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In a fight for the conservation of Socialist Modernism: 
Interview with the B.A.C.U. Association 
 
The remnants of the past era, which should vanish from this world, or the unique 
cultural relics, which should be eternalized? For the B.A.C.U. Association from 
Bucharest the conservation of architecture and art of the socialist modernist period 
is the matter of personal importance. osTraum interviewed the co-founder of the 
association, architect Dumitru Rusu about the mission of the Socialist Modernism 
Project. 
 
osTraum: The focus of Socialist Modernism is the Eastern bloc. Would you say 
that your focus lies on some particular countries of the former Eastern bloc 
or are they all equally important for your project? 
  
Dumitru: The Socialist Modernism Project focuses on studying architecture and art 
created during the socialist modernist period (1955-1991). Our final aim is to help 
revive and preserve buildings in all the countries of the former Eastern bloc. We 
have started with Romania and Moldova, where our team is based, but, of course, 
research and monitoring takes place all over the Eastern bloc. 

Sozialist Modernism in architecture and art: From Romania to 
North Korea 

osTraum: The Socialist Modernism Project is divided into two phases – as we 
see it, this is about 1) research and 2) action. Could you tell us a bit more 
about it and the project's time plan? 
  
Dumitru: Research, protection, monitoring the conservation status of architecture 
and art created between 1955 and 1991 are among the activities of the Socialist 
Modernism Project, and they must be done in the socialist modernist spirit. Also, 
one of our main goals after identifying and making an inventory of these objects is 
to include some of them on the Historic Monument Lists. The efforts of the B.A.C.U. 
Association for listing the most valuable structures as heritage are supported by 
colleagues in various countries, involved in the project. 
  
osTraum: Tell us about the team behind the Socialist Modernism project and 
how do you organize your field trips? 
  
Dumitru: Socialist Modernism Project is fuelled by the active participation and 
involvement of the B.A.C.U. team. They are architects, urban planners, artists, 
historians, lawyers, land surveyors also. So far, the team counts about ten active 
members and dozens of collaborators. Field trips are organized by stages, as 
required by the rather vast territory to be covered. However, most of the region has 
already been covered, as our work started as early as 2012. 
  
osTraum: Are there any countries which you would like to take into the 
B.A.C.U. project but it's really hard to get good materials from these regions? 
For example, Vietnam and North Korea? Or are there other reasons these 
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buildings are not a part of your project? 
  
Dumitru: There are some interesting examples of Vietnamese and North Korean 
socialist modernism, and even though they are not yet on our map, they are part of 
the B.A.C.U. archive. They have been collected by our supporters as part of the 
#SocialistModernism online platform and will soon be processed and included on 
the map available at socialistmodernism.com. We hereby invite all those interested 
by the socialist modernist heritage to contribute to our archive with information, 
photos or videos from their area or the places they visit. 

 
Post-socialist heritage: History or trauma? 
 
osTraum: The Baltic states, especially Estonia, are from the Western point of 
view a good example for becoming a modern European country. Some times 
the Baltic states are defining themselves as Sub-Scandinavia. Is it from your 
point of view a good name for this region? Or do they belong to Eastern 
Europe because of the common socialist experience? 
  
Dumitru: Each country may choose, through its government and people, its own 
direction of development, therefore, a redefinition of the region should not be an 
issue. However, I believe that the built heritage of the socialist era (realist socialist 
and modernist socialist architecture) should not be ignored. Its preservation would 
only reinforce the memory of what happened during a political regime that has left 
its ideological mark on Central and Eastern Europe. 
  
osTraum: Do you remember the socialist time in Romania? If Yes: How was 
the transition to democracy from the cultural point of view? For example, in 
the GDR young people got access to Western music, Western magazines etc. 
and the culture became more "Western" or "American". 
  
Dumitru: Yes, there have been many changes, especially in what concerns the 
built heritage. Democracy was ill understood in that respect. Aggressive advertising, 
parasite and makeshift buildings, closed balconies – they have all become 
permanent features, up to this day. And they affect all buildings, not just socialist 
modernist ones. Our initiatives try to promote some discipline in managing the built 
landscape. 
  
osTraum: The 1990s has been a mad time for the most of the post-socialist 
countries. What do you can say about the time in Romania? Can you define it 
as a period of post-socialist trauma?    
  
Dumitru: Society was not ready at the time to accept the remnants of the past, and 
it was really difficult to make people see them in terms of conservation of the built 
cultural heritage. Even today, the socialist modernist monument included on the 
heritage lists can be counted on the fingers of one hand. In 2010, the first two 
socialist modernist buildings made it to the Historical Monuments List in Romania, 
while in the Republic of Moldova, the first one was included this year - the State 
Circus. The latter was the result of sustained efforts by B.A.C.U. and it only 
happened because it suited some people, in order to obtain European money, 
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because the classification file had been submitted in 2016 and had stayed forgotten 
at the ministry ever since. 
 
The 1990s were filled with negative feelings of popular revenge that, over time, 
also materialized in the demolition and destruction of socialist buildings and art. 
Demolished buildings, destroyed mosaics, lost tapestries, dismantled monuments 
that vanished or were sold as scrap iron. There are many such examples, in both 
Romania and Moldova, but also in Germany - the eloquent instances of the Palace 
of the Republic, now replaced by the reconstruction of a 16-17th century castle, or 
Lenin’s monument, cut to pieces and its head buried in the forest. Recently, the 
head of the statue was brought back to a Berlin museum. Deleting the 
uncomfortable past from the history of former socialist countries can only benefit 
those trying to cover their traces. 

Community Power and #SocialistModernism 

osTraum: What kind of reactions on the project did you get so far? Do social 
media help to gain more attention for the project and how people actually 
can help you? 
 
Dumitru: The online environment is an efficient tool for the rapid promotion of a 
heritage conservation initiative. Educating communities through written and visual 
materials online has become an easy way to connect to those who wish to learn 
the history of that period by looking at its architecture. Our platforms display calls 
to action and collaboration and invite everyone interested in socialist modernist 
patrimony to get involved by sending text or visuals (photo/video). Using the 
#SocialistModernism hashtag online automatically makes those interested part of 
our Socialist Modernism Project, and the most interesting or least known examples 
fed by the public into this vast archive are included in our research database. 
  
B.A.C.U. Association invites architects, urban planners, artists, activists, historians 
and anyone interested to contribute and help grow the platforms. Send us any 
information regarding neighbourhoods, buildings, monuments, parks or any other 
relevant architectural elements – please don’t forget to mention their location – or 
post them on your personal FB, Tumblr, Instagram, Twitter, etc. page using the 
hashtag #SOCIALISTMODERNISM. 
 
All information thus collected will be published on our website and included in an 
interactive map under the name of the contributor. 
  
osTraum: Do you know similar initiatives as Socialist Modernism? And if you 
do, how are you connected? 
 
Dumitru: There are no initiatives covering most of the former socialist bloc 
countries other than those coordinated by B.A.C.U. The SocHeritage.Com Platform 
has similar aims with SocialistModernism.Com, but it also includes the architecture 
and art of the socialist realist period (1933-1955) besides, obviously, socialist 
modernism (1955-1991). The Soc Monumental Art initiative tries to identify the 
public art forms created from 1933 to 1991. In 2019, an interactive map and a 
preliminary database have been launched that include art objects integrated in 
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modernist socialist buildings and ensembles created in Romania and Moldova from 
1955 to 1991. 
 
Around 2016, we had attempts to work with platforms such as Sovmod.ru in Russia 
or Powojenny modernizm in Poland. In order to refresh our international relations 
approach, for 2020 we plan to organize an event for all those interested in this 
topic, including the members of the #SocialistModernism and #SocHeritage 
communities, in the form of a conference and debate on the issues of socialist 
heritage. 
  
osTraum: You already have some publications about Socialist Modernism. Do 
you plan to publish something else in the near future? 
 
Dumitru: So far, we have published an album and an architectural guide for 
Romania and the Republic of Moldova, as well as maps of the two countries’ 
capitals. The album includes around 90 structures, while the guide is an inventory 
of 242 objects, each with a short description of its conservation status and 
information about the authors and time of building. 
  
This year, we have published a photo album on socialist modernist architecture in 
Germany and we hope to continue the series with collections of the best samples 
of socialist modernism in the other eastern bloc countries. 
 
 


