
SETI I SARCOPHAGUS - PHOTOGRAMMETRIC RECORDING
TAKING PLACE FROM 15TH  MARCH

The 16th of October, 2017 will mark the 200th 
anniversary of Giovanni Battista Belzoni’s discovery of the 

tomb of Seti I in the Valley of the Kings. Seti’s tomb is one of 
the largest, most lavishly decorated and important tombs in the 
Valley, but has been closed to the public for conservation reasons 
since the late 1980s. 

The Theban Necropolis Preservation Initiative, a collaboration 
between the Ministry of Antiquities (Egypt), Factum Foundation 
for Digital Technology in Conservation (Spain), and the 
University of Basel (Switzerland), was launched in 2014. A 
multi-year outreach programme, the Initiative is designed to 
promote knowledge-building and research in conjunction with 
the preservation of the tombs in the Valley of the Kings. It is 
an approach to the preservation of cultural heritage that uses 
technology to reveal the past and communicate the challenge of 
protecting these sites. 

The recording of the entire tomb of Seti I in Luxor will start in 
April 2016 and last for at least three years. This important work 
takes further the techniques  which recently led to the possible 
discovery of a new tomb behind the north wall of Tutankhamun’s 
burial chamber, and will result in both colour data and 3D scans 
of the subtle relief carving. The digitisation is not limited to the 
walls of the tomb: the intention is also to record all the fragments 
of Seti’s tomb that have been removed since its discovery and 
which can now be found in museums around the world and in the 
care of the University of Basel.

A long term goal of the work here at the Soane is to make 
an exact facsimile of Seti I’s sarcophagus. The sarcophagus has 
been in the collection of Sir John Soane’s Museum since it was 
purchased from Belzoni in 1824. The facsimile of the sarcophagus 
will take pride of place in the full facsimile of Seti I’s tomb which 
will be installed near the entrance to the Valley of the Kings. 

The aim will be to make an authentic object that reveals 
the history of the sarcophagus and what has happened since 
its arrival at Sir John Soane’s Museum. A digital restoration of 
the sarcophagus will be informed by the study and analysis of 
the data in conjunction with source material, including J. M. 
Gandy’s watercolours of the sarcophagus, painted when it arrived 
in London. During this process, the condition of the original 
‘Egyptian blue’ pigment used to pick out the hieroglyphics (now 

decayed and darkened) will be addressed and the fragments of the 
lid will be re-assembled.

The data gathered in the recording will be useful for 
academics studying, amongst other things, the texts inscribed in 
hieroglyphics on the surface. The data will also be processed into a 
3D model, which will join a series of Soane’s architectural models, 
3D recorded using photogrammetry as a part of the ‘Digital 
Soane’ project to create a publicly-accessible interactive website to 
be launched in late 2016.

This project aims to demonstrate that 3D scanning and 3D 
printing are 21st century technologies that can assist in the 
preservation of great works of art, without inflicting damage on 
the original object. 

PROCESS
Photogrammetric recording of the sarcophagus will be undertaken 
by a team from Factum Arte on behalf of the Factum Foundation. 
Photogrammetry is a process that extracts three-dimensional 
data from two-dimensional images using feature mapping and 
a range of algorithms. In order to make a 3D model, a camera 
takes multiple overlapping images of the surface of an object. 
The images can then be processed to create a 3D model, with 
colour information, for various applications. Photogrammetry 
employs relatively lightweight professional DSLR cameras to 
produce results comparable to scanning systems at a fraction of 
the cost, and is a non-intrusive method of recording. 

The sarcophagus is made of translucent alabaster; this 
characteristic, along with its shape makes it a challenging object 
to record. The current recording of the sarcophagus is employing 
a motorised rig on which the camera is mounted, with two 
flashes mounted at a 45-degree angle to spread an even light on 
the exterior surface. The interior of the sarcophagus is difficult 
to reach, and so will be recorded using a blue laser system that 
minimises the diffraction of the beam on the translucent alabaster 
surface (this is crucial for recording sharp data). Sample data 
will be processed on-site to establish the efficacy of the process 
and processing will then be completed back in Factum Arte’s 
workshops in Madrid.

This work has been made possible by a generous private 
donation.
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