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TOURISM POTENTIAL OF CULTURAL LANDSCAPES
 IN THE HÂRTIBACIU VALLEY 

ConstantIn anIţa 1  

Abstract: - Tourism Potential of Cultural Landscapes in the Hârtibaciu Valley
Characterized by a multitude of cultures, Hârtibaciu Valley, lying in the center of Romania, in the Sibiu county, 
generated various cultural landscapes throughout history. It carries the name after the river that flows through 
this beautiful hilly region. These carryout the inland cultural heritage and marks in every materialization of 
the landscape results. 
The subject presents the series of cultural landscapes of the Hârtibaciu Valley that are attractive for tourism 
purposes. The cultural landscapes are not only considered to be a compound effect of the interaction of 
the natural and anthropic components, but also as an element of the environment, being in a continuous 
metamorphosis. 
Using a classification of the cultural landscapes, from the genetic point of view, the different landscapes found in 
the field are listed: cultural landscapes resulted from productive activities, habitational landscapes, technogenic 
landscapes, historical landscapes, sacred landscapes, symbolic landscapes, commemorative landscapes, 
residual landscapes. For each category of landscapes the tourism attractiveness and representativeness will 
be mentioned. 
The foreseen evolution of the cultural landscapes in the Hârtibaciu Valley is one of falling in decline. The 
prevention of this situation could be realized by using its tourism potential to its maximum and by a proactive 
tourism promotion and development. Local identity and specificity is the ground stone that offers attractiveness 
to these cultural landscapes. This implies a conscious involvement of local actors and stakeholders to improve 
life quality and to develop a regional functional system.  
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1. Introduction 
Today’s tendency of globalization forces 

the geographic regions in order to persist and 
adapt to present times, to have a high grade of 
resilience. This attribute is absolutely necessary 
in the need of assuring their sustainability and this 
can be reached with promoting the tourism in the 
region. First condition in developing a sustainable 
tourism engine is to identify all elements that can 
be promoted as an attractive tourist destination 
and to make them known. Tourism will develop 
the region; it will involve all sectors of the society 
and will offer a better perspective over the future. 
This can be done offering help to the locals, to 

improve their services, to keep the uniqueness 
of their traditions and customs and remain 
competitive, but at the same time adapt to the 
newest trends. For the case of the Hârtibaciu Valley 
various cultural landscapes can be found due to 
the fact that the region was home for hundreds of 
years for different ethnic groups, like Romanians, 
Saxons, Hungarians, Gypsies and Jews, each of 
them with its own culture, customs and habits, 
that lived together and left a very rich cultural 
heritage materialized in various interesting and 
attractive landscapes. Both the natural and the 
anthropic cultural landscapes are of high value 
and unfortunately not exploited enough.
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2. Brief characterization of the region
Hârtibaciu Valley lies in the center of 

Romania, in the Sibiu County, carries the name 
after the river that flows through this beautiful 
hilly region. The morphological units to which 
it borders are the Olt river basin and the Făgăraş 
Depression in the South, Târnava Mare river 
basin to the North, Sibiu Depression to the West 
and the Târnavelor and Homoroadelor Hills to 
the East as a part of the foothills of the Eastern 
Carpathians. 

From morphological point of view the 
Hârtibaciu Valley belongs to the plateau area of 
Transylvania with average altitudes of 400 and 
500 m. Maximum altitude of the basin is on the 
Râpilor Hill, east-south-east from Ţeline village; 
this doesn’t coincide with the spring/source of 
the river that gave the name of the hydrographic 
basin. This springs out from the Şoarş Hill, that 
has an altitude of 727.17 m and which lies south-
east from the village Bărcut, at approximately 
2 km from the center of the village. Minimum 
altitude is in the Sibiu Depression, west of the 
analyzed territory, at the confluence of Hârtibaciu 
with the Cibin River, almost 1 km south of the 
village Mohu. Hârtibaciu River is a left sided 
affluent of the Cibin River and drains the entire 
basin on a length of 110 km with a flowing 
direction from north-north-east to west-south-
west. In rainy periods Hârtibaciu floods the banks 
on many sectors. We only find hydrographic 
improvements upstream from Brădeni where 
an earth dam protects the village from flooding 
and in the city of Agnita, where both banks were 
made out of concrete tiles. 

The average precipitations reach 600-
700 mm yearly, but they are not falling                                           
regularly in the year. The months with the 
lowest precipitations are the winter months with 
minimum in February and the months with most 
precipitations are the summer months with a 
maximum in June.

The typical temperate continental climate 
with four seasons determined the occupations 
of the inhabitants, so the entire region has 
agriculture as the most important occupation 
and income source. Our area of study includes 

39 localities, from which only one belongs to the 
urban category. 

Morphology of the terrain conditioned the 
location of the settlements so that we find them in 
the meadows, on the pediments or on the terraces 
along the main course of the river and of the 
tributaries of the Hârtibaciu River. Almost the 
entire surface of 1025 km² of Hârtibaciu Valley 
lies in the county of Sibiu; only about 75 km² are 
to be found in the Mureş and Braşov counties. 

3. Cultural landscapes
in the Hârtibaciu River Basin 

Fig.1. Classification of cultural landscapes (Cocean, 
David, 2014, p. 39 with additions)

The landscape is an element of the environment 
but at the same time a result of the processes in 
and between the geospheres. On a deeper analysis 
this landscape was modified by humans on their 
behalf and carries inland cultural heritage and 
marks in every materialization of the landscape 
results. Depending on the scope and will of the 
communities cultural landscapes resulted after 
their actions and activities.

There are material and immaterial values 
created by the different groups of the community 
that stand as a mark and as a memory of the 
community and which give contour to their 
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mental space. Relevant is here the complex 
combined ethnicity, made out from Romanian, 
Hungarian, Jewish, Saxon or Gipsy elements. The 
multiculturality is reflected in the habitational 
space, ethnography (customs, habits, traditional 
costume, and mentality) agriculture, and land use.  

Because the region has to its majority villages 
and communes (38 villages), with the exception 
of Agnita, which is the only city in the region, the 
cultural landscapes are rural. 

From the different landscapes that can be 
found some of them are of real tourism interest. 
Preponderant are the cultural landscapes which 
situate the religious edifices and the cultural 
events and performances in the foreground. 

The cultural landscapes with mostly natural 
elements play a secondary role in the tourism 
demand, because their diversity and uniqueness 
don’t represent a competition for other special 
natural landscapes. The most important 
natural cultural landscapes as attractions for 

the tourists are the land slides in the unique 
shape of very steep hills. They are called in 
Romanian “glimee”, a denomination introduced 
in geomorphology by Tiberiu Morariu in 1967 at 
the Geography Congress in New Delhi. They are 
to be found in all Transylvania (Saschiz, Daia, 
Apold, Suatu, Aiton, Urmeniș etc.) in a large 
number in the Hârtibaciu Valley (Țeline, Brădeni, 
Movile, Cornățel). From morphological point 
of view, these hills are cone-shaped formations 
being a result of sub aerial erosion.

On an impermeable soil/crust, layers started 
sliding thousands of years ago. Depending on the 
energy, age, erosion or actions of mankind, these 
formations have today different shapes of waves, 

bumps or hills. The majority of these formations 
are in the eastern part of the village “Movile”, 
name that literally translated from the Romanian 
means „hills”. The German name of the settlement 
is even more relevant: „Hundertbücheln” means 
hundred hills.

Fig.2. Anthropic cultural landscapes as tourist attractions in the Hârtibaciu River Basin
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These hills are of big interest for botanists, 
because on this biotope grow endemic plants like 
orchids, peonies, daffodils to name only the most 
common ones. Between the cone-shaped hills, 
water is accumulating and the small lakes are 
home for several avian species. 

The geomorphological interest can be also 
oriented towards the escarpments that are present 
in the whole study area. These bring to sight 
the structure and the layering of the different 
sediments, constituted out of sands and gravels 
more or less solidified.

The diversity of flora and fauna was a dominant 
fact that determined authorities to include the 
territory on the list of natural protected area of 
Natura 2000. Regarding the protection status, 
this is more on a theoretic basis; meanwhile in 
practice the actions are deficient.

Regarding the interest for the anthropic 
cultural landscapes, the most visited elements are 
the fortified Saxon churches (Fig.5). They are 
dated back to the XIII-XV century and belong 
actually to the historical landscapes. Their use 
changed throughout history, so that they were 
not only used for religious purposes, but also for 

Fig.3. Natural cultural landscapes as tourist attractions in the Hârtibaciu River Basin

Fig.4. Anthropic tourist attractions



GEOGRAPHIA
 N

APOCENSIS A
N X

, n
r. 1

/20
16

 

ge
og

rap
hia

na
po

cen
sis

.ac
ad

-cl
uj.

ro

55

Tourism Potential of Cultural Landscapes in Hârtibaciu Valley



GEOGRAPHIA
 N

APOCENSIS A
N X

, n
r. 1

/20
16

 

ge
og

rap
hia

na
po

cen
sis

.ac
ad

-cl
uj.

ro

56

Constantin aniţa

accommodation, storage and social place, defense 
system etc.  Building them on a promontory 
conferred them visibility and a unique esthetic 
function, although the main factor in determining 
the Saxons to choose a higher located place was 
to have better overview in case of an enemy 
attack, to have a good visibility, to have a better 
defense system, but also as a sign of pride and 
wealth, because the settlements were in constant 
concurrence with each other. The ensembles 
have a religious edifice in the center of them, 
usually a church in the shape of a nave, built in 
Romanic or Gothic style; depending on the time 
of construction, they can have other outbuildings 
on the nave. 

From the attic archers and casters could defend 
the church from inside. In critical times the 
Saxons were in the parapet walk, at the crenels 
and arrow slits on duty. The observation and 
defense towers, that can be found surrounding 
the church in the fortification wall, were also 
being used as storage rooms. Often the towers 
were built by the guilds and therefore they carry 
the names as back in history. For a better defense, 
the people added walls surrounding the church. 
To ease the fighting the defense walls had parapet 
walk and each entrance was provided with an 
entrance tower and a portcullis. The highest tower 
was also used as a bell tower for the church. The 
bell was not only rung to call the Christians to 
the religious service, but also in case of a military 
attack or in case of special announcements 
(fairs, judgments, deaths, clock, warnings for 
neighbored settlements etc.). Because the church 
was the main institution in the Saxon society, the 
community invested a lot of time and money in 
maintaining the ensemble in the best condition. 
Especially after the reformation of Martin Luther 
the Saxons invested more in their fortification 
systems. They added concentric defense walls 
and increased the height of their towers. They 
enlarged the spaces for depositing the food 
and grain reserves, because at the same time a 
population growth existed.

Due to the facts that during middle ages the 
guilds had a better and continuous specialization 
the merchants had an agile activity and the 

communities were very well organized and 
disciplined and the standards of living were on 
a continuous rising. The wealth was not only 
reflected in their homes, traditional costumes or 
clothes, but also in the valuable objects inside 
these fortified churches. The Saxons made or 
bought expensive winged or baroque altars, 
pulpits, pieces of furniture, baptismal fonts or even 
frescos, that were discovered under the layers of 
mortar, dated back to the era before reformation, 
which were made by famous masters in arts. 

The fortified churches in the Hârtibaciu Valley 
are landmarks for the settlements and a living 
proof of the existence of the Saxons in this part 
of Transylvania. Having a high historical value, 
they are visited because of cultural-historical 
reasons. The majority of the interested tourists are 
foreigners, while endogenous people don’t show 
high interest in visiting these tourist attractions. 
They should be wider promoted and more actions 
should be taken for their preservation.

Of a high interest are also the churches in 
Țichindeal (Fig.6) and Fofeldea, which have 
been painted by the Grecu brothers. The painters 
were very famous at the beginning of the 19th 
century and their work can be found in over 13 
churches in the southern part of Transylvania: 
Săsăuș, Arpașul de Sus, former Orthodox Church 
from Viștea de Jos and from Voivodenii Mici, 
Arpașul de Jos, Sărata. 

These churches don’t stand out for their 
architectural complexity, but for their high 
historical value of the paintings. They are built 
same as Romanic basilicas, with rectangular bell 
tower on the western side but they have many 
Byzantine elements. The construction respects a 
single nave, but the interior is divided by orthodox 
byzantine rite and customs in three naves: for 
women at the very western entrance, for the men 
in the middle and in the altar for the priest. Not 
only can the byzantine influence be seen. Also 
the Slavic influence is reflected by the Cyrillic 
letters of the names of the biblical figures. Same 
as Latin for the Catholic Church, the language of 
the Orthodox Church was old Slavic.  This shows 
that the different orthodox nations were bound 
through the institution of the church.
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A conscious promotion and advertising of 
these churches could lead to a higher number of 
visitors in the area.

Tourism potential have also the unique 
cultural landscapes of the two monasteries in the 
Hârtibaciu Valley, located near Țichindeal (Fig. 
7) and Pelișor.

“The Museum of Hârtibaciu Valley” 
from Agnita was founded by Erhard Andrée, 
a historian and economist, who organized the 
first historical exhibition in 1959. The exhibited 
objects were donated by different art collectors 
and can be seen now in the ethnographic, 
historical, archeological, science and technic 
sections. Of a great value is the old and rare books 
collection, most of them written in German. This 
consists of 649 rare books, manuscripts, and 
other rare works. The archeological findings 
from Paleolithic and Neolithic (stone carved 
or silex tools, ceramics) stand side by the side 
with objects that belonged to the guilds (chests, 
flags, vicinity symbols), painted furniture pieces, 
weaved and embroidered pieces of wool, flax or 
hemp. [24]

“The ethnographic collection from Alțâna”, is 
a private collection of Ștefan Vaida and shows 
a number of more than 1000 objects gathered 
in the past 12 years from 25 localities from 
the Hârtibaciu Valley. The cultural objects are 
grouped after the ethnic criteria, belonging to the 
Romanians, Saxons, Hungarians and Romas. The 
repertoire of the collection consists of pieces of 
furniture, traditional costumes, ceramics, ancient 
household items and other cult objects. 

Another collection with great value is the one 
founded in 1998 by the priest Gârbacea Teofil 
in Movile and which consists of religious and 
clerical objects, old books, icons painted on glass 
or wood, ethnographic and handicraft objects 
typical for this region. The founder of this 
museum gathered and exhibited the objects from 
Movile, Noiștat, Netuș, Iacobeni and Stejăriș at 
the parish house. [25]

The house of the Brukenthal family (Fig. 8) 
located in the village Nocrich is a very important 
tourist attraction. The baron was to become one 
of the richest and most influent Europeans of 

his time. He marked the history of Transylvania 
especially between 1777-1787 when the baron 
was governor of this province and private 
counselor of Maria Theresa. The building is 
rather in a very bad status of degradation because 
of the ignorance both of the local authorities and 
of the locals. The house where the baron Samuel 
von Brukenthal was born could be renovated and 
opened as a museum.  To preserve the cultural 
spirit it could also be opened as a memorial 
house of the Brukenthals or as an exhibition 
hall with paintings, numismatic or ethnographic 
art. It can also be included in thematic tours 
together with visiting the other edifices of the 
family: Brukenthal Palace and College in Sibiu, 
Brukenthal Palace in Avrig or the Lipizan horse 
breeding farm in Sâmbăta de Jos. This would 
have a significant contribution in the tourism 
engine and in the promotion of the region.

Being part of the built patrimony the structure 
of the villages is a characteristic habitational 
landscape and is very attractive. The German 
name „Straßendörfer” reflects best the disposal 
of the households along the road. The settlements 
are stretched in the length having just few 
secondary lateral, parallel or transversal axes. A 
more complex development can be observed in 
the structure of the city of Agnita (Fig.10), the 
only urbanization of the 39 settlements of the 
analyzed region. 

The structure and the architectural styles 
of the households in the habitational landscape 
in the Hârtibaciu Valley are dominated by the 
Saxon architectural style (Fig.11, 12). The reason 
why households are expanded in the length 
perpendicular to the street, is that the wider they 
were at the street side, the more taxes they had to 
pay. The entrances are high, so that the carriage 
with hay should easily enter the courtyard, but 
also out of privacy and security reasons. In war 
periods houses should have also a protection 
function.

Taking a closer look at all the elements and 
comparing the villages with each other, we have 
a landscape mix resulted during many centuries 
of living together of the different ethnic groups. 
They combined knowledge and good practices; 



GEOGRAPHIA
 N

APOCENSIS A
N X

, n
r. 1

/20
16

 

ge
og

rap
hia

na
po

cen
sis

.ac
ad

-cl
uj.

ro

58

Constantin aniţa

styles and visions interpenetrated for a better 
easier life. The Romanian community living here 
for centuries received added value from the ethnic 
groups that joined them later in history: Saxons, 
Hungarians, Gypsies, Jews and others. The 
multiculturality of the region should be promoted 
as characteristically and defining for this mental 
space; the historical and ethnographic value of 
the habitational landscape should be promoted 
more and sell it as tourist attraction. Its value and 
the carried memory would help to contribute to a 
sustainable development of tourism in the region.

Together with the material patrimony also 
of great value is the immaterial heritage. This 
heritage is materialized through cultural events 
that diversified in the past years. They attract not 
only the locals but also interested persons from 
the neighbored counties. The participation of 
international tourists at these events is growing. 

The folkloric festivals „Cânt și joc pe 
Hârtibaci”, „Festivalul Hârtibăcenilor” and 
„Dansul generațiilor” take place at the culture 
hall in Agnita and present Romanian authentic 
folkloric programs. Other interesting events are 
the animal and product fairs, meals and visits 
organized at the Old Mill in Hosman, brunches 
(with the slogan “local food tastes good “Brunch 
& Cultural Dessert””). The brunches are 
organized on every Saturday of the month from 
April to September, each time in a different 
location. Together with the rich culinary offer, 
the brunches (Fig.13) promote the architectural 
and cultural patrimony of the Transylvanian 
villages by organizing visits, music concerts or 
demonstrations of the local handcrafters. 

With a larger attendance of foreign tourists 
is the event “Fuga Lolelor” / “Urzelnlaufen” 
(=running of the “lole” translated from Romanian) 
(Fig.14) organized in the last Sunday in February. 
It is a custom of the Saxon community and it is 
unique in Transylvania. The event is celebrating 
the coming of spring and intends to chase away 
the bad spirits and the winter. The “lole” carry 
in one hand a whip, with which they constantly 
hit and in the other hand a wooden pliers with 
donuts.  „Fuga=the running” consists in a march 
through the city center of the „lole”, persons that 
wear a black and white fringed costume and a 

mask. The parade includes the handing in of the 
guild chest called “Ladeforttragen” to the new 
members of the guild. The “lole” are accompanied 
by strange characters that are defending the guild 
chests. [28]This manifestation is also not enough 
promoted and with a rigorous advertising, could 
attract many interested tourists, not only from 
Romania, but also from abroad.  

Mocănița-steam train belonged initially 
to the trade and services landscape, subsection 
transportation. (Fig. 9) The narrow gauge made 
the connection Sibiu-Agnita-Sighișoara for over 
100 years since its construction, summarizing 
123 km, being the longest narrow gauged train 
connection from Romania. [26] The segment 
Agnita-Sighișoara was closed down in the ’60s 
and the sector from Sibiu to Agnita functioned 
until 2001 both for goods and for persons. 

The efforts of the Association „Prietenii 
Mocăniţei” (the friends of the steam train) 
founded in 2009 for bringing the train back to 
life are still in the project phase because of lack 
of funds, although the train was declared as a 
monument since 2008.  Nostalgic followers and 
train lovers celebrated the centenary from the first 
trip of the steam train with a short 2 km trip on 
the only practicable segment. [21] The train path 
and the history of the steam train are promoted 
now through bicycle tours in the region, but there 
is still a lot of potential for the future. [27]

The existing historical-archaeological elements 
of the cultural landscape, attracts a small number 
of tourists, because they are not mapped in any 
way and the tourists that are interested cannot 
explore them with ease. Their inventory can 
be found in the reports of the archaeological 
diggings, but from tourism point of view, they 
are not promoted or known at all. [29]

With a good management plan, the landscape 
by the lakes in Brădeni could change the entire 
picture of the nearby village. Accent should be 
also put on the recreation and relaxing for other 
categories of tourists, not only for the ones that 
are coming for fishing purposes. The area has a 
high potential, but the lack of accommodations 
and restaurants restrict the access and limit its 
development. 
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„Sărături Băi” (name meaning „salt baths”) 
is a famous place for relaxation activities, which 
is located 3 km south of Dealu Frumos and was 
indeed a close place to go on weekends or on free 
days, during the communist period, when many 
interested people from the entire region came 
there to spend free time. Since ’89 „Sărături Băi” 
started declining and going over to the residual 
landscape. The former lodges that were built 
there were administrated by the existing factories 
of Agnita. As soon as these fell into bankruptcy, 
the lodges were also abandoned. Only one still 
stands and functions for both employees and 
tourists: the lodge administrated by the forestry 
department/office in Agnita. With proper funding 
and realistic projects, the salt baths could be 
brought back to life and couldbe exploited 
therapeutically. The final destination would be 
a flourishing self-sustaining resort that would 
bring income to the local budget and through its 
fame would increase the number of tourists.

A very modern tendency nowadays is the 
village tourism (Fig.15) where agro tourism is 
promoted. With this initiative, the organizers of 
the summer schools for children also came and 
organized such schools in Seliștat and Bărcut. The 
official language of the schools is German and 
children learn about life in the village and about 
nature in a very friendly social environment. The 
different activities are organized during summer 
vacation at the parish houses of the evangelical 
churches, out in the nature or in different peasant 
households. Teachers, employees of the church 
and people from the villages make efforts to give 
the children unforgettable experiences.

4. Conclusion
This study is a concise presentation of the most 

relevant cultural landscapes from the Hârtibaciu 
Valley and their tourism potential. Tourism is 

seen as an efficient and durable method for the 
development of this region through putting into 
value the rural areas with all the elements of the 
cultural landscape found in this space: natural 
hilly landscapes, habitational landscapes with 
a particular historical and architectural value, 
churches and monasteries, traditions and customs 
or events. The cultural traditional elements 
which should be promoted and advertised, 
would help each ethnic group to preserve its 
own typical values. The benefits resulted out 
of the exploitation of this potential will help 
the communities to receive capital infusions, 
which can be reinvested in accommodation units 
(insufficient for the time being) or in related 
tourism activities. The ideal situation would be 
to develop a series of programs that would ensure 
performing activities not only sporadic but 
during the entire tourist season. The multitude of 
attractions (fortified churches, craft workshops, 
monasteries, tourism villages, traditional dance 
courses and folkloric music, concerts, craft 
or gastronomic fairs etc.) included in tourism 
programs can lead to an economical regeneration 
and could stop the phenomenon of depopulation 
especially of the villages in the region.

Knowing and acknowledging these attractions 
with high tourism potential, will be a support for 
the interested parties in developing of strategies 
and solutions based on which the transiting 
cultural tourism that exists in present time, 
will develop into a durable sustainable one. At 
the same time, putting into value the cultural 
landscapes and promoting them as tourist 
attractions in tourism offers and programs will 
make the inhabitants of the region more aware 
of the value of their cultural heritage. This will 
help maintain the existence of the mental space 
in this region. 
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