
34  November 2016  www.pcandtechauthority.com.au   www.pcandtechauthority.com.au  November 2016  35 

Mobile Virtual reality FEATURE 

  Two of the more popular options for mobile virtual reality - Google’s Cardboard and Samsung’s Gear VR

Mobile 
Virtual 
reality:            
Vr for the 
Masses
Julian Rizzo-Smith explores the 
possibilities of virtual reality oN the go

the advent of mobile virtual reality 
headsets has seen an abundance of 
portable virtual experiences, some 

exclusive to Samsung, others available 
to all. While not as visually impressive as 
computer-based virtual reality, support for 
mobile VR is growing in both software and 
hardware.

Most smartphones of the last two years 
are VR-compatible. iOS and Android users 
can choose from the Merge VR Goggles, 
or the more expensive and well-known 
Zeiss One, which comes with a slide-in 
smartphone tray. Google developed a cheap 
headset made out of cardboard compatible 
with most iOS and Android devices, too – 
called Google Cardboard, funnily enough. 
The headset is also compatible with Sony, 
HTC and Samsung Galaxy phones, and is 
very light and inexpensive, weighing only 

about 85 grams. Its price varies from a 
dollar for the earlier model to up to $15 for 
V2, which sees an increased 100 degree 
field of view and standard lens size of 34 
millimetres.

Some phone manufacturers have also 
developed their own branded goggles. 
Samsung collaborated with Oculus to create 
its Gear VR headset, which, while pricey, 
is definitely a justifiable purchase – it’s 
one of the few headsets with an in-built 
trackpad. The device also has an abundance 
of exclusive content due to Samsung’s many 
licensing deals with entertainment studios 
and developers. The headset was recently 
bundled with its Galaxy S7 and S7 Edge 
smartphones as a bonus accessory. Alcatel 
also bundled its IDOL 4S smartphone with 
a pair of headphones, a phone case, and VR 
goggles as well, for $399.99.

Google and Alcatel are also working on 
more innovative forms of mobile virtual 
technology with the Daydream and Alcatel 
Vision. Announced during Google’s annual 
I/O conference in San Francisco, Google 
Daydream is a software-based virtual 
reality program. The program is based 
around the upcoming Android N software 
update, improving on processing power, 
lowering latency, and increasing the field of 
view from Google Cardboard headsets to 120 
degrees. Alcatel’s Vision sees a departure 
from the use of a smartphone, being the first 
mobilevirtual reality solution that doesn’t 
require a mobile or computer to run it.

But what can you do?
Despite still being a fairly new technology, 
there’s a variety of software for mobile 
virtual reality. Much like mobile applications 
in general, virtual reality experiences vary 
in price and quality, ranging from free to 
download to ten dollars or more. That said, 
a majority of the best mobile virtual reality 
experiences are exclusive to Gear VR.

Land’s End is a puzzle-based exploration 
adventure by ustwo games for Samsung 
Gear VR, priced at $3.99. The game is 
comparable to some exploration-based 
adventure games on PC, as players 
interact with both artificial and natural 
environments in a colourful world, striving 
to unravel the secrets of a lost civilisation. 
There’s also the fun co-op bomb simulator, 
Keep Talking and Nobody Explodes, where 
one player wearing the headset attempts 
to defuse a bomb, while the other instructs 
them using an online manual. Priced at 
$9.99 and exclusive – on mobile - to Gear VR, 
the game is the only real cooperative mobile 
VR game, and is a great demonstration of an 
experience exclusive to virtual reality.

RococoVR is another interesting title 
exclusive to Samsung’s headset. Set in a 
fancy dinner party during the baroque 
period, the game is a spin on the classic 
murder mystery genre, with the player 
poisoned and investigating the mansion 
to reveal their killer and enact revenge. 
The game’s black and white colour palate 
is nothing like anything else on mobile 
virtual reality, with other party-goers’ faces 
a strong blur that only emphasises your 
sense of paranoia. There are noticeably bad 
examples of Gear VR’s branded content, 
however. Warner Bros’ Suicide Squad 
game is, much like the movie, generic and 
tiresome. Players take on the role of Harley 
Quinn, Deadshot and Diablo in tedious 
singleplayer, survival-based missions, with 
a scoreboard comparing your results with 
your friends being the only thing that’s 
driving you. Mobile games, such as Hitman 
Go and Minecraft, have also introduced 
virtual reality support with applications 

exclusive to Gear VR.
Not all games are exclusive to Gear VR, of 

course, with some interesting experiences 
designed for iOS and non-Samsing Android 
virtual reality hardware. CoSpaces is a 
community-driven creative tool wherein 
players create environments, then share 
and interact with each other’s creations in 
a wider community of creators. Although 
it may seem limited at first, the application 
shows a lot of promise for user-created 
content. Clash of Clans has created a 
360-degree virtual reality-supported 
version of the popular strategy mobile game, 
and for Android users it’s free to download. 
A premium version of the computer-based 
virtual reality kart racer, VR Karts, is also 
available for Android-supported headsets, 
for $4.99.

moRe than a game…
Interactive narrative experiences merging 
classic entertainment and virtual reality 
are available on most hardware, too. 
Created by the Sundance Institute, Sonar 
is a 360-degree film for Android and Gear 
VR users, following a drone exploring an 
ancient labyrinth buried in an unknown 
asteroid. iOS and Android users can also 
experience the terrifying horror narrative, 
11:57, as well as stream 360-degree videos 

live from the Coachella music festival. 
Samsung also has licensed 360-degree 
experiences based on Marvel’s Avengers, 
Star Wars and Cirque du Soleil, as well as 
a live performance by musician Patrick 
Watson recorded in his studio apartment. 
Netflix recently introduced a mobile app 
for Samsung Gear VR that places users in 
a cabin set amidst snowy mountains with 
framed posters of Netflix original programs 
hanging from the walls.

Syfy has developed a companion app for 
its science fiction crime series, Halycon, 
about a murder that takes place in virtual 
reality. The application is mobile-exclusive 
to Gear VR, and inserts the player in the 
world of Halycon, allowing them to view 
the traditional broadcast episodes in 360 
degrees. Users can also investigate crime 
scenes, assisting the characters from  
the show.

Although there’s an interesting range of 
software available on mobile virtual reality, 
your smartphone device isn’t accustomed 
to long play sessions. A Samsung Galaxy 
Note 4 I used with our Samsung Gear VR 
crashed only after playing fifteen minutes 
of Reveries: Dream Flight. Crashes weren’t 
as frequent enough to be an issue but the 
game isn’t as technically demanding as 
other mobile virtual reality applications. 
A lockup is bad enough on any device, but 
when it comes to virtual reality it absolutely 

shatters the sense of presence that is VR’s 
chief selling point – and the sudden lack of it 
can even be disorienting.

That disadvantage aside, unlike Rift 
and Vive hardware, mobile virtual reality 
doesn’t require a controller to function. 
Although the Gear VR uses a trackpad, most 
mobile headsets involve the user gazing at a 
menu screen for a second or two to interact 
with game environments and menus. 
Mobile headsets are controller-compatible 
however, as games like Minecraft VR 
require a controller, which is sold separately. 
PlayStation 4 owners can connect their 
controller to rooted Android devices using 
the Six Axis app, syncing it from the 
computer to mobile. There are controllers 
built for mobile virtual reality as well, 
such as the SteelSeries’ Xbox One-styled 
Straus for Samsung Gear VR, and a magnet 
controller for Zeiss One users that connects 
to the headset by adhesive tape. That 
said, it isn’t a necessity as few games and 
interactive narratives require a controller.

the State of the aRt 
Virtual reality is still a new technology. 
The device uses a lot of your smartphone’s 
processing power, resulting in your mobile 
phone being susceptible to game crashes 
and overheating, not to mention absolutely 
chugging battery power. This wouldn’t 
be such an issue if the images projected 
through the lens weren’t so close to your 
eyes, which at times left me flinching and 
dismantling the headset.

That said, you should definitely invest 
in mobile virtual reality. The abundance 
of licensed and well-produced content 
exclusive to Samsung’s Gear VR model 
makes the device the only currently viable 
option for entertaining virtual reality 
experiences on mobile, but also positions 
it as a noticeable competitor to the Oculus 
Rift and HTC Vive. In fact, I would even 
suggest to those interested in virtual reality 
to upgrade their mobile phone to one that 
supports mobile VR, as the technology is 
only going to improve. 

And it’s a much cheaper option than its 
desktop or console-based brethren.

  Suicide Squad (left) may not have been a great game, but Netflix’s VR effort is pretty cute

  Keep Talking and Nobody Explodes is a unique 
cooperative experience


