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FISH IN SWISS LAKE DWELLING SITES

BY

Jacqueline STUDER*

(Ms soumis le 26 06 1995, accepte le 12 10 1995)

Abstract

Fish in Swiss lake dwelling sites.- This paper presents the fish identified at the moment from the
Swiss lake dwelling sites, so as my preliminary study of the ichtyofauna of Hautenve-Champreveyres,
a Bronze Age village on the shore of the lake of Neuchätel.

Key-words: Switzerland, lake dwelling sites, Neolithic, Bronze Age, fish, bones.

INTRODUCTION

Between approximately 4280 and 850 BC, hundreds of villages have been built on
the shores of Swiss lakes, especially on the Geneva, Neuchätel, Bienne, Morat, Zürich
and Constance lakes. The discovery of these lake dwelling sites has strongly contributed

to promoting Swiss archaeology. Exceptional conditions of preservation have permitted
excavation of a great deal of remains. Fish bones and fishing tools are also a part of these

findings. The Neolithic sites produced harpoons and hooks in bone or antler, plenty of
notched stones (which were certainly used as net weights), net weights made of small

pebbles tied up with birch bark, net floats in bark, net fragments and even pirogues.
During the Late Bronze Age, hooks made of bronze are the most common fishing tools.

DISCUSSION ON ICHTYOFAUNA

Fish bones are rare because of their small size and their fragile character. All the

more, when the sediment is eroded or dug up without sieving. Only 14 sites present a

study of fish remains (Fig. 1 and Table 1). The presence of pike is certified in all
Neolithic dwelling sites. Other species are much rarer. Perch is present in Robenhausen

(Rutimeyer, 1861), Auvernier Brise-Lames (Desse, 1976), Egolzwil 2 (Hescheler &
Rueger, 1939) and Twann (Johansson, 1981; Becker, 1981). A fragment of roach has

been found in Auvernier Brise-Lames, two salmonids and some cyprinids appeared in
Egolzwil 2 and remnants of catfish, common bream and unidentified cyprinids have

* Departement d'Archeozoologie, Museum d'Histoire naturelle, C.P. 6434, CH-1211 Geneve 6
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been discovered in Twann As for the Bronze Age village of Cortaillod-Est (Chaix,
1986) it produced only two bones of pike

The species-level identifications of salmonids (Salmo salai) and cypnnids (Chort-
diostoma nasus, Cypi in us caipio, Leunscu\ leuciscus and Scaidimus ei\tlu ophthalmus)
made by Rutimeyer last century (1861) have to be reconsidered We know at present that

the carp (Cyprinus caipio) is not native of Western and Central Europe This species
diffused from a post-glacial refugium in the Danube Basin but did not reach the Swiss

area before the twelfth century (Hoffmann, 1994) Carp remains from a Swiss Neolithic
site are therefore improbable. Moreover, the identification of the different species of
cypnnids is not easy and is based on the morphological characters of the lower
pharyngeals, as underlined by Rutimeyer himself Thus, it is better to regroup the species
and only consider the family-level (cypnnids and salmonids), excluding totally the carp

In conclusion, pike is the most common fish totalling 94% Catfish amounts to 4%,

perch to 2% and the other species occur only occasionnally Except for 4 m2 in
Auvernier La Saunene, all these remains have been collected without sieving, which

explains the abundance of the bones of pike, larger and more compact than the majority
of the other species As stressed by some authors (Johansson, 1981, Becker, 1981),

this high percentage does not reflect the reality because of the loss of the smaller

species
1

Ichtyofauna from Hauterive-Champreveyres

The identification of the fish bones collected by sieving of the Late Bronze Age
village of Hauterive-Champreveyres2 gives a different picture of the ichtyofauna (Table
2) Perch dominates with 74% whereas pike represents only 22% Some cypnnids (3%),
catfish (1%) and four fragments of salmonids complete this result It can be deduced
that the fishermen of Hauterive-Champreveyres have caught mostly carnivorous

species, as confirmed by 648 bronze hooks discovered in the site (Rychner-Faraggi,
1993 15)

Perspective

As long as the material obtained is not collected with identical methods, it is not

possible to compare the results of Neolithic and Bronze Age dwelling sites However, in
theory, at least two factors point to a possible difference

1) The fishing techniques of the two periods are not the same during the Neolithic,
the nets seemed to be the most common means of fishing, whereas hooks predominated
during the late Bronze Age

1 A new study has just been published, concerning fish remains from Arbon-Bleiche 3, a Neolithic
dwelling site on the lake of Constance (Huster-Plogmann & Leuzinger 1995) Whitefish and perch
dominate the remains collected by sieving Cypnnids and pike are rare

2 This work was carried out under the direction of the Archaeology Department of Neuchätel,
within the framework of the construction of the highway N 5
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Table 2. Fish remains from Hauterive-Champreveyres.

N %

Perch
Pike
Roach

Cyprinids
Catfish
Salmonids

Perche
Brochet
Gardon
Cypnnides
Silure glane
Salmonides

Perca fluviatilis
Esox lue ins
Rutilus rutilus
Cypnmdae
Silurus glanis
Salmo spp.

1371

407
44
12

15

4

74%
22%

3%

1%

Total identified 1853 100%

Unidentified
TOTAL

2074
3924

2) A possible eutrophication of the lake would have passably affected the natural

presence of certain species.
The relative importance of these two arguments, or the discovery of other factors

depend on a more thorough study.
I shall have the opportunity of identifying the ichtyofauna of Saint-Blaise (Neu-

chätel), a Neolithic site which enjoys the same conditions as Hauterive-Champreveyres:
all the sediments are sieved (0 5 mm) and every two meters reference columns are

sieved down too (0 0.06 mm). The fish bones thus collected will allow a true picture of
the Neolithic ichtyofauna. I shall therefore have the possibility of comparing the results

of two sites, one Neolithic and the other Late Bronze Age, situated on the same lake and

at a distance of about 2 km. It will then be possible to establish the significance of the

factors responsible for probable difference of the two ichtyofaunas.
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RESUME

Dans les sites pre- et protohistoriques situes en bordure de lacs ou de marais, la

peche est une activite importante, comme en temoignent de nombreux artefacts, tels les

hamegons ou les restes de filets. II est ainsi paradoxal de ne denombrer que 14 stations
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pour lesquelles une etude de l'ichtyofaune a ete realisee. Le brochet est omnipresent et

s'impose corame l'espece la plus frequente (94%), alors que les poissons plus petits
comme la perche ou les cyprinides ne sont que rarement signales. Ces resultats sont
obtenus ä partir d'un materiel recolte sans tamisage ou dans des couches erodees: ils ne
refletent done pas l'importance effective des differentes especes pechees.

A Hauterive-Champreveyres, village date de l'äge du Bronze final et situe au bord
du lac de Neuchätel, pres de 4000 restes de poissons ont ete soigneusement recoltes par
tamisage. L'identification de ces vestiges donne une nouvelle image de la peche: la

perche domine avec 74%, devant le brochet (22%), les cyprinides (3%), le silure (1%) et
les salmonides. Les pecheurs d'Hauterive-Champreveyres ont ainsi capture principale-
ment des poissons carnassiers, comme le confirment les centaines de hameijons en
bronze decouverts dans le site.

Mots-cles: Suisse, sites littoraux, Neolithique, äge du Bronze, poissons, ossements.
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