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Abstract ‒ The aesthetical and cultural features of Lithuanian archi-
tecture related to Postmodernism are closely connected to socio-political, 
socioeconomic and sociocultural transformations at the end of the 20th 
century. The article presents an interpretation of modernisation-related 
processes, which affected and shaped the Lithuanian architecture of the 
late socialism. The expression of Postmodernism is analysed as an alterna-
tive to industrialization, typification and mass production. The aim of the 
article is to establish and analyse the social factors that have determined 
the appearance of postmodern architecture and its functioning in society, 
and to reveal ideological and aesthetical intersections of architecture, and 
the relationship between late socialism and Postmodernism. 
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Introduction 

Chronologically, the late Soviet period architecture in Lithua-
nia was signified by its transition from Modernism to Postmod-
ernism. The umbrella-like concept of Postmodernism covers 
different spheres of culture that influenced the architecture in 
the 1970s and 1980s, as described by Ch. Jencks [1], H. Klotz [2], 
F. Jameson [3] and others. Postmodernism developed as a reaction 
to Modernism and its shortcomings, as well as a reflection of the 
postmodern condition. If the postmodernity is considered a spe-
cific phenomenon of the Western world, its transition beyond the 
boundaries of this space would be a result of local perception and 
conceptions. Thus, Postmodernism in Lithuania is a special case, 
existing within specific ideological regime of socialism, which 
has transcended all areas of cultural and social life. 

Influenced by Postmodernism, Lithuanian architects, similar 
to their western counterparts, were interested in history, context 
and meaning. Although, with the only official ideological model 
of the ‘socialist realism’ being applied to architecture, as well 
as to other areas of culture and art, any theoretical discussions 
on the expression of Modernism or Postmodernism were hardly 
imaginable. While assessing different aspects of Postmodernism 
in Soviet architecture, urbanism and public spaces, an ideological 
component should be distinguished, which would hierarchize ob-
jects according to their importance and value in the socio-politi-
cal system of the time. Writing about politics and architecture in 
Soviet Lithuania, architecture researcher V. Petrulis notices “the 
importance of distinguishing the two levels – the official and un-
official – in exploring the architectural culture, as any other form 
of culture, within this period” [4, 107]. Whereas anthropologist A. 
Yurchak suggests another interpretation rejecting the dichotomies 
of oppression and resistance, truth and lies, official and unoffi-
cial culture, the state and the people, public self and private self. 

According to him, such contrapositions “overlook the complex 
meanings, values, ideals and realities that constituted the Soviet 
system and, defying clear-cut divisions, existed both in harmony 
with the state’s announced goals and in spite of them” [5, 283]. 
The approaches of postcolonial theory discussed in the article 
help to bypass such critically limiting schemes of resistance and 
collaboration and to focus on more complex cultural processes.  

The analysis based on the theory of postcolonialism allows ex-
ploring, what meanings were attributed to a specific architectural 
expression by the Soviet empire and what values could render 
architecture in occupied countries. Such complex correlation is 
noticed after analysing the history of Soviet Lithuania (as a pe-
riphery of the Soviet Union), where the Soviet regime, both in its 
rhetoric and practice, had applied the methods of destruction and 
remaking of other cultures according to its own cultural models, 
so typical to colonizers. The postcolonial approach also provides 
important insights on how in architectural practice of the period 
under discussion it was looked for a separation between “own” 
and “other”, and the cultural identity, which was of great im-
portance on the agenda of Lithuanian postmodern architecture. 

The applied research methods do not refer to a unified method-
ology but rather to various methodological approaches (artistic, 
historical, comparative) and theories (social history of architec-
ture, discourse and postcolonial theories), which help to investi-
gate specific theoretical topics, sociocultural contexts, particular 
design objects, and the ways of how the architecture of Postmod-
ernism was perceived and interpreted in a specific geographic 
and cultural space, shaped (or influenced) by the state socialism. 
The empirical research was based on the selection and analysis of 
Lithuanian and foreign sources, texts, illustrations and drawings.

I. The Contradictions between Late Soviet 
Postmodernism and Modernism

Postmodern architecture in the article is understood as a pre-
thought architectural strategy and historical phenomenon, which 
has emerged in Western Europe and the US in the 1960s. The term 
itself is related to Modernism and, if not in the cultural, then at 
least in chronological aspect means the period following Mod-
ernism. Interpreting Postmodernism as a response to Modernism, 
of the contradictions between Modernism and Postmodernism 
in the Soviet environment should be discussed. It is noticeable 
that the phenomenon of Modernism is not totally universal and 
monolithic, therefore the Lithuanian modernism of the Soviet 
period could be defined by multiple (alternative, local, parallel, 
etc.) conceptions of modernity, generally applied to the outskirts 
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of European ‘metropolis’ (speaking in the Cold War terms – to 
the second and third worlds). In order to describe the transforma-
tions of modernity in non-western countries, the method speci-
fied by historian D. Chakrabarty could be helpful: “The idea is 
to write into the history of modernity the ambivalences, con-
tradictions, the use of force, and the tragedies and ironies that 
attend it” [6, 43]. In the Soviet environment, a local expression 
of Soviet modernity has been defined by researchers as ‘Social-
ist Modernism’ [7], [8], while speaking of the Baltic States, in-
creasingly often the term ‘Baltic Modernism’ is applied [7], [9]. 
The architecture of Postmodernism in the Soviet environment 
was aimed against unification, typification and standardization 
of architecture related to the modernization phenomena. Until 
the late Soviet period, architecture essentially was the environ-
ment-unifying factor: in the social aspect, the entire territory of 
the country was planned based on uniform principles and pro-
ducing unified environment. While discussing the Soviet cities, 
philosopher N. Milerius highlights the global synchronisation 
strategies resulting in “a peculiar synchronicity of life in different 
and often, as it seemed, historically and culturally incompatible 
spaces. Of course, a citizen from Tallinn or Vilnius visiting Al-
ma-Ata or Dushanbe felt like he/she was in a historically, cul-
turally, geographically and architecturally radically different 
environment, but because of such synchronized strategies and 
tactics, such newly found otherness was easily convertible into a 
recognizable uniformed Soviet life model” [10]. Apart from the 
‘soft’ (daily life) synchronization, the ‘hard’ one – the urbanized 
environment – also existed. This statement has been supported 
by the (post)socialist city researchers [11]‒[14], distinguishing its 
uniformity, massiveness, lack of service infrastructure. When 
comparing the features of a socialist city to a capitalist, sociolo-
gist I. Szelényi characterises them in such a way: “less diversi-
ty, less economizing of space, less marginality” [13]. Although 
he defines thus the general urban situation, these characteristic 
features describe quite clearly the monotonous architectural ex-
pression. Therefore, architects had continuously supported the 
idea of competitions for designing important objects instead of 

applying typical solutions, or even tried to avoid appointments 
in typified design planning departments. 

In the 1980s, one of the most noticeable features of Soviet ar-
chitecture related to Modernism – residential districts, a strik-
ing example of industrialization, typification and application of 
the mass production elements – became an object of criticism. 
Individual expression of Lithuanian architects, who followed 
the postmodern tendencies in the West, was often an antithesis 
(critique or attempt of improvement) towards the unifying ar-
chitecture of these districts. Such attempts to improve them by 
suggesting alternative aesthetics and composition can be noticed 
when analysing the architecture of public service centres intend-
ed to serve these districts. By the end of 1980s, they were started 
being interpreted as labyrinth-like fragments, reminding of the 
old town morphology and proposing a counterbalance to mod-
ernist free planning. For example, public service centre Šeškinė 
in Vilnius (by architects G. Baravykas, K. Pempė, G. Ramunis, 
G. Dindienė and others, 1985, (Fig. 1)) contrasted with the pre-
fabricated district environment, both by its material (red brick) 
and structure (forming a semi-closed square). Similar compo-
sition was chosen for a competition project of a public service 
centre in Šiauliai (by architects K. Jurėnas, A. Černiauskas, 1981, 
(Fig. 2)) – a central passage of the building connected the street 
with the internal square, which, in its turn, was linked with the 
extensions of the inner paths of the block. Another example of 
similarly composed, ‘splintered’ structure is public service centre 
Kalniečiai in Kaunas (by architect E. Miliūnas, 1989, (Fig. 3)). 
The object standing by the street was designed like a gate to the 
residential district (Fig. 4), while the ‘porous’ structure of the 
complex allowed passing it through in several directions. It was 
criticized because of its level differences, multiple staircases 
inside the building and for being dysfunctional, but the author 
admitted his old town inspirations and confirmed that he had de-
liberately created the complex three-dimensional space. These 
buildings of public service centres signified a new approach in 
the design process of public-service centres in residential dis-
tricts. According to it, the objects characteristic to Modernism 
with squares in front of them were replaced with elaborated com-

Fig. 1. Public service centre Šeškinė in Vilnius, by 
architects G. Baravykas, K. Pempė, G. Ramunis, 
G. Dindienė (1985) [Photographer: unknown, Vilni-
us Regional State Archives, ATP-1337].

Fig. 2. Project of a public service centre 
in Šiauliai, by K. Jurėnas, A. Černiaus-
kas (1981) [Photography: from the ar-
chive of A. Černiauskas].

Fig. 3. Public service cen-
tre Kalniečiai in Kaunas, by 
E. Miliūnas (1989) [Photogra-
phy: from Statyba ir architek-
tūra, 1983-01].

Fig. 4. Residential district 
Kalniečiai in Kaunas, by 
A. Steponavičius, G. Miški-
nienė, A. Krasilnikova (1975–
1985) [Photograph: R. Rakaus-
kas, 1984].



63

Martynas Mankus, Socialist Postmodernism. The Case of the Late Soviet Lithuanian Architecture

Architecture and Urban Planning

 2017 / 13

plexes with a bit introvert inner spaces and sophisticated spatial 
structures; from ‘things in the space’ buildings became objects 
‘concentrating the space’. The contextual approach of postmodern 
urbanism allowed architects to pursue different and ostensibly 
more humane scale of spaces. For example, the unrealized design 
project of Ežeras quarter in Šiauliai (by architect A. Černiauskas, 
1983, (Fig. 5)) not only focused on its poly-functional necessity, 
but also suggested application of the traditional urban planning 
principles (perimeter development, highlighting the importance 
of streets and squares).

The above-mentioned cases could be seen as balancing be-
tween Late-Modern and Postmodern modes of expression, as 
proposed by Ch. Jencks and others.  The architectural taxonomies 
are usually overlapping, they boundaries are blurred. However, 
what these cases do have in common is a definite step outside the 
confines of modernism.  

Another expression related to Postmodernism, the regional-
ism and contextualism as a way to convey the need for universal 
civilization by using the elements indirectly obtained from the 
peculiarities of a specific place, was also especially noticeable 
in Lithuanian architecture. As architect G. Baravykas has stated 
while highlighting the significance of place-making of architec-
ture, “our architects understand Postmodernism as contextual-
ism, as attempts to get inspiration from the traditions of our coun-
try [...]” [15, 14]. It can be stated in general that before 1990 the 
architecture of Postmodernism in Lithuania was on the margins 
of the Soviet culture and reflected the non-ideologised trends of 
architectural development and unrestricted creation. 

II. Correlations of Postmodernism, Late Socialism 
and Postcolonialism in Architecture

The end of the 20th century, marked by the special socio-polit-
ical, socio-economic and socio-cultural breaking points – the end 
of the Cold War, establishment of capitalism, globalisation and 
rapid development of technology – is also significant as a finale 
of different phenomena and paradigms, which at first sight looked 
immovable: socialism, colonial world, modernity. This has affect-
ed the analysis of architectural phenomena and conceptions of its 
expression in broader cultural field: the contexts of late socialism, 
postcolonialism and Postmodernism. The period of late socialism 
resembles a definition of Postmodernism presented by sociolo-
gist and philosopher Z. Bauman: “What has happened in recent 
years could be articulated as the appearance of a vantage point, 
which allows to approach the modernity itself as an enclosed ob-
ject, an essentially complete product, an episode in history, with 
a clearly defined end, as well as a beginning” [16, 117]. There-
fore, according to philosopher A. Erjavec, “the late socialism is 
‘post-socialism’ – the declaration of the end of socialism within 
the socialism itself” [17, 3]. Regardless the striking ideological 
differences of socialism and capitalism, Z. Bauman thinks that 
the foundation of both models was the industry based on science 
and management, as well as general acceptance of homogenous 
culture, both of them being “the two legs, on which the moder-
nity stood” [18, 48]. It was socialism, which made the modernist 
dream of unlimited industrial progress real, therefore socialist 
cities have become archetypal examples of Modernism. Accord-
ing to architectural researcher S. Hirt, “post-socialist cities rep-
resent textbook examples of urban post-modernisation, as much 

Fig. 5. Project of Ežeras quarter in Šiauliai, by A. Černiauskas (1983) [Photography from the archive of A. Černiauskas].
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as socialist cities epitomised the essential legacy of modernist 
urbanity” [11, 785].

The issues of local architectural expression (including post-
modern) have been increasingly often discussed in the light of 
the theory of postcolonialism. Entrenched in the 1990s, this the-
ory, covering the area of cultures that had been exposed to colo-
nialism, political issues of power and dominance, presently has 
been broadly applied in literature and art. According to the ap-
proach of the founders of the postcolonialism theory E. W. Said 
and H. K. Bhabha, any colonial order is based on the unequal 
relationship, built on power, in which a coloniser is considered 
civilised and thus more superior than a barbarous and backward 
colony (subaltern) [19]. Historically, the methodological approach 
of this theory has been applied to the states of Asia, Africa and 
the Middle East, or the so-called ‘Third World’ countries, which 
suffered from the impact of colonialism and imperialism of the 
Western European countries. Yet, in recent years, they have been 
often used when analysing the cultural situation of the former 
Eastern Bloc countries. 

One of the aspects of such postcolonial study approach is ques-
tioning the relationship between the centre and periphery as sta-
ble hierarchic relations. Although the concepts of the centre and 
periphery are traditionally defined according to the hierarchy of 
political power, researchers have shown that in different areas and 
periods the vectors of power influence are not necessarily stable 
and effective. Therefore, this leaves some space for movements, 
ideas and processes, independent from the centre, to prosper. 
Representatives of postcolonial studies state that the relation-
ship between a centre and periphery is relative and may change 
or even be reversed in certain circumstances. In the Soviet space, 
the Baltic countries perceived themselves quite opposite from 
being a part of European society. In his article “Is the Post- in 

Postcolonial the Post- in Post-Soviet? Toward a Global Postco-
lonial Critique”, literature expert D. C. Moore distinguishes the 
Baltic and central European countries as a special case of ‘re-
verse-cultural colonisation’, where an exploiter is considered to be 
of lower culture than the exploited, and the conquered territories 
are understood “as prizes rather than burdens needing civilizing 
from their occupiers” [20, 121].

According to M. Rudovska, who analysed the Soviet period 
architecture in Latvia, the distinction between ‘the other’ (Soviet 
Russia) and ‘own’ architecture was typical for the architectural 
thought of the time. She states that similar approach was char-
acteristic to all architecture development periods in her country: 
Stalinism, Modernism and Postmodernism [21, 76]. In parallel 
to this, the intolerance to ‘imported’ forms of architectural ex-
pression by the first post-war generation of Lithuanian architects 
could be looked upon from the perspective of national identity. In 
1955, while speaking at the 2nd meeting of the Union of Lithua-
nian Architects, architect A. Nasvytis summarized the situation: 
“First of all, it is noticeable that almost all new buildings, without 
any exception, fail to match to the architecture of Vilnius formed 
throughout ages […]. These new buildings erected in Vilnius ra-
diate some kind of bad smell of low-quality pseudo-classicism 
and somehow vulgar decorated recent Moscow structures […]. 
While following our common sense, we can reach a conclusion 
that only local architects, the representatives of local school of 
architecture, are able to convey the national character of archi-
tecture” [22, 34].

Sometime later, such search for the national character had be-
come an object of interest also to architects influenced by Post-
modernism. One of the strategies of such architecture – contextu-
alism and interpretation of historical forms – was based not only 
on the generalised legacy of architectural history but also on the 

Fig. 6. Alytus town Municipality building, by 
Saulius Juškys (1985–1989) [Photography: 
S. Juškys].

Fig. 7. M. Žilinskas Art Gallery in Kaunas, by S. Juškys, K. Kisielius, E. Miliūnas (1981‒1988)
[Photography: from the archive of S. Juškys].
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original local architecture of interwar Modernism. Postmodern 
architecture in Kaunas may be distinguished as a special case, 
which, besides other influences, invoked the authentic historical 
legacy of the city. The interpretations of interwar architecture 
can be noticed in a remarkable number of designs by Kaunas ar-
chitects. For example, the building of Alytus town Municipality 
designed by Saulius Juškys (1985–1986, implemented in 1987–
1989, (Fig. 6)), shows a traditional composition of complex (the 
object forms a regular mini-quarter of the town) and modelling 
of the building plastics (the graphics of the facades, composition 
containing a tower reminding of the tower of Vytautas Magnus 
War Museum building). Architecture researcher V. Petrušonis 
wrote about another brilliant specimen of Lithuanian Postmod-
ernism, M. Žilinskas Picture Gallery in Kaunas (Fig. 7): “when 
E. Miliūnas and his friends designed M. Žilinskas Picture Gal-
lery before the restoration of Independence, it was a silent resis-
tance – its temperate monumentality was designed to emphasise 
the greatness of our nation” [23, 24]. The issue of resistance as 
cultural defiance in architecture is quite complicated, although it 
may be stated that in the late Soviet years some space was found 
for a certain dissident practice. Analysing such practices in dif-
ferent ideological contexts, architecture historian I. Weizman 
stated: “During the Cold War, architectural dissent was articu-
lated by refusal to participate in state projects, by subversion of 
the norms and language of dominant architecture, or by retreat 
into a private domain of paper architecture or clandestine edu-
cational practice” [24, 109].

Distinguishing the trends of Sovietisation and nationality in 
the architecture of the Soviet period, the question of evaluation 
arises. Architecture historian M. Drėmaitė, evaluating Vilnius 
architecture of the second half of the 20th century, notices: “it is 
not only difficult, but also a bit incorrect to look upon it through 
the binary lens of opposition of Sovietism – Lithuanian national 
identity […] in such ideologized approach, the criterion of archi-
tecture quality vanishes” [25, 103]. The architectural heritage of 
this period is interesting first of all for its hybrid merge of trends 
of Sovietism and nationalism. 

Conclusion

Postmodern architecture in Soviet Lithuania was a result of 
complex and ambiguous circumstances and ambitions. On the 
one hand, it was obviously an imported product, born outside the 
Soviet environment. On the other hand, this global phenomenon 
of culture and architecture had served, apart from other things, 
as a local instrument for expression. Attention to context, his-
tory, phenomenology of a place was related to giving a sense of 
purpose to the environment and the past. 

The architecture of Postmodernism suggested an alternative to 
Modernism not only in the aspect of aesthetic-stylistic expression, 
but also as a social and cultural ambition to improve the urbanized 
environment and an attempt to find an expression resonating the 
national identity. Such trends of regionalism and contextualism 
manifested themselves in the complex circumstances amid the 
search for Soviet ideology (national in form, but socialist in con-

tent) and national identity (search for traditional values as nation-
al emancipation), and thus determined the cultural and stylistic 
hybridity of architecture. 
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