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Preamble

In 1995, the municipality of Herxheim near Landau developed a new industrial estate at the western edge of the 
town. The archaeological excavations carried out in advance of construction in 1996 led to the discovery of the 
large Bandkeramik enclosure with its exceptional finds and features: a mass of finds had been deposited in the 
ditches, comprising ritually destroyed pottery and stone tools, animal bones and countless human bone fragments, 
partial skeletons and shaped skulls. 

Thanks to considerable financial support by the municipality of Herxheim and additional funding by the federal 
state of Rhineland-Palatinate, excavations at this unique site could continue until 1999. The work was directed by 
Annemarie Häußer, ably assisted by the excavation technician Michael Münzer. Alongside the excavation, Häußer 
also enthusiastically promoted the presentation of the results to the public and was engaged in the design of a 
museum display in Herxheim. With her tragic death in 2002, the continuation of the archaeological work and the 
analysis of the site were suddenly at risk.

However, in 2004 the “Herxheim Project” came into being, made possible by funding for the analysis of the 
excavations. This funding was provided by the German Research Foundation (DFG) who supported the project 
until 2011. It was led by Dr. Andrea Zeeb-Lanz of the Speyer branch office of the state archaeology service who 
together with the Cologne-based Prof. Dr. Andreas Zimmermann filed the application for the DFG-support. Both 
carried on the Herxheim cause with great vigour. The new excavations at the site, generously supported by the 
community of Herxheim, were directed by Dr. Fabian Haack and Michael Münzer.

Concurrently, this exceptional site was analysed by an international and interdisciplinary research team, whose 
results are now being presented in several volumes.

This volume, the first Herxheim publication, includes three extensive contributions which comprehensively 
present the site’s features. The first chapter, by Dr. Andrea Zeeb-Lanz and Dr. Fabian Haack, provides a systematic 
overview of the research history and current state of investigation of Herxheim. Dr. Fabian Haack then describes 
the complex history of the ditch segments with their differentiated fill mechanisms. Finally, Dr. Andrea Zeeb-Lanz 
discusses selected finds concentrations from the ditches. This comprehensive analysis of what are rather complex 
and intricate features enables readers to assess the proposed interpretations and provides a sound basis for future 
investigations of central European Neolithic enclosures and ritual sites more generally.

Alongside the many routine tasks of heritage management, the presentation of the results of scientific research 
is of particular importance for the state archaeology service of the Rhineland-Palatinate, as it ensures that these 
significant scientific investigations become available to the public and to international scholarship.    

We would therefore like to thank all the authors, and in particular the project leader based in Speyer, Dr. Andrea 
Zeeb-Lanz, who has coordinated and supervised the excavations and the many analyses and investigations with 
great dedication. We would also like to thank Michael Münzer for carrying out the often difficult excavations. 
Finally, thanks are due to the head of the Speyer branch office, Dr. Ulrich Himmelmann, who has made the 
 printing of this impressive volume possible, and to his team for the work they supplied.

Thomas Metz          Dr. Dr. Axel von Berg 
Generaldirektor         Landesarchäologe Rheinland-Pfalz 
Generaldirektion Kulturelles Erbe     Generaldirektion Kulturelles Erbe



Editor´s note

Twenty years ago, when the machine began to remove the topsoil from the area of the future furniture store Weber 
in the new industrial estate “West” in Herxheim, no-one would have guessed how exceptional the early Neolithic 
finds would be which had lain there undisturbed for 7000 years. As is so often the case in archaeology, only stray 
finds were known from the area, and in this case they had – amongst others – indicated the presence of a Linear-
bandkeramik settlement. In 1996, when the first human remains appeared in the ditches, nobody could have 
predicted that an investigation which began as a rescue dig in advance of construction would develop into a long-
running and wide-ranging project, effectively funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG).

It is all the more gratifying that we can now present the first of – for now – two planned monographs on the 
exceptional site of Herxheim, the fruit of the extensive investigations carried out in the course of the DFG-project. 
Only the results of the anthropological study of the human remains uncovered during the research excavation have 
been published elsewhere ahead of schedule.

We may be certain that further publications on Herxheim will not definitively solve the riddles provided by this 
complex site, so far unique in central European prehistory; many questions will remain open, and we will probably 
never be able to explain or understand the motivations of past agents.

A site as exceptional as this one will always inspire many different interpretations, a fact reflected in the title of 
the chapter on research history. In it, we describe the broad spectrum of sometimes diametrically opposed readings 
of both the architecturally elaborate enclosure and its exceptional contents. 

The intensive study of the records of the rescue excavation carried out in the 1990s, as well as the detailed analysis 
of the results of the research excavation he directed from 2005 to 2008, have led Fabian Haack to conclude that 
the Herxheim enclosure consists of two ditches with a complex history of construction and processes of refilling 
which are just as multi-facetted. In the main section of the present volume, he uses the large amount of data and 
the countless on-site observations to provide an authoritative analysis of the excavated features at Herxheim. In 
so doing, he comprehensively dismantles the interpretation – long supported by the project team – of Herxheim 
as a centuries-long construction project of individual elongated pits, excavated and immediately refilled at long 
intervals. He also discusses the concentrations of human bone, pottery and other artefacts, providing detailed 
descriptions of their position within the ditches, as well as their composition and their relationships to other con-
centrations (pottery and bone refits).

The third section of the present volume is dedicated to a better understanding of the finds concentrations in 
terms of the varying amounts of human remains, pottery, stone tools, animal bone and other artefacts they contain. 
With the support of the respective finds specialists, I have compiled the material from six selected concentrations to 
search for patterning in the composition of individual concentrations and to identify any possible selection criteria. 
However, statistical comparisons do not support the idea of purposeful selection; rather, the concentrations seem 
to consist of haphazard remains of ritual activities carried out near the enclosure ditches. Only some aspects – e.g. 
the “nestlike” arrangements of some of the skull caps – indicate a certain level of intentional selection of the ritual 
waste compositions.

This volume about the ritual site of Herxheim and its astonishing finds offers the first part of the works com-
pleted in the frame of the DFG-funded project about one of the most intriguing archaeological discoveries of the 
last decades in Europe. Volume 1 concentrates largely on the enclosure and its history, one of the main topics 
in Herxheim besides the extraordinary finds concentrations in the ditches of the enclosure. In volume 2 we will 
present the other finds material groups as well as the results of a broad range of archaeometric analyses, leading to 
a final overall interpretation of the site. 
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