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The view

from
the Gate

If the modern state of Germany can be said to have a village green

on which communal events are marked and celebrated, then it is

the area around the Brandenburg Gate. It has long been Berlin’s

preferred setting for the city’s meetings and rallies, but since the
reunification of the two Germanys, the severe neo-classical gate-

way has become the natural backdrop to all great national events.

'I Professor Monika Griitters, the German Federal Minister of

J Culture, says:

It is the national monument. There is no other that can compete with it.

It is of course the symbol of the Berlin Wall, of a world divided into East

|

|
and West. And it is at the same time the symbol of the fall of that Wall |
and of liberty regained. It stands for the division of Germany, and the |
division of the world, into two blocs: two ideas of society. It reminds us !
of the loss of freedom; bur it is in itself also the great symbol of freedom '
regained. It is the national and the international monument of freedom

and unity.’

Monika Griitters is talking about the meanings that all across the
world have attached to the Brandenburg Gate since the Wall fell
twenty-five years ago, but the history of the Gate, its own experi-
ences and its far-reaching associations, go back ten times longer

than that.

Originally the site of one of a number of gates around Berlin,

Overleaf: The Brandenburg Gate by C. G. Langhans, built between

1788 and 1791, badly damaged 1945, restored after 1990
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In Konigsberg the king and his advisers effected a complete

reordering of the Prussian state, enabling it ultimately to take

the leading part in resisting and expelling the French. In 1813,
Prussian and Russian troops together forced Napoleon out of
Berlin, and pursued him and his army all the way to Paris. In
1814, tO SCENCS of public jubilation, the quadriga rerurned to the

Brandenburg Gate. Jt was, however, modified before being rein-

stated. In the bronze chariot you se¢ today, t atue of Vicrory is
accompanied by the Prussian cagle, and her lance proudly bears
the lron Cross {sce Chapter 14), the decoration a ded by the
King of Prussia to those who had fought with valour against the
French invader. The chariot makes clear that Napoleon had been
defeated by a Germany which his invasion had largely created.

The Gate had become 2 Prussian rrivmphal arch.

The Brandenburg Gate i pot just a monument to which history
has added layers of meaning. It is also a remarkable standpoint
from which to view some of the key moments in German history.
In fact, from this place alone, you can sce ‘dence not just of
the Napoleonic Wars, but of many other great events that have
shaped the German national memory.

1f you turn west and look along the broad avenue that leads to
the royal palace at Charlotrenburg, you sc€ another figure of Vic-
tory, this ime gilded and alone, standing on top of the 200-foot-
high Siegessaule (Victory Column), designed in 1864 to celebrate
the Prussian victory over Denmark, which began the process of
German unification. By the time it was finished, Prussia had also
trounced the Austrians in 1866 and defeated the French in 1870
and the base was decorated accordingly to mark the triple tri-
umph. Under Bismarck’s guidance, the King of Prussia had be-

come the German emperon head of a united Germany which was

the leading industrial and military power on the continent. The

Victory Column’s {nauguration in 1873 signalled Berlin’s new.

The Slegessiule, by Helnrlch Strack, 1864-T8
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The view from the Gate II

shown their idea of what that place ought to be. Speer, Hitler’s
cherished architect, designed a colossal Volkshalle, a Hall of the
People. An enormous dome, over 1,000 feet high, crowned the
assembly room in which 180,000 people could gather to listen to
the Fithrer. It would have dwarfed completely the nearby Reich-
stag, and been an uncomfortable, megalomaniac neighbour to
the Brandenburg Gate, itself a favourite site for Nazi marches
and rallies. It is a strange experience, to stand on the spot from
which you would have seen Speer’s dome, had history turned out
differently, and from which if you turn south, you can today see
the approaches to the Holocaust Memorial.

But the views west, north or south from the Brandenburg Gate
were always intended to be secondary. In a virtuoso piece of ur-
ban scenography it was the view east that mattered, down Unter
den Linden, past Frederick the Great’s library and opera house,
and on to the end of the vista and the Stadtschloss. The Schloss, a
huge baroque city-palace, was completed around 1700 and effec-
tively designed to make one great statement: after seventy years
of turmoil, in spite of the Thirty Years’ War (1618-48), in spite of
Swedish invasion (in the 1670s), Brandenburg — the modest state
of which Berlin was the capital — had not only survived, but had
emerged as a serious European power.

Its survival was remarkable. It is reckoned that in the 16 308
the urban population of Brandenburg declined from 113,500 to
34,000, while its rural inhabitants fell from 300,000 to 75,000.
Something like three quarters of the population had died or fled.
After the war, the position in both town and country was stabilized
and prosperity slowly began to return. In the 1670s the Swedes,
the great military power of northern Europe, had invaded again,
in alliance with the French. The then Elector of Brandenburg,
known to history as the Great Elector, had brilliantly outman-
oeuvred and defeated them. In a pleasing twist of political and_
economic revenge, when Louis XIV revoked the Edict of N/{q.t@s\j NA Q‘r
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The view from the Gate

up and repaired by the occupying authorities. Situated right on
the boundary between the Western and Eastern zones (and later
between the two states), it was one of the authorized crossing

points. As in the eighteenth century, it again became an entrance
to Berlin, taking on a particular, charged, significance as a place
for demonstrations. In 1953 it was the scene of the first major
rebellion against Soviet rule in Eastern Europe, as tens of thou-
sands of striking workers called for free elections and tore down
the red flag flying over it. The unrest was put down by Soviet
tanks. On 14 August 1961, one day after the building of the Wall
began, West Berliners gathered on the other side of the Gate to
protest against the erection of the Wall and the division of their

' city. Using these demonstrations as a pretext, the East German

authorities closed the checkpoint there ‘until further notice’. For
rwenty-eight years the Gate became a barrier. It did not reopen
until 22 December 1989, when the West German Chancellor,
Helmut Kohl, walked through it to be greeted by the East Ger-
man Prime Minister, Hans Modrow. There is no building or site
that speaks so powerfully to Germans everywhere of the division
and the reunification of their country.

Since reunification, the Brandenburg Gate has once again

Reunification medal by Erich Ott, 1389. The prison bars on one side turn into the Brandenburg
Gate an the other. The prison side carries the title of the German national anthem: 'Einigkeit

und Recht und Freihait’ (*Unity and Justice and Freedom’}).

{s] .
Pposlite: The Alexanderturm, by Hermann Henselmann and Gerhard Kosel, operatlonal 1969
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