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ALL IS FISH THAT COMES TO THE NET.
THE EXPLOITATION OF AQUATIC RESOURCES
ON THE LOWER DANUBE VALLEY
DURING THE 5™ MILLENNIUM BC

M. Savu

Christian-Albrechts-Universitit zu Kiel, Kiel, Germany

regions prehistoric fishing was explored in a large num-

ber of multi-proxy works (Hartz et al., 2002; Smart, 2003;
Schmélcke, 2009; Ritchie, 2010), the Eastern Balkan region
lacks a unitary study. The Danube River, an important artery
crossing diverse relief units is characterized by a rich aquatic
fauna. Moreover, its periodical floods transformed the envi-
ronment creating optimal conditions for both agriculture and
the regeneration of the surroundings. This study offers a brief
account of the extensiveness of the fishing occupation in sites
along the Lower Danube, during the 5" mill. BC.

This time frame, largely designating the Late Neolithic and
Copper Age, is often thought to have encompassed significant
changes, particularly socio-economically traceable (Slavchev,
2008; Todorova, 1978), noteworthy being the early copper met-
allurgy and the development of plury-stratified settlements.

Earliest evidences for fishing on the Lower Danube come
from the Iron Gates Mesolithic sites (7" mill. BC), where, among
others, 815N and §13C data support the hypothesis of a diet

If for the North Atlantic, North Sea, Baltic and Scandinavian

52

consisting mainly of aquatic resources (Bonsall et al., 2015) and
though the values decrease for the Early Neolithic, fish contin-
ued to be consumed. In the 5% mill. BC, in many other loca-
tions on the Lower Danube, particularly along its floodplain,
fish and varied aquatic resources were exploited on a large scale
(Baldsescu et al., 2005; Benecke et al., 2013).

The more recent investigations at the Neo-Eneolithic sites
along Lower Danube identified evidence regarding aquatic ani-
mals’ exploitation. They consist of direct indications coming from
the zooarchaeological lots, but also, of indirect ones, represented
by implements considered to have been fishing tools. Species
like Cyprinidae, Siluridae, Percidae, Esocidae, Clupeidae as well
as Unio sp. river mussles, turtles, crustaceans and water birds
like ducks, geese and herons were documented. These results
are complemented by an increasing number of studies focused
on paleodietary aspects (Balasse et al. 2015; Gonzalez-Fortes
et al,, 2017) which help assessing the importance of riverbanks
for the communities of the 5" millennium BC. Moreover, paleo-
environmental researches focused on the eastern sector of the

Fig. 1. Examples of fishing
implements from the Copper Age
site Pietrele — Magura Gorgana
(Romania). 1. tubular weight;

2. “straight” hook; 3. perforated
ceramic disk; 4. barbed antler point;
5. toggle antler point; 6. copper
hook. Drawings: I. Berdzenishvili,
C. Georgescu, T. Vachta, P. Werning,
D. Zvhania.
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Lower Danube (Benecke et al.,, 2013; Wunderlich et al., 2012)
have yielded the existence of a now silted paleo-lake or a plateau
of slow moving water bodies, extending over almost 500 km?.
This is supported partly by the ichtyological material compris-
ing limnophilic species, such as Cyprinidae or Percidae (Benecke
etal, 2013; Hansen, 2015). Usually, the representations of species
and the values are not homogenous from one site or one period
to another. For the Late Neolithic, within the Boian communi-
ties (5000-4450 cal BC) fish and wild taxa seem to have been
consumed less, compared to domestic animals. This picture ap-
pears moderately uniform. The following period, represented
by Gumelnita culture (4500-3500 cal BC), shows an increase
in the exploitation of wild taxa, aquatic resources included, but
this picture can vary from one site to the next (Bréhard et al.,
2014; Baldsescu, Margarit, 2014). This is generally understood
as an effect of the more complex social environment and the ne-
cessity to provide food for a larger community (Radu, 2008).

Aside from the zooarchaeological material, various imple-
ments, on different supports (wood, fibres, osseous materials,
copper, stone, ceramic), indirectly support the proof for fishing.
In the region, the organic materials only preserve in exceptional
cases. Thus, nets, baskets or traps cannot be documented, but
can be assumed through the abundance of various, inhomoge-
neous species, the large range of sizes or the presence of species
unresponsive to bait (Radu, 2008: 415; Benecke et al., 2013: 183).
Nets can be assumed also through the presence of sinkers: clay
tubular weights (fig. 1: 1) and perforated recycled ceramic sherds
(fig. 1: 3) (Hansen, 2015: 285, fig. 31) or even simple river pebbles.

Conversely, line fishing is targeted and selective, the size
of the tool restricting thus the size of the prey, requiring cogni-
tion of fish behavior. The species normally responding to bait are
the carnivorous ones (Radu, 2008: 415), like pike, perch, zander
or catfish, which are well represented in the zooarchaeological
lots for the region (Balasescu, Radu, 2002; Benecke et al., 2013).

Doubts were expressed (Balagescu et al., 2005: 176) regard-
ing fishing with hooks which have the conventional shape found
in modern ones, although examples were found in several sites
along the Danube. These items are made of red deer antler (Rus-
sell, 1990), mammal bones (Yeprakos, 2009: 55, no. 29), and cop-
per (Mares, 2002: 202, 242-243). They present various suspension
mechanisms, like one to multiple perforations, or notches at the
distal end of the shank. Their scarcity is remarkable compared
to other categories of items related to fishing. The doubts concern-
ing their functionality are connected to their morphology, their
suspension type rendering the implement immobile at times and
thus inefficient, but also from the value of their material, particu-
larly in the case of copper. Considering they were attached most
probably to textile twines (Hansen, 2015: 279, fig. 17), which
could have gotten torn apart under the force of the prey, the cop-
per hooks could have gotten easily lost. However, bi-point hooks
(Benecke et al.,, 2013; Cleyet-Merle, 1990: 84-86; Rau, 1884:
13), composite hooks (Cristiani et al., 2016) or ‘straight’ hooks
(fig. I-2) were advocated as implements used in line fishing, none
of the categories being proven to have had this purpose. Particu-
larly the latter one could rather be seen as a leister element, if as-
sociated with fishing.

Commonly designated as harpoons, the barbed (fig. 1: 4) and
the toggle (fig. 1: 5) points can be considered tools designed for at-
tacking large specimens of Siluridae, Acipenseridae or gregarious
species, easier to harpoon in the spawning season (Radu, 2008),
although their exclusive usage as fishing tools has not been ruled
out. The barbed points represent the category of items made most
often on antler support and more rarely, habitually for the ear-
lier examples, on long bones of medium to large-sized mammals.
They can present one or two lateral ranges of barbs, for which the
number, position and even shape can vary (Margarit, Popovici,

2011; Vitezovi¢, 2017; Comga, 1986). Besides the barbs serving
to secure the prey, the points are designed with a retaining system
for the string — protuberances, notches or perforations, allowing
it to be mobile and easily retrieved (Pétillon, 2008; Langley, 2014).
The toggle points occur in the later stages of occupation of the
settlements. While the barbed points need a long, straight shank
and, when of antler, they are made on the beam, the toggle points
require far less material, using the anatomical shape of the antler
tines. They are suspended with a string through a median per-
foration and have the particularity of turning in the prey, using
their energy to get locked in the flesh. Though not demonstrated,
it is expected that this type of points was more resilient to shocks,
being employed for a longer period. The incidence of both catego-
ries of points is strongly connected with the settlement-mounds
(e.g. Pietrele — Magura Gorgana, Harsova-tell, Bordusani Popina,
Ciscioarele, Russe, Vin¢a, Gomolava), predominantly their up-
per levels, consistent with the amounts of wild taxa, and moreo-
ver with the presence of large fish specimens (Benecke et al., 2013:
183; Balagescu et al., 2005: 176).

CONCLUSIONS

The strong indicators for the aquatic fauna exploitation on the
Lower Danube, in the 5" mill. BC, point to an intentional, or-
ganized occupation, knowledge of the surroundings, adaption
and adjustment to the social and local environmental condi-
tions. A certain degree of standardizations can be observed
in the fishing engines, but until now this could not account with
certainty for specific capturing techniques. For this purpose, the
implements need to be integrated in the food chain and to un-
dergo various analyses, which require corroborations with data
provided from neighbouring natural sciences.
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9TO BCE PbIBA, KOTOPAS IMPUXOAHUT B CETH.
SKCIUTYATALIUA BOAHBIX PECYPCOB
B A4OJIHHE HHUYKHEI'O AYHASA B V TbhIC. BC

M. CaBy

Kpucmuan-Anv6pexm Kunvckuii ynusepcumem, Kunv, lepmanus

CKMX IIOCETIeHMI, PacIONOXEeHHbIX Bonb Hinknero
Hynas n B CeBepo-BocTounoit bonrapun u gatuposan-
HbIX V ThIC. BC. B HeM paccMarpuBaeTcs BOIIPOC pbI6OTIOBCTBA
B PerMOHe Ha OCHOBE CepMil PbIOOJIOBHBIX OPY/MIL, 0OHAPYKeH-

: ) TO MCCIEAOBaHNE ITOCBAIICHO CUCTEMAM 3HEO/IUTUNYEC-

HBIX Ha HEKOTOPBIX U3 3TUX NoceneHnit. Hecmorps Ha To, 4TO
9TY CTOSTHKU MCCIEOBAINCh B TeYeHVe IIPYMEPHO CTOJIeTH,
MaJI0 BHUMAHUS YAE/SUIOCH [IaJIE09KOHOMMKE 1 PBIOOJIOBCTBY,
B YAaCTHOCTY, CBUAIETE/IbCTBA SKCIUTyaTAI[V BOJHBIX PeCypcoB
JI0 HeflaBHEro BpeMeHM ObUIN OYeHb CKYTHBIMIL





