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1.6 DEBATE the usefulness and limitations of different types of

primary and secondary sources of historical evidence, such as written,
visual, aural, oral and tactile evidence; and APPRECIATE the

contribution of archaeology and new technology to historical enquiry.

2.1
2.2
2.3
2.4

Cornell Notes
Keywords
Knowledge Organiser
Questions

Chapter 2

This chapter will introduce you to the techniques and tools used by archaeologists to
uncover and analyze artifacts and how they can inform our understanding of ancient

cultures.
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WHAT IS ARCHAEOLOGY? • Archaeology is the study of the remains left by people in the past. 

 • Excavation is when archaeologists dig up the ground to find evidence left by people in the past. 

 • Archaeologists excavate sites for many reasons, for example: 

 • an aerial photograph (photography taken from a helicopter or a drone) might show up lines 

 of a structure in the ground. 

 • an old document or map might reveal that a building or structure once existed on a site - this 

 is research archaeology. 

 • before anything is built on a site you need to make sure there is no evidence that will be lost 

 - this is rescue archaeology. 

 • Certain conditions help in the preservation of archaeological evidence, such as the extreme 

 and dryness of deserts or the airlessness and the acidity of peat bogs.  

  

THE JOB OF THE 
ARCHAEOLOGIST 

• Archaeologists complete several steps when excavating a site such as surveying, careful  

removal of soil with tools, recording location of artefacts, transporting artefacts to museums.  

  

SKILLS AND METHODS 
USED IN ARCHAEOLOGY 

• Radiocarbon (carbon-14) dating: all living things contain carbon 14. After death, the carbon-14 

reduces at a steady rate; the less carbon-14 a thing contains, the older it is. 

 • Dendrochronology: A method of dating where each ring of a tree is a year of growth. 

 • Stratigraphy: A method used to date artefacts where the deeper they are, the older they are. 

 • Pollen analysis: The study of pollen remains to find out what was growing at a site during a  

 time period. Records exist of pollen times that were common at particular times in history. 

 • Geophysical survey: Analysis of the ground to locate artefacts and underground structures. 

 • DNA testing can tell us about the origins and ethnicity of a person. 

 • 3D reconstruction: Computer modelling is used to reconstruct a face based on the skull to see  

 what a person looked like. 

 • Examining bones can teach archaeologists a lot about a person’s sex, age, height and diet. 

 • Conservation is when historical obects or structures are protected and preserved so that they 

 do not decay. Objects can be displayed in safe conditions in museums and heritage sites, 

 helping us to learn about and engage with our history. 

  

 

Archaeology Rescue Archaeology Archaeology helps the study of history by discovering and examining artefacts that have been  

Excavation 3D Reconstruction left by people in the past. Excavations are sometimes needed to uncover artefacts which can be  

Aerial photograph Preservation found through aerial photographs, research archaeology, rescue archaeology or accidental.  

Conservation Carbon Dating Some artefacts have been preserved through specific conditions. Archaeologists use various  
Research 
archaeology Stratigraphy methods to examine artefacts such as carbon dating, dendrochronology, stratigraphy, pollen 

Geophysical survey Dendrochronology analysis, geophysical survey, DNA testing, 3D reconstruction and examining bones. It is 

DNA Testing Pollen Analysis important to place artefacts under conservation to keep them safe. 



 

 

Aerial photograph • A photograph taken of the ground from an elevated position eg helicopter 

Archaeologist 
• Someone who investigates places and objects left by people in the past, including the time 

before written records were kept. 

Archaeology • The study of the past, based on material remains. 

Conservation • When historic objects are protected and preserved so that they do not decay 

Dendrochronology • Dating objects by examining three rings on pieces of wood. 

Excavation • A site where archaeologists dig the ground in search of objects. 

Geophysical Survey • A survey of what's underneath the ground, like an x-ray of the ground 

Pollen Analysis • The studying of pollen remains to tell archaeologists what was growing during the time period 

Prehistory • The story of the past before written sources 

Radio-Carbon Dating • Dating plant and animal remains by measuring the amount of carbon-14 they contain. 

Stratigraphy • Dating objects by examining layers of soil.  

Survey • The examination and recording of an area and its features. 
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D

efinition

A
erial

  photograph
A photograph taken of the ground from

 an elevated position eg
helicopter

A
rchaeologist

Som
eone w

ho investigates places and objects left by people in the
past,

  including the tim
e before w

ritten records w
ere kept.

A
rchaeology

The study of the past, based on m
aterial rem

ains.

Conservation
W

hen historic objects are protected and preserved so that they do not
decay

D
endrochronology

Dating objects by exam
ining three rings on pieces of w

ood.

Excavation
A site w

here archaeologists dig the ground in search of objects.

G
eophysical Survey

A survey of w
hat's underneath the ground, like an x-ray of the ground

Pollen A
nalysis

The studying of pollen rem
ains to tell archaeologists w

hat w
as grow

ing
  during the tim

e period

Prehistory
The story of the past before w

ritten sources

Radio-Carbon D
ating

Dating plant and anim
al rem

ains by m
easuring the am

ount of carbon-
14 they contain.

Stratigraphy
Dating objects by exam

ining layers of soil. 

Survey
The exam

ination and recording of an area and its features.

The role of an A
rchaeologist

Archaeology is essential to our understanding of history, particularly w
hen studying prehistory and tactile sources. Archaeological sites can be found in various w

ays but once discovered
and chosen for excavation, archaeologists:

Carry out a survey to see if the site is w
orth excavating.

1.Dig test trenches; a sam
ple hole dug to see if there is anything of interest present and judge if it is w

orth excavating the w
hole site.

2.Rem
ove the topsoil (the topm

ost, m
ost recent layer of soil) using a digger or pick axe.

3.Dig very carefully to m
ake sure they do not dam

age anything, using trow
els and shovels for sm

aller am
ounts of soil.

4.U
se brushes to rem

ove soil delicately from
 any objects found.

5.U
se sieves to ensure nothing is throw

n aw
ay in the soil.

6.Record the position of every artefact found – everything is carefully draw
n and photographed.

7.Catalogue the details of each artefact on com
puters and in the excavation’s site book.

8.Put the artefacts into separate, labelled bags and then boxes w
hich are num

bered and sent to laboratories for tests.
9.O

nce the tests are finished, artefacts are usually brought to m
useum

s w
here they can be displayed for people to learn from

. 
10.

Radio-Carbon D
ating

G
eophysical Surveying

Pollen A
nalysis

Radio-Carbon D
ating is w

hen the level of carbon-14 testing in
the once-living tissue of hum

ans, anim
als and plants is tested

to investigate its age. The older the tissue, the less carbon-14
it contains - how

 little can tell us how
 old.

U
sing radio-carbon dating, archaeologists w

ere able to
investigate M

ount Sandal, Co. D
erry w

here they found
evidence that can be dated back to 7,000 BC – m

eaning M
ount

Sandel is betw
een 9,000 and 10,000 years old!

A geophysical survey is like an x-ray of the ground, creating
m

aps and im
ages of underground evidence w

ithout
excavation. G

eophysical surveys can locate artefacts, as w
ell

as ruined buildings and structures. This m
ethod w

as used
recently to investigate N

ew
grange, Ireland’s m

ost fam
ous

passage tom
b at Brú na Bóinne, Co. M

eath. The aim
 of the

geophysical survey w
as to see w

hether there w
ere any

hidden passagew
ays or cham

bers – but none w
ere

discovered.

Pollen analysis is the study of pollen rem
ains to find out

w
hat w

as grow
ing at a site during a particular tim

e period.
Archaeologists have records of w

hen certain pollens w
ere

com
m

on so that they can m
atch the pollens to the correct

period w
hen excavating. Pollen analysis can be used to date

objects. 
This 

m
ethod 

w
as 

used 
to 

investigate 
the 

Céide
Fields, Co. M

ayo w
hich show

ed a dram
atic drop in tree

pollens, 
proving 

that 
pine 

forest 
areas 

w
ere 

cleared 
to

create fields for farm
ing. The blanket bog w

hich grew
 over

the 
fields 

preserved 
the 

site, 
leaving 

it 
in 

excellent
condition for archaeologists to study it, finding it to be
around 4,000-3,000 years old.

Stratigraphy
D

endrochronolgy
Pollen A

nalysis

Stratigraphy is used to date artefacts and evidence by how
deep in the ground they w

ere w
hen found; the deeper they

are, the older they w
ill be. If you w

ere to drop som
ething

today, it w
ould lie on the surface. But over thousands of years,

it w
ould becom

e covered by soil, leaves and other m
atter.

Eventually, it w
ould end up buried m

any m
eters deep. The

m
ethod is used in m

ost archaeological excavations.

D
endrochronology, also called tree-ring dating, is a m

ethod
of dating that uses the unique grow

th patterns of tree rings
as a guide. If you cut through a tree trunk, you w

ill see rings
spreading from

 the centre outw
ards. Each ring is a year of

grow
th. The rings are w

ide w
hen the tree grew

 fast, for
exam

ple w
hen the sum

m
er w

as good. Archaeologists have
created a continuous record of tree ring patterns dating back
to 5,300 BC.

D
N

A
 Testing can tell us about the origins and ethnicity of a

person. 3D
 Reconstruction using com

puter m
odelling allow

s
archaeologists to reconstruct a face based on the skull in
order to see w

hat a person looked like. Exam
ining bones

can teach archaeologists a lot about a person's sex, age,
height and diet. A com

bination of these m
ethods w

as used to
investigate 

the 
Clonycavan 

M
an 

w
hich 

archaeologists
believe to be 2,300 years old (Iron Age) after his body w

as
discovered in a peat bog in 2003. Archaeologists think he
m

ay once have been a king and w
as ritually sacrificed. It w

as
estim

ated that he w
as aged betw

een 24 and 40 w
hen he

died. 

The contribution of archaeology

Archaeology provides a hands-on link to the past, enhanced by new
 technologies like ground-penetrating radar and radiocarbon dating. These tools not only help identify and date

artefacts precisely but also enrich students' understanding of the m
ethodologies behind historical enquiry. Sim

ply put, archaeologists are a bit like detectives, rooting around in the ground
to stitch together a story from

 yesteryear. Their w
ork is essential for filling in the blanks in w

hat w
e know

 about history, especially w
hen there are no w

ritten records to go by.
For Junior Cycle H

istory, getting your head around w
hat archaeology contributes can help you see that there's m

ore than one w
ay to learn about the past. H

ere's the low
dow

n:
Finding Lost Civilisations: Archaeology can let us in on w

hole societies w
e never even knew

 w
ere there.

1.Everyday Life: U
nlike the history books that are all about the high kings and battles, archaeology tells us how

 your average Joe or Josephine lived.
2.U

nderstanding Culture: Looking at bits and bobs like old pots, tools, or even religious stuff gives us a fair idea of w
hat people believed and how

 they w
ent about their lives.

3.Techy Stuff: H
aving a nose at ancient tools and m

achinery show
s us how

 technology has com
e along over tim

e.
4.Checking the Facts: Som

etim
es w

hat you dig up can either back up or call into question w
hat's w

ritten dow
n in history.

5.The Environm
ent: Archaeology isn't just about people; it can also tell us w

hat the w
eather w

as like back in the day and how
 the Earth has changed over the donkey's years.

6.Skirm
ishes and D

eals: Clues about w
ars, trading, or pacts betw

een different groups can com
e to light through digging and sifting.

7.The Big Q
uestions: Archaeology can get you thinking about the right and w

rongs of it all—
like w

ho gets to say w
hat history is and how

 it should be show
n to the w

orld.
8.

T
he A

rchaeologist
T

he A
rchaeologist
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...at a glance

What is Archaeology?
Archaeology is the study of the remains left by people in the past.
Excavation is the process of digging up the ground to find evidence of human activity.
Archaeology helps us understand prehistory (the time before writing) and also aids in filling
gaps in written history.

How Evidence is Preserved
Extreme heat in deserts (prevents decay by drying out objects).
Airtight conditions (e.g., sealed tombs or volcanic ash like in Pompeii).
Peat bogs in Europe: The cold, acidic water and airless conditions preserve bodies (e.g.,
Clonycavan Man).

Methods Used by Archaeologists
Radio-carbon dating: Measures carbon-14 in once-living things to determine age.
Stratigraphy: Dating artefacts by how deep in the ground they are found.
Dendrochronology: Uses tree rings to date wooden objects.
Pollen analysis: Studies pollen remains to understand what plants grew at a site.
Conservation: Protecting and preserving historical objects so that they do not decay (e.g.,
objects displayed in museums or stored in archives).
DNA Testing & 3D Reconstruction: Modern techniques used to study bodies and reconstruct
faces from skeletal remains.
Bones: Can provide information about a person’s age, diet, health, and even how they died
(e.g., Clonycavan Man’s violent death).

How Archaeologists Find Sites
Visible ruins (e.g., Bective Abbey, Co. Meath).
Aerial photography: Photographs taken from above (e.g., Hill of Tara).
Research archaeology: Using maps and documents to locate possible sites.
Rescue archaeology: Investigating sites before construction (e.g., before building the M3
motorway).
Accidental discoveries: Archaeological finds by accident (e.g., Ardagh Chalice).

The Steps in Excavating a Site
Survey the site.1.
Dig test trenches to see if there is evidence worth exploring.2.
Remove topsoil using a digger or pickaxe.3.
Dig carefully using smaller tools like trowels, shovels, and brushes.4.
Use sieves to catch small items.5.
Record the position of artefacts with drawings and photographs.6.
Catalogue finds in an excavation site book and on computers.7.
Label and store artefacts in bags and boxes for laboratory tests.8.



Ch. 2 - The Archeaologist
Read this excerpt from a news report and answer the questions that follow.

Archaeologists found bones of a Stone Age child and an adult in tiny cave
Chance discovery is fresh evidence of Knocknarea's Stone Age links

Archaeologists at IT Sligo have found bones of a Stone Age child and an adult in a tiny cave high
on Knocknarea mountain near the town. Radiocarbon dating has shown that they are some 5,500
years old, which makes them among the earliest human bones found in the county. The find
represents important fresh evidence of Knocknarea's Neolithic (Stone Age) links and a prehistoric
practice known as 'excarnation'.
Researchers discovered a total of 13 small bones and bone fragments in an almost inaccessible cave
last November. Three were from the child and 10 from the adult. They included foot bones and
fragments of skull. The adult was aged 30 to 39 and the child 4 to 6 years. It was not possible to
establish gender.
'It's an enormously exciting discovery,' said Dr Marion Dowd of IT Sligo, who is Ireland's only
specialist in the archaeology of Irish caves. "This might seem like a small quantity but it has yielded
fantastic results.'
It was a chance discovery by IT Sligo archaeology graduate Thorsten Kahlert while he was
investigating a series of little known caves on the slopes of Knocknarea. 'I was surveying one small
cave when something on the cave floor caught my eye,' he said. 'I took a closer look and realised it
was a human foot bone.' Further examination revealed other bones strewn on the cave floor.
Dr Dowd says that the small number of bones and their small size suggest that the cave was an
excarnation site. That involved a corpse being laid in a cave and, after decomposition, the dry
bones being transferred elsewhere. Fragments were sometimes accidentally left behind.

(a) According to the news report, where were the bones discovered?
(b) What dating method was used to date the bones? How old were they?
(c) Name and explain another method of dating that archaeologists might use.
(d) Give two pieces of information that archaeologists can gather from studying human bones.
(e) Give two reasons why conservation is important.
(f) These bones were a chance discovery. What are two ways in which archaeologists identify
sites for planned archaeological excavations?

Taken from Artefact, 2nd Edition by Eimear Jenkinson and Gregg O'Neill (educate.ie)
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