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IKAP EXCAVATION

PROCEDURES AND GUIDELINES

Because excavation methodology differs from region to region and project to

project, the purpose of these excavation procedure guidelines is to standardize

terminology and concepts for the staff members and to inform the students about

the procedures used at the Iklaina Excavation Project.  This document provides an

outline of procedures and may be updated as the current season progresses.

THE GRID

The Iklaina excavation site is divided into squares based on a 500m, 50m and 5m

grid system with accompanying alphanumeric designations based on a grid

covering the entire region.  This grid was originally established in 1999 at the

outset of the Iklaina Archaeological Project and refined at the beginning of

excavation on the plateau in 2008.  The current labeling system used at IKAP

incorporates all three of these grids as follows:

• The 500m grid system is designated by an English alphabet capital

letter on the X-axis, followed by an English-system number on the Y-

axis, e.g. M13.

• The 50m grid system designation follows, using an English alphabet

lowercase letter on the X-axis, and English-system number on the Y-

axis, e.g. j10.

• Finally, the 5m excavation grid system designation follows, using a

Greek alphabet lowercase letter on the X-axis, and an English-system

number on the Y-axis, e.g. β5.

A typical IKAP 5m excavation square, then, could be labeled as M13j10 β5.  Please

see the grid drawing at the end, which can be used throughout the season as a

reference guide to designating the appropriate squares.
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THE GRID: SCHEMATIC PLAN OF GRID
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THE GRID: PLAN OF REAL GRID SHOWING THE SQUARES

EXCAVATED IN 2008
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EXCAVATION PROCEDURES

Excavation progresses in large 5m x 5m open-block excavation units, called

trenches or squares.  Each square  includes a 1-meter baulk on the north and

another 1-meter baulk on the east side.  The purpose of the baulks is to preserve a

record of the stratigraphy of the square during and after the excavation.  In most

cases, the baulks are removed after the square has been excavated.

When a square is being excavated, we distinguish different features and loci.

Usually, but not always, a locus is part of a feature, although a feature may

constitute only one locus.  Please see the Terminology Section for further details

and definitions.

Flotation samples are systematically collected for the study of floral remains.   The

sampling strategy includes two types of sampling:

1) blanket sampling of all excavated deposits.  For each square, blanket

samples (pinch samples) are taken and, if necessary, an artificial grid

system can be used to demarcate sampling areas, such that one 5- to 10-

liter sample can be taken from each quadrant of the square in order to

facilitate detection of spatial differences in the distribution of animal and

plant remains even when the entire square is visually homogeneous at a

macroscopic level.

2) If a more detailed spatial definition is needed, targeted (point) samples are

collected from localized areas that are spatially distinct, such as hearths,

burials, storage areas, corners of rooms, and other features. This strategy

results in approximately 25 samples per trench.

RECORDING AND LABELLING

FORMS

To make the interpretation of excavated squares, features, artifacts and contexts

more understandable and consistent between supervisors, staff and specialists, at

IKAP we have  standardized the use of records and the information contained

therein.  With this in mind, instead of the traditional notebooks, we do not use

traditional notebooks, but standardized forms, which supervisors must fill in by

hand during the excavation.  The content of these forms must be entered into the

database every day using either the supervisor’s own computer or one of the
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project computers.  Information, whether written or drawn, should be recorded in

black ink in the fieldbooks to ensure clarity for any photocopying or scanning

purposes.

The forms contain two parts:

1) Narrative

At the bottom of each form there is space for comments in a narrative form. These

comments can include any impressions the recorder has as to what may be going

on in the excavation square, both as a self-contained unit and also in relation to

adjacent squares and site-wide context, even if those impressions are

unsubstantiated and merely a “best guess”.

2) Standardized information

The main part of each form contains a number of attributes which can be

documented in a standard and objective way to make analysis and interpretation

easier and more consistent.  Most are self-explanatory, but for the sake of

consistency, the following rules must be observed.

When describing stratigraphy, three main attributes should be considered:

1. Soil colour is the most common way of distinguishing stratigraphic breaks

and changes, and should be noted in terms of subtle colour changes; a Munsell

Colour Chart can be used as a stable and consistent guide for this purpose.

2. Soil texture is recorded in terms of grain size and characteristics (eg. sandy,

silty) and is open to a great deal of interpretation and description.  In an attempt to

standardize this description process, the following should be considered (please

note that to effectively test the soil in these terms, the sample should be slightly

moist to the touch):

• Sandy: the soil sample feels coarse when rubbed between the fingers.

• Fine Sand: Less coarse than “sandy”; similar to the texture of 120 grit

sandpaper.

• Sandy Silt (or Silty Sand): a combination of sand and silt, described as

more silt than sand (sandy silt) or more sand than silt (silty sand).

• Silt: a texture which is much finer than sand and is generally a loose

sediment deposited by water.  Particles are between 0.02 and 0.002mm in

diameter and no grains of sand can be felt when the sample is rubbed

between the fingers.
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• Clay: is an extremely fine material (<0.01mm in diameter), becomes

almost pasty when wet, and can include impurities such as quartz, mica,

calcium carbonate, alkalies, iron compounds, humus, and sand.

• Loam: is a fertile topsoil, generally consisting of sand, silt and clay, as

well as partially decomposed organic matter.

3. Soil inclusions, i.e. the presence (or absence) of material which is not part

of the general soil composition.  This material can be of cultural or natural origin,

and may include such things as gravel and charcoal.  The density of inclusions is

usually quantified in terms of percentage of inclusions to the overall soil texture.

BAGS AND TAGS

All artifacts coming out of the ground must be placed into plastic bags and

properly labelled using the pre-printed tags.  An unwired tag should be placed

inside the bag and a wired tag should be tied around the bag.
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 SAMPLE FIELD FORM
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OTHER USEFUL INFO

� Notes should include plans and sections of features and also of the baulks;

they should be included in the forms where appropriate and/or at the end of a

square excavation.

� Soil / locus / layer / level / stratum changes should be noted with

corresponding elevations in terms of relative elevations above or below the

site benchmark or datum, or in terms of ASL (= “above mean sea level”).

� All plans and illustrations should be drawn at a scale large enough to

provide an accurate representation of the stratigraphy and features, and must

include compass orientations at each end of the profiles, and north

designations for plans.

� Any artifacts that are uncovered must first be cleaned of the surrounding

matrix and then triangulated, drawn (with elevations noted) and

photographed in situ before being removed and bagged separately according

to material class and type (sherds, debitage, tools, Linear B tablets, gold

masks…).  Where necessary, care must be exercised to ensure the integrity of

the artifacts by using boxes or other containers in preparation for transport.

BASIC TERMINOLOGY

Typical and suggested terminology to be used during the excavation season for all

fieldbooks, notes and communication between supervisors, staff members, and

students should also be standardized and use the following definitions and

concepts (in alphabetical order):

Artifact – something made or modified by humans.  A collection of artifacts found

together within the same archaeological context (locus, matrix, stratum) and

presumably used at the same time for similar or related tasks is called an

assemblage.  Objects found near one another in the same context are said to be

in association.

Attribute – a specific property or quality of an artifact such as length, hardness,

colour.  While artifacts may possess an infinite number of attributes, those

which provide the most specific information sought and which are indicative of

a particular characteristic are called diagnostic.

Copyright IKAP 2008-2011



9

Baulk – the unexcavated strip left between excavation squares; used for practical

purposes such as moving equipment, but also to study soil profiles and

stratification.

Benchmark – a permanent and fixed point of known elevation used to measure all

unit and feature elevations during the excavation, and to which all site

measurements can be calibrated.  Also known as a Datum Point.

Datum Point – (see Benchmark)

Elevation – generally expressed in terms of CMBS (centimeters below surface),

CMBD (centimeters below datum) or ASL (above mean sea level).  Elevations

are based on the known and fixed Benchmark or Datum Point.

Faunal Remains – animal remains found during excavation (eg. mammal and fish

bones, fish scales, shells and other marine remains).

Feature – something made or modified by humans, but which has not or cannot be

moved without losing its physical integrity (eg. building floors, hearths, walls).

The significance of a feature is often not the feature itself in isolation, but its

relationship to other objects or features found near it.

Floral Remains (or Botanical Remains)– plant remains found during excavation

and often having cultural usage context.

in situ – in the original place.

Layer – a single discernible depositional level of excavation, usually part of a

more complex stratigraphic assemblage.  Attributes of deposition can

include colour, texture, type and structure, all of which can be indicators of

how the site has changed over time.  Layers are numbered from top to

bottom of the excavation unit.  Also known as a stratigraphic level, context or

stratum (pl. strata).

Locus – a discrete, specific excavated area in an archaeological context (plural:

loci).  A locus can be part of a feature (e.g. a burned area of a floor) or self-

standing.  Examples: a wall is a feature, but if it is partly burned, it has two loci:

burned and unburned;  a floor is a feature, but if it has different activity areas,

each one of them should be designated as a separate locus (if it is all one

activity area, the floor would be one locus).

Munsell Colour Chart – a standardized system of coloured chips used to

accurately describe a colour (of soil, pottery) in terms of hue, value and

chroma.

Plow Zone – the surface layer of soil disturbed by human activity and cultivation,

often yielding site context, shape and scope.

Profile Drawing – drawings and cross sections representing stratigraphy and

features found in an excavation unit, usually drawn from a baulk side.

Square – the subdivisions of an archaeological site, generally square in shape, with

a continuous network of squares called an excavation grid.
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Stratigraphy – the layering of cultural deposits and natural sediments over time

in an archaeological context.  The Law of Superposition states that if one

deposit overlies another, the higher layer must be more recent than the lower in

an undisturbed context, and any artifacts or features found together in a single

stratum must be of approximately the same age.

Topography –  the study, survey and description of the surface configuration of a

regional or area landscape.

Triangulation – the measuring in of an artifact or feature to calculate its precise

location in three dimensions within an excavation unit.  Generally,

measurements are taken from two known points to a single location on the

feature or artifact, and the measurements are then transferred to a field

drawing along with the surveyed elevation for the same point.

U.T.M. (Universal Transverse Mercator) – a worldwide rectangular grid system

used to locate and designate sites and features (generally using GPS – Global

Positioning System).
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