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1929  Peter Behrens:  Platz der Republik Early in 1929 the Administration of the Reichstag 
announced a limited competition for the design of an 
administrative building adjoining the Reichstag. Of less 
immediate concern, but more significantly, the compe-
tition also engaged a remarkably open, lightly program-
med conceptualization of the urban space around the 
Reichstag. Observing the conditions of the invitation, 
the additions to the Reichstag were designed in some 
detail with plans, elevations and perspective views. The 
competing architects, however, took full advantage of 
the freedom allowed for their urban projects. They would 
obviously address the existing large place in front of the 
Reichstag, the Platz der Republik, but also reached out 
extensively to the Brandenburg Gate and Tiergarten on 
the south, the Park Bellevue on the west, and/or the 
area of the Lehrter railroad station to the north.1

The programmatic needs were real. The membership 
of the German Parliament had grown as had its need 
for an expanded staff with adequate archival, library and 
meeting resources.2 Uniting the widely distributed mi-
nistries of the government in a single place was a com-
pelling argument as well as the prospect of providing 
sites for the embassies of other nations. These practical 
reasons were strongly reinforced by ambitions for a 
governmental center of a representational character that 
would stand on a European scale and contribute to the 
vision of Berlin as a Weltstadt.

For many, this representational drive was particularly 
strong, for the German nation and its democracy were 
new, deserving to be adequately marked in their own 
right and in differentiation from the near-by great east-
west axis through the Brandenburg Gate to the Imperial 
Palace and great institutions at the river Spree — the 
most evident urban structure of Berlin and, despite 
whatever architectural excellence, all symbolizing a royal 
and imperial past.3

Burdening the prospects for the 1929 competition was 
the fact that just two years earlier an official competition 
for such an addition to the Reichstag and an ill-formed 
ambition for the Platz der Republik had results that were 
understood to have yielded only a negative conclusion: 
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that the competition had been too narrowly conceived.4

A private initiative of the same year of 1927 was more 
encouraging. The architects associated under the 
name “Der Ring,” sponsored an exhibition of city-buil-
ding schemes for Berlin, particularly for the Platz der 
Republik.5 The design by Hugo Häring was particularly 
impressive: a long axis stretching west from the main 
front of the Reichstag through a formal but reduced 
Platz der Republik (with the imperial Siegessäule remo-
ved), thence through an enfilade of ministry buildings, 
to a reflecting pool created by a displacement of the 
river Spree, and culminating in a new residence for the 
President of the Reichstag in the gardens of Schloss 
Bellevue.6

The 1929 competition offered an exceptional chance 
for the now maturing discipline of Städtebau (literally city 
building — planning with an architectural emphasis) to 
shape the symbolic center of a great city, of a nation, 
while meeting the functional needs of the new condi-
tions of growth and modern circulation. The conditions 
for the Reichstag addition were only slightly changed 
from the 1927 competition and remained difficult of 
resolution. Hope was invested, however, in the oppor-
tunity to set the urban design in a larger vision.

Both commentators and architects of the time looked 
back to earlier proposals for the area outside the Bran-
denburg Gate, but the felt need for a more informed 
level of planning and the broader framework for design 
directed their attention particularly to the proposed 
General Development Plan (Generalbebauungsplan) 
of 1917 by Martin Mächler. Mächler was seen as the 
prototype of a new “Universalstädtebauer” who not only 
saw the broad scope of the city but also its multiple di-
mensions, including economics and circulation as well 
as urban form and representation.7

Seventeen architects were invited for the 1929 compe-
tition, the nine premiated architects of the 1927 com-
petition and eight new designers. Of the Ring architects 
who exhibited their Platz der Republik projects in 1927, 
only Hans Poelzig (who was to receive a short-list men-

tion) and Peter Behrens (1868–1940) were among the 
new invitees.8 Though extensively published, the results 
of the 1929 competition were also not well received 
and had no physical result.9

On the axis of the Reichstag, Behrens placed a long, 
broad forum, made fully open by the displacement of 
the Siegessäule to an axial position on a newly empha-
sized north-south axis.10 Framing the forum were ad-
ministrative buildings, slightly lower than the Reichstag, 
with flat roofs and continuous horizontal windows. Both 
axes of the forum had semi-circular exedra closures: to 
the west a slightly higher block, perforated at ground-
level for access to the Kroll Opera; the north exedra 
framed the Siegessäule and opened to the Spree.

The stunning feature of Behrens’ scheme was the radi-
cal displacement of the Brandenburg gate from its cru-
cial location at the historic and traditional entry to Berlin 
along its great east-west axis. With Behrens it serves 
as the south gate for his north-south axis, and almost 
incidentally as access to the forum and the Reichstag.

If one stood at the front of the Reichstag, one would not 
see the Brandenburg Gate and, at most, a glimpse of 
winged Victoria atop the Siegessäule. One might ven-
ture that Behrens, by removal of the Brandenburg Gate, 
diminished the representational position of the great Ber-
lin axis from the west to the Schloss; by the displace-
ment of the Siegessäule, liberated a new republican 
east-west axis for the Reichstag; and conceived a les-
ser historicized, but directly confrontational, imperial axis 
in the new association of the Brandenburg Gate and the 
Siegessäule. Such propositions would seemingly elicit 
strong reactions for and against, but Behrens’ project 
received little attention at the time, or since.11

A final note: Behrens’ design may have been informed 
by the work of one of his Ring colleagues in the ex-
hibition of their proposals in 1927. Max Heinrich also 
proposed a rectangular forum west of the Reichstag, 
opening to the Kroll Opera. Heinrich’s remarkable move, 
however, was to place an ovoid space on axis with 
the south, side façade of the Reichstag.12 This space 

was formed to extend equally north and south of the 
great east-west Berlin axis. The Brandenburg Gate 
thus remained in place but now in confrontation with 
the Reichstag, and seemingly winning the debate over 
imperial and republican axes.
Stanford Anderson 
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1929  Peter Behrens:  Platz der Republik Anfang 1929 lobte die Reichstagsverwaltung einen 
eingeschränkten Wettbewerb für eine Reichstagserwei-
terung aus. Zwar ohne unmittelbaren Anlass, war es 
aber dennoch bedeutsam, dass der Wettbewerb offen 
formuliert war, ohne festes Programm für den umge-
benden Stadtraum. Die Architekten planten die Erweite-
rungsbauten entsprechend den Vorgaben detailliert mit 
Grundrissen, Ansichten und Perspektiven, während sie 
beim Städtebau die ihnen gewährte Freiheit voll aus-
schöpften. Hier bearbeiteten sie natürlich den großen 
Platz vor dem Reichstag, den Platz der Republik, dehn-
ten ihre Konzepte aber auch Richtung Brandenburger 
Tor und Tiergarten im Süden, zum Bellevue-Park im 
Westen und/oder zum Gebiet des Lehrter Bahnhofs im 
Norden aus.1 

Der im Programm formulierte Bedarf war ein realer. Die 
Zahl der Parlamentsabgeordneten war gestiegen und 
verlangte nach einem größeren Mitarbeiterstab mit ent-
sprechenden Archiv-, Bibliotheks- und Versammlungs-
räumen.2 Es war ein vorherrschendes Argument, die 
weit verteilten Regierungsministerien auf einen Ort zu 
konzentrieren, um Platz für Botschaften anderer Länder 
zu gewinnen. Diese pragmatischen Gründe wurden in 
starkem Maße von Bestrebungen für ein Regierungs-
zentrum mit repräsentativem Charakter im europäischen 
Maßstab unterstützt und trugen zur Vision eines Berlins 
als Weltstadt bei. 

Bei vielen war der Repräsentationsdrang besonders 
stark ausgeprägt, da die deutsche Nation und ihre De-
mokratie neu waren und es verdienen sollten, als etwas 
Eigenständiges angemessen beachtet zu werden. Dies 
drückte sich in der Abgrenzung von der benachbarten 
gewaltigen Ost-West-Achse aus, die durchs Branden-
burger Tor zum Schloss und zu den großen Institutionen 
an der Spree führt. Als die dominierende urbane Struk-
tur Berlins symbolisiert sie unabhängig von den archi-
tektonischen Leistungen stets eine kaiserlich imperiale 
Vergangenheit.3

Auf die Erwartungen des Wettbewerbs wirkte sich 
erschwerend aus, dass bereits zwei Jahre zuvor ein of-
fizieller Wettbewerb für eine Reichstagserweiterung mit 




