
“Squeezes”   
				      & “Squeezing”
“Squeezing” is a method used in the field by archaeologists to 
collect inscriptions from ancient monuments. A dampened paper is 
placed over the inscribed surface, beaten with a brush, and dried 
on the surface. 

Epigraphic squeezes
Modern Impressions of Ancient History

ANKARA, Circa 14 AD
The Emperor Augustus constructs the ‘Monumentum Ancyranum.’ 
This monument is inscribed in both Latin and Greek with the Res 
Gestae Divi Augusti, Augustus’ account of the most important 
events of his reign.

1907 AD
Cornell Professor J.R.S. Sterrett organizes an archaeological 
expedition to the Assyro-Babylonian Orient. The objective: to 
capture inscriptions from ancient monuments, and re-map the 
geography of ancient lands.

1920’s-2014
After scholarly use by Professor Sterrett, the squeeze 
collection was stored in the attic of the Goldwin Smith Building 
on Cornell’s campus. 2012–The Classics Department received a 
grant to have the ‘Monumentum Ancyranum’ squeezes digitized. 
2014–The squeezes are brought to the Conservation Lab for 
treatment and stabilization in preparation for digitization.

Stabilization

Epigraphists study both the incised impressions, but also the 
surface of the monument. The squeezes capture cracks and dents, 
as well as areas where the stone was not carved or perhaps 
smoothed over for correction or reuse. 

Local humidification reduced folds and creases that were not part 
of the inherent nature of the item’s topography. Areas that had 
begun to delaminate were generally left alone unless they were 
at risk of becoming torn or presented potential for loss. These 
areas were stabilized with Japanese tissue and wheat starch paste.

Storage

The squeezes will be protected in archival folders, five to a 
folder, and safely stored within flat file storage cabinets in 
RMC. This storage solution allows for secure care and handling 
within the established preservation practices as well as aids in the 
efficiency of work-flow for digitization. 

FIBER ANALYSIS
What were the squeezes made of that gave them the qualities to 
withstand the squeeze making process and retain their strength 
and flexibility for the past 107 years? 

Each plant fiber has its own unique characteristics. A study of 
the fiber morphology would reveal the identity of those used 
to make the squeeze paper.

The paper had to be composed of a fiber or fibers that were: 

1) Strong enough to withstand the beating during squeezing

2) Able to retain their strength under application of moisture

3) Able to readily accept an impression

4) Durable enough to retain their strength over time 

The most plausible candidates used to make the squeeze paper 
at the turn of the century were chemical softwood pulp, flax, 
cotton and/or esparto. Each of these fibers would give the 
squeezes certain characteristics and qualities.
 

Accessibility

Lightweight and portable, squeezes offer an alternative to 
expensive ans time intensive travel to distant locations.

Congruity

The congruity of a text was often disrupted in times of conquest 
or political changes as it was common for monuments to be 
moved from their original locations and re-purposed for building 
materials. The squeeze also allows for comparison to and revision 
of existing interpretations, as well as potential for fragmentary 
inscriptions to be pieced together. 

Impermanence & Accuracy

As a result of time, man-made and natural disasters, Many 
monuments  are in poorer condition today than they were at 
the time the squeeze was collected. Because the accuracy of 
photographs depends heavily upon the light source, a squeeze 
often provides the most complete, accurate, and accessible copy 
of the text available to date.

The chemicals and processes associated with wood pulp manufacture 
could be responsible for the brittle areas and discoloration. 
Esparto was often added to chemical wood pulp to provide strength. 
Flax paper is durable and strong. Cotton would give a paper that 
was readily able to accept moisture and take an impression. 

The J.R.S. Sterrett squeezes appear to be composed of bast 
fibers, most resembling flax. In light of their strength and 
resilience, this does makes sense. The flax fibers would give the 
squeezes the qualities that they do possess: flexibility, strength, 
acceptance of moisture.

This project is part of a larger initiative funded by the Grants 
Program for Digital Collections in Arts and Sciences. 
After treatment the squeezes will be digitally imaged and then 
reconstructed in 3-D. These images will be part of an on-line 
resource for scholars of Roman history and epigraphy, as well 
as included as part of a comprehensive online resource of the 
Cornell Collections of Antiquities.
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3-D reconstruction of a squeeze

The main priority in cleaning was not to make the squeezes pristine, 
but to remove the loose surface soil that would cause further 
deterioration, inhibit the digitization process, or be a concern 
for storage among the University’s collections.

Conservation 
		    			      Treatment
The squeezes arrived to the lab heavily coated with surface soil 
– dust, dirt, and inactive mold. Due to the topography of the 
squeezes the surface soil is heavily ingrained, especially in the 
curves and angles of the raised impressions.  

Objective

1) To clean and stabilize prior to digitization 
2) To provide a permanent storage solution to accommodate 
	 size, quantity, topography, and storage space limitations 

Cleaning

A three tiered treatment sequence reduced the buildup of dirt 
and dust that had become ingrained in the surface: 

1) Vacuuming with a NILFISK hepa vacuum to remove loose 		
	 surface soil

2) A surface cleaning with absorene sponge erasers

3) A second surface cleaning with latex free cosmetic sponges 


