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Abstract

The Nautilus project basically consists of constructing artificial copies of sea floor creatures that can be handled by all visitors, particularly the visually impaired. This initiative could be the only way for them to learn about organisms that live on the sea floor.

But the aim of this project goes beyond the cultural interests of the visually impaired. The project we have envisioned is meant for all kinds of people and by means of it everybody can have a multi-sensory experience.

Some examples have already been made using specific techniques, starting from the analytical study of animals. The study is carried out by sightless scuba divers, during hundreds and hundreds of diving expeditions. 

Models were constructed on the basis of filmed material and macro-photographs, and most importantly, the results of tactile analysis. 

Résumé

L’objectif de ce projet est de créer un environnement où seront reproduits fidèlement, du point de vue tactile et visuel, les organismes qui vivent dans les fonds marins. La motivation pour la création d’un tel musée est de permettre aux visiteurs d’appréhender ces organismes en utilisant tous leur sens. Ce musée sera particulièrement destiné aux personnes mal voyantes.

Certains échantillons ont déjà été réalisés, et sont identiques aux plantes et animaux originaux, à la fois d’un point de vue visuel et tactile. 

Ces échantillons ont été confectionnés sur la base de descriptions faites par des plongeurs mal voyants, experts en analyse tactile, au cours de plongées sur des récifs tropicaux. Ces descriptions sont enregistrées sur le site, au cours de l’examen tactile des organismes. Les informations sont accompagnées de vidéos et de photos et servent de référence pour la création des échantillons artificiels.

Introduction

The Nautilus project basically consists of constructing artificial copies of sea floor creatures that can be handled by all visitors, particularly the visually impaired. The organisms to be reproduced will be mainly of tropical origin.

The aim of the Nautilus project is to create two organized areas, namely:

· an area, where sea floor examples will be displayed. This area will be accessible to all kinds of visitors, and will be structured so that people can explore examples actively and directly. The examples will be chosen according to their biological, aesthetic, perceptual and educational relevance.

· an area, where further details will be given. Here visitors will find information that will be easy to understand and remember, such as photographs and films showing the organisms in their natural habitat. In this area visitors will also find multi-media supports, which will be accessible to everybody. This means for instance, that texts will not be mere commentaries; rather, they will describe objects in detail, especially when they cannot be explored by touch.

What kind of person is this project meant to reach? It is only too natural to think of the visually impaired, who number several million in Europe alone. This initiative could be the only way for them to learn about hard or soft coral, tropical sponges, or other organisms that live on the sea floor.

But, the aim of this project goes beyond the cultural interests of the visually impaired. There are millions of people in the world, who have watched many beautiful films about the sea world, but their knowledge on this matter is purely visual. They cannot imagine what these creatures feel like, or that it might be pleasant, sometimes, to touch them. 

And finally, scuba divers themselves generally pay little attention to coral reef organisms, and often don't know what they are. Sometimes, they don't even respect these creatures, while focusing their attention on larger specimens of ocean wildlife.

We believe that the opportunity to touch these animals, rather than merely watching them on a TV screen, may help people to approach them as living beings instead of abstract images. As a result, an intense and lasting ecological awareness could be instilled among young people, who would feel a greater need to protect the sea. Seas, actually, risk becoming the dumping ground of humanity, their wonderful treasures buried under layers of filth and polluting waste.

In conclusion, the project we have envisioned is meant for all kinds of people and by means of it everybody can have a multi-sensory experience.

The natural site for this kind of structure might be an Aquarium, and what we plan to build is very different from standard touching pools. Touching pools have some limitations: few species can survive being roughly handled, and the organisms must necessarily be small, due to limited water depth.

Some examples have already been made using specific techniques, starting from the analytical study of animals. The study is carried out by sightless scuba divers, experts at analyzing and describing tactile sensations.

Below we will describe the methods that allowed us to obtain absolute fidelity to the original subjects, in the examples already made.

Methods

Descriptions of tactile features were assembled during hundreds and hundreds of diving expeditions, made by two visually impaired experts in underwater diving who are used to analyzing tactile sensations. We designed data survey forms and decided what elements and criteria would be considered.

We had to work out a vocabulary of tactile sensations, to make up for the lack of words to describe them. The reason for this scarce terminology lies in the history of human evolution: the sense of touch has progressively lost its function as a source of awareness of external reality.

We may quote pseudo-cultural superstructures such as: "Touching people and things is not polite". This is one of the fundamental rules of polite behavior.

Secondly, we started to process the data we had assembled. Models were constructed on the basis of filmed material and macro-photographs, and most importantly, the results of tactile analysis. These results were recorded in real time, during diving expeditions, by means of underwater communicators connected to a recorder by radio link. For building the models, a wide range of materials was used, and shapes and materials themselves were modified bit by bit, according to the instructions and the judgement of sightless scuba divers.

Discussion

We think, that more access to information about the sea and its inhabitants might encourage people to have greater respect for regulations designed to protect the environment. People might adopt this behavior during diving expeditions, and in daily life as well.

For those reasons we have indicated, we think it would be wise to set up and organize the areas we have described close to sea parks and mass centers of underwater tourism, but better still in scientific and social centers, such as the Aquariums of big cities.

Visitors will find wonderful examples of sea fauna, not flattened on a TV screen or on the page of a book, but solid and real. When visitors see and touch them, they will feel strong and immediate sensations that will be indelibly imprinted in memory and consciousness. 

These objects are not made of plastic or carved wood, like the ones found in abundance in souvenir shops; they mirror the originals in minute detail, giving the same feelings that contact with the real organisms would convey, 30 meters under the water’s surface.

This experience should be reinforced by appropriate educational material of various types, that will explain and develop concepts, and can give useful and interesting information: forms in Braille, audiocassettes with texts designed to answer the questions of the visually impaired, and technologically advanced information systems.

Finally, we might offer a further justification for this kind of initiative, though we firmly hope that our fears are ungrounded: these reproductions could become a solid and lasting witness to a reality that has been harshly strained during those last years, and which faces serious dangers in the near future.

We are looking for partners in various Aquariums of the world, who are willing to co-operate with us in implementing this project. We hope we can gather a working team, with participation from people in charge of Aquariums, so that together we can draw up a plan of operations on an international level, which will allow us mutual co-operation.
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