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SEDUCTIVE IMAGERY
AND VIEWING REGIMES
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On his eponymously named blog, Lebbeus
Woods recently commented on the pho-
tographs accompanying an invitation he
received for the opening of the Guangzhou
Opera House designed by Zaha Hadid.
On seeing no traces of human presence
in the photographs, Woods wondered if
they were photographs of the “authentic
building” or merely very “skillful computer
renderings.”” And on being reassured
that they were indeed photographs of
the building as built, he wondered why
anyone would want to build buildings that
look like computer renderings. Although
Woods went on to discuss Hadid’s quest
for purity of form and its implied utopian
hubris, his critique also brings the percep-
tion of the rendering to the forefront. In
their apparent perfection and absence of
specificity, the photographs of the Opera
House look like computer renderings.
Whereas photographs are understood as
transparent presentations of reality, the
computer rendering is understood more
as a depiction of a subjective version of
reality that can be framed to make specific
readings imperative—in this case a notion
of formal purity.

The rendering exists as a framed signifier
of specific constructs, sometimes develop-
ing an iconic presence larger than the ‘au-
thentic’ building. Ironically, the computer
rendering is not too dissimilar from the pho-
tograph, as it existed within the carefully
constructed narratives of early Modernism,
where it was not only used to present the
building, but also to frame Modernism’s
ideologies by locating the building within a
theory. Le Corbusier and Reyner Banham
both used the photographs of American
grain elevators as symbols of Modern-
ism’s industrial and functional aesthetics.

Sigfried Giedion used the photographs of
the Eiffel Tower to signify modern archi-
tecture’s negation of ornamentation and
style, while purposefully fragmenting the
photographs to demonstrate the “moving
spectator.” Le Corbusier’s presentation of
the Villa Savoye in the Oeuvre Compléte
was supported by sixteen photographs,
specifically chosen to reinforce Modernist
tenets like “interpenetration” and “trans-
parency.” These framed photographs are
an indelible part of the construction of the
Modernist canon and icon.

Why consider the rendering analogous to
the photograph? The computer rendering
is criticized for being a marketing tool that
has made the generic architectural “im-
age” a sexy portrait of scaled figures and
mapped materials that can be replaced
and reused, projecting a hyper-version
of an idyllic reality. While that is true and
disturbing, the rendering’s ability to com-
municate, project and promote cannot be
ignored. Merely denouncing it as seduc-
tive imagery does not erase its immense
influence and ubiquitous presence, both
in academics and practice. Understood
akin to the photograph, the rendering’s
underlying and often-overlooked agency
as a signifier is revealed. When this is
acknowledged, the problem is not so much
about the rendering as much as its uncriti-
cal and cursory use—implemented without
due recognition given to the powerful view-
ing regimes it establishes.

1-Lebbeus Woods, "Zaha's Way," March 27, 2011 <http://leb-
beuswoods.wordpress.com/2011/03/27/zahas-way/>




