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Rendered Cities

organized by ANGL Collective

The built environment of our cities is haunted and shaped by representations of an 
aestheticised contemporary urban life. The computer-generated depictions of new 
development projects invite people to imagine themselves in dream scenarios, where 
they lead a life of success, health, and happiness. As architectural production increas-
ingly relies on the construction of these fantastical images, promises of fusing dream-
scapes with purchasable reality hang on billboards covering raw construction sites. 
These virtual fantasies are changing how we experience and enjoy the city, giving 
origin to what Neil Leach calls a “Wallpaper* person” 1: someone who lives in an escap-
ist world through role-playing and lifestyle adoption.

Digital renderings are part of a complex portfolio of representations accompanying all 
(re)development projects. They are present in the form of construction site billboards, 
VR experiences, and animations shown on architecture firms’ websites – both as adver-
tising but also as examples of a good practice to be admired and awarded. These ren-
derings are ubiquitous and powerful, as they are used to sell projects to investors, to 
attract wealthy buyers, and to convince the public of the legitimacy of their constantly 
changing surroundings.
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Presenting works by artists Felicity Hammond, Lawrence Lek, and 
Laura Yuile, Rendered Cities is an exhibition that addresses how 
digital renderings influence the future of our cities, both real and 
imagined. As the artists investigate the political, economic, and ideo-
logical forces behind the proliferation of these representations, they 
highlight the struggle for authenticity in an increasingly globalized, 
generic world, where a sense of place is simultaneously compro-
mised and continuously fought over.

Felicity Hammond’s work uses photography and sculpture to 
reflect on how digital representations of buildings become part of 
the urban fabric and predict a future of the city in ruins. Hammond’s 
work continuously exposes not only how computer-generated imag-
es are prolific in our cities, but emphasizes their inbuilt tendency to 
undermine that which they set out to do. As development billboards 
transform the city into a stage set where the façade becomes more 
important than what is beyond, technological errors and slippages 
inadvertently seep through the cracks. For Hammond, the resulting 
unstable nature of these images forecasts a broken future: after 
Robert Smithson, “the buildings don’t fall into ruin after they are 
built, but rather rise into ruin before they are built.”3 While develop-
ers have a stake in presenting their projects as securely embedded in 
the local environment, the renderings they use to project this image 
reveal their artificiality and ambiguity.4

In Property, Hammond continues her practice of turning photo-
graphic prints into sculptural objects. She underlines the physicality 
of the photographs used to promote real estate, while also high-
lighting how photographic representations take over the built envi-
ronment, providing an illusion of the real. The deliberately glitched, 
pixelated, and incomplete panels inhabit a space of pure potentiality. 
Rather than offering the possibility for imagination, the environment 
seems to trap us in an eternal present, a world where habitable 
space has become overpowered by its cropped representation.

Lawrence Lek creates virtual worlds and speculative films that 
reflect on the political symbolism of architecture, and how built 
structures relate to the aspirations of society. His work uses gaming 
software and 3D animation to fuse fiction and reality, highlighting 
the impact of the virtual on our physical environment.

The spatial aestheticization enabled by computer-aided architecture 
detaches architects from the physical consequences of their designs. 
As a result, their focus shifts from the construction of spaces to be 
lived in towards formal experimentation and sculptural complexity. 
In rendering aesthetically rich images and virtual scenarios where ev-
erything is possible, architects produce non-spaces that surpass the 
social context in which they exist. Advanced capitalism uses digital 
technologies to propagate the possibility of a dream-like second life 

that people can escape to through imagining their ideal lives in these 
impossible spaces. According to Lek, citizens project onto the envi-
ronment a “world of endless opportunity to sculpt one’s identity” 
thanks to an “unprecedented degree of information [that] is fed to 
the contemporary flâneur: lifestyles, opportunities, and social cues 
delivered in all possible media.”5

In Pyramid Schemes, the artist combines online video, aerial drone 
photography, and archival footage in a video essay tracing the 
development of the skyscraper as a contemporary manifestation of 
wealth, social status, and power. The result is a perfect example of 
how capitalism operates through architectural production to extract 
maximal value from urban environments.

Through her installations, videos, and performances, Laura Yuile 
reflects on how digital technologies and the Internet of Things are 
turning the home into a public space. “Your home is growing eyes, 
ears, noses and fingertips in the form of sensors,”6  writes Yuile, 
highlighting how apps and networked devices have seduced us with 
their convenience to the extent that we have surrendered to the 
commercialization of our daily activities. 

At the same time, development projects are accelerating the priva-
tization of public areas in global cities. As entire neighborhoods are 
knocked down and “regenerated,” urban spaces increasingly be-
come property of development firms or private-public partnerships. 
Sensors and other controlling technologies are wired directly into 
the newly built infrastructure, and often marketed as convenient for 
the users of these urban realms. Wi-Fi is provided free of charge and 
apps instantly alert dwellers of shops, promotions, and Instagram-
worthy spots. All that is asked is to mindlessly scroll down another 
long terms and conditions form and share personal data so that a 
company can profit from it.  

Yuile’s newly commissioned installation Unit #1 presents a land-
scape in which the public and the private have merged: elements of 
domesticity and even coziness, such as a washing machine, a family, 
and tiny dollhouse furniture, cohabit within a raw and evolving 
environment, reminiscent of a construction site. Changing through-
out the duration of the show, the installation considers how familial 
structures and methods of living are sold to the masses via advertis-
ing and narratives of wellness and wellbeing.

The artists in Rendered Cities aim to interrogate the homogenization 
of the built environment and expose different processes of fabricat-
ing a new value for urban spaces, whether they are domestic, public, 
corporate, or something in between. Despite, or perhaps precisely 
because of the transformation of cities into generic places, developers 
play an increasingly important part in assigning meaning and authen-
ticity. While rendered images seek to emphasize the local and the 
presupposed uniqueness of a place, they simultaneously “exacerbate 
the effects of alienation and fragmentation of contemporary life.”7  

As both neoliberal policies and technological advancement continue 
to accelerate and propel our cities into an unknown future, it is 
possible that the slippery, flawed renderings we see all around us 
today will become replaced by something different altogether. 
Perhaps artificial intelligence and virtual reality will turn them 
obsolete, creating environments that are even more difficult to 
penetrate or disrupt. It is clear that as artists, curators, and citizens, 
we must continue to pay close attention to the visual techniques 
employed by developers and city planners. Not only will this reveal 
how they transform the urban environment and life within it, but it 
will help in the development of ways to disrupt or re-purpose their 
technologies.
 
ANGL Collective © 2017
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Renderings are the result of negotiations, discussions, and sometimes major con-
flict, between developers, architects, visualizers, and consultants. Since all sales 
are made through these images, it is the images, rather than the development 
projects themselves, that are constantly reviewed and modified. It is not uncom-
mon for an architectural model to be changed as a result of this process. Decisions 
are usually made on the basis of liking or not liking a rendered image – which must 
be beautiful, well composed, sleek, and sellable – and not on the basis of the de-
tails of buildings, materials, technical details, and wider urban context.2  

Computer-generated visualizations are staged, photoshopped, and fictional, yet 
they manage to influence the way in which we think about our cities, and infil-
trate the imagination of what future cities and citizens should look like. They are 
attractive because they are polished and aspirational, generic and reassuring. They 
are all different, yet they all look alike: constructed using the same software and 
the same image banks of people and urban amenities. Not only are they creating 
a global and homogeneous depiction of urban spaces, but these representations 
are becoming concrete urban realms once development projects are completed.
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