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The Use of “Virtual Heritage” as Publication


As technology progresses, more and more people turn to the virtual world for their entertainment. Whether it’s through video games or cell phones linked to instantly-updated social networking websites, the world today shares its current and past events through the virtual realm. Digital technologies can therefore be used to present cultural heritage for the consumption of the public. While virtual heritage (VH) can be an effective means of attracting visitors and viewers, VH carries with it the same issues of representation and interpretation as more traditional forms of publication.

In her article, Roussou cites VH productions as important to the development of “indisputable means to disseminate knowledge and raise public awareness.”
 To be sure, through the use of technology, archaeologists can now create digital reconstructions of sites and architecture and link that restoration with other forms of information- about individual objects, historical records, site reports, and beyond. This form of VH can be shown in a museum through 3D reconstructions, or even through CD-ROMs such as that used by the Western Australian museum to educate people about Western Australian architecture, much of which had been destroyed.
 In such cases, VH can be an effective means of reaching the public with pertinent information, and making heritage sites viable in the modern age. 

Nevertheless, just as in traditional archaeological publication, VH encounters issues of accuracy
 and distortions depending on the interpretive lens. Roussou discusses the fact that with greater developments in technology, come new ways to “transform the impression and perception of reality.”
 Like site interpretations published on paper, VH experiences function to convey the interpretations of a certain set of people concerned with a heritage site. With VH technology, those interpretations can be projected into “impressionistic”
 reconstructions, which can be molded to fit the designer’s needs. Similarly, though many VH exhibits attempt to allow the visitor or viewer to alter or experience the exhibit through interaction, the parameters are still restricted to those set down by the designer, thereby reinforcing the initial interpretation. The limitations of such parameters are evident in the case of the Western Australian architecture CD-ROM.
 
Another aspect which limits the effectiveness of VH, particular high-resolution images and digital maps of heritage sites, is the lack of set guidelines for VH and the lack of communication between pertinent parties. Addison notes that the lack of a centralized repository for VH data and certain organizations’ unwillingness to share collected VH data, means that archaeologists are constantly repeating research.
 Nevertheless, any efforts to create a forum for information sharing is blocked by the lack of basic guidelines in VH production and collection. For example, high-resolution images can be stored in widely varying types (JPEG, TIFF, etc.) which prevents easy sharing and which limit the longevity of such data.


Ultimately, VH is the best way to engage the public and distribute research to a wider audience in today’s world. While print publications can be severely limited by price and distribution, the possibilities of VH can appeal to a much larger network via the internet or museums. With our investigations of the John Brown House, we have already begun to engage in a form of VH, using our Wiki page to post up-to-date information, as well as digital photography of the site. This will aid the availability of our findings to a wider public, and hopefully engage populations that have no physical contact with the site. While the technology might be out of our reach for this season’s publication, in the future the JBH could benefit from an interactive form of site interpretation which does not remove finds and features from their contexts. 
As Lucas mentions, most site reports still divide finds and features from each other and from the contexts in which they were found.
 While to a certain extent this is helpful in the initial analyses of the material finds for placement with greater historical contexts, it would be wonderful to eventually develop and interactive forum in which visitors to the JBH virtual site could view a map of the property and work their way down each dig unit context by context, with the ability to learn more about the materials objects and features found in each. This could then allow other groups outside of the archaeological team to form interpretations of the site which could lead to a better overall understanding. Though it might not be possible for us to accomplish such a virtual site this season, we do have the opportunity to frame our report in a similar manner, preserving the relationships between finds and contexts. 
Primarily, it seems possible for us to include in the final publication “abstracts” drawn from the object biographies. While the object biographies will help with a more in-depth understanding of material culture at the JBH, the placement of those biographies at the end of the publication succeeds in following the traditional site report style which tends to ignore the importance of context in the interpretation of finds. To prevent such a total division of context and finds I think it would be helpful to sample the object biographies in a more concrete way within each unit’s context summaries. By so doing, readers should be able to better understand the condition of the discovery and the site. In the long run, it would be fascinating to have findings from this course, and from the JBH in general displayed through the Cave, Brown’s immersive “Virtual Reality” device, which could create an even more interactive form of “publication” for the site report. While this might be a long way in the future, it could serve to further our understanding of the site and attract a wider audience. 
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