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Abstract

Following various readings of the double in architecture,
Alexander Brodsky’s approach emerges as a distinct addition,
marked by its emotional depth and resistance to

literal reconstruction.

For Alexander Brodsky, the double is not a mere replica but an act
of survival, an instinctive human response to erasure. Emerging
from the profound wounds inflicted by the Soviet regime, his
work seeks a reconciliation with history, a way to restore what
was lost not through exact reconstruction, but through the
evocative power of memory.

As a child, Brodsky witnessed the dismantling of the vernacular
city, the small houses scattered around Moscow’s periphery, with
their fragile wooden walls and deep-set windows, swallowed by
the tide of Soviet urban planning. These spaces, once formative
to his own sense of home, became ghosts, existing only in the
subconscious. The architect, now an adult, does not attempt to
recover them through archival precision but through something
far more intimate: the double as an imagined memory, an
imperfect yet deeply truthful echo of what once was.

His works are not restorations but reimaginings, where
familiarity is drawn not from the material reality of the past

but from its lingering presence in the mind. These architectural
doubles capture not the object itself, but its absence, its
afterimage. They embody the paradox of loss: to rebuild is not to
restore, but to relive.

In Brodsky’s world, the double is a gesture of defiance against
time and destruction, an attempt to hold onto the past not
through fidelity, but through feeling. His architecture is an
archive of what cities forget, a space where the vanished finds a
way to exist again, not as it was, but as it is remembered.

Introduction

I can no longer imagine the last time I saw something
truly different. Everything around me seems to carry a
repetitive imprint, a shadow of a model subtly etched
into the urban landscape. As you walk through the city,
everything around you seems to follow a similar pattern
of ideas, as if all had been drawn by the same hand or
perhaps traced from a single stencil. Soviet apartment
blocks repeat their form endlessly, still reflecting a
standardized ideal. Vernacular houses succeed one
another with almost ritualistic discipline, following the
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silhouette of a pattern passed down through multiple
generations and its custom practices. Following this
line of thought, nothing seems to be entirely unique,
only a discreet variation of something already known;
undertones of images, concepts and atmosphere that
have slowly seeped into us over time.

Perhaps, at its core, every architecture is a double of
one another. Every built gesture carries within it a
reference, a reminiscence or an influence of something
else, whether consciously acknowledged or not.
Everything unfolds within a continuum of successive
episodes: the spaces we inhabit today are just the
doubles of the spaces we have already lived in, those we
built throughout time.

And yet, the concept of the double; the “copy,” the
“replica” or the “facsimile,” remains a delicate subject
in architecture. A sort of an implicit taboo that is
constantly rejected and excluded from its general
discourse. No one wants to be caught “copying,” no
one wants to risk appearing unoriginal and yet that

is precisely where the problem originates. There is

an almost academic anxiety surrounding the act of
borrowing, reiterating or paying homage to something,
as if any reference was a betrayal of the present
moment. And in this fear of being derivative, we risk
losing what the double might offer us; a depth of
reference, a tenderness towards the past and, most
importantly, a form of cultural continuity.

Sometimes I wonder whether those who came before
us felt the same unease towards the act of designing an
obsolete form of architecture. Whether, for them, the
embodiment of their personal universe became a space
where personal expression had to yield to the prevailing
style of the era. Whether they too, felt bound to create
something radically new, something that would express
the identity of their generation, even as they longed

for those familiar spaces. Now we have reached a

point where the places that once gathered generations
together are stigmatized for being too archaic, and
something entirely different must be put in their place
to restore the expectations of their contemporaries.

In the age where everything seems to multiply: images,
houses, cities, identities; perhaps speaking of the
concept of the double is no longer merely an aesthetic
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gesture, but a way of acknowledging our condition.
And in that recognition, a different perspective might
open up; not that of the inauthentic copy, but that of the
affective representation of its original reference.

Few contemporary architects have explored the

theme of the double with as much poetic precision as
Alexander Brodsky. In his work, the double is not a
mere repetition, but a haunting image of something lost,
refracted through time and memory. His architecture
conjure forgotten cities and vernacular silhouettes
erased by time and political regimes. Each project feels
like a palimpsest, where the visible world rests atop
layers of invisible residue of the city.

Brodsky moves between the built enviroment and

the imagined realm with ease, creating spaces that
seem both familiar and out of time. He does not fear
resemblance, yet he cultivates it, drawing inspiration
from both the images of vernacular cities and the
remnants of a totalitarian regime’s landscape. In this
way, his architecture becomes a double of a world that
no longer exists, or perhaps never did. And yet, through
this act of doubling, it finds a strange and

moving authenticity.

This is where Alexander Brodsky’s work steps in, not

as a manifesto, but as an act of resistance against the
ever-changing nature of the metropolis. His practice
doesn’t shout for attention, nor does it seek to reinvent
form for the sake of novelty. Instead, by maintaining a
marginal position, his practice remains concerned with
the effects of an architecture stripped of ambition, easily
recognizable to a non-specialist audience. By doing so,
Brodsky moves away from an elite absorbed in self-
centred practices, stripping away the cryptic formalities
that typically accompany the architectural profession.
In his practice, the act of doubling becomes a tool for
creation, rather than a simple act of replication, and a
means of reflecting on what has been, what could have
been, and what might still be recovered from the city.

To understand his work, one must move beyond

rigid stylistic categorizations like “postmodern,”
“vernacular,” “conceptual” and so on.! Brodsky does not
fit comfortably within any of them and perhaps that is
precisely where its strength lies.
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What follows is not a critical biography, nor a
comprehensive analysis, but rather a fragmentary
portrait, subjective, and purposefully imprecise.

A sketch, much like Brodsky’s own work. One that
attempts to trace, in broad strokes, the lines of an
architect who has made a life of inhabiting doubles
and, in doing so, has taught us to see them not as mere
replicas, but as ripples of the past slipped into

the present day.

Brod

Alexander Brodsky is an architect formed within the
Moscow Architectural Institute, whose career began

in the early 1980’s.2 Alongside his close friend and
collaborator Ilya Utkin, he emerged as a central figure
in the informal, visionary movement known today

as “Paper Architecture;” a term coined to describe a
generation of Soviet architects who, disillusioned with
the standardized, utilitarian architecture imposed by
the regime, chose instead to express their ideas through
drawings, often bound never to be built.

In an era dominated by prefabricated blocks and
monotonous master plans, Brodsky and Utkin’s
fantastical, poetic projects stood as muted forms of
artistic dissidence. Rather than engaging in direct
political opposition, they responded with imagination
through architectural scenarios that foregrounded
nostalgia, the condition of the soviet man and other
realities manifesting into the everyday life. Their
drawings were submitted to international architecture
competitions, which became a rare outlet for creative
freedom, and a way to insert their work into a global
dialogue beyond the Soviet borders.?

This retreat from the official practice was not a
complete withdrawal from architecture, but rather an
exploration of how architecture might exist beyond

its physical form. Brodsky’s proposals, meticulously
rendered etchings, evoked imaginary cityscapes charged
with a visual narrative or, as he puts it, architectural
fairy tales.* These works questioned the ideological
foundation of Soviet progress by introducing themes
that the system sought to suppress nostalgia, individual
memory and the inheritance of the vernacular city.

Such sensibilities were not purely theoretical. They
were rooted in Brodsky’s own childhood experiences,

growing up on the outskirts of Moscow in a modest,
peripheral housing. Like many others of his generation,
he lived in makeshift dwellings, tiny cottages and
ramshackle huts that, though unassuming in form,
carried a profound emotional weight.> These were not
spaces designed for prestige or spectacle, but places
where everyday life unfolded in its most intimate and
domestic dimensions. Despite their worn appearance,
these homes held meaning. They were places of memory
and attachment, spaces that structured life before the
rise of ideological regimes and the industrial efficiency
that flattened everything into sameness.

Moscow: The Muse

Almost everything he says comes back to his muse,
Moscow.b

It remains unclear whether Moscow was a source of
inspiration for Brodsky from his upbringing or only
later in life, once the aftermath of the socialist fervor
that had swept away all he once knew, began to settle
into the sediment of adulthood. What is certain however
is that Moscow, the place of his origins, would become

a ceaseless wellspring of influences that would shape
his future practice, whether that been drawn, built or
theorized.

In order to understand the city as it was in those times,
we can turn to the words of André Gide who, although
a fervent supporter of communism, confessed with
discomfort a sense of spiritual desolation:

As vrea sd exprim ciudata si intristatoarea impresie
care se desprinde din fiecare din aceste ‘interioare’:
aceea a unei complete depersonalizari. In fiecare
dintre ele, aceleasi mobile urdte, acelasi portret al
lui Stalin si nimic altceva; nici cel mai mic obiect,
nici cea mai neinsemnatda amintire personald. Toate
locuintele sunt interschimbabile; pand in punctul in
care chiar colhoznictii, lesne de schimbat intre ei, ar
putea sa se mute din una in alta, fard ca macar sa
bage de seama.”

[I would like to express the strange and saddening
impression that emerges from each of these
‘interiors’: that of complete depersonalization. In
each of them, the same ugly furniture, the same
portrait of Stalin, and nothing else; not the slightest
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object, not even the faintest personal memento.
All homes are interchangeable; to such an extent
that even the collective farm workers, easily
interchangeable themselves, could move from one
to another without even noticing.]

This uniformity became artificial and absolute,
unsettling entire generations who had built their sense
of domesticity around principles different from those
of their contemporaries. The ethos of that era revolved
around the human scale and its capacities to build;
houses pieced together from fragments, with wood
and brick, improvised ornament, unpolished details
and the traces of care or neglect that rendered each
home unique. These dwellings, scattered and imperfect,
resembled what we might call an abiding place, rather
than the sanitized matchboxes that supplanted them,
offering nothing more than the illusion of progress.

Moving beyond the historical trauma inflicted by

the Soviet regime, I believe there lies another, more
tacit layer of despair, a second wave of loss, this time
disguised under the illusion of modernity. After the fall
of communism, many believed that life would return
to a natural state of being, to something recognizable,
rooted deep inside the collective consciousness. And
yet, the post-communist city never recovered its soul.
Instead, it morphed into another kind of architecture.
This second phase of the city was defined by the cheap
and rapid commercialization® of the built environment,
clashing violently with everything that surrounded it
for that matter.

The newly established capitalist society did not bring
about a renewal of the lost cultural identity but rather
added yet another layer of erasure upon the city as

a whole. Although the materials evolved and the
references became global, the result remained the
same; ubiquitous buildings without character and
neighbourhoods born out of context. It was a different
kind of erasure, more insidious perhaps, because it
came with the illusion of freedom.

Other equally controversial projects by Jean Nouvel
and Dominique Perrault represent the ambitions of
the city to boost itself with architecture and create
some of the new cultural cachet of Europe. Yet
Brodsky winces at the mere mention of them.®
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Therefore, Moscow and, for that matter, any other

city in Russia, entered a new era, one that favoured
“glass corporate towers, luxury hotel suites or vast
concrete monoliths.”!® Dressed under numerous layers
of transparent facades, interchangeable layouts and
speculative investors, the city seemed to revolve around
a narrative of constant development and progress; as if
it could be reborn through shopping malls and

parking lots.

The homogeneity newly imposed, arising not from
political ideology but from economic inevitability,
marked a second cultural trauma, one that Brodsky
would carry in his conscience. The result is no less
devastating; a city stripped of its uniqueness becomes
nothing more than a field for detached architectural
experimentation. Perhaps what hurts most is the fact
that this new episode no longer had a name, and there
was no one to blame for it, only an invisible machinery
that formed its own system.!! Architecture became
bureaucracy, the collective consciousness was reduced
to mere information and dwellings became all sources of
investment.

With a pessimism that is neither performative nor
theoretical, Brodsky puts it plainly: “To build in Moscow
is to destroy.”*?

This short sentence carries the weight inflicted by two
separate forms of erasure and becomes the diagnosis of
loss, the impotence in the face of constant erasure. To
build meant replacing the familiar forms with new ways
of expression, creating a visible rupture between the past
and present. And yet, any act of participating in the built
environment was a direct and deliberate act of wounding
the collective consciousness.

Paper Architecture: Framing a Vision Towards the
World

Immediately after outlining the context in which
Alexander Brodsky’s sensitivity towards the vernacular
city emerged, the paper will turn to those decisive
moments that practically defined his later work. Among
them, the most significant, both chronologically and in
terms of formative influence, was the period of Paper
Architecture. Although one might easily fall into the
trap of trying to encompass this entire period together
with his broader practice, I will instead focus on a single
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Figure 1: Excerpt
from Alexander
Brodsky & Ilya
Utkin’s Columbarium
Habitabile, 1989.
Image excerpt

from: The Moscow
Times, Avant-Garde
Architects Brodsky
and Utkin in the

Spotlight, September13,

2015. https://www.
themoscowtimes.com/
archive/avant-garde-

architects-brodsky-and-

utkin-in-the-spotlight.
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milestone project, one that marks the beginning of
Brodsky’s fascination with the vernacular city, placed in
parallel with the realities of the Soviet context.

Columbarium Habitable is one such work, created in
collaboration with his friend Ilya Utkin in 1989. The
project envisions a monumental space, a giant house
of urns, meant to preserve the memory of a dying city.
In an act of safeguarding the built heritage of an urban
fabric confronted with the violent processes of Soviet
systematization, the work proposes a single chamber
in which all the houses that once composed the natural
cityscape of the metropolis are gathered together.

This act of collecting and archiving becomes a way of
maintaining the physical presence of a world that is no
longer current, a world already slipping into absence.

A House dies twice — the first time when people
leave it then it can be saved if they return. The
second time finally when it’s destroyed... In some big
city where the modern architecture almost pushed
out old buildings there are still a number of old little
houses with people living there for many years.

All these houses must be destroyed according to a
general city plan and people living in them must
receive flats in new buildings.®

From this moment onward, Brodsky’s practice and
sensibility had sufficient time to settle, which is why
this work seeks to make a direct reference to those tiny

spaces that live inside a metropolis, whether historically
significant or not. Although it does not explicitly address
the Soviet regime, the reference to the daily realities

of major cities is implicit: the successive demolitions

of vernacular cities and their replacement by vast,
impersonal housing complexes. In this way, inhabitants
came to live upon architectural cemeteries, whose
ghostly presences are nothing other than the collective
memories of those who dwell in such estates.

Brodsky’s work preserves more than a visual discourse
alluding to a totalitarian regime; it embodies a recurring
idea within his practice, the nostalgia for the minor
spaces of the city, those fragile presences that fade away
under the technological and social ambitions of their
time: “[...] what could be more science-fiction than the
reversal of historical time in the twenty-first century?”4

Dacha: The Double

As we advance towards the notion of the double, we
inevitably come to encounter the image of the dacha:
the archetypal Russian summer dwelling. These modest
wooden structures often offered an escape from the
ideological impositions and the rapid pace inflicted by
the Soviet urban machine. Thus, a double life began

to unfold between these two realms: one centered
around the individual family property, maintaining a
domestic and self-sufficient character, in contrast to
the collective housing imposed in the major metropolis,
where communal living suppressed individual identity
and any deviation from collective norms was closely
monitored and punished by the state.

The dacha is, in many ways, a natural response to an
imposed way of living; an unofficial, often unauthorized
vernacular answer to the rigorously controlled
architectural culture of the Soviet Union. Initially
scattered along the suburban edges of industrial
metropolises, these modest dwellings became a return
to something primitive, rooted into the individual’s
desire to adorn and inhabit a place of their own.

Their popularity grew to such an extent that the city
peripheries became dotted with these improvised
silhouettes, humble outposts of withdrawal from
collective society. While officially tolerated during
certain periods of time, they always existed in tension
with the ideals of collectivism, seen by some ideologues
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as fostering excessive individualism, materialism, and,
worse still, social unpredictability.

To the central Soviet planning apparatus, the very
notion of such unregulated domestic spaces was
problematic. Here were private, often inherited
territories passed down through generations, existing
in a spatial and psychological realm that resisted
uniformity. In the eyes of the regime, these homes
were not merely buildings, they were ideological leaks.
They were not meant to be built by architects and thus
became threats to the centralized ideal of architectural
homogeny. And so, in time, many of them were erased,
flattened beneath the rising weight of large-scale
housing blocks, precast panels, and state-sanctioned
blueprints: “[...] of course, at the beginning of the
twenty-first century, neighbourhoods built in the old
styles will be no more than isles in the ocean...”’5

Confronted with the systematic erasure of entire
neighbourhoods of individual housing, people began

to resist shortly thereafter. Although not always in a
conscious or overt manner, small acts of reclamation?¢
emerged as a way to recover the spaces that had formed
the everyday landscape of their domestic lives. On
abandoned lots and in forgotten corners of the city,
families began to rebuild dwellings using discarded
materials from construction sites and other affordable
resources. No longer merely summer houses, these
improvised structures evolved into permanent, albeit
precarious, dwellings, built from salvaged materials that
created a layered image of the vernacular landscape,

a blurred image of what had existed until recently.
Without any permits and without architects, locals,
unable to adapt to a system that denied their principles
of living, began reconstructing their own homes. What
we begin to see here is the emergence of an informal
city, born out of the old one, a double of the archaic
landscape that had existed until not long ago.

These gestures were not merely acts of nostalgia, but
expressions of spatial agency. Confronted with a system
that dictated where and how one should live, people
began to assert their own definitions of domesticity.

In this sense, the informal dacha settlements were not
failures of the system, but emotional necessities. They
embodied atmospheres, microcosms of affect, fragments
of cultural continuity and an unspoken collective
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Figure 2: The dacha. The photograph depicts one of the rural houses that once dotted the outskirts of Moscow,
structures that stood on the threshold between the city and the natural landscape. These dachas were seasonal
retreats, offering a chance to escape the daily routine and spend time immersed in nature. Their appearances varied
greatly, shaped by the resources and preferences of their inhabitants, yet all shared the air of a modest suburban
villa: detached, set back from any clear property lines, half-swallowed by the surrounding greenery. The image
captures a vanishing world: a quiet, informal architecture that speaks more to memory and lived experience than
to formal design. It reflects on the vernacular idea of living, where the boundary between built space and nature is
porous, blurred, and alive. Source: Youtube, DAAD/DAAF 2021 - CLUBOVKA /| ALEXANDER BRODSKY / RU, September
23, 2021. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MvfRrOmo0jMk.

Figure 3: Unathorised dacha. The photograph captures an improvised fragment of the former suburban landscape, a
remnant of a time when, following the forced demolition and collectivization of cities, people began rebuilding their
lost homes from memory. With little to no official support, they reclaimed vacant lots and erected makeshift dwellings
using salvaged materials. These humble structures were not merely shelters, but emotional reconstructions. In a way,
they functioned as imperfect doubles of the vernacular city, built not from blueprints but from a collective memory of
how it felt to inhabit a space called “home.” This deeply human urge to reclaim atmosphere over form would come to
influence the built work of Alexander Brodsky. In these informal architectures, one senses the prelude to a poetics of
loss and resilience that lies at the core of his practice. Source: Youtube, DAAD/DAAF 2021 - CLUBOVKA / ALEXANDER
BRODSKY / RU, September 23. 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MvfRrOmojMKk.
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longing for the formative spaces of the self. This was
not rebellion in the conventional sense; rather, it was
the resilient survival of a vernacular understanding
of place, manifested through improvised gestures,
salvaged materials and familiar environments.

Following his interest and concern for the archaic

city, Brodsky felt deeply connected to this episode of
locals striving to preserve their place through informal
and improvised spatial practices. In a period when
architects were beginning to discover new materials,
new techniques and to work with ubiquitous forms,
Alexander Brodsky’s architecture stood out precisely
for its peculiar approach, often understood in rigid
terms by the majority. Perhaps, by setting aside the
conventional trappings of the architectural profession,
Brodsky descended into the realm of a non-specialized
audience, participating directly in the embodiment of
these affective memories into reality, thereby rendering
the images of a particular context through emotionally
informed spatial understandings. Just like the dacha,
his architecture remains small in scale, ephemeral in
nature, and charged with affect.

There is a humility in Brodsky’s practice, a willingness
to renounce the authority of the architect. He builds
entire structures with old windows, rusted metal,
discarded bricks, or wooden planks of various sizes. His
projects rarely assert themselves on the landscape; they
sit gently, like objects one might stumble upon in an old
village. In doing so, he reclaims the architectural gesture
from the realm of control and returns it to that of
affection. His buildings do not strive to be monuments;
they strive to feel lived-in, to suggest that they might
have always been there.

In a way, Brodsky’s architecture doubles that of the
dacha, not necessarily in form, but in its spirit. One

of his lesser-known projects, A Poet’s Dacha, is a clear
example of how Brodsky’s architecture responds to its
surroundings while engaging with the ghostly presence
of an imagined image brought to life.

A surface analysis makes it evident that the most
important traits of Brodsky’s works are those of a visual
nature. The improvised appearance, the irregular
silhouette, and the humble materiality all contribute to
creating a landscape unusual for his contemporaries.
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Figure 4: A poet’s dacha, Domaine de Boisbuchet. This photograph evokes the way Alexander Brodsky manages to
embody the idea of the dacha, not through mimicry, but through atmospheric resonance. The image shows one of
his most evocative constructions: a weathered hut built within the architectural park of Boisbuchet. The structure
appears fragile and wind-worn, leaning ever so slightly as if shaped by time and weather. Its form mirrors the tilt
of the surrounding tree trunks, as though it had been born with the forest and aged alongside it. There is something
ghostly yet tender in its posture. Brodsky does not simply build a shelter; he conjures a state of mind, reviving
the quiet melancholy of peripheral life and the fragile memory of a world slowly erased. Source: Boisbuchet-
Architectural Park, August 15, 2025.https://www.boisbuchet.org/visit-the-domaine/architectural-park/.

This mode of working often belongs to non-specialists,
people lacking technical construction knowledge. The
deliberate gesture of working in this way preserves
within it a series of spatial marks specific to the author,
such as the tilt of the hut, which mirrors that of the tree
in front of it, suggesting the long-standing presence of
the tree in that spot and the fact that, through repeated
storms, the two have come to share the same diagonal.
The exclusive use of perishable materials further
implies the precarious nature of such a construction,
leading to the idea that the author is concerned not so
much with permanence, but with simulating attributes
characteristic of vernacular architecture through
contemporary means of expression.

Although it may seem peripheral or insignificant, the
analysis and portrait that Yuri Avvakumov offers of
Brodsky both support the hypothesis of this paper

and simultaneously provide a starting point and a
preliminary framework for understanding a figure
who almost constantly avoids revealing the process
and intentions behind his works. In summary, in Yuri’s
words: “There’s one thing I know only too well: artists
do not change with age.”’
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This observation reinforces the continuity and
recurrence of a particular journey in Brodsky’s practice,
whose primary horizon is memory, “because memory is
the most enduring material among those which he has
employed as an artist and architect.”*®

To sum up, based on an empirically foundation
constructed over time, Brodsky developed a recurring
typology aimed at representing those formative spaces
from his youth. The dacha, present in the form of a
ghostly figure, subverts an entire universe built around
the notion of the double. Here, the dacha represents
not only the physical presence of a thing, but also the
mental projection brought into reality. Through means
of expression akin to bricolage, Brodsky simulates the
image of these spaces, still present in the collective
consciousness of inhabitants of major metropolises
affected by the ambitions of totalitarian regimes
manifested through architecture. Thus, the horizon of
Brodsky’s concerns is primarily memorial in nature;
bringing obsolete spaces into the present day, rather
than blindly and silently submitting to a given reality.

Conclusion

As one traverses the numerous studies and theories
concerning the notion of the double, Alexander
Brodsky’s work seems to follow a common thread of
thought; the double implies the absence of the subject
that is meant to be replicated. Starting from this
premise, we may understand his oeuvre as revolving
around the absence of an entire imaginative universe,
one erased by the Soviet regime and its violent
disruption of archaic architectural forms. In this sense,
Brodsky’s aim is not to reconstruct what was lost, but
rather to embody in reality the blurred recollections
of formative spaces, deliberately hazy images through
which he seeks to re-experience their atmosphere.
Preserved within the collective consciousness, these
traces are given shape through simulacra, as if to
restore a physical form to collective ideals.

Inevitably, such a reading remains subjective. Yet, an
approach towards an objective understanding can
only be attempted through scattered statements about
his practice, fragments that hint at a coherent mental
framework behind his work. The purpose of this article
has been precisely to enter, or at least to come close to,

the mental structure of an architect who built an entire
universe around inhabiting and rendering collective
forms of expression. By partially shedding the rigid
conventions of contemporary architecture, Brodsky
sought accessibility, offering images that speak in a
univocal and affective manner. Though profoundly
subjective and grounded exclusively in his lived
experience, his approach moves the double from the
realm of theory into practice, endowing it with a new
significance, one that suggests absence rather than the
promise of a preexisting object placed in contrast with
its original.

Ultimately, for Brodsky the double is an intimate means
of granting continuity to things, enabling them to be
lived once more.

[...] failing to encompass the cosmos by technique,
the explorer’s last step is made by an act of
projective symbolism drawn from memory, love, and
the unconscious: an image of a traditional wooden
dacha from childhood.*
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Abstract

Filip Dujardin’s image of 51N4E’s Skanderbeg Square in Tirana
captures the water-streaked flattened pyramid and its multi-
coloured expanse of square stone tiles occupied by wandering
figures. A twin image, also by Dujardin, adorns the cover of the
Ruby Press publication, SKANDERBEG SQUARE, TIRANA. 51N4E
later commissioned Maxime Delvaux to re-document the project
for their website. Delvaux’s set of 16 images includes a double
of Dujardin’s images, a strikingly similar filmic image shot in
landscape that captures the movement of citizens crossing

the stone surface. These images that are one and the same
(Dujardin/Delvaux) capture figures atop a zoomed-in still-life of
the square’s pixeled surface — some eventually slipping from the
image’s edge. More recently, Ossip van Duivenbode captured
MVRDV’s renovation of the communist era Pyramid of Tirana
to give us yet another version of Dujardin/Delvaux’s image: a
cropped zoom of the “new” pyramid’s stone tiles and stairs to
compose a flattened surface. This matching set of five images
serves as a point of departure to critically explore the larger
process of doubling occurring in Tirana and Albania at large.

In efforts to reconcile with the European Union, images of
contemporary architecture have been mobilised to construct

an avant-garde representation of Tirana’s transformation
project. Examining the critical value of images and the media

in contemporary politics, this article explores how four quasi-
identical images have composed and stylised the city’s urban
identity using high-art practices for consumption in print and
on the screen. The images are doubles of themselves and others,
carrying with them and capturing so well, the tension between
branding practices and high culture. Crossing disciplines,
national borders and economic zones, the images underscore

a vision for a city — and a country — built upon a desire for
“European-ness,” which is implicit in the construction of Tirana’s
new urban identity: a European doubling.

The Image

Belgian visual artist and architectural photographer
Filip Dujardin’s aerial oblique image of 51N4E’s
Skanderbeg Square, Tirana, captures a semi-flat
pixelated surface of square stone tiles occupied by
wandering figures. The tiles form a saturated gradient
of dull blue, grey, cream, salmon and rust. Each of the
ten figures walks a slightly different trajectory in the
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