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Abstract

TRIS is an EC-funded accompanying measure co-ordinating 25 EC-funded trial projects to increase their impact and exploit their results. Involving more than 80 cultural institutions all over Europe, the trials, most of them completed, have contributed to the application of new technologies to memory institutions and therefore to cultural innovation in Europe. After introducing TRIS' objectives and highlighting the main characteristics of the trials, this paper will explore the work and results of a selection of six trial projects, illustrating a number of different contexts where new solutions are applied to enhance and improve access to cultural content. The support activities of TRIS are also briefly discussed especially in relation to how to best exploit the trials' potential.
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Brief context 
In the year 2000, 25 trial projects were selected as a result of a call launched by the Cultural Applications Unit of DG Information Society, within the Action Line 'Trials on new access modes to cultural and scientific content'. 

The main features of the take-up trials are:

· The trials are not researching but experimenting with existing technologies to find novel ways of creating, manipulating, managing and presenting new classes of digital cultural objects, held by archives, libraries and museums.

· They aim at enhancing the user experience, by providing innovative means of exploration, learning and entertainment.

· They are user-centred, focusing, in particular, on user interaction and models for interactivity with high-quality virtual representations of valuable cultural objects, and the creation and navigation of virtual cultural and scientific landscapes.

· The trials are driven by small cultural institutions run by local authorities or SMEs with local interests, demonstrating how smaller institutions can play a very important role in the use of innovative technologies for the production of cultural content. 

· The trials address a wide range of user communities including tourists, teachers, curators, SME’s, historians, scholars, scientists as well as the single citizen. 

TRIS is an EC-funded accompanying measure, which is co-ordinating these 25 trials to increase their impact and exploit their results. The co-ordination and dissemination activities of TRIS are supporting the trials to reach critical mass and substantial cultural, scientific and commercial impact.

The trials have appeared at a time when the debate on the potential and perspectives of the Information Society in Europe is most fertile and intense. The Information Society Technologies are increasingly transforming our life, producing a great social and economic impact as well as opportunities and challenges for individuals, organisations and governments. Within the cultural heritage sector, digital multimedia provides an ideal means of communication and interpretation responding to the users' increasingly sophisticated demand for a holistic experience and a greater access to the cultural material held by the memory institutions. Digitalisation and virtual representations of cultural material provide memory institutions with an effective tool to enhance access and interaction with their collections and to promote education and life-long learning while, at the same time, representing a valid means of conservation and preservation of fragile material. 

In spite of their small size and scope, many of the trials provide good examples of how new technologies can be effectively applied to different cultural areas, producing quite interesting results. In the following section six trial projects will be explored to highlight their work, the technologies they used and the results they achieved in different cultural settings, namely, in the contexts of museums, libraries, archives, historic gardens and SMEs.   

Innovative experiments in varied cultural settings 

CTiC

Common Threads: Collections & Connections in Cyberspace 

http://www.commonthreads.org.uk

CTiC focuses on the world of museum collections, aimed at ensuring that these benefit and exploit the potential of information technologies to improve access to and visualisation of artefacts as well as to increase safe and secure access to objects which are often too fragile to display for long periods. 

The project is carried out by a consortium of eight museums, co-ordinated by the West Midlands Regional Museums Council and dataVista Ltd, a new technology company. The eight museums aim to provide access to their cultural content through the World Wide Web, enabling the user to explore their collections of costume and textile artefacts on-line.
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Figure 1 Chinese robe Herefordshire Heritage Services 

CTiC addresses a range of different users, from those who find it difficult to visit museums due to social exclusion, disability and geographic remoteness, to teachers, by raising the design and communication standards in educational web sites for museums, to the single individual who wants to explore selected items and learn more about them before a physical visit to the museum.

The prototype web-based interface developed by the project uses a real life application, comprising over 300 costume & textile items from the eight participating museums. The interface relies on iconisation and visual keys to lower language barriers and it enables the user to explore costume and textile artefacts by four major themes: design; inside out, which looks at clothing from underwear to accessories as well as social history context to explain changes in fashion; fashion statements (I am what wear), dealing with issues of identity and meaning in costume and textiles; making links, providing links to other disciplines - Ceramics, Natural History etc.
CTiC uses a combination of existing technologies. In particular the project utilises photo-realistic 2D and 3D objects, which can be rotated under the control of the user. Thanks to this technology users are also enabled to zoom into the object to explore it in increasing levels of detail.
  Panoramic vistas (360°) give the user the impression of being physically present in the museum. Both objects and vistas include hotspots, which link to interpretative text held in a database, derived from the existing collection management systems of the participating museums, providing an effective tool to interpret visual information.

By focusing on textile and costumes the CTiC trial emphases the importance of local traditions conveying a strong message of territorial identity and highlighting the values of the local in the knowledge economy of globalisation.

Project web site: http://www.commonthreads.org.uk
Co-ordinator: West Midlands Regional Museums Council; contact: Emma HAWTHORNE, hawthorne@wm-museums.co.uk
Project Manager: Mary DUROSE, mjdurose@datavista.co.uk

Valhalla

Virtual Access to Landscapes and Historic Gardens at Linked Locations

This project explores a very important aspect of cultural heritage, which is so often neglected: the world of historic gardens and landscape parks. Unlike most trials, this is a research project, which has developed a prototype web interface enabling digital comparison between two historic gardens, utilising real-time videos and related interpretative information.  

Ran from October 2001 to November 2002, the project was co-ordinated by the Faculty of the Built Environment, University of the West of England (UWE), in partnership with the Gardeners Exchange Trust and the two chosen 'test' gardens of Hatfield House, in the UK, and Chateau de Villandry, in France. The main purpose of Valhalla was to create facilities for a 'virtual Gardeners Exchange', promoting analysis and discussion between staff at each site, as well as to make available on the Web real-time video for comparative study, with 'hot-spot' information generated in matching VRML viewpoints from a 3D spatial information system. 

One of the distinguishing features of gardens and parks is that, unlike buildings, usually subject to slow change and decay (and consequently past records and now computer modelled analogues stay valid in the long term) they are open to rapid diurnal and seasonal change, modification and alteration. Moreover, experts usually cannot obtain precise and reliable information and interpretation from a single photo made on site.
The Valhalla project combined remote data capture with spatial referencing and retrieval of digital images and other associated descriptive information to offer an effective and innovative approach to recording, interpreting and making available on the web digital images and related information. To this purpose, the project has installed controlled video cameras overlooking the gardens, which enable real-time remotely controlled acquisition of digital imagery. This was then associated with heterogeneous interpretative information, based on VRML, the whole managed by Geographical Information System (GIS).

The main elements to the project are thus: 

· Digitally recorded information about the gardens

· video cameras providing a real-time overview of the gardens 

· 3D models’ of the gardens linking through to a database and aimed at interpreting the video images 

· a website offering additional information about the gardens 

· higher quality video highlights than can be viewed on the web recorded on DVD 

· staff enabled to conduct interactive on-line discussion and share experience.

Recording and interpretation are two of the main keywords of the project, considered as integral parts of the process of achieving sustainable conservation of gardens and landscapes. Indeed, accurate records (and their maintenance) help an effective management, care and preservation of the cultural heritage, from defect analysis to visitor management.
 Within this context, 'computer modelling' could play a crucial role, thanks to its capacity to support multiple models produced by utilising the same set of data in different ways. In other words, the same data can be used and interpreted to the public in various ways to convey different meanings. If the act of recording helps to collect data about a cultural site, interpretation is the function of processing those data and information to make it available to the public. Interpretation is essential in enhancing public awareness and understanding of the importance and value of cultural heritage and of its conservation. The Valhalla project interprets the two test gardens by displaying 3D virtual models of them in conjunction with relevant video clips (figure 2), enabling their comparative view and analysis. Both models and videos are linked to an information database, which stores data on the gardens' plants and planting (figure 3).
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Figure 2

By providing web access to the interpretative real-time samples and archived video clips linked to matching 3D models, the project enables the comparative study of similar information within both gardens, aiming at broadening public access to this lesser-known world of historic gardens. Web users, (and also staff and visitors at one site) are thus enabled to see what is currently happening in real-time at another European site as well as to search for and view similar landscape features or plants.
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Figure 3

The Valhalla project is a good example of how innovation and sophisticated technology can help bring to full evidence parts of our heritage that was simply known to exist. The innovative combined use of the web, VRML models, real time videos and information databases highlights the highly educational potential of the project, enabling skills and understanding to be shared between visitors and experts, and awareness raising on conservation and preservation issues. 

Project web site: http://environment.uwe.ac.uk/valhalla/

Co-ordinator: Faculty of the Built Environment, University of the West of England (UWE), Bristol, UK; John Counsell, John.Counsell@uwe.ac.uk.
VirtuAL

Virtual Archive and Library for Cathedrals
The Virtual trial is managed by the Faculty of the Built Environment at the University of the West of England. The project uses as main technologies 3D VRML model generated from Geographical Information System (GIS) and the World Wide Web. For the purpose of the project a bespoke database with search and browse facilities has been created to store a sample of approximately 170 digitised records from the Cathedral’s historic collection.

Historic collections housed in city cathedrals across Europe are generally not much available to the public because of their fragile nature. While they could accommodate higher numbers of visitors, they are often not able to offer appropriate information and interpretation.

The project has developed a web based virtual archive and library of the Wells Cathedral (Somerset, UK), one of the most outstanding English cathedrals, dating back to 1180 and hosting inestimable treasures from the thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries (figure 4).
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Figure 4  The Wells Cathedral

VirtuAL is a prototype model for the Web based historic collections where historic buildings, housing the archives and libraries, presented as a metaphor, are used as a portal to the collection. 

The project has developed an improved methodology for multimedia recording and publishing of historic collections of cathedrals or similar buildings. It was also aimed at improving access to historic collections and contributing to the definition of a strategy for the identification and evaluation of the cultural significance of these types of collections. 

The project's two main objectives are education (interpretation) and research. Indeed the trial aims to offer to visitors an interactive means of learning, exploration and interpretation of their cultural heritage, raising and increasing awareness of the importance of its preservation, At the same time it provides a database for archaeologists, conservators and historians and a means for professionals to contribute to the record and exchange of ideas and information. 

The project has been published on the web in July 2002 and all three main parts to the project are currently accessible: the archive and library virtual collections (including 550 digitised records) a searchable multimedia database and an interactive 3D VRML model linked of the cathedral (figure 5). 
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Figure 5

The content is organised to offer three different layers of depth of information. The first layer addresses visitors who only want to skim through the site looking for general information. The second layer aims to provide more detailed information by browsing of the content of the historic collection. The third level offers in-depth information about the collection providing catalogues of the library and archive collections as well as research conducted and made available on the Web. 

The data within the archive and library collections are organised and can be searched by theme and time criteria. Thus, for example, the library themes include: theology; bibles; science, while the archive themes are: Vicars Choral; fabric accounts; etc. According to the time criterion data have been organised around ten centuries, covering the most significant periods in the Cathedral’s existence. 

A bespoke database has been conceived to accommodate various types of multimedia objects (videos, images, text, flesh animation etc). Digital surrogates of the records were obtained by using scanning, photographing and video recording. The content can be searched and browsed by using standard search query facilities or by entering Flash based equivalents which is for the Library a book and for the Archive a stained glass window.

It is quite interesting to notice how the Cathedral’s establishment preferred a 3D representation Wells Cathedral, which would not be photorealistic (Figure 5) in order to avoid the impression in the viewer of already having seen the place and consequently leading to a reduced number of visitors to the Cathedral. This is actually a very common concern of cultural institutions when dealing with virtual reality. Personally I think that people are and will always be attracted to the 'real thing' and therefore a virtual representation of it can only trigger more interest and encourage people to physically experience the place. 

VirtuAL was a successful project, which ended in November 2002. The VirtuAL prototype could be replicated and adjusted to other cathedrals and historic buildings and heritage institutions in Europe and elsewhere. The project could even offer the possibility of creating a European Internet based network of city cathedrals through which visitors and researchers could obtain and exchange information. The project has recently produced a CD-ROM, intended to be sold in the Cathedral's shop and in the town and is currently considering and defining some specific exploitation strategies to promote its product. 

Project Web site: http://environment.uwe.ac.uk/virtual/

Co-ordinator: Faculty of the Built Environment, University of the West of England, UK; contact: Nada Bates-Brkljac, Nadezda.Brkljac@uwe.ac.uk
Books2you!

Digitisation instead of interlibrary loan
BOOKS2U! is one of those trials aimed to innovate the world of libraries via testing a new approach to interlibrary loan (ILL) through digitisation of monographs. 

While document delivery of journal articles has made considerable progress in the last years, interlibrary loan of monographs is still carried out in a traditional way where users request a book through their library, which is delivered to the latter by postal service. BOOKS2U! has been investigating the possibility of replacing this time- and money-consuming process by providing users with digital surrogates of monographs, made available on a digital library web site (Figure 6). 
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Figure 6 A study's digitised page from the ALO on-line database, 1868  

BOOKS2U! is carried out by three Austrian universities: the University libraries of Graz and Innsbruck and the Department of Computer Science for the Blinds of the University of Linz. These three universities form together the so-called ALO working group (Austrian Literature Online - http://www.literature.at), of which BOOKS2U! is part. 
 

Austrian Literature Online is a cultural project, which set up a digital library of the most outstanding works of Austrian literature. The ALO virtual library applies the principle of existing digitisation projects such as MOA and JSTOR, enabling users to search the full text, browse, turn pages and navigate within the book and download several derivates such as html, pdf and text files. 

One of the main features of BOOKS2U! is that it combines two approaches: 'digitisation as cultural task' and 'digitisation on user demand'. From the first approach the project benefits, as already mentioned, from existing cultural projects, using their main infrastructure, guidelines and standards. From 'digitisation on user demand' BOOKS2U! takes the fact that digitisation is carried out whenever a user demands a book.  Thus, the ordered book - if there are no copyright restrictions - will be digitised directly on-site and integrated into the ALO-archive. The combination of these two approaches presents a number of benefits:

1. While the shipment of books serves a single user, a digitised book can be used by several users, for different purposes and, in principle, forever

2. The book is preserved as it will not be shipped again and therefore no further damages will occur

3. A digitised book can be consulted by anyone having access to a networked computer 

4. The digitised material represents raw material, which can be used for many different purposes. By preparation of the texts via OCR also blind and visually handicapped people may have access to these contents 

5. Finally, apart from copyright restrictions, there are no limits to the digitisation of books. Books printed from 1500 onwards can be digitised and made accessible online. 

One aspect to be stressed is the simple structure of the project, which has not invented anything new, but simply utilised library systems and digitisation applications already in use. In line with this principle, once set up, the ALO digital library will be maintained separated from the participating libraries' catalogues and systems. Users will consult the ALEPH catalogue, which in Austria provides access to 52 academic libraries, and by clicking on a link they will enter the ALO web site. ALEPH then, would serve as a distribution system as well as the keeper of the complete library records of the digitised material.      
BOOKS2U! will be implemented at the university libraries of Innsbruck and Graz by the end of this year. The service will be tested for one year and after that it will be decided whether to integrate the service into the standard activities of the libraries, after any required modifications. 

Project Web site: http://books2u.uibk.ac.at/

Co-ordinator: University Library Innsbruck; contact: Guenter Muehlberger, guenter.muehlberger@uibk.ac.at
Beasts

Boosting the Economy by Assisting SMEs in the Tourism Sector

As mentioned in the introduction, the trials address a vast range of different audiences and issues. Thus, the BEASTS trial focused on tourism and economic development particularly in rural areas of Wales as well as in similar European contexts, addressing in particular Small and Medium Enterprises. The project's main purpose was to contribute to the economic development of the tourist industry by ensuring that SMEs in rural areas become aware of and exploit the potential of electronic commerce as well as of national cultural resources. The objective of the project was to train and enable the managers of a selected number of SMEs (usually family businesses) in rural areas of Wales to make use of technology and national cultural resources, especially archival material, to improve their business opportunities. In doing so, the project has created tools and approaches, which could be transferred to other European contexts. 

For this purpose Beasts has adapted an existing application, a resource locator tool initially developed for public sector education and training use in order to develop specialised templates with links to digitalised materials. These templates aim to support SMEs in the tourist industry, to easily market their products and services through the World Wide Web.

The trial has then developed easy to use interfaces to allow the selected trial companies, most of them with no technical knowledge, to both create their own web sites for marketing purposes and access the Irish national archive to download video, audio and text to enhance their own web sites. The project also performed a quality criteria mechanism, aimed at ensuring the integrity and quality of the information and other services offered by the SMEs.
The following case study produced by the Beasts project provides a clear example of the potential usefulness and application of the trial's results. 

'PRIVATE
Mr and Mrs Davies, farming at Cwm Andros, wish to diversify as their beef farm is no longer self-sustaining. They have worked with the tourist industry to ensure a high standard of accommodation at the farmhouse but they are not attracting visitors. 

Mr Davies is aware of a site of special scientific interest on the mountains - the home of a rare bird. Mrs Davies is trained to use project software and can soon create and upload web sites linked to relevant digital resources. She soon has key information about the bird, its history, place in Welsh poetry and present day distribution and habits. Once Mrs Davies has completed her training she receives certification which allows her to market the web site through the marketing tool which also allows her to collect payments on-line. She soon attracts visitors from bird-watching groups throughout the world. She also sets up an information service, for which members pay, and uses her son's video camera to include footage. The tracking information she receives allows her to build on her strengths and plan for the future.' 

This is just an example of the tremendous potential of the Beast trial in supporting SMEs in making the best use of new technologies and cultural content.
Project Web site: http://www.project.cd/beasts/
Co-ordinator: Acen Cyfyngedig - Wales Digital College; contact: Elen Rhys, digidol@aol.com
Seax-Damas

Essex Archives on-line

The last trial that will be outlined in this paper relates to the world of archives. SEAX is the name given to the computer system designed and developed by the Essex Record Office, UK. Unlike most EC project names, SEAX is not an acronym. A 'seax' is a curved Saxon sword, and a row of three seaxes is the symbol of the county of Essex. 
The project aimed to refine and test the SEAX Archives Management System for use in other European archives, both as a total collection management system and as a software base for online access to archive catalogues and digitised images of archives. The project has made the SEAX catalogue available online and installed it in another UK archive, the Northamptonshire Record Office. 

The main objectives of SEAX were to: 

· Check the ease of installation and use of Seax in the Northamptonshire Record Office

· Assess its usefulness and effectiveness for archivists

· Assess the usefulness and impact of online access

· Check all usability features

· Evaluate the importance and effectiveness of calling up digital images of archives and image manipulation.

Like for most archives, the material held in the Essex Record Office’s as well as in the Northamptonshire archive is the prime evidence for the history of the people, who lived in those counties and regions, covering a period of hundreds of years and deriving from a variety of sources. The preserved records, in different formats, are charters, court rolls, deeds, parish and nonconformist registers, maps, letters, diaries, accounts, minute books, wills, photographs and films. Part of the archive comes from the oral history work of local societies and individuals anxious to put on record the reminiscences of older people, and radio and TV broadcasts of local interest are also retained.

SEAX contains all the Essex Record Office catalogues (it does not contain the text of the documents themselves). These are detailed descriptive entries of all the documents in the archives, collected from across the county and beyond in the 60 or so years since the Record Office was first established. All these catalogues have been converted to SEAX and can be searched electronically, making searches much quicker and more complete than was ever possible in the past when using the old card indexes and paper catalogues. The converted catalogue currently comprises about 80,000 A4 pages and it will continue to grow. The catalogue can be searched by personal name, place name, subject, institution and document type and documents can be ordered prior to a physical visit to the archive. Digital images of documents, maps and photographs are now being added to the database.

The project carried out research by questionnaires and observed work sessions involving both archivists and users. As a result several improvements to the search algorithms and system navigation have already been made. Interestingly, online access has increased the use of the archives and has opened access to new types of user. The effect is to make this part of the cultural heritage more transparent and easy to access both locally and internationally. SEAX will end in December 2002 and it is currently evaluating market potential of its system in Europe.   

Project Web site: http://www.essexcc.gov.uk/heritage/ero/seax
Co-ordinator: Essex Record Office - Essex County Council; contact: Ken Hall, ken.hall@essexcc.gov.uk
Conclusion

Lack of space does not allow a complete analysis of all the 25 trials. However, the selected six projects portrayed in this paper have hopefully highlighted the extremely varied contexts, purposes and great potential of the trial projects. Although they have not introduced any new technology, their innovative approaches have brought about new ideas by testing novel ways of accessing and exploiting cultural content. The trials have used technologies such as WWW, virtual reality and 3D reproductions, which combined with interpretative and descriptive texts, information databases and catalogues, are aimed to enhance access to and interpretation of small institutions' cultural content. The small size of the trials and their focus on the 'local' have not prevented them from making an impact on the European cultural scene. On the contrary, their success reflects the current and increasing interest in local history and traditions and in cultural identity, showing how these can play an important role in terms of education and interpretation, preservation and sustainable socio-economic development. Significantly, as stressed in the Digicult Report, local history and regional identity are common themes to all memory institutions and they can therefore contribute to and promote cross-domain co-operation. 
  

TRIS' future plans

After more than one year following the launch of the 25 trial projects, with most of them completed, TRIS, which will end in October 2003, is now focusing its attention on the exploitation aspect of the trials. To this purpose, the project is co-operating with a number of trials for the production of professional multimedia demos suitable for publication on the web or inclusion in a CD-ROM. The demos will present in an attractive and appealing way the results of the trials and will be used by TRIS and the trials in the main exploitation European events. In parallel with this activity, TRIS is also supporting the trials to find market opportunities by helping define preliminary business plans that may be brought to the attention of investors, users and European institutions. 

Finally, a major exploitation event specifically aimed at all the trails is being organised by TRIS in co-operation with the European Commission, DG Information Society, and will be held in Luxembourg on 13-14 February 2003. By that time, most trials will be completed and they will therefore be in an ideal position to showcase their results and to promote them for replication and exploitation. Information on this event can be obtained from the trisweb site (www.trisweb.org), under the 'event' section.
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