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characters live at the edge of the forest, in the world at 
the border, guarding the entry to the natural sanctuary.

Ţugulea, the Son of the Old Couple is a tale gathered 
by Petre Ispirescu1 and included in the volume Legende 
sau basmele românilor (Romanian Legends or Folk Tales); 
in Lazăr Şăineanu’s classification, it belongs to “The Cycle 
of Heroic Deeds”, “The Type Live and Dead Water”2. The 
tale starts with an introduction of characters, an old man 
and an old woman, “poor as church-rats. When they had 
flour, they didn’t have any salt; when they had salt and 
flour, they didn’t have any vegetables. They lived from 
hand to mouth. They had three children, dressed in 
rags and sloven, and wretched. The youngest one was 
clearly smarter than the eldest two, but he was crippled 
of both his legs. His name was Ţugulea.”3 Heroes are 
“barren” of any worldly possession; they always lack 
something essential for survival. The rags highlight “the 
superiority of the profound self over the superficial self”4. 

The “reverse analogy” Vasile Lovinescu5 spoke of 
is very well outlined. The ones apparently having less 
chances to achieve something have the best prospects 
available to them once they challenge their destiny. But 
the tale immediately shows us the exceptional side 
of that situation. The old couple’s family live near a 
boundary: “They were neighbours with the Mother 
Ogress”. She is guilty of their youngest son’s misfortune, 
because “at Ţugulea’s birth, when the fairy godmothers 
came, the Mother Ogress also happened to be there. She 
had heard his destiny and, out of envy, she then took his 
veins and left him a cripple.”6 

The character acquires new valences. He is no longer 
the crippled son of an old couple, but a boy whose veins 
were stolen, out of envy or as a precautionary measure. 
We are dealing with a character considered dangerous by 
the Mother Ogress. The fact that she “happened to be 
there” when the fairy godmothers decided the destiny of 
the infant is a proof of the interaction between the two 
worlds. She comes from outside the village boundaries, 
from the world beyond the border guarded by the 
archetypal ancestors (the old couple).

Since “the legs are a symbol of the soul”7, we can argue 
that the Ogress steals the child’s soul, which she protects 
by placing it in a box that she keeps behind the stove, 
at the centre of her world. Thus, the youngest brother 
belongs to the category of imbalanced, incomplete 
characters. This is why he grows to be mocked by his 
brothers and the entire community. His poverty and 
handicap homologate him as a “blank”, “unwritten” 
character, ready to become filled with knowledge.

The trigger of the tale’s action is the moment when 
Ţugulea asks his mother to beg her rich brother to give 
them “‘a runt of a mare, so that on her back we can go 
hunting, ‘cause I can’t stand to sit around like a hen on 
her eggs and do nothing’.” The character feels the inner 
limit as a drawback, and he has reached “the negative 
moment” when it becomes a limit to overcome. Thus, he 

aims for the limit to be reached, for “the achievement of 
his destiny”8, which he provokes by detaching himself 
from the space of his home. The hearth is considered 
the centre of the house and implicitly of the world, 
a true “centre sanctioned and established in a magical 
and ritual manner”9. The hero wishes to break out 
from that space, feminine by definition (he brings into 
discussion “sitting around like a hen on her eggs”), and 
wants to “go hunting”, a typically male occupation. 
The hunt is the prerogative of exceptional heroes, 
an act bringing the establishment of the young man 
within the community, an attribute of youth, of the 
one preparing oneself to enter the ranks of adults, i.e. 
preparing oneself for the ritual of initiation. The hunt is 
an “expansion of divine creation; it consists of pushing 
farther the limits of the Chaos, which, in the form of 
a wild creature, continues to exist at the boundaries of 
organized world.”10 

The three brothers go hunting for three days, extra 
muros, outside the village territory. Ţugulea proves 
surprisingly quick-handed: “Not one arrow missed 
its target. They all hit the flesh.” On the third night, 
Ţugulea has a dream: “It appeared like he was in a 
garden beautiful like the Heavens. (...) Birds were 
singing heartily. The leaves on the trees whispered in 
the gentle wind and the flowers exuded an intoxicating 
perfume.” We are guided to look downwards, first 
listening to the birds, then seeing the whispering 
trees, and in the end contemplating the flowers, whose 
smell has a hallucinogen effect. Ţugulea, only a passive 
spectator in a corner of this Paradise, “sad and sick at 
heart that he couldn’t walk in the garden and enjoy its 
beauties”, asks God to take away his life.

At that moment, a fairy appears, “so beautiful 
and gentle, the likes of whom he had never seen any 
being.” The fairy, his good godmother, reveals to him 
that his destiny is to become an emperor and that 
the Mother Ogress took his veins, then she gives him 
a sash that, worn around his waist, “will turn you into 
whatever you want to be, if you tumble head over heels 
three times.”11 The lad wakes up with the sash in his 
hand. “Tale heroes tumble head over heels three times 
so that they undergo a metamorphosis. (...) they turn 
into a spiralling swirl which leads them to a matrix 
point, (...) where they become what they want to and 
get redistributed in the realm that they search for.”12 
This way, Ţugulea is given the capacity to probe the 
matrix space, in order to regain his stolen veins.

A few days later, they go hunting again. When his 
brothers go to sleep, it is the right time for the youngest 
one to try the powers of his sash. He turns into a 
bee “and goes north, where the Mother Ogress lived”. 
He enters her house and listens on the conversation 
between her, who is the embodiment of telluric and 
diabolical femininity, her three daughters and her 
sons-in-law. He finds out that his veins are kept at the 
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live, but also the dragons and the witches, the disease 
demons and evil spirits; a world that is undecided and 
unenclosed, unsure, unknown, foreign, even hostile, a 
world of all the virtualities and latencies.”25 

Ţugulea asked the emperor to “quickly command 
all the blacksmiths to make him at once a big iron 
mace with which he would kill the old ogress too”. 
“He asked them to make a whole in the middle of 
the city wall, and then ordered them to bring a great 
pile of woods, which he set on fire in the middle of 
the city; on that fire he put the iron mace, in order to 
burn it and make it red-hot.”26 The crossing from a 
world to another can only be done through the centre 
of each world. This is why the whole has to be in the 
middle of the wall, and the iron mace has to be kept 
in a fire made in the centre of the city. The weapon 
will be charged with positive energies in the purifying 
fire, so that it can defeat the one coming from the non-
cosmic space. The ogress shows her devouring capacity 
when, finding the breach in the wall, “starts to suck, 
wanting to swallow everything there was in the city. 
(...) Ţugulea, (...) keeping his mace red as fire by its 
handle, went to the whole. When the ogress sucked in, 
she absorbed the burning mace, which went straight 
to her heart.”27 The mace is “the weapon of archaic 
warriors, initially a wooden club, turned into a mace 
in the age of metal working; it symbolizes the brute 
and primitive force, but is the weapon of gods and 
heroes.” 28 We think that the weapon in this text is 
actually a mace and not a club, since it is stated that 
it is made by blacksmiths. The symbolism of the two 
weapons is similar: they have a double value – beneficial 
and maleficent, and they are “a symbol of the warrior 
initiation brotherhoods”. 29

Given a high rank, Ţugulea stays at the emperor’s 
court, but attracts the envy of the nobles. Their council 
convinces the emperor that the hero wanted to take 
his country and, to get rid of him, the lad is sent to 
“the emperor of the Strirs, to ask for the hand of his 
daughter”. Ţugulea first meets with his brothers and 
tells them everything that happened to him, making 
them envious of him too.

In his journey, he encounters “a man who yelled that 
he was dying of hunger. He got close to him in order to see 
what kind of man he was. But what did he see? A man like 
any other, who was following seven ploughs at work and 
didn’t stop yelling.” He “represents the personification 
of human voracity, but he also seems to be a chthonian 
demon, symbolizing the devouring power of the earth all 
forms of life and all man-made objects come from and 
return to.”30 

The hero will later on encounter “another man, 
in whose mouth the water from nine fountains was 
pouring, but he kept on yelling that he was dying of 
thirst”, and another one who had tied two grindstones 
to his legs, but he still “jumped from one mountain to 

another and when he ran, he got to touch the hares on 
their backs, and still yelled that he didn’t have enough 
room to run”. These are embodiments of excess, true 
Gargantuas, who swallow without chewing, without 
destroying things, and are willing to place their 
extraordinary abilities in the service of the hero. Ţugulea 
also encounters “a man with a moustache half white and 
half black, dressed in nine sheepskin coats, who yelled 
that he was dying of cold”, as well as an unexcelled archer, 
“who looked up with the bow in his hand” and wanted 
to shoot an arrow at a mosquito that was flying with “the 
raging wind, up where birds cannot fly”. The journey 
will take the six men to “some mountains filled with trees 
and greenery”, where they encounter “a man who kept 
on mumbling unintelligibly and, when he threatened 
with his staff, one hundred little birds appeared before 
him out of the blue.”31 Even if it doesn’t explicitly occur, 
the forest is suggested during the entire tale. The hero 
finds himself six helpers: they represent the extremes of 
hunger, thirst, travelling speed, hunting, cold and heat 
control, and in the end he encounters the wizard, the 
mage.

A group of 6+1 will arrive at the Strir emperor’s 
court. Seven is a number with multiple mystical and 
esoteric significances. “It is the symbolic number of 
the cosmic wholeness, in accordance with the equation 
3-sky + 4-earth = 7-cosmos. (...) It stands for perfection, 
harmony, luck and happiness.”32 It is the figure 
signifying the ending of a cycle and the beginning of 
another; this is why it can be unsettling. Six, the number 
of the hero’s helpers, is “the number of reciprocal gifts and 
of antagonisms, of the mystical destiny.”33 In Romanian 
folk tales, it is a symbol related to the realm beyond, to 
the crossing between the two worlds. All six characters 
subordinate to one, Ţugulea, whom everyone has heard 
of. He is unanimously considered the bravest of the 
brave, since he killed the entire ogre family. Ţugulea is 
the singular, the unrepeatable, just like birth or death, 
God, the Moon or the Sun. One “is a unifying symbol 
and a sign of reconciled contraries.”34 

In order to gain the hand of the emperor’s daughter, 
the heroes are subject to five trials. The first ones are 
trials of excess: eating nine ovens of bread and drinking 
nine barrels of wine. Nine is “the number of plenty”, 
“symbolizes the crowning of efforts, the accomplishment 
of a creation”35. Now, when they have to pass the trials 
together, 6+1 becomes 7. The characters prepare 
themselves for entering another cycle of existence. 
The first symbolic trials involve the consumption of 
bread and wine in excess. This is some kind of re-
enactment of the Agricultural New Year, the Martyrs’ 
holiday, celebrated on the 9th of March, when 40 or 44 
“martyr’s bagels”, anthropomorphic representations 
made out of bread, are eaten, and 40 or 44 glasses of 
wine are drunk in order to stimulate nature’s fertility.

Then, they are asked to enter a heated oven. The 
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