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The first decades after the Romanian Revolution were characterized by an idealization of the 
Romanian interwar period. After the fall of the communist regime, the period between the two 
World Wars was seen as an era of unprecedented economic development as well as a period of 
synchronization of local architecture with Western-European architecture. Because of this, it 
was regarded as a potential model for the new capitalist Romanian society that was yet to be 
given form. The architects of the 1930s were regarded as major contributors to the development 
of urban low-cost housing.1 Today, the myth of interwar Romania’s economic prosperity has 
already been demystified.2 But a critical analysis of the housing policies in the interwar period 
and architecture, beyond the modern image that we all know, was still lacking. It is this lacuna 
that this insightful book helps fill.
The book by Andrei Răzvan Voinea and Irina Calotă3 analyzes the activity of “Casa 
construcțiilor” [The Autonomous Company for Housing]4 – the public institution responsible 
for the housing policies in Romania – between 1930 and 1949. It details the various stages 
of the construction of the Vatra Luminoasă housing complex, which remains a landmark of 
modern architecture and urbanism in public perception. 
The work is the result of an interdisciplinary collaboration between an architect, Irina Calotă, and 
a historian, Andrei Răzvan Voinea. Calotă previously published Dincolo de centru. Politici de locuire 
în București (1910-1944) [Beyond the Center. Housing policies in Bucharest (1910-1944)].5 
Voinea is the author of Idealul locuirii bucureștene: familia cu casă și grădină. Parcelările Societății 
comunale pentru Locuințe Ieftine - București (1908-1948) [The dream living in Bucharest: the 
family with a house and a garden. The plots of the Communal Company for Low-Cost Housing - 
Bucharest (1908-1948)].6 Hence, the present book builds on their previous research, based on the 

1  Mariana Celac, Octavian Carabela, Marius Marcu-Lapadat, Bucharest architecture and modernity. An 
annotated guide (Bucharest: Simetria, 2005), 153.

2  Bogdan Murgescu, România și Europa. Acumularea decalajelor economice (1500-2010) [Romania and 
Europe. The Accumulation of Economic Disparities (1500-2010)] (Bucharest: Ed. Polirom, 2010). 

3  Romanian original title: Locuințe pentru muncitori și funcționari. Casa construcțiilor și parcelarea Vatra 
Luminoasă (1930-1949).

4  I will use the same translation that Andrei Răzvan Voinea uses in “Vatra Luminoasă: Constructing a 
district, building a community (1933 - 1945),” Journal of Community Positive Practices XV, 1 (2015): 107-
119, and which differs from the translation used by Luminița Machedon and Ernie Scoffham in Romanian 
Modernism. The Architecture of Bucharest, 1920-1940 (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1999), which is “The 
Construction Company.” I will subsequently refer to it as “The Company.”

5  Irina Calotă, Dincolo de centru. Politici de locuire în București (1910-1944) (Bucharest: Editura Ozalid, 
2017).

6  Andrei Răzvan Voinea, Idealul locuirii bucureștene: familia cu casă și grădină. Parcelările Societății 
comunale pentru Locuințe Ieftine - București (Bucharest: Studio Zona, 2019).



328  studies in History & Theory of Architecture



329Ideas at Home. Housing Concepts in Architecture

study of materials from the documentary fund of The Company, which were only made available 
to researchers by the National Archives in 2016.7 In addition, the book relies on interviews with 
the residents of the neighborhood, documents from the personal archive of the inhabitants, and 
the diary of Ioan Hudiță, a top politician and one of the first residents of Vatra Luminoasă. These 
various sources all provide valuable information on everyday life in the neighborhood.
The book is structured in three chapters, which follow the events of the period more or less 
chronologically. The first chapter, “State institutions take over the demands of the Socialists: 
the new housing policy,” is dedicated to the study of the activity of the Romanian socialists 
and the way in which they influenced housing policies. It traces the first years of activity of The 
Company, the implementation of the first district built by the institution, Independența, and 
analyzes this institution’s strategy. The second chapter, “The social mission and the urban rigor: 
Vatra Luminoasă (1933-1949),” describes the building stages of the institution’s most famous 
ensemble and analyzes its urbanism and architecture. The third chapter, “Vatra Luminoasă, 
the left-wing district of interwar Bucharest,” investigates the identities of the first residents to 
receive houses. It also follows the events of August 23, 1944, which are closely related to this 
place. On that day, Ion Antonescu, who was at the time prime minister, was arrested and held 
prisoner by conspirators in a house in Vatra Luminoasă for a period of 10 days, before he was 
handed over to the Soviet occupation forces. 
Three layers of the research can be identified, intertwined throughout the chapters: one deals with 
the history of the interwar socialists, the second addresses housing policies, and the third concerns 
urbanism and the architecture of Vatra Luminoasă. I will focus especially on the last two here. 
In discussing the housing policies, the authors’ main argument is designed to show that the 
institution’s limited impact in solving the housing crisis is primarily the result of a faulty 
strategy. This strategy was focused on developing individual houses in the suburban area of the 
city, on the same principles as those used for the Garden City, and proved inapplicable in a city 
without modern infrastructure. Many of The Company’s initiatives for purchasing lots in the 
suburban area were not successful, either because of issues regarding the properties’ legal status 
or because of a lack of urban infrastructure.8

An important contribution of the book is its analysis of the houses’ allocation process, which 
reveals that the methods used then are not very different from the current ones in Romania. 
Similarly, the level of corruption played an important role in the limited effects of social 
reforms. As the authors point out: “The winners of the reforms were the Italian construction 
company and senior government officials involved in the allocation process,” officials who later 
benefited from housing.9 Even the director of the institution, who was later fired on suspicion 
of corruption, received a house in the low-cost district. Many other officials in the institution 
used their position to further their personal interest. In fact, the more vulnerable classes could 
not even afford a home in this district. 
The authors also identify other causes of the low impact on the housing crisis: the lack of 
experience of the employees of The Company, and the poor communication between state 
institutions. All of this generated delays and increased costs that would eventually be borne by the 
buyers of the houses. Neculai Aprihăneanu, considered the most active and successful director of 
The Company, summarized the situation in 1938 as follows: “In this way, our first masterplan, 
which had the necessary magnitude of a western neighborhood, with a market, dispensary, school, 
church, was reduced to a simple subdivision, having only roads and plots to build on.”10 

7  Andrei Răzvan Voinea, Irina Calotă, Locuințe pentru muncitori și funcționari
Casa construcțiilor și parcelarea Vatra Luminoasă (1930-1949) (Bucharest: Studio Zona, 2021), 7.
8  Ibid., 57-67.
9   Ibid., 69.
10   Ibid., 103.
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In addition to qualitative analyses, the book offers compelling quantitative aspects. The 
Company was far from providing low-cost housing for workers on a large scale. The numbers 
speak for themselves: during the almost 17 years of activity, 762 houses were built in Bucharest, 
59111 single-family houses and 96 apartments in Vatra Luminoasă, plus 75 single-family houses 
built in other plots. Considering the constant population growth, housing demand was far 
higher. It was estimated that there were 70,000 workers in Bucharest who could not afford the 
cost of rent. The workers’ salaries were around 900-1,500 lei, but the monthly rent for a house 
in Vatra Luminoasă reached 1,000-3,000 per month12.
The architectural style is obviously ideologically marked, as it sought to strengthen the image 
of a radical reform of housing. Different from Independența, the first housing development 
built by The Company which was built in the neo-Romanian style – a style associated with 
the bourgeoisie – Vatra Luminoasă was built in the modernist style. Nevertheless, the housing 
policies supported by the local socialists did not have the radical character of the reform of 
the Viennese model. They were rather a way of stifling public revolt caused by the extremely 
poor living conditions of the workers. Instead of a radical reform, The Company followed the 
same trajectory defined by The Communal Company for Low-Cost Housing (1908-1911): 
“setting up an institution and granting subsidies from public money, planning developments, 
designing economically efficient standard housing, but rapidly changing the concept despite the 
rising costs, and allocating the housing to civil servants, many of them involved in the houses 
allocation process.”13

One of the most important arguments brought forth by the authors is that the modern image 
of the Vatra Luminoasă ensemble that was praised and appreciated urbanistically as well as 
architecturally among contemporary architects for its modernity (Mariana Celac and Hanna 
Derer are quoted) constructed an image desired by the reformers of the time, but failed to 
reflect a profound reform of the housing typology. The typology of standard housing applied 
was not new as it had been built previously in Bucharest, even if not at the same scale. It is a 
typology characterized by functionality and spatial efficiency, that did not bring significant 
changes to the living conditions in Bucharest.14 But the quality of the houses was appreciated 
and the lodgers admit to the quality of the dwellings. Nonetheless they formulated some 
complaints about the details: the thinness of the walls, the drainage of water in the backyards. 
They also lamented the lack of social centers.15

As the study shows, the terrace housing from 1939 are the most innovative typology, both 
because it brings a typology little used before in some smaller rows, and because it configures 
a split-level solution. This urban typology led to a higher density, a unitary image and higher 
rhythm of construction. The longer rows form a modern image of an elongated bar, with 
a repetitive rhythm, representing a new modernist aesthetic in social housing that is totally 
different from the neo-Romanian style used before.
Furthermore, an interesting argument in favor of the conservative character of the housing 
model is related to the role of women. Although modernist in expression, the houses are quite 
conservative in their configuration. Also, the criteria used to allocate the houses was geared 
towards mononuclear industrial families, allowing women to purchase a house only if they were 
widows with children and favoring married men with a stable financial status.16

11  There is a slight inadvertence between the numbers given in the conclusions (page 242), and in the 
introduction (page 7), where 587 individual homes built in the neighborhood are mentioned.

12   Voinea, Calotă, Locuințe pentru muncitori, 186.
13   Ibid., 69.
14   Ibid., 159.
15  Voinea, “Vatra Luminoasă: Constructing a district,” 118.
16  Voinea, Calotă, Locuințe pentru muncitori, 162.
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Other authors have argued that “Romania’s relative prosperity meant that a low-cost housing 
program had less importance and limited architectural impact.”17 Voinea and Calotă 
demonstrate, however, that there were ambitious expectations to reform housing policies, 
and that the limited impact was instead the result of a political, urban and architectural 
compromise.18 The houses built by The Company were not sufficient in number to make a 
noticeable difference in the housing crisis and this is the result of the fact that it focused on 
too many different directions at the same time: legislative, land acquisition, house building, 
lending, recovery after the earthquake of 1940 and after the bombings of the Second World 
War – all these with limited financial and personnel resources, in an extremely difficult period.
In conclusion, the book brings a necessary balance in the way we evaluate the modern character 
of interwar architecture in Bucharest and the impact of social reforms in the field of mass 
housing from the same period. It will prove useful to historians and architects, but it can also be 
of interest to the general public.

17  Machedon, Scoffham, Romanian Modernism, 109.
18  Voinea, Calotă, Locuințe pentru muncitori, 69.


