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Alexander Brodsky and Ilya Utkin, “Hill with a Hole” (1987/90) (courtesy of Ronald Feldman Fine 

Arts Inc) 

Restricted by the aesthetic limits on architecture in the Soviet Union, Alexander 

Brodskyand Ilya Utkin imagined the most fantastic cities and wondrous structures on 

paper. From 1978 until the end of their partnership in 1993, Brodsky and Utkin 
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collaborated on etchings dense with precarious scaffolding, classical domes, huge glass 

towers, and other visionary architecture that referenced everything from ancient tombs 

to Le Corbusier’s sprawling city plans. 

 

This month, Princeton Architectural Press is 

releasing the third edition of Brodsky & Utkin. 

First published in 1991 and reprinted in 2003, 

the book’s illustrations are shadowy 

manifestations of urban landscapes 

somewhere between a dream and a chaotic 

future, where all the history of architecture 

collides. Brodsky and Utkin’s prints are also 

currently on view at the Tate Modern in 

London as part of the ongoing Poetry and 

Dream displays from the museum collections. 

Gallerist Ronald Feldman, who first sold their 

work in the United States, writes in a preface: 

What do you do as an architect living in a 

country that sets limits on and penalties 

for architectural design? […] During the Cold War, the brave and inventive architects of 

the Soviet Union did not cease to advance their cause. They continued to explore their 

ideas in several ways, including one very simple but dangerous method: they drew what 

they couldn’t build, and thus invented paper architecture. 

In an introduction, author Lois Beckett calls their paper architecture a “graphic form of 

architectural criticism.” Beckett adds that Brodsky, Utkin, and others “began producing 

visionary schemes in response to a bleak professional scene in which only artless and 

ill-conceived buildings, diluted through numerous bureaucratic strata and constructed 

out of poor materials by unskilled laborers, were being erected — if anything.” 

Cover of ‘Brodsky & Utkin’ (courtesy Princeton 

Architectural Press) (click to enlarge) 
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Inside ‘Brodsky & Utkin’ (photo of the book for Hyperallergic) 

 

Inside ‘Brodsky & Utkin’ (photo of the book for Hyperallergic) 

In their “Columbarium Architecture (Museum of Disappearing Buildings” (1984/90), for 

instance, they borrowed a structure for holding urns, and filled with with miniatures of 

demolished historic architecture. Often nostalgic designs appear in their illustrations, 

such as “Bridge” (1987/90) with a classically-domed glass chapel wedged over a 



crevice, where you can stand “over the fathomless endless crack, between two abysses 

— upper and lower.” 

Even without the Cold War context, a contemporary viewer can get lost in the elaborate 

and often whimsical creations. They’re similar to the futuristic drawings of the late 

Lebbeus Woods in marveling at the chaos and potential of human ingenuity, and the 

impossible, mind-bending “Library of Babel” imagined by Jorge Luis Borges. Both 

Brodsky and Utkin studied at the Moscow Institute of Architecture in the 1970s, inspired 

by Russian history and folklore (a wandering egg that seems to have rolled out of an 

Eastern Orthodox Easter regularly appears), along with all the international material 

they could get their hands on, including the 18th-century etchings of fictional 

architecture by Giovanni Battista Piranesi, and writings on utopian ideals of the past 

centuries. 

Looking at the images today, there is resonance with the enduring alienation of huge 

cities, and the desire for some presence in the fray. In “Glass Tower II” (1984/90), the 

accompanying text reads: “Why does a Man build a tower? […] to shout as loud as 

possible: ‘Here I am! Look how strong and mighty I am.'” In the etching, a huge glass 

cylindrical tower allows any humble human to walk up its staircase and be projected 

large, transformed momentarily into a godlike giant, standing above the anonymity of 

the city below. 
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Alexander Brodsky and Ilya Utkin, “Diomede” (1989/90) (courtesy of Ronald Feldman Fine Arts Inc) 



 

Alexander Brodsky and Ilya Utkin, “Doll’s House” (1990) (courtesy of Ronald Feldman Fine Arts Inc) 

 

Alexander Brodsky and Ilya Utkin, “Dwelling House of Winnie-the-Pooh” (1990) (courtesy of Ronald 

Feldman Fine Arts Inc) 



 

 

Alexander Brodsky and Ilya Utkin, “Glass Tower II” (1984/90) (courtesy of Ronald Feldman Fine Arts 

Inc) 



 

Alexander Brodsky and Ilya Utkin, “Ship of Fools or a Wooden Skyscraper for the Jolly Company” 

(1988/90) (courtesy of Ronald Feldman Fine Arts Inc) 



 

Alexander Brodsky and Ilya Utkin, “Villa Nautilus” (1990) (courtesy of Ronald Feldman Fine Arts Inc) 



 

Alexander Brodsky and Ilya Utkin, “Contemporary Architectural Art Museum” (1988/90) (courtesy of 

Ronald Feldman Fine Arts Inc) 

 

 

Brodsky & Utkin is out August 26 from Princeton Architectural Press. 
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