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Terminus Quem Dating

Two types of terminus quem dating are commonly used in historic archaeology. 
Terminus post quem, often abbreviated as TPQ, literally means the date after which 
material remains must have been deposited. Assuming there was no post-depositional 
disturbance, a Roman coin dating to AD 100 could not possibly enter a deposit before 
that time, so if a coin of that date is found, this technique indicates that the deposit 
dates to AD 100 or later.

Terminus ante quem, often abbreviated as TAQ, is applied in two different ways. 
In one sense, when a specific date is assigned to an artifact found in a particular layer 
in an archaeological site, archaeologists can use that date in combination with the law 
of superposition to infer that all materials beneath that layer must be older. In the case 
of the Roman coin, for example, all deposits below the level in which the coin is found 
must be older than AD 100. TAQ is also applied to the absence of widely used artifacts 
to infer that a deposit must have been created before that product became available. 
For example, an archaeologist working at a site in which all the nails were made by 
hand may reasonably infer that the buildings were constructed before machine-made 
nails became common.

ABSOLUTE DATING TECHNIQUES

Also known as chronometric dating, there are several absolute dating techniques widely 
used in archaeology (Table 7.2). Three of the most important are dendrochronology, 
radiocarbon dating, and argon dating.

TABLE 7.2  Absolute Dating Techniques

ABSOLUTE DATING TECHNIQUES

Dendrochronology

Radiocarbon dating

Potassium/argon dating

Argon/argon dating

Thermoluminescence

Archaeomagnetism

Electron spin resonance

Uranium dating

Fission track dating
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