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19th March, 1967 — 7th February, 2020

Dr. Barbara Eichhorn was born and went to school in Wiesbaden (Germany). From 1988 to
1995 she studied biology at Goethe University Frankfurt, with a focus on botany. She first came
into contact with Africa during her master thesis on weedy plant communities in Burkina Faso.
Since that time, the fascination for plants, and for Africa, was a constant factor in her
professional career. It directed her to Namibia where she conducted her doctoral thesis on the
vegetation history of the Kaokoland in the frame of a large interdisciplinary research project at
Cologne University (1995-2002). This was the first time that she used wood charcoal as a
valuable proxy for reconstruction of the vegetation in the past. In the following years, Barbara
became one of the most appreciated experts for the identification and interpretation of
archaeological charcoal in Africa and beyond.

From 2003 to 2012, Barbara worked as postdoc researcher in several projects of Goethe Uni-
versity Frankfurt. Her major project was on “Landscape archaeology of the Dogon country
(Mali)”, together with an international team of Swiss, French and German participants. In
parallel with her engagement in Mali, Barbara built a network of archaeologists interested in
vegetation reconstruction, based on charcoal from archaeological sites. As a freelance worker,
she cooperated with scholars from Germany, Britain, Switzerland, France, Sweden, and the US.
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The countries whence archaeological charcoal reached her microscope included Mali, Togo,
Namibia, Mozambique, Nigeria, Egypt, Sudan, and Turkey. A focus in many of these studies
was on iron metallurgy, on the use of special woods for this purpose, and on the effects of
extensive wood extraction on the surrounding vegetation.

Barbara was also an excellent phytolith researcher. During her field trips to Africa, she col-
lected plants and soils for phytolith analysis and she was especially interested in the relation-
ship between different plant communities and their phytolith signal in the soil. This was only
possible due to her profound knowledge of modern plants and vegetation communities. She
found out that the plant family Commelinaceae produces very characteristic phytoliths in their
seeds that are often present in tropical sediments but had always been erroneously attributed to
other taxonomic groups.

Between 2015 and 2019, Barbara worked as postdoc in two projects at Goethe University
Frankfurt. In the phytolith project she studied Holocene sediment cores from Nigeria and Benin.
In the Congo project, the results of which are presented in this VHAA paper, she identified
seeds, fruits, charred parenchyma fragments and food crust in pottery, as well as phytoliths
from archaeological sites in the Inner Congo Basin.

Barbara was an extremely careful archaeobotanist. She would not rest until she had eliminated
the tiniest doubt about her identifications. With this scrutiny, she set very high quality stan-
dards in the field of African archaeobotany. Barbara was also a dedicated botanist and had
stupendous knowledge of plants in all their aspects, including ethnobotany. Together with
Alexa Hohn she edited the book “Trees, grasses, and crops”, and in this book she published two
studies, on the ethnobotany of western Namibia, and on experimental beer brewing from pearl
millet. One of her last activities was a field trip to Ethiopia in 2018 where she collected wood
and soil samples for a planned Ethiopian-German-American research project. Unfortunately,
she could not see realisation of this project.

Barbara was a team player. In all interdisciplinary research groups, Barbara’s participation was
well acknowledged, not only because of her scientific competence, but also because her
presence contributed greatly to a good working atmosphere, thanks to her fine humor and
perpetually cooperative behaviour.

In summer 2019, Barbara fell ill, and she passed away on 7 February 2020, much too early.
The archaeobotanical community has lost an excellent archaeobotanist, a wonderful person and
a good friend.

Katharina Neumann, September 2020
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