Prof.dr.architect Sorin Vasilescu : ART NOUVEAU IN ROMANIA
The first form of Modernism, generally known as Art Nouveau, opened new paths in art and in architecture in particular; it meant a complete break with the historicist approaches dealing with the form-ornament relation. Internationalism was one of its major features.
Both in Romania and the Romanian provinces belonging in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the "new style" as form of the first "modernist" trend, manifested itself in three different ways, according to the specific regional positions and the socio-cultural and political possibilities. Thus, one can mention direct echoes of Secession in Banat, Transylvania, and Bucovina materialized by the local architects or from the Empire, and French influences in the Romanian Kingdom shown in the work of French and Romanian architects who had studied in France.
If the source was Art Nouveau itself, the influences bore the mark of Secession and French Art Nouveau. Within this context, the Secession from Transylvania, Bucovina, and Banat, got inspiration from the Vienna Secession and knew the two stages: the first one outlined flowing, curvilinear ornamentation recalling the vegetal world, while geometrical shapes and almost abstract reductions, known as "the linear style", dominated the second. The new style displayed some variants owing to the fact that the architects trained in Vienna or Paris nurtured artistic and professional ideals tied to the "models" they consciously followed or interpreted.
During the first period of Transylvania's Art Nouveau one could sense the beneficial massive influence of the Vienna Secession due to one of its major representatives, the architect who authored a style bearing his name, and designed many buildings, among which the Post and Saving Bank from Budapest. Starting from Lechner's work, Jakab Dezo and Komor Marcell included in their designs quotations from Bihor and Maramures folklore along with the typical elements of the style present all over the empire. Here are some examples: the apartment buildings on Libertatii Street in Oradea, where Lechner's influence is obvious, and the Prefecture from Targu Mures, displaying a severe monumental ity resulting from his "purging" of the decorative and stylistic language that might have emerged from some the elements of Transylvania's folk art, which were not plainly copied. Jakab and Komor also restructured in Oradea the "Black Eagle", a hotel and commercial complex, while S. Baumgartner built in Targu Mures, Bolyai High School, and S. Sztaril designed an apartment building in Republicii Square from Oradea.
The second moment of Transylvania's Secession could be rated as "linear"; that was a moment when various influences were felt, from Wagner and Hoffman's Viennese work to Mackintosh. The museum from Sfantu Gheorghe, built in 1911 and 1913, are some of the most important works by Eros Joska, representing the "linear" moment of the style.
In the Kingdom of Romania, along with the "modernization" of both material and spiritual aspects of life, starting with Carol I reign (1866-1914), a huge effort was made to "change the face" of the patriarchal Romanian world that somehow belonged to "Byzantium after Byzantium", as the historian Nicolae Iorga put it.
A major role in the way to modernization of national architecture was played by Alexandru Orascu, who established the Society of Romanian Architects (1890), and the review "The Annals of Architecture". In the following years, Spiru Haret, the then ministry of education established the Architecture Department within the School of Fine Arts (1897), which became the independent Higher School of Architecture (1904), run by Ermil Pangrati. 

Many factors led to the modernization of Romania, among which the continual ties with the West, and mostly the cultural and emotional ones with France. The fact that most Romanian architects, with genuine cultural and imitative capabilities, were trained or carried on their studies in the French schools, could explain the appearance of the Romanian Art Nouveau variants, which more or less similar to the "source". However, the factual data prove something else. We can notice that the way in which Mincu's generation, awaken to Modernism by a genuine national pathos, made the leap from the new "Romanian" style indicates a personal path that preceded by a decade the similar experiments from Western Europe. The style that appeared at the turn of the century in Romania can be looked upon as an authentic, personal variant of Art Nouveau, to which was never subordinated; in fact, both chronologically and stylistically, they were equal. The efforts towards "Europeanization" made by the Romanian society, explicitly expressed in the art of building where the signs of "the new style" manifested itself (and my statement has nothing to do with proto-interpretation of the phenomenon). We can actually speak about a kind of "proto art-nouveau", before it appeared in Brussels in the work by Horta and Hankar. That fact is that Ion Mincu "perceived" the appearance of the revolutionary Art Nouveau that was "to severe the navel" connecting with the redundant historicism; thus, he was the first to realize the way in which the ornament follows the object and transforms from superstructure into structure. The use of "quotations", and not folk pastiches, is one of the major novelties of the style that will pursue its normal, Spengler-like evolution, starting with Mincu, reaching fruition, and ending with its both victories and inherent defeats nurtured by the "exaggerations" lurking in the stylistic matrix of the "neo-Romanian" style itself.
The architectural results were remarkable whenever Alexandru Odobescu's severe "urge" that "the past remains, no matter how insignificant they are, should be carefully looked into and be made sources of great art; you should not miss any opportunity to use, develop, and change the artistic elements present in the old Romanian monuments"...
The first manifestation of the new architecture style is General Lahovary's House in Bucharest, on Ion Movila Street, designed by Ion Mincu in 1886. A graduate of the Romanian School of Bridges and Roads, Micu continued his studies in France, where he obtained the diploma in architecture in 1884 from the famous Ecole des Beaux Arts, Paris.
Grigore Ionescu stated the "the academism and eclecticism that powerfully dominated the world at that time, never lured Mincu, because he thought one should take inspiration from classical architecture; within this context, the novelty in architecture never starts with a break but represents an organic growth, a higher interpretation of new programs and social demands, of the elements and forms already acquired".
In the effervescent milieu of the turn of the century a genuine national school, the "Neo-Romanian School" was born due to Ion Mincu; it creatively appealed to quotations from the old Romanian art and successfully defined a new sub-variant of Art Nouveau that laid its mark on both public and private buildings. 

By designing in both traditional and "modern" style the Lahovary House, Mincu used to say that he had come upon "the healthy roots of a tree struck by storms" and succeeded in turning it into a work "imbued with Romanian spirit". As the same Grigore Ionescu put it "that should present in an innovative manner some specific elements and forms of old Romanian architecture; the building judiciously uses some traditional materials and techniques and it is representative for its architectural esthetical form, which is clear and displays harmonious decorations and colors".

Another work that takes advantage of the same source is the "Buffet" on Kiseleff Avenue, built in 1892 after the plans of the Romanian Pavilion for the Universal Exhibition from Paris, 1889. The building borrows the traditional planimetric elements, the volumetric shape and decorations from the boyar houses; however, it does not mimic historical elements but selects the pervading spirit of traditional architecture. "The Buffet has a somewhat shaken architectural plastic, yet balanced; the rich decoration is conjured up to highlight the upper parts of the facade. The emphasis of architectural plastic is laid on the upper floor balcony to which a monumental exterior staircase climbs, being protected by the sweeping roof whose slope follows the line of the staircase. There is a "loggia" on the ground floor that captures echoes of rich floral ornamentation of colored tiles and the arcades of the prevailing element of the building, the balcony" (Grigore Ionescu, The History of Architecture in Romania, 1963).
Mincu's other outstanding building was the High School for Girls, between 1890-1894; it is a mature work on a complex plan, showing a unity of the ensemble and the details. Mincu's buildings in Bucharest are remarkable; there the traditional elements "developed", while actively and creatively participating to the definition and affirmation of "stylistic invariants", as De Fusco would put it, of the "New Art", in which the national harmonies were given new interpretations. They also spread around the world under diverse names, such as Art Nouveau, Jugenstil, Secession, Modernismo Catalan, Mir Istkustvo, Liberty, or Stile floreale, etc.
The engineer Anghel Saligny, is the most authorized voice of the "engineers' architecture", and the designer of the grand bridges over the Danube and the Borcea and the first reinforced concrete silos in the world (Constanta, 1880). A true precursor of Art Nouveau, he designed some objects where architecture plays a surprisingly important role, such as the railstation in Ramnicul Sarat, containing a Hankar-like formal repertoire. The former station Vamesu, between Serbesti -Hanu Conachi, was designed by the engineers Spiridon Jorceanu, Anghel Saligny and Constantin Olanescu (1881). Similarly, the Comanesti railway station, between Targu Ocna - Palanca, built between 1891-1899 on Elie Radu's project. However, the Romanian "proto" art nouveau developed only nationally and suffered several changes that distanced it from the "classical" art nouveau; it soon became the "neo-Romanian" style, of no less importance. Here, the elements of the national repertoire belong to a language in which monumentality that should not be taken as gigantism, played a key-role.
The neo-Romanian architecture knew two sub-variants, chronologically and programmatically different. The first sub-variant that could be labeled as "proto Art Nouveau" manifested itself until WWI. The major architects who practiced it were Ion Mincu, Cristofi Cerchez, Grigore Cerchez, Nicolae Ghika-Budesti, whose work could be considered modest to moderate as concerns their scale, while the programs followed "the upper-middle class" standards. The second sub-variant emerged after WWI and lasted as long as it came to cross Art Deco; even if it was nof'state art" architecture of Greater Romania, had some major programs; however, the sources of the first were no longer valid for the second that appealed to major Brancoveanu-like elements of Romanian Renaissance. Its major figures were Petre Antonescu, Constantin Iotzu, T.D.Traianescu, Statie Ciortan, Toma T.Socolescu, and others.
In the Old Kingdom (the former name of southern-eastern Romania) one could speak about art-nouve"au buildings designed by Romanian architects who studied in France or French architects like Daniel Renard, the author of the most representative art nouveau buildings like the Casino in Constanta and the former Athenee Palace Hotel (refurbished by architect Duiliu March in 1940s).
Some characteristic elements of the new style language were borrowed somewhat organically in "minor", neo-classical or eclectic architecture with amazing results, even if it is hard to define the style of the building sometimes.
This renewal, completely and perfectly synchronized with "modernism", as Giulio Carlo Argan correctly called Art Nouveau, led to the emergence of a national style. There are many works deserving the art nouveau label and they illustrate the most important buildings in Romania. The Art Nouveau architectural family knew some outstanding architects like Grigore Cerchez (1852-1925), Nicolae Ghica-Budesti (1870-1943), Cristofi Cerchez (1872-1955), Petre Antonescu (1873-1965). Here are some valuable architectural masterpieces of the new style: The School of Architecture from Bucharest, a monumental building designed by Grigore Cerchez and built between 1912-1917; the Museum of National Art, currently The Museum of the Romanian Peasant, built between 1912-1938 in Bucharest, Kiseleff Avenue, by Nicolae Ghica- Budesti; Dr. Minovici House designed by Nae Popescu on Sfantul §tefan Street, the Vulcanescu House, on Remus Street, the Parish House of Saint Apostles Church from Bucharest, as well as some projects by Cristofi Cerchez; the Lipatti House on Lascar Catargiu Boulevard, the house on Orlando Street, the house on Aurel Vlaicu Street, the Oprea Soare House (currently Bucur Casino) on Poenaru Bordea Street, the houses of Bratianu Foundation on Biserica Amzei Street. There were also some buildings erected before WWI, such as the Ministry of Public Works (currently Bucharest's Town Hall), the Marmorosch-Blanc Bank on Doamnei Street, Bucharest, and the Communal Palace from Craiova, designed by Petre Antonescu.
Of course, when it came to translate some architectural language elements to the scale, there appeared some exaggerations and doubtful interpretations of the meaning of tradition. Despite the inherent shortcomings in any style that strove to bring something new, the neo-Romanian style brought in a whiff of freshness, something vigorous and original that laid the "ideological-architectural basis" for the Romanian architecture to be.
Thus, the "rationalized" neo-Romanian generated a kind of proto-rationalism that, being "grafted" on modernist visual experiments, led to the refined Art Deco style that survived until the break of WWII in parallel with the rationalist and classical pursuits. For a long period, Art Deco was taken as the very expression of "Modern Architecture" in the country, and represented the aspirations of the new generations of intellectuals and upper-middle class.
After the modern Romanian architecture, from mid 19th century until WWI, experienced similar stages as in Western Europe, that is, from "engineers' architecture" to the particular variant of Art Nouveau, also called "neo-Romanian" architecture, during the interwar period it shifted from -ism to -ism culminating in the modern international style that aspired to be rationalist; it created many original works in the most prosperous time of Romania's history. It was then that some personalities were internationally acclaimed like Constantin Brancusi, George Enescu, Dinu Lipatti, Tristan Tzara, Mircea Eliade.
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