
The journal of a foreign tourist in Bucharest, by foot

The Victory Way (Calea Victoriei)

       We shall begin our journey by stepping on an old bridge. Do not look 
for any river; I’m speaking of the very street we will be driving on. Its former 
name,  Podu  Mogosoaiei,  meant  „The  Mogosoaia  Bridge”.  Mogosoaia, 
because it led from palace to palace: from the Royal Palace to the summer 
residence,  the Mogosoaia Palace (a miniature of  which you can see in 
Mini-Europe in Brussels). And „bridge” because, like all big streets of a city 
that was built in the middle of vast forests and far away from any stone, it 
was  made  of  wood,  big  entire  trunks  of  oak,  and  underneath,  all  the 
rainwater would flow freely. Being built along a high hill in what was then a 
very  muddy  area,  it  soon  became  very  fashionable  and  many  rich 
noblemen started to build along it. Build with wood, naturally, and bricks, 
which is why, after centuries of earthquakes and fires, only few very old 
buildings remain  standing.  It  was  paved in  1833 with  riverstones,  good 
opportunity for Romanians to do what they do best: write mocking poems 
about our „ Bridge of goods and bridge of bads/ You, the biggest of them 
all/ For each stone you have a whole/ If we only have sidewalks!” 

When the Romanian army returned triumphant from the independence War, 
in 1878, marching along this way, the name of the street was changed into 
Victory Way, name that has been kept since today. 

To  your  right  you  can  see  the  former  Royal  Palace,  now the  National 
Museum of Art, to your left the University Foundatiuon and the Statue of 
carol  the  first,  followed  by  the  Revolution  Square  with  the  monument 
dedicated to the anti-comunist revolution.

The Royal Palace (National Art Museum) 
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It was our first king, Carol the Ist, who built here a new Royal Palace in the 
1870s,  encorporating  the  former  palace  and  filled  it  with  his  own  art 
collection.   (I  shall  give you more historical  details  further on).  Then,  in 
1926 a big fire destroyed the upper story, so it was rebuilt and remodelled 
in the style of the time, as you see it today.  

After World War II, it became an art museum. Unfortunately, during the anti-
communist revolution of 1989, it was gravely damaged by bullets and by 
fire, and many paintings were destroyed. It took a lot of work to rebuild and 
restore, but now all the galleries are opened to the public.  My personal 
favorites  are  the  Romanian  galleries,  displaying  the  best  Romanian 
painters  and  of  course,  work  of  our  most  renowned  sculptor  Brancusi 
(though I  personally have a big weakness for  another  sculptor,  Dimitrie 
Paciurea  and  his  Chimeras)  but  some  paintings  by  Rembrandt,  Pieter 
Brueghel, El Greco or Monet are on display in the European gallery.

Statue  of  Carol  I  and  University  Foundation  (BCU –  Central  University 
Library)
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Facing his palace from his horse, you have seen Carol the Ist, our first king 
(all  the  previous  rulers  being  called  with  different  names:  Vioevod, 
Domnitor). This is obviously not the original statue, built in 1939 by Ivan 
Mestrovic, that bronze statue was taken away by the communists the very 
night after they forced King Michael to abdicate and the bronze was reused 
for the statue of Lenin. (The sculptor, Mestrovic, established in New York, 
sued  the  Romanian  State  for  destroying  his  work  and  the  Communist 
Authorities were made to actually pay the damages after a Romanian boat 
was sequestrated in a Dutch harbour.)

This statue that we passed by has been unveiled in December 2010.  The 
horse is presented, as you see, with one front leg in the air, which means 
that  the  rider  died  due  to  war  wounds.  Though  Carol  did  not  actually 
suffered a war wound, it is said that his sudden death was caused by a soul 
wound, inflicted by the fact that his adoptive country, Romania, had chosen 
to fight in World War I against his native country, Germany.  Behind his 
statue there is one of the many buildings that Carol the Ist, built: “a building 
for the good of the University youth from all faculties in the country, having 
an always opened library”: this is the Central University Library, opened in 
1895. It  did not escape during the events that took place in this square 
during the anti-communist revolution: it  burnt,  and priceless manuscripts 
were lost forever. It is now rebuilt, and, what is more, under the initiative of  
UNESCO,  its  General  Director  Federico  Mayor  made  an  appeal  to  all  
governments, organizations etc. and in only a few years, most of the books 
and publications were replaced, and it opened again in 2001. Its beautiful 
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lecture halls, the spectacular architecture of the Boema building are also 
opened for public 3 days a week, 4 hours a day.

The revolution square

       During the anti-communist revolution, this square to your left was filled 
with people, desperate people who would not leave although shots were 
heard all the time, although some were wounded and some died. The new 
power occupied the building of the Central Committee of the Communist 
Party (now Ministry of Interior, the building to your left), manoeuvring the 
masses,  while  the Romanian television was transmitting it  all  live.  Now, 
these events are commemorated by the very controversial monument you 
see, that we fondly call “The impaled potato”.

The Kretulescu church
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I would like now to call your attention to the Kretulescu church to your right, 
which we now see from behind. It was built in 1720 by a nobleman called, 
of course, kretulescu, and his wife, who was one of the 4 daughters of the 
ruler of the time. It was restored several times, and at the last restoration 
the original painting of the donors, featuring all the four princesses, was 
unveiled.  According  to  historian  Eusebiu,  Christianity  was  brought  to 
Romania  by  the  apostle  Andrew  himself  (so  very  early).  Anyway,  we 
embraced from the very beginning the Orthodox Christianity and fought 
ever  since to  maintain  and protect  it,  as  orthodoxy has been for  many 
centuries  closely  linked  with  our  national  integrity.  This  is  a  typical 
Romanian old orthodox church: with a porch with arches, with very thick 
walls and very narrow windows, for the churches were so often turned into 
fortresses, so the natural light is seldom to be seen. (Which is not such a 
bad thing when you think of all the beautiful pictures that were preserved in 
these churches from the dark ages). Being an orthodox church also means 
that no statues whatsoever are allowed in church – since the Synod of 862 
(we take the command “Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image” 
literally); instead we usually cover every centimetre with paintings and/or 
icons  that  follow  the  Byzantine  canons  while  allowing  some  personal 
intervention. An iconostas (a screen with doors made of icons) separate the 
sanctuary (banned to women) from the nave of  the church.  And on the 
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inside of the entrance wall,  there are depicted the donors of the church 
(those who paid for its building). This is how we know how our great ruler of 
Moldavia, Stefan the Great, looked like: we can see him in all the churches 
of the monasteries-monuments that he built in the 14 hundreds in Moldavia, 
offering the diminutive church on his palms to the protector Saint of the 
Church, followed by his family, all on an obviously smaller scale than the 
ruler, himself smaller than the saints. 

      Following our journey down the Victory way, we shall arrive on a place 
that saw history unfold:

The Grand Continental Hotel

       Called firstly Grand hotel, and then Continental, it received after its 
recent  renovation  both  its  glorious  names.  During  the  march  of  the 
Romanian army returned triumphant  from the Independence war,  it  was 
from the balcony of this hotel that Osman Pasa, the great Ottoman general 
kept prisoner here, and his victor, young king Carol the I-st, saluted each 
other.

Facing this hotel, used to be the building of

The old National Theatre – now the Novotel Hotel
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The old building of the national theatre (built  between 1847 -1852), was 
destroyed during the WWII by a bomb that aimed for the nearby “Building 
of the Automatic telephones”, and all its goods took the road to Russia in 
41  train  carriages.  The  place  was  left  more  or  less  unused  by  the 
communists,  who  preferred  to  build  another  National  Theatre  (near 
Intercontinental). From my childhood, I remember some very ugly – looking 
pubs disgracing this place. When Novotel started building their new hotel 
on  the  place,  the  foundations  of  the  theatre  were  found,  and  the 
construction stopped. Finally, it was decided that the new building, initially 
meant to be only glass and steel, will feature the front of the old building as 
a tribute.

The Telephone Palace: built in 1930 on the place of a famous and most 
beloved open-air  Theatre.  The first  phone line had been installed much 
earlier, in 1882, between a bookshop not far from here and its typography. 

The  Puppet  Theatre  being  currently  under  renovation  has  been initially 
opened in 1908 as Cinema  Select.

Capsa
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           Capsa used to be the heart of Bucharest, the capital of the capital, a  
hotel, a coffee-place, a restaurant and a confectionery. Built in 1866, it was 
for many decades the meeting point of all artists, politicians, journalists and 
writers. Everything that happened in Bucharest, happened here first; it was 
almost officially “The place” where the big political intrigues and the big 
Romanian novels were first unveiled, where the writers and directors would 
wait to hear whether the play was a hit or a fall, where all the big names of 
Romanian  literature  met  every  day  around  one  o’clock.          The 
chocolates are still the best in Bucharest and I warmly recommend them.

The national Military Circle (Central Army House)
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        The building of the Military Circle was raised in 1912, mainly from 
subscriptions  and  donations  made  by  officers.  The  fountain  “Sarindar” 
reminds of the old Sarindari Church that used to be an important landmark 
of Bucharest until the earthquakes of 1802 and 1837 led to its destruction. 
The building has some impressive, beautifully decorated halls, where great 
balls were given in the past, and some very fancy events take place in the 
present, too. Down to the right the Elisabeta Boulevard used to be called 
between us Bucharesters “The Boulevard with Cinemas” – no less than 6 
cinemas in 100 meters,  all  built  in  the 1910s,  nearby Cismigiu Garden, 
made it the most beloved and frequented street. Eforia, nearby, was the 
oldest cinema in Bucharest, dating from 1897.

The Old centre

    

  

We are now approaching the old centre of Bucharest, so a bit of history 
needs to be revealed:

The legend says that Bucharest was founded by the shepherd Bucur (and 
later on I shall share with you a legend of this founding). The thing is, that a 
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church still stands on a hill nearby, a little, white, beautiful church called the 
Church of Bucur the Shepherd, said to have been raised in the 17 th century 
in place of a wooden church built by the founder himself. Proofs of human 
settlements have been found in this area that date back to Paleolithic, but 
the  first  written  document  mentioning  Bucharest  comes  from  Vlad  the 
Impaler  himself,  in  1459.  It  became  the  capital  of  Wallachia  in  1465, 
decision  taken  due  to  its  position  on  the  commercial  roads  linking  the 
Central Europe with the Orient and to the defense walls built by Vlad the 
Impaler. 

Nowadays, only few remainders of what used to be the Voyevodal court 
may  be  visited,  together  with  its  church,  the  oldest  in  Bucharest  (fully 
restored). This court was destroyed and rebuilt  many times from the 14 
hundreds until 1775 when the ruler of the time decided to build himself a 
new residence. For a long time, the area on your left hand was the whole 
Bucharest: the court and the streets around it. These streets were given, 
since the 17 hundreds, the name of the merchants settling there. The rich 
merchants used to build “Inns”, which were huge buildings, comprising a 
hotel, a lot of shops, wine cellars, a church, and the owner’s houses, all  
around a big yard, really the Malls of the time. Only a few remain, but are 
definitely worth a visit:  the Manouk Inn, built  in 1808, has been recently 
given back to the former proprietary, who has heavily invested to rebuild it 
exactly like when the Russian-Turkish treaty was signed there, and soon 
you will be able to rent a room in this old inn. Also definitely worth a visit is 
the  “Inn  with  Lime-trees”  (Hanu  cu  tei),  dating  back  from  1833  and 
occupied  now  with  antiques  and  art  supplies  shops.  Two  beautiful 
passageways,  covered  with  colored  glass,  and  filled  with  Cafes  and 
terraces,  are  hidden  in  the  proximity  of  the  National  Bank  Palace: 
Passageways  Macca  &  Villacrosse.  They  were  built  in  1891  by  a  rich 
merchant and given as dowry to his daughters, who married one a Greek 
fur  merchant  (Macca)  and  the  other  a  Catalan  architect  (Villacroisse). 
Another must-see is the Stavropoleus Monastery, with its little jewel of a 
church built in 1724 in a very pure Romanian style by a Greek monk called 
Ioanichie. And down the Stavropoleos street, the restaurant “Caru cu bere” 
– “The beer dray”, built in 1875 is keeping its beauty, its original beer (the 
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recipe is still secret after 140 years), and its relaxed atmosphere (and low 
prices) up to this day. 

But if you ask me, the best thing to do in the old city is to just stroll along 
the  streets  (closed  to  traffic)  and  enjoy the  atmosphere,  the  dozens  of 
restaurants of any cuisine imaginable, the man who sells you fortune notes 
picked by his parrot ; the surprising old houses and the lively, youthful life 
around.

The CEC Pallace

 

          The Palace of the National Savings House was finished in 1900 and 
is one of the sturdiest buildings in Bucharest, never being damaged by any 
of the big earthquakes. The inside decoration is indeed beautiful and until  
recently could have been admired by anybody who came here to deposit 
some money. The building is now closed to the public and rumours say that 
maybe  a  museum will  be  opened  here.  In  any case,  the  big  paintings 
representing  our  first  two  kings  and  queens have  been uncovered  and 
restored.
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The National History Museum

                 

     The monumental building of the History Museum (built in 1899 as the 
Post Palace is now undergoing a thorough consolidation, so only part of the 
collection can be visited: the prehistoric thesaurus, including pottery from 
the Cucuteni culture, dating back to 5500 BC, the Thinker from Hamangia 
and his woman, both sitting in a contemplative position since 4000 BC, the 
gold bracelets of the Dacians recently recovered from organized bands of 
“treasure hunters” , the crowns of our kings and queens… I think maybe 
this would be the time to give you a little history data. I’ll try to make it very 
short. Human settlements were discovered in Romania from ancient times, 
the  Cucuteni  culture   dating  from  before  Sumer  and  Egipt,  then  the 
Hamangia culture that left us the mysterious thinker and his partner, but 
whom we call  our ancestors were a branch of the Thracians, called the 
Dacians (that’s why our national automobile, and a lot of other things are 
called Dacia). The Roman Empire ended up by conquering Dacia in 101-
106 AD, and, our mountains being rich in gold and silver, a big colonization 
happened;  wherefrom  we  inherited  our  language,  which  is  a  Latin 
language. After the retreat of the Romans, there came the big barbarian 
waves, we assimilated some Slavic tribes, and thus acquired some Slavic 
influences in our language, too. In the middle ages, three main provinces 
lived  by  Romanians  coagulated:  Wallachia  (or  Muntenia  or  Romanian 
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country),  Moldavia and Transylvania.  They functioned for  centuries as a 
sort  of  “tampon” between the Mongolian invasions and western Europe. 
Eventually, the Ottomans became to big for these small countries, and they 
ended up accepting the suzerainty of the Ottoman Empire (Wallachia and 
Moldavia) and the Austro-Hungarian Empire (Transylvania). 

         After  the 1848 movements,  Wallachia and Moldavia seized an 
opportunity  to  unite,  against  the will  of  the big  powers of  the time:  the 
treaties said „two thrones”? – very well: we elected the same ruler for both 
thrones! This ruler, AI Cuza, established his court in the Royal Palace of 
Bucharest (that we have seen in the beginning of our trip). In the Throne 
room, he found two thrones in place: one for the ruler, and a bigger one, 
always empty, threatening, the throne of the Sultan. Now Cuza made some 
very important reforms, but they of course did not please everybody and, to 
top it all, he turned out to be a favorite of the ladies, which was considered 
shameful, so he was made to abdicate. In his place, the ministers of the 
time,  with  the  support  of  Napoleon  the  III-rd  and  Otto  von  Bismark, 
proposed to the people a foreign prince, who would ensure the approval of 
the  yet  not  recognized  union.  A  referendum  was  organized,  and  an 
overwhelming  majority  of  Romanians  voted  for  bringing  young  Carol  of 
Hohenzollern Sigmaringen, a German second son of a ruling family. And 
soon afterwards, 27 year –old Carol comes to Romania incognito, using a 
Swiss passport obtained grace to a property his family had in Switzerland 
and enters Bucharest in the cheers of the people, who welcomed him with 
arcs of flowers, emotion and trust. This is the same man standing on his 
horse facing the palace. He did not possess the universal culture of the 
ministers who brought him, but he was a German officer, ready to organize 
a country drained by wave after wave of occupations and wars. Bucharest 
had also been destroyed by the big fire of 1847, and then by the following 
plagues.  In  3  weeks  from  his  entering  Bucharest  he  started  to  learn 
Romanian,  in  two  months  he  travelled  the  whole  country  together  with 
engineers and architects.  He orders a railway system to be built  and a 
bridge over Danube to link Bucharest with the Black Sea. He fights in front 
of the Romanian army in the Independence War and is crowned the first  
King of an independent Romania. His crown was made then of the steel of 
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a Turkish cannon. During his reign Romania becomes a modern nation that 
we all look back to with nostalgia. 

Carol  and Elisabeth  had no sons,  so yet  again,  the second son of  his 
brother, named Ferdinand, is brought when 19 years old, trained by his 
uncle and,  at  49 years old,  becomes king.  He was the one who risked 
everything in order to make true the centuries-old dream of Romanians to 
unite  and,  in  1918  he  returns  in  glory  to  Bucharest,  king  of  the  Big 
Romania, including all our provinces, (of which we lost some to the USSR 
after World War II.)

Dambovita River

The river that crosses Bucharest, Dambovita, is but a minor one. Our rulers 
preferred to have the Capital City not on the great Danube, which would 
have made it vulnerable, but along this small unimportant river. The name 
Dambovita comes from Slavonic, and means “oak leaf”.

The Palace of Justice

 

In  order  to  build  the Palace of  Justice in  1895 on the place where the 
“Judging Court” had functioned since 1830, the course of Dambovita had to 
be modified. The architect chosen was a French one, Monsieur Ballu, the 
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one who built the City Hall in Paris, and after his death, the interior was 
designed by our most beloved architect, Ion Mincu. It hosts now the Appeal 
Court, and I promise that next time I go there with some “very important 
case” I shall make sure to take the time admire this decoration so many 
times taken for granted.

The Union Square, Union Boulevard

The  square  we  enter  now  is  one  that  most  suffered  by  Ceausescu 
demolishing fever; only the back view of the Manouk Inn to our left reminds 
us of  its  former beauty.  There used to be many Palaces,  a  big market 
place, and so on, but now it is only the antechamber for the Parliament 
Palace.  Ceausescu  wished  for  a  Boulevard  bigger  than  the  Champs 
Elisees to be seen from the balcony of “The Republic’s House” or “The 
people’s House”, so the “Victory of Socialism” Boulevard was built 8 meters 
larger than the Parisian boulevard.

The Parliament Pallace
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      The constuction of the second biggest building in the world (after the 
Pentagon) started in 1980 by the demolition much of Bucharest’s historic 
district, on a surface comparable with Venice, including the beautiful old 
Vacaresti Monastery (1722), the great Brancovenesc Hospital (1835) and 
30.000 residences, many dating from the 19th century. Ceausescu had a 
great  allergy to beautiful  old buildings,  and more than once his  famous 
gesture  with  the  hand  meant  the  demolition  of  the  most  precious 
monuments,  to  be replaced with ugly blocks of  flats.  Sometimes it  was 
possible to just  build a row of blocks along the street  and preserve the 
houses  behind,  or  move  a  church  to  hide  it  behind  blocks  instead  of 
demolishing it, and then again some other times this was not possible.

The building of the People’s House was made using mainly the “free” labor 
of  the  young  men  serving  their  obligatory  military  service.  The  most 
precious  and  expensive  materials  were  used,  coming  from  all  over 
Romania,  so the monster is really much more beautiful  inside that  from 
outside. A huge amount of money, estimated at over 3 billion euro, were 
spent in a time when Romanians were suffering cold and lack of food.

In 1989, when the communist regime was overthrown, the building had not 
yet been finished, and some parts of it are still left unfinished. Since 1994, 
both Chambers of the Romanian Parliament function here, and also the 
Romanian  Museum  of  Contemporary  Art,  an  International  conference 
center and a Theatre displaying a 3 tones chandelier.
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The palace is opened for visiting, and some of the interior decoration, made 
like I  said only with Romanian best quality and most expensive marble, 
stone  and  wood,  reflect  our  national  traditions.  Some  draperies  were 
handmade by the nuns in our monasteries; all of the huge carpets have 
been also handmade by bits and assembled on the spot (the carpet in the 
Union Hall needs 35 people to roll it open). It is definitely worth a visit, if not 
this time, then when you shall come again in Bucharest.

The structure of  resistance is  also impressive,  there are 7 underground 
levels,  including a  huge parking place,  Ceausescu’s  anti-atomic  bunker, 
and, it  is  said,  about  20 km of  underground tunnels leading to different 
locations in Bucharest, interrupted from place to place by 7 tone-doors.

And  just  as  a  curiosity,  you  might  be  amused  to  know  that  a  patent 
application  has  been  filed  by the  architect  of  the  People’s  House.  The 
published abstract said something like that:

“Complex edifice for carrying on public or cultural activities, at the State or 
Parliament  level,  congresses  and  national  or  international  conferences 
which,  with  a  view  to  providing  separate  and  independent  institutional 
space with optimal functioning within the assembly where various activities 
take  place  concomitantly  without  disturbing  each  other,  comprises  21 
buildings  symmetrically  arranged  in  relation  with  an  axis,  with 
independently  calculated  bearing  structures  so  there  are  expansion-
settlement joints there between, the assemble being arranged as one piece 
in  a  base  rectangle  forming  a  first  register  (R1)  with  ground  floor  and 
stories, over which is arranged a second Register (R2) comprising 5 floors 
and having an U-shape….”

The Law Faculty
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         Built in 1935, the Law Faculty has a severe, neoclassical architecture, 
displaying  statues  of  the  great  lawmen  of  old  times:  Licurg,  Solone, 
Cicerone, Papinian and Iustinian. It was built mainly with funds collected by 
its dean from the students and former students, as stated in the dedication 
from the main hall.

The Opera House
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The Opera house you see on the right was built in 1953, when Bucharest 
hosted the International Youth Congress. In order for the investment to be 
made,  a  time  of  absence  of  aliments  and  other  goods  was  installed, 
remembered of as the “Festival fast”, compensated by the fact that, during 
the Congress, all the shops were full  of huge quantities of products that 
Romanians hadn’t dreamt of for years, and a partial cultural liberalization 
brought a respite from the usual restrictions, so that the whole world would 
see how wonderful life in communism was. 

Up until then, the Opera did not have a house of its own, being hosted in 
different locations during the years (like in one of the National Theatre halls, 
and other Theatres)

A bronze statue of our great composer, George Enescu, by sculptor Ion 
Jalea, is to be seen in front of the Opera house, homage to the man who 
directed the inaugural  spectacle of  the Romanian Opera,  when it  finally 
became a national institution in 1921.

Down the Boulevard, the Heroes Street leads to the Medicine Faculty, the 
lovely Botanical Garden and the Cotroceni Palace, where the President of 
Romania lives. 
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Lazar National College

                                                                           

           We are now passing along one of the oldest high schools in  
Romanian  language  in  Bucharest.  It  was  built  in  1890  near  Cismigiu 
Garden and is  even  now one of  the  best  High  Schools  of  the  city.  Its 
turquoise traditional colour, and delightfully humorous teenage adventures 
taking place in the nearby park have been depicted by one of its former 
student and teacher in a book called “Cismigiu & Co.”. Through its pages, 
memories of all the great tradition of this place still live in all of us, people of 
Bucharest, who all grew up loving this book.

Cismigiu Garden

          The oldest and most romantic public garden in Bucharest was built in 
1830, a time when most of the people of the city lived in houses big or 
small surrounded by huge gardens, many filled with the ancient trees of the 
forest  that used to surround the city.  The garden had therefore to bring 
something more than just vegetation, so it was filled with statues (many of 
which  still  “survive”),  the  lake  was  closed  for  fishing  but  opened  for 
rowboats and exotic  birds and,  in  the winter,  skating competitions were 
organized.  Very  important  and  well  dressed  men  would  compete,  for 
instance, in circling of the lake while carrying the Romanian flag. 

The word “Cismigiu” comes from Turkish “cesme” – public fountain: it so 
happened that,  at  the  time,  the  administrator  of  the  public  fountains  of 
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Bucharest  (called  the  “Cismigiu”)  lived  in  a  house  located  on  the  park 
grounds. Even today the Eminescu Spring (named after our national poet, 
who lived for a part of his life nearby this garden) is a natural spring said to 
have  the  best-tasting  water  in  Bucharest.  Before  electrical  lighting  was 
introduced in 1882, the garden would close at 10 o’clock, (and 12 o’clock in 
the moonlight nights). Today it  remains the most romantic place to bring 
your  sweetheart,  with  the  great  willows  providing  little  nests  where  a 
rowboat can hide or with the fairytale feeling in the winter nights skating on 
the lake. But don’t worry, beyond the romanticism of the place, writers have 
captured the true mocking Romanian spirit in Cismigiu too: and I mean I.L. 
Caragiale,  the  great  author  of  plays  and  short  stories  and  one  of  his 
representative characters, Mitica. Now, when Mitica was pretending to have 
an important job, we all just knew what it was: to chase the flies away from 
Cismigiu! Another time, Mitica, the grandfather of today’s paparazzo, would 
write his sensational articles from imagination, while relaxing on a bench in 
the park. Even today, people from other parts of Romania call those who 
live in Bucharest “Mitica”.

Kretzulescu Palace 

         But coming back to romantic places, the villa on your right, called the 
Kretzulescu Palace is one of my very favorite buildings in Bucharest, and 
you may imagine how happily I  would play in my childhood around this 
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palace, pretending I  was a princess and that was my residence, and of 
course the park itself was nothing short of the enchanted forest where my 
prince (I was of course the prince, too) was bravely fighting fierce enemies.

The Kretzulescu palace was built in 1906 on the place of the old residence 
of Elena Cretzulescu, which dated from 1718. The City Hall purchased this 
residence in 1927 to house the prime minister’s office, then the Museum of 
Religious Art, closed by communists in 1946. Since 1972 it is the seat of 
UNESCO European Centre for Higher Education.

Athenee Palace Hilton

Our circuit will soon pass again near your hotel, which is itself a landmark 
of  the  city,  being  the  first  building  that  used  reinforced  concrete  in 
Bucharest. Built on the site of an old Inn, of course, the Gherasi Inn, it has 
been many times remodeled since 1912. The “Le Diplomate” hall is one of 
the best preserved reception halls in the country.

In the 1930s-1940s, the English bar was one of Bucharest’s most popular 
places,  with  the  largest  offer  of  cocktails  and  cigars.  One of  the  funny 
moments recorded to have happened here had to do with an epigram–
writer and bon-viveur, Pastorel Teodoreanu. When leaving, he gave a tip to 
a man in uniform, asking for a cab. “But sir, I’m not a valet, I’m an admiral” 
said the outraged man. “In that case”, said Teodoreanu, “call me a boat”.

The Romanian Athenaeum
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Now I hope you don’t  think I  would overlook the Athenaeum building. It  
really is the most beloved building in Bucharest: perhaps not very big and 
monumental, but with a joyful beauty that speaks to our hearts.

We owe this building almost entirely to the enthusiasm and dedication of 
one man, naturalist Constantin Exarhu, who had the initiative and gave all  
his energy and fortune to this aim. His project of 1878 was very criticized, 
for the place was considered at the time to be too far away from the centre 
of  the  city!  When the  money from donations  were  not  enough,  Exarhu 
organized a whole campaign for raising funds, under the slogan “Give one 
leu/For the Ateneu” – and in 1888 the building was finished.

The inside is worth a visit, if not for a Philharmonic concert (which is not at 
all  a bad idea, the hall having a perfect acoustic) at least to admire the 
marble columns and spiraled stairways that lead to the concert hall and the 
round  fresco  adorning  the  ceiling  of  the  hall  depicting  25  important 
episodes in the Romanian history.

Once every two years, the Athenaeum becomes one of the hosts of the 
George Enescu International music festival and competition, an event that 
we look forward to for being a real celebration of classical music, when 
important orchestras and virtuosi from all over the world can be heard here.
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The House of the Architects

We are passing now another “hybrid” building, hosting now the Union of the 
Architects.  On this place there used to be a very famous grocery store 
belonging to a man called Coltescu. It  is  said that  he made his fortune 
during the Russian occupation in 1877, when the occupant’s demand of 
champagne  was  so  great,  that  he  started  to  “fabricate”  it  right  in  the 
basement of the house. Later on, the fame of his grocery store grew so, 
that once a letter was received at the Royal Palace with the address: “To 
His  Royal  Majesty  the  King,  the  Royal  Palace,  in  front  of  Coltescu’s 
Grocery store”.

In  the  communist  times,  this  house  served  as  the  headquarters  of  the 
dreaded Political Police, so it was a target during the anticommunist events 
taking  place  in  this  place,  being,  as  you  can  see,  almost  entirely 
demolished. It stood a ruin ready to collapse until 2003, when the Union of 
the Architects built its headquarters by keeping the memory of what was, 
but raising from it with the glass-and-steel tower.

Magheru Boulevard
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We are now driving along one of the most important streets in Bucharest, 
heading towards the north of the city. In late years, Bucharest has spread 
mainly to the north, along the route leading to the mountain resorts in the 
Carpathian Mountains,  and most  of  the business area is  located in  the 
north part of the city. Many buildings on this boulevard fell during the last 
big earthquake in 1977.

The Roman Square, Academy of Economical Studies

 

A veritable center of the centre of Bucharest is the Roman Square, where 
the most known building is the Academy of Economical studies. Down the 
Dacia  Road,  to  the  right,  there  is  a  beautiful  quarter,  full  of  lovely  old 
buildings. Besides, there are two precious little old parks, very much worth 
a visit. What I personally love most about my hometown is the fact that, 
wandering along small hidden streets you can always find some surprises: 
an old little house with beautiful decoration, or some church hidden away.
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Victoriei Square, Government Building

 

We are now passing through the Victory Square, where the Government 
building  is  placed,  so  obviously  where  all  the  anti-governmental 
manifestations take place.

Statue of The Heroes of the Air

The statue dedicated to the heroes of  the air  – pilots fallen in the First 
World War – was realized in 1930 and is my personal favourite of all the 
statues in Bucharest, especially because I find it beautiful from all angles – 
and I pass by it every day going to work. The sculptress used marble from 
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our western mountains for the white pedestal, and bronze for the 5-meters 
tall winged-figure.

Primaverii District

It is the most expensive area of the city, and worth a stroll to admire the 
houses, some from the 19th century, others built in the art-nouveau stile and 
yet others with modern architecture. Ceausescu used to live in this area, 
surrounded of course by the trusted Communist party members, who were 
given these residences after  their  “enemies of  the people” owners were 
sent to prison or labour camps.

Herastrau Park

          

The biggest park in Bucharest, (110 hectares) Herastrau Park, was built in 
1936  on  the  shores  of  a  lake.  It  is  a  host  for  many  events:  plays,  
expositions and so on.  As we speak, for  instance,  there is  a Bike Tour 
taking place, organized as part of the Eurobike Festival. There are points 
for renting bikes or even getting them for free as long as you have an ID 
and do not leave the park. Aslo, you can take a circular cruise on the lake, 
or you can rent a rowing boat or bring your own windsurf. You can even 
fish,  but  only  from the  shore,  on  a  dedicated  area.  A lot  of  the  park’s 
surface  is  dedicated  to  all  kinds  of  sports,  then  there  is  an  area  with 
restaurants  and  terraces,  a  part  where  functions  a  rather  old-fashioned 
fairground, but all in all the main thing is that you can take big walks around 
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the lake, admiring the Rose Island and many unusual varieties of trees and 
shrubbery.

The Triumphal Arch

The Triumphal Arch that we pass now has been built in 1922. On this place 
there stood a series of temporary arches, but for the celebration of the Big 
Union, at last this arch has been built out of granite, so that King Ferdinand 
may pass under it after being crowned king of the united Romania. After the 
communists  came,  the  proclamations  of  King  Ferdinand and his  queen 
Mary have been removed, together with their effigies. They were replaced 
with the two bronze medallions we see today. There is a small museum 
hosted inside the arch, mainly dedicated to the Big Union, which can be 
visited only during some random days decided by the Mayor of the city,  
since circulation must be stopped in order to gain access. Also, a beautiful 
view can be admired from the terrace at the top of the arch during these 
visits.

The Village Museum
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Part of the Herastrau Parck is occupied by the Village Museum

One of  the  first  ethnographic  open-air  museums in  Europe  (opened  in 
1936,),  this  was  nevertheless not  the first  in  Romania  –  the first  being 
opened in Cluj,  in 1929. The sociology professor Dimitrie Gusti  and his 
students have travelled all over the country and bought old houses, barns, 
furniture,  crossroad  crosses,  pots  and  tools,  celebration  and  everyday 
clothes,   representative  for  their  places  of  origin,  and  placed  them 
according to a plan that follows the map of the country. The mission of the 
museum was to be “a real school of knowing and loving of our village”, and 
the museum itself was called by its founder “The sad sound of Romanian 
history bells”. 

What  will  immediately  call  your  attention  in  this  museum  is  the  great 
difference of stiles between the different regions of Romania. 

Also very popular are the traditional fairs and exhibitions, where peasants 
bring their products, their music and dances. All summer long, camps are 
organized  and  you  may watch  craftsmen  teach  children  the  secrets  of 
wooden carving, of playing the traditional instruments, painting Easter eggs 
or icons on glass and many others.

The Press House
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The  press  House was  built  in  1956 after  the  model  of  the  Lomonosov 
University in Moscow, like many other such copies made all  around the 
former  communist  bloc,  and  perhaps  less  ugly  than  some.  It  was  built 
partially using the “free contribution”  of  the employees,  who were given 
donation tickets instead of  part  of  their  salary.  A huge bronze statue of 
Lenin used to stand in front of the building, which was raised with a crane 
(and not easily, but after several attempts) and disposed of in the cheers of 
the people soon after the anti-communist revolution.

The building still hosts the seats of the main newspapers and a typography.

Romexpo Exhibition Cerner – main pavilion between the two towers – is 
the  biggest  exhibition  centre  in  Bucharest,  organizes  exhibitions  in  all 
possible  subjects  you  may  imagine,  including  the  Inventika  exhibition. 
Today for instance you may visit the International Feline Exposition, where 
organizer Sofisticat claims to have brought the most beautiful cats from all 
over the world.

Kiseleff Boulevard

We are now returning down the Kiseleff Boulevard. Pavel Kiseleff was a 
Russian  Count  and  General  who  has  administered  both  Wallachia  and 
Moldavia  during  the  Russian  occupation  between  1828  –  1834.  It  so 
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happens that he was maybe the only real gift Russia has ever made us: he 
was a reformist  at hart,  who encouraged the elaboration of  the Organic 
regulations, our first Constitution, and, in his later capacity as the Russian 
ambassador  in  France,  he  supported  the  union  of  the  Romanian 
Principalities.

This  road  bearing  his  name  has  seen  Queen  Mary  (granddaughter  of 
Queen  Victoria  and  first  cousin  with  Tsar  Nicholas  the  2nd)  every  early 
morning in her famous gallop, faster than any of her officers. It has also 
seen for many years the equally famous flower battle, part of the King’s day 
Celebrations.

To your right, a few of the old residences still maintain a little of their former 
aspect, that once was the characteristic in Bucharest: the very large and a 
bit wild gardens.

The Peasant Museum

 

We  are  now  approaching  the  Peasant  Museum,  which  functions  in  a 
building with Romanian architecture inspired from the tradition of the old 
monasteries. This museum practices a special kind of museography that 
brought it the European Museum of the Year award in 1996. 

The old collections of what used to be the Museum of National Art were 
temporarily removed from the building by the communists, when it hosted 
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the Lenin-Stalin Museum, then the Romanian Communist Party Museum. 
Immediately after the anti-communist revolution, the museum was restored 
to its initial scope.

Now, besides the permanent expositions, here function: a “Peasant’s club” 
that organizes temporary exhibitions and concerts of traditional music, the 
Creativity Atelier where children learn to sew, to build puppets and make 
theatre with them, or with shadows. 

Also in this building is hosed “The New Cinema of the Romanian Director”, 
where  not  very  commercial  movies  made  by  Romanian  and  European 
directors can be watched (today you can watch “Somewhere in Palilula”, 
first film made by Silviu Purcarete, a famous theatre director). 

The museum shop selling only genuine artefacts is designed like the “Good 
room” of the traditional house, where every family keeps its most treasured 
things. A temporary exhibition you could visit today is entitled “The beautiful 
traditional  clothes  of  the  ladies  from the  city”  –  where  you  can  admire 
photographs  of  noble  ladies  dressed  in  beautiful  traditional  clothes,  a 
fashion introduced by our first  Queen, Elisabeth and perpetuated by the 
second one, Mary. I have not visited the exposition, but I have seen some 
family photos from Moldavia in the early 1900s with the bride and groom 
dressed traditionally, and all the guests wearing modern clothes.

The Geology Museum
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To your left, another building in the Romanian neo-brancovenesc style is 
dedicated to the geology museum.

Antipa natural History Museum

 

The Natural  History Museum has been reorganized and brought  to  this 
space in 1906 by its director of 51 years, Grigore Antipa, a pioneer of the 
diorama. After a recent renovation, it opened its gates in 2011, and they 
say it was turned into a modern, fantastic space, for the joy of kids and not  
only.

Casa Doina
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We are now approaching our lunch destination, Doina House. It was built 
by one of the visionary promoters of the Romanian architecture style, Ion 
Mincu. Doina House is one of the best of the master and reminds of the 
patriarchal Romanian aristocratic house, brightened by the charm of the 
peasant  style.  Doina  house  or  “The  buffet  alongside  the  avenue”  had 
initially been designed as a pavilion for the Paris exhibition in 1889, but 
remained unfinished due to lack of funds. The work was carried out instead 
in Bucharest in 1892 on the street that now bears the name of its architect, 
Ion Mincu. The most beloved Romanian architect, he fought all his life for 
the safeguarding and use of the Romanian (neo-brancovenesc) style, in a 
time when so many other architects were competing to mirror the western 
architectural fashions.  Today, the Architecture Academy bears his name.

The name ‘Doina” of our Retaurant , is the name of a traditional Romanian 
sad song about love, grief, feeling alone, going to war or into the woods to 
become an outlaw. Doina is very close to our souls, whispering to us about 
our roots.

(Elisabeta Palace, named after the oldest daughter of our king Ferdinand, 
who later  became queen of  Greece,  until  she divorced her  husband in 
1935. It is here that King Michael was made to abdicate, under the threat of 
killing more than 1000 arrested students. The Palace has been recently 
returned to the Romanian Royal House and is used as the residence of our 
king, and also as an administrative residence of the Royal family)

The house with crystal bells (The Minovici Villa)
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This house has been built in 1906 in the Romanian style, in a place that at  
the time was right next to the entrance barrier of the city: at night, wolves 
would still come near from the nearby forests, looking for some easy prey. 
It was called “The house with crystal bells”, due to the 40 bells that used to 
sing to the wind in the tower.

Its owner, the forensic doctor Minovici, had a strong interest for the arts, but 
renounced to his art studies after one year at the insistences of his father in 
favour of the medicine school. His ph. d. thesis, in 1898, had the subject: 
“Tatoos in Romania”. Later on, he published an internationally renowned 
study with the title: ”Studies about hanging”. Besides these very peculiar 
interests, he has always pursued his love for the art, and built this house to 
be an ethnographic museum, hosting pieces of traditional art he purchased 
in his travels around the country in his forensic capacity. All the pieces he 
picked were made at least one generation before, pieces that had all been 
used or worn.

Miorita Fountain
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What is special about this fountain is the mosaic reproducing the story of 
one of  our  representative traditional  ballads.  The name “Miorita”  means 
“little sheep”, and the ballad is the story of three shepherds. One of them, 
the Moldavian shepherd, was better and more hardworking and became 
richer than the other two, so they started to hate him and decided to kill  
him. Now one enchanted sheep heard them and went to tell her master, the 
Moldavian shepherd. The most of the ballad then depicts the testament of 
the shepherd, as he tells his sheep what to do if he was to die: to ask the 
other two to bury him with the flute at his head, so that the wind would 
make it  play and the sheep and dogs would gather round him. And the 
sheep was to tell everybody that he married the world’s own princess-bride, 
the sun and moon were his godparents, and a star has fallen during the 
wedding. But to his mother, he asks the sheep to only tell that he wed a 
princess, and not of all the other signs that actually depict the wedding with 
death. 

When we had to learn about this ballad in school, as children we were all 
puzzled and quite outraged about this story that is supposed to represent 
the spirit of the Romanians. What is that, to be threatened and, instead of 
making plans for your escape, to accept it with serenity. What does it say 
about us, that we just sit with our arms crossed and do nothing? But now I 
realize that it  does indeed capture some of the Romanian spirit,  for our 
history shows that we are not vengeful, we forgive easily and do not hold 
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grudges  and  we  would  rather  have  patience  and  wait  for  better  times 
instead of rebelling and fighting.


