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Episode 4 - Let's Dig!
There is more to an archaeological dig than just taking objects out of the
ground! A site is excavated layer by layer and the location of finds is
carefully recorded. If we're lucky, finds can lay in the ground undisturbed
and, as time goes by, the finds build up in layers, called strata. 

However, people in the past sometimes dug into the ground too, perhaps to dig foundations for
a building or to clear space for a pit to dump rubbish into. This means that strata are usually not
neat layers but can be disrupted by dips and pits dug in the past.  

Also, the size of the layers is due to the amount of activity taking place at the time, not just the
length of time that has passed. 100 years of constant building and rubbish disposal will create a
richer and deeper strata than a 100 years of occassional activity!

Oldest

Newest

As we dig, we can sometimes spot the changes in strata by differences in the soil colour and
the types of finds they uncover. Archaeologists can start to build a picture of the activities that
took place over during different periods by examining one stratum at a time; this is called
stratigraphy. This means that we dig backwards in time - the further down you dig the older
the finds.
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Activities

1. The diagram below shows the stratigraphy of a site in York. You'll notice that the layers are
not all neat and complete - there are features that cut into older strata. Can you match the
features to the labels on the diagram? Write the numbers on the correct lines below.

2. This kind of diagram is called a section and it is very important that archaeologists record
these to show the sequence and size of the deposits. Which historical periods produced a lot
of activity on this site and which were not very active? Write your thoughts below:

1) Medieval Rubbish Pit

2) Roman Sewer

3) Roman Wall Foundation and Ditch

4) Viking Rubbish Pit

5) Cellar of a Viking House

6) Prehistoric Ground Level

7) Modern Street Level

Answers Clockwise from top-left of diagram: 5, 1, 4, 7, 3, 6, 2



If you're making your own salt
dough from a recipe we

recommend making different
shades of red, orange, yellow

and brown using food colouring
to represent common colours

of strata.
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Do Your Own Study!

Create your own stratigraphy model out of salt dough or modelling clay! You can base it on
the one above, or use your imagination to create a whole new dig site with many layers of
history. 

Several different colours of salt dough or
modelling clay
A washable tray or plate 
Modelling tools, such as a rolling pin or spatula
Optional - 'artefacts' to stick in your model.
You could use coins or miniature toy objects
such as Lego. If you're up for a challenge,
make draw your own mini 'artefacts' onto
cardboard and carefully cut them out!

You will need:

Prepare the salt dough or modelling clay so that you have at least 3 different colours,

divided into balls. You don't need to be precise about making them all the same size. 

Roll each ball into a sausage. If some sausages are thicker than others, that's okay too!

Place the sausages flat on the tray/plate so that they are on top of each other and squish

them down. Each sausage is a layer or stratum of archaeological deposits.

Carefully mark out and remove a 'rubbish pit' shape through two or more layers. Take the

removed materials and mix it together in your hands before filling in the shape again - it

should be a different colour, a mix of the strata it has disrupted! Alternatively, use a different

colour altogether to make the pit shape clear.

Instructions:

1.

2.

3.

4.

   5. Press your 'artefacts' into the layers of dough, if using

       them. Remember, items representing earlier periods of

       the past should be in deeper layers than more modern

       ones!

When you're happy with your stratigraphy, score two lines
through your layers to represent a ‘trench’ being dug.
What features or finds does your trench uncover?


