
G LO S S A RY

Undergraduate Certificate in Osteology

Field Methods in Osteology

Field Methods in Osteology:

Field Methods in Osteology refers to the techniques and practices used by osteologists to excavate, analyze,
and interpret human skeletal remains in an outdoor setting. This field of study is crucial for understanding
past populations, their health, diet, lifestyle, and cultural practices based on the analysis of skeletal remains
found in archaeological sites. Field Methods in Osteology encompass a wide range of activities, including
excavation, documentation, cleaning, analysis, and interpretation of skeletal material.

Excavation:

Excavation is the process of carefully removing soil and other debris from an archaeological site to uncover
human skeletal remains. Osteologists use specialized tools such as trowels, brushes, and dental picks to
excavate bones without causing damage. Excavation must be conducted meticulously to preserve the
context of the remains and any associated artifacts or features.

Documentation:

Documentation involves recording detailed information about the location, orientation, and condition of
skeletal remains during excavation. Osteologists use photography, sketches, and written notes to document
the position of bones, any associated artifacts, and other relevant details. Accurate documentation is
essential for later analysis and interpretation of the skeletal material.

Cleaning:

Cleaning is the process of removing dirt, debris, and other contaminants from skeletal remains to prepare
them for analysis. Osteologists use brushes, dental picks, and sometimes chemical solutions to clean bones
without causing damage. Proper cleaning is crucial for obtaining accurate measurements and observations
of the skeletal material.

Analysis:

Analysis involves examining skeletal remains to determine the age, sex, ancestry, health, and other
characteristics of the individuals. Osteologists use a variety of methods, including osteometric
measurements, observation of skeletal features, and analysis of dental and pathological conditions. The
analysis provides valuable information about the population, lifestyle, and health of the individuals.

Interpretation:

Interpretation is the process of making sense of the data collected during excavation and analysis of skeletal
remains. Osteologists interpret the age, sex, health status, and other characteristics of the individuals to
reconstruct their life histories, diet, and cultural practices. Interpretation helps researchers understand past
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populations and their interactions with the environment.

Stratigraphy:

Stratigraphy is the study of rock layers or strata in an archaeological site to determine the sequence of
deposition and the relative ages of artifacts and skeletal remains. Osteologists use stratigraphy to establish
the context of skeletal material and understand the chronological relationship between different layers of
the site. Stratigraphy is essential for interpreting the history of human occupation at the site.

Mapping:

Mapping involves creating detailed plans or drawings of an archaeological site to record the location of
skeletal remains, features, and artifacts. Osteologists use mapping to document the spatial relationships
between different elements of the site and to identify patterns or associations. Mapping helps researchers
visualize the layout of the site and interpret the distribution of materials.

Photography:

Photography is an essential tool for documenting skeletal remains, artifacts, and excavation processes in the
field. Osteologists use cameras to capture detailed images of bones, burial contexts, and other important
features of the site. Photography helps researchers record information accurately, share findings with
colleagues, and create visual records for future analysis.

Artifact Analysis:

Artifact analysis involves examining the material culture found in association with skeletal remains to
understand the daily activities, technology, and social organization of past populations. Osteologists analyze
artifacts such as pottery, tools, and personal items to reconstruct the lifestyle and cultural practices of the
individuals buried at the site. Artifact analysis provides valuable insights into the material world of past
societies.

Archaeological Survey:

Archaeological survey is the systematic exploration of an area to identify and record archaeological sites,
including burial grounds and settlements. Osteologists conduct surveys to locate potential sites for
excavation, assess the density of artifacts, and understand the distribution of human remains.
Archaeological survey helps researchers plan fieldwork and prioritize areas for further investigation.

Stratigraphic Excavation:

Stratigraphic excavation is a method of digging in archaeological sites that follows the natural layers or
strata of soil to preserve the context of artifacts and skeletal remains. Osteologists excavate deposits in
horizontal layers, documenting each stratum and its contents before moving to the next layer. Stratigraphic
excavation allows researchers to reconstruct the history of human activity at the site.

Grid System:
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A grid system is a method of dividing an archaeological site into square or rectangular units for systematic
excavation and recording of finds. Osteologists use a grid system to organize the excavation process, map
the distribution of artifacts and skeletal remains, and maintain spatial control over the site. The grid system
helps researchers collect data in a structured and consistent manner.

Context:

Context refers to the spatial and temporal relationships between artifacts, features, and skeletal remains
within an archaeological site. Osteologists pay careful attention to the context of materials during
excavation and analysis to understand how they were deposited, used, or modified by human activity.
Context provides important information about the cultural and environmental conditions in which the
materials were found.

Biological Profile:

A biological profile is a set of characteristics derived from skeletal remains that includes age, sex, ancestry,
stature, and health status of an individual. Osteologists create biological profiles through careful analysis of
bones, teeth, and other skeletal features to reconstruct the physical attributes of the individuals. Biological
profiles help researchers identify patterns in the population and understand variations in health and
lifestyle.

Estimation of Stature:

Estimation of stature is the process of predicting the height of an individual based on the length of long
bones such as femur, tibia, and humerus. Osteologists use regression equations and statistical methods to
estimate stature from skeletal measurements and compare the results to population standards. Estimation
of stature provides valuable information about the physical characteristics of individuals and their
demographic profile.

Age Estimation:

Age estimation is the determination of an individual's age at death based on the development and
degeneration of skeletal features such as teeth, long bones, and cranial sutures. Osteologists use methods
such as dental eruption patterns, epiphyseal fusion, and pubic symphysis morphology to estimate the age
of individuals accurately. Age estimation helps researchers understand the life history and demographic
structure of past populations.

Sex Determination:

Sex determination is the identification of an individual's biological sex based on the morphological
characteristics of the pelvis, skull, and long bones. Osteologists use sex-specific traits such as pelvic shape,
cranial features, and size dimorphism to determine the sex of skeletal remains. Sex determination is crucial
for creating biological profiles and understanding the demographic composition of populations.

Ancestry Assessment:
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Ancestry assessment is the determination of an individual's genetic and geographical origins based on
morphological features of the skull, dentition, and postcranial skeleton. Osteologists use ancestry markers
such as cranial shape, dental morphology, and measurements of long bones to infer the ancestral
background of individuals. Ancestry assessment helps researchers investigate population movements and
genetic relationships in the past.

Pathological Conditions:

Pathological conditions are abnormalities or diseases observed in skeletal remains that result from
infections, injuries, nutritional deficiencies, or genetic disorders. Osteologists identify pathological
conditions through the presence of lesions, fractures, dental caries, or other signs of disease in the bones.
The analysis of pathological conditions provides insights into the health status, lifestyle, and medical
practices of past populations.

Dental Analysis:

Dental analysis involves examining the teeth and jaws of skeletal remains to determine age, diet, health, and
cultural practices of individuals. Osteologists study dental wear, tooth loss, caries, and dental anomalies to
reconstruct the dietary habits, oral health, and lifestyle of the individuals. Dental analysis is essential for
understanding the impact of diet and disease on past populations.

Trauma Analysis:

Trauma analysis is the study of injuries or wounds observed in skeletal remains that result from accidents,
violence, or occupational activities. Osteologists identify traumatic lesions such as fractures, dislocations,
and blunt force injuries to reconstruct the events that led to the injuries. Trauma analysis provides valuable
information about the causes of death, social interactions, and lifestyle of individuals in the past.

Taphonomy:

Taphonomy is the study of the processes that affect the preservation and alteration of organic remains,
including bones, teeth, and artifacts, after death. Osteologists investigate taphonomic factors such as burial
environment, decomposition, and postmortem damage to understand how skeletal material is transformed
over time. Taphonomy helps researchers interpret the condition and integrity of the skeletal assemblage.

Funerary Practices:

Funerary practices refer to the rituals, customs, and beliefs associated with the treatment of the dead,
including burial, cremation, and other mortuary practices. Osteologists study funerary practices by analyzing
burial positions, grave goods, and burial structures to understand cultural attitudes towards death and the
afterlife. Funerary practices provide insights into the religious, social, and symbolic meanings of death in
past societies.

Isotopic Analysis:

Isotopic analysis is a method of examining the chemical composition of skeletal remains to reconstruct diet,
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mobility, and geographic origins of individuals. Osteologists analyze stable isotopes of elements such as
carbon, nitrogen, oxygen, and strontium in bones and teeth to infer information about the food sources,
migration patterns, and environmental conditions experienced by individuals. Isotopic analysis offers
valuable insights into the subsistence strategies and movement of past populations.

Forensic Osteology:

Forensic osteology is the application of skeletal analysis techniques to legal investigations, including the
identification of human remains, determination of cause of death, and analysis of trauma. Forensic
osteologists work with law enforcement agencies, medical examiners, and archaeologists to provide
expertise in the recovery and analysis of skeletal material in criminal cases. Forensic osteology plays a critical
role in solving crimes and identifying missing persons.

Biocultural Approach:

The biocultural approach is an interdisciplinary framework that integrates biological and cultural
perspectives to study human skeletal remains in their social and environmental context. Osteologists use
the biocultural approach to understand the complex interactions between biology, behavior, and culture in
past populations. This approach recognizes the interconnectedness of biological and cultural factors in
shaping human health, lifestyle, and identity.

Ethical Considerations:

Ethical considerations refer to the principles, guidelines, and responsibilities that govern the treatment of
human remains and associated materials in osteological research. Osteologists adhere to ethical standards
such as respect for cultural heritage, confidentiality of personal information, and informed consent in their
work with skeletal material. Ethical considerations ensure that research is conducted in a sensitive and
responsible manner that respects the rights and dignity of individuals.

Community Engagement:

Community engagement involves collaborating with local communities, stakeholders, and descendant
groups in research projects involving human skeletal remains. Osteologists work closely with community
members to share information, seek input, and address concerns related to the excavation, analysis, and
interpretation of skeletal material. Community engagement fosters mutual understanding, respect, and
cooperation in the study of past populations.

Challenges in Field Methods:

Field Methods in Osteology present several challenges, including environmental conditions, site
preservation, and ethical considerations. Osteologists must contend with factors such as weather, wildlife,
and access to resources that can affect the quality and success of fieldwork. Site preservation is a critical
concern, as improper excavation techniques or lack of funding can lead to the destruction of valuable
archaeological sites. Ethical considerations involve balancing the scientific value of research with the rights
and interests of descendant communities and stakeholders.
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Practical Applications:

Field Methods in Osteology have practical applications in academic research, cultural heritage management,
and forensic investigations. Osteologists use field methods to conduct studies on past populations, human
evolution, and health disparities in archaeological contexts. Cultural heritage management involves the
conservation, interpretation, and public outreach of archaeological sites and skeletal collections for
educational and tourism purposes. Forensic investigations rely on field methods to identify missing persons,
determine cause of death, and provide evidence in legal cases.

Conclusion:

Field Methods in Osteology are essential for the excavation, analysis, and interpretation of human skeletal
remains in archaeological contexts. Osteologists use a range of techniques, including excavation,
documentation, cleaning, analysis, and interpretation, to uncover the life histories, health, and cultural
practices of past populations. By applying field methods in osteology, researchers can reconstruct the
physical attributes, lifestyles, and social interactions of individuals from the past, shedding light on the
diversity and complexity of human experiences throughout history.
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