
uncer ta in  path



Greetings from Stalinstadt - Original Postcard

In the early 1950s, a new society was striving to establish itself from among the ruins of national disaster.  

They were fuelled by an optimism that a brighter future was possible, and they determined to bring this about.  



Eisenhüttenstadt is a city in the east of Germany, about 

100km from Berlin near the Polish border. It was the first so-

called Planned City of the German Democratic Republic 

(DDR).  

Built alongside the newly commissioned 

Eisenhüttenkombinat Ost (EKO) steelworks, it’s purpose was 

to provide an ideal living environment for the steel factory 

workers and their families. It was a new kind of city, designed 

on an architect’s drawing board and built from scratch and it 

represented a vision of a bold and optimistic future. 

Construction began in 1950.  

Utilising radical ideas in urban planning, it would be a city 

without inequalities, where no one would own a house or a 

business, but everybody would have a job, and a role in 

society with security and dignity. 

In 1953 in an homage to Josef Stalin and the Soviet Union, it 

was given the name Stalinstadt. It was intended to become a 

shining example of the transformative potential of Socialism. 

1. “IN IT’S STRUCTURE AND ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN, THE CITY REFLECTS THE POLITICAL ORDER 
AND IDENTITY OF THE NATION.”   GRUNDSÄTZE DES STÄDTEBAUS











Stalinstadt was designed according to the urban planning 
principles of the German Democratic Republic (DDR). These 
principles were officially codified in 1950 under the title:  
Die 16 Grundsätze des Städtebaus  - The 16 Principles of 
Urban Design.  

Traditions of Soviet urban planning were highly influential. 
There was a strong emphasis on neo-classical 
representational architecture, which was intended to foster a 
sense of collective identity and national rebirth. Wide 
boulevards connected impressive municipal buildings with 
housing districts and spaces for public assemblies and 
parades. 

Social engineering or “Umgestaltung” (reshaping), was a 
central principle of the political ideology of the ruling 
Socialist Unity Party (SED), openly acknowledged in policy 
and state propaganda.  

The SED believed that building socialism required 
remoulding society from the ground up, simply changing the 
structures of economic ownership was not enough.

3. “THE AIM OF URBAN PLANNING IS THE HARMONIOUS FULFILMENT OF THE HUMAN NEED FOR 
WORK, HOUSING, CULTURE, AND LEISURE.”   GRUNDSÄTZE DES STÄDTEBAUS











Stalinstadt was constructed in a series of what were called 
Wohnkomplexe (Residential Complexes). They were 
numbered, and built successively so that the city could 
expand in sync with the needs of industrial production. By 
1960, the first four Wohnkomplexe formed the hub of a 
complete and compact city. The population had reached 
roughly 30,000 inhabitants, rising from just a few hundred 
construction workers in 1950.  

Each Wohnkomplex was a self-contained neighbourhood 
designed to satisfy the daily needs and routines of it’s 
inhabitants and to encourage communal activity and 
neighbourly interaction. Childcare, schools , shops, 
healthcare, sport and leisure facilities were situated within 
walking distance. The arrival of many families with children 
made this the “youngest city in the DDR”.  

From 1957 onward, cheaper building methods and 
prefabricated materials were used, prioritising 
functionality and rapid construction. The city began to 
assume a plainer, more uniform and austere appearance.  

In 1963, during the period of de-Stalinisation, the city was 
renamed Eisenhüttenstadt. 

 4. “THE CITY MUST BE DIVIDED INTO FUNCTIONALLY STRUCTURED DISTRICTS.”    GRUNDSÄTZE DES STÄDTEBAUS











Public art was seen as an essential component of the 
socialist urban environment, not as a decorative 
afterthought. Art was a didactic tool used to propagate the 
socialist values of solidarity, social justice and 
internationalism. It’s role was to create a permanent visual 
narrative of socialist achievement, and to counter the 
spectacle of Western capitalist media.  

Bronzes and reliefs depicting heroic themes and idealised 
family life were placed in schools, residential complexes and 
public spaces. Narrative murals and motivational slogans 
were widespread. 

Unlike in bourgeois Western cities where “Art” is often 
sequestered in galleries and cultural events may be remote 
and inaccessible to ordinary citizens, in the socialist Utopia 
art and culture would be accessible to everyone, and should 
be regularly encountered in daily life.  

9. “AESTHETIC DESIGN IS ESSENTIAL TO SOCIALIST SOCIETY.”     GRUNDSÄTZE DES STÄDTEBAUS











In the late 19th century, the English Garden City movement 
founded by Ebenezer Howard, promoted the concept of self-
contained towns that balanced housing, industry, and green 
spaces; combining the social opportunities of urban life with the 
restorative qualities of rural surroundings. 

DDR central planners drew inspiration from these ideas. Like 
Howard, they believed that urban design could promote health 
and vitality and shape contented citizens who would become 
productive workers, but they rejected the Garden City ideal of 
blending town and countryside into one.  

Instead, landscaping was centrally planned, maintaining a 
distinct urban identity separate from the rural surroundings.  

In many senses, nature was also seen as something that could 
be coerced and controlled. In official rhetoric, well-tended 
public gardens, shaded boulevards and organised natural 
spaces were seen as tangible proof of socialism’s superiority, 
contrasting sharply with the harsh conditions in crowded 
capitalist cities.  

12. “IN THE CITY ONE LIVES IN AN URBAN MANNER, WHILE ON THE OUTSKIRTS OR OUTSIDE ONE LIVES IN A RURAL MANNER.”   
GRUNDSÄTZE DES STÄDTEBAUS











The planners of the DDR believed they could create a Utopia. 
An ideal world without inequality, where the population lived 
and worked together in peace and solidarity. 

But they were restricted by narrow ideology and the rigid 
control exercised by a centralised One-Party State.  
Over time, the leaders and functionaries of the Party became 
increasingly estranged and removed from the ordinary 
people, just as their planned economy began to falter. 
Freedom of expression and individuality were curtailed. A 
grim apparatus of repression emerged. Eventually, the 
Socialist dream crumbled entirely.  

At its peak in 1988, Eisenhüttenstadt was a city of more than 
53,000 inhabitants. The steel mill employed 12,000 people, 
only 2,500 people are employed there today. Since the 
reunification of Germany in 1989, the population of the city 
has shrunk to around 23,000 inhabitants. It faces very real 
economic, social, and demographic challenges. 

Now, ideas central to the planning of Eisenhüttenstadt are 
finding new relevance. While the ideological framework has 
shifted, ideas such as the collective ownership of utilities, 
affordable social housing, hyper-local living and equitable 
access to natural spaces are seen as fundamental in building 
resilient, sustainable and socially cohesive living 
environments.  

Eisenhüttenstadt is actively engaging in an attempt to reinvent 
itself, making efforts to attract new investment, talented 
people and businesses. It is positioning itself as a kind of 
sustainable and socially oriented city, prioritising quality of life 
over economic growth. It has a lot to offer. 

An uncertain path lies ahead, but in it’s short and eventful 
history, and in the physical and psychic fabric of the city,  
a sense of hope and optimism is palpable still. 
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Uncertain Path



Lindenallee Eisenhüttenstadt. 1960
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