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The half-century that preceded the First World 
War was a period of profound changes in the 
history of the Romanians. Over the course of 

just a few generations, Romanian society, in general, 
and Romanian cities, in particular, were wrenched 
from a certain degree of historical lethargy and cast, 
almost violently, into the vortex of modernity. In this 
context the railway became the cause and symbol 
of an extremely intense and rapid process. It was a 
driving force of development, without which many of 
the historical changes that overtook the country, its 
towns and urban life would not have been possible. 
Without studying the railway these changes cannot 
be correctly and fully understood. 
This book examines the place the railway occupied 
in the vast and extremely heterogeneous panorama 
of the phenomenon of modernisation. We believe 
that such a viewpoint is of dual interest: on the one 
hand, it explores in a wider context the causes and 
mechanisms underlying the Romanian railway project, 
thereby providing a new framework within which to 
read it, and on the other hand, it enriches our under-
standing of a complex historical period, which rests 
under the sign of the acceptance and implementation 
of a modernising discourse. Thus, we are interested 
in the way in which the railway project fits into this 
panorama, at the level of both discourse and practice; 
we trace the evolution of reciprocal conditions and 
cause-effect relations between the planning, achieve-
ment and running of the railways infrastructure, on 
the one hand, and the spatial and cultural manifesta-
tions of social processes proper to modernity, on the 
other hand. 
We argue that during the period under research the 
defining co-ordinates of the evolution of the railway 
infrastructure show a coherence and continuity that 
could not have been the result of chance or excep-
tional circumstances; they could only result from the 
perseverant and stubborn pursuit, over the course of 
many decades, of aims that enjoyed the consensus of 
broad categories of agents, both public and private; 
they could only have endured in circumstances of 

explicit or tacit acceptance, at the level of the ruling 
elite at least, if not the whole of society, of the oppor-
tuneness and necessity of a long-term programme. 
We have chosen to subsume these coherent and last-
ing efforts under the heading of the railway project. 
Its integration within the larger modernising project 
of Romanian society in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century is the main focus of the book. 
We therefore attempt to frame the railway project 
within the models specific to modernisation in Roma-
nia, in terms of how these models have been postulat-
ed by historians and theorists over the course of time. 
In particular we include those models that seek to dis-
cern, within this phenomenon, the specific relationship 
between imitation and originality, between form and 
content, between culture and civilisation, between tra-
dition and rupture, between project and conjuncture, 
between evolution and revolution. These topics were 
frequently examined, sometimes polemically, in works 
published both before and after the First World War, in 
the interbellum period or more recently. 
The object of the research is the spatial and cultural 
embodiments of the railway project. We are inter-
ested in the territory, the city and the railway station 
primarily as physical and functional forms that shape 
and are shaped by the railways, and secondly as cul-
tural manifestations of a society on the threshold of 
modernity. 
This problematic is examined from two perspectives: 
that of discourse and doctrine (planning and the way 
in which its mechanisms took shape and materialised) 
and that of practice (aspects of the running of the 
railways and the effects these produced at the spatial 
and cultural level). 
From the typological viewpoint, if we take into con-
sideration the way in which the evolution of the rail-
way had an effect on social life, we find two species 
of consequence:
– The direct impact (or primary effects) – visible and 

material manifestations in the territory, situated in 
the domain of the concrete, and present most of-
ten in a physical form;
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– The indirect impact (or secondary effects) – the non-
material and non-visible consequences, manifest at 
the social or mental level; these secondary effects 
contributed to the long-term shaping of the mores 
and behaviours of a modernising society. They are 
closely linked to everyday life, to the perception 
of space, time and the landscape in the context of 
train travel, and to the imaginary and representa-
tions of the world of the railways. 

Integration of the railways phenomenon within the 
broader socio-cultural picture (with an emphasis on 
its secondary effects) is an aim all the more urgent in 
the case of Romania given that the “railway litera-
ture” from here (one that is otherwise quite exten-
sive) deals almost exclusively with the technological 
aspects of development (rolling stock, infrastructure, 
important events), ignoring, one might even say 
systematically, any contextualisation, particularly 
cultural. At best, where the outline of such an ap-
proach exists, it is reduced to a relatively brief sum-
mary of representations of the world of the railways 
in art (particularly literature and the visual arts). Such 
works are “engineering histories,” and very few 
historians, sociologists or, more generally, research-
ers in the social sciences and humanities have been 
interested in the subject; there is almost nothing (or 
very little) in these histories of the effects the com-
ing of the railways had at the level of structuring the 
territory and the city, everyday life, collective con-
sciousness, perceptions of space, nothing about the 
imaginary that accompanies train travel or about the 
attendant myths of progress…
This book can only partly take on the task of filling 
these gaps. On the one hand, a single work cannot 
set out fully to repair a historiographical disparity 
that has accumulated over decades. On the other 
hand, nor have these “classic” viewpoints, much used 
and abused in western literature, been sufficiently 
explored in regard to the Romanian case. In the 
absence of serious, solid studies of the primary 
effects of railway development, any exclusively 
“cultural” approach will rest on very unstable ground. 
Thus, the present stage of research on the Romanian 
railway project constrains us to an approach that 
gives preference to spatial aspects to the detriment 
of cultural aspects, but without wholly neglecting the 
latter. 

We have opted for an interval of time that falls be-
tween the beginnings of the concrete interest in cre-
ating an infrastructure and the radical change of ori-
entation brought about by the First World War, which 
resulted in the massive territorial expansion enacted 
by the Peace of Versailles. This delimitation has the 
advantage of capturing the “heroic” period of the 
railways, when they had the greatest potential to 
transform traditional structures and representations 
of space, before becoming a banal part of everyday 
life. During this phase, the railway project was one of 
the driving forces of development; to study it is vital 
in order to be able to decode territorial and urban 
changes, as well as changes in everyday life, whose 
consequences reverberate beyond the nineteenth 
century and the First World War. Such research pro-
vides a more nuanced and better understanding of 
the phenomenon of modernisation on the periphery 
of Europe. 
The spatial consequence of this temporal delimitation 
is that it reduces the territory to that contained with-
in the frontiers of the Romanian state that resulted 
from the Union of the Principalities in 1859 (subse-
quently named the “Old Kingdom” or “Lesser Roma-
nia,” as opposed to the “Greater Romania” that was 
created after the First World War), also taking into 
account subsequent alterations (the loss of southern 
Bessarabia and incorporation of Dobrudja in 1878 and 
the annexation of the Quadrilateral in 1913). 
The present volume is structured in three parts, each 
of which deals with one of the scales on which the 
phenomena under study manifested themselves: the 
territory, the city, and the architectural object. 
The first part aims to demonstrate the coherence of 
the railway project on the territorial scale, looking 
closely at its relationship with the phenomenon of 
modernisation. There is a dual perspective: the rela-
tionship is viewed firstly in terms of railway planning 
(examination of the phases, aims, agents and mecha-
nisms of this process), and then there is a discussion 
of the effects that implementation of the railway 
project had at the level of given territorial structures 
(the natural landscape, occupations, the network of 
settlements, etc.), as well as in cultural terms, at the 
level of the perception and mental structuration of 
the territory, including the context of implementing 
the “national project.” 
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The second part applies a similar perspective on a 
smaller scale, that of the city. For a better under-
standing of the position the railway project occupied 
in urban planning, we considered it useful to exam-
ine, in an initial phase, the theoretical elements of 
a doctrinal and normative nature that conditioned 
it. The study in the proper sense of the interaction 
between the practice of railway design and urban 
design unfolds at two separate levels: that of the city 
viewed as a whole (from the viewpoint of the rail-
ways administration and from that of the local public 
administration) and that of the urban fragment. At 
the latter level, we chose to treat the problematic 
of cities created according to a pre-established plan 
separately from that of the cities that evolved “or-
ganically”. Likewise, we opted to discuss the case of 
Bucharest separately, given its complexity. Finally, we 
also look at elements of the practical functioning of 
the city/railway infrastructure binary, selectively treat-
ing a number of topics we thought relevant. 
The third part brings into discussion the railway sta-
tion as an object unto itself (an architectural object 
and a social arena). Firstly, a number of aspects 
are highlighted, which relate to the perception and 
functioning of the railway station, as a completely 
new building type in the urban landscape; then, we 
attempt a typo-morphological systematisation of the 
station designs realised (or envisaged) in Romania 
during the period under study, with an emphasis on 
the meanings of how interpretations of this architec-
tural programme evolved. 
The book concludes with a brief presentation of the 
general conclusions of the study, as reflections on 
the hypotheses and fundamental questions raised at 
the beginning of the research, regarding, on the one 
hand, the definition and characterisation of the rail-
way project and, on the other, the place it occupies in 
the vast and heterogeneous panorama of Romanian 
modernisation. 
In regard to the definition and characterisation of the 
phenomenon under study, we concluded, after analy-
sis of the behaviours of the agents involved in its 
evolution (central and local public administration, in-
vestors, communities, and directly interested individ-
uals), that we are dealing with a coherent ensemble 
of intentions and actions, with a temporal continuum 
lasting decades. The public administrations, which 

were key players in the structuration and dissemina-
tion of the modernising discourse in general, aimed, 
often with perseverance and obstinately, at every 
level (territory, city, built object), to orient invest-
ments in the railway infrastructure in the direction of 
a number of fundamental goals for the development 
of Romanian society in the period under study. These 
included national construction, development and 
economic modernisation (particularly in the direction 
of industrialisation), implementation of a western 
institutional model, and also promotion of material 
and cultural values of the same origin and proper to 
modernity. 
The setting and pursuit of such goals presupposed 
the existence of a given type of social consensus, par-
ticularly at the level of the elites. From this point of 
view, what is remarkable is the unison of the nation’s 
public representatives (formal or informal, institutional 
or private) with the “diffuse voices” of society (com-
munities of interest, citizens) in the support of the 
opportuneness and usefulness of railway investments. 
This convergence is obvious not only in the public 
discourse surrounding these investments and in the 
practical mechanisms of putting them into effect, but 
also in their subsequent practical functioning. In other 
words, we are talking about a conscious, consistent 
and coherent undertaking aimed at achieving gener-
ally accepted basic goals, which does not mean that 
there were not divergences regarding certain specific 
goals or the actions that had to be carried out to 
achieve them. From this point of view, as a whole the 
discourse and practices that structured investments 
in the railway network during the period under study 
may be described as a Romanian railway project. 
Certainly, in so far as it is possible to speak of a rail-
way project, we accept all the more so the existence 
of a modernising project in Romanian society, which 
took the concrete form of an articulate vision, pur-
sued via a coherent set of measures (a hypothesis 
that does not garner unanimity in the local historiog-
raphy). We believe that this project was explicitly ac-
cepted at the level of the political and economic elites 
and tacitly at the level of the population as a whole. 
Moreover, we strongly believe that modernisation in 
such “marginal” cases as the Romanian one (margin-
ally both geographically and culturally) is strongly 
conditioned by the decisions and visions of small 
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groups of people (or even individuals), which, in the 
best case, succeed in catalysing the energies of the 
“silent majority.” 
The mechanisms of the process have been theorised 
in multiple hypostases over the course of time. From 
this point of view, the aim of the present research is 
to trace the evolution of the railway project and to 
verify its compatibility with the models specific to Ro-
manian modernisation. 
In agreement with the majority of historians who, in 
recent works, have examined this complex process, 
we believe that it has a number of specific character-
istics. These may be listed as follows, structured ac-
cording to their relevance to our research: 
– The close connection with the national project and 

the whole imaginary associated with it;
– The preponderant initiative of public power and the 

important role of the state; 
– Strong political, cultural and economic influences 

from outside Romania;
– The determining role of individual figures and small 

groups belonging to the elite;
– Its strongly revolutionary rather than evolutionary 

character;
– The variable geometry over time of the relationship 

between imitation and originality, as well as be-
tween continuity of tradition and radical breaking 
with the past. 

The compatibility of the railway project with the first 
four claims is broadly demonstrated in the first part 
of the book. With regard to the last two claims, the 
overall position in which we situate ourselves is close 
to the synchronistic viewpoint theorised by Eugen 
Lovinescu. 
Lovinescu argues that the formation of modern Ro-
manian civilisation initially occurred via import and 
imitation, followed by a phase of “critical assimila-
tion,” which played the role of providing a ground-
work and specific signification for forms resulting 
from uncritical adoption. With a definite affiliation to 
the “Junimea” movement’s theories of “groundless 
forms”, synchronistic ideas split away from Maiores-
cu’s criticism as they begin to accept that the initial 
imitative phase is inevitable and ultimately beneficial 
to societies such as Romania’s. The synchronists re-
gard it as normal, framing it in a revolutionary (rather 

than evolutionary) logic of the formation of modern 
civilisation in “backward” nations. The adoption and 
imitation of this initial phase were carried out, argues 
Lovinescu, from the top downwards (from the elites 
down to the masses), integrally and uncritically. In 
the next phase, the forms adopted through imita-
tion were critically assimilated, being “filled” with 
contents specific to each nation. Similar or kindred 
viewpoints were also put forward, in various articu-
lations, by Ștefan Zeletin (from the socio-economic 
perspective) and, perhaps, even Constantin Dobroge-
anu-Gherea (with reference to social and institutional 
organisation). 
We therefore demonstrate that the railway project 
started out as an attempt at a mechanical copy of the 
western experience, followed, in the mature phase, 
by the conscious construction of a discourse, a doc-
trine, and a specific practice. The aim of this demon-
stration resides, on the one hand, in the validation of 
the status of the railway project as an integral (rather 
than epiphenomenal or accessory) part of the Roma-
nian modernising project and, on the other hand, in 
the detection of its eventual particularities within this 
general picture, which might confer on it its own spe-
cific and unique position within that panorama.
Thus, at the territorial level, the planning and (then) 
effectuation of the railway project started out with 
an attempt directly to transpose the western experi-
ence, mainly via investors and concessionaires, who 
already had solid experience in the domain. As time 
passed, the Romanian administration adopted the 
forms implemented in this first phase and, in particu-
lar, after 1880, it conferred on them a specific content 
based on accumulated experience, on the political 
discourse dominant in the period, on local economic 
needs and opportunities, and so on. Standing apart 
thanks to its public status, with the result that it was 
the only fully state-owned European railway system 
at the turn of the century, the Romanian railway 
project reached full maturity and originality at the 
territorial level in the second decade of the twentieth 
century, at the same time as the integrative and sci-
entific endeavour of the “1913 Programme” and the 
universalization of the railways, whose use became, 
in a way, commonplace. 
At the urban level too, the beginnings of the railway 
project were marked by the adoption of models 
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validated (and sometimes already left behind) in the 
West. For example, in the absence of any legisla-
tion or well-articulated specific doctrine, the local 
administrations (guarantors of the cities’ interests) 
retreated before the all-powerful higher authorities 
(the concessionaire companies, then the General De-
partment of Romanian Railways), allowing them to 
have a monopoly on decisions of urban importance 
and limiting themselves to interventions in the public 
space adjacent to the railway infrastructure (squares, 
boulevards). With the passing of time, this model 
of decision-making and competencies shifted, and 
the local authorities became increasingly involved in 
planning and decisions, especially in the major cities, 
particularly Bucharest. Likewise, the specific discourse 
changed, with joint interests increasingly focussing on 
valorisation of the opportunities offered by the rail-
ways and integration of their functions into an overall 
urban vision, which also reflects the general coming 
to maturity of the doctrine and practice of planning. 
The full establishment of this paradigm is represented 
by the provisions of the General Plan for Systematisa-
tion of the Capital, drawn up under the co-ordination 
of Cincinat Sfințescu and published in 1919. 
The analysis of the discourse and practice of design 
at the level of the built object (railway station) high-
lights, with a clarity perhaps even greater than at the 
levels previous discussed, the avatars of modernisa-
tion from the synchronistic perspective: from uncriti-
cal imitations (often literal quotations of foreign 
examples) to the phase of locally altered adaptations, 
and finally arriving at the two manifestations of na-
tive modern originality: stations in the “Romanian 
Railways” style and in the national style. The apogee 
of the national and modernising discourse in the ar-
chitecture of railway stations was embodied by the 
1913 design for Bucharest’s Central Station, by engi-
neer Al. Periețeanu and architect V. Ștefănescu. 
At every level of the research, we find the existence 
of a feedback-type mechanism, which correlates the 
railway project with the general phenomenon of 
modernisation, as well as the fact that the two func-
tion in resonance with each other, which causes the 
intensity of their concerted effects to be large. This 
“resonance” derives from the fact that they (the 
railway project and modernisation) shift from the 

phase of formal imitation to that of original synthe-
sis at relatively the same pace, which makes them 
unitary, synergic and hard to separate, even at the 
conceptual level. Their concerted functioning, follow-
ing a feedback mechanism, relates to the continuity 
of a “loop model”, of the cause—effect—cause type. 
Thus, modernisation, viewed as a general phenom-
enon, forms the basis of the railway project, provid-
ing it with its raison d’être, as well as the resources 
necessary for its development. On the other hand, 
the evolution of the railway project contributes to 
the dissemination of modernity in the territory and to 
the spreading of western-type cultural practices and 
models. These in their turn condition new types of 
needs and opportunities, which the development of 
the railway infrastructure meets, taking the cause—
effect spiral to a new level. 
This type of relationship was unable to take shape in 
the advanced capitalist and industrialised societies of 
Western Europe and America, where the cultural and 
economic seeds of modernity preceded the railways 
by a number of decades. In the Romanian case, the 
arrival and spread of the railway network preceded 
industrialisation and urban growth, and they accom-
panied the economic evolution towards a form of 
capitalism, as well as the forging of cultural links with 
the West. Viewed in this way, the railway project con-
stitutes an integral part of modernity, with the role 
of a driving force, and wields a major influence on the 
change in the make-up of Romanian society before 
the First World War.
Pushed to the furthest limits achievable in the overall 
given conditions (the 1913 Programme, the General 
Plan for Systematisation of the Capital, and the final 
design for Bucharest’s Central Station), the discourse 
and practice of the Romanian railway project would 
probably have been unable to continue to develop 
within this evolutionary logic much longer. Within the 
synchronistic paradigm, there was to be a need for a 
revolutionary impulse to change the direction of the 
railway project and to give it new content. This im-
pulse was to come with the establishment of Greater 
Romania. In this respect, we hope that future studies 
and research will look at the role played by the rail-
ways in the context of the interbellum period, an area 
that promises to be particularly rich.


