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This paper discusses an example of the material culture and vernacular architecture emerging in the small town of 

Cajvana, located in the northern part of Romania, where a third of the population has emigrated for work since the early 

2000s, especially to Italy. Visible in certain ethnographic elements, and from general information gathered over recent 

years and from the past, the perspectives of the ‘big house’ owners appear to have shifted from ‘blind’ pride in their 

extravagance to concerns and uncertainities about the future. The owners are currently experiencing a state of limbo1 

in relation to their dream houses.

Introduction

The dream house phenomenon seems to have resulted in similar landscapes wherever it 
appears, but the motivations that drive the owners to invest most of their earnings, energies, 
expectations, and dreams in these houses differ radically from one place to another. Its mani-
festation depends on how past experiences are retrieved in the present and beliefs about how 
the future might possibly be shaped.

Almost everybody that visits the small town 
of Cajvana located in Suceava County for 
the first time notices in amazement that the 
place looks different from all the surround-
ing villages that one passes by on the way to 
reach the town. They gape at the big houses 
that obstruct the view in all directions. “Only 
4 or 5 years ago, there was only one row of 
houses. Cajvana has merged with the town 
of Arbore and it will soon merge with the 
town of Comănești” (Irina, 38, resident of 
Botoșana).2 

Cajvana became a town in 2004, a change 
that by default brought with it higher local taxes. Despite this, the place is still lacking basic 
public utilities like water, sewage, and gas. Electricity has been available since the early 1960s 
thanks to Romania’s Communist regime.

The morphology of the area is a rural one, and most of the dwellers still refer to the town 
using the expression “our village”, or, when becoming slightly facetious, name it the “village 
town” or “rural town”.

The population is around 10,000 (over 9,800), and unofficial statistics say that a third of its 
residents are employed abroad, contributing to the trend of temporary migration that has 

Houses of Cajvana:
Concrete Past,
Uncertain Future    
Amelia Tue

1. Cajvana (north-west side), 
2015. 

considerably increased since 2002, when Romania obtained the right to free movement of its 
citizens inside the European Union during the negotiations for full accession that happened 
in 2007. Even after the economic crisis that occured in 2008–2009, Italy has remained the 

main country of destination for Cajvana people that have become rather reliant on the higher 
income from abroad in order to pursue the construction of their proud houses, emphasised 
in previous research as a “prevailing option” (Sandu 2010, 99) for spending the money.

Moreover, supporting their families in their 
country of origin, and maintaining the living 
standards they have gotten used to in the 
host countries are now among the con-
cerns of the migrants. Many of them that 
used to work in the construction field lost 
their jobs in Italy and migrated to the United 
Kingdom or to the northern countries of the 
EU: Denmark, Sweden, Finland. Only a few 
of them have returned to Romania and now 
go back for seasonal work, or as needed 
when specifically requested by members 
of their network that are still employeed full 
time abroad.

In Cajvana, apart from the men who work in the construction field – an insignificant number 
compared to the total population – the residents derive their living mainly from agriculture, 
farming, or small private commercial activities. There are no industries, public services, or 
large scale commerce that could provide jobs – another contradiction in its definition as a town.

3. Cajvana landscape (south-
west side), 2014.

2. Cajvana (north-east side), 
2015.
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The fieldwork for this study was developed in three phases that took place between 2011 and 
2015, aiming firstly to establish a pool of general information about the evolution of house-
holds in Cajvana, as the locality had not been researched before, and subsequently to provide 
an in-depth picture of the dream house phenomenon.

The first phase was field research carried out with a group in 2011 (July and August), followed 
by a second and third phase of the fieldwork that took place in 2014 and 2015. It sought to 
grasp the changes within the social reality constituted by these dream houses in a quasi- 
perpetual construction process, thus revealing the practical approach of the owners, as well 
as the meanings they attach to the houses.

The main research instruments used were the unstructured interview and participant observa-
tion at the construction sites with a focus on the building practices and, not least, on the conver-
sation, negotiations, and the relationship between the owners and the foremen they employed 
to manage the work, as foremen were the main experts consulted during the building of a house. 

My main interlocutors were foremen leading 3–4 member teams, who also helped me by 
intermediating interviews with the homeowners; I conducted mirrored interviews with the 
foremen and owners, and with various other interlocutors from Cajvana in the quest for 
gathering as many diverse insights as possible.

Presenting part of the ethnographic work will exemplify how dwellers of Cajvana have under-
gone a shift in their views of having a big house, in part influenced by changes in the general 
economic environment: after enrolling in a frenetic competition to build the biggest house in 
town, they are currently experiencing a state of limbo1 in relation to their dream houses. 

Widening the context – history and general information

In 2015, a counselor working in Cajvana’s town hall said that the administration has grown to 
almost 3,000 households up to the present moment. The locality consisted of about 1,000 

households at the beginning of the 1990s, 
when the first construction boom occured, 
sparking the beginning of the transition from 
a planned to a market economy in Romania. 
The number of households then increased to 
1,500–1,600. It has almost doubled in recent 
times and, based on information gathered 
from different interlocutors, the total number 
of houses now lies between 3,300–3,500, as 
there are households comprising more than 
one house.

There are four typologies of a household 
distinguished by the buildings it comprises: 
1) a big house and a cottage; 2) a modern 

house3, a big house and a cottage; 3) two big houses and a cottage; and, 4) very rare now, 
a modern house and a cottage. Houses and cottages stand alongside stables and garages 
in the same courtyard.

4. The parents and the youngest 
son of the Șoldan family live in 
the same house – on the right 
side, 2011.

Most of the constructions are uninhabited even when their owners come back to Romania 
during Easter, Christmas, and the summer holiday (Tue and Toderaș 2012). Thus, their practical 
potential goes unutilised, and the owners have not even been provided with accurate, realistic 
information regarding the fees that might incur for such a house in a full-functionality and 
usage situation. The houses are “under-used” (Mihăilescu 2011, 44). “Everybody builds (a 
house) in order to live in it, it’s just that it’s too large. Nobody constructs one to not live in it, 
it’s just too large. Each family has only one child, that’s the trend now, but it builds a house of 
21x10 m² (per level)” (T. Bârgăoan, 53, foreman of a team of 4–5).

Migrants live inside a “hybrid culture” (Sandu 2010, 145) whose composite elements are re-
versely performed in the origin and the adoptive countries, thus maintaining their status of 
immigrant no matter when and where they might find themselves. As they are still afraid of 
losing their jobs due to unexpected economic developments, many owners now say that the 
houses are too large, but they still maintain their building momentum: sooner or later the 
houses will be accomplished and will become an “expensive mistake” (Humphrey 2002, 200).

Before 1989, during Communism, Cajvana was rather isolated from the neighbouring villages 
and the closest railway station was 8 km away (in the town of Todirești). Access was only 
by road at a time when there was a scarcity of means, including means of transportation. 
Despite the need to diversify opportunities for earning a living, Cajvana residents evaded the 
official policy of the socialist leaders aimed at high-speed urbanisation by employing people 
from rural areas in state enterprises and moving them into newly formed towns. They did 
not leave the village and instead preferred ‘internal migration’, travelling for unqualified hard 
labour in the agricultural sector through Cooperativa Agricolă de Producție (Association for 
Agriculture Production), bringing them good earnings.4 

They seem to have always been very smart 
survivors: at one point during the ’70s, a 
man discovered the nutritional potential of 
the waste coming from chicken farms, as it 
also contained grain (Pîțu and Crăciun Pîțu 
2016, 156–157). Groups of people from 
Cajvana started to move from one farm to 
another, doing the cleaning and taking away 
the waste as an informal way of being paid. 
After passing it through a sieve especially 
conceived for the task, the waste was turned 
into fodder for pigs raised in most house-
holds in Cajvana; the pigs were subsequently 
sold all over the country.

5. During Communism, the 
proud owner of a 360-kilogram 
sow, 1950s–60s.“We were keeping [for us] the sacks full of waste, it was our wages and we were very satisfied with it as we were 

growing 20-30 pigs at a time – sows and piglets – and this helped us to catch up. We were selling the piglets of one 

generation during spring, when the price was high [the tempo of his words speeds up, as if he is again experiencing 

the rush of those times], we were selling the piglets and buying 30 cubic meters of AAC [autoclaved aerated concrete], 

the value was that high. The AAC had a low price and we could afford to buy the AAC for a house. As we were building 

houses on a single storey, with one or two rounds of piglets – let’s say two from two sows – we were buying the AAC 

for a house. This was what made us catch up, it was very hard work, but we were earning well. It was good for us!” 

(Onofrei Chindriș, 48, foreman). 
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It was the beginnig of a very productive and prosperous time for the residents of Cajvana. 
They were almost all working on chicken farms and it became a generalised practice bringing 
them similar benefits. From that moment on, they could afford to buy cars, also for transporting 
the pigs they sold, and they began to build houses: modern houses made of concrete, after 

demolishing the old ones made of wood. 
The surrounding localities were developing 
at a different pace, resulting from both the 
earnings of people employed by the state 
and from agriculture and farming jobs.

The people of Cajvana still proudly talk about 
the energy they used to put into the habit 
of mutually helping each other do several 
kinds of jobs – farming or other household 
jobs, and especially building the new modern 
concrete houses. Their solidarity against the 
unfavorable conditions during the Commu-
nist regime kept this habit alive. It also es-
tablished a very sound ‘pool’ of information 
about all the residents, which has become a 

source of inspiration for each of them over the years, homogenising their development, con-
tributing to cultural conformism and maintaining social pressures. Moreover, it has made 
them feel distinctive from the residents of the surrounding localities over time, and nowadays 
their work and behaviour are translated into this landscape of dream houses.

In Cajvana, people started using the term ‘big house’ long ago. An old wooden house, or a 
modern concrete house, was divided into a ‘big house’, or ‘big room’, reserved for traditional 

celebrations – Easter, Christmas, hosting 
guests, and funerals – and a ‘small house’ 
or ‘small room’ for day-to-day life. The ‘big 
house’ was the aspirational locus imagined 
for a life perceived as different from the 
everyday life of hard work. 

Lately, they have turned imagination 
into reality: Cajvana has become a realm 
of dream houses. The ground floor of a big 
house is usually divided into a living room, 
(often open) kitchen, one or two bedroms, 
and bathroom; the upper stories feature bed-
rooms, a dressing room, and a bathroom on 
each storey. The owners usually allocate a 
space for storage on one storey or in the attic 
if it is not furbished. Most likely, the house 

has a cellar and the household also comprises a stable with a penthouse and garage. The 
standards adopted by the owners represent the “discourse of the normal” for citizens of a 
former communist country that have connected their “expectation to Western standards of 
living” (Fehérváry 2002, 370).

In 2011, the first stage of the research revealed that houses were built mostly “via mobile 
phone” (Tue and Toderaș 2012), meaning that after contracting a foreman for the construction, 

6. Modern house built in the 
’70s, 2015. 

7. Uninhabited room called ‘the 
big house’, 2015.

the discussions and negotiations between the owner and the latter were primarily conducted 
through phone conversations in order to decide on details all the way from structural elements 
and space division to materials and finishes. The number of calls ranged from 2–3 per day 
(in the first stages of the construction process) to 3–4 per week (Tue and Toderaș 2012, 35). 

Although the foremen often receive an initial 
blueprint from the owners either by email or 
by mail by way of buses regularly connecting 
Cajvana to the European work destinations, 
the houses are basically erected without a 
formal and accurate blueprint (Iancău 2011, 
89). At the very beginning of the construc-
tion process, the owner and foreman meet 
at the site of the future house to determine 
the floorplan, structure and even number 
of storeys. In accordance with their reputa-
tion as demonstrated by their portfolio, the 
role played by the foremen has proved to be 
very important and almost always results in 
suggestions and arguments that persuade 
owners to embrace important decisions. A very strong element of the owner–foreman rela-
tionship is trust, based on shared past experiences, kinship relations, or recommendations 
by other homeowners.

The speed of the construction process depends on the money the owners succeeded in saving 
from their work abroad. After the concrete and brickwork is completed for the structure, they 
rush to install the roof – “to get the house 
out of the rain” – and the windows; beyond 
that, the building process can last for many 
years – from 2–3 years up to 8–10 years or 
even more – and each decision made on the 
design elements and materials contributes 
to the ‘career’ of every house (Carrier 1990 
apud Fehérváry 2009, 436–437).

During construction, most houses undergo 
numerous changes to the initial plan for two 
main reasons: the lack of an accurate blue-
print, and the owners’ desire to keep up with 
the ‘trends’ and designs put forth by other 
homeowners or inspired by the architectur-
al styles of the host countries. “Destruction 
remains the fundamental alternative solution to production: consumption only represents a 
period of time between the two disparitions” (Baudrillard 2008, 59).

Besides the corrections to the structure, or the habit of tearing down newly built elements 
only to keep up with local trends, many new houses under construction stand for years along-
side the old wooden or modern concrete ones around the perimeter of the courtyard, requiring 
the floorplan to be adjusted to the available space and making the construction process a 

“wonderfully creative matter” (Humphrey 2002, 183).

8. Owner working in London 
making a real-time decision via 
smartphone, 2015. 

9. House, 250 m² per level, 2015.
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In many cases, the houses are built by the owners themselves using the experience gained 
while working in the construction field, consulting a foreman only for the foundation of the 

building. Only 2–3 percent of the homeown-
ers interviewed said that they had also dis-
cussed plans with an architect or structural 
engineer, but I never met either one of these 
two professionals on a building site during 
my fieldwork. The dream houses of Cajvana 
make up an important part of the local ver-
nacular architecture, for vernacular architec-
ture is also defined as a “dynamic means of 
human expression, generating changes to 
the built environment that are mostly driven 
by the will, generally bearing pragmatic or 
representational functions” (Abu-Lughod 
1992; Upton 1993; Vellinga 2006; 2006/2007 
apud Șerbescu 2011, 35).

“Which part should I start to break down?!” 

A young woman was cleaning the windows of the songiorno (living room) when I met her, 
and she continued her work while we talked. Her husband left Romania in 2001, two months 
before their first daughter was born. She joined him in 2003, and the whole family now lives 

in Pavia, Italy, close to Milan. Both adults 
work and the elder daughter, now 14, began 
highschool last year, while the younger one, 
born in Italy 14 months ago, attends the asilo 
(kindergarten). 

They started the construction of their 
big house in 2005 – 11 x 10.5 m² floorplan, 
ground floor and one upper storey, which is 
not yet finished. Meanwhile, they have also 
built a bordei (cottage) – 7 x 9 m² floorplan, 
kitchen, bathroom, 2 bedrooms. In 2015, 
they were planning to furnish the living room 
and a guest bedroom in the big house, and 
to close the rest of it off until they were able 
to figure out clearer plans for their future in 
Romania. She bitterly expressed regret for 

having built a house of such dimensions, despite the advice that the young couple was given 
by her father-in-law to rethink the dimensions of the house. 

10. Old house torn down in 
2012, 2015.

11. The owners are now doubt-
ful about the reasoning behind 
such a big house, 2015.

“It was easier during the first years; you could save more and build a house more easily. Now it is harder even there 

[abroad], everything is more expensive now … When I now think [of the house, I believe] it’s too large ... Which part 

should I start to break down?! It’s such a pity, I do regret, as it requires a lot of work and money to be finished ... we did 

a sound thing, it was our idea, nobody forced us, but we should have built it smaller, to live better and more leisurely” 

(Casandra Negrușer, 38).

The vernacular style of un-lived-in houses5 

The development of the dream house phenomenon in the small town of Cajvana was also 
shaped by consumption habits catalysed by the transition to a market economy and the 
homeowners’ lives abroad. The “cultural conformism” (Moscovici and Buschini 2007, 24) and 
new “moral order” (Mihăilescu apud Iancău 2011, 90) were fueled by the residents’ shared 
past, which abounds in examples of how they influenced and helped each other in daily 
household tasks, house construction and farming activities. The need for recognition is “... in 
the sight of the OTHER, in the reciprocal relationship, in the recognition that legitimates the 
belonging and avoids exclusion” (Mihăilescu 2011, 53).

The formal language of Cajvana’s houses is a mixture of styles, local and from abroad. As 
emigrants came into contact with different cultures, it “persuaded them to abandon the 
monotonous style of the socialist ideology” (Fehérváry 2009, 452).

For the vast majority of houses, local building practices exclude the architects and structural 
engineers. In most cases, the houses of the owners interviewed are much larger than the 
traditional Romanian houses, which becomes obvious both in the floorplan of the houses 
and in their height, as they often have 2 or 3 storeys. The resulting living area is far beyond 
the needs of a medium-sized family, revealing a desire to impress others, instead of fulfilling 
practical requirements, ultimately becoming “a performance of the social accomplishment” 
(Mihăilescu 2011, 43). 

From the outside, the houses are roughly single-volume shapes 
topped by sloped roofs. The main façades are often symmetrical, 
which adds to the actual size of the houses in creating a monumental 
and sometimes distorted effect.

The symmetry very often depicted by the space partitioning and 
by other elements may be inspired both by the historical styles evident 
in the labourers’ host countries like Spain or Italy, and by the tradi-
tional houses in this part of Romania. In Bukovina, for example, the 
old houses have a basic layout consisting of 3 rooms: the entrance 
room in the middle, and two other rooms on each side of the space.

In the traditional architecture, houses also had transition spaces from 
the inside to the outside: the porch and the gallery. In the new houses, 
these elements have a touch of the contemporary by evolving into 
a balcony or loggia, replicated on each storey. Many owners admit 
to having found inspiration for their houses in their host countries, 
especially if they worked in the construction field. Another foreign 
component, coming from Italian architecture, is the arch above the 
windows and at the top of balconies and loggias.

The general shape and the rather stiff roof slopes evoke the local architecture, while the large 
eaves refer both to the architecture of Southern Europe, where they are meant to shade the 
façades, and to the style of the numerous churches in this part of Romania, where they are 
designed to protect the exterior wall paintings. The new roofs of the houses display playful 
forms, adorned with dormers and turrets.

12. “In this village, people have 
always been working.” (Vasile 
Flutur, 55, 2015) 
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The decoration is most often found in the guardrails and along the eaves’ edges. The source 
of inspiration for the wooden decoration is the local tradition, while the mortar and concrete 
construction was also influenced by foreign styles. As owners inspire each other during the 
construction process, there is a “surprising tendency for reiteration” in the architecture of the 
houses (Iancău 2011, 87).

In terms of building materials, the owners 
tend to choose the solid and perennial ones, 
and certain elements of the new houses 
constitute a “movement of retrieving a mo-
dernity to which the citizens had previously 
been denied access” (Iancău 2011, 89). The 
masonry and concrete are omnipresent in 
the new buildings, rejecting the wood that 
has been, from a historical point of view, the 
main construction material in the vernacular 
architecture (Șerbescu 2011). Most of the 
houses are made with AAC (autoclaved aer-
ated  concrete); a foreman from Cajvana who 
has worked for more than 20 years in the busi-
ness said that he built the first brick house in 
2011 using polystyrene in the isolation layer. 

The roofs are most often covered with metal shingles that have substituted the wooden tiles. 
Another foreign element of the new facades is the brick veneer, seemingly coming from 
northern countries, such as the Netherlands, Belgium, or Germany. Lacking “cultural coherence” 

(Humphrey 2002, 200), the owners are “forging a cultural identity” 
(Miller apud Humphrey 2002, 200).

The interior spaces are diversely outfitted, as they feature the intimate 
nature and taste of each owner. For the vast majority, the interiors 
are well-adapted to the actual lifestyle, and display materials, prod-
ucts, and trends available on the market in terms of finishes, home 
appliances, and furniture. For the interior spaces, they choose sand-
stone and parquet for floors, marble or wood for stairs, dado rails for 
walls, and faïence (glazed ceramic) in the bathrooms. Some of the 
furnishing materials, parts of the installations, and heating devices 
are brought from Italy, as well as the mattone for the exterior wall 
(the brick veneer).

“The luxuries are in the finishes”, as Cajvana residents say, and the 
owner’s status becomes “readable” (Humphrey 2002, 189) in the 
house and the entire household. The “reader” is aware of the costs 
and of the symbolic value of a house, as he or she in turn contributes 
to the “changing” of the place: “We are able to perceive only things 
that we are used to” (Lowenthal 2002, 65).

13. Bathroom, 2015.

14. Dining room. “We live, we work, 
but we can’t enjoy owning all these 
things.” (Sava Negrușer, 39, 2015)

Conclusions – A ground-level dream house?

Houses have become both the justification and the reason for why people of Cajvana have 
migrated for work and have been living abroad for 7, 10, 15, or 18 years; they all say that they 
are longing to come back, in the meantime praising the living standard in the host countries 
that cannot yet be entirely replicated in their hometown. It looks like a “battle on two fields” at 
the same time, causing “identity ambiguity and tension” (Mihăilescu 2011, 55).

The “normal” houses in an “abnormal” context (Fehérváry 2002, 383) have become relevant for 
the utopia of a modern lifestyle. The trend is fueled by an internal competition for recognition 
amongst the homeowners and influenced by the lifestyle in the host countries. The 120 m² area 
per storey was a “normal” dimension according to the standards cited by owners and foremen 
in 2011, while in 2015, the foremen were talking about “almost” 100 m² per storey.

Cajvana residents have built dream houses that now appear to be too big; still, these houses 
represent a shelter and tomorrow’s safety net, although people are only partially aware of the 
dues they require. They think all the time about these houses, but cannot tell much about their 
future, and seem to plan it even less. “The ‘absent present’ migrant is the protagonist in the 
making of the house, with which he or she is ensuring a new type of presence in both places” 
(Dalakouglou 2010, 773).

Owners are waiting for a solution from the outside, or for a new model to follow just as they did 
when they competed against each other to build the dream houses. For the last two or three 

“AT: Do they still build big houses? As big as the ones they used to build? OC: [The houses are] still big, still big … People 

have gotten to know more about different cultures, and their tastes are now more refined; they have replicated better 

things ... Though, they do not build such big houses anymore, they make them lower, more ... Many of them now 

decide to go for a one-storey house. Blueprints have changed a little” (Onofrei Chindriș, 48, foreman).

15. A new dream house design, 
2015. 
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years, some of the owners – “10 out of 50”, said one foreman – have decided to build ground- 
level houses, because the rooms and spaces are more easily accesible without the stairs. 

In 2015, a ground-level house began to spark the interest of people in Cajvana; it had around 
200 m² of living surface, a very large living room – like a small skating rink with its glossy 
sandstone flooring – 3 bedrooms, a kitchen, one bathroom, no cellar, and no attic. The owner 

built the house in two years, and had moved 
in only one week before our conversation. He 
said that there were people coming every day 
to look at it, asking for the blueprint. Instead 
of receiving a plan, whether it existed or not, 
they were allowed to watch it as long as they 
needed to and take pictures. 

The dream houses of Cajvana represent 
the current “social reality”; the “practical lan-
guage” (Muchielli 2002, 122) of my interloc-
utors within this social reality was intended 
to persuade either me or themselves during 
the research stage that they needed such big 
houses. A discrepancy between the social 
reality and the practical language has grown 
during the research, as many of the buildings 

remain deserted most of the year, and owners have become increasingly doubtful of the 
utility of the houses. The practical reality of such a big house emerges in a full-functionality 
and usage situation according to the needs of the human beings inhabiting it. How will the 
practical reality of the Cajvana dream houses be shaped in the future?

16. The 50-m² living room, 2015.

Footnotes

1 The definition of limbo by the online Oxford Diction-
aries – April 2016: http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/
definition/english/limbo   — An uncertain period of awaiting 
a decision or resolution; an intermediate state or condition; 
A state of neglect or oblivion (oblivion: the state of being 
unaware or unconscious of what is happening around one).

2 Arbore, Botoșana, and Comănești are neighbouring 
towns located 6, 7 and 10 kilometres away from the field 
of research, respectively.

3 I define a ‘modern house’ as one built in concrete 
after WWII, which in many cases substituted the old 
wooden house. The modern house is composed of a hall-
way, two or three rooms, a larder, and a summer kitchen 
that is used as a cottage – a living area for the summer. 
The old wooden house used to have an entry way, two 
rooms, and an attic for storage. A big house is a 2–3 storey 
building, also referred to as a dreamhouse.

4 During the peak time of a season, one could earn 
14,000 lei in one month – a teacher was earning between 
2,500 and 3,500 lei, and a manager 4,500– 5,500 lei per 
month. 

5 I would like to thank Felix Tue, the architect who 
helped me document the formal language of the houses 
in Cajvana during an informal discussion by showing pic-
tures from Cajvana and exposing the building practices 
revealed by the fieldwork.

Picture credits

All figures except for 5 © Amelia Tue.
Figure 5 © private archive of Sava Iacoban.
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