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appearance of High and Late Medieval settlements 
in the Czech Lands, in cases where a church was 
preserved in the cadastre of the original village (set-
tlement) and continued to be used for religious rites. 
In modern historiography, the Hussite Wars or the 
consequences of the Thirty Years’ War are stereo-
typically cited as the reasons for such situations, but 
the actual spectrum of explanations for the decline 
of the settlements is much wider.
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Churches as relicts of deserted medieval villages

Villages or townships and other types of settlement were abandoned in the Middle 
Ages for many different reasons. They might for instance have been in a location that 
didn’t live up to their founders’ expectations, and which was thus gradually deserted 
by its residents,1 or in other cases because of a catastrophe,2 warfare, epidemic or 
natural disaster that made life impossible for the community concerned (a frequent and 
commonly cited reason is a lack of water, or exhaustion of the soil). In most cases all 
residential and commercial features vanished from the surface, while cult sites – 
churches and chapels – were abandoned or decayed. Some sites were resettled or only 
partially deserted, while others disappeared definitively. A specific category concerns 
those locations where all that remained of the original settlement was a church or 
chapel, which was maintained, did not lose its basic spiritual function, or which was 
gradually absorbed into the religious life of a more distant settlement.3 An entirely dif-
ferent category comprises sites that were from the outset connected to a significant 
cult, and which became pilgrimage centres even in the Middle Ages. This paper is an 
effort to reconstruct the links between such ecclesiastical institutions and secondary 
settlements, albeit by a method of sampling.

The disappearance of a whole series of settlements is still mentioned in the 
literature with phrases like “settlement abandoned during the Hussite Wars” or “loca-
tion deserted in consequence of the Thirty Years’ War”. Where this has not been con-
firmed by archaeological excavation (even assuming that such investigations have 
been carried out at all), or by surviving written records from the period, such state-
ments are however very vague, and have the effect of reinforcing common assump-
tions about the impact of Hussitism on population density, especially in Bohemia. 
I will set aside for now the gauntlet thrown down by contemporary medievalist re-
search recently presented, for example, by Martin Bauch on the “reduction” of the 

1  Such cases include settlements in upland/mountainous areas, or where the effort to attract 
a sufficient number of residents was unsuccessful. On several aspects, see recently e.g. Tomáš KLÍR, 
Osídlení horských oblastí Čech ve středověku a raném novověku – východiska interdisciplinárního 
výzkumu, Archaeologia historica 35, 2010, no. 1–2, pp. 373–391; IDEM, Procesy pustnutí, válečné 
škody a tzv. sociální úhory. Chebsko v pozdním středověku, Archaeologia historica 42, 2017, nr. 2, 
pp. 713–743; IDEM, Rolnictvo na pozdně středověkém Chebsku. Sociální mobilita, migrace a pro
cesy pustnutí, Praha 2020; IDEM, Zánik a pustnutí venkovských sídlišť v pozdním středověku. 
Chebsko a Slavkovský les, Praha 2023.

2  For the Middle Ages in the Czech Lands, the impact of the Hussite Wars is most common. 
General catastrophes, such as fires or floods, are rather exceptional as causes for the complete deser-
tion of a settlement.

3  A methodologically stimulating study on the subject of extinct settlements with churches 
still in existence is, for example, the following: Ondřej MALINA, Samostatně stojící kostel jako 
doklad transformace osídlení – možnosti archeologie a GIS, Svorník 10, 2012, pp. 33–44.
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population as a result of famines or some waves of epidemics in the first half of the 
14th century.4 Finally, there are even extant written records of some deserted localities 
whose exact topographic coordinates elude us, or of occasional archaeologically docu-
mented settlements with no obvious connection to any written source context, includ-
ing their names. An example of this is Prachatice, a village full of heretics, which has 
been cited many times in the literature, and which has occasionally led historians to 
confuse it with the important South Bohemian town of the same name. This Walden-
sian Prachatice remains hidden in the woods to this day.5 However, there is no need to 
speculate about the existence of a church here: it was a new foundation of the village 
perhaps as early as at the beginning of the 14th century, but did not survive beyond 
a century.

Model cases 

Nesvětice (or Nespěšice) is the usual type of vanished medieval settlement – this time 
demonstrably with a parish church, which is meant to be the subject of this article. 
August Sedláček states in his topographical card catalogue that it was “a sometime 
village between Radčice and Jenišův Újezd”,6 which was first abandoned at some 
point around the end of the Middle Ages (archaeologists suggest a date before 1500) 
and was then deserted again as a result of the excavation of the Bílina open-cast mine. 
Archaeological research led in turn by Vladimír Brych7 and recently Petr Čech8 sug-
gests possible social stratification among the people buried here, perhaps some local 
elite or families. Even here, although we have at least some more specific written 

4  Dr. Martin Bauch has since 2017 led the “»Dantean Anomaly« zur spätmittelalterlichen 
Klimageschichte im europäischen Vergleich” project at the Leibniz-Institut für Geschichte und Kul-
tur des östlichen Europa (GWZO) in Leipzig.

5  Confusion regarding the South Bohemian town of Prachatice with the village of the same 
name still occurs in the specialist literature, but the linkage of the town to suspicions of widespread 
heresy have been clearly refuted by Zdeňka Hledíková, Kacířské Prachatice?, Jihočeský sborník 
historický 59, 1990, no. 4, pp. 195–198.

6  Historický ústav AV ČR, Pozůstalost Augusta Sedláčka / Institute of History of the Czech 
Academy of Sciences, August Sedláček Bequest (hereafter ‘Sedláček Bequest’), topographic card 
index (hereafter ‘topographic card index’), entry for Nesvětice, also available from: http://www.au-
gustsedlacek.cz/apps/ [accessed on 3. 10. 2023]; further data from Sedláček is presented in: Antonín 
PROFOUS with Jan SVOBODA – Vladimír ŠMILAUER, Místní jména v Čechách. Jejich vznik, 
původ, význam a změny I–V, Praha 1947–1960, here vol. III, Praha 1951, p. 214.

7  Vladimír BRYCH, Nesvětice, zaniklá středověká ves na Mostecku. Současný stav a per-
spektivy výzkumu, Archaeologia historica 14, 1989, no. 1, pp. 311–318.

8  Petr ČECH, Pohřebiště v Nesvěticích (okres Most). Výzkum z let 1984–1988 a 2013–
2020, Archaeologia historica 47, 2022, no. 1, pp. 221–246 (https://doi.org/10.5817/AH2022-1-10).
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sources, we are not able to describe the reason for the demise of a settlement that was 
never rebuilt. The local church – perhaps St. Catherine’s, whose patronage had be-
longed to the monastery of Osek since the 14th century – was certainly occupied as 
early as 1416 by a certain priest Petr after the death of the previous parish priest, also 
Petr.9 Another report then speaks only about the payment from the village of Nesvětice, 
which was sold by the monastery of Osek, while finally in 1620 it is mentioned as 
a deserted village.10 It is not clear what happened to the church, but it was no longer 
standing in the 17th century; the reason for its rapid disappearance could also be that it 
was not a (wholly or partially) masonry structure, and that it may be assumed that it 
was rather wholly or partially wooden.

Fig. no. 1. Krteň, the Church of SS John and Paul (originally St. John the Baptist), 
view from the E. – Photo Robert Šimůnek (2018).

One of the most famous medieval churches without an adjacent village is Krteň, 
which is familiar to all who drive around Prague on the major ring road towards the 
Plzeň exit or who live in the housing projects of Stodůlky and Nové Butovice. Today 

9  Libri confirmationum ad beneficia ecclesiastica Pragensem per Archidioecesim. Liber sep-
timus. Ab anno 1410 usque ad annum 1419, ed. Josef Emler, Pragae 1886, p. 212.

10  Topografic card index, Nesvětice, 1620: “Nespieticz wüstes Dorf”.
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the isolated Church of SS John and Paul (originally St. John the Baptist) stands on 
a raised area in the middle of a field. However, the church is Romanesque and dates 
back to around 1230;11 the settlement here probably originated in the same period. The 
earliest historical records refer to the church, the amount of tithing collected (15 gr.) 
and the patronage rights that in the 14th century belonged to the Bohemian kings.12 It 
is not possible to say anything definite about the size of the settlement from the surviv-
ing sources. Despite the proximity to the centre, no extensive archaeological explora-
tion has been carried out here so far. One of the reasons for this is the permanent agri-
cultural use of the land immediately adjacent to the church, which essentially pre-
cludes systematic research. Nevertheless, the local environment was to some extent 
attractive to the clergy in the Middle Ages, perhaps because of its proximity to the 
political and administrative centre. In the second half of the 14th century alone, several 
individuals rotated through the local rectory,13 apparently coming here with a view to 
a possible career in one of the more prominent ecclesiastical institutions in Prague, and 
indeed most left after a time.14 An incomplete listing of the parish priests serving here 
between 1358 and 1417 comprises a total of eleven names. For several, onward move-
ments are mentioned, while others are directly connected to the Prague centre; one 
example is a certain Mathias, a senior manisonarius at the the Chapter of St Vitus in 
Prague (June 22nd, 1358).15

However, it seems more plausible that these clergymen were not physically 
active here at all and that instead they appointed chaplain substitutes to the rectory. The 
rectory was neglected and poorly furnished. The vicar of the church in nearby Slivenec 
and the parish priest of Řeporyje complained to Archdeacon Paul to this effect, report-
ing, among other things, that there was a tenant in the parish of Krteň, Petr of Bor, who 
kept a concubine on Church property.16 The priests, of course, were backed up by 

11  Basic information on the building: Národní památkový ústav, Information System for 
Archaeological Features, Krteň – kostel sv. Jana a Pavla, https://isad.npu.cz/krten-kostel-sv-jana-a-
pavla-8169 [accessed on 3. 10. 2023].

12  Václav Vladivoj TOMEK, Registra decimarum papalium čili: Registra desátků papež-
ských z dioecezí pražské, Praha 1873, p. 41.

13  Sedláček Bequest, fascicle no. 4, extracts from the Libri confirmationum (Confirmation 
Books of the Prague Bishopric), here p. 115, record no. 188.

14  On the phenomenon of Prague as an attractive centre for clergy from the surrounding ar-
eas see e.g. Hana PÁTKOVÁ, Pražské elity a vizitační protokol arcijáhna Pavla z  Janovic, in: 
Pražské městské elity středověku a raného novověku. Jejich proměny, zázemí a kulturní profil, ed. 
Jiří Pešek – Václav Ledvinka – Olga Fejtová, Praha 2004 (= Documenta Pragensia 22), pp. 67–79.

15  Libri confirmationum ad beneficia ecclesiastica Pragensem per Archidioecesim. Liber 
primus. Ab anno 1354 usque ad annum 1362, ed. Josef Emler, Pragae 1867, p. 125.

16  Ivan Hlaváček – Zdeňka Hledíková, Protocollum visitationis archidiaconatus 
Pragensis annis 1379–1382 per Paulum de Janowicz, archidiaconum Pragensem, factae = Visitační 
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other interrogators who confirmed that the woman in question was a blood relative of 
Petr’s. Unlike other records of visitation protocols, however, the rather crucial ques-
tion about the relationship of the cleric to the parishioners, or possibly lack thereof, is 
entirely missing. The parishioners, or more accurately “the people”, are mentioned 
only in connection with the suspicion that some were practicing usury. It is almost as 
if the village did not exist. There is no mention of common people in the protocol. It is 
also possible that the local settlement gradually thinned out, either because of the prox-
imity of other settlements or because of the attraction of the Prague nearby.

The last clergyman of the series appointed by the Bohemian kings is one Du
chek, who was introduced to the church in 1422.17 Sometime around this time the pa-
tronage right, including the adjacent village, passed to the Chapter of St. Vitus, which 
transferred it to Chrášťany in 1667. The settlement, or village, that was supposed to 
exist here is not mentioned and it is assumed that it disappeared during or shortly after 
the Thirty Years’ War. From surviving sources, however, it seems that the village was 
abandoned much earlier than in the 17th century.

Chylice is a different type of extinct village, originally a settlement near 
Mirošov, of which the church dedicated to St. James the Elder has survived to the 
present day. However, there are no relevant sources on the extent of the site, as no real 
modern archaeological investigation has ever been conducted here.18 According to 
some indications, the village may have been an early medieval type of settlement. 
There was certainly a court and a fortified manor here, the seat of the Lords of Chylice. 
I leave their origins and kinship ties aside, however, because in the sources the indi-
vidual families, as well as the clans, overlap, and all use the predicate “from Chylice”.19

The first written record of Chylice dates back to 1194, but relates to a problem-
atic document – a forgery.20 According to this, Prince Přemysl of Bohemia transferred 
the village with all its appurtenances to the ownership of the Benedictines of Břevnov 
as compensation for damages incurred during the wars with Prince Václav, son of 
Soběslav I. Another forgery is a deed from sometime after 1210, which records the 

protokol pražského arcijáhenství pražského arcijáhna Pavla z Janovic z let 1379–1382, Praha 1973, 
pp. 318, 328.

17  Libri confirmationum ad beneficia ecclesiastica Pragensem per Archidioecesim. Liber 
octavus, nonus et decimus. Ab anno 1421 usque ad annum 1436, ed. Josef Emler, Pragae 1889, p. 30.

18  Basic information on the building: Národní památkový ústav, Information System for 
Archaeological Features, Chylice – kostel sv. Jakuba Většího, https://pamatkovykatalog.cz/kostel-
sv-jakuba-vetsiho-18773534 [accessed on 3. 10. 2023].

19  Sedláček Bequest, genealogical card index (hereafter ‘genealogical card index’), entry for 
Chylice, topografic card index, entry for Chylice, also available from: http://www.augustsedlacek.
cz/apps/ [accessed on 3. 10. 2023].

20  Codex diplomaticus et epistolaris regni Bohemiae I, ed. Gustavus Friedrich, Pragae 
1904–1907, pp. 443–444, no. 410.
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exchange of Chylice for the property of the royal sub-chamberlain Soběhrd in the vil-
lage of Levinice.21 The family of the Lords of Chylice is documented in other docu-
ments, this time genuine. For example, in the mid-14th century Zbraslav ‘Voda’ of 
Chylice obtained a Papal dispensation so that his confessor could grant him a plenary 
absolution in the event of imminent death.22 

The church at Chylice is reliably attested in written sources around the same 
time.23 Judging from the size of the tithes collected this was not the most productive of 
benefices, but neither was it among the poorest. The last report regarding the local 
clergy records the priest Zikmund, who in 1427 drew up a will bequeathing his prop-
erty in Chylice, which he inherited from his father, to his brother-in-law from Seč.24 
Zikmund died two years later and his place was taken by Petr, the son of a tailor from 

21  Codex diplomaticus et epistolaris regni Bohemiae II, ed. Gustavus Friedrich, Pragae 
1912, pp. 398–399, no. 366.

22  Monumenta Vaticana res gestas Bohemicas illustrantia II. Acta Innocentii VI. pontificis 
romani 1352–1362, ed. Joannes Fridericus Novák, Pragae 1907, p. 319, no. 807.

23  V. V. TOMEK, Registra decimarum papalium (see note 12), p. 87, the earliest evidence 
here is from 1369.

24  Archiv český I, ed. František Palacký, Praha 1840, p. 409, no. 31.

Fig. no. 2. Chylice, the Church of  St. James the Elder, view from the N. 
– Photo Robert Šimůnek (2022).
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Rokycany. It is likely that after Zikmund’s death the village remained for some time in 
the hands of his sister’s children and their relatives. From the 16th century onwards, 
however, reports about the village fade away. The village changed owners several 
times, as did the title to the church, which from 1565 to 1588 belonged to Rožmital pod 
Třemšínem.25 

At the same time the village probably also began to be abandoned, but it is 
only described as such in a note written on 14 January 1616 in the Provincial Land 
Register.26 The patronage right to the church of St. James passed along with the village 
to the Gryspeks of Gryspach in the second half of the 16th century, but of the local 
hinterland of the original settlement only the mill under the village is mentioned. No 
other houses are mentioned, nor are any other people living there. The church conti
nued to be abandoned. It was probably saved from physical ruin by the cemetery lo-
cated in its immediate vicinity, which might have continued to be used for burials from 
the wider area, and then by the reconstruction carried out by the new owner of the 
Mirošov estate, František Diviš Vratislav of Mitrovice, at the end of the 17th century. 
The church was later also used by parishioners from Mirošov. In spite of the relatively 
clear development of the settlement, the heretical idea arises as to whether the local 
church was founded only for the court and manor of the local lords, and for their and 
their people’s needs. The disappearance of the “village” of Chylice, or rather the set-
tlement around the manor, could in fact merely be evidence of the end of the use of this 
economic hinterland. However, another hypothesis could be put forward, according to 
which the local settlement disappeared in the 16th century due to a sudden lack of wa-
ter. The historian and geologist Martin Lang took it upon himself to examine this 
thesis;27 on the basis of fairly extensive field research, however, he rejected this theory 
and, on the contrary, pointed to the network of original historical retention basins 
(wells, ponds) at the site of the medieval settlement.

A specific case in point is the Church of St. James the Greater at Prusiny, which 
lies at the northern edge of the Předenice cadastre near Plzeň.28 According to archaeo-

25  Státní oblastní archiv v Praze, Velkostatek Zbiroh, inv. no. 890, sign. XXXIX/5, Extract 
from a 1565 urbarium made in 1689 – Sedláček Bequest, fascicle no. 93, record no. 318, see also e.g. 
Antonín MACÁK, Hospodářský stav rožmitálského panství v druhé polovici 16. století. (Rozbor 
urbáře z roku 1565), Sborník archivních prací 3, 1953, nos.1–2, pp. 3–42.

26  Národní archiv, Desky zemské větší 189, here cited according to the copy in the Sedláček 
Bequest, fascicle no. 69, record no. 529.

27  Martin LANG, Byl příčinou zániku středověké vsi Chylice nedostatečný vodní zdroj?, 
Sborník Muzea Dr. Bohuslava Horáka v Rokycanech 20, 2008, pp. 70–76.

28  Basic information on the building: Národní památkový ústav, Information System for 
Archaeological Features, Prusiny – kostel sv. Jakuba Většího, https://pamatkovykatalog.cz/kostel-
sv-jakuba-vetsiho-12733868 [accessed on 3. 10. 2023]; Sedláček Bequest – topographic card index, 
entry for Prusiny.
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logical finds and later historical written records, settlement here began in prehistory, 
and apparently continued through to the Hussite Wars.29 A not insignificant role in the 
development of this settlement was played by links to the monastery at Kladruby, to 
which several people from the vicinity of Prusiny made pious bequests. However, only 
the church, still in use today, has survived, along with a rectory and other facilities. 
Archaeological excavations have been carried out in several places and have shown 
that the prehistoric settlement is now covered with farmland and was stretched towards 
the village of Nebílovy, while the later, perhaps medieval settlement (?) was oriented 
towards Netunice, i.e. in roughly the opposite direction. Unfortunately, it must be 
noted that archaeological research here generally took the form of test pitting and sur-
face collection, and it is thus not possible to reconstruct the actual level of settlement 
density, particularly as regards the medieval settlement. The conclusions of modern 

29  Jan HAJŠMAN – Robert TRNKA, Pravěké a středověké osídlení v okolí kostela sv. Ja-
kuba Většího na Prusinách, Sborník Západočeského muzea v Plzni 19, 2008, pp. 157–172; Petr 
ROŽMBERSKÝ, Zaniklé vesnice jižního Plzeňska, Blovice 2008.

Fig. no. 3. Prusiny, the Church of St. James the Greater, view from the S. 
– Photo Robert Šimůnek (2014).
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research indicate that the village or settlement at Prusiny disappeared during the Hus-
site Wars.30

Leaving aside for the moment the exact results of the archaeological surveys, 
we turn now to the written records. In the historical source material, Prusiny is men-
tioned continuously from the Middle Ages onwards, the first indication coming in the 
mid-14th century with relation to tithes from the church here.31 A whole series of docu-
ments follow, tracing disputes about the occupation of the church or references to the 
church’s binding or incidental property ties.

In addition to the aforementioned Papal dispensation, the earliest documentary 
record is from 1355, and concerns the presentation of the local parish priest Lipold, 
introduced to the benefice by the brothers Racek and Vilém of Nebílovy and Bohuslav 
and Jindřich of Prusiny.32 This record is referred to in the Librorum Erectionum 
Archidioecesis Pragensis (Book of Endowments of the Prague Diocese) in 1396, when 
Vilém of Netunice, son of the aforementioned Racek of Nebílovy, made a significant 
bequest to the church, setting aside from his property a part of a forest, rents from 
Netunice and a court in Prusiny to establish a chaplaincy at the altar of St. Catherine in 
the local church. William’s sister Eliška joined him in establishing a bequest for the 
salvation of the donor’s and his ancestors’ souls.33

In addition to this, there is also a surviving account of a certain Petr of Předenice, 
an armour bearer or esquire of the Bishop of Prague, who may have belonged to the 
local elite and may have had some connection with the Předenice court and fortified 
manor, albeit that links to the bishop’s service are not easy to explain, not least because 
the sources in church records mention several persons as esquires (not always in con-
nection with the bishopric), some of whom came from Předenice, and others from 
Nebílovy. The aforementioned Petr of Předenice made a pious bequest in 1406 to en-
sure the salvation and eternal memory of his family, especially his parents, his mother 
Mlycze (Milka) and father Ludvík.34 The content of the bequest was a donation to the 
parish priest and the church in Prusiny, covering the middle course of the river (Úhla-
va) below Předenice with all its appurtenances (fishing and other benefits). The be-
quest was also extended into the future, i.e. was also for the successors of the priest 
Swatomyr. In return, Petr and his family would have the right to be buried in the 

30  On this see at least P. ROŽMBERSKÝ, Zaniklé vesnice (see note 29).
31  V. V. TOMEK, Registra decimarum papalium (see note 12), p. 88, the earliest evidence 

here is from 1369.
32  Libri confirmationum... Liber primus, ed. J. Emler (see note 15), p. 38.
33  Libri erectionum archidioecesis Pragensis saeculo XIV. et XV. Liber IV (1390–1397), ed. 

Clemens Borový, Pragae 1883, pp. 435–436, no. 602.
34  Libri erectionum archidioecesis Pragensis saeculo XIV. et XV. Liber V (1398–1407), ed. 

Clemens Borový, Pragae 1889, p. 684, no. 926.
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Church of St James “between the two altars”. Property ownership in the village of 
Předenice was evidently very complicated, however, as August Sedláček wrote on one 
of his topographic index cards for 1379 that Předenice was “a village of many”.35

Other documents relating to the church in Prusiny do not mention inhabitants of 
Prusiny itself, but rather those from adjacent villages – especially from Netunice and 
Předenice. Thus, it seems appropriate to consider that there was never any extensive 
settlement in Prusiny, and that the local church served as a parish church for nearby 
settlements. The medieval settlement recorded by archaeological research may attest 
to the existence of the court mentioned in the legacy of Vilém of Netunice, rather than 
a separate village. However, this would create the paradoxical situation of a medieval 
church ‘midway’ between three localities for which it could have been the catchment 
parish institution, but which did not stand in the cadastre of any of them. The current 
desertion of the church may thus be a mere illusion, since its parishioners have come 
from the same places since the Middle Ages.

Prospects for further study

The text presented here does not aim to present an exhaustive list of all solitary medie
val church buildings (churches) that continued to exist and served their original pur-
poses as the surrounding settlements supposedly disappeared. For such a catalogue and 
in-depth analysis, there are, after all, few (especially) archaeological excavations of 
these sites and few surviving authentic written reports concerning them. On the other 
hand, it is possible to formulate some hypotheses on the basis of the four presented 
samples, which may reflect the general development of the historical settlement of the 
Czech Lands. The question of the continuation and disappearance of medieval set-
tlements at extant solitary churches is quite fundamental, and cannot be linked in 
general terms only to the consequences of warfare and epidemics, although even these 
cannot, of course, be completely excluded. There are a whole series of churches where 
the settlement actually disappeared during military campaigns, and whose original 
church subsequently began to serve surrounding villages that did not previously have 
their own. An interesting example here would be the church of St. James the Greater, 
originally standing near the deserted village of Jablonná, today at the edge of the 
village of Roštín, for which it has long been the parish church.36

Isolated churches can also attest to a different settlement structure in the High 
and Late Middle Ages. However, many villages may have disappeared gradually for 
social or economic reasons, or because changes in the natural conditions necessary for 

35  This is a verbatim citation from a 1379 Plzeň regional revenue roll – cf. Josef EMLER, 
Ein Bernaregister des Pilsner Kreises vom Jahre 1379, Prag 1876, p. 7.

36  https://pamatkovykatalog.cz/kostel-sv-jakuba-12957440 [accessed on 3. 10. 2023].
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a good quality of life may also played a role; in other cases, the church may not have 
been part of the ‘cadastre’ of the historical settlement and may have served from the 
beginning as an administrative parish centre for people from the surrounding settle-
ments. Such churches were originally built rather for the needs of local lords and land-
owners and as the settlement grew, they were associated with parish administration. 
The basic and fundamental limitation of such speculation is the lack of systematic and 
complete archaeological research, which has not been carried out at all at many of the 
sites surveyed (including those not mentioned here). It is at very least noteworthy, 
however, that some of the sites referred to in historical tradition (and occasionally in 
historical literature) as villages may in fact have been other, perhaps significantly 
smaller settlements than originally thought, and thus their demise was not necessarily 
associated with any dramatic circumstance. So where did the parishioners go? Where 
there was no significant change in the extent of the wider settlement, the church re-
mained mostly in its original use; where there was a change, it depended on both the 
owner of the patronage rights and the proximity to other settlements and church institu-
tions.

Eva Doležalová
Where did the Parishioners Go? Deserted Settlements near Surviving Church 
Buildings

The shape of the medieval settlement of the Czech Lands is strongly connected to the for-
mation of the parish network and the spiritual needs of the society of that time. The gradual 
densification of the parish network at the turn of the 14th century was intended to ensure 
sufficient access to the sacraments and other spiritual needs for all inhabitants of the region. 
The distance of the parish church from the settlement was then defined, at least in outline, 
by ecclesiastical norms, so that parishioners should be able to attend services throughout 
the year. It was also at this time that a number of new churches were built, which can be 
linked to the density and expansion of settlement. However, for a significant number of 
these, the exact circumstances of their founding are not known, and in some cases it is not 
even certain what functions were performed from a particular parish church and for which 
other localities the church acted as a parish administrative centre. 

In the course of historical development, many of the original medieval settlements 
disappeared. In some cases, however, the original church has remained and has not lost all 
its functions, although it has sometimes been transformed from a parish church into a filial 
church. It is precisely these situations that require us to reflect on the importance of such 
churches to the wider settlement and not to regard their preservation as mere coincidence. 
Traditional historiography usually gives very sketchy reasons for the demise of a settle-
ment; most often, the Hussite wars, the Thirty Years’ War, and possibly epidemics are men-
tioned in this context. However, investigations into the four sites presented here (Nesvětice, 
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Krteň, Chylice and Prusiny) show a much broader spectrum of causes that led to the demise 
of the settlement near a church, as well as alternative circumstances that led to the preser-
vation of functional churches. In a few cases (such as Prusiny), the historical development 
may prove the existence of a court near the church, but not of an actual village. Such 
a church then usually served as the parish church for several neighbouring villages precise-
ly because of its distance from those other settlements. Another non-negligible circumstan-
ce for the disappearance of sites is the gradual thinning out of a settlement’s density and its 
gradual disappearance due to unfavourable natural or social circumstances, while a violent 
demise can clearly be ruled out.


