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Blokowisko

Dear Pen Pal,

My name is Slavko, I am eleven years old and I live 

in Eastern Europe. My English teacher told me to 

write to you and tell you about my home. Because 

for some time now there is no more Russian in 

schools, but English. In the student’s book there 

were a lot of useless expressions, like tiles or local 

community. I had to look up in the dictionary how 

to say blokowisko in English. I found: “residential 

district consisting of large blocks of flats.” Mom said 

she wasn’t sure that was it and maybe you don’t 

have such a word.

So, to explain: in the past there were some wise people, 

who wanted all people, whether rich or poor, to live 

in comfortable and modern conditions. They wanted 

people to stop living in houses, to which there leads 

a trail of mud, and to live in blocks of flats for many 

families, to which there is a road, and from where it 

is close to work, to the park and to the store. But this 

was the communist’s idea, and everything that came 

from the communists is bad, so now again there are 

houses being built, and there are trails of mud leading 

to them, because developers are for building houses, 

not for building roads, and the municipal authorities 

are for yet something else (mom says I should write 

that this is typical for periphery countries).



So, anyway, something went wrong with those wise 

people’s ideas, because there is no park anymore, 

there are new houses there, with a trail of mud 

leading to them, and instead of going to the store, 

we drive to a supermarket in the suburbs. This is be-

cause there is no bakery or grocery store anymore 

– but there are other stores. Like the store with 

English second hand clothing or German chemical 

products. There are also places where you can take 

out a loan, remove a simlock or duplicate your keys.

And, thanks to European subsidies, we have a foot-

ball (soccer) field in our neighborhood, but the field 

is closed, because it is unclear who should pay the 

janitor (the municipal authorities are for something 

else). There is also a new lawn, because on the old 

one there was no grass, only dirt. Now there is grass, 

but you cannot walk on it, because you will ruin it. 

There is a sign that informs us about that: “Don’t 

step on the grass.”

In a blokowisko it is very important whether someone 

is rich or poor. Those who are rich always block the 

sidewalk with a big car. Those who are poor block 

the sidewalk with an even bigger car. Moreover, 

rich or poor, every-one has a satellite antenna and 

a burglar alarm, because, as the Eastern European 

saying advises “What is guarded, God guards.” This 

is probably why there recently appeared a big fence 

around our block and now we can’t play anymore 

with children from the neighboring block.

The corridors are common space. Common space 

is a place where you can’t keep a bike, because, as 

the neighbor says, this is a common space. In the 

past there used to be a lot of glass from broken 

bottles, but since we have the fence, only common 

space is left.

And now a bit about the apartment. In the times 

where there was Russian in school, the apartments 

were all the same. Everyone has their own all-in-one 

sofa, and in the dining room there was a Plywood 

wall unit, and in the wall unit there was crystal 

glass from Bulgaria. Now, when there is English 

in schools, they are also all the same, because ev-

eryone does their own euro-renovation, but what 

counts is who does it first. In order to do your eu-

ro-renovation you need to buy European furniture, 

that is furniture that is too large for our small rooms. 

For instance, in my room, after the euro-renovation, 

in order to turn on the light, you need to move the 



desk, and in order to sit at the desk, you have to fold 

the bed. Moreover, after the euro-renovation there 

is no more dining room, but a salon, and no more 

wall unit, but a drink bar, and in the drink bar there 

is duralex glassware instead of crystal glass. If you 

don’t have money, it’s enough to buy the duralex, 

hide the crystals in the closet (you never know), and 

just call the rest by different names. What you must 

buy is a shower with a radio and massager, but you 

have to watch out for the water not to spill on the 

floor, because commie-piping cannot handle the 

euro-water inflow.

Another thing that changed are the colors of our 

blocks. They say they used to be all gray, with plaster 

falling off. Today the plaster falls off too, but the 

blocks are colorful, with colors like lemon yellow or 

fuchsia. Mom says this is because my countrymen, 

and especially Lech Wałęsa, fought for freedom, 

and freedom means you are free to do anything. 

For instance you are free to have a business and 

advertise it, and this is why there is freedom to cov-

er all the windows in our block with a large ad for 

mayonnaise. And people are free to build up their 

balconies with columns in a European style – Doric, 

Ionic or Corinthian.

So a lot changes after the euro-renovation, but one 

thing that does not are noises. In the day you hear 

the neighbors fighting or going to the toilet. And 

in the night you hear trucks backing up. Mom says 

it’s because we are a transit country. After I looked 

up all these words in the dictionary, I asked Mom 

between what countries was this transit, if all the 

countries around are periphery countries and Mom 

said that between the West and the West. I don’t 

understand any of this, perhaps you can explain this 

to me, since you live there.

I think that’s all. If you want to know more about 

blokowisko and housing blocks, I invite you to our 

Facebook game. It may seem surprising to you, 

but blokowiska in Eastern Europe differ between 

countries, as much as the countries themselves. 

Maybe you are surprised that we have Internet 

in our blocks. Until quite recently, the neighbors 

would arrange to come together and hang cables 

between windows. But then the wind would blow 

and tear the cables down. One time Dad tried to 

catch a cable flying in the wind like that, but it hit 

him in the face. Luckily, now there is Wi-Fi and you 

don’t have to make arrangements with anyone, you 

just have to hack their password.

Y o u r s ,  S l a v k o



Keleti blokk bloki (Hungarian for “the blocks of the  Eastern Bloc”)

 is a Facebook game, in which participants try to 

identify the geographical location of housing blocks 

from Google Street View screenshots. The game 

challenges the popular belief that housing blocks 

look identical from East Germany to Vladivostok 

and works to undermine the image of the Eastern 

Bloc as a monolith, shaped by the discourse of the 

West. “Keleti blok blokki” is an interesting subject 

for inquiry at the junction of visual anthropology 

(the semiotics of urban space seen through the lens 

of the Street View camera), sociology (researching 

stereotypes about each country of the Eastern bloc, 

which are – successfully or not – applied by the 

participants), and digital textuality (the participants’ 

justifications of their guesses take on the form of 

short prose forms). “Keleti blokk bloki” has inspired 

at least two digital literary forms: flash non-fiction 

and street view reportage.

RULES OF THE GAME

The objective of the game is to guess the country 

of a block posted by another participant. As the 

name “Keleti blokk bloki” indicates, the buildings 

can come from any location in the “keleti blokk.” 

The pictures, mostly screenshots from Google 

Street View, are posted by the participants on the 

game’s Facebook group. The players can censor 

fragments of the picture, which seem too charac-

teristic, in order to make the guessing more difficult. 

The objects most often erased include road signs, 

car brand signs, air conditioning, signs with names 

of institutions, national symbols. What remains is 

architecture and details (curtains, sidewalk curbs, 

colors of the buildings) and the general visual con-

text. The guessing involves venturing hundreds of 

stereotypes and myths, which sometimes prove 

useful, and sometimes prove misleading.



KAMIKADZE LOGGIA 

a DIY addition to the block, out of all kinds of building material. It is found in countries, in which during the 

transformation construction law was absent or was a dead letter, that is in most of the former republics 

of the USSR. It is used as a storage room, fridge, studio, extra room or patio.

AIR CONDITIONERS

for obvious reasons, they can be found in the Balkans, Caucasus and Central Asia. For less obvious 

ones – in all of Russia, including Siberia. Preliminary research suggests this is due to overproduction of 

air conditioners in the USSR.

HIGH WHITE CURBS

 they are found predominantly in the former republics of the USSR, due to fear of sneaky imperialist 

potato bugs, as well as antipathy towards cyclists – cultural representatives of the rotten West.

Lace curtains with the decorative motive of geese – a specialty of former German Democratic Republic. 

They are also observed in countries aspiring to German civilization, like the Czech Republic or Slovenia. 

Sometimes, they are also hung – but this requires training in history – in a country aspiring to Roman 

civilization, that is Romania.

THE MAJORITY OF CARS ARE SUVS 

– characteristic of countries, for which the coveted an unequaled model of empowerment is oligarchy 

– Bulgaria, Moldavia, Ukraine.

PRIVATIZATION OF ELEVATION PAINTING  

flourishes in the countries with the fastest plummeting social network indexes – Poland and Russia. This 

also occurs in Ukraine, though recently less frequently.


