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Romania’s architectural heritage, with its regional character, originality 
and at the same time its similarities with other architectural styles, is a 
constituent element of the diversity and richness of European culture.  
Due to its geographical position, Romania forms a point of intersection 
and a bridge between western and eastern cultures. With its accession 
to the European Union at the beginning of this year, the country’s culture 
has also acquired a special significance and this examination of its 
architecture aims to shed light on a previously unknown area.  

 
The history of Romanian architecture begins with its anonymous structures. Its famous 
wooden churches and houses in particular were the result of a long development process 
involving the gradual perfecting of forms and proportions. Their importance as a source of 
inspiration was appreciated by Le Corbusier, notably, during his journey to the Orient in 
1911. 
 
Until the beginning of the 20th century, the historical provinces that constitute present-day 
Romania – Moldavia, Wallachia and Transylvania along with Banat and Bukovina – 
developed independently in terms of their culture, a fact which explains the complexity of 
Romanian architecture. 
 
Transylvania, Banat and Bukovina were influenced by the culture of the Austrian Empire, 
their political overlords between the middle of the 18th century and the end of the First World 
War. Baroque architecture therefore made its appearance here in the 18th century. This 
affiliation with the Austrian Empire gave rise to an artistic and architectural interrelationship 
between the regional styles and the main movements of the day and a strong connection 
was established with Vienna in particular. The capital of Banat, Timişoara, was known during 
this time as “Little Vienna”. The 19th century brought with it a rapid expansion of the towns 
and cities and classicism became the dominant style. 
 
The dimensions of the new buildings combined with a lack of well-trained local architects 
meant that foreign architects had to be brought into the region, and they brought their own 
style of architecture with them. Local architects were also sent west to train and absorbed the 
spirit of classicism there. 
 
Romanticism was introduced into the Romanian heartland of Wallachia and Moldavia by 
architects from countries where that style had already become established. Vienna-based 
architect Friedrich Schmidt, known for his numerous churches in many different countries in 
the Austrian Empire, also designed the Neo-Gothic-cum-Romantic Cathedral of St. Iosif in 
Bucharest. 
 
Between 1872 and 1883, architects Johann Schulz and Wilhelm von Doderer (father of the 
famous writer) worked on a summer residence for King Carol I, Peleş Castle in Sinaia, which 
is a unique blend of Gothic, Renaissance and Baroque styles.  
 
Shortly before the turn of the century, Transylvania aligned itself with the Central European 
mainstream once more with its adoption of eclecticism. Projects completed by the Vienna 
architectural studio of Helmer und Fellner during this period included theatres in Timişoara 
(1871–75), Iaşi, Cluj-Napoca (1904–06) and Oradea (1900).    
 
This style went on to manifest itself – with a marked time lag due to the region’s distance 
from the centre – in all the major towns and cities of Transylvania and Banat. Examples 
include the House of Industry and Commerce in Timişoara (Lászlo Székély, 1920) and the 
University of Cluj-Napoca (Kálmán Rimancóczy). 
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The unification of the Romanian principalities in 1859 was a historic milestone that proved to 
be the catalyst for a new phenomenon: generalised architectural development throughout the 
whole region. 
 
Following the Romanian principalities’ victory in 1877 in their war of independence against 
the Ottoman Empire, whose vassals they had been for centuries, Romania’s art and 
architecture came under a French cultural influence and French architects were summoned 
to work in Bucharest. 
 
As the capital of the new, independent country, the city came under great pressure to 
modernise and the next few years saw the completion of major projects such as the 
construction of wide north–south and east–west boulevards (based on the urban model 
developed by Haussmann in Paris). 
 
An important element in determining the precise form taken by a new style of architecture 
known as Jugendstil or Art Nouveau, which swept through the whole of Europe around the 
turn of the century, was “spirit of place”. This architecture became the emblem of Romania’s 
nationhood and national identity. In particular the Vienna Secession exercised an enormous 
influence in Transylvania, Bukovina and Banat through the work of architects from the 
Empire as well as that of local designers. 
 
Two buildings attributed to Otto Wagner (residential buildings in Timişoara and Sibiu) can be 
regarded as true “discoveries”. 
 
The interwar years 
Between the mid-1920s and the end of the Second World War, a host of first-class modern 
buildings sprang up throughout Romania which continue to dominate the architecture of 
Bucharest and other cities today. 
 
Two architects at least deserve a permanent place in any dictionary or history of modern 
architecture. The first is Marcel Iancu. Despite having made a name for himself as a member 
of the Zurich Dadaist movement, his architectural work has been largely neglected until now. 
After returning from Zurich he turned to architecture and in 1926 built Romania’s first 
modernist building. The designs for Villa Juster (1931) betray the influence of his earlier 
avant-garde sculptures. By the end of the Second World War, Iancu, who sought a 
connection in his architecture with the world of fine art, had realised 40 independent (and in 
part extremely original) buildings.     
 
The second is Horia Creanga, who claimed to have brought the modernist formal language 
into harmony with Romania’s rural building tradition and folk art. In terms of industrial 
architecture, Creanga has a similar significance for Romania as Peter Behrens for Germany. 
A long collaboration with Nicolae Malaxa, “Romania’s Krupp”, resulted in a series of 
outstanding administrative and manufacturing buildings.  
 
Looking beyond the work of Ianca and Creanga, a glance at Bucharest opens up a diversity 
of other buildings from modern boulevards lined with cinemas and banks (ARO Palace) to 
sweeping company headquarters (e.g. Magheru Boulevard). Developments post-1933 reflect 
the phenomenon of nationalism, which spread steadily through Europe. This is evident not 
least in the heaviness of the “official” architecture. This period ended with the chaos of the 
Second World War and the end of modernism. 
 
With the imposition of the communist regime under the Soviet occupation, the 
enthusiastic and liberal modernisation process, already shaken by the regimes of the late 
1930s and war period, ground to an abrupt halt. Like every other aspect of society, 
architecture was subjected to fundamental change. The interplay inherent in normal societies 
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between private and public interests, whose rules and tensions produce architecture and 
cities, was now abolished in favour of centralised planning and total control. 
 
This is worth remembering before attempting to consider typology or architectural styles. The 
new ideology, the enormous project of forming a new society and the totalitarian political 
system presupposed a planned economy in which the state was the sole designer, 
legislator, investor and executant. This entire period was characterised by a fluctuating 
political intensity (heavy pressure alternating with relative liberalisation) and reflects the 
pendulum-like nature of the system. 
 
Architects were transformed from freelance individuals into employees of enormous project 
institutes. Ideology and authority left only very limited freedom for discourse and praxis. And 
this was true of all spheres of life. 
 
Throughout the whole of the Eastern Bloc, destalinisation, which began in the mid-1950s, 
brought about new changes in architecture and urban development. But due to the relatively 
long time it takes to construct a building, architecture reacted more slowly than literature, for 
example. In the case of Romania, this sluggishness expressed itself less in the survival of a 
pure form of Socialist Realism than in the transition between this style and a rebirth of 
modernism. 
 
In the late 1980s a form of monumental postmodernism came to the fore that borrowed only 
stylistically from European examples. The large-scale project that brought together earlier 
developments and took them to a truly insane level was the so-called “Civic Centre” in 
Bucharest, which consisted of the gigantic “House of the People” and a five-kilometre-long 
boulevard which were incised brutally into the city. Two-fifths of the historic city centre 
including countless historical monuments were levelled. 
 
By the end of 1989 the monstrous project was still not finished, although the population’s 
ability to endure the steadily deteriorating situation clearly was. The December revolution put 
an end to the regime and with it the unfinished programme of destruction and rebuilding. 
 
1990–2006: freedom and fragments 
“Reform” and “liberalisation” had been forbidden words in Romania during the 1980s, which 
explains why the sudden, bloody fall of the regime in December 1989 led to an explosion of 
energies and a rebirth of private initiative. Of course traces of the past can be seen 
everywhere:  in the monostructures of the residential districts, in the industrial wastelands, in 
the insane proportions of Ceauşescu’s buildings, in the wounds that scar the towns and 
villages and also in people’s mentalities. But the way in which today’s territorial reality is 
unfolding is the exact opposite of the previous period. In place of the total hegemony of the 
state we see almost completely unrestricted development that no authority or planning 
regulations has yet succeeded in controlling. “Everyone is equal”, the elusive myth of real 
socialism, seems to have been replaced by the watchword “every man for himself”. 
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