
 

 

 

 

 

 
Marilyn Monroe from “The Seven Year Itch” (1955)    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ORCHESTRATING THE SYNTHETIC:  



PRINCIPLES AND TECHINIQUES 

 

     The critical ingredient for the production of the synthetic city is the 

possibility of control, the orchestration of intent, effects, and 

associations that establish qualities of order and design. The issue of 

control has tended towards a polarization of two conditions: One has 

lead to the precise and static organizations of repetitive structures, in 

which all components relate to a singular, comprehensive idea. This 

can be found in the Urban Renewal projects of the 1950s, as well as 

any number of more recently planned large-scale urban projects.1 The 

other, and more typical of the nature and qualities of the American city, 

is an almost total lack of control, where through the mechanisms of 

private development, the 20th century city is a result of individual  

sites built independently, if not randomly over time, which results in a 

broad, if not chaotic range of the new and renovated, foreground and 

background, mixed functions, types, sizes, materials, and styles 

arbitrarily positioned on the real estate game board.   

     The last two decades have witnessed a proliferation of urban 

projects that seem to respond to a common agenda submerged within 

recurring programmatic and spatial formulas. The result can be 

observed in the  repeating housing and commercial packages based on 

similar economic criteria as determined by private corporations and 

developers for the same universal user, which limits the playing field to 

a very narrow range of options. Added to this is the corporate agenda of 

selling popular culture, that exposes the same familiar products into our 

public space, with images taken from the media magnified on building 

billboards, and the ubiquitous replication of retail conglomerates, 

theme restaurants and shops. Whether in New York, Singapore, 

Frankfurt or even Bombay, it’s beginning to all look much the same. 

      Clearly the synthetic city already exists, and is long removed from 

the early heroic exploits of the iconoclast developer/master builder. The 

problem is not so much that the synthetic city is controlled and 

predictable, but that the full range of possible expressions and patterns 

of living that can be generated through control has not been fully 

exploited. The issue now is to use our ability of control to dismantle 

existing formula and get back to the complexities and ambiguities of an 

urbanism based on chaos, mix, and confrontation, including the 



possibilities of combining the framed artifice and natural circumstance. 

In other words, attempt to discover possibilities of order and control 

that paradoxically, encourages almost the opposite—that allows choice, 

fluctuation, the unexpected, chance events, the denial of closure, and 

multiple endings, i.e. actually parallels life itself—but still within some 

notion of a plan, or system of devices that expands, rather than 

contracts possibilities. One could envision a possibility of control that 

not so much confines within the autocratic dictates of forces beyond 

one’s control, but enables a kind of knowing collaboration between the 

spectator, event and context for performance, that can bend the rules, 

and perhaps even turn the tables on what controls, and who is 

controlled. One might even establish certain techniques of control that 

shift normal effects through a series of devices, now commonly found 

in cities everywhere.    

 

Intensification of Effects 

 

     The synthetic city is hierarchical, to the degree that differences 

between events and stimuli become magnified thought a 

layering/exaggeration of selected effects, through a radical shift in 

scales, or a radical miniaturization and density that allows the 

maximum amount of information in the smallest possible area. The 

most common form of exaggeration is achieved  through lighting. 

Buildings of intended grandeur or importance are given even more 

impact through the addition of night lighting, as achieved in the Empire 

State Building, the General Electric Building in Rockefeller Center, the 

Chrystler Building, and many other examples. In other cases, effects 

are exaggerated through a re-representation of effects that tends to 

selectively put all desired characteristics together a one place, making 

them smaller or more compact to get them all in, and leave out the 

extraneous and unwanted. 

 



 
Main Street, Disneyland 

 

Disneyland’s “Main Street” is the precedent here, and as the stakes get 

higher, and more effort and money is spent getting it right in terms of 

details and materials, the new synthesis begins to supersede the real 

thing. Thus the early festival markets, like Boston Quincy and 

Baltimore Inner Harbor offered an “urban” experience, both active and 

mixed, containing a whole neighborhood or street in a single building.  

The Las Vegas theme hotels like the Bellagio fill in for a trip along 

Lake Como quite nicely, seen to get the perspectives and photo  

 

 
Bellagio Hotel, Las Vegas 

 

backdrops just right, and don’t contain any dead spot between the 

highlighted foreground—it’s all foreground!  

     The same is true of the Hyatt Regency Maui Resort, a $40 million 

extravaganza formed from an utterly barren landscape, and now one of 

the better attempts to evoke heavenly paradise here on earth. There is 

more art, exotic animals, flora and fauna, bridges, ponds, pools, 

waterfalls, hammocks, chaise lounges, exotic drinks served by roving, 

bikini-clad waitresses, massage pavilions, and any other possible 



diversion per acre than even our wildest fantasy of paradise. And throw 

into the mix the never-changing balmy breezes, sun, and lapping 

waves. It’s all there, squeezed into a few precious acres—there’s 

nothing missing—they got it perfect! Times Square becomes brighter, 

the advertisements larger, the signs more active and changing the 

information more packed together, visually richer and more dynamic, 

more concentrated than ever before. And even our blandly unchanging 

historic districts define their character through the temporal/physical 

consistency of the parts, without allowing inconsistencies and 

disturbance of the present to dilute the effect. While not synthetically 

manufactured, these environments seem more intense and exaggerated 

simply through contrast with their more relaxed, varied surroundings.  

     As time goes on, we seem to get closer to making the actual city of 

our dreams come true (if only in miniaturized form), one that gets 

closer to being its ideal representation, without inconsistencies, or 

conditions that weaken the effect. Through exaggeration, 

intensification, and miniaturization we are able to make areas of 

potential consistency more consistent; areas of dynamism more 

dynamic; areas of emphasis more emphasized; places of importance 

made more important. Through the ability of control we are able to 

ward off the very forces of entropy itself, the natural tendency, over 

time, towards disorder, chaos and dissolution, and instead, make the 

parts of the city behave, be positioned, and impact us in the most 

effective way possible.2  

 

 

Inconsistencies between Cause and Effect  

 

     Synthetic control assumes that there is no longer a singular, one-way 

relationship between cause and effect. The urban participant might 

typically be on the receiving end of various stimuli, but through 

interactive settings and events, some predictable, others not, the 

participant can also become the cause of another, less predictable 

result. This can occur from an overload of conflicting messages, as 

when one observes the electronic signboard of One Times Square 

sending serious, sometimes tragic messages, but seen in a context of 

semi-nude Calvin Klein billboards or other changing signs in the 



background. One message can cancel out, or reinforce, or at least shift 

the meaning of the other through the chance overlay of contextual 

content, making the foreground seem to answering the background, and 

then unpredictably shifting to the background answering the 

foreground.  

 
 

     To go into this a little further, take the famous example of Marilyn 

Monroe’s skirt being blown upward by the release of air from the 

manhole cover in the film The Seven Year Itch (1955). The event is a 

complete surprise to the audience, and enjoyable to the voyeur (both 

the spectators in the film, and those in the audience); it also seems to be 

a stimulus not normally experienced by the participant (Monroe in 

character), and is embarrassing. This sets up a number of possibilities 

in terms of the relationship between cause and effect, both fictive, 

played within the scene, and real, as experienced by the actress playing 

the role within the scene.  

a. After the initial embarrassment, the experience was found to be 

enjoyable, and once experienced, (or, had already been experienced a 

number of times before), the character will attempt to walk over other 

manhole covers, in the hope of it happening again.  

b. The situation could also be set up so that one walking over the cover 

causes the desired effect through some triggering device, similar to an 

amusement park ride. One can choose to repeat the experience at will, 

which will quickly become less amusing, both for the participant and 

the voyeur.  

c. More complex, and interesting, however, is a possible slippage in the 

cause and effect relationship, whereby the air sometimes works 

independently (but not always), and sometimes can be triggered by the 

intent of the participant (but not necessarily always performs as 



desired). One can never be sure of the outcome, but still be empowered 

to attempt to direct the experience.  

d. Most complex, and possibly most satisfying, is a knowing collusion 

between the participant, and the other participant in control of the air, 

in a kind of dance, or game, where one or the other desires and wills a 

particular outcome. In this case, the result depends on the cooperation, 

or knowing deceit of the other party. Monroe the actress isn’t actually 

sure if the air will be activated, yet through a series of common rules, 

or an agreement with the operator, she knows what is supposed to 

happen (while the watching viewer/ voyeur is kept in the dark). But the 

rules may change, and be communicated to both or only one party, or 

may be disobeyed by either party; or, perhaps the results are known, 

and expected by the watching viewer/ voyeur, while the participant is 

kept in the dark! And thus Monroe “acts” the scene, but is actually 

surprised by the event, and the performance is actually, as well as 

perceived by the audience, to be “real.” Thus we have a completely 

controlled, synthetic event, but a kind of more complex, and 

inconsistent control that can lead to a series of different outcomes, with 

varying perceptions by those internal, and external to the action.  

     Another example of this form of synthetic drama, which resides in 

the shifting boundary between cause and effect, or controlling the 

action vs. being controlled by the action, would be the simple act of 

crossing the street on a busy intersection. One could hope for a gap in 

the traffic flow to develop, and dodge through the cars. Or, one can 

wait for the red light, which predictably goes on after a specific amount 

of time, generating a continually recurring rhythm of movement and 

stasis. Sometimes less predictably, the light will be timed to stop less 

frequently if there is no sustained gap in traffic, and one can only wait 

in anticipation. However, some intersections have a crossing button, 

which may be pressed—but when you do, typically nothing happens at 

the time the button is pressed. Eventually, the red light will go on and 

the cars will stop, but we’re not sure when, or exactly what role we 

played in attempting to effect the cars to stop. By pushing the button, 

one could set off some kind of timing device that interacted somehow 

with the timing and motion device at the light, all variably affected by 

the passing traffic. Or, perhaps the button wasn’t working, and the 

traffic would have stopped anyway through the normal operation of the 



stoplight. More insidiously, the crossing button is only a placebo effect, 

was never meant to work, and one thinks that he/she is empowered to 

make the cars stop, while in fact their pushing the button has had no 

actual effect whatsoever! 

     Thus the synthetic city projects an array of controlled messages and 

effects, but the experience, and ultimately, meaning can be shifted 

through context, intent, and programmed reversals between cause and 

effect, or, the interactive and varying relationships between director, 

stimulant, participant and event. The potential is to generate urban 

experience that is no longer a one-way, singular experience of the same 

defined causes (the same signs, same buildings, same public spaces) as 

constant, invariant facts leading the to same predictable effects. The 

evolution of a far more fluid and unpredictable scenario can be 

influenced by those on the receiving end, and be perhaps as rich and 

unpredictable as life itself.   

  

Displaced Effects 

 

     There has traditionally been a clear reading of the characteristics of 

culture and place, as cause, and its physical manifestations— the 

institutions, living patterns, and built structure of the city, as effect. As 

such, the historic city can be largely read as a fairly accurate text of the 

characteristics of the culture, events, and technology of the time. If one 

visited, say,  “Ladies Mile” in Manhattan (the area around Union 

Square and Fifth Avenue from 14th-23rd Street) during the late 19th 

century, one would find a literal translation of the desires of the upper 

class culture of that particular time and place, expressed through the 

unique cafes, department stores, and shops that developed in the area. 

The Japanese city up to the mid 20th century was a unique reflection of 

cultural traditions, ceremony, geography, and agriculture, and the same 

would be true of any number of contexts throughout the world.  

      The basic notion of travel, the ability to move to another location, 

based in the discovery of the “other,” which both enlightens and 

entertains. If one were exposed to something new, it would not be 

called into question, but accepted as a factual expression of local 

culture that demanded a different response from what one was used to. 

And equally compelling was the expectation of the familiar, the 



recurring associations between place and culture, so that one could be 

sure that an excursion to Paris would provide the experience of French 

food and culture, while different intentions would lead one to Berlin or 

Istanbul, with very different results.  

     But the contemporary city has fractured the traditional relationships 

between culture, desire, local and their associated physical/spatial 

manifestations, thus resulting in a form of “displaced” effect. The 

cross-fertilization and communication across geographic and cultural 

boundaries makes for some surprising results in terms of what one 

might expect to find in place of earlier assumed identities, making the 

normal assumptions relative to the city’s reading as an acc  urate text of 

regional cultural and natural phenomena somewhat suspect. Of course 

this merging/crossing of geographic and cultural boundaries has been 

with us for a long time (surely since the beginning and trade) and is not 

only no longer surprising, but also even expected. The shock is no 

longer to find a McDonald’s in Rome, or even Peking, but to not find 

one whenever and wherever one desires it. The once exclusive and 

unique Saks Fifth Avenue department store, bounded mythically into 

its Manhattan local is no longer so exclusive or unique, and can be 

found in suburban shopping centers throughout the U.S. The thrust of 

the “theme” entertainment or environment is that one might find any 

effect from any particular place or source re-fabricated into virtually 

any new location. We can also do it extremely well: The Four Seasons 

in Philadelphia, filled with Japanese art, plants, shoji screens of highest 

quality, and the finest architectural interiors, places one in a palatial 

setting perhaps found in Japan. Or, as an idealization of all Japanese 

palaces, it is maybe better than what could be found in Japan, and in 

this case, can be owned, at least slept in for a day. And, it sometimes 

isn’t easy: it took great expense, expertise, and climatic control for the 

palm trees transplanted from Arizona and placed in the Wintergarden in 

New York. They lived, and provide the right (displaced) effect—but 

we’re so used to pulling these kinds of things off, they hardly stir any 

excitement, compared to illusions generated in the media. And maybe, 

now that we actually experience it, palm trees do grow in New York 

after all—we just don’t remember where or when we saw it last! 

     In fact, the synthetic, displaced effect has become so much the norm 

that it becomes uncomfortably quaint, not overly stimulating, and 



sometimes-even suspect, when we’re confronted with the real thing. 

How appropriate it is to find a deserted, small museum of the 

confederacy in Vicksburg, Mississippi, focusing on the life and 

possessions of Jefferson Davis, President of the Confederate States, 

who was born there. Everything exudes a sense of the place, especially 

the displayed artifacts—but it all seems so far from immediate 

experience, so remote from our own context and knowledge base as to 

become more strange and exotic than any fiction based in our 

imagination. Williamsburg, Virginia and Sturbridge Village, 

Massachusetts are real, in the sense that they are actual places frozen in 

time, evoking a particular culture and history. Yet through successive 

layers of restoration and rebuilding, the use of period costumes and 

historical tableau, we’re not really sure what is real and what is 

recreated to seem real. In the end, it doesn’t seem any more real, or 

bounded to its local than any other theme park simulation. At this point, 

we have been to places, or at least the movies that really do it better, are 

actually more convincing, capture our belief and emotions, and teach 

us, which was the purpose of preserving the artifact in the first place. 

     The ultimate fracture of place, culture, perception and action in the 

contemporary city comes through the injection of media, the use of 

electronic sound and imagery projected from an another place into our 

space. The giant screens in Time Square no longer read as objects, or 

signs in space, similar to other advertising around the square, but as 

pictorial realms that occupy a significant portion of the overall visual 

field, establishing a competing zone of action with the space around us. 

These spatial/temporal “warps” as it were, are able to shift perspective, 

scale, and subject matter instantaneously. The screen overlays events 

from the past into the present, develops a slowing or faster sequencing 

of time, presents concurrent action from other sources/locals, or re-

presents the same setting as a kind of time delay, presenting an “instant 

replay” of immediate events.3  

     These controlled projections are continually forming displacements 

within the visual field. They project information typically from external 

sources, alternatively cleanly cropped out from their surroundings, but 

more and more becoming a part of a more complex spatial synthesis 

that encompasses a plurality of framed and continuous, real and 

representational, static and dynamic modes of presentation, with their 



perceptual differences becoming distinct. Through it all are those at the 

controls who program the imagery and content, shift the information at 

will, determining what is to be seen, how long to see it, from what time 

period, and from what source.   

     The question remains: control for what and for whom? Control that 

leads to greater efficiency, organization, enlightenment, focused 

communication, and entertainment for the greater good of all--or 

control that enables particular political or corporate powers to be given 

greater abilities to persuade? Up to now, the answer is clear—given the 

high stakes, and economic backing related to the role of advertising and 

mass propaganda, it is the domination of the  corporate/political elite, 

whether a Disney Corporation, Miramax Films, or a political candidate 

running for office, that has shaped the nature and meaning of the urban 

text.  

      But it could be suggested that the role and content of messages and 

visual/aural effects in the synthetic city could be far more varied and 

complex. There is the possibility of a much wider range of interests, 

both public and private, to enter into the dialogue, and support a range 

of educational/entertainment agenda. This could include: electronic 

signs or video screens that disseminate public health issues, 

neighborhood history, opinions on moral/social/culture issues, or 

national/worldwide news events (as in Times Square). Signs could 

exhibit art projects in varied media; street theater; remote learning 

modules tied into the web; external sounds marking the presence of 

internal building functions; or video projections signaling building 

activities. Particular forms and colors could be projected on the street 

and on buildings to establish continuity/orientation. Information can be 

disseminated that expose the daily events, and other resources of the 

city, or orchestrates the routing of people and cars through the city.  

     As stated earlier, the programming of the whole affair, at least in the 

city of democracy, can never exclusively be from the top down, even as 

diverse and broad the range of participants who make the decisions. 

The Russian Constructivist city of the 1920’s , as enticing as the 

images of its visual/aural dissemination of controlled messages 

suggests, evolved later into Dubord’s scathing examination of the city 

of spectacle and commodity.4 While partly realized in the synthetic city 

of the late 20th century, these are questionable models on which to base 



our goals for further development. The notion of control might be seen 

as inevitable, but also is a reciprocal force, which through a variety of 

interactive/feedback mechanisms, should give the recipient the ability 

to change, reprogram, repeat, and maybe even turn off the message. 

The goal, then, is the synthesis of the city as an  information/perception 

machine, an interactive environment that disseminates the whole range 

of effects, stimuli and knowledge, and at the same time, allows the 

possibility of choice, selection and rejection by those on the receiving 

end.  

     Such is the paradox: the desire to control, but the equal desire to be 

free; the satisfaction of being presented with a comprehensive narrative 

of the whole urban spectacle. We can imagine a city where nothing is 

missed, to be able to move at will, explore the options, reject some, 

enjoy the others, and not be terribly worried as to which ones are real, 

and which ones are synthetic. The alternate desire is to step back into 

some 1950’s sitcom den where we can shut ourselves off, and assume 

we can get away from one version of reality to go to another— just go 

“inside,’ and get one’s bearings once again. It’s too late—there’s no 

inside and no outside—the television, web, those pervasive images and 

messages, or simply “the persistence of memory” just won’t allow it.  

     As made clear earlier, the differences between the real and the 

synthetic are no longer distinct, and have little significance. As the 

synthetic forms and events become more pervasive, familiar and 

saturate our daily experience, they can no longer be discussed as being 

different, or an exceptional condition, but have in fact become as real 

as that which constituted our former perception of the real, or the 

authentic. The phenomenon of, say, the theme restaurant becomes 

simply another option in the myriad choices of other restaurants. And 

as it becomes more common, it’s identity as theme becomes more the 

norm, and ultimately disappears while the last few authentic 

delicatessens or family pizzerias become so self-consciously treasured 

as to become reduced to a kind of caricature of their former self—and 

take on qualities of the synthetic.  Ironically, as the synthetic becomes 

more pervasive and becomes dominate, the vestiges of the real, which 

used to be normal, become singled out and acquire a more unique 

identity. But ultimately, the real artifacts are less able to take the 

pressure of being exceptional because they were never intended to be 



exceptional—just part of the everyday world. And as the synthetic 

begins to take over the former position of the real, the more suspect 

anything assumed to be real becomes, until it becomes easier simply to 

disband the polar relationship altogether, and assume its now all real, 

and one carries no particular value over the other.  

 
 

The Synthetic and the Extended Site  

[Note: This should perhaps be developed as an autonomous chapter] 

 

     Late in 1968, the artist Robert Smithson formulated his initial 

“Nonsite” art works, first comprised of rocks stacked in metal bins 

removed from various sites and displayed in an art gallery.5 Later, the 

“Cayuga Salt Mine Project” of 1969 was comprised of more complex 

arrangements of mirrors, mounds of salt, and photographs, parts of 

which were placed in a selected site (a local salt mine), and material 

(salt) which was displaced into various arrangements in an art museum 

some distance from the site.6 The common thread in these projects was 

the removal of material (rock, earth, salt) from an exterior, natural 

setting, and placing it into a manipulated, geometrical configuration 

within the artificial, interior confines of a gallery, or museum context.  

    The idea was to set up a dialectical relationship, in which the mirror, 

or the void functioned as a displacement of an actual site, which is then 

cross-referenced to the removed material in its artificial setting. As the 

mirror was placed adjacent to the same material in both the salt mine 

and in the gallery, the cross-referencing occurred at two levels, 

concurrently: first, in terms of the mix of both the virtual and real 

within each local setting; second, as a condition to be  “reflected” back 

from the salt mine to the gallery, and vice-versa. Thus it was the 

displaced site, rather than the immediate gallery that performed as the 

immediate context for the work, or, as described by Hobbs, “the 

Nonsites negate both the gallery’s space and the primacy of perception 

as they point away from themselves and to the Site.”7  

     There are several kinds of complexities in terms of the nature of site, 

or place which result from this operation. On the one hand, the notion 

of site has been extended in such a way that the actual spatial 

dimension separating the Site from Nonsite becomes a mental construct 

rather than an actual physical experience. The displacement of material 



from one location to the other “splits” the site, and sets up a 

discontinuity in the perception of the work which can only be 

completed cognitively by the viewer. Yet one has to deal with the 

discontinuity developed within the gallery setting itself, in which a 

condition has been inserted which exists outside of the space—actually, 

has nothing to do with it—yet is still contained, and perceived within 

the space. The mirror and rocks is confined and perceived within a 

specific local, and that local has been inhabited by a particular presence 

which doesn’t allow any other intervention while it remains in place.  

     This lack of contextuality between the two events forces a change in 

the conception and meaning of the space, as well as the perception of 

the contained material. The space now contains something extraneous 

to itself—and the material has been displaced into an artificial context. 

The presence of a foreign condition in a context in which both the 

imposed condition and the context have nothing to do with one another, 

or exist on different terms presents, in fact, another kind of contextual 

relationship, or, another manifestation of the real-not real. 

 

The Hybrid City 

 



     One can imagine scenes in an urban context based on similar 

conditions of interchange between sites, or transplanting one form of 

organization, pattern, life style, etc. into another site which possesses 

very different characteristics, resulting in a synthetic hybrid. The 

possibility here is to challenge the insular nature of particular places 

with limited qualities, characteristics and potentials into dialectical, 

extended sites, or synthetic combinations of potentially far greater 

variation, richness and complexity. In other words, it is suggested to 

generate a new kind of “composite” context through a forced 

displacement, or voiding of a part of a site, and its replacement of 

another condition from a different site, resulting in a discontinuity of 

the consistent characteristics found in both original sites. This in effect 

substitutes Smithson’s displacement of materials from its local context 

into another context, by the replacement of the structural characteristics 

of a larger territory into another context. While there still remain 

vestiges of the earlier authentic status found in original area, the forced 

juxtaposition of areas transforms their overall identity into a new 

synthetic hybrid with its own unique characteristics.  

     The other shift from the Site-Nonsite concept is that there is 

obviously no physical substitution or displacement of actual materials 

from a given site to another, or the literal transporting of a specific 

given context to another location. Rather, the attempt would be to 

interchange the general organizational and perceptual characteristics 

found in either an existing context, or a prototypical urban condition, 

which is to then be “placed” (either as an evolutionary process over 

time—or abruptly implanted/grafted) into another context. 

     Perhaps this doesn’t seem so different than many of the non-

contextual redevelopment that has occurred continually in the city over 

the last century. Projects of varying scales, possessing internal 

characteristics that come out of new programmatic, technological, 

economic, or social demands have often been transposed into a context 

of completely different characteristics. Examples include the tower-in-

the-park paradigm and so many other urban renewal projects in cities 

throughout the U.S. built during the 1950’s and 60’s, such as 

Stuyvesant Town, Baruch Houses, and other modernist projects of the 

time built within the Manhattan grid. Also to be included are the  large-

scale mixed-use, shopping mall, or sports complexes of more recent 



vintage, which are arbitrarily placed into cities with existing historical 

fabric, or in sensitive rural/natural landscapes.  

     In most operations of this kind, there is no relationship between the 

physical nature of the new intervention and the existing context—both 

exist as separate entities, side by side, and maintain their same essential 

characteristics irrespective of particular site differences. But the intent 

of what is being proposed here is to force a new reorganization based 

on an overlapping, or cross synthesis of different types of sites, in 

which the characteristics of one are intertwined into the characteristics 

of the other, resulting in a new integrated hybrid that share multiple 

identities.     

     There is any number of possibilities for generating composite sites. 

One suggestion would be to develop a new type of hybrid urban-

suburban form what would address changes in culture and technology 

that are beginning to blur the characteristics of traditional city and rural 

patterns of development, and consequently, respond to different market 

desires.8  

       Those who have chosen to live in suburbs miss and desire many of 

the qualities of urban living, and those who have chosen to live in the 

city might also desire the qualities of life in the country. While inner 

city and suburban forms of housing have developed in diametrically 

different ways due to many factors, largely related to differing land 

economics, transportation, and life styles, it is suggested that both 

models could be greatly improved, and be made more desirable by 

combining certain spatial/physical characteristics into a newly 

combined, hybrid form. In other words, it might be possible to address 

the problem of dispersion, automobile dependency, and lack of spatial 

cohesion and hierarchy of typical suburban development through 

imposing traditional urban patterns onto the model, which would distort 

the pattern through exposure to alternate characteristics based on spatial 

definition, pedestrianization, density, and other conditions of urban 

living. Conversely, it is also possible to address the problem of density, 

lack of light and open space typical of traditional urban development by 

overlaying suburban patterns onto the model, which would distort the 

pattern through exposure to alternate characteristics based on the 

preference towards maximum open space, the incorporation of 

landscape, natural light, and other characteristics of suburban living. 



     Through a strategy of interchanging sites, as discussed above, it may 

be possible to merge a cross-formation of urban and suburban 

development that literally combines both sites into a new type of 

synthetic organization that addresses the problems, and enhances the 

potentials of each site found in its pure pedigree form. The operation 

would result in two urban-suburban hybrids, one based on using the 

urban condition as the displaced context layered on to the suburban 

site, and the other based on using the suburban condition as the 

displaced context layered on to the urban site.  

     Each context would retain certain fundamental qualities inherent 

with their own site condition, but would also be contaminated by the 

qualities of the other site. The urban-suburban hybrid on the urban site 

would be essentially urban, with some suburban characteristics, while 

the urban-suburban hybrid on the suburban site would be essentially 

suburban, with certain urban characteristics. The intent is a revisionist 

proposition that corrects previous attempts to suburbanize the city, 

(Charlotte Street, Bronx, and the Urban Renewal projects of the 1950’s 

come to mind), and generates a model that overcomes the existing 

polarization of urban vs. suburban development, along with their 

consequent socio/cultural differences. The new combined site will offer 

a greater similarity of experience and choices, reflecting the common 

desires of both populations. The fuzzy condition of the hybrid site, 

then, is a blurring of existing types of development that generates 

another realization of the synthetic city, resulting in a possible 

unification and continuity between the inner and outer city.  

 

The Dialectical City 

 

     To continue reflections of the of work of the artist Robert Smithson 

as a source for defining aspects of the synthetic, it is worth examining 

his seminal article, “Frederick Law Olmstead and the Dialectical 

Landscape.”5 In the essay, Smithson describes an understanding of 

Central Park which serves to summarize a possibility for  

 



 
Central Park, New York 

 

understanding the controlled transformation of landscape that can also 

serve to describe the controlled transformation of the city, in terms of 

the power of artifice in the context of natural (or uncontrolled) systems.  

     Smithson first recounts the history of the park, and its vast 

geological metamorphosis (virtually nothing remained untouched from 

its original, “natural” found condition) in the context of the pictorial 

theories of the English Landscape movement that served as an 

underlying formal and philosophical premise for the park. The 

picturesque only comes about through the initiation of deformities, or 

acts of destruction, that ultimately become smoothed over and 

subsumed within the larger intended aesthetic. He states that the curves, 

smoothness and the sublime that resulted from the operation must also 

be read in the context of the “terror, solitude and vastness of nature, 

both of which are rooted in the real world,” and the role of chance that 

affected the outcome. Smithson sees the park as “a process of ongoing 

relationships existing in a physical region,” so that early stages of 

construction, or changes in the landscape (the real) become integration 

into the larger perception of the planned artifice (the not-real).6 And 

even when one visits the park today, these interruptions, or 

disturbances in the scene—the functional division in the reservoir, the 

rubble, trashcans, signs of erosion, homeless squatters, an exposed gas 

meter, the groundskeepers and trucks, storage facilities, views of 

reconstruction, graffiti, political interventions (Strawberry Fields), 

entertainment events, constructed events (playgrounds, the zoo, 

Wolman rink), oil slicks and Dixie cups on the Pond, a homeless 

person, an imagined (or real) mugger, etc.— all present a conflicting 

dose of reality that lie within, and sometimes dominate over the larger 



message of the sublime. The park presents “an endless maze of 

relations and interconnections, in which nothing remains what or where 

it is, as a-thing-itself, but the whole park changes like day and night, in 

and out, dark and light….Central Park is a ground work of necessity 

and chance, a range of contrasting viewpoint that are forever 

fluctuating, yet solidly based in the earth.”11   

     The power and vitality of the artifice is to maintain its grounding in 

something else, to allow the cracks in the charade to show through and 

be exposed. For Smithson, the success of the park is that the natural 

processes and pictorial reconstructions are never “viewed in isolation 

[my italics]….detached from physical interconnection, and finally 

replaced by mental representations of a finished absolute ideal.”12  The 

presentation of the synthetic must always be placed in a condition of 

being seen in the context of a larger cultural and physical presence 

insuring that we can perceive the penetration of the artifice and 

approximate the points of contradiction and difference, and not allow 

the synthetic construction to encircle itself as a total, self-contained 

replacement of everything else that we know and value.  

     The suggestion is to open, or find cracks, as it were, in the seams of 

the framed artifice  and develop an open, dialectical relationship with 

its surroundings rather than place immutable brackets around the 

prevalent fantasy.13 The frame then becomes more of a filter, allowing 

readings of one condition to influence, disturb, qualify, and intensify 

the perceptions of the other. The goal is to define a dialectical city, one 

that openly accepts and recognizes the artifice (the not-real, with traces 

of the real) through being placed in opposition to other forms of 

information (real, with traces of the not-real). The struggle is to 

maintain a state of tension within the dialectic, so that places and events 

stay sharply focused, yet open to reevaluation and reinterpretation 

through being exposed to larger processes and other information 

defined by context. By the selected orchestration and confrontation of 

natural and artificial forms, places and events, one can manipulate 

perception, and ultimately, content—not as fantasy, but as a 

clarification, intensification, or reinterpretation of the world around us.   

     This is surely not the agenda of the theme park, hotel casino, or 

“new urbanist” subdivision which never allows the imperfections to 

show through, or allow the glimpse of the actual structure holding up 



the false front. But why not let yesterday’s crumpled newspaper, a 

wandering homeless, or decaying materials to confront us, just as we  

allow the idealized imagery of advertising, film and art to weave 

through the tedium of our daily lives. What if the underground controls 

and service tunnels of Disneyland were exposed and cut into the scene 

above—not enough to destroy the fantasy, but enough to keep us aware 

that it is staged, and can be changed at will?  

     Of course if the goal is pure entertainment, the walls and ceilings 

that contain the fantasy must remain closed (as necessary in the theater 

or cinema) in order to suspend belief and submerge us into a fabricated 

world. But entertainment can be numbing if the fantasy goes on too 

long—its terms and message are too simplistic, repetitive and 

familiar—it could possibly become as routine as the everyday 

perceptions and events in one’s daily life. It’s the sudden shift, the 

unexpected confrontation, the ambiguity of not being sure, that really 

stimulates, makes us shocked, happy, or at least aware of being alive.   

 

Claes Oldenburg and the Techniques of Confrontation 

 

     This is what is so powerful, and possibly dangerous about 

Oldenburg’s monuments, which expand out of the safe confines of the 

art gallery, and interact with our daily life. What business does a 

gearshift have to take the place of the Nelson Column in Trafalgar 

Square, or a scissors to replace the Washington Monument? The former 

is inspired by the constant traffic congestion around Trafalgar Square, 

and the latter is morphologically equivalent to the Obelisk.   The 

proposal is a dialogue about division, and a dualistic reference to both 

male and female sources.14 Surely the result of such a confrontation 

through removal more sharply defines a content far more appropriate 

and relevant to current culture than the monuments which they 

replaced, which by now are no longer really seen, or receive any real 

conscious attention. Both projects would subvert expectations, and 

would certainly be shocking and improper, only partly due to the 

image, and more with the fact of their displacement of the sacred 

historical marker, seen in context of the conventional city. These and 

similar interventions15 force us to re-perceive the familiar and instill 

and a heightened understanding of the world around us (as all good art 



attempts to achieve), not through insulation with closed boundaries, but 

through an active engagement with a more complex reality that doesn’t 

necessarily play by the same rules.  

     One can conclude that the necessary, and most effective possibility 

of the synthetic as a strategy for reformulating the city is one of 

establishing a dialectic with context, history, material, as well as the 

collision with other overlays of artificial control that may not exactly be 

in agreement with eachother. The difficulty, as well as the challenge in 

this is that the dialectic can no longer be achieved in the historical sense 

of opposition, or polarization. All forms, events and spaces in the city 

potentially exist in a sliding, shifting state of both real and artifice, 

aligned only through intent, degrees of transformation, and context, and 

invariably collapse into the ambiguous state of the real not-real. The 

carved steps in Central Park are as artificial (and real) as other rocks 

brought in from other locations. The Oldenburg gearshift is not any less 

justified, or removed from historical relevance than the statue of 

Nelson. The framed original museum artifact has been no more or less 

removed from reality than other advertised fabrications of modern 

culture.  And as shown by Duchamp, any object can be shed of the 

necessity of utilization and acquire the aura (or re-representation) of a 

work of art by being placed into the museum context.  

      The goal is to achieve awareness, heightened content, and possibly, 

enlightenment (if not a degree of entertainment) through the directed 

association, interaction, and sequence of perception of objects, places 

and events. It is suggested that the synthetic city, made up of any 

number of variations and possibilities, thrives on such confrontation, 

and can be as controlled (and perhaps “designed”) as much as the 

fabrication of any other art form, or product of modern culture.  

 
 
 
Notes: 
 
1. Most notable examples over the last decade would include Battery 
Park City, Manhattan and the redevelopment of Potsdamer Platz and 
Leipziger Platz, Berlin. 
 
2. In some ways, the capitalist city presents a contradiction on this 
point; where virtually anything goes—open development within the 
gridded gameboard, on the one hand, with advertised imagery on the 
facades that focus specific messages with pinpoint accuracy. 
 



3. The use of instant replay, probably first used on televised 
professional football, is one of the more startling phenomena of c 
ontemporary perception, a kind of temporal extension that allowed 
earlier action to be instantly re-lived. 
 
4. Guy Dubord, The Society of the Spectacle (New York: Zone Books, 
1995). 
 
5. Robert Smithson, “Incidents of Mirror-Travel in the Yucatan,” from  
Nancy Holt, ed. The  Writings of Robert Smithson (New York: New 
York University Press, 1979). 
 
6. Robert Smithson, “Fragments of a Conversation,” Ibid.,, pp. 168-70. 
 
7. Robert Hobbs, Robert Smithson: Sculpture, (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press), p. 22. 
 
8. This of course relates to the earlier achievement of Ebanezer 
Howard’s attempt to      relate town and country as described in Garden 
Cities of Tomorro (Cambridge: M.I.T. Press, 1965).  
 
9. Robert Smithson, “Frederick Law Olmstead and the Dialectical 
Landscape,” Op. Cit.        
 
10. Ibid., p. 120. 
 
11. Ibid., pp. 123-4. 
 
12. Ibid., p. 124. 
 
13. This is of course contrary to the current tendency to present the 
complete fantasy of a totally removed narrative from an external 
context, as in the new entertainment hotels in Las Vegas, such as the 
Bellagio, the Venetian, the Luxor, the New York, etc. 
 
14. Barbara Haskell, Claes Oldenburg: Object into Monument, 
Pasadena: Pasadena Art Museum, 1971), pp. 41, 57-59. 
 
15. No less confrontational was Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc 
placed in Manhattan’s Federal Plaza in 1981 (and forced to be 
removed some 7 years later) which redefined one’s perception 
of the plaza, focused one’s vision, and forced  a new trajectory 
through space. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE CINEMATIC CITY   

 

     A primary source for producing the synthetic city as well as 

expanding the definition of control can be found in other art forms  that 

are also based on the control of formal relationships and information, 

including film, theater, and sculptural installations. These cultural 

products are actually artificial fabrications that re-frame reality through 

manipulating the normal flow of time and space, and transform existing 

objects, materials, events or traditions into new formal and conceptual 

constructs.  One can discover a range of devices that produce qualities 

of displacement, temporal/spatial shift, distortion, and distancing not 

unlike those that have been evidenced in the recent formation of the 

synthetic city. Yet they can also offer a far greater range of richness, 

complexity and narrative content that can enlarge the potential content, 

and offer new possibilities of functional mix, interrelationships, and the 



spatial reorganization of the city. The idea is to use the medium of film 

to explore additional levels of spatial control, complexity and 

ambiguity that can evolve an expanded  language of the real-not real, 

and generate new organizational forms for evolving the modern city.   

     The relationship of film, architecture and the city has received 

significant attention in recent years,1 and this investigation will not 

attempt to go over the same ground. But it would be appropriate to 

review certain critical perceptual shifts and techniques of representation 

that have occurred throughout the evolution of cinema which contribute 

a number of interesting avenues for extending the possibilities of the 

synthetic city. While much of the interest in film to date has been based 

on the invention of imagery, narrative devices and cultural influences 

on architecture, the interest here is to rather focus on the structural 

characteristics of the medium relative to its ability to disrupt the real 

through discontinuities of time and space, as well as to change the 

perceptual focus from the centered viewer to dispersed  points of view 

based on the multi-directional gaze of the camera. The intent then, is to 

investigate the nature by which the performance media, already based 

in the synthetic, portrays spatial and temporal information that 

overcomes the limitations of wholeness and continuity based and the 

real (real space and real time) in favor of synthetic constructs, 

suggesting in new strategies for perceiving and ordering the city.  

     It should be first made clear that while a film may have the 

appearance of recording reality (Truffaut’s “truth 24 times a second”), 

it is actually an artificial construct through the nature of the frame, or 

the aperture, which can select only a fragment of a larger spatial field. 

This ability (or necessity) to crop a larger field into a smaller field of 

defined limits selects and removes one’s vision from the continuous, 

unframed space of reality, which is further ordered and re-presented 

through the editing process. Within the artifice of the framed image and 

constructed sequence are an extended range of possibilities for further 

spatial fragmentation and juxtaposition. Devices such as jump-cuts, 

cross-cutting, fade-in and fade-out, dissolve, flash-backs,  

forward/backward motion, and layering of sound and music are used to 

develop dramatic structure (setup, reversals, insight, counter-action, 

adversity, dissonance, tension, opposition) which are not limited by the 



presentation of temporal continuity and spatial unity based in everyday 

experience.2  

     Over the 20th century, the power of the media and the arts has 

redefined perception—the restructuring and discontinuities of time and 

space have become ingrained in the modern psyche, and now constitute 

a fundamental apparatus in the cognition of the modern world. Since 

the Renaissance, the perception of the world is through the self, the 

mind’s eye centered within our own body. But since the beginnings of 

film, the perception of the world is centered by “the other,” an external 

“third” eye that lets us view simultaneous realities from multiple 

perspectives. The redefinition of perception is centered on the 

relationships of the camera, object and viewer. On the one hand, the 

role of the camera is that of a neutral recorder of reality that is re-

presented to the viewer; but through the evolution of film technique, it 

also becomes a determinant of spatial/temporal effects and narrative 

action.  

     This dual role of passive observer and instigator of action is based 

on the mechanism of the gaze, as performed by both camera and 

spectator. The interaction of the camera’s and the spectator’s gaze is 

manipulated by both the setting, i.e., the preconceived story as 

documented by the camera, as well as the expressive actions/needs of 

the characters performing the action as dictated within the script. The 

third eye of the camera typically follows the action within the film from 

outside the scene, but then might abruptly shift, and follows the 

directed gaze of the character from within the scene. At other times, the 

camera establishes an independent eye, searching for action, that directs 

a viewpoint which the characters will later inhabit, thus acting as a 

determinant of future events (a common device used in 1960’s Italian 

cinema, particularly the work of Fellini). Or conversely, as in the films 

of Rossellini,  it is the nature of the event that dictates the camera’s 

viewpoint, in which the filmmaker and spectator no longer guide the 

action; rather, the event forces its own time and directs the flow of 

action. The spectator, as witness, like a person coming upon a traffic 

accident, becomes a helpless victim.3  

    The role of the camera is most noticeable during the “empty” gaze, 

where the camera records an uninhabited scene. In this case, the action 

goes on off-screen, and incrementally shifts into the camera viewpoint, 



so that the camera seems to “discover” an ongoing action that was 

going on outside of the film itself.4 Through the condition of the gaze, 

the camera acquires independence as it observes the action outside of 

the internal, ongoing narrative of the story, acting as a form of voyeur, 

and we, the spectator, join on as voyeurs through the instrumentality of 

the camera. The camera thus become a devise that enables one to be 

removed, to be taken outside the context as a freely roaming observer 

looking inside, rather than a captured participant observing the action 

from within as an inalterable flow of perceived events.. At that point, 

what the camera sees is no longer an objective depiction of the action. 

It has become a tool that acts independently as the third eye, to reframe, 

reconstruct, and reexamine the narrative action of the film.  

    This allows the action in a film like The Usual Suspects (1997) to re-

present a scene several times, from different points of view as the film 

evolves, sometimes presented within the narrative, or described by a 

third party, and observed by the camera. Ee can no longer rely on the 

camera as object recorder of the truth, as the scene is retold and shifts 

our earlier preconceptions. The camera tricks us time and again, as we 

are voyeuristically look on, and begin to realize that what we are 

allowed to see is not necessarily what really happens, or is seen in 

temporal order.  

     In The Limey (1999), past, present and future action are presented 

discontinuously, which we have seen many times before in the common 

devices of the montage, or jump cut. But here, such scenes are 

presented as a continuous narrative, in which the present action 

suddenly shifts back into what transpired a moment before, or the 

single moment (and not a bit more) that the camera wants us to observe 

through the mind of the main character, and then shifts back again into 

what we thought was the present, but are no longer sure.  The narrative 

in the present seems to not be complete enough, not descriptive enough 

to adequately present the event, and becomes extended, both spatially 

and temporally to generate a heightened, or hyper reality. It is the 

camera, and not the viewer which is in control, presenting an 

independent, synthetic reconstruction of the familiar, resulting in a 

perception of space and events no longer as a singular, objective fact, 

but a variable, shifting, manipulation of the facts—an utter fabrication, 

but a very convincing one.  



     Also released in 1999 was The End of the Affair, a film which 

hinges on a focal event, in which the relationship between two lovers is 

shattered by a rocket attack in World War II London. The event is told 

twice—first, from the perspective of the man, who is almost killed, 

assume dead by his lover, and is then inexplicably rejected after 

discovering to be alive. Then, the narrative later shifts back in time, and 

the scene is precisely repeated, but from the perspective of the woman, 

which displaces the point of view both within the narrative and from 

the camera’s gaze; what was seen from the back becomes the front, 

what was initially said off-camera is now presented to the audience, 

and the reason for the end of the affair becomes clear. The film, 

through the reconstruction of time, is able to present two equally 

convincing realities, whose meaning could not be conveyed by the 

fundamental convention (and limitation) of an event’s occupation in a 

specific time and place that can only be experienced once, before it 

passes into the realm of history. In this case, each event is synthetically 

re-presented within an extended present, and meaning is expanded 

through comparison between the two confined perceptions of the 

protagonists.       

     In other respects, it is the “space” of the film which we know is an 

artificially controlled construct, and is presented in varying degrees, or 

doses of reality. The filmed action might take place in a completely 

artificially constructed set, which “looks” like it’s of our world, but in 

fact is a total fabrication, as the back lots of Hollywood have done for 

years. In some cases, the intent is to make the familiar, or accuracy of 

the set, slightly imperfect, or unfamiliar, that will perhaps cause greater 

attention to be paid, or support the narrative in some way. This was 

obviously the case of Stanley Kubrick’s last film “For Your Eyes Only” 

(1999) in which certain scenes that take place in Greenwich Village, 

New York, and could have easily been filmed on site, but were actually 

filmed in London, with additional props provided to “look” like New 

York. The viewer knows something isn’t quite right, which adds to the 

sense of unease which is being conveyed by, and to the protagonist.  

     The other choice is to film on location, which produces for the 

viewer something equivalent to what is known to be the actual place.  

But the film production possesses the ability to change and control any 

number of details (props, lighting, weather conditions) of the actual 



location to make the scene support the narrative, and work more 

effectively. (And the viewer is well aware of the probability of 

tampering).The result is a little less than real—or, perhaps even a more 

perfect presentation, an idealized version, what might be called a kind 

of “hyper” real presentation of the place. Thus, one picks out a part of a 

perfect New York brownstone block, crops out the inconsistent 

buildings, and we have a “perfect” context for two lovers to meet (“The 

Way We Were,” 1973). Or, by choosing a different  block in New 

York, we have an equally perfect context for a gangland killing to take 

place (“Mean Streets,” 1973).  

     It become especially astonishing, then, to see a film that plays it 

straight, and uses the actual context to reinforce the reality of the 

narrative outside of the presentation of the film. In “The Search” 

(1948), the fracturing of human connections as a result of the war is 

paralleled with the fracturing of an urban context left in ruins. It is the 

actual ruins of Czechoslovakian cities existing shortly after the war that 

were used as the set; orphaned children were used to play orphans. The 

film is “about” the plight of orphans attempting to survive in a city 

ravaged by war, and rather than constructing a parallel fiction, actually 

uses real children left orphaned to play the part of orphans, placed in an 

actual city, their city, ravaged by war! But the irony is that the ruins are 

already somewhat cleaned up by 1948, and don’t look quite right (why 

aren’t the streets filled with bricks?), causing the viewer to wonder if 

the filmed ruin has in some way been manipulated as a traditional film 

set, and is an artificial recreation after all. 

  

The City as Cinema  

 

    The existing American City is a difficult candidate to take on the 

perceptual and temporal terms of cinematic vision. Its ordering concept 

is based on 19th century paradigms of centered, perspectival vision, 

manifested as clear, repetitive systems (typically the grid) that defines 

public streets and open spaces, which through patterns of private 

development and ownership, has tended to endure to the present day. 

On the other hand, city fabric within the grid has proven to be subject 

to a somewhat more dynamic scene of continuing transformation 

throughout the 20th century. Possibilities of subtraction (the vacant lot), 



replacement (maximization of value) and addition (expansion of outer 

spatial boundaries) evolve as the pressure of late capitalism play out 

across the development game board. Given the nature of private 

development, the power of global corporations to induce radical 

transformation, and the increased role of media and transitory 

advertising in public space, it would seem that it is appropriate to 

consider the possibilities of film as an agent of redefinition. Many of 

the characteristics of film in terms of temporal discontinuity, 

fragmentation, perceptual conflict, and spatial compression not only 

have a potential role, but in many instances, have already shown up, 

with the further formation of the cinematic city not so far behind.   

     Perhaps the most clear examples of the city’s transformation 

through cinematic montage across time and space occurs in situations 

where large-scale transformation and redevelopment has been 

undertaken, typically within clearly bounded (framed) contexts, while 

the transformation has not been completely carried out. The status of  

the incomplete, either by plan or chance, produces two completely 

different types of development, or two ongoing narratives, either 

unrelated or dialectically opposed, that intersect in a dialogue across 

time.  

     This kind of urban “cross-cutting” occurs, for instance, on the lower 

East Side of New York, seen along Grand Street or East Broadway.  

The area was originally a dense, consistent fabric of tenements within 

the urban gridiron that was transformed into a series of tower-in-the-

park projects, a completely different typology based on Ville Radieuse 

ideals and social intentions. In many cases, fragments of the tenements 

still exist, and are interspersed along edges of the towers, so that both 

the earlier fabric and the towers are illogically superimposed in the 

same overall field, with the resulting formal and social conflicts laid 

bare, open and unresolved. In other cases, one side of a street is of 

continuous 19th century row housing, and the other side   an edge of 

20th century towers, so that as one walks down the street, one’s vision 

is bifurcated into two continuous, but differing  narratives across time.   

     Surely one of the richest expressions of cross-cutting between 

diametrically opposed scenes were the early stages of the Times Square 

redevelopment (around 1990-1995). Remnants of the old porn shops 

and theaters were interspersed with new offices, restaurants, shops and 



legitimate theaters, resulting in a juxtaposition of the historic (decaying, 

decadent, marginal) vs. the new (fresh, healthy, dominant). The 

contrast couldn’t be taken in by one particular viewpoint, but had to be 

observed over time throughout an extended area. It was more 

powerfully jarring (comparable to the cross-cutting between baptism 

and murder sequences in Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather Part 

2) than any one, hierarchically thematic image, as one was observing 

clear articulations of political mandate, zoning policy, and shifting 

cultural desires. The reading of all of these forces intertwined into a 

complex battle of image and content. In another sense, a traditional 

dramatic narrative was drawn along the lines of cultural/social conflict 

at a most critical point of the city’s evolution, far more interesting than 

the final total victory fulfilling the bland expectations of visiting 

tourists.  

     If the traditional city is structured on the hierarchical disposition of 

defined places expressing a singular ideal, which evolve with a degree 

of consistency based upon preconceived guidelines, and clear, intended 

roles for the individual parts, a “cinematic city” suggests something of 

another kind entirely. The nature of film encourages a breakdown of 

hierarchy, as the continually flowing of images passes by, all subjected 

to the same structural limits of the medium, the cropped proportions of 

the frame moving through the projector at a constant rate. One no 

longer flinches at any form of juxtaposition, cross-cut, or information 

presented out of sequence; anything can be presented with, or after 

anything else, and it is accepted without question. Central, universal 

themes are no longer the point, and obscure details that have relatively 

little consequence can be magnified beyond all proportion.  

     Take for example, the opening sequence of in David Lynch’s “Blue 

Velvet.” The image of an isolated human ear starts the film, and even 

takes up the whole screen, but ultimately is of little consequence, 

except for suggesting a sense of foreboding of what is to follow. Or 

later in the same film, scenes of private desire and degradation are 

presented agonizingly longer than any fleeting, and usually forgotten 

fantasy actually experienced; or, a shockingly unclothed Isabella 

Rossellini suddenly emerges into a scene from nowhere, defying 

convention, and the belief of the viewer. The majority of scenes deny 



any sustained narrative, could be presented in a different order, and 

break down normal expectations and thematic relationships.  

     In a similar manner, the synthetic city allows traditional thematic to 

become neutralized, or smoothed over, so that the sequencing of events 

has little obligation to the norms of cohesion, thematic relationship, or 

cultural integration, let alone stylistic/aesthetic consistency. At first it 

was astonishing to find that popular “theme” restaurants and stores 

could become mixed with the high-end retail shops along Fifth Avenue 

or 57th Street in Manhattan, streets which were once only identified as 

outposts of the wealthy, cultivated and unique. Yet the Walt Disney and 

Warner Bros. theme stores, designed with the same exquisite details 

and materials as Gucci fit in surprisingly well, and have become 

accepted. All the retailers appreciate the increased tourist traffic, and it 

becomes difficult to stamp differing qualitative values on what in the 

end are just commodities to be sold to different clientele. Most of the 

products for Walt Disney are very well made, relative to their purpose 

and market, and it becomes absurd to suggest that they are not as 

“good” as the Gucci shoes, relative to its purpose and market. The 

tourists go to both stores, and might even buy both types of products.  

      The notion of identity based on place has become “no-identity,’ as 

high and low end retail, restaurants, expand into every part of the city, 

and find a waiting market of every class, culture and race that are all 

exposed to, and consequently desire the same things. The fracture of 

place and value becomes arbitrary, and constantly in flux. The least 

desirable industrial areas become identified as the most desirable place 

to live and work, while the industrial lofts which were initially 

constructed as the least expensive space become more expensive than 

space conceived as luxury housing or offices in the most desirable areas 

of the city.   

 

Cinematic Additions 

 

     The cinematic city can acquire any number of imported layers, or 

events, unaffected by history, or earlier alignments of place and time, 

and ultimately take over the traditional, linear text of urban 

development. Such layers, or synthetic surfaces, whether physical or 

pictorial, can be added to the existing armature of walls and roofs, and 



are removed from the constraints of environmental, symbolic, or local 

representation, resulting in additional richness and complexity to the 

experience of the city.  

      An obvious manifestation of synthetic layering is the incorporation 

of static and animated billboards, which almost instantaneously change 

the given view of the scene at will, irrespective of what lies beneath the 

surface. These images form illusive “holes” in the real space of the city, 

which tend to operate independent from their surroundings, and can 

take on an unlimited range of content and imagery. Billboards, through 

the use of new technologies and aggressive advertising campaigns, 

have acquired a more significant role in the urban scene; they are larger 

in scale, more able to be rapidly changed, and can be applied to almost 

any building surface (windows are a minor obstacle) with public 

exposure. An inspired, pervasive use of billboards can 

  

 
 Billboard, Lower Manhattan 

 

 

overlay various spatial/temporal shifts to the passing viewer.5 For 

instance, an earlier view of a scene can be depicted prior to certain 

stages of later redevelopment, or, a “corrected” view can screen the 

undesirable and projects a possible, improved future. Images can be 

introduced that offer some critique, counterpoint, or continuing 

narrative to the adjacent context. Through a continuous sequence of 

images that introduce an alternative reference, the billboard can shift 

the time frame to an earlier period (i.e., put time in reverse) or shift to 

another context entirely.  

     Signs and lighting are another form of building additions that 

generate a form of narrative, and can influence the quality and power of 



conveyed content. Simply the naming of buildings that carry similar 

associations, such as the light bulb signs that announce the Broadway 

theaters in a floating perspective down 44th Street, unite the various 

theaters through a common iconography of light and programmed 

association. There can be initiated a kind of dialogue between particular 

signs, suggesting contradictory messages (“smoke X”, “don’t smoke 

Y,” natural landscape vs. cityscape; or historical image vs. imaged 

future). Signs can complete a series of partial messages; or, restate, 

reinterpret, and reinforcing a continuing but fragmented series of 

narratives as one circulates through the city. Variations of scale and 

placement adjust degrees of emphasis and impact, and the order, 

density and complexity of information all affect the content and quality 

of communication. Parallel (perspectival) vs. perpendicular (layered) 

relationships to the street engage the viewers gaze differently, and 

determine the degree of sequencing, versus superimposition of 

information, which in turn varies the degree of interference, 

reinforcement, and continuity of the perceived message.  

     Through animated presentation, electronic imagery can perform as 

synthetic narratives unto themselves, with the ability to juxtapose a 

dense assembly of divergent, random images over an extended field. 

The effects can become more complex, such as the presentation of a 

“time delay,” in which action just completed is depicted in the present, 

or the foreground scene is fractured from the background. One might 

include scenes that are actually hidden from view, or incorporate a 

local from a different place, or a scene presented from a different 

perspective viewpoint.6 Most effective along these lines are the giant, 

competing video screens now viewed in Times Square, which present a 

dual depiction of spatial scenes, one within another, as an ongoing 

juxtaposition of virtual/actual space, past/present time, and 

immediate/remote action.  

     Typically, the presentation of an event or stimulus is controlled, or 

directed by an external source. It is also possible, however, through 

interactive media techniques, to let the event be partially controlled, or 

determined by the participant. In Bill Viola’s video The Tree of 

Knowledge, the subject of the tree’s transformation is predetermined, 

but is activated by the viewer’s transversal through space, with the rate 

of transformation within the video dependent on the pace of the 



viewer’s forward motion. It is even possible to reverse the sequence, 

and go back to the beginning by simply walking back in the other 

direction. Once one catches on, the experience becomes controlled, and 

modified according to the wishes of the participant, played against the 

background screen of the city. The layered perception could be of 

almost any juxtaposed subject matter, or might specifically complement 

the needs/qualities of an actual context, such as Viola’s work above, 

which can place and evolve virtual trees (certainly more expressive 

than the real thing) in a context lacking any other reference to 

landscape.   

     Another form of addition exists through the formation of 

“scaffolding” (of which the above billboard is one example), which  
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enables  buildings to take on dynamic, changing qualities in contrast to 

the long periods stasis between stages of urban redevelopment While 

the role of scaffolding is typically a functional operation that allows 

maintenance or reconstruction of existing buildings, and is removed 

after the completion of work, the interest here is on scaffolding that can 

perform as an act of perceptual transformation which the can change 

the building’s physical characteristics after its construction, 

independent of its original aesthetic and structural presence. The idea is 

to turn architecture from an inanimate to an animate condition, that is 

then able to take on the freedom of cinema’s ability to fracture the 

singularity of the real into more complex, changing hybrids that adjust 

and intensify the experience of the city. What is continuous can be 

interrupted; the symmetrical be made unsymmetrical; the banality of 

completion be energized into states of the unfinished; the smooth 

acquire points of roughness; the colorless be infused with color; the 

non-hierarchical establish points of emphasis; the total order be made 



incomplete; the literal surface made pictorial; the mute exterior portray 

selective interior events.  

     One can imagine building scaffolds that acquire “completion” by 

their relational to another scaffold some distance away, suggesting 

perceptual or cognitive connections over an extended context. Portions 

of a building can be layered with the material of another, while parts of 

the facade can be concealed or emphasized or redirect attention. The 

scaffolding can be activated to move, performing as an aperture that 

adjusts degrees of concealment vs. exposure to the interior, orients to 

the sun, changes color, material, or verbal content, enlarges or 

contracts, or selectively allows entry to adjacent buildings, able and 

ready to change when the situation requires.  

     The point here is not simply to change, and possibly improve 

particular buildings in the city that need improvement (which it would) 

or to enable changes in conditions thought to be fixed and immutable. 

The issue is rather to provide a mechanism to activate the city into 

something alive, pulsating, animate and expressive. To allow for the 

possibility of change, almost instant change, so that the city enters into 

a continuing dialogue with cultural development, both reflecting and 

directing its transformation instead of being simply the neutral carcass 

that contains and camouflages internal activity.  

     This strategy of marking and redefining fragments of the individual 

building through synthetic additions can be expanded into the 

orchestration of streets and districts of the larger city scene. Through 

acquiring particular locations as easements, there can be developed a 

designed sequencing of information, a coordination of formal devices, 

imagery, content, and times when changes are to be enacted. The city 

becomes actually two cities operating concurrently: one is the presence 

of real spaces, circumstances and needs evolved in real time. The other 

city becomes a form of cinematic production, in which the continuous 

field of events and perceptions can be controlled, transformed, 

displaced and/or connected to express larger synthetic narratives of 

meaning and perception that change and evolve as an unfolding 

cinematic sequence.  

 

Cinematic Voids  

 



The primary means of achieving temporal/spatial disjunction is through 

the formation of voids, or openings within the city fabric which 

otherwise would be committed to be filled in by continuous built form, 

or programmed space generated by normal real estate operations. This 

notion of voiding may be applied at the scale of an individual building 

lot, multiple lots, an overall district, or even parts of a single lot, as 

volumetric “cuts” out of selected portions of the total potential built 

volume. The idea is simply that the parts that are left out are free to 

become something else, through different ownership and/or controlled 

programming, insuring a desired degree of potential intermixing of 

events, multiple orders, and pictorial contrast. In other words, to 

synthesize the cinematic city as a dialectical experience, one must first 

set up dialectical site conditions that initially structure the tendency 

towards the discontinuous and fragmented, or parallel to film, generate 

space that allows itself to be cut and reassembled.   

    In the cinema, the possibility of the incomplete, or unfinished, the 

gaps in a story, the introduction of unexplained sub-plots, red herrings, 

the “missing seventeen minutes” of the Nixon transcript are powerful 

narrative devices. It is the missing gaps that challenge the conventions, 

or clichés of resolution, the expected following of the rules, the 

production of outcomes already known in advance. In the Film Noir 

projects of the 1950’s, much of the space is voided out—the empty 

streets and dark shadows are a palpable presence which convey the 

quality of a dangerous, unknown future, cut off from the conventions of 

normal life.  

     Similarly, the city of voids is incomplete; the gaps are divisions 

between the flow of disparate images, disrupting the bland continuity of 

any singular, or total narrative. In the case of an already built situation, 

one enacts voided space through condemnation and purchase—an 

existing building, or part of a building is ready to be interchanged with 

another owner and program. In the case of a new context, one 

preconceives volumes that are to be left out, mapped and controlled, 

and potentially ready for alternative development at some future time. 

One could say that certain spaces are banked and ready to be activated 

(programmed) and initiate the desired narrative, or dialectic between 

the parts.  



     Defining voids, or the negative site challenges the traditional 

concept of site as an autonomous whole. The voids are instituted as a 

form of interference, that break down singular entities into smaller, 

incomplete fragments. The interruption may occur at grade, or placed 

somewhere above within the site volume; the void may be proportioned 

as a vertical shaft, horizontal fissure, or even a diagonal easement; it 

may constitute a particular property within a larger district, or a partial 

volume within a given site. Whole sites and whole districts can never 

be completed as a single intention, as if  there were “holdouts” on the 

scene who refused to allow their property to be redeveloped in the 

context of  surrounding dominant development. Anyone developing 

such a site needs to build in strategies for circumventing the obstacles, 

and allow for exceptions. One must be a willing participant in the 

spatial/temporal subversion by building in and controlling the 

programmatic deviations within one’s own project, forcing 

complexities which may actually instigate, for instance, additional 

desired amenities to serve the given program. The other challenge is 

connecting to a fragmented space which is say, detached from the 

public ground plane, or submerged partially within an antagonistic 

context. This lost space must somehow be accessed through some form 

of internal easement or external lifeline that snakes outside of the 

building to connect to other points of access. 

      The quality and placement of the voids depends on circumstance, 

the ability to implement in an existing context, and the desired degree 

of complexity and dialectic between the synthetic and the real. Existing 

voids might remain as their own narrative strategy as opposed to 

normal expectations of completion and closure.7 Encountering the gaps 

in the city leave open other possibilities for completion, act as points of 

resistance in the continuity of evolving development, and make 

tangible places of rupture, or silence, a punctuation in the continuous 

flow of random imagery.  

     In other cases, the rhythmic density of information through multiple, 

random, non-hierarchical open sites can set up high degrees of 

complexity, and multiple, concurrent dialogues (as in the disparate 

imagery of Times Square.) Or, a more systematic arrangement of 

repetitive events can introduce a single, running dialogue that emerges 

sequentially, reciprocally interacting, or “cross-cutting” with existing 



development. This could be accomplished by alternating building 

elements from one side of a street to another, or placing parallel 

openings that align across the street, or sequentially jump to higher or 

lower elevations. A continuous zone that cuts a divisive line through 

neighborhoods could “jump-cuts” to development on the other side, as 

an abrupt confrontation or between events, or “dissolve” from one zone 

to another through some transitional series of spaces. The in-filling of 

the voids may present singular, or unique pieces of information which 

seem to be disconnected, but are somehow tied  
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together as they are sequentially perceived and intertwined over an 

extended context. There may be a singular thematic overlay within the 

voids that establishes its own order that threads itself through more 

random, disparate development, forming a running narrative acting as a 

kind of referential datum within the surrounding chaos.    

     The content of the voided openings, i.e., what do they become, and 

what form, or language they take is a matter of control (ownership) and 

the desire of the “director” (whether public agency or private 

developer). One would hope that such places are more than simply 

opportunities for billboard advertising, which does achieve, however,  a 



radical contrast of the illusionary, or pictorial space in the context of 

the surface materiality of surrounding buildings. A better possibility 

would be to develop specified content that might comment upon 

significant nearby sites, or other synthetic voids. Content could be 

based in a running dialogue of a cultural, political or sociological 

nature. For example, sites near the U.N. would take on a geo-political 

content; vs. sites in impoverished  areas condemning those social 

conditions; vs. sites across from the church spreading its message; vs. 

sites across the Daily News providing up-to-date editorial news 

commentary; vs. a site across a particular product advertisement 

offering an alternative product, and so on, all of which can quickly be 

changed and reprogrammed over time.  

     Beyond the use of media representation to set up polar perceptions 

between literal and illusive space, it is also possible to in-fill the void 

with physical interventions that establish alternate forms of 

programming, materiality, and language. Here again the emphasis is on 

contrast and dialectic: the articulation of object vs. planar surface; the 

changing vs. the permanent; pictorial depth vs. the literal surface; the 

reflective vs. the opaque; open vs. the closed (or vice-versa); the unique 

program (public) vs. private accommodation; the spiritual vs. the 

profane; the honorific vs. economic necessity, and so on. The nature of 

the dialectic and narrative occurs both locally, between the unique void 

and its particular context, or between the extended series of voids in a 

larger context, which may be orchestrated into a controlled, 

comprehensive presentation of events. In some cases, the voids will 

remain undeveloped, and simply perform as pauses, incomplete 

possibilities within the continuing surrounding narrative, awaiting for 

the proper moment to enter in to the dialogue.  

     A key component of producing the cinematic city is through the 

control of a programmatic narrative. The notion of narrative here, 

rather than based on verbalization, is one in which the temporal and 

spatial dialogue is dependent on the orchestration of activity and 

programmed use.8 The potential is to reconstruct space and program 

that parallels film’s ability to destabilize the continuous flow of time 

and space, either within an existing fabric or the formation of a new 

context. The outcome would be a series of narratives, sometimes 

conflicting and inconsistent, that establishes a more accurate text of the 



city’s evolution and the shifts and complexities of modern culture. Such 

a narrative would incorporate a disjunctive, discontinuous, and 

sometimes illogical development of the parts over time (the essence of 

film) vs. the coherent comprehension of the parts into a unified whole 

that remain constant over time.  

      The goal is the destruction of both the organic consistencies of the 

historic city that are antagonistic to the flux of modern culture, as well 

as the tendency to simplistically order the contemporary city through a 

series of rules and principles of development. The two most guilty 

culprits are zoning, which when carried out, has resulted in stratified 

uses and repetitive typologies, and the perfect, forced consistencies 

achieved through historic preservation.  

       The objective of the cinematic city is to regain content through the 

presentation of information as a fundamentally dialectical, fragmentary 

experience (which is equally a primary operation of film technique). 

The fragments of programs, buildings and districts are authentic and 

real manifestations of place in the cultural continuum.  Their 

orchestrated juxtaposition, expressed as a non-linear, cinematic 

sequence of spaces and events, is manipulated and synthetic, and 

closely aligns with the evolving text of current urban culture.  

 

 
Notes:  

 
1.    Recent cultural/imagery studies include: Don Albrecht (Essay.)  Film 

and Architecture: Set Design From Blade Runner to Metropolis (New 
York: Prestal, 1996) and .  

 
2.    Peter Klinge, Lee McConkey, Introduction to Film Structure 

(Washington D.C.: University Press of America, 1982). 
 
3.    Jean Douchet, French New Wave (New York: DAPI,  Inc, 1999). 
 
4.    One of the most memorable examples would be the scenes when we 

hear, but do not see Bridgett Bardot in Jean-Luc Godard’s Contempt as 
she move in and out of the camera frame. 

 
5.    Architecturally scaled murals were pioneered by Richard Haas, and 

first commissioned in New York and Boston in the early 1970s. 
 
6.    This is similar to early video experiments by the artist Bruce  

Nauman, as in his corridor installations of 1970 and 1971,  
most notably in “Live-Taped Video Corridor,” which  
incorporates a live and pre-recorded videotape of a corridor,  
showing the back of a visitor moving away and getting  



smaller as the monitor is approached. See Bruce Nauman:  
Catalogue Raisonne (Minneapolis: Walker Art Center, 1995,  
pp.   241, 245. 247, 251. 
  

7.    While dramatically expressed through the gaps of  
destruction in post-World War II Berlin, this condition of the narrative 
void is paradoxically disappearing as the city quickly rebuilds after the 
fall of the Berlin Wall in 1991 

 
8.    Bernard Tschumi, The Manhattan Transcripts (London: Academy  

Editions, 1981). 


