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IN MEMORIAM 

PROF. UNIV. DR. VIRGIL ACHILES GÂRBACEA 

(1931-2025) 

 

On the evening of Tuesday, 

May 13, 2025, one of Romania’s most 

respected and long-serving 

geographers passed away - Professor 

Dr. Virgil GÂRBACEA, with over 70 

years of activity in the field of 

Geography. Attempting to outline, in 

just a few pages, the personality and 

talent of such a distinguished teacher 

and researcher proves to be no easy 

task—but one that is absolutely 

necessary. 

Professor Virgil Gârbacea was 

born on July 25, 1931, in the city of 

Cluj (now Cluj-Napoca), Romania, to 

parents Virgil and Dido. He attended 

the “Ion Vidu” General School in 

Lugoj, followed by Liceul No. 2 in 

Cluj. He then pursued his higher education at the Faculty of Geology and 

Geography of the “Victor Babeş” University (currently “Babeş-Bolyai” 

University) in the same city. He graduated with a degree in Geology and 

Geography, earning a merit diploma (No. 401).   

He began his academic and university career as a teaching 

assistant at the Faculty of Geology and Geography (1950–1951), then 

served as an assistant at the Institute of Geography in Bucharest, Cluj 

branch (1953). Between 1953 and 1956, he was a full-time doctoral 

student at the university in Cluj, obtaining the title of Doctor of 

Geography in 1958 with the dissertation The Hills of Bistrița. A 

Geomorphological Study. He subsequently held all other academic ranks 

and positions: lecturer (1956–1964) at the Faculty of Biology, Geography 

and Geology; associate professor (1964–1993), attaining the definitive 

higher academic rank of associate professor on June 5, 1968 (according 
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to Address No. 7175/1968 of the Rectorate of “Babeș-Bolyai” University, 

Cluj-Napoca); and full professor (1993–2001) at the same faculty, in the 

Department of Geography (which became, in 1994, an independent 

Faculty of Geography). 

Professor Gârbacea’s scientific activity was reflected in the 

publication of numerous books and university textbooks, either as sole 

author or in collaboration, which remain reference works for generations 

of geographers: Africa. Physical Geography (1964), Geography of the 

Continents. Asia, Australia, Oceania, Antarctica (1980), Geography of 

the Continents. Europe (1982), Regional Geography of the Continents. 

Australia (1996), Regional Geography of the Continents. Southern 

Europe: Geographical Regions (1999). In 2013, at the age of 82, he 

published The Relief of Glimee, for which he was awarded the Romanian 

Academy Prize (Gheorghe Munteanu-Murgoci Prize), and in 2015 he 

reissued the volume The Hills of Bistrița and Gurghiu. A 

Geomorphological Study, a revised and enhanced version of his doctoral 

thesis from his youth. 

Indeed, it could be said that Professor Virgil Gârbacea had, on a 

professional level, two great loves. His first passion was Geomorphology, 

a field to which he remained devoted even in the final years of his life. 

The second was Regional Geography, to whose development—both 

institutionally and academically—he made significant contributions 

within the Faculty of Geography. Notably, he played a crucial role in the 

establishment, in 1995, of the Department of Regional Geography, which 

he led until the year 2000. As head of department, he consistently 

maintained the delicate balance essential to the smooth functioning of 

academic life, brought in promising young geographers with strong 

potential, and fostered the cohesion of the teaching staff. It must also be 

mentioned that in 1996, he prepared the documentation for the 

accreditation of the Territorial Planning specialization, compiling the 

complete set of required materials. In the summer of 1997, together with 

younger collaborators, he drafted the proposal for the contract awarded to 

the Department of Regional Geography for the PATIJ study (Plan for the 

Inter-County Spatial Development – North-West Development Region: 

Cluj, Bihor, Bistrița-Năsăud, Maramureș, Mureș, Sălaj, Satu Mare 

counties), which at that time was the most valuable contract obtained 

within “Babeș-Bolyai” University. 
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Professor Virgil Gârbacea published numerous scientific studies 

and articles in specialized journals both in Romania and abroad (in 

countries such as England, Belgium, Germany, Italy, etc.), primarily in 

the fields of geomorphology and paleogeography. Through these works, 

he made significant contributions to the understanding and/or 

clarification of important issues within these disciplines. The last of these 

articles appeared in a prestigious journal, Earth Sciences, in 2024. 

Also noteworthy is his participation (with papers and 

presentations) in international geography congresses held in Stockholm 

(1960), London (1964), and New Delhi (1968), as well as at conferences 

in Poland (1964, in Kraków, Wrocław, Toruń, and Łódź), at the Franco-

Romanian Geography Symposium (Paris, 1969), and at the Romanian-

Italian workshop (Camerino-Chietti, 1996). At the International 

Geography Congress in New Delhi, the term glimee, proposed by 

Romanian geographers, was officially adopted into the global 

geomorphological literature. In 1971, he translated from French and 

published the volume Urban Geography, authored by George Chabot and 

Jacqueline Beaujeu-Garnier. 

Professor Gârbacea’s teaching activity encompassed a wide range 

of university courses delivered at both undergraduate and/or master's 

levels, including: Regional Geography of the Continents: Europe, 

Regional Geography of the Continents: Africa, Paleogeography, 

Quaternary Geography, Geography of Romania, Geography of the 

European Union, and General Regional Geography. Within the master's 

program organized by the Faculty of Geography, he taught courses in 

both Romanian and French—among them Critical Regions and Cross-

Border Regions. In his final years of academic activity, he also taught at 

the University of Oradea, as well as at private universities in Baia Mare, 

Târgu Mureș, and Sibiu. 

The word that best characterizes Professor Gârbacea’s teaching 

and scientific activity is innovation. He consistently sought - and 

successfully managed - to introduce into his lectures a series of new and 

modern topics that were taught for the first time in Romanian university-

level geographic education. These included, for example, the analysis of 

the geographic characteristics of major global regions (North America, 

Latin America and the Caribbean, Oceania - including Australia - North 

Africa and the Middle East, Sub-Saharan Africa, etc.), moving away 

from the traditional approach of presenting such characteristics at the 
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continental level. Moreover, he replaced the classical, monographic 

approach to presenting the features of a geographic region by focusing 

solely on the most significant aspects and phenomena that confer 

specificity to that region. He introduced new concepts to Romanian 

geographic literature—terms that had been scarcely or not at all studied 

domestically—such as anisotropic regions, NUTS territories in Europe, 

IDU, asymmetry, choremes, geographic synapses, cross-border regions, 

critical regions, and others. He was continually concerned with 

identifying and understanding the most recent concepts and notions used 

in global geography, which he then sought to convey to his younger 

collaborators and students. 

Throughout his academic career, Professor Gârbacea also held 

various administrative positions: Scientific Secretary of the Faculty 

Council of the Faculty of Biology, Geography, and Geology (1972–

1976); Secretary of the Geography Review Committee within the 

Ministry of Education (1964); Member of the Senate of “Babeș-Bolyai” 

University (1990–1993); Member of CNEAA (National Council for 

Academic Evaluation and Accreditation) in Bucharest, which granted 

authorization for programs and faculties in both public and private 

universities; and Head of the Department of Regional Geography within 

the Faculty of Geography, Babeș-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca (1995–

2000). He also served as chief editor of the student scientific bulletin 

Athenaeum (Babeș-Bolyai University), and was a member of the editorial 

board of the scientific journal Studies and Research in Geology, 

Geophysics and Geography – GEOGRAPHY during the 1980s, as well as 

of the editorial board of Probleme de Geografie, published by the 

Institute of Geography in Bucharest. 

What defined Virgil Gârbacea as a person was his bearing as a 

true gentleman of rare integrity. Described by students—especially—as a 

true “lord,” Professor Gârbacea consistently affirmed this reputation 

through the respect he showed and the dignity with which he treated 

colleagues, subordinates, and students alike. However, he did not hesitate 

to call out the behavior of others when it transgressed the bounds of 

proper conduct. He possessed a refined, unparalleled sense of humor and 

had a deep intolerance for dishonesty. It is remarkable that, up until 

shortly before his passing from this world, he demonstrated extraordinary 

vitality and clarity of mind. He was an exceptional professor and mentor 

who inspired young people, colleagues, and students alike—through the 
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seriousness with which he delivered his lectures, his elegance and 

presence, the depth and precision of his knowledge, his unassailable 

logic, and his eloquent, unscripted speeches. 

Even though Romanian geography has lost one of its prominent 

representatives, Professor Virgil Gârbacea will continue to live on in the 

memory and hearts of all who knew him - those who had the privilege of 

being his students or working alongside him, those who admired and 

cherished him. 

 

Farewell, Professor! 

 

Cluj-Napoca,  

May 27, 2025 

 

 

Gabriela-Alina Mureşan, PhD 

Faculty of Geography, Babeş-Bolyai University,  

Cluj-Napoca, Romania 


