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Abstract 

 

The Berlin block of the nineteenth century is currently undergoing a 

renaissance. In a modified form the perimeter block appears in a number of 

current master plans, such as Bercy, Paris, Barcelona as well as in Berlin. Since 

the International Building Exhibition of 1984/87 (IBA), Berlinôs urban strategy 

has embraced the formal qualities of the block. Its vibrant street life, dynamic 

mix of uses and functions are as well as its spatiality of defining urban space 

are the qualities sought in the regeneration of the existing fabric as well as in 

new developments. This paper draws a comparison between Rob Krierôs 

winning competition project of 1979 and the nineteenth century Berlin block; it 

argues that the debate surrounding the formal premise of the IBA, with its 

explicit focus on history as a mode of analysis, classification and re-

interpretation, renders a static taxonomy of form and thereby underemphasizes 

architectureôs contribution to the city in its formal and organizational capacity.  
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Introduction: The International Building Exhibition 1984/87  

 

The IBA is understood as exemplifying a sea change in the approach 

towards development and regeneration.
1
 Sensitive restoration of the existing 

urban fabric instead of large scale demolition; the integration of participatory 

planning processes instead of large scale displacement of the urban population; 

working with and enhancing the existing urban qualities instead of a tabula 

rasa approach; and urban regeneration by sensitive infill projects referencing 

and restoring the historical plan continue to be seen as exemplary approaches 

for current urban regeneration. Formally, the proponents of the IBA sought a 

contemporary interpretation of the qualities of the traditional European city, 

exemplified by the Berlin block and its urban morphology.   

In the 1970s, a general disenchantment with modern architecture and 

planning was as prevalent in Berlin as it was elsewhere. The International 

Building Exhibition 1984/87 explicitly articulated the departure from 

modernism. Critics identified the absence of historical continuity in 

architectural and urban form at the time.
2
 Josef Paul Kleihues critiqued the 

separation of tenants from one another and from the urban space below, and 

argued that the anonymity that came with life in modernist slabs and tower 

blocks was paralleled with the fragmentation of the city fabric.
3
 In addition, a 

housing crisis and social unrest sparked the need for the search for new 

housing forms and policies.
4
 Thus, the ówidely criticized, inhospitable modern 

cityô searched-for a solution for housing developments but also to restore the 

cityôs ólost identityô and image as a ócultural metropolisô on the international 

scene.
5
  

The IBA had two thematic streams: ócareful renewalô and ócritical 

reconstructionô. The first was deployed in the IBA ALTBAU, to ówork with 

and not against the [existing] urban formô.
6
 IBA Neubau, under the leadership 

of Josef Paul Kleihues, adopted a context sensitive approach to the 

construction of new projects, predominantly housing developments. The 

projects were small, rarely larger than 150 dwellings in each scheme, and 

developed through a design approach resonating formal aspects of the 

nineteenth century urban structure, entitled óCritical Reconstructionô.
7
 

                                                           
1
.  Harald Bodenschatz, Vittorio Magnago Lampugnani and Wolfgang Sonne (Eds.) ñ25 Jahre 

Internationale Bauaustellung Berlin 1987. Ein Wendepunkt des europaischen Stªdtebaus,ò in 

B¿cher zur Stadtbaukunst Band 3 (Sulgen: Deutsches Institut fur Stadtbaukunst: Niggli, 2012). 
2
. Emily Pugh, ñBeyond the Berlin Myth: The Local, the Global and the IBA 87,ò in Berlin 

Divided City, 1945-1989, 156-167, ed. P. Broadbent and S. Hake (USA: 2010). 
3
. Josef Paul Kleihues, and Wolf Jobst Siedler (1977), ñIBAôs Models for a City: Housing and 

the Image of Cold-War Berlin,ò in Wallis Miller, The Journal of Architectural Education 46, 

no. 4 (1993): 205.  
4
. Harald Bodenschatz, Berlin Urban Design, a Brief History, (Berlin: DOM Publishers, 2010). 

5
. Emily Pugh, ñBeyond the Berlin Myth: The Local, the Global and the IBA 87,ò in Berlin 

Divided City, 1945-1989, ed. P. Broadbent and S. Hake (USA: 2010), 156-167; West Berlin 

Senate, LArch; B Rep. 150/416, Mitteilung Nr 105. 
6
. Peter Testa, ñUnity of the Discontinuous: Alvaro Sizaôs Berlin Works,ò Assemblage, no. 2 

(1987): 48. 
7
. See: Harald Bodenschatz, Berlin Urban Design, A Brief History(Berlin: DOM Publishers, 

2010); Emily Pugh, The Berlin Wall and the Urban Space and Experience of East and West 
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Alan Colquhoun (1989) explained the formal objectives of the IBA as 

follows:  

 

¶ It sees the city with its perimeter blocks and streets, as solid, 

anonymous fabric which should contain a variety of functions, 

including housing and commerce 

¶ The new isolated buildings, whether old or modern, would gain 

symbolic importance by contrast with this continuous fabric 

¶ It reinstates the street and the public square as the places of 

unprogrammed public enjoyment and congregation 

¶ It reinforces the pedestrian scale and rejects the dominance of 

fast, motorized circulation 

¶ It sees the public space of the city as more analogous to so many 

external rooms and corridors, with definite boundaries, than to 

limitless voids within which buildings, circulation routes, etc., 

occur 

¶ Finally it conceives of the city as historically as well as spatially 

continuous ï capable of being read as a palimpsest.
8
      

 

Rob Krier similarly underwrites this restoration of the urban structure. He 

argues that the óloss of urban spaceô in modern urbanism led to what he 

perceived as the ócrisis of the cityô.
9
 The segregation of the city into functional 

zones as promoted by the Charter of Athens and the profit hungry lobby 

condoning this development are his main perpetrators.
10

 Modernisms fixation 

onto individual buildings as isolated figures abandoned the public space of the 

city and with it civic urban life. Accordingly, postmodern urbanism ought to 

return the boundedness of the city it displayed historically.   

The instrument for postmodern urbanism is urban repair. Krierôs urban 

vision proposes that the city is a sequence of buildings defining bounded urban 

spaces - particularly clearly articulated squares and streets. In his seminal 

Stadtraum in Theorie und Praxis (Urban Space in Theory and Practice) of 

1975 Krier assembled a morphological taxonomy of street and square types 

derived from historical precedents.  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                         
Berlin, 1961-1989 (Michigan, 2008). An international array of architects, such as  Peter 

Eisenman,  Herman Hertzberger, Arata Isosaki, Rob Krier, Aldo Rossi, Alvaro Siza, Robert 

Stern and James Stirling received commissions to built within the framework of  the IBA and 

contributed with a diverse array of styles their version of ócritically reconstructingô the 

historical city fabric. The selected regeneration areas were located in the most deprived parts of 

the city; The IBA Neubau projects were undertaken in Tegel, Prager Platz, Southern 

Tiergarten, Southern Friedrichstadt, whereas the IBA Altbau focused on the regeneration of 

one part of the large district of Kreuzberg -ï SO36.  
8
. Alan Colquhoun, Modernity and the Classical Tradition, Architectural Essays 1980-1987 

(London: The MIT Press, 1989). 
9
. Rob Krier, Urban Space (New York: Rizzoli International, 1979), 49. 

10
. ___. Stadtraum in Theorie und Praxis (Stuttgart: Karl Kramer Verlag, 1975), 67.  
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Ritterstrasse ï Reinstating the Block 
 

Krierôs urban plan for the development of Ritterstrasse precisely aims to 

restore the structure of the nineteenth century urban plan by inserting perimeter 

blocks lining the street, but further subdivided with four internal courtyards 

and pedestrian streets crossing it.  Krier drew upon another six architectural 

practices to develop individual buildings to ensure variety in the blockôs 

external expressions. The project contained 35 different buildings with 315 

dwellings, built in 1982/83 and 1986ï1988. Two existing buildings were 

integrated in the outline of the perimeter blocks.  

The overall composition both references and adapts the nineteenth century 

plan. The perimeter blocks lining the external streets follow the height of the 

nineteenth century block and thereby complete the defined urban space of the 

street (see Figure 1). Whereas the nineteenth century block folds inwards to 

reveal one or two sequential courtyards, in Krierôs project the external 

perimeter encloses a cruciform of two secondary streets; distributing four 

courtyards lined with four storey buildings (see Figure 2). His morphology 

carves out a clearly defined hierarchy of spaces: the street of the urban grid, the 

perimeter blocks, the internal streets and the courtyards clearly demarcate 

public, semi-public and private spaces (see Figure 3).  

 

Figure 1. Elevation along Oranienstrasse 

 
Source: Photograph by Megan Nottingham, 2015. 
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Figure 2. Entrance into the Internal Street from Oranienstrasse 

 
Source: Photograph by Megan Nottingham, 2015 

 

Figure 3. Ritterstrasse IBA Block Plan  

 
Source: Redrawn by Megan Nottingham from: IBA Prospectus: IBA'87 Sudliche 

Friedrichstadt und Tegel, Baukultur und junge Stadtgeschichte im Focus, Senatsverwaltung fur 

Stadtenwicklung und Umwelt, Berlin, 2008 
 

The plan connects four continuous blocks with their private courts to a 

central square. In this way, each apartment faces two orientations ï a street and 

a courtyard, allowing tenants to relate to the street life as well as to the quiet 

block interior (see Figure 4). Similarly to the nineteenth century structure of 

the area, the perimeter block is composed of individual, adjoining buildings, 
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executed by a variety of different architects, and accordingly varied in their 

facades.  

 

Figure 4. Views into Residential Street   

 
Source: Photograph by Megan Nottingham, 2015 

 

Krier said about his Ritterstrasse development in Berlin: 

 

I have proposed that the edge of the block be subdivided into manageable 

plots for a number of reasons, most importantly: To put a halt to fast-track 

production of housing by a single architect and so give work to other 

architects. To re-establish small groups which will again allow people to 

get to know their neighbours. To create a small-scale architecture that is 

easy to recognise and orient oneself by. To recognise that housing can 

only rise above other functions of the city if it once again takes on the 

variety that in the past characterised, enlivened and enriched the 

streetscape.
11

 

  

                                                           
11

. Rob Krier, Architecture and Urban Design (London: Academy Editions, 1993), 41 
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Figure 5. Courtyard and Street Connections  

 
Source: Photograph by Megan Nottingham, 2015 

 

A set of gateway buildings, arranged in pairs, create a link between the 

courtyards and the street (see Figure 5) On the south side of Ritterstrasse, the 

four story building by Krier signals access to the depth of the block by 

stretching the gateway into a long, low arch, referencing the famous Karl Marx 

Hof in Vienna (see Figure 6). Two sidewings provide an offset asymmetry to 

the axial opening by variations in the composition of the loggias and balconies. 

A sculpted figure ósupervisesô the entrance.  

 

Figure 6. Krierôs Entry Arch  

 
Source: Photograph by Megan Nottingham, 2015 
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At the crossroads of the internal streets sits the centrepiece of the 

development, Schinkelplatz (see Figure 7). Four-storey buildings define the 

small, seemingly Italianate, urban square, landscaped with hard surfaces and 

trees. Since the site had contained the Feilner House, an apartment building by 

Karl Friedrich Schinkel, Krier reconstructed and integrated its faade in his 

development (see Figure 8).  

 

Figure 7. Schinkelplatz  

 
Source: Photograph by Megan Nottingham, 2015 

 

Figure 8. The Reconstructed Feilner House  

 
Source: Photograph by Megan Nottingham, 2015 


