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            ‘Whether walking, swimming or reading, Hens is an inspiring guide and a patient teacher. I love the way he sees the world, as and in its cities.’

            — Jon Day, author of Homing

            
                

            

            ‘The appeal of the book ... lies not in the diversity of the topics addressed, but in the seemingly effortless and almost somnambulistic way in which Hens combines his own memories and reflections, reportage and theory.’

            — Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung

            
                

            

            ‘This book is a blessing.... In a mixture of essay, autobiographical recollection and travelogue, the Cologne-born author takes us into various exciting storehouses of stories and history in his richly illustrated book.’

            — RedaktionsNetzwerk Deutschland 

            
                

            

            Praise for Nicotine

            
                

            

            ‘Every cigarette I’ve ever smoked now seems, in retrospect, like little more than preparation for this remarkable essay – though nothing in me could have anticipated its exquisitely surprising brilliance, the precision and play of its intellect. It’s about smoking, sure, but it’s also a luminous and nuanced exploration of how we’re constituted by our obsessions, how our memories arrange themselves inside of us, and how – or if – we control our own lives.’ 

            — Leslie Jamison, author of Splinters 

            
                

            

            ‘[An] elegant, lucid and consistently entertaining memoir (or essay; or prose work; or 150-odd-page long extended plume of smoke; it is punctuated by black-and-white photos, à la W. G. Sebald, which on the page look as though they have been captured through a veil of the stuff).’ 

            — Nick Lezard, Spectator3
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            ‘Am I here, or am I there?’

            — Virginia Woolf

            
                

            

            ‘Siquidem mundus duraverit.’

            — Johannes Kepler8
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         9From a garden in New Hampshire, I observed Jupiter’s moons. I could see Io creeping towards the gas giant’s surface, Europa emerging from its shadow to meet the retrograde Ganymede, the icy world of sparkling Callisto reaching deep into the blackness of space. All of this made it clear to me, clearer than ever, that the place in which we find ourselves is a mobile one, and I realized that we must determine our position every day anew. We calculate the orbits of the planets, read maps and coordinates, look for fixed stars and galaxies and use telescopes and sextants to cling to time measured in light years.

         Perhaps we ought to close our eyes for a moment in order to feel the centrifugal and gravitational forces to which we are exposed as we turn our gaze inward and embark on a journey that is, by its very nature, fantastical. It might lead us across the vast sea and through the desert, to distant lands and to the highest peaks, but above all to the heaven-born cities of this world, which show us their wonders every day afresh.10
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         The Ibero-American Institute is located in the centre of Berlin, opposite Mies van der Rohe’s New National Gallery, and structurally connected to the adjacent Berlin State Library. The friendly atmosphere of its modest reading room is infectious. In the bright, straightforward space, tropical-looking plants grow in elegantly hidden clay boxes – a small, exquisite rainforest in the middle of the winter-grey city of Berlin.

         Libraries are among the few places in our modern cities that are freely accessible to everyone, that are truly public and not in thrall to any commercial enterprise. Hip cafés are metastasizing even in public parks, and train stations can only be distinguished from shopping centres by the distant echo of the announcements rising from the catacombs of the underground platforms. Libraries, on the other hand, resist the increasing exploitation of public space; they are refuges, whose paddle-wheeling revolving doors have successfully kept out the sharp, icy draft of capitalism since the 1950s.

         I’m writing these lines within sight of an English-language study on the impoverished strata of the population living on the outskirts of Santiago de Chile. It’s as if Santiago, a place I’ve never thought much about, has appeared before my eyes at its moment of crisis, when the masses of unemployed and underprivileged are streaming into the city centre to confront the armoured vehicles of the military on wide boulevards, joining up with the students protesting the increase in bus and metro fares. Churches and barricades are burning, shops are being looted, and the elite have holed up in Las Condes.12

         My Spanish has cooled, I can only read it with some effort, and yet I keep coming back to this library, where I can devote myself entirely to my work, surrounded by serious, quiet people. And if I hear the occasional whispered words, perhaps even a brief conversation, it doesn’t bother me in the slightest, because I don’t understand any more than I want to. The reading room with its dominant language is a Faraday cage against the noise of the world; the bookshelves are soundproofed walls, they swallow everything that has not been lodged in memory. Nothing from the outside gets in. I’m solitary, shielded, and yet not alone.

         A library is like a city, it consists of streets and high-walled alleys, sometimes more, sometimes less busy squares, the library codes on the small metal flags that point into the narrow passageways are their discreet signage. Street lighting is installed on the upper shelves, and the wooden storage for the card catalogue serves as a traffic control centre.

         In the early days of the digital age, the slips, some of which were still handwritten, were scanned, and the little cards, along with their crossings-outs, dog-ears and pencilled notes, appeared on the screens of the catalogue terminals. It was only later that these slips were actually processed into data readable by a computer. But the chests of drawers are still there, the light wood radiates southern warmth, and occasionally, only very rarely, this warmth draws me to them.

         I get up to stretch my legs and open one of the long, narrow drawers in the thematic catalogue. My fingertips glide over the cards as if across harp strings and follow the references: Spanish Baroque Poetry... Francesco Petrarch... Papacy... Sin... Franz von Stuck. That was fast. I suspect 13that every book in this library, and indeed in every library in the world, is connected to all the other books through its themes, footnotes and subject headings, just as every street in a city is connected to all the others.

         There is no place in Berlin, Santiago or New York from where you cannot get to every other point in the city and beyond – a fact that is only surprising when you consider how easy it is for a void to appear in a building, after a renovation for instance; a hidden space that cannot be escaped. History is full of unhinged builders; no doubt more than one has asked their architect to create a sealed room, a box without entry or exit – and why not? Maybe it’s supposed to provide shelter for Schrödinger’s cat, who is both dead and alive at the same time. And even if these speculations literally came to nothing, if there were no blank rooms anywhere else in the world, then one ought to be invented for the almost-mythical Palace of Justice in Brussels. Someone ought to scan this building, just as the Egyptian pyramids were X-rayed to find their secret chambers.

         In fact, at least according to Jacques Austerlitz, the protagonist of W. G. Sebald’s novel, there are ‘corridors and stairways leading nowhere’ in the monstrous Brussels building, ‘doorless rooms and halls where no one would ever set foot.’ The walled void, says Austerlitz, is ‘the innermost secret of all sanctioned authority.’

         Even fully occupied prisons, camps and psychiatric hospitals usually look as if they were empty from the outside; on Google Earth, not a soul can be seen in the notorious prisons of Alabama and the North Korean penal colonies. It’s as if the satellite had been lying in wait to catch that one moment when no food cart was being pushed across the yard, no delivery truck was getting ushered in, no three-pointer was being thrown on the 14basketball court at Holman Prison.

         We don’t know whether the hidden room is truly empty, and we never will. At least it can be said with some certainty that the spectre of Belgium’s colonial crimes, the so-called Congo atrocities, which have not yet been completely dealt with, still resides in the Palace of Justice. In the pyramid chambers we suspect there are pharaohs’ daughters and mummified cats, both dead and alive at the same time. The names and existences of the millions of people interned all over the world were erased the moment they entered these camps; their lamentations only rarely penetrate the thick walls, so that the world may notice them.

         If hidden rooms exist, we can also imagine books that are in no way networked to the knowledge gathered in this library – let alone the world’s knowledge. Books in which something is happening, in which at least one mummy is stirring. We just can’t find them. What would such a book be about? It would have to be concerned with itself and itself alone, without presupposing or connecting with the world in any way. It should posit the world with its very first words, just as Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Tractatus does: ‘The world is everything that is the case.’ But Wittgenstein failed, the way out of this book led up a ladder. In a letter to Louise Colet, Gustave Flaubert toyed with the idea of writing a book ‘dependent on nothing external, which would be held together by the strength of its style, just as the earth, suspended in the void, depends on nothing external for its support; a book which would have almost no subject...’ He never wrote this book, at least we don’t know if he did. The book is a hidden room.15
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         When will we find it? How long and through what references will we search for it? How long have undiscovered islands, secret military installations and so-called isolated peoples survived in our imagination, even when the last corner of the earth, even the secret nuclear cities of the Soviet Union, have long been mapped and measured, when Spiral Jetty, Robert Smithson’s remote masterpiece of land art, has become a well-frequented location on Google Maps? Even the wreck of the Eduard Bohlen II, which became stranded in 1909 and is sinking into the sand of the Namibian Skeleton Coast – an objet trouvé of land art – can be clearly seen on Google. At least we’ve apparently retained our longing for that which is disconnected from everything, oblivious to the world, and which has fallen utterly through the cracks.

         The library is a city, and the city is a library – books are rooms we enter. We just have to find the entrance. I invert the analogy again and ask myself what an urban black hole might look like, a centre of gravity that bends space-time so that no light can exit? How does a place that can only perceive itself appear? One would probably have to imagine a blank or deserted street, a kind of double cul-de-sac, with a turning hammer at both ends, 16which from above, from a bird’s-eye-view or, better, a drone’s-eye-view, looks like a dumbbell or a dog bone. Or a series of backyards, like the block developments found in Berlin’s traditional working-class districts, built in the era of industrial expansion – three or four courtyards interconnected, without an entrance gate, hidden behind an innocent-looking façade. It’s only late at night that the thumping of an eternal techno party can be heard from outside.
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         17For decades, a mural by the Scottish pop artist Eduardo Paolozzi was in a deep slumber in the vicinity of the Berlin Zoo. Shortly after its creation in 1976, it disappeared behind an office building; it was so isolated that its existence was all but forgotten. But in early 2018, the office building was demolished, and the mural once again appeared in public in all its splendour. Since then, it has been obscured by a new building and has once more fallen back into the forgotten world, but it is there, dead and alive at the same time.

         Oliver Sacks’s dopamine experiment with the casualties of sleeping sickness came to mind when I discovered the mural and construction site while out for a walk. Sacks, who had awakened his patients from their encephalitic comas that had lasted for years or even decades in spectacular and surprising fashion, watched powerlessly as they irrevocably slipped away from him again a short time later.

         Possibilities for isolated urban spaces: a green zone, a forgotten ghetto, a high-walled block in the middle of the city. People outside don’t know anything about them; their parents and grandparents have kept them a secret, probably for good reason. But the grandchildren no longer see the wall, just as the West Berliners no longer saw their wall. Only old maps that no one can read anymore, Falk maps, named after their inventor Gerhard Falk, whose intricate, origami-like folds we can no longer handle, would still show the ghetto, a Palenque in the middle of the city, long overgrown with tropical vegetation.
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         Standing guard in a slightly offset position in front of the flat and currently scaffolded Ibero-American Institute building is a bronze-cast Simón Bolívar armed with a sword, a copy of a statue created by the Italian sculptor Pietro Tenerari that has stood in the Plaza de Bolívar in Bogotá since 1846.

         Other copies made in a foundry in Venezuela can be observed in Havana and Ottawa, Canada, where the independence hero was obscured by an ice hockey team’s bus as the Google Street View vehicle passed by one day in May 2019. It can’t be ruled out that copies in other places, in Belgrade, for example, in Luanda, in Bolivar, Ohio, or even in Baghdad – where early Ba’athists may have appropriated the liberator of South America for their political purposes – are leading their own shadowy historico-political existence.

         I could create a network of stories that connect Berlin with all of these cities which, apart from their occasional, 19sometimes more, sometimes less fiery Bolivarianism, seem to have little in common with one another. It would be the story of a heroic leader condemned never to meet himself, a tale of liquid copper alloy splashed worldwide, which, on the March day in 1998 when then Venezuelan president Caldera (whose name means ‘volcanic cauldron’) ceremoniously inaugurated the Berlin statue, had already cooled.

         If you were to believe the bearded lecturers standing in front of the Institute library this morning, drinking vending machine coffee from ribbed, heat-softened plastic cups, then a year after its ceremonial unveiling, this Bolívar, on the night when Hugo Chávez proclaimed the Second Bolivarian Revolution in Caracas, briefly and violently blushed. The lecturers would have liked to show me a photo of the glowing, deep red silhouette reflected in the window of the National Gallery, but they didn’t have it with them.

         The Belgian surrealist Marcel Mariën suggested setting up an army of equestrian statues collected from all over the world and lining them up in a desert somewhere. The result would make a flipping or tilting image of power and powerlessness, a monument to the folly that fills our history books. It would be a giant leap for mankind, to take all of these emperors and generals, the Hohenzollerns and Garibaldis, Düsseldorf’s favourite elector Jan Wellem, the conquistadores on horseback, whose swords still shine with the blood of Indigenous peoples, and the Savoyard Duke from the Piazza San Carlo in Turin known as Ironhead, and bury them like the clay warriors in Qin Shihuangdi’s mausoleum.

         In Lima, Caracas and San Francisco, Simón Bolívar, too, sits atop a charging horse; the statue is by Adamo 20Tadolini. But in Berlin, Havana and Ottawa, Bolívar presents himself in contrapposto pose, with one leg engaged and one relaxed. (In Bolivia’s Oruro, in the square named after him, the rebel leader Sebastián Pagador advances courageously, unaware that he will soon be lynched by his own people.) Bolívar’s political associate José de San Martín and all of the other bronze pedestrians that can be found in public squares around the world – there must be thousands of them – could also be purchased and arranged in one place, for example in Vienna, on the windy Maria-Theresien-Platz – not specially made copies, but the originals and their sanctioned casts, which would have to be bought up and shipped over until not a single Bolívar, not a single San Martín, and not even one Pagador could be found anywhere in the world. Would these figures, packed closely together, still relate to one another the way they relate in their global distribution? Would these heroic depictions conjure revolutionary energies, or even synergies, like a huge, tightly wound coil, a vast magnetic field of turmoil? Or would they just step on each other’s toes?

         A student from Santiago de Chile, near the world’s largest copper deposits, was entrusted to me for a few weeks, and I set him the task of a presentation about the Berlin Landwehr Canal, which Franz Hessel describes very atmospherically in one of his extended literary walks in 1929. Felipe began his own walk at the Rosa Luxemburg Monument near the Berlin Zoo and, like Hessel, headed east. Judging from his talk, his foray was a melancholic one; he noticed the weeping willows that Hessel had mentioned, the mighty plane trees at the former Schöneberg Harbour, which must have seemed like harbingers of southern lands to the travellers of yesteryear streaming 21towards the Anhalter train station, an initial, glinting promise.

         After about two hours he reached the Potsdamer Bridge, where he did not discover the Loeser & Wolff building, whose strip-structured art deco architecture Hessel admired, but did find, mere steps away, the statue of a contemplative Simón Bolívar.

         Perhaps Felipe would have found the art deco building described by Hessel, on the ground floor of which there is now a physiotherapy practice, on the Schöneberg side had he not been so preoccupied by the events in his hometown, the social unrest there, the demonstrations and confrontations becoming more heated and violent and generally more dangerous every day. So it is only logical that Felipe did not recognize the details of Hessel’s Berlin, but found his way to the likeness of Simón Bolívar, and thus also to the Ibero-American Institute.

         My image of Santiago, the city that is probably the measure of all things for Felipe, is indistinct. I draw it from stories, newspaper reports and notions of other cities, Lima for example, Albuquerque and Buenos Aires, which likewise follow the Leyes de Indias, the extensive set of laws for the Spanish colonies that determined everything ranging from street width to the height of the colonial villas. During the survey – in the case of Buenos Aires, we can imagine a Spaniard with a dazzling white ruff and tight trousers, Juan de Garay was his name, who in an imperial gesture delimited an area of nine by fifteen quadras on the Río de la Plata – the prevailing wind direction had to be taken into account, whereas the locations of the main churches and hospitals were specified by the royal officials working in distant Madrid.

         The law gave priority to the plan over individual 22buildings, and a unified cityscape emerged across the continent that the Europeans of the sixteenth century could only have dreamed of from the narrow, shadowy and crooked alleys of their cities. One could superimpose the plans for South American colonial settlements on tracing paper, just as one could place the construction drawing of a passenger jet or the delicate skeleton of a condor over the city map of Lúcio Costa’s winged city of Brasília.
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         The Buenos Aires depicted by Juan de Garay is distinctly, perhaps even prototypically, a familiar city to me – a city with which I have something in common, whose atmosphere I can feel and dream about without knowing every corner and every street. I spent a few weeks there behind the scenes of a film production. The film was about Beate Klarsfeld, who throughout her life was unable to shake off the cliché of the ‘Nazi hunter’, even though her 23strength was not hunting, but rather patient and meticulous research. For me, Buenos Aires will always remain associated with this cazadora de Nazis, even though she ultimately caught Klaus Barbie, the Butcher of Lyon, not on the Río de la Plata, but at almost 12,000 feet above standard elevation zero in La Paz, Bolivia. In my mind, Buenos Aires is above all a cinematic place, because I moved from set to set all day long until late in the evening and, on the edges of brightly lit scenes, had friendly and even exhilarating conversations with cameramen, make-up artists, script supervisors and extras recruited on site and dressed in flashy military uniforms awaiting their cue. It is this filmic familiarity, this imagery, that I am willing to transpose onto the strange, suffering Santiago.

         
            *

         

         ‘On Friday at 1:00 p.m. (arrival time), go to the underground stop that is phonetically closest to your name or, if that is not possible, your hometown. For example, if your name is Müller, you would of course travel to Müllerstraße, if your name is Leineweber, then you can choose between Leinestraße or Weberwiese. If your name is Teichmann but you come from Rosenheim, then you can go to Rosenthaler Platz, etc. Walk south-southwest until you reach the next underground or overground station. Don’t use your mobile phone. Walk into courtyards and entranceways, look over construction site or garden fences. Be sure to ask for directions. Describe what you see and experience.’ Twelve international students who had arrived in Berlin two weeks earlier took on this task in autumn 2019.

         Not all of them reached an underground or overground stop, I assume that they returned to their accommodation 24by other means, for example, with the movable property of the Sharing Economy. One student lost her way in Görlitzer Park, where other goods can be purchased; I didn’t ask what she was seeking there. In her essay, she described a children’s farm that I’ve visited with my daughter a few times. There’s some play equipment there, the rabbits in their hutches have created a complex tunnel system that stimulates her imagination, the cute little animals slip in and reappear elsewhere – the first actual antonymous word pair my daughter learned was up and down. For fifty cents you can buy a bag of feed, which the children offer to the overfed sheep.

         Another student went to Neukölln. Its entire route exceeds the overground ring, which inner-city Berliners consider the unofficial city limits. As I learned in the course of our conversation, she actually went as far as Buschkrugallee Cemetery; she overshot her destination, Grenzallee, and returned to the underground only later on. Viewed this way, she crossed two boundaries in one go, that of Grenzallee, ‘border avenue’, and the one that separates the living from the dead.

         That city residents usually find their final resting place (if at all) outside the city walls is common knowledge. Despite its name, the gigantic Vienna Central Cemetery is by no means in the centre of the city. They just localized the dead on the Simmeringer Hauptstraße, built them their own city, with streets and alleys, palaces and churches, even rented lodgings with fixed-term contracts. The only sites that tend to be even further out are the suicide cemeteries.

         In Berlin, the so-called Schandacker, the ‘field of disgrace’, is located in the Grunewald near the Schildhorn peninsula, where the bodies of those who had taken their 25own lives would wash up in a tiny bay, and probably still do. They would be dragged up the slope and buried on the spot. A historic, soot-spewing double-decker bus that takes tourists from Heerstraße to Pfaueninsel stops near this cemetery, where Christa Päffgen, who played herself in Federico Fellini’s La Dolce Vita and who sang unforgettably on the Velvet Underground’s first album under the name Nico, is also buried.

         On 21 November 1811, a bit further south, on the same bus route between the Little Wannsee and Greater Wannsee lakes, Heinrich von Kleist, the famed inventor of a prickly prince and a bloodthirsty Amazon, shot his girlfriend Henriette Vogel and then turned the gun on himself. At that time, there existed neither the bus nor the suicide cemetery – thus the pair are buried in roughly the same place they lost their lives. If death is a sleep from which one does not awaken, as common figures of speech suggest, then they essentially fell into bed.

         Nico, on the other hand, whose death can only be considered a suicide in that the constant drip of self-destruction wears away even the hardest stone, fell off her bike in Mallorca and had to be transported to the outskirts of Berlin with considerable effort.

         The Grenzallee underground station, which I know well because a friend of mine lives close to it, forms a border in another respect: the student crossed beneath the southern A100 city highway and left, if not the official city limits, the psychological urbs propria. Berlin, unlike the solar system in which we orbit – or the city of Baghdad, founded by the Abbasid caliph Al-Mansur – is by no means concentric, but outside the overground train ring and the motorway ring, the suburban Kuiper belt marks 26the beginning of Berlin’s transport system’s tariff B. It’s an emulsion-like, milky region, because just as water and milk fat only appear to combine into a homogeneous liquid, the elements of city and countryside also never fully unite.

         Esther Kinsky, who explores the eastern fringes of London in her book River, which sits on my bedside table stamped with teacup stains, describes the place where the grandiose city more or less ends without making a song and a dance about it, the

         
            barely recognisable ridge where the well-kept lawn with flowerbeds and pond behind the entrance to the park sloped down towards the valley. At the foot of the slope there are trees, the narrow river, behind it reeds, marshland, grass, willow trees. The electricity pylons, filigree giants, with legs apart and arms with no head, as if frozen in the approach to the city.

         

         Flowerbeds and trees, the trimmed hedges around the benches, all of this ‘declared its urbanity compared to the land spread out at the foot of the slope.’

         The author and obsessive suburban hiker Nick Papadimitriou, whom I once accompanied on a hike on the summer solstice, succinctly describes the border between the city and its surrounding area. His eponymous Scarp is the geological escarpment that surrounds the northern outskirts of London: ‘Loneliness always descends as I enter this land of severed or simply uncompleted routes, of weeds, pylons and oxidised tin cans.’ The first signs of the countryside that we discovered on our night-time journey were tractor tires overgrown with 27grass. No matter how romantic my idea of the landscape that awaited us may have been, the surrounding area, the agricultural neighbourhoods of the city, were just as ugly as the wasteland of the outskirts that we had previously crossed.

         The American geographer Peirce F. Lewis described the space in which large cities operate as a ‘galactic metropolis.’ It was an attempt to explain why big cities develop their own gravity, why they seem to absorb, sooner or later, everything in their vicinity, like a spiral galaxy. I don’t know if Lewis was aware that there is a black hole at the centre of every galaxy: ‘The traffic density indicated the proximity of larger cities,’ writes Peter Rosei in an almost apocalyptic vision; he seems to get caught in a whirlpool. ‘I also saw their shapes rising into the haze in the distance. The sky was low, full of clouds. Another cloud rose from the city; there was something fiery about it.’ Are the rings of a big city, the overground or motorway rings, something like an event horizon into which the rest of the world falls?

         If the city is just a solar system, then one can assume that there are some extraordinary asteroids and dwarf planets in Berlin’s tariff zones B and C, i.e. in the Kuiper belt of the suburbs. One of these is undoubtedly Bruno Taut’s horseshoe settlement in Britz, a locality within Neukölln. The journalist and passionate walker Franz Hessel, a friend of Walter Benjamin, was enthusiastic about the then-brand-new facility. ‘Its colours flash yellow, white, and red, interspersed with blue borders and balcony walls,’ he wrote in 1929, as astonished as a child on seeing the Milky Way for the first time, the stars, the planets and their satellites.28

         If the student who was shot into the trans-Neptunian area of the city by a strange slingshot manoeuvre inspired by her last name had continued from the cemetery to the south-southeast, on a line that runs through Prague, Split and Benghazi to Inhambane in Mozambique because ‘[t]he dream of the end of the world is always powerful, perhaps in the subconscious it nourishes the feeling that when you reach this point and lean forward, you see an abyss or, if you stop, a huge wall...’ (David Le Breton), she probably would have taken a right down a short path, not unlike the two ants of Ringelnatz’s poem that try to reach Australia and give up after a mere fifteen minutes; she would have crossed Rambowstraße – which is only a tiny misprint, perhaps a lead-corroded letter away from Rainbow Street – then, and only then, would the wonderful Britzer Garden Settlement have appeared before her eyes. Perhaps a whole world would have opened up to her.

         Only two of the international students actually went in the specified south-southwest direction, the others apparently lacked (celestial) orientation. It’s also not out of the question that the passers-by whom they might have asked for directions were unable to point out the way because the sun wasn’t out that day. You can only navigate by the stars on a clear night, which is why sailing was an affair fraught with great incalculable factors until electronic navigation instruments, autopilots and GPS devices washed every remaining nautical sentimentalist overboard.

         A course participant who got off at Möckernbrücke in the north of Kreuzberg because she was called McKiernan – or maybe Mayröcker, like the Austrian poet – was drawn in by a Fridays For Future demonstration. She allowed herself to be pulled along by the strong current of the 29approaching masses and witnessed a sit-in at Potsdamer Platz. If someone had got out at Oranienburger Tor and had – as was the task – actually walked along a line whose imagined extension eventually runs through Malta and the Libyan city of Misrata, he or she would have ended up in the demonstration at Brandenburger Tor and might have discovered Carola Rackete, captain of the rescue ship Sea-Watch, onstage giving a speech in which Malta, the city of Misrata, and the ocean currents played a specific role. ‘We are,’ writes Michel Foucault, ‘at a moment, I believe, when our experience of the world is less that of a long life developing through time than that of a network that connects points and intersects with its own skein.’

         Some of the test subjects of my experiment wandered around the city lacking any and all orientation. And since they weren’t all heading south-southwest, there could well have been some chance encounters. This would have created a situation with almost unforeseeable consequences, an at least potentially romantic tale about a student with a black bob, in whose bag was Vivian Gornick’s memoir The Odd Woman and the City, and a student who liked to wear his trousers just below standard elevation zero and... Well, I’m, like, actually more interested in games. Awkward silence. They could have at least had a coffee; it doesn’t have to be true love. Even if the chance encounter hadn’t changed their lives, at least the city would have changed for them on that one day, on that one path, because the person walking carries what resonates within them – even if it’s just the barren words of a failed conversation – into urban spaces. They rumble dully and quietly within us for a while; we can still feel the vibrations in the matrix of the city long after we no longer hear them, just as we can still feel the underground train under the asphalt when 30the noise has already faded away.

         One of the students was born in Shanghai; he still carries the city with him and is topographically trained in it. The Old Town where he grew up and which he explored on foot and by bike as a child no longer exists, a trauma that he has apparently not yet overcome to this day. This probably explains why he seemingly aimed to get lost in the maze of Berlin’s streets.

         In fact, this student did not wander around in the labyrinth of alleys of a compact Old Town, as he might have wished, but in an urban landscape, as described by the architect and urban planner Thomas Sieverts. This Zwischenstadt, this ‘in-between city’, with its arterial streets, blocks of flats and fragmented green areas, despite the centring efforts around the rebuilt castle, and despite the narrowly defined spaces to which tourists restrict themselves apparently voluntarily, makes up a large part of the city. The student, seeking an Old Town, discovered the passageway leading to a nine-storey residential complex blocked by concrete bollards, in whose leafy courtyard he could surmise a carpark or playground; he crossed an intersection made up of parked cars, graffiti-adorned junction boxes, a clothing recycling container and a pair of bleached telephone boxes standing back to back that looked so lost it was as if they could only telephone each other.

         
            *

         

         The Plaza de Armas, Santiago’s main square built in the sixteenth century, is 600 Spanish cubits or varas (1 vara = 0.84 metres) from our location, four blocks, which each have an edge length of 150 varas, just as the Leyes and Pedro de Valdivia, who founded the city in 1541, 31commanded: 138 for the block development, plus 12 for the street.

         While dreaming, the grid of the city, which has long since outgrown itself, fills with images, colours, people, smells and sounds. I look out for happenings, open myself up for a conspiratorial encounter – the explosive political situation dictates it. I layer transparencies on top of each other, tracing paper, what I’ve seen and what I’ve read; the thicker the stack becomes, the deeper and at the same time blurrier the image, the urban space becomes terrain vague and at the same time a bottomless pit.
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         I dream: on Avenida San Diego, where one bike shop is lined up next to another, we rent a bike with a child seat. We ride to the university, where we wait on the wide pavement at the agreed location. My cover as the father of a little girl is perfect. The light is from de Chirico, further 32details come from the stories of an astronomer who completed several research stays in the Atacama in the noughties and showed me photos, which, however, have been dipped in red wine, and everything else is probably... residue of the day.

         The boulevard on the edge of the historic city centre is divided by a grassy central reservation where the metro’s exhaust system sits like a huge concrete window box. The institute building is about ten storeys high, the façade is covered with plastic panels, and every fourth panel houses an air conditioning system. A tall, slim man wearing a maroon shirt steps out, his bronze-coloured skin contrasting pleasantly with the petrol blue of the façade’s cladding. When he reaches us, he strikes a pose: an engaged leg and a free leg, it’s as if he were offering his calf to a dog to bite. I hold the bike and lean over the handlebars to offer him my hand, which is still glowing. My daughter looks at him intently from her seat. As we talk, he supports his left elbow, the cigarette in his hand never strays from his mouth, the smoke rises into his eyes, he waves it away. His German is good, it sounds both warm and metallic.

         I suddenly feel dizzy, I turn away, it’s as if the multi-lane boulevard were infinitely far away, Papa! and at the same time he is... there, or here... in the centre of Berlin, Papa! in Ottawa or Cologne, where... Dalhousie Street... changes its name, from Ebertplatz it becomes Turiner Straße, it ends at the Piazza San Carlo, where we ate strawberry ice cream in the shade of a Savoyard Duke sitting on horseback, weeks or months or centuries ago... Everything is recorded and distorted as if in a fisheye lens, tiny buses dart closer, gawp past, the toy-sized television tower in the distance stands crooked against the curvature of the horizon, an invisible crowd chants, the red traffic lights 33of the pedestrian crossing can’t contend with the daylight, I hold on tightly to the handlebars, a woman in tight legwear passes by, she is wearing a white ruff.

         As we say our goodbyes, I regain my composure. The man standing in the contrapposto pose recommends an amusement park nearby, Fantasilandia, and we set off. On a street corner, several children are standing in front of a hawker, one is on a manhole cover that has a ray-like pattern, almost like a sun. The pattern seems to continue into the paving of the alley, the cobbles are hemmed into a radial arrangement by the manhole cover, as if invisible forces were acting upon it, a magnetic field. We buy a bottle of water from the seller and move on. A gigantic demonstration approaches from the other side of the green belt, with banners calling for a plebiscite in angry capital letters.

         The queue in front of the amusement park’s ticket booth is long. We wait on cracked concrete paving slabs and step on each other’s toes to pass the time. A single cloud floats by, the shadow eats its way through the city from south to north, wiping out entire districts, the wide boulevards, the city hill. From the outside, the amusement park looks like it has fallen out of time; it has the same attractions and rides that I know from my childhood, the same colours and even the same sounds. It rattles and squeaks, children throw their arms in the air and let out shrill screams. In fact, I now remember that as a child I visited a mini world near Cologne a few times that was called Phantasialand, just off by a few letters, it stretches over decades, from my Rhenish childhood to the present time of this dream.

         When we are finally allowed to enter the amusement park, we discover a model of Santiago, a miniature in the open air, and because we’re disorientated in this city, 34the first thing we look for is the television tower, which we saw on the boulevard at the same scale, and then this park and the Fantasilandia in which we’re standing. I lift my daughter up so she can see better, and together, almost at the same moment, we discover ourselves as tiny figures standing in front of an even tinier city model in Fantasilandia, and my daughter starts crying, it takes minutes, hours or days until I’m able to calm her down again.

         There are those cities that we first know from our dreams, which we travel to in our imagination, and which lead us into another fantasy – sometimes we develop a very clear image of them, sometimes we only see them in miniature. Cities whose image triggers something in us because we are familiar with them through stories from friends, through historical events that we encounter over and over again (a defenestration, an earthquake, a bourgeois revolution), through films and books or through our own short stays.

         New York, or at least Manhattan, is perhaps the only city in the world that can be dreamed of in this way by almost everyone on earth – because who wouldn’t be able to? Who hasn’t dreamed of coming to this city to drink percolator coffee with the Nighthawks? Anyone who hasn’t seen Jon Voight roaming its night-time streets as the Midnight Cowboy, or Robert De Niro sneaking around the red-light district in a taxi, will at least have etched in their brain the imposing silhouette of the city in glorious weather on the morning of 11 September 2001, and the blizzard of dust that rolled in and filled the canyons of the financial district. And who doesn’t know the ice-skating rink in front of Rockefeller Plaza, the view of the Brooklyn Bridge, the delicate curve of the UN headquarters with its mostly empty flagpoles? 35

         Some cities remain invisible forever, not even good enough for dream material. They do not move me, they arouse no longings, they evoke neither fear nor disgust. Most of these ‘generic cities’, as the architect Rem Koolhaas calls them, are located in Asia, China and Malaysia; Koolhaas predicts a great future for them. These cities do not need a tangible identity; they are more kismet than object. I can’t imagine Chongqing or Wuhan; I’ve come across the name of the northern Indian city of Lucknow a few times. Apparently, it was once known for the exemplary coexistence of Muslims and Hindus, which from today’s perspective makes it a kind of Fantasilandia, a thing of impossibility.
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         36Perhaps there are points on the spectrum of our urban experience, at the ends of which are, on the one hand, the very familiar cities that we call home, where we feel we belong, etc., and on the other hand, the strange and estranging that we never even enter in our dreams, including the fantastic cities of our collective memory: Jonathan Swift’s floating island of Laputa, Georgy Krutikov’s Flying City, Fritz Lang’s Metropolis, Frank Lloyd Wright’s Broadacre City, Constant’s New Babylon, Bruegel’s Babel or the mythical Breton Ys, which, in Claude Debussy’s La cathédrale engloutie, can once again break through the waves. (The Frisian Rungholt, which also disappeared under the sea, was just a small town.) Perhaps most of the cities that we come into contact with, that we think about or in which we lose ourselves (dreaming) are creatures of an overheated imagination. Aren’t the worlds of the cyberpunk genre, the hissing, dirty, always rainy city of the Bladerunner films and the Chiba from William Gibson’s Neuromancer more real and ultimately more concrete than the Los Angeles we all think we know? Two hundred and sixty-three days of sunshine a year? Seriously? Canals in Venice? Seriously? Hills onto which cling John Lautner houses, Richard Neutra villas that seem so light they might fly away like charred newspaper in the next wildfire?

         Los Angeles Plays Itself is the title of a film by Thom Andersen that depicts the dream factory as a film set and the film as a dream that takes place in the City of Angels. Los Angeles plays itself. Los Angeles is a vision of a vision.

         
            *37
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         I grew up in the middle-class outskirts of the eastern part of Cologne, where the hilly terrain, the so-called Bergisches Land, encroached on the urban space and still encroaches on it to this day. On the way to school there was a meadow where sheep grazed, there was a riding stable and a mill, which, at least in my childish imagination, is still happily clattering away. At the same time, the city extended into the rural surrounding area – it left its dead at the East Cemetery, the main street was lined with garages and petrol stations, handicraft businesses, driving schools, kitchen showrooms and a boat dealership. DIY shops, fast food restaurants and a Toys ‘R’ Us by the entrance to the motorway were added later. Otherwise, Cologne has remained a blank space for me, a place that I feel the need to encircle and explore from the outside in, that invites me to explore deeper with every vision and every memory.

         An ugly arterial road was my orientation, the only route that connected me to the city. However, I remember 38a very tall oak tree that towered over all the other trees in the suburb, which I kept climbing in order to marvel, from an elevated perspective, at the twin towers of the Cathedral on the broad lowlands of the city. My playmates and I called the oak the Cologne Tree, as if we lived far away and didn’t actually belong to the city. We never dared to take a camera up there, but the cathedral can be seen from a similar perspective in the background of a photograph taken outside Cologne by the American war reporter Lee Miller, who was advancing with the Allied Forces into West Germany in March 1945.
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         I haven’t forgotten the Cologne Tree, both because it took a lot of courage to climb up it and because the amazement I felt at discovering something so sublime – even at a distance – with the naked eye has never completely left me. When I climbed the tower of Cologne Cathedral one 39day during a school trip, the first thing I looked for from the viewing platform was that tree. I had to turn my gaze like the daughters in Adalbert Stifter’s Der Hochwald (The High Forest) who, from the height of a rocky outcrop, look down with a telescope at the ruins of their castle, which has been destroyed by marauding troops: ‘everything stood before them magically clear and close to the point of shock, but completely strange.’ Still today, I tend to picture urban space from the edges, from the perspective of the Cologne Tree, which has become almost mythic for me. I still see the house I grew up in as tiny, but at the same time razor-sharp in detail, almost as if I were looking at it through a telescope or the barrel of a cannon.

         The memory of my hometown hangs by the thread of that arterial road, my only purchase is a swaying treetop, the cathedral with its towers looks like the bearing mark on a nautical map. I’m pleased when I spot it on the horizon. But when I try to reach it, the cargo ship I’m piloting soon runs aground.

         Many years ago, for the benefit and enjoyment of the scattered residents of Cologne who were looking in vain for a point of reference in the city, a private individual had the so-called Schmitz Column put up in the centre of the Old Town, which was rebuilt in the 1950s – the column is an attraction that is puzzling even to the local residents. According to the inscription, it marks the place where Roman soldiers and girls from the Ubii tribe met for a rendezvous 2000 years ago, ancestors of the Schmitz family and those who would describe themselves as the Cologne breed. Particularly noteworthy is that this column is also located astronomically; according to the column’s engraved information, it is exactly 389,884.1 kilometres from the spot where Neil Armstrong set foot 40on the moon in 1969. You can also read that from the planning stages to the completion of the approximately four-and-a-half-metre-high column, a remarkable four years passed; from 1965, the year I was born in Cologne, until shortly after the moon landing, which is one of my first visual memories. The astonishing, not to say shocking, four years of construction roughly correspond to the time I spent in infantile amnesia, the end of which the people of Cologne celebrated with the inauguration of the column, and my parents in front of the newly acquired colour television with a bottle of Deinhard sparkling wine. In fact, the onset of memory, however gradual it may have been, was a small step for mankind and a giant leap for me.

         Before I could even get to know my hometown, I was thrown out into the world. I spent my youth in a boarding school on the Lower Rhine, and after graduating from high school the centrifugal forces that determined my life increased significantly. I belong to a generation that spewed out carbon dioxide, especially in the first decade of adult life; we lacked any awareness of our ecological footprint and the consequences of our actions. If the phrase ‘flight shame’ meant anything to me, it was that I was ashamed of not having flown enough. I was encouraged and urged from all sides, from parents, teachers and so on, to burn as much jet fuel as possible in order to educate myself, to see the world that at the time was not yet available to see on the internet, to broaden my horizons and to prove myself a worthy ambassador for my country, which is why I became a ‘traveling enthusiast’ (E. T. A. Hoffmann) at an early age, set off on a student exchange to the USA at sixteen, spent several weeks somewhat perplexed in Asyut, Egypt, and got to know Shenzhen when it was still 41a dirty backwater.

         Thus I ended up in the southern Californian counter-city, a network-like urban structure that has nothing at all to do with the density of medieval Cologne, which to this day influences the perception of tourists gathered on the windswept cathedral square, and also nothing to do with London, which I had already traversed several times as a child, schlepping behind my mother.

         Like the fibrous outskirts of my childhood, which stretched from the East Cologne motorway junction to the Bergisches Land, Los Angeles was also characterized by transitions. City and country intertwined, the grey and green areas of the street map, pastures and parking lots, groves and traffic zones, swampy and sealed off places, all seemingly shoved together, like two tectonic plates that, jammed together over millions of years, had become cross-threaded into each other.

         I have always loved Los Angeles; the city and its people have welcomed me with open arms since I first arrived there at the age of sixteen, even if the real familiarity that would sustain that love came much later.

         A glance at the map is enough to understand Greater Los Angeles in its orientation and layout. The comparatively compact London, on the other hand, raises questions, and questions about these questions, for even the most experienced city wanderer; its river, compressed into a series of loops, runs through the city like an optical illusion. The Thames only pretends to guide us, in fact it adds to our confusion at every stage and at every moment. We stand on Vauxhall Bridge and look for the city centre, but we don’t see it because the city, or what we think is the city, is hidden behind a bend with a tree-lined park. We stand there watching the London Duck 42Tours amphibious vehicle crawl out of the water in the shadow of the MI6 building, incredulous that we have to look north to find the path that eventually leads to the southeast, and since we’ve deleted the compass app, we’re forced to look to our inner instrument, but the needle twitches and swirls like we’re at the North Pole. And so we finally find purchase at the London Eye; we seek orientation with a thing that rotates and continues to rotate like the prime meridian itself, which should be above or below, right or left, in any case it must be at the other end of the city, which may be closer than we think, because the city is an ouroboros, a snake that bites its tail to consume itself.

         Los Angeles, on the other hand, lies spread out in front of me like a handy, laminated tourist map. I trace my routes, which I calculate in driving hours with my finger, and envy anyone who manages to get lost in this city. But what happens if I delete the compass, if I turn off the inner and outer GPS, if I only see Street View and no longer know where I am? Where am I? How many Spanish cubits is it to campus? What will I discover if I turn left on West Pico Boulevard, say, behind the King Taco? Terra incognita, nothing but white spots. A chance to give fate a little nod. GPS and navigation haven’t been invented yet, one or two-storey houses, front gardens behind steel fences, For Rent signs, everything looks more or less the same.

         I drive, I circle, I lean over the steering wheel to read the position of the sun, but the sun is so high it doesn’t give anything away. At the end of a street, I finally discover the towers of downtown, which have very little to do with the Los Angeles I know and move around in – a high arc that stretches from Santa Monica via Westwood and West Hollywood to Pasadena. High-rise buildings like 43electric sheep, dotted about the city pixelated by Philip K. Dick. Laputa, Jonathan Swift’s magnetic island, has landed and buried underneath it El Pueblo de Nuestra Señora la Reine de Balnibarbi.

         I have some time until my appointment, so I stop and enjoy the feeling of having fallen out of time and space. The book I’m reading resonates with me, it’s set in Venice, or Venedig in German, a drug addict who may or may not be involved in the murder of a countess wanders through the city. Utilizing the stub of a pencil, I finally start to write some postcards that I’ve been carrying around with me for days. ‘On the road in LA, somewhere, in the passenger seat is the book by Peter Rosei that you put in my bag: I was suddenly overcome by the fear that I might get lost, that I might be blown away like an amalgam of dust. Sentences like that, so beautiful.’ The Styrofoam of the coffee cup from King Taco leaves behind a dry, numbing taste in my mouth. After the third postcard, a woman starts speaking to me through the open window, who, as it turns out, worked for a year as an assistant teacher at my boarding school in the Lower Rhine.

         
            *

         

         The Roman military camp Colonia Agrippina, which is quite literally the foundation of my hometown, was laid out in a square configuration, and the inner-city area of Cologne is still characterized by this grid today. Via the theories of the Renaissance architect Leon Battista, the ideal of the Roman military camp found its way into the Leyes de Indias and thus also into the Spanish-cubit-defined Los Angeles, which fully corresponded to the expectations of the Madrid officials.44

         On the southern edge of the counter-city in Anaheim, there is another counter-city: Disneyland, a mirror within a mirror. I went there too as a teenager, and even then I asked myself whether two negatives really always make a positive, whether I would somehow return home, or at least to the Phantasialand of my childhood, via the detour of Los Angeles and Disneyland.

         I lived in Oakland, California for a few years, a city that was churning out one sad record after another, but I was too young to care about murder statistics. During fire season, I would climb up on rooftops with my friends to look at the burning hills, and the so-called Hayward Fault, an earthquake fault line, was just a few hundred feet from my house, but I didn’t know what fear was. Every day back then, I walked the streets of the battlefield that was East Oakland, always looking for the best beef phó, the best fish tacos, the best barbequed ribs. Google Maps didn’t exist of course, so I had no other choice but to open myself up to the city with all my senses, my nose, eyes and ears.

         The noise of the city still triggers a Pavlovian reaction in me today; I’m only slightly exaggerating when I say that my mouth waters when I hear police sirens or the barking of attack dogs charging against wire mesh. POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS. But officer, I just want to run over to that stand real quick.

         My heart beats a little faster when I look at the Google map of Fruitvale, the icons and names of the restaurants, some of which already existed back then, the names of the neighbourhoods with their own gangs, the tiny pollo asada shops not yet displaced by the invasion of fast food chains, whose rickety white plastic tables had bowls of lime wedges, toothpicks and Sriracha bottles and ridiculously thin napkins.45
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         While out on a run around Lake Merritt, where I lived, I once got caught up in a shoot-out. A car raced against the direction of travel on Lake Side Drive and collided head-on with another car. Two men climbed out of the car through the windows, fired, waved their weapons around, and ran away. I threw myself on the ground and stayed there until the police came. Then I got up and continued my run.

         That evening, L* called me from Tokyo and said that she had lost her wallet on a street in Shibuya. She had returned the following day to where she might have lost it. Someone had picked it up, and it was lying on a clean paper napkin on a windowsill. Do you understand what I’m saying? she said. Someone took the time to put it on a paper napkin! It was only later, during a run together at a remote Bolivian salt lake so level surveying satellites used it to carry out their calibrations, and probably still do to this day, that I told her what had happened to me on my run.46

         Whatever we were seeking at this gigantic salt lake, a solution to our global dilemma perhaps, or a wonder of culture like Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty, jutting out of the Great Salt Lake of Utah, we didn’t find it.

         L* travelled on to Chile. I took the bus to Oruro at a time when the exhausted city, once the centre of Bolivian mining, was in danger of reverting to an agrarian state. Pigs scratched in the deserted warehouses, llamas grazed on the median strip of a motorway, and in the market square purple-cheeked Aymara women wove brooms like they hadn’t for centuries.
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         The city, located at an altitude of almost 4,000 metres, apparently a shadow of its former self, was so unreal that I sometimes doubt that I was there; the thin, salty-dry air caused, I now think, less a disturbance of perception than a disruption of the truth. I’m quite certain that I met the newly elected President Evo Morales there at his sister’s house, where he felt most comfortable. We drank Paceña from the bottle and talked about sport; El Presidente had just taken part in a soccer match on Sajama, a volcanic 47mountain over 6,000 metres high, in protest against a decision by FIFA to introduce an altitude limit for official games. I seem to remember that I arrived in La Paz a little later in a relatively modest convoy, in the back seat of a black minibus; that I spotted the mighty Illimani encircled by clouds from a window on the tenth floor of my hotel in Sopocachi; that I wrote desperate letters to Chile, which I addressed post restante, I don’t know if they were ever picked up. All of this seems more than a little unlikely to me today.

         The truth shines forth in our memory, where the air is known to be thin. The ball can fly a great distance at 6,000 metres – it flies like in a dream. Did I once force my way through alleys in Vārānasi, India, which were so narrow and crowded that I ended up with scratches on my shoulders and arms? Or did my restless sleep lead me there? Either way, I found myself in thin air. I was dizzy, and still feel dizzy to this day when I think about that journey, which was actually more of a quest. Did I sit on a one-legged stool in a pharmacy in Kowloon, not far from the infamous and rat-infested Chungking Mansions, drinking a milky-grey brew for heat rash? Thin air. Is the Berlin of my dreams, fears and longings the same Berlin through which I push my daughter’s buggy almost every day? I don’t know, I really don’t know anymore.

         
            *

         

         Long before Thomas Sieverts coined the term ‘in-between city’, geographer Anton Wagner described the ‘urban agglomeration’ of Los Angeles, a metropolis that exploded in the 1930s and had little in common with the prevailing Eurocentric (and centric!) cityscape. 48Wagner was a structuralist, he didn’t start with city walls or ditches, with main squares or churches, he looked at the ‘location factors’ that made Los Angeles possible, the ‘living space with its access routes.’ The object he was trying to survey was not a place, a larger (>1,000,000 inhabitants) or smaller (<1,000,000 inhabitants) point in an atlas or a clearly delineated structure on a city map, but rather an ‘urban landscape’ that had grown out of geological conditions. Wagner recognized that Los Angeles in the 1930s had to be recorded in its geological and climatic entirety; he described the groundwater basins and rivers, the ‘V-shaped valleys’ and ‘mountain ranges’ that surrounded the built city and encroached on it. But above all he took photographs. Wagner walked with his camera through the city, which was huge for its time, and left behind over 400 images that open the viewer’s eyes to what is now called an in-between city.
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         49When, after the war, Hans Scharoun and his colleagues presented their so-called collective plan for Berlin, which was intended to replace the increasingly concentric city structure radiating from the Palace and the Spreebrücke with an east-west oriented urban band traversed by a grid of expressways, they referred to the Warsaw-Berlin glacial valley, the course of rivers and Ice Age plateaus, almost as if nothing worth mentioning had happened in Berlin between the Ice Age and the post-war period, as if there had been neither Prussianism nor the industrialization that had shaped the city in its own unique way.

         An in-between city is more than the Nuremberg that we – and even most Americans, whose ancestors created completely different forms of urban life – carry around as an image of what a city is or should be today like a medieval bundle on a stick. It’s more than what the nostalgic Chinese student, whose essays always sounded a little disappointed, was looking for. We have to consider the old game of Categories anew by not separating city, country, river in columns to be filled in in alphabetical order, but rather as things that play into each other, determine each other and merge with each other.

         When Nick Papadimitriou and his friend Will Self, probably the most prominent English practitioner of psychogeography, roam through London together, they do so along this kind of terrain; like geomancers, they sense underground rivers and canals, perhaps even the ‘Pleistocene talus fan material’ that Wagner claims to have found in Los Angeles. The Los Angelinos owe their development, life, and structure not least to the ‘water that runs off the Angeles Mountain Range in winter’, because nothing determines this city, its growth, and the well-being of its residents as much as the water supply. 50

         
            
[image: ]Reservoir in San Fernando, Anton Wagner

            

         

         To this day nothing has changed, even if the problem has become more abstract and has acquired a different form of visibility: you can no longer read the water levels from the objet trouvé of a reservoir, but instead from graphics that the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power (LADWP) publishes on the internet; from figures I read in the Los Angeles Times while waiting for my wife at the front gate of Huntington Gardens.

         
            *

         

         The Chinese student turned his back on his hometown and lives in a college town on the American East Coast, from where he came to Berlin for a study trip. Not everyone mourns the old Shanghai like him, the Shanghai which – more than Los Angeles, more than Manhattan – has long since become a symbol of (Western-inspired) modernity. Rem Koolhaas’ Manhattanism, which he 51formulates in a ‘retroactive manifesto’, seems almost staid compared to Shanghai and its possibilities. According to the media theorist Anna Greenspan, utopian thinking, the absolute futurism that found its purest expression in world exhibitions such as that in New York in 1939, but which is no longer cultivated in Western liberal, fearful and discouraged democracies, had new life breathed into it by the Expo 2010 in Shanghai. We now know that this futurism is ruthless and destructive; the departure that Greenspan celebrates is a departure into dystopia.

         The fact that more and more science fiction films, such as Spike Jonze’s Her, have been and are being shot in Shanghai is neither a coincidence nor solely down to the fabulous backdrop. It is the spirit of this exploding metropolis that makes futuristic, fearless thinking and speculation possible – at least for outsiders. It is possible that the Shanghai from which he escaped will one day catch up with the Chinese student – in another country, in another city. Because Shanghai is the future.

         What do students who constantly monitor themselves with their smartphones, who record their routes and track every step, every pause, almost every glance on a map, actually see and experience? We know the places, the streets, the paths they took, but what did they see? Was there perhaps a geomancer among them, or a feng shui expert? What does a savant or synesthete see as they wander a city? What notions of space do people who have never held a city map in their hands, who are only able to follow the perspective representation (or audio instructions) on their smartphone, have?

         None of the city would be visible, even on the best digital map where I might inscribe their routes, and certainly not from an analogue city map. ‘It is true that the 52operations of walking can be traced on city maps in such a way as to transcribe their paths (here well-trodden, there very faint) and their trajectories (going this way and not that)’, writes Michel de Certeau. ‘But these thick or thin curves only refer, like words, to the absence of what has passed by.’

         Maps record traces, traces of a practice that is no longer tangible. The geographical system translates action into legibility. The experience of the walk, the physical and mental exposure, is forgotten as a necessity. But these routes can still be imagined, and if we follow them in our minds to their endpoint, a whole world emerges.

         ‘We carry within us the maps of our wanderings,’ says Garnette Cadogan. ‘We inscribe upon our imagination the routes we have known, and we impose them on new journeys, one map layered on another.’

         Are city maps projections of our experience of the city? Is it worth looking for traces of our reality on maps? Or is it the other way around: maps, diagrams and site plans form the basis of our experience? Wouldn’t it make more sense to search cities for traces of these maps?

         What would happen if I tried to cross the Harz Mountains by following a map of London? Or vice versa: following Heinrich Heine’s The Harz Journey while walking through central London? ‘Beyond Nörten,’ or Swiss Cottage, ‘the blazing sun was high in the sky. It wanted to do me a good turn, and warmed my head so that all the unripe thoughts in it became fully ripe.’ And then, just behind the Freud Museum in London: ‘There is a wonderful murmuring and babbling, the birds sing fragmentary sounds of yearning, the trees whisper like a thousand girls’ tongues, the strange mountain flowers gaze at us like a thousand girls’ eyes…’53

         Thought experiments of this kind were an essential field of activity for the Situationist International, a somewhat reckless group of surrealists, Marxists and anarchists formed in 1957, who together thought about urbanism and anti-capitalist practice under the direction of Guy Debord.

         But it wasn’t just thought experiments. The Situationists organized ‘dérives’ – forays – through the city to explore it ‘psychogeographically’, to increase the likelihood of unforeseen encounters and to enter into consciousness-raising constellations of place, time, weather, etc., which they called ‘situations’. The most insightful text on this was written in 1953 by twenty-year-old Ivan Chtcheglov, an artist and anarchist who was first arrested a few years later and then committed to a psychiatric hospital by his wife because he had made preparations together with his friend and roommate Henry de Béarn to blow up the Eiffel Tower. Not for political reasons, mind you, but because they felt disturbed by the spotlights that shone into their attic apartment at night.

         Guy Debord could even envisage a static dérive. His suggestion: a day at the Saint-Lazare train station in Paris, observing the people in the station hall, creating the possibility of a chance encounter. The city is moving; there are places where people move in streams. The psychogeographer stands still; their activity is to watch.

         The Situationists’ roaming about and brushing-up-against entailed criticism of the exploitation, division, enclosure and privatization of public space. The aim and purpose of these wanderings along invisible borders and cracks in the urban fabric, carried out with a heightened sensitivity, was not least to disturb oneself and along with you a society that, according to the Situationists’ analysis, 54consisted only of passive recipients and externally controlled consumers. The group’s idiosyncratic textual production was directed against the productivity dictates of late capitalist society, the city dwellers’ paths were to be decoupled from any commercial purpose, and walking, or rather, drifting, was elevated (with a wink) to the status of science.

         Implicit in this is the idea that the modern person is completely under external control in their everyday life, that the strange effects of capitalism have made them a passive consumer, a ‘controlled’ citizen (Hannelore Schlaffer) or a ‘one-dimensional’ person (Herbert Marcuse). Debord’s group wanted to counteract this passivity practically, artistically and playfully – creativity with self-imposed constraints.
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         One of the early sparks that ultimately ignited the fire was a 1952 map on which the urban sociologist Paul Henry Chombart de Lauwe recorded all the paths taken by a Parisian student over the course of a year, eons before 55the tracking capabilities of the modern smartphone. She mostly moved on a triangular course between her apartment, the Faculty of Political Science, and her piano teacher’s place of residence.

         The map was intended to make clear to what little extent the individual participated in the city as a ‘phénomène social total’, and how tenuous the sensual connection was between a city dweller who led a routined, adjusted life and her urban environment. (But, regardless, might she have been very happy? Perhaps she loved Grieg’s Piano Sonata No. 7 and was completely absorbed in it in her piano teacher’s small abode. Maybe she ate strawberry ice cream on the way to her apartment from the university after spending the afternoon on a kind of high.) If nothing else, the map was an impulse that led not least to the creation of a series of unusual city maps that were intended to show a different reality than the usual objectifying, topographical one.

         On a map of Paris made by Guy Debord, which divines what a psychogeographical finding could look like, individual neighbourhoods – in Berlin they are called Kieze – are loosely distributed on a white surface like islands, red arrows and connecting lines show the paths that the psychogeographer may have taken on the metro or when the tangible had fallen beyond their senses for other reasons.
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         There are, Debord seems to be saying, areas of the city that tell us nothing at all, a claim that is anything but self-evident. There is so much we experience while walking along some arbitrary arterial road, such as Bergisch Gladbacher Straße in Cologne, which is near where I 56grew up. It leads from the Mülheim district east to the outskirts of the city, and its ugliness cannot be surpassed. It doesn’t feel like a neighbourhood, and yet it touches something in me, something that has to do with the modest, two-to-three-storey post-war buildings, the suspicious looks of old women navigating around bike racks with their shopping trolleys and wearing quilted jackets like bulletproof vests, with the spaciousness of a former Belgian barracks, which in my childhood seemed like the promise of a holiday, the warning tones of trucks reversing, the cats lying behind netting on street-facing balconies, the competing petrol stations at the entrance to the motorway, the sequence of vowels in the motto that once adorned the façade of the Genovevabad pool (‘Schwimmen tut gut’ – ‘swimming feels so good’), with 57the Greek and Croatian and definitely meat-heavy restaurants of my childhood, their fifty-year-old grill smells, with the questions that arose at the sight of a boat chandler regarding the distance to various navigable waters, and the questions about these questions. 

         I once attempted to cross under a freeway junction in California that consisted of a tangle of elevated roads and ramps, a ‘non-place’ according to Marc Augé, and managing to overcome this challenge not only made my palms sweat with exhilaration, but has also remained in my memory as something completely distinct and remarkable that tastes a little tomatoey, because synaesthesia is snagging one of its usual hooks; when I was young, motorway interchanges like this were called spaghetti junctions. ‘There are places that are only suitable for passage or functional use,’ writes Katharina Hacker. And then there are probably places that aren’t even suitable for that. But even those we encounter psychologically.

         The city, according to Debord, is an archipelago; intermediary areas, but also the tangible distances between the individual districts, play a subordinate role, at least until the city is completely mapped. In much the same way, it is perhaps irrelevant to a jet-setter whether they travel five and a half hours to New York or six and a half; whether they started in London or in Berlin.

         When I take the underground through a city that is more or less foreign to me as an inexperienced tourist, it’s quite impossible for me to estimate the distances travelled – and maybe I’m not really interested in knowing. Because I just want to go to, say, Hagenbeck Zoo after a visit to the Miniatur Wunderland in Hamburg, the largest 58model railway in the world. This Wunderland, with its location factors, its V-shaped valleys and mountain ranges, has severely disturbed my feeling for the dimensions of urban structures; I feel like Gulliver taking giant steps along the quay to the underground, the ice-blue buggy that I’m pushing in front of me is the size of Mont Blanc.

         We get on, we change at Schlump, and I’ve long since lost all sense of where I am and which course I’m taking. Have we covered metres or kilometres? How many Spanish cubits…? Could we have walked instead? The only indication that the next section of the route must be a longer one is a street musician getting into the carriage, because street musicians know what distances the underground covers and the duration of their song so that there is still enough time to go round with a hat.

         It’s even more difficult when we have to choose between a local train and an express train, like in New York City, where the express rushes through the subway at a hundred kilometres per hour, leaving out three, four or more stops. Any sense of the distance travelled, of the topographical or even geological conditions of the city, is destroyed. Only when we try to walk the route does it finally dawn on us.

         In a concept sketch of Berlin, Peter Riemann shows the city as a loose pile of unconnected, weightless objects orbiting each other like space junk. This is the picture that emerges when we ignore distances and gaps and fail to sense the individual rayons of the city, especially its boundaries and transitions.59
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            *

         

         More than any other mode of transport or form of movement available to us in the city, walking seems to provide an opportunity to develop a feel for topographical conditions and distances and to sense and reflect on the urban environment, which is why the history of (psychogeographic) urban exploration is primarily a history of strolling and urban wandering. In its early days, leisurely promenading was primarily practiced by middle-class white men – who had the means and opportunity to while away entire days and nights, and who also didn’t need to fear attacks, particularly after sunset, from the opposite sex. The story of the flâneur, as it has been told for a long time, is therefore also the story of a certain gaze.

         The urban structure is like Braille; you have to experience it physically. Michel de Certeau also associates 60this tactility with walking, although he is less concerned with reading the urban fabric than with inscribing his own paths as he walks – a concept that has become more comprehensible than ever before in human history due to digital tracking, to which we in the modern age are constantly exposed.

         But if the city opens itself up primarily to walkers, then it does so only in certain dimensions, because it’s almost impossible, or at least impractical, to traverse a city the size of London, Rome or Berlin on foot. Instead, pedestrians limit themselves to one of the city’s islands, starting at their own front door or taking a taxi or the underground to another district to explore. And thus they don’t develop a feeling for the location and arrangement of the archipelago, for the distances, for the city as an ensemble; sometimes they don’t even notice when they cross a river or pass under a city highway.

         In addition to this, the physical constitution of the gentlemen who strolled through the major European metropolises during the heyday of flânerie, and who consequently established the image of the flâneur, was not always the best. In nineteenth-century Vienna, male citizens couldn’t wait to acquire the attributes of the seasoned gentleman the moment they hit forty. While today’s body-conscious man wraps himself from head to toe in spandex, wears a fitness watch and possibly even owns an Urban Arrow bicycle, these men would add spectacles, beards and a cummerbund to lovingly cradle their rotund city bodies, silver-plated walking sticks supporting them as they strolled the 140 metres from the Burgtheater to Café Landtmann, where they ate meat in meat broth and Herzkasperltorte – or ‘heart attack cake’ – for dessert.

         Charles Baudelaire, whose 1863 text ‘The Artist, Man 61of the World’, considered the ur-text of flânerie, cultivated a lifestyle that was anything but healthy, and Walter Benjamin, whose intellectualization of walking in his writings on Baudelaire remains unsurpassed, required two full days for his final journey from Banyuls-sur-Mer to Portbou in Spain, a route that my hiking app gauges as three hours and twenty-nine minutes. It was only with great difficulty that Benjamin managed to climb the 412-metre-high Pyrenean ridge on the old smugglers’ route, which is now named – and signposted as – Chemin Walter Benjamin.

         Seen this way, the sheer size of the European metropolis must be a real obstacle for the classic flâneur. In addition, the density and internal speed of the city, its hustle and bustle, are not always conducive to walking: ‘If, in the past, strolling was emblematic of the thinker, and while there may be places where it’s still possible to walk about deep in thought, this has little relevance to the inhabitants of most cities nowadays,’ writes the Mexican-born writer Valeria Luiselli. ‘The urban pedestrian carries the city on his shoulders and is so immersed in the maelstrom that he can’t see anything except what is immediately in front of him.’ The pedestrian in Mexico City is a non-swimmer who flails her arms and legs, she barely stays above the city’s standard elevation zero, the urban whirlpool tugs at her and drags her down.

         The fact that the mountain basin in which Mexico City is located was a landscape of swamps and lakes in pre-colonial times makes this image even more tangible. In fact, the Federal District has been subsiding for decades, in some places almost up to a foot a year: the entire city is drowning. Walking, for example, from a friend’s house in Coyoacán to the Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe 62in the far north of the city – a route that takes the walker nearly five hours – it feels as if I’m falling from trough to trough. The pilgrim, fortifying himself with fresh tamarind lemonade and keeping his eyes firmly on the compass, staggers through the urban landscape like a sailor stepping ashore for the first time in days or weeks, a terrain that is a singular rising and falling, until finally – exhausted like his childhood hero, the explorer Thor Heyerdal – he is washed up shipwrecked into the lagoon of the basilica, where he crawls onto the beach with his last ounce of strength to thank the Lady for his survival with money and roses.

         The literature of the city and its exploration privileges the walker, the flâneur or the urban wanderer to this day, but it is by no means self-evident that walking in the city – in an agglomeration like the Federal District, for example – is the most appropriate form of transport. After all, there are numerous other ways to conquer the city and reflect on its conditions; and it’s worth taking a closer look at some of them.

         
            *

         

         Nobuyuki Siraisi, a Japanese designer who created the famous New York City subway diagram for Michael Hertz Associates in 1979, reportedly prepared for his task by riding all of the city’s subway lines with his eyes closed, blindly tracing the routes and curves on a writing pad, apparently with the aim of sensing the city’s elusive geography, the relationship between route, distance and the reality of the city, and of executing an expression of intuition that could be transferred to a map. What he felt were primarily the acceleration and centrifugal forces 63that the complex mechanism of his inner ear communicated to him, as well as the rumbling of the train in the tunnels, the squealing of the brakes, the draft of the doors opening and closing, the announcements coming from the platform, a few words from a passenger who was deep in conversation with himself.

         The car driver does not move through the world; he feels it breathing down his neck. Instead, he carries his own world with him and finds himself in a kind of bubble. He remains isolated, controls noise, temperature and light in the car’s interior, which is a whispering extension of his living room; the world plays in front of him like a film, the soundtrack of which is provided by the radio.

         The jogger, on the other hand, feels the wind on his face and simultaneously sees more of the city than the pedestrian because, with a little practice, he covers distances that are much more appropriate for the metropolis. But for most people, even those in their late thirties trotting through parks in spandex conceivably at their physical peak, the focus when jogging is not on the environment, but on the performance. As joggers, we are so occupied with ourselves, with our bodies, with our pulse and our breathing that we barely notice our surroundings. Furthermore, the modern city is only suitable for jogging to a limited extent, you can feel the hard asphalt in your knees, the cobblestones in your ankles, the fine dust in the apex of your lungs; you would have to start running at 5.30 in the morning, and ideally on a Sunday, in order to complete the route relatively safely and unhindered by traffic.
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