TECHNOLOGY

Rebuilding ancient Rome
forallto surfit one day

Military software
helps rebuild

monuments in 3-D

By Jini. SERJEANT

LOS ANGELRS » Take aheap of
Roman ruins, add a dash of Hol-
lywood razzle-dazzle, some Pen-
tagon technology and a wily pro-
fessor. Stir geatly and, with a
click of a mouse, you are virtually
transported back 2,000 years to
ancient Rome.

The soaring pillars and cobbled
streets of the fabled Forum — not
to mention the full glory of the
Eternal City — will soon be com-
ing to a compuler near you, cour-
tesy of a virtual reality technology
project.

Ancient Rome is being
painstakingly reborn in a base-
ment at the University of Califor-
nia Los Angeles (UCLA) by a
team of classical historians, ar-
chitects and computer special-
ists. To build their three-dimen-

siona) models, the team is com-
bining technology used in many
computer video games with soft-
ware developed by the U.S. mili-
tary to simulate enemy targets for
practice bombing runs.

“We're making it easy for people
to visualize Rome, Since they are
3-D, real-time reconstructions,
people can have the illusion that
they are really there inside the
space,” said Bemard Frischer, the
project director.

Frischer, a classics professor at
UCLA, who fell in love with Italy
as a student, says it will be almost
as good as being there.

“Heat should not be a major
problem because we are normally
showing this in a theatre-like set-
ting so you can control the heat
and the humidity. We have 3-D
sound already so we can create
the illusion of ambieat sound. We
really are going for total sensory
experience,” he said.

Some may find it odd that an-
clent monuments are being so lov-
ingly reconstructed in Los Ange-
les, a city where the 0}d is routinely
bulldozed toc make way for the

new. But, said Dean Abernathy, an
architecture student working on
the project: “That’s part of the fas-
cination, because we have so few
historical monuments in this city”

Working with Italian cultural
authorities to transform “marble
fragruents to silicon chips,” the
project, called Rome Reborn, is
aimed at everyone from classical
scholars and archaeologists to
schoolchildren and tourists. An-
cient Athens and the Temple
Mount of biblical Jerusalem are
also in development.

What sets the projects apart is the
ability of the models to evolve,
showing the way the buildings
have changed through the ages,
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A 3-D view of the Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore in AD 400.

and the wealth of detail con-
tributed by scholars, mostly from
Haly, the United States and Britain.

“We want to be the Encyclopae-
dia Britannica of virtual reality,’
Frischer said.

Buat Rome was not built in a day,
and it is taking some time to
recreate it. The target date is
2020 for completing the multi-
layer VR picture of the city span-
ning the centuries from 850 BC
to AD 450. Much of the Imperial
Forum is already done, as is the
early Christian Basilica of Santa
Maria Maggiore.

The models will get their first
big showcase in January, when
UCLA will open the first “visual-
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