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After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the perspective of a
reunified Berlin, once again the German capital, became the reason
for rethinking the city in relation to its parts, and for finding
more places of centrality within it. After the Wall was built in
1961, the geometric and symbolic core of Berlin became one of the
Wall’s victims, confined to the margins of the city among the
defaced edges of the chessboard of Frederick II, the barely
perceptible traces of the famous baroque icons of Leipziger Platz
and Pariser Platz, and the abandoned lands along the border,
interspersed with interrupted streets and tracks. For years, the
Wall marked a division – two cities struggled to build two opposite
centres in competition with each other. West Berlin would comply
with the centuries[1]old tendency to urban growth and endorse the
direction towards Charlottenburg. East Berlin would deploy the
banners of the new power towards Alexanderplatz and along the
Stalinallee. Allocating new centres constituted the right to a
reconstruction that in reality wished to be seen as a new
foundation, which meant the physical elimination of memories. These
intentions were already made explicit in 1946, as elaborated in the
general plan, the Kollektivplan, directed by Hans Scharoun. 

In the early 1990s, the centre of the newly unified city was a
vast empty space that, for thirty years, had been the back of the
two cities: a topological centre permeated with absences that left
behind city sections in conflict, the result of fragmentary designs
and interrupted plans. It would be these empty spaces that would
advocate the putting into practice of principles of “densification”
aimed at eliminating the signs of conflict and recent history. As
opposed to what happened during the postwar reconstruction, the
eradications went on in the name of an imagined history, rather
than future desires, with a generalized type of building rather
than demolitions. 

The operation, echoing Iba 84 (International Building Exhibition
Berlin), reawakened enthusiasms, pointing to the rebirth of a new
laboratory en plein air for architecture and urban planning in the
Berlin of the 1990s. Principles and methods fell into unhealthy
contradictions. The will to innovation, followed by international
competitions, conflicted with the restoration rules of urban
composition. Transformed into law in the Planwerk, rules of
Kritische Rekonstruktion in fact gave place to compromises and
solutions that were not always equal to the exceptional nature of
the spaces. The reconstructions around the Brandenburg Gate, the
completions to Friedrichstrasse, the new “political city” with the
Reichstag on the bay of the Spree, the redevelopment of the
Potsdamer area, and the expected changes to Alexanderplatz and the
Spreeinsel lacked a conscious strategy for the city’s modernization
and exposed the occasional exploitation in the urban centre of
“abandoned” areas, to which public investments and private capital
were channelled. With clear-headedness, Osvald Mathias Ungers, who
had studied the city at length and made plans for it, asked
himself, “Does there exist a plan for Berlin, or is it reduced to
something half-baked, to an ad hoc way of working half-heartedly,
to a program adopted by acclamation according to the ideological
and economic situation of the moment or of personal preference? … a
do-it-yourself of images, from wherever they may come, be it from
Italy or Manhattan?” (Lotus 80). 

The incoherence of the rules leaves the field open to
dissension, as is evident in the letter that Rem Koolhaas wrote to
the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung on October 16, 1991 as a comment
on the debate unleashed during the award ceremony for the
Potsdamer/Leipziger Platz competition: “From the beginning,
projects rich in intelligence, and enterprising potential, and able
to convey new urban visions have been excluded to the benefit of
projects considered ‘normal’ … that all reveal the same weaknesses
because they are still bound to classic nineteenth-century
morphology based on the city block.” 

Pursuing the image of a Berlinische Architektur with themes
derived from the Kritische Rekonstruktion, Hilmer & Sattler won
the competition for the Potsdamer/Leipziger Platz master plan in
1991. City blocks, carved from the existing streets or from
restored historic routes, are interspersed with clearings and
parterre gardens: the dictates of urban beautification cannot
configure a true urban fabric, nor can they demand relations with
the surrounding city and with the pertinent transit
infrastructures. The unresolved incompatibilities would compromise
the developments, even though the subsequent contest projects tried
to lessen the more pernicious effects. 

The Senate’s decision to implement the master plan with three
competitions set up by the proprietors of the areas, and to be
autonomously convened without any general coordination, further
fragmented the whole. With each operation centred on itself, on the
scale of a city section coinciding with the company image, Sony,
Debis, and Abb produced identities and recognizable traits, each
one separate and lacking any affiliation to another. Potsdamer
Strasse represents a separation and a border between segments
endowed with their own character and individuality: a
differentiation device between competitors who operate on the real
estate market and on urban systems, offering comparable products of
diverse forms and themes. Potsdamer Platz thus divested of its
functions and urban values is merely a geometric fusion of the
vibrant perimeters of the corner buildings. 
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