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Cinderella Berlin

It isn’t all that easy to answer the question of why, for some time now, Berlin has been one of the most popular cities in the world. It’s not on account of its beauty, for Berlin is not beautiful; Berlin is the Cinderella of European capitals.

Gazing out from a roof deck here, you won’t see anything like the domes of Rome, the zinc roofs of Paris, or the architectural canyons of New York. There is nothing spectacular, in any way exciting—or even atrocious—about the view. No pool on the seventy-second floor, no palm garden at a dizzying height, no penthouse casino high above the rooftops promising an exhilarating plunge from the terrace to the gambler who has just suffered an unbearable loss. What unfolds before the viewer is a homogenous cityscape of four-to-six-story buildings whose red pitched roofs didn’t originally come equipped with penthouses or sumptuous roof decks. It was only thirty years ago, not long before the fall of the Wall, that West Berliners discovered that life above the city’s chestnut and linden trees was significantly better than life in their shadow. Tentatively, they began to carve windows and terraces into the roofs. This is where they now dwell, at a modest height, between the occasional hotel and office high-rise, whose architecture on the whole seems to have been inspired by a shoe box stood on its end. To the west, the Eiffel Tower’s little brother, known as the Funkturm (Radio Tower), rises above the sea of buildings; to the east, the 1,207-foot-tall Fernsehturm (TV Tower) glimmers on the horizon, the afternoon sunlight etching a gleaming cross into its steel sphere—much to the ire of its communist builders, who erected the tower to prove the “victoriousness of socialism.” Quick-witted Berliners christened the luminous cross “the Pope’s revenge.” The apparition proved as intractable as it was inexplicable—nothing could be done to get rid of it. It presaged the future: the end of the German Democratic Republic.

Those living in the new city center, Mitte, had to wait for Berlin’s two halves to be reunified before converting their attics. Admittedly, they have the better view. They look out onto several metropolitan icons: the gilded dome of the reconstructed synagogue near Hackescher Markt and, beyond that, the Reichstag, its historical weight lightened by Sir Norman Foster’s addition of a glass dome, and the restored horse-drawn chariot of the Brandenburg Gate, swept clean of the dust of the East German era. Even farther in the distance, Helmut Jahn’s circus tent and the towers of Renzo Piano and Hans Kollhoff rise from what used to be Berlin’s most prominent vacant lot, Potsdamer Platz.

Yet, to date, no urban climber has deemed any of these new high-rises worthy of scaling. No Philippe Petit has thought to stretch a cable between the office towers at Potsdamer Platz and to balance back and forth across it. A city in which a new, 389.8-foot-tall hotel (the Waldorf Astoria) sets a record for height is not exactly a magnet for extreme athletes. Compared to the skylines of Manhattan, Chicago, or even Frankfurt, Berlin’s newly populated horizon still comes across as the silhouette of a provincial capital. In every other way as well, seen from above, Berlin lacks everything that makes a big city. It has no financial district like Manhattan or London, no venerable, centuries-old cathedral like Cologne or Paris, no notorious nightlife district like Hamburg. Even Berlin’s “Eiffel Tower”—the aforementioned Radio Tower—is merely a modest copy of the Paris original.

A friend of mine from Rome, the writer Edoardo Albinati, told me about his first time in Berlin. In the 1990s, he got off a train at the Zoo station in former West Berlin and took a look around. What he saw was the bleak station square with its currency-exchange offices and snack bars, the war-damaged steeple of the Gedächtniskirche (Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church), the Bilka department store with its decorative façade—once considered bold—of crisscrossing diagonal parallel lines, the Zoo Palast movie house emblazoned with a painted poster of an American action film. Yet, no matter where he turned, no soothing arch, dome, steeple, or façade presented itself for his spoiled Italian eyes to rest on. The way the square turned his gaze back on himself was the only thing that struck him as noteworthy. A few walks around the city tempered his opinion somewhat, but it never gave way to a sense of well-being. Berlin, he confessed to me with a polite smile, was by far the ugliest capital he had ever seen.

Now, however, tens of thousands of Italians flock to Berlin every year, filling the streets of the northern metropolis with the melodious sounds of their language. On New Year’s Eve, when temperatures are in the teens outside and the locals prefer to stay at home in front of the TV, hordes of Italian tourists swarm to the Brandenburg Gate to usher in the New Year with Berlin’s famous fireworks—forbidden in Rome! And when natives of New York, Tel Aviv, or Rome ask me where I’m from and I allude to Berlin, their eyes instantly light up with curiosity, not to say enthusiasm. Without the slightest hesitation, they’ll go on to tell me about their most recent or upcoming trip to Berlin—yet won’t be able to tell me why they have fallen in love with this city of all places. They may bring up the ritual word “beautiful,” but it doesn’t really capture what it is that attracts them to the city. Mention the name of any other, far more beautiful European city and you won’t get the same reaction.

If beauty isn’t the point, then what is? When I ask any twentysomething, irrespective of nationality, the answer is obvious. Berlin is the only major city without a mandatory closing time, where you can eat and/or get wasted for ten to twenty euros, and where the S-Bahn will get you to any club, even at four in the morning. Is that it? Not entirely. Part of Berlin’s appeal also seems to be its history—both the good and the atrocious: Berlin, “the world metropolis of the 1920s,” home to an international bohemian crowd; Berlin, the “capital of the Third Reich,” where the most egregious crimes of the last century were hatched; Berlin, “the Wall city,” divided for twenty-eight years before finally being reunified. Hardly any other city has experienced such extreme transformation in the last hundred years.

It is a truly astounding oversight that city officials failed to ensure that a thirty-yard section of the border area—including the watchtowers, dog runs, and mine-strewn “death strip” secured on the East Berlin side by a rear wall known as the Hinterlandmauer—was preserved for posterity. After all, the average tourist doesn’t come to hear the Berlin Philharmonic play or to go to the Pergamon Museum—he wants to see the Wall. The Wall is quite simply Berlin’s most famous monument—the German counterpart to the Statue of Liberty!

On the other hand, to be fair to the authorities, protecting even the tiniest section of the Wall in the wild days after November 9, 1989, would have been impossible. For weeks, tens of thousands of Berlin natives and visitors from around the world laid into the monstrosity with hammers and chisels. What would they have said if police had cordoned off a section of the Wall, under orders to protect it as a designated landmark? With what images and headlines would the international media have met such an attempt? Something along the lines of: EAST GERMAN BORDER TROOPS GIVE UP—WALL NOW GUARDED BY WEST BERLIN POLICE!

By now, Berlin’s tourism managers have realized that monuments commemorating crimes are not the least of the city’s attractions. Year after year, the Holocaust Memorial registers well over a million visitors; in 2011, 650,000 people gaped at the newly completed Berlin Wall Memorial on Bernauer Straße; that same year, 340,000 tourists chose to visit the Berlin-Hohenschönhausen Memorial (the special prison complex of the East German secret service), where they listened to former inmates describe what they had been forced to endure in Stasi prison cells and interrogations. Today, half of Berlin’s tourists come from abroad, and their numbers continue to grow every year. Forecasts already predict that the city, which currently counts 25 million overnight visitors, could soon catch up with Paris (37 million overnight visitors), thus making it second only to London. Whether Berlin’s tourism professionals like it or not, the dark episodes of the city’s past are part of its appeal. We should consider ourselves lucky that the Führerbunker is no longer accessible, because if it were, rest assured it would have joined the ranks of Berlin’s “tourist attractions”—certainly no later than after the release of Downfall, the film about Hitler’s final days. Fortunately, the entrances to the 29,000-square-foot complex, which the Red Army tried in vain to demolish, were built over. Today, the site is identified by an inconspicuous information plaque, installed by the Berliner Unterwelten (Berlin Underworlds) association on June 8, 2006, the day before the start of the soccer World Cup.

To this day, the destruction of the old cityscape in the wake of two dictatorships still marks the architecture of Berlin—despite and because of so many fresh starts. Yet this defect does nothing to detract from the curiosity of visitors from around the world. What attracts them to Berlin seems to be precisely what they feel is missing in more beautiful cities: the weirdness, perpetual incompleteness, and outlandishness of Berlin—and the liveliness inherent in these qualities. Berlin was “condemned forever to becoming and never to being,” the writer Karl Scheffler wrote in his 1910 polemic Berlin, ein Stadtschicksal (Berlin: Fate of a City). Scheffler described Berlin as an urban landscape “defined by a fundamental lack of organically developed structure.”

While Scheffler may have identified Berlin’s genetic code, he vastly underestimated its advantages. Imperfection, incompleteness—not to say ugliness—afford a sense of freedom that compact beauty never can. Young visitors to a beautiful, expensive, and perfectly restored city feel excluded. Looking around, it is clear to them: every space here is already occupied. Cinderella Berlin offers an inestimable advantage over these princess cities: it gives all newcomers the feeling that there is still room for them, that they can still make something of themselves here. It is this peculiarity that makes Berlin the capital of creative people from around the world today.

Twenty years ago, right after the fall of the Wall, I wrote a small series of articles for the German weekly Der Spiegel about Berlin and its impending reconstruction. I wanted to find out what city planners and architects had in mind for “my city.” One of my most important sources at the time was a leading expert on Berlin: the publisher and journalist Wolf Jobst Siedler. I remember a walk we took together along the Kurfürstendamm in former West Berlin. At Lehniner Platz we turned onto Cicerostraße, a quiet side street off the Kurfürstendamm. The housing complex there, with its wavelike curved façades, had been built by the great architect Erich Mendelsohn in the 1920s. “There’s no doubt,” Siedler remarked, “that this is one of the most beautiful housing complexes in Berlin. But take a closer look. The entire complex is dead, a paradise for retirees, no matter how many young people may live here. There are no stores, no bars, no place for life outside the apartments. Only the tennis courts inside the complex provide any room to breathe.”

As it happened, I knew exactly what Siedler was taking about. I had spent a good part of my Berlin life on those nine tennis courts, surrounded by tall poplar trees, just a five-minute walk from my apartment. In the extreme quiet of Mendelsohn’s complex, the tennis players’ serves rang out like shots fired in a civil war, provoking regular complaints from the residents. Not to mention the stridently performed arguments between players over whether a ball was out or had just managed to touch the line.

“In Berlin, you’ll find you often have to choose between the beauty of a place and its liveliness,” remarked Siedler, whose books conjure Berlin’s forgotten and mistreated treasures with virtually unparalleled eloquence.

It’s probably because of Berlin that this statement has stayed with me more than any other I heard during the course of my research. For beauty and liveliness rarely go hand in hand in this city.

But enough with the speculation and reminiscing. Instead, let me tell a story I just heard. My son and two of his friends recently moved into a cheap apartment on the top floor of a building in the Berlin-Neukölln district. Until recently, Neukölln, with the highest unemployment rate in Berlin (17 percent) and its predominantly Muslim population, was considered a doomed neighborhood. But my son and his friends put their money on Neukölln—because, in the meantime, young people from neighboring districts, who had inadvertently found themselves at the center of the city after the fall of the Wall and could no longer afford the rents, had moved there and opened Internet start-ups, fledgling galleries, even a few gourmet restaurants.

The uncle of one of my son’s friends gave them a three-seater leather sofa for their new apartment. They were dead set on transporting the massive thing home that same day. But night had already fallen, and the moving-van rental places were all closed. So the three young men heaved the sofa out of the uncle’s apartment and onto the street, carrying it three blocks on their heads to the nearest S-Bahn station. On the way, they paused by a fountain on a square, plopped down onto the sofa, returned the greetings of passersby, and indulged in a few swigs of schnapps from the bottle they’d brought along. Nobody stopped them when they carried the sofa up the stairs to the tracks of the turnstile-free S-Bahn station. When the train arrived and the automatic doors opened, they shoved the couch into the car. Miraculously, it fit perfectly. The three young men sat down in their comfortable seats to enjoy the ride. Several passengers laughed, others offered to trade places with them, finally the entire car broke into applause: “Das ist Berlin!”—“That’s Berlin!”—one of them shouted and everyone followed suit. “Das ist Berlin!” resounded throughout the car.

The hardest part of the operation came after the S-Bahn ride: the three friends had to carry the couch several blocks and up five flights of stairs to their apartment. They succeeded because they had to succeed. They almost broke down trying to navigate the mammoth sofa past the narrow landings, but they never once doubted that their endeavor would end in triumph. When they finally made it to the top, they set the behemoth down in their apartment, helped themselves to their well-stocked liquor cabinet, and toasted first to themselves, then to Berlin, before falling asleep on the couch.
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The Great Awakening

Images from the night of November 9 to 10, 1989, have gone down in the annals of history. For the first time, the world saw Germans relaxed, celebrating, and dancing, and celebrated with them. For a while, Hollywood’s blond German clicking his heels together and shouting “At your orders, Obersturmbannführer!” disappeared into the archives. Less well known, photographed, and written about than the fall of the Wall, however, is what followed in the months and years after this historic date: the gradual coalescing of the city into one.

The opening of the Wall was like an awakening after a long sleep—for the eastern half of the divided city in particular. As though touched by a magic wand, the numb, giant body began to stir and, taking an enormous breath, burst out of the shackles of reinforced concrete, barbed wire, and iron bars that the communist regime had placed on it. The severed veins and limbs of the divided city fused back together with astonishing speed. Streets in West Berlin suddenly extended to the east again, though at first they had to coexist with the unfamiliar names of their recovered eastern halves. The sealed-off S- and U-Bahn stations at the border, which trains had rumbled through without stopping for twenty-eight years, were put back into service. Bridges, squares, and properties searched for and found their other halves. The chain-link fences in the canals, installed by the East German border police after the Wall was built to ensure that all underground escape routes were blocked, were cleared away. Even the water in the Spree River and in Berlin’s canals and lakes suddenly seemed to flow more freely once the border buoys and armed police that had guarded them were gone. The sky, yes, even the sky over Berlin suddenly seemed bluer and less gray when it rained. Berlin’s once famous air—which a resourceful entrepreneur had sold in cans in the 1920s—seemed easier to breathe again after November 10. It was an illusion, of course. Yet reality and illusion converged surprisingly quickly in the years that followed. In the 1980s, the air in Berlin had in fact reached almost Chinese levels of pollution as a result of East Germany’s unfiltered factories and East Berlin’s stoves, which were predominantly fueled by brown coal. After reunification, East Germany’s biggest polluters were shut down or equipped with filter systems. Suddenly, there was a hint of cocaine in the Berlin air.

Residents’ reflexes failed to keep in step with the precipitous changes. I remember how, even years after the fall of the Wall, I still had trouble taking the new, direct routes to East Berlin. The inner compass I had developed while the city was divided automatically guided me and my car along detours to the transit points I had used during the years of the Wall. Again and again, much to my frustration, I would find myself taking the old detours. Nothing seemed more difficult to me than driving straight from west to east.

As for the obtuseness of my reflexes, it was only when I happened to see a made-for-TV movie on the Bavarian television network that I finally felt understood. The film captured the baffling behavior of deer on the Bavarian–Czech border. It showed how, in the 1990s, stags and deer continued to stop and turn around instinctively when they reached the border, even though it had long since been cleared of barbed wire. The strangest thing, according to the film’s narrator, was that even young animals that had never encountered this fence displayed the same behavior as their parents. He wondered whether such learned reflexes are passed on from one generation to the next. Was it possible that the parents’ experience of the border might continue to affect the next generation and maybe even the one after that?

Berlin has often been compared to New York—Berliners appreciate the comparison, New Yorkers consider it slightly presumptuous. It’s obvious that the comparison can refer only to the energy of the two cities, not to their outward appearance. And as far as the Berlin lifestyle is concerned, it’s more reminiscent of the Manhattan of twenty years ago—before Rudolph Giuliani came along.

There is another American city that has a lot in common with Berlin, though the comparison is not as flattering as the one to New York. This was brought home quite strikingly to visitors of the photography exhibit The Ruins of Detroit, held in Berlin in the spring of 2012. Massively enlarged prints of the photographs of the French photo artists Romain Meffre and Yves Marchand presented the dilapidated icons of the city of Detroit: the derelict main waiting room of Michigan Central Station; the sumptuous auditorium of the United Artists Theatre, cofounded by Charlie Chaplin; the abandoned factory workshop of a company that used to produce car bodies for Detroit’s auto manufacturers; the magnificent interior of the National Theatre, where only adult films were still being shown when it was finally shut down for good in the 1970s. In the dust and rubble of these crumbling spaces you could sense and feel the dreams and will to power of the builders of Detroit, but also the sweat and longings of the thousands upon thousands of people who had worked there. Only the magnificently designed arched ceilings with their brightly colored arabesques had defied decay. The photographs showed a city—brought forth by the industrial era and once representative of the splendor and power of the United States—in the process of becoming mummified. Cities, the images announced, are far more vulnerable and ephemeral than people. In the span of a single human lifetime, they can transform beyond recognition—and more than just once, at that. Indeed, over the course of my years in Berlin, I have witnessed two or three versions of the city and I find it difficult to remember the “original” Berlin I arrived in by train from the West more than half a century ago.

But it was only the space in which they were exhibited that truly brought out the poetry in these images of Detroit. The exhibition was held inside a brick building at the Gleisdreieck (literally “railway triangle,” the junction between three elevated train lines), in Berlin’s first Kühlhaus, or refrigerated warehouse, where, for more than a hundred years, meat and produce had been stored. The companies that had kept their goods here had moved out during the last century, in the 1970s, abandoning the building to itself. The new operators, a cultural manager named Jochen Hahn and the general manager Cornelia Albrecht, had found investors to back their plan of turning the Kühlhaus into a sort of ice-breaking meeting point for the fledgling Berlin scene: a lounge downstairs, a gallery and a dance floor in the middle, and a theater upstairs. To this end, they had broken through several stories of the enormous building, formerly subdivided into numerous room-size cooling units, tearing down walls and ceilings until light, air, height, and breadth prevailed. In the vast hall created by these renovations, the photographic swansongs of old Detroit now hung. It was a congenial location for the exhibition: in the midst of the city of Berlin, just reawakened from a deep freeze, the ruins of an American pioneer city were on display. More and more young people crowded into the Kühlhaus, which until recently no one had even heard of. A DJ took over, bombarding the audience and photos with sound. It wasn’t long before people began to dance, demonstrating their will to live in the midst of these melancholy images of Berlin’s urban twin, Detroit.

Downstairs, back outside, there it was again, suddenly: the city I remembered. Across from the Kühlhaus, the glaring neon sign of a new hotel called the Mercure cut through the darkness. Its western face was a windowless firewall, every inch of which had been covered with spray paint. Themes typical of the mural graffiti of the 1980s were visible: a bare-breasted “nature girl” in the depths of a jungle with a big city skyline in the background and, reigning over it all a massive likeness of Karl Marx. A seedy parking lot spread out at the base of the firewall, bordered at its other end by another firewall. On the elevated tracks to the left an S-Bahn glided by. In the narrowly defined triangle above me—between the elevated railway, Mercure Hotel, and Kühlhaus—I could make out two infinitely distant pale stars in the January night sky. It had always seemed to me that the stars over Berlin were billions of miles farther away than above any other city. And never more so than in January.

The Kühlhaus is one of those new icons that draw young people from around the world to Berlin. It doesn’t follow in the footsteps of the tourist attractions included in travel guides—Museum Island, the Berlin Philharmonic, the Brandenburg Gate. Nor does it take its cue from the lights of the once again glittering Friedrichstraße and Potsdamer Platz. When it comes to magnificent boulevards, every major city in Europe has something similar—or better—to offer. What’s distinctive about Berlin are the warehouses and industrial ruins from which the city is re-creating itself. There’s no doubt: over the last fifteen years, some of the best architects in the world have built in Berlin and occasionally—though not always—constructed something great. But these buildings bear no real relation to the new dynamics of Berlin, to the city’s severed soul. The landmarks of Berlin are old gasometers and water towers, deserted hospitals, disused airports, onetime docks, vacant train stations, abandoned CIA surveillance facilities and Stasi prisons, moldy bunker and tunnel complexes from two dictatorships, and warehouses of all kinds. This is where new life takes root. And, now as ever, the city’s forgery-proof watermarks are thirty-yard-high windowless firewalls, buckling cobblestone sidewalks, overgrown tracks, disused sky-high smokestacks with red aircraft warning lights flashing at the top at night, narrow courtyards with a single chestnut tree. No, Berlin neither wants to be, nor for the time being will it be, a proper capital. And maybe that’s why Berlin is so popular.

But for how much longer? International investors, who make decisions based on helicopter flyovers or Google Maps and Street View, have long since discovered the new lairs and palaces of the creative set and added them to their must-have portfolios. It seems inevitable: ten to fifteen years from now, Berlin will be as expensive as New York or London. Bankers and hedge-fund managers will move into the gasometers, cooling and water towers, and warehouses that the pioneers of the new Berlin have made livable with the help of stolen planks and beams, used water joints and doorknobs, salvaged radiators, and tapped electric meters. The new owners will retrofit the abandoned lofts with marble bathtubs, safes, electronically controlled kitchens, private gyms, and swimming pools, and install helipads on the roofs. Then Berlin will become just as grand, expensive, and boring as most capitals of the western world are today. Berlin’s mayors won’t stand in the way of this development, because, like their colleagues in Manhattan and London, they will be blinded by the promise of high tax revenues. For now, Berlin is still considered an insider’s tip for artists from around the globe. They arrive here from Manhattan, San Francisco, and Los Angeles, from Hong Kong, Tokyo, and Seoul. But as soon as only bankers, stockbrokers, and the international jet set can afford apartments and lofts in a city, the creative types move on. My guess for the mass exodus from Berlin ten to fifteen years from now? Sarajevo and Bucharest.

According to Berlin’s only major city newspaper, Der Tagesspiegel, there are currently some 21,000 artists cavorting around the city—an underestimate, in my opinion. Half of them admit to being “professional artists.” Yet what exactly does the adjective “professional” mean in this case? It means that the artists questioned primarily pursue their chosen artistic activity. But can they actually live on the income they earn from it? Any halfway curious Berliner knows a few artists, but not many know any who manage to earn a living from their work. Even so, the influx continues. In the wake of these artists, galleries and collectors are also flocking to the city. For some time now, they have no longer been fixated on the Scheunenviertel (literally, “barn district”) around Hackescher Markt or in Prenzlauer Berg, where the first new galleries cropped up after the fall of the Wall. They have spawned new, rapidly changing neighborhoods in Berlin: near Checkpoint Charlie, around the Jannowitz Bridge, recently even West Berlin’s old entertainment district, Potsdamer Straße. With four hundred gallery addresses, Berlin now boasts more than any other European city. Yet with estimated revenues of some 200 million euros (in 2010), the city can’t compete with any of Europe’s major art centers. Meanwhile, rents are rising sharply; over the last five years, Berlin has added 100,000 households, and the city will continue to grow. Just like Kreuzberg’s long-established Turkish population, many recently arrived artists are already being forced out to more peripheral areas.
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Clash of the Architects

Driving by Potsdamer Platz in the 1990s, those familiar with Berlin from before the fall of the Wall, who still carried the old image of the city in their heads, couldn’t help but feel a sense of vertigo. It was as if the effects of the seismic tremor that had shaken the city in November 1989 were only now becoming visible. In a matter of weeks—in a matter of days, even—new buildings shot up in the wasteland formerly dominated by the Wall. A new city emerged from the scaffolding in the middle of the old city, and one could only guess what sounds and reflections it held in store, what life might play out against this backdrop someday. But hadn’t this always been the hallmark of Berlin? Hadn’t it always been a place of transit, a city with more of a past and a future than a present?

Berliners watched the radical reconstruction that began immediately with a sangfroid that could easily have been mistaken for numbness. One didn’t sense much enthusiasm, but rather the surliness typical of soccer fans after their team has just lost. The debates about the city’s future all too often took the form of political exorcisms. They lacked curiosity, playfulness, a sense of adventure. Instead, decisions with far-reaching consequences that one could have disagreed about gracefully were discussed using the exquisite means of personal suspicion and political vilification. Among German intellectuals you can’t have an argument about so much as a recipe without some worked-up gourmet detecting fascist ingredients in it.

And so Berlin’s architecture debate also became bogged down in the quagmire of suspected fascism before it even really got under way. The question of whether one could or should build in the city center using light or heavy materials, glass or stone, Zeilenbau (a Bauhaus concept of linear blocks, usually oriented on a north–south axis), or perimeter blocks, became so weighed down with ideological ballast that the question of the quality of the actual designs was all but ignored. No sooner had the Berlin architect Hans Kollhoff publicly aired his doubts about the blessings of modernism and cast his vote in favor of a “stone city” than the former director of the German Architecture Museum in Frankfurt, Heinrich Klotz, detected “echoes of fascist architecture” in Kollhoff’s plans. The American architect Daniel Libeskind had just begun building his spectacular Jewish Museum in Berlin. But when he saw his competitor Kollhoff’s winning designs for Alexanderplatz, he was politely appalled and wrote: “I reject the idea that totalitarian planning can still be engaged in the late twentieth century.” As a result of statements like these, the clash among architects in Berlin cropped up in the culture sections of international papers. Project sketches, floor plans, and models suddenly became as newsworthy as neo-Nazi arson attacks. Ridiculously facile dichotomies crystallized: glass, steel, and aluminum windows stood for plurality and democracy, while stone, perimeter blocks, and wooden moldings represented a reactionary attitude and monolithic social structures. As though light structures couldn’t also be made of stone; as though glass and steel, by the very nature of their material, were immune to bulkiness and unimaginative designs. When it came to the architects, no one seemed to remember the rule that politicians should be judged not by their campaign promises but by their actions. People seemed to confuse the architects’ declarations with their buildings. An opinion war that pitted “new historicism” against “second modernism” broke out, with the protagonists on both sides jabbing at one another with rolled-up blueprints as though they were spears.

Nowhere was the battle for the soul of the city as fierce as in Berlin’s new center. And this center was empty. It was a one-of-a-kind situation. A strip some 30 miles long and between 30 and 550 yards wide—whose western side, until 1989, had been home exclusively to mice and moles—cut straight through the capital. This wasteland, which until recently had marked the place where the two halves of Berlin ended, was now expected to become, overnight, the new heart of a world city.

Sky-high building cranes and bottomless construction pits became the new emblems of Berlin. It was only when they saw these pits that many Berliners realized that the city’s center was built on sand and swampland—nothing but a thin layer of gritty earth separates the surface from the groundwater. Anyone drilling a few yards into the ground will hit water. In fact, the foundations of medium-tall town houses and commercial buildings were already being built in the water centuries ago. Time and again, in their efforts to renovate surviving large-scale buildings or to rebuild vanished ones—during the renovations of the Deutsche Oper and the reconstruction of the Berlin Schloss, for example—construction workers have unearthed sixty-five-foot-long wooden piles that were driven into the earth below groundwater level. Apparently, the center of Berlin was built on pilings—like Venice, except that in Berlin you couldn’t see the water aboveground. No, this definitely was not ideal ground to put up the skyscrapers that many hoped to see in the recovered city center. Older East Berliners were reminded of something the East German architect Hermann Henselmann reputedly said. Henselmann had designed but not built Berlin’s TV Tower. He reportedly admitted that he never went to the top because he wasn’t convinced the tower wouldn’t—at that very moment, just when he was up there—lean to the side.

The many lakes surrounding the city were now joined by huge water-filled construction pits. Divers were the heroes of these new construction sites. Their job was to install base plates and walls in the water so the groundwater constantly seeping in could be pumped out and foundations for the new high-rises laid. Floating construction cranes maneuvered above the prone divers, supplying them with the necessary parts.

Volker Hassemer, the senator for urban development at the time, together with Manfred Gentz, who was in charge of managing the Daimler project at Potsdamer Platz, hit upon the idea of maximizing the entertainment potential of these enormous new construction sites. Along the edges of the most impressive ones, three- and four-story kiosks and info boxes shot up, from which locals and tourists could watch the works in progress. The idea was an astounding success. Visiting construction sites in Berlin soon became more popular than going to the theater, a museum, or a concert.
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Potsdamer Platz

The most contested construction site was Potsdamer Platz.

This square, which had been the busiest intersection in Europe in the 1920s, had turned into Berlin’s biggest urban wasteland during the Cold War. Any building that had managed to survive the bombings of World War II reasonably intact had subsequently been torn down. On August 21, 1961, along the line that had been painted on the asphalt to mark the border between the three western sectors and the Soviet sector since August 1948, the Wall went up. Under the pretext of needing to protect the western border against the alleged daily threat of invasion by “imperialist forces,” East German authorities tore down almost all of the remaining buildings located within their territory; they destroyed houses on Ebertstraße and Stresemannstraße, as well as what remained of the Wertheim department store. Erich Mendelsohn’s Columbushaus (Columbus House), and the Haus Vaterland (Fatherland House), both of which had still been in use during the East German era, had already burned down after being set on fire during the workers’ uprising of June 17, 1953.

Yet the authorities in West Berlin were no better; with their postwar dreams of creating a “car-friendly city,” they had razed the ruins of the Vox-Haus, Prince Albrecht Palace, Museum of Ethnology, and Anhalter train station. As a result, Potsdamer Platz had become a building cemetery of sorts, without tombstones. Only older Berliners could still conjure up the ghosts of these former buildings in their minds’ eyes.

Until the early 1990s, the square was dominated by the one structure that had replaced the vanished buildings: the Berlin Wall. On the western side of the almost five-hundred-yard-wide desert at the center of the city, a platform surrounded by snack bars and souvenir stands had been put up, from which curious bystanders could observe the Wall. There they stood, looking directly into the binoculars of the border police at their guard posts, who in turn stared straight back into the tourists’ own.

Only one building had survived the demolition mania: Weinhaus Huth, a “wine house” built in the early twentieth century by the wine dealer Willy Huth on a lot purchased by his grandfather. To support the load of his wine stock, Willy Huth had had it built with a steel-frame construction, a technique that was new at the time. Thanks to this provision, as well as to sheer luck, the building had survived the bombings and artillery fire of World War II with minimal damage; yet even the modern steel-frame construction had not been able to protect the building’s supplies from the thirst of the invading Soviet troops. For decades, the Weinhaus—together with the remains of the bombed-out Hotel Esplanade—sat like a prehistoric boulder on the otherwise desolate Potsdamer Platz.

Whenever I drove from Charlottenburg toward Kreuzberg and saw the building standing there, I’d inevitably shake my head in disbelief. The image could have been from a Western shot in Arizona: a lone building in the middle of a desert, rising up like a mirage before the eyes of a thirsty cowboy after a long ride—and its name, at least, delivered what it seemed to promise: a good drink. Except that this particular forsaken building happened to be located at the center of a major city. It was a fixed star in a barren wasteland, a preposterous beacon. Who lived behind those glowing windows, who held down the fort in this far-flung outpost in the former city center, to the west of the Wall, the construction of which had relegated the building to the edge of the world?

Books and articles about the Weinhaus tell us that Willy Huth continued to run a pub there for a long time after the Wall went up. He couldn’t bring himself to sell the family legacy, though by now its iron girders were rusted and its wine storage spaces filled with rubble. He set up his office in the corner of a wood-paneled hall, which in the 1920s had been a well-attended ballroom. Here, once a month, he would collect rent from his tenants. Occasionally he could also be seen on the roof of the building, looking out over the empty square where the world’s first traffic lights had once controlled the flow of traffic. Maybe he saw the vanished buildings in whose midst he had grown up: the beer halls, Potsdamer Platz train station, Haus Vaterland, and the Rheingold next door; the newspaper boys, shoe polishers, and flower sellers; maybe he heard the trams, motorized cabs, the crush of the crowds that used to fill the old ballroom in Weinhaus Huth. But these were sights and sounds that he alone could see and hear.

It was said that in the years immediately after the Wall went up a lone trombonist would sometimes play a mournful melody, heard only by the border police and tenants of Weinhaus Huth. No one knew who this strange horn player was. But when his solos stopped, they were missed.

One of Huth’s former cellar masters got into trouble because of one of the wine dealers associated with the Weinhaus. Apparently, this wine dealer had been a spy for the CIA in East Germany, and Huth’s cellar master had assisted him in his activities. The man was sentenced to five years in prison, but was granted a pardon and had to serve only five months.

Willy Huth died shortly after his ninetieth birthday party at Weinhaus Huth. It was the wine, one obituary claimed, that had kept him and his wife so young.

The West Berlin authorities were at a loss as to what to do with the building. In 1967, Willy Huth’s widow had sold it and the attached property to the West Berlin Tiergarten district for a pittance. The bureaucrats of the Social Democratic Party decided to use the building as public housing. But instead of the families with multiple children they had anticipated, it was mostly loners, masters of the art of living, painters, and castaways, with their preference for unorthodox living arrangements, who moved in. And, after all, what was a family supposed to do with an apartment located in the middle of an enormous, undeveloped plot divided by a wall? There were no bakeries nearby, let alone supermarkets; no schools, no kindergartens; the closest bus stop was a ten-minute walk away. The U-Bahn trains thundering underground through the sealed-off Potsdamer Platz ghost station every few minutes made an earth-shattering noise.

The tenants who lived in the building in the 1980s were treated to novel sights and sounds several times a year. Potsdamer Platz became the preferred location of politicians and presidents from around the world for visiting and making public appearances. Watching from their balconies or through open windows, the tenants of Weinhaus Huth enjoyed the best seats in the house.

The writer Inka Bach had grown up in East Berlin and fled from East Germany with her family in 1972. In the summer of 1989, after several extended stays in New York and Paris, she moved into Haus Huth with her newborn son. And so the girl from East Germany unexpectedly found herself at the juncture of East and West Berlin.

The father of her child, an architect from West Berlin, lived in an apartment on the third floor of Haus Huth. An 800-square-foot loft with a small bedroom, it was hardly ideal for a young family, which soon grew to include Inka’s second child, a daughter. While there was a huge amount of space outside for playing, there were few other children. Getting to the supermarket or bus stop was inconvenient. Sure, Inka was living in the old heart of the former capital and had what seemed at the time to be an “unobstructable view”; there was no more central location than this in all of Berlin. But life in this center, forsaken by god and man, reminded her not so much of her beloved Paris or Manhattan as of the outskirts of a provincial American city. She had to take her car just to buy a carton of milk or a pencil.

But there were unique advantages as well. Inka never had any trouble finding a parking spot for her minivan directly in front of the building, and the police didn’t give out tickets anywhere in the greater vicinity of Weinhaus Huth. At 2.50 deutsche marks per square meter, the rent was a dream. And while she may have needed a car to pick up day-to-day essentials, the Berlin Philharmonic, Martin-Gropius-Bau, and New National Gallery were all within walking distance. As far as the view from the apartment was concerned, even on the third floor she could feel like she was on the fortieth floor of a Manhattan skyscraper. Her curved bay windows offered a unique view of both Berlin half-cities.

The building’s other occupants weren’t exactly the sort of tenants the Tiergarten district office had hoped for. The renter next door, a gay dermatologist from Munich, had a weakness for old Berlin brass doorknobs, a few of which could still be found in the meticulously constructed turn-of-the-century building, recently renovated by the Tiergarten district office. This neighbor unscrewed the doorknobs from the doors of the empty apartments and attached them to those in his apartment. No one in the building was able to make sense of this eccentric habit of their isolated fellow tenant from the German south. At some point, he was found dead in his apartment, having shot himself. His apartment was overflowing with Nazi emblems and relics—a collection that apparently had little or nothing to do with the mentally disturbed man’s convictions.

An actress from East Germany, who was trying her hand at the esoteric arts after abandoning a career in theater, lived on the fifth floor—supposedly she was a close friend of the East German dissident and civil rights activist Bärbel Bohley. Far Eastern scents and meditation music wafted into the stairwell from her apartment. Sometimes Inka would get a massage from this neighbor. The woman’s name later showed up on a list of informers for East Germany’s state security service. From that point on, Inka stopped availing herself of the mystic’s services. She would baffle her friends by telling them that she had been “in the hands of the Stasi” twice a week.

Another longtime tenant of Haus Huth had planted a garden on the overgrown street in front of the building. The garden took up a section of Potsdamer Straße that no one had driven on for decades but that had once been a main artery of the traffic hub of Berlin. Rumor had it that the writer Theodor Fontane had lived not far from this garden. The old lady spent half the day uprooting weeds that sprouted from the famous old street and tending to her plants. When her work was done, she would sunbathe on a deck chair. She never imagined that her little garden had become the focus of a global corporation that wanted to build on this very spot.

But the idyllic state of affairs on the Potsdamer Platz wasteland changed—even before the fall of the Wall. The rabbits that had been moving freely back and forth between East and West for years were now joined by new border crossers: in the summer of 1989, Poles started showing up by the Landwehr Canal and near Potsdamer Platz on weekends, bringing souvenirs with them: tools, chinaware, a painting on wood of the Madonna with child. West Berliners, used to dealing with Turkish salespeople, discovered that it’s impossible to haggle with Poles. You either paid the asking price or went your way empty-handed. It remained a mystery how these inexperienced vendors from the neighboring eastern state managed to get into West Berlin. Arriving Saturday morning, they were gone again by Sunday night.

Then the Wall came down. For months, Inka heard the hammering of the “Wall woodpeckers” hacking away at the monstrosity day and night. After the rabbits and the Poles, the “city Indians” arrived with their tents and corrals of wagons, laying siege to Potsdamer Platz. It was Inka’s son who alerted her to the new possibilities after the fall of the Wall. Inka had always taken her children with her on her daily walks to the Gropius-Bau and the New National Gallery, which the city’s culture buffs could reach only by bus or taxi. Where other kids demanded the “playground,” for Inka’s children the word was “Gropius-Bau.” At one point, her son, an enthusiastic walker, discovered a kindergarten on the eastern side of the Wall. “We go look at girls?” he asked his mother. Inka valiantly enrolled him in the kindergarten, which was still being run by a staff from the state she had fled. But Inka was familiar with kindergarten teachers from East Berlin; she spoke their language and trusted her ability to influence them. Besides, it was clear to her that her spectacular view from the third floor would not remain “unobstructable.” Her family’s days in Haus Huth were numbered.

Shortly before the fall of the Wall, Edzard Reuter, the CEO of the Daimler Group at the time, bought fifteen thousand acres to the southwest of Potsdamer Platz from the West Berlin Senate. The sale, which was made at a time when hardly anyone believed in an imminent end to the divided state of Germany, let alone in the dissolution of the Soviet Union, was a bold—a prophetic—investment. Indeed, it was driven more by a political vision than by commercial interests. Edzard Reuter, who was the son of West Berlin’s legendary first mayor, Ernst Reuter, wanted to build not only a new Daimler headquarters here but a whole new urban area, which would—at some distant point in the future—be connected to East Berlin. Rarely has the CEO of a major group been so right about a decision that many of his business colleagues greeted with smirks. Reuter himself was surprised by how quickly his bet paid off. The plot of land, which he bought for 93 million deutsche marks, is now one of the most valuable properties in Berlin.

As an unwelcome “dowry,” Reuter had also inherited Weinhaus Huth, which the city had just spent 3 million deutsche marks renovating. The building stood in the way of every possible overall design for the area, but happened to be part of it. Moreover, in November 1979, the Tiergarten district office designated Weinhaus Huth a landmark, “one of the last examples of modern commercial architecture from the Kaiser era.” Yet neither Edzard Reuter nor his architect, Renzo Piano, whose design had won the competition for the Daimler property, suspected at the time just how many headaches the building would cause them.

For the new owner-builders, Haus Huth’s landmark status meant one thing above all: enormous costs and the task of integrating into their plans a relatively unexceptional turn-of-the-century Berlin commercial building, which wasn’t exactly on a par with the Coliseum or Hadrian’s Villa outside of Rome. The building stood on marshy ground and needed to be “underpinned,” to use the construction term. Because the architects feared that a 130-foot-deep construction pit being dug nearby might cause the building to sink or even collapse, they decided to place “the gem” on a framework of pilings anchored 60 feet into the ground. There was something touching about this 50 million euro measure: here was the owner-builder Daimler making an effort that the Italians won’t even make to safeguard the ruins of Pompeii in order to preserve a wine merchant’s building with nothing exceptional about it beyond the fact that it had survived World War II and all the demolition that followed.

The tenants, including Inka Bach, who had held down the fort in Haus Huth until the last possible moment, were given generous financial settlements to move out. Inka Bach is reticent about the amount, but it was probably equivalent to the proceeds of a bestseller. And why not? Why should an automotive group be the only one to benefit from the miraculous fall of the Wall—why not also a few smart tenants?

From the moment construction began, however, Daimler faced strong headwinds from both East and West. Doomsday prophets, of whom there has never been a shortage in Berlin, predicted that the construction lake would deprive the surrounding areas of groundwater; the trees in the neighboring Tierpark would die of thirst. These prophecies were coupled with more valid concerns expressed by the engineers. There was reason to fear that one of the internal partitions in the construction pit in front of Haus Huth would buckle, flooding the S-Bahn tunnels behind it with water from the pit. This risk was averted at great cost. There were other difficulties, on the other hand, that could not be prevented by technical means.

From the start, the Daimler project was “the most hated construction project in Berlin,” reports Manfred Gentz, whom Daimler had put in charge of it. Daimler was categorically rejected as an owner-builder at Potsdamer Platz not just by the media-savvy guild of architects in East and West Berlin, but also by the population of East Berlin, bolstered by a swelling chorus from the city’s West. How, they asked, can we allow an entire area of the city to be developed by an automotive group from Stuttgart, which might well decide to lock the gates to “its section of the city” at night? And what’s the rush anyway? Why does the area have to be developed in just four years? Why not let the city grow there organically over the next twenty to thirty years? And does the entire plot really have to be covered with buildings? Couldn’t part of it be set aside for the generations to come?

The situation reminded some of a warning from a 1960s bestseller by the psychoanalyst
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