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Fernando Villela  

New York 
PHOTOGRAPHY 

Hailing from São Paulo, Brazil, Fernando Villela is an artist, photographer, and observer of New York City. 
Informed by global experiences, Villela’s process combines traditional street-photography with a budding 

interest in technology and the way it shapes new understandings of collective experience and social control. 

Interview by Miguel Yatco — Images by Fernando Villela 
11/27/2017 

miguel yatco: First question, where did you grow up? 

 
fernando villela: I was born in São Paulo, Brazil, and lived there until I was 11, at which point our family 

moved to Europe, where I shared my adolescence between Belgium, Switzerland, and Austria.  

my: What brought you to New York? 

 
fv: Photography and New York. I’d fallen for the city when I visited on a family trip at the age of 15, and as I 
finished high school in Vienna, I knew I wanted to study photography so I applied to a few different schools, 

deciding on SVA for their reputation and location.  

  
  



 

my: Do you think having been subjected to all of these different places has had any impact on the way you 
shoot?  

fv: Definitely. Having to move countries so often and at such an early age, forced me to be able to befriend 
and connect with people wherever I was, while teaching me a great deal about different cultures and 

customs. I was very fortunate to have had a terrific education that exposed me to perspectives from all over 
the world, encouraged curiosity, and allowed me to discover myself despite geographic, cultural, or linguistic 

barriers. And walking the same streets as a lot of my early photography idols (Henri Cartier-Bresson, Josef 
Koudelka, Robert Capa, etc) also helped shape the way I saw my surroundings. 

  

my: Do you have any other sources of inspiration for your images?  

fv: Many. Living, dead, and inanimate. But if you want names, I could point to the street, and to the stunning 
works of Roy DeCarava, Ray Metzker, Diane Arbus, Paul Strand, Vivian Maier, Lee Friedlander, Harry 
Callahan; as well as the likes of Thomas Demand and Jeff Wall; Edward Hopper and Alex Katz; Fyodor 

Dostoevsky, Walter Benjamin, Friedrich Engels, Jean Beaudrillard, and many more.  



my: Taking a step back and looking at your body of work, it’s evident that you’re capable of capturing a wide 
variety of themes and emotions, but what’s really interesting to me is how you portray New York. What are 

your thoughts on the way that you’ve photographed the city? 

 
fv: That seems like a loaded question, but I try to portray it as I see and experience it. New York is 

everything and nothing like my hopes and expectations. It is fantastically grand and impressive, always alive 
and thumping, filled with incredible experiences and people from every section of the planet - it is home. But 

sometimes it looks nothing like a home, and for the almost 60 thousand homeless, that certainly is not the 
case. So I aim to photograph New York as it appears to me—an amalgam of promised prosperity and veiled 

desolation. 

  
  
  
  

my: Is this how you imagined New York would look like through your perspective? 
 

fv: Not quite. When I first arrived, I was intent on photographing the city as I had hoped it would be, rather 
than how it really was. As a wide-eyed 18-year-old in photo school, I was too excited about being in New 
York and playing in the darkroom, that it wasn’t until over a year into it that the deceptive façade began to 

peel away. 

my: I also want to touch on the fact that you’ve used a Playstation game as a medium for your work and have 
garnered quite the attention online. Grand Theft Auto has always been a game known for its violence, hence 
quite popular with the kids, and for you to use it as form of art, can you tell us a bit about how the idea came 

about and what about the game that made you feel like it had this potential to be used as a medium? 

 
fv: Speaking of deceptive façades…The idea for the work (Procedural Generation) came soon after I bought 

the game, when I found that you could take pictures from your avatar’s perspective. This got me really 
excited because of the ability to see and photograph from that first-person viewpoint. The virtual world 
ceased being just a background for insane driving and shootouts. These were not in-game screenshots 
anymore—they were photographs taken from a virtual character’s eye. So I set off to explore it, taking 



advantage of the benefits of a virtual reality: impunity (virtual pedestrians have no recourse should they 
object to my pictures), immortality (I can stand in the middle of the street to get the shot, and if I get run 
over, there isn’t a prohibitively expensive medical bill). I was also being exposed to a lot of existentialist 

theory at the time, and I found the parallels between that and the virtual people in my images rather exciting.  

my: It’s really amazing how you were able to recreate your work in real life with a video game. What are 
your thoughts on that? 

 
fv: I think it points to the convergence of the real and the virtual. After photographing in a simulated city, I 
began to see the reality around me very differently, and moving to Midtown Manhattan really accentuated 

those similarities. The rendered buildings, corporate lobbies, and alienated people of the original were, 
perhaps unsurprisingly, not so dissimilar to those of the simulation. This was a turning point in my work, 

leading me to use the camera to explore the illusory in the real and the invisible forces that carefully 
orchestrate it all.  

my: What are you working on right now?  
 

fv: I’m in an intense editing phase right now, seemingly never-ending, actually. I got a little lost in the first 
semester—not sure if due to the geopolitical climate or adjusting to a personal change in quitting traditional 
employment (I left my job the day he was elected). Without realizing I had begun to shoot a lot more than I 

ever had, but almost to an obsessive degree, looking for pictures in everything I saw. I now find myself 
weeding through several different sets of images, some are more along the lines of studies, while others of 
more classic photography; a few odd experiments, an unfinished video, and the continuation of my main 

focus—the consequences of an omnipotent, oppressive, and obscure system on a population, their 
relationships, and their environment. The latter has just been completed: Rest in Repressive Peace, along 
with its foil, Not the Road We Used to Know, which was shot this spring and summer, and examines the 

emerging signs of a promising new reality. 



my: What’s in store for the future?  
 

fv: Hopefully global revolution. But until then, I’d like to make some books, put together a few exhibitions, 
and dig away at the aforementioned myriad of in-progress projects.■ 

Fernando Villela is a Brazilian photographer based in New York.  
Find more of his work at www.fernandovillela.com. 

www.saturdaysnyc.com/magazine/fernando-villela



 

A Photographer's Journey Through a Forgotten 
America 
Alexandra Genova 
Feb 03, 2017 

 

The story of the soul-searching traveller is a well-worn trope, pedaled by musicians, writers and artists for 
centuries. But in a post-Donald Trump, post-truth era, a reflective journey across America’s great plains takes 
on a new meaning. Trump's victory – which shocked the public and pollsters alike – exposed the U.S. as a 
country of painful contradictions. And more than that, the disconnect and lack of understanding from both 
sides seemed unbridgeable. A month before the election, photographer Fernando Pereira Gomes travelled for 
three days on Amtrak's Cardinal and Empire Builder trains from New York to Seattle , in search of the 
“other” America. By documenting the rural towns and broken dreams of those traveling west, Gomes pieced 
together a portrait of the forgotten majority. 

Though Gomes didn’t set out with a clear vision, hours into the journey he realized the story he wanted to 
tell was one of melancholy. “Very quickly I sensed an atmosphere and feeling of despair,” he explains. “All 
the people on the train seemed downtrodden and a little bit hopeless at times. Especially on the ride between 
New York and Chicago.” This searing collection of photographs is a visual representation of that melancholy. 
“I purposely photographed in the darker light, trying to find the subtleties in the shadows and the metaphors 
of light within that,” says Gomes. As well as graphic landscapes and dusky stations, Gomes paused at 
individual stories; the ex-con who needed to get away from his home city, an out-of-work New Yorker 
looking to make money from the marijuana crop and a 20-something single mother, fleeing the East Coast 
with her two kids to escape an abusive relationship. 



At dinner one evening, he sat eye to eye with a construction worker who, despite feeling conflicted, was 
planning to vote Trump. “It was a very honest and polite conversation,” says Gomes. “He almost wanted his 
mind changed but told me he had frequently seen instances where lower-wage workers - immigrant workers - 
took their jobs.” Through in-depth conversations, snatches of chatter on station platforms or the glimpse of a 
mother’s troubled face caught in the moonlight, Gomes was able to patch together a sense of life for the 
disenfranchised. “It was very evident that there is a total disconnect between these people and those who live 
in eastern coastal cities,” he explains. “To really see these small broken towns in the middle of the night was 
very moving.” 

Gomes is himself an ‘outsider’. Born in Brazil, his family moved to live in Europe when he was 11 and then 
relocated frequently over the next seven years. “My upbringing definitely informed the way I think,” he says. 
“And the ease with which I, too, talk to people and listen to them and try to glean where they're coming 
from.” With that in mind, Gomes was conscious of giving an honest depiction of the people he met. “I didn’t 
want to beautify something or explore it simply for its difference or its ‘otherness’,” he says. “I really wanted 
to avoid that. I didn't want to fall into that trap.” 

He was also keen to avoid the typical "road-trip" framing and though he was aware of that classic travel 
imagery, Gomes’ conceptual art background informed this alternative approach. “Rather than looking like a 
National Geographic piece about train travel, I more wanted to show the overall sentiment and the feeling of 
the trip itself,” he explains. The photographs are deliberately overcast, reflecting the lives that are lived 
mostly in the shadows. “It’s an area that was completely ignored and the darkness of these photos aim to 
show that,” he says. “You wonder what might have been.” 

Fernando Pereira Gomes is a Brazilian photographer based in New York. You can view more of his photos 
here. 

Danielle Amy Staif, who edited this photo essay, is a photo assistant at TIME. Follow her on Instagram. 

Alexandra Genova is a writer and contributor for TIME LightBox. Follow her on Twitter and Instagram 

http://time.com/4631488/america-by-train/ 



 

Procedural Generation: Virtual Street Photography 
On the digital streets of a fictional city, an infinite number of decisive moments lie in wait—this conceptual 

street photo series, produced within the world of a best-selling video game, raises unsettling questions about 
the blurring division between our real and imagined worlds. 

Photographs by Fernando Pereira Gomes 

It starts with a solitary moment in time when the camera, like a heat-seeking missile, locks onto the 
subject(s) and the photographer shoots. Click! The results are candid, the image unfolds as a narrative of that 
micro-second: tragic, comic, surreal.  

On the streets of the fictionalized city Los Santos (with an estimated digital population of 3 million), the 
Brazilian-born, New York-based photographer Fernando Pereira Gomes prowls the computer coded 
pavement. His work “Procedural Generation,” explores the virtual world of the best-selling video game 
Grand Theft Auto V (over 11 million sales in its first 24 hours after release), creating a series that pushes 
ideas of street photography into the digital realm. 

“Given how realistic this world is, I wondered if it would be possible to photograph the virtual streets of Los 
Santos in a similar manner to what I was doing…in the real one(s),” Gomes explained. “As soon as I began 
shooting, I realized that not only was I able to do it, but the experience felt eerily real.” 

But perhaps most surprisingly, the young Brazilian discovered a resonance in this virtual land with the 
mundane and the everyday of our own reality. Despite being a world meant for stimulation, action and 
extreme events, Gomes discovered a cross-over with the sociological, political and economic realities of 
“real” people’s lived experiences. 

“This inspired me to peruse the digital streets in search of something more,” he told me. “What I found was 
that the subjects in the photos were ridden with an uncanny melancholy that I had previously witnessed in 
my subjects in real life. I then began to explore the origin of that existential sadness and its connection to our 
own reality, which eventually led me to the idea of ’procedural generation’ and the very way in which 
contemporary video games are built.” 

“The tool (procedural generation) is used in video game for developing and building content algorithmically, 
as the player encounters it. This means that the people, cars, streets are all randomly generated as I approach 
them, or as they enter my field of vision, and disappear as they leave it. So if I photograph a person on the 
street and then turn the corner, if I circle back and try to find that same person, they’ll have been deleted to 
make room for the next thing. This interested me greatly and added a human element—could their virtual 
despair stem from the notion that their existence is so brief?” 

Indeed, the deeper Gomes dug, the more parallels he saw between our construction of virtual worlds and the 
premises on which we build the “real.” In fictional worlds, we use the same socio-economic organizational 
and operational factors we implement in our own—with the result that, it becomes increasingly difficult to 
recognize clear boundaries between the two, the simulacrum and the human. 

For example, in Los Santos, a homeless man, holding an empty cup, rests on the pavement. The man, no 
doubt foot weary, sits beside a bundle of ragged-looking blankets. Next to him, Two men walk past each 
other without a glance either way, one dragging desperately on a cigarette. In a night scene, a solitary man 
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marches down an empty street past the corrugated shutters of some lock-ups. In the foreground an empty car 
sits menacingly by the curb. 

Paradoxically, though part of the game industry’s function is to stop us from thinking about our own 
mundane, downtrodden lives, we are faced with questions of mortality and meaningless as we become 
increasingly immersed in the games’ ever more life-like fictions. 

“Through these images, I wanted to examine the connection between the virtual and the real,” Gomes said. “I 
am interested in the interplay between the two, and the significance of creating a simulated world so accurate 
that even our unavoidable existential crises are represented. Mostly, I just wanted to open the conversation 
for discussion and begin to think about how it could influence our conception of street photography in the 
‘real’ world.” 

—Sergio Burns 

© Fernando Pereira Gomes 

Sergio Burns is a writer and journalist based in Glasgow. He writes for Ayrshire Magazine and also the 
Business Review Europe but holds a particular affinity for photography. You can find more of his writing and 
thinking on his active Twitter feed, @sergiobx. 
Likewise, Fernando Pereira Gomes runs an active and unusual Instagram feed—we highly recommend 
seeing what he has to offer there. 

https://www.lensculture.com/articles/fernando-pereira-gomes-procedural-generation-virtual-street-
photography 



'Grand Theft Auto V' Player Captures Hauntingly Real 
In-Game Pics 
BY REBECCA HISCOTT 
OCT 13, 2013 

Fernando Pereira Gomes was one of thousands of gamers who queued up for the midnight release 
of Grand Theft Auto V on September 16. The 20-year-old photography student returned home with 
his copy and played straight through the night.  

As he explored the game, he became fascinated by its visual architecture. Using his character’s 
cameraphone — a feature that's been in the game since GTA IV — Gomes began to take 
photographs and upload them to Rockstar’s public server. From there, a striking photo series titled 
“Street Photography V” took shape. 

“I noticed how big of a world the game has and how beautiful it was, the architecture and the light 
changing,” Gomes tells Mashable. “In the afternoon you get these beautiful sunsets, or at night with 
the streetlamps. I started noticing that the compositions were really aesthetic.” 

Gomes originally registered his Tumblr as a place to house his traditional street photography: black 
and white images inspired by the pioneering photojournalist Henri Cartier-Bresson and 
photographers like Ray Metzker, Lee Friedlander and Robert Capa. Turning to “Street Photography 



V,” he gave the blog a new title and a quick makeover, dedicating it exclusively to posting photos 
captured in-game. 

The photographs take advantage of GTA V's sophisticated composition and attention to aesthetic 
details, such as lighting and shadow. The photographs take advantage of GTA V's sophisticated 
composition and attention to aesthetic details, such as lighting and shadow. Crisp, bold lines 
heighten the visual impact: a street view bisected by a sloping sidewalk or a lamppost that juts into 
the sky. 

What’s striking is that many of the photographs from “Street Photography V” resemble his images 
from the streets of New York. Fittingly, his approach to capturing the fictional city of Los Santos, 
where Grand Theft Auto V is set, is very similar to his technique in real life. 

“I look for the aesthetic qualities and compositions that can alter the mood of a scene that might 
seem very quotidian,” he says. “I’ll go on long walks, and sometimes I’ll find a background on the 
street that really pleases me, and maybe I’ll hang around there and see if anything interesting 
happens. I can’t go out and look for the photo — you have to anticipate what is going to happen 
around you, and you have to react to it with your camera.” 

 Vinewood Boulevard, GTA V 
Image: Fernando Pereira Gomes 

Compare the above image from GTA V to one of Gomes' real-life photographs below, from his 
"Moments" series. It's challenging to distinguish living human from game character. 



 

moment-series 
Image: Fernando Pereira Gomes 

The game offers certain practical advantages that real-life photography cannot, for instance, being 
able to dart into traffic to take the perfect shot, or bringing a car to a dead stop in the middle of a 
crowded freeway to capture a scene. But it has its limitations, as well. 

“The character can’t crouch, lean down or change perspective,” he says. “That puts a limitation on 
the composition. The biggest issue is probably the resolution: 630 [pixels] x 350 at 72 dpi. The 
images are small, which makes it a bit hard to work with. I’m trying to think of ways to bypass 
this." 

Mostly, however, Gomes was struck by the realism of the game. In addition to GTA V's intricate 
architecture, Gomes says the characters themselves seemed incredibly true to life. 

“I was comparing some of the photos that I've taken on GTA with some of the photos I've taken in 
real life, and the people behave almost exactly the same,” he says. “The moments felt real. I don’t 
know if that says something about how good GTA is, or how algorithmic we are.” 

https://mashable.com/2013/10/13/grand-theft-auto-v-photography/#8oo9ad88iaq3 


