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ON THE BORDER OF ARCHAEOLOGY AND ETHNOGRAPHY::
FIRE STRIKERS IN HUNGARY
Balazs Toth
Hungarian National Museum, Institute of Hungarian Archaeology (Hungarian)

Abstract: The aim of my study is to present the types of fire-strikers that were once used
in the Hungary and Carpathian Basins, their general forms and dating problems. Most of the types
were in continuous use from the Middle Ages to the beginning of the 20th century, but Hungarian
archaeology and ethnography know little about each other's results in this case, moreover,
archaeological literature is not uniformised in terminology either. It is worth taking the names of
object types and their parts from common ethnographic practice and applying them to the material
recovered from excavations. The typology follows a fairly simple and logical structure, but the
chronology is complicated by the lack of material communication. In connection with Biedermeier
animal-shaped chirpers, earlier research has suggested medieval or even Roman dating, but this is
clearly refuted by the research. In addition to their functionality, these objects are sometimes very
ornate, even with scratched the year of production. In addition to everyday life in Hungary, fire-
strikers also play a significant role in folk tradition, as an accessory to wedding ceremonies, folk
medicine (analogical magic) or religiosity of certain groups. Although we know the European
parallels relatively well, the results of the Asian research did not have a great impact on the
examination of this topic in Hungary, so our further goal is to get acquainted with the material
here.

Materials and methods of research. The research materials were chairs from the
archaeological and ethnographic collections of museums in Hungary.

The research methodology is based on scientific approaches and principles; the following
were applied: logical, systematic, comprehensive, comparative historical and archaeological-
ethnographic approaches using interdisciplinary research.

The work is based on an integrated approach to the object of study. During the study, a
typological and chronological analysis of artifacts was carried out. Using the comparative
typological method, an analysis of archaeological and ethnographic types of armchairs was carried
out, and common and distinctive features were identified. For a systematic description of the
artifacts, a formal typological method of studying the iconography of forms and images,
supplemented by stylistic analysis, was used. To identify historical, archaeological and
ethnographic connections, the historical-comparative method was used. Chronological attribution
of artifacts was carried out using relative and absolute dating.
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APXEOJIOI'USA MEH OTHOTPA®USIHBIH HIEKAPACBIHIA: BEHI'PUAIAFBI
KPECAJIO
banasc Tom
Benrpust yntTeIK My3eili, Benrpus apxeonorust UHCTUTYThI (BeHrpus)

Anjaarna: 3epTTeyniH Makcatel — Oip kesnepi Benrpus men Kapnart OacceitHinme
KOJIJAaHBUIFaH Kpecajio TYPJIEPiH, ONapJbIH >KalIbl MIIIHAEPIH *OHE YaKbITTAphIH aHBIKTAY
MoceJieNiepiH KapacTelpy. KpecanOHBIH KenTereH Typiepi oprta fackipiapaaH XX FachIpIbIH
OachlHa JAEWiH TYPaKThl KOJAaHbICTA OONIbI, OipaK BEHTP apXeOoJOTHsICH MEH dTHOrpadusichl Oy
Karjaiaa O01p-OipiHiH HOTHXKeNepl Typasibl a3 O1e/ll, COHbIMEH KaTap apXeoJIOTUSJIBIK oie0ueTTep
Jie TEPMUHOJIOTH/1a O1pIKTIpIIMETeH.



3aT TYpJAEpiHIH JKOHE OJIApABIH OOJIKTEepiHIH aTayjapblH JKaalbl KaObUITaHFaH
ATHOTPAQUSIIBIK TOHKIpUOEACH anbll, Ka30a Ke3iHAe alblHFaH MaTephaliFa KOJIJaHy Kepek.
Turmonorust eTe KaparaibiM JKOHE JIOTHKAIBIK KYPBUTBIMFA He, OipaK XpOHOJIOTHS MaTepPHAaJIbIK
0aliIaHbICTBIH KOKTBIFRIMEH KUBIHAATabl. bunepmeiiep cTuimiHmeri kpecajaora KeJeTiH 00Jcak,
OYpBIHFBI 3€pTTEYJIEp OPTAFACHIPJIBIK HEMEcCe TINTI PUMIIK AQyipai OoipkaraH, Oipak Ol
3epTTEyJIEpPMEH KOKKa MIBIFapbulapl. DYHKIMOHAIABUIBIFBIHAH Oacka, Oyi 3arrap keiine eTe
AMKBIITATFaH, TIOTI IIBIFAPBUIFAH KbUIBI JKa3bUIFAH CHI3BIFBI 0ap. BeHrpusmgarel KYHIENIKTI
emipJieH 0acka, Kpecajonap XalbIKTBIH JOCTYPIHAE 1€ YHICHY TOWIApblHA, XaJIBIKTHIK
MeIuIlMHara (COFaH YKcac CHKBIp) HeMmece Oenriii Oip TomTapblH iHIAPJIBIFbIHA apHAJIFaH
aKceccyap peTiHae MaHbI3/Ibl PO aTKapaabl. Eyponanbik napauienbaepii CalbICTHIPMAalIbl TYPAE
JKaKChl OLIETIHIMI3IEe KapaMacTaH, a3HMsUIBIK 3€pPTTECY/IIH HOTHKeNIepl BeHrpusaarsl TaKbIPBINTHI
3epTTEYre KOm ocep €TKEH KOK, COHABIKTaH Oi3]liH Kellecl MakcaThiMbl3 — KazakcTaHmarsl
Oanamaibl MaTepHasIlapMeH TaHbICY.

Matepuan MeH 3eprTTey ddicTepi. 3eprrey Marepuangapsl BeHrpus MyseinepiHin
apXCOJIOTUSIIBIK JKOHE ITHOTPA(USIIBIK KOJUICKIMSIIAPbIHAH AlIbIHFAH Kpecaso OOJIbl. 3epTTey
ozmictemMeci Keneci FBUIBIMH TACUIIEp MEH NPHUHIMITEPre HETi3leireH: KUCBIHABI, KYHel,
KEIICH/, CAJBICTHIPMAJIBI-TAPUXH KOHE IIOHAPAJBIK 3EpPTTeyJiep[i MaijaiaHa OTBIPHII
APXCONIOTUSIIBIK-ITHOTpAPHSITBIK  TOCc. JKyMbIC 3epTTey OOBEKTICIHE KemeHai Ke3Kapacka
cydieHeni. 3eptrey OapbIchiHIa apTedakTiiepre THIIOJIOTHUSIBIK KOHE XPOHOJOTHSUIBIK Tajiay
Kyprizingi. CambICTBIPMAaIbI-THITONIOTHSUIBIK 9/1iC KOMETIMEH KPECIOHBIH apXEOJIOTHSIIBIK JKOHE
STHOTPA(USIIBIK TYpJIEpiHE Taujuay KYPri3uiin, OpTak >KOHE epeKile Oenriiep aHBIKTaIbI.
Apredakrizepai xKyiemni cunarray yIliH CTHIMCTHKAIBIK TalayMEH TOJBIKTHIPBUIFAH MilTiHIED
MeH OeitHenep1iH UKOHOTpadUsCHIH 3epTTEYAIH (POPMabIbI-TUIIOIOTHSUIBIK 9/IiCI KOJIIaHbLUIAIbI.
Tapuxu-apXxeoNoTHsUIBIK JKOHE OJTHOTpaUAIBIK OaiylaHbICTapAbl aHBIKTAY VIIH TapuUXH-
CAJIBICTBIPMAJIBI ~ QMIIC  KOJJMAHBUIABL. ~ ApTedakTiiepi  XpOHOJOTHSUIBIK — aTPHOYIHUSCHI
CaJTBICTBIPMAJTBI )KOHE a0COIIOTTI laTaay apKbUIbI )KY3€Te aChIPBUIIBL.

Tipek ce3nep: kpecaio, apxeosorusi, dTHorpadusi, Benrpus, Kapnat oifrnarsi.

Cinreme xacay ymwin: baraxc Tom. ApXxeonorust MEH STHOTpaUsIHBIH IIEKapaChIHA:
Benrpusimarst  kpecano//MUSEUM.KZ.  2023. Nod  (4). 16-23  06. DOl
10.59103/muzkz.2023.04.02

HA I'PAHULE APXEOJIOI'MA U DTHOI'PA®UMN:
KPECAJIO B BEHI'PUU
banasic Tom
Benrepckuii HarmoHabHbINA My3el, IHCTUTYT BeHrepckoil apxeosnoruu (Benrpus)

AnHoTanus: Llensro uccaenoBanus cTano NpeacTaBIeHUe TUIIOB Kpecall, KOTOpbIE Koraa-
TO Ucnojb3oBanuch B Benrpuu u Kapnarckom OacceiiHe, a Takke 1mokas ux Gpopm u npodiem
JATUPOBKU. BOJIBIIMHCTBO THUIOB Kpecall NOCTOSHHO HMCIOJb30BAINCh CO CPEIHEBEKOBbS 0
Hayajma XX BEKa, HO BEHIepcKas apXeosjoruss U 3THOrpadus B 3TOM CilIyyae Majo 3HAIOT O
pesyJabTarax ApyT Apyra, 0ojiee Toro, apXxeoyornyeckas JJuTepaTypa Takke He yHU(PUIMPOBaHa B
TepMHHOJOrMH. Ha3BaHus TUNOB NpPEeIMETOB M MX YacTel CTOUT B3ATh W3 OOMIETIPUHATON
ATHOTpapHUUECKOW NPAKTUKM M NPUMEHUTh K MaTepually, MOJYYEeHHOMY IpH pPAaCKOIKaXx.
Tunonoruss UMeeT OBOJBHO MPOCTYIO U JIOTUYHYIO CTPYKTYPY, HO XPOHOJIOTHS OCITIOKHSETCS
OTCYTCTBUEM MaTepHalbHON CBs3U. UTO KacaeTcs Kpecasa B CTHIIE Ouaepmeliep, Oosiee paHHue
UCCJIEIOBaHMS MPEJIoiarajd CPeHEBEKOBYI0 WM Ja)Ke€ PUMCKYIO0 TaTHPOBKY, HO 3TO SIBHO
OIIpPOBEpraeTcs MCCIEe0BaHUsAMU. B nomonHeHne k cBoed (QyHKIIMOHAIBHOCTH, 3TU MPEIMEThHI
MHOTJ]a OuYeHb OO0raTo YyKpalleHbl, Jake C HalapanaHHbIM ToA0M Bbinycka. Ilomumo
MIOBCEIHEBHOM XM3HU B BeHrpum, Kpecano TakKe UIpalOT 3HAUYUTEIbHYIO pOJIb B HapOAHOMN
TpaaUINH, KaK aKceccyap CBaJcOHBIX IEPEMOHUM, HAPOJTHON METUIIMHBI (AaHAJTIOTHYHAST Marus)
VI PEJTMTHO3HOCTH ONPEAEIEHHBIX IPYII. XOTS Mbl OTHOCUTENIBHO XOPOILIO 3HAEM €BPONEICKIE



napasuiesiy, pe3yibTaThl a3UaTCKOT0 UCCIIEI0BAaHUS HE OKa3alu OOJIbIIOrO BIUSHUS HA U3yUYeHUE
9TOW TeMbl B BeHrpuu, mo3ToMy Hama JajbHEWINas LEedb — O3HAKOMUTHCS C AHAJIOTMYHBIMU
Marepuanamu u3 Kazaxcrana.

Marepuaasl U MeTOAbI HcCJIeI0BaHMA. MarepuasamMy HCCIENOBAHMS ITOCITYKUIU
Kpecalia U3 apXeoJIOTHYECKUX U ITHOrpapuuecKux KoJuleKuil my3ees Benrpumu.

Mertoauka uccieoBaHus Oa3upyeTcs Ha HAayudHBIX IMOAXOJaX M TNPHHLUINAX, ObUH
MPUMEHEHBI: JIOTUYECKUH, CHCTEMHBIM, KOMIUIEKCHBIH, CPaBHUTEIbHO-UCTOPUYECKUA U
apXxeoJIor0-3THOrpauIeCKUil IOAX0/T C UCIIOIB30BAHUEM MEXIUCIUIIMHAPHBIX UCCIIEIOBAHUI.

PaGota onupaeTcs Ha KOMITJIEKCHBIH MTOAX0/1 K 00bEKTy U3yueHus. B xoe uccnenoBanus
IPOBEICHBl THIOJIOTUYECKUA M XPOHOJIOTMYECKUH aHanmu3 apredakroB. C  mHOMOIIBIO
CPaBHUTEIBHO-TUIIOJOTUYECKOIO  METOJa  IMPOBEAEH  aHalu3  apXEOoJIOTMYECKUX U
ATHOTpaQHUUECKUX BUAOB Kpecana, BBIABICHBI OOIIKME M OTIUYMTENbHBIE dYepThl. Jlns
CHUCTEMAaTUYECKOr0 OINMCaHUA XK€ apTe(akToB mpuMeHeH (HOpMaIbHO-TUIIOJIOTUYECKUNH METO]
UCCIIeIOBaHUs UKOHOTpaduu GopM U N300paKEHUH, TOTMOTHEHHBIN CTHIIMCTHYECKUM aHATH30M.
Jlis BBIABIIEHUS MCTOPUKO-apPXEOJNOTUYECKUX M ITHOrpaUUYECKUX CBS3EH HCIOIb30BAJICS
HCTOPUKO-CPAaBHUTEIIBHBIN METO. XPOHOIOTHYecKas aTpuOyIHs apTe(hakToB OCYIIECTBIISLIACH C
MOMOIIbI0 OTHOCUTENBHON U a0CONMIOTHON AaTUPOBKHU.

KuoueBble ciioBa: kpecaiio, apxeosiorusi, dtHorpadusi, Benrpus, Kapnarckuii 6acceiin.

Jasi umtupoBanusi. baraxc Tom. Ha rpanune apxeosioruu u 3tHorpaduu: Kpecamo B
Benrpun //MUSEUM.KZ. 2023. No4 (4). C. 16-23. DOI 10.59103/muzkz.2023.04.02

Introduction, history of research

In recent years, thanks to volunteer metal detectorists cooperating with Hungarian
institutions, an increasing amount of fire strikers have entered the archaeological collections of
museums. Since the archaeological summary analysis of this type of object has not yet been carried
out, there was a need to develop an accurate typology and chronology — this is essential because
the archaeological literature does not appear to be uniform even in the names of the different types.

However, ethnographic research has done serious work in this field since the turn of the
19th and 20th centuries, moreover, a significant part of the types remained in use until the
beginning of the 20th century. Therefore, close cooperation between the two disciplines is
indispensable. The Hungarian environment defines the research frontier of ethnography and
archaeology in 1711. Although this date does not represent a sharp dividing line in material culture,
researchers often do not know each other's results.

From the Migration Period (especially the 8th and 9th century A.D.) and Hungarian
conquest (10th century A.D.), we know a large number of fire strikers from closed finds, especially
graves. This is rare, though not unprecedented, in the Middle Ages and early modern periods (11-
17th century A.D.), and these objects are common in the stratified materials of Central European
castles, monasteries and settlements, although relatively small amounts of complete material have
been published so far compared to the number of excavations. Fire strikers were rarely included
in the details and research reports, as they do not belong to the spectacular finds of great interest.
International research has identified two major catalogues: a British exhibition catalogue edited
by Miller Christy [Christy, 1926], and a volume by lItalian authors Vittorio Cacciandra and
Alessandro Cesati [Cacciandra — Cesati, 1996].

In Hungarian ethnography, interest in the type of subject started already at the end of the
19th century, and until the 1950s a large number of books and studies dealt with them [e.qg.
Herman, 1898: 62-71; Timko, 1906; Kiss, 1910; Orosz, 1911; Viski, 1932; Liikd, 1938; H. Fekete,
1958], however, in recent decades the type of subject has moved out of the focus of ethnographic
research. In many cases, fire strikers got into ethnographic collections from shepherds. They wore
it on their clothes, hung on belts, accompanied by objects that differed from region to region. These
included, for example, knives and tobacco bags [Herman, 1898; Timko, 1906]. The detailed
research history, together with a large bibliography, was summarized in detail in a study published



recently [Téth, 2021]. In one of the rooms of the new permanent exhibition of the Hungarian
Museum of Ethnography, nearly 400 fire-steels are exhibited, hopefully the processing of this
collection will take place soon.

Typical forms of fire chirps in Hungary. In connection with the classification of types,
the classification based on the collection of ethnographer Lajos Kiss wrote about the collection
from Hodmezdévasarhely (Southeast Hungary) can be used best. Depending on how many striking
surfaces, or "soles", the device has a distinction between single- and two-soled steels [Kiss, 1910:
64]. Within this, subgroups should be established on the basis of formal features, based on whether
the object is regular or irregular, i.e. whether they are symmetrical in the direction of one or more
lines.

1. Two-soled types

Fig. 1, 1-3. The so-called “donkey-stinging” type

In Lajos Kiss's system, the so-called "donkey-stinging™ fire strikers belong to the group of
pointed, regular, two-soled devices. Within this they have well-defined characteristics. Their
characteristic feature is curved pliers and an opening in the shape that more or less follows the
shape of the object. The thickness of the material is generally the same throughout the length of
the object, but there are also specimens that thicken slightly towards the tip [Kiss, 1910; Timko,
1906]. This type appears many times in materials from archaeological excavations, it can be dated
from the second half of the 15th century at the latest [Budaj — Pirek 2017, 186, 190; Méri 1954,
147; Kovacs 2002, 132; Miklos 1991, 104]. In ethnographic material from the 18th century to the
beginning of the 20th century (during the years of the First World War, older herds and herders
often still used fire steels instead of igniting matches) can be traced unchanged, in many cases
decorated [Herman, 1898: 62-71; Timko, 1906: 14-22]. It can therefore be said that this type has
been in continuous use for four centuries, so its exact formal date is practically impossible — this
is only possible if it is found from an object or layer that can be dated well at the excavation. In
connection with the origin of the name, there is an interesting document from 1762 in the
Kiskunhalas City Council (South Hungary), according to which a shepherd's burdock was accused
by his owners of entering the settlement on a donkey for bread, and the animal pressed it against
a hedge in such a way that his clothes seceded, so he wounded the animal with his fire steel [Bellon,
2001: 154].

Non-pointed two-soled, so-called "ducknose" type (Fig. 1, 4-6.)

According to Lajos Kiss's classification, these chirps ""can be blunt at one end, blunt at both
ends, or round. They are convex in the middle, valleyed on one or both sides, with holes at the end



or in the middle" [Kiss, 1910: 66]. It is clear from the pictures he provided of the type that
specimens without openings may also belong to this group. In ethnographic collections we can
find several ornate, very beautifully executed objects, in several cases engraved depictions of coats
of arms, and on one occasion with the year 1866. In the course of collecting in the last century,
some pieces were placed in museums that were combined with tools used for smoking pipes
[Timko, 1906: 23-24; Kiss, 1910: 65-66; Liikd, 1938: 111]. No such object has ever been found in
archaeological excavations, it was demonstrably used in the 19th and 20th centuries. Howewer, it
is possible that this type was used before the beginning of the 18th century.
Rectangular chirps (Fig. 2, 1-3.)

The soles of fire strikers of this type are straight or slightly curved. In all cases, the two
bases perpendicular to the soles are straight, parallel to each other. They are symmetrical in both
longitudinal and transverse axis, with the exception of cases where one of the bases has been
pierced to accommodate the hanging ring. The aperture runs along the entire length of the object
and is symmetrical along both axes. This form was widely used in the Middle Ages: it can be dated
from the turning of 10th and 11th centuries and was used continuously, even during the years of
World War I [Demo, 2009: 106; Richter, 1982; Holl, 2000: 30; Miklos, 1991: 104; Timko, 1906:
30; Kiss, 1910: 66], making it one of the longest used fire steel forms. Pieces from ethnographic
collections are decorated in many cases.

Oval fire chirps (Fig. 2, 4-5.)

These chirps have an oval shape, their inner part is openwork and decorated with ribbon-
like iron inserts. In any case, this insert is run with copper. Similar but unloaded chirps were also
used in Finland [Timko, 1906: 30-31]. In Hungarian collections there are only pieces of
ethnographic age, but it is not excluded that they were used earlier: they have been known from
Austria and Italy since the 16th century [Cacciandra — Cesati, 1996: 114].

2. Single-soled types

Lute-shaped type (Fig. 3, 1-2.)
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The lute-shaped form is a very common one: it is known in large numbers during the
Migration Period (especially from the 8-9th centuries), in many cases from graves from the



Hungarian Conquest Period (about these the Volumes of the series of grave finds from the
Hungaran Conquest Period and early Arpddian age). From a layer or closed collection of finds
dating from the period of the Middle Ages and the Early Modern Age, | know of one published
piece, about the Peter's Monastery of the Arpadian age (11-13th centuries) [Rosta, 2014: 220]. In
the 19th and 20th centuries, it appears again from ethnographic collections, practically unchanged
[Timké, 1906: 19]. We do not have a dated specimen from the Arpad period to the 19th century,
so for the time being we can only assume continuous use — if this is confirmed, we can probably
talk about the type of fire steel that has been used continuously for the longest time.

Type with pliers folded towards the base (Fig. 3, 3-4.)

In these cases, the two gripping stems bend back strongly towards the outside of the base,
in many cases asymmetrically. The type has certainly existed since the 12th century and can be
traced with well-dated finds to the first decades of the 20th century all over Central Europe [Lovag,
2014: 145; Chvojka — Mensik, 2009: 141; To6th, 2021]. This form is also known from pictorial
representations from the Middle Ages and the early modern period, although we have few such
sources on the type of object.

Animal-shaped fire steels (Fig. 4, 1-2.)

These objects are among the most spectacular: the animal figures are made of copper alloy
by casting, their front and hind limbs are connected by a convex sole. On the outer sides of the
legs, the sole was pierced in one place at a time, and an iron plate bent according to the arch was
inserted here. Ethnographic research at the beginning of the last century correctly recognized that
these were made abroad, largely on the basis of one sample per species. Daniel Modl pointed out
in a recent study that these animal-shaped chirps are masterpieces of applied art made during the
Biedermeier period, which were widespread in the Habsburg countries in the first decades of the
19th century. The most common forms are dogs and lions, but horse, deer, goat, snake, bird and
rabbit forms also occur. He found that these were erroneously dated to Roman times for a long
time [Modl, 2018] — we can add that there are also (as yet unpublished) opinions in Hungary that
these are medieval objects. The increasingly regular metal-detecting researches in Hungary brings
such objects to the surface from time to time, so it is becoming increasingly clear that they were
not particularly rare in the era.

Folk customs related to fire strikers in the Hungarian folk tradition

In the 19th and 20th centuries, several folk customs were collected in connection with our
topic. Among the South Slavic population living near Mohécs (South Hungary), it was a tradition
to put a fire steel in the bride's shoes during the wedding to avoid spoilage [Sarosacz, 1968: 116].
In Hont county (North Hungary), on the morning of St. Ivan's Day, children walked around the
village and set fire to the houses with steel, thereby saving the house from fire and sowing from
drought [Solymossy, 1933: 107]. In the vicinity of Mako (South Hungary) St. Anthony's fire, what
is the ancient name of St. John's wort, was cured by grating it with steel and flint; In Apéatfalva
(South Hungary), in case of the same disease, three people named Anthony had to strike fire on
the skin with steel and flint and prayed to [Grynaeus, 2008: 171; Szigeti, 1986: 204]. This is a
special form of analogous magic that survived until the 20th century.



Summary

As you can see, most of the types of fire strikers found in Hungary were in use for a very
long time (from the Middle Ages to the beginning of the 20th century), and sometimes the
beginnings of production are uncertain. Therefore, it is very important to accurately record the
conditions and collection data, since the fire steels cannot be dated on the basis of formal features
alone. It is also important to continuously publish excavation materials, thereby increasing the
amount of data. In addition, the results of archaeological and ethnographic research complement
each other, making the picture more complete.

Beside the mapping European material, we also consider it important to get to know Asian
collections, as we expect many points of contact to emerge from here, both in terms of object types
and folklore. Few Asian fire strikers have been introduced in Hungarian-language literature at the
beginning of the last century, and all of them are objects of Chinese origin or made under Chinese
influence, so there is still significant work ahead of us.

Original locations of images not from own publications:

Fig. 1, 1.: Liiko, 1938: 112.
Fig. 1, 3.: Timko, 1906: 12.
Fig. 1, 4.: Liiko, 1938: 111.
Fig. 1, 5.: Timko, 1906: 27.
Fig. 2, 2.: Timko, 1906: 30.
Fig. 2, 4.: Timko, 1906: 30.
Fig. 3, 1: Timko, 1906: 19.
Fig. 3, 2.: Timko, 1909: 29.
Fig. 3, 3: Timko, 1906: 19.
Fig. 3, 4.: Timko, 1906: 15.
Fig. 4, 1.: Timko, 1906: 29.
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