Waiting for a virtual cloud (NRC Handelsblad, Friday, september 25, 2009) 

What is real and what is not? The question is often raised in reflections about virtual worlds. Yet Robert Overweg sheds new light on this question. 


Graphic designer Overweg calls himself a street photographer of the virtual world. Since 2007 he views the virtual world of computer games with a photographers eye.  Gradually he became intrigued by the thin line between the real world and the virtual.
"I once saw a CNN item about a nightly liberation operation of the American soldier Jessica Lynch in Iraq. These images in nightvision were exactly like the games I played. " Tells Overweg, who graduated last year at the Arnhem Art Academy. It seemed like reality was starting to look like video games.

Another déjà-vu I once had in Seattle was when I recognized the landscape from games I had played earlier. My recollection was not from an earlier visit but from a virtual experience. "The games I wonder through are becoming more often large spaces or worlds where you don’t necessarily have to fight through linearly. In the game S.T.A.L.K.E.R. (2007), where you walk around in a desolate area, I began to see the beauty of the virtual world. I saw beautiful images which I started to capture. I noticed that most of the time our own reality was copied. But with constant highlights of beauty. Although you have the possibility in a virtual world to create any surreal world you would want to. Instead of doing so, the reality is being copied as well as possible and often made a little better. For an example,  you see a broken shed and just when you enter, there is a lightning flash which casts beautiful shadows. The games are a concatenation of a special kind of beauty." 

His photographs have a strange attraction. That has to do with the position of the photographer, the cropping of the image, but also with the improbable perfection. A lone tree in a barren field blends perfectly with the shape of a cloud in the sky. A broken electricity pole, under which the photographer took his position, changes in a fascinating play of lines against a bright blue sky. A setting sun softens the contours of a fence on a wall. Suddenly you realize how wonderful it is that these sunny images come from a world of violence and destruction. "Actually, it is quite natural that you capture your experience from the virtual world like you do in the real world. I make screen dumps in the virtual world, that is the only difference between photographing in the real world "

"Lee Friedlander, the street photographer from the sixties, said that a good picture is often the result of waiting for the right time. This is no different in the virtual world. The picture of the tree, from Far Cry 2, I had waited endlessly for the right cloud to pass by.”

An essential difference between the virtual and the real world still occupies Overweg. In contrast to the real world the entire virtual world is copyrighted. Are you allowed to publish photographs made in these worlds is the question? Legal advice helped Overweg only partially. "It is legally a new field that I enter. I buy games in which I capture my experience. That’s mine. But the space in which I have these experiences has been made by someone else. "Overweg sees these space as the new public space. A space that also is a copy of the real world. What is the difference?

Photo’s can be seen at www.shotbyrobert.com and until October 17 in Breda, Galerie 48 
The design by Overweg can be seen on www.robertoverweg.com 
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