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Abstract:

In late 2023, the European Research Council approved the funding for the ID-SCAPES
project to study and document the early modern religious architecture of the Christian
minorities in India and Bangladesh. These religious sites are often multi-layered and
contested heritage, and some buildings have suffered from increasing neglect, erasure
and even effacement during recent decades. Furthermore, after the countries’
independence, many within the Church hierarchies sought to distance themselves from
colonial legacies, and many of the older churches were radically transformed or
completely rebuilt with contemporary designs. This politically influenced process
gained pace during the 1960s and continues today, evincing conflicting notions of
heritage and identity.

Taking into consideration the risks arising from these processes and the progressive
erasure of cultural heritage, ID-SCAPES aims to produce a Social History of the Built
Environment of India and Bangladesh’s medieval and early modern churches and sacral
landscapes (built before ca. 1800), including both functioning and ruined buildings.
One of the principal outputs of the project will be herichurch.org, a wiki platform
intended to provide a digital map, connected to the visual database, accessible to a wider
audience.

Following the idea of “preservation by record” the project wikibase will combine 3D
visualizations and CAD drawings as fundamental tools for cultural heritage
conservation and research.

Challenging the European-centric historiographical framework that has been commonly
employed for these themes, and through extensive fieldwork and the analysis of visual
and written documents that remain unexplored, the project will advance a new
methodological approach that embraces the buildings’ complex histories. Addressing
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issues such as caste, cultural “accommodation,” “indigenous” agency, and local spatial
and artistic traditions, ID-SCAPES will uncover the impact of such factors on church
architecture.

Hence, the aim of ID-SCAPES’ wiki is to visualize historical information gathering and
processing data from research and fieldwork. In turn, such digital tools for
endangered/contested sites can have an immediate impact on heritage management
interventions.

For the Wikidata and Research 2025 conference, ideally in a “lightning talks” format,
we will share our idea of how visual and written historical knowledge can be structured,
possibly gathering suggestions from researchers who have achieved comparable
outputs. As we are in the initial phase of the project, qualified feedback is of crucial
importance to advance in the right direction.

The structure of knowledge should consist of a spatial database/digital map, visually
organized for accessible consultation, and linked individual entries that constitute the
main objects of research of ID-SCAPES. This system should work on a web mapping
platform.

The authors have been involved in two comparable projects of heritage mapping, the
hpip.org and eviterbo.fcsh.unl.pt platforms. In a similar vein, the Herichurch.org
platform is expected to generate entries for a selection of about 50 representative sites
during the project’s timeline. Further content will be uploaded at later dates. This wiki
platform is also one of the milestones of the project.

In summary, the ID-SCAPES wiki is set to advance the understanding and preservation
of early modern religious architecture in India and Bangladesh through an innovative
digital platform that captures and engages with the complex histories of these
significant cultural sites.
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