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Abstract:

In the current discourse on the integration of the Western Balkans into the EU, the ongoing and envisaged negotiations
with the Republics of Montenegro, Serbia and Albania seem to be of remarkable importance in the contemporary media
coverage. They comprise a region, which — in a long ago past — played, under the name of Illyricum (Illyrikon), a vital
role in the strategic and administrative considerations of the Byzantine Empire.

The digital humanities project “Beyond East and West: Geocommunicating the Sacred Landscapes of “Duklja” and
“Raska” through Space and Time (11th-14th Cent.)” and the corresponding online application “Maps of Power: Historical
Atlas of Places, Borderzones and Migration Dynamics in Byzantium (Dig-TIB)” attempt to recreate and communicate
the sacred landscape during a time of transition and transformation. The project has an interdisciplinary approach and
incorporates multiple media, like maps, images, and 3D models. The University of Vienna (Department of Geography
and Regional Research) is cooperating with the Austrian Academy of Sciences (Institute for Medieval Research, Tabula
Imperii Byzantini Balkans) and the Leipzig University of Applied Sciences (Faculty of Computer Science and Media).

The study area of the project is at the border regions of the present-day nations of Serbia, Montenegro, Kosovo, and
Albania. Historically, the region was shaped by the power struggle between Byzantium, the First Bulgarian Empire, and
the Serbian realm. Ecclesiastically, it was a zone of interaction as well as encounter between Rome and Constantinople,
i.e. the Latin and the Byzantine (Orthodox) Church. The aim of the project is to discover and visualise the spatial and
temporal aspects of these encounters and transformation processes.

T el P I A LY
>| Study Area for “Beyond East and West"

Figure 1. Area of research. Example figure, placement, caption and numbering: the famous ICA logo.
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For the team at the University of Vienna, the task of this project is to create a platform that assists historians in their
research of the historical landscape. Furthermore, the platform serves as a communication tool to the public. The research
results as well as the research process is to be narrated.

The first goal of the application is to provide functionality to allow our fellow researchers to explore relevant places,
events, actors, and artifacts and to show them on a custom-created base map. The entities shown can be filtered by several
categories. Furthermore, relations between these entities can be shown. All data is stored in a CIDOC-CRM compliant
object-oriented database. As the database maps not only the objects, but the relations between them, the data structure is
complex. To explore the relations between places, events, actors and artifacts, the users can follow the links between the
entities. For more complex queries which include multiple categories (e.g. certain events at a specific place) a query
builder is available. This query builder reduces the complexity of the data structure to a more easily manageable degree.
In this way, the platform functions as a research tool.

The communication of the historical landscape to the public is the second major goal of the platform. This happens in
several ways. First, the interactive map display is the basis of this communication. The contents can be called up and
displayed on a base map. There are two versions of the base map. One version without man-made objects, representing
only natural features, and another version containing modern cities and borders.

Many historical data are spatially uncertain and for many objects an exact localization is impossible. This uncertainty is
taken into account in the data input as well as in the representation. Thus, the viewer does not get the impression of false
accuracy, which is especially important for historical issues.

Second, the narrative about the research process is presented in textual form, complemented with images and video
footage gathered during a field trip.

To provide an easily accessible starting point to the topic of sacred landscapes for the interested public, “Story Maps” are
created for selected core research topics. These are pre-defined views and selections, complemented with explanatory
texts, graphic elements, images, and animations. They give an easy but thorough overview of a research topic without the
need to dig into the database.

Content created during this project, however, is more than points, lines or polygons which can be displayed on a map. In
addition to classic cartographic representations, additional multimedia content is created during the project. Many objects
are complemented with images, which are stored in the database. For selected churches and monasteries 3D models are
available.

The broader aim beyond the current research project is to provide a flexible and modular framework, which can serve as
a platform for similar research projects in historical geography and digital humanities.
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