
149

Professor MUDr. RNDr. h.c. EMANUEL VLČEK, DrSc.

If a survey were to be conducted on the medial-
ly best-known personality of the National Mu-
seum in Prague, Czech Republic, then among
the top names would probably figure that of
a man who founded at this institution almost
forty years ago, in 1967, the Department of An-
thropology. We are referring to Professor
Emanuel Vlček. 

Looking back, it is obvious this was a crucial
event, not only from the point of anthropology
per se. This is supported by the fact that the
founding of the Department of Anthropology in
the National Museum had been sought since the
end of the 19th century. After all, promoting
a new idea, founding something new is not al-
ways an easy task and requires determination,
diplomatic skills as well as an “erudite” founder.
The subsequent defence of these new ideas is no
mean feat either. In this case, the hardest task
was the establishment of the department itself, as
it was founded literally “from nothing”. There
were no collections, no space and no employees.
This is where Emanuel Vlček's organisational
and “prognostic” skills came fully into play.
Over two years, the department acquired five
employees, collections and a stable working en-
vironment. At the same time, the department
gradually gained professional prestige in
Europe. At the time, Emanuel Vlček was in his
forties. But as the cliché goes, time flies and Pro-
fessor Vlček celebrated his eightieth birthday at
the beginning of March, this year. 

Emanuel Vlček was born on 1 March 1925 in
Rožmitál pod Třemšínem. His father was a po-
lice constable. The family then moved to Prague,
and thus he attended an elementary school in
Prague XVI – Hlubočepy (1931–1936). He con-
tinued his education at the grammar school in
Prague XVI – Smíchov (1936–1944). Emanuel
Vlček's childhood memories evoke the atmos-
phere of the Czech film „Obecná škola“ (Ele-
mentary School) directed by Jan Svěrák. His
childhood memories include a scene where he
and his friends would jump from a bridge onto
the sand-filled wagons of passing trains. Once he

graduated in 1944, Emanuel Vlček was forced to
work in the Aero factory in Modřany near
Prague. In May 1945, he fought against the Ger-
mans at Barrandov during the Prague uprising,
and was wounded twice. He was awarded the
Czechoslovak War Cross for bravery. After the
war, the Medical Faculty of Charles University
in Prague accepted him. At the same time, he
studied anthropology at the Faculty of Natural
Sciences of the same university. After graduation
he started work as a paleo-anthropologist in the
Institute of Archaeology of the Slovak Academy
of Sciences – first in Martin and later in Nitra
(1951–1957). He was thus one of the founders of
anthropology in Slovakia. In 1957 he transferred
to the Institute of Archaeology of the Czechoslo-
vak Academy of Sciences, where he worked at
the Department of Palaeolithic until 1967, when
he founded the Department of Anthropology in
the National Museum. At the end of 1974, he
was removed from his post as director of this de-
partment for political reasons. Three years later,
in November 1977, Emanuel Vlček transferred
to the newly created Division for Anthropologi-
cal Research into Historical Personalities and the
Evolution of Man. He worked at the National
Museum until his retirement in 1990. 

In 1962 he received his doctorate and in 1969
his PhD in medical sciences from Professor
Ladislav Borovanský.

The teaching activities of Emanuel Vlček
date from 1952, when he began lecturing on an-
thropology and human biology at the Faculty of
Natural Sciences and Philosophy of the Come-
nius University in Bratislava. He lectured there
until 1973, when he was banned for ideological
reasons. In 1970–1973, he lectured on human
paleoanthropology at the Faculty of Sciences of
Charles University in Prague. He submitted his
doctoral thesis in 1969, but this was suspended
for political reasons at it dealt with the remains
of Saint John from Nepomuk. The 1st Faculty
of Medicine of Charles University, Prague, fi-
nally awarded him his doctorate in 1991. The
following year, he was named Professor of Nor-
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mal Comparative Anatomy. A year later, in
1993, the Pavel Jozef Šafařík University in
Košice awarded him the honorary title of doc-
tor honoris causa in Biological Sciences. 

The research conducted by Professor Emanuel
Vlček can be divided into two main topics:
paleoanthropology, or more precisely the study
of the phylogenetic development of Man in Cen-
tral Europe; and the anthropological-medical
study of the remains of historical personalities of
both Czech and European provenance. An at-
tempt at a more precise and detailed division of
these topics could be as follows:

The study of fossil man in Europe, espe-
cially of the ontogenesis and phylogenesis of
Neanderthal forms and erectoid types of
modern man’s predecessors: In 1948,
Emanuel Vlček studied the previously uncov-
ered travertine cranial cast and was the first to
put forward the hypothesis that, according to its
morphology, this cranium belonged to a Nean-
derthal form of Homo sapiens. Until then, the
existence of Neanderthal populations in Slo-
vakia had been denied. Subsequently, a nearly

ten-year detailed multi-disciplinary examina-
tion of these finds, which culminated in the
convening of an international conference, con-
firmed the veracity of this hypothesis. The
provenance of these finds from the last inter-
glacial was also confirmed by Uranium-Thori-
um dating of the locality conducted at the end
of the 20th century. The absolute age of the cra-
nial cast was estimated to be 105 000 years. 

Emanuel Vlček also worked on other Mid-
dle-European finds of Neanderthals from the
caves of Šipka and Ochoz in Moravia and from
the Slovakian locality of Šaľa. This research
culminated in the world-acclaimed treatise
„Neanderthaler der Tschechoslowakei“ (1969).
Among the European finds studied by Emanuel
Vlček were the remains of the Neanderthal
from Pech de l'Azé and from La Quina in
France (1975), the finds from Arago in France
(1982), the fossil Man from Koněprusy in the
Czech Republic (1952, 1957), Petralona in
Greece (1981–1982), the finds from Vertes-
szöllös in Hungary (e.g. 1981), the child skele-
ton from Teshik-Tash in Uzbekistan (e.g. 1970)

Prof. Emanuel Vlček (second from left) with Prof. E. Strouhal, Doc. M. Prokopec, Prof. R. Čihák and
Prof. Z. Šmahel in the celebration of his 80th birthday in the National Museum in Praha in March 2005.
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and the Neanderthal from Kiik-Koba and other
localities in the Crimea (e.g. 1973, 1974, 1975). 

He was a principal collaborator in the re-
search of a site of fossil man in Bilzingsleben,
Germany, from where he described a new tax-
on (subspecies), Homo erectus bilzingslebensis.
This research is currently represented in sever-
al treatises. Another treatise summarised the
study of fossil finds from Weimar-Ehringsdorf,
Germany.

The study of the onto-phylogenetic issue of
Neanderthals compared with modern forms:
This includes studies relating to the variability of
cranial signs in Neanderthal forms (e.g. the de-
velopment of sinus frontales, torus supraorbital-
is, metopism, the development and regression of
the crista et fovea zygomaticomandibularis) and
studies relating to the development of the short
muscles of the thumb in Neanderthals and
Modern Man. 

Fossil man of the Central European Homo
sapiens sapiens type: Emanuel Vlček conduct-
ed a number of research revisions and studies
relating to the findings of fossils of the Homo
sapiens sapiens type in Central Europe (e.g.
Dolní Věstonice, Pavlov I). This research re-
sulted in the definition of the Early-Paleolithic
Man group within the European ice age. He dis-
tinguished an Eastern form of Modern Man, the
so-called Brno type (finds from Brno, Před-
mostí, Pavlov, Sungir, Kostěnki) from the Cro-
Magnon type of man (e.g. Menton, Mladeč). 

Pre-historical anthropology: During his
time at the Archaeological Institutes of the Slo-
vak and Czechoslovak Academies of Science,
Emanuel Vlček studied a number of burial
grounds from various historical periods and ar-
chaeological cultures, from the Early Stone-age
until the Middle Ages (e.g. Nitranský Hrádek –
cannel ceramics, Předměřice, Lužianky – Ne-
olithic, Zdice – Knovíz culture, the caves at
Hraškov – Halstatt, Vícemilice – Celts, Nitrian-
sky Hrádok – Roman era). This group also in-
cludes a compilation study relating to Celts in
southwestern Slovakia and to populations from
the Migration Period in Slovakia. 

The study of fossil apes of Central Europe:
Emanuel Vlček studied the finds of fossil mon-
keysfrom localities such as Koněprusy, Gom-
basek, Ivanovice or Hajnáčka. He was the first
to show that in the Czech Republic and in Slo-
vakia, terrestrial forms lived together with tree
forms during the Early Quarternary (macaque

forms). In 2003, for example, Vlček published
a study on Macaca florentina from the Bilz-
ingsleben locality and its comparison with finds
from the European Middle Pleistocene.

Anthropological-medical study of histori-
cal personalities: Emanuel Vlček studied the
skeletal remains of Czech kings and rulers
(roughly 60 individuals, e.g. the Premysl dy-
nasty, Charles IV, John of Luxemburg, Ladislav
Pohrobek, Ferdinand I., Maximillian II., Rudolf
II), church personalities and saints (e.g. Saint
Agnes of Bohemia, beatified Hroznata, Saint
John from Nepomuk, Saint Prokop, Saint Voj-
těch, Saint Ivan, Saint Luke), cultural and polit-
ical personalities (e.g. B. Bolzano, K.H.
Mácha, B. Smetana, B. Martinů, W.A. Mozart,
Albrecht from Waldstein, J. Masaryk, the para-
chutists who took part in the assassination of R.
Heidrich), as well as historical personalities of
other countries (Philip of Macedonia). On quite
a few occasions his research elaborated or cor-
rected previous opinions relating to the health
status of these personalities. Research on the
Czech rulers that the professor has conducted
since 1955 is summarized in three treatises:
„The earliest Premysl rulers“ (1997) „Czech
kings I“ (2000) and „Czech kings II“ (2000).

Ethnic anthropology: The study of modern
Chalcha-Mongols on the basis of material gath-
ered personally during the Czechoslovak ar-
chaeological expedition to Mongolia in 1958. 

Miscellanea: He conducted research into the
ABO blood type of the inhabitants of the Czech
Republic based on 174 000 examined indivi-
duals. Serological examinations were also ap-
plied in the study of historical personalities.
These studies showed, for example, that re-
mains attributed to Saint Vojtěch included also
bones of other individuals. We should also
mention his compilation study on syphilis, his
case reports and work on trepanations. 

It is clear that these topics are very extensive.
The extent of Professor Vlček's scientific scope
is best illustrated by the titles of his publications.
He published more than 530 papers in the Czech
Republic and abroad, incl. almost 70 books. In
addition he gave over 620 lectures. These num-
bers speak for themselves. His first paper was
published in the Vesmír magazine, when he was
a student at grammar school (1943), and he de-
livered his first lecture in 1949 at the conference
of the State Institute of Archaeology in Trenčian-
ské Teplice, Slovakia. This was entitled “the
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Travertine Cranial Cast of a Neanderthaloid Man
in Gánovice, Slovakia“.

Emanuel Vlček's research was awarded
a number of domestic and international awards,
e.g. the award of the Slovak Academy of
Sciences (1955), the award of the Czechoslo-
vak Academy of Sciences (1963), the award of
the Anatomical Society (1971), the Henri Vic-
tora Vallois medal of the French Anthropologi-
cal Society in Paris (1962), Hrdlička's medal
(1969), Boca's award of the French Anthropo-
logical Society (1979), the medal of the State
Museum of Luxemburg (1982) and the award
of the Czech Medical Society (1992). He was
elected a corresponding member of the Société
d'Anthropologie de Paris (1965), the Anthro-

pologische Gesellschaft in Wien (1965), a hon-
orary member of the Institut Grand-Ducal in
Luxemburg (1981) and of many other domestic
and foreign societies. 

Professor Dr. Emanuel Vlček, MD., PhD. is
undoubtedly one of the most distinctive figures
of Czech and European anthropology of the
second half of the 20th century. The previous
text has been a mere attempt at outlining the
pivotal events in his professional career, not at
evaluating this career. The employees of the
Department of Anthropology of the National
Museum, Prague, wish the Professor good
health in the years to come, much optimism,
and naturally that he lives his life to the full as
he has done all these years.

Petr Velemínský & Vítězslav Kuželka, Department of Anthropology, National Museum, Václavské náměstí 68,
CZ-115 79 Praha 1, Czech republic; e-mails: petr.veleminsky@nm.cz, e-mail: vitezslav.kuzelka@nm.cz
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