
Anthropology: Terms to know and their definition 
 
1. Osteology - The study of bones. The branch of anatomy that deals with the structure and function 

of bones. 
2. Odontology – the study of teeth, the science that deals with teeth, their structure.  
3. Excavation - most commonly used within the science of archaeology. In this sense it is the 

exposure, processing and recording of archaeological remains. The term is also used for an 
example of the application of the technique to the study of a given site.  A site in which bones are 
dug. 

4. Suture - The process of joining two surfaces or edges together along a line by or as if by sewing. 
The lines between two bones. 

5. Exhume - to dig (something buried, esp. a dead body) out of the earth.  
6. Entomology – The scientific study of insects. 
7. Diaphysis - the main or mid section (shaft) of a long bone. 
8. Reconstruction - Forensic facial reconstruction (or forensic facial approximation) is the process of 

recreating the face of an unidentified individual from their skeletal remains through an 
amalgamation of artistry, forensic science, anthropology, osteology, and anatomy. 

9. Adipocere - a waxy substance formed during decomposition of dead animal bodies, consisting 
mainly of insoluble salts of fatty acids. 

10. Metamorphosis – the process of moving through the stages in the life cycle. 
11. Epiphysis - the end part of a long bone which is at first separated from the main part by cartilage, 

but later fuses with it by ossification. 
12. Clandestine – Kept or done in secret, often in order to conceal an illicit or improper purpose. 
13. Decomposition - of a corpse is a continual process that can take from weeks to years, depending 

on the environment. In this website we have divided the process into stages; rotting. 
14. Anthropometry - The study of human body measurement for use in anthropological classification 

and comparison. 
15. Ossification - The hardening or calcification of soft tissue into a bonelike material; the process of 

bones growing together. 
16. Putrefaction - the anaerobic decomposition of organic matter by bacteria and fungi that results in 

obnoxiously odorous products. 
17. Anthropology - the science that deals with the origins, physical and cultural development, 

biological characteristics, and social customs and beliefs of humankind; the study of human 
remains. 

18. Forensic Anthropology – the study of physical anthropology as it applies to human skeletal 
remains in a legal setting. 

19. Joints – locations where bones meet. 
20. Mitochondrial DNA – DNA found in the mitochondria that is inherited only through mothers.  
21. Osteobiography – the physical record of a person’s life as told by his or her bones. 
22. Osteoblast – a type of cell capable of migrating and depositing new bone. 
23. Osteoclast – a bone cell involved in the breaking down of bone and the removal of wastes. 
24. Osteoporosis – weakening of bone, which may happen if there is not enough calcium in the diet. 
25. Skeletal trauma analysis – the investigation of bones and the marks on them to uncover a 

potential cause of death. 
26. Anterior – in front of:     The heart is anterior to the spine. 
27. Posterior – in back of:     The throat is posterior to the teeth. 
28. Superior – above, closer to the head-end:  The shoulders are superior to the hips. 
29. Inferior – below, closer to the foot-end:  The tongue is inferior to the palate. 
30. Lateral – closer to the side of, farther away from the midline:    The ribs are lateral to the sternum. 
31. Medial – farther from the side of, closer to the midline:  The nose is medial to the eyes. 
32. Proximal – closer to the center of the body:  The elbow is proximal to the wrist. 
33. Distal – farther from the center of the body:  The ankle is distal to the knee. 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/exhume

