
aborigine—of, or pertaining to. an original or native
inhabitant of a region.

absolute dating techniques—the methods that deter-
mine when an event occurred in calendar years
(before the present).

ad—like AD, but indicates uncorrected radiocarbon
dates.

AD—from the Latin anno domini, designates the period
after year 1 in the Christian or Gregorian calendar.

agriculture—the intensive cultivation of soil and pro-
duction of crops, farming.

anthropology—the study of humans and their cultural
behavior from a holistic perspective, involving the
following four sub-fields: archaeology, cultural
anthropology, linguistics, and physical anthropology.

archaeological record— the material remains of past
human activities, including any features or alteration
of the landscape.

archaeological site—a place where past human activity
took place and material remains were left behind.

Archaic—a New World cultural period, about 10,000–
3000 BP, marked by a mobile hunting/gathering life
and a mostly egalitarian social organization.

archaeological resources—artifacts, sites, their contexts
within the physical and cultural environments and
the information that can be garnered from them.

archaeology—the study of past human culture by ana-
lyzing the material remains (sites and artifacts) peo-
ple left behind.

artifact—any object made, modified, or used by humans.
assemblage—a group of artifacts found together and

were used at the same time for similar tasks.
atlatl—an early weapon that increased both the force

and distance that a spear could be thrown, used pri-
marily for large game.

attribute—a characteristic of an artifact, such as size,
shape, or color.

basketry—baskets or other items made from woven
fibers or other flexible materials, the art of making
baskets.

band—an egalitarian form of social organization, based
on kinship and marriage.

biface—a stone tool, such as a projectile point, that has
been modified on both sides

blade—a long, thin flake.
bc—before Christ, for uncorrected radiocarbon dates.
BC—before Christ in the Christian or Gregorian calen-

dar, the period before year 1
BP—designation for years before present; 1950 is the

year from which BP dates are calculated.
cache—a set of artifacts placed aside and intended for

later use.
Cartesian coordinate system—a three dimensional

coordinate system in which the coordinates of a point
are its distances from each of three intersecting per-
pendicular planes along lines parallel to the other
two.

ceramics—pottery.
chiefdom—a form of human social organization that

incorporates multiple communities into one social
unit that has, as a basic part of its structure, institu-
tionalized differences in social status (ranking).

chronology—the arrangement of cultures or events in
time.

clan—a social unit tracing descent from a common
ancestor.

classification—a system of  arranging artifacts into groups
or categories according to certain set of criteria.

commensal—a relationship in which two or more
organisms (e.g. humans and mice) live in close asso-
ciation and in which one may derive benefit from the
other, but neither harms the other.

compliance project—an archaeological project, involv-
ing survey and possibly excavation, as required by law.
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context—the location or placement of an artifact, fea-
ture, or site, including its relationship to other arti-
facts, features, and or surrounding environment. 

core—(in lithics) nucleus of stone from which flakes
have been removed.

cultural anthropology—the study of modern humans
and their learned behaviors and culture.

cultural resource management (CRM)—in general,
this term applies to the recording and investigation of
archaeological sites uncovered or impacted by public
construction and engineering projects.

culture—the set of learned beliefs and behaviors shared,
and passed on, by the members of a society.

culture history—the descriptive who, where, and when
of a particular culture.

cuneiform—an early form of writing used in
Mesopotamia from the third to the first millennium
BC, consisting of symbols carved into clay using a
reed tool.

curate (curation)—to preserve and protect an item
(e.g., artifacts) in perpetuity.

debitage—the stone debris resulting from making stone
tools. Some of the debris may be used as tools them-
selves.

dendrochronology—dating technique based on the
number and variation in tree rings. There is one ring
for each year of growth and specific climatic changes
will be evident in thickness of ring. Dendrochronolo-
gists compare the growth rings from many trees or
wood found on archaeological sites to make a com-
bined plot of ring thickness that stretches back many
centuries. By comparing tree-ring dates with radio-
carbon dates, scientists realized that radiocarbon
dates need to be calibrated, to reflect calendar dates.

depositional factors—effects, either natural (like flood-
ing) or human-induced (like plowing), on the mate-
rial remains and features of the archaeological record.
They must be taken into consideration before any
interpretation or dating of a site can occur.

De Soto—Hernando De Soto was one of the first Euro-
pean explorers traveling into the interior of the South-
eastern US (in the early 1500s).

diachronic—over time, through time.
diagnostic artifact—an item that indicates use during a

particular period or by a certain group. 
ecology—the study of the relationships between organ-

isms (here, humans) and their environment.
ethnography—a descriptive study or report, using com-

parative information from modern culture, of early or
technologically primitive society.

excavation—the systematic, planned digging of a site in
order to obtain information about the past society
that lived there.

experimental archaeology—investigations designed to
uncover the natural or man-made processes that pro-

duced and/or modified artifacts and sites. 
feature—evidence at archaeological sites which are not

structures. Examples of features include fire pits or
hearths, trash pits, post holes from structures, wells,
and burials.

field notes—the written materials, including notes,
drawings, sketches, etc. that an archaeologist takes
during a field project. They are often held (curated)
just like artifacts.

flake—debris from stone tool making that may or may
not be used as a tool.

flintknapper (knapper)—a person who makes stone
tools.

funerary objects—goods, either everyday or exotic, that
are placed in a burial. They often signify the status of
their owner (leader, shaman, mother, husband, etc.).

geographic information systems (GIS)—a computer
system that records, stores and analyzes information
about the earth’s geographical features. The database
is organized in layers, which represent different types
of information (like soil and topography). Those lay-
ers (you can have as many as up to 100 or so) can be
compared or totaled selectively to see how different
features or variables relate to one another.

geology—the study of the origin, structure and history
of the earth.

global positioning system (GPS)—satellite technology
used to pinpoint ground locations when doing field-
work, including to make accurate, detailed maps, or
for locating existing archaeological sites.

gourd—an early plant domesticate in the SE US, in the
pumpkin, squash, and cucumber family. It was used
more for its vessel/utensil characteristics when dried,
than for food.

grid—uniformly spaced squares that divides a site into
units; used to measure and record provenience.

ground penetrating radar (GPR)—a remote sensing
device that sends a radar pulse deep into the soil,
allowing the archaeologist to interpret the anomalies
or images that are detected.

historic—the portion of the past defined by the pres-
ence of written records.

historic preservation—Besides being a social move-
ment aimed at preserving America’s heritage, it is
more formally defined as the process of sustaining the
form and extent of historic properties; also see preser-
vation.

holism—an approach used by anthropologists that
emphasizes the whole rather than parts of human
society, including the physical and cultural influences
on human behavior.

horticulture—the cultivation of fruits, vegetables and
flowers, gardening

ice age—any of a series of cold periods marked by alter-
nating periods of glaciation and warming.
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impact— any effect on the archaeological record, in
most cases this term is used to describe the damage
construction or other development projects makes on
archaeological resources.

Indian—see Native American.
in situ—the original placement of an artifact or feature

encountered during survey or excavation. 
kill site—a location where an animal or animals were

killed and sometimes butchered.
level—a layer of soil in an excavation, it can be meas-

ured in regular units (e.g., every 10 cm) or may corre-
spond to natural strata.

lithics—stone fashioned into artifacts, or used as tools.
linguistics—the study of language and culture and their

interaction.
looter—a person who illegally collects artifacts or

destroys archaeological resources; many do this to
make a profit.

material remains—any artifacts, features or other items
used or produced by humans.

midden—an area used for trash disposal.
Mississippian—a prehistoric period in the Southeastern

US, from about AD 900–1540, characterized by peo-
ples who practiced maize agriculture, lived in chief-
doms, had populous villages, and constructed earthen
mounds.

mitigation—the excavation of a site to obtain archaeo-
logical information before it is destroyed by a con-
struction project or other development. Mitigation
removes the significant information a site that is eli-
gible for listing in the National Register of Historic
Places has, so that the site may be destroyed or dis-
turbed without the significant information it contains
being lost.

mound—an earthen structure, constructed by humans
through one or periodic episodes. For example, many
mounds in the SE US are burial mounds. After each
burial a fresh cap of earth was added to the existing

mound. In some cases, the leader, or chief, would
construct his house on top of the mound. When he
died, the house was burned, to be covered with a new
cap of earth and a new house.

Native American—a member of the aboriginal peoples
of North and South America, or pertaining to their
culture.

Neolithic—a prehistoric period generally characterized
by the development of agriculture, use of ceramics
and the manufacture of technically advanced stone
tools.

New World—geographical area that includes North,
Central, and South America, and the Caribbean.

obsidian hydration—a dating technique that measures
the amount of water molecules absorbed on the fresh
surface of obsidian artifacts.

Old World—geographical areas including Europe, Asia,
and Africa.

Paleoindian—a cultural period from about 12,000–
10,000 BP characterized by cooperative hunting and
high mobility of small groups (bands) of people. This
is the first widely identifiable culture in the New
World.

paleolithic—the earliest designated cultural period (Old
World) beginning about 750,000 years ago, charac-
terized by the first chipped stone tools.

paleontology—the study of fossil remains of plants and
animals.

paleobotany—the study of fossil or ancient plant remains.
political economy—system of economics and political

structure within a particular culture.
physical anthropology—the study of human and other

primate behavior, evolution and adaptation.
post hole—a hole that is dug to receive an upright tim-

ber for a building, wall, or other structure. As the
structure decays, traces of the posts are left in the soil,
usually seen as a stain (the post) within a stain (the
hole), if well preserved (see feature).

potassium-argon dating—a technique used to date
material remains based on the rate at which radioac-
tive potassium reverts to argon when it decays; useful
on remains that are too old to be dated by radiocar-
bon (e.g., more than 50,000 years old).

pot hunter—someone who takes artifacts from sites for
non-scientific reasons, such as to add to their collec-
tion or to sell. Pot hunting on federal and most state
lands is illegal.

potsherd or sherd—a broken piece of pottery. 
prehistoric—the period of time before written records;

the prehistoric period varies from region to region.
Pre-Paleoindian (also Pre-Clovis)—refers to aboriginal

occupations of the New World that date to the time
before Clovis. Although somewhat controversial in
American archaeology, evidence is mounting that
humans occupied the Americas before Clovis times.
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This is the Nacoochee Mound, near Helen. Many place
names used around Georgia are from Native American lan-
guages, like the word “Nacoochee.”



preservation—the act of maintaining the form and
integrity of a structure as it presently exists, and halt-
ing any further deterioration or decay. It does not
include any significant rebuilding.

primitive technologist—a specialist in the manual arts
and skills of the past; someone who can replicate and
often interpret use of by-gone technologies.

projectile point/knife (PP/K)—a term encompassing
the stone points that were attached to spears or
arrows, or stone tools used as a knife. Early examples
are often erroneously termed arrowheads.

provenience, provenance—the exact location of an
artifact or feature within a site, based on its place-
ment in a grid and its depth below the ground surface.

psychology—the science of mental processes and emo-
tional behavior of humans.

public archaeology—see CRM archaeology.
radiocarbon dating—a method of dating organic mate-

rial, which is based on the decay rate of radioactive
carbon-14 atoms that are present in all living things
(humans, trees, etc.). By comparing tree-ring dates
with radiocarbon dates, scientists realized that the
radiocarbon dates drift, or need to be calibrated, to
reflect actual dates.

reconstruction—the process of describing, explaining
and interpreting all facets of life of a previous cul-
ture—from the ways people made a living, to the
clothes they wore, to the type of social organization of
which they were a part. The information for recon-
struction often comes from detailed excavation, but is
accumulated over time by all archaeologists.

regional analysis—the study of entire cultures or politi-
cal units, especially through the investigation of set-
tlement systems over a long period of time.

relative dating techniques—methods that determine
when an event occurred in relation to other events
(before, simultaneous, after).

relic—an object from a previous culture, an artifact
rock shelter—a shallow cave on a cliff-face, some were

occupied for extensive periods of time prehistorically.
scraper—a stone tool designed for use in scraping hides,

bones and other materials that has been flaked
(knapped) on one side.

sedentism—used to describe a social group’s lifeways in
which members live in one place, and are not mobile
or migratory.

seriation—a dating technique based on the popularity
cycle of cultural styles that allows archaeologists to
place objects in a chronology.

settlement systems—the distribution of humans across
the landscape and the cultural and physical variables
that affect that distribution.

site—any area showing evidence of human activity as
revealed through artifacts and/or features.

site steward—a volunteer who watches a site, reports on
any activity such as vandalism and looting, and assists
archaeologists and land owners in preserving it.

sociocultural—pertaining to social institutions and cul-
ture.

sociopolitical—pertaining to political structures and
culture.

sociology—the study of human social behavior and
institutions, especially that of the modern world.

Stone Age—the earliest period of human culture, char-
acterized by the use of stone tools.

stone tool—an implement used in prehistoric cultures
made from stone (see lithics).

stratigraphy—the sequence of layers of soil and/or arti-
facts on a site. If they are undisturbed, the more
recent layers will lie above the older layers. The rela-
tionship between the cultural deposits in the layers
help the archaeologist understand what happened at
a site over time.

strata—the layers of soil and artifacts in a site.  
subsistence—the means through which humans make a

daily living, usually referring to how they procure
food.

survey—the systematic examination of the landscape
for evidence of human activity, may be done by
examining the ground surface for artifacts or digging
small probe holes (shovel tests).

synchronic—during a single period of time.
taphonomy— the study of the processes that effect

organic remains in the formation of fossils and
archaeological materials. 

temper—a substance added to the clay when manufac-
turing pottery, usually to harden or strengthen the
material. Temper may be shell, crushed stone, sand,
or other substances.

trade goods—items that were traded over sometimes
very long distances prehistorically. They tell us about
relationships between cultures or peoples and often
ownership of these items carried prestige.

tree-ring dates—see dendrochronology.
tribe—a generally egalitarian form of social organiza-

tion, with a more complex kinship system than a
band, and having some temporary leadership roles.

typology—the classification of a group of artifacts into
types, and the study of their change through time, to
help understand the development of human cultures.

Woodland—a cultural period in the Southeastern US
from ca. 3000–1100 BP, characterized by increasing
horticultural expertise, use of ceramics, and increas-
ing sedentism and social complexity when compared
to the previous Archaic period.

zooarchaeology—the study of animal remains from pre-
historic and historic sites.
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