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CHASING THE CITIES 

- Lived Experience of Modernity in the 1950s in East Berlin, Istanbul, Chicago and 

Tel Aviv 

 

 

“Understanding is not to be thought of so much as an action of one’s subjectivity, but as 

the placing of oneself within a process of tradition in which present and past are constantly 

fused.” 

 

“The general structure of understanding is concretized in historical understanding, in that 

the concrete bonds of custom and tradition and the corresponding possibilities of one’s 

own future become effective in understanding itself. Dasein that projects itself on its own 

potentiality-for-being has always already “been”. This is the meaning of the existential of 

“thrownness”. 

(Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2004, 249, 254) 

 

 

 

Modernity – not as a generic overall assumption but as a time and space bound lived 

experience. What could that be? What is the possible and productive connection between 

various lived experiences through times and places? Whatever the version that is made and 

shaped, it is a constitutive combination of local and global aspects and tensions, 

particularly defined and emerging in a general framework that nevertheless always gains a 

local rhythm and rhyme, colors and play of shadows, and therefore, by its very conceptual 

nature, it is both-and. It is modernity here and modernity there, it is modernity now and 

modernity then.  

 

With this specific research project, it is not modernity universally and everywhere, but 

exactly and particularly at the period of the end of the 1950s, and exactly revisited today 
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by the lived experience of the participants at the time, and interpreted in terms and in 

connection to contemporary chances and challenges. 

 

The task is to connect the dots, and tell the stories – both the individual stories of persons 

already active in the end of 1950s but also the stories of the cities in question, in that 

particular time frame. This task is confronted by visiting each site, and by lifting up one 

interview done in each city – and doing these one by one, following the physical and 

geographical order of the research project.  

 

The cities are, as already articulated in the sub-title of the essay, in order of appearance: 

East Berlin, Istanbul, Chicago and Tel Aviv. The persons that I will focus on in each 

respective city are: Hans Guthrie, Dugan Tekeli, Gertrude Kermis, and Shula it Nadler. It 

will be a combination of a characterization of the conditions of conditions of each site, and 

a very particular and specific reading through one person’s recollection of that site and 

those times. It is not to be viewed or interpreted generally nor generically, but locally and 

practically. As a task, it combines the lived experience with the content of the chosen 

professional practice, be it architecture, product design, or something in between. 

 

However, before the chase starts – the chase of what was, for example, the structural 

(political, economical and social) situation of East Berlin in the year of 1957, and how this 

specific individual experienced it – let us take a short detour into yet even bigger and most 

determinant element that guides and colors all the stories and all the interpretations. This is 

the event that is both the immediate background and a cause to everything that we can see 

and relate to in the 1950s. This, obviously enough, is WW II and its aftermath. 

 

 

 

Background of the background 

 

 

What modernity as a lived experience in the end of the 1950s was, is, strives to be, or hides 

behind its shining shields, cannot be comprehended without the background of WW II, a 

historical event that exceeds all previous events in volume, speed and destruction: the 

number of deaths, amount of destroyed material in cities, and the unprecedented awareness 
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of the potentiality of what Zygmunt Bauman (1989, 9) called the dark side of modernity, 

the aspects that are not outside but within modernity lead by enlightenment and 

civilization. In one word, the case and concept that unfortunately catches it all: the 

Holocaust. What Bauman refers to is the logic of instrumental reason and instrumental 

rationality that enabled the agents and states to isolate, neutralize and to marginalize the 

other, the unwanted one through the functionally superb services of industrialization, 

scientific development, transport efficiency, bureaucracy and inventions of technology. 

(Ibid. 188) 

 

As a historical effect, the totality of the dramatic consequences of this war, the cruelty of 

the fact is that it also provided a huge opportunity. The logic is not that difficult to grasp. It 

follows the old maxim of how emptiness is an unnatural state of affairs. What was 

destroyed, was inevitably being rebuilt. To use a banal but accurate adage: what went 

down, must come up. The question is how, and by whom, and in according what kind of 

view and vision of the new post-WW II society? 

 

But what kind of a society was it then, in all four of the cases? How can we get a sense of 

the reality of those days and times? Characteristically, it was a modern moment. It was the 

time of growth, the promise of progress, and also prosperity. It was a boom time, the 

period which the historian Eric Hobsbawm labeled the Golden Years of growth, with little 

or no unemployment (more precisely after 1960) and the coming of age of the affluent 

society. The years he has in mind are 1950 to 1970. In Great Britain, an election was 

fought and won with the infamous slogan, “You’ve never had it so good.” The funny thing 

was that, all in all, in what were called the developed countries, this vaunting claim was 

without doubt valid. It was the era of the pragmatic marriage between economic liberalism 

and social re-distribution. In other words, it was the time of the big state, when central 

planning was not seen as a curse. (1996, 257-259) 

 

But it was also the time of the Cold War, of growing tension between the Soviet and 

NATO blocks, a tension that was a combination of an almost unlimited belief in 

technological progress, connected with a deep-seated fear and paranoia that can be related 

to the symbolic weight of what might be called the Dr. Zhivago incident – a book and a 

scandal that is used here as a macro level point of connection between both there and now, 
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and a connection between all the cities as the symbolic background of each of their 

individual worlds.  

 

Dr. Zhivago – what is that about? The book, the movie, the scandal, and nowadays even a 

musical, which one is it? Here, Dr. Zhivago is a figure in a book, a very influential book. It 

is a book that shook the relations of nations and caused a lot of distress, both in the Soviet 

Union and in the West. The book was written by the Russian author Boris Pasternak. So 

far, so good. But after this, things get complicated, intertwined with the fierce currents of 

social imagination in post WW II times. When was it written? Who did publish it, and 

where? And why did it reach the cover of Time magazine? And finally, why did Pasternak 

deny receiving the Nobel prize for literature that was offered to him? 

 

All the answers to these questions construct a narrative that serves here to point out, detail 

by detail, the complications and the complexity of the issue, an issue that could only have 

happened there and then, and could not be happening today.  

 

The story begins with the writer, Boris Pasternak (1890-1960). It continues with the story 

behind the book itself, written in many parts and periods, starting in the years 1910-20, and 

then finally put together by the writer in the year 1956. What happens in the book is also 

what happened during the years in between. There were wars, both WW I and II, and the 

violent purges before and after them. Pasternak was a central and recognized figure in 

literary circles and society at large in Soviet Union. But he also suffered from the same 

things as everyone else. One of these was censorship. Another one was fear of 

unpredictable violence by the secret police. And yet another one was the limits on travel. 

 

In the case of Zhivago, Pasternak was let to know that publishing his life-long work in the 

Soviet Union would not be possible. Pasternak was afraid, and worried. But he wanted to 

publish it. It was, indeed, published in the year after its initial completion, even if parts of 

the novel remain structurally indecisive. It was published in the year of 1957. As a proof of 

the strange roots and routes of the publication, the original copyright for the book that 

would become world famous, a symbol for freedom of speech, and an instrument in the 

emotionally not so cold Cold War period, is owned by an Italian publishing house. The 

Finnish translation, from the year 1966, states these facts: Giangiacomo Feltrinelli, Editore, 

Milan. 
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How did the book get from Moscow to Milan? The answer is the connection that brings 

another twist to the story. It was the philosopher Isaiah Berlin, visiting his relatives in 

Moscow in August, 1956, who meets with Pasternak, reads the manuscript, and agrees to 

smuggle the text to the West. In this case, West meant the next step in his travels, that 

being Italy. The text was already being sent via other links and connections, so that a 

successful delivery to the West had better chances. The letters of Berlin, edited and 

published with amazing detail, give us hints of the drama and contexts of the choice and 

the situation. Berlin seems to be both overwhelmed by the quality of the book, but also 

sensed the dangers caused by it. It was one thing, Berlin analyzed, what happens to the 

book in the West; a totally different thing was what would be the reactions to it in 

Pasternak’s home country. (Berlin 2011, 539-544) 

 

But it did truly find its way out of the Soviet Union, and it was published by a figure who 

caused yet another stir later on in his newly-found second career. Feltrinelli was already an 

established if still relatively young publisher, connected to the intellectual side of the 

Communist party in Italy, himself coming from a very wealthy background. Besides 

publishing, Feltrinelli was one of the grounders of the militant group called GAP, also 

himself later on taking actively part in their violent protests and actions. Feltrinelli was 

killed during one of these when planning to place a bomb on a railroad outside of Milan – 

this self-made bomb accidentally exploded at his hands.  

 

By the 1957, the book was out, and the immediate reactions were in. These were not 

limited tn an intensive press campaign. Soviet political forces expended a great deal of 

energy trying to block its publication with a campaign of intimidation, first in Italy, and 

then later in the US and Great Britain. Failing this, they started a diplomatic campaign, 

recalling their ambassador from Italy. Partly due to aggressive reaction by the Soviet side, 

the book became an event celebrating something that was not directly connected with the 

book itself. It gained a symbolic life of its own. It was a sign of the times, how the West 

was believed to be the haven of free speech, while the other side stood for repression and 

totalitarian politics.  

 

In the fall of 1958, the next chapter of the events took place. Pasternak was awarded the 

Nobel Prize for literature on the 23rd of October. He first accepted itt, then later sent 
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another telegram renouncing it, refusing to accept it. During those days Pasternak felt the 

first harsh reaction in Moscow. On 27 October he was expelled from the Union of Soviet 

Writers. The same day he sent this message (the original in French): “Because of the 

significance this honor has assumed in the society I belong to, I must decline the 

undeserved prize that has been bestowed on me; do not be offended by my refusal, which 

was not forced on me.” (Quoted in Berlin 2011, 652) 

 

In a letter to David Astor dated 27 October, 1958, Berlin writes: “If something awful 

happens to Pasternak, I do not want to feel that anything I did could have even remotely 

contributed to it. I tried in my time to persuade him to postpone the publication of the 

novel in Italy; he was very disdanful of this and chose open-eyed to do what he did, fully 

realizing the danger to himself and his family. I was scolded severely for trying to save 

him from himself.” (Ibid 652) The immediate reason for these worries was not only the 

known fact of how dissidents were treated in Soviet Union, but also the personal memory 

of what happened to another writer and a friend, Anna Akhmatova, who suffered greatly 

under repression and terror. (Ignatieff 1998, 232) 

 

As a historical co-incidence, it was only three days later that Berlin delivered his inaugural 

lecture at Oxford. The lecture was entitled “Two Concepts of Liberty”, and well, as is 

known to us today, it became a modern classic of its own.  

 

 

 

 

EAST BERLIN 

 

East Berlin in the year of 1957: how did it feel? The year of the Sputnik, right? What could 

be possible to say of this emerging entity so that it would be both brief and informative? 

Structurally speaking, the German Democratic Republlic was now established. It was 

nearing the end of its first decade, and the celebrations that accompanied that. It was not 

yet even near beeing formally acknowledged by Western countries, but it stood on 

relatively solid ground. During the years of 1956-1958 there was, as the historians point 

out in unison (see, for example, Mählert 1998) a short period of new openings for ideas 

and fresh air.  
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The internal power struggle had come to a sort of balance, and the aftermath of the death of 

Stalin was also being worked through. Economically, the reconstruction of the country was 

on the move, and things were picking up in general. The last of the rationing of food with 

coupons ended in 1958. The volume of immigration out of the country also dropped 

significantly in comparison to early 1950s, and only rose significantly again after the party 

conference in the summer of 1958 and its ten commandments. The numbers, reconstructed 

later on, tell again the in-depth story of the scale of the phenomena. During the years after 

the war and until the Wall, over 3.5 million people out of the population of 18 million 

moved from the East to the western part of Germany. (Applebaum 2013, 459) 

 

But it was clearly a one ruler, one party and one vision society: centrally ruled and 

governed, and decisions implemented without hesitation or doubt. It left very little room 

for alternative views and visions, whether in terms of minorities or religion. The party 

Central Committee reigned over all the important issues, such as construction of new 

buildings. In 1955, the committee came up wit the slogan “better, cheaper, faster”, giving a 

name to the process of manufacturing vast tracts of pre-fab towers all around the country. 

The name it gained, and the name that then had its fair share of not only, or even mainly 

positive connotations was in German the concept of Plattenbau. (Ibid. 408) 

 

It was the head of the DDR, and its politburo, Walter Ulbrich who made the following 

prognosis of future development. “Innerhalb weniger Jahre so zu entwickeln, das die 

ûberlegenheit der sozialistichen Gesellschaftsordnung der DDR gegenüber der Herrschaft 

der imperialistichen Kräfte in Bonner Staat eindeutig bewiesen wird und infolgedessen der 

Pro-Kopf-Verbrauch unserer werktätigen Bevölkerung mit allen wichtigen Lebensmitteln 

und Konsumgütern der Pro-Kopf-Verbrauch der Gesamtbevölkerung in Westdeutschland 

erreicht und übertrifft”.  (Mählert 1998, 91-92) 

 

The language chosen is telling. It is the socialist state that is fighting the war on the 

economic front against imperialistic forces – and as predicted, it will win the war in all 

fronts in just a couple of years. The reality turned out differently, but until their 

comparative statistics during the 1960s, the fact was that until the end of the 1950s in 

economic terms, and in daily situations, both sides, West and East Berlin, and the two 

independent Germanys, were not that dramatically far away from one another. In short, for 
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both sides it was still a very busy time of invention amd response to all the shortages, and 

also the new beginnings connected to the post-war period. 

 

The war left its undeniable traces. The city was in ruins. The people who were there 

before, were now gone. We know what happened to the Jewish people, and the Roma, and 

all those  in the political opposition. It was, in German, and in the words of the saying of 

that time, the Stunde Noll, the zero hour, the time of nothing, the time of absolute 

nothingness where everything had to begin new. (For a cinematic interpretation of the 

devastation and nothingness, see Roberto Rosselini, Deutschland im Jahre Null, from 

1947.) 

 

The total war did not spare anyone, especially the soldiers. The numbers, again, tell the 

tale. These are the numbers that come from the district of Berlin where I, accidentally, also 

live. “In Germany itself, two out of every three men born in 1918 did not survive Hitler’s 

war: in one community for which we have detailed figures – the Berlin suburb of Treptow 

– in February, 1946, among adults aged 19-21 there were just 181 men for 1,105 women.” 

(Judt 2005, 19) 

 

 

 

 

 

HANS GUTHEIL born 1931 

 

 

When meeting with Hans Gutheil at his home, which had also served through the years as 

his studio, together with a now deceased colleague, Günter Köhle, we were confronted in a 

very productive way with the difference between time and generations, and also between 

systems of a society, again understood in plural. 

 

The differences become acute, they are alive and kicking when we ask him what he 

actually specialized in as a product designer. He looked at us and pondered for a second or 

two about how to answer, even where to start. Then he chose a strategy that relies less on 

words and more on an image – and an example. We are asked to join him upstairs, and to 
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see a framed drawing, one of the drawings of a product that he and his colleague did 

indeed design. Later on, he fetches another drawing of the same product and lays it on the 

kitchen table. 

 

We are amazed, and puzzled. Is this what we think it is? Is it, you know, true? What 

Gutheil is showing us is the series of drawings that led to a new product, a long distance 

freight train. Later on, we also found this on the net, as an example of the product design of 

the DDR (see Schnellverkehrstriebwagen VEB Waggonbau Görlitz www.industrieform-

ddr.de). We look at the drawings, and the scale of this monster. It is a huge industrial 

machine, of massive power and volume. As large scale drawings, they are elegant and 

powerful. He is still obviously proud of it, adding, “These locomotives are still up and 

running.” 

 

Meanwhile, Gutheil has gone to get something else. He returns with an item that looks sort 

of like an antenna, something that might be used in children’s toys or hobby cars. And yes, 

indeed, it is an antenna. It was made as an extra utensil for a car radio. Now, granted, it 

looks kind of lost and lonely, long ago bypassed as a technology, but it is a proof of 

another time and another era. It also emphasizes the range of products that Gutheil had 

been actively developing through his long career. 

 

Hans Gutheil’s life and work is not ordinary within their context. He was one of the very 

few designers who was able to work across a wide range of tasks and products. The reason 

for this is that he was a sort of anomaly: a freelance product designer in a strictly socialist 

society. When asked if there were many of similar cases, freelance product designers, he 

does not give us any numbers but shrugs his shoulders and says: “No, not many, of course 

not, the state would have not tolerated it.” 

 

But why was Gutheil and his college tolerated – if they were not even members of the 

party? The answer is simple, and effective. Because even the most strictly closed system 

needed some flexibility and openness – however guarded and controlled that was. They 

needed someone who could fill in the gaps and do the work outside of the machinery. In 

other words, it was all legal, all in the open, but certainly, they were constantly monitored, 

and every case was a special one; in the end they were only working for the government, 

but as private persons with their own company.  
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Gutheil recalls that there was no real discussion on what is good or bad design in DDR. 

International connections were non-existant; there were hardly any books or magazines 

from the West. When remembering his time at the Weissensee Academy (he started in 

1951 and graduated 1956), where Gutheil studied architecture under the famous architect 

Selman Selmanacig, int the private sphere everything was debated, especially the new 

building site of Hansa Viertel, but in the public sphere it was silent. He recalls how the 

legacy of their professor, Bauhaus principles and style, was not touched upon or dealt with 

at all. It was ignored. 

 

The main feature of the profession was a constant lack of materials and a constant inability 

to design something completely new. Gutheil calls this the task with “umgang mit mangel” 

– how to cope with a lack of this and lack of that. They were always behind the Western 

products, basically trying to copy and contextualize those to the ailing and artificial DDR 

market. The scope for Gutheil and his colleague was always strictly limited. Not mentally 

but physically, in terms of what kind of materials were available and what kind of products 

DDR industry, for example, in the automotive branch, was actually able to churn out and 

produce.  

 

But Gutheil is simultaneously a very productive, and also brutal, example of the generation 

gap. Not only the gap between us, the interviewers, and his own days and times. This 

difference goes deeper, and is more of a shock. Gutheil is himself taken back with the way 

he describes his experiences, always still referring to the East, back then, and the West, out 

there, while the Wall has already been down and the Germany united over two decades. “It 

seems that I partly still live in the DDR. These things are not easy to talk about, looking 

back is difficult. Just one example: during the '50s, nobody, absolutely nobody could have 

guessed or thought that the separation and the isolation would continue so long.” 

 

When asked what was his view of the architecture of the ’50s main, huge collective project 

of Stalinallee, Gutheil, as an alumnus of the Weissensee Art Academy, does not even try to 

hide his feelings of disgust. He calls the chosen style a fictive type of a nati-tradi, referring 

to the official version of DDR architecture as national-traditional, which all of the persons 

we interviewed related to with a nod towards unprofessionalism. It was example of empty 
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formalism, obviously handed down and dictated from Moscow, leaving the field open for 

all types of opportunists. 

 

For the sense of time and being there, Gutheil describes the feeling with these words: “It 

was unbearable. I was walking in that street with my hands in the pockets, hands made 

tight as fists.” It is a metaphor and a symbol for the reality of the 1950s in East Berlin, and 

in the DDR. For Gutheil, the new socialist reality had that extra insulting sensibility. Now 

he was surrounded by the Russian military and its propaganda; not that many years before 

his life was determined and dominated by yet another type of ideology, having been forced 

to serve at the end of the war in the notorious Hitler youth groups. “There I was, shipped to 

southern Germany, waiting in the front lines, with a pistol stuck in my hand, waiting for 

the Americans to arrive.” 

 

Gutheil describes the quality and reality of DDR design as a somewhat small, like a cottage 

industry. It was pleasant because everything was basically hand made and had a human 

scale. The material shortcomings and limited means forced one to be innovative and 

creative. At the same time, everything was made very ad hoc and with a lot of 

improvisation. And when something was produced, it allowed very little adjustment, but 

was made in massive series that stood for quantity, not quality. It was a typical socialist 

planwirtschaft (not market driven but an economy based on central planning) which 

claimed to produce a lot and which, in the end, managed to do quite a lot less than stood in 

the reports and plans. 

 

But there was the other side of the system, that gave room for something else, something 

different. When there was no work at hand, he and his colleges had a joint hobby. They 

were each working on their sailing boats. Here again, we witness another symbol for the 

time and the era. Gutheil remembers the boats, the hours spent talking about and working 

on them, with humor and kindness. He recalls how life in the DDR had a completely 

different rhythm, and how there was a lot time for one’s hobbies, such as the task of 

building a sailing boat by oneself, designing and making it all alone, both the models and 

then the real thing in large scale. The fact that these boats hardly ever touched the water or 

sailed was not the point, no. 
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But the thing with the boats was not altogether so cute and innocent. It had a far darker 

side attached to it. Living and working in a more or less totally closed society, with very 

few links to the outside world, especially to the West, a boat, a sailing boat that you built, 

and built so that you could actually travel with it safely over long distances, became by 

itself and in itself a symbol for something more, something else than just the hobby of 

sailing.  

 

A boat was an everyday item that represented freedom – not in any active and actually 

sense of planning to flee and escape with it, but it the realm of social imagination. It was a 

symbol, not open but vernacular, for hope and dissidence, shared by the inner circle of a 

practice, not the public. It is a case of very local and focused creation an alternative type of 

a social imagination, shaping a parallel and competing one to the official version, that was 

then constantly brought up and referred to by friends and colleges by asking each other, 

how’s the boat coming along? 

 

 

 

 

 

ISTANBUL 

 

 

The story of Istanbul in the 1950s is perhaps best left to be told by the people who are, 

indeed, specialists in it. This, then, is a story that would be told in the format of both a 

book and an exhibition. The author, the source of the narrative in both cases, will be Orhan 

Pamuk, the winner of the Nobel Prize for literature in 2006. The book, published in 2005 

and translated into numerous languages, is called, justifiably, Istanbul – Memories of a 

City, and the permanent exhibition, in itself taking the lead and the initiate from another 

book by Pamuk and its characters, their everyday melodramas, is called Museum of 

Innocence. It is located in the Cucurcuma neighborhood, in the heart of the lower part of 

the European side of the city of Istanbul. This is a three storey house, very high and 

interesting enough, rather narrow in width, turned into a museum, a curiosity cabinet of a 

sort, collecting all kinds of possible materials from the everyday in the ’50s in the city. It 

was opened in 2012 and serves both as a home for local memory and as a site for tourists. 
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The book and the museum are dedications to the now lost but still acutely present, aching 

and slowly burning memory of the 1950s in the city of Istanbul. Not so surprisingly, it is 

based on the personal and often melancholic recollections of Pamuk’s own childhood and 

adolescence. While the melodrama can be almost universal in its choreographed 

sensualities and sentiments, certainly sharing its notions with the Hollywood movies of the 

same era, especially the works of Douglas Sirk, the melancholy, according to Pamuk, has a 

distinguishing local touch. It is a type of melancholy for which he uses the Turkish concept 

hüzün, linking the feeling with the sense of loss and a sense of being out of the time, only 

partly connected to the current events of the world – referring clearly to the vast, grand 

past of the Ottoman empire and the contemporary status of peripheral dustiness of the ’50s 

Turkey and Istanbul. 

 

For Pamuk, hüzün “denotes a melancholy that is communal rather than private. Offering no 

clarity; veiling reality instead, hüzün brings us comfort, softening the view like the 

condensation on a window when a tea kettle has been spouting steam on a winter’s day. 

Steamed up windows makes me feel hüzün, and I still love getting up and walking over to 

those windows to trace words on them with my finger. As I trace out words and figures on 

the steamy window, the hüzün inside me dissipates, and I can relax.” (2005, 79)  

 

Besides these imaginary melancholic roses, best to be provided by the master himself, the 

writer Pamuk and his various novels, what needs to be added here is just one simple 

reference to the numbers active then and now; the major infrastructural change in that very 

city when we move from the mid-1950s to middle of the 2010s. Then the number of people 

living in the city was around 2.5 – 3 million. Today, nobody really knows, because the 

city, the classical oriental city, has been growing with speed and aggression that is almost 

without points of comparison. Characteristically, it has also been growing without 

governmental control, but gone up in an organic and very byzantine fashion, shooting up 

like mushrooms at the edge of the city, expanding day by day; a trend of first illegal, then 

soon tolerated low-quality housing complexes that also have a name of its own: gecekondu. 

As an emerging and uncontrolled unit, it is a place of danger and disorder that is 

diametrically opposed to the quality of a controlled and planned garden city. (Aksoy & 

Robins 2005, 235) 
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But yes, the numbers. Today, the city has between 16 and 18 million inhabitants. Some say 

it’s even over 20 million. But it is the same city – then and then. Or is it? Is it even the 

same for those who have lived through all those years? As a distance between there and 

now, as a city with the past glories known from the history books of the Ottoman empire, 

perhaps this is, actively and with an itch that craves for the scratch, the main source of the 

local version of the hüzün melancholy that seems to be so resistant and good at renewing 

itself? 

 

 

 

 

 

DOGAN TEKELI, born 1929 

 

 

Dogan Tekeli is one of the central architects of the post-war period in Turkey. His was a 

professional career that began in 1952 when he finished his studies at the Faculty of 

Architecture at Istanbul Technical University. The following year he and his colleague, 

Sami Sisa, started their firm, which is one of its kind and unique in Turkish circumstances. 

It is a private and independent architectural office that participated intensively, won 

commissions and built an amazing number of wide-ranging buildings all around the 

country. (For a historical view of their projects in 1954-1974, see their publication Tekeli 

& Sisa 1974) 

 

Tekeli was a modern man for modern times in the country that clearly aimed at 

modernization. It wanted to get out of the past and move into the future, out of the oriental 

frame and into a modern style. In the 1950s, it was run on the qualities of rapid 

urbanization, economic development, industrialization and building. In one sense, it was 

engged in a massive move from an agricultural society to a modern industrial society. 

 

Tekeli and his company were in the very middle of these changes. This was his modern 

moment. It was projects that he won and constructed. It was the moment of making a 

difference, building something that was not there before. 
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As a site and a situation, it was both closed, but also very connected to the discourses and 

networks of international architecture and its current tendencies. Granted, Tekeli and his 

colleague planned and built mainly in a Turkey that was, like so many other nation-states 

then, a rather protected entity in terms of international projects and competitions.  

 

But as architects, they were certainly internationally linked. The first personal and physical 

link was their main teacher at the university. Tekeli and his colleagues were hugely 

influenced by their professor, the German architect Paul Bonatz (1877-1956), best known 

for his pre-WW II buildings in Germany, especially the Stuttgart Railway Station. Bonatz 

escaped the Nazi regime of Germany and stayed and worked in Istanbul through the years 

1943-1954, leaving his mark on a whole generation of upcoming architects.  

 

Interestingly enough, Bonatz was no modern architect in the sense of Bauhaus. He was a 

part of the classic academic style, but, due to the major changes in the whole world, its 

technological and political structures, though in this style he was in the middle of this 

rupture, neither fully on either side of the fence. According to Tekeli, what Bonatz brought 

to them was the ability to see and to think critically and to argue for one’s views. Likewise, 

Tekeli, in his own words, was also in the middle of the changes. He was coming from the 

old and moving towards the new. He was part of the legacy of the local architectural style 

but very aware of the possibilities, and also promises of the international style.  

 

He endorsed the wish to avoid useless decoration, but at the same time, very quickly grew 

bored with a too minimal approach. The result was an architecture dedicatedly local but 

open to international impacts and strategies. Tekeli calls this the ethical approach to 

architecture. What it means to him is this: being loyal to the subject and the site. 

 

It was a time when the government, as the main supplier of contracts, was encouraging 

modern architecture. It was a time of shared vision and necessity. The country needed to be 

modernized and this had to be done effectively and valuably. According to Tekeli, the 

atmosphere between his colleagues and the government and its institutions during those 

many boom years was pleasant and invigorating. Even the military coup in 1960 did not 

cause that much harm or hindrances to their projects. After couple of months of 

uncertainly, things continued like before. The military, says Tekeli, were followers of 
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Ataturk, the creator of the new Turkish nation state, and they were for modern processes, 

and did not interfere with the content. 

 

“We did not imitate. We were local, grounded in our material and economic conditions, 

but making the best of them. We solved problems, practical problems. Always searching, 

always making new modifications. We preferred finished forms, especially with the high-

rise projects.” 

 

Tekeli recalls the Hilton hotel, opened in 1957, as the very first international style modern 

building in the city of Istanbul – a recollection that unites basically everyone we have 

talked to and discussed modernity with in Turkey and Istanbul. For Tekeli, the building is 

still a great lesson and example of the functionality in its solutions – how different parts of 

the hotel, its lobby, bars etc. are connected and have a great ease and flow. “It was a 

charming place, beautifully finished. It is an iconic, monumental building.” 

 

By the end of the ’50s the country had already opened up significantly. Tekeli remembers 

the discussions, both in the country and outside it. He especially recalls the influence of the 

Italian architect critic and writer Bruno Cevi, who conducted three lectures in Istanbul. 

Tekeli remembers how the first lecture was half-empty, the second already totally full and 

during the third one, the corridors were also completely crowded. “Cevi was harsh at 

criticizing the too rigorous type of modernism, he was strongly in favor of organic forms 

and architecture, and I do believe he caused us to change our ways a bit. We also started 

breaking the grid little by little.” 

 

But how much did they really think and analyze what modern and modernity was? Very 

tellingly, the answer is this: not that much. They were busy, busy working and raising their 

families, busy answering the call to modernize a country with the participatory knowledge 

of the then contemporary new architecture that later on has been described as modern. 

They were practical and successful. They solved problems and created new solutions. It is 

both as simple and as complicated as that. They had a crystal-clear direction and task, but 

in daily practice that task, its implications, and conducting it was filled with constant 

conflicts and collisions. 
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In the fall of 2012, Tekeli published his memoirs. They had a very practical focus and aim. 

Tekeli wanted to explain and to tell stories to a wider audience: what it means to work as 

an architect, and especially, what kind of problems one has to confront and deal with. 

These are told with the help of examples, and with an empathetic touch of ironic style and 

funny anecdotes. The title of the book: Difficult Art. 

 

 

 

 

 

CHICAGO 

 

Chicago, the windy city. Chicago, the Second City. Without doubt, a city of growth and 

prosperity, especially during the 1950s. It was the postwar boom, and Chicago was the 

great transport hub that it certainly had been all along in its history, but now with even 

more force and form. It drew a great deal of successful manufacturing industry, and was 

the attractive regional headquarters for a whole range of businesses.  

 

Thus, in the middle of 1950s Chicago was the place to be. It was democratic and it was 

cosmopolitan; at least that was the image it tried to pursue and portrait. Or, with its well 

developed and broadly shared social imagination of that time, it was on its way towards 

these higher aims. 

 

Beside industry and business, it was also a place for the arts. It was the city where Saul 

Bellow lived and worked. It is the site, for example, of his books like The Adventures of 

Augie March, published in 1953, reflecting the hard times of the main character in the 

1930s. But if anything, it is a book about Chicago, and coming of age in plural identities 

and languages. In his introduction to the book, the British writer Christopher Hitchens 

recalls how “one triumph of Augie March is that it takes Yiddishkeit out of the ‘torture 

rooms’, and out of the ghetto, and helps make it an indissoluble and inseparable element in 

the great American tongue.” (2001, ix) 

 

It is a book about yet another central element in the social imaginary of American society: 

social mobility. But it’s not a one-way success story. It is a story with contradictions of 
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race and class, and with enough of personal troubles and setbacks – but never without a 

deeply felt irony, not nihilism. These traits were expressed by the critic Delmore Schwartz 

at the time of its publication as follows: “For the first time in fiction America’s social 

mobility has been transformed into a spiritual energy which is not doomed to flight, 

renunciation, exile, denunciation, the agonized hyper-intelligence of Henry James, or the 

hysterical cheering of Walter Whitman.” (Quoted in Hitchens 2001, x) 

 

If anything, 1950s Chicago was the city of dreams and realities of high-rises. Not all of the 

high-rises built were to become part of the canon of modernity, making the inner city, the 

area within the Loop, a spectacular outdoor museum of modernism. There were other not 

so iconic projects going up all along. These projects were called housing projects. One of 

the most notorious housing complexes, build for the urban poor, and a place which went 

from bad to worse fast and furiously, from lower-class to drug-driven no-class 

environment, was the by now demolished Cabrini Green Houses. Later, through the 1960s 

and ’70s, it became a symbol for the catastrophic mistakes of the city’s planning for 

housing.  

 

Within Cabrini Green, we have an eyewitness who has both written and studied the case, 

both the more abstract notions of city structures and their implications for civil society and 

community, and the personal links to the stories told by people who used live in the 

troubled complex. The sociologist Richard Sennett is one rare case of an academic that has 

a lived experience in these projects. He grew up there, raised by his mother, a single 

mother with a modest income. “Multi-culturalism had shifted its ground from ethnicity to 

race within the project’s confines; Cabrini Green, in the 1950s still containing some white 

families, had become a daily, violent battleground between black and white children.” 

(2012, 54; for an analysis of the oral histories of the Cabrini Green project, see Sennett 

2003)   

 

It is an example, like the interview with Gertrud Kerbis in a very similar fashion 

demonstrates, of the double-edged nature of process and progress. It did not level out, it 

was brutal, but also successful. It had its highs, and those highs were sky high, and in the 

balance, when things hit the floor, they did so with exactly the same aggression and 

arrogance, same oomph and schmuck as when things were going up. But which way did it 

go, in the end, because that indeed is an honestly open question if there ever was one? 
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GERTRUD KERBIS, born 1926 

 

Gertrud Kerbis made history. During the 1950s she was part of it, in the middle of its 

making, its ongoing struggles, working with the main modern architecture offices and 

having studied under Mies. Later on, she started her own practice and gained another type 

of weight and importance. Especially in the 1970s she was a pivotal figure in changing the 

profile and content of her profession. She became one of the leading, and most outspoken 

female architects in the USA, founder of the organization of Chicago Women in 

Architecture, that created a new platform and gave room for a new voice. She was later on 

fully recognized in her profession, also serving as the president of the Chicago branch of 

the American Institute of Architects in 1980. 

 

“When I started it, it wasn't really a club. I sent out this notice to all the women architects and I said 

to come to my office and then we had some coffee and cookies. There were maybe about 20 of us, 

sitting on the drafting tables or on the floor and we started talking about all kinds of stuff. I felt that 

my experience within other firms, at that time also, the concept of small firms was not very popular. 

Most of the people worked in large firms and, and there were very few medium size firms.”  

 

“So I felt that we all should talk together and the people who are older should then inform the 

younger people which offices were better for women and which offices, you know, they were told 

to stay away from. Because, you know, sometimes there were very sexist experiences. I just knew 

that it would be good information to pass around to other women. So that’s how it all started, kind 

of a social thing. It was generated just because I felt we should have more information among 

ourselves.” 

 

Personally and professionally, Kerbis, born and raised in the city of Chicago, was truly at 

the heart of things that were happening in terms of modern and modernity in the 1950s. 

Professionally speaking, she had the benefit of a wide ranging education, beginning with 

architectural engineering, continuing to study design at Harvard, and doing her M.A. in 

architecture in the Illinois Institute of Technology in 1954. She worked at the Chicago 

offices of Skidmore, Owings and Merrill from 1954 to 1959. 
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On the personal level, she knew and was in touch with the most of the heroes of post-war 

architecture and design, all the way from Walter Gropius to Mies van der Rohe and back 

again. She was married, and had a child with one of the teachers at academy, the 

photographer Walter Peterhans, who was a close college of Gropius. (For two different but 

similarly detailed and informative oral histories of her biography and professional life, see 

Blum 1997, and King 2007) 

 

But, with the benefit of hindsight, the major modern mode and mood of her life and 

profession is anchored in what was then thought to be the role of a woman, and what it 

seems to be today. It is not only about should a woman work, and what kind of a work is 

suitable for a woman. In Kerbis case, the dimensions are more astonishing and unique. She 

married and had her child while still studying. And then she divorced her husband, 

someone part of the established hierarchy in the field. Then, well, she was a single mother, 

a studying and working mother, all at once.  

 

Try to picture this. It is early in the1950s, she working in a famous architectural firm, she 

was the only woman, the one and only woman in the drawing room and at the drafting 

table. There were certainly other women, but they were secretaries, and not part of the 

creative process. Then she was, by definition, also the one and only pregnant woman in 

that part of the working space, growing bigger and bigger by the week. She did not tell 

anyone, she was trying to hide it, and managed to do so until the very last weeks of the 

pregnancy. After the birth, she did not return. 

 

This was in the years of 1951 and 1952. The history books tell us an interesting fact. The 

law in the USA said that it was an appropriate reason to sack someone from her job 

because she was pregnant. This law was on the books until the year of 1978. 

 

When discussing these times, and those values at hand and in use at the time, those 

expectations and experiences, those hard conditions of the life for her, she answers: “When 

I was pregnant with Julian, my first child, you know, I was still a student. I married 

Peterhans in 1951, and he was born in 1952. But we didn't have money. He, Peterhans, 

never had any money, and I just had enough savings to go to school. But anyway, I got a 

job, so I had to get money for the baby, working in an architectural office. The man, the 
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boss who hired me, was part of this Miesian network. In fact, he was with the construction 

management, he did, for example, the architectural drawings for 860 Lake Shore Drive for 

Mies, he wasn't a student but he was an associate of Mies. So he hired me and he had some 

very good jobs, very good commissions and no, I didn't tell him I was pregnant.”  

 

“So anyway, at the drafting table, I was getting bigger and bigger and the drafting table kept getting 

farther away from me and the guys in the drafting room kept looking at me. So that's what it was 

like, but you know, we were all very young, having great time at that time, maybe there were 20 

people in the drafting room. And so, later on, they always remind me, I mean, now half of them are 

dead but anyway, but many years afterwards they would remind me of how they watched me in awe 

get bigger and bigger.”  

 

“Because I had, I virtually had the baby like a week or something after I left the firm, so I was 

really as big as I could be at the time, when I was about ready to deliver. But it was a very unusual 

that I got the job and that he allowed me to stay there and do the work, because I was really 

desperate for money. And then I delivered Julian, and shortly thereafter I left Peterhans.” 

 

“Well, in the end, you see when I delivered I, I didn't go back. I'm trying to remember what 

happened but oh yes, I was still working on my masters. When I finished my masters I had this little 

bitty baby, he was maybe like 2 months or something like that. So yes, I was back at the school.” 

 

“Later on, I wanted to make a living. I had a child too, and so I was a single mother. And so that's a 

whole another problem, being a single mother and working and then not having adequate help. 

They didn't have good kindergartens and schools and oh my God, that’s a whole another issue, that 

all has evolved and that’s much better now.” 

 

Interviewer: “It’s quite obvious that times have changed. Back then, you were a pioneer, a 

professional woman in a very male orientated, tough business and for a single woman who had a 

professional profile in the early '50s, it was a different game than it is now.” 

 

Gertrude Kerbis: “It was definitely different. The other thing was that I never got the same pay as 

my male colleagues. They were men so they got more pay. So I said that you know, you have to 

give me the same pay because I have someone to support too. But that didn't go down well, and 

anyway I never received the same pay.” 



 2
2 

 

Interviewer: “But you were in the middle of it, part of it, participating in the change, in the 

making of a new society?” 

 

Gertrude Kerbis: “Right, we did, we made it, we did it. I don't know if it’s so great anymore, it was 

better in our imagination, the new world that was finally happening, and happened, right? It was 

very important.”  

 

Interviewer: “And was it interesting?” 

 

Gertrud Kerbis: “When you're young, everything is interesting. I remember, Frank Lloyd Wright – 

see, I never met Frank Lloyd Wright, but I once did break into his house but I never met him. But 

then one day, one year he came and gave a talk at the AIA. That was when he introduced his 

incredible mile high building. It was so fantastic, so here's this guy in his 80s, he had incredible 

ideas, he talked about this incredible building that would be a mile high. Can you imagine? He had 

the site, it's right over here, right nearby, at the lake. I mean it's just a fantasy, but it was so far out 

just like Corbusier, these guys were so brilliant, they were so amazing.” 

 

“It was at the end of his life when Wright gave that talk, and he's talking about these brilliant, you 

know, conceptual ideas that just flew out, and then he had pictures and, you know, a lot of ego, but 

it was fantastic. They were fantastic brains I thought and that was very stimulating. So when you're 

young all this stuff is a very interesting, everything just is a life for you in the future.” 

 

 

 

 

TEL AVIV 

 

With Tel Aviv, we confront the same challenge as we have faced with each of the other 

sites and situations. This time, they have an even more historically and politically laden 

gravity. The city is so overwhelmed with connotations and social imaginaries ranging from 

biblical to current world affairs that it seems almost impossible either to add something or 

to be able to edit something significant out of the vast material. It is the classical interplay 

between what we know (as a fact) and what we think we know (as imagined – hoped, 
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wished or feared for). To state this delicate unbalance in another set of concepts, it is the 

constant push and pull between a) horizon of expectations and b) space of experience. It is 

a dilemma that gets extraordinarily complex with cities like Tel Aviv that are certainly 

loaded with dynamite – again, metaphorically speaking. 

 

But, as most of the time, some numbers might be helpful. We were made aware of the 

force and power of numbers by Shulamit Nadler, the architect that I will focus on shortly, 

when she told us that the house where we met, the house where she had lived most of her 

life, located in the heart of what is called the “white city” of Tel Aviv, that outspoken 

outdoor museum of ’20-’30s Bauhaus architecture, was almost as old as the city itself. 

 

The immediate reaction was not elegant, but an open astonishment: say what? Because we 

were inside a distinguished modern building. It was modern in the sense that its first part 

was, in fact, built in 1910. Not the whole house that today reaches to 6 floors. Then, it was 

just one single unit. It was built by Nadler’s family, the extended family, that is. And yes, 

Tel Aviv, the city that most of us have a rich imagination about, was started just one year 

before. 

 

To repeat: Tel Aviv was established in 1909. The motivation for the new settlers was the 

situation at that time in the ancient Jaffa, literally located almost a stone’s throw away. 

Jewish settlers wanted to escape the increasing conflicts between the various religious and 

racial groups within Jaffa. Thus, they moved away from Jaffa, and started a city called Tel 

Aviv.  

 

Today, the city has a population of little over 400,000 inhabitants inside its boundaries. As 

often is the case, the surroundings add up to much more: the metropolitan urban area 

around and connected to the infrastructure and both economic and human capital of Tel 

Aviv is way over one million. How many people lived there in 1910 is anyone’s educated 

guess, but it simply cannot be that many. The historical records state that by 1920, the city 

had about 2000 people registered in it.  

 

However, between 1910 and 1920, something very significant had changed. What was 

before still part of the Ottoman Empire had now been taken over by the British. As the 
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language of the times demonstrate, Palestine, where Tel Aviv was located, became a 

British mandate (1920-1948) in the aftermath of WW I.  

 

The numbers, the numbers. The growth of the city of Tel Aviv was enormous. By 1925, it 

had jumped to about 34,000, and then, just as the dramatic changes were again taking place 

there and then around the globe, by 1947 the figure had reach over 200,000. And yes, not 

to forget, the independent state of Israel was established on 14 May, 1948. Last but not 

least, the numbers also tell us that during the years between 1948 to 1958, the number of 

people living in the whole country increased from 800,000 to 2 million, due mainly to a 

huge influx of immigrants, such as Holocaust survivors. Today the state of Israel has over 

8 million inhabitants. 

 

 

 

 

SHULAMIT NADLER, born 1923 

 

Shulamit Nadler was born in the heart of the city of Tel Aviv. She has practically lived in 

the same house almost all of her life. The way she tells it makes it sound really believable 

and beautiful. This is a house located in the very center of the urban life of Tel Aviv, in the 

middle of an area what now is under UNESCO protection, a sea of low white houses that 

bathe in the sun and are embedded in their environment so very elegantly. She was born, 

not in the same house, but in the same street, and the trees in the yard we see from the 

window were planted by her grandmother. She remembers how she walked to the school, 

on the road that was made out of sand. 

 

This is her site, this is her modernity, and her Tel Aviv, where she has lived and worked. 

The only exception was the short spell spent at a seaside resort, at a place that she and her 

late husband, Michael Nadler, built as their retirement house. After the death of het 

husband, she moved straight back to the very building were she spent her life – with all the 

memories. 

 

Shulamit Nadler studied in the only place available in that time. She studied at Technion, 

the Haifa Technical University. She finished her studies and started working as an architect 
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in 1946. As she recalls it, she was the second woman, not to study architecture there, but to 

finish her studies. What she also remembers is how everything was so close and tight. Her 

class consisted of 4-6 students. Consequently, everyone knew each other really well. Later 

on, quite predictably, they married and worked together – like Shulamit and her husband. 

 

She and her husband started an office. At first it was tough, but quite soon they become 

successful, especially through competitions. Their first major success was a building that 

still stands tall and proud today. This is the House of the Journalist, in Tel Aviv, and it was 

built in 1948. 

 

“We were lucky, people very soon started to believe on us. Why? Well, I don’t know, but I 

think from the beginning we had our own architectural language and we knew what we 

wanted. We had a vision, a balance between the functionality and the aesthetics. We 

wanted to produce architecture that was inviting, not too complicated, and something that 

would always fit its site and surroundings. We wanted the buildings to be friendly with the 

landscape. But it was not repetitive, nor brutalist architecture, even if we were sometimes 

labeled like that.” 

 

“We were so young. I am still amazed how I picked up and choose architecture. It just felt 

right. I knew that I did not want to do something very specific, such as chemistry, and with 

architecture, I found a combination that required many skills and related to many aspects 

of the life.” 

 

But during those dramatic times Shulamit Nadler, basically like everyone she knew, was 

also a political activist. At one time, just after her graduation and the declaration of Israel's 

independenc, she was part of the Haganah, the Jewish paramilitary organization that later 

on become the core of Israel's defense forces, and she was labeled by the British as a 

terrorist. She played no central role, she says, being a regular member of the group, 

wanting to be part of and participating in the future of the state of Israel. 

 

She went underground, only to resurface and become one of the leading architects who 

built the central elements, the iconic modernist buildings that made and shaped the modern 

city of Tel Aviv and the modern state of Israel. The list is long, and significant: Tel Aviv 
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University Library, 1968; Jerusalem Center for the Performing Arts, 1971 (for which they 

had in fact won the competition as early as1958), and so on and on.  

 

In their joint practice, partly due to their inclination to architectural style and partly due to 

the great need for structures of that type, their office concentrated on public buildings such 

as schools, libraries and hospitals. Their specialty was to incorporate works of art into the 

planning processes, and not to use them as tokens placed in the sites afterwards. She 

openly adds and admits that she did not really possess the patience and charm to deal with 

private investors and homeowners. Diplomacy, she says with a great lively laughter, has 

never been her strongest part. 

 

What she relates to modernity was the time of nation building, literally speaking. She and 

all the others were young, so very amazingly young. Full of optimism in the age of the 

greatest human catastrophe, they were there and they were ready. They got the chance to 

make a difference, and they made what is now seen and highly acknowledged as the very 

unique style and reality of Tel Aviv modernism. They fought the same professional battles 

as everyone in the fielod. They faced off with contractors who understood not quality but 

only quantity, they battled with the politicians to realize their desire to produce 

monuments, and argued for respect for the urban environment and the landscape.  

 

“We had a shortage of everything, materials and technology. But we managed. We did, as 

architects, have a role, a unique role at that time – being part of the whole project of 

nation-building. People and politicians did listen to us. And I think the teachings and the 

style of Bauhaus very well fitted the needs and the conditions in Israel. It had the clarity, it 

was modest and cost-efficient; all in all Bauhaus possessed the sensibility that was 

important and possible to adopt into the situation in Israel – a situation where there were 

not much architecture around from before and a situation to which so many new people 

arrived from all around the world.” 

 

When asked how does it feel today, with the benefit of the long historical view and the 

lived experience – how does the promise of that Tel Aviv modernity correlate with the 

current experiences of today’s city? – basically, for the very first time during our 

conversation, she stops to think before answering: “I do not know if the city in itself is 

beautiful, in terms of architecture and so, but what I do know is that life in the city center 
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of Tel Aviv is certainly really beautiful. It is full of life, it was full of life before and it is 

full of life today.” 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

So, here we are – chasing the cities, searching for a time long ago, and trying to get re-

connected to it and wit it. Four cities, four meetings with four persons with the missing link 

– the lived experience through both then and now. How do we get connected? What is 

there to be seen and said from afar, without that duality of having been there and also being 

here now, and telling the stories about there and then? 

 

The act that is required has a name. It is called interpretation, or to borrow from Isaiah 

Berlin (1996, 34-35), we can label it as the necessity of having “a sense of reality”. This is 

context-bound sensitivity, and sensibility refers to a set on interlinked acts that by necessity 

demands both imagination and a strong sense of reality from those performing them. You 

have to want to feel for it, and with it, gaining both nearness and distance. You are a 

participant, not an innocent by-stander. 

 

Or to turn to another version of more or less the same rules and regulations in order to be 

able to say anything significant about the topic of discussion, according to Paul Ricoeur we 

must possess a sense of belonging that is grounded in the give and take of the acts of 

gaining closeness and winning distance. “We belong to a historical tradition through a 

relation of distance which oscillates between remoteness and proximity. To interpret is to 

render near what is far (temporally, geographically, culturally, spiritually).” (2007, 35) 

 

What looks like a monolithic block from outside, typically presented like Marshal 

Berman’s famously one-sided interpretation and critique of high modernism (1982), was 

not a united whole, a clear and clean-cut entity for those experiencing it there and then. It 

was what it had to be, no doubt about it, when we are in the very middle of the things. We 

all know and recognize this. Whilst in the making of it, there is hardly any chance for 

critical distance and reflection.  
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For people living that time of high modernity, a time of enormous progress in wealth and 

production, it was an era full of dramatic changes, new materials, new products, new 

challenges, and also disappointments – it was a mess of the sort that can only be mounted 

and modeled into a unified thing with enormous structural violence. Modernity as it stands 

for exposure, especially the lived experience of it, regardless where and when, is by its 

definition always and constantly filled with internal conflicts, indecisions and troubles. 

Whether acknowledged or admitted, our acts are incoherent, only partially clear to us there 

and then, and not at all free from contradictions and confusions. (See Schütz 1970, 75) 

 

But, as a conclusion, when moving towards different times and sites, when trying to 

connect the dots, let's say between the lived experience of modernity in 1957 and lived 

experience of modernity in 2014, what we can gain is the facts that are delivered by 

numbers. But no, they are not simple neutral numbers; they are obviously value-laden and 

in n sense innocent indications of made facts and make-believe relations. But they do tell 

us a tale of structures as in hints of the frame of the scope and scale of what was then and 

what is now. 

 

The numbers, the numbers. These are, in the end, rather fascinatingly effective in the acts 

of shaping the basics of a contextualized social imagination. We do not even need the 

actually numbers, we need just words, because in the 1950s, the end of that progressive 

decade filled both with hope and joy, but also fear and paranoia in the face of the lurking 

WW III, what ever it is that we are focusing on, be it number of students in a university, be 

it the number of inhabitants in a site, the way to describe this is this: few, or very few. 

Then again, almost 60 years later, the same corresponding fields of a society and their 

internal dimensions tell that in all cases, the way to describe them is this: more, or a hell of 

a lot more.  

 

The distance between few, or a very few, and on the other hand, more, or hell of a lot 

more, is the distance that exists, and which is not possible to bridge, between two sets of 

particular and site-bound lived experiences. The words we use, the sensibilities that are 

awakened, are the same or similar. But the structures within which the lived experience is 

actualized are dramatically different. To state it as clearly as possible: they are not 

comparable. No, they are not incommensurable, since there is the undeniable reception and 
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also a partial recognition of the other, the smell and feel of a connection, but the contact 

and its depth is not always there. There is something that is definitely lost in the 

transformation and translation from there to now. 

 

We stare at the gap – and we should respect that gap: not mystify or glorify it, but cherish 

its message: then and now is not now and then. We face a gap that is best left there – not to 

be fallen into, but to be used as a means of articulating experience in different times and 

spaces, so that neither annihilates its counterpart, but they bounce off each other in a 

productive way of reciprocal recognition. We might stare at one another, but that stare does 

not mean that we can see – and feel, feel with the changing same and the changing 

differences.  

 

Certainly, there is continuity, all along matched with plenty of detours and bumps on the 

way, but it is a process that is not about to end. It is not smooth, it is not soothing, but it is 

far more relevant: it is real, and we are part of it. It is a process of modernity that should 

not be taken for granted or seen as a ready model. It is a true blue, insistently and achingly 

unstable process, and its content must be articulated and actualized in every site and every 

situation, with the organic link to its historically effected consciousness. It is an 

understanding of one's place and time as an event – an act of making and becoming a place 

(See Gadamer 2004, 299-301). 

 

To state this ‘sense of reality’ in the form of a list, it is to pay attention to and to be aware 

of these central notions of what, where, how and why – and also why not. 

 

We ask – and we give no answer – but we ask what are the main features that are necessary 

if and when we are willing and able to move towards gaining a relationship to the times 

from 1957 and 2014. These features for the checklist for lived experience, one by one, are: 

 

1) Temporality – there and now 

2) Urban geographies of here and there 

3) Cultural differences, evolvements and disruptions 

4) Spiritual shifts and balances 
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Thus, what we have is entities and emerging contents of time, space, place, religion, class, 

struggle and empowerment, and not to forget hearts and minds – just to name a few of the 

main characteristics at play. When looking at them, well, they do not look that terribly bad 

or boring, do they now? In fact, not wanting to fall into the temptation of indecent appetite, 

but well, what more could one actually ask for?  
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