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Preface and Acknowledgments

This book is about how digital technologies are changing the sensory experiencing of urban environments. The ways in which cities are planned, designed, represented, and lived are some of the things that have preoccupied us in the last two decades and which we have researched together and separately through various projects. Since around 2010 we noticed from our research a profound change in the working practices and perceptions of those conceiving new urban redevelopments and in the way city users engaged with and discussed their experiences of urban life, as digital technologies were drawn upon more and more often in both the making of and living in cities. In 2017, over a coffee, when discussing our work and academic journeys, we realized that a common theme was emerging from our projects. We identified something new to say about how digital visualizations, from computer-generated images to mobile apps and social media, have transformed both the conception and engagements individuals have with cities. Increasingly everyday sensory urban experience is mediated by digital technologies, and we wanted to explore what consequences this has for how cities are felt and planned. This is how this book came to be written.

While the arguments in this book are new and have not been published elsewhere, our thinking has been informed by a range of research projects we would like to acknowledge, as well as the papers that have been published from those projects. We started working together on our first project between 2007 and 2009, analyzing how people experience two very different town centers in a project called “Urban Aesthetics: A Comparison of Experiences in Milton Keynes and Bedford Town Centres” (funded by the Economic and Social Research Council grant RES-062-23-0223). This inspired the next project on the ways in which computer-generated images transform architectural working practices and the design of future developments, and from 2011 to 2013, with Claire Melhuish, we worked on “Architectural Atmospheres: The Impact of Digital Technologies on Architectural Design Practice” (again funded by the Economic and Social Research Council, grant RES-062-23-3305). A series of papers have been published from these projects that have fed into the thinking and development of this book (Degen et al., 2008, 2017; Degen and Rose, 2012; Melhuish et al., 2014, 2016; Rose et al., 2014, 2015).

Independently, we then continued our research on cities and digital technologies. Gillian developed her interest in the digital mediation of urban spaces by leading the project “Smart Cities in the Making: Learning from Milton Keynes” (ES/N014421/1), also funded by the Economic and Social Research Council. That project looked at a range of different so-called smart projects in MK, and alongside it she wrote a number of more theoretical papers conceptualizing urban space, digital technologies, and posthuman experiencing (Rose, 2016, 2017a, 2017b, 2018, 2019a, 2019b).

Mónica followed her interest in the politics of urban experiences by leading the Arts and Humanities Research Council networking grant between 2015 and 2017 “Sensory Cities: Researching, Representing and Curating Sensory-emotional Landscapes of Urban Environments” (AH/M006379/1) (see also www.sensorycities.com); in 2016 she was awarded a British Academy Mid-Career Fellowship for “Timescapes of Urban Change” (MD140041) (see www.sensescitiescultures.com); and in 2017 she led a research project in collaboration with the Museum of London called “Sensory Explorations of West Smithfield” (see www.sensorysmithfield.com) funded by the Brunel University Research Development Fund. These projects also led to a number of publications (Buckingham et al., 2018; Degen, 2017, 2018; Degen and Barz, 2019; Degen and Lewis, 2020).

These research projects drew on a range of methodologies which produced the data used in this book. Methods of research included walk-along interviews, semi-structured interviews, observational research, photo elicitation, surveys, streetscape analysis, sensory recordings, oral history research, content analysis, and the thematic analysis of photographs, CGIs, and Instagram posts.

In writing this book we are indebted to the support of many colleagues, family, and friends. In particular we would like to thank Clare Melhuish with whom we undertook our project in Qatar and who has coauthored Chapter 3 in this book. Gillian would like to thank past colleagues at the Open University and current colleagues in the School of Geography and the Environment at the University of Oxford; and Mónica, the Sociology and Communication Division at Brunel University. Jennifer Dodsworth helped us make sense of the Instagram data discussed in Chapter 5; and Isobel Ward helped with referencing and formatting. Both Isobel and Jennifer also helped with the creation of the figures in Chapter 5. We also want to thank the researchers who have been involved in our projects over the years, and helped to shape our data collection, our thinking, and our writing: as well as Claire, these include Caitlin DeSilvey, Begum Basdas, Camilla Lewis, Astrid Swenson, Manuela Barz, Isobel Ward, Parvati Raghuram, Sophie Watson, Nick Bingham, and Matthew Cook.

We would also like to extend our deep thanks to all the people who participated in our various research projects. We interviewed architects and planners, marketing managers and tourists, clubbers and visualizers, and many more. We are very grateful for all their contributions, without which this book would have been impossible.

Gillian would like to thank her daughter Lydia for teaching her about online life and so much more, and Mónica for being an exemplary coauthor, particularly for being able to write excellent conclusions. Stephanie Taylor was an engaged reader of early versions of many papers and chapters—thank you Stephanie. Mónica would like to thank the two men in her life: Chris for passionate debates on the digital, and Daniel for keeping her up to date with the latest developments in social media and making every day such joy. Mónica would also like to thank her friends Sarita Malik, Teresa Waller, Marisa Wilson, Alison Duncan, Emma Wainwright, Jordi Canals, and Carmen Petrus Rivas for their support and discussions over the years. Finally, Mónica would like to dedicate this book to her late father Karl Degen—you always pushed me to go that little bit further, I miss you.
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Introducing the New Urban Aesthetic


We’ve planned to meet a friend for lunch in a regenerated area of a large city in Europe. At home, we google the latest restaurant reviews, swipe through Google Map on our phone, look at various restaurants on Instagram, doublecheck hashtags, then book a table using an app. We plan the quickest journey there using Google Maps again. It’s a bit too warm to pick up a city bike, so we get a bus, paying our fare with a swipe card, gaze out the window, glance at the bus’s animated adverts on digital screens, glance at our phone, again, and emerge into a warm and humid mid-morning. Striding through a newly redesigned streetscape, running a bit late, irritated and slightly disoriented, our eyes frantically scan the phone in our hands, as our finger scrolls this way and that, checking map directions and trying to work out whether we are walking in the right direction, looking out for the restaurant. We pass billboards with computer-generated images showing new buildings in the future streetscape. Surrounding the blue dot on the phone’s map there is no sign of the pedestrians that jostle past, the hard pavement underneath our feet, the cars and buses grumbling along the roads. The engulfing labyrinth of real-world buildings is very different from the clean digital lines of the screen. We look up, glance back to the phone and try to relate to the clarity of a blue dot pursuing a gray line with the instruction to turn left and an estimated arrival time to our destination. Smells of coffee shops and surrounding rubbish, soundscapes of chattering friends, music from car radios and shop fronts, rough textured walls decorated with ripped posters and half cleaned graffiti: the chaotic cacophony of everyday street life mingles with the glowing phone screen and its digital interface.

1 Setting the Scene

Something is changing in cities. Something about how we feel in urban spaces is altering. In 2008, we asked people in a small market town in south-east England to describe its high street, and we posed the same question to visitors to a large shopping mall sixteen miles away. Their responses were richly sensory. They described the sounds, smells, and colors of the different environments, even their textures: one like stroking sandpaper, the other like a tile (Degen and Rose, 2012; Rose et al., 2010). This is what we call an urban aesthetic: a particular sensory experiencing of an urban environment.

In 2018, when one of us asked people visiting and working in an area of London undergoing significant change how they experienced its built environment (Degen and Lewis, 2020), the encounter was somewhat different. A third interlocutor appeared to be present. Around the same time as we were talking to people in the high street and mall, Apple had released the first iPhone in 2007. Ever since, smartphones have become more and more significant in how many cities across the world are experienced and, increasingly, managed. For many city dwellers now, leaving home without a phone (and possibly a spare battery or charger too) is unthinkable. Smartphone applications are part of very many everyday activities in very many cities. Travelling, communicating, eating, socializing, and working all entail embodied interactions with phone interfaces (Barns, 2020; de Souza e Silva and Frith, 2012; Graham et al., 2013). They are “filters, control devices, organizers of social networks, locative technologies, and information access platforms” (de Souza e Silva and Frith, 2012: 4). So, in conversations in that London neighborhood in 2018, people still described full and detailed sensory engagements with the materialities of built space and its activities, just like their counterparts a decade before. But now, their smartphones were intervening in those engagements. Many of those people didn’t only talk about the environment, for example: they photographed it. They were snapping their lunch or part of a building to post on Instagram. Others had chosen what to see and do on the basis of social media posts from friends, influencers, and local businesses. And the neighborhood itself was the site of highly crafted digital images, on billboards around sites destined for demolition, picturing the new buildings that would replace them in the near future. Our interviews were interrupted by the beeps and chirrups of phones, and some of those interviewees would have been aware that their phones were also generating data about their activities: their locations, their likes, their networks, and their favorites. Somewhere a database would be collating and analyzing that data, ready to make suggestions of how they could travel home, and of where to eat, shop, and drink on their next visit.

This book is about some of the ways in which digital technologies are part of a shift in the everyday sensory experiencing of urban environments. Those digital interventions are what we refer to as a new urban aesthetic. Digital technologies are not particularly new, of course, and cities have always been experienced with the help of technological devices, like maps, for example, or signage (Gordon, 2010; Mattern, 2017; McQuire, 2008). But interacting with a whole range of digital screens—particularly not only phone screens but also consoles, big screens, LED displays, and indeed printed images on billboards that could only have been made using software—is now integral to how many cities are experienced every day. And many of those screens gather data that shapes urban experience, from managing traffic flow to suggesting places to eat. This book explores how the everyday sensory experience of a city is mediated by digital technologies.

For Kember and Zylinska, mediation is “a multiagential force that incorporates humans and machines, technologies and users, in an ongoing process of becoming-with” (2012: 40). This book is about how digital technologies are shaping a particular kind of becoming-with for both people and cities. Mediation “becomes a key trope for understanding and articulating our being in, and becoming with, the technological world, our emergence and ways of interacting with it, as well as the acts and processes of temporarily stabilizing the world into media, agents
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