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Dial 112!  Czech Libraries Responding to Emergencies

The history of the Czech Republic, and before it when it was Czechoslovakia, has been

punctuated with crises and upheavals.  All of these experiences forced the Czech people to

become adept at dealing with political, economic and social unrest, and this facility also

impacted the realm of libraries.  The silver lining is that all of the manmade turmoil created by

the Nazi and Communist years fostered the mind set and the experience to enable Czech libraries

to cope with the natural disaster of the 2002 Prague flood.

Occupation

Czechoslovakia was “born” in 1918 one month before the armistice brought a conclusion

to the devastation of World War One.  After declaring its independence from the Austro-

Hungarian Empire, Czechoslovakia carved its own path for twenty years as a democratic

republic.  As a result of the 1919 library law, this era witnessed the development of a very

modern public library system in Czechoslovakia.1  Municipalities were required to establish

libraries; the number of special technical, commercial, juridical, medical, agricultural, and

1 Stanley Kalkus, “Libraries and Librarianship in Czech Republic” in Advances in Library
Administration and Organization, Vol. 27, ed. William Graves III, James M. Nyce, Janine
Golden, and Delmus E. Williams (Bingley, UK: Emerald Group Publishing, 2009), 100.
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statistical libraries increased; and library studies became an official field of study.2  Then in 1938,

Hitler’s German army occupied the region of the Sudetenland, and in the following year, the

remainder of Czechoslovakia came under outside control.  Some areas were annexed by Poland

and Hungary, and the rest of the territory was divided into the Protectorate of Bohemia and

Moravia and the puppet Slovak State.  During this Nazi occupation, numerous university and

institute libraries were closed, and censorship resulted in the destruction of many books deemed

“unsuitable.”3  According to a 2009 pamphlet produced by the Czech Ministry of Culture, books

on “anti-fascist, democratic, and progressive themes were removed from libraries.”4  Sanja

Zgonjanin explains such war-time actions in this way: “the purpose of cultural property

destruction is common throughout history: to erase ethnic, religious, and cultural memories and

therefore to undermine or eliminate groups’ identities and existence.”5  During World War Two,

many librarians moved precious manuscripts and old prints off-site in order to prevent their

looting.6  Yet devastation and destruction still occurred.

For a period of fifty years, the Czech people dealt with political crises, because less than

three years after the defeat of Germany in 1945, a repressive government was established in

Czechoslovakia under Communist leadership.  Rather than follow the fascist model of destroying

2 Eva Marvanová, ed., Libraries and Librarianship in the Czech Republic, 2nd ed., trans.
Ota Brídl (Prague: National Library of the Czech Republic, 2009), 6-7.

3 Kalkus, 100.

4 Marvanová, 7.

5 Sanja Zgonjanin, “The Prosecution of War Crimes for the Destruction of Libraries and
Archives during Times of Armed Conflict,” Libraries & Culture 40 (Spring 2005): 128.

6 Zuzana Kratochvílová (lecture, Czech National Library, Prague, May 25, 2012).
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books, the Communist Party instead chose to relocate suspect books into special collections that

could only be accessed by those who had the permission of the Party leadership.  Jan Vávra, who

worked at the Municipal Library of Prague during the Communist era, explained that librarians

would often share books that were forbidden, but of course, these books couldn’t be on the

shelves.7  According to Veronika Chruščová of the Municipal Library, librarians protected people

during the Communist era and made no effort to track the prohibited books that were loaned out.8 

There were also confiscations of private libraries by the Communists, some of which were

broken up and sold abroad.9  After a brief period of liberalization under Alexander Dubček was

put down in the “normalization” of 1968, the dissident movement within Czechoslovakia out of

necessity became better organized.  The dissident movement began circulating censored

information from within and without Czechoslovakia – materials known as samizdat.10  The

culmination of dissident efforts came over twenty years later with the Velvet Revolution of 1989,

which restored democracy to Czechoslovakia.  Samizdat is broadly characterized as works that

were unpublished and self-distributed, meaning the author would type the work that would

otherwise be censored and distribute it among friends, who would then pass it along to other

7 Veronika Chruščová, e-mail message to author, June 12, 2012.

8 Veronika Chruščová (lecture, Municipal Library, Prague, May 28, 2012).

9 Kalkus, 101.

10 The term samizdat is of Russian origin but was used in all of the former communist
countries to describe publications that didn’t support the regime and were, therefore, censored, so
they had to be otherwise published.  Jiří Gruntorád (lecture, Libri Prohibiti, Prague, May 20,
2012).
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friends, thereby creating a network of readers of this forbidden material.11  Many have argued that

the success of anti-Communist efforts in the late 1980s and early 1990s were the direct result of

the spread of samizdat.12  Ultimately, nationalist sentiment led to the dissolution of

Czechoslovakia in 1992 and the establishment of the Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic on

1 January 1993.

Despite the political and intellectual repression that accompanied the communist years in

Czechoslovakia, libraries grew during this era.  The 1959 Library Act established a unified

library system and required the public administration to provide financial, material, and

personnel support for libraries.13  Science and technical libraries arguably fared the best in this

era due to the Communist emphasis on research and scientific information; however, Stanley

Kalkus, a former professor of information studies and librarianship at Charles University in

Prague as well as a U.S. Naval librarian, points out that these libraries were staffed by

Communist sympathizers, not necessarily the librarians who were at the top of their profession.14 

Opinions on the state of libraries at the end of the Communist era vary.  Martin Svoboda, the

Director of the National Technical Library, offers this description: “libraries forlorn and

11 Olga Zaslavskaya, “From Dispersed to Distributed Archives: The Past and the Present
of Samizdat Material,” Poetics Today 29 (Winter 2008): 683.

12 Zaslavskaya, 677.

13 Marvanová, 7.  This act was superseded by the 2001 Act on Libraries and Terms of
Operating Public Library and Information Services, which can be read at
http://knihovnam.nkp.cz/english/sekce.php3?page=02_LibAct.htm.

14 Kalkus, 101.
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neglected, poor and weedy collections, unmotivated staff, close-to-zero IT.”15  Similarly, Andrew

Lass recounts that the National Library “was in a state of de facto paralysis when I first contacted

the institution in 1990.  Of its close to 4 million volumes only a small percentage was accessible. 

The rest were literally ‘out of reach’ because they were either in milk crates and unshelved, or in

poorly maintained depositories in different locations around the country.”16  Lass goes on to

provide a visual contrast of Czech libraries during and after Communism17:

In the Communist era, the bureaucratic constraints included a director who was appointed by as

well as a budget that was set by the Communist Party.  And in addition to the “index” of

15 Martin Svoboda, “Development of IT in the Czech Libraries” (lecture, National
Technical Library, Prague, May 30, 2012).

16 Andrew Lass, “The Cross Currents of Technology Transfer: The Czech and Slovak
Library Information Network” (paper, Scholarly Communication and Technology Conference,
Emory University, Atlanta, GA, April 24-25, 1997), 5.

17 Figure 1 is from Lass, 10; Figure 2 is from Lass, 11.
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prohibited books, there was also a paucity of materials available from the West.18

On the other hand, Jarmila Burgetová, a consultant for the main library of the Academy of

Sciences, provides this data about Czech public libraries in 1990, the year after the Velvet

Revolution: there were 8,364 branches, meaning nearly every village had a library; there was one

library for every 1,239 inhabitants and 5.7 books per inhabitant, for a total of about 60 million

volumes.19  Not all of the transition away from communism was immediately positive for

libraries, because as Burgetová reports, the privatisation of industry in Czechoslovakia resulted

in the closing of numerous technical libraries, which no longer had funding from the national

government and were deemed unnecessary by the new business leaders.20

With the end of Communism in Czechoslovakia, authority for libraries shifted from the

national government to the municipal and local governments.21  Along with this shift, numerous

district libraries have been converted into municipal libraries.  Due to this fragmentation of

control – which can certainly be characterized as a reaction to the regimentation and

centralization of the Communist era –  Burgetová argues that Czech libraries have been less

interested in addressing the common problems of libraries and more myopically focused on the

issues of an individual library.22  Kalkus contends that after the Velvet Revolution, Czech

18 Lass, 12.

19 Jarmila Burgetová, “Czech libraries half way towards transformation,” Library
Management, 19 (1998): 363.

20 Burgetová, 363.

21 Ibid. 

22 Burgetová, 364.
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libraries were plagued by staffs disinterested in providing public service and resistant to change.23 

Kalkus also acknowledges that where the Communist control had been able to mask some of the

differences in the individual abilities of librarians, with decentralization came noticeable gaps in

the competencies of librarians.24  As Lass points out, with the limited number of trained

librarians available and the greater salaries that private organizations are able to afford, public

libraries have had a hard time finding qualified staff in the post-Communist era.25

Although the fall of communism arguably introduced some chaos into the Czech library

community, it also enabled a new prioritization of open access to information.  Laws were passed

that prohibited censorship.26  The Czech Parliament also passed the Act on Free Access to

Information in 1999.27  Parliamentary librarians Eva Malackova and Karel Sosna argue that the

impetus for their Digital Library ‘Czech Parliament’ was the Velvet Revolution and the ensuing

desire “to make this institution as accessible and transparent to the constituents as possible.”28

The Ministry of Culture of the Czech Republic began funding digitization projects in the

early 1990s as a means of preserving historical documents that are deteriorating and providing

greater access to them.  These projects include Manuscriptorium

23 Kalkus, 101.

24 Kalkus, 102.

25 Lass, 13.

26 Kalkus, 102.

27 The text of this legislation can be found at
http://www.mvcr.cz/.../act-on-free-access-to-information-1999-pdf.aspx.

28 Eva Malackova and Karel Sosna,“The Joint Czech and Slovak Digital Parliamentary
Library,” IFLA Journal 33 (2007): 251.
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(http://www.manuscriptorium.com/) and Kramerius

(http://kramerius.nkp.cz/kramerius/Welcome.do?lang=en).  Manuscriptorium is “both a union

catalog of rare books and manuscripts, and a repository for digitized manuscripts, old printed

books, and other rare documents.”  Although it began as a project of the Czech National Library,

it has expanded to other historical and cultural institutions both within and without the Czech

Republic.29  The Kramerius project has focused primarily on newspapers, journals, and brittle

monographs, first microfilming the materials for preservation purposes and then scanning the

microfilm so that its digital output can make this material more accessible.30  These efforts have

garnered such praise that the National Library of the Czech Republic won the inaugural

UNESCO/Jikji Memory of the World Prize in 2005 “for its contribution to the preservation and

accessibility of [Czech] documentary heritage.”31

This movement toward information transparency after the fall of Communism in

Czechoslovakia was not a foregone conclusion.  Geography professor Kenneth Foote asserts, “a

society’s need to remember is balanced against its desire to forget, to leave the memory behind

and put the event out of mind.”32  Similarly, Hungarian dissident György Konrad suggests that

“‘today only the dissidents conserve the sentiment of continuity.  The others must eliminate

29 Brian Rosenblum, “Digital Access to Cultural Heritage and Scholarship in the Czech
Republic,” Slavic & East European Information Resources, 9 (2008): 15.

30 Adolf Knoll, “Digitized Cultural Heritage” Преглед НЦД 5 (2004): 64.

31 Jan Hutař, Marek Melichar, and Bohdana Stoklasová, “Czech National Digital Library
and Long-term Preservation Issues,” in Proceedings: Cultural Heritage on line. Empowering
users: an active role for user communities (2009): 2.

32 Kenneth E. Foote, “To Remember and Forget: Archives, Memory, and Culture,”
American Archivist 53 (Summer 1990): 385.
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remembrances; they cannot permit themselves to keep the memory.’”33 One can recognize an

attempt to preserve the works of Communist-era dissidents in the creation of the Libri Prohibiti

in 1990 that houses Czech and Slovak samizdat literature from the period 1960 to 1989 as well as

Czech and Slovak exile literature from 1939-2008.34  The director of the library, Jiří Gruntorád,

explains the repository’s mission in this way: “Here in this country other Europeans can learn

from our mistakes, which led to a form of totalitarianism in some ways worse than that of the

Nazis.  Our dearly-bought experience  should not be discarded.”35  Yet given the general dearth

of resources or scholarly analysis about dissidents during the Communist era, especially

regarding the role of libraries in this process, it appears that reticence to counter the Communists

publicly has not entirely dissipated even more than twenty years after the fall of Communism.

Flood

There is nothing quite like a disaster to serve as a call to action, and the 1966 flood in

Florence served this purpose for the library and archival communities.  As a result of this

catastrophe, much more attention was devoted to disaster planning and innovative salvage

techniques.36  The 1985 book entitled An Ounce of Prevention identifies three primary means of

33 Zaslavskaya, 674.

34 Libri Prohibiti, http://libpro.cts.cuni.cz/EN/index_en.html.

35 Jiří Gruntorád, “To the question ‘What have you got in here?’ I sometimes answer
half-jokingly, ‘The memory of the nation.’” The Heart of Europe 12 (2005),
http://libpro.cts.cuni.cz/EN/law_en.htm.

36 Jane Dosman, “The Evolution of Conservation and Disaster Planning in the Face of
Disaster: Responses to the Florence flood of 1966 and to the 2005 flood in New Orleans.” 
Queen’s Journal of Visual & Material Culture 1 (2008): 1.
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drying library and archival materials.  Vacuum freeze-drying is appropriate for large quantities of

materials but is very expensive.  Vacuum drying is less expensive than freeze-drying and can also

handle large amounts of materials, but there are a limited number of facilities that have the

capability of vacuuming out the water and then pumping in dry air to complete the drying.  Air-

drying is the least expensive method in terms of materials, but it requires a lot of space and is

very labour intensive.37

The International Federation of Library Associations sponsored a conference in Vienna in

1986 entitled “Preservation of Library Materials.”  Although the focus was more on

deacidification and other tools of preservation, the notions about the reasons to preserve library

materials translate well to any preservation scenario and arguably established a friendly climate

for future preservation in places like the Czech Republic.  In his lecture at the conference,

William Welsh, the Deputy Librarian of Congress, poetically concludes, “the fruits of

civilization, the record of mankind, must be preserved and made universally available, now and

forever.  It is this vision, and this vision alone, that can excite the imagination of our supporters

in a manner that will sustain their interest . . . .”38  At the end of the conference, the attendees

passed nine recommendations, the eighth of which reads:

Urges UNESCO and other competent international intergovernmental organizations (a) to

increase the attention given in their programmes to promoting the undertaking of

37 John P. Barton, Johanna G. Wellheiser, et al., eds.  An Ounce of Prevention: A
Handbook on Disaster Contingency Planning for Archives, Libraries and Record Centres
(Toronto: Toronto Area Archivists Group Education Foundation, 1985), 66-67.

38 William J. Welsh, “Elements of a Worldwide Preservation Policy,” in Preservation of
Library Materials, Vol. 1, ed. Merrily A. Smith (München, K.G. Saur, 1987), 13.
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preservation and conservation measures by publishers, printers, and paper manufacturers,

as well as by librarians, archivists, and other information personnel, and (b) to augment

their financial support for activities leading to improved knowledge of the problems

involved in preservation and conservation and to the solutions of both retrospective and

prospective needs in this field39

The United Nations took up the call and threw its weight in favor of preparedness,

declaring the 1990s to be the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction.  As a part of

the program, they established goals for the decade that included “mitigation plans at national and

local levels, including long-term prevention, preparedness and community awareness.”40  A

disaster plan for the Czech National Library was developed in 2001, and it “identifies specific

categories of publications for rescue priorities, determines responsibilities, areas for the

temporary deposit of publications, means of transport etc.”41  To explain this fixation on

anticipating crises, in the 2009 volume entitled Emergency Preparedness for Libraries, Julie

Todaro makes this argument in favor of disaster planning:

The cornerstone of mitigating, preparing for, preventing, managing, and recovering from

disasters is the content gathered, identified, vetted, mounted/published and distributed,

continuously updated, used, and then evaluated.  Typically this content is organized into a

39 Adam Wysocki, “Recommendations of the Conference,” in Preservation of Library
Materials, Vol. 2, ed. Merrily A. Smith (München, K.G. Saur, 1987), 141.

40 Johanna Wellheiser and Jude Scott, An Ounce of Prevention: Integrated Disaster
Planning for Archives, Libraries, and Record Centres (Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow Press, Inc.,
2002), 7.

41 Jiří Polišenský, “Floods in the Czech Republic and their Impact on Libraries,” 
International Preservation News 28 (December 2002): 4.
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plan that serves as a repository, buying guide, action plan, and evaluative tool usually

identified as a “disaster plan.”42

More than half a million books along with other archival materials were damaged in the

flood that devastated Prague in August of 2002.  The libraries that suffered the greatest impact

included the Old Town Library, the Czech Academy of Sciences, the Archaeological and

Philosophical Institutes, and the library of the Teaching Faculty of Charles University.  Though

the results were worst in Prague, the flood affected other areas of the Czech Republic as well,

and all told, there were more than forty libraries flooded and more than 800,000 books

destroyed.43

The National Library of the Czech Republic was spared the worst effects of the flood

largely due to the construction of a remote depository in 1995.  As a result of the construction of

the depository in Hostivař, book collections were redistributed with two goals in mind: “to

provide the readers with the best services and to protect the books from disasters.”44  The

National Library had also created a disaster plan, so that once the threat of the flood was realized,

staff moved books from the basement of the Klementinum building to higher floors.  Due to the

fact that the Hostivař depository was not afflicted by the flood and because of wise preparations,

the primary damage endured by the National Library involved its technical equipment rather than

42 Julie Todaro, Emergency Preparedness for Libraries (Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow
Press, 2009), 77.

43 Emily Ray, “The Prague Library Floods of 2002: Crisis and Experimentation,”
Libraries & the Cultural Record 41 (Summer 2006): 382.

44 Polišenský, 4.
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books and manuscripts.45  The Prague Municipal Library was the first to choose freezing as a

method for preventing the development of mold on books that had been submerged in water, and

ultimately about 30,000 books were frozen for later treatment.46  However, the idea to freeze

these flood-damaged books was only proposed the day after the flood reached its peak, so one

has to wonder whether more items could have been saved if additional planing had occurred

rather than this merely being a reaction to a crisis.47  After these items were frozen, a decision

still had to be made about the best method for drying and disinfecting them.  Vacuum packing

was determined to be the best method from a preservation standpoint.  However, there were only

three available vacuum packing machines, so only thirty to fifty books could be treated per week,

and the average drying time was one to three weeks.48  So out of the necessity of removing the

items more quickly rather than continuing to pay for the freezer space, an experimental method

of “drying by heat and humidity in a climatized chamber” was used because the facilities were

near Prague and large amounts of material could be dried simultaneously.49  According to Jiří

45 Polišenský, 5.

46 Lynn Blumenstein, “Czech Floods Damage Books,” Library Journal, September 15,
2002, 18-19.

47 Ray, 384.  For a fanciful account of this process by a volunteer that includes the cutting
of Nazi-era newspapers to serve as blotters for materials that were being packaged for the freezer,
see “A Little Reading about the Great Waters,” Municipal Library of Prague, Annual Report for
the Year 2003,
http://www.mlp.cz/cz/dokumenty/?act=get&check=6654eb24d292a441458e50944ec9afaf&id=4
7.

48 Jiří Vnouček, “The Prague Flood Diary,” in Preparing for the Worst, Planning for the
Best: Protecting our Cultural Heritage from Disaster, ed. Johanna G. Wellheiser and Nancy E.
Gwinn (München: K.G. Saur, 2005), 108.

49 Ray, 386.
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Vnouček, this method, which was invented in the United Kingdom by Dr. Nicholas Hadgraft and

Stuart Welch, was used in this situation “for the first time for the large-scale recovery of wet

collections.”50  As a final step, conservators used an ethylene oxidation chamber in order to

remove any traces of dead mold and “prevent the hibernating mold from coming back to life.”51 

The Czech conservators defended their decisions about drying and fumigation methods, despite

the fact that the use of fungicides has been discouraged since the late 20th century due to the

growing emphasis on non-intervention rather than the introduction of “foreign materials” that can

affect the long-term use and preservation of library and archival items.52  Jiří Polišenský, the

Director of the Preservation Division at the National Library of the Czech Republic, did

acknowledge in a 16 October 2003 videoconference that some of the treated materials were

“degraded by the thawing process and were no longer of preservation quality,” so the libraries

had to digitize the materials in order to provide any continuing access to them.53  While the

Czech National Library and the Prague Municipal Library arguably handled their crisis better

than the situation was handled in Florence, there was still room for improvement.

Parliament librarians Malackova and Sosna argue that their digital parliamentary library

project that began in 1995 served as a powerful antidote to the effects of the 2002 Prague flood,

for they had already established routines whereby “alternative media [were] stored in multiple

50 Vnouček, 103.

51 Ray, 387.

52 Dosman, 13.

53 Ray, 388.
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locations unattached to the location of its origin or original storage.”54  These documents are

digitized both as facsimiles and searchable text, so this project serves both for preservation and

access.55  As a result of the devastation they experienced in the flood, the Czech Academy of

Sciences built a digitization center and focused on preserving materials produced after 1895.56 

Since its inception, this program has averaged scanning 40,000-50,000 pages per month, for a

total of about four million pages overall.57  So both before and after the flood, digitization was a

trusted procedure for Czech libraries.

Polišenský identifies the following lessons to be learned from the experiences of the 2002

Prague flood:

It is necessary to amend a directive relating to the solution of critical situations, buy and

distribute necessary materials, reserve power supplies and pumps and conclude long-term

agreements with respective freezing plants and removal companies.  Moreover, it is

necessary that, in the future, disaster preparedness should be controlled by staff members

from the Preservation Department.58

Considering the political and intellectual costs of the Communist era, it is interesting to note that

in the face of disaster, even the most resolute of democratic nations prefers centralization in order

54 Malackova and Sosna, 252.

55 Karel Sosna (lecture, Parliamentary Library, Prague, May 22, 2012).

56 Rosenblum, 18.

57 Martin Lhoták, “Digitization and Scientific Digital Libraries” (lecture, National
Technical Library, Prague, May 30, 2012).

58  Polišenský, 7.
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to respond to the crisis more quickly and efficiently.

Although they encompassed emergencies of varying sorts, the experiences of Czech

libraries in dealing with the disasters of Nazi occupation, Communist repression, and a “five

hundred year” flood proved to be impactful in the development of library policies.  The

commonality in the responses to these various emergencies is a notion that access to information

needs to be preserved, and within the last twenty years, digitization has certainly come to be seen

as one means of accomplishing this goal.  As for the best mechanism for guaranteeing open

access, this is a topic about which Czech librarians have vacillated greatly over the years.  During

the Communist era, a highly decentralized off-the-books loaning of prohibited books and an

underground network of samizdat are seen as the best means of circulating information.  But in

the wake of a natural disaster and in the midst of the post-Communist decentralization, a more

orderly response was sought.  Perhaps the solution once again lies with digitization, in that the

programs that have developed such as Manuscriptorium can provide a model of a cooperative,

voluntary collaboration that is beneficial for all parties involved.
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