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Introduction 
Archaeology is all about looking through the things that people in the past stopped using, 

destroyed and threw away!  We sift through this debris in a quest for meaning which will allow 

us to write narratives explaining past action, behaviour and tradition.  Unfortunately, as far as 

puzzles go, the giant one we archaeologists tackle has been churned around for millennia and 

there is no picture on the cover of the jigsaw box that we are working towards.  Priniatikos 

Pyrgos is a difficult site.  We are not going to be removing soil to uncover the remains of nicely 

preserved architectural remains except for the very latest phases of activity which represent a 

fragment of the time that people were active at this site.  Final Neolithic is disturbed by Bronze 

Age, in turn disturbed by Archaic, Classical, Hellenistic, Roman, Byzantine and Venetian.  As 

we dig deeper, our story will become more complicated and more difficult to put together – this 

is a challenging site but the academic dividends it offers through our hard work also makes it a 

very exciting site to work on.  This guide is intended for both beginner and experienced field 

worker alike and will describe in detail the excavation system we employ on the site. 

 

Stratigraphy 
It would be quite nice to have detailed blue prints and historical records pertaining to the 

activity on site, but unfortunately we face mounds of stone tumble, pottery and soil.  Luckily 

for us, when something is deposited, collapses or is destroyed the next thing to come along will 

either be dug down into this or placed on top of it.  Either way the later things almost inevitably 

end up on top of the earlier, these ‘things’ can be called levels or ‘strata’, put together they 

allow us to stratigraphically investigate the site by examining the relative sequence of 

deposition of these strata.  Stratigraphy allows us to see how events relate to each other, but 

also allows us to separate finds into chronological order with the latest finds appearing higher 

up in the sequence working back towards the earliest at the bottom of the pile.  This is essential 

in telling us not only what happened at Priniatikos Pyrgos, but also when it did and perhaps 

even for how long. 

 

Whether a foundation trench dug for a wall or the debris from that same wall naturally 

collapsing a century later, all archaeological events represent a phase of activity.  We seek to 

identify and define meaning in each of these events, and so any feature created through action 

(whether human or natural) will be given a unique Context number to allow us to discuss its 

causation and meaning in detail.  In this sense every definable event is called a “Context” and 
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this term (with its associated sequential number) is the building block for our system of 

recording at Priniatikos Pyrgos.  Supervisors will list and describe these Context numbers in 

their notebooks, fieldworkers will fill out special context sheets (see below) to record the 

specific details of each Context and all drawings and photographs will use these numbers to 

allow all records to be collated. 

 

It would be simplistic to imagine the site stratigraphy as a cake whereby we can objectively 

seek to sort the layers out cleanly and easily with each phase of activity represented in 

sequence.  Perhaps a cake as drawn by Salvador Dali would be more appropriate where some 

phases mix and melt into each other and others are discontinuous, so that at times Roman may 

overlie Greek, but at other times Greek will be absent and Roman may overlie Early Bronze 

Age or even bedrock.  It is often the case therefore that the ability to date the material found in 

a Context is critical in understanding the date and nature of the Context in question.  So when 

we are seeking to stratigraphically excavate and interpret Priniatikos Pyrgos, it takes the 

cooperation of the whole team in the field and the Apotheke / post-excavation lab to work out 

how and why the site was formed in the way it was.  A good rule of thumb on an 

archaeological site is to always remove the latest Context first and so work from the known to 

the unknown. 

 

An introductory note on our field methodology 
This guide is designed as a reference for excavators working at the site of Priniatikos Pyrgos 

and details the recording system which we will be using.  The methodology we employ is a 

synthesis between the single-context recording system developed by MoLAS (Museum of 

London Archaeological Service) and the popular Foreign School system developed and well 

suited to the specific archaeology of Greece.  A major difference between the archaeological 

traditions in the Aegean and Northwestern Europe is the personnel who undertake the actual 

excavation and recording on the site.  In the Aegean tradition (as with many other areas of the 

Mediterranean) excavation is usually carried out by skilled workmen, many of whom have been 

excavating archaeological sites for several decades.  The recording is undertaken by volunteers 

liaising with the workmen and assisting in the interpretation of the archaeology uncovered.  In 

the Northwest of Europe excavation, interpretation and recording are undertaken by the same 

person (or small groups of people).  Both systems have distinct advantages, particularly in the 

context of the difficult and sometimes harsh conditions of excavation in the Aegean 
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environment.  Our system has a bias towards the latter (and more inclusive) of these two 

systems with modifications to suit the conditions of excavating in Greece.  Team members will 

be expected to engage in all phases of the excavation, interpretation and recording processes as 

well as post-excavation work.  This system will be explained in detail in the coming pages.   

 

Team Structure 
The project is directed by Barbara Hayden of the University of Pennsylvania Museum and 

Barry Molloy of the UCD School of Archaeology in Dublin.  In the field, Sheri Pak of 

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill will be directing the onsite excavation works, in 

liaison with the Directors and team Supervisors.  Each team in the field will be headed up by a 

Supervisor and will consist of two or more experienced field archaeologists as assistant 

supervisors and two to three volunteers and fieldschool participants.  As different team 

members will have varying levels of experience and expertise, tasks will be allocated and 

rotated by the Supervisor though we expect that all participants will be actively involved in all 

aspects of the excavation and recording in the field and in the post-excavation work thereafter.   

 

The Post-excavation Manager is Marina Ugarković who will be responsible for preparing 

pottery for analysis, processing samples and archiving of records and files.  All students will 

have the opportunity to gain experience in these essential components of running a successful 

archaeological excavation program. 

 

The project will have the benefit of the experience of a host of other professionals including a 

surveyor, geoarchaeologists, ceramic experts, osteologist, draughtsman, conservators and more.  

It is hoped that students will take advantage of this strong and varied team to explore various 

aspects of archaeology which they may wish to pursue in the future. 

 

Our objective at Priniatikos Pyrgos is to function together as a team, and effective management 

requires delegation of responsibility. This breaks down as follows: 
Directors 

Assistant Director – Field-school Coordinator- Field Director – Post-excavation Manager - Specialists 

Team Supervisors - Finds Supervisor - Documents Supervisor 

Assistant Supervisors - Trench Assistants 

Volunteers – Field-school members 
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Excavation 
Each Context is recorded in isolation once all overlying contexts have been removed, thus 

allowing a record of its total extent and relationships to be made.  Each individual Context on 

the site will require specific documentation to be completed, as will be detailed below.  

However, due to the frequent difficulty in isolating phases of activity on Greek sites, typically 

due to blanching of the dry soils and the harsh summer light, it is not always possible to isolate 

and identify these discreet phases of activity in all cases prior to excavation.  This is most often 

the case where one is dealing with layers of accumulated material which have built up with 

little or no discreet anthropogenic features cut or built into / on them.   

 

For a stratigraphic excavation to be coherent, all events have to be fully defined and dealt with 

as a distinct Context.  Contexts are created by past activity and are the fundamental building 

block of our excavation system as they have qualifiable meaning in that we can interpret their 

formation processes.  Older fashioned systems of digging in arbitrary ‘spits’, ‘passes’ or 

‘layers’ is absolutely not practiced on this site, although in the exploration of larger and deeper 

contexts, it is often necessary to remove soil in this fashion.  Such passes are obviously 

archaeologically meaningless and only relate to the manner in which the modern excavator has 

removed the soil while exploring a specific Context.  This leads us to the most significant 

deviation from the single-context system which we practice at this site.  The harsh conditions 

on site can make it difficult sometimes to define and excavate a discrete Context, and so we 

must explore this in arbitrary passes or spits.  As there is the distinct risk of contamination of 

different context in such an exploratory fashion, we separate the material excavated in each of 

these passes into “Sub-Contexts”, meaning a unit which has no archaeological meaning in itself 

as it is below or beneath our basic building block of the Context.  All such exploratory or 

arbitrary passes must be tied to a specific context before the material is bagged and tagged, as it 

is fundamentally important that all finds are associated with contexts.  These Sub-Contexts are 

therefore  simply safe-guards which allow us to keep material separate when making 

exploratory excavations and allow a level of retrospective re-analysis should the working 

hypothesis of the investigator need to change in light of complete excavation.  In an ideal 

world, each Context would only have one Sub-Context, illustrating that the excavator had 

defined the archaeological event during excavation.  As stated, the difficult conditions in 

Greece often make this impossible, so one may end up with a number of Sub-Contexts forming 

a single-Context.   
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It is essential that Sub-contexts are subsequently tied uniquely with a numbered archaeological 

Context at the soonest possible juncture, as in themselves they have no true stratigraphic 

meaning.  It is emphasized that sequential stratigraphic excavation and recording by each 

archaeological event / horizon is the central and final objective of this system of recording.  For 

example, the materials found on a floor represent the activities of when the floor was in use, 

those found in the floor materials relate to its construction, these are different events and they 

must be recorded as such with materials as well as records for these kept / bagged separately.  

Remember, the bottom of one event will have an interface with the top of the underlying event 

and caution must be exercised in retrieving artefacts from these as separate stratigraphic 

Contexts.   

 

It is also possible that where Contexts have not been recognized, the pottery analysis which is 

conducted in the evenings may reveal different dates to different Sub-contexts informing the 

fieldworkers of probable stratigraphic changes.  For this purpose, it is important to take level 

readings at the beginning and end of all Sub-contexts and to mark in the sections the end 

height of each Sub-context.  Through careful and conscientious excavation, it should be 

possible to identify most Contexts as they are excavated.  It is for this purpose that new 

trenches opened will be sufficiently large to view activity across a broader area visible in plan 

during excavation. 

 

The Sub-contexts for the site will be a continuous numbering system in a block allocated 

to each Supervisor and will be 6 figure to ensure they do not get confused with Context 

numbers – e.g. Context numbers are of the format C 34 or Context 34, whereas Sub-

context numbers are of the format 100-042.    

 

Recording sheets 
As is well known to archaeologists, excavation is a process of methodological deconstruction 

of the site formation processes which essentially results in the physical destruction of the site 

itself.  All that survives at the end of the excavation will be the skeletal remains of walls, some 

floor deposits and other substantial built features – the majority of the millennia of 

accumulation will end up in the spoil heap as dumped soil.  The primary record following 

excavation is therefore the field records, finds and environmental record – for the structured 
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development of the site this leaves only a literary and visual representation of no-longer 

existing physical realities.  It is essential that all records are of the highest quality and can be 

used not only to support our present investigation and analysis of the site, but having sufficient 

information for future generations to re-interpret the site without having true first-hand 

experience of it.   

 

The fundamental aspects of recording which allows detailed analyses to follow are to establish 

a Context’s stratigraphic location in relation to other archaeological Contexts, to establish its 

formation processes, to provide an interpretation of its nature and to enable it to be accurately 

dated.  During excavation a notebook will be kept by the Supervisor which constitutes the 

official record of the excavations being undertaken under their direction.  This will include 

records of all Sub-context numbers and level numbers along with a narrative of the excavation 

as it progresses.  All pages in these notebooks should be numbered so that it is possible to 

cross-reference these notes with the Context sheets.  Detailed sketch plans should also be 

maintained regularly on the left-hand pages of these notebooks providing a visual narrative of 

excavations.  Volunteers should maintain a notebook of their work for their own reference, and 

fieldschool members will be required to do so as part of their assessment. 

 

These notebooks allow the creation of a detailed narrative of the excavation to be maintained.  

The principle document to be maintained for each and every Context as part of the official 

archive of the project will be the preformatted Context sheet – there are ones for cuts, fills / 

deposits and masonry.  These are largely self-explanatory and have prompts to ensure that all 

necessary information is recorded.  The Supervisor should also maintain a complete illustrated 

matrix of all Contexts excavated in their areas on a daily basis – do not leave this until the end 

of excavation as this is a prime area for errors to creep in.   

 

NB – Supervisors must liaise with the Post-excavation Manager regularly to ensure that 

numbering and descriptions of finds etc. are consistent in field and apotheke registers.  It 

is up to the field staff to make sure this is done, as the Post-Excavation Manager is 

typically about the most busy person on the project!!! 

 

Fill sheets 

- In the top right-hand corner there is a box for the Context number 

Area   - This will be the name of the trench being excavated e.g.  
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   H2000 

Sub-context #s   - This is a record of all Sub-context numbers attributed to the  

   Context 

Date sheet started - The date the sheet (not the Context) is begun 

Excavators  - The primary excavator and the Supervisor’s initials 

Recorded by  - The person filling in the Context sheet 

Notebook page # - Reference to the page number in the Supervisor’s notebook 

 

Interpretation  - A short comment on the nature of the Context – floor, pit etc. 

 

Measurements  - The dimensions of the Context and readings of OD heights 

(preferably in the four corners and 1 in the centre) at the beginning and end of the excavation of 

this Context (at least 4 in each case).  A plan of the Context including these levels will be kept 

on the reverse of the sheet (see below). 

 

Soil   - The nature of the soil matrix must be recorded including its compaction, 

composite elements (including cultural materials / ecofacts), its colour description using the 

tone-hue-colour system and the stone content.  Details of how to do this are discussed in the 

‘Deposits’ below. 

 

Relationships  - All Contexts have a stratigraphic relationship with at least one 

other Context or Cut, be it archaeological or natural in nature.  This must be recorded in this 

section. 

 

Finds   - For ceramics or any other find which is very frequent, a rough 

estimation of volume should be recorded (i.e. for very few it may be worthwhile stating simply 

3 sherds, but for higher quantities ½ of a 5 litre bag and so on).  For other finds, which are not 

in abundance, a simple mark indicating their presence is all that is required. 

 

Discussion  - This should be the detailed narrative discussing the nature and 

relationships of a Context.  In some cases this may be a brief few lines (i.e. fill of pit), in others 

it may require extensive discussion, in which case a supplementary sheet may be required. 
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Samples/Special Finds/Photographs/Plans – In this section a simple list of all numbers 

associated with the Context should be filled in. 

 

Location plan  - This should be a rough sketch showing the location of the Context 

under discussion in its broader context.  Grid pegs should be included as should a north arrow.   

 

Matrix   - A basic matrix of the Context in its stratigraphic location should be 

placed here.  A full matrix for the area should be maintained on a daily basis in the 

Supervisor’s notebook.  It is stressed again that only Context numbers are included in the 

matrix, as Sub-contexts are not stratigraphic units and hence have no meaning in this context.  

 

Plan   - A plan of the Context should be drawn here, including section 

drawings if required.  An additional sheet of graph paper can be included for more complex 

situations.  The scale should be 1:20 where possible, and it is essential to mark on the necessary 

details (grip points etc.) detailed above the planning area.   

 

Sheet completed date - The day in which the sheet is submitted for archiving.  The 

relevant Supervisor or director should check the details on the sheet are consistent before this is 

filed away, and this should be initialled and dated accordingly. 

 

Cut sheets 

The Cut sheets are designed to record foundation trenches, pits, postholes and so on.  Many of 

the details on the Cut sheet are the same as on the Fill sheet, hence only the different details are 

discussed in this section. 

 

Associated fills  – All deposits and structures (including walls) associated with a cut feature 

should be listed here. 

 

Shape and Slope - The shape and orientation of the cut / feature should be listed here.  

Following this the break of slope (the sharpness of the angle between the level ground and the 

cut edge) should be recorded along with the steepness and regularity of the slope, the break of 

slope at the base and where possible the morphology of the base itself (concave, convex etc.) 
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Masonry sheets 

As with Cut sheets, there is much overlap with these and the other record sheets, and only 

differences will be highlighted. 

 

Associated floors - All floors associated with the structure should be listed here 

Materials  - In this section the nature of the wall should be discussed in detail 

including the type, size and shape of stones used, the construction technique of the wall 

(coursed, uncoursed, random coursed etc.), the presence of bonding materials and any other 

relevant comments. 

 

Feature sheets 

These have only a basic formatting as the nature of features can be very variable.  The 

important thing is to ensure that all contexts which were associated with the excavation of the 

feature are tied in correctly on a feature sheet and the stratigraphy is clearly described and 

illustrated.   

 

Sample sheets 

As with Context sheets, the area, Context and Sub-context number are to be recorded along 

with who took the sample and when. 

 

Purpose of the sample  - A brief statement as to what one hopes to learn from the 

sample. 

 

Nature of the Context  - Basically is this a pit, a sediment, above a floor level etc. 

 

Dimensions of the sample - While the volume of the sample is self-evident, it is also useful to 

know its dimensions, e.g. is it from a deep fill or a thin spread. 

 

Recovery method  - Is the sample removed by hand (possible contamination), trowel, 

rubber gloves, shovel etc. 

 

Percent of Context sampled - This is important for knowing the specific context of the 

sample 

 



Date sheet started:

Excavator(s): Recorded by:

Area: Sub-contexts #’s:

Interpretation:

Ceramics: Bone: Shell: Other:

Colour (Hue-tone-colour):  Compaction:

Composition: Stone content (% and morphology):

Inclusions (% and type):

Cut by:Under:
Over: Abuts:

Same as:
Other association:

Notebook page #:

Discussion:

Tile:

Width: Depth / height:Length: Orientation:

Pre-ex levels: 1                2                 3                 4                 5

Post-ex levels: A                B                 C                 D               E
Datum Pt. used:

All levels to be marked on the plan on the reverse of this sheet

Samples:

Photographs:
Plan numbers:

Soil:

HI:

Soil: Plaster: Mudbrick: Pumice: Carbon:Slag: Other:

Priniatikos Pyrgos 2008 Fill / deposit / spread / soil sheet C
Context number

Special Finds:

Finds:

Relationships:

Measurements:

Chipped Stone:              Groundstone: Glass: Metal: Other:

Samples:

105

III 5/7/08001-234, 235, 
236.

IC and CB IC 42

Upper fill of a shallow pit (C 103) contemporary with the 

termination of the use of the pit.

2
8.93

33cm 41cm 14cm N/A
7.83 7.81 7.84 7.81
7.68

Compact
Sandy Clay

Light orangey brown
10% small angular pebbles, 
15% medium angular pebbles
2% very rounded pebbles

1% charcoal, 3% plaster (from the floor surface)

C 104
C 18

Upper fill of pit C 103

1/8 bag X

X X

X X

Compact fill at the top of a pit. It was clearly visible during excavation as the surrounding floor

surface consisted mainly of pale plaster.  It seems probable (based on re-fitting sherds) that this fill accumulated

at a time when the floor itself had gone out of use as the overlying deposit (C 101) was similar, though not

 the same, in consistency (no plaster inclusions, looser).  The latest sherds in this fill are Roman in date, indicating

that the building  may have been abandoned for some time during which this fill accumulated in the pit, 

as the sherds in the lower fill (C104) are late Hellenistic and there are no Roman sherds present. The small

number of sherds involved mean this is a tenuous suggestion.

Sample 105.1, 105.2

134, 135

Plan # 13 (pre-ex), # 15 (section)
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Taken from   - Is it from plan (recognised and taken during excavation) or section 

(slightly later in the process and subject to other environmental conditions (drier when taken 

etc.) 

 

Number of bags  - Different investigation procedures require different volumes of 

soil. 

 

Provisional date  - This need only be as precise as one can estimate in the field 

(Neolithic or 200 years old…). 

 

Locational plans and sections should be quickly sketched so that this can be easily tied back 

into the excavation documentation. 

 

Registers 

There are individual field registers for the following:  Photography, Context numbers, Sub-

context numbers, Plans, Sections and Special Finds.  These are straightforward and will be 

discussed under the relevant headings below. 

 

Sampling 

Samples should only be taken on an archaeology site to answer a specific question – e.g. from a 

floor deposit one may wish to ascertain if there are any seed remains relating to diet, from a pit 

one may wish to analyse the nature (and purpose?) of the backfill, from a burial one may wish 

to find out about residual remains from the gut (parasites, kidney stones etc.).   

 

There are three main things which samples may prove informative about when analysed: 

 

Environmental: Information on the general climatic, environmental or ecological conditions 

prevailing on or near to the site.   

 

Economic: Contributions to our understanding of the economy of a site or period. At its 

simplest level this may relate to what was eaten on the site and comprise a list of plants and 

animals identified from food waste. At a more complex level it can be used to reconstruct the 

contemporary agricultural economy or to illustrate social differences across a site or between 



The Priniatikos Pyrgos Project 

sites. Industrial activities can likewise be elucidated through sample analysis where it is 

possible to pick up smaller remains missed during excavation and dry-sieving (e.g. flint or 

obsidian debitage).  This may appear in the residue of a sample following flotation (used to 

retrieve most organic remains such as seeds and carbon). 

 

Behavioural: Biological remains contained in layers or pits and/or their distribution across a 

site relates to various aspects of the contemporary human behaviour. At its most obvious the 

threshing and winnowing of cereal crops on agricultural settlements produces recognisable 

patterns among the botanical assemblages.  

 

While it is desirable to have an identifiable feature to take a sample from, sometimes a secure 

context will be sufficient and informative, for example if one has a soil which has clearly got 

only Final Neolithic pottery, then material recovered from a sample can be related to activities 

of this specific period (the exploitation of different crop types etc.), and hence prove 

informative in itself, even when the nature of specific features is less clear.  In any case, 

samples must be taken only when there is a specific reason to do so, and this needs to be 

discussed on the sheet which accompanies the sample record (as discussed above).  This is 

essential if the data retrieved from the sampling is to be tied back into the specific details of the 

excavation record and hence be incorporated into narratives about the site (as opposed to being 

an isolated index at the back of a volume!!). 

 

 

Plan and section drawing 
Where practical, every Context which has been recorded on a Context sheet should also be 

included on a general plan.  The sketch plan (even when measured) on the back of Context 

sheets is not a substitute for a complete plan of a Context.  Plans should be drawn on 

permatrace / tracing paper which is taped onto a planning board covered with mm square grid 

paper.  In this way, successive plans can be overlapped and the stratigraphic sequence can be 

visually (re-) interpreted as required.   

 

Plans are drawn at a scale of 1:20 in all but exceptional circumstances.  Level readings 

indicating heights above sea level should be clearly printed on such plans with numbers 

allocated for each reading (1 to infinity).  When levels are being taken, they should be entered 
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into a levels book and reduced there, providing a permanent record for re-assessment if 

necessary.  The reduced levels are then to be transferred to the plans and the numbers attributed 

on the plan should be listed below to identify these absolute values (e.g. 3 = 7.30m, 4 = 7.32m).  

On a formal plan of this nature, at least 4 grid pegs should be included – if there are none 

within this area (e.g. if part of the trench is bedrock), then notional grid points must be placed 

on the plan.  The values for these pegs should be clearly marked so that it can be easily tied 

back into a broader site plan at a later stage.  A north arrow indicating true north (not grid 

north) must be included also.  All Contexts clearly defined and remaining in situ at the time of 

drawing within the area being planned must be indicated and numbered clearly.  The outline of 

walls should also be included, but these should not be recorded in detail as the architect will be 

doing this using specialist equipment.  The person who draws the plan should ensure that the 1) 

plan number, 2) their own name, 3) the numbers of Contexts present on the plan, 4) the date of 

completion of the plan and 5) the scale are all neatly printed on it.  

 

In the case of sections, they should be drawn with similar formatting guidelines to the plans 

discussed above.  The principal difference is that sections should be drawn at a scale of 1:10 

where practicable.  Baulks should be kept strictly vertical and maintained neatly at all times so 

that the excavator can refer to the section for reference – NEVER sit on a baulk as it can cause 

it to collapse.  No really, do not sit on them, it can lead to disaster if we lose our sections due 

to collapse.  Sections should only be cleaned comprehensively when they are to be drawn, as 

each pass with a trowel removes and destabilises the soil of the section.  Where stones protrude 

from the section, they should only ever be removed if they will otherwise fall out or collapse, 

as they need to be represented in the drawing if they are present – while a perfectly flat section 

is tidy, it does not always represent the true soil content if stones are disproportionately 

removed.   

 

It is essential in the case of a section drawing to include precise details of the edges of the 

section (typically the location of the pins which hold the string line) and the absolute height of 

the string line.  It is also required to take a level reading at the top and base of the section itself.  

A sketch plan showing the location of the section should be included with the section itself 

(indicating grid points) and when the relevant plan is complete, the section should be accurately 

drawn on here also.  All Contexts, Cuts and structures should be numbered on the section, and 

if drawing a section of a floor that has an associated wall you must draw the wall also as part of 

the same drawing.   



The Priniatikos Pyrgos Project 

 

Supervisors should also maintain a running section of Sub-contexts excavated (this is not 

necessary for Contexts) – this is essentially a schematic representation of the way the area is 

excavated as opposed to a representation of real site formation processes.  Two points of the 

starting height of a Sub-context are marked and a line is drawn between these at a scale of 1:10.  

The section in this way is as artificial as the process of excavating in Sub-contexts and it 

illustrates closely these units so they can be then compared to the section drawings illustrating 

the actual archaeological Contexts.  Again, DO NOT leave this until the end of a week in the 

field, as you are very likely to find that someone forgot to take a reading at the end of a Context 

or Sub-Context and the information is lost forever.  Maintaining running sections is a good aide 

de memoire for taking these level readings. 

 

Plan and section numbers should only be taken out following the completion of the drawing 

when they are ready to be archived.  These numbers are to be taken from the relevant register 

and a note must be made in Supervisors’ notebooks and on Context sheets.   

 

Photography 
A picture says a thousand words… Well, at least it can provide many details which cannot be 

recorded on a two-dimensional plan or section and are not always easy to describe succinctly in 

words.  Such things as wall-collapse can be planned meticulously but may provide limited 

information when contrasted with a series of well selected photographs.  With the advent of 

digital cameras and the consequent reduction in cost of processing images, it is possible to 

maintain a very comprehensive visual record of the excavation.  To this end, at the end of each 

and every Context, a photograph should be taken with the site camera.  Any item of interest 

during excavation which may be well elucidated by a good photograph should be recorded in 

this fashion.   

 

For a photograph to be of use in recording the site coherently, it must be taken with due care 

and attention to ensure it maximises the information contained.  It should be intended to 

complement and correlate with other records and must therefore be directly relevant to the 

information contained therein.  While most photographs are intended for archival and 

interpretative purposes, each and every one should be taken to sufficient standard to fulfil 

publication requirements – the area around and including the Context should be carefully 
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cleaned with all loose soil, tools, debris and so on removed with the subject clearly defined and 

visible.  Care must be taken to ensure also that footprints, hand-prints and other disturbances 

actually caused during cleaning are also taken care of prior to the photograph being taken. 
 
 

The field photographic register is used to provide photograph numbers, and these should be 

noted in the Supervisors’ notebooks.  A blackboard should be filled in detailing the Area, 

Context number, date and nature of the photograph (pre-ex, mid-ex etc.).  One photograph 

should be taken with this in it and a second identical photograph should be taken without the 

presence of the blackboard.  In the afternoons, the images will be downloaded and entered into 

a searchable database.  The numbers entered into the database should correlate with those 

recorded in the field, and these should be entered into the register in the right hand column 

entitled “catalogue numbers”.  Should there be a need to change photograph numbers, this 

should be clearly marked and this information should be relayed to the Supervisors by the 

following day at the latest so that records can be amended if required.   

 

 

Deposits 
The term “Deposit” is a broadly encompassing term which includes both structured (floors) and 

unstructured (wall tumble) accumulations of material which are formed by both anthropogenic 

and natural processes.  Their detailed recording informs us of both their own purpose and / or 

nature as a phenomenon, but also of the broader stratigraphical phasing of which they are a 

part.   

 

Deposits occur due to a multitude of reasons, so the detailed recording of their actual structural 

makeup is essential in understanding the processes at play which caused them to accumulate – 

was it a single event or a longer process of natural accumulation.  This detailed recording also 

allows comparisons and contrasts to be made between different Contexts.  Anthropogenic 

materials, or “inclusions”, which are part of these deposits can prove highly informative 

ranging from macro-scale information such as ceramic sherds to the micro-scale information 

gained through analysis of samples.   

 

In the section dealing with filling in Context sheets above, the nature of soil qualities was 

alluded to and will be dealt with in more detail in this section.   
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Compaction  - When working on a site, one of the first and most obvious 

sensations of the archaeology is the compaction (or basically toughness) of the soil – will your 

feet sink into it or could you smash a glass on it?  This is a very informative aspect of site 

formation processes as in itself it can tell us about factors affecting or causing various levels of 

compaction.  In the context of Aegean archaeology, it is often most easy to define changes 

which represent separate Contexts through compaction differences rather than colour 

differences (see below).  The amount of effort needed to excavate a layer is certainly a good 

indicator of how tough the soil is.  The following table provides some details on how to 

describe compaction, but it should be noted that this was written for use in a Northern 

European environment.  The different hydrodynamics of Greek soils makes it more difficult to 

apply these terms (it is sometimes helpful to moisten the soil when making this analysis), so 

they are intended as a frame of reference primarily. 

 

 

 

Sediment type Term Definition 

Coarse-grained sediments: Strongly cemented Cannot be broken with hands alone 

Weakly cemented Pick removes sediments in lumps which  

can be broken with the hands 

 Compact Requires mattock or small pick for  

excavation 

  Loose Can be excavated with trowel 

 Fine Grained sediments Hard Brittle or very tough 

Stiff Cannot be moulded with fingers 

 Firm Moulded only by strong finger pressure 

 Soft Easily moulded with fingers 

Very soft Exudes between fingers when squeezed 

Friable Non-plastic, crumbles in fingers 
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detailed recording using systems not included in this literature.  As with any situation where an 

excavator is unsure how to proceed, the best and easiest solution is of course to ask your 

Supervisor or one of the Directors.   

 

Some dos and don’ts 
When cleaning a section, ensure that you work from the top to the bottom, if you do it from 

bottom to top you end up dirtying the area you just cleaned. 

 

Do not sit on baulks – they can crumble, disintegrate and basically ruin sections. 

 

Do not walk on Contexts, especially walls and areas that have been cleaned. 

 

Baulks should be vertical, be careful not to undermine a section in an effort to cut it vertical. 

 

If the soil appears to be changing, then there is quite a possibility that it is changing indeed!! 

Stop, investigate and if necessary consult with the Supervisors or Directors.   

 

If in doubt change Sub-context number, that is the purpose of the system.  It is considerably 

better to have 4 or 5 separate Sub-context numbers including material above, on and in a floor 

than to have 1 Context containing all 3 separate events. 

 

Don’t handle carbon if it is being taken for analytical purposes, place it with a trowel or other 

implement into aluminium foil.  Plastic bags are based on oil by-products and hence can 

contaminate samples with residual carbon. 

 

 


