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Daniele Rossi’s book, entitled Realtà vir-
tuale: disegno e design, tackles a highly 
topical issue. The methodology of virtu-
alization of reality perceived through an 
HMD (Head-Mounted Display) system, 
i.e. a device equipped with a stereo-
scopic optical system for the dynamic 
fruition of a digital scene, is reaching its 
full maturity. Let us not forget, in fact, 
that the first essay dealing with this sub-
ject was written by Ivan E. Sutherland 
in 1965 [Sutherland 1965] and the first 
working system was presented by him 
a few years later [Sutherland 1968], just 
after the invention of the first digital 
drawing instrument [Sutherland 1963]. 
But on closer inspection, the systems 
used until a few years ago showed 
many criticalities that prevented their 
complete and ideal use, well described 
in this volume. And it is no coincidence 
that the author used, as the cover im-
age, a figure that well exemplifies one 
of the qualitative improvements that is 
guaranteeing the rapid diffusion of the 
system: a digital mannequin with a con-
troller in its hand, which materializes in 
another position thanks to a teleport-
ing process.
This is not a technical-didactic man-
ual–as Rossi reminds us in the intro-
duction–but “a text to accompany and 
introduce some problems concerning 
apparently peripheral issues” [p. 11]. 
That is to say, the intention is to offer 
a brief overview that touches on the 
subject of virtual reality in its various 
aspects relating to the definition, the 

syntax of dynamic visualization, the di-
achronic evolution of the total vision 
paradigm, the peculiarities of the im-
mersive tool, and its “narrative poten-
tial”–as defined in the title of the last 
chapter by Rossi himself [p. 89]. Two 
appendices are added to these themes: 
one by Federico O. Oppedisano, on 
the theme of the relationship between 
cinema and VR, and one by the same 
author on some suggestions regarding 
the best practices to adopt in setting 
up a virtual scene. The afterword, by 
Franco Cervellini, underlines some of 
the book’s points of interest, followed 
by the bibliography and the sources of 
the illustrations.
The first chapter [pp. 11-23] opens 
with the need to define terms that 
are still full of ambiguity today–such as 
‘image-based VR’ and ‘model-based VR’. 
The many neologisms with the prefix 
VR, in fact, with their relative more or 
less direct declinations–one thinks of 
‘Augmented Reality’ and ‘Mixed Reali-
ty’–have often produced disorientation 
in those who approach this subject for 
the first time, but also in those who 
have been dealing with it for some time.
In the second chapter [pp. 25-35] Ros-
si tackles, in general terms, the syntax 
of VR, offering comparisons with other 
forms of narration, such as photogra-
phy and cinema. The static nature of the 
frame, even in the dynamism of filmic 
contents, is clearly different from the 
actual dynamism of a user observing 
through a virtual helmet, in which the 
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movement of the head leads him to a 
totalizing perceptive experience. In the 
end, the author wonders whether this 
new mode of observation might not 
be a prelude to a new grammar, which 
would also lead to an innovation in cin-
ema-going.
The third chapter [pp. 37-65] out-
lines a synthetic evolution of 360° vi-
sion since its origin at the end of the 
18th century. Robert Barker’s patent 
of 1787 opened the evolution of the 
“nature à coup d’œil” [Barker 1796] as 
the so-called panorama was defined (a 
term actually used only later) by Bark-
er himself, proposing a completely new 
architectural typology that allowed to 
capture the totality of a figure paint-
ed on a circular surface. A number of 
significant examples of panoramic ro-
tundas are exhibited, up to the point of 
describing the transition from the stat-
ic image–painted on canvas–to cine-
matographic projection, using a system 
of synchronized projectors–such as the 
one used by Raoul Grimoin-Sanson at 
the Universal Exhibition in Paris in 1900, 
known as Cineorama. In this case the 
mechanism will have an evident sequel 
in the Cinerama–even nominally similar 
to the previous one–which will modify 
the cinemas to exhibit this new figura-
tive modality: the techniques of shoot-
ing using several cameras at the same 
time, evidently corresponded to sever-
al cinema projectors to show the film 
sequence on a development of about 
150° of angle. To this is added the de-
scription of more or less evolved visors: 
from View-Master, to Morton Heilig’s 
Sensorama, to Ivan Sutherland’s Sword 
of Damocles, which anticipate the VR 
systems stricto sensu that we are talking 
about today. In addition to the text, we 
would like to point out the two expe-
riences, not mentioned in the book, of 
‘Imax cinemas’, with wrap-around the-

atres whose double-curved screen can 
be observed with special stereoscop-
ic viewers, and of ‘3D cinemas’, which 
had their effective large-scale baptism 
in 2009 with the screening of the film 
Avatar directed by James Cameron. As 
an indication, we also suggest the coin-
cidence between the anonymity of the 
nineteenth-century rotundas–which 
cannot be traced back to relevant 
designers–and the aforementioned 
three-dimensional fruition halls, which 
were also designed and built by tech-
nical experts who cannot be identified 
with well-known architects, therefore 
devoid of authorship; in the possible 
long list of machines for dilated vision, 
we point out only two particular cases 
with an author’s signature: Le Corbu-
sier’s Esprit Nouveau pavilion–with its 
two static dioramas with an urban con-
tent–and Walter Gropius’s Total Thea-
tre, whose design included precisely a 
plurality of screens and projectors that 
would envelop seated spectators [Sde-
gno 2019, pp. 107, 108]. 
The fourth chapter [pp. 67-87] dis-
cusses the perceptual characteristics 
of a virtual reality user, starting from 
the concept of “dynamic interactive 
perspective” formulated by Riccar-
do Migliari [Migliari 2008]. Rossi deals 
with terms such as motion perception, 
wayfinding, teleport, immersion, until 
he proposes a taxonomic list of virtual 
navigation systems, in order to identi-
fy similarities and differences between 
them and, even better, their advantages 
and criticalities. In addition, the author 
has carried out experiments with the 
University of Camerino group for the 
exploratory 3D simulation of the Basili-
ca of Loreto, which has allowed a direct 
comparison with the technologies de-
scribed and the practical verification of 
the reliability of these systems.
The last chapter by the author [pp. 

89-101] is dedicated to the theme of 
narration. Daniele Rossi, in this case, 
questions what kind of narrative can 
be developed in a virtual scene, recall-
ing that “storytelling needs to be re-
thought, as immersive VR experiences 
have greatly expanded the narrative 
potential” [p. 91]. Direct associations 
can be made with the world of vid-
eo-gaming or with cinematography, 
even if it is indisputable that–as far as 
the latter comparison is concerned–a 
substantial aspect of storytelling is miss-
ing: within a virtual reality system, in fact, 
what could be defined as a real ‘tyranny 
of space over time’ is exercised, since 
the synchronic aspect predominates 
over the diachronic one, which is in 
fact–at present–completely absent. Let 
us remember, in fact, that although we 
move within an environment, time is 
frozen and we find ourselves perpetu-
ally in an ‘eternal present’, in which the 
flow of temporality is denied. Promis-
ing significant changes between time 
intervals, therefore, is perhaps one of 
the main challenges posed to develop-
ers of immersive environments. Let us 
recall, however, that it is precisely the 
mutual correlation between space and 
time that has allowed cinema to estab-
lish itself widely and to keep alive the 
interest of the same content for entire 
generations, while the characteristic 
of video-gaming–but also of any game 
[Baricco 2018]–lies in its recursiveness, 
in achieving an immediate goal and not 
condensing in the individual’s memory 
a story so significant as to constitute an 
experience based on memory. 
In Oppedisano’s appendix some con-
cepts already expressed by the author 
are taken up and further developed, 
especially regarding the relationship be-
tween VR and cinematography and the 
topic addressed in the last chapter, that 
is the narrative aspect of the system. 
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The author proposes to consider “the 
production of cinema in virtual reality” as 
“a new type of filmic representation” [p. 
112] adding that this “requires the elabo-
ration of new grammars for filmmakers, 
capable of creating experiential vocabu-
laries to define alternative narrative mod-
els to the traditional ones” [p. 112] even 
if, at present, there do not seem to be 
significant developments in this sense.

Finally, Cervellini’s afterword–after the 
technical appendix on the optimization 
of virtual spaces [pp. 119-127]–because 
here some concepts of a certain inter-
est are put forward, albeit in a synthetic 
form: the need to rethink the historical 
nature of virtual reality, the subjectivity 
of the VR experience, the hope for a 
strengthening of the attention on digital 
contents, warning that the peculiarity of 

this figurative device “must not aim so 
much and only at a futuristic prefigura-
tion, but also maximize the reflection 
on the conditions of the present” [p. 
130]. The latter suggestion undoubtedly 
brings the theme of virtuality back to 
the center of a more general debate on 
the cultural aspects of the issue.

Alberto Sdegno
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