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Occasionally, a wonderful desire to create seems to persist, even when everything around stands 
still, decays or heads into catastrophe. Such is the case with the utopian or alternative, escapist, 
or purely cultural, detached or critical, so-called “paper architecture” phenomenon, investigated 
by Alexandru Sabău in his recent book. 
In this context, “paper architecture” mostly refers to a Soviet phenomenon, entitled as such 
in the wake of an exhibition organized in 1984 by Yuri Avvakumov and Mikhail Belov in the 
spaces of a Russian literary magazine, Yunost. Apparently, this movement includes student 
designs for subversive themes in architectural higher education institutes such as the ones in 
Moscow, Novosibirsk, and Tallinn. More importantly though, it includes visionary explorations 
of more mature architects, especially competition entries, that the author considers better 
known and influential.2 The most prominent figures are said to be Alexander Brodsky and Ilya 
Utkin, who were, among others, winners of a 1982 Central Glass Co. international competition 
organized by the magazine Japan Architect.3

A very interesting feature of this Bumazhnaya arkhitektura (paper architecture) movement 
refers to its awareness of a tradition of utopian and visionary thinking in architecture, alluding 
to particular manners of drawing visible in the works of Piranesi, Ledoux and Boulée, among 
others. Another interesting feature is its synchronism with a similar tendency of the London-
based architectural school AA to place emphasis on drawing as a tool of critical thought in 
architecture. Accordingly, the act of drawing was detached from its function of representing 
a possible future building and instead, it was used by future “starchitects,” such as Hadid, 
Koolhaas, and Libeskind, as an instrument for artful, intellectual, and critical pursuits.4

The 1980s Romanian architectural scene is difficult to place in this context, to which it is 
nevertheless indebted to some extent. From this perspective, Alexandru Sabău does an excellent 
job in identifying the main groups, teams and individuals from Romania related to the “paper 
architecture” phenomenon, in placing them within the local and international contexts and 
in bringing out novel, inspiring and informative material. For example, the interview with 
Vlad Gaivoronschi is almost a revelation in terms of cultural affiliation and breadth, in terms 
of acknowledging people who inspired him and in terms of presenting previously unpublished 
visionary drawings and concepts of the 1970s-1980s. Definitely, one strength of the book is the 
visual information: on the one hand there is the collected material from the personal archives 
of many Romanian architects, on the other hand, the abundant and carefully curated material 
from the magazine Arhitectura, enriched with the protagonists’ accounts on their sources of 
inspiration and interpretations, and their critical comments from a hindsight perspective. 

1  Alexandru Sabău, Paper Architecture. Alternative Forms of Architectural Creation in 1980s Romania 
(Bucharest: Ozalid, 2022).

2  Ibid., 30, 143.
3  Ibid., 99.
4  Ibid., 47-48, 119.
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The Romanian 1980s “paper architecture” is analyzed by Alexandru Sabău mostly through 
the work of the Timișoara-based group of Alexandru Florin Colpacci, Ioan Andreescu, Vlad 
Gaivoronschi, Adrian Ionașiu and Claudiu Panaitescu (among others), through the work of 
the team Marius Marcu Lapadat and Horea Gavriș, and through the highly complex and 
quite personal vision of Dorin Ștefan. Various other groups and artistic endeavors are briefly 
discussed as well, such as those of Sigma and Form-Trans-Inform, together with many individual 
professionals crossing paths with the protagonists. The book basically outlines a cultural milieu 
without the knowledge of which the history of Romanian architecture of the period would 
appear so much poorer and duller. 
The kind of explorations described in the volume are not meant however to render a 
comprehensive picture of the Romanian architectural and cultural milieu of the period; it 
would be impossible. Dorin Ștefan was apparently quite engaged in the rationalism of the 
Italian movement La Tendenza. Some members of the Timișoara group were preoccupied 
with what should be a Romanian school of architecture, struggling to find local answers by 
appealing to the culture of fragmentation and scenography driven by postmodernism. Marius 
Marcu-Lapadat and Horea Gavriș worked with a common sensibility in collecting images of 
what they saw as relevant architectural beauty.5 Also, the esoteric explorations, the philosophic, 
literary and folktale references, the access to an improbable princeps edition of Vignola from 
the library of the “Ion Mincu” Institute of Architecture,6 all these are pieces of a puzzle which 
do not assemble into a coherent Romanian movement.7 A common cultural drive is certainly 
there, even a common architectural education, at the “Ion Mincu” Institute of Architecture, 
and the protagonists acknowledged each other as well. But the voices and creativity of the 
1980s Romanian architects described in the book cannot really be aggregated into a current of 
thought or expression. This is probably the main merit of Paper Architecture. Alternative Forms 
of Architectural Creation in 1980s Romania, excellently presenting all this scattered evidence 
and connecting it through common external references, such as the international competitions 
of the 1980s, the architecture parlante of the revolutionary France and the Bumazhnaya 
arkhitektura of the Soviet space. These external and rather elusive references offer the necessary 
framework to understand what was happening in Romania during the 1980s, and the author 
was right in collecting as many such external references as possible. 
What is also to be noticed is the highly personal manner in which Alexandru Sabău approaches 
the themes of utopian, critical and visionary architecture. There is an interesting insertion 
in the overall exploration of the subject, the drawn discourse of the American architect 
Douglas Darden. While not really part of a plausible system of references for the Romanian 
protagonists, its natural integration in the book further substantiates the presence of a certain 
professional ethos. Exploring this widely shared professional ethos that aspires to architecture 
as to something much higher than merely preparing the act of building, this book acquires 
perhaps a different meaning than it would have achieved by placing the Romanian “paper 
architecture” strictly in its professional, sociopolitical and historical context. Testifying further 
to his partaking of this professional ethos, a drawn chapter by the author himself explores his 
inclinations in regard to fiction in architecture and world-building drawn discourse. It is a 
courageous chapter, given the vicinity, and it stands well overall. 
Indeed, the very personal approach of Sabău testifies to his passion for the wider meaning 
of “paper architecture,” a passion that seems, though, to have overshadowed an interest for a 
subtler understanding of the sociopolitical context of 1980s Romania. Some statements about 
the repetitive and boring architectural practice of the time, said to have provoked an escapist 
pursuit by the aforementioned architects, seem a bit heavy-handed. Certainly, the low-status 
of architectural theory at the time is rightfully pointed out. Also, the international isolation of 

5  Ibid., 254 (see esp. the tower reference).
6  The main school of architecture of the time, at the present “Ion Mincu” University of Architecture and Urban 

Planning.
7  Ibid., 150-152.
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1980s Romania could give the false impression that any form of engaging with international 
culture would automatically represent a form of escapism. Somehow, though, it is difficult 
to reconcile a global phenomenon of drawing impossible architecture with the idea that the 
Eastern European participants to international competitions and organizing art exhibitions 
were escapists. Actually, as the book rightfully points out, some members of the Timișoara-
based group were very active and connected to the non-official but lively cultural scene, while 
participating in a series of quite interesting and unparalleled built projects in Socialist Romania. 
At the same time, Dorin Ștefan was incredibly refined in his negotiation with “the system” (in 
his own words “I worked […] not against the system, but by allowing the system to tolerate 
me”).8 Incidentally, the repeated invocation of the actually built House of Culture in Slatina, 
authored by Dorin Ștefan, would seem inappropriate for the scope of the book, if it were 
not for its role in revealing Dorin Ștefan’s ability to negotiate his professional autonomy. The 
Romanian architects of the time are rightfully described as feeling limited by the means at their 
disposal, and restricted by the official demands; however, their paper architecture does not really 
show such a disconnection from their practice of the time, nor from some of their subsequent 
post-1989 designs. 
Without such passion, probably this book would not have been possible. It is not easy to put 
together the very loose connections between Avvakumov, Brodsky & Utkin, Hadid, Koolhaas 
& Libeskind, Gaivoronschi, Lapadat & Ștefan, not to mention Douglas Darden, all breathing 
in the tradition of Piranesi, Lequeu and Schinkel, while presenting each of them in a manner 
that renders justice to all. Hopefully, such passion promises that this book is a beginning of 
much needed researches of this thread in our recent history. We need this dimension of history; 
we should have paid more attention to it and we should feel more fulfilled by becoming aware 
of its intricacies. Read the book, it is fresh, provocative, sometimes a bit too raw perhaps, but it 
is something that, until now, we didn’t even know we missed so intensely!

8  Ibid., 276: “Eu am lucrat (...) nu împotriva sistemului, ci lăsând sistemul să mă permită.”


