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INTRODUCTION

Mesolithic occupation of a number of localities in the Danube 
Gorges (also known as the Iron Gates region) in south-eastern 
Europe lasted between 9500–6300 BC  (Borić, 2011). he ar-
chaeological layers yielded traces of a range of activities, includ-
ing food procurement and consumption. he largest body of the 
food-evidence was retrieved in  the rescue excavations in  the 
1960s–1980s, though only in the form of faunal remains. In the 
subsequent (systematic) investigations of  two of  the sites, po-
tential plant food remains preserved as charred seeds and fruits 
were also collected. In  parallel ran the re-examination of  the 
previously recovered faunal assemblages and analysis of the one 
from the renewed excavations (e.g. Borić et al., 2014). Further, 
the stable isotopic composition of human and animal bone and 
teeth was explored (e.g. Bonsall et al., 2004; Nehlich et al., 2010). 
Most recently, starch grains were extracted from dental calculus 
removed from a selection of Mesolithic human teeth (e.g. Cris-
tiani et al., 2016). 

MESOLITHIC FOOD SOURCES  
AND FOOD PROCUREMENT TECHNIQUES

Combined results of  the new and previous analysis of  food-
evidence compiled over the years of excavations of Mesolith-
ic (-Neolithic) sites in  the Iron Gates ofer a  reined picture 
of  the diet and activities involved in  food procurement. he 
faunal assemblages indicate consumption of  freshwater ish 
of the carp, catish, pike, trout and perch family, anadromous 
(i.e. marine ish entering rivers to spawn) species of the stur-
geon and herring family, as well as meat of game animals — 
red deer, roe deer, wild boar, aurochs. Good catch, especially 
of large specimens of beluga sturgeon and catish, could have 
secured an abundance of food. here seem to have been cer-
tain inter-site variations in ishing choices and practices, such 
as  the apparent preference for catish at  Padina, sturgeons 
at Lepenski Vir and cyprinids at Vlasac (ig. 1). Nonetheless, 
at all of the sites in the region, wild game and freshwater ish, 
available throughout the year, most likely represented staple 
foods. Fishing of large sturgeons probably took place in early 
spring and autumn, coinciding with their annual migrations 
from the Black Sea.

Whereas animal bones suggest that meat and ish were key 
foodstufs for the Danube Gorges communities, plants would 
have also provided nutrients essential to  human’s health and 
well-being. From the Mesolithic and Mesolithic-Neolithic layers 
at Vlasac, charred remains of  fruit stones of Cornelian cherry 
and dogwood were discovered, as well as fragments of hazelnut 
shell, seeds of  dwarf elder, possible fragments of  roots/tubers 
and nut kernels. Cornelian cherries ripen in August/September 
and hazelnuts in September/October, thus late summer/autumn 
would be the likely season of collection of this type of food. he 
charcoal assemblages from Vlasac and Lepenski Vir show evi-
dence of some other edible fruit-bearing trees available in the 
surroundings of the sites, for instance, oak, wild plum, Maloide-
ae (Allué et al., in press). Pollen records from Vlasac and Icoana 
relect presence of  a  range of  deciduous and coniferous trees 
growing around the sites or at some distance from them, as well 
as diversity of herbaceous vegetation (Carciumaru 1973, 1978). 
Besides fruits, one could assume the consumption of other plant 
parts, if  edible, such as  lowers, leaves, tubers. he extraction 
and analysis of starch granules from a set of Mesolithic human 
teeth from several of  the Iron Gates sites complement other 
sources of information on the plant component of the diet. he 
starch grains identiied so far point at the consumption of seeds 
of grasses.

Some of  the fruits (e.g. acorns and hazelnuts) could have 
been stored for later use. Fleshy fruits could have been eaten 
raw; nuts could have been roasted or  ground. Ground stone 
tools discovered at the Iron Gates sites may have served for nut 
shelling and grinding or other methods of food preparation.

he studies of stable isotopes content carried out on human 
and animal skeletal remains from some sites in  the Danube 
Gorges show that the Mesolithic residents mostly consumed 
ish. Over the transitional, Mesolithic-Neolithic period, the 
contribution of meat of terrestrial herbivores (e.g. deer, aurochs) 
is much more evident. In the Neolithic, ish remained important 
and there was no abrupt shit to terrestrial food sources, in con-
trast to the situation observed among other Mesolithic-Neolith-
ic communities in Europe. Some diferences in the composition 
of  the diet emerged at  this time, within and between the Iron 
Gates communities. For instance, some of the Lepenski Vir and 
Ajmana inhabitants consumed less ish compared to the occu-
pants of Padina, Vlasac and Hajdučka Vodenica. One possible 
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explanation is that, groups of people from outside the Danube 
Gorges settled at some of the locations and brought in diferent 
lifestyle and diet — one that included agricultural products.
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Р
егион Железных ворот в Сербии дал многочислен-
ные и — для этой части Европы — исключительные 
свидетельства существования человека в  мезолите 

(9500–6300 BC), в период перехода от мезолита к неолиту 
(6300–5900 ВС) и в раннем неолите (5900–5500 ВС) на по-
селениях, которые, вероятно, являлись круглогодичными. 

На  этих стоянках были обнаружены останки растений 
и животных, свидетельствующие об эксплуатации разно-
образных источников пищи. В нашей статье представлена 
ежедневная диета мезолитических коллективов, которая 
была обеспечена за  счет собирательства, рыболовства 
и охоты.
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Fig. 1. Location of the sites in the Iron Gates from which the revised and new faunal material derived.




