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Abstract: This article examines the emergence of the cultural brand Nopcsa in
Romania through a bottom-up process of civic heritage activation followed by
institutional adoption and economic valorization. It traces how the historical figure
of Franz Baron Nopcsa von Fels6-Szilvas (1877-1933), an internationally recognized
paleontologist, geologist, Albanologist, and aristocratic adventurer, remained of
limited public visibility in Romania until the early twenty-first century, despite
sustained scholarly relevance abroad. Between 2009 and the mid-2010s, a sequence
of civic initiatives led by Dacian Muntean and Laura Vesa, individually and through
the NGO SENS (Societatea de Educatie Nonformala si Sociald), sought to recover
and popularize Nopcsa’s legacy through exhibitions, publications, digital media,
lobbying, educational programming, and heritage advocacy. These activities
coincided with campaigns for the restoration of the Nopcsa family castle in Sacel,
Hunedoara County. From 2019 onward, following public investment in restoration,
the name Nopcsa was increasingly adopted by county authorities and cultural
institutions as a tourism and cultural asset, culminating in the opening of Nopcsa
Castle as a museum and events venue in 2025. As co-creators and analysts, the
authors adopt a reflexive auto-ethnographic methodology, triangulating personal
experience with media reports, institutional documents, and scholarly sources. The
analysis reveals how bottom-up cultural activism creates symbolic capital for
heritage commodification, which authorities subsequently harness, often without
sustained recognition of origins. The article contributes to cultural branding
scholarship by offering a rare Eastern European case of bottom-up heritage branding,
demonstrating how long-term civic engagement can precede, shape, and ultimately
be absorbed into official cultural policy and institutional practice of post-socialist
governance.
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1. Introduction

Across Europe, neglected heritage sites and forgotten historical figures are
increasingly mobilized as resources for tourism, identity-making, and regional
development. Yet the processes through which such figures become public cultural
brands often remain poorly understood. Existing scholarship has focused largely
on state-led place branding, museum strategies, and destination marketing, while
comparatively less attention has been paid to the grassroots cultural labor that
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frequently precedes official adoption (Hudson et al., 2017; Kavaratzis &
Kalandides, 2015).

The Romanian case of Franz Baron Nopcsa von Fels6-Szilvas offers an
illuminating example. Known internationally in scientific circles as a pioneering
paleontologist associated with the dinosaur fossils of the Hateg Basin (Smithsonian
Magazine, 2016; Grigorescu, 2010), Nopcsa was for much of the post-socialist
period only marginally present in Romanian public memory. His former family
castle in Sacel, Hunedoara County, deteriorated for decades and was more
commonly referred to locally by geographical rather than historical naming
conventions. By the 2020s, however, Nopcsa had become an active cultural label
associated with a restored castle, exhibitions, festivals, tourism promotion, and
branded heritage consumption.

This article traces the transformation of Nopcsa from a forgotten historical
figure into a marketable cultural brand, a process that began with grassroots
activism led by the authors and was later appropriated by public authorities for
economic development. The authors’ positionality requires explicit
acknowledgment. As co-creators of the Nopcsa brand and now analysts of its
trajectory, for this article they adopt a reflexive auto-ethnographic methodology
(Ellis et al., 2011; Chang, 2008). Rather than attempting the impossible task of
objectivity, they embrace their insider perspective as a methodological strength,
providing access to archival materials and lived experience unavailable to external
researchers, while maintaining scholarly rigor through triangulation with
independent sources.

The article examines the longitudinal process (2009—present) through
which the cultural brand Nopcsa was constructed in Romania. Drawing on cultural
branding (Holt, 2004), bottom-up place branding (Hudson et al., 2017; Gerosa &
Tartari, 2021), cultural icon construction (Van Boven & Winkler, 2021), and
heritage commodification (Schmitt, 2022), the study traces three phases: (1)
grassroots activism (2009-2016), recovering Franz Nopcsa’s forgotten legacy; (2)
multimodal expansion (2013—present), encompassing publishing, documentary
consulting, and performing arts; and (3), overlapping with the second phase:
institutional appropriation (2019-present), transforming the brand into an
economic engine through state-funded restoration and event-based marketing.

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1 Cultural Branding and Bottom-Up Place Branding

Cultural branding theory, as articulated by Holt (2004), conceptualizes brands as
“meaning systems” that emerge from the intersection of cultural contradictions and
myth-making, co-produced through the labor of multiple actors rather than
imposed by corporations. From this perspective, brands acquire relevance and
legitimacy through storytelling, symbolic resonance, and repeated performative
acts that align with broader cultural imaginaries (Holt & Cameron, 2010).
Importantly, cultural branding scholarship emphasizes that brands may emerge
organically through cumulative cultural labor rather than being designed ex ante.
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This perspective is particularly relevant to heritage branding, where the “product”
is a narrative about the past (Kavaratzis, 2004). Traditional place-branding
literature has emphasized top-down strategies implemented by municipalities,
destination-management organizations, or development agencies (Kavaratzis,
2004; Hankinson, 2004). More recent work has challenged this model by
demonstrating that place brands may also emerge through civic initiatives, resident
narratives, and informal cultural entrepreneurship. Bottom-up place branding
scholarship examines how place brands emerge organically from local residents.
Hudson et al. (2017) demonstrate how grassroots movements establish place
identities later co-opted by official marketing bodies. Gerosa and Tartari (2021)
complicate this by showing that bottom-up place branding can produce “selective
empowerment” and “loss of place identity” for those not directly involved (p. 14).
Kavaratzis and Kalandides (2015) therefore conceptualize place branding as an
interactive and negotiated process rather than a purely managerial one - a lens
essential for analyzing how the Nopcsa brand moved from private activism to
public institutionalization.

2.2 Cultural Icon Construction and Symbolic Capital

Historical figures become cultural assets when they are transformed into
recognizable public symbols that carry meanings beyond biography. Van Boven
and Winkler (2021) argue that icons are culturally produced through repetition,
abstraction, and reinterpretation. Tomaselli and Scott (2009), as cited by Parker
(n.d.), propose six conditions for icon formation: accreting layers of meaning,
representing continuity, multiplying representative function, attaining exemplary
status, attracting intense mediatization, and exerting seduction. These conditions
map remarkably onto the Nopcsa case, where the baron’s multifaceted identity
(scientist, adventurer, spy, would-be king, eccentric aristocrat) provided raw
material for layered meaning-making. In heritage settings, names, stories, and
personalities often become resources long before physical sites are restored.

Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic capital is particularly useful for analyzing
this process (Bourdieu, 1986). Symbolic capital refers to the accumulation of
recognition, legitimacy, and prestige that can be converted into other forms of
power, including political or institutional influence. In the Nopcsa case, symbolic
capital was accumulated through sustained cultural production: repeated public
appearances of the Nopcsa narrative across media, education, popular culture, and
international platforms gradually established the figure as culturally relevant and
socially valuable.

Crucially, this accumulation of symbolic capital was not incidental. The
awareness-raising campaigns initiated by Muntean and Vesa were explicitly
oriented toward a concrete heritage policy objective: convincing public institutions
of the necessity and legitimacy of restoring the Nopcsa castle in Sacel. Cultural
entrepreneurship thus functioned simultaneously as cultural production and as
strategic advocacy aimed at influencing institutional decision-making.
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2.3 Heritage Commodification

Schmitt (2022) describes heritage commodification as the transformation
of historical assets into market-oriented goods, services, and experiences. Such
processes commonly involve museumification, event programming,
merchandising, and tourism narratives. The cultural layers theory stratifies culture
into layers from artifacts to fundamental assumptions, with commodification
typically beginning at outer layers (Bai & Weng, 2023). In the Nopcsa case,
commodification operates at the artifact level (castle, exhibitions, souvenirs) and
behavioral level (events, festivals), while deeper questions about Nopcsa’s
complex identity remain selectively narrated. MacCannell’s (1973) “staged
authenticity” is also relevant, as the brand negotiates between historical accuracy
and visitor-friendly storytelling.

3. Methodology and limitations

This study employs a longitudinal case-study design (Yin, 2018) spanning
2009-2026, combining auto-ethnographic reflection with document and media
analysis. As co-creators of the Nopcsa brand, the authors adopt “reflexive auto-
ethnography” (Chang, 2008), using personal experience as primary data while
maintaining analytical distance through systematic documentation and
triangulation, with claims limited to verifiable actions. Rather than being treated as
an impediment, this insider position is approached as a methodological resource,
providing access to longitudinal insight, internal documentation, decision-making
processes, and informal institutional interactions that would otherwise remain
inaccessible.

Data sources include: (1) primary archival materials (project proposals,
institutional correspondence, exhibition catalogs, OSIM trademark documents);
(2) media analysis of Romanian and international coverage (2009-2026); (3)
institutional documents (county council decisions, museum reports, event
programs); and (4) participant observation from direct involvement in all phases of
brand construction. To mitigate the risk of self-serving narration, the analysis
emphasizes independent media and documentary evidence, triangulation across
data sources, institutional documents and scholarly literature, and explicit reflexive
awareness of the authors’ dual role as cultural actors and analysts.

Nevertheless, the study acknowledges inherent limitations. The authors’
involvement in the initiatives under study may introduce interpretive bias, and the
findings are not intended to be statistically generalizable. Instead, the article aims
for analytical generalization, offering conceptual insights applicable to similar
cases of civic-led cultural branding and heritage activation.

4. Context: Nopcsa Before Branding (Pre-2009)

Before 2009, Franz Nopcsa was virtually absent from Romanian public
discourse. His work on the Hateg Basin contributed to what later became known
as insular dwarfism and helped establish foundations of paleobiology (Benton et
al., 2010; Grigorescu, 2010). Despite publishing approximately 150 works across
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paleontology, paleobiology, geology, geography, cartography, ethnography, and
history (Smithsonian Magazine, 2016; Wikipedia, 2005), his name was unknown
to the general Romanian public. The family castle in Sacel was locally known as
“Castelul Sacel” (Sacel Castle) or “Castelul de la Sacel,” (The Castle from Sacel)
not “Castelul Nopcsa,” (Nopcsa Castle) because the family name had fallen into
complete obscurity (Ziare.com, 2010).

This obscurity was structural. During the communist period (1948—1989),
the castle was converted into a special school for orphans with psychological
disabilities. The Nopcsa family’s aristocratic status made them politically suspect;
their library was burned, and their legacy systematically erased (Castle in
Transylvania, 2025). After 1989, the castle remained in institutional use until the
2000s, when the school finally moved out, leaving the building empty and
deteriorating. The contrast with international recognition was stark: in academic
circles, Nopcsa was celebrated as the discoverer of insular dwarfism and founder
of paleobiology, yet in Romania, even basic facts of his biography were unknown.

5. Phase I (2009-2016): Awareness and Narrative Construction
5.1 The Founding Initiative (2009)

Beginning in 2009, Dacian Muntean and Laura Vesa, through the NGO
SENS (Societatea de Educatie Nonformala si Sociald), initiated projects in “The
Land of Hateg” focused on endangered monuments and regional identity. These
included digital platforms, documentary materials, and advocacy for the restoration
of heritage properties associated with the Nopcsa family. The project “Comori
Culturale Romdnesti — Tara Hategului”” advocated, among others, for restoring the
Nopcsa manor in General Berthelot (SENS, 2009). Simultaneously, the authors
began lobbying the Hunedoara County Council, the Sacel Castle’s owner, for the
castle’s restoration.

5.2 Institutional Recognition (2010)

This lobbying culminated on December 15, 2010, with Hunedoara County
Council Decision No. 191/2010, approving association between the Council and
SENS for restoring the castle and its joint administration through a Nopcsa
Foundation (C.J. Hunedoara, 2010). The foundation was to develop a “Nopcsa
Academy” - a center for paleontological research and non-formal education, within
the castle (Ziare.com, 2010).

However, the Nopcsa Foundation was never formally established, the
partnership remained largely aspirational, and the castle continued to deteriorate.
Nevertheless, the 2010 decision provided institutional legitimacy for subsequent
advocacy and projects.

5.3 The “Nopcsa: Scholar - Photographer” Project (2011)

In 2011, the authors launched “Savantul Fotograf Nopcsa — o imagine cdt 1.000
de cuvinte,” a traveling exhibition of photographs taken by Baron Nopcsa between
1903 and 1916, displayed across Hunedoara County (Mesagerul Hunedorean,
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2011a, 2011b; Evenimente Muzeale, 2011; Ziarul Vaii Jiului, 2011). This was the
first time Nopcsa’s photographs were exhibited in Romania, introducing the public
to Nopcsa as both scientist and visual artist. The authors also launched
www.nopcsa.ro (active 2009—2020), produced promotional flyers, and created a
mini-documentary. Significantly, the promotional brochure still referred to the
castle as “Castelul Sacel,” indicating that “Castelul Nopcsa” had not yet entered
public usage.

5.4 The “Nopcsa: Pictures and Words” Project (2012)

The following year, the authors deepened their engagement with Nopcsa’s
Albanian legacy through “Nopcsa, imagini si cuvinte.” They traveled to Albania,
retraced Nopcsa’s photographic routes, and collaborated with the National Library
of Albania to photograph and study over 2,000 pages of manuscript, directly
contributing to their digitization (Plasari, 2019). Upon returning, they organized an
exhibition-event at the Museum of Dacian and Roman Civilization (MCDR) in
Deva and Orastie (Ziare.com, 2012). At the opening, then-County Council
President Mircea loan Molot made a prophetic statement: "You should continue to
fashion Nopcsa into our county's own ‘Dracula’. I think this is the most important
thing that makes more people want to come and see [...] because I am convinced
that very few people know about Nopcsa." (HunedoaraTV news, 2012). Molot’s
comparison to Dracula revealed that local authorities understood Nopcsa’s tourism
brand potential. However, the brochure for this project still referred to “Castel
Sacel,” suggesting that even after two years of activism, “Castel Nopcsa” had not
been naturalized.

5.5 Media Amplification, Publishing and New Opportunities (2012-2014)

Throughout 2012, the authors intensified their media presence. Muntean
gave an extensive interview for Formula As magazine (Formula As, 2012),
followed by interviews for national televisions like Digi, Antena 3, and TVR
(Observator.tv, 2012). The “Baron Franz Nopcsa” Facebook page was created in
2012 and has remained active continuously (Facebook, 2012).

In 2013, the authors launched the album Tara Hategului — Unde Legendele
Traiesc (SENS, 2013; Vesa, 2017), marking the first time the castle was named
“Castelul Nopcsa” in a published work. This change was more than semantic: it
linked architecture to biography and transformed a generic ruin into a recognizable
heritage asset. The same year, Muntean published Aventurile si Calatoriile
Baronului Nopcsa, the first biography of Nopcsa in Romania. The 500-copy print
run was distributed free across Hunedoara County, with copies sent to every county
library in Romania; an electronic version and audiobook were offered free online
between 2013 and 2025 (Wikipedia, 2026; Griin, 2020; Stancu, 2014). The book
received critical acclaim and established Muntean as an authoritative voice on
Nopcsa, creating the intellectual capital for subsequent consulting roles. These
activities may be interpreted as forms of memory entrepreneurship: sustained
voluntary labor invested in making a forgotten figure culturally meaningful again.
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Simultaneously, the authors were developing the regional tourism branding
of Tara Hategului (Land of Hateg) through their SENS NGO. In the album Jara
Hategului — Unde Legendele Traiesc (The Land of Hateg — Where Legends Live),
published in Romanian and English, the branding logo of the area positioned the
region's dinosaur heritage, and thus Nopcsa's foundational role in its scientific
discovery, at the center of a cohesive tourism narrative. The brand promise "Where
Legends Live" connected Nopcsa's scientific discoveries with local myths, creating
a narrative framework in which the baron figured as both historical fact and
legendary character (Vesa, 2017). This dual framing, what we might call "factual
legend", proved essential to the brand's later marketability, allowing Nopcsa to
function simultaneously as a legitimate scientific reference and as a seductive
tourism narrative. The regional branding initiative thus inserted the Nopcsa
narrative into the broader landscape of local heritage, ensuring that the baron's
story would not stand isolated but would be embedded within the region's
collective identity.

In 2014, a funding opportunity arose through the European Economic Area
Grants, and based on the existing partnership from 2010, Muntean and Vesa
persuaded the Hunedoara County Council to prepare and submit an application for
the restoration of the castle and the creation of a cultural center (Adevarul, 2014).

5.6 The “LegendaRoom” and the Castle’s Restoration Project (2015-2016)

In 2015, the authors expanded their cultural entrepreneurship with the
“LegendaRoom” project (Muntean, 2017), an immersive exhibition space
dedicated to local legends, including “Fatd Neagra” (Black Face, Radio Romania
Cultural, 2015), the legendary bandit identity of Baron Laszl6 Nopcsa. This project
demonstrated their methodology: combining narrative immersion, educational
activities, and local economic benefit.

In 2016, the authors wrote the project “Centrul Cultural Castel Nopcsa”
(Nopcsa Castle Cultural Center) and Hunedoara County Council submitted it for
funding to the Ministry of Culture under the EEA Financial Mechanism 2009—
2014. Out of 187 national projects, it ranked 15th and was declared eligible, but
placed on the waiting list due to insufficient funds (Roménia Curatd, 2016).
Muntean responded with an open letter to the Minister of Culture, accusing
irregularities in fund allocation (Roméania Curata, 2016). This episode revealed
tensions between grassroots cultural entrepreneurship and state bureaucratic
procedures.

5.7 International Visibility (2015-2016)

Between 2015 and 2016, Muntean provided consultancy and images for a
major Smithsonian Magazine feature: “Lost in Transylvania. The Bone-Collecting
Spy” (Smithsonian Magazine, 2016). This was the most extensive English-
language piece ever written on Nopcsa, bringing international attention to the
authors’ work. Between 2013 and 2016, Muntean also participated in the
production of the international documentary DODA: The Life and Adventures of
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Franz Baron Nopcsa, directed by Visar Vishka of North Macedonia (IMDb, 2016;
DokuFest, 2017).

6. Phase II (2013—Present): Multimodal Expansion and Internationalization
6.1 Media Coverage and Controversy (2013-2016)

The authors generated sustained media coverage: Adevarul explored
Nopcsa’s sexuality and spy activities (Adevarul, 2013a, 2013b, 2016); EBS Radio
described him as “a kind of Indiana Jones from around here” (EBS Radio, 2013);
Voci.ro examined his “shepherd spy network™ (Voci.ro, n.d.). This coverage was
not uniformly controlled. The authors’ willingness to engage with controversial
aspects of Nopcsa’s life distinguished their approach from subsequent institutional
branding, which would selectively emphasize more marketable aspects.

6.2 Publishing, Academic Citation, and Performing Arts (2014-2023)

The 2013 book became a reference point for subsequent scholarship, cited
in articles, academic works and master’s and doctoral theses (Codrea and Solomon,
2019; Sendrea, 2021; Sociu, 2022; Theatron, 2024.). In 2022-2023, Muntean
consulted for director Gianina Carbunariu’s theatre production Magyarosaurus
Dacus at the Szigligeti Theatre in Oradea (Szigligeti.ro, 2023), demonstrating the
brand’s capacity to bridge scientific and cultural domains. In 2023, Muntean
provided consultancy to Guinness World Records regarding Nopcsa’s 1919 aircraft
hijacking, the first in aviation history (Guinness World Records, 2023), adding
another narrative layer.

6.3 Transnational Publishing (2021-Present)

In 2021, Muntean published Transylvania: The Land of Hateg — Photos and
Legends in English, Romanian, and Spanish (Muntean, 2021; Goodreads, 2021),
positioning the Nopcsa brand within broader Transylvanian tourism narratives and
reaching diaspora communities and international audiences through global digital
markets.

In September 2025, Muntean launched the Baron Bones Podcast (IMDb, 2025),
and in October 2025, the second edition of Aventurile si Calatoriile Baronului
Nopcsa was launched in Romania (MCDR, 2025a; Wikipedia, 2026).

7. Phase I1I (2019—Present): Institutional Adoption and Brand Appropriation
7.1 The Rupture (2016-2017)

The change in County Council leadership in 2016 marked a turning point.
The new administration reduced collaboration with the authors, and after their
emigration to Spain in 2017, institutional contact ceased entirely (Muntean, 2025,
p. 40). Despite this rupture, the authors continued promoting the Nopcsa name
independently through ongoing research, publications, and media presence, as
shown above.
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7.2 State Investment and Restoration (2019-2024)

In 2019, the Hunedoara County Council obtained over EUR 2 million for
restoration through a project originally written by the authors in 2014, with an
architectural component by the late architect Ilie Popa (Muntean, 2025, p. 40). The
project was resubmitted under the “PNDL 2” European funding program (Servus
Press, 2024; Romania Insider, 2024; Castle in Transylvania, 2025), without
notification, involvement, or acknowledgment of the original authors. In 2023,
architect Popa and his team received the Romanian Architects’ Union Prize for the
architectural solution within the authors’ original project (UAR-BNA, 2023),
implicitly validating their vision while never formally acknowledging their
authorship.

This marked a transition from symbolic activism to infrastructural commitment:
once narrative value and public interest had been established, the site became a
viable object of public investment.

7.3 Museumification and Event-Based Marketing (2025—Present)

On July 1, 2025, the castle was handed to the MCDR for administration
(ABNA-SE, 2025). It opened September 1, 2025, as “Nopcsa Castle” (the name
now serving as the official identity of the site), with the exhibition “Castelul
Nopcsa — O calatorie prin timp in Tara Hategului” and prestige art shows
including “Goya si Dali, controverse” in collaboration with the National
Brukenthal Museum and SCAF (ABNA-SE, 2025). Since then, intensive event
programming has included: the Hunters’ Festival (October 2025, Cronica VI,
2025); the Winter Fair (December 19-21, 2025, Avantul Liber, 2025; MCDR,
2025b); the Spring Fair (March 6-8, 2026, featuring the “Baron’s Cellar” wine
partnership with Takacs Aiud Winery, GO Hunedoara, 2026a; MCDR, 2026); and
the Gastronomic Festival (May 1-3, 2026, Historia, 2026; GO Hunedoara, 2026b).
This calendar reveals deliberate seasonal programming targeting specific
demographics. Institutional communication consistently foregrounded the Nopcsa
label, signaling the stabilization of the brand. The castle operates daily (10:00—
18:00, MCDR, 2026), with revenue streams including tickets, event fees,
souvenirs, wine partnerships, educational programming, and private event hosting.
This aligns with broader European trends in heritage commodification, where
historical sites are expected to generate visitor flows, local spending, and media
visibility.

8. Legal Recognition: Trademark and Counter-Appropriation (2025—-Present)

In July 2025, Muntean applied for the Romanian State Office for Inventions
and Trademarks (OSIM) trademark registration of Nopcsa® for classes 16 and 41.
The application was published in BOPI 7/2025 (July 30, 2025), admitted in BOPI
12/2025 (December 15, 2025), and finalized in BOPI 4/2026 (April 30, 2026)
(OSIM, 2025a, 2025b, 2026). Throughout the application process no challenges
have been filed, thus proving all interested parties’ recognition and acceptance of
Muntean’s claim. This legal formalization represents a rare case in cultural

115



QUAESTUS MULTIDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH JOURNAL

branding: the transformation of an informal grassroots narrative into a legally
protected trademark. It establishes the author’s legal claim to the brand they
created, even as public authorities operate the physical site.

Furthermore, while cultural branding literature has extensively addressed
symbolic meaning and institutional adoption, it has paid comparatively little
attention to the legal infrastructures that underpin brand governance. The Nopcsa
case thus extends existing theory by demonstrating how an informally constructed
heritage brand can transition into a legally recognized cultural asset, raising critical
questions about ownership, authorship, and long-term sustainability of cultural
brands rooted in historical figures and collective memory.

9. Discussion
9.1 Branding as Cumulative Cultural Labor

The Nopcsa case demonstrates that cultural branding is a process, a
cumulative labor of translation, narration, media production, community
engagement, and institutional lobbying spanning nearly two decades. The authors’
work between 2009 and 2016 created the symbolic capital: name recognition,
narrative templates, media presence, institutional relationships; without which the
castle could not have been commodified. This complicates top-down models that
assume brands are created by marketing professionals or government agencies.

9.2 Non-Market Cultural Branding

A significant aspect is that the brand was constructed primarily through
non-market mechanisms: free book distribution, uncompensated consultancy,
personal resource investment. The brand’s value was created through cultural and
intellectual labor rather than financial investment. This “gift economy” cultural
production raises questions about how such labor interacts with subsequent market
appropriation, as this appears to be a recurring pattern in heritage development:
grassroots actors create symbolic capital through unpaid cultural labor, while
institutions later convert that capital into funded infrastructure and economic
programming. This does not necessarily imply institutional bad faith. Public
authorities were necessary for restoration, management, and long-term
sustainability. Rather, the case shows a division of labor common in cultural
economies: civic actors innovate narratively; institutions scale materially.
However, the Romanian context is significant from the post-socialist memory
politics point of view. Many heritage sites in post-socialist societies suffered
prolonged neglect, fragmented ownership, or unstable identity narratives. In such
contexts, informal actors often become first movers in memory reconstruction.

9.3 The Co-optation Dynamic, Selective Narrative and Community Impact
The Nopcsa case exemplifies sequential co-optation (Vallaster et al., 2018):
activists create the brand; authorities invest in infrastructure; managers commodify
it. However, the authors’ original vision for a paleontological research and
education center (“Nopcsa Academy”), or the cultural center for the promotion of

116



QUAESTUS MULTIDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH JOURNAL

cultural reconciliation, diversity and identity (“Nopcsa Castle Cultural Center”),
have been replaced by an events-based tourism model. The institutional brand is
also selectively constructed: while the authors’ work addressed Nopcsa’s struggles,
sexuality and mental health (Adevarul, 2013a), current marketing largely elides
these aspects, emphasizing the “dashing baron”, passionate hunter and dinosaur
discoverer. Other identitarian aspects have also been ignored, prompting Muntean
to publicly protest arguing that “Nopcsa Castle becomes the scene of a fabricated
identity, which belongs neither to the place nor to its real history.” (Matca Literara,
2026). However, the actions of the current administrators of the castle align with
Boisen et al.’s (2011) argument about “the selective nature of place branding”
(p. 135).

The bottom-up branding literature raises important questions about
community empowerment. Gerosa and Tartari (2021) warn that even grassroots
branding can produce "selective empowerment" and "loss of place identity" for
those not directly involved (p. 14). In the Nopcsa case, the question is whether the
economic benefits of the commodified brand flow back to the community that
Muntean originally sought to empower. Muntean's vision was explicit: "He
imagines a Transylvania where village women can sell their embroidery at a fair
price to tourists, and where kids know their history" (Smithsonian Magazine,
2016). The current event programming, featuring craftsmen, souvenir sale, fair
traders, recipes, and folk performances, hardly incorporates local producers.
However, the primary economic beneficiaries appear to be the county council
(through tourism tax revenues), the museum (through event fees, souvenir sales
and state funding), and external partners (such as the Takdcs Aiud Winery).

9.4 The Question of Recognition

The authors’ exclusion from the 2019 restoration project, despite having
written the original 2014 proposal, raises questions about attribution in cultural
branding. The Hunedoara County Council resubmitted the project “without
notifying, involving, or at least recognizing the contribution of the project’s main
authors” (Muntean, 2025, p. 40). Architect Popa and his team received recognition
for a solution developed within the authors’ project, yet the authors themselves
were not acknowledged. This pattern of erasure is not uncommon in grassroots
cultural production (Gerosa & Tartari, 2021).

9.5 The Trademark as Counter-Appropriation

The OSIM trademark registration can be understood as counter-
appropriation: a legal mechanism asserting ownership over the created brand, even
as physical control of the site has passed to authorities. It does not prevent public
authorities or scholars from using “Nopcsa” simply as a historical name, but
establishes Muntean’s legal claim in commercial use, publishing, education, and
cultural activities, domains where his ongoing work continues developing the
narrative independently.
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10. Conclusion

The construction of the Nopcsa brand in Romania represents a paradigmatic
case of bottom-up cultural production followed by top-down economic
appropriation. Over 17 years, the authors performed the essential work of cultural
recovery: translating texts, producing media, engaging communities, lobbying
institutions, and publishing scholarship. Their activism created the symbolic
capital without which the castle could not have been commodified.

The subsequent intervention of public authorities: the over EUR 2 million
restoration, museumification, and intensive event-based marketing, transformed
this symbolic capital into economic capital. The castle is now a revenue-generating
venue with seasonal events designed to attract tourists and justify public
investment.

This case offers several contributions: it demonstrates that bottom-up
branding can succeed in resource-constrained environments through sustained
narrative labor; it reveals the sequential nature of brand co-optation, where
institutional actors capture economic value while minimizing recognition of
origins; it illustrates how heritage commodification operates through selective
narration of historical complexity; and it shows how legal mechanisms (trademark
registration) can serve as tools of counter-appropriation, allowing original creators
to maintain authorship after losing physical control.

Further research should examine the long-term sustainability of the Nopcsa
brand, the distribution of economic benefits between institutional and community
actors, and the potential for governance models that preserve the participatory spirit
of the original vision while achieving economic goals. Moreover, future research
might compare similar cases across Central and Eastern Europe, examine who
benefits economically from revived heritage brands, and explore governance
models that better acknowledge the contributions of civic initiators.

The Nopcsa case ultimately suggests that cultural branding is not a zero-
sum game between grassroots activism and institutional management, but a
continuous negotiation over the meaning, ownership, and purpose of heritage
narratives.

The authors declare that Al assisted tools (Kimi K2.6, ChatGPT-5.3) were used for: searching and
locating appropriate literature, summarizing and editing content in this manuscript, translating text,
checking language and grammar to improve clarity and readability, creating outlines, and
formatting references. Al generated content was not used in this article.
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