
Archaeology is the study of past cultures. Archaeologists are 
interested in how people of the past lived, worked, traded with 
others, moved across the landscape, and what they believed. 
Understanding the past may help us better understand our own 
society and that of other cultures. Archaeology is a science 
that combines information from many different fields. There 
are countless paths to explore in search of answers. This display 
highlights some of the most common areas of research used by 
archaeologists. Can you think of other possibilities? New areas 
of research are constantly being developed.

Some archaeologists specialize in identifying plant and animal remains. 
Others may team with geneticists or forensic scientists to identify blood or 
plant residues on artifacts.  This allows them to discover what foods people 
were eating or what materials they were using for clothing and shelter. 
Plant and animal remains can also be used to determine what the climate 
was like in the past or to establish the age of an archaeological site.

Knowledge of past environments helps archaeologist to understand the 
conditions prehistoric peoples lived under and how they adapted to those 
conditions. For example, in some environments people became farmers. In 
others they hunted and gathered wild animals and plants rather than 
raising crops and livestock. How people make a living influences the types 
of tools they develop, their housing and many other aspects of their 
culture. 

The study of geology has also provided archaeology with important 
information to unlock the past.  Knowledge of rocks and minerals can be 
used to identify where materials for stone tools, pottery, and buildings 
originated, and in some cases, these items can be studied to determine when 
they were first used by people. These methods allow archeologists to study 
trade networks between prehistoric peoples over time. The study of soils 
and landforms reveals how landscapes change overtime.
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Some archaeologists are interested in art styles and changes in technology.  Just as today, clothing, art, 
architecture, tool designs, and even trade and commerce changed over time. Archaeologists can examine 
an object to determine when it was made or who made it. By looking at trends across a region, they can 
discover how populations expanded, merged, and developed over time.
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