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This chapter examines the significance of Berlin’s International Building Exhibitions (IBA) 

of 1957 and 1984/87 as essential turning points of post-war modernism and post-modernism.  

The anniversaries of these events and also the current preparations for future international 

planning exhibitions have produced a wealth of German language literature examining 

origins, context and impact of the exhibitions, but publications in English looking back at the 

exhibitions have remained far less numerous and have generally focused on the contributions 

by the star architects involved (Bodenschatz and Polinna 2010). In the German as well as in 

the English literature, certain aspects surrounding what was actually shown in Berlin have 

almost fallen into oblivion. Both exhibitions (1957 and 1984/87) were presented in different 

locations; some of these are scarcely even mentioned; some displays have to date remained 

almost undocumented.  

 

The IBA 1957 was the effigy of the long wave of modern planning which had begun in the 

inter-war years, and which had materialised in supposedly perfect form in the new housing 

district of the Hansa Quarter. By contrast, Berlin’s second IBA - initially scheduled for 1984 

but delayed until 1987 - became the signal and model for the post-modern turn revising many 

of the basic assumptions and practices of preceding planning approaches.  

 

A characteristic feature of German town planning exhibitions during the twentieth century 

was the combined display of temporary exhibitions made up of traditional panels and models 

with the simultaneous production of permanent developments of a relatively complex nature 

ranging from entire estates to regional structures. In most cases, in fact, the permanent 

buildings were understood to be the building exhibition proper; the temporary displays were 

considered to be no more than a supplement. Beginning with the artists’ colony at the 

Darmstadt Mathildenhöhe in 1901 and exhibitions by the Werkbund such as the Weissenhof 

Estate in Stuttgart in 1927 (Durth and Sigel 2009), the developments grew in size and 

complexity from the dimension of neighbourhoods such as in the exhibitions in Hannover 

(1951) and Berlin’s ‘Hansa-Viertel’ (1957) to dealing with large sections of the city in Berlin 
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in 1987, and finally to entire regions starting with the IBA Emscherpark by 1989-99 (Von 

Petz 2010).  

 

Berlin’s IBA 1957 

 

The post-war precursor to Berlin’s IBAs, the ‘Constructa Exhibition’ in Hannover, was 

produced in the same year as the Festival of Britain (1951). It left permanent legacies mainly 

in the form of three neighbourhoods built on the rubble of bombed out urban districts. The 

focus of this early post-war exercise had been both on architectural aspects including 

construction technologies and design and on the reduction of building densities through the 

predominant use of three to four storey slabs set in newly created ‘green oases’ in the city 

(Cramer and Gutschow 1984).  

 

The follow-up building exhibition in Berlin (1957) went one step further by extending the 

scale beyond the architectural level to that of planning for ‘The City of Tomorrow’ (Otto 

1959). Initially no more than a show of architecture and construction was contemplated. But 

as a consequence of delays in its preparation, its concept changed over time, partly as a result 

of the deepening crisis of the Cold War (Durth and Sigel 2009).   

 

Ideas and Ideologies 

 

Following World War Two, Berlin was a divided city. East Berlin was the capital of the 

German Democratic Republic (GDR). West Berlin was the ‘outpost of capitalism’. Isolated in 

the middle of the communist terrain of the GDR it became ‘The Cold War Frontier City’, 

when the overland supply routes to the city were blocked in 1948. In a dramatic speech, city 

councillor Ernst Reuter called upon the ‘people of the world’ to ‘Look upon this city. You … 

must not forsake us’. As both halves of Berlin were turned into showcases for the hegemonic 

projects of communism and capitalism, planning and building were becoming increasingly 

important battlegrounds. Governments on both sides of the Iron Curtain were eager to frame 

their half of Berlin as the more progressive one and thereby to create architectural and 

planning models to be pursued in the rest of Germany and beyond.  
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Against this backdrop it became important to give West Berlin’s building exhibition an 

international flavour by inviting a wide range of architects from the ‘free world’ to contribute 

their designs for a model housing estate as the centrepiece of an international building 

exhibition by the name ‘INTERBAU’. This was accompanied by a traditional exhibition on 

‘the city of tomorrow’ and its wider context of planning. This explanatory exhibition 

demonstrated how comprehensively designed communities could form part of the new ‘urban 

pattern’ (Gallion 1950) made up of hierarchically structured groups of neighbourhoods and 

centres separated by green spaces and connected by roads, elevated freeways and pedestrian 

routes. All reflected contemporary Western planning principles and the desire to dissolve the 

all-too compact historic city with its corridor streets into the free-flowing space of a modern 

urban landscape (Durth and Gutschow 1988). 

 

Just a few kilometres to the east, urban design and planning had been pursuing different 

principles ever since the Stalinist turn against modernism of the 1930s. After a brief spell of 

modernism in the late 1940s (Fischer 1985, Schätzke 1991), the design of East Berlin’s 

central parts was to follow the principles of Moscow’s General Plan of 1935. The first result 

could be seen from 1952 on: compact, multi-storey ‘workers’ palaces’ decorated in icing cake 

style and allegedly referring to the local historical style of classicism shaped by Karl 

Friedrich Schinkel were lining the 90 m wide boulevard of Stalin-Allee (today Frankfurter 

Strasse). With shops on the ground floors (which later turned out to be too small to maintain 

commercial viability) and nine floors of apartments above, this building type was projecting a 

strongly urban vision for the city within a rigid frame. However, characteristically, no 

provision was made for a central business district with banks and commerce, because there 

was no space for these ‘evil’ capitalist institutions. 

 

In the eyes of the West German planners, however, the corridor street represented an evil 

past, because it had been associated with the squalor of workers’ tenements, excessive density 

and the experience of the ‘fire storm’. This latter storm was the continuous blaze of fire 

generated in the war bombardment of urban districts composed of houses which acted like tall 

chimneys generating winds of hurricane speed with air temperatures exceeding a thousand 

degrees. This shocking experience left a lasting, harrowing impression. It led architects and 

planners to the conclusion that buildings in the ‘city of the future’ would have to be separated 

by swathes of open space. A classic combination of mutually reinforcing motivations in a 



4 
 

range of fields including aesthetics and automobile orientation, hygiene, health and lifestyle 

converged convincingly in the ideal concept of the modernist urban landscape, in which 

individual buildings stood like sculptures in free-flowing space. This was also taken as an 

expression of individualism as opposed to what was interpreted as the collectivist design in 

the GDR. 

 

But whatever could be said against the East Berlin colleagues, they had been faster in 

showcasing their model developments by presenting their plans in a 1952 exhibition and by 

finishing the first block on Stalinallee in the same year. When the West Berlin exhibition 

eventually materialised in 1957, it was therefore as much a statement against the pseudo-

historic icing cake style and the corridor street urban concept of Stalinist East Berlin as 

against the city of the industrial age. The political importance attributed to the exhibition as a 

statement of the free liberal West made it a project considered worthy of exceptional support 

and financial subsidy.  

 

In order to showcase that ‘city of tomorrow’, two organizations were established: the 

International Building Exhibition Berlin Ltd., which was in charge of developing a town 

planning exhibition to be shown in temporary structures, and the joint stock company, Hansa 

AG, composed of three non-profit housing associations responsible for the construction of the 

new, exemplary INTERBAU neighbourhood (Bodenschatz 2008). 

 

INTERBAU: The ‘Hansaviertel’ (Hansa-Quarter) 

 

The site selected for the new suburb, the ‘Hansaviertel’, was by no means virgin land. It was 

a bombed-out nineteenth century inner suburb situated in one of the south-looking, crescent-

shaped bends of the River Spree opening towards the Tiergarten Park. But it gained symbolic 

value as the INTERBAU site due to its position just north of the east-west axis running 

towards the Brandenburg Gate, which was seen as the Western counterpart to East Berlin’s 

Stalinallee.  Its name reflects the facts that its developers in 1875 were based in the Hanseatic 

city of Hamburg and that Berlin itself had once been a member of the Hanseatic League1. The 

‘Hansaviertel’ had been an upper-middle-class district composed of predominantly three-

storey tenement buildings, with a larger-than-average number of big apartments and a high 

percentage of Jewish residents and house owners (Dolff-Bonekämper and Schmidt 1999). By 
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the 1940s, however, the Jewish inhabitants had been evicted and deported to make way for 

Nazi party members who were affected by the demolitions carried out in preparation for the 

remodelling of Berlin, in particular for the ‘big axis’ planned to take its origin in the Spree 

River crescent to the east (Bodenschatz 2013: 62).  

 

In November 1944, the ‘Hansaviertel’ was heavily bombed. Only 20 of 159 houses escaped 

destruction, and of these, 18 were demolished in the redesign process. Judged by today’s 

knowledge and principles, many of the burnt-out shells of buildings could have been restored. 

But since most nineteenth century tenement housing was generally discredited as ‘rental 

barracks’, restoration was not seen as an option in the 1950s, and so the district was rated 

‘completely destroyed’. This classification took no account of the fact that more than 30 

percent of the investment value of a typical German neighbourhood resides in the 

infrastructure of the water and sewerage systems plus electricity supply, not to mention the 

basements (Randzio 1951), all of which had remained largely intact. Yet, as it turned out 

during the development process, the existence of the solidly built subterranean infrastructure 

changed in character from a potential asset into one of the most expensive liabilities. 

 

A competition for the layout of the new neighbourhood had already been held in 1953, even 

before the decision for the INTERBAU had been taken (Dolff-Bonekämper and Schmidt 

1999: 17). It yielded a plan which fulfilled all the conditions including taking advantage of 

much of the existing infrastructure associated with the old road system. It was not, however, 

well suited to accommodate three dozen highly individualistic designs by prominent 

international architects. The plan was therefore radically modified. In the exhibition catalogue 

of the INTERBAU 1957, Berlin’s Bau-Direktor, Hans Stefan summarized: ‘The Hansaviertel 

will not be re-built on the existing pattern of plots and roads; it has so far been Berlin’s 

biggest continuous field of rubble which has been re-built according to modern standards on 

the basis of a complete re-design of plot lines, roads and supply infrastructure’ (Stefan 1975: 

23).  

 

As a consequence, all traces of the existing neighbourhood were extinguished, with 

basements and low-lying supply mains excavated at enormous cost. This expensive 

production of a tabula rasa was as much a commitment to an idealised future as it was an 

attempt to eradicate an uncomfortable past. The new ‘Hansaviertel’, which rose in its place 
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under the directorship of Otto Bartning is an icon of post-war modernist design, composed of 

39 buildings designed by 53 architects and landscape architects from 13 countries including 

international celebrities such as Alvar Aalto, Jakob Bakema, Luciano Baldessari, Walter 

Gropius, Arne Jacobsen, Oscar Niemeyer and Pierre Vago.2 Complete with shopping centre, 

school, post-office, two churches, a library and Berlin’s Academy of Fine Arts, the 

neighbourhood was designed as an almost permanent building exhibition. The main entrance 

to the INTERBAU was through the ‘Berlin Pavilion’ at the western end. It was constructed 

with an expected life span of ten years, but it was still used for exhibitions until it was 

converted into a fast food restaurant in 2004. 

 

The basic principles behind the new approach to planning were to be presented to a broad 

lay-audience in a supporting temporary exhibition designed by the Building Exhibition Ltd. 

Its task was defined as: 

 

… demonstrating the current issues of urban planning and housing based on the 

example of the Hansaviertel to the public … In the field of housing, solutions for 

the continued development of the standards of social housing are sought. The 

demonstration material provided by the large-scale construction site receives its 

necessary complementation and explanation through the … exhibition entitled 

‘The City of Tomorrow’’ (quoted in Bodenschatz 2008: 17).  

. 
 

‘The City of Tomorrow’: Exhibition sites and structures 

 

There were in fact two major exhibition sites: One was the exhibition pavilion on the 

INTERBAU site. The other one was at Bellevue Palace. An aerial cable car bridged the 1.4 

km distance between them, and a miniature railway took visitors in a loop around the entire 

area of the INTERBAU.  A very large special exhibition, ‘Deutscher Städtebau 1945 - 1957’, 

demonstrating the reconstruction progress of 47 West German cities, was shown in the Palace 

(Wedepohl and Pingel 1957).3 What attracted more attention, however, as a surprising 

innovation in the field of exhibition architecture, were the temporary structures which the 

architect Frei Otto had designed for both locations. The ‘tents’ at Bellevue and especially the 

exhibition hall harbouring the major exhibition in the ‘Hansaviertel’ found greatest acclaim 



7 
 

locally and internationally because of their aesthetic and engineering qualities (Figure 1). The 

‘tents’ were in fact precursors to Otto’s Stadium for the Munich Olympic Games in 1972. In 

order to minimize the environmental impact of the temporary exhibitions, Otto developed a 

novel system composed of a spacious grid structure supported by a small number of high, thin 

poles touching the ground only in a few locations and covered by a translucent canvas roof 

measuring 52 x 100 m leaving openings for the existing trees. The tent-like hall at the eastern 

end of the exhibition area was organized into four major sections headed ‘city and man’, ‘city 

and traffic’, ‘city and nature’ and ‘city and health’. The essentials of the four sections were 

then summarized in sections on ‘planning principles’ and on ‘city and land’ reflecting which 

changes had to be made to build the city of tomorrow. They were followed by sections on 

housing and construction on elevated walkways and one on leisure.  

 

IBA 1957: Frei Otto’s innovative exhibition hall for ‘the city of tomorrow’. In the 
background: The buildings of the new ‘Hansa Quarter” making up the ‘INTERBAU building 
exhibition” Akademie der Künste, Archiv für Baukunst Berlin [reproduced from Wagner-
Conzelmann 2007: 158] 

 

 

 The exhibition was designed by the architects Erich Kühn and Karl Otto. Parts of it stood in 

a remarkable contrast to the avant-garde design of Frei Otto’s exhibition hall because of their 

overall conventional, populist character. In order to reach a broad range of the lay population, 

many issues were displayed simplistically, aiming for emotional impact rather than to convey 
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detailed factual information. In the foyer, the photograph of a young girl crouching on stony 

ground in front of a desolate row of pre-war houses caught the visitors’ attention – an appeal 

to create a better future through better physical design for the next generation (Figure 2). 

Photographs and cartoons presented stark contrasts between a bleak past characterized by 

dense, overcrowded tenements with cartoons of unshaven men gambling and drinking 

compared to the spacious, decentralized, sunny ‘City of Tomorrow’. This was illustrated by 

the centrepiece of the exhibition, a large diorama (1.60 x 4 m) by cartoonist Oswin. The view 

from a pedestrian bridge showed the future urban landscape, in which an elevated freeway 

was connecting farmland and low-rise, medium-density neighbourhoods with the high-rise 

silhouette of the city centre on the horizon. The translation of the new planning principles 

into concrete solutions was demonstrated in drawings, diagrams and in twelve 1:1.000 models 

showing new satellite towns as well as examples of extending and transforming existing 

urban areas. Brochures and a slide projector over each model went into explanatory detail.  

 

 

 

Foyer to the ‘city of tomorrow’: Building a future for our children Hans-Peter Piehl 
[reproduced from Wagner-Conzelmann 2007: 101] 
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While the path to the future thus seemed clearly delineated, with plausible planning solutions 

based on black-and-white value judgments, only the section on ‘city and nature’ presented a 

doubtful, even bleak picture warning: ‘It will not be long before no untouched landscape, no 

unregulated river, no clean air, no unfiltered water, no silence is left.’ 

 

Attendance and impact 

 

With an attendance of one million visitors between July and September 1957, the exhibition 

was an enormous success. A catalogue of the INTERBAU was complemented by a 

publication on ‘the City of Tomorrow’ (Otto 1959). In the press, both parts of the exhibition 

were widely applauded, but also met with some criticism. By 1957, the planning debate had 

already moved on to favouring denser and more compact urban forms. 

 

As an internationally admired icon of post-war architecture and landscape design, the 

Hansaviertel has been said to have ‘become the default style of the western world for the next 

fifty years’ (Hudson 2008). Locally, the neighbourhood is still a highly popular and desired 

living environment and a sightseeing destination for architects and planners. There is, 

however, a huge contradiction between the claimed significance of the project in the field of 

urban renewal and the sheer economic impossibility of replicating it elsewhere. The 

enormous cost could only be paid for in the very special situation of the INTERBAU. This 

model project was therefore the epitome of a wasteful approach explicitly negating the past. It 

represented much of what the IBA 1987 later came to criticize.  

 

Beyond Modernism: The IBA 1984/87 

 

Resistance against this mode of radical modernization had already begun in the 1960s in the 

climate of internationally widespread protest initiated by activists and thinkers like Jane 

Jacobs. Exhibitions through the 1960s and 1970s exposed the mechanisms 



10 
 

of  ‘Profitopolis’ to a wider public (Lehmbrock 1971). They 

demonstrated how political party sleaze and the interest coalitions composed of banks, 

developers and architects were riding the gravy-train of the post-war building industry in 

Berlin.  Financed through generous social housing subsidies, the agencies of the ‘non-profit’ 

housing sector were mass-producing high-rise estates, for which the residents were readily 

supplied by demolishing the discredited tenement districts. Additionally, monstrous inner-city 

freeway schemes with gigantic flyovers and cloverleaf junctions were threatening to diminish 

much of the historic building stock.  
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The tide began to turn in Berlin, as in many other European cities, in the context of the 

campaign for conservation in 1975 initiated by the European Council under the banner of ‘A 

Future for Our Past’. In this context, a visiting group of European experts was shown the 

beginnings of an alternative approach to urban renewal. In ‘Block 118’ in the borough of 

Charlottenburg, architect Hardt-Waltherr Hämer (who later became an IBA director) was able 

to demonstrate that it was possible to renovate historic building stock and largely avoid 

displacing residents.  

 

This was the beginning of a process which later came to be termed ‘careful urban renewal’. 

This visit provided an impetus to focus international attention on Berlin’s urban development. 

Its discussion on the floor of the European Council strengthened the position of opponents to 

the ruling development orthodoxy (Bodenschatz 1987). 

 

Now, ideas for another IBA, which had been proposed for some time, received new 

momentum. For a number of years, little progress was seen on the ground and houses were 

continuing to fall into disrepair often in speculative anticipation of rises in land values 

connected with changing land use. In particular, the borough of Kreuzberg on the inner-city 

fringe next to the Berlin Wall became a hotspot of resistance and a focus of the squatters’ 

movement in 1979. It emerged that the politics around urban development needed to be 

rethought on a completely new basis, since trust in city politics had completely broken down.  
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A new institution: The ‘International Building Exhibition 1984’ 

 

A start was made with the establishment of a new special type of authority in 1979 working 

in parallel to existing agencies. Its tasks comprised the development of a governance 

framework which would help to revitalize the neglected neighbourhood and stimulate a 

renaissance of ‘urban’ inner-city life by replacing the dominant practice of redevelopment-

by-demolition with alternative approaches. It would do so by designing demonstration objects 

and processes to be displayed in the form of a long-term exhibition. This carried the name 

‘International Building Exhibition 1984’, which was later changed into 1984/87 because of 

delays in the process. It was dissolved according to plan in 1987, and an agency for urban 

renewal (STERN) has continued the redevelopment process ever since. 

 

New principles: ‘careful urban renewal’ and ‘critical reconstruction’ 

 

The IBA 1984/87 pursued two strategies represented by two organizational branches. In the 

mixed-use neighbourhoods of the eastern part of Kreuzberg, it introduced the principles of 

‘careful urban renewal’, for which its head, Hardt-Waltherr Hämer, had already laid the 

foundations in the 1970s. Careful urban renewal meant renovation instead of demolition; it 

strove to avoid the displacement of residents and to retain the traditional fine-grain functional 

mix of housing and workshops in the area, the “Kreuzberg Mix”. 

The branch concerned with the regeneration of the old historic building stock was called 

‘IBA Old’.  Its strategy of renovation could, however, not work in the western part of 

Kreuzberg, which had been much more severely damaged in the war.  
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Strategies for Kreuzberg: The strategy of renovation pursued through the method of Careful 
Urban Renewal could not work in the western part of Kreuzberg, which had been much more 
severely damaged in the war. 
 

All that was left there was the grid of the baroque city extension, within which modernist 

agglomerations of large-scale housing projects had been built. This area provided a particular 

challenge. Here, the branch of ‘IBA New’ concentrated on experimenting with new forms of 

architecture and urban design without losing the connection with the past. Its director, the 

architect Joseph-Paul Kleihues, had immersed himself in research on Berlin’s urban history 
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for a number of years in preparation for this new task (Kleihues 1987). ^ 

 

Perspective drawing of Central Berlin by Rob Krier illustrating the principle of ‘Critical 
Reconstruction”: the rehabilitation of the historic city with its patterns of streets and open 
spaces, building blocks and heights, perimeter blocks and urban mix [Zwoch 1984: 251] 
 

Kleihues invented the method of ‘critical reconstruction’ (Kleihues 1984). This concept 

meant that, while employing new architecture, urban design was to follow the structural 

principles of what had been in place before wartime destruction. In the absence of pre-war 

buildings, the strategy therefore aimed for an orientation towards the historic pattern of 

streets and public spaces, parcels, building lines and heights, urban density, social mix as well 

as a mix of actors and architects.  

The term ‘critical’ meant keeping a critical distance to simply replicating the destroyed 

buildings.  

 

 

Two factors facilitated the implementation of this strategy. One was that pressure on the land 

market was low before the fall of the Wall. The other one was the high level of public 

finance. This allowed strong control over all buildings. It enabled the IBA to carefully design 
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each building in such a way that it would contribute to the intended variety of buildings and 

planning concepts and restore the quality of the inner city as a place to live. 

 

In contrast to the previous exhibitions, the IBA 1984/87 did not concentrate on a single 

demonstration area but produced a polycentric planning concept covering an area stretching 

from the Southern Tiergarten area in the west via Berlin’s baroque city extension right across 

to where the Wall delineated the eastern edge of Kreuzberg.4 It encompassed six very 

different urban districts characterized by highly varied constellations of problems, each 

requiring specific strategic approaches.  

 

Exhibitions 

 

The principles developed in this amazingly complex process were presented to the public in a 

series of conventional exhibitions with panels, posters and models. The first big exhibition 

entitled ‘Idea, Process, Result’ (Zwoch 1984) took place in 1984, the year originally intended 

for the final presentation. Its venue was the Martin Gropius Building, an impressive 

nineteenth century former arts-and-crafts museum.The ground floor was devoted to 40 

themes of the ‘IBA Old’. These ranged from the history and the physical, building and social 

dimensions of the project areas to the strategies, solutions and interim results developed in the 

exhibition.  The first floor displayed the strategies of ‘IBA New’ and a small number of 

individual completed projects which could already be examined on the ground in 1984. A 

plan by Kleihues, which had been kept secret right up to the exhibition opening, caused 

considerable commotion (Figure 3). It was a large-format plan of the new construction areas, 

which extended the principle of the ‘critical reconstruction’ far into the west of Berlin’s city 

core. It was however proclaimed not be an official IBA plan.  
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Controversial plan presented by Josef Paul Kleihues at the exhibition ‘idea, process, result” in 
1984 [AIV 1984: 341] 
 
A number of additional exhibitions spread across Kreuzberg provided information on other 

central themes of the IBA such as self-help building groups, functional mix of housing and 

courtyard workshops, and the basic principles of careful urban renewal being enacted. While 

the latter became something like the Ten Commandments in the field, the general public 

criticized the exhibition for being difficult to understand.  
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The year 1987, the second ‘presentation year’ of the IBA, was inaugurated with festivities 

and exhibitions, which, however, suffered somewhat from competition with Berlin’s 750th 

birthday celebrations. The major exhibition was staged in the prominent ruin of the former 

office building Mercure in Berlin Mitte. This was by no means a makeshift solution. It 

reflected the notion that the new approach to planning incorporated strategies of recycling 

parts of the city.  The empty frames of the concrete structure were turned into a ‘gallery of 

windows’, which presented manifestoes arranged in the form of an art exhibition (Strecker 

1987).  

 

The ‘gallery of windows’ at the IBA 1987 [Schlusche 1991: 199] 

 

The building with its individually designed windows set within the unifying grid structure 

was conceived as a ‘metaphor for the many individual faces within the unifying framework of 

the city. Bursting with information on the inside, the outward appearance of the building 

corresponded to the inner brief of the IBA. It shone like a glittering city through the night and 

across the Wall, from where people gazed at it’.5 The ‘gallery of windows’ also featured on 

advertising posters and flyers (Figure 5). A total of 80.000 people visited the exhibition, and 

the press praised the way in which way it succeeded in connecting information delivery with 

an appeal to the senses. Trained exhibition guides were present to explain the planning 

concepts and to answer questions by lay visitors. 
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The ‘IBA Old’ designed an additional travelling exhibition consisting of 47 roll-up posters. 

Twenty copies of this exhibition were produced, which could thus be shown simultaneously 

in different locations. Stowed in a transport box it could be easily transported and exhibited 

without much effort. In Israel, the exhibition was simply hung up on clothes lines 

(Bodenschatz and Polinna 2010: 54). In its first edition in 1986, it was shown in 130 

countries (Fietz 1999: 27). It displayed content on the tradition of Berlin’s IBAs, the areas 

and aims of the IBA 1984/87, and a history of Kreuzberg and its people. Other topics were 

neighbourhood centres, places for cultural activities and the mix of housing and small scale 

courtyard businesses. Its analysis and the strategies for retaining and developing the 

‘Kreuzberg mix’ had a major impact in the German planning debate towards softening the 

existing radical principles of functional segregation.  

 

All exhibitions were accompanied by a unique wealth of high-quality catalogues and 

scholarly publications, which, in comparison with other planning exhibitions, remains 

unmatched (Autzen 1987, Bodenschatz and Polinna 2010). Over more than a decade, 

researchers from various universities as well as independent academics and practitioners had 

contributed towards developing and discussing this enormous pool of knowledge and 

strategies. The three biggest catalogues, ‘Idea, Process, Result’ (Zwoch, et al. 1984), ‘The 

Kreuzberg Mix’ (Fiebig et al. 1984) and ‘The Adventure of Ideas’ (Baldus and Lampugnani. 

1987) have since been used as valuable teaching resources by planning educators.  They were 

complemented by an equally large amount of documentation on  the areas of new 

construction.  

 

For IBA New, a factor of great relevance for the exhibition’s reception, outside of Germany 

too, was the participation of international architectural offices. New architecture was required 

to comply with the general urban context, if often in diverse and unconventional ways. 

Architects such as Peter Eisenmann, Hermann Herzberger, Arata Isozaki, Rob Krier, 

Moore/Ruble/Yudell, Aldo Rossi, Álvaro Siza Vieira, Robert Stern, James Stirling and many 

others representing an incredibly varied array of architectural styles received commissions for 

new projects within the framework of the IBA. The reproduction of their architecture in 

colourful publications and in international journals (Bodenschatz and Polinna 2010: 54) has 

attracted far more attention than the complicated processes behind ‘careful urban renewal’, 

such as participation, self-help, the formation of building groups and co-housing.   
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Impact and Legacy 

 

Both branches, IBA Old as well as IBA New, went beyond modernism – partly through the 

production of many an icon of post-modern architecture, partly through the application of 

new technologies (e.g. ecological innovation), partly through the rejection of madly oversized 

highway schemes, and partly through the rehabilitation of what modernism had rejected – 

from urban design elements such as the corridor street and perimeter block to principles such 

as functional segregation. 

 

But all of this was still happening within the structures that had promoted the production of 

the city of modernity: the non-profit housing sector, substantial state subsidies and strong 

state control.  When the Wall finally came down in 1989, there was substantial change 

associated with the influx of global capital and the withdrawal of many of the subsidies which 

had maintained the status of the ‘Bastion of the West’.  

 

Nevertheless, a remaining positive consequence of the strategy of ‘careful urban renewal’ has 

been that much of the older housing stock has been saved permanently. Then again, even the 

previously most remote corners of Kreuzberg, next to the Wall, have become scenes of 

accelerating gentrification. This was partly a consequence of the locational advantage after 

the fall of the Wall. But additionally, the overall increase in attractiveness of the late 

nineteenth century neighborhoods initiated by comprehensive regeneration efforts made the 

area a magnet for investment, eventually resulting in sharp increases in rents no longer 

affordable for ordinary middle class people. ‘Careful urban renewal’ thus paved the way for 

gentrification (Fischer and Altrock 2013, Fischer 2012).  

 

The method of critical reconstruction and in particular its underlying appreciation of the 

significance of small-scale parcels and building blocks for urban design, mix and vibrancy (as 

opposed to the large parcels of modernist housing estates) was further elaborated by Dieter 

Hoffmann-Axthelm, an important IBA protagonist. He and his colleague, Bernhard Strecker, 

carried the torch on from Kleihues  in numerous publications and in planning concepts for 

significant locations in Berlin Mitte including the Brandenburg Gate (Hoffmann-Axthelm and 

Strecker 1991), Unter den Linden and the master plan for the northern Friedrichstadt . The 
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method spread into planning practice all over Germany, sometimes continuing in the guise of 

‘critical reconstruction’ as in the case of Kassel’s Unterneustadt (Fischer 2008), and in the 

field of brownfield redevelopment as in Tübingen (Feldtkeller 2001) and Freiburg Vauban, 

and also in greenfield development such as in Freiburg’s Rieselfeld (Jessen et al. 2008). In an 

age in which the limits of growth were beginning to be recognized, the combined effect of 

both approaches of the IBA 1984/87 helped to initiate a paradigm change towards reducing 

the consumption of space, materials and energy, in fact, towards recycling the city.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Both these major Berlin planning exhibitions were essential agents in the process of re-

inventing and re-interpreting the city. As a manifesto of post-war urban planning and design, 

the 1957 IBA acted like a concentrating lens capturing all the elements designed for the 

radical modernist re-invention of the city, negating history in its development process and 

built form and unrolling a convincingly coherent canvas of planning concepts for the society 

of affluence in its poster-and-model displays. While this IBA was a tool for propagating and 

demonstrating the feasibility of Western planning, the underlying sense of certainty had 

evaporated by the 1970s. The destructive and unsustainable character of this approach had 

become as apparent as the fact that the administration which had been driving it would not be 

able to change its course from within its structures.  

 

By contrast, the IBA 1984/87 pursued a very different, innovative approach in the spirit of 

post-modern planning. It was highly exploratory, multi-facetted, fragmented and rife with 

contention. It was an extraordinary effort towards leaving the long-established path and 

setting new development standards. This kind of exercise is always a political risk because 

process and result cannot be determined with clarity, if the exploratory character is really 

taken seriously. As one of the organizers of the IBA 1984/87 expressed it:  

 

Without the intention of demonstrating the results at the end of the process in the 

form of an exhibition, it is not possible to mobilise enough energies at the start. 

This is why there were two kinds of exhibitions in Berlin: One of stone and one of 

paper; without paper no presentable stones, without presentable stones no 

presentable paper.6  
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Figure captions  

 

Figure 1  
IBA 1957: Frei Otto’s innovative exhibition hall for ‘the city of tomorrow’. In the 
Background are the buildings of the new ‘Hansa Quarter’ making up the INTERBAU 
building exhibition. 
Source: Akademie der Künste, Archiv für Baukunst Berlin 
[reproduced from Wagner-Conzelmann 2007: 158]  
 
Figure 2 
Building a future for our children: the foyer to the ‘city of tomorrow’:  
Photo: Hans-Peter Piehl  
[reproduced from Wagner-Conzelmann 2007: 101] see Fig 1 + source? 
 
Figure 3 
Controversial plan presented by Josef Paul Kleihues at the exhibition ‘idea, process, result’ in 
1984.  
Source: AIV 1984: 341 
 
Figure 4 
Perspective drawing of Central Berlin by Rob Krier illustrating the principle of ‘Critical 
Reconstruction’. 
Source: Zwoch 1984: 251.  
 
Figure 5 
The ‘gallery of windows’ at the IBA 1987. As a metaphor for the many individual faces 
within the unifying framework of the city, it carried the messages and the content displayed 
inside the building into the outside world and even across the Berlin Wall. 
 
Source: Schlusche 1991: 199. 
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1 The Hanseatic League was a confederation of merchant guilds in the middle ages. 
 
2 Le Corbusier’s ‘unité d’habitation’ had to be built outside the area because of its size. 
 
3 It is scarcely ever mentioned in any of the later reviews and analyses of the IBA 1957 
 
4 There were two additional case study areas, Tegel Harbour and Prager Platz. 
5  Interview with Bernhard Strecker, 16 January 2012. 

 
6 Günter Fuderholz in email to author, 12 October 2012. 


