
Berlin excursion assignment: 

Urban Memories 

 

Berlin, like many other cities in Europe, is marked by the violence of the 20th century wars and by 
the consequences of the Cold War. But the traces of its past are perhaps more present than in other 
cities. Berlin is a cultural capital in perpetual construction. Each new construction site or urban 
transformation brings the past to the surface. Should the past be conserved, covered up, 
transformed or forgotten? What history should be shown? What city should be built? 

The development of cultural or artistic spaces is proportional to the wealth of the past. The 
exhibition “Topography of Terrors” concerning the dramatic past of the SS shows the cellars which 
were used as prisons. A few years later, the wall separating the two Berlins was built just over those 
cellars. Nearby, you can visit Checkpoint Charlie. At the first site, people remember the past painfully 
and at the latter, smiling tourists photograph each other. 

Visiting Berlin, with its museums, monuments, memorials, squares, neighborhoods and heritage, 
makes you think about how urban policy is linked to the politics of memory. For this course, please 
describe a site (a square, an exhibition, a memorial, a monument…) and explain how, in your opinion, 
this site creates or induces a specific relationship with time (past, present or future). 

Your paper (no more than 2,000 words) should include a detailed description of the 
site/object/event. Your description must be a detailed portrait that will be comprehensible to 
someone who has never seen the site in question. Particular attention should be paid to the way it 
links time and memory.  

To help you with this assignment, you can consult James Young’s book entitled The Texture of 
Memory, which deals with the links between art, monuments and memory in a general way. In 
addition, you can find numerous publications concerning all of Berlin’s monuments and museums.  

 

Octave Debary, University de Paris Descartes, France. (octave.debary@free.fr), paper to send before 
15 February 2013. 
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Soysal, Levent, « (In)formal Institutions, Culture and Educating Migrant Girls: The View from Berlin », 
in Education in Multicultural Societies. Turkish and Swedish Perspectives. Marie Carlson, Fatma Gok, 
and Anika Rabo, editors, Swedish Research Institute, Transactions, Volume 18, 213-225, I. B. Taurus 
London, 2007. 
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