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The expedition huts used by Robert Peary at Fort Conger
are threatened by the effects of climate change.
© Dr. Peter Dawson

Saving Our Arctic Heritage
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of the expedition, originally used to preserve
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In 2010, Parks Canada asked Dr. Peter Dawson

of the University of Calgary to investigate the
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the site. Dawson and his colleagues Dr. Richard

and Chris Tucker, President of SarPoint
Engineering in Calgary, partnered with CyArk, an
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Computer reconstruction of a Thule whalebone house.
Image courtesy Dr. Richard Levy and Dr. Peter Dawson, University of Calgary

international non-profit organization dedicated

to using new technologies such as laser-scanning
to create a free online 3D library of world heritage
sites in danger of being lost, whether through

climate change, as in the case of Fort Conger;

war; or simply the ravages of time.

The result is a 3D image which can be viewed

interactively on CyArk’s website at cyark.org/
projects/fort-conger or in an immersive 3D
viewing room reminiscent of the ‘holodeck’ on

Star Trek. In this way the entire building can be

‘reconstructed’ and studied in detail elsewhere.

Preserving Inuit architecture

The technique has also been used by Dawson and

Levy to record and study Inuit architecture. In one
case they have been able to use it in conjunction

with computer modelling to reconstruct buildings that have long since disappeared.

In the late 12th or early 13th century, the Thule

people, ancestors of contemporary Inuit and

Eskimo groups of the North American Arctic and

Greenland, expanded eastward from the Bering

Strait region into Canada’s Arctic. Because there

was little driftwood available, they built winter
houses from whalebones — with a framework

of bone over a house pit, then covered by thick
layers of hide and turf. The collapsed remains of
such houses have been found, but few exist intact.

Scanning of whale skeletons and computer

modelling was successfully used to reconstruct
‘virtual reality models’ of the houses, which

could then be used to work out how they

would have been constructed, and what they
looked like inside.

Similar studies have been done of igluryuaq

or winter sod houses of the Inuvialuit people

in the Mackenzie delta area, preserving Inuit

heritage which would otherwise have not only

been completely lost, but not even properly
understood.
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