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Close your eyes for a moment. Think of the last time you were completely 
absorbed in a story: watching a film and forgetting that you were sit-
ting in a theatre; reading a book until the world around you seemed to 

disappear. That sensation of being somewhere other than where our bodies 
are is perhaps one of the oldest technologies of the human imagination and 
storytelling.

Long before we spoke of virtual, augmented or extended reality, human beings 
were constructing artificial realities. Through stories and rituals, theatres, paint-
ings, panoramas and spectacles, we learned to make absent worlds present. 
Magic lanterns and phantasmagoria transformed light, smoke and sound into 
encounters with the impossible; nineteenth-century panoramas surrounded 
visitors with painted worlds; later, science fiction imagined sensory environ-
ments before they could be built. The technologies changed, but the desire 
remained remarkably constant: to cross the boundary between the world we 
inhabit and worlds we imagine.

This history is therefore not simply a history of illustration machines for telling 
stories. It is also a history of techniques for deeper engagement with the infor-
mation transmitted. And this becomes particularly important when we turn 
to the humanities and cultural heritage. To study the past, it is never simply 
enough to reproduce what once existed. We encounter it through fragments, 
records, classifications, texts and memories, mediated by technologies and 
interpretative choices. Behind every digital encounter with the past lie less 
visible infrastructures and techniques: data, metadata, standards, repositories, 
models and scholarly decisions.
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The five contributions to this issue of Transformations. A DARIAH Journal 
(three research papers, one data paper and one workflow paper) illuminate 
different parts of this digitally-enabled process. Maximilian Görmar, Thea 
Lindquist, Eetu Mäkelä and Christoph Boveland transform seventeenth-century 
VD17 bibliographic records into research data, showing how the identifica-
tion of variant printings and the construction of corpora shape the historical 
picture that emerges. David Herting, José Calvo Tello and Maximilian Mehner 
trace the transformation of GRETIL, demonstrating how data migration, 
TEI conversion and metadata enrichment preserve digital scholarly memory 
across technological change. Silvia Andrea Hernández Crispín combines topic 
modelling and close reading to reconstruct Elisa Mújica’s literary criticism, 
revealing gendered structures of authority while reminding us that a digital 
corpus is itself a mediated reconstruction of the archive. Dulce van Vliet’s 
“storied statistics” similarly reveals the histories concealed within numbers: 
records of Indonesian pilgrims to Mecca were shaped by changing colonial 
and postcolonial purposes rather than simply recording an external reality. 
Finally, David Lindemann and colleagues explore Wikibase as an infrastructure 
through which cultural knowledge can be structured, connected and reused 
across digital humanities and GLAM collections.

Together, these contributions suggest that the past is never simply waiting to 
be retrieved. It must be identified, organised, connected, preserved and inter-
preted. The history of artificial reality is thus not only a story of spectacular 
illusions and technological breakthroughs. It is also the quieter history of the 
processes through which absent worlds become accessible to us.

Perhaps, then, artificial reality has never been entirely artificial. Whether 
produced through smoke and mirrors, paint and architecture, catalogues and 
statistics, digital corpora or linked data, it depends upon a profoundly human 
act: making what is absent present and, for a moment, allowing it to become 
real, encountering the past and future in the present.


