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PLANT AND ANIMAL REMAINS IN CULTURAL CONTEXT

The most obvious indicators of diet are the plant and animal remains found in good 
cultural context, such as in or around middens, fire hearths, containers, cache pits, and 
houses. This is the most common and one of the most reliable methods of determining 
diet. As outlined in Chapter 6, the plant and animal remains are often quantified.

HUMAN SKELETAL REMAINS

Through an analysis of isotopes and trace elements in bone, human skeletal remains 
provide a good indication of the kinds of foods eaten. The ratio of carbon and  
nitrogen isotopes is different among various kinds of plants and animals; when foods 
are eaten as a regular part of people’s diet, those ratios are imprinted in their bones.

The ratios of isotopes can be used to make inferences about the relative amounts 
of protein coming from marine and terrestrial species. On the west coast of Canada, 
for example, the ratios of carbon-13 and carbon-12 in dozens of excavated skeletal 

FIGURE 8.5  Cow 
Skeleton. In 2018, an 
entire articulated cow 
skeleton was found as 
construction workers 

on Michigan State 
University’s campus 

were working to build a 
road. The MSU Campus 

Archaeology Program 
was called out to iden-

tify the bones and tell a 
story about them to 

the campus commu-
nity. The cow appears 

to be of old age due to 
the presence of bone 

spurs and worn teeth. 
The cow was either 

associated with MSU’s 
historic bull barn or a 

family who operated a 
farm prior to MSU 

owning the property.
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