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Creatively augmenting the urban experience 
Ian Gwilt 
 
The following text is taken from the book “Manhattan Phrase 40.74279,-74.008981 to 40.728411,-
73.975679”, 2014. 
 
 
As the world’s technologically empowered super cities continue to evolve in a heady mix of expanding 
urban density and big data, Augmented Reality (AR) is the latest digitally enabled media form to 
appear on the public radar. The concept of AR has been around for a number of years but despite this, 
many people are only recently beginning to experience the potential of digital AR. This first encounter 
often comes through the downloading and interacting with AR applications on a mobile phone or tablet 
computer. Working with prepared visual markers these apps are often used to augment printed material 
such as advertising posters, books or magazine content, even museum exhibits with digital media 
content. But the capacity of AR to overlay information and rich-media on a screen-based 
representation of physical space can also be used to augment our experience of the urban environment. 
Through a combination of location-based and image processing technologies AR apps are often used to 
give directions, signpost and advertise local services and commercial outlets or provide information 
about who is doing what and where in the vicinity.  However, the possibilities revealed by locating AR 
technologies in our urban experience are also beginning to interest and excite a number of creative 
practitioners, who are starting to explore the potentials of AR through artistic works in a new form of 
creative media. The ability to map digital media content including audio, animations, graphics, 
photography and computer generated 3D models into a representation of real-space, in real-time, on a 
dynamic and responsive canvas offers much potential in this respect. Shannon Novak is an artist who 
sits at the vanguard of AR as an art form and is one of a small number of people exploring the creative 
potentials of AR in the urban environment. 
 
Novak describes himself as a synesthete, a person who sees sounds and colours in everyday things. In 
many ways the capabilities of AR technologies perfectly reflect this view of the world, as they allow 
the viewer to experience different translations and interpretations of the ‘expected’ world we 
conventionally see and hear. In philosophical terms AR changes our relationship with material culture 
and offers a remediated anthropology of the empiric urban experience.  Novak’s AR works invite us 
into an imagined and hidden, layered-world of image, sound and animation, a world that is 
superimposed over the physical structure, surfaces and public spaces of the city. Echoing the 
Suprematist interest in ‘feeling’, and the visual language of El Lissitzky, Novak use’s a limited 
selection of geometric shapes, patterns and colours, which he maps onto the exteriors and interiors of 
buildings, in public parks and across ephemeral signage and street furniture. These abstract, animated 
designs are carefully choreographed and composed with the staccato notes of bespoke audio tracks to 
shift our experience of the urban place. 
 
These compositions are not only precise in their design but also in their location and the place in which 
we encounter them.  Novak carefully selects the sites (canvases) of his AR artworks, as a director 
might select the location of a scene in a movie. And like the actors in a movie the elements of Novak’s 
compositions temporarily enliven the chosen location, adding interest, intrigue and a sense of time to 
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the mise-en-scene. The locations of Novak’s works are carefully considered in a way that allows a 
dialogue to be formed between the digital media forms and compositions, and the physical architecture 
and spaces on to and into which they are mapped. This site-specificity also extends to a consideration 
for the surrounding topography and an interest in the tacit socio-cultural expectations or associations 
that might already exist with the physical place or space.  For example, in Novak’s Manhattan Phrase 
40.74279,-74.008981 to 40.728411,-73.975679 (2013) digital compositions are created in response to 
the musical histories of twelve different locations in New York City. Novak’s interventions augment 
the empiric real-time street experience with sound, image and animation, reimaging the mundane signs 
and street furniture of the metropolis. The patina of urban life, made up of personal and social 
memories, accrued over time and activity are both reflected and added to through the AR lens.  
 
This discourse between digital audio/visual media and the physical environment relies on the use of a 
mobile phone or tablet computer technologies to engender a relationship that is actualized by the 
presence and actions of the viewer. This viewing of an AR artwork can be seen as a kind of 
performative act, an idea that was first explored by the artist Jeffrey Shaw in his computer installation 
work The Golden Calf (1994).i In this work an audience member moved a hand-held LCD screen 
around what appeared to be an empty gallery plinth. By holding the screen up to the plinth and 
assuming different positions and viewing angles it was possible to see the artwork, which in this case 
consisted of a computer-generated visualisation of a golden calf. Viewing an AR artwork in the screen 
of a mobile device is still very much a peripatetic experience, the viewer must point the camera of the 
device towards the ‘location’ of the work and move it around at arms length, forwards and backwards 
while looking at the screen. As with a painting in a gallery, walking near to and away from an AR 
work will change the viewer’s perspective and relationship with the work, but in the case of an AR 
artwork this movement has the added advantage in that it can also be used by the artist to trigger or 
reveal additional material, and can enable the viewer to move between layers of virtual content.  
 
New distributed screen technologies, such as hands-free devices or head-up displays (HUD’s), are 
starting to become commercially available, but there are as yet few examples of digitally enabled 
artworks designed specifically to be viewed on these types of platforms. The broader application and 
uptake of these technologies will undoubtedly add another dimension to the way in which AR art can 
be experienced in the public domain as technologies such as Google Glass become more popular. 
However, the adoption of these types of technologies also signals a move back towards the notions of 
Virtual Reality (VR) with its inherently diminished recognition for the importance of the embodied 
experience. This poses some interesting questions for how we might experience these works in the 
urban environment.  In Char Davies seminal VR work Osmose (1995)ii the viewer, wearing bulky VR 
head-mounted glasses and other awkwardly attached sensing devices, was positioned in such a way 
that they could be viewed by an audience while they experienced the work. Although contemporary 
VR viewing devices and sensing technologies have become more refined and discreet, it may be some 
time before it becomes socially acceptable to wear and view content through VR technologies in 
public. 
 
Novak’s work, Pastorale (2013) is a work that contains qualities of both the AR and VR experience. In 
this work a virtual 3D computer model is placed in an open public space, in this case the venue is 
Sheep Meadow in Central Park.  The digital component of the work comprises a computer 
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visualization of a series of loosely connected rectilinear shapes, clustered together to create an open-
sided three storey high tower. The viewer can stand back to see the whole sculpture in the screen of 
their mobile device or walk into and through the brightly coloured forms, which even glow in the dark. 
While viewing and moving around the sculpture the viewer’s experience is accompanied with a 
soundtrack of electronic notes. The work gives the intriguing impression that a large piece of 
architecture from a computer gaming environment has been transposed into a public park. 
 
In many ways Novak’s AR artworks operate as a kind of virtual graffiti, adding colour, form and 
commentary to the everyday architectures, surfaces and spaces of the urban environment. In this 
context the mobile AR technologies become another tool, alongside the spray cans, marker pens, 
stencils and paper posters used in contemporary street art. Like physical graffiti, AR artworks are not 
necessarily sanctioned or easily controlled by the authorities.  The virtual nature of AR means that the 
artist can easily change and regulate how and where a work is viewed. However, the inherent 
invisibility of AR in the ‘real-world’ means that the artists are also reliant on either the use of visual 
clues, such as printed QR code markers, or on prior instructions and information, which may be needed 
to: inform the audience that the work exists; steer them towards the correct location; and to tell them 
how to interact with the work. Advances in image processing technologies, which allow software to 
recognize physical locations or key into existing images and symbols, go some way to alleviating the 
problem of location and identification. But the conventions of how to make people aware of the 
presence of an AR artwork in the urban environment are by no means resolved. Conventional graffiti 
has always augmented urban environments, repurposing the architectural shell of the city in a creative 
but equally contentious act of social commentary. And it follows that the man-made structures, signs 
and designated public spaces of the city can also be co-opted to provide a context and setting for 
creative AR interventions. Urban architectures provide a canvas that is only just beginning to be 
explored by artists, and communicating where these works reside is part of the language of the media 
form. 
 
Standing behind someone viewing an AR artwork on a tablet or mobile phone invites you to share the 
personal experience of the work. To me, the ability to be at one moment immersed in an AR work and 
in the next moment back in a communal physical space is a key attribute of AR that elevates it above 
the experience that immersive VR can currently offer in the same context. AR allows us to capitalize 
on the attributes and qualities of both the digital and the analogue in a shared space and time, bringing 
together individual experiences and urban social narratives with the dynamic potential of the digital. 
As we struggle with failing city centers, unable to compete on economic and convenience terms with 
out-of-town retail parks and hyper-malls, the introduction of AR into the city environment offers up an 
opportunity to help reinvigorate the high street and encourage a shared community involvement. 
Augmenting the environment enriches the urbanite experience by replaying inner-city histories, 
contributing to the cultural qualities of place, and revealing the imbued experience invested in these 
lived-in environments. These are qualities that are noticeably absent in the prefabricated architectures 
and homogenized environments of the retail park, although perhaps here too there is an interesting role 
for AR art to play. 
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i	Documentation of Jeffrey Shaw’s computer installation work The Golden Calf (1994) can be seen at 
http://www.jeffrey-shaw.net/html_main/frameset-works.php.	
ii	Documentation of Char Davies’ work Osmose can be seen at http://www.immersence.com/osmose/ 
	
	
	


