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The gypsy palace offers us a unique insight into the way cultural artefacts are adopted and altered across different 

cultural identities. How and why Roma groups in Romania started to build houses and to empower them with highly 

symbolic capital is a question I try to answer, as architecture has been proven to function as a highly adaptive tool of 

representation and communication both inside and outside of the communities embracing it. There are also similar 

phenomena to be seen in other labour migrant communities from Romania, and this text attempts to illustrate some of 

the important similarities and differences between them.

Between architectures there is a difference of role and scope, more than form and functionality. 
In this regard, architectures of different ages and different cultures tell us a story not only of 
representation, but of specific micro-cultural settings and life dynamics. Through them, we 
can read not only the intended narrative, but can also witness the construction of an identity 
narrative out of the weakness and hardship of life, more so than its power and strength. 
Architecture is here to impress, but with the right knowledge it can also make us compassionate 
and understanding, instead of just amazed or envious. We build for many reasons, and building 
itself is subjected to rapid shifts depending on a complex pattern of events with no certain pre-
dictability. What is certain, though, is that the act of building still represents one of the major 
forms of individual fulfilment and instruments of group cohesion. In building, we create order, 
we stand our ground, we can produce images of relevance for our place in the world. 

But what about those groups on the move for centuries, or those who had to make use of the 
freedom of movement brought to them by the spread of globalisation? The first were pushed 
increasingly towards a sedentary way of life but at the same time still maintained their mobil-
ity. The later communities were shattered by an abruptly altered way of life within the span of 
a generation, as they started to commute between home and abroad.

Trying to establish a simple categorisation and becoming aware of the danger of simplifying 
otherwise complex identity structures, we might say that the first category is defined by 
a nomadic lifestyle, slowly pushed towards sedentary habits through State politics in the 
last 300 to 500 years.2 Yet, it is still very much based on migration cycles in order to make 
deals and provide economic prosperity, even more so in the wake of Romania’s shift towards 
Western Europe, while the second group is defined by a traditionally sedentary way of life in 
relatively closed rural communities, disrupted especially by migratory movements in search 
of work abroad after 1989.

Building on the move

This article will mainly focus on the Kalderash people (Romanian: căldărași), one of the many 
Roma communities in Romania, and will also draw a few parallels with Romanian migrants from 
Oaș Country in northern Romania.3 Two groups with radically different identities and history, 
both proved highly adaptive to the changed circumstances and both turned to architecture 

Travelling in Architecture 
through Europe1

Rudolf R. Gräf

in order to tell their stories. Besides their use of architecture first of all as an expression of 
altered cultural and social parameters, its second common feature is a ‘mobile’ way of life. In 
this situation of being away, houses seem to have become a centre of stability. But this only 
seems so, as there are many reasons to believe that, while the house as a material artefact 
is heavily invested with social significance by both groups, it has had a different trajectory 
towards and away from the centre of everyday life, for both families and individuals (Certeau 
1988, 85). In the next part, we will try to understand how Roma communities have accepted 
and transformed an artefact typical of sedentary cultures, and we will do so also by making 
an attempt to look very briefly at the way the house as an artefact has changed its position in 
the Oaș Country community working abroad but building at home. 

The Roma minority is very diverse. For this article, we will mainly speak about the Kalderash 
community.4 This group was and partly is specialised in metal works, providing different 
household items for the sedentary population for centuries. As society became more industri-
alised beginning with the 20th century, their services were less and less needed. After 1945, 
the Romanian State pursued the total assimilation of this population under the guise of 
non-discriminatory politics. Shortly after this time, smaller groups began to settle down near 
cities or villages, forming settlements, and thus the relation between this minority and the 
majority population needed a visible spatial expression. Most of those settlements followed 
a pattern of positioning used for the temporary camps centuries before, which means they 
are situated in an area clearly separated from the village by a geographical element, like a river 
or railway infrastructure. It is of course always a peripheral position, and mostly the access 
to or from the village is easy to be controlled. 

This special distribution reflects the social dimension of the relation in a quite direct manner. 
From the initial tents and wagons, the dwellings changed over time, becoming more like the 
houses of the older community nearby. Slowly, the house entered the material culture of 
these groups and became part of their life. After 1989, this acceptance of the house as a 
cultural item would explode through an unprecedented amount of resources invested by 
individuals and families in the act of building. Suddenly, next to the car, the house would be-
come the most important projection surface for family success and social respect (pakivale) 
(Grigore 2001). The integration of this new artefact in traditional cultural beliefs seems to 
have been complete and without interruption from that moment on. As the house moved from 
a periphery artefact to a central piece in the broader cultural context, it did so by acquiring 
certain characteristics needed to become integrated into the existing identities accompanying 
its change at that time (Posner 2003).

Not any house could be called a palat țigănesc (gypsy palace).5 In order to deserve this title, 
it had to respect a series of aesthetic and formal rules, thus giving birth to an easily recog-
nisable formal language, an architectural style built upon a whole catalogue of architectural 
decoration, modern-day symbols and compositional codes. Elements of classic architec-
ture like columns were combined with symbols like the Mercedes star, or the very specific 
arc form developed under Constantin Brâncoveanu in the 18th century in southern Romania. 
There is evidence of forms and symbols being collected throughout the journey paths fol-
lowed by the Kalderash people, from Western consumerism, to historic and local building 
typologies. This mixture of influences was far from chaotic. Just as Roma music preserved 
its traditional songs and is capable of great improvisation and integration of a variety of 
musical motifs, Roma architecture has also proven its ability to integrate this extraordinary 
variety of motifs via some very effective procedures, such as imitation, multiplication and 
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improvisation. All three of these also happen to be processes of learning and assimilating 
new knowledge in visual domains, and are also used to describe the way Roma music has 
coped with musical traditions of the respective majority population (Rădulescu 2004).

So, how did this assimilation of a central artefact of sedentary culture happen? Simplifying 
the process, we can assume that the very fact of getting settled led to the possibility of having 
more stable housing than a tent or wagon. The continuous repetition of the ‘building’ process 
led to certain typologies. This, however, cannot explain the specific speed with which the ap-
pearance, form and role of the houses called gypsy palaces developed, which appeared after 

1989 and can be found everywhere between 
northeastern and southwestern Romania, 
predominantly, in the case of Kalderash 
buildings, in the historic regions of Moldova 
and Walachia. The assimilation politics were 
enforced at different times in these areas,  
with different results. The region of Tran-
sylvania, which was part of the Habsburg 
Empire and Austria-Hungary, saw an assimi-
lation process imposed on the Roma groups 
already in the 18th century. Compared to 
Transylvania, in Moldavia and Walachia the 
laws and habits governing the interaction 
between the majority population, state and 
Roma people were nearly the same until the 

19th century, and a forceful assimilation process would only be imposed starting with the 
takeover of power through the communist political minority after 1945. Roma groups living 
in this area were less strongly affected in their way of life, and some Kalderash communities 
settled down as late as the 1950s and 60s. This may explain the stronger architectural 

language and consistency of the houses of 
the Kalderash community, expressed in the 
canonical formal language shared by Kalde-
rash houses all across the region between 
Suceava and Târgu Jiu. 

One other fact explaining this coherence is 
the model role played by institutions founded 
in the period when the first modern Romani-
an State was shaped during the 19th century. 
Schools, administration buildings, and rail-
way stations were built in a historically refer-
enced national style heavily inspired by the 
architecture of the 18th century built under 
Constantin Brâncoveanu in southern Roma-

nia. Several features of this style can be found in Kalderash houses. Decorative roof elements, 
arc forms, thin double columns inspired by the use of wood in architecture around the end 
of the 19th century, and the use of overlapping roof edges in order to create a pagoda-like 
aesthetics can all be traced back to representative buildings of the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries existing in most cities of the first Romanian modern state. It should be mentioned 
at this point that these characteristics are not present in the architecture of the houses in 

1. Kalderash with tent, Țintești, 
2004.

 2. New rural ‘skyline’, Grajduri, 
2004.

Oaș Country, which refer directly to ‘modern’ typologies, without 
drawing on national or local architecture, and use typical modern 
elements such as glass façades and stainless steel railings right 
from the beginning.6 

Returning to Roma architecture, another specific, but not historically 
referenced, aesthetic feature is the use of colour and geometrically 
structured façades. However, first-generation Roma houses (built 
approximately between 1990 and 2003) developed several distinc-
tive features, the most prominent being the massive roofs, often 
with a height ratio of 1:1 related to the height of the façades and 
very richly decorated with traditional elements of sheet metal. It 
is to be noted that there are specialised Transylvanian groups of 
Roma, such as the Gábor (Gabori), who are realising the decorative 
and functional elements of these steel sheet roofs. However, the 
wooden structure of these roofs is, like most of the building, made 
by Romanian builders and carpenters.

Popular culture and press articles have often drawn a connection between the form of these 
special roofs and the Indian origin of the Roma population, but it is more likely that they simply 
were developed through an exaggeration of locally existing elements seen in important 
institutions. This was mainly done through juxtaposition and vertical repetition, as if multiple 
hats were laid over one another. It is essential for the volumetric appearance that this juxta-
position be reserved as a way to emphasise vertical elements of the façades, like bay windows 
and corner towers, creating a strong formal language and compositional syntax. 

The horror vacui is omnipresent; no single 
surface has a solid fill. Patterns govern both 
the exterior and interior, producing a simi-
larity with the floral ornaments on women’s 
traditional clothing and the richness of jew-
ellery. Visually, the correlation between the 
aesthetic of the houses and beauty as a 
feminine attribute of clothing and jewellery 
is striking. In many ways, the house has a fe-
male character and, because it plays a role 
in the process of alliance-building between 
families through marriage, because it is 
depository of the dowry and offers the cer-
emonial space for all important events in a 
family’s life, this seems plausible. Also, on several occasions I witnessed the woman of the 
house paying for and supervising daily on-going building tasks. The topic certainly deserves 
a deeper analysis, but already there are indicators of some kind of entanglement.7

The legal framework governing the building process according to Romanian legislation is 
elusive. It starts with the fact that no architect is responsible for the planning, so no main-
stream architectural knowledge influences the formal appearance or functional structuring. 
The creational and building processes evolve in a grey area, with no assignment of responsi-
bility or contractual framework as required by law.

3. Ivești, 2004.

4. Kalderash woman with 
jewellery, Ciurea, 2004.
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5. Roof, Buzescu 2004. 

8. Gábor, working on sheet metal, Reșița 2004.

7. Buzescu, 2004.

6. Roof landscape, Buzescu 2004.

10. Huedin, 2004.

11. Ivești, 2004. 

9. Grajduri, 2004.

12. Ivești, 2004.



Signs of migration and architecture as sign

One sign has found an interesting way into the ornamental universe of Kalderash houses. The 
Mercedes Benz logo has accumulated a massive amount of social capital in over a century of 
existence by being constantly associated with wealth and power. Various models of the car 
were top picks for successful Roma8 after 1989, and still today other car manufacturers have 

not quite been able to topple it. The star sym-
bol can be found on roofs, interior designs, 
and a plethora of other places. Together with 
freely interpreted classic capital are maybe 
the most eloquent examples of a certain 
cultural pollution. Both houses and cars are 
constant elements in Roma song lyrics, more 
precisely in lyrics of manele, a music genre 
defined after 1989 which had risen to nation-
al popularity by the end of the last decade 
of the 20th century in Romania. But, also the 
interior of cars has been influenced by repre- 
sentations of home. Vans in particular are 
decorated with carpets and other items re-
calling the comfort of home. This capital is 
often used freely, without any reference to 

its initial role of signalling a structurally important joint of construction. It is often found in a 
floating state in the façade, not carrying or supporting anything, and at the base of an element 
instead of on top of it. Its role here is purely ornamental and freed of any other implications.

Leaving the formal and aesthetic character-
istics for the time being, let us now try to 
understand how the gypsy palace could be-
come such a central artefact of represent-
ative culture in a society that only recently 
adopted a somewhat sedentary way of life. 
Rather than looking at buildings as housing 
and accommodation, we will try to under-
stand them as a social practice, embedded 
in an overall understanding of social connec-
tions and values. The model of segmented 
societies9 is best suited to describe the 
Kalderash. It describes societies with a low 
level of institutional hierarchy in which one 
institution is the basic segment from which 

society is formed, the family in this case. As with any institution, the family needs representa-
tion and space to perform its rituals; these newly built houses provide some of that space. 

Furthermore, two concepts are relevant for us, as they govern to a significant extent the lives of 
individuals in their communities. The first is pakiv, the idea of respect and trust between mem-
bers of society. Older people, grandparents, and the leader of the group all enjoy a high level 
of such trust and respect, while on the other end of the spectrum the lowest level of pakiv can 
lead to expulsion from the group, the greatest form of punishment. The pair of concepts vujo/ 

13. Țintești, 2004.

14. Detail of a Kalderash house 
in Grajduri, 2004.

marime (clean/dirty) are two categories that apply to the whole living world, as well as to 
places and things. Important places have to be kept clean, in the ritual sense of the word, 
in the sense of proper, neat and lawful. Children are only clean starting in their 6th week of 
life, while women are in a latent state of uncleanliness due to menstruation, and recover 
from such designation only after they reach the age of menopause. Clothing items such as 
trousers and undergarments are even washed in separate batches or washing machines in 
order to avoid contamination. 

There exist a series of rules of conduct and social behaviour resulting from the need to honour 
these categories and gain the respect and trust of fellow group members. As in all traditional 
societies, the time around marriage, birth and death is strongly ritualised. Individuals, espe-
cially women, are subject to a series of theatrical rituals that are expressed through their body, 
clothes and behaviour. Spaces and objects can be contaminated by unclean parts of the body, 
by unclean states of a body, and by words and behaviours referring to unclean things. At the 
same time, this split allows Roma communities to distinctly delimit themselves from the 
majority population, the gadje (non-Roma people), who are regarded as unclean and can thus 
be subjected to otherwise unacceptable behaviour. 

Interesting for us here is the house as a part of this system, as the gypsy palace contains no 
toilets in order to avoid contamination. If there is a bath, it is not used, as dirty water would 
have to flow through the walls. Daily routines never take place in it, neither cooking nor sleeping. 
The inside is set up as if daily life should be possible, but the ergonomics are awkward; the 
functionality of the space is just not right and everything is shiny and new, culminating with 
the dowry, which has its own room but is seldom shown as such to non-Roma, instead referred 
to and explained as a bedroom. Generally, the functional denomination of rooms is less impor-
tant; the bath and kitchen as correspondents to bodily functions are not present due to the 
aforementioned reasons, and beyond the great hall in the centre of the house, most rooms 

15. Different styles emerged 
after 2000, Buzescu 2004.
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are called simply rooms or bedrooms. In fact, despite the importance of family structures 
and especially of children, there are no rooms designated for them, as is often the case when 
gadje build their houses. 

Many Kalderash have residency in Western Europe and 
only visit their houses in Romania during summer and for 
important events. Their similarity in that point with the be-
haviour of Oaș Country natives is astonishing. Both groups 
live for long periods of time outside Romania and invest 
their financial capital in houses they seldom use, thus 
transforming them into something that eludes the capital 
market. These houses, those of the Kalderash and those 
of ethnic Romanians from Oaș Country working abroad, 
will never be sold on a normal housing market. Their value 
there is very low due to location (rural areas with poor 
or nonexistent infrastructure), as well as poor-quality  
planning in terms of living standards and energy effi-
ciency. But, the money invested in them is transformed 
into social capital, into pakiv, as they attract respect for 
the person or family who was able to deal so successfully 
with the outside world. Coming from a relatively closed 
community, the outside world is an indicator of success 
and a place where one can prove oneself. The house is 
the ultimate proof of this success, of the trustworthiness 
of its builder. 

But the implications go deeper still. As the family is the core element of this society (and 
also in general for rural societies), the way families communicate with each other is a vital 
component holding the community together over time and space. Alliances between families 
are built through marriage and baptism (by asking a man usually of higher social prestige to 
be the godfather). Marriage is a delicate act of negotiation which takes into account many 
factors, especially regarding the pakiv capital of the families involved. The gypsy palace is 
an important element of this negotiation, giving the groom’s family a clear advantage de-
pending on its size and splendour. Architecture’s most basic features are called in for a strike 

– immensity and sumptuousness capitalise the family’s fortune (in the sense of luck, but also in 
financial terms) and help decisively to strike a good deal regarding the bride’s dowry. House 
and dowry must fit together and match each other in terms of size and value, the house tradi-
tionally being the place where the groom takes his bride as she leaves her family and brings 
the dowry with her. As initially it was a wagon and not a house, the change in living circum-
stances and the given importance of family alliances as a means to attract more pakiv intro-
duced the built home as an excellent vehicle for social capital, tying it to the core of social 
practices and rituals. This connection may not last forever, as other things such as education 
may eventually become more important. 

It must further be noted that this distinct architectural style has already faded; its initial formal 
cohesion and stringent typologies are no more part of the building canon. What has remained 
is the immensity and splendour. However, during those initial years, between 1990 and 2004 
approximately, the Kalderash were able to use local typologies, and often the same teams 
of workers, communicating over great distances through their strong family ties, to create a 

16. Transformation process, 
Buzescu 2004.

great example of how architecture can be used to express a very specific moment in a society’s 
evolution and, as a by-product, to create an architectural style linked to a certain area, ethnic 
group and time. 

As the cultural changes progressed, a change of code 
could easily be seen. Villages such as Buzescu, with 
an initially strong homogeneity of building typology and 
form, show continuous change after 2000, with new build-
ing models taking hold, and the originality of the models 
becoming more important. Gradually, we can observe 
the total disappearance of elements from the first gen-
eration of gypsy palaces: the roof no longer shows the 
pagoda style and is no longer a sheet of metal, the form 
of the façade changes, the triangulate façade patterns dis-
appear. Generally, this change is justified by the urge to 
become ‘modern’, as houses of the first generation with 
the above-mentioned characteristics, especially the roof, 
were dismissed as being too ‘gypsy’. 

This appeal for modernity is very similar to the way people 
in Oaș Country define their aesthetic vision and inspiration. 
This phenomenon of sudden change is interesting in a cul-
ture that has maintained its traditions orally for so many 
years in an often hostile environment. It indicates to us 
that the house as an artefact is merely a tool embedded 
in traditional practices, a tool brought into the community 
through social, political and economic changes, but still 
just a tool. Nevertheless, we cannot say how long it will 
be able to maintain its distinct relevance, as it has already lost its architectural characteristics 
and homogeneity as fast as they emerged. The house in Roma communities is a special 
place for special events in a family’s life; it belongs to the ‘pure and clean’ spectrum of things, 
being delimited in time and space from everything mundane, and is embedded in traditions 
and rituals of community life. This is the reason the term ‘home’ may not entirely apply. These 
houses are not homes in the sense this term is usually used.10 They do not provide the space 
in which tactics and strategies for life are developed, they are themselves a tactical weapon.11

With all this formal richness of the Roma house on display, we have to keep in mind that the 
Roma community as a whole is still marginalised and that a very small percentage are engaged 
in building these houses across Romania. The unemployment rate is rampant at 40%, and 
only 0.6% of them declare themselves satisfied with their income (Zamfir and Marin 2002, 
313–328). We also have to keep in mind that there exist great differences between the different  
Roma groups, something seldom reflected in official statistics. Returning then to where 
we started, architecture in both of these cases is an expression of a very specific moment 
of evolution of this communities and the apparent statement of wealth and power signals 
both internally and externally a growing self-confidence. Architecture might be the most vis-
ible sign of transformation beyond recognition. In the case of the Roma houses, much of it 
is about overcoming poverty and marginalisation. Rather than provoking public envy and 
outrage12, it should make us more understanding about the difficulties and hardships that the 
Roma had to overcome by being forced through circumstances to change their way of life.

17. ‘Modern’ houses in Buzescu, 
2004. 
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Footnotes

1 This article is based on the graduation research pub-
lished in 2005 at the TU Graz (Gräf 2005) and some of 
the ideas it contained were first made available to a wider 
public in the following book: Gräf 2007. 

2 As different regions in Romania were under differ-
ent political administrations, assimilation politics were 
enforced at different times with different results. 

3 For more information about the external migration 
from Oaș Country and the architecture of the new houses 
built by Romanian migrants in this region, see Moisa 2010, 
Călinescu and Hodoiu 2013 (http://mandriesibeton.ro/). 

4 We will refer to Kalderash houses here, but other 
Roma groups also built impressive houses in this period. 
Those differ in style, form and position with respect to 
the settlements nearby. While Kalderash houses are 
positioned in ensembles near but outside of the village or 
town, other groups like those in western Romania had the 
tendency to build as near to the center as possible, still 
grouped but not with the same density. 

5 The term commonly used in Romania has became 
somewhat of a trademark and is therefore used in this text. 

6 This is the case for Kalderash and Roma houses too, 
at the moment when the first changes in style and archi-
tectural language appeared around the year 2000. 

7 In a conversation in 2004, Diamanta Stănescu, Ciu-
rea, related: “We decided the distribution of rooms; my 
husband brought many ideas from his journeys … When 
he was away, I supervised the construction site, chose 
ceramics, ornaments … I was always at home, because 
we don’t have to work – that is the duty of the husband.”

8 It was the dream car of choice in the post-commu-
nist environment, not only for Roma people, and has 
become part of many songs and video productions. 

9 It is of course a relative simplification, but helps us 
to understand why Kalderash families build with such 
intensity.
 
10 If there were a comparable architectural programme 
in Western society based on the ratio between usage 
intensity (time) and allocated resources (money), it would 
be the church, or any such sanctuary used only several 
times per year.

11 Literally, these houses are used to challenge group 
leadership, by signaling a family’s rising power and wealth.

12 Media reporting on the phenomenon has been over-
whelmingly negative, racist and demeaning (Epure 1995).
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