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Preface xix
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1 Introduction: Futures, imagination and visions for cities    

Hello from tomorrow’s  
world . . .
What might your city look like in ten, twenty or fifty 
years? A question like this immediately gets us thinking; 
our mind recalls the places we have perhaps been or 
seen, and in the case of the latter may include real world 
examples as well as fictional ones. We might start to 
think of vertiginous architectural styles, spaceship-
like forms or something very similar to how a nearby 
city currently looks. If we think a bit further about 
this then we may arrive at a somewhat different set of 
questions concerning the city. What kind of lifestyles 
may evolve? How will we move around? Where will 
we live and work? This encourages us to focus on 
the everyday life of the city, our relationships and 
interactions within its context, and the aspects of these 
that it may positively support or provide barriers to. 
If we zoom out of the city and think of it within the 
much larger worldwide situation, we may arrive at a 
very different and perhaps daunting question. How 
may future cities face global challenges? In just this 

short space of time, through a few simple questions, we 
have quickly encountered some of the many issues that 
are part of the complexity of future cities. That some 
of these are so intrinsic to how we might survive and 
thrive in the future highlights the importance of cities 
and how they will change. Such a large topic and the 
questions it presents can seem overwhelming and have 
many different possible outcomes. There are currently 
lots of different people and organizations across a wide 
variety of contexts tackling this in diverse ways. It 
would be far beyond the scope of one book to cover all 
these different approaches and perspectives. This book 
focuses on how cities of the future have been visualized 
[figure 1]. Within visualization there are numerous 
ways of constructing and communicating ideas. We will 
be exploring the interface when cities and the notion of 
the future come together. Through visualization we are 
able to experiment in ways that would be impractical 
and potentially hazardous in the real world, though as 
we shall also see this did not stop some people trying! 
This book, therefore, aims to contribute towards a 
better understanding of the power and agency of 

Introduction: Futures, imagination  
and visions for cities

Chapter 1
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2 FUTURE CITIES: A VISUAL GUIDE

visualizations for future cities. Furthermore, it provides 
a framework of critical lenses with which this material 
may be viewed and in doing so has a dual function. 
Firstly, it enables us to look back over the history of 
how future cities have been envisioned and identify 
important patterns and trends to establish those ideas 
that have been important and endured over time [figure 
2]. Secondly, by revealing the underlying themes and 
connections of these visions within a much wider 
body of material, it seeks to inform the production 
of such visualizations for future cities which have 
yet to be made by enhancing the knowledge of those 
who create them. In this introduction we also gain an 
understanding of how the visualization of future cities 
fits within the wider fields of both future studies and 
urban design. It also explains why the subject of cities 
is fundamental to many aspects of our lives now and 
how they may evolve in the future. As a way into the 
subject, we look at a number of examples to gain an 
overview of the potential of future cities and the history 

of representing them. From this point we then examine 
more specific themes and ideas in the subsequent 
chapters.

Imagining the city of the future has long been an 
inspiration for many architects, artists and designers. 
This book therefore explores how cities of the future 
have been visualized, what these projects sought to 
communicate and what the implications may be for us 
now. Although many of these visions for future cities 
were never constructed or formed the backdrop for a 
fictional narrative, this does not mean that these ideas 
are unworthy of attention. Their importance extends 
in other ways through their questioning of reality. A 
multitude of climatic, social, economic and cultural 
pressures for cities around the world mean the way we 
vision the future has become particularly important. 
But how best to approach the future? There are lots 
of different methods and views on how we might 
explore the future, so to contextualize the subject and 
approach taken in this book, we discuss them here.

Figure 1. 
Informal Cities. Collage 
City. Ikiré Jones, 
Idumota Market, Lagos 
2081 A.D., de la série 
Our Africa 2081 A.D. 
© Olalekan Jeyfous 
& Walé Oyéjidé. The 
image is taken from a 
series produced by the 
artist Olalekan Jeyfous 
for The Escape to New 
Lagos, Autumn/Winter 
2013/2014 collection by 
fashion designer Walé 
Oyéjidé. By projecting 
the character of a smart, 
cosmopolitan man, Ikiré 
Jones, into Lagos 2081, 
the label continues to 
develop its founding 
myth as part of six 
illustrated stories that 
examine present-day 
African society and its 
future.
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