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Preface xvii

PREFACE
New for the Fourth Edition

T hese are exciting times to be an archaeologist. Major social movements are 
leading us to take a new look at our past. Fears of the impact of global warm-
ing have stimulated interest of how prehistoric societies reacted to climate 

change and have led to the proposal that we recognize our contemporary world as 
part of the Anthropocene, a distinctive geological epoch shaped by human activ-
ity. Occupy Wall Street and the Bernie Sanders presidential campaign have raised 
awareness of growing social inequality. As a result, there is a new relevance to the 
question of how inequality became an established element of human society. An 
increasing awareness of and sensitivity to the rights of transgender people raise new 
questions about how we think about the origins of gender roles. Sadly, we are also 
confronted by the massive destruction of archaeological heritage as a casualty of war. 
These atrocities, along with the less visible destruction wrought by development, 
challenge us to come up with mechanisms to protect our fragile and irreplaceable 
cultural heritage.

At the same time that archaeology is increasingly relevant to global and local 
social issues, we are in the process of fundamental changes in the practice of archae-
ology. The digital revolution is having reverberations across the discipline in the way 
we collect data in the field, image artifacts in the lab, and make the results of our 
research publicly available. The rapid advances in molecular biology are providing a 
new perspective on the past, as geneticists excavate the genomes of living humans 
and extinct hominins, as well as domesticated plants and animals, to uncover a bur-
ied past. Archaeology increasingly works at the microscopic and molecular scale, a 
far cry from the heroic days of massive excavations.

This book is built around a view of archaeology as a dynamic study of the 
past. Archaeology is both socially engaged and at the cutting edge of science. In this 
new edition the emphasis on the social engagement is found throughout the text in 
the Archaeology in the World features and in the reports from archaeologists on their 
experiences of working in the field. New material includes discussion of the origin 
of the 1%, and the impact of the conflict in Syria. The first chapter introduces the 
methods of archaeology and in this edition includes a new section on biomolecular 
archaeology and isotopic analysis as well as digital imaging techniques, including 3D 
scanning, photogrammetry, and LIDAR.

Archaeology is not just a collection of methods for recovering data but also 
ways of thinking about the past. In this edition there is new discussion of the archae-
ology of gender, the Anthropocene, and niche construction theory. The shift to digi-
tal technology raises new ethical issues of access to information that are discussed in 
the context of the role of open-source publishing in archaeology.

The preparation of a new edition also provides an opportunity to incorporate 
new discoveries. In the archaeology of human origins these include the discovery 
of Homo naledi, new data on Neanderthal diet, the role of fire in early hominin 
societies and adaptation, the origins of stone-tipped spears, and the ecological con-
text of hominin occupation at Olduvai Gorge. There is also expanded discussion 
of the advances made by genetic studies in understanding the relationship between 
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modern humans, Neanderthals, and the enigmatic Denisovans. No area has seen 
more significant activity than the study of early human occupation in the Americas, 
with major new discoveries in Mexico, Brazil, Peru, Chile, Florida, and Alaska.

In the study of the origins of agriculture, genetic research has begun to have 
an impact on our understanding of animal and plant domestication. This edition 
includes discussion of new field discoveries in Europe, the Middle East, the Amazon, 
and China. There are also new insights into poorly understood domesticates, includ-
ing turkeys, chili, bottle gourds, and cacao.

In the study of the origin of social complexity we have added new discussion 
of spatial analysis of Angkor, the bioarchaeology of the Ur burials, the development 
of the ceremonial center at the Maya site of Ceibal, and evidence for pre-Nasca lines 
in Peru.

The epilogue looks at the archaeology of the modern world. The topics cov-
ered include the archaeological perspectives on capitalism and slavery.

Archaeology has never been more exciting. It is a field of exploration. In 
approaching the material presented here, bring your questions, critical thinking, and 
ideas. These are the tools that advance our understanding of the archaeological past.

Organization
Part One of this book, “The Past Is a Foreign Country: Getting from Here to There,” 
presents an introduction to archaeological method and theory. The first chapter, 
“Getting Started in Archaeology,” begins in the field and discusses how archaeolo-
gists locate and excavate sites. From the field, we move into the laboratory to look 
at how the remains recovered in an excavation are analyzed. Archaeology involves 
not only conducting field and laboratory work, but also developing a framework for 
thinking about the past. In Chapter 2, “Putting the Picture Together,” we consider 
how well we know the past and how much we can learn about it. This chapter pres-
ents a brief history of the ways archaeologists have thought about the past.

From here, we turn to what we currently know about prehistory. The next 
three parts of the text examine human evolution, agricultural beginnings, and the 
development of political complexity, respectively. Part Two, “Human Evolution,” 
covers the period from the first evidence of tool manufacture to the spread of mod-
ern humans (Homo sapiens) throughout the globe. Human evolution involves the 
interaction between changes in human anatomy and changes in the way humans 
lived and in the tools they used. The four chapters in this part follow the process 
of biological evolution while tracking the geographic spread of human populations 
and developments in the way they lived.

Part Three, “Perspectives on Agriculture,” examines the shift to an agricultural 
way of life. The development of agricultural societies demanded a profound reori-
entation of the way humans related to plants and animals, along with equally signif-
icant changes in society and technology. Because the transition to agriculture took 
place independently in several distinct regions, it is possible to take a comparative 
approach to the origins of this new way of life to gain a broad understanding of the 
process. Chapter 7, “Towers, Villages, and Longhouses,” presents the archaeological 
record pointing to the beginnings of agriculture in the Middle East and the spread 
of agriculture into Europe. Chapter 8, “Mounds and Maize,” focuses on the origin 
of maize (corn) agriculture in Mesoamerica and its spread into North America. The 
adoption of maize agriculture in eastern North America is particularly interest-
ing and complex, as maize was integrated into an existing indigenous agricultural 
system. Chapter 9, “A Feast of Diversity,” broadens the comparative perspective by 
briefly considering a number of other civilizations in Africa, China, New Guinea, 
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and Peru. It becomes clear that the development of agriculture often spanned a 
period of several thousands of years and that the process differed significantly among 
regions.

Following the adoption of agriculture, societies in many parts of the world 
expanded in scale and increased in population, which in turn led to increased social 
inequality. Power and access to resources came to be controlled by a smaller seg-
ment of people, resulting in the emergence of state societies. The final part, Part 
Four, “The Development of Social Complexity,” covers many of the world’s most 
spectacular and enigmatic archaeological sites, including Stonehenge, the pyramids 
at Giza, and the cities of the Maya. As with agriculture, social complexity developed 
independently in a number of regions. Thus, it is again possible to use a comparative 
approach to gain a broad understanding of this process.

The first chapter  of Part Four—Chapter  10, “Complexity without the 
State”—considers the monumental sites of Stonehenge, Pueblo Bonito, Cahokia, 
and Great Zimbabwe, constructed by societies that were characterized by emerg-
ing social inequality. The remaining chapters present case studies of early states and 
empires and are organized geographically. Coverage has been expanded to include 
Japan and Angkor. Coverage of early states in China, Mesoamerica, and the Andes 
has also been expanded. The text concludes with an epilogue entitled “Bringing It 
Back Home,” in which we look at the traces of the past in our familiar world.

Pedagogy
Every chapter  contains a number of pedagogical 
elements to guide students through the text. Each 
chapter  opener includes satellite location maps and 
timelines to orient students in time and place to 
the sites discussed. Learning objectives help students  
focus their reading of each chapter. Key terms, con-
cepts, and place names are defined or described when 
they first appear within the text; they are also defined 
in the margin of the page. Subsequently, they are all 
listed together in a section at the end of each chap-
ter  called Key Terms, along with a Chapter Summary 
and a list of Review Questions. Each chapter contains 
dozens of stunning illustrations and photographs to 
engage students in the subject matter, demonstrate key concepts, and visually convey 
the spectacular nature of our stops along the pathways through time.

Distinctive Features
The main purpose of this book is to present an integrated picture of prehistory as an 
active process of discovery. From this perspective, we cannot relegate methodological 
issues to the opening chapters alone. After students are introduced to archaeological 
method in the first two chapters, the question of how we know the past comes up on 
numerous occasions throughout the remaining text. A number of features have been 
developed to draw together an integrated presentation of prehistory.

** Toolbox Sections

Toolboxes introduce aspects of archaeological methods that are particularly relevant 
to the material covered. There are two Toolboxes per chapter. Toolboxes are critical for 
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achieving the aim of this book: to integrate prehistory with an introduction 
to archaeological methods. Examples of Toolboxes include “Archaeoacoustics” 
(Chapter 2), “Faunal Analysis and Taphonomy” (Chapter 2), “Isotope Analy-
sis” (Chapter 4), “Experimental Archaeology” (Chapter 6), “Archaeology and 
Genetics” (Chapter 11), “Underwater Archaeology” (Chapter 12), “Space Syn-
tax” (Chapter 12), and “Human Osteoarchaeology” (Chapter 13).

** From the Field

A primary goal of this text is to draw students into the process of archaeolog-
ical research. Rather than sitting on the sidelines observing the game, students 
should be on the playing field. This does not mean that this book is suitable 
only for future archaeologists; rather, it is meant to provide the tools to give any 
student a lifelong engagement with archaeology, whether through traveling, 
visiting museums, reading, or joining in a research project. Toward that end, we 
have also included in each chapter a feature called From the Field, in which peo-
ple—including students—who are actively involved in archaeological research 
write an informal report about a project relevant to the chapter subject. A new 
From the Field segment in this edition is “Gender and Sexuality in the Field” 
(Chapter 13). Additional From the Field segments include “Following the Foot-
steps of Our Ancestors” by Andrew Du, a student at Rutgers University (Chap-
ter 3); “A Paleoepiphany,” by Lynne A. Schepartz (Chapter 4); “ ‘Towns They 
Have None’: In Search of New England’s Mobile Farmers,” by Elizabeth S. 
Chilton (Chapter 8); and “Chavín de Huántar: The Beginnings of Social Com-
plexity in the Andes,” by John W. Rick (Chapter 14). I have also contributed 
features on my own fieldwork experiences in South Africa, Jordan, and Egypt. 
I hope that these sections will inspire some readers to consider volunteering on 
an excavation or enrolling in a field school. No words can replace the experi-
ence of uncovering the buried remains of the human past.

** Archaeology in the World

Despite the stereotype of the archaeologist as a cloistered academic, archaeol-
ogy is very much a discipline that takes place in the real world. Issues such as 
control over human burial remains, the antiquities trade, and the preservation 
of threatened cultural resources are every bit as important to the field as trowels 
and levels. Archaeology is not only the study of what happened in the past, but 
also the examination of the role of the past in today’s world.

To emphasize the significance of the role of the past in the present, every 
chapter  includes a boxed feature called Archaeology in the World. These boxes 
pinpoint ethical issues relevant to the archaeology of the periods discussed in 
the chapter. Through reading these features, students will see that archaeology 
plays a role in the present. Archaeology in the World topics include “Religion and 
Evolution” (Chapter 4), “Repatriation of Indigenous Burial Remains” (Chap-
ter  6), “The Trade in African Antiquities” (Chapter  10), and “The Catastro-
phe of Warfare: Iraq and Syria” (Chapter  11). This edition includes features 
on “Community Archaeology” (Chapter 1), “Political Borders and Archaeol-
ogy” (Chapter 7), “Who Owns the Past?” (Chapter 8), “Archaeology and the 
Environment” (Chapter  9), “Archaeology and Development” (Chapter  12), 
“Archaeology and Tourism” (Chapter 13), and “Ancient Agriculture and Mod-
ern Development” (Chapter 14).
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TOOLBOX

remote sensing

M ethods of remote sensing, 
including aerial and satellite 
photography, play a critical 

role in discovering sites and orienting 
exploration. Satellite imagery can cover 
large geographical regions. In recent 
years, methods of satellite imagery have 
come to rely heavily on sensors that 
detect features invisible to the human 
eye. Radar imaging from satellites is able 
to detect large-scale buried features. In 
research in the eastern Sahara Desert, 
archaeologists have used space shuttle 
radar images to trace the remains of 
buried river systems associated with 
Paleolithic sites. Some sensors can 
detect minute variations in the surface 
temperature of the earth, thus providing 
an index of the characteristics of the 

soil. In Chaco Canyon, New Mexico, a 
Thermal Infrared Multispectral Scanner 
(TIMS) flown by NASA was used to 
detect a road system dated to between 
a.d. 900 and a.d. 1000.

Photography from aircraft or balloons 
can reveal buried features, raised 
mounds, or wall systems. Most aerial 
photographs used by archaeologists 
are taken at an oblique angle to further 
enhance the visibility of features. Aerial 
photographs are particularly useful in 
giving a view of an area that would be 
too large to excavate. Photographs of 
ancient cities often reveal the complete 
urban plan, including roads and 
fortification walls. Aerial photographs 
have even been used successfully in 
making the outlines of ancient field  

systems visible to archaeologists. 
In a small number of cases, aerial 
photography has revealed construction 
on a scale that is too large to be seen 
from the ground. The most spectacular 
of these types of construction are the 
Nazca Lines in Peru, which consist of 
representations of animals made by 
clearing paths on the desert floor. The 
form of these alignments is visible only 
from the air. In recent years archaeologists 
have begun to use airborne LIDAR to 
map landscapes that are covered by 
vegetation. LIDAR uses radar to penetrate 
below the vegetation cover to produce a 
map of the ground surface. This method 
has already had a significant impact on 
our understanding of the Maya cities and 
the structure of Angkor Wat. 

fIGure 10.13  Photograph taken by NASA using a 
Thermal Infrared Multispectral Scanner showing roads 
radiating out from Chaco Canyon

fIGure 10.14  Aerial photograph of Guatacondo in the Atacama Desert of Chile, 
a.d. 200 to a.d. 500. Notice how structures that have not been excavated are visible 
in this photograph.

Room 38, it also contained 14 skeletons of macaws, colorful birds native to the Gulf 
Coast of Mexico.

The discoveries in Rooms 33 and 38 at Pueblo Bonito make it clear that 
wealth was not equally distributed among members of society. It is interesting that 
turquoise, jet, and macaws were traded over very long distances. The concentration 

15031-0947e-2pass-r01.indd   279 03-07-2017   18:52:04

PART TWO:  HUMAN EVOLUTION72

FROM THE field
following the footsteps of our Ancestors
ANDREW DU, RUTGERS UNIVERSITY

In the summer of 2007, I conducted 
fieldwork in northern Kenya as an 
undergraduate student on the Koobi 

Fora Field School, jointly run by Rutgers 
University and the National Museums 
of Kenya. The purpose of the field 
school is to inform students on the 
basic principles and field methods of 
paleoanthropology. Through hands-on 
learning in the field, students are 
trained in various subdisciplines such 
as archaeology, geology, paleontology, 
taphonomy, botany, ecology, and 
ethnography. The site we excavated 
was FwJj 14 East, located in Ileret, a 
semi-desert Plio-Pleistocene region on 
the eastern side of Lake Turkana. Ileret 
is an area well known for its abundance 
of hominin fossils, but at first sight to us 
students, Ileret could be described only 
as windy, sandy, and, above all else, 
hot. However, these minor discomforts 
were not enough to quell our passion 
for the field of human origins. We were 
all eager to excavate and do our part in 
contributing new finds and information 
to the paleoanthropological field.

FwJj 14 East is an absolutely 
extraordinary site. It is situated on the 
side of a badlands outcrop eroded away 
by a river feeding into the larger Il Eriet 
River. Of course, our field season was 
in the dry time of the year, so there 

were only vestiges of these rivers in the 
form of lagas, or dried-up riverbeds. In 
2004, the field school discovered a fossil 
hominin right arm and, in 2006, a trail 
of footprints left by bovids, carnivores, 
birds, and hominins. Geological 
evidence indicates that the footprints 
were made in the muddy silts of a 
river floodplain. These strata of interest 
were tightly constrained between two 
volcanic ash layers, or tuffs, and using 
argon dating, the site was estimated to 
1.5 million years ago, an exciting time 
period of climate variability, speciation, 
and cultural innovation. The objectives 
of the 2007 field season were to (1) 
excavate in the laga to see if any more 
hominin remains had eroded out 
from the outcrop and (2) extend the 
footprint trail and expose uncovered 
areas so they could be digitized with an 
optical laser scanner.

Daily routine consisted of rising from 
our tents at 7:00 a.m., eating breakfast, 
and walking over to the site. Excavations 
usually started at around 8:00, and we 
each fulfilled one of three roles. One 
person would excavate a 1 × 1 meter 
square in the laga using a trowel to 
scrape sandy sediment into a dustpan, 
which would then be emptied into 
a metal pan called a karai. Any large 
bone or artifact uncovered in the square 

would have its location recorded using 
a total station (an electronic theodolite 
that uses lasers to measure the position 
of objects), and it would subsequently 
be bagged. A second person would 
carry karais over to the sieve, keeping 
in mind which karai belonged to which 
square. A third person would sieve 
the sediment in search of any small 
fossils and artifacts, which would then 
be bagged indicating their respective 
square. Everyone was expected to 
keep a field notebook describing what 
they did that day in abundant detail. 
This was especially important for the 
excavator, who needed to record 
the specimen in three-dimensional 
coordinates.

Only a lucky few were allowed 
to brush off the footprints. I was 
one of these lucky few. Brushing off 
the footprints was a tedious task 
requiring finesse and patience. The 
footprints themselves were imprinted 
in a hard, fine-grained mudstone. This 
was overlaid by a layer of fine sand, 
which was brushed away using a chip 
brush. Occasionally, gravel infilled the 
footprints and required the use of a 
dental pick to remove it. Great care was 
needed when uncovering the footprints. 
If destroyed, they would be gone 
forever, so I had only one chance to 

approach to making stone tools. Prehistorians working on very early periods tend to 
be cautious about using the term culture because it implies that the groups that lived 
during those periods resemble modern cultures in sharing a common set of beliefs 
and values and, in many cases, also a common language. We do not know whether 
that is true of the people who made Oldowan and Acheulian types of stone tools; 
therefore, the term industry is used.

tHe oLDoWAN. The Oldowan was defined on the basis of the archaeological mate-
rial from Olduvai Gorge Beds I and II, dated between 1.9 million and 1.7 million 
years ago, although the earliest age for the Oldowan has now been pushed back to 
approximately 2.5 million years ago, and a small assemblage of artifacts has been 
found in a context dated to 3.3 million years. The question of which hominin made 

Lower Paleolithic The period 
when hominins began producing 
stone tools.
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a similar vein, excavations in historical Annapolis, Maryland, aim at providing the 
public the opportunity to engage in the reinterpretation of the history of that city 
(Leone, Potter, and Shackel 1987).

Archaeological publication can take the form of monographs on particular 
sites, site reports, or articles on particular research question. The process of pub-
lication is very demanding and many excavations never reach the stage of a final 
publication. In the context of CRM archaeology many of the results of fieldwork 
remain trapped in what is known as the “grey literature,” which consists of reports 
that are submitted to government agencies or contractors but never published. Eric 
Kansa raises a series of troubling questions about how archaeologists treat their data, 
asking: “Why should the public continue to finance research that largely languishes 
on aresearcher’s hard drive, only to go see very limited and highly selective exposure 
in obscure journals locked behind cost-prohibitive paywalls? If archaeologists them-
selves routinely neglect and withhold irreplaceable contextual data, how can they 

ARCHAEOLOGY in the world
Community Archaeology

T here is a general trend in 
archaeology toward including 
local communities in the process 

and the benefits of archaeological 
research (McGuire 2008). In recent 
years, some archaeologists have taken 
this idea a step further and worked 
to develop a truly community-based 
archaeology, in which the archaeologists 
relinquish to the local community at 
least partial control over their program 
of research (Marshall 2002). In many 
cases, archaeologists are trying to react 
with sensitivity to painful histories of 
colonialism and disenfranchisement. In 
a project at the site of Quseir in Egypt, 
Stephanie Moser and her colleagues 
(2002) have developed some guidelines 
for the practice of Community 
Archaeology. They identify the 
following components for Community 
Archaeology projects:

1. Communication and collaboration

2. Employment and training

3. Public presentation

4. Interviews and oral history

5. Development of educational 
resources

6. Creation of a photographic and 
video archive

7. Community-controlled 
merchandising

Moser and her colleagues make it 
clear that not all circumstances will 
fit this template and that Community 
Archaeology must be sensitive to 
local conditions. However, the range 
of topics included gives a good 
sense of the complexity of adopting 
a community-driven approach. The 
project at Quseir addresses elements 
of economic development, including 
employment and training, as well as 
merchandising; aspects of local identity 

through the development of archives 
and oral history; and initiatives related 
to education. Some archaeologists, 
while appreciating the importance of 
a community-based approach, stress 
the complexities involved in such an 
undertaking. One of the most difficult 
problems is the definition of the 
community that is at the very root of 
Community Archaeology (Chirikure and 
Pwiti 2008). In many areas of the world, 
the definitions of communities are 
deeply contested. However, this issue 
can feed into the process of Community 
Archaeology as archaeologists are drawn 
into discussions of the construction of 
local identities. 

fIGure 1.23  An 
archaeologist at the 
George Mason plantation 
in Virginia talks with a 
group of elementary school 
students. How would you 
describe the interaction 
between the archaeologist 
and these members of the 
community?
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The Cover Image
The cover shows a spectacular 1.5-meter-tall stucco mask depicting the storm 
god Chahk found on the top of the El Diablo Pyramid at the Maya city of El 
Zotz, Guatemala (a.d. 350–400). The image on the cover was created using 
photogrammetry rather than traditional photography, which allowed archae-
ologists to capture the detail of this complex monumental structure in 3D. 
The use of photogrammetry at El Zotz by the Proyecto Arqueológico El Zotz, 
Brown University, is an example of how digital technology is transforming 
archaeological practice. You can read more about El Zotz in S. Houston, S. 
Newman, E. Roman, and T. Garrison’s 2015 Temple of the Night Sun: A Royal 
Tomb at El Diablo, Guatemala, Mesoweb Books, San Francisco.

A Final Note
Australian aboriginal societies speak of the dreamtime as the time when their 
ancestors walked the land. The actions of ancestors are inscribed in the 
land and experienced in the landscape. Archaeology explores the “scientific 
dreamtime”—the time of our ancestors that we discover through archaeological 
research. This book is an introduction to the current state of archaeology. It is not 
a simple catalogue of finds, but rather an attempt to give coherence to the vast 
expanses of human experience studied by archaeologists. Our hope is that readers 
will keep in mind the uncertainty that characterizes the study of prehistory. What 
is meant by “uncertainty”? Archaeology is a constant process of questioning and 
improving our understanding of the past. As in any science, all claims can and should 
be questioned. Archaeology is a report on the current state of the human endeavor 
to understand our own past. We invite you to join this endeavor, in which we reveal 
the present state of archaeological knowledge and introduce you to the methods 
used to gain that knowledge. We hope that these tools will enable you to actively 
engage in thinking about humanity from the perspective of archaeology, to think 
about processes that stretch over millennia and are global in scale, and to walk the 
pathways of our own “scientific dreamtime.”
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PART ONE
THE PAST IS  
A FOREIGN COUNTRY: 
GETTING FROM  
HERE TO THERE
INTRODUCTION	 QUESTIONS OF TIME AND ETHICS

CHAPTER 1	 GETTING STARTED IN ARCHAEOLOGY

CHAPTER 2	 PUTTING THE PICTURE TOGETHER

A rchaeology is the study of the human past through the traces of the past that exist in the present. After 

reading this introduction, you should understand:

•	 The structure of the discipline of archaeology.

•	 The fundamental elements of archaeological ethics.
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Introduction: Questions of Time and Ethics
The thing the Time Traveller held in his hand was a glittering metallic framework, 
scarcely larger than a small clock, and very delicately made. There was ivory in 
it, and some transparent crystalline substance. “This little affair,” said the Time 
Traveller, resting his elbows on the table and pressing his hands together above the 
apparatus, “is only a model. It is my plan for a machine to travel through time.”
(Wells [1895] 1984, 39)

Time travel, as imagined by H. G. Wells in his visionary 
novel The Time Machine and by others in countless subse-
quent films and books, remains a tantalizing impossibility. 
We cannot climb into the saddle of an apparatus, or for that 
matter the seat of a DeLorean, that will whisk us back in 
time. We are rooted firmly in the present.

Archaeologists have developed a solution to the prob-
lem of time travel that is every bit as intricate as the mech-
anism built by Wells’s hero. Archaeological excavation and 
analysis is a highly developed scientific discipline that allows 
us a means of access to the human past. Archaeology does 
not take us into the past, but enables us to read the traces of 
the past that exist with us in the present.

A simple “thought experiment” can give a sense of 
how archaeology works. Imagine a building that you are 
familiar with, perhaps your family home or a school you 
have attended. Picture how this structure looks today, and 
then attempt to remove any elements that were added in 
the past 20 years. If the building is old, try pushing back 40, 
60, or even 100 years. Now extend your view to encom-
pass a larger landscape, perhaps a neighborhood or a town. 
Although we cannot reenter the past, we are surrounded 
by its material traces. Uncovering and understanding these 
traces is the archaeologist’s task (Figure I.1).

Because archaeological remains can take many forms—
objects made or modified by people, organic material, geo-
logical features—the discipline of archaeology is diverse. As 
a result, archaeology is often found spread across academic 
disciplines. In the United States, archaeology is considered a subfield of anthropol-
ogy, and departments of archaeology are rare. Anthropologists study the diversity of 
human experience, and archaeology provides an important bridge between biologi-
cal anthropologists and anthropologists studying modern society and culture. Archae-
ology also provides time depth and gives a clear material focus to anthropology. 
Archaeologists working on the ancient civilizations of Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the 
biblical world are often found in departments of Near or Middle Eastern studies, 
while archaeologists of classical Greece and Rome are usually in departments of clas-
sics or art history. Archaeologists are also employed as curators in museums.

Archaeologists today tend to work outside of the university or museum set-
ting. In the United States, most professional archaeologists are employed by private 
companies, dedicated to excavating and surveying areas in advance of impending 
construction. This type of archaeology, usually referred to as cultural resource man-
agement, or CRM, is critical to preserving our heritage in the face of development. 

FIGURE I.1   In Boston, the Old 
South Meeting House stands in  
stark contrast to the surrounding 
modern city
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CRM is increasingly a global enterprise 
and includes firms that operate internation-
ally. Other archaeologists work in various 
branches of the government, particularly the 
National Park Service. Archaeologists work-
ing in the public sector play a critical role 
in both the preservation and the presentation 
of cultural heritage (Figure  I.2). Archaeolo-
gists have also begun to find employment in 
law enforcement, interdicting illegally traded 
artifacts and halting illegal excavation. Finally, 
archaeologists contribute to the development 
of methods of forensic science and remain 
active in projects documenting crime scenes, 
both on the local level and internationally 
in conjunction with investigations of war 
crimes.

Training in archaeology is based on a 
combination of university course work and practical experience. Most professional 
archaeologists have advanced training, at least at the master’s level. Archaeological 
research is expensive, supporting both the process of excavation and the scientific 
analysis of the recovered materials. For CRM firms, the costs of excavation are paid 
by the landowner, as required by law. In most cases, the firm has to bid for a contract, 
the terms of which bind and limit the firm. Academic and museum-based archaeol-
ogists have the luxury of pursuing projects that develop from a program of research 
rather than from the imperatives of development. However, to pursue research, it is 
necessary to raise funds from government and private agencies. In the United States, 
the National Science Foundation and the National Endowment for the Humanities 
provide critical funding for archaeological research.

Archaeology is a varied field of study, and archaeologists follow a range of 
career paths. However, the discipline is bound both by shared methods and interests 
and by a shared ethic. Archaeologists have recently begun to recognize the impor-
tance of exploring and codifying archaeological ethics (Figure I.3). The Register of 
Professional Archaeologists (RPA) was founded in 1998 as a listing of archaeologists 
with both graduate training and practical experience who agree to abide by an 
explicit code of conduct and standards of research performance (www.rpanet.org). 
The Society for American Archaeology has set out the following eight principles of 
archaeological ethics (www.saa.org/public/resources/ethics.html):

•	 Stewardship. The archaeological record is 
irreplaceable, and archaeologists are responsible 
for acting as stewards, working for long-term 
conservation and protection of the archaeological 
record. Stewards are caretakers and advocates 
who work for the benefit of all people. The 
archaeological record includes archaeological 
materials, sites, collections, records, and reports.

•	 Accountability. Archaeologists are accountable 
to the public and must make an effort to consult 
actively with all groups affected by their research.

•	 Commercialization. Archaeologists should 
discourage and avoid the enhancement of the 

FIGURE I.2   Archaeologists from 
Cultural Surveys Hawaii sift through 
sediment at a site in a parking lot in 
Lahaina, Hawaii

FIGURE I.3   In Jerusalem, the close 
juxtaposition of the sacred remains of 
the past and the modern city creates 
a landscape fraught with tension, 
highlighting the ethical dimension of 
archaeology

http://www.rpanet.org
http://www.saa.org/public/resources/ethics.html
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commercial value of archaeological objects, particularly those not curated 
in public institutions or those inaccessible to the public.

•	 Public Education and Outreach. Archaeologists should reach out to and 
cooperate with interested members of the public.

•	 Intellectual Property. Original materials and documents from 
archaeological research should not be treated as personal possessions. After 
a limited and reasonable time, these materials should be made available to 
others.

•	 Public Reporting and Publication. Knowledge gained from archaeological 
research should be published within a reasonable length of time to a wide 
range of interested publics. If necessary for the preservation of a site, its 
location and nature may be obscured in publications.

•	 Records and Preservation. Archaeologists should actively work for the 
preservation of archaeological records and reports.

•	 Training and Resources. Archaeologists must have adequate training, 
facilities, and support before carrying out research.

Archaeologists study the past, but they work for the present and the future. 
Although we are motivated by the excitement of discovery, we are also compelled 
by the importance of conservation. The practical decision of how much of a site to 
excavate offers an example of maintaining a balance between exploration and con-
servation. While archaeologists might like to clean out every nook and cranny of a 
site as they search for critical pieces of data, such an approach is acceptable only in 
situations where the site faces imminent destruction. In all other cases, the desire to 
explore is tempered by the imperative of leaving material for future generations of 
archaeologists who may arrive with new methods capable of unlocking aspects of 
the archaeological record that are inaccessible today.

From Indiana Jones to Lara Croft, archaeologists have become popular movie 
heroes. The irony is that the reality of archaeology is much closer to moviemaking 
than to the exploits of a movie hero. Like making a film, archaeology involves the 
logistics of working with a team on location, for long hours, and with an eye toward 
pragmatic compromise. Like filmmakers, archaeologists do a great deal of unglam-
orous pre- and postproduction work. Archaeology calls less for bravery in battle 
than it does for the courage to take creative leaps based on intuition. The result of 
archaeological research is not triumphantly grasping a trophy, but rather reaching 
conclusions that open an entirely new vista of questions.

SUMMARY
•	 Because archaeological remains can take many forms, 

including objects made or modified by people, organic 
material, and even geological features, the discipline of 
archaeology is highly varied.

•	 In the United States and Canada, the academic disci-
pline of archaeology is usually found in departments of 

anthropology, as well as in departments of Near or Middle 
Eastern studies, classics, and fine arts.

•	 Most archaeologists today work outside of academia, in either 
cultural resource management firms or government agencies.

•	 Archaeological ethics are based on the idea that archaeol-
ogists should act as stewards of the archaeological record.

REVIEW QUESTIONS
1.	 Can you think of a place you are familiar with where 

the physical remains of the past are apparent?
2.	 How does stewardship of the archaeological record 

differ from ownership?

3.	 In what ways do archaeologists work for the future?



         GETTING STARTED 
IN ARCHAEOLOGY  
 This chapter introduces you to how archaeologists fi nd and 
excavate sites, as well as to the basics of archaeological laboratory 
research. After reading the chapter, you should understand: 

   •   the goals of archaeological survey.  

  • the methods of horizontal and vertical excavation.  

  • the use of quantifi cation in artifact and ecofact analysis.  

  • the methods used to construct an archaeological chronology.   

  1  



A surveyor works at the Chac restoration site in Mexico.
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W e experience the past at almost every instant. Think of how you hear a 
piece of music. You do not simply hear a succession of notes as they unfold 
in time. Rather, your hearing of each note is shaped by your memory of 

the preceding notes and your anticipation of what is to come. The human present is 
created through a fusion of past, present, and future.

As humans, we live in a present shaped by our consciousness of the past. Our 
sense of the past exists in our memories—in our visual, auditory, and olfactory 
images and sensations. Athletes also speak of a “body memory” that allows them to 
carry out elaborate, fine-tuned sequences of action. But memory goes far beyond 
our minds and our bodies. Writing systems and, more recently, computer technol-
ogies store memory externally. Anthropologists speak of collective memories— 
particularly memories of traumas, such as the events of September  11—that are 
held by a group rather than being the property of an individual. Objects and places 
can also embody memory; most families have heirlooms that carry a memory and a 
direct connection to previous generations (Lillios 1999).

Archaeology is a science that probes the depths of the human past. But 
archaeology is not time travel: Archaeologists and the objects they study remain 
firmly anchored in the present. The essential trick of archaeology is how to use 
static objects that exist in the present to infer the dynamics of past societies 
(Binford 1983). Put more simply, the goal of archaeological method is to be 
able to use the objects we dig up to understand the lives of people who lived 
in the past.

The goal of this chapter  is to introduce you to archaeological method—to 
show you how archaeologists look at the world. We begin with fieldwork, first the 
way that archaeologists locate sites and then how sites are excavated. Archaeological 
excavation draws heavily on tools used in geology, so we also take time to consider 
aspects of geological stratigraphy. We then move to the laboratory to see how the 
objects recovered in excavations and surveys are analyzed. We pay particular atten-
tion to the quantitative methods archaeologists use to glean information from the 
totality of the recovered material.

1.1 Reading the Landscape
The first challenge facing archaeologists is finding the traces of human action. The 
purpose of an archaeological survey is to map the physical remains of human activ-
ity. The scale of surveys can range from an entire region to the surface of a single 
site. The evidence recorded can be as fine-grained as individual stone tools and pot-
sherds or as massive as large standing structures.

** Survey Design

The most obvious reason for carrying out an archaeological survey is to discover 
sites, be they sunken ships, buried cities, or hunter-gatherer camps. But archaeol-
ogists also use surveys to understand the distribution of sites within a region, how 
sites are distributed across the landscape, or where different activities took place 
within a site. In some cases, the goal is to determine whether sites will be destroyed 
by construction projects. Often, there is pressure to gain as complete a picture as 
possible at the lowest possible cost.

Archaeological surveys must be designed with the goals of the project in mind 
(Banning 2002). Simply recording everything is rarely possible, or even necessary, 
so archaeologists usually determine a strategy to sample the survey area. Statistical 

survey An archaeological survey 
maps the physical remains of human 
activity.
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sampling in archaeological survey works on the same basis as in a public-opinion 
poll. In both cases, a carefully selected sample is used to represent a larger population. 
The goals of survey research can range widely. In an important survey project car-
ried out in southern Iraq, Robert McCormick Adams and his colleagues were able 
to trace the hierarchy of settlements surrounding the large urban centers of early 
Mesopotamia (Adams and Nissen 1972). Archaeologists working across the western 
United States have used similar survey methods to track the mobility of small-scale 
societies of hunter-gatherers (Kelly 1988).

** Geological Factors

It would be naïve to expect that we can simply walk across the landscape and find 
traces of all past human activity. Archaeological survey must take into consider-
ation geological factors that affect the preservation and visibility of sites. Often, 
sites are so deeply buried that no artifacts are visible on the surface. Early pre-
historic sites in East Africa, such as Olduvai Gorge, are examples of this kind of 
deeply buried context. At Olduvai Gorge, sites can be discovered only where nat-
ural erosion has cut through the accumulation of sediments, exposing fossil- and 
artifact-bearing levels.

Although erosion is often the archaeologists’ indispensable ally, erosion can also 
complicate the interpretation of survey results. In many cases, stream channels have 
cut through archaeological sites and redeposited material far downstream. Archae-
ologists must take care to determine whether archaeological material picked up 
on a survey is actually in the place where it was originally deposited or whether it 
has been redeposited by erosion. Archaeologists refer to material that is in the place 
where it was originally deposited as in situ. It is often possible to identify archaeo-
logical material that has been transported by water on the basis of characteristic wear 
patterns and the absence of very small fragments.

** Recovery Methods and GIS

Most surveys involve little more than a team of archaeologists walking slowly, with 
heads bent, across the landscape. The problems faced in surface collection vary tre-
mendously according to the context of 
the research. On the one hand, in loca-
tions where there is heavy brush coverage, 
actually seeing artifacts can be extremely 
challenging (see Figure  1.1). On the 
other hand, there are areas where one 
is walking on a “carpet of artifacts”—a 
situation that is problematic because one 
has to decide what to pick up and record.

In a depositional environment, 
where there is a constant buildup of sed-
iments, artifacts may not always be found 
on the surface. In such a context, many 
archaeologists rely on a strategy of dig-
ging small test pits to find buried arti-
facts. The type of survey and the extent 
of available resources together determine 
the placement of the test pits.

in situ Archaeological material is 
considered to be in situ when it 
is found in the place where it was 
originally deposited.

FIGURE 1.1   Ground-penetrating 
radar survey at the Bestwood site, 
South Africa. In this case geophysical 
survey provides a map of the 
prehistoric landscape now covered by 
a thick layer of sand.




