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FRAISENSCHLÜSSEL OR GNADENSCHLÜSSEL? A MEDICINAL AMULET 
OR A SIGN OF DEVOTION AND PILGRIMAGE FOUND IN THE CRYPT OF 
THE CHURCH OF ST. NICHOLAS THE BISHOP IN ŽUMBERAK (CROATIA)

SEBASTIJAN STINGL

Abstract: There were only two coffin burials inside the crypt of the Roman Catholic Church of St. Nicholas 
the Bishop in Žumberak (Croatia), and in one of them an older noblewoman was buried. Besides other grave 
goods, a wooden rosary was placed in her hands or around one of her palms. Three pendants hung form it, 
a small cross, a pilgrimage medal, and a pendant in the form of a key. Since such key-shaped pendants had 
a dual meaning in German-speaking lands, medicinal, and religious, the main aim of this paper is to define 
which of these meanings was dominant in the case of this specific burial.

Key words: mercy key – Freisen – pilgrimage – crypt burial – early modern period.

Fraisenschlüssel nebo Gnadenschlüssel? Léčivý amulet nebo znak zbožnosti a pouti nalezený v kryptě 
kostela sv. Mikuláše v Žumberaku (Chorvatsko)

Abstrakt: V kryptě římskokatolického kostela sv. Mikuláše biskupa v Žumberaku (Chorvatsko) byly nalezeny 
pouze dva pohřby v rakvích, přičemž v jedné z nich byla pohřbena starší šlechtična. Mezi pohřebními 
předměty jí byl do rukou nebo kolem jedné dlaně umístěn dřevěný růženec. Na něm visely tři přívěsky: malý 
kříž, poutní medaile a přívěsek ve tvaru klíče. Jelikož přívěsky ve tvaru klíče měly v německy mluvících 
zemích dvojí význam – léčebný a náboženský – hlavním cílem této studie je určit, který z významů převládal 
v případě tohoto konkrétního pohřbu.

Klíčová slova: klíč milosti – Freisen – poutnictví – pohřeb v kryptě – raný novověk.

Introduction

The village of Žumberak, along with its Roman Catholic parish Church of St. Nicholas the Bishop, 
is located in the heart of the Žumberak Mountains which were an integral part of the Military 
Frontier, a wide strip of land in the Habsburg Monarchy, later Austro-Hungarian Empire, on 
the border with the lands under the control of the Ottoman Empire (Fig. 1). It existed from the 
mid-16th century until its dissolution in 1881 (Moačanin–Valentić 1981). Although the Mountains 
were never directly on the border with the Ottomans, they were severely depopulated as a con-
sequence of their raids in the first few decades of the 16th century (Jug 1943, 49). Since a large 
number of refugees from the territories conquered by the Ottomans were already present in the 
territory of the Monarchy, it was decided they would be settled in the Žumberak Mountains and 
granted land in exchange for their military service. To achieve more efficient control over the 
newly settled population, the entire Mountains were incorporated into the Military Frontier 
(Holjevac–Moačanin 2007, 13; Sekulić 2017, 16). The majority of the refugees were of the Eastern 
Rite and, according to historical sources, until the establishment of the Greek Catholic Eparchy 
and the erection of the first Greek Catholic churches during the 17th century, they were using 
the churches of the native Roman Catholic population (Mlinarič 1987, 364; Kudelić 2004, 101). 
One such church was the Roman Catholic parish Church of St. Nicholas the Bishop in the vil-
lage of Žumberak which is even today mostly inhabited by the Roman Catholics. As part of the 
conservation-restoration works, archaeological excavations were conducted around the church 
and in the limited area of the building’s interior. In total 333 graves were excavated, all of them 
in the churchyard, except one outside the walls of the cemetery and two burials in the crypt under 
the chancel, the only archaeologically explored part of the interior. It was confirmed that Greek 
Catholics were buried in a small number of graves (Azinović Bebek 2020), while the rest probably 
belonged to the native Roman Catholics, including the two in the crypt, both coffin burials. One 
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crypt burial involved a girl who died when she was between four and five years of age and the 
other a woman between 45 and 60 years old at the time of death. They are presumed to be of noble 
origin and, according to the DNA analysis, were in blood relation (Azinović Bebek 2017a, 34–35). 
This paper centres on one of the pendants discovered on the rosary found in the hands of the older 
woman. The pendant is in the form of a key and since in the German-speaking lands it has dual 
meaning, medicinal and religious, the main aim of this paper is to define which one was dominant 
by using all available archaeological, bioarchaeological, and ethnological sources.

Key pendants and their meaning

Because of the specific microclimate, the bones in both coffins almost completely perished 
(Fig. 2). The state of osteological material made anthropological analysis quite complicated and 
thus the adult female was mistakenly interpreted as male (Novak 2010) although the accompany-
ing garment suggested the opposite. A vest in the form of a late 17th-century corset was preserved 
on her torso, while ballerinas-like shoes with rosette ornament made of silk were found on her 
feet (Car 2017; Juranić 2017). In the hands folded in prayer, there was a big burial cross (in Ger-
man Sterbekreuz). Unlike, for instance, in Bohemia, where it was common in the early modern 
period funerary practices (Blažková–Omelka–Řebounová 2015, 212–213), in the Croatian lands 
this type of cross was reserved only for the wealthiest individuals (Azinović Bebek 2017b, 99). 
Besides the cross, in the hands of the deceased or around one of her palms, there was a wooden 
rosary with three small pendants, a cross, a pilgrimage medal from the shrine of Loreto, and the 
pendant in the form of a key (Fig. 3). The latter pendant was the most unusual one since it was and 
still is the only such find known in the territory of present-day Croatia.

Ana Azinović Bebek (2012, 190) at first interpreted it as a pendant worn as the cross empha-
sizing the symbolism of the keys of heaven that Christ left to St. Peter. She assumed that placing 

Fig. 1. Map of the Military Frontier (in white) and civil Croatia and Slavonia (in grey) during the 18th century with the 
marked position of the village of Žumberak. Source https://www.enciklopedija.hr/clanak/vojna-krajina, cit. 30th April 2025; 
adapted by S. Stingl.
Obr. 1. Mapa Vojenské hranice (bílá) a civilního Chorvatska a Slavonie (šedá) v 18. století s vyznačenou polohou vesnice 
Žumberak. Podklad https://www.enciklopedija.hr/clanak/vojna-krajina, cit. 30. 4. 2025, upravil S. Stingl.

https://www.enciklopedija.hr/clanak/vojna-krajina
https://www.enciklopedija.hr/clanak/vojna-krajina
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such a pendant along the deceased represented the hope of a free passage into the Kingdom of 
God. However, it seems that this assumption is not accurate. According to folk beliefs, such key-
like pendants had healing and protective powers. For example, it was believed that they helped 
women during childbirth, but also that they protected cattle from diseases (Kühtreiber 2021, 243). 
Additionally, they were supposed to protect believers from evil forces. If someone suspected 
that a certain object was under their influence, according to belief, the pendant was to be thrown 
into a washbowl and then the haunted object to be sprinkled or washed with the water from 
it (Holubová–Šlancarová 2022, 99). Yet, the most widespread belief, especially in Austria and 
Bavaria, was that such key-shaped pendants protected newborns from sudden cramps but also 
people of all ages against epilepsy and different types of fevers. Depending on various historical 
sources, 77 to 99 different types of fevers were known but they were all commonly referred to 
as Freisen. Therefore, such key-shaped pendants are called Fraisenschlüssel/Fraisschlüssel in 
German (Ettlinger 1965, 111; Duffin 2023, 79). They were often worn on Freiskette, a red cord 
from which numerous protective amulets hung, along with some devotional objects such as, for 
example, a breverl. In recent times, gentlemen in Bavaria hung Fraisenschlüssel on their pocket 
watch chains, children wore them around their necks, while they were also placed in the cradles 
of newborns as protection against the evil eye (Ettlinger 1965, 111–112).

Despite the medicinal and protective usage of those key pendants among the people, their 
origin was completely different. At first, they were produced and distributed by the Cistercian 
abbey in Rein, Austria. From the establishment of the monastery in 1129 and almost through the 
entire Middle Ages, only monks were allowed to attend the Holy Mass in the monastery church. 
Only after the 1479 bull of Pope Sixtus IV, the laity was permitted to enter the church on the first 
Sunday after Easter called the ‘White Sunday’ or the Divine Mercy Sunday. As the symbol of that 
being granted, since that year the so-called mercy keys have been manufactured, blessed, and 
distributed (in German Gnadenschlüssel; Duffin 2023, 81). At first, they were gifts to the donors 
of the monastery church, tokens of appreciation, but soon other prelates, nobles, and influential 
members of society requested their copies from the abbots. They became very popular, and with 
the influx of pilgrims, local merchants started selling simpler versions of these pendants. Over 
time, two types of Rein mercy keys can be distinguished. The ones with inscriptions, often made 
of precious metals, sometimes even gilded, were intended for the friends and donors of the mon-
astery. Simpler mercy keys without inscriptions, most commonly made of copper alloys were sold 
to pilgrims (Holubová–Šlancarová 2022, 98). The mercy keys with inscriptions can very easily 
be dated since they have a formula that contains the name of the abbot on one side, for example, 
M A Z R which stands for Mally Abt Zu Rein (Placidus Mally, Abbot of Rein), and the year they 
were manufactured on the other (Duffin 2023, 80–81). From 1577 to 1794 all abbots issued mercy 
keys with one series being distributed even during sede vacante of 1771 (Prokisch 2012, 417–418). 

Fig. 2. In situ remains of the older woman buried in a coffin inside the crypt of the Church of St. Nicholas the Bishop in 
Žumberak. After Azinović Bebek 2017a, 34, Fig. 39.
Obr. 2. In situ pozůstatky starší ženy pohřbené v rakvi uvnitř krypty kostela sv. Mikuláše v Žumberaku. Podle Azinović 
Bebek 2017a, 34, obr. 39.
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Fig. 3. Wooden rosary with a small cross, a pilgrimage medal, and a key pendant. Photo by H. Jambrek.
Obr. 3. Dřevěný růženec s malým křížkem, poutní medailí a přívěskem ve tvaru klíče. Foto H. Jambrek.

0 5 cm
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Several mercy keys, predominantly made of silver, are kept in the collection of the Cathedral 
Museum in Salzburg (Mayrhoffer–Neuhardt–Pinezits 2010, 231–232, cat. no. 6.1066.–6.1079.). 
Such luxurious specimens were highly valued and because of that can rarely be found in graves 
with the exception of the mercy key issued by abbot Placidus Mally in 1711, found in one of the 
burials inside St. Stephen’s Cathedral in Vienna (Kühtreiber 2021, 242–243).

The key pendant from the burial of the 
older woman in Žumberak was without an 
inscription and made of copper alloy so it can 
be considered the simpler, more widely spread 
type of mercy keys (Fig. 4). Its head was in the 
form of a perforated trefoil with a budding shoot 
decoration on each end. The length of the key 
pendant is 32.2 mm, at the trefoil it is 12.6 mm 
wide, and on the thickest part it is 2.1 mm thick. 
It weighs 1.1 g. An identical mercy key was dis-
covered during the archaeological excavations 
of the Carthusian monastery in Brno, Czechia 
(Holubová–Šlancarová 2022). Unfortunately, 
the archaeological context in Brno did not 
enable the key pendant to be more precisely 
dated but since the burial from Žumberak is 
dated to the late 17th century, I presume that 
both key pendants were produced earlier dur-
ing that century. The mercy key manufactured 
in 1627 under abbot Matthias Gülger1 is to 
an extent similar to those found in Brno and 
Žumberak.

Discussion

As mentioned above, the osteological material of the individuals buried in the crypt of the Church 
of St. Nicholas the Bishop in Žumberak was in a very bad condition. Because of that, the anthro-
pological analysis was conducted on site during the excavation. Only the hand bones, pelvis, and 
a few vertebrae were partially preserved, most of them disintegrating on touch. Despite that, it 
was possible to observe the degenerative osteoarthritis on cervical and thoracic vertebrae and the 
right elbow (Novak 2010). Unfortunately, possible traces of periostitis which could indicate that 
the deceased had suffered from some kind of inflammatory process, possibly accompanied by 
fevers, were not preserved. Therefore, bioanthropological data did not help us in defining whether 
the key pendant was used as a Fraisenschlüssel or Gnadenschlüssel. However, according to the 
above-mentioned ethnological data about the Fraisenschlüssel being mostly worn as a single 
pendant or as part of the Freiskette, it seems that the most accurate answer can be given with the 
interpretation of the archaeological context of the discovery. Since it was part of the rosary, we are 
more inclined to interpret it as the Gnadenschlüssel. Mercy keys were mostly bought in Rein and 
pilgrims often hung them on their rosaries (Holubová–Šlancarová 2022, 98). That should not be 
surprising, since the custom of that time was to gradually add medals and crosses at the end of the 
rosary, especially after an undertaken pilgrimage (Omelka–Řebounová–Šlancarová 2009, 1019). 
Having that in mind, mercy keys can be interpreted as pilgrim pendants. Pilgrim badges, which 
were their precursors, were supposed to remind the person of an undertaken pilgrimage. They 
were very popular during the late Middle Ages and although some of them were worn as pendants 

1  See https://www.dorotheum.com/de/l/8047845/, cit. 28th April 2025.

0 5 cm

Fig. 4. Front and reverse side of the mercy key from 
Žumberak. Photo by H. Jambrek; adapted by M. Korić.
Obr. 4. Přední a zadní strana klíče milosti ze Žumberaku. 
Foto H. Jambrek; upravil M. Korić.

https://www.dorotheum.com/de/l/8047845/
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on a cord, most of them were sewn into clothing. There were many variations in design and size, 
they were made of different materials, but mostly of lead and copper alloys. Their size varied from 
small, simple pendants in the form of scallops, to perforated medallions and complex depictions 
of the Virgin Mary, biblical animals, etc. (Grünewald 2001, 71–163). In the 16th century, badges 
were replaced with smaller pendants consisting of a flat figure, mostly venerating the Virgin Mary 
from a certain pilgrimage site, reinforced with glass and a frame mostly made of tin. They were 
not in use for a long time since in the second half of the 16th century religious medals slowly took 
over (Kühtreiber 2021, 231). Since the peak of the production and usage of pilgrim pendants was in 
the 16th century, their presence in the graves which can be dated to the 17th or 18th century is an 
exception rather than a rule and they are most probably family heirlooms (Azinović Bebek 2012, 
35–37). However, this cannot be applied to the mercy keys from Rein as their variations are still 
produced and sold to pilgrims (Lischnig 2002, 80).2 The noblewoman buried with the Gnaden-
schlüssel most probably bought it in Rein during a pilgrimage and added it to her rosary. The same 
can be said about the medal from Loreto which also hung from the rosary. We cannot dismiss the 
possibility that she purchased the rosary on one of those two pilgrimages with a medal or a mercy 
key already connected to it but it is highly unlikely that both of them were on the rosary when it was 
bought – those two pilgrimages are not connected by the same kind of devotion as is the case with, 
for example, Zwitterpfennigs (Azinović Bebek 2012, 118). Furthermore, the person of such high 
social status, indicated by her burial place, the top-notch carpentry work coffin (Azinović Bebek 
2017a, 34), high-quality garment, and, at least for the territory of Croatia, the exclusive find of the 
burial cross in her hands, i.e., presumably wealthy, could have undertaken more than one pilgrim-
age during her lifetime, including the one to the more than 620 km distant Loreto. Excluding the 
rare finds of Zwitterpfennigs, the burial of the noblewoman is the only one on the site in which 
more than one possible proof of pilgrimage or mobility was found. Taking all of this into account, it 
seems more plausible that the key pendant was a sign of devotion and a reminder of an undertaken 
pilgrimage rather than a medicinal amulet, although that possibility cannot be completely rejected.

Conclusion

The function of key pendants is therefore dual and it depends on the archaeological context of 
the discovery. If the pendant is found on its own or in connection with some other amulets or 
special types of devotional objects such as breverls, it can be assumed that it had medicinal or 
some other protective function and that it was called the Freisenschlüssel. On the other hand, if 
it is found on a rosary or in connection with more common devotional objects such as religious 
medals or crosses, its function was religious and it can be considered a potential proof of an 
undertaken pilgrimage to Rein. In that case, the more appropriate term would be a mercy key or 
Gnadenschlüssel. Taking all the above into account, as well as the fact that the key pendant from 
the burial of the older woman in the crypt of the Church of St. Nicholas the Bishop in Žumberak 
hung from a rosary, it can be considered a mercy key. It was not too demanding or inaccessible 
for a person of such high social position to undertake a pilgrimage and buy a devotional object to 
remind her of it. That assumption is further confirmed by the medal from Loreto which hung from 
the same rosary along with a small cross and a mercy key from Rein.
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Shrnutí

Fraisenschlüssel nebo Gnadenschlüssel? Léčivý amulet nebo znak zbožnosti a pouti nalezený 
v kryptě kostela sv. Mikuláše v Žumberaku (Chorvatsko)

Studie se zaměřuje na výjimečný pohřeb starší šlechtičny v kryptě římskokatolického kostela sv. 
Mikuláše biskupa v Žumberaku (Chorvatsko), kde byly nalezeny pouze dva pohřby v rakvích. 
Pohřební výbava šlechtičny zahrnovala dřevěný růženec s třemi přívěsky: malým křížkem, 
poutní medailí a přívěskem ve tvaru klíče. Právě poslední ze zmíněných předmětů se stal středem 
odborného zájmu.

Přívěsky ve tvaru klíče měly v německy mluvících oblastech raného novověku dvojí 
význam. Pokud byly nalezeny samostatně nebo ve spojení s amulety či specifickými devocionál-
ními předměty (např. Breverl), interpretovaly se jako Freisenschlüssel – ochranné nebo léčebné 
amulety. Pokud se však vyskytovaly na růžencích spolu s běžnými náboženskými předměty, jako 
jsou medaile nebo kříže, měly náboženskou funkci a označovaly se jako klíče milosti (Gnaden-
schlüssel), často spojené s poutními místy, zejména s klášterem Rein ve Štýrsku.

V případě šlechtičny ze Žumberaku visel klíčový přívěsek přímo na růženci spolu s me-
dailí z Loreta a malým křížkem, což jednoznačně naznačuje jeho náboženský význam. Lze jej 
tedy interpretovat jako klíč milosti, pravděpodobně získaný během pouti do Reinu. Vzhledem 
k vysokému společenskému postavení nebyla taková pouť ani získání devocionálních předmětů 
v životě ženy ničím neobvyklým. Kombinace přívěsků na růženci tak poskytuje cenný doklad 
o osobní zbožnosti, poutní praxi a kulturně-náboženském kontextu raně novověké šlechty.
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