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Documentation/Proper Storage – the Collector’s Responsibility 

 

As artifact collectors, we are only interim caretakers of an irreplaceable resource that has survived the passage of 

time.  We owe it to the memory of the ancient people who created our collectibles to accurately document and 

describe the artifacts for which we are responsible for passing on to future generations.  As one progresses in the 

hobby, learning about prehistoric people, their cultures, their environment and their interactions becomes the most 

important goal – often surpassing the mere possession of the artifacts themselves.  The true value of any artifact lies 

in what we know about it and what it tells us about the habits of prehistoric people.  History has shown that 

documented artifacts are more valuable to archaeologists and collectors than non-documented artifacts.   

 

Site Records 

 

Accurate documentation of broken artifacts is equally important, diagnostically, as is that of perfect specimens.  The 

total collection of site-specific items reveals clues about the culture, site extent, material sources, and travel or 

interaction of ancient people.  Samples of lithic materials, such as flakes, cores, and blanks, are also valuable sources 

of information.   

 

In addition to documentation of artifacts and lithic materials, specific site locations should be recorded accurately.  

Topographic maps, plat books, gazetteers, and GPS coordinates should be a part of every collector’s documentation 

system.  Records/files should include names of site owners, permission slips (some states require these), dates of 

visits, photos of the site, weather/field conditions, type of soil conditions, condition of site, location in relation to 

topography, elevation, drainage system (nearby water sources), size of site, relationship to other sites, list how many 

prehistoric time periods are represented at the site, scientific visits/reports on the site?, etc..  The nostalgic naming of 

sites (“Hales Hilltop Village”, etc.) by collectors is a most interesting aspect of the hobby.   

 

Many serious collectors keep accurate records of when fields are plowed.  Often these dates vary by only a few days 

from year to year! 

 

Provenience  

 

‘Provenience’ or ‘provenance’ simply means ‘origin, derivation, source.’  To a collector it means even more.  It  also 

means the ‘trail’ or the ‘tracking’ of every where a piece has been since it has been found – including place found, 

previous collectors of the piece, and publications in which the item has appeared.  In fact, ‘provenience’ is 

everything we can learn and record about the piece.   

 

The history of each prehistoric piece is most important to the collector.  The hobby is far more than simply 

collecting ‘rocks.’  Each artifact has a past of its own, most of which is undiscoverable – a ‘forever’ mystery.  The 

collector is responsible for documenting what has been discovered and what is known about each piece.  Typical 

documentation information includes:   

 Artifact number 

 Current owner of artifact 

 Description of artifact (including type, shape, color, material and dimensions – use metric system 

measurements) 

 Cultural classification (Early Woodland, etc.) 

 Condition of artifact (list any broken or damaged areas and include grade number) 

 Approximate monetary value of artifact when procured (if known) 

 Artifact history 

 Date received (if acquired through purchase, trade or as a gift) 

 Amount paid for artifact (if applicable) 

 What was traded for artifact (if applicable) 

 Date/time found 

 Site name/# (if applicable) 

 Property owner’s name and physical address/phone number 

 Legal land description where found (section, township, county, state, country, etc.) 

 Exact location found (GPS coordinates) 

 Points of interest/landmarks nearby 

 Nearest water body 

 Site description (what kind of field, lay of land, etc.) 

 Substrate description (field soil type, etc.) 
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 Floral cover (original and current) 

 Landform (moraine, esker, lake bed, etc.) 

 Condition of site and agents of disturbance 

 Type of site (village, camp, burial, earthwork, isolated point find, etc.) 

 Dimensions of site (record the size of the area over which cultural material is scattered, etc.) 

 Other collections that are known to exist 

 Weather, field or stream conditions 

 Other artifacts/interesting items found nearby 

 Interesting happenings/story/stats when artifact was found 

 Site history 

 Photos of artifact (include ‘in situ’, hunter with artifact at time of find, site, artifact in laboratory setting, 

etc.) 

 Additional notes… 

 

Labeling 

 

Serious artifact collectors and museum personnel have developed the following artifact labeling system:  1) 

Purchase Paraloid B-72 Lacquer (25% Acryloid in a 75% acetone solution) from University Products          

(www.universityproducts.com ) and carbon-based Black India Ink, white acrylic paint and a fine tip artist brush 

from an art supply store.  These products are acid-free and are therefore “archival quality materials.”  2) Gently 

clean the artifact with non-abrasive soap and water to remove all debris from the surfaces.  Rinse and air dry.  3) 

Study the artifact to find a flat, smooth labeling location in an inconspicuous spot on the “least photogenic side” of 

the object.  4) Apply a couple base coats of B-72 to this spot which is large enough to accept the numbering system 

that you are going to use.  Allow each base coat to thoroughly dry.  5) Determine what color of paint you are going 

to use on the artifact (white paint is usually applied on dark artifacts and black ink is usually applied on light 

artifacts).  6) Come up with a numbering system (which may include letters) to label your artifact which will 

identify it and correspond to the identical number entered in your log book (or computer-based cataloging program).  

Some collectors use state assigned site numbers, many invent their own code, and others (the author included) use a 

simple sequential numbering system of “1” , “2” , “3” … which doesn’t take up much space on small artifacts.   

7) Neatly paint the number (you may want to practice on a “junk object” before going to the real thing) on the base 

coat (keeping the number within the parameters of the shiny base coat) placing a “_” (underscore) under numbers 

“6” and “9”.  Allow the paint/ink to thoroughly dry.  8) Apply a couple top coats of B-72 over the number – 

allowing each coat to thoroughly dry.  These top coats will safely “sandwich” the number protecting it from 

abrasion.   

 

*Important notes on above work:  Be sure to apply the B-72 in a well ventilated area in a warm/dry environment!  If 

a mistake is made where B-72 needs to be removed, a cotton swab containing acetone can be rubbed on the area 

until the coverings are thoroughly removed.   

 

Cataloging 

 

Once the artifact is labeled, record the number in a log book or computer cataloging program where valuable 

information on that piece can be retrieved when needed.   

 

Displaying 

 

Flat artifacts (projectile points, knives, scrapers, engravers, etc.) should be stored in Riker Mounts (flat boxes with 

glass fronts which pin the artifact against a padded backing) where they can be displayed on a show room wall.  

Make sure that the un-labeled side is shown to the public.  Larger/heavier/rounded artifacts (axe heads, game balls, 

pots, effigies, etc.) should be stored on glass panels inside secure display cases.  Buildings containing valuable 

artifacts should be either monitored at all times or kept locked.   

 

What about the Future? 

 

While you are the custodian of your artifacts be sure to share them (and the knowledge you have on prehistoric 

times) with the public and any legitimate academic or scientific organization wanting to study them.  When it comes 

time to part with your artifacts they can either be 1) passed on to relatives or friends, 2) sold to another collector, or 

3) donated to a museum or educational entity where the items and the knowledge can hopefully be shared with 

future generations.   

 

http://www.universityproducts.com/
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