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The words followed by a * 
are explained in the lexicon 
at the end of the document. 

 

How do archaeologists work ? 

About 2000 years ago, Nyon was a Roman city. To be able to understand how the Romans lived, 

the archaeologists have had a lot of work to do! 

Did you ever ask yourself what the archaeologists’ job really is? Contrary to what you may 

believe, they don’t run around with a whip, looking for valuable objects, like Indiana Jones! The 

archaeologist is first and foremost a researcher who studies the remains* of the preceding  

civilisations (like the Romans, Egyptians, or Incas, for instance). 

Archaeology consists of digging the ground to find ruins and artefacts. That’s what we call 

excavating! In order to do so, archaeologists use all sorts of tool, including these:  

 

 

 

 

  

This is what an excavation site looks like in Nyon, at the 
Rue de la Gare (photo : Archeodunum SA). 

Two archaeologists excavating a glass urn* and 
its ceramic lid in Nyon (photo : Archeodunum 
SA). 

A trowel 

A shovel 

A wheelbarrow An excavator 
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During the dig, archaeologists have to carefully catalogue and preserve everything, so that they 

may study the data later. That’s why they have to take photos and make drawings of everything 

they see! 

For example, this is a drawing of a stratigraphy*. This 

complicated word designates the stacking of all the 

archaeological layers, composed of soil, sand, rocks or 

construction elements, like yarrow. To clearly 

understand the meaning of a stratigraphy, have a look 

at the next page! 

After finding an artefact, the archaeologist has to carefully study it so that we may learn 

everything there is to know about the object itself (what was it used for?) or about the 

archaeological site (when was the house built? What was the use of the room in which the 

object was found?). 

There are several specialities in archaeology, for example : 

The anthropologist studies human bones. He can therefore know the age and sex of the 

skeleton and give more information about the person’s death, what he or she ate, if he or she 

had diseases, etc. 

The ceramics specialist studies ceramics*. To manufacture their tableware, Romans used a sort 

of terracotta called ceramic. Since the shape of the plates and goblets often change, they are a 

helpful marker for dating.  

The numismatist studies coins. Even then, the 

Greeks and the Romans used coins to pay for their 

purchases. These objects are very useful for dating 

remains*.  

 

The job of the curator of a Museum is to preserve the 

artefacts, make sure they don’t get damaged and, 

most importantly, present them to the public!   

Sesterce of Trajan 

The statues of the Roman Museum of Nyon 

A ceramic cup 
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How does a stratigraphy* form ?   

Layer 1 : natural soil 
before occupation 

Layer 2 : Fill* soil that the 
construction workers brought to 
level the ground before building 
the house 

Periode 1 : first occupation of the site 

Roman     
house 

Periode 2 : demolition of the first house 

Layer 2 

Layer 1  

Layer 3 : the house’s 
destruction layer 

Remains 
and objects 
leftover by 
the house’s 
destruction 

Periode 3 : construction of new houses 

Nowadays 

Layer 2 

Layer 1  

Layer 3 

Layer 4 : Fill* soil that the construction 
workers brought to level the ground 
before building the houses 

Layer 2 

Layer 1  

Layer 3 

Layer 4 

Layer 5 : destruction layer 
of the period 3 houses 

Ruins of the 
houses and 
abandoned 
objects 

Happy 
archaeologist 
ready to dig 

Layer 6 : modern ground 

2000 years ago, a Roman 
family settles in and builds  a 
house.  

50 years later, it’s time to 
renovate the house. In order to do 
so, the first house is destroyed…   

… And we build two new 
houses instead, with new 
construction techniques.   

Time goes by, people move 
elsewhere, and the buildings are 
abandoned and destroyed. 2000 
years later, the archaeologists dig in 
the ground to find and study the 
Roman remains. 

Here is an example of a real life 
stratigraphy. You can see all the layers one 
on top of the other, each a slightly different 
color, just like a “mille-feuille” (pastry) ! In 
certain layers we can even see objects (like 
rocks, ceramic pieces or tiles). 

Nyon, Rue de la Gare, 1992. Photo : 
Archeodunum SA. 
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Your turn to play! Study ceramics like real archaeologists! 

Here is a drawing of a stratigraphy*, with a few objects of the Roman Museum. In every layer, 
archaeologists found ceramics, each different in shape! A piece of ceramic* is called a shard*.   

Thanks to the chart on the next page, help the archaeologists to date each layer of the 
stratigraphy!  

Shard D Shard E 

Shard C 

Shard B 

Shard A 

Layer 4, dating : ………………………………… 

Layer 3, dating : ………………………………… 

Layer 2, dating : ………………………………… 

Layer 1, dating : ………………………………… 

Shard B 

Shard E 

Shard C 

Shard D 

Shard A 

Layer 

Layer 

Layer 

Layer 
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years 

Dating each shape 

The black lines in the below chart show the years during which each shape of ceramics was 
produced.  

For example, shape B was manufactures between 30 and 110 AD. Shapes D and E were 
manufactured until 160 AD. Thus, a Roman who lived in 160 AD could buy shape D and E bowls, 
but shapes A, B and C weren’t on the market anymore, because potters didn’t make them 
anymore.  

You’ll realise that in a stratigraphy the old layers are on the bottom, whereas the recent ones 
are on top. 

As a tradition, archaeologists like dating time periods according to the reign of the Emperors.  
Using the list, name the Emperor who reigned when each shape was manufactured, used and 
discarded :  

 

  

Layer 4, dating : ………………………………… 

Layer 3, dating : ………………………………… 

Layer 2, dating : ………………………………… 

Layer 1, dating : ………………………………… 

Shape  A 

There are two shapes 
that really look alike, but 
they aren’t from the 
same time period at all! 

 

AUGUSTUS….…………..27 BC – 14 AD 
TIBERIUS…..………….………………14-37 
CALIGULA…………………..………..37-41 
CLAUDIUS………………..…………..41-54 
NERO……………………….…………..54-68 
GALBA………………………….………68-69 
OTTO………………………………….…….69 
VITELLIUS………………………………….69 
VESPASIAN……….………………….69-79 
TITUS……………………………………79-81 
DOMITIAN……………………………81-96 
NERVA………………………..………..96-98 
TRAJAN………………………………98-117 
HADRIAN………………………….117-138 
ANTONINUS……………………..138-161 
MARCUS AURELIUS………..…161-180 
COMMODUS……………………180-192 
etc… 

 

Huh, my mother’s 
grandfather’s name was 
Augustus, my dad’s name 
is Claudius and my little 
brother’s name is Hadrian! 
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Lexicon 

Fill soil : Soil that is brought to a construction site and is used to level or flatten the ground.  

Stratigraphy : A « Millefeuille » of archaeological layers, compose of soil, sand, rocks and 
construction elements. See page 3.  

Shard : Piece of ceramic.  

Urn : Container, often made out of glass or ceramic, where the ashes of the deceased were 
deposited. In Roman times, urns were usually buried underground, in a cemetery.  

Remains : Ruins and artefacts from the past, found in an archaeological site. 

 

Educational kit 

The charts and drawings presented in the exercises are all taken out of our educational kit « A 
dive into the everyday life of Ancient Nyon », used for class visits at the Museum. With this kit, 
children are able to touch and study real Roman artefacts accompanied by one of our 
facilitators.  

 

Solutions 

Layer 1 : 20 BC to 20 AD  

Layer 2 : 30 to 100 AD 

Layer 3 : 50 to 70 AD 

Layer 4 : 60 to 160 AD 

 

Layer 1 : From Augustus to Tiberius  

Layer 2 : From Tiberius to Trajan 

Layer 3 : From Claudius to Vespasian 

Layer 4 : From Nero to Antoninus 

 


