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Aspects of the History of Settlement
in Recent Research:

Current Topics and Research Methods

The history of settlement has had a solid place in European historiography since the 
19th century and the same is true for Czech historiography. In the earlier period, re-
search was significantly based on the testimony of written sources (the oldest refer-
ences to individual localities and their incorporation into the context of the develop-
ment of settlements within crown, church, and noble domains). In this respect, the 
synthesis on settlement development in Bohemia by J. V. Šimák published in 1938 
(Středověká kolonisace v zemích českých) is still an important work as is the pioneering 
monograph by F. Roubík mapping abandoned medieval villages (Soupis a mapa zanik­
lých osad v Čechách, 1959). The spectrum of research methods was expanded only 
shortly before World War II and more significantly afterwards. This was chiefly in con-
nection with the development of medieval and post-medieval archaeology that came to 
the forefront much later than prehistoric archaeology. Toponomy has its roots in the 
pre-war era and its value as a source for settlement development was especially dem-
onstrated in the foundational work by E. Schwarz (Die Ortsnamen der Sudetenländer 
als Geschichtsquelle, 1931). In the post-war period, this was deepened and adjusted 
primarily at the level of nationalistic aspects by V. Šmilauer (Osídlení Čech ve světle 
místních jmen, 1960). Currently, other directions of studying the individual aspects of 
settlement development are primarily associated with Z. Boháč (patronage, old roads, 
toponymy, etc.). Boháč was the first to systematically study the possibilities and limita-
tions of the use of old maps (usually from the 17th century, but mostly only from the 
18th century and then especially the stable cadastre) as sources for the retrospective 
study of settlement development. He particularly documented the surprising long life 
of settlement structures in rural environments.
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A significant wave of interest into the history of settlement came in the 1960s. 
Besides the listed directions, we should specifically mention at least the beginning of 
study into cultivated lands (in Czech plužina, in German Flur) that belonged to medie
val villages (specifically V. Štěpánek as well as others), which was closely associated 
with abandoned villages (the Drahanská vrchovina highlands became a model region 
in this field with pioneering research coming from E. Černý). It was no accident that in 
the 1960s (after the publication of Atlas československých dějin (1965) as a pivotal 
work documenting the possibilities and benefits of cartographic depiction of a series of 
aspects in the development of society), the specialized journal Historická geografie 
(1968) was founded and its leading editor for decades was the aforementioned 
Z. Boháč. Its issues in the late 1960s and 1970s reflect the significant role of the his-
tory of settlement in the historiography of the time and it helped profile historical geo
graphy as an independent discipline. 

From the 1980s and especially in the last two decades, the field significantly 
expanded towards topics of a more interdisciplinary nature, which can be seen in the 
contents of individual issues of the journal in these periods. And although the history 
of settlement has not been the focal point of study for some time, it has received con-
tinual interest (as seen in the synthesis by Jan Klápště, The Czech Lands in Medieval 
Transformation, 2012; in the broader context of czech historical geography recently 
Eva Semotanová et al., Historical Geography in Czechia. Themes and Concepts, 
2023). The block of six studies thus does not represent just continuity with established 
tradition, but also a preview of possibilities for future study. As a certain evaluation 
(although it is not a complex overview of the current directions of research into this 
expansive field of historical geography), the editors decided it was appropriate to make 
these texts available to a foreign audience.

The following essays reflect selected aspects of the development of settlement 
in the Czech environment during the medieval and early modern periods as well as the 
range of current methodological approaches, topics, and their potential for future re-
search. The methodological foundations, the breadth of questions, chronological range, 
and territorial boundaries of model locations are all different. The common thread 
(besides the ties to the history of settlement) is the combination of the micro and mac-
ro levels that demonstrate the interpretational potential of the case studies while also 
anchoring their evidence within a wider framework of topics and their heretofore 
study. 

The opening study framed by the broad chronological range of the 13th–20th cen-
turies uses the territory belonging to the royal castle Bezděz to observe the aspects of 
the beginnings of settlement structures (the 13th century) whose presumed end after 
centuries of existence was abandonment in the 20th century associated with the post-
-war deportation of German inhabitants and the subsequent use of the land for military 
purposes. 
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The four subsequent medieval studies focus on the testimonial value of particu-
lar phenomena in relation to reconstructing the development of settlement structures 
and their spatial organization. The first covers the interpretational potential of origi-
nally medieval churches that are solitary and eccentrically located in relation to the 
centres of nearby villages and whose “unusual” location can usually only be noted, but 
much less often interpreted in terms of the historical development. Interpretational 
approaches can also use the natural sciences, and specific attention is paid here to the 
geological conditions in the given context of the selected locations. The next essay also 
deals with church structures as its goal is an attempt to identify the possible reasons for 
the abandonment of medieval settlements near still-existing churches (especially 
parish churches), specifically to identify the reasons and circumstances that led to their 
preservation and constant use. The following essay discusses the potential of studying 
old roads for learning about the history of settlement where the reconstruction of their 
routes using old maps and primarily surveys of the terrain are combined with an ex-
amination of the contemporary development of settlement structures within their reach 
or in reaction to changes to the road network (using an example from Central Bohe-
mia). The final medieval study focuses on a single segment of testimony from archae-
ology. Its close connection to the study of settlements is obvious and has already been 
mentioned. An analysis of medieval pottery from a rather small area in West Bohemia 
offers remarkable evidence both in terms of the development of settlement and chang-
es to its structure, although in some cases hypothetical, as well as offering knowledge 
on other levels as well (such as the transfer of production technologies within the re-
gion and the relations between the “centre” and the “periphery”, including from a set-
tlement point of view).

The bloc is concluded by the sixth contribution, which falls outside the medie-
val period into the 16th–18th centuries and focuses on the development, transforma-
tions, spatial ordering, and economic use of land in parts of the Ore Mountains as well 
as the potential for these types of studies to provide knowledge for the development of 
related settlement structures.1

The Editorial Board

1  The publication of this thematic block of studies (pp. 167–295) was supported by the re-
search program “Strategie AV21 – Anatomie evropské společnosti, historie, tradice, kultura, identita 
– Evropská krajina jako interakce mezi přírodou a společností: Kritické aspekty vývoje osídlení”.


