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UNFINISHED SOCIALISM:  
FIVE IMAGES FROM TALLINN

 
Text: KAIJA-LUISA KURIK, Mphil/PhD student in Manchester School of Architecture

Photos: KAUR MARAN, freelance photographer

Tallinn is easy to read – different eras and ideologies are drawn out in space with extraor-
dinary clarity. This also applies when looking at the spatial heritage of socialism. Modernist 
ideals characteristic to Soviet planning that envisioned a city functioning like clockwork, 
where everyday life takes place in well organised micro districts and fast public trans-
port moves masses between factories and home, have stretched the borders of Tallinn 
both towards the East and West. Building Mustamäe, Lasnamäe and Õismäe within a few 
decades is an example of the large scale visions characteristic of Soviet planning, the 
same could be said about the fairly radical large scale transport planning (look at Tauri 
Tuvikene's text). 

The specifics of Soviet planning derive from land ownership. All the land belonged to the 
state, and architects, the ones who of course were approved by the regime, had quite a bit 
of liberty in designing large-scale projects with multiple parts. Soviet Tallinn was planned 
through general plans, first of which was created in 1953 and second already in 1961–
1962.1 Those general plans envisioned the urban development for the next 30-35 years 
and set the main parameters for building in the city. More detailed plans resulted from 
various planning projects. Already the first general plan saw the importance of Tallinn as 
a seaside location and looked for solutions for connecting the city centre with the coast, 
planned a new city centre and mobility solutions. Transport corridors in the city were 
planned to be radial. The second general plan, the so called ‘The plan of Great-Tallinn’ 
focused more on large scale housing estates – during the planning period the number of 
inhabitants in Tallinn grew considerably (from 283 071 in 1959 to 478 974 in 1989). The 
Soviet period was a time when Tallinn went through the quickest changes and grew the 
fastest. 

When whatever kind of regime changes for another, a certain permanently temporary state 
remains. Projects that have not been finished will be replaced with new visions, but ideas 
that were never realised continue to live on in discussions that tend to resurface again and 
again and are expressed in the small-scale spatial absurd – a staircase, that leads nowhere, 
or design of contemporary architecture that follows the trajectories of former visions. The 
1990s were characterised by opposition to Soviet spatial developments, and people wished 
to replace planning solutions that derived from socialist ideals with a more Western space. 
This type of opposition was supported by the very quick growth in private property. Exactly 
these sort of interruptions or changes of direction in spatial development create contrasts and 
shifts, tighten the atmosphere of the unfinished, and further emphasise the spatial complex-
ities of Tallinn. 

The photo reportage is looking for signs left behind by never fully realised Soviet planning 
projects and asks how unfinished transportation networks, a district centre, central square, 
a street and radial promenades influence contemporary spatial experience and planning. 
We have chosen five examples that are all significant in their own right.
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VIRU SQUARE – NEW HEART OF THE CITY.
In 1945 Viru square was designated to be the new main 
square of Tallinn. The idea continued throughout the 
rule of Stalin. A competition for the design of the 
square, however, was only organised in 1962. When in the 
beginning of the Soviet period the area was envisioned 
as a central square hosting parades and meetings, then 
by that time the vision had somewhat changed. Actually, 
it was even suggested that the area could be partially 
or fully built up.3 However in the project for planning 
and housing in Tallinn this solution was set aside. The 
project saw the area not as built up, but rather as 

a new centre of public life and business. Parades and 
meetings took place on the Freedom square and at  
the Maarjamäe memorial.4

In the contemporary urban space Viru square is miss-
ing – the notion ‘Viru square’ continues to be used, 
but there is no square in the classical sense. With 
the building of Viru shopping centre in 2004 the area 
gained a new direction of development. It has become 
one of the main business and shopping areas in town. 
But the motive of a public square resurfaces from time 
to time as a card against building further commercial 
buildings and increasing car centric traffic. 
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VIRU HOTEL AND LINNAHALL – OPENING TALLINN TO THE SEA. 
Interestingly, opening Tallinn to the sea has developed 
into an unsolvable problem for over half a century. Ac-
cess to the sea was a central topic already of the first 
general plan in the early 1950s and the topic is more 
and more actively dealt with today.

Viru Hotel, the first high-rise in Tallinn, opened its 
doors in 1972. Linnahall was built for the yachting com-
petition of the Moscow Olympics in 1980. Both of these 
buildings are part of a programme of recognising Tallinn 
as a seaside location. Linnahall is the first building 
that gave inhabitants an opportunity to connect the sea 

with the city centre, and for that it is significant. As 
a connection between Viru Hotel and Linnahall, a wide 
pedestrian boulevard was planned that would take you 
straight to the sea from the Viru square. Linnahall was 
planned to be surrounded by a seaside park. 
 
Today this vision can be sensed when standing on top of 
Linnahall and looking towards the Viru Hotel – there are 
wide stairs that seem to be a little bit too grandiose 
in relation to the streetscape they lead into. Two sig-
nificant examples of modernist architecture are distinct 
from the surrounding built environment that originates 
from various periods of time.

Permanently temporary

Stalled or never finished projects are definitely not just characteristic to 
the Soviet period. Similar examples are plentiful even in contemporary 
Tallinn – to name a few, the building of the Estonian Academy of Arts or 
the new building for the urban government come to mind. In today's space 
the unclear faith of these objects is expressed in temporary uses: tempo-
rary contracts for petrol stations, car parks or some other ‘flexible’ solution 
seems to fill the gap. What makes the visions of the spatial planners of the 
Soviet Union distinct is their scope – unfinished projects include centres of 
housing estates, large roads, transport corridors, a boulevard and a planned 
central square.
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