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Untermassfeld – A scientific treasure trove for generations to come

As archaeologists we want to comprehend how we became human and to do so, we must look back at the 
beginning of our species, to understand the ecological niche hominins occupied when they first entered 
Europe, the niche that formed them and that they in turn influenced. We need contexts that enable us to 
evaluate the environment encountered by these hominin ancestors.
For these discussions, the site of Untermassfeld is key. Untermassfeld represents a unique archive that offers 
a wealth of data for the reconstruction of past habitats and landscapes before hominins arrived in Europe. 
For us, as archaeologists, it provides specific insights into predator-prey relationships that help us to evaluate 
hominins’ position in the food web. With the preservation of a wide variety of remains of a biocoenosis that 
had fallen victim to a catastrophic flooding episode around one million years ago, Untermassfeld allows the 
reconstruction of such a food web into which hominins were later to intrude.
Against this background it is astonishing that Untermassfeld still awaits discovery as a crucial source for 
model building concerning early hominins in archaeology and palaeoanthropology and this is exactly where 
the Römisch-Germanisches Zentralmuseum, Leibniz-Research Institute for Archaeology (RGZM) comes in. 
Untermassfeld is a purely palaeontological record; hominins are not a variable at the site. So how is it that 
already during the 1990s the RGZM Publishing House invested in ensuring the publication of the first three 
principal volumes about the site (Kahlke 1997a; 2001a; 2001b)? The answer is easy: during our excavations 
at the beginning of the 1990s at the 1.8 Mio year old Georgian site of Dmanisi, a site that up till now still 
represents the earliest evidence for hominins outside of Africa, we together with our Georgian colleagues 
unearthed a well preserved thanatocoenosis including hominin fossils. With its scarcity of lithic tools and 
lack of evidence for active hominin interaction with the fauna these discoveries illustrated once more homi-
nin interlacement in past habitats and it became apparent once again that we must make an effort to un-
derstand these habitats as prerequisite for the evaluation of the role hominins played in them. This was the 
context for the publication of the first Untermassfeld volumes and we are proud that with the publication 
of the current volume on Untermassfeld, we could once more contribute to this decade-long achievement, 
the results of which will remain a treasure trove for generations to come.
Having said all this, the potential of Untermassfeld to benefit archaeological research has not yet been ex-
hausted. Untermassfeld helps us to understand the taphonomic chain of bone loss at both archaeological 
and palaeontological sites. In unique case studies, data on modification by hyenas (in volume 5), micro-
mammals (Maul 2001), herbivores (Kahlke 2001c) as well as insects (Keiler et al. in this volume) enable 
the qualitative and quantitative assessment of these biotic agents in a given biocoenosis / thanatocoenosis. 
Pre- and postburial mechanisms and their consequences for the fossil record can be studied meticulously in 
settings known in detail and difficult to replicate in controlled experimental setups (Kahlke 1997b). More-
over, Untermassfeld allows an evaluation and interpretation of age profiles used in the zooarchaeological 
methodological apparatus (Kahlke and Gaudzinski 2005), to mention just a few relevant studies.
Recent publications since 2013 (Garcia et al. 2013; Landeck and Garcia Garriga 2016; 2017) have claimed 
that Untermassfeld provides the earliest evidence for human occupation of Europe. Particular controversy 
arose when Landeck and Garcia Garriga (2016) published supposedly anthropogenic cut-marked animal 
bones, on a sample that proved to be fraudulent (Callaway 2017; Roebroeks et al. 2018). This notorious 
case had juridical consequences for the first author of the paper, and editors of the journals in which the 
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authors had published about Untermassfeld later expressed their concerns, with consequences for the jour-
nals’ policy on handling research data. If we review palaeontological and /or archaeological sites throughout 
human history, not many of them can claim to have been the subject of fraud, which perhaps illustrates 
perfectly that Untermassfeld is to be counted among the very few that »made it to the top«.
The picture I draw here is from a purely archaeological perspective, which should however not diminish the 
importance for palaeontology of this well-preserved and species-rich fossil deposit that was exhumed over 
127 months of active field work to the exacting standards of archaeological excavation which now make 
the site so important for our understanding of taphonomic processes.
The Untermassfeld site will forever be linked to the name of Ralf-Dietrich Kahlke, whose unrelenting commit-
ment and passion first helped to establish the scientific value of the site, and with whom we at MONREPOS 
are proud to collaborate since the 1990’s. With this volume and volume 5 including the complete excavation 
plans, he brings the Untermassfeld project to its preliminary finish, although essential sites such as Unter-
massfeld will always remain at the focus of scientific interest.
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