The mithraeum at Mundelsheim, Lkr. Ludwigsburg (Baden-Württemberg)

In 1988 several Gemeinde in the area began to lay out a shared light industrial zone ‘Besigheim’ about 1km N. of Mundelsheim. In this area a large Roman villa had already been discovered in 1925, whose well-preserved cellar, and a nearby hypocaust arrangement, have now been excavated. An interesting timber-clad water-cistern, whose dendrochronological date is the mid-IIp, was found not far away to the N. About 165m. to the SW, in an area that was originally thought to belong to the villa, but has now been shown not to do so, a three-chambered mithraeum was discovered in 1989 during the laying of the Bodensee water-pipeline (Fig. 1) – badly damaged by the mechanical shovel - and excavated by a team led by Dieter Planck between May and October of the same year.
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Fig. 1: Mundelsheim and Mithraeum.

The shrine was oriented SW – NE, the entrance facing NE (Fig. 2). Although no threshold could be located, two stones had been placed in such a manner as to suggest that they were the foundations of a step down. The total external dimensions are 17.6  x 7.2m. In the r.h. corner of the first antechamber (Fig. 2, no. 1) was found a square emplacement (sides 1.2m) of unknown function. This room may well not have had a  door, and, to judge from the surviving junction with the main building (the foundations of the southern wall were destroyed by the mechanical shovel), seems to have been of less solid construction than the remainder. The threshold to the second antechamber (Fig. 2, no.2) was torn out by the excavator, but recovered from the spoil. It showed signs of having carried a door. Both this room and the main cella are sunk below the general ground level; the floor may have been made of wood. The third threshold, which also carried a door, and was also displaced by the mechanical shovel, gave onto the main cella, just under 8m long, with the usual central aisle and lateral podia, each with a step up by the entrance. The podium walls acted as retaining walls for the soil behind them. The interior was plastered and decorated in a simple manner with colours. There was no apse or niche at the SW end; the (reconstructed, but surely correctly) podia continued right up to the end wall, as at Taunum/Friedberg (CIMRM 1052) and Gellep-Krefeld. A block of sandstone was found in the centre of the aisle by the end-wall, presumably the remains of the base of the cult-relief. The aisle was littered with c.200 mostly very small fragments of good-quality sculpture, some of which probably derive from the main cult-relief. They include a lion’s paw and representations of rocks.
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Fig. 2: Mithraeum of Mundelsheim.

Just inside the main cella, at the corner of the step up to each podium, a complete pottery vessel was discovered, containing animal bones. In the r.h. vessel was a r.h. bovine orbital bone, in the l.h. vessel, a l.h. orbital bone, though it is not certain whether they come from the same animal. Two further vessels were found in the centre of the main aisle (Fig. 2, Topf 3 and 4). Vessel 3, near the SW wall, and thus the cult relief, contained the bones of a piglet and a cockerel. Vessel 4, more or less in the centre of the aisle, was empty, but it too showed signs of having contained animal fat. These were all probably votive offerings made at the time of building, and concealed beneath the (wooden) floor.

The pottery finds all belong the second half of IIp and first half of IIIp.   A large metal knife, a ladle and an iron lamp were found in the SE corner of chamber 1, which may therefore have been used as a kitchen. Among the best preserved finds, several of them nevertheless smashed by the mechanical shovel, are:

1. A complete votive altar, 0.73m high, with a relief bust of Luna (Fig. 3); above her head the stone has been pierced in the shape of a crescent moon, so that it could be illuminated from the rear. A corona of flattened stone extends behind her head up to the top rim of the field, presumably representing a full Moon.
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Fig. 3: Votive altar with relief bust of Luna.

2. Its counterpart is a similar but slightly damaged altar representing Sol, whose solar crown could likewise be illuminated from behind (not illustrated in the reports). Both are high-quality local work. 

The reports by D. Planck differ over where these altars were erected. According to one, they were probably set up right and left of the cult-relief; according to the other, they probably stood to the right and left of the entrance. Neither report states where they were actually found.

3. Naked headless Mercury seated on a (?rock)throne (0.72 m high), holding a caduceus in his l.h., and a cloak over his l. thigh. No inscription (Fig. 4). Traces of paint.
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Fig. 4: Mercurius.

4. Small stele with Cautes in bas-relief (0.90m high), presumably from the r.h. podium (Fig. 5).

5. Fragment of a free-standing or alto-rilievo torchbearer ?Cautopates (Fig. 5).

[image: image5.jpg]



Fig. 5: Cautes and Cautopates.

These reports are very preliminary, and we hope that fuller information will be forthcoming once the rescue excavation has been terminated.

The fuller account is: D. Planck, ‘Ein römisches Mithräum bei Mundelsheim, Kreis Ludwigsburg,’ Archäologische Ausgrabungen in Baden-Württemberg 1989 (Stuttgart 1990), 177-83; also, less detailed, id. ‘Römischer Gutshof mit Mithras-Heiligtum,’ Führer zu archäologischen Denkmälern in Deutschland: Heilbronn und das mittlere Neckarland zwischen marbach und Gundelsheim, 22 (Stuttgart 1991), 184-90. 

