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Televison Tower, Mitte




The Berlin Feeling


Berlin is a city that conjures up strong images: Prussians and Kaisers, an outrageous nightlife, Nazi rallies, bombed-out buildings, Soviet tanks, the Wall and the May Day riots. It has risen again from a chaos of ruins, survived 40 years of division and reinvented itself as the capital of a unified Germany. Now the message is “Berlin is poor but sexy”, a shabby-chic city ravaged by graffiti, a place where creativity can flourish, but whose reputation remains dubious. Its past evokes feelings of horror and fascination and the present is a potent mix of glamour and seediness. The cultural scene is diverse and dynamic and the variety of cityscape and landscape is breathtaking.


When Mark Twain came to live in Berlin in 1890 he was struck by its beauty and size. He wrote: “It is a new city, the newest I have ever seen … The next factor that strikes one is the spaciousness, the roominess of the city.” Over two hundred years later 21st century Berlin is a fledgling metropolis once again. It is also a vibrant patchwork of boroughs and districts – small worlds that are at the heart of Berlin’s survival and revival.


My own love affair with Berlin started during the Cold War, over a weekend in August 1974. I travelled there by British Military train through the ‘enemy territory’ of East Germany. Our carriages were locked and armed guards stood by the doors. Left on my own for a day, I tried to get a feel for the city. First stop was the Brandenburg Gate with the bizarre sight of the Berlin Wall blocking it off and slicing the city in half. The Reichstag stood just inside West Berlin; a gloomy, blackened façade, stranded on a battle front.


On the barren wasteland of Potsdamer Platz there were tour buses clustered around the makeshift souvenir stands and together with all the coach trippers I climbed the viewing platform to stare across the bleak expanse of the death strip into East Berlin. At Checkpoint Charlie there were still more tourists, taking photos of the border crossing and filing past the escape stories in the museum.
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Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedächtnis-Kirche, Charlottenburg


In the afternoon the gleaming splendour of Charlottenburg Palace and its manicured gardens seemed surreal in contrast to the greyness of the morning. There was a lively street market in full swing across the road and the sun shone on the pavement cafés. West Berlin now seemed a lighthearted, happy place. A night out on Kurfürstendamm was a raucous affair, even if the illuminated church ruin seemed to stand in judgment on all the nightclubs and neon signs. I had caught the ‘Cabaret’ mood and knew I wanted to return to this unique city. The streets were wide and tree-lined and there were sparkling lakes and deep green forests on the way in and out of the city centre. Yet behind the Wall there was another Berlin, unknown territory harbouring faded Prussian and Imperial glory, just waiting to be discovered.


Ten years later I got my wish and came to live in West Berlin for two years. My job as feature writer for the British newspaper was a dream assignment; being paid to write about a city I was hooked on. I had free access to East Berlin and was able to explore the suburbs as well as the historic centre. Here were cobbled streets full of pot-holes and crumbling façades that bore the scars of war. I also worked as a tourist guide, accompanying coach loads of visitors to see the main sights of both West and East Berlin. My script included sensational details about Hitler’s Berlin and the Communist enemy behind the Berlin Wall. But I found I didn’t want to exaggerate the city’s dark side. I wanted people to understand it, not fear it. The Berliners I met had a sardonic sense of humour that had seen them through hard times and their city had become mine too.
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Potsdamer Platz, Tiergarten/Mitte


When I had to move on, in my suitcase was a souvenir given to me by a Berlin friend. It was a small metal bear with one foot in Berlin. Marlene Dietrich famously sang that she still had a suitcase in Berlin, but it was 30 years before she returned to her native city after leaving for Hollywood in 1930. My suitcase has gone back and forth countless times over the years. I was there to see the fall of the Wall and have followed every pang of the German capital’s rebirth.


Berlin is still recreating itself, a place where the possibilities are endless and anyone can join the party. In 1800 German novelist Jean Paul described Berlin as, ‘more a part of the world than a city’. Today this is truer than ever. If you can embrace the clash of cultures that is the lifeblood of the city, then you will find it endlessly fascinating. That is the Berlin feeling.




[image: image]


Leipziger Strasse, Mitte




Easy Riding


Getting around Berlin is a breeze. For pedestrians the pavements are gloriously wide and there are cycle paths almost everywhere. On foot or by bike you can see everything close up and breathe in plenty of ‘Berliner Luft’, the unique Berlin air that is said to be as addictive as cocaine or alcohol. You may also become hooked on the Berlin public transport network mainly run by the BVG (Berliner Verkehrsgesellschaft – Berlin Transport Company). It is simple to use and the sights and sounds will add new dimensions to your impressions of the capital. Many of the stations on the U-Bahn (underground) and the S-Bahn (urban railway) have a nostalgic feel. The elevated sections of the railway give you a great view of the cityscape and some of the double-decker buses take you past the main tourist attractions. The trams only run in East Berlin and are an essential part of the Berlin experience. Outside the city centre, there are also a few ferry services.


Tickets can be used on all forms of transport. There are three zones; Zone A is the city centre within the S-Bahn’s circle line ‘Ringbahn’; Zone B is the rest of Berlin surrounding the circle line and you only need a ticket that includes Zone C if you travel outside the city limits, for example to Potsdam or Oranienburg. It is vital to ‘validate’ your ticket the first time you use it. This involves getting it stamped with the date and time in machines which are on station platforms and on every bus and tram. If caught travelling without a valid ticket you’ll be subject to a fine. Ticket inspectors don’t wear uniforms and often look more like buskers or punks than officials.


There are ticket machines on station platforms, at some bus stops and on all trams. Only larger stations have ticket offices, but tickets can also be bought at the airport, at tourist information offices and some newsagents – just look out for the ‘BVG’ sign. On buses you can buy tickets from the driver. The basic ‘Einzelfahrschein’ ticket is valid for two hours for any journey and there is a discount if you buy 4 tickets at a time. There is also a cheaper ‘Kurzstrecke’ ticket for short trips of up to 6 bus or tram stops and 3 stops on the U- or S-Bahn. If you are making more than three journeys on the same day, a ‘Tageskarte’ (day travel pass) is better value. There are also several special visitor tickets. These include a group day ticket for up to five people, a 48 hour or 72 hour ‘WelcomeCard’ which comes with a coupon booklet and a ‘CityTourCard’ with even more discounts and a combined museum pass. The BVG’s website has an excellent English link with all the details and timetables at www.bvg.de.
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U-Bahn at Tempelhofer Ufer, Kreuzberg


Surfing the network


The U-Bahn


Most of Berlin’s underground lines are only just sub-surface because of the sandy Berlin soil. The word U-bahn is short for Untergrundbahn (underground rail) and pronounced ‘ooo-barn’. The trains are yellow and the logo is a white ‘U’ on a blue background. There are nine lines on the Berlin network, originally built in two major phases. The first phase (1902–1913) was the construction of the ‘Kleinprofil’ network which includes the east-west lines U1 to U4. The next phase, completed in 1930, was the ‘Großprofil’ network that established the first north-south lines. The trains on lines U5 to U9 are wider and taller and some stations are of vast proportions.


Architect Alfred Grenander designed over 70 of Berlin’s pre-war U-Bahn stations and some have been wonderfully restored. Wittenberg Platz and Rathaus Schöneberg are more like monuments and Klosterstraße has fin-desiècle charm. Mohrenstraße was rebuilt after the war using the marble taken from Hitler’s former Reich Chancellery. On the U3 line, don’t miss the vaulted Heidelberger Platz and the historic railway paintings at Breitenbachplatz. The elevated track of the historic U1 crosses the Spree over the iconic Oberbaumbrücke and passes through multi-cultural Kreuzberg on its journey westwards. Most of the 13 stations still evoke the atmosphere of pre-war Berlin and when you look up into the iron girders and then along the curved rail as a small yellow train approaches, you might catch that Berlin feeling.
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U-Bahn station Rathaus Schöneberg


Grenander’s stations on the U8 line are much larger, with sequences of columns and ceiling lights. Hermannplatz is like an U-Bahn cathedral and was the first to be equipped with escalators. But the biggest of all the U-Bahn stations is Alexanderplatz, completely redesigned and expanded in the 1920s when this area was the vibrant hub of the city centre. The post-war phase of Berlin U-Bahn construction consisted mainly of extending existing lines. Over 40 of these stations in West Berlin were designed by Rainer Rümmler. Some tunnel walls feature historic scenes associated with the area and in the 1980s Rümmler’s stations became rather lavish and garish. During Berlin’s division many of the U-Bahn stations in East Berlin were Geisterbahnhöfe (ghost stations) where trains ran from one side of West Berlin to the other without stopping. These eerie places, guarded by the shadowy figures of East German soldiers, have now been brought back to life and given a facelift. The most recent addition to the U-Bahn network is line U55 between Hauptbahnhof and Brandenburger Tor. The new Bundestag station has a futuristic feel with its steel minimalism and soaring ceilings.


The S-Bahn


A ride on the Berlin S-Bahn is more than a journey – it synchronises you with the city’s rhythm. In summer it whisks you quickly to the lakes and forests and the snow in winter adds a layer of nostalgia to the old cobbled platforms. The term S-Bahn is an abbreviation of ‘Stadtschnellbahn’, meaning ‘urban rapid rail’. Its symbol is a white ‘S’ on a green circle and the trains are traditionally red and mustard coloured. Lines run from the suburbs on to three main routes through the city centre. The Stadtbahn is the east-west route and links all the main railway stations. The Nord-Süd-Bahn runs north-south and the Ringbahn encircles the city centre. All S-Bahn lines are numbered and and platform signs show the destination and important stations en route.


S-Bahn history


Electrification of the S-Bahn was completed in 1929 and the next project was a tunnel to join the two lines that ran into the city centre from the north and south. This tunnel, known as the Nord-Süd-Bahn, became a matter of prestige for the Nazis. The first section from the north to Unter den Linden opened for the Berlin Olympics in 1936 and the second section, running through Potsdamer Platz, opened in October 1939. Many sections of the S-Bahn were closed during the war and the Nord-Süd-Bahn tunnel was flooded on 2nd May 1945 by retreating SS troops during the final Battle for Berlin.


After the war the S-Bahn service in the western sectors of Berlin continued to be operated by the Deutsche Reichsbahn, as were all rail services in East Germany, whereas in West Germany they were now operated by the Bundesbahn. This meant that during the Cold War the Berlin S-Bahn soon became a victim of hostilities. The S-Bahn service stopped at Friedrichstraße in both directions and this station was divided into two separate areas and became one of the crossing points for visitors to East Berlin. Service on the Nord-Süd-Bahn was operated for western passengers only. It passed through a short stretch under East Berlin territory and trains didn’t stop at these stations – they too became ghost stations. The Ringbahn only ran between the stations which went through East Berlin.
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S-Bahn station Savignyplatz, Charlottenburg


West Berliners vented their frustration at the building of the Wall by boycotting the East Berlin operated S-Bahn and the BVG began providing new bus services as an alternative. The West Berlin employees of the S-Bahn went on strike and the western portion of the S-Bahn was shut down in September 1980. At the same time, services on the S-Bahn in East Berlin were increased and new lines were built as housing projects expanded eastward from the city centre. The BVG later took over the responsibility for operating S-Bahn services in West Berlin and a limited service was restored. Since reunification a great deal of money and effort has been put into restoring the entire S-Bahn network which is now operated by Deutsche Bahn (German Rail).


Scenic city route


The stretch of S-Bahn track between Savignyplatz in West Berlin and Alexanderplatz in East Berlin is a must for visitors. The raised tracks first take you between the backs of tall buildings variously ‘decorated’ with murals, adverts and graffiti. The next stop is Zoologischer Garten, West Berlin’s central station, a vast metal cage which was frequented by the homeless and drug-addicted during the city’s division. From here the S-Bahn line winds past Berlin Zoo and on to Tiergarten station, crossing over Berlin’s east-west axis. The route continues through the city’s main park and the blocks of flats in the ‘Hansaviertel’, an area rebuilt as an architectural competition in the late 1950s. To the right is a view of the Siegessäule (Victory Column).
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Tram at Hackescher Markt


After Bellevue the S-Bahn crosses the Spree and draws into Berlin’s new Hauptbahnhof. This giant temple of glass and steel pulsates with the movement of people and trains on dozens of levels. The next stretch gives a wonderful panorama of the new government district, the Reichstag and the cluster of skyscrapers at Potsdamer Platz. Then Friedrichstraße station ushers in historic East Berlin. The greyness of this shed-like station still seems to reek of Cold War days and there is an atmospheric walkway under the iron girders to Schiffbauerdamm. On the station forecourt to the left, now dwarfed by an office tower, is the oddly shaped ‘Tränenpalast’ (Palace of Tears). This was the former GDR transit building, the scene of many sad farewells during the city’s division. The S-Bahn glides onwards between majestic museums and into the intricate brickwork and round leaded-light windows of Hackescher Markt station. From here to Alexanderplatz the cityscape is filled with communist-style blocks of flats and offices and the television tower rears up to the right and dominates the skyline.


The Buses


For tourists the most important bus routes are the 100 and 200 which run between Zoologischer Garten and Alexanderplatz. There are great views of the city’s main sights from the top of these double-deckers. Bus 100 takes you through the Tiergarten and stops at the Reichstag before it continues down Unter den Linden. Bus 200 calls at the Kulturforum and Potsdamer Platz en route to Alexanderplatz.


Several ‘Metrobuses’ are also useful for tourists and many of them operate a 24 hour service. The M29 from Hermannplatz in Neukölln to Grunewald in Charlottenburg runs through Kreuzberg past Checkpoint Charlie and along the full length of the Kurfürstendamm, calling at the Kulturforum and Potsdamer Platz. Metro Buses M41 and M85 both run between the Hauptbahnhof and Potsdamer Platz. The M85 passes the Brandenburger Tor and the Holocaust memorial – the only form of public transport to do so.


The Trams


Berlin’s tram network, one of the oldest and largest in the world, is now concentrated in former East Berlin. There are 22 tram lines and nine of them run all night. Horse-drawn trams were introduced in 1865 and in 1881 Berlin opened the world‘s first electric tram line. By 1930 the network had 90 different lines, although many disappeared when the city was being restructured by Nazi planners. War-time bombing damaged the tram lines and in April 1945 the system collapsed during the final Battle for Berlin. After 1949 trams could no longer travel through the city centre and by 1961 West Berlin had only 18 lines left. The erection of the Berlin Wall was the final blow and West Berlin replaced their remaining trams with buses. Today several of the Metrobus routes follow former tram lines.


Soviet Moscow with its tram-free avenues was the role model for East Berlin’s transport planning and many tram lines closed in the 1950s and 1960s. But in the late 1970s some new sections were built to connect the new socialist housing estates of Marzahn, Hohenschönhausen and Hellersdorf to the city’s tram network. Tram routes may not follow the main tourist trail but riding a ‘Straßenbahn’ is a great experience as you rumble and bend your way through the streets of East Berlin. The yellow carriages full of light glide through the day and late into the night, creating a moving showcase of Berlin faces. The M1 tram trip is a magical mystery tour past some of the best street views of East Berlin from Pankow to the Pergamon Museum.
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Taxi at Gendarmenmarkt, Mitte


Taxis


A cab is sometimes the quickest and easiest option. The cream-coloured Berlin taxis are reasonably priced and there always seem to be plenty of them. In the city centre it is quite easy to hail a taxi and there are taxi ranks in all the main areas. You don’t have to take the taxi at the front of the queue but can select the one you want and there are lots of women drivers. On all buses and trams, after 10pm you can ask the driver to call a taxi to meet you at your stop.


Tours


Berlin has a huge range of sightseeing tours on offer. There are hundreds of companies offering bus, boat, bike and walking tours and they can be booked online, at any tourist information office or from your hotel. You can also just turn up at the Brandenburg Gate at 11am for a ‘free’ walking tour in English around the main sights – the excellent young guides will just expect a discretionary tip. Tours with a difference include an independent audio tour, a Segway tour or a veteran bus tour on the ‘Zille Express’. A nostalgic but more active experience is the ‘Trabi Safari’, a tour of the city sights from behind the wheel of a GDR Trabant. For breathtaking aerial views of the whole city there is the Berlin HiFlyer. This ‘Welt Ballon’ is one of the biggest helium balloons in the world and has become quite a trademark of the capital. From its launch pad near Checkpoint Charlie it silently ascends to about 150 metres and there you hover for about 15 minutes enjoying the amazing 360° panorama.
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HiFlyer, Mitte


Berlin also has a vast system of waterways, more canal bridges than Venice and an infinite choice of boat trips. There are double-deckers full of tourists steaming past the graffiti-splattered banks of the Spree in the city centre and canal trips through former border areas and industrial backwaters. Out on the lakes there are excursions to suit everyone or you can hire a boat and take to the waters on your own.




The following websites cover most possibilities:


www.air-service-berlin.de


www.berlinonbike.de


www.citysegwaytours.com/berlin


www.city-sightseeing.com


www.fahrradtouren-berlin.de


www.FreeBerlinTours.de


www.inberlin.de


www.insidertour.com


www.newberlintours.com


www.radundtouren.de


www.reederei-riedel.de


www.segtour-berlin.de


www.stadt-im-ohr.de


www.stattreisenberlin.de


www.sternundkreis.de


www.trabi-safari.de
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Map of Berlin city centre
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Deutscher Dom, Gendarmenmarkt, Mitte




City Centre Sights


Berlin is a unique showcase for visitors. In many respects it still feels like two cities separated by the huge Tiergarten Park, but as well as East Berlin and West Berlin there is now a new ‘Central Berlin’ built on land which was flattened in the war and then further laid waste when the Berlin Wall cut through the heart of the city. Here, time stood still and created large empty spaces where no one lived. When Berlin was reunited it was transformed into one vast building site and although the construction and reconstruction continues, the sense of space has been preserved, enhancing the effect of the architecture. Buildings are set apart, individually or in set-piece ensembles like pictures at an exhibition and because Berlin is not a high-rise city, on a clear day you can see forever. This guide to the main sights of Berlin divides the city into East, West and Central Berlin and includes the best vantage points for heavenly views.


East Berlin


East Berlin contains the historic centre of the German capital, largely created by the Prussian King, Frederick the Great (Friedrich II), almost three centuries ago. It was locked behind the Iron Curtain for 40 years and its rebirth after the war reflected the political ideals of its communist rulers. Since reunification renovation work and new development has been relentless, with a replica of the Berliner Stadtschloss (Berlin City Palace) due for completion in 2019 and many other projects underway.


Brandenburger Tor


The Brandenburg Gate is one of Europe’s most famous landmarks and the last remaining Berlin city gate. It stands proudly in the middle of Pariser Platz, straddling the main ceremonial avenue of the German capital. Crowned by its Quadriga sculpture, a four-horsed chariot driven by the Goddess of Victory, it has been a focal point in Berlin’s history. Rulers and statesmen, military parades and demonstrations have all felt compelled to march through it. It was modelled on the gateway to the Acropolis in Athens and constructed by Karl Gottfried Langhans in 1793. At that time, only the Prussian royal family was allowed to pass through the central archway.
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The Brandenburg Gate


The Brandenburg Gate was originally commissioned to represent peace, but it has since seen turbulent times. After defeating the Prussians in 1806, Napoleon’s Army marched through it into Berlin and took the Quadriga back to France. It was returned in 1814 following the Prussian occupation of Paris. When the Nazis came to power in 1933 they used the Brandenburg Gate for their torchlight parades and from 1961 to 1989 it was masked by the Berlin Wall. Since the historic night of 9th November 1989 it has become a symbol of reconciliation again and the focal point of all the celebrations to mark the fall of the Wall. There was a period when vehicles could drive under the Brandenburg Gate, but now the whole area is for pedestrians only. There is a tourist office in the south wing and a ‘Raum der Stille’ (Room of Silence) in the north wing for a few minutes of quiet contemplation.


Pariser Platz


This square, laid out between 1732 and 1734 by Frederick the Great’s court architect Georg Wenzeslaus von Knobelsdorff, was given its current name after the Prussian troops captured Paris. By 1850 it was the grandest square in Berlin surrounded by buildings in largely classical style and it remained unchanged for almost a century. Although heavily bombed in the war, several buildings were in reparable condition, including the Hotel Adlon, but in the weeks following capitulation the hotel burned down during a raucous party held by celebrating Soviet army officers. The square became wasteland and eventually part of the death zone dividing the city. In 1990 work started on reconstructing Pariser Platz as a fine urban space complete with cobblestones, fountains and trees. The embassies moved back, Hotel Adlon and the Akademie der Künste (Academy of Arts) were reinstated and rich international firms were encouraged to build round the square. Under the rules of reconstruction, height had to be restricted to 22 metres, buildings had to be properly defined against the skyline and stone cladding was to be used as far as possible.


The new Hotel Adlon dominates the south-east side of Pariser Platz and is a copy of the original building. Michael Jackson famously stayed here in 2002 and dangled his child from the balcony of his room. Next door the Akademie der Künste incorporates the ruins of the old Academy of Arts behind a vast expanse of windows. The DZ Bank at 3 Pariser Platz combines the clean lines of Prussian architecture with an oval glass roof. In the southwest corner of Pariser Platz is the heavily guarded and rather nondescript American Embassy. The French Embassy on the north side of the square is in contrast an elegant new building with colonnades and tall windows similar to its predecessor. To its left the Berlin headquarters of the Dresdner Bank has a plain sandstone façade but an exciting interior design and next door the Palais am Pariser Platz features shops and cafés around a shaded courtyard. Adjoining the north wing of the Brandenburg Gate is Haus Liebermann, a faithful replica of the pre-war building on the same site, named after the eminent Jewish artist, Max Liebermann, who lived here from 1892 until his death in 1935. In 1933, watching Nazi SA troops march through the Brandenburg Gate, he famously said: “I cannot possibly eat as much as I would like to puke out.”


Unter den Linden


Pariser Platz leads into Unter den Linden, a majestic avenue, one mile long and 200 feet wide, planted with four rows of lime trees and dating back to the beginning of Berlin’s rise to fame as capital of Brandenburg. Originally a hunting path, in 1647 the Great Elector, Friedrich Wilhelm I, turned it into a ceremonial avenue from his Stadtschloss to the Tiergarten. The first buildings were houses and inns at the western end, followed by the Zeughaus (Armoury) and other official buildings at the eastern end. In 1724 Frederick the Great commissioned Knobesldorff to extend and enhance it. At the beginning of the 19th century the most famous of German classical architects, Karl-Friedrich Schinkel designed the Neue Wache (New Guardhouse) and the Schlossbrücke (Palace Bridge) with its fabulous white marble statues depicting the life of a Greek warrior. It was during this century that Unter den Linden became the Berliners’ favourite promenade. The houses in the western part were superseded by cafés, wine bars and shops and by the beginning of the 20th century there were also huge banks, large businesses and luxury hotels in the ornate style of the ‘Gründerzeit’, the era of the Kaisers towards the end of the 19th century. The corner of Unter den Linden and Friedrichstraße was then one of the busiest junctions in the world.


Unter den Linden has witnessed many historic events. The French Army under Napoleon rolled over its stones and in the 1848 Revolution it was the scene of violent clashes and demonstrations. After the wars of 1866 and 1870–71 the Prussian Armies celebrated their victories with parades and in August 1914 fervent German nationalists gathered here to mark the advent of the First World War. Four years later revolutionary workers, soldiers and sailors marched up the avenue to the Stadtschloss to cheer Karl Liebknecht as he proclaimed the first German Socialist Republic. Hitler used it for many of his parades and Bebelplatz was the site of the notorious Nazi burning of the books in 1933. During the war Unter den Linden tried hard to retain its image of light-hearted pleasure but by 1945 most of its buildings were reduced to a pile of rubble. The Soviets insisted that the new buildings at the western end still had to conform in height to the ‘Linden Statute’ (1880) so that the avenue retained its architectural appeal, but during Berlin’s division the atmosphere of excitement and life disappeared. The shops and cafés were half-dead, policemen stood on every corner and the ceremonial goose-stepping march of East German soldiers changing the guard at the Neue Wache had a chilling effect.


Now Unter den Linden is bustling with people again. There is a well-known Marlene Dietrich song that promises that as long as the lime trees still blossom on Unter den Linden, “Berlin will always be Berlin”. Shops, restaurants and hotels have sprung up between Pariser Platz and Friedrichstraße, the historic buildings of Prussian and Imperial Berlin have undergone restoration and modern architecture has created new highlights. The first building to stand out on the right hand side is the imposing Russian Embassy (63–65 Unter den Linden). This vast edifice was built in the Stalinist-classicist style on the site of the old embassy, an 18th century Rococo palace. The buildings on the left side of Unter den Linden, opposite Hotel Adlon, are currently occupied by global brands that can afford the rents. After Wilhelmstraße comes the Hungarian Embassy (75–76), Madame Tussauds (70) and the new glass-fronted Forum Willy Brandt Berlin (62–68). The next building of interest is the Zollernhof (36–38), for many years home of the FDJ (GDR communist youth organisation). The historic façade has been retained, but the German television company ZDF has transformed the interior into their Berlin headquarters, neatly arranged around a courtyard complex of shops and cafés.
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New Guardhouse, Unter den Linden, Mitte


On the other side of Unter den Linden, behind the modernist ensemble of buildings directly on Unter den Linden, is the Komische Oper (Comic Opera), one of Berlin’s three opera houses. The ‘Haus der Schweiz’ on the corner of Friedrichstraße is the only remaining building from the Nazi era, opposite the site of the legendary Café Kranzler, which moved to West Berlin during the 1950s when the owner saw which way the political wind was blowing. Past Charlottenstraße on the right is the Deutsche Guggenheim, an experimental art museum in a 1920s Deutsche Bank building. The rows of lime trees now come to an end and you are confronted with Frederick the Great himself. This grand bronze statue, in the middle of Unter den Linden is of ‘Old Fritz’ on his favourite horse, wearing coronation robes, a tri-cornered hat and top boots. It is wonderfully ornate and worth a closer look. Historians say that it took nearly 70 years to determine the final plan for the equestrian statue of the much-revered king. Construction of the statue began in 1839 under the watchful eye of its creator, Christian Daniel Rauch.


On Frederick the Great’s right is Bebelplatz, the focal point of the Forum Fridericianum, his great project to create a cultured city centre echoing the elegance and splendour of Ancient Rome. The original square was called Opernplatz but was renamed in 1947 after August Bebel, a founder of the Social Democratic Party of Germany. In the middle of the empty cobbled space is the underground memorial to the Nazi burning of the books (page 200). Bebelplatz is flanked by two superb buildings; the richly ornamented Staatsoper built by Knobelsdorff in 1741–43 as Europe’s first free-standing opera house and the former State Library, now the Law Faculty of the Humboldt University, nicknamed ‘die Kommode’ (chest of drawers) by the Berliners. Behind the Staatsoper is St Hedwigs-Kathedrale, also designed by Knobelsdorff and modelled on the Pantheon in Rome. Frederick the Great commissioned this cathedral to appease the Catholics in Berlin after conquering Silesia. It has been rebuilt with a modern interior. Next to it, facing the square, is an imposing imperial building. Originally owned by the Dresdner Bank, it became the headquarters of the East German state bank and has now been converted into the stylish Hotel de Rome. To the left of the Staatsoper is the Opernpalais, once a palace for the Hohenzollern princesses. It is connected to the Kronprinzenpalais by an arched bridge added in 1810. This neo-classical palace was built for the heirs to the Hohenzollern throne and after the Kaiser’s abdication it became an art museum. It is an exact copy of the original, reconstructed in the late 1960s and used in the GDR era to receive foreign dignitaries. The German reunification agreement was signed here on 31st August 1990.


Opposite Bebelplatz, on the other side of Unter den Linden, is the main building of the Humboldt-Universität, Berlin’s oldest university, founded in 1810 on the initiative of educational reformer, academic and statesman Wilhelm von Humboldt, whose younger brother Alexander was the famous German naturalist. Twenty-nine Nobel Prize winners were educated here, including Albert Einstein. Other famous students include Karl Marx and Otto von Bismarck. The Staatsbibliothek at 8 Unter den Linden is the main State Library, an imposing neo-baroque building (1908–13) with a beautiful inner courtyard. The Neue Wache (New Guardhouse) on the other side of the University was Schinkel’s first royal commission and is the main German memorial for all victims of war. An enlarged reproduction of the Pietà sculpture by Käthe Kollwitz, who lost a son in the First World War and a grandson in the Second World War, conveys the message perfectly.
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