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Monuments are not merely documents. No less important than their static, monumental 
character is their evocative power, expressed in several forms. The most significant of these is 

their direct, emotional and artistic impact… Finally, there is their broad and important didactic 
influence, when a monument enables us to understand past events and when, through it, we 

learn the history of a nation.1 

Prof. Jan Zachwatowicz 
Head of Historic Architecture Department, Warsaw Reconstruction Office, 

General Conservator of Monuments

MAIN POINTS

•  Following reunification, Germany challenged the post-1945 paradigm which 
held that there was neither a need, nor a justification, nor even the possibil-
ity to reconstruct historic buildings and urban layouts destroyed during the 
Second World War. After 1990, the prevailing view echoed the situation in 
post-war Poland – that the German state could not accept the destruction of 
a significant part of its tangible cultural heritage. It came to be recognised as an 
integral element of the national identity and a necessary factor in rebuilding 
the shared symbolic memory of society.

•  In many German cities, particularly in the eastern part of the country, the 
period following reunification saw the launch of a process of monument 
reconstruction which, in terms of scale, has no parallel in Europe after 1989. 
It was most extensive in Dresden, Berlin and Potsdam – cities that had suf-
fered not only from wartime destruction but also from the urban planning 
policies of the East German authorities. At that time, efforts began to define 
a new identity. The success of the reconstruction of Dresden’s old town had 
a particularly strong impact on the nationwide debate. It became an inspira-
tion for ongoing discussions in both eastern and western Germany about the 
need for reconstruction and about reclaiming a local identity as expressed 
through historic architecture.

• The issue of reconstructing monument became an important element of the 
policy pursued by successive federal governments, beginning with Chancellor 
Helmut Kohl. This reflected a broad, though not full, consensus among polit-
ical elites recognising the need to draw on tradition and material heritage. 
As a result, the renovation and reconstruction of historic buildings became 

1	 J. Zachwatowicz, ‘Program i zasady konserwacji zabytków’, Biuletyn Historii Sztuki i Kultury 1946, no. 1–2, p. 48.
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a significant component of federal programmes directed primarily at the east-
ern federal states. Over the past 35 years, Germany has spent tens of billions 
of euros on projects for the reconstruction of historic buildings.

• The principal driving force behind the reconstruction of historic buildings 
was German society itself. Through well-developed grassroots initiatives, the 
German public conducted lobbying campaigns that often successfully influ-
enced the authorities’ decisions regarding specific buildings or architectural 
ensembles. These activists were supported by a substantial share of citizens, in 
particular the local communities in places where reconstruction was planned.

• The reconstruction of certain important buildings which were embedded in 
Germany’s historical memory generated social and political tension. In many 
cases, it sparked years of emotionally charged debate and controversy, which 
were often nationwide in scope. The most significant disputes concerned 
the reconstruction of the Berlin Palace and the Garrison Church in Potsdam. 
The central question in these debates was whether monuments marked by 
‘negative memory’ should be rebuilt. They also addressed the place which 
the difficult past should be assigned in contemporary German identity and 
the ways in which national history can, or cannot, be expressed, along with 
the potential consequences of doing so. In each case, the disputes ultimately 
ended in victory for supporters of reconstruction.

• The reconstruction of historic buildings gave rise to a debate on Germany’s 
responsibility and guilt and, though this was not a primary factor, it carried 
a moral dimension. Above all, though, it stemmed from a desire to heal ‘his-
torical wounds’ and to reclaim a fragment of the ‘old, good Germany’. At times, 
it also reflected a belief in the destroyed innocent cities’ narrative and in the 
possibility of atonement. Another important motive was the aim of improving 
the aesthetic quality of an urban space and of renewing or restoring histor-
ical memory at the local or national level, particularly where reconstruction 
concerned a building of federal significance.

• The greatest challenge was to restore the architectural ‘order’ in Berlin, a city 
for decades divided by the wall into two independently developing urban enti-
ties. After 1990, the German capital had to redefine itself and, to a considerable 
extent, reinvent itself. The concept of historical reconstruction played a key 
role in this process, most prominently articulated by Hans Stimmann, who 
was in charge of Berlin’s urban planning for 16 years. The city had sought a new 
way to express its identity and found it through an attempt to reconcile its 
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architectural traditions with modernist innovation. As a result, the decision 
was taken to reconstruct many historic buildings, particularly along the Unter 
den Linden boulevard and on Museum Island, while new developments were 
based on the historical urban layout and local typology, with limits imposed on 
the height of new buildings. Over more than three decades, a new Berlin has 
emerged, and it is one of the most compelling cities in contemporary Europe.

•  On a smaller scale, monument reconstruction progressed in West Germany, 
where post-war rebuilding took a different form than in the East and where 
the historical urban layout was most often preserved. In recent years, how-
ever, the process has also begun to gather momentum there, driven by the 
positively received ‘Dresden effect’ and the successful reconstruction of part 
of Frankfurt am Main’s old town. This has become a reference point for other 
western German cities, encouraging their authorities to take similar decisions 
and prompting new debates on further reconstructions.

• After more than 30 years, large-scale monument reconstruction has trans-
formed the appearance of many German cities. Generous investments from 
federal and Länder budgets, as well as EU funds, have led to the removal of the 
material traces of the Second World War and to the comprehensive renewal and 
revitalisation of historic centres. In many cases, this has restored architectural 
harmony and enhanced tourism and investment appeal. The changes brought 
about by monument revitalisation are an important indicator of Germany’s 
social, identity and architectural transformation, as well as of its approach 
to its own historical heritage. Despite many successes, however, the process 
of reconstruction in Germany remains incomplete and will continue in the 
future, albeit on a more limited scale.
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Introduction

Monuments and entire ensembles of historic buildings play an exceptionally 
important role in constructing, consolidating and preserving an identity at 
the local, national and state level for every nation. Architectural heritage, 
alongside art, literature and other forms, constitutes its material expression 
and in this sense forms an important component and instrument of memory 
policy. Efforts to protect the traces of the past have been a significant factor in 
the development of national liberation and opposition movements in various 
parts of the world, from the Baltic states and Armenia and Georgia in the Soviet 
Union to the East German opposition and the anti-colonial movement in India.

Today as well, in developed Western societies undergoing rapid social, cul-
tural, ideological and technological change, it is possible to observe a growing 
concern for the protection and preservation of monuments and increasingly 
also for the reconstruction of those which were destroyed in the 20th centu-
ry or even earlier. Monuments serve as specific ‘anchors’ that help preserve 
memory and identity at the local, national and federal state level. Perhaps the 
clearest contemporary demonstration of this was the shock in France after 
the fire at Notre-Dame Cathedral and the urgent efforts to ensure it would be 
meticulously reconstructed. During the ceremony marking the reopening of 
the restored cathedral in December 2024, attended by the entire French political 
elite, President Emmanuel Macron expressed this directly: “This cathedral is 
a metaphor for what our nation is”.

Nazi Germany brought about the outbreak of the Second World War and 
committed unprecedented crimes during the war, costing tens of millions of 
lives. It also carried out the large-scale destruction of material culture in the 
countries it occupied, particularly in Central and Eastern Europe. Members of 
the anti-German coalition, seeking to defeat the Third Reich, launched carpet 
bombings of German cities, which left many of them in ruins and devastated 
a vast number of monuments of major importance to European culture and, 
above all, to the strength and expression of German national identity. Although 
some were rebuilt as soon as hostilities ended, especially in the western part 
of the country, there were no efforts at reconstruction in most cases. This re-
flected the dominant conviction in both German states at the time, albeit one 
rooted in different premises, that it was necessary to ‘break with the past’ and 
to ‘build a new Germany’. In East Germany, the destruction of many surviving 
buildings even continued after 1945.

Many fundamental processes have taken place in Germany since 1990. 
One of them has been an effort to ‘heal the wounds’ of the tragic 20th century, 
including through the large-scale reconstruction of individual monuments and 
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entire historic ensembles. This forms part of a broader phenomenon of ‘repair-
ing’ and harmonising the architectural fabric of German cities, above all in the 
eastern federal states. Over the past 35 years, most of the historic heritage has 
been restored and many destroyed monuments have been rebuilt, which was 
often accompanied by difficult public debates. Nowhere else in Europe after 
1989 has seen a reconstruction of monuments in terms of scope, ambition and 
financial resources comparable to that undertaken in Germany. In this sense, 
the country has been the continent’s largest reconstruction site. It appears 
that only two other states, Hungary and Poland, have also seen a significant 
reconstruction of historic buildings since the fall of communism, though on 
a decidedly smaller scale.2

In Western European countries and the United States German reconstruc-
tion and the reinterpretation of approaches to material heritage have already 
generated an extensive body of literature. In Germany itself, researchers 
have devoted considerable attention to these issues over the past two decades.

The aim of this study is to provide a comprehensive analysis of the process 
of monument reconstruction in Germany after 1990. The first part examines 
the scale of destruction suffered by German cities during the Second World 
War and the fundamentally different approaches which the two German states 
took to post-war reconstruction.

The second part outlines the attitude of the reunified Germany towards 
its material heritage at the level of the federal and state governments, and of 
society. Its five subsections present the cases most significant for assessing the 
reconstruction process, including measures undertaken in Dresden, Berlin and 
Potsdam, as well as revitalisation and reconstruction projects in selected cities 
in eastern Germany and examples of reconstruction in the western federal 
states. Each section discusses the key public debates and controversies that 
emerged in the course of these processes.

The third and final part brings together the principal findings of this 
study. It also argues that the reconstruction process, which gained momentum 
and a certain ‘confidence’ since German reunification, reflected a German 
aspiration to go back to ‘normal’, a desire to overcome historical trauma and 
to reclaim its identity at both the local community and national level, as well 
as a renewed sense of pride in being German.

2	 Hungary is implementing the National Hauszmann Programme, which envisages the reconstruction between 2016 
and 2030 of several buildings on Budapest’s Castle Hill that were destroyed during the Second World War. The cost 
of the project is estimated at approximately €2 billion. V. Gulyas, R. Jefferson, ‘A Rogue Leader’s Plan for the Heart of 
Budapest’, Bloomberg, 26 March 2022, bloomberg.com.

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2022-03-26/viktor-orban-s-construction-in-the-heart-of-budapest
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2022-03-26/viktor-orban-s-construction-in-the-heart-of-budapest


148Wojciech Konończuk

Germany’s Postwar (Non-)Reconstruction 

1. Monuments in ruins
As a result of Allied bombing, known as the Bombenkrieg, and ground fight-
ing, most large German cities were partially destroyed. Cologne, Nuremberg, 
Hamburg, Dortmund and Dresden suffered particularly severe losses, with 
large parts of their historic centres very heavily damaged.3 Munich, Leipzig 
and Berlin were affected to a lesser degree, although around 40–50% of their 
buildings lay in ruins. Smaller towns and cities remained in better condition 
or were even untouched, especially those without major industrial facilities 
or without a significant role as transport hubs.

According to post-war estimates, 20% of all residential buildings in 
Germany were destroyed. The scale of destruction varied depending on the 
region and the number and importance of the strategic targets located there. 
North Rhine-Westphalia suffered the greatest losses, with around 25% of its 
buildings devastated, while Thuringia experienced the least damage at 3%.4 
There are no detailed data on the proportion of German monuments which 
did not survive the war, but it is known that many symbolic structures were 
among them, including churches, palaces and public buildings. German 
historical heritage suffered greatly, although to a much lower extent than 
that of Poland, Ukraine or Belarus. The scale of the destruction of the cities, 
towns and villages in the lands of the former Polish–Lithuanian Common-
wealth, with their centuries-old cultural heritage, had no parallel in modern 
European history.

The two German states that emerged after the war adopted different ap-
proaches to the problem of destroyed heritage. East Germany opted for a break 
with history and, with few exceptions, clearly opposed the reconstruction 
of ruined city centres, at times even demolishing damaged monuments that 
could have been restored. The alternative was a new socialist architecture.

In West Germany, reconstruction was also approached with limited 
enthusiasm, as it was widely regarded at the time as ‘old-fashioned’. How-
ever, attitudes varied depending on the region or even the city, owing to the 
democratic local self-government system. Reconstructions did take place, 
and in most cases, unlike in East Germany, the historical urban layout was 
preserved.

3	 R. Overy, The Bombing War: Europe 1939–1945, London 2013, p. 233.
4	 Ch. Halbmeier, C. Schröder, ‘The Long-Term Implications of Destruction During the Second World War on Private 

Wealth in Germany’, Journal of Economic Growth 2025, no. 30, p. 162; The United States Strategic Bombing Survey: sum-
mary report (European War), 30 September 1945, p. 6; F. Jacobs, ‘The horrors of World War II air war, in one stark map’, 
Big Think, 6 February 2023, bigthink.com.

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0020_SPANGRUD_STRATEGIC_BOMBING_SURVEYS.pdf
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0020_SPANGRUD_STRATEGIC_BOMBING_SURVEYS.pdf
https://bigthink.com/strange-maps/air-war-germany-map/
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  Lübeck Cathedral in flames during the Allied air raid of 29 February 1942, in which part of the old town was 
destroyed.
 

  View of the ruined city centre of Cologne with the cathedral almost intact, 24 April 1945.
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Thus, East and West Germany shared the same approach, albeit for diffe- 
rent reasons, which involved generally refraining from historical reconstruc-
tion, distancing themselves from the past and an effort to develop new identities. 
A rebuilding of historic centres on the scale seen in Warsaw or Gdańsk was 
unequivocally rejected. In neither of the two German states did anyone after 
the war utter words comparable to those spoken in 1946 by Jan Zachwatowicz, 
head of the Department of Monumental Architecture at the Bureau for the 
Reconstruction of the Capital and General Conservator of Monuments from 
1945 to 1957:

As we cannot accept the stripping away of our cultural monuments, we shall 
reconstruct them, we shall rebuild them from their foundations, in order to pass 
on to future generations, if not their authentic substance, then at least their 
exact form. (…). A sense of responsibility towards future generations demands 
the reconstruction of what has been destroyed, a full reconstruction carried out 
in conscious awareness of the tragic conservation falsehood involved. For mo-
numents are not needed solely by connoisseurs, but are evocative documents of 
history in the service of the masses.5

2. East Germany – architecture as an expression of socialism
Communist East Germany viewed the wartime destruction as an opportu-
nity for the new political system. As a rule, the government refrained from 
reconstructing the vast majority of historic buildings, including many of 
nationwide symbolic significance such as the Hohenzollern Palace in Berlin 
and the Frauenkirche in Dresden. They even completed the demolition of 
partially damaged structures and entire quarters of old town buildings that 
could have been restored.

The East German government’s fervour to build socialism entailed the 
introduction of a new architecture intended to serve as one of the instruments 
of social revolution.6 Cities were to be thoroughly reshaped in a socialist spirit 
imposed across the Eastern bloc. This required a break with Germany’s past, 
including its architectural heritage. The most frequently rebuilt monuments 
were churches. The Zwinger palace complex in Dresden was one of the few 
secular buildings selected for reconstruction.

On 27 July 1950, the East German government adopted 16 principles of ur-
ban planning which stipulated that cities must manifest the socialist system 
and its ‘progressive traditions’. In the following years, these principles would 

5	 J. Zachwatowicz, ‘Program i zasady konserwacji zabytków’, op. cit., pp. 48, 52.
6	 K.  von Beyme, ‘Reconstruction in the German Democratic Republic’ [in:] J.M. Diefendorf (ed.), Rebuilding Europe’s 

bombed cities, New York 1990, p. 191.
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shape the character of the main urban centres. In 1951, a five-year National 
Reconstruction Plan was adopted, providing for the redevelopment of 53 de-
stroyed cities. Each would feature a large central square with broad avenues 
intersecting it, designed to accommodate political demonstrations. The model 
clearly drew on Stalinist architecture in the Soviet Union. The first and flagship 
example was Stalinallee in East Berlin, constructed between 1949 and 1960 and 
renamed Karl-Marx-Allee in 1961 – the name it retains today.

The traditional roles of city centres were reversed. Their commercial and 
functional purposes were marginalised so that they could become political and 
administrative hubs of civic activity. This led to the loss of spatial coherence 
in cities rebuilt in accordance with ideological directives.

From the 1960s onwards, East Germany shifted towards modernism. 
The most striking example was the construction of large-panel prefabricated 
apartment blocks built according to a similar design, which can still be seen 
today from Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky to Magdeburg on the Elbe. In many 
cities, these buildings replaced the destroyed bourgeois townhouses in his-
toric centres and inner-city districts. Beyond making different urban centres 
resemble each other, this created the impression of disharmony and a lack of 
a sense of warmth.

In the early post-war years, partially damaged churches were rebuilt 
on the initiative of religious communities. This usually took many years and 
applied to many, though by no means all, places of worship. The fate of East 
German religious buildings is illustrated by the case of Rostock, where four 
major Gothic churches had stood before the war. St Mary’s Church survived 
the war largely intact. St James’s Church was not rebuilt, and its ruins were 
demolished between 1957 and 1960. At St Peter’s Church, the tower collapsed 
and was only rebuilt in 1994, while the vaulting fell in and was replaced many 
years after the war with a new wooden structure. Finally, St Nicholas’s Church 
stood as a secured ruin until 1976, when its reconstruction began, which was 
completed in 1994.

The eastern section of the Unter den Linden boulevard in Berlin was one 
of the flagship East German reconstruction projects. This saw the restoration 
of several public buildings: the baroque Zeughaus armoury between 1948 
and 1965, the State Opera between 1951 and 1955, the Neue Wache between 1957 
and 1960 and the main building of Humboldt University between 1949 and 1962. 
The intention was to fill the reconstructed buildings with the ideological content 
of the new system. In 1953, at the opening of an exhibition at the Museum of 
German History housed in the Zeughaus, Fred Oelßner, the Central Commit-
tee secretary for propaganda of the Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED), 
declared: “Today we are opening an exhibition devoted to Karl Marx in the 
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former Zeughaus. Let it serve as a symbol of the victory of Marxism over the 
Hohenzollern legend”.7

The fact that the buildings on Berlin’s Museum Island had been 70% 
destroyed meant they posed a major financial and conservation challenge. 
Reconstruction of some of them began in 1950 and lasted several decades. 
The best-preserved Kaiser Friedrich Museum partly reopened in 1954 as the 
Bode Museum, fully reopening in 1987. The most severely damaged Neues 
Museum was not rebuilt during the East German period, having to wait until 
German reunification for its reconstruction.

Furthermore, East Germany was engaged in the process of a destructive 
iconoclasm which even included significant monuments. In 1960, the damaged 
Gothic church in Wismar was blown up, leaving only its 80-metre tower. In 1962, 
Dresden’s oldest church was demolished. This was justified ideologically by 
First Secretary Walter Ulbricht’s assertion that “the socialist city has no need 
of Gothic churches”.8 Residential architecture also fell victim, as illustrated 
by the demolition of Schloss Putbus on the island of Rügen in 1962. Perhaps the 
most drastic case was the 1968 demolition of the 13th-century University Church 
in Leipzig, which had survived the war intact. These are only a few examples. 
The removal of the ruins of churches that could have been rebuilt continued.

From the 1970s onwards, East Germany experienced a certain ideological 
‘thaw’, which made it possible to embark on the reconstruction of selected sec-
tions of historic city centres. The best-known example was the Nikolaiviertel 
in Berlin, which dates back to the Middle Ages and which was rebuilt by 1987 
to mark the 750th anniversary of the city’s founding. However, only some 
buildings were faithfully reconstructed with most receiving no more than 
a historical gloss.

In 1975, reconstruction began on Berlin Cathedral, which had been se-
verely damaged in 1944. The design was simplified and included a significant 
reduction in the height of the four corner towers with their domes. The Denk-
malskirche, a memorial church serving as the burial site of members of the 
Hohenzollern family and attached to the cathedral on the northern side as 
a large apse, was demolished for ideological reasons. Renovation of the ca-
thedral was not completed until 1993. Symbolic of the ambivalent character 
of East Germany’s later historical policy was the 1980 decision to restore the 
equestrian statue of Frederick the Great, dating from 1851, to its place on Unter 

7	 M. Colla, ‘Prussian Palimpsests: Historic Architecture and Urban Spaces in East Germany, 1945–1961’, Central European 
History 2017, vol. 50, no. 2, p. 199.

8	 M. van der Meulen, ‘The Construction of a National Patrimony? Restoration of Gothic Cathedrals and Churches in the 
Polish People’s Republic’ [in:] B. Buettner, W.J. Diebold (eds.), Medieval Art, Modern Politics, Berlin–Boston 2025, p. 141.
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den Linden. The monument had survived the war but was removed to storage 
in 1950 and, from 1963, stood in front of Charlottenhof Palace in Potsdam.

3. West Germany – reconstruction in a modernist form
After 1945, there were debates in Poland over whether destroyed monuments 
could be rebuilt, partially reconstructed or even left in ruins as historical 
memorials; Warsaw’s Old Town was included in these discussions. Professor 
Jan Zachwatowicz was among those who, as it turned out, successfully argued 
that reconstruction was possible. His colleague, Professor Piotr Biegański, 
co-organiser of Warsaw Reconstruction Office and Chief Conservator of Mon-
uments in Warsaw from 1947 to 1954, later recalled: “Looking at Warsaw, we 
often had doubts as to whether this reconstruction could really be carried out 
and whether it was feasible at all”.9

Given the immense conservation and financial challenges facing a dev-
astated country, the reconstruction of Warsaw’s Old and New Towns, as 
well as the buildings along the Krakowskie Przedmieście and Nowy Świat 
streets, was pioneering on a global scale. Years later, Zachwatowicz recalled: 
“We undoubtedly fascinated, but also shocked, the conservation community 
in Europe by reconstructing historic buildings in their original form. Our 
concept of preserving the Old Town as a symbol of Warsaw’s history, as our 
anchor of national identification, initially gave rise to many doubts in the 
conservation world”.10

Similar debates in post-war West Germany led to different conclusions. 
The concept of monument reconstruction was mostly criticised. This stemmed 
not only from the scale of the challenge, as the western part of the country, 
owing to its greater industrialisation, suffered more extensive destruction. 
90% of the old town buildings in Cologne, Münster and Nuremberg were 
destroyed, as were 70% in Frankfurt am Main and 50–60% in Hamburg, 
Stuttgart and Düsseldorf. The dominance which the opponents of historical 
reconstruction – the ‘modernists’ – had over its supporters, the ‘conservatives’, 
also reflected a conviction that a break with the tainted past was necessary 
in order to avoid creating the impression of a continuity with the previous 
German state. The West German debate is well captured by the words of Otto 
Bartning, one of the most influential German architects of the 20th century 
and a theorist of modernist architecture and co-founder of the Bauhaus, who 
stated in 1946 that “reconstruction is not possible for technical and financial 
reasons – what am I saying? – it is not possible for spiritual reasons”.11

9	 ‘Odbudowa Starego Miasta w Warszawie – w obronie dziedzictwa narodowego’, Dzieje.pl, 21 June 2017.
10	 ‘Jan Zachwatowicz. Udaremnił zamach Niemców na kulturę polską’, Polskie Radio, 4 March 2025, polskieradio24.pl.
11	 T. Markiewicz, ‘Burzyć czy rekonstruować’, Ochrona Zabytków 2006, no. 4, p. 105.

https://dzieje.pl/artykuly-historyczne/w-obronie-dziedzictwa-narodowego-sylwetki-s-lorentza-j-zachwatowicza-i-k-pawlowskiego
https://polskieradio24.pl/artykul/909950,Jan-Zachwatowicz-udaremnil-zamach-Niemcow-na-kulture-polska
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The post-1945 West German discussion of whether or not to rebuild is re-
flected in the dispute over the Goethe House in Frankfurt am Main, completely 
destroyed in 1944 along with most of the Old Town. Leading architects and 
art historians opposed its reconstruction, arguing that “destroyed heritage 
cannot be reconstructed, it can only be created anew for new tasks in a new 
form”. In a widely discussed article, the well-known publicist Walter Dirks 
firmly protested against the idea of rebuilding, stating that “the acceptance of 
fate is an attitude worthy of Goethe”.12 Reconstruction was supported by such 
figures as Hermann Hesse and Karl Jaspers. After nearly two years of debate, 
in which arguments about ‘falsehood and deception’ clashed with those about 
‘authenticity’, it was decided that the building would be faithfully reconstructed, 
and this was completed in 1951.

This was, however, an exception to the predominant rule. In most cases 
in West Germany, the progressives prevailed, opting to renew cities in a mod-
ernist spirit, thus abandoning reconstruction. Interestingly, even during the 
Third Reich, when debates took place within Nazi circles about the future 
reconstruction of cities bombed by the Allies, influential voices had already 
emerged calling for a break with the past and rebuilding in a ‘new spirit’.13

In 1947, dozens of German architects, planners, artists, intellectuals and 
journalists signed a document entitled An Appeal: Fundamental Demands, call-
ing for a rebuilding of German cities which would not be guided by old forms 
but rather for “new tasks and in a new form”. The manifesto asserted that the 
“visible collapse” of Germany was merely an expression of spiritual decline and 
called for a “new architectural beginning for a new era”. This, in turn – as they 
claimed – required refraining from reconstructing destroyed historical herit-
age. In the surviving small towns, described as the “last remnants of German 
history”, it was necessary to “find a living unity between the old structure and 
modern residential areas and industrial buildings”.

The manifesto An Appeal: Fundamental Demands was a call to create mod-
ernist architecture as part of the reconstruction of German cities, in order 
to break with the past and not to create a ‘false continuity’. Some planners 
even saw the destruction of major cities as an opportunity, arguing that vast 
industrial urban centres had become a “moribund social form of human or-
ganisation”.14 In a paradoxical way, the approach to urban planning in West 
Germany shared a common element with that being applied in East Germany, 

12	 H. Riebsamen, ‘Es lag die Welt in Scherben’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 27 August 2009, faz.net.
13	 R. Leick, M. Schreiber, H.-U. Stoldt, ‘A New Look at Germany’s Postwar Reconstruction’, Spiegel International, 10 Au-

gust 2010, spiegel.de.
14	 O. Bartning et al., ‘An Appeal: Fundamental Demands, ‘Art in Translation’ 2023, vol. 15, no. 1; J.M. Diefendorf, ‘New Per-

spectives on a Rebuilt Europe’ [in:] J.M. Diefendorf (ed.), Rebuilding Europe’s bombed cities, op. cit., pp. 6, 8–9.

https://www.faz.net/aktuell/rhein-main/frankfurt/goethe-haus-es-lag-die-welt-in-scherben-1576761.html
https://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/out-of-the-ashes-a-new-look-at-germany-s-postwar-reconstruction-a-702856.html
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since both viewed it as a form of social engineering aimed at improving living 
standards. This dominant approach in West Germany resulted in a model of 
urban reconstruction which included historic city centres and usually pre-
served the pre-war street layout and original building scale, but which erected 
new structures based on contemporary designs completely unrelated to their 
predecessors, with modernist façades and interiors designed in line with the 
latest engineering solutions.15 Cologne, Nuremberg, Hamburg and most other 
large West German cities were rebuilt according to these principles. Post-war 
planners initially also opposed preserving the old urban fabric, including nar-
row old town streets, but they ultimately had to yield to strong public pressure.

One exception to this West German model of reconstruction concerned 
historic churches, often Romanesque or Gothic, which were largely rebuilt 
in accordance with their original designs. This followed lengthy debates and 
disputes in which architects and planners advocated constructing entirely 
new buildings. Pressure from local communities, who believed that churches 
should remain symbols of historical heritage, proved to be the decisive factor. 
Some, including St Alban’s in Cologne, the Aegidienkirche in Hanover, the 
Hauptkirche St Nikolai in Hamburg, the Franzosenkirche in Halberstadt and 
Berlin’s Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church and Klosterkirche, were preserved 
as war memorials.

A similar situation applied to historic town halls, city palaces and buildings 
of exceptional artistic significance, which were also usually reconstructed. 
Examples of these included the mansions in Karlsruhe, Stuttgart and Würzburg, 
as well as Charlottenburg Palace in West Berlin. The latter, a magnificent ba-
roque palace that had suffered severe wartime damage, faced the risk of sharing 
the fate of the City Palace and Monbijou Palace, whose ruins were demolished 
by the authorities of East Berlin in 1951 and 1959 respectively, despite protests 
from residents and art historians. Decisive in saving Charlottenburg was the 
determination of museum officials, and its faithful reconstruction had been 
completed by 1957. In West Germany, however, some partially ruined residen-
tial buildings were demolished. Perhaps the most high-profile case was the 
removal of the ruins of the Brunswick Palace in 1960.

The general tendency against the reconstruction of historic buildings did, 
though, have exceptions. The largest city to decide on rebuilding a significant 
part of its historic centre while largely preserving its original appearance 
was Munich. Thanks to efforts by residents and the local authorities, many 
monuments were first saved from complete demolition and then fully or 

15	 K. Oshemkova, ‘Cologne. Reconstruction as preservation of urban identity’, PRAGMATIKA.MEDIA, 6 June 2022.

https://pragmatika.media/en/keln-rekonstrukcija-jak-zberezhennja-miskoi-identichnosti/
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partially reconstructed to their pre-war form.16 The process was completed 
in 1958, although the reconstruction of several of Munich’s most important 
monuments continued much longer. In the case of the Residenz, the seat of the 
Bavarian kings, work was not completed until the 1980s. As a result, Munich 
gained a reputation as one of the most carefully rebuilt and harmonious cities 
in Germany.

Partial reconstruction also took place in Münster in North Rhine-West-
phalia, where by 1958 the buildings along the Prinzipalmarkt were meticu-
lously rebuilt using original materials, an undertaking unique in Germany. 
The restoration of other major monuments required more time: the baroque 
Erbdrostenhof Palace was completed in 1968 and the late Romanesque St Paul’s 
Cathedral was completed 30 years after the war. Other examples of successful 
comprehensive and faithful reconstruction include Freiburg and Freudenstadt, 
both in Baden-Württemberg.17 This did not alter the broader trend, however, 
as modernism prevailed in the post-war reconstruction of West German cities 
and left a lasting mark on their appearance.

The gradual departure from the previous dogmatic and ideological ap-
proach to monuments in East Germany in the 1970s coincided with the re-
habilitation of traditional urban layouts in West Germany. As a result, more 
projects involving the reconstruction of historic buildings were launched at 
that time than in the first three post-war decades. Symbolic projects includ-
ed the market square in Hildesheim in Lower Saxony, rebuilt between 1984 
and 1989, and part of the old town in Frankfurt am Main.18 At the same time, 
greater appreciation and protection began to be extended to late 19th- and 
early 20th-century townhouses, previously regarded as buildings of limited 
value. As a result, some were renovated, including in Kreuzberg in West Berlin.

The great reconstruction of monuments after 1990

1. Reunified Germany and its material heritage
On 4 October 1990, the day after the official reunification of Germany, Chancel-
lor Helmut Kohl delivered a speech at the first historic sitting of the Bundestag. 
At the very outset, he referred to Germany’s historical heritage located in the 
territory of the former East Germany, stating:

16	 G.D. Rosenfeld, Munich and Memory: Architecture, Monuments, and the Legacy of the Third Reich, Berkeley–Los Angeles 
2000, pp. 15, 27–32.

17	 R. Leick, M. Schreiber, H.-U. Stoldt, ‘A New Look at Germany’s Postwar Reconstruction’, op. cit.
18	 T. Markiewicz, ‘Burzyć czy rekonstruować’, op. cit., p. 105.

https://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/out-of-the-ashes-a-new-look-at-germany-s-postwar-reconstruction-a-702856.html
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The castles in Schwerin and Potsdam, the magnificent sculptures in Naumburg 
Cathedral, the Semper Opera in Dresden – all these places are symbols of one, 
shared Germany. It was at Wartburg Castle that Martin Luther translated the 
Bible for all Germans, and Weimar became synonymous throughout the world 
with German classicism. We rejoice that these places of our shared history and 
culture are once again accessible to all.

As the meticulous transcript records, these words were interrupted by 
sustained applause from all parts of the plenary chamber. Kohl continued:

This heritage, which is at the same time European heritage, imposes a shared 
obligation upon us all. Above all, we must ensure that cultural sites of European 
rank located in the territory of the former GDR retain their significance for both 
Germany and Europe. I am aware of the responsibility that rests with the federal 
government – irrespective of the fundamental competences of the Länder – for 
the continued existence of these sites. We shall have to act in accordance with 
this responsibility.19

Kohl, contributed greatly to the restoration of German unity and called 
for the swiftest possible integration of the country’s western and eastern parts 
in social and economic terms. At the same time, he maintained that the cul-
tural unity of the German nation had never disappeared. As his later actions 
demonstrated, however, Kohl regarded the reconstruction of a shared symbolic 
memory and its material expression as at least equally important. In what can 
be seen as a programmatic address, he announced that the reunified German 
state, meaning the federal authorities, would assume responsibility for the 
restoration and preservation of sites connected with history and, in many 
cases, though he did not state this explicitly, also for their reconstruction.

Several months earlier, on 19 December 1989, Helmut Kohl visited East 
Germany, which was then experiencing a democratic revolution that would lead 
to its first free elections in March 1990. He deliberately chose to deliver his key 
speech before the ruins of the Frauenkirche in Dresden, the baroque church 
destroyed during the war and left unrestored, a work of major importance for 
German cultural history. Addressing around 100,000 East Germans who had 
gathered and welcomed him enthusiastically, the West German Chancellor 
emphasised the significance of the church’s ruins, describing them as “a place 
of great tradition” and underscoring the “memory of the suffering and the 
victims of this beautiful, old German city”. Weighing his words and remaining 
aware that the immediate future remained uncertain, he declared that his 
goal “remains, if history permits, the unity of our nation” and that “this hour 

19	 Deutscher Bundestag. Plenarprotokoll 11/228, 4 October 1990, pp. 18020–18021.

https://dserver.bundestag.de/btp/11/11228.pdf
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will come if we work together towards it”. He concluded with references to 
“one German family” and the words “May God bless our German fatherland”.20

This speech – one of Kohl’s most famous – was intended to highlight, on 
the one hand, the still palpable social and political consequences of the war 
for the German nation and its suffering and, on the other, the prospect of 
a new beginning and renewal. After reunification, Kohl personally became 
involved in efforts to rebuild the Frauenkirche in Dresden, supporting public 
fundraising and encouraging companies to co-finance this technically and 
financially complex undertaking. This issue is discussed in more detail below.

The reconstruction of this symbolic church was accompanied by large-
scale conservation and the rebuilding not only of individual monuments in 
the former East Germany but also of entire historic urban spaces. Kohl was 
fully aware of the importance of these efforts, as reflected in his remarks in 
Quedlinburg on 6 January 1990 during a spontaneous visit to the East German 
town. He pledged, among other things, to secure funding to save its exception-
ally valuable but severely dilapidated old town.

The eastern part of the reunified Germany required vast investment in 
infrastructure, economic development, social policy and the renewal of cities 
whose urban order had been disrupted. Nearly half a century after the end 
of the Second World War, many cities still bore architectural voids. In place 
of unreconstructed historic centres there were empty squares or the ruins of 
buildings. As noted, in communist East Germany, unlike in West Germany, 
even public buildings of historical significance were often not rebuilt.

In the programmes adopted after 1990 by the Bonn government for the 
modernisation and reconstruction of the eastern regions, federal funds played 
a central role under the Aufbau Ost initiative. These included resources for the 
restoration of cultural heritage, including historic churches, palaces and public 
buildings. The Urban Development Support programme (Städtebauförderung) 
also proved crucial, providing co-financing for projects to preserve and con-
serve historic city centres. In 1998, Chancellor Gerhard Schröder decided to 
create the office of the Federal Government Commissioner for Culture and the 
Media which would be at the ministerial level. The new office was tasked with 
coordinating Germany’s cultural policy at the federal level, an unprecedented 
development considering the fact that culture had previously been the exclu-
sive competence of the Länder.

20	 Rede des Bundeskanzlers auf der Kundgebung vor der Frauenkirche in Dresden, Die Bundesregierung, 22 December 
1989, bundesregierung.de. See H. Kohl. Pragnąłem jedności Niemiec. Kai Diekman, Ralf Georg Reuth relacjonują rozmowy 
z kanclerzem, Warszawa 1999, p. 129.

https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-de/service/newsletter-und-abos/bulletin/rede-des-bundeskanzlers-auf-der-kundgebung-vor-der-frauenkirche-in-dresden-790762
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German reunification was extremely expensive. According to estimates, 
around €2 trillion had been spent on it by 2014.21 The proportion of these funds 
which was allocated to conservation and monument reconstruction projects 
is unknown, though. Between 1991 and 2016, the federal government spent 
€2.4 billion under the Städtebauförderung programme alone to co-finance 
monument-related projects in 238 East German cities. Since 2017, annual 
expenditure under this programme for these purposes has amounted to €110 
million. In addition to federal funds, resources for the conservation and recon-
struction of monuments were provided by the eastern and western Länder, as 
well as by municipalities, private donors, businesses and public fundraising 
campaigns. While the total cannot be precisely calculated, it may be assumed 
that, since 1990, spending on the preservation, restoration and reconstruction 
of material cultural heritage in eastern Germany has reached into the tens of 
billions of euros.22

The reunified state decisively challenged the post-1945 paradigm that it 
was neither possible nor necessary to recreate historic urban layouts destroyed 
during the war. After 1990, a fundamentally different conviction prevailed, 
similar to that seen in Poland after 1945: namely that Germany could not come 
to terms with the annihilation of a significant part of its material cultural 
heritage and that this had proved to be an essential component of national 
identity. Newly constructed buildings, shaped by the spirit and assumptions 
of modernism, were therefore regarded as insufficient. Over time, the trend 
initiated by Kohl ceased to generate controversy. Reconstruction projects were 
usually preceded by debates and disputes over specific designs and financing, 
but the decision was almost invariably to implement them. This also applied 
to the reconstruction of public buildings with problematic historical associa-
tions. Dissenting voices did of course emerge, most often from the defenders 
of modernist architecture who opposed demolishing post-war structures to 
make way for their historical predecessors. Arguments were also raised about 
the ‘falsehood of reconstruction’ and ‘inauthentic replicas’. Reconstruction 
was furthermore linked to an important debate about German guilt and re-
sponsibility and thus carried a moral dimension.23

21	 ‘Deutsche Einheit hat fast zwei Billionen Euro gekostet’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 4 May 2014, faz.net.
22	 It is worth noting in this context that Germany allocated only symbolic funds for the preservation of German cultur-

al heritage in the countries of Central Europe. For further details, see W. Konończuk, ‘ANEKS: Polityka RFN wobec 
dziedzictwa niemieckiego w Polsce po 1989 roku’ [in:] idem, P. Kosiewski, Endangered heritage: Polish cultural goods in 
Ukraine and Belarus, OSW, Warszawa 2020, osw.waw.pl, pp. 165–173.

23	 E. von Engelberg-Dočkal, H.-R. Meier, ‘Traditional rebuilding in Germany after the Second World War’ [in:] J. Bold, 
P.  Larkham, R.  Pickard, Authentic Reconstruction. Authenticity, Architecture and the Built Heritage, Bloomsbury 2018, 
pp. 29–31.

https://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/expertenschaetzung-deutsche-einheit-hat-fast-zwei-billionen-euro-gekostet-12922345.html
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-report/2020-05-04/endangered-heritage
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-report/2020-05-04/endangered-heritage
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Overall, though, a consensus emerged in Germany that material heritage 
plays an important role in contemporary national identity. Even Jürgen Haber-
mas, one of Germany’s most influential intellectuals and a well-known critic 
of the traditional forms of national identity, wrote in 1989 that “the bonds of 
constitutional patriotism with these democratic principles must be nurtured 
by the heritage of cultural traditions that are compatible with them”.24 In do-
ing so, he developed his earlier argument in the second volume of The Theory 
of Communicative Action from 1981 that the material remnants of history are 
not merely ‘dead objects’, but key participants in any social dialogue about 
values, the past and identity. It is therefore unsurprising that the left wing 
of German politics, which often called Kohl’s and the CDU/CSU’s talk of the 
‘German nation’ ‘reactionary nationalism’, nevertheless proved more open to 
discussions on German tradition and culture.25

2. Dresden – from an ‘unattainable dream’ to a reclaimed identity
“There were sounds like giant footsteps above. Those were sticks of high-explo-
sive bombs. The giants walked and walked (…) There was a firestorm out there. 
Dresden was one big flame. The one flame ate everything organic, everything 
that would burn”.26 The 20-year-old American soldier Kurt Vonnegut, who years 
later immortalised this moment in one of the most important anti-war books 
in literary history, had been in German captivity for two months. Together 
with a group of other prisoners of war, he was working in a slaughterhouse 
near the centre of Dresden, which had a population of 600,000.

A few pages earlier he had written: “Every other big city in Germany had 
been bombed and burned ferociously. Dresden had not suffered so much as 
a cracked windowpane. Sirens went off every day, screamed like hell, and 
people went down into cellars and listened to radios there. The planes were 
always bound for someplace else – Leipzig, Chemnitz, Plauen, places like that. 
So it goes”.27 Yet on 13–15 February 1945, Dresden, regarded as one of the most 
beautiful cities in Europe, the ‘Florence on the Elbe’, with its rich artistic and 
cultural traditions, was 85% destroyed in Allied bombing raids. Vonnegut 
survived the air raids in a natural shelter beneath the slaughterhouse to write: 
“When the Americans and their guards did come out, the sky was black with 
smoke. The sun was an angry little pinhead. Dresden was like the moon now, 
nothing but minerals. The stones were hot. Everybody else in the neighbour-
hood was dead. So it goes”. Around 25,000 residents were killed. Magnificent 

24	 J. Haberman, The new conservatism: cultural criticism and the historian’s debate, Cambridge 1989, p. 262.
25	 J. James, ‘Undoing Trauma: Reconstructing the Church of Our Lady in Dresden’, Ethos 2006, vol. 34, no. 2, p. 251.
26	 K. Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five, New York, Dell Publishing 1991, p. 177.
27	 Ibid., p. 81.
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monuments lay in ruins, including the Protestant Frauenkirche, one of the 
most splendid and tallest works of German Baroque architecture at 91 metres. 
Dresden occupies a special place in the history of German wartime destruction 
and of post-1990 reconstruction.

The East German authorities showed no interest in Dresden’s recon-
struction and sought to build a model socialist metropolis on the ruins of 
the ‘bourgeois’ city. In 1946, its communist mayor Walter Weidauer outlined 
a post-war vision intended to guide the city for decades. In a speech that year, 
he declared that rebuilding Dresden was an “unattainable dream” and that the 
city “will not be reconstructed as a showcase for art historians to study the 
architecture and styles of past eras. Nor is it to become a great museum, but 
a city for progressive people, with all that this entails”.28

Many partially damaged buildings that could have been saved were ‘cleared 
away’ in the first post-war years, a process sometimes described as Dresden’s 
‘second destruction’. In 1953, a vast empty central square was created on the 
site of the former old town’s heart. The destruction of the surviving historic 
urban fabric continued into the late 1960s, when numerous buildings which 
had been burned out in 1945, including townhouses, public buildings and 
churches, were demolished.29

The few monuments that were rebuilt included the Cathedral of the Holy 
Trinity, completed in 1965, and the Zwinger Palace, one of the key works of 
European Baroque architecture. The decision to reconstruct the latter was 
taken as early as September 1945, an unprecedented step, and the project was 
fully completed in 1963, with the famous Dresden Gallery reopening seven 
years earlier. Despite initial plans and repeated appeals from residents, how-
ever, the East German authorities in 1966 decided to leave the Frauenkirche as 
a permanent ruin serving as an anti-Western war memorial. An inscription at 
the site referred to ‘Anglo-American terror’, incorporating the church’s ruins 
into the Cold War narrative.

Dresden played a pioneering role in the debates that emerged in East Ger-
many during the 1980s regarding the need to reconstruct destroyed monuments. 
Increasingly strong voices called for the rebuilding of the Frauenkirche, 
and were formalised in autumn 1989 in the civic initiative Society for the 
Promotion of the Reconstruction of the Frauenkirche in Dresden (Gesellschaft 
zur Förderung des Wiederaufbaus der Frauenkirche Dresden). A section of East 
German public and some intellectuals continued to argue that the church 

28	 Source: K. Marek, Rekonstruktion und Kulturgesellschaft. Stadtbildreparatur in Dresden, Frankfurt am Main und Berlin als Aus-
druck der zeitgenössischen Suche nach Identität, 11 February 2009, a doctoral thesis defended at the University of Kassel, p. 31.

29	 J. Paul, ‘Reconstruction of the City Centre of Dresden: Planning and Building during the 1950s’ [in:] J.M. Diefendorf 
(ed.), Rebuilding Europe’s bombed cities, op. cit., p. 173.

https://kobra.uni-kassel.de/bitstream/123456789/2009101330569/7/DissertationKatjaMarek.pdf
https://kobra.uni-kassel.de/bitstream/123456789/2009101330569/7/DissertationKatjaMarek.pdf
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should remain a ruin as a symbol of collective German guilt (kollektive Schuld). 
On 12 February 1990, a civic ‘Appeal from Dresden’ was published, calling for 
German and international efforts to rebuild what had once been the city’s 
most important church, leading to the establishment of the Society for the 
Promotion of the Reconstruction of the Frauenkirche.30

At the time of German reunification, Dresden remained a city with a par-
tially unrestored centre marked by empty squares. Only fragments of surviving 
buildings in peripheral districts testified to its former splendour. The urban 
landscape, scarred by unhealed wartime wounds, the memory of mass casu-
alties and Kohl’s widely noted speech before the ruins of the Frauenkirche at 
the end of 1989 all reinforced a conviction which had been already present in 
both West and East Germany, namely that Dresden was one of the principal 
symbols of the Bombenkrieg, the area bombings of German cities. This per-
ception had a significant influence on Berlin’s memory policy regarding this 
aspect of the Second World War. For more information on this topic, see the 
chapter by Wojciech Pięciak.

The focus of the reunified Germany on the Frauenkirche, the active public 
debate in which a large majority of residents supported reconstruction, as 
well as the intense discussions among experts (whose views were divided) 
led to a decision on 18 March 1991 by the synod of the Protestant Church of 
Saxony, which owned the site, to rebuild the church, with 43 votes in favour 
and 26 against.31 In February 1992, Dresden’s city council adopted a similar 
resolution, recommending that the rebuilt church should retain its message 
as a site of remembrance of the tragedy of war.

Between 1992 and 1994, the ruins of the Frauenkirche were dismantled. 
During this process, 8,390 original stone fragments were selected and examined 
in order to identify those suitable for reuse. The actual reconstruction began 
in 1994 and proved to be an exceptionally complex engineering and conser-
vation undertaking. The work relied in part on paintings by the 18th-century 
Italian artist Bernardo Bellotto, known as Canaletto, a master of architectural 
detail who depicted numerous views of Dresden, including the Frauenkirche 
shortly after it was built.32 Approximately one third of the building material 
used consisted of original elements, which are visible in the reconstructed 
structure due to their darker colour.

30	 ‘The »Appeal from Dresden« and how he was echoed’, Frauenkirche Dresden, frauenkirche-dresden.de.
31	 K. Marek, Rekonstruktion und Kulturgesellschaft. Stadtbildreparatur in Dresden, Frankfurt am Main und Berlin als Ausdruck 

der zeitgenössischen Suche nach Identitäts, op. cit., p. 36.
32	 Canaletto’s paintings depicting views of Warsaw also proved useful in the reconstruction of that city’s monuments 

after 1945.

https://www.frauenkirche-dresden.de/support-society/how-it-all-began
https://kobra.uni-kassel.de/bitstream/123456789/2009101330569/7/DissertationKatjaMarek.pdf
https://kobra.uni-kassel.de/bitstream/123456789/2009101330569/7/DissertationKatjaMarek.pdf
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Securing funding presented another major challenge. In 1994, the Free 
State of Saxony, the City of Dresden and the Evangelical Lutheran Church of 
Saxony each contributed three million Deutsche Marks to establish the Frau-
enkirche Foundation (Stiftung Frauenkirche e.V.), which became the owner of 
the site and subsequently of the rebuilt church. The total cost of the project 
exceeded €197 million, of which the government of Saxony provided €26.5 
million, the federal government €23 million and the City of Dresden €11.8 mil-
lion. The remaining funds were raised through private donations, including 
a contribution from the German biologist and Nobel laureate Günter Blobel, 
who donated the entirety of his 1999 award, as well as from businesses, no-
tably Dresdner Bank, and from the governments of the United States and the 
United Kingdom.33 The model of financial cooperation developed during the 
reconstruction of the Frauenkirche, involving federal and Land authorities, 
the city and private and corporate donors, was subsequently replicated in the 
rebuilding of other symbolic monuments in Germany.

Initially, the residents of Dresden and Saxony were somewhat sceptical 
about the idea of rebuilding the Frauenkirche, but support for the project 
grew as work progressed.34 In surveys conducted by the Dresden University 
of Technology at the turn of 2003 and 2004, as many as 80% of respondents in 
Saxony stated that reconstruction was the right decision, 12% were undecided 
and only 8% thought it was wrong.35 The evolution of public opinion in Dresden 
towards this ambitious undertaking can be seen as typical of many subsequent 
monument reconstruction projects in Germany.

On 30 October 2005, a three-day ceremony began to consecrate the rebuilt 
church. Its construction had been completed a year ahead of schedule, which 
was unusual for a project of this scale. During the ceremony, President Horst 
Köhler said:

Anyone who has lost faith in themselves will regain it at the sight of the rebuilt 
Frauenkirche. (…) The reconstruction has changed Dresden, changed Saxony, 
changed Germany and shown us that our country needs more than just indu-
strial plants, roads and research institutes. (…) What has been achieved in Dres-
den should serve as encouragement for the whole of Germany. The reconstruc-
tion of the Frauenkirche is an achievement of all Germany.36

33	 Wiederaufbau, Frauenkirche Dresden, frauenkirche.de.
34	 K. Marek, ‘Rekonstruktion! Warum?’, Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte, no. 17, 26 April 2010, bpb.de, p. 25.
35	 ‘Ausgewählte Ergebnisse der Umfrage zum Wiederaufbau der Dresdner Frauenkirche’, tu-dresden.de, source: web. 

archive.org.
36	 Ansprache von Bundespräsident Horst Köhler zur Eröffnung der Dresdner Frauenkirche, Bundespräsidialamt, 30 Oc-

tober 2005, bundespraesident.de.

https://www.frauenkirche.de/wiederaufbau.html
https://www.bpb.de/system/files/pdf/U8HQVX.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20040926043710/http:/www.tu-dresden.de/phfis/methoden/forschung/fk_auswert.htm
https://www.bundespraesident.de/SharedDocs/Reden/DE/Horst-Koehler/Reden/2005/10/20051030_Rede.html
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The event was conducted in the manner of a state ceremony. It was attended 
by the outgoing Chancellor Gerhard Schröder and his successor Angela Merkel, 
who would take office three weeks later. There were also representatives of all 
the political parties, churches, the armed forces and numerous international 
delegations. Around 60,000 people gathered around the rebuilt church, and 
millions of Germans watched the ceremony on television.

Given how deeply the Frauenkirche was embedded in the country’s history, 
raising it from the ruins carried a meaning in the German collective memory 
that extended far beyond a physical reconstruction. It became a powerful sym-
bol of reversing Germany’s cultural loss through the recovery of its historical 
heritage, as well as a symbol of internal reconciliation and the reunification 
of the nation’s two parts. For many Germans, it also marked a new beginning 
for a new Germany. As the American scholar Jason James has written, the 
reconstruction of the Frauenkirche “participates in a broader effort to fashion 
a redemptive form of Germanness defined in terms of cultural heritage. This 
effort [replaces] a stigmatised past with an ahistorical and apolitical one…”.37 
Heidrun Kubiessa, in turn, argued that “the media spectacle surrounding the 
reconstruction of the church demonstrated how each stage of the process was 
used as a symbol within Germany’s programme of national identity politics”.38

There is little doubt that the reconstruction of the Frauenkirche helped 
to overcome Germany’s post-war trauma and became an important ‘signpost’ 
guiding subsequent approaches to many other monuments of varying symbolic 
weight that would be rebuilt, and not only in eastern Germany.

Another building reconstructed in Dresden in the 1990s was the baroque 
Taschenberg Palace, located next to the Zwinger and originally built by King 
Augustus II the Strong for his favourite, Anna Constantia von Brockdorff, 
known as Countess Cosel. Józef Ignacy Kraszewski, a nineteenth-century Polish 
writer, who spent many years in Dresden, described the monument as follows: 
“This building was a masterpiece of art. It was called the Palace of the Four Sea-
sons, for there were different apartments for the different seasons; cool rooms 
for summer, and bright, warm, and sunny ones for winter. The former were 
adorned with marble, the latter with tapestry. The most costly and valuable 
articles that Europe could supply in the way of furniture, trinkets, carpets, 
dresses, &c., were to be found there”.39 What once was a sumptuous building 

37	 J. James, Undoing Trauma: Reconstructing the Church of Our Lady in Dresden, op. cit., p. 253.
38	 H. Kubiessa, ‘“Das Haus Deutschland unter einem Europäischen Dach”. Helmut Kohl’s Political Implementation of the 

Symbolic Value of Dresden’s Frauenkirche’ [in:] B. Busse, I.H. Warnke, J. Smith, Place-Making in the Declarative City, 
De Gruyter, 2020, p. 87.

39	 J.I. Kraszewski, Memoirs of the Countess Cosel, New York: Brentano’s, London: Downey & Co, 1902, translated by Guy Jean 
Raoul Eugène Charles Emmanuel de Savoie-Carignan, comte de Soissons, pp. 122–123.
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The Frauenkirche in Dresden, rebuilt after lengthy debates between 1994 and 2005 at a cost of nearly €200 million.
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remained in ruins until the early 1990s. It was reconstructed between 1992 
and 1995 for €128 million and opened as a luxury hotel.

The progress of work on the Frauenkirche influenced subsequent actions 
by the city authorities regarding other destroyed monuments. It emboldened 
politicians and intensified public debate on the need to reconstruct the church’s 
immediate surroundings, once a baroque ensemble centred on the Neumarkt 
(New Market). After 1945, the ruins there were cleared away and plans were 
made to build socialist housing, but for various reasons this never materialised 
and the area remained empty.

After 1990, lengthy public and expert consultations focused primarily on 
the scale and character of the planned reconstruction of this part of the historic 
city centre. The majority of Dresden’s residents responded enthusiastically 
to the plans, a sentiment characteristic of most reconstruction projects in 
Germany. In 1998, they established the Dresden Historical Neumarkt Society 
(Gesellschaft Historischer Neumarkt Dresden) to press for the reconstruction of 
as many buildings as possible. Surveys indicated that 80–90% of residents 
supported its activities.40

Supporters of rebuilding the Neumarkt included Kurt Biedenkopf, for-
mer Secretary General and Deputy Chairman of the CDU in West Germany, 
who after reunification became politically active in Saxony and served as 
Minister-President of this federal state from 1990 to 2002. He believed that 
reconstruction would enhance the city’s appeal and draw new residents.41 
Between 1990 and 1999 alone, Saxony’s government invested more than one 
billion Deutsche Marks in the conservation and reconstruction of Dresden’s 
monuments, including surviving townhouses and the large building of the 
Saxon State Chancellery (Sächsische Staatskanzlei). Yet, as the newspaper 
Die Welt wrote at the time, “the wounded soul of this city cannot find peace”.42 
The reconstruction of the Neumarkt, an entire baroque quarter, more than 
half a century after its destruction, proved a far more complex undertaking, 
unprecedented in Germany.

Initially, the conservation authorities considered restoring only a few 
‘flagship buildings’ within the Neumarkt area. After prolonged debate and 
hesitation, in 2002, the city council approved a plan for the reconstruction of 

40	 D. Guratzsch, ‘Eine Bühne für die Frauenkirche’, Die Welt, 13 February 2001, welt.de.
41	 K. Kozlova, ‘‘Reconstruction of Dresden is Fake’: An Architectural Historian on How Not to Rebuild the Historic City 

Centres’, Bird in Flight, 14 December 2022, birdinflight.com.
42	 ‘Dresden oder Der Mythos der geraubten Identität’, Die Welt, 12 February 1998, welt.de.

https://www.welt.de/print-welt/article433491/Eine-Buehne-fuer-die-Frauenkirche.html
https://birdinflight.com/en/architectura-2/20221214-postwar-dresden.html
https://birdinflight.com/en/architectura-2/20221214-postwar-dresden.html
https://www.welt.de/print-welt/article619376/Dresden-oder-Der-Mythos-der-geraubten-Identitaet.html
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  View of the reconstructed Neumarkt in Dresden. In the foreground, part of the Residenzschloss,  
under reconstruction since 1985, and in the background the Frauenkirche.
 

  View of the Dresden Gallery, rebuilt by 1956, the Semperoper, reopened in 1985, and part of the Cathedral  
of the Holy Trinity, restored by 1965.
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the properties surrounding the Frauenkirche.43 Work began two years later. 
The approximately 10-hectare old town area was divided into eight quarters, 
within which 60 baroque townhouses were rebuilt. Although the historic 
façades were faithfully reconstructed, the interiors were made deliberately 
contemporary in character. A further 45 buildings were designed in a modernist 
style, with proportions adjusted to fit the historic layout.44

By the end of 2021, the entire Neumarkt had been rebuilt, with the excep-
tion of the Hotel Stadt Rom on its southern edge, the reconstruction of which 
has been postponed until 2027. The costs incurred to date amount to around €650 
million and have been covered by commercial entities in exchange for owner-
ship or co-ownership of the newly constructed buildings. The unprecedented 
scale and ambition of the Neumarkt reconstruction, unmatched elsewhere in 
Germany, have led to comparisons with the Polish school of monument recon-
struction, including the historic centres of Warsaw, Gdańsk and Wrocław.45

The culmination of Dresden’s historical reconstruction project was the 
rebuilding of the Saxon rulers’ palace, the Residenzschloss, located near 
the Neumarkt. This Renaissance-Baroque residence, whose architectural form 
stemmed from its early 18th-century remodelling by Augustus II the Strong, 
burned down in February 1945 and remained in ruins for decades. 40 years 
would pass before the East German authorities decided to reconstruct it. 
The decision was announced by Erich Honecker on 13 February 1985 during the 
reopening of the Semperoper, another iconic Dresden monument, which was 
rebuilt over eight years and cost 225 million East German marks, equivalent to 
around €95 million – an astronomical expense for the GDR.46 On that occasion, 
the General Secretary of the Socialist Unity Party declared – to the surprise 
of the guests gathered there, who included former West German Chancellor 
Helmut Schmidt – that the Saxon rulers’ palace would be rebuilt by 1990.

In reality, the reconstruction took far more time and was completed only 
in 2024. The cost of this exceptionally meticulous project reached €380 million, 
twice that of the Frauenkirche. Despite the vast sums involved, it encountered 

43	 THis outcome was also shaped by the resolute stance taken by local residents. When an architectural competition was 
organised in 2000 for the development of the Neumarkt quarters, the responses were largely negative: “Architects 
can build modern structures wherever they like, but not around the Frauenkirche. In this small part of the city, we 
insist on restoring the historic architecture. Besides, most of these modern architects are from West Germany and 
we will not tolerate West Germans dictating what our city should look like”. Source: J. Paul, ‘The rebirth of historic 
Dresden’ [in:] A. Fuchs, K. James-Chakraborty, L. Shortt, Debating German Cultural Identity since 1989, Rochester-New 
York 2011, p. 122.

44	 ‘„Das Ergebnis ist beeindruckend“: Dresdner Neumarkt erstrahlt in neu-altem Glanz’, Dresden Magazin, 10 February 
2023, dresden-magazin.com.

45	 E. von Engelberg-Dočkal, H.-R. Meier, ‘Traditional rebuilding…’, op. cit., p. 41.
46	 G. Bleier, ‘Auferstanden aus Ruinen: Die Semperoper eröffnete vor 40 Jahren’, Dresdner Neueste Nachrichten, 11 Febru-

ary 2025, dnn.de.

https://dresden-magazin.com/kultur/dresdner-neumarkt-interview/
https://www.dnn.de/kultur/regional/dresden-wiedereroeffnung-der-semperoper-vor-40-jahren-auferstanden-aus-ruinen-FGV6UTM3UBGLJPGTRX3XHL3WKM.html
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  Contemporary view of Dresden’s old town from the Elbe. Due to reconstruction, the cityscape is similar to what 
it was nearly three centuries ago. In the foreground are the Augustus Bridge, reconstructed in 1948–1949,  
the Frauenkirche, rebuilt by 2005, the Sächsisches Ständehaus, reconstructed by 1955, and the Cathedral  
of the Holy Trinity, restored by 1965. 
 

  Bernardo Bellotto 1748 painting Dresden from the Right Bank of the Elbe below the Augustus Bridge.
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no public opposition and the first interiors were opened to visitors in 2004.47 
The exterior of the residence was faithfully reconstructed and the small 
courtyard was roofed over, but most of the interior spaces were designed in 
a contemporary style to serve as exhibition halls. Only the Green Vault, the 
Gothic-Renaissance palace chapel and the state rooms of Augustus II the 
Strong, completed in 2024, were authentically restored. Work on recreating 
the sgraffito in the inner courtyard is still underway.

Since 2010, the Gesellschaft Historischer Neumarkt Dresden has also been 
campaigning for the reconstruction of buildings on the Neustädter Markt, 
located on the opposite side of the Augustus Bridge, which links the Old and 
New Towns. The square is currently largely empty, with the Golden Rider, the 
equestrian statue of Augustus II the Strong, standing at its centre.

The city has already approved, within its urban development plan, the 
reconstruction of four buildings adjacent to the Neustädter Wache, known as 
the Blockhaus, which was rebuilt at the turn of the 1970s and 1980s and which 
until 1989 housed the House of German-Soviet Friendship. On the other side of 
the bridge, the 18th-century Narrenhäusel, a well-known pre-war riverside 
restaurant destroyed in the bombardment and demolished in 1959, will be re-
built by around 2027.48 Efforts to reconstruct the Neustädter Markt are likely 
to continue for many years, but given the experience of the past three decades, 
it may be assumed that these will ultimately prove successful.

				  
*  *  *

Over the 35 years which have passed since German reunification, remarka-
ble changes have taken place in Dresden’s historic centre, with its pre-war 
architectural landscape restored on an impressive scale. The great wartime 
wounds have been healed to such an extent that observers once again speak 
of the revived ‘myth of Dresden’ and the reclaimed identity of the ‘innocently 
destroyed city’.

This success would not have been possible without the determination of 
residents, the city and Land authorities, and the supportive stance of the federal 
government. The German press even wrote of the “almost religious zeal with 
which the people of Dresden are pursuing the reconstruction project”. Schol-
ars have noted that the city seeks above all to be associated with its historic 

47	 D. Guratzsch, ‘Das Schloss glänzt mit neuer Fassade’, Die Welt, 13 January 2007, welt.de.
48	 ‘Königsufer – Neustädter Markt’, Landeshauptstadt Dresden, dresden.de; L. Zielke, ‘Dresden: Das sind die neuen Pläne 

für Königsufer und Neustädter Markt’, TAG24, 15 March 2024, tag24.de.

https://www.welt.de/print-welt/article708459/Das-Schloss-glaenzt-mit-neuer-Fassade.html
https://www.dresden.de/de/stadtraum/zentrale-projekte/koenigsufer-neustaedter-markt.php
https://www.tag24.de/dresden/politik-wirtschaft/dresden-das-sind-die-neuen-plaene-fuer-koenigsufer-und-neustaedter-markt-3128427
https://www.tag24.de/dresden/politik-wirtschaft/dresden-das-sind-die-neuen-plaene-fuer-koenigsufer-und-neustaedter-markt-3128427
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architecture, even if reconstructed, rather than with the new contemporary 
buildings erected in many parts of Germany after 1990.49

The transformation has boosted Dresden’s appeal not only among tourists 
but also for investors, turning the city into one of Germany’s principal centres 
of high-technology development. Against the backdrop of the significant depop-
ulation of the former East Germany, it is also notable that Dresden’s population 
has grown by around 70,000 since 1990 and is now over 560,000 residents.50

Finally, the successful reconstruction of Dresden’s material heritage, 
including many buildings of major significance for German history and cul-
ture, had a substantial impact on the nationwide debate on reconstruction. 
The phenomenon that came to be described as the ‘Dresden effect’ became an 
important reference point for discussions and disputes in many other cities, 
in both eastern and western Germany, concerning the need for historical re-
construction, the recovery of urban identity and the overcoming of trauma. 
Dresden, in many respects the first ‘testing ground’ for these social, political, 
conservation and financial processes, set a course that Germany would sub-
sequently follow.

Dresden – plan of the reconstructed part of the city

1) Zwinger   2) Dresden Gallery   3) Semperoper   4) Cathedral of the Holy Trinity   5) Saxon House of Estates    
6) Brühl’s Terrace   7) Albertinum   8) Landhaus   9) Johanneum   10) Staatsschauspiel Theatre    
11) Royal Palace (Residenzschloß)   12) Taschenberg Palace   13) Frauenkirche   14) Cosel Palace   15) Kurland Palace   
16) Kunsthalle im Lipsiusbau

49	 D. Guratzsch, ‘Eine Bühne für die Frauenkirche’, op. cit.; J. Paul, ‘The rebirth of historic Dresden‘, op. cit., p. 126.
50	 K. Frymark, The Free State of Saxony. The state of permanent transformation, OSW, Warsaw 2024, osw.waw.pl, p. 7.
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Berlin – the critical reconstruction

In the opening shots of the film Germany, Year Zero, a sea of ruins stretches 
across Berlin. Its destroyed, burned-out streets and entire boroughs recur 
until the final scenes. Roberto Rossellini shot the film in this devastated city 
in 1947, which makes it a valuable documentary record. The neorealist work 
depicts not only the destruction of buildings but also the moral and existential 
crisis of Berliners and their deeply pessimistic view of the future. There is one 
memorable scene, when a secondary character defends her ailing flatmate, 
saying: “Do not forget that he is a sick man”. She hears in reply: “Sick! We are 
all sick. No one is in a better position”.

Yet post-war Berlin was not among the most heavily destroyed German 
cities. Around 40% of its buildings lay in ruins. The districts of Mitte, Kreuzberg, 
Friedrichshain and Prenzlauer Berg suffered particularly severe damage, not 
only from Allied bombing but also from the intense assault of the Red Army, 
which lasted several days. After 1948, when the city was divided into western 
and Soviet occupation zones, two centres emerged: East Berlin, which became 
part of East Germany, and West Berlin. Most of the historic centre, including 
the quarters around Unter den Linden, found itself within the communist 
state, along with the Brandenburg Gate, which was rebuilt between 1956 and 
1957. In 1961, East Germany erected the Berlin Wall, a system of fortifications, 
barriers and a ‘death strip’ that separated the two parts of the city. This led to 
the further destruction of the urban fabric, including the demolition of around 
300 historic buildings.

German reunification entailed both opportunities and challenges for 
Berlin. Over the course of half a century, the city had developed along two 
distinct paths, shaped by different approaches to architecture and urban 
planning. The ‘two Berlins’ shared only an initial questioning of the im-
portance of material heritage – albeit for different reasons – followed by 
a cautious reconstruction of selected monuments on differing scales. After 
1990, the overriding task was to ensure the harmonious ‘rejoining’ of the two 
halves of the city and to heal the divisions as effectively as possible. In this 
sense, the difficulties surrounding Berlin’s reconstruction were greater than 
anywhere else in Germany.

The Bundestag’s decision of 20 June 1991 to relocate the German capital to 
Berlin, known as the Hauptstadtbeschluss, significantly reinforced the need to 
treat the city as a special case. Although Chancellor Kohl strongly supported 
the move, it only passed by a narrow margin: 338 votes in favour and 320 
against. The CSU, which formed part of the governing coalition, was almost 
unanimous in backing Bonn as the capital. Notably, two nationwide opinion 
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polls published on the day of the vote produced precisely opposite results. 
In the first, 52% of respondents supported Berlin as the capital, while in the 
second the same proportion preferred Bonn.51 During the debate, opponents of 
the relocation recalled the words of Konrad Adenauer, the Cologne-born first 
Chancellor of West Germany, who had stated decades earlier: “We in the west 
[of Germany] reject much of what is commonly called the Prussian spirit. (…) 
Whoever makes Berlin the new capital will, in spirit, create a new Prussia”.52

Berlin’s recovery of its status as the capital of a reunified Germany required 
the adaptation of existing public buildings to the needs of the federal adminis-
tration or the construction of new ones. The need to redevelop vast areas left by 
the Berlin Wall, as well as vacant squares that had remained undeveloped since 
the war and sites cleared after the demolition of selected GDR-era structures, 
meant that Berlin – particularly in the 1990s and at the turn of the twenty-first 
century – came to be regarded as ‘Europe’s largest construction site’ and a city 
‘fascinated by architecture and urban planning’.53 The changes that have taken 
place over the past 35 years, together with the significant social and political 
debates that accompanied them, have become one of the markers of Germany’s 
social, identity and architectural transformation, as well as of its approach to 
its own historical heritage.

1. Hans Stimmann and the restoration of Berlin’s European urban structure
“I had a drawer and when I opened it, I pulled out old city plans. (…) If this 
had worked for 250 years, why would we need new plans?”. These words were 
spoken by Hans Stimmann, one of the key figures shaping Berlin’s new ar-
chitectural identity.

In 1991, the city senate appointed this urban planner and architect from 
Lübeck (who was then 50 years old) as Senate Building Director at the Berlin 
Senate Department for Urban Development, Building and Housing. Except 
for a pause to serve as State Secretary for Planning at the Berlin Senate De-
partment for Urban Development, Environmental Protection and Technology 
between 1996 and 1999, he held this position until 2006. For 16 years, he oversaw 
the urban planning process, setting the rules and meticulously approving, 
supervising and controlling the proposed and subsequently implemented 
construction projects.54

51	 M. Fisher, ‘Berlin voted new seat of government’, The Washington Post, 20 June 1991, washingtonpost.com.
52	 M. Colla, ‘Prussian Palimpsests: Historic Architecture and Urban Spaces in East Germany, 1945–1961’, op. cit., p. 188.
53	 J. Stewart, ‘Das Kunsthaus Tacheles: The Berlin Architecture Debate of the 1990s in Micro-Historical Context’ [in:] 

S. Taberner, F. Finlay (eds.), Recasting German Identity. Culture, Politics, and Literature in the Berlin Republic, Rochester 
2002, p. 51.

54	 M. Drozdowska, ‘Czarny Hans’, Sztuka Architektury, 1 January 2000, sztuka-architektury.pl; K.E. Till, The New Berlin. 
Memory, politics, place, Minneapolis, London 2005, p. 45.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1991/06/21/berlin-voted-new-seat-of-government/d26089a2-faf4-4cfd-b481-ca67d9ee2f45/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://sztuka-architektury.pl/article/4688/czarny-hans
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To understand Stimmann’s influence on Berlin’s architecture, it is neces-
sary to examine his urban planning concept, particularly as he succeeded in 
putting it into practice. In one interview, he stated: “Berlin has become a muse-
um of failed urban planning concepts since 1945. I wanted to restore to the city 
the structure that I call the European city. I wanted Berlin to become a legible 
space once again”. His aim was to shape a city that “does not deny its history, 
follows certain architectural traditions, yet is capable of distinguishing itself 
from other cities”, while creating urban harmony through a coherent overall 
structure rather than through striking individual buildings.55

Central to understanding Stimmann’s approach is the concept of critical 
reconstruction, of which he was a leading proponent. Karen E. Till, a scholar of 
Berlin’s contemporary architecture, explains that the aim of this method is “to 
bring back the historic texture of the city that was destroyed by poor postwar 
urban design”. ‘Critical reconstructionists’ reject the postmodern approach to 
urban planning, arguing that “radically new designs have previously destroyed 
the urban fabric of Berlin and would only add to the “aesthetic noise and chaos” 
of the contemporary city”.56

After 1990, Berlin sought a new way to express its identity. This was not 
a simple return to the past, which was no longer possible, but an attempt 
to reconcile tradition with modernist innovation. Critical reconstruction 
therefore implied a dialogue between traditional form and modernity in its 
various dimensions, and an effort to find a place for the past within the new 
architecture.

The old plans of Berlin that Stimmann and his team recovered from their 
desk drawers served to reconstruct the street grid based on the historic urban 
layout and local building typologies. They also sought to limit the height of new 
buildings and the use of glass.57 Before an investor could secure approval for 
a project, they had to guarantee that at least 20% of the planned office build-
ing’s floor space would be allocated to residential use. Moreover, properties 
erected in the city centre could not exceed 22 metres in height, with Potsdam-
er Platz being the exception.58 These restrictions aimed to protect the urban 
environment and prevent individual districts from being dominated by glass 
skyscrapers, which erode rather than create urban identity.

55	 A. Tzortzis, ‘Berlin’s Post-Wall Master Builder Retires’, The New York Times, 27 September 2006; ‘Architekt Hans Stim-
mann. Heiler zwischen Ost und West’, Deutschlandradio, 28 April 2022, deutschlandfunk.de.

56	 K.E. Till, The New Berlin. Memory, politics, place, op. cit., pp. 37, 46.
57	 R. Stern, ‘Berlin’s “Critical Reconstruction” and the Politics of Memory and Identity’, Oriental Occidental: Geography, 

Identity, Space 2001, pp. 74–75, acsa-arch.org; K. James-Chakraborty, ‘Beyond the wall: reunifying Berlin’ [in:] A. Fuchs, 
K. James-Chakraborty, L. Shortt, Debating German Cultural Identity since 1989, op. cit., p. 103.

58	 Since 1989, nine buildings higher than 100 metres have been constructed in Berlin, most of them located away from the 
city centre. By comparison, Warsaw saw the construction of 30 such buildings over the same period.

https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/hans-stimmann-102.html
https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/hans-stimmann-102.html
https://www.acsa-arch.org/chapter/berlins-critical-reconstruction-and-the-politics-of-memory-and-identity/
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As a result of these measures, Pariser Platz by the Brandenburg Gate was 
redeveloped. Stimmann explained the rationale as follows: “Pariser Platz 
should look as it once did. The Brandenburg Gate ought to be the most impor-
tant construction there. One might say it is our Bilbao-style gateway. I told 
Frank Gehry [the architect of the famous Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao] that 
we do not need a new Frank Gehry design on Pariser Platz. We already have 
a work on Gehry’s scale there – the Brandenburg Gate, the symbol of Berlin’s 
reunification”.59

In addition to the comprehensive restoration of the eighteenth-century 
Brandenburg Gate, the Prussian eagle with an oak wreath and Iron Cross was 
returned to the quadriga crowning it. The East German authorities had not 
reinstated these elements, regarding them as symbols of Prussian militarism. 
Berlin’s local government sought to restore the historic character of Pariser 
Platz. This required numerous architectural restrictions for new buildings, 
including limitations on materials and window design, as well as the recon-
struction of the famous Hotel Adlon. Despite its design, which can scarcely be 
regarded as an architectural success, it once again became one of the capital’s 
most elegant hotels.

Stimmann also restored Friedrichstrasse to its pre-war role as a major 
commercial thoroughfare. After reunification, it was one of the central areas 
marked by vast empty plots. The redevelopment and revitalisation of this long 
artery, which until reunification had lain in East Berlin, particularly the sec-
tion between Checkpoint Charlie and Friedrichstrasse station, aimed to revive 
the city centre. The objective was to reintroduce harmonious buildings with 
façades drawing on Berlin’s neoclassical tradition. After more than a decade, 
the street regained its former commercial and cultural status. However, the 
outcome drew criticism. The new Friedrichstrasse was described as being 
marked by “monotony”, a “Prussian severity of form” and a “stony gloom, 
reminiscent of a high-security prison where almost windowless cells line 
both sides of a corridor”.60

The Schützenstrasse quarter in Mitte was redeveloped between 1994 and 
1997 on land along the former route of the Berlin Wall and designed by the re-
nowned Italian architect Aldo Rossi; it met with a far more positive response. 
Rossi drew on pre-war development, retained the existing plot structure and 
incorporated the remains of two surviving townhouses. The project is regarded 
not only as highly successful but as one of the most important construction 
projects in the reunified Berlin.61

59	 ‘Architekt Hans Stimmann. Heiler zwischen Ost und West’, op. cit.
60	 U. Rada, ‘Die Friedrichstraße, ein Missverständnis’, Die Tageszeitung, 1 March 2006, taz.de.
61	 M. Donath, ‘Denkmalpflege heißt Geschichte erlebbar machen’, Kunsttexte 2002, no. 1, journals.ub.uni-heidelberg.de, p. 5.

https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/hans-stimmann-102.html
https://taz.de/Die-Friedrichstrasse-ein-Missverstaendnis/!467800/
https://journals.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/index.php/kunsttexte/issue/view/5871
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Critical reconstruction, which Stimmann effectively promoted with the 
support of successive Berlin authorities and advocates of the ‘old European city’, 
attracted fierce criticism from representatives of postmodern architecture. 
Critics accused him of attempting to erase traces of Berlin’s difficult past and of 
favouring architecture that was “stone-built and rather straight than curved”. 
Daniel Libeskind, the architect of the Jewish Museum in Berlin, argued that 
the capital’s architecture sought to return to a time “that was nice and safe, 
as if history after 1934 wasn’t there. It was simply a rush to forgetting”. Frank 
Gehry, in turn, stated that “half the city wants to rebuild the 19th century (…) 
For me, even the work of [conventional] developers is more real and believable 
than [Berlin’s] historical pastiche”.62

Since Stimmann’s death in 2025 away, more voices have emerged in his 
defence. One example is an article published in the Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung, whose author argued that Stimmann was right to insist that “a city 
is more than a set of spectacular buildings”. The ultimate illustration of this 
approach is Pariser Platz. There Gehry designed what was described as the 
“strongest building”, which now houses the US embassy, while “submitting 
to Stimmann’s dictate. In doing so, he demonstrated that claims that good 
architecture was impossible under Stimmann were unfounded”.63

2. Reviving Berlin’s historic heart: Unter den Linden and Museum Island
Since German reunification, the borough of Mitte has been regarded as Berlin’s 
historic centre, in particular the area around Unter den Linden. This stretches 
from the Brandenburg Gateby the Reichstag building to Museum Island, togeth-
er with the neighbouring quarters of Alt-Kölln (Spreeinsel), Friedrichswerder, 
Dorotheenstadt and Friedrichstadt. As Mitte was among the most heavily 
destroyed parts of the city, few historic buildings survived there. The largest 
concentration of original development, mainly from the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, remained in the once peripheral districts of Scheunenviertel 
and Spandauer Vorstadt, which underwent revitalisation after 1990.

One of the most pressing decisions facing the new Berlin concerned the 
reconstruction of the Reichstag. The building was erected in the neo-Renais-
sance style at the end of the nineteenth century on the site of the demolished 
palace of the Polish aristocrat and Prussian diplomat Atanazy Raczyński. Dur-
ing the war, this vast parliament building fell into ruin. It was subsequently 
rebuilt between 1961 and 1973. Until German reunification, the structure, 
located directly beside the Berlin Wall, served as a museum and as a venue 

62	 N. Ouroussoff, ‘Berlin’s Divided Identity’, Los Angeles Times, 31 October 1999, latimes.com.
63	 M. Alexander, ‘Baumeister für die Mitte’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 9 March 2021, faz.net.

https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1999-oct-31-ca-28051-story.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/kunst-und-architektur/der-fruehere-senatsbaudirektor-hans-stimmann-wird-80-17233893.html
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for committee meetings held away from the Bundestag’s main seat in Bonn. 
An international competition for its redesign was won by the British architect 
Norman Foster, who designed, among other elements, the glass dome above 
the plenary chamber, which is accessible to visitors. The Bundestag moved 
into the restored building in 1999.

Completing the reconstruction of the historic buildings in the eastern 
section of Unter den Linden, between Charlottenstrasse and Museum Island, 
and fully restoring the layout of what had once been the most prestigious 
boulevard in Berlin, remained a priority for both the federal authorities and 
the city government. In the late 1940s, the East German authorities embarked 
on the gradual reconstruction of the most important buildings located there. 
They started with the neo-baroque Prussian State Library (Preussische Staats-
bibliothek), which became the German State Library (Deutsche Staatsbibliothek), 
the Arsenal (Zeughaus), which became home to the German Historical Museum, 
the Neue Wache and the complex of Humboldt University buildings. At the same 
time, the reconstruction of Museum Island began. By 1990, the Bode Museum, 
formerly the Kaiser Friedrich Museum, the Alte Nationalgalerie and the Perga-
mon Museum (Pergamonmuseum) had reopened to the public.

In the 1960s, all the buildings around the neoclassical Bebelplatz were 
rebuilt. This square had once been one of the most beautiful urban spaces 
in Berlin, bordered by St Hedwig’s Cathedral and the State Opera, as well as 
three palaces and the Old Library. Finally, in the 1970s and 1980s, the historic 
buildings on Gendarmenmarkt were reconstructed, including the theatre, 
now the Konzerthaus, and the French Cathedral (Französischer Dom), while 
work began on rebuilding the German Cathedral. From the mid-1970s onwards, 
reconstruction also continued on the vast Berlin Cathedral on Museum Island.

After German reunification, work on public buildings in the eastern 
section of Unter den Linden proceeded along two tracks. The authorities com-
pleted the restoration projects which had begun in the East German era and 
embarked upon a comprehensive renovation and modernisation of buildings 
that had already been reconstructed.

The reopening of the restored Berlin Cathedral on 6 June 1993 was of par-
ticular significance. Chancellor Kohl, who attended the ceremony, described 
it as “a great and outstanding event for the Protestant Church, for our capital 
Berlin and for our country. Not only Berliners, but all Germans are regaining 
a part of their history”. He added, however, that Germany was “facing up to its 
history”, and that the rededication of the church “does not signify an uncrit-
ical drawing on the past”.64 Since then, discussions have continued about the 

64	 Ansprache anlässlich der Wiedereinweihung des Berliner Doms, 6 June 1993, bundeskanzler-helmut-kohl.de.

https://www.bundeskanzler-helmut-kohl.de/seite/6-juni-1993/


178Wojciech Konończuk

need to restore the cathedral to its original form and to rebuild the adjacent 
Denkmalskirche, once the burial chapel of the Hohenzollern dynasty.65

The Berlin State Library (Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin) is the city’s second 
largest historic building, measuring 170 by 107 metres and it occupies an en-
tire block. Its comprehensive restoration and expansion were another major 
project. Between 2005 and 2021, at a cost of €470 million, the building was fully 
reconstructed in line with its pre-war design, with numerous architectural 
details reinstated.

The costliest conservation work proved to be on Museum Island, where 
the condition of several buildings reconstructed during the East German pe-
riod was deemed critical and structurally flawed. As a result, it was decided 
that a comprehensive refurbishment of the Bode Museum, the Alte National-
galerie and the German Historical Museum (which was also extended) would 
be carried out. The New Museum (Neues Museum), left in ruins since the war, 
was rebuilt and reopened in 2009 in accordance with a design by the British 
architect David Chipperfield. By 2009 alone, the total budget allocated to works 
on Museum Island had reached €1 billion. The most expensive undertaking 
is the comprehensive renovation and restoration of the Pergamon Museum, 
under way since 2023 and not expected to be concluded until 2037 or 2043, at 
a projected cost of at least €1.5 billion.66 Following extensive refurbishment 
funded primarily by the federal government, Museum Island has emerged as 
one of Berlin’s principal attractions.

The refurbishment of buildings in the area surrounding Unter den Linden 
coincided with the debate over whether to reconstruct those structures that 
had not been rebuilt after the war. Following the demolition of the ten-storey 
East German Foreign Ministry office block on the banks of the Spree Canal in 
1995–1996, it was decided that the Kommandantenhaus at 1 Unter den Linden 
would be rebuilt. Bertelsmann AG won the tender. The project required the 
faithful reconstruction of the neo-Renaissance façade, while granting flexibil-
ity in the design of the interior. By 2003, the monument had been meticulously 
restored. The investor approached the project with notable precision, commis-
sioning bricks of the historic size and produced using original technologies. 
After analysing archaeological findings, 312 tonnes of sandstone were brought 
from Silesia for the reconstruction of the façade, as had been done 150 years 
earlier. The project cost €22 million.

65	 Rüdiger Hoth, the architect responsible for the restored cathedral, remarked in one interview that “when it comes to 
the Hohenzollerns, everyone waves the issue away, whereas in Italy the legacy of the Medici is treated with far great-
er care”. K. Schnitzler, ‘“Am liebsten hätten sie alle Kreuze verschwinden lassen”’, Süddeutsche Zeitung, 6 June 2013, 
sueddeutsche.de.

66	 ‘Museum Unveiled’, Deutsche Welle, 3 May 2009, dw.com; ‘The rebuilding of Berlin’s Pergamon Museum is 40 years 
behind schedule’, The Economist, 22 August 2024, economist.com.

https://www.sueddeutsche.de/reise/restaurierung-des-berliner-doms-am-liebsten-haetten-sie-alle-kreuze-verschwinden-lassen-1.1689478
https://www.dw.com/en/berlin-receives-keys-to-renovated-neues-museum/a-4076298
https://www.economist.com/europe/2024/08/22/the-rebuilding-of-berlins-pergamon-museum-is-40-years-behind-schedule
https://www.economist.com/europe/2024/08/22/the-rebuilding-of-berlins-pergamon-museum-is-40-years-behind-schedule
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Following the reconstruction of the Kommandantenhaus, debate intensified 
over the need to rebuild the Berlin Building Academy (Berliner Bauakademie), 
erected between 1832 and 1836 by Karl Friedrich Schinkel, one of Germany’s 
most distinguished architects. The structure was an experimental project and is 
regarded as one of the earliest examples of modernism. It burned down during 
the war and, after its ruins were demolished in 1962, the East German Foreign 
Ministry headquarters was built on the site. In 2016, the Bundestag decided 
to reconstruct this iconic building. It allocated €62 million to this effect and 
subsequently established the Federal Building Academy Foundation. According 
to opinion polls, two thirds of respondents supported the decision.67 Since then, 
debate has continued over the final design of the future building, with advocates 
of a faithful reconstruction confronting modernists who favour modifications. 
The dispute has unfolded both in the media and in parliament, where the AfD 
parliamentary group called for a full reconstruction, underscoring the social 
and political significance of heritage restoration.68

An architectural competition for the reconstruction of the Berlin Build-
ing Academy is scheduled for 2025, yet the project’s final form remains open. 
Regardless of the outcome, it is clear that over recent decades the historic ap-
pearance of the eastern section of Unter den Linden has been largely restored 
and the traces of wartime destruction, followed by East Germany’s failed urban 
policies have been effectively erased. This reflects a consistently pursued policy 
of reconstruction in this part of the city, first by the East German authorities 
from the 1960s onwards and later by the government of the reunified Berlin 
with federal support.

Unter den Linden, together with the adjacent Museum Island, has once 
again become an elegant Berlin showcase. The rebuilding of the City Palace was 
a key complement to the large-scale reconstruction carried out there, intended 
to complete the restoration of this part of the city’s pre-war urban layout.

3. The dispute over the Berlin Palace
The idea of reconstructing the Berlin Palace (Berliner Schloss) triggered one of 
the longest and most consequential disputes in Berlin, although it also took 
on a nationwide dimension. The debate concerned not only whether and how 
to rebuild historic monuments, but above all whether in certain cases this 
was permissible at all, or whether it amounted to a dangerous form of his-
torical revisionism. The arguments over what was one of the largest cultural 

67	 A. Kilb, ‘Schinkel, oder was?’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 20 October 2022, faz.net.
68	 See, for example, U. Hassler, Ch. Rauhut, ‘Sie stand am Anfang, und sie muss am Ende stehen’, Frankfurter Allge-

meine Zeitung, 15 January 2023, faz.net; R. Haubrich, ‘Ein Lob der exakten Replik’, Die Welt, 2 December 2019, welt.de; 
‘AfD-Antrag zur Schinkelschen Bauakademie abgelehnt’, Deutscher Bundestag, 3 July 2024, bundestag.de.

https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/edition/debatte-um-bauakademie-aufgabe-wurde-gruendlich-missverstanden-18398741.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/christoph-rauhut-zum-streit-um-die-berliner-bauakademie-18600770.html
https://www.welt.de/kultur/architektur/plus203960096/Bauakademie-in-Berlin-Ein-Lob-der-exakten-Replik.html
https://www.bundestag.de/presse/hib/kurzmeldungen-1011758
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undertakings in the history of reunified Germany lasted more than two decades 
and require broader consideration.

The Berlin Palace, once one of the most important buildings in the German 
capital and a structure of considerable symbolic significance, was erected as the 
residence of the rulers of Brandenburg. Between 1701 and 1871, it served as the 
residence of the Kings of Prussia and, until 1918, of the German Emperors. Dur-
ing the interwar period, following the abolition of the monarchy, the building 
was used for museum purposes. In 1945, the palace was damaged, but its ruins 
were suitable for reconstruction. Shortly after the war, funds were allocated 
to secure the structure and restore the White Hall, which became a venue for 
exhibitions, including displays on the planned reconstruction of Berlin.

In June 1950, the General Secretary of the SED, Walter Ulbricht, announced 
that the ruins would be demolished, with the most valuable architectural ele-
ments preserved. It was argued that the building symbolised an era that had 
‘ceased to be acceptable’. The elements retained included the portal with the 
balcony from which Karl Liebknecht proclaimed the establishment of a ‘Free 
Socialist Republic of Germany’ on 9 November 1918. It was later incorporated 
into the new State Council building. In the following months, the ruined pal-
ace was blown up in stages, using 19 tonnes of dynamite. By the spring of 1951, 
only an empty square remained, which was subsequently used for parades 
and mass demonstrations, modelled on Moscow’s Red Square. Between 1973 
and 1976, the vast Palace of the Republic was constructed on the site, serving 
as the seat of the East German parliament until 1990.

After reunification, the building was closed and left vacant because 5,000 
tonnes of toxic asbestos had been used in its construction. At the same time, 
German society entered the first phase of a long and contentious debate over 
the future of this site.

One side of the dispute, including the Greens, the Left Party, some art his-
torians and the Association for the Preservation of the Palace of the Republic 
(Verein zur Erhaltung des Palastes der Republik), emphasised the architectural 
merits of the Palace of the Republic. They proposed carrying out the necessary 
modernisation or integrating it into a new building designed in a contempo-
rary form. They regarded the reconstruction of the palace as ‘ahistorical’ and 
tantamount to restoring a symbol of Germany’s imperial past.

On the other side stood proponents of rebuilding the palace, chiefly gath-
ered in the Berlin Palace Friends’ Association (Förderverein Berliner Schloss), 
founded in 1992 by the entrepreneur Wilhelm von Boddien. They believed 
the Palace of the Republic was an eyesore and called for as faithful a recon-
struction as possible of the palace’s structure and façades. In their view, this 
would restore the architectural coherence of this part of Berlin’s historic 
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centre, encompassing Berlin Cathedral, the Lustgarten and Museum Island. 
They frequently invoked the successful reconstruction of the Royal Castle in 
Warsaw as an example.

Between 1993 and 1994, the Palace of the Republic was draped in a vast 
canvas depicting the historic façade of the Hohenzollern palace. Financed 
by supporters of reconstruction, the installation helped popularise the idea 
among residents of Berlin.

In 2000, the federal government and the Berlin Senate established an ex-
pert commission tasked with gathering proposals for the urban development 
of this part of the historic city centre and formulating recommendations re-
garding the design and financing of the future building to be erected at the site.

In July 2002, the Bundestag voted to demolish the Palace of the Republic 
and reconstruct its structure. The decision was passed by 384 votes to 133, 
with opposition coming mainly from The Left and the Greens. The plan en-
visaged restoring the historic baroque façades on three sides, while giving 
the fourth side and the interior a modern design. The vote followed a heated 
debate. Wolfgang Thierse, a former East German opposition activist and, in 
2002, President of the Bundestag from the SPD, argued that reconstruction 
was necessary because Berlin had a great deal of modernist architecture but 
lacked a complete historic ensemble. In his view, the project would create “one 
of the largest museum complexes in the world”.

By contrast, his party colleague Eckhardt Barthel during the debate called 
for an architectural competition and for openness to new ideas in shaping 
Schlossplatz. Antje Vollmer of the Greens countered critics of the reconstruction, 
asserting that “it will not represent an endorsement of Prussian militarism, 
but rather testifies to our deep respect for the mastery of our forebears”.

The then Chancellor Gerhard Schröder also supported the reconstruction of 
the Berliner Schloss. As early as 1999, he had described the idea as an expression 
of a “longing for a historical point of identification” and the reconstruction 
idea as a “victory of beauty over dreariness”.69

The decision, backed by two thirds of Bundestag members, reflected 
a compromise between supporters of full restoration and proponents of an 
entirely new building. The outcome of the vote also reflected broader public 
opinion, which was increasingly inclined towards the reconstruction of his-
toric structures.

As it transpired, however, the parliamentary decision did not bring an 
end to the controversy.

69	 B. Grunert, ‘Berlin: Hat sich Schröder auf den Wiederaufbau festgelegt? – Bund und Senat wollten bisher nur über den 
Platz beraten’, Tagesspiegel, 7 January 2000, tagesspiegel.de.

https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/hat-sich-schroder-auf-den-wiederaufbau-festgelegt-bund-und-senat-wollten-bisher-nur-uber-den-platz-beraten-645088.html
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/hat-sich-schroder-auf-den-wiederaufbau-festgelegt-bund-und-senat-wollten-bisher-nur-uber-den-platz-beraten-645088.html


182Wojciech Konończuk

Five years later, in 2007, the Bundestag approved funding for the project, 
with construction scheduled to begin in 2010. Under the decision, the federal 
government would allocate up to €552 million, while the three baroque façades 
were to be financed through private donations, coordinated by the Berlin 
Palace Friends’ Association.70 The site was to shed its associations with the 
former imperial residence and was given a new name, the Humboldt Forum. 
Neil MacGregor, a British national and former Director of the British Museum, 
was appointed as its director. The new building was intended to house the 
Ethnological Museum and the Museum of Asian Art. Opinion polls indicated 
steadily growing public support for reconstruction, rising from 58% in favour 
(and 34% opposed) in 2007, to 70% in favour in 2010. The highest level of support 
was recorded among 18 to 24 year olds.71

In 2008, the international competition to design the fourth, Spree-facing 
modern façade and the contemporary museum interiors was concluded. It was 
won by the Italian architect Franco Stella, whose proposal was described as 
a “coherent and balanced concept”, characterised by a “clever architectural 
fusion of old and new, combining modern use with the reconstruction of the 
former palace”.

In the same year, the demolition of the Palace of the Republic, which had 
begun in 2006, was completed. However, construction work did not begin 
until 2014 due to financial constraints. During coalition negotiations in 2009, 
it was decided that, in light of the global financial crisis, the project would be 
postponed for four years because, as one politician put it, “one does not build 
a palace at a moment like this”.72

Eleven years after the Bundestag had decided to reconstruct the Berliner 
Schloss, President Joachim Gauck finally laid the foundation stone in June 2013. 
Construction continued for the next six years and on 16 December 2020 the 
palace was officially opened.

The building, measuring 180 by 120 metres with a floor area of over 40,000 
square metres, has become one of the largest museum venues in Europe. 
The total cost of reconstruction significantly exceeded the original estimates, 
reaching €677 million. Of this sum, the federal state of Berlin contributed 
€32 million, with the remainder financed from the federal budget. An ad-
ditional €105 million came from 45,000 private donations collected by the 

70	 F. Illies, ‘Rasen betreten verboten’, Die Zeit, 10 June 2010, zeit.de; ‘Bundestag bewilligt 552 Millionen Euro’, Der Spiegel, 
8 November 2007, spiegel.de.

71	 T. Fülling, ‘Berliner wollen Schloss-Wiederaufbau’, Die Welt, 4 May 2007, welt.de; ‘Meinungsumfragen zum Schloss’, 
berliner-schloss.de.

72	 ‘Italiener sollen Wiederaufbau übernehmen’, Der Spiegel, 28 November 2008, spiegel.de; ‘Stoppt Schwarz-Gelb das 
Stadtschloss?’, Der Spiegel, 16 October 2009, spiegel.de.

https://www.zeit.de/2010/24/Berliner-Stadtschloss
https://www.spiegel.de/kultur/gesellschaft/berliner-stadtschloss-bundestag-bewilligt-552-millionen-euro-a-516100.html
https://www.welt.de/regionales/berlin/article852003/Umfrage-Berliner-wollen-Schloss-Wiederaufbau.html
https://berliner-schloss.de/die-schlossdebatte/meinungsumfragen-zum-schloss/
https://www.spiegel.de/kultur/gesellschaft/berliner-stadtschloss-italiener-sollen-wiederaufbau-uebernehmen-a-593258.html
https://www.spiegel.de/kultur/gesellschaft/umstrittener-bau-in-berlin-stoppt-schwarz-gelb-das-stadtschloss-a-655589.html
https://www.spiegel.de/kultur/gesellschaft/umstrittener-bau-in-berlin-stoppt-schwarz-gelb-das-stadtschloss-a-655589.html
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Berlin Palace Friends’ Association.73 The scale of expenditure was regularly 
highlighted by the media and opponents of the project. Supporters, in turn, 
argued that the sums were negligible in the context of overall German public 
spending and noted that the new headquarters of the Federal Intelligence 
Service, built in Berlin between 2006 and 2017, had cost more than €1 billion.

The Berlin Palace continues to generate expenditure. In 2023, a replica of 
the great heraldic cartouche, weighing more than four tonnes, was installed 
above the main entrance. Beneath a gilded crown, flanked by eagles, appears 
the Prussian coat of arms with sceptre and orb, encircled by the chain of the 
Order of the Black Eagle. Work is also underway to reconstruct the passage-
ways between the entrances and 26 sculptures on the external façade, with 
completion scheduled for summer 2025. The cost of €13 million will be covered 
by public donations raised by the Förderverein Berliner Schloss.74

Throughout these years, supporters and opponents of the palace’s recon-
struction continued their debate over its final form and, ultimately, over how 
its interiors would be used. This long-running dispute became one of the most 
significant public debates in Germany after 1990. It featured a clash between 
critics of modernism on the one side and advocates of the primacy of con-
temporary architecture over whether to reconstruct monuments destroyed 
during the war on the other. However, the dispute was not limited to this 
and included the broader issue regarding the place of Prussian history in the 
modern German state. No other historic building in Germany has been the 
subject of such fierce controversy over the past three decades.

It is worth recalling selected arguments raised in this debate, which 
played out in the media, in parliament and through demonstrations and street 
campaigns.

Despite the Bundestag’s 2002 decision, opponents initially hoped to pre-
serve the Palace of the Republic, arguing that removing the legacy of East 
German modernism from the cityscape amounted to ‘revanchism’. After its 
demolition, many residents of eastern Berlin regarded the move as an ex-
pression of ‘Wessi imperialism’.75 At the same time, some hoped that a mod-
ern building might be erected on the site, one that would not reference the 
historic Hohenzollern residence. When this also failed to materialise, critics 

73	 J. Fahrun, ‘33 Millionen mehr: Das Berliner Schloss wird immer teurer’, Berliner Morgenpost, 23 October 2020, mor-
genpost.de.

74	 It is worth emphasising that the efforts of the Förderverein Berliner Schloss, resulted in constructing one of the palace 
wings, the Lustgartenflügel, in such a way as to allow for the future reconstruction of individual interiors, including the 
royal state apartments and the Great Staircase.

75	 M. Sontheimer, ‘Beton statt Barock’, Der Spiegel, 19 May 2010, spiegel.de. According to a 2005 poll, over 60% of resi-
dents of eastern Germany opposed the demolition of the Palace of the Republic. Source: J. Walker, Berlin Contemporary. 
Architecture and Politics After 1990, New York 2022, p. 209.

https://www.morgenpost.de/berlin/article230736580/Kosten-fuer-den-Neubau-des-Berliner-Schlosses-steigen-weiter.html
https://www.spiegel.de/kultur/gesellschaft/berliner-stadtschloss-beton-statt-barock-a-695161.html
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objected to the reconstruction of the dome with its cross and to the inscription 
quoting King Frederick William IV, who had compiled verses from the Acts 
of the Apostles and the Epistle to the Philippians.76 They accused the project’s 
supporters of ‘fundamentalism’ and of “mocking the multicultural ethos of 
the Humboldt Forum”.77

When it became clear that the building would house ethnological and 
Asian art collections, critics began to stress that the “treasures assembled 
were often acquired for the German Reich from Africa and Asia by brutal 
means during the colonial era”. The liberal-left weekly Die Zeit wrote: “In the 
heart of the city, a new piece of Prussia is emerging (…) instead of building 
something forward-looking, creating a new old centre of Berlin with contem-
porary architecture symbolising a city growing together and a self-confident 
democracy, nostalgia for history has prevailed, especially among politicians 
(…) The city’s motto is no longer “be curious, be creative, be the future”, but 
“be timid, be dull, be the past”.78

The Der Spiegel weekly likewise criticised the reconstruction, arguing 
that it “perfectly symbolises the spirit of the Merkel era: the country is living 
through a sleepy Biedermeier period”. At the same time, the magazine observed 
that “the reconstruction of a representative building once inhabited by the 
electors and kings of Prussia constitutes a striking image of growing German 
hegemony. A backward-looking building in Berlin conveys a very different 
message: regained national self-confidence”.79

Supporters of reconstruction, who proved considerably more influential 
and who were backed by the majority of politicians, argued that restoring 
the Berliner Schloss would once again make central Berlin a coherent urban 
ensemble and, together with Museum Island, create a ‘unique cultural quarter,’ 
a kind of ‘German Louvre’. They frequently invoked Dresden’s Frauenkirche 
as an encouraging example, demonstrating that a visionary idea could be re-
alised. The supporters also pointed to public opinion surveys indicating that 
residents “want buildings with soul in historic locations, not another glass 
shopping centre”, and that “Berlin has had enough of modernity”.80

76	 “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to mankind by which we must be 
saved. Therefore, God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the 
name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue acknowledge that 
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father”.

77	 A. Kilb, ‘Unser Kolosseum’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 15 December 2020, faz.net.
78	 N. Maak, ‘Hurra, hurra, wir bauen uns ein Schloss’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 3 October 2020, faz.net; Ch. Seils, 

‘Stoppt das Stadtschloss!’, Die Zeit, 29 November 2008, zeit.de.
79	 S. Hammelehle, ‘Unser Palast der Republik’, Der Spiegel, 12 June 2013, spiegel.de.
80	 G. Hasselfeldt, ‘Das Berliner Stadtschloss, ein deutscher Louvre’, Die Welt, 20 August 2010, welt.de; H.-J. Otto, ‘Ein 

Schloss als Symbol bürgerschaftlichen Engagements’, Die Welt, 16 August 2010, welt.de.

https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/unser-kolosseum-das-humboldt-forum-oeffnet-digital-17102216.html
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https://www.zeit.de/online/2008/49/wiederaufbau-stadtschloss-berlin
https://www.spiegel.de/kultur/gesellschaft/kommentar-zur-grundsteinlegung-am-berliner-stadtschloss-a-905268.html
https://www.welt.de/debatte/kommentare/article9096050/Das-Berliner-Stadtschloss-ein-deutscher-Louvre.html
https://www.welt.de/debatte/kommentare/article9034617/Pro-Stadtschloss-I-Ein-Schloss-als-Symbol-buergerschaftlichen-Engagements.html
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The decision to name the reconstructed palace the Humboldt Forum and to 
house a museum of non-European art within it, thereby seeking to legitimise 
a building associated with German imperialism was an important instrument 
employed by these circles. As Klaus-Dieter Lehmann, President of the Prussian 
Cultural Heritage Foundation, and Peter-Klaus Schuster, general director of 
the Berlin National Museums, wrote: “We found a narrative appropriate to 
the twenty-first century and were able to give it the hallmark of Wilhelm and 
Alexander von Humboldt”. They further argued that the former residence of 
the Hohenzollerns had become “a place of world cultures which, together with 
Museum Island opposite, encompasses the whole world in its gaze and does 
not assume the role of teacher or analytical observer, but itself enters into 
dialogue as a participant”.81

The reconstruction of the Berlin Palace did not, however, lead to a decision 
to rebuild another important, if differently weighted in identity terms, resi-
dential monument: the rococo Monbijou Palace. This notable building stood on 
the banks of the Spree opposite Museum Island and, until the war, housed the 
Hohenzollern Museum. Although calls for its reconstruction do occasionally 
resurface, no such plans are currently envisaged.

The Berlin Palace’s reconstruction marked a triumph of civic engage-
ment. Determination, organisation and effective lobbying by its supporters 
proved decisive, alongside the backing of the majority of political actors. This 
occurred despite the general scepticism of many influential German media 
outlets, which continued to criticise the initiative even after the project’s form 
had been settled and, in some cases, even after its completion. One telling ex-
ample was an opinion published in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, which 
argued that the culmination of the reconstruction and the establishment of 
the Humboldt Forum within the palace “demonstrates the limits of German 
cultural policy. It remains far removed from the cosmopolitanism with which 
cultural projects are pursued in Paris or London”.82

The lengthy debate over the future of Schlossplatz was, in essence, a domes-
tic dispute over the identity of the new Germany, the place of Prussia and the 
Kaiserreich (with its legacy of militarism and authoritarianism) within German 
history, and the question of how national history may or may not be expressed, 
and what consequences this will have for Germany and Europe. The recon-
struction of the Berliner Schloss has certainly not resolved these discussions.

81	 M. Siemons, ‘Die Globalisierung verunsichert schon genug’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 12 December 2016, faz.net.
82	 A. Klib, ‘Die Fassade steht, der Inhalt wackelt’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 12 December 2020, faz.net.

https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/humboldt-forum-emanzipiert-sich-von-der-politik-14568700.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/berliner-schloss-wird-eroeffnet-fassade-steht-inhalt-wackelt-17098035.html
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  The Berlin Palace, rebuilt between 2013 and 2020 at a cost of nearly €700 million. Its reconstruction sparked one 
of the largest public debates in the reunified Germany. 
 

  A section of Unter den Linden with the Berlin Palace, rebuilt by 2020, the Commandant’s House, reconstructed 
by 2003, and part of the Zeughaus, restored between 1948 and 1965 and now housing the German Historical 
Museum.
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4. Debates over the reconstruction of Berlin’s Old Town
While the reconstruction of the historic buildings surrounding Unter den Lin-
den served as an important justification for rebuilding the Berlin Palace, the 
successful restoration of the former Hohenzollern residence in turn became 
an argument for reconstructing the oldest part of Berlin, whose origins date 
back to the Middle Ages.83

Before the Second World War, this area lay on the right bank of the Spree, 
between St Nicholas’s Church (Nikolaikirche) and St Mary’s Church (Marien-
kirche), near Alexanderplatz. As a result of wartime destruction and subse-
quent demolitions during the East German period, only 85 of the 1,200 historic 
buildings in this part of the city survived. The East German authorities showed 
little interest in reconstruction, apart from the Nikolaiviertel, and to this day 
a vast undeveloped space remains on the site, covering an area equivalent to 
20 football pitches. An eight-lane road was driven through the centre of the 
former Old Town, running past the two reconstructed Gothic churches. At the 
site of the oldest city square, Molkenmarkt, a major road junction was created. 
As one Berlin newspaper put it, “the heart of Berlin is now buried beneath 
asphalt and concrete”.84

Discussions about redeveloping this part of the German capital have 
continued since the 1990s, though they remained overshadowed by debates 
over the reconstruction of other buildings. The city senate presented a project 
to restore the historic Klosterviertel district, located next to Molkenmarkt in 
the 1990s, but no work was initiated.

The debate gained momentum after work began on the reconstruction 
of the former Hohenzollern residence, which was increasingly cited as an 
argument for further reshaping the city centre. In 2014, Hans Stimmann, 
no longer holding public office, entered the fray: “The reconstruction of the 
palace for the Humboldt Forum marks the first step in restoring the historic 
character of the surrounding squares and the city centre across the Spree, 
thereby re-establishing the building’s proper scale and context”.85

In 2016, the Berlin Senate decided to reduce the arterial road cutting 
through the former Old Town to six lanes and to redevelop part of the Mol-
kenmarkt area behind the Red Town Hall. The Great Jewish Courtyard is to 
be reconstructed, along with 450 flats and social and cultural infrastructure. 
Construction of new buildings, which ‘should reference history’, is scheduled 

83	 M. Dellenbaugh-Losse, Inventing Berlin. Architecture, Politics and Cultural Memory in the New/Old German Capital Post-
1989, Berlin 2020, p. 148.

84	 R. Haubrich, ‘Die letzte Altstadt von Berlin’, Die Welt, 13 December 2019, welt.de; I. Jürgens, ‘Bürger wollen eine „histor-
ische Mitte“: Wie Vereine dafür werben’, Berliner Morgenpost, 29 August 2024, morgenpost.de.

85	 Source: M. Dellenbaugh-Losse, Inventing Berlin. Architecture…, op. cit.

https://www.welt.de/kultur/kunst-und-architektur/article204285514/Scheunenviertel-Die-letzte-Altstadt-von-Berlin.html
https://www.morgenpost.de/berlin/article407119511/buerger-machen-sich-fuer-eine-historische-mitte-stark.html
https://www.morgenpost.de/berlin/article407119511/buerger-machen-sich-fuer-eine-historische-mitte-stark.html
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to begin in 2026, following extensive archaeological work.86 The project is being 
overseen by Christoph Mäckler, an architect and co-author of the reconstruc-
tion of Frankfurt am Main’s Old Town, widely regarded in Germany as highly 
successful. (See the subchapter ‘The Frankfurt am Main model – reconstruction 
in West Germany’).

Berlin – plan of the reconstructed part of the city

1) Bode Museum   2) Pergamon Museum   3) Old National Gallery   4) Neues Museum   5) Altes Museum 
6) Berlin Cathedral   7) Berlin Palace   8) Commandant’s House   9) Zeughaus – German Historical Museum  
10) Neue Wache   11) Humboldt University   12) German State Library   13) Old Library   14) State Opera House  
15) St Hedwig’s Cathedral   16) French Cathedral   17) Konzerthaus   18) German Cathedral   19) Friedrichswerder Church   
20) Berlin Building Academy [planned reconstruction]   21) St Nicholas’s Church   22) Red Town Hall   23) St Mary’s Church

The redevelopment of Molkenmarkt and the adjacent vacant Old Town 
areas, covering approximately 4.5 hectares and including the Gothic Franciscan 

86	 R. Haubrich, ‘Die letzte Altstadt von Berlin’, op. cit.; J. Betschka, ‘Berlins historische Mitte: So sieht der Plan des Senats 
für den Molkenmarkt aus’, Tagesspiegel, 22 August 2023, tagesspiegel.de.
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church left in ruins since the war, is now viewed as the most important urban 
planning task in central Berlin. The debate continues in the media and involves 
civic activists advocating the restoration of the district’s historic character. This 
reflects a belief that the form which a city centre has shapes urban identity and 
expresses the longing which Berlin’s residents feel for the historic Old Town. 

In 2024, Stimmann again joined the debate, arguing that the discussion 
proved that the capital was struggling with a “difficulty in searching for the 
lost part of Berlin”, a problem stemming from a “loss of memory and historical 
identity”. He also observed that “the traces of the Berlin Wall have become 
almost invisible, yet the impact of the divide on the identity of the entire 
city is a challenge the next generation will have to deal with”.87 Given that, 
in Germany, reaching decisions on reconstruction and other major projects 
usually takes an extremely long time, often preceded by extensive debate, it 
is reasonable to assume that the same will apply to restoring the buildings in 
the area of Berlin’s oldest district.

Potsdam – erasing the traces of the GDR, restoring the baroque city

The night-time air raid of 14–15 April 1945 devastated the southern part of 
Potsdam’s city centre, the most valuable area of the city in architectural 
terms. Around 1,400 people were killed, including many forced labourers, 
mainly from Poland and France. Approximately 45% of the historic centre 
was destroyed, including the buildings around the Old Market Square (Alter 
Markt). Shortly afterwards, from 17 July to 2 August 1945, Potsdam hosted the 
conference of the ‘Big Three’. Despite the wartime damage, and unlike Berlin, 
the city retained numerous intact villas in which the delegations of the three 
victorious powers could be accommodated. Churchill, Truman and Stalin met 
in Cecilienhof Palace, which had been built a quarter of a century earlier for 
Wilhelm Hohenzollern, the German Crown Prince, who had left the residence 
only a few weeks before the famous conference.

After 1949, the East German authorities sought to transform the city – 
once a favoured abode of the Hohenzollern dynasty – into a model socialist 
centre. As a result, they decided not to reconstruct most of the destroyed mon-
uments, with the exception of the Town Hall, rebuilt between 1961 and 1966, 
and St Nicholas’s Church (Nikolaikirche, 1955–1981). As in many other parts of 
East Germany, buildings that could have been preserved were also demol-
ished. In 1960, the ruins of the City Palace, the second official residence of the 

87	 H. Stimmann, ‘Das Zentrum Berlins bleibt eine Leerstelle’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 4 March 2024, faz.net.

https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/kunst-und-architektur/planungen-fuer-die-berliner-stadtmitte-ohne-gespuer-fuers-ganze-19560600.html
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Prussian monarchs after Berlin, located next to the former Old Market Square, 
were cleared away. The Sanssouci Palace complex and other palace and park 
ensembles, however, survived. During the East German period, much of the 
city’s preserved bourgeois building stock remained neglected.

As early as October 1990, Potsdam’s city council adopted a resolution calling 
for a “cautious restoration of the urban landscape in line with its historical 
layout”. However, for years no concrete steps were taken to restore the former 
layout of the city centre. It was not until 1999 that the area designated for future 
revitalisation was defined, enabling planning work to begin. The area covered 
30 hectares, extending from the Old Market Square and its surrounding streets, 
including the site of the former City Palace, to the New Market Square, as well 
as the route of the city canal.

Renovation work began around the Nikolaikirche (2002–2010) and the Town 
Hall (2008–2012). In 1999, reconstruction also started on the city canal, dating 
from the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, which had once cut 
through the oldest part of the city centre but which was filled in during the 
1960s. In 2002, the Belvedere on the Klausberg, a large garden building in 
Sanssouci Park and the only structure in the complex destroyed during the 
war, was meticulously rebuilt. The project was financed by the Munich-based 
Messerschmitt Foundation.

The first major reconstructed landmark was the City Palace (Potsdamer 
Stadtschloss), erected in the mid-eighteenth century and demolished in 1960. 
In the final years of East Germany, a decision had been taken to build a theatre 
on the site. However, the political changes of 1989–1990 led to the demolition 
of the partially completed structure in autumn 1991. At the same time, hopes 
emerged for the reconstruction of the former Hohenzollern residence. In 1996, 
the Association for the City Palace (Stadtschlossverein) was established and 
began campaigning for the restoration of the monument. The first step was 
the reconstruction of the 27-metre-high ornamental entrance gate known as 
the Fortunaportal, between 2000 and 2002, made possible through private 
donations.

In 1999, the city council adopted a resolution to reconstruct the building 
“in a form approximating its historic volume and shape and to designate it for 
public use”. In May 2005, the government of Brandenburg resolved to establish 
its new headquarters on the palace site, without seeking to restore the building’s 
historical appearance. The Potsdam city government entered into negotiations 
with the Landtag regarding the design of the project and its financing. Branden-
burg allocated €110 million for the development, but did not set aside funds for 
the reconstruction of the façades. Unexpectedly, €20 million for this purpose 
was donated by Hasso Plattner, founder of the software company SAP and one 
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  The southern frontage of the Old Market Square in Potsdam, with the City Palace, rebuilt between 2010 and 2013 
at a cost of over €130 million, and the Barberini Palace, reconstructed by 2017 at a cost of €70 million. 
 

  View of the section of Potsdam’s old town rebuilt in the 21st century. We can see here St Nicholas’s Church, 
reconstructed between 1945 and 1981, and to its right the City Palace.

Ph
ot

og
ra

ph
 b
y 
W

oj
ci
ec

h 
K
on

oń
cz

uk
, 2

02
5

Ph
ot

og
ra

ph
 b
y 
W

oj
ci
ec

h 
K
on

oń
cz

uk
, 2

02
5



192Wojciech Konończuk

of Germany’s wealthiest individuals; reportedly, he had been impressed by the 
strength of public pressure in favour of reconstruction.88

During the construction process between 2010 and 2013, around 600 sur-
viving original façade elements, including several sculptures, were incorpo-
rated into the reconstructed exterior. The vast building, with its floor space of 
19,000 square metres, was given a contemporary interior, with the exception 
of the reconstructed staircase in the southern wing. A further donation from 
Plattner in 2011 made it possible to clad the roof in copper in line with the his-
toric model. The first parliamentary session was held there in January 2014. 
Unlike the reconstruction of the Berlin Palace, the rebuilding of the Potsdam 
Palace generated little controversy and was supported by a majority of residents. 
An inscription reading Ceci n’est pas un château (This is not a palace), designed 
by the Potsdam artist Annette Paul, was installed on its façade.

The reconstruction of the City Palace accelerated decisions to rebuild 
other Potsdam monuments destroyed during the war. This was driven both by 
pressure from active civic associations and by the success of reconstruction 
projects in other eastern German cities. The circumstances at the time were 
aptly captured by one Potsdam city councillor: “We have examined many 
models very critically. We have visited Dresden several times, closely studied 
the procedures and the results, and, drawing on the experience of other cities, 
we have developed our own concept. I believe we will succeed, perhaps even 
more effectively than others. Our particular ambition is to achieve results that 
surpass those of Dresden”.89

The reconstruction projects implemented over the past decade have led to 
a comprehensive transformation of Potsdam’s city centre. The fastest progress 
was made between 2013 and 2017, when several eighteenth-century buildings 
in the southern part of the Old Market Square were reconstructed, combining 
residential and commercial functions. They regained their original Italianate 
façades, while their interiors were designed in a contemporary style. An ex-
ception was made for a number of buildings on Brauerstrasse which, while 
retaining their historic plot sizes and volumes, were given modern façades. 
The architect of one of them was Franco Stella, the designer of the Berlin Palace.

The most magnificent and important building was the Barberini Palace, 
constructed in the 1770s and modelled on Rome’s Palazzo Barberini. After 
a lengthy debate over its future function, the proposal put forward by Hasso 
Plattner was accepted. He offered to convert the building into an art museum. 
By 2017, the palace had been reconstructed by a foundation which he established 

88	 G. Mallwitz, S. Rosig, ‘Alter Markt in Potsdam wird zur Schaustelle’, Berliner Morgenpost, 20 December 2009, morgen-
post.de.

89	 ‘Potsdam baut Altstadt wieder auf ’, Deustchlandradio, 27 October 2011, deutschlandfunk.de.

https://www.morgenpost.de/brandenburg/article104960723/Alter-Markt-in-Potsdam-wird-zur-Schaustelle.html
https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/potsdam-baut-altstadt-wieder-auf-100.html
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and finances at a cost of approximately €80 million. The façade was meticu-
lously restored, while the interiors were newly designed. Since then, it has 
housed the Museum Barberini, displaying the founder’s valuable collection of 
Impressionist paintings, including around 40 works by Claude Monet. The in-
stitution rapidly gained an international reputation, enabling it to organise 
major temporary exhibitions in cooperation with leading global museums.

The greatest challenge for the historic reconstruction project remains the 
frontage and immediate surroundings of the Old Market Square (Alter 
Markt), once regarded as one of the most beautiful in Europe. Their redevelop-
ment required the demolition of the former Teacher Training Institute, which 
defenders of East German architecture considered architecturally signifi-
cant. The city council ultimately decided to reconstruct three blocks located 
to the north and west of St Nicholas’s Church, designating them for residential 
and commercial use. In line with pre-war models, only the corner buildings 
will be faithfully reconstructed. The remaining structures will retain their 
historic volumes but will be given contemporary façades. Reconstruction of 
the first block was completed in 2024, with work on the next two scheduled 
to begin in 2025 and 2027 respectively.90

Over the past three decades, numerous historic palaces and villas on the 
outskirts of Potsdam have been restored. One of them, Villa Schöningen, now 
houses a museum recounting the history of the ‘Bridge of Spies’, the Glienicke 
Bridge in Potsdam. Its owner, Mathias Döpfner, the CEO of the Axel Springer 
media group, invited Chancellor Angela Merkel, Henry Kissinger and Mikhail 
Gorbachev, among other guests, to the museum’s opening in 2009. A signifi-
cant section of the city canal is still awaiting reconstruction, despite Plattner 
providing financial support in 2020. Under a special programme financed by 
the federal government and the state of Brandenburg, a total of €400 million 
will be allocated to the city by 2030 for the renovation of Prussian palaces, 
primarily the Sanssouci Palace.91

The reconstruction of the Garrison Church (Garnisonkirche) has sparked 
the most intense debate in Potsdam. The church was built between 1730 and 
1735 at the behest of King Frederick William I and was regarded as a major 
achievement of Prussian Baroque architecture. Its most distinctive feature was 
a tower rising more than 88 metres. The Garnisonkirche, the burial place of its 
founder and of Frederick II, was considered the most important military church 
in Prussia and became a symbolic pantheon of Prussian militarism. It became 

90	 K.D. Grote, ‘Neue Blicke am Alten Markt’, Tagesspiegel, 11 April 2023, tagesspiegel.de; ‘Redevelopment Area Potsdam 
City Centre’, Landeshauptstadt Potsdam, 18 February 2025, potsdam.de.

91	 A.  Kilb, ‘Wird die Bildergalerie Friedrichs des Großen dauerhaft geschlossen?’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 
14 September 2023, faz.net.

https://www.tagesspiegel.de/potsdam/neue-blicke-am-alten-markt-wie-die-potsdamer-mitte-aus-beton-und-sandstein-wiederersteht-9631337.html
https://www.potsdam.de/system/files/document/Flyer%20Potsdamer%20Mitte%20-%20Potsdam%20City%20Centre_1.pdf
https://www.potsdam.de/system/files/document/Flyer%20Potsdamer%20Mitte%20-%20Potsdam%20City%20Centre_1.pdf
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/kunst-und-architektur/wird-die-bildergalerie-von-sanssouci-von-friedrich-dem-grossen-geschlossen-19171431.html
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The 58-metre tower of the Garrison Church in Potsdam, rebuilt between 2017 and 2024 at a cost of over €44 million. 
In the future it will be crowned with a 30-metre spire bearing the already restored symbols of the Hohenzollerns 
(visible in the photo): the black Prussian eagle and the crown. A dispute continues over the reconstruction  
of the nave, where a computer centre building from 1971 is situated.
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associated with the history of Nazism on 21 March 1933, when, shortly after 
being appointed Chancellor, Adolf Hitler met President Paul von Hindenburg 
there. Their handshake symbolised the alliance between the Nazi movement 
and conservative elites. The building was damaged during Allied bombing on 
15 April 1945 and, by decision of the East German authorities, its ruins were 
demolished in 1968.

In the mid-1980s, there were the first grassroots efforts calling for the 
reconstruction of the church. In 2004, more than 100 public figures signed 
a petition known as the ‘Potsdam Appeal’, deliberately modelled on the ‘Dres-
den Appeal’, calling for the building’s reconstruction. Among its initiators was 
the Minister-President of Brandenburg, Matthias Platzeck. In 2008, the civic 
Garrison Church Foundation (Stiftung Garnisonkirche) was established with 
the aim of rebuilding the church and ensuring its future use as an “open and 
symbolic city church and a school of conscience”.

In 2013, the authorities granted permission for the reconstruction of the 
church tower, and the Federal Government Commissioner for Culture and the 
Media recognised the church as a site of national significance. Construction 
work began in 2017 and cost €44 million, of which €24.75 million was provided 
from the federal budget. In 2022, Potsdam’s city councillors decided to retain the 
computing centre adjacent to the reconstructed tower – a decision which the 
Garrison Church Foundation and some opponents of reconstruction regarded 
as a reasonable compromise.

Throughout the preparation and reconstruction process, protests were 
staged across Germany by groups who considered the project unacceptable due 
to the church’s past, and viewed it as a ‘symbol of Potsdam’s anti-democratic 
spirit’. Opponents – organised in several civic initiatives – argued that the 
building was ‘historically tainted’ and would become a symbol for right-wing 
extremists. The historian Agnieszka Pufelska was among those who partici-
pated in the debate, arguing that “an examination of Polish–Prussian relations 
clearly demonstrates why the Garnisonkirche project urgently requires a Polish 
perspective”.92

In a debate that unfolded across numerous German media outlets, sup-
porters of reconstruction argued that the project had nothing to do with re-
viving the militarism of ‘new Prussianism’. The Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung 
mocked fears that “Prussian militarism would seize the people”, arguing that 
such concerns were “about as likely as the Kaiser once again strolling through 
the streets of Frankfurt”. Andreas Kitschke, one of the principal initiators 
of the reconstruction, contended: “Few places illustrate the course and the 

92	 A. Pufelska, ‘Vergesst die Teilung Polens nicht’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 1 February 2021, faz.net.

https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/potsdamer-garnisonkirche-vergesst-die-teilung-polens-nicht-17174418.html
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errors of German history better than the Garrison Church. It reminds us of 
human susceptibility to temptation, while admonishing us to “guide our feet 
into the path of peace”, as the inscription in five languages on the base of the 
reconstructed tower states”.93

On 23 August 2024, there was a ceremony to mark the opening of the re-
constructed 58-metre tower, to which a further 30-metre spire will be added 
in 2026. The event was attended by President Frank-Walter Steinmeier, who had 
supported the project for several years. In his address, he stated that “the path 
to reconstruction has been long and complex and remains controversial (…) 
this site challenges us and confronts us with our history”. At the same time, 
he called for the addition of “a new, brighter and modern layer to the many 
historical layers”.94

A chapel is housed on the ground floor of the tower, and a historical exhibi-
tion is displayed on an upper floor. Opponents of reconstruction and sections of 
the media have criticised the display for failing to place the Hitler–Hindenburg 
handshake at the centre of the narrative and for “overlooking its significance”.95 
A viewing platform has been installed at the top. Disputes continue over the 
reconstruction of the nave, a prospect that has generated further tension, as it 
would require the demolition of the 1971 computing centre building, which is 
currently being used as a cultural venue and is defended by many supporters.

*  *  *

Almost all reconstruction projects in Potsdam have sparked heated debate 
between their supporters and opponents. The latter argue that rebuilding 
“erases from the urban landscape the historical layer of the years 1946–1989” and 
accuse “newcomers from West Germany” of “turning Potsdam into a city for 
the economic elite”.96 The most radical defenders of East German architecture 
claim that reconstruction aims to create a city centre that “will in future look as 
if the Second World War and the GDR had never existed”.97 This interpretation 
is contradicted by such examples as the retention of the hotel that dominates 
the historic centre, the prefabricated housing blocks located adjacent to the 
Old Market Square, and the restoration of the well-known and architecturally 
successful former Minsk restaurant. When Plattner bought the restaurant, 

93	 C. Seidl, ‘Eine rechtsextreme Verschwörung?’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 26 March 2024, faz.net; A. Kitschke, 
‘Sie erinnert an die Verführbarkeit der Deutschen’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 1 November 2022, faz.net.

94	 F. Kappelsberger, ‘Wachturm der Demokratie oder Nazikirche?’, Der Spiegel, 22 August 2024, spiegel.de.
95	 A. Kilb, ‘Gott mit uns und Preußen gegen alle’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 22 August 2024, faz.net.
96	 C. Seidl, ‘Die heimliche Hauptstadt’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 17 June 2021, faz.net; J. Schneider, ‘Ringen um 

die neue Mitte’, Süddeutsche Zeitung, 23 January 2017, sueddeutsche.de.
97	 M. Baumgärtner, A. Wassermann, ‘Rettet die Ostmoderne’, Der Spiegel, 28 June 2017, spiegel.de.

https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/rechtsextreme-spender-fuers-berliner-schloss-und-die-garnisonkirche-19610939.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/kunst-und-architektur/die-debatte-um-den-wiederaufbau-der-potsdamer-garnisonkirche-18426728.html
https://www.spiegel.de/kultur/potsdamer-garnisonkirche-wachturm-der-demokratie-oder-nazikirche-a-af35b559-14ec-4948-9a3f-d56aa8aa0e98
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/potsdamer-garnisonkirche-gott-mit-uns-und-preussen-gegen-alle-19935046.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/die-heimliche-hauptstadt-boomtown-potsdam-17392401.html
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/reise/potsdam-ringen-um-die-neue-mitte-1.3326005
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/reise/potsdam-ringen-um-die-neue-mitte-1.3326005
https://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/potsdamer-kaempfen-gegen-den-abriss-weiterer-ddr-bauten-a-1154451.html
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it reopened as Das Minsk, becoming another museum and exhibition space 
for his collection of East German-era art. Plattner himself – born in West Ber-
lin and now a resident of Potsdam – remarked in an interview: “We treated 
people from the former GDR very harshly. When the West now says, ‘It’s over. 
We have given you everything. You have good roads, better than ours’, that 
is true. However, public sentiment does not necessarily align with material 
improvements in infrastructure”.98

Potsdam – plan of the reconstructed part of the city

1) St Nicholas’s Church   2) Town Hall   3) Fortuna Portal   4) City Palace   5) Barberini Palace   6) Garrison Church  
7) Old Canal

For enthusiasts of reconstruction, Potsdam has become something of 
a ‘mecca’ and proof that sustained civic pressure, combined with political 
support and the fashion among Berlin elites for purchasing one of Potsdam’s 
many villas, can yield results, even if the process takes many years. In Pots-
dam’s case, the backing of figures such as Chancellor Olaf Scholz proved 

98	 S.  Schicketanz, ‘Das große Hasso-Plattner-Interview: „Wir sind sehr roh mit den Menschen umgegangen“’, Tages-
spiegel, 29 March 2019, tagesspiegel.de.
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important. He described the city’s monument reconstruction process as “re-
covering the centre”, assessing it as “a project close to the hearts of many resi-
dents”.99 He was well-placed to make this judgement, having not only stood for 
election to the Bundestag in the Potsdam constituency but also, since 2021, hav-
ing lived in one of the reconstructed townhouses near the Old Market Square.

Revitalisations:  
Leipzig, Chemnitz, Halle, Magdeburg, Halberstadt…

A black-and-white photograph shows an American soldier, 21-year-old Raymond 
J. Bowman, lying in a pool of blood. Moments earlier, he had been struck by 
a bullet fired by a German sniper. The incident took place on 18 April 1945 in 
Leipzig, and the moment was captured by Robert Capa, the Hungarian-Ameri-
can photographer and one of the most important figures in twentieth-century 
photography. A few weeks later, Life magazine published Capa’s picture on its 
cover under the caption ‘Portrait of the Last Man to Die’, making it one of the 
iconic images of the Second World War.

Leipzig, the fifth-largest city in the Third Reich and a major industrial 
centre, was largely destroyed during Allied air raids. Post-war reconstruc-
tion focused on selected public buildings, including the valuable Renaissance 
Town Hall, the Old Stock Exchange (Alte Handelsbörse) and several townhouses 
around the Old Market Square. Leipzig’s old town nonetheless largely retained 
its historic urban layout, which distinguished it favourably from many other 
East German cities. Cities such as Chemnitz, Magdeburg and Halle were less 
fortunate. There, apart from a few individual buildings, the communist au-
thorities not only abandoned plans for reconstruction leaving vacant spaces in 
their historic centres for decades, but also altered the traditional street layout.

In Chemnitz, which was almost 50% destroyed and known as Karl-Marx-
Stadt between 1953 and 1990, the entire city centre was redesigned. This involved 
the demolition of several blocks of pre-war architecture in the 1960s, including 
the ruins of the eighteenth-century St Paul’s Church (Paulikirche). These were 
replaced by buildings in socialist and industrial styles to underscore the city’s 
role as one of East Germany’s most important economic centres.

In the case of Magdeburg, once a prosperous Hanseatic city and more than 
half-destroyed, the East German authorities resolved to reshape it as a model 
socialist city. For ideological reasons, they not only refrained from reconstruct-
ing historic buildings, including those that could have been restored, but even 

99	 C. Seidl, ‘Die heimliche Hauptstadt‘, op. cit.

https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/die-heimliche-hauptstadt-boomtown-potsdam-17392401.html
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  Leipzig’s Renaissance Town Hall, reconstructed between 1945 and 1950. Beside it stands the baroque Royal 
House, once owned by King Augustus II the Strong, partially destroyed during the Second World War and rebuilt 
by 1963. Its historic appearance was restored in the mid-1990s. 
 

  The New Town Hall in Leipzig, only slightly damaged during the war, with repairs completed by 1949.
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demolished many that had survived. As a result, only isolated structures 
remained in the centre, among them the Gothic cathedral, the Romanesque 
Monastery of Our Lady and the Town Hall. Around them rose modern resi-
dential blocks, set within newly laid out spacious squares and broad avenues. 
The historic urban fabric was effectively erased.

Halle proved somewhat more fortunate, as the destruction there was 
less extensive and the historic layout was largely preserved, although a wide 
flyover cut through part of the city centre. In the 1960s, Halle-West, a new 
district for chemical industry workers, was constructed. From 1967 to 1990, 
it functioned as a separate city under the name Halle-Neustadt. In the 1980s, 
parts of Halle’s historic building stock were demolished, and plain prefabri-
cated housing blocks were built in the immediate vicinity of the Moritzburg, 
the Renaissance castle of the archbishops.

After reunification, eastern German cities faced structural problems 
stemming from deindustrialisation, unemployment and a rapid population 
decline, driven largely by migration to the West. Over the course of three dec-
ades, the populations of Chemnitz, Halle and Magdeburg, for example, fell by 
20–25%. High vacancy rates became a major challenge. In Magdeburg, vacant 
flats accounted for around 20% of the housing stock, leading to large-scale 
demolitions.100 Depopulation affected small towns in eastern Germany even 
more severely. Apart from Berlin, notable exceptions were Leipzig and Dresden, 
where the population increased by around 20% and 10% respectively over the 
same period. While East Germany had approximately 15 million residents in 
1989, excluding East Berlin with its population of around 1.3 million, 35 years 
later the number of residents in that part of Germany fell below 12.6 million – 
a decline of 15%.

In May 1991, during his visit to Halle, Chancellor Kohl was pelted with 
eggs and tomatoes by a crowd shouting ‘liar, liar’, protesting against factory 
closures, bankruptcies, impoverishment and unemployment. Kohl lost his 
composure and moved towards the demonstrators. The incident is widely 
regarded as symbolic of the strained relationship between the authorities of 
the reunified Germany and a disillusioned eastern German public.

In an effort to stem outward migration and improve living standards, the 
federal authorities launched wide-ranging programmes to revitalise eastern 
German cities. Substantial funding from federal, regional and European 
Union sources was also directed towards the restoration of surviving material 
heritage, which after four decades of East German rule was in most cases in 

100	 K. Racoń-Leja, ‘Impact of Wartime Destruction and Post-War Politics on the Social Reconstruction of a Modern City – 
on the Example of Magdeburg’, IOP Conference Series: Materials Science and Engineering, vol. 471, 2019, pp. 5–6.
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  Moritzburg Castle in Halle. Between 2005 and 2008, its western and northern wings were given a futuristic 
roof designed by the Spanish architects Fuensanta Nieto and Enrique Sobejano. It now houses the Moritzburg 
Halle Art Museum. 
 

  A section of renovated old town buildings in Halle alongside residential blocks of flats erected during the East 
German period.
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need of minor or, more often, major conservation work. Priority was given 
to the most valuable monuments, including churches, public buildings and 
former residences.

Funding was also directed towards the restoration of entire blocks of 
surviving pre-war buildings. The vast majority underwent comprehensive 
renovation after 1990, in some cases at the last possible moment. One example 
is the townhouse at Jahnallee 61 in Leipzig, where Robert Capa took his iconic 
photograph. Dating from the early 20th century, the building stood vacant for 
years and faced demolition. It was saved by local activists who had identified it 
as the site of the famous photo. Their efforts led to it being purchased by a pri-
vate investor and to a thorough refurbishment. The building, now known as 
Capa House, also hosts a permanent exhibition on the photographer’s work in 
Leipzig.101 Another example of a highly successful renovation, combined with 
reconstruction and the addition of contemporary elements, is the aforemen-
tioned Moritzburg Castle in Halle. It was raised from a state of partial ruin 
and, since 2008, has housed a museum hosting, among other things, a valuable 
collection of modernist paintings.

Within a relatively short period, the reunified Germany succeeded in 
restoring the historic fabric that had survived the war and East Germany’s 
often hostile approach to the material traces of the past. At the same time, 
efforts were made to redevelop vacant spaces in historic city centres. Only 
in a limited number of cases did this involve the reconstruction of buildings 
that had existed before the war. Although such examples can be found in 
many East German cities, nowhere, apart from Dresden, Potsdam and Berlin 
(as discussed in previous chapters), was reconstruction systemic in character. 
More commonly, urban infill took the form of new buildings whose scale and 
outline drew on their pre-war predecessors. In many cases, the original street 
layout was preserved, helping to recreate the unique atmosphere of the old 
town. Perhaps the most successful example of this approach is Leipzig’s old 
town, where historic architecture coexists with new buildings that have been 
skilfully integrated into the historic urban fabric.

It also became common to fill vacant plots with large buildings, for example, 
shopping centres that occupied several historic plots of land. Their generally 
dull forms bore no relation to the surrounding historic fabric. Similar, often 
uninspired architecture can be found in the old towns of Halle, Magdeburg 
and Rostock. The Old Market Square in Chemnitz provides a negative example 

101	 K. Connolly, ‘Leipzig flat made famous in Capa war photo becomes poignant memorial’, The Guardian, 1 September 
2016, theguardian.com.

https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2016/sep/01/leipzig-flat-poignant-memorial-clean-beautiful-death-robert-capa-second-world-war
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of this kind of development, with its new, oversized buildings which dominate 
and effectively overwhelm the city’s surviving monuments.

On the other hand, some noteworthy projects by renowned architects 
have emerged in the cities of eastern Germany. One of the most prominent is 
the Paulinum, the new building of Leipzig University constructed between 
2007 and 2017 on the site of the Gothic St Paul’s Church, demolished in 1968. 
Its principal structural elements reference the historic church. The Museum 
of Fine Arts in Leipzig (MdbK) also stands out. Completed in 2004, the 36-me-
tre-high glass cube has integrated surprisingly well into the historic centre.

Magdeburg, which was left with little historic urban fabric, offers an 
instructive case study. After 1990, the city searched for a viable revitalisation 
strategy. In the 1990s, a comprehensive renovation combined with partial 
reconstruction was carried out on a grand baroque building adjacent to the 
cathedral, which now houses the Landtag of Saxony-Anhalt. In 2005, the Green 
Citadel, a postmodern residential complex designed by the Austrian artist 
Friedensreich Hundertwasser, was erected in the historic centre. The building 
continues to generate controversy and can be seen as emblematic of the dilem-
mas surrounding the redevelopment of central Magdeburg. Finally, in 2021, 
after lengthy debate, it was decided that part of the old town along the Elbe 
would be reconstructed under the Am Prämonstratenserberg project. The aim 
is to revive the historic old-town development there and restore residential 
and commercial functions to this part of the city.102 Public consultations on 
the final design are underway and the ultimate form of the reconstruction 
remains open.

In both eastern and western Germany, the historic fabric of the vast major-
ity of smaller towns survived the war. These towns, which typically had popu-
lations running into the tens of thousands, often lacked war-related industry, 
and were therefore spared Allied air raids. One exception was Halberstadt in 
Saxony-Anhalt, a town of around 50,000 residents, where a factory produc-
ing wings for Junkers bombers operated and which employed, among others, 
prisoners from a local subcamp of Buchenwald. In a bombing raid on 8 April 
1945, approximately 80% of the town was destroyed, including 676 historic 
half-timbered houses, while the great Gothic cathedral suffered severe damage. 
During the East German period, the devastated area was built over with pre-
fabricated housing blocks, while the former Old Market Square remained an 
undeveloped void. The destruction of the urban fabric was compounded in the 
1980s by the demolition of around 400 historic timber-framed houses.

102	 M. Pestalozzi, ‘Historisierende Fassaden in Magdeburg?’, 29 October 2021, german-architects.com.

https://www.german-architects.com/de/architecture-news/meldungen/historisierende-fassaden-in-magdeburg
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The new Museum of Fine Arts in Leipzig, completed in 2004 in the form of a 36-metre-high glass cube, integrates 
effectively into the city’s historic centre.
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Other medium-sized East German towns, including Görlitz, Freiberg, 
Naumburg, Quedlinburg, Stralsund, Wismar and Weimar, emerged from 
the war largely unscathed or with only minor damage that could be repaired. 
The reunified Germany adopted several federal programmes aimed at restoring 
historic town centres and revitalising public spaces. It became clear that more 
than four decades of East German rule had created substantial backlogs in 
maintenance and conservation, threatening the very survival of this part of 
Germany’s material heritage. The intention was to transform historic centres 
into vibrant and attractive places to live, work and relax – an objective made all 
the more pressing due to rapid depopulation. Attracting tourists was also seen 
as important, as this was expected to boost economic development. Between 
1991 and 1995, the Federal Ministry for Housing, Urban Development and 
Building implemented the ‘Model City for Urban Renewal’ (Modellstadt für 
Stadtsanierung) programme. Under this initiative, several towns, including 
Quedlinburg, Meissen, Weimar, Stralsund, Naumburg and Halberstadt, were 
selected to serve as exemplary cases of historic centre restoration. More 
significant, however, was the ‘Urban Heritage Conservation’ federal–Länder 
programme (Städtebaulicher Denkmalschutz), launched in 1991, which aimed 
to support comprehensive measures to preserve, renew and develop historic 
centres and areas of architectural and cultural value. Its motto, ‘Save the Old 
Towns’, echoed one of the key demands of civic movements in East Germany 
in the late 1980s. Between 1991 and 2008, €4.6 billion was allocated under the 
programme to projects in 178 towns across the new federal states. By 2019, re-
vitalisation and development schemes in historic areas had been implemented 
in a further 77 eastern German towns.

In some cases, monuments destroyed during the war were also recon-
structed. These included the baroque Hundisburg Palace in Haldensleben near 
Magdeburg and the monumental fourteenth-century St George’s Church (Geor-
genkirche) in Wismar, which had lain in ruins since 1945. The highly complex 
conservation works, one of the few examples of the large-scale reconstruction 
of a Gothic church in recent decades, were carried out between 1990 and 2017 
at a cost of €43 million.

In addition to federal initiatives, individual state governments introduced 
their own programmes to restore historic town centres. One example was 
Saxony-Anhalt’s Urban Reconstruction 2010 initiative (IBA Stadtumbau 2010), 
launched in 2002. Under the scheme, 19 towns with particularly valuable old-
town ensembles were selected for a comprehensive renovation financed by local 
and EU funds. Part of the funding was also directed towards economic and 
social measures. The programme was especially significant in Saxony-Anhalt 
given the depopulation occurring there. Between 1989 and 2009, the population 
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of this federal state fell from 2.96 million to 2.36 million – a decline of 20%. 
By 2025, it had decreased to 1.94 million – a further 18% drop.103

Quedlinburg and Halberstadt exemplify the effectiveness of these systemic 
urban renovation programmes. Located just 10 kilometres apart, both towns 
were renowned before the war for their unique ensembles of half-timbered ar-
chitecture. In Quedlinburg, a town of 30,000 residents, 1,200 historic buildings 
were restored at a cost of €171 million, one third of which came from federal 
funds, with the remainder provided by regional and municipal sources.104 
As a result, the carefully revitalised town, with its unique old-town vibe, has 
become a popular tourist destination.

Halberstadt, with around 35,000 residents, faced a  far greater chal-
lenge. Unlike Quedlinburg, it suffered not only wartime destruction but also 
large-scale demolitions during the East German period. Once considered an 
architectural jewel, the town was in a severe state of decline after 1990. Of the 
original 1,500 half-timbered houses, only 447 survived and they required ur-
gent conservation. Federal programmes made it possible to restore the entire 
remaining historic fabric. Between 1995 and 1998, modern buildings were 
erected around the former market square, only referring to their predecessors 
in terms of their scale. A new town hall was constructed on the preserved cellar 
foundations, following the original layout and with a reconstructed façade, 
thus closing a large gap in the historic centre.105 Today, Halberstadt’s urban 
layout appears far more coherent than it did before 1990, although the new 
buildings, with their simple and rather unremarkable architecture, are not 
widely regarded as being successful. Over three decades, substantial progress 
has been made in partially healing the scars of war, but a complete restoration 
will never be possible.

Halberstadt has seen a further success in Halberstadt in the restoration of 
Cathedral Square, the historic buildings surrounding it, and the two churches 
that frame it at opposite ends: the four-towered Romanesque Basilica of Our 
Lady (Liebfrauenkirche) and the Gothic Cathedral of St Stephen and St Sixtus. 
The partial reconstruction of the cathedral took several decades and was not 
completed until 2010. It is one of the more successful post-war conservation 
projects involving a Gothic church. The significance of this sacred monument 
was underscored by the restored cathedral treasury reopening to visitors in 
2008, an event which was attended by the President of Germany, Horst Köhler. 
It is worth quoting a longer excerpt from his address:

103	 International Building Exhibition Urban Redevelopment Saxony-Anhalt 2010, iba-stadtumbau.de.
104	 ‘50 Years of the Urban Development Support Programme in Germany’, Federal Ministry of the Interior, Building and 

Community, Berlin 2020, staedtebaufoerderung.info, pp. 24–25.
105	 M. Donath, ‘Denkmalpflege heißt Geschichte erlebbar machen’, op. cit.; ‘Modellstadt Halberstadt’, halberstadt.de.

https://www.iba-stadtumbau.de/index.php?facts
https://www.staedtebaufoerderung.info/SharedDocs/downloads/DE/WeitereProgramme/50_years_urban_development_support_programme.pdf;jsessionid=23116CE9D7BC3BF5D673491210179F19.live11292?__blob=publicationFile&v=2
https://journals.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/index.php/kunsttexte/issue/view/5871
https://www.halberstadt.de/de/stadtentwicklung-1444847368-copy-1447335951.html
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We are reconnecting with long-standing traditions. We see ourselves as part 
of a history that extends far beyond the past century, with its destruction and 
devastation brought upon our country and this city by war and dictatorships. 
This day signifies that Halberstadt is looking to the future with confidence, civic 
solidarity and commitment, while affirming its deep historical roots (…) Today 
in particular we can sense this clearly: there is no future without a past. Iden-
tity requires an awareness of one’s own history. The reopening of the cathedral 
treasury today makes an important line of tradition, the lineage of this city and 
this region visible once again.106

After more than three decades, medium-sized and smaller eastern German 
towns have fundamentally changed in appearance. Years of investment from 
federal and Länder budgets, supplemented by European Union funding, have 
led to the comprehensive revitalisation of their historic centres, public spaces 
and infrastructure. In many cases, the material traces of war – vacant plots 
and ruins – have been removed, restoring a sense of urban coherence. Today, 
these towns are generally places that draw confidence from a renewed sense 
of identity and which boast impressively restored monuments and attract 
tourists. Depopulation, however, remains a persistent challenge in many of 
them. Both Länder and federal governments continue to allocate substantial 
resources to monument conservation, as illustrated by the joint restoration 
programme for palaces and castles in Saxony-Anhalt and Thuringia adopted 
in 2021. Under this scheme, €400 million will be spent by 2027, half of which 
will be provided by the federal government.107

As a result of the sustained, systemic investment in heritage preservation 
and restoration, further historic town centres and individual monuments in 
eastern Germany have been added to the prestigious UNESCO World Heritage 
List: Quedlinburg (1994), the Luther memorials in Eisleben and Wittenberg 
(1996), Weimar (1998), Wartburg Castle (1999), the Dessau-Wörlitz Garden 
Realm (2000), Stralsund and Wismar (2002), Naumburg Cathedral (2018), the 
Old Synagogue in Erfurt (2023) and Schwerin Castle (2024).

106	 ‘Grußwort von Bundespräsident Horst Köhler anlässlich der Wiedereröffnung des Halberstädter Domschatzes’, Bun-
despräsidialamt, 13 April 2008, bundespraesident.de.

107	 C. Hickley, ‘East German palaces and castles to get €400m for renovation’, The Art Newspaper, 28 June 2021, theart-
newspaper.com.

https://www.bundespraesident.de/SharedDocs/Reden/DE/Horst-Koehler/Reden/2008/04/20080413_Rede.html
https://www.theartnewspaper.com/2021/06/28/east-german-palaces-and-castles-to-get-euro400m-for-renovation
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The Frankfurt am Main model – reconstruction in West Germany

As a result of wartime destruction and the subsequent reconstruction, most 
large cities in West Germany acquired a modernist image. As outlined in the 
subchapter ‘West Germany – reconstruction in a modernist form’, after 1945 
the reconstruction of historic buildings was usually abandoned. Individual 
public buildings were restored, while the historic street layout was retained 
and new structures were erected along these streets in forms resembling the 
original. After 1990, the western Länder did not undertake a project of heritage 
reconstruction on the scale observed in the former East Germany. This was 
largely because, after almost half a century of democracy and a free market 
system, city centres were already densely built up. Spatial ‘voids’ in inner 
cities, such as those found in Berlin or Dresden, were rare.

Following reunification, however, intensive efforts were made in the 
western part of the country to renovate preserved monuments and architec-
tural ensembles. In many places, authorities also reconstructed buildings 
that had not been rebuilt immediately after the end of the Second World War. 
Although on a different scale and with some delay compared to developments 
in the eastern part of the country, reconstruction and heritage protection in 
the western Länder became an important element of identity and cultural 
policy, and a subject of public debate.

Immediately after reunification, the greatest effort focused on renovating 
existing monuments, often including the completion of projects initiated after 
the end of the war. Comprehensive works were undertaken at Aachen and 
Cologne’s cathedrals, the Romanesque St Michael’s Church in Hildesheim 
and the old town of Bamberg. Each year, the western federal states allo-
cated hundreds of millions of euros to the maintenance and preservation 
of architectural heritage. In 2009, the federal–Länder programme ‘Urban 
Heritage Protection’ (Städtebaulicher Denkmalschutz) was extended to the 
western Länder. By 2019, it had funded 343 projects in 322 cities. The non-gov-
ernmental German Foundation for Monument Protection (Deutsche Stiftung 
Denkmalschutz) has also played a prominent role. Since 1985, it has supported 
around 600 renovation projects annually with approximately €20 million, 
made possible by private donations. To date, it has provided more than €750 
million for the conservation or reconstruction of around 7,500 monuments 
across the country.

In western Germany, unlike in the new Länder, there was no need for 
the large-scale reconstruction of destroyed residential buildings, because 
the vast majority had been successfully rebuilt in the decades following 1945. 
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Examples include:

•  the baroque Würzburg Residence (Würzburger Residenz), compared to 
Versailles and Schönbrunn, rebuilt between 1946 and 1987, which meant 
it could be placed on the UNESCO World Heritage List;

•  the Mannheim Palace, one of the largest palace complexes in Europe, 
reconstructed between 1957 and 1964 to serve as a university;

•  the Zweibrücken Palace in Rhineland-Palatinate, rebuilt by 1964 to house 
a court;

•  the Bruchsal Palace in Baden-Württemberg, reconstructed between 1946 
and 1977, with restoration of the frescoes not completed until 1996;

•  the Rumpenheim Palace in Offenbach am Main, rebuilt in the 1980s and 1990s.

Although Nuremberg Castle (Nürnberger Burg) and the Munich Residence 
(Die Münchner Residenz) have long been open to visitors, work is still being 
finished off in some sections. This underlines how complex, time-consuming 
and costly the process is.

After 1990, work began on a small number of western German residential 
buildings that had not previously been reconstructed. Between 2004 and 2010, 
the late baroque Thurn und Taxis Palace in central Frankfurt am Main (Das Palais 
Thurn und Taxis) was rebuilt, although its volume was slightly reduced compared 
to the original. Although the building has a reinforced concrete structure and 
a modern interior, its façade was faithfully restored, with salvaged sandstone 
elements incorporated into it. The palace stands alongside two contemporary 
skyscrapers erected at the same time and is now used as a commercial space.

Between 2005 and 2007, the neoclassical Brunswick Palace (Braunschweiger 
Schloss) was reconstructed. Its ruins had been demolished in 1960. The project 
was unusual. Lacking sufficient funds, the city sold the plot for €35 million to 
a commercial company which then rebuilt the former residence of the House of 
Welf as a shopping centre. At the same time, space was set aside for a museum, 
archive and library. The city of Brunswick contributed €11 million towards 
the faithful reconstruction of the stone façade. Polish stonemasons, who had 
previously worked on Dresden’s Frauenkirche, incorporated 650 original 
elements into it.108 Brunswick Palace became the subject of extensive expert 
and media debate. Some argued that its “reconstruction closes a wound for 
many residents of Brunswick”. At the same time, it provoked fierce protests, 
and the building was described as a “hybrid palace”.109 In 2008, a nine-metre-
high, 25-tonne bronze quadriga was reinstated above the main entrance. 

108	 Ch. Thomas, ‘Discount statt Denkmalschutz’, Deutschlandfunk, 27 March 2007, deutschlandfunk.de.
109	 A. Klingenberg, ‘Das Hybrid-Schloss’, Die Zeit, 19 June 2017, zeit.de.

https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/discount-statt-denkmalschutz-100.html
https://www.zeit.de/entdecken/reisen/merian/residenzschloss-braunschweig-wiederaufbau-einkaufszentrum


210Wojciech Konończuk

It is the largest surviving quadriga in Germany and was cast at a foundry in 
Komorniki near Poznań.

Another example of reconstruction is the baroque Herrenhausen Palace 
near Hanover (Schloss Herrenhausen), the summer residence of the Hanoverian 
dynasty. The building was rebuilt between 2009 and 2013 at a cost of €25 million, 
much of which was provided by the Volkswagen Foundation, and now serves as 
a museum. Substantial sums were also spent on a comprehensive renovation 
of residential monuments which had already been reconstructed after the 
war. One example is Mannheim Palace (Schloss Mannheim), the largest baroque 
palace in Germany, whose conservation cost €54 million.

Regardless of where in the world decisions to reconstruct are taken, they 
stem from an obvious fact: a given palace or castle plays an important role in 
the identity of a town and its local community. It is also worth noting that, 
unlike in East Germany, landed estates in West Germany were not nation-
alised after 1945. In East Germany, nationalisation often led to the destruction 
of many rural palaces.

After 1990, numerous western German cities decided to rebuild monu-
ments that had not existed since the war. In most cases, this process began 
only in the early twenty-first century and remains ongoing. The most prom-
inent examples include the reconstruction of the timber-framed buildings 
at Andreasplatz in Hildesheim, around the Gothic Church of St Andrew, 
the restoration of the Flemish Gothic town hall façade in Wesel in North 
Rhine-Westphalia, the rebuilding of the sixteenth-century Old Weigh House 
in Brunswick, and the ongoing interior works at Augsburg Town Hall (one of 
the most important Renaissance secular buildings in northern Europe). These 
projects were often initiated by civic groups, and the successful reconstruction 
of one monument frequently prompted debate about restoring others.

Munich represents an exceptional case. Despite extensive wartime de-
struction, over several decades it regained its former status as one of the most 
attractive and harmonious cities, and traces of the war became barely visible. 
After German reunification, many monuments rebuilt during the difficult years 
of post-war poverty underwent a comprehensive renovation. One example is 
Munich’s New Town Hall, which was meticulously conserved in the late 1990s.

One of the most high-profile architectural projects in Germany after 1990 
was the reconstruction of part of Frankfurt am Main’s old town. In 2004, 
the city authorities opened a debate on whether to renovate or demolish the 
vast modernist Technical Town Hall (Technisches Rathaus),110 which had been 

110	 A ‘technical town hall’ is a term used in Germany to denote municipal administrative buildings that house institutions 
such as building control offices and urban planning departments.



Overcoming trauma, reclaiming identity 211

built some 30 years earlier and occupied a large section of the former old town. 
The historic centre had been heavily damaged in an air raid on 22 March 1944. 
After the war, only part of it was rebuilt, including the Römer, the medieval 
town hall building and, following reunification, several individual structures 
such as the neoclassical Old City Library (Alte Stadtbibliothek). Although the 
architectural competition resolved a year later selected a proposal for contem-
porary buildings on the site, it was annulled after effective civic mobilisation. 
A citizens’ initiative, supported by a large share of residents, demanded that the 
municipality restore the historic layout of the district. The activists strengthened 
their position when some of them joined the electoral lists of the Civic Alliance 
for Frankfurt, which holds seats on the city council. As a result, the citizens’ 
group succeeded in pushing through a plan to reconstruct part of the old town.

In 2007, the city council of Frankfurt am Main decided to reconstruct 
historic buildings on the site of the Technisches Rathaus. The structure, which 
had never enjoyed public support and was dubbed the ‘Klotz’ or ‘block’, was 
demolished between 2010 and 2012.111 The reconstruction project, branded Dom-
Römer, was carried out between 2012 and 2018. The city adopted a model under 
which the project was implemented by its own development company. At a cost 
of €210 million, it rebuilt 35 buildings. 15 were faithful reconstructions based on 
historical plans and executed using traditional craftsmanship, including the 
iconic townhouses Goldenes Lämmchen and Haus zur Goldenen Waage. A further 
20 were given forms modified from their originals. Frankfurt am Main was able 
to undertake the project without federal funding, as its status as a key banking 
centre makes it one of the wealthiest cities in Germany. In line with established 
German practice, part of the area was designated for residential use.112

German researchers note that Frankfurt am Main’s decision to reconstruct 
its old town district was influenced by the reopening of the Frauenkirche in 
Dresden and the subsequent rebuilding of the Neumarkt. As Katja Marek 
wrote, “In Frankfurt, it can be demonstrated that the Dresden effect is one 
of the reasons, or one of the driving forces, behind the reconstruction of the 
historic centre”.113 The affluent western German city even sought to surpass 
the Dresden model, where only façades were reconstructed but with modern 
interiors. In Frankfurt am Main’s old town, by contrast, some buildings were 
comprehensively and meticulously rebuilt.

Frankfurt am Main came to be regarded, alongside Dresden, as the most 
important example of the successful reconstruction of part of a historic urban 

111	 Frankfurts neue Altstadt, Ein Web-Dossier der Frankfurter Rundschau, 2019, frstory.de.
112	 ‘Lebendiges Wohn- und Einkaufsviertel im Herzen Frankfurts’, DomRömer, domroemer.de.
113	 K. Marek, ‘Rekonstruktion! Warum?’, op. cit., p. 22, bpb.de; E. von Engelberg-Dočkal, H.-R. Meier, ‘Traditional rebuild-

ing…’, op. cit., p. 42.

https://frstory.de/altstadt/
https://www.domroemer.de/ubersichtskarte
https://www.bpb.de/system/files/pdf/U8HQVX.pdf
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fabric and as a reference point for other German cities. A few years after the 
completion of the Dom-Römer project, both residents and many experts who 
had previously been sceptical were able to agree that an initiative which 
was not purely architectural in nature had produced highly positive results. 
It created an attractive public space that draws tourists, serves as an important 
testament to the city’s history and, as its mayor – who had been an opponent of 
the reconstruction – stated, “it restored to the residents a part of their soul”.114 
The success of Dom-Römer also prompted efforts to develop the remaining 
post-war ‘void’ in the neighbouring Paulsplatz district.

The Frankfurt am Main example encouraged other cities in western Ger-
many. The largest undertaking is the redevelopment of Lübeck’s city centre, 
launched in 2017. In the Gründungsviertel district, located in the western part 
of the old town, two large post-war buildings were demolished and work began 
to restore the historic plot structure. The façades of the new townhouses, 38 of 
which are due to be completed by 2026, do not replicate their pre-war predeces-
sors. Instead, they offer a contemporary interpretation, drawing in shape and 
form on the traditional Hanseatic architecture characteristic of this part of 
Germany. This represents a compromise between advocates of reconstruction 
and those who favour modern architecture.

The process of monument reconstruction in western Germany remains 
unfinished, and there are strong indications that the coming years will bring 
further positive decisions. In Stuttgart, discussions are underway on the need 
to rebuild the town hall and the market square townhouses. Similar debates 
are taking place in Bremen and Dortmund, where 84% of respondents have 
expressed support for reconstructing the town hall. Residents are most often 
the driving force behind reconstruction, while city authorities are typically 
persuaded by the prospect of increased tourist appeal and by the process’s 
impact on strengthening the local identification with the place of residence.

As a result, over the past three decades the face of some western German 
cities has changed, with the past coexisting harmoniously alongside the present. 

Conclusions: the future needs to be rooted in the past

On 7 May 1995, the 50th anniversary of the capitulation of Nazi Germany, Jürgen 
Habermas delivered a lecture in the former St Paul’s Church (Paulskirche) in 
Frankfurt am Main, a site of symbolic importance for Germans. In 1848–1849, 
this neoclassical building housed the Frankfurt National Assembly, the first 

114	 G. Murr, ‘Die Lehren aus dem Wiederaufbau’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 3 October 2023, faz.net.

https://www.faz.net/aktuell/rhein-main/frankfurt/frankfurter-altstadt-ist-kein-vorbild-fuer-weitere-rekonstruktionen-19216393.html


Overcoming trauma, reclaiming identity 213

democratically elected German parliament. The church was destroyed during 
the war, but as early as 1948 it reopened after reconstruction as a deconsecrated 
national memorial and venue for public events.

Habermas entitled his address: 1989 in the shadow of 1945: on the normality 
of a future Berlin Republic. This prominent philosopher argued, among other 
points, that the years 1989–1990 marked a transition from one historical epoch 
to another. As a result, Germans regained a continuity interrupted in 1945 and 
could again function normally at the heart of Europe ‘without fear of power’. 
At the same time, he identified coming to terms with a criminal past and the 
preservation of its memory as an integral part of the identity of a united Ger-
many. He went on to state:

The epochal threshold, which simultaneously paves the way for a  return to 
a happier status quo ante bellum awakens a dialectical expectation: on the one 
hand, entirely new problems demand entirely new answers; on the other, those 
answers are to be mined from the sealed treasure trove of a tradition with which 
we made, in 1945, an ‘infamous’ break.115

This intellectual, who exerted considerable influence on Germany’s public 
debate, not only encouraged the broadly understood ‘treasure trove of tradi-
tion’ to be drawn on, he also criticised the post-war rupture with it. He argued 
that Germans should seek within it some of the answers to the questions and 
problems they faced.

An important element of Habermas’s appeal was his reference to Ger-
many’s material heritage, which had been severely diminished by wartime 
destruction. In the mid-1990s, a movement for the renovation and conservation 
of architectural monuments was only just beginning to take shape in Germa-
ny, followed by efforts to reconstruct some of those considered irretrievably 
lost. The ongoing reconstruction of the Frauenkirche in Dresden, which was 
supported by the federal authorities (in particular Chancellor Helmut Kohl, 
who repeatedly stressed the importance of heritage for German identity), 
was powerful stimulus for this development. This accelerated a shift already 
underway in the mindset of the intellectual and political elites.

Changing this mindset required the dismantling of a view that had been 
dominant in the post-war half-century and which had been endorsed by ex-
perts. This view discredited the reconstruction of monuments, describing it as 
‘deception’, a ‘falsification of history’ or even the ‘erasure of guilt’.116 The German 

115	 J. Habermas, ‘1989 in the Shadow of 1945: On the Normality of a Future Berlin Republic’ [in:] A Berlin Republic: Writings 
on Germany, University of Nebraska 1997, p. 167.

116	 W. Nerdinger (ed.), Geschichte der Rekonstruktion. Konstruktion der Geschichte, München 2010, p. 14, arthistoricum.net; 
M. Donath, ‘Denkmalpflege heißt Geschichte erlebbar machen’, op. cit., p. 2.

https://www.arthistoricum.net/kunstform/rezension/ausgabe/2011/2/18975
https://journals.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/index.php/kunsttexte/issue/view/5871
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public responded quickly and enthusiastically to proposals for rebuilding. 
A clear majority regarded them as justified and beneficial for their communi-
ties and for the country. This proved to be a crucial factor, often leading civic 
initiatives to exert grassroots pressure on authorities to reconstruct specific 
buildings.

Let us return to Jan Zachwatowicz, who in his address of 1946, cited here on 
several occasions, argued that without public support nothing would succeed:

It must be recognised that we will not be able to carry out a great heritage pro-
gramme on the basis of legislation alone (…) Only awareness-raising efforts and 
the cooperation of society that these achieve will make it possible to attain the 
principal objective: restoring monuments to their proper form and role.117

Decisions to rebuild many important German monuments after 1990, 
followed by frequent disputes over their final form, were usually preceded 
by heated debates between the (plentiful) supporters and the (less plentiful) 
opponents. Germany’s culture of compromise often proved helpful and, once 
reconstruction was completed, criticism would usually halt. The Berlin Palace 
and the Garrison Church in Potsdam were, and are likely to remain, exceptions. 
For some participants in the debate, they carry the legacy of Prussian militarism 
and Hitlerism. In their view, “uncritical reconstruction” creates a new nation-
al narrative that removes the wartime defeat and the subsequent division of 
Germany from memory, and “elides the issue of the guilt of the Nazi regime”.118

Over time, the arguments of the critics of historical reconstruction have 
stilled, not least because of successive successful projects which have demon-
strated tangible benefits for local communities as well as for the business and 
tourist appeal of a given city. Potsdam offers a clear example. In 2013, at least 
one million tourists spent a night there, while ten years later the figure had 
risen to 1.36 million.119 The increase was even more pronounced in Dresden, 
where 2.7 million tourists stayed overnight in 2005, compared with 4.4 mil-
lion in 2023. Notably, in both these cities Polish visitors top the list of foreign 
tourists.120 Research indicates that local budgets benefit significantly from 
the renovation or reconstruction of monuments. Each euro invested in these 
projects can generate up to €1.80 in tax revenue.121

117	 J. Zachwatowicz, ‘Program i zasady konserwacji zabytków’, op. cit., p. 50.
118	 S. Kott, T. Wieder, ‘The (Re-)construction of Monuments in Germany: New Historical Narratives in a Time of Nation- 

building’, Contemporary European History 2023, no. 32, p. 7.
119	 ‘Tourismus im Blick Angebot und Nachfrage’, Landeshauptstadt Potsdam, Statistik im Blick 02/2023, p. 4, potsdam.de; 

‘Neuer Übernachtungsrekord für Potsdams Tourismusbranche’, Pressemitteilung No. 83, 4 March 2024, potsdam.de.
120	 Tourismus, dresden.de.
121	 S. Mitchell, ‘Renovation and Restoration Opportunities in Germany’s Historic Buildings’, HouseNix, 31 March 2025, 

housenix.com.

https://www.potsdam.de/system/files/document/StiB02_2023_1.pdf
https://www.potsdam.de/de/83-neuer-uebernachtungsrekord-fuer-potsdams-tourismusbranche
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The emergence of the younger generations to the forefront has also played 
an important role. They do not feel responsible for German crimes during the 
Second World War, see no controversy in the reconstruction process, and the 
debate linking it to ‘historical guilt’ makes little sense to them. As a result, the 
scale of subsequent reconstruction projects grew larger and more ambitious, 
and questions about their ethical dimension, or about whether “we are per-
mitted to do this at all”, subsided. This illustrates a gradual process by which 
Germany has sought to free itself from the burden of history. It seems likely 
that current disputes over the legitimacy of particular reconstructions will, 
in time, cease to be seen as significant and will fade from memory.

The arguments advanced by advocates of the preservation of the East 
German architectural legacy are a separate issue. Their opposition has at times 
delayed or temporarily blocked the demolition of post-war buildings to make 
way for the reconstruction of earlier structures. This reflects a broader problem, 
concerning both the place the East German communist state and its memory 
occupy within German history, and also contemporary historical policy. The 
dominant narrative tends to reduce East Germany solely to a dictatorship 
imposed by the Soviet Union – an account that remains incomplete.

Debates accompanying the reconstruction of monuments, the widespread 
nature of this practice and the ‘historicisation’ of urban public space directly 
affect German identity and contemporary understandings of the country’s dark 
past. In Germany, as in Poland after 1945,122 reconstruction has been treated 
as a form of social response to trauma and an attempt to overcome it. The res-
toration of historic buildings has coincided with an intensified discussion of 
German suffering and the mass casualties caused by Allied air raids, as well 
as with a growing conviction among Germans that they, too, were victims of 
the Second World War.

On the one hand, the link between reconstruction and guilt has been 
severed. The post-war conviction that destroyed monuments should not be 
reconstructed on a large scale due to historical responsibility has gradually 
faded. On the other hand, the reconstruction process has strengthened the 
identification with the ‘old Germany’ and increased pride in at least partially 
recovered and attractive expressions of the past, embodied in historic build-
ings. The continued rebuilding of monuments also reflects a belief within 
German society that the nation has become reconciled with itself. From this 
perspective, the ‘normalisation’ of Germany – after accepting its Nazi histo-
ry, building democratic institutions and achieving reunification – led to the 

122	 P. Majewski, ‘Odbudowa zabytków – nadal aktualna?’, Teologia Polityczna, 4 March 2025, teologiapolityczna.pl.
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gradual recovery of memory and of the right to take pride in Germanness.123 
In this sense, historical reconstructions have become a form of therapy, all 
the more so as the restoration of certain monuments is seen as an element of 
‘international reconciliation’. The Frauenkirche in Dresden provides a clear 
example. The foundation that rebuilt it adopted as its motto: ‘Building bridges, 
living reconciliation, strengthening faith’.124

The reconstruction of monuments, along with the discussions and at 
times heated disputes accompanying it, has helped to restore memory at both 
the local and national levels. For what are monuments if not material mani-
festations of a community’s historical memory? Historic architecture is one 
of the key carriers of memory and is thus also an important foundation and 
source of identity and, as Zachwatowicz put it, an “anchor of national identifi-
cation”. Hasso Plattner, the philanthropist mentioned in the previous chapter, 
expressed a similar view when he stated that the rebuilding of Dresden and 
Potsdam “restored their souls”.125

For this reason, placing the issue of monument reconstruction at the centre 
of many German debates has contributed to a redefinition of contemporary 
German historical identity by adding back recovered elements from earlier 
periods. This has fuelled concern among opponents of reconstruction, who 
argue that rebuilding historic structures strengthens a right-wing identity. 
In support of their claim, they point to the fact that reconstruction is par-
ticularly strongly endorsed by the radical AfD.126 By contrast, the counterar-
guments are well captured in the words of the German urban planner Harald 
Bodenschatz, who wrote:

Some reconstructions are welcomed by the new political right. So what? Does 
that mean that everything the new political right likes is therefore right-wing 
and that we should leave it to them? The Berlin Palace, the Garrison Church in 
Potsdam, the new old town in Frankfurt am Main? Or perhaps we should also 
turn our backs on Goethe and Schinkel, who were fervently venerated by for-
mer Nazis? That is absurd and, above all, politically misguided, even capitulato-
ry. We must fight for every element of cultural heritage, for every building – not 

123	 See M.G. Ash, ‘Becoming Normal, Modern, and German (Again!)’ [in:] M. Geyer (ed.), The Power of Intellectuals in Con-
temporary Germany, Chicago 2001, p. 295.

124	 A. Saupe, ‘“Deep Historicisation” and Political and Spatio-Temporal “Centrism”: Layers of Time and Belonging in the 
Reconstructed City Centres of Berlin and Potsdam’ [in:] S. Eckersley, C. Vos (eds.), Diversity of Belonging in Europe. Public 
Spaces, Contested Places, Cultural Encounters, London 2023, p. 67.

125	 S. Schicketanz, ‘Interview mit Hasso Plattner: „Potsdam wird ein bedeutender Ort auf der Kunst-Weltkarte“’, Tages-
spiegel, 20 February 2020, tagesspiegel.de.

126	 U. Rada, ‘„Rechte stoßen in die Mitte vor“’, Die Tageszeitung, 28 January 2024, taz.de.
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against heritage, not against the monument. Above all, this means fighting for 
the right memory, for its interpretation and its use.127

It is difficult to disagree that it is not the reconstructions of monuments 
themselves that could awaken Germany’s ‘demons’ of the past.

*  *  *

It is impossible to fully restore the pre-war architectural order of German 
cities, nor has anyone set themself this objective. Yet over the 80 years since 
the war, Germany has rebuilt and restored a substantial part of its architec-
tural heritage. This process accelerated after reunification, particularly in the 
eastern Länder and in Berlin. During this period, the German capital and many 
other cities underwent a profound transformation, shaping a new image with 
extensive reference to tradition. By reconstructing entire areas within historic 
city centres, Germany has to a large extent filled the post-war architectural 
void and at least partially restored urban order and harmony. Despite major 
reconstruction successes, which have significantly influenced the formation 
of a new German social identity, the process remains incomplete. State policy 
continues to favour its continuation.128

In conclusion, one may ask about the long-term effects of Germany’s still 
unfinished ‘reconstruction boom’ and the issue of authenticity. The occasional 
‘conservation falsehood’, meaning reconstruction in a modified or modernised 
form, is of limited significance once a monument has been recovered, restored 
to life and given new functions, thereby enriching the architectural landscape 
and the local community.

Václav Havel provided a reasonable response to the question about au-
thenticity. After visiting Gdańsk in 2005 and praising the old town rebuilt after 
1945, he wrote: “In a hundred years it won’t matter a bit whether a particular 
house in Gdansk was built 200 years earlier or later. After all, even Czechs can 
no longer distinguish between Gothic and pseudo-Gothic”.129

127	 H. Bodenschatz, ‘Neurechte Bildpolitik?’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 8 April 2024, faz.net.
128	 Owners of listed buildings in Germany are offered public funding and tax exemptions. According to estimates, by 2040 

the restoration and reconstruction sector will be worth €312 billion. S. Mitchell, ‘Renovation and Restoration Opportu-
nities in Germany’s Historic Buildings’, op. cit.

129	 V. Havel, To the castle and back, London 2008, p. 261.
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