How the increasing accessibility to AR and VR technology may affect contemporary art and design

The field of VR (Virtual Reality) and AR (Augmented Reality) has seen numerous developments and reached many milestones in the recent years. One of the main applications of such technology to date has been entertainment; be it on social media, through platforms like Snapchat, or through gaming, as in the case of games like Pokemon Go. However this technology has also been numerously applied in the field of art, design and cultural heritage. AR is now viewed as one of the newest emerging art forms and is becoming as accessible as almost any other medium. The way we see this technology is now vastly different to the virtual reality headset invented by Ivan Sutherland in 1968 (Arth C et al, 2015), which was incredibly complex by comparison (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Ivan Sutherland The Sword of Damocles (1968), which is believed to be the first VR device ever created (Computer History Museum, 1996). 
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Figure 2: Process of scanning a plant pot using the Qlone app and the VR mat. Figure 3: The finished 3D model made in the app. Figure 4: The 3D model projected into an environment using the app’s AR feature (K Jaworska, 2020). 
Democratisation and existing platforms
One of the milestones has been the vast democratisation of AR technology. Perhaps the most publicly known application of AR has been through Instagram and Facebook, which have enabled users to enhance their photos using AR filters. The software used to create these filters, SparkAR, is free for anyone to use and can be used “with or without code” (SparkAR, 2020). Essentially any individual can make an AR filter, and then have it approved by Facebook to be made available to all users. Another example is Qlone, a free 3D scanning app that allows users to create virtual models of any object using their phone and a special mat (see Figures 2 and 3), which can be downloaded for free and printed at home (Qlone, 2020). In addition, such 3D models can be viewed through an AR lens, creating a virtual representation in a real-life environment (see Figure 4). Both relatively complex apps are free to use. This suggests that these technologies are becoming more accessible and cost effective for the public to use, and in many cases there is no cost at all. 
This technology has also been democratised specifically for the purpose of art through the platform Artivive, which allows artists to create a free account, allowing them to add a digital “layer” to their artwork, which can be easily viewed in the app on any smartphone. Similarly to Qlone and SparkAR, the app requires no technical knowledge (Artivive, 2020). The creation of an AR platform specifically for art proves that such technology does lend itself to creative practice. 
Some studies have been conducted to show that AR and VR technologies aid the engagement of the user with a piece of work, both in the context of art as well as education. One study shows that students presented with a VR lesson on a subject have retained more information than students who were given a traditional lesson in the same subject (Wilmot J, 2019). According to the Artivive platform, “68% of people would buy an artwork that has AR features” (Artivive, 2020). At this point it can be inferred that the democratisation of this technology is driven by the positive impacts that it has on the public engagement. 
Specific applications by artists 
AR in art particularly lends itself to immersive experience. One example is Olafur Eliasson’s approach to art and how that lends itself to AR and VR. A lot of his work deals with ephemeral qualities, meaning that his work is often experienced more than it is viewed. One of the materials he uses most is light. He describes light as “this amazing material that is kind of there, but not there at the same time” (Eliasson O, 2019). A similar thing could be said about AR. Even though it exists only in the camera lens, it creates a very tangible impression in the real world. Similarly to light, it also simultaneously exists and doesn’t exist. Eliasson himself has used VR to recreate his piece “Beauty” (see Figure 5). He claims that “the work that I’ve made very much expects, or encourages, the user to become active (…) so instead of being a consumer, the VR encourages you to become a producer” (Eliasson O, 2019). How people interact with his work plays a huge role in its overall impact. In this instance the use of VR seems to have elevated the experiential aspect of his work. 
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Figure 5: Olafur Eliasson Beauty (2019). 
If AR and VR lend themselves to experience, then perhaps they lend themselves to emotional experience as well. Marina Abramovic’s “Rising” is an immersive VR piece, in which the artist herself is trapped in a box filling up with water. The artist frequently makes eye contact with the viewer throughout the piece, and when the water reaches her neck, the environment transforms into a vision of melting ice caps. Abramovic states that “this video game will present players with opportunity to save lives in urban landscapes radically altered by catastrophic flooding” (2019). Much like her other works, this piece is very emotionally driven, and the almost overwhelmingly immersive nature of VR seems very appropriate for this. “I hope to explore the question, if immersive play will increase empathy for the present and future victims of climate change, and how this will affect the players consciousness” (Abramovic M, 2019). It is evident that VR, as well as AR, have the potential to evoke an emotional response from the viewer. 
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Figures 6, 7 and 8: Images from Acute Art’s youtube video about Marina Abramovic Rising (2019). 
The non-physical nature of AR also makes the logistics of art more streamlined. Acute Art’s newest exhibition with artist KAWS, titled “The EXPANDED HOLIDAY” is composed of 12 floating AR sculptures, titled “COMPANION (EXPANDED)”, which are only visible through Acute Art’s app (see Figures 9, 10 and 11). The exhibit was launched in 12 locations worldwide at the same time thanks to the virtual existence of the works. Just like conventional artworks, these sculptures have been sold, and the collector has full control over the artwork’s visibility to the public as well as the artwork’s location (Acute Art, 2020). The application of AR in art can not only innovate the art itself, but the way we view or present art, as well as the logistical aspect of art. 
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Figures 5, 6 and 7: Acute Art The Expanded Holiday (2020).
Following that thought, AR in art may also prove itself to be useful in circumstances where art cannot be viewed in person. One example may be the Covid-19 outbreak, as a result of which Acute Art has launched a “an additional, smaller version of COMPANION (EXPANDED) which anyone can enjoy from the comfort of their own home” (Acute Art, 2020). 
Philosophical approaches to possible issues with the ethics of virtual reality 
As innovative as this technology seems, there are some suggestions that the extreme digitisation of art could be a setback in some respects. 
Jean Baudrillard’s theory of the ‘hyperreal’ suggests that media can present something “more ‘real’ than real: something fake and artificial that comes more definitive of the real than reality itself” (Freeland C, 2003, p.130). Although this theory could be applied to many aspects of public consciousness, be it our awareness of world events through news coverage, or one’s own body image through social media, the hyperreal theory could also be applied to AR and VR technologies in the context of art. 
As AR and VR both lend themselves to immersive experience, it would be unsurprising if viewers began to have a blurred understanding of whether they are actually experiencing the event or subject matter, or if they are just looking at an artistic impression. This poses the question of whether or not these technologies could in fact be considered art. 
Bertolt Brecht’s ‘alienation effect’ could be used to make the viewer aware that they are looking at a piece of art. It is conventionally used in theatre “to distance the audience from emotional involvement in the play through jolting reminders of the artificiality of the theatrical performance” (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2020). 
Alienation effect can be observed when viewing art in a gallery or a museum; the white walls, captions and security guards make the viewer explicitly aware that they are looking at a piece of art. However with AR and VR aiming to become as real, accurate and high-definition as possible, this emotional distancing can become completely diminished. 
This would usually however only happen in the case of ‘high art’ and therefore by taking on this argument one would be assuming that only ‘high art’ in established galleries can be considered art. It is perhaps inevitable that the democratisation of a non-conventional medium or a technique will lead to the undermining of what is, in fact, art. 
However Baudrillard’s theory of the hyperreal can still pose the question of whether or not the overly immersive aspect of AR and VR can have an effect on the public’s understanding of a piece. Baudrillard states than an audience exposed to hyperreal media is “an audience that is not simply absent-minded (…) but absent: lost in its own images, absorbed into its own terminals” (Freeland C, 2003, p.129). Considering the information overload that already exists thanks to the World Wide Web and social media, it could perhaps be argued that art that is made to look very real could foster a thoughtless approach to art. Art where every minute detail is so real it can almost be touched, leaves very little for the viewer to think about, in terms of visuals at least. 
However a similar discussion has already happened in history. The invention of photography has also challenged the art world in a very similar way; Walter Benjamin claimed that, “photography challenges the uniqueness of the work of art” (Freeland C, 2003). This is because photography has naturally lent itself towards the reproduction of art, as did lithography which came before it. Benjamin (1969, p.3) has also argued that “even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking one element: its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place where it happens to be”. The digital existence as well incredibly easy logistics and accessibility of AR and VR art could render it as art deprived of its own existence in time and space, similarly to photography or print that is purposed for reproduction. New technologies that undermine the status of art are nothing new, however we have seen in the past that the infrastructure of the art world has adapted to utilize them. 
Conclusion 
If contemporary artists wish to become increasingly innovative in their practice, it is inevitable that some technologies will become obsolete in order to be replaced by more advanced ones. Since the art world has already seen numerous advances in methods, such as the invention of the printing press, or the computer and World Wide Web, it is clear that artists are adaptable enough to embrace emerging technologies. 
The doubts as to whether VR and AR can be considered art are more to do with what the elite art world perceives as art, and not necessarily the technology itself. Ultimately, the democratisation of such complex technology may lead to an overall increase in the accessibility to art by most individuals, which in itself could impose doubts as to whether VR and AR can be called art. The same could happen in the case of any other technology or unconventional media. 
Despite these doubts, it is likely that art with applications of VR and AR will receive more public engagement in the current age than art made in a traditional approach. The public consciousness, as well as the media consumed by the public, are ever changing, and artists need to accept new ways of working in order to keep up with this. 
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