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Abstract 

Bucharest society started to be concerned about its public space at the end of the 19th century, as a result of 

the western influence. It is quite interesting that in a semi-oriental society where women used to stay indoors 

most of the time, two of the early Bucharest statues are women’s representations: Princess Bălaşa and Ana 

Davila are feminine representations. Both are accompanied by inscriptions which explain their role in the city 

life. The first important public building also offered the possibility of locating some neoclassical feminine 

representations having a symbolic value (homeland, industry, art). The purpose of this paper is to analyse 

those representations and texts which accompany them from a communicational perspective. The main 

working hypothesis concerns their implication in modelling Bucharest’s public space. The study represents the 

result of research done by the Research Centre of Foreign Language and Communication Chair – TUCB and 

some students from the NUAB Bucharest.  
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1. Public Space and Its Landmarks  

To understand the meaning and the role of statues in defining Romanian society around the year 

1900, a short historical reconstruction of how public space was designed, as a representation of a 

changing society, is necessary. In none of the two capitals of the Romanian Principalities was the 

design of urban space among the leaders’ purposes. Bucharest developed around churches or some 

important residences. Trade and foreign communities gathered on some streets near the royal 

residence
1
. Churches were considered the most reliable landmarks and the neighbourhoods 

gathered around them. So there was no need for statues. 

Before the first decades of the 19th century, Bucharest public urban space was unclear, non-

representative, oriental, but without the charm of real oriental towns or the fame and historic 

heritage of Istanbul. To define a public space, three main ‘actors’ have to participate: members of 

the surrounding community, local authorities, professionals (architects, sculptors and social 

workers). Unfortunately, most of them were absent in 19th century Bucharest, otherwise they 

would have created a public life in need of a public space to be represented. As a German architect 

Sabine Hentzsch said when launching an European project at Galateca Gallery
2
, ”public space is not 

just gathering some streets and buildings”. 

At that time public life centered around churches, markets, aristocratic residences and collective 

memory was marked by fountains (around which women use to gather) and crosses, erected to 

commemorate events such as a battle or an important personality
3
. Even today, in the 21st century, 

in the middle of the University Square, on a little island, ten old stone crosses pay respect to those 

                                                 
1
Some streets in Bucharest received their names according to their inhabitants: Strada Franceză (<French), 

Lipscani (<Leipzig), strada Nemţească (<Germans). 
2
She curates with Marius Babias a project with both artistic and socio-economic implications – Spaţiul Public 

Bucureşti | Public Art Bucharest 2007. Its horizon of development has been already announced on April 20, 

2007, its launching date: The project would include a series of artistic projects, public debates and media 

interventions, intending to confront the public with social developments, to initiate public debates and the 

cultural contribution to the development of democracy. 
3
In Bucharest, one of the most important crosses is dedicated to Constantin Brâncoveanu’s father, Papa 

Brâncoveanu, killed by the Turks in a revolt. 
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killed during the 1989 Revolution. Since the 17th century, on one of the city's few hills, known as 

Mitropoliei, on the alley leading to the Metropolitan Church, the stone cross of Papa Brâncoveanu, 

killed as his legendary son by the Turks, is wittness to the city life. For over 150 years the city has 

emerged as a palimpsest, as often argued by one of its architects, Alexandru Beldiman, or “an 

unfinished project” in the definition of another important architect, Augustin Ioan. 

In the above mentioned epoch the town had one big inside market (The Great Market) and one 

outside the main urban aria: Obor Market. The first urban squares appeared late in the 19th century 

and they are the University Square and the St. Anton. If the University Square has turned into the 

most famous Bucharest square, only a few people remember today that the square hidden by a row 

of communist blocks, in front of Manuc’s Inn and close to the Old Princely Court is called St. Anton. 

For centuries the Orthodox Church was against tri-dimensional representations, a fact that explains 

the absence of statues in all Balkan cities. Moreover, without squares, there was no place or need 

for statues. 

At the beginning of the 19th century, young Romanian aristocrats went to study in Western 

Europe and started to travel to Italy and Greece. Among many things they discovered was the art of 

statuary (Beldiman 34) and the richness of ancient culture. The first statues were bought to Romania 

by the young aristocrats to decorate their gardens and residences. There is still a beautiful black 

marbled nymph in the front garden of the Monteoru House on Calea Victoriei. 

 

2. The Western Influence and the Romanian Society 

An oriental town at the beginning of the 19th century, Bucharest started to turn into a European 

capital, and the way of shaping the public space was an important aspect leading to this new face of 

the town. People started to feel that they needed larger streets, squares, statues to mark the city 

life. The transformation was possible due to some foreign artists who came to the Romanian capital 

as guests, but stayed here for the rest of their life. One of the most remarkable for his contribution 

to the development of Romanian fine arts is Karl Storck. In the second half of the 19th century Karl 

Storck (1826-1887), a German artist, came to Bucharest, invited by Prince Charles I. He established 

the Academy of Fine Arts and introduced in the Romanian milieu the art of tri-dimensional portraits 

and public monuments. His work passed over the barriers of the epoch in a country where, due to 

the restrictions of the Orthodox religion the tri-dimensional representations were forbidden, 

consequently unknown. This may be one of the causes for which statues were accompanied by long 

texts, inscriptions which were supposed to explain the reason for which the statues were erected. 

Karl Storck was not the only artist who came to Bucharest, worked for the Romanian society and 

finally stayed here and contributed to sculpture developement and public space design. Wladimir 

Hegel (the statue of C. A. Rosetti), Ernest Dubois (the statue of Brătianu, “Monumentul Cantacuzino” 

– The Cantacuzino Monument), Albert-Ernest Carrier-Belleuse (the statue of Mihai Viteazul) are 

some of those to whom Bucharest has to be grateful. Made of marble or bronze, those statues are 

neoclasical representations of important personalities, their aim being that of activating public 

memory. Coming from countries where sculpture had a long tradition, they knew a lot of things 

about public space representativity and shared their knowlege with the Bucharest people who were 

so eager to turn their town into a west European one. 

When analysing the role of sculpture in shaping collective memory, the researcher has to be 

aware that artistic representations and social patterns are interconnected. They share similar norms, 

ideologies, mentalities and symbolic elements which, together and because of their 

interconnectivity, create images that are considered as representatives for a certain epoch or 

national profile. Works of art are the icon of the social representation of the human body and 

therefore illustrate the role of women in society. Among the first sculptures are those of two 

remarkable women, Princess Bălaşa and Ana Davila. They are both representatives of the old 

Romanian aristocracy and share a tragic destiny. The city memory remembers them for their 

generosity and for what they did for the people of Bucharest. It should be added that their role fits 

the stereotypical model of an aristocratic woman at the end of the 19th century. 
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The Western influence determined the construction of important buildings, some of them 

hosting institutions which played an important role in modernising Romanian social life. Their role in 

the city life is underlined by rich decoration, among which one may find feminine symbolic images. 

 

3. Working Hypotesysis and Research Questions 

The working hypothesis to be exposed in the study, as starting point of the analysis, refers to the 

role of the above mentioned feminine statues – princess Bălaşa and Ana Davila: the two feminine 

representations that were chosen for analysis are representative for modern Romanian society and 

for the role of feminine personalities in Bucharest public life. 

This hypothesis leaded to the following main research questions: 

 *Are the neoclassical representations mirroring the ideal beauty of the contemporary public? To 

be more precise: What do they communicate to the contemporary public? Which is the role of 

exhibiting space in designing communicational discourse? Which of the analysed images-texts are 

more integrated into the national identity? 

*Is the text important in decoding the meaning of each image suggested by fine art 

representation? Is the type of text influenced by the fact that the statue is a feminine or a male 

representation? Do they vary by gender? Consequently some secondary research questions have to 

be asked: 

*Are women’s identity representations due to a general cultural climate or to the artist’s 

intention to create a specific form of identity? 

*Are they just decorations or are they honouring a certain woman or are they due to the fact that 

certain ideas or images are associated with feminine representation? 

 

4. Research Methodology 

When starting this research we have found out that, at least in Romanian art history, there is a 

lack of already established methodologies concerning the analysis of both image and text and their 

role in creating a common effect on Bucharest public space. Well-known artists and researchers such 

as Magda Cârneci, Roxana Trestioreanu or Manuela Preda-Sanc have started to analyse Romanian 

art from a gender perspective, but they focus on women artists’ creativity. 

Therefore the methodology used for this research is that generally applied in analysing case 

studies. The gender theoretical background used for decoding the meaning of feminine 

representations does not equal women to men, but tries to discover their specific role. The analysed 

images are considered to be important for designing social dynamics and power relations between 

men and women. The role of women and, consequently, that of their representations in public 

space, is considered according to their implication in the development process. 

 

5. Neoclassical Representations and Contemporary Sensitivity 

Since the Romantic time when the old princesses’ images were curved in marble by Karl Storck, 

the general mentality has changed and the way in which people refer to feminine body 

representation is completly different. The woman body has been exhibited by the advertising 

industry as well as by all kind of political attitudes. Feminism and all its theoretical work contributed 

to make the subject very interseting yet difficult. This analysis is not going to review well-known 

theories such as those of Julia Kristeva or Simone de Beauvoir’s. Its intention is to present the way in 

which neoclassical statues, some of them quite nude, are establishing a real communication with the 

contemporary public. 

As our intention was to have a clear and objective opinion about our fellow citizens attitude, a 

survey was applied on around 150 passers-by. They were interviewed close to the University of 

Bucharest and in front of Gara de Nord
4
 [the North Railway Station]. The survey questions were 

                                                 
4
Those locations were chosen because some analysed statues are situated in the area and because they are 

important crossways. 
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about statues names, role and symbolical value as well as about the impact of the texts. Most of the 

interviewers were not aware of the significance of the images they were passing by, nor were they 

impressed by their artistic value. Just a few have read the texts. 

For those who are more interested in Bucharest’s statuary it is obvious that the message has 

changed over time. The statues of Princess Balaşa and that of Ana Davila are impressive because 

they show a great care for details, but mainly because they represent another epoch, a better period 

in their city life.  

 

6. Feminine Representations – Defining Identity or Just Decorations? 

It has to be mentioned that around the year 1900, Romanian society was still quite oriental and 

did not value, to a large extent, feminine personalities. Women role was to be silent and efficient, to 

take care of the family life and to be supportive for their husbands, either by their work or fortune. 

Their education focused on abilities necessary for what now we call a housewife. Yet, two of the 

most important monuments erected in that period, ranking among the first public monuments in 

Bucharest, are dedicated to two women. The first one (inaugurated in 1881), is the statue of Princess 

Bălaşa and the second is dedicated to Ana Davila. Both were deeply involved in the public life due to 

their social and charity activity, spent a lot of energy and money to improve poor people life, but the 

impact of their image is due mainly to their tragic life. It should be considered that the then society 

wanted to remember them for their contribution to social development. 

Daughter of the legendary martyr King Constantin Brâncoveanu, Princess Bălaşa was a woman 

who started her life as a spoiled princess and ended it in sacrifice and tragic atmosphere
5
. At the end 

of her life, due to her generosity and great heart, she donated a large part of her fabulous fortune to 

build a hospital and a church. She recovered after the tragic death of her father and husband due to 

the work for the poor people of Bucharest, to whom she offered all her fortune and energy. Karl 

Storck, the artist chosen by her family to execute the monument, represented the princes as the 

main figure of medieval aristocracy, wearing the costume of the 18th century, in front of the church 

she had built, facing the passers-by. 

The monument was curved in Carrara marble and the artist managed to depict the kind soul of 

the Princess. In her hand she is holding a document were there are listed the donations she had 

made to establish the church and the hospital. The list is quite long; therefore it underlines the 

importance of the donation and the social and historical importance of the represented character. 

On the same document the artist curved the image of the façade of the church, so that the 

connection between the statue and the surrounding buildings would be obvious. At the base of the 

monument one may read the following inscription: Princess – daughter of Constantin Brâncoveanu, 

King of Walachia, erected this building in 1751. These are simple and clear words which may help the 

contemporary passer-by imagine the gentle nature and generosity of the princess
6
. At the same 

time, it should be mentioned that the inscription which explains the role of the statue in Bucharest 

collective memory does not present a difference as an inscription for a feminine representation. This 

fact is obvious if we compare it with that of Dinicu Golescu or with that of Spătaru Cantacuzino. 

When the hospital founded by Bălaşa was demolished by Nicolae Ceauşescu, both church and 

statue were hidden beside some ugly block of flats. Its first place was in front of the asylum founded 

by the generous Princess, but after its demolition the statue was moved on the place it has today
7
 

and practically disappeared from public life. The legends about the Brânconveanu family and the 

                                                 
5
As all the members of her family, she was imprisoned by the Turks. Her husband, his father and brothers were 

beheaded by the Ottomans on August, 15, 1714. After two years the princess turned to Bucharest and 

dedicated her life to charity. 
6
In 1984, when the hospital was demolished and the whole Bucharest downtown was remodeled, the statue 

was taken away. After 1990, it was replaced on its original location. 
7
An urban legend says that when the hospital was built, a bottle with a terrible curse signed by the princess 

herself was buried. The curse mentioned that those who would damage the construction had to die in terrible 

circumstances. 
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strange demolition have contributed to maintain the Princess personality and the statue into 

Bucharest’s people memory. The text helps us remember the Princess’s role in the life of the city. 

There is another monument of the Princess inside the church made by the same artist, but its 

analysis is not included in this study because it did not play a role in shaping Bucharest public space. 

The second monument is dedicated to Ana Davila (1834-1874), wife of general Davila, mother of 

the playwright Alexandru Davila, member of another famous aristocratic family, Golescu. She 

tragically died when relatively young, poisoned by accident. Her connection with the Golescu family 

and her tragic death, so unfair for her gentle soul, turned beautiful Ana Davila into a romantic figure, 

in an epoch when people were ready to be impressed by tragic destinies more then by charity. 

For her charity, Ana Davila worked with Elena Cuza and Queen Elisabeth, the wife of Carol I. With 

the queen, she established an orphanage for girls, which was named Elena Doamna [Lady Elena], a 

tribute paid to Elena Cuza and her activity in the benefit of the people. In the court of this institution, 

in front of the church one can still admire her statue, which was recently restored at the same time 

with the church. 

She is represented wearing a national costume (the characteristic elements of the costume are 

depicted with great care) and holding a little girl, a symbolic representation of the orphans she used 

to take care of. The statue is less valuable from the artistic point of view then that of Princess Bălaşa, 

because the artist paid too much attention to details and was less inspired when curving her face. At 

the base of the statue, after the name of Ana Davila written in large capital letters, the text mentions 

that the erection of the monument was possible due to a public subscription initiated by a 

committee of ladies. The text underlines the role of women in social development. 

Unlike Princess Bălaşa, her statue is quite unknown for most people of Bucharest. The communist 

regime closed the church which was damaged by German bombing in 1944, so people were not able 

to admire her statue. It is located in a side area; just a few people noticed it, a fact that still limits its 

communication with the public. 

 

7. Neoclassical Statues – Symbols or Decorations? 

One may notice that in the 1900 Bucharest there were many neoclassical buildings where statues 

were to decorate those public buildings or to represent symbols and abstract ideas. In both cases 

their role in building the image was a secondary one, mainly decorative. The public was helped to 

identify them by a title at their base. From the symbolic point of view they were quite formal. For 

some sculptures Industry is a woman, for others a strong lad carrying tools, a blacksmith, a 

carpenter. From the symbolic point of view we may notice that women are graceful and decorative, 

while men are representing different practical activities. A question that should be asked is why 

Industry is a man or a woman dressed in veils. A gender perspective analysis did not help us reach a 

correct conclusion. 

One of the main examples of the epoch conception is the pediment of the University of Bucharest 

executed by Karl Storck
8
 in 1862. This was a large composition, curved in Rusciuc limestone, which 

was dominated by the goddess Athena-Minerva surrounded by arts and sciences (Ott 10). The 

central figure, as well as some of those depicting the arts, was represented by beautiful feminine 

image nudes or they were dressed in veils. It was the first composition of the type made in 

Bucharest. This aspect, which may be considered as quite shocking today, was an homage paid to 

ancient arts. The figures in the pediment were gracious, elegant and suggested the beauty of young 

ages. The artist did not feel that he should add a text, the composition was quite narrative and the 

message was clear in an epoch were mythological representations were a common aspect. Nudity 

was not a consequence of a gender perspective, but an influence of Ancient Art, a period when the 

human body was worshiped no matter if masculine or feminine. 

                                                 
8
Unfortunately this work was destroyed by the bombs in 1944, when a whole wing of the University had to be 

demolished. Parts of the pediment are preserved in the Storck Museum - Bucharest. 
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Carol Storck (1854-1926) and Frederic Storck (1872-1942) created statues which were used to 

decorate the façade of some important public buildings such as The Palace of Justice, the National 

Bank and the Postal Palace. On the façade of the Palace of Justice (1890-1895), a representative 

building for the French Neo-Renaissance style, the passer-by can still admire four statues 

representing Force, Eloquence, Vigilance and Vigour. They are images of beautiful young women 

created in the classic style, draped in ancient veils or tunics, showing suggestive attitudes. The same 

sculptor created the statue named Electricity for the façade of the Postal Palace. This represents a 

young woman, draped with a veil (half naked), holding in her arm a torch and having a star on her 

head, both elements as suggestions of electricity. It is quite unusual that a woman was chosen to 

represent Electricity and there are no testimonies to explain why the artist had this conception. 

All the described statues have a label with their allegoric name at the base. We do not know if 

those were really necessary in the epoch when people were more familiar with such 

representations, but obviously they are necessary today. The texts, at least a title, are necessary 

elements today when passers-by are less familiar with mythology, and when certain explanations 

could help communication. On the other hand, it should be mentioned that postmodernism, with its 

flexible interpretation, is an open world where guides are not necessary. 

Other monuments erected around the year 1900 used feminine representations of women at the 

basis of the statues. Most of them were symbols of the Homeland who paid homage to different 

personalities. From a gender perspective it has to be mentioned that they are staying in a humble 

position, worshiping the male personality. The representations are rather conventional and the 

women are either dressed in national costume or wearing veils. Representative examples are those 

of the statue dedicated to the statesman Alexandru Lahovari, a monument situated in Bucharest 

downtown and that of Gheorghe Duca, one of Bucharest “Politechnica” University founders and 

general manager of the Romanian Railways, engineer, scientist and statesman. The statue is situated 

in the square of the North Railway Station. 

Alexandru Lahovari’s statue was cast in bronze by French sculptor Antonine Mercier and unveiled 

in the Lahovari Square on June, 17, 1901. The monument represents Lahovari as a speaker, standing, 

left hand stretched. At the base, there is the masculine allegory of the Danube, and to the left an 

allegory of Agricultural Romania – the female figure wearing a national costume, bringing homage to 

the honourable politician. On the pedestal, there were bronze plates with quotations from 

Lahovari’s speeches, but they disappeared after 1948. The texts had nothing to do with the feminine 

figure, which is very visible when passing by the monument. 

The monument dedicated to Gheorghe Duca, which was inaugurated in 1904, is a collective work. 

The base of the monument was designed by two architects, Ştefan Burcuş and Scarlat Petculescu 

(Frunzetti 66), while Duca’s portrait was created by Filip Marin
9
 and the allegorical female statue by 

Dimitrie Paciurea. The first design shows the image of Athena offering a laurel branch to Duca. Later, 

Paciurea replaced the ancient goddess image by a more realistic one. The beautiful woman who is 

looking now at Duca and holds a little girl hand is supposed to be Science paying homage to the 

famous engineer. The body of the woman is put into value by the folds of her dress which is 

revealing, not hiding, its beauty. Half naked, the statue is a representation halfway between 

neoclassicism and modern realism. Probably due to the fact that Paciurea is a better artist then his 

peers, the feminine image is remarkable. The text does not explain the Science allegory or the 

presence of the little girl; it refers only to Duca’s image. 

As the descriptions of those two monuments prove, the feminine images accompanying the main 

monument are meant to help clarify the message induced by the male figure, yet their role is mainly 

decorative and helps the artist tell a story. They are not mentioned in the texts written at the base of 

the monument and they do not address the contemporary public. It should be considered that their 

position on the low register of the representation is a consequence of contemporary society 

                                                 
9
Quite unknown today, Filip Marin was a very popular sculptor around 1900, his work consisting of a large 

number of portraits 
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concerning women. Their position is mirroring the role of women in society, around 1900, supposed 

to have a secondary role, supportive for the man, but in the shadow of their personality. None of the 

interviewed persons considers that those images are a symbolic representation of woman beauty. 

The monuments erected in the memory of soldiers who had died in the First World War present 

women images as mothers taking care of severely wounded soldiers. One of the most well known 

and famous monuments is that dedicated to the sanitary corps of the army, turned into one of 

Bucharest landmarks and called ”The Heroes”. On top of this large monument, a feminine statue 

wearing the uniform of the Red Cross (considered to be the representation of Queen Mary) is 

supporting a soldier. It is hard to say whether women are considered to have a strong part in the war 

or their leading position in the monument is homage to the queen. 

In the Cişmigiu Garden a famous Romanian sculptor, Ion Julia, made a monument dedicated to 

the French Heroes-it is sculpted in Carrara marble and it honours the French soldiers who died 

during the First World War on the Romanian territory. In these statuaries the feminine 

representations (generally symbols of the motherland) are no longer placed at the base of the 

monument, yet their commuinicative role is still secondary, they have to support the male figure and 

to help the understanding of their message. Once again, it mirrors the image of suportive women. 

 

8. Conclusions 

It is quite obvious that neoclassical representations are not communicating in a proper way with 

the contemporary public, as interrogated passers-by were not aware of their image and just a few 

tried to understand the texts. They are considered to be just decorations for old buildings or 

landmarks for foreigners. For some people they have preserved their role as landmarks of public 

memory, but they have lost the role of embodying the eternal beauty. The models now belong to 

the advertising industry. 

The fact that they are either in front of churches, as in the case of Ana Davila and Princess Bălaşa, 

or up on the walls of tall buildings, makes them less visible for the people of our post-modern 

society. Allegorical representations are no more “fashionable” in realistic societies. In this case, it 

should be added that there is no difference between feminine or masculine representations, but this 

gender perspective belongs to our epoch. 

Another important conclusion refers to the role of the text. For neoclassical sculpture the texts 

are quite narrative, not just simple titles. Therefore they are important for decoding the message. 

The text has preserved its role and moreover it helps the contemporary passer-by to understand the 

mentality of the time the sculpture was erected. Post-modern society lets people have their own 

interpretation, therefore the texts are considered to be useless. 
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