






























to mind. This romantic image represents only the 
beginning step in the scientific discipline of ar­
chaeology. It's an important step, since the in­
terpretation that follows depends on careful exca­
vation techniques. 

Interpretation of material culture is the rest of 
the archaeological process. A crucial yet less 
glamorized aspect of archaeological research, in­
terpretation takes place in the laboratory and in­
volves many tedious hours of washing, numbering, 
mending, researching, and identifying archaeologi­
cal material. Although systematic and exacting, 
laboratory work is also varied. With hundreds of 
artifacts coming in from an excavation site, labora­
tory personnel must be well versed in all aspects of 
the material culture with which they are working so 
they can understand the significance of every recov­
ered object, from projectile point to firearm. There 
is always something new- a different piece to the 
puzzle that wasn't known before. 

Artifacts come to the lab from the field in paper 
bags labelled with numbers which identify where 
they were excavated. The numbering system used 
by the VRCA follows the Smithsonian River Basin 
Survey system; thus the label 44WY25/3A repre­
sents the first layer (A) in the third feature (3) to be 
excavated at the 25th site registered in Wythe 
County (WY), Virginia (44). Laboratory staff 
members must make sure that an assigned number 
remains permanently with each artifact no matter 
how small or seemingly insignificant it may be. 
Each object will eventually be individually num­
bered; until then, a tag bearing the appropriate 
number accompanies each group of artifacts 
through the processing maze. 

The first step in processing involves washing 
the artifacts. It is fascinating to speculate, as cen­
turies of dirt are rinsed away, how the objects were 
broken or why they were lost or thrown away. 
What did the people who last touched them think 
about these things? How were they used? 

Washing may sound elementary, but it is inte­
gral to the proper identification and preservation of 
artifacts. For example, all broken edges of ceramic 
fragments must be scrubbed clean so that the "fab­
ric" or "body" can be seen. This is important both 
for correct ware identification and for tight and 
accurate mending of sherds. 

The washing tray also provides opportunity 
for the first close examination of the artifacts. At 
this time objects requiring special attention will be 
removed. Special problems are posed by decayed or 
soft bone, unglazed and low-fired ceramics, coins, 

stem holes are indicative of when they were manu­
factured. 

Once artifacts have been dried, either with 
electrical heat or simply in the natural air, they must 
be indexed. Taking one group at a time, each 
fragment is described and counted under one of 
four basic categories. For historic artifacts these are 
CERAMICS, GLASS, METALS, and MISCEL-

Careful washing of all artifacts is important for proper identi­
fication and preservation. 

enamelled,' gilded, or silvered metals, and some 
organic or metal materials which may require im- LANEOUS, and for prehistoric artifacts they are 
mediate conservation. These objects are replaced by CERAMICS, LITHICS, FAUNAL, and MIS-
REMOVED slips bearing the object's number, CELLANEOUS. The index is very specific, taking 
description, and destination (such as "conserva- note of the objects in each category by number, 
tion" or "study collection"). type, shape, and description. When possible, a 

The tools most commonly used to remove dirt terminous post quern, or date after which each 
include soft-bristled brushes of all shapes and sizes particular group was deposited, is determined, 
(toothbrushes are very useful), dental picks and based on the date of the most recently manufactured 
probes, and dissecting needles. The latter special artifact. 
tool is used for removing dirt from the stem holes of Indexing confronts the laboratory staff with 
clay tobacco pipes, a procedure essential for the two basic questions. What do these objects repre-
pipes made in England, since the diameters of their sent and when were they made? Like good detec-
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"Bouquet of Flowers in Glass," (1617) by Christoffel van den Berghe, portrays Ming Dynasty wine cups parallel to fragments 
found at the Maine, Governor's Land, near Jamestown. The John G. Johnson Collection, Philadelphia. 

tives, staff members exhaust all possible informa­
tion sources: archaeological site reports which 
identify more intact artifacts from datable contexts; 
museum coHections, which usually contain whole 
objects; scholarly research in different areas of 
material culture; and period prints and paintings 
that illustrate items in use. 

A good example of laboratory sleuthing con­
cerns some Chinese porcelain wine cups. During 
excavations of the Maine, a ca. 1618-25 tenant 
settlement on the Governor's Land near James­
town, fragments of at least five Chinese wine cups 
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were recovered. In the early 17th century, Chinese 
porcelain was a relatively expensive commodity, 
rarely used in rural Virginia households. Its pre­
sence was unexpected among the material remains 
of the Maine inhabitants, who were tenant farmers. 
Documentary evidence suggesting that quick for­
tunes were being made on tobacco between 1617 
and 1630 perhaps explains the use of porcelain by 
the Maine household; but with few parallels in 
collections of 17th-century Virginia material cul­
ture, the wine cups resisted easy discovery of their 
date of manufacture. 



Routine examination of period illustrations 
displaying 17th-century objects provided the first 
clue. Two Chinese porcelain cups appearing in a 
still life by Christoffel Van der Berghe, dated 1617, 
exactly parallel the Maine examples. Curators _at ~he 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, where the pamtmg 
hangs, were initially skeptical. They thought the 
cups belonged stylistically to the mid-17th century, 
and that the 1617 date of the painting was fraudu­
lent. 

· Fortunately, a second clue providing cor­
roborative evidence surfaced with a Sotheby' s sales 
catalogue. This publication illustrated Chinese 
porcelain salvaged off the Caribbean island of St. 
Helena from the 1613 shipwreck of the Dutch 
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East-Indiaman Witte Leeuw. The porcelain collec­
tion included seven intact wine cups paralleling the 
examples from the Governor's Land! Now incor­
porated into the VRCA Study Collection of ar­
tifacts, the Maine fragments have provided students 
and scholars of material culture valuable informa­
tion about the presence of late Ming Dynasty 
Chinese porcelain in Virginia and in addition have 
convinced the Philadelphia Museum of Art curators 
of the integrity of the 1617 date on the Van der 
Berghe painting. 

If the porcelain wine cups offer an example of 
one of the more interesting "when" questions 
encountered in the archaeological laboratory, 
another artifact from the Governor's Land excava-

tions suggests the kind of identification, or "what," 
question that may arise when indexing objects from 
an excavation. 

Sifting plow zone soil through % " screen at the 
17th-century William Drummond plantation site 
near Jamestown enabled VRCA archaeologists to 
recover thousands of artifacts essential to interpre­
tation of the site . Scattered throughout the plow 
zone were thumbnail-sized sherds of an unusual 
delftware hollow vessel that had been shattered by 
periodic plowing. Each fragment was decorated on 
the exterior with reddish-orange parallel dashes 
separated by pale blue stripes, and a few pieces were 
also painted with bright bluish green. While the 
plow zone contained many sherds of the object too 
small to identify, excavation of a soil stain where a 
17th-century post had rotted uncovered a large base 
section of the vessel resembling a cat's front paws . 
With this clue giving some indication of shape, 
research of the literature on ceramics turned up a 
parallel example in The Colonial Williamsburg 
Foundation's Department of Collections . The 
fragments belonged to a jug in the shape of a cat, 
decorated with orange and blue stripes and seated in 
grass. Approximately seven cat jugs are docu­
mented in museum collections , most of them bear­
ing dates between 1657 and 1676. Mr. Drummond, 
a participant in Bacon's Rebellion of 1676, may 
have enjoyed spirits from this ceramic feline some­
time before his untimely execution in 1677. 

Ceramic cat jug fragment ( ca . 1670s) from the William Drum­
mond site, Governor's Land, near Jamestown. Intact parallel 
located in The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation's Depart­
ment of Collections. 

Once artifacts have been indexed, they are 
mended and numbered. A cellulose glue is used for 
mending because it dries quickly and can be dis­
solved with acetone. Mends must be reversible so 
that object profiles or fabrics can be studied. Using 
a fine-pointed rapidograph or quill pen, the ar­
chaeologist then labels the artifacts with the . site 
identification. Every fragment, no matter how 
small, is numbered so that its provenience, or 
location on a site, will always be known. 

When the preceding steps have been completed 
on artifacts from every group of an excavated site, 
crossmending is attempted on all of the pottery and 
some of the glassware. During this procedure all the 
excavation's fragments of a particular ware type, 
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such as coarse earthenware or Chinese porcelain, 
are spread out, and separated by shape and color. 
They are further separated so that individual vessels 
and pieces that belong together are easily recogniz­
able. A record of mends made between groups is 
recorded in the finds list. The crossmending proce­
dure is necessary to establish relationships between 
archaeological features and layers and also to de­
termine the minimum number of vessels deposited 
on a site . 

Crossmending, vessel counts, and fragment 
counts and weights are all procedures that correlate 
relationships among artifacts. They can reveal such 
significant cultural information as activities that 
occurred on a site, location of architectural features, 
use of space, and social and economic status of a 
site's inhabitants. For example, an analysis of the 

Each artifact is numbered with a fine-pointed pen. 

distribution of artifacts that burned during the 1729 
fire at Corotoman, Robert "King" Carter's Lan­
caster County manor home, allowed for interpre­
tation of what otherwise may have been viewed 
simply as a 40' x 90' Georgian-style mansion foun­
dation containing hundreds of burned artifacts. 
Aided by SYMAP, a computer mapping program 
which plots artifact densities.and mean frequencies, 
VRCA archaeologists used vessel and sherd counts 
and weights to determine the location of architec­
tural features and use of space within the mansion. 
Weights of window glass concentrated in certain 
areas thus indicated original placement of the win­
dows, and both weights and minimum counts of 
glass wine bottles suggested that the area inside the 



northern doorway had been used for wine storage. 
Even though the ceramics had exploded during 

the fire, spreading ceramic fragments throughout 
the mansion, sherd concentrations revealed where 
each object had been in use. Distributions of ap­
proximately seventy vessels in the total ceramic 
assemblage showed that teawares were concen­
trated in the west room of the mansion, while more 
utilitarian serving wares were located in the central 
hall. Only six vessels were used in the east room. 
This information, together with documentary evi­
dence and data from the distribution of every other 
artifact category ( such as nails, architectural and 
furniture hardware, personal and clothing items, 
and fireplace tiles), established that the west room 

The final laporatory procedure at the VRCA is 
the selection of artifacts for its Study Collection. 
This collection is comprised of those objects from 
each archaeological assemblage which the curators 
have chosen as unique, representative of the site, or 
of exhibitable quality. These artifacts are stored in 
special dust-free metal cabinets in the VRCA Study 
Collection room of the Wren Building at the Col­
lege of William and Mary in Williamsburg. Avail­
able for scholarly research, the VRCA's Study 
Collection represents one of the largest and most 
varied archaeological collections of North Ameri­
can material culture. 

All objects not placed in the Study Collection 
are packed into acid-free boxes and stored in the 

17th-century Portuguese maiolica plate recovered from the Joseph Petitt site, James City County. 

of the Corotoman mansion was a paneled, elabo­
rately furnished form~l parlor, that a closet in the 
central receiving hall or basement was used for 
ceramic storage, and that the east end was the 
location of Mr. Carter's bedchamber. 

Beyond defining the functions and decorations 
of rooms, analysis of the total artifact assemblage 
from Corotoman specifically delineated objects 
which symbolized success and prominence in the 
eyes of Robert Carter, the wealthiest planter of his 
generation. This discovery has in turn aided ar­
chaeologists in identifying material indicators of 
arrival at the top rung of colonial Virginia's social 
ladder. 
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VRCA "dead storage" facility. Nothing is thrown 
away, not one rusty nail or splinter of glass, and for 
good reason. Archaeologists of the future may 
develop techniques for examining and interpreting 
artifacts that will reveal much more information 
than is presently apparent. As the science of ar­
chaeology develops, objects that seem insignificant 
now could contribute to solving future puzzles of 
material culture. 

Beverly A. Bagley and 
Merry Abbitt Outlaw 
Laboratory Curators 



Notes on ~rginia 

MORSON'S ROW 

~. Yirginia Historic Landmarks Commission 
Morson's Row 
221 Governor Street 

Richmond, Virginia 23219 

) 

Mr. & J1rs . 
5614 Crenshaw Ave. 
Richmond, VA, · 23227. ( 

-~'-~··· .Jf"- .,.._ •• __.. • ,_ ... __..~ ...... ----. ·--~ 

U.S. POSTAGE 
PAID 

PERMIT NO. 304 
RICHMOND, VA. 




