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This article presents some reflections on how documentary based 
moving image can be re-presented. While aspects of artists’ film and 
video work has focused on materialist conceptions of film practice 
to position the viewer in the space in front of the screen, the 
Panorama was concerned with immersing the viewer, producing a 
sense of being in the picture. Taking the author’s own work 
Deptford|Tributes (2009) as an example of an experimental 
documentary landscape film; building upon readings of the history 
of the Panorama as a technical and cultural form, and the strategies 
of structural materialist film practice, this article seeks to mobilise 
their seemingly divergent objectives to look at ways of presenting 
moving image works. 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Reflecting on one of my recent collaborative art works Deptford|Tributes 
(2009), and its installation as a site specific work, a number of issues began 
to interest me regarding the presentation of art works that were in essence 
documentary. How can the cinematic screening experience of a moving 
image work which is a record and document of a specific history and 
landscape, go beyond being an object of remembrance of things past, an act 
of reminiscence tinged with nostalgia? How can we present the viewer with 
perspectives that bring to life the past, whether that be a distant or not so 
distant past? 
 
Exhibiting moving image work as video installation has a long history with 
the work of artists such as Bill Viola or Nam June Paik. It is perhaps through 
the extension of experimental film, into the realm of expanded cinema that 
some aspects of the negotiation of the space of the document can find some 
strategies to counterpose the traditional relation of audience to screen. 
Expanded works, by the likes of Paul Sharits, Malcolm Le Grice, Valie 
Export or Peter Weibel attempt a ‘basic reorientation of the cinematic 
experience and the place which becomes available to the spectator’ (Le Grice 
2001, p.276). This can also be seen to be further extended into the newer 
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forms of immersion and installation works that consist of virtual 
environments, 3D spectacles that utilise the computer to transform the image 
and develop new realms of media illusion. In examining the “Historical 
Spaces of Illusion” Oliver Grau specifies the Panorama as the highest form of 
immersive art that used traditional methods, finding its counterpart in 
computer based Virtual Reality (Grau 2003). The Panorama being a technical 
term for a specific form of landscape painting that reproduced a 360-degree 
view. (Oettermann 1997, p.6). In revisiting the Panorama form, its large-scale 
immersive properties, in relation to video installation, an intriguing space for 
contemplating the “real” emerges. The consideration here is a focus on its 
qualities as a technology that presented a unique experience for the viewer, 
one that engineered its own perception of reality. In relating the Panorama to 
moving image installation, the possibility emerges of creating a dialogue 
between the strategies employed in moving image production, and a critical 
reflection on the position of the viewer and what is representable through the 
moving image. This combined approach of relating structural materialist film 
to the panorama is illustrated through a reflection on the site specific 
installation of Deptford|Tributes.  

 
 
Historical Spaces of Illusions 
 

On June 17, 1787 Robert Barker patented a process under the 
name of ‘la nature a coup d’oeil’ by which means a panoramic 
view could be depicted on a completely circular canvas in correct 
perspective. Using empirical methods, he developed a system of 
curves on the concave surface of a picture so that the landscape, 
when viewed from a central platform at a certain elevation, 
appeared to be true and undistorted. The application of this 
invention became known a few years later under the neologism 
‘Panorama’. (Grau 2003, p.56) 

 
The Panorama emerges for Grau from a history of painting that is distinct for 
its mimetic and illusionistic elements. The Frescos of the late Roman 
Republic exemplify the qualities that are key to Grau’s prehistory of the 
Panorama, painting techniques which give the impression of extending space: 
rooms would seem larger, the compositions were natural, but not occurring in 
nature (Grau 2003). Stephan Oettermann’s account (1997) of the Panorama, 
whilst highlighting what he sees as a complete break with the previous 
history of painting, sees elements of the Baroque ceiling fresco as a 
forerunner of the Panorama. He describes this as: ‘...eyes once piously raised 
to contemplate the heavenly hosts have now dropped to size up the economic 
potential of the surrounding environment’ (Oettermann 1997, p.25). Both 
Grau (2003) and Oettermann (1997) highlight the importance of the 



217     SPACES OF HISTORICAL ILLUSION       
 

discovery and mastery of artificial perspective in changing painting from a 
system of symbolic reference to a new perception based on mathematical 
form, a new dimension of spatial depth. The elements that Grau articulates as 
the qualities of the Panorama and its precursors; the fusing of the imaginary 
with the real, the creation of an artificial space and the exclusion of the 
outside world, are the essential properties in characterising immersion (Grau 
2003). The Panorama evolves out of a merging of the real and unreal space, a 
spectacular 360 degree landscape painting, which unlike frescos or friezes 
has no framing elements nor does it rely upon architectural elements, it relies 
upon spatial depth. The spectacle emerges firstly as an illusory space, this 
stems from an immersion within a total world, shut off from outside 
distractions, there is little to break the viewer’s concentration and injure the 
illusion. The type of immersion that has been attributed to the Panorama, its 
effects on its audiences, highlights its transformative effects on perception 
both as a product and an informer of it. Oettermann’s accounts of the 
discovery of the horizon and of artificial perspective, suggest that the 
development of the Panorama is not just a matter of its precursors but also 
tells us something about human desire. Oettermann explains the lengths that 
people would go to, especially artists, to seek out and experience the views of 
the horizon, whether from the sea, high towers or viewing platforms. 
 

The limits of the human body’s endurance that manifest 
themselves in sensations of giddiness were in part limitations of 
human vision, and the notion that these limits should be challenged 
and overcome was prevalent. (Oettermann 1997, p.12) 

 
What seems distinctive is the comprehensiveness of the effect of the 
Panorama. It produced imagined and real worlds to those who could not or 
would not travel to them in reality. It brought the technique of artificial 
perspective in all its glory to thousands of viewers, conjuring up the 
similarity of experience overwhelming the spectator. The illusionistic effect 
of the Panorama produced diverging responses to it as a medium, its critics 
seeing it as dangerous to consciousness and perception, while supporters saw 
it as an ideal space for projecting their visions of the world (Grau 2009).  
 
The Panorama could be instructive not only in its shaping of human 
perception, but in its recounting of history. The Panorama gained huge 
audiences for its views of cityscapes, allowing audiences to see the world 
without having to travel, and the battle scenes became an important form of 
shaping political and military history. Grau’s account of the Panorama of the 
Battle of Sedan, explains how the Panorama could be used as a tool for 
propaganda, the Kaiser announced that the piece could not only foster 
understanding of the war in the places where it was shown, but was a ‘living 
memory’ (Grau 2003). The Panorama seemed an ideal medium in which to 

 



    EGBE      218 
 

shape mass opinion through a number of strategies. The content of the 
panorama, in reimagining battles, e.g. the Battle of Waterloo, the Battle of 
Sedan, could be bent to serve political ends. The Battle of Sedan panorama 
was able to convey an idealised picture of the Prussian soldier (Grau 2003, 
p.94), reinforcing ideas of the nation and its identity. The panorama was 
conceived as an accurate depiction of events, and the exacting details of 
dress, military positioning, all gave credence to the sense that this was an true 
account, ‘an historical painting is, in a sense, a vehicle of communication’ 
(Panofsky 1993, p.35). Allied with the blessing of the Kaiser himself, the 
Sedan panorama became a site of pilgrimage, it communicated not only a 
past event, but kept alive a clear ideal of Prussian identity. The Kaiser in 
commenting that the panorama constituted a ‘living memory’ it was a site for 
engendering patriotism, a reflection of past glory, that could be transformed 
into a sense of present day national pride. The statement indicates recognition 
of the aliveness of the message being communicated, a moment of the past, 
put to work to produce an effect that could be felt by the visiting audiences of 
the day.  
  
The construction of the Panorama was essential to its impressiveness as an 
artistic form. Its huge architectonic structure, seemingly bringing the near 
past and distant landscapes into the purview of thousands, a sense of intimacy 
in its immersive effects, both helped the sense of spectacle that galvanised the 
Panorama as a mass medium. Its huge production costs, had implications for 
its content, and the far off landscapes and military scenes that became the 
forte of its subject are a reflection of the subject matter which was considered 
suitable for a mass audience. Panoramas were almost all privately financed, 
panorama companies raised funds on the stock exchange, and there was a 
large market in trading shares, as companies specialised in producing battles 
scenes (Grau 2003). The cost of production for Panoramas, the length of time 
that they took to produce and the waning interest in its spectacular effects 
with the emergence of other mediums such as film, can be seen as 
contributing factors to its demise. The potent effects of its strategies can be 
felt in subsequent mediums.  
 
 
Deptford|Tributes 
 
Deptford|Tributes (2009) is a moving image work I produced in collaboration 
with the artist Rastko Novakovic. It is a documentary, but also a poetic filmic 
experimentation concerned with the central flows of a landscape. From the 
Thames in Deptford to Bromley Kent, the film navigates the terrain, 
architectures, industry and history of a landscape determined by the structure 
of a river and its tributaries. The work bears some resemblance to the film 
Thames (1986) by William Raban, not only in its content, the navigation and 
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history of the Thames and its tributaries, but in its use of the documentary 
form. Whilst at times using documentary conventions such as traditional 
interviews, the film also employs strategies from experimental cinema; the 
film utilises filmic and video effects that attempt to immerse the viewer and 
transport them along the watercourse, the drive being a physicality of 
movement, rather than narrative. The experiential journey forms the spine of 
the film, (the artists’ spent two days filming while they waded through the 
length of the river) along with the multitude of encounters, recollections and 
commentary of the history and developments along the river. This flow is 
often interrupted or accompanied by graphical or musical/sound elements, 
and the movement and operation of the camera, .e.g. the use of the camera's 
zoom in successive or layered shots. The film not only attempts to document 
a view of the river through personal and historical accounts, nor is a purely 
visual documentation. It also comments audio-visually, on the ways in which 
the experience of the river can be communicated through the film and video 
form, with attention to other disciplines such as architectural planning that 
aim to present a view of the landscape.  
 
Following the completion of the film, the opportunity arose to install the 
work as a site specific piece along the river which was the film’s focus. The 
space of the installation was located in a disused artists’ studio space. Whilst 
you entered the space through a traditional door, the actual space had no roof 
or exterior wall at the rear, allowing the viewer an uninterrupted view to the 
river and the natural panorama of the landscape. The task for the installation 
was to subvert the gallery tradition of video installation where darkness and 
the immersion of the screen are the primary focus; rather it was intended to 
create an overall environment that the viewer could immerse themselves in, 
and negotiate the aspects of producing a document, a representation of a lived 
environment. Within the gallery context, the viewer, as in the cinema is 
focused upon the screen. There is no ‘critical arena’ (Le Grice 2001, p.276), 
beyond the surface of which, the viewer can produce what Peter Gidal sees as 
the relations ‘between what the camera is aimed at and the way that ‘image’ 
is presented.’ (Gidal 1976). Through the mobile viewer, and an interaction of 
an environment that stretched beyond the frame of the moving image screen, 
we could begin to engage the audience in a dialogue with what they were 
viewing on the surface of the screen; the process by which it was produced, 
and a critical engagement with the environment which it was attempting to 
represent. It in part reflected an approach stemming from structural 
materialist film practice. 
 
To that end we built a structure within the space that would allow projection 
in daylight conditions, but also allowed a flow between the projection screen 
and the outside landscape. The non-cinematic space of the open views of 
river environment became framed within the installation. The projection 
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space within the larger river landscape created a doubling effect, a sense of a 
theatre within a theatre, seemingly creating delineation between spaces, that 
of the film, the space of the spectator and the space of the real live river 
environment. The river landscape framed within the context of the 
installation was characteristic of the Panorama, offering a total 360 degree 
immersion in its landscape subject matter, but also above and below the 
horizon line. 
 

 
 

Figure 40. Deptford|Tributes Images from Deptford X Festival Flux 2009, 
Installation APT Gallery. (Novakovic 2009) 

 
The artistic intervention of Deptford|Tributes:  
The interrelationship between the effect of the Panorama and 
Real Space. 
 
Whilst not identical to a traditional panorama, the identification with the 
changing landscape of the film and the real landscape of the river became the 
overwhelming experience of the installation; as such, this somewhat alluded 
to the qualities of traditional Panoramas. For the audience the illusionistic 
effects of the film were complimented by the immersive effects of the real 
landscape.  
  

The media strategy aims at producing a high-grade feeling of 
immersion, of presence (an impression suggestive of ‘being 
there’), which can be enhanced further through interaction with 
apparently ‘living’ environments in ‘real time’. (Grau, 2003, p.7) 

 
The experience went beyond the screen to an experience of actual presence in 
real space, continuous with the effects of the panorama, and more suggestive 
of the qualities of immersion beyond what Grau alludes to, was the effect of 
the real time changing landscape and architecture of the area. Our site 
specific installation Deptford|Tributes reflected upon in the context of a 
panorama highlights how “illusionistic effects” with moving image offer a 
sense of immersion. In Grau’s notion, which particularly privileges virtual 
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reality conceptions of the panorama, that is the need to seal off the spectator 
from outside influences he writes that,  
 

in most cases immersion is mentally absorbing and a process, a 
change, a passage from one mental state to another. It is 
characterized by diminishing critical distance to what is shown and 
increasing emotional involvement in what is happening.passing 
between critical distance and emotional involvement. (Grau 2003, 
p.13)  

 
This notion of immersion, suggests that the spectator is limited in the way in 
which they can contemplate a work which has immersive qualities, they can 
only shift mental states towards greater emotional involvement. It is a one 
way process which does not offer the possibility of alternative shifts in 
perspective for the spectator. The dominant cinema offers its own forms of 
immersion (Metz 1975), but within the context of the Deptford|Tributes 
installation the viewer is repositioned continuously, between the aspects of 
documentary approaches to cinema, and experimental and expanded cinema’s 
strategies aiming to transport the spectator through the transitioning spaces of 
between the on screen action, the space of reception, and the real 
environment. 
 
There was no carefully constructed rotunda to house the river landscape 
views, however, the effect on the viewer to the installation was in keeping 
with Oettermann’s accounts of artists and others in search of the ideal view of 
the horizon (1997, pp.8-18). Many visitors to the exhibition would come into 
the space just to look at the landscape; viewers were drawn to one or two 
vantage points undesignated by the artists, which offered the best views. 
Throughout the installation, what became a reoccurring activity, were viewers 
during and after screenings, stepping out from the canopy of the screening 
space, into the panoramic space, and pointing out locations within the 
moving image in the real landscape. Viewers could navigate through their 
actual location in reference to the film, through distinct features on the 
horizon. The iconic Mumford Building, which dominates the Deptford 
landscape, (which is being overshadowed by new developments in the area) 
could be viewed within the context of the camera’s ability to try and represent 
its position on the horizon. Those fragmentary moments of identification with 
it could be counterpoised and complemented by the viewers own ability to 
step out into the landscape and capture their own moments, reflecting back 
and forth between a represented and real space. In so doing, the viewer could 
find their own way through notions of representation, memory and visual 
perception. The process of the films presentation became a shared 
experience. 
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The film in part plays with perceptual phenomena as a way of breaking the 
illusionistic language of dominant cinema, but seeks a more complex relation 
to the concepts of materialism outlined by Le Grice,  
 
 I take the view that the development of a materialist consciousness 
is not consistent either with  illusionism or conditioning but is only 
possible through the individual’s active, participatory structuring  of 
actuality. Within this framework film should be considered as an element in 
the experience of  actuality for the viewer. Examination of film’s reality 
involves attention to its materiality/actuality as  the basis of the film 
experience. (Le Grice 2001, p.170) 
 
Le Grice’s (2001) claim sees an inconsistency in the use of illusionistic 
aspects that have been the substance of dominant cinema alongside the 
strategies of materialist experimental film practice. As viewers of the 
installation related to the documentary elements of the film, the temporal 
elements of film practice, the stretching or conflating of time, were given a 
different weight when experienced within the effect of the real environment. 
The immersive qualities of the cinema screen experience were skewed, 
shifted by degrees in the context of the installation as a whole. The viewers 
experience was heightened by the constant complement of the natural 
soundtrack; the sounds of industry, the flow of the river and its users, the 
environment continued to impose itself while viewers attempted to immerse 
themselves within the construct of the moving image. The film’s sound 
design and field recordings mimic the landscape, and the landscape is 
reverberated back to the viewer in the space of the installation. This doubling 
could be expressed in all the elements of the viewing experience, with image, 
time and space being expressed in the panorama of the river landscape. The 
idealised reality of the cinematic space was compounded with the panoramic 
effect. The dynamics of the interplay of spaces, that of the cinematic screen 
experience and that of the river landscape, took its lead from the strategies of 
expanded cinema. 
  

When we say expanded cinema we actually mean expanded 
consciousness…Expanded Cinema does not mean computer films, 
video phosphors, atomic light, or spherical projections. Expanded 
cinema isn’t a movie at all: like life it’s a process of becoming, 
man’s ongoing historical drive to manifest his consciousness 
outside of his mind, in front of his eyes. (Youngblood 1970, p.41) 

 
Youngblood’s outline of the approach of expanded cinema focuses not only 
the use of technology but the overall claim to attempt a visual language that 
goes beyond the traditions of the dominant cinema of the time. The claim to 
extend consciousness outside the mind highlights the techniques employed to 
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transmit knowledge, the content of the mind into a physical reality. In 
Malcolm Le Grice’s (2001) account of the expanded cinema movement of the 
1960s and 1970s, contemplating the European tradition, the focus becomes 
the space of the screen and the space in front of the screen. The spectator 
according to this account is transported to the “critical arena” through the 
techniques of materialist filmmaking process, and expanded strategies:  
 

The discourse of dominant cinema was fundamentally pre-
modernist. The spectator went through the picture and plane of the 
screen to live in the illusion of its represented time – a time 
existing in the illusory space behind the screen. The ‘behind’ of 
cinema’s perspective supported the parallel ‘perspective’ of 
narrative structure placing the action in a mythic past…Even more 
fundamentally, the relationship of the spectator to the work is 
transformed when the time of the action is reversed from being the 
‘once-upon-a-time’ of the mythic past to the critical arena of the 
present. (Le Grice 2001, pp.275-276) 

 
The strategies and approaches of the practitioners of expanded cinema, 
including performance in front of the screen or multiple projections, highlight 
an intent to engage the spectator in a space that is not the ‘illusionary space 
behind the screen’; rather the approach attempts to locate the spectator in the 
real space of the present. The results of these strategies within the 
presentation of Deptford|Tributes were to create reverberations within the 
installation; e.g. from the represented space of the film to the real space of the 
environment, the interplay of real sound and that of the constructed sound 
through use of field recordings and generated sound.  
 
 
Conclusion - Moving Image and the Panorama 
  
The Panorama lasted as a mass medium for a period of around 100 years 
(Oettermann 1997) and offers for Grau (2003) an early example of immersion 
before the computer. Its dynamism lies in its scale. Before head mounted 
displays and cave environments, the Panorama housed in purpose built 
rotundas offered a 360 degree environment that was constructed to produce 
for the viewer a reality that could not be differentiated from the real. A 
production line was instituted in order to maximise profitability for the 
medium, akin to the production values latterly employed in the studio system 
of film production. The Panorama transported viewers through time and 
space; it was a ‘space of presence’ (Grau 2003, p.69). The power of the 
Panorama, however waned with the destruction of the rotunda’s that housed 
them and the emergence of the new medium of film. Despite the lighting 
effects and the removal of distractions, the lack of movement within its form, 
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broke the illusionistic effect. It is perhaps easy to assume and project that the 
Panorama augmented with the inclusion of moving image, i.e. the 
development of cinema, the IMAX, Virtual Reality (VR), fulfils the 
suggested failings of the traditional Panorama. Grau’s mining of historical 
spaces of illusion to find the Panorama as the counterpart and precursor to 
virtual reality highlights the aspect of immersion where the viewer is sealed 
off. Reflecting on Grau’s and Oettermann’s account of the Panorama, a 
number of effects come to the fore that go beyond this account of the 
technology, on how the Panorama could be used with moving image as a 
strategy to engage the viewer in a process of dialogue between the spaces of 
representation and real space. The panorama was instructive in its way of 
presenting perspective and seeing. This history however, does not need to 
situate the technique as merely a forerunner for immersive environments with 
new technologies. When deployed within the context of practices that seek to 
engage in a critical approach to representation in the moving image, we can 
begin to view the panorama within a dialogue on the process of image 
creation and its relations with the viewer.  
  
The image space within the image space (the play within the play) created by 
the installation Deptford|Tributes offered a space to reflect upon the 
documentary, an account of a filmed experience, and the experience of the 
actual space, (the river environment). It attempted to allow the spectator to 
take away a document of the experience in all its fluidity, a set of 
reverberations of moments, reflections and memories.  
  
In considering how the moving image documentary could be transformed, the 
process of producing the work employed strategies from the fields of 
documentary and experimental film practice. The sense of “being there” that 
were used for the purposes of propaganda in relation to the Battle of Sedan 
panorama, along with the sense of “living memory” it evoked for the Kaiser, 
could be extended. A practice that not only relies upon the content of the 
work, and in the case of the panorama, its unique realisation of a given 
landscape or a battle scene, but the way in which it manoeuvres the 
spectator’s emotions, allowing an identification with the content and its 
message. This shift in perspective also perhaps provides a strategy for 
presenting a document, in bringing to life an aspect of the past. However, to 
negate a reliance on nostalgia or an identification which is idealised, the 
strategies of expanded and structural materialist filmmaking were employed 
critically within our installation Deptford|Tribue, to allow a series of 
transformations at the site of reception. The strategies of structural materialist 
film foreground the necessity to locate the viewer in the space in front of the 
screen, to produce a tension between the material flatness of the 
image/movement/grain etc. and the reality of that which the camera is trying 
to represent (Gidal, 1976). The process is structuring, allowing for an active 
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viewer to continually engage in shaping/reshaping/re-correcting what it is 
that they are actually viewing in an arena of critical confrontation. (Gidal 
1976; Le Grice 2001). The viewer in our installation became aware not only 
of the possibilities of exploration beyond the screen, but also of the dynamics 
of the production of the image, culminating in an experience that is not 
limited by the sense of immersion evoked by Grau’s account of the 
panorama, nor the limits of the strategies of expanded cinema.  
 
While the Panorama and virtual environments offer a tool ‘for education and 
instruction’ and a space which is idea for ‘modelling and experiment’ (Grau 
2003), within Oettermann’s account of the Panorama the role of artificial 
perspective and the horizon in developing a new perception of spatial depth 
were key in the creation of the medium, along with a desire to understand the 
world its limits and beyond (Oettermann 1997). The strategy of 
complementing the moving image space with the effects of the panorama 
produced an approach to re-presenting the past that created a space for 
critical reflection. The work was able to represent a history, without recourse 
to nostalgia, whilst situating the process of remembering the past, 
representing it and producing in the context of the present. The 
interrelationship between moving image and panorama became a reflection 
on represented space and real space.  
 
This paper was originally BCLA “Archive” Conference, Canterbury, 5-8 
July 2010. 
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