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Abstract: This study proposes a symbolic, ethnographic, and semiotic “atlas” of the 

Țurcană sheep breed, one of the most culturally significant pastoral breeds in Romania. By 

integrating mythology, traditional knowledge, ethnographic data, and modern 

interpretations, the atlas maps the symbolic layers associated with the morphology, 

behavior, and cultural representations of the Țurcană sheep. The research highlights how 

this breed—diverse in its phenotypes (Brează, Oacheșă, Creață de Caransebeș, Ruginie)—

functions as a cultural mediator between the pastoral world and the symbolic landscape of 

Romanian mountain communities. The authors of this paper approach the idea of a 

symbolic atlas of the Țurcana sheep breed to provide an interdisciplinary vision of the one 

that is nicknamed the “Queen of the Mountains”. Such a symbolic atlas contains a 

chronology of the Țurcană sheep breed, a regional map of the Țurcană sheep breed, 

mythological layers of the pastoral folklore of Arad and Banat in which the Țurcană sheep 

breed is found, and symbols and archetypes related to the varieties of the Țurcană sheep 

breed. All this is based on a rich bibliography consisting in articles and books on this topic 
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INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this work is to build a symbolic atlas of the Țurcană sheep breed 

that will provide an interdisciplinary vision of the one that is nicknamed the “Queen of the 

Mountains” [2,8,11,13]. 

The symbolic atlas of the Țurcană sheep breed contains the chronology of the 

Țurcană sheep breed, the regional map of the Țurcană sheep breed, the mythological layers 

of the pastoral folklore of Arad and Banat in which the Țurcană sheep breed is found, and 

the symbols and archetypes related to the varieties of the Țurcană sheep breed 

[3,4,14,17,18]. 

The chronology of the Țurcană sheep breed begins with the Dacian era and reaches 

the present day:  

• The Dacian era – archaeological evidence of transhumant herding in the Carpathian 

Mountains: traces of prehistoric sheepfolds (in the area of the Trascău Mountains, the 

south of the Apuseni Mountains), pastoral artifacts from the Bronze and Iron Ages 

(ceramic vessels, stone and bone tools, traces of controlled fires), toponymy and trails in 

the Bran-Moieciu, Muscel and Țara Hațegului areas (La Baltă, La Câmp, Drumul Oilor, 

Stâna Veche) [1,5,7,10,19]; 

• The 18th-19th centuries – stabilization of local varieties through natural selection 

and seasonal migration in the Western Plain and Transylvania (archives);  

• The period 1920-1950 – the first attempts at directed breeding in Banat (at the 

Caransebeș Research Station; in agricultural cooperatives and farmers' circles through the 

Agrarian Reform of 1921 by centralizing animal husbandry from 1945-1950, with 

emphasis on state control over production and selection; and by importing breeding stock);  
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• The period 1970-1980 – the communist regime proposes replacement with foreign 

breeds, motivating low productivity, standardization and planning and genetic control and 

directed improvement, and applying measures such as the prohibition of uncontrolled 

matings, “zootechnical re-education” campaigns and the reduction of the Țurcană sheep 

herd: the effects of these measures consisted in the resistance of the shepherds, survival 

through adaptation and post-communist rehabilitation [6, 9,12,15,16]; 

• The period 2000-present – recognition as a strategic breed in mountain animal 

husbandry and as cultural heritage.  

The Regional map of the Țurcană sheep breed, the mythological layers in the 

pastoral folklore of Arad and Banat in which the Țurcană sheep breed is found, and the 

symbols and archetypes related to it of the varieties of the Țurcană sheep breed are 

presented below, under Research Results. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

The Țurcană sheep breed occupies a central place in the symbolic and material 

culture of Romanian mountain pastoralism. This study proposes a “symbolic atlas,” a 

hybrid academic artifact combining mythology, ethnography, visual representation, and 

biological observation. The atlas aims to demonstrate how the morphology and behavior of 

the Țurcană breed acquire symbolic meaning, becoming part of ritual practices, pastoral 

myths, community identity markers, and ecological knowledge. The atlas does not merely 

describe the sheep—rather, it maps how shepherds read and interpret them as signs: 

indicators of weather, luck, fertility, and cosmic balance. The study therefore positions the 

Țurcană not only as a biological organism but as a semiotic agent in Romanian pastoral 

cosmology. The material on which this paper relies consists in articles and other 

documents regarding the Țurcană sheep breed and its varieties. The research method used 

in this paper is the bibliographic method. 

 

RESEARCH RESULTS  

The regional map of the Țurcană sheep breed shows the areas of origin of the main 

Țurcană varieties (Figure 1):  

 

 
Figure 1. Romanian areas of origin of the main varieties of Țurcană 

 Source: own creation 
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(1) Brează – Jiu Valley, Parâng Mountains;  

(2) Bucălaie – Apuseni Mountains, Huedin–Câmpeni area;  

(3) Creață de Caransebeș – Mountainous Banat, around Caransebeș and the 

Semenic Mountains;  

(4) Oacheșă – Făgăraș Mountains, Sâmbăta de Sus area;  

(5) Ruginie (central Transylvania, close to Sibiu area). 

The mythological layers of the pastoral folklore of Arad and Banat in which the 

Țurcană sheep breed is found are the following:  

- Mythological symbolism (e.g. some stories from the Arad area), in which the 

Țurcană sheep are guarded by “fairies of the pastures”, and the shepherd is seen as an 

intermediary between earth and Heaven;  

- Nedeias and fairs (e.g. in Caransebeș), in which the Creață de Caransebeș variety 

of the Țurcană sheep breed is presented as a symbol of abundance and worthy shepherding;  

- The doinas (When the shepherd lost his sheep; the doinas from the collection 

Doinas and ballads by V. Adăscăliței) and the ballads (The shepherd who lost his sheep), 

with lyrics like "My Țurcane sheep / They are not like those of another nation", which 

glorify the rusticity and fidelity of the Țurcană sheep herd;  

- The traditions of transhumance (Bran-Moieciu, Fundata, Muscel, Peștera), in the 

rituals of leaving for the mountains (the ritual Sfințirea turmei de oi from Săcel, 

Maramureș; the ritual of Smâlzul oilor – tradiţia de ieri şi de azi, 2025), with pastoral songs 

and cries.  

The symbols and archetypes related to the varieties of the Țurcană sheep breed are:  

Brează – archetype of purity – characterized by the black face with white brindle 

and which is the symbol of balance and motherhood;  

Bucălaie – archetype of strength – characterized by the massive head, strong 

muscles and the connection with the myth of the brave shepherd;  

Creață de Caransebeș – archetype of fertility – characterized by the curly wool, the 

large amount of milk and the connection with spring rituals;  

Oacheșa – archetype of the fairy – characterized by contoured eyes and mythical 

beauty, and which is present in carols and fairy tales;  

Rust – archetype of ancestry – characterized by brown wool and evoking the past 

and solstice rituals. 

Traditional shepherd communities developed a vernacular semiotics in which sheep 

morphology encoded spiritual and practical information. Common symbolic categories 

include: 

• Color → fortune, purity, weather omen; 

• Fleece texture → ancestry, robustness; 

• Head markings → protection, duality, guardianship; 

• Horn orientation → destiny and temperament; 

• Body conformation → productivity and fertility. 
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Figure 2. Varieties of Țurcană sheep breed:  

a – Brează; b – Creață de Caransebeș; c – Oacheșă; d – Ruginie.  
 Source: own creation 

 

Below is a detailed, academically expanded interpretation of each Țurcană variety, 

building from the symbolic elements in the figure you requested. 

❖ Brează – The Axis of Duality and Protection 

Morphology: distinct white vertical stripe on a dark or brown face; balanced, 

proportionate body, medium-length fleece, usually white 

Symbolic Interpretation. The Brează is traditionally linked to dualities: 

• light vs. darkness 

• life vs. death 

• sky vs. earth 

• consciousness vs. instinct 

Shepherds often say the stripe is a “drum al luminii” — a path of light — that 

divides and harmonizes life forces. 

Cultural Functions: believed to protect the flock spiritually; first chosen during the 

spring blessing before moving to mountain pastures; considered a good omen during 

lambing season. 

In some Apuseni communities, selecting a Brează as the leading sheep during 

transhumance signifies: alignment with cosmic order, protection from weather extremes 

and communal harmony. 

❖ Oacheșă – The Sentinel and Guardian Archetype 

Morphology: light-colored head, black or dark eyes with a striking contrast, 

upright, alert posture. 

Symbolic Interpretation. Represents: 

• vigilance — ability to detect danger 

• clarity — moral and perceptual purity 

• guardianship — spiritual overseer of the herd 

The Oacheșă is seen as „oaia care vede lucruri” — the sheep that perceives things 

— especially storms, predators, or illness. 

Cultural Functions: traditionally placed at the edge of the flock when resting, 

believed to sense wolves earlier than any other variety, associated with intelligence and 

clear intentions. 

In Banat and Hațeg, shepherds claim an Oacheșă will: walk ahead when the 

weather is about to shift, vocalize unusually when supernatural danger is near and detect 

illness in newborn lambs. 

❖ Creață de Caransebeș – The Keeper of Ancestry and Memory 
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Morphology: curly, dense fleece, sturdy, compact conformation, often darker facial 

tones. 

Symbolic Interpretation. This variety carries meanings of: ancestry, continuity over 

generations, stability of lineage, historical memory. 

The curls of the fleece are metaphorically called „nodurile vremurilor” — the knots 

of time. 

Cultural Functions: valued as a “sheep of the old times.”, associated with deep roots 

and long-lasting herds, thought to stabilize the flock’s internal social order. 

Ethnographic Observations 

Shepherd families in Țara Hațegului often maintain this variety across generations 

as a lineage marker — a living proof of continuity of ancestral practice. 

❖ Ruginie – The Earth, Fertility, and Abundance Symbol 

Morphology: shades of reddish-brown, often rusty, long, warm-toned fleece, calm 

temperament. 

Symbolic Interpretation. Strongly associated with: earth element, fertility, harvest 

cycles, domestic prosperity, maternal stability. 

The reddish coat color recalls soil, sunset, autumn harvest, and is symbolically 

connected to female energies and abundance. 

Cultural Functions: appears in rituals for crop fertility, touching a Ruginie sheep at 

sunrise is believed to bring material prosperity, often used in symbolic wedding blessings 

in mountain villages. 

Ethnographic Observations 

In Western Carpathian shepherding communities, Ruginie ewes are trustingly used 

for weather forecasting: If a Ruginie shakes her fleece vigorously in the morning, rain is 

expected. 

 
Figure 3. Regional Symbolic Geography 

 Source: own creation 

 

 

Regional Symbolic Geography (Based on the Map Figure) encodes symbolic 

“territories” using color zones. 
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Table 1.  

Color Regions Symbolism 
Map Color Symbolic Value Cultural Meaning 

Beige (Rosit) Light, transition, beginnings Used for Brează influence 

Gray-Green (Comris) Calm, introspection Linked to Oacheșă vigilance 

Warm Brown (Earth) Grounding, prosperity Realm of Ruginie fertility 

Muted Blue-Green (Thonic) Depth, ancestral world Heritage of Creață variety 

Source: own creation 

 

These are not literal geographic zones, but symbolic cartographies — the way 

shepherds imagine the typological landscape of the breed. 

The symbolic system can be understood as: 

Brează → Axis of cosmic order 

Oacheșă → Sensor of the unseen 

Creață → Memory of the past 

Ruginie → Fertility of the earth 

Together they form a pastoral symbolic cosmos, where each variety fulfills an 

archetypal function crucial for the community’s worldview. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

The Țurcană is more than a livestock breed—it is a cultural archetype embedded in 

the identity of Romanian highland pastoralism. Its symbolic value emerges from its 

presence in ritual landscapes, its role in oral legends and shepherd ballads (Miorița), its 

visibility in seasonal rites (transhumance, blessing of flocks) and its morphological 

diversity, which communities read as signs. Shepherds treat the sheep not merely as 

animals but as interpretable beings—each coat pattern, horn shape, and coloration becomes 

a cue for forecasting weather, health, fortune, or divine protection. 

The symbolic atlas of the Țurcana sheep breed provides an interdisciplinary vision 

of the sheep breed nicknamed the “Queen of the Mountains”.  

It contains a chronology of the Țurcană sheep breed (spanning a period from the 

Dacian era to the present), a regional map of the Țurcană sheep breed (showing the 

location of the main five varieties of the Țurcana sheep breed), mythological layers of the 

pastoral folklore of Arad and Banat in which the Țurcană sheep breed is found 

(materialised in mythological symbolism, nedeias and fairs, doinas and ballads, and 

traditions of transhumance), and symbols and archetypes related to the five varieties of the 

Țurcană sheep breed.      
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