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Abstract

The contact of inland and coastal prehistoric groups in Brazil is believed to have been

restricted to regions with no geographical barrier, as is the case in the Ribeira de Iguape valley.

The inland osteological collection from the riverine shellmound Moraes (5800–4500BP)

represents a unique opportunity to test this assumption for this region. Despite cultural

similarities between riverine and coastal shellmounds, important ecological and site

distribution differences are expected to impact on lifestyle. The purpose of this study is thus

to document and interpret health and lifestyle indicators in Moraes in comparison to coastal

shellmound groups. Specifically we test if the rare evidence of fish and mollusc remains in the

riverine shellmound led to (a) higher caries rates and (b) lower auditory exostosis frequency

and (c) if the small size of the riverine shellmound translates into reduced demographic density

and thus rarity of communicable infectious diseases. Of the three hypotheses, (a) was

confirmed, (b) was rejected and (c) was partly rejected. Bioanthropological similarities between

Moraes and coastal shellmounds include auditory exostoses with equally high frequencies;

significantly more frequent osteoarthritis in upper than in lower limbs; cranial and dental

morphological affinities and low frequencies of violent trauma. However, there are also

important differences: Moraes subsisted on a much broader protein diet and consumed more
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cariogenic food, but showed a stature even shorter than coastal groups. Thus, despite the

contact also suggested by treponematoses in both site types, there was enough time for the

people at the riverine site to adapt to local conditions.

r 2008 Elsevier GmbH. All rights reserved.

Resumo

O contato de grupos pré-históricos brasileiros interioranos e costeiros é tido como restrito a

regiões sem barreiras geográficas, como é o caso do vale do Ribeira de Iguape. A coleção
osteológica interiorana do sambaqui fluvial Moraes (5800–4500 pYB) representa uma

oportunidade única para testar tal afirmação para a região sudeste. Embora haja similaridades

culturais entre sambaquis fluviais e costeiros, espera-se que as importantes diferenças
ecológicas e de padrão de assentamento influenciariam a saúde. No presente estudo, objetiva-

se documentar e interpretar indicadores de saúde e estilo de vida dos habitants de Moraes, em

comparação com sambaquieiros da costa. Mais especificamente investigamos se as raras

evidências faunı́sticas de peixe e molusco no sambaqui fluvial associam-se a (a) frequencias de

cáries mais elevadas, e (b) proporções menores de exostose auditiva e se (c) as diminutas

dimensões do sı́tio fluvial correspondem a baixa densidade demográfica e consequentemente

baixos ı́ndices de doenças infecciosas transmissı́veis. Confirmou-se (a), enquanto (b) foi

inteiramente, e (c) parcialmente, rejeitada. Semelhanças bioantropológicas entre habitantes de
Moraes e sambaquieiros da costa incluem exostese auditiva em frequências igualmente altas;

significativamente mais osteoartrose em membros superiores que inferiores; afinidades

morfológicas dentárias e cranianas, assim como baixas frequências de traumatismos violentos.

Entretanto, também foram constatadas diferenças importantes: os indivı́duos de Moraes, de

estatura ainda inferior a de sambaquieriros da costa, alimentavam-se de uma dieta mais

cariogência, sendo o aporte proteico mais diversificado. Assim, apesar do contato, sugerido

inclusive através da presença de treponematose em ambos os tipos de sı́tio, houve tempo

suficiente para o grupo fluvial adaptar-se a condições locais.
r 2008 Elsevier GmbH. All rights reserved.

Introduction

Brazilian shellmounds

Almost the entire 8000 km long coast of Brazil was once inhabited by shellmound
(or sambaqui) builders. More than 1000 coastal sites of this type, dated to between
8000 and 800 years ago, have been recorded (Gaspar, 1998; Lima et al., 2004). They
vary in size and can reach seventy meters in height and several hundreds of meters in
diameter (de Blasis et al., 2007). Consisting mainly of complex sequences of layers of
shells and sand, they also contain hearths, artefacts, food remains, and elaborate
burials associated with bone and stone offerings as well as ochre.

Coastal shellmounds in Brazil are currently considered as monumental construc-
tions intentionally built by sedentary people with high population densities (de Blasis
et al., 1998; Gaspar, 1998). Zooarchaeological and stable isotope studies have shown
that coastal shellmound groups were fisher-gatherers with diets based on marine
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