
ROMAN ARCHAEOLOGY FIELD SCHOOL – THE SIGNUM VORTUMNI PROJECT 
 

Welcome to the Roman Forum!  This is a six-week on-site course at the UNESCO World Heritage 
Site of the Horrea Agrippiana in the Roman Forum.  The field school will introduce students to the 
methods of field archaeology in an experiential-learning environment.  Students will gain knowledge 
of the skills and conceptual methods with which contemporary archaeologists assess archaeological 
contexts as they are uncovered.  You will explore a broad range of techniques and technologies 
from the best uses of various kinds of equipment for physical excavation, to traditional methods of 
stratigraphic excavation, practices of object identification and analysis, identification of organic 
remains for scientific analysis, advanced digital record keeping, surveying, and photographic and 3D 
site analysis. Students will take part in all aspects of excavation and by way of a modular program, 
they will learn the basic techniques and then apply these methods to their own assessments of the 
excavation and the larger topographical situation of ancient and modern Rome by way of invited 
lectures and through their own presentations to the team.   
 
This summer we will start to uncover the full southern flank of the Horrea Agrippiana down to virgin 
soil where possible.  Excavation will begin across the whole sector, which encompasses some 500 
m2 and as we expose layers will likely separate into two sectors, one composed of Ancient Roman 
strata and another composed of virgin soil as well as Late Antique and Medieval strata. 
 
Students will work in all areas of excavation practice in order to gain a broad education in 
archaeological field techniques on site and under the supervision of experts in the branches of 
archaeological practice and research.  All students will begin with basic training in field excavation 
with a variety of tools and technologies and then apply this training immediately in the systematic 
stratigraphic excavation of the site.  Students will then rotate through each section of the excavation: 
fieldwork; finds (ceramics, object and environmental analysis); data (survey, database management, 
geospatial and photo modeling). 

 
 
Texts: 
 

Before arriving on site, students are expected to read and be familiar with the materials from the 
course packet, which will be made available online. Stratigraphic excavation is hard to comprehend 
outside of practice, hence the nature of this course.  This will make some of the reading difficult to 
comprehend.  Still, students are expected to work on their own time before arriving on site to gain 
enough familiarity with the concepts, method and best practices, so that they can begin interpreting 
and applying them quickly on site. 

 
 

Requirements/Grading:  
 

Attendance for the full length of every day is mandatory.  There are no excused or unexcused 
absences allowed except in medical or family emergencies. Be sure to stay close with your 
classmates in the morning and on breaks.  For all excavation days, we will begin at 7:30 AM and 
end at 4:00 PM with breaks for lunch and rest.   
 

 50% Participation and progress in excavation experience 
 15% Trench presentation 
 15% Reading reflections 
 10% attendance at off-site lectures and visits 
 10% virtual journal  
 



PARTICIPATION AND PROGRESS IN EXCAVATION: You are expected to arrive punctually every morning for 
excavation and participate each day in both the physical and intellectual aspects of the dig.  Your 
assessment for this section of the course will be based on your active and productive participation, your 
engagement with the site and the process of excavation and your motivation to contribute to the work at 
hand. Periodic meetings with supervisors will help you gauge your progress, and if you are unsure of your 
standing at any time, you should confer with the instructors.  You must participate in all components of the 
course. 
 
TRENCH PRESENTATIONS: In the last two weeks of excavation, you will each present a 10-minute 
assessment of the stratigraphy, finds, and situation of your sector of the excavation, a thorough, cogent and 
accurate presentation of the area in itself and in relation to the site as a whole.  You should highlight the 
relevance of your sector in relation to one of three areas: the history of Roman archaeology and the 
topography of the area of the city; technologies being employed and the ways in which the stratigraphy is 
made comprehensible by those technologies; or finds from the sector and their significance in relation to 
their fields of study.  Stratigraphic analysis of the trench must be the foundation of all presentations.  In order 
to do this properly, it will be crucial for you to reflect on the whole of the stratigraphy, beginning with the first 
layers you encounter during the summer and perhaps incorporating information from past years of 
excavation.  In preparation for your presentation, it is recommended that you keep a record / journal of your 
experience and what you have uncovered 
 
Schedule: 
 
Pre-excavation (Week i):  
 

June 16: Arrival, acclamation and neighborhood orientation.  Welcome dinner out with group 
 

June 17: Rome introduction. 10:00 AM: Morning lecture followed by topographical walking 
lecture of ancient Rome in afternoon  

 
June 18: 9:00-12:00; 2:00-4:00. Walking lecture of the Roman Forum, Palatine and Velabrum, 

with discussion of the topography, materials and finds typical of the site neighborhood.   
 

June 19: Visit to Ostia Antica  
 
June 20: 10:00 AM: The site - morning discussion of the Horrea Agrippiana and of all the site 

components followed by introduction to the tools of excavation, organization of site and 
course.  Afternoon safety introduction, discussion of excavation protocols and 
demonstration of equipment and tools 

 
June 21: Free day: explore! 

 
Excavation Week 1 (June 24-28): Excavation begins: everyone will work on opening the site, removing top 

soil and initial excavation.  Field techniques, finds collection, architectural analysis, survey 
and data recording are all required components and comprise the first weeks of excavation 
for everyone. Each day you’ll learn through practice.   

  
Excavation Week 2 (July 1-5): During week 2 you will begin your rotation through Labs (see below, Labs I).  
 
Excavation Week 3 (July 8-12):  The last group will rotate through labs on Monday and Tuesday of week 4. 
 
Excavation Weeks 4 (July 15-19): Continued excavation and periodic in depth training  
 
Excavation Week 5 (July 22-26):  Continued excavation and periodic in depth training  



 July 26: Farewell dinner 
 
Site visits: During the course of the excavation we will visit other sites to provide a broader sense of the 
relationship of the excavation to Rome and its environs.  On June 19th we will journey to Ostia Antica to learn 
more about Rome’s port, which would have close ties to the Horrea.  Another day (TBD) we will go to the Via 
Appia for an introduction to the suburbs of Rome.   

 
 


