
GAMES REFRAME 
THE HISTORY OF 

REPRESENTATION

GAMES REINVIGORATE 
SPECULATIVE ARCHITECTURE

Architecture has always had an 
impulse towards  the imaginary 
and unreal. We can think of 
Piranesi’s paradoxical Carceri 
where ‘only things become  truly 
“liberated”’1 or Archizoom’s 
No-Stop City, a ‘quantitative’2 
utopia that correctly predicted 
the rise of urban systems and 
objects based entirely on 
informational relationships. 

This desire �nds its ultimate 
medium in game engines. 
Here we can build synthetic 
universes from nothing, born 
into a void and pieced 
together before being set into 
motion. Through procedural 
techniques we can now 
conceive of environments 
where architecture and 
nature and everything in 
between is produced by one 
algorithmic system.

In games one can easily 
travel back in time to Ancient 
Greece, Renaissance Rome 
or Victorian London but these 
will be distorted caricatures 
of the past. Beyond the 
surface, their connection to 
history in fact lies in the 
regime of representation. 

But to unlock this potential and 
create new worlds that resonate 
with the plug-in, no-stop, 
�oating and paradoxical cities of 
the past, we must combine the 
design ethics of these 
experimental projects with the 
capabilities of game engines. In 
doing this, game worlds can 
become computational means 
to reassert utopic and 
experimental architecture and 
challenge our existing power 
structures, through a medium 
that regularly enforces them.

VIDEOGAME 
URBANISM

A VISUAL 
MANIFESTO BY 
YOU+PEA

History is revisited constantly through the 
techniques used to make game worlds. It 
underpins the software itself. In the virtual 
we still render fake skies, establish sightlines 
and map images on two-dimensional planes. 
Every time we propose visions of the future 
through games, we must remember how 
closely tied our conception of such worlds is 
to earlier representational ideals. We need 
new ways of seeing, to break the ubiquitous 
perspective camera and enmesh multiple 
spatial viewpoints together.

From Pozzo’s dome of the Sant’Ignazio 
to Japanese fusuma depicting nature 
upon the walls of a room, the history of 
architecture is full of techniques that 
extended physical space into the 
virtual. The Picturesque cultivated 
nature into a virtual realm, requiring 
experience in duration to be fully 
formed. Capriccio paintings would 
produce surprise from anachronistic 
compositions of space.



Videogame urbanism allows us 
to address cities not only from 
the top down but from the eyes 
up, to explore new urban forms 
that directly address the political 
and social limitations of reality 
by intensifying and clarifying 
our perception of them. 

GAMES CRITIQUE CITIES 
AND URBAN FORMS

GAMES ARE NEW MEANS 
OF PUBLIC PARTICIPATION

Ian Bogost argues game algorithms 
are ‘caricatures’ of reality but at least 
they are (generally) honest about it, 
unlike the social engineers of Silicon 
Valley.3  By breaking down the 
complex logics of modern cities into 
smaller and more relatable terms of 
engagement, we can make games that 
will have an immediate and actionable 
effect on people.

The edges of game worlds are tacit 
reinforcements of our real, lived limits. For 
an architect, these virtual boundaries that 
constrain the player must be considered as 
spatial and political challenges. They mirror 
and expose the implicit limitations that 
citizens encounter within cities. By working 
with interactive simulations of space we 
can make this explicit, to demonstrate that 
beyond the representation of architectural 
space it is in fact the types of behaviour 
that urban forms make permissible which 
really counts. Videogame urbanism allows us to 

create environments that reveal 
certain logics and rules that shape 
cities, and make systems designed to 
incorporate people into processes 
who are given the ability to change 
them. The spectre of SimCity looms 
large, its veneer of layered networks 
all working towards ‘the most 
extreme tendencies of development 
in the USA’4. Yet Foldit or Sea Hero 
Quest show that games with clear 
and discrete objectives can activate 
willing players as a productive force 
for noble goals. Our videogame 
urbanism must be similarly direct.

Game worlds are never true representations of 
reality, no matter how accurate they may 
appear. In fact, the most successful virtual 
recreations of real cities distort our conception 
and memory of space rather than attempting to 
model their ‘objective realities.’5 At their best, 
games can make us feel like we know a place 
without ever having travelled there even if this 
picture is technically incomplete.

The processes by which cities are 
designed and procured are often 
closed to ordinary citizens. This limits 
which voices are heard. Although big 
data and smart city technologies 
produce vast new sets of information, 
we must question both its accessibility 
and also its use. 



Compared to many of the prevailing 
modernist ideas of how the digital will 
reinvent architecture, from robotic 
manufacturing to big data and arti�cial 
intelligence, the stories and worlds of 
games can appear whimsical and 
unconcerned with bigger questions. 
Yet it is precisely this folly that provides 
opportunity for architects.
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Every day across the globe millions of people travel to the intense 
escapist environments of videogames. The synthetic nature of these 
worlds challenges our normative conception of space, while our 
interactions through interfaces and avatars allow players to assume 
new roles and capabilities not possible in physical reality. 

Yet games remain tethered to our everyday lives, in both their 
fantasies and their mechanisms. Whether playing as a treasure hunter 
or city mayor—labor and the act of repetitive engagement with a game 
is how its world is fully formed. The rise of ‘free-to-play’ games such as 
Fortnite has seen games become more foregrounded as places of work 
where players unlock new items and rewards through repetitive play 
(‘grinding’). 

Divorced from ideas of ef�ciency, or the 
inexorable march of technological 
progress by what Graeme Kirkpatrick 
calls their ‘opening up of the machine’6  
games allow us to use advanced 
computation in ironic or deviant ways. 
Witness the amount of programming 
expertise applied into simulating dwarf 
societies or developing exaggerated 
breast physics. 

Videogames force us to us process architectural space as 
both experiential and informational entities at the same 
time. Galloway calls them ‘allegories for our 
contemporary life under the protocological network of 
continuous informatic control’7, where our toaster is 
harvesting biometric data from us to sell to our 
governments. We should use the subversive weirdness of 
game aesthetics to explore computation not just as a tool 
for increasing the ef�ciency of the city, but as one for 
enriching its inconsistency, intensifying its form and 
�ipping its culture on its head.

GAMES CHALLENGE 
DOMINANT TECHNOLOGICAL 
NARRATIVES

WORKING TOWARDS A
VIDEOGAME URBANISM

The success of Fortnite is also tied 
to the streamer economy, where 
skilful players have moved from 
consumers into a new labour force 
generating capital through constant 
play that monetizes the medium’s 
‘aesthetics of repetition.’8 Virtual game 
worlds are not only synthetic 
environments designed by people to 
be occupied by people, but they are 
sites for new forms of labour and new 
forms of culture. So why does 
architecture have little to no place in 
this situation?

To answer this question—or at least assume a foothold in this 
context—we established the Videogame Urbanism Laboratory, where 
our research unpacks the various complex systems of cities into small 
games which expose certain realities of our lives as citizens. We have 
produced games about an augmented reality post-Brexit EU opt-in for 
Londoners, the �exible language of the UK planning notice, grotesque 
advertisements for luxury apartment developments and the carbon 
footprint of urbanites. We explore the relationship between 
represented game worlds, the rule systems we design and the 
player’s real-time task of uncovering them. We accept that our games 
are caricatures and imperfect models of reality. We place value in 
creating interactive worlds that establish their critical position through 
a player’s discovery of its logic, which is only revealed through 
repeated engagement.

Using games as tools in this way allows us to 
question the forces and systems that shape 
contemporary urbanism, and in turn develop 
virtual worlds that challenge existing power 
structures. We aim to use games to explore smart 
cities, stupid cities and all those possible cities 
in-between.
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