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Foreword:

Destiny as Opportunity

On Karl Scheffler’s DNA analysis of Berlin

e last opportunity to cut Berlin adri was lost in 1648. At the

conclusion of the irty Years' War, when there were precisely 556

households remaining in one half of the city (Berlin) and 379 in the

other (Kölln), there was apparently serious debate among the inhabitants

about pulling up sticks and quiing. Unfortunately, they decided against.

Unfortunately? Yes, of course. If you read Karl Scheffler’s bilious love

leer to Berlin from the year 1910, you will understand that Berlin will

never find its way to itself because, just as in a Greek tragedy, the inability

to do so is a condition of the city’s being. To remain in the realm of myth,

if Berlin is the illegitimate offspring of a Greek god and a mortal, then the

father is probably Dionysus while the mother works in an alien

registration office somewhere in the West of the city. And if all that seems

a lile far-fetched to you now, then try reading this foreword a second

time aer finishing the book. Because anyone who has skimmed even two

or three pages of Karl Scheffler’s analysis will see that the subtitle

“Psychogramme of a City” is rather more than a journalist’s high-toned

pretension. Scheffler was the first author to explain why there is no

escaping Berlin’s destiny. at’s why in his last sentence he declares that

Berlin is: “Damned always to become, and never to be.” At the end of 200

pages, that “damned” strikes home like a dagger, covering the arc from

Greek mythology to Bahnhof-Zoo in seconds.

But even without the “damned”, Scheffler’s condemnation made a hit in

the literary salons of Charloenburg, Dahlem and Pankow – audible



whenever a groan went up over a new building site in Berlin Mie. With

it, though, with the pitiless, indissoluble chain linking it to destiny, it

acquires the depth that induced Scheffler to end his book with it, to set it

at the conclusion of his anguished meditation. It is the distillation of 200

pages and two millennia. It makes a wonderful aphorism, eight words –

and yet it only deploys its full force if you have read the preceding pages.

Rarely is it given to the reader to witness an observer like Scheffler at

work as in this book, just as rarely to follow a method through to its

conclusion as when he draws his inferences from the balled-up history of

the city, this metropolis that began as a selement of German peasants

and Wendish fishermen.

e upseing understanding Scheffler has arrived at from his intense

engagement with Berlin is this: that Berlin was always a colonial city, a

city of immigrants, repeatedly becoming an object of desire, for

Huguenots and dra dodgers, for Silesian weavers and Swabian start-up

merchants. When Mark Twain in 1891 enthusiastically commented on the

occasion of his first visit to the city (then just 650 years old) how “new”

this city was, “the newest city I have ever seen”, even though he was

coming from the U.S., where one city aer another was being founded –

that goes to show how powerful its image is. e news ticker is of course

a Berlin invention. Nowhere is there a stronger obsession with the now;

the “regime of real time” (David Gugerli) that has governed temporality

since 2000 found its crystallization point in Berlin. Scheffler tells you how

this cult of the new came to be established in Berlin. What he understood

in 1910 holds true more than a century, two world wars and four German

constitutions later. ey used to come in horse-drawn coaches, now they

come by easyJet – the promise still holds true. It’s the hidden engine of

this mindlessly propulsive city. Only in Berlin are the questions “Are you

still living there then?” or “Are you still at that job?” asked with that tone

of surprised contempt. e status quo here is always dodgy, and

essentially only exists to be overturned. When galleries of contemporary

art threaten to run out of ideas, they open “new spaces” in Berlin, as

though that was any sort of substantive answer. Readers of Scheffler’s



book will understand why Berlin is the city of “projects”, “development

spaces” (of which the “five-year plan” is only the East Berlin variant), why

this city is so proud of being a “laboratory”, why visions flourish here the

way whole economies do in other places. ere is hardly any productive

work done here, but all the more gym workouts, working on and out of

relationships, working up of the past. e only thing to boom in Berlin is

the IT sector, because that’s the one space where imagination is a criterion

and not some bourgie annual turnover numbers. And of course there’s no

beer place to make films than here, where the name of the project is

projection. So besoed is the city with possibilities and so uninterested in

realities that even the bakers are called “Brot & Mehr” and the 24-hour

kiosks “Internet & Mehr”. Whatever it is, it’s never enough. Or if you like:

“to be continued, beyond the horizon” (Udo Lindenberg).

Karl Scheffler dubs the people who come to Berlin “pioneers”, and you

can tell not much has changed when the city’s marketing department

greets newcomers at the city limits with a sassy “Be Berlin”. In German

that means: dream on. If New York is the city that never sleeps, Berlin is

the city that never wakes up.

Hipness is the manna that this city & more pours out to all and sundry

like the 100 Deutschmarks of “welcome money” of yore. Over the

centuries, Berlin was the destination for Huguenots and freethinkers,

religious liberals and Jews, because this is where they were guaranteed

“freedom of conscience”. at’s the secret core even today, even if such

freedom is no longer confined to maers of religion. And that too is

something Karl Scheffler sensed in his psychogramme of Berlin: “Religious

rationalism in the coolly Protestant Berlin asked aer the whys and

wherefores for so long till the priest saw himself obliged to make his

replies semi-philosophical” [p. 23]. In the meantime the other half has

gone secular as well, and so Berlin’s answers to the question “Why?” are

half philosophy, half mixology. e answer is: just because. Or, as Scheffler

puts it: “Hegel’s doctrine that everything that exists is reasonable can be

parsed as a sort of Prussian self-diagnosis or affirmation” [p. 27]. But then

mere existing never counted for much in this city, where people’s



preferred abode is the day aer tomorrow. e old nickname “Athens-on-

the-Spree” is not a joke, but a deliberate aempt to deceive.

Berlin, the heart’s desire of the pioneers, is most itself, most the colonial

city, when it is permied to be promising. Because when it comes to

delivering, Berlin always fails. If we had all read our Scheffler earlier, then

we could have spared ourselves the waiting for that “Berlin novel” that

was expected any time aer 1989, or we would have known in advance

that the odds were stacked against a timely opening of the new airport.

Another one of Scheffler’s lessons is that one mustn’t hope that

traditions will be respected in Berlin. e only tradition that is maintained

is that of having no traditions. e fact that this book was lost from sight

for so long is the best proof. Berlin – Psychogramme of a City is such a

clever book not least because its author thought through it all himself,

from beginning to end. Probably no one gave so much of himself to Berlin

as this man, who crisscrossed the city, followed its axes and despaired

because they lost themselves in the void, traced its rivers and was in

despair all over again, because the city has no interest in its waterways

and “the inhabitants don’t show any tenderness for their river, as they do

in Paris and Vienna, and Hamburg and Frankfurt am Main” (wonderful

observation) [p. 34]. Obsessed as the city is by speed, it reserves such

tender feeling as it has for its traffic flows, the S-Bahn lines, the

proliferating trams – and the noisy six-lane avenues on whose so

shoulders one sets out wooden tables and, aer yoga, eats one’s organic

steak from Uckermark. at would be entrecôte Scheffler.

Incidentally, Scheffler never waxes more furious than when he’s on the

subject of city planning and architecture, there he’s in his element, the

great cultural critic. He almost forgets to breathe for so much “ugliness”,

and yet he always manages to raise himself to fresh tirades against the

chaos of the planners, the futility of the roads, the monotony of the new

districts to the East (Prenzlauer Berg, Mie). Scheffler insistently lays his

finger on the wound – there is nothing natural about this city, no annual

rings like a tree, it consists of sporadic random outgrowths (which is why

it can’t be a place for truly great culture). Scheffler shows why the heroic



figures of German civilization, Goethe and Schiller, Beethoven and Bach,

gave Berlin a wide berth, and why it wasn’t by chance that Kleist ended so

tragically here: “Certainly, Kleist would have remained profoundly

ununderstood anywhere in Germany, but nowhere would the

hopelessness of his situation have struck him quite so hard as in the city

of a confirmed lack of imagination” [p. 55]. Even Schinkel isn’t enough to

get him to make his peace, because this great spirit ultimately fell victim

to the DNA of Berlin too: “In his way, he is a genius, but chiefly within the

estimation of the inhabitants of the colonial city” [p. 56].

Scheffler was a physical flaneur through the streets of Berlin, but he

also browsed through the history of this strange city, passing it through

the fine mesh of his analysis until he knew every grain of sand. at’s

how this book came about. If you think about it, it’s not even surprising

that it works as a guide to the mental landscape of the Berlin in 1910, but

functions just as well in dealing with the puzzles of a century later.

Because Scheffler explains in his book that the DNA of Berlin, which he

was the first scientist to map, was also bound to govern the city far into its

future. By describing the curiosities of the place in such minute detail, one

chromosome at a time, he describes in lile sidelong glances the secret

codes of Dresden, Hamburg, Munich, Gdańsk and London. anks to

Scheffler we learn to see that every city is an individual, with a feel, a

temperature, a smell all its own, composed over hundreds of years by the

mutual action of geography, rulers, culture, society and tradition.

Scheffler’s analysis takes us through an astonishing array of aspects and

perspectives to conclusions of impressive and disturbing clarity: why the

Berliners are incapable of building an aesthetically pleasing square (and

Potsdamer Platz and the excrescences round the new Central Station bear

him out); why Adolph Menzel might have been a world-class painter if he

hadn’t had the misfortune to live in Berlin; and why it takes a hermit type

like Botho Strauss to stick it out in the rural province of Uckermark, the

“steppe that seems to extend all the way into Russia … In melancholy

solitude, the farm- and heathland rolls on forever” [p. 13]. You can take

this old book and use it as a guide to contemporary Berlin. Even in places



where you think you are drowning in history, contemporary Berlin flashes

out its excited “me too!” associations. Say in the place where Scheffler

explains that sooner or later the Berliners will knock over

everything (houses, heroes, kingdoms) except the military, and you think,

well, that may have been the case once, and then you remember the weird

spectacle at the annual Love Parade on the Grosser Stern, when the seler

city was in its hip, nude element and grooved past the statues of the great

Prussian generals. Even the Victory Column, the “Siegessäule”, doesn’t put

anyone in mind of the War of 1870 anymore, but – if there’s any

mindfulness at all – only of the cheering crowds aer recent German

soccer triumphs and the so-called “Fan Mile”.

Still more penetrating is Scheffler’s analysis of the way the people

continually reinvent their rulers: “e populace subtly influences the

psyche of its rulers and sees itself reflected in them” [p. 21]. Writing in

1910, Scheffler intended a lile jab at the Berliners’ success in revising the

Prussian rulers downwards from Frederick the Great to William II. But

when one reads how Scheffler identifies “sense of duty”, “objectivity” and

“hard realism” as the principal virtues of the Hohenzollerns, you can’t

help but see how the Berliners were able to see themselves in the East

Elbian Angela Merkel – and not just that, they persuaded the rest of the

country, the Bavarians, the Rhinelanders and the Hamburgers to do so as

well. e architecture of the former official seat of the Hohenzollerns, the

castle, is dissected by Scheffler. e fact that now, behind the

reconstructed Baroque façades a “centre of world cultures” has been

created, combining the ethnological holdings of various museums, in

which the President of the Foundation of Prussian Culture announces “the

world should come here to take a look at itsel” – that might have got a

snort of derision out of Scheffler. Rarely has Berlin’s megalomania (posing

as humility) been beer held up to view than in this “vision”; rarely has

the proletarian desire to play the big man been more plainly exposed than

in the plans of the city government to set aside a few rooms for its

favourite subject “global.city.berlin”. Dot. Dot. Dot. e colonial city of

Berlin is unmistakably there in its gi of itself to the new colonialism,



dressed up as some preposterous ird World café. Where what is held up

to the world’s admiration is not the world, but Berlin’s monstrous self-

infatuation. But please, Scheffler would soothe us, spare the outrage, this

is all spelled out in the genetic code of the city.

Don’t, dear readers, be afraid of this book. Just as good as the passages

about the irreducible colonial city are Scheffler’s outbursts against the

colonial lack of discrimination of Berlin’s bread, which “made eating a sort

of necessary evil”. Or my own favourite sentence: Berlin is “not the proud

manifestation of a city’s sense of itself but a project of its building

industry”. “Make it your project” – precisely Scheffler’s thesis – was the

slogan we got to see on billboards across the city all autumn, sponsored by

Berlin’s DIY centres. To which I say: no more projects, no more DIY, get into

this book instead!

Florian Illies, Berlin, 2015
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“e sun stood high to greet the earth,

As on the day you were born.

You got up and le: and prospered

According to the law of origin.”

Goethe



On Method

Cities are like people, no two the same.

Each one is a personality, with a specific mood, a specific aspect or

character that imprints itself on the beholder. In considering this

character, it makes no difference whether one was happy in a place or not,

enjoyed living there or not; it is a maer of impressions that contain in

nuce the whole history of the city, impressions whose objective reality

transcends any feelings of sympathy or antipathy one might have. ere is

such a thing as a synthesizing instinct that takes what one might

otherwise have termed the soul of the individual city and precipitates it as

atmosphere. Every city is a record of the conditions of its founding, the

factors that went into making it and making it the way it is. And this

quality, persisting over hundreds of years in habits and customs, traffic

and trade, architecture and costume, is continuously at work, shaping

each detail, so that you see yourself confronting a singularity without

being able to say what makes it so singular. It would be erring on the side

of concreteness if one were to say the different atmospheres can be

perceived in the way the eye distinguishes colours; nearer to the truth to

say they are like different odours. Nor is it saying much to claim that cities

may be aristocratic or plebeian, cheerful or gloomy, melancholy or idyllic,

patrician or arriviste. Such words are as inadequate to describe a city as

they are a person. It’s all in the eye of the beholder.

Nevertheless, you won’t grasp the individuality of a city until the

feelings you have about it turn into thoughts, unless you make a historic

analysis of the instinctive sensations in which the embryonic genesis of

the city proposes itself to you, till you succeed in anchoring your

instinctive response in the history a second time, consciously.

is type of analysis, this contemplation of a people’s character from

the way it sets about building a city, is always tremendously instructive


