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As a young woman straps on her
vest and headset and becomes
immersed in a virtual world,

Mainak Chaudhuri talks excitedly about
the potential of the technology. “This is
the first step towards the metaverse,”
Chaudhuri of French start-up Actronika
told AFP at this weekʼs VivaTech trade
show in Paris.

The vest can give users the sensation
of being buffeted by the wind or even feel
a monsterʼs breath on their back, and it
can be used to enhance movie watching,
education or gaming. It is a family-friendly
vision of the 3D immersive internet, now
widely known as the metaverse, and sits
well with some interactive experiences
already widely available for children-like
virtual trips to museums.

But campaigners and experts are
increasingly warning that the wider
ecosystem needs to start acting on child
safety to ensure the benign vision is real-
ized. “The biggest challenge is kids are
getting exposed to content that is not
intended for them,” said Kavya Pearlman,
whose NGO XR Safety Initiative cam-
paigns to ensure immersive technology
will be safe for everyone.

The problems she envisages range
from children being exposed to sexual
and violent material, to worries over
young people being used as content cre-
ators or having inappropriate contact with
adults. Even though the metaverse has
not yet been widely adopted and the
technology is still in development, early
users have already brought to light seri-
ous issues.

One womanʼs allegation that her
avatar was sexually assaulted in the
metaverse sparked global outrage.
Worries about the future of the technolo-
gy have only grown as the economic
opportunities have become clearer.

ʻColossalʼ money 
Metaverse-linked investments topped

$50 billion last year, according to
research firm McKinsey, which predicts
the figure could more than double this
year. “Weʼre talking about absolutely
colossal amounts of money, thatʼs three
times more than the investment in artifi-
cial intelligence in 2017,” McKinsey part-
ner Eric Hazan told AFP.

Chief among the investors is tech
giant Meta, which owns the likes of
Instagram, Facebook and WhatsApp.
The firm has already rolled out measures
to give parents more control over the
content their children interact with while

using VR headsets. Meta and many of its
competitors market immersive products
with a lower age limit of 13 — though it is
widely accepted that younger children will
use the tech.

Pearlman raises a broader concern
that very little is known about the possible
effects on young peopleʼs development.
“Organisations have not yet validated
these experiences from a scientific per-
spective,” she said. “Yet they are allowing
kids to be exposed to these new tech-
nologies, practically experimenting on
childrenʼs developing brains.”

The metaverse has shifted the para-
digm, according to Valentino Megale, a
neuropharmacologist who researches the
issue. While the public has so far merely
consumed what others have created, in
the metaverse “we are going to be part of
the digital content”, he said.

“This makes everything that we experi-
ence in that world more compelling,” he
told the RightsCon digital rights confer-
ence last week, adding that it was partic-
ularly true for children. Experts worry that
the industry needs scrutiny before the rot
sets in.

ʻEthical basisʼ 
The solution, they argue, is to make

sure the builders of these new virtual
worlds instil child protection measures
into the ethos of their work. In other
words, each piece of software and hard-
ware should be constructed on the under-
standing that children might use it and will
need safeguarding. “We are potentially
going to have a huge impact on their
behavior, their identity, their emotions,
their psychology in the exact moment
when they are forming their personality,”
said Megale.

“You need to provide an ethical basis
and safety by design from the beginning.”
One of the most controversial areas of
product design is the kind of suit that will
allow users to feel all sorts of sensations-
even pain. Such suits are already being
manufactured, simulating pain through
electric shocks.

The products are intended for military
or other professional training. Chaudhuri
said the products developed by his firm
Actronika use vibrations rather than elec-
tric shocks and were perfectly safe for
anyone to use. “Weʼre about engaging
the audience and not necessarily doing a
real-time firefighting scenario or a battle-
field scenario,” he said. “We donʼt cause
pain.”— AFP

The worldʼs leading contemporary art
fair has taken a futuristic turn this
year, offering buyers the chance to

see their sculptures placed on the moon.
Non-fungible tokens, or NFTs, are all the
rage at the Art Basel fair in Switzerland,
where the world of digital assets is taking
off. Artist Jeff Koons plans to send 125
miniature sculptures to the moon with mul-
ti-billionaire Elon Muskʼs SpaceX company.

The sculptures-set to be installed
384,400 kilometers (238,855 miles) apart
from their owners-will be sold as NFTs,
which work like certificates of ownership.
The “Moon Phases” statues come with a
photo of their lunar location, and buyers
will also be able to take home a sculpture
with a gemstone marking their extra-terres-
trial counterpartʼs place on the moon.

“Weʼre also seeing it for the first time,”
said Pace gallery director Marc Glimcher
as he unveiled a moon-shaped statue
about the size of a beach ball at his stand
in Basel. Elsewhere at Art Basel, Turkish
artist Ozgur Karʼs LCD display of a man
surrounded by skeletons is being sold by
the French gallery Edouard Montassut.
The Vive Arts platform, meanwhile, offers a
dive into digital art with the help of aug-
mented reality glasses, presenting an
avatar of the German artist Albert Oehlen
in a 3D universe.

The fair, which runs from June 16-19,
also features a host of non-digital works-

from an installation by Franco-Chinese
artist Huang Yong Ping depicting a
kitchen strewn with giant cockroaches, to
a series of portraits carved in wood by
Franco-Cameroonian artist Barthelemy
Toguo. A spider sculpture by the French-
American sculptor Louise Bourgeois

fetched $40 million.
Along with sales of yachts, luxury cars,

watches and jewelry, the art market
recovered strongly in 2021 after the
shock of the pandemic in 2020. The stock
market rebounded sharply last year,
swelling the coffers of the ultra-rich-and
inflation is giving wealthy collectors yet
another reason to splash out on a multi-
million-dollar painting.

Pace is one of the few major galleries to
have ventured into the field of NFTs.
According to Clare McAndrew, author of an
art market report for Art Basel, only six per-
cent of galleries sold NFTs in 2021. Since
peaking in August 2021, NFTs have plum-
meted. While art-related NFT sales vol-

umes soared to $945 million in August,
they fell to $366 million in January and
then to $101 million in May, according to
McAndrewʼs records. These ups and
downs donʼt faze the owner of the Pace
gallery though, who believes that NFTs
represent a “new methodology for distribut-
ing digital art”.—AFP

A visitor holds a cell phone displaying a virtual art piece sells by NFT
during a preview day of Art Basel, the world’s premier modern and
contemporary art fair in Basel.

“Pboy Devi” performing during the 2022
Thailand Air Guitar Championships in Bangkok.

“Death Hon” performing during the 2022
Thailand Air Guitar Championships.

Visitors pass by a Folkert de Jong’s artwork ‘The shooting... 1st July 2006’
during a preview day of Art Basel, the world’s premier modern and contempo-
rary art fair in Basel.

What happens when Donald
Trump, a Bangkok moto-taxi driv-
er, and a Squid Games contest-

ant take the stage in a Bangkok bar late
on a Saturday night? It can only mean
one thing: an air guitar battle for peace.
The cosplaying individuals were gathered
at the second annual Thai air guitar
championship for the chance to represent
Thailand in the beloved World
Championships in Finland later this year.

The hallowed international event,
founded in Finland in 1996 to promote
world peace - “hold air guitars, not guns”
is the tongue-in-cheek motto-has given
rise to good-natured and over-the-top
competitions around the world.

“This is going to be the greatest thing
you have never seen,” roared co-host and
organizer Jacob “Airlectic Eel” Conga,
bouncing across Brownstone venueʼs
stage following his exuberant perform-
ance to warm up the crowd. For the first

round, each of the nine contestants gave
a 60-second performance marked by
three judges with the top five progressing
to the second and final round.

Contestants were marked on technical
ability, stage presence and “airness” - “the
ʻje ne sais quoiʼ of air guitar, when it tran-
scends a performance and becomes a
true piece of art,” said Conga. The eccen-
tric and electric sets, performed to a med-
ley of genres and tastes from Rihannaʼs
“Shut Up And Drive” to self-composed
Thai rock-pop, eventually saw the strutting
and pouting “Trump” win the night, despite
fierce competition.

“He made Thailand great again, for
sure,” judge and comedian Charles the
French said. Rob “Donald Trump” Palmer,
who when not performing air guitar solos
has lived and worked in Thailand for the
past eight years, said the evening was
“fantastic”.

“Itʼs a great idea, completely stupid but

also totally awesome,” said the 61-year-
old following his Trump-imbued perform-
ance of Green Dayʼs “American Idiot”.
Explaining his costume, most of which
was chaotically thrown to the crowd during
the final round, he said: “if you have to do
this, you got to do something crazy, so
letʼs do the craziest man on the planet, to
do Trump.”

Having won the 5,000 baht ($141)
prize, and a trip to Finland to represent
Thailand, Palmer grinned and said: “For
most of us, itʼs probably the only chance
you have of becoming a national cham-
pion or even a world champion-so you
got to do it.” France, a 22-year-old spec-
tator who gave only his nickname, had
come along to support his friend but was
totally unprepared for the “crazy” specta-
cle. “I played guitar before and I do
some air guitar, but Iʼve never seen air
guitar like this.”—AFP

Rob “Donald Trump” Palmer performing during
the 2022 Thailand Air Guitar Championships.

This photograph shows participants Pule “Hail Pulecifair” Mapacpac (left), “O-Face” (center) and
Steve “Francis Chopin” Ruggiero (right) preparing backstage during the 2022 Thailand Air Guitar
Championships in Bangkok.

Spectators during the 2022 Thailand Air Guitar Championships in Bangkok. — AFP photos

A visitor walks past Leonardo Drew’s art-
work ‘number 341’ during a preview day of
Art Basel, the world’s premier modern and
contemporary art fair in Basel.

Visitors pass by a Jeff Koons artwork ´moon-
faces, Leonardo da Vinci’ during a preview
day of Art Basel, the world’s premier modern
and contemporary art fair in Basel. 
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