Joos van den Dool

In Germany, the call for complete
reconstruction of historical buildings,
and thereby the old form of the city,
has grown remarkably in the past
decades. As a consequence, many
German city centers will look older
in the twentyfirst century than
they did at the end of the twentieth:
Dresden has its Frauenkirche back and
Berlin boasts a cleverly reconstructed
Neues Museum, to name just a few
iconic examples. A large part of
the public, politicians and a growing
number of professionals seem to ad
vocate building solutions with a high
degree of faithful reconstruction.
Are the motives for its reconstruction
mere nostalgia for historical times
lost? Or is it a matter of where one
believes history starts and ends?
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Dramatic Discourse

Advocators of reconstruction1 point out that the main
reason for reconstruction is not mere nostalgia, but that
reconstructed buildings have always served to define
future identities – ever since antiquity. And recently in
many Eastern European states, public discourse surround
ing the reconstruction and redesign of such buildings
makes it clear that the debate has both a political (the
relation to socialist history) and aesthetic dimension
(modern vs. traditional form). Advocators feel that the
city framework has to be healed from ‘the wounds torn
by World War II and the “demolitionary reconstruction”
of the postwar era’. These wounds were not only torn
in socialist regimes: in Germany, it is felt nationwide that
in order to come to terms with history, postwar recon
struction has to make place – whenever possible – for
something that is reminiscent of older times. There have
been almost one hundred planned or executed initiatives
in past decades, with centers of gravity being the former
East and in Frankfurt.2 Often, these reconstructions are
built up out of the ruins (such as the Frauenkirche in
Dresden), but a growing number of landmark buildings
are (re)built from scratch on a site where modern post
war architecture has first been removed. One can discern
various degrees of reconstruction, varying from a rein
terpretation of façades to entire faithfully reconstructed
structures. The interior mostly has to be adapted for con
temporary use, such as a shopping center or representa
tive building. But what all reconstructions have in com
mon is the longing to restitute a historic image (in style
and volume) of the cityscape.
Another common feature of the discussions in
preceding years is also a deeply felt distrust in modern
architecture. Many feel that modern architecture
and planning has proven itself insufficient and therefore
seek benediction in traditional styles and historical
planning solutions.
To describe the polarization around the recon
struction theme as a clash between pro and contra
reconstruction is not entirely correct: there is a minority
of hardliners influencing public opinion. Generally,
the opponents of reconstruction reflect the professional
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In several cities across Germany, the city palace that
formed the heart of the historical city – but lost after
the war – is going to be reconstructed. Berlin is the
most mediated example, but Dresden, Braunschweig
and Potsdam are, each with their particular features,
interesting exponents of the larger discussion. The case
of these palaces is especially interesting and iconic
because the building premises are mostly in public hands,
therefore the debates were held immediately in the
public sphere and often at high levels. In Berlin, when
the current plans materialize, the site – now an empty
grass field since the communist Palace of the Republic
was demolished in 2008 – will see the reconstruction
of the original baroque palace, including its historical
facades. However, construction has been postponed
until 2014 because of government budget cuts, which
allows time for the debate to simmer once again. In
Potsdam, construction commenced in 2010 and is due
for completion in 2013. A lifesize mockup at the
building site already shows a section of the new façade.
What can we learn from the case of Potsdam? And
can Berlin take advantage of this precursor in order
to come up with a satisfactory resolution for the contro
versies surrounding its own debate?
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Mock up of the facade reconstruction of Potsdam’s seventeenth century city palace.
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The East German government rebuilt many de
stroyed buildings after the war, including churches, but
this old feudal palace was probably both too huge and
too suspect to reuse. The remainders of the city castle
were blasted in 1959/60 – despite facing considerable
public disagreement as far as was possible in the DDR –
to make space for an urban plan, which included a
major traffic intersection right on the spot of the former
castle, along with the library and college buildings next
to it. This immense and deliberate destruction is still
fresh on the mental map of many East Germans. They
had to look almost powerless at the destruction, which
would not be imaginable anymore today.4
Another 30 years later, the site of the old castle
was to have a new theater (designed by Günter Franke,
the architect responsible for the iconic television tower
in Berlin). The raw construction work was ready when
the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, then building stopped; every
thing was demolished in 1991. The new city government
did not have enough support to continue the theater
construction and wanted to leave the possibility open for
a ‘careful approximation of the historical situation’. The
empty spot remained once more.5
In 2001, a copy of The Gate of Fortune, the former
entrance portal of the palace (originally designed in
1701 by the Dutch architect Jean de Bodt) was rebuilt
at its original spot in front of the monumental Nicolai
Church. This event, made possible through a private
donation of a famous television moderator who lives in
Potsdam, sparked a lot of hope for actual reconstruction
of the palace.
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Potsdam’s Palace

Let’s take a closer look at the course of events in
Potsdam, and see if it is not too late for Berlin to learn
from it. Potsdam, situated immediately southwest
of Berlin’s city borders, is the capital of Brandenburg
state with a population of about 150,000. The early
medieval settlement developed at the end of the sixteenth
century into the garrison and residence city of the
Prussian kings, and after that, of the German emperors.
Potsdam boasts many monuments of military and
residential architecture from the seventeenth century
onwards. Its City Palace was commissioned by Frederick
William I (1640–1688) and converted subsequently by
architect Georg Wenzeslaus von Knobelsdorff in service

of Frederick the Great (1740– 1786), who also commis
sioned him with the building of Sanssouci. This master
piece of baroque architecture, integrated with the
Lustgarten at the river banks and aligned with the main
alleys and streets of Potsdam, has been a characteristic
treat of Potsdam ever since.
Potsdam has a reputation as a city of architectural
pastiche, the exotic and the alien. It’s probably the only
city where you could visit reconstructions of Roman
churches and palazzos, a kitsch Chinese pavilion, and
Dutch and Russian neighborhoods, as well as a Swiss
cottage village in a dramatized hilly landscape. Now they
count as Potsdam’s tourists attractions.
During the consecutive phases of war and renewal
of the Prussian state, Potsdam remained a mere repre
sentative civil servant city until the German emperor ab
dicated in 1918: the palace lost its function and Potsdam
lost it’s drive for city development. Lastly used as an
administrative seat and a house for several cultural insti
tutions, its castle burned down after an allied bombing
attack in April 1945, a few days before the war ended.
The carcass, including about 80 percent of the walls up
to the gutters and many sculptures, remained as a ruin
for the next fifteen years.
Potsdam’s city palace in 1945.

attitude of art history, roughly following the spirit
of the International Charter for the Conservation and
Restoration of Monuments and Sites (1964). Advocators
of reconstruction, mainly private initiatives, manage
to influence public opinion more effectively by stating –
ad infinitum – a few of the same circular arguments;
for example, that the wounds torn by war and modernist
city planning have to be healed. The general public
are sensitive towards the reconstruction of the palace
because it will help create a sense of identity – whatever
this may be. The whole technical background, however,
is too complex to be discussed publicly. And so, the
debates seems to soar around partial or irrelevant
questions, including a debate about the debate, in which
each side tries to counter the results of ‘objective’
public opinion polls.
Both advocators and opponents of reconstruction
have their claims rooted in ‘authenticity’. On one hand,
art historians advocate that every kind of reconstruction
would destroy the building a second time, rendering
it impossible to get near to the original. Further, the
destruction of the palace and subsequent interventions
are also history and fail to get their place in the picture.
In the words of Michael Petzet: ‘Where traces of history
have been eliminated, reconstruction is out of place’.
In juxtaposition, many like to see an authentic recon
struction of the palace because they believe it will
be a reminder of the architectural greatness of what
once was, and of the important historical events that
took place there.
Berlin, interestingly enough, has one example
of reconstruction that both adversaries and advocators
of reconstruction seem to quote as successful: the
Reichstag rehabilitation by Norman Foster, with its
transparency for democracy and contrast in materiali
zation, which show the different traces and layers of
history. But the point is that the Reichstag structure was
still there, and that there were traces to show (building
alterations, graffiti of Soviet soldiers, and bullet holes).
The same goes for the Frauenkirche and Neues Museum,
which clearly show the difference between old and new
building substance. The Reichstag however does not
show its destruction anymore in its ‘Gestalt’ and in this
sense can be considered a reconstruction. In the case
of the city palaces, however, the (few) historical traces
now present in the built substance are not taken into
account at all (not counting some archaeological remains
in the cellar). It seems to be a returning tendency or
even desire of the twentyfirst century to hark back
to the nineteenth century, thereby erasing the traces
of the twentieth century, which has been very defining
for its identity.3
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A model of the site in Potsdam with the design for the theater (1980s).
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the same lack of insight towards the future. A few urban
building blocks will also be reconstructed, with some
more auspicious buildings highlighted with historical
facades. But considerations about the merits that the
site currently has, and new buildings themselves could
have, seem to fail. By holding on to the past, the qualities
and particularities of the present seem to be forgotten,
and dreaming what a possible future could be seems
taboo. Would it be possible that the new building
will have architectural greatness itself, instead of only
reflecting the aura of something gone? To name one
example: the adjacent college hosts many students,
adding vibrancy to the already starving city life. It was
already decided that the college building will be closed
down; in the new plans there is no place for them with
the college will be transferred to a new building in
a suburban location.
Between Controversy and Compromise

In past decades, the cultural attitude towards recon
struction has changed by finding support in broader
society and in ‘progressive’ political currents in many
European countries. In Germany, however, the attitude
of continuously shaping the past can, to a certain
degree, be understood as a therapeutic act to come
to terms with the events of the twentieth century.
At the same time, reconstruction in the dimensions
as we see it now cannot be ascribed as disneyfication.
Across many cities, modernist architecture is being
defavorized or seen as circumspect.
Potsdam had – compared to other cities – pretty
favorable conditions for a successful solution, in terms
of site, commissioners and money. In spite of this, it
might well be that here the final situation will know only
losers. The devil is in the details: as construction is on
its way and more precise decisions have to be taken,
the innate ambiguity in the plan gets more painful and
disagreement continues. The hardliners for reconstruc
tion are over the initial euphoria of the actual rebuilding,
start criticizing the present design and address bitter
complaints to the builders because, in their eyes, its
imperfect reconstruction destroys the historical image
a second time. Opponents remain furious and see
their worst fears come true: reconstruction spends too
many resources and still does no justice to a contem
porary parliament building. And finally, the question
remains whether the building will be sustainably useful
and satisfactory.
In Berlin the complexities surrounding the recon
struction of the city palace are much larger, just like
its dimensions. We are talking both about the capital
metropolis, and a bigger void, not only in spatial terms.
The building cost is estimated at 552 million euros
of taxpayers’ money, excluding an estimated 80 millions
for three (out of four) historic façades, and another
sum for reconstruction of the cupola. All of this has
to be collected by private donations. Construction has
now been postponed until 2014 because of government
budget cuts.
Berlin has been given a few years of respite and
reflection. The time to source funds could and must also
serve to improve the plan and the framework of decisions,
because if there’s one thing to learn from Potsdam:
if ambivalence is inherent in the plan, it can get nasty
in the details. And – reconstruction or not – good archi
tectural and urban design always need responsible
actors and clear programmatic and spatial guidelines.
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In 2005, it was decided that the Brandenburger
state parliament, which urgently needed new housing,
would reside on the site of the former palace. A new
building was to be erected, whose volumes corresponded
to the cubature of the palace. With this decision, the
question of an appropriate and meaningful function and
building volume at this central spot seems to have been
quite satisfactorily answered in Potsdam. This strongly
contrasts to Berlin and other cities, where the appropriate
program for such a building and its location has still to
be found or is outright dubious. In 2007, the architecture
competition was on its way, when a private donation of
twenty million euros was made by the Potsdam software
tycoon Hasso Plattner, on the condition that the façades
be reconstructed according to the historical situation.
Reluctantly, the city government adapted the framework
of the competition.
The winning design by Dresdenbased architect
Peter Kulka looks, on the outside, like an undressed mock
up of the original palace, and on the inside, has almost
400 regular offices and some conference rooms. In order
to fit the demanded 19,000 square meters of floor space
(including a parking garage) into the building, two wings
are to be widened. Thus, the original inner courtyard
will be reduced by over 1,000 square meters in order to
squeeze in the spatial program of the parliament. This
includes making concessions to the façade layout. The
only interior part that will look like the original is the
staircase. On the outside, the attica will be refabricated
so that it is possible to replace the figurative decoration.
Of the seventysix more than lifesize sandstone statutes
that were originally on the facades, seventeen have
been preserved, of which nine are currently standing on
the building of the Berlin Humboldt University. Of most
others, some debris or nothing remains.
One can imagine the lively discussions and contro
versies that accompanied the various decisions taken
above. Is a reconstructed imperial castle the appropriate
house for a democratic institution? What happens
with the urban tissue and urban life surrounding the
palace, which is in serious need for regeneration? And
can Brandenburg, one of the poorest regions in Germany,
afford to pay for such exuberant architecture – is it
feasible at all?
The total government cost for construction of
the state parliament will be 120 million euros. All extras,
like the decoration of the facades and restitution of
sculptures, have to be paid for by further private dona
tions. The roof cladding will be of cheap zinc (instead
of the original copper) unless a few hundred thousand
more euros can be collected privately. In the Brandenburg
parliament, dominated for years by the Social Demo
crats, there is still discussion about the high costs,
the insufficient size of the premises and its inflexibility.
Taken into account that on the long term, the govern
ments of Brandenburg and Berlin might merge and
will need only one parliament building – this doesn’t
seem unreasonable. Then Potsdam might end up with
a functionally inappropriate and relatively expensive
building. In March 2010, the building started. Inaugura
tion of the state parliament is planned for the beginning
of 2013. Most critics are very disappointed with the
final plan, a questionable compromise which takes great
liberties with the historical design, while failing to
create anything original.
The urban masterplan for the surroundings of the
new palace looks more promising, but it seems to suffer
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Rendering of the reconstructed city palace.
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For example, the Association Stadtschloss Potsdam e.V.:
http://www.stadtschloss-potsdam.org; the Association
for the Rebuilding of the Berliner Stadtschloss http://
berliner-schloss.de; the website of the umbrella association
for reconstruction in Germany: http://www.stadtbilddeutschland.de/rubriken/blog/index.php.
‘Identität durch Rekonstruktion?’, brochure published
by Initiative Architektur und Baukultur, 2009.
See Philipp Oswalt’s essay on the reconstruction of
the Berliner Schloss as a concept of medial architecture:
http://www.oswalt.de/de/text/txt/schloss_p.html.
See the short documentary film Potsdam1959–
DasPotsdamerStadtschlossinGefahr’. At http://
www.youtube.com.
Michael Braum, Ursula Baus, Rekonstruktionen
inDeutschland (Basel/Boston: Birkhäuser 2009).

Reconstruction or Reinterpretation?

The Initiative Architektur und Baukultur, initiated by
the German government, distinguishes five categories
for its ‘map of 100’ reconstruction plans since 1975:
1
2
3
4
5


Re-fabrication (Wiederherstellung)
Reconstruction faithful to the original
(originalgetreue Rekonstruktion)
Facade reconstruction (Fassadenrekonstruktion)
Reinterpretation (Neuinterpretation)
Re-staging (Neuinszenierung)
IdentitätdurchRekonstruktion?PositionenzumWiederaufbauverlorenerBautenundRäume(Bundesministerium
für Verkehr, Bau und Stadtentwicklung: Berlin 2009).

Michael S. Falser’s categories of reconstruction:
1
2
3
4
5
6
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7

Removing the ruin, with or without reconstruction
Conserving the inner city ruin
Conserving of the ruin with commenting
supplementary building
Contemporary integration of the visible ruin
Contemporary architecture incorporating the
formal characteristics of the ruin
Partial reconstruction of conserved parts with
new additions
(Supposed) Total reconstruction after complete
or partial destruction
Michael S. Falser: ‘Trauerarbeit an Ruinen – Kategorien
des Wederaufbaus nach 1945’, in: Michael Braum, Ursula
Baus, RekonstruktioneninDeutschland (Basel/Boston:
Birkhäuser 2009).
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