Using the Technologies of the Future to Explore the Past: Information Technology, Virtual Reality and Cultural Heritage [A Joint Anglo-Russian Collaboration]

Abstracts:

Prof. Beacham and his team at the University of Warwick enjoy an international reputation for the work in the application of information technology, and in particular, virtual realty to the study and dissemination of cultural heritage. Past Projects include the EU sponsored THEATRON Module which was created by an international team, http://www.theatron.org/ 

Building on this work, a collaboration is now proposed with Russian researchers at Academy of Theatre Arts GITIS, The State Institute for Art Studies, The Museum of Moscow Art Theatre, and The Museum of Arhangelskoe to pursue a range of topics.

These include: 

· VR reconstruction of the original Moscow Art Theatre. This would then be used  for the documentation and illustration of the renowned production of Hamlet in 1912, arising from the collaboration of Stanislavski  and the highly influential British theatre designer and theoretician, Edward Gordon Craig, who provided extraordinarily innovative stage settings and was also intensely involved in the production’s direction. 

· A second proposed collaborative project involves preparing a VR reconstruction of The Theatre of Gonzaga at the Arhangelskoe villa near Moscow. This is the only theatre designed and built by Pietro di Gottardo Gonzaga (1751-1831), the famous Italian set designer who lived in Russia from 1791 until his death. His wooden theatre (completed in 1819) and 12 original stage sets provide excellently preserved and rare examples of the late Baroque theatre architecture and set design that were used in private theatres of Europe at the end of XVIII and the beginning of XIX centuries: The importance of this theatre for world culture was recognised by the New York World Monument Watch, which included the Theatre of Gonzaga in the list of 100 priority objects in 2002 (cf. http://www.wmf.org/2000list.html?sid=2040&year=2002). 

Richard Beacham:

For thousands of years now we have turned and returned to dramatic art to test and demonstrate our enduring capacity to conjure up "worlds elsewhere".   The theatre is one of the earliest forms of virtual reality; what the ancient Greeks called that “theatron” or “seeing place” wherein we engage our imaginations to play out before ourselves, collectively, out stories and fantasies reconstituted for contemplation by the mind’s eye. Inevitably, the theatre has long been associated metaphorically, with dreams, and indeed one way of characterising the evolution of theatre’s component elements – language, stories, scenery and requisite technologies is as a constant striving to emulate, virtually, the fluid and transformative quality of dreams.

Dreams and theatre and indeed a great deal of our history, including our long-vanished cultural heritage, share that quality. Once they are gone, they are very difficult indeed to remember, or recover. One of the challenges therefore, faced by scholars, educators, museum directors, librarians and others associated with history and cultural heritage is to help us to understand and have access to the past and  to find the most effective and immediate ways to assist us. The new technologies offer us some very powerful tools and media for meeting this challenge. I want to talk to you today about some of the work that my colleagues and I at the University of Warwick, together with a number of international partners, have been doing using new informational technologies, and in particular “Virtual Reality”. To explore and represent the past.

Much of the that my team and I have “dreamt forth” has dealt with architectural monuments of the distant past. This introduces another level of imaginative reconstruction to the inexact science of writing history. The Past, for us – all of us -- is itself an imagined place. A great “Lost Continent” populated by a variety of cultural, aesthetic and imaginative notions and associations; cluttered with our current and accumulated beliefs and ideologies, and to use a plain word: scholarly “make-believe”. The virtual reality models that we have built as part of our study of the past, are also, of course, like all recreations (including scholarly books) of history, partly based upon imagination. But we have tried to make them as close as we possibly can, using all the facts, analysis,  and the very best hypotheses we can, to make them plausible.

Our work has concentrated upon the study of historical theatres. The advent of computer assisted architectural modelling, combined with virtual imaging and animation, allows us to simulate historical theatre buildings and scenic elements together with (more tentatively) the actions that unfolded there.  This potential: to evoke theatre's essential constituent elements of time, space, movement, and visibility, and to do so in a manner which allows their interrelationship to be both understood and analysed far more readily and effectively than previous approaches, promises I believe, to revolutionise both teaching and research. And of course, although my work has tended to specialise in theatre architecture, the technology and methodologies that we have developed can be applied to a great many historic buildings and heritage sites: both those that still exist (although perhaps greatly changed), and those that are known today only through archival evidence. I want therefore to look briefly at a small selection of some of the Projects that my team and I have worked upon, to give what I hope will be an overview of this work, and a sense of its value and potential for future work in the area of cultural heritage, education, and for future collaborations.

(I) The Odeon of Pericles
Adjacent to the Theatre of Dionysus on the south slope of the Acropolis stood the first indoor, roofed European theatre: the Odeon of Pericles, built by that statesman in the mid fifth Century B.C. and thought to have been used for a variety of dramatic activities and recitations. It probably sat 3,000 - 4,000. According to Plutarch its was "many-seated and many-columned". When we look at the few archaeological remains we find that In fact there were some 81 columns!. What this suggested to us is that such a “forest” of columns required to support the roof would have made it very difficult for the spectators inside to see very much. A computer model enables the student or scholar instantly to see the problem. At least 40% of the audience, would not have been able to clearly see any performance in the centre of the room, irrespective of where they sat or stood.".. The seats were probably of wood, and possibly movable, and located both on the floor of the building, and on rising tiers around a central arena, which possibly employed a portable raised stage. The primary source of light was probably through the central opaion or lantern shaped roof, supplemented by windows placed along the side walls.

We can also use computer modelling not just to see a reconstruction of the theatre, but also to see how it was built
(II) The Theatre at Epidaurus.  

Computer assisted modelling can be used, as we see both to enable us to see buildings that were never built,  as well as theatres which no longer exist, and where only a few physical remains suggest to us what the building was like. But we can also use this technology to explore buildings which still exist, but which have changed over the course of time. We can “restore” them virtually to see what they were originally like. One example of this is the theatre at Epidaurus, in southern Greece. It was built in the middle of the 4th century B.C., and is one of the most perfectly designed of all Greek theatres. It is also still in regular use for performances today.

 (III) The Theatre of Pompey at Rome Project.
A number of new initiatives in the application of computer technology to the investigation of ancient archaeological sites is being by my team of investigators. A particularly intriguing example is at Rome, where in 55 B.C. the triumphal general Pompey the Great persuaded the authorities to allow him to construct Rome's first permanent theatre -- the largest the Romans ever built, anywhere -- and to name it (with becoming modesty) after himself. This was no ordinary theatre, and it has long fascinated and intrigued scholars. Pompey’s sumptuous and grandiose edifice comprised in addition to the Theatre itself (crowned by a temple to his patron goddess, Venus Victrix) an extensive “leisure-complex” of gardens enclosed within a colonnade, and galleries with rare works of art. It also included a Curia available for meetings of the Senate and it was here that Caesar was assassinated in 44 B.C.

The theatre, despite its great importance had never been mapped or scientifically surveyed. Consequently, in the absence of new studies, questions of major importance  remain entirely open, and highly controversial. These include a) the relationship between this first permanent Roman theatre and the sometimes highly elaborate temporary Roman stages that preceded it; b) the possible influence upon its design of the permanent theatres of the Hellenistic world ; c) the extent to which it served as a prototype for the design, ornamentation, seating arrangements, etc. of subsequent Roman theatres and amphitheatres;  d) the relationship of the Theatre complex to and influence upon other great works of imperial architecture; and e) the manner in which later structures encroached upon its fabric and so determined its evolution in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Computer modelling combined with advanced digital data-base technology now offers a uniquely effective and appropriate means for addressing these questions. 

My team and I have recently completed the first scientific study of the site. It has involved preparing comprehensive documentation of all surviving remains, supplemented by new limited excavation at specific points targeted by our initial analysis. We created a definitive series of site-plans, sections, elevations keyed to a complete photographic record, and measured drawings. We have prepared an extensive archaeological register recording the details of every known artefact discovered on the site of the theatre complex for the past five centuries. The Project has now 1) produced a highly detailed computer reconstruction of the site; 2) linked this to the extensive textual, photographic, and graphic documentation; 3) created an integrated analysis of the original complex and documented the manner in which post-antique structure invaded and reused it; and 4) is publishing and disseminating the results of this analysis, together with the supporting material both in digital formats, as well as a series of specialist articles (describing both the innovative methodology and its results). A dedicated monograph on the Project is planned

Next, under the direction of a small international core team  consisting of an historian of Roman theatre practice, an authority on Roman theatre architecture, a Roman archaeologist, and experts in computer aided architectural modelling -- this computer odel has been systematically tested, and continuously refined, in the light of new evidence or analysis emerging and incorporated incrementally into it. 

              Unlike conventional site-plans, the use of computer based modelling has allowed in effect a 3-dimensional ‘jig-saw’ of the entire complex to be assembled. This has enable the investigators (working in collaboration with the relevant Roman authorities, whose cooperation and endorsement has already been obtained) to identify quite precisely the most desirable spots for new ‘key-hole’, minimally intrusive archaeology to be targeted, and this work, the first archaeological investigation of the site in 150 years, is now taking place under the latest phase of the Project.

(IV) Theatre History in Europe Architectural and Textual Resources Online (THEATRON)

This Project was supported the European Commission, and involved 8 international partners working in collaboration. After gathering and closely evaluating examples of current needs and best practice in a variety of institutions engaged in the teaching of theatre, the consortium created a multimedia application. This consists of a selection of some 20 "iconic" theatres from across Europe, virtually reconstituted, with an online user interface enabling students and teachers to access extensive graphical and textual material, illustrating and exploring the history, evolution, and variety of theatrical practice in Europe. 

Each of the theatres has been meticulously researched and modelled both in high definition formats (for animations and still images of the VR reconstruction), and in lower detailed VRML format, the latter allowing users to explore the modelled spaces in "real time" on an ordinary computer screen. In addition to providing extensive ancillary materials to support research, the system allows users to gain access to and study essential elements of theatre such as time, space, acoustics, lighting and sight-lines, which are difficult to analyse using conventional teaching materials.

Dmitry Troubochkin’s part of the paper is available in Russian only at www.evarussia.ru 

