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Positive ID

The announcement came from the Canadian Department
of National Defence. Private Thomas Lawless, born
April 11, 1889, was a member of the 49th Battalion,
Canadian Expeditionary Force. He was killed in action
on June 8, 1917, a few months after the Battle of Vimy
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His remains were recently buried at La Chaudiére
Military Cemetery in Vimy, France, with his family

in attendance. La Chaudiére, a Commonwealth War
Graves Commission cemetery, currently has 907
servicemen from the First World War buried or
commemorated there, including Private Herbert
Peterson, the soldier whose remains were found
with Private Lawless.

“Anthropological analysis and mitochondrial DNA
testing are standard approaches for identi cation,”
explains Andrew J. Nelson, a key researcher on the
project and associate dean of research for the faculty
of social science at the University of Western Ontario.
“However, mtDNA requires material from living family
members on the maternal side to make a connection.
In this case, we had none of that at our disposal. To
the best of my knowledge, this is the rst instance

in which facial reconstruction and isotopic analysis
were added to the mix. It may result in a new protocol,
or certainly new tools, for the identi cation of the
missing.”

More Applications for 3D Printing

Nelson sees a variety of applications for 3D printing
in anthropology beyond the identi cation of soldiers’
remains. For example, his team used 3D Systems
3D printing in the facial reconstruction of an Egyptian
mummy housed at the Chatham-Kent Museum in
Chatham, Ontario. But that's just scratching the
surface, he says.

Final portrait of Private Lawless based, in part, on 3D
computer models and 3D printed models.

“Societies who wish to move forward must know their
past to better understand who they are now and where
they might be going,” he said. “The high variability

of cultures of the past — before the internetworking of
the world — tells us a lot about the interplay of traits
like gender, status, health and wealth in di erent
settings. It's the bones that help us associate those
cultural traits with a particular set of human remains.
And though CT scans enable us to look inside a
mummy, for example, without disturbing the bones,
wrappings and so on, 3D printing lets us extract these
pieces, guratively speaking, by creating a physical
model from CT scan data. We can thus examine the
bones more closely and learn more from them.”

For the descendants of Private Lawless, these
investigation methods accomplished something
more personal. As Nelson says, “Although it's sad
to contemplate the loss of young lives in war, it's
rewarding to account for the missing, both for the
sake of the deceased and for long-grieving family
members.”
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