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Members of the Ottoman administration also 
regularly visit Pietro’s studio for a portrait. 
Ismail Pasha Dividiçi, who served as Governor of 
Shkodër in the mid-nineteenth century, stands 
before Marubbi’s lens in all his finery, confir-
ming his status and power through the image.

Based on research by Luçjan Bedeni, Director 
of the ‘Marubi’ National Museum of 
Photography in Shkodër, it is safe to assume 
that in the early years, Pietro set up his studio 
in the courtyard of his home. Men and women 
in elegant, urban attire or the traditional cos-
tumes of the mountain communities; indivi-
duals; groups; peasants and politicians – they 
all pose in his courtyard against the backdrop 
of a wall built from stones taken from the 
nearby Kir River. The changing seasons are 
reflected in the leaves on the trees and the 
airy or warm clothing worn by the subjects.  
It is interesting to see how in a number of 
photos, Pietro has transformed this courtyard, 
open-air studio into an impromptu covered 
space, in order to better control the lighting 
conditions.2

Pietro Marubbi is a shrewd businessman. He 
understands that if he plans to turn his studio 
into a profitable venture, he will need 
assistants. And he finds them literally right 
under his nose. Mati and Kel Kodheli, the sons 
of the Kodhelis, who are responsible for 

maintaining Pietro’s home and garden, 
become his apprentices. Pietro personally 
teaches them the tricks of the trade, but he 
also sends them off to Sebastianutti & Benque, 
a photo studio in Trieste, to further develop 
their skills. The boys in turn share their newly-
acquired  knowledge  w i th  P ie tro. 
Unfortunately, Mati dies at an early age, but 
Kel will eventually take over the studio from 
Pietro when he dies in 1903.

In tribute to Pietro, Kel eventually takes on his 
master’s surname. In 1908 – a few years after 
one of the heaviest earthquakes in Albania’s 
history – Kel buys a house and a studio in the 
centre of Shkodër, near the town hall. The 
photographer’s home and studio become 
important centres of the Albanian patriotic 
movement. This is where the local, nationalis-
tic elite of politicians, artists and intellectuals 
meet. And Kel’s home is also the birthplace of 
a movement that promotes the adoption of 
an Albanian alphabet. Kel’s daughter 
Bernadina sews the flag that proclaims 
Albanian independence in Shkodër in 1913. 

During the First World War, the Albanian’s 
newly-won independence created a power 
vacuum. Various leaders, backed by a number 
of different foreign powers, vie to increase 
their influence. One of these leaders is Ahmet 
Zogu. In 1928, Zogu is able to crown himself 
King Zog I of Albania, and Kel is appointed as 
his royal photographer. He produces official 
portraits of the new king, as a statesman in 
full regalia, but also photographs Zog in his 
private life. This yields unique images like a 
king posing in a bathing suit with his sisters.

he supported the revolutionary hero Garibaldi. 
This patriot fought with his army of Redshirts 
against the French and Austrians for Italian 
unification. At that time, Italy was still a 
patchwork of city-states, princedoms and 
foreign territories. Italy has had a strong and 
long-standing influence on local culture in 
Shkodër, and the town’s citizens all speak flu-
ent Italian. Maybe this practical consideration 
led Pietro to move to the city in the foothills of 
the Albanian Alps, along the clear blue waters 
of Lake - Shkodër, the largest lake in the 
Balkans. Pietro frequently photographs the 
city itself, which lies close to both Montenegro 
and Kosovo and is viewed as one of Albania’s 
oldest and most important urban centres. 

Pietro Marubbi produces cartes de visites, as 
was common for photo studios in those days: 
small cardboard calling cards for the local 
elite, with a portrait of the caller. In addition, 
he takes photos of men and women from the 
mountains and Shkodër itself in traditional 
costume. He not only sells these images to his 
clients, but also to other parties who are inte-
rested. This explains why we only find nega-
tives in the Marubi archives: the actual prints 
were given to the customers who paid for 
them. One of the oldest plate negatives to 
have survived is a self-portrait by Pietro. His 
young age, the method used (wet-plate col-
lodion), the dimensions and the thickness of 
the glass plate all support this conjecture. 

Almost daily, an item on the 8 o’clock news or 
an update on our smartphone serves as a 
reminder of the historic shift that took place 
on the European continent in the late Middle 
Ages. The rise of the Muslim Ottoman Empire 
as a dominant force in the fragmented and 
unstable regions around the Mediterranean 
and the Balkans drastically altered the local 
balance of power, creating new geopolitical 
borders and effecting a far-reaching political 
and cultural transformation. Albania was one 
of the territories that ended up under 
Ottoman rule. Although the Christian noble-
man Skanderbeg, a national hero in Albania, 
put up a brave fight, after his death, the 
region definitely fell to the Ottoman Empire.

For centuries, Albania remained one of the 
remoter corners of the Empire, due to its iso-
lated location, bordered by mountain ranges 
and the sea. Nevertheless, this is where the 
Catholic Italian native Pietro Marubbi ends up 
at the age of 22, after having lived for a period 
in Corfu and Greece. While the young Pietro 
has already gained some experience working 
as a painter, sculptor and architect, he belie-
ves his best chances of earning a living lie in 
the new and exciting medium of photography. 
Seventeen years after the birth of photo-
graphy was announced to the world, Pietro 
Marubbi opens Albania’s first photo studio in 
Shkodër, a city in the region’s extreme north-
west. The year is 1856. Pietro stands at the 
start of what will become Albania’s most 
famous dynasty of photographers. Over the 
next three generations, members of the 
Marubi family will document key events from 
Albania’s turbulent history, as well as make 
thousands of studio portraits of all sorts of 
subjects, ranging from the urban bourgeoisie 
to farmers and mountain shepherds, from the 
Ottoman Emperor to King Zog, and from cri-
minals to famous actors and painters.1

It is not entirely clear why Pietro chose to live 
in Shkodër. There are rumours that the young 
Italian was forced to flee his country because 
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Kel’s style is characterised by his careful direc-
tion of the individual or group before his 
camera. While Pietro asks his subjects to look 
straight into the lens and hold a static pose, 
Kel arranges his subjects in characteristic 
positions. In his group portraits, the subjects’ 
arm gestures and stances create a stronger 
suggestion of personal contact and dialogue. 
It’s almost as if he allows his customers to act 
out their lives. He achieves this by placing 
emphasis on items of clothing that embody 
the sitter’s identity, including attributes like 
weapons or musical instruments in the image 
or taking the photograph in the subject’s eve-
ryday surroundings – or suggesting as much, 
at the very least. A good example of this 
approach is Kel’s self-portrait with his wife. 
They both wear traditional costumes, empha-
sising their nationalism, and there is a strong 
emphasis on decorative elements and a 
weapon. Besides highlighting the couple’s 
patriotism and prosperity, Kel also shows 
which profession he is in, having set up an 
array of cameras against the painted back-
drop. 4

Kel’s son Gegë is the third photographer in the 
Marubi dynasty. Just like Pietro had sent Kel 
off to Trieste for further training, in the 1920s, 
Kel sends his son to study with the Lumière 
brothers in Paris.5 Four years later, Gegë 
returns to Shkodër, where he starts working in 
his father’s photo studio. The influence of the 
younger photographer’s years in Paris – the 
heart of European culture at that time – is 
reflected in Gegë’s portraits of his customers. 
Thanks to their strong contrast and pro-
nounced side lighting, his photos lend a touch 
of glamour to his subjects. Indeed, famous 
sitters like the singer Tefta Tashko-Koço visit 
Marubi for this very reason. Clients enter his 
studio as themselves and go home with ‘star 
appeal’. Gegë prefers to shoot portraits in his 
studio, but like his predecessors, he also ven-
tures further afield for his photography. 
Together with the Jesuit Albanologist Zef 
Valentini, he travels to a number of archaeo-
logical sites in northern Albania to preserve 
them for posterity. In addition, he documents 
items found in Catholic churches and muse-
ums, depicting them as neutrally as possible.
Like Pietro and Kel before him, Gegë also 

communicate one’s own identity. The back-
ground in the photos is simple, and the former 
diversity of Albania’s socioeconomic groups is 
pared down to the point of nothingness.
In 1970, Gegë takes a strategic decision and 
donates the entire Marubi archives to the 
State. He himself focuses on organising and 
preserving the some 150,000 glass plate nega-
tives in the archives. Thanks to Gegë, the col-
lection of works by Pietro, Kel and Gegë 
himself have been saved for future generati-
ons, under the name Fototeka Marubi. They 
allow us to explore the rich heritage – photo-
graphic and otherwise – of an isolated 
European country that is frequently 
overlooked.

Kim Knoppers, Curator Foam

experiments with new developments in the 
photographic medium. Pietro was already 
making collages in the nineteenth century, 
and he was one of the earlier practitioners of 
stereo photography. Gegë experiments with 
double exposures and visual montages, but he 
is also the first photographer in Albania to use 
infrared film. The resulting photos can be 
recognised by parts of the image that – alt-
hough they would be dark in a normal  photo-
graph – seem almost overexposed.
After the Germans retreat from Albania in 
1944, the communists, headed by Enver Hoxa, 
take over. While Hoxa himself dies in 1985, the 
communists remain in power until 1991. 
Albania then becomes a parliamentary demo-
cracy. Gegë had long since closed the Marubi 
Studio. The studio had already ceased to be a 
private enterprise in 1952, when all photo-
graphy studios in Shkodër are placed under 
the supervision of the State Cooperative of 
Crafts. Communist ideology does not have 
any place for images that emphasise the sub-
ject’s individuality. In concrete terms, this 
means that the sitters’ clothing is less expres-
sive, meaning that there is less scope to 
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1 Pietro Marubbi’s Italian surname was 
originally spelled with two b’s. When Kel 
adopted Pietro’s surname, one of the b’s 
is dropped – perhaps to Albanise the 
name.

2 An entire chapter is devoted to this 
arrangement within the collection pre-
sentation of the ‘Marubi’ National 
Museum of Photography in Shkodër. 

3 There are rumours that King Zog had 
had an incestuous relationship with his 
sister Xenia while they were living in exile 
in Egypt. These rumours, which were 
published in the Albanian media, are 
allegedly based on a CIA intelligence 
report.

4 See the back cover of this cahier.

5 The Lumière brothers are often called 
the fathers of cinematography.  
They were employed by their father,  
a manufacturer of photography equip-
ment, and eventually took over his 
factory.

The exhibition Dynasty Marubi - A hund-
red years of Albanian studio photography 
is part of a series of exhibitions about 
photo studios that Foam has presented 
in recent years, including Portraits from 
Isfahan, Foto Galatasaray - Maryam 
Sahinyan’s Photo Studio and Disfarmer - 
The Vintage Prints. This reflects a growing 

interest over the past twenty years in 
vernacular photography and in its value 
both as social history and as art.

With special thanks to Luçjan Bedeni, 
director of the Marubi National Museum 
of Photography for generously sharing 
his great knowledge about the Marubi 
dynasty. He made it possible to exhibit 
the original negatives for the first time 
outside Albania. This exhibition is orga-
nised in collaboration with the Marubi 
National Museum of Photography in 
Shkodër, Albania and is made possible 
with the support of the Ministry of 
Culture of Albania and Kleurgamma. 
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