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What is Archaeology?

Archaeology is the scientific study of remains from past human activity. Archaeologists locate and
excavate these remains and study them to reconstruct and understand the lives of people in the past.
This includes people from any time period or culture, including prehistoric and historical periods, Native
Americans, slaves, colonists, women, children, immigrants, presidents, farmers, and anyone else who
lived here in the past.

Archaeologists are scientists that excavate or dig up these remains, analyze them, and use the
information to understand how people lived in the past.

The archaeological record consists where artifacts, ecofacts, features and structures, the places and
contexts in which they are found, the soils that cover them, and the information about how they were
buried. Locations that contain these materials are called “sites.”

e What are artifacts? These are the things people leave behind (i.e., tools, broken dishes, trash)

e What are features? These are remains of things or structures people built (i.e., houses, wells,
bridges, mills, pits, fences, dumps)

e What are ecofacts? This term is short for “ecological artifact.” These are the archaeological
remains of plants or animals, i.e., bones, shells, charred wood, pollen that can tell us what
people ate

e What is context? This is the location where artifacts, ecofacts and features are found in the
soil, and their relationship to each other in time and space

These archaeological resources — the sites, artifacts, ecofacts, features & structures, and their contexts —
form the archaeological record. New sites are always being made, but sites from the past are
nonrenewable, and an irreplaceable part of our history. Once sites are destroyed they are gone forever.

Archaeological sites provide unique information about the past that is not usually available from
documents or traditional historical sources. Archaeology is the only way we can learn about the past for
time periods before written documents were common or available.

What is an archaeologist?

An archaeologist is a scientist who specializes in studying the past using the archaeological record — the
sites, artifacts, features, and ecofacts. Those who study American Indian or Native American sites are
called prehistoric archaeologists, while those who study sites of the colonial period and after are
historical archaeologists. Both prehistoric and historical archaeologists excavate sites, but historical
archaeologists also have training in using and interpreting historic documents and written sources.

There are also other archaeological specialties including underwater archaeology, zooarchaeology,
paleoethnobotany, collections curation, and geoarchaeology.

Artifact collectors and treasure hunters who collect archaeological finds remove the very data
archaeologists need — the context. They are not archaeologists. Sometimes they take something that
belongs to everyone from public property for their own use while destroying sites. This is called looting.



