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The Romanian artist Catalina Niculescu is telling me about her recently concluded sojourn  
in Japan where she was undertaking research for a new work. The research draws upon 
Japanese Metabolism, a post-war architectural movement that derived inspiration from 
Marxist theories and biological processes, to mention a couple of influences. She explains 
that her interests have evolved from looking at a distinct movement in architecture i.e. 
Modernism, to encompass whole cities, looking at their systems, processes, and 
infrastructure. ‘In recent times the concept of the Metacity has emerged as a new vision of 
the metropolis in response to a rapidly increasing global tendency towards urbanization.  
For the first time in human history more than fifty percent of the global population resides  
in large urban areas; simultaneously rural regions in various parts of the world are being 
abandoned. The urban structures of these Metacities reveal and shape the way people live 
and how they will live in the future.’  
 
This shift in ways of seeing is already apparent in Second in Space (2012), a work filmed in  
and around LA, which apart from being a systematic investigation of Southern Californian 
Modernism also looked at its evolution into the pop phenomenon of roadside  
architecture known as Googie, and the relationship between the built LA environment and 
the surrounding nature.  
 
Second in Space is a striking work. The camerawork is as seductive as (some of) the 
architecture it documents. The buildings are beautiful and they frame the nature beautifully. 
The camera then frames the buildings that frame nature beautifully, beautifully.  
 
Watching, I feel transported to a post-apocalyptical world from which the humans have all 
but disappeared. It’s like exploring a pristine ruin. The thought crosses my mind that a world 
without humans is the ultimate utopia.  
 
I am curious to know how Catalina came to architecture as a subject in her work.  
She explains that on a trip to her native Romania in 2008 she started questioning the obvious 
differences between western cities and those of the ex-communist block. This experience 
prompted her to look at cities differently, or perhaps to really start looking at cities  
and the built environment for the first time. All this led her to look into socialist housing, 
concrete structures and tower blocks, to discover that originally what has started out  
as an ambitious and visionary idea to improve standards of living for all, ultimately ran out of 
money and deteriorated into cheaply built housing, lacking in substance and susceptible  
to decay.  
 
On her return to London, Niculescu started researching the origins of it all, Modernism, 
especially how Le Corbusier developed it. And especially how it manifests in The Radiant 
City, Marseilles, bringing living space and nature together. The site was originally located 
away from the city, in woodland. Corbusier calculated the movement of the sun and  
moon and integrated these calculations in the design and layout of The Radiant City. In its 
form and design The Radiant City was meant to be the ultimate Utopia, constructed 
according to the Modular, a system of measurement invented by LeCorbusier, based on  
the human scale.  
 
Thus for Niculescu, that is how it started, the subject of Modernism, it seeded in Romania,  
it flourished in Marseilles, in tune with the changing seasons, resulting in a work of particular 
beauty and pathos, Cité Radieuse (2009-10). 
 
 



 
 
 
 
Then of course, it was time to return to Romania, to make Along the Lines (2011), to delve 
deeper into the roots of Romanian Modernism.  
 
The singular characteristic of Romanian Modernism is that the architects involved in the 
movement turned to Romanian folk architecture for stylistic inspiration. They wanted  
to make a new architecture that was simultaneously sympathetic to Romania’s traditional 
heritage. Whereas Corbusier went to Algiers, and Mies van der Rohe to Japan, Romanian 
architects drew inspiration from the Romanian vernacular. (Of course they looked to 
Corbusier too, ‘everybody looked at Corbusier!’).  
  
Along the Lines was followed by Second in Space, in 2012.  
 
Whereas Romania has a rich vernacular heritage, LA doesn’t. Romania was seeped in 
socialism; LA has always been a market-oriented society where everything is possible.  
So is everything in architecture. Modernism in Europe is socialist in outlook; to LA it was 
imported by the wealthy and privileged. A particular style of LA Modernism is Googie,  
a type of architecture that developed in parallel with the rise of automobile culture in  
America in the late 1940s, California’s pop answer to high modernism, now considered  
a vernacular style of Sothern Californian architecture. 
 
With Googie what you essentially have is advertisement disguised as architecture. It is  
a form of roadside architecture that is attractive, brightly coloured, and alluring, meant to 
bring in the punters and encourage consumption.  
 
Then the Japanese story is even stranger. You had modernist architects from the west going 
to Japan to learn aspects of Japanese architecture, importing vernacular Japanese elements to 
the west, and then this Japanese vernacular style was imported back to Japan via European 
Modernism where it triggered the last known avant-garde movement in architecture, 
Metabolism. 
 
Thinking about all the various transformations and metamorphoses that Modernism has 
undergone during the course of our conversation, I ask, ‘So nothing is what it seems?’ 
‘Modernism is quite what it seems.’ ‘Modernism failed. It became a cheap, selfish way of 
putting people into bad accommodation.’  
 
Except for a few examples including The Radiant City. That is why Catalina started there. 
On the subject of Corbusier, she comments ‘Corbusier was a dictator but he revolutionized 
architecture. Until today it is the most radical architecture that anyone came up with in our 
century.’ 
 
 
Revati Mann, October 2013 
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