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"I can not find Potsdamer Platr! No. I mean. here..  .It is not 
this! Because at the Potsdamcr Platr. there Mas the caf6 
Josti.. .Thi< was a l i v e l ~  q u a r e . .  .trolley cars. horse-drawn 
busc5 and two cars. mine and the one of chocolate - 
Hcrnian.. .The Wcrtheim department store was hcre. too. 
And. then. sudden1  the banners appeared here.. .Thc Whole 
Square u a s  lined up with them. . .  and the People were not 
fricndl) anymore and the police were not either. But I will not 
give up until I have found the Potsdamel- Platr! ' 

Where is Potsdamer Platz? 

CLAUDIA BUSCH 
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Fig. 1 .  Film still of Potsdamer. Platz i n  "Winps ofllesil-en. direcled 
b! Wirn Wendel-\ 

In one ol'thc scenes of U'im Wcnders fi1m"Wings ofDesire." 
an old man walks c\,ith his angel. first next to the Berlin Wall 
and then towards the area M hcre the Potsdamer Plat7 once 
existed. This huge piece of no-man's-land \vas a syriibol of 
the lost past of a thriving metropolis in the twenties and of 
the dcstructivc legacy o1'Gerrnan)'s histor>. Win1 Wender's 
I'il~n was probably one o f t h c  last pieces of documentation 
that recordcd aBerlin. 6 hich has been erased by the construc- 
tion boon) after the fall of the ~311.  

In 19X9thrcc international inwstors. Daimlei-Ben/. Sony. 
arld A+T. bought the Potstlamer Plat7 as a prime opportunity 
for real estate speculation. Suddenly this land becamc the 
stage I'or an international llow 01' capital and open to the 
fcxces 01' supply and demand. With this dc\,elopment 

Potsdarncr Platz becamc no[ only the "largest construction 
site" in Europe but also a constant attraction for the media 
and arguably the best-advertised piece ofproperty in Berlin. 
Thro~igh  a special inlbrnmation center. the Info Box. WebPages. 
newspapers. and architecture magazines one could Sollou- 
the constant process ofconstruction on areal time basis l'rom 
any location in thc ~ o r l d .  

After eight years ol'rapicl and intense urban planning and 
building construction. the process of making a ncM urban 
center has become a reality. Is this intervention an integrated 
piece of urban landscape within Berlin'! Does i~ capture the 
urban and architectural identit! of the city'! The result is 
highly ambiguous and demonstrates the tension bct~veen the 
city and the corporate investors. This essay explores the 
hybrid identity of the urban and architectural visions created 
at Potsdanier Platr. This identity is denied by its mythical 
past. by the city's agenda of the "European city" and the 
investor's corporate image. 

T o  dc \~c lop  the future of Potsdamer Platr. a look back to 
the past was required. a look at what Potsdamcr Platr used to 
be. T h e  mythical image of'Potsdamer Platr reached its peak 
in the golden 20's. u,hen i t  became Europc's busiest square 
and the epitome of the cultural and riioclern city life. The I'irst 
modern traffic light was built on the square to control a ne\,er- 
ending. almost unstoppable stscam of people and tral'fic. 
With its bright neon a d ~ e r t i s i n g  the area was framed b! 
departmen1 stores. cafes ancl theatess. The historic Potsdamel- 
Platr  was  never laid out as a square, as the u,ord "Platr" 
suggests.  The "Platr" kcas just a \ a p e  geographical dcscrip- 

w n c c  tion of an asea. u hich ~ v a s  merelq a disordcrcd conver, 
of several roads and a path. It is located on the West Sidc oT 
Leipxigcr Platr at the end 01' Lciprigcr Strasse. These tmo 
linked p l a r a ~ P o t s d a n i c r  Pltttr. andLeipri~cr Platz-c\ o l ~ c d  
over t u o  hundscd years to become one ol' Europe's busiest 
squares. 

Duc  to its proximity toHitler 's chancellery. the Potsclamcr 
Platr was nearly completely destroyed in February 1911. I n  
the post war period. the reconstruction proposals I'or the area 
were sacril'iced under the tensions of the  Cold War. since at 
this location the Russian. British and American sectors met. 
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Fig. 2. Potsdamer Plat7 i n  the 1920s. 

After the construction of the Berlin Wall in I96 1 .  the few left 
o w r  ruins on the East and West  side w r e  dcrnolished n.hich 
created a masteland with \.irtually no buildings on it al all. 
Once again. Potsdamer Platr  became a tourist attraction as  
from this point one could see the Berlin Wall. the no-man's 
land and the ~vatchtowers. One  experienced the powerful 
void in the city that represented the tension:, ol'thc Cold R'ar 
and the interface between East and West. PotsdamerPlatr was 
gone. a huge empty field where onl) the n~cmorics  re~nained. 
just as the old man in Wim Wenders movie says: '.I cannot 
find Potsdanier Platr! In the afternoon, there. I chatted and 
drank coffee. I observed the people. before I smoked my cigar 
by Liihsc and Wolff. a tobacco shop uith a good reputation. 
just there on the other side. So. this. here. can not be Potsdamer 
 plat^. No."' 

A nem, reality started for this wasteland when in 1990 the 
Daimler Benr Group bought l'iftecn acres from the Demo- 
cratic City administration. Negotiations starled between the 
city and Dairnler Benr months before the fall of'the wall. The 
Daimler Benr group described it in the promotional \,idea: 

"The night of November 9.1989. marked the beginning of 
Gel-man reunification. Aflcr this dramatic outcome for the 
people a nen, development became a real possibility. even an 
absolute necessity. This e n d e a ~ o r  became the,ioint vision of 
the city and the Dainilcr Benr  Group."' In the public \.iew thi5 
was the first big scandal of the arca and its development. Not 
only had negotiations begun before the fall ol'thc Berlin Wall 
but also the fact that i t  was sold for a verb low price (bet~veen 
a third to a half of thc estimated market value) made it e \en  
\verse.' 

Potsdamer Plat/ is an important symbol for the tit! 01' 
Berlin. The city ol'ficials feared that an isolated center could 
be cl-eatcd in this arca as only a small number of in \wtors  had 
been involved in the purchase o f  a hugc piece of'land uithin 
the center ol'Berlin. The potential result coulcl be an .'island" 
of shopping malls ui th  interior semi-public places or a high- 
density s e n i c e  a m  within the downtowm area ol' Bcrlin. 
Concomitant hi th  these questions regarding the d c \ ~ l o p -  

ment of the Potsdamer Platr. thcrc was also a need for an 
architecture that provitlecl Berlin with an identity as acapital. 

Competitions were held to develop a master plan l'or 
dcwloprnent of Potsdamer Platz "in c l o w  consultation with 
future uxer\ and in\estors. In yeneral the guiding principle 
ol'the "European City" n it11 its itrict division hct\\ccn public 
streets. squares and parks on one hand and private lots and 
inner courtyards on the other. was a central requirement."' 
The selection ol'thc model ol'thc European City was \tronglb. 
enforced by thc Scnatc building director Hans Stimmann. 
M , ~ O  based hi5 argument on the past failure ol'Berlin's urban 
planning. "Berlin is the place n~licre theoretical and design 
consequences can be dran,n from thc practical experience 01' 
the urban planning and architectural ideas of earl! modern- 
ism. postnxr modernism and postmodernism. Yet Berlin is 
a1m the place ~~~~~~e the urban planning strategies of the 
postLvar decades. with their separation of' functions. their 
ignorance to~vard the ownership conditions of individual 
lots and their automobile-oriented traffic planning \Yere 
tcsted and Sailed-in the socialist east.  Berlin Mas the city 
whose recent political history as the capital ofNazi Germany 
imbued it \vith the understandable desire for consistent 
destruction of the historical urban plan in the center." It was 
also argued that urban planning i~nmediately l'ollou ing the 
Second World War destroyed as  much ol'thc historical I'abric 
of the city as the war itself. Based on this. Stimmann. the 
Scnatc Building director. argued for a strategy of "Critical 
Reconstruction." 

The term Critical Reconstruction originated in the 1980's 
at the International Building Exhibition (IBA).  n,hich was 
then dircctcd by Josef'Kleihues. The motto ol'the IBA: "inner 
city as a placc to l i tc"  describes the aim lo rediscowr the 
quality 01' the traditional elcmonts. which make up the 
structure of a tit!. and the re-evaluation of (he social condi- 
tions for housing. The programmatic aim. as expressed in 
Klcihues' concept ol' "critical reconstruction of the city" 
focuses on the dialectic b e t ~ e c n  historical continuity and 
conteniporary theoretic and artistic expectations. 

Critical I-econstruction was not as  rigorously applied in 
Potsdamer Platr as in other developments after 1989. such as 
Pariscr Platr or Fricdrich Strassc. Howe\/c~- .  the main essence 
u,as heen in concept of the "European City." The formula to 
create this typc was expressed in a system of small-scale. lot 
related arrangements as  the competition brief required: "the 
topos of the lot or lo1 structure could pro\,e a key concept l'or 
further considerations if it is understood as a ciphcr l'or 
functional. structural and formal scales and mixture\ rather 
than merely as an o\  ercome historical value."- This stratcgy 
\VLI\ rather artificial as  it attempted to disguise the realit) of 
the existence of onl j ,  threc major propert! ou,ncrs ol' 
Potsdamer Platr. 

When in June 199 1 .  the two-stage competition v as 
launched to redevelop Potsdamer Platr thc clucstion of  
identit) had a number ol' diverse I-cactions b j  architects. 
Libeskind clearly 5tates his position in his competition c n t q  
that: "The identity of  Berlin cannot be reformed in the ruins 
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of history o r  in the illusory I-econstruction of' an arbitrarily 
selected past. The  new city milst be allo\\ed to emerge of a 
mosaic and a p u ~ z l e  . . .  In its formation no style or s ls tem 
should be given priorit\,".TThe proposals for the cornpctition 
\,arieil from a group of se\,en slim towers bb, Kollhoff. a 
rornantici/ed ~ c r s i o n  01'  thc American skyscraper. to the 
colored set piece 01' stage-managed fantasicx by Li'illiarn 
Alsop and Jan Stormcr. 

The identit) for Berlin clcfinitcl) fa\ ored a conscna t i \ c  
trend. The first p r i rc  m m t  to the Munich architects. Hilmcr 
& Sattler. Their \,ision m,as a compact European Citq \z ith 
more intricatel! structured spaces. "The plan is not on the 
Amcrican urban model ofhigh-rise accumulation used around 
the world. but rather on the compact spatially a complex 
E u r o p t m  City. . . .  Urban life should not arise in the interior 
of large structured building cornplexcs. but on streets and 
squat-es." The design aimed at a nen interpretation of the 
"Berlin Block". not in the traditional form of continuous 
block edge development. hut asasucccssion of "large square 
houses" with 5 0  m. sides." In the media the propowl was 

Fig. 3 .  Xlodel of Hilmer and Sattlel-'s firs[-prize scheme for the 
Potsdarner and Leihziger Platz competition. I09 I .  

soundly criticired a s  dull and mediocre but it best adhered 
to the concept of the "European Cit!" and was the most 
suitable for continuous dc\,elopnicnt by the clifferent interest 
groups. 

Second stage competitions conducted by each of the three 
inlcstor groups defined the final niaster plan and the archi- 
tecture. The Sony Corporation went &,it11 the architect Helmut 
Jahn. The master plan cvas cornplctely rejected bq Helmut 
Jahn. H e  wanted to combine "a formal and spalial and 
technical \ ision and ordcr I0  l'or thc site and intended to .;hob 
the strength and technical capabilities ofhisclicnts.  the Son! 
Corporation. The  buildings. which are higher than any\vhese 
elsc in the area. arc endless glass curtairi walls. with a 
composition ol'images determined by nighttime light instal- 
lations. Se \  cral of  thc buildings are located around a huge 
atrium representing a modern urban space. This semi-public 
space will be the "urban theatre l'or lif'c or video c\cnts." 
Where is Potsdamer Platr? Maybc u e  can find some of its 

Fip. 4. Hclmut Juhn of Xlurphqi Jahn. model from the Sony site 

urban spectacle in the atrium. but the anonymous architec- 
ture suggests building types that can be lbund any\vhere elsc 
in the world. 

The u inning submission for the second stage competition 
of the southeast sector. owned by Daimler Benr. was won by 
the Italian architect. Renzo Piano. Piano not only gave a new 
character to Hilmes & Sattler's block structure in his overall 
design but also was the only one to propose a strong concept 
for the public space. He developed the idea of a public plara. 
the Piazza. The Pia7ra transforms the dead end condition of 
Potsdamer Strasse (which had to be preserved) into a revital- 
ized center of urban activity and wcial interaction. The other 
improvement was the development of a neb\ topographical 
edge towards the Staatsbibliotheh (National Library). R e n r o  
Piano designed towards the east, behind the national library. 
an oblong building housins the casino and theater. Its design 
moves away from the orthogonal block system and blends in 
with Scharoun's building to form an urban entity. The 
unsettled edges north and south became an e x t e n s i x  water 
garden. 

The first building to be erected at Potsdarner Plat7 was the 
Info Box in 1995. The red floating box on stilts was a 
cotnputerizecl intelligent dc\  ice to ostensibly put the p ~ ~ b l i c  
at ease and to involve i t  with thisconstruction boom. The Info 
Box clients. such as A+T. Daimlcr B e n ~ .  Sony. B c u a g .  
German Telecom. Gernian Railway and the Senate for Build- 
ing. expressed their \,isions through the incorporation of 
high-end technolog!. Interactive videos. rnovics and Internet 
;~ccess coniputers denionstratcd the urban. architectural and 
infrastructural planning related to P o t s d m c r  Platr and Ber- 
lin. Potsdamer Platr had become a complete multi media 
spectacle. From a viewing platform on top ol'tlie b u i l d i n p  
one can obser\c  the reality: The "largest construction site in 
Europc." 

T o  bring the project closer to popular acceptance the Sony 
Corporation used in its video an animated image of an icon 
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Fig. 5 .  Renzo Piano for the Uaimler Brnz  sector. the winning 
ubrnission. 

o f  Berlin. the sparron "Ikke."" The sparrow describes the 
planning b) Helmut Jahn. The other major media event 
sponsored by Sony was the moce of the  Kaisersaal cafe of the 
Esplanade Hotel sewnty  meters back to provide additional 
space for the street. The Kaisersaal was one of the tcw) 
remaining buildings on the Potsdamer Platz and cvas reputed 
to have been a favorite of the last Kaiser. Wilhelm 11. It u a s  
also the favorite ol'Wim Wender's and was the site forthe final 
shots of the mo\ ie. "Wings of Desire". The video b) Son!. 
presented at the Inl'o Box. shows Wim Wenderdiscussing the 
unique building ol' Berlin and in a i'ascinating time-lapse 
motion photography the Kaisersaal move  from one place to 
another. a real masterpiece of' technology. The cost Mas 
reported to have reached thirty three million dollars. Inno- 
\a t ice and technical \ isions are core l'actors for the image of 
the Sony Corporation and this act of' ambiguous historical 
preservation i arguahl! one o f  the wol-lcl's most cxpensi \e  
corporate ad\ertisemcnts. 

The Potsdamer Platr sector hq Daimler Bcnz is promoted 
as the International center of the world or the "heart of an 
Europxan metropolis." Ccrtainl! in the German context the 
Daimler Benr Corporation has a clifi'ercnt position than 
Son!. Not only can the Daimler Benz star be included as 11 
symbol o f G e r m a n ~ ~ ' s  prosperit> but also Daimler B e n ~  has 
alv,.ays plabeci a role in the destinb of Berlin. Obviousl> . the 
arcliitccture of'tlie Daimler Benr sector is a reflection ol'ils 
corporate image within German society and is therefore morc 
in harmony with the model ol' the "European C i t j "  than 
Son!. The development ol'the Daimlcr Ben7 sector has the 
most extensive exhibition including plans. nmdels and 
three-dimensional \'idea showing fly 1111-oughs and walk 

Fig. 6. The first buildingto beerected at Potsdames Platz w as the"lnio 
B o ~ "  111 I995 dejigned b> the arch~tects Sclinciderand Schumxhrr, 

throughs of the future architecture. Once again. cxtrcmcly 
sophisticated and e x p e n a i ~ e  tools are used to promote prime 
pieces ol'rcal estate. 

In the video. the Daimlcr Benz site isrepresentedas apiece 
ol'a p u r ~ l c .  \\ell I'ittcd into thc city. Traffic connections and 
the proximity of'the Cultural Forum to the national library. 
philharmonic and the national gallery are intended to suppl! 
cultural and social integrity within the city. H o w c ~ e r .  there 
are problems u ith the integration of'the cliff'ercnt sectors or 
linkages to existing districts. For example. the new theater by 
Piano has no physical connection to the national library and 
large trafl'ic streets divide the Sony and the Daimlcr Benr 
area. Potsdamer Platz appears to be contained u.ithin itself 
like a fragment within the city of Berlin. It becomes just as 
i t  is seen in the video simulation: a piece of an international. 
corporate purr lc .  

Fig. 7. Arid \ ic\+ from the promotional \ ideo: Pot\damcr Platz-The 
Film. I99.i. 
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In the video a walkthrough takes the ohsen  er through the 
"emerging quarter" starting with the old Potsdanier S t rasx .  
Icading into the renamed "Marlene Dietrich Square" and 
finall), into the open uater  garden. The amaring experience 
is that one takes exactly the same path in reality. As in the 
script in the idco. one ~ v a l h s  along Potsdamcr Strasse lincd 
with cal'es anti shops and its old existing trees. The overall 
atmosphcrc is calm and controlled. The Strasse then leads 
into the gcntlc and  elco coming Piazzaand from there into thc 
opcn na tc r  gardens. Ewr).thing is pleasant. "an ~ ~ r b a n  and 
natural delight." Yet something remains missing. Where is 
Potsdamcr Platr'! 

CONCLUSION 

The PotsdamerPlatr was designed with i tsou n set ofrules 
and the sheersire of'thc project has enabled it tocreatc its own 
cultural and social life. The \isitor. ~ h o  has seen and "expe- 
rienced" the Potsdamer Platz via a computcrired rnulti- 
media presentation. strolls within the pleasant atmosphere of 
well-scaled public spaces. The  street has been rediscovered 
as the main public event in thc city and the buildings are 
placed "once again along the plotlines of the jtrcct as a sign 
o f a  regained historical consciousness."" At first one marvels 
at the perfection and pleasance of' Potsdamer Platr. i t  is just 
as i t  was planned and advertised. Then one questions and 
u,onders. The \,isitors move slowly. contained and con- 
trolled within the area. There is n o  surprise. no spectacle. it 
is a perfect ~vorlci: an artificial and nostalgic fragment of a 
planned European city. 

On the surface it is an ambiguous mixture between anony- 
mous. corporate architecture. ncn  technological visions and 
a traditional vocabulary. Interestingly the three towers on 
Potsdamer Platr tell the story: the glass t o w r  by Helmut 
Jahn. the filigree bl, Piano and the tower in stone with punch- 

holed facades. Some architects, in particular Piano. were able 
to transcend the concept of the "European City" and created 
pleasant en\,ironments with diverse sequences 01' spaces. 
H o ~ t c ~ c r .  the net effect of market conditions has been the 
creation of a place for  special events. a consumer and Lcisure 
Park. Every third visitor is a t o ~ ~ r i s t .  and h c  ma,jorit) ol'the 
l'orcigners are Americans and M i e n s .  'The PotsdamesPlacz 
is a tourist attraction. 'a Kodak moment'  nithin thc tit) of 
Berlin. 
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