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Friedrichstadt and the City of Berlin:  
a Different Scale Analysis

by Michele Caja, Sotirios Zaroulas 
Polytechnic University of Milan
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Abstract:The study of the city of Berlin along Wilhelmstraße represents an interesting challenge 
for different reasons: the position of this urban axis in the middle of the baroque city, the inter-
ventions on this area during World War II, the large voids created by the massive bombardments 
at the end of the war, the division of the city in East and West Berlin in 1961, the numerous archi-
tectural projects realized during the ’80s IBA exhibition.
The present analysis concerns a number of urban blocks in this specific area of the city. The aim 
was to elaborate a preliminary study, useful to the subsequent construction of their project, 
which was based on a different scale approach to the buildings and their architectural elements.
The result was a series of drawings at different scales that spans from the large scale analysis of 
the whole urban block to the reduced one of the single building and its parts.

1. Introduction

The first impression one has from the city of Berlin, and probably its great lesson, is its resem-
blance to a “fair”. It seems that in this metropolis the architects, in the course of time, experi-
mented with a variety of ideas that lead to a large number of building typologies. What distin-
guished the city of Berlin, generally from other German cities,  was the precise aspect of the unity 
in the multiplicity Einheit in der Vielfalt that brought the city into a state of harmony not only 
during the 18th century but also during the city of the 20s’ and 30s’ of the last century.

The question is, today, if this “architectural zoo”, as Colin Rowe calls this phenomenon 
(Rowe, 1999), is to be accepted as a unique situation that marks the architecture and the city 
of Berlin, or if it has lead today the city to a process of loosing its precise characteristics, which 
distinguished it in the course of time. Berlin, by this point of view, is going to become less 
recognizable and gradually a city like anyone else.

The present study regards only a part of the city of Berlin and specifically the area along 
Wilhelmstraße. The selected sector represents an interesting challenge for different reasons: 
the position of this urban axis in the middle of the baroque city, the so called Friedrichstadt, the 
interventions on this area during World War II, the large voids created by the massive bom-
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bardments at the end of the war, the division of the city in East and West Berlin from 1961 to 
1989, the numerous architectural projects during the ’80s IBA exhibition1.

The analysis concerns a number of urban blocks and the aim was both gaining a thorough 
comprehension of the design of the city in this limited area and to elaborate a preliminary 
study aimed to the project. 

This material contributed subsequently to the construction of the project, which was based 
on a different scale approach to the buildings and their architectural elements. First, the analy-
sis considered the morphological structure of this urban portion of Berlin and what has defined 
the form of the urban blocks along this important urban axis. Then, the analysis had proceeded 
with highlighting the relations between the urban block and the different building typologies, 
and finally was made an attempt to focus – at a smaller scale and by studying the design of the 
facades of the analysed buildings as well as their architectural elements – on the relations of the 
building with the street and its construction.

2. Methodology

The methodology adopted in this analysis is based, for many aspects, on other previous studies 
(Caja, Zaroulas, Biraghi; 2019). However, specific theoretical contributions on the city of Berlin 
framed the present study. The considerations made here start from the analyses and the work of 
Aldo Rossi and Giorgio Grassi in the city of Berlin and their clear visions of the various prob-
lematics and the lucid suggestions for their solution, through their theoretical elaborations and 
projects.

Rossi has underlined the importance of the continuity of the constructions along the streets 
(Rossi, 1964). It is not only a way to work according to the baroque plan of the Friedrichstadt, 
but above all it represents the possibility to enhance the existent architecture. By this last point 
of view, constructing along the perimeter of the urban block enables the architect to organize it 
and to transform radically its aspect; the different remaining buildings inside are not anymore 
scattered constructions but indeed “typical German” buildings in the green (Rossi, 1981). 

Very similar to Rossi’s considerations above the importance of the baroque plan are the dis-
cussion and the reading Grassi attempts on the city of Berlin. Like every other city, it has its 
own singularity, its “vocation” that is its natural tendency, which has been developed patiently 
through a long process in its history (Grassi, 1995). In this perspective, this tendency – that 
coincides here and in this part of Berlin with the baroque plan of the Friedrichstadt – is being 
vanished and substituted with something not clear and distant from the real model of the city.

Another important contribution to the reorganization of this part of the city are the ideas 
of the director of IBA 1987, Josef Paul Kleihues. He agrees with the importance of the baroque 
plan for this part of the city and urges the necessity to preserve the relationship between its 
parts, that is, the squares. He suggests to maintain what remains after the demolitions and to 
improve the existent, e.g. by dividing further the urban blocks into smaller units2. 

Even if the experience of IBA could be criticised for its lack of a unitary structure, especially 

1. The Bauausstellung Berlin (IBA) was an international building exhibition in 1984-87. Its lineage can be traced back 
to the famous exhibitions organized in Germany during the 20th century (Werkbund 1914, Weissenhof 1927, Interbau 1957). 
The term “Critical Reconstruction”, coined by Josef Paul Kleihues, determined the character of the projects, which aim was 
to reorganize the inner city by re-thinking parts and resolving real problems.

2. See the interview carried out by Lore Ditzen with Josef Paul Kleihues in the magazine «Architectural Review», n. 
1051, September 1984, p. 42-45.
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Figure 1. General plan with the area of the 
analysis (highlighted in grey).

at the level of the street construction, Alan Colquhoun draws special attention to its positive 
aspects. In detail, he underlines the fact that the revisionist model of IBA appears as the tolerant 
proposal for the actual confused and congested city and as able to replace the utopias of the past. “I 
think we can see in these developments a welcome new concept of the space of the public realm. 
[…] this new tendency […] conceives of the city as historically continuous – capable of being 
read as a palimpsest” (Colquhoun, 1985).

3. Analysis

As far as regards the form of the urban blocks the most evident aspect in this part of the city is 
their excessive dimension. It is about a situation of super urban blocks, which form is dated back 
to the baroque plan of the 17th century, along with the interventions before and after the war 
in the area. This particular condition characterizes the whole of the urban blocks along the axis 
of Friedrichstraße; there exist both modern blocks with large courtyards and older with a more 
complex form.

In fact, considering that the baroque plan is still recognizable on the deeply modified grid 
of the Friedrichstadt, it was made here an attempt to classify the urban blocks into different 
blocks typologies (imm. 2) according to their internal design and the relations between built 
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and unbuilt area (with courtyards, with large areas inside, with specific typologies of residential 
buildings, with isolated buildings, etc). 

3.1. The deep block houses

Being a young city, Berlin didn’t have the occasion to develop this specific building typology, 
which marked the historical centres, especially during the medieval times. This typology of resi-
dential building is distinguished by its sense of economy in the use of the land and by the com-
mon aspects it presents in different situations and cities (Grassi, 1980). But it is important to 
point out that in this part of the city, the intensified use of the plots as a result of the decisions 
made during the 18th century and the development of the Mietkaserne (tenement house) is not 
connected, as phenomenon, with this kind of building typology. It is the result of subdivisions of 
the urban blocks of the baroque plan and these houses, in this part of the city, are not related to 
a commercial or artisan tradition of the street. 

In fact, from the analysis emerges that the form of the houses is the result of the transforma-
tion of the baroque plots and the parcelization of the land into smaller portions. 

3.2. The houses with closed courtyards

The use of the closed courtyards in this part of the city represents a diffused building typology. 
It characterizes solutions adopted both in the historical and in the modern architecture. While 
in the first case they were used to provide the apartments with the necessary light, more recently 
they form large courtyards that host green areas and services for the block. It was decided with 
the analysis to indicate also the entrance of each building so as to understand if it is a direct en-
trance to the house or if it is a passage that leads to the courtyard and from there it distributes 
each house, indicating in this way the relationship of it with the street and subsequently with the 
city and the construction of the facade.

Figure 2. Topographic classification of the blocks.
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3.3. Houses surrounded by open space

The case of the villa, according to Aldo Rossi, is able to offer a typological model for a city like 
Berlin (Rossi, 1964). In particular, the work of Schinkel had created the bases and contributed 
to the diffusion of this building typology, as well as to the elaboration and the definition of its 
elements. Moreover, the ideas of Schinkel and specifically his attempt to consider the villa as the 
synthesis of the palazzo, transform the concept of a city and its parts built with villas, from mere 
built volumes scattered into the greenery to urban houses in a clear relationship with the streets 
and their architecture.

3.4. The architectural elements

The seventeenth century urban plan and the formation of the Friedrichstadt was accompanied 
by the creation of a specific typology of residential buildings. It was common for the blocks 
in this part of the city to be composed with baroque buildings, based on the character of their 
façades aligned along the street, on which sometimes a honour courtyard was opened, instead of 
deep-block houses with their mixed use of commercial and residential spaces.

The question of the decoration of the historical architecture was directed towards a con-
struction of some common aspects that make this particular street recognizable and able to be 
part of a specific city. For example, the creation and the emphasis of the height of the socle of 
the buildings decided during the baroque plan. By this point of view the façades of the contem-
porary buildings, produced during the IBA experience, are almost incomprehensible, unable 
to express common and recognised aspects of the architecture of the city and for these reason 

Figure 3. Buildings with closed courtyards in the area of the analysis.
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Figure 4. The analysis of the architectural of a typical mixed-uses Townhouse of the '20s.

destined to transform the character of the street into a pluralist expression, without real rela-
tion to the historical façades.

However, from the analysis of the architecture of the façades and their elements emerged 
that this idea of the non-unitary street produced an alternative urban design to the city of the 
'20s, where the urban blocks contained a variety of functions, such as housing, commerce, pub-
lic services, etc, where the element that unifies the different elevations is not anymore the street 
but the perimeter of the urban block.
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4. Conclusion 

The analysis is concentrated on the area of the Friedrichstadt and allowed mainly a better knowl-
edge of the city at different scales by highlighting the different problems and suggesting possible 
ways for their solution.

The specific streets of Berlin and particularly Wilhelmstraße and Friedrichstraße, inside the 
Friedrichstadt, are predominantly distinguished by the presence of super urban blocks. 

Through the study of each block, it was identified the relationship between built and not-
built areas. Another fundamental aspect that emerged was the identification of the singular 
characteristics of the urban blocks and the consideration of the building typologies analysed, 
as a result of the singular position of the building and his relationship with the specific part of 
the city. What emerges from this analysis, as a possible programmatic guide-line for the pro-
ject, and specifically regarding the form of the urban blocks, are the geometrical squares which 
became, during the reconstruction, a tool to guide the process of urban reorganization and 
rebuilding, at least in this part, and a kind of trademark for the city of Berlin.

Considering the ideas defined by Kleihues for the various possibilities of action, so as to im-
agine a better organised city, a probable suggestion for the project could be the idea of reducing 
and dividing in this way the blocks into smaller unities. This part has also a recognisable grid, 
which defines an orthogonal order of the Friedrichstraße, which is something that almost is 
going to be lost in the actual city, along with its natural tendency the city obtained in the course 
of time in this part of its design.
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