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A Berlin Catalogue. A Repertoire of Architectural Figures from 
Michael Schmidt’s Photobooks
Un catálogo berlinés. Repertorio de imágenes arquitectónicas desde los 
libros fotográficos de Michael Schmidt

MARCO LECIS
Università di Cagliari, marco.lecis@unica.it

Abstract
Los libros fotográficos de Michael Schmidt, desde Berlin Kreuzberg. Stadtbilder hasta 
Waffenrhue y Berlin nach ’45, ofrecen un punto de vista polémico sobre Berlín y el área de 
Kreuzberg, donde el fotógrafo vivió a lo largo de toda su vida. Schmidt retrata la Südlische 
Firedrichstadt en 1980 y publica sus fotos solamente quince años después, en 2005: por 
entonces el área, que se había quedado congelada a la sombra del muro, estaba casi com-
pletamente reconstruida y ya se empezaba a hacer un primer balance crítico del trabajo 
de los arquitectos. El Berlín de Schmidt es muy diferente al Berlín cosmopolita y ecléctico 
del IBA y sus siguientes iniciativas: las imágenes del fotógrafo parecen rechazar la retórica 
arquitectónica y cuestionan la misma posibilidad de que los arquitectos puedan captar e 
interpretar las características de un lugar.

The photographic books by Michael Schmidt, from Berlin Kreuzberg. Stadtbilder to 
Waffenrhue and Berlin nach ’45, offer an oriented and polemical point of view on Berlin and 
the Kreuzberg area, where the photographer lived throughout his life. Schmidt portrayed 
the Südlische Firedrichstadt in 1980 and publishes his photos only fifteen years later, in 
2005: meanwhile, the area, which remained frozen in the shadow of the wall, had been 
almost completely rebuilt and a first critical assessment of the recent architects’ work had 
just begun. Schmidt’s Berlin is very different from the cosmopolitan and eclectic city of IBA 
and its following initiatives: the photographer’s images seem to reject every architectural 
rhetoric and question the very possibility that architects can capture and interpret the cha-
racters of a place.

Keywords
Berlín, arquitectura, fotografía 
Berlin, architecture, photography
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Michael Schimdt is one of the most important German photographers of the late twentieth 
century and has lived throughout his career (and almost his entire life) in the Berlin district 
of Kreuzberg. Located south of Mitte, the district also includes the southern part of the 
Friedrichstadt, an area that in the second half of the twentieth century remained on the 
edge of the wall with the persisting presence of ruins and voids1. Kreuzberg is the main 
object of Schimdt’s research, at least until the end of the 80s, and his three most impor-
tant books –Berlin-Kreuzberg. Stadtbilder (1984), Waffenruhe (1987) and Berlin nach ‘45 
(2005)– are dedicated to it2 (fig. 1).

The last of those books is actually the first and differs from the others in style and intention: 
in 2005 Schmidt published a series of photographs taken in 1980 and made with a techni-
que unusual for him. He used a large format camera, 13x18cm, which requires the assembly 
of the tripod, the careful choice of the point of view and the meticulous calibration of the 
shot: a slow shooting process that requires methodical organization. Another important 
aspect that distinguishes the book is the fact that it is exclusively dedicated to architectural 
subjects: the human figure is excluded (not only the portraits but the mere presence of the 

1  The district was also one of the liveliest and most problematic in the city, the embodiment of 
an alternative and anarchic Berlin, inhabited in the 70s mainly by a poor population, squatters and 
immigrants, especially form Turkey. The area has been gentrified starting from the 90s.
2  Michael Schmidt, Berlin-Kreuzberg. Stadtbilder (Berlin: Verlagsgesellschaft, 1984); Michael Schmidt, 
Waffenruhe (Berlin: Nishen, 1987); Michael Schmidt, Berlin nach ‘45 (Göttingen: Steidl, 2005). An 
important study about the work of Schmidt has been published in 2020 as catalogue of a comprehensive 
monographic retrospective: Michael Schmidt, Photographs 1965-2014 (London: Koenig Books, 2020).

Figure 1. Three Michael Schmidt photobooks dedicated to Kreuzberg: Berlin Kreuzberg. Stadtbilder (1984), 
Waffenrhue (1987) and Berlin nach ’45 (2005).
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inhabitants)3. Among Schmidt’s books, Berlin nach ‘45 is certainly the one that lends itself 
most to the analysis of an architect: for the choice of the neutral tone, for the methodical 
approach to the shooting, and for the prevalent use of a distant point of view, tending to the 
bigger scale. Through the images in the book, it seems possible to reconstruct a repertoire 
of figures, a conscious selection that determines a certain vision of the city4.

A repertoire of architectural figures
As I will try to demonstrate, Schmidt’s restitution is highly oriented, strongly subjective, and 
innervated by a vision: and this is true even if it is set according to principles of apparent ob-
jectivity. As the photographer claimed during his courses, his first goal is not to document, 
but to express a point of view5. In our case, therefore, we could speak of a project, a vision 
of the city. The analysis of the photos led me to select three themes that evidently guided 
Schmidt: the terrain vague and the re-emergence of the natural element; the image of the 
ruin; the surviving segments of the compact city. They are all architectural themes and 
have been central also for the architects involved in the reconstruction of the area. Starting 
from the end of the 1970s, the part of the city depicted in Berlin Nach ‘45 is affected by the 
activities of Kleihues’ Internationale Bau Austellung, which culminated, after the fall of the 
wall, with the completion of the Friedrichstadt under Hans Stimmann. The photographer’s 
campaigns, therefore, overlap with the architects’ activity and offer a counterpart to the 
vision that was shaping the city concretely. IBA and the initiatives that have followed have 
built a cosmopolitan image of Berlin, projected into a global dimension, and they have done 
so by convening the most advanced profiles of the international debate: from Rossi and 
Ungers to Hadid and Libeskind (just to stay in the area of Schmidt’s campaigns). But the 
rebuilt Berlin appears today uprooted, the fruit of a culture which, despite its aspirations, 
seemed unable to transfer organicity, continuity, and its own character to places. Schmidt’s 
photos are interesting exactly because they reveal a Berlin radically different from that of 
the reconstructions: a city that the photographer knows directly, whose local dimension he 

3  The books of 1984 and 1897 are collections that favor architectural and urban themes, but always 
combine the images of buildings and streets with portraits of their inhabitants. In fact, Schmidt 
dedicates several books to the human figure and to social themes. Just as his portraits are inspired by a 
crude, anti-aestheticizing but deeply empathic realism, his architectural images programmatically avoid 
reproducing recognized monuments and places, much less in a comforting way.
4  Schmidt takes care of all the moments of the production of his images, from shooting to printing, and 
carefully plans the edition of his books: their sequences and the search for an internal coherence are 
therefore as significant as the reproduced subjects. Over the course of the three books the photographic 
language and character of the shots change radically, passing from the neutral and analytical style 
of Berlin after ‘45 to a fragmented and strongly contrasted one (especially in Waffenruhe). But even 
through the filter of an evolving sensibility, recurring elements are still recognizable. And if therefore 
Berlin nach ‘45 can be the best field for my research, the comparison with the other books helps to define 
its characteristics.
5  A declaration of intentions by Schmidt, recently found in the archive, is reported and discussed by 
Ute Eskildsen in the catalog of the retrospective exhibition dedicated to the photographer in 2020. 
Ute Eskildsen, “For Now, The Neighbourhood. Michael Schmidt’s Early Works”, in Michael Schmidt 
Photographs 1965-2014 (London: Koenig Books, 2020), 32.
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favors and which he reproduces in its most everyday and humble elements (even in its degra-
ded ones). Schmidt seems to reject any possible architectural rhetoric, establishing a sharp 
contrast with the Berlin of the architects and demonstrating a very different attitude from 
that of other photographers who have dedicated monographic books to the reconstruction 
(for example Gabriele Basilico6, Giovanni Chiaramonte7 or Mitch Esptein8).

Terrain Vague and re-emergence of the spontaneous natural element 
The first image of Berlin nach ‘45 presents the city as a composition of blind walls and 
grassy fields. Nature plays a central role in the sequence, but not in the form of parks or 
gardens: the nature on which Schmidt lingers is spontaneous and seems to re-appropria-
te an urban space in a state of decay. In some images it is the foreground that stands out 
because the buildings are almost lost in a far-too-distant shot9. This method is in fact the 
most typical of the series and determines its tone: clearly evident throughout the lower 
half of the image a surface with informal characters sets the distance between the city and 
its buildings10. The compositions are often flat, structured in horizontal bands: very rarely 
does a shot appear aligned with the perspective of a street11. It is a type of composition that 
breaks the illusion of depth and introduces another type of spatiality, a relationship between 
apparently non-communicating planes. The Berlin that Schmidt describes is made up of 
large voids rather than a few volumes, and these voids appear worn and abandoned, recon-
quered by nature. The photographer is intent on measuring the lacunas in the city: a city 
that is recognized and re-proposed precisely in this relaxation, in its rarefaction and lack of 
density (fig. 2).

6  Gabriele Basilico, Berlin (Arles: Actes Sud, 2002).
7  Giovanni Chiaramonte, Berlin, die Stadt, die immer wird (Munich: Schirmer/Mosel, 2009).
8  Mitch Epstein, Berlin (Gottingen: Steidl, 2011).
9  On pages 44, 52 and 72.
10  The city remains in the background and its details are diminished and rendered indifferent.
11  It happens on page 27, in the third photo of the series, and on pages 37 and 71, and only in the 
photographs on pages 95 and 75, the framing, moving away from the horizontal alignment, has an 
oblique orientation, stretched along the converging edges of the roadway.

“A Berlin Catalogue. A Repertoire of Architectural...”

Figure 2. The first picture of Berlin nach ’45: an abstract composition of blind walls and a grassy field.
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The image of the ruin between monumental fragment and informal debris
The Anhalter Bahnhof, inaugurated in 1841, was redesigned in 1872 by the architect Franz 
Heinrich Schwechten12 as one of the most impressive examples of the first railway station 
architecture: a large vaulted roof covered the platforms, supported by light metal arches 
that contrasted with the mighty walls at the base. At the head of the station an apparently 
undersized portico emerged from the transversal body and it is now precisely this portico, a 
minimal portion of the colossal building, the only remaining fragment.
In Berlin nach ‘45 the ruin of the Anhalter Banhof is a recurring element, it appears in 7 
images, but in many of these it is presented as a detail relegated to the background. The 
most significant images in this sense are those on pages 33, 42 and 91: these are shots in 
which the remains of Schwechten’s architecture are almost invisible, covered by vegetation 
and confused among other buildings. These shots seem to lack a primary visual element, 
so much so that at first sight one is led to wonder what is being photographed. The ruin 
remains the center of the shot anyway: the monument seems to have lost its match with the 
surrounding landscape –because it gets lost in it and is no longer able to reorient it– but the 
ruin is still presented as a remote reference, caught on the verge of an extinguishing aura 
(fig. 3).

The other monument of the neighborhood is obviously the wall. It is not a ruin when Schmidt 
photographs it in the 1980s, but it may be useful to discuss it as such: we are legitimate to 
do so (as the photograph strongly suggests) considering the fragmentary nature of its cons-
truction and the wounds imprinted on its surface. The wall appears as the third image in 

12  Franz Heinrich Schwechten (Cologne 1841- Berlin 1924) is one of the principal architects of the 
Willhelmine era. He is also the author of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedächtniskirche, whose ruin becomes 
the symbol of the western part of the city and was completed with the two abstract volumes designed by 
Eiermann between ‘57 and ‘63.

Marco Lecis

Figure 3. Pages 48 and 49 of Berlin nach’45: on the right a photo with the Anhalter Banhof ruin at the center
on the background.
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the 1984 book and is present in only one image in the 2005 one13. But the wall is at the 
center of Waffenruhe, the 1987 book. It is precisely in this collection that the most evident 
fragmentary components and the corrosion of the material are presented. It is illustrated 
as a ruin even before it becomes one and it is entrusted as the main narration vehicle of the 
city’s historical trauma.
The precariousness of the material and the signs of the time (and of human action) on it, are 
a central component of Schimdt’s poetics, and much of the expressiveness of the images of 
Berlin Kreutzberg and Waffenrhue is entrusted to them. Berlin nach’45 is perhaps the book 
in which this is evident the least: but in a certain sense what the photographer strives to 
portray are the detritus of a city, of its spaces and its form, more than those of its individual 
elements: the ruin of the Schwechten station, captured only in a few cases for its plasticity 
or for its lesions, is at the center of shots that exalt above all the degradation of the area 
around it.

The surviving segments of the street compact curtains
The idea that seems to guide Schmidt is not simply to present the lacunas of the failed re-
constructions, but to illustrate the dialectic between the compact historical fabric and the 
dilated post-war spaces: an apparently unmeasurable space, in which buildings are located 
independently of the street grid. Schmidt’s book is in fact constructed through the dialectic 
between these two visions: the second, the one materially portrayed, is always kept in ten-
sion with the first. And this is because many surviving segments of the city are inserted into 
the book’s sequence as a constant counterpoint.
The Brandwände, the blind fronts of the fire walls, are undoubtedly the most recurring mo-
tif and the one most loaded with expressive tension14. They had become a typical figure in 
Berlin in the second half of the century and were a concrete sign that referred to the idea of 
a mutilated city. The Brandwänd fascinates Schmidt with its evocative properties: because 
it shows the profile of historic buildings and their stratigraphies, associating them to an 
empty field. The photographer relies on the figure to give substance to the abstract image 
that he is pursuing (fig. 4).
In addition to the blind facades, fragments of the curtain walls that marked streets such as 
Friedrichstraße15 are also present in Schmidt’s photographs. The most recurring subjects 
of this kind are some blocks that overlook the southern part of the street: facades with re-
gular layout, but with almost no quality of decoration. Their anonymity seems to reinforce 
the evocative principle of the book: the intention to recall a reality that can never really be 
shown, which is considered lost. Among the elements that refer to the lost urban density 

13  On page 83, where it is presented with a certain emphasis and it is framed between two backlit walls, 
as if behind an opening curtain.
14  They are present on pages 25, 27, 36, 37, 41, 45, 57, 60, 61, 63, 71,75, 85, 86, 88, 93.
15  On pages 30, 32, 46, 47, 53, 59, 41,65, 83. A single photo, on page 51, offers a sequence of compact 
facades, endowed with a uniform classicist design and decoration. The facades are also placed in 
prominence in a shot that frames them using two building fronts on the sides, one of which is blind, and 
an area under construction at the bottom.

“A Berlin Catalogue. A Repertoire of Architectural...”
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Schmidt often repropose the internal patios that have been partially destroyed, which now 
appear as fronts16. Once again, the photographer portrays a few buildings: especially those 
at civic numbers 9 and 12 of Friedrichstraße and another two in the opposite block, which 
overlook Wilhelmstraße. They are almost the protagonists of the book, given that Schmidt 
shoots them with great insistence from various angles and distances17. Their nature as frag-
ments of a lost continuity is exalted and becomes the expressive key of the images that 
portray them.

The categories of this synthetic catalogue: Terrains Vagues, ruins and historical urban frag-
ments, are united by a suspended sense of the passing of time and by the evidence of mate-
rial degradation. For Schmidt, the city is above all an environment charged with history and 
it transmits this legacy in an indirect way: through the parts it has lost, which stand out in 
the voids, and through a sense of the wear and tear of surfaces, so typically at odds with the 
finished, performing images of a modern metropolis.

The photographer’s city and the Berlin of the architects
In the years in which Schmidt begins his campaigns, and especially in those in which he 
reaches full expressive maturity, Berlin deals with the theme of the reconstruction of its his-
toric center. It is a process that begins before the fall of the wall and which continues, throu-
gh the 1990s and 2000s, up to the more immediate present. Indeed, in 2020, the Danish 
architect Dorte Mandrup wins the competition for the construction of the Exile Museum, 
overcoming contenders such as Sanaa and Kéré and proposing a spectacular brick facade 

16  On pages 31, 41, 48, 61, 62, 67, 69, 79, 87.
17  The one now located at number 12 Friedrichstraße appears on pages 30, 32, 41, 48, 53, 59, 87 and 
the one on the corner of the same street and Franz-Klühs Strasse on pages 32, 41, 48, 53, 67, 69, 87.

Marco Lecis

Figure 4. Pages 86 and 87 of Berlin nach ’45: examples of Berlin Brandwände.
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that frames (and greatly resizes, from a perceptive point of view) the survivor fragment of 
the Anhalter Bahnhof18 (fig. 5).

Some of the architects who reconstruct that part of Berlin operated on the same themes 
identified by Schmidt in his books, reinterpreting them and projecting them into their own 
visions. We can therefore try to read the photographer’s images and the architects’ work in 
superposition and bring out their specificities and contrasts.

High density and open fragmentation: two antithetical images of Berlin
The idea that the city had its character in a new expanded dimension is at the center of 
the debate on reconstruction and finds a first important definition in the summer school 
that Ungers organizes in Kreuzberg in 1977. Ungers proposed the vision of the city as 
Green Archipelago19 inspired by the romantic Berlin of Schinkel and Lenné: he dealt with 

18  https://dortemandrup.dk/work/exile-museum-berlin-germany (visited 8 July 2023).
19  Ungers organizes a Summer Academy for Cornell University in Berlin in 1977, assisted by Rem 
Koolhaas, Hans Kollhoff, Peter Riemann and Arthur Ovaska. The place of work and the topics addressed 
by the students were both located in the Kreuzberg district. The results of the school have been published 
in various forms, including an article appearing in Lotus International: O.M. Ungers, “The city within the 
city”, Lotus, n.º 19 (1978): 82-97. On the subject see also Florian Hertweck and Sébastien Marot (eds.), 
The city in the city. Berlin: a green archipelago (Zurich: Lars Müller Publishers, 2013).

“A Berlin Catalogue. A Repertoire of Architectural...”

Figure 5. View of the project of the Exile Museum, Dorte Mandrum, Berlin 2020. Source: https://dorteman-
drup.dk.
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demographic reduction by imagining a metropolis divided into parts, each one with its own 
identity and separated by green areas. In this hypothesis, the typology of the urban villa –an 
isolated volume of medium size surrounded by gardens– played an important role. Among 
the proposals elaborated together with the school students there were some which con-
cerned precisely the two blocks at the center of Schmidt’s 1980 campaign. In one of these 
proposals, tutored by Hans Kollhoff, two buildings –the blind volumes that dominate Berlin 
nach ‘45– become the pivot of a larger arrangement: big square courtyards obtained from 
the juxtaposition of volumes with a quadrangular plan of similar proportions (the propor-
tions of the urban villa). Although starting from the module of a villa, the project tries to 
define a form at the scale of the block, making its perimeter emerge as a built curtain. This 
trend will eventually be the predominant one for the reconstructions of the historic center of 
the city, according to the direction of Keihues and Stimmann, and also Ungers and Kollhof 
–despite their original archipelago vision– will tend to adapt to it in their creations for the 
area20.
The idea of the dispersion and indeterminacy of space, that of the negation of a continuous 
perimeter for the block, seems instead to be the basis of two projects by John Hejduk for 
empty blocks in the Südlische Friederichstadt: Berlin Masque and Victims21. Here no lar-
ge-scale volume tries to give shape to the block, but interventions on a minimal scale, with 
an ephemeral and nomadic22 character, are spread without apparent order. These are small 
pavilions linked to public functions that encourage a spontaneous occupation of the city by 
its community.
Neither of the two mentioned projects will see the light, but Hejduk will build two of his 
rare buildings right next to the southern part of Friedrichstraße. One of these, the artists’ 
tower23, is defined as a courtyard open to a garden and rotated with respect to the main road. 
The building tends to break the continuity of the block and addresses directly an expanded 
green space, the Besselpark. The pivot of the composition, the iconic tower, also appears as 
a punctual, isolated and exceptional element, in opposition to the continuity of the facade’s 
series.
Apart from Hejduk, among the architects who build in the area there is another one that sets 
its building in the sense of openness to the free spaces behind the urban curtain. He is Gino 

20  Ungers in particular in the building of the family court, from 1991-95, close to the southern edge of the 
area on which insisted the Anhalter Banhof (an area strongly present in Schmidt’s campaigns of 1980). 
Ungers recomposes the perimeter of the block by regularizing the layout of some pre-existing buildings. 
Kohllof in the Victoria residential complex (1980-86) on Lindenstrasse (situated at a point from which 
Schmidt took some photos): a continuous front marks the limit of the block by superimposing some 
projecting brick bodies on a persistent white plaster screen.
21  The two projects were both drafted within the framework of the IBA, the first, Berlin Masques, in 
1981, for two southern blocks straddling Wilhelmstraße (the easternmost of which is at the center of 
Schmidt’s photographs for Berlin nach ‘45), the second, Victims, in 1984, for the block of the former 
Prinz Albrecht Palais a little further north, between Wilhelmstraße and Stresenmanstrasse, on the 
area of today’s Topographie des Terrors centre.
22  Antony Vidler, The Architecture Uncanny. Essays in Modern Unhomley (Cambridge-London: MIT 
Press, 1992), 210.
23  Built between 1984 and 1987.

Marco Lecis
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Valle who built an elementary school between 1983 and 198724 just behind one of the isola-
ted volumes portrayed by Schimdt25. Valle’s building has a comb-like structure that extends 
in the direction of the sports fields and the gardens which directly overlook Lindenstraße26. 
The mediation between the Friedrichstraße front, the body of classrooms and the gardens 
is very sophisticated with surprising variations in altitude, ramps and elevated paths: a com-
plexity that certainly contrasts with the uniform image of the city with continuous facades 
(fig. 6).

Ruin, persistence, and collective memory
Apart from the recent competition won by Mandrup, ruin in the monumental sense is not 
a theme among the projects and realizations of the Sudlische Friedrischstadt. However, 
pre-existence and memory are recurring issues and they became central –with a certain 

24  Pier-Aaian Croset, Luca Skansi, Gino Valle (Milan: Electa, 2014), 276-279.
25  The house number 12 on Friedrichstraße.
26  Exactly where Schmidt took one of his photos.

Figure 6. Axonometric view of the Elementary school on Friedrichstraße, Gino Valle, Berlin 1983-87. Source: 
Pier-Alain Croset, Luca Skansi, Gino Valle (Milan: Electa 2014), 276.
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degree of material concreteness– in the case of the Prinz Albrecht Palais area. This is a 
large block on the upper edge of which there are still fragments of the wall and whose sou-
thern corner borders on the ruin of the Anhalter Banhof. Victims by Hejduk was designed 
for this area and Giorgio Grassi and Peter Zumthor27 worked on it at different times. It is 
interesting to mention these last projects –both unbuilt, like Hejduk’s28– because they offer 
two opposing ways of relating to the material presence of the (not conspicuous) ruins. The 
Milanese architect starts from the surviving traces to propose new volumes that resume 
the original configuration: he even increased the archaeological sign with false ruins, low 
walls built from scratch to support the legibility of the finds. The Swiss, on the other hand, 
while attesting his large hermetic volume on one of the axes of the remains, simply overlaps 
and hide them, building a monumental display case around them29. These projects lack the 
sense of material density so important in Schmidt’s images (in some of Berlin Nach’45, and 
in many of Waffenrhue), but perhaps Grassi’s proposal, with his search for a low density and 
a laconic reproposition of historical forms, deprived of aura, can be compared to how the 
photographer shoots the ruins of the Anhalter Banhof. The silent technical object proposed 
by Zumthor also seems to be connected to many of the photographer’s favorite motifs and 
the dark and nihilistic sense of his historical evocations. Those are very different sensibili-
ties compared to the scenographic emphasis of Mandrup’s hemicycle.

The reinvention of compact road fronts
The theme of the reinterpretation of compact urban fronts is instead central to the recons-
tructions of the center of Berlin, imposed by the indications of Kleihues and Stimmann. 
There is therefore a large number of variations that can be compared with how Schmidt 
interprets it. For the photographer, those fronts are isolated episodes, fragments of a lost 
continuity, now endowed with an individual figure: for this reason, instead of mentioning 
the large, monumental fronts created by Rossi or Kollhoff, it may be interesting to return 
to Hejduk and Valle, which occupy precisely the spaces photographed by Schmidt (almost 
facing each other on Friedrichstraße).

27  In 1984 Giorgio Grassi participates, together with N. Di Battista, A. Renna, F. Collotti and G. Zanella, 
in the same competition in which Hejduk participates with Victims, while Peter Zumthor is engaged in 
the creation of the Topographie des Terrors center from his winning in the 1993 competition until 2004, 
when, despite part of the building having already been completed, it was decided to abandon the work. 
Giovanna Crespi and Simona Pierini (eds.), Giorgio Grassi. Le opere e i progetti (Milan: Electa 2006), 
162-169; Thomas Durisch (ed.), Peter Zumthor, Volume 2, 1990-97 (Zurich: Scheiddeger & Spiess, 
2014), 57, 79.
28  The area has now remained almost completely free, mostly occupied by the forest of a park and, in the 
northern part, by the Topographie des Terrors documentation center and by the ruin of the wall, of which 
a large portion is still present. The center is now housed in a structure designed by Heinz W. Hallmann 
and Ursula Wilms, winners of a competition launched in 2006 (after the interruption of construction 
work on the Zumthor building) and built by architects Heinle, Wischer und Partner.
29  The urban image of the new volume is independent from the historical one and creates new, completely 
abstract relationships with the large adjacent buildings (first of all with the Martin Gropius Bau, of which 
it was conceived as an extension).
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The header of the Valle school is interesting because it seems to want to transfer the com-
plexity of the building and the green areas of the inside onto the street front: in fact, the fa-
cade splits in two and is articulated with unprecedented intensity compared to the adjacent 
ones, rising on very light pilotis one of its part and leaving a vacuum that suggests the rich 
spatiality it hides. In the case of Hejduk however, the style is dried up, but here too is evident 
a certain intention of contradiction with the theme of the continuous front. The American 
architect built the Gate House, again in the second half of the 1980s, a few street numbers 
from the Valle school30 (immediately opposite the buildings with open patios at the center of 
Schmidt’s sequence). Retreating slightly from the edge of the street, and above all opening 
up in the center into an evocative portal –which is the main motif– Hejduk designs the door 
of a road that crosses the interior of the block: it introduces the space behind the curtain 
wall of the Friedrichstraße (fig. 7).

The radical nature of Schmidt’s shots, for the stylistic choices that distinguish them, and 
for the ways in which they are revived twenty-five years later, is certainly characterized as 
a polemical alternative to the Berlin of the reconstructions. But although it is a protest, 
and ultimately a provocation, it also contains an alternative idea of the city, one that is built 
starting from concrete architectural elements that were at the center of the work of the ar-
chitects. The photographer’s narration intertwines and overlaps with the architects’ vision 
in a way that is certainly not that of mere documentation: it could be read instead as an open 
challenge.

30  The Gate House is also the direct transposition of one of the Masques from 1981.

“A Berlin Catalogue. A Repertoire of Architectural...”

Figure 7. View form the court of Gate House, John Hejduk, Berlin 1984-1987. Source: Photo by Marco Lecis, 
2023.




