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Moscow Redevelopment Pits
Archeologists Against Bureaucrats

This summer, long buried heritage surfaced for Muscovites to see
and, before long, divide Russian archaeologists and the authorities.
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Every city has its secrets and, every now and again, they see Bthe light of day. When Moscow
began its biggest road reconstruction Bproject to date, workers uncovered treasures that had
been hidden Bfor centuries. Above ground, the Russian capital's skyline may be lined Bwith
Stalinist behemoths and modern skyscrapers, alongside Bpre-revolutionary splendor. But
the city below ground boasts an even Hricher history, going right back to Ivan the Terrible's
medieval city. BThis summer, that city surfaced for Muscovites to see and, before long,
BEdivide Russian archaeologists and the authorities.

Anyone visiting the Russian capital this summer will have experiencedH the scale of the city
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government's ""My Street' urban redevelopment. BThese involves 52 Moscow streets being
dug up and reconstructed Bfor aesthetic and traffic controlling purposes. They promised

a bright Bfuture, but have brought about a chaotic current reality. All around Bthe city, huge
chunks of roads and sidewalks have been cordoned off. BLabyrinthine, dirty wooden
pathways now provide the only route Bfor pedestrians traversing the capital. The project has
effectively Bbrought central Moscow to a standstill, making the city's notorious Btraffic jams
even worse.

For all the difficulties, Moscow's big dig has given rise to a Bfascinating treasure hunt.
Artifacts found by construction workers, Barchaeologists and ordinary Muscovites are now
on display in a temporaryH exhibition at the Museum of Moscow. Among them are almost
immaculately Bpreserved 17th-century tombstones with German inscriptions, and an B18th-
century tool used to produce fake currency.

Nothing excited archaeologists more than uncovering parts of the B''White City,"

the defensive fortress walls erected around Moscow under BTsar Fyodor I and his successor,
the de-facto regent Boris Godunov, Bin the late 16th century. Once 10 kilometers long, it
protected medieval® Moscow from foreign invaders. The White City (named for the color

Bof its bricks) was destroyed under Catherine the Great and replaced with& the wide
boulevards that form the basis of central Moscow's current Bmap. Archeologists also found
parts of the Strastnoi Monastery, built Hat the gates of the White City in the 17th century.

The monastery was Bconverted into an atheism museum in 1929, and then demolished by the
ESoviets in the 1930s.

"We knew they were there all along," says Leonid Kondrashev, the main& archeologist at the
Moscow government's cultural department. The last Btime archeologists came into contact
with the White City underneath BTverskaya Ulitsa, he says, was during the construction of an
undergroundH passage in the 1970s.

The Soviet destruction of Russian heritage means archaeology Bin Moscow is rarely a task

of finding ancient ruins. It often consists BHof looking for parts of 19th-century buildings
destroyed in the 1920s Band 1930s. ""People who find things here often think their discoveries
Bare older than they actually are," says Kondrashev. Many historical Bbuildings were
recycled for the construction of the socialist realist Border. Remains of the Strastnoi
Monastery, for instance, have been foundB all over the city center.

Conflict erupts every time the remains of the White City see Bdaylight, and this year was no
exception. Upon installing new Bcommunications pipes underneath the city streets, workers
came Hinto contact with White City walls, and insisted the pipes go through Bthem. Activists
and archaeologists were incensed, accusing the mayoral Boffice of damaging the findings.

"It was like a blitzkrieg," says Konstantin Mikhailov, the director Bof the independent
preservation group Arkhnadzor. When he learned BHon social media that the White City had
surfaced, Mikhailov rushed Bto Tverskaya Ulitsa, but says there were no archaeologists there.
BInstead, he said, activists started saving everything they could, Bpleading for workers

to stop drilling into the walls.

"I saw it with my own eyes," says Mikhailov. ""They were drilling Ha hole in a 16th-century
wall so that the pipes could go through," he Bsays, wondering aloud why the pipes could not



be moved a few meters. BBy nighttime, the walls had been covered with sand and cement.

Arkhnadzor published an open letter criticizing the Moscow governmentB for not providing

an archaeological study of the territory before Bthe roadworks began, as required by Russian
law. "There should have beenH an archeologist present throughout the whole process," says
Mikhailov.

On July 11, the culture department of the Moscow City Duma eventuallyB got round

to publishing an archeological study. By then, it was several® weeks after the roadworks
began. "In effect, they published permission Bfor the roadworks as they are finishing," says
Arkhnadzor's preservationB expert Pyotr Miroshnik. "We welcome the publication, of course,
but Bthey should have done this from the start."

The city government dismisses allegations that the archaeological Bfindings were not
protected during the works. ""Our position has always Bbeen based on what the experts say,"
says Kondrashev.

According to the city archaeologist, a team of experts examined Bthe territory before

the works began. The whole process, says BKondrashev, conformed with international norms
of archaeological Hpreservation whereby findings should be covered by sand as contact with
Hthe air can lead to irreparable damage.

"Criticism comes with all projects and we are open to dialogue,' saysB Kondrashev.
The cultural department has been advised not to publish Bthe archeological study so as not
to attract illegal diggers, he said.

Kondrashev described the activists' criticism as "very strange." He Bclaims one female
activist even crawled into trenches dug out Bby workers. ''She saw a skull and was
frightened," he says. The situationB escalated on June 13, he says, when parts of the
archaeological Bfindings had been cleaned and television crews were invited to the Bscene.

"At that moment, social media exploded, saying we are destroying Bthe White City," says
Kondrashev. He rejected accusations that the pipes& were laid in a way that damaged
the White City.

Kondrashev says that in an ideal world, workers would stop all Hreconstruction and study
"each centimeter." But the reality, he says, isB that the city cannot be put on hold: "It's our
profession to save Bthings while living in a modern city."

Activists are unconvinced the state archaeologists are as interested Bin preserving Moscow's
hidden heritage. ""Nobody there listens to us,'" Bsays archaeologist Miroshnik. Ten years ago,
he says, a part of the BWhite City was found in another part of Moscow during

the construction Bof car park. "It has been standing in a park under the open sky ever Hsince,
slowly rotting," he says.

Miroshnik is worried the bulk of Moscow's new excavations will now Bsuffer the same fate.
This year, Miroshnik says, extra efforts are being® made for Moscow to look as clean as
possible for the upcoming electionsH in September, making the opinion of archaeologists
even less important.



Nobody knows when the White City walls will re-emerge again Bfor archaeologists
to examine. What is clear is that Moscow had a rare Bopportunity to see what lies beneath its
streets and preserve its hiddenH heritage. And that it could have done better.

"A chance like that comes every 50 years," says Mikhailov. "The city looks to have blown
it."
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