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1 Archaeological heritage
recordkeeping
in the Czech Republic
Martin Kuna

The task of creating a record system of archaeological fieldwork and finds has emerged from
the long-term history of the Institute of Archaeology of the Czech Academy of Sciences (CAS),
Prague, which began to unfold in the year 1919. Historical circumstances have determined not
only the need to create the system precisely in this institution but also some of its characteristics. In the course of preparations, it has been necessary (and this obligation still remains) to
respect the organisational structure of the discipline, certain parallel attempts to structure
the information flow in Czech archaeology by other institutions, previous data models, but
mainly the legal framework within which Czech archaeology exists. The key problem of
archaeological heritage recordkeeping in the Czech Republic results from the very fact that
this task has never been required by law, nobody has been directly charged with it recently and,
last but not least, nobody has been directly financially supported in order to create and maintain such a record system. The Institutes of Archaeology CAS record archaeological fieldwork
as part of their research activities, albeit without the actual possibility to effectively enforce the
supply of information. While the AMCR project has been influenced by the abovementioned
conditions, it has also partially anticipated new legal provisions that may, in this respect, improve the current situation. At the same time, the AMCR project benefits from the fact that
it is created at a research institution and aims to perceive archaeological heritage recordkeeping as part of a complex research infrastructure.

1.1 INSTITUTIONS AND TASKS
The nationwide systematic registering of archaeological sites began in the Czech
Republic (CR) soon after the founding of independent Czechoslovakia. The State
Institute of Archaeology was founded already in November 1919 as an independent
institution controlled by the Ministry of Education. It was separated from organisations dealing with other types of cultural monuments, and its main task was the
systematic study of prehistory, the overall coordination of archaeological fieldwork
and the widely conceived collection of information regarding archaeological finds in
the territory of the Czechoslovak state (cf. Niederle 1919).
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Explicitly, the tasks of the former State Institute of Archaeology were determined
by its statutes, the oldest known version of which, however, comes from the year
1931. The new organisation was defined as an institution with the above-mentioned
functions; the first task mentioned in the statutes was to “develop a complete list of
prehistoric finds in Czechoslovakia”. This duty was gradually accomplished by the
activities of its staff (with approximately a dozen professionals – archaeologists in
the inter-war period) and by collecting data from a wide network of external collaborators of several categories – conservators, agents and correspondents. From these
resources the Institute began to develop an extensive archive, including documentation of fieldwork, various reports on finds, excerpts from scientific literature, information obtained by questionnaires in schools, lists of museum collections, etc. The
resulting collection of information is still preserved in the archives of the Institutes of
Archaeology in Prague and Brno – the legal successors of the former State Institute
of Archaeology.
In 1952, the State Institute of Archaeology was incorporated into the newly
established Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences (CsAS). The Institute of Archaeology
of the CsAS in Prague, with a branch in Brno (operating since 1970 as an independent institute) and the corresponding institute of the Slovak Academy of Sciences in
Nitra became in the post-war period vast institutions with a number of central functions. The Institutes of Archaeology CsAS employed the majority of professional
archaeologists in the country (e.g. in the late 1980s, the Institute in Prague alone

Fig. 1.1 Compound of the Institute of Archaeology CAS in Prague – Malá Strana (Lesser Town).
Prague Castle in the background. IAP Archive, FT-11641, ca. 1954.
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Fig. 1.2 Lubor Niederle (18651944), first director of the State
Institute of Archaeology. Drawing
by Max Švabinský, 1915.

employed around 200 people). The Institutes represented the only organisations
legally authorised to conduct archaeological fieldwork, provided opinions on
permits for other organisations (since 1987; prior to that date they had directly
authorized them), supervised the quality of scientific activities, organised conferences and published the main professional publications and journals.
In the socialist state, scientific research was centrally planned and the Institutes
of the CsAS were expected to provide results in the form of extensive fieldwork,
representative publications and theoretical knowledge. Within such a system for
the organisation of work, the systematic evidence of archaeological heritage was
of secondary importance. The majority of archaeological work was focused on
disproportionately extensive excavations at unthreatened sites and on the
description of historical processes from the viewpoint of the culture-historical
paradigm and the principles of Marxism-Leninism. Often, even the main archaeological fieldwork was not sufficiently processed, and large institutions paid only
marginal attention to other research methods such as field surveys, small-scale
rescue excavations, etc.
Paradoxically, Czech archaeology lost even more of its ability to maintain a reasonable overview of the ongoing fieldwork in Bohemia after the year 1989 and the
following social changes. The role of the Institutes of Archaeology of the Czech
Academy of Sciences in Prague and Brno (IAP, IAB; the name of the Academy
13
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changed to the Czech Academy of Sciences, CAS, after the split of Czechoslovakia in
1993) was reduced and they essentially lost their privileged position. In the course of
the liberalisation of society, dozens of new archaeological organisations that quite
easily obtained licenses to conduct archaeological fieldwork were established. The
Institutes of Archaeology CAS, which in principle should still have supervised the
quality of archaeological fieldwork, did not receive any financial support for
providing this service, and therefore their supervision became a more or less formal
matter.
The activities of state heritage management organisations developed along with
the activities of the CAS institutions in the post-war period. These organisations also
succeeded their predecessors from the pre-WWII period, but dealt exclusively with
registered cultural monuments, very few of which were archaeological sites. This fact
corresponded to the rather small number of archaeologists employed in these institutions, with the exception of the Prague Office of the Heritage Institute which (under
changing names) has conducted numerous field excavations in the historical centre
of the capital of Prague since the 1960s.
The situation changed only in the mid-1990s, when the State Institute for
Monument Preservation began to build its own evidence of archaeological monuments (the State Archaeological List of the CR, see below in the text), and for this
purpose the number of archaeologists was increased. This activity continued in the
successor organisation – the National Heritage Institute (NHI), which was founded
on January 1st, 2003. The NHI currently has 19 regional offices, the majority of which
are licensed to conduct archaeological fieldwork. The State Archaeological List of the
CR (better known under its Czech abbreviation “SAS”) is administered by the
Department of Archaeology of the Directorate-General of the NHI. It is important to
mention that neither the Institutes of the CAS, nor the departments of the NHI have

Fig. 1.3 Visit of the Czechoslovak
president T. G. Masaryk to the archaeological excavation at Mušov,
Southern Moravia, in 1928. Philologist V. Groh and A. Gnirs, staff
member of the IAP and the director
of the excavation, are standing behind the president. IAP Archive.
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been entrusted in the Czech legal system with executive power – this belongs exclusively to the authorities of state administration and local governments (which, however, never employ archaeologists).
Currently, in addition to the two Institutes of the CAS and the regional offices
of the NHI, there are 104 other organisations licensed to conduct archaeological
fieldwork in the CR. This group includes 82 museums, 7 universities and 17 archaeological units. Unlike public institutions such as museums and universities, archaeological units mostly represent private companies, and their main aim usually is
carrying out the so-called commercial archaeology (even though according to the
Czech law, archaeology ranks among mandatory non-profit activities). This liberal
system suffers particularly from the lack of a strong “third party” to monitor the quality of fieldwork and indirectly supervise the contractual relationship between the
archaeologist and the business entity (which should, by law, pay for the archaeological fieldwork). The Institutes of Archaeology CAS should, in principle, represent
such a third party but, taking into consideration the amount of licensed organisations, the total number of annually conducted archaeological fieldwork in the CR
(several thousand) as well as the number of other tasks – in the absence of additional
funding, their supervision can be only described as unsystematic.
Legal regulations1 covering archaeological activities do not impose the obligation
to centrally record archaeological sites and fieldwork on any subject. The still valid
Act from 1987 only states that obtaining authorisation for fieldwork is conditioned on
an agreement with the Czech Academy of Sciences. These agreements usually
contain an obligation for the licensed organisation to transmit basic information on
its field activities to the central archive; however, in practice there are only a few tools
that can enforce the fulfilment of these agreements. Not even efforts to secure the
processing and archiving of fieldwork among the staff of both Institutes have been
fully successful until recently, as theoretical research and publications have always
had priority over all other activities in the Institutes of the CAS.
The Internet Database of Archaeological Fieldwork (the so-called IDAF, see below in
the text and Chapter 3) launched in 2009 was an important step forward, as it
introduced a general record system of archaeological fieldwork, and, thus, enabled
its more effective management. Currently, this information system is administered by
the Institutes of Archaeology CAS, which are also entrusted with collecting information on the results of fieldwork. According to the newly prepared Heritage Act,
these tasks will be divided among several subjects: the “register of (field) interventions” will be administered by the National Heritage Institute, the Ministry of
Culture of the CR will essentially retain its supervisory role, while the Institutes of
Archaeology CAS will manage data on fieldwork results (“database of excavation
reports”). It is estimated that the Act will take effect on January 1st, 2018.

1

The earliest government regulation on archaeological monuments was Act No. 274/1941; this was followed by Act No. 22/1958 Coll. on cultural monuments and Act No. 20/1987 Coll. on state landmark conservation, which still remains in effect.
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In this case, the creator’s intention is clear: to achieve innovation by using the
existing structures while avoiding the need for additional costs. This endeavour is,
however, reminiscent of efforts to square the circle, as it is clear that without a deeper
reorganisation and the investment of more resources into a better system of archaeological fieldwork management, the task simply cannot be achieved. Of course, other
items are still missing, too: the specialised education of archaeologists in heritage
issues, a broader discussion on the meaning of archaeological heritage and the
methods of its management, etc.2

1.2 DATA BASES
The only organisations in the CR dealing with “national” archaeological databases are
the Institutes of Archaeology CAS in Prague and Brno and the central office of the
NHI (with regional offices in Prague and Brno). Besides these databases, there are in
the CR only regional registers of fieldwork and finds administered by the relevant
regional organisations or district institutions.
In creating their databases, the Institutes of Archaeology CAS can rely on a wealth
of documents accumulated in their archives of field documentation over the more
than 90 years of their existence. The saved document collections consist of “excavation reports” on their own field activities as well as reports sent by other organisations
in the CR. In case of their own excavations, the Institutes´ archives also include other
field documentation (photos, maps, plans). In addition to the above-mentioned
documents, the archives keep a large number of other occasional documents such as
expert reports, correspondence, reports on accidental finds, etc. The documents themselves are classified and stored according to territorial aspects (cadastres).
In 1963 the IAP began to publish Excavations in Bohemia (the first five years as
the Bulletin of the Rescue Department). In this publication, archaeologists heading
individual excavations gave brief structured reports on the results of the fieldwork
they had conducted in the previous year. Since the 1988-1989 volume (published in
1992), Excavations began to represent a direct output of the database created in 19901992. This situation resulted, among other things, in the volume containing more
records, i.e. all records that had been submitted to the database. Excavations in
Bohemia were published until 2012 (2009 volume); the last three volumes appeared
only in electronic form on CDs. The processing of this publication was terminated
during the AMCR project for other more effective ways to disseminate information.
The first attempt at an electronic national archaeological database was the
Archaeological Database of Bohemia (ADB), which has been administered by the
IAP since 1990 (Kuna 1991, 1994, 2002). The ADB records are structured according to
“archaeological events” (“fieldwork events” in terms of the AMCR), i.e. individual
excavations or other field activities (see Chapter 2). In this way, the database records
analytical data, i.e. information arranged in the order in which it was collected, and
2
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it does not combine the data into larger units (e.g. sites). From a theoretical point of
view, the ADB authors were influenced by the settlement areas theory (Neustupný
1986) as well as by the British landscape archaeology, especially by the idea of the
continuous occurrence of archaeological traces in the landscape and the impossibility of their meaningful division into objective spatial units (“sites”, e.g. Gaffney –
Tingle 1984; Kuna 2002). Until today we firmly believe in the correctness of this
approach.
Preparations of the ADB project included a discussion on whether it was preferable to organise and revise data first and only then convert them to a database, or
vice-versa – to create a database from various available sources and then edit it. The
second approach was chosen and seems to have been the correct decision. In reality,
the IAP never had the capacity to evaluate the data beforehand. If the first approach
had been chosen, the database probably would not have been created yet.
Since its creation, the ADB has been formed in two ways. On the one hand, the
archive staff gradually computerised data on earlier fieldwork from various available
sources: card catalogues, published lists, the Excavations in Bohemia publications, etc.
The disadvantages of this approach soon became clear: a relatively high rate of factual
duplicates appeared as a logical consequence of obtaining data from multiple sources
without any prior revisions. On the other hand, data were continuously submitted to
the archive by organisations conducting fieldwork. The obligation of submitting data
has been included in the mandatory agreements signed between the Institutes of
Archaeology and individual authorised organisations since 1980s. However, in practice mechanisms were often missing for persuading the organisations to actually
submit the information. Besides, the rate of concluding fieldwork up to the final report
had been relatively low until the 1990s, and ADB administrators therefore insisted on
the submission of information after every season of fieldwork (i.e. preliminary information), for it was uncertain whether the final report would ever be created. This
approach presented another source of duplicities (this time of a systemic type): preliminary reports were submitted on individual seasons of the same excavation (at the
end of every calendar year) and, finally, another report on the same field work
accompanied the final report that was (in the best case) submitted after a few years.
In total, 94,000 reports on archaeological events were accumulated in the ADB
over 25 years of database operation (until 2011). The database was primarily used as
a source of information for fieldwork preparation, various research studies, etc. The
fact that the database was not so frequently used as a source for settlement archaeology studies on a supra-regional level was probably more related to the predominant
orientation of Czech archaeology than the possibilities the data file had offered (cf.
Chapters 10 and 11). When working with the ADB, however, it should always be kept
in mind that it represents analytical information and not any ready-made results
processed by data synthesis. Considering the way the database was created, it could
hardly be otherwise.
Analogous data for Moravia and Silesia have been collected by the Institute of
Archaeology in Brno (IAB) since its founding (or the founding of its legal predecessor, the branch of the State Institute of Archaeology) in 1942. The Prague approach
17
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has been used in Brno for data collection since the 1990s, and since 2007 the data
have been kept in a computer database. In 2009, the information system entitled
Digital Archive and Records of Archaeological Fieldwork in Moravia and Silesia
was created using the IAP database structure as well as its glossaries. Two years
later, the Institute in Brno agreed to the implementation of the Internet Database of
Archaeological Fieldwork (IDAF) in the regions of Moravia and Silesia. Currently, the
system contains about 5,000 records on archaeological events and 15,000 documents.
The absence of digital databases for Moravia and Silesia became one of the reasons
the National Heritage Institute began to create its own information system in 1995 –
the State Archaeological List of the CR (in Czech “SAS”). Since this system works
only with a simplified data model, it was able to achieve relatively quick coverage of
the whole country. The “SAS” adopted both the method and terminology from the
ADB, though with only one, albeit crucial exception: at the core of the system was not
the “archaeological event” (individual field observation) but the so-called “area with
archaeological finds”. This concept represents a (possibly even quite large) spatial
unit in which all respective components and finds are recorded in total without any
chance of matching them with the original sources – the archaeological events.
Because the NHI does not have its own archive of field documentation (with the
exception of excavation reports on registered cultural monuments), the “SAS” was
built by a wide network of external collaborators who were expected to update the
data (Krušinová et al. 2003).
This process has resulted in somewhat illogical double records of archaeological
heritage, neither of which has become, however, complete and reliable. Even worse
than the mere existence of two databases was, however, the fact that data for the
“SAS” were collected separately, regardless of the data collection for the ADB. The
concurrence of these two systems was incomprehensible to many local archaeologists and, thus, they often provided the information either to one or the other
evidence system. Since the NHI plans to continue and update the “SAS” database, the
current agreement on common data collection that will be used by both systems
represents the maximum possible level of integration.
Gradual work on the retrospective revision of ADB data was interrupted by the
flooding of Prague in August 2002. The IAP library was completely destroyed
during this disaster and even the archive was partly damaged. As a way to save the
damaged archives and to prevent any future loss of information, a decision was
made to digitise all of the IAP funds (cf. Chapter 4). For the next ten years, in the
course of creating the Digital Archive of the IAP, almost all of the capacity of the
IAP Archive was involved in this project and, thus, the revision of the ADB contents
did not progress. The digitisation programme (cf. Fig. 1.4) was concluded around
2010 and the AMCR project was launched in 2012, following by the “sites and monuments records” more or less from the same point where it was prior to the flood. To
this day, all documents in the IAP Archive have not only been digitised but also
described by detailed metadata, and, thus, have become an important segment of the
information system of the AMCR.
18

M. KUNA

Fig. 1.4 A letter written by a regional volunteer to the IAP informing about archaeological finds –
a typical archive document from earlier period of the Institute. IAP Archive, TX-1940-5356.
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The process to digitalise field documentation is also underway with the Digital
Archive of the IAB in Brno. Currently, about one-third of the total approx. 150,000
visual documents (negatives, positives, photographs and posters) have been digitised along with about one-half of 60,000 text documents (reports, excavation reports,
estate documents and clippings).
The greatest challenge all evidence systems had to face in recent decades was the
lack of systematic information on the preparation and progress (or rather the very
occurrence) of individual fieldwork in the country. In these conditions, it was virtually impossible to control the quality of either the fieldwork itself (though this task
is, anyway, beyond the possibilities of the Institutes CAS) or the resulting excavation
reports. This problem was largely solved only by launching the Internet Database of
Archaeological Fieldwork (IDAF) in 2008. The IDAF system operates as a register of
prepared and ongoing fieldwork (see Chapter 3) and a large majority of all licensed
organisations in the CR are involved (though still voluntary) in the entry of data. In
mid-2015, the database included about 45,000 records that can be linked to data on
individual fieldwork events in the ADB, although, as far as technical parameters are
concerned, they represent two separate systems.
The IAP also systematically creates and manages the largest specialised library in
the CR that is accessible not only to specialists and students but also to the general
public. In 2002, the library (with approx. 100,000 volumes) was almost completely
destroyed by the flood, but since then it has grown again to about 40,000 publications,
naturally with the kind assistance of other Czech and foreign institutions. After 2002,
as part of the restoration process, a new library catalogue and the Analytical Bibliography of Czech Archaeology were converted to electronic form and are now accessible on the Institute’s website.3 The latter database contains approximately 100,000
bibliographical records on publications either written by Czech authors or dealing
with Czech topics. Within the AMCR project, these databases were included in the
AMCR information system and form an important auxiliary set of information.

1.3 METHODS
Traditionally, the content of individual documents in the archives of IAP/IAB was
registered in two card indexes: one was arranged according to cadastres, the other
according to the cultural and chronological determination of the find. Parts of the
IAP Archive were also processed and published in the form of book catalogues
(period 1919-1952: Charvátová et al. 1992; period 1955-1964: Justová 1968).
Several specific methods of archaeological recordkeeping emerged during the
socialist period. For example, it was not possible to apply official geographical coordinate systems4 for the localisation of archaeological sites, because all spatial data
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4

S-JTSK coordinates (Czechoslovak national grid) were used for the civil sector, while the army worked
with the S-42 system.
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Fig. 1.5 Report on Archaeological Event – this form has been used by the IAP since early 1990s to
collect data for the Archaeological Database of Bohemia.
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were regarded as secret (aerial surveys were prohibited for a similar reason). Thus,
an auxiliary system for locating archaeological sites was created in the IAP determining the position of a point within a geographical area by its distance from the
western and the southern section line of the appropriate map sheet (Šimana – Vencl
1970). This system was used until recently because it is simple, quick and virtually
error-free; in the 1990s, applications were created to convert this data into true coordinate systems and vice-versa. It was only GPS technology that spelled its end and
made site localisation in coordinates routine.
In 1984, the system PIAN (Czech abbreviation of the “spatial identification of
archaeological finds”) was created and an independent work position was
appointed in the IAP exclusively for its management. This specialist should supervise
all spatial data included in submitted excavation reports, record them under a unique
identifier and plot them on maps in a scale of 1:10,000. Localisations were recorded
numerically, using the above-mentioned system of position determination.
At the end of 1980s, Czech archaeology (and society as a whole) was still almost
completely non-digitalised. While at that time the Institute employed almost 200
workers, there was only one desktop computer that could be used only with the
permission of the director and in a special regime. At that time, the creation of an
electronic record system was, of course, a pipe dream. Nevertheless, there were
already two other computers known to the author (8-bit Amstrad-Schneider devices)
in private hands of Czech archaeologists and, therefore, the first experience with
archaeological database systems was gradually gained, albeit on an informal basis.
This experience was utilised immediately after the year 1989 for creating – among
other projects – the Archaeological Database of Bohemia.
The ADB database was created by the IAP in the MS Access software, and it still
exists on this platform, although already in several subsequent versions (it will now
be transformed into the AMCR software). The concept of the system was proposed
and the technical solution was prepared by IAP specialists (User Manual v. 2.0: Kuna
et al. 1995; v. 3.0: Kuna – Křivánková 2006). A form called Report on Archaeological
Event was created for data collection that matched the ADB record structure and
heralded the data class Fieldwork events of the current AMCR application (Fig. 1.5).
This form represented an obligatory appendix to every report on archaeological
excavation or any other field activity; it was deliverable in written form, its digital
equivalent or (later) as a database. Thus, the ADB annually obtained 1,500-3,000 new
records that have been gradually entered in the ADB database after proper editing.
The Excavations in Bohemia bulletin was transformed into a direct database export
that regularly presented all (not just selected as before) reports on archaeological
fieldwork in Bohemia.
The creation of the Digital Archive after 2002 brought about the first use of an
online platform for managing and accessing the data. A client system was developed under the proposal of the IAP workers in the Documentum software (EMC
content management system).5 A special MS Access application was created for
5
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metadata collection (Křivánková – Kuna 2009). An online solution was also used
for the Internet Database of Archaeological Fieldwork (Kuna et al. 2009).
The AMCR project (2012-2015) focuses on the integration of all the above-mentioned data into one comprehensive information system. The main methodological
innovation of the AMCR is the abandonment of the traditional prevailing database
records of the “objects with properties” type (e.g. records with their own localisations, links to bibliographic titles, etc.). Instead, the AMCR decided to create an
object-oriented database in which all major data classes are conceived as separate
objects that can establish links with objects of other categories (e.g. event – document
– spatial definition – publication, etc.) in an M:N type of relation. This shift anticipated, of course, the creation of authority files for all major data classes of the
system. This has undoubtedly been one of the most tedious tasks within the AMCR
project, particularly in the field of retrospective fieldwork activities. Authority records
on fieldwork events are of key importance for the vision of any future development
of archaeological informatics. It is only under this condition (each archaeological
fieldwork has a unique record with a standard description as well as a persistent
identifier) that various segments of the information system may be interlinked and
changed into a coherent and comprehensive virtual research infrastructure (cf. Chapter 2).

1.4 CONCLUSION
Systems of archaeological recordkeeping in the CR illustrate an interesting process of
development of the discipline. The tasks initially entrusted to certain institutions
were often inherited by their successors and appeared in quite different and sometimes even contradictory contexts. It is also clear that the task of archaeological
heritage recordkeeping was generally marginalised both in post-war Czechoslovakia
and even in today’s Czech Republic. Efforts to cope with this problem unsystematically and without additional financial support have so far largely persisted. Such an
approach sharply contrasts with ambitious projects carried out in some other European countries (e.g. in France, Poland, Hungary or Germany) that aim at a systematic mapping of the “national” archaeological heritage (or have already succeeded
in doing so). The AMCR project tries to face the rather adverse situation at least by
creating a complex information system that could – assuming the willingness of the
archaeological community to work together – make the best of a bad job: to capture
the maximum amount of information on ongoing fieldwork and to obtain retrospective information wherever it is still possible.
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