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archaeology firms. It is not unusual to use a variety of laboratories for analyzing dif-
ferent types of recovered material, such as sediments, faunal remains, botanical 
remains, human remains, ceramics, and lithics. Besides equipment for various types 
of measuring, archaeological laboratories generally have comparative collections to aid 
the identification of various types of material remains.

Laboratory processing generally begins with sorting. This includes sorting items 
from level bags, typically into the categories of faunal remains, botanical remains, 
potsherds, and lithic debitage. If the excavations were undertaken at an historic site 
(from the time for which written records exist), the additional categories of glass and 
metal pieces are common.

Depending on the research objectives and the skill of the laboratory workers, it is 
not uncommon to use subcategories in the initial sort, for example, classifying bones 
as either mammal, bird, or fish, or subdividing the artifacts into lithics, ceramics, glass, 
metals, or organics. Recognizing that residues on artifacts may provide important clues 
for current or future studies, artifacts are usually cleaned only to the degree necessary 
for analysis.

Individual artifacts are entered into a permanent catalog. This process usually 
begins by looking at the artifact inventory forms completed in the field and adding 
more detail about the artifacts than could reasonably have been provided when they 

FIGURE 6.1  Working 
in the Lab. While our 
image of archaeology 

usually involves 
archaeologists sifting 
through dirt in rugged 

terrain, the reality of 
archaeological 

research is that most 
of it takes place after 

excavation has 
occurred. This drawing 

represents the com-
plexity and work that 

goes into post-
excavation laboratory 

research, which can 
take many, many years 

after excavation.
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