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Technology: Digital archives

Scanning the past

By Zimeon L. Garfinkel
GLOAK CIHESTIKIERT
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MFA Egyptologists scan past
in saving archeological photos
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to & combinetion of age, bad chem-
istry, and poor stovage conditions
at the museum.

Instead of sasiig the ghas
plates, the musenm has embarked
on &n ambitious project to digitize
the moet important ones, Once
safely inside & computer, the im-
ages can bé eopied, incorporated
into scholarly publications, and
roade gvallable for direct inspee-
tion by the public,

, “We can end up with s better

result than the original,” Manue-.
{ian says. “We can correct under-
exposed and overexposed images.
We can fake out cracke in the
But the digitizing process isn't
easy or chegp. Beesuge the muse-
um won't have & chance to go back
and do it-a second time, it’s impor-
tant to record all of the informa-
tion that each negative containa,
“This is not your average ta-
ble-wp scanner,” suys Manuelian,
noting that the resulting files are
20 to 40 megabytes. Although he's

seanner fo make the process go
faster, he would rather have funda
to send the negatives out to & pro-
fesaional digitizing service (there
are several in Boston). Volunteers

" arent-much help because of the

training required to work with the
images withoul harming them.
Computers are also helping Lo
pubilish the findings, both kower-
ing the costs for typesetting and
making the information avaBsbie
to a moeh broader audience, -
For years, Egyptologists were
hampered by the hieroglyphies
used by the amcients. Working
with the picture alphabet was dif-
ficult. Over the past 10 years, =
number of hieroglyphic fonts have
been developed for academis,
With these fonts, switching into

pictograms ia as easy as printinga

sentence in italics,

Much of Manuelian's own re-
search involves the study of epl-
graphy, carefully looking at the
andent writings that were carved
on tomb walle Ahhough those

" writing are clearly reproduced in

IENy Musean read-
ing those photographa is about as
difficult a8 reading a photograph
of a newspaper. To be useful, the
text must be transcribed. Manue-
Jian does this by digitizing & pho-
tograph, displaying it on the com-
pater’s screen, and then iracing
the image using programs like
Adobe IHustrutor and Denebs
Canvas. The drawings can be im-
ported directly inte a word proces-
BOT.

Egyptologiste are also using
virtual reslity to hring the ancient
world alive. Severs] universities
and museums have developed
three-dimenaional models of both
srtifacts and excavation sites, Us-
ing sophisticated tools that have
become available in recent yesrs,

they are maldny {t poesible to re-
create views of the past,

Meanwhie, a laser survey of
Giza ruins and the Sphinx have
been carried qut. Instead of walk-
ing around the ruins, computers
ean be used o zee the ancient
world as it might have been seen
by those who lived then.

Still, without the Iaternet,
retich of this information would be
locked away from the publie.

Using sophisticated
tools that have
become available in
recent years, they

- are making it
possible to recreate

views of the past.

That's becanse few academic pub-
lications on Egyptology have
press nme of mose than & few
hundred coplea, As a result, ama-
teurs have had difficulty getting
easy accesa to acholarly work. But
with the Workd Wide Web, a site
that's put up for echolarly dis-
pouree ¢an be shared by tena of
thousands of amateurs without ad-
ditional cost. The Internst has
also made it possible for amateurs
to find one another and communi-
cate.

Yahoo, an Internet service,
lists literalty tosens of sites devot-
ed to Egyptology, including two
Jowrnals, 12 sites on the Pyramids,
five sites featuring hieroglyphies,
four sites on the Sphinx, three in-
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st.ltuten. and two Egyptological
Jjouwrnale, Unfortunately, many of
these linka appear to be out of
date. S0 here are some links that
Manuelian sugpests: .
Links to most of the relevant
Egyptology Web sitez msy he
found st http:/fwww.egyptalogy-
com/reeden/tinkshtml.

Cambridge Universily haa set
up a page of Egyptology Re-
sources at hiipy//www.newion.

The University of Chicago Ori-
ental Ingtitute {s st http:/fvaw-ol,
uchicago.edu/QI/DEPT/RA/
ABZUYABZU.HTML,.

Virtual Reslity tours of the
Oriental Institute Museum are at
http:/fworw-oi.nchicago edwQl/

Tha Centre for Comyuter-pid-

ed Egyptological Research, in
Utrectit, the Netherlanda, has vir-
tual veality panoramsa of Egyp-
tian objects; rvestorution of arti-
facts hy computer; international
lists of Egyptalogints and Egypto-
logical instituttons; hieroglyphie
fonts for aale; hieroglyphie
dictionary datehases; Egyptologi-
cal news updates; and linke to oth-
er  aites. It is8  at
hitp/iwww.ceer.ggl.
run.nlecer/defanit.him],
. Finally, “KMT: A Modern
Journal of Anglent Egypt,” can be
found at httpy/www.egyptology.
corviomt,

The MFA’s own home page
can he found st httpwwe.mfs

org. .

People interested in finding
out more can contact Peter Man-
velian gt prmanuelisn@mia.org.

Tochnology wriler Stmaom 1. Gar-
finkel can be regched of plugged-
in@simoot. net.




