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This study reports on an Árpád Period site in Mezőhegyes, where remains of an interesting structure were 
unearthed. Based on the design of the brickwork feature and the significant amount of corrupted roof tiles 
found in and around it, the structure must have functioned as a roof tile kiln. The best analogies for these roof 
tiles are found primarily in France (e.g., in Pontigny, Vermenton and Auxerre) and in Egres (Igriș, present-
day Romania). Based on the findings, the analogies, and the history of Egres, it seems that the roof tile kiln 
of Mezőhegyes operated in the 12th century and can be connected to the activities of the Cistercian Order.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH IN MEZŐHEGYES
Various minor settlement traces from the Árpád Period and a contemporaneous cemetery were discovered at 
the site called Mezőhegyes–88-as tábla (‘Lot no. 88’) (Fig. 1). The site is located in Southeast-Hungary in 
Békés county, at the northern border of the town of Mezőhegyes. The area of the settlement and its cemetery 
stands out slightly from its surroundings, the highest point being the central part, where the former church 
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Fig. 1. The site of Mezőhegyes and other Árpád Period sites within a 5 km range (the map is based on: Esri, Airbus DS, 
USGS, NGA, NASA, CGIAR, N Robinson, NCEAS, NLS, OS, NMA, Geodatastyrelsen, Rijkswaterstaat, GSA, Geoland, FEMA, 

Intermap and the GIS user community; © OpenStreetMap collaborators)

www.hungarianarchaeology.hu
https://doi.org/10.36338/ha.2020.4.5
mailto:gyongyver.br@gmail.com


Gyöngyvér Bíró • Roof Tile Workshop in Mezőhegyes (Békés County, Hungary)
32HUNGARIAN ARCHAEOLOGY E-JOURNAL • 2020 winter

can be suspected (see the map of the 
Second Military Survey). The ter-
ritory looks interesting in the First 
Military Survey, as the lanes on the 
map may reflect preserved traces of 
a former road network, elements of 
which converge at the archaeologi-
cal site. 130 years ago, a large chan-
nel (called Élővíz-főcsatorna, ‘Live 
Water’ Channel) was dug in the area 
(TóTh 1969, 120), during which 
several graves were disturbed, but 
the site was not publicized. It was 
György Kerekes who drew the 
attention of the archaeologists at 
the Nagy Gyula Regional Museum 
to the site. Ceramic fragments and 
copper coins minted during the reign 
of Béla III (1172–1196) suggested 
the presence of a former settlement 
northwest of the cemetery, where 
the remains of a brick structure 
(Building B) were also found (Fig. 
2). In 2017 we carried out the first 
excavation at the site, because it was 
endangered by the channel. During 
the excavation parts of the Árpádian 
Age churchyard, an earlier ditch and 
a roof tile kiln with an ash pit were 
brought to light (Figs. 3–4). In 2019 
another excavation was conducted 
with the cooperation of the museum 
and the Department of Archaeology 
of the University of Szeged, during 
which further graves and the contin-
uation of the ditch were identified.

Fig. 2. The location of the site Mezőhegyes–88-as tábla 
(orthophoto by Lechner Non-profit Ltd.)

Fig. 3. The excavated area and the hypothetical extension of the cemetery 
around the church (orthophoto by Lechner Non-profit Ltd.)

Fig. 4. The area excavated in 2017

https://mapire.eu/hu/map/secondsurvey-hungary/?bbox=2315483.011271505%2C5834935.20969136%2C2329996.492017153%2C5839712.523959183&map-list=1&layers=here-aerial%2C5
https://mapire.eu/hu/map/secondsurvey-hungary/?bbox=2315483.011271505%2C5834935.20969136%2C2329996.492017153%2C5839712.523959183&map-list=1&layers=here-aerial%2C5
https://mapire.eu/hu/map/firstsurvey-hungary/?bbox=2316295.1546970354%2C5835412.941118142%2C2329184.348591623%2C5839234.792532401&map-list=1&layers=here-aerial%2C147
https://mapire.eu/hu/map/firstsurvey-hungary/?bbox=2316295.1546970354%2C5835412.941118142%2C2329184.348591623%2C5839234.792532401&map-list=1&layers=here-aerial%2C147
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CHURCHYARD – WITHOUT A CHURCH?
We excavated 92 graves and 38 features consisting of human remains and fragments of brick and roof tiles. 
The deceased were wrapped in a shroud or buried in a coffin. In almost all cases, the deceased lay on their 
backs in an extended position, their arms were stretched out next to their bodies or folded on their pel-
vis. Superpositions were common in the churchyard, and several graves were disturbed by newer burials; 
remains from the disturbed earlier graves were simply pushed aside and piled up before they were buried 
back. In such cases, only a few items of clothing (hoop jewellery, belt buckle), coins given as funeral oboli 
(12th-century anonymous silver coins), pins for fixing the shroud, and the ironings and nails of the coffins 
were uncovered (Fig. 5). Based on the grave findings, the churchyard was used in the 12th century, but 
the dating of the site may change in the light of future research results. In several cases, bricks and brick 
fragments framing the grave or placed above or next to the deceased were observed, and in some cases, 
corrupted or melted roof tile fragments also came to light from among them. Although the church itself has 
not yet been found, its existence is suggested by these phenomena. Gradually moving to the southeast dur-
ing the excavation, burials became more and more frequent, there was more building material debris, and 
the frequency of superpositions between the graves also increased. All this suggests that the former church 
must be close. Its building material might have been produced locally, as the material analysis of the kiln 
and the building ceramics suggest (KreiTer et al., 2018).

THE ROOF TILE KILN OF MEZŐHEGYES AND ITS PRODUCTS
The roof tile kiln
The rectangular structure, built of mortar bricks, stood on the bank of the present canal, and therefore, its 
southern half was destroyed during the construction of the waterway. The bottom segment of the back wall 
could be observed in situ, and it is possible to reconstruct the complete floor area of the structure. The size 
of the roof tile kiln was ca. 2×3 m, it had two fire channels and an arched structure (Fig. 6). The kiln was 
built on yellow, clayey subsoil, and at least a part of it was below the one-time floor level. Three parallel 
wall structures of the kiln were preserved in a fragmented state (a 240 cm long segment of the northeast 
wall, 126 cm of a wall in the middle, and a 41 cm long section of the southwest wall was preserved). Its 

Fig. 5. Various findings from the cemetery, A–B: hoop jewellery; C: iron buckle; D–E: anonymous denarii from the 12th century
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bottom was red, firm and burnt through in 10 cm 
depth. In the north-eastern outer wall – which was 
preserved in the best condition – every second brick 
was placed in a tilted position, skewed to the direc-
tion of the middle wall, indicating that there were 
arches here, which separated the upper kiln chamber 
from the fire chamber below. Lots of discarded and 
broken roof tiles came to light from inside the struc-
ture and in its surroundings, making it clear that we 
found a roof tile kiln. There was an ash pit approxi-
mately 80 cm northwest of the kiln, which was full 
of roof tile fragments, ash, and remains of charcoal. 
The building material of the kiln was probably sec-
ondarily used after it ceased to function, and it may 
have even been used in building the tomb structures 

of the graves, as some of the used (mortared) brick fragments from the burials suggest.
Although the term ‘workshop’ is used in this paper, it is important to note that to date, only the kiln, the 

ash pit and the discarded pieces point to the one-time industrial activity. The building itself, where the tiles 
were prepared and temporarily stored (i.e., the actual workshop building), has not yet been found.

The roof tiles of Mezőhegyes
Most of the roof tiles came from the kiln and its surroundings, but we found several fragments of appar-
ently used roof tiles in the area of the churchyard as well. As most of the tiles we found can be considered 
as waste from the workshop, it is challenging to reconstruct them, as they are primarily fragments and 
corrupted (poorly burnt, grey-purple-green, fractured or swollen) pieces. According to the current state of 
research, four main types of roof tiles can be distinguished (Fig. 7); however, no whole tile has been found 
so far, nor has it been possible to assemble a whole piece from the unearthed fragments, and so the data on 
their dimensions refers to the hypothetically reconstructed pieces. 

Type 1 is a large, rectangle tile 
with a knob on one side of its upper 
section and a small hole on the other 
side. Right and left side pieces were 
both present. Known dimensions: 
32×21×1.5 cm. This is considered 
the most common type of roof tiles 
so far; there were hundreds of such 
fragments in Mezőhegyes (Fig. 7 
A). Type 2 is a medium-sized, trap-
ezoidal tile with a knob on one side 
of its upper part and a small hole on 
the other side. Right and left side 
pieces were both found. Known 
dimensions: 16.7×13–16×2.2–2.5 
cm (Fig. 7 B). Type 3 is a large, nar-
row trapezoidal tile with small holes 
in its upper and lower part, and it has 
no knob. There was also one piece 
without a hole. Known dimensions: 
30.5×5–14.5×1.7–1.8 cm (Fig. 7 C). 

Fig. 6. Excavation photo of the Mezőhegyes kiln and the 
associated ash pit

Fig. 7. The Mezőhegyes roof tile types, A: Type 1; B: Type 2; C: Type 3; 
D: Type 4
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Type 4 is a ridge-tile with a bulbiform decoration. Some of the ridge-tiles showed traces of light coloured, 
greenish white glaze. Known dimensions: 18.5×12.5×2 cm, bulbiform decoration: 5–6.5×2–3 cm (Fig. 7 D).

Type 1 might have been arranged in rows for roofing: the lower end of the top row covered the perforated 
upper part of the row below, and in addition to the knob resting on the purlin, the tiles were also fixed to 
each other with a nail that was driven through the hole (ViolleT-le-Duc 1868, 328–329). Type 2 and 3 may 
have been used at the end of the tile rows, while Type 4 was probably used on roof ridges. The functional 
division is also supported by the frequency of these types, but of course, the future excavation of the church 
may change these ratios.

DATING THE KILN AND THE ROOF TILES 
Kilns and workshops similar to the one discovered at Mezőhegyes were used in Western and Central Europe 
in the 13th–15th century. They were used in many places to produce a range of building materials, such as 
roof and floor tiles and bricks; usually, one or more channel kilns with grates or arches were used in these 
workshops. Most kilns, like the kiln found at Mezőhegyes, were semi-subterranean and had two fire chan-
nels (eames 1961, 139; JaKab 2008, 359). However, their function and dating are often doubtful, as some-
times no products are found associated with them, or the unearthed artefacts cannot be dated precisely. In 
Mezőhegyes, dating was made possible by the pottery we found next to the roof tiles and bricks in the kiln, 
which were all from the Árpád Period. Moreover, in some cases there were roof tile fragments in the graves 
mixed with finds such as 12th century coins, hoop jewellery, pin, or coffin ironings. One grave was sur-

Fig. 8. Monasteries and sites mentioned in the paper, in Hungary and abroad, 1. Mezőhegyes–88-as tábla, 2. Egres (Igriș, 
Romania), 3. Cikádor, 4. Margaret Island, 5. Pomáz–Nagykovácsi, 6. Pilis, 7. Vértesszentkereszt, 8. Heiligenkreuz (Austria), 
9. Acey (France), 10. Quincy (France), 11. Vermenton (France), 12. Auxerre (France), 13. Pontigny (France), 14. York (UK) 

(the map is based on Google)
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rounded by brick pieces, and in this heap we found two corrupted and melted roof tiles. These suggest that 
both the roof tile workshop and the churchyard were in use in the middle of the Árpád Period. In Hungary, 
A. Jakab studied medieval kilns (brick, floor and roof tile kilns) relatively recently (JaKab 2011); so far, no 
roof tile kilns have been found that could have been dated to such an early period of medieval Hungary.

Among the medieval roof tiles in Hungary, ridge-tiles, beaver-tailed and sometimes rectangular shapes 
also occur, however, older publications sometimes neglect to discuss the shape or the dating of these objects. 
There is only limited information about the early tiles that date back to the Árpád Period. The roof of the 
12th–16th-century building of the abbey of Vértesszentkereszt was covered with glazed roof tiles (KozáK 
1965, 85). The roof tiles of the Cistercian abbey of Pilis presumably date to the 13th century (holl 2000, 
17, 48). Between the second half of the 13th and the beginning of the 16th century, cogged tiles were also 
made, which were discovered around the Dominican monastery on Margaret Island (KáDár 2012, 15). 
These archaeological assemblages sometimes date from the 14th, but mostly from the 15th–16th century. 
Such specimens are primarily known from royal centres, cities, towns, and from the context of different 
monastic communities and ecclesiastical buildings (bíró 2019, 29). Relatively few tiles are known from 
Hungary, and these date typically later than those unearthed in Mezőhegyes, and so analogies have been 
found mainly abroad, primarily in France (Fig. 8). There are several analogies to the tile types present at 
Mezőhegyes (Mh), here I only name a few examples. The most abundant Mh-Type 1 shows the most resem-
blance to the type Pont-T4 from Pontigny, in both size and design (aumarD et al. 2019, 20, fig. 3). Type 
Set-D5 from Auxerre (aumarD et al. 2019, 22, fig. 4) and type Ver-T3a from Vermenton have similar design 
features too (aumarD et al. 2019, 24, fig. 5). These tile types date back to 1020–1180 (Pont-T4), 1110–1230 
(Set-D5), and 895–1095 (Ver-T3a), respectively, based on thermoluminescence measurements (aumarD et 
al. 2019, 29, fig. 10). A type similar to the above-mentioned tile from Pontigny is known from Quincy (Type 
4) (aumarD 2009). The roof tile type called ‘Count Henri’s tile’ has the same size and form as Mh-Type 
1. Its earliest exemplars date back to the 13th century (ViolleT-le-Duc 1868, 326). A trapezoidal roof tile 
similar to Mh-Type 2 is known from Auxerre (Set-B2), although it has a knob in the centre, two holes below 
it, and lead glaze was applied on it (aumarD et al. 2016, 186, fig. 152). The ridge-tiles known from Auxerre 
from the 12th–14th century were decorated with one or two ornaments, while those from Vermenton usu-
ally had one ornament (aumarD & sapin 2017). Based on the excavation results and the analogies, the roof 
tile kiln of Mezőhegyes probably operated in the 12th century.

Of course, the exact chronology of the church, the churchyard and the kiln cannot be unambiguously 
established without exploring the church building. However, it seems certain that both the churchyard and 
the roof tile kiln were in use in the 12th century.

OUTLOOK – CONNECTIONS OF THE MEZŐHEGYES WORKSHOP 
It has been raised earlier that the age of the kiln, the analogies found mainly in France, as well as the his-
tory of the region around Mezőhegyes may suggest the presence of Cistercians or, at least, their impact 
(bíró 2019, 30). The distance between the Egres monastery (Igriș, Romania) and the archaeological site of 
Mezőhegyes is 23 km as the crow flies, and they are also chronologically close. The Egres monastery was 
founded by Béla III (1172–1196) in 1179 as an affiliate of the Cistercian abbey of Pontigny (rupp 1876, 68; 
bácsaTyai 2015, 267). In the summer of 2019, my colleagues and I had the opportunity to visit the exca-
vation at the monastery of Egres, led by the Museum of Banat jointly with the Institute of Archaeology of 
Pázmány Péter Catholic University.2 During our visit at the monastery of Egres, several roof tiles came to 
light that were completely identical to those found at Mezőhegyes. We were unable to examine all the tiles, 
but it was clear that in terms of design and size they were similar to Type 1 tiles, the most common roof tile 
type at Mezőhegyes, and its analogies from France. Tiles similar to Type 4 were also found among the finds 
in Egres. The same way the activities in the mother abbeys’ – Heiligenkreuz (Austria) and Acey (France) 
– workshops could be observed at the monasteries of Cikádor and Pilis (ValTer 2009, 131, 144–145), the 

2 I would like to thank Daniela Tănase, Balázs Major and Péter Langó for the opportunity to see the excavation and the finds.
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relationship with Pontigny can be detected in the case of Egres. At first sight it was evident that the roof 
tile material from Mezőhegyes is much more homogeneous than the assemblage found in Egres. The mon-
astery’s building was completed in 1187 (rupp 1876, 69), and it was restored after the Mongol Invasion 

(Tânase et al. 2017, 230). Presumably, the different versions of the same tile type can be associated with the 
monastery’s construction periods or different masters working in a large workshop. This may be clarified by 
the scientific study of the Egres material. The homogeneity within the Mezőhegyes roof tile types may be 
indicative of the short-term operation of the workshop, or the small number of masters who worked there. 
At present, the exact period when the kiln at Mezőhegyes operated cannot be established. If one accepts 
the connection with the Egres monastery, the earliest date when the workshop may have started operating 
is after the foundation of the monastery in 1179. However, the anonymous 12th-century denarii found in 
graves, which included pieces dated to an earlier period, seem to contradict this hypothesis. Nevertheless, 
the connection between these coins and the rulers is sometimes uncertain, moreover, the coins may have 
been buried much later than their time of issue, and it is also possible that the roof tiles were needed and 
made to cover the roof of the church (perhaps even after its original construction). This is, however, only 
a hypothesis, and further research is needed to date the operation of the roof tile kiln more accurately. 
Medieval industrial units in the United Kingdom, such as building ceramics workshops, have been grouped 
according to the purpose and method of production, the identity of the maker and the location of the work-
shop. Based on the presently available information, the workshop in Mezőhegyes was not a migrant or 
temporary site, but a settled, in-house production site, which was tied to the monastic order and produced 
mainly roof tiles for the community that operated the kiln (sTopforD 1992, 344, 348). Kilns in this group 
were generally small in size and well-built, and usually made only one product (sTopforD 1992, 357).

The industrial activity as well as the network of relationships between individual abbeys and their sur-
roundings are made evident by the archaeological findings. Already at Cikádor, the first Hungarian monas-
tery of the Cistercians, one finds the forerunners of the floor tiles produced by the ceramics workshop of the 
Pilis monastery, which operated from the 1360s onwards. These tiles were produced in the Pilis workshop 
not only for the churches of the order, but also for others, especially people in their immediate surroundings 
(holl 2000, 62–65). A similar relationship can be seen in the town of York (UK), where mosaic floor ele-
ments, which are specifically associated with the Cistercians, were found (mccomish 2015, 31, Plate 28). 
The Pilis monastery was involved in various industrial activities, which is also evidenced by the workshop 
buildings excavated in Pomáz–Nagykovácsi, once the territory of the Cistercian manor (laszloVszKy & 
sTarK 2017, 241). The grange was established here around the former Árpád Period church, which contin-
ued to function as a chapel (laszloVszKy et al. 2014, 8). Several workshop buildings and kilns were set up 
here, in which traces of glassmaking could be observed. Special ceramic elements were also used: various 
bricks were made to build the kilns, crucibles for melting the glass, and other ceramic tools for making and 
shaping the glass (laszloVszKy & sTarK 2017, 243–257). A similar market region can be assumed for glass 
products as for building ceramics of the monastery of Pilis (laszloVszKy & sTarK 2017, 261).

In the light of the above and taking into account the historical and archaeological connections, it is likely 
that the church of Mezőhegyes and the surrounding settlement traces, as well as its one-time inhabitants, 
belonged in some way to the Cistercian monastery in Egres; the structures unearthed at Mezőhegyes may 
have even been part of the grange of the Egres monastery. This would explain the relationship with the 
Pontigny roof tiles. With this in mind, not only the church in Mezőhegyes, but also ‘Building B’ deserves 
more attention in the future.
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