
ISSN: 2171-6315 Volume 2 - 2012

Editor:

Jaime Almansa Sánchez

Online Journal in Public Archaeology

www.arqueologiapublica.es

AP:

AP: Online Journal in Public Archaeology is edited by JAS Arqueología S.L.U.



AP: Online Journal in Public Archaeology              Volume 2 -2012 p. 55-80

Public Archaeology via skyscraper: 

Outcome and Experience

Patrice L. JEPPSON
Philadelphia Archaeological Forum

Glen MUSCHIO
Drexel University. Digital Media Program,

College of Media Arts and Design
Hannah WINOGRAD

Drexel University. STAR Fellowship Program, Pennoni Honors College
Digital Media Program, College of Media Arts and Design

Matthew HAAS
Drexel University. STAR Fellowship Program, Pennoni Honors College

Digital Media Program, College of Media Arts and Design
Geoffrey OXHOLM

Drexel University. Computer Science Department
Ko NISHINO

Drexel University. Computer Science Department

Shell Objects for Historical Archeological Research and Interpretation 
(National Science Foundation IIS Grant 0803670)

Abstract

A recent archaeology awareness campaign projected Public Service 

videos featured animated 3D artifact reconstructions alongside an 

done in an unusual way but public archaeology conducted toward an 
unusually broad end: the processes involved in creating the PSAs served 
many masters, not just archaeology’s needs. This paper reports on this 

make use of the past for their own needs in the present. 
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Introduction

 What is that twirling around on top of that building? This was an 
anticipated response to an unusual archaeological awareness campaign 
launched in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (U.S.A.) in the fall of 2011. The 
project involved the creation of public service announcements, or PSAs, 
that were projected on a 40 foot(10 meter)-tall LED light marquee 

featured 30-second long videos that drew upon local archaeological 
evidence and cutting edge computational archaeology research. The 
videos showcased animated 3D artifact reconstructions alongside 
archaeology-themed text rendered in eye-catching color. Lighting 

media walls

of one of these PSAs in operation go to  
(Length: 0.33 seconds) *Need latest Acrobat to watch the videos
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Figure 1. The skyscraper on the right shows one of the three 3D animated videos in 
operation just before sunset on September 28th, 2011. The local electric company 
broadcasts community service messages on this electronic billboard each evening 
from 5pm to 9am. (Photo by P. L. Jeppson, 2011).

infused the processes

animated messages emerged through a convergence of computational 
archaeology research, new media education, as well as local archaeology 
needs, and as such they involved trans-disciplinary aims and goals. 
Added to this, the marquee hosting of the PSAs, courtesy of the local 
electric company, involved a corporation serving its own community 

interest in, local archaeology, it also served many masters. It went 

form (production) and function (purpose). It explores the 
convergence of interests and expertise that procured, produced, and/
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or facilitated the creation of the PSAs and their projection from the 

archaeological resources used in the project, a description and critique 
of the archaeology awareness campaign itself, a discussion and analysis 

Geoffrey Oxholm, and myself, Patrice Jeppson —who serves as primary 

this end, I anthropologically theorize this case study so as to explore 
the present
archaeology and society as part of daily life through a systematic 
evaluation of the different social, economic, and/or political issues 
and interests surrounding the PSA endeavor. While data relevant for a 

archaeology (see Matthews et al., 2011). 

The Project as an Archaeology Month Contribution

Archaeology Month or Week. These designations 

states and are designed to help generate understanding and interest 
Archaeology for the 

public, State Archaeology Month Information 2011). In each locality, 
local professional archaeologists, avocational archaeologists and 

The Public Service Announcement
here is a local manifestation of one such statewide archaeological 

the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (as the state of Pennsylvania is 
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Explore Philly’s Hidden Past Program, 2011). This annual event is co-

and preservation of Philadelphia-area archaeological resources. INHP 

located in the center of the city of Philadelphia. This annual event 
has involved as many as 21 archaeologists presenting prehistoric, 
historical, and industrial archaeology discoveries during a day–long 

discussed here.

new 
media

an on-going research interest in digital archaeology interpretation and 

local annual event and another, more general in scope, to promote 
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Archaeology Month as a Community Education Resource

on experiential learning through co-operative education. Drexel is also 

inspired research. The PSA project could serve as course content for 

growing impact of new media on entertainment, education, and industry 

offers college students Bachelor of Science degrees in Animation and 

These major courses provide graduates with the technological, story-

entertainment, design, and new media. While creating the PSAs was 
not expected to require novel technological development, the project 
would serve as good practice for students needing practical experience 
with new media modeling or students learning animation. The PSA 

 With the PSA project in mind, Muschio selected two students from 
STAR Scholars Program for summer 

Students Tracking Advanced Research 
Fellowship Program
mentored research or creative projects. This allows students to explore 

experience for their future career. The students—Hannah Winograd 

this student research and I, as archaeologist, served as a Mentor.
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Designing the PSAs: The Archaeological, Political, and 

Technological Context

length of 72 characters translating into a 30-second long message. 

animated images 
in pieces 

that then merge together to form a whole artifact. He suggested using 

different versions of the general Archaeology Month message. 

the NCC 
site
the location of the National Constitution Center museum and this 
institution (The NCC) had offered to host the annual archaeology 

of the largest and most artifact-rich deposits of material culture dating 
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impacted a major swath of the colonial city of Philadelphia (most of a 

is the entity shepherding that legislated site compliance. However, 
promoting this extraordinary archaeological site is not something 

existence and its extraordinary potential for new U.S. history insights. 

this important archaeological site and was also communicating to the 

collection excavated from the site.
Interested Party for the NCC 

dedicated to seeking, 
discussing, considering and learning from the views of others, and, 
where feasible, seeking agreement with them on how historic resources 

concerned  with building collaborative 
relationships between the service and American society
desire to highlight NCC site artifacts in the PSAs was therefore not just 
an opportunity to showcase exceptional examples of material culture 
excavated from the city, from the NCC site, and from Independence 

to the archaeology in the city of Philadelphia.  
 In short, this PSA project, and the decision to use NCC site 

includes protecting and preserving archaeological resources in the 

through educational programs and activities, and advising agencies 

Mission Statement 2010

groups, avocational archaeologists, architects, historians, journalists, 
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schoolteachers, college students, community organizers, university 
researchers, private sector archaeologists, retired persons, preservation 
specialists, and museum professionals. As a dedicated consulting 

Philadelphia Preservation Alliance, and local and special interest groups, 

not least of all school students, college interns, MA and PhD students, 

www.phillyarchaeology.org). 

Philadelphia citizens in mind. Much as in Rome, Italy, archaeology in 

tourism. The archaeological residues in Independence National 

of international visitors. These same ruins function as civil history 

2006). African American historical archaeology sites in Independence 

way toward serving this end.
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The Archaeology in the Public Service Announcements 

 

service announcements is a miniscule representation of the vast 

Archeology and National Constitution Center
2008). Between 1750 and 1850, this site was a densely populated 

of evidence recovered were more than 300,000 ceramic fragments. 

in the PSA animations. These include a small, hand-painted, pearlware 

www.phillyarchaeology.org”. A dipt’
transfer-print-decorated plate, were featured, respectively, in the two 

Figure 2, 3, and 4. Still photographs of the NCC/INHP ceramics used as images in 
the animated 3D PSAs. (Images based on research by G. Oxholm, animated by H. 
Winograd and M. Haas, 2011.)
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The PSAs as Computational Archaeology Broader Impacts

 The ceramic images used to illustrate the PSAs came to the 

remains have functioned as the research medium for Drexel University 
research, developing new 3D computer applications. That project, The 

Objects for Historical Archeological Research and Interpretation is an 

where conventional archaeological data is used for purposes of 
analysis, interpretations and exposition in specially designed software 
and applications. While typically involving geographical information 
systems, statistical or mathematical modeling, and simulations, in this 
project it is archaeological ceramic analysis that lends itself to the 
application of computational vision enabling technology (see The 3D 
Colonial Philadelphia Project
research is to develop novel computer vision technology that will assist 

the Information Integration and Informatics Cluster III (grant award 
no. 0803670, 2008-2011, extended one year to 2012).
 The 3D Philadelphia Project research involves researchers 

PI) who researches virtual reconstructions using convex hulls of 

and color descriptors, computer scientist Ko Nishino (Co-PI) who 

interpretation and presentation project of the Philadelphia area, 
and myself, Patrice L. Jeppson (Co-PI), an historical archaeologist 

archaeological data set while also conducting ethnographic research 

The 3D Philadelphia Project 
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 The computational scientists, along with their students, are 

rather than a solid volume and, in the vernacular of computational 

the NCC ceramic remains toward the development of novel computer 

vessels) in 3D (three dimension). Toward this end, the computational 
researchers appreciate the ceramic artifact shapes and designs that 
are useful for writing the mathematical algorithms that are central 
to the computer vision and pattern recognition development. It is 
these algorithms that will allow for 3D computer reconstructions. In 
this research the archaeology functions as a proxy medium. Once 
developed, such 3D computer vision applications will have real world 
implications for any and all convex shapes and their reconstructions, 
not just archaeology ceramics. 
 The PSAs drew upon this computational research, especially 

computer interaction, computer vision and graphics, high performance 

grant Co-PI Nishino, has developed cutting edge software that virtually 

site excavations. These vessels and their fragments were scanned with 
a 3D Minolta scanner and the resulting digital images were used for 

fragment edge (boundary contour) to create a colorful image that is 

5.) This process of identifying and validating candidate matching 

Reassembling Thin 
Objects of Unknown Geometry

 (Length: 2:15 minutes).



Patrice L. JEPPSON et al. - Public Archaeology via skyscraper - 67

Figure 5. Vessel reconstructed using Oxholm’s computer vision application. (Research 
image by Geoffrey Oxholm, 2011.) 

then used the rendered 3D images to create the animations using the 

then inserted into movies that Winograd and Haas made using the 

come together to form a mended vessel. The reconstructed 3D vessel 

continued to rotate over the scrolling text message). The remaining 

Photoshop. 

were made to the color pallet and the degree of shadowing effect. The 
margin and the saturation level of the text letters were also adjusted 

cluttered. The conceptual idea was that the PSAs animation sequence 
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use revealed an unexpected complication relevant for computer science 

spectrum typically found in computational science research is not the 

of the NCC ceramic fragments and not all of the computer scientists 

multiple audience aims.

They learned new software programs (namely video editing) and new 
ways of doing things with programs they were already familiar with. 

the multi-disciplinary environment that is the 21st century culture 
of education. Winograd and Haas presented a professional research 
poster on the PSA project at the STAR Research Day, a practicum 

Showcase Poster
research results (then approaching conclusion), the Dean of the College 
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Figure 6. The PSA project was presented at Drexel University’s Penoni Honors 
College, STAR Student Summer Showcase (Photo: P. Jeppson, 2011)

Figure 7. Matthew Haas, Glen Muschio, and Hannah Winograd with the poster 
presenting the PSA project (Photo: P. Jeppson, 2011) 
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Computer Science Department. It represented cross-department 

and it produced broader impacts

categories (see The 3D Philadelphia Project Broader Impacts 2011). 

Archaeology Awareness as a Community Service: the PSAs and 

the Crown Lights Marquee

the 27-story tall, downtown headquarters of the Philadelphia Electric 

in Pennsylvania serving more than 1.5 million electric customers and 
a half million natural gas users. PECO is a hundred year old company 
that is widely recognized for its community service and economic 

past 35 years PECO has used its Crown Lights Marquee to salute local 

Sponsorships and 
Programs

made up of two exceptionally wide screens, each of which covers a 

the north and west sides). These screens are themselves comprised of 

rows upon rows of columns, in turn, hold two million LEDs, or light-
emitting diodes. These columns of lights are 40 feet tall (approximately 
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Environment

system uses approximately 40 percent less energy while offering more 

graphics, including detailed animations, while the old system allowed 

to date, merely colored versions of the white letter messages projected 

Light messages have neither the technical expertise nor the time 

(archaeologist Jed Levin) for content and aesthetic design approval, and 

provided them to PECO for projection. These were lower resolution 

www.phillyarchaeology.org” PSA is posted at 
Gwsvvs
Month www.phillyarchaeology.org” PSA is posted at 
xRJBG2E7wMM http://youtu.
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The Finished Product in Operation

with the time and temperature. Approximately eight PSAs are run each 

messages is repeated so that each PSA is projected approximately 4 
times an hour for 16 hours, or 64 times each night. 

Explore Philly’s Hidden Past 

announce the event while also highlighting local archaeology. PECO 

PECO would rotate the second general message into the PSA mix when 

outreach in itself. I was happy to have these media art products as a new 
archaeology month offering, regardless of any responses that would or 

all those who might see the PSAs. My hope was that the PSAs would 
target those who never



Patrice L. JEPPSON et al. - Public Archaeology via skyscraper - 74

not generate new attendance for the Explore Philly’s Buried Past event. 

However, the statistics present a relative comparison against a nominal 

visits occurring during the PSA runs occur during the overnight hours 

that the PSAs were successful in generating some curiosity or interest 

Figure 8. Web Page logs for September 2011 indicate a sharp rise for period 
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Figure 9.
of the month when the general PSA was in operation on the marquee. The second 
general PSA was used in the PECO Crown Lights rotation when there was space 
during the remainder of the month.

Explore Philly’s 
Hidden Past
presented the PSA videos (Jeppson et al., 2011). Of the 105 attendees 

event from the message on the Crown Lights Marquee. 

this journal. Indeed, one might go so far as to state that this formal 

AP: Online Journal in Public Archaeology as 
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Outcome Verses Experience in Public Archaeology 

resources, computer science research, and media arts expertise to 
promote archaeology awareness. It produced colorful, 3D, animated 

outside concerns used archaeology for their own needs. Toward this 
end, the archaeology functioned as material culture of the present.  
The archaeological data transformed and constructed everyday life in 
the here and now. It moved through different hands into different uses 

 In demonstrating this dialogic process, this case study offers a 

engagement with this archaeology registers as advocacy, academic 
learning, and as community involvement. These qualitative measures 

if not more than, the traditional quantitative outcomes usually used to 

archaeologists play when a community uses the past for their needs in 
the present. 
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 In short, this PSA case study reveals the dichotomy that exists 
outcome and experience

destination and a 
the journey

our experience to outcome. 
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