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In the early days 
of modern 
European 
archaeology, 
most excavators 
had two main 
objectives in their 
digging: 1) to find 
objects that were 
of importance to 
Biblical or 
classical studies; 
and 2) to find 
objects that were 
worthy of 
museum display.
It was also a matter of great national 
pride to discover “the biggest and the 
best” of anything.  Consequently, objects 
of “lesser value” were often overlooked 
and discarded during the course of an 
excavation.  Pottery, unless of great 
artistic merit, was commonly ignored and 
thrown out.



The change in attitude to 
objects of “lesser value” came 
with the work of Sir Flinders 
Petrie.  Petrie was associated 
with the Egypt Exploration  
Fund. In 1884-1885 he 
excavated in the Nile Delta at 
the site of Naukratis, a site 
mentioned by Herodotus as a 
Greek emporium.  It was the 
habit of Greek sailors to 
dedicate a figurine or a vessel 
to Apollo in the god’s temple 
upon the safe completion of 
their journey to Naukratis.  
After some time the temple was 
inundated with these votive 
offerings.  The priests 
would then empty the temple of the pots and statuettes and ritually bury them.  
This provided stratified pits of pottery spanning centuries.  By carefully sifting 
through the material (whole and fragmentary vessels), Petrie was able to 
construct a relative chronology of the changing pottery shapes and styles of the 
ancient Greeks.  With later co-relating some of these pieces with the written 
material of ancient Egypt, Petrie was able to eventually assign absolute dates to 
some of the vessels.



Heinrich Schliemann excavated 
Hissarlik (Troy) in 1870-1873 and 1893-
1894.  Though much criticized for his 
excavation techniques, Schliemann had 
a penchant for saving even minute 
pieces that most archaeologists of the 
time would have discarded.  Wilhelm 
Dörpfeld, a veteran of the more 
cautious excavations at Olympia, 
assisted Schliemann in his later digs.  
By comparing pieces of pottery from 
excavations at Mycenae with those 
from Troy, Schliemann and Dörpfeld
were able to eventually come to a better 
idea as to what stratum was Priam’s
Troy.

Heinrich Schliemann Wilhelm Dörpfeld



Arthur Evans (above, left) spent most of the 
first half of the 20th century excavating 
Knossos.  From the enormous amount of 
pottery he unearthed, he was able to create 
a detailed pottery typology and an historical 
chronology of Minoan Crete, both of which 
have been subject to criticism and revision.  
But Evans himself admitted that he 
probably saved less than 20% of the pottery 
he uncovered.



During the last century men like Dr. John D. Beazley 
(1885-1970), professor of Classical Archaeology at 
Oxford University, made progress in the study of 
classical pottery.  Largely self-taught in Greek pottery, 
Beazley regarded pottery from a new art historical 
perspective, which attempted to classify specific works 
by specific “hands” or artists, or to assign decorated 
pots to specific workshops.  Working with an enormous 
amount of pottery – both major and minor works –
Beazley constructed important histories of the artists 
and workshops of ancient Athens. 



The following presentation is intended to give 
you an introduction to the manner in which 
pottery is handled on a TFAHR archaeological 
excavation.



In TFAHR excavations all people working in a trench are expected to keep a 
daily notebook on the progress of excavation within that trench. One 
experienced person will be designated as “trench supervisor” to co-

ordinate that trench’s digging and recording.



When actual digging commences with pick and shovel, all potsherds and 
other artifacts found at surface level are saved as “surface finds” and 

allocated to the topsoil locus of the trench (see The TFAHR “Locus 
Number System” of Excavation Recording).



When there is a change of 
locus, heavy tools give way to 
lighter ones.  Whatever is found 
in the new locus is, of course, 
saved in a new basket.  Effort 
should be made not to dislodge 
the pottery sherds until a clear 
picture of their arrangement 
emerges.



What sherds are saved and 
what are discarded is often 
determined by national 
protocol.  In Macedonia we 
are required to save all 
pottery sherds.



Every trench has a pottery bucket for each locus.  
Each bucket is tagged with the following information:

- excavation season
- site sector or area
- basket number
- level (meters above sea level)
- date



Care should be taken to keep 
as much of the vessel 
together, even if it is in a badly 
fragmented condition.



The context (locus) in which a pot or 
potsherd is discovered is just as important 
as the piece itself.  It is useful to know the 
piece’s relationship to nearby walls, floors, 
or other installations.



To give a precise location of a piece in its full 
context (relationship to walls, floors, etc.), it is 
necessary to map its position by triangulation.



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.



Only after the measurement and 
photography is the vessel removed.



Oftentimes a large array of pottery might 
be uncovered.  In such an instance it is 
necessary to leave all sherds of all the 
vessels in their original positions before 
the entire array is measured, drawn, and 
photographed.  As the pieces are 
eventually removed, those belonging to 
the same vessel are put together and 
given the same basket number.  
Uncertain pieces (given a separate 
basket number) can later be re-assigned 
to their original vessel as the vessel is 
re-constructed.



After the day’s fieldwork is done, the 
baskets of pottery are soaked, if all the 
pieces seem well preserved enough to 
withstand submersion in water for a few 
hours, followed by a light scrubbing to 
clean them.  Care is taken to keep all the 
pieces from the same basket together and 
not mixed with those from another location.



This particular base of a pot was found in an ancient 
potter’s shop.  It had never been fired.  Obviously it could 
not withstand soaking and cleaning, so it was removed 
intact and dried before further handling.



Afterwards there is a daily “pottery reading.” During pottery 
reading an analysis of the pottery is done; this includes a 

discussion of where the piece was found at the site, possibly its 
date, whether it is local or imported, or its function.



Everyone on the dig is expected to 
add the information from the 
pottery reading to their notebooks.  
Later that information is added to 
the TFAHR database.



After the vessel or the 
potsherd has been 
washed and analyzed 
during pottery reading, 
some significant 
pieces are then 
photographed again.  
First they are 
photographed with 
their basket tag and 
then with a centimeter 
scale.  If the piece is to  
be used later in a 
publication, then a 
third photograph of it 
is taken under more 
professional 
conditions.



After washing and 
sorting the pottery 
and the pottery 
reading, it may be 
possible to start on 
the reconstruction of 
some of the pieces.



In the reconstruction of the 
vessel contiguous pieces are 
glued together first (upper 
photograph).  Pieces should be 
allowed to dry before more are 
added.  Holes or gaps should 
never be allowed to form 
between pieces, because it 
would be close to impossible to 
“squeeze” a piece into that hole.  
Eventually, when all the pieces 
are fitted together, it might 
become obvious that not all the 
pieces were recovered; we do 
not have a complete pot (lower 
photograph).  In such a case, 
masking tape is fitted around the 
gaps and they are filled with 
plaster of Paris.  Though not 
complete, enough of the vessel 
remains in the reconstruction to 
draw a “profile” from it.



A “profile” is a cut-
away drawing of 
the vessel; the left 
half being the 
exterior and the 
right half showing 
its thickness.  This 
is the first drawing 
of the profile.



For its publications 
TFAHR prefers to 
use a stippled final 
drawing of the piece.  
The stippling, 
although it requires 
more time and effort, 
gives a clearer idea 
of the texture of the 
piece.
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