Epp Annus

Footsteps and gazes: Mati Unt’s Mustamäe
In 1961, construction began on the first large Soviet-era residential district in Estonia, the Mustamäe district, in the capital city of Tallinn.
 Sixteen years later, in 1977, an established young writer, Mati Unt, finished his novel Sügisball [The Autumn Ball], about life in Mustamäe. This novel, which soon became a canonical text of Estonian literature,
 has, in a certain sense, given birth to Mustamäe itself: ever after, in the Estonian cultural consciousness, Mustamäe became Mati Unt’s Mustamäe. This plural fictional space, inhabited by characters of varying value-systems, started to carry a certain sense of a failure in the Soviet project of modernity. Mustamäe became a site of modern alienation, but also a turning point from modernity to postmodernity: a pastiche, a simulacrum, a copy without an original. At the same time, Mustamäe remained a modern suburb like any other: a home for many—but also a home for insurmountable loneliness, and yet a loneliness that, through repetition, had lost its tragedy, if none of its critical pathos. 
The epigraph for Mati Unt’s novel is a poem by Viivi Luik, which begins with the following verse:

The taste of lipstick on my tongue is bitter,

Five rubles retail cost this transient bliss.

Black in the night is the prefab windows’ glitter,

Dark anguish overcomes me at an hour like this. (Unt 1985: 3)
Notice the lines: “Black in the night is the prefab windows’ glitter,/ Dark anguish overcomes me at an hour like this.” The last paragraph of The Autumn Ball begins with the sentence: “Lights were on in all the windows” (ibid., 189). While the windows are frighteningly black before the events of the novel begin, lights are on in all the windows by the end of the story. Perhaps this is a coincidence; the strongest impressions from Viivi Luik’s poem are those of anxiety and threat, a realization of the random nature of life, a hidden discontent – much the kind of atmosphere that also accompanies Mati Unt’s novel. The Autumn Ball ends with the New Year’s Eve, so there is nothing strange about the fact that people keep the lights on late that evening. However, Mati Unt’s novels are also full of carefully planned coincidences. So it is tempting to analyze The Autumn Ball as a story about switching on the lights in the windows. Not in the optimistic sense of overcoming fear and bearing the light – this is, after all, Estonian literature of the 1970s, and not of the 1950s. Looking into the possible meanings of switching on the lights is one of the objectives of this essay. Beyond lights and windows, this essay will also address the wider question of how to experience space. And more specifically, how the Mustamäe experience is presented in The Autumn Ball.

Windows and lights are among the main elements of space-creation in the novel. One could say that The Autumn Ball, as a Mustamäe novel, is based on the difference between the panoramic point of view and the pedestrian point of view, or, on the difference between looking down from a window and looking up toward the windows. The investigating gaze sees, of course, Mustamäe – a new type of city, a home, a site of solitude and alienation.

The Mustamäe experience in the novel is mostly the experience of the spectator: viewing, walking and contemplation make up much of The Autumn Ball. There are, of course, indoor encounters, parties and conversations, yet these come across as secondary, as preliminaries for viewing and walking. Indoor activities are compressed into summaries of actions and are generally not developed into scenes in which the reader senses the enfolding presence of a here-and-now. The text slows down and becomes denser when a character steps to a window or out of the door – these are the moments when the reader merges with the character and sense the space of Mustamäe.

The Autumn Ball’s vision of a city, centred on walking or viewing, will evoke for some readers Michel de Certeau’s essay Walking in the City
. Certeau’s analysis of the city experience seems well suited for thinking over Unt’s Mustamäe ruminations. Certeau’s canonical essay begins in New York, on the 110th floor of the World Trade Center. How does someone who stands at the summit of a skyscraper relate to the city below? One is removed from the city’s reach, free from its grasp: its affairs seem remote and uninvolving. The distance that separates the viewer from the city enables her/him to “read” the city, to look down from a god’s point of view, to feel superior to what happens down below. The viewpoint of someone who looks down from above is pleasant and also difficult to give up: “Must one finally fall back into the dark space where crowds move back and forth, crowds that, though visible from on high, are themselves unable to see down below?” (Certeau 1984: 92). The spectator from above is separated from the reality: “The panorama-city is a ‘theoretical’ (that is, visual) simulacrum, in short a picture, whose condition of possibility is an oblivion and a misunderstanding of practices” (ibid., 93).

There are no skyscrapers in Mustamäe, but the views that open from the windows in The Autumn Ball are panoramic even so: August Kask can see eighteen houses from his Mustamäe apartment’s window, “of which seven had five and eleven had nine storeys” (Unt 1985: 11).
 “A strip of the sea could be seen from Maurer’s window” (ibid., 117). In principle, the almost constant looking out of the windows in The Autumn Ball follows the same scheme as a look down from the World Trade Center: it is vista enjoyed from a distance, an observation without participation.

Certeau contrasts the distanced glance of someone watching from above to the direct, physical city-making of the footsteps of someone walking down below. Footsteps “weave” places together, they create the city, they create spaces. “The practitioners of the city” live where the glance lacks the scope necessary for generalization, they create space with their own bodies. Through their bodily involvement, they produce graspable and meaningful, liveable space. According to Certeau, this is how a city comes into being: a city is not an abstract structure, best viewed from an airplane, from the summit of the World Trade Center or on the map; a city is a chaotic bodily experience that varies with every city dweller. A city that is yours is the one that you have created with your touches, the one that you have smelled, the one you have felt with your hands and feet. It is a space with obstacles where you can bump into something or where you have accustomed and attuned yourself to the unanticipated possibilities of this particular place. It is a space that one need not think about, since it has been worked into one’s body, it has become an extension of the body. Such a city is an expansion of home.

Certeau writes about New York of the 1970s. Its streets, of course, were full of cars, yet, to this day, New York has remained a city where people move from one place to another significantly by foot. And yet, both The Autumn Ball and Walking in the City evoke nostalgia in readers of the twenty-first century. Certeau’s essay is one of the core texts of post-structural or deconstructive cultural theory, Mati Unt’s The Autumn Ball is one of the first post-modernist novels in Estonia
. These texts invented spaces and organized sensitivities through which contemporary literature and culture is perceived today – but they also point with disturbing clarity how the era they initiated has vanished into the past. The World Trade Center stands no longer. And who today would walk for hours in Mustamäe during a snowstorm? In the early post-Soviet era, the people most devoted to creating Mustamäe through their footsteps these days were the homeless. The Mustamäe created by their footsteps is the grotesque reflection of Mustamäe through a glass darkly – a city space created through city waste, its most vibrant points of interest being trashbins. But, from the point of view of an ordinary citizen, the golden days are past when one would construct a city with the movements of one’s body. The typical inhabitant of Mustamäe only rarely takes a stroll amidst the apartment buildings of Mustamäe these days – if only because life there has become more rational, and people drink less vodka. According to the calculations made by Mati Unt’s character August Kask, approximately 4200 bottles of vodka were drunk each day in Mustamäe during the times of The Autumn Ball. It must be said that August Kask is not an unbiased statistician, and yet it remains a fact that the most memorable perambulations in the Mustamäe of The Autumn Ball happen in a drunken state and during night time.


However, walking in The Autumn Ball’s Mustamäe is not the kind of activity that could be positively described as space-weaving. The bodily space-creation in the city takes place elsewhere in the city, in the pre-Soviet quarters of Tallinn, when Eero, another character, accidentally meets his friend in the city center: “They made their way towards a lovely though neglected quarter. Neither was the crowd there the cream of the crop, but their moments of depression were assuaged by the beautiful autumn colours. They walked long between the two-storied wooden tenements. Now and then they cast glances down at their feet into the basement windows where succulent plants twined. They entered a couple of little greengrocer’s shops, bought some pickles in one of them and ate them as they continued their walk, squinting in the sun. Leaves were falling all around them. Most of the trees stood leafless already. […] The men literally waded through leaves.” (Unt 1985: 144–145)

Here, the strollers are in accord with their surroundings: they walk, they watch, they stop, they purchase – they participate in a space, they help the space to open itself up.
 By contrast, nothing of the kind happens when Eero walks in Mustamäe: “But there was nothing he could do outside. There was only one supermarket, and it was full of people and macaroni. No park benches, no bars, no museums and no cinemas. How to spend the time was a problem. He walked and dreamed of a better world” (ibid., 106).

And elsewhere: “Across the suddenly slippery field between the buildings, he hobbled on toward home. He was assaulted by a gust of wind from the passage of the pub. It flung snow into his face. He peered into the shop through the glass windows, at the jars with sauerkraut soup concentrate and bottles of champagne bathing in the bleak night light. The cash registers were locked up, the juice dispensers had been emptied. Far in the distance, a neon sign was burning, high up and miserable. An iron signboard clattered in the wind.” (ibid., 176–77)
Eero, the main walker in The Autumn Ball, somehow does not develop a bodily contact with Mustamäe: its spaces remain hostile towards him, the wind blows snow into his face, the voices he hears are unfriendly, the ad signs are pathetic. Eero can lose his way in a night fog or can search without success for the apartment where he had been the previous evening. Eero’s wanderings in Mustamäe create a space that vanishes as soon as the foot is lifted from its track.

The architect Maurer, a character in the novel who had been one of the builders of Mustamäe, represents a different perspective on Mustmäe; instead of the phenomenology of a bodily space-creation, we now witness a functional approach to human space. Maurer lives in harmony with Mustamäe as a man-made landscape: “The moon peeked out from behind the clouds, then disappeared, bringing back days of first love, and the animated landscape, though deserted, possessed for Maurer a sense of rhythm and drama” (ibid., 48). Maurer’s Mustamäe does not call for human presence, it is animated without inhabitants, without steps on the streets that would communicate between the city and its inhabitant. Maurer’s city is the opposite of home. His attitude is grounded on high modernist ideology of Le Corbusier, which appreciates functionality instead of individuality and intimacy. He agrees with Le Corbusier’s claim that “Private interests must everywhere be subjected to those of the collective” (ibid., 88). Such a conception makes it possible to feel comfortable in Mustamäe. Maurer’s point of view is further developed by his wife, who says with a charming smile: “We must get accustomed to the idea that one day, earth will be replaced by concrete, grass by aluminium and trees by glass” (ibid., 137).

Curiously, the architect Maurer believes that Mustamäe will reveal itself truly only in the future: “The buildings and distances were so great that the city’s structure remained static from the solitary pedestrian’s point of view. The city revealed itself only if you sped through it in a car. But this was a peculiarity of all new cities. […] Everyone would be driving in the future anyway” (ibid., 90).
Can space be woven together by a casual glance from a car window? Mustamäe reveals itself on a car ride as a vision that is not supported by other senses. “Simulacrum” is Certeau’s word for the view from the World Trade Center; a copy without an original. A car driver moves through Mustamäe without knowing whether it is cold or warm, without smelling it, without experiencing its touch. A car driver moves quickly, without sensing details: he or she gets an overview of the city’s structure, but not a direct, physical experience of the city. A car traveller is like a gazer from the World Trade Center who has descended and has maintained the experience of comprehensive vision and separation from the physical world. Yet there is this difference: someone standing at the top of the World Trade Center has made an effort to get there, to see precisely this elevated picture – the city far below, an experience dedicated to observation. The car driver, by contrast, does not sense the exceptionality of the situation. While driving, one cannot even take full notice the surrounding cityscape. The car moves in a “space-between,” in a negative space, with the objective of getting somewhere else: an area between work place and home needs to be traversed, the more quickly the better. In traversing the space-between, one needs to pay attention to the road zone: traffic lights, road signs, and other cars. Mustamäe itself vanishes into the background, into something barely noticeable. The Mustamäe of drivers is an invisible city, where only a few meaningful objects appear: a supermarket, the building where you live, the building where your friend lives. The driver’s home is surrounded by non-space, so home has little spatial expansion.

How does the Mustamäe of The Autumn Ball, the time before the car boom, differ? We noted already that, in Mati Unt’s novel, the city-creating activity of a walker fails to happen, the city is not born from footsteps, but instead keeps slipping away. Eero articulates the positive programme of the Mustamäe resident in The Autumn Ball: “Eero didn’t despise the city as such. He found in the city a rhythm fascinating in its oppressiveness, a strain distressing in its power, and some bitter joys. […] One just had to be a little susceptible, to open oneself just a bit to the surrounding world. One had to approach the window.” (Unt 1985: 8)
There is no need to condemn Mustamäe, instead one should try to open up to the city, one should go and look out of the window. Let us climb to the summit of the World Trade Center and inhale and exhale deeply. There it is, the city. From above, “The human element had been eliminated, the individual one caused no confusion, taste had no role to play, only pure form remained” (ibid., 8)  – this is how Eero can appreciate Mustamäe. There it is, the city as a fantasy, the city as an object to be admired from above. The city as a simulacrum. Or “a townscape crowded with moving figures” (ibid., 7), as if it were an artistic installation. Eero enjoys Mustamäe when he can set aside its everyday reality, the fact that it is a dwelling-site, that it was constructed for human habitation. However, Mustamäe is not composed of “large nameless objects” (ibid., 8), as Eero would have it, but of houses. People have settled in these large objects.

Laura’s son Peeter and August Kask perceive Mustamäe differently from Eero; they perceive it through the people. They have even developed their own notions about people’s trajectories. Peeter’s people pursue their goals: “If a group of men got together, they were going to have a fight. If a group of women got together, they were going to a birthday party. When a man and a woman went by, they were going home. When a man or a woman passed alone, he or she was coming from work” (ibid., 99).
For August Kask, the inhabitants of Mustamäe are stuck in an aimless cycle of creating waste and behaving disgustingly: “But there was one thing he had to admit bluntly: there were precious few attractive people – either beautiful women or handsome men. And even those precious few walked in a repulsive manner. They carried detestable objects in their hands and threw away horrid things into the space between the house-armchairs with their viscera slashed open and books from under the frying-pan” (ibid., 110–11).
Peeter and August Kask prefer not to walk in Mustamäe themselves. August Kask takes walks outside the city, to gaze at the trees; his only walk in Mustamäe ends with his death in a car crash (see Sarapik 2011: 514). Instead of walking, Peeter and August observe the walking of other people – how these others create space with their footsteps. For Peeter people are good or bad, beautiful or ugly, for August Kask, the observed human objects are all equally repulsive. Neither of them has a personal relationship with the observed ones. A personal relationship cannot accompany the view from the top of the World Trade Center either, everything happening below is too distant and of too little relevance. Eero’s Mustamäe is an aesthetic object, August Kask’s Mustamäe is the habitation of repulsive human beings, Peeter’s Mustamäe is an object of research, and architect Maurer’s Mustamäe is a functional object: the inhabitants of Unt’s Mustamäe fail to relate with Mustamäe on a personal level, they turn Mustamäe into an object that is placed at a distance from themselves as subjects. Mustamäe does not touch them. They are not vulnerable. Mustamäe is not an expansion of home for them, it is simply a space. Perhaps we should describe simulacrum as a sight without an attachement?


How does an attachment emerge, how is human contact established? Perhaps this kind of relationship requires the whole complex of senses, and not just sight?  In The Autumn Ball, an attachment requires a response, a mirroring reflection. However, the response fails to come. The gaze out from the window yearns for a response, yet in Mati Unt’s Mustamäe, it never encounters another gaze. The situation is no better when walking below in the streets: when Eero takes a liking for an old man living near him and tries to greet him, the old man does not reply. Eero gives up trying, thinking: “why frighten such a nice grandpa by bidding him good day?” (ibid., 7).

There is only one scene in The Autumn Ball where a relationship is formed between people, transforming the pictorial Mustamäe into a human space. The militia stop the architect Maurer at night and ask him to provide his ID. Maurer, however, does not have his passport with him! The militia is obliged to take persons without a photo ID to the station, but they can see that Maurer presents no danger. The situation is resolved in an unexpected manner: Maurer hands the militia his recently taken ID photos. The officers compare Maurer to the photos and come to the conclusion that there is a likeness. The photos really are the copies of the living, actually existing Maurer! Hence Maurer’s right to walk the streets of Mustamäe at night is established, the militia salutes him and his car drives off – regardless of the fact that the photos are not attached to an official document and do not help in providing Maurer with a name and a social position. 

The photos are authentic copies of Maurer, but as mere images, they are absolutely meaningless. The only thing the photos prove is the fact that Maurer can be photographed. At the same time the photos function as a simulacrum of a document, since Maurer and the militia agree to consider them as a proof of Maurer’s identity. Obviously, this is a ridiculous simulacrum: there is no imitational relationship between the original (an ID card) and the copy (the photos). Yet, in that late hour, simulacra and authenticity blend together, what remains is a simple human relationship, the signifier of which is a militiaman with eyes wide open: “The militiaman’s eyes were wide open; the spell of the moment had captivated even him” (ibid., 51).

What makes the scene extraordinary is the epistemological confusion: on the one hand this is a human encounter with a significance that cannot be underestimated. On the other hand, the situation is simply grotesque. And, from yet another angle, the reader is puzzled because the signs have been robbed of their validity. Mustamäe can no longer be perceived as the network of copies and simulacrums – as it turns out, the effect of human agreement is far greater than any kind of differentiation between the authentic and the simulated. Or rather: the Mustamäe of The Autumn Ball struggles in the web of copies and simulacrums, but even there, a simple human understanding can (perhaps) provide a way out to a completely different sphere of sensibilities.
Yet, how is it at all possible to create a relationship with space? If an affective relationship presupposes a response, what kind of a response can space return? What kind of a reply can Mustamäe give to its residents, that would bring reality forward, out from underneath its simulacrum?
 Does space respond by way of a humane interaction—the smile of a passer-by, a shop assistant’s wave—by way of the humanity that Unt’s Mustamäe lacks? Or, perhaps space responds via intersections? Space itself cannot return a glance because space itself has no eyes. Touch is reciprocal: a footstep feels the response of the space, the foot touches the ground, the ground touches the foot. Smell and sounds are a part of space: through smell and sounds, the space can soak into the person who is in the space. The inhabitants of Mustamäe who wander in the fog and snowstorm will definitely experience space; simply, the space they experience should be referred to as a storm space or a fog space, or a space of intoxication. Their experience cannot be placed under the name Mustamäe; rather, they are faced with an existential, placeless feeling, the feeling of simply being on the Earth. Mustamäe is, therefore, also a part of the Earth. One can have a powerful and direct living experience in Mustamäe too. The Mustamäe of The Autumn Ball can be overtaken by forces of nature in such a way that what is essential to Mustamäe gets lost. “No lights, no houses, no contours, no details were to be seen. The picture was homogeneous; it wasn’t even a picture, but emptiness in a frame” (Unt 1985: 71).

More often, however, lights can be seen in the windows of Mustamäe. It was remarked above that space itself has no eyes. But is this really how human beings experience their space? From within human experience, one might speak of space as indeed having eyes that can respond to a human glance. Lights in the windows – these can be the eyes of space. This is where the relationship, or affective attachment, between a human being and his or her space is born – when I look at the house, the house looks back at me as if it were another human being. The light-eyes say that in the house there is a home, there is warmth, well-being, peace of mind. All this can be intensely felt by someone who is outside, in the darkness – somewhere there is a light, there is home and well-being prevails.

Fifteen years after writing The Autumn Ball, Mati Unt writes about lights in the windows: “Bachelard has dedicated beautiful pages to the feeling that overtakes us when we see a solitary light in a distant window. But he also reminds us what is behind that light – warmth and comfort! Baudelaire has said that some poets prayed to god for an extremely rough winter with heavy snowfalls because home was cosier then. A warm and light home makes a dark winter night especially romantic. It is the time when one looks out of the window and listens to the howling of the wolves with pleasure.” (Unt 1993: 48)
It is quite plain that while writing The Autumn Ball, Mati Unt was fascinated by Gaston Bachelard’s reflections about lights. Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space (La Poétique de l’espace. 1958,) is visible in The Autumn Ball both directly, and indirectly. The poet Eero quotes Bachelard’s views on two occasions, and, on several further occasions, it can be sensed that Unt is working through Bachelard’s ideas. The fact that even fifteen years later he is still ruminating on Bachelard, and Baudelaire (whom Bachelard cites), certifies the intensity of Unt’s encounter with Bachelard. Bachelard really does write at length about the light in the window: the light gives a human touch to a building, gives it eyes so that it can look into the night. For Bachelard, the archetypal image of the house is the hermit’s hut: “When we are lost in darkness and see a distant glimmer of light, who does not dream of a thatched cottage or, to go more deeply still in the legend, of a hermit’s hut?” (Bachelard 1994: 72). A single light in the darkness has special charm and meaning, it entails the quintessence of our dreams about home.

But what if one sees hundreds of lights, instead of just one? The building across from August Kask’s apartment has 288 windows. Next to it is a smaller building, with one hundred windows. Altogether August Kask can see eighteen buildings from the window of his apartment. What do we feel when we see so many illuminated windows? Do we feel 288 times more intensely the sense of homely comfort? A window as the symbol of home loses its positive meaning in Mustamäe, but the yearning remains. Is there somewhere, among all these windows, perhaps one that is special? Laura and August Kask both observe the windows of the houses across the street from theirs. Eero, the poet who searches for his reader, suddenly notices a light in his own window:

“When it grew dark, Eero walked back toward his home. Suddenly he saw a light in his window. What flashed through his mind that moment? Admittedly, his first thought was that his wife had come back. He knew nothing good would come of that, but he quickened his pace all the same. He hurried, without bothering to wonder what he was hastening to. Opening the door, he could tell no one was there, and he realized what he had suspected at once but had been afraid of admitting: having put on the light in the morning, he had forgotten to turn it off. His room was empty
empty and warm

his poems lay on the table

but lacked a reader

where is my reader thought Eero

my beloved friend of poetry” (Unt 1985: 107)
The light that had awakened Eero’s hopes so deceptively now illuminates his loneliness with an unexpected sharpness.


By accident, Eero gets into the fair-haired Laura’s apartment, and he later tries to find again her building and apartment. Of course, in hope of finding some sort of a sign, he looks at the windows. He waits and looks for one illuminated window: “His hope grew weaker and weaker, because more and more windows darkened. My beloved, my reader stays up late, Eero thought, she reads long into the night, hunched up under her quilt; her window will be the only one to stay lit and keep vigil. But these thoughts saved him no more. He began to feel cold” (ibid., 176).

As it turns out, Eero’s lights in the window are the “wrong lights”—they are random, meaningless lights. Eero hopes to reach the moment when only one light stays switched on in all of Mustamäe, the one meaningful light, the one that illuminates the pages of the book of his poems for the reader. And let us remind ourselves: The Autumn Ball ends with lights on in every window! Nearly 100 000 people live in Mustamäe, so there are likely more than 100 000 windows, all of them potentially lit. How hopeless must it be to search for the one and only true light! And in the beginning of The Autumn Ball, the black glitter of the windows is frightening – if only one window would be illuminated, the rest would be dark and frightening. After his wife has left, the black windows of Eero’s apartment seem like Oedipus’ blinded eyes; dark windows are inevitably a declaration of solitude. There is no way out; there are simultaneously too many and too few lights on. Yet, escape is found in abstractions: thinking about humankind (not of the particular person), studying anonymous large objects (not people’s homes). Lights in Unt’s Mustamäe do not save us from human solitude and do not help to form an affective relationship with the world.

In a poem Mati Unt composed later, in 1983, one meaningless light will be accidentally left on in the toilet when the inhabitants of the apartment leave for Võsu:

“But the electric bulb was left on,
one of 25 W, in the city, in the ceiling of

the loo.

There is no danger of fire. And the cost is minimal.

The bulb probably has no soul,

and therefore we won’t say, he’ll get bored and sad.

A solitary fly in the same room

is delighted, not hurt, I think.

Yes, the meter reads the bulb and the current,
but he’s in the hallway. He doesn’t count.” (Unt 1993: 16)
The lights in The Autumn Ball are not so simply obvious – because lights are what define Mustamäe. Lights unite the panoramic and the walking viewpoint, they unite into one grand human solitude the topics of walking and looking from the window.


But it is not only in Mustamäe that solitude accompanies the light in a window. According to Bachelard, solitude is the natural domain of a light and also of living in a building in a broader sense. The hermit’s hut is the symbol of solitude and we do not imagine another home close to it. It is a closed world, a separate world, and Bachelard thinks that the core of living lies in a simple solitary hut.

The architect Maurer intended Mustamäe as, precisely, an escape from human solitude—and thinks the district has in fact realized this aspiration. In the thirteenth century, “people were strangers to each other, because they never met. Nowadays, on the contrary, they were not strangers but experienced some strange, exciting and encouraging feeling of constant support.” (Unt 1985: 52)
As Maurer walks toward his home through Mustamäe at night, his nocturnal Mustamäe ecstasy culminates at the moment when he approaches a blinking traffic light at a crossroads: “And thus, in Maurer’s opinion, it was beautiful, and it was wonderful that traffic lights functioned in the dead of night at an empty crossroads, warning everyone, including himself, of possible danger. This was a reflection of people’s mutual consideration. How pleasant it was to meet such a point of support in the dark city!” (ibid., 49).

The blinking traffic light reminds Maurer of a fantasy story he had read after the war concerning a miraculous battery : “The hero parachuted down above an endless, empty and dark icefield. But then he caught sight of a faint glow in the night. As he waded on through the snow, he saw a lamp post that cast a bright, warm light. In the midst of cold and dark, perhaps even the polar night! In the Arctic!” (ibid., 50).

Maurer recognizes a sign of care, of people caring about one another in the blinking of a yellow traffic light. Someone else might see it as an annoying insistence upon rules and proper behaviour even when there is no need for it. But in Unt’s novel, the blinking traffic light and the Arctic lamp post reveal a yearning for warmth and comfort in the cold. A traffic light – could that be a solution to the dilemma of 288 illuminated windows? The people of Mustamäe should admire traffic lights as Maurer does, instead of looking for illuminated windows. A traffic light is also an illumination. Light as a symbol of home’s cosiness and intimacy has transformed into a light lit, like a miraculous lamp post, in the modern city.

A traffic light, a lamp post in the middle of the Arctic – these lights are unheimlich, without a home. Let’s think about the parachutist who jumps from a plane over a dark icefield. What a joy to notice a light, a precious point of spatial reference in the limitless dark! Perhaps he dreams (fighting off the conviction that such dreams are absurd) to reach an Arctic hermit’s hut, dreams of meeting a determined soul who has defied the cold and lonely Arctic to make a home for himself there. And then, instead of an intimate and cosy house, he reaches… a lamp post. A lamp post that casts a ‘warm and bright light’ over the deserted snow fields – it is the antithesis of the home dream.

True, Maurer’s fantasy tale continues: “Nearby there was a road, a snow tram was to come soon, etc., etc., and all these miraculous apparatuses were fuelled by the wonder-batteries. And the miracles were worked by men, regardless of what the sceptics said.” (ibid., 50)
To the lamp post are added other similar objects, things made by people, wonderful things that represent man’s superiority over nature. But, still, the parachutist does not reach actual people, does not see a house where he could get warm – he is among things that lack living human dimension. To Maurer’s great dissatisfaction, the same was said by the new generation of architects about urban developments like Mustamäe: “… cities had been deprived of their tension and order, their spirit and their pith. They said the new cities lacked an individual, intimate dimension (in Maurer’s opinion, these two words were a contradiction in terms when speaking about a city of the future).” (ibid., 89–90)

A lamp post is a light without human qualities, a light that is separated from its power to foster intimacy, an eye removed from its face. A simulacrum of the eye of a house. Bachelard stresses that the eye of the house is an inner light that shines, very subtly, outwards too. A traffic light and a lamp post do not have an inside, they are sources of light that do not contain anything disguised; on the contrary, they aim towards revealing. Bachelard writes about a patient of Erich Neumann who dreamt about stars coming out of the earth. One can continue from here in a Heideggerian manner and think of a house as an extension of the earth, as a meeting point of the heavenly and the earthly – and the meeting is illuminated by the light coming from the house, as a symbol of the union. Bachelard quotes a reflection by Max Picard, in relation to Paris: “The houses are fastened to the ground with asphalt, in order not to sink into the earth.” (Bachelard 1994: 27). People live in boxes not in houses in big cities, says Bachelard, the boxes in the city do not grow out of the earth, instead, they need to protect themselves from it. A traffic light has a more direct connection with the pavement than a house does.

Later, in 1999, Mati Unt writes about Mustamäe: “I walked on a long and straight main road on Mustamäe tee, hence in a part of the city that, like the above-mentioned Lasnamäe, is meant only for night time accommodation, but this one was built earlier, in the 60s, and it had already acquired some kind of a human, intimate element. […] One could feel a biological aura that excuses and compensates for all excessive architectural construction of the past.” (Unt 1999: 1289). Unt’s short story “Two Meetings and Their Synthesis” (1999) seems to see hope in Mustamäe; time has added intimacy and humanity to it, found a firmer tone for its face,  perhaps even found a pedestrian potential. 

However, critic Piret Viires, a long-term resident of Mustamäe, writes the following lines in 2004: “Forty years after its birth, Mustamäe has changed greatly. With its decaying houses that are first and foremost attributable to the poor building quality and bad materials of the Soviet time, its broken doors and its hallways that smell of cats, grassy and unkempt green areas and gangs of staggering homeless people, Mustamäe has become a parody of the idea it originally was. Plaster flakes from murals depicting space flights on the walls of the houses, a once fashionable restaurant Kännu Kukk, now vacant, about to crumble down. People protect and line isolated islets, their apartments, in the big general city environment that is decaying and becoming worm-eaten. Mustamäe is a decomposing Utopia, the City of the Sun, that once was a dream and which is now replaced by a deformed and degenerated reality.

Mustamäe has become its own shadow, a postmodern distorted reflection of a once modern endeavour. […] Now it is like a giant postmodern simulacrum, a shabby copy of the idea it used to be, without the original, imaginary, empty.” (Viires 2004: 461). Piret Viires’s opinion is crushing – by 2004 Mustamäe as a giant simulacrum has degenerated beyond hope of revival.

It seems to be the destiny of Mustamäe to keep oscillating between the actual and the imaginary. By 2014, Mustamäe has, at least partially, attained some form of ‘new authenticity’: Soviet-era murals have been covered by layers of insulation, a new generation of dwellers has started to build up contacts with its spaces, first of all though bodily contacts with its walls, floors and ceilings, while remodelling its spheres of intimacies: bathrooms are widened, kitchens opened to the living room, new windows have been installed. Construction and repair-work are among the most ‘authentic’ ways of space-creation: it’s a way of pressing your presence into space through touches on all its corners, either with a paint brush, hammer, or saw. The renovated Mustamäe is thus both more present and more authentic. Whether this new authenticity manages to leave the closed doors of apartments, remains to be seen.
From a different perspective, perhaps the fluctuation between actuality and simulacrum is not only Mustamäe’s problem, and if so, then definitely not only that of the Mustamäe of The Autumn Ball. When defining a space through people, all spaces swing between the actual and the imaginary. A space is present, here and now, only at the moment when my body touches it. The next moment, a space becomes an image, but the boundary between the imaginary and the simulacrum is always very fragile, if it exists at all. An image is always deformed in a sense, the original tends to diffuse behind it.

The Mustamäe space of The Autumn Ball is, however, especially difficult to keep together, because the first act of space-creation, walking in a space in order to open it up, is hard, if not impossible to do there. And this is why, to its Mati-Unt-era inhabitants, Mustamäe was born as a simulacrum, as a view from the window, as lights that are simultaneously too numerous and too scarce, as a failed walk.

Mati Unt’s The Autumn Ball shows a way for Mustamäe to recover its reality – it can happen through human contacts that may be absurd, that take simulacra too seriously and at the same time not take them seriously at all. Try it yourself: if a moment’s spell makes a policeman’s eyes widen in a midnight street, Mustamäe has changed from a simulacrum to actuality.
P.S. After the death of Mati Unt in 2005, The Estonian Writers’ Union and the Municipality of Tallinn started to make plans to erect a monument to Mati Unt in Mustamäe. Here is a question: should it be Mati Unt wandering in fog around Mustamäe – or Mati Unt standing in darkness at his own apartment’s window, looking down at the city simulacrum? In that case the monument would simply be yet another building in Mustamäe, with the only difference that this time it would be made out of bronze or granite. Perhaps a human profile would be distinguishable in one of the windows. Perhaps there would be human profiles in several windows and we would not know which of them is Mati Unt. Perhaps it would be none of these. 
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� See Ojari 2004 for a detailed account of the construction of Mustamäe.


� One has to specify, though, that Unt’s novel became a canonical text in the unofficial, unwritten canon of Estonian literature; it took many years for the official canon to catch up. Virve Sarapik adds a striking comparison: „In 1978, when the first version of The Autumn Ball was published in the journal Looming, we read at school [in Mustamäe – E.A.] Virgin Land by Leonid Brezhnev, published in the same Looming, some months later, and we wrote essays about it.“ [„1978, kui Loomingus ilmus „Sügisballi” esmaversioon, uurisime meie koolis mõni kuu hiljem samas Loomingus ilmunud Leonid Brežnevi „Uudismaad” ja kirjutasime sellest kirjandeid.“] – Laaniste, Sarapik, Viires 2010:8.


� Michel de Certeau’s essay Marches dans la ville was first published in French in 1980 in the book L’invention du quotidien, Vol 1., Arts de faire. 


� Virve Sarapik has compared the character of August Kask to the photographer Jeff in Hitchcock’s Rear Window, suggesting that most likely Mati Unt had seen Hitchcocks’ film (Sarapik 2011: 511-512).


� About The Autumn Ball as a postmodern text see: Piret Viires, ”Mustamäe metamorfoosid”.  Keel ja kirjandus 6/2004, 458-462; Epp Annus ”Postmodernism kui hilissotsialismi kultuuriloogika”. Keel ja kirjandus 11/2000, 778; Luule Epner ”Proosa uuenemine kodumaal”. Eesti kirjanduslugu ( E. Annus, L. Epner, A. Järv, S. Olesk, E. Süvalep, M. Velsker) Tallinn 2001, 497.


� The ’decline’ of Mustamäe in the twenty-first century has also been caused by the opening up of other spaces. In the late Soviet era, Mustamäe was densely inhabited by intellectuals, who formed chains of friendships and visited each other (Keskküla 2010:14 provides a long list of writers living in Mustamäe). In the post-Soviet era, the opening up of the housing market has opened up other possibilities, with Soviet-era apartments less favored, and intellectual communities have become more widely dispersed through the city. 


� One should be cautios not to over-idealize the alternatives for modern Mustamäe: Mati Unt’s critical attitude towards pre-Soviet ’bourgeois’ homes is well recorded (see Unt 1963, Kurg 2010: 34). 


� By “reality” here, this essay intends a subjective and directly participative experience—not a unified objective reality.
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