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Introduction

For me, most visual media, encompassing paintings, photographs, film and art installations, 

has always had the capacity to immerse and involve me with what is happening and to 

emotionally engage with me.

It might be the vastness that overtakes the entire vision and overwhelms the senses, or an 

intimate moment captured that strikes a personal chord from my own experience.

Although sometimes I am left confused, and feel that if only I had some extra information I 

would have felt more involved in the artists intention. Sometimes the small label can be a 

gift of understanding, if you have the time, if you have your reading glasses and if it hasn’t 

been removed…

I am also fascinated with modern technology, augmented reality and the power of the device 

in your hand that can connect with the wider world, do we now have the means to truly 

augment our life, to ask for a little more information - if we want it?

In Chapter One: Historical Illusionistic Art, I will look at the beginnings of immersive art.

In Chapter Two: The Vast Art, paintings envelop the viewer.

In Chapter Three: Getting Technical, the magic lantern and creating spooky illusions.

In Chapter Four:The Big Screen, the many forms of pre cinema and the Cinerama.

In Chapter Five: Personal Immersion, personal ways of experiencing virtual reality.

In Chapter Six: Layering Reality, I look at how I want to see immersive art and Virtual/ 

Augmented Reality become more of a cohesive, natural and valid part of the art experience.
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Chapter One: Historical Illusionistic Art

Immersive illusionistic art 

has been with us as far back 

as 60BC, the casa del misteri 

(see fig 1.) in Pompeii one of 

the oldest sites of a Trompe 

L’oeil ‘style’ painting is still 

open to visitors. On entering 

the room you are surrounded 

on three sides by life-size 

realistic paintings of men 

and women involved in a 

ritualistic ceremony.  “The 

frieze bears witness to a virtual 

reality meant to encourage an 

emotional, ecstatic participation through the use of suggestive visual means (Grau 1999)”.

It was obviously intended to make a great impression upon those entering the space, it could 

be argued whether or not it is true trompe l’oeil, but for me, it obviously does transport the 

viewer to a different reality and taking into account the age of the piece it probably had a 

lifelong effect on those that viewed it.

“Trompe L’oeil – (noun) a painting rendered in such great detail as to deceive the viewer 

concerning its reality (thefreedictionary 2012)”.

Going further back, there is a famous Greek tale between two artists of the time, Zeuxis and 

Parrhasius, who entered into a contest to see who could create the most realistic still life.  

“The story goes that Zeuxis had painted a picture of grapes so realistically, that birds were 

deceived enough to peck at the fruit. After Parrhasius finished his painting, he invited Zeuxis 

to his studio. Zeuxis tried to lift the curtain from the panel to see the painting underneath. 

To his surprise, the panel was a painting of a curtain. Zeuxis conceded that Parrhasius was 

a better painter, whereas he had deceived only birds, Parrhasius had fooled a human being 

(Hanrahan 2005)”.

Figure 1. section from Casa del Misteri interior. wall fresco. 60BC
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Although this story is of a small piece of wall/canvas being transformed from one reality to 

another, it demonstrates what I feel is a basic human desire to overlay what is there, with 

what is not. To create illusion. In these simple times of brush and paint effects surely there 

can be no greater accolade of your talent than deceiving a rival highly skilled artist in your 

chosen field of realism. “A triumph of the gaze over the eye (Lacan 1964)”.

These simple – but fantastic – examples of realism in ancient artworks are, in my opinion, 

the forerunners of more modern immersive art, on the one hand the size of the Casa del 

Misteri would demand your undivided attention, but the quality of Parrhasiuss’ panel 

window, on the other, is without rival, and both, would have drawn you in.
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In the 1600’s leading Italian Renaissance 

painters of the time, whilst using 

the popular style of perspectival 

illusionism, were creating 360 degree 

fresco’s. Peruzzis’ The Sala delle 

Prospettive in the Villa Farnesina (see 

fig 2) is one of the most magnificently 

ornate and intricate illustrations of the 

impressive effect that this technique 

could give. On entering the room it is as 

if you have been magically teleported 

into a columned hall with countryside 

views out of each and every aspect in 

between the realistic fluted pillars.

It would have delighted and amused 

the nouveau riche of the time to 

be enveloped within this stunning 

‘surrounding’, and again for the viewer 

they are totally immersed in the art that Peruzzi created, enjoying another layer of reality 

over their own.

“Although the techniques of Trompe L’oeil painting had been known for centuries, they were 

never sufficient to create a total illusion of reality (Oettermann 1997)”.

In the Industrial era the ‘panorama’ was born, with Robert Barker patenting his technique 

(Edinburgh Virtual Environment Centre. 1999) of surrounding the viewer entirely within a 360 

degree painting without the typical perspective distortions. (This perspective problem is still 

a common feature of modern panoramas that you can take today with an app on your phone, 

or using a camera on a tripod).

These colossal works (up to 10,000 square feet of painting, see fig 3) were usually displayed 

in giant domed buildings such as the purpose built Colosseum in Regent’s Park. This giant 

architectural piece was built in 1829 and had hundreds of workmen and painters working 

Figure 2. Perspective view of the Sala delle Prospettive 
farnesina. Wall painting by Beldassare Peruzzi. 1515-1517

Chapter Two: The Vast Art
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internally and externally to bring 

the panorama alive (see fig 4).

“A visit to one of the few 

surviving panoramas shows that 

the effect can be overwhelming. 

Entering from a busy city street, 

visitors grope their way along 

a dark subterranean corridor 

and climb the spiral staircase 

(being turned in circles like a 

blind-folded child about to play 

a game at a birthday party). 

Suddenly they emerge to find 

themselves transported to a 

faraway place, as if by magic. 

Nowhere is it possible for the eye 

to shift ‘outside of the frame’ 

(Oettermann 1999)”.

From the very outset the visitor 

would know that inside would 

be something very different, 

the grand building, the darkened corridors before emerging onto the specially built viewing 

platform.  Imagine never having viewed anything bigger than a newspaper and only in black 

& white, to being inside this amphitheatre of visual colour, light and space.

Figure 3. Barker, R. “Edinburgh From The Crown Of St. Giles”. 1829

Figure 4. The Geometrical Ascent to the Galleries in the Colosseum, 
Regent’s Park 1829 Aquatint



page 13Augmenting Reality, Immersive Spaces

“In March 1798 a Belgian 

inventor, physicist, and student 

of optics named Etienne-Gaspard 

Robert presented what he called 

the first Fantasmagorie (later 

known as Phantasmagoria) at the 

Pavillon de l’Echiquier in Paris 

(Sterling 2012)”.

Using a magic lantern to cast 

ghostly figures onto smoke he 

reveled in the spectacle he was 

creating, and the audience, who did not know the sophisticated techniques of the time, 

were held captivated in their seats by the grisly apparitions that seemingly appeared before 

their very eyes (see fig 5).

The phantasmagoria was a popular technique right up until the 1850’s and just a few years 

later the use of light and glass brought a new approach by J. H. Pepper to the fore of the 

illusionary spectacle, Pepper’s Ghost. 

First shown in 1862, a sheet of 

glass is hung down onto the front 

of the stage and a reflected 

image of your ‘ghost’ (who is in 

fact standing in the orchestra 

pit) appears upon the stage (see 

fig 6). This particular approach 

is still used in haunted houses/ 

theme parks etc for a great scary 

effect. A modern version of the 

peppers ghost appeared on the 

BBC children in need night, when 

they brought back Morecambe and Figure 6. Illustration of the workings behind the Pepper’s Ghost 
illusion. 1862

Figure 5. Illustration of Robertson’s Phantasmagoria in Paris. 1797.

Chapter Three: Getting Technical
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Wise through the power of digital video 

manipulation, but had them dancing with 

Chris Moyles through this still much loved 

and very effective technique (see fig.7).

These trailblazing artists who brought 

us these visual spectacles were at the 

forefront of creating illusionary spaces. 

Pioneering and experimenting to achieve 

the desired result, whether to shock, 

enlighten or just impress, they have all “left their mark on the development of art media 

(Paul 2008)”.

“The idea of virtual reality only appears to be without a history; in fact, it rests firmly on 

historical art traditions, which belong to a discontinuous tradition of seeking illusionary 

image spaces (Grau 2003)”.

The history of these large illusionary spaces/spectacles is a base for our technologically 

advanced age to fully utilise, and integrate the sense of wonder, experience and 

immersiveness that these early artists have already proved to be popular. 

Figure 7. screengrab from the BBC of Chris Moyles dances 
with Morecambe and Wise - via hologram! 
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Chapter Four: The Big Screen
We know that through the development of photographic techniques (such as the 

Motoscope, the Phenakistoscope, the Chorentoscope, the zoetrope, the Kineograph and the 

Zoopraxiscope), artists were desperately trying to make images move. When it truly arrived 

in the late 19th century it was a revelation and the public took it straight to its heart. 

In the 1950’s pioneers were once again setting out to make it an even bigger and more 

immersive experience, one of the more famous attempts was the Cinerama (see fig 8). 

This huge screen used three projectors 

to give the audience the sense of a 

surrounding image, harking back to 

the panorama’s of over 100 years ago, 

trying to place the viewer within the 

scene, rather than just as an observer.

Today we have the IMAX experience, 

360 degrees of high definition, dolby 

surround sound and you can even 

watch the latest film blockbusters 

in 3D, thereby fully immersing it’s 

audiences.

Figure 8. Advertsiement poster. Cinerama 
History 1962



page 16 Augmenting Reality, Immersive Spaces



page 17Augmenting Reality, Immersive Spaces

The so called ‘father’ of virtual reality, 

Morton Helig, patented his ‘Sensorama’ 

machine in 1962 (see fig 9), “It is a 

simulator for one to four people that 

provides the illusion of reality using a 3-D 

motion picture with smell, stereo sound, 

vibrations of the seat, and wind in the hair 

to create the illusion (Helig 1962)”. This 

technique placed the viewer right inside 

the invention, fully immersing them in a 

very personal illusionary space.

I can only imagine it was a little like an 

uncomfortable and slightly claustrophobic 

photo booth, and being so large, not 

easy or cheap to install. The cameraman 

needed to wear three big box cameras at 

once to capture the initial footage, so not the most easily transferrable idea to reproduce.

Helig also patented the very first prototype of a Head Mounted Display in 1960, with the 

advance of smaller lighter electronics. 

In 1992 Boeings’ research manager David Mizell wrote a paper on their project in Virtual 

Reality in which he speaks about a “ HUDset (heads-up, see-through, head-mounted display…

which annotates reality  (Mizell 1992)”. He sees this as streamlining the complicated process 

of assembling the planes, as the worker has the wiring diagrams overlaid on their own vision 

using these HUDsets.

Since 1992, there have been many inventions of 

headsets, Google Glasses being the most recent 

(see fig 10), all proclaiming to be the new way 

to experience the world… 

But I don’t want to have to put on a specialised 

headset for an augmented reality experience.

Chapter Five: Personal Immersion

Figure 9. Helig, M. 1962 Photo of his Sensorama Machine.

Figure 10. Google Glasses. 2012
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Digital Art Installations just ask that you walk into the space and using motion sensors 

and clever electronics to involve the viewer, you participate in creating the artworks final 

outcome. We have Architectural digital mapping, art fairs solely dedicated to cybernetic, 

kinetic, electronic and light art pieces, even art derived from real-time data (see fig 11). 

The list of technically advancing artworks accelerates daily, if we can extract the very best 

from all of these early adopters, you could achieve an artwork that not only gave more 

information but got you more involved with the piece itself and personal involvement leads 

to better understanding.

Figure 11. Jeremy Wood. My Ghost 2000-2009, for over a decade he has recorded 
all of his journeys with GPS. Giclée print
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Since early 2009 companies such as Layar, Blippar and 

Aurasma have been layering real time information 

over our location/surroundings. What started as just 

a simple map based app that would show a text label 

about the nearest pizza restaurant, now uses geo-

location and the latest picture trigger recognition 

technique to display whatever medium/information 

you can imagine onto your phone (see fig 12).  

All of this would not have been possible without 

Hirokazu Kato releasing his ARToolkit to the open 

source community in 1999. “it allowed video capture 

tracking of the real world to combine with the interaction of virtual objects (Sung 2011)”.

The best informative use of this fantastic technology that I have seen thus far, is the James 

May app made for the Science Museum.

With this app installed, you focus your phones’ 

camera upon the trigger image and as if by 

magic James May appears (see fig 13) and 

starts talking to you about the very exhibit 

you are standing in front of.

This is where the future is going, although 

this is more of a vehicle for James May to 

publicise himself and for the Museum to have 

a ‘star’ attraction, it shows the power of this 

newly emerged immersive technology, to 

provide each and every one of us with our own 

illusionary space. 

“Augmented Reality (AR) creates Coexistant 

Spacial Realities in which Anything is possible – 

Anywhere! (Manifest.AR 2011)”

Chapter Six: Layering Reality

Figure 12. The Aurasma app overlays reality 
with a layer of digital content

Figure 13. Screengrab of the James May app.
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All of the examples I have referred to in my research are trying to engage the viewer more 

than ever before, to immerse them within the experience. 

Today I believe we can use the available advances in technology, not only to intrigue an 

audience, but to grow our knowledge and virtually collaborate with others to better feather 

our own beds of learning.

Instead of the dusty dry museums of the past becoming redundant, we can overlay their 

existing displays with the modern equivalent of the information label. 

Within art galleries, the art pieces could speak for themselves, not just metaphorically, but 

the artist could appear before you talking you through his thought processes.

For my personal project I want to bring alive a museum exhibit, releasing it from its dry and 

dusty cabinet, fully immersing the viewer in the animals habitat, giving them the chance to 

learn more than ever before, just using the device in their pocket.

An immersive augmented reality is coming, have your virtual fingers at the ready!

Conclusion
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