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Summary. The Romanian Workers’ Party – the political party that led Romania from 1947 until 1965 – need 
for legitimisation led to the rewriting of history in a way that the history of Romania was presented as a linear 
progression finally leading to communism. In art history, art also became a linear phenomenon, progressively 
advancing towards Socialist Realism.
The tactics of constructing the new narrative in art history during the 1950s and the beginning of the 1960s can 
be read as a form of the social history of art. Although the methodology could have led to remarkable results, 
ethical boundaries were violated: only some historical episodes and moments from artists’ biographies were 
selected.
Within this context, this study investigates whether papers and monographs about Romanian painters active 
in the second half of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century can be read as a form of social 
history of art.

Keywords: Communism, social history of art, censorship, Romania, George Oprescu, monographs, biographies, 
communist ideology, totalitarianism.

INTRODUCTION

Societies in Eastern Europe suffered radical 
changes at the end of the 1940s. This was also the 
case in Romania. Along with the political life, the 
cultural life faced a radical change during a pro-
cess of legitimisation of the new Communist rule, 
having the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics – 
further on, USSR – as a model, especially during 
the Stalinist period. While the arts were the subject 
of implementing Socialist Realism, the humanities 
had to adapt to dialectical and historical material-
ism. Considering the fact that, by its nature, histor-
ical materialism functions by considering the social 
reality surrounding a certain historical event, one 
can think that history, and, therefore, art history, 
used the methods of social history, particularly in 
the social history of art. To add to this assump-
tion, many papers and books (including landmark 
monographs) gave special attention to the biogra-
phy of artists and, where possible, their involve-
ment in certain political events. On the other 
hand, sociology had a rough existence during the 
first part of Communist rule in Romania. Between 
1948 and 1964, its practice was forbidden and the 

professional structures associated with it were 
dismantled. Under these circumstances, the ques-
tions that can be asked are: was it possible to have 
a historical methodology in the field of art history 
resembling that of the social history of art? And if 
the answer is positive, can it be seen as a particular 
model of the social history of art? How did it work?

In order to answer those questions, the paper will 
consider the apparition of the social history of art 
in Western Europe during the 1950s, looking at the 
characteristics of Arnold Hauser’s The Social His-
tory of Art and the prescriptions of the Communist 
Party of the USSR for what dialectical materialism 
and historical materialism meant and how it should 
have been put to practice. Also, the status of soci-
ology in Romania and the method in which all of 
the above were applied to art history will be consid-
ered. For verifying the model, the cases of Roma-
nian painters Nicolae Grigorescu, Theodor Aman 
and Octav Băncilă will be considered. The analysis 
will also show a difference in the approaches of cer-
tain art historians. Because of the restrictive char-
acter of a scholarly paper, this text is not an exhaus-
tive analysis, but a qualitative one, considering just 
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a few examples for verifying if part of the art his-
torical narrative of the 1950s and the first part of 
the 1960s in Romania can be regarded as a form of 
social history of art.

The study follows the period of Gheorghe Gheo-
rghiu-Dej’s rule in Romania because of its restric-
tive character. It shows what consequences Stalin-
ism had in the cultural field and how it shaped the 
methodology used for constructing the discourse 
in certain fields of the humanities.

From a cultural point of view, the proposed time-
frame (1948–1965)1 can be divided in two: the Sta-
linist era, between 1948 and 1953, the year of Sta-
lin’s death, but prolonged until 1955, and the time 
of a minor liberalisation, between 1956 and 1964, 
when Stalinist policies were still in use, but Ghe-
orghe Gheorghiu-Dej used them for consolidating 
his own power, therefore rejecting Nikita Khrush-
chev’s reformistic policy.2 Furthermore, even the 
first period can be divided, as Dennis Deletant 
shows, between the time when Gheorghe Gheo-
rghiu-Dej shared the party’s leadership with Ana 
Pauker, Vasile Luca, and Teohari Georgescu, last-
ing between 1948–1952, and the period when Dej 
became the sole leader of the party (1952–1955)3. 
In this context, the death of Stalin did not bring 
the end of Stalinism in Romania. While the Thaw 
began in most Eastern European countries in 1956, 
after Khrushchev’s secret speech, in Romania the 
Thaw began only in 1964. The liberalisation poli-
cies between 1956 and 1964 opened the path for a 
nationalistic advance but on Stalinist terms.

Considering the painters Nicolae Grigorescu, The-
odor Aman, and Octav Băncilă, the paper brings 
to attention the monographs about those painters. 
Grigorescu’s monograph is the only one published 
after 1960 (in 1961), although the volume was fin-
ished maybe as early as 1960 by Remus Niculescu. 
Because of some political issues and the detention 
of Niculescu, the volume was issued in 1961 and 
was signed by Oprescu4. Grigorescu and Aman are 
considered among the most important painters in 
Romanian art history, being part of the Romanian 
canon of painters since the beginning of art history 

as a professional field in Romania. Their activity 
led to the modernisation of Romanian art during 
the 19th century, thus their high status in Roma-
nian art history. Theodor Aman, together with the 
painter Gheorghe Tattarescu, founded the Beaux 
Art School in Bucharest, introducing the French 
system of the Academy and Academist painting. 
His paintings are among the first examples of his-
torical paintings, narrating in a visual manner sig-
nificant events for Romanian history. To this date, 
his historical paintings are among the best-known 
art works of this genre to the large public. At the 
same time, his paintings of social events such as 
ball scenes are appreciated for illustrating the high 
society of the day. When the fashion in painting 
changed, he was able to change his style and start 
painting rural scenes, in a manner that gave the 
impression that he wanted to imitate Nicolae Grig-
orescu. Not only that he laid the foundations of 
modern artistic life in Romania, but his work was 
a model for a whole generation of artists. Nicolae 
Grigorescu revolutionised Romanian painting by 
introducing the plein-air technique. He became 
very influential for the young generation of artists 
who tried to distance themselves from Academist 
art. His interest in rural life, landscapes, and por-
traits, common at that time in the rest of Europe, 
made him a revolutionary painter on the Romanian 
art scene. His new approach and the fact that his 
practice could, at the same time, be closely related 
to Western art, and seen as a contribution to con-
structing a Romanian identity, turned him into a 
model for the young generation. His example was 
followed by younger painters who started painting 
more and more rural scenes, landscapes, and still 
lifes. The canon is completed by the painters Ion 
Andreescu, Ștefan Luchian, and Nicolae Tonitza. 
In this context, during the Communist era, some 
art historians tried to introduce Octav Băncilă in 
this canon mostly for political reasons: he was a 
declared Marxist and he made a cycle of painting 
illustrating the Romanian Peasant’s Revolt of 1907. 

The modernisation of Romanian art during the 
19th century is viewed by most as having cru-
cial importance because it represented the star-
ting point for making Romanian art part of the 
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Western world. Because of this reason, this paper is 
not concerned with earlier or later art, the context 
being very different and the type of analysis being 
considerably different. At the same time, this phe-
nomenon is characteristic of the former Romanian 
provinces of Wallachia and Moldavia. During the 
19th century, Transylvania was part of a different 
cultural tradition. Because of this, the art histori-
ans who were interested in the process of moderni-
sation of Romanian art during the 19th century are 
mainly art historians from Bucharest. The Transyl-
vanian art historians were concerned mainly with 
medieval art, aiming to prove the importance of 
the Romanian population in Transylvania during 
the Middle Ages. 

Writing about 19th century art between 1948 and 
1965 posed serious difficulties, considering the fact 
that the main topic was that of modernisation and 
appropriation of Western standards in art, at a time 
when the USSR propaganda depicted the capital-
ist West as the archenemy. At the same time, the 
phenomenon is even more interesting because this 
exact same timeframe, 1948–1965, corresponds 
with the consolidation of art history as a research 
field in Romania. Art history did not have a very 
long history in Romanian culture. During the Inter-
war period, some art historians were active in two 
cultural centres: Cluj, in former Transylvania, and 
Bucharest, in former Wallachia. As other authors 
already showed, art historians from Cluj, such as 
Coriolan Petranu and Virgil Vătășianu, both edu-
cated in Vienna, employed the methodology of Josef 
Strzygowski while researching Romanian art forms 
in Transylvania5. Soon, an informal competition 
between the two could be seen. Art historians Vir-
gil Vătășianu and George Oprescu (with Oprescu 
being older than Vătășianu) began their careers in 
the Interwar period. Tensions between the two cen-
tres started to emerge and continued in the Com-
munist times. While the methodology of the Cluj 
School of Art History can be easily traced to the 
Vienna School of Art History6, not the same can 
be said about the Bucharest School of Art History. 
Previous research focused on the Interwar period 
without highlighting a coherent methodologi-
cal development, even when looking at materials 

written by precursors of Oprescu, such as Nicolae 
Iorga, Gheorghe Balș, Nicolae Ghika-Budești, or 
Ion D. Ștefănescu7. Few studies focusing on indi-
vidual authors or art history during the Commu-
nist era are available, while no volumes signed by 
a single author were issued (only Corina Simon’s 
book about Virgil Vătășianu touches the subject). 
Various papers on the subject of art history written 
during the Communist times will be cited through-
out this article. While unpacking the methodology 
of Bucharest art historians, this paper raises the 
question of the existence of a link between socio-
logical approaches and art history, in a time when 
sociology itself was banned in Romania, a question 
not researched before. With this approach, investi-
gating the juxtaposition of ideology, sociology, and 
art history, the paper does not look into conflicts 
between art historians in Bucharest (more precisely, 
between George Oprescu, Petru Comarnescu and 
Ionel Jianu, conflicts that can be traced into the 
Interwar period).

THE SOCIAL HISTORY OF ART IN THE 1950s

Even though the social history of art will come 
to the front stage of art historical writing with its 
methodology mainly during the 1980s8, experi-
ments in this area were made earlier. Hungarian art 
historian Frederick Antal began publishing studies 
that can be seen as a form of social history of art at 
the end of the 1940s9. It is possible to see his activ-
ity closely linked to both Marxism and the Anali 
School. Arnold Hauser’s Social History of Art was 
first published in 1951. Both authors were writ-
ing at the same time when changes in the field of 
humanities were taking place in Eastern Europe as 
a result of the pressure of the Communist regimes. 
This paper will rely on a comparison only between 
Hauser’s work and the work of Romanian art his-
torians. For the timeframe this paper uses, Haus-
er’s work is of the utmost importance because it 
makes possible a comparison between a free choice 
of using Marxist thought in writing art history 
and the necessity of using it in Romania, together 
with the prescriptions of the Communist Party in 
the USSR of dialectical materialism and historical 
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materialism. Although Anne D’Alleva considers 
Hauser’s contribution to the field to be an atypical 
one due to its generalisations and ambition to ana-
lyse all of art history, literature, music, and film10, 
Hauser’s book proved to be influential and, at the 
same time, explicitly considers the role Marxist 
thought had in his analysis. He was also interested 
in what type of relations exists between the biogra-
phy of the artist and his artistic oeuvre.

Considering Hauser’s methodology, in the Intro-
duction for the 2005 edition, Jonathan Harris men-
tions the Marxist principles that can be found in 
Hauser’s writing: the privileged place class and class 
struggle have in his analysis, the social and cultural 
role various ideologies had in history and the influ-
ence the economical production models had over 
art11. Even though those are common points with 
the work done in Romania, there are certain differ-
ences in approach. The most striking difference is 
that Hauser was critical towards Soviet society by 
ignoring Socialist Realism in his comprehensive 
history12. At the end of the fourth volume, Hauser 
briefly mentions the state of culture in Soviet Rus-
sia but finds it difficult to evaluate the phenome-
non because of its declared aim of exterminating 
the bourgeoise aesthetics. At the same time, he is 
critical towards using art as propaganda, stating 
that this use of art diminishes its value. He takes 
other two issues with Socialist Realism: censorship 
and its declared role of speaking to the people. In 
Hauser’s view, addressing the issue of the level of 
education of the proletariat only postpones finding 
a solution to the problem of education, because art 
should determine people to have a wider view of the 
subject.13

The difference between the status Socialist Real-
ism had in Hauser’s writings and the one it had in 
Romanian writings can also be sensed in the fact 
that, even if Hauser underlines the way develop-
ment and progress in art are directly linked to a 
historical logic that can be found in all human soci-
eties starting with the Stone Age14, this progression 
does not end with Socialist Realism, as was the case 
of the writings of his peers in Romania and other 
countries under Communist rule. Looking at the 

Romanian art historical works published in the 
1950s and the 1960s, no such considerations about 
Socialist Realism were made. On the contrary: 
when considering the educational role art had, the 
officially sanctioned art movement was considered 
to be educating the people. What is certain is that 
for both Hauser and art historians active in East-
ern Europe, when considering the role of art from 
a Marxist point of view, the educational role art 
could have, was central to the function art was con-
sidered to have.

On the other hand, this way of envisioning the suc-
cession of events in history and their influence over 
art is directly linked with dialectical materialism, 
to be analysed below. This is a common point in the 
art historical writings from Romania.

The comparison between Hauser’s methodology 
and that of his Romanian peers can encompass 
the relevance the artists’ biographies had in shap-
ing art history. Looking at the monographs about 
Romanian artists Grigorescu, Aman, and Băncilă, 
one can notice the central place their biographies 
have in the process of evaluating their work. For 
Aman, his brief involvement with the revolution 
of 1848 plays a central role in demonstrating that 
the artist was on the good side of history, and, at 
the same time, that Academism can be considered 
in positive terms in certain cases15. For Grigorescu, 
his biography is highly modified in a time when 
Impressionism was seen as a decadent art move-
ment and when the descent from a family that 
could even partly be considered bourgeoise was 
undesirable. Because he is considered Romania’s 
national painter thanks to the role he played in the 
development of art movements in the country and 
especially in disseminating the plein-air technique, 
his connection to the Barbizon School is highly 
emphasised – being a tool for proving he was a Real-
ist painter – and he is presented as having peasant 
origin, based on a whole mythology created during 
the Interwar period about the artist, even though 
he was not quite so16. As for Băncilă, his case is quite 
different. First of all, he was not one of the painters 
who were part of the Romanian canon of painting. 
Second, he adhered, for certain, to Socialist values. 
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To make him part of the canon, Petru Comarnescu 
(using the pseudonym Anton Coman) writes only 
about those things and his ties with the Romanian 
Peasant Revolt from 1907, ignoring the latter part 
of the painter’s activity, when he painted mainly 
landscapes and still lives.

All of the above practices suffer from one thing: 
they consider only those biographical episodes 
that help within the ideological context. At the 
same time, the biographical considerations occupy 
a consistent part of those monographs, which is 
one of the reasons why the methodology used 
can be seen as an example of the social history of 
art. Those biographical episodes lead to consider-
ing the historical events in which the artists were 
involved and creating a direct causal link between 
the events and the path culture took during those 
times. Hauser searches for the same causal link 
between political events and culture, but the place 
the artist’s biographies occupy in his analysis is 
different. He explicitly states, when considering 
Jacques-Louis David’s work, that while progressive 
political views can help in creating a good picture, 
not having them does not mean the opposite17. This 
view and, subsequently, the use of artists’ biogra-
phies, helps Hauser’s analysis by not ignoring art-
ists because of their political views or based on the 
assumption that certain art movements should not 
be considered because they are not suitable for a 
certain social class. This proves that while having 
a type of methodology close to something that was 
starting to gain ground in Western art history, the 
work of Romanian scholars was deemed to not rise 
to the same standards because of the threat ideol-
ogy and, most of all, censorship, posed to the schol-
arly practice – exactly the issue Hauser took with 
Socialist Realism when mentioning it at the end of 
his fourth volume.

There are other reasons for considering the Roma-
nian scholars’ work as being part of the social his-
tory of art. Apart from the consideration of artists’ 
biographies, they pay special attention to the study 
scholarships the artists were granted in order to 
visit Western countries, the selling of artists’ works 
(who bought their paintings, to what social class 

the buyers belonged to, how much they paid for 
them), and the artists’ travels in Romania or other 
countries. All of those were used for creating a 
comprehensive context that led to various changes 
in artists’ work, apart from the intention of the art-
ist himself.

THE FIELD OF SOCIOLOGY IN ROMANIA IN THE 
1950s AND THE 1960s

Even though the similarities between Hauser’s 
Social History of Art and writings by Romanian art 
historians can suggest that those writings from the 
1950s and the 1960s can be considered under the 
umbrella of the social history of art, the term was 
not used as such in Romania. The reasons can be 
numerous and a direct cause is hard to establish 
especially without interviews – which are not pos-
sible, with those authors not being alive anymore – 
some data about the situation of the scholarly cir-
cles in Romania can be of great help. Sociology, as 
a scholarly field, was banned in Romania during 
the 1950s and the 1960s. Romania was not the only 
country in which sociology was banned. In the 
entire USSR’s history, sociology had a similar fate. 
Beginning with the late 1920s, sociologists whose 
views were different from those of the regime began 
to be banished from the country or isolated and, in 
the end, sociology disappeared from the universi-
ties’ curricula18.

Returning to the case of Romania, as Ramona Car-
amelea shows, the ban on sociology, dating from 
the late 1940s, had as a consequence the margin-
alisation of some of the leading intellectuals in the 
field, as was the case of Dimitrie Gusti, the leading 
sociologist in Bucharest, while others were reem-
ployed by George Oprescu at the Institute of Art 
History in Bucharest, functioning under the aus-
pices of the Academy of the Romanian People’s 
Republic, and started working in the field of folk 
art19. Considering this fact, it is safe to assume that 
other art historians at the Institute were aware of 
the principles and methodology of sociology, even 
though they worked in different departments. In 
this context, the Institute is important because 
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most of the leading art historians mentioned in this 
paper worked at the Institute – with the notable 
exception of Comarnescu – Oprescu even being the 
institution’s director.

To find out the reasons which brought the ban on 
sociology, one should take a closer look at the com-
munist ideology. Other scholars comprehensively 
analysed the situation of sociology in the 1950s 
and the 1960s. Zoltán Rostás notes that the ban 
on sociology appeared in 1948, being considered 
a bourgeois science20. In his paper, he follows the 
path of the sociologists who were employed by the 
state, mentioning, among others, H. H. Stahl and 
his son, Paul H. Stahl21. The case of Paul Stahl is of 
particular interest because he was one of the three 
authors who wrote a highly ideologised paper about 
Realism in the Institute of Art History’s scholarly 
journal, together with art historian Amelia Pavel 
and aesthetician Marcel Breazu. Each of them 
discussed their own topic of interest. Stahl’s part 
speaks about folk art and how looking at it only 
by using the methods previously employed by art 
history (form and beauty) is not enough to under-
stand the objects used by the peasant. The role of 
the object and the life of those who handled it were 
essential for properly admiring the objects. More-
over, he mentions the progress made lately by art 
history (not explicitly saying so, but it is self-under-
stood that he speaks about the Communist times) 
in studying social life to create a context for art.22 
This may be the most straightforward indication 
that art history written during the Communist was 
intentionally and consciously written as a form of 
social history of art. At least, it seems that this is 
how a sociologist understood it and tried to extend 
its methodology to studying folk art.

PHILOSOPHICAL MATERIALISM

In the process of understanding the shape art his-
torical discourse began to have in the Eastern Euro-
pean countries, and, at the same time, the basis for 
banning sociology, it is useful to remember how the 
Communist Party of the USSR defined dialectical 
materialism and historical materialism, because 

both of them were the guiding principles used from 
writing history – and, consequently, art history – in 
Eastern Europe. Both are based on Marx’s philoso-
phy, but the instalment of communism in the coun-
tries in Eastern Europe and the history of the Com-
munist party in each country occupies an impor-
tant place in shaping those ideological notions.

Historical materialism shapes the historical dis-
course in communist countries because it is one of 
the ground principles of Marxism and, on the other 
hand, its definition explicitly states that historical 
materialism is the “[…] application of the princi-
ples of dialectical materialism to the phenomena 
of the life in society, to the study of society and its 
history.”23 This definition shows that for under-
standing the status of both sociology and history 
– and, as a consequence, of something that could 
be called the social history of art – the understand-
ing of dialectical materialism is one of the first steps 
to be taken. The same source gives a definition to 
dialectical materialism, dividing the process into 
studying and apprehending the natural phenom-
ena, which is dialectical, and interpreting them – a 
process that is viewed as the theory – is materialis-
tic: “It is called dialectical materialism because its 
approach to the phenomena of nature, its method 
of studying and apprehending them, is dialecti-
cal, while its interpretation of the phenomena of 
nature, its conception of these phenomena, its the-
ory, is materialistic.”24

There is another step that must be taken to have 
a complete image of the dogma that was beyond 
party orthodoxy in writing history and banning 
sociology. The definitions of dialectical material-
ism and historical materialism showed how all the 
phenomena in the world could be understood from 
a materialistic point of view and stated that this 
type of understanding can be – and should be  – 
extended to the whole history. Therefore, material-
ism becomes the main philosophical view that sets 
the tone for understanding the world. In the same 
book about the history of the Communist Party, 
Materialism, mentioned as Philosophical Material-
ism, is presented by its three main features, that can 
be reduced to a phrase. The underlining of the key 
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phrase belongs to this author, as is the letter enu-
meration:

a) “[…] Marx’s philosophical materialism holds 
that the world is by its very nature material, that the 
multifold phenomena of the world constitute differ-
ent forms of matter in motion, that interconnection 
and interdependence of phenomena, as established 
by the dialectical method, are a law of the develop-
ment of moving matter, and that the world develops 
in accordance with the laws of movement of matter 
and stands in no need of a «universal spirit»”25

b) “[…] the Marxist materialist philosophy holds 
that matter, nature, being, is an objective reality 
existing outside and independent of our mind; that 
matter is primary since it is the source of sensa-
tions, ideas, mind, and that mind is secondary, 
derivative since it is a reflection of matter, a reflec-
tion of being; that thought is a product of matter 
which in its development has reached a high degree 
of perfection, namely, of the brain, and the brain is 
the organ of thought; and that therefore one cannot 
separate thought from matter without committing 
a grave error.”26

c) “[…] Marxist philosophical materialism holds 
that the world and its laws are fully knowable, that 
our knowledge of the laws of nature, tested by 
experiment and practice, is authentic knowledge 
having the validity of objective truth, and that there 
are no things in the world which are unknowa-
ble, but only things which are still not known, but 
which will be disclosed and made known by the 
efforts of science and practice.”27

The first and last (a+c) characteristics of philosoph-
ical materialism were meant to address sociology, 
while the second (b) was meant to address history. 
The matter of objectivity, together with the fact that 
the party considers that the world should develop 
in a certain way (as one can read at point a) explains 
why there was a certain type of pressure upon his-
torians to write history in such a way that could 
confirm this view. Bearing in mind that history 
should have meant that the evolution of society led 
to Communism shows why history started to have 

a sociological undertone since the 1950s. Consider-
ing the fact that society should have developed in 
a certain way shows why this method had, in the 
best-case scenario, certain limits and, in the worst-
case scenario, lead to falsifying certain historical 
events.

Those definitions and characteristics mentioned 
above were actively applied during the Communist 
era. In her paper, Ramona Caramelea mentions the 
impact an article in Scînteia (the official newspaper 
of the Communist Party in Romania) had28. The 
Scînteia article uses the same type of language one 
could read above. It criticises the activity of the Cluj 
Institute of History of the RPR Academy. Among 
others, the author takes issue with the fact that the 
scientific production of the Institute is dominated 
by factology and that historians do not interpret 
the facts in the way they should, hiding the laws 
of social development and transforming history 
into a succession of random facts29. As Caramelea 
shows, the article was discussed in a meeting at the 
Institute, a meeting that was used to prove that the 
members of the Institute were committed to the 
Communist Party30. As this case shows, there was 
a real preoccupation with pleasing the authorities31.

APPLYING THE SOCIAL HISTORY OF ART: 
NICOLAE GRIGORESCU, THEODOR AMAN AND 
OCTAV BĂNCILĂ

In the following section, the case of three Roma-
nian painters will be considered: Nicolae Grigor-
escu, Theodor Aman and Octav Băncilă. For each 
of them, besides a monograph, other studies were 
published in the proposed time frame. While the 
scholarly papers published about them are interest-
ing in themselves, the monographs are more suit-
able for the proposed research question: can those 
writings be considered a form of the social history 
of art? The manner in which each of those artists 
is treated corresponds to a certain type of profile 
common to art historical writings of this time: 
the peasant, the revolutionary and the communist 
activist avant la lettre32.
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The case of Nicolae Grigorescu shows even a shift in 
the way he was presented by art historians. George 
Oprescu, the one who would later sign the mono-
graph about the artist, published a series of papers 
in the Institute’s scholarly journal, turning his 
attention to the artist’s biography. Oprescu portrays 
Grigorescu in 1955 as the son of a notary working 
at a boyar’s court33, in 1958 as not a true peasant, 
because he was the son of a notary34, while in 
1957 he sees him as close to the peasant in his ways 
of thinking35 and, ultimately, in 1963 he presents 
him as having a peasant origin36. There is much to 
be said about the correlations between biography 
and artistic practice various art historians make in 
the case of Nicolae Grigorescu. For the aim of the 
present paper, it suffices to say that George Oprescu 
and Petru Comarnescu define various creation 
periods by considering some personal life events 
that caused changes in his artistic approach. For 
the purpose of this paper, the focus will be on the 
childhood of the artist and the Campaign in Bul-
garia in the Russian-Turkish war during 1877–1878. 
As already mentioned, Grigorescu turned slowly 
into a peasant. This is the way he was also presented 
in the first volume of the monograph37. The authors 
use as an argument the painter’s affirmation that he 
was a peasant and he was proud of it38. The story of 
his childhood does not stop here: the monograph 
states that when he was still very young, about 
seven years of age, his father died and his mother 
moved, along with all of her children, to the out-
skirts of Bucharest, where they lived poorly and 
the young Grigorescu went to be an apprentice in 
Anton Chladek’s painting studio39. Therefore, Grig-
orescu is not just a peasant. Because of his child-
hood, he is even close to the proletariat. Presented 
as a peasant and as a young, poor orphan, his social 
origin is favourable to consider him one of the 
artists that could be relevant to Romanian art his-
tory. When considering if Grigorescu succeeded in 
being on the good part of history when thinking of 
bigger historical events, the Campaign in Bulgaria 
in the Russian-Turkish war during 1877–1878 is rel-
evant for the life of the artist. The artist was a war 
correspondent. In the second volume of the mono-
graph, Oprescu depicts him as the most dedicated 
artist from the battleground, going to such lengths 

as to consider him an artist who identified himself 
with the ordinary soldiers, not with the officers40. 
Grigorescu identifying with one or another is quite 
unnecessary because he was not fighting. As a cor-
respondent, he mainly stayed behind the fighting 
lines and observed what soldiers had done in the 
quieter aspects of the war. But looking at Oprescu’s 
consideration from another point of view, Grigor-
escu’s identifying with the plain soldier does make 
sense in the logic of making him seem unpleased 
with the bourgeoisie and aristocracy. During those 
times, the officers were aristocrats or bourgeoise. To 
keep Grigorescu as a runner for the title of the most 
important Romanian artist, it was quite necessary 
for him to have no stain on his biography. Him tak-
ing part in the war was of great help, because it was 
a fight against the Ottoman Empire, a fight during 
which Wallachia was an ally of the Russian Empire 
while making him care about the most unfortunate 
ones in the war was even better.

Those two aspects of Grigorescu’s biography alone 
are enough to show what the interpretation of facts 
could mean during the 1950s and 1960s: some-
times, stating the facts was not enough. Interpret-
ing them in such a way as to correspond with the 
official ideology was what mattered the most. The 
art historians were willing to even alter some facts, 
as long as they could maintain the status of the art-
ist, which was more important than some trivial 
facts about his childhood.

Theodor Aman is another case that can be inter-
esting. Two things run against Aman being one of 
the most important Romanian painters: first, he 
was an academic painter, second, he had a bour-
geois origin. Considering the ideological atmos-
phere, those two facts should have been enough to 
dismiss him at least from the canon of Romanian 
painting. Nevertheless, this did not happen. In the 
painter’s monograph, Radu Bogdan did not hide 
any of those things. He mentions that the paint-
er’s father was a merchant active in Craiova, who 
later moved to Sibiu to protect his wealth during 
Tudor Vladimirescu’s uprising41. The same facts are 
mentioned in Oprescu’s synthesis of Romanian art 
history42. Two major historical events took place 
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during Aman’s life: the Revolution of 1848 and the 
Campaign in Bulgaria in the Russian-Turkish War 
during 1877–1878. For the first one, Aman was still 
very young. Nevertheless, the fact that he was a 
member of the Revolutionary Club in Craiova does 
not escape Bogdan’s attention. The author discusses 
this in no less than four pages, showing that the 
painter was on the side of the good cause43. As for 
the second major historical event, Aman was not 
part of it in any way. His absence from that is exten-
sively excused by Bogdan who tries to prove that 
his absence from the military conflict was not due 
to misplaced loyalties, but because of an illness the 
painter was suffering from44. A controversial aspect 
was left out by Bogdan, but mentioned by Oprescu: 
Aman was made a boyar in his late years45. This 
way of interpreting facts and even leaving some 
out corresponds to the attitude of the two art his-
torians during the 1950s. At the time, Bogdan was 
still a convinced communist. His ideological beliefs 
dragged him into a polemic with Oprescu on the 
subject of Aman’s painting. As previously shown, 
while Bogdan reads Aman’s paintings with the 
upper classes as a criticism towards the bourgeoisie, 
Oprescu clearly states that such an interpretation is 
completely false, the painter being part of that class 
and painting his entourage46. The major problem 
seems to be the painter’s origin and his relationship 
with the class he was part of. While Radu Bogdan 
tries to partly hide it or to read something else into 
this relationship, Oprescu does not compromise in 
this respect. For the chief of the Institute, the role 
played by Aman in founding the Beaux Art School 
in Bucharest is reason enough for him to remain 
part of the Romanian artistic canon. Bogdan seems 
to be more cautious and does not plead the artist’s 
cause solely using his contribution to the founding 
of the school47. He tries to depict him as a revolu-
tionary and as someone fighting for the ideals of 
the poor.

Looking at the differences appearing in dealing with 
this painter’s biographical data, something about 
how materialism – mentioned above – worked in 
art history can be determined. It is obvious that 
both Oprescu’s synthesis and Bogdan’s monograph 
are not solely about the facts – therefore avoiding 

the factology denounced in the Scînteia article. The 
interpretation of the facts plays a central role in 
the place the artist received in the new written art 
history: his place in society and, most importantly, 
his relationship with various groups of society are 
arguments for placing him in the canon, as was the 
case with Nicolae Grigorescu.

If for Grigorescu and Aman the whole point of 
changing or exaggerating the interpretation of 
some facts in their biographies was to maintain 
their status in the Romanian artistic canon, the 
case of Octav Băcilă was quite different. He was 
one of the artists for whom an art historian tried 
to include him in the canon. The monograph about 
Băncilă was written by Petru Comarnescu during 
the time he was not allowed to sign any written 
material with his own name. Therefore, he used his 
pseudonym, Anton Coman. He narrates the artist’s 
biography in such a way as to construct the portrait 
of a communist activist avant la lettre. To a certain 
extent, Băncilă’s case bears some similarities with 
that of Aman: his parents were merchants, and the 
author tries to show he was not part of the bourgeoi-
sie. He does that by showing that the artist’s father 
died when he was very young, his mother had to 
work as a seamstress (until here, the story has much 
in common with that of Grigorescu) and he was 
raised by his sisters48. The fact that he was raised 
by his sisters is also of help in constructing this 
type because one of his sisters was Sofia Nădejde 
(Nă-dej-de), a well-known Marxist and Feminist, 
member of the Social Democratic Workers’ Party 
of Romania. She was also the wife of Ion Nădejde. 
The ties between the Nădejde family and the prole-
tarian movement in the country served the cause of 
presenting Băncilă as one of those artists who was 
raised in the spirit of Marxism. Sometimes, some 
ambiguities in the writing of Comarnescu suggest 
that the painter was always near the moment of the 
formation of the movement and the issuing of the 
first socialist newspapers49. As in the two cases dis-
cussed above, there is a historical event to which the 
artist’s practice is linked: the Romanian Peasant’s 
Revolt in 1907. Most of the monograph is actually 
dedicated to the paintings in the cycle 1907, even 
though most of them had already disappeared 



90

R
O

X
A

N
A

 M
O

D
R

E
A

N
U

when Comarnescu started writing the monograph 
and he never saw them. He even gives great space 
to the process of documenting the events in 1907 
by the painter50.

In this case, the facts are not mystified or overly 
interpreted, as happened with both the previous 
artists. Băncilă certainly was a Marxist, at least in 
his youth, and he did paint an entire cycle on the 
subject of the uprising of 1907, his main aim being 
to show the difficulties encountered by the peas-
ants. But something is still missing from the mon-
ograph written by Comarnescu: the late paintings 
of Băncilă. In the second part of his life, the painter 
focused on landscapes and still lives. But a revo-
lutionary turned into a landscape painter could 
not make it into the new canon. Băncilă remains, 
in those years, the Realist, the revolutionary, the 
painter who seemed to announce Socialist Realism. 

CONCLUSIONS

Returning to the three principles of materialism 
listed at the beginning of the paper, one can see 
what they actually meant for art history written 
during the 1950s and 1960s. The objective truth 
and the laws of movement implied that the facts art 
historians knew or discovered should have been, as 
shown in the Scînteia article, interpreted in such a 
way as to correspond to the objective reality, that was 
the narrative enforced by the Party. Those aspects 
alone were enough to generate false narratives, but 
another layer of intention is added to this equation: 
the art historian’s intention to maintain someone 
in the canon (cases of writings about Grigorescu 
and Aman) or to introduce someone new into the 
canon (case of Băncilă), letting aside the personal 
drive of each art historian, that exceeds what can 
be the main purpose of this paper. For this reason, 
the mystifications are sometimes quite obvious 
and most certainly the art historians were aware of 
what they were writing.

Considering the unavoidability of mystification, 
here comes the big difference between Hauser’s 
method of constructing a social history of art, and 

that used by Romanian art historians. As shown 
above, although Hauser does take into consider-
ation artists’ biographies, he does not consider 
their political views or even the political side tra-
ditionally associated with an artistic movement 
as a supreme argument for concluding what place 
in history a certain artist could have. At the same 
time, his attitude towards Socialist Realism and 
art used as propaganda is radically different from 
that of Romanian art historians. Therefore, it can 
be noted that Hauser’s analysis gave little space to 
mystifying certain facts. In the end, for him, the 
price is to see the theoretical frame of class struggle 
losing ground in the last volume. It is a compro-
mise he seems willing to make, although it makes 
his entire work questionable.

On the other side, there are the Romanian art his-
torians: for them, the compromise Hauser makes 
is not possible. Such an attitude could certainly 
mean imprisonment. Their writings are mostly 
dominated by the need to survive: the art historian 
should survive the regime and the art and canon 
should survive the regime. The compromises they 
make are, to some extent, unethical, but at least in 
some cases justifiable or understandable. 

The main question that this paper tries to answer is 
whether those writings from Romania can be con-
sidered to be part of the social history of art. What 
stays against this consideration is the fact that, as 
shown above, sociology as a field was forbidden dur-
ing those decades. Further on, there is no debate in 
the papers published during those years about the 
social history of art or about Hauser’s work. On the 
other hand, this does not necessarily mean that art 
historians were not aware of the methods used by 
sociology or even of Hauser’s books. As mentioned 
before, at the Institute of Art History sociologists 
started to work researching peasant art. The paper 
cosigned by Paul H. Stahl suggests that at least 
some people working at the Institute were aware of 
an interdisciplinary approach. As of Hauser’s book, 
without any knowledge about what art historians 
had in their private libraries – data that is not cur-
rently available – no valid assumption can be made. 
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On behalf of calling this type of writing a form of 
social history of art, it is striking that they started to 
use a method more closely related to that of Hauser. 
Most of those writings are not filled with stylistic 
analysis and periodisation based on that. The art-
ists’ lives and the historical events rank equal in 
importance with the stylistic analysis. Sometimes, 
they seem to even have greater importance. The 
arguments that run against calling this work social 
history of art come, mainly, from ideological pres-
sure that caused the absence of debate about the 
subject. However, the absence of the debate is not 
equivalent to the fact that those ideas did not exist. 
In fact, the proximity of the sociologists working at 
the Institute suggests the contrary. 

Considering all of these, it can be summarised 
that there is enough proof to name what was writ-
ten during the 1950s and 1960s in Romania about 
Romanian painters of the 19th century a form of 
social history of art. To a certain extent, looking at 
the methodology art historians used in their writ-
ings, the social history of art should be considered 
as a type of art history used at that time by art his-
torians in Bucharest. The use of artists’ biographies 
has as a purpose the refinement of understanding 
their artistic practice. It is not, of course, what this 
field will become at its peak. It is, of course, filled 
with some unethical methods of using the instru-
ments that they discovered, but art historians most 
certainly start to link personal events, history, 
social relations and art in a way they haven’t really 
done before. Nevertheless, this situation describes 
well the paradoxes with which life was filled dur-
ing those decades: art historians, encouraged by the 
ideology, started to use new ways of constructing 
a narrative that was, on the other hand, officially 
banned because of the same ideology.
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RUMUNIJOS MENO ISTORIJA XX AMŽIAUS ŠEŠTAJAME DEŠIMTMETYJE 
KAIP SOCIALINĖS MENO ISTORIJOS FORMA

Santrauka

Rumunijos darbininkų partija – politinė partija, kuri vadovavo Rumunijai nuo 1947 m. iki 1965 m. – įteisino porei-
kį-skatinimą istoriją perrašyti taip, kad Rumunijos istorija būtų pateikta kaip linijinė progresija, galiausiai atvedanti 
į komunizmą. Meno istorijoje menas taip pat tapo linijiniu reiškiniu, palaipsniui žengiančiu socialistinio realizmo 
link.

Naujojo naratyvo meno istorijoje konstravimo taktika šeštajame dešimtmetyje ir septintojo dešimtmečio pradžioje 
gali būti traktuojama kaip socialinė meno istorijos forma. Nors metodika galėjo duoti puikių rezultatų, etikos ribos 
buvo pažeistos: atrinkinėjami tik kai kurie istoriniai epizodai ir momentai iš menininkų biografijų. Šiame kontekste 
tiriama, ar straipsniai ir monografijos apie rumunų tapytojus, dirbusius XIX a. antrojoje pusėje ir XX a. pradžioje, 
gali būti skaitomi kaip socialinė meno istorijos forma.

Reikšminiai žodžiai: komunizmas, socialinė meno istorija, cenzūra, Rumunija, George’as Oprescu, monografijos, 
biografijos, komunistinė ideologija, totalitarizmas.
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