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Interviewer: Urban studies, Mr Gehl, contain abundant analogies of cities to living organisms.  
Some of these studies propose that each city has a unique DNA, a set of special 
characteristics which create and influence the functions, the form, even the feel, 
how the city feels.  Is there something in your opinion like a DNA of a city? 

  
(Mr Gehl: Actually I have taken another start, point of departure because I have been very 

interested in homo sapiens and his biological history and I’ve even started to look at 
cities across the world, in China, in the Far East, in the Arabian countries, in America, 
South America, Europe to see how many things are the same, because they are all 
inhabited by homo sapiens who are about 160 to 180 high and have the same 
senses.  We can see just as far, all of us, we can hear the same, we have more or less 
the same rules for engagement that if we want to kiss we have to be close.  If we 
want to show that we are not interested we back out.  If we are to stay in a space 
we go out to the side and find a corner where we can stay quietly and see what is 
happening in the space, so we have a lot of things which are based on biological 
history and if you look at the way we build our settlements and that is for all parts of 
the world, they look more or less the same.  They are low, they are sort of dense 
because we have to reach the other parts on your feet and then there is a number 
of things that are made around two elements which go through the whole history of 
cities; they are made around streets and around squares.  The street is a space for 
moving and the background for the street is the feet which moves really early and if 
we look at the history of the street it started with a path and then farmers came and 
sat along the path and offered their potatoes and then later on they got a little shed, 
and later on they got a stone house and they were on a street.  So street is a space 
for movement, streets also symbolise ‘go on this is for moving’ while the other type 
of space in all settlements around the world is the square.  The square is based on 
the eye and is based on what the eye can see. So when in cities they had things 
which needed some space like the market or religious processions or military 
parades or whatever, they made a square which was preferably just as big as you 
can see from one end to the other.  Even some of the nicest squares in Europe like 
the Square in Siena, Piazza del Campo, it is 135m by 135m, that means that you go 
into the bollards and then you can see all details in the whole space and its form, so 
you can see it all.  Psychologically the squares symbolise stop and watch. We studied 
people moving in cities, they walk briskly in the street, they come to the square and 
they lower their speed and then they pick up speed again when they reach the next 
street and that is the same as a river, water in the river runs faster in the river bed, 
comes into a lake, goes slowly, goes into the river bed again. 

  
Interviewer: It's very interesting that you mentioned the path and the square.  If you move, if 

you’re strolling around Vienna you will find that there are only one or two big places 
squares because 200 years ago Mr Metternich said: ‘no revolution anymore, no big 
places squares in Vienna’.  There's only the Helden Platz in the inner part of the city.  
There are some rather large places in Vienna but not in the inner parts.  So seen 
from a democratic view it is very interesting, he allowed streets, broader streets 
with alleys, with trees left and right side but no squares.   

  
Mr Gehl: It's also interesting if you look at what has happened in the Arabic Spring, that it is 

the one particular space in Cairo, one particular space, one particular space in 
Istanbul, in Bahrain they even had a square that they turned it into a traffic 
roundabout to prevent people from gathering because people have always gathered 
in squares to express their meaning and that was of course why Mr Metternich 
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didn’t want too many squares.  We have another interesting example of what is 
called ‘strategic urban renewal’ and that Haussmann in Paris who after the 
revolution made this new plan with the boulevards so that the troops could get 
around quickly and that each quarter was surrounded by boulevards with troops so 
they could contain the problems. 

  
Interviewer: Mr Gehl let's talk about the city of tomorrow.  This is the topic of all the talks I did in 

the last months and I will do in the coming weeks.  What are the criteria in your 
opinion, that make a city competitive or to speak with Charles Montgomery a 
journalist who wrote a book called Happy City… 

  
Mr Gehl: Yes I know. 
  
Interviewer: …criteria to make a city happy so that people feel good even, if like in Bogota, like 

Enrique Penalosa who was the former mayor there… 
  
Mr Gehl: A good friend of mine. 
  
Interviewer: Okay, then let's talk about the parallels of the views of Enrique Penalosa and yours: 

what criteria are necessary to be in a good mood in a city?   
  
Mr Gehl: In my research where I’ve taken the particular point in how people use the spaces 

and use the city.  Of course that includes all generations from the very young ones 
to the very old ones. It includes also the people with disabilities whatever. For me 
there is no doubt, man is created as a walking animal.  All the good things in life 
happen when you are on your feet. When you are walking or sitting or whatever, in 
the residences, in the dwellings, we don’t think that the corridors are very 
interesting.  What is interesting in the dwelling is where life goes on, that is the 
living room, the bedroom, the kitchen, the studio. While in cities we take enormous 
interest in the corridors.  How do you get from one place to the other, but are there 
places to get to?  And then in the city it's a little bit logical that there's more 
emphasis on the mobility because cities stretch out. You have too big a distances. 
But to me the crucial thing is if there is life, if you can live your life, if you can meet 
your fellow citizens. And that we really celebrate that man is a walking animal and 
that while we are walking around in the city we can meet our friends and we can see 
what's going on and we can see what society we are a part of and have this feeling 
that this is my world.  So I really think that a very good thing is to get the guys out of 
the Porches and have them walk more, have more boulevards where we can do 
promenades… 

  
Interviewer: A walkable city. 
  
Mr Gehl: A walkable city and if we look at what World Health Organisation urgently tells 

mayors around the world: they say get your people to walk and bicycle, it's urgent 
for the health in this world.  But also it is very pleasant and going to Venice where 
everybody walks you can see one thing which is very interesting. So many people 
are talking to other people because when you walk in the city every day you meet a 
lot of people you know and you always have to be updated and greet them and 
whatever.  That is a very friendly city. 

  
Interviewer: Enrique Penalosa asked what are the needs for happiness living in a city?  He said 
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“We need to walk just as birds need to fly.  We need to be around other people.  We 
need beauty.  We need contact with nature and most of all we need not to be 
excluded.  We need to feel some sort of equality.”  That sounds very much about a 
city should be democratic. 

  
Mr Gehl: Indeed.  And I would happily normally link my vision for a good city made of well-

functioning neighbourhoods which are based on people being able to walk all over 
the place.  That means that they cannot be as big as possible.  Interestingly city 
centres in all parts of the world they tend to maximum 1km by 1km that is what 
people can reach on their feet.  We also know if we are to be mobile in the future 
(and not be entirely depending on motorcars, which is a period which is fading out.  
We will see it being less and less important in the next 30 years) we will see 
combinations of very smart types, modern public transportation combined with very 
fine neighbourhoods where you can walk to the station or bicycle to the station and 
do a lot of your local stuff without engines, without rubber wheels on cars but on 
your bike or on foot.  It is also very good when we get older because we cannot 
expect that we can drive until we are 100.  I guess statistics say that my children 
have a fair chance of being 100 years. 

  
Interviewer: Let us look back 50 years, because I’ve learnt that the disappearance of the cars in 

the city is a very long process.  I think it took 45 to 50 years in Copenhagen to have 
the status you have now, you have today.  Where to begin to change a city to a 
walkable city, because I’m sure a city can be friendly to cars and a city can be 
friendly to people but there is no city which can do both. 

  
Mr Gehl: The truth is that there are more cars in Copenhagen now then there was at any time 

in the past 50 years.  The car number has gone up very slowly but there are more.  
What is interesting about Copenhagen is that the system for pedestrians, for 
walking, for public life and for bicycling they have gradually been refined.  So they 
function also very well and they have used asphalt to make the bicycles happier and 
they have used asphalt to widen sidewalks, so gradually the space for car driving has 
been reduced and the space for parking has been reduced but still there has been – I 
don’t know the figures and it's not very much, but they have not expelled the cars, 
they’ve just given them restrictions and made sure that they go slower and there are 
not too many of them in the more important places.  They are still there, so it's not 
either/or.  I always take the case of the Champs Elysees in Paris.  They used to have 
sidewalks which were 12m but then they expanded it to 25m on either side but still 
they have a very wide street in the middle and although they have thousands and 
thousands of pedestrians on either side they have 135,000 vehicles a day in the 
middle.  That’s what I call co-existence.  So co-existence can happen but you have to 
– I would always say - look after the people (and the bicycles are thought of as 
people) and see what space you have left over to the motor cars.  And also of course 
you should have some lanes for the busses so they won't get stuck in congestion 
whatever.  Then we can have a co-existence.  I’m not a fundamentalist I am more 
likely a humanist.   

  
Interviewer: There is a very famous book Dark Age Ahead from Jane Jacobs written in the early 

60’s I suppose, an American writer, a woman who concentrated or focused on 
architecture, city planning, shaping the city of tomorrow.  She said “Not the TV or 
illegal drugs but the automobile has been the chief destroyer of American 
communities.”  I was thinking about Jane Jacobs when I heard that Enrique Penalosa 
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and you both tried to argue with people of New York to remove traffic from the 
Broadway to give the space back to the people.  How strong the people - living there 
- did oppose or were in favour of your project and how did the business people react 
and first of all was there a strong resistance of the politicians? 

  
Mr Gehl: Firstly it was not my project it was the project of the City of New York.  It was a 

project of Mayor Michael Bloomberg and his transport commissioner Janette Sadik-
Khan.  Myself and my team we were employed to study the situation and help them 
with arguments.  Actually we did what we’ve done in all the other cities; we started 
to study how people used the city because all the cities in the world they have good 
statistics about how motor cars use the cities.  They know how many cars go in and 
out and how many parking spaces they have and where they stop and for how long. 
But generally there is never a department for public life and pedestrians in any city 
council.  We were used to studying people so we studied people also in New York.  
Firstly there were lots of people on the sidewalks in many parts of New York.  There 
were hardly any benches, there were hardly any sidewalk cafes, so you could never 
sit down and enjoy, but you could shuffle from the subway to the station.  We 
pointed out that this was a weakness because as people have more leisure time 
nowadays and there are more older and more tourists, there would be needed 
some places where you can sit and enjoy the… 

  
Interviewer: Have a coffee or something. 
  
Mr Gehl: Have a coffee, but that was not to be had.  Then when we started to look at 

Broadway and Times Square and the other squares on Broadway. The Times Square 
is typical, the sidewalks were completely full of people and there were many lanes 
of cars.  Then we counted that 90% of all people who crossed Broadway, came to 
Broadway on the sidewalks on very crowded conditions, they had 10% of the space 
while 10%, the people who were in cars, had 90% of the space.  Then we suggested 
that maybe all these crowded people should have a bit more space and furthermore 
it was not so difficult because Broadway is one direction traffic, 7th Avenue which 
goes through Times Square is also one direction and in the same direction. So we 
decided to say: maybe you only need one of them.  Then the traffic engineers 
figured out that if Broadway was taken out they could drive better on 7th Avenue 
and you could have a smoother traffic in New York and of course in a place like New 
York that was the key argument.  You can have better traffic by closing Broadway. I 
was just sort of very happy because we wanted exactly to have all this space in 
Broadway for all these people and then we could bring in tables and chairs and start 
to have fun.  What has happened? Now they have found out - firstly it was done 
only as an experiment - but after half a year the mayor came out and said the 
experience is one of the biggest successes in more recent New York planning history. 

  
Interviewer: Was it a success for the businesses as well? 
  
Mr Gehl: That has been carefully found out and that has been quite amazing because in this 

period there has been a slump in American economy but all the businesses in the 
places which have been improved for people they have gone up, turnover has gone 
up, the value of the businesses has gone up, the number of customers, the number 
of employed people has gone up. So in all those places where they have improved 
quality for people they have seen more business and that is to such an extent that 
neighbouring streets are now saying “Can't we have the same done here because 
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we would like also to benefit from this.”  People like to shop in peace and 
tranquillity where they can go from shop to shop and see what is offered and don’t 
have to run and they can talk to each other in front of the business windows about 
“Shall we buy this?” or whatever and there is not all the motor noise. 

  
Interviewer: I’m asking this because that was one important point in the discussion closing the 

Mariahilferstrasse in Vienna. How would this affect the business of the shops, in the 
Mariahilferstrasse.  So obviously you tend to say there will be a surplus because 
people have time to shop in tranquillity. 

  
Mr Gehl: In all the 45 years or 50 years I’ve been working with cities and working with 

humanising cities, closing streets or not closing them totally but slowing down the 
traffic and better conditions for people every single city has said, “It can never 
happen here.  You must realise we are special street, or we are a special region.”  In 
New York they would say “Silly man, coming from Europe.  This is the Big Apple, we 
are awake 24 hours a day and we are born with all this traffic.  You will never change 
anything here.  It will never work!”  Then they changed it and now it's completely a 
great success.  So I’ve heard it so many times and every time the reality has proven 
the prediction wrong.  You can bet, you can be sure the capitalistic economies we 
have in all the cities they would never have accepted that all these pedestrian 
streets are spreading in all the cities if it wasn't good business.  You can be sure that 
there would not be a single pedestrian street if it wasn't good business.   It's only 
that business men are generally a little bit conservative. They know what they have, 
they are a little bit unsure about the future and any changes they would tend to be 
very critical about. And later on you hear nothing.  I’ve seen that so many times. 

  
Interviewer: Everywhere.   
  
Mr Gehl: And here of course also.  But now it is so well established, there are rather 

comprehensive investigations of the economic factors involved in humanising cities, 
that it is really an established fact that if you do it right and in the right places you 
can have a very nice economic effect on the businesses. 

  
Interviewer: Humanising cities, the book I mentioned first from Charles Montgomery, Happy City, 

he put forward seven points ‘How to humanise or to make a city happy’. To mention 
two, he said “Most of all it should enable us to build and strengthen the bonds 
between friends, families and strangers that give life meaning.  Bonds that represent 
the cities greatest achievement and opportunity.”  That is one.  “And the city that 
acknowledges and celebrates our common faith that opens doors to empathy and 
cooperation will help us tackle the great challenges of this century.”  Is this what 
makes a human city? 

  
Mr Gehl: What he is referring to in these sentences is actually the open society.  The fact that 

all the sidewalks and all the pedestrian streets, all the parks or all the places where 
people can come and do come, they serve as a forum for the meeting of people in 
this community, for families or other groups from this community.  From 
Copenhagen we have some figures that,  on given day, one out of ten people, was 
actively engaging the other nine by giving out political pamphlets or by playing a 
guitar or by trying to get in conversation about supporting NGO’s or whatever.  So 
this whole idea that the city with people is a forum where you can contact your 
fellow citizens is very much alive.  It's interesting to see the American Constitution: 
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the first amendment is that the American has the right to address his fellow citizens 
in the forum.  They go to war for that. And then back in America in the cities they 
don’t come out of their houses anymore, because they have no forum. They have a 
shopping mall where you’re thrown out the moment you open your mouth to say 
anything.  That is a little bit of a paradox here. But it's so obvious that the public 
forum is an important source of democracy, of information of life.  Also was.  
Shakespeare, “What is new from Rialto?” in the Merchant of Venice. 

  
Interviewer: The Merchant of Venice, yes.  The human city the happy city is a city of course that 

suits – you mentioned it – children and elderly people as well.  We know that Europe 
grows older.  We will have a lot of people in 2050 in the cities that are 60 plus.  
What is to do today?  Because we mentioned it needed 50 years in Copenhagen to 
change the traffic system, so what is to do today so that we are faced in 2050 with 
an European city that we can call the City of Tomorrow, suitable for children and for 
elderly? 

  
Mr Gehl: It is not a problem, it's a joy to have all these elderly. I’m one of them. You should 

know about what it is like in Japan and what it's like in Singapore because they have 
more healthy food, and they don’t smoke so much, so they have many more elderly 
people. And I really do think that we should do the natural thing for homo sapiens, 
make good environments for homo sapiens where he can exercise his abilities to 
walk and his senses to see and hear and engage, which we could in the old cities. 
But in many of the new cities we cannot.  I do think that these things are very very 
central for having also a good life as an old person.  As an old person you can be 
confined to your flat or your place and cannot go out, it's too dangerous, too much 
noise and too unpleasant whatever. Also the buildings are too big and you feel 
uncomfortable. So I really think that if we make people scale, good walking 
neighbourhoods, they will be good for all generations including the middle 
generation who have dominated city planning and decided everything for quite a 
while.   
 
I have a nice little series of pictures from Vietnam. I met a lady at the Danish 
embassy in Vietnam, she is from Hanoi, she has just been in Copenhagen for a 
course and was back and she said to me, “Do you have a baby boom in 
Copenhagen? A baby boom?”  “No, we have a problem of reproduction, there’ll be 
none of us 200 years from now.  We have no baby boom.”  That is understandable 
for me because all over the city there were all these children and they were in the 
baby prams, they were hanging on the bicycles, they were in cargo bikes on bicycles, 
they were bicycling themselves, they were walking to school, they were all over the 
city.  There were so many children.  While here in Vietnam you see no children and 
then I realised that in Copenhagen you do see many children because we made it a 
city where many children are taken out into the city.  It's a city which has a quality 
where it's nice for children to be and parents don’t hesitate.  To me that’s a sure 
sign of quality, always look in a city if you can see many old people and many young 
children, young people, it's a sign of a city of quality. 

  
Interviewer: I don’t know if Copenhagen has the same problem like Vienna, I’m talking about 

what we call ‘Speckgürtel’ it means “urban sprawl”.  
  
Mr Gehl: Oh dear, yes certainly.  
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Interviewer: I’ve mentioned the year 2050. I recently talked with many people and I have 
learned, that because they are growing older, they think about to move back to the 
city, because it’s easier living in the city, living and shopping in walking distances, the 
public transport, and so on .… 

  
Mr Gehl: Culture. 
  
Interviewer: Culture, meeting people. 
  
Mr Gehl: Services. 
  
Interviewer: Not to live alone somewhere in a suburban house, even if it's a nice landscape, but 

you’re isolated somehow.  Social life is much less active than in the city so if all these 
people will tend to come back, or not all of them, even if it's only 20% or 25% what 
does that mean for city planning for 2050? 

  
Mr Gehl: Already there is a very strong tendency of people concentrating in the cities where 

the services are high and where a number of facilities are readily attained.  What we 
see of course is the wealthy people can do that, they can buy a flat or house in the 
city and leave their suburban haven while the rest of them are stuck out there.  We 
know from America that the poorest people in America they are the furthest out in 
the furthest suburb and have to use half their family income to keep the family fleet 
of cars rolling so that they can get around and do some work here and there.  So it's 
really an unjust system and certainly we have – it's so obvious that – especially when 
you get a little bit older and less mobile then you need to be closer to everything 
that you would like.  We have this very strong trend.  We have to make sure to build 
much more of that stuff that is needed and of course scale dramatically down on all 
the stuff which people are leaving and this process is going – is coming along.  It's a 
bit slow I would say but there are some interesting plans.  One of the most 
interesting I heard was from Melbourne which is the city with fabulous city planning 
and they are the number two liveable in the world, of course not like Copenhagen 
but number two.  Vienna was number five on the same list anyway so Melbourne is 
very, very high up.   

  
Interviewer: Sorry – do you believe in such rankings? 
  
Mr Gehl: Yes, I do believe in it because there are three such rankings and they have different 

criteria.  I know that they go around and check every year these various things. And I 
have been in touch with several of them so I know they are serious about it.  Of 
course they have a kick and sell some magazines by this but I know also that the 
tourist chiefs and the Lord Mayors are very happy about it because then they 
advertise this and try to get more conferences to come here whatever.  But I was 
going to tell about Melbourne, Melbourne is a city now of I think it's 4 million people 
of which a very great number live in very spread out Australian suburbs and if 
American suburbs are spread out Australian are more spread out.  They have the 
desert.  Now they realise that inside the next 30 years they are going to go from 4 
million to 8 million and they have made a plan now that they can accompany – they 
can hold all 8 million inside the existing city borders and what they are planning to 
do is to take 20% of the suburbs, actually make corridors along all the rail lines and 
make new rail lines and make corridors and build some six, seven storey corridors 
out into the suburbs and that will enable them to house all these new people and 
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that will give the 80% of the people in the suburbs which are not affected, they will 
suddenly have walking distances to services, to doctors, to pharmacies, to libraries, 
to cinemas whatever.  So they will have service which they’ve never seen before and 
they will have proper transportation access, so without destroying much of the 
suburbs they can accommodate twice as many people and have a much better city 
citywide.   

  
Interviewer: You touched a very important point Mr Gehl because one of these… 
  
Mr Gehl: Oh I touch important points all the time! 
  
Interviewer: All right, but the question is “Who has the right to shape the city”?  So, how 

important is it that citizens get involved in reshaping the city because they know 
what they want, hopefully.  How important is it to get the people involved in their 
City of Tomorrow? 

  
Mr Gehl: Generally speaking it's very important.  In a case like Melbourne they of course have 

these predictions that the Australian cities are growing rather fast and they know 
they have to have a strategy for accommodating twice as many people. Then comes 
the question ‘how do we do it?’   Do we just expand the city and take in another half 
of Victoria state in Australia and build a lot of single family houses there. Or do we 
find some other models which can solve some of the problems that we already have 
and also accommodate these new people. To do this, and I know how this has come 
about. It's actually city architects and some visionaries around him who have come 
up with this plan, in this way, we can make a “Columbus Egg”. We can improve the 
whole city and we can accommodate all these new people and each of us can have a 
better life.  This then is the first thing that there is a vision. There are some people 
who have thought about it. And then you can start a dialogue about ‘is this the way 
to do it?’   The developers may say ‘it's much better to buy new single family houses 
in new districts’ and the ecology guys will say ‘no we should shrink the city as best 
we can.’  So you need visionaries, you need people who have the ability to think 
through new visions because you cannot expect ordinary suburbanites in Melbourne 
to come up with such a plan. They cannot – you can never ask for something you 
haven't heard about and you can never ask for another city if you haven't seen it or 
heard it or…    I know it's extremely important that information is getting around.  
That we know worldwide what is going on and know where the good answers are. 
Then we can show the people this is a model, this model, this model, and my 
experience is that the citizens are extremely clever in finding good models for their 
problems. But they need to be informed about what is there to be.  I’ve been 
involved or we have been involved in the reconstruction of – or the plan of the 
reconstruction of Christchurch after the earthquake. That was done very much in a 
process of public participation with 106.000 entries, advice to the citizens council 
and it was to me completely amazing how visionary the population was. 

  
Interviewer: People took this earthquake as a chance to start anew, wasn't it?   
  
Mr Gehl: The mayor said “We are not going to rebuild because rebuilding will repeat all the 

compromises from the previous century.  No, we are going to make the best city for 
the 21st century.  What my friends will be the characteristics for this city?”  This city 
which they envisioned was a city which comes very close to what we have talked 
about, rather dense, multi-functional, walking, biking, light rail, lots of parks and 
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celebrating the river, very little emphasis on roads and parking. 
  
Interviewer: I’m sure you know this slogan from Berlin ‘Berlin is poor but sexy’.  What makes a 

city attractive?  What makes it sexy? 
   
Mr Gehl: Sexy is that attractive?  For once you’ve kept me quiet!   
  
Interviewer: Okay I’ll put it the other way round.  Richard Florida, the American sociologist, said 

“There are three T’s, technology, talent and tolerance what makes a city attractive.”  
So in the competition between the European cities, in the 21st century, it's important 
for cities to get creative people who tend to be tolerant.  They want to live in a 
climate, in a liberal society. Forget the word ‘sexy’, but what makes a city a creative 
city, a tolerant city?  So that for example Mr. Gehl decides to move from one city to 
another city because the other city has something more than the city he grew up in. 

  
Mr Gehl: When you are from Copenhagen no way!  But any way your question is right.   

Sometimes we talk about that a good place – we talk about the fixed, the flexible 
and the fleeting. We can talk about Venice, they have something fixed that is the 
city but then they have something flexible which is the regatta, the carnival, a 
number of events which are staged in these spaces and then they have fleeting 
things, that is small things, little boys playing their guitar in the square or playing 
football, or the fireworks, and my point is that the fixed the flexible and the fleeting, 
they shall be seen together and you cannot make a wonderful city by making all the 
spaces if there are not the events to fill them and the energy and creativity to come 
up with interesting ways of using these spaces.  In the city of Copenhagen where 
they for 50 years have worked all the time to improve the quality of the public rail.  
We have seen how many new festivals and how many new ways of having parties 
with your fellow citizens which have come up.  Every year there are new ones and 
next year they pop up again the same.  We’ve even made a curve to show how many 
new festivals and city parties because if you have the spaces you get ideas and if you 
get ideas you can tell some people and then you can start to use these spaces.  We 
all know that sometimes they have to say “enough of parties in this part of the city, 
we must spread it out more next year,” and things like that.  So it's always a little bit 
like having a home and you have a nice home, but then the teenagers want to have 
a big party and you have to leave the home and you know that they will tear it apart 
and next morning you come back and you will cry when you see – but that’s part of 
a good home.  That is that all the people in the home can have good times and you 
have to accept that in cities there are conflicts and there are teenagers who need to 
have parties and their conflict with the elderly da da da, but city life is very much 
about conflict. But conflict is also part of making it sexy and interesting. 

  
Interviewer: You mentioned art, how important is culture, sitting in Vienna, doing this interview?  

How important is it for cities like Copenhagen or Vienna or Hamburg or Paris to be a 
city of art?  I see a city of tomorrow like a mobile, with many of these characteristics 
you mentioned and it's always moving - so from time to time there is one of the 
characteristics stronger then another.  For example like the history of Vienna. 
Tourists come because they like to see or to feel the old monarchy, maybe, or the 
city of art.  Vienna is a city of gateways from west to east still.  We have these coffee 
houses, the heritage of cosmopolitan bohemia, so to speak.  How is it to see a city as 
a mobile, to feel home? 
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Mr Gehl: Art is a very wide subject and thinking about Vienna and thinking about Melbourne 
which I know very well, Vienna is very established in a number of traditional arts or 
arts of the old world.  You have the music culture, a lot of traditions which come 
from the golden ages and are taken in here. And maybe it's a little bit dusty at times. 
But also you have a big number of modern artists who are sort of clinging on to the 
tradition of the city with the art.  Melbourne is very different because it's a new city 
and they don’t have the Philharmonics, but they have a number of new, other ways 
of treating art which I think is interesting.  They say in Melbourne the streets and 
squares of our city should be a constant changing galleria of modern art.  They have 
some pieces which they establish for good but then they have a lot of things there 
where they give an artist a bag of money and three months in that street or that 
little passageway or that square, and then things spring up and go down and new 
guys come in and they have also schools for young artists.  They’re using very much 
the fact that in our days of creative society with a lot of leisure time there's a 
fantastic amount of creativity in the general population.  Of course it's nice to have 
first class violinists. But then we have the little guy out in the suburban school who is 
in the school band and plays drums not so good, but does it with great enthusiasm. 
And we have this whole string. And there's much more art and creativity in society 
now than there ever was. And some cities have this ability to bring this other – the 
whole string from the very sophisticated to the very folksy into being. I live in a little 
neighbourhood in Copenhagen which is generally considered to be quite dull and 
then they rented a theatre and said that everybody who plays instruments or sings 
in our neighbourhood could come for free in the next two days. And it appeared 
that there were so many bands and choruses in our neighbourhood that it took not 
two but four days to get through them all. And it was completely amazing to see 
how much was going on in the basements and in the attics and in the schoolrooms, 
music rooms in the schools. And how glad these people were to show what they can 
do.  I’m a grandfather and in these months with my wife was very busy to go and 
hear our grandchildren playing cello here in that concert, singing there or playing 
drums here or whatever. Because they’re all part of various music schools and music 
and school arrangements. And grandfathers and -mothers must come. And it's very 
nice to see that they express their feelings in artistic ways.  There's a fantastic 
amount of this going on in our cities.  It's not only the New Year’s concert. 

  
Interviewer: Finally we have to speak about the politicians because the decision makers are in 

the mayor’s hall.  Thinking about the many, many projects your office and you were 
developing for cities, what is the main idea you would, if you meet a politician, put 
on the table?  What is to do first if someone wants to reshape a city or what to do to 
put it in the right direction for the people? 

  
Mr Gehl: I have over the last 20 years I worked in most parts of the world and there's one 

pattern in this. And generally the mayors who I work with they have been quite 
enlightened and quite eager to do something.  That means that there is this pattern 
that the visionary leader has this ability to have this city move fast for five years. 
There is really the pattern that the visionary guys and the brave guys who get things 
to move, like Curitiba, like Bogota, like Sydney, like New York and also my most fresh 
example is Moscow where - for god’s sake - they made miracles in Moscow in just 
two years.  There's a strong will to make a liveable city and more liveable city and by 
God they haven't got one.  So again it's the good leaders they are very evident.  The 
good leader could be the city architect as is the case in Melbourne, where he will say 
‘I have 16 mayors, I’ve handled them all’. And he has handled them by informing 
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them about what is known, what we are doing here, what other cities are doing, and 
showing them the results. And that comes into another – so I said good leaders and 
brave leaders who are not just shuffling the papers around but who want to do 
something and who can see the challenge of the climate and the challenge of 
liveability and democracy, social exclusion whatever. But then it is very, very 
important that we have all these good examples.  That we have best practice. If you 
say we want to do something here in Vienna in this problem. We can say “Oh yes 
but then you should look to this, this, this and this’ because any problem in any city 
I’ve ever come across has been solved very well in one other city.  The trick is to 
know which other city has succeeded in solving that problem and that knowledge 
we have a responsibility to make worldwide accessible.  That will solve it.  Cities they 
look to each other to see what they are doing and that’s very much what happens 
now.  Now they want to be liveable and to be healthy and to be sustainable, all of 
them, and they are really competing about this.  That’s where also the liveability list 
comes in because they are very conscious about how their standing would be and 
they like it to be high because that’s good for advertisement and investment and all 
this stuff. 

  
Interviewer: Mr Gehl, there is one question I missed in the questionnaire of this ranking list; I 

think it's very important. The question is do I want to grow old in this city?  Do you 
want to grow old in Copenhagen? 

  
Mr Gehl: Yeah, oh yeah.  I’ve no choice!   
  
Interviewer: Or would you change to Melbourne? 
  
Mr Gehl: Oh, that would be a good place to be old.  That could have been a good question.  In 

North America they have an organisation called Eight Eighty and the idea is that you 
always should ask for a city ‘is it good to be eight years here and is it good to be 
eighty years here?’  If you can say ‘yes’ to both it would be all right for the rest of 
them also.  I think that’s a good question one should ask, eight eighty. 

  
Interviewer: Thank you very much for talking to you Mr Gehl.  Thank you. 
  
Mr Gehl: You’re welcome. 
  

  

[End of recording] 


