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EMERGING FORCES IN BUCHAREST: An introduction

 The Beginnings, or what is all the fad on participation, com-
munity and (social) space?

 On Bucharest: the context, or why should we even have a 
discussion on Bucharest?
 
 The reseach question, or how did “What are the forces shap-
ing Bucharest”  become “What are the emerging forces in Bucharest?”

 

METHODOLOGY

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 Participation 
 (Common)(Public)(Social)(non) Space
 Community

CASE STUDIES

 (1)  - Matei David, Cismigiu Civic Innitiative Group: commu-
nity, participation, public policy

 (2) - A.R.C.E.N. Bucharest Catalogue: (public) space, build-
ing heritage, participation

 (3) - StudioBasar: alternative practice, participation, educa-
tion

CASE STUDIES DISCUSSION

CONCLUSION
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 The study focuses on Bucharest in the current socio-political 
and economic climate and tries to uncover different emerging forces 
resulted from various tensions, interactions, or needs, from a spatial 
perspective. Whilst I was born and brought up in Bucharest, I was for-
tunate enough to be able to study Architecture in the UK. In Sheffield 
School of Architecture I was surrounded with concepts regarding so-
cial activism, participation, community, social space, place-making, and 
poetics of space to name a few. As a natural progression, my MArch 
Dissertation comes as continuation of my Undergraduate Special 
Study, an auto-ethnographic enquiry on the Communist blocks and 
a poetic exploration into the family universe of a 68 sqm apartment 
in Bucharest. This paper comes as a response between my memories 
from childhood and adolescence, stemming from growing up in a 
city where everything was imposed, developed on arbitrary rules, thus 
resulting in an incoherent and alien urban form, and my current per-
ception of the city, as an outsider, an expat which might look back on 
it through romanticising goggles, when it seems like people have more 
autonomy and initiative in shaping their environment.
 I will start by presenting the current situation in Bucharest 
and discuss the corruption levels, as this will explain the chain of 
events which informed my decision of focusing on only 3 key concepts 
(participation, space, and community) when I was trying to explore 
and understand the city not only from an architectural perspective, but 
also sociological and anthropological and shaped my research question 
throughout my study. The dissertation is broadly split in a theoretical 
part, which acts as wider framework for the research, grouped as study 
cases. These parts will be tied in by my research process or methodol-
ogy, which will be explained in the following pages. 

Emerging forces of Bucharest - The Beginnings
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 The second one is the demolition of Hala Matache, event 
which berthed polarised opinions, but which is worth the mention as 
different social actors were involved2 and to me it was the moment 
when social activism gained momentum, as one of the NGOs  trans-
formed itself in a political party which subsequently threw its hat in the 
2016 Mayor elections and which further transformed itself into USR3, 
a party now holding seats in Parliament . It was the first major project 
which highlighted the danger in which the built environment is in.   
 Many of the groups then joined the 2013 Protests for Rosia 
Montana and soon it seemed like people were not reluctant to voice 
their needs, concerns, sorrows in the Square, as more protested in 
2014 for the Presidential elections. But the most painful event was the 
fire at the nightclub Colectiv, housed in a former industrial build-
ing. This was perceived as being one of the rawest manifestations of 
endemic corruption and its disastrous crippling effects (from building 
regulations to health and safety provisions and insufficient medical 
care structures). This was another turning point, where people became 
more and more aware about the systems. In 2017, when the govern-
ment was trying to pass a law decriminalizing major acts of corruption, 
abuse of power and fund embezzlement hoping that no one would 
notice, people did and took to the streets yet again.4 It seemed that the 
1990s events and the fears of those repercussions were past and people 
could finally voice their opinions in peace, without being oppressed 
by the government. However, in 2018, the Diaspora Protest was shut 
down by the armed forces (Gendarmerie), when the expats came to 
protest against the government.

2 ‘Home’ <https://platformamatache.ro/> [accessed 5 September 2018].
3 ‘Congres Uniunea Salvati România, Cu Usile Închise/ Nicusor Dan: Nu Avem Energie 
Pentru Un Congres Public - Mediafax’ <https://www.mediafax.ro/politic/congres-uni-
unea-salvati-romania-cu-usile-inchise-nicusor-dan-nu-avem-energie-pentru-un-congres-pub-
lic-15592023> [accessed 5 September 2018].
4 ‘Bucharest Nightclub Fire: PM and Government Resign after Protests | World News 
| The Guardian’ <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/nov/04/romanian-govern-
ment-resigns-nightclub-fire-victor-ponta> [accessed 5 September 2018]. 

 In September 2017, the EPRS (European Parliamentary 
Research Service) conducted a study on the prevalence of corruption 
and anti-corruption efforts in selected EU Member States. Romania 
was ranked 57 out of 176 countries, in the Worldwide Governance In-
dicator on Corruption, despite its anti-corruption efforts. The National 
Integrity assessment highlighted public information, financing of politi-
cal parties, public control of state-owned companies and legislation on 
conflicts of interests as problematic areas amongst others. The ongoing 
issue is not easily resolved, as laws meant to fight corruption are either 
inadequately implemented, inconsistent or redundant. Domestic 
corruption is widely acknowledged by the Romanian population and 
almost half believe it is worse than 10 years ago.1

 After almost 30 years since the Revolution, Romania still 
seems to be under an oppressive system, insular, oriented towards 
itself, with little real focus toward the common good. In the period 
between 1989 and the present day I will be focusing on just 7 major 
events where citizens attempted to make their voices reach governmen-
tal ears from the public squares. The first ones were the Mineriads, 
during the 1990s, for which I was not yet born, but which shaped the 
way I was brought up, as my Dad had experienced them first hand, 
and then bestowed upon me this endless sense of hopelessness and 
resignation. They occurred during peaceful, democratic protests and 
resulted in the authorities bringing in miners to forcibly disperse the 
crowds.

1 the Flash Barometer on the Cooperation and Verification Mechanism
(CVM) for Bulgaria and Romania 257 found that 93 % of Romanians viewed corruption as
a serious problem in 2016 and 45 % considered the situation worse compared to a
decade earlier.
Piotr Bakowski and Sofija Voronova, ‘EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service’, 
85.

On Bucharest: the contextOn Bucharest: the context



Revolution
1989

Mineriad
13-15 June 1990

peaceful protests were suffocated with violence through the help of miners.
the actors involved in the Mineriads are an interesting subject to further analyse, maybe to prove that 

the transition from Communism to Democracy in Romania is deeply blurred, culturally and ideological-
ly, which might have lead to the current state the country is in.

Buzesti - Berzei - Uranus Project
Hala Matache Protests

2012

Protests against the Rosia Montana Exploitation
2013

Protests after the Colectiv nightclub fire
2015

protests after nightclub fire tragedy, where people’s main slogam was “Corruption kills”
The Prime Minister resigned and a Dacian Ciolos was appointed as PM, until the 2016 Parliamentary 

elections

Romanian Protests
2017

protests after the Government tried to pass a law that would decriminalise corruption

Diaspora Protests in Bucharest
August 2018



- 17 -

 Based on all the aforementioned elements as well as starting 
from Lefebvre’s maxim of claiming the right to the city and to (social) 
space I began to be increasingly preoccupied by the question “ What 
are the forces shaping Bucharest?”. Through reading and speaking to 
people, it seemed that the most popular response was “the governing 
bodies”, a hard to portray multi-headed hydra which keeps on taking 
new shapes and faces. Henceforth, I decided to focus on the forces, 
or actors that seek change and shape Bucharest through their praxis, 
methods, or the networks they are creating and putting in place. 
The initial research question thus took on a new robe and made me 
focus more on the emerging forces and their impact on the social and 
spatial changes molding Bucharest.

The research question
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 The former aim of this study was to better understand and 
uncover “the forces” shaping Bucharest. Starting from Lefebvre’s 
slogan “(social) space is a (social) product”, I sought to understand its 
meaning and how much it applies in the Romanian context, especially 
in Bucharest. This slowly developed in a conversation beyond space or 
place, and concepts such as participation, community and commons 
revealed themselves as relevant, as I progressively started leaning 
towards the exploration of emerging forces that are currently shaping 
Bucharest and are resonating with the wider context. As I was focusing 
on Bucharest and different practices and tendencies, I was also trying 
to understand the wider theories, moreover Western ones, in order 
to frame and ground my study, albeit outside of it. In addition, this 
helped me better understand the mutations of these concepts which 
took place in the Romanian context and drew the communalities and 
differences. 
 One of the first challenges were time and being able to 
remotely understand a context from which I separated 6 years ago. In 
spite of my ambition to study one alternative architectural practice, two 
grassroots organisations, two professional associations, one private de-
veloper and two projects, due to the aforementioned constraints, I only 
managed to carry out primary research on one alternative architectural 
practice and one grassroots organisation. Through their looking glass, 
I managed to fit together the puzzle pieces that rendered the more or 
less full picture of the other actors I was yet to get in touch with.

 I was hoping that through my case studies and theoretical 
analysis, I will create a contemporary image of Bucharest, but as I am 
nearing the end of this research paper, I realise this gargantuan work 
needs more than two academic years and 5000 words. I have accepted 
this incomplete image of Bucharest and thus curated this Dissertation 
as reflection of the organic and fragmentary portrait on the forces that 
shape the city.

Methodology



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Participation



Participation

Sketch by StudioBasar, retrieved from http://www.studiobasar.ro/?p=6423
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 Doina Petrescu’s work is also anchored deep in participa-
tion, both as practitioner and theoretician, describing the process and 
the network created between participants as a “bricolaged structure”. 
As mentioned by De Carlo, she too talks about conflicts and contra-
dictions, but finds the structure able to “take risks, because nothing can 
be taken for granted when everything depends on the presence of all 
those involved”4

 Whilst the issue of participation has taken a new shape 
in the Western world, Peter Blundell Jones et al. considering it a 
buzzword in their “Architecture and Participation” and “another box 
among many to tick in order to get approval and funding”5, in Roma-
nia, especially in the countryside, it can still be found in its raw form. I 
remember, from the stories being told in my family about the not too 
distant past, how the members of the family used to build houses, be-
ing granted help by other people in the village. This process repeated 
as needed, thus resulting an organic and close knitted community and 
built environment. Only later, had I started to understand and unpick 
the similarities between these stories and the process Walter Segal 
used in building Lewisham. I would only like to mention that both cas-
es had masters whom were fully immersed and supported the process 
with their knowledge and experience, and ultimately, that there is a 
strong correlation between community and participation. 

 One might remark that there is a difference between urban 
and rural, bottom-up and top-down approaches when it comes to shap-
ing the built environment, but I do believe that through participation 
“people are to feel a sense of belonging to the world in which they live 
in”6 and that the most obvious difference would be the one of scale. 
I do believe that these hurdles can be overcome through different 
methods, either through “urban storytelling”, as Jeremy Till describes 
it, or through embracing the “bricolaged structure” as Doina Petrescu 
successfully discovered.

4 Doina Petrescu, Public Works: If You Can’t Find It Give Us a Ring : Working with 
Uncertainty towards a Real Public Space (Birmingham: Article Press in association with 
ixia PA, 2006) p. 86.
5 Architecture and Participation, ed. by Peter Blundell-Jones and Doina Petrescu (Lon-
don: Taylor & Francis, 2009) p. XII. 
6 Ibid. 

 In order to better understand the theoretical background in 
which “participation” sits, I sought to find its meanings in the writ-
ings of Doina Petrescu, Peter Blundell Jones, Jeremy Till, Susanne 
Hofmann and Giancarlo De Carlo. It was important to me to find 
theoreticians that practice architecture and are educators as well, as we 
will later see, the people I have interviewed will have had similar roles, 
even though they are placed in an Eastern context (Bucharest).

 In “Architecture is participation”, Susanne Hofmann starts 
by describing different participative practices and processes. Hofmann 
groups Alexander, Uhl, Kroll and Habraken Nikolaas under a partic-
ipation process within a framework set by the architect, “where they 
only develop a viable support system”1. This approach, to Geoffrey 
Broadbent and Reyner Banham signifies “too great a retreat from the 
profession’s responsability”2, even though unable to cope with the cre-
ative freedom, the users need the continuous support and involvement 
of the architects. Not too dissimilar, the participative process devel-
oped by Walter Segal and later by Peter Hubner, stand as examples 
where the architectural aesthetic is defined by the structure/making of 
the architecture. However, the whole system is designed by the archi-
tect with the user in mind and is directly involved in the process.
  Another approach Hofman notes, is theorised by Giancar-
do De Carlo, who positions himself between academia and practice 
and claims that there needs to be a shift in both their stances, the 
former being too removed from reality, whilst the latter “aligned with 
the economic and political powers [...] [but] distanced [...] from the 
general public”3. In De Carlo’s case, participation meant designing 
with and not for, the users. Hofmann seems to be the advocate of shar-
ing knowledge, of resulting cooperation in a shared space, as there can 
never be perfect consensus and what is vital to her is how to engage all 
the participants equally in the design process, in order to communicate 
and inform the decisions democratically. This is reflected in her work 
as Director of die Baupiloten and one of the techniques prevalent in 
her practice work is best described by Jeremy Till as “urban storytell-
ing”, where form follows fiction.

1 Susanne Hofmann, Susie Hondl, and Inez Templeton, Architecture Is Participation: Die 
Baupiloten: Methods and Projects (Berlin: Jovis, 2014) p. 12.
2 Ibid.
3 De Carlo, Giancarlo, Architecture’s Public cited in Susanne Hofmann, Susie Hondl, 
and Inez Templeton, Architecture Is Participation: Die Baupiloten: Methods and Projects 
(Berlin: Jovis, 2014) p. 12.  

ParticipationParticipation
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Berzei - Buzesti, Hala Matache sketches
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 Mark Francis et al. defines Public Spaces in the homony-
mous book as “channels for communication among members of a so-
ciety that may be supported, tolerated or abhorred by various political 
systems.”4 These spaces were part in forming and sustaining the social 
group, and sometimes even supported exercises of rights, which lead 
to political action.5

 Teresa Hoskyns tries to position the architect and archi-
tecture between the different shaping forces, whilst defining space in 
relation to these  and notes that:

 “Space is constructed from social relations, informal and formal - power 
and resistance and the democratic construction of space requires an equiv-
alence of these relations - architecture however tends to be located in the 
formal; public architecture is commissioned or agreed by the state; while 
this is always contested, architects are often forced to work with relations 
of power and no resistance.”6

 Furthermore, she draws the differences between public, 
private and common space, the latter being born and sustained by 
different laws. Agreeing with De Angelis, Hoskyns states that “com-
mons started after acts of sharing in public space or common customs 
became rights of that space”7. 
 To Doina Petrescu, Public Space has lost its meaning, 
seemingly becoming a token word (not too disimilar to community, 
emphasising the overlooked importance of the term public. Thus, Pe-
trescu, design activist, practicing architect, theoretician and co-director 
of a practice familiar with working with commons, demands for public 
space to be defined “in terms of its evolving relations, as a space in 
permanent mobility, not only physical, but also social and political”8

4 Public Space, ed. by Stephen Carr, Cambridge Series in Environment and Behavior 
(Cambridge [England] ; New York, NY, USA: Cambridge University Press, 1992) p. 34.
5 Ibid.
6 Teresa Hoskyns, The Empty Place: Democracy and Public Space, Routledge Research 
in Planning and Urban Design, First issued in paperback (London New York: Routledge, 
2016) p. 78.
7 Ibid.
8 Ibid. p. 80.

 My interest in participation and community might have 
stemmed from my upbringing, but ultimately, as an architecture 
student, notions of space and place are of outermost importance, as 
these are amongst the basic tools an architect needs to work with. 
What is the meaning behind them, how do they occur, how are they 
influenced, what shapes can they take or what is their importance, were 
questions that guided me throughout my research. 

 To draw the differences between space and place is yet 
again, far beyond the scope of this Dissertation, as it would overtake 
the discourse. But both “non-places introduction to an anthropology 
of supermodernity”, by Marc Auge and Michel de Certeau’s The 
Practice of Everyday Life stand as staple reads in the development of 
this dissertation. Whilst Auge explores the notions of “space”, “place”, 
“non-place”, “anthropological place” and defines space “as frequenta-
tion of places”. de Certeau establishes, in a similar fashion, that “space 
is a practiced place”.1 In the same book, Auge declares that

 “the spatial arrangements [...] express the group’s identity (its actual 
origins are often diverse, but the groupis established, assembled and united 
by the identity of the place)”2 

 This correlation between the group and the place proposed 
by Auge, could be linked to the notion of “(social) space”, as Lefebvre 
defines it in The Production of Space as 

“not a thing among other things, nor a product among other products, 
rather, it subsumes things produced, and encompasses their relationships 
in their coexistence and simultaneity”.3 

 I was interested in the state of public space in Bucharest, 
what defines it and what meaning it has in the contemporary context. 
Once again, by analysing different theories, in order to understand 
the underlying question, that of (public) space in Bucharest, I came to 
realise that concepts such as shared, social or even non-spaces could 
be found in the city. 

1 Marc Augé, Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity, 2nd 
English language ed (London ; New York: Verso, 2008) p. 85.
2 Ibid. p. 45.
3 Henri Lefebvre and Donald Nicholson-Smith, The Production of Space, Social Space, 
Nachdr. (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 2011) p. 73.

(Common)(Public)(Social)(non) Space(Common)(Public)(Social)(non) Space
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Dan Perjovschi, My City, My wall
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  “Thus, man’s nature is sociable through his spiritual structure 
even before a real relationship has been established. In other words, the  
  individual is not sociable because one lives in society, but because society 
dwells within one. He is sociable (through) his very spiritual framework. 
This is the nature of sociological apriorism. However, sympathy as a fact 
only occurs in the presence of similar individuals through association. 
Therefore, the fundamental social construct which constitutes the pri-
mordial element of any society is not the individual, but the connections  
born of sympathy. (...) A society, in its most rudimentary form, is a group 
of people tied together through these fundamental emotions, especially 
through sympathy which leads to a shared likelihood and the creation 
of unity of the individuals. This unity is then naturally labelled by us as 
being a solid unity. This is the fundamental building block of social life. 
“3 

 In 1994 Vintila Mihailescu carried out an anthropological 
study which consisted of interviewing the inhabitants of one block of 
flats. Together with his colleagues, they discovered different types of 
social groups and communities within the block, but what prevailed 
was the interviewees’ definition of community. Most associated the 
organicity and spontaneity of the village with the notion of commu-
nity, whereas the city represented to them just a “bunch of housing 
blocks”4.
 Whilst the aforementioned theories around community 
are not exhaustive, they serve as an initial framework from which I 
proceeded in building this dissertation’s body of research. They were 
useful in unpicking similar tendencies between West and East and to 
better frame and understand what community means in Bucharest’s 
case. As we will see in the following pages, the case studies touch on 
the idea of community and how it is born in Bucharest, the term’s 
significance in the post-communist and modern era.

3 D. Gusti, La Science de La Réalité Sociale (Alcan, 1941) pp. 54-55, translated into 
English by Sergiu Dragomirescu
4 Translated by Sergiu Dragomirescu from “In primul rand, satul are o organicitate care 
pare sa lipseasca orasului. G., care defineste orasul ca pe o aglomerare de locuinte, vorbeste 
despre sat ca despre o comunitate”
Mihailescu, Vintila, et al. ‘Blocul Intre Loc Si Locuire’, Scribd <https://www.scribd.com/
document/78641437/Blocul-Intre-Loc-Si-Locuire> [accessed 25 September 2018].

 Vintila Mihailescu1 has been teaching Anthropology, 
Sociological Studies of the Family and Social Communities amongst 
other subjects at the National University of Political Studies and Public 
Administration in Bucharest. I sought to find the meaning of commu-
nity within the Romanian context through reading Vintila Mihailescu’s 
findings. In his handbook, used as framework for teaching the Social 
Communities module, he mentions Ferdinand Tonnies’ distinction 
between society (Gesellschaft) and community (Gemeinschaft), as 
two distinct social groups. Tonnies regards the community as a living 
organism, based on spontaneous/ natural relations, unlike the society, 
a mechanical bundle of artificial relations. To him the way the commu-
nity is shaped is not a result of a dynamic interaction with society, but 
a remnant of its primordial form, an abstract and universal term for 
pre-modern society. 

 Reiner de Graff also starts from the society-community 
dichotomy in his “from CIAM to Cyberspace: Architecture and the 
Community” paper, describing the community as a “straightforward 
notion, defined through spatial proximity in an orderly progression of 
scales: the neighbourhood, the city and the nation”2. He disregards 
socio-political, economic and psychological factors and introduces the 
notions of space and proximity in his definition. 

 On the other hand, Mihailescu mentions Weber’s work on 
“communities without proximity” and declares that the notion of space 
and proximity as pieces of a whole that is community, has been ques-
tioned and widely denied by sociologists. Thus following Weber’s the-
ory, he concludes that that community is not only a process, but that it 
is also depends on culture rather than structure and on the common 
goal and common sense of the defining members of that community. 

 It is also worth noting the work of Romanian sociologist and 
ethnologist, Dimitrie Gusti, in order to see whether there is a specific 
vision on what community is. In his La science de la realite sociale 
[The science of Social Reality], he uses the term “social unity” for 
“community” and hypotesizes:

1 23 May 1951, leading Romanian cultural anthropologist, Head of the Sociology Depart-
ment, and Professor at the National University of Political Studies and Public Administra-
tion
2 Graaf, Reinier de. “The Community Issue FROM CIAM TO CYBERSPACE: ARCHI-
TECTURE AND THE COMMUNITY.” OMA, oma.eu/publications/hunch-the-commu-
nity-issue [accessed 7 June 2018]

CommunityCommunity
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(1)

 Matei David,
Cismigiu Civic Innitiative Group

 community, participation, public policy



Photo courtesy of Grupul de Initiativa Civica Cismigiu,
retrieved from https://www.facebook.com/Cismi.Civic/
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 I met Matei David on the 19th of July, on Ion Brezoianu 47-49, 
after Alex Axinte from StudioBasar mentioned his work to me and put me in 
contact with him. After a brief discussion over the phone, we agreed to meet, 
for an informal walk-around and a more in-depth discussion about Bucha-
rest.
I came prepared with my audio recorder, page filled with questions to ask 
and the ethics form agreement for him to fill in and sign. Little did I know 
that he had prepared an itinerary and a narrative to help present the work of 
the Community Association. I had to quickly adapt to the new setting of my 
working environment, occasionally taking notes, on my phone or a scrap of 
paper, as prompts to remember our discussion when I had to later put our 
discussion down in writing.

 Matei is an Architect, founder of the Cismigiu Community 
Association, former student and collaborator of StudioBasar, working with 
A.R.C.E.N for Bucharest Catalogue, as Project Manager. 
 Before graduating from University, he took a gap year and moved 
into Casa Carol 53, together with some of his colleagues. They wanted to 
“squat” in a building, but within legal limits. The house was in a poor state, 
not having been maintained, as its ownership was disputed in Court, after 
nationalisation. After it was given back to its rightful owner, he discovered 
that it was too costly to maintain. However, with the help of Serban Sturdza 
and with the owner´s accord, they moved into the house, acting as “artists in 
residence”, maintaining and improving the house. Now they moved out, but 
Casa Carol 53 still lives on as a Cultural Centre, holding exhibitions, events, 
workshops, to name a few.

 Soon after, he moved near Cismigiu Park and founded the Cismi-
giu Community Association, as a result of the things he learnt from StudioBa-
sar, after unraveling interesting historical facts about the area (Blocul Liric 
- the Lyrical Block), and after he wondered how to get to know his neighbors.

G
rupul de Inițiativă Civică Cișm

igiu

Cișmigiu - Civic Innitiative Group
- catchment area -

Artichoke Cafe Garden Romfilatelia 
1&2

Lyrical Block Garden Dr. Sion
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 He continued his story about the neighborhood, Cismigiu and 
Blocul Liric. Whilst I was compelled by his story, I awkwardly interrupted 
him to read the information sheet and sign the consent form as agreement to 
take part in the research. By now I had realised that this was not going to be 
a by-the-book interview. To delve back into the discussion, we talked about 
my interest in community and participation and the situation of public space 
in Bucharest and brought up one of the questions I had long thought about 
before the day. It was about the sense of community and the meaning of the 
word in the post-communist and contemporary context of Bucharest. To 
Matei, a trained Architect, soon after he moved to Cismigiu, it was important 
to know the history of the place, to understand the connections and relations 
between the people and the meaning and importance of the Park for the peo-
ple living in the area. It did not take a long time to ask himself why the block 
he was living in had no number and had a different name than the standard. 
He soon found out the place where the block sits now used to be the house 
of nobleman Costache Ghica, the younger brother of the Prince of Wallachia 
(1822-1828). The Mansion later went under the State’s ownership and was 
the headquarters of the Ministry of Culture until the 1900s when it became 
the Lyrical Theatre. It was destroyed by air raids during the Second World 
War and in its place, the current block was built as it stands today.

G
rupul de Inițiativă Civică Cișm

igiu

Lyric Block, The Gardens and The Walls

Lyrical Block The Wall
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The first event  that took place in Lyrical Block’s garden was “Painting the 
wall between the people”1, where anthropologists, artists, architects and 
sociologists, to name a few, were involved in organising it. Matei’s interest 
was to understand if people thought the area had an identity, what were the 
drawbacks as well as the advantages of living nearby the park, what can be 
improved and to gather feedback on the event. They found out that people 
wanted a space they could share for different activities, that there was an 
innate need to get to know each other, that they enjoyed participating in 
workshops and having the opportunity to interact with other people living in 
the area. To me, the event was a complex participative project. As an ad-hoc 
multidisciplinary think tank, not only did they put together a questionnaire 
to survey the area and better understand the community needs (even to 
understand whether there was a community), but they also brought together 
people that helped paint the wall and planted the barren garden encircled by 
the block. 
After this initiative, they realised that trying to resolve issues surrounding Cis-
migiu Park were at a scale that they were not able to tackle yet as an organisa-
tion. Therefore, they sought funding that would help increase the awareness 
on the public space around the blocks, by involving the community, and 
finding ways of mitigating the pollution through helping the urban ecosystem. 
The project “The garden with people” received the grant offered by “The 
IKEA fund for the urban environment”. Here, Matei smiles and tells me that 
he is thankful to StudioBasar for having taught him how to write a funding 
application. It used to be quite hard to receive funding and corporations 
used to allocate funds as a PR strategy, but now there are organisations that 
centralise those funds and organise competitions, acting as a buffer between 
the applicant and the founding bodies. He mentioned CERE and AFCN. To 
me the difference between the size of private investment and the size of any 
community projects seemed disproportionate, but Matei reminded me that 
there was next to no interest for the Mayor to collaborate with communities 
and that CERE and AFCN help bridge that gap.

1 The title of the event is a metaphorical one, referring to both the physical as well as the imaginary 
wall that is separating people. The aim of the event was to bring people together, in this case, the 
wall becoming the binding agent. 
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“The garden with people” will run over 3 years and has 4 sections: urban 
apiculture, landscape, noise pollution and ornithology. They chose 4 key 
public spaces, the Garden Romfilatelia 1&2, the Garden in the Lyrical Block 
and the Garden on Dr. Vasile Sion Street. These spaces are suitable for 
testing at a smaller scale and see how the community evolves around them, 
before this type of practice is going to be applied to the wider park. The noise 
pollution appeared to be a cause of concern for the community, but they felt 
like they had no power to make a change about it, as it was mostly caused by 
the events organised by the Mayor (mainly as a PR move to supposedly show 
their involvement in the urban life, through populist concerts and markets 
that take over the park without considering the real needs of its users). With 
the help of this fund, they were able to purchase a noise recorder, that had 
to be registered and approved by the Council, for its data to be taken into 
account. They are working on a map that will prove that some of the events 
organised by the Council surpass the legal noise levels. What was interesting 
to me, was the whole process they had to go through to prove that these 
events were not fit for the park, nor were they desired by the community 
and how the Council ignored or used incoherent legislation to overlook the 
citizens’ demands. Furthermore, another example of how politicians operate 
was narrated to me through an anecdote. During one of the days at Street De-
livery, the then Mayor, Sorin Oprescu could smell a foul scent coming from 
one of the gardens. Someone told him that in a nearby courtyard, someone 
is growing pigs. Puzzled at the fact that someone could be raising animals in 
the city centre, he soon passed a law that would prohibit raising, or any form 
of husbandry within individual households, for any animals and birds for the 
purpose of obtaining food, skins, furs or transportation, as well as bees, silk 
worms and any related creatures with the exception of pets.  The Group’s 
research found out that the urban environment is more and more suitable 
for bees, as the herbicides used in agriculture are highly harmful to the bees 
and these levels are lower in Bucharest. With the help of the Reasearch and 
Development Institute for Apiculture in Bucharest and lawyers they further 
looked into the legislation and found out that due to its incoherence and the 
lack of law enforcement , they could bring the bees back into the city, without 
being fined or prosecuted.
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Just before we left the Dr. Sion Garden I asked Matei what are the forces 
shaping Bucharest, in his opinion? He laughed and replied wihtout taking 
any second to consider his response: “the council, of course”. We then 
moved to this maverik cafe under the arches and continued our off the 
record conversation on Bucharest, the Romanian Order of Architects, the 
architectural practice and education in Romania. The warm summer rain 
started falling and I had finished my herbal tea before Matei had to hurry 
back to his other job, managing the Bucharest Catalogue for A.R.C.E.N.
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A.R.C.E.N.

ASOCIATIA ROMANA PENTRU CULTURA, EDUCATIE SI NORMALITATE

CATALOG DE BUCURESTI
(BUCHAREST CATALOGUE)



 

  I chose to study this project as it intrigued me to see that such an ample was initiated 
by someone whose background is not in architecture, nor the built environment. In addition, it 
is a good example of participation and community, of a complex system and network acting as 
support. This project might not yet be a force influencing Bucharest, but it is definitely an emerging 
one. The steady growth and portfolio expansion of A.R.C.E.N. are here to testify that.

 In addition to the interactive map, they are producing Good Practice Guides, for each 
conservation area, which will contain alternative solutions to already proposed ones, as well as 
a call to all the professionals living in the area to offer guidance and professional support to the 
community they live in, should anyone need any advice 
The aim of the project is to map and inventory approximately 14500 buildings from 98 historical 
heritage areas by 2020. The data will be collated and fed back into an interactive map, where infor-
mation on the address, seismological appraisal status, photographs of the building, blueprints and 
qualitative information will be made available.  

 A.R.C.E.N. was one of the first non-governmental organisations to create awareness 
around the endangered built heritage as well as on the uniqueness and emotional heritage of each 
neighbourhood in Bucharest. It was founded around 2006 by Edmond Niculusca, as a result of 
a fundraising campaign to help the restoration of Scoala Centrala (Central School), designed in 
1851 by Ion Mincu. It steadily grew, with its portfolio of activities expanding to a number of civic 
initiatives. Apart from a handful of core permanent members, such as the president, vice-president 
and the administration representatives, the organisation expands or contracts on a project-by-pro-
ject basis, being mainly supported by volunteers. As the organisation gained momentum, with 
its member’s ever growing  awareness of the built and emotional heritage of Bucharest and with 
the city’s important fabric either being demolished or purposely left to decay, in 2017 they started 
one of their most ample ongoing projects, “Catalog Bucuresti” (Bucharest Catalogue). This is an 
unprecedented effort of inventorying all the listed buildings in the heritage areas with the purpose 
of preserving the built environment, refurbishing buildings that are in danger of collapsing, as well 
as updating the existing records in accordance with what is happening on site.  

 To me this is a prime example of a grassroots movement. Another aim of the project is 
to influence policy regarding the built heritage, but as Edmond Niculusca puts it, if by the end of the 
project nothing changes, at least there will be an archive of what Bucharest used to be.

 

 “At a national level we only know about the status of the cultural heritage 
for roughly 30% of the buildings. In fact, there is no designated status for the buildings 
in Bucharest’s protected areas.”

“We decided that in 2018, after we make further progress with our data collection, 
correction and  database entry processes, we will begin transforming or at least trying 
in the case of certain protected areas, to involve and inform the community. The pro-
tected areas could become communities. They could be the new neighbourhoods, the 
new groups of people that have to understand the potential that lies in their protected 
areas, including economic potential and what losses would be incurred because of 
the state of the built heritage. It’s also a matter of education. This project is about 
changing ways of thinking.”

“First of all, we establish the address. Although it may seem strange, most of the time 
not even the addresses in Bucharest are as they should be. [...] We first of all draw up 
an inventory of the addresses on site, cross-referencing them with the address names 
in the Bucharest City Hall approved official street guide. We then check if the building 
has been seismically appraised . [...] We afterwards check for labelled/unlabelled 
buildings. And we then make labelling proposals that are subsequently analysed by  
experts. [...] We create an inventory for the functions, services, existing  trade and 
abandoned spaces.”

“These statistics, analysis will ultimately hopefully help in providing necessary 
justification for gaining access to funds. [...] The inventory should be able to gener-
ate enough pressure, resulting in the change of regulations around protected area 
status and to bring into public discussion the topic of protected areas. [...] This will 
become a vital archive for the historical legacy and it will be created between 2017 
-2020, especially if Bucharest will be “cleansed” of unstable buildings after a potential 
earthquake”



 This project is supported by 100 volunteers and 30 heritage experts, being co-financed 
by OAR and AFCN and sponsored by BASF and Semmelrock . It is also being ran in partnership 
with the National Heritage Institute, L’Institut Francais and The Arts Partnership. 

 This project comes years after the Berzei-Buzesti-Uranus project, which caused a major 
rift inside the profession and mutilated the city in a similar manner the dictatorship used to before 
1989. I believe Catalog Bucuresti, will not only act as an aggregator between what is happening on 
site, on a social as well as built level, and the establishment, where important decisions are being 
made. But it will also help in changing the perspective on certain areas in the city, as well as raising  
awareness on their frailty, importance and potential. Unlike the Matache area, the information will 
be available to the wider public, all the interested parties being able to access the information in 
order to gain an informed opinion, and if need be, to act diligently.

“[...] I think we should act pre-emptively. We need to clarify the area regulations, figure 
out what the rules mean. “

“The Old Calea Mosilor has all of these arguments. It is a dirty, rat-riddled area with 
a high collapse risk and it is home to a lot of people facing social challenges. There 
are a lot of social issues in the area. The same can be said about Calea Calarasilor, 
unfortunately. Calea Calarasilor is another sad example for Bucharest. We haven’t 
gotten around to creating an inventory for this area but there has been a lot of talk in 
Bucharest’s town hall about enlarging Calea Calarasilor. This is an unfinished inter-war 
era project that was then taken over by Ceausescu’s regime, left unfinished still and 
which is now again in the limelight similarly to how the Matache area used to be. They 
stopped investing here because the boulevard is going to be enlarged. And in order to 
enlarge a street and to destroy and strip the buildings lining it of their historical mon-
ument status is a form of 21st century insanity. [...] We need to create a critical mass 
that will be able to discuss, to impose the topic of heritage and its importance and val-
ue on the public agenda. Because the built heritage is a very important non-renewable 
city resource. It can generate revenue, gather communities, create a lot of elements 
and this is why we need to talk about it, to be informed, to know very clearly what we 
are working with. Everybody has a general opinion about Bucharest, but we do not 
have a concrete opinion off the back of which we can start an informed discussion.”

All the quotations belong to Edmond Niculusca and were retrieved and translated by the author of 
this Dissertation, from the interview he gave to Rfi Romania on the 27.11.2017.
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conversations with studiobasar



 The following pages are the transcript of the interview I took as part of my research. 
Alex Axinte and Cristi Borcan are the founders of StudioBasar, their practice unique character being 
visually expressed through this Case Study’s layout. The phrases highlighted in yellow are impor-
tant for this Dissertation and should be counted as part of the body of work, whereas everything 
else acts just as support to frame the entire interview. In a similar manner, StudioBasar’s portfolio 
consists of both work on the fringe of architecture, as well as traditional architectural design. 
Through this interview, StudioBasar’s approach to participation and community will emerge, as we 
will discuss their architectural praxis, the status of the architectural profession and education in the 
contemporary socio-political context of Bucharest. 

 Being active for the past 12 years in the conversation on the public space, it might ap-
pear that StudioBasar’s status as an emerging force might be long overdue, but the networks they 
have set up and the public institutions they have established, have only just recently started to take 
roots.

 The interview was recorded in Romanian, conducted and later translated in English by 
the author of this study. 

CC: Cristina Carcanescu
AA: Alex Axinte

CB: Cristi Borcan

July 2018, Bucharest



CC: […] I was thinking about starting our conversation on the 
topic of participation.

AA :  May I ask a question ? Something one never does. The ul-
timate question, seeing that you are working with practitioners, 
the question might throw you off a bit. Let me ask you this: how 
did you end up contacting us and why do you think StudioBasar 
is an active force? Meaning that, out of everyone else, out 
of, I don’t know, 10 000 Romanian-based architects and then out 
of thirty-something Bucharest based ones which are involved in 
various practices - why didn’t you reach out to *?* Stefan? Why 
didn’t you reach out to Sturdza? Why didn’t you visit ADNBA – 
and what I mean by this is: how do you see us from where you are 
based, even if you are from here but professionally speaking you 
have more of an external view. Why do you see us as being a rel-
evant practice as well as what niche would you include us in and 
how do you find it? 

cB:  And to add to what Alex just asked - and I really hope 
we are not going to be the only ones asking the questions – but 
to add to Alex’s question, we are referring to ourselves, as we 
are beingperceived in the wider context of architecture and of 
architects. And perhaps this is what you wanted to ask but you 
didn’t mention it as such – are you referring to our projects as 
you know them – seeing that you’ve been to the presentation and 
have taken a closer look?  Why do you believe we are the force 
[someone is knocking at the door], not amongst architects, but 
within the current context, apologies I need to get this [some-
one brought brownies from the restaurant downstairs] 

[...]

CC:  I came across Evacuating the Ghost and this is how I 
discovered that [StudioBasar] is a practice that works with real 
situations and with what is going on in the public space. In 
short, this is how I came across you and started having an in-
terest in what you’re doing. Hm, of course, there are other ar-
chitecture firms, as you mentioned – ADNBA and I also knew about 
Republics of Architects, where I went for a two weeks practice 
stage. However, I feel that they fall under that category of a 
somewhat standard architectural practice where the client comes 
to you and gives you certain directions that you follow to the 
letter. At the same time, to me, with an external vantage point, 
you seem to test things or that you are seeing certain opportu-
nities and are trying to do something outside of what your Mincu 
architectural education imparted… I hope this answered the ques-
tion.

(...)

CB:  OK, so the first half is a question and the second half 
is why you consider that…

CC:  that you are a force?

CB:  I mean yeah, maybe this is the word 

AA:  That we take action, because you might say that one is 
only reactive, it can be just that you know?

CB:  The force is like in Star Wars, you know, just a thing 
that the Jedi had and that, for example in any given context a 
number of characters have, some powerful characters, yes, force 
is linked to power 

AA:  Well you know, in Star Wars, the underdogs…

CB:  [babble] The establishment

CC:  True, True 
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AA:  No, the establishment was the Empire

CC:  Yeah, but there’s also the Resistance 

CB:  The Resistance is made up of two-three wimps, a little 
robot, the green eared guy and some marginal characters so to 
speak 

CC:  I mean, I’m thinking that in a way you need to start 
somewhere and adapt as you go. Moreover, the idea of community 
also leads to resilience and if this community does not receive 
any sort of professional support, I don’t know, from an archi-
tect or an urbanist for example, who might explain to them cer-
tain systems and processes then they wouldn’t be able to do any-
thing.  And from what I read about your practice and the way in 
which you act, you are offering your professional knowledge and 
experience and are collaborating with these people that would 
otherwise not know how to act. And this is, in itself, a sort of 
force: the fact that you are somewhat giving them the power to 
navigate through a world in which they wouldn’t 

cB:  What I wanted to add is that, at least this is how I 
feel, but I also spoke to Alex about it.I believe that, although 
this space, what we’ve been doing for the last 10 years, I mean 
we’ve been around for 12 years but let’s say that our current 
model has been around for around 10 years, the changes that 
we’ve brought about are at a very small level and that’s why 
this is a bit… 

AA:  But in which one out of the two? 

cB:  In the second one 

AA:  In the second one, but what about the first one? 

cB:  Sure, the scale is also an issue but maybe now’s not the 
time to talk about it 

AA:  I think it is…

CB:  You see, something that concerns us quite a bit is that, 
ultimately, we are not a very large group.We haven’t expanded at 
all, we are the same size we were 12 years ago. Obviously, we’re 
working with a lot of people both professionally and in prac-
tice but there is an issue, not a problem, an issue regarding 
our lack of growth. I don’t know if you can only gain influence 
through growth. I mean you can also obviously gain it through a 
network. 

AA:  Through collaborators, yeah. I mean we can argue that the 
number of collaborations have gone up.

CB:  They have, yes.

AA:  They expanded both in nature and duration.

cB:  Yeah, but they are very fragile because others who are 
in the same situation as us, let’s say other architects that we 
could work with, are  also impacted by this social, economic and 
political environment specific to Bucharest, and not necessari-
ly to Romania, but categorising Bucharest that makes for these 
networks to be extremely fragile 

AA:  And in the early stages

cB:  And they have been in the early stages for a very long 
time. I mean these beginnings are being kept frozen in time

AA:  It’s also important to look at the context. You can’t 
just say that the fault lies withthe context but the context 
does play a critical role for the other practices as well, be-
cause I don’t believe we are the only ones who noticed certain 
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things. 

Perhaps we are amongst the few who had, so to speak, the luxury 
of trying certain things as a sort of professional and personal 
luxury, meaning that I don’t really think that we were the only 
ones to say “aha, so this is an alternative” while the others 
remained blind and kept on, as you said, simply providing ser-
vices. But perhaps it would be better, before we start mixing 
everything together, before we go into answering these questions 
to talk about what you saw during our Sandwich presentation. I 
don’t know what you’ve seen before Evacuating the Ghost and per-
haps it would be good to…it’s been hard for us as well, we are 
being invited in an area, like the one we are in now, in which 
we’re tempted to repeat a certain kind of speech, while other 
areas are getting ignored. So, and I don’t know how to start, 
this bit regarding independence, dependence. So, we are – this 
is how you start no? – We are a design office and we never speak 
about this design office, ok? We are an ltd, we have an ltd, 
right?

cB:  A company yeah 

AA:  That pays VAT and offers services to various clients in 
the classic design office tradition and in the current post-rev-
olutionary Romanian context – like anyone else.

cB:  At a small scale.

AA:  I’m not talking about the scale, I’iim just referring to 
the setup yeah? As far as clients go we have the same sort of 
clients as, let’s say, most design offices. Meaning that we’ve 
worked with individual clients, families, real estate develop-
ers, homebuilders, larger structures, so not with the client di-
rectly but through a third party, for example we’ve worked with 
local authorities directly, how to say this? Directly through 
certain design mechanisms such as urban, area and detailed plan-
ning structuresaccessible through commissions, or having the 
local political authorities as clients. You provide the design 
part and they are paying you. Therefore, we have a certain vi-
sion, knowledge and experience about how things work.

cB:  We have a certain experience, not a vision.

AA: Yeah, we also have a practice so we know how these things 
work. Indeed, we’re not a 10 people strong office and maybe we 
haven’t done industrial architecture but we’ve had a certain 
exposure to these elements and have a pretty wide exposure of…
so this would be one aspect of it, this architectural office 
element so to speak. As far as being independent goes, of doing 
projects together with, I don’t know, arts festivals and other 
festivals and galleries in general that we’ve worked with-so if 
we’re talking about public spaces - all of the projects were or-
ganised in a very formal framework and everything was being paid 
on a contractual basis and some of them were even a call for 
projects so they were being screened and the whole process was 
very formal. They might seem to come out of the blue but every-
thing happening behind them was pretty structured. I wanted to 
make a sort of overview so that we can move on from this side, 
this practice bit, with the pool. 

(...)

cB:  No, I would just like to add that, apart from the fact 
that, and because you’ve brought up the dog sheltersthis was a 
very punctual thing.We’ve never really done guerrilla architec-
ture

AA:  True, true

cB:  Even with all the festivals where we’ve been invited or 
the interventions for various projects. Everything has been le-
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gal and we wanted to be legal because if we stop to think about 
it, we’ve had a classic architectural education in which we’ve 
been told that the architect has a responsibility and if you 
want to do something – another thing we realised against the 
backdrop of our classic architecture practice - you will need 
to work in a formal manner, and not so much formal as legal, I 
would like to add.

AA:  And we were working legally but what we tried to do was 
to hack as much as possible, so we were using the rules.

CB:  Or we would short-circuit 

(...)

cB:  Just to conclude here. This is all I have to say: what 
I meant was that we never did guerrilla architecture and not 
because we didn’t want to but because we decided this from the 
get-go, maybe not as a statement, but we engraved it in our DNA 
so to speak

AA:  Well, some things were covered by this safe arts festival 
bubble in which they would get a licence but we wouldn’t do any-
thing without their approval. I mean, I don’t know, if someone 
invited us to the festival and they didn’t want us go ahead with 
something we proposed then the proposal would be scrapped. Our 
relationships with the clients were not very far from the clas-
sic ones. We just tried to reinterpret them as much as possible, 
as you said before, we would initiate various things but within 
a set framework. We weren’t completely breaking away from reali-
ty. 

(...)

AA:  We would sometimes have a vision that would come from 
before and had a specific purpose for which we found an opportu-
nity to further develop it.  But wait, there was another catego-
ry, the institutional one in which we were active so that we had 
a certain weight. I taught in school for three years and was a 
member of the Prahova Order, in the ruling board of the profes-
sion.

(...]

AA:  I mean, while the pool was being built all of these 
things were happening at the same time in a way. When we’re 
talking about one project it seems as if the others didn’t exist 
you know? 

CB:  People might see us as being activists, but it’s really 
hard for us to identify with this. I mentioned it once or twice 
in some presentations, but we do not define ourselves as being 
activists or artists. 

[...]

CB:  It’s because what we’re doing is highly visible. First 
and foremost, it takes less time to complete, compared to your 
standard architectural projects, which might take years from 
concept to realisation. Because They have a quick turnover, the 
reactions take place almost instantaneously, magazines also 
write about them at the same time, you can see them emerging and 
people using them. With a building, it’s harder to get the same 
reaction, it is a long process...

AA:  The subject

cB:  The subjects

AA:  When a client invites you, you can’t, however simply com-
ment on the public space, it’s harder
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cB:  And to continue on the subject, because we were able to 
theorise, as this was a quite rapid process, a process allowing 
you to make this critique, the one Alex mentioned. I mean if you 
want to design a museum you can talk about it only after between 
3 and 5 years. 

AA:  Yeah, our projects are all in the now 

cB:  And, I’m sorry, it might be the case that you need to 
design e series of 5 museums in order to figure out what museum 
are about, but now with small size contemporary interventions 
you can design 10 within 3 years 

AA:  And, to wrap up the institutional chapter, I mentioned 
the school, the professional organization, not to mention that 
we have a right of stamp [n.a. the right of stamp means that 
they are registered architects] and what’s more, we’ve been in-
volved in coordinating the entire profession. More on the pro-
fessional front, we’ve taken part in competitions and panels, 
we’ve acknowledged the formal structure of the profession. We 
went to the Architectural Annual with the first project we did 
for the public space, and we won an award. Wewere recognised by 
the profession during a time when there wasn’t even a category 
for the work we were doing.

CB:  Oh, and what’s also very interesting is that we were 
featured in the interior and object design category while our 
project was about installations in the public space

AA:  So in a sense we were trying, perhaps by adhering to 
certain rules, norms, as you would accept that there is a law 
of urbanism, to hack them, to lead them towards a specific area, 
towards a specific subject, such as architecture as temporary 
installations. In order to show this we were taking part in the 
Architectural Biennale and we would just show up with a proj-
ect. And after we started winning awards, it meant that we were 
no longer two guys that were circling the profession, we were 
in the thick of it. This happened because in a way, ourselves 
as well as others such as critics for example pushed for it. In 
2009 they published a dossier at the Architectural Biennale even 
if we hadn’t built anything for the previous 3 years but they 
published our dossier because it was along the lines of their 
message. This is how it all took off

cB:  Stefan Ghenciulescu in particular

AA:  [mentiones some intelligible names] At the same time 
things were happening internationally as well. Something simi-
lar was taking place in Venice, but they were heading towards 
mainstream and the processes coincided. But this is not a lin-
ear evolution, it starts and then it’s influenced by something, 
several things happen at the same time in several areas. […] 
You should know that in our case this wasn’t planned, perhaps 
not lately but in the beginning there was this sensation that 
something’s not right within the profession, that something was 
wrong between the profession and the context. Meaning that we 
were only offering a service and we were unable to comment upon 
anything. We had already developed a taste for it, we realised 
that you can also do things differently, not only according to 
the classic design process. If you only get paid for a set task 
and you don’t have any liberty of input, it becomes frustrating 
[…]

cB:  But wait a moment, we’re getting off topic

AA:  We’re getting around to participation 

[...]

AA:  We somehow managed to get to participation through art 
installation in the public space, not through architecture. But 
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we slowly managed to turn it around and bring it back to archi-
tecture.

cB:  Wait let’s find an easy way to map this out: we were in-
vited at the Arts Festival, to do something in the public space 
for three days, but we always had at the back of our minds how 
to make what we’re doing last for the rest of the year. Through 
doing these installations we realised there were two contexts: 
the no man’s land, the maidan and the human context. We realised 
that everything you’re doing has people surrounding it. We dis-
covered the people!

AA:  haha, yes, the people! Even though in the beginning we 
were trying to figure out how to make something that would last, 
desire which stems from our education and from being used to re-
gard architecture as something permanent, we realised afterwards 
that what we were doing could be permanent through its processes 
and practices, not only through the objects we were producing. 
This is how we discovered the people and the alternative educa-
tion

cB:  Yes but wait a moment, I wanted to add something here. 
For many years during that period as well as now there simply 
weren’t any funds. For example there are no community funds. 
There are certain cultural funds like the architecture stamp, 
AFCN, and so all of these projects have a cultural or artistic 
component. And this is what hurts us the most, that our practice 
is mainly focused on participation and community or education 
and there are simply no funds for education and no funds for the 
students we are trying to teach. 

AA:  Art in the 2000s was avant-garde in its dialogue with 
the city, whereas architecture and architectural education was 
really behind. The level of enquiry that the art had on the city 
and all the new perspectives it was giving on this matter, were 
at the forefront. But the Art School was very close by the Ar-
chitecture department, and we could see all the exciting things 
that were going on in there, what methods they were using, meth-
ods we borrowed as well, such as photography. All of these tools 
were not available nor used in the architectural education. It 
was through art that we discovered the city, not architecture. 
And it was the art gallery that encouraged to continue discover-
ing it. Arts offers you the right medium to showcase your opin-
ion, to make things quickly, to take a shortcut. But it was all 
in a bubble. Everything that we were doing, was a critique, a 
response to something, and after that, we theorised it. It was 
a schizophrenic period that one, we were involved in different 
types of projects, from working in an office, to doing public 
art. Each one had different rules and we were trying to encom-
pass everything.

[...]

cB:  And the instruments that we had been continuously using 
were architectural design tools

[...]

AA:  we started to use dialogue and workshops as well as all 
sorts of other methods, including photography, as I mentioned 
before

[...]

cB:  Anthropological and visual elements 

AA:  Performances 

cB:  Meaning that we were leaning towards the artistic 

AA:  We filled a public fountain in Geneva with bath foam and 

PARTICIPATIO
N

PARTICIPAN
TS

FUN
DIN

G
ARCH

ITECTURAL EDICATIO
N

PUBLIC SPACE CRITIQ
UE



brought dozens of plastic ducks, it was a performance 

AA:  Yeah, and maybe for us this was a space of expressing 
ourselves, we were practicing architecture in this specific con-
text, we were at the Order, at the School, maybe we would have 
liked to do more things then. For example we were organising a 
small event at the order but the order was not completely lean-
ing towards that kind of direction 

CC:  So these activities were running side by side

AA:  Exactly, side by side and we were learning something new 
from all of them. It was also very beneficial, when you wanted 
to create art in the public space, you had to know the regula-
tions and in that sense it was cool because you had an advantage 
over an artist. We know how

CB:  How to gain a permit 

AA:  Yeah and you’re not stressed by the need of obtaining 
such and such permission slip because it was part of the pro-
cess and if you want to do something in this area you need to 
know the ins and outs and how everything works, you can’t be an 
amateur, you need to be completely in control and to be able to 
spot the loopholes and how to intervene

[...]

AA:  Somehow we no longer restricted ourselves to only working 
in an artistic environment and little by little we started to 
identify and to get involved in certain processes that, maybe at 
some point, had detached themselves completely from this world 
of art and I think that this was the turning point. If before 
I mentioned the turning point in terms of the user this was the 
institutional turning point that sprang from this, more profes-
sionally leaning side of architecture, which, irrespective of 
its nature, has a birds eye view on society and so it thinks in 
structures and systems and has a close eye on the forces molding 
the city- in short  this is the essence of the entire profes-
sion. [It was then that we started to concentrate] our networks 
of collaborators under certain subjects such as public librar-
ies, community centres, so more generous subjects, no longer a 
simple street corner that we would say is not ok or the public 
space which is very generic. So even you can get lost in the 
public space without the feeling that you’ve achieved anything. 
And we had a lot of experiences in Bucharest and in other re-
gions where we have more and more institutional partners meaning 
that we work very often with people from those regions with whom 
we shared a vision and they were representing certain institu-
tions which in turn gave our project a different status. As well 
as a different dynamics, we created projects that became insti-
tutions and not just mere commentaries. They have become solu-
tions to certain problems and have a more complex format that 
allows them to move, grow and multiply. 

[...]

AA:  The project themselves are operating on the public infra-
structure meaning that they do not need to pay rent to anyone

CB:  It is easier especially because our project cannot sur-
vive on their own, they have an economy built around them 

AA:  But we are giving them over to the cultural and social 
capital end-users

CB:  Yes, this is a form of capital.

AA:  We are not teaching the end-users a profession that they 
can use to get a job but we could start from this point and then 
expand this economic circuit. I mean, in a way I think that we 
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are ironically quite conservative because we evolve our proj-
ects one step at a time and the next step would be this economic 
aspect, business aspect 

CB:  we took the path of no extremes. We’re on the middle road 
meaning that we did not lean towards guerrilla, but we didn’t 
compromise with the developers either.

AA:  exactly, as an example if you take a look at some of 
our latest projects, at least the last two, Scoala de Oras and 
Centrul Tei – we put in place a collaboration network for them, 
between several groups that normally wouldn’t cooperate. Amongst 
themselves, yeah. Civic groups, organisations, public institu-
tions as well as town hall institutions. And to these ties we 
brought our own contribution, our objectives know-how, our meth-
odology knowledge and they are financially backed, both through 
public funds, that are, let’s say granted through incorporation 
in public spaces and through private funds from banks, for exam-
ple Centrul Comunitar Tei is being funded by ING Bank. Scoala de 
oras is being backed by a cars dealer. The only difference, we 
should say, compared to London for example, is that there is a 
middle channel in which these funds came through from CSR funds. 
Corporate Social Responsibility, a foundation makes this their 
task, they are trying to crystallise funding lines from large 
companies that are stronger than public funds. Yes, we need to 
admit that they are channelling these funds in a cohesive manner 
towards these types of initiatives. But at the heart of it these 
are project funded through private investments. 

[...]

cB:  what I wanted to add here is that the end-users, the cli-
ents if you will of our projects, such as the last two projects 
we mentioned, Scoala de Oras and CentrulComunitarTei are not, 
like you said, appealing for big financiers that dish out fund-
ing for projects through CSR. They are not appealing  because 
they are architecture students or students from related prac-
tices. They are civic group members, the active Romanian middle 
class but they are not very appealing for CSR funds, as we don’t 
work with large figures. This is another thing to bear in mind. 
For funding, we are competing for example with festivals that 
have an audience of 500 people per event. We are working local-
ly, very much so, very punctual. For example the library in Mil-
itari, the people involved in Scoala de Oras are the neighbours 
from 3 apartment blocks while we are competing with festivals 
that have 500 audience members. 

AA:  this is one element we were discussing in the beginning 
– impact. How do you quantify impact? When you set an objective 
and you want to change the world and after 10 years you stop and 
ask yourself: did I change anything? So your impact is so and 
so. And through the actions of your organisation you are trying 
to reach those targets and to see how  much you succeeded in 
doing. And perhaps for certain projects the impact is scattered 
and not easily quantifiable, not even for us. And what’s more 
it’s difficult to export and sometimes to explain and this is 
also due to the inability of measuring it. We don’t know how to 
measure empowering people. How can we do it? Perhaps if we were 
leaningmore towards sociology we could have figured out a means 
of seeing that yes, something solidified, the community has a 
different status but we’re still in that phase in which we are 
being told that we’re not having an impact, or like we were be-
ing told before: you’re artists. This was almost an insult mean-
ing that we’re not even scratching the surface, that we’re not 
building anything and that we are only artists. And somehow this 
remark followed us along for the entire time but at the same 
time this is due to our education as well, out modernist, deter-
ministic education where you can choose between revolution and 
architecture and so architecture, yes, so the impact, the change 
you are looking for and then you talk about Venturi who said 
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that revolution is the way of seeing and this had an impact at 
least in the professional and societal environment. Venturi had 
a huge impact but he didn’t build so we said, look, it’s possi-
ble. Even David Harvey, he wrote a book that has a huge impact 
worldwide but when he wrote it nobody was giving him the slight-
est chance of success. I don’t know. The problem is that, now, 
I think for us, the largest stake is to diversify, to design 
the impact and to be able to explain to others as well, speak-
ing of investors and public institutions, or even speaking about 
political movements that we can approach and say, look, these 
projects, here is the method and here is what you will gain by 
following them. We are still in a period where we’re feeling our 
way around but we are not able to properly put them in words. 

[...]

AA:  It’s not enough for partners, for investors with a larger 
social impact. The thing is, we have a shared destiny with the 
profession. If the architectural stamp gets cut off architects 
are no longer relevant in society as a guild. Impact is small, 
when legislation around homes is under discussion, architects 
are not invited to take part, I mean this is not something that 
only the two of us have experienced. We’re sharing the situation 
with all Romanian architects. This was also discussed during 
the recent elections, that architects are either disappearing 
or they’re simply providing services and don’t have a proactive 
voice. Not that they’re physically disappearing but they no lon-
ger have visibility on the public scene. And they’re no longer 
relevant, when you take what an architect’s and what an econo-
mist’s opinion is about e monument, the economists opinion al-
ways wins out (…train of thought lost) Oh! We were talking about 
methods. So yes, we’ve had a very profession-oriented direction 
and we now need to break through that and get in touch with the 
outside world. We also need to talk about our impact, the meth-
ods we’ve developed over the past years in the public space in 
relation to art. They’re not what they’re supposed to be, we 
need to take a look at this area of design and see how the com-
munity admin groups evaluate the impact related to the spatial 
infrastructure we’re building but we have to find a different 
means of communication. 

We need to get outside this bubble of “yeah, that’s nice, so our 
architect colleagues, the magazines”. If we go to an investor 
and we’re talking about impact but we only have 30 end-users and 
we can’t really describe their benefits and what the real change 
is, so then we have a problem. We need to get into this area but 
we are still in the initial stages. On one hand, certain things 
start coming together from applications as soon as you start 
writing about impact, but we need to articulate them better. And 
on the other hand, we need to establish some processes within 
the projects that are entirely dedicated to measuring impact in 
this area. Meaning that if we run certain activities, in the 
end, we need to implement methods of measuring and recording 
social change 

[...]

AA:  We need to make our projects more social in nature and 
more sustainable in that we need to integrate them in the eco-
nomic circuit. We’re on the right track with the social aspect 
but we still need to work on the economic bit in the future. 
We’re not exactly grant applicants and local grants are quite 
small. You can’t really get more than 10 000 for one project. 
And we’re already talking about a European grant here which 
still requires for you to have certain knowledge and a certain 
infrastructure. 

cB:  Meaning that the AFCN and OAR grants are local grants

AA:  and the maximum amount is 10 000 and they are projects 
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running over a period of 6 months, small projects 

[...]

AA:  Our team is growing but only on a project-by-project 
basis. We can’t even afford to pay ourselves. We hire when we 
take on the project. For example, we’ve just been granted a 
project recently after 4 appeals. Also, in terms of salaries, 
they’re quite small. Because the grant representatives look at 
your project and they see that the impact is not large and based 
on this they don’t agree with investing in more human resources 
with the mentality that they don’t produce anything. And so for 
them productive projects have priority. 

AA:  If you want to get involved in  medium and long term com-
munity projects then turnaround time for them is the same [n.a. 
the same as for classic architecture projects] and here is where 
not only an ideological contraction emerges, but also a prag-
matic and technical conundrum is born. And what would also be 
interesting about this institutional area – seeing that I al-
ready mentioned all of the different hats that we are supposed 
to be wearing – is the process of getting involved in public 
policy. So you need to start somewhere, with a group or a pilot 
for example, and you’re trying to prove a point but you inevita-
bly hit a wall if the local authorities and public governance do 
not adopt this type of participation leaving you no choice but 
to get involved in participation guerrilla. 

Whenever possible we prefer working with the decision makers or 
maybe with the order or political parties because otherwise you 
cannot succeed. Therefore you need to infiltrate and partici-
pate, to hack these channels maybe also because, as opposed to 
a few years ago when I was a member of the order, I now have a 
clearer vision on what can be done from within these entities. 
Back then we wore more focused on the cultural element, on or-
ganising exhibitions, publishing articles, architecture in the 
public sphere, there were all sorts of things happening between 
2010-2014 such as biennales, publishing, workshops etc. But now 
for example if you are working within the formal structures that 
have links to governance you can ask or start arguing through 
studies certain elements that you are implementing in reality 
because from my point of view there is a big gap between reality 
and education. You can no longer go to your studio and practice 
beautiful and white modernism and after that, after graduating, 
simply go to Militari and engage in alternative projects we’re 
mingling them and therefore alternative education permeates for-
mal education. 

[...]

CB:  if you stop and think about the last year of the commu-
nist regime, about the transition period, the real estate bub-
ble, the financial crisis you will notice that all of these pe-
riods are very compressed. So we’re technically talking about 30 
years, and if you choose to ignore this period the context can 
be extended even more. What I am trying to say is that, the crux 
of it is that very few Bucharest-based architects are involved 
in serving public interest. 

The idea is that this is due to the present context, the limita-
tions, the lack of public competitions, the public orders are 
completely directional and we’re not seeing a demand for public, 
urban projects, no urban planning, this is done through the ac-
quisition of construction services to which continuous design is 
added in lower cap letters. They are not buying an idea. 

cB:  We’re only seeing construction bids. In certain cases 
there are only general projects that were done by no one knows 
whom. Therefore, architects have lost their voices and this is 
mostly because of this context. 
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[...]

AA:  A word on interdisciplinary. I mentioned earlier the ar-
chitects that have had a modernist education and who were in the 
driver’s seat, simply pointing at the master plan, dictating how 
people should live – in a way it’s better that they gave away 
some of their power and started to share it with the clients. 
What is not so great is that they also began sharing power with 
developers but the means. But how are they meant to regain their 
voice and reassert themselves other thanbyembracinginterdisci-
plinaritywhich is now indispensable the current global context, 
brim-full of complex issues. You can no longer propose solutions 
solely based on design. It’s simply not possible anymore. There-
fore, if architects open up, as we tried…

CB:  So then you agree with Le Corbusier’s question “architec-
ture or revolution?” 

AA:  revolution, hahaha(…)

cB:  you know that Le Corbusier, throughout his entire prac-
tice chose architecture over revolution. 

AA:  OK, but this is a very binary line of thought that con-
stricted the entire history of architecture, namely of choosing 
between…and Venturi and X, and Giancarlo De Carlo, all of the 
60’ representatives said that we’re dealing with a pluralism of 
choices and that they are grounded in context. It depends on how 
you look at things. Obviously, you don’t eliminate architecture, 
you don’t just say let’s have an architectural revolution. No, 
it’s a conversation. […] our experience based on design and the 
knowledge of this super complex context – how things work, who 
is paying, is very valuable in trans-disciplinary contexts. 

[...]

cB:  During communism, all things considered, let’s be clear 
that there were both good and bad things happening. One nega-
tive aspect was that people were forced to do things together. 
As our parents used to tell us, they were forced to go parading 
on the 23rd of August or students had to go and pick corn. They 
had to join I don’t know what types of meetings on Saturdays. 
All of these tasks that were imposed on our parents and grand-
parents meant that after the fall of communism everyone was 
simply fed up, fed up of joining complete strangers in any sort 
of activities. We could say that what communism did, in many 
cases, was to strengthen family ties over community ties. While 
under communism the community could be perceived as a threat by 
the regime, what happened after its fall was a withdrawal into 
individuality, the privacy of the very restricted group, most 
often than naught, that of the family. I mean, I think this 
is a natural phenomenon. Some people can’t be by themselves, 
just them and their families and that’s when we see all sorts 
of initiatives, like some people getting a bench in front of 
the apartment blocks where you can see old ladies gossiping at 
times. Others gather with neighbours outside their homes and 
every Saturday or Sunday take out their tv sets and so on and so 
forth. 

AA:  During communism there was a far greater class solidari-
ty. And any sort of inter-class conflicts were far better man-
aged. I believe that after the fall of communism classes were 
destroyed, especially working classes were antagonised more than 
before, and, indeed this trend continued. 

cB:  No, they weren’t antagonised, they were destroyed. They 
were split in two classes: rich people and poor people. 

AA:  Winners and losers. Indeed, clan solidarity solidified. 
Although even before, clan solidarities were present and were 
caused by the oppressive regime that didn’t affect everyone in 
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However there were certain reactive phenomena, you could call 
them, in other words reactions to certain problems related to 
the daily use of certain spaces, basic issues related to like in 
the apartment blocks. But these were really stringent issues. 

cB:  Such as the sidewalk issues - we’re no longer able to 
use the sidewalks. Or we can’t use them because they are simply 
non-existent in certain communities.  

AA:  these communities have retained a sort of solidarity 
memory, if you will. Even if this was contested a bit and there 
was an entire anti-communist narrative, telling that everything 
that happened then was awful and so on. Right now,it’s very hard 
to start with this narrativeagain after time passed and we’re 
attempting to analyse certain things that were happening back in 
the day, both good and bad. So in this regard, concerning needs 
and reacting to certain issues, we managed to interact with cer-
tain end-users. For example they had an obvious issue that we, 
with our skills…

CB:  Exactly, and in general urban issues. And finally we have 
an answer to this urban issue.

AA:  this is how we ended up taking part in the conversation. 
They wanted certain things, like a park or some space in front 
of their apartment block, they wanted various things and we end-
ed up engaging in these conversations but we were not alone. OK, 
we’re going to draw up a project and we’ll give it over to you 
to implement it. We got involved in interdisciplinarity, talking 
tosociologists, we got involved in art as well as in education. 

cB:  And then the projects have a better reputation because 
the team is no longer perceived as being a threat. 

AA:  Yes, Doina said that herself and Constantin are calling 
the students “angels”. Students are like angels that, somehow 
consolidate intentions showing that everything is ok  

[...]

AA:  but at the same time they are being perceived as harm-
less. In a context in which conflict, mistrust and lack of 
collaboration is the paradigm you need to break through in some 
kind of Trojan horse but the Trojan horse is not a trick in this 
instance. The educational process they are going through in 
this context is very valuable and this is not just our personal 
opinion but we observed this with them and they mentioned this 
to us as well. Speaking of impact. We observed their evolution 
and that’s how we realised that, by doing all sorts of interven-
tions, because this is what we were doing - public and community 
space interventions –which were slowly turning into education-
al projects spanning a week, 10 days. So they were starting to 
gain a structure, methods were being developed and afterwards 
we decided to turn them into educational projects. This was how 
Scoala de Oras started as a one semester project.

AA:  But now we’ve reached certain areas where there is no 
community properly set up and what are you going to do? By the 
way, seeing that you are talking about participation what can 
you do when there is no community per se? This is a kind of pre-
condition, communities need to be already established in order 
to have participation and here is where things get difficult. 
Therefore, through these methods that are also linked to design 
you need to shore-up the community and then start the partici-
pation element. We also made an attempt in this direction and 
people from CERE told us this is the most difficult thing to do.

CB:  We worked very well and continue to work with this organ-
isation called CERE – The Centre of Resources for Public Partic-
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ipation. Their activities are complementary with our methods. 

AA:  We reached the conclusion that participation need to be 
preceded by this shoring up of the community through various 
means. 

[...]

cB:  It’s also a matter of time. If you want to work with a 
community you can’t organise the community at the same time, you 
simply don’t have the time. 

AA:  If it happens organically, if it’s a process that occurs 
naturally and you are supporting and taking part in it that’s 
fine but for you to build it yourself, that’s just too diffi-
cult. 
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CASE STUDIES
Discussion



 The three case studies complement each other and were 
chosen as such as the research developed. After pruning the initial 
“actors” I aimed to study, I ended up focusing on StudioBasar, 
A.R.C.E.N and Cismigiu Civic Innitiative Association. The latter was 
not encompassed in my initial research plan, but as my study devel-
oped, so did the network of people I involved in the research. How-
ever, it was important to do primary research on both people from 
within, outside and on the fringes of the architectural profession. Alex 
Axinte and Cristi Borcan are both practicing architects, more known 
for the work they are doing in the public realm, through participation 
and with communities, and less so for the services they offer “to vari-
ous clients in the classic design office tradition”, as they mentioned in 
the interview. Matei David, the co-founder of Cismigiu Civic Innitiative 
Group, is a trained architect, but uses his design know-how and regula-
tions knowledge outside the classic architectural practice. A.R.C.E.N. 
is almost a think-thank of people from different backgrounds, interest-
ed in the development of the city they live in.

 The concept of participation might not appear too dissimilar 
in the three instances, nonetheless they are nuanced and are directly 
linked with the community. In the first Case Study, Matei David and 
the Civic Innitiative acted as catalyst for the community to surface and 
take part in changing their environment. In StudioBasar’s case, their 
role in participation and their understanding of it, is to act as support, 
as binding agent, and not necessarily as a catalyst (they mentioned 
in the interview that community needs to precede participation). In 
A.R.C.E.N.’s case, and especially the Bucharest Catalogue project, the 
community is a concept they will interact with, later during the project. 
Focusing rather on place, and not space, the participation is driven 
from the common ethos of the participants, that of preserving the built 
heritage, these not having to be part of the local, spatial community.

DiscussionDiscussion

Initial research scope

Focused research scope

Research scope pruning



EMERGING FORCES IN BUCHAREST 
Conclusion



 The first part of the dissertation discusses theories on 
participation, community and space and how they were an important 
part of my methodology, in order to frame the primary research I 
subsequently undertook. Studying Architecture in Sheffield and work-
ing in London for 3 years as part of the Work in Practice experience, 
helped me grasp these concepts from both academia, as well as prac-
tice vantage points, but mainly from a Western point of view. It was 
important to me to uncover how these concepts mutated, once grafted 
on the Bucharest context. Whilst in the Western world participation 
is a buzzword and a box ticking section during the planning process , 
in Bucharest it happens naturally, not being forced by the authorities, 
on the contrary, these initiatives seem to be completely disregarded, as 
“communities have retained a sort of solidarity memory”, as Alex Ax-
inte points out in the interview. The role of the architect is different, as 
well, not acting as a mediator, or sometimes just a messenger, between 
the community (end-user) and the client (developer). In a small
instance, some participative initiatives that involve architects in Bucha-
rest, resemble Giancarlo De Carlo’s definition of participation, where 
the design process involves the users and is not done for the users. As 
far as the concepts such as community, as well as commons are con-
cerned, they have a different meaning and importance in Bucharest, 
even 29 years after the fall of Communism. To me, (public) space  is 
an important catalyst in Bucharest’s current environment in coagu-
lating the community. As we have seen from the case studies, people 
need a place to gather, or react to their built environment. This natural 
tendency, combined with the lack of resources offered by the adminis-
tration, the inconsistent, redundant or badly implemented regulations, 
are often aggregators in forming a community. In this case, community 
is built on proximity.
 
 To conclude, one of the most interesting realisations as a 
result of this study was that all three actors used their resources to have 
a positive impact. They did not start a crusade to fight the establish-
ment, responding immediately to each attack that was unleashed 
upon the city. They are not belligerents, but almost as Médecins Sans 
Frontières, they are using the scarce resources [participation] to build a 
network [community], in order to shape the city [space].

There is a crack in everything, that’s how the light gets in
Leonard Cohen, Anthem

Conclusion
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