
113CHAPTER 5: WORKING IN THE FIELD

through a site to get a quick idea of the stratigraphy, knowing that objects recovered 
from the trench will be in secondary context (i.e., not in their original location).

Ideally, artifacts and ecofacts are recorded as they are exposed, and it is only the 
very small ones that are recovered from the sieves. Generally, once artifacts are uncov-
ered, an inventory form is completed, which minimally includes the artifact’s prove-
nience, description, and assigned number. Artifacts are then usually bagged separately. 
Provenience is established in relation to a site datum. At one extreme, this is accom-
plished by simply measuring with a tape. At the other extreme, provenience is estab-
lished with a total station, which can record both horizontal and vertical provenience 
electronically.

Excavators periodically stop and make detailed notes about what they have found, 
recording such things as the number and types of artifacts and ecofacts, and describ-
ing the texture and color of the matrix. These are commonly referred to as level notes. 
Excavators also typically draw top-view sketches and take photographs of the unit 
during these intervals.

The timing of these periodic stops for detailed recording is determined by whether 
the excavation is done by arbitrary levels or by natural levels. Excavating by arbitrary 

FIGURE 5.4   
Archaeological 
Fieldwork. This image 
captures the slow and 
sometimes tedious 
process of excavation. 
Here, an undergradu-
ate student on the 
Michigan State 
University’s Campus 
Archaeology Program 
2019 field school, Reid 
Ellefson-Frank, and his 
service dog, Llywelyn, 
scrape away soil to 
reveal artifacts from an 
historic homestead on 
MSU’s campus. An 
excavation unit of this 
size – 2x2 meters – can 
take weeks to excavate.
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