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Layers of meaning: Exploring artistic impressions and imperfect realism in virtual reality
Benjamin Seide 
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore

Cultural heritage commonly utilizes laser scanning, CGI, 360- degree imagery and photogrammetry aiming to create 
photorealistic and accurate representations of historical environments. The goal of being as accurate and realistic as possible 

has not been fully accomplished yet, but considering the rate of improvement, virtual environments and augmented extensions 
will become indistinguishable from reality. A countermovement of artists and researchers create artistic impressions of virtual 
environments, not aiming for photorealistic perfection but to add an interpretation to the debate how the deeper meaning beyond 
the visual representation can be best represented. Philosopher Merleau-Ponty quotes Rodin, “It is the artist who is truthful, 
while the photograph lies; for, in reality, time never stops.” This research project investigates the possibilities of impressionism 
in virtual reality by exploring and comparing the effect of stylized interpretations to photorealistic representations to attempted 
but failed photorealism in virtual reality environments. I propose that the meaning of heritage is not just the form of a heritage 
site but could be understood as different layers. Interactive and immersive applications, such as augmented and virtual reality 
applications, enable us to explore alternative layers beyond the basic image acquisition. These layers are commonly understood 
as additional information layers, from superimposed text providing more detailed information to animated CG characters 
performing a relevant historic scene inside the virtual environment. Layers of meaning could also be interpreted in a more 
artistic sense by creating impressions rather than photorealistic representations. These artistic impressions utilize animation, 
laser scanning and photogrammetry to create representations on an abstract interpretation level, aiming to create a sense of 
atmosphere and trigger a stronger emotional response.

Figure 1: An artistic interpretation of the tropical Yunnan Garden by Elke Reinhuber.
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