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T
he universiTy is unique among our civiliza-
tion’s institutions: it makes the true content 
of European culture evident and tangible. 
No other institution in our society is as old as 

the university; none has changed so drastically dur-
ing the course of its existence. It remains, moreover, 
extremely dynamic. Indeed, its durability is linked to 
its versatility (in this regard, it is rewarding to compare 
the university to the two-thousand-year-old institution 
of the Catholic Church!). The university has survived 
revolutions and modernization, it has been subject 
to both the wisdom and the stupidity of reformers, 
it has given way to political repression, and yet it has 
endured. It has continued to exist as an institution, 
even if the centuries have brought changes to both its 
contents and its structure. The university’s ability to 
survive is indubitable. It is, clearly, the surest means 
of developing a civilization, of bequeathing a cultural 
legacy from generation to generation, quite aside from 
its functions in research and teaching. Universities, 
and their associated libraries, are the most visible 
expressions of our collective memory. They set us 
apart from other beings, as humans; they are, at the 
same time, the collective expression of our visions of 
the future. (The museum, a younger institution than 
the university, has been more exposed to the proclivi-

ties of the times. As a result, museums 
have been more frequently subjected 
to changes in structure, contents and 
spatial aesthetics.) 

The universiTy, which originated in Pla-
to’s Academia, soon made its trium-
phant way over Egypt (Alexandria), 
around the Mediterranean and up 
into Northern Europe. Ever since the 
middle ages, the meaning of academia 
has, as concept and institution, been 
identified with specific place names. 
Bologna (1088), Paris (1150), Oxford 
(1167), Prague (1347), Heidelberg 
(1386), Rostock (1419), Uppsala (1477), 
Tartu (1632) stand as branding names 
for learning, for science and research, 
for academic and for student life. Uni-
versities became identified with the 
towns in which they were seated. Pat-
ronymics, by contrast, were associat-
ed with outstanding achievements in 
the sciences rather than with any par-
ticular university as an institution. Not 
until 1810, when the Prussian idealist 
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Wilhelm von Humboldt founded the 
Berlin University, did an academic in-
stitution acquire a personal epitheton. 
The “Humboldt Spirit”, the “Hum-
boldtian University” — these terms de-
note the modern research university. 
As of the late 19th century, this type of 
university would triumph globally. No 
longer would the geographical setting 
— the town — constitute the reference 
point of a university’s excellence and 
quality. Today, what sets a university 
apart is its reputation for adherence 
to the principles of scientific freedom 
and individuality, the indivisibility of 
research and doctrine, the indivisibil-
ity of the disciplines. 

From very diFFerenT points of view — 
historical, spatial, regional, structural 
and cultural — the Univer-City illumi-
nates the problems of the university as 
an institution. Because the university 
is an urban institution, many, if not all, 
“universitial” problems are bundled 
into the relationship between univer-
sity and city. This is true today, when 
universities often constitute the second-
largest if not the greatest regional or 
urban employer, with economic weight 
to match — not to mention the revenues 
contributed to city coffers by students’ 
household consumption. The problem-
atic relationship between university 
and town is apparent in, for instance, 
the objections raised by the citizens of 
Berlin and the Prussian authorities to 
the founding of a new university. They 
worried that the young people — that 
is, the students, unleashed and with 
slovenly lifestyles — would cause unrest 
in the city; they were feared as a poten-
tially criminal element. 

When one pages through Larsson’s 
rich and wonderful work, almost all 
of whose illustrations are in color, one 
gets a sense of what causes the friction 
between university and city. Indeed, 
one is left wondering why there are 
not many more such works. This book 
presents case studies of twenty-six 
selected “old” universities, located in 
medium-sized European towns — rang-
ing from Coimbra (1290) in Portugal 
through Cernivici (1875) in Ukraine, 
Turku (1640) in Finland and Urbino 
(1467) in Italy, to Germany’s Göttingen 
(1737). Each is analyzed in terms of the 
relationship between the town and the 
university as an institution. The selec-
tion includes many “great” names: St. 
Andrews, Cambridge, Uppsala, Sala-

manca, Bologna and Vilnius, to mention just a few.   
Town/county antagonism towards the university 

reflects problems associated with the development 
both of the modern city and the modern univer-
sity. These were caused, first and foremost, by the 
cramped nature of the old towns. The Europeans, as 
well as the Americans, have found several answers to 
the resultant hemming-in of the universities’ develop-
ment. First, there was the Campus University, placed 
outside the city gates. Then there was the takeover of 
declining urban industrial areas. These were trans-
formed into sites of knowledge, as old and abandoned 
harbor and factory facilities furnished homes for col-
leges. Today, the same problems of space are solved by 
placing university areas in the green meadows at the 
edge of town. A third option, which is motivated by 
regional politics, is to locate universities in far-distant 
places. Most of the universities founded after the 1970s 
have served as aids to regional development (and as 
showcases for politicians with regional obligations). 
To this category belong universities founded so that a 
neighborhood might be upgraded, or in order to assist 
in the recovery of a declining area through the infu-
sion of intelligentsia (of this, Södertörn is an excellent 
example). 

City planning and university planning, the mainte-
nance and development of a city’s environment, the 
preservation of cultural legacy and the moderniza-
tion of the university — these are opposites, but also 
communalities, whose dynamics unfold during the 
planning process. They are systematically thematized 
in Larsson’s work: the cooperation between city and 
university, which benefits both parties and creates 
synergetic effects, as is noted in the publisher’s intro-
duction. Carl-Gustaf Andrén’s historical overview of 
the city-university relationship and Claes Caldenby’s 
analysis of the interface between city and university 
deserve particular attention. These sketch the guiding 
lines that the reader will follow on his or her voyage 
through the work. What does a university need, at 
present, as a place of research and teaching? How can 
these needs be realized with and within the modern 
city?

iT is, as The ediTor makes abundantly clear, fascinating 
to see and read how similar are the planning problems 
faced by middle-sized universities in Europe’s middle-
sized towns. Here, it appears, is a tradition that seems 
to reach across the continent, one that can be traced 
in plans and drawings, designs and planning sugges-
tions. To this is added the cultural, urban background, 
against which the universities have to contend — they 
have, after all, constituted a type of “city-dweller” not 
always and everywhere welcome. 

The work (the result of a Lund conference) includes 
illustrations, which are enough in themselves to dem-
onstrate the allure of the city-university symbiosis, 
at least in middle-sized towns. Starting in the middle 
ages, the European university town has been distin-
guished by the combination of concentrated urban 
life and the studious atmosphere that emanates from 
young people. This denotes, on the one hand, the pos-

sibility of withdrawal — marked, in the 
city ambience, through meadows and 
town squares; on the other, the aesthet-
ics of the traditional, dense building 
style that characterizes edifices built in 
the middle ages and early modernity. 
The fact that only three photographs 
show winter-time university environ-
ments (quite wonderful: Turku Castle 
in the snow), while the rest portray 
the vivacious, out-door academic life 
of spring and summer — it never does 
rain in these pictures! — pretties up the 
actual realities and glosses over the 
often fairly monotonous every-day life 
of a small or middle-sized town; the 
provinces possess an aesthetic allure of 
their own …

The presentations of the various 
universities and towns vary a good deal. 
The fluctuation in quality is far from 
negligible — for the contributions are 
also written by planners and univer-
sity promoters, people with their own 
agendas: the marketing of universities. 
There are, further, articles written by 
city planners who focus on their city’s 
image rather than on the critical dimen-
sions that arise from their own activities 
— it is not the gift of every planner to be 
a writer, or to convey a comprehensible 
message to a non-planner. Some contri-
butions are crammed full of numbers 
and charts; not every university and 
town is analyzed and described with 
equal stringency. Some chapters give us 
little more than the town’s history; oth-
ers concentrate on city planning; while 
still others offer brilliant analyses of the 
town, the university, and their shared 
future. But one can read past this het-
erogeneity, for it serves to make clear 
the different facets of the conditions 
of university and town. Further, this 
heterogeneity opens new perspectives 
through which the university becomes 
“comprehensible” as an urban institu-
tion — one can read “science in the 
town”, read in the several senses of that 
word.  
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imaginary newspaper reader that the 
Chronicle writers are addressing, but 
rather an entirely real posterity. — “Ein 
wenig kompliziert sind die Sachen für 
den erstaunten Leser unserer Nachwelt”, 
we for example see in the Chronicle on 
July 2, 1944, with an increasingly re-
signed and bitter irony when the depor-
tations to Auschwitz had begun.

The Chronicle’s writers lived and 
worked in a present of constant uncer-
tainty. But they thought in a historical 
imperfect. In this way, the daily register-
ing of murder and abuse also becomes 
part of a mental survival strategy. The 
moment you have someone to turn to, 
be it only a “dismayed” posterity, the 
possibility arises of imagining an end to 
the whole madness.

Because oF The size of the Chronicle, 
3,000 closely printed pages, it has 
previously been available for a wider 
public only in an abridged English edi-
tion. Since last year, however, the full 
text has been available in German in 
five volumes, with an additional volume 
containing supplementary material. 
Die Chronik des Getto Litzmannstadt 
is the result of a unique and entirely 
unprecedented cooperation between 
German and Polish researchers who 
each sought, on their own, to make 
sense of the different text versions and, 
in the explanatory notes, to elucidate 
questions and problems ranging from 
internal power relationships to linguis-
tic peculiarities. A whole teeming world 
is revealed, characterized primarily, of 
course, by the Nazi reign of terror, with 
deportations, forced labor, hunger and 
suffering; but also an irrepressible will 
to live. As one of the co-editors, Jörg 
Riecke, writes, the most important pur-
pose of the documentation The Ghetto 
Chronicle’s writers are engaged in is not 
to fasten history on paper, but to hold 
onto common sense and reason in a 
time when reality itself seems to be fall-
ing apart. If you can you collect trolley 
tickets and go through the tiny calorie 
content of a soup ration, you are, after 
all, still human.
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