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is eastern european 
Architecture Bound to speak?
on matters of peripherality 
and representation

Carmen popescu this paper attempts to look at how the architec-
ture of eastern europe – and consequently of its 
historiography – has made use of matters of ‘stra-
tegy’ and ‘tactics’ in articulating its discourse and 
narrative. in doing so, it intends to briefly explore 
what are the most appropriate historiographical 
tools when dealing with eastern european architec-
ture, and – hence – hopefully open a debate here on 
methodology.

i will refer to eastern europe in a broad geographi-
cal perspective whose limits are mostly determined 
by the idea of ‘otherness’, be it in the cultural sense 
forged by the enlightenment –as showed larry Wolff 
in his Inventing Eastern Europe –1 or in the political 
sense induced by the polarization of the cold War. 
this means that i will sometimes refer to different 
entities – central europe, eastern europe – in order 
to address similar situations in the architectural 
realm. chronologically, i will start with the nine-
teenth century and the first decades of the following 
century, which will allow me to introduce the idea 
of contextualization that i will treat mainly through 
the lens of the socialist regimes.

due to space limitations, the picture might be 
sometimes schematic, lacking not only details, but 
also important chronological fragments. however, 
the scope of this paper is not to offer an exhaustive 
view, but to change the way of looking at eastern 
european architecture.

speaking languages: 
contextualization matters
in 2006, the university of chicago press published 
a  solid study, lavishly illustrated, entitled When 
Buildings Speak.2 its author, Anthony Alofsin, 
chose this metaphoric title to treat "Architecture 
as language in the habsburg empire and its After-
math, 1867-1933”. 

the author’s approach of treating identity as 
a methodological bias in studying central/ eastern 
european architecture,3 was not a new one. scholars 
like friedrich Achleitner and ákos moravánszky4 – to 
quote here only the most prominent – had already 

investigated this perspective in several works. What 
is striking in Alofsin’s book is the way ‘meaningful-
ness’ turns into a  crucial concept in decoding an 
architecture which, due to its “otherness”, has but 
a “limited ability to speak to us now”.5 the idea of 
architecture as language is at the core of the struc-
ture of the book, each chapter exploring a different 
facet of this metonymy. hence, “the language of 
history” is followed by “the language of organi-
cism” and “the language of rationalism”, the entire 
picture being completed by “the language of myth” 
and “the language of hybridity”. By translating the 
core notion of the herderian theory – all national 
culture is based on a  specific language –, Alofsin 
succeeded both in introducing the Western reader to 
the largely unknown architecture of central europe 
and in confirming the marginal position of this lat-
ter which – once again – needed a code in order to 
be understood. 

two important things are at stake here. As 
a periphery, central europe – and it is ironic to note 
that something which is labeled as “central” has 
such a  marginal place in the current mainstream 
discourse – requires contextualization. the set of 
maps at the beginning of the book is the first tool 
of contextualization, situating the object of the 
study. seemingly, a map is a ‘neutral’ instrument of 
knowledge, a useful ‘prop’ for the discussed notions; 
however, its presence reveals a  lack of background, 
indicating a  certain theoretical marginality of the 
object. thus, in Alofsin’s book, geographical situa-
tion comes together with conceptual contextualiza-
tion. the concepts that the author proposes as piv-
otal notions of each chapter – history, rationalism, 
organicism, etc. – form the basis of his methodol-
ogy. their function is not only to bring meaning to 
an uncategorized architecture (because not taken in 
account by the mainstream discourse), but also  – 
and this is equally important – to create connec-
tions with the methodology of the prevailing histo-
riography. these connections are meant to establish 
parallels with the Western context, both in terms of 
the architectural currents and of (and here their role 



is eastern european Architecture Bound to speak?

AlfA 2 ¦ 2013 11

is even more important) the operativeness of a sim-
ilar methodology. peter collins’ Changing Ideals in 
Modern Architecture,6 a central study for modernist 
historiography, employs similar concepts in articula-
ting the different chapters of his book. these treat 
romanticism, revivalism (a chapter dealing with 
several crucial styles in establishing architectural 
identity in the nineteenth century), functionalism, 
rationalism, etc. moreover, the chapter on function-
alism addresses several types of architectural analo-
gies, among which are discussed the biological and 
the linguistic analogy. 

the predicament of approaching (geographical 
and theoretical) peripheries was not new for Alof-
sin. a close collaborator of liane lefaivre and Ale-
xandre tzonis in their early years of elaborating the 
theory of ‘critical regionalism’ in the late 1970; he 
had contributed to the advancement of this study. 
so, one could say that it was not central europe 
that opened Alofsin’s eyes to the concept of iden-
tity, but the other way around. it was his interest in 
identity, derived from critical regionalism, that led 
him to central europe – a region commonly seen as 
the battleground of national cultures. Addressing 
a topic such as identity in architecture is undoubt-
edly a  strategy of visibility, most often associ-
ated to (cultural) peripherality. developed in the 
nineteenth century, under the pressure of hege-
lian historicity, the architectures of identity were 
meant to create an idiosyncratic filiation for those 
peoples which were not already seen as part of the 
large taxonomic picture of (valuable) cultures. the 
result of this quest for identity, expressed either as 
‘national styles’ or as assimilated models of West-
ern modernity, was not deprived of ambiguity. While 
the aspiring nation-states were propelled into the 
‘bigger picture’, they were meanwhile stamped as 
marginal due to the yet unachieved meaningful-
ness of their identity. in eastern europe, that was 
the predicament that faced generations of archi-
tects: how to position themselves in order to build 
up a (meaningful) place for their nation on the geo-
political map.

from a  stigma – uncivilized cultures eventually 
creating an image of specific culture – identity was 
progressively turned afterwards into a  strategy 
of visibility. Being specific – or better said, being 
finally specific – represented not only a  strategy 
of integration, but also an attempt at position-
ing within the mainstream. And indeed, this stra-
tegy proved to be in many cases successful in terms 
of architecture – as showed, to take two different 
examples, jože plečnik and károly kós – and instru-
mental in terms of historiography. nevertheless, the 
thus acquired visibility was a poisonous gift: what 
was meant to render the otherness acceptable none-
theless stamped it as different.

hence, one could also argue that when Alofsin 
articulated his approach as almost a response to col-
lins’ he might have intended to escape this vicious 
circle affecting the territories ignored by the domi-
nant discourse in historiography.

still speaking? architecture in eastern 
europe during the Cold War
the marginality of eastern europe, as we still experi-
ence it today, was actually enhanced (if not forged) 
during the cold War. the remains of a  cultural 
peripherality, which had been in many cases almost 
wiped away, were in those years turned into an ide-
ological peripherality. the political polarization 
meanwhile extended the territory of alterity to what 
was coined as the ‘soviet bloc’.

that it was not a bloc is well-known by now. how-
ever, the iron curtain was not only an expressive 
image but functioned, in most situations, as an effi-
cient barrier within a  polarized world. its claimed 
opacity (which is debatable from today’s perspec-
tive) served to enhance the definition of political 
alterity. this ideological marginalization, in a  time 
when the world was extending far beyond the for-
mer borders and its map was filling up with new 
peripheries, had consequences in both architecture 
and historiography. in terms of of new peripher-
ies and tactics of centrality, eastern europe in cer-
tain circumstances managed to reframe geopolitical 
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dynamics, exporting its expertise and creating new 
alliances – particularly within the ‘non-Aligned’ 
group – and thus placing the second World as an 
intermediary between the first and the third on 
the international scene. however, this tactical posi-
tionning hardly affected the architectural discourse 
of the cold War years, where the third World more 
often found place, due to Western architects’ inter-
ventions, than eastern europe.

excluded from Western historiography, which 
admitted only “absolute values” – to quote Bruno 
zevi –,7 eastern european architects were also poli-
tically confronted with trends from the capitalist 
world judged inappropriate for building socialism. in 
this context, architecture behind the iron curtain was 
constrained to develop an idiosyncratic approach. 
from socialist realism to postmodernism, most 
of the official architectures in eastern europe were 
bound to convey a  message. And even if socialist 
realism was meant to oppose the ‘cold’, ‘morally cor-
rupted’ capitalist architecture, while postmodernism 
was more or less synchronized with the Western 
scene, this message dissimulate the same content. it 
was about a meaningful architecture, one able to cre-
ate values – if not what was considered as a value on 
the Western side, then at least its own values.

this search for meaningfulness developed strat-
egies of visibility which favored, even if not expli-
citly presented as such, images of identity. i do not 
mean by that that it aspired to create a harmonized 
architectural identity of the entire bloc – though, for 
a short interval, socialist realism came, almost all 
over behind the iron curtain, to embody a common 
identity of a new world. my point is that meaningful-
ness as a value provided such an identity.

leaving socialist realism aside – though its well- 
-known slogan ‘national in form, socialist in content’ 
represents a  clear species for identity in architec-
ture –, i would like to look at two other cases: what 
i call socialist brutalism and postmodernism. Both 
these currents were initially developed in reaction to 
the crisis of modernism; but even if architects in the 

eastern bloc were not unfamiliar with these theo-
retical debates, here these currents came to embody 
a certain image of officialdom. Both provided tools 
that served the official ideology perfectly: monu-
mentality on the one hand, and a connection to tra-
dition and history – both values cherished by the 
communist ideology – on the other. meanwhile, 
their criticism against modernism appealed to the 
party ideologists in certain countries of the bloc, 
even if what was later called socialist modernism 
was developed in all of eastern europe. moreover, 
while socialist modernism was often assimilated to 
the monotonous and minimalist aesthetics of mass-
-housing, brutalism and postmodernism displayed 
daring geometries and symbolic elements.

seen from this perspective, it is not surprising 
that brutalism and postmodernism were more suc-
cessful in countries with a strong tradition in iden-
tity issues, like slovakia, Bulgaria or romania. hen-
rieta moravčíková, who extensively researched these 
forms of monumental late socialist architecture in 
slovakia,8 showed that without being exclusively 
the product of a political demand, the monumental 
appetence of the architecture in the 1960s-1970s was 
supported by a  strong political will whose expecta-
tions it satisfied. the 1968 law of federation, stipu-
lating equality between the czech and slovak parts of 
the republic, encouraged the development of identity 
issues which, as a matter of fact, already had impor-
tant roots in slovak art. Among many examples of 
this quest for monumentality stands the new wing of 
the slovak national gallery in Bratislava, by vladimir 
dedeček (1967-79), whose expressive volumes of the 
street façade provide a dialogue in time with the neo-
renaissance esterházy palace (built in the 1870s), 
which hosted the gallery since its foundation in 1949 
. moravćiková states that the powerful expressionism 
of brutalist architecture was instrumentalised by the 
communist government both as a  vector of slovak 
identity and as a demonstration of democracy, since 
the same architecture – abstract in the majority of 
the cases – was used also by the capitalist West.

Vladimir Dedeček, the new wing of the  
Slovak National Gallery in Bratislava (1967-79).  
photo: carmen popescu, 2013
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Abstraction was not really what motivated either 
the romanian nicolae porumbescu or the Bul-
garian nikola nikolov in their approach towards 
a  socialist brutalism.9 After a  (late) modernist 
phase, porumbescu moved to a  new orientation 
which made a ground-breaking effect in mid-1960s 
romania, at a time when the political leaders were 
themselves looking to renew the ideological dis-
course. he thus opened the path for a  romanian 
brutalism, whose “lyrical nationalism” was founded 
– as porumbescu declared – both on the latest ten-
dencies in Western architecture (he quoted le cor-
busier, tange) and on the romanian national genius 
(Brancusi, enescu, with whom he associated the 
romanian peasant).10 this massive interpretation 
of Western trends and romanian folklore – as illus-
trated by his series of houses of culture – seduced 
the party ideologues, who saw in his approach an 
excellent means of expressing the new line of natio-
nalist politics. henceforth, this type of architecture 
came to embody the official image.

A similar ideological background is to be found 
in nikolov’s architecture: his veliko turnovo hotel 
(1967), built in the city with the same name, counts 
among the most appreciated and reproduced Bul-
garian buildings from the communist times. What 
appears as a  clever interpretation of the architec-
tural context – veliko turnovo being one of the most 
picturesque and historically rich Bulgarian towns, 
which had actually highly impressed the young le 
corbusier during his Voyage d’Orient – might be 
read, in the same time, as a  political statement. 
this connection to the site and the explicit symbolic 
language displayed by the hotel echo the nationa-
list politics led by the Bulgarian communist party 
in those years, a politics largely exploiting the dis-
course of a  national past. the town of veliko tur-
novo, as the first capital of the Bulgarian empire, 
occupied a  crucial position in this narrative – and, 
as a  matter of fact, not far from the hotel stands 
the monument of the Assenevtsi erected in 1985, 
a statuary group of vast dimensions, glorifying the 

founders of the second Bulgarian empire. the popu-
list, celebratory language of the sculpture suggested 
directly parallels with the proclaimed flourishing 
state of communist Bulgaria.11 

going back to contextualization, how should the 
architectural historian interpret such examples 
of multi-layered symbolism? could (s)he ignore 
or simply separate the real effect of the Zeitgeist, 
which pushed the architects from eastern europe 
to embrace brutalist and later postmodern pre-
cepts, from the political endorsement operated by 
folklore or historicist quotations? the three archi-
tects briefly discussed above were clearly driven by 
the desire to synchronize their work with the new 
trends developing on the other side of the iron 
curtain, in the world of ‘valuable’ architecture. By 
doing so, they aimed not only towards the formal 
aesthetics of these architectures, but also to their 
new degree of meaningfulness. While seeking alter-
natives for modernism’s crisis, examples like chan-
digarh or japanese architecture of the 1960s also 
overtly addressed identity issues. however, in the 
heavily politicized context of the communist bloc, 
this new meaningfulness was hardly separable from 
the state ideology. 

thus, contextualization is not a (simple) strategy 
of visibility for the architectural historian working on 
eastern europe: it is a prerequisite tool of analysis.

Back to contextualization: historiography 
of eastern european architectures 
instrumentalizing architecture is neither a  recent 
development and nor is it specific to socialist 
regimes. the fall of the Wall in 1989 did not totally 
erase it; on the contrary, in several circumstances, 
it appeared enhanced both by the rising nationalist 
tendencies and by the (same) aspiration for geo-cul-
tural visibility. the gigantic project of skopje 2014, 
drawing inspiration from the architectural styles 
of classic Antiquity, is an eloquent example in this 
sense, being meant to affirm the national pride of 
the newly founded state after the dismantling of the 

Slovak National Gallery:  
view towards the Esterházy palace.  
photo: carmen popescu, 2013
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former yugoslavia.12 those interested in the urban 
and architectural transformations undertaken in 
this process of political reconstruction could cer-
tainly not discuss them without significantly using 
contextualization. 

one could argue that the example of skopje 2014 
is too particular to be taken in account in assessing 
methodological matters related to eastern europe 
architecture(s). however, its ideological mechanisms 
and formal architectural vocabulary are in direct fili-
ation with an entire architectural process (of iden-
tity) developed in eastern europe in the past two 
centuries.

But then, is contextualization the only manner to 
produce and speak about the architecture of this area?

i would argue that contextualization represented 
(and still does) a  major tactical narrative, whose 
mechanics was activated by the positioning of the 
mainstream discourse, both in terms of architectural 
production and of historiography. if the major archi-
tectural surveys of the cold War left aside, in most of 
the cases, the examples from this area, they did so not 
(only) for ideological reasons, but mainly because of 
the epistemology of their discourse, explicitly con-
structed on value hierarchies. the blank spot which 
marked (most of) eastern europe in mainstream his-
toriography was the result of a lack of ‘significance’, 
in different respects, of the architectures produced 
here. in this sense, the rare occurrences referred to 
those eastern european architectures related to 
the mainstream practice – otherwise said, to those 
examples bearing a certain significance.

today, the obsession of being global, on the one 
hand, and the turn in the architectural historiog-
raphy, on the other – the two being to a  certain 
extent related – changed the perspective in terms 
of peripherality. however, the geopolitical muta-
tions and the historiographical reassessments 
hardly changed the reading of the architectures 

from eastern europe, which thus remain a marginal 
topic – one that still needs to be (heavily) contextu-
alized in order to find a place in the now vast arena 
of mainstream historiography. contextualization 
is required both by the ‘ordinariness’ of its (mass) 
production – which demands that the architectural 
historian integrates the approach and sensibility of 
the anthropologist or of the sociologist – and by the 
‘extraordinariness’ of certain architectures produced 
here. concepts such ‘turbo-architecture’, coined by 
kai vöckler in order to analyze post-1989 architec-
ture in the Balkans (and mainly in the regions of the 
former yugoslavia),13 or ‘capitalist realism’, used by 
goldhoorn and meuser to describe the recent exam-
ples in post-soviet russia,14 are perfect examples of 
exploiting the peculiarities of the former commu-
nist bloc. As a matter of fact, the enthrallment for 
socialist realism, which opened the interest of east-
ern europe in the post-1989 historiography,15 is not 
unrelated to backing extraordinariness as a quest for 
significance. 

even the ordinariness commonly associated with 
the architectural production of the communist bloc 
is sometimes read as being extraordinary. socialist 
modernism might look dreary, but its image in the 
last years has been interpreted as concealing a tragic 
rift: visual artists along with architectural histori-
ans presented it as an unfinished project, one about 
failed promises, one which is itself about to van-
ish.16 contemplating the architectures of those years 
seems to intimate a set of reflections that question 
not only the political project in its complexity, but 
also the principles of modernism as an architectural 
project. suddenly, the architecture behind the iron 
curtain reveals itself as exemplary for a reality larger 
than that of the communist bloc itself.

if contextualization might serve as a  tacti-
cal approach, it surely constitutes a  valuable 
methodological tool as well. recent architectural 

Nicolae Porumbescu, the House of Culture 
in Suceava (1966-1969). Arhitectura, n° 4, 1969

Nicolae Porumbescu, the House of culture in Suceava 
(1966-1969): detail. Arhitectura, n° 4, 1969
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historiography benefited immensely from its 
approaches, which helped in the forging of new meth-
odologies. contextualization is an important means 
for reaching another type of understanding of the 
object of our discipline. And as a  matter of fact, 
eastern europe, as a field of study, contributed sig-
nificantly to refining new approaches in architectural 
history. ordinariness for instance – as i have briefly 
discussed above – was already present as an object 
of study in the Western milieus before 1989, due to 
the openings operated by sociologists and anthro-
pologists like henri lefebvre and michel de certeau, 
but subsequently gained a new importance thanks to 
eastern european topics. mass-housing, as a paragon 
of ordinariness, stimulated an array of readings, from 
dealing with the problems raised by “XXl architec-
ture” (including urban inventories) to assessing the 
ideals associated with it.17 politics, sociology and 
anthropology, matters of transfers – these are con-
crete examples of such methodologies developed 
through studying eastern europe. let me cite only 
two such approaches which contributed to expand 
the field of thinking in our discipline: david crowley’s 
political and anthropological interest in the commu-
nist bloc18 and ákos moravánszky’s research on trans-
fers from the second to the third World, a topic which 
is now continued and extended by lukasz stanek.19

i think that the architecture of the eastern europe, 
and implicitly its historiography, could still contrib-
ute to refining the tools and methodologies of our 
discipline. instead of conclusions, i would say rather 
that our task is how to define these tools in order not 
only to speak about meaningful architecture – that 
is, an architecture provided with sense, because oth-
erwise the interest in it would make no sense – but 
to speak meaningfully about architecture.
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