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Chapter 12
The Cemetery and Ossuary at Sedlec near 
Kutná Hora: Reflections on the Agency 
of the Dead

Jan Horák, Estella Weiss-Krejci, Jan Frolík, Filip Velímský, 
and Ladislav Šmejda

12.1  Introduction

The outstanding Church of All Saints with Ossuary at Sedlec is located in central 
Bohemia within the buffer zone of the UNESCO World Heritage Site of Kutná 
Hora. It is a popular tourist destination and has attracted visitors for hundreds of 
years. The Ossuary, which forms the lower part of the two-story building, and the 
surrounding cemetery played a role in religious narratives enabling us to investigate 
aspects of the agency of the dead and their effects on the living. The history of the 
Church of All Saints with Ossuary is recorded in various historical sources, and 
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many folk tales make reference to the special role of the bones. The Ossuary at 
Sedlec is the most widely known monument in the Kutná Hora region and an iconic 
place, but beyond this building there are other places that relate to, represent, and 
commemorate the dead. Archaeological investigations of parts of the cemetery sur-
rounding the Church of All Saints with Ossuary began with multiple brief excava-
tions from 2011. The main excavation activities by the Archaeological Institute of 
the Czech Academy of Sciences under the direction of Filip Velímský and Jan Frolík 
(Brzobohatá et al., 2019; Frolík, 2017a, b, 2018, 2019, 2020) started in 2016 (exte-
rior 2016–2018; interior from 2019), shining some light on the historicity of the 
accounts of Sedlec’s dead.1

To present the Church of All Saints with Ossuary and the surrounding cemetery 
in its historical context, it is necessary to provide some background and introduce 
the two main powers that have shaped the region from late medieval times: the town 
of Kutná Hora, which was the most important mining center of medieval Bohemia 
during the times of the Přemyslid and Luxembourg dynasties, and the Cistercian 
monastery at Sedlec to which the Church of All Saints with Ossuary belonged 
(Fig. 12.1).

12.2  Medieval Beginnings

The Sedlec Abbey was founded around 1142 as the first Cistercian monastery in the 
Czech lands by Miroslav, a member of the regional nobility, and was settled by 
monks from the Bavarian abbey of Waldsassen (Charvátová, 1998). The region had 
already been under intensive human influence not only during the early medieval 
period but also in prehistoric times (Šimůnek, 2010; Velímský, 2009a). The monas-
tery’s location contradicts the so-called ‘wilderness myth’ (Schreg, 2018, p. 40), i.e. 
the common assumption that Cistercians always settled in undeveloped lands.2

Before the Cistercians came to the region, a local mint was already in operation 
in the town of Malín (Fig. 12.1) at the end of the tenth century, but it is generally 
accepted that the silver was not mined in those times. After the discovery of veins of 
silver ore in the second half of the thirteenth century in the Kutná Hora region,3 
intensive mining surged and the area saw a veritable silver boom resulting in a fast- 
growing population of miners, entrepreneurs, artisans, and merchants. The mining 
drifts and shafts were soon surrounded by houses, wooden chapels, shops, and 

1 The excavation was published only partially but publication of the results of thorough archaeo-
logical and anthropological analyses is in progress. See also https://www.sedlec.info/en/ossuary/
renovations/. Accessed 25 February 2021.
2 The observation that the Cistercians preferred old cultivated land wherever it was available was 
already made in the nineteenth century (Lippert, 1898, p. 64).
3 The role of the Cistercians in the discovery of the local ore source is still unclear (see Petr Pauliš 
and Martin Bartoš in Bartoš, 2004, p. 162).
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workshops (Frolík, 2014a, b; Velímský, 2013, 2014, 2017). At the end of the thir-
teenth century Kutná Hora had developed into a town.

The mining revenues provided the necessary financial means for the extraordi-
nary development of the Sedlec Abbey into a rich and powerful institution. Shortly 
after the start of mining, during the reign of Přemysl Otakar II, the large deposits of 
silver ore attracted the interest of the Crown which regulated prospecting and min-
ing on many of the abbey’s possessions. The monastery had to ensure the supply of 
timber, food, and the maintenance of the roads but in return received considerable 
financial compensation (Velímský, 2009b). After King Wenceslas II of Bohemia 
issued a new royal mining code (Ius regale montanorum) in 1300, which specified 
the conditions necessary for the operation of the mines such as labor rules, wages, 
and the king’s part in mining and coinage (Zaoral, 2015, p. 7), the monarch (and his 
successors) compensated the Sedlec Abbey by ‘granting a number of privileges’ 
(Velímský, 2009b). In the 1380s, King Wenceslas IV even made Kutná Hora his 
temporary seat of residence.

Over time, the Sedlec Abbey was increasingly exposed to a conflict with the 
wealthy residents of Kutná Hora, who made every effort to match the aristocracy in 

Fig. 12.1 Town of Kutná Hora, Cistercian monastery of Sedlec, and Malín settlement at the turn 
of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries (light red and delimited by thin dashed line); high medi-
eval church buildings (red ground plans); areas of high medieval cemeteries (light purple); bound-
ary between parish districts of Malín and Pněvice (bold dashed line). Lower right corner: map of 
the area of the Cistercian monastery in Sedlec with the location of the archaeological test trenches 
(in blue) and churches: A = Assumption of Our Lady and St. John the Baptist; B = SS. Philip the 
Apostle and James the Less; C = All Saints with Ossuary surrounded by cemetery; D = Abbot’s 
Chapel (Graphics: F. Velímský)

12 The Cemetery and Ossuary at Sedlec near Kutná Hora: Reflections on the Agency…
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political position and lifestyle. One of the reasons for this conflict was the fact that 
many churches in Kutná Hora (Fig. 12.2) and therefore also fees and pious dona-
tions belonged to the Malín parish, which in turn was under the patronage of the 
abbots of Sedlec. This did not sit well with the rising class of Kutná Hora burghers, 
at the time the second richest in Bohemia after Prague, who wanted to support their 
own town community through the foundation of altars, chapels, and tombs which 
were connected to a family’s memory and representation (Vaněk, 2011, pp. 59–67). 
The rivalries manifested themselves in the foundation of various confraternities, in 
disputes about how important processions should be maintained, through which 
streets and by which churches processions should or should not pass, as well as 
where people were to be buried. These frictions had a lasting effect on the economy, 
on religious life, rituals, and burial places.

12.3  Medieval Cemeteries and Confraternities 
at Kutná Hora

The situation of cemeteries within Kutná Hora is not well known. Cemeteries were 
archaeologically uncovered next to the churches of Our Lady Na Náměti, St. Martin, 
and St. George, but the graves are undated or stratigraphically dated to the fifteenth 
to seventeenth centuries (Frolík & Vepřeková, 2011). We can assume that there were 
cemeteries by the Church of All Saints in Kutná Hora, by the Kutná Hora town 
hospital (founded before 1324) with its Chapel of the Holy Cross (founded at the 
end of the fourteenth century), and by the Chapel of St. Lazarus, which is believed 
to have been connected with the leprosarium due to its location some distance from 
the town hospital. Another cemetery was probably located by St. Wenceslas in the 

Fig. 12.2 Oldest preserved depiction of medieval churches of Kutná Hora (1–9), Sedlec (10–12), 
Malín (13), and Kaňk (14): 1 = St. Martin; 2 = St. George; 3 = St. Bartholomew; 4 = All Saints; 
5 = St. James (former Upper Church of the Virgin Mary at the Italian Court); 6 = Royal Chapel at 
the Italian Court; 7 = Our Lady Na Náměti; 8 = Hospital Chapel of the Holy Cross; 9 = St. Lazarus; 
10 = All Saints with Ossuary; 11 = SS. Philip the Apostle and James the Less; 12 = Assumption of 
Our Lady and St. John the Baptist (without roof); 13 = St. John the Baptist and St. Stephen; 14 = St. 
Mary Magdalene. Some of these churches (e.g. St. George) no longer exist (Frolík & Vepřeková, 
2011). The depiction is incomplete, as its left part with the churches of St. Barbara, St. Wenceslas, 
SS. Peter and Paul, and the Holy Trinity is not preserved. The picture also does not show the 
Church of St. John the Baptist in the lower town, which disappeared during the Hussite Wars. 
(Image modified from a pen drawing by Johann Willenberg c. 1602, Knihovna Královské kanonie 
premonstrátů na Strahově, Prague, sign. DS-T-I-30/26; interpretation: F. Velímský)
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neighboring Pněvice parish. Because Kutná Hora belonged to the Malín parish, we 
suppose that the main cemeteries for the population of Kutná Hora were located in 
Malín and in the area of the Sedlec Abbey (Vaněk, 2011).

The situation changed when the burghers of Kutná Hora founded the confrater-
nity of Corpus Christi around the year 1384 (Neuwirth, 1893, pp.  311–312). 
Confraternities of Corpus Christi had become highly popular in the fourteenth cen-
tury, following the establishment in 1264 of the Feast of Corpus Christi which cel-
ebrated the presence of the body and blood of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist. 
Confraternity members promoted and attended religious events such as processions, 
funerals, and rites of remembrance for the souls of deceased members and their 
families. They were also granted indulgences, i.e. a remission before God of the 
temporal punishment one has to undergo for sins (Pátková, 2000, pp. 18 and 119).

In 1388 the Kutná Hora confraternity of Corpus Christi received a piece of land 
from the Prague Cathedral chapter in order to construct the Church of Corpus 
Christi and St. Barbara (Neuwirth, 1893, p. 335–337).4 This church was located in 
the southwestern corner of Kutná Hora within the confines of the Pněvice parish 
(Fig. 12.1) and thus beyond the reach of the Sedlec abbots. When, in 1401, Pope 
Boniface IX awarded the right to perform baptisms and funerals to the Church of 
Corpus Christi and St. Barbara (Neuwirth, 1893, p. 339–341), the tensions between 
the Prague Cathedral chapter, the confraternity of Corpus Christi, the Pněvice and 
Malín parish priests, and the Sedlec abbot flared up (Vaněk, 2011, pp. 101–114). 
The Sedlec Abbey and its subordinate Malín parish regarded the new church and the 
cemetery behind the city walls as a threat to their parish rights and income. The 
lengthy dispute was only settled in 1410, when the boundaries between the parishes 
Malín and Pněvice were defined and an agreement about sacraments and funerals 
was reached and confirmed by Pope John XXIII. It was decided that Kutná Hora 
townspeople were to receive the sacraments exclusively in their residential parish 
district, but had the right to be buried at the Church of Corpus Christi and St. 
Barbara. The priests of the Church of Corpus Christi and St. Barbara were not 
allowed to visit the sick and dying in Kutná Hora without the permission of the 
Malín priest so as not to influence their choice of place of burial nor to encourage 
bequests for funeral masses, etc. If one of the inhabitants of Kutná Hora chose the 
Church of Corpus Christi and St. Barbara for funeral, however, he or she should be 
allowed a procession and chants by priests and disciples from the new church 
(Vaněk, 2011, p. 105). These developments reduced the pressure to use the Sedlec 
cemetery considerably, but animosities continued. For example, in 1412 people 
from Kutná Hora burnt down Malín (Charvátová, 1998, p. 112; Vaněk, 2011, p. 61 
and 112).

4 The original church was never completely finished but instead expanded and renovated through-
out the centuries (Devoty, 1828). Today St. Barbara is a UNESCO World Heritage site.
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12.4  Sedlec Abbey

The first chapels at Sedlec were probably built near the monks’ dwelling not long 
after the foundation of the monastery, but were soon replaced by larger buildings. 
The places of relevance to this paper are the Church of SS. Philip the Apostle and 
James the Less, the Sedlec cemetery, and the Church of All Saints with Ossuary 
(Figs. 12.2 and 12.3).5 They will be discussed in detail further below.

Over the centuries, Sedlec suffered numerous incidents of destruction and van-
dalization in the course of wars and fires. Probably the most dramatic event in the 
history of Sedlec occurred in 1421 when the monastery was severely damaged at the 
beginning of the Hussite rebellion. The buildings were burnt and those monks who 
were not killed were expelled. Thirty-three years later, the monastery was restored 
to the Cistercians and the monks were able to return. Since all monastic possessions 
and the economic basis had been destroyed, the monastery was administratively 

5 The complexity of Sedlec’s medieval sacred buildings cannot be dealt with in this article. The 
construction of the main monastery church in Romanesque style was probably started shortly after 
the monks’ arrival. Postmedieval images show a church in the eastern area, identified by some as 
SS.  Cosmas and Damian, the medieval monastery infirmary church. Another medieval sacred 
building is St. Bartholomew which allegedly was connected to one of the monastery gates 
(Fig. 12.3).

Fig. 12.3 Sedlec’s churches before the devastation by the Hussites: A = Assumption of Our Lady 
and St. John the Baptist; B = SS. Philip the Apostle and James; C = All Saints with Ossuary; 
D = Abbot’s Chapel; E = SS. Cosmas and Damian; F = St. Bartholomew (Baroque veduta, eigh-
teenth century, Schwarzenberg collection. Orlík Chateau, inv. no. 1235; interpretation: F. Velímský)
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united with the Bohemian monastery of Skalice. The renovation of the buildings by 
the impoverished monks was very slow and lasted for approximately two to three 
centuries (Fig. 12.4) (Charvátová, 1998, pp. 112–113).

Fig. 12.4 Six post-medieval views of the Church of All Saints with Ossuary (red arrows) and its 
cemetery. In 1690 the cemetery is separated from SS. Philip the Apostle and James and from the 
other buildings by a wall. The two churches appear renovated. Trees spread across the whole area 
of the cemetery. In 1708 the Church of the Assumption of Our Lady and St. John the Baptist has 
also been renovated. The two center images of 1740 and 1752 show Kutná Hora in the background. 
The 1783 view depicts the monastery before its dissolution and in 1828 SS. Philip the Apostle and 
James has already been dismantled (1690: Graduale monasterii Sedlecensis […], unknown artist, 
Národní knihovna České republiky, Prague, sign. XIII A 8, fol. Viv; 1708: engraving by A. Fridrich 
published in Sartorius, 1708, fol. 922; 1740: Die königl. Bergstadt Kuttenberg in Böhmen […], 
F. B. Werner 1735–1740, Státní okresní archiv Kutná Hora, Sbírka vedut a grafických listů, inv. no. 
2; 1752: Cisterc. Clost. Sedlitz und K. Bergstadt Kuttenberg, F. B. Werner, Štencův archiv negativů, 
Prague, no. 46747–4364, Kutná Hora – Sedlec; 1783: Prospectus posterior monasterii Sedlecensis 
ante abolitionem, unknown artist, Státní okresní archiv Kutná Hora, Sbírka vedut a grafických 
listů, inv. no. 5; 1828: Postremus Sedlecensis prospectus A:MDCCCXXVIII, unknown artist, Státní 
okresní archiv Kutná Hora, Sbírka vedut a grafických listů, supplements, folder 2)

12 The Cemetery and Ossuary at Sedlec near Kutná Hora: Reflections on the Agency…
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During the Counter-Reformation, which was characterized by new impulses and 
the reintroduction of medieval traditions, such as a procession with the monstrance 
from Sedlec to Kutná Hora in 1620 (Dačický, 1955, pp. 571 and 574), Sedlec under-
went the first major renovation of its structures in the seventeenth century. This was 
followed by a second even more profound restorative wave in the eighteenth century 
(Fig. 12.4). Around 1700 the restoration of the main abbey church, consecrated to 
the Virgin Mary and St. John the Baptist took place (Benesch & Zettl, 1856; Vácha, 
2008). This church had been built in the Gothic style at the beginning of the four-
teenth century under Abbot Heidenreich (Jindřich) (Doležel, 2015; Hynková, 2000) 
on the site of the older Romanesque convent church (e.g. Brzobohatá et al., 2008; 
Neuwirth, 1888, p. 53; Velímský, 2009a).

In 1783 the Sedlec Abbey was dissolved by Holy Roman Emperor Joseph II, and 
in 1809 the possessions were sold off to the aristocratic Schwarzenberg family. 
Since 1995 the Church of the Assumption of Our Lady and St. John the Baptist in 
Sedlec has been included in the zone of the UNESCO World Heritage Site of Kutná 
Hora, while the Ossuary is in its buffer zone.

12.4.1  SS. Philip the Apostle and James

The Church of SS. Philip the Apostle and James was erected in the first half of the 
thirteenth century and is often referred to as being located “at the gate of the mon-
astery” (“in porta monasterii”) (as in the deeds of 1394, 1395, and 1399: Kapihorský, 
1630, p. 5–6; Monumenta Vaticana, 1903, p. 427, no. 755 and p. 492, no. 910). It 
contained a chapel with the Holy Sepulcher on which stood the monstrance with the 
Host. A sanctuary lamp symbolizing the ever-burning light hung above one of the 
altars (Mudra & Ottová, 2009, pp. 500–501; Tadra6, 1886). In 1389 the confraternity 
of Corpus Christi and the Holy Sepulcher was established in this church by initiative 
of Jan of Jenštejn, archbishop of Prague, and in 1395 the celebration of the Feast of 
Corpus Christi (including a procession with the Blessed Sacrament) was ascertained 
by Pope Boniface IX (Kapihorský, 1630, pp.  4–6; Monumenta Vaticana, 1903, 
p.  492, no. 910). Indulgences were granted to those who visited the church and 
participated in the procession on the Feast of Corpus Christi or in the celebrations 
during the Octave. Consequently, the church attracted large numbers of visitors. 
Originally the church was designed for the needs of the laic visitors of the abbey; in 
later times it also held a parish function, served as a burial place for wealthy people, 
and was associated with a hospital and a building for the accommodation of Sedlec’s 
numerous visitors. The church was demolished in 1817 (Mudra & Ottová, 2009; 
Tadra, 1886; Uličný, 2009, p. 229; Velímský, 1970).

6 In the publication, the author’s name is misspelled as “Fadra”.
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12.4.2  Sedlec’s Cemetery and the Legend of the Holy Soil

During medieval times at least seven burial locations were in use within Sedlec’s 
monastic grounds. Four were located inside churches and three next to them. Here 
we pay particular attention to the second group. The cemetery by the Gothic Church 
of the Assumption of Our Lady and St. John the Baptist—as well as its Romanesque 
precursor—was the most important one for the monks7 who were buried there from 
the middle of the twelfth century until the Hussite Wars, with burial activities reach-
ing a maximum during the thirteenth century (hence before the construction of the 
Gothic church). This burial ground was archaeologically excavated during five sea-
sons between 1998 and 2008 (Brzobohatá et  al., 2008; Velímský, 2009a). A laic 
cemetery was located by the Church of SS. Philip the Apostle and James, which 
probably originates from the time when the church was first built. It was excavated 
in 1970 and 2014 within a limited spatial scope, without it being possible to exactly 
date it or determine its extent (Velímský, 1970). At the turn of the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries, burial activities in both cemeteries decreased and shifted to the 
area where the Church of All Saints with Ossuary (of which more below) was even-
tually constructed. Excavations in this cemetery started in 2016.

The historical records on the medieval Sedlec cemeteries are sparse. The Zbraslav 
Chronicle (Chronicon Aulae Regiae) by Peter of Zittau (Žitava) records the burial of 
a monk in the cemetery in the late thirteenth century (Emler, 1884, p. 51). The laic 
cemetery of Sedlec is mentioned in the Chronicle in connection with the 1318 peace 
agreement of Domažlice. Bad harvests in 1316 and 1317 and the ongoing conflict 
between the Crown and the Bohemian aristocracy had destabilized the country to 
such a degree that, according to the Chronicle, 30,000 people succumbed to famine 
and were buried in pits at the gate of Sedlec within a single year (Brázdil et al., 
2018, pp. 100–101):

[…] ita quod infra unius anni spacium […] in porta Scedelicensi triginta milia hominum 
sunt sepulta. [...] In omnibus locis fovee fodiebantur, que mortuorum cadaveribus repleban-
tur. (Chronicon, 1316–1333, p. 6r; Emler, 1884, p. 248)

[…] so that within the period of one year […] thirty-thousand people were buried at the gate 
of Sedlec. [...] Pits were dug everywhere, which were filled with the corpses of the 
deceased.8

Although most historians see the number of 30,000 dead as exaggerated, recent 
archaeological interventions may confirm the Chronicle’s account. Beneath and 
beside the Church of All Saints two stratigraphically distinct levels containing 32 
mass graves with approximately 1200 skeletons were discovered (Frolík, 2017b, 
2018, 2019, 2020) (Fig. 12.5). The upper layer probably represents an epidemic 

7 The abbots of Cistercian monasteries were usually buried in the chapter house as for example 
Sedlec Abbot Frederick who died in 1330 (Chronicon, 1316–1333, p.  67r–68  l; Emler, 1884, 
p. 302).
8 All translations are by the authors.
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of 1348–1350.9 A connection of the lower layer to the famine of 1318 mentioned in 
the Zbraslav Chronicle is possible (Brzobohatá et al., 2019, p. 85), but has not yet 
been fully established.10

The archaeological investigations have confirmed that the medieval laic ceme-
tery was much larger than it is today and probably extended from SS. Philip the 
Apostle and James all the way to the Church of All Saints with Ossuary in the north 
(Fig. 12.3). Reports of the discovery of hundreds of bodies beneath the pillar of 
Saint John of Nepomuk in the eighteenth-century additionally support this 
assumption:

When the ground for the beautiful new stone pillar of honor, on which the statue of the great 
miraculous Saint John of Nepomuk rests, was dug in 1704 just outside the ring wall of the 
much-mentioned cemetery, again up to three hundred bodies buried in ancient times were 
found in the immediate vicinity: also in the current renovation of the old handsome colle-
giate church as well as during the previous construction of other buildings, various bodies 

9 Two of the graves contained Prague groschen (dated shortly before 1346) from the time of John 
of Luxembourg, king of Bohemia from 1310–1346 (Brzobohatá et al., 2019, p. 85). The Prague 
groschen was minted at Kutná Hora as of 1300  in varying quality for more than 200  years 
(Milejski, 2018).
10 Clarification is expected from a project in progress.

Fig. 12.5 Fourteenth century mass grave unearthed in 2017. (Photo: J. Frolík)
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were found in the ground, sometimes up to twelve lying on top of one another, so that a 
large number of old burials can easily be deduced from this.11 (Sartorius, 1708, p. 918)

The cemetery by the Church of All Saints with Ossuary retained its function as 
burial ground after the Hussite Wars.12 In addition to archaeological research, its 
extent can be defined on the basis of postmedieval maps and other imagery 
(Fig. 12.4). Measuring approximately 90 × 150 m in the seventeenth century, the 
cemetery was reduced to its present and final dimensions (c. 70 × 60 m) somewhere 
between 1783 and 1838. The 1838 Sedlec map of the Franciscan Cadaster of 
Bohemia shows a similar size as today.

The uniqueness of this cemetery lies in fact that extraordinarily huge amounts of 
people were buried here. This is because, in contrast to other parish cemeteries, this 
cemetery was not only used for people from within the parish but also attracted 
people from far away. The exact time when this popularity arose is not known but is 
certainly connected to the cemetery’s status as Campus Sanctus (Holy Field) and 
the legends revolving around it, especially the legend of the Holy Soil. Although 
this legend is probably of medieval origin (Uličný, 2009), the earliest written men-
tion of the Sedlec Campus Sanctus can only be traced back to the early seventeenth 
century. According to the legend which is first mentioned by Šimon Eustach 
Kapihorský (1630, p. 4) and retold by Augustin Sartorius (1708, p. 915), the soil  
of the Sedlec cemetery was able to transform fresh corpses into white dry bones 
within one day.

The soil itself was generally only called Terra Sancta, Holy Soil, and had the effect that it 
consumed the bodies within 24 hours except for the bare bones, which appeared quite 
white.13 (Sartorius, 1708, p. 915)

Allegedly, Abbot Heidenreich himself had brought back the soil from the Holy 
Land. Through its dispersion into the local soil of Sedlec, the cemetery transformed 
into a Holy Field. As word about the abbot’s deeds spread through central Europe, 
the cemetery became increasingly famous and many wealthy people desired to be 
buried there. Several nineteenth-century accounts claim that the soil came from 

11 „Als jüngsthin An: 1704. der Grund zu der schönen neuen Steinernen Ehren-Seule / worauff die 
Statuen des Grossen Wunderthätigen heiligen Joannis Nepomuceni ruhet / gleich ausserhalb der 
Ring-Mauer des mehr-besagten Gottes-Ackers gegraben wurde / hat mann in selbigem wenigen 
Umcreys / auffs neue bis drey hundert der allda vor Alters beerdigten Cörper gefunden: desglei-
chen auch in jetziger Verneuerung der alten ansehnlichen Stiffts-Kirche / und vorhero in 
Auffrichtung anderer Gebäuder / in dem Grund verschiedene Leiber / deren auch zuweilen bis 
zwölffe auff einander gelegen / angetroffen / daß demnach aus allen diesen die grosse Anzahl der 
alldasigen alten Begräbnussen ohnschwer abzunehmen.“
12 Although SS. Philip the Apostle and James became the main convent church—and may have 
served as burial place for the members of the convent—after the destruction of the Church of the 
Assumption of Our Lady and St. John the Baptist by the Hussites, the cemetery around All Saints 
with Ossuary remained Sedlec’s main cemetery in post-Hussite times.
13 „Die Erden daselbst wurde ins gemein nur Terra Sancta die Heilige Erden genennet / und hatte 
die Würckung / daß sie die Leiber innerhalb 24. Stunden bis auff die blosse Gebeiner / so gantz 
schön weiß schienen / verzehrete.“
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Golgotha (Anonymous, 1854, p. 162; Devoty, 1829, p. 12; Grueber, 1861, p. 227; 
Wankel, 1879, p. 353), where Jesus was crucified. There is one instance that men-
tions the garden Gethsemane, the place where Jesus was arrested (Dudik, 1878, 
p.  229), and another that traces the soil back to Akeldama, the Field of Blood 
(Benesch, 1870), a potter’s field outside Jerusalem, which according to Matthews 
27.3–7 was bought and turned into a burial ground for foreigners by the Temple 
priests using the 30 pieces of silver that Judas Iscariot had returned to them.

There are also numerous accounts about the effects of the Holy Soil. For 
Kapihorský only the bodies of those who died in God’s grace decayed within 24 h, 
whereas those who died outside this state needed more time (Kapihorský, 1630, 
p.  4; see also Sartorius, 1708, pp.  915–916). Priest Florian Rudolf, on the other 
hand, writes in 1711 that only the bodies of those who died without sin remained 
buried in the soil of the Sedlec cemetery, whereas the bones of sinners were rejected 
and cast out. The latter were then buried outside the walls of the cemetery and can 
sometimes be found in the fields (Načeradská, 2011, p. 9). According to yet another 
version, rapid decay only happened to those who died in the grace of God, whereas 
the Holy Soil does not take care of those who go to Hell (Bechstein & Erhardt, 
1853, p. 566; Gebhart, 1854, pp. 145–146). It is worth questioning whether real 
pedological properties of the Sedlec soils influenced these legends. Kutná Hora and 
Sedlec as centers of a mining zone were heavily affected by pollutants connected to 
the mining and smelting, including arsenic, cadmium, copper, lead, and zinc. High 
concentrations of these elements were detected in the graves excavated in the cem-
etery at the Ossuary. Importantly, high levels were found not only in the cemetery 
soils (necrosols), but also in the samples taken directly from the buried dead bodies.

Many historians dismiss the Sedlec legend of the Holy Soil as mere invention, 
mostly due to the fact that no journey to Jerusalem by Abbot Heidenreich is recorded 
in the historical sources and that the city was not under Christian administration at 
the time when the alleged journey took place (e.g. Charvátová, 1998, p.  110, 
Charvátová, 2009; Hynková, 2000). According to Petr Uličný (2009), the story 
should not be entirely disregarded. The concept of the Holy Field probably origi-
nated in the Third Crusade (1188–1192) when Ubaldo Lanfranchi, the archbishop 
of Pisa, allegedly brought back a large amount of sacred earth from Mount Calvary 
to enshrine it around Pisa Cathedral (Cole Ahl, 2003, p. 95). Like other relics, dirt 
from Christ’s death place possessed “the power to colonize” (Nagel & Wood, 2010, 
p. 198) anything that it came into contact with and to instantiate one sacred place in 
another. Uličný (2009) believes that Heidenreich may have been confused with 
Abbot Nicholas Mikuláš, who traveled to Avignon in 1342 where he could have 
picked up the topos of the Holy Soil and also gained knowledge about architectural 
imitations of buildings from Jerusalem. The fourteenth century saw the emergence 
of a variety of stories associated with the Camposanto cemetery of Pisa and a 
twelfth-century Crusader building at Akeldama, Jerusalem, which had been con-
structed by the Knights Hospitaller to dispose of the dead from the order’s infir-
mary. The soils of both places were believed to miraculously consume the flesh of 
the deceased in the shortest possible time and to ensure salvation (Cole Ahl, 2003, 
p. 95; Uličný, 2009, p. 233).
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The late-fourteenth-century layout and architecture of Sedlec may have been an 
attempt to recreate the Jerusalem topography using the Campus Sanctus (with its 
Holy Soil), SS. Philip the Apostle and James (with the Holy Sepulcher, the mon-
strance with Host, and the ever-burning light), and the Church of All Saints with 
Ossuary, which replicated the Akeldama funeral building (cf. Uličný, 2009, Fig. 6), 
as sacred land-marks.

12.4.3  Church of all Saints with Ossuary

The two-story Church of All Saints with Ossuary with its upper chapel and under-
ground charnel house was built after the completion of the main abbey church 
(Doležel, 2015, p.  208). It had two hexagonal towers with ever-burning lights 
(Neuwirth, 1888, p. 420) and an altar in the charnel house on which masses for the 
deceased were celebrated. Based on the archaeological survey (2016–2020), the 
construction can be narrowed down to the time period between 1380 and 1400 
(although a wall of an older building was uncovered during the excavation in the 
southern part). The earliest written mention of the Ossuary comes from the year 
1409, when the debt of 100 threescores14 by a man called Jaksch Blumel for a Mass 
performed in the Ossuary is mentioned (“item Jaksch Blumel centum sexagenas pro 
missa in ossario”) (Čelakovský, 1916, p. 126).

Today the Ossuary is considered the second most famous charnel house after the 
Paris Catacombs (Koudounaris, 2011, p. 96). This fame is primarily based on its 
decoration made from the bones of thousands of dead people (Fig. 12.6). The cura-
tion of large quantity of bones in the Ossuary was first noted by Kapihorský (1630, 
p. 4). The exact date when the bones were first arranged in a decorative manner is 
not known. It may have been connected to the time when the Sedlec cemetery was 
reduced in size, and bones from emptied-out graves were moved into the charnel 
house (Vácha, 2003, pp. 191–192). Since Josef Braniš (1886, p. 51) refers to the 
year 1511—a year mentioned several times in nineteenth-century regional histo-
ries—and Jan Beckovský remarks that in 1661 the bones had been arranged in the 
Ossuary for almost two centuries (Beckovský, 1700, p. 688), the most likely period 
for this event is between the end of the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth 
century. That large quantities of bones were already stacked up by the mid-sixteenth 
century is supported by the discovery in 1560 of a gilded silver chalice with 10,000 
ducats and a pearl and goldwork embroidery, which had been hidden among the 
bones (Devoty, 1829, p. 19).

After slowly disintegrating during post-Hussite times, the charnel house was 
renovated in 1661. This event was commemorated in a dedicatory inscription: 
“HOC OSSARIVM EX VLTIMIS RVINIS NOVITER EREXIT. 1661” (“This 

14 = 6000 Prague groschen. In 1409 the average weight of one groschen was 2.626 g containing 
1.6 g silver (see Milejski, 2018, p. 100).
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Ossuary was newly erected from the last ruins in 1661”). In 1711 Abbot Bonifatius 
Blahna founded a confraternity associated with the Ossuary to support the cult of 
the souls of the dead (Vácha, 2003, p. 200). From 1708 to 1712 the Church of All 
Saints was extended in the area of the narthex by architect Jan Blažej Santini- 
Aichel—he also rebuilt the Sedlec Abbey church of the Assumption of Our Lady 
and St. John the Baptist (Horyna, 1998). Santini-Aichel renovated the Ossuary in a 
Baroque-Gothic style and probably laid the basis for today’s bone decorations. The 
bones were piled up into pyramids symbolizing heavenly mountains. Above the 
pyramids, wooden, gold-plated crowns were suspended from the ceiling. They are 
said to symbolize the martyrs’ crowns belonging to the monks murdered by the 
Hussites. Glass covers were also applied around the bone pyramids making them 
look like giant reliquaries. The glass has not survived into modern times (Vácha, 
2003, p. 199).

Although the Church of All Saints was once again redecorated between 1735 and 
1740, in the 1860s the Schwarzenbergs decided to give the Ossuary a total make-
over (Meeting Reports of the Archaeological Society, 1865). The artist was 

Fig. 12.6 The Ossuary in 2016. In the center one of the bone pyramids and the Schwarzenberg 
coat of arms. (Photos: E. Weiss-Krejci)
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woodcarver František Rint from Česká Skalice and the work is dated to 1870.15 
Rint’s creations include a Schwarzenberg coat of arms, a chandelier, chalice, mon-
strance, and garlands hanging from the ceiling (Fig. 12.6). The majority of the hang-
ing decorations did not survive to the present day, but were dismantled during the 
twentieth century together with most of the interior furniture (e.g. confessional, 
parapet, benches, and pulpit) (Fig. 12.7).

After a series of minor repairs between 1989 and 2010, the owner and adminis-
trator of the building, the Roman Catholic parish of Sedlec, decided to overhaul the 
entire building, and in 2011 the renovation of the Church of All Saints with Ossuary 
was initiated once again. These works were accompanied by the rescue excavations 
mentioned above, with the most intensive part taking place from 2016 to 2020. 
Among others the work comprised repairs of the roof, renovation of the sewer, and 
the installation of a ventilation system, the relocation of the ticket office from the 
Ossuary to the information center outside the cemetery, the establishment of a sepa-
rate book and souvenir store and an exhibition area, the construction of two terraces 
and a new paved walkway around the lower part of the church, cleaning and restora-
tion of the hanging bone ornaments, and repair of the facade. From the end of 2018 
through 2019, one of the four bone pyramids was dismantled and the secret of its 
inner construction unveiled. It turned out that the interior was made up from con-
struction debris intermixed with highly fragmented bone pieces. Beneath the bone 
pyramid three intact graves were discovered. The bone pyramid will eventually be 

15 Rint also arranged the bone decoration in the ossuary of St. Stephen’s in Malín, which at the time 
fell under the Sedlec parish. It cannot be ruled out that the skeletal material used for the original 
decoration of the Malín Ossuary in the eighteenth century derived from Sedlec. Documents prove 
that in later years fallen and removed bone decorations were transferred from Sedlec to Malín.

Fig. 12.7 The Ossuary in the first half of the twentieth century. (Photo: K. Vokoun, Státní okresní 
archiv Kutná Hora, Sbírka fotografií a negativů Kutná Hora, inv. no. 1171)
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reconstructed using only those bones that are well preserved. The others will be 
reburied. The investigations allowed a distinction between different stages of the 
decoration. The oldest parts were simple stackings of bones along the walls. The 
bone pyramids were created during the Baroque era, followed by the hanging 
decorations.

12.5  Bones, Ghosts, and Martyrs

Although the date for the first arrangement of the bones in the charnel house is not 
known there exists general agreement that it was a blind person who was responsi-
ble. The exact identity of the person is variably given as blind friar (Bechstein & 
Erhardt, 1853, p. 566; Gebhart, 1854, p. 146; Sartorius, 1708, p. 915), blind lay 
brother (Müller, 1861, p. 40) or blind youth (Nedobyty, 1902, p. 780). The underly-
ing message of the story, however, remains the same. The reported blindness of the 
maker minimizes the role of human intention in the decoration of the Ossuary, and 
locates power and agency instead in the bones themselves.

[…] those who have traveled through different countries say that nowhere have they seen so 
many bones of the dead together than at Sedlec, which a certain friar from said monastery, 
who was otherwise blind, allegedly brought into the fine order that now can be seen on all 
four sides regaining his sight after the work was done.16 (Sartorius, 1708, p. 915)

The legends of the Holy Soil and the Blind Friar are just two examples of a much 
wider complex of stories that became widely distributed in the German-speaking 
and Czech lands (Bechstein & Erhardt, 1853, p. 566; Devoty, 1829; Gebhart, 1854, 
pp. 143–146, etc.). Additionally, there are several unpublished accounts such as the 
record by priest Florian Rudolf from 1711 and the book of the funeral confraternity 
of Sedlec of 1769 (Načeradská, 2011), which might be reflective of the oral tradi-
tions circulating in Bohemia during the eighteenth century. Despite some changes 
in the narrative over time there are many general themes that allow us to investigate 
the agency of Sedlec’s dead.

Apparently, the belief prevailed that all those dead who were turned into bones 
in the Holy Field and then deposited in the Ossuary were pure and free of sin. Like 
relic bones, they were able to perform malevolent or benevolent acts depending on 
the behavior of those who came into contact with them. A story from the Sedlec 
funeral confraternity book of 1769 tells of a monk who often served masses for the 
dead in the Ossuary, but was criticized for it by the other monks. One day, when he 
was with the other monks, the arm of a dead man appeared in front of him and gave 
him a blessing. From that time on, the other monks followed his example and never 

16 „[…] sagen die jenige / so verschiedene Länder durchreiset / daß sie nirgends so viel Todten- 
Beiner bey einander gesehen / als eben zu Sedletz / welche ein gewisser Religios aus besagtem 
Closter / der sonsten blind gewesen / in die jenige feine Ordnung / wie sie anjetzo auff allen vier 
Seiten zusehen / solle eingerichtet / und nach vollbrachter Arbeit / sein Gesicht hinwiederum 
bekommen haben.“
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troubled him again (Načeradská, 2011, p. 10). Florian Rudolf tells how toothache 
was solved by touching the aching cheek with a tooth taken from the Ossuary and 
how promises of paying for a Mass to be served for the dead or making a donation 
to the Ossuary helped to relieve pain (Načeradská, 2011, p. 11).

Much more frequent than the tales of the benevolent dead are stories of threats to 
the living. After leading the annual Easter Monday procession in 1657, a preacher 
named Rudolf Reichenberger visited the Ossuary in the afternoon together with his 
companion Johannes. Overwhelmed by the large number of bones and ignorant that 
these bones were “of blessed children” („von Kindern der Seligkeit“) (Bechstein & 
Erhardt, 1853, p. 566) he asked a question of serious consequence:

How many of those present do you think are damned? No sooner had he said such a thing, 
behold, there was a terrible noise among the bones through the whole chapel and two 
mighty stones were thrown thereupon, so that the good father and brother had to run away 
in fear and trembling.17 (Sartorius, 1708, p. 917)

Reichenberger still visited Sedlec afterwards but never dared to set a foot into the 
Ossuary again (see also Gebhart, 1854, p.  146). This story not only expresses a 
threefold aversion against the preacher, who was a Jesuit, a German, and from 
Kutná Hora („aus der Gesellschaft JESU, Teutscher Prediger zu Kuttenberg“) 
(Sartorius, 1708, p. 917), but also clearly attributes agency to the bones, which turn 
out to be quite dangerous. To doubt their state could indeed threaten one’s life as the 
following story shows, which was written down in 1769 in the book of the funeral 
confraternity of Sedlec. In 1663, so the story goes, a young man from Čáslav visited 
the Ossuary where he brooded about the possible origin of one of the skulls, asking 
himself if it could be from a hanged man. No sooner had he expressed this thought 
than the skull jumped on the floor and rolled under his legs in such a manner that it 
caused him to fall down. Terrified, he died on the spot (Načeradská, 2011, p. 11).

12.5.1  The Holy Field

After the Hussite Wars and before the large renovation campaigns of the eighteenth 
century, large parts of the cemetery had fallen out of funerary use. In his family 
chronicle, Mikuláš Dačický mentions that preaching was performed in the cemetery 
in 1565 (Dačický, 1955, p. 232), and in 1598 the abbot of Sedlec allegedly allowed 
the bailiff of the property next to the monastery to plow and cultivate the sacred 
cemetery ground,

in which so many pious Christians had been laid to rest […]. Immediately after the first day 
of desecration, God’s punishment followed. The unfortunate bailiff was severely crushed by 

17 „Wie viel vermeynt ihr Wohl / daβ aus Gegenwärtigen solten verdammt seyn: kaum hatte er 
solches ausgeredet / siehe / da geschahe durch die gantze Kapelle unter den Gebeinern ein entset-
zliches Geräusche / und erfolgeten hierauff zwey gewaltige Stein-Würffe / daβ der gute Pater samt 
dem Bruder voller Forcht und Zittern den Reiβaus muste nehmen.“

12 The Cemetery and Ossuary at Sedlec near Kutná Hora: Reflections on the Agency…



286

an unknown ghost at night / from which he died soon afterwards […]. The unexpected death 
of Abbot Francis that same year made the matter even clearer / that God would defend the 
honor of the places consecrated to him.18 (Sartorius, 1708, p. 918)

It is notable that in this version of the story the dead act by order of God, not out of 
their own will. Sartorius tells a second version, in which the bailiff died as soon as 
he had opened a number of furrows. And in another version by priest Florian Rudolf 
(cited after Načeradská, 2011, p. 9), it was a ghost who killed the bailiff in the field.

During one of the major renovations of the monastery area (1661, 1708–1712, 
1735–1740), there was some terrain leveling but—as shown by the recent archaeo-
logical excavations 2016–2019—with no destructive consequences for the graves. 
Intrusive ploughing was obviously conceived as improper whereas non-intrusive 
use or cultivation with little disturbance was not a problem. According to Joseph 
Devoty, until 1817, the Campus Sanctus had ‘always’ been an agricultural meadow 
for growing Wiesewachs, i.e. hay. His words suggests that even long after its use 
period, the cemetery was still considered a sacred area.

The land of this sacred field has always been used for growing grass until it was first planted 
with fruit trees in 1817 by order of the authorities. Since then, it has been leased annually 
per bed, whereby it often turns out that large gravestones, on which a cross is usually 
carved, have been excavated and the arrows used by the Hussites have been found.19 
(Devoty, 1829, pp. 24–25)

The sanctity of the cemetery is further attested by reports of processions of ghosts 
seen at night walking through it. For example, in 1657 and 1663 processions of dead 
dressed in white Cistercian cuculles holding lit torches and chanting were allegedly 
observed thereby proving “that there is no doubt about the sanctity of this venerable 
place” („daß also an der Heiligkeit dieses Ehrwürdigen Orts gar nicht zuzweiflen“) 
(Sartorius, 1708, p. 916; see also Bechstein & Erhardt, 1853, p. 566; Gebhart, 1854, 
p. 146). These descriptions of processions are reminiscent of the annual medieval 
Easter Monday processions from Kutná Hora to Sedlec which allegedly began in 
the year 1304 and were organized by miners from Kutná Hora who dressed up in 
white cowls and carried candles. Their path led through the Sedlec cemetery 
(Sartorius, 1708, p. 914; Devoty, 1829, p. 9). Hence the question needs to be asked 
whether these stories are rooted in memories of real medieval events, or are merely 
‘ghostly’ versions of the processions that were reintroduced from 1620. Similar 

18 „wo so viel fromme Christen ruheten […]. Gleich nach dem ersten Tag sothaner Verunehrung 
erfolgte von Gott die Straff. Dann der unglückselige Wirthschaffter wurde von einem unbekandten 
Geiste zu Nachts heβlich gedruckt / worvon er bald darauff sterben müssen […]. Des Abbts 
Francisci eben noch in selbigem Jahre erfolgter unvermuthete Tods-Fall machte hernach die Sache 
noch deutlicher / daβ Gott vor die Ehre der ihme geweihten Oerter eifern thäte.“
19 „Der Grund und Boden dieses h. Feldes wurde von jeher als Wiesewachs benützt, bis er erst im 
J. 1817 auf höhere Anordnung obrigkeitlicher Seits mit Obstbäumen ausgesetzt wurde. Seit der 
Zeit wird er jährlich beetweise verpachtet, wobei es sich oft ergibt, daβ groβe Grabsteine, auf 
denen meistens ein Kreuz ausgehauen seyn pflegt, ausgegraben, und die von den Hussiten hier 
gebrauchten Pfeilen vorgefunden wurden.“
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topoi are recorded from other Cistercian monasteries such as the night processions 
of the murdered Cistercian nuns from Oslavany (Vácha, 2003, p. 192).

12.5.2  Martyrs of the Hussite Wars

The stories about processions of nuns murdered by the Hussites, and Devoty’s refer-
ence to the arrows left behind by the Hussites (Devoty, 1829, p. 25) are part of a 
wider narrative which became popular in the eighteenth century in the Cistercian 
order houses of Bohemia (Vácha, 2003, pp. 191–192). The Hussite Wars not only 
provided a backdrop for the fabrication of numerous martyr stories about the suffer-
ing and cruel deaths of the Cistercians, but became part of the order’s history and 
identity (Vácha, 2008, p. 307) (Fig. 12.8). An important element in the eighteenth- 
century stories about the Cistercian martyrs is the tree topos (variably lime, oak or 
elm), on which the monks had been hanged by the Hussites (Vácha, 2003, 
pp. 187–190). At Sedlec, the martyrs are associated with linden trees that grew close 
to the cemetery wall.

At the rear wall of the churchyard towards the exit were three large lime trees, on which 
many of the Cistercians and Carthusians, who had fled here from Prague, Augezd, and 
Podiebrad, were hung due to the rage of the Hussite leader Žižka by his raging army. An 
already rotten tree stump has survived to this day as a further memory.20 (Devoty, 1829, p. 23)

The rotten linden stump referred to by Devoty was reportedly 400 years old and, 
when cut down, revealed a mingled mix of human bones, rotten monk habits, and 
nails in its interior. Some of its leaves resembled Cistercian and Carthusian cowls 
(Devoty, 1829, p.  24). In this context it is also noteworthy to point to a certain 
resemblance between other-than-human agents—such as sacred destroyed build-
ings—and persons martyred by the Hussites. In either case, violence and destruc-
tion could not undo their sanctity. The following story involving the Church of All 
Saints serves as an example:

At the time of the Hussite unrest / as well as further on / when the usual lamps on the two 
towers mentioned were completely gone and extinguished / one saw instead celestial rays 
more often there / and perceived them / as if the lower chapel / or the Holy Ossuary would 
be in complete flames.21 (Sartorius, 1708, p. 916)

20 „Bei der hintern Kirchhofsmauer gegen Ausgang waren drei große Lindenbäume, auf denen 
viele der Zisterzienser und aus Prag von Augezd und Podiebrad hieher geflüchteten Kartusianen 
durch die Wuth des Hussitten-Anführers Žižka von seinem tobenden Heere aufgehängt wurden, 
von denen ein bereits vermorschter Stock noch zum weitern Andenken bis auf den heutigen Tag 
vorhanden ist.”
21 „Zur Zeit der Hußitischen Unruhe / wie auch ferner hinauß / da die gewöhnliche Lampen auff 
besagten zwey Thürmen völlig abkommen und verloschen / hat mann an statt derselbigen öffter-
mahls himmlische Strahlen daselbst gesehen / und beynebenst wahrgenommen / als wann die 
untere Kapelle / oder das Heil: Gebeinhaus gleichsam in völligen Flammen stünde.“
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In this folk tale, through destructive and violent acts by the Hussites—in this par-
ticular case the destruction of the two ever-burning lights on the towers—the sanc-
tity and the power of the sacred building increased.

Fig. 12.8 The torture and murder of the Cistercians and Carthusians by the Hussites at Sedlec on 
25 April 1421: 1 = Leader of the Hussite invaders, Jan Žižka from Trocnov; 2 = Hussite soldier on 
a cow wearing the abbot’s miter; 3 = Hussite soldier desecrating the monstrance; 4 = decapitation 
of monks; 5 = monk beaten at the stake; 6 = monk on breaking wheel; 7 = impaled monk; 8 = burn-
ing of monks; 9 = Hussite soldier driving away cattle; 10 = hanged monks; 11 = convent church on 
fire; 12 = heavenly angels dropping crowns of thorns and palm branches on the martyrs (Baroque 
oil painting by M. Willmann 1703, Church of the Assumption of Our Lady and St. John the Baptist; 
interpretation: F. Velímský)
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12.6  Discussion and Conclusion

In central European legends, silver has always played a special role. The dead at 
Sedlec and the silver mining background of the Kutná Hora inhabitants are intrinsi-
cally connected. Silver was the reason for the rise of the wealth of the monastery 
and the origin of Kutná Hora town. In this light, the Akeldama version of the origin 
of the Holy Soil which links it to the place of Judas Iscariot’s 30 pieces of silver is 
especially appealing. In addition, Akeldama was a place for pilgrims, which not 
only received many foreigners as visitors, but like Sedlec also buried them in its 
own cemetery. But why was Sedlec so popular for so many people?

The topos of the purifying Holy Soil was powerful at Sedlec and it lasted for 
centuries. According to the legends, the graves of the Holy Field at Sedlec held three 
basic categories of dead: (1) those who died in the grace of God and need very little 
or no time for putrefaction; (2) a much larger group of those who have sinned and 
take a longer time to decay; (3) the wicked hell-bound souls which are either cast 
out or not taken care of by the soil. The similarities between the affective capacities 
of the Holy Soil and Purgatory are evident. At Sedlec, decay of the corpse became 
a metaphor for the temporal punishment one undergoes in Purgatory. Once the dead 
were transformed into bones, they were deposited in the Ossuary and, judging from 
the legends, considered clean and destined for salvation. If the Holy Field could 
serve as a substitute for Purgatory in people’s minds, its attractiveness is hardly 
surprising. Purgatory had to be endured and was non-negotiable for a Christian who 
desired ultimate salvation.

There may also have existed a connection between the concept of punishment in 
Purgatory and the reasons behind the construction of medieval ossuaries. In medi-
eval Europe and the Czech lands ossuaries were quite common (e.g. Koudounaris, 
2011; Kratzke, 2009; Rendek & Libenský, 2019; Vácha, 2003). There even existed 
a small ossuary in neighboring Malín and probably one beneath the Church of 
Corpus Christi and St. Barbara in Kutná Hora. Whereas in the past the main reason 
for the construction of medieval ossuaries was often considered a functional require-
ment to avoid overcrowding of cemeteries (Koudounaris, 2011, p. 19), an eschato-
logical component to ossuaries may also exist. Crangle (2016, p.  226) and 
Craig-Atkins et  al. (2019), whose research focuses on English ossuaries, have 
argued that these buildings served a kind of corrective function regarding the 
chances for salvation. Wealthy individuals that were buried in church interiors near 
altars could benefit from masses being held there. Those that were buried in the 
cemetery did not have that advantage. Committal to an ossuary corrected this imbal-
ance by allowing greater numbers of dead people to benefit from the proximity to an 
altar. That the Sedlec Ossuary and its altar might have fulfilled a similar role is 
evident from several stories that emphasize the importance of holding masses for 
the dead. These masses could help reduce the time souls had to spend in Purgatory 
and guarantee their ultimate salvation.

The different types of dead within the Sedlec deathscape are connected to differ-
ent types of spaces. The most sacred spaces are the interiors of consecrated 
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buildings that hold altars. These were the spaces in which the corpses of the wealthi-
est people were buried and in which the bones exhumed from the cemetery were 
deposited. The agency of the latter is strong since they could punish or reward the 
living (Sartorius, 1708, pp. 915–916).

Ghosts don’t ever seem to enter the interior of sacred buildings. Their apparition 
often took place at night in the cemetery, though in one case there was a daytime 
appearance (in one version of the story of the ploughed field). Ghosts also appeared 
at night to people in their bedrooms. Ghosts could assist God and the other dead, but 
they are not identical with the dead in the Ossuary, whose agency is much more 
potent. In some legends, ghosts belong to individuals who died violent deaths (e.g. 
the martyrs tortured by the Hussites). The cemetery contained those dead that had 
to wait—and might turn into ghosts—until they were pu(t)rified (Kapihorský, 1630, 
p. 4). It was not conceived as a haunted place in which restless ghosts pestered every 
living being, but instead an enchanted sacred space that only posed a danger to those 
who disrespected it.

But not every corpse was destined for the Ossuary and salvation. The cemetery 
also held wicked people who did not decay (Bechstein & Erhardt, 1853, p. 566; 
Gebhart, 1854, pp. 145–146) or, in the version by priest Florian Rudolf, were cast 
out by the soil and reburied outside the monastery wall (Načeradská, 2011, p. 9). 
The monastery wall seems to have been a very special place reserved for very spe-
cial kinds of people. Both Kapihorský and Wenceslaus Hajek of Libočan note the 
following event for the year 1463: on the day of Saint Lawrence, the chief mint 
master of Bohemia Zdeněk Kostka22 ordered all Kutná Hora minters to mint coins. 
They refused, however, because they wanted to celebrate the day of Saint Lawrence. 
As a result, Kostka got very angry and insulted not only them, but cursed God and 
Saint Lawrence with shameful words. Soon afterwards, lightning struck the build-
ing and the mint master was severely burned. He died six days later and was buried 
at the wall of the Sedlec Abbey (Hagecius, 1697, p. 802; Kapihorský, 1630, p. 50). 
Interestingly, the wall is also the place associated with the violent death of the mar-
tyrs murdered by the Hussites. However, as martyrs an opposite fate awaited them.

The Sedlec cemetery and the Church of All Saints with Ossuary were once very 
special spaces with very special kinds of dead people. Originally part of a larger 
medieval architectural project that tried to imitate Jerusalem’s topography, after the 
Hussite Wars it was reduced to a legend about sacred soil and later served Counter- 
Reformation narratives of ghosts and bones with extraordinary agency. Although 
the fame of the Holy Field of Sedlec attracted pilgrims from distant countries for 
centuries, it was eventually forgotten and only brought back into the public memory 
during recent archaeological excavations. The Ossuary, by contrast, never lost its 
fascination and attraction for the public, and its bones have assumed a very special 
afterlife of their own. Today, it seems that the dead from the Ossuary are very 
much alive.

22 The story does not match the biography of the historic chief mint master of Bohemia Zdeněk III 
Kostka of Postupice who died in 1468 in the Battle of Zvole, nor any of the other members of the 
wealthy aristocratic Kostka family.
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