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63	 The Friedrichstrasse in Berlin (1925)

64	 The Friedrichstrasse in 2000
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function could memory have in the context of architecture from your point 
of view looking at the next century?’ Koolhaas answered that he expected 
the memory of the past to be banished from the architecture of the future. 
He took Berlin as an example, saying that, ‘…to the extent that architec-
ture embodies memory the present reconstruction of Berlin is a kind of 
blatant attempt to extinguish and to eliminate certain kinds of memories, 
the memories of communism, the memories of the fifties, the memories 
of a kind of sober, optimistic moment of modernity’. He expressed his 
intense dislike of this kind of selective conservation of the past, calling it ‘a 
single empty memory operation’. It had no charm for him whatsoever, but 
he admitted that this was probably because, as he put it, ‘I think I have an 
obsession with the present.’ The fact that historicist architecture has almost 
never been free of manipulations aiming to make an image that fitted in 
neatly with ideological or artistic doctrines drove Koolhaas to a radical and 
total negation of the past. And Koolhaas had no lack of people who agreed 
with him, just as after 1918 it felt preferable to build a new world that bore 
no trace of the old, fundamentally corrupt Europe of around 1900. The 
only trouble with this approach is that the past cannot be repressed like 
this, however much one might like. 
	 The avant-garde with their old-fashioned ideas about urban design orig-
inating with the CIAM failed to get a hearing in Berlin; the devastated city 
was therefore rebuilt on the basis of its eighteenth and nineteenth-century 
structure. By the 1990s, this sort of idea about urban design was no longer 
an entirely new one, but once it acquired the title of critical reconstruction, 
it suddenly became universally popular. One of its principal advocates was 
the celebrated architectural critic, Dieter Hoffmann-Axthelm. In his view, 
it was meaningless to design a new city because the structure of the histori-
cal city, despite all the damage it had suffered, was still in a condition that 
would allow for restoration.59 Hoffmann-Axthelm’s viewpoint was adopted 
by the municipal authority. Senatsbaudirektor Hans Stimmann argued that 
the future planning of Berlin should be based on the lots, street profiles, 
building heights and shapes of blocks, squares and other elements of the 
historical city: ‘Die historische Grundstruktur der Stadt muss als Konstante 
zur Grundlage der Stadtentwicklung werden’ (The historical structure of 
the city must serve as the foundation for urban development). Even though 
they were reluctant to admit it, the opponents of this approach could not 
deny that it was based on a definite historical image of the city. It did, it is 
true, present a rather one-sided picture of Berlin, but that is true of every 
picture that people form of the past. Unwelcome images are therefore ruled 
out, even though these too form part of the history of the city. ‘Der My-
thos der Vergangenheit dient als Vision für die Zukunft’ (The myth of the 
past serves as a vision for the future) – this was Philipp Oswalt’s verdict in 
1994 on critical reconstruction. The rebirth of the severely damaged body 
of the city is only possible on the basis of an idealized picture of the city’s 
history and in Oswalt’s view an operation like this played into the hands of 
conservative and nationalist forces. Giving Berlin its Prussian identity once 
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more meant rejecting all international tendencies in architecture; an intro-
verted architectural approach policy like this was in sharp conflict with the 
idea of a new capital of a united Germany being rooted in a western and 
European culture. Philipp Oswalt feared the decline of the ‘Westbindung 
Deutschlands’, a Germany that is tied to the West rather than eastward-
looking. It is clear where his fear comes from, but it is equally clear that it 
has no bearing on discussions about the rebuilding of other cities, such as 
Sarajevo or Beirut. It is a typically German fear and one that determined 
the debate on the future of Berlin. Some other aspects of the debate in 
Germany however are of a more general relevance, as one can see from Gert 
Kähler’s analysis of the issue. 
	 In Stadt der Architektur. Berlin 1900-2000, Kähler wrote that the Ber-
liner Architekturstreit of the early 1990s had perhaps been totally pointless 
because it was concerned solely with the outward appearance of the city 
(nur eine Frage der Dekoration) and not with social matters. Berlin today, 
according to Kähler, is being rebuilt as a beautiful shape, but this shape is 
hollow and empty, a hostage to ‘tourists and investors’. The building body 
has been healed and it has acquired an urban design (not an architectural 
one) inspired by the pre-war state of the city. This design however doesn’t 
take account of the residents and is convenient solely for large businesses, 
or shoppers and tourists. These categories apparently could not count on 
Gert Kähler’s blessing. He had hoped for a social-democratic municipal 
policy, in which there would be less room for a property market that seems 
incapable of producing anything other than ‘Urban Entertainment Cent-
ers’. 
	 Had Gert Kähler really expected the debate not to be concerned with 
the external form of the city? Once again, outward appearance, the aesthet-
ics, the charm or beauty of the architecture or of an urban image are not 
only depicted as superficial minor considerations but even dismissed as hol-
low, meaningless and even reprehensible. Once again we hear the voice of 
the honest romantic, who is repelled by outward forms and thinks that art 
must present us with the actual and thus, by implication, ugly reality. This 
romantic viewpoint is defended by Philipp Oswalt and Gert Kähler and by 
plenty of others too, with an appeal to honesty; they forget however that 
in the arts – and one should include urban planning here – the notion of 
honesty has always played a subordinate role, except for dyed-in-the-wool 
Functionalists. 
	 In rebuilding a city – any devastated city, that is – the first concern is 
the shape, the design and layout of the urban body. Everything else is sec-
ondary. If one judges the results of the ‘Heilung’ of Berlin on the basis of 
traditional planning requirements according to the principles of critical re-
construction, in the Friedrichstrasse, the Gendarmenmarkt and the Pariser 
Platz for instance, then these results might be appreciated – that at least 
was Michael Hesse’s conclusion. According to him, these requirements do 
not exclude ‘Geniestreiche’ (strokes of genius), but they do also make the 
mediocrity bearable.60 There are some who disagree with him. The former 
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director of the Netherlands Architectural Institute in Rotterdam, Kristin 
Feireiss, told Hans Verbeek of the Amsterdam daily, Het Parool, that in the 
rebuilding of the Friedrichstrasse and the Gendarmenmarkt, the new ar-
chitecture was carried out in total compliance with ‘the old alignments and 
the traditional block structure’. In her view Berlin had missed many oppor-
tunities – ‘almost no room was allowed for innovative concepts’.61 Kristin 
Feireiss appears only to be interested in architecture that is spectacular. 
It is true that few architects are interested in harmonious, unremarkable 
edifices that fit in with the street where they are built, buildings based on 
Lampugnani’s concept of a Neue Einfachheit (new simplicity). The thing 
that they see as being especially contemptible is buildings that are more or 
less directly based on historical examples – uncritical buildings, that is, like 
the historical Revival buildings on the Gendarmenmarkt (the former Platz 
der Akademie) designed by Manfred Prasser and Günter Boy or the Hotel 
Adlon on the Pariser Platz by the architectural firm of Patzschke, Klotz and 
Partner. 
	 The design of this hotel is based on the former Hotel Adlon built in 
1906, but it is much larger and higher than its predecessor. The old hotel 
was a myth, Christine Waiblinger-Jens writes in her book about the new 
Pariser Platz, Der Pariser Platz in Berlin von der Nachkriegszeit bis zur Ge-
genwart – Städtebau und Architektur (1999). The name Adlon had a magic 
ring; it was a synonym for luxury and naturally the new manager wanted to 
exploit that. And the new hotel aimed to evoke that old-fashioned luxury in 
every detail. It proclaimed this bygone glory and this is exactly what Peter 
Rumpf denounced as ‘platt historistisch’ – vulgar historicism.62 Then there 
is Heinrich Wefing, who wrote in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (12 
May 1997) that ‘at least the postmodernists use irony when they quote, but 
the new Adlon hotel wants to conjure up those spirits of former ages in all 
seriousness’. The design also provoked Christine Waiblinger-Jens’s indigna-
tion. She argued that on a historical site like this a suitable building should 
have been put up and not just a collage of styles (‘Anstatt diesem geschichts
trägtigen Ort eine angemessene architektonische Identität zu verleihen, ist 
eine Stilcollage aus postmodernen und historisierenden Versatzstücken ent-
standen’). She also said that the rebuilding of the Pariser Platz may well 
have been based on the historical layout, but that this wasn’t the case with 
the separate buildings. It was right to restore the contours of the square, its 
urban form, that is, but ‘ihre abbildhafte Wiederherstellung kann nur als 
oberflächliche Evokation realitätsferner Träume betrachtet werden’ (the re-
production of the individual buildings can never be more than a superficial 
evocation of deluded dreams). After having put the dreamy hotel manager 
in his place, Christine Waiblinger-Jens scolded him for publishing a bro-
chure with all the famous visitors to the hotel since 1907, ‘so, als hätte es die 
fünfzig Jahre ohne das Adlon nie gegeben’ – as though there had never been 
a period of fifty years when there was no Adlon Hotel at all. The manager 
pretended that the period of Communism had never happened and that 
was a bare-faced lie. The architects too should take their share of blame, she 
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65	 Adlon Hotel, Berlin,1914

66	 The new Adlon Hotel building, Berlin (1997)



217n o s t a l g i a  a n d  i m i t a t i o n

said, for deviating in an irresponsible way from the design of the old hotel, 
with some of the parts not getting enough emphasis, or else using propor-
tions which are simply wrong. She saw the copy as having failed as a copy, 
while admitting that the architects never intended to build a replica. Their 
idea had always been to make a ‘version’ of the old hotel. 
	 Nonetheless, Christine Waiblinger-Jens admitted that the general pub-
lic was enthusiastic when the hotel was opened in 1997. One could even 
speak of an ‘Adlon mania’, with the hotel representing a provisional climax 
in the ‘hauptstädtischer Sehnsucht nach Verlorenen’ – the nostalgia in the 
German capital for all that had been lost. The professionals were of course 
left speechless and Landeskonservator Helmut Engel said that ordinary peo-
ple’s enthusiasm had to be accepted as a reflection of the current state of 
society. In other words, not only were the board of the Adlon and its archi-
tects blind, the same was true of the public at large. According to Christine 
Waiblinger-Jens, this was proof, if proof were needed, that a modern design 
would have been more appropriate. 
	 The criticism of the building in professional circles may appear some-
what over the top. After all, architecturally speaking, the building is noth-
ing special. It isn’t very beautiful, but it isn’t particularly ugly either. All 
it is, is a big luxury hotel, executed in a style that is well suited to Berlin. 
The only problem with it is that it is too large and high. The critics would 
have done better to have addressed these issues and not aimed their shafts 
at the pretence and luxury. It was petty, for instance, of Heinrich Wefing to 
talk in a superior tone about the fact that at least three different materials 
were used for the walls of all the toilets or to say, as Gerwin Zohlen did, 
that the design for the façade was like a fashion show. The new building 
does recall the famous hotel of 1906 and in that sense it does make a con-
tribution to inserting the past in the new Berlin. Was it such a mistake to 
attempt that? Admittedly, the design is not exactly critical in the sense that 
Daniel Libeskind’s buildings are. Does anyone have any objection to that? 
Does architecture always have to be critical? This, however, is not a ques-
tion that Christine Waiblinger-Jens asks. She deplores architecture such 
as this because it is an unbridled celebration of bygone glory. Why, how-
ever, shouldn’t a commercial enterprise do such a thing? Probably she feels 
uncomfortable with the openly displayed Sehnsucht for a period that she 
saw as suspect, the age of gaudy nationalism that preceded the First World 
War. 
	 The discussions over the rebuilding of the city palace of Berlin, blown 
up in 1950 on the orders of Walter Ulbricht, were also coloured by unre-
solved traumas concerning the German past. Both the Adlon Hotel and the 
Schloss were viewed as architectural expressions of all that was dubious in 
German history, of the authoritarian, militarist and totalitarian Germany. 
No pains should be spared to prevent this past from returning, whether as 
replica or as pastiche. Times, however, are changing and so are opinions. 
Initially everyone, following the example of the critical intellectuals, was 
opposed to the palace being rebuilt. To their astonishment however, the ex-
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perts in the fields of architecture and conservation, who had poured scorn 
on the reconstruction plans, had the experience of seeing their own argu-
ments dismissed as irrelevant.63 
	 On 16 April 2002, Peter Stephan reported in the Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung that a majority of the government’s Historische Mitte Berlin Com-
mission had come out in favour of rebuilding the former royal and imperial 
palace, built for the most part in about 1700 and which, while it suffered 
serious damage, was not a total ruin in 1945. As said above, it was only com-
pletely destroyed in 1950. Furthermore there was a practical problem in that 
the Palast de Republik had been built on the site of the palace in 1976 and 
this building was seen as a monument of the Communist age by a portion 
of the population of the former German Democratic Republic. This was 
mainly a political problem, of course, since what was involved was deciding 
between two conflicting interests, a task that is generally thought to belong 
to the political bodies concerned. The plan to rebuild the palace then was 
complicated enough, both politically and practically, but the main issue in 
the present context was the historical or art-historical grounds on which the 
opponents to the plan supported their case. In 1993 the Förderverein Ber-
liner Stadtschloss had held an exhibition about the reconstruction that gave 
plenty of space to tried and tested opponents, among them Julius Posener, 
Wolfgang Pehnt and Kristin Feireiss.64

	 Posener for his part said that he was against the plan, because the city’s 
future would not be served with the reconstruction of a former memory. 
Pehnt wrote that it would be ‘zutiefst ahistorisch’ (deeply ahistorical) to 
ignore the historical development of so many years: ‘Geschichte ist nicht 
abwählbar, sondern nur forsetzbar’ (you can’t choose history, it just ad-
vances). Feireiss said that it was mistaken ‘to resort to nostalgia’ and that 
what was needed was to rebuild the empty spot in the centre of the city 
as a manifesto of ‘contemporary architectural culture.’ This, however, was 
just the sort of thing that Wolf Jobst Siedler felt was going too far. Despite 
its admirable architectural achievements, he argued, the twentieth century 
hadn’t provided any instance of a successful intervention in a historical en-
vironment – ‘nirgendswo ist es dieser Generation gelungen, die Mitte einer 
Stadt zu formen’. All this was anathema to the architectural and conserva-
tionist experts, but the general public had no problem in understanding 
what Siedler meant.
	 Strong arguments were raised against the reconstruction. In Die Zeit of 
26 July 2001, Jens Jessen wrote that a reconstruction of the palace would 
be a ‘Denkmal der Geschichtslosigkeit’ (a monument to an ignorance of 
history), because all it would be would be an expression of a conservative 
petty bourgeois attitude that is not interested in real history, but is quite 
happy with a sort of waxworks museum. Arguments like this, however, 
failed to convince the advocates of the palace, because they knew perfectly 
well that there have always been reconstructions, especially after wars and 
natural disasters, and that a copy is only a copy and that a copy shouldn’t 
be mistaken for a political interpretation of the past. Was it the fault of the 
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seventeenth-century architects of the palace, Andreas Schlüter and Eosan
der von Göthe that their building served as a backdrop for a gang of mur-
derous dictators? 
	 As just said, a new wind was blowing in the discussions about the re-
building of the palace; a change in mood had occurred, as strikingly repre-
sented by Konrad Schuller in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (26 May 
2000). He begun by saying: ‘Berlin is in the throes of nostalgia – a nostalgia 
for the palace ... this nostalgia is a nostalgia for the centre. Because just 
as the axes of the city, point now as ever like index fingers towards that 
empty square ... the nervous system of the political climate also points to-
wards that centre ... a city whose main thoroughfares have for half a century 
ended in a windswept bombsite, this city longs to be healed, it wants its 
heart restored to it’ (Eine Sehnsucht geht um in Berlin: die Sehnsucht nach 
dem Schloss … Diese Sehnsucht ist eine Sehnsucht nach Mitte. Denn wie 
die Achsen der Stadt, heute wie eh und je, wie gestreckte Zeigefinger auf 
jenen leeren Platz weisen … so streben die Nervensysteme des politischen 
Sentiments einem Zentrum zu … Eine Stadt, deren Magistralen ein halbes 
Jahrhundert lang auf einen windigen Sprengplatz zustreben, dürstet nach 
Heilung, will ihren Kern wieder haben). 
	 The nostalgia for this former central point had overruled all objections 
and sidelined the hopes of architects for an architectural manifesto for our 
own age. Berlin certainly has its topography of terror, but it also has one of 
nostalgia for the years around 1900 that have been recorded in marvellous 
photographs.65

	 It is as though Berlin’s architectural debt for its dubious past could never 
fully be paid off. It was as though it was offered no alternative to this guilt-
ridden form of Vergangenheitsbewältigung, of managing the past. Jürgen 
Trimborn too, the author of a long and detailed article in the journal Die 
alte Stadt, appears to have suffered a similar difficulty. He thinks that the 
present wave of reconstructions is even politically dangerous and puts the 
following question to his readers: ‘Is it proper, in the light of increasing Eu-
ropean unity, to honour and pay tribute once again to these documents of 
imperial ambition, these monuments of militarism and the lust for power, 
these symbols of the gradually eroding ties of nationalism, instead of draw-
ing attention to the democratic tradition in Germany – no matter how 
short – and to the existing and prospective future democracy of the German 
Federal Republic?’ (Ist es heute – angesichts eines immer weiter zusammen-
wachsenden Europas – angebracht, diese Dokumente kaiserzeitlicher Gel-
tungssucht, diese Monumente des Militarismus und Grossmachtdenkens, 
diese Symbole einer doch wohl obsolet geworden nationalstaatlichen Ori-
entierung, wieder auf den Sockel zu heben und verklärend zu glorifizieren, 
anstatt sich auf die – wenn auch kurze – Tradition der Demokratie auf 
deutschem Boden und auf die Gegenwart und Zukunft der bundesdeut-
schen Demokratie zu besinnen?). 66

	 Trimborn sees the imperial palace as a symbol of Germany’s dubious 
heritage and therefore concludes that it should not be reconstructed. Is it 
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true that buildings can be innocent or guilty in themselves? Can a building 
from 1700 be guilty of crimes committed in the twentieth century by the 
people who lived or resided in them then? If buildings can be guilty because  
their occupants or visitors had committed crimes, are any historical monu-
ments still innocent? Jürgen Trimborn’s train of thought is reminiscent of 
the moralistic ideas about architecture so typical of the nineteenth century, 
of Eugène Viollet-le-Duc’s contempt for instance for the palace of Versailles 
because he saw it as standing for the bombastic and dictatorial regime of 
the Bourbon monarchy. 
	 The rebuilding of the city palace is as ahistorical as any other reconstruc-
tion of the architecture destroyed in the war, such as the palace of Char-
lottenburg in Berlin. Every reconstruction is a form of rebellion, a revolt 
against time. Reconstructions are nothing new, but since the rise of history 
as a science, no one ever lets us forget that reconstructions are ahistorical. 
What the historians do forget, however, is that these reconstructions nearly 
always have a social or socio-psychological function. They can soften the 
blow of a sudden loss through war or natural disaster. Reconstructions can 
restore one’s ties with the past and evoke a feeling of continuity as though 
a magic wand has been waved. In this they may have a useful function in 
restoring the identity of a city, a region or a country. The rebuilding of the 
royal palace in Berlin might serve to heal the trauma of the horrors with 
which it is associated. A resurrected palace might evoke the memories of 
better times, of the centuries before the atrocities, and thus stand as a sym-
bol of a fresh start, of a victory over evil. The resurrection of this monument 
might contribute to giving the city a face once more; it might be a token 
of faith that it wasn’t Germany’s historical destiny to perpetrate the atroci-
ties of the twentieth century. It is perhaps a mistake to include previous 
centuries in the work of overcoming the trauma of two world wars. A new 
city palace then could serve as a kind of triumph, a victory over German 
susceptibilities. In this sense it could be therapeutic just because it is a copy. 
An architectural cure for a ruined spot might help heal the wounds of the 
city as a whole. According to Gavriel D. Rosenfeld, this was the achieve-
ment of the reconstruction of Munich. In the post-war period even Third 
Reich buildings were rebuilt straightway and used again as government 
offices. Examples are the Haus des Deutschen Rechts, built by Oswald Bie-
ber in 1939, the Zentralministerium building by Friedrich Gablonsky, also 
built in 1939, and the Luftgaukommando building by German Bestelmeyer 
(1938). Rosenfeld argues that this strategy has effectively immunized these 
buildings against their National Socialist past. The director of the Bavarian 
Department for Conservation, Georg Lill, thought the Luftgaukommando 
so beautiful and imposing that in 1948 he proposed that this masterpiece of 
German Bestelmeyer should be put on the list of protected monuments. 67 
	 In the publications on the rebuilding of Berlin after the fall of the Wall 
there is hardly any reference to what happened elsewhere. There is, how-
ever, much to learn from other debates in other cities. The history of the 
former market square in Hildesheim, for instance, is extremely educational. 
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The square was destroyed in the war and was then rebuilt with modern 
buildings and a more spacious layout. Around 1990 all this had to yield to 
the complete reconstruction of the medieval market. Martin Thumm, who 
has written the recent history of the market in Hildesheim, presumes that 
the historicizing new development of the square will be counted as one 
of the most important architectural achievements of our age, because it 
testifies to the ‘wundersamen Fähigkeit einer Gesellschaft mit Bildern und 
Illusionen der Vergangenheit Probleme der Gegenwart zu lösen’ – the mar-
vellous skill of a society in resolving the problems of the present by draw-
ing on the images and illusions of the past. Perhaps, Thumm hopes, these 
reconstructions and built illusions will also finally be able ‘to overcome the 
disaster of the total loss of identity.’68 
	 In Beirut, too, where the civil war in Lebanon (1975-1990) had destroyed 
virtually the entire historical city centre, the debate about reconstruction 
was prolonged and wide ranging. The result is comparable to the rebirth of 
the Adlon Hotel. Beirut was not rebuilt as it was before the war, but resur-
rected as a pastiche. The aim of this imitation was to provide an attractive 
backdrop for shoppers and create an entertainment quarter. The recon-
struction has not yet been completed and will probably only be so in 2015. 
According to the architect, Hüsnü Yegenoglu, Beirut will be a ‘model of 
optimism and a symbol of a restored identity’; at the same time, however, 
the city is an allusion ‘to a past that has never existed’. 69 
	 According to him, the plan for the new city was ‘a mixture of nostalgia, 
kitsch and fantasy’, and he did not intend these terms as compliments. As 
just said, the future of Beirut had been the subject of intense and wide-
spread discussion, with some parties arguing that any attempt to recreate 
the former atmosphere of the city was in conflict with the values of modern 
culture that are less and less concerned with the identity of a place. Accord-
ing to Jean Franco, professor in comparative literature at Columbia Univer-
sity in New York, the new culture is a global one, ‘resulting in the collapse 
of time-hallowed ties between a physical place and the social, collective and 
cultural memory’. In Beirut this image of a hybrid city, which bears some 
resemblance to Rem Koolhaas’s generic city, was fiercely contested, among 
others by Robert Saliba, one of the best-known local planners. According 
to Saliba, local residents felt deracinated and were eager to see the restora-
tion of the neighbourhood that they knew. After a lengthy civil war nobody 
wants something hybrid. The war itself was hybrid enough. A return to 
normality would perhaps have been better served by strengthening one’s 
ties with the past than by breaking with it completely. 
	 Jean Franco’s dream is reminiscent of that of a new and better world 
cherished by both Communists and Modernists. This dream in turn was 
a continuation of that of the Enlightenment and the fact that it remained 
unrealized does not mean that the dream itself was a nightmare. The world 
might well have been a better place if people had set less store by their 
own identity. Once again, what is at issue is identity. First of all, wars were 
fought in the name of identities, then ethnic cleansings were carried out 
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for similar reasons, and. Finally. architecture is required to adapt to what is 
considered a politically correct identity. 
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