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Sir Flinders Petrie was one of the 
first European archaeologists to 
bring a sense of order into the 
classification of finds on an 
excavation.  He excavated widely 
in Egypt and the Middle East in 
the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries.  Petrie created one of 
the first typologies of ancient 
Greek pottery from his work at the 
Greek emporium of Naukratis in 
the Nile delta.  He also devised a 
system of recording the location 
of his finds in relationship to the 
architectural and stratigraphical 
context in which they were found.  
His system spread widely during 
his lifetime across the eastern 
Mediterranean.



The Locus Number 
System which will be 
used in Bylazora is an 
adaptation of Petrie’s 
system that came to be 
used by archaeologists 
in the Middle East.  
TFAHR members learned 
of it during their many 
excavations in Israel in 
the 1970s-1990s.  We 
modified it significantly 
to simplify it, make it 
more computer friendly, 
and to be able to adapt it 
to more variable terrains 
and circumstances.
TFAHR brought this modified version of the Locus Number System to its 
excavations in Silistra, Bulgaria (1993), Valmagne, France (1998 and 2000), 
and then to the excavations it conducted jointly in the Republic of 
Macedonia at Ulanci (1994), Vardarski Rid (1995-1996 and 2007), Lake 
Prespa (2005), Gloska Cuka (2006), and Bylazora (2008).

Tel Aphek-Antipatris, Israel



“Locus” comes from the Latin 
locus, which means place, site or 
location.  The aim of the Locus 
Number System is to assign a 
number to everything discovered 
during the course of the 
excavation.  The thing discovered 
could be a coin, a piece of pottery, 
a grave, a wall, a floor, an oven, a 
pit, or a layer of ash.  But the 
number assigned to it has been 
designed to enable the 
archaeologist who, at a later date
might be looking over the data, to tell immediately where the numbered 
artifact or architectural feature is located in the general context of the 
excavation.

SAMPLE OF A TFAHR LOCUS NUMBER CARD

Location data

Written description

Freehand map field



The first step is to lay down a grid across the site or a section of the site.



The site near Sveti Nikole, 
Republic of Macedonia, 
that is believed to be the 
ancient Paionian city of 
Bylazora, was so identified 
in 1976 by Prof. Ivan 
Mikulcic.  Various 
soundings were made at 
the site in the 1970-1990s. 
In 2008 The People’s 
Museum of Sveti Nikole 
invited TFAHR to begin a 
joint systematic excavation 
of the site.  Based on the 
exigencies of the terrain 
and past archaeological 
soundings, it was decided 
to divide the site into six 
sectors.



It is standard practice to lay out 
the site or a sector of the site in 
a 5.0 meter x 5.0 meter grid, 
assigning letters along one axis 
and numbers along the other 
axis.  The actual area excavated 
within each square, however, is 
only 4.0 meters x 4.0 meters, 
since 1.0 meter is generally left 
for a balk.  Balks can be 
removed later.



Each square on the grid is 
then identified by its own  
letter + number, e.g., E4.  
The letter + number is the 
first element of the Locus 
Number.  Everything 
discovered in E4 (whether 
wall, coin, floor or pot) will 
have as the first part of its 
Locus Number the prefix E4.

E4



Laying down the grid at Bylazora.  Near the top of the hill is the “Zero 
Point,” a marker set down in a national survey indicating how many 

meters above sea level the summit of the hill is.



Once the grid is laid down, 
work commences with the 
clearance of brush and the 
breaking of topsoil.



Here the breaking of 
topsoil begins in square 
A7.



The topsoil itself is 
assigned a Locus Number; 
it is A7.1, since the topsoil 
is the first thing that we
encountered in square A7.



On the Locus Number card all the 
appropriate information is entered.  The 
freehand map field is left blank since no 
features other than soil were unearthed. 
Ideally, the opening and closing levels 
are “Meters Above Sea Level.” When 
such a datum is not available, one can 
set an arbitrary “Zero Point” on the site
and take levels from that point.



If, however, pottery is 
unearthed (even in the 
topsoil) the vessel gets 
a special number.  The 
number for the pot 
starts with the topsoil 
Locus Number; in this 
case, A7.1.  Since this 
was the second pot 
found in the topsoil 
stratum A7.1, its 
identifying number is 
A7.1.2.  This is referred 
to as the “basket 
number” of the find.  All 
pottery and small finds 
have basket numbers of 
three characters as their 
identification number.  
The next pottery or 
small find discovered in 
A7.1 will be labeled 
A7.1.3.



If the item discovered 
seems significant enough, 
a photograph is taken of it 
in situ.   The photograph 
will include within its field 
an identification board 
and a meter stick.

Example of a photograph 
with an identification 

board.



All pottery is 
washed each day in 
the afternoon, after 
the field work is 
complete.



“Pottery reading” or 
analysis is done 
everyday after the day’s 
pottery is washed.



Where possible, pottery 
restoration takes place.



Drawing a “profile” of a vessel.



Eventually a publication 
of the pottery finds is 
produced.  These 
preliminary articles can 
be simple descriptions or 
catalogues with the 
appropriate profiles and 
photographs.  Later, more 
complex analyses of the 
ceramics are published in 
which the finds are 
related to the stratigraphy 
and history of the site.  
Conclusions can then be 
drawn about the site’s 
chronology, the evolution 
of the pottery, and certain 
anthropological aspects 
of the culture implied by 
the arrays of ceramics 
discovered at the site.



The pottery and small finds 
are all catalogued under the 
Locus Number.  Basket 
numbers are listed with their 
dates, depths discovered, and 
a brief description.  Most 
pieces are saved (+); some 
are discarded (-); some are 
also drawn and photographed 
in the lab (√).



The topsoil locus A7.1 is continued until some other 
features, aside from pottery and small finds, are found.  
In this instance, you notice that a number of walls 
begin to appear across the trench at a fairly uniform 
depth beneath the beginning of the topsoil.  It is now 
time to “close” the topsoil locus A7.1.



Each of the new walls just 
discovered in square A7 will 
be assigned its own Locus 
Number.  Since they are in 
square A7, their Locus 
Numbers will all begin with 
the prefix A7.



The Locus Numbers were 
assigned to the walls in the 
order in which the walls were 
uncovered, after the topsoil 
locus A7.1 was closed.



The red arrows point to a 
wall which appears to be an 
extension of a wall found 
earlier in an adjacent trench, 
square B7.  Since that wall 
had already been uncovered 
and assigned a Locus 
Number (B7.2), the part of the 
wall unearthed in square A7 
retains the initial Locus 
Number of the wall, B7.2.





A Locus Number card is then filled out 
for each of the walls discovered in A7; 
this card is for the wall identified as 
A7.2.  In the field drawing it is good to 
show and label the general context in 
which A7.2 appears.



On the Locus Number card 
only a rough schematic 
drawing is required.  Later 
in the field a more exact 
general plan is surveyed 
and drawn.



The site plan drawn in 
the field is then “cleaned 
up” and a final copy is 
made and scanned for 
the digital files.  It 
appears later, colorized, 
in the publication.



Between walls A7.2, A7.3, 
and A7.4 a tile fall is 
unearthed; it will be 
assigned its own Locus 
Number, A7.7.





The Locus Number card for 
tile fall A7.7.



A fragment of a plate 
unearthed in the tile fall 
is given the basket 
number A7.7.1.



A list of all the basket numbers from 
the tile fall A7.7.



Burials also can be 
treated as a single locus.  
In this case the burial 
structure was labeled G42.  
If various other items 
(pottery, weapons, 
jewelry, or beads) had 
been unearthed within the 
tomb, each item would 
have been assigned a 
basket number whose 
initial prefix would have 
been G42.



A medieval infant burial within 
the confines of an ancient wall.



The wall LMN19.3 was 
uncovered first; its long 
Locus Number is due to the 
fact that we opened a long 
sounding across trenches 
L19, M19, and N19.  This 
wall was the third structure 
found in Sounding LMN19.  
As more of the wall was 
unearthed, this burial was 
discovered and given a 
separate Locus Number.  
No finds were found with 
the burial, so no basket 
numbers were assigned.



Within stratum L′21.4 a 
great quantity of pottery 
was discovered.  Each 
piece was assigned its 
own basket number.





The final purpose 
of the Locus 
Number System is 
to assure that 
every item 
(whether artifact, 
architecture, or 
layer) has an 
identification or 
location number 
that securely 
places it within the 
context of the 
entire excavation 
process.



TFAHR LOCUS SYSTEM SUMMARY

LOCUS NUMBER

A7 . 1
GRID

SQUARE
SEQUENCE

NUMBER
(order in which 

features are found)

BASKET NUMBER

One basket number for each basket of pottery, whole vessel or small find.
The basket number ties each find to a particular place on the grid and to its 
archaeological / architectural context (locus number).

A7 . 1 1.

LOCUS NUMBER SEQUENCE
NUMBER
(order in which 

items are found)

A locus number is assigned to each new archaeological / 
architectural feature as it is uncovered:

The locus number ties 
each archaeological / 
architectural feature 
to its position on the 
grid.



THE LOCUS NUMBER SYSTEM AND DIGGING METHODOLOGY

Although TFAHR digs in the 
context of a horizontal grid, 
we do not necessarily dig in 
strictly horizontal layers 
across that grid. We dig in 
horizontal layers until we 
discover a feature other than 
topsoil, or until there is a 
change in the soil.

When a feature such as a 
wall, a pit, a floor, or even 
different colored soil is 
identified, it is numbered and 
excavated according to 
established procedures, 
which you will learn.



Sometimes it becomes 
desirable to put down a small 
sounding within a layer or 
stratum to obtain some 
specific information; for 
example, to ascertain whether 
there are different phases to a 
building.  Such information 
might influence upcoming 
decisions regarding how to 
proceed with the excavation.  
In such an instance, the small 
sounding is given its own 
Locus Number, according to 
the square in which it is 
located.
Later in the course of the excavation, the results from the sounding can 
be co-ordinated with the other findings of that square.



The Locus Number System also facilitates record keeping when excavation 
is conducted at different levels simultaneously.  This is especially useful at 
Bylazora (Sector 3) where we are excavating along the edge of a terrace.  
Here any possibility of maintaining an even horizontal digging across the 
whole sector is impossible due to the sloping nature of the terrain.  
Moreover, the first stratum uncovered north of the large wall in this 
photograph may be of a completely different era than the first
stratum uncovered 
to the south of that 
wall.  By using the 
Locus Number 
System, there is no 
necessity of having 
to synchronize the 
digging in these two 
parts of this sector.  
Each can proceed at 
its own pace and 
according to its own 
exigencies. The co-
ordination can be 
done later.



At the end of the season all the different loci
can be co-ordinated and decisions made as 
to which ones are part of the same historical 
strata of the site.  Using the Locus Number 
System allows us time to reflect upon the 
allocation of the loci to the different 
historical strata.  As long as each locus is 
properly excavated and documented, a 
decision can be deferred as to the locus’
exact historical context.  The alternative is to 
assign each find (wall, floor, pottery, ash 
layer, etc.) immediately to a historical 
context.  If a mistake is made by assigning 
historical context immediately, the mistake 
could cause further mistakes for the rest of 
the season – if not longer.

Even in our first preliminary publication of 
the findings from Bylazora in 2008, we 
chose to give tentative letter assignments to the various strata, rather than 
give them absolute historical dates.  Definitive dates will come later, after 
more excavation.



BYLAZORA, 2008.


