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Abstract 

 

Baedeker’s Berlin(s) 

 

Marisol Bayona Roman, M.A.  

The University of Texas at Austin, 2018 

 

Supervisor:  Katherine Arens 

 

The long-standing, family-owned travel guidebook business founded by Karl Baedeker has 

gone down in European history for the famous Baedeker Guidebooks. The Baedeker guidebooks 

enjoyed notable popularity soon after their debut in the 1830s, attaining international recognition 

as comprehensive, objective, and thoroughly reliable guidebooks (Koshar 330). The present 

project will put the alleged objectivity of the Baedekers to the test by comparing the 1923 and 

1965 English guidebooks for the city of Berlin. These two editions of the Berlin Baedeker are a 

particularly interesting corpus: as they present "what is worth seeing in Berlin" to a foreign 

audience, these subsequent editions also confront how to present the capital (or ex-capital) of a 

nation in great need of new images after its central, devastating role in the two World Wars. 

Published soon after the nation stabilized postwar, and thus when tourism might reasonably be 

expected to reestablish itself, I argue that the 1923 and 1965 Berlin Baedekers attempt to produce 

a political intervention, presenting a particular version of Berlin that has immeasurable national 

and European value in order to improve Germany’s image in times of crisis. Connecting these 
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Baedekers to their historical contexts and examining how they respond to their respective 

circumstances can point to new, productive directions for scholarship on travel literature and other 

types of tourist media.  
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Introduction 

The long-standing, family-owned travel guidebook business founded by Karl Baedeker has 

gone down in European history for the famous Baedeker Guidebooks. The Baedeker guidebooks 

enjoyed notable popularity soon after their debut in the 1830s, attaining international recognition 

as comprehensive, objective, and thoroughly reliable guidebooks for the independent bourgois 

traveller (Koshar 330). Though this praise was replaced by sharp criticism after the Great War, the 

Baedeker firm continued to publish guidebooks for cities and countries all over the world and in 

several different languages throughout the Third Reich and after World War II.1, 2 The Baedekers 

continued to tout their exhaustive research methods and objective representation of their selected 

destinations based on the most recent and relevant information gathered from “personal visits to 

the places described and from the most trustworthy sources” (Berlin and its Environs v). The 

Baedekers pushed this claim to objectivity further with the ‘star’ system, demarcating those 

attractions particularly worth visiting “in a way that generally avoided eccentricity, at least in so 

far as it carefully reproduced the scholarly (hence subsequently also the public) consensus of the 

age” (Parsons 195). 

The present project will put the alleged objectivity of the Baedekers to the test by 

comparing the 1923 and 1965 English guidebooks for the city of Berlin, titled Berlin and its 

                                                 
1 During and after the Great War, the detail and pursuit of visual and informational accuracy for which the Baedeker 

guidebooks were known aroused suspicions that the guidebooks served as tools of reconnaissance for the Germans’ 

nationalist and expansionist goals. See Mark D. Larabee’s “Baedekers as Casualty: Great War Nationalism and the 

Fate of Travel Writing.” 
2 In the years after World War II, the Baedeker firm moved its headquarters from Leipzig to Malente-Gremsmühlen 

in Schleswig-Holstein, and then to Freibug im Breisgau in (then) West Germany in 1956. The Baedeker guidebooks 

continue to be published today, albeit under the publisher MairDumont. 
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Environs and Berlin, respectively.3 These two English-language Baedekers for Berlin are a 

particularly interesting corpus, as they were both published in years when the nation’s image had 

suffered immensely. Just six years after the end of World War I and the signing of the Versailles 

Treaty, 1923 Weimar Berlin faced economic hardships and increasing political instability made 

particularly evident in the assassination of Foreign Minister Walther Rathenau in 1922, the French 

and Belgian occupation of the Ruhr region and the strikes that ensued in 1923, climbing 

unemployment rates, and the rapid depreciation of the Mark. In the year 1965, the Federal Republic 

of Germany (FRG; West Germany) saw the end of the Frankfurt-Auschwitz trials, which arguably 

portrayed the Nazi officials as monsters and thus allowed the German people to feel absolved of 

their responsibility in World War II and the Holocaust.4 The year 1965 was additionally the era of 

FRG Chancellor Ludwig Erhard, who followed Konrad Adenauer after having established a 

reputation as the architect of the Wirtschaftswunder as economic minister but whose undeniable 

connections to the Nazis showed the remaining black heart of German history.5 The current 

scholarship regarding the Baedeker guidebooks, however, has not gone any great distance to 

connect these guidebooks to their historical contexts and mine these various editions as material 

interventions into Europe's consciousness after the two World Wars.6  

                                                 
3 Note that Baedeker guidebooks in different languages for a given city were republished at different rates.  
4 Recall that, after World War II, Germany and Berlin were divided among the Allied forces into four military 

occupation zones: the United States in the south, France in the southwest, Great Britain in the northwest, and the 

Soviet Union in the northeast. Tensions between the Western powers and the Soviet Union gave way to the Cold War 

and, with that, the division of Germany into East and West in 1949. The Soviet-occupied zone became the German 

Democratic Republic (GDR; East Germany) and the Western zones merged and became the Federal Republic of 

Germany. 
5 Here, “Wirtschaftswunder” refers to West Germany’s rapid economic recovery after World War II. For more on 

West German culture and society during the Wirtschaftswunder, see Hanna Schissler’s The Miracle Years: A Cultural 

History of West Germany, 1949-1968. 
6 Paul Fussell, James Buzard, Edward Mendelsohn, and Rudy Koshar have written on the Baedeker guidebooks for 

the standpoint of travel literature. Larabee instead explores the connections between the Baedeker guidebooks and 
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Published soon after the nation stabilized postwar, and thus when tourism might reasonably 

be expected to reestablish itself, I argue that the 1923 and 1965 Berlin Baedekers attempt to 

produce a political intervention, presenting a Berlin with immeasurable national and European 

value in order to improve Germany’s image in times of conflict. The section that follows will first 

characterize the readership of these guidebooks with respect to their historical contexts. The 

ensuing sections will identify and explore two themes that illuminate how the two Baedekers 

addressed their particular English-language audiences: Berlin as a city of culture, and Berlin as a 

modern city. Together with a careful examination of Berlin’s history, these themes will suggest 

what kinds of historical narratives the Baedekers construct to produce new "imagined 

communities” that, regardless of whether they conformed to the actual politics of these German 

States, helped market Germany internationally to upper-middle-class audiences with specific 

expectations about the relationship between travel and cultural capital.7,8 The 1923 and 1965 

Baedeker guidebooks can then be considered interventions into their eras' public hegemonic 

cultures, aimed at revising Germany’s imagined community in times of troubles.   

  

                                                 
nationalism in the context of the Great War, and Smith focuses on what is excluded from the Baedeker guidebooks of 

Berlin, and how these come up in Curt Moreck’s Was nicht im Baedeker steht guidebook series. 
7 The term “imagined community” was coined and developed by Benedict Anderson in his study of nationalism, where 

the nation acts as an imagined political community given that individuals will never know all, or even most, of the 

other members of their nation. See Anderson’s Imagined Communities for a more detailed exploration of the concept. 
8 “Cultural Capital” is Pierre Bourdieu's term, referring to what kinds of status and social power an individual or group 

derives from engaging with culture. See his essay “Forms of Capital” (1985). 
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Baedekers, Readers, and Cultural Capital: Berlin as a City of Culture 

 It is well-known that the Baedekers of the late nineteenth-century focused on the individual 

bourgeois consumer (Koshar 331). This implied reader carries over to later Baedekers and 

becomes readily apparently in the 1923 Baedeker for Berlin, which is used here as a benchmark.9 

The preface of this 1923 edition explains that the guidebook’s primary goal is “to render the 

traveller as nearly as possible independent of the services of guides and others and to enable him 

to employ his time, his money, and his energy to the best advantage” (Berlin and Its Environs v). 

This assumes the traveler to be an individual with ample disposable income and the agency to 

shape their travels. The “Practical Notes” that follow the preface (which include information on 

air service, tourist agencies, cabs, theaters and concerts, baths, and art dealers), continue to imply 

a more affluent reader—at the very least of the bourgeois class, as these services were luxuries 

unavailable to individuals of lower socioeconomic classes.  

Following these lines, the entries in the 1923 guidebook present Berlin using terminology 

associated with education and, hence, class-bound cultural capital. The majority of the information 

provided on monuments and buildings underscores what is posited as “familiar” architectural/art 

terminology, with references to the “classical period,” “baroque” or “allegorical figures” with no 

explanation of these concepts. The reader is thus assumed to be an educated and cultured (and 

likely already well-traveled) individual. 

                                                 
9 The concept of the “implied reader” is derived from Wolfgang Iser’s reader-response theory, in which he approaches 

literary criticism by drawing attention to the reader the author had in mind while writing their work. This imagined 

reader would have the knowledge and cultural understanding necessary to understand the author’s work. See Iser’s 

The Implied Reader. 
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This orientation toward an upper-middle-class reader is maintained in the succeeding 1965 

edition of the Berlin Baedeker, albeit with some variation. Whereas the 1923 Baedeker is aimed 

at recovering Germany's place in Europe on the basis of its culture, the latter does so on the basis 

of its political circumstances: 

1923 version: 1965 version: 

Though Berlin does not compete in antiquity 

or historical interest with the other great 

European capitals, its position as the 

metropolis of the German Republic and its 

wealth of art-treasures, both ancient and 

modern, invest it with high importance in 

addition to its special and characteristic 

interest as the greatest purely modern city in 

Europe.  

                             (Berlin and its Environs v) 

Though Berlin cannot compete in 

antiquity or historical interest with other 

great European capitals, its position as the 

metropolis of Germany and its wealth of 

art treasures and monumental buildings, 

both ancient and modern, invest it with 

high importance apart from its special and 

characteristic interest as a focus of world 

politics.  

                                                   (Berlin 5) 

 

Note that the newer version stresses monumental buildings, and no longer calls Berlin modern, 

instead making it a "focus of world politics," tacitly acknowledging its status as an occupied 

territory, half of which was officially part of the FRG but found itself surrounded by the GDR. 

This "marketing" of Berlin is aimed at a new middle class that was as interested in politics as well 

as art. Though the preface later states that “[t]he Editor has endeavoured to mention not only the 

first-class establishments, but also others of more modest pretensions,” the persistent use of 

architectural/art terminology throughout the guidebook confirms its audience as one of the upper-

middle-class (Berlin 5-6). The occasional admiration expressed for industry and economic 

progress throughout the 1965 Baedeker is meant more for the American middle class than for the 

foregrounding of the German middle and working classes (Parsons 200). The two Baedekers then 

remain significantly parallel in their cultural aspirations for their tourist-readers. In other words: 

"Baedeker was ‘old European’ enough to be skeptical of ‘aggressive modernity’ and conservative 
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enough to ignore almost entirely the working-class districts of Berlin.” (Parsons 200). And that 

"conservative enough" point of view is amply reflected in the two guides' treatments of Berlin’s 

art treasures.   

As could be expected from the preface and from old Germany's self-definition as the Land 

der Dichter und Denker and a country of Bildung, the 1923 Baedeker largely focuses on the city’s 

“art-treasures, both ancient and modern” (Berlin and its Environs v). Art here is narrowly defined 

as architecture, sculpture, and painting. This is made especially clear in the subdivision of the 

“History of Art” subsection into four paragraphs that provide an overview of (then) recent 

developments in Berlin’s tradition specifically of architecture, sculpture, painting, and the applied 

arts (Berlin and its Environs 46-8). These entries emphasize changes in style compared to previous 

artists of renown such as architect Karl Friedrich Schinkel, sculptor and architect Andreas Schlüter, 

sculptor Johann Gottfried Schadow, sculptor Christian Daniel Rauch, and painter Anton von 

Werner—most of whom were active in the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century. 

For architecture, the stylistic descriptions are accompanied by numerous examples of a variety of 

buildings scattered throughout Berlin, from the New Synagogue (opened 1866) to the Reichstag 

(opened 1894) to the Emperor William Memorial Church (built in the 1890s), to the Ministerial 

Offices, all of which have their own entries in the guidebook. 

Despite its mention of modern treasures in the preface, the 1923 Baedeker largely restricts 

its survey of (and extensive praise for) art works to those from the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. A few works and their corresponding artists belong in the twentieth century, but more 

weight is given to their antecedents, a tendency with becomes obvious in the index of artists toward 

the end of the guidebook, which “comprises the more important German Architects, Painters, and 
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Sculptors of the 18th and 19th centuries, mentioned in the Handbook” (Berlin and its Environs 217). 

Though it is possible that this list was added because the number of “more important” German 

artists is much longer for those centuries than for the first two decades of the twentieth century, it 

is odd that so little attention is drawn to Berlin’s contemporary art scene when the city is claimed 

to hold “art-treasures, both ancient and modern” (emphasis mine; Berlin and its Environs v).  

Today, 1920s Berlin is associated with avant-garde and Expressionist movements, many of which 

were, in fact, in full swing by 1923, yet neither these movements nor their proponents are 

referenced in this Baedeker.   

The 1923 Baedeker promotes a particular kind of aesthetic: the classic Bildungsbürgertum 

type of the Gründerjahre (the "founders' years" immediately after Germany's 1871 unification): a 

moderately educated bourgeois who is consuming "culture" as defined by the hegemony. This 

clear advocacy for the aesthetic, beyond its appeal to the Bildungsbürgertum, additionally strains 

to establish Berlin as a city with historical relevance and tradition comparable to that of Paris or 

London, and the Baedeker editors find that relevance in precisely the Imperial Berlin of German 

unification.  

The 1923 Baedeker frequently credits Berlin’s past Prussian leaders for allowing and even 

promoting the growth of Berlin’s artistic capital by building up collections of paintings and 

supporting constructions that today are integral to Berlin’s tourist canon.10 Thus King Frederick I 

founded the Academy of Art and the Academy of Science and employed Andreas Schlüter, “the 

greatest artist of his period,” for art projects such as the equestrian sculpture of the ‘Great Elector’ 

                                                 
10 I am using the term “artistic capital” in the sense of Pierre Bourdieu's "symbolic capital," the "profit" one makes 

for adhering to the master narratives of a group.  See Bourdieu’s Distinction. 



 

 

 

 

8 

(Berlin and its Environs 43). Similarly, King Frederick William III employed the famed architect 

Karl Friedrich Schinkel, thanks to whom “the foundation stone of a national artistic revival was 

laid” (Berlin and its Environs 45). With this, the 1923 Baedeker is firm in depicting Berlin’s artistic 

(and even cultural) heyday as almost a thing of the past, regretting that by the time of the 

guidebook’s release “[t]he brilliance of the imperial court has disappeared” and that “the activities 

of the intellectual and professional classes, who now live in comparative retirement, are not 

immediately apparent to the passing visitor” (Berlin and its Environs 50).  

In one sense, the 1923 Baedeker may prize Berlin's classic aesthetic in order to establish 

historical parity between Berlin and other prominent European capitals. This would have the 

advantage, to the outside observer, of reminding the tourist/reader that the great capitals of Europe 

share a common culture—an assumption that many believe disappeared with the First World War. 

Yet at the same time, the guide does not set these innovations into their social-historical context 

(Parsons 197). These creations of Prussian Germany remain preserved in time, seemingly from 

pre-World-War-I versions of a travel guide written for an English-speaking audience on its own 

‘Grand Tour’ by a staff of German writers who want them to forget that this culture was involved 

in genocidal war less than a decade prior. 

 More problematic, but just as symptomatic of the Baedeker's orientation to a bourgeois 

audience, is the fact that the 1965 Baedeker highlights virtually the same architectural and 

sculpture traditions as its 1923 predecessor. The later guide's vision changes in its inclusion of 

older artistic movements (e.g the Gothic and Rococo) and different forms of culture (e.g film) but 

here, too, the 1965 Baedeker reaches backwards to highlight the role of Prussian rulers in the city’s 

development: “The first heyday of art in Berlin was the work of the Great Elector, whose youthful 
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impressions of Holland decided the lines which art was to follow in his capital” (Berlin and its 

Environs 43). It thus again harks back to the world before an unfortunate World War, with one 

addition: it mentions Berlin’s internationally acclaimed film industry (in the 1920s), the Deutsch 

Kinemathek and the Deutsche Akademie für Film und Fernsehen alongside Berlin’s own modern 

International Berlin Film Festival and going so far as to highlight that “[n]o branch of German 

cultural activity was so completely centered on Berlin than films” (Berlin 31).   However, in the 

1960s and early 1970s, the films that would have appeared at such film festivals would have been 

part of Europe's New Waves, whose films were aimed at precisely the kind of educated audience 

that museums have been (albeit with a more leftist bias).   

The audiences for the two Baedekers have shifted, but their overall tactics when it comes 

to aesthetic priorities and upper-middle-class appeal remain stable. These assumptions, however, 

are stretched when one looks more closely at how Berlin's development into its "modern" form is 

addressed in the two Baedekers.   
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Modern, Classic, and International: Berlin as a Modern City 

In the preface of the 1923 Baedeker, the city is immediately presented as the metropolis of 

the German Republic and the “greatest purely modern city in Europe” (Berlin and its Environs v). 

Berlin’s modernity is often expressed through comparisons to other well-known modern European 

capital cities, with the foci ranging from art collections, to physical urban structures, inner-city 

transportation, and even urban geography. The most elaborate example is arguably Unter den 

Linden, the starting point for the Baedeker’s tour of Berlin. In its contemporaneous state, Unter 

den Linden is compared to the Boulevards of Paris in its appearance, “although inferior in length,” 

and its role in Berlin is described as that of Bond Street and Piccadilly in London (Berlin and its 

Environs 51). The Parisian Boulevards were strongly associated with strolling and leisure 

activities, and Bond Street and Piccadilly with upper-class shopping and major thoroughfare in 

London, thus making Unter den Linden Berlin’s intersection of the industry and high-class 

commercial aesthetic ideally found in a modern city.  

Further comparisons in the guidebook support this overall view. In the realm of art, the 

Picture Gallery in the Emperor Frederick Museum is said to be “rivalled by the National Gallery 

at London alone in the historical completeness with which the artists of the various schools and 

periods are represented” (Berlin and its Environs 107). Berlin’s urban layout and activity are also 

brought into these comparisons with the inner city of Berlin, its improved system of transportation 

making it the commercial nucleus of Berlin as the City is in London (Berlin and its Environs 48), 

and with the tendency of the upper classes to reside in the west of Berlin while workshops and 

factories are largely situated in the east, much like the urban landscape of London and Paris (Berlin 

and its Environs 49). 
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These comparisons can seem unnecessary given that Berlin already had an international 

reputation as a modern city in its own right by 1923, but it must be noted that this reputation was 

garnered based on assets different from those mentioned in the guidebook. By the mid-1920s, 

Berlin held some of the largest entertainment venues in the world (Smith 236), yet this is largely 

ignored in the Baedeker. The guidebook contains extensive lists of the theaters, restaurants, cafés, 

art galleries, and museums that Berlin has to offer, but no details as to which ones are particularly 

relevant to the development of certain cultural or artistic movements, which have a 

characteristically political atmosphere, or even any overt reference to Berlin’s nightlife. 

Additionally, as mentioned in the above discussion of Berlin’s art history, the guidebook excludes 

artistic movements considered key to the advent of modernity, namely Expressionism and various 

other avant-gardes. According to the 1923 Baedeker, Berlin was a city in which historic appeal 

and modernity exist in competition with one another, the former of which is given more value here. 

This competition manifests in the city’s urban landscape, as “Berlin suffers from the dead level of 

its site, and also, since three-quarters of its buildings are quite modern, from a certain lack of 

historical interest” (Berlin and its Environs 48). The great housing projects of the Weimar era 

receive no notice, nor do any buildings associated with the International style of the Bauhaus. 

Beyond the positive comparisons drawn between Berlin and other modern contemporary 

European capitals, the 1923 Baedeker's depiction of Berlin’s modernity aligns more with a 

narrative of decadence—a sociocultural decline often associated in the early twentieth century with 
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the advent of modernity and urbanism.11 This narrative comes to the fore particularly in the final 

paragraph of the guidebook’s “General Aspect” section: 

The loss of the Great War has effected vast change in the social composition of Berlin. The 

brilliance of the imperial court has disappeared. New classes of society with new 

aspirations have risen to commercial power, while the former calm based on assured 

prosperity has given way to a restless self-indulgence. The large influx of foreigners, 

mainly from Eastern Europe (comp. p. 41), is readily noticed, whereas the activities of the 

intellectual and professional classes, who now live in comparative retirement, are not 

immediately apparent to the passing visitor. 

(Berlin and its Environs 50) 

The regretful, nostalgic tone of this passage sharply contrasts the pride in the “greatest purely 

modern city in Europe” with which the guidebook began. This dynamic suggests a strategic use of 

Berlin’s modernity in the Baedeker guidebook. Touting Berlin’s modern appeal serves as a way to 

abide by Berlin’s existing international reputation and place it in the same ‘playing field’ as other 

great cities as a way into the public eye. However, in drawing similarities between Berlin and cities 

like Paris and London, the weight given to classic art and tradition far exceeds that given to the 

city’s modernity, which is used as a narrative to essentially efface the Weimar culture of 

innovations that is the interest for so many scholars. This tactic allows the guide to counter Berlin’s 

decadence without overtly denouncing it; it offers what Smith refers to as a "censored selection" 

that "guaranteed a ‘respectable’ Berlin for the bourgeois tourist-reader” (236).   

 In place of modernity, the 1965 Baedeker emphasizes Berlin’s “special and characteristic 

interest as a focus of world politics” as one of the city’s most significant assets, and for good reason 

(Berlin 5). Berlin’s particular circumstances as a city divided into a democratic capitalist West and 

a communist socialist East, as well as West Berlin’s the geographic location within Soviet territory, 

                                                 
9 See David Weir’s Decadence: A Very Short Introduction for an overview of the development of the concept of 

“decadence.” 
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gave it an unparalleled political significance throughout the Cold War, as well as a symbolic role 

as the ‘poster child’ for both sides of the Cold War where these competing ideologies could be put 

in a (literal) side-by-side comparison. 

The 1965 Baedeker succinctly illustrates these two aspects of Berlin’s political importance 

in a mention of world leaders’ visits to the Wall in the early 1960s. The list, which includes then 

President John F. Kennedy and Vice-President Lyndon B. Johnson, Foreign Secretary of the 

United Kingdom Lord Alec Douglas-Home, and First Secretary of the Communist Party of the 

Soviet Union Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev, makes clear Berlin’s status as an international point 

of interest in the midst of the Cold War (Berlin 17). Khrushchev’s (“I like the Wall”) and President 

Kennedy’s (“The Wall is the most repulsive and strongest demonstration of the failure of the 

Communist system.”) opinions of the Wall reflect the ideologies from both sides of the Wall from 

1949 through the 1960s and thus drive home the juxtaposition of East and West Berlin and its 

intense meaning in the context of the Cold War.   

The emphasis on Berlin as an international focal point is brought up in the Baedeker’s 

“History” section, as well. The “History” section contains several references to Berlin’s 

“worldwide importance” throughout its past, particularly after German unification in 1871 as the 

capital of the German Empire and the residence of the Hohenzollern emperors, and in the years 

preceding World War II “as the capital of the Reich and the political and economic centre of 

Germany” (Berlin 33).  

This develops into a broader theme of Berlin as an international city throughout the 

guidebook. The “History” section holds several references to the role of migration in the city’s 

growth, as with the arrival of French Huguenots and Dutch weavers and dairy-farmers in the late 
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seventeenth century (Berlin 40), and with the influx of artists and scholars that settled in Berlin at 

the turn of the century who, attracted by the city’s “cosmopolitan spirit,” gave it its first great 

cultural and intellectual heyday (Berlin 41). Though the influx of foreigners of the late seventeenth 

century is mentioned in the 1923 Baedeker as well, it is portrayed in the 1965 Baedeker as crucial 

to the development of the city’s contemporaneous character: “It is doubtless this constant infusion 

of new blood that has given Berlin a mental climate resembling its meteorological climate—gay, 

lively, quick-witted, and never for long downcast” (Berlin 17). The 1965 Baedeker also points to 

the notable international diversity of the city’s cultural and intellectual assets, including 

educational institutions such as the Akademie der Künste, museums, galleries, and media (Berlin 

27-31). 

 The status of Berlin as a city of international importance is not unfounded. For both its 

political importance as well as its scientific, artistic and educational institutions, Berlin was the 

most important continental European city from German unification in 1871 until decades after 

1918 (Taylor 6). The persistent emphasis on an international Berlin, however, is a misdirection.  

The conceptualization of internationalism that appears in the 1965 Baedeker is especially 

westward-looking; it highlights the attributes that West Berlin has at its disposal through its 

association with the FRG and largely ignores those of East Berlin, which served as a host for 

several international (albeit limited to the Eastern Bloc) intellectual and cultural programs of the 

GDR, such as the Internationaler Kindertag celebrations. Even when the Baedeker discusses 

Berlin's internationalism, it refuses to treat the East and West sections of the city as anything but 

part of a single history despite their undeniable geopolitical and cultural distinction. The 

Baedeker’s survey of East Berlin largely concerns concrete sights (e.g. the Royal Palace, the 
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Cathedral, the Fernsehturm) while refraining from addressing the particular character of East 

Berlin. This persistent refusal to account for East Berlin’s contemporary character goes hand in 

hand with the common official stance among Western countries at the time to avoid any 

acknowledgement of the GDR as a sovereign country, and with the idea that there is only one 

correct, feasible definition for Berlin and for Germany.12 The 1965 Baedeker’s Berlin then claims 

the city’s cultural heritage for the West, while maintaining travel-relevant accuracy about East 

Berlin for the sake of the guidebook. 

Set side by side, the 1923 Baedeker’s “modern” Berlin and the 1965 Baedeker’s “world 

city” Berlin demonstrate how the definition of a modern city has changed over time. This is no 

surprise. What is interesting is that, despite the redefinition of Berlin as a city, both Baedekers rely 

on similar strategies to do so: they refer to the outside. Whereas the 1923 Baedeker makes 

references to Paris and London to establish Berlin as a hub of both modernity and classic aesthetics, 

the 1965 Baedeker claims it as international and thus not communist GDR. The 1965 guidebook 

is largely devoid of any references to the GDR beyond vague terms such as “the Eastern 

government” or “the Soviet Zone,” but the numerous overt references to international politics are 

enough to create a juxtaposition between the neoliberal democratic FRG and the socialist 

communist GDR.13 Moreover, both Baedekers utilize the city's Prussian heritage to ‘perform’ the 

tropes of culture and modernity that help align (or distance) Berlin with particular foreign cultures. 

                                                 
10 Officially established by the Hallstein Doctrine in 1955, the FRG refused to negotiate with the GDR and threatened 

to withdraw from diplomatic contact with any country that recognized the GDR as a sovereign country. See the 

“Hallstein Doctrine” entry in Joseph A. Biesinger’s Germany: A Reference Guide from the Renaissance to the Present 

for a brief description of the doctrine and its implications. 

11 The 1965 Baedeker underplays these political distances even in its city maps, making it difficult to see where the 

Wall stood and where the crossing points were. 
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The following section examines this use of Prussian history in the 1923 and 1965 Baedekers to 

construct their distinct imagined communities. 
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Berlin as History:  Some Conclusions About Baedeker's Berlin(s) 

Given the extensive geopolitical changes that the German nation has undergone throughout 

history, Prussia is the oldest form identification for the Berlin region, formally founded by 

Frederick William the ‘Great Elector’ of the house of Hohenzollern in 1640s, with Berlin made 

the capital in 1701. It is crucial to note that Prussia was not equivalent to ‘Germany,’ but was rather 

one of dozens of German states within the Holy Roman Empire. When Prussia acquired imperial 

ambitions that culminated in the unification of the Germans states into the German Empire under 

Hohenzollern rule in 1871, the title King of Prussia became directly tied to that of the German 

Emperor. After World War I and the Hohenzollern abdication from the imperial throne, the 

Weimar Republic emerged and Prussia’s role was officially limited to that of a state much like the 

others that constituted the Republic. However, the Junker class to which many Prussians belonged 

played leading roles in the Reichswehr and, therefore, in World War II. These Junkers additionally 

played a role in the postwar settlements that divided the city of Berlin into East and West and, 

temporarily, separated it from its role as a capital.  For these reasons, the characterization of Berlin 

and Germany is intimately tied to Prussian history. 

The 1923 and 1965 Baedeker editions for Berlin share this predominantly Prussian vision 

of the city’s cultural and historical inheritance in their "History" sections. Both Baedekers begin 

their “History” similarly, tracing how settlements were influenced by essentially the same historic 

events, with only a few divergences. The first major event in this joint Berlin’s history is the 

invasion and conquest by the Hohenzollern family: 
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1923 version: 1965 version: 

Such a position, however, could not be 

maintained against the might of the 

Hohenzollern family, which became master of 

the Mark in 1415. In consequence of its 

unsuccessful opposition to Frederick ‘with the 

Iron Tooth’ (1440-1470), the second Elector, 

the town was deprived of its privileges (1442, 

1448), and a fortified castle, traces of which 

may still be found (p. 66), was erected to keep 

it in check. Elector John Cicero (1486-99) 

made Berlin-Kölln his permanent abode, and 

from that period the fortunes of the town were 

interwoven with those of the Hohenzollern 

family and its other dominions.  

                              (Berlin and its Environs 42) 

But their independence soon vanished, when 

Burgrave Friedrich von Nürnberg, a 

Hohenzollern, was appointed governor in 1411 

and Elector of the Mark of Brandenburg in 

1415. From the time when the Elector Johann 

Cicero (1486-99) made the town his 

permanent place of residence, the fortunes of 

Berlin became intimately united with those of 

the Hohenzollerns.  

                                                        (Berlin 39) 

 

The divergence lies in how each Baedeker edition depicts the Hohenzollern dynasty. The 1923 

Baedeker takes on a notably harsher tone toward the Hohenzollern dynasty that had deserted 

Germany in 1918, naming Frederick II of Brandeburg’s threatening nickname and emphasizing 

Berlin's (then called Berlin-Cölln) “unsuccessful opposition” and loss of privileges with its 

integration into Hohenzollern “dominions.” The implicit reference to the Berliner Unwille, the 

height of the town citizens’ protest against Frederick II’s construction of a royal palace, is 

noteworthy given its exclusion from the 1965 Baedeker. The later account thus conveys more 

distance from the arrival of the Hohenzollerns, rejecting its imperial claims, the “appointed 

governor” set over it.  

 In this contrast, the Baedekers begin to reveal the politics behind their aesthetic and cultural 

evaluations. The 1923 guide performs an interesting sleight of hand in that it separates Prussia 
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from Hohenzollern. The Hohenzollern “splendor-loving prince” Joachim II (1535-71) and his 

successor John George (1571-98), both of whom served as Prince-electors of the Margraviate of 

Brandenburg and as Dukes of Prussia, are praised for their alterations to the royal palace in the 

Renaissance style (Berlin and its Environs 42); Frederick William, the ‘Great Elector,’ is “the 

founder of the Prussian state, [to whom] Berlin is chiefly indebted for its modern importance” 

(Berlin and its Environs 42). Yet note that the dynastic names are not added: these are the rulers 

who made Prussian culture great, not their descendants who abandoned it. 

The 1965 Baedeker continues the omission of dynastic titles in its recounting of Prussian 

history, and thus the Hohenzollern-Prussian distinction, but executes a rhetorical shift. Where the 

1923 Baedeker highlights the grandeur and artistic contributions of the Prussian rulers, the 1965 

Baedeker claims practicality: "It was of vital importance for Berlin that its Brandenburg/Prussian 

rulers were practical, helpful people, more intent on the material prosperity of their capital than on 

making it a show place” (Berlin 39). The "splendor-loving prince" of the 1923 guide has been 

effaced, but there remains a praise for competence in “[t]he strong rule of the Great Elector 

(Friedrich Wilhelm, 1640-88) [that] brought about a remarkable rise in the fortunes of Berlin […]” 

(Berlin 40). The Court that "zealously promoted artistic enterprise and strove to embellish the 

town" under the ‘Great Elector’ in 1923 now in 1965 evinces intellectual curiosity that manifested 

in the first Berlin newspapers and several new schools (Berlin and its Environs 43; Berlin 40).  

From Berlin’s history, the 1923 Baedeker constructs a narrative of near continuous 

progress lead by its Prussian rulers. Dark historical moments are painted as merely temporary 

obstacles offset by artistic and intellectual developments, as with the “Napoleonic disasters […] 

counterbalanced by the foundation of the University in 1810” (Berlin and its Environs 44), or 
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simply omitted from the guidebook as is the case with the 1848 German revolution. Berlin’s 

upward trajectory continues unaffected by German unification, only to be thrown off track by the 

unfortunate events of the Great War. Though the 1965 Baedeker maintains the association between 

Prussian rulers and Berlin’s progress, it frames obstacles as halts in the city’s development and 

ultimately draws a disconnect between the will of the Court and the development of the city: 

After the Foundation of the Reich in 1871 Berlin within a few years attained worldwide 

importance as the capital of the German Empire and the residence of the Emperors […] 

“Every year saw a growth in the importance of Berlin as a focus of Central European 

commerce. […] Independently of the Imperial Court, which in fact evinced disapproval 

and lack of comprehension of modern art and literature, Berlin’s intellectual and cultural 

life experienced its first great heyday. Attracted by the cosmopolitan spirit of the capital, 

poets, artists, musicians, actors, scholars, and scientists gave Berlin a special atmosphere 

of its own, and in most cases they found a permanent home here.  

(Berlin 41, highlighting mine) 

 

The rewriting of these relationships between leadership and progress is key to the very existence 

of these two Baedekers. To deal with contemporary crises, each Baedeker looks backward and 

formulates an idealized version of the city’s history that allows for a reframing of the imagined 

community of present Berlin (and thus Germany). The 1923 Baedeker reclaims a past of elegance 

and high-culture, analogous to that of other known European capitals, and continuous progress 

under imperial rule in the midst of increasingly pervasive crises. This 1923 Berlin does not 

represent the Weimar Republic, but rather serves as a Prussian and Imperial German capital and 

leader in art and culture, derailed from a presumed ‘destiny’ toward greatness. The 1965 Baedeker 

renounces elegance for strong, competent leadership that prioritizes the wellness of the city in what 

seems to be a slight against the contemporary division of Berlin (and Germany) and against the 

GDR as a political entity. This 1965 Berlin is then the capital of one (Western) Germany, founded 

on a common, centuries-long imperial tradition. 
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With their appeal to an upper-middle-class hegemonic culture, these two Baedekers 

essentially produce an intervention in Germany’s foreign image by way of tourist media. This 

points toward a variety of potential investigations regarding the power of what has often been 

considered a superficial and commercial industry. Regarding the Baedeker guidebooks 

specifically, it would be worth exploring whether the 1923 and 1965 Baedekers indeed reached 

their desired readership and whether they were effective in their advocacy for a particular version 

of Berlin. It would also be fruitful to consider whether other nations have made similar use of 

tourist media (e.g. the Murray guidebooks for Great Britain).   Travel guidebooks like the 

Baedekers have primarily been treated as travel literature, yet there remains much to be explored 

by treating them as cultural objects regarding their potential to not only produce a coherent national 

identity for the host country, but also reclaim definitions of history and culture that may or may 

not fall in line with those claimed by the dominant political powers.  
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