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Abstract The paper discusses the use of art metaphors to create an augmentation 
of reality. By using material metaphors positioned on archaeological sites, a hybrid 
of the real and the artificial is created in the mind of the performer, developing the 
imagination. In this way it is possible to better understand human behaviour, especially 
during rites of passage. A case study presents the archaeological site as a map where 
each metaphorical element exists in close relationship with the others.

As an experimentalist I am always faced with the problem of representation. While 
the re-creation of techniques like flint knapping do not pose great problems for 
visualization, the reconstruction of complex objects, like houses or settlements, is 
on a different scale altogether, and the problem of representation becomes crucial.

If one wishes to expand the area of anthropological investigation, to approach 
a subject outside the material culture such as, for example, ritual, one will discover 
the absence of scientific instruments capable of approaching this ’invisible’ subject. 

This inability to represent human behaviour was one of the central problems in the 
crisis ethnography underwent during the last decades of the twentieth century. To 
overcome this obstacle different solutions were offered, from thick description (Geertz 
1973), to evocation (Tyler 1986) and allegory (Clifford 1986). These approaches, 
which tried to surmount the hermeneutical limitations, were also limited because, 
paradoxically, human sciences did not favour imagery. It is only during the last decades 
that visual anthropology developed (Pink 2006) and began to sensitize archaeology 
( Jones & McGregor 2002; Thedéen 2010). The new IT technologies offered new 
possibilities for using Virtual Reality to visualize the material culture from the past 
(Forte & Siliotti 1997; Barcelo et al. 2000; Forte 2010).  

Although the iconic possibilities were vast, critical problems remained in the 
means and the subject of representation. The first is the capacity of the method to 
offer clear and minute detail on a reconstruction, with the inherent risk of a high 
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degree of subjectivity. The second is the lingering of the study of the past within 
the field of material culture. The danger of using Virtual Reality lies in the possible 
insidious slide into a hyperrealism of materiality where the final image belongs to 
the imagination of the illustrator.

Despite these risks, the new IT technologies have created visual instruments that 
can direct research along the lines proposed by postmodern anthropologists. Therefore 
Augmented Reality and Mixed Reality are the counterparts of the thick description, 
evocation, or allegory in the visual field. They are still under the sway of the iconic 
representation of the real, which obstructs imagination and, consequently, the potential 
alternatives of interpretation. The reality they try to augment or to amplify is a limited 
one due to its material nature, since contemporary science accepts as scientific only the 
facts which can be measured, which, in archaeology, are represented by the material 
archaeological record only. 

Today Augmented Reality is approachable only by means of high technology (Choi 
2010:54). To operate with such a method (Augmented Reality) requires specialized 
equipment (see Azuma et al. 2001; Choi 2010), which limits the access of the indi-
vidual to the subject approached. Here the imagination of the performer is used only 
minimally, the individual receiving the information created by the author. However, 
one cannot dispute the immense potential of the hybridization introduced by this 
method (see Schnabel & Wang 2010:238). Because an art image alone could create 
a state of immersion without requiring sophisticated technology, the Augmented 
Reality using material metaphors positioned on archaeological sites creates a hybrid 
of the real and the artificial in the mind of the performer, developing the imagination.

Since visual augmentation is an allegorical method, which can lead to a more 
complex vision of the reality of the past, I have attempted in my experiments to identify 
methods of investigation that are less technological and more creative. If a material 
metaphor overlaps an existing object, or if that object is introduced into an allegory, 
then we can augment the information about it. As James Clifford (1986) once said: 
’Allegory draws special attention to the narrative character of cultural representations, 
to the stories built into the representational process itself ’ (Clifford 1986:100).

Another method employed was to link various elements in a significant way, so as 
to produce an allegory, thus augmenting the meaning of the message. Since prehistoric 
material culture seems to have had a rhetorical structure in the shape of a network 
linking different categories (Gheorghiu 2001a; 2001b), and based on the relational 
theories of meaning (Bourriaud 2002; Bishop 2004; Gibbons 2009:96), I decided to 
use the concept of Augmented Reality in a novel manner, i.e. to create an allegory based 
on a network of separate meanings, which function as a visual augmented narrative.
For this purpose I designed a set of metaphors as elements of the allegory whose 
meanings would complete each other. Thus, I have tried to evade the limitations of 
’realist’ representations by using metaphors and allegories as potential instruments 
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for interpretation. Sometimes these rhetorical figures created a non-discursive, imme-
diate, perception, such as the one suggested by Stephen Tyler (1986:130) describing 
evocation, and sometimes they created an extended discourse. 

Case study: a site like a map
In order to approach the material culture and rituals of the past I started by exploiting 
the potential of the visual rhetoric already mentioned, i.e. viewing a site as an allegory 
composed of numerous metaphors, a sort of oversized map where each element exists 
in a tightly knit relationship with the others. This process meant that the elements 
comprising a site had to be evoked through the use of material metaphors such as 
art-installations or land-art objects. Vădastra, the site where I used this method, is 
situated near the Danube River in the south of Romania, and is characterized by 
several layers of dwelling, dating from early prehistory to modern times. Probably 
the most famous layer is the Chalcolithic one, which gave the name to the site. Here 
archaeologists (Mirea 2009) identified a tell-settlement with two layers of dwelling, 
with wattle and daub buildings ritually burned. The tell-settlement was positioned 
on a river terrace and one can infer the existence of perimeter ditches and palisades 
similar to other contemporary sites (see Comşa 1997) (Fig.1). Such a type of protective 
strategy for a south-eastern European Chalcolithic settlement implies the existence 
of a series of rites of passage (Gheorghiu 2008). One of the most intriguing ones was 
the intentional burning of the houses (Chapman 1999; Stefanović 2000; Gheorghiu 
2006), a rite of passage whose meaning is still obscure to archaeologists. The houses 
excavated here were burned down and fragments of the fired walls were still visible 
on the soil surface up until a decade ago.

My goal was to analyze the evidence of the most important elements, both material 
and immaterial, belonging to the Chalcolithic layer, with the help of material meta-
phors, which would act as an augmented information stratum overlapping the reality 
of the site. This was achieved by a group of visual artists and myself, and finalized 
in the shape of a grand scale map-allegory composed of installations, land-art and 
monumental sculptures (Gheorghiu 2009a; Gheorghiu 2009b).

The visualization of the rites of passage was achieved in the form of an allegory 
of ritual protection: the paleo-river, the defense ditches, the palisade, and the ritual 
sacrifice of the house. After the visualization of one element, the second moment was 
its phenomenological experience. The river was created by positioning a coloured 
textile strip on the bottom of the paleo valley (Fig. 2). This land art had to be 
crossed to climb the terrace and penetrate into the settlement , therefore it had to 
be embodied by the performer. The rite of crossing the river was materialized as a 
suspended bridge (fabricators Adrian Şerbănescu and Ion Anghel, see Fig. 3). Because 
the double-walled palisades were difficult to build, they were suggested with textile 
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cloth dyed with vegetable colouring (Fig. 4). As for the rite of combustion, which was 
the most expensive of all the full scale experiments, this allegory was suggested by a 
textile coloured patchwork evoking the flames of the combustion (Fig. 5). To draw 
attention to the drama of this transformative rite of passage I employed the strong 
iconic metaphor of the human body (Preston Blier 1987:204), materialized in the 
shape of two huge characters, a male and a female, modeled by the sculptor Aurel 
Vlad. (Fig. 6). Their attitude suggested the fear and despair of humans confronted 
with natural disasters, this being a material metaphor evoking human emotions. 
The two anthropomorphic statues conferred on the allegory, and therefore also the 
original rites, human presence and stimulated imagination.

After installing the entire art composition in the landscape I followed its effect 
upon the group of experimentalists, artists and villagers who witnessed it. Some of 
the observers admitted they were moved by the message of the allegory and later 
perceived the site in a different way. 

When analyzing the final work, one can observe it functioned as an instrument 
of evocation, and not of representation, because of the high degree of simplification 
of the forms, which were at the limit of iconicity. The allegory developed the imag-
ination and allowed a series of solutions for interpretation of each of its elements. 
Metaphors allowed the materialization of the invisible cultural aspects, like the 
rites of passage, and permitted various solutions of interpretation. They also allow a 
phenomenological immersion in the artistic works, an experience which augments 
the reality of the authentic geomorphs or material culture remains. The problem of 
immersion in artificial reconstructions of reality is becoming an important issue in 
current archaeology. While some archaeologists propose an immersive simulation 
(see for example: Metamedia Lab* and a mediated agency in the virtual worlds, my 
proposal to experiment with material metaphors to develop an embodied imagination 
( Joy and Sherry 2003; Johnston 2011) represents a different approach. I believe 
the use of artistic metaphors could create an augmentation of reality through the 
generation of emotion (see Matravers 2001), which is a key element to understanding 
human behaviour (Kovach & De Lancey 2005), especially during rites of passage. My 
objective is to develop through various experiments the sensoriality (see Fahlander & 
Kjellström 2010) of the performer so as to be aware of the materiality and rituality 
of the past. It is my hope that this approach will expand the level of understanding 
of the material culture of the past.

*Metamedia Lab <http://humanitieslab.stanford.edu/Metamedia/Home>; Wittman et al. <http://
okapi.dreamhosters.com/remixing/mainpage.html>.
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Fig. 1. The river (Vadastra village 2002).

Fig. 2. The river as metaphor. A painted textile strip positioned in the paleovalley (Vadastra 
village 2006).
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Fig. 3. A suspended bridge across the river (Vadastra village 2005).

Fig. 4. A perimeter palisade suggested through a strip of  textiles (Vadastra village 2006).
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Fig. 5. An allegory to suggest the burning down of  a house (Vadastra village 2006).

Fig. 6. Two anthropomorphic clay figures in an attitude suggesting despair (Vadastra village 
2007).
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