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As important and delicious the humble orfe, ide 
or tench may be, their archaeological study is 
impossible without water-sieving, essential in 
recovering their minute bones. Species in the 
sturgeon family (Acipenseridae) represent a re-
markable exception as they tend to be large. Great 
sturgeon may attain weights over 300 kilograms. 
Many of their bones are thus as large as those of 
sheep or pigs, easily collected by hand.

A decade ago we proposed “cultural taphon-
omy” to be considered in the multidisciplinary 
study of human impact on acipenserid fish.1 Ta-
phonomy is the study of factors influencing the 
formation of excavated bone assemblages. The 
recognition that medium-driven taphonomic loss 
of information stands in the way of integrating 
various types of data was further tested using the 
example of animal iconography.2 Formal concepts 
in taphonomy have recently been applied to me-
dieval sources.3 Visibility is an important tapho-
nomic factor. Sturgeon is conspicuous in 
archaeological as well as written sources. In cook-
books it is often referred to as “Royal Fish”.4 

Most acipenserids live in the sea migrating 
upstream to oxygen-rich alluvial spawning 
grounds. Migrations took place in the spring and 
fall.5 Fish moved upstream still in good condition. 
Females were also full of eggs, caviar being a high-
ly appreciated commodity in both accounting 
records and cookbooks.6

Great sturgeon (Huso huso Brandt, 1869) be-
came extinct in the Danube due to habitat loss, 
overfishing and the damming of the Iron Gates 
Gorge of the Danube (1971 and 1984). The last, 
181-kilogram specimen was caught at Paks (Hun-
gary) in 1987 (Fig. 1). In addition to great sturgeon 
several other species were caught. Their remains 
are, however, difficult to distinguish morpholog-

ically. References to ‘Hausen’ and ‘Dyck’ (Fig. 2) 
in various sources7 indicate that the smaller ship 
sturgeon (Acipenser nudiventris Lovetzky, 1828) 
or Russian sturgeon (Acipenser gueldenstaedtii 
Brandt & Ratzeburg, 1833) were also in the focus 
of interest.

Self-representation  
– social selection

Finds of sturgeon usually occur at high-status 
settlements in Hungary. A 1432 document on 
how two sturgeons were confiscated from serfs 
of the Eger bishop’s chapter,8 is consistent with 

“Kleine Fische, gute Fische”  
– But Sturgeon is Great

L á s z l ó  B a r t o s i e w i c z *

*	 Osteoarchaeological Research Laboratory, Stockholm 
University

► Fig. 1. The last great sturgeon landed in Hungary in 
1987 (photo: István Takács).

► Fig. 2. 1726 pictures of great sturgeon (“Huso primus”)  
and ship sturgeon (“Huso II”) in the book by Luigi Fernando 
Marsigli (Photo: L. Bartosiewicz)
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the rare occurrence of sturgeon among the finds 
from rural sites (Fig. 3). This is a sign of marked 
cultural selection not only among finds but in 
the types of written record as well.

Medieval sturgeons were most frequently 
found in the Danube Bend Gorge, a special section 
of the river’s course between Esztergom (up-
stream) and Buda, the medieval capital.9 Only 
four “inland” sites (Nagykanizsa, Sárszentlőrinc, 
Szendrő, and Zirc)10 yielded finds at some distance 
from sizeable rivers.

Bones from elite consumption do not directly 
represent fishing. Moreover, many elite settle-
ments have been paid distinguished attention by 
archaeologists. Modern Age landings of record 
size sturgeon in Hungary, on the other hand, show 
even distribution along the Danube, with no con-
centrations around the aforementioned high-sta-
tus medieval sites.11

Movement

Transport is thus another important factor in 
traditional taphonomy. Animals may be butch-
ered off-site (e.g. on river banks immediately 
after landing),12 with remains left beyond the 
reach of excavating archaeologists. Bones at-
tached to meat may make it all the way to the 
table. Trophies, amulets or accessories13 (not 
typical uses of sturgeons) may travel long dis-
tances from the kill-site. 

According to the documents of the German 
Butchers’ Guild of Buda, in 1519 the royal capital 
bought sturgeons and other acipenserids from 

fishermen in Esztergom, Nagymaros, Megyer, 
Óbuda and Szentlászló.14 Ladislaus Suntheim 
mentions sturgeons caught upstream in Komá- 
rom, transported to Vienna already at the turn of 
the fifteenth-sixteenth century.15 In the mid-eigh-
teenth century, Mátyás Bél described how large, 
live sturgeons were towed upstream by boat to 
markets in Buda and Vienna.16 Trading in stur-
geon (live, as well as meat, fresh or salted),17 is 
thus another filter to reckon with in cultural ta-
phonomy.

In the early fifteenth century, the bishop of 
Passau visited sturgeon fishing grounds on the 
estate of the Esztergom archbishop.18 However, 
it has not been reported how far this location was 
from Esztergom itself. Several villages were major 
fishing posts in the Vah valley, 60 kilometers 
northwest of the archbishop’s seat in Esz- 
tergom.19 Sturgeon bones occurred but sporadi-
cally in the archaeozoological material from the 
archbishop’s residence itself (Fig. 4) and there is 
no reference to the purchase of these valuable 
fish in his 1489 accounting. By both sources, stur-
geons may look insignificant. On the other hand, 
usoni venduti (sturgeons sold) from the catch sites 
of Guta and Naszvad along the Vah20 were a major 
source of the archbishop’s revenue. Sturgeons 
from the Middle Danube valley were traded not 
only to Buda and Vienna but also to Prague, Mu-
nich, Kraków and even Paris, possibly contribut-
ing to a decrease in sturgeon catch in the 
seventeenth-eighteenth century.21 

► Fig. 3. The diachronic distribution of medieval settle-
ment types that yielded sturgeon remains in Hungary 
(graphics: L. Bartosiewicz)

► Fig. 4. Hacking marks on the first pectoral fin ray of  
a medieval great sturgeon from Esztergom. Scake: 30 mm 
(photo: L. Bartosiewicz)
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Regulations and investment  
– economic selection

Archaeozoological evidence of sturgeon fishing 
near Komárom is available from as early as the 
Roman Period.22 According to a legal document 
from 1206 villages along the Vah fiercely compet-
ed for sturgeon fishing rights in the area.23 During 
the fifteenth century a declining number of es-
tates in the Vah valley, famous for its fisheries,24 
belonged to the Esztergom archbishop at the 
time.25 In 1518 the city of Komárom at the conflu-
ence of the Danube and Vah was granted royal 
sturgeon fishing rights.26 The monopoly of Ko- 
márom fisherfolk survived in the eighteenth cen-
tury: they let sturgeon fishing rights from as far 
as the Tisza river between Tiszacsege and Tiszaf-
üred,27 250 kilometers away in eastern Hungary. 

Sturgeons were trapped where exposed in 
shallow waters and narrow tributaries or where 
they could be herded into artificial weirs.28 Stur-
geon fishing required more investment in infra-
structure and organization than ordinary river 
fisheries, comparable only to the large-scale con-
struction of fish ponds.29 The construction of weirs 
required material and labor, all accumulated in 
the final value of the catch, even if not always 
accounted for in pecunial terms. In other words, 
sturgeon fishing required both capital and/or 
power. Serfs of entire villages were ordered to 
construct weirs under the supervision of the ma-
gister clausurae, using massive timber, sometimes 
transported from considerable distances.30 Nico-
laus Olahus describes the full closure of the Dan-
ube with a sturgeon trap, a move deemed 
unacceptable in a 1528 trial between the compet-
ing fishermen’s guilds of Vác and Buda.31 

A matter of size?

Appreciation of large sturgeons is shown in a 1329 
tax roll: great sturgeon was recorded there worth 
2 denarii (corresponding to the dues of a horse, 
ox or cow), while other acipenserids were taxed 
only 1 denarius.32 The extinction of great sturgeon 
in the Danube was preceded by at least 150 years 
of body weight decline in record specimens. A 
small but consistent long-term decrease of 1.84 
kilograms in record sturgeon weights since 1850 
was proven to be statistically significant.33

Size represents a common denominator be-
tween archaeological finds and documents.
Well-preserved first pectoral fin rays have been 
most frequently used in osteometric reconstruc-
tions.34 The length of individuals can be calcu-
lated from the width of this bone’s proximal 
end.35 The archbishop’s palace in Esztergom 
yielded a fifteenth-century fin ray from a 3.5-
meter long individual. Butchering such large 
fish took heavy tools such as cleavers and hatch-
ets (cf. Fig. 4).

Archaeological length estimates36 were plotted 
with Modern Age records37 in Fig. 5.

The sizes of the largest archaeological speci-
mens correspond to historical records, the only 
difference being that archaeological assemblages 
sometimes include the remains of smaller indi-
viduals.

Conclusions

The time has come to increasingly integrate zo-
ological studies with research in humanities.38 
Awareness of taphonomic similarities between 
various sources helps such integration efforts 
as follows:

•	 Selectivity is one of the most important fea-
tures of the taphonomic process. Some infor-
mation never even enters the archaeological 
record, while some survive better than others 
over time. Sturgeon represents a fortunate 

► Fig. 5. The size distributions of sturgeon caught in the 
Danube by historical records (nineteeth-twentieth century) 
and archaeozoological estimations (prehistoric/medieval 
Hungary; Graphics: L. Bartosiewicz)
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case: there has always been interest in catch-
ing these fish, and they attracted sufficient 
attention by chroniclers. Their bones also 
made it to the sites of consumption.

•	 Preservation and recovery form another set of 
issues. While large fish bones keep better in 
the soil and are easier to find, the preservation 
of parchment or paper-based documents is 
less consistent and tends to dramatically dete-
riorate as we go back in time. It is, however, 
the high status of these animals that guaran-
teed their entry into likewise high-status books 
which stand a better chance of survival than 
mundane records.

The taphonomic process is determined by the 
dynamic interaction between the materialities of 
the information that is being deposited and the 
long-term characteristics of the context into which 
it becomes embedded. The example of sturgeon 
illustrates this in the broadest sense. Awareness 
of the taphonomic concepts illustrated here offers 
critical insight into the compatibility of informa-
tion in various sources.

No matter how important and tasty the hum-
ble orfe, ide or tench are, their archaeological 
remains are near-invisible or at best marginal in 
the written record. Their study will require a ta-
phonomically informed research strategy.
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bian Limes, ed. Dénes Gabler (Oxford: BAR., 1989), 618. 

23	 Veronika Novák, “Mátyusföldi települések az okleveles 
források tükrében” [Settlements of Mátyusföld in the 

http://files.archaeolingua.hu/2015O/eng_Bartosiewicz_15O.pdf
http://files.archaeolingua.hu/2015O/eng_Bartosiewicz_15O.pdf


“ K L E I N E  F I S C H E  G U T E  F I S C H E ”  –  B U T  S T U R G E O N  I S  G R E A T 125

archival sources], in Mátyusföld II. Egy régió története 
a XI. századtól 1945-ig, ed. László Bukovszky (Komárom–
Dunaszerdahely: Lilium Aurum Könyvkiadó, 2005), 54.

24	 Dezső Csánki, Magyarország történeti földrajza a Hunya-
diak korában [Historical geography of Hungary during 
the Hunyadi Dynasty], vol. 3 (Budapest: Magyar Tudo-
mányos Akadémia, 1897), 38.

25	 Erik Fügedi, “Az esztergomi érsekség gazdálkodása a 
15. század végén, I.” [Husbanding of the Esztergom arch
diocese at the end of the fifteenth century], Századok 94 
(1960): 82–124.

26	 Ottó Herman, Halászat és pásztorélet [Fishing and pas-
toralism] (Budapest: Gondolat, 1980), 17.

27	 János Bencsik, “Egy jobbágyközség gazdasági, társadal-
mi élete az úrbérrendezéstől a jobbágyfelszabadításig” 
[The economic and social life of a serfs’ village between 
the urbarial regulations to serf liberation], Acta Uni-
versitatis de Ludovico Kossuth Nominatae Series Histo-
rica 10 (1970): 73.

28	 László Bartosiewicz, Clive Bonsall, and Vasile Şişu, “Stur-
geon Fishing along the Middle and Lower Danube,” in 

The Iron Gates in Prehistory, ed. Clive Bonsall, Vasile 
Boroneanţ, and Ivana Radovanović (Oxford: BAR, 2008), 
50–51, Fig. 12.

29	 Christopher M. Woolgar, The Great Household in Late 
Medieval England (New Haven and London: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1999), 120.

30	 Bencsik “Egy jobbágyközség,” 54.
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