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Organic residue analysis of ancient pottery is an important means of investigating past human
activities such as pottery usage and diet. With advances in analytical techniques and instrumen-
tation, many biomarkers have been identified from the lipid extracts recovered from fragments
of ancient pottery, indicating the origins of the contained substances. From compound-specific
isotope studies of present and ancient lipids, organic compounds commonly found in nature also
serve as fingerprints to determine their specific origins. Decomposition studies of unstable com-
pounds provide evidence for the presence of unstable compounds in the past when decomposi-
tion products are identified. However, care must be taken when considering data. Because of high
absorbability, pottery not only retains ancient substances but also carries compounds that reflect
its entire history. Compounds leaching from the soil and substances adhering during excavation,
transportation, and laboratory work are all included with the extracted lipids. Therefore, re-
searchers must be aware of subsequent adsorptions to avoid misguided conclusions and assure
the relevance of the analysis. Furthermore, the significance of detected compounds must be
judged carefully based on conditions such as the archaeoenvironment, stability, and reactivity of
the compounds, the presence of substances, and the ratios of substances expected to co-exist.
Although unnecessary contamination should be avoided as much as possible, a small inclusion of
unexpected compounds may not be problematic if researchers can distinguish them from those
of ancient origin. Based on our experience, we present examples of predictable and unpredictable
compounds found unexpectedly in the organic residues of archaeological pottery. The possible
sources of these compounds and suggestions to avoid incorporation and misjudgment are dis-
cussed. Pottery is a valuable resource that maintains evidence of its entire history. In the near fu-
ture, we may be able to extract further precious information from compounds stored within the

ceramics.



