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Abstract

In June 1998, the Genoa Aquarium opened an important new extension, entirely built inside a great ship directly connected to the Aquarium’s main building, originally a special exhibit ship featured as part of the Italian pavilion during the Expo Columbus ’92. The new extension, designed in co-operation with Costa Aquarium and Nausicaa, presented several difficult problems, most of which related to limited movement as a result of the floating nature of the ship, as well as other limitations imposed by the ship itself and naval security rules.

The new extension shows an exact reconstruction of an ancient ship in the first section, entirely dedicated to the discovery of biodiversity. In impressive surroundings, supported by sound and light effects, a portion of the Tsingy Forest, a Malagasy river and a coastal coral reef have been reconstructed. The second part of the “Great Blue Ship” extension is entirely dedicated to new challenges, such as deep ocean exploration and the study of oceans from space. A large touch-pool gives visitors the feeling that the future of the sea is in their hands.

Résumé

En juin 1998, l’Aquarium de Gênes a ouvert une nouvelle extension directement connectée au bâtiment principal de l’Aquarium, et entièrement construite dans un grand bateau, intégré à l’origine au pavillon italien de l’Expo Columbus ’92. La nouvelle extension, conçue via une coopération entre Costa Aquarium et Nausicaa, présentait un certain nombre de difficultés, principalement liées à la limitation des mouvements dus à la flottaison du bateau et aux contraintes induites par cette structure et les règles de sécurité navale.

Dans sa première section, la nouvelle extension présente la reconstitution exacte d’un vaisseau ancien, entièrement dédiée à la découverte de la biodiversité. Dans un cadre impressionnant, renforcé par des effets de son et de lumières, une portion de la forêt de Tsingy, une rivière malgache et un récif corallien côtier ont été reconstitués. La deuxième partie de l’extension du Grand Vaisseau Bleu est entièrement dédiée à des nouveaux challenges, comme l’exploration des océans profonds ou l’étude à distance des océans vus de l’espace. Une grande piscine tactile donne l’impression aux visiteurs que l’avenir de la mer est entre leurs mains.

An important role had been forecast as part of one of the revision programs that the Aquarium of Genoa organizes on a continuous basis; this was the preparation of an extension inside the Italia Ship, 126 meters long and 23 meters wide, with an exhibition area of 2,700 square meters. It was originally built to host a part of the Italian Pavilion, during the celebration of Columbus’ discovery of the Americas in 1992.
The planning of an extension to an aquarium within a floating ship is most certainly not a simple matter, especially from a technical point of view; it means facing many problems related to the movement of the ship, flotation stability, technical system connections, work areas, the public and safety.
Although there were many difficulties, the technical team responsible for the project were able to resolve those arising from this idea and allowed for the forecasted extension, known later as the “Great Blue Ship”, to be completed as planned and discussed at the 4th IAC in Tokyo.

One of the most complicated aspects of the project was the strictly speaking visitors’ route, which had to be combined with the existing one, therefore enriched and completed.
The decision taken by the project’s multidisciplinary group - made up of the Nausicaa team (Centre National de la Mer, the Nausicaa Development team) and the heads of the technical, marketing, commercial, visitor services, cultural, aquarium and scientific sectors of the Aquarium of Genoa, as well as the Aquarium’s Managing Director - was to provide a strong cultural message that would be enriched by a fascinating and innovative exhibition.

After taking into consideration the fact that the pre-existing Aquarium proposed an initial stage of progressive knowledge of the various aquatic animal species followed by a presentation of the problems related to the protection of marine ecosystems, it was decided to dedicate the “Great Blue Ship” to the growth of European man’s naturalist knowledge, the discovery of biodiversity and the challenges to future explorers.
Using a series of original museological arrangements developed the first subject, creating an intermediary floor within the “Great Blue Ship”, a large corridor known as the “mezzanine”, positioned halfway up the hold.

The “mezzanine” has been transformed in such a way that visitors find themselves on an ancient sailing ship’s wooden bridge (the “Vascello della Conoscenza”), thereby recreating the atmosphere of the ships that carried some of the greatest sailors.
Some sail-shaped panels are positioned sideways, recounting the adventures of the great explorers of our time, starting with Christopher Columbus and finishing with James Cook. Attractive and brightly colored graphics are also included with the aim to provide visitors delightful and interesting sights.
After the history of the naturalists who followed the great explorers, voyagers and their discoveries, the public is given an initial idea of Linnaeus’ system for classifying animals, and the progress in the knowledge of species, from Charles Darwin’s theories of evolution, to Brigantine Beagle’s return voyage.

By using special lighting, sounds evoking life onboard, and hatchways and furnishings, the “mezzanine” has been transformed into a fascinating and welcoming atmosphere, enriched with aquariums arranged on the sails to the right and the view of a great underlying pool to the left.

The aquariums display several species that intrigued ancient voyagers, such as horseshoe crabs, or fishes from the Pacific barrier reefs described by the naturalists that followed Cook, as well as such peculiar species as the electric eel and the African lungfish. This exhibit provides an immediate connection between the story told on the sails and living species.

The project group’s intention however, was also to increase public awareness of issues such as conservation of the planet’s biodiversity. Therefore, immediately after the first part of the “mezzanine”, the concept is introduced showing how the explorations that had originally enlarged man’s knowledge, now induced him to reflect on the fact that Earth has very precise limits and that it is necessary to be aware of its importance, to protect the atmosphere in which he lives.

Therefore, some basic concepts are carefully proposed to the public, like the general definition of “species” and “biodiversity”, illustrated with some spectacular examples, such as the fishes from Lake Victoria that have sadly disappeared from their natural environment.
Then, during the second part of their itinerary, visitors find themselves on the ship’s deck, from where is represented the planet’s biodiversity and the issue of conservation and its problems, with the example of Madagascar.

Visitors are placed in semi-darkness and surrounded by forest sounds, perfectly reproducing the “Tsingy” area, a pinnacle-shaped rocky formation that was typical of a biosphere reserve in Madagascar. There, one can admire some of the most typical and strange species: chameleons, crocodiles, the tiny and brightly colored Mantellas, tomato frogs, typical fishes from the Madagascar rivers and overall, a series of plants culminating on a large living wall, representing the biodiversity of the plant world.

This part of the “Great Blue Ship” touches visitors emotionally, and creates an almost mysterious atmosphere, where the discovery of something different becomes important. It provides an impression of genuinely taking part in a small exploration in this very special forest. The crocodiles and their surroundings (recently added) arouse curiosity, whilst the large living vegetal wall more often arouses awe and admiration, thanks the specialists’ technical prowess.

Immediately following the “Tsingy”, the public is offered new awareness of man’s great responsibility for the conservation of the most delicate surroundings; this can be found on the ground under the hold, with a representation of a forest destroyed by fire facing a brightly colored coral seabed. In fact, this part explains to visitors how Madagascar’s coral seabed is now in very grave danger, due to the mud washed away because of the destruction of forests.

This part of the visit invites the public to reflect, and demonstrates the great contrast between an atmosphere that has been destroyed and one that is full of life and color. With the help of several technical installations, it is now possible to provide visitors with the feeling of actually being underwater.
After passing over a bulkhead, visitors reach the third section, the most museological part of the extension; this represents challenges for the future, explorations of the ocean depths and study of the oceans from space, explained and illustrated using small models and panels, in dark evocative surroundings.

An anamorphosis (an ancient cryptographic method for reading maps using tilted and curved mirrors), offers various natural phenomena, rendering them more easily comprehensible, whilst the use of a large cylinder surrounded by Fresnel lenses, explains the mysteries of the infinitely small and DNA.

The last part of the “Great Blue Ship” contains an enormous “touch pool” populated by different species and numerous flat fishes. This exhibit is offered in order for visitors to reflect on the Earth’s future, which is in their hands, and become aware of their own responsibilities.

Therefore, by playing with the visitors’ feelings (sight, hearing and touch), the “Great Blue Ship” presents important and complicated issues displayed in these fascinating sets, arousing curiosity and on the succession of different sights, transforming the messages into subtle impressions and pleasant memories.

Interviews carried out with the public on a regular basis confirm these analyses, forcing us at the same time to improve further the exhibition part, especially in the museological area.

In fact, the “Great Blue Ship” will soon be undergoing further improvements in quality with changes to the final part of the exhibition, implementing the required number of pools and animals and improving the fascinating and evocative background of this very unusual part of the Aquarium of Genoa.
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