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The city as experience and inspiration
Critical reflections on urbanity in contemporary art1

Zoltán SOMHEGYI*

ABSTRACT
In this paper I am proposing to investigate some possible connecting points between art, 
aesthetics and the urban experience, more precisely how the perception and experience of the 
city as well as the features of urban life can inspire artists. At the same time, I am also curi-
ous how artworks can be used to understand this urban experience, as well as how they can 
be interpreted as not only simple descriptions and depictions, but also as active contributions 
and modes of suggesting solutions to the most pressing issues of contemporary cities and of 
city life. Hence my primary aim is discussing some approaches towards the aesthetic analyses 
of urbanity through modern and contemporary examples. In this way I am focusing less on 
how the city appears as a mere motive in artworks, or how it is used as main object or back-
ground element indicating the context in representations; and I am also not aiming to provide 
a survey analyses of the numerous ideas of the aesthetics of urbanity. Instead of these, here 
I am concentrating on how urbanity and the experiencing of the city(life) in itself as well as 
its multifaceted aspects can become a source of inspiration and at the same time a critically 
analysed subject, i.e. a concept that is examined through the work itself.
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1 Some of the following considerations were first presented within the framework of 
a masterclass held at Xiamen University, China in April, 2018. I am grateful for the students 
for their questions and for the anonymous Reviewers of Argument: Biannual Philosophical 
Journal for their valuable comments and suggestions for the development of this paper.


