The Pausanias Digital Project: Teaching Classics in the Digital Age

The 21st century student is increasingly drawn toward an engagement with the Classical World via electronic New Media sources.  Yet many of us, as practitioners of the study of the past, are to some degree uncomfortable with this development.  Many educators can describe nightmare scenarios where students have obtained false, misleading, or out of date information that leads to the perpetuation of misconceptions about Classical Antiquity from an online source. This problem stems from a lack of quality control over many web-based sources, as well as our students’ inability to evaluate the validity of much online content critically. The Pausanias Digital Project (PDP) seeks to allow scholars of the Classical world the ability to take ownership of New Media platforms.  This talk will introduce the structure and objectives of the PDP and demonstrate the pedagogical benefits of the program, which will serve to engage students in original research employing digital technology both in the field and in the classroom.

The vehicle for disseminating the content contained within the Pausanias Digital Project is structured as a web-based digital portal for the exploration of Classical culture.  Such a virtual database will allow students in the classroom, as well as visitors to major archaeological sites and museums, the ability to access interpretive source materials that must normally be drawn from many locations via a single resource.  The PDP unites disparate data sets (including archaeological remains, cultural artifacts located in museums, primary documents, and secondary articles) into a single database.  This is achieved through the application of a series of digital technologies that include 3-D reconstruction, high-resolution digital photography, and integrated digitized texts.  Like sites such as Wikipedia, the content of the PDP (including interpretive secondary texts) is user generated.  The innovation lies in the fact that all content within the PDP is peer-reviewed via a two-stage editing process, providing a level of reliability absent from current user-generated platforms. 

In order to develop a prototype for the digital database, we conducted a class with 10 students on Digital Methods in Classical Archaeology at Rollins College in Spring 2011.  The class consisted of a series of seminar/lab style meetings on campus that culminated in a field study incorporating an eight day visit to Pompeii.  In anticipation of departure, students generated 3-D reconstructions of buildings at Pompeii using the free program Google SketchUp, and conducted research into the function, construction, and excavation history of the same structures.  Students also gathered references to secondary literature, inscriptions, and primary sources related to these buildings and the cultural practices acted out within their spaces.  Once on site, students used Apple iPads with a suite of carefully selected apps to gather data on the buildings they had rendered.  This included a visit to the Naples Archaeological Museum in which the students documented many of the key frescos and movable objects that had been displaced from their original context in Pompeii.  After returning from the site, students integrated this data into a web-based tool.  This data can be used in the classroom, or on-site, to create a seamless experience of the ancient structures that will provide future visitors, both virtual and real, with the ability to access relevant texts and dislocated artifacts through a web-based application.

The PDP performs a function for which there is dire need within the context of the study of the material culture of the Classical world: a transition of trustworthy peer-reviewed data into a format for dissemination that meets the 21st century student at their level of technological competency, and in a format that is readily accessible electronically.  This talk will demonstrate the use of the database using the material from Pompeii, as well as address the didactic advantages that result from engaging students in the creation of digitally-based reference material.  It will also highlight a number of low-cost digital tools that can be used to generate data relevant to the Classical world and integrate them into New Media platforms.

Please see http://social.rollins.edu/wpsites/Pausanias/ to access the Pausanias Digital Project prototype (available as of 11/1/2011).

