


Introduction

I think the history education revolution has begun. For several years, there have 
been many grants awarded to conduct studies and devise strategies on how 3D 
worlds can help education. Now we are ready to put what we have learned into 
action. Some of the most exciting developments are happening in virtual worlds. 
Educators, librarians, museum staff, and other interested parties are the first 
pioneers of this new medium.

In 2007, I had the privilege of working with the Federation of American 
Scientists (FAS) on a speculative recreation of a Mesopotamian temple circa 2700 
BCE. The project used Second Life, a free Virtual World created by Linden Labs, to 
bring the temple to life.  I quickly realized the potential of using virtual worlds as 
a new way of bringing history alive: here is a medium that can be used to 
recreate extinct cultures. Once the recreation is completed in a 3D environment, 
people can visit them virtually. This is very similar to going to a living history 
museum in real life.  It is basically a 'time machine' approach for teaching 
history. I believe this can revolutionize how history is being presented and 
experienced. 



A Little About Me

I have always been a history buff. Piles of 
history books have lain all over my house 
since I was a kid. I earned my bachelors 
degree in history (after dabbling in 
archeology) from the University of West 
Florida in 1998. After graduation, I worked 
eight years in the history museum field at 
various museums in Florida, primarily in an 
educational role. I loved creating school and 
adult programs that were innovative and got 
people interested in history.

There's another side of me, though. I also love games. Paper games, board games, 
video games—I love them all. Especially if they are history related. After playing 
the video game Rome: Total War for a few months, it began to dawn on me that 
history could be taught using video game technology and principles. I 
immediately switched careers and entered the video game industry. For three 
years I have worked as a project manager at an Orlando video game company 
producing games for the Nintendo DS.



It was inevitable that my two different career experiences would come together 
to produce something totally different. During my spare time, I have actively 
looked for ways on how to combine them. The virtual recreation of a 
Mesopotamian temple in the virtual world Second Life was the first time I was 
able to put my ideas into action. As a volunteer, I became the project's subject 
matter expert, designer, and project manager. It was one of the most fun and 
valuable experiences I have ever had.

City of Gilgamesh

This paper will primarily 
highlight the building process 
and the things learned while 
working on the recreation of 
the temple in Second Life. The 
project was called the 'City of 
Gilgamesh' and focused on 
Mesopotamian history circa 
2700 BCE. The process and 

lessons for the project however can be used for any recreation of a past society. 



FAS used Second Life as an extension of their educational video game, Discover  
Babylon. Second Life users, called “residents,” interact with each other through 
avatars. FAS bought a “sim,” a virtual landscape, where they could build the 
recreation. I learned about the project through my contact with the project 
director at FAS. I studied Ancient Mesopotamia during my university days and 
volunteered to be a subject matter expert. It wasn't long before I was also 
designing and managing a full blown recreation of a Mesopotamian city. 

The original design called for the construction of a temple, the city, and suburbs. 
I named it the 'City of Gilgamesh' because its original intent was to recreate the 
type of city the historic Gilgamesh would have known. Unfortunately, FAS's 
priorities changed and the city was never completed, but most of the temple was. 
It still stands in Second Life, frequently visited by Second Life residents.

Educational Ideology

Because 3D media is such a new medium for education, many of us feel like 
strangers in a strange land.  Everyone wants to use them, and we've made a 
strong argument as to why they should be used. Now we've come to an important 
intersection in the road. How do we execute? 



There are many different approaches for history education using 3D media. 
Some recreate historic buildings or archaeological sites to scale, some create 
something similar to a RL museum exhibit, and others incorporate other 
multimedia aspects such as weblinks, video feeds, etc. into their 3D worlds. Some 
may use  different combinations of these. There is another approach sometimes 
called the “time machine” method, in which you try to make the user feel like 
they have gone back in time and immerse them in the milieu. This is where I 
think virtual worlds such a Second Life can excel. 

While working in history museums for eight years, I spent plenty of time talking 
to and observing visitors.  One of the things that I think people like about 
museums is that they stir the imagination. Have you ever visited an old house, 
heard about the life during the time period from the tour guide and wonder what 
you would have been like if you had 
lived during that time? There are 
different ways to try and answer this 
question. You can read a book or you 
can watch a movie set in that time 
period. But in these mediums, you are 
experiencing it linearly and through 
the eyes of another. In a virtual world, 
you can experience it yourself as an 
avatar.  



Living History as a Model

There is a type of museum in the United States known as a living history museum 
(in other areas of the world they are sometimes known as open air museums). 
The objective of these museums is total immersion in a historical period by 
recreating it for the museum visitor. These museums include historically correct 

buildings and structures and interpreters who dress in period costume and 
conduct period crafts and everyday work. Colonial Williamsburg in Virginia and 
Old Town in Denmark are among the more well known. The result is a powerful 
experience. The ways of life read about only in books are  brought to life through 
reenactment.  This type of museum serves as the main model for my recreation in 
the virtual world. 



The living history 
model is not without 
its challenges. Many 
of the problems of 
living museums is 
also ours. The biggest 
question is how 
much authenticity 
should there be? If 
the site reflects 
another culture, 

perhaps that culture spoke another language that visitors would not be able to 
understand. Do you speak it anyway? Some of the customs may be offensive—
anything from spitting tobacco, ownership of slaves, to social norms that most 
modern people would think were repulsive or even terrifying. Even the buildings 
and props have to be taken into account. Where there is no actual image of a 
historical object, how do you know what it really looked like? Do you include 
only the parts of the object that you do know? Do you give it an educated guess? 
Each museum has to determine where they draw the line in determining how 
they will address these. It is no different with virtual living history museums.



Another challenge in real life living history museums is suspending the visitor's 
disbelief -- a passing car, a plane flying overhead, visitors in modern clothing, 
and signs can all drag the visitor back into the current time. How do the 
interpreters deal with these type of things? And then there is the question of how 
much the interpreter should get into character. Should they merely be dressed in 
historical clothing and act as a tour guide? Or should they portray a historical 
character, either real or an invented generic one?  Perhaps it should be a mix? 
What about authenticity of the clothing and accessories? Is an interpreter 
allowed to wear a type of jewelry or use a tool that there is no direct historical 
evidence for, but in all probability is a type of item they would have had?

These are some of the same 
challenges that had to be 
addressed when recreating the 
Mesopotamian temple. 
Mesopotamian culture has been 
extinct for thousands of years. 
Much of the evidence has been 
destroyed, missing, or not yet 
discovered. For example, we have 
little evidence for what the images 

of their gods looked like. However, if one recreates a temple, it is an expectation 
that you will have an idol. This had to be carefully considered when making the 
temple.



Make Like a Paleontologist 

To make a recreated world feel authentic, you have to include a lot of details. 
Some of these details we just do not have evidence for. Undoubtedly there will be 
those hesitant to take a leap into what they think is simply guesswork. My belief 
is that you should not guess, but make an educated conjecture. 

For instance, in the temple 
recreation, evidence for what the 
kitchen looked like was lacking. 
We know that Mesopotamians 
had them, of course. What would 
their stoves look like? A kitchen 
needs a stove. We ended up 
looking at traditional life ways of 
people who use ovens that are 
made of the same materials the Mesopotamians would have access to. We used 
these examples to make our oven. Is the oven authentic? Debatable, but the 
kitchen would look empty and non-functioning without it. Also, these types of 
objects will be documented so that scholars from the field (who will scrutinize 
the recreation and give it its legitimacy) can understand the reasoning behind the 
recreation. If new evidence comes to light, these objects can be replaced (the 



good thing about 3d art is that they can be replaced much more quickly and at a 
lower expense than their real life counterparts). You can also turn the educated 
conjecture into a learning moment. Have visitors try to come up with some of 
their own solutions of how they would have recreated the object (or debate if it 
should have even been included!)

I think the best example of a 
scholarly field using 
educated conjecture in their 
presentations are 
paleontologists. Remember 
the BBC production 
Walking with Dinosaurs  
series? We don’t know for 
sure how a dinosaur walked, 
what color skin it may have 

had, what it sounded like, how it behaved, etc. But all of this was depicted 
anyway. Was it all 100% accurate? No.  Did every paleontologist agree on how it 
was interpreted? No. Did it create a powerful learning tool for teaching about 
dinosaurs?  Most definitely. Did it generate an interest in dinosaurs?  Heck, yes. 
I’m sure it inspired a whole new army of young paleontologists. The point is, the 
people who created Walking with Dinosaurs had to make some educated 



guesses, and some are undoubtedly flawed.  In another 20 years or so, Walking  
with Dinosaurs  will probably be considered antiquated. But people took a risk 
and delivered something educationally powerful and captivating. History 
education should take a lesson from this and act like a paleontologist. 

Time to Play

Another educational method that will be the 
primary feature of the virtual world is role playing. 
Of course, there will be trained people playing 
specific historical roles, but one of the things that 
makes this a little bit different than real life living 
history museums is that the visitor will be able to 
participate. 

There are many areas within Second Life that 
feature role playing. It is one of the most popular 
activities. I like to call this the “doll” factor. I strongly 
believe that one of the things that makes virtual 

worlds so appealing to people is that it taps into the inner child. Those long 
suppressed urges to play with dolls (or action figures) are unleashed here. People 
spend countless hours and lots of money to get their avatar to look the way they 



want it. They buy it all types of clothes, accessories, and 
even houses and furniture.  Many will then take the avatar 
and role play with it in a themed location. This is 
remarkably like children dressing and playing with dolls in 
a doll house. I believe that we can tap into this play for 
educational purposes. If we can get people to play “dolls” in 
a historically accurate virtual world and role play in a 
historically accurate manner, I think we will have 
succeeded in teaching them to understand and appreciate 
history. The trick is fostering that play. We will talk about 
that in a bit.

Educational Uses 

What people really want to know is what exactly will people see in a virtual 
living history museum and what can they do as individuals and as a group? 
Ideally, virtually living history museums should be controlled by real life 
museums. Museums have a long history of interacting with the public and 
putting a face on history. Also, the museum will give the virtual world legitimacy. 
It will give visitors the confidence that the information and historical 
interpretation is sound. The museum will treat the virtual museum as an 
extension of its exhibits and educational programming.



Here are some possibilities:

➢ Role Playing: As stated above, the virtual museum should allow visitors to 
dress up and take part in the historical setting. They become part of the scenery! 
They could be given a specific character to role play complete with a summary of 
the time period and social norms or could be given the opportunity to make their 
own based on research. What better way to learn about history than to become a 
part of it?

➢ Living History: Regularly scheduled or ongoing interpretors reenacting the 
time period within the living history museum.

➢ Real Life Presentations: This type of presentation can be made for adults as 
well as K12 students to show what a Mesopotamian city might have looked like. 
All it would require is a computer, a projector, and connection to the internet. 
Using it in presentations on a big screen would undoubtedly dazzle school-aged 
children, who are used to video games.  

➢ Virtual tours/Lectures/Presentations: There are many real life educational 
practices that transfer directly over to a virtual world. For example, a trained 
docent or expert can give a tour  and have a learning discussion or lecture 
afterwards. Second Life has voice chat and the ability to create slide shows to 



augment a presentation. People from all over the world could attend one of these 
functions. Just like in real life, the institution that runs the virtual living history 
museum can make these programs free to the public or charge a fee. 

➢ Artifact context: Place recreated 3D artifacts featured in the host museum's 
regular collection inside the virtual museum. This will give the object its context. 
Looking for the items could also be turned into a scavenger hunt.

➢ Use it outside the virtual world: For those who are intimidated by going 
into virtual worlds themselves,  capture real time video of the virtual museum 
and put it on a disc. This can then be simply shown on a dvd player and TV. 

➢ Classroom Learning: Universities 
and schools are having class in virtual 
worlds. The host museum could offer 
the use of the virtual living history 
museum to institutions learning about 
their respective historical time period. 
This is not only a good place to see 
what the time period might have 
looked like, but also is an excellent 
place to put some skills learned in the 
classroom to use.  For example:



➢ Read a primary source and interpret that into a play or improvised role 
play inside the museum. Have the students capture the moment with video 
capture and post it on the web.

➢ Second Life and most other virtual worlds feature user generated 
content. Have visitors design and create their own historical interpretation 
based upon the artifacts and other evidence they see in the host museum or 
found in their own research. This is a very popular technique used by 
educators who use virtual worlds as a teaching tool.

➢ Students can study the recreation and debate the designers’ interpretive 
decisions based upon existing evidence and make recommendations for 
changes.

➢ Analyze the city and see where there is sufficient evidence to make a 
recreation and discuss the pros and cons of creating something using 
educated conjecture (and if it should even be done!).

➢ Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of creating an extinct culture 
in a virtual world .



Building Ideology

We are hanging our hats on the philosophy that many visitors to virtual worlds 
will want to role play the time period. In order to do that, we will need to build in 
such a way that it will foster this. In order to do this, we will borrow a page out 
of how video game developers design their products. 

Taking a Cue from Video Games

Before continuing, it is important to note 
that what can be done in most modern 
day video games is often not doable in 
virtual worlds such as Second Life. With 
a video game, programmers can get 
“under the hood” and modify the 
underlying code to make a game do 
almost anything the designer wants it to 
do. We do not have that luxury in virtual 
worlds because we are not able to 
change the hard coding. As a result, the 
type of gameplay found in most video 
games is difficult to implement in virtual 



worlds. Also, virtual worlds are often lacking in one or more areas that most 
typical video game developers take for granted such as good lighting, physics, 
and the ability to import a 3d model from a modeling program such as Maya. 
Still, there are some basic game developer ideologies we can use. I call them the 
“big three.” 

1. Make it look great. You 
would think that because we are 
working with a visual medium 
that this would be a given, but its 
not.  Because we are historians 
and museum specialists, we can 
sometimes get caught up in the 
facts and what is accurate for the 
subject matter. The end user 
however will want to see something that will not only educate and enlighten 
them, but also inspire them. We need to make sure that we give a virtual living 
history museum a mood and a feeling that is almost like viewing a painting on 
canvas. Production value and the product's character or style can not be 
underestimated. Carefully choosing color and lighting schemes (the artists I have 
worked with often like to make their work take place at a time of day where the 
light is interesting—sunset for example) will take us far. Also, the recreated



world represents human beings. People, no matter what time period, always had 
their little quirks, shortcomings and . . . well, all the things that makes them 
human. Adding little details to a 3D world will make it feel “lived in” and will go 
a long way in making it feel real. Make the half-painted wall that someone hasn't 
gotten around to finishing yet. Add burn marks on the kitchen cabinet from a 
grease fire from a year ago. Add the cobwebs and buzzing flies over the garbage 
heap.  These things will make the finished product feel vibrant and alive.

2. Maintain the fourth wall. 
This is a theater concept. The 
idea is that in theater, you have 
four walls—stage left, stage 
right, back stage, and an 
invisible “wall” that faces the 
audience. The cast and crew 
putting on the production need 
to make sure they don’t break 
this “fourth wall” by not 
slipping out of character, correctly timing all music and sound effect cues, not 
showing anything backstage, and essentially not giving any indication that 
they’re aware an audience is even present, in order to create a suspension of 
disbelief. TV, movies, video games, and many living history museums try to abide 



by this rule. In other words, when building the virtual museum, avoid objects 
that suggest anything of the modern world (signs, floating text, etc.). It will 
destroy the immersion power of the museum.

3. Objects in the reconstruction 
may have to be accentuated or 
tweaked to “feel” and “look” right. 
3D objects may accurately reflect a 
real life object in size, shape, and 
color, however our senses will 
register it differently on the 
computer screen than in real life. 
Think about it.  In real life, our bodies have our full range of senses. We have 
peripheral vision, we hear sounds from 360 degrees, we can feel things around 
us. Our moods and emotions can also change how we perceive our world. In 3D 
media, our perspective is limited to the screen in front of us (even the largest 
computer displays are under 50 inches). If we have sound, it often comes from 
one or two sources. We’ve also lost our sense of feel. If the 3D program uses a 
third person perspective (most virtual worlds have them so you can see what 
your avatar looks like) the camera is invariably behind the avatar and is probably 
looking slightly downward. All of these things completely changes how we 
perceive 3D objects on our computer screen. Let me give you an example of how 



the real life object does not always transfer well to the 3D version. I once created 
a 1:1 reconstruction of a Mesopotamian house in Second Life and had visitors go 
inside it. They became frustrated as their camera clipped through the walls and 
ceilings. They couldn't see anything. The same type issues sometimes applies for 
the colors or details of a real life object. What is vibrant in real life, may feel flat 
and lifeless in 3D.  In the video game industry, artists sometimes have to alter 
real-life type settings to make it look and feel right on a monitor. They may have 
to slightly up the size of the object, exaggerate the colors, or tweak its lighting in 
order for it to look and feel real. This is not something that can be completely 
avoided if our goal is to make the museum look and feel right to the end user. 
However, because we are working within an academic setting where authenticity 
is important, if an object must be altered, the reason and solution should be 
documented so peers understand the interpretation.

So, where do we go from here?

Though the City of Gilgamesh project came to an end, the concept of a 
virtual living history museum is still very much alive. It just needs execution. The 
same partnerships that exist to create a real life living history museum exhibit 
would be needed to create a virtual one. A host museum is needed to facilitate 
and maintain the 3D museum. The recruitment and training of volunteers, 
educational programming, maintenance, and marketing would be the museum's 



primary responsibilities once the virtual museum is up and running. Another 
important partner would be a university or history expert(s) who would 
spearhead the research aspect of the project and ensure authenticity. The third 
party would be those who would implement and manage the reconstruction. If 
the target audience is school aged children, several schools or an institution that 
focuses on learning through digital technology or virtual worlds would be 
another good partner to have (there are several in Second Life). Also, something 

important to be 
noted, the reach of 
a virtual living 
history museum 
would be global. 
Virtual worlds have 
residents from all 
over the world. 
Partnerships can be 
formed on an 
international basis. 

The last question that comes up is how much will it cost to make something 
like this? The short answer is—it depends. The size of the virtual living history 
museum will be the main factor. The larger, the more costly. Another factor 
determining cost will be the amount of art time that will have to go into the 



project if there is not enough evidence for certain objects (for instance, a concept 
artist may need to be hired to work with the history expert(s) to come up with 
something that is historically sound). Depending on these factors, a project could 
cost anywhere between 5 to 100K (or higher if the scope is very large). Any 
history museum professional can tell you these costs are about on par for the 
creation of a small to large history exhibit. When comparing this to how much it 
costs to make professional video games (millions of dollars is the norm) or 
reconstructions of a real life living history museum (these can also run into the 
millions of dollars), this is very good news.

Conclusion

Educators and academics have already jumped on the virtual world band wagon. 
Second life is full of art and science regions. History areas certainly exist, but are 
often in the hands of non-history professionals and those who are do not have a 
background working in a 3D environment, so sometimes are not certain how to 
maximize the medium. The time is ripe for the professionals to jump in and 
utilize virtual worlds to what it almost seems to be made for. Where else can the 
“time machine” method be more appropriately used? Anywhere from local 
history to major events on the international scene can be recreated in a virtual 
world environment: a Mesopotamian city, a Myan village, the Civil War, a 
frontier town or homestead, a historic main street, a Spanish Mission, a Japanese 
castle—the possibilities are endless! All we need to do is go out there and take it.


	Introduction
	Educational Ideology

	So, where do we go from here?
	Conclusion

