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Introduction

Why These Seven Cities?




The Question Every Traveler Must Answer

There are roughly 10,000 cities in the world with populations over 100,000. Perhaps 500 could reasonably be called major cities, places with significant history, culture, architecture, or influence. So why these seven? Why Kyoto and not Paris? Why Jerusalem and not Rome? Why New Orleans and not Rio de Janeiro?

This is the question I wrestled with for months before committing to this book, before buying plane tickets, before setting out to visit and revisit these particular cities with the specific intention of understanding why they matter, why they are essential, why someone should see them before they die.

The answer I arrived at is this: these seven cities teach lessons that cannot be learned anywhere else. They are not simply beautiful or historically significant, though most are both. They are not just pleasant places to visit or fascinating destinations to explore, though they are certainly that as well. They are cities that change you, that challenge your assumptions, that force you to confront fundamental questions about how humans live together, how we create meaning, how we navigate the tensions between past and future, tradition and progress, individual and community.

Each city in this book offers something essential, something irreplaceable, something you cannot fully understand without experiencing it directly. These are not the only cities worth visiting, but they are cities that teach in ways other cities do not, that demand a response, that refuse to let you remain unchanged.

What This Book Is Not

Before explaining what this book is, let me be clear about what it is not.

This is not a guidebook. You will not find hotel recommendations, restaurant listings, or detailed itineraries. Those resources exist elsewhere, updated constantly, available in your pocket through various apps. This book will be outdated before it is published in terms of specific establishments and prices. That is intentional. The cities described here will persist; the particular restaurants may not.

This is not a travel memoir focused on my personal journey. My experiences structure the narrative, but this book is about the cities, not about me. I appear in these pages only as a perspective, a consciousness moving through these spaces, trying to understand what they offer and why they matter. You are welcome to have completely different experiences in these cities and to arrive at different conclusions. That is how it should be.

This is not a celebration of tourism. In fact, several chapters explicitly grapple with the ethical complications of tourism, the ways that visitor economy threatens to destroy what makes these cities distinctive. Tourism is often part of the problem, not the solution. Yet we must visit to understand, must see to appreciate, must participate even when our participation is complicated and compromised.

This is not a ranking or competition. The cities are not ordered by importance or quality. They are arranged to create a particular emotional and intellectual journey, moving from the contemplative serenity of Kyoto to the dense futurity of Tokyo, but this order is arbitrary. Read them in whatever sequence appeals to you. Each chapter stands alone while also contributing to a larger argument about cities, culture, and what it means to live well in the 21st century.

What This Book Is

This is an extended meditation on seven cities that have something essential to teach anyone willing to learn. It is part travel writing, part cultural analysis, part philosophical inquiry. It combines personal experience with historical context, immediate observation with broader reflection.

The book operates on several levels simultaneously. On the surface, it is descriptive: here is what Marrakech looks like, sounds like, smells like, feels like. Here are the experiences you might have, the places you might visit, the people you might meet. This level provides the concrete details that allow you to imagine these cities, to begin to understand them even if you have never been there.

Beneath that, the book is analytical: here is why Marrakech matters, what forces shaped it, what tensions define it, what questions it raises. This level contextualizes the immediate experience, connects it to history and politics and economics and culture, shows you the layers beneath the surface.

Deeper still, the book is philosophical: here is what Marrakech teaches about beauty and harshness, tradition and change, colonialism and resistance, tourism and authenticity. This level extracts larger meanings, asks what these specific experiences reveal about universal human concerns, considers how understanding Marrakech might change how you understand everything else.

All three levels operate simultaneously throughout each chapter. The immediate, the analytical, and the philosophical interweave, creating a reading experience that is both concrete and abstract, both specific and universal, both about these particular cities and about cities in general, about travel as physical movement and travel as metaphor for human seeking.

The Argument

If there is a central argument running through this book, it is this: cities matter because they concentrate human possibility, both beautiful and terrible. They are laboratories where we experiment with different ways of living together, different answers to the fundamental questions of community, identity, justice, and meaning.

The seven cities in this book represent seven different experiments, seven different answers to the question of how humans should organize collective life. Each experiment has succeeded in some ways and failed in others. Each offers insights that other cities lack. Each demonstrates something essential about the human condition.

Kyoto teaches about intentionality, about the power of slowness, about finding beauty in imperfection and meaning in ritual. It shows us what is possible when a culture commits to preserving traditions, when attention becomes spiritual practice, when aesthetic refinement is pursued for centuries.

Istanbul teaches about coexistence, about holding contradictions in balance, about what happens at the collision point between civilizations. It demonstrates that different faiths and cultures can occupy the same space without destroying each other, that synthesis creates new possibilities, that the East-West divide is permeable and productive.

Marrakech teaches about survival in harsh environments, about beauty born from scarcity, about the complications of tourism and colonialism, about maintaining identity under pressure from foreign influences. It shows us desert resilience, the power of sensory intensity, the ambiguity of authenticity.

Venice teaches about impermanence, about loving things we are losing, about creating beauty even when beauty is temporary. It demonstrates human capacity for impossible achievement and the limits of human power against nature. It forces us to confront climate change not as abstraction but as tangible, visible, heartbreaking loss.

Jerusalem teaches about the impossibility of simple solutions, about how competing truths create intractable conflicts, about the ways religion intensifies rather than resolves human division. It demands intellectual honesty, moral courage, and the willingness to hold multiple perspectives simultaneously without resolving them prematurely.

New Orleans teaches about joy as resistance, about creating community in the face of disaster, about refusing to surrender to circumstances that should be crushing. It demonstrates that resilience is not just survival but celebration, that culture is maintained through daily practice, that meaning emerges from collective commitment.

Tokyo teaches about balancing tradition and innovation, about organizing density through cooperation, about accepting impermanence while building for permanence. It shows us a possible future where technology serves humanity, where ancient and modern coexist, where disaster consciousness creates both anxiety and appreciation.

These lessons overlap and reinforce each other. The book is not seven separate essays but a sustained inquiry into what cities offer, why they matter, what we can learn from them. Read together, the chapters create an argument about the value of urban life, the importance of cultural diversity, the necessity of maintaining different ways of being human.

Why "Before You Die"

The title phrase "before you die" is provocative, perhaps melodramatic, definitely presumptuous. Who am I to tell you what you must see before you die? What makes these seven cities more essential than the other thousands of cities you might visit?

The phrase is not meant to be taken literally, as if failing to visit these cities means you have wasted your life. It is meant to convey urgency, importance, the sense that these cities offer something you cannot afford to miss if you want to fully understand the human experience.

But the phrase is also literal in a more serious way: these cities are changing rapidly, and several may not exist in their current form for much longer. Venice is sinking. New Orleans faces increasing hurricanes and sea level rise. Jerusalem's conflicts could escalate into catastrophic violence. Tokyo's traditional culture is eroding under economic pressure. The Kyoto of quiet temples and careful rituals is being overwhelmed by mass tourism. Marrakech's authentic culture is threatened by gentrification and commercialization. Istanbul's secular democracy is under strain.

"Before you die" means while these cities still exist as themselves, while the lessons they teach are still available to be learned, while the experiences they offer can still be had. There is a valedictory quality to this book, a sense of documenting things that may not last, of bearing witness to cities at particular moments before those moments pass.

This is not meant to be pessimistic or alarmist. Cities are always changing, always threatened, always adapting and surviving. But the rate of change is accelerating. Climate change, mass tourism, globalization, economic development, all are transforming cities faster than ever before. What these cities are now, they may not be in twenty or fifty years.

So "before you die" carries a double meaning: see these cities while you are alive to see them, and see them while they still exist in forms that make the seeing meaningful.

How to Use This Book

This book can be read in several ways, depending on your needs and interests.

You can read it as preparation for travel, learning about these cities before visiting them, using the book to understand what to look for, what questions to ask, what experiences to seek out. The book will help you see deeper, understand more, appreciate better.

You can read it as substitute for travel, if you cannot visit these cities yourself, whether due to finances, health, family obligations, or other constraints. The book aims to be vivid enough that you can experience these cities imaginatively, can learn their lessons even without going there physically.

You can read it as reflection after travel, if you have already visited some or all of these cities. The book might help you make sense of what you experienced, connect your memories to larger contexts, discover meanings you missed during your actual visits.

You can read it simply as literature, as writing about cities and culture and travel, without any intention of visiting these places. The book stands alone as exploration of ideas, as meditation on urban life, as consideration of how humans create and maintain meaning.

However you read it, I encourage you to read slowly. These chapters are dense, packed with observation and analysis and reflection. They reward careful attention, rereading, pausing to consider the implications. This is not a book to race through but to savor, to sit with, to think about.

I also encourage you to read critically. Question my interpretations. Notice what I emphasize and what I ignore. Consider whose perspectives are represented and whose are absent. Think about how your own experiences and identities would lead you to see these cities differently. The book presents one perspective, valuable but limited, inevitably partial and incomplete.

Most importantly, if this book inspires you to travel to any of these cities, go with open eyes and open heart. Be willing to be wrong about what you expect to find. Be ready to be challenged, confused, uncomfortable. Let the city teach you what it wants to teach rather than forcing it to confirm what you already believe.

Travel is not about collecting passport stamps or Instagram photos. It is about being changed by encounter with difference, about having your perspective expanded, about learning to see the world through other eyes. The cities in this book offer profound opportunities for such transformation, if you approach them with humility and genuine curiosity.

A Note on Perspective

I write as an American, as someone formed by American culture and education, traveling with American passport and American privilege. This shapes everything in this book: what I notice and what I miss, what I understand and what I misunderstand, what I am allowed to see and what remains hidden from me.

I have tried to be aware of this, to acknowledge my limitations, to seek out local perspectives, to complicate my initial impressions with deeper investigation. But I remain an outsider in every city I describe, a visitor rather than resident, someone passing through rather than staying.

This limits the book's authority but also provides certain advantages. As outsider, I see things that residents might not notice because they are too familiar. I ask questions that seem obvious to me but that reveal important assumptions. I make connections between different cities that someone focused on a single place might not see.

The book is not authoritative pronouncement about what these cities are but rather one person's sustained attempt to understand them, to learn from them, to articulate what they offer. My hope is not that you accept my interpretations uncritically but that you use them as starting point for your own inquiry, your own experiences, your own understandings.

What Comes After

This book ends with Tokyo, but the journey does not end there. These seven cities are beginning, not conclusion. They are meant to inspire further travel, further inquiry, further learning. They represent seven different ways humans have organized urban life, but there are dozens of other models, other experiments, other cities worth understanding.

After reading this book, you might be inspired to visit these specific cities, or you might be inspired to explore other cities with the same depth and attention. The goal is not to create definitive list of cities everyone must see but to demonstrate what becomes possible when you approach cities as teachers, as cultural laboratories, as concentrations of human wisdom and folly.

Every city has lessons to teach if you are willing to learn. These seven simply offer lessons that seem particularly urgent, particularly valuable, particularly unavailable elsewhere. They are starting point for thinking about cities, about travel, about what it means to live well in an increasingly urbanized world.

So read this book, and then go out into the world. Visit these cities or others. Look closely. Listen carefully. Think deeply. Be changed by what you encounter. Return home different than when you left.

That is what these cities offer. That is what travel at its best provides. That is what we need more than ever in our divided, rapidly changing world: the willingness to encounter difference with curiosity rather than fear, to be challenged rather than confirmed, to learn rather than judge.

The world is full of cities worth seeing, cultures worth understanding, people worth meeting. These seven cities are not the only ones that matter, but they matter in ways that justify the superlative claim of the title: these are cities you must visit, if not before you die then at least before you stop growing, stop learning, stop trying to understand this complicated, beautiful, tragic, inspiring world we all share.

The journey begins with a single step. Perhaps that step begins with turning the page, with reading about Kyoto at dawn, with imagining yourself standing beneath ten thousand vermillion gates, beginning the climb.

Let us begin.


Chapter 1: Kyoto 

Where Time Stands Still in Golden Light




Dawn at Ten Thousand Gates

The alarm on my phone reads 4:47 AM, but I am already awake. Outside my window in the Gion district, Kyoto is still dark, still quiet, still holding its breath before the day begins. I dress quickly in the cold air of my ryokan room, careful not to wake the other guests sleeping behind their paper-thin shoji screens. The innkeeper has left a thermos of hot tea by the entrance, as if she knew I would be leaving before sunrise. This is Kyoto. They always know.

The taxi driver who picks me up at 5:15 AM asks me in broken English if I am going to Fushimi Inari. I nod, and he smiles. "Good time," he says. "No people." He is right to emphasize this. By 10 AM, the shrine will be crawling with tourists, selfie sticks extended, Instagram stories uploading in real time. But now, in the predawn darkness, Fushimi Inari belongs to the foxes and the faithful.

We arrive just as the sky begins to lighten from black to deep blue. The massive vermillion torii gate at the entrance looms above me, and I can see the path beyond it disappearing up the mountain into thousands more gates, one after another, creating a tunnel of orange and shadow. I pay the driver and step out into air so cold I can see my breath, so still I can hear my footsteps on the stone path.

I am not alone. An elderly woman in traditional dress is already here, lighting incense at the main shrine. A businessman in a suit bows deeply, claps twice, bows again. A young couple holds hands, looking up at the mountain. We are all pilgrims here, whether we admit it or not. We have all come seeking something.

I begin to climb.

The torii gates are donations, each one inscribed with the name of the individual or company that paid for its installation. Some are small, barely taller than my head. Others are massive, requiring me to crane my neck to see the top. They are painted in that distinctive orange-red color called vermillion, though the Japanese word is "cinnabar," and it represents protection against evil spirits. The gates were never meant to be beautiful. They were meant to be powerful. But somewhere along the way, power became beauty, and now these ten thousand gates climbing Mount Inari are one of the most photographed sites in Japan.

I understand why. As I walk beneath them, the rising sun begins to filter through the gaps, creating stripes of golden light across the path. The effect is hypnotic, almost otherworldly. I am walking through a tunnel of fire and shadow, climbing higher and higher, and with each step I feel further from the city below, further from the modern world, further from who I was when I started this ascent.

Every few hundred meters, the gates open up into small shrines attended by stone foxes. In Shinto belief, foxes are the messengers of Inari, the god of rice and prosperity. These foxes hold keys in their mouths, or scrolls, or jewels. Their expressions are enigmatic, somewhere between fierce and playful. Some are covered in moss. Some have offerings of sake bottles placed at their feet. I stop at one clearing and look back down the mountain. The city of Kyoto spreads below me, a carpet of grey roofs and green trees, with the occasional golden roof of a temple catching the early morning light.

It takes me two hours to reach the summit. My legs are burning, my shirt is soaked with sweat despite the cold air, but I feel more awake than I have in months. At the top, there is a small shrine and a view that extends across the entire Kyoto basin. I sit on a stone bench and eat the onigiri rice ball I bought from a convenience store the night before. It tastes better than it has any right to.

On the way down, I pass hundreds of people coming up. They are louder than the predawn climbers, laughing and chatting, stopping every few steps to take photos. They are having fun, and there is nothing wrong with that. But I am grateful I came early. I am grateful I saw Fushimi Inari the way it was meant to be seen: in silence, in solitude, in the company of people who came not to capture it but to experience it.

This is the first lesson Kyoto teaches you. Timing matters. Intention matters. The same place can be sacred or tourist trap depending on when you arrive and why.

The Philosophy of Wabi-Sabi

Back in the city, I walk through the Philosopher's Path, a stone walkway that follows a canal lined with hundreds of cherry trees. It is late November, so there are no blossoms, only bare branches. Most tourists skip Kyoto in late autumn and winter, preferring the explosion of pink in spring or the fiery reds and golds of fall foliage. But I have come in this in-between season deliberately, because I want to understand wabi-sabi.

Wabi-sabi is one of those Japanese concepts that resists easy translation. It is often described as "finding beauty in imperfection" or "embracing transience," but these definitions feel too simple, too Western, too neat. Wabi-sabi is the opposite of neat. It is the crack in a tea bowl that makes it more valuable, not less. It is the weathered wood of a temple that has been standing for 800 years. It is the moss growing on a stone lantern. It is the acceptance that nothing lasts, nothing is finished, and nothing is perfect, and that this impermanence is not something to mourn but something to celebrate.

I think about this as I walk along the canal. The path is scattered with fallen leaves, brown and curled at the edges. An old man is sweeping them into piles, but slowly, meditatively, as if the act of sweeping is more important than achieving cleanliness. He nods at me as I pass. I nod back.

Kyoto is a city that has survived wars, fires, earthquakes, and the relentless march of modernity, yet it has somehow remained essentially itself. There are over 1,600 Buddhist temples here, more than 400 Shinto shrines, and countless gardens designed to evoke specific emotions or philosophical concepts. Walking through Kyoto is like walking through a living museum of Japanese aesthetics, except the exhibits are not behind glass. They are part of the fabric of daily life.

I stop at a small cafe that serves matcha and wagashi, traditional Japanese sweets. The owner is a woman in her seventies who speaks no English. She gestures for me to sit at the counter and begins preparing my tea with the kind of focused attention that makes me sit up straighter. Every movement is deliberate: the way she scoops the powdered green tea into the bowl, the way she adds hot water from a cast-iron kettle, the way she whisks it into a foam with a bamboo whisk, using a specific motion of the wrist that takes years to master.

When she places the bowl in front of me, she uses both hands and bows slightly. I bow back and rotate the bowl twice before drinking, as I have been taught. The matcha is bitter and earthy and perfect. The wagashi that accompanies it is shaped like a camellia flower, made from sweet bean paste and somehow too beautiful to eat. I eat it anyway, slowly, reverently.

This is wabi-sabi. This moment in an unremarkable cafe with an elderly woman who has spent her life perfecting a ritual that most of the modern world has forgotten. This is what you come to Kyoto to find: not the Instagram-famous temples, though those are here too, but these small, perfect moments of attention and care.

Temple Hopping Through Centuries

Over the next three days, I visit seventeen temples. This sounds exhausting, and by the end it is, but each temple reveals something different about Japanese Buddhism, Japanese history, and the human need to create beauty in response to suffering.

Kinkaku-ji, the Golden Pavilion, is the most famous. The entire upper two floors are covered in gold leaf, and the structure sits on the edge of a mirror-like pond designed to reflect it. When I arrive at 9 AM, there are already hundreds of people crowded along the viewing area, jostling for position. I wait for a gap in the crowd and manage to get a clear view for exactly eight seconds before someone steps in front of me. The pavilion is stunning, impossibly beautiful, almost fake-looking in its perfection. But I cannot shake the feeling that I am looking at a postcard rather than a building. The original structure burned down in 1950 when a young monk, disturbed by his own obsession with the temple's beauty, set it on fire. What I am looking at is a reconstruction. The gold leaf was reapplied in the 1980s using techniques even more elaborate than the original. Is it still authentic? Is it still sacred? Does it matter?

These are the questions Kyoto forces you to ask.

Ryoan-ji, by contrast, is serene. It is famous for its Zen rock garden: fifteen rocks arranged in a bed of carefully raked white gravel. The garden is enclosed by a low wall, and visitors sit on the wooden veranda of the temple to contemplate it. The design is deceptively simple. From any vantage point, you can only see fourteen of the fifteen rocks. The fifteenth is always hidden. Some say this represents the incompleteness of human perception. Some say it represents humility. Some say the monks who designed it were just messing with future scholars.

I sit on the veranda for forty minutes, watching the patterns in the gravel, trying to see what I am meant to see. Mostly I see rocks. But there is something peaceful about the simplicity, something calming about the absence of decoration. In a world that is constantly shouting for your attention, the rock garden whispers. You have to lean in to hear it.
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