
East European Politics and  
Societies and Cultures
Volume XX Number X

Month 201X 1 –21
© 2019 Sage Publications

https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325418821425
journals.sagepub.com/home/eep

hosted at
http://online.sagepub.com

Arbiters of Value:
The Nationalization of Art and the  
Politics of Expertise in Early Socialist  
Romania
emanuela grama
Carnegie Mellon University, Pittsburgh, PA, USA

In 1948, immediately after the Communist Party came to power in Romania, state 
officials commissioned a group of art experts to radically transform the existing 
public and private art collections into a national system of museums. These profes-
sionals became the new regime’s arbiters of value: the ultimate authority in assessing 
the cultural and financial value of artwork, and thus deciding their fate and final 
location. Newly available archival evidence reveals the specific strategies that they 
employed, and the particular political needs of the state they were able to capitalize 
on in order to survive and even thrive under a regime that, in principle, should have 
disavowed them.

even though many of them had professionally come of age during the interwar 
period, the art experts managed to make themselves indispensable to the new state. 
They functioned as a pivotal mediator between state officials and a broader public 
because they knew how to use the national network of museums to put the new state 
on display. Through the rearrangement of public and private collections across the 
country, and the centralization of art in museums, they produced a particular “order of 
things” meant not only to entice the public to view the socialist state as the pinnacle of 
progress and as a benefactor to the masses but also to validate their expertise and forge 
a new political trajectory for themselves. The strategic movement of art objects that 
they orchestrated reveals the material and spatial dimensions of state-making in early 
socialism.
Keywords: nationalization; art; socialism; Romania; property

It is not easy to find it, but if you do, you feel as if you have come across a hidden 
treasure—at least that’s what the tourists say. The Spanish-style villa, built in the 

early twentieth century, lies relatively hidden on a quiet street in one of Bucharest’s 
most expensive residential neighborhoods. Hosting a rich collection of modern art, 
especially focused on Romanian painters, the Zambaccian Museum has always car-
ried the name of its founder, the well-known merchant and art collector of armenian 
descent, Krikor Zambaccian. He assembled his collection during the first part of the 
twentieth century, using his wealth to commission and purchase paintings from 
Romanian artists. He sometimes paid them exorbitant prices, unheard of on the local 

821425 eePXXX10.1177/0888325418821425east european Politics and SocietiesGrama / Arbiters of Value
research-article2019

journals.sagepub.com/home/eep
http://online.sagepub.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F0888325418821425&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-01-24


2 east european Politics and Societies and Cultures

art market.1 as one of the best-known patrons of young Romanian artists in the 
interwar period, he enjoyed the nickname his contemporaries gave him: “The 
Collector.”2 In 1943, Zambaccian opened his house to the public once per week, 
inviting Bucharestians to visit the mansion and admire his collection, free of charge. 
He thus transformed his residence into a “donor memorial”: a house-museum not 
only meant to display the art collection, but especially the owner, his particular aes-
thetic tastes, and his wealth.3

When the communist party came to power in postwar Romania, launching the 
nationalization of private property, Zambaccian’s situation initially seemed precari-
ous. However, while other former members of Bucharest’s upper class were being 
marginalized, or even thrown in prison, he managed to retain his privileges. He stra-
tegically used his collection as well as his extensive knowledge of art to become 
indispensable for the new political regime. In March 1947, Zambaccian made a 
donation deed, in which he stipulated that a part of his collection would become state 
property immediately, while the rest of the artwork and his villa would come under 
state ownership only upon his death.4 However, he added some conditions to his 
bequest: he requested that he and his family be allowed to exclusively inhabit their 
villa for the remainder of their lives, and that all of the artwork remain at its original 
location, so the collection would never become fragmented. These stipulations 
blurred the property status of the collection, making it into an in-between entity, 
neither fully nationalized nor solely privately owned.

Zambaccian’s story thus challenges an understanding of nationalization as a 
smooth, linear transition from a regime of private property to one grounded in collec-
tive property. This article focuses on the state’s appropriation and reorganization of 
the art collections in the late 1940s and early 1950s as a way of revisiting questions 
of property-holding and value-making in early socialism. The transformation of art 
collections into state property was part of a larger process of nationalization. Formerly 
private assets became the property of the people, over which the communist state 
held exclusive administrative rights. In principle, nationalization meant a tabula rasa: 
all of the assets were to become part of the unitary, indivisible, and inalienable 
domain of property controlled by the new regime.5 The histories of inheritance or 
exchange that added to the value of specific assets were to disappear as well. In some 
instances, however, former owners were able to retain some influence over their 
former possessions even after they had formally surrendered them to the regime.

I will argue that some of these former traces of ownership did not disappear, but 
continued to shadow and undermine the full absorption of some particular assets into 
the state property fund. To show how this happened, I draw on anthropologist annette 
Weiner’s concept of “inalienable possessions” to highlight the manner in which some 
owners continue to exert control over the trajectory of some of their former posses-
sions.6 Viewed from this angle, nationalization reveals itself as a non-linear process 
that entailed strategic movements, visions, and potentially multiple forms of what 
Weiner calls “keeping-while-giving” that more or less silently accompanied the 
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planned erasure of history preceding the formation of a socialist regime of collective 
property.

Zambaccian’s trajectory also reveals the particular continuities between two polit-
ical and social systems deemed to be worlds apart: interwar and postwar Romania. 
The communist authorities found themselves increasingly dependent on the exper-
tise of professionals such Zambaccian, whose lifestyle and former political alle-
giances were at the antipode of everything socialism represented. In 1948, less than 
a year after the Communist Party abolished the Romanian monarchy and declared 
Romania a people’s republic under single-party rule, the head of the newly estab-
lished Ministry of arts and Information announced the official end of capitalist aes-
thetics, declaring that “workers and creators in the fields of arts and literature must 
stop bowing to the decadent culture of the Western bourgeoisie.”7 In practice, how-
ever, state authorities ignored that perspective. Instead, they sought to amass and 
display the richest art collection that they could produce. art, displayed either in the 
reorganized museums or the temporary exhibitions organized both in the Soviet bloc 
and Western europe, enabled communist officials to show off their political propri-
ety—that is, to signal their modernity, wealth, and culture to both their citizens at 
home and to other political actors abroad, and thus help to construct a sense of their 
legitimacy.8 They did so by commissioning experts such as Zambaccian—art collec-
tors and art historians who came of age during the interwar years—to reorganize the 
national network of museums and, most importantly, to create a new national gallery 
of art for the new socialist state.

The art experts charged with this task were professionals with a vast knowledge 
of art history and a keen awareness of the national and international art market. Some 
of them had already spent years traveling to european museums and art markets, 
starting their own collections, and participating in avant-garde movements in inter-
war Bucharest. Others were younger disciples of the former, and recent graduates of 
the Beaux arts Institute in Bucharest. What they had in common was a genuine 
admiration for art and a keen interest in identifying and preserving art objects. and 
they exploited the new state’s ambitions to pursue their own. Newly available archi-
val evidence reveals the specific strategies that they employed, and the particular 
political needs of the state they were able to capitalize on in order to survive and even 
thrive under a regime that, in principle, should have disavowed them.

These art experts became the new regime’s arbiters of value. By moving, evaluat-
ing, gifting, or purposely ignoring particular art objects, they created specific hierar-
chies of value and forged new material and social relations from which they derived 
their own legitimacy. I examine the strategies that these professionals employed to 
make themselves more visible and eventually indispensable to the new state: the 
multifold material maneuvers they orchestrated, taking paintings from provincial 
museums and bringing them to the new national gallery of art, fragmenting art col-
lections whose owners were either dead or had fled the country, and sometimes 
bequeathing art objects that they used to own to the state. a focus on the strategic 



4 east european Politics and Societies and Cultures

movement of art objects, from old collections to new ones, from private residences 
to state institutions, and especially in and out of different clusters of value, reveals 
the material and spatial dimensions of state making in early Romanian socialism.

The article begins with a brief review of how modern states have used museums 
to produce and reinforce political power. Many of these studies have treated the state 
as an abstract entity, rather than as a social network whose boundaries are constantly 
being negotiated. Such negotiations are simultaneously ideological and material—or 
rather, they defy this dichotomy. The art experts maneuvering objects in socialist 
Romania employed them not only to signal ideological allegiance to the new state 
but also, occasionally, to challenge the same ideology—as when Zambaccian asked 
for the entire collection to remain in his home, even though his bequest would make 
it the property of the state. These experts relied on a strategically orchestrated move-
ment, circulation, or stasis of art objects with an eye to rewriting their own histories, 
and erasing others. By disassembling art collections that used to belong to presti-
gious families from the former social order, these experts actively participated in the 
fragmentation and eventual erasure of these families’ social histories. Other genealo-
gies, however, remained visible. Zambaccian’s story and his smooth transition from 
one social order to another reveals how art objects and their strategic movement 
helped in maintaining that social visibility.

The second part of the article analyzes the particular agendas underlying such pat-
terns of movement. It highlights the processes of value-making or the erasure of 
value that accompanied the political production of museums. I argue that such nego-
tiations of value applied not only to objects but also to people. These art experts 
managed to twist their initial task of assigning value to art by turning it around and 
projecting that value onto themselves—thus making themselves invaluable to the 
state authorities. I examine the bequests made by two art experts (Krikor Zambaccian 
and george Oprescu) who donated a part of their art collections to the new regime. I 
focus especially on how they envisioned these donations, the particular objects they 
chose to give away, and the specific stipulations accompanying the donations—espe-
cially the locations where these objects would be put on display after they became 
part of the state patrimony.

Political Ways of Seeing: Museums as Sites of State-Making

The museums represent particularly poignant media for exploring the relation-
ship between visuality, materiality, imagination, and politics. Since the French 
Revolution, modern states have heavily relied on museums to display political 
power—and thus to reabsorb it further to the center, in a circular mechanism in 
which particular aesthetic visions and taste reinforced and naturalized social hierar-
chies.9 The transition from the disparate, individual (and individualized) collections 
of the Renaissance princes to a more homogenous network of museums organized 
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around similar aesthetic dispositions signaled the increasing centralization of politi-
cal power as part and parcel of the emergence of modern states.10 In industrializing 
nineteenth-century Western europe, art museums increasingly produced and rein-
forced social distinction. They were social spaces that people visited not only to see, 
but also to be seen, to be acknowledged as belonging to the middle class.11 at the 
same time, these museums functioned as loci for aesthetical and political experimen-
tation, where collectors, curators, and their sponsors could engaged with what Tony 
Bennett has called “specific ideologies of the visible.”12 as Bennet puts it, objects 
displayed in a museum “derive significance from different ‘invisibles’ they construct 
and from the ways they mediate these to the spectators.”13 By the end of the nine-
teenth century, the particular “invisible” that museums’ curators and collectors 
focused on was the imaginary of the nation-state.14

Through the strategic display of artifacts, often arranged in a chronological order, 
museums endorsed a progressive narrative that visually conveyed the nation-state as 
the pinnacle of historic and political development. Carol Duncan and alan Wallach 
have highlighted the political function of what they called “universal survey muse-
ums.” Noting that “art can be used to realize the transcendent values the state claims 
to embody,” they described museums as key sites in which individuals encounter and 
evaluate the state, and thus come to perceive themselves as loyal citizens of that 
state.15

However, Duncan and Wallach treat the state as an abstract entity, instead of 
exploring how the museums enable that very perception. In fact, as mediators 
between the visible and the invisible, and then between what different groups or 
individuals can or cannot see—and between what they can, or want, to imagine—art 
museums reveal the multilayered paradoxes of the modern state. On one hand, art 
objects allegedly available to all citizens maintain the illusion of the state as a benev-
olent but abstract, beyond-human entity, a spectral presence whose anonymity and 
ambiguity reinforces its power. On the other hand, the same objects function as an 
extension of political power, signaling the particular trajectory of objects, especially 
when they are labeled as “bequests” of powerful individuals. In other words, these 
objects directly disclose the particular set of relations informing the state as a net-
work of interests and individuals.

These paradoxes become more obvious in moments of radical political change. 
Writing about the radical transformation that art museums in the Soviet Union under-
went following the October Revolution, Boris groys notes that “the new socialist 
museum turned out to be significantly different from the traditional museum of the 
19th century, which had been oriented toward the idea of historical representation.”16 
Rather than reject the legacy of prerevolutionary culture, the Soviet administration 
aimed to “reintegrate the artistic heritage of the past.”17 Soviet art curators sought to 
highlight class struggle in various historical contexts, to capture “dreams of a better, 
socialist life,” and thus to hold up Soviet socialist life as the realization of those 
dreams.18 groys argues that art museums enabled shifts in the way Soviet subjects 
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understood, imagined, and inhabited a new society. However, he does not analyze the 
making of museums as a political project in which multiple actors and forms of 
expertise were negotiated through movement of objects and alterations of value.

a critical focus on the material and symbolic rearrangements of the museums and 
their collections reveal how particular experts and groups produced, and thus became 
part of, the state. I examine this process in early socialist Romania, immediately after 
the communist party came to power. Transformed almost overnight into state prop-
erty, the art objects that experts evaluated, moved around, hid, or displayed in various 
museums endowed the new regime with a much-needed materiality, bestowing value 
and historic heft to a political system still in the making.

Arbiters of Value: Making and Unmaking Value in Early 
Romanian Socialism

The installation of the socialist order in postwar Romania entailed a process of 
social, political, and aesthetic reordering that closely followed the Soviet blueprint. 
In December 1947, Romania ceased to be a monarchy and became a popular repub-
lic. The royal family immediately left the country, being allowed to take only a 
limited selection of their possessions with them. On June 19, 1948, the former royal 
estate officially became state property by decree, and was immediately put under 
strict surveillance. In order to chastise the monarchy for its wealth and stress the 
contrast between the royals’ luxurious life and the population’s overall poverty, the 
new regime published an exhaustive list of every single object that had been 
included in the royal estate.19 The transformation of the royal wealth into state pat-
rimony launched the broader nationalization process: the transfer of the means of 
production and the natural and economic resources of minerals, land, and forests, to 
industries and banks under the control of the government.20 It was designed to be a 
gradual process, with all of the economic sectors being nationalized in succession 
over time.21

The art collection of the former royal family was the first to be nationalized and 
officially inventoried. In early January 1948, a few weeks after the royal family left 
the country, ministry officials commissioned a team of experts and dispatched them 
to the formerly royal domains to carry out a thorough inventory of the art collections 
and any other valuable objects. george Oprescu was named head of this commission. 
at that time, he was the most well-known and, especially, the most well-connected 
art historian in Romania. Though not formally trained as an art historian—he studied 
literature and philosophy at the University of Bucharest—Oprescu had gained an 
extensive knowledge of art during the years he spent abroad.22 This is also when he 
had begun collecting art—his connoisseur’s eye was quick to recognize the hidden 
value of paintings and drawings sold at the flea markets north of Paris.23 Oprescu 
returned to Romania in 1931, when he was appointed chair of the art history program 
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at the University of Bucharest as well as head of one of the largest museums in 
Bucharest.24 Despite his cosmopolitan past and extensive links to Western european 
intellectuals, the communist regime turned to Oprescu because they needed him. as 
the chair of the art history department of Bucharest University, he was at the center 
of a network linking art collectors to art practitioners and researchers. He knew 
everyone and could assemble a team of the best experts in a matter of days—and this 
is what he did. He formed a team of fourteen specialists, including some of his men-
tees, sculptors, painters, art dealers, art collectors, and tapestry and ceramics cura-
tors. (Krikor Zambaccian was one of them.) They were immediately dispatched to 
Peleș castle, the former royal residence, located at two hours’ distance from 
Bucharest.

Between mid-January and early april 1948, the Oprescu-led commission did a 
thorough inventory only of the art collections deposited in the two most significant 
royal residences (out of the five locations that they had initially planned to assess). 
They located, categorized, and evaluated around twenty thousand objects in the Peleș 
castle alone, and wrote more than seven thousand detailed individual descriptions of 
the art objects they deemed most valuable. They also took more than eight hundred 
photos of objects, and hoped to be allowed to expand the photograph collection and 
continue the inventory. In his first report, submitted in early March 1948, george 
Oprescu stressed the difficult circumstances encountered by the commission and 
requested more time to complete its work. He noted that the specialists worked very 
hard, “some of them even putting in all-nighters.”25 To highlight this extraordinary 
effort, Oprescu juxtaposed the diligence and hard work of the commission to the 
sense of overwhelming chaos that they encountered upon their arrival:

We found some parts of the Peleș castle, and the entire Pelișor castle, mired in chaos: 
furniture deposited everywhere, a hodgepodge of vases and small objects thrown 
together in various warehouses. . . . Often, we could not notice objects that should have 
been included in our inventory because they were hidden in secret compartments—and 
the overall jumble of so many things squeezed-in together made it even harder for us 
to notice them.26

even though they were not granted the requested extension of time—leading the 
commission to submit only a partial inventory of the royal collection—their hard 
work and expertise became obvious. Oprescu emphasized the contrast between the 
initial chaotic state of the Peleș collection and the final results of the commission’s 
work—a clearly organized, though partial, inventory. By doing so, he pointed to the 
experts’ unique skills and promoted them as genuine value-makers: they were the 
ones bringing order to chaos, by asserting the “real value” of some of the art objects, 
while revealing the lack of value of others. During the inventory, the commission 
found, for instance, that around 250 paintings in the royal collection were, in fact, 
merely well-executed copies of famous originals located in Western european 
museums.27
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after their work at Peleș, many of these experts managed to land important jobs 
in state institutions. In October 1948, five of them became assigned to a state com-
mission set in charge with the organization of a national network of art museums. 
One of their main pursuits was to open a new national art gallery in the former royal 
palace in downtown Bucharest. The team, coordinated by george Oprescu, began a 
systematic “treasure hunt” through other private and public collections in Bucharest, 
as well as some provincial museums, with a mission to identify the “most valuable 
paintings in other museums,” and deliver them to the new national gallery.28

In one of the commission meetings, Oprescu outlined the plan for the new national 
gallery in the making:

The most significant part of the collection [of the national gallery] will be made by the object 
brought from [Peleș castle]: paintings, sculptures, furniture, textiles, pottery, rugs, jades. 
There are around 160 paintings [in Peleș], many of which are very large. This collection will 
also be completed with the most valuable paintings from other public museums.  
. . . after all of the most valuable paintings from public collections will be brought to the new 
museum, there will be an open call to private collectors, to buy or receive paintings on loan, 
on the guarantee that the collectors would retain their property rights over the loans. 29

His comment signaled his highly centralized vision of the museums’ network, in 
which the national gallery was to function as its nucleus. Other members of the com-
mission welcomed Oprescu’s proposal, suggesting specific works from museums 
across the country that could be brought to Bucharest, to expand the collection of the 
national gallery. One of Oprescu’s mentees, Radu Bogdan, a recent art history gradu-
ate, suggested that the commission travel to two major cities in Banat, the region 
bordering Hungary, from where they “could take three Italian primitives from 
Timișoara, and a Munkácsy from arad.”30 Such comments not only displayed the 
extensive knowledge that some of experts had of the art museums across the country 
collections, but also the nonchalance with which they planned to break apart these 
provincial collections, and bring their most important pieces to Bucharest.

These experts were quickly becoming pivotal arbiters of value for the new state. I 
say “arbiters” to stress that they did, indeed, function as the ultimate authority in 
assessing the cultural and thus financial value of artwork, and thus deciding their fate 
and final location. The scarcity of expertise thus enabled this relatively small group 
of art historians and art collectors to become essential resources for the new state—
notwithstanding their previous lifestyles and even political allegiances. They were 
the only professionals in the country with extensive knowledge of the private and 
public art collections and the national and international art market. The state wanted 
to nationalize these collections, but first needed to know how valuable they were. art 
auctions were no longer allowed, which meant that these professionals became the 
ultimate decision makers about the value of the art objects.

By presenting themselves as endowed with a unique ability to distinguish orig-
inals from counterfeits, these experts gained political leverage. They also did so 
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by persuading state officials to endow them with a full mandate to redefine what 
a museum should be, what should it contain, and how it should display its content 
to a large audience. By putting together a new system of classification, in which 
they defined the criteria for assembling museum artifacts into distinct collec-
tions—often insisting on chronological links while dismissing other possible con-
nections among works of art as a “chaotic hodgepodge”—this group of 
professionals became the ultimate producers of particular ways of seeing. They 
functioned as a pivotal mediator between state officials and a broader public 
because it was they who decided how to put the state’s art possessions on display. 
Through the radical rearrangement of public and private collections across the 
country, and their display in museums, they produced a particular “order of things” 
meant not only to entice the public to view the socialist state as the pinnacle of 
progress and as a benefactor to the masses, but also to create a new political tra-
jectory for themselves.31

To conduct the state-commissioned inventory of the art museums, they traveled 
quite extensively in the country to identify and evaluate artwork in museums whose 
staff did not have the necessary knowledge to make such an assessment. at the same 
time, in other contexts, the same experts pretended to not know the value of certain 
paintings from private collections, whose owners intended to take them abroad upon 
their emigration. (The state barred the exportation of any valuable objects, regardless 
of ownership status.) By “stretching” the value of art objects, by either minimizing 
or maximizing their economic and cultural worth according to particular contexts, 
these experts used their expertise, their connections in the art world, and sometimes 
their own collections to secure positions in the new political system—and also to 
challenge that system from within.

These experts gained political leverage not only when they identified valuable 
art objects and moved them to the center, to the national art gallery. They also 
gained power by subtly defying the regime and its priorities, such as when they 
strategically ignored the value of other objects in private collections, thus allowing 
their owners to take them abroad upon their emigration (despite the state’s strict 
policies forbidding the export of valuable art).32 Romanian state officials were 
highly concerned not only about the art already assembled in museums but also 
about value that was still invisible to them: paintings kept in private residences, or 
pieces that were already packed in the suitcases of those who were planning their 
imminent emigration. The officials’ anxiety about the precarious status of these 
“floating” objects comes across in internal correspondence between central state 
institutions. In February 1950, the Office of Visual arts in the Ministry of arts and 
Information sent a long memorandum to the Ministry of Foreign affairs, urging the 
latter to pay closer attention to the private collections of foreign (Western) diplo-
mats.33 The letter noted that “a major task” that the state had been pursuing was “the 
revaluation and promotion of our visual arts patrimony” (in Romanian, tezaur).34 
However, the letter continued, “foreign hands” had come into possession of many 
Romanian works of art. Some had already been “clandestinely” taken out of the 
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country, and others were still in Romania but “were at risk of disappearing very 
soon.”35 The letter noted that a well-known painting by Ion andreescu (considered 
at the time the most important—and most expensive—Romanian painter) was alleg-
edly held in a private residence in Bucharest rented by a Dutch official.36 arts 
Ministry officials used such examples to put pressure on Foreign affairs to closely 
monitor foreign diplomats as well as the minority of Romanian citizens who were 
still allowed to emigrate (notably, Romanian Jews who left for Israel) and to make 
sure that they did not leave the country with high-value art.

In order to locate such “floating” art objects, the state commissioned another team 
(formed of some of the art experts who had taken part in the Peleș inventory). These 
experts had the power to decide whether some objects were valuable enough to be 
included in the “national patrimony,” and therefore forbidden to leave the country, or, 
on the contrary, represented works that had “no artistic value” and could thus be 
taken abroad.37 This official commission was established within the Ministry of arts, 
and included several members, though only one art historian was among them: Radu 
Bogdan, george Oprescu’s young protégé. The other three were political cadres, key 
party members who had shown long-term loyalty to the communist cause before and 
during the war but who had no expertise in art.38 This meant, very likely, that it was 
left to the art historian to decide what was valuable or not, and when and for whom. 
and his decisions appeared to be rather arbitrary, and unexpectedly flexible.

Despite the pressures that the same officials put on their colleagues in Foreign 
affairs to closely monitor the diplomats’ art possessions and transactions, it turned 
out that the commission’s members ignored highly valuable paintings and draw-
ings that were soon to leave the country. archival sources include several notes 
signed by each of the commission’s members that showed that drawings by 
Michelangelo, Botticelli, Barbieri, and Piranesi, or paintings by well-known 
Romanian painters, such as Ștefan Luchian, Camil Ressu, Țuculescu, and 
Ciucurencu, were deemed to “lack artistic value” and their owners were allowed to 
take them when they emigrated.39 The individuals petitioning the state authorities 
to take these artworks—claiming they were only of “sentimental value”—were 
quite diverse. Some of them were diplomats leaving the country following the 
regime change.40 Others were Romanian Jews taking advantage of the temporary 
willingness of the communist authorities to allow emigration to Israel in the early 
1950s.41 although I do not have written evidence to determine their motives, it is 
hard to believe that Radu Bogdan, an art historian who had already taken part in the 
inventory of the Peleș collection, did not know what he was signing off as “lacking 
value.” It is possible that Bogdan knew what he was doing, and purposely chose to 
allow the export of such artworks with an eye to forging useful connections in the 
West in the future.

Such instances of value erasure may be viewed as inconsequential deviations 
from the rule; as petty favors done to specific individuals. These could be minor 
gestures that would not have interfered with the more ambitious plans that the art 
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experts had about the reconfiguration of the heterogenous art collections across the 
country into a coherent and indivisible socialist patrimony. But this would mean 
dismissing the acts of value erasure as implicitly less political, and less intentional, 
than those of value making. I would argue that such forms of erasure were as impor-
tant as those of value formation. Both situations revealed how the art experts became 
key mediators between the state that wanted to control and appropriate as much as it 
could, and the middle class that tried to hold onto their possessions in the wake of the 
imminent nationalization. Such mediations signal the broader negotiations of value 
that informed state-making in early socialism. Despite plans and promises, the com-
munists who wanted to create a new state were not so certain about how exactly they 
would go about it. To put things in order—symbolically and literally—they had to 
rely more and more on professionals who had come of age in a different political era 
but who wanted to find a way to survive in the new political and social landscape. 
The art experts that I discuss in this article formed a particular category among the 
professional elites that the state authorities began to seek out. Possessing unique 
knowledge about a field that the authorities knew little about but deemed crucially 
important for the promotion of the new state, this relatively small group managed to 
turn themselves into pivotal nodes in the new political system. They did so by maneu-
vering art objects, their value, their location, and their visibility or invisibility, 
according to specific contexts and agendas. This section showed how they engaged 
in negotiation over the value of art objects that they did not own. The second part of 
the article discusses how two of these experts used art objects in their own collec-
tions to gain political privileges, and, in that very process, to upend the socialist 
system’s mechanisms of value making.

Inalienable Donations under Nationalization

This communist state’s patrimony had to be both historical and new. The value of 
the art objects derived from their history: who created them and when, and how much 
value that particular sculptor or painter carried, according to the standards of the 
Western market (though proper auctions on the international market were forbidden 
under the communist law). The distinct trajectory of these objects—that is, their spe-
cific histories of ownership, their “cultural biographies,” encompassing the symbolic 
value and meaning that they had carried for their former owners—was less impor-
tant.42 These objects’ previous “social lives” and histories of ownership were only 
valuable as far as they could function as a source of validation of the objects’ potential 
value. But soon afterwards, that particular history was meant to disappear. Separated 
from other objects in their original collections, put into different hierarchies of value, 
moved around and redistributed to the museums or to the offices and residences of 
the new political leaders, the paintings, sculptures, tapestries, or precious gems had 
to shed their own social histories. They had to become relatively ahistorical so they 
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could be detached from the history and names of their former owners and be imbued 
with a different political meaning, while also retaining enough historical substance to 
remain valuable as artworks.

The group of experts that coordinated this multifold process of redistribution of 
art objects justified it as a prerequisite for the organization of the museums based on 
“a scientific system”—but there was something more at stake.43 The commission of 
experts played a key role in the creation of this patrimony. Its members visited loca-
tions in Bucharest and other cities to search for valuable art, they decided which 
objects were to be relocated to which museums, and which would stay put. Their 
positions allowed them to insert themselves into the system through a strategic pro-
duction of particular social trajectories of specific objects—especially those that 
came from their bequests—while erasing the social lives of objects from other pri-
vate collections. By dismantling museum collections that had originally been assem-
bled by one person or family, picking and choosing specific objects based solely on 
their individual value, the members of the museum commission came to decide how 
much of the social history of the pre-communist period would be remembered and 
kept within the communist network of museums – especially the history of the for-
mer art collectors, many of them aristocratic families. The collections of two of the 
major museums established by private collectors during the interwar years, for 
instance, became fragmented, with the most valuable pieces going to the future 
national gallery.44

But some collections were spared of this fate. This was the case of one of the 
larger collections of Romanian modern art, amassed by and located in Krikor 
Zambaccian’s home. as I have mentioned in the introduction, in 1947 Zambaccian 
had bequeathed a part of his art collection to the Romanian state. However, the agree-
ment stipulated that all of the donated artwork must remain part of the collection, and 
be physically located in the house, which he and his family continued to inhabit.45 He 
also promised that, upon his death, the house and the rest of the collection would 
become state property. It is likely that his bequest was also motivated by a more 
pragmatic agenda: He knew that if he did not give it to the state, the state would 
anyway confiscate it.46

By choosing to donate his collection rather than wait for it to be nationalized, 
Zambaccian forged a relationship with the new regime. His gesture signaled his will-
ingness to collaborate, and he began to do so right away. He was included in the 
initial team of experts dispatched to Peleș castle to do the inventory of the royal col-
lection. He then became a member of the Museums Commission, led by Oprescu, 
and consequently took part in all of the discussions regarding the reorganization of 
the national museum network. Though he could not directly oppose state officials’ 
decisions, he tried to save his collection from being fragmented or relocated to a dif-
ferent museum.

In the first meeting of the Commission, Zambaccian noted that his museum 
was not included in the list of museums, “even though the museum was no less 
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valuable than the others.” He stressed that the initial bequest deed had clearly 
outlined the conditions under which his collection became part of the state patri-
mony, and that relocation of the artwork was specifically forbidden. Obviously 
annoyed, the head of the visual arts department within the Ministry, Lucian 
grigorescu, who chaired the meetings of the commission, pointed out the need for 
a scientific reorganization of the museums, commenting that Zambaccian “should 
prove himself not only a man of good taste, but also a cultivated person, and not 
allow his personal feelings to jeopardize . . . the museums’ reorganization.”47 
another official, M. T. Vlad, used that comment to directly attack Zambaccian. at 
the time, Vlad was the subhead of the visual arts department and the key decision 
maker in the Ministry. His long-term involvement with the Communist Party dur-
ing the 1930s propelled him to a plum position in the new government. Vlad first 
pointed out that “more than 80% of the means of production had already been 
nationalized and transformed into the property of the people,” and that, in the 
same vein, the artwork that was still privately owned should be become ‘public 
property,’ to be taken out of small collections that the public cannot visit, and 
made available to the people.”48 With that proviso, he turned to Zambaccian’s 
case. Noting that art objects should stop being kept in “little houses”—an allusion 
to Zambaccian’s villa—Vlad pushed for the relocation of the latter’s collection to 
a more visible location. In response, Zambaccian insisted that he wanted “to pro-
tect his honest work,” and asked the commission that the collection remain in its 
current location.

The issue of small museums kept coming up in other meetings of the Commission, 
as the two state officials mentioned above brought it up again and again. They kept 
mentioning the “little house” in which Zambaccian’s collection was displayed as 
an improper site for the museum, and kept pressing for the most valuable artwork 
to be moved elsewhere. Zambaccian, in turn, continued to insist on the intrinsic 
link between the collection, its location—his own house, and his own name (he 
specifically asked for the museum to carry his name, even when it became a state 
institution).

a year or so after this series of tense exchanges between Zambaccian and the 
heads of the Visual arts Division, an unsigned report in the internal correspondence 
of the Ministry of arts noted that the Office for Museums (part of the Division of 
Visual arts) “fought to take five paintings from the Zambaccian collection, which 
had been nationalized and is supported by the Ministry of arts. But they did not suc-
ceed, probably due to political reasons.”49

The implication of this report was that Zambaccian enjoyed powerful backing 
that allowed him to maintain a form of indirect control over his collection—despite 
the fact that it had legally become part of the state patrimony. In fact, the political 
support that he seemed to benefit from ultimately derived from his wide expertise. 
For instance, it was Zambaccian whom the communist leadership commissioned to 
assess the value of the paintings decorating the Palace of the great National 
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assembly, at that moment, the de jure governing institution of the Romanian 
socialist state.50

Zambaccian’s museum remained opened to the public, and—as far as I could 
gather from the archived discussions—the entire collection was kept in situ at his 
home. When he made a second bequest, in 1957, the original mansion was enlarged, 
the additional space allowing for more light and a better arrangement of the art-
work.51 Upon Zambaccian’s death in 1962, the entire collection and the house became 
state property, and the museum remained open until 1977.

Zambaccian’s case sheds light on the ambiguities of nationalization, revealing 
the way former owners occasionally retained some rights to the use of their former 
possessions, making them “inalienable.” The Zambaccian case shows how particu-
lar individuals could still function as lynchpins between two distinct political and 
cultural periods, benefiting from the knowledge and wealth they had accumulated in 
their former lives to make a new life for themselves under the new regime.

Zambaccian’s case was not singular. george Oprescu also made strategic bequests 
for the purpose of consolidating his position. In one of the commission’s meetings, a 
party official and vice president of the commission, M. T. Vlad, asked Oprescu what 
he intended to do with his private collection. Vlad hinted that Oprescu would eventu-
ally want to donate his art collection to the state, following Zambaccian’s example. 
at that moment, in October 1948, Oprescu seemed to hesitate, answering that he 
would be willing “to loan” the state a part of his collection.52 almost a year later, 
however, in September 1949, he decided to make a bequest to the state.53 Though the 
bequest agreement mentioned that “all of the donated objects could be used by the 
Minister of arts as it sees fit, with no condition imposed by the donors,” it also stipu-
lated that all of the paintings and artifacts were designated solely for the new national 
gallery whose collection at that moment was still being formed (the opening was 
postponed several times, and the gallery did not open until 1953).54

Historian Cristian Vasile has noted that Oprescu very skillfully managed to 
“negotiate his own status with the authorities,” by drawing both on his expertise 
and the art objects that he had owned or administered. Oprescu’s own personal file 
with the Romanian secret police (Securitate) shows that the state authorities were 
aware of his strategy, as a document from that file mentions that “[george Oprescu] 
employs his art collection with an eye to pursuing his personal ambitions and to 
building his popularity. Whenever he senses that his position might be endangered 
by his mistakes, he donates some art objects from his collection to the academy or 
different museums.”55 Oprescu donated artwork from his private collection, but 
specifically designated that the objects be displayed in the national gallery in 
Bucharest. Thus, his generous gift became also a material deed through which he 
extended further control over this museum. (He was appointed head of the Western 
art collection in the national gallery at the time of its opening in 1953.)

Both Oprescu and Zambaccian used their expertise and their art collections to 
secure their positions under the new regime. The gifts might have preceded the 
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regime’s official installation as in Zambaccian’s case, or may have been prompted by 
the pressure of the new authorities, as it was for Oprescu. But these objects func-
tioned as material extensions of their institutional presence, and reinforced it. The 
two collectors found ways to exert some control over their former possessions, even 
though these objects, in principle, became state property. In other words, they made 
themselves even more indispensable by keeping these art objects partially “inalien-
able.” anthropologist annette Weiner coined the term “inalienable possessions” to 
highlight the paradox of “keeping-while-giving” that accompanies some transactions 
and that challenges the expectations and dynamics of a simply mutual exchange.56 
Weiner distinguished between “inalienable” and “alienable” possessions to point out 
the maps of social relations that accompanied and were made via specific patterns in 
the circulation of objects. In doing so, she shifted the focus from “mobility” to “iden-
tity” by revealing how the objects’ trajectory in processes of exchange could be con-
fined within social boundaries (such as objects moving exclusively within a kinship 
group). In that case, objects that initially appeared as mobile revealed themselves to 
be “inalienably” tied to particular individuals. as Weiner put it, “what makes a pos-
session inalienable is its exclusive and cumulative identity with a particular series of 
owners through time.”57 Weiner’s original approach emphasizes that objects set on a 
particular trajectory should not necessarily be seen in “either/or” terms, as gifts or 
commodities. They could also become enablers of new social networks, materially 
binding various individuals and institutions, endowing the latter with the capacity to 
further control, exchange, or withhold these objects even though they are no longer 
the de facto owners. These objects thus come to be “kept-while-given,” as they con-
tinue to confer power and social strength to their former owners even while no longer 
being in their immediate “possession.”

With this theoretical framework in mind, I return to Zambaccian and Oprescu and 
their strategic donations. I argue that we could gain a new understanding of the forma-
tion of property regimes in early socialism if we considered the particular spaces through 
which these art donations circulated (and also to which they were confined)—specifi-
cally, if we pay attention to the maneuvers through which the former owners made them 
partially inalienable by symbolically retaining control over them. In contrast to other art 
collections that became fragmented during the national reorganization of the public art 
collections, both Oprescu and Zambaccian kept indirect ties to their former possessions. 
The artwork donated by them retained a symbolic aura of their former ownership—in 
Weiner’s words, the identity of these art objects remained “exclusive and cumulative.”

approaching socialist property as “a cultural system, a set of social relations, and an 
organization of power,” Katherine Verdery has argued that the fields of property under 
socialism were organized less under hard rules of ownership and more as a hierarchy of 
use-rights.58 Within this hierarchy, the domain of state property remained “inalienable 
and indivisible,” with the party-state maintaining exclusive and permanent administra-
tive rights over it, while allocating temporary use-rights to different parties down the 
hierarchical ladder. Some parties were able to delegate some of these rights to actors 
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under their control. In sum, while particular individuals of the state apparatus could use 
state property, they were always users, never owners—and their use-rights depended on 
the institutional (and therefore political) clout they held at a given moment.

The cases that I discuss here make the state property domain appear fuzzier than it 
was portrayed in legal terms; they challenge a view of socialist property as a homoge-
nous, indivisible and inalienable domain, de jure the property of the people, but de facto 
the property of the party-state. Other temporalities and histories concurred in the making 
of the property regime of early socialism. For a while, at least, during the incipient phase 
of the formation of a socialist regime of property, individuals could sometimes still hold 
influence and even administrative rights over objects that had legally become part of the 
state property fund. Oprescu and Zambaccian represent two examples. They managed 
to forge new social networks via a strategically controlled movement—or stasis—of 
some of these objects. In the case of Zambaccian’s bequest, the condition for his artwork 
to become state property was that it would remain in its original location. While the legal 
status of these paintings had changed, their history continued to be visible because they 
remained part of the original collection—thus preserving that history, the prestige and 
economic power that enabled him to assemble the collection, as well as his own name 
and genealogy (he openly declared that he made the bequest in memory of his father, 
who had “raised him to love Romanian language and culture”).59

If Zambaccian aimed to enhance his own political worth by keeping his collection 
in his home, Oprescu’s choice to donate some artwork to the National gallery was 
meant to both strengthen his institutional position and add value to those art pieces. 
The objects that he selected for donation were not among the most valuable pieces in 
his collection.60 But he strategically enhanced the value of the objects by including 
them in the gallery’s collection, which he himself characterized as the “most valu-
able” in the country. Moreover, as the head of the gallery’s Western art section, he 
continued to have some administrative rights over these objects, even though they 
were now state property. These two examples show how objects became part of the 
indivisible state property domain while remaining partially inalienable from their 
former owners, who continued to control their movement and thus value.

Conclusion

The ongoing negotiations of value, power, and institutional visibility between 
state authorities and a small group of art experts reveals that state-making in early 
socialism, far from smoothly following a plan dictated by the Soviets and  
implemented by the local communists, was a process fraught with tension and 
uncertainty. The story of Zambaccian’s hybrid art collection, which merged objects 
already donated to the state with artwork still under his ownership, to be included 
into the state property fund only upon his death, illustrates the continuous compro-
mises and transgressions that accompanied the making of socialist property via 
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nationalization. Zambaccian’s strategic bequest warped time and history by allow-
ing him and his family to continue a life of relative wealth and privilege, precisely 
because he knew how to use his art and knowledge to make himself indispensable 
to a regime that, in theory, should have fully disavowed him and his past. Without 
that past, he would not have been able to survive in the present.

Though initially commissioned to assess the value of art objects in public 
museum collections and selected private collections, the art professionals dis-
cussed in this article exploited their unique expertise to become full-fledged arbi-
ters of value for the new state. They not only evaluated art objects but also made 
or unmade their value by controlling the spaces of circulation within which these 
objects moved, or, on the contrary, were kept stagnant.61 These professionals con-
trolled how visible or invisible the objects would be, and thus how much the state 
authorities could use them to project and promote their political power. Sometimes, 
the experts sought to identify valuable artwork from provincial museums and 
bring it to the center, to become part of the much-promoted national gallery. Yet 
the same experts also found ways to keep other valuable objects away from the 
center. This happened in multiple degrees of separation and visibility, situations 
that distinctly subverted or even upended the production of a new property regime 
in early socialism through the planned nationalization.

No matter how watchful state authorities wanted to be about valuable patrimony 
leaving the country, they fully depended on the art professionals, and not only on their 
expertise, but especially their loyalty. But sometimes these experts exploited their role 
as ultimate decision makers, who made or unmade value according to so many other 
factors: personal agendas, conflicts of interests, and plans for the future. By control-
ling how much state authorities knew about these objects (whether they had any value, 
and sometimes even whether they existed or not), these experts forced the authorities 
to acknowledge their value, and grant them comfortable positions in the new political 
system.62
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