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levels means that the detailed notes will be taken at regular intervals, such as every 10 
centimeters, arbitrarily chosen by the project director. Excavating by natural levels 
means the notes will be taken when the matrix changes, such as when a layer of silt 
overlies a layer of sand.

Excavating by arbitrary levels has both advantages and disadvantages. The advan-
tages are that it is fast and easy. Essentially, all that is required to follow this system is 
the ability to read a tape measure. The principal disadvantage to this system is that if 
the matrix changes partway through the predetermined interval, artifacts and ecofacts 
from significantly different time periods may be grouped together.

The principal advantage of excavating by natural levels is that material remains 
from the same matrix, and thus time period, are grouped together. The disadvantage 
is that it requires very skilled excavators and more time. Differences in the matrix are 
often very minor and difficult to recognize, such as the difference between sandy silt 
and silty sand. The ability to recognize such differences in the field generally only 
comes with considerable experience.

As excavators dig through each level, they often come across ecofacts or other mate-
rial remains such as potsherds or microdebitage that for the purpose of the project 
may not be classified as artifacts but are nevertheless important. These objects, or at 
least a representative sample of them, are usually placed in level bags.
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Sifting. Excavation 
units are typically 1 or 
2 meters square. Dirt 
and other sediments 

are usually scraped 
with a pointing trowel 

into a dust pan and 
bucket, which is then 
emptied into a sifter 

with wire mesh to look 
for artifacts or eco-
facts that may have 
been missed by the 

excavator.
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