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Virtual reality

Escher knew that drawing is a kind of optical illusion.
To say he was depicting optical illusions misses
the point of his practice. As Bruno Ernst puts it,
‘depicting is deceit’.r Our eyes are so easily fooled.
More precisely, our brains are so easily fooled by
what our eyes see. Escher’s primary and abiding
concern was to deal with the two-dimensional plane
as a medium unto itself, a medium deceitful by nature.
He shares this preoccupation with today’s technicians
of computer graphics and virtual reality (VR). Unlike
them, though, Escher was not always trapped in an
unexamined obedience to a representative reality that
overruled experimental excursions into the formal
possibilities of a fictional plane. Escher himself said:

Our three-dimensional space is the only true
reality that we know. The two-dimensional is
every bit as fictitious as the four-dimensional,
for nothing is flat, not even the most finely
polished mirror. And yet we stick to the
convention that a wall or a piece of paper is
flat, and curiously enough, we still go on, as we
have done since time immemorial, producing
illusions of space on just such plane surfaces
as those. Surely it is a bit absurd to draw a few
lines and then claim: ‘This is a house".?

For Escher, the whole point was to play with the
knowledge, shared by viewer and artist alike, of the
absurdity of representation on a two-dimensional
plane. Together, viewer and artist enjoy ‘a quick and
continual jumping from one side to the other’,® back
and forth between the immersive impossible world
and the sobering reality of the plane. Escher said of his
works Plane filling I, 1951 (opposite), and Plane filling Il
1957 (p. 247): ‘The only reason for their existence is
one’s enjoyment of this difficult game”.*

Much like computer games, these ‘difficult
games’ are played in a sort of cooperative virtual

space maintained between player (viewer), game
designer (Escher) and the medium (digital or paper)
The formal play between deception and depiction
makes up a large part of the viewer's enjoyment of
Escher’s work, just as Escher is clearly enjoying this
play, setting up the rules of the virtual world with an
internal value system that takes into account its own
playful worthlessness. All video games do this, even if
often subconsciously or in direct denial of the deceit
of depiction in a race to ‘realism’.

This visual play, or self-conscious trick, is what
underlies all contemporary computer graphics
including VR, augmented reality (AR), computer
games and flashy Hollywood special effects. A two-
dimensional plane, playing imaginary constructs
across its surface, that play across the surface of
our retinas, that our brains really render. Crucial to the
success of this trick is our habit of focus; our inability
to focus on more than one thing. As Escher said:
*Our eyes are accustomed to fixing upon a specific
object. The moment this happens everything round
about becomes reduced to background”.® This is the
device through which he explores infinity.

Infinity

The ability to intimate infinity on such a finite form
as a piece of paper, a two-dimensional plane so
clearly and finitely bounded, was what so endeared
Escher to some mathematicians of the latter half of
the twentieth century. Those mathematicians were
sometimes inspired by Escher’s works to pursue
certain investigations, and some of his works even
‘anticipated later discoveries by mathematicians”.®
Escher’s exploration of infinity took two forms: that
of 'limit’, as in the Circle Limit series, 1958-60 (see
pages 210, 243, 255), and Square limit, 1964 (p. 259);
and that of ‘regular division of the plane’, of which
he produced over 100 drawings and other works,
starting around 1937 and continuing throughout
his life. The ‘regular division” works anticipate in

Plane filling | March 1951 mezzotint (detail)
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Circle limit IV (Heaven and hell) July 1960 woodcut
(overleaf) Predestination January 1951 lithograph
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many ways the procedural generation techniques
used to create so many of today’s game worlds and
virtual environments. The tiling and tessellating are
what is needed for computers to draw endlessly
expanding planes for players to wander on, although
they generally lack Escher’s exploratory edges and
playfully deceptive representational tiles.

But it’s not only literally, technically, that Escher’s
desire to explore the infinite presages the ways of
our digital world. It is the invitation extended by the
enactment of endless mathematical possibilities
within the personal plane in front of our eyes. Virtual
reality, augmented reality, mixed reality (MR) ... these
phrases are all appropriate descriptors of Escher’s
work. It's instructive that Escher Reality is the name
of the AR tech company now providing the core of
Pokémon GO, a wildly popular AR game that allows
you to play in a world that is ostensibly more magical
than this world (though it is this world).” Like Escher,
it does this by manipulating the deceit of depiction on
a plane. That this magical world ends up reinforcing
the banal and brutal values of this world by making
you capture, compete, dominate and fight is perhaps
analogous to Escher’s inability to really escape into
infinity, skating on its surface while reinforcing the
sexist, racist, classist norms of the time.

Escher was a northern European man whose family
supported him financially until he was fifty-three,
when he finally started to make money from his work.
Refusing to engage artistically with contemporary
issues, he said his works were “abstractions that
have nothing to do with reality”.® In this insistence,
we can see the privilege that allowed him to stay
removed. At the same time, any cultural product that
is not produced with an explicit cultural, political or
spiritual agenda is hollow at its core, presenting a
vacuum that willimmediately be filled by the dominant
politico-cultural value of its time and place. As Escher
lamented of the futility of his quest to enter the quiet
dream of infinity, ‘no-one can draw a line that is not
a boundary line"® Evidently his work was his way of
staying apart from the world.

Aloofness

Escher’s aloofness, his unemotional engagement
as acknowledged by his son George,'® is analogous
to the clinical dispassion of the digital capitalists,
with their machine learning, artificial intelligence, big
data, computer vision and surveillance. His multiple-
view works, like Other world, 1947 (p. 215), and Up
and down, 1947 (p. 283), intimate a digital future
where data is able to look from multiple viewpoints
atonce. This is a deceit as well, of course, since itis
merely a mathematical fancy, overruled by time, but
we continue to increase our reliance on the digital
grid of viewpoints, like a security guard in a control
centre attempting to watch all entrances, exits, halls
and doors at once.

This aloofness, this mathematical research, is also
what produces the least satisfying experiences of
Escher’s work - his caricature-like representations
of lizards, fish and so on. On the one hand, we
see an almost offhand reference to the paradox of
representation by a skilled artisan, on the other we
see arefusal to engage more deeply with all the other
invitations of representative deception or deceptive
representation.

We see this most promisingly in the plants
depicted in the early pictures. Escher displays a
tantalising engagement with the ostentatiously
erotic wastefulness of nature that results in a set of
plant representations that pre-empt - visually, not
mathematically - the digital plants of the L-systems
that generate the flora of so many digital environ-
ments today. Good examples are Wood near Menton,
1921 (pp. 216-17), and Pentedattilo, Calabria, 1930
(p. 163). His woodcut Tree, 1919, not included in
this exhibition, perhaps represents his most explicit
engagement with the invitation of plant biology for
more imaginative representation, from which he
retreats for the rest of his career, much as virtual
environment designers do to this day. This superficial
engagement persists almost unchanged into the later
pictures until Waterfall in 1961 (p. 19), where the
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plants are suddenly laid out seemingly in tribute to the
outrageously precise natural meanderings presented
by Haeckel, the nineteenth-century zoologist and
artist much concerned with mathematical symmetry
in the natural world.??

This refusal to pursue more fanciful, less guided
paths has perhaps prevented Escher from gaining
respect from the arbiters of fine art, even as it seems
he was equally as undesiring of this approbation as
he was awarded it, referring to himself always as a
‘graphic artist’, and being repaid in kind, in just one of
many examples, by New York Times art critic Roberta
Smith, who quite explicitly calls him a *non-artist’.*?
And it seems he really was the kind of graphic artist
whose early portrait of his father, the dispassionate
and not-crazy-at-all engineer, was just as much an
aspirational self-portrait,

Escher’s status as ‘non-artist’ is analogous to
the non-art status of video games and virtual reality.
Without getting into the details of a debate that burned
brightly several years ago and which continues to
smoulder, it is fair to say that regardless of video
games’ aspirations or self-identity, the world of fine art
remains, with a few notable institutional exceptions,
unengaged with them in a broad sense, and for many
of the same reasons it has for so long refused to anoint
Escher. Virtual reality, such as it might be defined
currently, is similarly viewed, but with the difference
that it might serve as a design device to help people
appreciate real art.}4

Perhaps in this we see the very emblem of the kind
of exhibition for which this essay is written: design as
non-art, exerting the same kind of irresistible visual
attraction, the instantly graspable paradox of seductive
surface, that Escher so effortlessly executed.
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Other world January 1947 colour wood engraving and woodcut
(overleaf) Wood near Menton 1921 woodcut
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