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TOPICAL REVIEW - TEMATICKA SYNTEZA

Structured depositions at Herxheim and elsewhere:
Singular events or joint world views?

Strukturované depozice v Herxheimu a jinde:
Ojedinélé uddlosti, nebo spole¢né pohledy na svét?

Andrea Zeeb-Lanz

The exceptional enclosed site of Herxheim, characterised by hundreds of deliberately fragmented human
skeletons whose skulls were transformed into calottes, alongside intentionally destroyed pottery and stone
artefacts, constitutes one of the most significant assemblages of the late Linear Pottery culture (LBK).
Comparable late LBK settlements with earthworks likewise display structured depositional practices and
Sformal burials of human individuals within enclosure ditches. The site of Vrdble, discovered and partially
excavated in recent years, now provides a further case that is comparable to Herxheim in several aspects,
although the specific social and historical circumstances underlying each site appear to have been high-
ly particular. It is argued that the small number of LBK earthworks containing unusually treated human
remains share a set of recurring features that point towards patterned practices. These practices cannot
be meaningfully interpreted as evidence of large-scale warfare at the end of the LBK. Instead, they are
more plausibly understood as material expressions of profound transformations in social relations, ritual
practice, and ontological conceptions during this time. The destabilisation of established cosmological
[frameworks among the first farming communities may thus have played a significant role in the processes
that ultimately led to the dissolution of the LBK cultural system.

Neolithic — Linear Pottery culture — violence — burials — skull caps — ritual

Vyjimecné ohrazené sidlisté Herxheim, charakterizované stovkami zamérné fragmentovanych lidskych
skeletii, jejich? lebky byly upraveny na tzv. kaloty, spolu se zamérné destruovanou keramikou a kamenny-
mi artefakty, predstavuje jeden z nejvyznamnéjsich souborit pozdni kultury s linedrni keramikou (LBK).
Srovnatelnd pozdné LBK sidlisté s ohrazenimi rovnéZ vykazuji strukturované depozicni praktiky a formdl-
ni pohrby lidskych jedincii v prikopech. Lokalita Vrdble, objevend a cdstecné prozkoumand v poslednich
letech, nyni poskytuje dalst pripad, ktery je v nékolika ohledech srovnatelny s Herxheimem, ackoli kon-
krétni socidlni a historické okolnosti jednotlivych lokalit se zdaji byt vysoce specifické. Jsou predloZeny
argumenty, Ze maly pocet LBK ohrazeni obsahujicich lidské poziistatky se stopami neobvyklého zachdzent
sdili soubor opakujicich se rysii, které ukazuji na ustdlené vzorce jedndni. Tyto praktiky nelze smysluplné
interpretovat jako doklad rozsdahlych valecnych konfliktit na konci LBK. Mnohem [épe je Ize uchopit jako
materidlni projevy hlubokych promén socidlnich vztahii, ritudlni praxe a ontologickych pojeti v daném
obdobi. Destabilizace zavedenych kosmologickych ramcii prvnich zemédeélskych komunit tak mohla sehrdt
vyznamnou roli v procesech, které nakonec vedly k rozpadu kulturniho systému LBK.

neolit — kultura s linedrni keramikou — nasili — pohfby — lebec¢ni kaloty — ritual

Introduction

The enigmatic Neolithic site of Herxheim (Southern Palatinate, Rhineland-Palatinate, Ger-
many) has lost none of its fascination even after more than 25 years of intensive research.
This fascination is due in large part to the uniqueness of the archaeological evidence, as
well as to the fact that many questions about Herxheim remain unresolved — and the site
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Fig. 1. Herxheim. General plan of the site after excavations and geomagnetic prospection (plan by F. Haack).

certainly played a central role in the end of the Linear Pottery culture (LBK), at least in
its southwestern distribution area (Zeeb-Lanz 2014, 268).

During an excavation conducted in advance of the development of an industrial estate
on the western edge of the municipality of Herxheim near Landau, the southern part
(c.3.5ha) of an Early Neolithic settlement was uncovered in a four-year campaign
(1996-1998; Fig. I). As this was a rescue excavation conducted with time and financial
constraints by the heritage authority, the features could not be documented at the level
of detail that this exceptional site would actually have deserved. This shortcoming was
addressed in a subsequent research excavation (2005-2008) employing state-of-the-art
techniques such as 3D surveying and the digital recording of finds, as well as a method-
ology precisely tailored to the archaeological features (Zeeb-Lanz — Haack 2016a, 3-5).
The care applied during the research excavation is evident from the fact that the same amount
of time was invested in excavating and documenting less than 1 ha as had been needed for
approximately 3.5 ha in the first excavation.

During the removal of the topsoil, what initially appeared to be a merely rudimentarily
preserved Linear Pottery settlement surrounded by a double ditch turned out to be a fasci-
nating archaeological feature that remains unparalleled in the prehistory of Europe to date.
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Fig. 2. Herxheim. Example of a large find concentration (K 9/18) with the clustering of skull caps typical for
this site, large numbers of smashed human bones, animal bones and pottery sherds (photo by F. Haack).

The central elements of the complex are two approximately parallel ditches; within these,
the remains of approximately 600 human individuals were found, both in larger concen-
trations, reaching lengths of up to 7 m (Fig. 2), and in smaller clusters. The skeletons, which
were only partially preserved in 96% of cases, had been smashed into small fragments.
The long bones, for example, were often reduced to fragments less than 5 cm in length.
Particular importance was apparently attributed to the heads of the deceased: the cranial
base and facial skeleton were carefully removed from the skulls of nearly 500 individuals,
leaving only the cranial vault (Fig. 3), i.e. the ‘calotte’ (Zeeb-Lanz 2011).

In addition to the human remains, the concentrations contained scores of fragments of
intentionally destroyed ceramic vessels, many of them richly decorated. Associated with
the human bones and the pottery were also shattered stone tools and grinding stones, as
well as implements made from animal bone and unworked animal bones (Zeeb-Lanz 2016a;
Zeeb-Lanz et al. 2007; 2009; 2016).

The decorated pottery dates the assemblages to the latest phase of the Linear Pottery cul-
ture, to which a large share of the preserved settlement pits also belong. However, pottery
from a number of settlement pits proves that the village of Herxheim was already founded
during the Flomborn phase and was then continuously occupied up to the latest LBK phase
(Zeeb-Lanz 2010; Zeeb-Lanz et al. 2014, 13; Haack 2016a, 22). Contrary to earlier as-
sumptions (Zeeb-Lanz et al. 2007, 199-200; Jeunesse 2011; 2018), the excavation of the
ditches in the form of individual long pits did not begin as early as the Flomborn phase.
Instead, the ditches were dug shortly before the rituals took place that led to the assem-
blages contained within the features (Haack 2017, 559). Based on the documentation of
the research excavations, Haack (2016a) was able to demonstrate that although long pits
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Fig. 3. Herxheim. These examples of skull caps demonstrate that there was a certain range of variation in
the production of calottes: while in many calottes the entire cranial base was removed (top right, centre,
bottom left), in others the upper part of the cranial base was left as part of the skull cap (top left, bottom
right) (photo by |. Orschiedt).

represent the basic architectural form of the ditches, or at least of longer ditch segments,
they do not intersect, but were clearly dug simultaneously and therefore do not correspond
to the ‘Rosheim model’ (Jeunesse — Lefranc 1999; Jeunesse 2011, 31). This model de-
scribes an earthwork in which pits are repeatedly dug along a predetermined line and then
quickly backfilled until there were so many refilled pits that they overlapped with the new
ones, creating for the modern excavator the impression of a continuous ditch.

An extensive geomagnetic survey of the presumed total settlement area showed that
no traces of ditches could be detected on the eastern side (see Fig. 1) of the approximately
trapezoidal enclosure (Haack 2016a, 85-87). Taken together with Haack’s findings that
the excavation of the ditches must have preceded the creation of the assemblages by only
a short period of time, this indicates that the Herxheim enclosure at no point served to
defend the village, but most likely fulfilled ritual functions (Zeeb-Lanz 2019b, 443—-444).

More than a hundred find concentrations consisting of human bones and artefacts have
been documented. These assemblies vary considerably in size, extent, and composition;
they may contain up to 4,000 bone fragments, but much smaller quantities have also been
found. In addition to the assemblages recorded within the ditches, predominantly in the
inner ditch, comparable concentrations also occur in a small number of larger settlement
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Fig. 4. Herxheim. Six selected find
concentrations in comparison. Itis
obvious from the histogram that
there are no rules or specific corre-
lations between the different find
categories when comparing the
concentrations.
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pits inside the enclosure. However, comparisons of the quantities and characteristics of
the finds in various concentrations reveal no regular patterns of association (Fig. 4), as
demonstrated by statistical analyses of a selection of these assemblages (Zeeb-Lanz 2016b).

Nevertheless, all of these concentrations are governed by clear rules and norms in the
treatment of human bones and artefacts, as well as by a pronounced selectivity in the choice
of the latter. The decorated pottery is characterised by an exceptional quality of manufacture
and form, and among the lithic artefacts, only high-quality chert varieties were deliberate-
ly reduced to splintered and thus unusable pieces (Schimmelpfennig 2019). All of the find
categories mentioned were intentionally destroyed as part of specific practices, just as the
human remains were subjected to intensive manipulation before they were transformed
into unrecognisable bone fragments and artefact-like cranial bowls and deposited in the
ditches or additionally in a few settlement pits (Zeeb-Lanz 2019a). The following paper
aims to provide a more in-depth examination of Linear Pottery phenomena, represented
by special archaeological assemblages that are indeed associated with violence, and to
interpret them from a different perspective. The question is actually whether the respec-
tive assemblages are to be seen as singular warlike events or whether we find traces of
a joint change in world views in the late LBK, manifestations of which were connected to
interpersonal violence.

Multidisciplinary research of Herxheim

The human skeletons and skeletal parts

Although approximately 96% of the excavated human remains—numbering around
80,000 specimens (Zeeb-Lanz 2025a, 228)—consist of smashed bones and manipulated
skulls, other types of human remains are also present. These include several flexed burials
in the ditches (Fig. 5) and in grave pits within the settlement area, as well as complete or
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Fig. 5. Herxheim. Flexed skeleton
of a man (inv. no. 282-12-10; age
35-50 years) who was buried
in the inner ditch among a large
number of fragments from other
skeletons, pottery sherds and other
artefact categories (the other ar-
tefacts and bone fragments had
already been cleared away when
the picture was taken during ex-
cavation, photo by A. HauRer).

Fig. 6. Herxheim. Torso of a man
(inv. no. 282-6-8) consisting of
the skull, the spinal column, the
pelvis and the right femur. The
missing facial bones show that
the actors of the manipulations
had started to create a calotte but
had then abandoned this attempt
and deposited the torso in the
inner ditch (photo by A. HauRer).
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Fig. 7. Herxheim. An isolat-
ed mandible from one of
the find concentrations in
the inner ditch. Several cut
marks are perfectly distin-
guishable on the ramus
(photo by |. Orschiedt).

nearly complete skeletons in other positions within the enclosure ditches, a small number
of torsi (Fig. 6) in various states of preservation (Langer 2025, tab. 1), isolated skulls, and
intentionally arranged ‘nests’ of skull caps and whole skulls (see Fig. 8; Zeeb-Lanz 2019b,
432).

No traces of killing can be identified on the bone fragments or the calottes of the smashed
individuals; however, given the large number of people who died within a short period of
time, it must be assumed that they did not die of natural causes (Zeeb-Lanz — Haack 2016b,
257). The treatment of the bodies has already been described in detail on several occasions
(Boulestin et al. 2009; Boulestin — Coupey 2015; Bauer 2019), so only the most important
points are briefly summarised here.

The bones of the deceased display numerous indications of perimortem manipulation,
such as cut marks (Fig. 7) and scraping traces, which point to the dismemberment of in-
dividuals who, to all appearances, had been killed beforehand. Flesh and soft tissues were
then meticulously removed from the body parts. Subsequently, the bones—especially the
long bones, but also ribs and other skeletal elements—were smashed into small fragments
(Boulestin — Coupey 2015, 51-58).

The heads of the deceased received particular attention from those who carried out
these bodily manipulations. After removal of the scalp, as the numerous cut marks on all
areas of the skull attest, the cranial base and facial portion were severed by targeted blows,
probably from stone adzes (Zeeb-Lanz 2025b, 232), leaving only the cranial vault (calotte).
In total, almost 500 such calottes were recovered during the two excavation campaigns;
the considerable number of additional fragments of cranial vaults suggests a total of approxi-
mately 600 individuals (Zeeb-Lanz 2019b, 430), whose remains were excavated during
the two archaeological campaigns. As only the skull was used for an approximation of the
total number of individuals (Boulestin — Coupey 2015, 101), other body parts, such as long
bones, cannot be drawn on for a more precise estimation. The latter are usually smashed
in a manner that renders it impossible to determine precise quantities. Since the northern
third of the enclosure and the settlement area within remains untouched in the ground, it
can be assumed that 1,000 or more (Boulestin — Coupey 2015, 101) people were killed at
Herxheim in the late LBK (Zeeb-Lanz 2025a, 232-233).
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Fig. 8. Potentially intentionally arranged ‘nest’ of several skulls (without the lower jaw) in the outer ditch.
The arrows indicate the carefully cut-out long triangles from the humeri lying on both sides of the central
skull (photo by F. Haack).

Fig. 9. Dislocated bones from an individual (inv. no. 282-130-1) in a bone concentration in the inner ditch.
The anthropological examination has shown that the skull, the arm with the hand still attached, and most
of the bone fragments and whole bones that lie around all belong to a single individual (photo by A. HauRer).
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Fig. 10. Schematic representation of bones comprising a torso
(inner ditch, slot 282-61) without skull, arms, ribs, and lower
legs; the femora were intentionally cut off above the knee
(drawing by F. Haack). P

In addition to the modified cranial vaults, there are also a few completely preserved
isolated skulls, which were found in three deliberately staged depositional scenarios. Par-
ticularly striking is the concentration of five skulls in the outer ditch. Three of them were
arranged in a row, with the central skull framed by two long bones from which a long trian-
gular piece of bone had been deliberately removed (Fig. 8), as proven by the exact same
size of the triangle in both long bones.

Several flexed burials also form part of the human finds at Herxheim (Zeeb-Lanz et al.
2006, 63). Five of these represent regular settlement burials in grave pits within the inte-
rior area of the enclosure, while three others were located in the inner and one in the outer
ditch. A complete skeleton in a supine position in the inner ditch may likewise be inter-
preted as a ‘regular’ burial. In addition, there are three nearly complete skeletons in ana-
tomical articulation, as well as one disarticulated but likewise almost complete individual
(Fig. 9).

Three torsos, all of which were found in the inner ditch, display noteworthy similarities.
Two consist of spine—pelvis—femur torsos, in which the vertebral column is only partially
preserved and the femora had been severed above or at the knee (Fig. 10). The third torso
comprises a skull, vertebral column, pelvis, and one femur (see Fig. 6). Of particular in-
terest is the observation that an attempt had been made to produce a calotte from the indi-
vidual’s skull while it was still connected to the spine by tendons and/or muscles. After
the facial skeleton had been largely removed, however, the manipulators abandoned this
attempt and deposited the partial skeleton in the inner ditch (Langer 2025, tab. 1).

Additional skeletal elements that were still in anatomical articulation at the time they
were deposited in a concentration, such as several connected vertebrae, some upper extrem-
ities, and a small number of complete hands or feet, have not yet been quantified in great-
er detail. Also worth mentioning are three neonates/infants that were deposited as com-
plete skeletons in the typical flexed position, both in concentrations within the inner ditch
and in one assemblage in a settlement pit, together with other human bones and calottes
(Zeeb-Lanz 2019b, 430). As a final category of the ‘aggregate state’ of human remains
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Fig. 11. Two examples of high-quality pottery from the concentrations of Herxheim. A — bottle with dec-
oration in the Elster-Saale style; B — Bottle decorated with ornaments in the Rhine-Main hatching style
(photos by F. Haack).

from Herxheim, isolated long bones that were not smashed but occur in some concentra-
tions alongside shattered skeletal elements should be mentioned (Haack 2009).

Decorated pottery

Although decorated pottery has not yet been published in detail (Hdussler — Zeeb-Lanz
in preparation), preliminary studies have already been carried out (e.g., Zeeb-Lanz et al.
2007; Haack 2016a). The pottery is of extraordinary quality and is distinguished by its
well-polished surfaces, fine ornamentation, and overall highly accomplished workman-
ship (Fig. 11). In this respect, it surpasses all assemblages known to date—whether from
burials or settlements—from the entire western LBK area, as was impressively demon-
strated at a recent workshop featuring original ceramics from numerous stylistic regions
of the late/latest LBK (Zeeb-Lanz in print).

What makes the Herxheim pottery exceptional is not only its outstanding quality, but
above all the fact that substantial numbers of vessels from no fewer than twelve regional
stylistic zones of the latest LBK (Fig. 12) have been identified, except for Bavaria and the
Paris Basin (Bliquy), from which only a single vessel unit each is represented (Eva Hdiuss-
ler, pers. comm. 20 October 2025; see also Zeeb-Lanz 2017, 109-110; 2019b, 432-434).
Chemical analyses of the clay compositions (Mecking 2019) have provided some indica-
tions that vessels decorated in non-local styles originate from regions other than those
producing the Palatinate-style pottery (Jeunesse et al. 2009). However, the results of these
analyses are by no means conclusive. Petrographic analyses of the minerals within the clay
matrices are currently underway and are expected to yield clearer results on this issue.

Even if the non-local-style vessels had been produced in the Palatinate or directly at
Herxheim, potters must nonetheless have been present on site who either originated from
the respective regional style areas or at least possessed knowledge of the decorative tradi-
tions. This circumstance points to far-reaching connections between the inhabitants of the
Neolithic village of Herxheim and, in some cases, quite distant settlement areas of the LBK.
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Fig. 12. Map of the origin areas of the different regional styles represented on the Herxheim pottery.
1 — Palatinate/mouth of the Neckar style; 2 — Neckar style; 3 — Rhine-Main-hatching style; 4 — style ‘X’;
5 — Moselle-Rhine area style (Plaidter style); 6 — style of Leihgestern; 7 — Elster-Saale style; 8 — style of Bava-
ria; 9 — style of Blicquy/Villeneuve-Saint-Germain; 10 — Sarka style; 11 — Biikk style; 12 — style of Thuringia
(map by E. Haussler and J. Buchholz).

With the exception of a small group of miniature vessels, all pottery was intentionally smash-
ed, a practice that also applies to the undecorated ceramics. The fact that many of the pots,
bottles, and bowls—naming only the principal vessel forms—can be largely reconstructed
indicates that the destruction took place directly on site (Zeeb-Lanz 2019b, 432-436).

The stone implements

The spectrum of lithic artefacts from Herxheim comprises tools and a small number
of arrowheads made of flint, axes of igneous and metamorphic rock, as well as grinding and
whetstones, the latter predominantly made of sandstone (Schimmelpfennig 2019, 113—-117).

Overall, both the quantity and the range of flint tool types at Herxheim correspond to
the typical spectrum of Linear Pottery settlements. However, two aspects are exceptional.
Within the artefact assemblage specifically examined from the research excavations, the
majority (91.3%) are made of chalk flint (Schimmelpfennig 2019, 97), which originates
from Western Europe (France, Belgium, the Netherlands). All corresponding raw material
sources are located more than 200 km from Herxheim (Schimmelpfennig 2019, 86). In
addition, among flint tools made from high-quality raw materials such as this chalk flint,
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Fig. 13. Herxheim. A huge stone slab (grinder) weighing 12 kg was first put into an open fire and then
smashed into seven pieces, six of which were found in different parts of the inner and outer ditch (photo
by D. Schimmelpfennig).

there is a disproportionately large share of splintered pieces, i.e. blades deliberately ren-
dered unusable that had previously been employed as harvesting tools. The destruction of
sickle blades fits well with the pattern of intentionally smashed pottery and other deliber-
ately broken artefacts (e.g. adzes; cf. Schimmelpfennig 2019, 107-109). It can likewise be
assumed that specific motives underlay the deliberate disabling of flint artefacts and broken
stone axes from the find concentrations (Zeeb-Lanz 2019b, 436).

With regard to the stone axes, the high share of pieces showing damage that cannot be
interpreted as traces of heavy use is particularly noteworthy (Schimmelpfennig 2019, 107).
Some blades were evidently shattered by force, breaking into large fragments (e.g. Schim-
melpfennig 2019, 108, figs. 10-12).

The destruction or deliberate disabling of objects runs like a red thread through all quan-
titatively significant categories of finds, including grinding stones and whetstones. From
the southern excavation area (1996—-1999 campaign), which encompasses a much larger
settlement area than the second excavation campaign, a total of nine complete grinding
stones (five grinders and four saddle querns) were recovered. These may, at least in part,
belong to the earlier, ‘normal’ settlement phases of the site rather than to the period of de-
struction rituals. In contrast, a very high share of fragmented grinding stones, some smashed
into numerous pieces, can be attributed to the latter phase. Many of these grinding-stone
fragments, which appear to have been placed in fire for thermal stress before being bro-
ken (Schimmelpfennig 2019, 117-121), come from find concentrations in the two ditches
(Fig. 13).

Other find groups in the concentrations

In addition to the manipulated human skeletons, the vast quantities of smashed pottery,
and the destroyed stone implements, other artefact groups are also represented in the find
concentrations within the ditches for which no traces of intentional destruction could be
documented. These consist primarily of implements made from animal bone (Haack 2003;
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Fig. 14. Herxheim. Eight
perforated human teeth
(4 molars, 2 premolars,
2 incisors) from find con-
centration K41 in the
southwestern part of the
inner ditch (photo by
F. Haack).

2008; 2013) and items of jewellery made of limestone, shells (Rdhle et al. 2019), animal
teeth and bones, and—in one case—clay (Zeeb-Lanz 2019c, 71-73). Particularly noteworthy
are eight perforated human teeth (4 molars, 2 premolars, and 2 incisors) from find concen-
tration K 41 in the southwest of the inner ditch, which were evidently worn as ornaments
(Fig. 14). A ninth perforated tooth (deciduous incisor) came to light in layer 7009 in the
northwest of the inner ditch. Finds of perforated human teeth are thus far very rare in Linear
Pottery contexts (e.g. Vréable: Furholt et al. 2023, 51).

Animal bones likewise constitute a not insignificant share of the material recovered
from concentrations in the ditches (Arbogast 2019). In addition to ordinary butchery waste,
particular mention should be made of the almost 30 bucrania and individual cattle horn
cores. Bucrania in particular are interpreted in many prehistoric cultures as symbolically
and ritually charged objects (e.g. Deschler-Erb et al. 2002). Other unusual faunal finds
include wing bones of large wading birds and a concentration of mandibles of small car-
nivores such as polecat, marten, stone marten, and wildcat. Herxheim also stands out for
its unusually large collection of dog bones in a Linear Pottery setting, including almost
300 specimens representing at least 13 animals (Janssens et al. 2019).

In addition to the investigation and evaluation of the features and the individual cate-
gories of finds, various scientific analyses were carried out in order to extract further in-
formation from the deceased of Herxheim.

Radiocarbon dating

Samples for radiocarbon dating were taken from 35 human individuals, including both
complete skeletons and isolated mandibles/teeth, and measured in three different labora-
tories; 22 individuals in this inventory yielded reliable results. Unfortunately, as is well
known, the calibration curve exhibits a plateau between roughly 5200 and 5000 BC (Ried-
hammer 2019; Weninger 2020), meaning that the fortunately normally distributed dates
(Riedhammer 2019, 290, fig. 2) can only be narrowed down to a time span of about 250 years
within the Linear Pottery period. Bayesian modelling suggests that the special activities at
Herxheim that resulted in the smashed human bones and the associated artefacts took place
within an approximate time window of c. 5050-5030 cal BC (Riedhammer 2019, 296).



14 ZrEp-LANz: Structured depositions at Herxheim and elsewhere ...

Stable isotopes — strontium

The nearly 100 tooth enamel samples from complete skeletons, isolated skulls, and
‘mandible individuals’ from the find concentrations at Herxheim that were analysed for
strontium produced unexpected results. About 90% of sampled individuals were non-locals
who had not grown up in Herxheim or its immediate surroundings. Instead, the values
indicate that a large share of these non-local individuals originated from higher upland
regions characterised by granite and gneiss bedrock (Turck et al. 2012; Turck 2019)—areas
for which no permanent Linear Pottery settlement has yet been convincingly documented
(Valde-Nowak 2002; Turck 2019, 393-398). Particularly striking among the samples from
isolated mandibles in the find concentrations was the high share of individuals with elevat-
ed to very high values that are entirely atypical for the LBK (Fig. 15). This suggests that
the manipulated individuals were people who did not belong to the local Linear Pottery
population.

Stable isotopes—carbon and nitrogen

During the first excavation campaign in the 1990s, 21 human samples (long bones and
crania) were taken for analysis of the stable isotopes *C and *N. These were compared
with data from the cemetery of Trebur (c. 85 km from Herxheim) in order to investigate
whether diet differed significantly between the late Early and early Middle Neolithic (Diirr-
wdchter 2003). Only two of the 21 Herxheim samples came from burials within the settle-
ment area; all other samples—with the exception of one burial in the outer ditch—came
from the inner ditch and for the most part belonged to smashed individuals.

For Herxheim, the results showed that the diet was relatively unremarkable and fell
within the range of the diet known for the LBK (Diirrwdchter 2003, 60). However, great-
er variability was observed in the nitrogen values. Diirrwdchter (2003, 61) attempted, by
comparing the settlement burials, securely regarded as local Herxheim inhabitants, with
the samples from the ditches, to propose the cautiously phrased hypothesis that locals may
have consumed more cereals and less meat than the individuals from the ditches. Subse-
quently, however, radiocarbon dating revealed that one of the burials in the settlement area
dates to the Middle Ages (Turck 2019, 337, comment 25). This leaves only a single Early
Neolithic burial for the settlement—ditch comparison, meaning that the comparison cannot
yield meaningful results.

At present, a total of 130 samples from Herxheim are being analysed for '*C and '°N
values in bone as part of a research project on LBK diet at the Spanish Research Council
in Barcelona. These analyses are expected to provide statistically robust results on dietary
practices. For the Herxheim project in particular, the focus will be on the question of wheth-
er individuals exhibiting high strontium values differed in their dietary choices from the
typical Linear Pottery populations of the lowlands.

Genetic analyses

The first series of samples for the determination of mitochondrial DNA (n=26) was
taken explicitly from the tooth roots of selected teeth whose enamel had already been used
for strontium analyses and which exhibited particularly high Sr ratios. The aim was to
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Fig. 15. Herxheim. Histogram of the Sr-analysis results from the first molar of 74 human individuals (after
Turck 2019, 374, fig. 54).

address the question of whether the individuals from higher upland regions might repre-
sent Late Mesolithic groups. However, all 26 samples yielded haplogroups typical of the
Central European Linear Pottery culture (Blocher et al. 2019). Not a single sample provided
any indication of a direct origin of an individual from the indigenous Mesolithic population
of Europe.

In the meantime, a further 70 individuals were analysed in a new DNA collaboration
project with the universities of Vienna and Harvard, focused on whole genome sequencing.
The sampled individuals likewise display Anatolian-origin haplogroups and do not represent
Mesolithic individuals (unpublished; Pinhasi pers. comm.). In this new genetics project,
which will ultimately analyse samples from approximately 550 individuals from Herxheim,
particular attention will be paid to questions of kinship among the dead of Herxheim.

Discussion

Taking stock of the findings outlined above, it becomes clear that Herxheim represents
a unique site, one that to date has no direct analogue not only in the Early Neolithic but
in the entirety of European prehistory. When considering the largest and most important
category of finds at Herxheim—the human remains—it can be observed that, despite all
variability in detail, their treatment follows specific rules and norms that were repeatedly
considered in the same manner for at least 96% of the documented individuals. Some of
these rules evidently also apply to the main artefact groups, namely pottery and stone im-
plements.
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The actions at Herxheim that led to the find concentrations in ditches and settlement
pits represent a form of special ritual activity. In the sense proposed by Burkert (1997),
this activity is likely to have involved a high degree of communication between the ritual
actors, possible spectators, and the victims of the actions themselves.

The destruction of both human bodies and material constitutes a consistently present
and important aspect of the ritual practices at Herxheim. However, it is not necessarily
the case that the manipulation of human skeletons—particularly the production of cranial
vaults—was motivated by exactly the same considerations as the smashing of pottery and
stone tools.

Ritual destruction of valuable artefacts is well known from many prehistoric and proto-
historic cultures (e.g. Nebelsick 1997; Horn 2011). In such cases, the predominant moti-
vation for destruction—especially in the context of offerings to deities or objects that had
been symbolically ritually charged through ceremonial actions—is their rendering unus-
able for profane purposes, or a change to an extent that renders profane reuse impossible.
Examples such as the ‘potlatch of destruction’ illustrate that the notion of a gift to the gods,
the appeasement of deities, or the veneration of ancestors often play a central role in such
sacrifices. The Kwakiutl (Vancouver Island, North America) and the Tlingit (northwest
coast of Canada), for instance, conduct a special exchange of gifts during a potlatch, which
are subsequently intentionally destroyed, often by exposure to fire. The aim of these actions
is the symbolic transfer of the gifts to a deity or to the revered ancestors (Mauss 2016, 86,
note 132).

This aspect may also apply to the destruction or disabling of artefacts at Herxheim—
objects offered to the gods and thus withdrawn from profane use. However, it must be taken
into account that only very specific categories of objects were destroyed at Herxheim. For
example, all implements made of animal bone or antler, which occur in fairly large numbers
(Haack 2003), were entirely spared from destruction or even damage; the same applies to
jewellery and clothing accessories (Haack 2021, 36-37).

The interpretation proposed earlier—that the ritual activities at Herxheim, culminat-
ing in the sacrifice and smashing of human individuals, were accompanied by ritual feasts
during which the subsequently destroyed vessels, flint and stone tools, and grinding stones
were used (Zeeb-Lanz 2019b, 445-446)—fits this pattern very well. After the feast, these
ritually charged objects would have had to be withdrawn from the profane sphere, which
was probably ensured by their destruction. In their fragmented state, they may in turn have
acquired a new meaning and possibly served to create or reinforce bonds among the par-
ticipants in the ceremonies (Chapman 2000), but it is impossible to describe a specific
scenario here (Chapman et al. 2023; see also Zeeb-Lanz — Gramsch 2023). At the same
time, the fragments of the ritually charged objects may well have continued to function as
offerings to ancestors or deities.

A certain degree of force is required to smash, for example, stone adzes or grinding
stones. However, in this context, violence does not play a destructive or negative role, but
rather constitutes a necessary component of the ritualisation of the objects and is thus posi-
tively connoted, at least for the actors of the special actions at Herxheim (Zeeb-Lanz et al.
2014, 44).

Demographic analysis of the dead from the research excavations at Herxheim has shown
that the age structure of this population does not correspond to that of a typical prehistoric
mortality population from a cemetery. Rather, the pronounced overrepresentation of older
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adolescents and young adults reflects a living population (Boulestin — Coupey 2015, 114).
This makes the killing of several groups of living individuals, which moreover represent
the most potential part of any population, highly probable for Herxheim (Zeeb-Lanz 2019b,
465). An interpretation of the dead as human sacrifices, therefore, appears plausible.

Human sacrifice is demonstrably attested in prehistoric cultures. Numerous descrip-
tions of human sacrifice exist as indirect sources for the Aztecs, Inca, and Maya. However,
these accounts were generally produced only after European conquest and were written by
Spanish or Portuguese priests, and thus must be treated with critical caution (Verano 2008,
1045). Nevertheless, direct evidence from archaeological investigations has indeed been
documented in more recent times (e.g. Reinhard — Ceruti 2000; Ceruti 2004; Besom 2009).
A prominent example is the mass sacrifice of children and llamas in the Moche Valley in
Peru: 140 boys and girls ranging from 5 to 14 years of age (Prieto et al. 2019, 23), as well
as more than 200 llamas were sacrificed and buried there. The children were presumably
subjected to heart extraction, as indicated by incisions through the sternum and the wid-
ening of the rib cage observed in all of the victims (Prieto et al. 2019, 5).

For the LBK, reference should be made to the unusually buried individuals from Eils-
leben, above all a young woman who was interred beneath a bucranium with a crushed
frontal plate. Several grinding stones had been placed on the bucranium; the woman’s head
was forced into a completely unnatural position bent backwards. The extreme flexed pos-
ture suggests that the body had been bound. The excavator interpreted this burial and further
irregular interments from Eilsleben as probable human sacrifices (Kaufimann 2001; 2003).

The human sacrifices at Herxheim were not merely killed and then deposited in the
enclosure ditches. Rather, prior to deposition, they underwent a prolonged, standardised
sequence of manipulations that ultimately resulted in skeletal remains smashed into small
fragments and no longer identifiable as human bodies. The skulls, too, were modified in
such a way that the facial skeleton, which unmistakably identifies a person as a member
of the species Homo sapiens, was removed. What remained was only the cranial vault,
evoking an artefact in the form of an oval bowl.

This treatment of the dead at Herxheim was driven by a very specific motivation that,
unfortunately, can no longer be deciphered. It is well known that in prehistoric cultures
(and in modern indigenous ones) people not belonging to the in-group, i.e. ‘foreigners’,
could and can be treated differently in death than individuals from the in-group. They can
be subjected to sacrifice with or without decapitation or other special treatment (e.g. Sutter —
Cortez 2005; Stavreva 2017). The high strontium ratios of a large number of the samples
from Herxheim hint at the conclusion that these individuals did not belong to the ‘normal’
LBK communities living in the loessial plains of Europe. On the contrary, their aDNA
haplogroups are common in LBK populations, so we cannot be sure that the special treat-
ment of the manipulated dead from Herxheim results from their being strangers. They might
have originated from low mountain ranges but may well have been integrated into LBK
communities later in life, as they were not truly outsiders but of the same genetic ancestry
as the members of the farming communities. Ongoing studies on dietary issues concern-
ing these individuals from mountainous areas may shed further light on the relationships
between Linear Pottery groups from loessial regions and those from higher mountain areas
(Morell Rovira in preparation).

Nevertheless, the handling of the dead at Herxheim—and in parallel that of the arte-
facts—suggests that a new worldview may be reflected here, one that is not encountered
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Fig. 16. Selected examples from a concentration of about 30 lower jaws from small carnivores, e.g. marten,
stone marten, polecat, and wild cat in slot 282-96-6 of the inner ditch (photo by R.-M. Arbogast).

in the earlier Linear Pottery culture. The treatment of the dead, unprecedented in this form
and on this scale, may point to a transformation in the relationship between the living and
the dead, as well as a change in the relationship between humans and an animistic environ-
ment—overall, a new cosmology. Exceptional faunal finds from Herxheim, such as the
wing bones of wading birds, the concentration of halves of mandibles of small carnivores
which bore traces of ochre (Fig. 16), and the special treatment of dogs (Arbogast 2019,
159), further underscore this interpretation. Such profound changes in the ritual-religious
sphere were certainly not restricted to the few communities that gathered in Herxheim for
ritual ceremonies.

In the latest phase of the LBK, further sites can be identified, pointing to a novel rela-
tionship among Linear Pottery groups, as well as within LBK communities themselves, and
thus to a new worldview. At these sites, deceased individuals were treated in special ways
and were not buried according to regular funerary practices. In general, recent research
has linked most of these sites to a sharp increase in intergroup aggression or violence.

These sites include, in particular, Talheim in Baden-Wiirttemberg, Germany (Wahl —
Konig 1987; Wahl — Trautmann 2012); Asparn-Schletz in Lower Austria (Teschler-Nico-
la et al. 1996; Windl 2001; Wild et al. 2004; Pieler — Teschler-Nicola 2023); Kilianstid-
ten in Hesse, Germany (Meyer et al. 2015a); and Halberstadt in Saxony-Anhalt, Germany



Archeologické rozhledy 78-2026—x 19

(Meyer et al. 2015b; 2018a; Fibiger 2018). For these sites, massive violence between dif-
ferent Linear Pottery groups has been postulated, which is thought to have been respon-
sible for the demise of the LBK in a widespread scenario of warfare and crisis (Petrasch
1999; Golitko — Keeley 2007). Other scholars are more cautious and argue that the tangible
evidence of interpersonal violence, even at the group level, can indeed be described as
armed conflict, but that it is not yet appropriate to speak of ‘war’ in the Early Neolithic
(Beyneix 2007; Fibiger et al. 2023), and that the LBK period should not be regarded as
‘particularly belligerent’ (Fibiger 2021; Fibiger et al. 2023, 2). Here, I understand war as
an organised and coherent violent action conducted between different established groups
(cf. Lincoln 1991, 138). War affords military training and presupposes societies with an
established hierarchy that makes it possible to appoint leaders in the event of war and to
implement clear chains of command. Organised wars could, in the eyes of some scholars,
therefore not be defined earlier than in the Late Neolithic or Early Bronze Age (Beyneix
2001, 329; 2007).

In contrast, I use the term ‘warfare’ for violent and lethal encounters between smaller
groups from rather egalitarian societies, like the Early Neolithic LBK. The independent
groups—Xkinship groups within a community, communities or even several linked com-
munities—acted as independent political units, and raids or comparable violent actions
cannot be seen as ‘part of an all-encompassing, simultaneously occurring pan-LBK conflict’
(Meyer et al. 2018a, T). According to the definition of Otterbein (1989, 40), ambushes,
raids and skirmishes are the predominant form of warfare in primitive (egalitarian) societies
(see also Otterbein 1994).

It is noteworthy that prior to the discovery of the first LBK sites containing multiple
individuals who had died violent deaths, the then widely accepted view held that the egal-
itarian communities of the early farmers had lived peacefully alongside one another and
diligently gone about their daily work, without any aggressive confrontations (Link 2014,
271). This notion was very quickly reversed with the discoveries at Talheim and Schletz.
Comments characterising the (late) LBK populations as ‘violentes, barbares, brutales’
(Guilaine — Zammit 1998, 136) or stating that ‘the western LBK is comparable to the most
violent known societies, in which conflict is a constant preoccupation’ (Golitko — Keeley
2007, 335) exemplarily demonstrate the enormous impact that the discoveries of these two
sites had on the research community. This assessment culminated in a widely accepted
article from 2007, in which claims such as ‘there are a number of well-known LBK contexts
that have demonstrated that violence was often quite severe during the Early Neolithic of
Central Europe’ (Golitko — Keeley 2007, 333) are to be found. All of the mentioned sites,
including Herxheim, have already been jointly discussed and interpreted in numerous
publications as evidence of ‘war-mongering’ Linear Pottery communities (e.g. Farruggia
2002; Golitko — Keeley 2007; Meyer et al. 2014; 2018b).

I do not intend to discuss the notion of Neolithic or prehistoric war in general; numerous
scholars have published books and articles addressing the topic (e.g. Keeley 1996; Ehren-
reich 1997; Haas 1999; Thorpe 2003; Christensen 2004). It is the aim of this paper to show
that among the dozen or so known LBK sites with traces of interpersonal lethal violence,
there are at least some which cannot be unconditionally regarded as direct proof of war or
warfare. The settlement area of the LBK covered about 700,000 square kilometres at its
peak expansion (Dubouloz 2008). Therefore, it is inaccurate to speak of ‘war in the LBK’
given the overall low number of lethal conflict scenarios.
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Thus, empirically unsupported statements concerning the Linear Pottery culture, e.g.
‘in the imbalances that arise, such as the heterogeneous distribution of resources, lies one
of the main reasons for the wars that develop’, or ‘both mass graves [Talheim, Schletz]
mark the beginning of the phenomenon of war in Central Europe and are two examples
of direct archaeological evidence of collective and organised violence—in other words,
war’ (Meller 2013, 239-240; translation by the author) are not helpful when we want to
decipher the meanings of actions such as the manipulations at Herxheim or Vrable, for in-
stance. Articles with titles like ‘War and murder in the Linear Pottery culture’ (Petrasch
1999) likewise suggest seemingly proven scenarios and do not reflect the wide variability
of possible functions that manipulated and possibly also sacrificed individuals may have
had in the late LBK.

However, there is a growing number of dissenting voices opposing these war hypotheses
(e.g. Zeeb-Lanz 2009; Link 2012, 124—126; Stduble 2014, 27-28; Link 2014; Zeeb-Lanz
et al. 2014, 44-46; Zeeb-Lanz 2019b, 460-462). In his work, Link (2014) undertook the
effort to subject most of the aforementioned evidence to critical review, exposing many
preconceived notions that lack an archaeological foundation. These assumptions tacitly
presume that the motivations for violent confrontations in the Early Neolithic must have
been the same as those underlying modern wars—namely, competition for land for food
production (Fibiger et al. 2023, 1) or, alternatively, acts of retaliation for previous attacks,
poaching, the capture of slaves or women, disputes over territory, or general claims to
prestige or power (Golitko — Keeley 2007, 339). These assumptions can perhaps be proven
for ethnographic analogies, but not for the LBK thousands of years ago.

Apart from the four sites cited above, there are additional LBK sites with ‘special treat-
ment’ of the dead, such as Zauschwitz (Pasda et al. 2004), Tiefenellern (Kunkel 1955;
Orschiedt 1997, Boulestin 2017), and Menneville (Hachem et al. 1998; Thevenet 2016;
Thevenet et al. 2023). Although no evidence for massive lethal violence has been identified
at these sites, at least peri- or post-mortem manipulation of bodies, unusual treatment of the
dead, or extraordinary burial compositions can be documented (cf. Zeeb-Lanz — Haack
2016b). Some of the sites can be grouped under various general categories:

e Massacres/executions of several individuals or groups of people (Talheim, Halber-
stadt, Kilianstidten)
e Special burial practices (Tiefenellern, Menneville, Wiederstedt, Zauschwitz [?])

The LBK site with a village ditch at Vaihingen an der Enz (Krause 1998) is not con-
sidered here, as the burials in, at, and around the ditch do not constitute special burials.
The ditch was not used as a burial place during its active phase; rather, the grave pits were
cut into the already backfilled ditch after its period of use. It therefore represents a regular
village cemetery (Krause 1997, 106-110).

Another selection criterion is the presence of enclosing ditches in which dead humans
are deposited in an irregular or special manner, such as in Herxheim, Menneville, and
Schletz. The most recent and important example to be added to this list is Vrable, Slova-
kia (Furholt et al. 2020a; 2020b; 2023). For Menneville, results including the most recent
(Thevenet et al. 2023) once again demonstrate that this is a site whose ditch system contains
very particular burials, fitting well into the pattern of enclosure sites with specially treated
inhumations, a category to which Vrable definitely has to be assigned as well.
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According to the conventional long-standing narrative, Schletz represents a site where,
in an attack on a Linear Pottery village, all inhabitants were massacred. The attackers then
threw a number of the defenders into the surrounding ditches of the settlement, where they
remained—at least for some time—freely accessible to carnivores (for a brief overview
of the evidence, see Link 2014, 274-276). There have been voices for more than a decade,
including mine, that have expressed doubts about this interpretation (Zeeb-Lanz 2009, 93;
Link 2014, 274-279; Zeeb-Lanz — Haack 2016b, 252; Zeeb-Lanz 2019b, 462). Important
evidence was presented by new DNA analyses performed on 93 individuals from the ditch,
water well, and settlement burials, 92 of which yielded usable results. The ratio of genetically
related to unrelated individuals at Schletz is only 0.15, whereas the comparative cemeter-
ies of Polgar-Ferenci-hdt (Hungary) and Nitra—Horné Krkany (Slovakia) display values
of 0.83 and 0.65, respectively (Gelabert et al. 2024, table 1).

Among the 69 individuals from the Schletz enclosure ditch for whom whole genomes
were sequenced, the authors of the study identified only a single pair of first-/second-degree
relatives, as well as one possible kinship link between an individual from the ditch and
a burial within the settlement. Consequently, only four individuals within the sample of
69 are related to one another up to the third degree. A single direct father—son relationship
between two individuals from the massacre context, together with the data cited above,
demonstrates that the ‘attack’ on the settlement apparently involved hardly any members of
the village community itself, but predominantly people from other groups outside Schletz.
The latter is based on the fact that there are hardly any genetic relations between the ana-
lysed individuals, but more of these kinship relations would be expected in a community.
It is therefore possible that entirely different interpretations are required for Schletz as
well—interpretations that open up completely new perspectives beyond the simple and
seemingly obvious, but not necessarily correct, thesis of a violent and murderous attack
by one Linear Pottery community on another. It would be entirely possible to account for
ritual meanings for the archaeological findings at Schletz (Zeeb-Lanz 2009, 93).

The ongoing projects concerning this site, which now pose new riddles, will hopeful-
ly also shed additional light on the many unresolved questions surrounding Schletz. The
project United by Crisis at the University for Continuing Education Krems investigates
the immediate surroundings of the site through surveys in order to further clarify the role
of Schletz as a potential central place and to identify possible reasons for the events that
occurred here some 7,000 years ago.

The settlement of Vrable is among the largest Linear Pottery sites in Europe (Furholt
et al. 2023, 47). Comprising three ‘neighbourhoods’ (Miiller-Scheefel et al. 2021, 66),
the settlement in the valley of the Zitava River was inhabited for over 300 years, between
approximately 5250 and 4950 BC (Meadows et al. 2019). At its peak, as a central settle-
ment, each neighbourhood contained up to 80 houses existing simultaneously (Furholt et al.
2023, 48; Miiller-Scheefiel et al. 2023, 181: 60 houses). The areas of the three sub-settle-
ments each display an approximately trapezoidal ground plan (Furholt et al. 2020a, 471).
This layout, however, is only clearly recognisable in the south-western neighbourhood, as
it was surrounded in its final phase by a double ditch (Miiller-Scheefsel et al. 2021, 67).
Trapezoidal ditches constitute a construction tradition that is repeatedly encountered in
enclosed Linear Pottery sites and is, in fact, represented by the great majority of known
LBK ditch systems (Haack 2016b, 333-335; Zeeb-Lanz — Haack 2020, 193).
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During the excavations, up to the end of 2017, the remains of 19 human individuals
were discovered (Miiller-Scheefsel et al. 2021, 5); since then, however, this number has
increased considerably, not least due to additional isolated skeletal finds but also as a result
of the discovery of a mass grave containing 37 individuals (Furholt et al. 2023, 49-51
with Fig. 10). Except for a skull fragment from the northern neighbourhood and a single
complete individual from a longitudinal house pit in the south-eastern sub-settlement,
the vast majority of human remains were uncovered in the south-western neighbourhood
(Miiller-Scheefsel — Hukelovd 2020, 161). What is striking about the human remains is not
only that the majority of the skeletons are headless, but also that these headless individu-
als—apart from those in the mass grave—were deposited in pairs, in a seemingly ‘strategic’
manner, at the western ditch terminals of entrances in the outer ditch and, in one case, also
in the inner ditch (Miiller-ScheefSel — Hukelova 2020; Miiller-Scheefel et al. 2021, 5-7).
In addition, there are regular crouched burials in grave pits; six of these were found on both
sides of the ditch system (Miiller-Scheefel et al. 2023, 182).

The mass grave, located in the eastern ditch head of the southern entrance, has so far
yielded 37 skeletons, 36 of them headless. Only the single child among the individuals in
the mass grave retained its skull and was deposited in a regular burial position with flexed
legs. The skeletons were laid on or close to the ditch bottom and display various body
positions. In addition to the complete headless skeletons, 15 concentrations of isolated
bones lacking any anatomical connection were documented in the centre of the mass grave.
The assemblage of human remains in this mass context is further supplemented by at least
25 skeletal elements—parts of skeletons such as entire arms or legs (Miiller-Scheef3el et al.
2023, 49-51).

Photographs of the mass grave (Miiller-Scheeflel et al. 2023, figs. 8 and 9) clearly show
that the bone deposits extend into the eastern section profile. This means that further skele-
tal finds in the southern section of the outer ditch are certainly to be expected in future
excavation campaigns. Consequently, the mass grave is likely to contain a—possibly con-
siderably—higher number of human skeletal remains than the excavators have been able
to document so far.

The researchers working on Herxheim have long been waiting for a site such as Vrable.
There are fundamental differences between the two sites. Herxheim is a place where the
main body of finds consists of ritually smashed human remains and destroyed artefacts,
whereas at Vrable the evidence largely comprises burials with or without heads. Never-
theless, the two settlements are linked by a whole array of similarities (see Furholt et al.
2023, 49; Zeeb-Lanz 2019b, 430-432):

e The occupation span of both settlements is approximately 300 years. Special depo-
sitions and the associated actions took place at the end of their respective periods.

* Both sites feature ditches that contain human remains in considerable numbers.

e The human individuals were (at least for the most part) manipulated in one way or
another.

e Besides nearly whole skeletons, partially articulated skeletal elements and isolated
bones occur in the ditches of both sites.

e Regular burials in settlement pits are also documented at both sites.

e At Vréble, intentional accumulations of pebbles occur within the mass grave,
but also in association with headless individuals and articulated skeletal elements.
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At gate 5 in the southwest of the enclosure, an actual pebble pavement was docu-
mented, although no human remains were present there (Furholt et al. 2023, 52).
At Herxheim, several find concentrations yielded accumulations of small, rounded
clay pellets. The highest number (26 pellets) was found in concentration K16 (re-
search excavation), while the second-largest amount (11 pellets) came from a con-
centration of the rescue excavation (slot 282-11) (Zeeb-Lanz 2019¢, 67-69).

e The occurrence of several perforated human teeth, which are very rare in LBK con-
texts, also links the two sites.

In this respect, Vrable and Herxheim show the greatest number of similarities among
the four known ditch systems with human remains. Kilianstddten is not included in the
comparisons, as it is unclear whether the excavated ditch segment constituted part of
a proper enclosure. Schletz can be compared with the sites of Herxheim and Vrable: the
enclosure also consists of two parallel ditches, with the inner ditch containing (apart from
a single burial) only isolated human bones, which occur throughout all fill layers (Pieler —
Teschler-Nicola 2023). The settlement existed for approximately the same period as Herx-
heim and Vréble. At all three sites, the construction of the ditches as well as the deposition
of manipulated/killed individuals can be dated to the end of the occupation sequence.

Most of the human remains at Schletz were found in the ditches, including three regular
burials. Another 14 burials were discovered within the settlement area, but there was also
a burial outside the earthwork, as at Vrable (Pieler — Teschler-Nicola 2023, 152 Table 1).
Remarkably, among the regularly buried individuals, there are also some with perimor-
tem cranial injuries, which Pieler and Teschler-Nicola (2023, 162) classify as ‘massacre
victims’. Partial skeletons occur predominantly in ditch II, but sporadically also in settle-
ment pits. According to the current state of research, the partial skeletons in the ditch are
attributed exclusively to taphonomic processes (the loss of bone material during the period
of exposure in the open ditch) as well as to extensive carnivore gnawing. As a final cate-
gory, it is necessary to mention isolated bones, which were documented in numerous sett-
lement pits and also in the well at Schletz. This enumeration clearly shows that the three
sites share numerous similarities despite the singular overall situation at each of them.

Menneville, the fourth site with earthworks containing human individuals, presents
yet another image (Thevenet 2016; Thevenet et al. 2023). Here, alongside regular burials
in the settlement area and in ditch segments, it is primarily combinations either of several
interred individuals (usually including young children) or of fragmented human skeletons
that were deposited together with animal remains (mostly domestic animals such as cattle
and goats) on the bottoms of ditch segments. Pure animal depositions also occur. The inves-
tigators identify repetitive structuring patterns and assume that, not least, the animal dep-
ositions were subject to recurring codified rules. The depositions, which are concentrated
in the ditch segments, are attributed to symbolic and ritual motivations.

Conclusion

With the four causewayed enclosures discussed here, a dimension of evidence related
to human remains becomes apparent. Despite all differences, they share a whole series
of common features. It has been shown that ditch systems containing human individuals
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Herxheim Vréble Menneville Schletz

Burials in ditch X X X X
Burials in settlement contexts X X X X
Whole/nearly whole skeletons X X X X
Torsi X X X X
Isolated bones X X X X
Animal burials X

Animal bones X X X X
Special finds (pebbles, clay pellets) X X X

Tab. 1. Comparison of the four LBK enclosures with human remains in the ditches. The table shows clearly
that Herxheim, Vréble, and Menneville share most similarities concerning human finds.

in various ‘states of aggregation’, such as Herxheim, Vrdble, and Menneville, certainly
had different specific meanings. Yet, in view of their clear parallels, they are likely to be
rooted in an overarching worldview, perhaps even one immanent to the LBK as a whole.
Seen through these shared features (Tab. 1), even a site such as Schletz becomes a context
that may require a different assessment rather than representing a case of a simple warfare
calamity.

As early as the 19th century, prominent scholars such as the anthropologist and ethno-
logist E. B. Tylor were aware that early cultures—considered ‘primitive’ from the per-
spective of his time—had possessed an animistic worldview, traces of which can still
be found among indigenous peoples today (Tylor 1873, 460—476; see also Sahlins 2022).
In such a worldview, humans are not at the centre of events; rather, the entire environment
is. Animals and plants are ensouled, have their specific agendas and constitute important
actors in people’s everyday lives—everything is interconnected. A further step would be
to include cosmology in the sense of shamanistic worldviews as well (Zeeb-Lanz — Rey-
mann 2019, 15).

An example of a possible interpretation grounded in an animistic worldview is provided
by the clay pellets from Herxheim and the pebbles from Vrable: clay pellets could stand
for ‘earth’, pebbles for ‘water’, as pebbles originate from water and are shaped by it. In this
way, a symbolic connection may have been established between the individuals deposited
in the ditches and these elements. Of course, it is unfortunately not truly possible for us to
decipher the symbolic language of LBK people.

If one proceeds from the premise that the LBK cosmology—which, as is evident from
the causewayed enclosure examples discussed here, certainly placed varying emphases in
different communities—was fundamentally different from our modern worldview, it be-
comes difficult to continue to uphold the explanation of ‘simple war in the LBK’, at least
for the sites of Herxheim, Vrable and potentially also Schletz. Of course, a ritual setting
does not automatically rule out warlike activities, as many archaeological and ethnograph-
ic examples demonstrate (e.g. Zinko 2020). And it is not at all my intention to resurrect
the old image of a completely peaceful early farming culture. A site such as Talheim is
and remains the result of an aggressive act of violence, probably a sort of raid on a village,
and the controlled execution of nine individuals at Halberstadt also counts among violent
scenarios connected to warfare as lethal encounters between smaller subgroups of rather
egalitarian societies. Yet the opposite extreme—a global crisis at the end of the LBK with
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wars at many places—is just as untenable as the image of utterly peaceful farming com-
munities.

With regard to sites like Herxheim and Vréble, one could speculate about changes in the
cosmology in late LBK society, which were, in the end, in part responsible for the demise
of this culture. Special sites such as Herxheim and Vréable in particular demonstrate very
clearly that we are still far from having solved all the riddles surrounding the earliest farm-
ing communities and that the time has come for new, nuanced explanatory frameworks
that take into account the particular characteristics of each of the special sites with traces
of violence in the LBK.

1 would like to thank the editors for giving me the possibility to publish my views on particular late LBK
enclosures and the end of the LBK in this special edition of the journal Archeologické Rozhledy. Also,
I would like to express my sincere thanks to Eva Hdussler and Jonas Buchholz for creating the map in
Fig. 12 of this article.
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