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LIFE AND AFTERLIFE OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOURCES:
ELECTRONIC PRESERVATION, DISSEMINATION, AND STUDY
OF LATIN INSCRIPTIONS

The Digital Epigraphy and Archaeology Project (DEA) is a unique in-
itiative in the field of digital epigraphy as it provides the methods to digitize
in 3D squeezes (ektypa, Abklatsch, estampages), plaster casts of coins and
seals, lace, and paper embossments, using cost-effective 3D reconstruction
technique that utilizes images taken by regular office scanners (Fig. 1). The
Digital Epigraphy Toolbox! is a web application that focuses on the digiti-
sation, 3D visualisation, data mining, and electronic dissemination of such
artefacts. Also, it offers several visualisation modules, thus facilitating the
electronic dissemination and study of historically important artefacts.

A current phase of the project involves the digitisation of Latin inscrip-
tions from Rome, Spain, North Africa, and Eastern Mediterranean from the
CIL collection. Latin inscriptions are of inestimable value as sources for the
study of Roman life and history in all its aspects. As a direct legacy of the
ancient world, they are “speaking” evidence of a past culture whose enduring
influence has shaped Europe. As such they provide a reliable guide through
the rubble of archaeological remains and are often our first means of placing
ancient monuments in their everyday context. From early Rome — although
firstly in significant numbers from the time of Augustus — right through the
imperial period to the sixth century AD, Latin inscriptions are a constant
feature of the thousand-year history of the city of Rome, its provinces and
people; as a widely used medium they reflect communication within that
society in all its facets.

Most of the existing databases only provide access to textual information
assembled from previous printed editions or still photographs — a fact that
limits the potential for original research, as the scholar is reduced to studying
the information from someone else’s perspective. The DEA is not only meant
to be another database that also includes alternative visual representations; its
goal is to use those state-of-the-art technologies so that the researchers may
study the text and lettering technique of the inscriptions anew, having access
to the 3D model of squeeze and being able to visually manipulate it (Fig. 2).

! The Digital Epigraphy Toolbox is part of the Digital Epigraphy and Archaeology Project (DEA),
an interdisciplinary initiative by researchers from the Digital Worlds Institute and the Department
of Classics at the University of Florida. Its Advisory Board includes scholars from both the United
States and Europe. The goal of the DEA is to develop new open access scientific tools and apply
concepts from digital and interactive media and computer science to the Humanities.
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Length 2d: 063 cm

Length 3d: 0.749 cm

Length 2d: 0.724 cm

Fig. 2 — This screenshot shows how the corresponding 3D model of
the squeeze can be used to make measurements on the 3D recon-
structed surface.

Finally, it is not feasible to conduct manual study and examine the
lettering techniques of hundreds of squeezes in a reasonable amount of time
without automatic computer-assisted techniques. The Digital Epigraphy team
develops methods for the automatic segmentation of letters of each inscription
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and automatic grouping. This module is meant to present the affinities between
all the letters in the form of dendrograms, effectuating automatic compari-
son of hundreds of inscriptions in a manner of seconds. The purpose of this
process will be to give the researcher the opportunity to date, identify pieces
of broken inscriptions, and perform numerous additional analyses that up to
now require incalculable work hours, if they are at all possible in some cases.
When contested fragments are housed in different institutions, if their digital
copies exist online, it will be a unique opportunity to be identified and paired.
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