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On March 5, 2025, a conference was held at the Castle Museum of the Budapest History Museum under
the title 1711 — How Far Does Archaeology Go? The event was prompted by the question of the temporal
boundaries of archaeology and by the need to reconsider the relevant Hungarian legal framework, along
with its possible amendment. In recent years, we have seen increasingly intensive international scholarly
discourse, addressing the legitimacy, institutionalization, as well as legal and heritage aspects of modern
and contemporary archaeology (H4rRrISON & ScHOFIELD 2010; GonzALEz-RuiBar 2020, LaszLovszky 2023).
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Current legislation in Hungary defines an archaeological object, artifact,” or archaeological heritage® as
dating from before 1711, the landmark year when Rékdczi’s War of Independence came to an end. By now,
this political-historically grounded boundary is in many respects anachronistic and creates a number of
challenges for research. At the same time, it no longer reflects either the directions of scholarly research or
societal expectations.

In everyday practice, archaeological research increasingly encounters the limitations of the legal frame-
work, which generates debates within professional circles as well as among legislators. One of the most
obvious fields of tension is the material culture of everyday life, whose natural rthythm of change and
chronological framework do not follow legal definitions. Moreover, 18th— 20th-century sites — such as
castles, industrial facilities, military memorials, or battlefields (NEGYEs1 2010) — are often investigated using
archaeological methods, even though legally they are no longer classified as “archaeological heritage”.
Alongside the debates, however, in recent years there have been positive examples of close collaboration
between different disciplines (HORVATH, LOFFLER & MOLNAR 2021).

In international comparison, regulations in Hungary are considered rather strict. In several European
countries, the scope of archaeological research extends up to the turn of the 19th — 20th centuries, or even
as far as World War II. Elsewhere (e.g., in Finland), there is the practice of applying a “moving” 100-year
limit, which adapts more flexibly to the needs of (historical) science and heritage protection. The aim of
the conference was to initiate a dialogue on the sustainability of the current legislation, as well as on the
significance of modern and contemporary archaeology, its potential institutionalization, and the scientific
and heritage-related status of modern archaeology.

In his keynote address, Jozsef Laszlovszky pointed out that the methodology and toolkit of archaeology
are now suitable for investigating complex social and environmental processes that transcend traditional
chronological boundaries — be it landscape archaeology, conflict archaeology, industrial archaeology, or
environmental archaeology. Archaeological methods can provide insights not only into phenomena pre-
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2 Act LXIV of 2001 on the Protection of Cultural Heritage (prior to 1 September 2025), Section 7, Point 32 — Archaeological
Object: “An archaeological object is a cultural good, demonstrably preserved in a collection, created before 1711.”

3 Act LXIV of 2001 on the Protection of Cultural Heritage (prior to 1 September 2025), Section 7, Point 37 — Archaeological
Heritage: “Archaeological heritage means any perceptible trace of human existence on the surface of the earth, beneath
the earth or waters, or in natural or artificial cavities, created before 1711, which helps to understand universal culture, the
history of humankind, and its relationship with the environment, as well as contributes to the reconstruction of the history of
the peoples who lived in the territory of the country and of the nation, and which proves, presents, or supports the origin and
development of our people, furthermore, for which the principal sources of obtaining information are excavation and other
research methods.”
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dating artificially determined chronological limits and borders, but also into long-term historical processes
and social changes — even when they are temporally closer to us and are not legally considered part of the
“archaeological heritage.”

Dr. Kornél Konye’s lecture foregrounded the legal aspects. He emphasized that legislation concerning
archaeological heritage is fundamentally aligned with historical chronological boundaries, even though
archaeological findings cannot be constrained within such rigid frameworks. His presentation raised sev-
eral questions regarding the development of new procedures, protocols, and operational rules that would
accompany a possible revision of these boundaries.

In the morning session, Janos Attila Toth discussed the legal and practical issues of researching under-
water cultural heritage. He highlighted that adopting a 100-year moving limit would not only benefit herit-
age protection but also facilitate international cooperation. Csilla Libor addressed the archaeological signif-
icance of modern burials, underlining their special socio-historical and commemorative value.

In the afternoon, Gyorgy Terei examined the challenges and opportunities of investigating early mod-
ern fortifications, while Gabor Tomka presented the archaeological traces of early modern castle ruins and
their continued use. Through case studies in military heritage, Balazs Polgar illustrated how archaeological
methods may yield valuable results in investigating modern battlefields.

In the closing session, Istvan Feld explored the intersections between excavation and building archae-
ology, focusing particularly on 16th—18th-century buildings. Andras Koppany and Andras Fiilop jointly
presented their modern and contemporary archaeological investigations of listed buildings and historic
gardens, while Istvan Kovats provided an overview of Visegrad’s 18th century archaeological remains.

One of the most important conclusions of the conference was that the 1711 chronological limit is not
scientifically justified. In its actual practice, Hungarian archaeology already extends to periods after the
18™ century, even if the law does not recognize them as full-fledged heritage categories. The current legal
framework also fails to reflect the changes in interdisciplinary scientific practice and social expectations.
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Fig. 2. Debate after the presentation by Gyorgy Terei (photo: Akos Keppel)

This discrepancy is particularly evident in the growing role of community archaeology and in the rising
interest in modern heritage, both domestically and internationally — highlighting the need for a more up-to-
date and flexible regulatory system.

The development and application of archaeological methodology to the modern era not only meets
scholarly needs but also creates opportunities to address socially relevant issues: for example, Holocaust
memory, industrial heritage, or climate change models. The emergence of the disciplines of landscape
archaeology, environmental archaeology, and forensic archaeology indicates that archaeology is far more
than the mere recovery of artifacts: as an interdisciplinary science, it is capable of offering new interpretive
frameworks for understanding even the recent past.

Based on the conference, a collected volume is in preparation. Its purpose is not only to publish the pres-
entations, but also to provide an overview that may contribute to redefining the concept of archaeological
heritage and, in turn, to shaping a modern, 21st century heritage protection framework.

The event made it clear that “How far does archaeology go?” is not merely a theoretical question. The
answer defines how we look at our past, how we interpret our present, and what kind of heritage we wish
to pass on to future generations. It also underscores why it is crucial that the boundaries of archaeology be
determined not by dates, but by methodology.
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