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Introduction

Extraction of minerals is one of the old-
est human activities. Mining ranks among 
the most important industrial sectors, as it 
supplies raw materials to a large number of 
other industries. Like every human activity, 
the purpose and technique of mineral extrac-
tion develops through time. This includes 
discoveries of new resources, expansion of 
knowledge in the industry, invention of new 
procedures and techniques, and closure of 
operations after deposits of the particular 
resource are exhausted (Kafka, J. 2003). The 
process of minerals extraction contributes to 
formation of extensive complexes of cultural 
landscape features and a landscape that is 
heavily transformed by human activities 

(Csorba, P. and Szabó, S. 2009), the mining 
landscape (Bridge, G. 2004). The extraction 
of mineral resources at a particular location 
is also associated with particular style of life, 
and with the creation of a specific social and 
cultural environment (Cole, D. 2004; Cou-
pland, B. and Coupland, N. 2014). After 
mining activities are terminated, a question 
arises as to how to treat the remaining com-
plex of individual features and phenomena 
(Conesa, H.M. et al. 2008). 

The extractive industry is still consid-
ered an important sector, but the material 
remnants of mining activities (headframes, 
spoil heaps, mine dumps, etc.) have been 
regarded for a long time as unsightly land-
scape features, and there were efforts in the 
past to obliterate the traces of modern min-
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Abstract

Mining heritage refers to a complex of both tangible and intangible features and values whose formation 
was associated with the development of mining activities in the given region. After mining activities are 
completed, original industrial and related subsidiary structures either fall into dereliction or are subject to 
conversion. One of frequent modes of transformation of objects is their presentation as heritage and utilization 
for the needs of tourism. The way of its interpretation and presentation to the public plays a very important 
role in mining heritage preservation, since it may be attributed not only historical and architectural values, 
but may also reflect political or ideological background of the period in which it was formed. The paper 
discusses the definition of mining heritage and the questions concerning its origin, recognition, protection, 
management and interpretation in the case of the Jáchymovsko area, part of the cross-border mountainous 
region in Czech-German borderland which is being proposed to be included into the UNESCO heritage list. 
The Jáchymovsko area is distinguished by the fact that it combines a 500-year-old history of mineral extrac-
tion and therefore local mining heritage is very diverse. Thus, different types of local mining heritage and 
its conversion for other purposes (e.g. tourism) are analysed, ways of local mining heritage identification, 
management and interpretation are discussed.
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ing (Fragner, B. and Zikmund, J. 2009). With 
respect to treating these remnants as features 
suitable for preservation and deserving to 
be protected as heritage, there still appear 
conflicts, which can have the form of ideo-
logical disagreements (decision-making on 
whether these remnants should be protected 
or not), or objective obstacles associated with 
a change of function, such as environmental 
pollution during mining or the size of the 
areas affected by mining. Another factor may 
be the low attractiveness of mining features 
stemming from a different standard of beau-
ty (Conesa, H.M. et al. 2008). 

In recent decades, however, there has been 
a shift in the perception of these complexes 
and they are now perceived as heritage that 
should be protected and interpreted to the 
public, since it contains values proving (not 
only) the level of advancement and techni-
cal skills of the predecessors (Tomíšková, 
M. 2013). Among the most prominent ex-
amples of these activities is the emergence 
of the field of industrial archaeology in the 
UK in the 1950s, the organisation of inter-
national conferences devoted to the topic 
of industrial heritage (the first one took 
place in Ironbridge, Great Britain, in 1973), 
and the establishment of the International 
Committee for the Conservation of the 
Industrial Heritage – TICCIH (Blažková, T. 
and Matoušek, V. 2013).

The aim of this paper is to discuss the 
definition of mining heritage and questions 
concerning its identification and interpreta-
tion, using the example of the Jáchymovsko 
area. This area is characterised mainly by 
a long history of mining, an extraordinary 
diversity of the mineral resources mined, 
and large quantities of mining relics. Since 
2009 is local mining cultural landscape being 
considered as part of the nomination of the 
Krušnohoří (Ore Mountains) cross-border 
mining area to the UNESCO list (Urban, M. 
et al. 2011). The complex of mining related 
landscape and cultural features present in 
the Ore Mountains constitutes a unique ex-
ample of a mining heritage complex in global 
context. Mining heritage of the Jáchymovsko 

area started to be first recognized by the 
Czech government already in the second 
half of the 20th century (the establishment of 
the Royal Mint museum in 1964). However, 
most of the interest in this heritage has been 
growing only recently with the more active 
involvement of public in its protection, as 
museums are being established by various 
local stakeholders (municipalities, civic as-
sociations, individuals, etc.) and miners’ as-
sociations are being founded.

The example of the Jáchymovsko area 
enables the discussion on the content of the 
complex of mining heritage and the signifi-
cance of its individual features. Knowing the 
processes, values and stakeholders involved 
in recognition, management and interpreta-
tion of the mining heritage serves for better 
understanding and learning of its nature and 
the ways and options of its protection and 
presentation. 

Last but not least, this paper also aims to 
highlight the uniqueness of the Jáchymovsko 
heritage and contributes to its promotion and 
preservation by analysing its formation and 
ways of interpretation.

Significance of heritage

What is meant by heritage?

Heritage is associated with many different 
meanings. Its legal interpretation dates as far 
back as the 14th century, when it meant pass-
ing down tangible assets from one genera-
tion to the next. Heritage therefore entailed 
remnants of the past passed down to a fu-
ture owner (Vaněček, V. 1933). This mean-
ing of the word has been preserved until 
today. Heritage as a legal notion is defined 
by laws (in the Czech Republic it is Act No. 
89/2012 Coll., the Civil Code) as the right to 
inheritance, i.e. the right to the property of 
the deceased. But heritage is also a subject of 
many other fields of study, such as heritage 
conservation, historiography, culturology, 
tourism, and/or heritage studies as a sepa-
rate discipline. 
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All these disciplines are concerned with 
heritage formation, management and in-
terpretation. In this respect, heritage is no 
longer purely the notion defined in legal 
terms, even though this common base can 
be found in all of its other concepts. Heritage 
can be viewed as a complex of elements and 
phenomena formed by cultural memory and 
people’s perception of the past in a particu-
lar context. It refers to significant objects, 
people, places, events, opinions or relations 
in the cultural environment of a particular 
time, both in material and non-material 
terms (Holtorf, C. 2002). It means the relics 
of the past that are used actively for various 
purposes at present (Smith, L. 2006; Harvey, 
D.C. 2008). Heritage therefore represents a 
set of internal values and meanings related 
to the past (Urry, J. 1990), which are also in-
terpreted and presented externally (Harvey, 
D.C. 2001). 

In the broadest sense of the word, basically 
anything that people choose to protect can 
be regarded as heritage (Hewison, R. 1989; 
Howard, P. 2003). It can therefore be under-
stood in very different and subjective ways 
(Ashworth, G.J. and Tunbridge, J.E. 1996; 
Graham, B. et al. 2000; Harvey, D.C. 2001). 
Deciding what is considered heritage and 
what specific values should be attached to it 
is up to each individual as well as the whole 
of society. Heritage supports the importance 
of a place and the sense of belonging to a 
particular community (Smith, L. 2006).

In order to be identified and categorized, 
heritage is defined in legal documents. At 
international level, such legal documents 
include the Convention concerning the 
Protection of the World Cultural and Natural 
Heritage (Národní památkový ústav 2006). 
The Convention divides heritage into three 
types: natural, cultural, and combined. The 
definition of heritage in the Convention is 
based on the fact that it contains outstand-
ing universal features from the point of view 
of history, art or science (cultural heritage), 
of science or conservation of nature or natu-
ral beauty (natural heritage) or at least part 
of the both aspects (combined heritage). 

Cultural and natural heritage differ mainly 
in their nature, i.e. the fact that natural her-
itage is not primarily a product of cultural 
activities within society. Cultural heritage, 
on the other hand, serves to represent hu-
man genius. Although often perceived as 
distinctive, these two groups are very often 
interconnected (Lowenthal, D. 2005). 

When handling heritage, it is always im-
portant to identify its specific values and to 
define its accompanying characteristics, such 
as utility and functional properties, the pro-
cedure used in its production or its use, and/
or aids and accessories (Kesner, L. et al. 2008). 
Heritage can be classified in many ways ac-
cording to various criteria. Howard, P. (2003), 
for instance, distinguishes seven categories 
of heritage (nature, landscape, monuments, 
sites, artefacts, activities, and people). Kučera, 
Z. (2009), on the other hand, classifies herit-
age according to its origin (ours vs somebody 
else’s), nature (tangible vs intangible), signifi-
cance (local, regional, transnational or global), 
ownership (personal vs collective), preferenc-
es (positive vs negative), and duration (old 
vs new). Mazáč, J. (2003) classifies heritage 
by fields of human activity (transport, spas, 
metallurgy, glassmaking, etc.).

How is heritage created?

To answer the question of how heritage is 
created, it is necessary to explain why and 
by whom it is created (Harvey, D.C. 2008). 
Heritage needs to be understood as a subjec-
tive product of processing the past at present 
(Lowenthal, D. 1985; Ashworth, G.J. and 
Tunbridge, J.E. 1996; Lowenthal, D. 1998). 
Heritage does not arise or exist by itself. It 
is influenced and determined by external 
factors and conditions. Some features may 
already be created with the intention to serve 
as cultural heritage, with the aim to refer to 
and commemorate important events or per-
sons. The values with which the particular 
heritage asset (e.g., memorial, monument) 
will be associated are specified during its 
very creation. Such heritage usually con-
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tinues to be treated in line with its original 
purpose throughout the course of its exist-
ence. Unless society undergoes any politi-
cal or ideological transformations or unless 
any natural disasters occur, such heritage is 
relatively stable and fulfils its function con-
tinuously. 

On the other hand, there is also heritage 
that was formed through transformation 
or termination of the original function of 
the objects. Such objects have become the 
subject of protection and have been given a 
new purpose (Riegl, A. 2003). This is what 
has been termed as “the second life as herit-
age” (Coupland, B. and Coupland, N. 2014). 
Values are assigned to such heritage on the 
basis of its analysis in the course of its ex-
istence after the change of function. Figure 1 
shows features that were created primarily 
as heritage (1st column) as well as features 
that turned into heritage secondarily (2nd col-
umn). The last column shows new functions 
acquired by the feature after it has become 
viewed as heritage. 

In the process of creating heritage through 
transformation of the original function, and 
in handling such heritage in general, an im-
portant role is played by the time aspect, 
which means by how long ago the original 
purpose of the objects protected today was 

lost or changed. Concerning castles, cha-
teaus or old military fortresses whose origi-
nal purpose ceased to exist a relatively long 
time ago, it is much easier to treat them as 
heritage, since they are supposed to recall 
a distant and often idealised past that will 
never repeat and that could not be usually 
experienced by members of the present gen-
eration. A problematic group is constituted 
by monuments whose original purpose con-
tinues to exist in general, but the individual 
monuments no longer meet this purpose. 
These are a typical example of industrial and 
thus also mining heritage.

Whether heritage is created directly or 
through conversion, its recognition depends 
mainly on the assignment of specific values 
to a particular feature and on the effort to 
maintain these values (Hewison, R. 1989; 
Howard, P. 2003). The identification of these 
values forms a basis on which the manage-
ment of the heritage will depend, determin-
ing how the heritage will be handled and 
what purpose it will fulfil.

Emergence of mining heritage

Industry as a whole is still an active and very 
important sector of the economy that has an 

Fig. 1. Scheme of heritage formation and transformation of its functions. 
Source: Adapted from Mazáč, J. (2003) and Cole, D. (2004).
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undeniable significance for the entire soci-
ety, whether in terms of employment or in 
terms of GDP creation, among other things 
(Kopačka, L. 1996). However, as a conse-
quence of wider societal and economic trans-
formations in the post-industrial era, its indi-
vidual elements (plants, premises, etc.) cease 
to fulfil their original purpose and gain new 
functions (Edensor, T. 2005; Kiss, É. 2009). 
Since industry has significantly influenced 
character of societies in developed coun-
tries, it has become also an important part 
of their cultural identities. Thus, it is very 
important to preserve the quickly vanishing 
legacy of industrial activities by protecting 
its remnants (Loures, L. 2008). At the same 
time, many debates are emerging revolving 
around the issue of identifying and determin-
ing which remnants will be conserved, pro-
tected and designated as heritage and, last 
but not least, how they will be treated and 
what new purpose they will serve (Lednický, 
V. 2004; Marhounová, M. 2009). According 
to some, industrial heritage embraces objects 
objects or complexes of objects created in the 
course of the industrial revolution and the 
intensive development of industry over the 
past 200 years (Hudson, K. 1965). Such an 
approach could not, however, be applied to 
a wide range of industrial monuments both 
in Czechia and in the world, since many of 
them are considerably older. 

Typical examples of these may include the 
16th century mining monuments found on the 
territory of Czechia, for example in the Ore 
Mountains (Urban, M. et al. 2011). According 
to other approaches, objects dating from any 
period of evolution of human society can be 
considered industrial heritage (Raistrick, A. 
1972). These concepts deal with the given topic 
much more accurately, but it is not possible 
to think about industry as it is known today 
in reference to the times before the period of 
industrial revolution. As a general principle, 
the creation of industrial heritage is associated 
with a loss of productive function of the affect-
ed operations, which is substituted by efforts 
to find a new use for the remaining objects 
and sites (Kolejka, J. and Klimánek, M. 2012).

In the context of the characteristics present-
ed above, mining heritage means for the pur-
pose of this paper a set of tangible and intan-
gible features as well as with them associated 
values and meanings (historical, social, cul-
tural) referring to mining and miners. These 
features and values associated with them are 
actively recognized, managed, interpreted 
and presented to the public and passed on 
to future generations by various stakehold-
ers operating on different levels (from local 
to global). Mining heritage, which refers to 
the extraction of minerals and cultural activi-
ties connected with it, forms a specific sub-
group of industrial heritage (Mazáč, J. 2003; 
Loures, L. 2008). What makes it relevant is 
mainly the fact that almost no industrial pro-
duction would do without mining. Mining is 
therefore at the beginning of the entire pro-
cess of industrial production. 

Mining heritage may involve either tan-
gible (mines, buildings, machinery, miners’ 
uniforms, etc.) or intangible (techniques, 
production procedures, miners’ customs and 
traditions, etc.) remnants. Complexes of such 
heritage form extensive mining landscapes. 
Transformation of the original function of min-
ing areas, connected with search for their new 
utilisation, can be observed in Europe since the 
1970s (Kolejka, J. 2014). This does not mean 
that the mining industry no longer plays a 
significant role, but its structure, impacts and 
spatial layout are different. Since a specific so-
cial and cultural environment evolves in the 
area where mining is developed for a long 
time, the changes connected with deindustri-
alization subsequently lead to a demise of the 
specific mining community (Coupland, B. and 
Coupland, N. 2014). Underground work, ex-
tremely challenging and dangerous, provides 
jobs to a large number of people and is linked 
with a wide range of other activities. After its 
termination, these accompanying processes 
are interrupted as well. Consequently, if there 
is effort to preserve mining heritage as a com-
plex, it should not be aimed at saving just the 
buildings of mines and operations themselves 
but also at maintaining the intangible heritage 
(Wheeler, R. 2014). 
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Mining heritage is defined by those who 
want to use, preserve or protect the remnants 
of mining activities and related processes, 
since these refer to specific cultural values. 
This is why they are trying to find a new use 
for the preserved remnants of former mining 
activities while recalling their past and inter-
preting and presenting it to the public. The 
process of heritage formation includes among 
other things identification and recognition of 
remnants of mining as heritage.

There are many ways of using the mining 
heritage, most of them depending on the stake-
holders’ motivations. The objects are used in 
various ways (e.g., for the needs of tourism, 
for conversion to dwellings or for commercial 
purposes; sometimes activities connected with 
former purpose of the objects are also present: 
pumping water, warehouses, repositories, etc.). 
When using these objects, it is important to re-
spect not only the principles of heritage protec-
tion and conservation, but also the sustainabil-
ity and significance of the particular heritage 
in economic, social as well as environmental 
terms. Such sustainability cannot be achieved 
fully in all aspects, but it is necessary to find 
the greatest possible concordance in fulfilling 
the purpose for which the particular heritage 
was created or transformed (Cole, D. 2004). 
At the same time, no significant losses in the 
represented values and authenticity should 
occur, such as a loss of the architectonic value 
due to excessive renovations (Marhounová, 
M. 2009). Transformation of mining industry 
from mining to other functions is also associ-
ated with societal changes. For example, after 
the mines are closed, there is an increase in un-
employment, which can’t be replaced by newly 
created jobs (e.g., in tourism). 

Usage of mining heritage and the process 
of its interpretation

Mining heritage is handled by a large num-
ber of individuals as well as institutions. In 
terms of categorisation it is possible to dis-
tinguish three basic groups of stakeholders: 
the public sector, the private sector and the 

interest sector. Each of these groups pur-
sues its own primary goals, and the ways of 
their functioning result from the purposes 
for which they use the particular heritage. 
Figure 2 shows an overview of the players 
handling the mining heritage, examples of 
the heritage they use and their primary and 
secondary goals in handling it. 

There are notable differences among the pri-
mary goals, as a consequence of which each 
particular heritage asset is treated differently. 
The main goal of all interest groups should 
be not only to preserve the mining heritage 
but also to make it accessible and provide its 
interpretation to the public, since this is the 
way of passing it down to future generations 
(Kesner, L. et al. 2008). For private entities, in 
particular, the interpretation and presentation 
of mining heritage is often of secondary im-
portance, especially when a commercial use of 
the particular heritage asset is in conflict with 
the demand of accessibility (e.g., for safety or 
capacity reasons). Individual stakeholders 
also use different methods of interpreting the 
heritage to the public.

Interpretation is a creative activity con-
necting a particular site with visitors and 

Fig. 2. Stakeholders dealing with heritage, examples 
of heritage they hold and of their aims.

(Compiled by the authors)



327Jelen, J. and Kučera, Z. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 66 (2017) (4) 321–336.

bringing them not only an educational but 
also an emotional and spiritual experience 
(Nuryanti, W. 2005; Ham, H.S. and Weiler, 
B. 2012). Interpretation aims at preservation 
and presentation of particular values recog-
nized by heritage management as significant, 
with the goal of making the visitors reflect on 
the facts and meanings presented to them. A 
successful process of interpretation leads to 
an increase in interest and respect for the par-
ticular heritage asset (Kesner, L. et al. 2008). 
The interpretation of a particular heritage site 
creates a specific opinion on it and on the val-
ues and past it represents, so getting acquaint-
ed with the heritage does not depend merely 
on what but mainly how and by whom it is 
interpreted (Ashworth, G.J. and Tunbridge, 
J.E. 1996; Smith, L. 2006). Interpretation can 
be conducted in many ways, from a simple 
text description to getting visitors involved 
by means of interactive exhibits (Ptáček, L. 
2004). A basic overview of methods of inter-
pretation is shown in Figure 3.

 Selecting a higher level of interpretation will 
increase the probability of achieving its goals. 
Which is why it is advisable to select tools from 
the upper “levels” of the pyramid. To create a 

comprehensive picture of the facts presented, 
the best method is to combine several interpre-
tation tools, for example to accompany exhibits 
with a text while adding interactive features to 
the exhibition at the same time. A very interest-
ing type of interpretation is provided by wit-
nesses who share their own experiences by tell-
ing stories, thus adding an emotional level to 
it. A special category is formed by organizing 
various events (music and cultural events, dis-
cussions, etc.) that combine several elements, 
depending on the type of event. However, it 
should be noted that interpretation is a very 
complex process. It does not matter only the 
form of presentation, but also the context. 
Interpretation is subjective and therefore those 
who present certain theme can never be com-
pletely sure of how the content of the message 
will be interpreted by visitors.

Mining heritage is frequently utilised for 
touristic purposes. One of the world’s most 
outstanding examples of the conversion of 
former industrial and mining area into rec-
reational zone is the Zollverein coal mines 
complex in Germany, where the former 
structures were rebuilt, among other things, 
in tourist attractions. The significance of the 
mine is also documented by its inclusion on 
the UNESCO list. Using mining heritage 
to interpret historical and cultural values 
through tourism is one of ways of preserv-
ing it, since this method increases the over-
all awareness of the general public about 
the significance of the heritage encountered. 
However, to avoid damage or degradation 
of heritage sites by intensive visitor traffic, 
planning and professional approach are 
also important. Various measures are used 
for this purpose. At underground sites, for 
instance, the maximum number of visitors is 
limited. It is very important to take a holistic 
approach towards interpretation of mining 
heritage, since it is not just a set of individual 
elements (Wheeler, R. 2014).

It is necessary to show visitors not only 
material remnants but also links and process-
es. This is why the combination of as many 
interpretation tools as possible is used. For 
example, on selected mining heritage sites in 

Fig. 3. Pyramid of interpretational instruments. Note: 
The higher the level selected, the greater the chances 
of remembering the topic by observers and of meet-
ing the objectives of interpretation. Source: Adapted 

from Kesner, L. et. al. (2008)



Jelen, J. and Kučera, Z. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 66 (2017) (4) 321–336.328

Great Britain former miners are employed as 
guides. They tell visitors their stories from the 
time they worked in the mines, which adds an 
emotional level to the heritage interpretation 
and, in a way, helps preserve the character of 
the local mining community (Coupland, B. 
and Coupland, N. 2014). The main contribu-
tion of the use of mining heritage for the needs 
of tourism consists in its role in improving the 
image of the particular site, in its overall pro-
motion and in raising public awareness about 
it. In some cases, tourism can also have a mul-
tiplication effect, become a catalyst for other 
processes and contribute to the development 
of related activities, such as the organisation 
of festivals or shows and the establishment of 
music groups (Cole, D. 2004).

Mining heritage in the Jáchymovsko area

Protection of mining heritage in Czechia

On the national level, heritage protection and 
the implementation of the respective agree-
ments is the responsibility of the individual 
countries and authorised institutions. Herit-
age protection in institutionalized forms has 
a great tradition in Czechia. The first legal 
documents regulating the protection of cul-
tural monuments was originated in 1749. 
The first legislative measure for the protec-
tion of monuments on the Czech territory 
(at that time part of Austria-Hungary) is the 
imperial decision of 1850 about state protec-
tion of monuments (Riegl, A. 2003; Štulc, J. 
2004). Nowadays is the protection of cultural 
monuments mainly the task of the Ministry 
of Culture of the CR and organisations es-
tablished by the ministry. One of them is the 
National Heritage Institute (Národní památ-
kový ústav, NPÚ), founded in 2003, which 
serves as a specialised organisation build-
ing on the tradition of previous institutions 
(Štulc, J. 2004). Besides NPÚ, there are many 
other bodies (the Heritage Conservation In-
spection, etc.) as well as independent groups 
and associations that are actively engaged in 
heritage protection.

Cultural monuments are defined by Act 
No. 20/1987 Coll., on National Heritage 
Conservation. This law governs the designa-
tion of assets as heritage, their protection as 
well as the cancelling of heritage designation, 
dividing the listed monuments into differ-
ent categories according to their significance. 
Unlike the UNESCO Convention, this law 
does not deal with intangible monuments 
such as traditions and customs. The intangi-
ble heritage is entirely in the care of interest 
associations, which maintain and develop 
the traditions. Awareness of the existence of 
intangible heritage and its institutional fram-
ing in applicable legislation are important 
steps towards its preservation. This issue is 
also obvious from the example of the min-
ing heritage, where heritage protection on 
the national level only deals with structures 
(buildings, mines, etc.) but not with the in-
tangible heritage in the form of customs and 
traditions (such miners’ festivals), which 
would serve to preserve the specific social 
and cultural relations and local identities. 

According to Kratochvílová, A. (2014), 
the NPÚ registers more than 200 objects that 
can be directly identified as evidence of the 
development of mining activities. These en-
joy various degrees of heritage protection. 
The highest (though not attained as yet) of 
them is the nomination of the mining cul-
tural landscape of the Ore Mountains re-
gion, including the Jáchymovsko area, to the 
UNESCO list (Urban, M. et al. 2011).

Characteristics of the area

Jáchymovsko area lies in the Ore Mountains 
which undoubtedly rank among the most 
significant mining regions within Czechia. 
Thanks to their multifarious geological de-
velopment, Ore Mountains are abundant in 
many types of metalliferous as well as non-
metalliferous raw materials, which have 
been extracted here for more than 700 years 
(Karel, T. and Kratochvílová, A. 2013). 
This region is known for several centres, the 
most important of them being the town of 
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Jáchymov (2,622 inhabitants in 2016) and its 
surrounding area. The location of the area is 
shown in Figure 4. 

Jáchymov with its surroundings became 
famous mainly thanks to the wide range of 
extracted raw materials in various periods of 
history. As early as in the 16th century, rich 
deposits of silver were discovered here. It 
was the biggest silver deposit of its time in 
Europe, and a local mint minted silver coins 
(thalers). Jáchymov was the second largest 
town in the Kingdom of Bohemia, with in-
tensive construction of mines and residential 
buildings taking place here. After the silver 
deposits were exhausted, cobalt, nickel, arse-
nic and bismuth were extracted here in the 
17th and 18th centuries (Hloušek, J. 2016). In 
the mid-19th century, uranium ore started to 
be mined. At the beginning, it was used for 
the production of paints at a local factory, 
and later, after the discovery of radium in 
the early 20th century, it was used for the ex-
traction of this element (Seidlerová, I. and 
Seidler, J. 2007). 

From the 1940s to the 1960s, uranium was 
mined for the needs of the arms industry. 
Between 1945 and 1963, 29 pits were exca-
vated and more than 1,100 kilometres of 
horizontal mine workings were dug out. 
The deposit was explored to the depth of 750 
metres, and a total of 7,200 tons of uranium 
were mined (Pluskal, O. 1998). Since this 
period saw the highest intensity of mining, 

the number of miners was also at its peak. 
The mining also required a huge number 
of other workers, but despite mass recruit-
ments, there was always scarcity of labour 
force. Prisoners living in labour camps built 
near each mine started to be deployed to 
work in the mines. Prisoners worked in the 
Jáchymovsko area in the uranium mines be-
tween 1945 and 1964 and could be divided 
into three groups: criminal, retributive, and 
political (Lepka, F. 2003). In Jáchymov also 
the oldest therapeutic radon spa in the world, 
founded in 1906, are located (Hloušek, J. 
2016). The spa is still in operation thanks to 
the active mine Svornost. 

The complex of the mining heritage of the 
Jáchymov district

A basic and detailed overview of Jáchymov’s 
mining heritage is shown in Table 1. This 
overview has been drawn up on the basis of 
an analysis of features that can be considered 
mining heritage pursuant to its definition, 
i.e. they are remnants of the past which are 
actively used for various purposes at present 
(Smith, L. 2006; Harvey, D.C. 2008) and rep-
resent a set of values and meanings related 
to the past (Urry, J. 1990). 

From the viewpoint of selection of the 
features, neither the degree of state heritage 
protection, nor the ways of their use are de-
cisive. The important thing is that they refer 
in some way to the mining past of the place, 
that they are associated with some kind of 
interpretation (e.g., a text, exhibition, expo-
sition), and that they are still used in daily 
practice (for example, for commercial, edu-
cational, medical or other purposes). 

The mining heritage of the Jáchymovsko 
area emerged gradually. The first major 
milestone in its formation can be seen in the 
foundation of the Royal Mint museum in 
1964 which is now managed by the repre-
sentatives of the Karlovarský kraj region. The 
largest expansion of interest in Jáchymovsko 
mining heritage has been taking place since 
2000, as miners’ associations and music 

Fig. 4. Location of the Jáchymovsko area in northwest 
Czechia (edited by the authors).
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groups are being founded, new museums 
are being opened and nature trails are be-
ing built, among other things. Stakeholders 
dealing with the interpretation of local min-
ing heritage in Jáchymov are diverse (among 
them are Karlovarský kraj region, municipal-
ity, local citizens, former miners or their de-
scendants, and others). However, one of the 
most important stakeholders is the Regional 
museum in Sokolov, which opened the ex-
hibition of Gallery no. 1 in Jáchymov. The 
only place in Jáchymov, where it is possible 
for general public to experience the post-
montane underground environment directly.

An analysis of the mining heritage shows 
that the local heritage is both tangible and in-
tangible. It is represented by many features, 
including immovable objects (buildings), an-
thropogenic interventions in the landscape 
(ponds, waterways, spoil heaps, etc.), monu-
ments and memorials as well as celebrations, 
traditions and nature trails. Local miners’ 
songs and music groups can also be included 
in the category of intangible heritage. The en-
tire complex of tangible and intangible cultural 
features forms exceptional identity of the min-
ing area. The mining past is represented not 
only by remnants of mining but also still active 
operations, commemorations of traditions and 
of the miners themselves, not excluding the 
prisoners who worked in the mines (Jelen, J. 
and Kučera, Z. 2017). Their fates are commem-
orated by preserved or rediscovered fragments 
of labour camps or by presentation of probable 
former appearance of these camps (Kučerová, 
S.R. and Štych, P. 2015).

Various degrees of heritage protection ap-
ply, however, to material heritage only. The 
reason lies in legislation, since Czech laws do 
not provide for the protection of intangible 
heritage. Only a few of the most important 
objects are listed as protected heritage, while 
others are still waiting for such listing. If listed, 
the prestige and promotion of the objects in 
question may increase, thus raising potential 
visitor traffic in the region in terms of tourism. 

However, for locals to be able to exploit 
present heritage potential of the area, also 
other conditions have to be fulfilled. Heritage 

based development does not come directly 
with heritage recognition. For example, 
under specific conditions, excessive pres-
ervation measures in combination with the 
lack of relatively wealthy and experienced 
private owners may result in deterioration 
and even destruction of protected buildings 
(Daugstad, K. and Grytli, E. 1999; Olwig, 
K.R. 2001). Thus, at the same time heritage 
values are recognized, proper treatment of 
heritage assets and technical supervision 
over their possible renovations should be 
ensured so as to prevent damage or loss of 
their historical, architectural or other values. 

The actual enforcement of such protection 
is, however, another thing. The example of 
the town of Jáchymov shows that some 16th 
century patrician houses, important evidence 
of the form of Renaissance architecture, are 
falling into disrepair and are almost ready to 
be demolished in spite of being listed as pro-
tected heritage, because their owners lack ei-
ther funds to repair them or a simple interest 
in preserving them. The example of this situ-
ation reveals that heritage protection does not 
necessarily equal the preservation and protec-
tion of local values (Hloušek, J. 2016). A ma-
jor part of the Jáchymov heritage belongs to 
the category of heritage formed by change of 
function, i.e. secondary heritage. In the area, 
major objects originally connected with min-
ing are not serving these functions anymore 
and mining operations with its accompanying 
processes (survey, excavation, transportation, 
etc.) diminished. Also, only a small fraction of 
objects was established primarily as heritage. 

Secondary heritage therefore arises at a 
moment when a particular object loses its 
original function and subsequently particular 
values, which it is supposed to represent, are 
recognized. An example is the Royal Mint, 
which was built between 1534 and 1536 but 
ceased to operate in the late 17th century. 
Subsequently, it was falling into disrepair 
until 1964, when opened as a museum, after 
closing of nearby uranium mines. 

Thus, the mint’s new function was defined 
and it can be regarded as heritage. Between 
1964 and 1989 local heritage was managed 
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by the state. Emphasis was placed on ma-
terial remains of mining, and the heritage 
was often used to promote ideologies. After 
1989, the situation changed. Private and in-
terest sector started to be more profoundly 
involved in management and interpretation 
of local heritage. 

Thus, the entire complex of the mining 
heritage as well as its individual parts are 
interpreted to the public in various forms. 
More sophisticated forms of interpretation 
are used mainly by the public sector, which 
administers Jáchymov’s museums, and by 
the interest sector, which maintains and 
develops various traditions. Their primary 
goals consist in protecting the heritage as 
well as in passing it down to future genera-
tions, which is why they choose such forms 
of interpretation that may arouse public 
interest and motivate the biggest possible 
number of visitors to visit heritage places. 
Private entities handling the heritage, on 

the other hand, interpret it only by means 
of simple interpretation tools in the form 
of texts. As an example, the Svornost mine 
may be taken, which is owned by a private 
company (Léčebné lázně Jáchymov, a. s.), is 
used for commercial purposes and is open 
to the public to a very limited extent. This is 
happening despite the fact that this mine was 
founded as early as in 1518 and is therefore 
the oldest working mine in Czechia as well 
as in the whole of Europe. Moreover, it is 
the oldest underground uranium mine in the 
world (Hloušek, J. 2016). 

In spite of this, the interpretation of this 
mine by its owner consists in mere place-
ment of information boards at the mine’s 
premises. A similar case is the former silver 
mine Bratrství, which currently serves as a 
nuclear waste repository. These examples 
show that even when a particular heritage 
asset represents significant values, it is not 
guaranteed that it will be duly interpreted 

Photo 1. Gallery no. 1. Underground sightseeing gallery, open to the public. It is an example of the tangible 
mining heritage in the Jáchymovsko area. (Photo by Jelen, J.)
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to the public. The form and ways of inter-
pretation therefore depend chiefly on the 
particular entity (owner) of the respective 
object. Individual elements of the Jáchymov 
heritage are interlinked and form a complex, 
which can be observed, for example, in the 
existence of a landscape heritage zone (Kuča, 
K. 2015), the intermingling of local activities, 
the collaboration of local groups with public 
institutions, and the interconnection of indi-
vidual parts of the heritage with nature trails 
(Karlovy Vary Museum, Mining Association 
Barbora, etc.) (Photo 1 and 2).

The exceptional diversity of minerals, 
the very long mining history and the huge 
amount of preserved heritage assets in the 
Jáchymovsko area, were among key argu-
ments speaking in favour of adding this re-
gion to the nomination of the mining cultural 
landscape of the Ore Mountains/Erzgebirge 
to UNESCO’s list of world cultural and natu-
ral heritage (Urban, M. et al. 2011).

Conclusions

Heritage includes both features created pri-
marily for the purpose of representation of 
certain values and meanings, and features 
that were created by transformation of their 
original function. The complex of the Jáchy-
movsko mining heritage is interpreted by 
means of a wide range of tools, with all these 
interpretations being aimed at passing down 
values and information to the public and fu-
ture generations. Thus, the essence of herit-
age is fulfilled (Howard, P. 2003). However, 
the chosen types of its interpretation depend 
chiefly on respective stakeholders and their 
primary goals. 

Where the main goal is to use heritage for 
the purposes of tourism, education or pro-
motion of the image of the place or miners’ 
traditions, more sophisticated and compli-
cated ways of interpretation are chosen. 
Conversely, where particular heritage object 

Photo 2. The Mining band Barbora. The band plays during mining festivals and other events. It is an example 
of the intangible mining heritage in the Jáchymovsko area. (Photo by Kučera, Z.)
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