
Brave
New
World
Romanian Migrants’
Dream Houses



Romanian Migrants’ Dream Houses

Edited by Raluca Betea and Beate Wild

Bucharest 2016

Brave New World



CIP Description of the National Library of Romania 

Brave New World – Romanian Migrants' Dream Houses
ed.: Raluca Betea, Beate Wild. – Bucharest: Romanian Cultural Institute, 2016
Includes bibliographical references 

ISBN 978-973-577-679-4

I. Betea, Raluca (ed.)
II. Wild, Beate (ed.)

314.7

Generously supported by

Cover: Ilva Mică, Transylvania 2010 © Petruț Călinescu

Contents

Dreams Realised 
The Exhibition Project
Beate Wild

The Exhibition

Exhibition Concept
Xaver Victor Schneider

Essays

Romanian Migration and the Construction Boom:
Multidisciplinary Perspectives
Raluca Betea

Migration and Social Recognition

Reading a House.
Migration, Households and Modernity
in Post-communist Rural Romania
Vintilă Mihăilescu

Prestige or Economic Calculus?
Reflections on Migrants’ Houses in Romania
Remus Gabriel Anghel

From Occidental Houses to case făloase.
Material Cultures of Success in Oaș Country, Romania
Daniela Moisa

Transnational Dimensions

Reflections on the State’s Role in the Development-
Migration Nexus: Romania at the Turn of Millennium
Romana Careja

“We feel at home, away from home.”
Changing Domestic and Public Spaces
between Romania and Italy
Pietro Cingolani

4

10

40

48

58

68

84

94

Objects that Travel with Emigrants from Maramureș
Anamaria Iuga

The Left-Behind Kids are Alright
Lina Vdovîi

Photographing the New Romanian Village
Petruț Călinescu

Urban Architecture in a Rural Setting

Houses of Cajvana:
Concrete Past, Uncertain Future
Amelia Tue

The Transformation Experienced in the Domestic 
Space of Romanian Migrants’ Homeland:
the Village of Marginea
Andra Jacob Larionescu

Travelling in Architecture through Europe
Rudolf R. Gräf

The Old vs a New Cultural Landscape

Assembled Territories.
Constructing Houses, Socialising
Resources in Moisei, Maramureș
Iulia Hurducaș

Rural Landscape and Migration
Mihaela A. Hărmănescu

The Changing Face of Bukovina.
The Transformation of the Cultural Landscape
Carmen Chașovschi

Biographies

Impressum

106

118

124

134

146

156

170

178

186

198

200



I started photographing Maramureș at the beginning of the 2000s. Back then, I used to think 
that my mission as a photographer was to record through images what was soon bound 
only to disappear. Faces, customs, clothes, houses that seemed untouched by the passing 
of time became fewer and fewer year after year. Maybe I hadn’t noticed them from the be-
ginning, maybe they were indeed becoming harder and harder to avoid, but the tracksuit top, 
the new cars and the stainless steel balconies were causing great problems in my attempt 
to document a world that was near extinction. That is, until I realised that precisely that was 
the story: the clash of these two worlds, the almost archaic one, where the old people live 
in wooden houses and work the land with the help of their animals, and the other world that 
their children and grandchildren live in, bringing major change to the landscape. I became 
interested in the contrasts, juxtapositions, and new buildings, and was curious to find out the 
story behind these changes. This was the initial idea, which, like others, lay dormant in my 
head quite nicely, without any progress being made. 

That only changed around 2010 when I won a scholarship offered by World Press Photo and 
Robert Bosch. The project was called “New Perspectives in the Balkans”, and my subject 
seemed to fit this opportunity like a glove. I set off through Bulgaria, Serbia, and Macedo-
nia, where I was to develop the same approach: rural development, major changes due to 

Photographing the
New Romanian Village
Petruț Călinescu
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emigration. Obviously, the phenomenon is not only specific to Romania, but my trips through 
neighbouring states eventually made me choose to concentrate only on what was happening 
in my own country. Only here did the changes seem to me truly spectacular, nowhere else in 
the surrounding countries is the chasm between the generations more visible. In my country, 
people rushed to build and skipped certain stages. The money with which they could have 
bought an empty piece of land they used instead to build another floor, so the majority of new 
houses are in the backyard of their parents’ home. The latter homes, especially the wooden 
ones, more often than not disappear as soon as the new construction has been completed. 

The generator of these changes is remittances, money sent home by those who left to work 
abroad. The communities that had previously gained the experience of workforce mobility 
during the communist regime were the first ones prepared to explore the opportunities in the 
West after the fall of the regime. Certeze village, near Negrești-Oaș, was the epicenter of chang-
es in the area, around which other villages, newly entered into the orbit of social competition, 
gravitate: Bixad, Racșa, Cămărzana. In Bukovina, the same can be said about Cajvana. I con-
stantly oscillated between the advantages offered by already familiar places and people who 
were already accustomed to me and my camera, and the temptation to constantly hit the road 
in an attempt to discover new places. Finally, I limited myself to the north of the country only.

I am very grateful to the people who opened their doors for me without asking too many 
questions. In documentary photography, access to the subject is very important, and the 
success of a photographic project depends on it. As a photographer, you must work firstly 
towards gaining access, making people less suspicious, so that they finally accept you. In 
Maramureș, Țara Oașului (Oaș Country), Bukovina, people spared me this effort. No sooner 
would I open my mouth, than I was generally allowed to do whatever I pleased. Opening gates, 
entering front yards, having a peek inside a house – these are all natural things between 
neighbours, and a lot of the time for strangers too.

2. Moișeni, Țara Oașului, 2015.
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It is true that, in my case, people were proud to show off their collective accomplishments, 
those proud houses (case făloase). Because in general, they really are collective accomplish-
ments: the mansions are built on the old people’s land, with their help. Husbands and wives 
left at home are building-site inspectors and watchmen of houses built over the phone, as 
they call them. The stranieri see the work in progress for a few weeks when they arrive home 
on holiday, then for another whole year save more money, send it home and give instructions 
over the phone.

Between the years 2010 and 2015, I completed approximately 8 documenting sessions. One 
session would last between 10 and 30 days. I would go there, photograph, speak to people, and 
write notes. Towards the end of the trip, the initial ideas and enthusiasm would start to fade. 
I would go home, let some time go by and then go through the photographs. I would choose 
the best ones and try to imagine what kinds of situations I should be looking for next time. 

In Certeze I made friends with the Cotroș family and followed them twice to Paris, where they 
have been working for approximately 10 years. The same people in a completely different 
world, with a daily work schedule of 12 out of every 24 hours. Compared to their holidays in 
the home country, when people come back to parade what they have saved throughout the 
year, in Paris, access to the community was a lot more difficult. Firstly, because people work 
as much as they can. The remainder of the time they rest and start over again. A lot of them 
lived – and maybe still do live – in modest conditions in an attempt to save as much money 
as possible. “Come to our home in Oaș in the summer, photograph us there”, I would hear a lot 
of the time. The city, especially a metropolis like Paris, changes people’s disposition to chat-
ting. I gathered photographs from Paris with difficulty; I came across a lot of refusals, which 
never happened in Romania. A lot of those I met only wanted to be identified with the image 
they display in the country: relaxed, ready to party and joke around, dressing up. In Paris, tired, 
with washable paint dried on their clothes and hands, they would sooner talk about work and 
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nothing else. They even work Sundays if they can, and if they don’t have the chance, they rest – 
but as though they are lying on nettles, thinking they’ve lost a day of work. Every now and then, 
extended families gather together, sarmale (cabbage rolls) are cooked, wine and spirit bottles 
from Romania are opened. French beverages are reserved for the holiday in Romania only. 
They are in Paris 11 months a year, of which every single day is spent thinking of Romania.

In 2013, after 4 years of documenting, I brought the project Pride and Concrete (Mândrie și 
beton) to an end. I launched a website (www.mandriesibeton.ro) and a book, financed through 
a crowdfunding campaign (Petrut Călinescu and Ioana Hodoiu. 2013. Mândrie și beton / Pride 
and Concrete. București: Igloo Media).

I brought the photography exhibition to Negrești-Oaș, hoping to get some reactions from 
the people there. It was hard to convince them to come to the exhibition – August, the time 
when they come back, is full of weddings and people have every day of their holiday planned. 
The poster of the opening, with the photo of two old people sitting uneasily on the new sofa, 
caused quite a hubbub around Negrești-Oaș: What did the old people do, why did they put 
their photo all over town?

In 2015, for a collective exhibition organised by the Romanian Cultural Institute and the Museum 
of European Cultures, I set off again through the places I had documented years before. The 
phenomenon had lost some of its intensity: I noticed that very few new houses, built from 
scratch, had been built in the meantime. A lot of the houses I knew that were started around 
2010 looked to be in the same unfinished stage as they were when I left them five years ago. 
Since the owners haven't back, the finishing touches have no use; the houses are not being 
lived in. The enthusiasm and frenzy of building, it seems to me, has been replaced by routine, 
by work to maintain these houses. A friend from Negrești-Oaș, who has helped me a lot in 
this endeavour, tells me 'House for Sale' signs are starting to pop up. It is something quite 
unacceptable in the local culture, where it is a terrible embarrassment to sell the family’s old 
land. But, the realities and the needs of the present just do not seem to be in agreement with 
those of the parents and grandparents.

I was left with just as many, if not even more, questions than answers. It was one of the most 
intense and unexpected photographic experiences – at no moment in time did I know what 
the next step would be. Not even now am I convinced that the project is finished – in a few 
years, I will surely start missing the places I photographed, and then new stories will appear 
by themselves.
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