirical material. Ironically, both 
my Lithuanian colleagues and I perceived the 
circular argumentation and the proposed way 
out in the form of a public intervention in front 
of the municipality building, before even speak-
ing to the »Betroffenen«, the encountered 
others, as a sign of post-colonial acting. The 
clear opinion of both Lithuanian tutors – one of 
them working as a community manager within 
Šnipiškės – did not change the group’s plans, 
because two students trained in Germany still 
dominated the group with their discursive prac-
tices. Thus, I decided not to take responsibility 
for a public act in a highly problematic semiotic 
field, where indeed gentrification, heritage and 
land usage were key issues, but where commu-
nication between different groups of interest 
would be structured in a highly conflictual way. 
In my understanding of academic work, we 

have an obligation to try at least to investigate 
the perspective of those we want to address 
with our research. I know that this understand-
ing the other includes some utopian thought 
and that the question of who is speaking up 
for whom is crucial here. But I also know, that 
these issues are, in a multi-ethnic, multi-lin-
gual environment in Lithuania, perceived as 
highly problematic and that in this context my 
own acts should be rather cautious. 

In forbidding a badly prepared public interven-
tion in the course of the winter school, some 
relevant issues became obvious and were 
openly discussed: yes, as one of the main or-
ganisers I have the right and the obligation 
to set limits to the way in which we interact 
in public. This is the outcome of a formalised 
hierarchy in which I act in a different role than 
the students: because I have been working in 
Vilnius for a number of years, I speak all the 
relevant languages and have done a lot of pri-
or fieldwork. It turned out that, in particular 
German students, paid more attention to the 
impact of how we interact and some of them 
felt the need to constantly challenge this hi-
erarchy as a matter of principle. This made 
hierarchies more visible and a constant issue of 
discussion. At the same time, the same partic-
ipants were ready to dominate their own mixed 
groups in precisely the same way in which they 
criticised my role: they took more discussion 
time, blocked collective decisions and were not 
ready to accept certain behaviour as relevant. 
It was no accident though that an open conflict 

line emerged between me and these partici-
pants, because of my own German background 
and my own prevalent modes of my own social-
isation. The irony in this situation was that we 
were very close to each other in that each was 
convinced that critically assessing our work le-
gitimises us to judge the work of others. And, of 
course, this caused conflicts which took much 
of the energy and time of the other participants 
in the group. While I had the feeling that I  
knew where the foundations for this blockade 
came from – I have myself been raised in a sim-
ilar way to the students, simply 15 years ago... 
– most of the Lithuanian students just did not 
understand what the point was. The German 
way of constantly problematising roles, hierar-
chies and ethics was rather alien to them, also 
because of the fact that in Lithuania it is much 
more common to work in both visible and invis-
ible hierarchies. 

This sharp contrast made me think of my own 
role in the European Humanities University 
and during future winter or summer schools. I 
share the students concern about the post-co-
lonial constellation I work in. Yes, handling 
German support for academic work in a highly 
politicised environment creates the need for 
reflection upon the limits of our access to 
local processes on the spot. Yes, there is the 
potential of misuse of empirical material and 
a strong limitation on my own ability to take 
responsibility in the processes I am discussing 
academically. And no, I will not stop trying to  
understand how public spaces change in Vilnius 
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– even with all the limitations of being an out-
sider, equipped with other resources that ena-
ble me to speak up. 

In addition to the different accounts of what it 
means to work in a post-colonial constellation, 
there was one more issue I learned thanks to 
the German protest group during the winter 
school. For some of them, gentrification was 
a clearly defined process which all over the 
world would follow the same logic, because it is 
about the capitalist way of changing patterns of 
land usage. As a result of their long term work 
with Marxist and post-Marxist literature, for 
them the local context of gentrification meant 
not much or nothing. In their view, it was not 
relevant if gentrification in Šnipiškės occurred 
differently from in Žvėrynas, a nearby wooden 
district of Vilnius, or if it followed a different 
logic than processes in Moscow, Barcelona or 
San Francisco. This view does not allow for an 
individual approach in a very specific setting 
of Vilnius, but assumes that theory is more 
relevant than empirical issues. According to 
this logic, if you find a convincing theory, the 
empirical situation really becomes secondary. 
I learned for myself that I do not accept this 
approach for my own work. Yes, theory is im-
portant, and we should work with theory and 
seek to add something to develop it further. But 
the way some students saw the need to read 
contemporary processes in Marxist terms and 
their readiness to reject any empirical work 
on the ground other than their own art project 
reminded me strongly of West German discus-

sions of the 1970s which I thought had been 
long overcome.

Patterns of dealing with problems
During an intensive two week academic project 
of the type described above, it is a sign of nor-
mality that tensions occur and at some point 
issues become described as problems which 
are not easily overcome. Participants made 
references to barriers which demarcated zones 
when discussion could no longer provide a 
clear way out and common action could not be 
agreed upon: »As I mentioned it above, we had 
some inner problem in our group and I don’t 
think that we could manage it in a perfect way.« 
As outlined earlier, we organised the group 
work in such a way that very different students 
were mixed in groups, with advice offered prin-
cipally only on academic issues. For the majori-
ty of the time, the groups were left on their own, 
with us only providing a framework for general 
exchange, academic feedback and a relaxa-
tion tour to a smaller spa resort, along with 
a structure of deadlines for the presentation 
of results. In the course of the second week, 
by which time groups generally had agreed 
on some minimum terms of joint work and a 
theme they wished to address, language turned 
out to be both a tool and a problem. On the one 
hand, it was the main medium to solve issues, 
and particularly to come to terms with critical 
situations, but, on the other hand, language 
was still at the core of the problems students 
had to deal with. Their knowledge of English 
or Russian and even more of Lithuanian or 
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Belarusian, was rather different, and none of 
these languages served in our working context 
as a fully-fledged lingua franca.

I noticed, as a tutor working with different 
groups, that participants were usually quite 
attentive and tried to come to terms with the 
different ways of doing business, or as it was 
put by one of the participants: »I was enjoy-
ing observation, what people with different 
backgrounds notice walking through the same 
place. How they start the process of action, 
their way of analysis and work organisation.« 
But there were strict limits to such attempts in 
adapting to the working modes of others. One 
way of dealing with this in the joint work was 
to accept difference and not try to overcome it: 
»There was not enough time to find a joint mo-
dus of interaction, so sometimes you just had 
to leave people to do their thing.« As a piece of 
advice, one participant formulated it this way: 
»Listen to everybody, try to avoid the domina-
tion of one specific person, be respectful and 
open!« Another added: »Plan breaks to refresh 
the mind« and »Do something together which 
is not related to the work.« Another very prac-
tical piece of advice was: »Do not struggle with 
issues in the evening, but start in the morning 
with a fresh mind.« As working techniques 
which helped participants to overcome difficult 
issues, our students emphasised the impor-
tance of mapping as a way to fix ideas and also 
opinions quietly on paper, and thus to avoid ar-
ticulating them in a constant argument. It also 
turned out to be helpful to receive some feed-

back from outside, from us as tutors or from 
people not involved in the winter school, but 
working in the field of urban studies or knowing 
the discussed district quite well. But the major 
factor for productive work within the group 
was the ability to uphold a common discussion 
based on mutual respect – regardless of the 
position or background of the group member. 
And this means that ideas and criticisms should 
be taken into account – even if they do not fit the 
priorly agreed plan. One student emphasising 
this point put it this way: »Our solution was just 
discussing.« However, discursive practices are 
not to be misunderstood as being exclusively 
oral: »For mapping (…) you need to be experi-
enced in dealing with (…) computer programs 
to realise the maps. To make the collaboration 
easier it is helpful when also people who are 
geographers have the competence to discuss 
on the same level because he/she is able to use 
a given program.«

Insights for transdisciplinary group mapping 
work
To work in small interdisciplinary groups crea - 
tes the need to contextualise one’s own re-
search in a broader setting and to make your 
own theoretical assumptions clear to others, as 
well as requiring the ability to share your own 
way to proceed with other participants trained 
differently. Because of the many limitations of 
such an interdisciplinary setting, group mem-
bers are often challenged to recast their own 
assumptions in order to define a common goal 
of the research process. The high amount of 

freedom in an open-ended process was a par-
ticular challenge. Students with different back-
grounds are provided with a space to critically 
rethink their own positions in a wider context, 
but participants can also easily get lost. Thus, it 
turned out to be crucial for us and our students 
to notice small signs, and to start thinking 
about them on the spot. A central experience at 
the beginning of each group phase turned out 
to be mutual agreement upon a joint terminolo-
gy: this does not mean agreeing upon the same 
meaning of all terms, but having a a definition 
of the relevant terms and a clear account of 
different significant meanings. Generally, it 
was seen as important to set a framework of 
reference and to start the discussion about the 
common goal at an early stage, but to keep re-
viewing this as part of the process. It was also 
felt relevant to perceive problems as part of the 
process we call mapping.

The output of a group depended to a very high 
degree on its participants’ willingness to make 
constant academic communication a core of 
the joint work. This included the readiness to 
listen to each other, but also the attempt to 
make your own position clear. Furthermore,  
it turned out to be important to keep in mind  
the many dimensions of communication – on  
the one hand, focusing on academic issues,  
but also noticing other elements, such as the  
personal relationships between group mem-
bers. Of course, it is not fully possible to dis- 
cuss academic issues, while excluding emo-
tions or the political dimension of our work. 

As a possible strategy, attempts were made 
to conduct group discussions with a high 
awareness of one’s own emotions. Dealing with 
stressful situations was a crucial part of the 
process. Students described »Calming down« 
and »Trying to understand the other« as im-
portant reactions to overheated discussions. 
As a practical solution in such situations, they 
proposed a particular technique: writing an 
academic discussion entirely on paper without 
discussing it in spoken words.

Finally, different understandings of organisa-
tional processes, or to be more precise, differ-
ent experiences in the production of mutual 
accountability had an impact on group work. 
Thus, different ways of making an appointment 
or finding a solution in conflictual situations 
will not be easily changed during a short term 
research project. But we learned that it would 
be helpful to address these differences more 
openly in an introductory session. 

Summary
As the evaluation of the international winter 
school in Vilnius has shown, it is important  
not to overemphasise intercultural differences 
as rooted in geographical, ethnic or linguistic 
backgrounds (Davis, 2005). For intensive aca-
demic collaboration, rather, it is differences  
in academic socialisation that constitute a core 
challenge which needs to be reflected in the  
research design. This is relevant, because 
terms have different meanings, discursive 
practices are different and the ways in which 
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work processes are structured differ strong-
ly (Wolf, 2014). In recruiting an international 
team, it would be helpful to mix the group in 
such a way as to avoid a full coincidence of pro-
fessional training and geographical origin, as in 
our case with Lithuanian architects.

For future projects, it is important to pay more 
attention to shaping the process of respecting 
existing differences in academic approach, 
epistemological practices and analytical us-
ages of terms. In doing so, we would still aim 
to create groups in a rather loose framework 
providing a lot of freedom for their internal 
communication, because we value the very 
different skills that different participants bring 
to the joint work. Additionally, we would provide 
a phase of awareness-raising at the beginning 
and some more supervision during the course 
of a school in order to facilitate common defi-
nitions of terms and to make differences in 
regard to joint group work more visible for the 
group members themselves. 

As part of this process, we would provide some 
training for the synchronisation of shared vo-
cabulary and modes of interaction, which in 
times of hard discussions or even conflict with-
in the group can prove crucial (Fleming, Alred 
and Byram, 2003). With some simple training 
methods, we would seek to raise awareness of 
the need to listen to each other and to reflect 
together upon differences in the way work in 
urban studies is perceived. 

This outcome underlines the assumption that 
the internationalisation of higher education 
puts a strong emphasis on the ability of both 
students and researchers to constantly trans-
late terms, practices and meanings between 
various discourses (Trivedi, 2007). While it 
has been stated that this translatory practice 
should be grounded in a sound knowledge of 
one’s own discipline and a high awareness of 
the impact of cultural biases for our modes 
of conduct in the humanities, our small scale 
research has shown that it is particularly the 
strong impact of disciplinary socialisation 
which makes academic interdisciplinary trans-
lation not only of terms, but also particularly 
of practices, a crucial skill for participants in 
international projects. 
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volume.
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The time between the initiating and publish-
ing of this project of Mapping Post-Socialist 
Urban Spaces in Vilnius is one in which the 
spatial and temporal framework in which it 
was imagined have been shaken. While we 
have been engaged in remapping two districts 
of Vilnius, the annexing of Crimea has led to a 
redrawing of territorial maps1 and the conflict 
in Ukraine has led to new divisions arising 
within the region of former socialist nations 
of Eastern Europe. At the same time, the rise 
of nationalist populism in Eastern Europe, 
such as for example the present government 
in Poland, questions the narrative of the coun-
try’s post-socialist transition by positioning 
itself as the voice of those whose perspectives 
have been excluded by the winners in transfor-
mation.2 Against a backdrop of the questions 
to the future identity of Europe as a cohesive 
whole raised by the inability to form a unified 
European response to the refugee crisis and 
by a horizon of long-term economic austerity, 
the climate of national populism emerges as 
a symptom of a far-reaching uncertainty as to 
what social and political forms the future for 
Eastern Europe might hold. In this light, ques-
tions of whether the socialist period is indeed 
the most significant for understanding social 
change in Eastern Europe or whether post-so-
cialism is the most appropriate conceptual 
frame for analysing change in this region (a 
question raised on several occasions during 
this publication) emerge with hitherto unim-
agined vigour.

In the context of this publication, it is certainly 
worth noting that in a certain sense both the 
Russian state and the Polish government are 
performing acts of critical mapping: the former 
asserting (with media and military assistance) 
that its cultural right to Crimea outweighs in-
ternational law, while the latter likewise ques-
tions European edicts of the rule of law in the 
name of the need to create a more socially just 
and a more culturally Polish political paradigm. 
Given such a context, it might indeed seem 
that critical mapping in post-socialist Europe 
is indeed a hot potato. We would rather argue 
that this context is one where projects of and 
reflection into critical mapping are very much 
needed. What is at stake in critical mapping in 
the region? This short text aims to reflect on 
what has been achieved through this and other 
projects of critical mapping, in order to better 
understand what challenges and possibilities 
lie ahead.

The maps and texts brought together in this 
book present a variety of the component el-
ements through which space is produced. 
Lazdynai is seen through how residents experi-
ence changing modes of and barriers to access, 
the contesting logics through which trash is 
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transformed and changes to the landscape 
of leisure in a once prize socialist residential 
district. Šnipiškės is seen through long-term 
changes and continuities in the life of a street, 
contrasting opinions on increasing pressure  
to sell land, the various perspectives embodied 
in vernacular names for places and contests  
over the right to claim heritage. Introductory  
texts make arguments about what should be  
researched as post-socialist, what new resi-
dential areas show about how the good life in 
Vilnius is formulated today, the role of nar - 
ratives in evaluating socialist residential dis-
tricts, a participatory injunction in contem-
porary architecture and the socio-economic 
networks of production to be considered when 
viewing a map. Taken together, these articles 
demonstrate different aspects of how spaces 
and social relations emerge in tandem: they 
are mutually constitutive. The book’s chapters 
and maps bring to light the heterogeneous 
elements, narratives, images, practices, mem-
ories, expectations, business opportunities, 
management structures, blocks to movement, 
etc., from which the two districts under inves-
tigation are formed. They show us the everyday 
reality of life in Vilnius today, and in so doing 
conjure a sense that the perspectives from 
which this could be shown are infinite.

In dealing with this dramatic situation, it is use-
ful to bear in mind that maps are in important 
senses both metaphorical and metonymical. 
They are metaphorical in the sense that they 
stand in for a space. In this sense, they also 

enable a pleasure of mastery that Claude Lévi-
Strauss describes in relation to small-scale 
models and miniatures: by enabling a large 
area to be covered with a single glance, they 
create a sense of control achieved through sim-
plification, through the leaving out of details.3 

However, they are also metonymical in that 
they also participate in space: maps are used 
as part of spaces, they enable the movements 
of bodies and ideas within and between other 
bodies and ideas.4 Technology complicates both 
sides of this equation. Technology opens up 
new possibilities for the recording, localising 
and transmitting of information about, within 
and between spaces, and at the same time 
the expert use of graphic design skills during 
the project, as discussed in Ackermann’s text 
»Language, Discipline and Practice« in this 
volume, created a divide within the groups and 
risk becoming a world of their own. The compe-
tences and skills of the designer are an integral 
part of map-making, but to what extent do the 
new languages, iconographies and limitations 
of design programmes shape the forms and 
thus the outcomes of mapping? Does the ability 
to apply such techniques of design enable a 
mastery of the designer, alienating them from 
the stories, corporal experiences and different 
understandings of technology of those being 
mapped, or can they open up new possibili-
ties for imagining, showing and intervening in 
everyday practices?

The growing ubiquity of mapping as a media, 
NGO and business tool asks questions of the 

3 The discussion of the miniature in Claude Lévi-Strauss 
(1972) The Savage Mind. London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, p.23, is 
developed with relation to contemporary mapping in: Dorrian, 
Mark (2009) The Aerial image: vertigo, transparency and minia-
turization. Parallax 15(4): 83-93, p. 90.

4  As discussed in November, Valérie; Camacho-Hübner, 
Eduardo and Latour, Bruno (2010) Entering a risky territory: 
space in the age of digital navigation. Environment and Planning 
D: Society and Space 28: 581–599.

growth of competences in this field as a new 
mode of professionalisation. The ability to know 
the location of everyone and everything is being 
marketed on radio advertisements in Poland 
for a shop selling a range of surveillance devic-
es as the necessary marker of a good business 
director and family father! The ability to provide 
qualitative spatially located information is be-
ing developed by high-end retailers as a means 
of targeting their services to better fit the char-
acters of VIP customers. With the growth of 
internet and mobile technologies, the need to 
be able to access full spatial information and a 
concurrent need to avoid being under the sur-
veillance of unknown parties emerge as twin 
features of a very contemporary aporia. When it 
comes to attempting a rebuilding of community 
through qualitative issues, there is a sense in 
which Facebook has beaten academics to it. 
The post-socialist possibilities for the making 
of mobile communities defined by what you like 
have been travestied into a global monopoly in 
which qualitative interpersonal attitudes are 
quantified, and the data thus obtained becomes 
eminently sellable in ways that seem to largely 
escape our and state control.

The situation described above sounds like a 
mapping dystopia. How then to work on critical 
mapping in such a situation? Mapping is so  
interesting and rich as it becomes clearly im-
possible, and travestied by global business. 
Spaces are produced in ways that are intensely 
inter-scalar: micro- and macro- interact in 
tandem with local and international. Situated 

everyday experience is built out of a dizzying 
range of international connections, as evi-
denced in this volume in the map of how a 
district of Šnipiškės is referred to by locals as 
Shanghai, Bombay, Europe, Beverley Hills, etc. 
Multi-scalarity is interesting to map, because it 
is unmappable in the standard vision of a map 
as a representation of space onto a two dimen-
sional surface. Indeed, even the newest pro-
grammes of digital graphic design encounter 
the limits of representable scalar projections. 
Seeking to critically map therefore involves 
dealing with the impossibility that this can be 
definitively achieved. In a first mapping project 
exploring the sleeping district of Lazdynai, 
called Just Sleeping District?: Lazdynai for 
Lunatics, we experimented with the notion of 
the word ›plot‹. To plot a map is the verb desig-
nating the technical activity of drawing spatial 
relations, in other words to plot a map is to 
make a map. However, a plot is also the narra-
tive structure of a play or film, while to »lose 
the plot« is slang for going mad. We felt that all 
three senses of the word had to go together in 
the attempt to research and portray how a lo-
cality was produced from a head-spinning con-
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catenation of various forces. Drawing spatial 
relations, the power of stories and an experi-
mentation with logic are all important elements 
in how we conceive of critical mapping.

Both Lazdynai and Šnipiškės are spaces that 
reveal the limits of reason: on the one hand, 
a prize socialist modernist district is forced, 
by changing circumstances, to look beyond 
the logic in which it was built; on the other, 
despite the best efforts of both capitalism and 
communism, in Šnipiškės a pre-modern built 
environment exists in close proximity to the city 
centre. The idea behind choosing two such  
diverse districts of Vilnius to map as post- 
ocialist urban spaces was to push the bound-
aries of what mapping post-socialist urban 
spaces in Vilnius might mean. As suggested 
above, the term post-socialist as a moniker to 
describe the social forms of today’s Eastern 
Europe seems increasingly problematic. And 
yet, the optic of socialism allows the recon-
struction of a modality of relations between 
built environment and social relations whose 
successes, shortcomings and contradictions 
allow insights into the strangeness of the 
everyday normality of today. For instance, while 
rejecting the socialist city is a key element in 
the marketing of new residential areas, Dalia 
Čiupalaitė’s text in this volume demonstrates 
how they at the same time reproduce and rein-
force an anti-urbanism of socialist modernism. 
The comparative optic provided by re-exploring 
everyday socialist spaces is therefore a useful 
marker in mapping spaces in Eastern Europe, 

even as the questions of the relevance of the 
socialist epoch to today’s societies becomes 
more uncertain. On the other hand, the ques-
tion of future socio-spatial forms, as will be 
addressed in the next volume in our »Mapping« 
publication series, is a more open and urgent 
one than the backward looking and homogenis-
ing post-socialist connotes.

In their explorations of diverse components 
through which spaces are formed, these map-
ping projects participate in an anthropological 
challenge to the idea of an overarching frame-
work or structure, or the modernist God’s-eye 
view of the planner (or the hyper-modernist 
Google-eye view of the digital mapping plat-
form) organising society. They use a variety of 
perspectives on particular issues to recon-
struct specific sets of socio-spatial configura-
tions, and to argue that taking the issues thus 
mapped seriously can enable different bases 
for the constructions of community. They sug-
gest that the experience of a lady in a wheel-
chair passing through Lazdynai or the infra-
structural problems encountered by residents 
of Šnipiškės constitute modes of knowledge 
about their spaces that need to be incorporated 
into ideas for how communities in spaces 
should be constructed. As such, they partici-
pate in a diversification of perspectives inher-
ent in the idea of a transition from authoritarian 
communist rule to a drawing together of differ-
ent perspectives in democracy.5 However, what 
is the use of the knowledge that they provide? 
In the destructuring that has occurred after the 

5 On the importance of drawing things together, see Bruno 
Latour (2004) Why has critique run out of steam? From
matters of fact to matters of concern. Critical Inquiry 30(2): 
225–248.

fall of communism it seems that the bounda-
ries and structures of society are being re-
drawn under the neoliberal hegemony of the 
spreading dominance of commercialisation:  
in cartographic terms, the stylistic monopoly 
and geolocational capacity of Google far out-
weigh anything formulated by the mapping 
structures of a nation state. In such a context, 
is there a danger that the perspectives and  
issues revealed in the projects here are inter-
esting, but irrelevant to how the future of  
spaces is really decided? Or might such pro-
jects contain the kernel of potential for social 
change?

A practical consequence of this theoretical 
hesitation is a moment of difficulty that has 
repeated itself at the midway point of a number 
of short-term mapping projects: that of the 
threshold of transition between an exploratory 
introduction into a given space and the com-
posing of small groups that will focus their 
work on a particular issue. In such intensive 
projects, the process of introduction and ex-
ploration needs to be quickly transformed into 
active group research of particular subjects. 
Should the hunt for diversity be allowed to 
reign, or should tutors play an active role in 
shaping the key issues to be analysed? And 
what should be sought for? One group wrote 
that they felt that their mapping project was 
like scratching a wound. The search for symp-
toms of what is and is not working in a particu-
lar space runs in parallel with the psycholog-
ical issues provoked by working intensively as 

a group. The impossibility of definitively map-
ping a space comes together with the similar 
boundless complexities of individuals and the 
dramatic dynamics of working together under 
pressure as a group, discussed in more detail 
in Felix Ackermann’s text in the Outlook section 
of this volume. We would suggest reading the 
psychological dimension of group mapping 
work in tandem with Grunskis’ critical reflec-
tion on the new modus operandi of the architect 
as participation oriented. Experimenting with 
how groups work together seems an integral 
part of working on how spaces might be under-
stood and reconfigured in ways that are more 
just. Reflecting on one’s own frustrations, delu-
sions and limitations can help in understanding 
the frustrations, delusions and limitations of 
inhabitants of the spaces being researched. 
How the work of mapping and the psychological 
work of being together as a group go together, 
and where are the limits (as discussed in the 
text »Mapping the Leisurescapes of Lazdynai«, 
this kind of affective approach to work is very 
different from Soviet era approaches to work), 
as well as how best to handle and learn from 
the psychological aspects of mapping projects 
are areas that the project described in this book 
has rendered visible and that would benefit 
from further research.
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6  Krygier, John and Wood, Dennis (2009) Ce n’est pas le 
monde (This is not the world). In: Dodge, Martin; Kitchin, Rob 
and Perkins, Chris (eds) Rethinking Maps: New Frontiers in Carto-
graphic Theory. London: Routledge, 220–244.

Critical mapping is deeply entwined in the 
question of how societies in spaces are and 
could be formed. One side of this question  
is the psychological processes discussed above 
when international groups of students meet 
to work intensively in an experimental mode. 
Another is that the maps produced seek to go 
beyond the groups in which they are made and 
impact on the world: they argue that if you take 
the issue depicted seriously then the social 
relations of a space can be remade. In so doing, 
they pose a question of what can be done with 
the maps. Maps, in a mode different from that 
of images and academic texts, posit a direct 
relation to the world: they claim »this is there« 
as Krygier and Woods put it.6 How might the 
projects to show that »this is there« contained 
in this book be used to bring about changes in 
the spaces thus depicted?

This question of how critical maps can be used 
is an important one that was left outside the 
theoretical and organisational structure of this 
project of international academic work de-
scribed in this book. Such a question requires 
further thought and work on how the develop-
ment of academic ideas might be realised in 
contexts beyond the academic. This desire to 
use the work in this project as a springboard 
for the further development of a resource was 
most clearly expressed in a project for gather-
ing stories about leisure in Lazdynai. The idea 
to expand this mapping and textual project into 
an on- and off-line resource is an interesting 
one: but how to realise this given the everyday 

configurations in which all the potential par-
ticipants are heavily involved? The question of 
how to use maps is one that perhaps implies 
the creation of new modes of institution, such 
as those being experimented with at the Centre 
for Art and Urbanistics that Miodrag Kuč works 
at in Berlin. The question of the further use of 
maps and critical mapping projects is one that 
demands further research and reflection.

The resources and time of a short-term, inter-
national group project like the one described 
in this book are limited. While all the projects 
contain interesting ideas, they would all benefit 
from more time, better knowledge of a wider 
range of theoretical and local sources, better 
language skills, more fieldwork guidance and 
a wider share of design abilities. Nonetheless, 
the maps and texts reveal how new modes of 
inclusion and exclusion are part of the chang-
ing modes of production of the spaces they 
depict. In so doing, they also open up questions 
of what is involved as we as researchers seek 
to participate in mapping projects in order to 
counter emergent forms of injustice and exclu-
sion. They implicate and demand reflection on 
the limits of critical social research and how 
to overcome them. This should be an ongoing 
process. 
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leagues at the European Humanities Univer - 
sity, who made this project work: Daivita Jacke-
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also owe a lot to Siarhei Liubimau, Liutauras 
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Эта книга – первый том, документирующий 
исследования трансформации значений, 
ценностей и функций советского архитек-
турного слоя в глобализирующихся и ремас-
штабирующихся обществах. Она реализует 
одно из ключевых обязательств Лаборатории 
критического урбанизма – рассматривать 
настоящий момент в качестве результата 
беспрецедентно ускоренной реконфигурации 
тех географических масштабов, в которых 
организовано общество. Такая реконфи-
гурация отношений между процессами в 
локальном, национальном, региональном 
и глобальном масштабах сделала урбанизм 
более сложным и драматичным продуктом, 
чем то, к чему мы привыкли во второй поло-
вине двадцатого века. В настоящий момент 
город уже не ресурс, принадлежащий исклю-
чительно государственным организациям по 
планированию, но критически переосмысли-
ваемое, открытое вызовам со стороны раз-
личных игроков и тенденций поле. Эта серия 
публикаций Лаборатории задаётся двумя 
вопросами. Во-первых, – каким образом 
жители городов в пост-советских балтийских 
государствах включаются в и исключаются из 
возникающих новых форм городской жизни? 
И, во-вторых, – какие методы научного ис-
следования и вмешательства требуются этой 
новой ситуацией?

Данная книга реализует эти амбиции благо-
даря критическому картографированию двух 
очень разных районов Вильнюса – Лаздинай 
и Шнипишкес. Лаздинай – это бурно при-

ветствованный при социализме модерни-
стский спальный район. Деревянная часть 
Шнипишкес – это с большего район домов, 
построенных до социализма и граничащих 
с небоскрёбами нового центра Вильнюса. 
Параллельное исследование этих двух рай-
онов подчёркивает нюансы современных 
трансформаций Вильнюса и, таким образом, 
усложняет наше понимание того, что на-
ходится на кону в пост-социалистическом 
урбанизме. Тексты, составляющие данную 
книгу, либо фокусируются на соответствую-
щих теоретических вопросах, либо являются 
исследованиями отдельного аспекта одного 
из районов. Тексты и карты, которые состав-
ляют эту книгу, иллюстрируют и провоцируют 
размышление над вопросами, возникающи-
ми, когда картографирование используется в 
контексте мультидисциплинарного, междуна-
родного проекта исследований пост-социа-
листического Вильнюса.

РЕЗЮМЕ
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Ši knyga – tai pirmasis tomas, kuriame doku-
mentuojami tyrimo, skirto suprasti sovietinio 
architektūrinio/urbanistinio sluoksnio prasmių, 
vertybių ir funkcijų kaitą radikaliai globali-
zuotose ir pakitusio mastelio visuomenėse, 
rezultatai. Joje tęsiamas vienas kertinių 
Kritinio urbanizmo laboratorijos įsipareigo-
jimų – nagrinėti šiuolaikinius procesus kaip 
nepaprastai suintensyvėjusios geografinių 
lygmenų, kuriais organizuojama visuomenė, 
rekonfigūracijos rezultatą. Dėl tokios lokalinių, 
nacionalinių, regioninių ir globalinių procesų 
santykio rekonfigūracijos urbanizmas tampa 
daug sudėtingesniu ir dramatiškesniu reiškiniu 
negu tas, prie kurio buvome pripratę antroje 
XX a. pusėje. Miestas šiuo metu nebėra valsty-
binėms planavimo institucijoms priklausantis 
resursas. Miestas tampa kritiškai iš įvairių 
perspektyvų persvarstomu lauku, jam met-
ami įvairių veikėjų ir tendencijų iššūkiai. Ši 
Laboratorijos publikacijų serija kelia dvejopus 
klausimus. Pirma, siekiama išsiaiškinti, kaip 
miestų gyventojai posovietinėse Baltijos šalyse 
ir būtent Lietuvoje, gali būti tiek įtraukti, tiek 
atskirti nuo naujai besiformuojančių miesto 
gyvenimo formų. Antra, siekiama suprasti, 
kokių naujų mokslinio tyrimo metodų ir inter-
vencijų poreikį kelia šie pokyčiai.

Knygoje šie tikslai įgyvendinami pristatant 
dviejų labai skirtingų Vilniaus miesto rajonų 
– Lazdynų ir Šnipiškių - kritinio kartogra-
favimo rezultatus. Lazdynai – tai kadaise 
pripažinimo sulaukęs socialistinis-modern-
istinis gyvenamasis rajonas, dabar veikiantis 

pakitusiame kontekste, o medinė Šnipiškių 
dalis yra daugiausiai socialinio būsto teritori-
ja, plytinti tiesiai už naujojo Vilniaus miesto 
centro dangoraižių. Paralelinis šių dviejų 
skirtingų rajonų tyrimas išryškina specifinius 
dabartinių Vilniaus transformacijų niuansus, 
taip komplikuodamas supratimą, kas būdinga 
posocialistiniam urbanizmui. Ši knyga sudaryta 
iš tekstų, pristatančių reikšmingas teorines 
diskusijas bei nagrinėjančių dviejų rajonų – 
atvejo studijų specifinius aspektus. Knygą 
sudarantys tekstai ir žemėlapiai atskleidžia ir 
reflektuoja reikšmingus klausimus, kylančius, 
kai kartografavimas taikomas įgyvendinant tar-
pdisciplininį tarptautinį posocialistinio Vilniaus 
tyrimo projektą.

SA�TRAUKA
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