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Experiments in Heritage for a Shared Future

Annet Dekker

In the Pacific Ocean, the island of Tuvalu is fighting to preserve its cultural herit-
age. With the sea eating away at their shoreline, the government is taking action
to create a digital twin of the many islands that make up the nation. By creat-
ing a virtual Tuvalu, they hope that the erosion of their land will not also wash
away their history and culture (Fainu 2023). Calling for urgent action on climate
change, Tuvalu’s Minister for Justice, Communication and Foreign Affairs, Simon
Kofe, delivered his online speech at the 2021 Climate Change Summit in Glasgow
(COP26) while standing in the ocean in Funafuti, Tuvalu. A year later at COP27,
Kofe announced in a similar video how Tuvalu will be the ‘First Digital Nation’:
“as our land disappears, we have no choice but to become the world’s first digital
nation” (Kofe 2022). However, as the camera slowly zooms out, Kofe is no longer
standing in the Funafuti’s shoreline but in a virtual, digital reconstruction of Te
Afualiku Islet, the smallest island of the volcanic archipelago (Tuvalu Ministry
of Justice, Communications and Foreign Affairs 2023). Commissioning brand
agency, The Monkeys, and production house, Collider, to develop a pragmatic, or
provocative, solution for a worst-case scenario, this launch by the Minister of the
virtual Te Afualiku successfully reached over 2.1 billion viewers and won the 2023
Cannes Lions Titanium Grand Prix.

Although ten nations have recognised Tuvalu’s digital sovereignty as a func-
tioning state, at the time of writing (a year after the project’s launch), the website
displays little more than a continuously loading icon, as it struggles to present
images, text and sound files, among other 3D modelled islands and Excel sheets.
For the moment, only volleyball scores, recipes and images of fishes and birds
populate its back-end database. What was announced as “precedent-setting, long-
term ideas” (Contagious Communications 2023) seems instead to confirm research
into digital data’s limited lifespan (Rinehart & Ippolito 2014).

In this context, the digital twin of Tuvalu’s cultural heritage may have a more
precarious life expectancy than the island itself. In terms of accessibility and
preservation, there are undeniable benefits to digitisation and creating virtual
worlds, but in what ways do these technologies affect cultural heritage politics?
While commercial businesses profit from selling copyrighted files or by provid-
ing restricted access, several artists’ initiatives try to counter these practices. Even
though they use similar technology, their aim is to empower people by giving
them control over their cultural heritage. These initiatives echo recent calls for the
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need to move beyond conventional digital preservation strategies also in relation
to climate change (Pendergrass et al. 2019; Dekker 2022), for instance, by focus-
ing on reinterpretation (Rinehardt & Ippolito 2014) or documentation (Dekker &
Giannachi 2023). Moreover, such examples challenge the conventional meaning
of value which is dictated by the market, and which is based on the notion of the
original object and on legislation around authorship or ownership, and that thrives
on standardised metadata and categorisation to fuel data-driven economies. What
will happen when, instead, what is valued and becomes valuable has belonging to
a wider community in which control over (re)use is embedded in the method and
the (net)work?

In this chapter, I show how large-scale heritage digitisation projects are often
driven by economic motives that follow a techno-colonial mindset — in a process
by which institutions or corporations claim ownership of, and privatise, data that
are produced by their users. In the next section, I analyse how creative digital
practices may offer alternative methods of sharing and ‘re-figuring’ objects and
stories to (re)claim cultural heritage, looking specifically to the work of contem-
porary artist, Morehshin Allahyari, as a model for such processes. Through this
analysis, I contend that, while re-figuration may include a loss of the original in
favour of a copy, it also dismantles structures of technical and economical domi-
nation, providing a more climate-friendly solution towards preserving cultural
heritage.

Digital Colonisation of Cultural Heritage

Despite growing attention to the drawbacks of large-scale digitisation efforts
(Odumosu 2020; Jeurgens & Karabinos 2020), numerous museums and archives
today provide an increasing degree of access to their digitised collections, including
via free downloadable 3D scans, and several major initiatives have started in recent
years to provide access to (destroyed) cultural heritage. The reasons for comprehen-
sive digitisation efforts are usually focused around improving access to collections
or preserving fragile records (Bonde Tylstrup 2019); but another motive could be
to reaffirm existing authority, or to seize authority. Perhaps one of the best-known
examples of the latter is Google’s project, Wonders of the World (2012—present). In
2011 Google set up Google Art Project (in 2016 renamed Google Arts & Culture)
which is dedicated to showing the interiors of art and heritage institutes. Initially
employing the same technology as used in the Google Street View Car with the
development in 2016 of highly specialised digitisation techniques (referred to as
the Google gigapixel art camera), people can now move through galleries and
zoom in on specific paintings or objects. At the highest resolution, the faintest
paint strokes and the minutest cracks in the paint can be seen — details that would be
hard to discern in the museum itself. Preceding the success of Google Art Project,
in November 2009, Google presented to the public their digitisation of the Iraq
National Museum collection in Baghdad, which contains the finest Mesopotamian
artefacts in the world. According to Google’s chief executive, Eric Schmidt, the
aim was “to make the images and the ideas of [Iraq’s] civilization available to all
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the people of the world” (Nordland 2009). Responding to the international indig-
nation at the plundering and destruction of many objects in the museum a few
years earlier following the American invasion of Iraq in 2003, Google’s initiative
nevertheless provoked controversy and debate around the world. Despite the tech
company stating that they would bear all the digitisation costs, such philanthropy
often comes at a price (Juarez 2015). Google’s endeavour to digitise the ‘treasures
of the world’ enables many to see things they otherwise never would, but it also
raises multiple questions (Cnaani 2023). For example, what happens when people
are referred to corporations instead of public institutions for cultural heritage infor-
mation and services?

All corporations exist to make a profit, and in the case of Google this is by provid-
ing third parties with access to their Web users at a cost (LaVallee 2009). However,
to attract users, Google needs content to generate traffic and track users who then
generate even more data (Schiller & Yeo 2014). Data and database structures are
what make Google different from archives and museum collections: together, the
latter comprise carefully built entities for preserving culture and memory; while
Google’s databases react to input and searches to enable the most efficient connec-
tions. The more data there is, the better the connections and predictions become and
the more profitable the database is. It is therefore not surprising that Google wants
its users to remain inside their website. Inside Google Cultural Institute you can do
all kinds of things with the material zoom in and out, rotate, make selections, curate
your own exhibition framed by your own descriptions and invite friends to come and
see it — but you cannot download the information, place it on your own website, share
it or reuse it. Such a scenario would mean that Google would no longer control the
data, thus losing revenue. Many refer to this type of technology-enabled access as a
new form of colonialism: from the commercial colonial (Townsend 1921) to a more
techno-colonial (Juarez 2015), digital colonialism (Allahyari 2016) or data colonial-
ism (Thatcher et al. 2016). While these terms may be interchangeable in the sense
that they all share the same message of colonial control, what they also point to is
how independence from, and control over, technological means and developments is
crucial when considering one’s future (digital) cultural heritage.

Tuvalu decided not to collaborate with Google Arts & Culture; instead, the gov-
ernment choose to own and operate its own website. With a still half-function-
ing website, the ‘First Digital Nation’ could be seen as a provocation, or a call
for attention. Rather than following many Western museums in their digitisation
frenzy, its aims may be more political; for instance, by addressing the COP meet-
ings and making a call for actions towards climate change, it may also raise the
question, what happens to an independent country as a legal entity when it changes
its physical base to a virtual one? This question also relates to the political history
of Tuvalu which only in 1978 became independent as a sovereign state.

However, if it is sincere in its efforts to digitise its cultural heritage, it may soon
face the effects of a different colonial exertion. While many institutions are trying
to digitise their collections, those that allow the public unrestricted access to their
digitised objects are rare. Often what is available are simplified models or merely a
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small selection of everything that is scanned. It could be argued that offering high-
res scans could create a dilemma of power for institutions: losing control over their
objects is not something most private or public collectors are willing to risk. It also
needs to be acknowledged that high-quality 3D scanning is still an expensive and
specialised process that not everyone has access to. Hence, hiring the help of cor-
porations is often a necessity — for those who can afford it in the first place (Cnaani
2023). As mentioned, following the capitalist method of “accumulation by dispos-
session” (Thatcher et al. 2016), such practices come with a prize in which collec-
tions are turned into tradable data, which may have far-reaching consequences for
the future of public cultural heritage. Here, the questions around the legal rights
of a virtual state, or who could own, and where to store, the culture of a sovereign
nation, may be just the tip of the iceberg.

But what happens when considering Tuvalu’s alternative approach: setting up a
fictional entity to critique the effects of Western colonial thinking on environmen-
tal, legal, political and technological levels? In other words, how to unlearn such
colonial logics through counter-practices, or decolonial practices, i.e., practices that
try to overcome or resist a colonial conditioning, by favouring collaboration and
freely sharing over individual and/or monetary gains? Such examples challenge the
conventional meaning of value, mentioned earlier, which is dictated by the mar-
ket, based on copyrights around authorship or ownership, and adheres to standard-
ised metadata and categorisation that will foremost benefit data-driven economies.
Instead, what is valued and becomes valuable in the alternative approach modelled
by Tuvalu is belonging, to a wider community, in which control over (re)use is
embedded in the network.

[Re]claiming Cultural Heritage through Digital Processes

Several projects, such as #NEWPALMYRA (2005), Oliver Laric’s Lincoln 3D
Scans (2012) and Nora Al-Badri and Jan Nikolai Nelles’ The Nefertiti Hack (2015),
have criticised the digitisation efforts by institutions as being too exclusive and
reiterating colonial tendencies. Instead, they are propagating advanced public reuse
and sharing of technological tools. An alternative mode of critique has been voiced
by Iranian/American artist Morehshin Allahyari. In several projects she proposes
to reimagine the politics of contemporary digital heritage economies by emphasis-
ing the value of re-figuration and storytelling as methods. Her project, Material
Speculations: ISIS 2015-2016, consists of 3D modelling and printing to reconstruct
relics that ISIS destroyed in Iraq. The work was motivated by videos that ISIS
released of the destruction or removal of many objects in the Mosul Museum in
Iraq, as well as ancient statues and artefacts from the 2,000-year-old UNESCO
World Heritage Site around Hatra and in Nineveh, an ancient Assyrian city of
Upper Mesopotamia. Thinking of a way to counter acts of destruction and extrac-
tion, she recreated 12 statues. Based on extensive research and discussions with
archaeologists, historians and Mosul Museum employees, she gathered as many
images, videos and maps about the artefacts as she could, including exhibition
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catalogues and tourists’ snapshots. Lacking the tools needed to create a 3D visu-
alisation, she built her models from scratch using the images and conversations
she collected and filling the gaps with her own imagination. As a key compo-
nent of the work, she put all her research on a flash drive and memory card inside
the printed transparent resin models, including the manual on how to reprint the
models (Figure 10.1). Thus, only by breaking — that is, destroying — the original
is all the information released. Addressing the tension between opacity and trans-
parency, inaccessibility and accessibility, the 3D time capsules disrupt the cycle
of symbolic equity and selective digitisation. It is only through (partial) loss that
alternative perspectives can emerge to imagine new futures.

Speculating on the past, present and future, Allahyari moves beyond a merely
metaphoric gesture by making the models and research available for download.
By allowing people to print their own copy and construct their version of the past,
she proposes a new method for the “reconstruction” of history. Placing the “recon-
structions” between quotation marks, Allahyari emphasises that these are not real
replacements, because she believes there is no ‘honest way that one can replace
these artifacts’ (Lorenzin 2015). Rather than preservation, she regards her projects
as a form of transformation, or an act of ‘re-figuring’, suggesting a continuation
of the destroyed objects: “[re-figuring is both] activation and preservation. It’s an
act of going back and retrieving the forgotten or destroyed histories” (Allahyari &
Paul 2019, p. 2). This act of re-figuring can also be seen as a form of alternative, or
multi-layered, storytelling in which power structures are not rejected but function
as counter-narratives of the past to reimagine a different kind of future.

Figure 10.1 Morehshin Allahyari, Marten from the series Material Speculation: ISIS, 3D
printed resin and USB drive, image courtesy of the artist, 2016.
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Although Allahyari’s work challenges heritage economies that are underpinned
by concepts of scarcity and authenticity, one might question how the artefacts
generated play into other interweaved systems of value. When considered within
an iconoclastic cultural context, Allahyari’s project could be seen as reinforcing
Western values of cultural heritage in which, instead of idolatry, the collecting
and presentation of (sacred) artefacts is accepted as the preservation of the past for
educational, cultural or scientific purposes (Flood 2016). A similar reading is often
applied to ISIS videos of the destruction of sculptures and artefacts, despite repeat-
edly including quotations from the Qur’an condemning the worship of any type or
form of physical derivative of the immaterial God. Their actions have been inter-
preted as an anti-(post)colonial act in which they destroy the ‘cult of antiquities and
of the ancient civilizational past — with its legacy of violence’ that was continued
and proliferated by the pan-Arabian mission of the Iraq Baath party and Saddam
Hussein (De Cesari 2015, p. 24). However, analysis of the videos shows that it is
likely that some of the statues and structures were simply replaced with plaster
models before being blown up, while in the meantime the real objects were illicitly
traded (Stubblefield 2016). Gell has discussed how Western museums neutralise
public icons and other religious artefacts by turning them into art, making them
highly profitable entities (Gell 1998), so it is not surprising that the destruction
of such heritage value (monetary and cultural) generates a lot of global attention,
outrage and counteracts, resulting in artefacts, as well as their physical and digi-
tal reconstructions, circulating in perpetuity through networks through which they
gain value with every cycle. At the same time, shown in cities far from their origin
or only accessible behind high pay walls, heritage artefacts disappear from public
sight and use. In the end, the example of this destruction shows, above all, the
intricated interweaving of the interests of (inter)national regimes, religions, public
museums, international commerce and terrorist groups, which are all implicated in
hijacking cultural heritage for polemical purposes.

Through Material Speculations, Allahyari tries to expose the hypocrisy inherent
in the inconsistent (re)actions of the different parties involved in cultural heritage
(Thompson 2018). It could be said that she participates and perpetuates the narra-
tive of cultural heritage, but Allahyari clearly resists the symbolic and economic
value attached to the original or authentic object by open sourcing her research and
files. On the one hand, by creating a free and shared system, Allahyari challenges
conventional Western methods of preserving history; while on the other hand,
by proposing 3D printing technology as a tool for resistance, the project reflects
the hope that technology will help to fill the gaps caused by ongoing destruction.
Moreover, by distributing the project as open source, her work critiques the pro-
prietary infrastructures of Western tech companies that control most 3D printing
through copyright ownership of much of the world’s digitised cultural heritage — or
as Google has framed it, ‘the treasures of the world’. As mentioned, the wording,
the exclusivity and the hierarchies that are presented within these constellations
highlight a modern version of colonialism that, instead of being spearheaded by
nation states, is now performed through technology and economic gains. In an
attempt to explore methods of decolonisation, Allahyari offers an alternative in
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which inherent qualities of technology such as easy distribution and sharing are
part of the work rather than merely tools, which also empowers the disempow-
ered in the process. Whereas Google Cultural Institute and many other commercial
3D companies lack a defined or ethical position towards the material they use,
Allahyari shows the importance of the social life of things. By documenting and
presenting the social and cultural changes the objects have endured, she empha-
sises how they acquire value and meaning. This process of value and evaluation
is no longer fixed but moves and changes with every new iteration, thus not only
averting destruction but also opposing imposed systems of standardised descrip-
tion and classification. Rather than attempting to preserve cultural heritage into a
‘pristine’ state, Allahyari provides forgotten or destroyed objects, and their users,
with agency to react in the world.

Re-figuring the Past

Allahyari describes her method of ‘re-figuring’ as a feminist-activist process that
integrates processes of archiving, creation, storytelling, performance lectures and
fabulation. She juxtaposes her personal experience, examples of contemporary
subjugation of minority groups or other enduring patterns of colonialism with
culturally specific stories, images or figures from the past. For this purpose, she
uses ambiguous, often forgotten figures or myths, appropriating their stories in an
attempt to counter, or turn around, power structures, particularly in contemporary
heritage practices. In her project, She Who Sees the Unknown (2016), Allahyari
activates several ‘jinn’ figures taken from Middle Eastern folklore, who can be
both good and evil, and who have the power to influence the future from their par-
allel world. One of these jinns is the duo, Ya’jooj and Ma’jooj, who exist across
different religions and narratives from the Middle East. While various interpreta-
tions of Ya’jooj and Ma’jooj exist, they generally are connected to causing trouble
and creating chaos. Their ‘looming threat’ is detained by the building of a wall to
control them, but as the prophecy goes, “one day the wall will crumble and their
release will precede ‘the end of the days’ (Allahyari 2021). Allahyari chose the
figures because they also symbolise the start of the building of the wall on the
US-Mexican border, the tumult around Brexit and the ‘Muslim ban’ in the United
States. She Who Sees the Unknown is presented in multiple ways: as a sculpture, a
video, a VR installation and an online archive (Figure 10.2). Through the multiple
iterations, the jinns are positioned as symbols that can be questioned and addressed
differently depending on the context. Rather than myths of the past, the jinns’
powers and stories are attached to contemporary imbalances of power, in which
Allahyari infuses her own personal experience. Re-figuring is a method of being
between different positions: where personal and collective, social and political,
economical and technological powers collide and converge.

The conjunction in the online archive happens between the restricted access (the
deeper layers of the online portal are only accessible to those who read Farsi or
Arabic) and the recordkeeping system. With the former, she highlights her struggle
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Figure 10.2 Morehshin Allahyari, She Who Sees the Unknown: Ya'jooj Ma'jooj, VR video,
in collaboration with DiMoDa, documentation of VR installation, courtesy of
the artist, 2018.

against legal and technical barriers to gain access to her own cultural history, cri-
tiquing the alleged open-access model prevalent in many Western public institu-
tions, where the standard language rarely reflects or appeals to the objects’ origin.
However, her approach to recordkeeping stays close to conventional standards such
as ISAD(G), the international standard for archival description which defines the
elements that should be included in archival finding aids (Figure 10.3). Favouring
the needs of specific communities and rejecting the notion of universal access to
heritage are emblematic of her decolonial quest, but the way in which information
is made accessible remains faithful to (Western) international standards. While this
is surprising, given her interest in decolonising technologies and their underlying
systems, it could be seen as an act of reconciliation. As she mentions, her pro-
jects are not about “removing hierarchies or power structures, but [rather] shifting
them towards previously marginalized perspectives” (Inansal 2020, p. 65). Hence,
re-figuring is a nuanced method of balancing between reappropriation and fabu-
lation and using existing mechanisms to distribute or create visibility on a large
scale. Allahyari shows the necessity of rethinking, repositioning and questioning
to understand who is responsible for cultural heritage and where it is done, and
thus, what archiving means epistemologically. Although the archive’s ontologi-
cal status remains unchanged, she challenges its value system by rekindling the
debate between the original and its copy, which is central in digitisation discourse
(Dahlstrém 2019).
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Figure 10.3 Morehshin Allahyari, She Who Sees the Unknown: The Archive, screenshot of
website, courtesy of the artist, 2021.

Re-figuring the Original

Since large-scale digitisation became the norm, one of the discussions in cultural
heritage institutions is about the value, or the dilemma, of the ‘copy’. Defining
something as a copy means that there is also an ‘original’. In this relational con-
struct, the status of the copy is usually regarded as a derivative, a facsimile or a
fake. Its ‘secondary’ nature is even sustained when the “so-called original, is more
or less fictitious and only established at the same instant at which something is per-
ceived as a copy” (Forberg & Stockhammer 2013, p. 4). However, what happens
when the relation between the original and its copy is less strictly enforced — or, as
in the case of Allahyari, is reversed?

While Walter Benjamin (1969 [1936]) deplored technology for its demise of
the aura and the loss of uniqueness, technology also ensures that the facsimile is
not merely the same or the exact copy, but rather, it emphasises how the facsimile
could be a better copy of the original. The ease of use of photography and video,
and their post-production processes, has standardised and manipulated many
objects and events, from the pyramids of Giza to the wedding kiss. Technology
has made it possible and, more so, led to the conviction that an event can be manip-
ulated, repeated or copied, to get it ‘right’. Moreover, rather than replacing the
original, copies can add to their value: a copy enforces the authentic (Latour &
Lowe 2011) — even if it is an imagined original, a perception of what ‘perfection’
should be. At the same time, as Schwartz (2014) argues, “our culture of the copy
wants every replay to transcend the original” (p. 240). Similarly, in theatre and
performance practices, repetition is valued as it adds to the aesthetic dimension
and value of the performance (Zamir 2009). Indeed, it is “our habit of relying upon
re-enactment and repetition to establish the truth of events and the authenticity of
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people. Despite the rhetoric of uniqueness and once-in-a-lifetime experiences, our
culture of the copy mocks that romanticism which seeks out the irreproducible as
the source of Truth” (Schwartz 2014, p. 239). At the same time, in archival prac-
tice, the difference between the original record and a copy of that record doesn’t
mean that the copy is not also an original. A copy should be treated in the same
way as its original, and hence, the copy can also be authentic. While the relation
between the original and copy is still present, in these examples there is not a hier-
archical differentiation; instead, what is emphasised is that copies are contextual.
Within their specific context they maintain aura and are authentic. As also argued
by Schwartz, both fulfil different functions and can thus be valued for their own
individual reasons and can become authentic on their own (Schwartz 2014, pp.
205-207).

Seeing copies merely in relation to their original increases the value of the
original object. In this sense, when access to the ‘original’ is restricted, paradoxi-
cally, solutions such as 3D scanning and modelling can create a widening gap
between those who have privileged access to the original and those who only
have access to its copy; or, the original equals privilege and the copy equals
wider access. While this tension may be solved with objects that are destroyed,
with objects that are enduring it may bring up other challenges around the ques-
tion who has access and under what conditions? In many contemporary accounts
there is a plea to shift from the relation between the copy and its original to dis-
tinguishing a good from a bad copy (Latour & Lowe 2010), or “dividing greater
from lesser originals” (Schwartz 2014, p. 206). However, Allahyari’s method
of re-figuration turns this question to, who has created it and, moreover, who
has access to what exactly, under which circumstances and for what reasons?
Moreover, rather than being interested in a perfect copy, in her engagement with
ancient mythologies and their ensuing stories Allahyari builds on its process of
storytelling instead of creating a faithful rendering of the object. The object, in
this sense, becomes a node that is repeated, but its meaning and value, as well as
its appearance, are informed by a changed context. As mentioned by Thompson
(2018), Allahyari’s models:

clearly mark themselves as the product of a modeler rather than attempt to
convince the viewer that they are neutral representations of the past [...]
what appear to be weaknesses — technological crudity, obviousness of arti-
fice, lack of mimetic illusion, reliance on or privileging of personal memories
— are actually strengths that permit or even force the viewer to arrive at their
own interpretation of the modelled heritage.

(p- 52)

Acknowledging and taking advantage of heritage as a process that is characteristic
of incompleteness and ambiguity creates an opening to a reconciliation with uncer-
tain pasts and futures. Rather than replicating an object in its ‘pristine’ shape and
thereby creating an abstract and ‘neutral’ space, critical fabulation, storytelling or
re-figuration are methods to stimulate the imaginary, in archives and potentially
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also in recordkeeping. This provides additional dimensions to existing narratives,
but more importantly it emphasises the value of the personal and encourages reflec-
tion and the circulation of alternative copies. Seen through this lens, by ambiguat-
ing the future of Tuvalu as a digital twin, its Minister may also do just that.

Conclusion

In an attempt to give back control to communities whose heritage has been taken,
artists show the importance and possibility of challenging the authority of political
and technological colonialism over digitised cultural heritage. Here, cultural herit-
age is presented as an open-ended process, an alternative economy characterised
by collaboration, sharing and transformation. In such an environment, local knowl-
edge is favoured over standardised metadata and categorisation, the multitude of
copies over the original and reuse over ownership. It supports a sense of belonging
that is rooted in social exchanges, where value is placed on sustaining productive
relations rather than on original objects. This dynamic model considers the net-
work of ideas as a resource and a method that is produced, shared and distributed
by giving credence to all involved. Such methods of exchange may reveal opposing
versions of the past but also entice thinking about new values and propose ways
to (re)claim cultural heritage. While this may include a loss of the original, this
may dismantle the structures of technical and economical domination, as well as
provide a more climate-friendly solution towards preserving cultural heritage. This
process is not merely focused on sustaining what is made but also supports specula-
tion and unrestricted remaking.
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