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Between Old and New: Urban Interventions in German

City Centres

Michele Caja
DABC-Department of Architecture, Built Environment and Construction Engineering, Politecnico di Milano, Milano 20133, Italy

Abstract: The collective memory of European cities is preserved not only in monuments and urban artefacts, but also in the minute
structure of urban parcels and blocks, in the layout of streets, squares and natural elements. This memory, often canceled and partially
removed during last century, survives beyond its material dimension, also through the representation of its image transmitted to us
through iconographic documents. Through these documents we can imagine these spaces that have slowly built up over time as real
lieux de mémoire. The rebirth of those places inside German historical centers is based on different levels: the morphological layout
of urban spaces and blocks, the typological solution of each house, the urban image recreated, between philologic re-proposal and
critical reinterpretation. The aim of regaining its lost historicity depends on the appropriateness of architectural and technical solutions
adopted in each project, beyond too simplistic oppositions between terms like Old & New or Authentic & Fake. In this sense, such
case-studies are not to be understood as nostalgic attempts to reproduce the city as it was, nor as artificial simulacra or hyperrealities,
but as mature examples of critical reconstruction, according to the meaning introduced in the European debate since the 1970s.

Key words: Collective memory, critical reconstruction, Old & New, urban image.

1. Introduction

The following contribution deals with recent cases of
critical reconstruction of historic urban centres in
Germany. These projects are considered here as
examples of a cultural, architectural, and urban strategy
based on the memory of their lost image.

The memory of these cities—Ilike that of many other
European cities—is preserved in the form of urban
spaces and monumental buildings, but also in the
remaining traces of streets and city blocks. Those
blocks were once characterised by building density, the
minute structure of the plots subdivision, the type of
narrow and deeply lots and individual townhouses.

This characteristic structure of the historic city—
based on blocks divided in single parcels—dates to
medieval times even if it was completed during the
centuries with buildings of different historical styles:
from Renaissance to Baroque to Neoclassical. In many

cases, it was then altered or completely erased by tragic

Corresponding author: Michele Caja, Associate Professor,
Politecnico di Milano, research fields: architectural & urban design.

events or ideological reasons: wars, infrastructural
interventions, modern ideas of city.

Nevertheless, its urban image (Stadtbild) persists to
the present day thanks to the iconographic testimony
that has been handed down to us, as in the case of the
centre of Dresden depicted by the Italian painter
Bernardo Bellotto in his famous views. Through these,
it has been possible to restore today the architectural
and urban complexity of these unique and exceptional
places that have been built up over the centuries (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1 Bernardo Bellotto, Neumarkt in Dresden, 1747.
Source: Hermitage.
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1.1 From the Lost Centre to the Heart of the City

The awareness of this memory dates to the 1950s
when, for the first time, the crisis of European cities
emerged as central point of discussion. Following war
damages, and subsequent transformations related to
vehicular traffic and technical-functional issues, the
pre-existing historical fabric was literally erased or
reduced to an urban fragment.

As discussed at the 8th CIAM (Congreés Internationaux
d'Architecture Moderne) held in 1951 in Hoddeson (UK),
by the most influential personalities in the architectural
debate of the time, the heart was understood not only as
the fulcrum of urban life proportionate to the human
scale, but also as a representative and symbolic element
for the cultural identity of a community [1].

The merit of such a new perspective extended to the
long history of the European city was to highlight how
Modern urbanism had completely ignored, if not
deliberately removed, the dense and compact structure
of historic centres. This had mostly been replaced by
open settlement patterns and large-scale typologies.

The loss of the centre, which had been identified by
Hans Sedlmayr as a current moment of crisis in the
artistic sphere, seemed to be reflected here also in the
urban and architectural sphere [2].

Following the debate introduced in the 1970s and
1980s on the reconstruction of the European city [3],
the heart of the city will become central theme again in
German context after the fall of the Berlin Wall [4].

2. Methodology

The methodology used here to look at and analyse
these case studies is based on different tools. On the one
hand, it is referred to the tradition of morpho-
typological analysis, as developed in Italian and British
context in the 1960s, by the Muratorian and Conzenian
school [5, 6]. On the other, methods of investigation are
adopted taken from archaeology, based on stratigraphic
excavation, and iconology. Finally, it is based on the
principle of critical reconstruction as theorised and put

into practice in France, Belgium and Germany in the

1970s-1980s.
2.1 Morphology, Typology, Land Use

A first point of view for looking at and analysing
these case studies is morphology and typology, where
morphology means the shape of the city, the layout of
its streets and paths, the form and structure of its urban
blocks. While by typology we consider the shape of the
houses and buildings that occupy the parcels of
individual blocks.

The definition of a parcelled block is particularly
important for understanding the subdivision of the
inner surface of each urban block into individual
parcels. These cadastral parcels were originally based
on private ownership of urban land. Only later they
were often merged and used according to the principle

of collective and undivided use.
2.2 Archeological/lconological Point of View

Another concerns  the

archaeological perspective adopted to re-read the urban

important  aspect
history. Through such an expanded view, the
contemporary city is understood as the result of a series
of successive phases developed over time, often
superimposed one upon the other.

It is precisely this archaeological viewpoint that
unites these projects with the first experiences of
critical reconstruction in the 1970s. Similarly, in the
more recent interventions analysed here, there is a
desire to bring to light urban layouts and building
volumes from the past. Here, however, there is a greater
adherence to the historical iconography handed down,
with the intention of restoring its original urban image

in a more faithful manner.
2.3 The Reconstructive Approach

More generally, the projects considered here inaugurate
a new phase in the history of reconstruction—or
reconstruction of history, as the German historian
Winfried Nerdinger has well illustrated it [7]—of
Europe’s historic centres in the 20th century.

The first post-war reconstruction phase saw several
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historic European cities reborn according to their pre-
existing historical image. The reconstruction of the
historic centres of Warsaw and Gdansk in Poland,
Miinster in Germany, and Colmar in France aimed at
restoring the historic fagades of the disappeared houses,
behind which functional and distributional destinations
were often introduced different from the original ones.

The second phase of the 1970s-1980s attempted in
different ways to re-propose the settlement and
typological structure of the historic blocks, in this also
experimenting with new building processes. The most
appropriately conservative experience of the Bologna
centre was conducted by the Italian architect and town
planner Pier Luigi Cervellati [§].

A phase shortly following these experiences is the
movement of critical reconstruction theorised in the
mid-1970s in the Franco-Belgian sphere, starting with
the  exhibition Architecture: ~ The
Reconstruction of the European City, promoted by the
Krier brothers and others [9]. This would lead a few
later to the famous

Rational

years
Internationale Bauausstellung Berlin (IBA 1984/87),
coordinated by Josef Paul Kleihues [10].

experience of the

3. Memory and Invention of the Old City

The rebuilding of parts of the historic city from
scratch involves several issues, foremost among which
is the impossibility of restoring its original aura, as
defined in philosophical terms by Walter Benjamin [11].
To keep the relationship with traditions alive—as
British historian Eric Hobsbawm has well explained in
general terms—one must often resort to imagination, if
not outright reinvention [12].

Where for such invention one must rely in many
cases on collective memory, as defined by the French
sociologist Maurice Halbwachs [13], on which Aldo
Rossi would base his theory of the urban artifacts [14].
This is the only way to understand the recent notion of
lieux de memoire theorised by Pierre Nora [15] and the
relationship between history, memory and oblivion, as
investigated by Paul Ricouer [16].

3.1 Correcting the City

The principles on which these projects are based
involve different issues, especially related to the way of
looking at the contemporary city as a palimpsest of
different, often contradictory ideas of city. It is
different,
fragmentary historical thresholds in the present day that

precisely the coexistence of these
leads one to take a position on them.

This implies making choices, according to a
corrective attitude, which in some cases even leads to
drastic operations, such as resorting to demolition.
Among the various reasons that led to this choice, the
main one can be explained as a response to the crisis of
representation and identity that these centres have
undergone since the post-war period.

The aim of these projects is also to regenerate new
parts of the old city, reusing if present surviving
fragments and traces. The re-construction of a
corrected new version of the lost historical image tries

to be as plausible as possible.
3.2 Demolishing to Rebuild

A first paradigmatic case in this respect is
Hildesheim, the capital of Lower Saxony, where a post-
war building was demolished to allow the
reconstruction of the old medieval ensemble. For the
reconstruction of the most representative historic
building on the Marktplatz, an anonymous hotel with
typical 1960s International Style shapes was removed.

The Knocherhaueramtshaus, the butchers’ guild
house—described by the German historian Georg
Dehio as the most monumental of all wooden houses in
Germany—has been rebuilt according to the typical
half-timbered structure common to the buildings facing
the square (Fig. 2) [17].

After this experience, the other cases followed a
similar strategy of punctual replacement. At the
Neumarkt in Dresden, a concrete Moloch dating
back to the 1980s, the extension of the Police
Headquarters, had to be removed to allow the

reintegration of the original perimeter of one of the
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eight existing blocks, the Quartier III, rebuilt in the last
two decades [18].

At the
Aussenministerium (Foreign Ministry, 1964-1967) was

Friedrichswerder in  Berlin, the
demolished after reunification to allow the reconstruction
of the pre-existing urban blocks. Built during the socialist
regime on Schinkelplatz, the building occupied part of
the area on which the Baukademie once stood, next to
the Friedrichswerdersche Kirche behind it, both
masterpieces by Karl Friedrich Schinkel [19].

In Frankfurt, the Technische Rathaus (Technical
Town Hall, 1972-1974)—an out-of-scale concrete and
steel building with British-style brutalist forms—was
removed in 2010 to allow the construction of the Dom-

Romer Areal. This areca, which once connected the
cathedral with the main square of the old city, was
reconstructed according to the original layout of small
streets and squares [20].

In Potsdam, the large building complex on
Friedrich-Ebert Strasse (the former Teacher Training
Institute, later FHP-Fachhochschule Potsdam) was
recently removed. New urban blocks are being built
around the Neumarkt, retracing the old historical
situation around the rebuilt Castle by Peter Kulka (Fig.
3) [21].

In Liibeck, two schools from the 1960s were also
removed to regenerate the original structure of the
medieval parcelled blocks of the Griindungsviertel.

Fig.2 Hildesheim: The hotel Rose from the 1970s and the reconstructed Knochenhaueramtshaus.

4 o e

Fig.3 Demolitions (from top left): Police Headquarers, Di’esden; Foreign Ministry, Berlin; Technical Town Hall, Frankfurt

a. M; Teacher Training Institute, Potsdam.



48 Between Old and New: Urban Interventions in German City Centres

3.3 The Mixed Model

Different from Hildesheim, the mixed model
adopted here is based on the coexistence of Leitbauten
and Neubauten: pilot-buildings reconstructed as they
were where they were and new buildings inspired by
the original ones. The relationship between old and new
oscillates here between philological reproduction and
critical reinterpretation.

This model will be adopted for the first time at the
beginning of the new millennium in the eight urban
blocks rebuilt around Dresden’s Neumarkt, in parallel
with the reconstruction of the Frauenkirche, one of the
city’s religious symbols. The overall ensemble—which
is still being completed—was able to regenerate the
complex spatiality of the original squares and streets
developed once around the cathedral.

Similarly, the Dom Romer Areal in Frankfurt—
which won the prestigious MIPIM Award 2019—
consists of a collection of small townhouses: about one-
third are copies of the originals, and the rest are
entrusted to a wide range of different architects. Here,

too, the original small-scale structure of the historic
fabric is redefined according to a careful reinterpretation
of buildings from different eras, from the Middle Ages
to the Renaissance and Baroque (Fig. 4).

The validity of the mixed model seems to be
reconfirmed in the other two cases analysed here. The
blocks around the Alter Markt in Potsdam, which re-
propose the spatiality of the historic square, are based
on a general plan (Leitbautenkonzept) from 2012,
according to which different types of strategies have
been identified. These oscillate between two cases: the
faithful reconstruction of the original fagades of 18th-
century buildings—imported mainly from Italy
according to Palladian and Renaissance models and
reconstructed as copies of copies (Palazzo Barberini,
Pompei and Chiericati) [22]; the new houses, subject to
pre-established urban guidelines (Fig. 5).

In Berlin, the blocks on Schinkelplatz and
Werderscher Markt—strategic locations in the third
historic nucleus of the Friedrichswerder—have been

completed by different architects, based on a master

=
L]

Fig. 4 Old & New (from top left): Dresden, Neumarkt: Quartier I, before World War II and today; Frankfurt, Dom Rémer

Areal: Hithnermarkt, in 1904 and today.
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plan drawn up by local architect Klaus Theo Brenner.
This plan is based on a structure of lots passing from
street to street and a block house typology with terraces
opening onto inner courtyards.

Based on the 2015 Rahmenplan Griindungsviertel—
which saw the active participation of UNESCO—a
similar philosophy was followed in Liibeck. Here
narrow and elongated city blocks are to be
reconstructed, where pilot buildings coexist alongside
contemporary reinterpretations of the Gothic-merchant

houses typical of the Hanseatic city [23].
4. A Didactic Proposal for Frankfurt

Developed as a Master Thesis work at Politecnico di
Milano [24], the following proposal starts after a deep
analysis of the above-mentioned Dom Romer project in
Frankfurt am Main, which extends from the Romerberg
to the Cathedral. The project has inaugurated a new
phase in reconstructive strategies in historical contexts,
based on a careful analysis of the historical stratigraphy
but also in relation to actual urban requirements.

The selected area concerns the blocks around the
Cathedral: on the West side, defining the main square
called Garkiichenplatz, on the Eastern side defined by
a big residential courtyard complex dating back to the
1950s. This complex is made of blocks built in the 60s,
according to typical affordable architecture of suburban
housing estates. In that way, the rich complexity of
former public spaces, once existing on the East side of
the Cathedral, was transformed into a system of private

Fig. S Copies of copies: Potsdam, Alter arkt: Palazzo Barberini in 1907 (photo: E. Eichgriin) and today (Arch. Hilmer &
Sattler and Albrecht).

and semi-private courtyards, whose configuration does
not allow free circulation and limits the viewpoints.

The units of the new proposed masterplan are traced
above the map dated 1928, literally tracing the limits of
its blocks. The intention is to densify the area, even if
keeping the quarter streets and the inner courtyards
wider than in the medieval times.

Hence, for the new masterplan it was decided to
continue the Dom Romer strategy and to develop a
similar approach based on urban correction. The aim is
to extend the morphological and typological layout of
the old town from the Cathedral till the Kurt-
Schumacher Street—an important traffic axis and
primary road going from the bridge through the Main
River and connecting two parts of city.

The facade solution is based on the analysis of
historical facades of the Frankfurt old town and Dom
Romer project taken as a reference. New facades are
mainly developed without strong historical reference
since clear pre-war photographs were found only for
the hotel building.

The presented proposal for Garkiichenplatz in
Frankfurt am Main follows the principle based on
critical ~ reconstruction: This principle allows
considering which features of the pre-war architecture
are significant for the local authenticity and should be
used, and which one can be changed as out of date.
Taking only the footprint from the original blocks, the
new ones are defined by a variety of typologies

developed according to actual way of living.



50 Between Old and New: Urban Interventions in German City Centres

in
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Fig. 6 Frankfurt a. M., Garkiichenplatz: Up from the left: in red the proposed blocks on the original layout (in gray, 1928);
general masterplan of the area around the square and Kurt-Schumacher Street. Bird’s eye view of the central block and the

isolated Hotel building; Detail of a Townhouse

The new buildings are not trying to imitate the past
or to create an illusion of original construction. They
are demonstrating how we can use original elements
and materials in a contemporary way. In this way the
project tries to create a site-specific architecture, in
respect of local traditions, but reinventing their
typologies and materiality, avoiding so a pure mimetic

approach towards a new way of living in the city
(Fig. 6).

5. Conclusions

From the case studies analysed, a new way of dealing
with the historic city emerges, understood not only as a
simple model to be evoked in abstract forms, but as a
concrete reference. The reproducibility of this model
considers the original type—morphological and
compositional characteristics, but also, the importance
of architectural aspects, construction methods and

contemporary requirements dictated by current

sustainability criteria, avoiding in this way an operation

of mere reproduction.
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