
Imaging Greater Mesopotamia’s Heritage:  
New techniques, New opportunities  

A new artefact imaging project has been undertaken by the Royal Museums of Art and History, Brussels (RMAH) using the KU Leuven Portable Light Dome 
system (PLD). This technology  allows the registration of the 3D topography of the objects, scaled up to 3 digits after the decimal point. The PLD files thus 

create a virtual copy of the object, including the x-y-z coordinates of every detail. Hence, new types of research questions can be addressed, such as, 
identifying carving techniques, detecting manufacturing tools or variations in shape of particular features in comparison to other scanned surfaces; the 

latter even opens perspectives towards automated pattern recognition within a selected group of virtual models. The need to handle fragile artefacts in the 
future is also reduced. This poster presents a selection (5 cases) with results of this project. 
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Revealing the unseen 

Case-study: The registration of objects 
by means of high definition 2D & 3D 
images gives the advantage to easily 
apply their interactivity in publications, 
such as automatically presenting all sides 
in one single image. In the case of this 
Mesopotamian votive statue (2nd half of 
the 3rd mill. BC, RMAH O.4754), such  
image is able to highlight the craftsman’s 
search for realism in the treatment of 
the skirt: the tufts of fabric on the back 
and sides display a certain movement. In 
addition, details are revealed that, due 
to surface erosion, are difficult to detect 
with the naked eye: distinguishing what 
remains of the bulges of a bunch of 
dates that he holds in his hands. 

Case-study: A methodological approach for studying scarab-shaped seal-amulets – 
generally not larger than 1,5 to 2 cm – requires a certain set of actions. Even if first-
hand study of the artefact remains indispensable, the use of interactive images 
offers significant advantages: it is an all-in-one approach. Firstly, contrary to 
traditional photography, even in high resolution, such images are not limited to a 
single view and lighting angle. Morphological and iconographical details are 
revealed by the ability to interact and by applying visualization filters: they facilitate 
identifying seemingly illegible hieroglyphs and bring out relief details (engraving 
techniques such as hatching, hollowed-out engraving, drilling …), for example by 
discarding color information. Secondly, there is no need for additional 
macrophotography or a microscope to detect traces of glaze preserved inside the 
carvings. And third, setting the white balance and photographing the artefact with a 
scale bar are no longer necessary because these functions are built-in. With the  
PLD system the Egyptian and Levantine scarabs kept at the university museums of 
Leuven and Louvain-la-Neuve were successfully recorded and similar results are 
expected for those currently under study at the RMAH. 

Case study: The ‘standing Apollo with arrow’ 
was a popular theme on coins of Seleucid 
kings like Seleucus II (above). It served as an 
inspiration for this seal of a local dignitary of 
Uruk (RMAH O.205, period of Seleucus IV). 
To the left and right of Apollo, we read the 
title ΧΡΕΟΦΥΛΑΚΙΚΟΣ ΟΡΧΩΝ, “guardian [of 
the public debt registry] of the Orchoeians 
[citizens of Uruk]”.  
An inscription that was never noticed before 
(blue) was discovered to the left of ΟΡΧΩΝ 
(red) by handling the relighting tool in the 
interactive images of the PLD viewer. The 
few letters that can be discerned form the 
word ΟΡΧΩΝ, which was for an unknown 
reason erased at a later stage. 

Durable interactive images online 
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Imaging scarabs: all-in-one recording 

Poster by: Hendrik Hameeuw, Vanessa Boschloos, Sam Van Overmeire, 
Véronique Van der Stede, Anne Devillers (RMAH – Jubelpark 10 - 1000 Brussels) 

Partly damaged faience scarab from the Musée de Louvain-la-Neuve (MB.Bi.504.)  
Left to right: High quality photograph of base design; PLD filter 3D ‘radiance scaling’ and color mode recordings of base and back.  

The PLD reveals details that allow dating the scarab down to a century (Levant, 17th c. BC): it bears a pseudo-inscription (ḥtp-r-n-nb) inside a scroll 
border on its base and curls, branches and a lotus flower decorate the scarab’s back.  

Interactive data = more information 

Interactive images are based on multiple recordings. Combining the data that the recordings 
generate results in improved images that encompass more information. As such, the final 
result allows new and different challenges in a way an object can be studied. For the PLD 
recordings made within the framework of the RMAH project, it became possible to 
reconstruct their 3D topography in high definition, or to calculate and measure the profiles 
of any detail on the surface, scaled up to 3 digits after the decimal point. 

Publishing all views of one object 

Gathering detailed information on 
ancient artefacts would be 
pointless if this information is not 
made available to researchers and 
the public. The PLD data generate 
images and interactive 2D & 3D 
models, which are incorporated 
into PDF documents, a free and 
user-friendly format with global 
usage and long-term durability 
that allows the consultation of its 
dynamic contents. The PDF files of 
the objects recorded at the RMAH 
can be downloaded from the 
museum’s online catalogue, 
Carmentis, which also provides 
general information on the 
artefacts. 

PDF 
document 

Incorporated U3D 
model 

 V. Van der Stede: Une statuette d’orant des Musées royaux d’Art et d’Histoire de Bruxelles, in Bulletin des MRAH. (accepted) 
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Demonstrative overlay of two differently visualized  results (color 
and sketch mode) of one and the same multi-sides PLD recording.  

Using the multi-functional data-set of a PLD recording to measure and visualize the 3D characteristics of an artefact.  
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