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The term ‘brutal’ has different connotations. Scholars of urbanism understand it as an architectural style that emerged 
in the 1950’s and became popular for a few decades. The term ‘brutalism’ is ascribed to Swedish architect Hans Asplund 
who described a new modern brick home in Uppsala. 
For others outside architecture and urbanism, brutal is associated with words like ruthless, disrespectful and harsh. In 
this contribution, our aim is to show through pictures and short introductory and concluding texts, how both meanings 
of brutal have been expressed in Skopje’s urban cultural landscape since 1963. 
Skopje is the capital of (now) North Macedonia, a small Balkan country with just over 2 million people, more than half 
a million of whom live in Skopje. We distinguish three periods of urban development, and an aftermath of a current 
deadlock in urban development. 
- The first period is from 1963 onwards till 1991. In 1963, Skopje was hit by a severe earthquake, ruining some 
60% of all buildings and killing over a thousand people. The city was replanned and reconstructed. This period ends in 
1991, when the Yugoslavian state fell apart, and Macedonia soon gained independence. 
- The second period starts in 1991. The transition from a communist system to a new market economy and a new 
political system led to typical ‘Wild East’ informal urban development. 
- In 2008 a new prime minister came into power, who wanted to create a new identity for Macedonia in space 
and sought to do that in a neo-classicist style and going back to reinterpretation of pre-communist history, and medieval 
history even. 
- Since 2017, when the prime minister left office, urban development has almost come to a standstill. 
Photos illustrate the periods and the results in the city’s cultural landscape. After the section with the pictures, a brief 
reflection is submitted.

1. Rebuilding Skopje after the earthquake

In 1963 an earthquake shocked Skopje with devastating consequences. A new urban plan was made to guide the 
complete reconstruction of the city. The city planners and architects, under guidance of the Japanese architect 
and urban planner Kenzo Tange, enabled the creation of a city along modernist spacious designs, mixed with the 
principles of Yugoslavian modernist-brutal architecture for public buildings. In this period, Skopje was one of 6 
main regional centers in the Yugoslavian communist state, and the government decided about urban planning 
and architecture and controlled the implementation of the reconstruction. By 1980 the reconstruction was over; 
an enormous amount of works had been done, but the budgets were depleted, and the full reconstruction could 
not be finished. The urban operations from the mid 1960’s up to the falling apart of Yugoslavia during the 1990’s, 
erased fundamental layers of historic routes, both Ottoman, and the early industrialization era - end of 19th up to 
beginning of 20th Century.

2. ‘Wild East’ urban development

In 1991, Macedonia became an independent state (it was one of the six republics in Yugoslavia). Skopje grew 
rapidly – many people from the countryside choose to live in Macedonia’s capital. Also, many Macedonians left 
the country. The diaspora sent remittances for investments in an apartment in the city, and a lot of construction in 
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housing and offices was created. New development can be characterized as chaotic capitalist market expressions 
through spatial infill, new apartment buildings and office towers with much glass. Architectural quality did not 
matter much since the economic exploitation of land and buildings was the main driving force. The result was a 
fierce infill of space, nondescript residential buildings and offices and shopping malls. Taken together, it signifies 
a brutal urban intervention with generally rather low architectural and urban design quality. It was chaotic and 
looks uncontrolled, but all developers had acquired official permissions. 

3. Skopje’s new ‘ancient Macedonian roots’
 
Starting from 2008, the city centre experienced dramatic changes. The nationalist-conservative Prime Minister 
Nikola Gruevski, who critics say ruled with an increasingly authoritarian bent during his decade in power between 
2006 and early 2016, presented plans for a new city centre, called Skopje 2014, referring to the year in which the 
implementation of the plan should be completed. The plan can be seen in relation to the diplomatic crisis with 
Greece over the identity of Macedonia, by replacing the FYROM (Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia) identity 
with ‘glorious past of Macedonia’. It entailed the clearance of parks and green space, the construction of new 
government offices, buildings for public functions (museums, etc.) in the open spaces, an eye-catching central 
square and the construction of many monuments, sculptures and renovated facades covering old buildings. For 
Gruevski, Skopje expressed through his plan the roots of its ‘Macedonian identity’. For opponents, it was a terribly 
expensive project and it was devastating for the city. Many of the (increasing number of) visitors, see a kind of 
historic “Disneyfication” of the city. Prime minister Gruevski put in force a new neo-classicist identity in space. 
Yugoslavian architecture from the communist period was covered with new facades. New buildings and statues 
were erected. The result was a brutal intervention in the city centre, a new identity (which most North Macedonians 
did not recognize). In 2017 Gruevski left office after much political turmoil and in 2018 received a resident permit 
in Hungary from his friend president Viktor Orban. The new government was left with a difficult legacy of all sorts 
of artefacts on the ground and a serious financial debt. 

4. Current times

After prime minster Gruevski was replaced, the new government wondered what to do with the legacy of the previous 
government. Dismantling facades and destroying statues is expensive. The previous government brought the city in 
debt with the very expensive Skopje 2014 plan. The present Social-Democrat led government tends to give Skopje 2014 
‘an amnesty’ (Balkan Insight, 2019), but this first decision to refrain from undoing the damage caused by Skopje 2014, 
will most likely not be the final word said. 

There is a banal side too: citizens may dislike the city centre, but it attracts tourism, and daily life goes on. The decision 
makers in Skopje hesitate about how to continue; because of a lack of funds, urban development has come to an 
almost standstill. 

Fig. 1 The 1963 earthquake
Source: Wiki commons, from Archives of Republic of Macedonia (DARM)
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Fig. 2-3  New plan after the earthquake, and Kenzo Tange team
Source: Yomadic, https://yomadic.com/communist-architecture-skopje-kenzo-tange/

Fig. 4  Brutal towers
Source:  www.bloglovin.com/blogs/arch-daily-375859/modernist-skopje-map-a-pocket-guide-to-brutalist-6559820547
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Fig. 5  Brutal shopping centre
Source: Polis University

Fig. 6 Macedonian National Radio and Television building (1983), Skopje
Source: Peter Nientied, 2019
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Fig. 7 Skopje university 
Source: photo Peter Nientied, 2017

Fig. 8 Skopje post office
Source: photo Peter Nientied, 2019
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Fig. 9 Post office, with modern bill boards . 
Source: Photo Peter Nientied, 2019

Fig. 10 Old Railway Station (now: Museum of the city of Skopje)
Source: Wiki commons, Diego Delso
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Fig.11 Shopping centre from communist period and modern office building
Source: photo Peter Nientied, 2019

Fig. 12 Modern offices 
Source: Wiki Commons, RasoAn
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Fig. 13 Modern offices 
Source: Wiki Commons, RasoAn

Fig. 15 Map with Skopje 2014 structures
Source: http://skopje2014.prizma.birn.eu.com/en

Fig. 14 Soravia Centre (World Trade Center)
Source:  Wiki commons, photo Yemc, edit Peter Nientied
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Fig. 16-17 Renovation
Source: Polis University, 2011

Fig. 18-19 along the river / detail of the bridge
Source: photo Peter Nientied, 2019

Fig. 20 Boat like structure as hotel 
Source: photo Peter Nientied, 2019

Fig. 21 Unfinished project hew facade
Source: photo Peter Nientied, 2019
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Fig. 22 Statue Philip II of Macedon at the entrance of the old quarter
Source: photo Peter Nientied, 2019

 

Fig. 23 Statue Warrior on a horse [not being Peter the Great]
Source: photo Peter Nientied, 2019
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5. Reflection

Brutal is used in two meanings: as architectural style (the 1963 – 1991 period), and brutal as rude and disrespectful 
(the period after 1991). During the communist period, the brutal style has been applied as an expression of 
planning and architecture – it was part of a broader discipline that was widespread during that period. In Brazil, 
a new capital was built in that fashion, Chandigarh in India was constructed, and in many western countries, 
brutalist constructions were erected. In Yugoslavia brutal modernist principles were applied in architecture and 
in numerous big monuments. MoMa devoted in 2018 an exhibition ‘Toward a Concrete Utopia - Architecture in 
Yugoslavia, 1948–1980’. After 1991, the developments are called brutal, but in the sense of disrespectful (with 
regards to citizens, to history, to urban professionals). Based on all these brutal urban developments, some 
pointers are submitted that put urban development and architecture in the socio-political realm and show how 
intertwined ideology and urban development are. 

First, brutal is related to the search for identity and to ideology. In 1991 it was declared that Titoism, the Yugoslavian 
system of communism, was over and that communist expressions were history. After 1991 followed a lot of 
poor-quality commercial development – a result of the new system and governments seeking new economic 
development (and personal gains). A ‘wild east’ capitalist ideology developed, with political and economic elites 
exploiting urban land for their gains. It was not a deliberate search for identity - which is a collective process - but 
it was an expression of individualistic values. With the appointment of Gruevski, an intentional construction of a 
narrative about the Macedonian identity, based on history, was imposed on Skopje. Identity building was not a 
collective process, but it was Gruevski’s personal and party nationalistic story enforced on society.  ‘Brutal’ leads 
to questions about identity formation – as a deliberate or as a thoughtless process, as a collectively constructed 
story of as an image of a political elite-imposed on urban society.

Fig. 24 Newspaper clipping
Source: The Guardian
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A second pointer is banal practices, a term used by Diener and Hagen (2013). Banal practices follow brutal 
interventions. Banal, like brutal, has also multiple meanings, is refers to mind-numbing and boring on the one 
hand, and to ordinary and predictable on the other hand. People get used to new circumstances and go on with 
their lives. It is common that people forget the significance of for example statues, and do not know who the 
person presented in the statue is. In Skopje, most citizens get used to the ‘classicist’ appearance and to the low-
quality physical expressions of capitalism, like they got used to the brutal architecture during the communist 
period. They go to the mall for shopping and not for the architectural (lack of) design. They get used to groups of 
Asian and European tourists visiting the classicist city centre, and their surprised and amused attitudes, and to 
be called ‘Capital of Kitsch’. It provides a living for many people. ‘Brutal’ lead to questions about ‘banal’, in both 
meanings of the term banal. 

Third, ‘brutal in the sense of disrespectful in the period after 1991, is related to Macedonian democracy. Under 
communism, there was a certain respect for urban professions, after communism this respect quickly vanished. 
After 1991 governments have been elected and developments took place under a new system of democracy. 
In democratic systems many unwanted things happen (for large segments of the population) and the question 
emerges what kind of democracy allows for this to happen. In any case it is far from European concepts of 
democracy based on common values - and not just gaining an electoral majority and display bossdom for the 
period till the next elections. But acquiring numerical majority of the votes as a legitimacy of almost absolute 
power till the next elections, has become a common pattern in the Balkans. ‘Brutal’ leads to questions about the 
meaning of democracy, a question which is relevant in many CEE countries. Can we speak of ‘illiberal democracies’, 
or democratically elected dictatorships? 

Fourth, big public-political projects like Skopje 2014, do not come out of the blue. Skopje 2014 can be seen as an 
outcome of a turbulent neo-liberal capitalist transition period, with its uncontrolled urbanism and architecture, 
resulting in massive informality schemes. The failure of neo-liberalism paved a wat for the controversial neo-
populist and neo-authoritarian models.

Skopje is not a city that many people are proud of. Shared urban pride, that can act like a unifying force, was 
no politician’s and no developer’s concern after 1991. Individualistic values prevailed; individual developers’ and 
officials’ gains, and the nationalistic ego of Gruevski and his clique benefitting from corrupt practices. 

The present period may give the (local) government, professionals and civic communities time to reflect on the 
wanted identity of the city, including the difficult question what needs to be done with the classicist developments 
of the last decade. Taking time for a broad participatory process on the past, present and future of Skopje, makes 
sense.
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