
 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
© SUMO Survey: Geophysics for Archaeology and Engineering 

Interpretation Categories 

In certain circumstances (usually when there is corroborative evidence from desk-based or excavation 

data) very specific interpretations can be assigned to magnetic anomalies (for example, Roman Road, 

Wall, etc.) and where appropriate, such interpretations will be applied. The list below outlines the 

generic categories commonly used in the interpretation of the results. 

Archaeology / 
Probable 
Archaeology 

This term is used when the form, nature and pattern of the responses are clearly 
or very probably archaeological and /or if corroborative evidence is available. 
These anomalies, whilst considered anthropogenic, could be of any age. 

Possible 
Archaeology 

These anomalies exhibit either weak signal strength and / or poor definition, or 
form incomplete archaeological patterns, thereby reducing the level of confidence 
in the interpretation. Although the archaeological interpretation is favoured, they 
may be the result of variable soil depth, plough damage or even aliasing as a result 
of data collection orientation. 

Industrial / 
Burnt-Fired 

Strong magnetic anomalies that, due to their shape and form or the context in 
which they are found, suggest the presence of kilns, ovens, corn dryers, metal-        
working areas or hearths. It should be noted that in many instances modern ferrous 
material can produce similar magnetic anomalies. 

Former Field 
Boundary (probable 
& possible) 

Anomalies that correspond to former boundaries indicated on historic mapping, or 
which are clearly a continuation of existing land divisions. Possible denotes less 
confidence where the anomaly may not be shown on historic mapping but 
nevertheless the anomaly displays all the characteristics of a field boundary.    

Ridge & Furrow Parallel linear anomalies whose broad spacing suggests ridge and furrow 
cultivation. In some cases, the response may be the result of more recent 
agricultural activity. 

Agriculture 
(ploughing) 

Parallel linear anomalies or trends with a narrower spacing, sometimes aligned 
with existing boundaries, indicating more recent cultivation regimes. 

Land Drain Weakly magnetic linear anomalies, quite often appearing in series forming parallel 
and herringbone patterns. Smaller drains may lead and empty into larger diameter 
pipes, which in turn usually lead to local streams and ponds. These are indicative 
of clay fired land drains.     

Natural These responses form clear patterns in geographical zones where natural 
variations are known to produce significant magnetic distortions.  

Magnetic 
Disturbance 

Broad zones of strong dipolar anomalies, commonly found in places where modern 
ferrous or fired materials (e.g. brick rubble) are present.  

Service Magnetically strong anomalies, usually forming linear features are indicative of 
ferrous pipes/cables. Sometimes other materials (e.g. pvc) or the fill of the trench 
can cause weaker magnetic responses which can be identified from their uniform 
linearity.      

Ferrous This type of response is associated with ferrous material and may result from small 
items in the topsoil, larger buried objects such as pipes, or above ground features 
such as fence lines or pylons. Ferrous responses are usually regarded as modern. 
Individual burnt stones, fired bricks or igneous rocks can produce responses 
similar to ferrous material. 

Uncertain Origin Anomalies which stand out from the background magnetic variation, yet whose 
form and lack of patterning gives little clue as to their origin. Often the 
characteristics and distribution of the responses straddle the categories of Possible 
Archaeology / Natural or (in the case of linear responses) Possible Archaeology / 
Agriculture; occasionally they are simply of an unusual form. 

 
Where appropriate some anomalies will be further classified according to their form (positive or 
negative) and relative strength and coherence (trend: weak and poorly defined). 
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Appendix B - Technical Information: Magnetic Theory 

 
Detailed magnetic survey can be used to effectively define areas of past human activity by mapping 
spatial variation and contrast in the magnetic properties of soil, subsoil and bedrock. Although the 
changes in the magnetic field resulting from differing features in the soil are usually weak, changes as 
small as 0.1 nanoTeslas (nT) in an overall field strength of 48,000 (nT), can be accurately detected. 
 
Weakly magnetic iron minerals are always present within the soil and areas of enhancement relate to 
increases in magnetic susceptibility and permanently magnetised thermoremanent material. 
 
Magnetic susceptibility relates to the induced magnetism of a material when in the presence of a 
magnetic field. This magnetism can be considered as effectively permanent as it exists within the 
Earth’s magnetic field. Magnetic susceptibility can become enhanced due to burning and complex 
biological or fermentation processes. 
 
Thermoremanence is a permanent magnetism acquired by iron minerals that, after heating to a specific 
temperature known as the Curie Point, are effectively demagnetised followed by re-magnetisation by 
the Earth’s magnetic field on cooling. Thermoremanent archaeological features can include hearths and 
kilns; material such as brick and tile may be magnetised through the same process. 
 
Silting and deliberate infilling of ditches and pits with magnetically enhanced soil creates a relative 
contrast against the much lower levels of magnetism within the subsoil into which the feature is cut. 
Systematic mapping of magnetic anomalies will produce linear and discrete areas of enhancement 
allowing assessment and characterisation of subsurface features. Material such as subsoil and non-
magnetic bedrock used to create former earthworks and walls may be mapped as areas of lower 
enhancement compared to surrounding soils. 
 
Magnetic survey is carried out using a fluxgate gradiometer which is a passive instrument consisting of 
two sensors mounted vertically 1m apart. The instrument is carried about 30cm above the ground 
surface and the top sensor measures the Earth’s magnetic field whilst the lower sensor measures the 
same field but is also more affected by any localised buried feature. The difference between the two 
sensors will relate to the strength of a magnetic field created by this feature, if no field is present the 
difference will be close to zero as the magnetic field measured by both sensors will be the same. 
 
Factors affecting the magnetic survey may include soil type, local geology, previous human activity and 
disturbance from modern services. 
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•  Laser Scanning 

 
•  Measured Building 
•  Topographic 
•  Utility Mapping 
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