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D
ata on  ishing from the Early Mesolithic is  equivocal, 
but during the Middle and Late Mesolithic in Western 
Norway (ca.  8000–4000 cal  BC), ishing made an  im-

portant contribution to  subsistence. he large majority of  the 
residential settlements are open-air sites, situated at  the outer 
coast, close to  the shore, near good ishing grounds. At  some 
of them — with favorable conditions for preservation of organic 
materials — ish bones from a variety of species are found. 

Zooarchaeological analyses are available from seven sites 
(ig.  1). hese are two open-air sites: Kotedalen (Olsen, 1992; 
Huthammer, 1992) and 17. Havnen (Bergsvik, 2002; Senneset 
and Huthammer, 2002) and ive caves or rockshelters: Grøne-
helleren (Jansen, 1972), Skipshelleren (Bøe, 1934; Olsen, 1977), 
Sævarhelleren and Olsteinhelleren (Bergsvik et al., 2016; Ritchie 
et al., 2016) and the Viste cave (Brøgger, 1906; Lund, 1951; Mik-
kelsen, 1979; Bjerck, 2007). Faunal data from these sites show 
that both at the outer coast and in the jords the main catch was 
gadids, particularly cod, saithe and pollock. Labrids and latish 
were also taken, and in  addition, the pelagic species salmon, 
eel, herring and mackerel were caught. Although no  remains 
of  Mesolithic boats have yet been found in  western Norway, 
boats would have been necessary for transport as well as for ish-
ing. Indirect evidence are the bones of deep-water species such 
as  ling and tusk, which are occasionally present in  the faunal 
data. It is unlikely these were caught without the use of boats.

he sites presented above also have good preservation con-
ditions for bone artefacts, including ishing tools. Two main 
types of  barbless ishhooks are distinguished: the Viste-type 
(7000–6000 cal  BC) and the Skipshelleren-type (6000–4000 
cal BC) (Olsen, 1992). Both hook-types are relatively small and 
have similar length ranges: Viste-type: generally, 2,1–4,8 cm, 
Skipshelleren-type: 1,1–4,2 cm. A few specimens of the Viste-
type are 6–7 cm long. Most of the hooks found at the sites are 
broken. his may have happened during use or production (or 
result from burning). Recently, the production process of the 
Viste-type hooks has been studied based on the hooks them-
selves and the bone refuse material at Viste and Sævarhelleren. 
he reconstructed chaîne opératoire indicates that bone was 
irst split by  means of  a  “shat-wedge-splitter” method, fol-
lowed by drilling, sawing, scraping, and grinding with stone 
tools. he surfaces of all hooks have been inished by abrasion. 
All sequences in this operation seem to have taken place at the 
residential sites, indicating that the crat was mastered by all 
producers (Bergsvik, David, 2015). Preliminary studies show 
that this operational sequence is also relevant for the Skipshel-
leren-type hooks.

Bone lutters are another tool type related to ishing. hese 
are blade-like artefacts, measuring 2,5–5,9 cm in  length. hey 
have a transversely drilled perforation and ground surfaces. Un-

til now, lutters have only been found in the Viste cave and at Sæ-
varhelleren. his indicates a  timeframe of  7000–6000 cal  BC, 
similar to ishhooks of  the Viste type. hey were probably at-
tached to a  line along with hooks and used (similar to  spoon 
baits) for attracting ish.

Gorges of bone were also part of the Mesolithic ishing-gear. 
hey measure 5,3–5,9 cm in length and have pointed ends and 
ground surfaces. Gorges have been found both in Skipshelleren 
and Sævarhelleren, indicating a relatively broad range of dates: 
7000–4000 cal BC. 

Barbed bone points (harpoon heads) are present at  several 
of the sites and they are broadly dated to the Middle and Late 
Mesolithic in this region. Single inds of bilaterally barbed har-
poons with opposite patterns have been made at  Kotedalen 
(fragmented) and in Viste cave. he Viste specimen was 9,4 cm 
long. Unilaterally barbed harpoons are somewhat more numer-
ous and are present at Viste, Kotedalen, Skipshelleren and Ol-
steinhelleren. Most of  them are broken. Two almost complete 
specimens from Skipshelleren and Olsteinhelleren measure 
16,5 and 11,5 cm respectively. Barbed points are mainly related 

Fig. 1. Middle and southern Norway. Archaeological sites 
mentioned in the text are marked. Figure: K.A. Bergsvik.
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to  seal-hunting, but they are also sometimes associated with 
ishing (Clark, 1975: 134).

Possible netting needles are present at  Olsteinhelleren and 
Skipshelleren, which means that they date to  ca. 6000–4000 
cal BC. hey are 1,5–4,5 cm long and the ends of  the needles 
have a ground clet with depths varying between 0,3–1 cm. he 
opposite ends are broken on all specimens. he sizes of  these 
needles imply that they were used to  make nets with small 
mesh-sizes. hey would — if indeed they were used as netting 
needles  — originally also have had clets in  the broken ends 
(Bøe, 1934: 39).

he only stone tool used to ish is the soapstone sinker. Sink-
ers are commonly found at Late Mesolithic sites in the region 
and were used during 6000–4000 cal BC. hree size-groups can 
be distinguished: small (1–10 g), medium (10–50 g) and large 
(>50 g). Small-sized sinkers clearly dominate. A few large sink-
ers (some weighing more than 1 kg) are present at some sites 
(Åstveit, 2008). It  is argued here that sinkers of  all sizes were 
primarily line-sinkers, however, particularly large sinkers could 
also have been used as weights for nets or ish-traps. Other stone 
tools such as grinding stones and drill-heads used during pro-
duction of ishing equipment are commonly found in rockshel-
ters as well as open air sites (Bergsvik, David, 2015).

Size reconstructions based on  otolith measurements from 
the gadids show that most were relatively young, small ish 
(2–3  years old). his agrees well with the sizes of  the ishing 
gear, which are also generally small (Ritchieet all., 2016).

Despite a  strong marine focus, the Mesolithic populations 
were not deep-sea operators; they conducted their main ishery 
in protected jords, straits and archipelagos along the western 
coast. Angling with hook and line seems to have been preva-
lent, with a  lesser focus on  several other methods. Because 
of these factors, ishing was open to most group members and 
provisioning was a shared activity. Increased pressure to main-
tain control of favorable ishing grounds may have contributed 
to a more sedentary settlement pattern with concomitant efects 
on social organization and interactions.
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В 
период позднего мезолита в западной Норвегии рыбо-
ловный промысел представлял собой важный вклад 
в  систему жизнеобеспечения. Большая часть базовых 

поселений расположена на  внешней береговой линией, не-
далеко от побережья и вблизи хороших рыболовных угодий. 
Удлиненные грузила из  мыльного камня часто встречаются 
на этих стоянках, и на некоторых из них — где условия со-
хранности для фаунистических материалов благоприятны — 
известны также костяные крючки и  кости рыб различной 
видовой принадлежности. Остеологический анализ матери-

алов разных стоянок показал, что основными видами были 
тресковые, в частности, треска, сайда и минтай. Измерения 
отолитов некоторых видов показало, что они были относи-
тельно маленького размера (возраст 2–3 года). Эти размеры 
подтверждаются размерами орудий лова, которые обычно 
также малы. Поэтому, несмотря на сильную морскую направ-
ленность экономики, мезолитическое население не  исполь-
зовало ресурсы больших глубин. Их основная промысловая 
деятельность проводилась в защищенных фьордах, проливах 
и архипелагах вдоль западного побережья.




