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ARCHITECTURE AS A TEXTUAL PHENOMENON:
ALEXANDER BRODSKY'S ARCHITECTURAL
PRACTICES OF APPROPRIATION

Bosko Drobnjak

ABSTRACT

This paper analyses architecture created through appropriating
existing materials while focusing on strategies of intertextuality.
It argues that the meaning of an architectural object does not
derive from itself, or its poetic concepts, but rather from its
relationship with other architectural objects, other art works as
texts, cultural texts, and everyday practices. My aim is to show
various theoretical problems of the theory of architecture and
art, which as a network of overlapping texts of culture, surround
the architectural production of Alexander Brodsky. Here I use
different and varied theoretical concepts, selecting two case
studies by Brodsky — The Pavilion for Vodka Ceremonies and
Rotunda — upon which the paper is based as an interdiscursive
study.
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INTRODUCTION

‘It is self-evident that nothing concerning art is self-evident
anymore, not its inner life, not its relation to the world, not even
its right to exist.”!

Theodor Adorno

Alexander Brodsky (1955) is an artist and architect. In 1978, he graduated
from Moscow Architecture Institute, and he was a member of the Russian’s
group Paper Architects in the 1980s, working alongside the architect, Ilya
Utkin?. Apart from Brodsky and Utkin, the leading figures in this group were
Michael Belov, Mikhail Filippov, Nadia Bronzova and Yuri Avvakumov.’
Visionary (also paper) architecture is the name given to the architecture that
exists only in the form of a drawing, referring to utopian, dystopian or fantasy
projects or concepts. For Brodsky and Utkin, paper architecture provided an
ideological segregation from the Soviet government and monotonous Soviet
architecture at that time.* Brodsky moved to New York to work on public
projects and art installations in 1996.° Most of Brodsky’s architectural projects
were realised upon his return to Moscow after 2000.6

I'will here deal with appropriation as the main method in Brodsky’s architectural
practice. His use of found materials, window frames, door frames, etc., sets
several theoretical problems in the context of period and set of ideas after
postmodern socialist architecture’ that will be discussed further.

At its core, this paper collects the traces of many discursive voices of the theory
of art and architecture. My aim is not to analyse and present the poetics and
concepts of Brodsky’s experimental practices in their singularity, but to display
the other to the literal material appearance of its architecture. The fundamental
theoretical position of this paper relies on the theoretical platforms of Roland
Barthes and Julia Kristeva (poststructuralism), who point out that we never see
the things themselves or the objects/items/buildings themselves, but the objects
in the context of all the processes of cultural relations that give an object a
value, meaning and a function. This implies a mesh of reading and transferring
of meanings that interact with each other changing their places and roles, and
it is in the overlapping of these readings that we recognise an artwork as a
construction, which means that the artwork (building) does not exist as a matter
in itself.

Alexander Brodsky's Architectural Practices of Appropriation
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The assumption I am making is that the models of Brodsky’s actions, from
subversion of cultural and social situations to the use of everyday objects and
materials in architectural design, produce complex meanings that require new
contemporary forms of theorisation. More precisely, his architectural practices
are experimental because they point out that the aim of art/architecture is not
the production of an artwork or architectural object. Brodsky’s practices aim to
change the nature of architecture in the sense of achieving a new and “unknown

9 8

aesthetic experience”.

That said, I will focus on two architectural examples. The first example is that
of the Vodka Pavilion (2004), the space for ceremonial drinking of vodka. The
pavilion has free inner space and a small table with a vodka bowl. There is only
enough space for two visitors to be inside it, give a toast and to drink vodka.
The building itself was made of old window frames taken from an abandoned
factory. Discarded window frames were fixed to a unique wooden frame, and
then the entire structure was painted white.

The second example is a small round building set on the territory of the Ugra
National Park in the Kaluga Region, the Nikola-Lenivets art/architecture park
named Rotunda (2009). It was designed for the Archstoyanie festival in 2009.
The walls of the entrance in the structure are framed with doors (taken from
abandoned old houses) allowing a visitor to access it from any direction. The
structure is fully constructed of wood waste and painted white.

The following chapters will deal with the conceptualisation of contemporary
theoretical practices in order to further approach the textual analysis of the
appropriation architecture phenomenon.

APPROACHING THE QUESTION: WHAT IS THE ARTWORK?

One of the most important contemporary problems of interpretation of
architecture is how one can identify and understand architecture.

The term “artworld” was coined by American philosopher Arthur C. Danto
in order to point out that the artwork is not only a material object before an
observer, but in the words of Danto’s famous statement, it is: ‘To see something
as art requires something the eye cannot descry — an atmosphere of artistic
theory, a knowledge of the history of art: an artworld.”
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This definition was a great critique of Western-phenomenological aesthetics
that was centered on the object (artwork). The artwork is a source of aesthetic
experience. What Danto means is that we never come close to the very event,
because we will always be blocked by an entire webs of meaning that surrounds
what we recognise as an artwork. The artwork is not in itself and for itself,
artwork is always a part of the artworld, or part of our habits, knowledge,
communication practices, relationships in which this work occurs. The artworld
is related to texts and cultural discourses that determine what we see. The
artwork is the product of interpretation:
‘Art exists in an atmosphere of interpretation and an artwork is thus a
vehicle of interpretation. The space between art and reality is like the
space between language and reality partly because art is a language
of sorts, in the sense at least that an artwork says something, and so
presupposes a body of sayers and interpreters who are in position, who
define what being in position is, to interpret an object. There is no art
without those who speak the language of the artworld, and who know
enough of the difference between artworks and real things to recognize
that calling an artwork a real thing is an interpretation of it, and one
which depends for its point and appreciation on the contrast between the
artworld and the real-world.’!

In other words, the view of a building or any kind of artwork is part of a
world that does not exist without discourse. More precisely, the artworld is
an (architectural) object encompassed by various texts. If we apply Danto’s
observation to architecture, we come up with the following thesis: To observe
something as architecture requires something the eye cannot descry — an
atmosphere of architectural theory, more precisely: theory of architecture, theory
of form, theory of style, philosophy, aesthetics, cultural studies, a knowledge of
the history of architecture: the world of architecture as the artworld.!!

APPROACHING THE QUESTION: WHAT IS THE TEXT?

In structuralism, a text is any closed and autonomous structure of signs. On the
other hand, poststructuralism rejects structuralist insistence on the closeness,
constraint and fixedness of the studied structure.'? In poststructuralism, the
text denotes the open practice of working with signs that acquire meaning in
relation to other signs or texts of culture.”® Poststructuralism emphasises the
importance of dealing with the context. In other words, an architectural object
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(or situation, event, being, language, work of art) does not exist independently
of the context in which it occurs, in which it is used, signified or understood, yet
it is determined by that context.'*

The concept of the transformation from work to text was theorised by
French sociologist, writer, sociologist and literary critic Roland Barthes.!* He
introduced some of the fundamental postulates in the understanding of art.
The standpoint that the center of every art is merely an artwork, is replaced
in Barthes’s interpretation with the fact that the artwork is not something that
is ultimate, but that the artwork changes under the conditions of exposure,
viewing, reading, and identifying. Artwork is something that becomes text;
the text passes through many different works creating a network of arts at the
place of expectation of the finished piece.'® In his most radical form Barthes
brings the thesis of the Death of the Author,'” creating the concept according to
which the creator of the artwork or any kind of work is not the author himself.
The creator of the work is the one who sees and reads the work. This thesis
has fundamentally changed the concept that we are following the work from
the creator to the source, showing that one creates a source linking the work
with various cultural texts. That is why Louis Marin understands “reading” as a
practice of: ‘[s]crutinising a graphic entirety and deciphering a text’.'s Applied
to architecture, the following thesis can be made: Scrutinising a material form
of the entirety of a building and deciphering a text.

For Barthes a text is ‘multi-dimensional space in which are married and
contested several writings, none of which is original: the text is a fabric of
quotations, resulting from a thousand sources of culture.’'” Very similar to this
concept, Julia Kristeva introduces the notion of infertextuality,®® taken from
a Russian philosopher and semiotician Mikhail Bakhtin’s idea of dialogism.
Intertextuality implies a semantic relation of: ‘(1) two or more texts; (2) text
and visual artwork; (3) any human product and language and semiotic systems
(natural language, literature, philosophy, ideology, painting).’*!

The idea of intertextuality denotes that a particular text acquires meaning only
through relations with other texts, which means that each text contains relocated
elements of other texts. More precisely, by intertextuality Kristeva implies: ‘In
the space of a given text, several utterances, taken from other texts, intersect
and neutralise one another.’*> We compare one text with other texts of culture.
In this regard, Kristeva speaks of the fact that the intertextuality is the exchange
between texts in the creation of the meaning of one text. This means that we are
relating an architectural object with other objects, that second or third object we
are connecting with literary or religious, philosophical, political or some other
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text. In other words, with the notion of intertextuality she showed that we do not
have isolated objects, but that we have objects that are inserted, placed in the
real world and that the real world is full of texts that bear the endless meanings
that will connect and transform these texts in their processes of understanding.

FRAMING: EXPERIMENT AND READY-MADE

The act of appropriation deals with some key artistic procedures in experimental
art. The experimental is the term that signifies something which is not only
different but completely opposed to traditional, conventional or academic
artistic production. Italian theorist of avant-garde Renato Poggioli pointed
out that: ‘The experimental aspect of avant-garde art is manifested not only
in depth, within the limits of a given art form, but also in breadth, in the
attempts to enlarge the frontiers of that form or to invade other territories, to the
advantage of one or both of the arts.’>* Serbian philosopher Milan Damnjanovié¢
observed the experiment as ‘an experiential verification of any, and even
speculative causal ideas, in conditions that in principle overcome the laboratory
situation’®. In historical avant-gardes® during the first half of the twentieth
century, experiment receives not only affirmative value but also fundamental
importance. In other words, the experiment is the feature characteristic of the
avant-garde art. The conception and philosophy of ready-made emerges here as
one of the key concepts.

Ready-made denotes an everyday object outside of artistic origin that had been
taken over, re-signified, moved and exhibited as an artwork or as a segment
of a larger whole of an artistic (architectural) work with or without additional
material author intervention. The first ready-mades were realised by French
artist Marcel Duchamp, who exhibited various items.* Trying to see art as an
intellectual game, Duchamp has shown an important situation in which one can
be an artist not only if one creates an artwork using hands in the creative process,
but also if something is observed, if it is chosen, if it is de-contextualised, and
re-contextualised. According to Ale§ Erjavec: ‘It was only when art created
according to or resembling that made by him (Duchamp) almost a century ago
started to become the exclusive recognisable dominant trend of recent art that
his work became an object of intense attention and was revealed as an early and
paradigmatic instance of contemporary art.’*’

Ready-made is an artwork created by the artist’s decision to mark or use the
existing object outside of the world of art and place it in a gallery or museum
and hence in the art world.

Alexander Brodsky's Architectural Practices of Appropriation
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Duchamp chooses the object: he is no longer the one who makes it, the one who
produces it, and moves it into the public aesthetic regime of sensibility. About
30 years later, Ludwig Wittgenstein said: ‘The meaning of a word is its use in
the language.”®® What Wittgenstein sets in relation to the language, if transferred
to the world of the objects can mean: the meaning and function of one object is
the use of that object in a particular socio-cultural context.?’ In short, Duchamp
transferred the object of the urinal from the everyday culture to the world of art.

EXPANDING THE ARCHITECTURAL FIELD:
DESIGN THROUGH APPROPRIATION

Brodsky appropriates found materials as finished pieces. In other words, wooden
window frame is an object with a non-architectural origin (or more precisely,
is not of construction origin) which is taken over and re-signified, moved and
exposed as the only architectural element in the design of the Vodka Pavilion.
Using these kind of strategies and tactics, it turns out that Brodsky’s motive
was to explore a new way of architectural design. More precisely, in Brodsky’s
architectural production the experiment is submitted as a methodological tool
to improve the process of architectural design. In one of his interviews, he said:
‘I like to use simple things that I find. That is also something a lot of
artists have done before me, and are doing right now, and will be doing
after me. It’s not like I’m inventing something new, but I like cheap
materials, I love found objects, I like to give new life to something that
was thrown away in the garbage. I find some of these things beautiful,
so if I can use them in my art, I like to do it, or even use them sometimes
in architectural pieces.’

Brodsky moves, reconstructs, multiplies, and sets an element, such as a window
or a door, as the only element in the design of an architectural object. Duchamp
does the same. He takes over something that is created for a practical purpose,
changes its function, puts it in the field of senses, and confronts us with an
object we observe in a different way. In both cases, the way of becoming artistic/
architectural is performed through appropriation.

The use of elements of non-constructional origin emphasises the fact that such
objects have been introduced in the world of architectural design and theirunusual
role and position of exposition emphasise their artificiality in that world. This
act is reminiscent of the procedure of ready-made because the material moved
from the un-architectural-construction domain into architectural. It is, however,
not ready-made because Brodsky does not take one window frame or one door
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and puts it in a space with the aim of naming these objects as architecture pieces
or artwork. With the found materials Brodsky does not fully comply with the
principle and philosophy of ready-made, but treats it as a “motif”. This means
that these elements, through repetition and multiplication, project their own
architecture. With this approach, Brodsky shows that the activity in the field
of architectural design is not only achieved through new production of various
objects in the world, but also through the use of found objects and their use as a
practice of transforming the contextual aspects of the objects itself.

These buildings combine the function of a building (the pavilion for drinking
vodka and Rotunda as a viewpoint) with the use of avant-garde experimental
techniques (the use of window frame, wood waste or old doors as design elements
— thus pointing to the principle of ready-made). Nevertheless, the functionality
of the object has the advantage in this relationship, and the principle of ready-
made appears only as an homage to avant-garde experimentation presented as a
pure technique in the architectural form.

CONCLUSION

The paper has shown that Brodsky’s architectural buildings appear as an
architectural practice that applies various experimental techniques referring
to historical avant-gardes (ready-made) only as a means in the architectural
functionality. We can conclude that Brodsky’s practices are not completely in
agreement with the principles of ready-made, because of his relationship to the
objects and found materials as a theme, not as a complete piece as it is set up
by Duchamp. In other words, Brodsky does not exhibit a window frame as an
object that does not belong to art, but as an object which has been placed in the
world of art at the decision of the artist (which presents the main principle and
the idea of ready-made), and only uses it as a building element in the design of
an architectural project, relying on ready-made as avant-garde practice.

These projects shows that direct appropriation can be a justified method of
architectural practices. In this way, the concept of architectural design is being
expanded. Thus, Brodsky’s architectural practice remains more an anomaly
than a paradigmatic episode in the field of architecture.

These chapters were aimed at understanding architecture as a textual practice
through a interweave of traces of philosophy, theory, and aesthetics of architecture
and art with a mild reflection on Brodsky’s architecture of appropriation.
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