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THE ISSUE OF GELLERTEGYHAZA - FROM ANOTHER PERSPECTIVE
Thoughts on the double-sided rectangular fire strikers
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1t is a common tendency in studies presenting 10th—11th century assemblages to interpret foreign or atypi-
cal finds as mere trade goods. This one-dimensional perspective is often coupled with the “shackles of line-
arity”’, which envision the transformation of pagan Hungarians into Christian Hungarians in the 10th-cen-
tury Carpathian Basin as a straightforward, linear process. In this view, anything associated with the “old
world” is considered outdated — at best, its survival is tolerated in certain geographical contexts. However,
this is a reductive interpretation, as it fails to take into account the continuous possibility of influx and
integration. This oversight is particularly striking considering the well-known admonitions of our great
state-founding king, Saint Stephen I, to his son: Nam unius linguae uniusque moris regnum, inbecille et
fragile est — that is, “For a kingdom of one language and uniform customs is weak and fragile.” The fol-
lowing reflections have emerged at the level of problem formulation, in connection with the finds from the
cemetery at Oroshdaza—Rakoczitelep, more commonly known as the Gellértegyhdza cemetery.
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GELLERTEGYHAZA IN HUNGARIAN ARCHAEOLOGY

Within the collection area of the Oroshaza Museum, a surprisingly high number of Arpad-era church sites
have been identified. As their number continues to grow, it is becoming increasingly difficult — if not
impossible — to match them with the place names preserved in historical sources. There is only one site that,
despite differing scholarly opinions, stands out as an exception: Gellértegyhéaza, located in the outskirts
of today’s Oroshaza—Rakoczitelep (ZaLotay 1957). Its outstanding significance, however, lies not in this
potential identification, but in the archaeological phenomena uncovered at the site. For decades, scholarly
literature has dealt with the relationship between the graves from the period of the Hungarian conquest and
the church found here, as well as the surrounding cemetery.

Based on the current state of research, it seems that the eponymous cemetery unearthed at Oroshéza—
Rakoczitelep, in the area known as Ujosztas, is indeed of the so-called “Gellértegyhaza type” — that is, a
form of continuity can be observed between the pagan, village, and churchyard burial grounds. The area
was first used during the pagan era, but not long afterwards — probably under pressure from above — the
local community converted to Christianity. They retained their old pagan traditions for quite some time,
and traces of these customs could still be observed sporadically even during the construction of the church.
When the church was completed, the community began to bury their dead primarily around it. The memory
of earlier burial customs gradually faded, and the previously typical grave goods and accompanying arti-
facts disappeared from the burials, marking the beginning of a new era in the life of the community (Bir6
2020, 342).

THE FIRE STRIKER FROM GELLERTEGYHAZA

The cemetery at Gellértegyhéza has yielded several elements which, although not unique within the Arpad-
era Carpathian Basin, still merit special attention due to their rarity. Among these are fire strikers — spe-
cifically, those belonging to the so-called oval type. While lyre-shaped strikers dominate the Carpathian
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Fig. 1. Map of the locations included in the text. 1: Csanytelek—Dilitor, Grave 37; 2: Ellend I, Grave 251, 3: Fiad—Kérpuszta,
Grave 67; 4-5: Szombathely—Kisfaludy S. Street, Graves 42 and 87; 6. Gyé'r—Ujszdlldsok; 7: Vukovar—Lijeva Bara, Grave 89;
8: Oroshaza—Radkoczitelep; 9-37: analogies in Northern, Central and Eastern Europe (see text and tables)

Basin’s archaeological material from the Late Migration Period onward in Central and Eastern Europe, the
oval and rectangular types serve as excellent indicators of regional movements and interconnections.

Although well-elaborated, the typological system and terminology developed in Russian research are
not established in Hungarian archaeology, where all closed-body examples are uniformly referred to as
of the “oval type.” I adhere to this terminology for two reasons: first, because the number of domestic
examples is low and their morphological variation is considerable; second, because all known variants of
the oval type are also attested in their North European homeland from the pre-Viking era onwards. Ethno-
graphic terminology used by Balazs Téth refers to these as double-sided, rectangular types (TotH 2021,
98-100).

Fire strikers classified as double-sided, rectangular types (Fig. 1. 18) first appeared in Northern Europe
during the late Merovingian and early Viking periods. Referring to an example found in the cemetery of
Kargopol (Kapronons, Russia, Arkhangelsk region), Makarov noted that although such fire strikers appear
later in the Novgorod chronology, they can already be traced in the pre-Viking legacy of the Finno-Ugric
populations in northern areas. He dated the Kargopol striker to the period between the late 10th and early
12th centuries, supporting this with comparative material from contemporary Finno-Ugric sites (MAKAROV
1982, 85, Fig. 3.13). Arkhipov analyzed material from 9th—11th century Mari cemeteries (ARkHIPOV 1973,
55, Fig. 70.14-15), including the Dubovsky (Fig. 1. 19) fire striker, which bears morphological resem-
blance to the Hungarian curved-walled types. He also referenced similar specimens from Novgorod, dated
to the early 12th century, but pointed out that the beads associated with the Dubovsky example cannot be
dated later than the turn of the 10th—11th centuries. Arkhipov’s Type 3 includes what he called hexagonal
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strikers (three examples from Dubovsky and Veselovo, Fig. 1. 20), which, like the oval types, can be dated
to the Viking Age (cf. Keyranp 1916, Fig. 10a, 11e, from Swedish sites, Fig. 1. 10—11). He also cited the
work of Ella Kivikoski, who dated this type between 800 and 1050 (Kivikoski 1973). While lyre-shaped
strikers are the most common in the region, the oval and hexagonal types are considered unique.

It appears that the Northern European distribution area of the fire strikers under study did not extend to
Volga Bulgaria in the 11th century. Halikov dated the curved-walled, oval examples to the 12th—13th cen-
turies based on parallels from Novgorod (Type 2, XLIII/9-10, 13), while the oval and rectangular variants
were, in his view, first introduced in the early 13th century and remained in use in the region until the late
Middle Ages (Fig. 1. 31) (HaLikov 1985, 123127, Table XLIII. 9—13). In her typological classification,
Savchenkova confirmed Halikov’s results, and also based her evaluation on the Novgorod chronology
(SavcHENkOvA 1996, 55-56, Fig. 22. 12-19).

The dating significance of Novgorod fire strikers (Fig. /. 22) is considered fundamental across the territory
of Rus’ (ArTtsikHOVsKkY—KoLcHIN 1959, 101, Fig. 84.9—11), although their appearance in the northern and west-
ern zones may already be assumed for the 11th—12th centuries. These areas were in direct contact with Ger-
manic and Finno-Ugric populations. In Pskov (ITckoB, RU, Pskovregion, Fig. /. 21),dendrochronological data
suggest that such strikers appeared at least a century earlier than in Novgorod (LoBanov 1989, 83—84, Fig. 2).
Relying on the Novgorod material, Nikol’skaya constructed a chronological typology (NikoL’skava 1987,
103, Fig. 53. 13-16). During the 10th—11th centuries, the dominant forms were lyre-shaped strikers with
central tongues; in the 12th—13th centuries, their elongated, tongue-less variants were widespread, and from
the early 13th to the 15th—16th centuries, oval/rectangular types remained in vogue (Slobodka, RU, Oryol
region, Fig. 1. 29). Double-sided, rectangular/oval variants were widely distributed throughout the Rus’
territories. A few supporting examples are as follows:

Country | Number Region Site Literature

RU 22 Novgorod Novgorod-Slavno [ ArTsikHOVSKY 1949, 146, Puc. 20, 6
RU 22 Novgorod Novinka PronNIN 1986, 91, Puc. 3, 2

RU 23 Vologda Minino Maxkarov 2008, 39, Puc. 23, 11-13, Tao6. 1
RU 24 Yaroslavl Yaroslavl VoronNIN 1949, 183, Puc. 5, 2

RU 25 Nizhny Novgorod | Gorodets MEDVEDEV 1968, 33, Puc. 8, 3

RU 26 Moscow Rostislavl ALEKSEEV 1974, 90, Puc. 29, 17

RU 27 Kaluga Spas-Pereksha Nikor’skaya 1981, 83, Puc. 29, 43

RU 28 Kaluga Serensk NikoL’skava 1967, 116, Puc. 36, 10
RU 28 Kaluga Serensk NixoL’skaya 1986, 50, Puc. 3, 13

BRS 30 Vitebsk Polack Surmov 1975, 60, Puc. 31, 3

BRS — Vitebsk Surmov 1978, 47, Puc. 17, 22

BRS — — Kviatkovskaia 1998, 124, Puc. 44, 4-6

UKR 34 Kyiv Halep Priknobnyuk 1980, 94-95, Puc. 7, 4, 9

Table 1. Known bipedal, rectangular/oval variants in the Rus’ area (RU=Russia, BRS=Belarus, UKR=Ukraine).
The “number” column shows the numbering of the sites used on Fig. 1

The territory of present-day Poland presents a particularly interesting case. Along the northern course of
the Vistula River, as well as in the regions of Podlaskie and Masovian Voivodeships, a significant number of
such fire strikers have been discovered. These specimens are generally dated to the period between the late
11th and the late 12th centuries. Their early appearance is clearly attributable to Viking contacts (cf. Cie-
pte, Poland, Pomeranian Voivodeship — an elite settlement with Scandinavian elements, Fig. /. 12; WADYL
2019, 193-195, Tab. 30.2; Tab. 1.4; Tab. 5.2). Some examples from Poland include:
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Country | Number Region Site Literature
PL 13 Wielkopolskie Giecz Inpycka 2005, 191, ryc. 9, 7
PL 14 Podlaskie Suraz OLczak et al. 2024, 123-124, Table X1, 7
. .. MusiaNowicz 1955, 270, Tab. 1, 5, Tab. 11,
PL 15 Mazowieckie Niewiarowo 7. Tab. VI, 1.2
PL 16 Podlaskie Crarna Wielka ];IIERIéIKOWSKA-PUSZKARSKA 2017, 165, Ryc.
PL 17 Podlaskie Kuraszewo JAskaNIS 1966, 262, Tab. 15, 6

Table 2. Fire strikers from Poland (PL=Poland). The “number” column shows the numbering of the sites used on Fig. 1

A similar dating may perhaps be assumed for an example found near Chernihiv (YepniriB, UKR,
Chernihiv region), which its publishers dated to the 11th century. This is particularly noteworthy, as such
fire strikers are otherwise absent from the East European steppes prior to the 12th—13th centuries (YEVG-
LEVSKY—PoTEMKINA 2000, 187). The oval and rectangular types only became widespread in the region from
the 12th century — more reliably from the 13th century onwards — and accordingly, the authors express
skepticism (“if the authors’ dating is correct”) regarding the 11th century attribution of the fire striker
from the Chernihiv vicinity (Fig. 1. 33) (Podillya, UKR, Kyiv region: OrLov—PonoriLly 1977, Fig. 1.11).
Nevertheless, the dating of this fire striker could be a key issue in evaluating the Hungarian examples, since
its findspot lies at a crossroads of northern (Viking), southern (Byzantine), and eastern (steppe nomadic)
cultural zones. One particularly illustrative case is a burial in Kyiv (Fig. 1. 32), where a fire striker was
found alongside a decorated sabretache (KARGER 1958, 145, Tab. VII.3). The significance of the region is
further underscored by the fact that during the 10th—11th centuries these double-sided rectangular fire strik-
ers are entirely absent from the steppes directly adjoining the Carpathian Basin (cf. Ursu 2022, 8688, Fig.
61.10, 13) (Fig. 1. 36-37).

Atthis point, the fire striker from Muhi (Fig. /1. 9), associated with the Mongol invasion, must be mentioned.
It was recovered from the grave of a warrior who had fallen in battle (Pusztar 2011, 630, Fig. 3.7). The object
fits well within the broadly described 12th—13th-century East European context and, as such, can be inter-
preted within this eastern framework. However, it holds little relevance for the Carpathian Basin specifically.
Another analogous example comes from the region associated with the so-called Black Klobuks or Black
Hats (Malopolovets’ke/Manononosenkoe, UKR, Kyiv region), dated to the 11th—13th centuries (Fig. 1. 35)
(KvitnyTsky—LyseEnko—-Lysenko 2004, 150, Fig. 3.5). Lubor Niederle was the first over a century ago to
link the appearance of such objects in the Balkans to steppe Turkic peoples — a view followed by later Bal-
kan scholarship. Zeljko Demo, in his analysis of the Vukovar specimen (the one most similar to the example
from Oroshaza), offered a corrective perspective within the Eurasian context: he concluded that the object
had come from the north and had travelled a long distance before reaching Vukovar (DEmo 2009, 418-420).

In Hungarian research, this type has not attracted particular attention, as it appears both in ethnographic
material and in medieval and late medieval archaeological assemblages. This is not an isolated case — sim-
ilar tendencies can be observed in neighbouring countries (Diaconu 1972, 321, Fig. 1.5-7; Kniric 1994,
60-62, PI. 26.6; Mroczek 2007, 60; P. HorvATH—T6TH 2024). However, such observations go well beyond
the scope of this paper. The first wave of oval/rectangular (i.e., double-sided rectangular) fire strikers in
the Carpathian Basin probably arrived in the last quarter of the 10th century and the first third of the 11th
century — primarily during the reign of King Stephen I (see Fig. 2), as also suggested by the Csanytelek
specimen found in association with coins (SzELL 1941). In general, cemeteries or cemetery sections yield-
ing this type of fire striker cannot be dated to the first half of the 10th century; rather, they appear almost
exclusively in contexts dating to the late 10th and early 11th centuries. The only possible exception is a ring
with a bulbous head from the Gy6ér—Ujszallasok site (HorvATH 2014, 54, P1. 15.4), although the associated
material is mixed and fragmentary, and its connection to a cemetery is uncertain (HorvATH 2014, 57).
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Fig. 2. Archaeological sites of double-sided rectangular fire-strikers in the Carpathian Basin. 1: Csanytelek—Dilitor, Grave 37
(Szerr 1941, 249, X. tabla 20), without scale; 2: Ellend I, Grave 251 (Domsay 1961, 148, XXII. tabla 31); 3: Fiad—Kérpuszta,
Grave 67 (Szoke 1953, 289, Planche XLII, 14); 4-5: Szombathely—Kisfaludy S. Street, Graves 42 and 87 (Horvita 2016, 143,

7. tabla 11, 18. tabla 7); 6: Gyér-Ujszdlldsok (Horvita 2014, 303, 15. tabla 14); 7: Vukovar—Lijeva Bara, Grave 89 (DEmo
2009, 106-107); 8: Oroshdza—Rdkoczitelep (Biro 2020, 336, 7. tabla 9)
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The double-sided fire striker from Gellértegyhdza and its Hungarian parallels can be linked — either
directly or indirectly — to northern Europe: they may represent elements of trade activity or the legacy of
incoming population groups settling in the Carpathian Basin. While double-sided, rectangular fire striker
types are rare, they are indeed attested in the 10th—11th-century Carpathian Basin. From this point onwards,
their continuity can be traced up to the modern era (see P. HoRvATH—TOTH 2024, 289-290, based on strati-
graphic data from the 15th century). It will be the task for future research to clarify the question of their
continuity within the region.

SOME ELEMENTS OF THE CONNECTION SYSTEM OF DOUBLE-SIDED RECTANGULAR
FIRE STRIKERS

Research suggests continuity between the pagan and Christian populations of Gellértegyhaza. Accordingly,
the horse harness graves are interpreted as a fading local pagan custom. While this is plausible, we cannot
exclude the possibility that a newly arrived ethnic group adapted to local traditions. This is especially pos-
sible in a settlement whose presumed namesake, Bishop Gellért, is known from legend to have consecrated
several burial sites in the region.

The aforementioned fire strikers not only originate from northern Europe; although less frequent, they
also appear in the contact zones between the Rus’ and nomadic worlds, where northern elements are pres-
ent. An example is the Shetovytsia cultural circle (BLIFELD 1977; ANDROSCHUK 1999; Hamaiko 2017), where
excavations have yielded parallels to the horse harnesses found at Gellértegyhaza. In addition to the direct
northern origin of the fire strikers, granulated lunulae — one example of which was found at our site — are
also noteworthy.

This type of lunula is widely distributed across Central and Eastern Europe, which warrants a more
cautious approach in their interpretation. A broad comparison reveals that the shape of the Gellértegyhaza
lunula, and Hungarian parallels in general, do not follow the forms common in Poland (MALACHOWSKA
1998) or the broader-horned types typical of the Rus’ region (PusHkiNA 1996, 175-176, Fig. 2). Those are
generally flatter, with the inner edge of the crescent close to a straight line, and with narrow ends (cf. Fig. 3.
7-8). In contrast, the Hungarian specimens — especially the Gellértegyhaza lunula (Fig. 3. 1) — are higher,
nearly fitting a circular shape, with the crescent’s horns tapering and curving backward.

The closest formal parallels are found in the Dniester and Prut regions (Fig. 3. 2—6): Echimauti (Md)
(Feporov 1953, 112, Fig. 48, 2), Alchedar (Md), Kopievka (Ukr) (REaBTEVA-TELNOV 2010, Fig. 1, 10; Fig.
2, 15), Yurkovtsi (Ukr) (Hamaiko 2008). A stray find from the Vinnitsa region (Ukr) probably also belongs
to this geographic circle.

The formal similarity between the gold lunulae from Gellértegyhaza and Alchedar is so close that they
could almost be superimposed (only the drawing of the Gellértegyhaza piece survives, but the asymmetrical
inner curve we can observe on the horns of both specimens is identical). This is especially significant for us
because in the cases of the Alchedar and Echimauti, the existence of local jewelry production centers has
been suggested (REaBTEVA—TELNOV 2010, 293), which might have long-standing traditions, as the lunulae
produced here follow antique stylistic conventions.

The Alchedar, Kopievka, and Yurkovtsi sites are connected not only by the lunula, as a unique variant
of the Kyiv-Volhynian pendants can be found in the material of all three sites. A similar example was also
found in the Vukovar material: we see a rhombic arrangement of granulated decoration on the central, bar-
rel-shaped part of the pendants (Fig. 4).

The double-sided rectangular fire strikers found in the Carpathian Basin appear in the graves of ceme-
teries or cemetery sections characterized predominantly by common hoop jewelry and other conventional
finds. Besides the aforementioned items, there are hardly any artifacts that can be unequivocally identified
as foreign in origin and that we could interpret as commercial goods or as the heritage of immigrant popu-
lations. Perhaps items belonging to this category include the earring decorated with loops from grave 37 on
Kisfaludy Sandor Street in Szombathely, which shows Balkan connections (HorvATH 2016, 4748, Plate 7,
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Fig. 3. Lunulae without scale. 1: Oroshdza—Rdkoczitelep (Zaroray 1957, 12); 2: Alchedar; 3: Echimauti (FEporov 1953, 112,
Puc. 48, 2); 4: Yurkovtsi (Hamaiko 2008); 5: Kopievka (REaBTEVA—TELNOV 2010), 6: Vinnytsia region (Hamaiko 2008),
7: Yurkovtsy (KorzukHINa 1954, Tab. 7); 8: Sejkowice (MaracHowska 1998)
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Fig. 4. The “Volhynia — Kyiv” type with a central barrel-shaped bead decorated with a motif of upright rhombs made with
granulation. Above: after DEmo 2009: 1: Vukovar—Lijeva Bara, S-2406-7; 2: Szob—Kiserdo, Grave 69; 3: Tokaj, from hoard;
4: Branesti, from grave (Md; Orhei Region); 5: Yurkovtsi, from hoard, 6: Kopijevka, from hoard; 7: Peresopnica, from burial

(Ukr, Zhitomirska Region); 2: pendants from the Alchedar hoard

No. 2) (cf. Ota 2013, 164), or the earring decorated with a grape cluster and two pairs of bead wreaths from
grave 50 at the same site (HorvATH 2016, 48, Plate 9, No. 8). There are analogies for these in areas east of
the Carpathians. The geographical location of the Vukovar fire-striker cemetery raises further intriguing
questions. At the time of its use, the cemetery was not part of the Kingdom of Hungary, nor were the lunula
find spots, namely Bjelo Brdo or Ptuj, which show similarities to the aforementioned items. These finds
mark important nodes and trade routes.

SUMMARY

The double-sided rectangular firestrikers became prominent in Scandinavia at the end of the Merovingian
period, during the Viking Age. During the same era, in the 10th—11th centuries, they appear in the northern
regions within the heritage of Finno-Ugric peoples. In Polish territories and the western lane of the Rus’,
these strikers had emerged by the late 11th century, becoming characteristic further inland by the 12th—13th
centuries, with their use detectable even into the 15th—16th centuries. The 12th—13th century dating also
applies to the Ukrainian steppe region, which at first glance may appear contradictory, since the Hungarian
examples — whose foreign origin and associated finds mostly trace back to this area — are unequivocally
dated to the 10th—11th centuries.
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This contradiction, however, is only apparent, as the 10th—11th century Rus’ maintained multiple con-
nections with northern territories, as evidenced by archaeological finds. Accordingly, in and around Kyiv
and Chernihiv, there were several regions where Byzantine and steppe cultures may have intersected with
northern influences. Examples include the aforementioned Shetovytsia cultural complex and the Prut—Dni-
ester region (TenTiuc 2020), which were part of the so-called Greek Route, facilitating contacts between the
southern and northern parts of Central-Eastern Europe, the latter region connected via the Vistula—Dniester
waterway system.

Based on our current knowledge, there is no evidence to exclude the possibility that Gellértegyhdza was
settled by people arriving from these regions at the end of the 10th century or the beginning of the 11th cen-
tury. In fact, this statement could apply to all sites where double-sided fire strikers have been found. In the
case of Gellértegyhédza, anthropological data also support this, as the proportion of Nordic elements among
the buried individuals is notably high (LipTAk—FarkaAs 1962). Further analysis of the topic going beyond
the scope of this brief study is necessary. The aim here is to draw attention to the possibility of continuous
migration, even in cases where place names are not available — for example, Sorokpolany, from which a
lunula closely related to that of Gellértegyhaza was also recovered, found in an assemblage dated by coins
from the reign of King Stephen I (Kiss—KusTAR—ZAGORHIDI CZIGANY 1999).
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