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Abstract: George Oprescu (1881-1969), 
a canonical voice in Romanian art 
historiography, established himself in the 
mid-20th century as a university professor, 
art critic, museum director, and founder 
of the Institute of Art History in Bucharest. 
Behind this symbolic authority lies an 
unconventional path, largely overlooked, 
as he entered academia relatively late 
in life, around the age of fifty. A social 
and professional outsider, lacking formal 
training in art history, he rose to prominence 
through his ability to adapt across divergent 
ideological contexts. This study examines 
how Oprescu accumulated and sustained 
symbolic and cultural capital over time, 
combining biographical reading with 
discourse analysis to explore the interplay 
between personal formation, institutional 
authority, and historiographical voice.  
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Although a lesser-known figure in Ro-
manian studies and the broader hu-

manities, George Oprescu (November 27, 
1881 – August 13, 1969) stands among 
the most influential Romanian art histo-
rians of the 20th century, widely read and 
frequently referenced in the field. His au-
thority derived not only from his scholarly 
writings, but also from the key administra-
tive roles he occupied in cultural institu-
tions between the 1930s and the late 1960s. 
Yet, Oprescu’s early and mid-life trajectory 
did not foretell such a career. Born into a 
modest and socially marginal background, 
he spent the first half of his professional 
life teaching in provincial Romania, far 
from the country’s major cultural centres. 
Only in his fifties did he enter academia, 
advancing rapidly and establishing himself 
as a leading voice in art history, art criti-
cism, and museography, a status he main-
tained after the Second World War and 
throughout the communist period. 

Based on official and personal cor-
respondence, institutional records, and 
Oprescu’s autobiographical writings, this 
study reconstructs his biographical devel-
opment and professional ascent within the 
ideological context of 20th century Roma-
nia and Europe. The analysis is informed 
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by Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural 
capital, mediation, and symbolic reproduc-
tion, as explored in La Distinction: Critique 
sociale du jugement (1979)1, while also con-
sidering his critique of the “biographical 
illusion”2, which warns against presenting 
and explaining someone’s life as a coherent 
sequence of events. Nevertheless, biogra-
phy, however selective and retrospectively 
constructed, can offer insight into historio-
graphical writing and discourse formation.

By tracing Oprescu’s path from a mar-
ginal social background to the centre of 
academic art history, the article examines 
how his historiographical output and activ-
ity as an art critic were shaped both by his 
personal and professional trajectory and by 
shifting political and ideological contexts. 
While existing scholarship acknowledges 
Oprescu’s institutional stature (the Insti-
tute of Art History in Bucharest now bears 
his name) and the importance of scholarly 
production3, the relationship between his 
biography and his historical writing has 
not yet been systematically examined. The 
first two parts of my study therefore show 
how a socially and professionally marginal 
figure lacking formal training in art history 
came to accumulate authority within Ro-
manian art historiography. The next parts 
explore how his life path shaped both his 
institutional roles and the voice of his writ-
ings across ideological contexts. 

Marginality, Education,  
and Early Networks (1881–1923)

Born in 1881 in the Romanian pro-
vincial town of Câmpulung-Mus-

cel, George Oprescu was of humble or-
igins. He was raised in a single-parent 
household by his mother, Maria Oprescu 

(1862–1902), and his grandmother, Ana 
Oprescu (1844–1906), both of whom were 
working women: Ana a domestic and Ma-
ria a seamstress. He was never legally ac-
knowledged by his father, magistrate Ion 
Bălteanu (1852–1919), descended from 
a boyar family4, who, in 1881, the year of 
Oprescu’s birth, served as president of the 
Muscel Tribunal in Câmpulung5. Opres-
cu later referred to himself as “the natural 
child of a very young seamstress from that 
town, seduced and abandoned by a mag-
istrate”6. He recalled his father in bitter 
terms: “[...] he never knew about me, and 
you can imagine how black his memory 
remained in my soul”7. The absence of a 
father figure shaped his character, leaving 
him proud yet uncertain of his own worth 
and abilities. Marked by illegitimacy and 
precarity, his early background appears to 
have fostered a drive for symbolic self-le-
gitimation pursued through education and 
accumulation of cultural capital. 

Education became George Oprescu’s 
path to social ascent, serving as the primary 
instrument of advancement and a symbol-
ic rupture with his modest origins. Before 
starting school, he taught himself to read 
by deciphering letters and words in news-
papers8. While attending primary school in 
his hometown of Câmpulung9, his teacher 
advised Maria Oprescu to send George to 
Bucharest to continue his studies, rather 
than place him in apprenticeship, as she 
had planned10. At the age of ten, he left for 
Bucharest on a scholarship and enrolled 
as a boarder at the Matei Basarab High 
School. There he became familiar not only 
with French language and literature, but 
also with art, classical music, and theatre11. 
He later studied History and French at the 
Faculty of Letters and Philosophy of the 
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University of Bucharest, graduating with 
honours12. 

Bucharest also marked a social turn-
ing point. Through relationships forged 
in high school and at university, Oprescu 
entered elite intellectual circles13. His close 
friendship with Constantin Ionescu-Mi-
hăești (microbiologist, 1883–1962)14 intro-
duced him to a privileged milieu facilitat-
ing important career contacts. As a student, 
Oprescu came under the influence of his 
professor N. Iorga (historian and politi-
cian, 1871–1940)15, and from his third year 
at university worked for him copying and 
filing historical documents, established 
a lasting connection with the historian16. 
Another decisive figure was Ion Cantacuz-
ino (microbiologist, 1863–1934), a friend 
of the Ionescu-Mihăești family, who be-
came Oprescu’s mentor in matters of art 
and an important protector, whose support 
later enabled him to become director of the 
Toma Stelian Museum in Bucharest. 

In the absence of a structured univer-
sity training in art history, Oprescu built 
his knowledge through reading and direct 
contact with artworks in museums, galler-
ies, and antique shops. Under Cantacuz-
ino’s influence17, Oprescu discovered art 
from a collector’s perspective. He built his 
extensive visual knowledge, supported by 
an excellent memory, through prolonged 
observation, comparison, and contextual-
ization18. This self-taught method would 
later inform both his scholarly and his mu-
seum work.  

Following his graduation from uni-
versity, George Oprescu spent nearly fif-
teen years (1905–1920) as French teacher 
and high-school principal in the southern 
Romanian towns of Giurgiu and Tur-
nu Severin. This period consolidated his 

professional position within the secondary 
education system, while also allowing for 
discreet symbolic accumulation far from 
the cultural centre of the capital. After the 
First World War, despite lacking a doc-
toral degree, he moved from secondary 
to higher education with the support of 
his friend Vasile Pârvan and that of other 
members of his intellectual network. His 
appointment as lecturer in French at the 
University of Cluj took place in the con-
text of the formation of Greater Romania 
(1918–1920), when the former Hungarian 
university was reorganized as the Roma-
nian University “King Ferdinand I”19 and a 
new Romanian teaching staff was recruited 
by a commission led by Pârvan20 and Sextil 
Pușcariu. During his years in Cluj, Opres-
cu earned his PhD in Philology (1923)21 
and advanced to the rank of associate pro-
fessor. He held this position until 1931, 
when he won the Chair of Art History at 
the University of Bucharest through public 
competition22. 

Rise: From Geneva to Bucharest 
(1923–1931)

In 1923, due to strong political support 
generated by his personal connections, 

Oprescu was appointed secretary of the In-
ternational Committee on Intellectual Co-
operation at the League of Nations (LoN), 
with the backing of Titulescu (head of the 
Romanian delegation at the LoN), Sex-
til Pușcariu (LoN delegate and academic 
ally), I.G. Duca (Romanian Minister of 
Foreign Affairs), and Sir Eric Drummond 
(LoN General Secretary)23. Although still 
a university lecturer, without diplomatic 
credentials, he joined a prestigious net-
work of scholars and public intellectuals, 
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including Henri Bergson, Albert Einstein, 
Marie Curie, Thomas Mann, and Paul 
Valéry. 

The International Committee on In-
tellectual Cooperation (ICIC) was part 
of the LoN’s cultural diplomacy project 
in the aftermath of World War I. Be-
tween 1923 and 1931, Oprescu served as 
one of Romania’s representatives in Ge-
neva, within a key interwar institution 
promoting the humanist ideal of “moral 
disarmament” through scientific dialogue 
and pacifism. He directly contributed to 
the creation of the International Insti-
tute for Intellectual Cooperation (IIIC) 
in Paris, a precursor to UNESCO24, and 
assisted in establishing the International 
Office of Museums, a predecessor to the 
postwar International Council of Mu-
seums (ICOM)25. Following his tenure 
as ICIC secretary, he served as expert 
on the Committee on Arts and Letters 
and board member in several related in-
stitutions, including the Institute of In-
tellectual Cooperation in Paris and the 
International Institute of Educational 
Cinematography in Rome. This experi-
ence brought him substantial symbolic 
geopolitical capital, positioning him as a 
mediator between international and local 
scenes, a status crucial to his later rise in 
Romanian academia and museography. 

Around 1921, Oprescu’s shift to art 
history was catalysed by his encounter with 
French art historian Henri Focillon26. They 
collaborated on cultural diplomacy with-
in the LoN network and beyond. When 
Oprescu began writing on art history, Fo-
cillon and Constantin Ionescu-Mihăești 
were among his most important advisors. 

Upon returning from Geneva to Ro-
mania in 1931, Oprescu’s career advanced 

along two institutional paths: the univer-
sity and the museum. This development 
was strongly influenced by three formative 
figures in his life – Ion Cantacuzino, Henri 
Focillon, and Ionescu-Mihăești – as well 
as by the symbolic capital he had accumu-
lated abroad. In Bucharest, where the re-
cently established Toma Stelian Museum 
required a director and the Chair of Art 
History at the University had become va-
cant, he soon came to occupy both posi-
tions, benefiting from the support of Focil-
lon and N. Iorga.

Before obtaining the Chair of Art 
History at the University of Bucharest, 
Oprescu was first appointed Chair of 
French Civilization at the Faculty of Phi-
losophy and Letters, a position financed 
by the Paris government at the initiative 
of Vasile Pârvan and Henri Focillon27, 
under the broader policy of Franco-Ro-
manian cultural and intellectual cooper-
ation. The Faculty Council appointed G. 
Oprescu in recognition of his recent work 
on the painter Théodore Géricault28, which 
demonstrated a solid understanding of 
French modern art29.

Meanwhile, Oprescu prepared his can-
didature for the Chair of Art History. The 
position became vacant in 192630, when Al-
exandru Tzigara-Samurcaș, who had creat-
ed and held the chair since 191131, left for 
the University of Cernăuți. When the com-
petition procedures were opened the fol-
lowing year, Tzigara-Samurcaș also decided 
to participate, becoming G. Oprescu’s main 
rival32. The competition was highly con-
tentious, delayed by appeals and protests33. 
After several rounds of competition, Opres-
cu was eventually declared the winner by a 
commission chaired by N. Iorga, then rector 
of the University of Bucharest34. The dispute 
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generated lasting animosity, extending be-
yond the university into press polemics, a 
challenge to a duel35, and legal proceedings. 
At the centre of this battle for institution-
al legitimacy was the question of Oprescu’s 
academic credentials. Tzigara-Samurcaș 
argued that the former lacked the neces-
sary training in art history, being instead a 
graduate of philology with a doctorate in 
comparative literature and a background as 
a French teacher – qualifications that, in his 
view, did not justify his appointment to the 
Chair of Art History36. Decades later, lin-
guist Iorgu Iordan (1888–1986) suggested 
that Iorga “used and abused his authority” 
to support Oprescu, partly to block the as-
cent of his academic rivals: 

[…] I knew that he had been “pro-
tected” by Nicolae Iorga, not so much 
out of conviction as out of interest, to 
prevent the Chair of Art History [...] 
from being filled by Al. Tzigara-Sa-
murcaș or Orest Tafrali, his personal 
adversaries37.

Despite the scandal surrounding his 
entrance to the University, Oprescu was a 
professor there for almost two decades and 
served as Dean of the Faculty of Philoso-
phy and Letters in 194638. In his courses 
and seminars on Baroque, Classicism, Im-
pressionism, and 19th-century Romanian 
painting, he presented a Eurocentric nar-
rative of art history, while building a net-
work of teaching and institutional ties that 
strengthened his professional influence. 
He would deliver his courses in a rath-
er rigid format, reading them “word for 
word”39, in a “monotonous voice”40, whereas 
in the seminar he showcased his teaching 
skills by working closely with students and 

emphasizing methodical, well-document-
ed research41.

G. Oprescu was keen to encourage 
and cultivate his best students. In a prac-
tice reminiscent of N. Iorga’s, he recruited 
several collaborators from among them. 
His course and seminar functioned as a 
mechanism of symbolic reproduction of 
cultural capital, mentoring a new genera-
tion of art historians, many of whom later 
became researchers at the Institute of Art 
History he would direct: Teodora Voines-
cu, Ion Frunzetti, Mircea Popescu, Adina 
Nanu, Amelia Pavel, Eleonora Costescu, 
Mircea Deac, Remus Niculescu, and The-
odor Enescu. As recalled by former stu-
dents and colleagues, his leadership style 
was vertical and paternalistic, yet effective 
in shaping the discipline during its insti-
tutional consolidation. Several testimonies 
also note his authoritarian attitude in the 
classroom, including criticism directed to-
wards female students and occasional out-
bursts toward assistants, which earned him 
a reputation for misogyny 42. 

In 1931, simultaneously with his ap-
pointment as university professor, Oprescu 
also became director of the Toma Stelian 
Museum in Bucharest, a general art muse-
um established through a private bequest 
to the Romanian state and dedicated to 
painting, sculpture, graphic and decorative 
arts43. Under his leadership, the museum 
became a centre for collection-building 
and a hub for cultural diplomacy. He ex-
panded its collections through acquisitions 
and donations and curated major inter-
national exhibitions in collaboration with 
European institutions, drawing on the con-
nections he had established at the League 
of Nations44. Oprescu drew his museum 
staff from among his top students: Mircea 
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Nădejde was hired as a librarian45, Teodo-
ra Voinescu was appointed as an honorary 
assistant46 and later promoted to the rank 
of junior researcher47, and Ion Frunzetti 
worked as assistant48.

Building on his experience as an or-
ganizer, in 1941 Oprescu co-founded the 
Institute of Art History within the Fac-
ulty of Philosophy and Letters, alongside 
professors I.D. Ștefănescu (art historian 
and Byzantinologist) and I. Andriesescu 
(archaeologist). Conceived as a universi-
ty-based research unit, the Institute aimed 
to provide the discipline with an institu-
tional and scholarly framework49. It was 
reorganized under the Academy of the 
Romanian People’s Republic in 1948–4950, 
when Oprescu was appointed director, a 
position he held until his death in 1969. 
Thus, Oprescu successfully transitioned 
from the royal regime to the communist 
state, obtaining institutional continuity 
and political protection in exchange for his 
symbolic and professional capital, as well 
as cultural legitimacy and expertise. 

From provincial outsider to League 
of Nations official, and from schoolteach-
er to a leading academic, Oprescu’s career 
shaped both his cultural authority and the 
voice of his writings, a voice that was for-
malist, descriptive, and aligned with dom-
inant norms and mechanisms of institu-
tional validation. It is this voice that I now 
turn to for a closer reading. 

A Voice of Authority  
in Romanian Art History

George Oprescu’s art historical and 
critical output, from interwar studies 

to postwar syntheses, reflects a multi-fac-
eted career across changing political 

contexts. His work comprises more than 
eighty titles on Romanian and universal 
art: monographs, art criticism, university 
course books, exhibition catalogues, and 
collective volumes coordinated at the In-
stitute of Art History. Among the most 
important are the Nicolae Grigorescu vol-
umes, written with Remus Niculescu51, and 
his study of French artists active in the Ro-
manian Principalities during the 18th and 
19th centuries52.

The foundations of this approach were 
laid in the interwar period. Writing in the 
context of the national consolidation post-
1918, Oprescu positioned himself as an in-
tellectual engaged in building the cultural 
legitimacy of Greater Romania. For him, 
the study of art history was part of the na-
tional project, as he stated in his inaugural 
lecture at the University of Bucharest. Ex-
pounding on the role of art history research 
in consolidating local cultural institutions, 
he argued that:

[…] researchers and young scholars 
must engage with our artistic and cul-
tural past more frequently, more per-
sistently, and perhaps more methodi-
cally than before, in order to present 
to the world our faithful and truthful 
image, rather than a tendentious cari-
cature. […] we are not the intellectual 
parvenus our enemies speak of, but a 
nation of ancient settlement, solid on 
its ethnic and cultural foundations. 
Our contribution to the heritage of 
European civilization is an indisput-
able fact53.

Methodologically, Oprescu combined 
positivist historiography with formal anal-
ysis, drawing on Focillon and the French 
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tradition. He wrote in a clear, didactic style 
with a narrative and biographical orien-
tation, focusing on technical and stylistic 
aspects and occasional axiological assess-
ments54. Without specialized academic 
training, Oprescu developed an empirical, 
self-taught method of visual analysis based 
on direct observation and informed by 
the cultural habits of the urban educated 
middle-class – museum visits, opera, and 
classical concerts – which shaped his sen-
sibility and taste.

His contributions reflect prevail-
ing ideological currents articulated along 
three main directions. First, he aimed at 
the recovery of traditional art as a source 
of national authenticity and cohesion55, a 
theme explored during his early years at 
the University of Cluj. Second, he pro-
moted cultural dialogue between Romania 
and Europe – especially with France56 – an 
orientation shaped by his experience at the 
League of Nations and his active engage-
ment in cultural diplomacy. Finally, he de-
veloped a major research line on 19th-cen-
tury Romanian painting, first published 
in 1935 in foreign editions57. This work 
reflects Oprescu’s stature in the late 1930s 
as professor, museum director, and cultur-
al intermediary addressing both domestic 
and international audiences.

Interwar Transformations: 
Between Tradition and Europe

Two case studies illustrate how Opres-
cu’s writing transformed alongside his 

career and the shifting intellectual and cul-
tural contexts of the interwar period: Peas-
ant Art in Romania and Romanian Painting 
in the 19th Century – works that consoli-
dated his reputation as an art historian. 

The issues of Peasant Art in Romania, 
first published in 1922 and revised in 1929, 
and reedited a decade later, exemplifies a 
significant change in tone and discursive 
orientation. The 1922 version appeared un-
der the editorial supervision of Vasile Pâr-
van in the series Țara noastră. Culegere de 
scrieri pe înțelesul tuturora despre pământul 
și poporul românesc (transl.: Our Country. 
Collection of Writings Accessible to All about 
the Romanian Land and People). Intended 
for a Romanian readership, the book was 
conceived in the spirit of the Greater Ro-
mania project and its program of cultural 
consolidation. Its rhetoric was nationalist 
and organicist58, akin to that of Tziga-
ra-Samurcaș and N. Iorga59, who viewed 
folk art as a marker of ethnic identity and 
territorial continuity60. 

By contrast, the 1929 version – aimed 
at an international audience – attests to 
a change of register and reflects Opres-
cu’s emerging role as a cultural mediator. 
Published in the special autumn issue of 
The Studio (London), under the title Art 
in Roumania61, with an opening message 
from Queen Marie of Romania, the study 
expanded on the 1922 text and was later re-
issued with a preface by Henri Focillon. In 
this version, Oprescu adopted a more dip-
lomatic tone, reframing vernacular objects 
as elements of an intercultural aesthetic 
language with universal attributes, a strat-
egy for integrating Romanian vernacular 
heritage into transnational networks62. The 
1929 study departs from the ethnocentric 
perspective of Tzigara-Samurcaș and Ior-
ga, challenging the claim that the geomet-
ric style was specific only to Romanian 
folk art – a thesis used to legitimize Ro-
manian territorial primacy, particularly in 
Transylvania. Instead, Oprescu argued that 
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geometric ornamentation was widespread 
across cultures, setting aside ethnicity as 
a central analytical category63. Moreover, 
while the 1922 study emphasized cultural 
coherence and national exceptionalism, the 
1929 revision introduced a more cautious 
note, showing that folk art had become a 
symbolic battlefield where nations of Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe asserted cultural 
primacy and territorial claims. Oprescu 
maintained that peasant art should not be 
politically instrumentalized, since it origi-
nated in what is universal and common to 
all human communities64. This universalist 
approach to folk art was a direct conse-
quence of Oprescu’s diplomatic experience 
at the League of Nations within an intel-
lectual milieu committed to combating na-
tionalism and promoting moral disarma-
ment through cultural cooperation. 

Another significant example of 
Oprescu’s interwar writings is his work 
on 19th century Romanian art, which rep-
resents a clear case of canon formation, 
with art framed as a record of civilization. 
His narrative privileged a chronological 
model, presenting the development of lo-
cal art as an evolutionary process linked 
to Western models, an advancement from 
early or “primitive” forms to the integra-
tive modernity of Theodor Aman, Nicolae 
Grigorescu, and Ion Andreescu. For de-
cades, this interpretation functioned as the 
authoritative account of Romanian artistic 
modernity. 

Primarily concerned with painting, 
Oprescu expanded this line of research in 
1937 with the publication of Romanian 
Painting in the 19th Century65, for which 
he received the Eliade Rădulescu Prize of 
the Romanian Academy. The work was 
innovative for its biographical recovery 

of previously unknown painters66, based 
on extensive primary sources: periodicals, 
correspondence, and archival materials. 
The book’s structure revolved around what 
Oprescu identified as a pivotal moment 
in local art history: the founding of the 
Schools of Fine Arts in Iași and Bucharest. 
This chronological threshold – still widely 
accepted in Romanian art historiography – 
marked the completion of the moderniza-
tion process through the adoption of new 
Western artistic models67. The categories 
he introduced – foreign painters, primi-
tive painters, church painters of Western 
tendency, Transylvanian painters, modern 
painters, and independent painters – have 
likewise endured.

Art Criticism and Ideology

Alongside his academic work, Opres-
cu was a prolific art critic, publishing 

hundreds of articles in the 1930s and late 
1940s, mainly in Universul, then Romania’s 
most widely read daily newspaper68. His 
public writing pursued two main aims: to 
promote the Toma Stelian Museum, which 
he directed, and to advance an aesthetic 
ethos rooted in academic convention, re-
finement, and Western models. Acting as 
a cultural mediator, he sought to shape the 
public’s aesthetic sensibility and connect 
institutions, artists, and readers. His crit-
icism followed a pedagogy of legitimate 
taste, promoting compositional harmony, 
technical skill, and mastery of colour. 

Until the late 1930s, Oprescu main-
tained an ideologically discreet public pro-
file. As early as 1914 he declined N. Iorga’s 
invitation to join the Democratic Nation-
alist Party – which Iorga had co-founded 
with far-right politician A.C. Cuza – citing 
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Cuza’s intolerant rhetoric as the reason for 
his refusal69. Yet as regimes changed, so did 
his public voice. On the eve of the Second 
World War, Oprescu openly denounced 
the Nazi repression of contemporary art, 
becoming a rare Romanian critic to speak 
against the Entartete Kunst campaign. In 
articles published in 193770 and 193871, he 
condemned the Nazi interference in art 
and culture, defending artistic autonomy, 
invoking the doctrine of art for art’s sake: 

From a desire to renew and purify ev-
erything, the current government of 
Germany has decided to put an end 
to those movements it deems harm-
ful or immoral [...]. Hence, last year’s 
exhibition of “degenerate art” (die en-
tartete Kunst), where, indiscriminately, 
wonderful works, freer in treatment 
and more independent in technique, 
by the most valuable contemporary 
artists were stigmatized together with 
truly shameful and ridiculous pieces 
that time would have eliminated. […] 
This year comes [...] the exhibition 
of works that meet its ideal, healthy 
art, eternal art, that which reflects 
the nature of the German people [...] 
The immense canvases [...] all seem 
to have been executed by the same 
hand. […] Whoever [...] would judge 
the “culture” of the German people 
by the exhibition in the “Deutsches 
Haus” would be sorely mistaken. The 
German people, in the artistic field, 
even in recent times, are capable of far 
more [...]72.

Strikingly, that same year Oprescu also 
curated a German Graphic Arts Exhibition at 
the Toma Stelian Museum and expressed 

gratitude to Joseph Goebbels’s Ministry 
of Propaganda73, an episode revealing the 
ambiguities of cultural diplomacy under 
authoritarian regimes. Presenting the exhi-
bition as evidence of strengthened Roma-
nian-German cultural relations74, Oprescu 
attracted the criticism of his long-stand-
ing rival Alexandru Tzigara-Samurcaș. 
Writing from a pro-German standpoint 
and quoting Hitler, Tzigara-Samurcaș de-
nounced the exhibition as opportunistic 
and labelled Oprescu “the chameleon of 
our artistic movement”75. 

In the early 1940s, Oprescu tentative-
ly aligned with the far-right movement by 
endorsing an exhibition by artists affiliated 
with the Iron Guard. In his Universul re-
view he adopted Legionary rhetoric, pro-
moting the notion of ​​social or collective art 
and declaring that the principle of art for 
art’s sake had become irrelevant, an abrupt 
reversal of the position he defended two 
years earlier in his critique of the Nazi ex-
hibitions in Munich:

We have before us perhaps the best 
and most interesting [...] exhibition of 
the year. [...] Starting from the con-
viction that art must be placed in the 
service of the nation, […] that it must 
be conceived as a collective endeav-
our […] subordinated to the common 
goal […], that the principle of “art for 
art’s sake” has outlived its time, and 
that the work of sculptors, painters, 
and architects should serve faith and 
love of country, we are shown what 
can be achieved through such frater-
nal collaboration76. 

Oprescu’s attitude may have reflected 
a strategy of self-preservation or cautious 
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compliance with the Legionary move-
ment, even though he did not share its ide-
als. Only a month before the publication of 
this article, N. Iorga had been assassinated, 
an event Oprescu later condemned in his 
1968 memoir77. Nevertheless, his 1940 re-
view reveals his willingness to use art crit-
icism as a vehicle for political messaging 
and to position himself favourably in rela-
tion to power, demonstrating pragmatism 
and calculated political awareness.

A similar pragmatism informed his 
1945 article on the exhibition Art, Work, 
Democracy, held at the National Museum 
[Muzeul Național de la Șosea]. Adopting the 
vocabulary of Soviet-inspired Proletkultist 
aesthetics, Oprescu echoed the exhibition’s 
ideological premises in a sympathetic tone, 
criticizing capitalist society while promoting 
the principles of the new movement78.

Towards the end of the Second World 
War, Oprescu’s discourse underwent a fur-
ther strategic reconfiguration. In a striking 
reversal of tone and alignment, he praised 
the Allied forces79 and lamented the de-
struction caused by the Nazi bombings of 
Bucharest80. In July81 and September 194782 
he published two ideologically charged ar-
ticles theorizing the forms of art education 
and pictorial genres suitable to the new 
political order, texts suggesting his contin-
ued professional ambitions in the field of ​​
art education. The September 1947 article 
coincided with the purges in higher edu-
cation, which he managed to survive, al-
though his position became fragile when, at 
sixty-six, he was forced into retirement83. In 
this context, he used his Universul articles 
to signal his continued relevance as an art 
critic within the new “people’s democracy”.

Finally, by 1948, in five successive re-
views of the Flacăra group exhibition84, he 

had fully adopted the vocabulary of social-
ist realism – a sign that his transition to 
the doctrinaire demands of the new regime 
was complete. As he still stood on the mar-
gins of the circle that now controlled the 
institutional and discursive apparatus of 
art, these chronicles functioned as a strate-
gy of reintegration, demonstrating his ca-
pacity to adapt and negotiate ideologically.

The Postwar Years:  
(Re)Writing under Pressure

After 1948, George Oprescu consol-
idated his standing within the new 

cultural apparatus as director of the re-
structured Institute of Art History in Bu-
charest, securing institutional continuity 
and maintaining authority in the field. In 
the 1950s, his writings aligned with the 
prescriptions of Socialist Realism, becom-
ing critical of modernism.

His 1954 volume on sculpture, Sculp-
tura statuară romînească85, exemplifies this 
discursive accommodation, offering a harsh 
critique of Constantin Brâncuși consistent 
with the contemporary ideological de-
mands. The book marks a visible departure 
from Oprescu’s earlier writing, incorporat-
ing communist ideological imperatives. As 
revealed in his Securitate (secret police) file, 
Oprescu admitted to art historian Sydney 
Geist that the critique had not been writ-
ten out of conviction, but was rather “an 
order”, in accordance with Party propagan-
da86. Some of the volume’s most politically 
charged passages, including the anti-Brân-
cuși sections, were drafted by collaborators 
such as Eugen Schileru, as later revealed by 
Ion Frunzetti87, reflecting Oprescu’s prac-
tice of delegating ideological discourse to 
more adept associates.
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By the 1960s, amid gradual dogmatic 
loosening, Oprescu revisited the text in a 
second edition, retitled Sculptura româneas-
că88, and in essays celebrating Brâncuși as 
a national icon89. Seeking to reverse the 
judgments expressed in the 1954 synthesis, 
Oprescu asserted from the opening para-
graph that Brâncuși was the most presti-
gious Romanian artist, whose sculptures 
of “absolute perfection” were sought after 
by museums and collectors alike90. Later 
autobiographical writings recount his en-
counters with Brâncuși (1914, 1937)91, fur-
ther contributing to the sculptor’s symbol-
ic rehabilitation. Unlike the 1954 critique, 
written under ideological pressure, these 
later texts reflect a more genuine engage-
ment, a view supported by the fact that 
Oprescu owned a Brâncuși work acquired 
in the 1930s: Head of a Child (1906)92. 

Conclusion:  
From the Margins to Authority

George Oprescu’s career spans the 
ideological divides of the 20th cen-

tury, bridging interwar formalism and 
postwar Socialist Realism. From the mar-
gins of provincial Romania to European 
diplomatic circles and the university halls 

of Cluj and Bucharest, his trajectory illus-
trates how symbolic capital accumulated 
through education, elite networks, and in-
stitutional roles in museums, universities, 
and the Academy. His voice – as historian 
and art critic – was shaped by his life path 
and served as an instrument for navigating 
the normative demands of each era.

Though not a theorist or method-
ological innovator, Oprescu was a frame-
work-builder, both discursively and insti-
tutionally. The Romanian art-historical 
canon he helped shape favoured moderate 
formulas valuing stability and refinement, 
while excluding the avant-garde, symbol-
ism, and other alternative genealogies of 
modernity. This selectivity was not inciden-
tal, or a matter of personal taste, but part 
of a broader logic of cultural validation in 
accordance with dominant norms both 
before and after the Second World War. 
In this sense, G. Oprescu’s legacy demon-
strates that art-historical writing cannot be 
neutral: it reflects the outlook and strate-
gies of its authors, in relation to the norms 
and constraints of their time. Seen in this 
light, Oprescu’s work is not merely a record 
of past art, but also a revealing document of 
how cultural legitimacy, scholarly authority, 
and historical canons are constructed.
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