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Introduction

I cannot get Berlin out of my mind. I have been living in it and coming to it for more than thirty years, first as a young journalist based in the communist East watching the dramatic events of 1989–90 and up to the present day, as the city is confronted by a new version of European conflict.

It is a place where traumas are unleashed. It is also where the traumatized gather.

The city’s scars are a source of inspiration and a testament to the power of reinvention. Berlin is a laboratory. Even people who have spent brief periods in the city feel it is part of their lives. I certainly do; that is why I keep coming back.

For much of its existence, Berlin has been dismissed as ugly, uncultured and extreme. After the fall of the Wall, it was expected to become more ‘normal’. Start-up entrepreneurs from around the world have been making it their home, providing the first significant economic activity for a long time. Gentrifying Germans from the south have arrived, supposedly bringing with them bourgeois respectability. Yet Berlin is still a mess. It cannot run its own elections properly and often fails to provide basic services. You can’t get a death certificate, you can’t get a birth certificate, people complain. It is schmuddelig (grubby) and often abrupt. It is a hotchpotch of architecture and a city planning nightmare. It is one of Europe’s most sparsely inhabited capitals and yet it suffers one of its most acute housing shortages, a problem it has struggled with for centuries. For decades its standard of living has been below the national average. The city has few natural resources, no manufacturing to speak of and not much wealth.

Berlin has stumbled from enlightenment to militarism, from imperialism to democracy to dictatorship, from village to world city to surrounded island. It has been a trading post, military barracks, a centre of science and learning, industrial powerhouse, a hotbed of self-indulgence and sex – and control centre for the worst experiment in horror known to man. It was at the heart of the Cold War, the front line of communism and hang-out for hippies and draft-dodgers. It has been the site of three failed revolutions and one extraordinarily successful popular uprising.

No other city has fretted so much about its status. No other city has had so many faces, so many disasters and has reinvented itself so many times. No other city is so confused about itself and what it imagines itself to be in the future. Berlin is tortured by its history and yet many buildings look as if they have no history. Each site, almost each paving stone, has lived many lives, each era superimposing itself on the one before. Each plague, each fire, each war, each act of destruction and self-destruction, requires it to start again.

‘Berlin is a place you project yourself onto,’ says David Chipperfield, the British architect who has left his stamp on the city, with his re-imagining of the Neues Museum and the Neue Nationalgalerie. ‘Berlin is not really there. It’s an idea. It’s been a Prussian idea of a metropolis, a Nazi idea, an Allied idea, an East German communist idea, and more recently a young people’s idea. It’s not a completed masterpiece, but a canvas on which different generations have painted.’

Its shortfalls are tangible. It is unloved by those who fail to understand it. Its draw is more ephemeral and harder to identify. But when you ‘get’ Berlin, it seeps into your skin.

When he was made an honorary citizen of Berlin, the German president, Frank-Walter Steinmeier, reminisced about doing his doctoral thesis there in 1989. A decade later, the removal vans brought his family’s belongings from Bonn as parliament was transferred. While the new government quarter was still being constructed, he spent the first year and a half in the office of the ousted East German leader, Erich Honecker, ‘with a view of the Palace of the Republic and Mongolian goatskin wallpaper in the dark hallway’, improvising each day. He, like so many others down the ages, came to Berlin without understanding it. In a speech in October 2021, he ventured to suggest that he now did: ‘Berlin has throughout its history been a place of longing for those who have found it too cramped elsewhere, who think more deeply, continue to research, reach higher, who want to change things or live differently,’ he said. ‘The alien, the different, the new are not rejected or excluded; they are curiously and hungrily embraced and absorbed; this openness characterises Berlin like almost no other city I know.’

That is why Berlin is a magnet for people from around the world. People know they can leave a mark – and, from Slavs to Jews, Huguenots to Dutch, Russians to Turks, and now Afghans to Syrians, they have. Berlin is the destination of choice for people who want to make a new life for themselves. You can always find your niche in Berlin. Everyone, it seems, comes from somewhere else. Everyone, it seems, has a story to tell.

This is an 800-year history, but an unconventional one. It is a dialogue between Berlin’s past and present, following a broad chronology, identifying the commonalities between the different eras and linking them to the present day.

For centuries, the world passed it by. Its geography and topography spell trouble. All around are sweeping plains, exposed to the Siberian winds. The city seemed to have arrived from nowhere, with no connection to the great civilizations. The Romans ‘civilized’ a number of places in Germania. Not Berlin: they didn’t get this far. The city started late and continued late. It is still not complete. It has always been the upstart, the ingenue. It still doesn’t quite know when it all began, but in Albrecht (Albert), a twelfth-century conquering count known as ‘the Bear’, Berlin has found a motif for all time. In an archive in the once-dominant town of Brandenburg, a piece of parchment provides the first evidence of a settlement built on a swamp, dating back to 1237. Historians take that to mark the start of Berlin – they might as well, there is nothing more definitive – and so it became. Thanks to wars and division, however, much archaeological work remains undone. In recent years, Berlin has been catching up fast, excavating across the old centre in a determination better to understand its origins. Barely a month goes past without an announcement of a new find.

It seems as if each building is contested, none more so than the place where in the fifteenth century a palace was built by a prince dubbed ‘Iron Tooth’. Local burghers, furious with this outsider taking over, opened the weirs, flooding the foundations. That building has lived many lives, most of them unhappy. It was torn down and rebuilt many times, a palace rarely beloved by kings. After the Second World War it was replaced by a monument to socialism, and then demolished after reunification. The present building, the Humboldt Forum, has been the object of every possible insult to which the German (and English) language can stretch.

History leaves its mark wherever I go. I trace a line between the Thirty Years War and the peace movement of today, yet you have to go an hour out of town to see any memorialization of that terrible conflict. A small museum in the old castle of Wittstock tells the story of three decades of bloodshed that took the lives of more people than either of the two great wars of the twentieth century. Only a few miles away, protesters have spent years trying to stop the present-day army from using the land. Pacifism is now hard-wired.

My account is as much a story of memorialization as a history. How to relate to Friedrich (Frederick) the Great in the eighteenth century, who ushered in the (Jewish) Enlightenment of Moses Mendelssohn, and yet called the Jews ‘the most dangerous’ of all the ‘sects’? How to relate to his father, Friedrich Wilhelm I? The man called the ‘Soldier King’ executed his son’s tutor and lover in front of him, loathed his wife and derived pleasure only from hunting. He turned the city into a garrison and yet never fought a war. Across Berlin statues, like buildings, are erected, damaged, removed, revived. The Soldier King stands in a few spots, often daubed with graffiti. By contrast, a statue of Frederick the Great enjoys a prominent spot in the centre of the city, even if it is surrounded by traffic.

Its electors, kings and kaisers wanted Berlin to become a Weltstadt (a world city). Yet only for one period did it manage to match the grandeur of Paris, the economic power of London or the vitality of New York. Even at its peak, Berlin was uncomfortable with itself. The debates around industrialization, rapid growth and inequality are reflected in the fraught politics of housing today. In the Wilhelmine era, from unification in 1871 to the outbreak of war in 1914, Berlin was the scene of conspicuous consumption. Now only the vulgar flaunt their riches, wear flashy clothes or, heaven forbid, talk about property prices. Berliners boast that people are judged, if at all, purely by the power of their ideas.

Berlin exceptionalism: reality, myth, marketing? I look at the role history plays in branding, from Babylon Berlin to Bowie to Berghain. The Weimar era, with which foreigners and Germans are currently obsessed, marked a halcyon moment for science, art and music. The city became a haven for gay people from across Europe and beyond. Berliners like to remind all-comers: the tolerance was confined to a city, not a country. And their memory is selective. The city that likes to call itself ‘poor but sexy’ reveres the decadence of the 1920s, often playing down the exploitation of that time, the wealthy (often fops from out of town) preying on the impoverished.

Berlin has always been open to outsiders while at once feeling discomfited by them. The Schnauze, the gruffness for which original inhabitants are renowned, manifested itself early towards the diligent Dutch, Huguenots, indeed anyone who threatened to outshine them. Present-day Ur-Berliner, people who consider themselves natives, grumble that their city is being sanitized; yet it is still rough around the edges. They complain that they are being overrun by outsiders – Germans and foreigners – yet the population remains well below pre-war levels. The old Prussian elite has withered away. One-third of Berlin’s present-day inhabitants did not live in the city when the Wall came down in 1989. One-fifth of its population does not have the vote. In some districts, English has taken over as the lingua franca. This begs the question: who can nowadays rightfully claim to speak for the city? Who are the ‘real’ Berliners?

Of all the many migrant groups, I devote specific chapters to the two that have defined the city. Berlin, as the historian Karl Schlögel suggests, has been a sanctuary, a waiting room and a place of survival for waves of Russians. After the Bolshevik revolution, some 400,000 arrived, taking over entire districts. Communists and monarchists had to share the same space, just as Putin sympathizers, dissidents and Ukrainian refugees do now.

Finally: the Jews. But which Jews? The opening of the grand New Synagogue in 1866 was attended by Bismarck and other members of the Prussian elite, signalling one of the few moments when Jews felt relatively at ease in Berlin. In 1995, it was rebuilt, its resplendent golden dome visible for miles around. The guest of honour at the ceremony, as before, was the chancellor – this time Helmut Kohl. Yet precious few Jews can trace their heritage to pre-war Berlin. By far the biggest number have arrived from the former Soviet Union, often impoverished and with little affinity to the city. An increasing number of Israelis now call Berlin home, though many of them come for the art or music (Israeli restaurants are hyper-fashionable) rather than to confront the demons of the past.

How to remember horror? I have seen so many traces of it, from the gallows of Plötzensee prison, to the Topography of Terror, to the villa in Wannsee where the Final Solution was planned and the railway platform at Grunewald where the transports began. I have been moved to tears by church services. I have stared countless times at the rawness of evil. Berlin cannot stop remembering and yet it still hasn’t quite decided how best to do it. Many of its memorials have been argued over and delayed as designers have been asked to think again. The history of the Third Reich is often told in broad brushstrokes, drowning out discussion of so much else, perhaps inevitably so. That may now be changing. Germans and Berliners are less coy when talking about their great, and not-so-great, rulers. The decolonization debate has ignited a new set of difficult questions.

The biggest of Berlin’s many tourist attractions is the Wall. In the aftermath of 1989, the prevailing mood was a yearning to move on and to forget. Mercifully, a few important segments remain. I can still trace the line of the Wall, at least in the centre of the city. I think I can still smell it, though I know I am deluding myself. The Wall has been down now longer than it was up. What to do with that memory?

Berlin is no longer the island that its western half was during the Cold War; but it clings to the non-conformism that defined that era. Unification, the building of a new government quarter, globalization and the arrival of tech and other assorted gentrifiers raised rents and challenged the old order (or lack of it). Then came the pandemic; now a new war. Yet the spirit of the city remains unchanged. Four years of walking its streets again has taken me to places where many locals, who boast of rarely leaving their neighbourhood, their Kiez, would not have dreamt to tread. I have talked to historians, architects, archaeologists, anthropologists, politicians, city planners, immigration experts and demographers, trying to comprehend it all. Now what of Berlin, this most troubled and beguiling of cities? The question that drew me back to Berlin and impelled me to write its story was this: after nearly 800 years, has it finally reached an equilibrium? Will it ever be normal? And who wants it to be anyway?






ONE

Eight hundred years and one world house

The beginnings of a city

My God, what a boring, hideous city is Berlin.
FYODOR DOSTOYEVSKY (1874)

The story of Berlin begins at a spot now surrounded by a three-lane highway, a four-star hotel and an Amazon engineering hub.

I am standing in the pouring rain next to a huge hole in the ground, at Petriplatz, St Peter’s Square, where for seven and a half centuries stood a church. Its pastor, Symeon, is the first person named in the first historical record of the city in 1237. Not that many Berliners used to know or care. It is one of many places long forgotten.

In turn medieval, baroque, then Gothic, St Peter’s Church was bombed in the Second World War and then finally demolished by the communists. No illustration or document exists attesting to the original building; there are no physical traces – at least, there weren’t until recently. It sat at the heart of Cölln, one of two trading stations that eventually joined and made one city. In the middle of the twentieth century the small street next to the square, Gertraudenstrasse, was concreted over and widened into a highway so that Trabants could splutter at speed. The area is now being rebuilt, again, another giant building site, in order to make it marginally greener, marginally less car-friendly. This, after all, is Germany.

The new Berlin is rediscovering its past, learning more about its horrors, but also its many treasures. The past decade has been an extraordinary boon for archaeologists and historians. Throughout the forty-year life of communist East Germany the authorities had little interest and even less budget to excavate beneath the rubble of war. Much of the heart of East Berlin had more car parks than usable buildings. Some of the most historic parts of Mitte, the centre, ended up close to the Wall. Only those with authorization could get close. Most locals steered clear; the action (such as there was) migrated to districts further east.

Over the thirty years since reunification, much of the centre of the city has been dug up. At one point a huge area of 8,000 square metres was under excavation, ahead of the construction of a new set of stations for the U-Bahn. Planning permission for new buildings has to be preceded by archaeological investigations. Deadlines are repeatedly missed as ancient artefacts are found. So remarkable have some of the discoveries been that the Neues Museum, one of the city’s most important, put them on display. Huge crowds came to see them. As recently as January 2022, archaeologists discovered a medieval plank road dating back to the thirteenth century. It was in pristine condition, thanks to a thick peat layer which had kept the wood airtight for more than 800 years.

The first excavations at Petriplatz in 2007 produced evidence that the original church might have been rebuilt five times and that the original Cölln town hall, long lost to history, also occupied an important place on the square. Some of the discoveries can be seen at the adjacent Capri Hotel, which in 2017 created a glass floor in its lobby to display cellar walls, stone floors and a deep well. More than 10,000 people have visited the site – supervised and from a distance. Some 600 tours and lectures have been organized, with interactive maps depicting how the old settlements would have looked.

‘Old Cölln has returned to the consciousness of Berlin, and in the very place where it existed,’ Claudia Melisch tells me. She is one of the city’s most prominent archaeologists, who has spearheaded the project. She is a central figure in this narrative; wherever I go, whatever new site I investigate, such as Hitler’s flak towers and wartime bunkers, it seems that she and her small teams of experts and volunteers have something to do with it.

The discoveries at Petriplatz are remarkable. They show that alongside the church and town hall were a cluster of houses, a Latin school and a cemetery. In keeping with the time, it was densely packed with graves (holding between two and eleven skeletons each). The cemetery was closed in 1717 on sanitary grounds – something not uncommon in that era. Of the 3,778 remains Melisch and her team have analysed, a number can be traced back to 1150, eight decades before the city is said to have been founded. Of the first fifty male skeletons, ‘not a single one was related to another,’ she tells me. ‘The population was not as we expected.’ Some were from nearby, others from further afield. One man was from Bohemia (present-day Czech Republic), another from the area that is now Cologne (that is, the Cologne on the Rhineland). ‘Whoever founded these original settlements is still not known, because of the absence of written testimonies.’

Some of the earliest inhabitants of Cölln are lying in a disused machine-tool plant in the eastern fringes of Berlin. Thousands of skeletal parts dating back to 1150 have been taken there as the city struggles to cope with the amount of human remains that have been discovered during the archaeological digs of the past two decades.

Melisch drives me to the site, to a building called House Number Four – which she asks me not to locate because of security fears. Across two storeys and in ten rooms she points out row after row of neatly arranged cardboard boxes, 30 by 70 centimetres to be precise. What strikes me first is the wallpaper, faded yellow-and-grey patterned flowers, with matching curtains. And the brown lino floor and the strip lights. East Germany 1970s vintage. ‘You can take any of this if you want,’ she says. The building will be torn down, but not before the remains find a more appropriate home.

These have all come from St Peter’s Square and the other sites in pre-medieval Cölln and Berlin that have been dug up. Some of the remains have been sorted, others have yet to be. Labels on the side of the boxes list either the venue or the body parts: pelvic bone. Spine. Humerus. Femur. Ulna. Claudia tells me not to touch. My DNA has not been processed. She takes some specimens out for me, ever so carefully, including tiny remnants which she says were from a baby boy who died shortly after being born. She wants remains such as these to be given a dignified reburial, not to be put on display to be gawped at. ‘How we relate to them all – real people – says much about how we relate to each other now.’ She then turns to a theme that I will hear regularly: the need for Berlin to learn more about its history, its ancient history. ‘Berliners seem to come and go every ten years or so. The city is constantly renewing itself. But it also needs to feel more grounded in its past.’

Archaeological excavations are part of a wider debate about the relationship with Berlin’s origins, a debate that has become deeply political. How do you recreate large parts of the city from scratch? Do you leave parts bare to remember the destruction? How much do you seek to repopulate? Do you try to recreate, or do you go modern?

In the years following unification in 1990, as ideas were sought about the redevelopment of much of the derelict East, the Protestant priest for the area in which St Peter’s is located, Gregor Hohberg, could have applied for the church to be rebuilt. It had been categorized as one of twenty ‘lost churches’ in the heart of Berlin that were never rebuilt after the destruction of the war. With many church services in Berlin poorly attended, particularly in the parts of the centre that remain sparsely inhabited, Hohberg saw little point. He wanted to try to leave a different mark. He got together with a group of city officials, historians and faith leaders and decided to build something that would appeal to more than one religion, that would challenge many of Berlin’s preconceptions. They came up with the idea of the House of One, a multi-faith place of worship for Muslims, Jews and Christians.

The name came from an essay written by Martin Luther King in 1967, three years after he visited Berlin – and one year before his murder. ‘This is the great new problem of mankind,’ King wrote. ‘We have inherited a large house, a great “world house” in which we have to live together – black and white, Easterner and Westerner, Gentile and Jew, Catholic and Protestant, Muslim and Hindu – a family unduly separated in ideas, culture and interest, who, because we can never again live apart, must learn somehow to live with each other in peace.’

In 2012 an architectural competition was launched for the new spaces. The brief ranged widely, from the holy books of the Abrahamic religions to the origins of Berlin, to a denunciation of the demolition of St Peter’s in 1964. ‘On the orders of the authorities of the East German Democratic Republic, the remaining structures on Petriplatz were demolished using explosives and carted off, erasing the outline and structure of the square to make room for an asphalt parking lot. The birthplace of Berlin was transformed into a non-place and remained that way for almost 50 years.’ It concluded: ‘At least this symbolic use of Petriplatz provides some glimmer that it is more than an asphaltcovered nowhere.’

The shortlisted models are on display in the House of One’s temporary office around the corner from the site. Many of the submissions, from a galaxy of international architectural practices, were eccentric. In the end they opted for a Berlin practice, Kuehn Malvezzi, whose proposal was, by comparison, relatively safe. The design consists of three separate spaces: the Jewish element is a lozenge, the Islamic element square and the Christian rectangular. Grouped around them will be a ‘fourth room’, a towering central volume, a collective gathering space which permits ‘unity in diversity’.

The ground-breaking ceremony, delayed by the pandemic, took place in 2021 and the building is expected to open in 2026 alongside a new centre for archaeology, at the relatively modest cost of €50 million – although as Berliners know only too well, almost no city project comes in on time or on budget. The process went smoothly at first. Plans were mooted for partnerships in Tbilisi, the Georgian capital, and Haifa in Israel. A House of One was even being planned in the capital of the Central African Republic, Bangui. Then a row broke out, more than one, over the affiliation of a radical Turkish preacher with the Muslim group and of a German rabbi facing allegations of sexual misconduct. Plus donations from Qatar. As is so often the case in Berlin, buildings commemorating the past, or pointing to a different future, come with controversy attached.

Still, it will go ahead, and one of the original spots of old Berlin will return to life, in a new form.

The name Berlin comes either from the word for marshland, Berl, from Old Polabian, an extinct West Slav language, or, less exotically, from the German word for bear, Bär. Cölln is derived from the Latin word for settlement, colonia. There is no single explanation why two separate settlements were founded. The topographer Nicolaus Leuthinger wrote in 1598, in one of the earliest recorded historical accounts, of a ‘flat land, wooded and for the most part swamp’. Whenever I drive or take the train out of the city, I am reminded of how empty and how exposed it is. I see unerringly straight lines of farmland, disconcertingly flat, exposed to chill winds from Siberia, with no outlet to the sea, no discernible borders and ripe to be taken by invading forces. What possessed people to make this godforsaken place a major trading post, then the capital of a kingdom, then the capital of a Reich?

It stands at the meeting point of three ancient glaciers, which moved south from Scandinavia during the Ice Age. The first settlers – a vast Germanic tribe known as the Semnones – can be traced back as far as 4000 BC. By the fifth century, the Huns had pushed the Semnones west towards the Rhine and had begun to build up their settlement on the Brandenburg plain. The territory’s first known fortifications appeared in the eighth century. The archbishops of Magdeburg (to the west), dukes of Pomerania (to the north and east), margraves of the House of Wettin (to the south) and settlers from across the Slavic lands staked their claim to land that came to be called the Mark (‘frontier’ or ‘march’) of Brandenburg. Battles continued to rage until the twelfth century, when the Ascanians arrived. This Germanic dynasty from the Harz mountains, to the west, established fortresses at Spandau in the northwest and Köpenick in the southeast.

The Ascanian settlers were led by Albrecht von Ballenstedt, a count nicknamed ‘Albert the Bear’, who, typically for a noble of his era, had set out to make his fortune in a heathen land. He put down the indigenous Slav tribes, quashing the claims to sovereignty of the Slavic prince Jacza of Köpenick, and spearheaded the Mark’s integration into the German Christian world. Albert was appointed Markgraf (margrave) in 1157. In the first years of his reign, he expanded the territory and population of the Mark, introducing settlers from Saxony and Friesland (the first in a line of immigrants), clearing forests and swamps and reviving the bishoprics of Brandenburg and Havelberg. The Mark was situated within the Holy Roman Empire, the vast territory that encompassed large parts of present-day Germany, France, northern Italy and the Netherlands. Emerging in the tenth century, it was considered by the Catholic Church to be the legitimate successor of the Roman Empire. The Emperor appointed a college of electors, each to rule over a region.

For centuries after its founding, Berlin was a mere speck on that grander landscape. Power lay elsewhere; the key defences were provided at Spandau and Köpenick. Meanwhile, Brandenburg an der Havel, the capital of the Mark, had its own bishop and a council of magistrates. Berlin’s relationship with the region of Brandenburg which surrounds it, doughnut style, has always been complex. In May 1996, a referendum was held to try to resolve the issue once and for all. Residents were asked whether they should merge. A narrow majority of voters in Berlin were in favour, while a narrow majority in the East and a larger proportion in Brandenburg voted against. The initiative failed; as a result, relations remain as ill-defined as ever. The ring on the outer edge of Berlin – with its neat suburban communities, lakes, canals and green spaces, and convenient trains – is called the Speckgürtel (the fat belt). It has become a popular destination for commuters and digital nomads.

The city of Brandenburg, an hour to the west, has been spruced up. I have requested an appointment at the diocesan archive where Berlin’s oldest records are kept. Bright and early one April morning, I arrive at a nondescript building close to the cathedral. I am led to a first-floor room, an office like any other, where archivist Konstanze Borowski lays in front of me two white boxes on adjacent tables. I take a breath before opening them. One is the founding document of Cölln from 1237, the one that mentions pastor Symeon: sixty-two lines of ornately written manuscript with wax seals attached, detailing in Latin the rights and responsibilities of the electors of the region. The other document, from seven years later, is the one with the first known reference to ‘Berlin’. By this point Symeon has been seemingly promoted to ‘provost’. Even though Berlin is not mentioned by name in the earlier document, that is the one that has been used to denote the founding of the city.

These are not the absolute originals, I am told. Those are kept under even stricter lock and key, opened only for VIPs and other state dignitaries (clearly, I haven’t made the grade). Yet my disappointment is tempered by the fact that it is still a rare privilege to see the document, with its old German and fine writing, on my own and for as long as I like. Another copy can be found at the Märkisches Museum, Berlin’s city museum, but it is behind glass, and you cannot get up close. As I pore over the parchment, I ask Borowski where the original is kept. ‘In a safe not far from here,’ is all she proffers. These archives in Brandenburg, which were founded in 1821, are a treasure trove of information. To be precise: 6,500 files, 910 documents and 800 maps and pictures. Did many people make the same journey as me, I wonder? ‘Not often,’ she replies. Some people are studying their family heritage, but for the most part ‘people don’t care that much about this sort of thing’.

You have to be patient to unearth Berlin’s early history because physical evidence is so hard to find. A small remnant of Berlin’s first wall, up to two metres thick, which was built in the midthirteenth century, was uncovered by accident when the ruins of the bombed houses covering it were cleared away in 1948. The segment is to be found next to a pub called Zur Letzten Instanz (As a Last Resort). The first mention of a building on this site came in 1561; sixty years later it was opened as an inn by a stable boy of Georg Wilhelm, one of the town’s less impressive ruling princes. It stayed mostly that way throughout the centuries until it was bombed in the Second World War. The East Germans destroyed most of the original facets during post-war reconstruction. Now it boasts celebrity credentials: Napoleon and Beethoven are somewhat speculatively said to have eaten there, Mikhail Gorbachev and Jacques Chirac with more certainty.

Documents attesting to the early years are as hard to come by as physical remains. In August 1380, a fire swept through the city, damaging the records of its first 150 years. The most important of these was the Stadtbuch (the city book), a detailed bureaucratic listing of every aspect of life in Berlin and Cölln. A ‘notarius’ was engaged to salvage what was left and enter it into a proper register; the task took him seven years. Today the extraordinary text can be found in the Landesarchiv Berlin, a brick building in the northwestern district of Reinickendorf that used to house a weapons factory. The archive holds several centuries of city records, including manuscripts, audio files and photos. A project by the state archive to digitize the Stadtbuch is underway. The original work contains 168 quarto leaves. The first four books were written on 128 sheets of parchment, the remaining 35 added on sheets of paper in 1398. The first two books stipulate the finances and privileges of the city. Book three sets out relative rights – Jews and women at the bottom of the heap. The remaining books relate to pensions, debt securities and land ownership.

The book dictates what clothing and jewellery could be worn. Dancing on the street was prohibited after the city gates were closed. Beggars were licensed, wearing a patch on their clothes to declare their poverty. The difference between ‘lawless’ (negligent) and ‘unlawful’ men (the pedantry of German officialdom started early) was spelled out, as was the mitigation of punishment in cases of pregnancy and ‘mental infirmity’, and provisions for women who seek to avenge ‘lewd acts of the clergy’. The juiciest bit is section four, transgressions. Punishments are meticulously noted. A young man is burned for stealing herring. A young girl is flogged for stealing salt. A woman is buried alive for trespassing. Six people are broken on the wheel for stealing from a church. Floggings and amputations were carried out on Mondays and Saturdays. Executions were performed every second Wednesday at the Oderberg Gate (on the northeast fringe of the city, now roughly Alexanderplatz), using three gallows built in a row. It must be said that the brutality was not out of the ordinary in Europe at the time.

Everything that happened between the years 1272 and 1489 is meticulously registered.

Berlin in the Middle Ages is a cycle of plague, pestilence and provincialism. Compared to other cities in Europe, its development was extremely slow. Settlers in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries included fishing and shipping families, drawn to the area because of its proximity to the water. It was a mercantile trading point, a place to collect customs duty for grain and other wares passing through. Guilds were formed, of tailors, fishermen, bone carvers, butchers, bakers. The most famous were the shoemakers, who by the 1300s had established links across Europe, including to London and Rome. By the end of the thirteenth century, Berlin and Cölln had surpassed the nearby fortress settlements of Köpenick and Spandau in importance; but compared to the city states occupying what came to be the German lands, they were insignificant, overshadowed for centuries by grander towns such as Nuremberg, Frankfurt and Augsburg.

The Ascanian dynasty reigned for a century and a half, and in 1319 the land passed into the hands of margraves from Wittelsbach and Luxembourg, two of the more powerful houses of the Holy Roman Empire. They were primarily interested in extracting customs duty from travelling tradesmen to finance their estates elsewhere. The Mark fell victim to a succession of marauding bandits and armies from Poland, Lithuania and Denmark.

Berlin and Cölln were closely intertwined long before their official union. In 1307, the two towns signed an agreement guaranteeing legal and military cooperation. A new town hall was built for a joint council on the Lange Brücke, the bridge connecting the towns. It wasn’t until as late as 1709 that Berlin and Cölln officially came together under a single municipal government, formally enshrining the entity Haupt- und Residenzstadt Berlin (capital and seat of royal power, Berlin).

The population grew slowly. In 1400, the two towns had around 8,000 inhabitants, rising to 14,000 two centuries later. The first known reference to what is now the city’s oldest working church, Marienkirche (the Church of St Mary), comes from a letter of indulgence of 1294. At its entrance stands a remarkable fresco. It depicts on one side a hierarchy of church dignitaries – the sexton, chaplain, ecclesiastical judge, the Augustinian, Dominican, the parish priest, canon, abbot, bishop, cardinal, and finally the Pope. They are being led by a skeletal figure in a shroud, representing Death, towards a central figure of the crucified Christ. On the other side of the porch, Death dances with figures representing temporal society – the emperor and empress, king, duke, knight, mayor, usurer, down to the tavern landlady and the fool. Death explains that he comes for everyone regardless of their earthly estate. The figures move calmly towards their fate.

The Totentanz (Dance of Death) was painted in 1470 and is more than 20 metres long. It was created after one of Berlin’s many attacks of the plague to remind its citizens (as if they needed reminding) of the mortality of man. It was whitewashed over in 1514 as the Reformation took hold, rediscovered in 1860 and restored, then damaged again in the war. Neglected for decades, it was restored (badly) by the GDR in time for the city’s 750th anniversary celebrations in 1987. It has been reconditioned again but to preserve what is left it is now behind glass – one of the few precious remnants of early Berlin that still exist.

The first recorded evidence of Jews living in Berlin was at the end of the thirteenth century when a group of families moved, possibly from the Rhineland, into a street that was named Jüdenstrasse (Jew Street) on the edge of the Molkenmarkt. The first time they are mentioned in any city document is an ordinance enacted in 1295, forbidding wool merchants to sell yarn to Jews. Whenever there was trouble, there was always someone to blame. In 1349, the Jews were accused of starting the Black Death that was sweeping through Europe and were expelled – but not before many were killed or had their houses burned down. As soon as a fire started in the city, Jews were deemed responsible. A cycle was established of violence, expulsions, readmission and limited tolerance. Jews were allowed back in 1354 when the margrave guaranteed their protection, only to be kicked out again just under a century later. Between expulsions, they were primarily engaged in moneylending and small trade. Tough restrictions were imposed on them. Jews were not allowed to employ a Christian servant and marriages with Christians were banned. They had to wear a Judenhut, a special hat. But they could practise as doctors, as well as lenders and pawnbrokers. They were able to register as citizens but were banned from holding public office.

In February 1510, a coppersmith stole a golden monstrance and two hosts from a church in Knobloch, a small community to the west of Berlin that no longer exists. He was swiftly caught, but instead of confessing, he blamed a Jew from Spandau, who he said had ordered the theft. In the hysteria that followed, fifty-one Jews were rounded up; thirty-eight were sentenced to burn at the stake in the Neuer Markt in front of the Marienkirche. The remaining thirteen died under torture or managed to flee. Sixty years later, rumours circulated that the Jews had poisoned the Elector of Brandenburg and more persecutions took place, culminating in another great expulsion in 1571.

The oldest map of Berlin was drawn by one of its most famous cartographers, Johann Gregor Memhardt, around 1650. It shows six churches within the walls of the two towns. While Petrikirche belonged to Cölln, over the water in Berlin the Nikolaikirche (St Nicholas’ Church) was for six and a half centuries the centre of Christian life, until the construction of a faux Renaissance cathedral in the late nineteenth century. Founded around 1232, it has been destroyed twice – in the fire of 1380 and during the Second World War. This was where the provost had his office, and it was the place to be buried. It was in the church’s nave that Berlin and Cölln first joined forces in 1307.
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To understand Berlin’s origins, you need to make the trip to its fringes, now little over half an hour away at the end of the U-Bahn. The history of Spandau begins in the seventh or eighth century, when the town was settled by various Slav tribes, such as the Wends and Sorbs. The first recorded mention of a fortress here dates back to 1197. Even though it lost its strategic significance many centuries ago, Spandau has long exerted a strange hold on Berlin. What I didn’t realize, and I suspect most Berliners also don’t, is just how much.

Situated at the confluence of the Havel and Spree rivers, it has always been a strategically important military location. From the seventeenth century, it became a garrison city. Several rulers banished their wives here. Part of the citadel was known as the Witwensitz; records bear witness to a lavish lifestyle at the ‘widows’ residence’ in Spandau. For the most part it was an unwelcoming military headquarters. In the nineteenth century, some buildings were used as a centre for weapons technology. During the Third Reich it housed research into the nerve gases Tabun and Sarin.

In the Battle of Berlin in 1945, the Soviets found the citadel tough to storm and instead negotiated the surrender of German troops there. As a result, the building was spared. Under the four-powers agreement the area was designated part of the British Zone, and for the following four decades the word Spandau became synonymous with the detention of one man: Rudolf Hess. When the last of the other six Nazi prisoners completed his time in 1966, Hess was incarcerated on his own for a further two decades. He was guarded by soldiers from all four Allied forces, rotating on the first day of each month. On his death in 1987, the prison on Wilhelmstrasse was demolished, its materials ground to powder to prevent it becoming a shrine for the far right. The spot is now a Kaisers supermarket. There is an intriguing bathos about supermarkets. On Bornholmer Strasse in the north of Berlin stands a Lidl on the spot where the first border gate was opened on 9 November 1989.

Spandau does not seem to know what it is – a town with its own identity, a suburb, or a fully fledged part of Berlin? It also does not realize quite what it has. The citadel is the oldest surviving historic site for miles around, one of the best-preserved Renaissance fortresses in Europe, and yet it is woefully under-appreciated. Walking over a moat and across the first tower, the visitor’s first reaction is underwhelming. On my last trip, the only person who approached me asked me if I was coming for a Covid test.

Yet inside it now houses two of the most absorbing exhibitions anywhere in Berlin. The citadel’s director, Urte Evert, takes me to the castle’s refurbished west wing and what is now called its Archaeological Window. One of the exhibits contains the remains of a Slavic wood and earth wall, and of a later stone castle wall from the Renaissance era. More striking is a series of headstones that were once sited in the nearby Judenkiewer (Jewish burial ground). They were removed in medieval times and used as building materials for the citadel. She points me to the oldest, inscribed with the name, ‘Jonas, son of Dan, 1244’. Alongside him is ‘Libka, daughter of Samson, 1311/12’. This provides further evidence of sophisticated town dwellers earlier than records suggest. ‘It was a big surprise. We weren’t looking for the graves,’ Evert says. What is extraordinary is that they didn’t start digging until the 1990s and have only recently stopped.

From the site of the Jewish gravestones, Evert walks me across the courtyard to what was the munitions depot, or the Old Barracks. Of all the exhibitions I have seen in Berlin in all my years, I don’t think I have ever been as intrigued and affected as by this. The curators have been hoovering up eight centuries of monuments, resulting in a veritable car boot sale of 120 statues that over time have been damaged, dismantled, dumped or buried. ‘Unveiled: Berlin and Its Monuments’ opened in 2016 and yet almost no Berliner I have spoken to seems to know about it.

The stories it tells are often uncomfortable to absorb, deliberately so; some of the statues have been made available to the public for the first time. Many had been left for decades in warehouses, even on streets. In these barracks, Berlin is battling its own history. Context is everything: the museum describes not just the story of the artist and location, but also what happened to those statues that were removed. Many were originally on display in and around the Tiergarten: Friedrich Wilhelm III and his wife Queen Luise (the only woman on display); generals such as Gerhard von Scharnhorst and Friedrich Bülow von Dennewitz; thinkers such as Immanuel Kant and botanist Alexander von Humboldt. A touchscreen map shows which monuments would have been on display where, and which have been lost forever – bombed, demolished or hidden in perpetuity.

It is customary in German museums to treat the Nazi era as special, to attach warnings, sealing it off physically or metaphorically. Here instead visitors are invited to imagine themselves in the Berlin of the 1930s, walking past everyday monuments in everyday squares. I see the memorial to the ‘fallen of the movement 1933’ in Fehrbelliner Platz, a memorial to policemen who died fighting communists, and the monument to a man called Albert Leo Schlageter, who was hanged by the French in the occupied Ruhr in 1923 on charges of espionage and sabotage. This stone structure was one of around a hundred memorials to ‘the first soldier of the Third Reich’ around Germany, of which twenty still exist.

One of the more bizarre exhibits entangles the British occupying forces with the Nazi aesthetic. In the run-up to the Olympics in 1936, much-decorated Nazi sculptor Arno Breker was commissioned to create a life-size nude sculpture, Decathlete, the male body in classic triumphal form, all Aryan beauty with more than a hint of homoeroticism. The Brits kept it in the gardens of their Spandau barracks, as they regarded it as a worthy piece of art. Only years later, when the statue had to be moved to enable roadworks, did they realize that it bore a dedication in large, bold letters, later partially covered up, to Hitler himself.

In 2021, Evert invited an Israeli ballerina, accompanied by members of the Deutsches Symphonie-Orchester Berlin, to dance on a memorial stone that was supposed to have commemorated Hitler’s assumption of power on 30 January 1933 – adorned with symbols such as the Irminsul (originally Saxon, appropriated by the Nazis) and a swastika, which had been converted into a stylized black sun. At the end of the war, the granite structure was buried close to where it had been installed in the Zehlendorf district and it was recovered only in 2011. ‘Many knew where this stone was buried,’ Evert says.

Her aim has been to bring these extraordinary relics to life, inviting artists to interact with them. It doesn’t always work. In 2019, Rammstein, Germany’s most notorious rock band, shot a video here in secret. Over nine gut-wrenching minutes, the song ‘Deutschland’ shows episodes from 2000 years of history, from the ambush of the Romans by Teutonic ‘barbarians’ (with some cannibalism thrown in), to witch hunts, the Third Reich, communism, terrorism and much in between. With smoke machines, strobe lighting and close-ups of the statues, members of the band take on different roles, in costume, including concentration camp victims with nooses around their necks. The Central Council of Jews accused the musicians of instrumentalizing and trivializing the Holocaust. They, for sure, do not deploy taste or subtlety in getting the message across: German history, a continuum of terrible violence. The video was a huge hit on its release and has since been viewed 300 million times on YouTube.

The exhibition does not aim for subtlety. Its location, a cavernous set of halls, with grey-brick exteriors, high windows and black dividing walls, adds to a sense of menace. The pièce de résistance lies humiliated on his side. In December 1991, the mayor of reunified Berlin decided it was time to take down Vladimir Ilyich Lenin from his massive plinth. Just over two decades earlier, a giant 20-metre-high sculpture had been unveiled to mark the centenary of the great man’s birth. This was Leninplatz, the start of Leninallee, in the heart of the capital of the German Democratic Republic (GDR). The central square had previously been dominated by a statue of Stalin, but he was quickly dismantled in 1961 after being secretly denounced by Nikita Khrushchev. Stalin had lasted a mere ten years on that spot. Lenin did somewhat better and indeed proved resistant to removal.

Demolition workers had to run the gauntlet of protesters. To the embarrassment of the authorities and the contractors, they couldn’t get him down. The concrete core was proving to be too tough. They gave up; new contractors were found, and Lenin eventually removed. The square was renamed United Nations Square and in place of the statue came a modest fountain consisting of boulders from all corners of the world. Lenin was chopped into 129 parts and spirited away and buried in a forest in Müggelheim, in the southeasternmost reaches of the city. His 4-tonne head eventually found its way to Evert’s exhibition.

Now Lenin lies forlornly on his side on the floor, as if he has rolled off the block on the scaffold, with four huge bolts that were used for the deconstruction still sticking out from his scalp. He is devoid of one ear. Children are invited to clamber on top of him. Everyone is encouraged to touch the statues – ‘that is a form of appropriation’, Evert says.

Some of the statues have lost their heads; others have had facial details removed. Many were deliberately taken off their pedestals, once-powerful figures forced to meet the visitor at eye level. Traces of their dismantling – fractures, bullet holes and dirt – have not been erased. Yet, I wonder, do they merit being so ostentatiously dishonoured? All the Nazi memorabilia, for sure, Lenin probably, but the others? The unwillingness of some curators to differentiate between the militaristic, who pertained to their time, and the purveyors of more contemporary horrors is baffling to me.

Back to the ancients: Albrecht von Ballenstedt, Albert, the first margrave, the slayer of the Slavs, the pacifier of Berlin, has become the symbol of the contemporary city. The portly figure of a bear stands everywhere a tourist might want to visit. His actual statue, the only one Berlin is aware of, has been shunted from one destination to another. Unveiled as late as 1903 by Kaiser Wilhelm II, he stood first in the Tiergarten, the city’s most ornate park, then ended up in Schloss Bellevue, which has become the residence of the German president.

Now Albert is lined up alongside other battered and bruised luminaries in Spandau Citadel, the statue largely forgotten, but the story a marketer’s dream. Most of it is a myth. There are few documents, fewer still buildings that can point directly to the past. Yet Berlin is beginning to reclaim its history, to redefine it. It is doing so with its characteristic intensity and bluntness. After all, what other city would dump many of its statues in a warehouse on the edge of town and expect people to find them?






TWO

Nobody’s palace

Schloss to Humboldt Forum

Paris is always Paris, and Berlin is never Berlin.
JACK LANG (2001)

‘This is one of Berlin’s most contaminated sites.’ It is a curious remark from a spokesman. After all, it is a beautiful afternoon; dozens of people are sitting drinking, chatting or soaking up the remains of the autumn sunshine.

I am in the courtyard of what is certainly the city’s most contested spot, if not necessarily contaminated. Michael Mathis has that ‘I can take it; I’ve heard it all before’ look about him. An urbane public relations professional, his previous perch was the Fine Art Museum in Basel, said to house the oldest public art collection in the world, dating back to Hans Holbein. He wouldn’t have encountered too many controversies in that job, but in Berlin’s cultural circles, it has long been unconscionable to have a good word to say about the Humboldt Forum. A faux baroque, contemporary multi-arts ‘meeting space’, it was created on the site of what was once Berlin’s royal palace thanks to lobbying in the 1990s by a tractor entrepreneur from Hamburg. Everyone has their own reason to dislike it. Some find the building distasteful. The inside is variously described as a Prussian Disneyland and Dubai airport. The contents have been the object of derision for political correctness or fury for a failure fully to show due sensitivity to the decolonization debate. Nobody knows who is in charge. Many regret that it exists at all, insisting that its predecessor building could have been renovated and kept.

The story of this place begins back in 1415, the start of the epic 500-year rule by the Hohenzollern family. The moment came with little fanfare. The Hohenzollerns were a clan of south-German magnates on the make. Friedrich I, a feudal baron from wealthy Nuremberg, purchased the Mark Brandenburg from Sigismund of Luxembourg, who as well as being King of Hungary, King of Bohemia and Holy Roman Emperor, was skint.

Friedrich must have seen some hidden potential because at the time Berlin was a backwater, beset by superstitions and rival clans. He did not dare to live there; for him Spandau Castle was considerably safer. His son, Friedrich II, ‘Iron Tooth’, had other ideas. He decided he needed a place of his own, both as residence and demonstration of power. He alighted on a patch of land guarding the crossing of the Spree close to the Dominican monastery. Just a year after being sworn in as margrave, Iron Tooth began to disband all the governing bodies of the Mark, including the council and town courts, establishing in their place his own administration. His palace would be the heart of his military and political control. The mercantile class saw rights and privileges that had been accrued over decades wiped away by an arriviste from elsewhere. In 1448, shortly before the completion of his palace, the local burghers opened the weirs, flooding its foundations. Iron Tooth moved in with a force of up to 600 knights to put down the rebellion. He then seized the property of his most uppity citizens and imposed steep taxes to fund his own micro-state. He succeeded in his immediate task, but even so, it would take him several more years to feel secure enough to move into his new schloss.

The legend of the Berliner Unwille (the indignation) became popular in the nineteenth century, during the first stirrings of liberalism and German nationalism. Among the many patriotic stories of the time, perhaps the best-known is Der Roland von Berlin by the novelist Willibald Alexis. Roland became a mythological hero, a knight protecting civic rights. From the earliest years, statues to Roland, invariably with sword in hand, were popular in many towns. It is said that Iron Tooth chucked Berlin’s Roland into the river, just to teach the locals a lesson. There are no memorials to the Unwille in the city, which seems strange, given that its legacy continues to this day. Berliners’ view of themselves as independent-minded and resistant to power, particularly when it is imposed from outside, emanates from this episode. Much of it is wishful thinking, however. Once the burghers’ uprising had been quelled, the townsfolk carried on much as before. A similar cycle of rebellion, subjugation and ultimately adaptation would take place several times more in the city’s history.

The Schloss was the first significant fortification in the still quiet and relatively remote trading town. The locals gave it the nickname Zwingburg (stronghold). The main role of the palace and its garrison was to assert the authority of the margraves over unruly citizens. New taxes were imposed on those unwilling to give up their privileges, such as the use of marketplaces and the establishment of guilds, to the monarch. The Schloss was the proud seat of many an elector and king, and the object of many a makeover. In the sixteenth century, Margrave Joachim II decided it needed to be rebuilt in a grander Italian Renaissance style. Not satisfied with that, in 1698 Friedrich III commissioned Andreas Schlüter, an architect from Danzig (now Gdansk in Poland). Schlüter created the Prussian baroque version, the design on which the new replica is based.

Embraced by some rulers, shunned by others, the palace has been at the heart of the imperial Reich and the site of several botched revolutions. Its demise coincided with that of the Hohenzollerns. During the Weimar Republic, the fifteen years of chaotic democracy and decadence from the end of the First World War until the arrival of the Nazis in 1933, it was put to various ‘democratic’ purposes, as a venue for science and art, even for housing students. Under the Third Reich, it was considered old-fashioned and underwhelming and ignored. Hitler had far more grandiose plans for his city. Then came the Allied bombs.

The communist GDR declared the Stadtschloss a symbol of Prussian militarism and jingoism (conveniently ignoring the liberal Weimar bit). Yet, with so much of the city in ruins, the hulk of the building was initially left as it was. One of the walls still standing was used as a backdrop for the Soviet propaganda war film The Fall of Berlin, while another section was patched up to use as a space for an exhibition of socialist realist art. Yet, as the communist regime consolidated, it had plans of its own for Berlin and for the building that had for centuries helped to define it. In 1950, Walter Ulbricht, the East German leader, ordered the palace be pulled down as part of wider plans to rebuild the city. He told the Third Congress of the Socialist Unity Party, the SED, in July of that year: ‘The centre of our capital and the area of the palace’s ruins must become a grand square for demonstrations, upon which our people’s will for struggle and for progress can find expression.’

Demolition began shortly after, the process taking four long months and consuming 19 tonnes of dynamite. Only one aspect of the building was saved, the portal from whose balcony Karl Liebknecht is believed to have declared the German Socialist Republic in 1918. Even in the tightly controlled GDR at a time of heightened Cold War tension, Ulbricht encountered opposition to his decision to tear down the palace. Indeed, a secret Ministry of Construction report, found by a journalist in a hidden file in 2016, calculated that reconstruction of the palace was estimated at 32 million GDR marks, equivalent to almost £90 million today. For a state on its economic knees that was a considerable sum, but it was a snip compared to what it would later cost.

It took two decades to work out what to do with the site. The original plan was for a government skyscraper. Thanks to a lack of money, this scheme and others came to nothing. So the former palace became what many other vacant lots in East Berlin became – a car park and a parade ground for special events.

Eventually, in 1973, Erich Honecker, Ulbricht’s successor, opted to build the Palast der Republik, the Palace of the Republic – a socialist take on the Pompidou Centre, which was being built at the same time. When the skeletal building, with its brightly coloured tubing and exterior escalators, opened in Paris in 1977, it was hailed as a model of modernity, attracting crowds five times larger than had been predicted. The East Germans could not afford starchitects like Renzo Piano and Richard Rogers – nor, probably, would they have given them so much creative freedom. So they did their best with what they had. The Palast, Honecker declared at its opening, was his ‘house to the people’. By GDR standards, it was extraordinarily ambitious. The concrete box with reflective windows that shone gold in the sun was the height of glamour. The style came to be known as DDR Moderne.

The scale was remarkable. It had enough restaurants to accommodate 15,000 visitors at any one time. A Jugendtreff (a basement hall where young people could meet) offered a pinball machine and two dance floors; the older and less energetic were rewarded with a restaurant in which Soviet champagne and Romanian red wines were served by waiters clad in bow ties. A Bierstube and a milk and mocha bar served all ages. Everything was affordable, as prices were two-thirds subsidized by the state. At its opening, state television rattled off the statistics: the palace contained sixteen escalators, no less than sixty-eight toilets and 120,000 pieces of cutlery.

With marble floors in the foyer and bright-orange chairs, it was considered socialist 1970s cool. Many people’s favourite aspect of the building was the Stabwerkkugelleuchte, thousands of giant ball and stick lights whose glowing bulbs reflected light onto the floor of the Palast. They inspired the Palast’s new nickname, Erichs Lampenladen (Erich’s Lamp Shop), and were so popular they were used in other important state buildings.

The most popular venue was the bowling alley. It was booked weeks in advance and communist officials enjoyed taking foreign dignitaries there to show off the building’s facilities and avant-garde art and architecture. One of the first exhibitions was called Are communists allowed to dream? Sixteen officially sanctioned artists were invited to illustrate on large canvases their vision for the future, as long as they stayed within socialist realist bounds. The paintings have since been rehoused at the German Historical Museum. The centrepiece was a 5,000-seat hexagonal multi-purpose Great Hall. Banks of seats could be electronically moved forwards and backwards (the ultimate in high-tech, so TV reporters told viewers) to accommodate a variety of events. These ranged from classical concerts and waltzes (Strauss was popular), to oom-pah-pah to children’s Christmas pantos.

Western artists such as Tangerine Dream, Harry Belafonte and Santana played here. The single most controversial cultural event, and for East Berlin’s youth the most exciting, took place in October 1983. This was a time of heightened Cold War tension; with NATO deploying a new range of nuclear weapons, the GDR leadership decided to hold a carefully controlled ‘Rock for Peace’ festival. One of those invited to perform was a star of West German Krautrock, the experimental rock trend that had emerged in West Germany in the late 1960s, Udo Lindenberg. He had been trying since the 1970s to tour the GDR but was repeatedly refused permission. He responded with a song called ‘Special Train to Pankow’, the district to the northeast of the city which housed the enclave of the communist elite. The lyrics directly mocked Honecker: ‘Hey, Honi, I’ll sing for little money in the Palace of the Republic.’ After all, he ‘secretly likes to put on his leather jacket, lock himself up in the loo and listen to West radio’. The song was expressly forbidden, which made it all the cooler to play it at discos and parties in the East. Prone as they were sometimes to yield to popular pressure (when they considered the potential dangers to be minimal), the authorities suddenly told Lindenberg that he could, after all, play at the Palast – but only if he refrained from singing that song. He duly obliged; indeed he pleased the authorities by embarking on a riff about Pershing nuclear missiles, declaring on stage: ‘Get rid of your junk weapons, West and East Germany! We don’t want to see a single missile anywhere!’ Even though he had toed the line, they didn’t let Lindenberg come back.

Hidden cameras and listening devices were installed everywhere inside the palace, but it was still regarded as a fun place to hang out. After all, East Berliners didn’t have much else in terms of public buildings or late-night offerings, and it was open from 10 a.m. to midnight. In its short life span of less than two decades, some 60 million visits were recorded.

At one end of the building was the Volkskammer, the GDR’s ‘parliament’. Its plenary hall had 787 seats, of which 541 were in the stalls for deputies and 246 were available in the gallery for observers. Three of the palace’s thirteen restaurants were situated above the chamber for the exclusive use of the deputies. However, there were no private offices. The decisions were taken elsewhere, by the heads of the Communist Party, the SED, and the Stasi secret police. It was in the chamber that many of East Germany’s most important political events took place. The SED’s party congress, with its rubber-stamped decisions and shouts of ‘hurrah’, was an annual fixture. Celebrations of the 750th anniversary of the founding of Berlin were held (on both sides of the city) in 1987 and, portentously, the fortieth anniversary of the founding of the GDR was marked in the summer of 1989, just as protests were gathering on the street. It was here that Mikhail Gorbachev famously told Honecker of the dangers of standing in the way of change.

The one and only time the Volkskammer came to life as a real legislature was in the eleven months between the fall of the Berlin Wall and reunification, when a hastily assembled generation of democratically elected MPs passed a succession of laws and held passionate debates about what to do with their moribund state and with the economy. One of their final decisions, in September 1990, was to close the palace immediately after publication of an official report stating that 5,000 tonnes of asbestos had been sprayed to fireproof the building when it was constructed.

My most memorable moment in the Palast der Republik took place earlier that year. Amid the hubbub, I had coffee in the foyer with an unassuming adviser to Lothar de Maizière, the first leader of the post-communist GDR. Her name was Angela Merkel. I didn’t think much more about it. I was struck by her poise, her restraint, her courtesy, but I had no idea of what she would become. I remember all the excited people rushing around, a building coming to life at the start of what many assumed would be a new political era in the East.

In that period, one of the most fiercely contested issues was what to do with the physical manifestations of communism. Many Berliners, and even more Germans from elsewhere (who were always somewhat sniffy about the divided city), were calling for the remnants of the GDR regime to be torn down as quickly as possible. Statues were seen as fair game. But what to do about the palace? The Bundestag continued to function in Bonn, with the election of additional members from the East, until the issue of the capital could be resolved. Parliament was eventually restored to Berlin in 1999, but to the Reichstag.

Not for the first time this sorry spot on Unter den Linden, in the heart of Berlin, was empty, devoid of purpose.

Cue a man who had made a fortune with his tractor business. Wilhelm von Boddien was born in 1942 in a town called Stargard which is now in northern Poland. He liked to say he was from Pomerania, an imperial region on the Baltic coast stretching all the way to Gdansk, but he made his money in the less exotic city of Hamburg after inheriting his father’s company. He first visited East Berlin as a young man in 1961 and was disconcerted by its shabby state. ‘The dreariness there blew me away. Before reunification, I already had the palace as a hobby, a very intense hobby,’ Boddien said in an interview with another grand homme of business, Jörg Woltmann, the owner of the Royal Porcelain Factory. ‘At weekends, lunch at our house was served in the kitchen, because the dining table was full of albums and pictures of the palace, and I refused to put them away.’

Thirty years later he spotted an opportunity to restore the city to its former glory, in his mind anyway. Straight after the collapse of the GDR, Boddien and his friends stood on Marx-Engels-Platz, once proudly called Schlossplatz, handing out black-and-white photographs of the old palace to passers-by. His next trick was to lobby the city authorities to allow him to hang a canvas replica painting of the old palace’s baroque façade on the front of the Palast. This trompe-l’oeil was dramatically reflected in its goldtinted windows. ‘The people rubbed their eyes when the palace was suddenly back. It stayed for two summers and one winter, being illuminated at night,’ Boddien wrote in a newspaper article. His plan was to demonstrate the beauty of Schlüter’s design and to convince Berliners that Unter den Linden needed a massive building at its end to connect the other monuments around it. The communist Palast was neither grand enough nor big enough, taking up only part of the original site.

Boddien lobbied hard, acquiring friends in high places, particularly on the right of the political spectrum. Corporates and high net-worth individuals were attracted to the idea of a resurrected grand building. He put in some of his own money and did his own early version of crowdfunding, thanking elderly ladies for giving a small amount from their purses as much as the wealthy for big cheques. ‘It was the task of my life,’ he told me when I met him in March 2023, invited as part of a small group of besuited and well-heeled folk who came in reverence to a business club to hear him read from his memoirs, The Berlin Palace and Me: an Unbelievable Story. I had assumed I wouldn’t take to him, but I must admit the man has a considerable old-school charm along with his tenacity. The more people told him he was mad, the more determined he became, he reminisced. ‘I needed the patience of an elephant and the bite of a terrier.’

Some East Germans saw the asbestos issue as a ruse, providing the perfect excuse to get rid of the GDR’s flagship building, and quickly, before anyone could stand in their way. The palace was probably no more contaminated than any number of 1970s buildings on either side of Berlin and it was not particularly complicated for developers to rid old buildings of the material. The issue, however, was the perfect excuse for advocates of demolition.

In 1995, the ‘cleaning up’ of the building began. The glass was removed, and after that, many of the steel girders. Much of the steel was melted down and sold to Dubai to build the world’s tallest building at the time, the monument to bling that is the Burj Khalifa. Volkswagen also bought some of it for use in engine blocks. Politicians on the left saw the abandonment of the palace as a symbol of a wider jettisoning of everything associated with the GDR. In 1997, the leader of the successor group to the SED, Gregor Gysi, climbed onto the top of the roof of the empty building to unfurl a banner. He was rescued by the fire brigade and threatened with legal action.

Could the Palast der Republik, once cleared of asbestos, have been made to work in the new unified Berlin? Could it not have been reimagined as a curious but fascinating modernist structure in the heart of faux baroque and Gothic Berlin? I couldn’t stop asking myself these questions, not least because my landlords had a large black-and-white photograph of the Palast just outside the bathroom of my Berlin apartment. There is no shortage of examples of monuments to socialist planning surviving, even thriving, with or without an architectural makeover. One example close to home is the Kulturpalast in Dresden, opened in 1967 and reopened in 2017 as a concert venue. It and its ‘Way of the Red Flag’ mural outside may be an incongruous part of the skyline of the rebuilt city, but it works, after a fashion.

As debate continued to rage, the shell of the Palast der Republik was cleared for use as a venue for art installations and a small selection of cultural events. The Terracotta Army models were brought from Xian, China. The popular theatre director Frank Castorf staged a production of Alfred Döblin’s epic Weimar-era novel, Berlin Alexanderplatz, in 2005. The year before, another art group created a performance called ‘The Façade Republic’, which involved flooding the building’s ground floor with 300,000 litres of water that visitors could drift through in white inflatable boats. Guests were provided with fishing rods that they used to catch floating trays of sushi. One of the final artistic interventions was the placing of giant illuminated white letters, Zweifel, on the front. That means ‘doubt’.

The Bundestag finally announced in January 2006 it was pulling down the building. The plans were described by the leftwing newspaper taz as ‘a compromise between Honecker and Hohenzollern’. The project was beset by problems. The building had to be dismantled in individual parts because of the risk to neighbouring buildings. To make matters worse, construction workers kept finding more asbestos. Eventually, more than a year behind schedule and tens of millions of euros over budget, the last remains of the Palast der Republik were taken down at the end of 2008.

For the best part of a decade after that, the entire area from the Schloss and far down Unter den Linden was a building site. The centre of what should have been the bright new city was an eyesore. Plans for the new Humboldt Forum were dogged by disagreement and delay; repeated deadlines were missed. In that respect it was little different to other German infrastructure projects, such as Stuttgart railway station, in which the otherwise wealthy southwestern city had to reckon with a crater for more than two decades, and the extraordinary ‘how not to’ story of Berlin’s BER airport. The final design of the Humboldt Forum, overseen by Franco Stella, an Italian architect who had never built anything comparable, was a mix of neo-baroque and revolving doors. At a cost of €680 million (just to build), you might have thought someone was in charge. The construction part reported to the Federal Housing and Building Ministry; those responsible for some of the galleries would report to the Federal cultural minister, from the conservative Christian Democrats (CDU); other galleries reported to the Berlin state culture minister (who belonged to the party of the far left). Yet others were part of the Stiftung Preussischer Kulturbesitz, the Prussian Culture Heritage Foundation, whose president reported to a board of representatives of all sixteen states which the culture minister chaired but had no casting vote over. Confused? Meanwhile, the people supposedly in charge had no say over the curation, and the curators had no authority over the construction (they couldn’t even choose the display cabinets).

Big names were brought in from outside to help navigate the turmoil. One of those was Neil MacGregor, long-time Director of the British Museum and one of a small group of prominent British cultural figures held in great esteem in Germany. He was given the title of Director of the Founding Directorate, but with only an advisory role. He stayed three years and, ever the diplomat, left discreetly in 2018. Another advisor, the French art historian and professor at Berlin’s Technical University, Bénédicte Savoy, quit in 2017, claiming that the project had become ‘like Chernobyl’; instead of practising ‘openness’ and ‘multiperspectivity’, questions about the origins of artworks were to be buried ‘like atomic waste’, she declared. Not one for understatement, Savoy accused the German government of making common cause with the far right. The advisory board on which she, MacGregor and others sat met only twice after its formation in 2015. It was quietly shelved. David Chipperfield argued that the architecture jury, of which he was a member, had the basic parameters of the building decreed from on high. He describes the Schloss as a ‘compromise of the emotional and the political – a lost opportunity’.

Cursed, contaminated, was there ever a chance that the Humboldt Forum would get a sympathetic hearing? Pretty much everything that could go wrong went wrong. Just when it was ready to open, the pandemic struck. In the end, the Humboldt Forum opened its doors in July 2021. The mayor, Michael Müller, and the culture minister, Monika Grütters, were on hand to welcome the first visitors. Two months later, Steinmeier, the president, and the Nigerian author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie officiated at the official opening.

I struggled to find anyone prepared to defend it. As an instinctive contrarian, I wanted to give it a chance; I went to see the key figures in charge. Why on earth, I asked the spokesman Mathis over our courtyard coffee, did he exchange the quieter climes of the Art Museum in Basel for a role such as this? ‘It’s an experiment that needs time,’ he insisted. ‘It’s more than a museum, it’s an exchange. People are saying, “finally you’re listening”. We want this to be the place where the world meets, less a museum, more a forum, just like in Roman times. We want people from all over the world to meet here and talk to each other.’ The various exhibitions, he added, have been booked out for months, and the museum would hit its previous forecast of three million visitors per year. ‘The difference in the reception between ordinary folk and some in the elite is stark.’
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