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Have you experienced any dangerous moments at sea?
Each voyage carries greater or lesser risk. When I get asked about 
when I experienced the greatest danger, I answer truthfully: 
In the 1970s, while working on project CMEA, we departed on 
a Bulgarian ship from Burgas Bay. After a few kilometres, the sonar 
indicated something that was not supposed to be on the seafl oor. 
The depth there was around 25 m, we started to drop anchor 
and sent down two divers. Within seconds one of them emerged 
screaming: “The anchor is descending into a pile of mines!” Raise 
the anchor quickly, leave the area and summon the coast guard! 
They really were mines, which were dropped there by a fl eeing 
German ship at the end of the war. And as we learned, the mines 
were still active.

You even founded the Geotour travel agency that specializes 
in cruises on the Adriatic, or was that your son?
That wasn’t me, that was the work of my son. When he founded 
the Geotour travel agency, also called kololoď (“bike and boat”), he 
benefi ted from experience from abroad and from entrepreneurial 
courage. It was a good move to combine boating and cycling. 
First you cruise the Adriatic on a classic motor yacht from island to 
island, and then you bike the islands. I helped my son a little bit, 
with some advice and other things, but the ideas and initiative 
were his. With a fellow cartographer, he even managed to publish 
a map of the Croatian islands with bike paths, without a doubt 
the best map. But there’s a catch, the maps are in demand among 
Czech tourists, but the locals do not buy very many, apparently 
out of spite. To a certain extent we understand because who in 
our country would want a map of the Krkonoše (Giant) Mountains 
put out by a Croatian publisher?

What do you consider the most important moment of your 
scientifi c career? Is there any work that you are particularly 
proud of?
It’s defi nitely not a single moment but rather several years of 
development spanning my university studies to my permanent 
employment at the Geological Survey. I joined the Barrandian 
group, where Ivo Chlupáč and Radvan Horný taught me very 
much. I was drawn to literature, the landscape, to the microscope 
and laboratory, the Kettner library in school was decent, and 
the Geological Survey (despite being renamed several times, 
it was still the state geological survey) had the best collection 
of geological publications in the country. During my last years 
of study, I was involved in studying Palaeozoic iron ores, which 
means the entire Ordovician of the Barrandian. I became 
a petrographer and sedimentologist, which is an interesting and 
promising specialization, in essence something for inquisitive 
geologists. I listened to Faraday, who allegedly said: “Work, fi nish, 
publish, work hard, don’t fuss around, write about it!”, and so 
I wrote. A lot. And not only about the Barrandian, because the 
path diverged. The Lower Palaeozoic, the sea and popular works 
were considerably diff erent. The fi rst book dealt with the sea 
and deep marine sediments, the next book with the geology 
of recent sediments. These were followed by Vznik pevnin a oceánů 

(“The Origin of Continents and Oceans”).  I therefore consider this 
period as the most important moment of my scientifi c career, 
if only because “Geology of Recent Sediments” was published 
in English by the London publisher Academic Press, and because 
I was the very fi rst in our country to pioneer plate tectonics and, 
with it, the existence and importance of hydrothermal vents 
on the seabed. Despite being a non-smoker, I enjoyed writing 
about the “black smokers”. Then there were other books and other 
translations, four into English and four into Russian. 
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# Testing diver propulsion vehicles (Mediterranean Sea, 1980).

# With divers at the Cuban shelf in the Florida Straits (1966).
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You taught for more than ten years at universities in Arab 
countries in the Middle East. What was life like there at that 
time? Did you keep in close touch with the people of those 
countries? And how did it aff ect your view of future military 
confl icts and their consequences? 
Five years in Iraq, fi ve years in Kuwait and here and there in 
neighbouring countries are impossible to forget. Impressions 
persist to this day, and I‘m really fl attered that I left a mark in 
those countries. Iraq with its wonderful and varied geology 
and archeology, super-rich Kuwait with unlimited possibilities 
of supporting geology and travel. My students were very much 
like those in our country, and I got on well with the geological 
community. In Iraq, in addition to geology, I also began teaching 
Czech at our cultural centre. There was a lot of interest because 
Iraqis liked to look for brides in our country. I had mixed success as 
a Czech teacher, and I wrote down some of the funnier moments. 
As Comenius, I preferred teaching through play. Pretending to be 
a headwaiter during a restaurant role-play I asked: “Would you like 
an appetizer?” The answer was yes. I continued: “What would you 
like?” The unexpected answer was: “Potatoes!” For years my former 
colleagues and students acknowledged me enthusiastically at 
conferences, and I occasionally received requests for a review, 
intercession or evaluation. Today the offi  ce of Dr. Khaldoun, who is 
not just the former director of the Iraq Geological Survey but also 
grateful student of mine, sits across from mine at the institute.

I think that I left these countries just in time. I experienced the 
Six-Day War in 1967, and everything went downhill from there. 
The Iran-Iraq War followed, then the Gulf War and there’s no need 
to continue further.

What is your view of migrants from these areas?
It would take up quite a few lines and pages to write what 
I know, what I think, what I feel. There were, are and will always 
be migrants, but rarely so many and especially so organized! 

Who‘s behind it? Who persuaded and set the vast masses in 
motion? We cannot compare this migration with our wave of 
immigrants under the old regime! At that time, it was a fusion of 
similar cultures, which is something entirely diff erent than the 
mass penetration by quite diff erent cultures. This can also lead to 
disastrous consequences. But I will be slightly more critical: Just 
one imam preaching “Allah wishes it” is enough to brainwash 
hundreds of wavering people.

You are known as a kind of antipode of naturalist Jacques 
Bergier, particularly in confronting “paranormal investigators” 
and their theories, which sprang up like mushrooms in our 
country after 1989. Yet, have you ever in your life experienced 
something so extraordinary, that made you think that there 
are some things between heaven and earth...?
A paranormal investigator is a person who makes a mystery out 
of explainable things. If I were a paranormal investigator, I might 
consider anything in my life to be unexplainable. Because I’m not, 
I don’t remember.

It won’t hurt to name a couple of our charlatans, who were 
untouchable before the revolution: colonel Ludvík Souček, who 
deftly wrote nonsense, minister Kahuda with his “de-mentions”, 
and the esoteric Rejdák.

Their common slogans are, for example, “rigid, infl exible 
science, with little spirituality, scientifi c celebrities fearing new 
knowledge”. It‘s been quite a few years since Däniken appeared 
with his “Memories of the Future”, the alleged aliens have faded 
away, and others have not fi lled the void.

If we realize how many billions are spent on education, from 
schools to universities of the third age, on all those noble eff orts 
to improve the knowledge of the population! Then comes the 
television series Detektor (“Detector”), Za zrcadlem (“Behind the 
Mirror”) or the unbelievable drivel of the alleged Professor Carmen 
Boulter about 40,000-year-old and, by all means, extraterrestrial 
civilizations of Egypt, and all education goes out the window. 

I saw a documentary on rogue waves, on which you worked 
as a consultant. Was this not an exemplary case, when 
scientists for more than a hundred years underestimated 
eyewitness accounts of sailors and argued that these were 
mere legends and folklore that contradict the laws of physics 
and especially their calculations? It was fi nally proven that 
rogue waves occur very frequently and in large numbers, 
and they subsequently had to be calculated according to 
the Schrödinger equation...
I would not consider this an exemplary case! The fact that 
exceptionally high waves can occur was known long ago, but 
these were tsunamis, tidal waves in the shallows and interference 
of waves on the open sea. I wish to point out that the record height 
for a wave is still the one that was measured optically from a tanker 
in the Pacifi c in 1952, specifi cally 37 m from crest to trough. The 
truth is that experts were confused by the waves on the open sea. 
It was not until statistics, satellite observations and experiments in 
the 1990s that rogue waves were defi ned and their origin explained. 
It is also interesting how such waves were and are called – for 
example freak waves, rogue waves, ghost waves, giant waves, in 

# My student examines the orientation of pebbles on the desert 
pavement in Kuwait (around 1979). 
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Czech we get by with “giant waves“. They became popular in 1972 
with the release of the Poseidon Adventure, the steam ship that was 
supposedly capsized by a tsunami, which was nonsense because 
a tsunami may not even be noticeable on the open sea. Rogue 
waves typically occur at the boundary of two current systems, 
where a wave can rise even higher than twenty metres also because 
of wave interference. The dangerous areas are the boundaries of 
the Gulf Stream in the Atlantic and intersecting currents along the 
boundary of the Indian and Pacifi c oceans south of Africa.

“Kukal, Hrabal and Páral are sold out” was reportedly 
posted once on a sign in a Prague bookstore. To this day you 
continue to write interesting books, their readers and costs, 
however, have changed, or am I wrong?
You’re not wrong. That did happen. It was in the 1980s when 
90,000 copies of the Bermudský trojúhelník (“Bermuda Triangle”) 
were released. Such an amount is hard to top in the case of 
a popular science publication.

But many books that become popular claim: “Everything was 
diff erent, we’ll rewrite textbooks and history.” Then it depends 
on under what pseudo-scientifi c veil they are cloaked. From 
“mysteries of Czech history” to “sacred areas of energy in the Czech 
landscape” to healers, numerology, astrology and fortune-tellers.

So what’s the deal with the Bermuda Triangle? Did any new 
facts come to light since the release of your book?
I see that you have not read my book. It suffi  ces to prove, and it 
has been proven many times, that fewer ships and aircraft, than 
are statistically supposed to, vanish in the so-called Bermuda 
Triangle. And look at the hoopla that goes on there on the 
surface and in the air! And how dangerous the shoals on the 
Bahamian Platform are! It’s simply a journalistic invention, which 
other charlatans and eccentrics feed on. I would like to point out 
a show on American television, where Berlitz, one of the principal 
proponents of the triangle, was interviewed. When asked how 
he actually found out about the dire signals sent from the lost 
squadron, he answered that Captain Andersen told him. The 
captain was in the studio and denied it. Berlitz then said that he 
was mistaken and mentioned Lieutenant Gould. But he also knew 
nothing. I thought: “Why does Berlitz allow himself to be made 
a fool of?” Then it dawned on me. Millions of people are watching 
the show and many of them will buy Berlitz’s book out of curiosity.

Which non-scientifi c theory do you consider to be
the greatest fraud today?
If you mean geology then certainly everything associated with the 
so-called geopathogenic zones, supposedly aff ecting human health 
and psyche. They are not properly defi ned. They can reportedly be 
measured, but what their eff ect is actually based on is between 
heaven and earth. What is the case with positive and negative 
energy? It’s drawn from what? From the history of the areas, from 
the rocks themselves? We do not know, but if you feel good 

somewhere because of nice memories, or pseudo-scientifi cally: 
you feel the positive energy, I have nothing against that. What 
is misleading are the published and supposedly statistically 
documented occurrences of cancer in inhabitants living above 
fault lines. Statisticians weep. The stories of houses and fl ats that are 
haunted, where the electricity goes off  on its own and suddenly 
everything ignites, are pretty amusing. But in the end a mischievous 
mummy’s boy admits to the “unexplained phenomena”.

Fortunately, less and less attention is paid to aliens, to whom 
everything from gigantic structures to the production of complex 
devices is attributed. I’m angered a little when all new geological 
fi ndings are classifi ed as “mysterious and puzzling”. And what 
about “the healing power of rocks and minerals?” How minerals are 
supposed to heal, that we won’t be told.

At fi rst glance it seems that as far as geology is concerned 
all major problems have already been resolved, but that is 
not so. You stated that, for example, about 2% of the vast 
areas of the ocean fl oor have been geologically mapped, that 
we can only speculate about the composition of the Earth’s 
core and so on. What scientifi c questions currently stimulate 
the geological community the most? In which areas do you 
think we can expect another big surprise?
I have to correct you, the ocean fl oor continues to be explored 
in detail, and today knowledge of its surface is approaching 14%. 
It’s not uniform, oceanic ridges, trenches, marginal seas, that we 
know better than the horribly dull abyssal plains, covered with and 
levelled by thick sediments.

On the other hand, many geological questions were already 
answered by our predecessors, let us not forget that! Our middle-
aged and young geological generations are active, and every year 
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# Winning is just as important as participating! We modifi ed the 
Olympic phrase slightly (Klamovka, around 1990).
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there is something new. What is the relationship between the 
Moldanubicum and Moravicum? How old is the largest part of the 
Moldanubicum? How many Variscan nappes do we have? What did 
the Lower Carboniferous ocean in Moravia look like? Was there a real 
rift in the Krušné hory Piedmont or not? How did granulites form? 
How deep did tectonic plates subduct? Did one huge delta spread 
across the Cretaceous ocean, or did hundreds of sub-aqueous 
dunes form along the bottom? Of the general geological questions, 
terrestrial heat troubles me the most. The decay of radioactive 
elements does not suffi  ce, neither do tectonic movements, the case 
of residual heat is precarious, and solar radiation does not help.

Besides geology, sports are still important to you...
Life without sports would not mean a thing. I‘ll try to list the sports 
according to my success and preference: athletics, basketball, 
tennis, swimming, boxing, soccer, volleyball. Sports were popular 
in our institute, and I fondly recall the encounters of the Czech, 
German and French geological surveys. In recent years, my sports 
activities were not only infl uenced by my age but also by “tragic” 
events. First they demolished my sauna at the Žlutá swimming 
pool, then the popular swimming pool in Úvaly was closed, and 
we may be evicted from the tennis courts at Klamovka.

Of your many popular science books, the Geologická abeceda 
(“The Geological Alphabet”) is special. It includes basic 
geological concepts that you even put into verse. It seems as 
if a poet resides in every good geologist. Only in the Czech 
Geological Survey have I had the privilege to meet the poets 
Vladimír Sattran, Zdena Petáková, Ladislav Zedník or your 
student and admirer Tomáš Vorel, who is about to release 
the collection Když naprší ti do žigulíka (“When It Rains Into 
Your Zhiguli”). What do you think of the relationship between 
geology and poetry? And what is the attitude of Zdeněk 
Kukal toward poems and literature in general?
There really are a few geologists who do write poems, and quite 
nicely. I admit that I was interested in rhyme since I was about 
eight or nine. My fi rst attempt was to rhyme some stories about 
animals by Ernest Thompson Seton, but I remember only “A ten 

narval obrovský, / má ten roh jenom z kosti.” (“And the huge narwhal’s 
horn, / is only made of bone.”) In high school it was fashionable 
to write poetry, and letters to girls had to rhyme. I remember 

that being infl uenced by manuscripts we tried to forge others, 
even in old Czech. Unfortunately none were preserved. Later 
on, while already at the Geological Survey, I was mechanically 
describing rock slices from dozens of boreholes. They were parts 
of fi nal reports. I got the idea, and I don’t know why, to write one 
of these descriptions in verse. I only remember one brilliant one: 
“...akcesorií jak malin, / zirkon, rutil a turmalin. / Kdyby někdo smíchy 

pukal, / zpracoval to Zdeněk Kukal” (“...accessories numerous as 
raspberries, / zircon, rutile and tourmaline. / If someone begins 
to laugh, / Zdeněk Kukal wrote this paragraph.”) Thankfully, this 
invention never made it into the fi nal report after being discovered 
by project leader Dr. Vladimír Havlíček during a review of the work. 
Fortunately he did not insist on having me rhyme everything.

You recently lent me your favorite book “The Horrors of 
Love” by Jean Dutourd, a story of an aging man and a young 
secretary. Why do you read this book, in particular, every year 
again and again? And may I ask what “horrors of love” have 
you experienced yourself?
The book that I in fact consider the most admirable are humanity’s 
greatest moments ingeniously recounted in Die Sternstunden der 

Menchheit (newly translated as “Shooting Stars”, the original title is 
more magnifi cent) by the Austrian Stefan Zweig.

But I most often read “The Horrors of Love”, probably once 
every year or two. French people usually understand when 
I mention this. With Czechs it’s not the same, even though 
a smaller fan club of “The Horrors of Love” exists... You immerse 
yourself into Paris, experience the life of a fashionable yet elderly 
senator, secretary, their families and surroundings. As in a Greek 
tragedy, the writer is told everything by an informed friend, 
everything sounds credible and is psychologically perfected.

And have I experienced the “horrors of love”? Certainly not such 
horrors as portrayed by Jean Dutourd. Let us say that everyone, or 
almost everyone, experiences the diffi  culties and joys of love. If we 
kept a fi le of statistics, my life would be somewhere in the middle. 

You are often invited to appear on radio or television when 
some catastrophe occurs. Today, experts are often asked to 
express their views on anything, and immediately. Although 
you’re really not one of these so-called fast-thinkers, you were 
very quick-witted in a recent episode of Hyde Park. Was there 
ever a question that you could not respond to, or did you 
predict something that ended up being completely diff erent?
On television and radio I feel like at home. Perhaps I got invited 
because I always arrived on time and responded to questions like 
a good boy in full sentences. There were dozens of appearances, 
ranging from sound bites to Hyde Park. The main topics were 
disasters such as tsunamis, dust storms and ocean currents. 
Lately I have been searching for the missing Malaysian plane, 
but unfortunately to no avail. With regard to delicate questions, 
I predicted the fate of the polluted waters in the Gulf of Mexico 
after the oil disaster fairly well. I did not have a good conscience, 
but it ended up approximately as I had predicted.

The biggest problem I had on the radio was on the “Hovory D” 
show with a great guy, the actor, Jaroslav Dušek. He fl ooded me 
with some of his favorite fantasies, culminating with the discovery 

# With minister Ing. Karel Dyba at the Prague Castle during 
a geological conference organized by the Czech Geological Survey (1994).





that the pyramids are made of artifi cial limestone. I told him that I had 
such a stone at home and that it was a typical nummulitic limestone.

I would also like to briefl y mention lectures. There were many 
and the main themes included Atlantis, the Bermuda Triangle, 
catastrophies, the ocean, and anything having to do with geology. 
An unforgettable moment occurred during a visit to one cultural 
centre where they introduced me thusly: “We welcome among us 
the well-known writer Z. K., who will show you what he can do.”

Now Peter, what would you do, begin singing or doing 
somersaults?

You have been an employee of the Czech Geological Survey 
for many years, and you were even its director in the fi rst half 
of the 1990s. As one who knows its history, how do you view 
the fate of our institute in the course of time?
The early 1990s were critical, the threat of absurd opinions calling 
for the privatization of the state, and I stress state geological 
survey, the establishment of an institution and integration under 
the ministry of economy, revenge sought by old staff  at high 
positions for the dissolution of the Czech Geological Offi  ce. In 
the end, they kicked us out of the palaces in Malá Strana. It is 
incredible that we managed to defend ourselves and even to go 
on the off ensive with a little luck and the help of infl uential friends.

Did you know that we are actually based in the palace in 
Klárov because of Czech legionnaires in Russia? In the critical year 
of 1992, when they moved us out of the Malá Strana palaces, 
I was appointed to the Government Council for Research and 
Development. Its chairman was Igor Němec, the audit offi  ce 
minister, who was also responsible for the distribution of buildings. 
His advisor was Franta Králík, our long-time employee. After the 

fi rst meeting of the council, we talked with Ing. Němec about his 
father, an offi  cer in the legions in Russia, and about my uncle, who 
experienced the entire Russian campaign from Yekaterinburg to 
Vladivostok. We understood each other and the minister helped us 
fi nd this nice building of the former Klárov Institute for the Blind.

You once said that you view the Czech Geological Survey 
somewhat as your child. I suppose that this concerns mainly 
its post-revolutionary transition. Can we say that after twenty 
years that child has matured according to your expectations, 
or is it, let’s say, mischievous?
I have aged, the CGS has grown young, from its director to 
technology. Nobody doubts the mission of the state geological 
survey, which has developed and crystallized among the surveys 
around the world. The child, as I called the institute, had and has 
more than one father. It has matured, wisened up, it’s no longer 
helpless, it has an electron microscope and not just a rock hammer, 
data from satellites, it travels abroad, it learns from the experienced 
and raises the premature children of less developed countries. 
Our child has even ventured to provide high-quality siblings to 
the university and the Academy of Sciences. The child already 
ranks among teens and older children, it has fi lled the generation 
gap, and it has become a clever geological kid. It is already capable 
of educating the next generation, to convince it that other 
discoveries await and to encourage its geological curiosity... I think 
that as one of the fathers I am proud of such a child.

Our child, in many ways you have it easier in life than your paternal 
generation, the know-it-all Google as well as foreign contacts and 
ties will help you. Be aware of exaggerated self-confi dence and 
remember that your fathers are still here to advise you.
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Doc. RNDr. Zdeněk Kukal, DrSc. (born on 29. 11. 1932), geologist, oceanographer, teacher and 
popularizer of earth sciences. His career is connected with the Czech Geological Survey, which he 
joined after graduating from the Faculty of Science at Charles University. He was the Survey’s director 
in 1992–1997 and works for the CGS to this day. He specialized in sedimentology and also in 
oceanography and marine geology. He spent many years as an expert in foreign countries. After 
exploring the sea in Cuba, he was a professor at the University of Baghdad and at the Iraq Geological 
Survey. In 1975–1980, he worked at Kuwait University. Later, he participated in a number of 
oceanographic expeditions in the Atlantic Ocean, the Persian Gulf and the Black Sea, and his book 
on the oceans is still an important textbook on oceanography.

He has published over 350 scientifi c papers in Czech and foreign journals, and hundreds of popular scientifi c articles. He is the author 
of 20 scientifi c books (e.g. Základy sedimentologie [”The Fundamentals of Sedimentology“], Základy oceánografi e [”The Fundamentals of 
Oceanography“], Pří rodní katastrofy [”Natural Catastrophes“], Rychlost geologických procesů [”The Rate of Geological Processes“], Horninové 

prostředí – jeho stav a ochrana [”The Geological Environment – Its Status and Protection“]). In addition, he wrote 18 popular science 
books (Atlantis [”Atlantis“], Geologická paměť krajiny [”Geological Memory of the Landscape“], Člověk a kámen [”Man and Stone“], Hrady 

Čech a Moravy – z čeho jsou a na čem stojí [”Castles in Bohemia and Moravia – What They Are Made Of and Built On“], Oceán – pevnina 

budoucnosti [”The Ocean – Land of the Future“], Tajemství bermud ského trojúhelníku [”Mysteries of the Bermuda Triangle“], Geologická 

abeceda [”The Geological Alphabet“], and others). Five of his books have been translated into English and four into Russian. He constantly 
devotes his time to popularizing geology and science in general, gives public lectures, works with the press, radio and television, writes 
about interesting events and natural disasters. 
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