
Jan Brokof’s spatial archaeology of the constructed environment 
 

Only from the perspective of his previous examinations of constructed space can 

Brokof’s latest work, “Revolutionsarchitektur-Tor” (2012), be understood. While the 

blocks of houses from his hometown of Schwedt, reconstructed using woodcuts, act as 

representatives of a past spatial experience (2004-2005), he also abstracts the contours 

of New York, Paris and Tokyo to create an urbanity of dreamscapes with the simplest of 

forms in his “Comicstädten” (2007) and employs the block printing of a woodcut to 

create reliefs of the GDR in décor acceptable to socialist realism (2008). 

 

The three-dimensional “Revolutionsarchitektur-Tor,” in which Brokof has mounted spain 

boards atop one another and covered them with layers and layers of relief patterns, 

reveals a central element of his basic spatial concept; here, too, he examines forgotten 

sediments of architectural history. Revolutionsarchitektur spans a late 18th-century 

phase in France that often deals only with utopian designs that remained unbuilt. 

Brokof’s choice of title shows he is more interested in the idea than he is in its actual 

ability to be realized in terms of mechanics and technology. By working graphically, the 

gate at first glance appears realistic, but then the observer is only able to circle around it 

as around a sculpture. Through the woodcut, the dimensions of the work and the lack of 

an opening for the gate, its apparently two-dimensional nature is unmasked, showing it 

for what it is. At the same time, the gate is adorned with a mix of styles from the various 

cultures that have used relief; gray and white façade elements from the GDR are placed 

alongside a mosaic-like Bauhaus-style frame, which in turn is juxtaposed against the 

Nazi massiveness of neoclassicist-style pillars as well as a pagoda-like roof from China. 

It appears as if the artist has brought together the entire historical and geographic mix of 

architectonic embellishments merely in order to let the observer formally run “against the 

wall.” 

 

As with social space within the basic three-dimensional spatial concept of French 

sociologist Henri Lefebvre, Brokof’s works revolve around the formative power of built 

space that is brought out by architects and planners and structured like the sedimentary 

deposits of our spatial imaginings. When we deal with space, hence, we invoke the 



history-ensconced sketches and designs of planners and architects. In that pursuit, 

according to Lefebvre, our imagination is never impartial. Just like an archaeologist, 

Brokof “elevates” these unconscious spatial pictures in his latest work, using the tools at 

his disposal to lay bare a relief and some utopian architecture here, a gate there – once 

again unearthing these sediments of constructions. 
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