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Summary

The excavation of the recent past, especially the sites of former prison 
camps, still presents a challenge to field archaeologists and state archaeo-
logical authorities. Even the finds recovered from these excavations pose a 
problem. The quantity of material found, which consists to a great extent of 
mass-produced objects, raises the question as to whether it is necessary to 
retain every item, as is common practice with older objects, or if, in certain 
cases, an appropriate selection should be made. This question is also perti-
nent regarding the decreasing amount of space available for the long-term 
storage of finds. This paper discusses the following points: what makes an ob-
ject an archaeological find? Is there a legal basis for selection and what are the 
associated problems? What relevance could artifacts from contemporary his-
torical contexts have in public and academic discourse? What are the selec-
tion criteria and the pros and cons of sampling? Finally, this paper argues that 
objects from contemporary historical contexts should be treated with the 
same care which is taken for granted when dealing with artifacts from older 
periods. A selection can be useful but must be carefully thought through and 
well documented to minimize a possible loss of information.

Zusammenfassung

Grabungen an Komplexen der jüngeren Geschichte, insbesondere ehema-
lige Lagerstandorte, stellen für Ausgräber und Landesbehörden noch immer 
eine Herausforderung dar. Dies betrifft auch die dabei geborgenen Fund- 
stücke, die mehrheitlich Objekte der Massenproduktion sind. So werfen ge-
rade Grabungen mit hohem Fundaufkommen die Frage auf, ob diese Funde, 
wie bei älteren Objekten üblich, in ihrer Gesamtheit aufbewahrt werden 
sollten oder ob in speziellen Fällen eine zweckdienliche Auswahl erfolgen 
kann. Dies ist vor allem wichtig, wenn man die immer geringer werdenden 
Platzkapazitäten in den Sammlungen der Landesämter betrachtet. Der Bei-
trag thematisiert also folgende Fragen: Was macht ein Objekt überhaupt zu 
einem archäologischen Fund? Gibt es eine gesetzliche Basis, um Fundstücke 
zur Bewahrung auszuwählen und welche Probleme stellen sich dabei? Sollte 
eine Auswahl getroffen werden und, wenn ja, was wären geeignete Kriterien? 
Welche Relevanz besitzen zeitgeschichtliche Funde für Wissenschaft und Öf-
fentlichkeit? Der Beitrag plädiert dafür, auch jüngere Funde mit jener Sorgfalt 
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zu behandeln, die bei „älteren“ Grabungen selbstverständlich ist und folgert, 
dass eine Auswahl sinnvoll sein kann, jedoch gut durchdacht und dokumen-
tiert sein sollte, um keinen Informationsverlust zu riskieren.

Introduction

The excavation of the recent past, especially the sites of former prison 
camps, still presents a challenge to field archaeologists and state archaeologi-
cal authorities. From my personal experience and from conversations with 
colleagues, it is clear that the finds recovered from these excavations often 
pose a problem. The large quantities of material sometimes found raise the 
question of whether or not it is necessary to retain every single item, as is 
common practice with older objects, or whether, in certain cases, an appro-
priate selection be made. The finds are, to a great extent, objects of mass pro-
duction and their preservation value could and should be scrutinized. This is 
especially relevant with regard to the limited number of personnel available 
for the management of archaeological archives and the decreasing amount 
of space available for the long-term storage of finds. However, mass produc-
tion alone is not an adequate reason to assign less value to these objects than 
to older ones. In this paper the following questions will be addressed: what 
relevance could finds from contemporary historical contexts have in public 
and academic discourse? Must a choice be made and, if so, what are the dif-
ficulties associated with this decision? Furthermore, some suggestions about 
the practical selection of finds and the criteria which should be considered 
will be proposed, followed by a discussion of the problems which emerge.

The legal basis

In order to decide whether it is necessary, or even useful, to carry out a se-
lection of the objects excavated from contemporary historical contexts, we 
first have to determine what makes an object an archaeological find or, more 
specifically, a find of archeological relevance (in this paper, the term “contem-
porary” refers to the field of archaeological research dealing with the 20th and 
21st century and focuses here on places of repression).

Following the consultation of various excavation guidelines and heritage 
protection laws, restricted in this case to those published by the German 
federal states, it quickly becomes apparent that it is not easy to provide an 
exact definition of the term “archaeological find”. In general, the term “find” 
remains vague, even when it is directly referred to, and a strict definition does 
not take place. The “find” is subsumed under other terms, such as “movable 
monument”, “cultural monument” and “immovable monument”, or described 
as the remains and traces of the same. Further definitions, such as “movable 
archaeological evidence”, “tangible assets” and “aggregates of things”, in part 
or in entirety, are used and often clarified in the following legal text. 

For the purpose of this paper, the heritage protection law of the State of 
Brandenburg will be used as an example. According to this law, finds are 
items, majorities of items, parts or traces of items of what can be assumed 
to be monuments in the meaning of section 2 clause 1.1 Section 2 clause 1 
states in turn that monuments are items, majorities of items or parts of items 
whose preservation is of public interest by reason of their historical, scien-
tific, technical, artistic, architectural or ethnological importance. So an ob-
ject becomes a find of archaeological relevance and is therefore worthy of 
preservation due to its historical, scientific, technical, artistic, architectural 
or ethnological significance and the resulting public interest. This definition is 
probably sufficient for finds recovered during the excavation of, for example, 
a Bronze Age cemetery. The archaeological relevance of these objects is a re-
sult of their age and the associated rarity. In addition, rare objects, especially 
those dating to periods with no or very few written sources, are often consid-

1  Gesetz über den Schutz und die 
Pflege der Denkmale im Land Bran-
denburg [BbgDSchG] 2004, chap-
ter  2 section 11 clause 1. Online avail-
able at http://www.denkmalliste.org/ 
denkmalschutzgesetze.html (access- 
ed 3.11.2016).
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ered to be of higher value as a source of information, and therefore of greater 
historic or scientific significance. For this reason they need to be preserved 
and protected (Oebbecke 1995, 57–58).

It is not usually necessary, according to the heritage protection law in Bran-
denburg, to decide which finds should be retained from the excavation of a 
prehistoric site, although the excavation guidelines published by the Asso-
ciation of State Archaeologists in the Federal Republic of Germany allow ex-
ceptions to be made in extreme cases (e.g. large quantities of similar material 
found at pottery workshops, slag heaps and storage sites for raw materials 
(Verband der Landesarchäologen in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland 2006, 
22, 26, 29, 30). However, in the case of our fictional Bronze Age cemetery 
and in accordance with the definition above, every movable object made or 
used by humans within the excavated area could be an archaeological find 
and should be handed over to the State Office for Monument Conservation 
for long-term storage. In addition, the excavation guidelines in Brandenburg 
state that it is necessary to prove that the assemblage of finds recovered from 
a site is complete.2

As a general rule, it seems that a selection of the finds recovered from pre-
historic and protohistoric sites in Brandenburg is not required. So why should 
different standards be applied to finds from later periods and how can this 
difference in practice be justified? The simple answer is, that objects from the 
contemporary past do not derive their historical or scientific significance, and 
the associated public interest, automatically from their age (this also partly 
applies to the medieval and modern periods). The finds are usually neither 
rare nor are they the only source material available. As a consequence, addi-
tional reasons need to be presented in order to establish their archaeological 
relevance, which in turn justifies their legal protection and preservation. Af-
ter all, not every Coca-Cola can from the 1960s is a matter of public interest. 
However, this does not mean that these finds have no archaeological rele-
vance at all. Their relevance just stems from different criteria.

The relevance of contemporary objects

Value as an historical source
So how can archaeological finds from contemporary contexts generate 

the public interest required by the heritage protection law in Brandenburg? 
The primary argument can be found in the state of the source material itself. 
Because there is a characteristic lack of written, pictorial and oral evidence 
in totalitarian and terrorist systems caused by political repression. This lack 
of sources is, at first, a result of the perpetrators’ sense of guilt and the con-
sequent reluctance to document their own conduct, or to subsequently de-
stroy incriminating evidence. Secondly, it is a result of their lack of interest in 
documenting the everyday life of the for example arrested people. In addi-
tion, the lack of sources results from the priorities and lack of opportunity of 
those arrested to document their situation. Consequently, finds from these 
contexts can provide information which is not, or only poorly, documented 
in historical sources and could therefore be of historical and scientific impor-
tance (Oebbecke 1995, 58–59).

Value as a museological and pedagogical resource
In German contemporary archaeology, the research is currently mainly fo-

cused on the sites of former prison camps. But these places are not only a 
subject of research – issues of preservation and communication are increas-
ingly important, too (Kunow 2014, 69). Which is the second argument in favor 
of the public interest in contemporary archaeological finds. Because these 
artifacts are the material legacy of distressing and far-reaching historical 
events they accordingly possess a value as display objects and pedagogical 
tools which should not be underestimated. And so they can play an important 
complementary role in educational work, if used appropriately. The preser-

2 Brandenburgisches Landesamt für 
Denkmalpflege und Archäologisches 
Landesmuseum, Abt. Bodendenkmal- 
pflege 2006, section II clause 7, 15; on-
line available at http://www.archaeo-
logie-online.de/links/detail/18614.php 
(accessed 3.11.2016).
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vation and communication of historical knowledge in order to keep memory 
alive and make remembrance possible are, in this context, the responsibility 
of both, the concentration camp memorial sites and the heritage manage-
ment organizations (Kunow 1996, 323–324).

Value as a legal and biographical evidence
The third argument is the possible legal- and biographical relevance of finds 

excavated at places of injustice. The legal and historical investigation of these 
places has rarely been completed and excavations at sites such as prison 
camps can still provide information which has a direct impact on the present. 
Generally speaking, the younger the site, the greater the possible impact. On 
the one hand, mass-produced objects can be used to evaluate the history 
and legacy of business and industry under National Socialism. Information 
about which companies made use of forced labor, which can be provided 
by archaeological finds, and the way in which these companies deal with 
their responsibility today are still important to public opinion. In this case, 
finds can literally be a piece of evidence. On the other hand, there is a much 
smaller group of “personalized” objects marked with names or identification 
numbers which are almost exclusively found in contemporary historical con-
texts. If it is possible to identify the original owner, these objects can be very 
important to the survivors and help to process or find closure with their past 
and they can help descendants to clarify a relative’s fate as well, by for exam-
ple identifying places of burial. In contrast to much older artefacts, a direct 
biographical connection to the present day can exist and this is a new respon-
sibility of which archeologists must be aware.

So, it seems that the public interest required by the heritage protection law 
in Brandenburg or other German federal states can be claimed for finds from 
the contemporary past. It results from their possible value as an historical 
source, a museological and pedagogical resource, and as objects of both le-
gal and biographical relevance.

Selection problems

So why do we still have to consider which finds to retain? It is because the 
public interest argument outlined above cannot be applied to every single 
object as, for example, the age / rarity argument applies to artifacts from the 
prehistoric period. And this is the crux of the matter, because it could be ar-
gued that it is necessary to prove the public interest value of each find in order 
to justify the further investment of resources, such as long-term storage in the 
archives of the state heritage management authorities (Oebbecke 1995, 57–58). 
We must bear in mind that these institutions have an obligation to account for 
their work and expenditure to the public (Verband der Landesarchäologen in 
der Bundesrepublik Deutschland 2001, 4–5). Taking this argument into con-
sideration, we would probably have to answer the question whether a selec-
tion ought to be made with yes.

This is not a new problem, because selection processes take place on every 
excavation. Some are decided, in accordance with excavation guidelines, 
in advance, while others are more or less unintentional. The second set of 
choices is influenced by various factors, such as prior knowledge, experience, 
and conscious or unconscious personal preference. Although archeologists 
attempt to be objective, artifacts which are familiar (or unfamiliar) or which 
are of personal interest sometimes receive more attention. For example, a 
Mesolithic specialist would probably set different priorities for the excavation 
of a post-medieval village than a post-medieval specialist, and vice versa. The 
current state of research also affects the selection process. Before medieval 
archaeology became established, sherds of glazed pottery were often not 
recovered. Practical considerations, such as the excavation budget and the 
amount of time and number of staff available, are equally important. During 
a rescue excavation, small pottery sherds with no identifiable characteristics 
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are unlikely to be recovered. A selection will always be made but it should be 
a conscious decision and adequately documented so that is apparent to sub-
sequent researchers who might otherwise reach wrong conclusions (Sommer 
2014, 239–243).

Diversity
When it comes to artifacts from the recent past, the objects are often simi-

lar or almost identical to the things which we use every day and that is why it 
is too easy to assume that the decision as to whether an object is relevant and 
should be retained is straight forward and quick to make. Several new prob-
lems arise: the first is the lack of widespread knowledge about the material 
culture of contemporary archaeology within the archaeological community. 
For a “typical” archaeologist, contemporary archaeology was not part of their 
university education and relatively few archaeologists have excavated and / 
or researched sites from this period. This is not surprising because contem-
porary archaeology is a quite young field of research and the situation will im-
prove in the long term. Meanwhile, we must be aware of this knowledge gap 
and, if in doubt, seek expertise and support from other disciplines because 
“detailed knowledge of objects, common in prehistoric and other archaeolo-
gies is difficult to acquire and to impart. The variability and functional diver-
sity of the 20th century material world has simply become too great” (author’s 
translation of Bernbeck/Pollock 2013, 5).

To give a practical example, a large rubbish pit containing over five and a 
half tons of material was discovered during building work in the grounds of 
the Museum and Memorial Site at Sachsenhausen in the year 2000. The exca-
vated finds were an assemblage of objects from the Nazi concentration camp, 
the subsequent NKVD special camp and the GDR period which followed. 
These finds illustrate the wide range of material that can be recovered and 
included fragments of structural elements, electrical components, plumbing 
and sanitation items, pharmaceutical containers and medical devices, hy-
giene products, “household goods” in the broadest sense, toys, clothing and 
military items. It is virtually impossible for a single person to deal effectively 
with such a quantity and variety of material and possess sufficient specialist 
knowledge in such a diversity of fields, ranging from international military in-
signia to the possible uses of various medicines (see Müller 2010).

Identification
The second problem is, that the identification and classification of these 

objects, especially the factory-made items, is not that simple. There are no 
typologies, and few archaeological data sets or specialist publications, avail-
able for the researcher to consult. In fact, it would be inappropriate, or in-
deed futile, to create an artificial classification, as is common practice with 
artifacts from the prehistoric period, because the objects, in their original 
form, already have a name and a designated function. These cannot be de-
termined without extensive and time-consuming research, which does not 
always result in success. Be that as it may, without a precise name and specific 
function it is almost impossible to establish the historical value of an object or 
to compare it with similar finds from other assemblages.

Date
The third problem is to accurately date the finds. Historical sources usually 

provide an exact sequence for events in the 20th century. To locate finds with-
in this chronology, and thus establish their context and historical value, they 
must be precisely dated. In the example of the rubbish pit, the three phases 
(as the concentration camp, the special camp and the GDR period) were sep-
arated by a maximum of five years and it was very difficult to assign the major-
ity of these finds to a particular phase. Some objects, especially those which 
were industrially produced, were marked with a manufacturing date. These, 
however, provide only a terminus post quem and give no indication of the du-
ration of use. Dating becomes even more difficult if the form and function of 
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an object are the only available information. Even in the 20th century, distinct 
changes in shape and style rarely occur often enough to allow a dating ac-
curacy of a few years. Besides, even if they do, complex and time-consuming 
research is necessary to determine, for example, how long a certain type of 
radio valve was in use or in which year the design of specific sort of cream jar 
was changed.

Context
Fourthly, it is also often difficult to prove that the finds recovered are rel-

evant to and associated with the site under investigation, which is less of a 
problem on prehistoric excavations. Generally speaking, the archaeological 
relevance of prehistoric finds is determined by their stratigraphic position 
and distinguishing characteristics. The precise date, be it Bronze Age, Iron 
Age or medieval, is initially unimportant. But the situation is quite different on 
sites from the recent past: there is rarely any stratigraphy, with most features 
located directly beneath the modern ground surface, and the finds mostly 
lack distinguishing characteristics, as explained above. Furthermore, material 
on the sites of former prison camps was often reused and the sites themselves 
were disturbed and transformed by subsequent activity. The subsequent use 
of the sites also introduced objects that do not substantially differ from those 
which one would expect to find in features from a prison camp. For example, 
it is relatively hard to decide whether a rubbish pit found within the area of 
a former prison camp was used while the camp was in operation or was cre-
ated by local residents only a few years after the camp was closed.

The problems listed above, which might be faced when dealing with finds 
from the contemporary past, illustrate the difficulties involved in making a 
sound decision about the public interest value of a single object. In other 
words, does the find provide information which could expand or comple-
ment the existing sources, does it raise new questions and research issues, 
and is it a potential display object or even a piece of evidence? A decision 
should not only be based on personal experience, extensive research and 
dialogue with fellow researchers, but also on intensive communication with 
specialists in other fields, such as history, ethnology and sociology; architec-
tural, cultural and military history; the history of design, and medicine. Non-
academic expertise is also vital and includes everyone from eyewitnesses and 
survivors, the staff of memorial sites and manufacturing companies to electri-
cians, plumbers and local historians. In short, the widest range of expertise 
possible.

Taking all of these aspects into consideration, it should now be clear that 
the selection of finds from contemporary historical contexts involves an 
enormous amount of time and effort. For this reason, the cost (in terms of 
time and personnel) needs to be weighed up against the benefit (in terms of 
saving long-term storage space), especially in the case of rescue excavations. 
That’s why it is difficult to give a definitive answer to the question of whether 
or not a selection should actually be made. In theory, according to the herit-
age protection law, a selection is possible. Yet, with the effort involved and 
the risk of losing valuable information, it remains unclear whether and to what 
extent it would be sensible in practice.

Possible selection criteria

Despite these doubts, I will try to examine the practicalities of selection, 
using a “typical” assemblage from the excavation of a prison camp site as 
example. Is it possible to identify some preliminary selection criteria for the 
historical, evidential or display value and which problems need be consid-
ered? Because there is a wide gap between what is practically applicable on 
short-term rescue excavations and long-term research projects, this are only 
suggestions and cannot be generally valid. In light of the problems outlined 
in the previous section, it seems advisable to make a final selection of finds 
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as late as possible in the excavation process, especially if large quantities of 
material are involved. In this way, it would be possible to sort the finds and 
attain a broad overview, which is strongly recommended before a selection 
is made. During the excavation, finds should be examined for possible indica-
tors of their historical, evidential and display value.

Industrial markings
The first things to look for are industrial markings, such as company names 

and logos, seals and emblems, pottery marks and other symbols of any kind, 
as well as lettering, for example the tables of contents on food and phar-
maceutical packaging. These can provide important information about the 
manufacturers and suppliers involved in the camps; the camp facilities; the 
supplies and equipment available to the prisoners and guards; humanitarian 
aid (Red Cross parcels) and even details about the prisoners, such as coun-
tries of origin. It would be ideal to retain every marked item for quantitative 
evaluation but, if this is not possible, selection could be limited to the best-
preserved item, if there are identical markings on objects of the same kind.

Items associated with prisoners
The second criterion includes all items which may be associated with the 

prisoners. These objects are of great value as an historical source, for display 
and pedagogical purposes, and are also important pieces of evidence. There 
are usually groups of similar objects which, once identified, can be deliber-
ately picked out. These include simple cutlery and crockery; personal hy-
giene items such as toothbrushes, combs and razors; articles of clothing and 
shoes; storage utensils such as boxes, cans or cigarette cases; items of jewelry 
and personal accessories; badges, insignia and identification marks; but also 
pipe fragments and toys.

Special attention is needed to identify items which are not easily recogniz-
able as personal belongings at first glance, for example reused or recycled 
objects. The slightest sign of alteration may indicate reuse or reutilization. 
Handmade objects can also be difficult to identify immediately. They were 
mostly items which were necessary for survival, such as articles of person-
al hygiene, clothing, cutlery and crockery (Fig. 1), but also include small re-
ceptacles; charms, trinkets, decorations and various small objects created 
for distraction and amusement (Fig. 2). These two types of artifacts, made of 
wood, glass, plastic and metal waste, may now seem small and insignificant 
but those who made or possessed them risked severe punishment and death. 
Reutilized and handmade objects often elicit an emotional response from 
the observer and make the fate of the individual behind the artifact seem 

Fig. 1. Examples of handmade objects es-
sential for survival (spoon, bowl, comb and 
knife) from the Nazi concentration camp and 
the subsequent NKVD special camp at Sach-
senhausen (above left, below right, photo-
graphs by A.-K. Müller), the POW camp M 
Stalag III B at Eisenhüttenstadt (above right, 
photograph by A. Drieschner/B. Schulz) and 
the POW and forced labor camp Stalag III A 
at Frankenfelde (below left, photograph by 
A.-K. Müller).
Abb. 1. Von Häftlingen gefertigte, überlebens- 
notwendige Objekte (Löffel, Schale, Kamm 
und Messer) aus dem Konzentrations- und  
Speziallager Sachsenhausen (o. l., u. r., Fotos: 
A.-K. Müller), dem Kriegsgefangenenlager  
M Stalag III B in Eisenhüttenstadt (o. r., Foto  
A. Drieschner/B. Schulz) und dem Kriegsgefan-
genen- und Zwangsarbeiterlager Stalag III A  
in Frankenfelde (u. l., Foto A.-K. Müller).
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Fig. 3. Examples of objects personalized by 
prisoners with names, numbers and initials 
(G. H., MK, IV A, Bachnick, Schmidt) from 
the Nazi concentration camp and the sub-
sequent NKVD special camp at Sachsenhau-
sen (photographs by A.-K. Müller).
Abb. 3. Von Häftlingen durch Namen, Num-
mern und Initialen personalisierte Objekte 
(G. H., MK, IV A, Bachnick, Schmidt) aus dem 
Konzentrations- und Speziallager Sachsen-
hausen (Fotos A.-K. Müller).

more tangible. They demonstrate not only the ingenuity of the prisoners, 
who lacked even the most basic objects necessary for survival, but also the 
desire to maintain some sort of normality and preserve individual identity. 
These objects tell stories and so are of exceptional historical, museological 
and pedagogical worth.

Another indication that an object was the personal possession of a prison-
er are handmade marks. These take a variety of forms and can be easily over-
looked, especially on uncleaned finds. In the majority of cases, they consist 
of scratched, engraved or painted initials and names, as well as combina-
tions of numbers and / or letters (probably block or identification numbers). 
It can be assumed that these markings had primarily the practical function of 
identifying invaluable personal property (Fig. 3). However, in the context of 
prison camps, where it was intended to destroy people’s identities by taking 
away their names, the act of recording a name can also be seen as an attempt 
to preserve personal identity. On some of the objects which were essential 
for survival, such as cutlery and crockery, names were crossed out and re-
placed by new ones. This can be considered as evidence of barter, a high 

Fig. 2. Examples of non-essential handmade 
objects (shoehorn, heart-shaped ornament, 
pipe and small bowl) from the satellite camp 
of the Sachsenhausen concentration camp 
at Rathenow (above and below left, photo-
graph by M. Antkowiak), the POW camp M 
Stalag III B at Eisenhüttenstadt (above right, 
photograph by A. Drieschner/B. Schulz) and 
the Nazi concentration camp and the sub-
sequent NKVD special camp at Sachsen-
hausen (below right, photograph by A.-K. 
Müller).
Abb. 2. Von Häftlingen gefertigte, nicht über-
lebensnotwendige Objekte (Schuhlöffel, 
Schmuckherz, Tabakpfeife und Schälchen) aus 
einem Außenlager des Konzentrationslagers 
Sachsenhausen in Rathenow (o. l., u. l., Fotos 
M. Antkowiak), dem Kriegsgefangenenlager 
M Stalag III B in Eisenhüttenstadt (o. r., Foto 
A. Drieschner/B. Schulz) und dem Konzentra-
tions- und Speziallager Sachsenhausen (u. r., 
Foto A.-K. Müller).
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Fig. 5. Telephone handset, whistle, inkwell 
and typewriter (possibly used by guards and 
administrative personnel) from the POW 
and forced labor camp Stalag III A at Fran-
kenfelde (above left and right), the Nazi con-
centration camp and the subsequent NKVD 
special camp at Sachsenhausen (below left 
and right, all photographs by A.-K. Müller).
Abb. 5. Telefonhörer, Pfeife, Tintenfass und 
Schreibmaschine (wahrscheinlich vom Lager- 
personal genutzt) aus dem Kriegsgefangenen- 
und Zwangsarbeiterlager Stalag III A in Fran- 
kenfelde (o. l., o. r.) und dem Konzentrations- 
und Speziallager Sachsenhausen (u. l., u. r., alle 
Fotos A.-K. Müller).

mortality rate and the “inheritance” of important items. The type of marks, 
be it hastily improvised scratches or an ornate engraving, reveals something 
about the priorities of the owner. Aside from the marking of property, the 
decoration of the few personal belongings also seems to have mattered. 
Elaborate engravings of different names in a similar hand on objects from a 
single prison camp indicate the existence of a specialized service, offered 
by prisoners with the necessary tools and skills in exchange for other goods 
and services. Sometimes these personal markings, in the rare form of short 
phrases or verses or even small images, allow insight into beliefs, hopes and 
memories of the prisoners, as well as their fears and the harsh reality of their 
everyday lives (Fig. 4).

Items associated with the camp staff, specific camp areas or activities
The third criterion for recovery and selection includes all objects which 

may be related to the camp staff and to specific areas or activities within the 
camp. This is a broad category that includes articles used by the camp guards 
and administrative personnel, items involved in the supply of food and phar-
maceuticals, and objects associated with structural remains such as accom-
modation and administrative buildings, sanitary and medical facilities, wash-
houses, workshops, external and internal fence systems, etc., which are all 
valuable sources of information (Fig. 5).

Fig. 4. Examples of objects with inscriptions 
or images: a small plain glass ornament with 
inscription “EN SOUVENIR DE MA CAPTIVI-
TÉ EN ALLEMAGNE“ from the POW camp M 
Stalag III B at Eisenhüttenstadt (above left, 
photograph by A. Drieschner/B. Schulz); 
a small box with an image of a fish and the 
fishermen’s traditional greeting “Petri Heil”, 
and a small box with an image of the prison 
camp from the NKVD special camp at Sach-
senhausen (middle, photographs by A.-K. 
Müller); a canister showing a heart pierced 
by arrows and a box decorated with flowers, 
a flag and an inscription “363 RE[B?]TO FAN-
TERIA COMP. CANNONI” from the POW and 
forced labor camp Stalag III A at Frankenfel-
de (above right and below left, photographs 
by A.-K. Müller) and a metal cup with an im-
age of a tank from the Nazi concentration 
camp and the subsequent NKVD special 
camp at Sachsenhausen (below right, pho-
tograph by A.-K. Müller).
Abb. 4. Objekte mit Inschriften oder Bildern: 
Glasscheibe mit Aufschrift „EN SOUVE-
NIR DE MA CAPTIVITÉ EN ALLEMAGNE“ aus 
dem Kriegsgefangenenlager M Stalag III B 
in Eisenhüttenstadt (o. l., Foto A. Drieschner/ 
B. Schulz); Dose mit Fisch und der Gravur „Petri 
Heil“ sowie Dose mit Darstellung einer Lager-
Silhouette aus dem Speziallager Sachsenhau- 
sen (Mitte, Fotos A.-K. Müller); ein von Pfeilen 
durchbohrtes Herz auf Kanister und Dose ver-
ziert mit Blumen, Flagge und der Inschrift „363 
RE[B?]TO FANTERIA COMP. CANNONI“ aus 
dem Kriegsgefangenen- und Zwangsarbeiter- 
lager Stalag III A in Frankenfelde (o. r., u. l., 
Fotos A.-K. Müller); eine Tasse mit Panzer- 
Darstellung aus dem Konzentrations- und  
Speziallager Sachsenhausen (u. r., Foto A.-K. 
Müller).
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Items which are unique or rare
A fourth criterion to be recommended is the retention of objects which ap-

pear to be unique, or that only occur in very low numbers, or seem at first 
glance unusual of the context in which they are found (Fig. 6). As with the cat-
egory above, it is difficult to give anything more than a generalized definition. 
Sometimes it is just important to keep one's eyes open and rely on intuition 
– a certain degree of luck is almost always involved. More often than not, it is 
the unique or unusual items which can raise new questions or tell different 
stories.

Items which have a material or monetary value
The fifth and last criterion, which is listed here only for the sake of com-

pleteness, is the material or monetary value of an object. Precious items, such 
as coins and jewelry, should obviously be retained.

Objects which do not meet the criteria

During most excavations of former prison camps or similar sites, large quan-
tities of material will be recovered that do not meet any of the above criteria. 
These are mainly mass-produced objects with no distinguishing characteris-
tics and building materials which are not associated with any structures. Ex-
amples include nails; metal struts; plumbing pipe fragments; timber; sanitary 
porcelain; fragments of window glass, brick and tile; sherds of glass and ce-
ramic containers and electrical debris, such as cables and wires. It would be a 
difficult problem to transfer all of this material into long-term storage. So does 
it all need to be kept? 

According to the guidelines published by the Association of State Archae-
ologists in the Federal Republic of Germany, finds from archaeological exca-
vations are a source material and must therefore be preserved and perma-
nently stored so that they are available for future research which will address 
new issues using methods and techniques which are currently unknown  
(Verband der Landesarchäologen in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland 2001, 
7). Certainly, not every cable, radio valve, porcelain sherd or scrap of metal is 
of historical or scientific significance. Yet it is very difficult, particularly with 
objects of this kind, to assess to what extent they provide additional infor-
mation about the equipment and supply of a camp, or the dating and inter-
pretation of finds or structures, without time-consuming research and the 
involvement of specialists. Will a lack of data hinder future research if it is not 

Fig. 6. Examples of unusual or unexpect-
ed objects in the context of a prison camp: 
dummy clock, Chanel flacon, cup with an 
image of the “Sandmännchen” (a famous 
cartoon figure in the GDR) and a skittles 
ball from the POW and forced labor camp  
Stalag III A at Frankenfelde (above right), the 
Nazi concentration camp and the subse-
quent NKVD special camp at Sachsenhau-
sen (remaining figures, all photographs by 
A.-K. Müller).
Abb. 6. Ungewöhnliche oder unerwartete  
Objekte: Uhr-Attrappe, Chanel-Flakon, Tasse 
mit Sandmännchen-Motiv und Kegelkugel aus 
dem Kriegsgefangenen- und Zwangsarbeiter-
lager Stalag III A in Frankenfelde (o. r.) und dem 
Konzentrations- und Speziallager Sachsenhau-
sen (restliche Bilder, alle Fotos A.-K. Müller).
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collected now? It makes no sense to completely refrain from long-term stor-
age simply on the grounds of decreasing capacity, but it is also unreasonable 
to retain every single object just on the assumption they may prove to be of 
value in the future. A compromise between a possible loss of information and 
the available storage space is unavoidable. If it is decided to make a selection, 
the main objective must be to ensure a representative sample of all the exca-
vated finds. The selection process must be conscious and well-documented, 
so that the choices and decisions made are obvious to subsequent research-
ers.

So how could this approach be applied in practice? The first step towards 
an appropriate selection might be to group the excavated material into two 
categories: “standardized” and “non-standardized”. Standardized objects are 
those which are well enough preserved to be identified and can be assigned 
to a specific type. These include items such as nails, screws, metal struts, roof 
tiles, technical and sanitary porcelain, electrical items or common crockery. 
If there is variety within these types (e.g. different sizes and shapes of nail, 
or nails made of different materials), subtypes could be introduced. The ob-
jects of each type would then be described, measured and counted, and only 
the most well-preserved example would be retained – the intention is not to 
create a typology but to save space in long-term storage. Objects intended 
for display could be excepted from this rule. In accordance with the above-
mentioned criteria, unusual or modified objects (e.g. intentionally bent nails) 
should also be retained.

Non-standardized objects are too fragmented to be identified and cannot 
be assigned to a specific type. Instead, they could be divided into different 
categories of material (e.g. glass, porcelain and iron) and the weight of each 
category would then be recorded. If possible, they should also be separated 
into subcategories (e.g. window glass, safety glass and bottle glass). A sam-
ple from each category would then be retained for long-term storage. Frag-
ments of a recognized type (e.g. sherds of a make or design of cup of which a 
complete example exists) would not need to be described but could also be 
recorded by weight under the appropriate type. This would make it possible 
to determine the “minimum number of objects”. It is quite likely, that such 
detailed sorting would be beyond the scope of a regular rescue-excavation, 
but it could reduce the loss of information to a tolerable degree, especially 
if large amounts of material are involved. However, if it is decided in favor of 
selection, the main objective must be, to ensure a representative sample of 
all the excavated finds and the selection-process has to be well-documented, 
so that it is obvious to subsequent researchers.

After the selection

A database should be created after the finds have been sorted, or during 
the sorting process if time is available. As a minimum, this should contain 
stratigraphic information (i.e. from which feature the finds originate) and a 
classification of the objects according to material and type. The range of ma-
terials humans use has grown considerably since the prehistoric and medi-
eval periods, and the conventional material categories (e.g. flint, bronze and 
iron) are not adequate for contemporary historical objects. Materials such as 
different plastics, metal alloys and types of rubber must be identified and dif-
ferentiated from each other. Composite objects pose an additional problem: 
as mundane as it may seem, it is necessary to decide to which category a light 
bulb, for example, belongs. Furthermore, some of the objects found on the 
sites of former prison camps were not used in their normal context or for their 
usual purpose (as outlined above) and this must be kept in mind by describing 
and evaluating the material.

There are two more steps in the recording process which often seem to be 
neglected but are essential, especially when dealing with finds with a potential 
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evidential value from a context of injustice. The first is to ensure that all leg-
ible industrial markings and traces of the actions of individuals are recorded 
and, if necessary, forwarded to the relevant authorities. It would be ideal to 
produce a complete digital archive of this important information. If this is not 
possible, it should at least be recorded in the database that an object has an 
industrial stamp or handmade markings, or was reutilized or handmade. This 
data would then be easily available for later research or display purposes. Any 
information which may allow “personalization” of an object, such as identi-
fication numbers and legible names must, in any case, be recorded. Under 
pressure of time, this could be restricted to the recording of rare or unusual 
names because these are more likely to be identified with a definite individu-
al. This information, especially identification numbers and names, should be 
made available to the survivors and to the relatives of the victims of concen-
tration, forced labor, prisoner of war and NKVD special camps. To achieve 
this, the data must be passed on to the relevant authorities and, to ensure that 
this occurs in the future, the process should be made obligatory and, if neces-
sary, written into the guidelines of the state archaeological authorities. This 
obligation would include both the recording of “personalizable” information 
and the duty to notify the state archaeological authorities of the existence 
of such information. They would, in turn, have to decide who is responsible 
for forwarding the data to the appropriate organization and, on a case-to-
case basis, what the appropriate organization is (e.g. a camp memorial site, 
the International Tracing Service or the Red Cross Tracing). It is necessary to 
develop an effective strategy for the future, which will make this information 
quickly and easily accessible without putting too much of a burden on in-
dividual archaeologists or the state archaeological authorities. This can only 
be achieved through in-depth communication with camp memorial sites, the 
tracing services, victims’ associations and other organizations. Furthermore, 
in this context, it will be also necessary to discuss the possible return of items 
since, at least according to the heritage protection law in Brandenburg, “mov-
able cultural assets” (i.e. finds) can only be considered as state property if their 
owner cannot be identified.3

The second important step which is often neglected during and after the 
recording process is closely linked to the first: finds that may be of significant 
historical, evidential and display value, such as handmade and reutilized ob-
jects or those marked with industrial stamps, deliberate scratches, engrav-
ings, identification numbers or names, must be conserved as soon as possi-
ble. Professional cleaning is needed, for example, to make names fully legible 
or even visible at all, and conservation treatment is necessary to stop further 
deterioration and the complete loss of such information. Although the finds 
are of a relatively young age and many are made of modern materials, their 
fragility should not be underestimated. Depending on the environment, even 
materials such as iron, enamel, aluminum and low-quality metal alloys can 
corrode rapidly, and it is exactly these materials which were most frequently 
marked, engraved or used to produce items such as crockery, cutlery and 
combs.

How to save time?

It is obvious that the selection and processing of finds, the necessary addi-
tional research and the forwarding of information would require a great deal 
of time and effort. So where, if possible, could time be saved? Let us stay with 
the example from Brandenburg: the amount of time and financial resources 
allocated for post-excavation work are approximately a quarter or a third of 
those planned for an excavation. It could be thought necessary to alter this to 
a ratio of one to one to meet the requirements of sites which produce large 
quantities of finds. It might also be feasible to economize and increase effi-
ciency during the excavation so that more finds processing and analysis could 
take place on site. Would it be possible to save fieldwork time by limiting the 

3 BbgDSchG 2004, chapter 2 section 12 
clause 1 (see footnote 1). 
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recording of features and structures which require little or no interpretation? 
For example, are detailed descriptions, section and plan drawings of a well-
preserved built structure absolutely necessary if it is identifiable on historical 
plans and aerial photographs? In such cases, recording could be limited to 
a minimum planning of features and high-quality photographic documenta-
tion. A well-founded selection would also significantly reduce the number 
of finds and therefore the financial and personnel costs in the long term, be-
cause fewer finds take up less time to catalogue and less space in overcrowd-
ed archives.

But what should happen to the discarded objects? Can they simply be 
thrown away? If so, where should they be disposed of and who carries the 
cost? Former prison camps are emotionally and politically charged sites. This 
also applies to many of the objects found within them. Would the disposal 
of these items be acceptable to the survivors, the relatives of victims, and to 
the general public? This must be carefully thought through. But the material 
remaining after selection does not only consist of metal waste or unidentifi-
able ceramic sherds. Depending on the state of preservation, these “lefto-
vers” would include a number of items which are almost identical to, or slight-
ly less well-preserved than, the objects retained for research and curation. 
They could be easily employed for pedagogical purposes by local museums, 
memorial-sites, schools or non-profit-organizations. As they are no longer le-
gally considered to be “movable cultural assets”, there are no restrictions on 
their use and so they can be handled by visitors or put on display at unsuper-
vised locations.

Conclusion

The potential of objects recovered from contemporary historical sites, as 
described in this paper, shows that these items deserve the same careful treat-
ment that is normally applied to artifacts from older periods. This presents 
us with various new problems which must be understood, considered, and 
discussed. These range from the practical difficulties during an excavation to 
the theoretical pros and cons of the selection process. The example from the 
State of Brandenburg demonstrates that the selection of finds is legally pos-
sible but not easy. The value of the material in general cannot be doubted but 
cannot be assumed for every single object. This distinction is difficult to make 
and requires, apart from experience, extensive research and an interdiscipli-
nary approach, both money and, especially, time. A careful balance must be 
made between the available resources, the knowledge that could be gained, 
and the possible museological and pedagogical benefits – there is no general 
solution. Decisions will have to be made on a case-by-case basis and some 
uncertainty will always remain. Contemporary archaeology is a relatively new 
field of research and is still in a learning process where doubts and uncertain-
ties are allowed. It is essential that these issues are openly addressed. Only an 
active dialogue between all of the groups involved – field archaeologists, state 
archaeological authorities, university archaeology departments, camp me-
morial sites and museums – will help to provide answers to open questions, 
and find creative and meaningful solutions to unsolved problems. This paper 
is intended to stimulate that discourse.

Acknowledgements
I would like to thank Jamie Jones for proofreading and help with the transla-

tion, as well as Gregor Balke and Christoph Unglaub for proofreading and ad-
vice. I would also like to thank all the other colleagues, who remain unnamed, 
for their support, suggestions, discussions and anecdotes.



www.histarch.org Müller | A tough choice? Suggestions for dealing with finds from the  
contemporary past 

141·2017

Bibliography

Bernbeck / Pollock 2013: R. Bernbeck / S. Pollock, “Archäologie der Nazi-Zeit“: Dis-
kussionen und Themen, Historische Archäologie 2/2013 (online: http://www.
histarch.uni-kiel.de/Artikel2013.htm, accessed 3.11.2016).

Brandenburgisches Landesamt für Denkmalpflege und Archäologisches Landesmu-
seum, Abt. Bodendenkmalpflege 2006: Brandenburgisches Landesamt für Denk-
malpflege und Archäologisches Landesmuseum, Abt. Bodendenkmalpflege, Richt- 
linien zur Grabungsdokumentation (online: http://www.archaeologie-online.de/
links/detail/18614.php. accessed 3.11.2016).

Gesetz über den Schutz und die Pflege der Denkmale im Land Brandenburg [BbgD-
SchG] (24.5.2004), (online: http://www.denkmalliste.org/denkmalschutzgesetze.
html, accessed 3.11.2016).

Kunow 1996: J. Kunow, Zu den Aufgaben und Zielen der Bodendenkmalpflege bei 
Objekten aus unserer jüngsten Vergangenheit: Fallbeispiele des 20. Jahrhunderts 
aus dem Land Brandenburg. Archäologisches Nachrichtenblatt 1(4), 1996, 315–326.

Kunow 2014: J. Kunow, Bodendenkmalpflege. In: D. Mölders / S. Wolfram (eds.), 
Schlüsselbegriffe der Prähistorischen Archäologie. Tübinger archäologische 
Taschenbücher 11 (Münster/New York 2014) 69–74.

Müller 2010: A.-K. Müller, Entsorgte Geschichte – Entsorgte Geschichten: Die Funde 
aus einer Abfallgrube auf dem Gelände der Gedenkstätte Sachsenhausen und die 
Bedeutung zeitgeschichtlicher Archäologie. Unpublizierte Magisterarbeit, Hum-
boldt-Universität zu Berlin. 

Oebbecke 1995: J. Oebbecke, Bodendenkmäler aus neuerer Zeit in den deutschen 
Denkmalschutzgesetzen. Ausgrabungen und Funde 40(1), 1995, 53–61.

Sommer 2014: U. Sommer, Quellenkritik. In: D. Mölders / S. Wolfram (eds), Schlüssel- 
begriffe der Prähistorischen Archäologie. Tübinger archäologische Taschenbücher 
11 (Münster/New York 2014) 239–243.

Verband der Landesarchäologen in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland (2001). Leit- 
linien zur Archäologischen Denkmalpflege in Deutschland. Druckerei Buck GmbH, 
Lübstorf, online: http://www.landesarchaeologen.de/ (accessed 3.11.2016).

Verband der Landesarchäologen in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland (revised ver-
sion 3.4.2006). Ausgrabungen und Prospektion: Durchführung und Dokumenta-
tion, online: http://www.landesarchaeologen.de/verband/empfehlungenresolu-
tionen/ (accessed 3.11.2016).

Anne-Kathrin Müller M.A.
Schlossstraße 53 
D-14059 Berlin
E-Mail: mail@anne-kathrin-mueller.de

Impressum

Imprint:
ISSN 1869-4276

Editing:
Natascha Mehler, Bremerhaven
Claudia Theune, Wien

Technical edition and layout:
Janine Cordts, Kiel

Copyright see:
www.histarch.org


