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Abstract
On the eve of the celebration of the 90th anniversary of 1929’s CIAM, the city of Frankfurt is again the center of inter-
national attention thanks to a project related to housing and the city, which represents, however, the opposite of the
experience of Das neue Frankfurt. I refer to the Dom-Römer, the heart of the historical city, destroyed by bombing during
WWII, replaced in the post-war period by the Technisches Rathaus, and now “rebuilt” in total adherence to the historical
parcel plan as a new residential and commercial district. Regarding mass public housing, with minimal individual dwelling
cells and standardized construction conceived by Ernst May, an equally public intervention is now opposed, but with a few
individual houses and owned apartments for upper-middle-class customers, unique in their exceptionality, constructed
with traditional techniques and finished with craftsmanship, case by case. The modernistic idea of low-density monofunc-
tional satellite neighborhoods on the edge of the consolidated city, based on repetition of typed elements and on correct
orientation of buildings in order to grant air and light, at the expenses of a clear definition of public space, is replaced
today, in the core the city, by the medieval plan, with its irregular parcels and the narrow, winding dark alleys, high density
andmultifunctional buildings, and a strongly characterized public space. The positions are of course diametrically opposed
also with respect to the roof dispute, which animated architects at the beginning of the 20th century: strictly flat roofs
in the new Frankfurt of the 1920s and pitched roofs in the gabled houses of the ancient contemporary Frankfurt. From
the parallel between these two experiences, so different from one another that they are almost incomparable, important
elements emerge to understand the current debate on the architecture of the European city, particularly in Germany.
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1. Introduction

The coincidence of the 90th anniversary of the
Frankfurt CIAM (Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture
Moderne) in 1929, dedicated to Die Wohnung für das
Existenzminimum, and to the concrete experience ofDas
neue Frankfurt, with the inauguration of the new ancient
city center in the Dom-Römer area—just awarded as the

MIPIM Best Urban Regeneration Project—offers an in-
teresting starting point for a reflection on the current
state of the discussion on architecture and the European
city, particularly in Germany. These two experiments, in
fact, embody the two extreme positions that character-
ized the debate on the role of housing in urban design
from the start, at the end of the nineteenth century, and
which are today again at the center of the discussion:
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they identify the opposition between Siedlungsbau and
Städtebau, between Trabantenstadt and Stadtquartier
(settlement construction and urban development, satel-
lite town, and urban neighborhood) which is still the
crucial problem of architecture when confronted with
growing cities.

2. Research Question

The purpose of this article is to reflect on the cur-
rent state of urban design, especially in Germany, by
following the common thread of urban architecture
(Stadtarchitektur). To consider urbanity as amethodolog-
ical tool for the design of the contemporary citymeans to
questionmost of the current positions dominated by the
globalization of architectural languages, in which build-
ing technology and sustainability are exhibited as an aes-
thetic value, and to focus conversely on the spatial values
of urban architecture and the productionmechanisms of
the public space in the city. This is primarily a cultural is-
sue, but it is also a political and economic issue, which
directly affects the principles and forms of construction
of the European city over time.

This common thread, which characterizes the his-
tory of European architecture as an urban phenomenon,
gradually dissolves at the beginning of the 20th century
with the advent of modern urbanism, then it disappears
drastically in the second post-war period and emerges
again, in theory, starting from the Sixties and comes back
to the center of attention today, in practice, thanks to
some projects proposing urbanity as a spatial and cul-
tural value, essential for the future of the European city.

Until the WWII, Siedlungsbau and Städtebau,
Gartenstadt andGroßstadt (settlement construction and
urban development, garden city, and big city) coexisted
as twopossible alternatives to the uncontrolled and spec-
ulative development of growing cities. Although the his-
toriography of international modernism, from Giedion
onwards, tended to give a unilateral reading of early
twentieth century architectural history, centered on the
individuality of the “Masters” and their architectural
work conceived as an object propagating the dissolution
of the city into the landscape (Giedion, 1941; Scalvini
& Sandri, 1984), it has been definitively demonstrated
that it is a partial interpretation. The most recent stud-
ies have shown that the urban proposals for collective
living which deal with urbanity and density, with the
urban block and the neighborhood as a medium-scale
multifunctional unit, are equally numerous and signifi-
cant, especially in the field of mass housing (Bullock &
Read, 1985; Rodriguez-Lores & Fehl, 1988; Sonne, 2009,
2014, 2016).

Urban projects by AlfredMessel, Albert Gessner, Paul
Mebes or Paul Jatzow for urban residential ensembles in
Berlin play a prominent role in the German panorama
anticipating the vision of the 1910 Groß Berlin com-
petition (Gessner, 1909; Posener, 1979, pp. 240–263,
319–368; Sonne, 2009). This competition represents a

milestone in the discussion on urban architecture. The
cultural climate in which it was conceived wasmarked by
an international urban discourse, a science-based, mul-
tidisciplinary, theoretical approach, and cross-scale de-
sign practice. Thanks to this complex cultural and disci-
plinary situation, a comprehensive, integral urban plan-
ning method emerges, with the aim of concretely pre-
figuring the modern metropolis up to the architectural
scale (Tubbesing, 2018; see Figures 1, 2 and 3).

Figure 1. 1908–1910 Groß Berlin competition,
A. Gessner. Perspective from the Südbahnhofstraße
to theMüggelsee. Source: Tubbesing (2018).

Figure 2. 1910 Greater Berlin competition, H. Jansen.
Aerial view of proposed development, Tempelhofer Feld.
Source: Tubbesing (2018).
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Figure 3. 1910 Groß Berlin competition, B. Möhring,
R. Eberstadt, R. Petersen, 1910, Subdivision and construc-
tion of a building block. Proposal for mixed housing ty-
pologies. Source: Wettbewerb Gross-Berlin (1910).

Also the urban expansion of Hobrecht’s plan for
Berlin, strongly criticized since its approval in 1862 and
then drastically planned in the 1920s (Arminius, 1874;

Bruch, 1870; Hegemann, 1930; Voigt & Geldner, 1905),
has been re-evaluated since the 1960s and definitively re-
habilitated by the most recent studies shifting the focus
from the ideological dimension to that of the urban and
spatial values that characterize it (Bentlin, 2018; Bernet,
2004; Bodenschatz, 1987; Dolff-Bonkämper, Million, &
Pahl-Weber, 2018; Geist & Kurvers, 1980; Lubowitzki,
1990; Strohmeyer, 2000).

Similar experiments of urban architecture character-
ize all the great European cities up to the 1920s and
1930s in parallel to suburban settlements (Porotto, 2018;
Sonne, 2014; see Figures 4 and 5).

The two models coexist with different outcomes
and objectives, both fundamentally linked to the pres-
ence of the historical city, of which they represent the
completion or the overcoming, but never the negation
[Incidentally, in Giedion’s book, Das neue Frankfurt and
Ernst May are dismissed in a few sentences without im-
ages (Giedion, 1941, p. 477).

The real crisis of urban architecture occurs with the
destruction and devastation of war post-war modern-
ization. Here the urban dissolution process is program-
matic and radical, above all where—as in Frankfurt or
Berlin—the ancient city had disappeared and, together
with it, its counterweight of history and memory, re-
placed by a kind of peripheralization of the center. The
problem is, therefore, not constituted by Ernst May’s

Figure 4. Drawings of the Elemente der Stadtarchitektur course at Potsdam School of Architecture, winter semester,
2018–2019. From left to right: Michiel Brinkman, Justus van Effen Block in Spangen, Rotterdam, 1919–1921; Paul Mebes,
Werrablock, Berlin, 1924–1926; Kay Fisker, Hornbaekhus, Copenhagen, 1922–1923; Karl Ehn, Bebelhof, Wien, 1925–1926.
Source: Redrawings by students at Potsdam School of Architecture, academic year 2018–2019, unpublished.

Figure 5. Drawings of the Elemente der Stadtarchitektur course at Potsdam School of Architecture, winter semester,
2018–2019. From left to right: Erwin Anton Gutkind, Sonnehof, Berlin, 1925–1927; Bruno Taut, Wohnstadt Carl Legien,
Berlin, 1928–1930; Secundino Zuazo, Casa de las Flores, Madrid, 1930–1932; Stanley Gordon Jeeves, Dolphin Square,
London, 1935–1937. Source: Redrawings by students at Potsdam School of Architecture, academic year 2018–2019,
unpublished.
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Siedlungen in Frankfurt or Bruno Taut’s in Berlin, but
by the Großsiedlungen, the large estates of post-war
reconstruction, whose radical anti-urban ideology also
affect the city centers. At the beginning of the 1960s,
DietrichWilhelmDreysse, an architecture student at that
time, described his impressions of a visit to the Frankfurt
Siedlungen accompanied by Ernst May in this way:

Although the apartments were small and the motor-
ization streets in no way increased, the settlements
appeared cheerful and cosmopolitan—the opposite
of what is offered us the eye in many post-war settle-
ments. We recognized the real qualities, at that time
just felt, later by comparing them to the large estates
of the 60s (also planned byMay): the accentuated de-
sign of the public space, the mutual linking of social
and formal projects, the intensive connection of city,
house, and nature as well as and the appropriability
of the spaces. (Dreysse, 2001, p. 3)

The comparison with the huge residential settlements
built after the WWII is essential to focus on the problem:
At the mere juxtaposition of Siedlung and Stadtquartier
(housing estate and urban neighborhood), the problem
of the loss of the historical city center and the question of
scale are added. In a car-oriented city, low density takes
the place of the high density, buildings are located ac-
cording to functional principles and are not oriented to-
wards public space, an undefined public space replaces
the clearly structured collective places surrounded by
buildings, monofunctional large estates deny social and
functional diversity, repetition becomes the paradigm in-
stead of variety, the address no longer has any relation
to the identity of a place but is like a combination of co-
ordinates on a chessboard and requires instructions to
be found. The large-scale settlement replaces the urban
district, the center becomes the periphery (see Figure 6).

3. Theoretical References

As a reaction to these interventions and to the loss of
identity of European cities, the discussion on urbanity
is resumed in the 1960s. Italian architectural culture
plays an important role in this debate, thanks to an early
awareness of the consequences produced by the disso-
lution of the city, operated by modern urbanism and of

the problems of post-war reconstruction at the urban
scale. It is interesting to note that this reflection devel-
ops clearly on a cultural axis ofmutual influence between
Italy and Germany, where Germany represents the most
advanced position of modern architecture on a theoret-
ical level and at the same time the most dramatic posi-
tion in terms of post-war reconstruction. It is, therefore,
no coincidence that much of the Italian debate of the six-
ties and seventies had to do with German architecture
before and after the war, so this discussion could be de-
fined as an Italian-German discourse on the rebirth of ur-
ban architecture.

Recall Ernesto Nathan Rogers’s commitment in the
name of continuity, i.e., of the impossibility to think
about the current state of architecture without directly
dealing with its past, ancient and recent. At that time,
in the late 1950s and early 1960s, continuity basically
meant revision of (North European) modernism: over-
coming the dogmatisms of naive functionalism and or-
thodox rationalism, but also of the many ideological
prejudices that hindered a serious critique of architec-
ture in the second post-war period, starting from the
reconnection with the broken thread of history. In par-
ticular, the years of Rogers’s direction of the maga-
zine Casabella, from December 1953 until January 1965,
are decisive. The magazine was renamed, not surpris-
ingly, Casabella-Continuità and themes such as themem-
ory of places, the meaning of cities, the reality of ar-
chitecture, and the character of buildings return to
the agenda (Rogers, 1968). Thanks to Rogers and the
young collaborators of the editorial staff—among others
Vittorio Gregotti, Guido Canella, Aldo Rossi, and Giorgio
Grassi—a new focus on the rational dimension of archi-
tecture and its constitutive essence as an urban phe-
nomenon emerges along with the critical reading of in-
ternational modernism.

The outstanding production of publications dedi-
cated to the theme of the city and urban architecture in
those years reflects the depth and richness of this debate.
I refer here, as an example, to the titles appearing in the
two book-series, respectively by the publisher Marsilio
(Padua) and by the publisher Officina (Rom), which cov-
ered the span of a decade between the mid-sixties and
the mid-seventies, summarizing the extremes of the de-
bate (see Figures 7 and 8). Titles such as L’architettura
della Città (The Architecture of the City) by Aldo Rossi

Figure 6. The post-war car-oriented city in Berlin: Märkisches Viertel. Source: Wilde (1989).
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Figure 7. Publications dedicated to the theme of the city and urban architecture. From left to right: Giorgio Grassi,
La Costruzione Logica dell’Architettura (The Logical Construction of Architecture), 1966; Carlo Aymonino,Origini e Sviluppo
della Città Moderna (Origins and Development of the Modern City), 1971 and 1975 (2nd edition); Giuseppe Samonà,
La Casa Popolare degli Anni 30 (Social Housing in the 1930s), 1972.

Figure 8. Publications dedicated to the themeof the city and urban architecture. From left to right: Aldo Rossi, L’architettura
della Città (The Architecture of the City), 1966; Carlo Aymonino, La Città di Padova (The City of Padua), 1971; Carlo
Aymonino, Le Città Capitali del XIX Secolo (The Capital Cities of the Nineteenth Century), 1975; Carlo Aymonino, Lo Studio
dei Fenomeni Urbani (The Study of Urban Phenomena), 1977.

(1966) or Origini e Sviluppo della Città Moderna (Origins
andDevelopment of theModern City) by Carlo Aymonino
(1971a), bring the theme of the city back to the core
of the debate on architecture, emphasizing the central-
ity of housing in the construction of the city, its role
as an element of “norm” and “normality” in the defi-
nition of the urban form. Two of these books, in par-
ticular, refer to Frankfurt, Carlo Aymonino’s L’abitazione
Razionale (Rational Dwelling), dedicated to the CIAM
of 1929 (Aymonino, 1971b) and Das Neue Frankfurt
1926–1931, by Giorgio Grassi, dealing with a critical anal-
ysis of Ernst May’s magazine in the light of the post-war
theoretical reflections on architectural typology and the
relationship between architecture and city (Grassi, 1975;
see Figure 9).

In these books, the reflection on the historical city
is critically intertwined with the projects of the mod-
ern city, in the attempt to find the experiences that
reproduce the complexity of the European tradition:
Hausmann’s Paris, the Red Vienna, Fritz Schumacher’s
Hamburg, Berlage’s Amsterdam or Oud’s projects for
Rotterdam. Also, the Siedlungen of Frankfurt, with those
of Taut in Berlin, are included in the positive examples
alongside the properly urban models:

Between 1925 and 1930, Frankfurt, along with a few
other cities, with the experience of the Siedlungen
and the entire structure of the city, is in the center
of Europe. Just as the Germanic area in those years is
where the limits of architectural and artistic debate in
general are renewed, cities likeHamburg or Berlin, like
Stuttgart or precisely Frankfurt, are the benchmarks

Figure 9. The definition of urban form: Frankfurt. From
left to right: Carlo Aymonino, L’abitazione Razionale (Ra-
tional Dwelling), 1971; GiorgioGrassi,Das neue Frankfurt
1926–1931 (The New Frankfurt 1926–1931), 1975.
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for the new architecture and develop the most origi-
nal and important idea of the city at that time. (Grassi,
1975, p. 10)

It could, therefore, be said that this discussion in a
sense starts precisely in Frankfurt and inextricably inter-
twines theories and realizations in an overall reflection
on the problem of designing the city. In the writings
of Aymonino, Rossi and Grassi, the names of Stübben
(1890), Eberstadt (1909), Baumeister (1911), Scheffler
(1913), Brinkmann (1920) or Wolf (1919) recur, in an
attempt to reconnect the concrete tradition of the
European city with the treatises and manuals, that is,
with those attempts to codify the constituent elements of
architecture and the city, to deduce rules from reality and
definemethodologies for work. Through a historical anal-
ysis, thesewritings try not only to define a city theory, but
also to provide the outlines of a design methodology.

3.1. Methodology

A central element regarding the present reflection on ur-
ban architecture is represented by the question of the

ground issues and ground parcellation. This is a topic that
is present throughout themanuals of urban design and in
particular in Eberstadt (1909), to which the famous and
quoted study by Hans Bernoulli Die Stadt und ihr Boden
(The City and its Ground) refers (Bernoulli, 1946). The
question of land ownership, parcels and, essentially, the
division between public and private in the construction
of the city becomes the cornerstone of both theoretical
reflection and architectural methodology (see Figure 10).

Starting with these studies, since the end of the 60s,
the reflection is based more and more on a typological
andmorphological approach to the problems of architec-
ture and the city, leaving in the background the ideologi-
cal issues, which are those that still today, in fact, inspire
the supporters of the legacy of post-war urban planning.
In particular, the graphic tool of the typological survey of
the ground floors, introduced by Muratori (1960, 1963)
and widely used by Rossi and Grassi, highlights the close
link between ground division and buildings and therefore
between architectural typology and urban morphology
(see Figure 11).

As a second instrument—almost complementary to
the typological plan of the ground floors in the graphic

Figure 10. The city and its ground. From left to right: Zähringer foundation, Bern, scope of the plan from 1291 and of the
first enlargement; an area with five-storey building construction, Berlin-Neukölln, house after house treated as a single
building task, completed by 25 meters high firewalls against the neighbors; Amsterdam. Source: Bernoulli (1946).

Figure 11. The typological survey of the ground floors. From left to right: SaverioMuratori, wall surveys in Genoa and Como
(Muratori, 1963); Aldo Rossi, typological survey of the S. Croce district in Florence (Rossi, 1966).
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reading of urban fabrics and in the interpretation of
the relationship betweenprivate and public, architecture
and city—the solid-void plan is also introduced in the
1970s, becoming canonical with the book Collage City
by Rowe and Koetter (1978). The solid-void plan shows,
as a Gestalt diagram illustrating the fluctuations of the
figure-ground phenomenon, that the city of modern ar-
chitecture is, in every way, so much the opposite of the
traditional city that:

The one is almost all white, the other almost all black,
the one an accumulation of solids in a largely unma-
nipulated void, the other an accumulation of voids
in a largely unmanipulated solid; and, in both cases,
the fundamental ground promotes an entirely differ-
ent category of figure-in the one object, in the other
space. (Rowe & Koetter, 1978, p. 62)

This form of drawing, used by Colin Rowe to interpret the
relationship between buildings and public space in the

city becomes the privileged reading tool for destructions
and functionalist reconstructions after WWII, showing
with absolute evidence the contrast between textures
and built objects (see Figures 12, 13 and 14).

In the seventies, this discussion develops internation-
ally and the problem of contemporary urban design over-
laps in a single discourse with that of reconstruction, first
on the theoretical level and then on the level of projects
and architectural achievements. On the one hand, the
awareness of the loss of urban space in the urbanism
of the 20th century emerges dramatically and on the
other, the need for the reconstruction of destroyed ur-
ban spaces is imposed (Krier, 1975). In the German ex-
perience, in particular, construction and reconstruction
are intertwined in an indissoluble bond. As a paradig-
matic example, we can mention the debate on the ur-
ban block, inaugurated by Joseph-Paul Kleihues in 1977
with the construction of block 270 at Vinetaplatz in Berlin
and assumed as a paradigm of the international de-
bate (Kleihues, 1978, 1979; Lotus International, 1978).

Figure 12. Modern city versus traditional city: Le Corbusier’s project for St. Dié and the historical city center of Parma.
Source: Rowe and Koetter, 1978.

Figure 13. Before and after the war: Solid-void plan of the city center of Dresden. Source: Curdes (1993).
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Figure 14. Traditional city versus post-war city: Hansa Viertel and Stalin-Allee (today Karl-Marx-Allee), Berlin. Source:
Stimmann (2002).

Furthermore, the Internationale Bauausstellung Berlin
(IBA; the International Building Exhibition), 1984–1987,
section Neubau (“new building”), under the direction of
Joseph-Paul Kleihues, proposes that “the historical ba-
sic structure of the city must become the fundamental
constant for urban development” (Senator für Bau- und
Wohnungswesen, 1978, pp. 3–4; see Figure 15).

The historical memory of the city joins here with
the research on housing types and the theme of the
urban block develops in parallel with the investigation
on the architectural typologies that can compose it
(Kleihues, 1973a, 1973b). However, even the IBA clearly
shows the typical post-war problem of a city built exclu-
sively through housing without any functional and so-
cial mix: a city without owners and without monuments
(Rowe, 1984).

Despite this, thanks to the close relationship be-
tween historical city and project, between urban mor-
phology and architectural typology, the IBA as an over-
all experience can once again be linked to the tradi-
tion of manuals for urban design, of the works that try
to systematize the knowledge of the city in order to
define a design methodology. An operation similar to
that carried out by Ernst May—the magazine Das neue
Frankfurt can be read as “an architectural handbook

deduced and constructed starting from the city itself”
(Grassi, 1975, p. 10)—or to the more recent critical re-
vision of the urban planning theory of the last century
(Magnago Lampugnani, Albrecht, Bihlmaier, & Zurfluh,
2017), accompanied by the type-morphological and ar-
chitectural analysis of the examples of history (Magnago
Lampugnani, Stühlinger, & Tubbesing, 2018).

Going back to the initial research-question, the dif-
ference between Siedlungsbau and Städtebau, between
the suburban housing estate and the urban neighbor-
hood as a constituent element of the debate on the
European city, it is possible, in light of these reflections
and examples, to analyze some projects starting from
morphological and spatial elements to define reference
points for a future-oriented methodological discussion.
Frankfurt, with the two diametrically opposed examples
of Das neue Frankfurt and the Dom-Römer, can be seen
as the framework for this debate.

4. The Reality of the City

4.1. Das neue Frankfurt

In the brief period from 1926 to 1930, themajority Social
Democrat-led city government in Frankfurt tried to thor-

Figure 15. IBA Berlin: Solid-void plan, actual state at the time and proposed design. Source: Kleihues (1981).
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oughly modernize the city and society. The essential con-
ditions for the realization of this ambitious project were
a good political direction and a good housing policy, guar-
anteed respectively by Ludwig Landmann as Mayor and
Ernst May as almighty deputy for the entire construc-
tion industry:

What was the new Frankfurt? First and foremost, it
was a housing program designed to eliminate the
material and cultural housing shortage….But it was
also a new spatial organization of the city, a zoning
plan whose basic ideas are still visible in the city to-
day: industrial zones along the Main and railways; a
cultural and administrative center in the city center;
Reduction of the population in the inner city and set-
tlement of the surrounding area in suburban hous-
ing estates and satellite towns; Urban green areas
with promenades, public parks, sports facilities, agri-
cultural green, and finally a hierarchical network of
traffic routes with trams and highways. It was also an
attempt to convey new and emancipatory social and
cultural behavior through a new idea of living in the
city. (Dreysse, 2001, p. 3; see Figure 16)

The twomost important themes of the experience ofDas
neue Frankfurt are: the conception of an overall plan for
the whole city, of which the new Siedlungen are a part,
and the idea of the house as a basic unit that embodies
the modern idea of living. In this context, the initiative
of a monthly magazine dedicated exclusively to the new
Frankfurt—Das neue Frankfurt, 48 issues between 1926
and 1930—should be read as an attempt to scientifically
document the experience in an urban design manual:
from the idea of the plan (the satellite cities) to the idea
of satellite (the Siedlung), from the idea of Siedlung (the
Anger, settlement around a collective space) to the single
house (Existenzminimum; Michieletto, 2008). These are
the elements that still make Das neue Frankfurt a posi-
tive reference.

The core of the discussion on the newFrankfurt—and
the topic of the CIAM of 1929—is however at the scale
of the house, in the name of the Existenzminum. The aim
was to design the typical house for the typical family, the

space of which was intended to organize daily life in all
its details. In this sense, the new Frankfurt was a success:
quantity (12,000 apartments built in five years), quality
and price of housing. The strategy: rationalization, stan-
dardization, prefabrication and typification.

From the point of view of architectural design, the
new Frankfurt found its most visible expression in the un-
compromising shape of its buildings and everyday prod-
ucts: break with the past in line with the aesthetics of
classical modernism, no ornament, the authentic form,
purematerialization of contemporary production that re-
flects the reality of the new way of life. In the combina-
tion of the elements there is an attempt to create visual
axes and spatial sequences, but just for the first period
until 1929. Later, the repetition of absolutely equal indi-
vidual elements has become the rule (see Figure 17).

Despite the heroic dimension of the new Frankfurt
operation, and in comparison with other contemporary
experiences of mass housing, such as that of Vienna
(Porotto, 2018), the analysis shows that at all these three
different scales (city/settlement/house), three types of
problems are generated concerning the urban charac-
ter of the Siedlungen: dependence from the city cen-
ter, monofunctionality, undefined public space and lack
of identity. The same problems that Ernst May’s post-
war production in the field of housing estates presents
in an amplified and dramatic manner, as shown by
the retrospective exhibition organized by the Deutsches
ArchitekturMuseum in 2011 on the occasion of the archi-
tect’s 125th birthday (Quiring, Voigt, Cachola Schmal, &
Herrel, 2011).

4.2. Dom-Römer

Ironically, just as Ernst May’s Siedlungen became again
the center of discussion for the 90th anniversary of
the 1929 CIAM with a new exhibition at the Deutsches
Architektur Museum—which, as is already evident in
the title, “New Human, New Housing”, underlines the
avant-garde dimension of the social project (Voigt,
Deschermeier, & Cachola Schmal, 2019)—the city of
Frankfurt returned to international attention thanks to
a project related to housing and the city, which repre-

Figure 16. Frankfurt am Main. From left to right: housing construction 1914–1933; general construction plan after 1918;
surfaces distribution plan of 1930. Source: Porotto (2018).
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Figure 17. Frankfurt am Main. Left, from top to bottom: Site plan of the Siedlungen Römerstadt, Praunheim and
Westhausen. Right, from top to bottom: Cross section of Hadrianstraße and Am Burgfeld in the Siedlung Römerstadt;
floorplans of the house types A and D of Im Burgfeld; photo of the street. Source: Michieletto, (2008).

sents, however, the opposite of the experience of Das
neue Frankfurt: the Dom-Römer “reconstruction”.

The contrast between the two cases could not be
more evident. In the heart of the historical city, between
the Dom and the Römer, the two symbolic places of ori-
gin of the city, the war and post-war destructions gen-
erated that tabula rasa that allowed the creation of a
fragment of the modern city. The Technical Town Hall
built symbolically in this historical place is its manifesto:
an out-of-scale megastructure, with a huge underground
parking garage and a metro station, regardless of the
historical parcels and the surrounding urban fabric, cel-
ebrating efficiency, functionality, and the new construc-
tion techniques. In the early 2000s, the city of Frankfurt

decided to demolish this building and rebuild the historic
city (see Figure 18). After the first competition in 2005,
won by KSP Jürgen Engel Architekten, there was, within
the framework of a heated political discussion, the deci-
sion to embark on a project which fully reproduces the
historical structure of the city. In 2009 the Dom-Römer
GmbH, a company of the Frankfurt municipality, was
founded, a new competition was announced and in 2018
a new residential and commercial district was inaugu-
rated (Sturm & Cachola Schmal, 2018).

Regarding mass public housing, with minimal indi-
vidual dwelling cells and standardized construction con-
ceived by Ernst May, an equally public intervention is
now opposed, but with a few individual houses and

Figure 18. Frankfurt am Main: The old city. From left to right: Historical city center, Frankfurt am Main; Aerial view,
1936; Dom-Römerberg-Area, view from the Cathedral, 1961; the Technical Town Hall, 1985 ca. Source: Sturm & Cachola
Schmal (2018).
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owned apartments for upper-middle-class customers,
unique in their exceptionality, constructed with tradi-
tional techniques and finished with craftsmanship, case
by case. The modernistic idea of low-density monofunc-
tional satellite neighborhoods on the edge of the consol-
idated city, based on the repetition of typed elements
and on the correct orientation of buildings in order to
grant air and light, at the expense of a clear definition of
public space, is replaced today, in the core the city, by
the medieval plan, with its irregular parcels and narrow,

winding dark alleys, high density and multifunctional
buildings, with a strongly characterized public space. The
positions are, of course, diametrically opposed also with
respect to the roof dispute, which in the 1920s animated
architects: strictly flat roofs in the new Frankfurt of the
1920s and pitched roofs in the gabled houses of the an-
cient contemporary Frankfurt (see Figure 19 and 20).

The characteristics of a high-density multifunc-
tional urban neighborhood are evident and have con-
vinced even the most skeptical critics. Nevertheless,

Figure 19. Frankfurt am Main. Top: Dom-Römer, sections; bottom: Dom-Römer ground-floor plan. Source: DomRömer
(2011).

Figure 20. Frankfurt am Main: The new Dom-Römer district. Source: Sturm & Cachola Schmal (2018).
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the rules imposed by the design advisory committee
(Gestaltungsbeirat) and the number of philological re-
constructions in relation to the amount of new buildings
do not clear the field from the doubt of an “historical fal-
sification” or an “architectonical fiction”. Above all, the
question arises regarding the repeatability of such an op-
eration, of its validity on a larger scale, of the possibil-
ity of bringing its principles back to a general form: the
form of a manual for the contemporary design of an ur-
ban neighborhood. This project is the right solution for
this place, but it is not a program, nor is it meant to be.

4.3. WerkbundStadt am Spreebord Berlin

The case of the WerkbundStadt am Spreebord in Berlin,
on the contrary, represents, or rather could have
represented—the project is unfulfilled—the answer to
this question and a valid proposal with respect to the
dialectic between Sidelungsbau and Städtebau in gen-
eral. The project, conceived by the Berlin section of
the Werkbund in 2014, under the chairmanship of Paul
Kahlfeldt and then of Claudia Kromrei, was aimed—in the
tradition of the historic association of architects, artists,
and industrialists, founded in München in 1907 that rad-
ically questioned the idea of housing between the two
wars (Kahlfeldt, 2016)—to the realization of an exem-
plary housing project in response to the crucial questions
of the contemporary era. Thus, not aWerkbund Siedlung,
a low-density suburban settlement in the green, as in

the 1920s and 1930s, but a high-density urban neighbor-
hood in a central area of the city, the first Werkbund
Stadt indeed: 1100 apartments for 2000 residents of
different social backgrounds on just 2.9 hectares of an
abandoned industrial area on the banks of the Spree
in the Charlottenburg-Wilmersdorf district. The result
was not the only aspect expected to be exemplary; so
were the processes of conception and realization: col-
lective, participatory, dialectical. A shared general plan,
39 building plots, 33 architects, an internal competi-
tion procedure, with the involvement of the owners of
the area, the district technical planning office, residents,
politicians, landscape architects, evaluators, and experts.
After two years of work, coordinated and directed by
the Berlin Werkbund through meetings and workshops,
the WerkbundStadt Berlin project was presented to the
public on 23 September 2016, with an exhibition, a con-
ference, and a publication (Deutscher Werkbund Berlin,
2016; see Figures 21 and 22).

As described by Wolfgang Sonne in his essay (Sonne,
2016, p. 79), the project presented itself as the most ad-
vanced solution to the problem of the contrast between
Siedlungsbau and Städtebau, with a ten-point program,
aimed to research a design methodology based on mor-
phological elements constituting the urban space: Clear
definition of public spaces through the location of houses
within the urban project, alignment of the houses on the
street or square (each identifiable with its own house
number) without any semi-public path or area, subdivi-

Figure 21.WerkbundStadt am Spreebord in Berlin. From left to right: masterplan; models. Source: Kahlfeldt (2016).

Figure 22.WerkbundStadt am Spreebord in Berlin, projects by Bernd Albers and Paul Kahlfeldt. Source: Kahlfeldt (2016).

Urban Planning, 2019, Volume 4, Issue 3, Pages 117–133 128



sion of the building into individual housing units with
different types and cuts of apartments, configuration
of front and rear elevations, each with the appropriate
character, definition of common elements of individual
houses at the scale of the neighborhood, integration of
different functions on the ground floors, and creation of
a neighborhood center with public buildings.

All of these elements can be traced back to the his-
toric city, but they are also an integral part of the Leipzig
Charter on sustainable European cities from 2007, which
outlines the constituent features of the European city of
the future:

An important basis for efficient and sustainable use
of resources is a compact settlement structure. This
can be achieved with spatial and urban planning,
which prevents urban sprawl by strong control of
land supply and of speculative development. The
strategy of mixing housing, employment, education,
supply and recreational use in urban neighborhoods
has proven to be especially sustainable. (EU member
states, 2007)

The reasons for the failure of this project—which we
hopewill find space elsewhere—are to be found in urban
politics and in the real-estate market, but also in the un-
solved node of contemporary urban design, divided be-
tween architecture and urban planning, between a tech-
nocratic urbanism and a morphological approach to the
spatial problems of the city (Malcovati, 2018). From the
point of view of the issue dealt with here, the urban ar-
chitecture in European cities, theWerkbundStadt would
have been able to represent the test bed of that idea
of a dense, multifunctional, and formally articulated city,
which has occupied the center of German architectural
discussion in recent decades: a city based on the close
relationship between street, block, and building plot.

This idea of the city is not just a formal idea: it
also includes the attempt to adapt regulations and

procedures to the needs of the present as well as
the will to act on the economic mechanisms of real-
estate investments and on the relations between pub-
lic and private in the construction of housing, accord-
ing to the model that had already been tested in ty-
pological terms in Berlin at the end of the nineties
with the Planwerk Innenstadt and the construction of
the Townhouses district in Friedrichswerder (Senats-
verwaltung für Stadtentwicklung, Umweltschutz und
Technologie, 1997a, 1997b).

4.4. Königsufer and Neustädter Markt, Dresden

As the last example, I would like to mention the very
recent competition for the Königsufer and Neustädter
Markt in Dresden, the results of which were announced
a few weeks ago (in February 2019) regarding the urban
design of the historic neighborhood on the north bank
of the Elbe. The presented projects cover the full spec-
trum of possibilities, from the most “modernist” solu-
tions defined by a free configuration of architectural ele-
ments up to the literal repetition of the historical parcels
structure, as in the Dom-Römer in Frankfurt. Thewinning
project, by the architectural office of Bernd Albers, with
Vogt Landscape Architects, represents an interesting
balance between reconstruction and new construction,
we could say between Dom-Römer and WerkbundStadt
(see Figure 23).

From the project report:

The project offers Dresden a double chance to regain
the banks of the Elbe with its significant townhouses
on the Elbterrasse and at the same time to reactivate
the baroque space of the Neustädter Markt….Thanks
to the parallel shift of the historic building structure
to the south, a neighborhood of independent houses
can be built anew. The original structure is typolog-
ically assumed and architecturally reinterpreted….In
sum, a new version of the city morphology succeeds,

Figure 23. Königsufer and Neustädter Markt, Dresden, Bernd Albers. From left to right: masterplan; overlay on the historic
fabric. Source: Albers (2018).
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in which present and past time layers complement
each other productively. Thus, the connection be-
tween the Dresden Neustadt and the historic old city
center can be experienced again. (Albers, 2018)

The theme of reconstruction and historical memory
merges here with the intention of designing a new ur-
ban neighborhood, contemporary in contents and forms,
with all the spatial and cultural qualities of the European
city: High-density, multifunctionality, variety, orientation
of the buildings towards the public space, address on the
street/square, clear definition of the public space as the
identity of the place. In contrast to Frankfurt, reconstruc-
tion is not the aim of the project. The relationship with
history is, as always should be, a tool for a contemporary
design (see Figure 24).

5. Conclusions

The Siedlung is based on a functional and rational model,
which also includes, in a sense, amechanistic declination
of the way of life. The Stadtquartier presupposes, in ad-
dition to rationality and functionality, a cultural model
based on the conventions of collective living. Both have
to deal with the understanding that a big city is a cultural

achievement with a long history, and the task of architec-
ture and urban design is to implement its value and bring
it into the future. If the experience of history teaches
something, we must be wary of avant-garde manifestos
and slogans. However, sometimes, in their immediacy,
they indicate a path that is worth following.

If in the 1930s, the desired evolution was from the
block to the bar, today it would seem that the famous
May diagram should be mirrored, from the bar back to
the urban block. The promised city of the post-war pe-
riod that had to bring light and order, instead of the dark-
ness and disorder of the ancient city, has not stood the
test of time (see Figures 25 and 26).

The contemporary research on urban architecture
is programmatically and decisively abandoning the
Siedlung experience and returning to the search for a res-
idential neighborhood with the traditional urban quali-
ties of European cities. In this process, architects and ur-
ban designers can refer to a history spanning more than
a century in the construction of urban architecture in big
cities, with the aim of creating a contemporary, dense,
plural, multifunctional and sustainable urban neighbor-
hood, based on the close relationship between street,
block, and building plot where architecture is the protag-
onist of the urban project.

Figure 24. Königsufer and Neustädter Markt, Dresden, Bernd Albers. Perspective from the old city center. Source:
Albers (2018).

Figure 25. Entwicklung des Blocks in der Stadt [Development of the block in the city], 1930, original and mirrored diagram.
Source: May (2011).
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Figure 26. Reconstruction of Mainz, 1946–1948, Marcel Lods. Source: Cohen and Frank (2015).
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