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on difficulties in Writing  
the history of romanian Architecture
ana maria Zahariade 

i am not the only one to be convinced that there is, 
in the cee region, a  transnational dimension still 
hidden and insufficiently explored, a dimension sub-
stantiating in a  particular way what we generally 
and restrictively call “national” architectural devel-
opments. in many respects and in parallel moments, 
countries in central and eastern europe had compa-
rable evolutions “at the crossroad of cultures”; they 
behaved in accordance with a  similar ethos, analo-
gous influences and common constraints. they are 
still in this position, lamenting separately their 
“provincialism”. in these circumstances, i do believe 
that only in a comparative context can the historian 
bring to the fore the specific meanings and do justice 
to the negotiation between the local and the trans-
national, which could stimulate a more accurate and 
richer questioning of the countries’ respective archi-
tectural developments. 

With this in mind, i decided to skim through the 
romanian “histories of architecture”, offering some 
snapshots meant to call into question our historio-
graphical tradition, its manner of relating to the 
past and the present, and the way we could geome-
trise and problematise meaningfully our mod-
ern development. the last twelve years witnessed 
a growing interest of a new generation of researchers 
in the history of modern architecture, materialised 
in a meaningful number of remarkable studies, pub-
lished volumes or doctoral theses. they encompass 
a  number of original approaches, and a  significant 
amount of novel material and information whose 
importance trespasses the arbitrariness of the polit-
ical frontiers. please consider this paper as an invi-
tation to the much-needed “comparative context,” 
the lack of which we felt painfully in our researche. 
that is why i am here, trying to break the frustrating 
isolation that has been a dimension of our historio-
graphical tradition.

Isolation as historiographical tradition 
the systematic recording of the architectural past 
is a recent discipline in romania; it was born in the 
first half of the 20th century, fostered by the ethos 
of the eruptive modernisation of the late 1800s. 
the whole process was administrated by a  par-
ticular ideology, in which a  strong “idea of mod-
ernisation” was meant to bridge the gap between 
the new national entity and europe; it was prag-
matically, but also imaginarily, oriented towards 
a  future symbolised by Western civilisation, and, 
consequently, it rejected anything that might have 

evoked the ottoman past. When this sort of “euro-
pean awareness” collided with the deeply rooted 
order of the Byzantine, orthodox and medieval 
traditions, it provoked an anxious frame of mind, 
a  specific state of modernity, that would underlie 
the romanian modern culture as a basic (and con-
tradictory) dimension. 

consequently, the historians who set the bases 
of the discipline (nicolae ghica-Budești, gheor-
ghe Balș, griogore ionescu2) conveyed inherently 
in their narratives the particularities, inconsisten-
cies and fluctuations of this substratum, such as: 
(1) a  keen, even compulsive, search for national 
identity (which is problematic to assess in the 
context of three historically separated provinces3); 
(2) a  timorous acceptance of idealised Western 
models (that sorin Alexandrescu put daringly in 
terms of hierarchy of power historically settled4); 
(3) a  paradoxical “rejection-adherence” binomial, 
concerning both circumferent cultural transfers 
and Western influences (following the dynamics 
of the modern identitary construction and of the 
reference points it used). 

With such dilemmatic premises (difficult to 
resolve), and busy with the recording of the architec-
tural heritage (a ground-breaking endeavour seen as 
a  “patriotic duty” in itself), the architectural histo-
riography of the first generation remained basically 
self-centred, but in an ambiguous way: its self-cen-
trism was adulterous, discriminatory and idiosyn-
cratic. here are some indications: 

(1) the herderian idea that drove the national dis-
course was contradicted by the very aim of “becom-
ing european” (to be read “West european”), by 
the eagerness to assimilate the Western models as 
signs of modernisation, and in historiography, by the 
attempt to insert the old architectural tradition into 
the Western stylistic patterns. 

(2) in order to apply a proper geometry to a heri-
tage that did not fit the Western patterns of archi-
tectural evolution, authors like gr. ionescu (whose 
1982 edition is still the most complete history of 
architecture in romania) tried to find its evolution-
ary key and its roots in the “national” vernacular 
tradition. We are in full ambiguity: the “national 
roots” were mainly looked for only in the Old King-
dom (moldavia and Wallachia). transylvanian archi-
tecture was not present at all in his 1937 history, in 
spite of the national identity of Greater Romania 
that was at stake; it appeared for the first time in 
1959, in a history of feudal art5. 

“All [of these countries] seem to be governed by the 
same principle of the identity crisis, of the conflictive 
absorption of contradictory cultural waves, of a pro-
vincial model, low-keyed, but haunted by failure and 
lack of perspective. All seem to struggle between 
the majoritarian indifference and the elite’s schizo-
phrenia, all seem to have something in common, but 
none of them knows the others, as if they were under 
a common curse: resonating with distant and disdain-
ful centres instead of relating to ignored brothers.” 
sorin Alexandrescu, “identitate în ruptură”1
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(3) the neighbouring cultural areas were generally 
neglected, while an idealised (at least at the begin-
ning) Western europe remained “the” term of ref-
erence. however, its status was also unstable: this 
“european awareness” varied following various ideo-
logical shifts. 

in any case, romanian historiographical interest in 
the neighbouring cultural areas was largely absent: 
some of them were rejected as contaminated with 
the ottoman past (the Balkans); others were viewed 
with indifference (part of Mitteleuropa); others were 
feared (the soviet union). the only well-known 
exception to the rule was the historian gheorghe 
Balș, the first and only author to have placed roma-
nian architecture in the context of its nearby influ-
ences6. his contextual approach has been resumed 
quite recently as a  research method (gh. & victor 
sebestyen, Arhitectura Renașterii în Transilvania, 
Bucharest, ed. Academiei rsr, 1963, 251p.), and 
especially since 1989. the recent examples are gen-
erally “micro-histories”; still they are meaningful 
(Brătuleanu, Anca, Portraits of Romanian Princes in 
Foreign Collections, Bucharest, icr, 2010, 80p.).

As a  general rule, the isolationist drive, the 
“autochthonist” state of mind, remained a  persis-
tent dimension of romanian historiography, fur-
thered by the various politically triggered national-
isms, recurrently resurfacing until today and biasing 
historical interpretations7. neither the adherence to 
modernism, which was almost concomitant through-
out the whole region, nor the existence of the ciAm 
east sections induced historians to look attentively 
over the frontiers. furthermore, romania’s entrance 
into the ussr orbit together with seven other cee 
countries8 should have favoured a cross-border dia-
logue. paradoxically, it deepened the self-centrism. 
in my opinion, these are matters to be substantiated 
through future studies in order to penetrate their 
inner reasons and their “chemistry”; obviously, these 
are topics to be investigated cooperatively.

the stylistic approach
this introverted approach encountered a  specific 
problem that drove the architectural historiogra-
phy towards a  descriptive narrative, called on to 
solve or to avoid (according to the author) what 
i  termed the “stylistic predicament”. it is an avatar 
of the aforementioned “project of modernisation” 
and of the massive architectural acculturation it 
triggered. Almost concomitant imports of renais-
sance, post-renaissance, enlightenment and 19th 

century architectural models and forms were eagerly 
and unselectively imitated and amalgamated with 
juvenile, frivolous freedom, in the absence of the 
classical tradition’s rigors; their synthesis in cer-
tain particular (if not original) approaches occurred 
later. this resulted in a puzzling formal syncretism 
(especially in the old kingdom, again), denying any 
accepted chronological or stylistic geometry. histo-
rians’ attempts to place this syncretism in Western 
patterns of artistic evolution were pitiful failures9. 
one consequence of this hardly solvable misfit was 
an overrated attention to architectural forms and 
to stylistic and aesthetic matters; eventually it 
favoured a prevalent descriptive approach. 

on the other hand, the stylistic imports were con-
joined with the loss of their original meanings; they 
acquired new, ideologically convenient significations 
through less-than-innocent negotiations between 
the local and the “faraway trans-national” – a bar-
gaining process from which the neighbouring coun-
tries were absent. this semantic game has remained 
a  constant feature of romanian modern develop-
ment, since, with different nuances and orientations, 
it continued under communism and still prevails 
today. yet architectural history did not notice it, and 
this indifference (or misunderstanding) was trans-
mitted to the histories of the next generation. the 
construction of specific meanings was approached 
only after 1989, marking a turning point in our histo-
riography. hand in hand with the increasing volume 
of novel information recently uncovered, numbers 
of studies and publications have tried to interro-
gate and to characterise the “atypical” by spotlight-
ing the connotations architectural development 
acquired in the local context (political, ideological, 
social and cultural), thus overstepping the inherited 
interpretative limits. Centenar Horia Creangă 1892-
1992, (nicolae lascu, Am. zahariade, Anca Bocăneţ, 
Bucharest, simetria, 1992, 219 p.), Marcel Janco 
Centennial 1895-1995 (collective volume, Bucha-
rest, simetria, 1992, 148 p.), Le style national rou-
main. Construire une Nation à travers l’Architecture 
1881–1945, (carmen popescu, presses universitaires 
de rennes & simetria, 2004, 370p.), The space of 
Romanian modernity (carmen popescu, fundatia 
Arhitext design, 2011, 183p.); Art Deco or well-tem-
pered modernism (mihaela criticos, simetria, 2011), 
horia moldovan, Architecture in Wallachia, 1831-
1866. Johann Schlatter’s activity (uAuim doctoral 
thesis, 2008) are only some examples (mentioned in 
chronological order). 

theoretical weakness
According to sorin Alexandrescu, theoretical elab-
oration seems to be negligible or condemned to 
banality in the “peripheral cultures”, despite having 
always played a decisive role in the culture of “the 
centre”10. i cannot really recognise the full worth of 
this idea for the other cee countries, as i have found 
original discursive approaches (an interesting matter 
to be studied comparatively), but this appreciation is 
certainly pertinent to the romanian case, and con-
stitutes a problematic feature of our historiographi-
cal tradition; it is a matter of theoretical fragility. 

most of our architectural historians were archi-
tects (with a few exceptions, they still are); some of 
them were even successful practitioners. or, in the 
19th century, when the modern architect (as he was 
born in the renaissance) entered romanian society 
replacing the traditional “master mason”, he gener-
ally came from paris – frequently as dplg (“diplomé 
par le gouvernement”). he was indebted to the the-
oretical background of the ecole des Beaux Arts 
eclecticism, which has never pretended to have set-
tled on a generalising theory. on the contrary, this 
background fostered a certain formal relativism and 
permissiveness, which was all the more effective in 
romania due to the absence of a classical tradition. 
in the new national school of Architecture, theory 
was taught by translating or directly reading gua-
det, as the intellectual society was largely franco-
phone. even if one can say that this relativism cata-
lysed to exuberance the formal syncretism and local 
creative freedom, it certainly did not stimulate the-
oretical reflection. A more or less “original” theory 
– the first form of an articulated local delibera-
tion – emerged a little later, in connection with the 
search for a “national architecture”. though the dis-
course took rather essayistic forms, it grew as a vivid 
ideological debate (“national” vs. “imported”), and 
was sharpened between the two World Wars when 
it was confronted with the modern movement’s 
ideas and forms, which were seen as a new stylistic 
import. thus, the ideological core of the delibera-
tion remained confined almost exclusively within 
the limits of the architectural aesthetics. generally, 
forms/styles were supposed to play a crucial, inno-
vative role; endowed with all worthy meanings, they 
obnubilated other dimensions of the modern archi-
tectural ethos. even the most intellectual and origi-
nal group, centred around the Simetria magazine11, 
proffered no substantial exception. 
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meanwhile, born in close proximity to the poli-
cies of modernisation, the urban thinking firmly 
matured under the pressure of city development, 
evolving from its earlier form of urban regulations 
to remarkably articulated theoretical and historical 
writings. in fact, here we can find a critical modern 
theory, where the local development was analysed 
and appreciated in a larger european context.12 this 
helpful guideline for the interpretation of our mod-
ern architectural advances did not contaminate the 
architectural historiography, which was concerned 
with objects and their aesthetics13. 

the recuperation of the urban theory and of the city 
is another recent historiographical endeavour, which 
has been given a  remarkable start: lascu, nicolae, 
Urban Regulations and development, Bucharest 1831-
1952 (uAuim doctoral thesis, 1997) and Bucharest 
boulevards till the 1st WW, Bucharest, simetria 2012; 
popescu, toader, The Romanian railway project. Spa-
tial and cultural faces of modernity within the plan-
ning and functioning of the railway system. 1842 – 1916 
(uAuim doctoral thesis, 2012); sebestyen, monica 
The Public Monument and The Public Space. Bucha-
rest 1831-1948 (uAuim doctoral thesis, 2012).

pre-war urban thinking gradually surrendered 
under communist pressure, as did architectural the-
ory (which was weaker, and thus easier to defeat). 
With rare and enciphered exceptions, we can hardly 
speak about theory during that period, and even less 
of criticism. thus, theory failed to confer a reflective, 
critical dimension to the historical discourse, while 
its unilateral inclination towards aesthetics justified 
the descriptive approaches and the concentration on 
the surface of forms. 

Communist biases: the history 
of modern architecture
up to the 2nd WW, the main historiographical con-
cern was the recording and the interpretation of 
the disturbing variety within the ancient architec-
tural heritage; the 19th century was too close and all 
Western stylistic imports were endowed with a mod-
ernising dimension. these semantic transfers made 
more problematic the interpretation of what exactly 
“modern architecture” was in romania and when it 
started. in a way, the dilemma was partially simpli-
fied after WWi, once modernism entered the archi-
tectural scene; the new formal import was seen as 
a Western “foreign body” in stylistic (and ideologi-
cal) conflict with the national style, even if the gen-
uineness of the latter was equally disputable. yet, 
this did not simplify the problem of the 19th century, 
which could explain why gr. ionescu ended his 1937 
history with the 18th century14; certainly the time was 
too short, also. modern architecture had to wait until 
after the 2nd WW, when the history of architecture 

was resumed in a new context – that proved to be 
less favourable to its development.

the history of modern architecture started in 1965 
with gr. ionescu’s second history15, and added its 
own problematic issues, against the background of 
new ideological constraints. though claiming inter-
nationalism, the new regime paradoxically enhanced 
the historiographical self-centrism, as i already 
mentioned. At the same time, this new instance of 
modernisation, which bore the standard of a resent-
ful “new”, forced the separation of the communist 
architectural development from its pre-war prece-
dents; no continuity was allowed. history was thus 
split into two distinct narratives, each condemned 
to its own isolation. 

the first, the 19th century and the interwar period, 
became, to say the least, a  highly unfashionable 
topic. modernist development and its relation to 
the “bourgeois” avant-garde were especially unwel-
come. gr. ionescu, as he was a remarkable modern-
ist architect, daringly introduced it in his second 
history in 1965; yet, from the same personal per-
spective, he missed the meanings of the 19th cen-
tury. he resumed the topic in 1982, in his third edi-
tion16, and followed it by a review of the communist 
developments, in which he avoided soberly any eval-
uation in ideological terms. published a year earlier, 
gh. curinschi-vorona’s history17 is an example of 
a purely stalinist approach to the same period, using 
the stalinist rhetoric. 

After 1989, the interwar modernism resurfaced 
vigorously; highly overrated, it underwent a  trans-
figuration, up to considering it unique in the cee 
context. A simple visit to the neighbouring countries 
would have re-settled the balance. though a number 
of new volumes (starting with the aforementioned 
catalogues of the two centennial exhibitions Horia 
Creangă, 1992, and Marcel Janco, 1996, and con-
tinuing with machedon, luminita, scoffham, ernie, 
Romanian modernism, 1999, mit press, and popescu, 
carmen, 2011 op.cit.), exhibitions, and international 
colloquia tried to establish a  more objective view-
point, the necessary comparative perspective is still 
waiting to be studied.

the second period, that of the communist devel-
opment – decently glorified by gr. ionescu, who 
introduced it in his 1982 final history, and encomi-
astically recorded by curinschi-vorona in the same 
year – was not only shunned after 1989, but also 
blamed: all of communism’s sins were indiscrimi-
nately wrapped around the architecture of that 
period, thus distorting its perception, as well as 
attracting its unselective destruction. 

the first historical approaches to this recent but 
quantitatively dominant heritage focused passion-
ately on the exoticism of the House of the People or 
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on the dictator’s psychological abyss; they were fol-
lowed by more objective readings in light of the uni-
versal dimensions of totalitarianism (ioan, Augustin, 
Modern Architecture and the Totalitarian Project. The 
Romanian case, Bucharest, icr, 2009, 198 p.). 

Without denying the validity of this interpre-
tation, but rather by nuancing and enriching the 
understanding of local architectural development 
during communism, serious archival explorations 
have, in recent years, surpassed this approach. today, 
the number of such inquiries is growing. the history 
of architecture under communism has turned out to 
be extremely provocative, yet it is interspersed with 
new difficulties: from biased and unreliable records 
to questions on how to write the history of an epoch 
which is ideologically suspect to such an extent. 

Communist biases: intimacy 
with the political ideology 
in 1968, manfredo tafuri wrote that the architectural 
historian has to be “part and parcel of the profes-
sion of political theorist”18. i did not understand how 
true this dictum is until i started my own research. 
in a  context where the whole system of architec-
ture was ideologically administrated and controlled, 
and where theory was replaced by political dogma, 
we have to ask how it was possible to have built an 
architecture presenting similarities with the devel-
opment in the “free world”. such an interrogation 
requires the historian to take the measure of the 
amoebic and unstable space of professional free-
dom that infiltrated the framework of political con-
straints; eventually it is about a particular form of 
complicity between the profession and the establish-
ment, or about a sort of subversion, hard to decipher 
and to geometrise. it seems impossible to establish 
a meaningful chronology of the period in any other 
way than by gauging the depths of this entangled 
and dramatic relationship, its dynamics and its spe-
cific outcomes. in my opinion, this is a key issue in 
geometrising the history of that period (zahariade, 
Ana maria, Architecture in the Communist Project. 
Romania 1944-1989, Bucharest, simetria, 2010, 144 
p.). to this end, several remarkable doctoral theses 
have succeeded in bringing to the fore decisive polit-
ical and architectural documents, most of them seen 
for the first time; they have thus cast new light on 
the specific background of this problematic devel-
opment: tulbure, irina, Architecture and Urbanism 
in Romania between 1944 -1960: Constraint and 
experiment (2011, uAuim); miruna stroe, miruna, 
Housing between Design and Political Decision. 
Romania 1954-1966 (2012, uAuim); irina Băncescu, 
irina, Waterfront Problematic Issues. Aspects of the 
Evolution of the Romanian Seaside during the Com-
munist Period (2012, uAuim); răută, Alexandru, 

Negotiating the Civic Center. Architects and Politi-
cians in 20th Century Romania (2012, katholieke 
universiteit leuven); simiraș, mihnea Recovering 
neighborhood in the districts of collective dwellings 
in Bucharest. Human activities, social relationships 
and space (2012, uAuim)19.

in this manner, what was a  descriptive discourse 
has become a  reflective narrative – a  political his-
tory of architecture. it is still an incomplete mosaic 
of insights, waiting to be completed; it is waiting to 
be understood in a larger context as well. 

how much richer would the interpretation of this 
new material be in the comparative context i men-
tioned at the beginning! Again reading sorin Alex-
andrescu, the discourse can no longer be only about 
several “provincial” architectural cultures; it should 
be about a shared “culture of margins”, about a cul-
tural construction different from the cultural con-
struction “in the centre”20. it must be about a more 
encompassing interpretative perspective, which 
trespasses the narrowness of the national borders. 

As i am still under the charm of the recent AzW 
congress and the exhibition on Soviet modernism21, 
both of which have shown how many unexpected 
directions can be explored in a  comparative con-
text, my point is that our architectural history is 
still problematic because its issues are insufficiently 
problematised comparatively and transnationally. 
since to a certain extent cee countries share a com-
mon background and past, networking and starting 
common projects becomes essential for surpassing 
our ignorance of each other, for developing a critical 
apparatus, for gauging our distinctiveness, and for 
writing our architectural histories. 

do we ask the right questions? i shiver when 
i recall george santayana’s frequently quoted words: 
Those who cannot remember the past are condemned 
to repeat it22. 
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