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Methods of Archaeological Investigation

Learning Outcome:
• Critically review methods of archaeological 

investigation, how and why archaeological 
materials/ data are recovered 

Indicative Content:
• Research techniques and approaches relevant to 

archaeological practice and specific archaeological 
specialisms 



Methods of Archaeological Investigation
Knowledge
• K1: How to recognise and understand archaeological 

site types, periods, artefacts and ecofacts and site 
formation processes.

• K2: Methods of archaeological investigation, how 
and why archaeological materials/ data are 
recovered

• K4: Understanding of how established techniques 
and methodologies can be practically employed in 
the research area of their specialism, and how they 
are used to create and interpret knowledge.

• K8: Legal requirements, professional standards, 
relevant procedures and guidelines relevant to 
archaeological investigation and the processing, 
publication and storage of data and materials



Methods of Archaeological Investigation
Skills
• S1: Research, access and apply relevant 

primary and secondary data relating to 
Archaeology

• S5: Evaluate the relevance of research 
methodologies, techniques and background 
information to the investigation in question



Carver, M. (2009). Archaeological Investigation 
(1st ed.). Routledge. 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203523124

1. The Stuff



Prodigious Variety

• All human materiality decays
• Remains of human activity immensely variable 

from the ephemeral to the enduring
• Burial environments can radically impact the nature 

of the surviving remains (e.g. chalky soils, 
anaerobic conditions)



Site Formation Processes – 
Schiffer / Carver
• “systemic context”–the site when occupied, and the 

“archaeological context” – the site when buried and then 
rediscovered by us.

Factors that affect the formation of archaeological deposits
Pre-deposition
SUBSOIL: pH – porosity
TOPOGRAPHY: strata traps
CULTURE: stone/ceramic vs. timber/leather
Post-deposition
NATURAL ATTRITION: bacterial – chemical – vegetation –
burrowing animals – frost – flood
HUMAN ATTRITION: curate behaviour – vandalism – stone robbing –
cultivation – digging (all kinds including archaeology)



Carver – Itinerary of Decay

• “Here I propose five stages for this hypothetical journey: 

• (1) before anything happens

• (2) during occupation, 

• (3) at abandonment, 

• (4) when the site gets buried, and 

• (5) after that. 

• This model is not so much a straight transformation from one state to another, 
as a continuous itinerary of decay, suffered by all sites everywhere, in which at a 
given moment archaeologists may intervene with their trowels and shovels.”





Defining archaeological strata
• Archaeological cf geological: dynamic

• “vast majority are dumped by people, who are anything but natural or uniform 
in their actions”



Archaeological vocabulary

• Component - a grain of sand, a fragment of charcoal

• Context – groups of components. “Deciding that a bunch of mud and stones 
makes a context is not just the result of observation or recognition, it is an act of 
definition.”

• Strata – “stratification for the physical pile of strata and stratigraphy for the act 
of working out (and drawing up) what we believe the sequence was.”

• Feature – “One action generates many contexts (the grave, the body, the fill), so 
the human action we seek to define is a property underlying a set of contexts.”

• Structure

• Settlement

• Landscape



Carver: Principles continued

Approaches
• Empirical – Barker, objective recording
• Processual
• Historical
• Reflexive, ‘multi-vocal’
• Evaluative



Carver: Principles continued
Field Research Procedures: A Framework



Carver - Landscape Survey







Carver - Site Survey





Carver - Excavation

• On method: three ways of dissecting strata
• On procedure: Recovery Levels
• Recording
• The course of an excavation







Carver – Writing Up: Analysis
• The tasks: manage, assess and analyse
• The analytical programme
• Case Study: Saddler Street, Durham





https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=AH%2FX006735%2F1#/tabOverview



Carver – Writing Up
• Analysis
• Assemblage
• Space
• Chronology
• Synthesis
• Publication

• Design



Regulations
•Code of conduct: professional ethics in archaeology
•Professional conduct
•Regulations for the registration of organisations
•Membership regulations
•Area and Special Interest Groups
•Board of Directors
•Advisory Council
•Regulations for the Equality Diversity and Inclusion 
(EDI) committee
•Regulations for the accreditation of degree 
programmes
•Regulations for the assessment of vocational 
qualifications
•Regulations governing membership of the Forensic 
Archaeology Expert Register and Panel (FAEP)
•Procedure at General Meetings

https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Code%20of%20conduct%20revOct2022.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Regulations%20for%20professional%20conduct.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Regulations%20for%20the%20registration%20of%20organisations_0.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Membership%20regulations_0.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Regulations%20governing%20area%20and%20special%20interest%20groups_0.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Board%20of%20Directors%20Feb%202022.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Regulations%20regarding%20the%20advisory%20council_0.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Regulations%20for%20the%20Equality%20Diversity%20and%20Inclusion%20%28EDI%29%20committee.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Regulations%20for%20the%20Equality%20Diversity%20and%20Inclusion%20%28EDI%29%20committee.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Regulations%20for%20accreditation%20of%20degree%20programmes.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Regulations%20for%20accreditation%20of%20degree%20programmes.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Assessment%20of%20vocational%20qualifications%20regs.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Assessment%20of%20vocational%20qualifications%20regs.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Regulations%20governing%20membership%20of%20the%20FAEP_rev%20Jun%2023.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Regulations%20governing%20membership%20of%20the%20FAEP_rev%20Jun%2023.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Regulations%20for%20procedure%20at%20General%20Meetings.pdf


Standards and guidance
•Standard and guidance for archaeological advice by historic environment 
services
•Standard and guidance for the creation, compilation, transfer and 
deposition of archaeological archives
•Standard and guidance for the archaeological investigation and recording 
of standing buildings or structures
•Standard and guidance for the collection, documentation, conservation 
and research of archaeological materials
•Standard and guidance for commissioning work or providing consultancy 
advice on archaeology and the historic environment
•Standard and guidance for desk-based assessment
•Standard and guidance for archaeological excavation
•Standard and guidance for field evaluation
•Standard and guidance for forensic archaeologists
•Standard and guidance for geophysical survey
•Standard and guidance for nautical archaeological recording and 
reconstruction
•Standard and guidance for stewardship for the historic environment
•Standard and guidance for an archaeological watching brief
•Appendices

https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GArchadvice_4.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GArchadvice_4.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIFAS%26GArchives_4.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIFAS%26GArchives_4.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GBuildings_3.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GBuildings_3.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GFinds_2.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GFinds_2.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GCommissioning_2.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GCommissioning_2.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GDBA_4.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GExcavation_2.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GFieldevaluation_3.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GForensics_4.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GGeophysics_3.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GNautical_2.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GNautical_2.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GStewardship_3.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfASGWatchingbrief.pdf
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/CIfAS%26GAppendices_2.pdf


Toolkits to support Standards and 
guidance
•Toolkit for specialist reporting
•Toolkit for finds reporting: roman 
coinage
•Toolkit for recording archaeological 
materials
•Toolkit for selecting archaeological 
archives
•Toolkit for managing digital data

https://www.archaeologists.net/reporting-toolkit
https://www.archaeologists.net/roman-coinage-toolkit
https://www.archaeologists.net/roman-coinage-toolkit
https://www.archaeologists.net/toolkits/finds-recording
https://www.archaeologists.net/toolkits/finds-recording
https://www.archaeologists.net/selection-toolkit
https://www.archaeologists.net/selection-toolkit
https://www.archaeologists.net/digdigital


CIfA Area and Special Interest Groups
•Archaeological Archives
•Buildings Archaeology
•Community Archaeology
•Diggers' Forum
•Finds
•Forensic Archaeology
•Early Careers
•Graphics Archaeology
•Heritage Crime
•Human Osteoarchaeology (OsteoSIG)
•Information Management
•International Practice
•Marine
•Project Management
•Research and Impact

https://www.archaeologists.net/groups/archives
https://www.archaeologists.net/groups/buildings
https://www.archaeologists.net/groups/voluntary
https://www.archaeologists.net/groups/diggers
https://www.archaeologists.net/groups/finds
https://www.archaeologists.net/groups/forensic
https://www.archaeologists.net/groups/NG
https://www.archaeologists.net/groups/graphics
https://www.archaeologists.net/groups/heritagecrime
https://www.archaeologists.net/human-osteoarchaeology
https://www.archaeologists.net/groups/imsig
https://www.archaeologists.net/groups/international
https://www.archaeologists.net/groups/maritime
https://www.archaeologists.net/groups/PMSIG
https://www.archaeologists.net/groups/RIG


Methods of Archaeological Investigation:
Ongoing and wider reading

• Historic England Guidance
• eJournals

• see Moodle for suggestions
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