
Excavation



Definition

• Archaeological excavation is the procedure by which archaeologists 
define, retreat, and record ancient cultural and biological remains found in 
the ground

• Excavation usually requires the removal and permanent dispersal of the 
strata, so they can never be reexamined. 

• Excavation is destructive



Research
• Formulation of research

• Implementation of research

• Data acquisition (survey, excavation)

• Data processing 

• Data analysis (artifacts, chronology, faunal and floral remains, geology)

• Data interpretation

• Publication of results



Preparation 

• Permission, funding and the law

• Background research

• Staff, equipment and logistics

• Site safety





Three-dimensional space
• Horizontal provenience: site datum and site grid

• Datum: the site datum is a known location in three-dimensional space 
that serves a reference point for all horizontal and vertical measurements 
taken on the site.

• Grid: the site grid is laid out in reference to the datum.

• Total station: a total station is a survey instrument that can measure 
horizontal and vertical angles, slope and horizontal and vertical distances. 
Measuremnets recorded by total station will produce x (nortning), y 
(easting) and z (elevation) value.





Triangulation

• Triangulation is a technique that enables archaeologists to lay out grid 
units using a pre-established baseline.

• On the base Pythagorean Theorem which states that sum of the squares 
of the legs of the right triangle is equal to the square of the hypotenuse.
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Tools



Tools used in the field
• To make grid (nails, recording tapes, strings, total station/teodolith/level, 

measuring lines or rulers)

• To document (graph paper, pencils, erasers, tablet or plan table, photo 
camera, measuring lines or rulers)

• To excavate (shovels, trowels, brushes, blankets, wheel barrow, canvas)

• To sample (foil, zip packs, paper blanks, permanent marker, plastic boxes)

• To sieve (sieve, water sieve)





Hand work



Types of excavation

• Vertical excavation

• Horizontal excavation

• Cross-section (to see stratigraphy)



Excavation techniques
• Gridding (dividing into small squares with separated non-excavated 

narrow baulk)

• Quartering  (cutting into four quadrants to obtain maximum vertical and 
horizontal data)

• Stripping (removing of top soil accumulation)

• Sieving or screening

• Soil flotation



Excavation Levels

• Natural or Stratigraphic levels (depth intervals)

• Contoured Arbitrary levels (picking arbitrary depth following natural slope)

• Simple Arbitrary levels (arbitrary levels below datum)

• Combined Natural and Arbitrary levels



Grid 











Stratigraphy



Laws of stratigraphy

• Law of superposition

• Law of original horizontality

• Law of lateral continuity

• Harris matrix



Interpretation

• C is the oldest. 

• Then F, A, D, G, E, 
and B





On site documentation

• Maps (topographic, site map, contour map, aerial map, etc.)

• Plans (planimetric and stratigraphy)





Photo documentation

• Cleaned area of site, feature or artifacts

• With scale

• With gridding markers

• Orientation to the north

• Visibility from the side and top





• What kind of excavation 
technique was used 
here?



• What kind of excavation 
technique was used here?



• How we can name this technique? 
Can we say that is a proper 
documentation of burial mound?



• Why this burial mound was 
excavated in this way?


