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March 25, 2009—It has been written: “Berlin, poor 
but sexy.”  While touring Berlin I found it difficult to 
see the economically “poor” side.  What I did see 
was the rich political, historical, cultural, 
fashionable, and artistic sides within the city’s lively 
spaces.  And in addition to its’ aesthetically sexy 
appeal, I also found Berlin is an intellectually 
stimulating place to examine.  There are so many 
profound political and cultural collisions 
(figuratively and literally) that have occurred within 
and around the city throughout the course of 
history—and so much recently!  Whatever my 
preconceptions were coming to the city, I left with 
certain impressions that stand out above the rest:  we 
humans are remarkably adept at perseverance and 
have exceptionally high creative capacities.  
Represented in Berlin’s urban spaces are numerous 
examples of human perseverance and creativity.  I 
would like to briefly share some of the examples that 
I recognized during my stay. 
 
Coming in, I knew two recent historical events had greatly altered the urban landscape of Berlin: 
the WWII bomb destruction and the construction and existence of the Wall.  That neither event’s 
physical presence is vividly reflected in contemporary Berlin, at least to the ordinary visitor’s 
eye, is remarkable.  (Perhaps this is also problematic, right?)  Sure there are physical testimonies 
to each event (such as Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, bullet-ridden buildings along Museum 

Island, East Side Gallery, Bernauer Straße, the double brick 
line marking the Wall’s path, and numerous images in the 
museums), but the city’s recovery from the destructive forces 
created by these events is a reminder that people do progress 
and carry on.  Toppling a city by bombarding it with bombs 
or physically dividing it for nearly 30 years are seemingly 
and merely hurdles—a city can overcome these physically.  
These are profound things to consider. 
 
Undoubtedly there are remnants from these events still 
present in the psyches of the people even if (and despite that) 
the physical reminders are few.  These psychological wounds 
are surely more difficult to mend and slower to heal.  But I 
left Berlin impressed by the ability of people to alter the 
physical landscape—what a great lesson to learn and recall 
for us urban planners, architects, landscape architects, and 
urban historians.  Hopefully when the Berlin colleagues visit 
Washington, they will see how similar progress has been 
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made in the urban landscape since the destructive forces of 
the riots of the 1960’s, the disinvestment of Washington in 
the subsequent decades, and the flight from the city by many 
of the affluent residents.  I think Washington is rebounding 
from these events.  Clearly both Berlin and Washington 
must care for and mend the psyches of the people affected 
by the forces that motivated and caused such destruction to 
the urban fabric.  I’m confident that Washington is on its’ 
way toward doing this work and now I feel similarly about 
Berlin.   

In addition to this lesson about the human determination to 
alter physical spaces, I was pleasantly struck by the creative 
spirit represented in Berlin’s urban spaces.  First, the people 
of Berlin all seemed to be fashionable.  I immediately 
second-guessed my own wardrobe while walking through 
and rail-riding around the city (“rail riding”—did I just 
create a new term).  While this is less relevant when thinking 
about the urban spaces of a capital city, the fashionable 

people of Berlin left me with an impression that a capital city’s people can offer a fashion style 
in addition to suits and ties or business casual (not to say that is the fashion of DC, but I think 
there is a certain uniformity to Washingtonian dress—and though I am not a man of fashionable 
apparel, I do enjoy watching other folks who are).  Second, the abundant Saturday and Sunday 
street markets (in Prenzlauer Berg and around Unter den Linden) were wonderfully creative 
ways of using public space.  I walked around aimlessly for most of Saturday and, though 
exhausted from the busy week of touring, my senses were enlivened from this wandering and I 
felt rejuvenated.  Third, graffiti.  Need I say 
more?  Fourth, I found the monuments and 
memorials of Berlin to be artistically daring and 
unusually creative.  The Holocaust memorials 
for the Persecuted Gays and Murdered Jews of 
Europe as well as the Bernauer Straße Wall 
Memorial each powerfully represent the events 
that led to their creation.  Though I am still 
undecided, I think my favorite memorial is the 
Book Burning Memorial.  The subtlety and 
simplicity of the space made a deep impression 
on me.  Taken together, I feel that in Berlin’s 
monuments and dedicated memorials there 
are many great examples of creative ways of 
representing ideas in urban spaces. 

After touring Berlin, I left with many impressions; obviously there are many more that I have not 
written about.  In sum, my general impression is that Berlin is a hip capital city and it does a nice 
job representing Germany.  And I also have a question to ponder:  do not these examples 
of perseverance and creativity throughout the urban landscape say something about the people 
represented by this capital city? 
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