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THE FRESHWATER SHELLMIDDEN AT RINNUKALNS:
STONE AGE FISHERMEN IN THE EASTERN BALTIC REGION

K. Ritchie!, H. Libke!, d. Schmolcke!, J. Meadows',
V. Bérzins'2, M. Kalnins'?2, . Brinker!, A. Cerina?

" Center for Baltic and Scandinavian Archaeology (ZBSA) Schloss Gottorf,
Schleswig, Germany

2 University of Latvia, Riga, Latvia

ern Latvia located on the Salaca River at its outlet from

ake Burtnieks, is famous for its singularity in the eastern

Baltic region and because of the 19" century excavations that
helped define the Stone Age for the area. Central to the site’s
formation and discovery are the shells themselves, highlighting
the importance of the adjacent river’s resources to the inhabit-
ants. The placement of the site at a narrowing of the river where
it bisects a ground moraine was surely no accident (fig. 1),
as this would have provided access to the one of the best fishing
localities in the area. (Indeed, it remains popular today, as wit-
nessed by the many fishermen we observed during our time

Ri:mukalns, the freshwater mussel shell midden in north-

at the site.) Although some fish remains were found during the
early excavations (Riitimeyer, 1877), recovery methodology was
insufficient to generate a true picture of what was caught. Fortu-
nately, geophysical surveying and test excavations in 2010-2011
showed that undisturbed areas of the midden remain (Bérzins
et al,, 2014). A new research program begun in 2017 offers the
opportunity to assess the fishery from this important site.

Our investigations at Rinnukalns focus on sampling areas
of the shellmidden that have survived the earlier campaigns
as well as the layers underneath that were created before the
midden formed. The joint project of the Center for Baltic and
Scandinavian Archaeology (Schleswig, Germany) and the Uni-

Fig. 1. Aerial view of the Rinnukalns site (indicated by the arrow) and surroundings. Photo Marcis Kalnins.
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versity of Latvia incorporates a wide range of specialists focus-
ing on multiple aspects of the material record using a variety
of archaeological and natural science approaches. The meticu-
lous excavation strategy includes photogrammetric documenta-
tion of all contexts, an extensive flotation program to recover
botanical remains and wet-sieving of all other excavated matrix.

Analysis of the material from the 2017 excavation is still un-
derway, but preliminary data in conjunction with results from
2011 (Schmolcke et al., 2015) reveal several interesting results.
The fish species list is rather diverse, comprising cyprinids (in-
cluding roach, Rutilus rutilus, L. 1758; bream, Abramis brama,
L.1758;ide Leuciscus idus, L. 1758; vimba, Vimba vimba, L. 1758;
nase, Chondrostoma nasus, L. 1758; and chub, Squalius cephalus,
L. 1758), perch (Perca fluviatilis, L. 1758), ruffe (Gymnocephalus
cernua, L. 1758), zander (Sander lucioperca, L. 1758), pike (Esox
lucius, L. 1758), burbot (Lota lota, L. 1758), salmonid (Salmo
sp.), eel (Anguilla anguilla, L. 1758), herring (Clupea harengus,
L. 1758), and flatfish (Pleuronectiformes). In addition to these
taxa, Riitimeyer (1877: 542) noted the presence of wels catfish
(Silurus glanis, L. 1758) and a gadid (a member of the cod fam-
ily) from the earlier investigations. As expected, freshwater fish-
es predominate in the assemblage, although eel and salmonids
provide an important diadromous component. This agrees with
information from other sites in the eastern Baltic region (e.g.
Seitsonen et al., 2017). The presence of herring and flatfish (as
well as gadid from Riitimeyer’s analysis, although there remains
a question of whether this could in fact be a lotid, i.e. burbot)
are intriguing, as the presence of marine species at a site this far
inland is unusual for the Stone Age. The flatfish remains (two
vertebrae to date) could stem from flounder (Platichthys flesus,
L. 1758), which can live in freshwater and commonly journeys
into estuaries and even far up rivers (Kottelat, Freyhof, 2007).
Herring and cod can also occasionally be found in freshwaters,
although it is not thought that they can survive for longer peri-
ods (Carl, Moller, 2012). Whether these generally marine fishes
swam upriver to the site or were transported there by human (or
other) agents is an open question, potentially with important
implications for understanding the inhabitants’ mobility or ex-
change networks.

Clearly, fishing played a major role for the inhabitants
at Rinnukalns (although plants, shellfish and other animals
were also important). This is not surprising given results from
multiple studies in the eastern Baltic region indicating an im-
portant subsistence component from freshwater fishes (e.g.
Meadows et al., 2018; Pili¢iauskas et al., 2017). In conjunction
with the fish bone data, fishing artifacts and the site location
reveal aspects of the how the fishery was conducted. In gener-
al, many of the fish remains come from modestly-sized fish, al-
though a few specimens are from impressively large individu-
als. Several bone points that were part of composite fishhooks
may have been used to catch the large fish, however, the small
size of many specimens along with the strategic location at the
narrowing of the river suggests the use of fish weirs or nets also
played a role, even in the absence of direct evidence for these
technologies. Stationary fishing structures are well-document-
ed aspects of Holocene fisheries in the region (e.g. Koivisto,
2017; Lozovski et al., 2014). Of particular interest in this regard
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is the grave found during the 2017 excavations at Rinnukalns.
A dense concentration of fish bones in a small deposit near the
cranium of the individual is provisionally interpreted as being
part of the burial ritual. The bones are overwhelmingly from
very small individuals of perch and ruffe — too small to have
been caught by any means other than traps or nets. Perhaps
these are the remains of an offering of fish soup accompany-
ing the deceased into the grave? Further research will continue
to inform our understanding of fishing at this important Stone
Age site.
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[NPECHOBOAHAHA
PAKOBHHHAA KY4YA B PHHHBIORAJIHC:
PbIBOJIOBbl KAMEHHOI'O BEKA
B BOCTOYHOH MMPHUBAJITUKE

K. Puun!, X. Jliobke!, V. LLIMmonbke!, [. Menoys!, B. Bepsutbiiu'?, M. KanHbiHbL 2,
Y. Bpunrep!, A. LlepyHs?

! Llenmp banmutickoii u Cxanounascxoii apxeonozuu (LIECA), IlInessue, lepmanus

2 Yuusepcumem J/lameuu, Puea, /lameus

BUY TIPOJO/DKAET MPEJOCTABIATh OOraThlil MaTepual
I PEKOHCTPYKLMM >KM3HM B KaMEHHOM BeKe BOC-
To4HOit yactu Banruku. ITorpe6GeHuss M MHOrOYMCIIEHHbIE
CBUJETENbCTBA IIMIIEBBIX OTOPOCOB AT BO3MOXXHOCTDH
OIIMCBHIBATD CHCTEMBI )KM3HeObeceyeH sl MeCTHOTO HaceJle-

3 HaMeHNTas paKOBMHHasA Ky4ya B PunHblokanHce B JlaT-

HuA. Viccneposanus 2011 roga mokasanu, 4To Ha HEKOTOPBIX
y4acTKaX CTOSAHKM COXPAaHAIOTCA HETPOHYThIe cou. Bo3o6-
HOBJIEHHBI€ PACKOIIKM, HaYaBUINECA B 2017 Trogy B paMKax
coBMmecTHOro lepmaHno-JIaTBUIICKOTO IPOEKTA, IIO3BOJAT
UCCIIeOBATh POJIb PbIOOTOBCTBA B 9KOHOMUYECKOIL CHCTEME
3THX OXOTHUKOB-COOMpareseil KAMEHHOTO BeKa.





